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FOREWORD
When I wrote The Elf Tangent, I didn’t plan to write more novels after it. Oh, I left things open for the possibility of revisiting the world, as I usually do, and introduced a few possible heroines for future adventures (and romances). But when I sent it off to my editor, I moved on to another project.
After it was published, I started hearing from readers, asking for more books in the world (admittedly, I asked people to let me know if they wanted more). And I’d started thinking of Hawk’s sister, last mentioned as recovering from her ordeal of being magically altered into one of the Twisted (the cursed baddies in The Elf Tangent). After that ordeal, I figured she might need a story of her own and a chance to find some happiness. So, I outlined what became The Princess Paradigm.
You don’t need to have read the previous book to pick up this one, as it features a new heroine and hero, but if you enjoy The Princess Paradigm, you’ll probably like Elf Tangent too. And I ended up introducing another potential heroine in this one (you’ll meet her at the end), so I have tentative plans to write a third novel in this world. In short, if you’re a high-fantasy romance fan, there’s more coming!
Before you jump in, please let me thank my editor, Shelley Holloway, my beta readers, Sarah Engelke and Cindy Wilkinson, and my cover designer, Deranged Doctor Design. Also, thank you to Vivienne Leheny, who’s wonderfully narrated so many of my books, and you, the reader, for picking up my stories. I hope you enjoy this one!
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PRINCESS HYSITHEA GLOWERED at the solidified block of elven root pitch, willing it to melt so she could pour it into glass jars for transport. The dark brown cube remained firm, not so much as a corner softening. She glowered harder.
Once, she’d had magical power that she’d been able to draw upon at will, but since her return to her people and what should have been a normal way of life… that power eluded her. All through her youth, she’d had to wear a special bracer with an embedded ryshar to nullify her magic. Now, it seemed a mental block was sufficient.
She growled at the root pitch, not caring that she sounded like a cranky wolf rather than a proper elven maiden.
“You have to heat it so it melts,” came a cheerful voice from her side.
The human, Princess Aldari, who was currently being courted by Hysithea’s brother Hawk, pushed a portable burner across the table toward her.
“Just be careful about how hot you get it. I’ve learned the hard way that it’s combustible around three hundred degrees standard.” Aldari touched a strawberry-blonde eyebrow that hadn’t fully grown back after her earlier experiments. “We should put that on the labels, shouldn’t we? A warning. It’s in the brochures I made, but those are for the vendors who will buy in bulk from us, not the end users.”
“Maybe you can just draw a picture of a flaming eyebrow on the label,” Hysithea muttered.
Usually, Hysithea enjoyed talking to the academically inclined Aldari, but she’d slept poorly the night before and couldn’t manage any enthusiasm. She’d only volunteered to help with this project to avoid the group therapy session that her mother had been coercing her to attend. It was difficult seeing Aldari and Hawk kissing and laughing and happy while Hysithea was so plagued by nightmares that she struggled to sleep.
“My background is in macroeconomics, not product marketing,” Aldari said, “but I’m inclined to believe that pictures of fire-scorched body parts might deter shoppers from making a purchase.”
“Only the unadventurous. And I’m aware that the pitch needs to be heated to be manipulated.” Hysithea smiled, trying not to come across as defensive. She knew Aldari was trying to be helpful, not condescending, but these days, it seemed that everyone had a pitying tone when they spoke to Hysithea. “I was attempting to do so magically.”
“Oh,” Aldari said with a bright smile. Her beaming blue eyes and freckles were likely what had drawn Hawk to her, despite his copious pronouncements that she’s really smart! “Is your power returning? I’d heard—er, Hawk mentioned that you’re having a small problem with that.”
It was a big problem, and, despite her determination to be amicable, Hysithea couldn’t keep from glowering again.
“Sorry.” Aldari held up her hands apologetically. “It’s none of my business. I shouldn’t pry. Or listen when he burbles to me about your family. I should have put cotton in my ears. Or moss.” Aldari waved at the moss-draped trees, walkways, and buildings of the elven outpost around them. “It’s too bad we can’t sell that.”
“Our people are secretive about our best hybrids.” Paragraphs of information from a book on the history of moss cultivation in Serth, something Hysithea had read years ago, popped into her mind. Why could she remember that with precise detail but her magic eluded her?
Hawk stepped out of the hollowed tree where they were storing the jars of elven root pitch that they’d already prepared. This morning, he and Aldari had started packing several crates of the stuff to send to Delantria and Razgizar to test in their markets. Hawk wore a pitch-smeared apron over his black leather armor, an odd look for a great warrior and second son of a king, but the elves were expecting visitors—possibly hostile visitors—and he had to keep his arms and armor at hand.
“Our company has arrived,” Hawk said grimly.
Hysithea hadn’t yet heard anything, but Hawk’s magic wasn’t eluding him, so it was possible he’d detected the arrival of strangers another way.
“You two might want to step inside,” he added.
“Aren’t the Taldarians supposed to be sending a peaceful diplomatic party?” Aldari asked.
“They invaded your
kingdom last month,” Hawk said, “trying to bully you into surrendering so they could force you to join the empire. Do you think they’re capable of peace and diplomacy?”
“Not when dealing with human fishermen and farmers—” Aldari waved her pitch-covered spatula at her dress to include herself in that description, “—but you’re fearsome elves. With magic. I assumed they would be polite.”
“Oh, they have been. On the surface. But they’re beyond irked with us. With me. We’ll have to put up a fearsome and intimidating front to convince them to leave Serth alone.” Hawk fastened his sword belt around his waist, perhaps forgetting he wore the apron.
Hysithea lifted a finger to tell him, but hoofbeats sounded on the mossy flagstones of the main road through the outpost. Curious, she stepped away from the tree to look, but Hawk gripped her elbow and pulled her back, shifting her and Aldari behind him.
“You’re my twin brother, not my bodyguard,” Hysithea pointed out.
“I’m your twin brother and your bodyguard. You should be honored and delighted.”
“I’m thinking of lighting that clump of pitch on your backside on fire.” Hysithea poked him in the butt to remind him of the apron—something that might not intimidate the Taldarians. “Aldari tells me it’s combustible at three hundred degrees.”
“The pitch or my butt?”
“Like eyebrows,” Aldari said, “butts singe; they don’t combust.”
“Disappointing,” Hysithea murmured, then fell silent as the Taldarian party came into view, elven warriors on foot escorting the horseback riders.
Her brother was right. The large, bronze-skinned humans from south of the Forever Fog River and the Shark Tooth Mountains did not look like diplomats.
Riding on huge black and brown warhorses, the men—the troops—wore sleeveless brown military uniforms that left their muscled arms on display, with black tattoos running from their wrists to their shoulders. Their horses carried packs, but the men carried everything from bows and quivers to black-powder pistols to swords, maces, and daggers.
Two men in the lead, one with gray hair and one with black, wore shaggy bear-fur baldrics in addition to the sleeveless uniform vests. The heads were still attached, the dead brown eyes staring out from their chests.
“What garish ornamentation,” Hysithea muttered.
The black-haired man, the muscles of his bare arms like boulders, looked over at her with the mien of a conqueror and the cold dark eyes of a killer. The towering black stallion he rode snapped at the air, as if he’d been trained to bite enemies in half. Maybe he had.
Hysithea had always heard that human hearing wasn’t as keen as that of elves, but the way the man held her gaze, his eyes challenging, made her think he’d heard her comment—and didn’t approve.
She barely resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at him. It had only been a month since her people had ended the curse of the Twisted and started learning how to use their magic again. They would prefer to avoid war with the powerful Taldarian Empire for as long as possible.
Still, she couldn’t keep from muttering, “Krayka,” a Taldarian word that meant pompous ass.
Supposedly, it wasn’t a grave insult among their people—some accepted it with pride—so she didn’t worry about him overhearing it. Her pronunciation was probably off anyway. She’d only studied their language in books.
“That’s a colonel,” Hawk murmured, more familiar with their military insignia than Hysithea. He waved to a silver crossed-swords rank pin on the shoulder of his vest above the Taldarian emblem on all the uniforms, a scepter lying diagonally across a crown. “I’m not sure about the gray-haired man. He doesn’t have any rank on display, unless one counts the bear head. Maybe he’s our diplomat.”
Judging by the way the gray-haired man sneered around the outpost as he took in the elven gardens, earthen domes, and wooden structures built into the treetops, he didn’t have diplomatic thoughts in mind.
The colonel’s stony face was harder to read, but his focus was on the elves rather than their surroundings, and his gaze lingered on Hawk, watching the way his hand rested on the hilt of his sword. As his horse drew even with their group, his dark eyes narrowed, and recognition glinted in them. Recognition and fury.
He masked the emotion quickly, but they’d all caught it.
“Was he there in Delantria?” Aldari whispered.
“He might have been,” Hawk whispered back.
“Then he knows that you and Captain Setvik…”
“Assassinated a dozen of his fellow officers to protect your people? I suspect he does.”
The colonel’s gaze shifted again to Hysithea, and was that recognition of her as well? She hadn’t been in Delantria and hadn’t had anything to do with her brother’s actions, but that might not matter to the Taldarians. Their emperor might want their whole family dead.
As if drawn by their conversation, the colonel nudged his belligerent mount, and the horse walked off the road toward them. The rest of the procession paused to wait, including the elven warriors who’d been guiding them. They rested their hands warily on their weapons and looked toward Hawk.
He held up a hand toward them and met the colonel’s gaze as the man approached, looming over them on that big horse. The animal flattened his ears and showed them his large square teeth.
“I am Colonel Mrothgar, sent by Emperor Graktar to protect Advisor Vorkroft as he speaks with your king about establishing relations with your people.” Mrothgar had a deep accented voice that matched his broad chest, and he spoke in Hyric, the most common language in the world. It was unlikely he knew Elven. “You are Prince Hawsylereth. You and a number of mercenaries assassinated many of our officers in Delantria. We know this, and will not forget.”
As if in agreement, the horse flapped his upper lip, showing off his teeth again.
“Stay out of other people’s kingdoms,” Hawk said, “and you won’t stumble across assassins. I’m sure our king will give you similar advice.”
“We will see what advice he has for us.” The gray-haired man—Vorkroft?—spoke without an accent and seemed ready to defend his officer, but he also snapped his fingers and pointed for the colonel to return to the road.
“If we were not guests in your land,” Mrothgar said, ignoring the summons in favor of glaring at Hawk, “I would challenge you to a duel and slay you.”
“Then he could take one of the females as his prize,” one of his men whispered in Taldarian.
“The elf. Those ears are sexy.”
“Exotic.”
“Definitely.”
Hysithea’s cheeks heated. Had Hawk understood the language, he might have lost his calm and sprung at the men to defend her honor. If she’d had access to her magic, she would have commanded the branches of the elven trees to knock them off their horses.
Mrothgar didn’t opine on whether he wanted a female prize, but his gaze shifted back to Hysithea, and he considered her silently for a long moment.
Did these men truly think her a prize? She, who’d shambled through the forests as a monster a month before?
Hysithea knew she wasn’t unattractive, even if she still struggled to see her true blonde-haired and pale-skinned self instead of the blue-skinned Twisted she’d so recently been, but it wasn’t as if minstrels wrote ballads about her great beauty. Nor did she have the ample hips, breasts, and butt that were more common on human women—and that even some male elves liked to ogle.
Admittedly, the colonel wasn’t ogling anything of hers. Just looking contemplatively at her.
“Perhaps I will challenge you anyway,” Mrothgar said, his eyes growing colder again as they shifted back to Hawk.
“I’ll duel you if you wish.” Hawk caressed the hilt of his sword, though it was likely his magic he was preparing to draw. “But you’ll find no prizes here. Only hardened wizards and warriors.” Apparently, he’d gotten the gist, even if he didn’t understand the language.
“Your death would be prize enough.” As the colonel glared at Hawk, his jaw tight, his hard muscles tense, tendons stood out in his neck, as if he were fighting the urge to throw himself from his horse at that very second. There was a bow staff across his back and a pistol at his belt, but his hand strayed toward a spiked mace opposite the firearm. Its metal prongs were long enough to drive into a man’s—or an elf’s—skull. “My warlord would praise me to the emperor if I slew you.”
“Colonel,” Advisor Vorkroft said sternly in Taldarian. “Come. We are here for diplomacy.”
“It was not diplomacy that this one used on our people,” Mrothgar said, switching to the same tongue. “He attacked without honor. Like a snake in the night.”
Mrothgar’s jaw remained tight, his back to his leader.
“Yes, but he has dangerous power.”
“They all do,” Mrothgar replied. “That is why we are here.”
“Yes, but bide your time.”
Hysithea realized they didn’t think any of the elves understood their language. Maybe Mrothgar hadn’t heard her insult, after all.
The colonel released his weapon and nudged his mount back toward the road, though he didn’t turn his back fully on Hawk. The horse swished his mane and lifted his tail, as if saying they were all beneath him. Who would have thought a horse could be as pompous as his rider?
Mrothgar patted the stallion on the shoulder. The horse turned his head and snapped at him, though the creature couldn’t bend his neck far enough back to be a true threat. Too bad. Mrothgar only patted him again.
To her surprise, Hysithea noticed a tattoo of a wizened woman’s face on his shoulder, just visible under the baldric. She’d seen it before in books on Taldarian symbology and knew it signaled a belief in chivalry and protecting the weak. She also knew that Taldarians’ tattoos always meant something to them and were never purely decorative.
“Lead us to your king,” he told the elven escort in Hyric.
The elves released their weapons, nodded toward Hawk, and continued down the road with the mounted Taldarians following.
A single woman in uniform rode at the rear of the group, her dark hair swept back in a tight braid. Her bare arms were almost as muscular as the men’s, and she also carried weapons.
“Who’s she?” Hysithea asked.
“That may be our guest. From what Father said, the Taldarians are proposing a so-called cultural exchange, inviting one of our people to go visit their capital city and learn about them and leaving one of their people here to do the same with us.” Hawk shrugged, his gaze stuck to the horseback riders as they continued toward the palace, elven guards striding along ahead and behind to ensure they didn’t stray. “It’s all spy stuff, of course. I’m surprised Father is agreeing to it.”
“Who’s going back with them?”
“Lady Zetrashi,” Hawk said.
Hysithea blinked. “Our schoolteacher?”
“Well, we don’t have any trained spies. We’ve been too busy dealing with the Twisted these past centuries to worry about the human nations. She can read their language though.”
“I can read their language.” It bothered Hysithea that her parents had told Hawk about all this and not her. Even though she couldn’t imagine volunteering to go off with those big brutes, she’d studied history and languages, including Taldarian, so it would have been logical for her parents to at least consider her for such a mission.
And if she’d gone, it would have been a chance to travel and see the world, something she’d always longed to do. She’d read about all of the other kingdoms and empires, but she’d never set foot outside of Serth. The ancient Taldarian Empire had existed for millennia and had numerous fascinating ruin sites, including the Crater of Chaos, where several species of animals that were extinct everywhere else in the world still existed. She would love to see that place.
“You?” Hawk gaped at her. “You’re barely back from being, uhm, you know.” He waved toward the forests where the Twisted had roamed. “Ill,” Hawk finished.
“I wasn’t ill; it was a curse.”
“Your skin was blue, your hair was white, and you were tainted by magic that made you try to kill people.”
She’d tried and succeeded, as her nightmares wouldn’t let her forget. Hysithea shook her head bleakly. “I’m well aware of what I was.”
“You need to rest and recover. Learn how to use your magic again. Remember how to smile and laugh.”
“I smile and laugh just fine.” Hysithea pointed at Aldari. “I smiled at her not five minutes ago.”
Hawk looked to Aldari for confirmation.
Aldari hesitated. “It looked more like a pained grimace than a smile, but she did try.”
Hawk patted Hysithea on the shoulder. “You’ll get back to normal eventually, but you need time to recover. You definitely don’t need to go to Taldar with a bunch of men who are as diplomatic as rabid badgers.”
“I’m surprised they’re not wearing rabid badgers,” Aldari murmured, waving in the direction they and their bear-head costumes had gone.
Hawk nodded. “It’s a good thing Lady Zetrashi has bodyguards going with her. And a lot of grit.”
“I have grit,” Hysithea muttered.
Hawk patted her shoulder again. “Of course you do.”
Hysithea knew he didn’t mean to be condescending, but she couldn’t help but feel like a toddler being told the adult world was too much for her to handle and she had best stay in her room and play with her dolls.
“I better join Mother and Father in welcoming our guests,” Hawk said. “I’ll come back to help you later, Aldari.”
He kissed her on the cheek.
“Perhaps a gift of elven root pitch would be in order.” Aldari smiled and lifted two jars. “I haven’t finished the labels for these, but maybe it’s not necessary to mention the possibility of combustion. I’m sure the Taldarians will figure it out.”
Hawk’s mouth twisted wryly. “Are you trying to blow up our visitors, Aldari?”
“Is that not diplomatic?” She handed him the jars. “Here, only give them as gifts if that colonel gets uppity and talks again about duels and prizes.”
Hysithea almost pointed out that Mrothgar hadn’t been the one to bring up prizes, but he hadn’t voiced any disagreement about the concept either.
Hawk accepted the jars and touched Aldari’s hair fondly as she removed his apron for him. Hysithea still found it strange that, while she’d been away, her brother had not only led their people to a great victory that had ended the curse of the Twisted, but he’d also developed a relationship with a woman from a neighboring kingdom. They’d been speaking not only of their root-pitch project but of marriage and where they might live together afterward.
Even though Hysithea was happy for Hawk, she couldn’t help but feel lonely and sad, knowing how unlikely it was that anyone would ever want to marry her. Not when she had the blood of her own people on her hands.
Hawk tilted his head, as if he were receiving a telepathic communication. He likely was. Now that their people no longer had to hide and stifle their magic from the Twisted, using magic to speak across a distance had become more common.
“Father wants all of us, Hysithea,” Hawk said, turning to her. “You and our older brother too.”
“So I can listen to them speaking Taldarian and offer insight into what they really want?” she asked.
“Father just said he wants us to present a united front while looking fearsome and powerful and making it clear that our people are not
to be trifled with.”
“How am I supposed to help with that?” Hysithea looked pointedly down at her green dress, sandaled feet, slender build, and her utter lack of ferocity.
She’d endured the same sword-fighting lessons as Hawk when they’d been growing up, but she hadn’t picked up a blade since she’d returned to her people. In part because she’d never adored swordsmanship, and in part because mothers with children eyed her and the other survivors with wariness when they passed by. As if they believed Hysithea and the others might revert to Twisted at any moment and attack them all.
“They won’t know you don’t have your power back yet.” Hawk smiled gently—as before, he didn’t mean it to be condescending, but Hysithea couldn’t keep from wincing. He leaned into the hollowed tree and pulled out a sword one of the elves who’d brought the crates had left behind. “And I’ve seen you with a blade. You’re terrifying.”
“Especially to my own toes.”
“Maybe put some boots on before we go in.”
“Excellent idea,” Aldari said. “Then you can kick that colonel in the balls if necessary.”
Hysithea shook her head, suspecting that colonel was the type who might like a feisty woman. But she took a deep breath, accepted the sword, and followed her brother toward the outpost.
If the Taldarians were planning trouble, Hysithea wanted to help. Maybe then, her people would start looking at her like the princess she was—not the monster she’d once been.
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HYSITHEA CLIMBED one of the ladders leading to the interconnected platforms twenty feet up in the great trees that housed the palace, a sprawling network of covered outdoor spaces and rooms inside trunks. She’d grown up there and should have felt at home, but as she passed the guards on the walkways, many of them looked at her as if she were a stranger. Still.
Bleakly, she hurried to catch up with her brother.
Their father’s voice grew audible as Hysithea and Hawk approached the outdoor audience chamber, a large covered area between four massive trees. It was filled with members of the Royal Guard as well as senior elves from the king and queen’s court, the latter standing and sitting in chairs and sofas that were usually arranged around fire pits and tables but now faced the raised dais on which her parents stood.
Her brother Erathian was already present, arms folded over his chest as he stood to the side of the dais. From the raised platform, the king and queen faced Colonel Mrothgar and Advisor Vorkroft. The rest of the Taldarians stood back, exchanging assessing looks with the elves of the Royal Guard. More than the handful who’d led them from the entrance of the outpost were there, all armed and ready to protect the king and queen if the Taldarians did anything aggressive.
“We welcome you to our simple home,” Father was saying, speaking in Hyric. “We are pleased that you’re making this overture and are open to diplomatic relations between our two nations.”
“Of course, Your Majesty,” Vorkroft said smoothly with a bow. “The emperor was not pleased that your people sprang into our affairs in Delantria—”
A faint growl drifted back. Had that been the colonel?
“—but in his wisdom,” Vorkroft continued, “he believes it would be wise for our two peoples to get to know each other and have a few discussions before we make any assumptions or leap into hostilities.”
Hysithea didn’t think she and Hawk had made any noise as they’d stopped at the back of the audience chamber, but Mrothgar looked over his shoulder, as if he’d heard their approach. He eyed Hawk again, as coolly as he had below. Hawk lifted his chin and looked fearlessly back at him.
“We are pleased that the emperor is open to discussion,” Mother said, drawing Mrothgar’s attention back to her. “From what we’ve heard from rulers of other nations, he often chooses to lead with swords rather than messenger falcons.”
“He is a strong leader,” Vorkroft agreed, though that wasn’t what Mother had said. “But your people, after so many centuries of keeping to yourselves, are an enigma to us.” Vorkroft’s smile was oily.
Hysithea had a feeling he wished the elves had gone on keeping to themselves. Meanwhile, Mrothgar seemed to be fantasizing about throttling Hawk. Oh, his broad back was to Hysithea, so she couldn’t know for certain, but he kept flexing his fingers into fists, the muscles in his arms bunching.
Her gaze strayed to the tattoo of the woman’s face on his shoulder that implied he was chivalrous, at least toward those weaker than he. He must not have felt Hawk qualified. A couple of his men had the same tattoo among the mix on their arms. Not, she noted, the ones who’d talked about her ears and suggested she should be a prize.
“So your emperor’s message said.” Father nodded. “Which is why he proposed this exchange. Who is the human you wish to stay with us for the next six months?”
“This is the minstrel Gyresha.” Vorkroft extended an arm toward the single woman among them. “She is a scholar as well as a singer among our people and will enjoy taking notes and learning from your kind while she’s here.”
“Taking notes and learning about our kind, no doubt,” Hawk muttered.
“Very well,” Father said.
“We will give her a room and welcome her to Serth,” Mother said.
Vorkroft placed a fist against the flat of his opposite palm and bowed to her. Once more, he gave the oily smile as he said, “I trust she will be permitted out of her room from time to time.”
“We will not imprison your envoy,” Father said. “And we trust you will treat ours with honor and respect.”
“Of course, Your Majesty. That is our way.” Vorkroft bowed to him as well.
Even though this advisor was smarmy, everything Hysithea had read about the Taldarian people did suggest they would act with honor and respect. She wasn’t surprised that the colonel had wanted to challenge Hawk to a formal duel, rather than leaping from his horse and forcing the issue.
“Where is the one who will accompany us back to the empire?” Vorkroft asked. “We are eager to begin learning from your elf envoy.”
Hawk snorted with skepticism.
“Her name is Lady Zetrashi. She is a noble, and we’re expecting her and her bodyguards soon.” Mother had no sooner finished speaking than one of the palace guards ran up to the dais carrying a scroll. He murmured a few words that Hysithea didn’t catch, then held it out.
Frowning, Mother took the scroll and read the message while Father told the Taldarians that he’d had a dome prepared for them and invited them to spend the night.
A startlingly loud whinny drifted up from below the platform.
“I thought you put that horse in the stable with the others,” someone on the ground whispered.
“I did. He escaped. And he bit Vun Teveran.”
“Ten gold dakyas says that’s the colonel’s horse,” one of the Taldarians whispered in their tongue.
“I’d be a fool to take that bet,” another whispered back, the words almost drowned out by a second whinny.
Father peered over the railing behind the dais. “Is there a problem?”
“No, Your Majesty,” someone replied in an abashed tone. “We’ll use some magical coercion.” The speaker’s voice lowered. “Since his bit is apparently decorative.”
“My horse tends to be spirited,” Mrothgar said, not needing to look over the railing to know it was his mount. He didn’t sound abashed that the horse had interrupted the meeting.
“Spiritedly stubborn,” one of his men whispered with a snicker.
Mrothgar looked over his shoulder. The whisperers straightened their backs and snapped their mouths shut, alarm in their eyes at having been heard. The corner of Mrothgar’s mouth twitched up in a smile so faint the men missed it.
Father turned his attention back to Mother when she lifted the note and gazed into his eyes, sharing some telepathic message.
“Ill?” Father asked. “You’re certain?”
“It’s penned in her own hand,” Mother said. “I’ll go see her after this and find out what’s wrong.”
“I’m afraid,” Father said, “that she who we selected to visit your land, she who had familiarity with your language, has taken ill.”
“Ill?” Vorkroft’s eyebrows flew up. “What kind of illness would afflict a woman so quickly?”
“The kind that settles in after one’s gotten a good look at us,” Mrothgar said.
“If that’s true, you shouldn’t have acted so brutishly as we advanced through their compound.”
Interestingly, they didn’t switch to their own tongue for the exchange.
Father held up a hand. “I am certain that is not it. Perhaps there is another who would be an acceptable envoy to visit your land.”
“It would have to be someone who is a quick study,” Vorkroft said, “and can learn our tongue so that we may easily communicate. Hyric
is not spoken widely in the empire, and we are eager to facilitate the exchange of education and enlightenment between our two peoples.” He looked at Mrothgar, as if for agreement.
The colonel grunted. Between his beefy arms and that bear head fastened to his chest, Mrothgar looked about as enlightened as a mountain vorg, but he’d probably gained the rank of colonel because he had some intelligence, and Hysithea told herself not to underestimate him.
As Mother and Father looked at each other, then studied Erathian thoughtfully—were they debating options to replace Lady Zetrashi?—it occurred to Hysithea that she could volunteer. She was as skeptical of the Taldarians and their intent as Hawk, but this would be an opportunity to see another land—one where her dubious past wasn’t known—and with her background, she could be an ideal spy.
She already knew the language, and she’d read about Taldarian history, religion, and culture. Admittedly, she knew even more about their fascinating ruins, natural wonders, and animals that existed nowhere else in the world, but she was a better choice than Erathian. He didn’t even have any interest in elven ruins in Serth. He was smart and had read a lot, but he would far prefer stabbing strangers with swords than interacting diplomatically.
“I’m always eager to educate and enlighten,” Hysithea said in Hyric, lifting a hand.
As one, Vorkroft, Mrothgar, and the other Taldarians turned to look at her.
“No, you’re not,” Hawk whispered in Elven, grabbing her hand and pushing it down.
“Please. I’ve lectured you more times than you can remember.”
“I’m not denying that, but you’re not going with a bunch of soldiers. Male soldiers. Who knows what they would do with you once they had you in their clutches?” Hawk thrust a finger toward Mrothgar.
The colonel, who likely understood few of their words, seemed to catch the gist. “If you send Princess Hysithea with us, I will protect her with my own life until we reach the emperor in the Shining City.”
“The what?” Hawk asked.
“That’s their nickname for their capital of Kronshar, which is on the Steppes of Nohgorthal, located just past the confluence of the Tiger and Tigress Rivers.” Hysithea smiled toward the Taldarians and also toward Mother and Father. It wasn’t exactly a feat of great geographical knowledge, but the colonel’s brows rose, and he nodded at her with what might have been approval. It was hard to tell because he kept scowling at Hawk at the same time.
Unfortunately, Mother and Father did not look at Hysithea with approval. Horrorstruck expressions stamped their faces, and Mother gripped the railing behind her for support.
“If you can wait a few days before returning,” Father said to Vorkroft, “I’m certain our chosen envoy will recover from her illness and still be able to accompany you.”
“Unfortunately, we cannot wait,” Vorkroft said. “Harvest season is beginning in the empire, and even soldiers must return home to help in the fields.”
Hysithea squinted at him. From what she’d read, slaves and prisoners of war from those nations they conquered assisted their farmers during planting and harvest times. Their soldiers worked full time at their duties, either going to war or training to go to war. She opened her mouth to speak, but Vorkroft continued.
“During my preparation for this diplomatic venture,” he said, “I did some research on your family, and I believe your daughter would be a suitable person for this position. Is she not an academic and a historian?”
Father and Mother exchanged long looks again.
“Yes,” Hysithea said. “I am. I’ve even read about the crops you grow and how your harvest season works.” She held Vorkroft’s gaze when he looked back at her, wanting him to know she’d caught his lie.
Mrothgar snorted softly. “It does seem like an academic would best be able to learn from our people as well as educating us on theirs. A pure warrior might be less apt in the role.” He looked at Erathian and also Hawk.
“My daughter isn’t going off to another land with a bunch of overly muscled human males who can’t be bothered to wear proper shirts,” Mother snapped.
Father lifted a hand and murmured in Elven to her, a reminder that they were there to be diplomatic.
She called him a dolt and demanded that he reject their suggestion or she would.
“What are they angling for?” Hawk murmured, eyeing the Taldarians’ backs. “Why do they want you?”
“You don’t think they simply think me the best candidate for the job?” Hysithea asked, though she also believed they had ulterior motives.
“I don’t think there is a legitimate job. They’re only offering this supposed trade of people so they can plant a spy here. If anything, they’ll torture and interrogate whomever they take with them so they can gain even more information.” Hawk frowned fiercely at her. “I’m not allowing that to happen.”
“The colonel said he would protect me,” she said.
“Oh, I’m sure he’ll consider that a binding promise.”
“He should.” Hysithea started to explain the tattoo, and that, even without it, honor and integrity were part of their culture, but Hawk’s frown deepened, and he spoke again.
“Given that his men suggested you should be the colonel’s prize if he bested me, his idea of protection probably means you being under him in bed.”
“He didn’t say that.”
“Only because he was too busy glaring at me.”
Hysithea sighed, but she couldn’t fully fault Hawk for his assumption. High-ranking Taldarian warriors tended to be rewarded with women, and some had three or more wives, their emperor included. One occasionally read about female warriors who gained rank in their culture, but it leaned toward the patriarchal, with women having little say in politics, and their twelve warlords, the regional rulers who enforced the emperor’s mandates, were always male.
“My daughter will not be traveling to Taldar,” Father stated. “Your envoy may still stay in our city for the proposed six months, and, if at some future date, Lady Zetrashi becomes hale enough for travel, we will send her to your border with a suitable number of elven warriors as escorts.”
Hysithea’s shoulders slumped. It wasn’t that she trusted the Taldarians or dismissed her brother’s concerns, but for a moment, she’d gotten her hopes up that she might have the opportunity to travel to another land and recover from the last year’s trauma under less… sympathetic and pitying eyes.
Mrothgar turned to look back at Hysithea. “Are you certain you do not wish to come with us?” he asked, as if she, rather than her parents, had been the one to reject the offer. “The empire has a long and interesting history. As an academic, you might find studying it up close interesting.”
“She would not,” Mother said before Hysithea could reply.
She would, Hysithea thought, but she wouldn’t argue with her parents in front of visitors. Later, she would argue with them.
Still watching her—could he read her disgruntlement in her eyes?—Mrothgar added, “As I said, as an officer in the emperor’s imperial army, I can give you my word that I will protect you the entire way to the Shining City.”
“She will not be going,” Father said stiffly, “and you will direct your comments to me instead of my daughter. I invite your people to enjoy a meal here this evening and spend the night. I will write a letter that you may carry to your emperor, letting him know that we will treat his envoy well, and I will send along a gift for him to let him know that we would prefer not to be enemies going forward.”
Vorkroft huffed and looked like he would object again, but Mrothgar elbowed him.
“This is acceptable, Your Majesty,” the colonel said.
Vorkroft shot him a sidelong look. Mrothgar held up a finger but otherwise ignored him.
“They look shifty,” Hawk muttered.
“In the morning, you can return to your people,” Father continued. “We would not wish to delay you or do anything to disturb your harvest season.”
It sounded like Father had also believed that a lie.
“Of course,” Mrothgar said. “We will deliver your message, and I’ll alert the border guards to expect a visitor at some point in the near future.”
Though the colonel sounded reasonable enough, Vorkroft clenched his jaw, and a muscle ticked in his cheek. Was he irritated because he hadn’t, as Hawk suspected, gotten an elf to take along to interrogate? Or because he resented being given the lowly task of messenger boy?
“Excellent.” Father switched to Elven, asking the guards to guide their guests to suitable quarters—and keep an eye on them.
The guards bowed to him and waved the Taldarians toward one of the ladders.
Hawk drew Hysithea to the side as the men started to pass, but Mrothgar paused and bowed to her. “It was an honor to meet an elf who knows of our people and our history.” He smiled warmly at her. “I hope our paths cross again, Princess Hysithea. I would be most pleased to show you the great libraries in the Shining City or even the admittedly more modest library in my own regional capital. You could peruse the books on elves and see how much our scholars got wrong.” His smile lingered and even grew a touch wry at that comment.
In that moment when he wasn’t busy scowling at her brother, Hysithea was struck by how handsome Mrothgar was. A strange flutter teased her belly. She didn’t think it was nervousness—it wasn’t as if she was going to be permitted to go with them. Maybe it was the thought of one day being able to delve into the libraries in another nation. All of her life, she’d had only ancient Elven scrolls to study. The thought of devouring information in the vast libraries of other nations and seeing the world which she’d only read about…
“She’s not interested,” Hawk said flatly. “Continue on, Colonel.”
Mrothgar’s smile vanished as he met Hawk’s eyes, that coldness returning, and once again, Hysithea had the feeling that he wanted to pounce on her brother, to battle Hawk to the death right there, never mind how many guards were watching.
Those guards crowded closer, and the queen left the dais and strode toward Hysithea, probably to tug her to her room and lock her inside.
“Of course,” Mrothgar finally said, nodding not at Hawk or the queen but at Hysithea. “We understand your reticence. Our two peoples must travel a long road together before trust can be established.”
Mrothgar shot Hawk a dark and mistrustful look before leading his people out of the palace.
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AFTER THE VISITORS disappeared from view, the guards escorting the men to guest quarters and the female Taldarian to a home that had been prepared for her, Hawk rested a hand on Hysithea’s shoulder.
“Why do they want you?” he asked with a frown.
Hysithea shook her head. “I haven’t the faintest idea. I promise I didn’t wink or flirt with them.”
Hawk blinked. “Well, I assumed not. Who would flirt with someone wearing a bear head like normal people wear luck amulets?”
“Maybe it’s a lucky bear head.”
Mother, Father, and Erathian gathered around Hysithea and Hawk.
“Are you all right, dear?” Mother touched her arm, concern filling her eyes.
“Yes, Mother. All the colonel did was speak to me.”
“He was attempting to lure you with him.” Mother frowned at Father. “They did more than study us if they know what our daughter’s passions are and how to appeal to them.”
“It wasn’t as if I hid them, Mother,” Hysithea said, though she had to admit… it had sounded like the colonel had been trying to entice her. How had he known of her passion for libraries? A guess based on what she’d said? Or something their research had dug up?
“I’m relieved they only want to stay a night,” Mother said. “They’re here to spy—we knew that from the beginning—but I’m flummoxed about what else they want.” She looked pensively at Hysithea.
“Someone to interrogate,” Hawk said. “They may believe a female would be more easily cowed and reveal more information.”
“I’m not easily cowed,” Hysithea snapped. “And it’s not like I know much after being gone for a year.”
“They wouldn’t know about that though,” Hawk said. “I don’t see how they could.”
“How do they know our daughter likes libraries?” Mother asked. “It’s not as if she’s like Princess Aldari, who was publishing papers for people to find for years.”
A twinge of jealousy plucked at Hysithea’s nerves. She liked Aldari and was glad her mother did too, but a silly part of her felt like she’d been replaced in her absence, that Mother was ready to welcome Hawk’s girlfriend into the family as a new daughter. She’d even given Aldari a luck amulet that had been in the family for generations.
“Maybe I appear so bookish that it’s obvious,” Hysithea said tartly.
“There may be another reason they want her,” Erathian said, a dark look on his face. “Hysithea is a lot prettier than Lady Zetrashi. Maybe the colonel wasn’t shopping for someone to interrogate but someone to bed.”
Hawk, who’d already mentioned that, nodded. “That’s not going to happen. Can you imagine that big lout pawing over our sister?”
“He might want someone to interrogate and to bed.” Erathian balled his fists. “I should have punched him as soon as he smiled at her.”
“Enough.” Father lifted his hands. “Nobody’s bedding anyone. Hysithea will stay here, the Taldarians will leave in the morning, and we’ll be polite to their envoy over the coming months while making sure she learns nothing about our defenses or how much—or little—magic our people have learned to use since the curse ended. Tonight, the rest of their party will stay in their quarters and enjoy only the food and books located within.”
“They aren’t books that speak of the secrets of our people, are they?” Hawk asked.
“I believe there’s an encyclopedia on Serthian fungi and plants in the guest lodge,” Mother said. “And a cookbook.”
“They didn’t look much like cooks or botanists,” Hawk said.
“No,” Father said.
“Do you think any of them can read or understand our language?” Erathian asked.
“Likely not, but we can’t rule out the possibility. ’Ware your speech around the advisor, especially. Whether he understood or not, I don’t know, but I caught him following our exchange closely.” Father touched Mother’s hand.
“So, he understood me calling you a dolt?” she asked.
“I think everyone understood that,” he said dryly. “Next time, please call me a sublime warrior and leader of our people.”
Mother snorted softly, her expression softening for the first time. It grew a little sterner and more concerned as she rested a hand on Hysithea’s arm. “I want you to stay in your room until they leave. I’ll station a guard outside. I don’t know why they turned their interest so intently on you, but I’ll not chance you being swept up by kidnappers in the night. There’s been quite enough kidnapping lately as it is.” She looked pointedly at Hawk.
“Really, Mother,” he said. “That all worked out well.”
Hysithea, not appreciating the order to stay cloistered in her room under guard, waved him to silence. “I’m helping Aldari prepare the shipment that’s going out tomorrow. I can’t stay in my room.”
“For one night, you can,” Father said, siding with Mother, as usual.
“Some more rest will be good for you anyway,” Mother said. “You’re still so pale. Have you been taking the healing tincture regularly?”
Hysithea resisted the urge to roll her eyes—surely, at twenty-three, she was too old for such histrionics—but it was hard. “Yes, Mother.”
Mother lowered her voice while tightening her grip on Hysithea’s arm. “I’m sorry, but you know I’m worried about you. Saranthy says you’ve stopped attending the daily therapy sessions she’s putting on for the survivors.”
The survivors. Those who, like Hysithea, were haunted by nightmares.
She shook her head, hating the therapy group and being treated like something strange and broken—and possibly dangerous. “I don’t need the sessions anymore. I’m fine, Mother. I want to do useful work that contributes to the welfare of our people, not be a hapless victim for the rest of my life.”
“You need to heal physically and emotionally. You’ve been through a lot. Get some rest. How are your dreams? Saranthy said all of the survivors are haunted by their memories from their time when they were afflicted.”
“My dreams are fine,” Hysithea said, even though they weren’t.
“If you come to terms with your past,” Mother said, “perhaps your magic will return to you.”
Hysithea clenched her jaw to keep from snapping a retort. Her parents cared, and she understood, but she longed to be normal again. To go back to her old life. To be treated like a responsible young adult and member of the royal family, not an invalid.
“I know you want to return to your duties as a princess of Serth, but there’s no rush. Take your time. We care about you.” Mother’s brow furrowed, her smile forced and… pitying.
Father and her brothers all gave her the same look. Hysithea gritted her teeth to keep from crying out in frustration and running away from them.
“I’m glad, Mother,” she said. “But if you care about me, you won’t insist that I remain locked in my room like a wayward child.”
“It’s because we care about you that we will,” Father said sternly. “And it’s not that we don’t trust you. We don’t trust them. Hawk, escort your sister to her room, will you? And find a guard to stand outside the door. Then get some rest yourself. You’re to lead a party back to the canyon lands in the morning. The scientists that remained need someone with the proper blood to access a secret storage room that Zedaron left behind.”
“Are you sure you want me to leave now?” Hawk asked. “With Taldarians in our outpost?”
“They’ll also be leaving in the morning, and I’m certain our people can handle a few human soldiers without your assistance.”
Judging by Hawk’s pinched lips, he didn’t agree.
Hysithea didn’t agree with any of this, nor did she want to be escorted to her room by her twin brother. She nodded curtly at her family and strode off.
Because she didn’t want to be chased by a legion of guards, she headed toward the platform that led to their private rooms, though a part of her was tempted to go back to Aldari and her project—or maybe grab her bow and slip out of the outpost altogether. The lecture from Mother had her longing for a reprieve from her family. From everyone.
As she strode along the walkway toward her room, she glimpsed the Taldarians on the other side of the training arena where young elven warriors were sparring. The guards were showing them to the guest quarters, an earthen double-dome building rising from the forest floor, with vines and moss blanketing the walls. There were also guest quarters farther from the palace, but maybe Father wanted to be able to keep an eye on them.
Mrothgar’s stallion wasn’t in sight, so the magical coercion must have worked, but, judging by the guard with a shovel and bag, the animal had left a pile of droppings in front of the ladder leading to the network of platforms. Maybe he hadn’t been pleased to be separated from his rider. Hysithea wasn’t sure whether to find the horse obnoxious, or to be amused by a creature with such attitude.
The Taldarians were standing outside the guest quarters as one of the guards pointed inside and at a few nearby domes, probably explaining where they were and weren’t permitted to go during their stay. Colonel Mrothgar stood among his people, a half a head higher than the others, his tattooed shoulders gleaming in the dappled sunlight that reached the forest floor.
As if he could feel her gaze upon them—upon him—he looked up at Hysithea.
Startled, she almost tripped. If she hadn’t known that humans didn’t have any inherent magical ability, she would have believed him a wizard. Humans did, she reminded herself, have instincts, the same as elves.
She focused on the walkway and strode toward her room. No, she wouldn’t leave the outpost this evening.
As much as she longed for the comforting caress of forest breezes with no watchful eyes around, Hysithea wouldn’t risk letting herself be kidnapped. That might have worked out well for Aldari, but she’d been kidnapped by elves, not savage humans from a conquering land that extended its borders at every opportunity.
Even though their ruins and libraries might be fascinating, Hysithea had little doubt that being their guest would be unpleasant—if not deadly. Just because the colonel had smiled at her didn’t mean he didn’t want to torture and interrogate her. And she shuddered at the idea of being forced into some man’s bed.
She hated to admit it, but without her power she was nothing but a bookish girl with rudimentary weapons skills. Colonel Mrothgar and his warriors, she had little doubt, had been chosen because of their physical capabilities, and she would be helpless to fight off someone like him.
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AS HYSITHEA LAY in her bed, a book open across her chest, she stared up at the woven-branch ceiling and mulled on the question that refused to leave her alone. Why, after researching the royal family, had the Taldarians decided she was the one they wanted to invite to visit their empire? And why had they bothered to do that research? Until they’d arrived in the audience chamber, they should have believed that Father’s chosen envoy, Lady Zetrashi, would be returning with them.
Maybe it was simply that Mrothgar hadn’t wanted one of her brothers to come because they were such strong and capable warriors. As much as she hated to admit it, Hawk had been right. He and Erathian likely could stand up to torture more easily than she. After all she’d endured, she was frequently on the brink of tears in her everyday life.
Mother was probably correct that Hysithea should
continue going to the therapy sessions, but it was hard to accept being broken and needing to be fixed. Besides, group hugs and listening to others natter on about their nightmares did nothing to help, as far as she could tell.
Unable to concentrate on her book, Hysithea set it aside and rose, running a finger over the shelves of the case that held her history tomes, scrolls, maps, and more. Little had been disturbed in her room in the year she’d been gone. As illogical as it had been after their people had endured centuries of the curse and the Twisted, her parents must have held out hope that, somehow, she would be returned to them.
That made her want to apologize for being snippy and frustrated with them. Whatever she’d gone through, watching one of their children be taken must have been almost as bad for them.
Hysithea stepped up to the window that overlooked the outpost. When she opened the shutters and leaned out, she could glimpse through the branches the guest house the Taldarians had been given.
A fire burned inside, its orange glow visible through their shuttered windows. From her angle, she could see the door, and it didn’t appear that any elves were standing outside on guard. That was odd. Father had ordered the Royal Guard to keep an eye on them. One of her father’s troops was standing outside her door, after all.
It was possible the guards were watching from a couple dozen yards away, giving the Taldarians the illusion of privacy. Though it wasn’t as if it would matter if they were standing right outside their windows. Few of her people had traveled outside of Serth or studied human languages beyond Hyric, the one most of the world used these days. Among the major human civilizations, only the Taldarians had refused to give up their ancient language and insisted their population spoke and wrote with it.
Hysithea bit her lip. She had been having success at picking out most of their words. If she stood outside their window, she might be able to overhear them—and find out if they were here simply to deliver their envoy and pick up another, or if they had ulterior motives.
Night had fallen, so it might not be that hard to sneak over to one of those windows without being detected.
It wasn’t only curiosity that motivated such thoughts. Hysithea also worried about her people.
Even though the elves could now use their magic, they’d only had a month to start learning how to summon and direct their power, and it was something that took a lifetime to master. In addition, there were so few elves compared to the populations in many of the human nations—the Taldar Empire reputedly had tens of millions of imperial subjects from which to draw upon for their armies. The numbers were far in their favor if their emperor planned revenge against the elves for Hawk’s actions in Delantria.
Before she’d consciously made a decision, Hysithea found herself stepping to her door, opening it, and peeking out, hoping her guard had been called off to some other duty.
A young elf warrior straightened and looked attentively at her. “Do you need something, Your Highness?”
Yes, for him to be elsewhere, so she could leave.
Hysithea forced a smile. “I just wanted to let you know that I’m tired, so I’m going to sleep. If someone brings by a meal, please have them leave it outside.”
“Yes, Your Highness.”
She closed the door and eyed the window that faced the back of the platform. When she and Hawk had been children, they’d sneaked out of their rooms often, he to run off on adventures and play at swordsmanship, and she to read forbidden scrolls not kept in the public or palace archives. Scrolls that taught of magic long forgotten by her people who’d worn bracers to nullify their power and keep it from manifesting and drawing the attention of the Twisted. The creatures had been drawn to and targeted and kidnapped those who’d used their power, turning them into their own kind.
Since that was what had happened to Hysithea, maybe she should have learned her lesson about sneaking out, but she’d been risking herself to help the rest of the elves. As a princess, it had been her duty to help her people above all else. It was still her duty.
Regardless, she wasn’t leaving the outpost, just going for a walk along the paths below. Specifically, the path that led by the guest quarters.
And if she heard something crucial, she would let her parents know. Then they would see that she wasn’t an invalid. She could still be useful.
Even if the Taldarians discovered her, she was in the middle of her own outpost, not fifty yards from the palace. What would they dare do to her?
“Better not to be discovered and find out,” she whispered, climbing over the windowsill.
In this spot, the platform was thirty feet above the ground, but her people were agile, and she didn’t have much trouble finding vines and branches to hang from as she lowered herself from the window and crawled under the platform toward the nearest trunk. A couple of times, her foot slipped, and she worried the guard would hear her, but she kept from gasping or making much noise and recovered and reached the tree. There, she found handholds and climbed adroitly to the ground.
A few lanterns burning root pitch brightened the walkways and roads through the outpost, but Hysithea avoided their influence and hugged the shadows as she took a circuitous route toward the guest quarters. She wanted to approach the double-dome structure from behind rather than strolling up the walkway. The window beside the front door was open, a man visible behind a gauzy green curtain. He was likely watching for spies just like her.
Singing and laughter came from homes and lodges in the outpost, people not scarred by the past, people who could manage a smile without scowling. As she passed near the home of one of the baker families, the grunts and gasps of lovemaking proved that they weren’t bothered by having Taldarian guests nearby.
For some reason, the sounds made Hysithea blush. Once, she’d thought nothing of people engaging in sex, and she’d had a few kisses and flirtations with elven males when she’d reached the age to find them interesting, but she’d always been more focused on her studies and trying to find a solution for the Twisted than wanting to seek a life mate. Besides, her father, who’d often looked the other way when Hawk and Erathian had taken girls to the kissing spot on the bridge, had been more acerbic when he’d found his daughter flirting. Princesses, he liked to remind her, were supposed to be proper and dally only with those who came with the appropriate bloodlines.
During her time as one of the Twisted, she’d felt no sexual urges—in many ways, she hadn’t been elven at all. Even now that she was back and surrounded by her people, a part of her still wondered if she would ever feel such things again, if she was truly the person she’d once been, or if the monster still lurked inside.
Shaking her head, she pushed aside the thoughts as she sneaked closer to a shuttered back window. She stepped carefully so she wouldn’t rustle a leaf or snap a twig.
Voices floated out to her, and she inched all the way to the wall, hoping they were talking of something important and not simply grousing about their mission or giving their opinions on elven food. With a hand pressed to the moss-covered wall, she closed her eyes, putting her full concentration into understanding words and a language she’d only seen on paper until that day.
“Does it matter which one?” Mrothgar asked.
“Yes.” That was Vorkroft’s voice. “We have to get her.”
Hysithea’s breath caught. Were they talking about her?
“The emperor didn’t mention a specific elf for your mission,” Mrothgar said.
“Because he doesn’t have to deal with their magic. Trust me, Colonel. She is the one we want. I’ve done my research.”
“I have no doubt,” Mrothgar murmured.
What research could have convinced them that Hysithea was the ideal elf to come with them? Or was she being self-centered? Maybe they were speaking about Lady Zetrashi and were disgruntled that she’d taken ill.
“I assumed you understood what I wanted when you tried to lure her with promises of libraries.” Vorkroft snorted. “She’s not stopping at any libraries along the way.”
A chill went through Hysithea. They were talking about her.
“There are many libraries in the Shining City,” Mrothgar said. “And the offer did interest her.”
Yes. It had. But it bothered Hysithea that a stranger had so easily read her eagerness to explore another nation—to escape her own people for a time.
“More than your garish attempt at a seductive smile,” Vorkroft said.
“It was a simple smile, not a seductive smile.”
“Thank the divines watching over all nine celestial heavens that you don’t do either often. Your horse shows fewer teeth when he bites people. And it’s less alarming.”
Mrothgar growled. “You’re a tedious man to share a mission with.”
“We’re not sharing it, Colonel. The emperor put me in charge, with you under my command. And I’m saying the princess is the one we want.”
“We can’t kidnap her. As you should have seen when we came in, there’s a magical barrier that surrounds this place. We can’t walk through it. They must lower it for us, and I don’t believe they would be so overjoyed by our departure that they wouldn’t notice a wriggling elf bundled under a fur and wave us through.”
“I’ll get her,” another man volunteered. “Especially if she can ride with me. She’s easy on the eyes. Kind of exotic, you know? Do you think elves are any different from human women naked?”
Hysithea’s cheeks flushed with heat. Even though she’d hoped to learn why they wanted her, listening to them talk about her was discomfiting.
“Her ease on the eyes is not the reason we want her,” Vorkroft said.
“It’s the reason I want her,” the other man muttered.
“Be honorable to females, Hruthbor, even those from other lands, and keep your erotic thoughts to yourself,” Mrothgar said. “Focus on the mission.”
“I’m focusing on this chewy green bar, sir. Is this moss?”
Vorkroft sighed. “If we can snatch her, we can leave early and force the girl who lives in the tree by the entrance to lower the barrier. She looked to be alone.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Mrothgar said.
“The emperor may not have stated so explicitly,” Vorkroft said, “but the princess is the one we want. And you of all people should be eager to please him.”
“What does that mean?”
“Your warlord whispered in his ear about how suspicious it was that you survived the assassins in Delantria when so many good officers fell to the elves’ blades.”
“At my general’s behest, I was in the mountains, dealing with those snooping rangers from Razgizar, not camped in an insufficiently guarded tent right under their castle wall. Had I been there, I would not
have snoozed through the night and let some skulking cowardly elf slit my throat.”
Hysithea clenched her jaw at the suggestion that any of her people were cowardly, especially the mercenaries who had gone with Hawk on that mission. They’d been doing what they had to do, with only a handful of people, to save Aldari’s kingdom and scare the Taldarians into abandoning their invasion. Hysithea might not have been there, but she trusted her brother had told the truth when he relayed the story.
“Of course not,” Vorkroft said. “You’re such a supreme warrior. Far greater than Generals Jokurith and Nakin.”
“If you wish to challenge
my supremacy right now, I’m sure the elves won’t mind.”
“You’re so one-note, Colonel. I thought you read books now and then and had half a brain behind your beady eyes.”
A chair shifted, as if it had been shoved back.
Hysithea, worried someone might have realized she was out there, almost sprang away. But as Mrothgar spoke again, she suspected the two men were fully focused on each other.
“I’ll happily duel you over an Acquisition board if you prefer to pit brains against brains, Vorkroft.”
“Really? Can you keep from grunting and pounding the board with your fists when you lose?”
“I rarely lose, but if you won’t accept my challenge, you’ll have to trust me when I assure you that we’ll complete our mission with exactly the elf we need joining us.”
“You’re obnoxious, Colonel. I’m beginning to see why Harlgor doesn’t like you.”
“Warlord Harlgor is threatened by anyone who is his superior in the wrestling ring.”
“I was there when he told the emperor that you hid in the mountains because you were afraid of the Delantrians.”
“Harlgor knows I’m his better in a fight. He snipes at me whenever he gets a chance.”
“Because he’s a warlord, the emperor listens to his sniping. You had better do your best to ensure this mission goes off without a hitch.”
“It will,” Mrothgar growled. “No kidnapping will be necessary.”
“Good. The invasion hinges on this, Colonel.”
Hysithea’s jaw sagged open. Invasion?
“We don’t have time,” Vorkroft continued, “to let them further develop their powers—or start poking in old books. They might find out—”
What? Hysithea curled her fingers into the moss on the wall. What?
But silence had fallen in the guest quarters. She leaned back from the wall. Had they heard her or somehow sensed her presence?
When the silence continued, Hysithea backed several steps from the window and started walking past the building, as if she’d been out for an evening stroll. But a figure stepped out from behind a tree and into her path. A large Taldarian figure.
Hysithea leaped back, starting to scream, but she clamped it off. She
wasn’t supposed to have left her room and would get in trouble if her people came running.
From behind her, a hand came down on her shoulder. She spun and came face to face with Mrothgar. How had he gotten outside so quickly?
Maybe it would be worth screaming and getting in trouble to be safe. If these people were planning an invasion, her parents had to learn of it. Everyone had to learn of it. And what had Vorkroft meant by that line about poking in old books?
“Princess Hysithea,” Mrothgar said calmly in Hyric, his hand gentle instead of hard, though his eyes were keen as they watched her.
Hysithea opened her mouth, but what was she supposed to say? Please don’t invade our kingdom; we’re still learning how to use our magic?
“Colonel Mrothgar,” she finally said, mirroring his greeting.
When the gray-haired Vorkroft rushed up to them, a hand raised, he looked like he wanted to grip her hard. And shake her.
“What ever are you doing outside our guest accommodations?” Mrothgar asked, drawing Hysithea’s gaze back to him.
Aware of the heat of his hand through her dress, she hurried to find words. “I looked down from the palace and noticed your guards are missing.” That was true. “It struck me as odd—I’m sure the king doesn’t want anything to happen to you while you’re our guests here—so I came to investigate.” Hysithea glanced toward her room, but her own guard wasn’t visible from her position. Was he still at the door, believing her safe inside?
“Interesting,” Mrothgar said. “Is it your job, as princess, to monitor the comings and goings of the guards?”
“It’s my job to protect my people and watch out for them.” Hysithea lifted her hand to clasp his and push it away from her shoulder, even as she wondered if he would allow it.
He did. Though his fingers curled around hers. Again, they were gentle instead of cruel, warm and calloused from frequent practice with weapons. For some reason, his touch sent a little zing through her, as if some part of her was enjoying the exhilaration of this moment even as she feared the outcome.
“She was spying on us,” Vorkroft whispered harshly in his own tongue, his hand still raised, as if he meant to strike her.
“Where are the guards?” Heart pounding against her ribcage, Hysithea looked around and pretended she didn’t understand their language. She had a feeling that convincing them of that was the only way they wouldn’t break her neck right there. She’d heard things they couldn’t possibly have wanted any elf to hear.
“We did nothing to the guards,” Mrothgar said calmly, continuing in Hyric. “Now that you mention it, I am as surprised by their absence as your presence. I would have expected more professionalism from the legendary elven warriors. But perhaps, here in your homeland, you feel there’s little to fear from our people.”
“Colonel,” Vorkroft whispered insistently. “How long was she listening? Does she understand our language?”
“I don’t know,” Mrothgar said, his gaze never leaving Hysithea’s face.
He squeezed her hand, then released it, giving her a smile.
Despite Vorkroft’s claim to the contrary, it wasn’t toothy or unpleasant in the least. Instead, it discombobulated her, making her feel that he knew her better than he should.
“When you are standing in front of me in my home, you will speak in a language I understand,” Hysithea said as imperiously as she could manage, but she’d never had her older brother’s knack for sounding self-righteous and important. She hoped her voice didn’t quaver and that they believed her. “Hyric, as you used earlier, is acceptable.”
“Is it?” Mrothgar sounded amused.
“It is.” Hysithea couldn’t tell if he believed her ignorant of their language.
Though he continued scowling, Vorkroft lowered his hand and leaned back. Still speaking in Taldarian, he said, “This would be our chance to take her. Maybe you could force her to lower the barrier. She must know how. We could escape tonight.”
Hysithea scowled at him. “Please, Advisor Vorkroft, I insist you speak in Hyric. And tell me how you got the guards to leave. And where they are.”
“We will not force her to do anything,” Mrothgar said in Taldarian, though he smiled knowingly at Hysithea.
What did that mean?
Movement on one of the elevated walkways caught the men’s attention, and they looked up. Hysithea’s guard was up there. He must have heard her voice.
“Princess Hysithea?” he asked in horror, drawing his sword. “What are you doing down there with them? And where are the guards who were supposed to be watching them?” Not waiting for an answer, he raised his voice and shouted to his comrades in the palace.
Soon, armed and armored elves were running toward the guest quarters. The Taldarians had come outside armed, and they reached for their weapons.
“Do nothing,” Mrothgar told them in their language as he raised a hand. “We
have done nothing wrong, and we are here on a peaceful diplomatic mission.”
Vorkroft snorted but didn’t naysay him.
Mrothgar kept watching Hysithea instead of the approaching guards. To double-check to see if she understood their language? She tried to make her face convey confusion instead of understanding, then looked toward the approaching elves.
“Princess Hysithea,” the guard leader blurted in Elven. She recognized him as one of the lieutenants, Veth Theesil. “What’s going on? Are you here of your own accord or are they molesting you?” He squinted at Mrothgar, who still stood close to Hysithea.
Even though he’d released her, she still felt his towering presence beside her. He was close enough to grab her if he decided to, though his chivalry tattoo and something else about him made her certain that he wouldn’t. She was less certain about Vorkroft. Both men were large and powerful, and she felt tiny and vulnerable in their midst, but she lifted her chin, again reaching for that imperious tone of her brother’s.
“They are not molesting me, but I was startled when they rushed out of their quarters. I came by, trying to determine where the guards were who should have been stationed here to keep an eye on them. Why weren’t they, Veth?”
Flustered, Veth Theesil looked toward one tree and then another. Spots where elves had been stationed earlier?
“I don’t know, Your Highness,” Theesil said, switching to Hyric, so the humans would understand, “but I will find out. You’re right that our guests should have been guarded, for their own safety as well as that of our people. As you know, the magic of the ancient elves guards our outpost, and the magic of the forest doesn’t always take kindly to strangers.”
Theesil turned to his men, giving two of them orders to stand guard there until those who were supposed to be on duty returned. He commanded another to escort the Taldarians back into their quarters.
During Theesil’s moment of distraction, Mrothgar leaned close to Hysithea and murmured in her ear. “Our offer stands, Princess. Return with us to learn about our people. You found us fascinating enough to spy upon, so perhaps we’ll be able to further slake your curiosity.”
“Step away from the princess,” Theesil said, spotting him. Not only did he lift his sword, but he used his magic to push the colonel back several steps.
“Of course.” Mrothgar, not appearing disgruntled or surprised by the magic, inclined his head toward them and strode toward the door, waving for his men to do the same.
Before stepping inside, Mrothgar gave Hysithea a long look over his shoulder. A long knowing look that made her wonder if she’d truly convinced him that she didn’t understand their language. But if he believed she did and had heard them speaking… why hadn’t he lashed out?
Because he wasn’t an idiot, she told herself. If he or his men had attacked—or tried to kidnap her—here in the center of her people’s outpost, they would never escape with their lives. She didn’t know why the guards had been derelict in their duty—after centuries of war, her people were usually much better than that—but she couldn’t help but wonder if someone had arranged it. But if so, who? And why?
“Princess Hysithea,” Veth Theesil said, stepping forward. “It’s late, but I believe I better take you to see the king.”
She nodded, not resisting as he guided her away. She had to warn her parents about what she’d heard.
As they walked away, two elven guards now positioned outside of the guest quarters, the gauzy curtain over the front window stirred. She couldn’t see who looked out, watching her walk away, but something told her it was Mrothgar.
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HER PARENTS HAD BEEN in bed, so Hysithea had to pace in their living room, kneading her dress nervously as she waited for them to come out. Veth Theesil had come in with her, as if he feared she would flee through a window if she were left alone. Given her actions that night, she couldn’t blame him, but she didn’t regret what she’d done. She regretted getting caught, but what she’d learned…
Oh, if only she’d heard a few more sentences. More about the invasion. Was it something planned for the future? A month away? A year? Or were their troops even now amassing along the Forever Fog River or perhaps sailing toward Serth on warships? And what was in old books that could poke an arrow through their plans?
Hysithea also wished she’d heard more about why the Taldarians—or at least Advisor Vorkroft—specifically wanted her. There was nothing uniquely special about her. Yes, she’d spent a year as one of the Twisted, but many elves had been taken by the curse and reverted after it ended, with more than two dozen living in this very outpost.
Besides, she had a hard time believing the Taldarians’ research would have unearthed that information about her. Until Aldari had arrived, few humans had visited Serth. It wasn’t as if gossip about the elven royal court spread across the world on trade ships. From what she’d heard, few humans even knew the names of their rulers.
Her parents’ door opened, and they stepped out, nightclothes replaced with a dress for her mother and tunic and trousers for her father.
“Thank you, Veth Theesil,” Father told the guard. “We appreciate you watching out for our daughter.”
“Of course, Your Majesties.” He bowed to both of them.
“Did you find out where the guards that were supposed to be watching the Taldarians went?”
Theesil hesitated, then touched his temple. “Ver Vhethsyr found them getting something to eat. According to him, they said they hadn’t believed it would take them that long or that the Taldarians would notice their absence. They will be reprimanded for such sloppy attention to duty, Your Majesty.”
“Our people should know better than that,” Father said. “Especially those chosen for the Royal Guard.”
“I agree completely, Your Majesty.”
“See to it that they are indeed reprimanded, and give them extra chores and training for the month. The war with the Twisted may be over, but there are other threats in the world that we must always be prepared to deal with. Dismissed.”
Theesil bowed again and walked out.
“That’s what I need to talk to you about, Father, Mother.” Hysithea spoke quickly, hoping to get out the important information before they demanded to know why she’d left her room. A potential invasion mattered far more than her defying them in a minor way.
As she shared what she’d heard—everything except that soldier calling her exotic and easy on the eyes, Father and Mother sat and listened without interrupting. Hysithea didn’t know if they would agree with her that sneaking out had been a minor offense, but their faces grew grave as she spoke.
“Are you sure, Hysithea?” Mother asked. “I know you can read numerous languages, but I wasn’t aware that you’d had practice speaking or hearing Taldarian. It’s not as if we’ve entertained many foreigners in our modest city over the years.” She spread a hand to indicate the outpost.
All of the true elven cities had fallen long ago, with the great crystal capital in the canyon lands being buried by lava flows, and this had been one of the last holdouts against the Twisted. Calling it a city, even a modest city, seemed unduly optimistic. Their people had, however, started to add on to it. Perhaps one day, it would be more, and the great cities of the past would be rebuilt.
“I was able to understand them,” Hysithea said firmly. “I’m not sure if they know that I could or how much I overheard, but when they realized I was out there, they broke off quickly.”
“I have no doubt,” Father murmured. “I didn’t trust them before this visit. Now the question is, what do we do with this new information?”
“The invasion is troubling, no doubt, but I’m more horrified that they want our daughter,” Mother said. “Why did they single her out? To be a hostage? To turn her into a prize for one of the emperor’s warlords, the Mother forbid?”
“I don’t know. It’s strange.”
A soft knock sounded at the door.
“Come in,” Mother called.
Her personal healer, an older elf with silver-blue hair, walked in, carrying her medical kit. A silver chain also dangled from her hand.
“I came from Lady Zetrashi’s home, Your Majesties,” she said. “I wasn’t able to determine what disease ails her, and she doesn’t have a fever, but she reported cramps and nausea, so I gave her some medicine.”
“Thank you,” Mother said.
“She told me to apologize to you for not being able to go on the mission, and she also gave me this, in case you send someone else.” The healer handed the silver chain to Mother.
A star set into a moon dangled from it, and Hysithea recognized it as another piece of jewelry that had been handed down from generation to generation from the time that elves had freely used their magic and created magnificent items with powers of their own. If memory served, the amulet allowed the wearer to cast illusions. Now that Hawk and many other elves were learning to do that themselves, it wouldn’t be a necessary tool for many, but it was possible Lady Zetrashi couldn’t create illusions herself.
Hysithea certainly couldn’t. Her mouth twisted with bitterness.
After thanking the healer again, Mother dismissed her, and she and Father returned to conferring with each other about the possibility of an invasion. They seemed to forget that Hysithea was there, and a longing to be included swept over her. Once, her parents had asked her for information related to her studies—whenever a question about human cultures or the history of their civilizations came up, they’d turned to her—but now it was as if they believed she’d forgotten everything she’d learned before she’d been turned.
Did they see her only as a victim now, someone to be coddled and sent to group therapy?
By the Hunter’s arrows, how she wanted to prove herself capable of being useful again, a leader whom their people could rely upon. She wanted them to treat her like Erathian. They even treated Hawk like a mature, responsible, and capable adult now. And they were the same age. Further, Hawk had always been the goofy one, more likely to slink off and shirk a duty than she. Oh, she allowed that he’d grown up in the last couple of years, and he’d been integral in ending the curse, but she had always been more responsible than her twin brother. Before the change, her parents had known they could count on her.
A part of her wished she could accept Mrothgar’s invitation. Even if they had ulterior motives, that wouldn’t necessarily keep her from looking around and listening and learning. She could be a spy.
If she were taken deep into their empire, she might be able to see their invasion force for herself and learn everything about what they planned for her people, what scheme they were enacting that somehow involved her. Further, if the Taldarians held secrets in old books, she would be the ideal person to research them. She loved research. And she was good at it.
She admitted that being a spy alone in a hostile empire wouldn’t be easy. If she had her magic, she would feel confident in her ability to observe the Taldarians and escape later, before they could harm her. Maybe she could have even found a way to sabotage the invasion. But without her power… she would be a lone female surrounded by enemies.
Hysithea flexed her fingers, willing the tingle of power that she’d once known to stir within her. The thought of saving her people and proving that she could be a trusted and valuable member of the family and the Serthian kingdom caused an ache of longing to grow in her chest. She wanted that so badly.
She licked her lips. Maybe… maybe she could manage to spy effectively on the Taldarians even without magic.
Her gaze drifted to the amulet that her mother had set on a table. If she could borrow its power to cast an illusion spell, that might be exactly what she would need to escape from the Taldarians after she finished spying. Their people, knowing little about magic, shouldn’t assume that a necklace had some great power. It wasn’t an obvious weapon. Even if they decided to treat her like a prisoner instead of an honored guest, and they searched her, she doubted they would take it. After all, women all over the world adorned themselves with jewelry. It wasn’t suspicious.
“You should let me go with them,” Hysithea caught herself blurting before she could think better of it.
He parents turned toward her, their jaws hanging slack.
“What did you say?” Mother asked.
“They invited me to return with them, right? If I went, I could spy on them. I’m sure I could get away once I learned all about the invasion. And if my plans went awry, you’d have the female Taldarian here. You could use her if you needed to do a hostage exchange to get me back.”
“Hostage?” Mother pressed a hand to her chest. “Do you hear what you’re suggesting, my daughter? We just got you back.”
“I know, Mother, but we need to know if there’s going to be an invasion and from which direction it might come. We need to know everything that they’re scheming. And they hinted of crucial information in old books. It sounded like that information might be able to upturn their invasion plans. You know I’m good at research, and the colonel suggested I would be able to visit libraries. Since he’s offered me protection, I could be the perfect spy. Better than if you sent Hawk or Erathian and a party of warriors skulking after them, trying to get close enough to listen. Besides, I don’t think many of our people understand their language.”
Her parents shook their heads in unison.
“No, Hysithea,” Father said. “Princesses don’t go on spy missions. You’re a historian, not a warrior. That is your training. Half the time, you sneaked out of your weapons practice as a child.”
Since she’d earlier been talking about how her toes were in danger when she wielded a blade, she didn’t argue against his assessment, though she wasn’t that bad. “If I got in a fight with them, I would have already lost. That wasn’t my plan.”
“What is your plan?” Mother looked more appalled than interested. “You’re not a trained seductress either.”
At the word seductress, Father nearly fell over. He caught the back of a chair, gripping it as if he needed its support to remain standing.
Hysithea rubbed the back of her neck. “No, I wasn’t planning to sleep with any of them.” Though for some reason, Colonel Mrothgar’s face popped into her mind. “I wouldn’t even know how to— I mean, I’ve spent even less time practicing that than swordsmanship.”
She caught herself blushing. Of all the subjects she had no interest in discussing with her parents, sex was at the top of the list.
“I’ll go along as their guest, as they invited me, and hope they underestimate me.” Hysithea lowered her voice to mutter, “People seem especially inclined to underestimate me lately.” She forced a smile and nodded toward her parents. “I’m sure I can learn more than they think I’m learning.”
She thought her suggestion was reasonable, but they kept shaking their heads in unison.
Mother walked over and took her hand. “Listen to me, Hysithea. It’s admirable that you want to help our people, and trust me, we will prepare assiduously for the possibility of an invasion and perhaps put a fresh curse on the Forever Fog River, if we can find that ancient spell, but you’re not walking with lions into the lions’ lair. Even if you had command of your powers, it would be too risky.”
“That’s right,” Father added as Mother wrapped an arm around Hysithea’s shoulders. “There are things princesses do and do not do. And spying on people and attempting to infiltrate a hostile empire is one of the latter. It’s too dangerous.”
“If we don’t risk our lives to lead our people, how can we ask them to risk their lives in defense of our nation?”
“Hawk and Erathian can risk their lives. They’re trained for it.”
“I see.” Hysithea wanted to shove her mother’s arm aside, but she only stood still, tension stiffening her body. “It’s all right for my brothers to risk themselves, but not me. You’re saying that the prince paradigm is different from the princess paradigm.”
Father sighed. “No, Hysithea, but they’re well-trained and very capable warriors, and you are… you’ve been…” He extended a hand toward her. “You’re still recovering from your ordeal. And you haven’t regained your magic.”
“And I’m therefore useless.”
“You know that’s not true,” Mother said.
“Do I? Because I feel useless. And like a stranger instead of the daughter you raised. The daughter you can lean on.” Hysithea couldn’t help but wonder if they also didn’t trust her as fully as they once had. Because she’d been one of the Twisted, because she’d been coerced by magic to prey on their people. Did her parents ever wonder if the curse would reassert itself? If she would be driven by some vestige of that vile magic to become a monster again?
Hysithea closed her eyes, haunting memories rearing up, memories of attacking elves, of helping the others kill them, of being driven by a power she couldn’t control to turn against those she cared about and loved.
Tears threatened to form behind her eyelids. By the Mother, she wished she couldn’t remember any of it. But even if the memories would go away, that wouldn’t change what she’d done. She longed to atone for the past.
“You’re not a stranger,” Mother said quietly, squeezing her shoulders. “And you have many abilities that we’d like to lean on, but not this time. The last thing you want to do is walk into the trap they’ve laid. We’ll use other ways to learn about what they plan.”
“Yes,” Father said. “Perhaps you can read the books we have here on the empire. Scour them for historical precedents, things they’ve done in the past that might help us defend against them today.”
Hysithea blinked away her tears, not letting them fall, and focused on her father. “Yes, of course. I’ll do whatever I can to help.”
“Good, good.” Mother patted her shoulder and released her.
“In the meantime, stay away from those men,” Father said. “We’ll send them off after breakfast, after we’ve done the bare minimum that civility requires. Then you can go about your normal life again.”
“I understand,” Hysithea said.
“And then you can go see Saranthy for therapy tomorrow,” Mother added with a smile.
“Of course,” Hysithea said, though her stomach roiled at the thought of returning to that group, talking about her nightmares, and reminding Saranthy and everyone else of what she’d been. “Good night, Mother, Father.”
“Good night, my daughter.”
As Hysithea headed for the door and they turned for their bedroom, the star-and-moon amulet caught her eye. She angled to walk past the table, then slid it off without slowing and dropped it into a pocket.
Outside, she found Veth Theesil waiting to take her back to her room. Of course.
Once inside, she leaned against the door. She understood why her parents didn’t want her to go, and she admitted they were right to believe she would be walking into a trap, but if she could cast illusions, she believed she could escape from such a trap. And before escaping, she would gather crucial information to bring back to her people. If there was a buried old secret that could stop the invasion, she would find it.
Her parents might believe they could handle whatever the Taldarians planned, but the empire had more than a straightforward invasion in mind. Hysithea was certain of it. What they wanted with her, she didn’t know, but they had to believe that, through her, they could gain an advantage in their confrontation with Serth.
Wistfully, she again envisioned finding a way to sabotage the invasion altogether, but it would be naive for her to believe she could do that. She had to have faith in her brothers and her parents that if they were armed with the right information—such as what scheme the Taldarians planned—they could defend the kingdom on their own.
Spying ought to be enough.
Although… as much as her mother’s talk of seduction had startled her, Hysithea wondered if that might work. She had a feeling Mrothgar and Vorkroft would be too smart to blab military intelligence to a woman sitting in their laps and stroking their hair, but the younger men, such as that one who’d called her exotic, might be easier marks.
A logical thought, but she couldn’t help but remember Mrothgar’s smile and gentle touch. She imagined him taking off that bear-fur baldric and vest and showing her the powerful muscles of his chest. Were they as tattooed as his arms? And did he also find her exotic, even if he’d chastised the younger man for saying so?
Hysithea shook her head, pushing away the notions. He would be too dangerous to try to seduce. Staying away from him and the advisor as much as possible would be wise.
Besides, she doubted she could seduce anyone. She’d never even had sex. Surely some experience in the area was required.
Even if it weren’t, she didn’t like the idea of lowering herself to such tactics. Her father would be appalled, and she wanted her parents to approve of what she did, not find more reasons to pity her.
Hysithea would find other ways to gain information. She’d already learned a lot simply by listening when they hadn’t thought she was there or could understand. Maybe she could discover what her people needed to know before the Taldarian party even left Serth. It would be much easier to slip away from them while she was still on elven land.
“I just have to figure out how to escape the outpost and go along with them first,” she muttered.
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AS DAWN LIGHTENED the Wrathwild Forest, with birds chittering in the branches and fish leaping in the river, Hysithea swept her hair back into a ponytail and headed for the door with a dagger belted to her waist, the star-and-moon amulet around her neck, and nothing else beyond the dress she wore. She wished she could take her sword and a pack with numerous changes of clothing, bandages, a canteen, and everything else she might need on a journey.
Not to mention books. As she’d prepared to leave, her fingers had kept twitching toward her tomes on Taldarian history and the formation of the empire, but she could hardly fill a pack with books and pretend she wasn’t going anywhere. To the guards in the palace, she dared not look like she was leaving
on a journey, else they would report it to Mother and Father.
Besides, she’d already read her books, and she couldn’t think of any secrets within them that might stop an invasion. She suspected she needed to read old Taldarian books written in their own language.
Hysithea wasn’t surprised when she found an elf stationed outside her room.
“I’m going to help Aldari and Hawk pack up their wares,” Hysithea said when the guard blinked in surprise at her early stirring. “Their crates of root pitch are leaving today, on their way to the markets of the world, and I’m working with them on the project.” She stopped, realizing it was uncharacteristic of her to explain her comings and goings to the guards, and feared she was already acting suspiciously.
“Yes, Your Highness,” was all he said and trailed her when she headed toward the kitchen.
If the guard kept following her, even after Hysithea started working with Aldari, her plan wouldn’t work. How long did she have until the Taldarians were sent away?
Since they would be on horseback and she on foot, she would have to leave the outpost ahead of them if she wanted to make sure she could meet them on the road and join them. Father had said they would be served breakfast before being sent off on their journey so that ought to give her some time.
When Hysithea arrived in the kitchen, the cooks were only beginning to prepare the meal for the royal family and the palace staff. By leaving early, she wouldn’t get breakfast herself, but that was fine. She was on a mission to help her people, not fill her belly.
She slipped inside, opened one of the pantries, and pulled out a handful of cranberry-moss bars, the preferred elven travel ration. One of the cooks looked curiously at her.
“They’re for Aldari,” Hysithea said, again catching herself explaining unnecessarily. She would have to improve at lying under pressure if she was to be an effective spy. “She loves our enhanced mosses.”
“That’s not what I’ve heard,” the cook said. “Prince Hawk’s lady friend is a tad finicky.”
“When she ailed from a stomach illness,” another said, “she didn’t eat the eyeballs in our sopsathra soup that we made to help her heal.”
The cooks clucked their tongues and shook their heads. “With such a picky diet, it’s a wonder she’s not as frail as a centenarian.”
Since Hysithea found the traditional eyeball soup loathsome as well, she only smiled, then left with her bars, slipping them into the pockets of her dress.
The guard trailed her down the ladder to the crafting section of the outpost, where Aldari and Hawk were both at work, loading jars into crates. Large crates. Hysithea eyed them with hope. As she’d thought, she might be able to hide in one if it wasn’t too full. But were they already sealed? She couldn’t tell. Two were already loaded into the back of a wagon, with four placid reindeer munching grass while they waited to be put to work pulling the load to the docks fifty miles away for a sea voyage.
Fortunately for her, that highway didn’t branch off from the main highway that led to the Forever Fog River—the route the Taldarians would take—until it was thirty miles south of the outpost. Plenty of time for her to slip away and join them.
“Good morning, Hysithea,” Aldari said with a smile that turned into a yawn. “I didn’t know if you’d be able to come help, but it’s good to see you. The elf that Hawk pressed into driving our cargo to the merchant ship in dock wants to leave early so he can make the journey in two days instead of three.”
As Aldari spoke, she loaded jars into a third crate.
“I’m happy to help,” Hysithea said. And happy to stow away in a crate.
Though she hadn’t quite figured out how she would do that under Aldari’s and her brother’s noses. The illusion amulet ought to be able to create a decent distraction, but it couldn’t turn her invisible. She also wasn’t positive the illusion magic would work on someone with Hawk’s power; he was turning out to be one of the strongest practitioners of magic in the outpost.
A couple of barrels in the wagon drew Hysithea’s eye. Their lids appeared to be only loosely fastened. They would be more cramped inside, but she wasn’t that large. If they weren’t filled to the brim, she might be able to hide in one.
Hawk also smiled at Hysithea, though he took her arm and drew her aside. “Are you all right?”
“Yes, of course.” She stifled a cringe, hoping he wouldn’t say that she looked pale and that she needed to be sure to show up for her therapy session.
“I heard there was some uncharacteristic incompetence last night among the guards and that you ended up alone with and surrounded by those Taldarians for several minutes before anyone realized you were down there.” Hawk’s eyebrows drew together. “They didn’t hurt you, did they? Or threaten you in any way? If that colonel so much as touched you, I’ll accept his challenge before breakfast.” He turned his glower in the direction of the guest quarters, though the building wasn’t visible from the crafting area of the outpost.
“No.” Hysithea lifted a hand. “He didn’t do anything.”
Mrothgar had touched her, but there hadn’t been anything offensive about it. For some reason, she remembered the heat of his hand through the shoulder of her dress.
“They understandably rushed out when they realized, uhm, I was spying on them.” Hysithea hadn’t quite admitted that to her parents—she’d said she’d needed fresh air and had been walking past the Taldarians’ quarters when she’d noticed the missing guards—but Hawk had always been her co-conspirator when they’d been growing up. Co-conspirator and then some. He’d been far more likely to get himself into trouble than she. At least in the past.
Now, he appeared appalled by her admission. “You were what? Hysithea, they’re dangerous.”
“I’m aware. Did Mother and Father tell you about the invasion they’re planning?”
Hawk reeled back. “The what?”
As Hysithea summed up what she’d learned from spying, speaking in Hyric so that Aldari could understand, two guards heading to the palace to start their shift stopped to speak to the one who’d been trailing her that morning. He glanced at Hawk and must have decided that Hysithea was suitably protected, for he walked a ways with the other two guards to have a private discussion.
“Damn,” Hawk said softly, looking to Aldari, who’d listened while she continued to pack. “Maybe it’s fortunate that Father is sending me to the canyon lands today. I hate that it means I’ll be gone for a few days, but if I can find more useful magical tools—maybe some weapons—in Zedaron’s old laboratory, they could be helpful in dealing with an invasion force.”
“I’m sorry, Hawk,” Aldari said. “I’m relieved that you and the mercenaries helped my people, but I’m afraid there are going to be repercussions for the elves now.”
Hawk shook his head. “We’ll deal with it. Trust me. Humans, no matter how muscled, are nothing to fear after you’ve come face to face with the Twisted.” He looked at Hysithea but paused, seeming to remember that she’d been one of the Twisted not that long ago. His mouth opened, then closed. He didn’t know what to say. None of her family seemed to anymore.
“I’ve heard that.” Hysithea forced a smile, wanting to remind him that she was an elf again—his sister—and had been for a lot more years than she’d been cursed.
“Yeah.” Hawk’s returned smile appeared even more forced. “We appreciate your help, Hysithea, but you might want to stay in the palace until after the Taldarians depart. For whatever reason, they’re awfully interested in you.”
“I’m an interesting person.”
“Well, I know that, but I hadn’t realized word had traveled to other nations.” Hawk patted her on the shoulder, then stepped back. “I had better pack for my trip and get on the road. The Taldarians probably won’t do anything until their supposed diplomatic party returns and reports in, but just in case, I don’t want to be away for long.” He turned to Aldari. “Will you be all right here without me? I know you didn’t bring your bodyguard for this trip, but there are dozens of guards around the outpost who will keep an eye on you. Or…” Hawk tilted his head. “Do you want to come along with me?”
Aldari wrinkled her nose. “Back to the place where we all almost died? I’d rather work on our mission for the future than dwell on the past.”
“That’s understandable.”
“Besides, you’d make me eat more of those dreadful moss bars if we traveled together.”
“Naturally.” Hawk winked. “If you eat them enough times, you develop a fondness for them.”
“Or you turn green from all the chlorophyll in your body.”
“Hilarious.” Hawk stepped close to Aldari, wrapped his arms around her, and kissed her.
Her arms slid around him as she returned the kiss. As seconds passed, and they seemed reluctant to part, Hysithea realized this might be her chance.
“I’ll leave you two to say goodbye and go back to the palace,” she said.
Hawk made a noise that might have been an acknowledgment, or it might simply have meant he was enjoying the kiss and had forgotten all about his sister.
At the moment, Hysithea considered being forgotten a good thing. She took the opportunity to walk away, pretending to head to the palace, but she rounded the corner of the wagon and rested a hand on it. Her guard was farther up the road and still engaged in his discussion with the others, and nobody else was looking in her direction. She shimmied up the side of the wagon and drew her dagger.
As she’d thought, the crates were sealed too tightly to open without making noise, but the lids on the barrels weren’t nailed down. Samples, someone had written in Hyric on one. Hysithea found the barrel only half full of jars, candles, tins of lantern fuel, packets of wicks, and whatever else Aldari was sending to the markets. There wasn’t a lot of room left inside, but she wasn’t that tall. She could fit.
Before she could talk herself out of it, Hysithea climbed inside and pulled the lid down. As darkness swallowed her, she hoped nobody would come along to nail it down. The idea of being trapped inside and having to call to the driver to get her out was mildly horrifying. And if he didn’t hear her, she could end up on a ship bound for Razgizar. That wouldn’t help save her people from an imperial invasion.
Hysithea, trying to find a less uncomfortable position, shifted about as much as she could with her knees drawn up to her chest. The contents jabbed her in the side, making her wish she’d pilfered a pillow from the palace instead of travel rations.
“Did my sister leave?” came Hawk’s voice from the side of the wagon, muffled through the barrel.
Hysithea stopped squirming.
“Yes,” came Aldari’s voice from close to him. “She said she was going back.”
“Huh. I didn’t hear that.”
“You were distracted.”
“You mean, you were distracting.”
“I do strive to be,” Aldari said.
Hysithea willed Hawk to leave so Aldari could finish up and the wagon could also leave. While she was glad her brother had found happiness in a new relationship, such things seemed unimportant right now. The sooner Hysithea got away and could join the Taldarians, the sooner she could find out what exactly they planned.
“I’ll see you soon,” Hawk said.
Several moments of silence followed his words—maybe they were kissing again—and then clinks and thuds as Aldari presumably finished packing. Stuck in her uncomfortable position, Hysithea had long enough to wonder what she would do when she needed to relieve herself. She also worried about what would happen if the Taldarians left the outpost before the wagon did. If she had to run after them on foot, she might not catch them.
Then a male voice sounded, saying something in Hyric to Aldari. Parting words? Soon after came the creak of someone settling onto the driver’s seat of the wagon.
“Be careful,” Aldari said cheerfully.
“The forest is a lot less dangerous these days, thanks to you and Hawk and the others,” the driver replied. “Used to be, I wouldn’t have thought of making this trip without a full squad of soldiers riding beside me.”
Hysithea didn’t resent that Aldari and Hawk had ended the curse and saved her people—especially since they had, in the process, saved her—but she couldn’t help but long to be the recipient of some of the reverence that her people gave them. She didn’t need to be a hero, but she wanted to be… someone. Not a survivor. Not a victim. Someone.
“I’m glad the roads are safe again,” Aldari said.
The reindeer grunted, and the wagon started rolling.
Hysithea clenched a fist. It was going to work, as long as she could figure out how to slip out of the barrel and the wagon before the Taldarians passed it on the road. Ideally, she would do so without alerting the driver, who, if he saw her, might turn around and tell her people that she’d left.
Her plan wouldn’t work if an elven rescue party charged after her, catching the Taldarians three hours after she’d departed. She didn’t want to be rescued. It was why she had left the letter of explanation she’d written tucked under her pillow. It ought to take her mother a while to grow worried and root through everything in her room for clues about her disappearance. By then, Hysithea and the Taldarians would be long gone.
This was her chance to help her people and atone for the sins of the past, and she didn’t want anything to mess it up.
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DESPITE THE GREAT discomfort of riding inside a barrel, Hysithea dozed, the sway of the wagon on the ancient cobblestone road lulling her to sleep. Unfortunately. She dreamed as she slept, the same nightmares she always had, of being compelled by magic to leap at elven warriors on the side of the road, clawing for their throats and trying to slay them. Or bite them and turn them into more of the Twisted.
As the warriors’ blood flowed onto the road, she woke with a jerk, almost clunking her head on the lid of the barrel. Seconds passed as she struggled to remember who she was now. And where she was.
With a shaking hand, she rubbed her face and tried to push away the remnants of the nightmare. If only a bad dream was all it had been. But it was a memory, and it wasn’t the only one like that.
Tears leaked through her lashes. Had Saranthy been able to take away all her memories of the last year, the therapy sessions would have been worth it. But she always wanted Hysithea and the others to talk about their experiences when all they wanted was to forget. Not to admit to people who’d once been their victims what they’d done while afflicted with that curse.
Mouth dry, Hysithea wished she’d brought a canteen of water. Though perhaps it was just as well that she didn’t have anything to drink. The urge to relieve herself was starting to come over her. How much time had passed?
The wagon slowed to a stop, and she bit her lip, worried she’d gasped as she’d woken and the driver had heard it. But nobody jumped up into the wagon bed.
It occurred to her that he might be relieving himself. If so, it would be her opportunity to slip out, but she wouldn’t have long.
Hysithea eased the lid of the barrel up, careful not to make a sound, and caught her breath. The driver was right
in front of her side of the wagon, his trousers sagging from his hips as he relieved himself. Had she not been in a hurry to slip away, she might have been mildly scandalized by listening to someone pee ten feet away. At least his back was to her, and he’d pointed himself away from the wagon.
Unfortunately, she didn’t think she could get out without him hearing her.
She gripped her amulet, its magic tingling slightly against her palm, and willed an illusion to form. At the same time, she sent a silent prayer to the gods, hoping one of them was watching and would aid her in this.
Aid me in this journey, please. It is to help my people that I do this.
Maybe she was also doing it to atone for her sins, but the gods ought to understand that need as well.
As the driver fastened his trousers, a great antlered moose appeared to run out of the forest toward the road. Startled, he lunged for his bow.
Hoping he wouldn’t notice that the moose didn’t make a sound as it ran, Hysithea eased out of the barrel, put the lid back on it, and slithered over the far side of the wagon. Trying not to make a sound, she dropped down, then stayed low as she darted for the closest tree. Thankfully, the road ran through a dense forest, and she didn’t have to go far.
After ducking behind the towering oak, she risked peeking back. The driver, having recovered from being startled, lowered his bow and watched as the moose crossed the road and trotted off into the trees before disappearing. The tingle of magic faded from the amulet.
The driver, not seeming to realize it had been an illusion, chuckled and returned his weapon to the bench as he climbed back on. “The highways were built for all in Serth to use.”
He clucked to the reindeer, and they continued on, the wagon bumping over the weathered stones.
Relieved, Hysithea held the amulet again and lifted her gaze toward the canopy, hints of blue sky visible between the leaves. Thank you, Mother, Hunter, Crafter, and Forager, she thought to the gods. I hope you’ll forgive me if I need to ask for help again on this journey. It’s important that I do this.
She leaned against the tree, glad she’d had the opportunity to test the amulet’s power. A moose might not be enough to distract an entire party of Taldarians, but she ought to be able to create other illusions. And now she knew that even though her own power eluded her, she could use the magical tools her people had made long ago.
But would the ability to cast illusions be enough? As she waited for the Taldarians to come down the highway, Hysithea had time to doubt her actions.
As her parents and brothers had pointed out, this wasn’t what elven princesses were trained to do. Even with a magical amulet, going off with a group of human men wasn’t wise. Especially human men who specifically wanted her
for some reason.
She admitted she’d let her desire to help her people—to prove that she could help her people—guide her choice. But if she didn’t do this, who would? And who was better trained to research books written in a foreign tongue in libraries in a foreign land?
Besides, Mrothgar had offered his protection, and he had that chivalry tattoo. He might be up to something, but she believed he wouldn’t harm her or allow his men to harm her.
The clip-clop of horse hooves reached her ears, and her nerves twisted in her gut. Her intention to step out on the road and accept Mrothgar’s offer stuttered to a halt as she realized the Taldarians would likely have an elven escort. Neither her parents nor the elven military commanders would let foreigners from a hostile nation stroll unaccompanied through their kingdom.
Or so she assumed. When Hysithea peeked out from behind the tree, she spotted Mrothgar and Vorkroft riding in front on their large stallions with their men stretched out on horseback behind them. She didn’t see any reindeer or signs of elves at all.
Since she didn’t want anyone to warn her parents that she was leaving with the Taldarians, that was handy, but it was also suspicious. The unease in her gut intensified. Could the humans have done something to their escort? Killed them? Would they have dared to while they were still deep within the elven kingdom?
Hysithea shook her head, not finding that likely. Her people were skilled warriors, and
they were now learning to use the magic that was their birthright. Most of them anyway. Hysithea wasn’t the only one having trouble, though she was possibly the most bitter about it. As someone who’d always been a quick learner and who’d successfully drawn upon her power in her youth, even when it had been forbidden, she hadn’t expected not to be able to summon it again.
With the men nearing her tree, she took a deep breath. Hands open and arms spread so they wouldn’t think she was a threat, she stepped out from behind her tree.
Her appearance startled Mrothgar’s mount, and the horse reared up, squealing as his forelegs pawed at the air. Some of the other horses started as well, but their riders quickly got them under control.
Mrothgar had little trouble staying in his saddle until the stallion came down on all four legs. He murmured in a soothing tone and patted his mount on the shoulder before turning his focus to Hysithea.
“I’d heard the elves have great ability to camouflage themselves,” Mrothgar said calmly in Hyric. He was always calm, save for those moments when fire and death had burned in his eyes as he’d looked at Hawk. “It is apparently true.”
“I was merely standing behind the tree and mulling over the wisdom, or possibly lack of wisdom, in my decision,” Hysithea said.
Mrothgar raised his eyebrows. “Does that mean you’ve decided to accept my invitation and come visit the empire?”
There went those nerves assailing her belly again. Hysithea made herself ignore them and lifted her chin. “Yes.”
“How’d she get out here alone?” Vorkroft demanded in Taldarian.
Since Hysithea was still pretending she couldn’t understand their language, she didn’t acknowledge him and gazed at Mrothgar. “Assuming your invitation still stands.”
“It does,” Mrothgar said, but he switched to his tongue and spoke over his shoulder to one of his men. “Search the woods around here. See if there are others.”
Vorkroft squinted at her. “It’s hard to believe she’d be out here alone,” he said in Hyric.
“It is,” Mrothgar agreed, watching her.
“I’m alone,” Hysithea said. “There are some—” everyone, “—who disagree with my decision, but you piqued my curiosity with your talk of libraries, and I’ve always wanted to see the ancient ruin sites of Taldar as well.”
“Indeed?” Mrothgar raised his eyebrows, but he didn’t look like he believed her.
Hysithea remembered her previous night’s thoughts of seduction and almost laughed. She was positive he would never fall for such a thing.
“Indeed. I must admit, I expected you to have an escort.” Hysithea gazed back down the highway, but if elves were following the Taldarians and making sure they didn’t stray, they hadn’t yet made an appearance.
“Some of your people followed us out of the outpost,” Mrothgar said, “but we said we knew the way and that they needn’t trail us the whole way.”
“And they agreed to that?”
This time, he lifted his chin. “I gave my word that we would go directly back to our boat at the river.”
Hysithea believed he had, but she didn’t believe that had been enough for her people. Few besides her had spent time reading about the cultures of the human kingdoms and empires and would consider taking an imperial officer at his word.
“You did not bring a mount? Or a pack?” Mrothgar looked her up and down.
“This trip isn’t authorized.”
“You ran away?”
“You may find this difficult to believe, but my parents were scandalized at the notion of their daughter running off with a horde of Taldarian men.”
“I am a colonel in the imperial army. It would be an honor to a woman’s family, not a scandal, if I invited her to run off with
me.”
“Not an elf family. And I’m going for a diplomatic visit, right? Not to be your consort.”
“We need to get going,” Vorkroft muttered in his language as he glanced back. “If she has run away, her family will send people after us. People who aren’t on the emperor’s payroll.”
Hysithea was careful not to let her shock show, but his words rocked her inwardly. One of her people was working for the Taldarian emperor? As a spy? Or even more?
If it was one of the high-ranking elves in the Royal Guard, that could explain why those who’d been given the duty of watching the Taldarians had wandered off to dinner the night before. It could also explain why the escort they should have had wasn’t present.
But why would an elf betray his or her own kind? After all the centuries they’d had to band together to fight the curse, Hysithea couldn’t believe it. And what elf would be tempted by human coin? Her people cared about pursuing their hobbies and bettering their crafts and their way of life for their people, not buying things. What could one even buy in Serth? It wasn’t as if imports from human lands flowed into the elven outposts.
“Agreed,” Mrothgar told Vorkroft, then nudged his horse toward Hysithea.
She gazed into the big animal’s dark brown eyes, silently apologizing for startling him earlier. The horse whuffed and sniffed her uncertainly, but at least he didn’t try to bite her.
As Mrothgar bent in his saddle and lowered his hand, the dead eyes of his bear head seemed to stare at Hysithea. She looked at his hand, and it took a moment for her to realize what he was offering.
“You want me to ride with you?”
“Since you didn’t bring a mount, you must ride with someone.”
“Is there room? You and your bear head are rather large.” The thought of sharing a horse with him made her nervous.
“She can ride with me,” one of his men said, patting his lap as he winked at her. “I’ve got plenty of room right here.”
Mrothgar gave him a flat look. “Mind your manners, Corporal. You will behave no differently around her than an imperial woman.”
“Sorry, sir.”
Deciding Mrothgar would be her best bet, Hysithea reached for his hand. “I’ll ride behind you.”
She didn’t want to be wedged between some man’s legs. Her parents would find that more scandalous than her running away.
“My pack and bow are back there.” Mrothgar shifted his fur baldric around so the bear head would be behind him. “It would be lumpy.” He clasped her hand, his calloused palm strong and warm.
“Can’t be any worse than the barrel,” she muttered.
Before he could pull her up, two of his men in the rear whirled.
“Someone’s coming,” one barked.
Vorkroft swore. “If the guard captain didn’t send them, we’ll have a hard time explaining this. Run, Colonel? Or fight?” He drew his sword.
“No!” Hysithea barked. “If you harm any of my people, I’m not going anywhere with you. And if you try to take me against my will…” What? Her illusion amulet wouldn’t harm any of them. “I’ll use my magic to summon the sea serpents in the Forever Fog River, and you’ll never make it back to your homeland.”
Never mind that she didn’t have enough magic at the moment to summon a bird to a feeder. She made herself stare up at Mrothgar, holding his gaze and praying the bluff would work.
He looked calmly back at the road, not appearing concerned by her threat or the approach of others. Did nothing faze the man?
“Colonel?” Back in the outpost, Vorkroft had clearly been in charge of the party, but he was quick to defer to Mrothgar with potential danger coming.
“We will not fight unless we have to,” Mrothgar said, as much to Hysithea as Vorkroft. “The princess will send them away.”
“She’s sneaked
out like a wayward child,” Vorkroft said. “They’re not going to listen to her.”
Indignation flooded Hysithea. She wasn’t a child; she was a spy on a mission. Admittedly, one she’d assigned to herself, but that didn’t matter.
“We will see,” Mrothgar said as three reindeer came around a bend in the road.
A woman with strawberry-blonde hair rode in the center while two elven guards galloped to either side of her. Hysithea’s jaw dropped. It was Aldari. Why would she have been sent after her?
Right away, Hysithea realized that wasn’t what was happening. Far more than two guards would have been sent if her parents had realized she was missing. Likely, they believed she was still in her room, having nightmares and being wan and pale.
Aldari was riding fast, with a pack bumping on her back. Had she gotten news from home that something was happening? Hysithea hoped the Taldarians weren’t molesting the Delantrian Kingdom.
“They have the princess,” one of Aldari’s guards blurted, pointing at Hysithea.
Both elves drew their swords, urging their reindeer past Aldari’s and turning their gallops into an all-out charge.
Mrothgar drew his spiked mace. “If you want them to live, tell them to stand down, Princess.”
The rest of his men also drew their weapons. A dozen Taldarians against two elves? As gifted as her people were, fear for them rushed into Hysithea, and she ran away from the horses and toward the approaching guards with her hands up.
“I’m not a prisoner,” she called in Elven. “I’m here of my own volition. I’m going with them on a diplomatic mission.”
Aldari pulled her reindeer to a walk, her brow furrowed in confusion.
“The king said no to that mission,” the nearest guard called. “Don’t let them coerce you, Your Highness. Flee into the woods, and we’ll take care of them.”
Behind her, horses reared, hooves pawing at the air. Hysithea didn’t want to flee into the woods, but the guards were almost upon the Taldarians, and she might be trampled if she didn’t get out of the way.
“There’s no need to fight,” she called, as she scrambled off the road, fear clutching her heart. If people died because of this mission she’d given herself, it would be her fault. “Stand down, please!”
But they didn’t. Soon, weapons clashed and light flashed—someone’s magical attack. Hysithea cursed herself for her impulsiveness, for not thinking through all the ramifications. And what of Aldari? What if Hysithea’s actions got her brother’s lover—not to mention a princess from another kingdom—killed?
Fortunately, Aldari was also wise enough to move off the road. As the battle fully engaged, clangs ringing through the forest along with the battle roars of men and elves, she dismounted and maneuvered toward Hysithea.
“Kill no one, Colonel!” Hysithea yelled as Mrothgar challenged one of the guards himself, his face fearless as he swung his spiked mace.
He struck the guard’s shield instead of aiming for a more deadly target. The powerful blow knocked the elf from his reindeer, but he somersaulted in the air to land on his feet. As Mrothgar charged at him, the elf waved his hand, creating illusionary—or maybe those were real—flames in the air.
The other elf sliced through men’s saddle straps, sending them tumbling from their mounts, as he dodged three swings for his head. He moved so quickly that Hysithea struggled to track him. The Taldarian who’d suggestively invited her into his lap went flying, rolling off the road and cracking his head against a tree.
“Don’t swing to kill,” Mrothgar called to his men in his tongue even as he ran around flames floating in the air to spring at the guard again.
“They dare use magic on us!” Vorkroft roared as he chased the fire-conjuring guard, but the elf was too fast, dancing in and out with blazing speed to avoid the Taldarians’ blows. “The cowards!”
Aldari lunged in from the side and gripped Hysithea’s shoulder. “What’s going on? What are you doing out here? And how do we stop this?”
“I’m trying to figure that out.” Hysithea shook her head as another Taldarian went tumbling from his mount. As he jumped to his feet, sword brandished, an arrow took him in the shoulder. “Don’t kill the Taldarians,” she cried. “They’re diplomats!”
Aldari looked incredulously at her.
“Do you have any ideas?” Hysithea asked. “Or a mathematical formula to stop fights?”
“I haven’t seen any of those in my books on theorems. Can you bribe them with money? Or a kiss?”
“Which side?”
“Whichever side wants to kiss you.”
A yell of pain came from the elf facing Mrothgar. The colonel had knocked his shield away and gotten within grappling range. That nullified the elf’s speed and agility to some extent, and Mrothgar’s raw power came into play. He locked the elf’s arms behind his back and forced him against a tree.
Earlier, he’d been telling his men not to kill anyone, but battle rage burned in his dark eyes now, and Hysithea worried he would break the elf’s neck. No, that was more than battle rage. That was hatred. Mrothgar hated her people for what they’d done in Delantria, and he wanted them dead.
She ran out from behind her tree and across the road toward him.
“Hysithea,” Aldari cried. “Watch out!”
An arrow whizzed past over her head, and Hysithea ducked. Not slowing, she leaped off the road and ran up to Mrothgar, grabbing his wrist. He had the elf’s face pressed into the tree and an arm wrapped around his neck.
“No more magic,” Mrothgar snarled, looking like he would tear his enemy’s head off.
“Stop, Colonel. Now.” Hysithea tugged on his wrist, but she lacked the strength to pull his arm away. She could only lean in close, forcing him to look at her.
With fury still burning in his eyes, Mrothgar did so, but he didn’t seem to remember who she was. The elf, unable to breathe, could only get out a few gagging sounds. He bucked and tried to twist free, but he had no more luck breaking Mrothgar’s powerful grip than Hysithea had.
“Please, Colonel,” she said, softening her voice. Maybe that would work better than imperious orders, though her realization that he hated her people after the battle in Delantria made her worry that nothing she said would get through to him. “I don’t want to be your enemy, but if you kill my people, I won’t go with you. I can’t.”
Mrothgar’s jaw clenched as he seemed to wrestle with himself, but he finally took his foe’s weapons and released him. With a gasp of pain, the injured elf sank to his knees.
“Colonel?” an uncertain voice came from the road.
Four Taldarians were down, rolling on their sides and gripping bleeding wounds. One hung groaning in the branches of a tree. It had taken all of them, but they’d disarmed the other elf. Still, he wasn’t done. He crouched with his open hands out, a gray mist forming all around him.
The Taldarians muttered and shifted, backing away as it crept toward them and up their bodies.
“It’s a curse,” someone said.
“It itches.” Another man scratched his leg through his trousers.
Several Taldarians with bows pointed arrows at the elf. He looked toward Hysithea with a confused and betrayed look.
In the trees on the other side of the road, Aldari stood, appearing just as confused.
Mrothgar grabbed the elf he’d grappled with by the collar, hefted him to his feet, and walked him toward the road. The mist curled about his legs, but he ignored it and whatever discomfort it brought.
“Don’t shoot,” he told his men.
“He’s using some magic to curse us. They fight like demons from the underworld,” one man said, his grip tight on his bow, his arrow pointed at the elf.
“Just tie him up,” Mrothgar said. “This one too.”
“That won’t keep them from using their magic.”
Mrothgar looked at Hysithea. “Do you command your people, or don’t you?”
Was he disappointed that she hadn’t succeeded in ordering them to stand down? Or was that a reflection of her own disappointment in herself? The guards would have listened to Hawk
or Erathian, she had no doubt.
Hysithea walked through the mist—it didn’t disturb her in any way—to face the elf. “Thank you for fighting on my behalf.” She spoke in Elven so he would hopefully realize that she was telling the truth—had she been a prisoner, she could have used this opportunity to share a secret message, knowing the Taldarians wouldn’t understand. “I’m honored to have your loyalty and protection, but I am going with them of my own accord, on a diplomatic mission.”
“Your Highness,” the guard whispered, his eyes wild as he eyed the men and tried to wave her to the side. He was as aware as she of the arrows pointing at them. “I was at the meeting yesterday. The king and queen said no to that. Why are you here?”
“There’s been a change since then. I’m going with them to attempt to stop a war.”
“We’re not afraid to fight if there’s a war.” The elf lifted his chin.
“I know, but it would be better for our people if we had more time to recover and didn’t have to fight for a while.” Hysithea smiled and patted him on the shoulder.
A grunt came from the side. While she’d been talking, Mrothgar had tied and gagged the other elf. One of his people—their medic?—was crouching beside their injured men to check on them.
Mrothgar approached with more rope, his mouth twisting in annoyance as he scratched his bare arm, but that didn’t keep him from getting closer to the elf.
“Your Highness…” the guard said.
“They could have killed you, but they didn’t,” Hysithea pointed out, though she doubted that would endear the Taldarians to him. “When you’re found or manage to free yourselves and return home, please tell my parents that I’m safe.”
The elf glanced toward Aldari. “But what about Prin—”
“Our friend who’s helping with the root-pitch project?” Hysithea asked, interrupting him before he could reveal Aldari’s identity—if Mrothgar found out who she was, he might want to take her hostage or kill her as much as he seemed to want to kill elves. “I’ll make sure she’s all right.”
Hysithea wished Aldari had sneaked off into the forest during the fight, but the Taldarians would have likely gone after her, wanting to tie and gag her to keep her from reporting back before they managed to get away from Serth.
The confused and betrayed look the guard locked on to Hysithea wrenched her heart, but he allowed Mrothgar to walk up and tie his hands behind his back. The mist faded. It might have been more because he knew he’d been outnumbered and lost than out of any belief that it was right to obey Hysithea, but she was relieved both elves had survived the fight. They weren’t any older than she and had doubtless been sent along to protect Aldari from wildlife. They hadn’t expected this battle.
Her relief faded once the two elves had been tied hand and foot, deposited on the side of the road, and Mrothgar faced Aldari. He gazed at her for a long moment, his face masked, but there was a hint of something in his eyes that made Hysithea uneasy. Satisfaction? Triumph?
Before he spoke, Hysithea realized that despite her attempt to conceal Aldari’s identity, Mrothgar recognized her. And he knew exactly what role she’d played in the defeat of the Taldarian army in Delantria.
“Princess Aldari.” Mrothgar bowed to her.
Vorkroft’s head jerked up, and his eyes glinted. “What a prize,” he breathed. “Bring her along. The emperor will be most pleased with us when we drop her at his feet.”
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HYSITHEA LOOKED BACK and forth between Mrothgar and Aldari, searching for something she could say or do to protect her, to convince the Taldarians not to take her.
“Get her, Colonel,” Vorkroft said.
“Actually, I’m not interested in visiting your emperor.” Aldari smiled, though she didn’t fail to miss the Taldarians stepping off the highway to flank her. Flank her and capture her. “I’m busy with another project.” She tilted her thumb over her shoulder toward her pack. “I realized I forgot to include all of our samples and the pamphlets—our marketing material for elven root pitch—and I was rushing to catch up with the wagon carrying the cargo. Ah, have you seen our wagon, by chance?”
Hysithea winced. She had been willing to sacrifice herself, if need be, to learn what the empire was up to, but she couldn’t sacrifice Aldari.
“No.” Mrothgar stepped toward Aldari.
Once again, Hysithea tried to stop him with a hand on his arm. Once again, she failed. It was like trying to stop an avalanche.
“Colonel,” she said, walking beside him, hoping to say something that would keep him from slinging Aldari over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Even though Mrothgar didn’t like elves, she believed he would be far more likely than Vorkroft to listen to her. “You’re an honorable man. I know you are. Don’t sully your honor by kidnapping a defenseless woman. Whatever happened to your people in Delantria, she did not slay them.”
“She brought back the elves who did the slaying.” Mrothgar’s face was a storm cloud as he looked at her. “And it is not sullying my honor to obey my emperor’s orders.”
“Your emperor didn’t order you to capture a Delantrian princess,” Hysithea said, certain that hadn’t been their mission.
Vorkroft had ordered it, not thirty seconds ago, but she wouldn’t point that out.
“Perhaps not, but he will appreciate one.” Mrothgar’s mouth twisted, and he glanced at Vorkroft. “And maybe he will forgive me for living when others died.”
Wonderful. She’d gotten the Taldarian colonel who was out to prove something, who had to win back his emperor’s regard.
Of course, she was out to prove something too. Under other circumstances, she might have felt a kinship toward the man.
“Can you blame her for doing whatever she could to defend her people?” Hysithea asked.
Mrothgar squinted at her as Aldari shook her head.
Surprisingly, Mrothgar said, “No. Nor do I blame you for your brother’s actions. But she cannot be released to run back and report this incident to your people.”
“You could tie her and gag her like the guards,” Hysithea suggested.
“Wouldn’t that be lovely?” Aldari murmured.
Better than being dragged back to Taldar…
“She will come with us,” Vorkroft said firmly.
Mrothgar nodded and reached for Aldari.
Hysithea gripped his arm again. “If you must take her, promise her your protection, the same as you did for me.”
Mrothgar looked down at her hand, and she wondered if he believed her presumptuous because she kept grabbing him. Too bad.
“There is no need to make promises. My people will not disturb her other than to ensure she doesn’t run off, and we will naturally protect you if enemies attack.” Mrothgar gazed into the trees to either side of the road, perhaps wondering if more elves might be lurking out there. The forest had fallen silent in the aftermath of the battle.
Hysithea wondered if anyone in the outpost was using magic to watch them and knew what was going on.
“Then why not promise?” she asked, knowing what his word meant to him—or at least what it should mean to him. “Promise you’ll protect her, as you did me.”
“Colonel,” Vorkroft warned.
Mrothgar sighed. “You have my word that I will protect you—both of you—until we reach the Shining City and I hand you over to the emperor.”
And what would happen then? When he’d promised to Hysithea’s parents that he would protect her, he’d also implied he would—or could—only do so until they reached the capital.
That might only mean that he expected his part of the mission to be over then. Or it could mean he believed she would be in danger then, and he wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop it.
“Are you sure you need me?” Aldari asked. “I’m not that valuable. However, the elven root pitch I’m sending to different kingdoms is valuable. Perhaps, in exchange for my freedom, I could arrange for a shipment to be delivered to your garrison or even to your emperor’s doorstep. A gift from my people to yours in the hope that we can establish a more cordial relationship in the future. Open trade routes and such.”
“We do not need pitch,” Mrothgar said.
“It burns longer than whale oil, and it’s combustible. I hear the empire likes to make explosions.” Aldari grimaced at some memory. “Do you want to see it in action? I have a few jars in my pack.”
“We have black powder. We don’t need combustible pitch.”
“Black powder can’t be used to light lanterns. I assume it gets dark now and then in the empire and that your people like to read at night.” Aldari eyed his weapons. “Or beat on each other with swords and maces. The pitch puts off stronger and steadier light than candles or whale oil lanterns.”
Mrothgar shook his head and told his men to round up their horses, that it was time to get moving. His own big stallion was noshing grass alongside the road, scant feet from the group, but nobody approached him until Mrothgar walked over. The horse swished his tail and ignored the colonel’s attempts to lead him back to the road until he dug a treat out of his pocket and fed—bribed—the animal.
“I’m sorry, Aldari,” Hysithea whispered as the Taldarians prodded them toward the horses. “I had no idea you would show up and this would happen.”
“I hadn’t planned on it either. I just wanted this first shipment to do well in the marketplace, and when I realized I’d forgotten the pamphlets…”
“I don’t know if I mentioned it earlier,” Hysithea said as they waited for the Taldarians to mount up, “but it’s nice that you’re working on this project with my brother. After the mistakes our people have made in the past, it means a lot to us now to try not to let species go extinct and to live in harmony with nature.”
“I’m glad to help, though it’s not all selfless. Our people need to develop other industries, and Hawk and I have already made plans to start growing your special trees in Delantria so that my people can also harvest the pitch to sell. If I have my way, it’ll be the first of many new industries for Delantria.” Aldari lowered her voice. “What is it that you’re doing, Hysithea? You’re going with them voluntarily?”
“Yes. I… have my reasons.”
“Are they reasons that will horrify your family? Hawk?”
“Probably.”
“I thought about trying to slip away into the forest, but…” Aldari looked at her with concerned blue eyes.
Hysithea winced, feeling guilty all over again. It sounded like Aldari had stayed because she’d been worried or unwilling to leave Hysithea alone with the Taldarians if she’d needed help. She’d probably hated the idea of Hawk’s sister being dragged off by enemies in front of her eyes.
“They would have caught you anyway,” Hysithea said.
“Probably. People with longer legs tend to catch those with shorter legs. I could set up equations to demonstrate why, but it’s perhaps not necessary.”
“Math is heartless, isn’t it?”
“At times, yes.”
Mrothgar walked up leading Aldari’s reindeer. He waved for her to mount, but he handed the reins to one of his men to control.
Hysithea peered into the trees, hoping the two reindeer the guards had been riding had also been recovered. Then she wouldn’t have to sit on Mrothgar’s lumpy pack. But if they were out in the forest, the Taldarians didn’t bother looking for them. Several of the men kept glancing back down the road, probably expecting more trouble. Thanks to injuries, two Taldarians had to be helped onto their mounts and gasped as they gripped broken ribs and hastily bandaged wounds.
Mrothgar vaulted onto his stallion’s back. No enemy’s blade had injured him.
Before Hysithea could remind him that she insisted on riding behind him, Mrothgar pulled her up in front of him. She grimaced and almost complained, but he’d given his word to protect Aldari, so maybe that was all the chivalry she could expect from him for one day.
She did her best to arrange herself astraddle, though she cursed herself for having chosen a dress for the journey instead of trousers. That morning, she’d waffled over that, but since she usually favored dresses around the outpost, she hadn’t wanted to wear anything that would have clued people in on her plans. A bad choice. Her hem ended up rucked halfway up her thighs, leaving a good portion of her legs on display.
Several of the men ogled them, and heat rushed to her cheeks. She slung one leg over to ride sideways, though the saddle wasn’t made for that, and that left her not only uncomfortable but looking at Vorkroft, with Mrothgar’s face above her ear, instead of the road ahead. Aldari had been wise enough to wear trousers.
“Do you know,” Hysithea said as the group started up at a trot, one that jostled her and made her long for being stuffed in a barrel in a wagon, “that the side saddle was invented more than eight hundred years ago in Razgizar by the ranger lady Primrose Morgunia. It didn’t catch on in other kingdoms until centuries later, since women are demurely expected to ride in carriages rather than atop a large beast, but in this modern era, it’s growing more common.”
“What was the point of that story?” Vorkroft asked.
“To share historical information with you. And suggest that the next time you want to take a princess to your empire, it might be nice to bring a side saddle for one of your mounts.”
“The other princess isn’t complaining,” Vorkroft muttered.
Mrothgar smiled slightly, but Hysithea didn’t know if it was because he liked her story or he liked seeing Vorkroft grumpy.
Without comment, he urged his mount from a trot to a gallop. He probably wanted to leave Serth as quickly as possible.
As they rode, his arms tightened around Hysithea whenever the motion of the horse threatened to unseat her. It was hard for her not to feel like a prisoner, though his grasp wasn’t as unappealing as some. She noticed the firmness of his muscles and the warmth of his body, and she had an odd urge to ask him where he’d gotten such a recalcitrant mount. Now and then, one of the other horses would stride close to his, and the stallion would snap at it, then lift his head and shake his mane, as if to let them know he was the herd leader.
But she shouldn’t care about the Taldarians’ horses—or Mrothgar. If she asked him questions, they ought to be about his people’s plans for Serth.
She knew, however, that he wouldn’t let her interrogate him. She would have to wait, be patient, and hope to overhear important information.
Eventually, with the horses sweating because of the pace, Mrothgar slowed the party down to a walk again. A hawk screeched overhead, and Hysithea wondered if one of her people had commanded it or other birds to spy on the group. Many of the elves were discovering they had an affinity for nature magic and communicating across distances with animals and birds. Numerous times, she’d watched with longing as children removed their ryshar and experimented, laughing with delight when they managed to entice squirrels from the trees to bound through their outdoor schoolrooms.
“What magic do your people know how to do at this time?” Mrothgar was eyeing the hawk. He couldn’t have guessed her thoughts, but maybe he’d been thinking about something similar. “Can they send birds to spy on others?”
He’d asked the questions casually, as if to pass the time as they rode, but she had no doubt he was fishing for information. Information he would eagerly deliver to his emperor along with Hysithea and Aldari.
“A great variety that will aid our warriors in thwarting any enemies that encroach upon our shorelines,” she said. “The two elves you battled today were young and knew only a little, but some are very powerful.”
At least they would be one day. If they had the time to learn and practice.
“Is that so.” Mrothgar didn’t sound like he believed her.
Indignant, Hysithea blurted, “Your people have witnessed some of my brother’s magic,” before she could think better of it. Reminding him of the defeat his people had suffered in Delantria—and that her brother had been responsible for—was not a good idea.
“There are some who believe that it was but illusions that scared our people away.” Mrothgar’s tone had turned cold, but at least she didn’t see sign of the earlier fury in his eyes. “Illusions and assassins.”
“Illusions can be powerful,” Hysithea said, aware of the weight of the amulet under her dress, “but our people can create far more than those with our power.”
“It’s since been reported that the elven navy my people saw in the Delantrian harbor doesn’t exist, at least not in that size. We now believe there may have only been a few warships there threatening us, and that illusions made it appear that there were more.”
“I wasn’t there, so I can’t say.”
“You don’t know how many ships your people command?” His eyebrow twitched.
Something about his words and his expression flustered her. She was speaking too much and shouldn’t have been answering his questions at all. He might gain information even from lies.
“I’ve only recently returned home after a year away.” Hysithea looked past Vorkroft, who was riding close again and listening to the conversation, and into the woods. “I know little these days.”
“Where were you?”
“Away.”
He snorted softly but let it drop. At least for a few moments. But then he spoke again. Probing.
“I was a little surprised that you didn’t attempt to use magic on us when we confronted your men and captured Princess Aldari.” Mrothgar watched her through half-lidded eyes.
Did he suspect that she didn’t have any power? If the Taldarians figured that out, their attitude toward her might change. For now, as long as they believed she could take care of herself, they might hesitate to treat her poorly, but if they knew she was essentially helpless…
“If I roasted your head off with a fireball, who would give me a ride?” Hysithea smiled at him.
“If you roast my head off with a fireball, you can have
my horse.”
Said horse flared his nostrils and shook his head in the air, fighting the reins.
“Is he considered a prize?” Hysithea asked. “He seems a little contentious.”
“His name is Trezaki, and he’s a lot contentious.”
The meaning of the horse’s name came to her, but she wasn’t supposed to understand his language—nor was she sure she’d heard him correctly—so she asked, “What does it mean?”
“Cakes.”
“Cakes?” she mouthed, still not certain she understood.
“He has a taste for sweets. When I captured him in the wild—it is our way to go out on the steppes and find the horses we’ll one day ride into battle—it took months to break him. I wasn’t fully able to until I learned he would perform for sweets.”
“That’s true of some elves too.”
“And humans. He’s a sybaritic beast.” Mrothgar patted the horse with a fondness in his eyes that she hadn’t seen before. Trezaki tossed his head aloofly, and Mrothgar laughed. “In addition to enjoying sweets, he has a few spots he likes scratched. If you rub his nose between his eyes, he’ll melt into a puddle for you.” His eyes narrowed as he returned his focus to her. “I would be interested in seeing you create fire, if you’re so inclined. Will you light our campfire when we stop?”
“I don’t know. Will you cook me something sumptuous over it?”
“We have dehydrated bear meat.”
“That’s not sufficiently sumptuous.”
“It’s a challenge to prepare feasts when traveling on horseback.”
“I don’t think you need a fire, then, for dehydrated meat.”
Hysithea caught Aldari looking over at them. When their eyes met, she mouthed, “Stop talking to him.”
Hysithea nodded. It was good advice, and she knew she needed to obey it. She couldn’t let the colonel fluster her. She didn’t even know why he was making her nervous. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t been around strong warriors before. Admittedly, she’d never ridden in front of one with his bare arms wrapped around her.
Maybe she ought to ask him questions. She’d come along to spy, after all.
If she did, could she trick him into answering? Or would she have to wait until she got a chance to speak with one of the younger and less experienced men?
Hysithea looked over her shoulder at him and smiled. “What would I have to rub on you to get you to melt into a puddle?”
His eyebrow shifted again. “I like it when women massage my scalp.”
A hint of a challenge entered his eyes. Did he wonder if she would be brazen enough to do it?
“I’ll keep that in mind, should I ever need you in a puddle-like state. Or to reward you for respecting my privacy and not attempting to pry information out of me on this journey, especially when you’re not willing to share any information of your own.”
“I told you about my scalp-massage weakness.”
“Something I’m certain legions of enemies are waiting to exploit.”
“My enemies usually just want to crack me over the head with mallets and maces. There’s little massage involved.”
“How long have you been in the army?” she asked.
Mrothgar gazed past her head without answering.
“What, you want me to eagerly spout out free information, but you won’t give me any in return? How could that tidbit possibly be used against you?”
“It’s treason for an imperial officer to give any information away to enemies of the empire.”
“Are we enemies, Colonel? I thought your goal in visiting Serth was to attempt to open diplomatic relations between our peoples so that we could have a peaceful future.”
Without looking at her, he said, “After Delantria, it is unlikely our people will ever be allies.”
She wasn’t surprised by the statement, though she’d half-expected him to keep up the ruse of being part of a peaceful party on a diplomatic mission. Maybe, now that he had her, he saw little point.
“That’s going to lower your odds of getting a massage from me,” she said.
“Likely so.”
He didn’t sound overly chagrined. Somehow, she doubted she would have had any luck seducing him, even if she had been experienced in that area.
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THE TALDARIANS RODE through the night, their mounts flagging by the time dawn approached and they were nearing the Forever Fog River. Hysithea had heard that humans didn’t see well in the dark, but perhaps their horses had better eyes, for they’d traveled through without trouble, though the men had glanced back often. Did they sense that someone was after them? Trying to catch them before they crossed the river?
Hysithea didn’t know if that was true, but by now her parents should have noticed her missing, searched her room, and found her note. In it, she’d explained her goal and asked them not to send anyone after her, but that had been before she’d known Aldari would be swept up in this with her. For her sake, Hysithea hoped her parents had ignored her request and sent a rescue party.
Aldari was in the back of the party, her chin to her chest as she dozed on her reindeer. One of the Taldarians gripped its reins and kept a watchful eye on her. They were being careful not to give Aldari any opportunities to escape.
Hysithea yawned and looked toward the dark sky. A few times the previous evening, eagles, herons, and other large winged birds had flown past, sailing unnaturally low over the road and eyeing their party. More than once, she’d caught Mrothgar considering her, as if wondering if she’d called them.
If only she could. She was relegated to doing nothing but riding with Mrothgar’s arms around her, her butt having long since gone numb. She’d shifted positions as much as she could, giving up on propriety to ride astride the horse instead of worrying about showing off too much leg.
Now and then, some of the younger soldiers had glanced over, eyeing her bare skin, but she’d never caught Mrothgar looking. As far as she could tell, his only interest in her was as a source of information. That was a relief, she told herself, not a disappointment, but she couldn’t help but wonder about the man riding behind her.
Did he have a wife or wives back home? The Taldarians didn’t wear jewelry to indicate marital status, as humans in many cultures did. If her reading was correct, their tattoos told the stories of their lives, with significant events depicted in the swirling black and blue ink. Most took on new tattoos when they were married, some identical to those that the women they wed took. Some men with many wives, such as their emperor, reputedly only made a row of moons to indicate the number of companions, no female being worth a more significant distinction.
Before it had grown dark, Hysithea had eyed Mrothgar’s arms, searching for something that might indicate marriage. She recognized some of the popular Taldarian symbols in his tattoos, but others she could only guess at.
Why his marital status mattered to her, she didn’t know, other than that she was curious about him. It would be nice if she could come up with something to talk about with him, something that might prompt him to lower his guard. So far, she’d learned there was a spy among the Royal Guard in the outpost back home but nothing about the invasion. For her people’s sake, she needed to learn more about that.
His big stallion tripped over an uneven stone in the road and stumbled, causing her to lurch sideways. The horse regained his footing as Mrothgar’s arms tightened around her.
“Thanks,” she murmured.
He grunted in reply. The horse received a more thorough response as Mrothgar patted him on the rump and spoke softly to him in his own tongue. “Sorry for the long night, old boy. You can rest on the ship. I’ll find you an apple or carrot.”
The horse whuffed and continued plodding along. All the men’s mounts were weary, but only Mrothgar’s carried two.
Hysithea leaned forward so that her fingers touched the horse’s short fur and gave him a gentle pat. Even if Mrothgar wasn’t the most appealing riding companion, the horse—Trezaki, she reminded herself—couldn’t be blamed for his master. She wished she could draw upon her magic to give him a revitalizing burst of energy, a reward for his work and something to make the last stretch easier.
To her surprise, her fingers tingled, and she felt a current of energy leave her body and flow into the horse. At first, she thought it might be her imagination, since every time she’d tried to use the power she’d once possessed, she’d failed. But Trezaki nickered, swished his tail, and picked up his pace.
“Was that magic?” Mrothgar murmured, his mouth not far from her ear.
Hysithea grimaced. He didn’t miss much, did he?
Well, better if he believed she had power and was dangerous than that she was at his mercy. “Maybe my touch is simply that amazing. You should have tried harder to earn that scalp massage.”
“Apparently.”
Mrothgar surprised her by chuckling softly. At first, she thought she’d amused him with her wit, but it was probably because his horse’s head was up, and he pranced dramatically past the other mounts.
Vorkroft looked over, eyeing her and eyeing the horse, then raised his brows toward his colonel.
Mrothgar shrugged. “I told him there was an apple waiting on the ship.”
Hysithea looked back at him. Why hadn’t he shared his suspicion about her magic with his colleague?
“You coddle that horse,” Vorkroft said. “You’d take him to bed if you could.”
“I’m not properly equipped to satisfy him.”
“No? I thought apples were all it took.”
The spritely stallion moved ahead of Vorkroft’s horse to take the lead, and Mrothgar didn’t rein him in.
“Do you like him?” Hysithea had picked up on a little tension between them and assumed Vorkroft, as the emperor’s advisor, outranked him.
“It doesn’t matter. The emperor sent him to oversee this mission.”
“That’s a no, right?”
Mrothgar didn’t answer—he was far better at refraining from answering questions than she—but when she glanced back, she was in time to catch a smile curving his lips. The gesture changed him from fearsome to handsome.
Hysithea caught herself asking, “Are you married?”
His smile disappeared, his face closing off again. She thought he wouldn’t answer, but he patted his horse again and regarded her thoughtfully for a moment, then replied, “Not anymore.”
Had he decided he would answer her question because she’d helped his horse? If that was what it took to get Mrothgar to open up, she would do her best to find a wild apple tree for Trezaki.
“What happened?” she asked.
“She was not suitably obedient.”
Hysithea blinked. “To you?”
“To the wives of the warlord who rules over my region.”
“So they killed her?” she asked, horrified.
“She died in exile on Stonefroth Mountain. Had I been there, I would have gone to her and helped her escape the empire, but they chose to exile her while I was at sea for months, engaged in the Shoals Pirates Skirmish.”
“The warlord’s wives sound terrible.”
Unless Mrothgar’s wife had been terrible and had deserved her fate. Somehow, Hysithea doubted he would marry someone like that.
“The warlord lets them rule over female matters in the region, and the power and privilege has made them arrogant and cruel. Because they are his wives, and he’s one of the emperor’s twelve hand-chosen sub-rulers of the empire, it’s forbidden to lose your temper with or threaten them.” He lowered his voice. “No matter how much they deserve it.”
“How long ago did you lose her?”
“Eight years.” His tone grew softer as he added, “At the time, I was a freshly appointed captain and had been married less than a year. She was given to me as a prize, but I cared about her.”
He’d loved her, she decided, noticing the regret in his voice, the pain in his eyes.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
A breeze whispered through the trees, and Hysithea caught the damp scent of the river. Fog blanketed the road, another indicator that they were close.
A little shiver went down her spine, but there was no magic behind the weather phenomenon. The curse of the Forever Fog River had been lifted when the Twisted had been changed back. Still, the area had some inherent magic about it, and they could expect a dense fog over the waterway and unpredictable currents that could sweep a ship out to sea—or smash it against rocks.
“I will not make the mistake of marrying an opinionated woman again,” Mrothgar said quietly. “It is safer to be with those who obediently bow their heads and grovel to the wives of the warlords and the emperor.”
“Groveling sounds unappealing.”
Would he truly marry someone who did that? If in eight years he hadn’t?
“But safe.” Mrothgar looked at her, and she wondered if that was a warning.
Trezaki nickered again as they rode into one of the elven river camps that were maintained for travelers. There weren’t any fires burning, nor any scents that would indicate recent visitors. It wasn’t uncommon for the river camps to be empty, but Hysithea couldn’t help but wonder if the Taldarians’ spy had arranged it. She wished she could get a message back to her parents about that.
“Where’d all this blasted fog come from?” Vorkroft growled as he swung down from his horse, the mist half-obscuring its legs. “It was clear until the last half mile.”
The fog lay thick over the water, only their ears letting them know where the waves lapped against the bank. Even if the mist hadn’t covered it, the river would have been too wide to see to the other side.
Had it been filled with salt water, cartographers would have called it a strait, as it separated Serth from the mainland, but it had been a strange and ancient phenomenon long before Zalazar had cursed it. The headwaters were in a spring deep underground and flowed up through a great vent in the earth, then parted, the currents carrying water both southeast to the Tanjiri Gulf and northwest to the Kaspire Sea. Because of the serpents, few ships risked the river, but those that did had great difficulty navigating the currents and traveling from one body of water to the other.
Hysithea’s senses tingled, a hint of magic in the air. Maybe what she’d been told about the curse being lifted wasn’t entirely true. Unless one of her people was nearby, drawing upon power to impede the Taldarians. Should she hope for that?
Hysithea looked back at Aldari, who’d woken, her head up as she looked around. Yes, Hysithea would hope that her people could rescue the Delantrian princess.
“Is this fog magical?” Mrothgar asked from behind her in the saddle.
Trezaki’s big head swiveled left and right, his eyes wide. All the animals, save Aldari’s elven-trained reindeer, were reacting that way as their nostrils took in the river scents—and more. Their unease would have been a testament to unnatural elements even if Hysithea hadn’t answered Mrothgar, so she didn’t bother lying.
“Yes.”
“Not your doing.” He sounded certain.
She decided a cryptic smile over her shoulder was the best answer.
He snorted, not appearing worried, then covered her ears with his hands. The intimacy of the gesture surprised her, since, throughout their journey, he’d been professional in the way he held her, never letting his hand stray to her thigh or brush her anywhere inappropriate.
He whistled loudly, three shrill notes that made her wince even with his hands covering her ears. As soon as he was done, he lowered them.
“Next time, stuff moss in them, please.” Hysithea grimaced.
“I don’t carry any of that on me.” Mrothgar lowered her to the ground.
She wished he’d done that before he’d whistled. “You should. It’s useful.”
Hysithea delved into a pocket to pull out two of her moss bars, tossing one to Aldari, who was flexing her knees and grimacing after the long ride. The Taldarians were dismounting, so it appeared that they would have a break. Until a boat arrived? Mrothgar must have been signaling to someone.
As she unwrapped her bar, Hysithea heard voices out on the river. The fog hid their craft, but they spoke Taldarian, so they had to be coming for the men. If an elven rescue party was going to arrive to collect Aldari before she could be taken across the river to the empire, it would have to be soon.
Sniffing noises beside Hysithea’s ear warned her a second before a long horse snout came to rest on her shoulder.
Mrothgar had dismounted, and he frowned at Trezaki’s antics. “You can’t possibly want a bar of pulverized and compacted moss.”
“It has cranberries and maple syrup in it.” Hysithea tore off a piece. “May I give him a bite?”
Before Mrothgar could reply, Trezaki’s lips extended, and he seemed to magically slurp it out of her fingers from inches away.
Mrothgar grunted. “Apparently.”
“Your horse has long, flexible lips.”
“I’ve noticed. You might be surprised, but it’s not a trait I was looking for in a warhorse. I picked him because he’s huge, fast, ferocious, and can carry me and my armor in battle.”
Trezaki’s nostrils quivered as those lips tried to get close enough to slurp up the rest of the bar.
“Very ferocious.” Hysithea took a large bite to ensure she got some sustenance, then surrendered the rest to the horse. He had to be starving after carrying them through the night.
He chomped happily, then leaned his head against hers, ears flickering.
“You’ve suborned him,” Mrothgar said. “Trezaki, we’re going to have words later.”
The horse neighed at him, then bared his teeth. Mrothgar bared his own teeth and growled. Trezaki swished his tail, appearing more pleased than affronted by this game of Who Has the Scarier Teeth. Mrothgar didn’t seem that annoyed either.
Thus far, the only top-secret information Hysithea had gathered about the Taldarians was that Colonel Mrothgar was a softy when it came to his horse.
The rest of the Taldarians had dismounted and, as the voices of the boatmen grew louder, they led their horses to the water. A clunk sounded as an anchor flew out of the fog and landed on the beach. Hysithea jumped, but the men weren’t surprised. One grabbed it. It was tied to a rope, and he attached it to a tree. Soon, a flat rectangle of a barge loomed out of the fog, powerful muscled men pulling the rope through a metal contraption to move their craft along. The other end must still have been attached to a larger vessel, something with too deep a draft to come to shore.
Aldari, still next to her reindeer, cast hopeful looks over her shoulder. Longing for Hawk and a party of elven warriors to come charging out of the mist for them?
Hysithea couldn’t blame her—this wasn’t her quest for absolution—but couldn’t wish for the same, not for herself. She needed to learn about more than Mrothgar’s horse fondness.
The Taldarian who’d held the reins of Aldari’s mount waved for her to head toward the water, then tied the reins above its neck and swatted the creature on the butt with a bark to go home. The startled reindeer ran off, heading back down the road toward the outpost.
“I wouldn’t have minded if he’d done that while I was still on it,” Aldari said.
“I’m sorry you’re stuck with me,” Hysithea said.
“Someone has to keep an eye on you.” Aldari smiled.
“Nobody sent you to look for me, did they?” Hysithea had assumed it had been chance that had brought Aldari running up the highway.
“No, but when I saw you alone with them, I was worried.” Aldari waved toward the barge as it scraped up on the beach, and the Taldarians lowered a gate and started loading horses aboard. “After I got the gist of what was happening, I thought it might be a good idea for you to have company. You probably would have preferred well-trained company with a lot of weapons, but if there are any problems along the way that can be solved with puzzles, I’m handy at those.”
“Did you have company when you were, ah, invited to Serth by my brother?”
“Invited, right. Yes, I did. My bodyguard Theli was with me. I wish she were here now. She broke her wrist in a training accident right as I was about to leave with Hawk to come to Serth for my diplomatic-slash-economic visit, and I convinced my father that Hawk was a suitable bodyguard. Which he would have been, if I’d stayed with him.” She smiled wistfully. “Maybe going with him to the canyon lands wouldn’t have been a bad idea. But then you would be here alone, aside from that horse that’s spying on us.”
Mrothgar was helping lead most of the horses onto the barge, but Trezaki had sauntered close to Hysithea again.
“He wants another moss bar.” Hysithea didn’t point out that Aldari’s presence hadn’t improved her position, and it might have been better for her to be alone with the Taldarians, especially since they knew who Aldari was. In truth, she did like having company and wished they could sneak away for a more meaningful conversation, but Mrothgar glanced at them often, and she doubted they would even be permitted to step into the trees together for a lavatory break.
“He likes them?” Aldari curled her lip.
“Of course.”
“I guess if horses can eat grass, they can eat anything.”
“Anything laced with maple syrup and cranberries,” Hysithea said. “That improves the taste of the moss a great deal.”
“Not that I noticed.”
Aldari pointed at Vorkroft, who’d wandered away from the group to pick a few leaves from a plant growing in the underbrush. He raised one to his nose and sniffed it, then tucked them into a pouch on his belt.
“What’s he doing?” Aldari asked. “At first, I thought collecting leaves to wipe himself, but people don’t usually smell those before using them.”
“You don’t think it’s important to feel fragrantly appealing after leaving scat in the woods?”
Aldari wrinkled her nose. “None of these Taldarians are fragrantly appealing.”
Hysithea didn’t think there was anything wrong with Mrothgar’s scent, but she didn’t say so. “That was a hoarfrost berry plant. The leaves are bitter but medicinal.”
“You think he knows that?”
“Maybe. It’s possible they grow in the empire too.”
They watched as Vorkroft returned to the group.
“It does make one wonder what he’s an advisor on.” When he’d introduced himself as such, Hysithea had assumed political situations, but perhaps his expertise lay elsewhere.
“That’s what I was wondering too,” Aldari said.
“Come, Princesses.” Mrothgar waved them over.
Aldari squared her shoulders and took a deep breath before walking toward the barge.
Hysithea touched her amulet, wondering if an illusion might help her facilitate an escape for Aldari, but once she drew upon its magic in front of the Taldarians, she would give up her only secret advantage. They hadn’t even left Serth’s shore yet. Later, once she’d learned more, she would use the amulet to help them both escape.
Hysithea patted Trezaki as she walked past, and he trailed her to the barge. He tried to take a nip out of Mrothgar’s shoulder on the way by, but the colonel stepped aside quickly enough to avoid the snapping teeth. He swatted the horse on the backside, and Trezaki followed the others onto the barge. One of the horses already on board didn’t make enough room for him, and he nipped that horse.
“He has very active teeth,” Hysithea observed.
“Unless you keep something sweet shoved between them, yes.” Mrothgar directed her and Aldari aboard, then closed the gate.
A young warrior unhooked the anchor, tossed the rope in the barge, and hopped inside. The rope pullers had shifted to the other end, and they tugged, powerful shoulder and back muscles heaving. The barge floated into the fog, the current already threatening to carry it downstream.
“Do your people keep ships on the river?” Mrothgar asked Hysithea.
“Oh, many,” she said. “Dozens and dozens of great warcraft bristling with harpoon launchers and deadly magical projectiles.”
Aldari arched her eyebrows but didn’t contradict her. No doubt, she’d figured out by now that Hysithea was doing her best not to give any valuable—or honest—intelligence to the colonel.
“Is that so,” Mrothgar said dryly. “We first came when there was little fog and checked many coves along the river but didn’t find any warships or signs that your people are worried about an invasion from this direction.”
“Our warships are kept invisible by magic.”
“Of course.”
“Your diplomatic party scouted the elves’ coves before heading to their city?” Aldari asked. “Seems intrusive. Is that standard for imperial diplomats?”
“Naturally.” Mrothgar eyed her. “We scouted your coves as well.”
“They’re humungous snoops, aren’t they?” Aldari murmured to Hysithea.
“It is common for those with the mentality and paranoia of warriors to assume all others have the same and to suspect traps, ambushes, and caltrops every time they prepare to cross another’s borders,” Hysithea said. “Historically speaking, you can see it in many warrior cultures. The Taldarians, of course, and the Erzigor Empire, the Rotnor Grasslands people, and the nomadic and aggressive Yeegar marauders.”
“But not your people?” Aldari asked. “You’ve had to be warriors and fight for centuries.”
“Our problem was always internal during that time. We were perhaps fortunate that we have few resources that humans covet, so they mostly left us in peace. Having our river cursed didn’t hurt.”
Since Mrothgar stood close and was listening, Hysithea was tempted to feed him false information, but she wasn’t sure if there was a point. She wasn’t a natural liar, and he had no trouble seeing through even her serious attempts to mislead him.
Aldari opened her mouth to say more, but instead stared past a few of the horses to gape at the route ahead. No, at the ship ahead. Their destination.
“That’s a big ship,” she murmured.
Aldari, who’d grown up by the Kaspire Sea and had seen countless vessels in her life, would know. Hysithea had spent less time near the water, but even she could guess this wasn’t the norm.
The great black vessel towered well above the level of the water. Only the front of it was visible through the fog, but the front was enough to show off its size and a leering vorg figurehead in the prow. Instead of being constructed from wood, the whole vessel appeared to be made from metal, and there were smokestacks as well as sails. More weapons than Hysithea had seen in one place in her life rose from small turrets all along the railing and larger ones in the stern and bow.
“The Fortune Spear,” Mrothgar said proudly. “Its hull is made completely from iron, and it’s nearly impervious to cannonballs and certainly to harpoons.”
“But not to magic or the currents, I trust,” Hysithea said.
“We’ll see. It’s one of many such craft we’ve been building these past years. It has the capability to sail the roughest seas and fire at and obliterate enemies from afar.” Mrothgar watched them out of the corner of his eye. Wanting to know their reaction to his big ship? Or the revelation that they had many?
It must not have been a secret, or he wouldn’t have so willingly shared the tidbit with them. He wanted them to know about the empire’s power—and to be intimidated by it.
“I guess that’s why your people needed to take over our mountains and mines,” was all Aldari said.
“There’s a great deal of ore in the Shark Tooths,” he agreed amiably.
“How many ships like this do you have?” Hysithea asked.
“Many.”
Mrothgar made his way past the horses and toward the front of the barge as it approached the vessel. A large rectangular door in the hull cranked open, reminding Hysithea of drawbridges she’d seen in diagrams of castles in her history books. It doubled as a ramp that the men and horses could walk up to enter the hold.
“Serth doesn’t have many cities near the shoreline,” Hysithea murmured, though they did have docks and a few outposts that ships like these could attack.
“Delantria does,” Aldari said bleakly, “and the Taldarians have long made it clear that they want to usurp our peninsula for its ports on the Kaspire Sea.”
“We’ll find a way to keep that from happening,” Hysithea said. She would.
“How?” Aldari shook her head as she regarded the looming warship.
“That part is a puzzle to be solved. You said you like puzzles.”
“I was thinking more of word scrambles, number boxes, and hedge hoppers.”
“We’ll figure something out,” Hysithea said softly. “That’s why I’m here.”
Despite her brave words, as Mrothgar ushered them up the ramp and into the hold of the massive ship, she had to admit he’d intimidated her. Now that the Taldarians had figured out what had happened in the Delantrian harbor, she had a feeling they wouldn’t be as easily scared away by illusions. Her people would have to learn how to summon far more powerful magic to have a chance against such overwhelming numbers and technology.
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A STORM RAILED at the Fortune Spear, but Hysithea, locked in a windowless storage room with Aldari, couldn’t see it. All she knew was that it had come in unnaturally quickly.
She shifted, trying to find a comfortable position, but hay poked her through her dress. Half full of crates, barrels, and bales strapped against the back wall, the storage room left little space for guests. Or prisoners. They hadn’t taken Aldari’s pack after searching it, but there were guards outside to keep them from roaming the ship.
When they’d boarded, Hysithea had smiled at Mrothgar and asked for a tour. He’d grunted a denial and shunted them into this room a couple dozen feet from the cargo door that had let them in and a stable where the horses were boarded. Through the metal walls, Hysithea could hear them shifting and whinnying as the deck rocked under their hooves.
“There are a lot of supplies in here.” Aldari poked a sack of oats behind her. “For a simple trip across the river.”
“Maybe they spent a long time investigating our coves.”
“I don’t doubt it.”
Hysithea agreed with Aldari’s observation. As Mrothgar had led them to the storage room, they’d passed others even more stuffed with supplies, enough for the crew to sail about for months. Maybe the Spear had orders to head off to conquer innocent people once it dropped them off on the far side of the river.
Or maybe it would join a fleet of ships like it, poised near Serth for the invasion. There had to be a reason Mrothgar hadn’t wanted to show her around the ship.
Were there legions of warriors stationed aboard? Fingering their weapons and oiling their armor while they eagerly awaited the call to invade? It seemed there had to be a reason that Hysithea and Aldari had been stuck down here instead of being given a cabin. Surely the giant ship had quarters for a couple of guests.
The ship lurched as another gale struck it, and Aldari planted a hand on the wall to brace herself. “I’m not sure whether to hope we’re attacked by pirates or sea serpents out here or not.”
“Most people wouldn’t hope for those things,” Hysithea said. “And I think both would be crazy to attack this ship. Even sea serpents can’t take bites out of metal.”
“I suppose not.”
The wind blew, and the ship tilted the other way. It felt as if they were out in the open sea with a hurricane approaching rather than a sheltered river. Admittedly, the Forever Fog River wasn’t a normal waterway, and Hysithea had heard it could get rough, but this felt unprecedented. Her nerves tingled again, another hint that magic was responsible.
The nervous horses whinnied complaints, liking the experience no more than she. The deck jolted, and a shudder went through the ship.
“We hit something,” Aldari said. “A rock. Or maybe an island. That would have put a hole in the hull of a wooden ship.”
“I’m a little surprised this iron behemoth can float,” Hysithea admitted.
“It’s long and wide so it displaces a lot of liquid. The buoyant force, which is equal to the weight of the water it displaces, counteracts its mass.”
“Huh. Interesting.”
“Is it? Some people’s eyes glaze over when I talk about such things, so I’m never sure.”
“Do Hawk’s?” Hysithea asked.
“No, he listens enraptured when I speak, but it’s possibly because he’s thinking of me naked.”
“That seems likely.”
Hysithea smiled. Her brother was bright, but he hadn’t shown much interest in academic topics until Aldari had come along. Hysithea was glad he was applying his brain as well as his brawn to their root-pitch project.
Her smile faltered as she worried about how Hawk would react if Aldari didn’t return to him. If something happened to her, it would be Hysithea’s fault.
A lock thunked, and the room’s metal door creaked open. The guard outside swore as another swell came up, tilting the deck so greatly that he had to grab the frame to keep from tumbling down the corridor. Even sitting, Hysithea slid several inches, bumping shoulders with Aldari.
Once the deck leveled again, the guard stepped inside. “The emperor’s advisor wants to see you.”
Hysithea grimaced. She would have cheerfully gone to meet Mrothgar—and perhaps ask him again for a tour—but she had no desire to spend time with Vorkroft.
“Is it permissible to deny his wants?” Aldari asked.
“No.” The guard stepped forward to grab Hysithea.
She rose, spreading her feet for balance as the deck tilted again, and tried to wave him away. “I’ll come. You don’t need to force me.”
He grabbed her anyway, a firm grip, his fingers digging into her biceps. “You’d best be prompt and obedient on this ship, girl. A lot of us were in Delantria last month and have reason to want to see the elves dead.”
“You were the invaders there,” Aldari pointed out, standing shoulder to shoulder with Hysithea. “You can’t blame our people and our allies for defending our homeland.”
Hysithea appreciated the support, but it only meant the guard grabbed Aldari as well, propelling them forcefully into the corridor outside.
Four more guards waited there, and Hysithea again felt that she was a prisoner rather than a guest. Mrothgar might have promised to protect her, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t trapped now, the same as Aldari.
The guards marched them up two sets of metal steps, their boots ringing on the treads, and across an open deck to a navigation cabin that looked out over the fog. The haze persisted, despite the wind, a gray miasma swirling about and obscuring the choppy water below. They passed a few green-faced sailors who looked like they would vomit over the railing at any moment. Hysithea felt fortunate that her stomach didn’t mind the tilting deck.
A distant clanging sounded over the wind, one of the beacons that signaled the halfway point in the river.
A huge wave swept downstream and crashed against the hull. Even though the ship was tall, water reached the railing and splashed over it, surging across the deck and half-drenching Hysithea.
“This is a little different from my last crossing of this river.” Aldari wiped water from her eyes.
That tingle ran along Hysithea’s nerves again. A sign that the magic was growing more intense?
“I think it’s different from a lot of people’s crossings,” she said.
“Are your people responsible?” Aldari asked quietly.
“I think so,” Hysithea said equally quietly. “I don’t know who else would be.”
Another wave struck the ship, water washing over the deck again.
“Are they… on our side?” Aldari asked.
Hysithea started to say, of course, but realized she didn’t know that.
In all the world, only elves and a few types of animals had inherent magic. Until this journey had started, she would have assumed that every elf would be an ally to her—even the grumpy mercenaries that Vethsel Setvik led were loyal to the crown—but there was a religious offshoot of elves who believed the curse of the Twisted had been a rightful punishment for past elven hubris. She’d heard they’d been disgruntled when Hawk and Aldari had ended the curse and turned back the Twisted.
In addition, there was the spy back in the outpost who’d been helping Mrothgar’s people. But someone who was on the emperor’s payroll, as Mrothgar had put it, shouldn’t target an imperial ship. If the great iron vessel capsized, everyone on board would be in trouble.
The guards opened the door to the navigation cabin and ushered Hysithea and Aldari inside. Right away, Hysithea spotted Vorkroft, his eyes cold as he regarded them. Mrothgar, the man who’d promised to protect her, wasn’t in the cabin, and that made her uneasy.
At least it was dry inside, and the wind wasn’t as loud. The spacious navigation cabin had windows on all sides, with a bare-armed crewman at the wheel, squinting into the mist ahead.
Maps on cork boards stuck to a wall showed the mainland as well as separate, more detailed drawings of Serth and Delantria. Destinations the empire planned to conquer soon?
Hysithea wished she were close enough to read what looked like notes written on the maps, and what did those pins stuck in them indicate? She itched to walk over there—there was also a metal desk secured to the deck, with drawers that she would have loved to riffle through—but Vorkroft watched her with falcon-like intensity and crooked a finger.
He sat in the back of the cabin in a chair bolted to the deck in front of a round table with a circular gaming board resting on it. Or maybe as bolted to it as the chair was to the deck. Neither the board nor the heavy stone pieces resting in the centers of the overlapping circles painted on the top had tumbled off.
Vorkroft appeared to be in the middle of a game, but the chair opposite his was empty.
“Oh, the Taldarian game of Acquisition,” Aldari said, moving to examine the board and gripping her chin between her thumb and forefingers.
Hysithea had read about it but hadn’t seen the board before. All she knew was that it was a popular strategy game in the empire.
Vorkroft's interest was in Hysithea, not the board. He hadn’t stopped staring at her.
“Is this magical storm your doing?” he demanded.
“No,” she said.
“You’re not supposed
to have any magic,” he said.
She wasn’t? Was that what the spy had told the Taldarians? Was that why they’d wanted her instead of another? They didn’t think she could use her power to protect herself, and thus she would be easy to question and intimidate?
Vorkroft rose, jostling Aldari as he stepped past her and reached for Hysithea. She skittered back but bumped into the two guards standing behind her, their muscled chests as immobile as walls. Vorkroft succeeded in gripping her shoulder.
Aldari turned, as if to help, but another guard blocked her.
“I know he promised to protect you from harm,” Vorkroft whispered, leaning in close to Hysithea, “but a person can endure a great deal of pain without being permanently damaged.”
“Something I’m sure your people know all about.” Hysithea made herself hold his gaze as his fingers dug into her shoulder.
“Make the storm stop,” Vorkroft ordered.
“I can’t. I’m not responsible for it.”
“So you are without power?”
Hysithea clamped her jaw shut.
“Someone out there is causing it. One of your people. Can you communicate with them?”
Another swell rocked the deck, but Vorkroft didn’t lose his balance—or his grip on her.
“No,” Hysithea said. “Why does it matter to you if I have power or not?”
“Scientists study mice, not lions.” His grip tightened. “Tell your people to stop.”
“I can’t. If I could, I would. We’re on this ship too, in case you haven’t noticed. Do you think I’m a fool?”
“After you ran away from home to jump in Mrothgar’s lap?” Vorkroft sneered. “Of course I think you’re a fool.”
“His lap isn’t what drew me.” Heat flushed her cheeks, and she swore to herself at the reaction. She didn’t want him to think she was embarrassed or that there was any truth to the ridiculous statement, because she wasn’t and there wasn’t.
“What’s in his lap then,” Vorkroft said. “Don’t tell me you weren’t comfortable up there. Who’s throwing magic at us, and how dangerous is it?”
A loud scrape came from the port side of the ship, and the navigator cursed and spun the wheel. Bells rang as he altered their route. “I can’t see the rocks before the current throws us against them, sir.”
“Just get us to the other side,” Vorkroft snarled.
“I’m trying. The current keeps knocking us around. It’s swirling like nothing I’ve seen before. A minute ago, it spun us so that we were heading out to sea instead of to the shore.”
“Try harder, or I’ll have you flogged. This is a brand-new ship. The emperor won’t appreciate it coming back full of holes.”
“Yes, sir.” The navigator dashed sweat out of his eyes and steadied the wheel. Rain spattered the windows, further impeding his view.
“If you value your life,” Vorkroft said, turning back to Hysithea, “you’ll make the storm stop.”
Even if she’d wanted to, she couldn’t have done that. And she didn’t know if she did want to. As much as she wanted to live, and keep Aldari alive, if the Taldarians lost a ship in the river, they might think twice about invading Serth. Oh, they could sail in from the sea or the gulf, but icebergs were frequent in those cold northern waters, and if her people were able to conjure a magical storm on the river, she assumed they could do the same along the other shorelines.
Vorkroft's grip tightened on her shoulder again, his nails digging through her wet dress. “There are a lot of ways to hurt someone that don’t leave physical marks.” He glanced at her chest, and she again tried to step back, but the guards remained right behind her. “And to get someone to talk. Tell us about the magic your people have, Princess. The reports said you’re broken, and the rest of the elves have barely figured out how to use their power again.”
Unease swept through her, more for what he knew than the insinuation of ways he could hurt her. The spy had blabbed about a lot.
“If that were true,” Hysithea said, “you wouldn’t be in the middle of a storm that seems spawned by the gods themselves. Let go of me, and act like an honorable man instead of a slavering brute, or you’ll find out that those reports were in error and that I’m not broken.”
If only that weren’t an empty threat.
Vorkroft growled, not appearing worried in the least, and she feared he knew the truth. When Mrothgar had been asking her questions about her magic, asking for demonstrations, he’d likely been confirming what their reports had told them. She was broken.
He smiled cruelly, and his grip tightened as he stepped closer, lifting a hand toward her throat. Hysithea couldn’t keep from gasping in pain. She willed the magic she’d once been able to call upon to come to her defense, but her body’s only response was to shake from cold and fear.
“I must congratulate you on your cunning play, Advisor.” Aldari looked over her shoulder at Vorkroft. “Your use of the Grankoth-Mervek Pattern has ensnared your opponent, and you’re only eight moves from victory.”
Hysithea had no doubt Aldari was trying to distract Vorkroft to help her. Hysithea didn’t expect it to work, but Vorkroft’s fingers paused instead of wrapping around her throat, and he looked at the board. His brow furrowed, and his lip curled. Right away, Hysithea knew it was his opponent who
was eight moves from victory, not he.
“I’m gray, not black,” he snarled.
“In that case, my condolences. Do you want to know where you went wrong?” Aldari feigned cheer as she pointed at the board. “I can show you the Zarleskon Defense. Had you employed it as soon as you moved your scout stones into the field, you wouldn’t have been encircled.”
“No, I don’t want Acquisition lessons from some princess. I—”
“Sea serpent!” the navigator cried, jerking back and almost releasing the wheel.
The ship shuddered.
“It can’t hurt our iron hull, you idiot,” Vorkroft said. “Continue onward.”
“Sorry, sir. But there are two of them. One just reared up and—”
Someone screamed on the deck behind the navigation cabin, and several cannons fired.
“—they can reach the deck with their long necks,” the navigator finished grimly.
“Anyone dimwitted enough to stand and let one pluck him off his ship deserves what he gets,” Vorkroft said. “Get us to the other side.”
“Yes, sir.”
Movement through the windows by the door drew Hysithea’s eye. One of the serpentine heads had indeed reared up above the railing, and the gray-scaled creature was snapping at the crew. One of the men tried to fire a pistol at it, but the waves and rain must have dampened the powder, for it didn’t go off. The man backed as far as he could, throwing the useless weapon at the serpent’s head.
It struck the creature between the eyes but didn’t deter it. Another man ran in from the side, bare tattooed arms gleaming with moisture as he swung his spiked mace. Mrothgar.
He sprang at the serpent, smashing the weapon into the side of its head. It screeched, its fanged maw swinging toward him, but he yanked his spiked mace out and swung again.
When the weapon connected, it struck so hard it knocked teeth out of the serpent’s maw. That didn’t keep it from whipping its head toward him, jaws snapping. Mrothgar dodged faster than a man of his size should have been able to move. Undeterred, the serpent whipped its head toward him once more, but he smashed the mace down again, spikes sinking in between its nostrils.
Hissing in pain, the serpent reared back. Broken fangs fell from its mouth as it withdrew, and its long, snake-like body disappeared below the railing.
Mrothgar picked up one of the shattered teeth, handed it to the man he’d helped, then strode toward the navigation cabin. Vorkroft still loomed in front of Hysithea, his fingers gripping her shoulder, but when Mrothgar neared, he released her and stepped back.
“What’s going on in here?” Mrothgar asked as soon as he stepped inside and closed the door.
Water sloughed from him and pooled on the deck. Under his glare, the guards stepped back from Hysithea and Aldari.
“I thought our guests were forbidden from seeing any more of the ship than necessary,” Mrothgar told Vorkroft and glanced toward the maps.
“They are,” Vorkroft said, “but if we can’t get them to stop the storm, the ship may not make it to shore.”
“How are they going to stop the storm?”
“I was hoping to find that out.” Vorkroft eyed Hysithea.
“It’s not within my power,” she said.
“It’s definitely not within mine,” Aldari said, “but if you’d like to gamble for our freedom, I’ll happily challenge Advisor Vorkroft to a game.”
“Not me?” Mrothgar asked.
“I think you might be my equal. If my freedom is at stake, I’d prefer the lesser opponent.”
“Lesser?” Vorkroft glared at her. “Just because you know a few of the popular patterns doesn’t make you an expert player.”
“I know the unpopular and obscure patterns too. I love patterns.” Aldari smiled at him.
“This is a strategy game, not quilting,” Vorkroft said. “You have to know how your opponent thinks and outsmart him, not just line your pieces up in pretty ways.”
“Is that why you’re losing? The colonel’s mind is an enigma to you?” Hysithea rubbed her shoulder, knowing she would have bruises from Vorkroft's manhandling, but she couldn’t bring herself to be meek around him. Admittedly, she was braver with Mrothgar standing beside her now.
“This river
and storm are the enigmas. I’m only losing because I’m nauseated.” Vorkroft looked at Mrothgar as he pointed at Hysithea. “Find out if she has the power to stop it. If she has power at all. It’s ridiculous that we have her and aren’t questioning her.”
“I have been questioning her,” Mrothgar said coolly.
“Oh sure. While she lounges in your lap and strokes your chest.”
Aldari’s eyebrows rose.
Hysithea shook her head. There hadn’t been any stroking from either of them.
“Some methods are more effective than others,” Mrothgar said, his smile a touch… enigmatic.
Hysithea shook her head again, though she feared there was little point in denying the statement. He’d likely gotten a lot more out of her than she’d intended to give him.
“There are icebergs out here,” the navigator whispered. “How is that possible? We couldn’t have left the river, could we?”
Nobody replied to him, though Hysithea glanced out a window in time to see an iceberg rising on a swell. There were glaciers along Serth’s shorelines that sometimes calved, dropping chunks of ice into the water, but she’d never heard of them showing up in the Forever Fog River. The currents should have kept that from happening.
“I’ll be sure to tell the emperor how assiduous you were in performing his task,” Vorkroft said.
“Tell him what you wish.” Mrothgar gestured toward the door as another wave crashed over the railing. “Come, Princesses. You’ll be safer below.”
“Does that mean we’re not going to play for our freedom?” Aldari looked wistfully at the board.
“You’re not going anywhere,” Vorkroft snapped. “You’re as much a prize for the emperor as she is.” He pointed at Hysithea.
The ship dipped low in the trough between two waves, and another came in from the side and slammed into them. They tipped wildly, and Hysithea grabbed Mrothgar for support as he sank into a low crouch to keep his balance.
One of the windows shattered, and an entire log thrust through it. No, not a log—a tree. One that had been freshly ripped from a bank.
Mrothgar grabbed Hysithea and Aldari and bore them to the deck, using his body to protect them as branches jutted into the navigation cabin, knocking game pieces to the deck. Wet pine needles flew, spattering Hysithea’s cheek.
A yowl of pain sounded on the other side of the table. Vorkroft hadn’t been quick enough to dodge, and a thick branch slammed into his chest, sending him flying. He landed hard on his back, head clunking against the deck.
The door blew open and clanged against the metal wall. The guards crawled in that direction at top speed, as if they feared the tree would come to life and turn into another serpent.
Cursing, Mrothgar sprang to his feet. Instead of leaving with the guards, he navigated around the tree and grabbed Vorkroft.
Hysithea wished it would be to punch him—or maybe throw him out the window to the mercy of the river—but Mrothgar helped the advisor to his feet. Blood streamed from his temple, and his glassy eyes didn’t focus.
“I’ve got to get him to the medic,” Mrothgar yelled to the navigator, the only crewman who remained inside.
“Yes, sir.” Struggling to keep the wheel from spinning out of control, the man didn’t look back.
“Stay here,” Mrothgar told Hysithea and Aldari. “I’ll come right back and take you somewhere safer.”
As Hysithea nodded, the tree snapped, the trunk breaking off in the window. A branch fell, landing on Aldari’s head.
“I’m really starting to hate this river,” she groaned, rolling away from her wooden assailant.
“We’ll stay,” Hysithea told Mrothgar, an idea popping into her mind as soon as she realized she and Aldari would be alone with only the navigator.
Mrothgar nodded curtly, his arm around Vorkroft's waist, and helped the other man toward the door.
As soon as they disappeared through it, Hysithea tapped Aldari on the shoulder and whispered, “Distract the navigator.”
Not waiting for a response, she crawled under the tree toward the desk and the maps. Thankfully, Aldari nodded and didn’t give her an incredulous or confused look. They wouldn’t have long before Mrothgar returned.
As Hysithea crawled to the desk, pine needles falling from her damp hair, Aldari stood and wobbled her way toward the navigator. The ship was continuing forward, but it tilted and heaved, and the tense crewman didn’t glance back as he gripped the wheel.
“There are icebergs out there,” Aldari blurted in surprise as she came up to his shoulder.
He glanced at her but only nodded tersely and said, “Yes,” in his tongue. He’d mentioned the icebergs before, but it had been in Taldarian, so Aldari wouldn’t have understood.
“Are they dangerous for a ship of this size?” she asked.
Hysithea tugged on the bottom desk drawer, but it didn’t open. She slid her fingers along the handle, assuming there was a latch that kept it from sliding in and out in rough waters. There.
“Big icebergs are always dangerous, yes,” the crewman said in Hyric as he spun the wheel.
As she eased the drawer open, Hysithea peered up at the maps on the wall, ignoring all save Serth’s for now. Several of its inlets had been marked, including the glacier-filled North Moon Bay along the northeastern edge. A few elven fishing villages were in that area but no substantial population areas. There was, however, a well-kept road that led to the king’s highway, which offered access to all the important cities, towns, and resource-gathering areas in Serth.
“How do you think they got in this river?” Aldari asked the navigator. “We are still in the river, aren’t we?”
The pins Hysithea had noticed earlier tacked small cutouts of boats to the map. No fewer than ten were outside of the bay, as if it were a staging area for the imperial fleet. Were those ships there now? Or was this only a plan for some future day? Either way, it was something Hysithea needed to tell her people about.
She rooted through the contents of the drawer, glancing at book titles, a nautical journal, and navigation tools. If she’d had more time, she would have flipped through the journal.
A long scroll caught her eye, and she unrolled it, wondering if there might be orders in the drawer. It was another map of Serth with someone’s notes about likely places to moor ships without being noticed by the natives.
Voices floated through the broken window. Hysithea rolled the scroll, stuffed it back in the drawer, and tried to ease it shut, but it squeaked and caught.
The navigator started to turn, but Aldari rested a hand on his shoulder and leaned her chest against his arm.
“Do you think we’re in much danger?” she asked.
“Uh.” He started to push her away, but a shriek came from the water ahead. Forgetting about both of them, the crewman gripped the wheel and cursed. “Another sea serpent.”
Hysithea pushed harder, and the drawer closed. She lurched to her feet as the door banged open. The tree partially blocked the view, but she doubted that kept Mrothgar from noticing that she was standing right in front of the map. He glanced at it and the desk before frowning at Hysithea.
“You two, come,” he said in Hyric, then switched to Taldarian to order the navigator to keep the ship steady and get them to shore. “The storm is picking up.”
“You don’t have to tell me that, sir,” the man said without looking back, his fingers still tight on the wheel.
Briefly, Mrothgar looked like he might chastise the crewman for the snarky comment, but he merely waved again for Hysithea and Aldari to join him.
As they skirted the tree, Aldari took a long look at the map of Delantria. Maybe she shouldn’t have with Mrothgar watching them, but Hysithea couldn’t blame her. She had to be worried for her kingdom about reprisal from the empire.
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THE HORSES WERE STILL STAMPING AROUND and nickering nervously when Hysithea and Aldari were returned to the dim storeroom. Mrothgar shut them in, again assigning a guard to watch the door, and left without commenting on the maps or anything that had happened in the navigation cabin.
Bells clanged throughout the ship, and men and women shouted about leaks and needing patches, so Hysithea trusted that Mrothgar was preoccupied. She also trusted that he would remember later that he’d caught her snooping.
“This might be a good time to escape,” Hysithea whispered, shivering in clothing left sodden by two trips across the wave-drenched deck.
Aldari stirred, the dark hiding her expression. “I didn’t know that was an option.”
“They’re distracted now.”
“Are you willing to leave? I got the impression that you’re determined to stick with them and spy for your people.”
Hysithea nodded. “I was, but I learned quite a bit up there, and I need to make sure my people know that we have a spy in a powerful position back home. If it is the guard captain, he could lower our barrier if part of the invasion force showed up at the outpost. And all those warships angling for our bay… I need to make sure my parents know everything.”
“They had some ship cutouts around Delantria too.” Aldari let her head thunk against the wall. “I wish I could warn my people.”
“We need to get away so we can warn both of our peoples. It’s possible I could gather more information if I continued with them, but their emperor wants me for some reason, and I don’t think I want to find out what it is.”
“Likely not,” Aldari said. “Do you think Vorkroft was being literal when he talked about studying you?”
“I don’t know.” In the aftermath of the tree jutting through the window, Hysithea had almost forgotten about his comment about studying mice instead of lions. “Maybe they’re trying to figure out how elves cast magic or if we have any weaknesses. And they think I’m a safe subject to study since I can’t access my power.”
Hysithea almost mentioned that she’d managed to use magic to invigorate Mrothgar’s horse, but she didn’t know how she’d managed that or if she could replicate it. Why had that worked when nothing else she’d tried this past month had?
“That makes sense. That’s probably why they wanted you rather than your brothers. The Taldarians may assume they can, uhm, experiment without repercussions.”
A shiver went down Hysithea’s spine, and it had nothing to do with her damp clothing. The word study had been unsettling. The thought of being experimented on worried her even more.
As she’d already noted, Mrothgar had promised to protect her until they reached their capital. What he’d left unsaid was that as soon as they did and he handed her over to his emperor, she would be out of his hands—and no longer under his protection.
“Do you think Hawk or one of his allies might be responsible for this storm?” Aldari asked.
“I don’t think my brother can control the weather in any way. I’d be surprised if any of our people could, so soon after regaining power. The twins Zalazar and Zedaron, and other great wizards of the past, could, but that was after a lifetime of study.”
“Maybe if Hawk worked together with several others, they would have more power, or more knowledge and experience—whatever it takes.” Aldari shrugged, as if to say she didn’t know anything about magic and was just throwing out ideas.
“It’s not impossible.” Hysithea, more knowledgeable on the subject, did know that elves could command greater power when they worked together.
“If your people are
responsible, maybe they arranged the storm so we can escape.”
Something banged loudly against the hull. Another iceberg? A rock jutting out of the river?
By now, the ship might be nearing the far shore, but Hysithea didn’t know for certain. The storm and the currents made it difficult to guess how fast they were traveling—and if they were succeeding in going in a straight line.
“If that was their plan,” Hysithea said, “they probably didn’t realize the new Taldarian warships are made from iron.”
“This ship does seem to be problematically sturdy.”
Another thump sounded. Another rock or iceberg? Strange that it had struck nearly the same spot, as if some force was trying to tear a hole in the hull near their storeroom. That kind of precision from a magical storm was hard to imagine, but if something did tear a hole, would they be able to swim out?
Hysithea grimaced at the thought of swimming the Forever Fog River under any circumstances, much less in the middle of a storm. If her people were truly trying to help them, they should have sent a lifeboat full of elven warriors.
A wrenching noise came from the direction of the stable, and several horses squealed and trumpeted in fear.
“We’re breached!” someone cried, the man’s voice muffled by the door.
“Hole!” someone else yelled. “Water coming in!”
“Uh oh.” Hysithea reached for the latch, but it was still locked. She banged on the door. “Let us out, please. Especially if we’re going to sink.”
Nobody answered.
“What’s happening?” Aldari asked, not understanding the Taldarian tongue, but from the fear in Hysithea’s voice, she could likely guess.
“The hull has been breached.” As if to punctuate the statement, water flowed in through a gap under the door. Hysithea frowned, imagining the entire hold being flooded with them inside. They could die trapped in the storeroom, simply because the crew forgot about them.
Shouts came from the corridor as men ran past.
“To the lifeboats!” someone cried.
“Hello!” Hysithea banged on the door. “Where’s Mrothgar? He’s supposed to be protecting us, damn it.”
“Ten seconds ago, you were contemplating escaping from him,” Aldari said.
“I’m still open to that. If we don’t drown first.”
The horses continued to squeal and trumpet, their terrified cries echoing down the corridor. The crew wasn’t abandoning them too, were they?
“Mrothgar will come down to free his horse if nothing else,” Hysithea said, but that didn’t keep her limbs from trembling.
“We need a crowbar or something.” Aldari spun toward the crates and barrels.
“I’d settle for a key.” Hysithea gripped her amulet, but she couldn’t think of any way an illusion could help unlock a door. If she’d had access to her power, she could have broken the lock or even blown the door open. “Might as well try.”
She pressed her palms to the cold iron and concentrated on accessing the power within her body, willing it to manifest itself as heat and melt the hinges off the door. The ship groaned and scraped against more rocks. Bells kept clanging, and Hysithea struggled to concentrate.
“Free us,” she whispered. “Please, Mother. We have a mission to help our people. We can’t die here.”
“Oh!” Aldari blurted, then laughed. “I hadn’t realized they’d thrown my pack in with us.”
Still trying to will her power to work, Hysithea didn’t respond.
Clanks sounded behind her, just audible over the groaning of the ship, the clanging of bells, and the cries of terrified horses. Those cries wrenched at Hysithea, and she longed to free the poor creatures as well as herself. A faint tingle flowed from her fingers. Her magic!
The cries of the horses grew softer. Calmer. Wait, was her magic helping them? Instead of herself?
“No, open the door,” she told it in frustration.
“Hello, matches,” Aldari crooned and made a kissing sound. She patted Hysithea on the back. “Step aside.”
“I’m trying to use my magic.”
“Save it for later. I’ve got your delightful elven root pitch.”
“Won’t that just burn like a candle?” As Hysithea moved aside, she remembered Aldari’s comment about explosions and losing eyebrows.
“The root pitch has much more explosive potential than beeswax, and it has a volatile reaction with water.” Aldari bent. “How fortunate that we have some.”
Enough water had crept in under the door to reach their ankles.
“Fortunate,” Hysithea said. “Right.”
“You may want to back into a corner and hide behind something.”
Hysithea squeezed behind a crate. “I’m ready.”
A distant male voice shouted from the direction of the stairs leading to the upper levels. The words were muffled, but it sounded like Mrothgar.
Flame lit up the storeroom as Aldari struck a match. “Duck.”
She’d stuck one of the jars of root pitch to the door frame by a hinge, possibly using some of the pitch itself as an adhesive. Hysithea had never spent much time pondering the substance or its many uses, but it was versatile.
Water splashing, Aldari hurried to join her behind the crate. She’d barely ducked down before the explosion blew. Yellow light flared as metal wrenched. The brilliance soon faded, but light came in from the lanterns in the corridor, the corridor that was now visible through the damaged door.
The explosion hadn’t completely blown it off its frame, but it had obliterated the bottom hinge and warped the door outward. With a wider opening available, more water flooded into the storeroom. Hardly caring, Hysithea and Aldari waded through it. They gripped the warped door together and shoved it open further. As soon as they could, they squeezed out, Aldari floating her pack along behind her.
“Hysithea!” came Mrothgar’s voice from the top of the stairs, followed by the banging of metal on metal.
A beam had fallen across the stairs, and one of the walls had crunched inward. Mrothgar could see them but was too big to squeeze through the gaps. Snarling, he attacked the obstacle with a huge two-headed axe.
He was alone, the rest of the crew having fled. Fled and shut him down there. The hatch at the top of the stairs behind him was closed. To seal off the hold and keep the rest of the ship from flooding? With so much water rushing into such a large space, Hysithea doubted it would matter.
A hysterical squeal came from the horses stuck in the hold. The ship had sunk lower toward that end, leaving the water level higher. Remembering the cargo door they’d entered through, Hysithea pointed in that direction.
“We’ll try to get the door open,” she yelled to Mrothgar before sloshing toward the horses, with Aldari trailing her.
“It’s underwater and opens outward,” Mrothgar yelled back. “You won’t be able to push it open.”
“Oh, really,” Aldari said in the tone of someone who liked a challenge.
Hysithea hoped she had more root pitch. There was plenty of water for it to interact with.
She grimaced as they waded deeper into the hold, the water rising from their waists to their chests.
Hooves pawed at the water as horses reared. Many had already bashed their way out of their stalls, but the corridors were blocked, leaving nowhere for them to go.
Trezaki was near the cargo door, battering the hull with his hooves. He knew which way was out, but the sturdy metal door was, as Mrothgar had promised, underwater.
“I’ll free the rest of the horses,” Hysithea said, following the wall to avoid flailing hooves as she waded toward the stalls. “You work on the door.”
Aldari swore. “It’s underwater. There won’t be oxygen for the explosion to work. And he’s right. The pressure difference will be too great until the hold is fully submerged.”
“Where’s the original hole that’s sinking us? Can we go out that way?” Hysithea tugged open stall doors, and more horses waded out, but they didn’t know where to go. Neither did she.
“I’ll try to find it.” Aldari took a deep breath and dove underwater.
One horse reared, hooves flailing, and Hysithea barely managed to avoid its powerfully muscled limbs. In their fear, the animals were dangerous, if not deadly.
Clashes and clangs continued to ring out from the stairwell, and something warped as Mrothgar heaved it aside. He would tear apart the ship to try to reach them, but he was alone in the stairwell, and his progress was slow. The peals of the alarm bell continued, but the shouts had faded. The rest of the crew must have already abandoned the ship.
Hysithea managed to dodge hooves and free the remaining horses from their stalls. One swam to the corridor and tried to charge up it, but the horses couldn’t escape up the stairs any more than Mrothgar could make it down.
A gasp sounded as Aldari came up. “Found the hole. It’s huge. The current coming in is strong, and it’s going to be hard to swim against, but I think we can get out that way.”
“What about the horses?” Hysithea wouldn’t leave them behind.
“Uh, can you convince them to swim underwater?”
“I’m not sure. That’s against their instincts, and they’re already terrified.”
“Yes, but you’re an elf, and elves communicate with animals and nature.”
“We’re not usually telling the nature to swim underwater against powerful currents.”
“If you can’t, I don’t think they’re going to get out of here alive.”
Hysithea spotted Trezaki, his brown eyes wide with fear as water lapped at his muscled neck. “I’ll try.”
No longer able to touch the bottom, Hysithea swam toward him, managing to get close enough to rest a hand on the side of his neck. The ship shuddered, and a wave washed into her eyes and mouth. Even as she coughed and sputtered, she willed her magic to work, to share her thoughts and what she wanted with Trezaki.
“I’m almost in,” Mrothgar called.
“We’re going to swim out through the hole,” Hysithea called back.
“There may be sea serpents out there.”
“Then you’d better hurry up with that axe so you can protect us.”
“I’m trying,” he snarled, the clangs growing more intense.
Trezaki seemed to grasp her meaning, for he shook his head and neighed, as if calling to the other horses. He paddled toward the section of the hull with the hole.
“Can horses dive?” Aldari asked uncertainly, treading water nearby.
“These horses are going to.” Hysithea’s entire body tingled with power as she envisioned the horses flowing out through the hole in the hull, then swimming to the surface and paddling to safety.
A screech sounded somewhere outside.
“Damn,” Aldari swore. “I think a serpent is out there.”
As Trezaki dove, guided by magic, Hysithea worried she was sending the horses to their deaths.
“We have to hurry out and help,” she said.
“With what weapons?” Aldari asked.
“Root pitch?”
Aldari shot her an incredulous look. “That’s a river serpent out there, not a door.”
“I trust they blow up just as nicely.”
“What kind of princess are you?”
“One who doesn’t fit the paradigm.” Hysithea smiled grimly, her conversation with her parents coming to mind, and swam toward the hole as the last horse dove through, assisted by her magic.
A squeal of pain emanated through the hull, and she feared the serpent had gotten one.
“No,” Hysithea whispered, her smile disappearing.
“We can’t—” Aldari started.
Splashes came from the corridor, interrupting her. Mrothgar swam into the hold, gripping the axe and his spiked mace in one hand as he paddled with the other, legs kicking powerfully.
“I’ll lead it away,” he said. “Or kill it. Wait, and then follow me.”
Not waiting for them to opine on his suicidal plan, Mrothgar dove for the hole.
Afraid for him and for the horses, Hysithea didn’t wait long to follow. She took a deep breath and dove into the dark water. The current pushed her backward, as the river sought to flow into the hold. Amazed the horses had swum through it, she gripped the ragged edges of the hole and pulled herself out.
It was dark under the water, and Hysithea feared she would run into the hooves of swimming horses. She patted along the hull of the ship, following it to what she hoped was the surface, but she’d already grown disoriented. Water swirled all about her, and it was hard to tell which way was up.
Muffled screeches reached her ears. The horses? The serpent? She couldn’t tell.
Her lungs started to ache for air. How deep was she?
Something furry brushed against her. One of the horses. She clawed her way past it, finally coming up as something shrieked not ten feet away. The serpent.
Mrothgar grunted and thunked one of his weapons into its flesh. The scared horses swam away from the battle, paddling furiously through the fog. Hopefully, their instincts told them which way land was.
“Do you want help?” Hysithea tried to call, but a wave crashed into her, water flooding her mouth, and the words barely got out.
The power of the current knocked her against the hull, her head clunking hard against the metal. Pain lanced through her skull, and another wave washed over her.
She coughed, choking on more water. Dazed, she pushed away from the hull and tried to swim. She bumped into something shaggy. A horse. Afraid she would be hit by hooves if she let it swim past, she lunged for its mane and curled her fingers into the long horsehair.
Barely seeming to notice her, the horse swam away from the ship, powerful legs carrying it into the fog. A part of Hysithea wanted to let go and swim away so she could help Mrothgar, but when she lifted her head, dizziness came over her, blackness encroaching on the edges of her vision. If she let go, she might pass out and drown.
“Colonel!” someone shouted in the distance.
“Over here,” Mrothgar snarled, still attacking the serpent.
He was alive, and his men were in the water, probably in lifeboats. He ought to be all right. And if Aldari was there, they would be able to collect her too.
With that knowledge easing her mind, Hysithea leaned her head back in the water, her face toward the foggy night sky, and let the horse pull her toward what she hoped was the shore and safety.
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HYSITHEA WOKE up on a muddy beach with something nuzzling the side of her face. A horse nose.
“Trezaki?” she mumbled.
An equine snort spattered her ear and cheek with spittle.
“If my entire body didn’t hurt and there wasn’t mud lodged up my nose, I’d be a little disgusted right now.”
The nose shifted from her face to prodding her dress pockets.
Groaning, Hysithea pushed herself into a sitting position. Her head throbbed, and as soon as she opened her eyes, the pain intensified and made her want to close them again. She might have flopped back down on the damp ground, but her visitor shifted to stand behind her, and a horse leg offered support for her back.
She tilted her head back to look up at Trezaki. “Were you the horse that I swam with to shore?”
He nickered.
“Yes, you’re right. You did the swimming while I hung on.”
Hysithea doubted any of her moss bars had survived the dousing, but she patted at her pockets as she peered up and down the beach. Mud and pebbles stretched away into the foggy night, and a hint of high grass was visible farther inland. A damp mist kissed the air, but the earlier harsh rain and wind had subsided.
How long had she been unconscious? She probed the back of her tender head and wasn’t surprised to find an egg-sized lump rising up.
Trezaki prodded a particular pocket on her hip. Hysithea checked that one and found the rectangular lump of a moss bar inside.
“You have keen senses.”
Another nicker.
After unwrapping the bar, Hysithea offered him the whole thing. Later, she might regret that she hadn’t shared it, but he had swum her all the way to shore. And he’d had as rough a night as she had.
Trezaki chomped down the bar in three bites, leaving slobber all over her hand. She tried to wipe it on her dress, but it was as wet as her hand.
“What a night. I don’t suppose we’re on the Serth side of the river and you’d like to give me and Aldari a ride home?” Hysithea asked wistfully, though she would have to find Aldari first.
Unfortunately, the voices of Taldarian men floated up the beach to her, and she was positive they had landed on the mainland. To cross the river and reach her home, she would have to find another boat. Still, she couldn’t help but look longingly toward the grass and what ought to be wilderness beyond, and think about running and hiding from the Taldarians. There weren’t many settlements along the Forever Fog River on either side, but there were a few camps here and there. She wagered she could find someone who would give her a ride back across.
But a shape loomed out of the fog, and Trezaki stamped and whinnied with excitement. He left Hysithea to trot across the pebbles and greet his owner.
Mrothgar walked up, a fresh gash on one of his bare arms and his bear-head baldric hanging soggy and limp from his shoulder. He patted the horse on the side, but he gazed at Hysithea. She hoped he wasn’t angry that Trezaki had abandoned him to swim to shore with her. The horse had been acting on instincts—very wise instincts that had told him to get away from a river serpent as quickly as possible.
“You saved my horse,” Mrothgar said, his voice tight with emotion.
He stepped forward and bent, gently pulling Hysithea to her feet, then wrapped his arms around her. The gesture was so unexpected from the fearsome colonel that it took her a moment to realize he was hugging her.
“I like him,” she said, a little inanely. She would have tried to save any people or animals who’d been trapped in the wreck.
“Yes.” Mrothgar rested a hand on the back of her head, leaning his face against her hair.
Exhausted from the night’s events, she let herself lean into him. “Is Aldari all right?”
“Yes. We pulled her out of the water and into one of the lifeboats.”
“Is the serpent dead?”
“It is.”
“Did all of the horses make it?”
“One didn’t. The serpent tore its head off.”
She sagged against him. Poor creature. Then she shivered as she thought of how close they’d been to having the same thing happen to them. If Mrothgar hadn’t swum out there to fight it, Hysithea and Aldari and the rest of the horses might not have made it.
“Did you kill it?” she whispered.
“Yes.”
“Good. Thank you. You were, uhm, very heroic.” Hysithea patted him on the chest, absent-mindedly wiping her hand on his bear vest.
He leaned back and eyed her hand wiping. “What are you doing?”
“Your horse slobbered on me when he ate my last moss bar.”
“I see. So you’re using me as a towel.”
“Yes, but I consider you a very heroic towel.”
“How gratifying.” Mrothgar released her. “This way.” He tilted his head and led her in the direction of voices.
Trezaki followed behind them, either too tired to be disobedient or hoping for more snacks.
As they walked, Hysithea sneaked a few glances at Mrothgar, wondering if he remembered that he’d caught her studying his people’s maps. He didn’t mention it. His jaw was set, face grim. Since he’d hugged her, she knew he wasn’t angry with her. Did he worry he would be blamed for the loss of the ship?
Even though he was her enemy—not by her choice but because he and his people were determined to invade her homeland—Hysithea caught herself hoping he wouldn’t get in trouble with his emperor. It sounded like he’d already been reprimanded for something that hadn’t been his fault and that he was here trying to prove himself, the same as she.
What did it say about their cultures, she wondered, that they both felt that imperative? Was the problem with their societies? Their rulers? Or were they… not enough?
It was hard to imagine that a powerful warrior who’d just killed a river serpent might be considered not enough. For her… she had an easier time imagining herself as insufficient.
Mrothgar must have noticed her looking at him for he glanced over. “I didn’t ask. Are you all right? Were you badly injured?”
“I hit my head and was lucky your horse is a good swimmer. How far out did the ship go down?”
“About a mile from shore.”
“That far? He really is a good swimmer.” Hysithea looked back. “I’m sorry I don’t have more moss bars for you.”
Trezaki nickered.
“I’m glad you made it to shore,” Mrothgar said. “Once the serpent was dead, I looked around and didn’t see you.”
“Would you have been terribly distraught if I’d died?”
“Your death would mean I’d failed my mission.”
“So beyond distraught.” Hysithea told herself she hadn’t expected anything else. It wasn’t as if the enemy colonel she’d known for two days should have developed feelings for her. She hadn’t developed feelings for him, after all. Just because he was less loathsome than Vorkroft didn’t mean she liked him.
“Beyond distraught,” Mrothgar agreed, smiling faintly.
That smile raised her spirits, and she reminded herself that he’d hugged her. He might not have feelings for her, but he didn’t hate her.
Farther down the beach, numerous lifeboats had been dragged up on the pebbles. All of Mrothgar’s party
had survived, including—unfortunately—Vorkroft.
Hysithea supposed she shouldn’t have been hoping that he’d disappeared down the river, but she couldn’t help but think things might go better for her and Aldari if he weren’t in charge. But perhaps it was naive to think that. Nothing had led her to believe Mrothgar was anything but loyal to his emperor. He was merely less unpleasant to be around as he carried out his duty.
When she spotted Aldari, Hysithea veered toward her to make sure she was all right. Dozens of crewmen had also made it to the beach, and Aldari was gazing toward the trees as they collected themselves.
Was she wondering if they might slip away while the men were busy tending to each other and their horses? Her kingdom was on this side of the river, so maybe escape wasn’t a hopeless dream for her, but Hysithea was fairly certain that they’d headed to the southeast from the river camp rather than the northwest. It was likely they’d landed well within imperial territory, especially given how much the empire had extended its borders of late.
Mrothgar spoke quietly to one of the Fortune Spear’s officers and pointed downstream. Hysithea sidled closer to try to catch their conversation. She hoped to hear that the hulking ship had been utterly destroyed, along with its map collection and its plans to participate in an invasion of her homeland.
Vorkroft spotted her and stalked up to her with a scowl twisting his already dyspeptic face.
“Stand over there.” He thrust a finger toward the lifeboats.
With Vorkroft’s arms bare and his uniform vest torn, the bandages wrapping his abdomen and half his chest were visible. That tree must have cracked a number of his ribs. He would be grumpier than ever over the next portion of the trip.
“What?” Hysithea asked, since he’d spoken in his native tongue.
Vorkroft’s eyes narrowed, but he switched to Hyric. “Whatever you think you saw in the navigation cabin, it’ll be changed before you get a chance to tell anyone.” In Taldarian, he added a mutter of, “If you ever do.”
“If you didn’t want her to see anything,” came Mrothgar’s voice as he walked up, also speaking in Taldarian, “perhaps you shouldn’t have invited her up to the navigation cabin for your secret chat. Per your wishes, I had ensured, until that point, that they hadn’t seen much of the ship.”
“Perhaps I didn’t ask for your opinion, nor do I want it, Colonel.”
“As an advisor, you may not know that the proper place to interrogate prisoners is in the brig, not in front of the captain’s desk.” Mrothgar’s eyelids drooped. “Though, assuming you relayed the emperor’s words to me correctly, the elven princess is our guest, not our prisoner.”
“I said what I needed to say to ensure your cooperation. When I saw who the emperor was assigning to me, you can imagine how pleased I was. An opinionated officer who somehow survived assassins when all the other high-ranking officers in Delantria were killed. Don’t assume anything, Colonel. Just do your job.”
Hysithea looked at Aldari before remembering that she didn’t understand their language. Aldari raised her eyebrows, clearly interested in the men arguing and probably wondering if it would provide an opportunity for them to escape.
Hysithea doubted it. The Taldarians weren’t that distracted.
“Is she or is she not a guest?” Mrothgar asked, ignoring the rest of Vorkroft’s lecture.
“We’re not letting her go, if that’s what you’re asking. Neither of them. But maybe you should keep your mouth shut and do your duty. Get us through the pass and back to the Shining City. That’s all I require of you. Maybe if you do that successfully, I won’t report to the emperor that you can’t go on a mission without irking your superiors. Not that he doesn’t already know that.”
“I perform my duties adequately. My superiors aren’t irked with me.”
“You think so? Then why are you stuck here on this piddling mission with me while the rest of the high-ranking officers are preparing to avenge the wrongs perpetrated on our people while bringing great glory to the empire?”
“My understanding has been that this piddling mission, which you are also on, I might point out, is important to aid in that goal.”
“This mission was my idea, you fool. It’s not piddling for me.”
Mrothgar raised his eyebrows, as if to point out that was unlikely. Hysithea kept her mouth shut and tried to look confused by the argument while secretly being pleased they were having their discussion in front of her.
“And I thought,” Vorkroft continued, “the emperor would give me someone good to lead the military men, not someone currently on his shame list.”
Throughout the argument, Mrothgar’s face and voice had remained calm and unflappable, but now his eyes narrowed as irritation flashed in them. “Maybe he believes I am good.”
“I assure you he doesn’t. Send those men off to an outpost to find a tugboat to pull our ship to the nearest imperial harbor.” Vorkroft pointed at the crewmen, but they were already marching off up the beach, parting ways from the original group of Taldarians. “Then round up the rest, and let’s get moving to the pass. The sooner we return to the Shining City, the sooner I can begin my experiments, and the emperor can get what he needs from our guests.”
As Vorkroft stalked off toward a young soldier holding his horse’s reins, Hysithea looked toward the foggy river and digested their words. She hadn’t necessarily learned a lot of new information about the invasion or the emperor’s plans, but for the first time, she realized this mission might be a punishment for Colonel Mrothgar. From her outside perspective, he seemed like such a strong warrior and sublime officer, whom the military men all respected, that it hadn’t occurred to her that he could be on the outs with his emperor.
A part of her felt sympathy toward him, since she felt estranged from her own people. Oh, not by anything they’d said or done, as her family had been nothing but supportive, but because of her own experiences and perspective on herself. As much as she longed to put her past behind her and feel like a part of the elven collective again, she didn’t know if she could.
“Work on him,” Aldari murmured, shifting to stand shoulder to shoulder with Hysithea as they looked toward the river.
“Hm?”
“I didn’t catch much of that,” Aldari whispered, “but he seems to like you and doesn’t like the emperor’s advisor.”
“Who would?”
“Let’s hope not the emperor, though Vorkroft’s position suggests otherwise.” Aldari shrugged. “If the colonel gets too irritated with him, maybe he would subconsciously start to believe it wouldn’t be the worst thing if Vorkroft's mission failed.”
“Ah.” Hysithea understood what Aldari was getting at, that she should attempt to make an ally of Mrothgar in the hope that he would be willing to betray his people in order to help her, but since she’d read so much about Taldarian history and culture, she knew that was unlikely. The emperor was the equivalent of a religious figure for the Taldarians, said to be blessed by and speak with the authority of the gods in the Celestial Heavens. Supposedly, the emperor could call down their wrath if need be. Most Taldarians were raised to believe that he could do no wrong, that if something was unfair, it was their fault, not their emperor’s. Even if Mrothgar hated Vorkroft, she doubted he would ever consciously or subconsciously sabotage a mission that had been assigned by the emperor.
Aldari glanced over her shoulder, then patted Hysithea on the back and moved off as Mrothgar approached. He stood beside Hysithea for a moment, joining her in gazing at the river, but he also gave her a contemplative sidelong look.
“You follow it all, don’t you?” Mrothgar asked in Taldarian.
Her heartbeat went from thumping serenely along to thundering in her ears. Hysithea tried to freeze her face so she wouldn’t reveal anything until she recovered enough to look up at him and murmur a questioning, “Hm?”
“I’ve suspected since you spied outside our window,” he went on, continuing in Taldarian. “Vorkroft thinks our language is too complex and that it’s unlikely anyone who didn’t grow up speaking it could master it quickly.”
Hysithea looked at his collarbones instead of into his eyes, unable to summon the acting ability to continue to lie, but she wouldn’t confirm his suspicion either. Maybe he didn’t know for certain, and he was trying to find out.
“He is correct,” Mrothgar continued. “The breach of security will ensure the plans are changed, but I doubt it matters. He may not admit it to me, but I’m certain you were never intended to be a guest with the freedom to leave the empire and go back to your people.”
He almost seemed sad as he inclined his head toward her before walking away to ready his horse.
Not sure what to think, Hysithea stared down at the pebbly beach. All along, she’d believed they wouldn’t let her go, so that wasn’t a surprise, and she didn’t think Mrothgar had actually given anything away in speaking to her. If he believed she understood their language, he knew she’d already gathered quite a bit of information, though he’d given little away himself. Talking to him was like sparring with a veteran sword master. All the openings one thought one saw were illusions or, worse, traps designed to lure one in.
Hysithea would have to be careful with him, even if that meant doing the opposite of what Aldari had been suggesting. He was too dangerous to attempt to seduce or suborn. It would be better if she did what she’d been thinking before and turned her attention on one of the younger soldiers, one less experienced and more likely to be intrigued by her exoticness and perhaps babble about the mission when she smiled at him. She wondered if the soldiers knew what kind of experiments Vorkroft had planned for her.
Whatever they were, Hysithea didn’t want to find out. She and Aldari needed to escape as soon as possible. If elves had created that storm, that meant that some of her people weren’t far behind, hopefully people who were allies that would help them get back home. Then Hysithea could warn her parents of what was coming.
“You’re to ride with me, ma’am,” one of the young soldiers said to Aldari, lowering a hand toward her.
Aldari gave the river one last wistful look before accepting his grip. As he swung her up behind him, Mrothgar called out.
“Take her pack, Berk. What we thought were candles are clearly more deadly. We don’t want her blowing you up while you ride.”
The soldier gaped back at Aldari. “Er, yes, sir.”
It seemed that Mrothgar, despite the chaos on the sinking ship, had not missed hearing the explosion that had gotten Aldari and Hysithea out of the storeroom.
Sighing, Aldari removed her pack. The soldier rested it gingerly in front of him, but he looked around, no doubt hoping a couple of pack horses had appeared. But they hadn’t. The party was down one, so two of the men were riding together. Mrothgar gestured for Hysithea to join him again.
She nodded, but, as if she’d misinterpreted the wave, she stopped beside another of the young soldiers. “May I ride with you?”
And behind the man, not in front, she hoped. Though most of the soldiers had been polite to her face, save for Vorkroft, she didn’t want to give anyone the opportunity to fondle her. Besides, if she was going to seduce him, she had to be the one leading the exchange.
His eyes brightened, and he smiled and blurted, “Of course, ma’am.”
But when he started to lower his hand, he jerked it back before she could clasp it, and looked behind her.
Before she heard more than the clop of hooves on pebbles, Hysithea knew who was approaching. Mrothgar’s hand came to rest on her shoulder, gentle but firm.
“If you don’t ride with me,” he said quietly, “my horse will be extremely disappointed.”
A grunt of agreement came from Trezaki.
Without waiting for her to reply, Mrothgar boosted her into the saddle, then swung up behind her. Hysithea slumped as his powerful arms wrapped around her, thoughts of seducing the young soldier slipping from her mind.
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AS THE PARTY rode away from the river, daylight came and birds chattered cheerfully in the forest. The Taldarians followed a wide trail into the mountains, one that would eventually join with a stone highway that led over one of the passes and into the heart of the empire.
The upward slope tended to tilt Hysithea back against Mrothgar, something that would have been easy to give in to, but she resisted gravity and tried to sit up straight, keeping their jostling and rubbing together to a minimum.
Her brain knew that he was dangerous and that if she relaxed, she was more likely to give him information than the other way around. But her body was treacherous, and more than once she caught herself closing her eyes and enjoying the feel of his powerful arms around her, his chest against her back, the warmth of his firm body through her dress.
Hysithea hadn’t noticed his physique as much when they’d ridden this way the day before. But since then, he’d risked his life to carve his way into the depths of a sinking ship to reach her. He’d also demonstrated that he had the raw power and agility needed to defeat a river serpent. And… she’d learned that he cared for his horse. More, he might be an outcast to his people, or at least his emperor, and that made her empathetic toward him. No, it was more than empathy. She was starting to like him, damn it. And that wasn’t wise. Not wise at all.
Mrothgar was the enemy as much as Vorkroft was, and she couldn’t forget that. Worse, he was more dangerous to her than Vorkroft because of her conflicted feelings. She could easily engage in a chat with him and let out far more than she would have with the advisor threatening her.
Better to remain aloof with him and say nothing. And not lean too far back and be too appreciative of his strong arms around her.
For a while, the trail widened, and Aldari and her rider ended up beside Trezaki. When she thought Mrothgar wasn’t looking, Aldari widened her eyes and moved her body slightly, making a wiggling motion.
Even though seduction had been on her mind earlier, it took Hysithea a moment to grasp her meaning. Aldari thought she should make Mrothgar enjoy holding her a little more.
Hysithea shook her head slightly and flicked her fingers to dismiss the idea.
Mrothgar snorted softly, and she had a feeling he’d been paying more attention than Aldari thought and had caught the exchange—and its meaning.
“Where were you when you were away from your people this past last year?” Mrothgar asked, back to speaking to her in Hyric.
Hysithea remembered mentioning that to him but was a little surprised the spy in the outpost, who’d already given the Taldarians so much, hadn’t shared that information. Even if Mrothgar hadn’t been an enemy, it wasn’t anything she wanted to speak about. As tired as she was from the eventful nocturnal river crossing, she was glad it had taken a night of sleep—a night of nightmares—from her.
“You don’t already know?” she asked. “Your spy didn’t tell you?”
“If we had a spy, he or she wouldn’t report to me.”
“So you only know what Vorkroft tells you?”
“Or what I can deduce for myself.”
Which was a lot, she gathered, and remained silent. Somehow, he’d figured out right away that she could be lured by promises of libraries.
“You’re not what I expected from an elven princess,” Mrothgar said. Trying another tack? “Or a princess at all.”
She should have continued to remain aloof, but curiosity overrode her common sense. Also, it sounded like a compliment or the start of one, and she caught herself wanting to hear kind words from him. She shouldn’t have, but…
“No? What did you expect?”
“Someone haughty and aloof. When our people have encountered your mercenaries and handful of travelers, they’ve acted haughty and aloof toward us, as if humans are inferior, and they couldn’t be bothered to interact with them.”
“Some of our people feel that way, but I suspect it’s more that we’ve been so immersed in our own… problems for so many centuries that we haven’t had time to reach out to the human kingdoms or interact with them. We also haven’t wanted to invite in visitors since Serth has been so dangerous.”
“Your river is certainly dangerous.”
“I hear our coves and bays are treacherous as well,” Hysithea said, though she doubted he would pass on the warning to his emperor or that it would convince the Taldarians
to change their invasion plans or where those ships would come in.
“Indeed.” Mrothgar sounded more amused than daunted at the thought of storming a magically protected elven cove. “You don’t seem aloof though. You’ve studied our history, our people. That surprised me.”
“I’m a historian by training. I’ve studied many human nations and their pasts.”
“And have you learned the languages of all of them?”
There he was again, trying to confirm that she understood Taldarian. He might be willing to continue using Hyric with her, but she could tell he wanted to catch her in a trap, to prove, perhaps so he could inform Vorkroft, that she understood them.
“I’ve studied some of the languages, especially the ancient ones from which others have evolved. As you likely know, Taldarian, because of your history of conquering other nations, is one of those languages. Six other modern tongues share many of your roots, and some of your words tend to pop up, even in languages that were derived from elsewhere.”
“I have read that, yes.”
“In most cases, I can only read the languages I’ve studied. Since this is my first time leaving Serth, I’ve not had the opportunity to hear them spoken.”
“No guides to pronunciation were included in your texts?”
“Some of them had such, but it’s all largely academic until one has the opportunity to interact with native speakers.”
“So you’re saying that one who could learn to understand a spoken language after having only studied it in books is quite impressive.” There was amusement in his tone again, but there was something else as well. He wasn’t impressed, was he?
If so, she’d failed, and she blushed at his inference. She’d been trying to convince him that she didn’t understand it, not fish for a compliment for having picked it up quickly.
“I suppose.” Hysithea groped for a way to shift the subject. The day before, he’d been willing to speak of the wife he’d lost, so it wasn’t as if he wouldn’t share anything, but he’d been careful to give away nothing of military importance.
“If you’ve never left your homeland,” he said, “it’s surprising that you were away from your family for so long. Do your historical studies involve archaeology? We’ve heard that it’s a pastime for your people.”
Rotted trees, had the spy mentioned the dig in the canyon lands and the tools left behind by the wizard Zedaron? If so, she wanted to wring his neck. Was Mrothgar—or more likely his emperor—wondering if magical tools might be acquired and used by humans?
“It’s not something I’ve been involved with, no.”
“But as someone with an interest in the past, you must have followed the work your people have done.”
“I…” Hysithea shook her head, remembering her resolve to keep her mouth shut. She shouldn’t talk to him at all. Why was that so hard? “No.”
A breeze gusted down the trail, blowing strands of hair that had escaped Hysithea’s ponytail into his face. He lifted a hand, brushing her neck as he moved the tail and stray strands to hang out of the way over her shoulder. The touch was far from a caress, but it sent a tingle of pleasure through her, and she caught herself leaning back, wanting his fingers to linger.
Mrothgar paused, with her hair moved but his knuckles still touching her neck, and she sensed him watching her. He’d caught her reaction. Ugh, the last thing she needed was for him to realize she was attracted to him. She shouldn’t have been, and her mind kept telling her body to ignore his, but her body wasn’t taking the hint.
He shifted his hand but not to move it away. His fingers stroked the back of her neck, kneading her muscles, and what had been a slight tingle when he’d brushed her turned into waves of pleasure that made her want to lean back and bend her head forward so he could have full access to her neck—and whatever else he wanted to touch.
“What are you doing, Colonel?” she asked in a squeaky voice, even as her muscles melted under his touch.
Was such a strong reaction to a man normal? Maybe she should have spent more time flirting with young elves instead of studying magic and history.
“You seem tense,” Mrothgar said.
“Being kidnapped, swept off to a hostile land, and questioned by one of its military officers makes a lady tense.”
“You came of your own volition,” Mrothgar pointed out, his fingers drifting higher to massage her scalp. He leaned closer, his lips near her ear, and switched to his language to whisper, “To spy on us.”
His soft voice and the hint of warm breath on her ear only interested her body more. She shook her head, not trusting her voice, even though she needed her voice. She needed to tell him to stop, no matter how wondrous his fingers felt. She wasn’t going to betray her people in any way over a neck rub.
“I don’t blame you,” he continued in Hyric, his lips brushing her ear, the touch making her body tighten with delight, as if this were a trusted lover at her neck instead of an enemy. “I’d do the same to protect my people. I am doing the same.”
“You don’t need protection.” Her indignation gave her the wherewithal to straighten and twist to face him so he didn’t have access to nuzzle her ear. “The Taldarians are conquerors. You’ve got the most land, people, and resources of any nation in the world.”
Mrothgar held her gaze, not shamed in the least by her words. “And yet, with your elven magic, your people slew more than a dozen of our elite officers and drove away an invasion force.” He didn’t stop his neck rub, but his eyes narrowed, and he didn’t try to hide the affront, the indignity, he felt over that event.
“Your officers and invasion force shouldn’t have been trying to take over someone else’s kingdom.”
“It is our way to expand, to improve the lives of others by bringing them under the empire’s protection.” Mrothgar had reined in that hint of indignation and spoke calmly again, even as his fingers continued to make her want to slip her arms around him and maybe ease some of his tension. “The Delantrians have been impoverished and barely able to survive for generations. They would know more prosperity under the emperor’s guidance.”
“They don’t want your prosperity. And neither do we.”
“Then you shouldn’t have involved yourselves in the affairs of others. We’ve long respected your people for their prowess in battle and would have left you alone.”
“You don’t know what your emperor would or wouldn’t do. You’re just one man and apparently not his confidant the way Vorkroft is.” She braced herself for an angry backlash to her snub.
But his fingers stilled, and he smiled. A triumphant smile. Only then did she realize she’d spoken of something she couldn’t have known if she hadn’t understood his tongue. That conversation had been in Taldarian. Damn it, he’d won another of her Acquisition pieces.
As his arm lowered, and he returned to merely holding her professionally, Hysithea turned away from him and faced forward again. Disgust for herself made her scowl at the trees and the horses ahead of them, and it was all she could do not to tear up. She told herself that she hadn’t given him anything major, nothing he hadn’t already known, but what would happen the next time he started rubbing her neck and asking questions?
“I like your horse a lot better than you,” she muttered in Taldarian.
Let the bastard have his victory. She still had her amulet. She would find a way to escape and warn her people before the empire could truly threaten Serth.
“He is a more agreeable soul,” Mrothgar replied in kind, then surprised her by kissing her on the neck. “I’m sorry we’re not on the same side.”
She swallowed and didn’t reply, though her body continued to refuse to find his touch offensive. Instead, an intense longing filled her, a desire that they somehow could be on the same side.
And that, she told herself, was the problem.
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AS NOON NEARED, the horses walked along a tree-lined trail meandering through a canyon. A couple of scouts rode ahead, and Hysithea caught a few words about how they were nearing the crossroads and the highway that led across the pass. All sign of the storm that had plagued the river was behind them, and birds chittered as sunlight dappled the leaf-strewn trail.
Though tired, and dozing now and then, Hysithea was aware of the passing miles and that she was traveling farther and farther away from both her homeland and Aldari’s. The deeper into the empire they went, the harder it would be for them to escape and get back home without being recaptured. That night, she and Aldari would have to get away. One way or another. Hysithea would use her illusion amulet and maybe, just maybe, her magic would cooperate and also help them.
She hoped that, in the absence of a room Mrothgar could lock them in, he didn’t insist on sleeping next to her with an arm wrapped around her. Since he hadn’t been willing to let her ride with one of his men, she was sure he didn’t trust her not to attempt to escape. She wondered if he’d known what she’d been thinking back there, that she could suborn, or at least seduce and fool, a less experienced soldier.
Hysithea supposed it was possible he could have been jealous of the thought of her riding with another man, but that seemed unlikely. Just because he’d kissed her neck and said he wished they weren’t enemies didn’t mean he felt anything for her. If anything, he’d probably done it to soothe her indignation over him getting the best of her so that she wouldn’t immediately push him away the next time he asked her questions and rubbed her neck.
But she would. She wouldn’t fall for that again.
Thankfully, Mrothgar hadn’t attempted to learn anything else from her that morning, allowing her to ride in silence. In somewhat sullen silence, she admitted.
A thunderous boom came from the forest ahead, startling them both. A tree blew upward, the shocking sight followed by a wrenching scream. One of the scouts?
Curses came from all of the men, and Mrothgar drew his mace as he rose in his stirrups. Some of his soldiers started to urge their mounts ahead, but he barked an order.
“No. Stay where you are.”
The scout cried out in pain.
“Sir, we have to help Horgmoth,” someone said.
“It was a mine,” Mrothgar said. “Nobody move.”
Hysithea turned, peering behind her to look for Aldari, half to assure herself that she was all right and half because she wondered if Aldari knew anything about the explosion. Hysithea didn’t see how she could; the Taldarians had taken her pack full of root-pitch samples.
Aldari’s face was as shocked and scared as those of the men who had frozen their horses in place and were peering to either side of the trail, abruptly realizing their predicament. The sobs of pain coming from the forest ahead only made things worse.
“We’ll be there as soon as we can find a safe path, Horgmoth,” Mrothgar called.
“Sir?” That was the other scout who’d gone ahead. He’d dismounted and stood farther up the path beside his horse, his boots resting on tree roots jutting from the ground. “I was about to report fresh tracks when that happened. There were a bunch of men in soft-soled shoes in here. Moccasins, maybe. And, uhm, I think there may be more mines. Maybe a lot more.”
“Can you see them?” Mrothgar asked, glancing at Vorkroft.
The advisor’s face was frozen in horror.
“I think whoever did this buried them, then scattered dirt and leaves over them.” The scout grimaced as he looked around the leaf-strewn floor of the canyon. “They could be anywhere.”
“My leg,” the injured man cried, his voice shaky though he sounded like he was trying to hold it together. He choked back another sob. “Sir, I’ve lost my leg.”
Mrothgar swore and looked like he was about to leap down and risk the mines to reach his man, but he glanced up, then squinted through the branches and trees along the path.
“Stay here.” He returned his mace to his belt and rested a hand on Hysithea’s shoulder. “Don’t move, Trezaki.”
The horse swished his tail but didn’t so much as sidestep as his rider climbed from the stirrups up onto the saddle. Mrothgar leaped up, catching a branch, then maneuvered along it to the next tree and the next. His tall, muscular frame was heavy, causing the branches to quake alarmingly as he swung between them.
More worried for him than she should have been, Hysithea held her breath and gripped her amulet. Illusions wouldn’t help in the least, and she wished it could offer luck that she could share with him. Or that it could heal a wounded man, though she knew of no magic that could reattach a leg that had been blown off. She closed her eyes, tears threatening as she listened to the scout gasping and trying to get his pain under control.
“Who dared plant explosives on an imperial trail in imperial territory?” Vorkroft asked, looking toward the sides of the canyon.
“The Delantrians might still be irked with us.” One of the soldiers glowered back at Aldari.
“Our people don’t have black powder or the resources to mine the ingredients to make it,” she said. “It has to be your own people.”
“It could be emperor-cursed Razgizar rangers,” another man said. “They’ve started stealing our black powder and using it whenever we get close to the border that they claim is theirs.”
Mrothgar drew as close to his sobbing man as possible, then climbed down a trunk, carefully resting his feet on the exposed roots of the tree, just as the other scout was doing. The injured man hadn’t been mounted when he’d been investigating, and his horse had taken off when the explosion boomed and probably wouldn’t be caught.
Mrothgar gently brushed leaves aside, eyeing the ground intently, then picked his way to the scout. “I’m sorry, Horgmoth, but your leg is in pieces. Lucky for you, the ladies like wounded veterans.”
“Oh, sir.” The man gasped but tried to be brave for his commander.
“Should we build a fire?” one of the men near Hysithea asked. “We’re going to have to cauterize his leg if he’s going to have a shot.”
“And jump down to do it where?” another asked. “There are leaves over everything.”
“The colonel said to stay put,” someone else said.
When Mrothgar hefted his man over his shoulder, the movement made the scout cry out, blood streaming from his lost limb.
Horrified and afraid the man would die, Hysithea scraped through her mind, trying to think of something she could do. When she’d been playing at magic with her brother, trying to learn a way to drive away the Twisted, they’d been studying fire and ways to attack their enemies. She’d read about healing magic, but they hadn’t thought to try to master it at the time.
But in this case, fire might do—if she could summon it. As the other soldier had said, the leg would need to be cauterized if the scout was to live.
As Mrothgar picked a painstakingly careful route back, stepping on exposed roots where mines couldn’t have been buried, and occasionally swinging one-armed from one branch to another, Hysithea closed her eyes, envisioning the soldier’s injury. It would have been easier if she could have sat next to and touched him, but she didn’t know how much time he had. He was bleeding a lot, and Mrothgar dared not hurry.
The familiar tingle of magic ran through Hysithea’s nerves as she envisioned fire in her mind, her power gathering and flowing toward the soldier, cauterizing his wound to stop the bleeding. Her legs grew weak, as if she were making some physical effort, and she rested a hand on Trezaki’s neck for support. He issued an encouraging nicker.
The soldier gasped, as if he felt her magic. She tried to use the heat as gently as she could, wishing she could soothe him—or maybe knock him unconscious—as she worked.
“Almost back, Horgmoth,” Mrothgar said.
“The rest of you, think about how we’re going to get around this mess,” Vorkroft told the waiting men.
“The canyon is the only way through without going over to the next mountain,” someone said.
“That would be sixty miles out of the way.”
“Better a sixty-mile trek than being blown up,” someone else muttered.
Hysithea, her eyes still closed and weariness flooding her body as she kept her concentration up and her magic flowing, did her best to ignore the voices.
“Watch out, sir,” someone said. “Those leaves look disturbed.”
“I see it,” Mrothgar said.
“How many do you think they laid?” a soldier asked. “And why? What’s the point in booby-trapping this road? We’re the only ones who’ve gone this way recently.”
“Maybe we’re who they’re after,” another soldier said.
“The rangers? Why would they pick a fight with the emperor’s advisor and a squad of men?”
“It might be the colonel they don’t like. Or princesses.”
“Who would want to blow up some princesses?”
“Someone might want to stop our mission.”
“Nobody should even know about our mission.”
“The elves do.”
“That wasn’t magic, you dolt. It was black powder. Elves are even less likely to have that than the Delantrians.”
“Someone, check the ground right there,” Mrothgar said, his voice close now. “I need to set him down. Pyroth, hand me your first-aid kit.”
“Yes, sir.”
The magic kept taking its toll on Hysithea, and she finally had to release it. Such weariness flooded her body that it was too much effort to remain upright. She slumped down, draping her arms to either side of Trezaki’s neck. She was barely aware of the sound of leaves stirring and clothing rustling as Mrothgar laid his man down. A long silent moment passed before Mrothgar let out a soft surprised grunt.
“His wound is already cauterized,” a nearby soldier said in puzzlement. “How?”
The intense weariness made Hysithea want to leave her eyes closed and melt into the horse, but she sensed a dozen gazes upon her and turned her head and pried open her lids. Mrothgar’s was the first face she saw. He gave her a solemn, appreciative nod, then dug into the first-aid kit for pain medicine.
“The elf did it?” someone asked.
“It seems she’s not as bereft of magic as we were led to believe,” Vorkroft said coolly. None of the appreciation that had been in Mrothgar’s eyes was in his.
Hysithea wanted to disappear, especially when she’d given them intelligence that she shouldn’t have. Mrothgar, she knew, had believed she had some magic, for he’d noticed her invigorating Trezaki, but for some reason, he must not have said anything to Vorkroft.
Because he hadn’t believed it significant enough to mention? Because he’d… wanted to protect her?
Now that Vorkroft knew, would he think she was too dangerous to take to his emperor? She supposed it was too much to hope they would abandon her by the roadside so she could return to her people. No, if Vorkroft decided she was too dangerous to take into the heart of their nation, he would kill her. Or order Mrothgar to do it.
The thought horrified her, and she squinted her eyes shut again. That didn’t keep her from imagining Mrothgar kissing her on the neck, then plunging a dagger into her heart.
The tears she’d been fighting back earlier threatened again. As the Taldarians muttered uneasily, whispering about demonic magic and how elves used it to slay their people, Hysithea wished she were back home with her family. She was almost despondent enough to wish she were at one of Saranthy’s group-therapy sessions, but as long as she was wishing for the impossible, she would long to have never been caught by the Twisted, never have been an enemy to her people.
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“ANYONE HAVE a solution for how to get across yet?” Mrothgar asked as he finished treating his wounded soldier.
“No, sir. We either have to step very carefully and risk continuing through the canyon or go around the mountain.”
“Hysithea?” Mrothgar asked. “Are you awake?”
Still draped over Trezaki, she probably appeared dead. The most intense of the weariness had faded, and Hysithea managed to sit up. A headache stabbed at the backs of her eyeballs, a reminder that magic wasn’t free. It took a toll on one’s body as surely as physical labor.
Squinting through the pain, she peered blearily at the tree-filled canyon. On the one hand, she didn’t want to help the Taldarians, but she also didn’t want to see Aldari or herself—or the poor horses—blown up.
“How long is it?” she asked.
Mrothgar looked back. “The trail through the canyon? About a half mile. They might have booby-trapped the path on the far side too, but we needn’t travel on it once we’re past the sheer rock walls.”
“It was probably just done in this area,” Vorkroft said. “They knew we would have to pass back through here to go home.”
Aldari cleared her throat and peered around the big soldier she rode behind. “If the mines work like other explosives I’ve read about, the detonator strikes a spark, like flint to steel, and ignites a thermally sensitive combustible substance, correct?”
Mrothgar nodded at her. “Heat causes the explosion, yes.”
“Instead of avoiding them, maybe it’s best to detonate them all before moving through here.”
Mrothgar considered the canyon again. “If they’re confined to this narrow area, that might be possible. The vegetation is dry this time of year, so it would be easy to start a fire.” He licked his finger and lifted it to test the breeze, then nodded. “The slope is uphill in that direction, there’s plenty of undergrowth, and the breeze is behind us. For a fire, we couldn’t ask for better conditions.”
“You want to burn down the canyon?” Vorkroft asked.
“Unless you have a better idea,” Mrothgar said.
“The rangers will really be irked then, sir,” one of the soldiers said. “If they’re who’s responsible. You know how they feel about destruction of the wilderness.”
Mrothgar grunted. “They shouldn’t have planted mines if they wanted to preserve the wilderness. These aren’t their mountains, anyway.”
“Tell them that,” came the mutter.
“Chew on this,” Mrothgar told his injured soldier, helping the man lift his head to nibble on what looked like Nangolar root.
“Maybe our elf wizard can detonate the mines for us without need for a wildfire.” Vorkroft eyed Hysithea coolly again.
The man had a horrible demeanor for asking favors, if that was what this was. Or would he threaten her if she couldn’t do it?
“It took a lot out of me just cauterizing your soldier’s wound,” Hysithea said, not admitting that she wasn’t positive she could draw on her magic again to detonate mines or start a forest fire. She remembered her failure to do anything to the door in the storeroom as it filled with water. She was noticing that the times she succeeded in calling upon her magic had all been in order to help others who were in need. She didn’t know if she could convince her wayward mind that the Taldarians needed to blow up a bunch of mines or start a wildfire, especially if there was a way around. “And I can’t sense the mines any more than you can.”
Mrothgar nodded, seeming to accept her words, but Vorkroft continued to stare suspiciously at her. She could imagine him wanting to start the studying and experimentation on her right there, long before they reached his emperor. And why not? If this mission truly had been his idea, maybe he was the one who planned to do it when they arrived.
The memory of Vorkroft plucking up leaves beside the river came to mind. Abruptly, the answer to Hysithea’s question about what kind of advisor he was came to her. Not politics but science. The emperor’s personal science advisor? The perfect person to study elves?
She shuddered.
“We can start our own fire,” Mrothgar said. “I’ll handle it. Everyone, stay put. Just because we didn’t trigger any explosives until this point doesn’t mean there aren’t any buried beside or behind us that we stepped over.”
“You really know how to comfort your troops,” Vorkroft said, eyeing the ground around the party uneasily.
“It’s my job to keep them alive, not comfort them.” Despite the words, Mrothgar patted his injured man on the chest and gave him a canteen of water before leaving his side to dig matches and fire-starters out of his pack.
“I can do it, sir,” one of the soldiers said, sliding off his horse. “I was a fireman for my first unit. Started as many as I put out, and I know how to get a good one going.”
Mrothgar hesitated, and Hysithea could tell he didn’t want to risk anyone else, but he must have accepted that the expertise would be helpful. He tossed the man some matches. “Step carefully.”
“Oh, I will.”
Hysithea wanted to close her eyes and rest, but she couldn’t keep from watching and biting her lip as Mrothgar and his man spread out to start fires on either side of the canyon. At one point, Mrothgar cursed and jerked back the foot he’d been about to set down, and her heart tried to hammer out of her chest.
It made no sense for her to care what happened to him, beyond wanting him to survive and remain as a buffer between her and Vorkroft, but she couldn’t deny that she did.
Vorkroft watched the two men, but he also looked over at Hysithea often. Later, he might try to draw her aside again to ask her questions. Forcefully.
Sleeping curled up next to Mrothgar might not be that bad after all. Would he offer? Assuming they made it through this canyon, the group would have to sleep that night. After two nights of no or little sleep, the men and the horses would need rest.
The scent of burning leaves and wood drifted to her nose, and crackling announced the flames even before the fire took off. As Mrothgar had pointed out, the autumn vegetation was dry and burned easily. Even though he’d said the flames should head up the canyon instead of toward their party, several men glanced back to check the escape route, should they need to run. The horses were even more agitated, grunting nervously and shifting their weight as the fire spread and the smoke grew stronger.
“Keep them steady, boys,” someone said. “The fire will be far up the canyon soon.”
Trezaki also shifted, his nostrils flaring. A branch snapped loudly, and he let out an alarmed whinny.
Hysithea rested a hand on the side of his neck. She didn’t have the energy to draw upon her magic again to try to calm him, but she whispered that it would be all right and sang softly under her breath, a song that hunters used to soothe their reindeer when they believed the Twisted were near. She changed the words to speak of other threats. Since the Twisted were no more, she saw no point in singing about them.
Once the fire was raging, Mrothgar and his man picked their way back toward the group. Before they’d gone more than a few steps, the first mine detonated. It boomed, knocking several trees over and sending branches and chunks of dirt flying.
Again, Trezaki and the other horses whinnied and tried to back away. As clods of earth struck the group, Hysithea lifted a hand to protect her face but kept singing to the horse and trying to soothe him. Maybe there was a subconscious touch of magic in the lullaby, for it had more of an effect than her voice should have. Trezaki settled under her, though he shivered, his powerful muscles taut under his sweaty fur.
Mrothgar met her eyes as he crept closer, and she stopped singing, feeling self-conscious, but she kept stroking Trezaki’s neck. Another explosion erupted, a portion of the trail they’d all intended to guide their horses along, and branches blew higher than the canopy.
“Dear emperor,” someone breathed.
When Mrothgar reached Trezaki, he took the reins and added his pats and murmurs to hers. The horse shuddered, looking around, his eyes wide.
The flames were burning in the direction Mrothgar had predicted, but they now stretched from canyon wall to canyon wall, and smoke billowed high up into the canopy and beyond. If whoever had set those mines was still in the area, they would hear all this.
Vorkroft's horse reared up, almost throwing him.
“Keep singing,” Mrothgar told Hysithea. “Loud enough for all the horses.” He softened his voice to add, “Please.”
Though she didn’t know if she had it in her to infuse the words with any power, Hysithea made herself overcome her self-consciousness to sing in Elven for the horses, to beg them to remain calm against the threats of the world, to promise them that their people would protect them. She hoped she sang the truth.
Mrothgar watched her as he patted Trezaki’s neck, but he kept his face neutral. She thought he had to appreciate her effort—he’d nodded to acknowledge her before—but maybe he didn’t want her to know how he felt. They were, after all, still enemies, whether they wanted to be or not. Her brother’s actions the month before had ensured that was the only possible relationship the elves could have with the Taldarians.
In all, more than two dozen explosions ripped through the canyon before the fire swept out of it, smoke lingering, rising up from the scorched earth. Though this wasn’t her people’s land, she lamented that the only solution had been such a destructive one. Wildfires were a way of life and occurred regularly in the wilderness, of course, but it was her nature to want to create rather than to destroy.
By the time the horses settled and she stopped singing, her voice was hoarse and she was exhausted. She wanted nothing more than to sleep for days.
“We’ll walk through briskly,” Mrothgar said once the flames had mostly burned out in the canyon. “The ground will still be hot to the horses’ hooves.”
“Think we got all of the mines?” someone asked uneasily.
“Let’s hope. It was a good idea.” Mrothgar nodded to Aldari as well as Hysithea. “Once we’re sure we’re past the booby traps, I want our remaining scouts to search for those who set them.”
“We’re on a mission,” Vorkroft said, overriding the soldiers who responded with, “Yes, sir.” Vorkroft scowled at them and then at Mrothgar. “That’s not important. We need to get the princesses to the emperor. You can talk to someone once we reach an outpost and have them send people back to look for the perpetrators.”
“By then, they’ll have had time to move on. I wager they’re still in the area, watching to see if they got us.”
“It’s insignificant.”
“It was very significant to Horgmoth,” Mrothgar said. “And we can’t allow intruders to walk through our land and set traps without punishment. The emperor would agree.”
“I don’t disagree, but we have priorities. Especially now.” Vorkroft turned his scowl on Hysithea.
“Sending a few of our men to deal with them won’t delay us.” Mrothgar swung up behind Hysithea and nudged his horse into the lead.
“Stop,” Vorkroft barked. “You’re carrying the cargo we went all this way to get. You—” Vorkroft pointed to the soldier who’d helped with the fire. “You go first. And then you.” He waved at another young man.
Hysithea glanced back and caught Mrothgar with his jaw clenched, but this time he didn’t argue. Had it been only he on the horse, she was sure he would have insisted on leading his men instead of using them as fodder to find out if they’d missed any mines.
When the soldiers looked to Mrothgar for confirmation, Vorkroft roared at them. “Go!”
Mrothgar jerked a terse nod. “The flames should have detonated everything.”
“Yes, sir.”
Neither man looked happy, but they nudged their mounts into the lead. The horses were eager to get going, even if they might have preferred to head in the opposite direction.
When they strode down the sooty trail without trouble, Hysithea slumped with relief, not caring this time that she was leaning back against Mrothgar.
He wrapped his arm around her and nudged Trezaki into motion.
“Thank you for your help,” he said quietly.
“You’re welcome.”
He leaned his forehead against the back of her head, and she grimaced, afraid he was going to start asking her questions again when she didn’t have the strength to fend him off. But he merely sat like that for a moment before taking a deep breath and sitting back up straight. She realized that after all that, he might also be weary and long for rest.
As Vorkroft looked over at them with his cool eyes, Hysithea wondered if either of them would get any respite.
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AS HYSITHEA HAD BELIEVED they would, the Taldarians drew their mounts to the side of the imperial highway to camp for the night. Twilight had already descended, but there was a permanent campsite there, so they didn’t have many preparations to make.
It was one of several cleared areas they’d seen after they’d turned onto the wide cobblestone road that led over the pass. There were wooden pavilions and fire pits and even a hearth and benches, and the men spread blankets about the place, gathered water from a nearby stream, and started cooking a meal. Maybe Hysithea and Aldari would receive something more appealing than dehydrated bear meat.
Patches of snow promised that winter would come early to the mountains, and Hysithea shivered as the night deepened, and the air grew chillier. After the party had left the canyon, she’d dozed off a few times—thankfully dreamless dozing—but she was still tired and looked forward to sleeping, even if it was on the hard ground.
With her legs sore from so much riding, Hysithea staggered over to join Aldari. She wished they’d been able to talk during the day, but their riders had kept them apart. Even if they’d been side by side on the highway, Hysithea didn’t know what she would have said with Mrothgar listening. And Vorkroft.
The man oozed menace every time he looked over at her. He hadn’t been friendly before, but since he’d learned she had use of her magic, he’d been frostier than the lumps of snow in the shadows under the evergreens.
“How are you doing?” Aldari whispered, rubbing her arms through her sleeves.
“Tired but all right. You?”
“I would have brought a cloak if I’d known I was going on an extended journey into the mountains. You know the worst part about this?”
For Hysithea, there were a lot of worst parts, so she merely lifted her eyebrows.
“I didn’t catch up with the wagon and get to hand off my marketing materials to the driver.”
“Yes, that’s what’s haunted me too.”
Aldari appeared as tired as Hysithea, but she managed a grin.
“I wasn’t sure what to think when I first returned to my people and met you,” Hysithea admitted, “but I’m glad Hawk found you.”
“Technically, he kidnapped me.”
“That is one way to find women, I guess. You know what I mean though, right? I didn’t dislike humans or anything like that—I’d actually not met more than a couple before you—but it was so strange to me that my brother was suddenly a hero among our people and had this new—” she waved up and down Aldari’s form, “—you.”
“I am an odd new you. If it’s any comfort, my family isn’t sure what to think of Hawk either. It was with reluctance that my father let me come back to Serth to work on the root-pitch project. I’m not sure he would have allowed it, if seeing Hawk had been my only reason, but we sold some of our early jars at the market with impressive speed, and I think I’ve finally talked him around to realizing that innovation and creative thinking are the paths to economic prosperity for our people.” Aldari eyed the Taldarians as they fed and watered their horses and prepared food for their own dinners. “I need to figure out how to convince the empire that they want to be our trade partners instead of our masters.”
“That may be challenging.”
“Maybe you can sing elven songs to them,” Aldari suggested.
“That works better on horses than men.”
“Oh, I don’t know. I saw a few appreciative looks from their riders too.” Aldari glanced around and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Were you using magic? I know you cauterized that man’s leg somehow. What happened? I thought you couldn’t.”
Hysithea shrugged. “I’ve had some failures and some successes since we started this journey. It didn’t work when I tried to unlock that door—among other things. I don’t know.” Hysithea lowered her own voice, checked on Mrothgar—he was settling his wounded soldier on a blanket and making sure he had what he needed—then eased closer to Aldari. “We need to escape tonight if we’re going to have a chance of making it home without being recaptured.”
“I know. I was thinking about that. Could your magic…?” Aldari wriggled her fingers and raised her brows.
“Maybe, but let’s assume not. I do have an amulet that can create illusions. We might be able to use it to trick the soldiers they have stand guard tonight into looking in another direction for a while. We might also be able to divert them when they realize we’re missing and come after us. We’d better wait until midnight though, so they’ll be less likely to be alert. Drink a lot before you go to sleep so you’re sure to wake up in the middle of the night.”
“If I’m sleeping on the hard ground in between a bunch of snoring men, that’ll happen, regardless.”
“Right. Wake me if you see a good opportunity, and I’ll do the same for you.”
Aldari nodded. “I’m glad you agree. I don’t like the way that advisor has been looking at you since he realized you can use your magic.”
“I don’t either. I—” Hysithea broke off because Aldari had lifted a hand.
She nodded past Hysithea’s shoulder.
Hysithea turned in time to see Mrothgar walk up with a blanket and fur cloak in hand. The worry returned that he would want her as close tonight as he had on the horse. How would she sneak away if he slept with his arm slung over her all night?
“We’ve prepared food and bedding for you.” Mrothgar handed the cloak to Aldari, who was still rubbing her arms, then draped the blanket around Hysithea’s shoulders.
Aldari accepted the fur cloak and wrapped it around her body but noted, “The head isn’t attached.”
“No. That denotes rank when it’s on a military garment.”
“We wouldn’t want anyone thinking I’m an officer and obey my orders to help me return to my homeland.”
“We would not want that, no.” Mrothgar nodded to Hysithea and pointed toward a log with a blanket stretched out beside it.
Another soldier came over, took Aldari’s arm, and guided her to a blanket on the other side of camp. It seemed Mrothgar didn’t want them to sleep close and spend the night conspiring.
Sighing, Hysithea walked toward the log with him.
“How is your man?” She nodded toward the injured soldier.
“I’m hoping he won’t develop an infection before we can get him back to civilization and doctors with better medicine.” Mrothgar waved her to the blanket, a metal bowl of rehydrated stew waiting on it, then sat on the log next to it and picked up a bowl of his own.
“You’re not going to sit and watch me sleep are you?” Hysithea struggled to keep the distress out of her tone. She didn’t want him to think she had escape plans that she wanted to enact.
“I’m too tired for that.”
“Oh good.”
His brows rose, and did his eyes also sharpen? Maybe he’d guessed her plans.
“I’m a self-conscious sleeper,” Hysithea said, picking up the bowl. “I’d hate to drool all over my arm while someone was watching.”
She smiled, though drool was the furthest thing from her mind when it came to her concerns about sleep. What she didn’t want was someone watching her as she sweated and gasped and groaned while she was locked in a nightmare. She rubbed the back of her neck, hoping her dreams would leave her alone that night. She’d dozed on the horse without them. Maybe they would continue to stay away.
“Were I to remain awake, I’d be watching over you rather than watching you. Sleeping people aren’t that mesmerizing.” Mrothgar smiled faintly at her, though his eyelids were heavy.
With luck, he would doze off before she. Hysithea was positive he hadn’t slept in the saddle during the day.
“You never know.” She sat beside him on the log instead of lying on the blanket, as she couldn’t imagine relaxing on the ground at his feet, even if he was watching over her instead of looking at her. “I might be fascinating.”
“True.” Mrothgar looked at her pointed ears. “You are exotic.”
Hysithea snorted, certain he’d heard his man say that and was echoing him. He didn’t seem fazed by or fascinated with her elfness. For whatever reason, her magic didn’t worry him. She wondered why. He couldn’t be aware of the extent of her difficulties with it. For all he knew, she might have the power to be quite threatening—or to whisk herself away in the night.
They ate in silence, the stew almost as salty as the bear jerky they’d been living on thus far. Hunger drove Hysithea to eat it all, regardless, and lick the bowl. Mrothgar and the soldiers did the same.
After two of his men walked out with orders to stand guard, Mrothgar looked thoughtfully toward the fire. His contemplative expression made her want to ask him what he was thinking, but conversations with him were dangerous. Somehow, he always ended up learning what she was thinking instead of the other way around.
But as his men settled onto their blankets and closed their eyes, he seemed to reach a decision he’d been wrestling with. He shifted on the log to face her.
“I apologize for manipulating you earlier,” he said quietly, holding her gaze.
“You mean when you, uhm?” She waved toward her neck.
“Yes. This is Vorkroft’s mission, and he is the emperor’s chosen leader in charge of it, but before we left, it crossed my mind that if I could gain a great deal of helpful intelligence on your people and your land—and what protects it—the emperor might… look favorably upon me.” His mouth twisted, and she could tell he hated the idea of having to pander to anyone, even his emperor. “As you heard, he’s not that pleased that I survived Delantria when many of his favorite officers were slain.”
Hysithea nodded—there was no point in denying her understanding of his language now. She almost shuddered at the idea that her brother—or, more likely, the mercenaries he’d worked with—might have assassinated Mrothgar along with the others. She knew he was an honorable man. A good man. The fact that he was an imperial subject and worked for the empire didn’t change her belief in that.
“I figured a frilly young princess who’d never lived anything but a life of comfort would be easy to manipulate and learn from,” Mrothgar continued. “And I thought I could get what I wanted to know without cruelty.” He looked toward Vorkroft’s blanket. Had Vorkroft wanted to torture and interrogate her as soon as they’d left Serth?
Hysithea remembered the painful way he’d gripped her shoulder in the navigation cabin of that ship and swallowed, wondering what would have happened if Mrothgar hadn’t returned and the storm hadn’t kept the crew distracted.
“I’m not sure if I qualify as frilly or not, but my life hasn’t been that comfortable.” Hysithea glanced at one of the blankets, and a memory flashed into her mind, of being among the Twisted and resting on the forest floor. The magic had kept them from needing sleep in the traditional sense, but many nights, they’d lain like animals in dens, sometimes squabbling with each other for a choice spot on a bed of fronds.
“I suppose not. Your people have been at war for a long time, after all.”
“Yes,” she whispered.
“I didn’t expect an elven princess to be that bright either,” Mrothgar said, that faint smile returning. “Neither the emperor’s sons nor daughters have impressed me with their mental acuity.”
Since Hysithea didn’t think she’d yet gotten the best of Mrothgar, she didn’t comment on her supposed brightness. She might be good with trivia and languages, but her parents would be quick to point out how foolishly she’d acted these past few days.
“Anyway,” Mrothgar said, “I appreciate that you’ve helped us when you could have been more of an obstacle.” His brow creased. “Should have been more of an obstacle.”
“I didn’t wish to be blown up either.”
Mrothgar looked toward his injured man.
“And I don’t want to see even enemies in pain.” Hysithea shook her head bleakly. “I don’t want enemies. My people just want to be free to live our lives on our own land.”
He gazed sadly at her. “Then they shouldn’t have interfered in Delantria.”
“The Delantrians helped us when nobody else would.” Doubting he knew the full story, Hysithea didn’t look at Aldari. She didn’t want the Taldarians to realize they had an even greater hostage than they already believed. “We owed them.”
“That is unfortunate.”
“Why, because you don’t really want to invade Serth?”
“Because I would prefer if I were escorting a genuine elven diplomat to the Shining City and that the emperor would extend his protection over you.”
“Instead of letting his odious advisor experiment on me?”
“Yes.” Mrothgar lifted his arm and rested his hand on the back of her head.
Maybe it was a bad idea—maybe he was still manipulating her—but she leaned against him. Her mind was too tired to fight the desires of her body, and her body liked being close to his.
He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, and they sat in silence. A part of her wanted to request another neck rub or ask if he would like that scalp massage she’d teased, for she wouldn’t have minded an excuse to touch him, but it would have been a bad idea.
As it was, when he murmured something about checking the guards and she slid down onto her blanket, lying on her side with her back to the log, she caught the glints of firelight in Vorkroft's eyes. A fresh chill went through her as she realized he hadn’t been asleep but watching them, watching his colonel tenderly hugging their prisoner.
She took a long drink and finished the water in her canteen, hoping both men would be asleep when she woke, ready to escape with Aldari.
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THE TWISTED HISSED and growled in the brush alongside the road, waiting for the elven hunting party to approach. Hysithea, her name and past barely remembered, crouched, the magical compulsion that drove her—that drove all of them—demanding that she attack. She would kill them or, if they had powerful magic, turn them into Twisted. More for the horde. One day, the entire kingdom would be theirs.
The elves came into view, two male and two female hunters with bows in their hands, their eyes wary as they peered to either side of the road. Would they suspect an ambush? Here, only a few miles from their outpost?
Memories of that outpost trickled through Hysithea’s foggy thoughts, the layout of the trails, the river flowing to one side, the scrolls in the ancient repository, the king and queen in their elevated home. It was so familiar, a place she knew and had once lived in, but nothing but the urge to destroy it filled her now, the urge to claim it for the horde.
The lead elf stopped, raising a hand and whispering a warning to his comrades. They’d detected the Twisted.
A tall blue-skinned male beside Hysithea snarled and pointed, then sprang onto the road. Again compelled by a magic far greater than her own, she ran out after him, fingers raised, what had once been nails turned to claws.
A dozen other Twisted ran out with her. With their numbers three to one over the elves, they would be victorious.
The hunters swore and raised their bows, firing at the approaching horde. Two arrows slammed into the Twisted leader, but he kept going, sprinting into melee range.
Before she reached them, an arrow pierced Hysithea’s shoulder. Sharp pain registered, and for a fleeting second, the urge to flee came over her, an ancient instinct to save herself. But the magic overrode it, and she kept running. Once they tore the elves to pieces, they wouldn’t be a threat to the horde.
As the Twisted surrounded the hunters, the elves dropped their bows and drew swords, shifting to stand back-to-back. Hysithea lunged, slashing one of the females with her claws, even as the hunter’s sword cut toward her head.
As fast as the blade was, Hysithea was faster. She ducked as it whistled over her head, slicing through a few of her shaggy white locks, then she lunged. Slashing with her claws, Hysithea knocked the female back. She slammed into the male behind her, distracting him and allowing the other Twisted to take advantage.
Another Twisted joined Hysithea, and they overpowered the female hunter, tearing into her, her screams hammering against their eardrums. Horror rose up in Hysithea as the blood flowed, and some vestige of what she’d been arose, demanding that she stop, that she not kill. But again, the magic overpowered her. Along with the others, she attacked, relentless until the hunting party had fallen and the four elves were dead, blood splashed everywhere on the ancient stone road.
Hysithea woke with a jolt, her heart slamming against her ribs, as if she were still back in that battle. Sweat drenched her hair and dress, the blanket tangled around her, its closeness suffocating. A headache pounded at the back of her skull, and nausea threatened to make her vomit. Taking deep breaths to try to calm her belly, she crawled away from the blanket, the trickle of the nearby stream calling her.
Water. She was parched and needed water.
The campfires burned low, and the Taldarians were sleeping, but there would be guards. Though still disoriented from the nightmare—no, the horrific memory of the past—Hysithea had the wherewithal to lift her hands and try to make it clear she wasn’t fleeing. She just needed that cool water, to splash it on her face and the back of her neck, and to drink it.
Ferns, roots, and undergrowth clutched at her feet as she stumbled down the path to the stream. Another wave of nausea made her pause, gripping her knees and bending over a bush. With a few more deep breaths, she managed to keep the illness down.
Gentle moonlight filtered through the trees, and a breeze swept through, caressing her cheeks. An owl hooted softly from a branch, and her erratic heartbeats slowed.
When she could walk without nausea, she continued to the stream and sank down at the edge. She dipped her hands in, cupping the icy water and splashing it over her face. Finally, she drank, trying to quench her thirst and moisten her dry mouth.
If not for the memory of the nightmare that still clutched her, she might have laughed at her earlier plan to drink a lot before sleep and wake up because of the need to urinate. Had she actually believed she could make it through the night without her nightmares waking her?
Gradually, her body cooled, and she noticed the chill of the air, the breeze licking at her sweat-dampened dress and making her wish she had a change of clothes. She should have tried harder to slip out of the outpost with more gear for the trip. Or… maybe she shouldn’t have gone at all. If she’d known how badly the Taldarians wanted her and what they planned to do to her…
As she pressed the heel of her hand to her skull and willed the headache to subside, Hysithea grew aware of someone standing behind her. One of the guards? It had to be. They wouldn’t have failed to notice her staggering out of the camp.
“Can I get you anything from the first-aid kit?” It wasn’t a guard but Mrothgar. “A painkiller?”
Hysithea closed her eyes and tilted her face toward the sky, not sure if she wished it had been a guard or not. He was more sympathetic, but if he was awake, any notion she’d had of escaping that night would be dashed. Best she return to her blanket and hope he went back to sleep.
“No. Thank you. It’ll pass.” Hysithea tried to smile as she stood and turned to face him, though she feared it was a bleary and lopsided gesture and that her eyes were bloodshot and wild. She caught herself glancing at the back of her hand to make sure the skin was elven pale and not Twisted blue. “Just a headache. A little nausea. That’s mostly gone now though.”
She was glad she hadn’t vomited in the bushes while he’d been watching. In his eyes, she would prefer to be a regal elf maiden, drawing upon her magic as she sang to settle the horses, not a broken mess of a person crumpled on the forest floor and forever haunted by her memories.
Mrothgar took a few steps toward her and lifted a hand, as if to offer a hug, but she flinched back.
It wasn’t that she would have minded a hug, even from an enemy, but she worried some of the crazy of the Twisted lingered about her—it was in her mind even if it wasn’t evident in her looks—and that he would realize what she’d been. The closer he got, the more likely he would be to recognize it. Even if he’d given his word to protect her, he might be less willing if he found out what she’d been. What she’d done.
Mrothgar lowered his hand. “Waking with headaches and nausea can be a sign of nerve impairment caused by damage to the cervical spine.”
Hysithea stared at him, not sure what to make of the matter-of-fact statement, though she had no doubt that he and his big spiked mace had plenty of experience delivering blows to people’s spines—and other body parts. It occurred to her that he was trying to be helpful but, not knowing exactly how, had fallen back on his military experience.
“So you’re saying I should accept something from your first-aid kit?” she asked.
He smiled gently. “Likely.”
The urge to stumble toward him and accept the hug he’d offered came over her, but that fear arose again, the fear of him learning what she’d been. Back home, everyone knew. Her family and many old friends treated her like a victim, not a monster, but now and then, she caught people eyeing her warily, doubtless wondering if she’d helped kill their kin. The horrible thing was that she had. And she remembered that she had.
Drawing a deep and shuddering breath, Hysithea turned and found a stout cedar tree to lean against, the rough bark at her back grounding. “Give me a moment, and I can return to camp.”
“Do you have nightmares often?”
“Every night since… I returned.”
“Returned from where?” Mrothgar came closer, but he stopped a couple of feet away and didn’t try to touch her. His hand lifted though, as if to offer support. Or catch her if she fell? “You’ve mentioned being gone a couple of times, but you also said you hadn’t left your kingdom.”
He opened his mouth to say more, but some thought must have come to him, for he didn’t voice any words. He merely gazed at her. Contemplating her?
“No, I never left our kingdom. How could your spy dig up everything about my childhood studies, and my struggles with regaining my magic, but leave out that?”
He didn’t ask what, and she had a feeling he’d figured it out. The Twisted weren’t anything he’d had to deal with, but Aldari had mentioned that humans in other kingdoms had heard about them, even if the details of who they’d been and how they’d been created hadn’t been known. Maybe that was what had kept Mrothgar from figuring it out earlier. He was a smart man, after all.
“I told you my life hadn’t been comfortable,” Hysithea said. “At least of late.”
“How long were you one of the Twisted? The same curse that afflicted your river was responsible for that, is that correct?”
“A year, and the curse afflicted our entire land. It was the legacy of a very bitter old wizard who didn’t get the love of his life handed to him, and he took it out on the kingdom and its citizens and all those who came after. For centuries. Until my brother and Aldari and a team of scientists finally found a way to end it. That was a little over a month ago.” Numbly, she realized she was giving him free intelligence again. He hadn’t even had to rub her neck for it this time.
“That is the debt your people owe to Delantria.”
“Yes. And it’s a big one. The Twisted have been killing our people for eight centuries—and they also took many of them.” Hysithea closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the tree. “To turn into monsters who preyed on their own people, who were compelled by the curse, by magic too strong to resist, to cut them with their claws and fangs, to kill them, leaving the roads awash with their blood.” Her words grew choked, her throat tight, and she made herself stop, wanting to think about something else. Anything else.
“I cannot imagine what it would be like to have my humanity stolen from me, but I have been haunted by nightmares. Few who fall in battle deserve death, but for twenty years, it’s been my duty to deliver it.”
Hysithea opened her eyes, surprised to hear him admit that the people he’d killed didn’t deserve it. And that it bothered him.
Once more, Mrothgar held his hand out in an offering to her as he looked at her with sympathetic eyes. With eyes full of understanding.
“Why did you become a soldier?” Hysithea reached out and touched his hand, drawn to him. “I know that in some periods of imperial history, it was a requirement for the eldest son in every family, but it’s been voluntary for the last few generations, hasn’t it?”
Mrothgar nodded as he wrapped his fingers around hers, his palm warm against her chilled skin. “When I was a boy, my father died in a mining accident—he was an engineer designing a sluice system to move underground water. One day, the whole area flooded with him in it. My mother was left with four boys to take care of, and even with the imperial stipend, she struggled to keep us all clothed and fed. Her sister also went blind and wasn’t able to contribute to the family.
“My older brother took to stealing. At first, he did it for food for the family, but then he grew to like it, I guess, and joined a gang and stole more expensive things, things that came with greater penalties if one was caught. And he was. He ran from the guards and was shot and died. My mother was so distraught that she almost took her own life, but she didn’t want to leave the rest of us to fend for ourselves. As soon as I was old enough, I joined the military and signed up for all of the dangerous assignments so that I would receive bonuses and make enough to send back to her. I didn’t want my younger brothers to be tempted to steal.”
“Are they still alive?”
“Yes.” As he spoke, his thumb stroked the back of her hand, and she caught herself stepping closer to him. “They live in a mountain village overlooking the steppes near the regional capital,” he continued. “Mother started a little pottery business and trades and sells bowls and such, but the money I’m able to send her helps. My brothers have grown up and started their own families, but my aunt still lives with her and needs assistance. At this point, I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I left the military. This is the only thing I’m good at.”
“You’re not bad at seducing women.”
“Oh? Should I look for work as an escort for wealthy ladies?”
“It could be lucrative. But keep your fitness training up. The muscles are a large part of the appeal.”
“Interesting,” Mrothgar said. “I would have assumed it was my handsome face and natural charisma.”
“No, your horse is more charismatic than you. It’s definitely the muscles.”
“Trezaki bites most people who get too close to him.”
“I know. He’s still more charismatic.”
“Really.”
Hysithea smiled and hugged him, deciding she was glad he’d been the one to check on her. One of his guards probably would have manhandled her back to the camp and chained her to a log as a punishment for wandering off.
“Does it bother you that I… wasn’t always an elf?” she asked, her cheek against his shoulder.
“No.” Mrothgar paused. “Does it bother your people? You didn’t seem like an outcast when I first rode past you.”
“They’re very vocal about how it doesn’t bother them, that they want to assist us with reintegrating into society and getting over our traumatic pasts, but they can’t help but treat us differently. It probably doesn’t help that we’re all a little messed up now.” A lot messed up. Hysithea was doing better than many. Some elves had been Twisted for a decade or more, and, from what they’d said, their pasts as elves were blurrier, less memorable than the years they’d been cursed. “I don’t remember everything, but I remember enough. Too much.”
“I’m sure it was a horrible experience.” Mrothgar stroked the back of her head.
She closed her eyes, letting his touch soothe her and appreciating the warmth of his body. Of him.
“I wish I could take you home to meet my mother,” he said.
“So she could make me a pot?”
“And krauknoreth. It’s a traditional Taldarian dessert that dates back to our origins, when our homeland was small and based around the Southern Gulf. It’s a cake with rum and raisins in it.”
“I’ve never had alcoholic baked goods,” Hysithea said, glad he’d changed the subject to something innocuous.
“You can’t get drunk off the rum, but it improves the taste. Perhaps your people should put alcohol in your moss bars.”
“Horses might not like them as much then.”
“Not true. There have been numerous times when I’ve been in the ale tent in the town near my garrison, and Trezaki has shown up to stick his snout in my mug.”
“Are horses typically allowed in the ale tent? That sounds unsanitary.” She imagined droppings on the ground between tables.
“They’re not, but, as you’ve seen, Trezaki is a rule breaker.”
Hysithea looked sadly up at Mrothgar, wishing he were. Then he could turn his back on his duty and let her and Aldari escape. Maybe he could even leave with them.
But to go where?
After everything that had happened, Father wouldn’t let him in the outpost or even in Serth again. Even if Mrothgar defected, which she highly doubted he would ever do, she wouldn’t be able to take him home. She couldn’t show up in her parents’ court while holding his hand and saying she wanted to keep him.
And even if his emperor didn’t want his science advisor to experiment on her, Hysithea couldn’t imagine staying in the empire with him. As her parents’ daughter, it was her duty to help lead her people, to add value to their lives. Especially given what she’d done in the past. She needed to dedicate her life to helping them.
Knowing all that didn’t keep her eyes from moistening at the awareness that she could have no future with Mrothgar. She told herself that it didn’t matter—she’d only known him a few days—but the fact that he was standing there, stroking her hair, and wishing he could take her to meet his family, even when she was broken and had been a monster, touched her.
A tear trickled from her eye, and Mrothgar lifted a thumb to her cheek to brush it away. “A woman looking at me and crying. This doesn’t bode well for my future career as an escort.”
Hysithea tried to smile, but her throat was tight with emotion again. Instead, she kissed him.
Mrothgar didn’t hesitate to return it, wrapping his arms around her and greeting her lips with such ardor that she suspected he’d been thinking about the same thing.
Heat spread through her body, her nerves coming alive under his touch. And when his hands moved along her back and pushed through her hair to knead her scalp, she pressed herself closer to him, craving something she’d never had before but knew she wanted. Even if it would be a mistake. Even if they could never be… anything.
Her ears caught someone approaching, soft footfalls in the undergrowth, but she didn’t want to be interrupted. She gripped Mrothgar’s shoulders, hoping he would merely growl and send the guard away.
“You have a unique method of extracting information, Colonel,” Vorkroft said from the trail leading back to camp.
Mrothgar must have also heard his approach, for he didn’t jerk away startled. A long moment passed before he even withdrew his lips from Hysithea’s. When he turned his head to look at Vorkroft, he didn’t release her, his hands instead continuing to stroke her through her dress. She closed her eyes and buried her face in his neck, hoping he had the power to send the man away. She wanted to stay with Mrothgar and find out what else his hands and lips could do.
“It’s as effective as yours,” Mrothgar said.
“I haven’t tried mine yet. You interrupted me when I was contemplating it.”
Yes, and Hysithea had been grateful for that intervention. The tree bursting through the window would have eventually stopped Vorkroft from inflicting pain on her, but having the powerful Mrothgar stride in had stopped it sooner. Though having Vorkroft looking on made her uncomfortable, she kissed Mrothgar on the neck, wanting him to know that his protection meant something to her.
“If you torture someone with magical power,” Mrothgar said, “you might find that doesn’t go well for you.”
“We’ll see. I will be certain to report to the emperor how easily she’s ensorcelled you.”
“She ensorcelled my horse, not me.”
Vorkroft snorted. “I would think a veteran soldier would be smart enough to see himself being swayed by a pretty female. Just don’t forget where she’s going and what her fate is. If you do something stupid, and we don’t successfully drop her at the emperor’s feet, he and his legions of men will hunt you down.”
“I’m not doing anything stupid.”
“Your penis is.”
“Go away, Vorkroft,” Mrothgar growled.
“Just make sure she knows we control her destiny. No amount of magic will change that. And if she thinks otherwise… we have the other princess—her friend—to ensure compliance. I know she doesn’t have magic.”
Mrothgar glared at Vorkroft, and the man finally walked back to the camp.
Chilled by the threat to Aldari, Hysithea drew back. Though she sensed his reluctance to let her go, Mrothgar loosened his arms and did so.
“I detest that man,” he grumbled.
“Yes.” Hysithea patted him on the chest, then took another step back. Kissing him had been wonderful, but it had been a mistake. She should have gone back to camp right away, feigned sleep, and waited for her opportunity to wake Aldari so they could slip out. Now, it might be too late. There might not be enough time left before dawn. “Goodnight, Colonel.”
Mrothgar lifted a hand, as if to say more, but he merely dropped it and watched her glumly as she walked back to the camp.
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HYSITHEA LAY AWAKE, listening to the sounds of men breathing, punctuated with the occasional howl of a wolf or hoot of an owl. It was still dark, but she didn’t think there was much time until daylight. When she’d returned to camp earlier, Aldari had propped herself on an elbow and looked over at her. But with Vorkroft still up and the guards murmuring to each other in the woods—probably talking about the kiss they’d been spying on—it hadn’t been a plausible time for an escape attempt. So, Hysithea had lain and waited, aware of Mrothgar watching her for a while before settling onto his own blanket.
Less, she suspected, because he worried she had escape plans—though he wouldn’t likely be caught off guard if she did try to escape—and more because he’d been contemplating what might have happened if Vorkroft hadn’t interrupted them. Hysithea had certainly been contemplating that. As she’d returned to camp, she’d been intensely aware of Mrothgar’s gaze tracking her, leaving her almost as heated as his touch.
She took a breath and pushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. As much as she hated Vorkroft, it was for the best that he’d shown up. If she’d spent the night with Mrothgar, with his arms wrapped around her, she wouldn’t have found a second chance to escape.
Now, some time had passed since anyone stirred, and Hysithea looked over at Aldari while lifting a hand to her amulet. It tingled slightly under her touch, as if eager to put its magic to use.
She hoped that was the case. And she hoped it would work to fool numerous people. To her mind, a collective illusion that had to trick a dozen sets of eyes, not only one, seemed complicated, but, as with all elven magical artifacts, the amulet had been made centuries earlier, in a time when her people had built entire cities with their power.
Besides, if Hysithea timed it correctly, the illusions only had to fool two people. With her fingers wrapped around the star-and-moon pendant, she envisioned her and Aldari lying on their blankets, just as they were, and willed the magic to craft a copy of that. Then she eased slowly out from under her blanket, careful not to make a sound.
With luck, the guards were focused on the highway and possible threats that might approach from outside the camp, with only occasional glances into it to make sure their prisoners weren’t up to anything. Even so, Hysithea worried about the moments when she and Aldari would be stirring and they would also appear to be in their blankets. She didn’t know if the amulet could make their actual bodies appear not to be there—it wasn’t as if it could turn them invisible—but she urged it to do so. And she willed her own magic to help, though she didn’t get that tingle from within that she’d felt when she’d been soothing the horses or aiding the injured soldier.
As she crept around the fire pit, nothing but a few orange embers remaining, she glanced back. To her eyes—and hopefully to everyone’s eyes—she appeared to be lying on the blanket. Seeing herself from the outside was disorienting, but she didn’t dwell on that and continued to Aldari’s blanket. Since Aldari still slept on it, the illusion of her overlaying the actual her, it was even more disorienting, and Hysithea touched the wrong shoulder before finding the right one.
Aldari’s eyes opened, and Hysithea lifted a finger to her lips.
Right away, Aldari nodded in understanding. But as she sat up, a boom rang out in the distance.
Several of the soldiers lurched out of their blankets, and one of the guards announced, “Gunshot a mile away. Maybe two.”
Shoulders slumping, Hysithea released the magic of the amulet and looked toward Mrothgar as the Taldarians grabbed their weapons and sprang to their feet. He’d also grabbed his mace and pistol, and he was frowning right at her. He glanced at her blanket—the illusion had disappeared—with his forehead creased, and she slumped further, suspecting he’d caught a glimpse of it. Or maybe he was frowning because he’d caught her kneeling beside Aldari and knew they’d been up to something.
Another distant boom sounded, and Hysithea stood up, not sure if she should return to her blanket or hunker down behind a log in case someone attacked the camp.
“It’s probably our scouts,” Mrothgar said. “They may have found those who set the mines.”
He pointed his pistol, ordered four of his men to run off and check, then stepped up beside Hysithea. To protect her? Or to keep her from going anywhere?
She looked at him, trying not to feel betrayed because that latter was highly likely. Just because they’d kissed and he liked her didn’t mean anything had changed for him. She was the prisoner he’d been ordered to take to his emperor.
Aldari eyed Mrothgar warily, then scooted toward a boulder and put her back to it as she peered off in the direction of the shots. Mrothgar loomed close to Hysithea, but he didn’t say anything about her magic.
“We don’t have time for these distractions,” Vorkroft said. “Have the rest of your men prepare the horses and get ready to break camp, Colonel. I want us back on the highway before dawn.”
“We should wait until my men return.”
“I’m sure they can handle whatever’s out there and catch up to us.”
Mrothgar hesitated, and Hysithea couldn’t help but hope the dissension between them would escalate. She wishfully envisioned Mrothgar springing on Vorkroft and pummeling him mercilessly while she and Aldari slipped away.
But he didn’t. He merely ordered a couple of the remaining men to water the horses and pack up.
The forest was lightening, and Hysithea sighed, realizing their opportunity had passed. If she hadn’t been plagued by nightmares—and tempted by kisses—maybe she and Aldari could have made it out earlier in the night. Disappointed with herself, she shook her head.
“I would have had to come after you if you’d succeeded in escaping the camp,” Mrothgar said softly.
For a human with no magic of his own, he had an unnaturally keen ability to discern exactly what she was thinking.
“I know, but we would have hoped you wouldn’t find us.” Hysithea wasn’t sure why she said us when his gaze was only for her.
Vorkroft might have been tickled to add the Delantrian princess to his prisoner collection, but Mrothgar didn’t seem as delighted. Aldari might have been a catalyst, the reason the elves now felt indebted to Delantria and had promised to protect them, but Hysithea didn’t think he blamed her for anything. He was only angry with those who’d killed his officers and tricked his people. She hoped he never came face to face with Hawk again. As talented a fighter as her brother was, Hysithea wasn’t positive he could best Mrothgar.
“I’m a good tracker.” He sounded chagrined admitting it instead of proud.
“Magic can make signs elusive,” Hysithea said, though she had never tried to use magic to hide her tracks and wasn’t sure how effective it would be, especially if it wouldn’t come to her call. An illusion might hide something for a time but not indefinitely.
“I guess we’ll find out if you manage to escape.”
“If I do, I’d be obliged if you didn’t try your hardest to find those tracks.”
Mrothgar gazed at her, and she again had the sense that he lamented that he would be duty-bound to retrieve her, that he was almost tempted to do as she wished.
“With my family to think about, I would be obligated to try my best,” he finally said, though that sadness lingered in his eyes.
“Would they be threatened if you failed?” A new thought crossed her mind. “Were they threatened because you survived Delantria when others didn’t?”
“They weren’t for that, no, but I’ve seen the families of men who deliberately crossed the emperor or the warlords punished. And I suspect…” Mrothgar looked to Vorkroft, who was packing his saddlebags and chewing on jerky. “He will be quick to point out failures on my part. Even if I tried my hardest and it was magic that thwarted me, he would point it out.”
Hysithea leaned back, her shoulder brushing his arm. It hadn’t occurred to her that if she succeeded in escaping, he might be punished. Or worse?
Historically, the price for failure or dereliction of duty in the empire had been high, the latter being considered particularly offensive. Taldarian soldiers had been hanged for treason. Would the emperor, with Vorkroft whispering in his ear, consider Mrothgar’s failure to bring her to his court treason?
Voices came from the forest, drawing Mrothgar’s attention toward the trees, but for a long moment, she watched his face and couldn’t help but envision him kneeling before his emperor as someone flogged him. Vorkroft, maybe.
A few hoofbeats sounded in the dirt behind Hysithea, signaling Trezaki’s approach.
“The colonel’s horse bit me,” someone said from where the other horses were being readied. “I tried to give him oats.”
Trezaki stopped on the other side of Hysithea from Mrothgar and snorted, warm horse breath stirring her hair.
“I don’t have any more moss bars,” she whispered to him. “You should have eaten your oats.”
He thumped a hoof on the ground twice.
“What does that mean?” Hysithea asked, though Mrothgar was watching the trees, not his horse’s antics.
“It’s the start of a temper tantrum about his food,” Mrothgar said. “He wants something better, but he should know that when we’re on the road, there aren’t any sweets.”
Trezaki neighed with displeasure.
Hysithea reached up and stroked the top of his nose, hoping some attention would suffice. Unless he wanted her to peel moss off the local trees, she didn’t have anything to offer him. And she doubted he would find that appealing without the cranberries and syrup. Besides, her people grew special, highly cultivated and hybridized mosses that had far more nutritional value than what one randomly found in the forest.
Trezaki snorted again. She couldn’t tell if he was satisfied, but at least he stopped stomping his hooves.
As the scouts came out of the trees, Hysithea turned her attention toward them. And their prisoners.
The Taldarians marched a wounded man and woman between them, fit-looking humans in buckskins and moccasins, with green, white, and brown beadwork of bears and wolves decorating their garments. The man had brown hair, brown eyes, and bronze skin, but the woman’s skin was a lighter olive with her braided hair dark blonde and her eyes a forest-green that was common among elves.
Both captives were injured, the woman blatantly so with blood saturating the front left shoulder of her tunic. It looked like she’d been shot. The man was limping, his foot turned oddly out, but his jaw was clenched as he made himself keep pace regardless.
One Taldarian scout hefted bows, quivers, and axes they must have taken from their two prisoners.
“Razgizar rangers, Colonel,” another scout reported, waving a spyglass. “We caught them watching our camp from afar.”
“They admit to stealing our people’s explosives and making and planting those mines.”
“To keep your people from bringing the wrath of the elves down on humanity,” the man snarled, speaking in Hyric though he’d clearly understood their Taldarian tongue. “You dare kidnap Serth’s only princess. The beloved daughter of the king and queen, the rulers of a people and a family that has the power of the great wizards of eld flowing through their blood.”
Hysithea blinked as all eyes turned toward her.
Despite their injuries, the rangers bowed deeply toward her, the man almost enraptured as he gazed at her. The woman appeared more curious than enraptured. Even as she grimaced and flattened a hand to her bullet wound, blood trickling down her fingers, she looked Hysithea up and down.
Someone kicked the logs in a dwindling campfire together and rekindled flames, providing more light to the area. Hysithea inhaled a startled breath. The woman had pointed ears. They weren’t as long and prominently pointed as her own, or those of any of her people, and Hysithea realized she had to be a half-blood.
She’d never seen such a person and had believed there were very few in the world. These past centuries, her people had been intensely reclusive, sticking to their own kingdom in an attempt to solve the problem of the Twisted while ensuring the Twisted weren’t tempted to leave Serth to trouble others. But there had been mercenaries, warriors who couldn’t handle dealing with the Twisted any longer, who’d left home and fought and earned coin for other kingdoms. Even though Hysithea had heard little of offspring they might have had, it wasn’t that surprising that such pairings had occurred. After all, if her brother and Aldari ended up marrying and having children, they would be half-blood babies.
“You have attacked us,” Mrothgar said, stepping between Hysithea and the rangers, “and you are in our territory and armed. Both transgressions are considered crimes in the empire, and the punishment is death.”
Hysithea stared at his back in horror. If these people had attacked the Taldarian party because of her—or at least because they’d wanted to stop her people from having a reason to lash out at humans—she didn’t want to see them killed. She wouldn’t want to see anyone killed regardless of their transgressions.
“Your men already killed two of our people,” the male said, his head up.
“And we’ll kill the rest.” Vorkroft frowned at the scouts. “Why did you bring them back here? You should have shot them all and left their bodies for the wolves.”
“No,” Mrothgar said. “My men were right to capture some of the intruders to question. How many more of your people remain out there, rangers? There were a lot of mines for four people to have carried.”
The male Razgizarian closed his mouth firmly and glared at him.
“If we die,” the half-blood woman said, speaking for the first time, “so be it. We at least let you know the foolishness that you partake in. To make enemies of the elves is a great mistake. Those of us in the other kingdoms will pray they take their wrath out only on you.”
“Do you speak Elven?” Hysithea asked in her native tongue.
The woman looked at her but could only shrug helplessly. Hysithea wasn’t surprised she hadn’t learned the language—she might have been conceived without the father’s knowledge and never met him—but that didn’t keep her from wanting to find a way to help her—to help both of them—and save them from Taldarian torture implements.
“Don’t you speak with them,” Vorkroft told Hysithea before pointing at Mrothgar. “Kill them both. We don’t have time to delay further.”
“Did you have anything to do with the storm on the Forever Fog River?” Mrothgar gazed at the woman—he’d also noticed those pointed ears.
The woman looked mulishly back at him, defiant even though she swayed on her feet, blood seeping from her wound.
“History’s chronicles tell us that half-elves rarely have more than a smidgen of power,” Hysithea said, “and I don’t think she was raised with elves to learn our ways.”
“Kill them, so that we can continue on, Colonel,” Vorkroft said.
“Many of our people use this pass,” Mrothgar said. “It makes sense to question the rangers and eliminate others that may be out here.”
“We can send men back from the garrison to handle that. We have a mission.”
“Or,” Hysithea said, “you could let them go as a gesture of good faith, since they’re trying to stop a war, not start one.”
“They blew off my soldier’s leg and would have killed us all if they could,” Mrothgar said, his eyes icier than they’d ever been when he looked at her. “These are not the actions of people stopping a war. They’ve trespassed in our territory. Whether they wished it or not, they’ve ensured Taldar will invade them next.”
Hysithea swallowed, much preferring the gentle warrior who’d hugged and kissed her the night before. She couldn’t blame Mrothgar for being angry about the rangers’ sabotage of the canyon trail, but she still didn’t want to see them murdered in front of her eyes.
“Invading other kingdoms shouldn’t be your answer for everything,” Hysithea said. “Maybe if you approached people with peaceful intentions and reasonable actions, they wouldn’t want to blow you up.”
Mrothgar clenched his jaw, the tendons standing out in his neck. Though Hysithea didn’t think he would strike her, she had the urge to skitter behind his horse to put an obstacle between them.
“If you are weak,” he said, “you invite others to take what you have. Even your people understand that. The elves are ferocious warriors and spend much of their time training.”
“Because we had no choice when the Twisted were made, not because we felt the need to conquer everyone and show how strong we are.”
“Your land has no resources that people covet, so you never had to. If we were not the conquerors, we would be conquered ourselves.”
Vorkroft strode toward them, his hands raised. “Enough arguing with the elf. Get her on that horse and everyone on the trail. Bring those rangers along as prisoners if you insist they be interrogated—the garrison can handle that at their leisure. Though I doubt we’d miss out on any great intelligence if we simply shot them.”
Mrothgar had been glowering at Hysithea, but when Vorkroft reached for his shoulder to force him to pay attention, Mrothgar spun and caught his wrist, turning his glare on the advisor.
Vorkroft glared right back. “You and your troops are here to assist me on my mission, Colonel. With every recalcitrant or unprofessional action you take—” Vorkroft pointed at Hysithea, “—you ensure my report to the emperor on your behavior will be less and less flattering.” He attempted to twist and jerk his wrist free, but Mrothgar had a grip like the metal jaws of a bear trap.
Mrothgar didn’t respond to this threat, only continuing to glare. He looked like he was contemplating killing Vorkroft, and his men must have thought so too, for they exchanged uneasy glances as they touched their weapons.
The rangers glanced toward the forest, no doubt wondering if a fight might break out and they could slip away. But Mrothgar’s scouts weren’t that distracted and kept a firm grip on them.
“The emperor would have my death investigated,” Vorkroft whispered, “and there are a lot of witnesses here. Further, my brother is a warlord. My whole family is powerful and has resources. Yours, I understand, does not.”
Hysithea shifted, remembering Mrothgar’s talk of his mother and brothers and blind aunt.
“Tie up the rangers,” Mrothgar finally told his men. “We’ll drop them off at the garrison. If their allies have planned another ambush, maybe they’ll think twice about attacking when their own people are with us.”
“What happens if they try to rescue their people, sir?” a scout asked.
“Then shoot them. Shoot them all.” Mrothgar waved at the rangers, then stalked over to help his injured man onto the back of a horse.
Hysithea leaned against Trezaki and patted him, not sure whether to be glad for the rangers that they’d been spared—or not. Torture and interrogation didn’t sound like much better fates, especially if they would be killed afterward. Judging by the long grave looks the rangers shared with each other, they felt similarly.
Aldari came to stand beside Hysithea. “I didn’t follow all that since it was in their language—” she waved toward Vorkroft, “—but is there any chance the colonel is going to throttle the emperor’s advisor and let us all go?”
“No.” Hysithea snorted. “He might throttle the man, but he will continue to do his duty. I have no doubt.”
“It’s tedious when the enemy is steadfastly loyal to his superiors.”
“Yes,” Hysithea said, but she admitted she would have been less drawn to Mrothgar if he’d been the type to betray his people over a girl. Even if the girl was she. Though she admitted that being drawn to him was part of the problem.





19

AS THE TALDARIAN party continued through the mountains, cresting the pass and riding down the far side, glimpses of the great Steppes of Nohgorthal came into view, vast grasslands stretching to the horizon with the wide Tiger River meandering toward the core of the empire. On the northern side of the mountains, there had been few settlements, but timber mills and small villages had grown more frequent, and Hysithea spotted goatherds up on hillsides watching their party.
She hadn’t yet seen other soldiers on the highway, but she feared they would soon reach the garrison that Vorkroft had mentioned, the place where the Taldarians would drop off the rangers to be questioned. Forcefully.
From her position in front of Mrothgar in his saddle, Hysithea couldn’t help but peer back at them frequently, wishing she could help them. One of the scouts was walking so the injured rangers could share a horse and wouldn’t slow down the group’s progress, but the rangers had no chance to break away and escape. The scout held their mount’s reins in one hand and a sword in the other. Two more soldiers rode behind them with bows across their laps. She’d heard Vorkroft give orders that the rangers were to be shot if they attempted to pull away and race off into the wilderness.
Hysithea wished she could slip away from Mrothgar and go back to talk to them, in part to learn more about another culture she’d only read about in books and in part to find out more about them. Had they been telling the truth that they’d attacked because they feared the elves would harm their people? It was possible the rangers had lied to the Taldarians, but if they hadn’t, Hysithea wished she could assuage their concerns. Her people wouldn’t attack all humans as retaliation for the Taldarians trying to invade Serth. She wasn’t even positive they would do more than defend themselves against the imperial invasion force, not when Hawk and the mercenaries had thrown the first stone.
If only she could think of a way to bring peace to their two peoples, to keep things from escalating into a conflict from which it would not be easy to back down. Once more crimes—more atrocities—were committed, it would be difficult for the elves and Taldarians ever to go forward as anything but hostile neighbors.
For the first time in a while, she thought of the Taldarian conversation she’d spied on back in the outpost, Vorkroft’s suggestion that something important—something that might affect the invasion—might be buried in old books. Part of the reason she’d left was because she’d believed she was the perfect person to do research and find out what. But how could she do that when they hadn’t passed any libraries? And she doubted they would before she was dumped at the emperor’s feet.
“For a moment this morning,” Mrothgar said, gazing at the road ahead instead of down at her, “you appeared to be crouching by Princess Aldari and also lying under your blanket.”
He’d barely spoken since their argument, and this wasn’t the subject she would have wished him to bring up to broach the silence.
“I did? It was still dark. Maybe you saw a shadow.”
“I don’t think so. I don’t suppose you’d like to provide me with a list of things you can do with your magic?”
As if she even knew herself. The illusion had been due to the amulet, not her own power, but she wouldn’t draw his attention to it, lest he take it. It was the only magical tool she’d brought along, and she needed to keep it.
“I would not,” she said.
“Vorkroft thinks you’re much more dangerous than we were led to believe.”
“Vorkroft can run naked through molten lava for all I care about him.”
“You may be forced to care about him soon.”
“Why? Is he going to be the one experimenting on me?” Hysithea asked, though she’d already suspected that would be the case.
When Mrothgar didn’t answer, a chill went through her. His silence was as good as confirmation.
Hysithea looked back at Mrothgar.
“I don’t know the details,” he said, “but he is the emperor’s science advisor, and I believe he has other scientists waiting to meet us.”
“What are they going to do to me? Do you know?”
Mrothgar shook his head. “I only know that he promised answers to the emperor.”
“Answers to what questions?”
Another head shake was all he offered.
“How to deal with elven magic?” Hysithea guessed. “So your invasion is more likely to succeed?”
He looked at her but only briefly before returning his focus to the road. Once again, his silence seemed a confirmation. The Taldarians might not openly admit they feared elven magic the way the rangers had, but Vorkroft had been wary of her since he’d seen her cauterize the soldier’s leg.
Hysithea realized they must have picked her—manipulated her into coming—because, thanks to the elven spy, they’d believed her incapable of calling upon her magic. Thus making her a safe person to experiment on.
But if she couldn’t use her magic, what did they think they could discover about it from her?
She longed to ask Mrothgar more questions, but the mulish set to his jaw promised he wouldn’t answer them. Besides, as a military man, it was unlikely he knew the details of a scientist’s experiments.
A gasp of discomfort came from the rear of the group. The half-elf woman. The Taldarians hadn’t asked the rangers their names, and maybe they didn’t care. Her horse recovered from a stumble, and she, face pale, rested a hand on her wound inasmuch as she could. The wrists of both rangers were bound. Would the woman survive if that wound wasn’t treated? If the bullet hadn’t passed through to the other side, it would grow infected if left to fester in her shoulder.
“You are curious about them,” Mrothgar stated rather than asked.
“Her especially, I’ll admit,” Hysithea said, though she was more worried than curious, at least at the moment. “I’ve never seen a half-breed before. Have you?”
“No.”
“I wonder what it was like for her, growing up among humans.” Hysithea peered back again.
Mrothgar watched her but didn’t comment on her interest.
“And for her mother, having a child who was different. One she likely had to raise alone. I’ve never heard of elves settling among humans, so the father probably wasn’t around much, if at all.” Hysithea was curious about the half-breed, but she was mostly bringing up the topic in the hope of making Mrothgar think of his prisoners as people with pasts and feelings. Maybe if he did, he would be less likely to want them shot. Admittedly, Vorkroft was the one who kept angling for that.
“Are you contemplating one day having half-breed children?” was what Mrothgar asked.
“No,” Hysithea blurted, startled. “I mean, I guess if I married a human, it would naturally happen, but that’s… unlikely.”
“Hm.”
Mrothgar said nothing else but continued to gaze at her, and she wished she could read his mind. Surely, when he’d made it clear they couldn’t be anything but enemies, he wasn’t contemplating some future in which they were married. Though if his first wife had been a war prize—some maiden captured during a conflict in enemy territory?—maybe he didn’t have a hard time imagining being married to an enemy of his people.
“What will happen to the rangers after they’re interrogated?” Hysithea asked, not wanting to suggest she would be willing to be taken as a prize, even if she did care about Mrothgar.
“They’ll be shot,” he said, “for the crime of trespassing on imperial territory and spying on and attacking us.”
“Even if they were trying to stop Vorkroft's plans for the good of humanity?”
“What they said and what is the truth may not be the same. In fact, it’s likely they lied to us.”
Hysithea was less certain. Would the rangers truly have risked creeping through the imperial mountains and attacking this party if they hadn’t had a good reason? One they believed was worth dying for?
“Your people would do the same,” Mrothgar said, “if invaders had blown up some of your troops.”
She would like to think that wasn’t true, that invaders would be imprisoned or perhaps traded back to their people in exchange for elven prisoners that might have been taken, but she didn’t know that for certain. After all, they’d killed the Twisted when they’d been desperate. They’d never wanted to, because they’d known the Twisted had once been their kin, but it had happened. It was hard not to retaliate in kind when someone was trying to kill you.
“If you believe that,” she said, “it would be wise if the Taldarians didn’t attempt to invade Serth.”
“We invade only if my people believe they can win,” he agreed.
And did he think they could? Or would he simply do what his emperor ordered?
Another gasp came from the woman, and the man whispered soothing words, then apologized for letting them get caught.
Hysithea closed her eyes, wondering if she could use her amulet or coax her own power into surfacing to help them escape. Even though she understood why the Taldarians had captured them, she didn’t want them to be tortured and killed. And she remained afraid on Aldari’s behalf too. While she liked to hope that a royal prisoner would be considered too valuable to torture and kill, she didn’t know that for certain. The emperor might be dismissive of princesses from the neighboring kingdoms. He might prefer to take revenge or make an example of Aldari. Send her head back to her father in a box or something equally dreadful.
Hysithea longed to help them all escape, though as they traveled deeper into the empire and the number of people who needed to slip away increased, the likelihood of success grew less and less.
Between one hoofbeat and the next, a realization slammed into her. She was the only one the Taldarians had orders to bring to their emperor. It was just bad luck that the others had been taken prisoner.
No, not luck. It was because of her that they were here. All three of them had wanted to help her.
But if they could get away, somehow, the Taldarians might not chase after them. Vorkroft kept talking about how they were behind and he was pressed for time. If he’d promised to study her to figure out how her magic worked before the Taldarians launched their invasion, that was why.
Hysithea couldn’t envision all four of them escaping—she would have to remain to perpetuate the illusion for as long as she could—but maybe if she could call upon the amulet again, she could make the Taldarians believe their three prisoners were still with them, while the real prisoners slipped away.
It would have to be during a rest break, and she would have to figure out how to cut the rangers’ bonds. Her amulet would also need to have the power to create three separate illusions that could fool many men at the same time. Was it capable of that?
“If it’s at all reassuring,” Mrothgar said, “I don’t think Vorkroft wants to kill you.”
Hysithea had to wrench her mind back to what they’d been discussing. “Just study me and use me to figure out how to defeat my people? Honestly, I would rather die than bring about, however inadvertently, the downfall of others.” She looked toward the forest, memories creeping to mind. “I’ve already done enough of that.”
“I understand.” Mrothgar rested a hand on her shoulder.
He understood, but he wouldn’t—couldn’t—let her go.
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DURING A BREAK to water and feed the horses, Hysithea slipped off Trezaki and away from Mrothgar long enough to talk with Aldari and quietly share her plan. “If you can get back to Delantria and send word to my people of everything we’ve learned—you saw the maps, right?—or reunite with Hawk, who might be searching for us even now… it’ll be enough. As long as they’ve been warned.”
“If your idea works,” Aldari said, “that would leave you here with them. Wasn’t our plan to all escape together?”
“Yes, but I have to stay here to create and maintain the illusion for long enough for you three to get away.”
“We would be on foot and the Taldarians on horses. They would catch us.”
“Not if it’s hours before they figure out you’re gone. And I’m sure the rangers can help you disappear into the woods.” Hysithea hoped that was the case. The Taldarians had caught the rangers once, but perhaps only because they’d been continuing to spy on the party. If the Razgizarians ran straight for the border, they might have a chance. “Besides, Vorkroft is driven to get me to his emperor as quickly as possible. I think as long as they have me, they won’t waste their time going back to search for you.”
She prayed that was true.
“But aren’t they going to experiment on you?” Aldari asked. “Hysithea, that’s awful. You have to get away too.”
“As long as my people are warned about the invasion, it doesn’t matter what happens to me.” Hysithea smiled and tried to appear noble and brave as she said that, but fear roiled in her gut. Somehow, the thought of Vorkroft poking and prodding her was scarier than the threat of death. In death, she couldn’t be used against her people.
“So, you’re going to sacrifice yourself.” Aldari didn’t look happy about the plan.
“I won’t give up. I’ll keep looking for ways to avoid my fate, but you and those rangers are only stuck here, injured and in danger, because of me.”
“Because the Taldarians want you, not because of any failing of yours.”
Hysithea couldn’t agree with that—she’d joined the Taldarians of her own accord, after all—but all she said was, “It amounts to the same. Let me do this for you, so you can’t be used as a pawn—or a hostage—against your people or mine. The Delantrians need to be warned about the further threat from the empire as much as Serth does, and as soon as possible so they have time to prepare.”
“I know.” Aldari shook her head, but it was a gesture of reluctant acceptance rather than refusal. “I blame our parents for this.”
Hysithea raised her eyebrows.
“For instilling within us an imperative to help our people even at the expense of our own happiness and well-being.”
Hysithea nodded. “Yes. It doesn’t help having brothers who outshine you in everything and make you long to achieve more.”
“Well, my brother is only ten and not that shiny.”
“Hawk wasn’t that shiny at ten either. It comes later.”
“I’m sure my father will be relieved to hear that when Rothi is trying to sneak away to explore the world instead of listening to his tutors.”
Mrothgar headed in their direction, and Hysithea whispered, “Tell the rangers the plan. Instead of getting back on the horses, you’ll walk out of camp.”
Aldari’s eyes widened. “We’re enacting your plan now?”
“As soon as you’re out of sight, run.” Hysithea walked toward Mrothgar to intercept him and keep him from looking at or thinking about Aldari. “How much farther to the Shining City?” she asked him.
“Three days.”
“Three days until I get to enjoy even more of Vorkroft's company?”
Mrothgar inclined his head, that glumness back in his eyes.
Hysithea resisted the urge to grip her amulet while he was watching, but she attempted to call upon it without touching the pendant, willing it to create the illusion of Aldari and the rangers, all sitting together on a log, doing nothing of interest, not anything worth watching carefully. At the same time, she envisioned the air blurring to obscure the actual people. That morning, she hadn’t tried to do that, and Mrothgar had noticed that there’d been two Hysitheas. He noticed everything.
“Will you be there once we reach the city?” Hysithea gazed intently into his eyes, hoping to keep his attention on her. “Or will you return to some garrison and your life of soldiering?”
“My garrison isn’t in the Shining City, but I’ll accompany you that far. After that, if my actions on this mission don’t result in me being reprimanded or demoted—” Mrothgar eyed Vorkroft, as if he worried exactly that might happen, “—I’m certain I’ll be ordered back to my unit to start making preparations.”
“For the invasion.”
Mrothgar didn’t nod, but he didn’t deny it. There was little point now, when he knew how much she’d heard these past few days.
The star-and-moon pendant tingled against her chest, proof of its magic working. Hysithea deliberately didn’t look toward Aldari and the rangers, not wanting to draw attention to them. Two scouts stood near them, and she worried her plan would fail. Even if she formed perfect illusions, she couldn’t fully hide all signs of the prisoners leaving.
Trezaki ambled over, bumping his muscled shoulder against Mrothgar’s as he moved to stand in front of Hysithea and demand attention.
“That’s rude, Trezaki,” Mrothgar said.
The horse snapped his teeth at him. Mrothgar snapped his teeth back. As usual, neither of them was in danger of making contact. Unintimidated, Trezaki flicked his ears around and stuck his tongue out, licking the side of Mrothgar’s head.
“He doesn’t seem abashed by his rudeness.” Hysithea noticed the scouts watching the display and wondered if she could silently convince Trezaki to dart off into the trees or do something else that would distract everyone.
“He never is,” Mrothgar said. “He’s a disrespectful beast of a horse.”
Trezaki flapped his lips at him, spraying spittle and prompting Mrothgar to wipe his face. The fearsome army colonel might not take any lip from his soldiers, but his horse was another matter.
“I bet he’s just looking for attention.” Hysithea gazed into Trezaki’s eyes and willed him to run through the camp, distracting people with his antics.
Her amulet continued tingling, the illusion magic working, but her attempt to draw upon her own failed. Trezaki merely gazed back at her and stamped his feet twice.
“The demand for food again?” Hysithea touched her empty pockets and lifted her hands to show that she had nothing.
He pranced, tail swishing, and lifted his head, swinging it so that his mane flowed about, then whinnied with disapproval.
“Here.” Mrothgar dug into one of his own pockets and held something out to her.
She opened her palm, and he deposited squishy pale slices of dehydrated fruit on it. “What are they?”
Whatever they were, they were nothing like the berries her people could grow in their climate.
“Dried apples,” Mrothgar said.
Trezaki’s nostrils twitched as he caught the scent, and he nickered with interest. He stilled his antics and came forward, sniffing at her palm. She closed her hand so he couldn’t get them all at once and doled out one piece at a time.
“Incoming, Colonel,” one of the scouts said dryly.
Three more horses had smelled the apples and came over. Hysithea soon found herself surrounded by large furry snouts pushing at her shoulders and arm. One rested its head on hers.
It wasn’t the distraction she’d had in mind, but as long as the men were watching her…
She handed out apple pieces to the horses while managing to glance back to verify that her illusionary prisoners were still sitting quietly together on the log. Her magic might not have obeyed her and sent Trezaki running off, but her senses did tell her that those weren’t the real people. An illusion stretched across the road, showing it empty, and she hoped Aldari and the others were already running off down it.
“I’ve heard elves have a way with animals,” one of the soldiers said, snickering.
“They’re having their way with her.”
More nickers sounded as the horses surrounded Hysithea.
“I’m out of apple slices, Mrothgar,” she said. “I need more.”
“You need a rope. You’re drowning in horses.”
One left spittle in her hair and another, once it grew apparent that no more fruit was forthcoming, nibbled on the sleeve of her dress.
Mrothgar issued a few clucking noises and shooed her equine assailants to the side. All save Trezaki parted obediently for him. Trezaki remained in front of her, his head high as he chomped on the remains of his treat. He appeared quite proud of himself for having finagled the apples.
“I think he thinks you’re a softy, Colonel,” Hysithea said, rubbing slobber off her hand—and her hair.
“I think he’s going to be turned into horse kebabs on our next campaign if his manners don’t improve.”
Trezaki neighed and parted his lips in a horse version of a kiss.
“He’s terrified by your threats.”
“Yes, I’ve noticed.”
“That’s enough rest,” Vorkroft said, having snagged his own horse and mounted. “Get those prisoners back on their mounts, and let’s go.”
As Mrothgar boosted Hysithea onto Trezaki, she risked gripping the amulet and concentrating on making the illusionary people move. If someone went to help them mount and swept a hand through empty air, the ruse would be over far too soon. She needed a couple of hours to pass before the Taldarians realized they’d been duped.
Realistically moving them was tough, requiring as much artistry as magic, and sweat broke out as she struggled to do it, swinging the male ranger up onto the horse he’d shared with the woman. She was about to have the woman swing up as well but remembered her injury, something that would have precluded anything so athletic. The illusionary male lowered a hand, helping up the illusionary female.
“Aren’t their hands supposed to be tied?” someone asked.
Panic raced through Hysithea. She’d forgotten about that. She willed the amulet’s magic to create bindings around the rangers’ wrists, hoping the Taldarians hadn’t been looking that closely and didn’t realize they couldn’t have mounted with their wrists bound. The illusionary male ranger lifted his hands to show off his bindings.
The man who’d been guiding their horse earlier strode toward it, frowning as he approached. Because he’d detected something off?
“Get the princess on a horse too,” someone barked.
The illusionary Aldari, too much for Hysithea to focus on as she’d manipulated the others, remained seated on the log and was so still that she didn’t appear real. Cursing to herself, Hysithea willed the illusion to stand and walk toward one of the horses. But Aldari hadn’t had her own mount. She’d been riding with someone else, someone who would know if nothing but empty air hopped up behind him.
Hysithea’s panic grew more intense, swelling in her chest as she realized she might have given the others all the time she could.
As the man Aldari had been riding with lowered a hand for her, Hysithea had the illusionary Aldari walk past him and toward the road, her chin up. Maybe if she strode in the right direction, the Taldarians wouldn’t care if she didn’t ride.
Mrothgar swung up behind Hysithea, and she forced herself to lower her hand from the amulet, though she concentrated on keeping the link with it, the warm silver tingling against her chest. Mrothgar squinted toward the Aldari illusion and also those of the rangers. Some of his men nudged their horses toward the road, indifferent to Aldari’s choice to walk. But Mrothgar kept squinting at them, and Hysithea worried he would figure it out, that their movements were too wooden, that it was odd that they weren’t speaking.
“Thank you for the apples,” Hysithea said to distract him, though talking distracted her. Maintaining the illusions while the party continued up the road was difficult but doable, as long as someone didn’t look too closely. But she had to concentrate to do it. “I hate to disappoint animals that walk up to me for treats.”
“Does that happen a lot in your elven forests?” Mrothgar asked, though he continued to watch Aldari. He nudged Trezaki to walk more quickly—trying to catch up to her?
“The squirrels get uppity if you don’t put out nuts for them.” Hysithea leaned back into his arms, resting her head against his shoulder, hoping he might be distracted by having a woman pressed up against him.
He did turn his face to regard her. Since she hadn’t leaned back the entire time she’d ridden with him, perhaps it was suspicious that she was doing so now.
The rest of the soldiers didn’t seem to think anything of it, for they led their horses back out onto the road and continued to the south. But Mrothgar was hard to read.
“I’m tired,” Hysithea murmured, drooping her eyelids to look at him through her lashes. “Do you mind being a pillow this afternoon?” She rested her hand on his thigh, though she couldn’t muster the brazenness to stroke it.
“I let you use me as a towel.” Mrothgar eyed her hand.
“But you didn’t mention if you minded it.” Hysithea almost drew her hand back, certain he found her actions suspicious. Her mother had been right; she didn’t have the knack to seduce anyone.
But this was important, and she had to try. She licked her lips and smiled up at Mrothgar, as if she were sleepy and half-dozing off in his arms.
Not likely with her heart beating so rapidly. Any second now, he would realize she was trying to distract him. He was too smart not to.
“I didn’t mind. Like most men, I enjoy having beautiful women touching parts of my body.”
“Even if they’re just wiping off horse slobber?” As soon as the words came out, Hysithea decided horse slobber wasn’t what one should discuss when seducing a man.
Surely, she was supposed to compliment his musculature, his strong jaw, and how much she enjoyed having his powerful arms around her. And not look at the quirky little tuft of hair that stuck out above his temple in the aftermath of Trezaki’s tongue treatment.
“We’re just happy to be touched. We’re not particular about the meaning behind it.” Mrothgar’s gaze strayed to her hand again.
To move it? No, he seemed content to have it there; maybe he wondered where it would go next.
“I wish we hadn’t been interrupted last night.” Hysithea rubbed his thigh, letting her hand drift higher. Why did this seem more dangerous than challenging one of the soldiers in battle?
Mrothgar would be irked—maybe more than irked—when he realized what she was doing. But he’d done the same thing to her to get what he wanted. Wasn’t this simply fair play in the game they’d engaged in?
Except that she didn’t want to play games with him. She liked him, and she empathized with him. He was just trying to do his duty, to help his people, the same as she.
“I’ve had that same thought,” Mrothgar rumbled, his voice low, and he nuzzled the side of her head.
More than her duplicity had her heart thundering now.
“I almost swept you into my arms, turned my back on Vorkroft, and pulled you deeper into the woods.” Now, his eyelids drooped halfway, and he eyed her neck—or maybe her chest.
It hadn’t been her intent to thrust it upward and draw his attention to it, but if he was looking at her breasts, he wasn’t squinting suspiciously at her illusions. Though she was so nervous that her hands were damp with sweat, she kept rubbing his thigh, feeling the powerful muscles of his leg through his trousers, the heat coming off his skin, the way he shifted to make it easier for her to touch him…
“Would you have protested?” he murmured, running his hand up her arm.
“No. I was enjoying myself. And I appreciated that you… didn’t seem to be bothered about my past.” Hysithea lowered her voice to a whisper. “You didn’t seem to think I was a monster to be alarmed by. Or a victim to be pitied.”
“Is that what your people do to you?” He brushed his thumb along her jaw, sending a tingle through her that had nothing to do with the amulet or magic.
“Most of them want to help us assimilate back into elf culture, and they say a lot of things and smile supportively, but there was a mother who ushered her children away from me at the river, as if I might revert into one of the Twisted and maul them.” Hysithea swallowed, realizing she’d let herself become distracted, and she focused on the illusions again. If nobody was looking directly at them, they didn’t have to be that good, but all it would take was one person trying to touch one of the prisoners or even squinting closely at them, and the ruse would be over.
“It will take some time for the wounds to heal,” he murmured, letting his fingers stray from her jaw to her neck.
“For them or for me?” Hysithea tilted her head so he could touch more of her neck if he wished. As she wished.
“Both. Scars never go away, but the memories and the pain fade with time.”
He brushed his knuckles along her neck to her collarbone, and a shiver of anticipation went through her as she wondered if he might go farther. She’d forgotten her own ministrations, though her hand still rested on his thigh, and she realized she might have turned from the seductress to the seductee, once again answering questions about herself and her people.
Instead of letting his hand roam farther down, he slipped a finger under the silver chain and drew her amulet out from under her dress. She started to jerk up and reach for it but caught herself. If it were some simple trinket, she wouldn’t mind him looking at it or think anything of his interest, would she? The amulet didn’t glow or do anything blatantly magical to someone who couldn’t sense its power, so he shouldn’t think it anything odd. She hoped.
“I’ve seen you grip this a number of times,” Mrothgar remarked, only looking at it for a moment before turning his gaze to her face—her eyes. Watching her for a reaction.
“It was a gift from my mother. It’s precious to me.”
“It’s more than simple jewelry.” Mrothgar brushed his fingers along her neck and collarbone, continuing the gentle touches that made her long for more from him, but he didn’t release the amulet or stop watching her.
“It’s sentimental to me.”
“You grip it more as if it were a tool than a keepsake.”
“Do I? I hadn’t noticed.” Hysithea smiled.
Could he see the panic in her eyes?
He opened his mouth to speak again, but one of his men cursed. The scout leading the rangers’ horse.
“They’re not real,” the man blurted, swiping his hand through the air where the woman’s leg appeared to be.
Mrothgar squinted at Hysithea, then sprang off his horse.
“Neither of them is real,” the scout said. “It’s all an illusion.”
Vorkroft drew a sword and rode over to swipe at the Aldari illusion. Had she truly been there, he would have cut off her head. But his sword passed through empty air.
Hysithea released her concentration and the amulet’s magic, and the illusions disappeared. Since Mrothgar had run over to what had been the rangers’ horse, she was alone on Trezaki. She was tempted to try to take control of him and wheel him off to sprint away. The stallion was among the largest and most powerful of horses in the party, and she was light. Maybe she could escape from the heavier riders.
But when she grabbed his reins, Trezaki trotted over to investigate things right beside Mrothgar, nosing at the pocket from which the apple slices had come. Earlier, those apples had helped her, but not now.
Mrothgar, his face flinty, reached up and took the reins from her. “Droth, grab three men, and go find our prisoners and bring them back before dark.”
“Yes, sir.”
The soldiers charged off down the highway on their horses. Hysithea closed her eyes, praying to the Hunter that she’d bought Aldari and the rangers enough time, but she feared it wouldn’t be nearly enough. They were on foot, and the Razgizarians were injured. How fast could they travel through the forest?
“How’d she do it?” Vorkroft demanded, looking at Hysithea.
There was no doubt in his mind—in his eyes—that she’d been responsible.
Mrothgar looked coolly up at her. She made herself meet his gaze. What had he expected? They’d been prisoners. Wasn’t it her duty to do everything she could to escape? And to help those with her to escape?
Hysithea hoped that Aldari and the rangers could somehow elude his soldiers and get away. And that Aldari would find the search party that the elves must have sent by now and tell them everything. Everything they needed to defend Serth and their people from the Taldarian invasion.
Mrothgar held out his hand. “The amulet.”
Hysithea pretended not to understand, though she grasped his meaning without trouble. It was the only reliable access to magic that she had, and to give it up was to give up on the notion of ever escaping herself.
“What amulet?” Vorkroft asked.
Mrothgar didn’t look at him, merely gazing up at Hysithea with his hand held out. She could make him vault onto the horse and take it, but if she did, she doubted his touch would be gentle this time. And she preferred to remember him as gentle.
Reluctantly, she unfastened the amulet from behind her neck and dropped it into his hand.
By now, Vorkroft had walked up, and he peered at it as if it were some specimen he’d gathered alongside the road for a science experiment. “Is it magical? It looks like a necklace, but I’ve heard of ancient artifacts that the elves made when they were at the peak of their power.”
“I believe it is.” Still looking at Hysithea, Mrothgar raised his eyebrows, as if he expected her to answer.
She closed her mouth. He’d gotten enough free intelligence from her.
“It’s possible that this rather than her innate magical power is what allowed her to create those illusions,” Vorkroft said.
“And cauterize my soldier’s wound?” Mrothgar asked, still watching Hysithea. “And energize my horse?”
“I’m not certain whether such artifacts are capable of one purpose or many, but I’ll study it on the river portion of our journey.” Vorkroft scooped it out of Mrothgar’s hand.
Hysithea leaned forward, wanting to snatch it back. Having Mrothgar take it hadn’t been that bad—she might have bartered with him to get it back one day—but Vorkroft… He might take it apart and destroy it as he studied it, a centuries-old family heirloom that had been passed down from generation to generation. After all that time, she would be the one to lose it.
Vorkroft stuck it in his pocket and walked away. Hysithea slumped, feeling like more of a failure than ever. All she could hope was that it had been worth it, that Aldari and the others had gotten away.
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WITH FOUR OF the Taldarians searching for Aldari and the rangers, the party was down to seven soldiers, including Mrothgar and the injured man, who had to ride with another and had been heavily drugged for most of the journey.
If Hysithea hadn’t lost her amulet, she might have tried again to escape. With fewer enemy eyes to worry about, it would have been easier, but Vorkroft had tucked it in a pocket, and she was back with Mrothgar, riding in front of him. He hadn’t spoken in the hours since she’d helped the others get away, and she didn’t know how irritated he was with her. She hadn’t glanced back, not wanting to know if a frosty gaze was boring into the back of her head.
Now and then, the party would encounter wagons or groups of riders heading into the mountains or taking one of the increasingly frequent side roads that joined the cobblestone highway. The buzz of timber mills along the waterways filled the air, drowning out the bird chatter. But it didn’t drown out the crack of firearms from somewhere behind them.
Hysithea closed her eyes, afraid that meant the soldiers had caught up with Aldari and the rangers… and shot them. What would she tell Hawk if Aldari were killed?
The screech of a falcon came from above the trees ahead. Hysithea thought little of it until the brown-and-tan feathered raptor flew into view, following the road toward their party.
As if he expected it, Vorkroft lifted an arm, elbow crooked to provide a perch. Squawking, the falcon alighted on him. He crooned to it and unfastened a small scroll tube tied to its leg.
The falcon sprang into the air, circled the party, then landed on a tree branch alongside the road. Vorkroft opened the message to read. Trezaki neighed at the falcon, but it ignored him in favor of preening under a wing.
“That one didn’t bring snacks, Trezaki,” Mrothgar said.
Hysithea glanced back at him.
“One summer, while I was a scout commander in the mountains, a kind supply sergeant who’d befriended Trezaki back at our garrison would send a couple of sugar cubes in the scroll tubes that the falcons brought to me. It’s been almost ten years, and that sergeant has retired, but Trezaki hasn’t forgotten, and he gets grumpy when falcons come without sugar cubes.”
“It does seem rude of people to send messages without including treats for the receiver’s horse,” Hysithea said, glad Mrothgar was talking to her, though she was worried about Aldari and also about what that note said. Something about her? Such as that the laboratory for the elf experimentation project had been fully prepared?
Trezaki neighed again.
“He agrees,” Mrothgar said.
Vorkroft dug into his pack, finding a pen and paper, and wrote a reply. Hysithea tried to summon her magic to make his paper burst into flames, but not the faintest tingle of power flowed through her body. Even though she knew Vorkroft's hypothesis about the amulet had been wrong, that it hadn’t
been responsible for all of the magic she’d called upon, her ongoing failures couldn’t help but disappoint her.
A few clucks from Vorkroft's tongue brought the falcon back, landing on his shoulder this time. Trezaki issued another disappointed neigh as it ignored him. Mrothgar slipped a hand into his pocket and withdrew one of the dried-apple slices.
“Here, boy.” He swung down so he could reach Trezaki’s mouth.
The horse bent his neck and slurped up the dried apple, then nosed Mrothgar’s pocket expectantly.
“We have to save some for later.” Mrothgar patted him on the shoulder.
Trezaki kept trying to shove his large snout into the pocket.
“Don’t be greedy.”
Trezaki whuffed and showed his teeth.
“Don’t bite me either, you bastard.” Mrothgar ignored the teeth and patted him on the nose.
“Perhaps if you spoke more affectionately to him, he would be less inclined to bite you,” Hysithea offered, though she was watching Vorkroft write. If she were a little closer, she might have been able to make out the words.
“Perhaps if he didn’t bite me, I’d be more inclined to be affectionate with him.” Mrothgar pulled himself back up into the saddle. “Though I think he’s simply fonder of women who sing to him than big heavy soldiers who insist on riding him into battle.”
“Does he dislike battle?”
“Not really. He actually seems to like it. It gives him a chance to bite people without being reprimanded, at least by me. The soldiers he sinks his teeth into often curse. Are you trying to read Vorkroft's note?”
Hysithea leaned back. “No.”
Vorkroft, who’d heard the question, scowled back at them. He shifted on his horse to hide the paper as he finished.
“He’s already irked with you for looking at his maps,” Mrothgar said quietly, twisting in the saddle. To look for his scouts returning?
“He didn’t see me do that.”
“The navigator did and reported it to him as we rowed to shore.”
“I thought the navigator was too busy trying not to hit icebergs and distracted by the tree stuck in the middle of his wheelhouse.” Hysithea didn’t see the Taldarian soldiers riding toward them yet, but a bend in the road limited the view. “You were the one who walked in when I was admiring the maps. To observe how Taldarian cartography practices differ from elven ones, of course.”
“Of course. I did notice your map admiration—and you rooting in a drawer.” Mrothgar lowered his voice. “But I didn’t say anything to him.”
Hysithea looked at him. “No? Why not?”
“Vorkroft got what he deserved for inviting a guest he wanted to keep in the dark up there. A guest he was hurting. The navigator also mentioned that to me.”
“I doubt it’ll be the last time,” Hysithea said, though she was touched that he cared.
Mrothgar looked like he wanted to say something—that he would protect her from Vorkroft if he tried again?—but he didn’t. Maybe he knew that he couldn’t, not once they reached his capital.
Faint hoofbeats came from the highway behind them, and Hysithea leaned out to peer up the road, praying to the Hunter that Aldari and the rangers had evaded the scouts, that she hadn’t lost her amulet for no reason.
The four men that Mrothgar had sent after their escaped prisoners galloped into view, their horses sweaty as they hurried to catch up. A hint of elation came to Hysithea. They were alone.
Remembering the rifle shots, Hysithea stopped herself from feeling too triumphant. What if they’d caught up to and killed Aldari and the rangers?
She held her breath as the men galloped nearer, and she waited to hear the report. They came alongside Mrothgar instead of Vorkroft, though he looked back, his pen poised in the air.
“Sorry, sir.” One scout bowed his head, touching two knuckles to his forehead in a Taldarian gesture of disgrace. “We were following their tracks for a while, but they were smart enough to take to a creek and walk across open rock after that. They were probably in that boulder area somewhere, and we looked for as long as we had time to, but it would have taken hounds to find them at that point. And you said to be back before dark.”
“Yes. Fall in.” Mrothgar’s flat tone wasn’t pleased, but he didn’t sound that angry either.
Vorkroft was another matter. While cursing under his breath, he clenched a fist and thumped it on his thigh in frustration. He’d tucked his note into the scroll tube, but he slid it out again and made an amendment on the back before sending it off with the falcon.
“As soon as we get to the river and the garrison in Gungar,” Vorkroft said, “we’ll send more men—men with hounds—to find them. They won’t have time to escape the mountains, not with that woman so injured.” He sneered at Hysithea. “Don’t think you’ve won some great victory, Princess. Those three were ancillary catches. You are the prize that matters.”
Hysithea nodded, having suspected as much, but she was nonetheless happy to have relieved Vorkroft of his ancillary prizes.
Back rigid, he faced ahead, kicking his horse into the lead and picking up the pace. The scouts looked like they would have liked to stop to water their mounts, but they nudged them into line behind Trezaki and said nothing.
“He wanted to deliver the Delantrian princess to the emperor as much as he wanted to study you,” Mrothgar murmured. “You’ve irked him greatly, whether he’ll admit it or not.”
“Is that a warning?” she murmured back. “Or are you secretly delighted that I irked him because he’s an ass?”
Mrothgar snorted. “A warning.” Though he denied any secret delight, he did stroke a hand down the back of her head and rest it briefly on her shoulder. “If you have it within you, it might behoove you to treat him politely and with deference going forward. I don’t know what his experiments will involve, but I’d guess he’ll have the choice whether to be cruel or not.”
Hysithea wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think I have it in me to be deferential or polite to him.”
“Then it’s unlikely the experience will be pleasant for you.”
Hysithea had never expected it to be, but she appreciated that Mrothgar was trying to warn her, even letting her know who had told Vorkroft about the maps. Before, he hadn’t been willing to give her any information, but somewhere along the way, he’d started treating her more like an ally than an enemy.
She reminded herself it would be foolish to hope that he would turn on his people and help her escape, but when she leaned back against his chest, it wasn’t to distract him or because she had thoughts of seduction in mind. She simply felt comfortable in his arms and wished she could stay there and never arrive at the imperial capital for Vorkroft’s experiments.
Mrothgar kissed her on the neck, and she wondered if he wished the same thing.
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THE NEXT DAY, the Taldarian party rode out of the mountains, and as twilight approached, they turned off the imperial highway for the first time. Solo travelers, groups of riders, carriages, and wagons were frequent now, and everyone they passed looked curiously at pale-skinned Hysithea in her travel-stained dress, with her pointed ears thrusting up through her blonde hair.
Most of the looks were curious. Some were shocked and others angry, suggesting the entire empire had heard about the elven attack in Delantria. One group cheered for the “brave soldiers,” who’d “won a victory” against the dastardly northern freaks.
The reaction disappointed Hysithea, and she wondered if it was already too late for there to be peace, or at least non-hostile relations, between their two peoples.
“That’s one of our garrisons,” Mrothgar said, pointing to a walled compound perched on a hill above a town—no, a city—that sprawled along the banks of the wide Tiger River.
Dozens of lamps brightened the garrison’s exterior, revealing numerous soldiers patrolling the walls, but it was the equally well-lit city that drew Hysithea’s eye. With twilight’s approach, the streets weren’t that busy, but the sheer number of dwellings told her the population had to number in the tens of thousands.
Her history books had mentioned that, even long ago, the empire had claimed tens of millions of citizens within its expansive borders, and she’d known their Shining City had over a million people, with many smaller population centers numbering in the hundreds of thousands, but that hadn’t prepared her for seeing evidence of so many people in one place. Dozens of barges and paddleboats were lined up at the docks, longshoremen busy loading timber to carry into the heart of the empire while unloading cargo from the core cities. As large as this settlement was, it had to be considered remote to those near the capital.
After the centuries-long war with the Twisted, it was estimated that the elven kingdom of Serth held only a couple hundred thousand people—and those were almost all the elves in the entire world. Even during its heyday eight hundred years earlier, Serth had claimed only about a million.
Admittedly, the northern nation, with its wan sun and short growing season, couldn’t support that large of a population. There was a reason her people had cultivated moss and ate it as a staple. They couldn’t grow oats, wheat, rice, or other crops that were an integral part of the diet in the human kingdoms farther south.
“This is the city of Gungar, right?” Hysithea asked.
“Yes,” Mrothgar said. “You’ll be getting on a boat that will take you downriver to the Shining City.”
“Just me?” Alarm flashed through her, and she looked back. “You won’t be coming? I thought you said you’d protect me until we reach the capital.”
Mrothgar hesitated, dusk obscuring his features, but his arms tightened around her. “I’ll need to report in to the garrison commander here after I drop you off, and I might have an update to my orders. I’d originally believed I would accompany you the whole way, but Vorkroft said something this morning that makes me believe he’ll ask to have me replaced. I don’t know what he wrote in that message he sent, but he may have decided he doesn’t need soldiers to escort him the rest of the way. The cities along the Tiger River are well patrolled, and it’s settled and farmed almost all the way to its confluence with the Tigress and beyond. There aren’t many places where forests grow close and could provide a place for an ambush, though they do exist, and he would be wise to stay alert.”
Mrothgar looked back, as if an elven rescue party might be visible trotting down the road behind them.
Hysithea wished such a party were behind them, though she knew they wouldn’t be out in the open. How they would follow stealthily through what had changed from trees to open farmland, she didn’t know. Here, they would stick out as much as she did. Even if they hid their ears, their pale skin and elegant features—features that had to appear slightly alien to the human eye—would mark them as strangers, if not invaders.
“I’ll miss you,” Mrothgar said quietly, turning back toward her. “As I mentioned, I didn’t expect you to be someone… I would come to care for, especially not in such a short time. I regret that we couldn’t be allies.” He looked toward his injured soldier and sighed.
Hysithea did more than sigh. She slumped as bleakness washed over her.
All along, she’d known they could never be anything but enemies—or at least people from nations that were hostile toward each other—and he’d warned her that he wouldn’t be able to protect her once they reached the Shining City, but she’d thought he would be with her for the entire journey. The thought of getting on a boat with Vorkroft and a bunch of strangers predisposed to hate elves worried her.
As if she hadn’t already been worried enough.
She closed her eyes and prayed an elven party was out there and that they would be able to catch up with her and rescue her. Maybe, now that Aldari was hopefully safe, Hysithea should try again to slip away. Vorkroft might be easier to escape from than the ever-vigilant Colonel Mrothgar.
As the party neared the city, soldiers came riding out of the garrison. To intercept them?
Yes, but it turned out they were only taking the wounded man. Mrothgar and the rest of the soldiers in the party received orders to return once they’d escorted their prisoner to the docks.
Their prisoner. Any pretense that Hysithea was a diplomatic guest had disappeared. She supposed the Taldarians had never considered her one.
Though the streets hadn’t seemed busy when they’d first ridden into the city, the word must have gotten out that an elf had come to town, for people appeared, everyone from veteran soldiers to families with small children, all gathering along the main street to stare at Hysithea. Encroaching night should have made it difficult for people to see her features, but numerous streetlamps burned throughout the city. The whale oil might be inferior to elven root pitch, but it provided decent illumination, enough for them to see the points of Hysithea’s ears. Many stares lingered on them.
A self-conscious part of her wanted to arrange her hair so her ears would be hidden, but she twined her fingers in Trezaki’s mane and held her head up. If these people wanted to see what an elf looked like, let them. It was better, she supposed, than being stared at and reviled for being one of the Twisted. Though the Taldarians might treat elves and Twisted much the same. The children only gaped, but the glowers of the adults contained animosity.
That saddened her. Humans and elves weren’t that different. Surely, they didn’t need to be enemies.
Perhaps, if Hawk had found another way to stop that invasion, this animosity wouldn’t be leveled at her—toward elves in general. But she didn’t blame her brother. By the time he’d arrived in Delantria, the Taldarians had been at the castle walls, and there had been few options.
Mrothgar’s arms tightened around her, as if he could protect her from the stares. She appreciated that he wanted to, even if it wasn’t possible.
“If they knew you, they wouldn’t glare,” he said quietly.
“Or if they were horses, they wouldn’t glare.” Hysithea patted his arm, though she was careful not to do anything too familiar, for Vorkroft rode beside them now, as well as a few new soldiers that had joined as an escort. She didn’t want to do anything that might cause Mrothgar’s people to doubt his loyalty.
“That’s true. You’ve proven your ability to woo horses. Even moody, recalcitrant ones that don’t show their riders proper respect.”
“Trezaki doesn’t try as hard to bite you as he does the others. I think he respects you and feels affection for you.”
“This morning, he not-so-accidentally stepped on my boot when I was saddling him.”
“I’ll wager it was affectionate stepping.”
“He weighs more than two thousand pounds. Trust me, there’s nothing affectionate about his hoof placement.”
Trezaki nickered as if he knew they were talking about him. Or maybe he was hoping someone would wander out of the market they were passing with fruit for him.
As the party neared the docks, more than a dozen wide wooden platforms thrusting out into the river, a man with a ladder was changing out whale oil in the streetlamps. One of his eyebrows was half-singed off, and he cursed as he maneuvered a large bottle to refill a reservoir with the clear, yellowish liquid.
“If Aldari were here,” Hysithea said, “she would want me to give that man a brochure and tout the superior benefits of our elven root pitch over whale oil. And then hand him an order form.”
“I’m sure he doesn’t do the ordering. She would have to proposition someone in the government, whoever’s job it is to order municipal supplies.” After a pause, Mrothgar added, “Is the root pitch superior to whale oil or simply an alternative?”
“My understanding is it burns longer, slower, and can create lamps with brighter illumination.” Hysithea realized he might have been asking out of more than curiosity and that he was, no matter how nice his arms felt around her, still working for the enemy. “I suppose I’ve just given you another reason to want to invade us.”
“To steal the globules of pitch off the roots of your odd trees that grow on cliffs?”
“It’ll soon prove itself as a valuable resource.”
“Well, I suppose wars are fought over valuable resources, but I hope you know that I don’t want to invade you. I’m simply a military man following orders.”
“Whether you personally want to or not, it doesn’t really matter. Not if you’ll follow orders to do it anyway.”
Mrothgar blew out a soft breath but didn’t deny it.
Vorkroft picked up the pace as they turned onto a waterfront street offering access to the docks. Eager to complete this part of his journey, was he?
He led the party past several barges to a sleek black paddleboat moored at the last dock. Dozens of armed men stood on the deck, all in black uniforms that consisted of trousers and tunics under chainmail hauberks as dark as their garments. The only reprieve from the black was silver trim on cloaks that some of the men—officers?—wore, as well as the familiar silver scepter-and-crown emblem that the army uniforms shared.
Hysithea found Mrothgar, with his sleeveless vest and bear head, more intimidating, since his uniform left his chiseled muscles on display, but there was something ominous about the men all in black. They were watching her. Waiting for her?
Yes, Vorkroft stopped in front of a ramp leading from the dock to the paddleboat.
“The emperor sent his best for this,” Mrothgar murmured. “His personal militia.”
A cloaked officer walked down the ramp and bowed to Vorkroft. “I am Captain Nefgot, leader of the First Company. The emperor received your message and sent one of his personal vessels—” he waved at the black paddleboat, “—and had a work area prepared for your use in his library. There are numerous books on magic and elves placed on the shelves to aid you with your research, and the two scientists you requested to assist you are waiting.”
A nervous flutter battered Hysithea’s gut, and Mrothgar’s grip tightened around her again. An involuntary reflex, she thought. A sign that he was worried for her. She was also worried for herself, though her curiosity couldn’t help but be roused at the mention of a library.
“The emperor also sent enough of his personal military unit along—” Nefgot touched his chest and waved to his men, “—to ensure you and your subject are well guarded on your way to the Shining City. The army regulars may be dismissed to wait for orders at the garrison here.” He tilted his head toward Mrothgar’s men, a hint of disdain, or at least superiority, in his eyes.
The captain was tall and appeared sturdy under his chainmail, but he didn’t have the same sharpness in his eyes or the dangerous edge that Mrothgar had, and Hysithea wagered Mrothgar could take down Nefgot in a fight.
“All save the colonel,” Nefgot continued.
“What?” Mrothgar asked.
“You’ll continue to the Shining City. Supreme General Grothfarik and perhaps the emperor himself will speak with you when you arrive. I believe it’s regarding a certain laxity on your part during this mission.”
Vorkroft smiled smugly.
“Very well.” It sounded like Mrothgar was speaking through a clenched jaw.
Hysithea couldn’t blame him, and she hated the thought of him getting in trouble, but a part of her was glad he would continue on with her.
No, not with her. On the same boat as her, but she doubted they would be permitted to spend time together. As the black-uniformed men waved for Vorkroft and Mrothgar to lead their horses aboard, and the rest of the soldiers from their party headed back toward the garrison, Hysithea realized her care was being handed over to others.
Once the horses clomped onto the flat deck of the paddleboat, and the ramp was up and the gate secured, Mrothgar swung down from Trezaki’s back and lifted Hysithea down. She could have hopped off on her own, but maybe, with so many watching, he didn’t want her to appear free to act of her own volition.
“She’s not bound?” Captain Nefgot asked, coming forward with several of his men.
“I did not need her to be bound,” Mrothgar said. “I had an eye on her at all times.”
“But not on the Delantrian princess who escaped?” Nefgot raised haughty eyebrows. It appeared he had been filled in on everything. That note Vorkroft had written must have been impressively comprehensive considering the smallness of the paper.
“She was not part of our primary mission,” Mrothgar said.
“The emperor would have delighted in having her as a bargaining chip, and you know it.”
“I do not spend my career helping the emperor wash his backside in the bath, so I’m not as apprised of his wishes as you.”
Nefgot clenched a fist. “You know we are well trained and only selected because we’re the best.”
“The best at standing outside of his door during his conferences, yes.”
Hysithea hadn’t heard Mrothgar deliberately pick a fight with anyone—he wasn’t even this abrasive with Vorkroft—and didn’t think it was a good idea. She eased closer and patted his arm, then rested her hand on it, wishing she could soothe him as she had the horses.
“You belittle this duty because you weren’t chosen, Colonel. I’ve known you long enough and can recognize jealousy when I see it.”
“I never applied, and I am not envious of your position. I believe that’s the word you wished to use.”
“I know what you are and aren’t. You didn’t apply because your family is poorer than dirt and has no honored lineage, and you knew you wouldn’t have been accepted. It’s no surprise that you’re now being accused of failure to competently carry out your duty.”
Nefgot eyed Hysithea’s hand on Mrothgar’s arm, and she retracted it, belatedly realizing any familiarity she showed toward Mrothgar might get him in trouble. More trouble.
Nefgot smiled smugly, as if that had been all the proof he needed.
“My duty was to get the princess here for Vorkroft’s experiments,” Mrothgar said. “She’s here. I’ve failed at nothing.”
“We’ll see what your superiors believe. Stable your horse in the back with the others. Lieutenant Dravorg will show you to a cabin. You’ll be permitted to retain your weapons for now, but you’re not to interfere with Vorkroft’s experiments in the least. Those are the words of the emperor himself. Vorkroft’s work is paramount, and the success of our future military endeavors may hinge on what he finds.” Nefgot eyed Hysithea up and down, his gaze lingering on her face and ears. “It’s too bad the experiments are to be for academic purposes. I’d like to know what an elf female is like in bed.”
Hysithea bared her teeth at him, the same way Trezaki might have.
Mrothgar growled like a wolf poised to challenge another for dominance.
“Have you already found out, Colonel?” Nefgot asked, not backing down under Mrothgar’s menace, though Hysithea wondered how much of his bravery was due to the six armed men standing at his back. “Is that why you were so lax with her? Is she a good lay?”
Hysithea was beginning to see why Mrothgar had openly insulted the captain, and she regretted trying to restrain him. If he attacked the captain now, she wouldn’t try to stop him, and she would be tempted to try to use magic to trip the other men and dump them overboard so it would be a fair fight. If only that would work.
“Enough of this.” Vorkroft stepped between Mrothgar and Nefgot and raised a hand. “There have already been too many delays. Captain, get this boat headed down the river. You, Princess, will come with me. We’ll start as soon as I’ve filled my belly with a meal.”
Vorkroft gripped her forearm, pulling her away from the officers. Still facing each other with icy glares, Mrothgar and Nefgot barely seemed to notice.
As Vorkroft guided Hysithea away, she hoped they wouldn’t fight. No matter who was victorious, she feared Mrothgar would lose.
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THE CABIN the soldiers stuck Hysithea in had no portholes, nor anything inside save a bunk and a chamber pot. No washing facilities for prisoners. Not that she could have used them anyway. To her indignation, Vorkroft had not only ignored her polite request to wait in the library—ideally with access to all the books—but had ordered her chained by the wrist to one of the metal bed posts. She barely had the freedom to rub her face, much less move about the cabin. With a guard standing outside, it wasn’t as if she could have slipped away anyway.
Not without the use of magic. Magic that continued to elude her.
For the fourth or fifth time, she eyed the shackle and chain and willed the fastening mechanism to snap open or the metal to melt. Anything that would free her wrist.
But her power failed her once more. All she could do was lie on the hard mattress, aware of the gentle movement of the paddleboat as it churned downriver, and think about how she was being pulled farther and farther away from Serth and her family. Back in the mountains, she should have tried harder to escape.
As she lay in the dark cabin, she wondered if Vorkroft and his scientists could
find something within her that could be used against her people. By now, it was clear that they wanted that. A way to thwart elven magic.
For the first time, Hysithea realized something must have happened to Lady Zetrashi to make her claim to be ill. Maybe the spy had threatened her. Or poisoned her food. Whatever had happened, Hysithea felt certain the Taldarians had wanted her specifically from the beginning. Because she had no magic, as far as they believed, she wasn’t a danger to them.
Her mouth twisted with disgust as she admitted she’d walked right into their trap. Her brother had warned her it was a trap from the beginning. And it wasn’t that she’d disagreed, but she’d believed she could evade it and that she could find a way to help her people. She’d been desperate to do so. To prove herself.
Now, she might be their downfall. If there was something the scientists could learn from her that would allow them to nullify elven magic, Serth would be vulnerable to invasion. Very vulnerable.
After growing up eternally battling the Twisted, all of her people’s fighters were hardened warriors, and they wouldn’t be easy to defeat in battle, but without magic, the sheer number of soldiers the Taldarians could bring to the battlefield might allow them to win.
If that happened, it would be even more devastating to her people than when she’d been one of the Twisted. She would be betraying them all over again, and there wouldn’t be a curse to blame this time.
A tear ran down her cheek.
A clank sounded at the door, and she wiped her face and held her breath. She hoped Mrothgar was there, that he would break her chain, knock out the guards, and lead her to the railing so they could jump overboard and find their way to safety, or at least a hidden spot where the emperor’s men couldn’t find her.
But when the door opened, two stone-faced guards stood in the corridor. One lifted a lantern, providing light for the other one to come in and unlock her shackle. He also pointed a pistol at her.
Hysithea didn’t know what Vorkroft had told the soldiers, but they seemed to believe her genuinely dangerous. After Vorkroft had taken her amulet, she’d hoped he would underestimate her, believing it had been responsible for all the magic she’d done, and that she was powerless without it. Sadly, she didn’t think he was assuming that.
“How far until we reach the Shining City?” Hysithea asked as the two guards guided her into the corridor.
They didn’t answer or even look at her, simply gripping her by her arms and propelling her out onto the deck and toward another part of the paddleboat. Night had come fully, a cloudy sky darkening the river, the vessel’s lanterns reflecting on the water. Beyond the banks, lamps burned in the windows of farmhouses.
If Hysithea screamed, would the people in those houses hear her? If they did, would they care?
The railing was in shadow, so, as the guards guided her toward the double doors of a large forward cabin, Hysithea almost missed the dark figure looking out at the river. The man turned, and she recognized his familiar features in the dim light. Mrothgar.
She smiled at him, then realized such a reaction might put him at risk if the guards reported it, and her lips drooped back down. For a moment, he watched her, but then he turned back to considering the shoreline. Or maybe considering the mistake he’d made in letting himself develop feelings for her?
In the beginning, he’d been using her attraction to him to entice information out of her, but she believed that along the way, perhaps after she’d helped get the horses out of the warship, he’d stopped seeing her as an enemy to be manipulated. That change had pleased her, but now that she saw the result, she wondered if she should have been more aloof with him, completely ignoring his people and not helping them with anything. It wouldn’t have changed anything for her, but maybe he wouldn’t now be in trouble.
But she hadn’t had that foresight. At no point during the journey had she been clairvoyant enough to guess the consequences of her actions.
Once, she’d been considered smart, at least by her tutors. Capable of remembering history lessons and books full of trivia, learning the languages of the past, writing thoughtful essays that earned her good marks. But these days? Maybe the same curse that had stolen her body and free will had damaged her intelligence.
“I’m sorry, Colonel,” she called softly to him, though his back was to her. Maybe she shouldn’t have said anything, but she didn’t know if she would get another opportunity to speak with him. “I didn’t mean to get you in trouble.”
He flexed his hands on the railing and looked up at the sky. Pointedly ignoring her? Seeking guidance from the Taldarian gods? Either way, she didn’t get a response.
As she passed him, Hysithea noticed his bear-fur baldric was gone. Because he’d taken it off? Or because that captain had ordered it—a symbol of his rank—removed?
The guards opened one of the tall wooden doors, a lantern to either side illuminating a carving of the Temple of Knowledge in Ancient Korzar sprawled across them. Hysithea snorted to herself. Things like that she recognized and could have spoken for hours on. But figuring out how to get herself out of this mess eluded her.
She entered a library, the walls brimming with books in built-in cases. Rolled maps and scrolls filled bins and niches. A brilliant chandelier hung from the ceiling, and dozens of crystal lamps on the walls burned brightly, inviting one to come in and read. And research.
If this was the emperor’s personal paddleboat, did the presence of such a large library mean he read a lot and appreciated books? If so, he couldn’t be quite the warmongering tyrant that the rest of the world considered him. But then, Hysithea’s first impression of Mrothgar had been that he was a brute, and that hadn’t been the truth. Maybe that was part of the problem with dealing with the empire, that they were strong and determined warriors but they were also educated and cunning.
In an alcove in the library, two men in white smocks were readying laboratory equipment that Hysithea didn’t recognize.
In the past, her people had enjoyed studying the natural world, but they’d made tools from magic, and she didn’t know what the human equivalents were. Or if there were equivalents. It was possible humans now had tools superior to what the elves had long ago invented. These past centuries, her people hadn’t had time to study much at all, and they’d lost more than the magic they’d grudgingly set aside. Skills they’d once been masters of had also atrophied and been forgotten.
One of the white-smocked men was hunched over a familiar amulet resting on a table, using a magnifying glass to examine it while the other took notes. The first man scraped at the silver with a small metal tool, the tiny noises an assault to Hysithea’s ears. She gritted her teeth at the irreverence toward her family heirloom and hoped the magic embedded in the amulet grew irritated and zapped them.
Vorkroft was with the men, but his focus was on her rather than her jewelry. He smiled grimly and patted a stout wooden table in the center of the alcove. Shackles lay on top, attached to chains secured to each of the four legs. Hysithea stared as the guards pushed her toward the alcove. They were going to shackle her to the table?
“It’s not necessary to chain me like a rabid dog,” she said.
“Until we know for certain that you’re incapable of using your innate magic,” Vorkroft said, “we will take every precaution with you.”
If she’d been capable of using her magic, the metal shackles wouldn’t have kept her prisoner, but she didn’t tell him that.
The guards hefted her easily. A part of her wanted to fight, but they outnumbered her and were far stronger than she. If she wanted to battle them, it had to be with magic. She needed to figure out what was broken inside of her and how to fix it.
“Put her on her back on the table,” Vorkroft said, “and chain her ankles and wrists.”
All through her journey, as soon as she’d realized he meant to experiment on her, Hysithea had been uneasy, but as the guards manhandled her toward the table, raw fear that went far beyond unease trampled through her veins. Once more, she attempted to draw upon her magic, willing a great wind to blow through the library and knock the table and the men to the deck. She thrashed with her body as well as her mind, trying to pull free. If she could run outside and leap over the railing, maybe she could swim away before they could catch her.
But the guards had grips of iron, as unbreakable as the shackles. One pressed her legs to the table and the other her arms. She tried to buck, to tip it sideways, and it wobbled slightly, but they’d chosen a sturdy piece of furniture. All she managed was to clunk her own head on the unyielding wood.
When she noticed the note-taking scientist looking at her with more than academic interest as she writhed, she settled down. Being experimented on would be bad enough. One of them deciding that it would be fun to make the torment sexual would be more than she could handle.
While the guards pinned her down, Vorkroft fastened the shackles, locking them with a key that he slipped into his pocket when he was done. Left front pocket, Hysithea noted to herself as he tugged the flap down, though she doubted she could steal it from him while she was bound.
“Really, Princess,” Vorkroft said as he lifted the lid on a box on the same table as the amulet, “the histrionics aren’t necessary. The emperor has said that your life could be of value to us, so he’s commanded me not to let you die in these experiments.”
“Weren’t you telling me on that ship that a lot of pain could be inflicted on a person without killing them?” she asked.
“Without leaving noticeable harm on them, actually.”
“The silver is very hard,” the man examining the amulet said. “It’s possible it’s an alloy, but under the magnifying glass, it appears pure. I was trying to take a sample so we can test it, but my tool is insufficient for scraping any off. We may need to melt part of it.”
“Don’t destroy it,” Hysithea said. “Please. It’s been in my family for centuries. I can tell you about it, if you wish. If that’ll keep you from melting it or cutting it to pieces.”
“You will tell us about it.” Vorkroft nodded to his man. “Get a crucible.”
The note-taking assistant, the one who’d been eyeing her writhing with far too much interest, walked over and gripped her leg above the shackle. He had a handsome face but cruel lips that appeared to favor a perpetual sneer. “It creates illusions, I understand.” He pointed to the amulet. “And possibly assists with other types of magic? How does it work?”
“You hold it and will it to do things it’s capable of,” Hysithea said.
“You will it?” he asked skeptically.
“Yes. I’m not certain if it will work for a human or if the magic within it is tuned to elven blood.” She wondered if she could make it work while he held it. He wasn’t that far from her, and the loathsome bastard was touching her, his hand sliding up her calf.
She tried to kick his hand away, but Vorkroft had left little slack. All she did was rattle the chain slightly. That drew Vorkroft’s attention though, and when he turned from the box with a scalpel, small containers, and a syringe in hand, he frowned at his assistant.
“Be a professional, Karsk. She’s not here to satisfy your sexual urges.” Vorkroft waved the syringe.
The man—Karsk—removed his hand but not without a final squeeze. “Aren’t you curious, sir? If she’s like a human woman or… different?” His gaze strayed toward her pointed ears. “In the name of science, maybe we should take off her dress and check.”
“Just figure out how that amulet works.” Vorkroft shooed his assistant away, then approached the head of the table, pushing Hysithea’s sleeve up past her elbow. “A few samples of your blood first.”
As he probed her with his needles, drawing blood from her veins, Hysithea let her head fall back. The table wasn’t quite as long as she was tall, and half her head hung off the end, giving her an upside-down view of the bookcases behind her. She distracted herself by trying to decipher titles while reading from such an awkward position.
One case held the books on elves and magic the captain had promised. The one next to it was full of biography tomes. Texts on ancient generals, warlords, and conquerors from the earliest days of human nation building. No doubt, the Taldarian emperor was a fan of such militant individuals.
Several shelves held theories on military strategy and analyses of historical battles of land and sea. A breakdown of the Acquisition game was in the mix. A few great explorers and infamous game hunters were also chronicled in the collection, but Hysithea didn’t see any books on philosophy or culture and arts. Granted, this alcove only showed off a portion of the library, and it was possible such titles were shelved elsewhere, but she had a feeling the emperor didn’t spend much time perusing such subjects.
Which types of books would hold old secrets that might stop a war before it started? History texts, she assumed. But analyses of past battles? Something told her that what she wanted wouldn’t be in those.
As Vorkroft filled numerous syringes with her blood—how many types of tests could there be?—she tried to think of how she might use the emperor’s interests against him. Or… even to pique his interest? She hadn’t read dedicated biographies of many of the individuals chronicled on the shelves, but as a student of history, she’d spent some time learning about the various wars and how nations had conquered other nations. She might be able to have a decent conversation with the emperor. If she got to speak with him. Could she somehow establish a rapport? Or was it naive to think he could care anything about what she had to say on his favorite subjects?
The fact that she’d established a rapport with Mrothgar might have encouraged her, but they hadn’t spoken much about history. In truth, she’d established the rapport with his horse, and that had led him to like her.
Hysithea tilted her head, wishing she could see farther and read the spines on all the books in the library, or at least those in the cases within view of the table. The tomes stored on a paddleboat probably weren’t the extremely old and valuable books that the Taldarian emperor would keep in his palace library, but with rivers and canals flowing all through his sprawling land, he likely traveled by boat regularly. Perhaps he visited this library often and kept some of his favorite tomes on the shelves. She gazed wistfully at the bookcase.
Over the centuries of war, many of the elven repositories of knowledge had been lost. What gems that were new to her might be here? Gems that could help her people. Oh, how she longed to find a way to do that.
A warm tingle flowed through her veins.
At first, she thought it was due to blood loss from all of Vorkroft's samples, but it was the familiar feeling she got when her magic responded to her call. Elation filled her as she hoped she would be able to knock the men away from her, break the shackles, and blow open the doors to escape. But the tingle faded, and the only thing that happened was that her vision grew sharper. Sharp enough to read the titles on the spines of books on the far side of the library.
She almost groaned. That was what her magic was going to grant her? The ability to read things from a distance?
The disgruntled feeling didn’t last long. Now that she could read the titles in the other cases, she skimmed through them, hoping for more than biographies on generals. She dismissed a bookcase of atlases and geography, as well as one on nautical information, including three thick tomes devoted entirely to knot tying. The next case over held books related to politics, and she let her gaze linger. One written in Ancient Taldarian, that which she’d first studied, since so many other languages were derived from it, made her pause. Treaties, Pacts, and Borders Established in the Early Kyzantroth Era.
Hysithea thought of the supposedly disputed border the empire had with the Razgizar Kingdom. If she were to obtain a document that showed that the empire had indeed overstepped some ancient agreed-upon boundary, would that spur the Razgizarians to attack Taldar? Or perhaps ally with the elves? They already seemed inclined to think highly of her people—and want to keep humans from irking them.
After taking the blood samples, Vorkroft stored them away, humming happily to himself.
Hysithea frowned. Unless she could get up and peruse the books in that politics section, it was unlikely she would learn anything useful.
“Take cranium measurements on her and record them, Karsk,” Vorkroft said, distracting her from her book musings.
“Yes, sir.” The assistant pulled out a strange tool that looked like a large vice with pointed tips and smiled down at Hysithea as he moved around to her head.
Vorkroft, the scalpel in hand, pushed the hem of her dress up to her waist. Startled, Hysithea bucked anew, trying to lift her knee off the table to knock the tool away. And to knock him away.
“Relax, girl.” Vorkroft pushed her leg down with one hand while lifting the scalpel with the other. “I’m picking a spot where you have more muscle and fat. It shouldn’t hurt that much.”
Without waiting for a response, he sliced into her thigh. She’d received far worse wounds in her life, and the pain wasn’t excruciating, but the indignity of it all and her utter helplessness made her snarl with rage and clench her fists.
Vorkroft whistled as he finished cutting a slice of muscle and skin out of her thigh. Warm blood dribbled down the side of her leg as he carried his sample to the table, then cut it further and placed the pieces on rectangles of glass.
Meanwhile, Karsk used the pronged vice-thing to measure the width of her skull from several different angles. As blood continued to flow from her wound, he paused to caress the tip of one of her ears.
Her stomach roiled, and hatred for these men filled her. All along, she’d questioned if Hawk and his mercenaries had made the right choice in assassinating Taldarians to drive them away from Delantria, but she now had a hard time feeling that her brother had made a mistake. If her people were forced to go to war with the empire, she hoped the elves would be able to devastate the Taldarian military forces and drive them away from Serth forever. If they weren’t, the thought of living under imperial rule was too horrible to contemplate.
The memory of Mrothgar at the railing came to mind. Was he still there? Oblivious to what his people were doing to her in here?
Hysithea had a hard time believing he would stand by if he knew, and it crossed her mind to scream for him, but he was already in trouble. The tale he’d told of his mother and aunt and brothers came to mind. She didn’t want to call for Mrothgar to stand against his people if it might put his family in jeopardy. From what that captain had insinuated, it might already have.
Only her anger kept tears from forming in her eyes. She stared up at the ornate ceiling, moldings so fancy as to almost be considered friezes, and tried to distance herself from her body and what was happening to it. But with Karsk sneaking his disgusting caresses in with his measurements, it was difficult.
Still whistling, Vorkroft returned and wiped her thigh clean and lowered her dress. It was a small reprieve since he had a swab on a stick and an empty vial in hand. What now?
“We don’t need ear measurements.” Vorkroft waved for Karsk to return to his notes, then pointed at Hysithea’s mouth. “Open up.”
“What?”
“I want some of your saliva.”
She spat at him. Unfortunately, he saw it coming and turned enough to take the spittle on his shoulder instead of in his face. He gripped her chin, thumb digging into a painful point along her jaw, and she couldn’t keep from gasping.
With her mouth forced open, Vorkroft swabbed the inside of her cheek. She tried to bite the sample stick in half, but his grip was too strong, and she couldn’t close her mouth until he was done.
“What in my blood or spit is going to tell you about magic?” Hysithea demanded as the door opened.
She looked hopefully in that direction, longing to see Mrothgar charging in to save her, but it was only the other scientist returning with the crucible. To melt down her family’s amulet, damn it.
“We’ll find out.” Vorkroft dipped the swab into his vial and sealed it, taking it to his growing collection of specimens. “How are you different from humans? What is it that gives your people the ability to use what we call magic? I intend to find out, and then I intend to find out how to thwart you.”
“How am I not already thwarted?” Hysithea grumbled, looking at the ceiling again.
“We wish to thwart your people, not you specifically. If there’s a way to nullify elven magic, to steal your advantage from you, I will find it.”
“Wonderful.”
After more measurements, during which Karsk managed to grope her further, Vorkroft pulled out the key to her shackles.
“I have what I need for tonight and tomorrow’s work,” he said, “but tomorrow night, I’ll welcome you back to my makeshift laboratory for some questioning. The day after that, we should arrive in the Shining City, and I intend to have the answers to all my questions when I report to the emperor. If you speak freely and don’t try to hide anything from me, perhaps the interrogation won’t be that bad, but if you hold back…” The next tool he held up wasn’t anything she’d seen before, but, with a serrated blade, it looked like a torture implement rather than anything for taking samples. “You’ll find it most unpleasant.”
As if she was having a good time now.
“We’ll start the questioning with this.” The next item he pulled out of his box was startlingly familiar to her, and she sucked in a sharp breath.
It was one of the bracers that, during the centuries of the Twisted, her people had worn to nullify their inherent magic so that the Twisted wouldn’t be drawn to them. After the curse had been placed on Serth, the elves had learned to craft them, embedding metal ryshar discs into the bracers, and they’d handed them down from generation to generation. Without them, the allure of their magic would have drawn the Twisted to do everything they could, even risking their lives, to attack and tear down the barriers the elves had erected around their outposts and towns. The Twisted also would have been drawn from dozens of miles away to attack any elven party that ventured out to hunt, gather, or trade.
“Where did you get that?” she whispered.
“A gift from the emperor that was waiting on the paddleboat for me. I trust the person to whom it belonged didn’t need it anymore. I’m contemplating putting it on you, since I’m not certain if you can use your magic or not, but I’m still studying it, hoping to find a way to amplify its ability to steal power and make it affect many elves and from a distance. That would be extremely useful.” Vorkroft smiled thinly and flicked a finger toward the doors.
The errand-running assistant jogged to it and called for the guards.
“Your people killed the owner,” Hysithea whispered, her gaze still caught on the bracer. It was so familiar. Hawk had worn one just like it, and, for a moment, she thought the Taldarians might have killed her brother, but that wasn’t possible. Was it?
“Our soldiers are quite relentless when intruders encroach on our borders.”
Fresh fear crept into her heart. Dear Mother, it could have been Hawk’s. If he’d led a rescue party after her, and they’d been caught…
No, she reasoned, willing her mind to remain rational. Hawk had removed his bracer weeks earlier. He no longer needed to quell his power.
Still, the emotional part of her couldn’t help but think he might have kept it for some reason, might have carried it in his pack.
“You’ll witness how relentless we are firsthand if you’re around long enough,” Vorkroft said. “How we retaliate against the Razgizarians and anyone else who dares come into the empire uninvited.”
“How fortunate for me,” she whispered.
Maybe it should have been a relief when Vorkroft unlocked the shackles and the guards escorted her out of the library, but Hysithea feared the following night would be worse.
There was no sign of Mrothgar as the men marched her back to the windowless cabin, chaining her again to the bunk and abandoning her in the dark with the door locked. They didn’t even leave water for her. Maybe, despite Vorkroft’s promise not to kill her, they didn’t think they needed to keep her alive for long.
Hysithea wanted to believe that she didn’t have any great secrets to spill, that even if Vorkroft tortured her, she couldn’t betray her people, but she didn’t know if that was true. What if he found something in her blood that could be turned into a weapon?
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WITH LITTLE ELSE TO DO, Hysithea dozed through the rest of the night and the following day, but she jolted awake often, nightmares dominating her dreams. Most of them featured the usual horrors, of her time as one of the Twisted, but in the last one, Karsk was pinning her down and doing vile things to her as Vorkroft cut slices out of her naked body. She woke from that nightmare screaming.
She caught herself as soon as she realized where she was—still chained and alone in the dark cabin. She didn’t want any of the Taldarians to hear her cries and believe she was scared. Even if she was.
Mouth dry, she craved something to drink and would have knocked on her door if she could have reached it. All she could do was call out and ask for water. Now and then, she heard people walking by or murmurs from the men standing guard, but they must have been instructed not to open her door.
With frustration and thirst making her miserable, Hysithea gripped the chain binding her to the frame of the bunk, the metal cold against her palm.
“Come on, magic,” she whispered to herself. “I know you’re in there. You can’t want me to die. Help me escape.”
Eyes closed, she willed the familiar tingle to come over her body. But all she noticed was a dull throbbing where Vorkroft had taken the chunk out of her leg.
Voices sounded in the corridor outside her door, and she strained to hear the speakers. One of those voices sounded familiar.
“…heard her scream,” Mrothgar was saying. “Let me check on her. She may need help.”
“She’s fine, Colonel,” a guard replied. “Advisor Vorkroft gave us orders that nobody’s allowed in, especially you.”
“Does she have food and water?”
“No,” Hysithea called. “I’ll kiss whoever brings me water.”
As long as it wasn’t that Karsk. She wanted Mrothgar to bring it to her, a canteen filled with cool, restorative water. And she wanted him to stroke her forehead while he helped her drink it. And then they would plan their escape together.
Thumps and thuds and a grunt of pain came from the corridor. Hysithea stood beside her bunk. Maybe her fantasy was about to come true.
The latch rattled.
“It’s locked, Colonel,” a guard said—it sounded like his face was smashed against the door. “Only Vorkroft has the key, and even you can’t tear down a metal door.”
Hysithea thought she heard a growl—Mrothgar’s growl.
“Are you all right, Hysithea?” he called through the door.
She hesitated. Was she? So far, she hadn’t been gravely wounded, but… “I’m not appreciating the accommodations and experiences that your empire provides for its visitors.”
“Neither am I.”
A shout came from somewhere up the corridor. It sounded like, “What’s going on?”
Hysithea, fearing some senior officer had arrived, slumped back down on the bed.
“The prisoner isn’t being provided food or water, Captain,” Mrothgar said.
“The prisoner won’t be aboard long. Neither will you, Colonel. Unhand my men and step away, or we’ll be forced to chain you as well. And who will feed your lout of a horse if you’re locked away?”
“I’m more concerned about who’s feeding the princess,” Mrothgar said, though Hysithea knew a threat to Trezaki would also disturb him.
She shook her head, wondering if the moody horse was biting any member of the crew who approached him.
“Release that man, Colonel.”
“You’re not going to shoot me.”
Hysithea surged to her feet again. Was someone pointing a pistol at Mrothgar?
“I’m fine, Colonel,” she called, afraid for him all over again. “I didn’t mean to cry out. I was having one of my dreams.”
Silence fell in the corridor, and Hysithea prayed he didn’t get himself hurt, not over her.
A clank and a grunt sounded. The soldier being released?
“I’ll come back for you when I can, Hysithea,” Mrothgar said.
She wished she could thank him and call out an expression of her feelings, but she dared not with all those soldiers listening.
“If he comes back and gives you trouble again,” the captain said, lingering after Mrothgar must have left, “shoot him.”
“Sir? An officer in the imperial army?”
“If what Vorkroft said is true, that he’s let that female turn him traitor, he won’t be an officer for long.” The captain lowered his voice, words barely audible as he walked off. “Especially if he’s dead.”
Hysithea buried her face in her hands, wondering if there was anything she could say to Mrothgar’s superiors that could fix things for him.
Before long, the key rattled in the lock. She hoped for food and water, but Karsk stood there in his white smock with a stolid guard on either side. Had the entire day gone by? It had dragged on, her tongue parched with thirst, but in the lightless cabin, she’d had no idea how to gauge the passage of time.
“Your little chat with Vorkroft is soon, Princess.” Karsk strolled in and, while a guard held up a lamp, unfastened her shackle.
Vorkroft must have given him the key. How lovely. The handsy helper got a key, but they wouldn’t let Mrothgar come anywhere near her.
Karsk managed to press up against her in the corridor, his hand straying to her backside. She pretended to trip and cracked the side of her head into his face. Unfortunately, he reacted quickly and only received a bump rather than the broken nose she’d envisioned.
“I didn’t think elves were clumsy,” he grumbled, pushing her toward the door.
“I don’t fit in with my kin.”
Night had indeed come again, and Hysithea searched the dark deck for Mrothgar’s bare-armed form, though what she expected him to do, she didn’t know. If his colleagues were willing to shoot him if he went astray, he dared not help her.
However, Mrothgar was at the railing again, watching from the shadows. Had he been waiting for a chance to see her? To make sure she was all right?
He didn’t say anything as Karsk and the guards led Hysithea toward the great double doors of the library, but Karsk noticed him watching. He’d been gripping Hysithea’s arm as he pushed her along, but he sneered over at Mrothgar, stepped closer to her, and lowered his hand to her butt.
As soon as she felt his touch, she stomped on his foot. Too bad he was wearing a sturdy boot that protected it. That didn’t keep Karsk from shaking her and growling, “Careful, Princess. The more you resist us, the more tools we’ll have to put to work on you.”
Hysithea turned her face away from him and looked at Mrothgar. Even though shadows hid his features, she could tell he was seething, his tendons standing out, his taut muscles like a bowstring about to snap. He took a step, as if to spring. One of the guards drew a pistol and pointed it at him.
Hysithea shook her head and mouthed, “Don’t. Please.”
Not for me, she added silently. She wasn’t worth him losing everything over.
His jaw clenched, but he didn’t leap at the guards.
One opened the door, and Karsk shoved Hysithea into the library. The guards followed him in, and he dropped a heavy bar across the double doors. Neither Vorkroft nor the other scientist was in the room. And if the door was barred, they wouldn’t be able to get in.
“Chain her on the table,” Karsk told the guards.
“Where’s Vorkroft?” Hysithea asked, fighting to keep a quaver out of her voice.
“Resting. He was up late and most of the day studying his findings.”
“Fascinating, were they?”
She envisioned minuscule motes of magic floating around in her bodily fluids but knew from her own people’s research that there were no such indicators in elven blood. What she didn’t know for certain was that he wouldn’t find anything. Wasn’t it possible that the ability to use magic manifested itself in a physical way?
“I’m certain. While we’re waiting for Vorkroft’s arrival after he dines, I’ve decided to take the initiative and start the questioning early.” Karsk lifted a hand toward her cheek.
Hysithea pulled her head back as much as she could while gripped by the two guards, but that only made Karsk sneer and lunge to grab her around the back of the neck. His fingers dug in as he held her and leaned in. She jerked her head forward, trying to bash him in the face again, but his grip tightened, and she couldn’t reach him.
“There’ll be no clumsy tripping in here.” Karsk pointed his chin toward the table and told the guards, “Get her on it.”
Hysithea fought them, trying to command her magic to whip through the room and knock everyone away from her, but once more, it failed her. With strength far greater than hers, the guards forced her onto the table and snapped the cursed shackles around her ankles and wrists again.
She glimpsed her amulet on the table, several links cut out of the chain but the star-and-moon pendant intact, and wished she had lunged over and tried to grasp it. Not that casting illusions would do much to startle men who now knew what the amulet could do, but at least its magic didn’t elude her.
Once she was shackled, the hard wood of the table cold against her back, there was no hope to reach it. Or to escape.
As the guards stepped back and Karsk contemplated her with none of the professional disinterest of Vorkroft—no, he smiled as he considered her bare legs, her dress rucked up to her thighs—Hysithea leaned her head back to look upside-down at the books in the nearest case. Too bad she’d read all the titles the day before. Tonight, there would be no distractions. She highly doubted Karsk would give her a tome to peruse while he interrogated her.
Or whatever he planned. When he pointed the two guards toward the door, the worry weighing like a cannonball in her stomach increased.
“Stand outside and make sure that colonel doesn’t try to do anything heroic,” Karsk said.
“Will you be all right in here alone with her?” one asked.
“Oh, yes.” Karsk smiled and gripped her shin. “I don’t know exactly why this elf can’t use the power they all seem to have, but I’m convinced by now that she can’t.”
“Yes, sir.”
The guards unbarred the doors so they could walk out, but Karsk trailed them and returned the bar to its position to secure them.
“Won’t Vorkroft be coming along soon?” Hysithea asked.
“Not for a while. And I don’t want to be interrupted before then.” Karsk prowled toward her, unbuckling his belt as he came.
Somehow, she doubted the official interrogation would start until Vorkroft came. But Karsk meant to torture her all the same.
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HYSITHEA LOOKED at the books behind her as Karsk, his trousers drooping from his waist, climbed onto the table. He grinned lasciviously, eyeing her up and down as he groped her, then shoved up the hem of her dress.
“I’ve been eagerly waiting to find out how elven females differ from human women,” he said.
“I can already tell how human men differ from elven males,” she said, looking past him and to the ceiling, hoping she could endure this without screaming.
Though when Mrothgar had heard her scream after waking from her nightmare, he’d rushed to her cabin. Would he come running again if she cried out?
She shook her head. If he did, the guards would shoot him. She had to bite her tongue and stay quiet.
But she couldn’t do nothing. She pleaded with her magic, willing it to come to her, to save her from this monster. The day before, she’d been able to summon it to enhance her vision to read book titles. Why wouldn’t it help her with something far more important?
“I bet they’re a lot smaller than human men,” Karsk said, touching himself. “Than me.”
“Highly doubtful.”
Come on magic, she thought, closing her eyes. In her mind’s eye, she saw fire, a burst of flames that would permanently scar Karsk and make sure he never hurt another woman again, elven or
human. But again, nothing happened.
Tears of frustration threatened, but she blinked them away. She would not cry in front of Karsk or Vorkroft or any of the Taldarians who thought elves were strange aberrations of nature to be experimented on and studied.
A wave rocked the ship, forcing Karsk to pause and grip both sides of the table. Should there have been waves on the placid river they were floating down? Hysithea didn’t know, but she supposed they could have encountered rapids.
Another wave came upon the boat, rocking it from left to right. The way Karsk frowned toward the doors made her think it wasn’t natural.
The memory of the big iron warship sinking in the storm that had pounded the Forever Fog River came to mind. Was it possible the same elf who’d been responsible for that weather phenomenon had caught up with her and was attacking another human vessel? Trying to help her escape?
Hysithea prayed that was the case. If she got the opportunity to escape again, she wouldn’t throw herself back into the arms of the Taldarians.
Karsk snarled but instead of jumping off the table to see what was going on, he muttered, “Gotta hurry,” and bent over her again.
But a call of, “Fire!” came from outside the doors.
Swearing, Karsk gripped her chin. “Are you responsible for that?”
“You’re convinced I don’t have any magic,” she said, “so how could I be?”
He snarled and kissed her, a harsh disgusting forcing of his lips against hers, and tried to thrust his tongue in her mouth. She bit it so hard she tasted blood. Roaring in fury, he yanked back and lifted a fist to strike her.
The angry trumpeting of a horse sounded outside the doors.
Fist poised in the air, Karsk looked toward them. An instant later, something hit the doors, and they quaked, as if they’d been struck by a battering ram. Another whinny sounded right outside.
Two thuds sounded as the doors quaked again. Struck by hooves? Under another heavy blow, the bar flew from its mounts and clattered across the room. The doors blew open, revealing Trezaki with Mrothgar on his back. Rage burned in his eyes—both of their eyes—and they charged into the library.
Karsk, fist still raised to strike, stared in open-mouthed astonishment.
As the horse charged toward him, he tried to buckle his trousers and get off the table at the same time. He ended up falling off the table. Trezaki reared, head and hooves almost reaching the ceiling, and Mrothgar leaped from his back.
Hysithea slumped in relief, though she worried about the waves continuing to knock the boat about and the smell of smoke wafting in through the open doors. Had Mrothgar arranged a distraction, or was the entire vessel in danger?
Before Karsk could stand—or get his trousers fastened—Mrothgar grabbed him, hefting him completely off his feet. With a roar of anger, he hurled the scientist into the other table. Wood snapped, and Vorkroft’s laboratory equipment and tools flew in all directions, some shattering on the floor. Hysithea hoped the samples he’d taken from her were ruined.
Mrothgar punched and shook Karsk, pummeling the man. He was so enraged that Hysithea worried he would kill Karsk. While she wouldn’t weep for the man’s death, killing one of the emperor’s hand-selected scientists would only further condemn him.
“Mrothgar,” she called as smoke flowed into the library. Outside, the twisting shadows cast by fire highlighted people running about on the deck. “Help me get free. Please.”
Trezaki neighed and prodded the side of her face with his snout. His slobber was not nearly as offensive as the saliva Karsk had left on her.
“I don’t suppose you can free me from these chains, Trezaki.”
He neighed again.
Mrothgar’s great muscles bunched, and he threw Karsk across the alcove. The man slammed into a bookcase, breaking half the shelves as he struck. When he landed, tomes rained down upon him, burying him in a pile. Blood streamed from his mouth and nose, and he didn’t stir.
Face still twisted with fury, Mrothgar stalked to the table. He grabbed the table leg that Hysithea’s left ankle chain was wrapped around.
“I think the key is in his pocket,” she said.
Wood cracked as Mrothgar ripped the leg free. The table wobbled under Hysithea as soldiers raced past outside, shouting orders to get buckets.
Mrothgar broke another leg, and the end of the table pitched toward the floor, landing with a clunk.
“I appreciate your need for savagery, but keys might be better,” Hysithea pointed out, envisioning running after him with the shackles and chains still attached to her limbs, splinters of a destroyed table hanging from the metal links.
Her reasonable words finally made it through Mrothgar’s fury, and he rushed to the unconscious Karsk, knocking books away until he could dig into the man’s pockets. As Mrothgar unlocked the four shackles, more and more smoke flowed into the library. Trezaki’s eyes grew round with fear, and he reared and whinnied again.
“Just a minute, boy,” Mrothgar said.
“What’s on fire?” Hysithea asked.
“The officers’ cabins.”
“Did you start it?”
“Yes.”
Another wave rocked the boat, and an alarmed shout sounded, followed by a splash. Someone falling overboard?
“Are you responsible for that too?” Hysithea asked, though she couldn’t imagine how he would have arranged huge waves rolling down the river.
“No.
“Do you know what or who is?”
“No. I’ve only seen this happen when there are earthquakes.” Mrothgar finished unlocking her, throwing the chains and shackles onto the pile of wood and books on Karsk.
The man groaned faintly, proving he was still alive, but Hysithea had no doubt he had numerous broken bones. She couldn’t find it in herself to feel sympathy for his pain.
“We need to take advantage and get out of here,” Mrothgar said as Hysithea sat up and rubbed her wrists.
“I agree completely.”
“I packed a few bags, but they’re on…” Mrothgar glanced toward the doors as Trezaki charged out, squealing in fear and announcing the danger to anyone who would listen.
Shouts of “Fire!” and “More buckets!” sounded over the horse’s cries.
“We may have to go without him,” Mrothgar said. “He’ll be another distraction.”
“We can’t leave him.”
“The soldiers won’t take their anger with me out on a horse.” Mrothgar tried to lift her into his arms, but Hysithea rolled free, landing beside the remains of the table.
“I need to get something,” she said.
“There’s no time. As soon as they get the fire out—”
“This won’t take long.”
Hysithea shoved aside the broken equipment on the floor and found the amulet, grimacing when she didn’t feel the usual warmth from the magic that infused it. Later, she would examine it more thoroughly. She stuffed it into her pocket and ran across the tilting floor as books skidded all about. The one on treaties that she wanted hadn’t yet fallen from its case, and she pulled it out. She started to turn, but another title caught her eye, and she grabbed that one too. And a third. Oh, and an atlas on maps of the ancient world. She had to have that.
“You’re taking books?”
“Of course.”
Hysithea might have been tempted to take more, but Mrothgar shook his head from the doorway and said, “We have to swim.”
“Right.” With the books in her arms, Hysithea joined him. She worried about the pages getting wet and wished she had a bag.
Mrothgar hefted his spiked mace and led the way outside. Water sloshed across the deck as huge waves continued to roll down the river, splashing over the railings. Some of it spattered onto the fire burning along the walls and roof of the foremost structure on the paddleboat, and flames sizzled and spat smoke.
Numerous officers that were gathered around the fire with buckets looked like they would soon get it under control.
“This way,” Mrothgar whispered, leading Hysithea toward the stern of the paddleboat.
One of Trezaki’s scared whinnies came from the other side of the vessel, and Mrothgar paused, like he wanted to run for his horse, but he glanced at Hysithea and nodded firmly, as if to say she was the priority.
With the front half of the boat lit up by the fire, it was darker in the back, and they made it to the railing without running into any soldiers or crew. The men were all focused on putting out the fire or keeping the vessel afloat in the waves.
“Swim toward that shore.” Mrothgar pointed as he stopped at the railing. “There’s a road over there.”
There was more than a road there, with the lanterns of a village visible less than a half mile downstream. Hysithea had envisioned sneaking away into the wilds. She feared search parties would easily be arranged in such a locale, but what choice did they have?
“I will,” she said.
Mrothgar waved for her to climb over first. “Quietly. If we’re fortunate, nobody will hear or see us swimming away.”
“Right.” She handed him the books to hold as she scrambled over the railing, down the side, and into water so cold that it made her gasp. The headwaters must have flowed straight out of the snowcapped mountains.
As Mrothgar climbed down, slipping into the river without a sound, he hefted the books above his head. “I’ll try to keep them from getting wet.”
“Librarians around the world will kiss you for your consideration.”
“As long as you kiss me.”
“I will.” Though it wasn’t the most romantic moment, Hysithea shifted close enough to press her lips to his cheek before they pushed away from the hull.
They paddled silently, and she dared hope they would get away, that nobody would see or hear them in the dark water. It wouldn’t take long for the soldiers to get the fire under control and realize she and Mrothgar were gone, but hopefully they wouldn’t know exactly when they’d slipped overboard and it would take them a while to figure out where they’d gone ashore.
An alarmed whinny from the back of the boat warned them before Trezaki’s tall form came into view, silhouetted against the lantern light.
Mrothgar muttered, “Uh oh,” as the horse paced back and forth at the railing.
“Is he going to…”
Trezaki backed up a few steps, then raced toward the railing. His muscular hindquarters bunched, and he sprang easily over the obstacle. In the air, he was elegance personified, and then he came down with a thunderous splash like a boulder falling off a cliff into a lake.
Water splashed over Hysithea and Mrothgar. He cursed as he tried to keep the books in the air—and dry.
Trezaki came up and swam straight for them. Unfortunately, the noise had caused heads on the paddleboat to turn.
“The elf is getting away!” someone cried.
“So is one of the soldiers!”
“Get them!”
“Shoot them!” That was that cranky captain.
Hysithea hoped someone shot him.
“Hurry,” Mrothgar said, passing Hysithea even though he stroked one-handed, keeping the books aloft with the other.
She paddled after him, loving that he trusted the books were important and that she’d grabbed them for a reason. She only hoped she would find something useful in them—and that they could escape for long enough that she had the opportunity to peruse them.
Assuming they made it to shore. The waves that kept rolling down the river made it almost as difficult as if they were in the open sea. Water washed into Hysithea’s mouth, and she gasped and choked, trying not to make noise—any more noise. A fish leaped, smacking her in the side of the head.
“Where are they?” came a cry from the paddleboat, the voice not nearly as far away as Hysithea would have preferred.
She kicked and stroked harder, struggling to keep up with Mrothgar and keep him in sight. He was angling for a copse of cottonwoods growing along the bank. Too bad autumn had already stolen most of their leaves, so they wouldn’t provide much camouflage.
Trezaki paddled right beside Hysithea, keeping up surprisingly well, but his grunts and huffs weren’t quiet.
“They’re by the horse,” someone yelled. “Look!”
“Where? The waves are in the way.”
That was the only good thing about the waves, for they slowed down their swimming and threatened to push them downriver, closer to the village than the trees.
Black-powder weapons cracked. Mrothgar cursed.
Had he been shot?
Afraid for him, Hysithea pushed her weary limbs even faster. Her foot bumped against something. A rock? The bottom of the river?
Ahead of her, Mrothgar reached the bank and climbed into the shadows, barely visible among the trees. He set down the books and waded back out to help her. Trezaki climbed out on his own, neighing in relief.
“I need to talk to that horse about making silent getaways,” Mrothgar muttered.
They made it out of the water and into the cottonwoods as more shots fired. Bullets slammed into the trunks, and Mrothgar pulled Hysithea behind a wide tree and wrapped his arms protectively around her.
“Thank you for coming,” she whispered as a bullet thudded into the back of their tree. “But I’m sorry you had to get in trouble for this. For me.”
“Some things are worth getting in trouble for. I wish I’d pulled you away from them sooner.”
“They made it to shore,” the captain said, his voice clear as it floated over the water. “Get the boat to dock in that village. We’ll send search parties and get more soldiers to help. There’s a garrison downriver in Vithvar.”
Mrothgar grunted. “If that garrison is close, it means we’re farther downriver than I’d realized.”
“Closer to the capital?” Hysithea asked.
“Unfortunately, yes. We’ll need to make it as far as we can under the cover of night.”
The black-powder weapons had stopped firing, and Mrothgar risked easing out from behind cover to grab the books.
“Far to where?” Hysithea was relieved to be away from Karsk, but if they were in the heart of the empire, she worried they would easily be recaptured.
“Upriver. I’m hoping your people are out there and were responsible for those waves, not some upstream earthquake. If I can get you to them, and they can get you away…”
The thought was appealing, but where would he go? Hysithea would offer to take him back to Serth with her, but would he agree to that? Would the actions he had taken force him to abandon his home and his family forever? And if so, would he come to resent her?
Mrothgar paused, holding one of the books up to a sliver of moonlight shining through the skeletal branches of the cottonwoods. “This one may be a challenge to read.”
“What happened?”
“There’s a bullet hole clean through it.” Mrothgar showed her.
“The librarians will not have kisses for the shooter.”
“I hope not.” Mrothgar patted Trezaki’s neck as they climbed up the slope toward the road he’d pointed out, but he didn’t suggest riding, probably wanting to keep their profiles low to the ground.
Hysithea slogged after them, her dress clinging to her legs. Oh, how she longed for the comfort of her room back home—and drawers full of changes of clothing.
They’d done no more than crest the slope leading up from the river when Mrothgar halted.
With trees to either side of him, Hysithea couldn’t see around his broad back, but she could tell from his rigid spine and the tense set to his shoulders that he saw nothing good. Trezaki neighed uncertainly.
When Hysithea attempted to squeeze in beside him, Mrothgar lifted a protective arm. But not before she saw the road and a dozen soldiers standing on it, bows, rifles, and swords pointed in their direction. They wore the sleeveless uniforms of the army, but nothing about them suggested they would be allies to Mrothgar—or follow his orders if he told them to leave.
“Colonel Mrothgar,” a lieutenant with a rifle said, “and elven prisoner. Step forward and allow us to take your weapons. You’ll be escorted to the garrison where you’ll be secured until General Grothfarik arrives to deal with you.”
Deal with you sounded ominous, but at least they didn’t have orders to shoot them outright. Assuming Mrothgar didn’t spring out and try to distract them so Hysithea could get away. His bunched muscles and the look he gave her suggested he was contemplating something like that.
She touched his back, refusing to let him sacrifice himself, and ducked under his arm to step out in front with her hands spread. “It’s Hysithea. And I have no weapons.”
She wondered how the soldiers had arrived so quickly. Maybe they’d been on a regular patrol when they’d seen the fire on the paddleboat and heard the soldiers onboard shooting and yelling at escaping prisoners.
“We’ll see.” The lieutenant waved his men toward her and Mrothgar. “Colonel?”
His jaw was clenched, the stack of books tucked under one arm and his mace in his free hand. Long seconds passed as he debated. Several of the men shifted their bows and rifles toward Hysithea, a silent promise that they would shoot her if he didn’t cooperate.
She wanted to believe they wouldn’t, that they still thought an elven princess—or an elven maiden incapable of using her magic when she needed it—had some value, but if Vorkroft had finished his studies, she didn’t know if that was true.
“We’d better go with them,” Hysithea said softly.
Mrothgar growled, but he lowered his mace. He handed the books to Hysithea and stepped out in front of her again, tossing his mace, his pistol and ammunition, and a dagger to the ground.
“She has no weapons,” Mrothgar said. “She was a wrongfully imprisoned guest.”
“The general will figure it all out.”
The lieutenant kept an eye on Mrothgar as he waved his men toward Hysithea. “Search her.”
Mrothgar’s clenched jaw grew even tighter as he watched the soldiers pat her down. They left the books in her arms, as if stacks of bound paper couldn’t possibly be dangerous, but they delved into her pockets and found the amulet. She slumped. At least their hands were professional, and nobody groped her, but she would have endured such if it had meant they hadn’t found the amulet.
When the clatter of a carriage sounded, the lieutenant whistled and waved to the driver. Made from iron, the vehicle was as black as the paddleboat had been. A theme here in the empire. She pitied the poor animals who had to pull such weight.
“Someone, get that horse.” The lieutenant pointed toward Trezaki. One of the soldiers had already tried to get him, but Trezaki seemed to understand what was happening and had no interest in cooperating. He snapped his teeth, then reared up when the men got close. “Colonel, get your horse, please.”
Mrothgar didn’t move. Trezaki reared again, then pranced away from the three men trying to catch him.
“Get your horse, or I’ll have it shot,” the lieutenant said in exasperation.
“No,” Hysithea blurted, afraid it wasn’t a hollow threat.
She willed her magic to come to her, to soothe Trezaki and convince him that going along peacefully would be for the best. A tingle ran through her veins, and he slowed down, trotting over to her instead of the men. He halted in front of her, his big head down, and gazed into her eyes.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, stroking his nose.
He sniffed at her pocket.
“I’m afraid they’re long since empty,” Hysithea said as a man approached Trezaki warily.
Mrothgar sighed and drew a single soggy piece of dried apple from his own pocket. Trezaki noshed it out of his hand as the men were finally able to grab his reins.
“Tie him to the carriage,” the lieutenant said. “He can walk alongside. I’m not asking anyone to ride that beast.”
Mrothgar looked thoughtfully at Hysithea as they guided Trezaki away, probably realizing that she’d called upon her magic to calm the horse. And wondering why she hadn’t been able to save herself with it?
She shook her head in disgust, wishing she had been able to. Then Mrothgar wouldn’t be in as much trouble as she was.
The iron carriage rolled to a stop, heavy locks on the doors and bars on the windows. The guard who’d taken their belongings pointed for Mrothgar and Hysithea to get inside. He stepped in first and helped her up, setting the books on one of the two bench seats, no cushions softening the hard wood.
As they were sealed inside, with the only light coming from lanterns burning outside, mounted to either side of the door, Hysithea opened the book on treaties. She hoped the soldiers had erred in not considering them dangerous and taking them, and that she could find something to help her people. And her and Mrothgar, as well.
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HYSITHEA SHIVERED, her dress damp from the swim and the chill air. The iron box of a carriage did nothing to keep cold out or the heat from their bodies in.
As it traveled past the village they’d seen and presumably toward the garrison the lieutenant had mentioned, she leaned her shoulder against the wall by the door, tilting the pages of Treaties, Pacts, and Borders Established in the Early Kyzantroth Era to read by the faint lantern light that came through the barred window.
Fortunately, it wasn’t the book that had received a bullet hole through it—the atlas had endured that misfortune. Unfortunately, it was a dry accounting of the various accords and alliances the empire had participated in or established itself more than a thousand years earlier, when the emperors of the time had begun a period of expansion. Hysithea could read it, but, so far, she hadn’t found anything that jumped out as useful. It lacked an index or a table of contents, so she had to flip through the pages carefully so she wouldn’t miss anything.
“Are you able to read by that dim light?” Mrothgar leaned toward the window on his side of the carriage, peering out to check on Trezaki.
“It’s not easy, but yes. Elves have decent eyesight at night.”
Admittedly, that eyesight had evolved more for following game trails and hunting some of the nocturnal animals of Serth rather than reading books.
“What do you hope to find?”
“I’m not sure. Something that might convince the emperor that he shouldn’t attack my people. Maybe an old nonaggression agreement. According to our history, the human kingdoms tended to try to establish peace pacts with our people back when elves were more powerful and knew how to use their magic.”
“Hm.” Mrothgar gave her the same thoughtful gaze he had when she’d calmed Trezaki.
Hysithea closed the book for a moment and scooted closer to lean against him for warmth. The iron carriage swayed along the road, the passage smooth but not as calm as on that boat. She didn’t know whether to wish she was back there or not. Being experimented on by Vorkroft and his henchmen had been loathsome, but was she heading to any better a fate? Most likely, more scientists awaited her arrival to continue the work. Vorkroft might even have arrived by the time she did, ready to resume his duties. Eager to.
Mrothgar wrapped his arm around her. “Before, I understood why you were reticent to share your secrets with me, but will you now? I can’t promise I won’t reveal them to the emperor if he has me tortured, but I’ll do my best to protect you.”
“I know.” Hysithea turned so she could slide her arms around him and rest her head against his chest. “What secrets do you want to know?”
“Was the magic you used while we were traveling all from that amulet? Something you took along because of your… handicap?”
“The illusionary magic when I helped the others escape was from it. That’s what it does. Creates illusions that are more complex than one can usually manage on one’s own.”
“And the horse magic? And cauterizing Horgmoth’s leg?”
“I was able to draw upon my magic for those events.”
“How could you cauterize a wound but not be able to melt metal shackles binding you?”
“Because… my ability to use my magic has been inconsistent. I’ve felt the power within me and been able to call it sometimes but not other times.”
“Why would that be?”
“I’m not sure, but I’ve been more likely to be able to call upon it to help others than to help myself. Whenever I want to free myself or give myself the ability to do something on my behalf, it’s like the power is dead inside me. Magic isn’t supposed to work that way.”
“Maybe the problem isn’t with the magic but with you.”
“I know that.” Hysithea hadn’t meant to snap at him and took a shaky breath to try to calm the tangle of feelings knotting up inside of her. “I mean that I agree,” she said more reasonably. “I think it’s some kind of subconscious block I’ve created in my mind.”
“Do you think it has to do with your time as a Twisted?” Mrothgar asked, not commenting on her sarcasm.
“Yes, but I’m not sure anything about the curse or the changes to my body caused it. It’s possible—” Hysithea almost mentioned her musings that her time as a Twisted had affected her intelligence, but she suspected that was wishful thinking, that she had only her impulsivity to blame for the mistakes she’d made. “It’s possible, but a couple of the male elves who were among the Twisted and who were altered for even longer than I was have regained their abilities. A lot of the survivors haven’t yet, especially the females, but maybe it’s just a matter of time.”
“Why do you think you would have a mental block?”
Hysithea stared past his chest at the gloomy iron wall.
“I only ask,” Mrothgar said, “because if you could overcome it before we’re marched into the garrison to be tortured and killed, it might be useful.” His tone turned dry. “I don’t wish to assist Vorkroft with his research.” His voice softened. “Not on you.”
“I know. I’m thinking, not refusing to answer. I trust your intent.”
He squeezed her gently.
“I trust you,” she added quietly.
“Is it possible that your issue is that you believe others are worth your help, but you’re
not worthy of the same?”
“Yes.” Hysithea had been dancing around that contemplation all week. “I don’t know how to change that though. Ever since…” She swallowed, her throat tight and tears threatening. “As I told you, I was turned into a monster, and I attacked and helped kill my own people. If I didn’t remember any of it, maybe my distress would be easier to overcome, but I can’t forget. Even if I can distract my waking mind sometimes, my dreams ensure I relive that experience every night.”
“But none of that was your fault, right? A magical curse altered you and compelled you to become a predator.”
“Yes, but it wasn’t purely accidental that I was caught by the Twisted in the first place. My brother and I took off the ryshar that all our people swore to wear so we wouldn’t bring the Twisted to us—they were drawn by magic like a moth to flame. Hawk and I wanted to learn to use our power to help our people, to find a way to thwart the curse, so we had good intentions, but it was unwise, and I paid the price. They sensed me using my magic, and they came and swept me away. It happened too quickly, and there were too many to fight. My family was powerless to get me back.”
“So you blame yourself for having been caught and turned into a predator that attacked your people.”
A warm tear ran down her cheek. “Yes.”
“And deep down, you believe you’re not worthy of having survived when others didn’t. You don’t deserve to have your magic help you.”
Hysithea slumped down in his arms. “Yes.”
“You are worthy, Hysithea.”
She snorted softly.
“I wouldn’t have thrown away my career and risked my family for someone who wasn’t.”
“I appreciate that, but I wish you hadn’t done those things. I never wanted to take you down with me.”
“I know.” Mrothgar shifted her so that he could bend down and kiss her. “But I think I’m falling in love with you.”
As much as she wanted to sink into the kiss and forget her worries, she couldn’t keep the tears from trickling from her eyes and drew back. “I don’t deserve that either.”
“Everyone deserves to have love. And to have someone who will stand up for them. I’m sorry I hesitated to do it sooner. It was… a big decision. I kept hoping there would be a way to help you but keep my career and not have to worry about repercussions. But when I realized what Karsk was doing…” He closed his eyes and leaned his forehead against hers. “I had to act.”
“You’ve been protecting me all along. Thank you. If I get an opportunity, I’ll return the favor.”
He smiled, but nothing in his expression suggested he believed she could.
“Hypothetically,” she said, “if we’re right about my problem, I should be able to use my magic to help you.”
“Unless you can get us out of this carriage right now, and we can slip away into the countryside, you had better not. If my people see you using your power to protect me, they’ll realize you’re more of a threat than they believed, and they may shoot you rather than risk letting you live.”
“Better to die helping than stand by and do nothing and watch someone you care about die. And maybe I can do something to this carriage. To help you, not me. I would just happen to slip out after you.”
“Of course.” Mrothgar smiled, then peered through the bars again. His smile faded. “I’m afraid it’s too late. We’re passing through Vithvar and will soon make it to the hill that leads up to the garrison. There’s not much countryside left to slip away into.”
Hysithea eyed the absence of trees or anything to hide behind outside and rubbed the back of her neck, praying to the Mother for the strength to draw upon her power and save Mrothgar. And herself, damn it. If he believed she was worth giving up so much for, wasn’t it the least bit possible that she was worthy of her own magic?
Unfortunately, even if she managed to convince herself that was true, she feared it was too late to matter. This general that was coming to pick them up might take them straight to the emperor. And back to Vorkroft for continuing experiments. Hysithea shivered, hoping Karsk wouldn’t be invited back to continue assisting him.
Once she’d warmed herself in Mrothgar’s embrace, she scooted back to the light coming through the window and lifted the book. She skimmed through several pages before a heading made her suck in a breath. Serth and the Elven Kingdom.
As she devoured the entry, the hope that she’d found something useful spread through her. “Listen to this.”
Mrothgar turned attentively toward her.
“In the year 364, when the elven princess Ishyvana married the emperor’s son Hruthvar, a verbal accord was reached, that the two peoples would henceforth respect each other’s boundaries and agree not to make war on each other.” Excitement thrummed through her. Could this be what Vorkroft had alluded to being in old books? An ancient pact that had never been dissolved? “This accord was formalized and solidified by gifts,” she continued. “For the mother of Ishyvana, a beautiful emerald tiara full of exquisite gems from the famous emerald mine of Yarth Gorthyin. For the father of Hruthvar, a rod of the moon, brimming with magic specially crafted to be accessible to the emperor and his descendants.” Hysithea lowered the book. “Do you know what this means?”
“That a thousand years ago, our two nations had a peace treaty.” Mrothgar paused. “And my emperor may have elven blood flowing through his veins. Our emperors have always been blessed with fertility by the gods in the Celestial Heavens and produced male offspring, so in all that time, the rule of the empire hasn’t shifted away from the original bloodline established by Buthgar the Bold.”
“The elven blood would be vastly diluted by now, but yes.” Hysithea flipped through the book, looking for more mentions of the elves. “I wonder if the treaty was ever dissolved, or if it was simply forgotten about over the ages. I know a lot of them were. After our people and continent were cursed, we became reclusive and stopped venturing out into the world. It wouldn’t surprise me if a lot of the kingdoms forgot old treaties and alliances with Serth. Some of those kingdoms don’t even exist anymore, and new ones have arisen. Delantria was barely more than a collection of fishing villages in those days.”
“Treaties are generally short-term,” Mrothgar said. “They tend to last only until it’s inconvenient for one side to keep them.”
“I know, but if this one wasn’t
ever formally dissolved, I wonder if there’s a possibility that reminding your emperor of it could change his plans. Maybe he’ll think kindlier toward elves if he learns that he shares our blood.”
“I doubt it. He shares blood with many of the peoples Taldar has conquered and assimilated over the centuries. And he’s a student of history. He’s probably aware of that treaty. Even if he wasn’t, he would likely consider that your people had broken it when they helped the Delantrians and killed his officers.”
Hysithea grimaced at the reminder that the empire had a justifiable reason for being furious with her people. She skimmed over the pages again. “This just says that they’ll agree not to attack each other’s established lands defined by recognized boundaries. It doesn’t sound like my people assisting another kingdom on that kingdom’s soil would be considered a treaty violation.”
Mrothgar’s mouth twisted with skepticism. “Even if that’s true, the emperor won’t likely agree to call off his invasion over a millennia-old accord. He’d have to stand to gain something.”
“Maybe he does stand to gain something.” Hysithea let her finger rest on the line about the tiara and the rod. She thought about the imperial emblem on Taldarian uniforms, the crown and scepter emblazoned in silver. Or was it a crown and rod? “Does your emperor have ceremonial items that he uses when he addresses his people or makes appearances around the empire?”
“He always wears a silver-fox-fur cloak and a crown, and he carries a black scepter with some kind of blue sphere on the top. I don’t think it’s a gem, but I’ve never seen it up close.” Mrothgar squinted at her and then toward the page. “We always refer to it as his scepter of power, but…”
“It might once have been called a rod? A rod that was given as a marriage gift by the elven people?”
“It’s possible. I know the crown is supposed to have been crafted in the earliest days of the empire and handed down through the centuries.”
“Have you ever seen him use the rod’s magic?” Hysithea asked.
“I’ve never heard anyone suggest it has magic.”
“Maybe, over time, the emperors forgot about it.”
“If the scepter did something valuable, it’s hard to believe they would have forgotten.”
“Maybe not,” Hysithea said. “It’s not that easy to learn to use a magical tool, especially for those not raised with and versed in magic. Had the elves and your people remained aligned, an elf advisor might have come over to teach new emperors how to draw upon its power, and maybe that happened for a time, but once our people were forced to turn all their attention to the curse of the Twisted, we stopped involving ourselves in others’ affairs. We had little choice. We were busy fighting to survive. Without someone to teach the emperors, they wouldn’t have been able to call upon its magic, and within a few generations, it might have been forgotten that it ever had magic.”
“But that entry says it did?” Mrothgar pointed at the book.
“Yes.”
“What’s it supposed to do?”
“That it doesn’t say.”
“So, for all we know, it could be a magical vibrating back scratcher.”
Hysithea turned her palm upward. “That particular use doesn’t seem that likely to stir feelings of friendship and loyalty in an emperor.”
“Does the book say the emperors ever actually used its magic? I didn’t realize humans could use such tools at all. We don’t have any inherent magic of our own, right?”
“That’s right, and you wouldn’t be able to do anything with most magical tools, but I’ve read about ones that were crafted as gifts or for barter that were specifically made so humans could use them. Just last month, my brother had to fight a river serpent that was called with a heyselka by pirates.”
“Too bad it didn’t eat him,” Mrothgar grumbled.
Hysithea started to protest the uncharitable thought before remembering he’d been on the other side in Delantria. “Would your people be able to accept an alliance—or at least a ceasefire—with mine if it somehow became an option?”
“The soldiers who were at Delantria would struggle with it, but if the emperor commanded it...” Mrothgar shrugged. “The emperor’s word is law. Few will dare disobey him.”
“So he’s the one I’d have to sway.”
“You?”
Mrothgar’s brows lifted. “How are you going to manage that?”
“I have more ideas now than before I read this. For starters, I’d point out his elven blood to him, but if, as you say, he’s unlikely to be moved by that or an ancient treaty, I might offer to teach him how to use his rod.”
Mrothgar made a choking noise.
“What?”
“Call it a scepter. Trust me. And do you think you’d be able to?”
“Just because I’ve struggled to harness my own power doesn’t mean I can’t use tools.”
“Even tools that you don’t know anything about or what they do?”
“I’m hoping it’ll be apparent to me as soon as I get close to it.” How she would get close to it, she didn’t know, since they were headed to a garrison and a general, not the emperor’s audience chamber.
“How likely is that?”
“It’s not unlikely. But I need to get close to him.” Hysithea lowered the book and shifted to face Mrothgar. “I need to talk to him. It may be the only way to stop this invasion. I know you’ve already given up a great deal, if not everything, for me, and I thank you. But will you help me again?” She clasped his hand. “Will you help me get to your emperor?”
Mrothgar didn’t draw his hand back, but he also didn’t return the clasp. He looked glumly at her for a moment, then stared out the window.
It occurred to her that Mrothgar might not want to stop
the invasion. If he would like to see Hawk devoured by a river serpent, maybe he felt that way about all of her people, or at least all the elves who’d been in Delantria. There hadn’t been very many, which was why they’d relied on the illusions, but reminding him of that might not be a good idea.
“I’ve come to care a lot for you, Hysithea,” Mrothgar said, “and I don’t want to see anything happen to you, but…”
“There are a lot of people like me in Serth.” Maybe not as haunted and damaged as she, but most of her people didn’t want war. They’d only become fearsome warriors because they’d had no choice. “Innocent people who would be hurt in a war. And your people would be hurt as well. Even if the elves don’t want to fight, we will. To defend our homeland, we absolutely will, and just because I’m having trouble relearning how to use my magic doesn’t mean others are. Haw— er, some elves are showing a great aptitude for it and picking it up quickly. Whoever made that storm on the Forever Fog River and drove icebergs into those waters… that was powerful magic. I’m sure you’d agree.”
Hysithea didn’t want to threaten him and promise that her people could destroy the rest of the empire’s big warships—she didn’t even know if that was true—but she willed him to see that it was a possibility, that the elves had the power and tools to defend Serth and ensure an invasion would fail. It would be better for all if the elves and Taldarians declared a truce, or at least agreed to ignore each other going forward.
But how could she convince a man who’d been a loyal imperial officer, never questioning the emperor or his orders in the least, until a couple of days ago? Just because he liked her didn’t mean this outlook on the world and the empire’s dominance in it had changed.
“I just want to see you get back home safely without being hurt further,” Mrothgar said.
Hysithea used her free hand to touch the cut in her thigh from Vorkroft’s scalpel. “I’d like that too. But I’d also like to be able to see you again. For you to be able to visit or… even stay.”
“Are you offering me refuge after I’m kicked out of the army?” Mrothgar smiled faintly, though his eyes appeared more haunted than amused.
“I was thinking more along the lines of changing your emperor’s mind about everything and convincing him that you’re a good man and would make an excellent diplomat. If our two peoples were at peace, I’m sure I could talk my parents into offering you a home in Serth if you wanted to stay there.”
“You know diplomat means spy in Taldarian, right?”
“I didn’t say they’d offer you a room in the palace and an invitation to all state meetings. It might be a hut in the forest beyond our city’s magical defenses and work as a weaver.”
“Nothing entices a man to relocate like the word hut.”
“I’d come visit you and watch you weave.”
“If you’d seen me attempt to sew a patch on my uniform, you wouldn’t even joke about me taking up a craft.”
“Anyone would have a hard time sewing something on a bear head.”
He snorted. “I am touched that you would invite me back to your homeland, but I don’t think the odds of me surviving the week are good. When I chose to help you, I knew the consequences. I was just hoping I’d be able to get you safely away.” He scowled out the window. “Not that we’d be immediately captured.”
“I appreciate your help regardless. Being in here with you is better than being chained to a table under that dreadful man.”
“Our time together will be short-lived.” Mrothgar nodded toward the window, the lamps of the garrison now visible atop a hill rising ahead of them. “But I’m glad to have helped. As I said, you’re worth it.”
Touched anew, Hysithea scooted closer and kissed him, wanting to let him know how much she appreciated his words—and him. Whether she would ever be able to believe in her worth deep within herself, she didn’t know, but she was grateful that he felt that way about her.
Mrothgar lifted his hand to her cheek. “I doubt I’ll have the opportunity, but if I can think of a way, I’ll try to get you an invitation to see the emperor.”
“Thank you.” Hysithea slid her arms around his shoulders and kissed him again, wishing they could stay together like that and never arrive at their destination.
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THE CARRIAGE TILTED as it headed up a long winding hill toward the garrison, the motion pressing Hysithea and Mrothgar against the back wall.
“I suppose I should be seeking opportunities for us to escape instead of kissing you,” he murmured, stroking the side of her head, his touch warm and appealing as it washed away the memory of the bastard who’d been groping her in the library.
A soldier riding a horse was visible outside the carriage window, so Hysithea didn’t know what opportunity they would find. The slope of the hill was rocky, with occasional boulders large enough to hide behind, but there weren’t any trees and little grass or shrubbery. Even if they could force the door open, slipping away from the attentive guards would be a challenge.
“There’s something to be said for enjoying the time one has.” She’d been contemplating scooting into his lap and asking if he wanted to do more than kissing, though with guards outside and their destination looming ahead, that wasn’t practical. Unfortunately.
A part of her wished they hadn’t been interrupted the other night in the woods, that she could have known what it was like to be with a man—to be with him.
“True,” he murmured, then pulled her into his lap and kissed her.
Excitement thrummed through her as she wondered if he was contemplating the same thing, ignoring the outside world and enjoying each other’s company while they still had time.
Behind the carriage, a horse issued an alarmed whinny. Trezaki?
Mrothgar pulled his lips from hers and tilted his head to listen. Something thudded against the wall of the carriage, startling them both.
“Get down.” Mrothgar shifted from the bench to the floor, pulling her with him.
“Ambush!” someone outside cried.
Dozens of yards away, a bowstring twanged, Hysithea’s keen ears catching the sound. She remained on hands and knees on the floor but couldn’t keep from raising her head to peer through the bars.
Someone screamed.
“The other down.” Mrothgar pushed her to the floor and away from the window.
“It could be a rescue,” she whispered.
“It could be someone who wants you dead.”
“Who would want to kill an elven historian?” she asked as the lieutenant in charge shouted orders for his men to find cover and return fire.
“Someone who doesn’t want Vorkroft or the emperor to learn how to nullify magic.”
Hysithea shook her head. “I bet it’s my people. Or maybe those rangers again.”
Loud cracks from black-powder weapons sounded. More bowstrings twanged, and a thud came from nearby—someone falling to the ground?
“The rangers wouldn’t have dared come this deep into Taldarian territory,” Mrothgar said, the screams of scared horses punctuating his words. “The forests and mountains are where they’re most capable.”
He cursed and lifted his head to look out the window.
This time, Hysithea pulled him down. “If it’s not acceptable for me to expose my head, then it’s not acceptable for you either.”
“I’m worried about Trezaki.”
“He should be all right. My people don’t shoot horses.”
Another firearm cracked. An instant later, an arrow whistled through the carriage, flying in one window and out the opposite, clinking against a bar as it disappeared into the night.
“Maybe not intentionally.” Mrothgar growled and gripped the latch, clearly wanting to get out and do something, but the guards had locked them in, and it didn’t budge.
“Just wait,” Hysithea whispered, pulling him down again and wrapping her arms around him. She would kiss him if she had to in order to distract him.
Someone cried out in surprise. The guard that had been outside their window a moment before.
Another thud sounded.
“Retreat!” came a cry from the lieutenant, the man already well up the road. “We’ll get reinforcements from the garrison.”
A few sets of horse hooves pounded off, heading in that direction, but it couldn’t have accounted for the whole squad that had been escorting them. Hysithea longed to lift her head and see what was going on, but something else clanked against the carriage.
Maybe those weren’t elves out there. Her people were such skilled archers that it was hard to imagine so many of their arrows going awry.
Then who? If not the rangers…
An indignant neigh sounded outside, followed by the clack of horse teeth chomping together.
A startled oath in Elven reached Hysithea’s ears, and a waterfall’s worth of relief gushed over her. “Those are my people,” she whispered for Mrothgar.
And it sounded like they’d defeated or driven off the soldiers, at least for the moment. Hysithea started to rise, but Mrothgar flattened a hand to her back.
“They could be mercenaries hired to kill you.” He lifted his head. “I’ll go out first.”
“Elven mercenaries wouldn’t kill an elven princess,” Hysithea said, but she hesitated, hoping to hear a voice she recognized before opening the door and flinging herself into anyone’s arms. Besides, the door on their prison carriage was still locked.
“That horse tried to bite me,” a familiar voice said. Hawk.
Another neigh sounded, and Trezaki stuck his large snout between the bars and sniffed.
“Good boy,” Mrothgar crooned, apparently approving of the biting of possible enemies.
But these weren’t enemies. They were Hysithea’s people.
“Hawk?” she called. “We’re in here.”
“I gathered,” came his dry reply, “but there’s a horse blocking the way. Can you get out?”
“We’re locked in.” Hysithea patted the large snout stuck through the window and lowered her voice to whisper, “Let them by, please, Trezaki. I don’t think we have a lot of time.”
That garrison wasn’t far away, and the soldiers would soon return with reinforcements.
Through the bars, she glimpsed someone trying to get close—Hawk. But Trezaki pulled his snout out and snapped his teeth at him. Hawk had been reaching for his reins to lead him away, but he lifted his hands and backed off.
“Do you have a moss bar?” Hysithea asked.
“Yes,” Hawk said in a bewildered tone. “Don’t tell me you’re hungry.”
“The horse is. Give him a piece.”
“Now? I don’t know if you noticed, but we’re attempting to carry out a rescue here.”
“Should I use my storm magic?” an elf with an older-sounding voice asked.
“On a horse?” Hawk asked. “That seems cruel.”
“You didn’t think it was cruel when I unleashed it on that ship.”
“Because it was the only way to help from afar. At least your aim wasn’t as bad with magic as it is with bows.”
“I told you I’m a scholar, not a fighter, and that I haven’t used a bow in forty years.”
“Here, horse,” Hawk said. “Blueberry Huckleberry Delight. Our people’s favorite.”
Trezaki’s nostrils flared as he caught the scent and sniffed. His eyes shifted sideways in the direction of Hawk and the bar, but he didn’t move.
“He’s standing guard,” Mrothgar said. “He thinks we’re in danger.”
“Then shouldn’t his head be toward his enemies instead of his butt?” Hysithea asked.
“He’s a loyal horse, not a smart horse.”
Trezaki made an indignant whuff, and Hysithea suspected he was much smarter than Mrothgar gave him credit for.
“Here.” Hawk tossed the bar through the window. “Feed it to him while I unlock the door.”
Hysithea caught the bar, tore a piece off for Trezaki, and sang softly in Elven, trying to calm him. He ignored the piece in favor of trying to pluck the entire bar out of her hand. Fortunately, it distracted him suitably, and Hawk was able to get close enough to unlock the latch. He tugged the door open, but it smacked into a horse chest.
“Here you go.” Hysithea tossed the remains of the bar through the window so that it landed on the ground behind Trezaki.
He nickered and walked over to pick it up. Hysithea wiped the slobber from her hand as she grabbed the books and scooted out.
“I’m relieved to see you,” Hawk said, hugging her, though he tensed as soon as Mrothgar climbed out.
He released Hysithea and faced Mrothgar, his free hand dropping to the hilt of his sheathed sword.
Mrothgar, jaw clenched, didn’t have a weapon or anything except for his sodden clothes, but he stared defiantly at Hawk.
“He’s an ally,” Hysithea told her brother.
“Since when?” Hawk gave her an incredulous look.
“Since he gave up his career and endangered his family to rescue me from the creepy scientists who wanted to study my blood to figure out a way to nullify our people’s magic.” Hysithea stepped between them. “And he’s not armed.”
“He’s armed with that horse.” Hawk eyed Trezaki as he finished his meal and squinted at them.
“We need to leave.” Mrothgar looked toward the top of the hill as a clang started up, and shouts drifted down the slope. “Let me see if any of these men had my weapons.”
Hawk pointed toward the rocky slope as Mrothgar searched for his mace and pistol. “This way, Hysithea. And, uh, him, I guess.”
“His name is Mrothgar. Where’s the rest of your rescue party?” Hysithea looked curiously at the elf who’d spoken of storm magic but didn’t recognize him. He had to be from one of the other outposts.
“Back at the river. We’ve got a boat. But we’d better take a circuitous route.” Hawk started toward the rocks.
“Wait.” Hysithea eyed four fallen soldiers, arrows protruding from them. Their horses had scattered, but the men remained and appeared to still be breathing. “Can anyone heal them with magic?”
“Heal them?” Hawk asked. “We just shot them.”
“Yes, but if they die, it’s going to be harder to convince the emperor to stop the invasion.”
Hawk grimaced. “Aldari mentioned the invasion plans, but I was hoping it was something far off in the future that might not come to pass.”
“They’re preparing for it now. They might even have warships positioned off Serth’s shores.”
“If that’s true, we must return to Serth immediately,” the other elf said, “so that Hawk and I can join forces again and batter their vessels with storm magic.”
“Who are you?” Hysithea asked, not aware that her brother had ever studied storm magic.
“This is Saragethi,” Hawk said, “an archaeologist and expert on ancient geology and wind patterns.”
“You brought an archeologist to rescue me?”
“I was with him when I got word that you’d disappeared.” Hawk scowled at her. “We rode straight from the dig site in the canyon lands.”
It didn’t sound like either of them had learned healing magic yet. Hysithea knelt by the most grievously wounded man, the soldier groaning on his side, an arrow protruding from his gut. Maybe her magic would allow her to heal him, as long as she was trying to help someone else instead of herself. When she’d been studying all the ancient texts years ago, she’d read about healing and how it worked, but she didn’t know if that would be enough. Still, she had to try.
“Hysithea,” Hawk whispered. “Let them take care of their own.”
“I don’t think this man will survive without magic.” She touched his side above his wound.
The soldier squinted at her, face twisted in pain, but he didn’t try to push her away. Her body tingled with power, and she willed it to enter his and repair the damage the arrow had done. And was still doing. It needed to be removed.
“Do you want me to pull it out?” Mrothgar asked as he buckled his weapons belt around his waist. He’d taken one of the soldiers’ swords as well as his mace, pistol, and ammunition pouch.
Calling upon the same power she’d used on the soldier who’d lost his leg, Hysithea used fire to incinerate the arrow.
“Never mind,” Mrothgar muttered.
Hawk cursed and paced impatiently for a moment, then pulled out a first-aid kit and set to bandaging the other soldiers while Hysithea worked. She didn’t have the time to fully heal the man’s wound, but she repaired the damage to his intestines and stopped the bleeding. Time and rest could help the remainder of the wound to heal.
To her surprise, the man mumbled and let his arm fall away from his body, opening his palm. Her broken amulet lay in it. He didn’t fight her when she took it, slipping it into her pocket.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
As she leaned back and tried to stand, weariness came over her, and she would have pitched back to her knees, but Mrothgar caught her.
“We’re ready,” he said as he juggled the sword so that he could sweep her into his arms.
Hysithea might have protested, not wanting to be a burden, but the magic had drained her, leaving her leg muscles wobbly.
“Don’t forget the books.” She pointed to where she’d set them down before healing the man.
“I’ll get them. Come on.” Hawk plucked up the books and led the way into the rocks, picking a path between the jumbled boulders.
Mrothgar glanced up at the garrison and shook his head, as if he knew he was making another mistake, but he didn’t hesitate to stride off the road after Hawk.
Hysithea heard the distant sounds of the men gathering troops and hoped they would struggle to track her party across the rocks. But when the baying of hounds started up, she feared that was a vain hope.
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THE BAYING of hounds continued to ring out in the night, a promise that they were on the trail. Now and then, the voices of men also floated across the countryside.
With her brother leading, Hysithea, Hawk, Mrothgar, and Saragethi—and Trezaki—had made it off the rocky hillside and were jogging through rows of corn that paralleled the road the carriage had been driving along earlier. There were too many houses and outposts along the river for them to follow it, so they had to wait until they were even with their boat—wherever that was—before cutting over. Assuming they managed to evade the hunters that long.
“A couple more miles,” Hawk whispered over his shoulder, not sounding that winded, despite their rapid pace over uneven ground. “It’ll be a challenge to travel upriver in the boat, but we’re fortunate to have Saragethi. His knowledge of climate and geology has given him an edge in quickly learning how to use magic related to those things.”
“Yes, I’m a veritable weather wizard,” the older elf grumbled.
“He’s also delighted to be along on this journey,” Hawk said.
“I was excavating fascinating ancient tools from the Crystal City and filling a journal with detailed sketches and descriptions.” Work it sounded like Saragethi hadn’t wanted to give up.
“But now he’s rescuing a princess,” Hawk said, “which he’s honored and pleased to have been given the opportunity to do.”
“I am pleased to help the princess. The prince is more of a pain in the—” foliage rattled, and Saragethi grunted as something smacked him in the face, “—corncob.”
“I’ve found him so on occasion.” Hysithea forced a smile, but she couldn’t help but wish she could master her own power so that she wouldn’t need to be rescued. Twice in one night.
She’d helped that soldier. To her surprise, it had almost been easy, as if her magic was eager to get out and be used.
Oh, it had been draining, but she’d expected that. A tradeoff for all the energy her body expended.
“I wish I had the power to keep this horse from panting all over my neck.” Thus far, Saragethi hadn’t uttered anything other than grousing and grumbling. The company on the journey might have been as unpleasant for Hawk as it had been for Hysithea.
“I think that’s the Taldarian,” Hawk said. “They’re both behind you.”
“His name is Mrothgar,” Hysithea corrected her brother again.
“Of course.”
The way he said it made her think she would have to correct him again.
“Are they arguing about anything important?” Mrothgar asked.
Hysithea hadn’t realized she’d lapsed into Elven when speaking with the others. Switching to his tongue, she said, “Not really. Saragethi thinks my brother is a pain in the corncob.”
“Sounds right.”
“What did he say?” Hawk frowned back at Mrothgar.
“That despite your youth, it’s clear you’re a wise and adept leader for your people.”
“You wouldn’t be lying to me, would you, my sister?”
“I’m just trying to keep the peace.”
The eager bays of the hounds kept ringing out. They were closer now.
“Let’s cross the road and head down to the river here,” Hawk said. “If they get much closer, I’ll have to break from the group and lead them away.”
“With what?” Hysithea frowned at his back. She’d just been reunited with her brother; she didn’t want him to run off and risk himself without her. “I don’t think moss bars will work on hounds.”
Trezaki neighed, as if he understood the reference to his favorite elven food.
“Shh.” Mrothgar patted the horse as they jogged out of the field and headed toward the road.
“We need to stick together,” Saragethi said.
“Because you’ll be bereft if I run off and get killed?” Hawk asked. “Or because you don’t remember the way back to the boat?”
“I remember the way fine.”
“You got lost twice on the way out of the mountains when you were leading.”
“I was cogitating on our conundrum and not paying attention to the path.”
“This is the chattiest rescue attempt I’ve been involved with,” Mrothgar muttered. “Are all elven parties like this?”
“Only the ones of which my brother is a part,” Hysithea said in Hyric, so everyone could understand.
Hawk gave her a flat, “ha ha,” over his shoulder but didn’t disagree.
Hysithea wondered how the mercenaries he’d worked with to get Aldari had endured his wit.
When they crossed the road, it was thankfully empty of horses, carriages, and soldiers. Hawk led them toward a tangle of thorny bushes and boggy ground, with the river visible beyond, moonlight gleaming on its now-calm surface. Mud sucked at Hysithea’s shoes, and Trezaki grunted in displeasure as they navigated into the mess.
“While we head upriver,” Hawk whispered, “I’ll make an illusion of a boat floating downriver and let the soldiers see it. I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to hold it as we’re heading in the opposite direction, but the dogs won’t be able to track us through the water, so hopefully, it’ll fool the Taldarians for long enough for us to get fully away.”
“Sounds like a good plan,” Hysithea said, “but we need to flip it around. We’ll head downriver, and you make the illusion of us paddling a boat upriver.”
“Uh, downriver leads deeper into the empire. We want to go home.”
“We can’t. I told you, we have to talk to the emperor and stop the invasion.”
“How are the three of us going to stop an invasion?” Hawk asked.
“Didn’t you say there are more people waiting by the boat?”
“How are the three of us and Aldari going to stop an invasion?”
“She’s the only one at the boat?”
“Yes. There are others back at the Forever Fog River, but in case we were caught, we wanted to sneak into the empire with as few people as possible. We didn’t want the Taldarians
to think we were an invasion force.”
As they maneuvered closer to the river, Hysithea digested that. She supposed it didn’t matter how many people Hawk had brought. An hour ago, she’d assumed that she and Mrothgar would have to get to the emperor alone. Given that her plan was to talk to him, not battle him, a smaller party might be better.
“Well, we have to go deeper into the empire,” she said, “to their capital city, where I hope the emperor is waiting. That’s the seat of power and where his palace is.”
“If the signs posted in their towns are to be trusted, he’ll be in the Sunrise Coliseum to address his troops this week,” Hawk said.
“You were able to read their signs?”
“Saragethi knows some of the written language.” Hawk pointed to an inlet in the river that the boggy water they were tramping through led to. “Our boat is there.”
Hysithea couldn’t see any kind of watercraft and assumed he’d thrown brush over it for camouflage.
“Mrothgar?” She asked him if he’d heard of the coliseum and knew where it was.
“Yes,” he said in Hyric. “It’s a huge arena built along the river south of the Shining City at the former Sunrise Battlefield. I’ve been there many times. Every year, there are parades where commanders show off their units and troop movements, and sometimes there are races and battles in the coliseum. Also… when we’re on the brink of marching off into a large battle, it’s not uncommon for the emperor to call for the troops from the local garrisons to come there so he can personally motivate them.”
“How close a brink?” Hysithea envisioned the great black warships carrying hundreds if not thousands of troops each, sailing to Serth to surround it and send incursions inland.
“They’ll probably leave as soon as the emperor addresses them.”
“That’s our chance then,” Hysithea said. “My
chance to talk to him and fix things for our people.”
It also sounded like it would be her last chance.
Hawk didn’t scoff in disbelief the way their parents might have if they’d been along. “Do you have a plan?”
“Part of one. I’m working on the details.”
“Are the details in these books I’ve been carrying for ten miles?” Hawk asked.
“It’s been more like three miles, and they’re in one, yes.”
“The more books you have to carry, the more miles it feels like.”
“Do you whine this much in front of Aldari?”
“No. She thinks I’m a magnificent elf warrior, and I’m attempting to keep up the illusion for her.”
“Hawk?” came an uncertain call from the inlet. Aldari.
Hysithea couldn’t yet see her—or the boat—but the brush grew even denser near the water, waist-high grass adding to the snarl of vegetation. On the way inland, her brother must have used his sword to cut a path through it.
“Yes, my patient princess,” he said in a louder whisper. “We’re almost back. You won’t have to pine for me any longer.”
“I’m pining for someplace to sit that isn’t full of thorns and biting insects.”
“The borer beetles,” Mrothgar said. “They bore with their proboscises; they don’t bite.”
“Well, they’ve been boring into my butt every time I’ve tried to sit on something.”
A fresh round of baying sounded, and everyone fell silent. The dogs had reached the boggy area and would probably rush in, heedless of the mud and brambles. Trezaki kept grunting his displeasure at the thorny foliage and chomping at it with his teeth.
Hawk handed the books to Hysithea so he could part branches. After stepping into the water, he took a few steps, then pushed on a floating log half covered in leaves, branches, and grass. No, not just a log. Six logs lashed together with rope—or maybe vines.
“That’s the boat?” Hysithea whispered.
Her surprised words might have been louder if not for the presence of the hounds and the shouts of the soldiers. It sounded like the men had crossed the road and were closing in.
“Maybe more of a raft.” Hawk lowered a hand toward another clump of bushes and helped Aldari wade out toward the logs.
How long had the poor woman been crouched in the knee-high water, swatting away borer beetles? She carried a long pole. Was that all they had to direct the dubious craft?
“It looks like a beaver dam,” Mrothgar said.
“By design. We floated past a number of cities, looking to the Taldarians like nothing more than a dislodged beaver project drifting down the river.” Hawk beamed proudly as he waved their group to the raft, as if he’d made it himself. Maybe he had.
“Where will my horse ride?” Mrothgar asked.
“Uh, you and your horse could disappear at this point,” Hawk said.
“No.” Hysithea turned to grip Mrothgar’s forearm. “They have to come with us.”
“Why?” Hawk eyed that grip with a frown.
“Because Mrothgar knows where this coliseum is. And how to find the emperor. And…” Hysithea looked at Mrothgar, whose face had grown closed and unreadable. “He’s given up his career and the safety of his family to help me. We can’t just leave him here to be captured.”
“Can’t he skulk off and avoid the dogs?” Hawk waved at the farmsteads across the river.
“How about we discuss this while we’re floating away from those dogs?” Aldari asked reasonably as she climbed onto the raft.
“My horse?” Mrothgar asked.
“He’s not going to fit,” Hawk said.
As he and Saragethi climbed on, Mrothgar eyed the raft, Hysithea, and Trezaki.
“You insist on going deeper into the empire and risking your life further?” Mrothgar asked Hysithea.
“I have to,” she said. “If there’s any way I can stop this war before it starts…”
Mrothgar sighed and shook his head, and she had a feeling he didn’t believe she could. He might believe in her, but he thought she’d given herself an impossible task.
Since he knew the emperor far better than she, he might be right, but Hysithea couldn’t give up. She had to do this, had to prove her worth to her people—and herself.
She squeezed his arm, releasing it, and joined the others on the raft. Hawk tried to push off, perhaps assuming the colonel would stay behind—or hoping he would stay behind—but Mrothgar removed Trezaki’s bridle, patted him fondly, and murmured a soft parting before pointing for the horse to join the soldiers.
As Hysithea watched, tears threatened to fill her eyes. Even if Mrothgar had never said it, she understood how much the horse meant to him. She hoped the soldiers or whoever found Trezaki would take care of him—and that Trezaki wouldn’t bite everyone who came close.
“Don’t swim after us,” Mrothgar told the horse, then waded out and climbed aboard, the end of the raft dipping low under his weight.
There was no way it could have supported a horse, but Hysithea watched sadly as they pushed away from the inlet. Trezaki took a few steps into the water. She attempted to draw upon her power to convince him to stay, to let him know they had to go too far downriver for him to swim. The tingle of her magic flowing came to her, and Trezaki didn’t follow them farther into the water, but his neighs did not sound pleased.
As Aldari used the pole to push off the bottom and direct the raft into the current, Mrothgar propped his elbow on his knee and dropped his face in his palm.
“I’m sorry,” Hysithea whispered, resting her hand on his broad back. “I hope things will work out, and we’ll be able to reunite you with him again.”
“I hope he doesn’t get shot for being a difficult pain in the ass,” Mrothgar said.
Foliage rattled behind the horse, and the dogs bounded into view. They ignored Trezaki, who snapped at them when they ran past him to bark at the water.
“Up here!” someone called from the brush.
“No more talking,” Hawk whispered, closing his eyes. “I’m forming an illusion so they won’t see us.”
“Will it keep the dogs from smelling us?” Aldari asked softly, lifting the pole and letting the raft float toward the center of the river.
“No.” Hawk held a finger to his lips.
Hysithea pulled out the amulet again and attempted to help with the illusion, but as she’d feared, the cool metal was dead to her touch. When the scientists had hacked out a chunk of its chain, they must have damaged its magic. She hoped it could be repaired one day.
The dogs bayed toward them, a couple swimming out but turning back as soon as they reached the end of the inlet and met the swifter water of the river. Two soldiers came into view, cursing the thorns that clawed at their uniforms. They held black-powder weapons and pointed them toward Trezaki.
Mrothgar sat up straight, looking like he would fling himself in the water and swim back if they tried to shoot his horse. The raft wobbled under his shifting weight. But the soldiers saw that the horse didn’t have a rider and pointed their weapons toward the river, squinting as they sought a target.
Hysithea held her breath as their gazes swept over the raft. By day, Hawk’s illusion might not have been strong enough to hide them all. But night already partially camouflaged the river.
“Did they swim?” someone asked as the raft floated farther from the inlet.
A dog tilted its snout toward the night sky and bayed.
“Or they had a boat,” someone else said.
“I don’t see a boat.”
“That doesn’t mean they’re not out there. There were elves. They have magic.”
The man cursed. “Get back to the garrison. We’ll order a search and alert every town and boat on the river to look for them. They won’t escape.”
The soldiers gathered their dogs and turned back inland. As the raft floated farther, the inlet and Trezaki disappeared from view. Hysithea hoped the horse would be all right and that, somehow, he would find his way back to Mrothgar again.
“What did they say?” Hawk asked.
Mrothgar stared broodingly at the river and didn’t answer.
“They’re going to have everyone along the river searching for us,” Hysithea said.
“The river grows more and more populated from here, with more boat traffic,” Mrothgar said. “I hope your magic can truly hide us, elf. We’ll have to pass by thousands of sets of eyes.”
“I can keep the illusion up,” Hawk said firmly.
“What happens when you need to sleep?” Aldari whispered, glancing at Saragethi. “Will he be able to take over?”
“I’m working on mastering storms,” Saragethi said.
“That sounded like a no.” Aldari raised her eyebrows toward Hawk.
“I just won’t sleep,” Hawk said.
“How long will it take us to float down the river to the coliseum?” Hysithea asked Mrothgar.
“At this speed?” Mrothgar eyed the banks passing slowly by to either side of them. “Three days.”
“I guess we can take turns poking Hawk in the shoulder to keep him awake,” Hysithea said.
“Gladly.” Mrothgar touched his spiked mace.
He’d muttered that last word in Taldarian, but Hawk got the gist. “That won’t be necessary,” he said. “I have excellent stamina. And a desire to remain unperforated by weapons with large metal prongs on them.”
Hysithea smiled, but she couldn’t hold it for long, not with Mrothgar gazing sadly back to where he’d left Trezaki. She wanted to hug him and thank him for the choice he’d made, but with her brother present, she hesitated.
Hawk had frowned when she’d clasped Mrothgar’s arm. What would he think if he knew she’d been kissing the man who’d kidnapped her and Aldari? What would her whole family think?
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HYSITHEA SAT beside Aldari on their brush-covered raft, the piles of grass and leaves adding natural camouflage; though, now that daylight had come, they would have been inadequate if not for Hawk’s magic. Hours had passed since they’d boarded, but he continued to keep the illusion up, the suggestion that this was nothing but a snarl of debris floating downriver in the aftermath of a storm.
As Mrothgar had promised, activity on and along the waterway was picking up as they traveled deeper into the empire. The Tiger River was one of the main ways goods and people were moved through the heart of Taldar.
Hysithea had no idea how long her brother could keep up his illusion, but she knew how much using her power—when she managed to call upon it—drained her. Conjuring illusion magic might not be as demanding as healing a man or incinerating arrows, but it couldn’t be simple when there were so many eyes Hawk had to worry about. Not only did people live and work along the banks but boats passed the raft, their steam power letting them trundle more quickly down the waterway.
“I’m glad you got away from the Taldarians,” Hysithea told Aldari. “I wasn’t able to keep them fooled as long as I’d hoped with the illusion.”
She slipped her hand into her pocket and withdrew the broken amulet, rubbing it with her thumb and wishing she had a book on elven jewel-crafting along. Perhaps she could have taught herself how to repair it.
Instead, she’d spent the morning listening to Saragethi lecture on storm magic. When he wasn’t grousing, he tended to speak in a monotonous drone that made his listeners doze off, but Hysithea had absorbed as much of the information as she’d been able. When she managed to draw upon her power again, that knowledge might be useful.
“The rangers were good at covering our tracks and knew the mountains well. Though with both of them injured, the colonel’s scouts might have caught up with us if they’d had more time.” Aldari glanced warily toward Mrothgar, who sat apart from them in the back of the raft.
Hysithea, not wanting him to feel unwelcome or like an outcast, had sat with him for a while earlier, but he hadn’t responded much to her words or touch. He hadn’t turned his back on her or brushed her off, but he seemed lost in his own thoughts.
In his regrets?
She doubted he was irritated with her, but his distance concerned her. The night before, he’d been amazing and so kind after he’d rescued her. Her body stirred with longing when she remembered their kisses in the carriage. But now that they were among the elves that he loathed, and he’d lost his horse, she feared things had changed for him.
“Vorkroft was in a hurry to get me to his floating laboratory and experiment on me,” Hysithea said.
“Did he learn anything?” Aldari asked.
“I don’t know. I hope not.”
The faster paddleboat would reach the capital long before their raft did, carrying Vorkroft along with it. Hysithea doubted the fire or the waves had done anything to delay it much.
What information would Vorkroft report to his emperor? Even though Hysithea didn’t think the secret to elven magic was in her blood, she didn’t know that for certain. And it worried her that Vorkroft had a bracer with a ryshar, for the secret to nullifying their magic was in that.
The Taldarians couldn’t likely make thousands of the bracers and run around forcing elves to wear them, but if they captured some of her more powerful people in war, the imperial soldiers could put the ryshar on their prisoners to keep them from using magic to escape. And what if the imperial scientists figured out how to craft an airborne inhalant or some such that could be blown upon her people to temporarily disable their powers?
“Once the scouts stopped looking for us,” Aldari said, “the rangers guided me back toward the Forever Fog River, but we didn’t have to go far before Hawk and Saragethi found us. They got a report on our disappearance from the king and queen via a falcon messenger, and they hurried straight from the canyon lands, changing reindeer mounts along the way so they could travel at top speed. I guess they almost caught up with us at the river. They were on the bank creating that storm. They thought we’d be able to get away if they created chaos for the ship.”
“We got away, and everyone else did too.”
“Yes. I gathered that Hawk and Saragethi combining their power for the first time ended up being messier than they’d intended. Hawk has a lot of innate power, and Saragethi had the knowledge of storms, but neither has much experience yet using their magic. Hawk said they need more time to practice, that all elves do.” Aldari gave her an encouraging smile.
“We do, but I’m not sure the world is going to give us time to fully learn everything.” By world, Hysithea meant the Taldarian Empire, but with Mrothgar within earshot, she didn’t want to disparage his people. “Our ancestors learned magic from their earliest days, studying it in school the same way we studied languages and mathematics. It takes a lifetime to master.”
“I’m not surprised. I feel very fortunate that Hawk was able to help my people so soon after he removed that bracer.”
Hysithea was glad Delantria had been saved from occupation by the Taldarians, but she also admitted it would have been better for her people if the elves hadn’t been compelled to help. Serth should have attempted to avoid conflict of any kind for years while the elves regained what they’d lost.
“I gave the rangers some root-pitch candles and brochures before they left,” Aldari said, “but I still have a few left. I would be happy to give them to the Taldarian emperor, to help convince him that your people shouldn’t be invaded but traded with. In case he’s not fully enticed by the promise of you helping him wake up the magic in his rod.”
That morning, over a breakfast of moss bars, Hysithea had explained to Aldari, Hawk, and Saragethi the ancient treaty and what she planned, though she still had no idea how she would get close enough to the emperor to speak with him. The thought that Hawk’s ability to create illusions could allow them to waltz past thousands of soldiers and stroll up to the imperial dais was ludicrous. Even if they somehow reached the emperor, he would be surrounded by bodyguards who would immediately start shooting intruders who appeared in their midst.
“Is there anyone you’ve encountered who you haven’t given candles and brochures to yet?” Hysithea smiled, trying not to show how much the other concerns weighed on her.
“I didn’t give them to Vorkroft. He’s an ass. He didn’t deserve superior lighting and to be an early participant in the illumination paradigm of the future.”
“No,” Hysithea agreed, though it was that other scientist who’d been even more of an ass. She shivered whenever she thought of what would have happened if Mrothgar hadn’t come for her.
She bit her lip as she looked back at him. Somehow, someway, she had to keep his life from being ruined. He’d risked everything for her.
Hysithea touched Aldari on the shoulder, then rose and picked her way past the leaf piles toward her brother. Hawk sat in the front of the raft, wearing a hat made from woven fronds, and his eyes were closed as he continued to concentrate. She didn’t say anything as she sat next to him, waiting until a keelboat passed around a bend and the raft was floating past a stretch of farmland without any people near the banks.
“Is the hat part of your camouflage,” Hysithea asked, “or does it help you feel close to nature as you create your illusionary beaver-dam raft?”
“Both.” Hawk winked at her. “Saragethi made it out of the grass and leaves I threw on here. He spat on it and said he’d blessed it with the power of the Hunter.”
“He’s kind of quirky.”
“As all archaeologists are. It’s a known fact.” Hawk arched his eyebrows and glanced back at Mrothgar, whose back remained to them. “Is everything all right? Are you working out a plan that will get you to the emperor’s feet without being shot?”
“I’m mulling over it, yes.”
His face grew grave. “I hope it’s very productive mulling, because I’m not sure about this. Our parents told me to go get you and bring you home, not let you guide us deeper into imperial territory with every passing minute.”
“I’m a little surprised you’re not trying to stop me.”
“I figured you’d sneak away if I did and do what you wanted anyway. You are my sister, after all. We share the same blood.”
“And propensity for foolish ideas?”
“Clearly. It’s odd that Erathian doesn’t. Must be because he’s so old and stodgy.”
“Yes, a doddering twenty-six.”
“He’d better be enjoying his waning youth. Now that our shores aren’t cursed and impenetrable, and our land isn’t filled with killer Twisted, all Mother and Father are concerned about is establishing alliances with the human kingdoms. There’s been talk of marrying us all off.”
“To humans?”
“Apparently. Which I don’t mind.” Hawk beamed a smile over his shoulder toward Aldari, who was scribbling in a notebook, probably calculating how large the market was for elven root pitch in the populous empire.
“You would think they would want fully elven grandchildren and future rulers of Serth.”
Hysithea thought of the half-elf ranger and wondered again how her childhood had been, growing up as someone different from the other children. Had she been teased? Outcast? Or were human and elven children similar enough that the other children hadn’t cared?
It occurred to her that if she and Mrothgar somehow found a way to survive everything and stay together, they could one day marry and have children. Half-elven children.
Hysithea shook her head, not sure he was interested in that or how they could make it work, even if they both decided they wanted it. Still, she couldn’t help but imagine what their hypothetical children might look like.
“I don’t think our parents are against full-blooded elven grandchildren, should their daughter be wooed by one of our strapping noble warriors—” Hawk arched his eyebrows to suggest he believed that was a good idea, “—but our population has dwindled a lot in these past centuries. They mentioned it would be a good idea to add some fresh blood to the breeding pool.”
Hysithea resisted the urge to look back at Mrothgar, again wondering if he might one day be interested in breeding with her. One day far in the future. For now, she had too many issues of her own to work through and didn’t feel capable of being anyone’s mother. Mrothgar was, however, the subject she’d come over to discuss with her brother.
“I’ll keep that in mind in many years when I’m maybe possibly interested in such things,” Hysithea said. “There’s something else I wanted to ask your opinion on.”
Hawk squinted toward farmers with horses and a wagon harvesting corn in a field, but he must have decided they were engaged with their work and far enough away that he didn’t have to focus on his illusion. “Go ahead.”
“Mrothgar has risked a lot to help me—no, he’s given up a lot. He’s earned the ire of his people, and I don’t think it’ll be safe for him here if he tries to go back to his garrison. Do you think Mother and Father would be willing to offer him refuge if, after all this, we bring him back with us?”
“Er, I don’t know about that. If his people end up invading ours, he’ll be considered an enemy. He’s a high-ranking military officer, not an innocent civilian caught in the crossfire.”
“We’re going to stop the invasion.”
Hawk gave her a pitying look that made her want to knock that silly hat off his head. Why had he been confident he could achieve an impossible task, but didn’t believe she could?
“Even if we—you—do,” Hawk said, “it’s not as if all hostile feelings will go away. Unfortunately, I’ve ensured that. Maybe you can keep the empire from invading this year, but what about the next and the next? They’ll be here plotting, simmering like a lidded pot on a hot fire. Our people would believe him a spy. Besides, can you imagine him with a quiet dome in the outpost, puttering about in a garden and learning to make elven wine?”
“I told him he could learn to weave.”
“Oh, sure. With those big sausage fingers, he’d be a natural.”
“His fingers are strong and agile, just like the rest of him.”
Hawk made a biting-into-spoiled-fish face.
“I’m sure we could find something that suits his talents,” Hysithea said.
“Like spying.”
“His people are angry with him. They wouldn’t want to hear what he said even if he was inclined to spy. Besides, the Taldarians have already suborned an elven spy—did you hear about that? They don’t need another one.”
Hysithea gritted her teeth. She doubted Hawk
would turn Mrothgar away if she wanted to invite him to stay in their outpost, and that he was only guessing at what their parents would say, but the conversation was frustrating her.
“In his note, Father did bring up the guard captain being a vadir and not pleased since we ended the curse. Perhaps enough to be willing to work with the Taldarians to bring back a period of hardship.” Hawk grimaced. “The last I heard, he was being questioned. There aren’t many people who could have diddled the guard roster so the Taldarians were free to roam Serth without an escort. But the knowledge that such things have been happening will only make Mother and Father—and all our people—warier. Even if they let your colonel stay, he wouldn’t be welcome. He would be treated as a foreigner, someone suspicious to keep an eye on.”
“Like all of us who were Twisted are?”
Hawk frowned at her. “Nobody’s suspicious of you.”
“They’re wary around me. If you haven’t noticed, you haven’t been looking.”
“It’ll take time for people to get used to things. Eventually, they’ll forget you were ever gone.”
“People who lost kin to the Twisted will forget?”
“In time,” he said sturdily.
“But time wouldn’t allow them to come to trust Mrothgar if he came to live with us?” Maybe she shouldn’t have bothered asking; it wasn’t as if Mrothgar had sounded interested in being a refugee when she’d brought it up. But she hated the idea of leaving him at the border when they returned to Serth, never to see him again. Especially if he would be on the run, considered a traitor by his people and wanted dead.
“I don’t know, Hysithea. I just don’t think our parents will like it that you’re—well, that you’ve been holding hands with him.”
“What, they’re willing to bring in human breeding stock, but not him?” Hysithea couldn’t help but feel disgruntled, given that Hawk was seeing a human woman.
“Not someone who might be a military spy, no. And he’s not even… What would be gained from you marrying him? He’s nobody of significance here, right? Nobody it would be advantageous to marry as grounds for establishing an alliance.”
“I didn’t say I wanted to marry him, but I’d certainly hope that if I did, Mother and Father wouldn’t rule him out as an option for me. Our people haven’t done arranged marriages for centuries. It’s backwards and ridiculous.”
“They didn’t do it because we were too busy surviving. Nobody had to worry about alliances with humans when the entire world was terrified of the Twisted and Forever Fog River and didn’t want to step foot on our continent. Now… it’s less scary to them, and if our plan to save the whale population by selling root pitch comes to fruition, they’ll realize we have a valuable resource, one they might want to steal control of.”
“You’re calling the root-pitch trees a valuable resource? They don’t even grow on the mainland.”
“They might in the Shark Tooth Mountains or elsewhere with conditions similar to ours, but if they don’t, that could make Serth highly desirable.”
Hysithea shook her head, irritated that these hypothetical political and economic future events might tempt her parents into finding some suitable mate for her to marry. She hoped a lot of this was Hawk’s own musings and not truly what Mother and Father had been discussing, but he’d been close to them this past year when she’d been gone. She didn’t feel that she knew them—knew anyone—as well anymore.
“Boat coming,” Mrothgar said from the rear. He looked over his shoulder at them, holding Hysithea’s gaze for a moment, and she wondered if he’d caught any of their discussion. They’d defaulted to speaking in Elven, but he would have heard his name. “A big military vessel.”
“I’ll take care of it.” Hawk peered back at a large paddleboat with cannons mounted along its railings, then rested his hands on his knees, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes.
With the morning sun bright in a blue sky, Hysithea felt exposed. She could sense that her brother was effectively calling upon his magic and weaving an illusion around the raft, but that didn’t keep her from being nervous as the large vessel approached. Aldari, Saragethi, and Mrothgar all watched it intently as well.
Soldiers with weapons and spyglasses paced the deck, peering at the riverbanks as well as watching the waters ahead of their vessel. A few horses were stabled in the back, and Mrothgar sucked in a breath. Trezaki was tied to a hitching post outside the stable. The big stallion’s nostrils flared, as if he’d caught their scent. Hysithea hoped he wouldn’t do anything to give away his master’s location.
When the raft curved around a bend first, the paddleboat out of sight for a few seconds, she risked crawling back to sit beside Mrothgar.
“We’re camouflaged?” he asked.
“We should be.”
He looked at her.
“I can sense my brother’s magic around the raft,” she said, hoping that would reassure him. “But Trezaki may catch your scent.”
“Or the scent of elven moss bars.”
“Let’s hope if he does, the soldiers don’t pay attention to his whinnies.” Hysithea rested a hand on his shoulder. “It’s good that he’s getting a ride. He’ll be there waiting for you once we talk to the emperor and convince him how wonderful it would be to have elven allies instead of elven enemies.”
The look Mrothgar gave her was similar to the one Hawk had. Pitying.
“I can convince him,” she insisted. “I just need a chance.”
“I don’t think you’ll succeed at convincing him of anything.” Mrothgar took a deep breath. “But I’ll stand with you to face him.”
The paddleboat came back into view, and they fell silent, scarcely daring to breathe as it navigated toward them, the soldiers prowling the deck with their spyglasses. A cabin door opened, and a gray-haired man wearing a sleeveless army uniform with a huge white bear head across the front strode to the bow. Though he appeared at least sixty, his bare arms bulged with muscles, and the younger soldiers saluted and cleared the way for him.
“Supreme General Grothfarik,” Mrothgar said softly. “He was the commanding officer of the first unit I was in. Now, he’s in charge of the entire imperial army.”
“Wasn’t he the one we were being driven to see?” Hysithea whispered.
“Yes.”
“Will he remember you?”
“Not from those days, no. It’s likely he’s seen my name on reports, but…” His shrug didn’t suggest the general would smile fondly at him and look the other way if he figured out Mrothgar was out here.
Instead of a weapon, Grothfarik carried a megaphone, the outside lined with rabbit fur. Some ceremonial tool for addressing his troops?
He lifted it to his mouth, turning it left and right as well as downriver as he spoke. “Colonel Mrothgar! I know you are out there and that you’ve been ensorcelled by that elf female.”
“Ensorcelled?” Hysithea mouthed, though she didn’t dare speak loudly. Noise carried on the river, and the paddleboat was drawing closer.
“I’m not pleased,” the general continued, “that you fought against our troops—your troops—but I understand that you weren’t acting of your own volition. The ancient texts say that elven magic was once very powerful, and we believe it is growing so again.”
Mrothgar didn’t say anything, but he sat straighter and stared intently at the general. The soldiers on the deck of the paddleboat continued to peer toward the brush alongside the river and didn’t react to their commander’s words. Maybe they’d already heard them. The general might have been calling out the words periodically as they traveled down the river.
But why did they believe their party had headed deeper into the empire instead of returning to Serth? Hawk hadn’t been able to make the illusion of a boat carrying the raft upriver, not when he’d been busy hiding them as they traveled downriver, but the soldiers couldn’t possibly know what she planned.
“I don’t believe she can keep you ensorcelled forever,” Grothfarik continued. “You have been a solid, loyal, and dependable officer, and neither the emperor nor I believe you would willingly work against us. You will find a way to escape her pull. She must sleep sometime. When she sleeps, bring her to me. We will take her to the emperor together, where his scientists will use her to find a way to nullify elven magic, and you will be rewarded for your faithful service.” Grothfarik extended his hand toward the back of the paddleboat—toward Trezaki. “You will not be blamed for being ensorcelled. If you bring her to me. You have my word.”
Mrothgar closed his eyes.
Hysithea watched him. All morning, she’d worried he regretted his actions. Now, here was his general, offering him his old life back—if only Mrothgar betrayed her.
Hysithea glanced back, wondering how much Hawk and Aldari understood. Probably none of it. They were exchanging frowns as the general spoke. Only Hysithea understood the full extent of this offer… and how much Mrothgar must be tempted by it.
The paddleboat drew even with their raft, and a few soldiers peered at what should have looked like a clump of logs to them—Hysithea sensed Hawk using more power, strengthening the illusion to convince the onlookers that nothing abnormal floated down the river.
Trezaki neighed. Mrothgar looked toward his horse, but he didn’t open his mouth or stand up.
Still, as the paddleboat passed them and continued down the river, it was hard to miss the longing in his eyes as the general lifted his megaphone and issued the spiel again.
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TWILIGHT FOUND Hysithea and the others chewing on moss bars and speaking little as the raft floated through a large city that spanned both sides of the river. A great bridge arched over the waterway, and wagons traveled back and forth over it, busy on errands despite the late hour.
This was the fourth city they’d passed since dawn, and so many boats had been traveling the river that Hawk had been forced to spend the full day concentrating on maintaining their illusion. Hysithea had only relayed the general’s message to him, Aldari, and Saragethi in bits and pieces.
Mrothgar had spoken little, merely standing in the back of the raft and looking toward the banks. His expression was stony and difficult to read, but Hysithea kept catching that wistful expression in his eyes. Even if he cared about her, the general’s offer had to be tempting to him. A chance to reverse his questionable choices of the past few days, to have his career back and ensure his family was safe.
“Can we trust him?” Aldari asked softly from where she sat beside Hysithea.
“No,” Hawk said.
“Yes,” Hysithea said.
“All he would have to do,” Aldari said, “is shout as one of those boats full of soldiers goes by.”
Yes, and there had been a lot of boats of soldiers, armed men traveling downriver to the coliseum and parade grounds. Armed men preparing to be inspired by their emperor’s words before being shipped off to war with Serth.
“But he hasn’t,” Hysithea said.
“Yet,” Hawk muttered, his eyes still closed.
He swayed, weary after maintaining their logjam illusion for the entire day. He kept looking ahead, doubtless hoping for a section of empty fields and forests instead of cities full of watching eyes that might spot them if his illusion lapsed.
“I’ve been debating on this all day,” Hysithea said, “and I think this may be the opportunity I’ve been looking for.”
“What opportunity?” Hawk frowned at her.
“To get to talk to the emperor. That general said he wants Mrothgar to take me to him.”
“Tied and gagged and knocked unconscious, I’m sure,” Aldari said.
“As long as I can take that book with me.” Hysithea smiled and rose to her feet.
Hawk reached up, catching her arm. “I know what you’re thinking, and it’s a bad idea. You can’t trust him not to turn you over to them. Even if you think he’s your ally, what’s he going to do once you’re surrounded by soldiers?”
“Nothing. It’ll be up to me to sway the emperor and convince him I’m worth keeping alive and listening to.”
“Hysithea…”
She extracted her arm from her brother’s grip. “I’m going to talk to him. Just keep the illusion going for now.” She glanced at another stone bridge ahead, guard towers rising on either side of it.
Hawk grumbled but went back to focusing on his magic.
When Hysithea joined Mrothgar in the back, he lifted an arm and wrapped it around her shoulders.
She leaned against him. “Are you feeling ensorcelled tonight?”
“I’m feeling… pensive.”
“Engaged in deep and reflective thought?”
“Precisely so.”
“Are you tempted to toss me over your shoulder and leap onto the next boat that passes by?” Hysithea wouldn’t blame him for considering it. After the general had offered him the opportunity to get his entire life back, how could he not be wrestling with the thought of going along with it?
“I’m tempted to toss you over my shoulder and carry you to the northern border so your people can come collect you.”
“That would be a long walk from here. I might get heavy after a while. And I wouldn’t want to leave without Hawk and Aldari.”
“What about the other elf?”
“Hm. I don’t know him as well, but he was explaining to me how storm magic works earlier, and he was good enough to help us escape from the paddleboat with those waves, so I guess I would want to take him too.”
Mrothgar eyed her. “What all can he do with his magic?”
“Weather and rocks are his specialty.”
“Rocks? Like making boulders tumble down mountainsides onto parties of soldiers?”
“Possibly.”
“That’s powerful magic to command.”
“Yes.” Hysithea gazed up at him, though the deepening night cloaked his face in shadow. “Do you think your general’s offer was genuine? And that your people truly believe you were ensorcelled?”
“It’s possible they do and that it was.”
“If so,” she said quietly, “it would be a way out for you. An opportunity to return to your old life.” Maybe she shouldn’t have been pointing that out, but he was too smart not to have considered it from all angles already.
“It’s also possible that they don’t believe I was ensorcelled, and that they’re trying to entice me while laying a trap.” Mrothgar returned her gaze. “They don’t have you, and they’re not sure where you are, but they still want you. Did Vorkroft find something promising, I wonder? Something that makes him believe that if he had more time to study you, he’d learn what the emperor seeks?”
“I hope not. I don’t want him to cut any more pieces out of me.” Hysithea pushed up the hem of her dress to show him the wound.
His jaw tightened, anger darkening his eyes, but when he spoke, his voice was sympathetic. “Understandable.”
“That said, I think this may be our only opportunity to get the meeting I need with the emperor.” She pushed her dress back down.
“What? Me turning myself in? With you walking at my side?”
“Walking behind you with my wrists bound,” Hysithea said. “Then it would be more plausible that I was your prisoner.”
Mrothgar remained silent for a long moment, contemplating her and then looking toward the dark water. “If it’s a trap, they would separate us, and I would end up in chains and unable to help you. You might end up squirreled away in a laboratory and never see the emperor.”
“We’ll have to send along a message to him that’s so enticing that he’ll want to meet me. Remember, I have information about his rod.”
“His scepter.”
“Yes.”
“I believe General Grothfarik is an honorable man,” Mrothgar said, “but if they think us both enemies, he might not be compelled toward honesty. Our people believe in honor and integrity, but we also have a saying: the forthright fox goes hungry. You’re familiar with our game of Acquisition. It’s won by those who are cunning, who layer traps upon traps and lure their opponents to their doom.”
“In other words, if I gave Grothfarik a message to give to your emperor, he might not do it.”
“Correct.”
“Is there any way to ensure I could get a message to him?”
“You would have to give the general such crucial information that he would hurry to report it because the fate of the empire—or at least the planned invasion—might be at risk if he didn’t.” Mrothgar tilted his head as he regarded her. “Could you suggest you know the secret to your people’s magic and that you’re willing to share it?”
Hysithea grimaced. “Then I’d be the liar. If such a secret exists, I don’t know it, and even if I did, I couldn’t betray my people.”
“What if they thought you might?” Mrothgar asked, his voice soft as he gazed at her. His arm shifted, and he rested a hand on her shoulder, squeezing it, then brushing his fingers along the side of her neck. Delicious shivers ran through her body, making her wish they were alone instead of on a raft with no privacy, save for what the darkness provided. “That you’d spill all your secrets and help Taldar in whatever way the emperor wished?”
“Why would they ever believe I would do that?” Hysithea leaned into him as his fingers shifted to the back of her neck, massaging her muscles and slipping through her hair to rub her scalp.
“Perhaps I’ve ensorcelled you.”
She almost snorted, but she remembered all the times they’d been riding together and she’d let information she hadn’t meant to escape. “So… you’re proposing to turn yourself in with me at your side, but instead of being in chains, I’d be stroking your chest and gazing up at you, completely enraptured?”
A part of her wanted to say she would never be a good enough actress to pull that off, but as her knees weakened and she leaned more fully against Mrothgar, she admitted it might not be that hard.
“Willing to do anything I ask of you because of your infatuation,” he agreed. “And as a man loyal to the emperor, I would of course direct you to serve him.”
“And betray my people.” Even though they were talking about hypothetical ruses, her stomach churned at the thought of even pretending she would be willing to do that.
She could tell Hawk the truth, knowing he would explain it to their parents, but what if everything went sideways, and Hawk, Aldari, and Saragethi were captured and killed, and the only thing her family ever heard was that she’d been willing to betray their people because of a man? She’d already betrayed them because of the curse. The thought of turning on them again in any way sickened her and threatened to bring tears to her eyes.
“I don’t know if I can even pretend to do that,” she whispered, her throat tight. “I wasn’t trained to be a spy, Mrothgar. I’m doing all this because I need to help my people and have them know I helped. I need them to know I’m not some useless, broken—” With her throat tightening further, she couldn’t get out the rest of the words.
“I understand,” Mrothgar said gently and pulled her fully into his arms.
Hysithea pressed her face into the front of his shoulder.
“I offer it only as an option,” he said. “If you want to try what the general is asking for, I’ll do it. I’m just worried that we would be separated, and you’d never get to the emperor if he treated you as a prisoner whose body was the only thing of interest.” He stroked the back of her head, hand running through her thick hair.
“I need to think about this.”
He kissed the top of her head. “You have some time.”
But not much time. The river was carrying them inexorably downstream, toward the Shining City and the coliseum.
“Are you believed to be a lady’s man among your people?” Hysithea gazed up at his face. She found it handsome, if chiseled and hard, but did others? Did he have a history of attracting women, and would his superiors know about it? If so, his plan might be plausible.
“A what?”
“Do women from enemy nations throw themselves at you on a regular basis? As an elf without a lot of experience with humans, I’m not sure if my attraction to you is normal.” When he didn’t seem to know what to make of the comment, she clarified. “I’m trying to determine how likely it is that your general would believe you were the seducer instead of being certain I was the ensorcelling party.”
“I have not seduced a woman from an enemy nation before,” he said dryly, “but I’m not considered so homely that I can’t attract females of my own kind.”
“Are you sure? I have two brothers. I’ve observed that males, at least of my species, tend to have inordinately high opinions of their attractiveness and appeal.”
“Perhaps you could ask the human female on the raft with us,” Mrothgar said, drier than ever.
Hysithea patted him on the chest. “Good idea. Aldari?” She switched from Taldarian to Hyric. “If you were an unattached female seeking a mate, would you consider Mrothgar to be sexy and alluring?”
Mrothgar’s mouth drooped open. Maybe he hadn’t thought she would actually ask.
While they’d been speaking, Aldari had been sneaking peeks back at them, no doubt curious about the conversation, but since she didn’t understand Taldarian, she couldn’t have known what they were discussing. Thus, her mouth also drooped open, dangling there for a moment before she found an answer.
“I’m not an expert on such matters,” Aldari said. “My older sister is much more likely to notice a man’s appeal, as I’m more drawn by books and tend to be too lost in contemplation of economics to ogle men regularly, but his face is symmetrical, and his muscles are large and nicely defined. I’ve observed that normal women enjoy such things.”
“My face is symmetrical?” Mrothgar rubbed his forehead. Maybe that wasn’t the affirmation of his sex appeal that he’d expected.
Hawk, who’d been concentrating on the illusion and not likely paying much attention, frowned over at Aldari.
“Don’t worry,” she told him with a swat to his chest. “Your symmetry is far more appealing to me.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Hawk replied before frowning back at Mrothgar and closing his eyes again.
“Did that discussion help you make your decision?” Mrothgar asked.
Hysithea took a deep breath and gazed up at him, enjoying his large and nicely defined arm muscles wrapped around her and the feel of her chest against his. “Yes. Colonel Mrothgar, I am inexplicably drawn to your ferocity, masculinity, and sexiness. Please arrange our capture and tell your general to let your emperor know that in exchange for your ardor, I would do anything, even spill all of my people’s secrets.”
Even though it was a ploy, she was glad neither Aldari nor Hawk could understand her Taldarian words. Even so, hearing the statement come out of her mouth made her uncomfortable.
Mrothgar nodded and stroked her hair again. “Very well.”
Hysithea didn’t expect him to kiss her—even the hug seemed overly intimate for the shared raft—but his arms tightened around her, and he bent his mouth to hers.
His kiss made her feel silly for having asked Aldari if others found him attractive. He was amazing, and, as the heat of his body mingled with hers, delicious sensations of pleasure filling her, she had little doubt that he could have many females from many kingdoms.
A flutter of anticipation in her belly made her long to do more than kiss him. The desire was so intense that it worried her. She couldn’t help but wonder if she was a little infatuated with him. What if, as they rode to see his emperor, Mrothgar promised her a place at his side forever more… if only she shared all of her people’s secrets? Would she be tempted?
After he’d risked himself to rescue her, she had a hard time believing Mrothgar was being anything but honest in his affection for her, but what if, when he stood before his general and his emperor, he decided his first loyalty was to them?
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“THIS IS A BAD IDEA,” Hawk said as Aldari poled the raft through the shallows and toward what appeared to be the last wooded and wild section of the Tiger River before it joined the Tigress River and created a single wider waterway that ran through the Shining City. Mrothgar had said it was a park where the emperor, the regional warlord, and their favorite high-ranking military officers went to hunt.
Hysithea clasped Mrothgar’s hand for support and to let him know that she didn’t agree with Hawk. Ever since she’d explained the plan to let Mrothgar pretend to take her prisoner, her brother had been protesting. His protesting had grown even more vehement when she’d said that he, Aldari, and Saragethi should get off the raft so that Mrothgar and Hysithea could be captured without endangering them.
As she’d told them, that would leave them free to sneak about, Hawk using his illusions to keep their little team from being discovered, though even with magic, that would be challenging in this populous area. A part of Hysithea was tempted to tell them to head back upriver to Serth to let the elves know what danger was coming if her plan didn’t work out. But if there was any way Hawk could watch from afar and perhaps rescue her and Mrothgar if the general threw them both in chains… she wanted to leave the possibility open.
“Mother and Father will kill me if they learn I came all this way to get you and then let you go,” Hawk said.
Aldari kept poling the raft, and when Hawk looked to her for backup, she only shrugged. When Hysithea looked at Aldari, she returned a supportive smile, though worry filled her eyes. Only Saragethi didn’t appear that concerned, but that might have been because he had a pen and a notebook out and was assiduously studying the lenticular clouds that he’d observed were frequent in the area.
“Mother and Father will be extremely pleased if I can stop a war from happening,” Hysithea said.
“But it’s all kinds of hubris to believe that you can,” Hawk said. “You’ve read our history and mythological tales, far more than I have. You know hubris is what gets our people in trouble. It’s led to the downfall of many elves.”
“It wasn’t hubris when you kidnapped a princess from another nation, believing you could single-handedly find the solution to the curse of the Twisted and change history for our people?”
“It was. That just… worked out.”
Hysithea lifted her chin. “I intend to ensure that this works out.”
“What if it doesn’t? The odds were against me, and they’re against you as well.” Hawk looked at Mrothgar. “Hugely against you.” He switched to Elven. “You don’t truly know if you can trust him not to betray you. You’ve known him for a week. All of this could be manipulation.”
“I don’t believe that’s true,” Hysithea said, “but even if it were, if it’s manipulation that gets me an audience with the emperor, that’s all I ask. Then it’ll be up to me.” Hysithea held up the tome she’d kept through their two escapes, the page on the ancient elven treaty bookmarked.
“It’s going to get you thrown in a dungeon cell. Or worse.”
“Hawk,” Aldari said softly, though she hadn’t likely followed all of the conversation once they’d switched to Elven. “You’re a strong warrior and capable of leading your people to salvation and greatness. Don’t you think your twin sister has all of that in her too?”
“Yes,” he said, surprising Hysithea with his firmness, “but as her brother, it’s my duty to watch out for her and protect her. I can’t lose her again.” Hawk turned such an anguished expression on Hysithea that she immediately felt guilty, thinking of how he and the rest of the family must have worried when she’d been taken by the Twisted.
“I’ll protect her,” Mrothgar said, addressing Hawk. He couldn’t have followed everything either, but he must have caught the gist. “I’ll do everything within my power to ensure she gets to the emperor, and if this fails, I’ll give my life to get her away in the end. You have my word as a warrior.”
Hysithea didn’t expect Mrothgar’s word to mean anything to Hawk, since they were enemies, not allies, but they held each other’s gaze for several long seconds. Hawk finally sighed, stepped forward, and hugged Hysithea.
“We’ll try to be somewhere close to the coliseum for the emperor’s talk,” Hawk said. “If you need help escaping, we’ll be there.” He squeezed Hysithea tightly before letting her go, then looked toward Saragethi, who was murmuring and muttering about the moisture content in those clouds while scratching his chin with the tip of his pen and leaving ink marks behind. “With such fearsome elves in the area, the Taldarian emperor had better watch out.”
Mrothgar eyed the ink-stained Saragethi. “Clearly.”
A shudder went through the raft as it bumped the bottom of the river. Some of the leaves and grass fell off.
Hawk hugged Hysithea again before getting off and managed to keep from issuing any further pleas for her to change her mind. It irked her a bit that it had been Mrothgar promising to protect her that seemed to have swayed him, but their older brother would have been as bad, positive their sister needed a big, strong male protector.
She looked toward the river and the distant city. One day, she hoped they would all believe she could take care of herself—and she hoped she would believe it too.
Aldari also hugged Hysithea, wishing her luck, then waded after Hawk. Saragethi, after stuffing his journal into his trousers and tightening his belt, did the same.
“Are you ready?” Hysithea asked Mrothgar as Aldari handed him the pole. “We’ll be spotted quickly once the illusion magic is gone.”
“You don’t think the clumps of dead grass and leaves will fool my people?” he asked.
“Well, I don’t know how poor human eyesight is, but…”
Mrothgar squinted at her. “Human eyesight is fine.”
“I’ll hold the illusion as you push off,” Hawk said from the bank. “I might be able to keep it up for a half mile or so. Once you’re out of my sight, it’s much harder.”
“Thank you.” Hysithea nodded at him. “If this doesn’t work out, tell Mother and Father I love them.”
“It’ll work out, and what about our brother?”
“Tell him he’s all right too.”
“I’ll let him know you got all gooey and emotional at the thought of never seeing him again.”
“Please. He’s already pompous and full of himself.”
“That’s the role of older brothers.” Hawk smiled solemnly and waved to her.
Mrothgar used the pole to push away from the bank. The raft bumped a couple of submerged rocks on its way back into the current and shuddered again. If Hysithea hadn’t already ridden so many miles downriver on it, she would have doubted it could stay together for the rest of the trip. But she and Mrothgar would doubtless be seen and captured soon. After that, they wouldn’t need the raft.
Once the water grew deep and Mrothgar couldn’t pole farther, the nervous flutters that had been assailing her belly all morning returned in full force. Keelboats and paddleboats floated down the river ahead of them, and a couple more were approaching from behind. Hysithea suspected they would know the second Hawk’s camouflage faded.
As their raft floated around a bend, another stone bridge came into view. A couple of docks occupied the shoreline to one side, but even more noticeable were numerous paddleboats stretched across the river. They appeared to be anchored, almost creating a barrier to block the way. An opening in the middle allowed vessels through, but they had to pass close to the boats to either side. One of those boats was the one the general had been aboard.
Was that him out front? In his uniform and with that megaphone?
“We seem to be expected,” Hysithea said, again wondering how the imperials had figured out that she was heading downriver instead of upriver. Maybe they had the waterway blocked in the other direction as well.
“Yes.” Mrothgar lay the pole on a log, then wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “General Grothfarik is on deck. You’ll need to look enraptured soon.”
“Of course.” Hysithea slipped her arms around him and turned to partially face him, though she kept an eye on the general’s paddleboat.
Grothfarik didn’t seem to see them yet, but he was gazing expectantly upriver.
“I suspect your brother’s camouflage might not have been as complete as he believed,” Mrothgar said, “and that some reports of sightings made it to the general.”
As Hysithea had predicted, she could tell the moment Hawk’s illusion faded. Grothfarik’s eyes widened, and he pointed his megaphone toward them. A dozen soldiers on deck with him aimed firearms at them. Soldiers on the decks of the other boats also leveled weapons in their direction.
The flutters in Hysithea’s stomach turned into a full-fledged battering of bat wings. What if the general ordered them shot, and she never got a chance to speak to the emperor? What if Vorkroft had decided that her body was all he needed to resume his studies?
Grothfarik lifted his megaphone to his mouth. “Colonel Mrothgar, have you escaped the ensorcellment the elf put on you, and are you ready to surrender her to me?”
“I have escaped it,” Mrothgar called back, “but there is no need to imprison her. I’ve won her loyalty, and she will do as we wish.” He lowered his hand to her back and pulled her tightly—possessively—against him.
“Is that so,” the general said in a flat tone.
“It is. I’ve convinced her to share her secrets with the emperor, to give us all that we want to know about the elven people and their defenses.”
The general squinted at Hysithea.
With her heart thundering in her ears, she did her best to look smitten rather than terrified as she slid her arms around Mrothgar’s neck and nuzzled his chest. Feeling brazen, and calling upon acting skills she didn’t believe she had, she kissed him, letting her mouth linger on his warm skin.
His hand lowered to cup her butt as he gazed confidently toward his general, as if he believed he had nothing to fear from this encounter, as if he didn’t worry at all about the firearms pointed at them.
“What secrets does she have?” The general lowered the megaphone, for the raft had floated closer. With little to direct it, it threatened to smash against one of the boats, but he waved for his soldiers to toss ropes with grappling hooks to catch it.
“She knows how the elven magic can be nullified en masse. It is what the emperor wishes to know, the only thing that will allow us to conquer Serth without losing legions of our troops in the process.”
Grothfarik watched them as his soldiers hooked the raft and drew it in. Sweat moistened Hysithea’s palms, and with every passing second, she grew more and more certain that this wouldn’t work, that she couldn’t fool anyone into believing she would betray her people.
When the raft was secured against the paddleboat, Mrothgar grabbed the railing and vaulted up and over it. He bent back over and lowered his hands toward Hysithea. With a lifetime of climbing behind her, she could have easily reached the deck on her own, but she let Mrothgar grip her and pull her up.
A couple of curious soldiers stood near him on the deck, and one looked her up and down. His open interest reminded Hysithea unpleasantly of Karsk, and she stepped closer to Mrothgar. Maybe it reminded him of that too, for he wrapped an arm around her again and growled at the man, heedless of the firearms pointed at them.
“Stand aside,” Grothfarik said, striding up and facing Mrothgar. “What do you mean, Colonel, that you’ve convinced her to share her secrets? When I spoke with Vorkroft, he said she had you under her spell.”
“Vorkroft is an old fool who couldn’t tell that I was working my charms on our elven princess.” Mrothgar stroked the back of her head.
“I wasn’t aware that you had charms, Colonel.”
“Because you’re twenty-five years my senior and male.”
“Hm.” The general looked back, then waved to a female officer, and called her forward. “Captain Jimaya. Does Colonel Mrothgar appear charming to you?”
Hysithea kept her arms around Mrothgar and hoped the lieutenant’s tastes ran similarly to Aldari’s. Or at least similar to what Aldari had believed normal human women liked.
The captain blinked at the question, but she gave Mrothgar a look up and down. “Ah, I’d say ruggedly handsome with what I’d guess is the stamina of an ox, sir.”
“And women like that?” Grothfarik asked.
A smile curved the captain’s lips. “We do, sir.”
“Huh.”
The general pointed at Hysithea. “Does she understand our language?”
Mrothgar hesitated, but he must have remembered that Vorkroft had figured that out, and if Vorkroft had shared all his notes with the general, they dared not lie.
“She’s an academic and reads it well,” Mrothgar said. “She does understand some of our spoken language too. I’m certain she understood and agrees that I have the stamina of an ox.”
With so many eyes upon her, Hysithea felt far too self-conscious to nuzzle or caress him or anything else that a smitten female might be supposed to do, but she managed a smile and patted his chest. “Better than any of my elven lovers,” she said, giving herself more of an accent than she’d had before.
“Huh,” the general said again.
The captain’s lips only curved more, and she smiled as she let her gaze linger the second time she looked Mrothgar up and down.
Jealousy should have been the furthest thing from Hysithea’s mind, and it wasn’t as if Mrothgar was returning the captain’s interest, but Hysithea caught herself shifting even closer to him and tightening her fingers around his arm as she glared at the woman. And here she’d been thinking Mrothgar’s grip was possessive…
“The emperor will want to hear what she has to say about magic’s secrets,” Mrothgar told the general, “and I am eager to prove to him that I’ve never strayed. The princess will tell him all he wishes to know, and I’ll volunteer to march at the front of the armies that go to invade their land.”
“He will want to hear those secrets,” Grothfarik said, “but why is she so eager to betray her people?”
“They treat her like an outcast. She was among those who were cursed and turned into the Twisted that haunted their land, and even though the curse is gone, they don’t trust her.”
Hysithea scowled at his chest. She kept her back to the general and his soldiers so they wouldn’t see her reaction, but she couldn’t help but feel the first twinge of betrayal. When she’d told Mrothgar about those events, she hadn’t sworn him to secrecy, but she hadn’t expected him to report everything to his people, a bunch of strangers that she didn’t know.
“It is why she lost her magic and would have been incapable of ensorcelling me, even if she’d wished to do so,” Mrothgar said, watching the general for his reaction instead of looking down for hers.
“Interesting,” the general said, “and that does line up with the latest information—some clarification we asked for—we got from our spy in their court.”
Hysithea’s scowl deepened. If, as Hawk believed, their parents knew the captain of the Royal Guard had been responsible for feeding all this information to the Taldarians, she hoped her people would ostracize him and cast spells that caused him to sprout warts all over his genitals.
“Yes. Because of the way they treat her, she feels no loyalty to them anymore.” Mrothgar stroked the back of her head again. “I’ve treated her well, and I’ve promised her a place in my family’s home. The emperor willing, I’ll do my best to give her the life she deserves and protect her from her people. They’ll feel vengeful after she swears her loyalty to us.”
The general snorted. “If she truly gives the emperor the secret to defeating her people, he might give her a sprawling estate in the vineyards of Elargar. Maybe she’ll let you visit her there and service her needs.”
“I am certain she would.”
“Princess.” Grothfarik stepped forward and poked her in the shoulder. “Is what Mrothgar says true? You feel more loyalty to him than your own people?”
Hysithea made herself wipe her distaste for the spilling of her secrets off her face and turned to look at him. His narrowed eyes were shrewd and assessing, and she suspected he wasn’t sold on the story.
“Mrothgar treats me well. He cares about me. My people can’t forgive me for the past.” The words came out with more honesty and belief than she intended—she didn’t truly believe that, did she? No, but thoughts of their pitying stares and her mother’s insistence that she spend hours at those therapy sessions came to mind. Her people forgave her, but they didn’t yet see her as normal, as one of them. It was easy to draw upon those hurt feelings to make her words come out sounding sincere. “What happened wasn’t my fault, and I’m not Twisted anymore, but they still see me as a monster.”
The general turned his assessing gaze on Mrothgar again. “If all this is true, why did you light the boat on fire and steal away with her. Vorkroft said—”
“Vorkroft wasn’t there when his assistant was trying to rape her,” Mrothgar roared, his body tightening with genuine fury. “Talk to that man, General,” he said, his voice softening, but none of the fury fading. “And you’ll learn the truth.”
“You care for her,” Grothfarik stated.
“Yes,” Mrothgar said, and it came out a throaty growl. He looked around at the soldiers, his eyes narrowing, as if he would leap on any who presumed to touch or even look at her for too long.
It sent a little thrill through Hysithea, even though all she should have been dwelling on was the general’s reaction and whether he believed them.
“Well, if she swears loyalty to you and the emperor and shares accurate intelligence with him,” Grothfarik said, “I don’t see why you couldn’t have her. Females from conquered nations have long been given as gifts to military officers.”
“Yes,” Mrothgar rumbled. “She will be my prize.”
Hysithea attempted to look pleased by the idea though the words conquered nations lodged uncomfortably in her mind.
“The captain will arrange a cabin for you, and we’ll soon head to the coliseum,” Grothfarik said. “The emperor is scheduled to speak tomorrow to the assembled troops, and I’m sure he’ll be pleased to see your princess.”
“Good,” Mrothgar said.
“In the meantime, I’ll speak with Vorkroft and his assistant.” Grothfarik squinted at them. “And make sure I get the whole truth.”
Hysithea, having a feeling the assistant would lie, hoped the general wouldn’t be inclined to believe him more than Mrothgar.
“Don’t forget our books,” Hysithea whispered to Mrothgar as he started after the captain, who’d crooked a finger and looked like she would lead them herself to a cabin.
“Corporal.” Mrothgar pointed down to the raft, to the stack of books they’d left on a heap of grass. “Collect those for me.”
“Yes, sir.” The man sprang eagerly to obey.
Did that mean the suspicion around Mrothgar was fading? That the soldiers believed the story? What did the general believe? He’d been hard to read.
The corporal clambered back up with the heavy books and thrust them toward Mrothgar with a grin. He looked at Hysithea’s face, his gaze lingering on her pointed ears.
“She’s beautiful, sir,” he whispered. “I hope we can all have elven females once we conquer them.”
The smiling earnest words chilled Hysithea to the depths of her soul.
“Work hard, and the emperor will reward you,” Mrothgar said.
It was an old imperial platitude, and Hysithea recognized it from her reading, but in this new context, she found it far more ominous than before.
As Mrothgar rested his hand on her lower back and guided her along the deck after the captain, the first fingers of doubt crept into her. This might have been her idea, but she was at his mercy. She had to trust that he was the ally she hoped and believed he was.
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THE REVERBERATIONS of the engine thrummed through the deck of the paddleboat as the blockade broke up, and the general’s vessel headed downriver. It passed under the bridge, and that was the last Hysithea saw before the captain led her and Mrothgar through a heavy metal door and into a wood-paneled corridor.
“Your cabin, Colonel.” The captain inclined her head toward Mrothgar and held open one of only a handful of doors. “We’ll sail through the Shining City tonight and arrive at the coliseum in the morning.”
Mrothgar nodded and gestured for Hysithea to step inside, then followed her in.
“I’ll have someone bring you dinner,” the captain added before closing the door.
The cabin was surprisingly posh. Hysithea spun a slow circle on a plush blue-and-gold rug, taking in everything from a large bed with log posts to a bronze bathtub to heavy wooden chests of drawers and armoires. A table held pitchers of water and bottles of wine, as well as several plates laden with dainty sweets of different colors.
“This is a lot nicer than the cabin I got on the other boat. We’re not even shackled. Or in the dark.” Hysithea waved to lamps on the tables and walls that could be lit at nightfall.
“It’s a lot nicer than I expected.” Mrothgar eyed their surroundings suspiciously. “I think this is the general’s cabin, or at least one reserved for high-ranking officers or dignitaries riding aboard the paddleboat.”
“What does it mean that they gave it to you?” Hysithea turned to study his pensive face.
As soon as they’d stepped inside, Mrothgar had lowered his hand from her back and given her space. A reminder that he’d been acting outside? On the one hand, she’d been fairly certain he had been, that he wasn’t the kind of person to grope a woman in public. On the other hand, a titillated part of her had enjoyed it, enjoyed being with him and having everyone believe he was hers and vice versa.
“I think it means he wants to put me at ease, so I won’t be tempted to flee in the night.” Mrothgar eyed the cabin’s porthole, sunlight streaming in through it, the clasp ajar to let in air.
Was he wondering if they could escape through it if need be? It was large enough for them to climb out, but now that Hysithea had committed to this path, she had no intention of escaping, not until she spoke to the emperor.
Mrothgar opened the porthole, peered out, scowled at something—or someone?—out there, then shut it firmly and pulled a curtain across it.
“Spy?” Hysithea guessed.
“A crewman casually leaning against the wall with a bucket and a mop.”
“Spy,” she said.
“I believe so. It’s a shame I haven’t learned your language so we could speak without worrying about anyone listening in.”
“I would be happy to teach you. You just have to be willing to tie your tongue in a knot to make our S’s.”
“I have noticed your people like your S’s.” With a frown creasing his brow, Mrothgar left the porthole and walked back to her. “I want to apologize for speaking of your past to Grothfarik. I know—or at least I get the sense—that you’re uncomfortable with it, and I hadn’t planned to mention it, but when the general squinted suspiciously at me, I thought it might add verisimilitude to our tale. A reason for you to be willing to betray your people beyond your undying passion for my charm, sex appeal, and stamina.”
Hysithea tried to smile, for she understood why he’d done it, but it was hard not to feel ashamed of her past and want to keep it to herself. It was bad enough that her people all knew. Now, the Taldarian emperor and who knew how many countless others would know. But then, it had sounded like the general already had that information.
“I’m more irritated with the guard back at our outpost who turned traitor and is feeding your people information,” she said.
“But you’re a little irritated with me,” Mrothgar said sadly. “I regret that. And I don’t know if it helped. As I said, my instincts are up, like the hackles on a dog’s back. I think Grothfarik set this trap for me and that he still believes he needs to spring it.”
“The captain said we’re heading to the coliseum, and we’re certain the emperor will be there, right? Even if your general drags us both in as prisoners, I should still get my chance to speak to him. He’ll be curious about my supposed secrets.”
“Let’s hope, but, Hysithea… we need a backup plan.” Mrothgar gazed earnestly at her. “If the emperor doesn’t like what you have to say, how are you going to get out of there? Out of a coliseum filled with soldiers?”
Hysithea slipped her hand into her pocket, touching the illusion amulet, but it remained dead to her touch. If she needed magic to live through the next day, she would have to conjure it herself. Magic to protect herself. Could she successfully do that?
Mrothgar’s words from the carriage came to mind: You are worthy, Hysithea. I wouldn’t have thrown away my career and risked my family for someone who wasn’t.
The memory filled her with warmth and appreciation. And… love.
But was his belief in her enough to make her believe?
Even if it wasn’t, maybe she’d already brought up the solution in the carriage. “I’ll protect you with my magic, and you’ll get us out.”
Skepticism furrowed Mrothgar’s brow, but confidence swelled within her. She’d already proven to herself that she could call upon her magic to help others. And it ought to be especially easy to convince it to work on someone for whom she had strong feelings.
“Have faith in me, Mrothgar. I’ve successfully used my power on Trezaki, and I care about you almost as much as him, so I’m sure my magic will answer my call to protect you.” She grinned mischievously at him.
“Almost, huh?”
“Quite.”
“I do have faith in you. But even your powerful ancient wizards of old weren’t invincible. I’ve read enough of your history to know that. Even if you’re able to call upon your magic…” Mrothgar spread his palm toward the ceiling. “There will be tens of thousands of soldiers there, men armed with swords and axes and black-powder weapons.”
“We’ll make it work if we need to, but I honestly believe the emperor will be intrigued by the thought of having a magical rod that he can call upon, and he’ll want to take us aside to listen to what I have to say. At that point, we’ll only have to worry about him and his guards, not the whole coliseum.”
Mrothgar’s pensive expression didn’t fade, but Hysithea didn’t know what more she could say to alleviate his concerns. Besides, it wasn’t as if she didn’t also have concerns. Maybe if they enjoyed some of the wine, they could more easily relax for the night. And then in the morning, they could figure out what else they could do.
“Do you want some food? Wine?” It crossed her mind that the items on the table might be poisoned or drugged, but had there been enough time for the crew to take such actions? She and Mrothgar hadn’t had to wait before being led back to the cabin, so maybe this had all been prepared for the general to enjoy that night.
Hysithea lifted an open bottle of wine to sniff it, the heady red liquid far different from the beverages her people fermented from berries, but it didn’t smell unappealing.
“It wouldn’t be a good idea for me to be inebriated tonight,” Mrothgar said, watching her.
“You think someone might attack us before we reach the coliseum?”
“That’s a possibility. It’s also a possibility that with lowered inhibitions, I might remember how much I enjoyed having you wrap your arms around me and nuzzle me.” Still watching her, he touched his chest where she’d kissed him.
Hysithea met his gaze, and the intensity in his dark eyes almost startled her. She hadn’t caught him looking at her like that before, with the smoldering hunger of a mountain lion about to spring on its prey. Or perhaps a lion about to spring on a lioness was a more apt comparison.
It sent a little shiver through her, but she turned back toward the table, setting down the bottle and resting her hands on the wooden surface. She was tempted to go to Mrothgar and kiss him again. Kiss him and more. If he was right and this was a trap, it might be their only chance to be together, and she wanted to experience being with him.
But she was scared. Scared because it might not be a trap. His people might be offering him his old life back and more, if only he did as he’d suggested and convinced her to share all of her secrets with his emperor. Or maybe with him, and then he could hand-feed them to the emperor.
Hysithea didn’t want to believe that he was planning that, and was almost certain that he wasn’t, but the sliver of a doubt remained. Her doubt was not only about him but about herself.
If he looked at her with that smoldering gaze while he kissed her and ran his hands over her, eliciting the same pleasure that she’d felt every time they’d been close, what if she did let out secrets that might betray her people? What if he asked her in the throes of passion how to get into their outpost, and where the best places were to bring in a fleet and she, longing to please him, told him?
Mrothgar came to stand behind her, resting a hand on her shoulder, and she had to fight the urge to lean back into him. If he attempted to seduce her, or whatever he had in mind, would she stop him? No.
“What happened to you happened to many, didn’t it?” he asked.
It took her a moment to realize he referred to her time with the Twisted. He didn’t know what she’d been thinking about as she stared at the wine.
“It did,” she said softly.
“So it wasn’t your fault.”
She shook her head. “But it was. As I told you, Hawk and I drew them to us by removing our ryshar. We wanted to thwart the Twisted and hoped to heal land that had been damaged from the Twisted’s attacks so that we could grow food out there again. And… I was trying to master my magic. I thought that I had great potential and, if I could learn to use my power, I might somehow be able to defeat the Twisted one day. But it was arrogance. Hubris, as my brother pointed out. In my naivety, I believed I could do what others hadn’t been able to and that my parents were wrong, that it was worth taking the risk to try.”
“You were trying to help your people.” Mrothgar lifted his hand from her shoulder to the side of her face, stroking her cheek, fingers brushing her ear. It grew even harder not to lean back into his arms.
“Yes, but arrogantly.”
Mrothgar snorted softly, his breath warm against her ear. “Many young people are arrogant. It’s born out of a disbelief in one’s own mortality. Age and failure tend to temper it.”
“Were you arrogant?”
“I’m still arrogant.” He shifted closer to her, his body brushing against her back, and bent to kiss her on the neck. “Making a mistake is human—elven. You didn’t deserve what happened afterward. Nobody would. But you deserve to be alive, to have changed back, and you deserve to have the time to do what you need to do to heal your heart and make amends for what happened when you couldn’t control yourself.”
“When I was a monster,” she whispered, giving in and leaning back, wanting him holding her. “If you’d seen me then…”
“We have a saying. You can’t go back in time and change the past, but from the present, you can change the future.”
“Gulubroth the Third.”
“Hm?”
“That’s the name of your philosopher who wrote that about fifteen hundred years ago.”
Mrothgar chuckled and kissed her neck again. “I love that you know our history and our language even better than most of us do.” His lips drifted upward to nibble on the bottom of her ear, and waves of pleasure coursed through her. “And I’m falling in love with you, Princess Hysithea.”
“I’m not entirely sure why, but my body is kind of excited about that,” she breathed.
“Just your body?”
“All of me.”
“Good. My body has been excited about yours since you first got onto my horse with me.”
She tilted her head so that his lips could more easily touch her ear, her neck, all of her. “I thought it wasn’t until the storm and the shipwreck that you decided you liked me.”
“That’s when I developed inappropriate feelings for you.” His hands slid along her body, stroking her through her dress as he moved from her ear back to her neck, teeth and tongue nipping and teasing, making her tremble with anticipation as she shifted in his arms, longing to turn around and plaster herself to him. “But I’ve been inappropriately lusting for you longer. You’re not a monster. You’re a beautiful woman who saved my horse, healed my soldiers, and has been dancing evocatively in my dreams at night.”
“Mrothgar…” she whispered, though she didn’t know what she wanted to say.
“Do you want to be with me?”
“Yes.”
“Good.” He kissed her neck again, but his roaming hands paused. “Have you been with another?”
“Did my attempts to seduce you give away my naivety in such matters?”
“They didn’t hint of great experience.”
“Did you mind?”
“Not in the least.” He brushed a lock of hair back from her face. “I won’t hurt you.”
“I know.”
That had never been what she feared. But his gentle words and touch melted any resolve she might have had to keep a distance from him, and she finally turned, wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and kissed his warm, welcoming lips.
He rumbled a contented growl, picked her up, and carried her to the bed. It seemed he wouldn’t need the wine to cast his inhibitions aside.
His touches and kisses roused fire within her, promising pleasure she’d never known, and she helped him pull her dress over her head. As he removed his weapons and uniform vest, his lips never left hers. She ran her hands over his tattooed arms and chest, exploring the fascinating contours of his body, and dared to let them drift lower, to his belt.
Soon, his trousers and boots joined her dress on the floor, and she had access, delicious access, to all of him. He groaned, as heated by her touch as she was by his, and seeing and hearing his reaction pleased her, made her certain that she could use her power to protect him. He deserved to walk into that coliseum with strong elven magic keeping him from harm, and she intended to make sure he had it.
Despite her desire to protect him, that doubt of hers lingered. If only she could read his mind and know for sure that he’d meant what he said, that he loved her and believed in her. She wanted so much for it to be true, but those first days together, he’d used his touch to wheedle information out of her, and she couldn’t forget that.
“Mrothgar,” she whispered, pressing a hand against his chest as he shifted atop her, his beautiful body gleaming with sweat. “Will you make me a promise?”
He gazed down into her eyes, his own eyes full of hunger and lust, but he paused and braced his arms to either side of her. “You have my word that I’ll stand with you and face the emperor and help you convince him that you’re not an enemy.”
His voice was hoarse and full of desire, and she marveled that he could want her so badly after what she’d been, but his avid gaze only made her want to be with him more.
She hadn’t intended to ask for that much from him, but she whispered, “Thank you,” and pushed her hands through his short hair. “I want to tell you something.”
“You don’t have to tell me anything.” Mrothgar smiled, though she could sense the strain in him, his muscles quivering. He wanted to resume what they’d been doing, and he kissed her neck, making sure she wanted to too. And she did. “I won’t ask you for any intelligence tonight.” He kissed her ear as his hand lowered to cup her breast, his touch agonizingly perfect. “Or ever.”
There. That had been her fear, and he’d promised he wouldn’t do it. He wouldn’t be the intelligence officer seducing her for information.
“I love you, Mrothgar,” she whispered, relaxing completely and pulling him down to her. She wanted no space between their bodies, between them. “I meant what I said, and I can do what I said,” she whispered, moaning as he stroked her, nibbling at her neck. “When we stand before the emperor, if he tries to hurt you… or if the general tries to spring a trap… I’ll use my magic to protect you.”
He paused to look into her eyes, his hands stroking the rest of her body, making her tremble as desire built within her. “Use it to protect yourself.”
“I don’t… know if I can. You’re more—”
“No. You’re more.” His eyes grew scorchingly intense as he held her gaze. “By saving yourself, you can protect me and your people. It’s the only way, and you need to believe you can do it.”
“I…” She gasped, for he kept stroking her as they spoke, making it hard for her to want to do anything but agree with him, to please him so he would finish what they’d started.
“Believe it,” he whispered.
“Yes,” she panted, then reached down to take him in her hand, needing his hard body within her as much as she needed his words and his belief. “I do.”
“Good.” He smiled and slid inside her, making her forget everything but him and the euphoria she felt from being with him.
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TALDARIAN CANDIES AND PASTRIES, Hysithea decided, were far too sweet. That didn’t keep her and Mrothgar from devouring half a tray of them in the aftermath of a night that she would remember for the rest of her life.
True to his word, he hadn’t asked anything about her people or elven secrets, and she hoped that, true to her word, she would be able to use her magic to protect him and herself, should it be necessary. Hysithea hoped
it wouldn’t be, that the general would walk them up to the dais, she would read from the emperor’s own book to him, and he would realize the error of his ways and be eager to call off the invasion in exchange for her teaching him how to use the magic in his scepter.
“I’m a little amazed nobody interrupted us during the night,” Mrothgar said, his arms around her as they lounged in the bed, him absently stroking her through the slit in a robe she’d borrowed as he gazed toward the porthole.
“Just that crewman with the hot water for the bath.”
“That was this morning.”
“True.”
Hysithea shifted to stroke him through his robe, wondering if they were wearing garments that had been meant for General Grothfarik. They’d been hanging by the tub, and they’d been far cleaner than her dress and Mrothgar’s uniform, and thus more appealing. Though they’d already been out of them twice that morning.
She bit her lip, smiling at the memory of how a tour of Mrothgar’s tattoos had led to sex. Before they’d grown amorous, he’d shown her, among other things, the images representing the horses he’d tamed over the years, two modest horse heads for mounts that had since been retired from duty, and one larger one that represented Trezaki, who had, according to Mrothgar, insisted his tattoo be the largest. She’d told him a picture of a dried apple, sugar cube, or cake would have more thoroughly represented his horse, but he’d said fearsome Taldarian warriors didn’t get tattoos of sweets on their arms.
The memory of the conversation made her smile as she gazed at his strong face, his jaw stubbled from the last few days without a visit from a razor.
Mrothgar brushed a lock of hair away from her eyes. “The other day, you offered me refuge in Serth if we escaped together.”
“Yes.” Hysithea nodded, determined that she could talk her parents into allowing that, despite Hawk’s reservations.
“If this somehow works and we don’t need to flee…” A wistful twist to his lips suggested he believed that unlikely, but there was also a contemplative cast to his eyes, as if he were plotting something new. “If that were to happen, would you consider living here in the empire with me?”
The day before, he and the general had spoken of her being a prize and living in Taldar with him. She hadn’t thought anything of it, knowing Mrothgar had been playing his role in their ruse, but now he was asking in earnest.
“In your garrison?” Hysithea wrinkled her nose.
“As a colonel, I’m assigned my own house outside the walls,” he said. “It’s nothing luxurious, but it’s private, and we could visit my mother and aunt at their home in the mountains. They would like to meet you. My mother reads a lot; she would approve of me bringing home a historian.”
“She studies history?”
“Well, she reads mystery novels in historical settings, but I know she likes smart women.” Mrothgar smiled at her. “There are some ruins not far from her village too. More than two thousand years old. I suspect you’d find them fascinating.”
“Mrothgar, are you trying to seduce me?”
“I just think you could like it here. There’s a lot of history. And there’s… me.”
“You are almost as appealing as a two-thousand-year-old ruin site.”
“I do strive to be as enticing to women as piles of old stones.”
“That’s a worthy goal.” Hysithea kissed him. “But I might struggle to live in a nation that claims conquering others as its main pastime. And would your people accept an elf?”
“It might take them some time to get used to you, but if we were together, they wouldn’t think it that unusual.”
“Because Taldarian men often bring back women as war prizes?” She arched her eyebrows.
“It does happen, but you’d be there of your own volition.”
“And because of the ruins.”
“Yes. You could study us and our history up close instead of from books. As to the rest, it’s easier to change a nation from within than railing at it from beyond the borders.”
“You think the empire would be open to changing? How would an outsider like me even go about it?”
“I don’t know, but you changed my horse from a contentious biting bastard to a placid puddle of adoration.”
“He’s not that placid. He’s pushy about getting his treats.”
“Maybe, but he adores you while he’s being pushy. He would love a chance to carry you to see our ruins.” Mrothgar winked at her.
“That does sound intriguing.” Hysithea rested a hand on his chest, touched that he wanted her to stay—and that he was trying to seduce her with history. It was amazing how quickly he’d grown to know her.
To her surprise, she was more than a little enticed by his offer. The Taldarians had all squinted suspiciously, if not with open hostility, at her when she’d ridden through their city, but they’d mistrusted her because she was an elf. Somehow, that didn’t seem as bad as her own people mistrusting her because she’d been one of the Twisted. Maybe because there was nothing wrong with being an elf, so she would be able to hold her head up high and ignore scowls and ridicule. But having been a monster who’d preyed on her own people… that was far, far worse. And her people all knew about it.
“Would we be able to return to Serth to visit my family?” she asked.
“I certainly wouldn’t forbid it, though their willingness to allow me there might depend on whether or not we’re able to stop this invasion.”
Hysithea loved that he was saying we now, that he was willing to help her try.
“And what about the Crater of Chaos? Could we visit that?”
Mrothgar smiled. “That’s a bit of a journey, so we’d have to wait until I had some leave, but I’ve been before, and it’s a fascinating place. You would love seeing all the quirky animals that managed to avoid extinction there.”
“I would.” She rested her head against his chest.
“And I would love taking you there and seeing the delight in your eyes.” He stroked her hair. “You’re too young to have such perennially haunted eyes.”
“I agree. Did you know I didn’t have any nightmares last night?”
“Well, we didn’t sleep much.”
“True.” She smiled. “But I did doze off a few times.”
“You’ll likely have fewer of them as time goes on and you heal from your trauma. I’ve… found that to be true for myself.”
Hysithea wondered if he ever had nightmares about the wife that he’d lost eight years earlier. If he hadn’t witnessed her death, it might not have been as traumatic for him as if he had, but there had been a haunted look in his eyes when he’d spoken of her.
“I hope so,” was all she said, deciding to leave the past behind.
“Immersing oneself in studying ancient ruins is, of course, the preferred way to get over trauma.”
“Is it? My therapist didn’t mention that.”
“Shortsighted.”
“Clearly.”
Still smiling, Hysithea closed her eyes and luxuriated in his arms until shouts outside suggested the paddleboat was nearing its destination.
Sighing, Mrothgar sat up. “We should dress.”
“Would the emperor object if we marched up to him in robes?”
“It would be considered atypical.”
“I suppose we should be typical, though few have ever called me that.” Hysithea slid her hand up his chest to his shoulder and kissed him.
“You’re definitely not typical,” he agreed, kissing her back and growling as he pulled her atop him and shifted her robe open.
She hoped that meant they had time to enjoy each other’s company one more time before leaving the boat, but a loud knock at the door suggested otherwise. The door opened immediately, and there wasn’t time for Mrothgar to do more than pull a blanket over her.
Hysithea glanced back, expecting the crewman who’d filled the tub, but the general strode in. She wanted to dive under the blanket and disappear.
Grothfarik looked coolly at them. “I trust you enjoyed the accommodations, Colonel.”
“I did.” Mrothgar squinted at him—still expecting a trap?—but added, “Thank you.”
“Those who do their duty and serve the empire and the emperor faithfully are rewarded. Did you learn any new intelligence from your elven maiden, last night?”
“I’ve learned much.”
“More than how much of your cock she can fit in her mouth?”
Mrothgar growled, and this time the noise had nothing to do with pleasure and contentment. He shifted Hysithea aside to stand before the general, his muscles taut and angry. He stood six inches taller than the older officer and exuded power, but the general gazed back at him without fear. His gaze was knowing and even… triumphant?
Mrothgar glanced toward the door. Only then did Hysithea notice two soldiers standing in the corridor, pointing pistols at Mrothgar. Protecting their general.
Alarm and fear for him surged through her, and Hysithea reached within herself, nerves tingling as she drew upon her power. She’d never had to stop a bullet and didn’t know what type of magic might do so, but she tried to create an impenetrable barrier around him, something that would deflect projectiles.
Mrothgar glanced back, his eyebrows arching, and she knew he’d felt something. She nodded firmly at him.
“We dock in a half hour,” Grothfarik said, oblivious to their exchange. “The emperor is waiting for you in the coliseum, and for the sake of your career and your continued longevity, you had better hope your conquest has some genuine information to share.” He gave Hysithea a scathing look as he walked out, shutting the door behind him.
Hysithea climbed out of bed and wrapped her arms around Mrothgar. “I think you’re right. I think he’s springing a trap.”
“Either that, or he doesn’t appreciate that we defiled his bed with our lovemaking. Also his bathtub.” Though he was still tense, he slipped an arm around her to return her hug. “You protected me. I felt your magic.”
“Good.”
“Don’t forget to protect yourself.”
“I’ll do my best.”
He squinted, perhaps not finding that a positive enough affirmation, and she kissed him. “A half hour is a decently long time.”
“So it is. Which piece of the general’s furniture should we defile next?”
“That chair over there looks moderately intriguing. Is that velvet?”
“We’ll find out.”
He picked her up, and they made the best of their half hour.
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AS THEY WERE DRESSING—OH, how Hysithea longed for clean clothes—a clunk at the porthole made her jump. All night, it had been closed with the curtains drawn, and they hadn’t worried about the previous day’s spy, but maybe someone had been out there the whole time, listening with an ear pressed to the glass.
Another clunk sounded, and Mrothgar strode over and pushed aside the curtain. There wasn’t a person standing there; the large nostrils of a black-furred horse snout were fogging the glass.
Mrothgar snorted and opened the latch. “I’m sorry, Trezaki. I forgot they’d taken you aboard this boat.”
The horse thrust his snout and as much of his head as would fit through the porthole and snapped his teeth at Mrothgar. Though Mrothgar didn’t draw back, Trezaki bit only air three inches from his face.
“I see I’ve offended you horribly.”
Trezaki’s snout turned, nostrils sniffing the air. At first, Hysithea thought he might want a pat from her, so she walked over to rub his nose. The horse didn’t snap his teeth at her, but he also didn’t stop sniffing. His snout turned left and right slowly until it stopped, pointing unerringly at the tray of half-eaten sweets on the table.
“Veteran marksmen would be envious of such targeting accuracy,” Mrothgar said, heading for the table.
Trezaki neighed an affirmative.
Outside, a crewman walked by with a mop, and he gave the horse a wide, wary berth as he eased around the hindquarters. Hysithea wondered how many of the crew Trezaki had bitten during his time aboard.
Mrothgar returned with a couple of molasses cookies with raisins and shredded carrots baked into them. Before he even raised his hand, Trezaki’s lips flexed outward, extending from his snout with impressive length. As Mrothgar held his palm open, the cookies seemed to levitate into the horse’s mouth before Trezaki’s lips reached them.
“Horse magic,” Mrothgar explained.
“Impressive,” Hysithea said.
“He thinks so.”
Trezaki noshed happily, then tilted his head toward Hysithea so she could rub the top of his snout.
“Someone, get that horse off the deck,” a female voice bellowed outside. That sounded like the captain.
A knock at the door followed.
Mrothgar sighed and stepped back. “We’ll meet you outside, Trezaki.” He offered a hand to Hysithea. “Are you ready?”
“Yes. I didn’t have a lot to pack.” She waved self-deprecatingly at her travel-stained dress. Had she not been distracted by other activities the night before, she might have washed it in the tub.
“Just your books.” Mrothgar picked them up for her and tucked them under his arm, then touched his mace hanging from his belt, as if to reassure himself he still had his preferred weapon. After the general’s cool morning words, he had to believe he would need it.
As Hysithea followed him into the corridor, where a soldier waited to lead them outside, Hysithea took steadying breaths, hoping she could do what she’d promised she would. Protect him and herself.
When they walked outside, a cool breeze that smelled of wet grass and rain whispered across Hysithea’s cheeks. They’d paddled past the Shining City and were south of it now, the boat tied up to one of at least twenty-five docks jutting from one side of the riverbank. Grass stretched away from the waterway toward a great limestone coliseum that towered over the flat landscape surrounding it, no hint of trees for miles.
Nowhere for people to hide. At least not without magic.
Could Hawk and the others create an illusion sufficient to hide them in the grass? Were they out there now, waiting to help if Hysithea needed it?
More likely, the paddleboat had outpaced them, and they were still miles away. It was also possible they’d run into trouble and had been forced to run. Hysithea had to assume that she and Mrothgar were on their own.
The sound of brass instruments and drums floated out of the arena, a triumphant song that was no doubt meant to inspire troops to go into battle. And troops there were. More than twenty other boats were docked, dislodging uniformed men and a few women who marched toward one of several coliseum entrances, great wooden doors thrown open, allowing platoons to stride through without breaking ranks. A large flag of the empire, black with the silver crown-and-scepter emblem, flapped in the breeze above twelve smaller flags representing the regions the twelve warlords governed for their emperor.
On the dock, General Grothfarik waited on a white horse, watching with a flinty face as Hysithea and Mrothgar were escorted across a ramp and toward him. A dozen armed soldiers strode forward to surround them.
Neighs came from behind them, and Trezaki came thundering off the paddleboat with two cursing crewmen running behind him, trying to catch up.
“Let that demon horse go,” the captain called from the deck.
The crewmen slowed down, and Trezaki lifted his head, shaking his mane as he pranced off the ramp.
“He thinks he’s going to a parade to perform,” Mrothgar said. “He likes showing off his magnificence.”
“As he should.” Hysithea smiled and patted the horse, but the general’s cold stare made her smile wilt.
“May we ride, General?” Mrothgar asked.
“Whatever keeps that horse from biting my men,” Grothfarik said. “But if you think you’re going to escape on him, don’t. My men have orders to shoot you if you try.”
“Escape?” Mrothgar asked. “I thought I was being welcomed back for bringing in an elf princess.”
The general smiled tightly and didn’t answer, simply nudging his horse to walk off the dock.
“It seems the pretense is gone,” Mrothgar murmured.
“I’m surprised they let us have a night in a nice cabin instead of throwing us in a brig cell,” Hysithea said.
“I suspect they wanted to gather as much information as they could and thought we might talk more freely in such an environment. The crewman at the porthole probably wasn’t the only spy.”
Hysithea grimaced as she imagined Grothfarik in the cabin next door, a hole cut in the wall to facilitate listening. Well, if he or a crewman had been spying, he’d heard a lot of groaning and moaning and very little conversation beyond Mrothgar’s attempts to bolster her self-confidence.
“Mount if you’re going to, Colonel,” a soldier said.
Trezaki no longer had a saddle, but that didn’t keep Mrothgar from handing the books to Hysithea and springing easily onto his high back. Once astride, he lowered a hand and pulled her up, catching a book that tried to slip from her grasp. He settled her in front of him, wrapping an arm around her, and she let herself lean back, reassured by being back astride Trezaki with Mrothgar.
“This is where you belong,” he murmured in her ear.
“Will your emperor agree?” Hysithea smiled sadly back at him, but she rested her hand on his arm, content to ride with him.
“I’ll make sure to tell him.”
Still prancing, Trezaki followed the general’s white horse and took them from the dock to a wide cobblestone road that ran parallel to the river in both directions. It led to an even wider cobblestone road that headed toward the coliseum, hundreds and hundreds of soldiers marching along it. More boats were arriving, sending men ashore in longboats if they couldn’t find a spot at the docks.
How many people could the coliseum hold? Fifty thousand? More?
As the triumphant song ended, cheers rose up, and people inside stamped their feet. Maybe the emperor had made an appearance.
Nervous, Hysithea ran her finger over the books and tried to gather her thoughts and rehearse what she would say. She hoped, as she’d mentioned to Mrothgar, the emperor would take them aside for a private meeting. The idea of standing in front of tens of thousands of people to ask the man to honor an ancient treaty while promising she could awaken the magic in his scepter was nerve-racking.
These people, Hysithea was reminded as they passed soldiers who glared at her, did not like elves. She sank back further into Mrothgar’s arms, wishing she could disappear until it was time to face the emperor.
“I should have looked for a hat in that cabin,” she muttered as people’s gazes snagged on her ears. More than one platoon commander had to bark an order of eyes front to his people.
“Your elegant beauty would have informed everyone that you’re an elf, even if your ears were hidden.” Mrothgar kissed the tip of one of her ears. “They are not who you have to worry about. Whatever the emperor decides, the crowd will agree. It is what we’ve all been born and raised to do. The emperor is as a god to us.”
“I know.” Hysithea took a deep breath and made herself sit tall, straightening her spine and lifting her chin. Let the Taldarians glare. She had a mission, and she wouldn’t shy from it, no matter how much they loathed her people.
Mrothgar patted her thigh in approval, and she looked back at him, at the pleased gaze he returned. He, a hostile enemy who’d lost comrades to her people in Delantria, had come to believe in her. If he could feel that way about her, maybe she could convince other Taldarians to as well. And maybe she could finally believe in herself.
As soldiers entered the arena, they turned left and right, filing into tiers and tiers of stands that looked down upon a huge oval dirt floor. The general led Mrothgar and Hysithea and their escort straight out onto it.
There wasn’t a dais or platform or anything except dirt, and Hysithea didn’t see anyone who might have been the emperor, not on the coliseum floor. When she lifted her gaze to the thousands of people seated and finding seats, she spotted a shaded structure built into the stands at the far end. A stone chair—no, a throne—rested in it among dozens of lesser seats, and servants with trays and pitchers waited attentively, though the throne was empty. A door in the back offered a way in and out of the secluded area. Maybe the emperor was waiting back there and would stride out to address his people once they’d all arrived.
As she watched, someone walked out. It wasn’t the emperor but Vorkroft.
He stepped up to a railing and looked down at them, his gaze focusing on Hysithea. He smiled with triumphant satisfaction.
Abruptly, Mrothgar stiffened behind her. He wasn’t looking toward Vorkroft or the empty throne but a group of people waiting on the floor of the arena.
Armed soldiers stood around a big muscled man in a bear cloak, the attached head worn atop his head, a spear in his hand as he faced the general. He wore black trousers, but his thick torso was bare, save for the cloak.
Wait, was that the emperor? If so, he wasn’t that old—perhaps forty and extremely fit, having muscles the equal of Mrothgar. Maybe more than equal. His eyes were dark, his jaw broad, his nose flat, and there was a faint sneer to his lips as he watched Hysithea and Mrothgar approach.
Behind him, four guards stood around guests who didn’t fit in at all, two older women with hunched shoulders and fear in their eyes. They weren’t bound, but Hysithea soon realized they weren’t guests but prisoners, with the guards arranged to ensure they wouldn’t go anywhere.
“Who are they?” Hysithea asked over her shoulder.
Mrothgar had not only stiffened but completely frozen, save for horror in his eyes.
“Is that the emperor?” she added.
“That,” he whispered hoarsely, “is Warlord Harlgor, who rules over the Dragonorath Foothills. That is the region that I’m from, where I grew up and where my family has always lived.”
An inkling of dread crept into Hysithea before he continued and revealed who the women were.
“I thought he might be here, that I might end up facing him,” Mrothgar said, “but I didn’t expect him to bring my mother and aunt.”
The procession stopped in front of the warlord and his prisoners. One of the women’s gazes found Mrothgar, and her eyebrows rose. She seemed about to call out, but at a glare from the guards, she slumped and said nothing. The eyes of the woman beside her—Mrothgar’s aunt—were milky with blindness.
A longing to help them rose up in Hysithea, but she didn’t know how.
General Grothfarik halted his horse and dismounted to face the warlord. The crowd fell silent, almost eerily silent for such a large gathering. Not all of the soldiers had found seats, but that didn’t keep them from turning to watch.
“I have brought the traitor Mrothgar,” Grothfarik announced, speaking loudly, his voice ringing throughout the coliseum. “And the elf princess who is without magic.”
Grothfarik looked toward the throne, but the large stone seat remained empty. Vorkroft, however, nodded back at him.
“Colonel Mrothgar,” the warlord said in a booming voice, thumping the butt of his spear on the floor of the arena. “You have helped an enemy of the empire and a prisoner escape, and you have acted against the emperor’s wishes. Because of this, you will be publicly shamed, including the removal of your rank and, if the emperor wishes it, your death. Because you have shamed me, your regional warlord and leader, not once but twice in as many months, I will enact my own punishment.”
Hysithea didn’t think Mrothgar was even breathing as he watched the man.
“As is my right as the ruler of the Dragonorath Foothills, I will execute those who live in my domain and have fostered a traitor.” The warlord thrust his spear toward Mrothgar’s mother and aunt. “These two will be put to death before the emperor rules upon your fate, and you will watch it.”
“No!” Mrothgar sprang from the horse.
Hysithea lifted a hand, afraid he would charge the warlord and be shot down by a dozen soldiers. She groped for the power to protect him as the guards pointed their firearms at him, their fingers tightening on the triggers.
But Mrothgar didn’t charge. He ignored the soldiers and glared at the warlord, bellowing, “As is my right, as one who grew up in the Dragonorath Foothills and has served the empire for many years, and who has not yet been charged with any crime by the emperor himself, I challenge you to a duel. You have threatened my family, and it is my right to fight to protect them.”
Again, Hysithea glanced at the throne, but still nobody sat in it. The door behind it was open, but the shadows were too deep for her to tell if there was a room or corridor from which the emperor might be listening while waiting to make his entrance.
She worried he would stride out and charge Mrothgar with a crime, denying his attempt to challenge his warlord, but if the emperor was there, he didn’t come out. Unfortunately, that meant that she couldn’t yell out and tell him she needed to talk to him.
With Mrothgar and Warlord Harlgor staring at each other—and everyone in the coliseum staring at them—Hysithea doubted anyone would listen even if she did
call out.
“You know the law well, Colonel,” the warlord said after digesting the challenge. He also glanced at the throne, perhaps wondering if the emperor would come out and condemn Mrothgar, keeping him from having to duel. When nobody up there stirred, Harlgor threw off his bear cloak, a soldier hurrying to catch it before it hit the dirt, and set aside his spear in favor of a heavy sword scabbarded at his waist. “I accept your challenge, but your death at my blade will not save your family from punishment for your betrayal.”
“Then I shall have to ensure your death.” Fearless as he faced the warlord, Mrothgar drew his mace.
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HYSITHEA EXPECTED Mrothgar to look back at her before he strode to engage Warlord Harlgor, to confirm that she was there and ready to use her magic to help him. But maybe that wasn’t what he wanted. Maybe he wanted to duel the warlord in the ancient imperial way, no outsiders, no magic, nobody but the two of them, face to face, weapon to weapon.
But would he get that?
The soldiers guarding the warlord were slow to move back, and many glanced toward the empty throne or their superiors. Expecting orders to apprehend Mrothgar and stop this?
But the warlord was prepared to do battle. He barked at his soldiers to make room, then lifted his sword and prowled toward Mrothgar, muscles flexing, bare chest gleaming in the sun. Neither of them wore armor, so any blows they landed could be deadly.
Hysithea slid off Trezaki, hoping she would fade from people’s attention if she wasn’t sitting in plain view. If she used her magic, she didn’t want anyone noticing.
Should she use her magic? As Mrothgar and Harlgor rushed each other, sword and mace clanging when they came together, she wondered if Mrothgar would want her assistance. His honor might implore him to make this a fair fight. Still, the lives of his mother and aunt were at stake. If he died, the warlord had said they would be killed. And what would happen to Hysithea then? Would she be back under Vorkroft’s scalpel that evening?
She had to make sure Mrothgar won.
Both men moved quickly, with greater speed and agility than those broad, muscled torsos suggested they would have. They feinted several times before committing, dancing in and out and testing each other.
Harlgor’s sword slashed toward Mrothgar’s abdomen, only to be parried, then Mrothgar’s mace whistled toward his enemy’s head, only to be blocked. When their weapons clashed together up high, Mrothgar launched a kick toward the warlord’s groin, but the man sprang back, evading it. Harlgor sneered and spat, then leaped back in with his sword swinging.
Once more, Hysithea looked toward the throne, hardly able to believe the emperor wouldn’t step out to watch the battle. She glimpsed Vorkroft slipping his hand under a fold in his tunic. He drew out a pistol and cocked it. Was he planning to shoot her? While the men were busy fighting?
No, he wasn’t even looking at her. As if he believed she had no power and couldn’t do anything, he focused solely on Mrothgar and Harlgor. No, only on Mrothgar.
Vorkroft glanced back toward the doorway, then shifted his body slightly to hide from anyone behind him that he had a pistol. Hysithea thought of Saragethi’s mutterings about storm magic and how he manipulated air to alter currents and the directions that clouds sailed. She didn’t want to do anything to clouds, but air currents would be useful.
Glowering up at Vorkroft, she envisioned the air around him compressing. If she could turn it into a sharp blast of wind, maybe she could knock the weapon out of his hand.
A tingle of power flowed through her veins, her magic ready and willing to be used.
Vorkroft cradled the pistol close to his body, watching the fight and not yet aiming the weapon. He was waiting to see who came out on top.
Hysithea didn’t know why he would care, unless Harlgor was also his warlord, and he felt loyal to the man, but she alternated between watching the fighting and watching Vorkroft. If he pointed that pistol at Mrothgar…
A grunt of pain came from the battle, and thousands of people gasped. Mrothgar had drawn first blood, grazing the warlord’s side with his spiked mace. Blood trickled from the gash, the spikes on the mace almost as effective as a sword for cutting.
Panting, Harlgor backed away, raising his sword defensively as he paused to collect himself. “It seems you’re not quite the coward I assumed, Mrothgar.”
“I’ve never been a coward,” Mrothgar growled.
“And yet you came back alive from Delantria when so many officers died.”
“Because I was sent on another mission and wasn’t on the battlefield that night.”
“With your superiors dead, we had only your word for that,” Harlgor said.
“My word should have been enough.” Mrothgar hefted his mace and prowled closer, his dark eyes intent.
“The word of a traitor who lets himself be ensorcelled by an elf girl? Is she controlling you now? Making you dance like a puppet on strings?”
Fury burned in Mrothgar’s eyes, but his reply was so quiet that few heard it. “You insult me, and you insult her, and I will
kill you for that.”
“I’m not afraid of a traitor.” Harlgor took a deep breath, issued a thunderous battle roar, and rushed to meet him.
He feinted toward Mrothgar’s head before angling his sword toward the torso. Recognizing the feint for what it was, Mrothgar didn’t react to the first swing. He thrust his mace out, knocking the sword wide, then stepped in to kick the warlord in the kidney. This time, Harlgor was off balance and couldn’t leap away in time. The blow sent him reeling.
Harlgor didn’t fall, but he had to flail and stumble before catching his balance. Surprisingly, Mrothgar gave him time to recover. Hysithea would have expected him—anyone—to take advantage.
“I am not a traitor,” Mrothgar said. “Or a coward. You are the one threatening old women.”
“Mrothgar,” came an offended reprimand from his mother. “I’m not old,” she muttered to the aunt. “I’m venerable.”
“Very venerable,” the aunt replied.
The crowd started shouting and cheering, enjoying the fight. Hysithea couldn’t tell from their shouts who they wanted to win. Maybe they didn’t care, as long as they got a good show.
No, that wasn’t true. As Mrothgar drew blood again, a chant started up, and it was his name on the lips of the soldiers. Colonel Mrothgar. Colonel Mrothgar.
Maybe the crowd agreed that the warlord was out of line for threatening to kill the elderly. Or maybe they merely appreciated his fighting prowess above the warlord’s.
Whatever the reason, it enraged Harlgor. He lunged in, launching a barrage of blows with his sword.
But Mrothgar held his ground and manipulated his mace with such speed and accuracy that the longer weapon never came close to him. His leg snapped up, and he kicked at the flat of the blade. Harlgor’s hands must have been slick with sweat, for he lost his grip, and the sword went flying. As he spun and lunged, trying to catch it, Mrothgar slammed the mace into his ribs.
Harlgor stiffened and cried out. The crowd cheered for the decisive blow. Vorkroft, however, aimed his pistol at Mrothgar.
With the magic she needed already in mind, it only took Hysithea an instant to launch the shaft of compressed air at Vorkroft’s hand. The weapon jerked to the side before it went off, and he lurched back in shock. Unfortunately, he wasn’t shocked for long, and his gaze found hers. He knew who’d been responsible, and he recovered and pointed the pistol at her.
Terrified, Hysithea instinctively summoned a much larger blast of air. It slammed into Vorkroft with the force of a battering ram, knocking him from his feet and over the railing. But she wasn’t fast enough to keep the pistol from firing.
It cracked, the noise echoing thunderously in the stone coliseum, and Trezaki screeched and reared up, hooves flailing. At first, Hysithea thought he was scared by the noise, but the wild shot had struck him in the shoulder.
Mrothgar’s head spun. “You shot my horse?” he bellowed. “You bastard!”
Boos came from the soldiers in the stands, amid cries of poor sportsmanship.
After falling more than thirty feet, Vorkroft landed hard on the packed-earth floor, and he didn’t respond. He didn’t move at all.
Roaring with fury, Mrothgar whirled back toward the warlord and sprang upon him. The other man had used the distraction to recover his sword, but it didn’t matter. Mrothgar knocked it aside again, then kicked Harlgor’s feet out from under him. As the warlord fell, Mrothgar smashed his mace into the man’s skull. The crunch of metal sinking into bone was almost as loud as the pistol shot had been.
When Harlgor hit the ground, Hysithea knew he wouldn’t rise. Still furious, Mrothgar lifted his mace and ran over to Vorkroft, the pistol lying in the dirt beside his open hand, condemning him as the shooter.
“Get up and fight me!” Mrothgar shoved him with his boot.
Vorkroft didn’t stir, and Hysithea realized he might be dead. Had she, with her magic, killed him? She swallowed. That hadn’t been her intent, but as Trezaki ran around, squealing in pain, she couldn’t find it within her to regret the action.
Hysithea took a step toward the horse, thinking of using her power to incinerate the bullet lodged in his shoulder, but the guards who’d stood stunned at the fall of Vorkroft and Harlgor recovered their wits. With firearms and blades, they charged toward Mrothgar.
“No!” Hysithea cried, raising her arms.
She called upon the same type of storm magic, but, knowing she would need much more of it, willed all of the energy within her to assist in the summons. She needed a hurricane gale, not a pinpoint blast of wind. And with her entire body tingling with power, she got it.
Not a hurricane, but a tornado. The air swept in from the river and the grasslands around the coliseum and knocked aside soldiers trying to reach Mrothgar. She commanded the winds to circle him, his family, Trezaki, and herself, leaving them in the eye of the storm as the wind whirled so fast around them that nobody could draw close.
One of the guards tried to shoot her, but the wind knocked the bullet astray, and it blasted into a stone wall.
Soldiers in the stands shouted, and started to back away, but their commanders bellowed at them to remain put. Those closest to the wind couldn’t obey, for the raw power hurled them backward. One man ended up sprawled across a bench two tiers up.
Hysithea didn’t want to hurt people, but she wouldn’t let them hurt Mrothgar either. She clenched her jaw, and even when weariness crept into her body, she kept the winds circling protectively.
Panting and scared, Trezaki came to her, and she caught him by the reins, though she couldn’t heal him while she defended the group. Maybe he understood, for though he shivered and quaked, he stood still beside her.
Seeing the blood running from the hole in his shoulder made Hysithea angrier and gave her the resolve to continue the tornado, to push past the weariness and keep defending Mrothgar—all of them.
“By the power infused in me by the gods, cease the use of your magic!” a man cried through a megaphone.
The emperor had finally arrived. Or maybe he’d been there all along and had finally stepped into view.
Though he stood outside of the tornado, his fox-fur cape flapped in the wind, and he was forced to hold one hand to his crown as he gripped the megaphone in the other. The general must have run up there to give it to him, for he panted nearby, grabbing a column for support.
Though the emperor was who Hysithea had risked everything to come talk to, she didn’t trust that she would be safe if she ceased the use of her magic. She couldn’t, however, keep up the tremendous draw of power for much longer. She had to hope he wanted to talk. After a moment in which she held his gaze, a moment in which he and his people should realize that the power infused in him by the gods couldn’t match hers, she replied.
“Tell your men to stand down so we can talk!” Hysithea called up to the emperor, willing her words to reach him over the sound of wind whistling through the coliseum and people being thrown about. “Only then will I stop the wind.”
She expected an arrogant reply, something akin to how the warlord had responded to Mrothgar, but the emperor looked to his left where one of the guards hunched over, an arrow through his hand. Where had that come from?
The emperor eyed the top of the coliseum to his right. It appeared empty. If Hawk and the others were up there, even Hysithea couldn’t detect them. But she couldn’t imagine who else would have fired—maybe that guard had also been raising a pistol, and she’d missed it.
“All will stand down,” the emperor called out, “so that I may speak with the elf princess.”
Since her wind had knocked down half the men, at least those near enough to do anything, they didn’t have to do much to stand down. Those not being battered senseless lowered their weapons.
Mrothgar left Vorkroft’s body and strode toward Hysithea. He gave Trezaki and his mother and aunt concerned looks, but his gaze settled on her. He nodded, his dark eyes warm with pride, as he approached.
Surprisingly, the soldiers started chanting his name again. Mrothgar, Mrothgar, Mrothgar!
“You used your power to protect yourself,” he said, ignoring the chants as he turned to face the emperor while standing shoulder to shoulder with her.
Since her focus had been on protecting Mrothgar and Trezaki, Hysithea hadn’t quite realized she had, but he was right. She eased closer to him, both because she appreciated his emotional support and because she might need his physical support. She hoped not to collapse in front of the emperor, but as she released her magic, watching the armed men warily, such an intense fatigue swept over her that it took all of her strength to keep her knees from buckling.
As silence settled over the arena, the emperor lowered the megaphone. His voice resonated even without it when he spoke. “What is it you wish to discuss, Princess Hysithea?”
A balding man in his sixties or seventies, the emperor sounded reasonable and calm. He wasn’t the blustering overly muscled warrior she’d expected—the warlord had filled that role—but a sense of power and serenity encased him, and she could almost believe he had been blessed by his gods.
The emperor eyed Mrothgar but did not yet address him. Mrothgar lifted his chin, hooked his mace on his belt, and clasped his hands behind his back.
“I have come to remind you, Your Highness,” Hysithea said, holding the emperor’s gaze, “of a treaty your people made a thousand years ago with mine, of a wedding between the elven princess Ishyvana and the Taldarian prince Hruthvar, in which your ancestor was given a rod of the moon, a magical elven artifact brimming with power.” Hysithea spotted the scepter hanging from his belt and was close enough to sense that magic infused it, as the book had said, so she wasn’t lying to him. “It was a time and a treaty that both of our peoples seem to have forgotten.”
Though she’d carted around the book that mentioned it for days, she didn’t reach for it—she didn’t even know where it had gone. It might be better if the emperor believed she’d been aware of and brought this knowledge herself.
“Since your people attacked ours in Delantria, slaying numerous of my trusted officers, I was positive you had forgotten it,” the emperor said.
He didn’t sound surprised by the treaty; maybe his people hadn’t forgotten it.
“Prince Hawsylereth and his troops came to the defense of an ally kingdom,” Hysithea said, “but he is young, and it is possible he acted hastily. He is less of a student of history than I and certainly acted without the knowledge of that treaty.”
“He is young? Is he not your twin brother?” Despite the chaos—and death—of the last ten minutes, the emperor sounded amused.
Hysithea didn’t know if that was a good sign or not. His tone was a touch condescending, but at least he was talking with her.
“He is, as the spy you’ve suborned in our outpost has likely told you.”
“Yes, that is the spy who also told us that you weren’t able to use your magic.”
“Maybe you should get a better spy next time.”
“Clearly.”
Hysithea wasn’t sure how to interpret the dry responses, as she’d expected more pompous arrogance and a refusal to acknowledge anything. Maybe he was more reasonable than one would expect from an emperor, or maybe she’d rattled him with her magic. Since she doubted she could summon more, she hoped what she’d done would suffice insofar as ensuring good behavior. Whoever had fired that arrow had to have the emperor a little unnerved too.
“Make your request and promise for the scepter,” Mrothgar murmured.
In other words, get to the point. A good idea.
“Our people are prepared to make reparations for the losses you suffered in Delantria,” Hysithea said, though she didn’t know what they had that the empire might need. Maybe Father could send Aldari and Hawk with bags of elven root pitch and seeds for the trees that grew the stuff. “However, it must be known going forward that we are now allied with Delantria and will aid them if there are more attacks on their kingdom. Should you attack us, we are more than capable of defending ourselves, despite reports you might have heard to the contrary.” She waved to indicate the people she’d knocked down. It was too bad the stone of the coliseum had been impervious to her wind. Had there been wooden stands that had been destroyed by the gales, it might have left a more impressive reminder.
Maybe the emperor didn’t need such reminders. He glanced at Vorkroft’s body and said, “Indeed.”
“We do not wish to be unreasonable neighbors to your empire though,” Hysithea said. “In addition to reparations that our two peoples will negotiate, I am willing to teach you how to use your rod more fully.”
“Scepter,” Mrothgar hissed as eyebrows flew up in the crowd.
“My rod?” The emperor’s brows also rose.
“The magical scepter of power that one of my people long ago made. It has power that you may be able to access.” She pointed to his belt and watched for his reaction, to see if he already knew about the magic—maybe he even knew how to access its power, though if that were true and it did something useful, she would have expected him to try to zap her with it during her windstorm.
“Interesting,” he said.
As they’d been talking, General Grothfarik had left the throne area and found a way down to the coliseum floor. Hysithea tensed as he walked out, but he didn’t point any weapons toward them.
“You and Colonel Mrothgar, and the snipers you brought into my coliseum,” the emperor continued, “will come see me in the gold room to discuss this and what reparations the elves are offering to make for the assassinations of my officers. General Grothfarik, see to the man’s horse and his kin.”
“Yes, Your Highness.” Grothfarik waved for a guard to get the horse and pointed Mrothgar and Hysithea toward a doorway at the back of the coliseum.
“Does the emperor mean to negotiate with us?” Hysithea gripped Mrothgar’s arm, wanting his support to hide the wobble to her exhausted legs. “Or take us somewhere private where he’ll try to kill us?”
“We’ll see,” was all Mrothgar said.
Before leaving, he caught Trezaki’s reins.
“One moment.” Hysithea stepped up to the horse’s shoulder and rested her hands to either side of the wound. Though she feared drawing upon any more magic would drop her to her knees in front of everyone, she didn’t want to risk the bullet remaining in Trezaki’s shoulder. It wasn’t as if he was an amenable horse who would stand placidly as a veterinarian operated on him.
With a final burst of energy, Hysithea incinerated the bullet. Her knees gave out, but Mrothgar caught her before she could stumble, wrapping a strong arm around her waist.
“You’re amazing,” he breathed in her ear, then kissed her on the cheek.
Through the extreme weariness that assailed her, she managed to mutter a thank you. It was only his support, however, that kept her on her feet.
She noticed the emperor beside his throne, looking from her to the horse and back, and she found the willpower to stand straight and attempted to look fresh and ready to conjure more magic if needed. The emperor smiled faintly and disappeared through the doorway behind the throne.
Mrothgar handed Trezaki’s reins to the guard who’d approached.
“Give him treats,” he said.
“Treats, sir? I don’t know where…”
Trezaki reared up, hooves flailing at the air.
“I’ll find something, sir,” the guard said.
“Wise.” Mrothgar guided Hysithea over to his mother and aunt, giving them hugs and briefly introducing Hysithea to them.
“An elf,” his mother whispered. “I’ve heard your people make wonderful glazes for your ceramics.”
Hysithea blinked at the random comment until she remembered Mrothgar saying that pottery was how his mother supported herself.
“The secret is the moss they sprinkle in it,” Mrothgar said.
“Silica actually,” Hysithea said. “Though there may be powdered algae and moss in some of the colorants.”
“I knew it,” Mrothgar said.
He squeezed her arm and led her toward the doorway and a shady stone corridor beyond it. Chants of Mrothgar’s name resumed, following them out.
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HAWK AND ALDARI joined Hysithea and Mrothgar outside the door of the gold room, a private chamber built under the tiers of seats at the back of the coliseum. As the guards had led Hawk and Aldari inside, Hawk had conjured a barrier around them that kept the imperial men from touching them or taking their weapons, something they grumbled vociferously about. Had Hawk not lowered his illusion and allowed the guards to see him and Aldari, the men might not have located them at all. Saragethi was presumably still out there, prepared to stir up a storm if his allies didn’t come out.
The door opened, and a muscled guard stepped out, pointing at Mrothgar, then Hysithea. “You and you, come in. The rest wait here.”
“Yell if you need help,” Hawk said in Elven. “Or if you’re treated poorly, and you want me to glare menacingly at the emperor.”
“I have Mrothgar for that,” Hysithea replied, also in Elven, since she doubted the guards would appreciate her brother’s wit.
“He is menacing,” Hawk muttered.
Hysithea followed Mrothgar inside, and the guard thumped the door shut behind them.
They were in a spacious chamber, the ceiling supported by limestone columns, and the emperor sat behind a large desk, with pitchers, glasses, and platters of food on a nearby table. Guards stood behind him and to either side of the desk, but he didn’t appear that concerned by his visitors. Surprisingly, nobody had searched Hysithea for weapons nor taken Mrothgar’s mace.
“I’ve been expecting that confrontation for some time, Mrothgar,” the emperor said, gazing at him and only glancing at Hysithea. “That is why I stood back and let it play out.”
Mrothgar grunted.
“You know he slandered you to me,” the emperor said with a smile.
“Vorkroft took pleasure in informing me of that, yes.”
“I didn’t believe it. Harlgor has loathed you ever since I first offered you the position of warlord over the Dragonorath Foothills.”
“I’m aware,” Mrothgar said.
“And Vorkroft is—was—more loyal to his brother than to me.”
Vorkroft’s brother? Harlgor? Or was Hysithea missing something?
Puzzled, she looked back and forth between the men and tried to put together all the pieces. All this time, she’d thought Mrothgar was on the outs with the emperor, that he might be killed when he showed up here.
The emperor gave her the same faint smile he’d shared when she had healed Trezaki. “I don’t think your elf princess knows quite what the people’s hero you are, Colonel.”
“I’ve never been sure how much of a boon that was, Your Imperial Majesty.”
“The people love it when a man of undistinguished lineage rises up through the ranks,” the emperor told Hysithea, “and Mrothgar made quite the name for himself in battles over the last decade or so. Bravery in combat, saving helpless civilians, defeating powerful enemies—the things the minstrels adore.”
“I never knew if you adored them, Your Majesty,” Mrothgar said, wariness in his eyes.
“Neither you nor your popularity with the common man threatened me. Had it bothered me, I wouldn’t have offered you the position of warlord. Which you refused.” The emperor raised his eyebrows.
“Because I’m a soldier, not a bureaucrat.”
“Would you like to change your mind about that now? Once more, the position is open, and you might be a more appealing suitor to a princess’s parents if you were one of the twelve most powerful men in the empire, after myself.”
Mrothgar looked at Hysithea and raised his eyebrows. Asking if the emperor was correct? Or if she wanted him to be her suitor?
Though it wasn’t even vaguely what she’d expected to discuss in here, she said, “My parents aren’t in charge of me, and I care for you no matter what your station in the empire.”
The emperor folded his hands on the desk, the smile returning.
Mrothgar turned back to him, his eyes narrowing. “Would you have let Harlgor kill my mother and aunt, Your Majesty?”
“Not unless it turned out you truly had turned traitor, but I suspected that was not the case. Though now that I’ve seen how much power your princess commands, I do wonder if I was naive in scoffing at Vorkroft’s suggestion that she ensorcelled you. Perhaps it would have been possible.”
Hysithea opened her mouth, about to say that she didn’t know how to ensorcel anyone, but nothing had yet been resolved between the empire and Serth. It would be better not to outline her abilities here. The more powerful the emperor believed her and her people, the less likely he would want to tangle with them. She hoped.
“I’ve sworn to protect her,” Mrothgar said, “and she’s sworn to protect me.”
“So, you’ve ensorcelled each other?” the emperor asked.
Mrothgar didn’t seem to know what to say to that, so Hysithea clasped his hand and said, “Yes.”
“What say you, then, Colonel?” the emperor asked. “The best way to keep your family safe would be to have power over the region where they live.”
“What of the invasion?”
The emperor leaned back in his seat and eyed Hysithea. “I was not pleased with the elves attacking my officers in Delantria, have no doubt, but if you are in a position to negotiate on behalf of your people?” He arched his eyebrows.
“Of course,” Hysithea said, though she hadn’t precisely been granted that power. She thought about asking to bring Hawk in, but she didn’t know if her parents had granted him any power for negotiating either.
“I want you to show me what magic I can conjure with my scepter, and I demand the seeds as well as saplings of the trees from which your elven root pitch is derived.”
Hysithea blinked. “Have you already spoken to Aldari?”
“The Delantrian princess? No. But I have my resources and am aware that the root pitch is superior to whale oil and beeswax.” He gazed at her, eyes hooded. “We, too, would like to grow the trees and prosper from them.”
Did he think she would balk at that? Aldari and Hawk wanted the root pitch to replace whale oil and put an end to the obsessive hunting of the whales in their shared seas. Hysithea knew Aldari hoped her people would prosper from it, but she suspected there were enough people in the world who needed light that the market could handle multiple growers.
“If you’re willing to call off your invasion in exchange, I can arrange that trade, Your Imperial Majesty,” she said, “but there is one question I hope you will answer.”
“Oh?”
Her hand strayed to the cut in her leg, though her dress hid it. “Did Vorkroft find anything in my blood to explain how our people use magic?”
This time, she had no idea what the emperor’s faint smile meant. She had a feeling that playing Acquisition against him would be a challenge.
“If he did, he didn’t have time to tell me about it before his death.”
“Will his assistants try to follow up on his research?” she asked. “And what about the bracer? Will they continue to study that?”
The emperor lifted a shoulder. “Perhaps. You can’t blame us for wanting to find a way to defend ourselves against such a powerful threat.”
“If you don’t invade Serth, you won’t need to defend yourselves against our magic.”
“For now, perhaps.”
Hysithea opened her mouth, wanting more assurances, but Mrothgar nudged her gently and gave a warning look.
Did he believe she’d already gotten all the concessions she could? She supposed, as long as the emperor called off the invasion, she could consider this a victory, but she would warn her people to keep an eye out for the possibility of future challenges from the empire. She doubted they would prove restful neighbors.
“There will be a ceremony tonight,” the emperor said, “in which Colonel Mrothgar will be officially made Warlord Mrothgar. To the people’s delight, I’m certain. You and your kin will come, Princess Hysithea.”
Mrothgar hadn’t accepted the position, but he must have decided that he dared not reject it a second time. If having that power meant he could protect his family, Hysithea was glad he was being given it. Even if it turned him from a soldier to a bureaucrat, she was certain he could find time to stay fit and spar with challenging opponents. After all, that Harlgor had been as muscled as he.
“As my newest warlord, you will not invite legions of elves to visit you in the Dragonorath Foothills, Mrothgar, but if you wish the princess to become your mistress or wife, I will not object. She knows Taldarian history well and understands our language. I approve.”
“Wife?” Hysithea mouthed.
“I trust you two can figure out the details.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” Mrothgar placed fist in palm and bowed to him.
“After you tell me about my scepter.” The emperor smiled at her again.
Hysithea nodded. “May I invite my brother in to look at it? He’s had more practice of late using magic than I.”
“Of course.” The emperor waved to the guards. “Bring him and the Delantrian princess in. Let them drink and eat and enjoy themselves. They will also attend the ceremony tonight.”
Hysithea looked at Mrothgar, wondering if they’d achieved their goal. Had the emperor truly gone from planning an invasion one hour to planning a ceremony for him in the next?
Mrothgar must have understood her silent question, for he pulled her to the side and murmured, “I believe your tornado changed his mind more than your words. And watching you flick your fingers and kill Vorkroft.”
Hysithea swallowed. “I didn’t mean to do that.”
“Which makes it all the more terrifying.”
She shook her head bleakly. She didn’t want her or her people to be perceived as terrifying. And yet… if it stopped a war, maybe it was for the best. Strength was clearly respected here in the empire.
“Will my people have to fear retribution if his scientists ever figure out how to nullify our magic?” she asked.
“It probably depends on how both nations go forward from here, but you’ll want to keep your ears open.”
“I understand.”
The guards ushered Hawk and Aldari in, and Hysithea asked her brother to examine the scepter.
While Hawk uttered such things as hm and oh and oh, interesting, Mrothgar murmured quietly to her again. “Would your father be more willing to allow a warlord to visit Serth than a colonel he believes may be a spy?”
“He might,” Hysithea whispered. “When this warlord visited, would he be imploring me to become his mistress or wife?”
“It depends. Would this princess be amenable to that so soon after they met?”
“It’s possible this warlord and this princess should spend more time together before committing to such things, but he is the one who most believes in her… and convinced her to believe in herself.” Hysithea clasped Mrothgar’s hand. “That means a lot.”
“Were such a marriage to one day occur, would the princess be willing to live in the region this warlord has just been granted—foisted—rule over?”
Would she? When he’d brought it up that morning, there’d been little point in musing deeply over something that hadn’t seemed like it could come to pass. But now?
Aside from her awful year roaming the forest as a Twisted, the outpost on Serth was the only home Hysithea had ever known. But since she’d turned back into an elf, it had been a home where she’d felt like a stranger. An outcast. Getting her power back wouldn’t necessarily change that, and if she said she’d fallen in love with a Taldarian military officer, her mother might believe she needed therapy even more. Maybe it would be easier to start life over in a place where nobody knew her past and where the citizens had never been scarred by the Twisted.
“This princess would be open to considering it,” she said, “assuming she could visit home now and then.”
“I am certain that would be permitted. This warlord could go with her and spy on her people.” His eyes crinkled.
“As long as she could spy on his people from Taldar.”
“Joint spying?”
“I believe this is the basis for most political marriages between nations.”
“Likely so.”
“Does your region have a sizable library?” she asked.
“A modestly sized one. It’s not the most civilized region, and the capital is little more than a mountain village, but perhaps the new wife of the warlord, after she’s sated herself by traveling around and visiting various ruin sites, would enjoy increasing the library’s size and book collection. It sounds like my mother would like a section on elven ceramics.”
“All libraries should have such a section.”
“No doubt.”
Hawk cleared his throat and met Hysithea’s gaze. He waved the scepter and in Elven said, “Are you sure we want to do this? I think this thing can shoot fireballs.”
“It does rightfully belong to him,” she said.
“But that’s a lot of power. Did you manage to convince him not to invade Serth?”
“For the time being, I think so.”
“What does it do?” the emperor’s voice rang out in Hyric, his cool squint informing them that he didn’t appreciate not being able to understand their words.
“Would you believe it’s a magical back scratcher?” Hawk asked in Hyric.
Hysithea snorted. That had been Mrothgar’s hypothesis about what it did. She’d shared it with her brother on the way downriver.
“No,” the emperor said. “Such a gift would not have swayed my ancestors to look with leniency toward the elven kingdom, and it would not sway me today.”
“We don’t need leniency,” Hawk said, his own eyes closing to a squint.
“Tell him about it,” Hysithea said. “It’s his rod. He should know how to use it.”
“Scepter,” Mrothgar murmured, when the emperor’s eyebrows rose.
“It shoots fireballs,” Hawk said. “From the top, I believe. I think I can link its power to a word for you to speak. You may want to experiment in a fire-retardant area with a lot of water nearby.”
“Fireballs.” The emperor had been calm and calculating throughout the meeting, but his eyes lit up, as if he were a boy being given his favorite candy. “Fireballs that I could hurl into the armies of my enemies?”
Hawk’s lips flattened. “Or use to light your stove on a chilly night.”
“You will show me how to use it.”
Hawk looked back at Hysithea.
She nodded at her brother and told the emperor, “Yes, he will.”
“You will also send with the saplings and seeds a master orchardist who will convince them to grow in our soils,” the emperor said, “and then we will be able to make all the root pitch that we wish without paying exorbitant prices to foreigners.”
Hysithea looked at Aldari, hoping this wouldn’t mess up the plans she had with Hawk, but she didn’t feel the emperor was asking too much, not when he’d lost human lives in Delantria. And if this was all it took to keep him from carrying out the invasion he’d been on the verge of launching…
“I may have promised him some seeds and saplings,” Hysithea said.
“It’s all right with me.” Aldari shrugged and nodded to Hawk. “They’re your people’s trees, but I’ll point out that the more root pitch that makes it out into the markets, the less need the world as a whole will have for whale oil—and killing whales to get it.”
“I suppose we can send a few seeds down,” Hawk grumbled.
“And one of your people to help find soil in which they will thrive,” the emperor said.
“None of my people are going to volunteer to become a horticulturist for you. The last person we sent here ended up kidnapped and almost killed.” Hawk pointed at Hysithea and nodded to Aldari as well, though her kidnapping had been more circumstantial.
“I can do it,” Hysithea said. “I’ll get one of our growers to show me, and I’ll bring some books back with me.”
“Back with you?” Hawk, who hadn’t understood her and Mrothgar murmuring in Taldarian, gaped at her. “You want to leave Serth?” He pointed at Mrothgar. “Because of him? You’ve barely met him, and he’s a big brute.”
“He’s not a brute,” Hysithea said. “And he wouldn’t be the only reason. There are many.”
Mrothgar wrapped his arms around her from behind and glared past her shoulder at Hawk.
“But he might be the largest one,” Hysithea admitted, leaning back into his grip and fantasizing about her future library and Mrothgar visiting her there, taking her into the back rows of bookcases and making love to her amongst the tomes. “I would also miss Trezaki if I never saw him again.”
“Who’s that?” Hawk asked.
“Mrothgar’s horse. He’s not a brute either.”
“That horse tried to bite me twice the night we rescued you,” Hawk said.
“He does that to everyone.”
“And he’s not a brute?”
“Indeed not.” Hysithea smiled and would have snuggled deeper into Mrothgar’s grip, but with the chamber full of people, she resisted the urge. Later, they could snuggle. And more.
“Mother and Father will be horrified by your decision,” Hawk said.
“Not if it stops a war.”
“Fine, but you get to tell them.”





EPILOGUE
“IS THAT A GARBAGE CHUTE? Or the privy? Or both?” Hysithea peered thoughtfully down the dark hole in one of the two walls remaining in a room at the back of a sprawling thousand-year-old palace.
Broken columns lay jumbled on the stone floor all around her, and the roof had long since fallen in, some pieces being carted off by the locals to reuse, but parts of the structure were in decent shape. From what the history book she’d found on the area said, this had been the home of the warlord and his consort until a fire had swept through the mountains, destroying many of the surrounding structures and the nearby forest. After that, the regional capital had been relocated six miles downriver to where it presently stood.
Hysithea lived there now with Mrothgar, in the multi-generational manor that the regional warlord always dwelled in. Mrothgar might not have cared about gaining wealth and power, but he’d taken advantage of the accommodations to give his entire family a comfortable place to live, and he’d purchased his mother not one but two pottery wheels and had a garden shed turned into a studio for her.
A nippy breeze gusted down from the mountains looming around the valley, tugging at Hysithea’s trousers and tunic, practical clothing she’d brought back with her from Serth. After the meeting with the emperor, she’d returned for a week to visit and tell her parents about her plans to move.
They hadn’t been as surprised as she’d expected. Apparently, the emperor had sent a falcon with a message ahead of her, saying Hysithea was formally invited to stay in the empire as an official diplomat to Serth and that, if she agreed, she would be the guest of the Warlord of the Dragonorath Foothills. The only surprise to them had been that Mrothgar had recently been appointed to that position.
A squirrel chittered from atop one of the walls. The bushy-tailed animals were running all over the ruin site, burying pine nuts under broken travertine floor tiles. Over the centuries, the forest had regrown and encroached upon the ruins, leaving trees rising up outside—and inside—the palace.
Hysithea looked over at the squirrel, noticing afternoon sunlight illuminating a wall that had been in shadow earlier. The remains of a frieze ran along the top, and her gaze snagged on a carving of a male and female holding hands. The original warlord and his consort?
Abandoning the chute, Hysithea walked closer. The squirrel chittered at her before running off. She barely noticed it. The female in the carving…
“She has pointed ears,” Hysithea whispered.
She climbed onto a broken column for a better look. The man was definitely human, some early Taldarian with the same powerful build as Mrothgar, but the female…
“Huh. Those are definitely pointed ears.”
Since the Dragonorath Foothills were one of the closest regions to Serth, maybe it wasn’t that surprising, but she hadn’t realized her people had gotten around so much in the earlier years of the elven kingdom.
“Or maybe she was a war prize stolen in battle,” she mused.
But a smile curved the elf female’s face, and the way they stood made them seem like equals, not conquering man and his female prize. She could almost believe the figures represented her and Mrothgar and that someone had long ago foreseen their meeting.
“I need to research this more. Once there are more books back in town…” Hysithea smiled, thinking of the crates and crates
of texts she’d ordered to supply the regional library, which was, thanks to Mrothgar’s willingness to invest in his people’s future—and make her happy—in the process of being expanded.
A nicker came from the bottom of the crumbling stone stairs leading up to the palace.
Busy running a hand over the elf and human figures, Hysithea didn’t look at Trezaki, only calling down, “No more moss bars until this evening.”
More than a month had passed since the horse had been shot, and, with the help of a little more elven healing, he’d made a full recovery. She’d ridden him to the ruin site that morning.
“Not even if I beg?” came Mrothgar’s voice from the entrance to the ruins. “You know how much soldiers crave such delights.”
Hysithea spun and smiled. She hadn’t expected him until closer to evening, after he’d finished “pushing papers around and ordering things,” as he put it. Maybe he’d been pining for her, so he’d broken away from his work early.
Her smile broadening, Hysithea ran toward the stairs, thoughts of an afternoon tryst popping into her mind. There weren’t any beds or blankets in the ruins, but there was a nice mossy courtyard where they might writhe in naked bliss.
But Mrothgar wasn’t alone.
He had ridden up on the white horse he’d claimed after she’d taken Trezaki, and behind him were two cloaked riders. Hysithea’s first thought was that her mother and Erathian had arrived early. They were en route to the Shining City to negotiate a more binding treaty than the thousand-year-old one Hysithea had cited, and were going to stop and see her for a few days. But the two figures behind him rode horses rather than reindeer. Two women.
One, she’d never met, but the second…
It was the Razgizarian half-elf woman who’d been shot. Clad in buckskins and riding short mountain horses with thick fur, they both appeared to be Razgizarian rangers. With a start, Hysithea realized the second woman also had slightly pointed ears. Another half-elf? Or perhaps a quarter-elf?
“Hello.” Hysithea looked curiously to Mrothgar for an explanation.
Given that rangers had been responsible for almost killing one of his men, Hysithea wouldn’t have expected to see him next to one again unless his spiked mace was at the person’s throat.
“Hysithea.” Mrothgar inclined his head, though he also gave her a long look that made her think he might have a tryst in mind for later. He spoke in Hyric, for the sake of the guests. “This is Frey, daughter of Chieftess Hohvi—” he pointed to the half-elf, “—and a Razgizarian archaeologist named Minya. As I was going through the paperwork that Warlord Harlgor apparently spent his career ignoring in favor of sleeping with every woman in the region, I came across a request from their academics to study some of the old ruins in the area that are not of Taldarian origin. I invited the Razgizarians to come take a look and meet you.”
“Our people have been in these mountains far longer than the Taldarians,” Minya said, lifting her chin. “It is our right to visit the ruins and study them.”
The expression Mrothgar slanted Minya wasn’t that friendly, and Hysithea couldn’t hide her surprise that he’d invited them here. If he hadn’t been sitting on a horse and introducing her, she might have thought he’d meant to ensnare them and take them prisoner for their crimes against his people. Minya might not have had anything to do with setting those mines, but Frey had been there.
“You invited them… to meet me?” Hysithea asked.
“To speak about ruins and whatever else might interest you.” Mrothgar glanced more at their ears than them. “I need to talk to Captain Varik about bandits in the area.” He nodded toward two mounted soldiers in the distance. That morning, they’d accompanied Hysithea to the ruin site, but they’d been giving her the privacy to explore, and she’d almost forgotten about them. “Perhaps the three of you would like to peruse the ruins together, though these are Taldarian ruins, not Razgizarian ones.”
“One can tell from a glance,” Minya said. “They’re huge and pompous, clearly a sign of males compensating for penile insufficiencies.”
Frey elbowed her and hissed, “Ssh. You promised you wouldn’t start anything.”
“You’re the one who tried to blow them up. I don’t see why I should have to tiptoe around their soldiers.”
“Because their soldiers have bigger weapons than ours.”
“Bigger isn’t always better.” Minya sniffed and looked at the sprawling palace ruins.
Mrothgar didn’t react to the insults, though he switched to Taldarian when he said, “I brought them here because you were curious about half-elves. I trust the discussion won’t involve Taldarian penises.”
“No?” Hysithea replied in his language. “I would imagine they might have been involved in the creation of some
of the half-elves in the world.”
“Likely so. Should you feel the need to discuss mine, you’re welcome to let them know that bigger is better.”
“Somehow, I doubt they’re going to ask about your length and girth.”
“No? I thought women found such things fascinating.”
“Far less than men think.”
“Huh.” Mrothgar lifted a hand and guided his horse toward the soldiers without giving the women a parting word.
Hysithea smiled after him, resolving to give him a hug—more than a hug—later. He couldn’t have wanted to invite Razgizarians into his region and had certainly only done it for her sake. Hysithea was curious about their upbringings and if they knew who their elven progenitors were.
“Did we insult him terribly?” Minya asked when Mrothgar was out of earshot.
Hysithea shook her head. “He’s pretty unflappable for a Taldarian. He’s even willing to talk to my brother these days.” Admittedly, Mrothgar had made it clear that Erathian, her brother without Taldarian blood on his hands, would be the better person for the queen to bring to her meeting with the emperor. “He was at the Delantrian showdown,” Hysithea added, in case the Razgizarians weren’t versed on the events there.
But they both nodded. Hysithea supposed if the Razgizarians had known the Taldarians had kidnapped her, they had to have spies in numerous spots.
“May I look around?” Minya asked, guiding her horse toward the makeshift hitching post where Trezaki stood.
“Yes, but don’t—”
Trezaki snapped at the shorter horse.
“—get too close to Trezaki,” Hysithea finished. “He has a surly streak.”
“Just what one would expect from a Taldarian mount.” Minya led her horse to a tree, dismounted, and headed up into the ruins with a pen and notebook.
That left Hysithea with Frey.
“If you rub his nose, he won’t bite you,” Hysithea offered.
“Your warlord or his horse?” Frey smiled.
“Trezaki. Mrothgar likes, uhm, different things rubbed.”
“I’ll bet.” Frey dismounted, grimacing as she favored the shoulder where she’d been shot weeks earlier, and faced Hysithea. She appeared nervous as she kneaded the fringed hem of her buckskin tunic and opened her mouth a couple of times but didn’t speak.
“Are you an archaeologist too?” From her reading, Hysithea’s impression of the Razgizar Kingdom had always been that, outside of the forest city where their queen resided, they tended toward simple hunter-gatherer lifestyles. She wouldn’t have expected to encounter rangers with a lot of formal schooling, but many of her books were old, so perhaps things had changed.
“Mm, more of a botanist. I help our herbalists find rare plants to use in their compounds. Minya is my cousin and once brought me some fossilized plants to opine on, and I’ve since ended up going on a few expeditions with her.” Frey rotated her shoulder.
“Do you want me to take a look at that? I’m a novice healer, but I can use magic.”
Frey shook her head. “It’s fine. Our doctor removed the bullet. She said it’ll take time to heal fully. I actually came along because I wanted to thank you for helping us get away.”
“You’re welcome.”
“At the time, you seemed to be a prisoner too.” Frey looked toward where Mrothgar sat on his horse, speaking with the soldiers.
“I was. I was in the process of winning then-Colonel Mrothgar’s heart so he would fall in love with me and turn his back on his people.”
“Is that what happened?” Frey’s forehead creased. “I can’t help but notice you’re living with him in his empire.”
“He was also trying to get me to fall in love with him and turn my back on my people. We compromised and both fell in love with each other and didn’t turn our backs on anyone.”
“So he’s… treating you well?” Frey arched her eyebrows.
“Yes. There’s no need for you to attempt to rescue me again.” Hysithea smiled, though she didn’t know if that had crossed their minds.
“That’s good. The last time didn’t go according to plan.”
Hysithea tilted her head. “Were you actually a part of that? I wouldn’t think a botanist would be brought along to handle explosives.”
“I’m a ranger as well.” Frey touched a bow and quiver strapped to the saddlebags her horse carried. “We take turns patrolling the mountains and protecting our people from vorgs, wolves, rabid animals, and belligerent invaders who stray across our borders. But to answer your question, I only went along because I was curious to see an elf. A whole elf. I never knew my father, and Minya never knew her grandfather.”
Trezaki ambled over to join the conversation.
“Weren’t you tied up a minute ago?” Hysithea rubbed his nose.
He whuffed and looked at her and then at Frey.
“Can’t tell us apart, huh?” Hysithea asked.
Trezaki nosed a pocket in Frey’s tunic.
“Do Razgizarians make moss bars?” Hysithea asked, wondering if the ranger had a stash that had attracted the horse.
“Moss?” Frey’s jaw sagged. “I’ve used it for bedding in the forest, and to insulate a tent in the winter, but do you mean to eat?”
“Yes. It’s a horse favorite. And the species my people have cultivated are popular for travel rations.”
“We make pemmican bars for travel.”
“That’s dried meat and tallow, isn’t it? I don’t think a horse would care for that.”
“And berries. My people love berries. I have some—” Frey broke off when Trezaki tried to shove his snout into her pocket, his big head pushing her backward.
“Trezaki, that’s rude.” Hysithea reached for his reins.
Frey pulled out a sack of something. Trezaki sniffed and flapped his lips in interest.
“As I was saying,” Frey said, “I have a trail mix of hazelnuts and dried huckleberries.”
“Ah. That’s in line with his interests.”
Frey held out some nuts and berries for Trezaki. Hysithea watched with amusement as the horse left his slobber all over someone else for a change. After he noshed down the treats, he lowered his head so Frey could pat him, and crossed his left foreleg over his right while nickering in contentment.
“When Warlord Mrothgar was guiding us to the ruins,” Frey said, “he mentioned you were curious about half-elves. Given your relationship, I can only assume you’re interested in… biological matters?”
“Biological matters?”
“Are you with child?” Frey looked toward her abdomen.
“Oh. No. Not yet, but I suppose that might happen eventually.”
“I’ve heard it frequently does after men and women get married,” Frey said dryly. “And often before.”
“Yes.” Hysithea blushed.
She was lucky it hadn’t happened the first time she and Mrothgar had engaged in sex. Since she’d been inexperienced, contraceptives hadn’t been on her mind. She also hadn’t expected to be given a private cabin and bed and to make love to Mrothgar that night.
Before they’d had further opportunities to give in to their passions, Mrothgar’s mother had taken her aside and given her some of the contraceptive herbs her people turned into tea and drank. As she’d said, Mrothgar’s father had been very fertile, hence her ending up with so many sons, and Hysithea had best take precautions if she didn’t want children yet. Later, Hysithea’s mother had taught her how to use magic to keep from conceiving. It seemed nobody was ready to have the world filled with young Mrothgars yet.
Hysithea supposed that was for the best. She was still sorting out her own issues, and she was also enjoying getting to know Mrothgar outside of a captor-captive relationship. But one day… She smiled to herself.
“I’m happy to answer questions if you have them,” Frey said, “though I’m not an expert on anything but plants. Until I encountered you, I’d never met an elf. My mother only knew my father briefly. He was a visitor who passed through Razgizar about twenty-two years ago, so I assume he never knew about me. I’ve always been curious about him and my elven heritage, but with your people embroiled in your Ever War, and the Forever Fog River too cursed for any but the foolhardy to travel, I never tried to visit Serth. Even if there hadn’t been dangers, I was never sure that I’d be welcome.”
“I’d hope you would have been. I can’t say for certain how welcoming our people would be, since we can be insular, but with my brother and Princess Aldari together, and Mrothgar and me now, I imagine half-elves will become more common.”
“I hope that they and you will try to make sure such children are welcome among humans and elves. It can be hard when you grow up different.” Frey smiled, but a sadness in her eyes suggested her childhood might have been difficult. Had she and her cousin been outcasts?
“I understand,” Hysithea said. “I’m sure Aldari and Hawk will do their best to make sure any children they have are treated well. And Mrothgar and I, when we’re ready for that, will too.”
“Just having both parents around will be helpful, I’m sure.” Though Frey kept smiling, that sadness continued to lurk in her eyes.
“Do you want assistance in trying to find out who your father is? I’m sure I could talk my mother into inviting you to Serth.”
Frey hesitated. “That’s not necessary. As I said, my mother is one of the six chieftesses, and I have duties in Razgizar. Besides, whoever he was never came back to see my mother again, so I doubt he’s that interested in either of us.”
Hysithea frowned. She wouldn’t try to talk Frey into visiting if she didn’t want to go, but she resolved to get Hawk to do some research on her behalf. After all, he’d gone on that mission to Delantria with the Moon Sword Mercenaries. They weren’t the only elven mercenaries who’d left Serth over the years, preferring to fight abroad over dealing with the Twisted, but it was possible one of them might be Frey’s father. Or that one of them knew who was.
“Well, either way, I’m glad you’re recovering from your wound and came to visit.” Hysithea clasped her hands, hoping to make Frey feel that she
would at least welcome her.
“There are no fewer than ten giant phalluses in these ruins,” came a tart comment from the depths of the palace.
“Why are you looking for them, Minya?” Frey called, glancing over her shoulder.
Mrothgar had finished speaking with the soldiers and was heading back without his horse.
“To prove that Taldarians are overly obsessed with their penises,” Minya called back.
“How else would we lure elf princesses to our lairs?” Mrothgar rumbled.
Minya, who doubtless hadn’t seen his approach, didn’t reply.
“For the record, it was your muscles that interested me,” Hysithea told him.
“I thought it was my charm.”
“No, you’re as big of a brute as your horse.”
Trezaki swung his head around and flapped his upper lip against her cheek.
“How can you say such mean things about someone who adores you?” Mrothgar asked.
“I found two more,” Minya called.
“Is that a specific field of study for her?” Hysithea asked. “Some subset of general archaeology?”
Frey, whose cheeks had turned pink, shook her head. “She does have a few fertility statues from around the world, but I think she just enjoys finding things that prove Taldarians are…”
Mrothgar raised his eyebrows.
“Special,” Frey finished.
“We are that,” Mrothgar agreed, then rested a hand on Hysithea’s shoulder. “Will you accompany me back to the manor to prepare for the arrival of your family? The soldiers will watch over the rangers until they’re ready to go.”
“If there are many more phalluses,” Frey muttered, “my cousin may want to stay for weeks.”
“The accommodations here are primitive, but you’re welcome to stay as long as you wish.” Mrothgar bowed to her, then swung up onto Trezaki’s back and offered Hysithea a hand.
“We’re riding together? You came on a different horse.”
“The soldiers said they need him to carry the hundreds of pounds of rocks you selected to take back for further study.”
“They’re artifacts, and it was no more than fifty pounds.”
“I walked past the pile. They looked like rocks to me.”
“Well, some were fossils. Those are technically rocks.”
“I thought so. All the truly valuable stuff was looted from these ruins centuries ago.”
“Fossils are valuable.”
“To people who enjoy paperweights?”
“To anyone who appreciates ancient history and plants and animals that have gone extinct.”
“But they’ll end up as paperweights in the manor, correct?”
Hysithea squinted as she clasped his hand. “You are a brute.”
Mrothgar pulled her up and settled her in front of him on the horse, wrapping his arms around her and resting his chin on her shoulder.
“Did the soldiers really need the other horse?” Hysithea murmured, waving to Frey that she would see them later. “Or do you just enjoy riding with me in your lap?”
“You know I enjoy that.” Mrothgar kissed her neck as they headed out of the ruins and onto the cobblestone road that led home. “Perhaps we can even stop for a break along the way, and I can show you exactly how much I enjoy it.”
“You don’t think Trezaki can make it six miles carrying the two of us without a break?”
“He is still recovering from his injury. We shouldn’t tax him too greatly.” Mrothgar shifted his lips to her ear, nibbling on her lobe.
Hysithea leaned back into his arms. “Are you trying to seduce me, Mrothgar?”
“Absolutely. Do you object?”
She turned so she could sling an arm around his shoulders and kiss him. “Not in the least.”
THE END
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GLOSSARY
Aslavar berries: ground into powder, they are an elven painkiller
Heyselka:
an ancient elven flute that commands animals—and serpents
Hyric: the language of the Seven Kingdoms
Krayka: a Taldarian word that means pompous ass
Phyzera: magical elven orbs that create a protective barrier
Ryshar: a device often embedded in jewelry to nullify an elf’s innate magic
Sopsathra: a vegetable-and-eyeball soup often given to the sick or injured
Tafferzel: a sugar-coated candy from the Taldar Empire
Ujari:
large rodents that sometimes eat elven livestock
Ver: an elven military rank equivalent to sergeant that means branch
Veth: an elven military rank equivalent to lieutenant that means trunk
Vethsel: an elven military rank equivalent to captain that means root
Vevithar: a magical green healing potion
Vorgs: furred, fanged, and horned two-legged predators that live in the Shark Tooth Mountains
Vun: an elven military rank equivalent to private that means leaf
Waywar root: a painkiller used in Delantria
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