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            A Princess and a Prince…

          

        

      

    

    
      Jubilee, the city of a thousand trees, was the crown jewel of Lessa. As the elf capital, it was much admired by mankind. Many stories filled with great longing were often told of it…and Gwendafyn was dying to leave it.

      “This afternoon you must inspect goods in the market and attend a lecture on grain production in the southern fields. After that you shall hold tea time with six elven daughters of nobility, then listen to a musical performance of Anguished Ripples—a musical rendition of the day the last High Elf boat sailed from the harbors of Lessa, leaving us Lesser Elves to a grim fate.” Aunt Lorius pinched her papers together, making the corners match up perfectly.

      “It sounds like I am in for an exciting and uplifting day!” Gwendafyn declared with a playful grin. She glanced around the quiet throne room, an expanse of marble and spun glass. Neither Aunt Lorius nor any of the elf attendants gathered around her smiled.

      Gwendafyn’s grin faded. “That was supposed to be a joke,” she muttered.

      The nearest attendant put on a pained smile that more closely resembled a grimace.

      “A proper performance of Anguished Ripples is nothing to laugh over,” Lorius said gravely. “I do hope you aren’t planning to share any of your little jokes at the tea and performance.”

      Gwendafyn leaned so she rested her elbow on the armrest of her straight-backed, unpadded, wooden chair. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Even if I did, it’s not like anyone else would understand them.

      “I am glad to hear so. As the second daughter of Our King Celrin and as a princess of your people, you must be aware of your role and the part you play.” Aunt Lorius gazed pointedly at Gwendafyn’s elbow and relaxed posture.

      Though the admonishment was unspoken, Gwendafyn straightened up and made her expression serene. “I was told at breakfast that a dispatch rider has arrived from Haven. Have my parents or Yvrea sent word of their departure for Jubilee? The time has almost come for their visit.” …which they have put off for six consecutive months.

      “There was indeed a communication from Our King Celrin. He sends his regrets, for he and your mother and sister must remain in Haven for at least the next month. The Evening Star Tarinthali Ringali is with child. All of Haven is beside itself with joy at this delightful news.” Lorius’ serene smile softened with the news of the upcoming baby.

      “How lovely,” Gwendafyn said, even though the news pained her heart. “I will have to think of an appropriate gift to send Tari and Arion.”

      Although she was happy for the Evening Star who had famously married her human bond partner, the delay in her family’s visit made tears sting her eyes. Here’s to another mirthless month.

      The already infrequent visits from Gwendafyn’s father, mother, and sister had slowed over the last three years, becoming downright rarities. Granted, the reason behind the change was the discovery that Tarinthali Ringali and Arion Herycian—after being bound in the magical ceremony of Nodusigm—could speak to each other despite the complex language barrier between the Lesser Elves and the humans of Calnor. That an elf maiden and Calnor Captain could communicate was nothing short of a miracle, and when it became known that Tari could speak Calnoric, the floodgates of communication between Lessa and Calnor were opened. At such a golden time of discovery and communication, King Celrin and even Crown Princess Yvrea couldn’t be spared from Haven, the beautiful city that straddled Calnor and Lessa.

      Gwendafyn knew this, yet every delay and canceled visit was a dagger to her heart. She missed her family. Her father actually laughed at some of her jokes, and her mother and sister always had fantastic tales of Calnor to share. (Not to mention that with King Celrin and Crown Princess Yvrea present, all royal duties would shift to them. Which meant Gwendafyn would not be trapped indoors for hours listening to a poetic retelling of The White Hart’s Dance and forcing herself to smile at the inane chatter.)

      But even if things plod on here in Jubilee, there is change. Tari, Arion, and their child represent that. Gwendafyn laughed a little as she shifted in her chair. “I will have to find a small practice sword for the baby when it is old enough to handle such a thing. Perhaps I should begin to search now so I can commission a piece if there are none to be found in our vaults.”

      “You are leaping before you look, My Princess Gwendafyn,” Lorius said. “Such a thing will only be needed if the child is male, and it will be years before he could use it.”

      Gwendafyn gave her aunt a roguish smile. “I doubt the gender will matter. Surely a child of a soldier and an Evening Star will be a warrior as well!”

      Lorius shook her head. “You forget any child of Lady Tarinthali and Sir Arion will live under two sets of tradition. Though Lesser Elves allow females to join the ranks of Evening Star, the humans of Calnor do not allow females in their military. Moreover, as the child will only be half elf, I doubt he or she will have enough magic to warrant being trained as an Evening Star.”

      Evening Stars were the elite troops—the only troops really—of the Lesser Elves. Bound by an oath not to harm any human of Calnor, most of them lived in port cities and spent their time watching the seas for the return of the war-mongering High Elves who had sailed off centuries ago.

      Since Tari was an Evening Star and had been permanently relocated to Haven, there was a steady trickle of Evening Stars who visited Haven. Not that Gwendafyn was at all jealous. Tari deserved the company of her comrades. It’s just that Evening Stars so rarely visit Jubilee as it is land-locked, and Evening Stars are far freer than everyone else in this stone-set city…

      “Tradition will prevail,” Aunt Lorius predicted. “I expect Lady Tari and Sir Arion’s child will step into the same role as they have and will serve as a key communicator between the countries—particularly given that he or she will likely be the only half-elf-half-human in history.”

      “Really?” Gwendafyn cocked her head. “With all this new co-mingling from Arion and Tari’s efforts, I would think there would be more elf-human pairings.”

      “You underestimate the power of custom, My Princess,” Lorius said serenely.

      Gwendafyn frowned as she tapped her fingers on the armrests of her chair.

      “I do hope you mean to ease your exuberance and meet with the port master of Gloria in a proper, controlled state?” Lorius asked as she stared at Gwendafyn’s fidgeting fingers.

      “Yes, of course.” Gwendafyn forced herself to still her body and smoothed her expression—though it felt like she was being smothered alive with the change.

      “Good. I shall fetch him, then, and your duties as regent will begin for the day.” Lorius curtsied with the fluid grace of water. She smiled fondly at Gwendafyn, then glided away, nodding courteously at the attendants who opened the door for her.

      Gwendafyn steepled her fingers together and set them in her lap to keep from moving. Steady, she thought to herself. If I can keep it together, Aunt Lorius might retire early, and I’ll be able to sneak in some sword practice. Her dark hair spilled over her shoulder, and when the door opened again to admit the harbor master, she slightly raised her chin.

      “Greetings to you, My Princess Gwendafyn. May light shine upon you and yours,” he said.

      Gwendafyn gave him an appropriate “royal” smile—the barest quirking of her lips. “Greetings to you as well, harbor master. May you find favor with the wind and seas.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gwendafyn swung her sword through the air with a fanciful flourish. She twirled, raising her weapon in the block patterns she had painstakingly memorized when she got to see the Calnor Honor Guards perform at Tari and Arion’s wedding over two years ago.

      Her sword—of High Elf forge—seemed to glow in the flickering torchlight as Gwendafyn swiveled and stabbed her blade forward.

      Lacking any kind of training, Gwendafyn’s clandestine sword practices were little more than her twirling her sword around like an enthusiastic child, but she reveled in the release. The twisting lunges and the weight of the sword in her hands grounded Gwendafyn and gave her the release she needed after a day of small smiles and slow movements.

      Sweat dotted Gwendafyn’s brow as she performed a front flip. She staggered when she landed—unlike the smooth and efficient movements of the Evening Star she had copied the move from. But for the first time all day, her heart was at ease.

      Gwendafyn sprinted to the edge of the empty feasting hall she had chosen for her practice. It was only used for festivals, and as the next celebration wasn’t due for two weeks, there was little reason for anyone to visit it at any hour, much less during the midnight watch as it was now.

      She had to be careful to hide her practice, for though it wasn’t illegal to carry a sword, as Aunt Lorius would say, “It just wasn’t done.” Even most Evening Stars did not carry a weapon—besides the rare exception like the master Evening Star Seer Ringali. The few elves who were trained in weapons were all absconded to Haven where they usually served as guards for the elven-run Rosewood Park and served the elven royalty who mattered. (Not that there was a need for guards in Lessa. As the royal regent, Gwendafyn had only presided over two instances of justice that involved fighting. One was a rare case involving a renegade elf attacking Lady Tari, and the other was little more than a fist fight between two young elven men who had quarreled over a woman.)

      Though Gwendafyn’s attendants might endure her sarcastic humor, she had no doubt they would faint if they knew she kept a sword in her private quarters, much less that she practiced with it.

      Grinning recklessly, she tucked her sword against her side and performed a one-handed cartwheel that had taken her a week of bruises to master when she was a child.

      Her heart pounded with glee, and even her blood seemed to sing as she sprang out of the cartwheel and swung into a series of lunges, moving so fast her sword was a blur. She finished the line of exercises by flinging her sword into the air, rolling to the side, and then catching it at the hilt, still crouched on the ground.

      She laughed a little as she exhaled, then froze when she heard a door creak. Gwendafyn sprang from her crouch and moved to sprint to the ornate over-robe she had worn to the hall to cover her plain linen practice pants and shirt, but the damage was already done.

      Aunt Lorius stood in the doorway, her eyes crinkled with disappointment. “Oh Gwendafyn…I thought you were doing better.”

      Gwendafyn swallowed, her spit almost metallic tasting as she shifted on her feet. “I’m not bothering anyone.”

      Lorius stepped farther into the hall and sighed wearily. “Perhaps not, but you cannot do this. Lesser elves do not use swords—in particular, the royal family does not. We are a people of peace!”

      Gwendafyn stared at the ground, but her aunt placed her gentle hands under Gwendafyn’s chin and forced her to meet her gaze.

      “You must stop this folly. It has gone on long enough. You must tame your wild ways and accept your role as the royal regent and representative in Jubilee,” Lorius said, her brow wrinkling with concern.

      Gwendafyn’s fingers tightened on the hilt of her sword, and the feeling of peace seeped from her body only to be replaced with the heavy sensation of defeat. “What if I can’t?” she whispered.

      “You must,” Aunt Lorius said firmly. “You rule in Jubilee in place of your father—and one day your sister—as long as they are in Haven. You represent elvish law and rule, and you bring dishonor upon your father’s image and your sister’s image with…this.” She motioned to Gwendafyn and shook her head at the sword.

      “So?” Gwendafyn jerked her chin out of her aunt’s hands. Fueled by the slow burn of frustration that had long ago settled in her, she tossed her head. “If they are so upset with my conduct, then my father or sister can return and take their proper place as the ruler of elves!”

      “They cannot. Haven and our relationship with Calnor must take priority now,” Lorius said. “In the past, when your father and I were young, it is true he spent much less time in Haven, but with our improved communication, it is necessary that he spend the majority of his time there. I expect Our Crown Princess Yvrea will spend the majority of her rule there, as well.”

      Gwendafyn’s body spasmed at the thought. No. I can’t take a lifetime of this.

      “Though I am certain it pains them to be away from Jubilee, they are monarchs. They must do what is best for the country,” Lorius continued as she elegantly folded her hands in front of her. “As the second child of Our King Celrin, you must do the same, Gwendafyn.”

      “But I do,” Gwendafyn said. “I reside over festivals, listen to the people, and make most of the decisions in my father’s place.”

      “Perhaps, but you are too much,” Lorius said.

      Gwendafyn’s heart squeezed in her chest. “What?”

      “Your jokes are inappropriate; you laugh at too great of a volume; you spurn tradition with your childish fascination with weapons; you are quick where you should be still—you are simply too much! You are a raging waterfall where a quiet river is far more appropriate.”

      Her aunt’s observation was a slug to the gut. I’m too much? But that’s me—my being! How can she reject me and label me as if I were defective? “I am glad to serve my country, and I am honored to be the substitute for my sister,” Gwendafyn said, her voice shaking, “but what does it matter that I practice with a sword at night or that I laugh loudly?”

      “It is not what a proper ruler does,” Lorius said gravely.

      “Fine, then you rule!” Gwendafyn said hotly.

      “That cannot be,” Lorius said, utterly unflappable. “It is tradition that the sibling of the current ruler serves as regent only until the monarch’s second eldest child is ready. I have trained you to replace me, Gwendafyn, just as you will take Our Crown Princess Yvrea’s second-eldest under your wing when the time comes. As you and Yvrea are my brother’s only children, there is no one else who can take your place.”

      Gwendafyn clenched her teeth until it hurt. She had heard that particular platitude more times than she could count. If she loved her family any less, she would have resented both her father and her sister for thrusting her into this role that she never wanted. She shook her head as though she could reject the inescapable truth: she would be locked in this suffocating, lonely life in Jubilee for decades before any children Yvrea had would be old enough to rule. Yvrea isn’t even married yet! How can I keep this up for so long?

      “You will end this childishness tonight, Gwendafyn,” Lorius said in a voice that was quiet but as unbendable as a sword blade.

      Gwendafyn jerked her gaze to her aunt. “What?”

      Her aunt shook her head. “No more of this nonsense. You will not touch a sword again.”

      “No.” The word was out of her mouth before she could even think it, but she didn’t regret it. “I’m not giving up my sword.”

      “It’s inappropriate,” Lorius said. “The royal family is not to handle weapons.”

      “I don’t care!” Gwendafyn stamped her foot like a wild horse. “Practicing with my sword is the only thing keeping me sane. Without this release—!” Simultaneously enraged and hurt, Gwendafyn shook her head and walked in a tight circle.

      “Despite what you think, you will not shrivel up and die without this brutish performance,” Lorius said dryly.

      “You don’t understand.” Gwendafyn gripped the hilt of her sword so tightly the metal bit into her hand. “It’s the only way I can let go.”

      “Lesser Elves do not ‘let go,’” Lorius said firmly. “Such a thing is a trait of our bloodthirsty cousins, the High Elves. And you do not have the excuse of the strength and power they possessed.” Aunt Lorius sighed deeply, as if Gwendafyn had hurt her. “This is my fault. I let you run like a hoyden too long. No, Gwendafyn, you must cease this at once. You might think it is painful, but I suspect when you release the sword you will learn that the world is a much quieter, simpler place than you thought, and you will find a tranquility in your place.”

      The very thought made Gwendafyn nauseous. She doesn’t care what I need. She’s just trying to force me to follow tradition and be exactly like every other elven princess that has come before me. She wants me to be something I’m not. No—it’s even worse—she doesn’t accept me and thinks this is a personal choice I have made!

      “No,” Gwendafyn repeated. “I will do anything you ask of me, but I will not give up my sword.” For if I do that…there will be nothing left of me at all.

      Lorius studied Gwendafyn for several long and quiet moments. “I think you need to visit your family in Haven.”

      Gwendafyn blinked at the unexpected offer. She had last visited Haven when Tari and Arion were married. “Really?” She perked up but was afraid if she showed too much joy, her aunt would scrap the idea simply due to her “loud enthusiasm.”

      “Yes,” Lorius said. “It is high time you speak to your father about these…ideas of yours. You might not listen to me, but I know you are honorable enough that even you would not disobey a direct order from Our King Celrin.”

      “What do you mean?” Gwendafyn asked slowly.

      “I mean that this trip will be your last reckoning. You must adhere to your role, Gwendafyn. It is your father’s turn to see that this happens.”

      In other words, you’re sending me to face Father who will serve as my executioner—emotionally if not physically. You’re giving me this last bit of freedom, thinking it will prepare me for a life of tight-fisted control and an unerring mask of calm. Her stomach rolled, and for a moment Gwendafyn thought she may be sick.

      Lorius nodded as if the issue were already settled. “Good evening, Gwendafyn. We will begin preparations for your trip in the morning.” Her aunt swept from the room with the grace of a swan.

      Once the door closed behind her, Gwendafyn collapsed to her knees. She released her sword and set her hands on the cold stone flooring as she tried to gasp for air.

      She loved visiting Haven and the bright colors and unfamiliar smells and sounds…but already she could feel the collar of regent tightening around her neck…choking her.

      Her eyes filled with tears as she stared at the unforgiving stone floor.

      Is there no way I can escape…is there no one who will accept me as I am?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Prince Benjimir of Calnor stood tall as he hesitated just outside the Crystal Hall. This celebration—one of many parties thrown to celebrate the yet unborn child of Lady Tarinthali and Sir Arion—would be his first social gathering in Calnor since he had been exiled nearly three years prior.

      “Exiled” is not the term Father used, but it is undoubtedly what it was. After trying to separate Tarinthali and Arion, his punishment had been to visit other neighboring and allied countries in what amounted to little more than a trick-pony-show—in addition to the removal of his position as heir to the crown.

      Both of the punishments stung, though not for reasons most would guess…

      “Prince Benjimir?”

      Benjimir pulled himself from his thoughts and was surprised to see Lady Tarinthali positioned by the hall entrance.

      Her tapered ears poked out of her butter-blonde hair, and the blue fabric of her elvish style dress—long sleeves and a full skirt with a tapered waist—showed the barest hint of her stomach.

      Benjimir kept a neutral expression on his face. Stay strong, like steel. It doesn’t matter what anyone thinks except for her…and I never stood a chance there anyway. With his shoulders rolled back, he sauntered into the room, ignoring the rush of whispers that swirled around the hall with his arrival.

      To his complete and utter surprise, Tarinthali smiled brightly.

      “Thank you for coming, Prince Benjimir. We are honored with your presence,” she said in flawless Calnoric.

      She doesn’t even have an accent anymore. Those of the Translator’s Circle must envy her—or adore her.

      Tarinthali curtsied to him, slightly bowing her head, and her smile only grew. “I had heard you recently returned from your travels. I hope they did not strain you?”

      “Not at all. It was good to meet with our allies and renew old friendships,” Benjimir smoothly lied.

      Tarinthali raised an eyebrow at him, though she did not outright call him out. “I imagine so.”

      “Yes.” Benjimir looked past Tarinthali, looking for her, when his view was abruptly blocked by the large and hulking body of Sir Arion Herycian.

      “Prince Benjimir,” the Honor Guard Captain rumbled.

      No—he’s a colonel now. The Honor Guard Commander sent the promotion request to me while I was abroad.

      “Sir Arion, allow me to offer my congratulations to both of you,” Benjimir said.

      Tarinthali blushed pink and bashfully leaned into Arion, who curled his arm around her shoulders. Together, they were the very picture of domestic bliss.

      How sickening.

      “Thank you,” Arion said. The colonel slightly narrowed his eyes as he studied Benjimir with suspicion—the reaction Benjimir had steeled himself for.

      Benjimir resumed his visual search of the room, ignoring the whispers that still crept through the Crystal Hall.

      Tarinthali also glanced around the room, and just as Benjimir took a step in preparation to stand aside for new guests entering the party, she spoke. “I really am glad you are here, Prince Benjimir,” she said.

      Benjimir didn’t let himself scoff and instead stared blankly at her. “I’m sure,” he said.

      Because who wouldn’t be glad to see the man that nearly succeeded in ruining their love at a celebration for their unborn child?

      “I am,” Tarinthali insisted. “I would like to hear of your travels later. We Lesser Elves don’t often venture outside of Lessa—or beyond Haven for that matter. I am certain you have some diverting tales to share.”

      Benjimir stared at her. Has she turned daft with the pregnancy? He glanced at Arion, who still eyed him with suspicion, though he did not gainsay his wife.

      “Though I imagine you and Arion have much news to exchange regarding the Honor Guard,” Tarinthali rattled on as she briefly touched the hair stick topped with a pink orchid that pinned a few locks of her light blonde hair to her head.

      “Yes,” Benjimir said reluctantly. “Although the Guard Commander kept me appraised, I need to catch up on the reports if I am to remain in charge of the Honor Guard.”

      Traditionally, the Honor Guard was run by the Calnor heir to the throne. But given that Benjimir was no longer the Crown Prince, he imagined it was only a matter of time before he was asked to forfeit the honor—even though his father had yet to announce which of Benjimir’s three younger brothers would be the new heir. Yet another mark of dishonor on my record. Oh well.

      Tarinthali’s smile didn’t even flicker at Benjimir’s words. “Indeed,” she said.

      Arion shifted slightly, and the suspicion in his narrowed eyes morphed into a brow furrowed in thought. “There has been an increase in banditry near our borders over the last few months,” he said. “A marked increase.”

      Why on earth has this hulking giant not tossed me from this hall after what I did to the pair of them? Benjimir clasped his hands behind his back. “I recall reading something of the like in one of the reports I received while traveling.”

      Arion nodded. “Since you have returned, I expect His Majesty King Petyrr will hand the matter over to you.”

      Now it was Benjimir’s turn to raise an eyebrow. Not if he’s planning to give the Honor Guard over to his new heir. “We shall see, I suppose.”

      Tari flipped a lock of her hair over her shoulder as she glanced at the entrance where more well-wishers waited. “If you will excuse us, Prince Benjimir, we really should greet the other guests. I do look forward to seeing you around Haven again.”

      Benjimir nodded. “Of course. Congratulations once again.”

      Tarinthali smiled at him before she turned away to embrace another blonde-haired elf.

      Arion held his gaze for a few long moments, then bowed. “Welcome home, Your Highness,” he murmured before he also swiveled to face the incoming guests.

      Benjimir observed the pair with slight amusement. I suppose, being an elf, Tari likely has a greater capacity for forgiveness, but Sir Arion? Even though he said he understood when it came out that I was attempting to separate them, I don’t think it could make him be…cordial. Unless he pities me now because of her.

      He dropped the thought when a stabbing sensation clawed at his heart. Raising his chin, he briskly crossed the hall, ignoring the whispers that swirled around him.

      “—no longer the Crown Prince.”

      “What did he do?”

      “Does anyone know?”

      “No…”

      “Dishonored…”

      “Queen Luciee didn’t even receive him last night!”

      Benjimir ignored the gossip that nipped at his heels and stopped at the refreshments table. He frowned slightly as he took in the many barrels of beer, ale, and the flagons of elvish wine. Is this a party to celebrate an unborn child or a wild and carousing festival? He chose a wine goblet at random when a familiar laugh tugged at his heart.

      He twisted around, the pain in his heart increasing when he saw Yvrea, his bond partner and the elvish Crown Princess, standing with two male elves, laughing with one of them.

      He hadn’t seen her since his exile, but she was just as beautiful as he remembered. Her blonde hair was bright as the sun and her eyes as blue as the summer sky. She carried warmth and gentleness with her like a cloak, settling it over all who basked in her presence.

      Benjimir tightened his grasp on his goblet until he was clenching it and watched Yvrea blush as she briefly rested a hand on one of her suitor’s arms.

      She was never going to be mine, he reminded himself. It was an impossible, beautiful dream.

      Still, he didn’t know what was worse, not being able to see her for the duration of his exile or returning to see at least two possible suitors vying for her hand.

      Regardless, I ruined everything. In my worry that Tarinthali would speak ill of me given that she was and remains the only elf outside the Translator’s Circle to speak Calnoric and because Yvrea considers her a companion, I tried to separate her from Arion and earned my father’s anger.

      Though King Petyrr had never publicized what Benjimir had done, all of Calnor knew something had happened. King Petyrr was not a brash man who would remove Benjimir’s right as heir apparent in a fit of fancy.

      If I had remained the Crown Prince, I would see her all the time to discuss economics, defenses, and everything involved with ruling. Now I am merely her bond partner and little more than a royal decoration.

      Benjimir sipped his wine, mostly to avoid the temptation of chucking the cup in his regret. He sighed and settled in against the wall, angling himself so he could hear Yvrea when she laughed but couldn’t see her.

      “Prince Benjimir!”

      Benjimir glanced up and watched his longtime friend, Translator Rollo, hustle across the Crystal Hall.

      Unlike Benjimir, who wore breeches, boots, and a leather doublet, Rollo wore the robes of a scholar and had enough rope belts tied round his waist to strangle a hydra.

      The translator—who was nearly a decade older than Benjimir but acted as if he were a decade his junior—nearly skid out when he locked his legs and stopped just short of Benjimir.

      “You’ll never guess who just arrived in Haven!” Rollo said, nearly jumping in glee.

      “Oh?” Benjimir asked without enthusiasm.

      Rollo tugged his robes straight. “I’ll give you a hint: you’re going to be glad you kept up your elvish language drills while we traveled!”

      Rollo had been the one gift his father had given him during his exile. Though Calnor and Lessa could scant afford to lend out any translators, Rollo had traveled with Benjimir even though he had no translation duties to perform during the trip as he only spoke Calnoric and Elvish.

      But as Rollo had been Benjimir’s tutor in Elvish for years, his friendship and presence were appreciated—even though he made Benjimir keep up his studies in Elvish despite its uselessness.

      What’s the point of speaking Elvish when Yvrea will never be mine?

      “I assume that means some sort of Lesser Elf dignitary has arrived?” Benjimir inquired with very little real interest.

      “Yes!” Rollo enthusiastically beamed. “And not just any dignitary—Princess Gwendafyn! And she’s on her way here, right now!”

      As if by magic, the entrance of the Crystal Hall was flooded with another round of whispered murmurs.
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      Princess Gwendafyn, the second daughter of the elvish King Celrin and the younger sister of Crown Princess Yvrea, entered the Crystal Hall with all due grace and elegance.

      Though Yvrea was known as a beauty, Gwendafyn was gorgeous with glossy hair that was a shade of dark brown—almost black—rarely found in Lesser Elves. Her eyes were also an unusual shade of dark purple. She most resembled her dark-haired father—from whom she had inherited her rare looks—but she shared the same slender build as her sister, though Gwendafyn was markedly taller.

      As Benjimir observed the younger princess’s entrance, his thoughts were entirely dispassionate. Many likely consider her more beautiful than Yvrea, but not I. His eyes strayed to Yvrea again, who hadn’t yet caught sight of her sister, until Rollo nudged him.

      “Why do you think she’s here?” Rollo asked. “She so rarely visits Haven as long as the rest of the royal family is here, given that she is the Lessa Royal Regent.”

      Benjimir shrugged as he glanced at her again. “Perhaps my father finally intends to announce Arvel as his heir, and as his bond partner, her presence was requested.”

      Rollo frowned. “Nonsense. His Majesty King Petyrr would have told you if that were so.”

      Benjimir considered his goblet before taking another sip of the fine elvish wine. “Perhaps.”

      Yvrea finally caught sight of her younger sister and released a tinkling laugh as she moved forward and embraced her.

      Gwendafyn smiled briefly at something her sister said but continued to survey the room until Tarinthali approached her.

      The Evening Star curtsied to Gwendafyn, then reach out and took her hand, concern wrinkling her noble brow.

      “Whatever it is that brought her here, she does not appear overly pleased with it,” Benjimir observed before he tipped back the rest of his wine.

      A scuffle marched through the pocket of guests to Benjimir’s right before King Petyrr popped out of the crowd.

      “There you are, my boy!” King Petyrr boomed as he strode up to Benjimir. Two rather bedraggled secretaries, three footmen who carried more parcels wrapped in pink paper than they could realistically hold for any length of time, and an unhappy translator who carried the king’s favorite orange tabby cat trailed in his wake.

      “Come and greet Princess Gwendafyn,” King Petyrr smiled widely. “She’s just come from Haven!”

      “Shouldn’t you be telling Arvel this?” Benjimir asked. “Princess Gwendafyn is his bond partner.”

      King Petyrr swatted a hand through the air. “Gobbledygook! She’s Celrin’s daughter and deserves a proper greeting from our family. Plus, you can put to use that basic Elvish you’ve been working on for so long and greet her on our behalf.”

      Though Benjimir set his goblet on a table and turned to follow his father through the crowds, he said, “Lady Tarinthali would gladly translate, I am sure.”

      “You are right, but Tari shouldn’t have to work at her own party! And she needs to rest for the sake of her baby—who, if she and Arion are blessed, will be a little girl!” King Petyrr plunged through the crowd, leaving Benjimir and the rest of the king’s retinue to trail in his wake.

      “Not everyone shares your passion for daughters,” Benjimir said.

      “That’s a shame, for they are such fun. You should have brought a wife back from your travels abroad,” King Petyrr laughed.

      Benjimir shrugged as they stopped just short of the elf princess—who was still speaking with Tarinthali in the lilting language of the elves. “I don’t know that I ever will marry.” Why would I when I could never love another—and who would want me now that I am not the Crown Prince?

      King Petyrr clucked and shook his finger at Benjimir. “You are young and naïve, Benjimir. One day a sweet maiden who will make the perfect daughter-in-law shall enter into your life.”

      “If I was looking for a marriage partner, I would not be overly concerned with the kind of daughter-in-law she could be,” Benjimir said sourly.

      King Petyrr laughed and slapped Benjimir on the back with enough force to nearly smack the wind out of him. “See? You do have opinions. Now wipe that sour look off your face and say hello! And tell the princess she’s pretty!”
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* * *

      Gwendafyn fixed a serene smile on her face as she swept into the Crystal Hall. Her purple gown was wrinkled from the journey, and she felt weary. But, given that her trip was not scheduled ahead of time, it was rather imperative she inform her father of her arrival—and the reason for it.

      When they told me Father was in the Crystal Hall for one of many celebrations for Tari and Arion, they promised the party had just started. Either those who live in Haven are far more punctual for social engagements, or the attendants who received me meant something else.

      “Fyn!” Yvrea laughed in joy as she threw her arms around Gwendafyn. (She had to stand on her tip-toes to reach her.) “What a pleasant surprise! Did you come here just for the party?”

      “Not quite…” Gwendafyn offered her a quick smile before she resumed her search for their father, but King Celrin was nowhere to be seen.

      “My Princess Gwendafyn.” Tari curtsied briefly before reaching out to take her hand. “Please allow me to welcome you to Haven. I hope all is well?”

      She’s an Evening Star. She’s likely concerned about those watching the sea… “Yes,” Gwendafyn was quick to supply. “All is well in Lessa. I have come bearing a message from my Aunt Lorius for Our King Celrin.”

      Tari relaxed minutely, but she thoughtfully tilted her head as she studied her distant cousin. “I see. If that is so, selfishly I am grateful and honored you are able to attend this party.”

      “How long are you staying?” Yvrea asked as she took Gwendafyn’s other hand. “You aren’t expected back right away, are you? We will have such fun together in Haven!”

      “I don’t know how long I will be allowed to remain here,” Gwendafyn said carefully. “I believe the decision will depend upon Father.” Worry churned in her stomach—as it had for nearly the entire journey. Will Father side with Aunt Lorius? What do I do if he does?

      She caught sight of the concern that darkened Tari’s eyes and made herself smile. “I must beg your pardon for attending your celebration without an invitation, Lady Tarinthali, and I also wish to give my deepest congratulations to you and Sir Arion. May every joy and blessing be yours.”

      Tari smiled brightly. “Thank you—though I cannot help thinking everyone is again making this into a bigger occasion than it really is.”

      Yvrea laughed sweetly and took Tari’s free hand so they stood in a ring. “You said the same of your wedding because you so greatly underestimate your role in history!”

      Gwendafyn nodded in agreement with her sister, but Tari’s smile faded slightly. “Perhaps,” the Evening Star said doubtfully. “It is only that so much has changed…but in many ways, nothing has changed at all.”

      “It has. You can see it in the way everyone wishes to celebrate with you and Sir Arion,” Yvrea said. “Both Lessa and Calnor look forward to the birth of your darling child!”

      Tari smiled but was unable to respond as a short, portly man Gwendafyn recognized as the Calnor King, His Majesty King Petyrr, burst out of the crowd with a large smile and a line of people trailing him.

      The Calnor King shook a finger at a young man and spoke to him in the thick, guttural language of Calnor.

      It took Gwendafyn a moment to realize he was—good naturedly—scolding his eldest son, Prince Benjimir.

      Benjimir took more after his mother’s stature in his tall height and limber build. His gold hair complimented his handsome green eyes that had likely won him the admiration of many young ladies. Which amounts to nothing, I imagine, based on the way he looks at Yvrea.

      It was subtle, but even as King Petyrr addressed him, Benjimir occasionally glanced at Yvrea with marked attention.

      King Petyrr laughed heartily and smacked the prince on his back before booming what Gwendafyn imagined was a hearty greeting.

      Tari smiled and stepped aside so she could stand between Gwendafyn and Yvrea. “His Majesty King Petyrr wishes too—”

      The human king shook his head and spoke a rush of Calnoric, then winked at Tari and elbowed his eldest.

      Benjimir had a polite look fixed upon his face. “My Father wishes for me to express his words, so as to spare Lady Tarinthali the trouble of working at her own party.” The prince said in slow but well-pronounced Elvish.

      Gwendafyn momentarily quirked her eyebrows—far more impressed with his language skills than his handsome appearance. In the report I received, Father said he spoke some Elvish. But he is quite good. He has a slight accent, but he’s managed our sing-song pitches and tone changes quite well.

      “Oh, Benji!” Yvrea smiled brightly, though she did not approach her bond partner. “I did not know you were here today! Welcome home—I’m so happy to see you again.”

      Benjimir bowed slightly and the polite set of his mouth thawed to a brief smile. “Thank you. I am glad to be back.”

      Yvrea smiled as she reached out to pat him once on his hand.

      Gwendafyn watched the interchange, careful not to betray her interest. If her conduct is any indication, Yvrea must not know “Benji’s” antics that earned him the boot. Gwendafyn was aware of the prince’s dishonorable actions only because she had meted out justice over an elf who had attacked Tari. As her father had initially feared the attack was part of a larger scheme and shared his concerns with Gwendafyn, she had to be told of Prince Benjimir’s actions in order to close the issue. Yvrea, apparently, had not been told.

      King Petyrr rested his hands on his rotund belly and elbowed his male offspring, then smiled at Gwendafyn.

      Back came Benjimir’s polite look. “His Majesty King Petyrr wishes to extend his personal welcome to you, Princess Gwendafyn. He hopes you enjoy your stay.” The human prince stared dispassionately at Gwendafyn. Much of what he said sounded flat. Gwendafyn wasn’t sure if it was because he had practiced it in Elvish so much, or he just frankly didn’t care.

      Gwendafyn smiled. “His Majesty is very kind,” she said. “I offer my thanks, and the assurance that I cannot imagine visiting Haven and not loving every moment of it.”

      Prince Benjimir nodded, then murmured to his father, interpreting her words.

      King Petyrr laughed a little at the translation, then barked a few guttural lines of Calnoric at Prince Benjimir—who ignored him.

      When the prince didn’t translate, the king set his hands on his hips and repeated them.

      Laughing, Tari leaned slightly into Gwendafyn. “His Majesty King Petyrr also wishes to say that you are quite beautiful, Princess Gwendafyn.”

      Gwendafyn laughed. “His Majesty honors me,” she said. She had always enjoyed King Petyrr’s engaging manners, and now they were the balm she needed before facing her father…and the repercussions that might drop down upon her for her love of swordplay.

      King Petyrr shifted slightly so he smiled dotingly at Tari, then clucked at his oldest child and lectured him in Calnoric.

      Prince Benjimir bore the public scolding, though Gwen didn’t miss the way his eyes flickered to Yvrea when he thought no one noticed.

      “On behalf of my family, please allow me to ask you how long we have the honor of your presence?” Though Benjimir sounded pleasant enough, his voice had a veneer-like sheen to it, as though he had wrapped good manners around himself like a shield…or a mask.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know. Much of it depends upon My King Celrin,” Gwendafyn said.

      King Petyrr nodded sagely after Prince Benjimir made the translation. Then, rattling away in Calnoric, he picked up Gwendafyn’s hands and squeezed them.

      “His Majesty King Petyrr wishes to express his hope that you will view Haven as your home—no matter how short your stay may be—and he looks forward to seeing more of you,” Prince Benjimir said, the slightly flattened tone of the sing-song elvish language revealing his boredom.

      Gwendafyn’s throat ached with unshed tears at the king’s thoughtfulness. I wish it could be so. I would be so much happier—so much freer—here! She made her smile small as she met King Petyrr’s gaze and bowed her head in her thanks.

      The king’s jolly grin lessened a fraction as he studied her, but his face was still warm as he returned her nod.

      “Gwendafyn.”

      Gwendafyn twisted, stepping away from Tari. “Father…” she trailed off.

      Celrin, King of Lessa and ruler of the Lesser Elves, smiled—his eyes crinkling in affection—and held out his arms. “I am glad to see you.”

      Gwendafyn stepped into his light but warm embrace and briefly rested her head on his shoulder, then made herself stand tall with her shoulders rolled back. “Aunt Lorius sends her greetings.”

      “It always brings me joy to hear from my sister,” Celrin said, as if Gwendafyn commonly carried messages from Lorius to Haven.

      “I have brought a…grievance from her that she wished for me to bring before you,” Gwendafyn said hesitantly.

      Celrin nodded serenely and offered a smile to their audience. “Prince Benjimir—or Lady Tari—if you would please express my regrets to my friend King Petyrr, but I must steal Gwendafyn from this blessed celebration for a few moments.”

      “Of course, My King,” Tari curtsied.

      Prince Benjimir bowed slightly. “As you wish, King Celrin,” he murmured—but not without snatching another glance at Yvrea.

      Gwendafyn offered her sister a smile before she followed their father from the Crystal Hall. Reluctantly, Gwendafyn accompanied him to the beautiful Rosewood Park that splayed out next to the splendid palace.

      Dappled sunlight spilled through the trees, and the bushes rustled peacefully.

      “What seems to be the problem, Little Fyn?” Celrin asked tenderly, stopping in a small cove that was lined with trees and carpeted with tiny purple flowers.

      “Aunt Lorius said I was to give this to you and follow any orders you might have.” Gwendafyn’s muscles tensed as she withdrew a slightly rumpled envelope from a hidden pocket of her skirt and handed it to her father.

      Celrin glanced curiously at her but took the envelope. He tore it open in a straight, perfect line and withdrew a multi-sheet letter. His eyes—a shade of blue-ish purple similar to her own—skimmed the correspondence.

      Gwendafyn busied herself with admiring the purple flowers and squinting up at an iridescent green bird that had made its nest in one of the trees. It seems wrong that my fate will be decided in such a pleasant place. She seated herself on a stone bench and tried to smooth the creases in her gown. Her heart skipped a beat when her father rustled the letter and started on another page.

      Briefly, she pinched her eyes shut and wished her father would never stop reading. If I am ordered to give up my sword…what will I do? How will I survive?

      She risked glancing at her father, but his smooth expression gave nothing away.

      Her wish had come true, for it seemed as though an hour passed before Celrin finished the last page.

      Gravely, the elf king refolded the letter and slipped it back into its envelope. “Your aunt speaks the truth? You own a sword and practice with it?”

      Rather than shrinking back like she wanted to, Gwendafyn made herself square her shoulders—though she couldn’t meet her father’s gaze. “Swords—I have more than one.”

      “And you have continued to practice, despite her orders, for many years?”

      “Yes.”

      King Celrin took two steps closer to her. “And do you really face your duties with dislike—as your aunt has said?”

      For the first time, Gwendafyn hesitated. Admitting as much would not reflect positively on her. But I cannot pretend to enjoy my role as regent—it is stifling and suffocating! “Yes,” she said, finally raising her eyes so she could look her father in the face.

      King Celrin slowly nodded. “I see. If you have studied the sword for so long, it would be a shame to stop your proficiency now.”

      For a moment, the world brightened. “You mean I can still practice?”

      King Celrin smiled. “Yes.”

      Relief almost made her sag. “Thank you, Father!” She sprang from the bench and threw her arms around Celrin, squeezing him with a mixture of thankfulness and sheer joy.

      Celrin affectionately rested an arm on her shoulders and slightly squeezed her. “Of course.” He surprised her when he sighed. “Though I am afraid you will have to be twice as stealthy in your practice.”

      Gwendafyn pulled back from his embrace. “What do you mean?”

      Celrin smiled sadly. “Though I will allow your practice to continue, you cannot let your aunt learn of it.”

      “Why?” Gwendafyn asked. “If you gave me your royal permission, she cannot dispute it.”

      “Because your aunt will not let this rest,” Celrin said.

      “You are king; you can command her to leave me alone.”

      “I’m afraid the situation is not so simple as that.”

      Gwendafyn pressed her lips together. “In what way is it not?”

      “Your aunt represents tradition, Little Fyn. Tradition is the lifeblood of us Lesser Elves, and it has saved us. Or rather, the rules behind the tradition have saved us.” Her father tilted his head as he held Gwendafyn’s gaze. “There is a reason why the direct royal family is especially diligent in abstaining from any kind of weapon mastery—or even from joining the Evening Stars. Our vulnerability is how we first proved to those outside of Calnor that we are unlike our High Elf cousins, that we want peace.

      “And we must have peace,” he continued, “for though Calnor has taken up the monumental task of protecting us, when we first made our alliance with them, the continent was in a volatile state. Any kind of threatening behavior on our part provoked other countries into attacking Lessa, and Calnorians paid for that with their lives.”

      “But it’s been so long,” Gwendafyn argued. “No one sees us as a threat anymore—the idea of an elf fighting is considered a joke! Even those of Calnor are so blind, they do not see the strength of the Evening Stars.”

      “I am afraid we cannot risk it,” Celrin said. “If someone was capable of stepping forward to help Calnor when war came calling, it might be different. But even the Evening Stars would find it difficult to fight humans—regardless of whether they came from Calnor or not.” He rested his hands on her shoulders. “I know you chafe in your position, Gwendafyn. I know it stifles you. But I cannot risk making Calnor pay the price for your freedom.”

      “So I have to continue on. Pretending to be something I’m not, acting as Aunt Lorius’ puppet?” Gwendafyn asked, her voice hitching with the powerful emotions that raged in her chest.

      “Yes, daughter.”

      Gwendafyn shut her eyes and wished she could just as easily shut out her father’s words. It could be worse—he could forbid me from practicing like Aunt Lorius wants…but this somehow feels just as bad. To know he sees my pain…and cannot offer me a way out.

      As if he could hear her thoughts, King Celrin added, “If there was another path you could take, Little Fyn, I would wish it for you. But there is nothing.”

      Gwendafyn almost snorted. “For the first time in centuries—perhaps ever—a Lesser Elf has married a Calnor man and can translate with ease, and yet I must follow tradition?”

      “I’m afraid there is no other way,” Celrin said—his voice heavy with sadness, but still calm.

      Gwendafyn felt tears burn her eyes as she stared at the purple flowers poking up from the grass.

      “But,” Celrin stood shoulder-to-shoulder with her and rested his hand on the top of her head just as he used to when she was a child. “Your mother and I will do better to ease your burden. Stay in Haven for two or three weeks to rest. Once Tarinthali has had her child, Yvrea or I will come relieve you for a time.”

      Gwendafyn woodenly nodded.

      After several long moments of silence, Celrin stepped away. “I’m afraid I must return to the celebration. I will send an attendant to you—he will show you to your quarters and select some personal attendants to serve you during your stay.”

      “Thank you,” Gwendafyn said—though the words almost strangled her to speak.

      Her father kissed her on the top of her head, then glided away.

      Gwendafyn forced herself to straighten up and set her chin. Enough sulking. This is better than I had prepared myself for. I can keep going like this. I think…

      Her resolve gathered, Gwendafyn also left the garden, ruthlessly silencing the quiet voice in her mind that wondered how much longer she could keep her forced ruse up.
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* * *

      “I’m sorry Seer Ringali wasn’t able to come after all,” Tari apologized as she flicked a droplet of sweat off her face. Her snow cat—a giant feline with snow white fur spattered with black spots—prowled at her side.

      “Not at all,” Gwendafyn kept her smile warm as she mentally retraced Tari’s practice routine. Tonight, in my room, I must try to replicate a few of her exercises.

      Tari wrinkled her nose at Gwendafyn. “You didn’t have to stay to watch me—I know it wasn’t as interesting as usual given I’m on a lighter practice routine.”

      “I thought it was fascinating to witness,” Gwendafyn said truthfully. And that’s because she is limited in her routine! Since she’s with child, she cannot do anything too strenuous, which means I actually have a chance of being able to copy her without injuring myself like an idiot as I have in the past. (When she had injured herself attempting to do a back bend nearly four years prior, it had been quite difficult to mask her back pain and limp around Jubilee without arousing Lorius’ suspicion.)

      Tari plopped down next to Gwendafyn in the shade of a willow tree. “I’m glad you thought so.”

      “You are dissatisfied?” Gwendafyn asked.

      Tari shrugged and tossed the braid of her butter-blonde hair over her shoulder. “It is more that I’ve already been told to reduce my activity, and I have a long time before the baby is born.” She glumly stared into the gardens. “It seems the next few months of my life are going to be very boring.”

      Tari’s snow cat—Sius, if Gwendafyn remembered correctly—purred deep in his throat as he leaned into her, nearly knocking her over with the strength of his love.

      “I find it surprising Seer Ringali is already so fiercely protective,” Gwendafyn said. “That is not to say he does not treasure you—you are his protégé! It is merely…” she paused, wondering how to phrase it.

      “That he vowed loudly and hotly after my wedding he wouldn’t return to Haven for at least five years so I had better plan to visit him in our home city of Gloria, and now suddenly with the news of my impending parenthood, he arrived even more swiftly than he had when Arion and I first discovered we could talk?” Tari asked dryly.

      Gwendafyn laughed. “Yes, exactly.”

      Tari rolled her eyes. “He told me he had to come, lest I hurt myself—or my child—in my stubborn insistence on practice. Really, I just think he wants grandchildren, and as none of his children are even courting, my offspring are his first opportunity.”

      “Oh? Will you name him the godfather?” Gwendafyn asked.

      Tari shivered. “Horrors, no—though Arion is heavily campaigning for it to be so.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’ll have my child practicing hand-to-hand combat by age four!”

      Perhaps Seer Ringali would be able to help me select a sword small enough for a child… Or, given his preference for hidden weapons, maybe we should plan something more covert.

      Tari sighed as she rubbed her cat’s head, making his purrs increase in volume. “Arion insists Seer Ringali would be an ideal godparent, but frankly I suspect he just wants someone as powerful—and ruthless—as Seer Ringali for the sake of protection. He—Arion, I mean—thinks I’m going to get injured just wandering around the palace. As if I have miraculously transformed into a being made of spun glass!”

      Tari stripped off the black gloves of her Evening Star practice uniform with a frown. “I wish things kept changing—then everyone wouldn’t be half as concerned about me, and I could sneeze without Thad or another guard patrol leader popping out of the bushes with medicine or a remedy for colds!”

      “Kept changing?” Gwendafyn asked. “What do you mean?”

      “Sius, don’t.” Tari plucked her gloves from the paws of her pet, unconcerned by the beast’s silver claws or gleaming teeth. (To be fair, the mighty predator wriggled in the grass on his back, and with his toy of choice gone, he settled on chewing his own back left foot.)

      Gwendafyn waited for Tari’s response as she twitched her skirts so they covered her feet.

      “It’s merely that things haven’t changed to quite the extent I thought they would,” Tari said.

      Gwendafyn blinked in surprise. “Things haven’t changed enough?” she echoed. “Even though Calnor and Lessa enjoy a deeper friendship—and our cultures have made huge improvements and strides in understanding each other?”

      “I know I sound insane—or ungrateful,” Tari sighed. “Even before I was fluent in Calnoric, together Arion and I were able to trade vital pieces of information that previously were beyond us—like farming methods and medical practices. If we evaluate it from purely an educational basis, we have made huge improvements.”

      “From a practical basis, you have as well.” Gwendafyn shivered in exaggerated horror. “I remember the horrible swill the Calnorians called wine that they used to serve us at parties, which changed thanks to your efforts. Your wedding was the first time I’ve actually enjoyed an alcoholic beverage during my stay in Haven!” she joked.

      Tari gave Gwendafyn the barest flicker of a smile before she placed her hands flat against Sius’s upturned paws and waggled them around as one might play with a small child. (The snow cat, Gwendafyn was surprised to see, licked his nose and purred again.)

      “Yes, but what I was really hoping we would do is change our very culture. The longer I stay in Haven, the more I notice that we have a conscious separation between Lessa and Calnor, and I think that is what is responsible for our poor communication, not just the language difficulties.”

      “What do you mean by a ‘conscious separation’?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “Both Lessa and Calnor are overly concerned with taking advantage of the other, so they take great pains to ensure equal independence. Calnorians are so overly conscious in their role as protector that they don’t want to make us elves feel like they rule us, so they won’t even visit Lessa! And we elves are just as bad. We don’t want to trouble them with our opinions, so we don’t explain what the Evening Stars are really for, and we are so committed to trying to separate ourselves from the High Elves that we will not open the ancient vaults and unearth the High Elf weapons they left behind. These measures were necessary centuries ago, but they do nothing for us now—except keep us apart.” The Evening Star plucked a piece of grass from the ground and stared at it with a furrowed brow.

      “This conscious separation is breathed into our everyday life,” Tari continued. “I didn’t even see it until around the time Arion and I married. But now that together we have stomped all over tradition, it’s become unfailingly obvious to me.”

      Gwendafyn perked with Tari’s use of the word tradition. “Was there a specific tradition you were hoping to change? Sharing the role of the Evening Stars, perhaps?”

      Tari flicked her blade of grass away. “That is just a piece of it—and Arion is aware of what they are anyway. He tried bringing it up to King Petyrr that perhaps Calnor should also prepare for the day of the High Elves’ return, but his worries were dismissed. Which is not surprising. Things take time to change, but I thought more would follow in our footsteps.”

      Gwendafyn blinked as she mentally reviewed Tari’s words. “You mean more elves would learn Calnoric? Or more bond pairs would be able to communicate?”

      “No, I thought there would be more elf and human friendships and relationships. At the very least, I thought our marriage would open the way so other Lesser Elves and Calnorians might find love between them and also marry; but instead, everyone holds us up as some sort of blessed-messiah-like-exception, and no one even tries to pursue so much as friendship between our races.”

      Sius growled—a throaty, guttural noise that made Gwendafyn’s spine shiver.

      She uneasily shifted away from the beast, but it seemed the snow cat was only concerned with Tari’s frustrated tone, for the giant cat got up and attempted to crawl into her lap—even though his weight made her tip over.

      “Maybe I’m just impatient, or overly optimistic,” Tari sighed—almost completely covered by her cat. “It is likely things will change…but I was hoping it would change in mere years. Not decades, or—even worse—centuries.”

      “I understand completely.” Gwendafyn stared unseeingly into the gardens. “It’s like we’re trapped, and everyone knows it. Although I suppose I can only speak for the elves, and even then, all I can say is we are too frightened to move forward.”

      Tari pushed Sius off her, and the giant cat grew distracted by a butterfly. “It is the way of the Lesser Elves, it seems. I just wish it was different. But it’s so frustrating! If even just two people bridged the gap, it would prove Arion and I are not outliers!”

      Gwendafyn squinted, making out a few movements in a bush across from the small park Tari had been allotted for her practice exercises. “Is there someone watching us?”

      Tari swiveled with tight, fast, movements so she faced the same direction. “What? Oh—it’s Grygg this time. Of all the over-indulgent things—” Tari switched into the heavy language of Calnor, muttering under her breath as she stood. She dusted her practice uniform off, then shouted in Calnoric.

      There were a few moments of silence before Tari continued—speaking in a tone dark enough for even Gwendafyn to hear the threat in it.

      The bush thrashed before a Calnor man emerged, a sheepish grin on his face. He drawled something back to Tari as he scratched the back of his head.

      Tari folded her arms across her chest and shook her head. Sius sat at her side, his giant tail twitching behind him. She pointed to the cat and continued her rant in Calnoric, gesturing to the gardens, then pointing back to the palace.

      The guard shrugged and raised his hands in both a pacifying and pleading gesture. He spoke in a soothing tone—which only seemed to make Tari even more mad.

      She plopped back down next to Gwendafyn with a huff, glaring as the soldier retreated back into the bushes. “That man,” she seethed, returning to Elvish.

      “The guard?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “No, Arion! He’s abusing his power as an Honor Guard Colonel and has a number of soldiers tailing me day in and day out. I used to at least have privacy in the palace, but these days, the only reason I don’t have to take my handmaiden with me to use the privy is because it hasn’t occurred to Arion yet that he can ask Evlawyn to do so!” Tari scowled as she shifted into a more comfortable position.

      Gwendafyn grinned. “He loves you.”

      “He’s a mule is what he is.” Tari scrunched her nose again. “I apologize, My Princess Gwendafyn—I should have introduced you. That was Grygg—a patrol leader under Arion.”

      “He must be rather loyal to continue his duties after that scolding,” Gwendafyn said.

      “Don’t be fooled—he thinks it’s hilarious. Wilford is amused too, but Thad is nearly as bad as Arion,” Tari said.

      “And this Wilford and Thad are…?”

      “They are also patrol leaders, but I know them not just because of Arion.” Tari smiled proudly. “They were my teachers when I was first learning Calnoric!”

      “So you have known them for quite some time, then,” Gwendafyn said.

      Tari nodded, then whistled at Sius who was stalking a songbird. She shook a finger at the mighty cat. “Do not think of it!”

      Gwendafyn clamped her hair to the back of her neck with her hand when a breeze tried to throw it in her face. “Do you think Sir Arion’s increased level of protection is not just because of the baby, but also due to Prince Benjimir’s return?”

      Tari thoughtfully pressed her lips together, then shook her head. “No. Arion isn’t overly concerned with Benjimir. He doesn’t trust him, but the situation being what it is, neither of us believe Benjimir will be a threat again.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” Gwendafyn said. “I don’t know if Yvrea knows what he did. The only reason I was told was because I was dealing with our traitorous relative. But regardless, it doesn’t matter anymore. I expect Yvrea will choose her future husband by the end of the year.”

      “I feel sorry for Benjimir,” Tari said.

      Gwendafyn nearly gaped at the Evening Star. “Sorry? After everything he has done to you and Sir Arion?”

      Tari shrugged with her whole body. “He was the first one who dared to dream of something beyond tradition—even before Arion and me. Though his actions were dishonorable, I can’t help but have some sympathy for him. He reached out and failed.” Tari stared down at her hands. “It’s more than most are willing to do these days.”

      “I suppose.” Gwendafyn stood up so she could brush her skirts off. “But I still rather think he is dangerous. Someone who loves that deeply?” She shook her head.

      Tari also stood, but after she brushed grass off her legs, she made her way over to Sius and crouched down next to the feline. “He’s rather like Sius. Dangerous, but meek. Or maybe he could be. Sius isn’t tamed, you see. He has just changed his base nature because he loves me—and Evlawyn, and venison jerky. And Arion, though both Arion and Sius would protest that,” she grinned.

      “Perhaps,” Gwendafyn said practically. “Or maybe you’re just a forgiving being.”

      Tari quirked an eyebrow. “I would not be so sure of that.”

      Gwendafyn laughed. “I suppose that’s true. I would like to hear what Sir Arion has to say on the matter, but unfortunately I must take my leave of you. Yvrea extracted a promise from me to meet her two suitors for tea this afternoon.”

      Tari nodded, then kissed Sius’s ear. “Of course. It was a delight to speak with you, My Princess Gwendafyn. I hope my practice amused you.”

      “It made me rather envious, truthfully,” Gwendafyn sighed. “And it is I who must thank you for this enlightening conversation. Will I see you tonight at the dinner party Her Highness Princess Claire is holding?”

      “Of course. Until then!” Tari waved, even as she leaned into Sius.

      “Farewell!” Gwendafyn called over her shoulder as she left Tari’s practice clearing and strode toward a main pathway of Rosewood Park.

      Gwendafyn bit her cheek as she considered Tari’s observations. I wonder if Tari is right, and if the great divide between our cultures is due more to fear than actual differences. The traditions Aunt Lorius esteems so highly seem to be entirely based on the thought that we will only be accepted if we appear meek and mild.

      Gwendafyn held a growl in check when a gust of wind once again threw her hair in her face. She spat a piece of her own hair out before she impatiently started twisting it in a tilted braid. Not like it matters. It seems there are no elves besides myself who are interested in breaking tradition—for certain none who would actively seek to fall in love with and marry a human as Tari mentioned.

      A thought struck Gwendafyn with such force she rocked to a stop in the middle of the path. No elves, she repeated, except myself… I wouldn’t mind marrying a human. And if I did, wouldn’t that change everything?

      After all, if she married a human, she couldn’t be the Lessa Royal Regent. At least not all the time. Whatever poor sop she married would need to be in Calnor at least several months out of the year. But whom could she marry?

      A translator is the only viable option. For even the most romantic elf would not believe me if I claimed to fall in love with someone I could not talk to. But there is danger there. For if I did find a translator, I would bet my sword that Aunt Lorius would make a case for our permanent residence in Jubilee. And with humans never really visiting Lessa, the Translator Circle might very well release him for the sake of all he would learn.

      That might cross the cultural divide Tari referenced, but it would do little to improve my situation. Besides, I have only two weeks before I must return to Jubilee. Could I find a translator who would marry me in such a short length of time?

      Gwendafyn was not stupid. If she could pull off this hair-brained scheme, she knew there was no chance she would really love her as-of-yet-unchosen husband. But that didn’t matter. Years ago, when she realized most male elves her age would rather watch an Evening Star perform than be an Evening Star, she knew the chances she would ever find someone who would embrace her so called “wildness” were slim to none.

      But was there a translator who would accept such a thing?

      This plot has more holes in it than a sponge, Gwendafyn thought despairingly. There are too many risks. And yet, as she once again started walking, she couldn’t entirely extinguish the tiny flame of hope lit within her heart.

      Gwendafyn furrowed her brow and stared at the pathway as she rounded a bend in the garden. She followed the path all the way to the palace, where it parted a hedge and dumped her in an openair corridor.

      She was so intent on her thoughts that she nearly collided with a human male when she entered the corridor.

      “A thousand apologies,” Gwendafyn automatically said. Wait, I’m in Haven. He won’t understand Elvish. What was the hand gesture for “apologies” again?

      “None are necessary,” her accidental victim said.

      Gwendafyn blinked when she realized it was Prince Benjimir whom she had nearly knocked into.

      The Calnor prince met her gaze and bowed slightly. “I trust you are enjoying your stay in Haven?” he asked with polite disinterest.

      “Yes, thank you. It is a beautiful city,” Gwendafyn said with equally practiced blandness.

      “I am glad that is so,” he said, his words weighted by the barest hint of an accent. “Good day, Princess Gwendafyn.”

      “Good day, Prince Benjimir,” Gwendafyn murmured before she started down the corridor.

      His Elvish is startlingly good. I wonder how much he had to practice to grow so proficient…wait. Gwendafyn spun around and watched Prince Benjimir stride off in the opposite direction. Benjimir is human; he knows Elvish; and even Aunt Lorius likely wouldn’t want me dragging him to Jubilee in my wake. But, no. It won’t work.

      Gwendafyn shook her head and continued down the corridor. Marrying Benjimir—who wouldn’t consider me anyways, as he pines for Yvrea—would be like allying myself with a snake. No, there must be a way I can pull this off. Or perhaps I should start practicing Calnoric in my free time and try for a regular human in a year or so?

      Her thoughts swirled with fits of hope and defeat as she hurried along, but there was one thing she knew deep in her bones: if she had even the tiniest hope of escaping the iron-clad monotony as regent, she would take it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            An Unlikely Proposal

          

        

      

    

    
      A week passed, and Gwendafyn was still no closer to bartering her way to freedom.

      It’s such a shame, she thought as she absentmindedly sipped at a glass chalice of apple cider. Prince Benjimir is nearly the ideal candidate. He’s of royal birth, so our alliance would be widely recognized and publicized, hopefully achieving that change Tari says we so desperately need. He’s even the leader of the Honor Guard, so Aunt Lorius would not be able to keep us in Jubilee for any extended period of time. And with him pining over Yvrea, I imagine he wouldn’t care much about me, leaving me free to do whatever I want! …There is only the small matter that he is such a snake.

      Gwendafyn glanced at the Calnor prince, who stood with his three younger brothers. His face was composed in a semblance of listening, and he nodded as a wizard spoke to him.

      But there is no use in sighing over such an unlikely plan. I am desperate, but I have not yet sunk that low. She switched her gaze to a cluster of translators who had made their base near the banquet table. I guess I can try my hand at speaking to them again—if only they wouldn’t scrape and bow so much and would actually meet my gaze.

      Gwendafyn crossed the pavilion on which she stood and glided down the steps as she made her way to the translators.

      After spending several hours in painstakingly translated meetings regarding repairing roads within Haven, everyone present had been herded outside for an informal luncheon—translators included.

      Gwendafyn put on her best smile as she approached one of the youngest translators present. “Good afternoon, Rollo, was it?” she asked.

      The translator beamed and gave her a bow so deep, he nearly folded in half. “Yes, Princess Gwendafyn, I am Rollo! How can I be of service?”

      “I have no need of service—quite the contrary, actually,” Gwendafyn said. “I wanted to thank you for your hard work. Your translation work was quite admirable.”

      Rollo positively glowed in delight. “You honor me, Princess Gwendafyn!” he said. “But we of the Translator’s Circle have rested on our laurels too long, depending upon Lady Tarinthali to do most of the work. We know the lady will be indisposed in the future, and we must work twice as hard so as not to slack when it happens!”

      Bemused by the translator’s antics, Gwendafyn nodded. “I see.”

      “Excuse me, My Princess Gwendafyn?” a female elf attendant enquired.

      Gwendafyn playfully smiled at Rollo, then faced the servant. “Yes?”

      “I have an urgent letter for you from Jubilee—from Lady Lorius.” The servant offered up a silver tray upon which a single letter sat.

      “Ah.” Gwendafyn reluctantly took the letter. It’s probably just a written lecture telling me to return home as swiftly as possible so as to not shirk my role. “Thank you.”

      The servant bowed, then backed away.

      Gwendafyn fiddled with the letter for a moment. I had better get it over with. She turned her gaze back to the translator. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment, Rollo?”

      Rollo bent over in another bow. “Of course, Princess Gwendafyn. Thank you for your time!” He strode off in a jaunty walk before she could say more.

      Gwendafyn thoughtfully tapped the top of the letter. The hardest part about my plan might be getting a human to see me as more than an elf princess. It is just as Tari said: they care too much. That is perhaps another reason why Benjimir would be the ideal choice if not for his gray scruples—he doesn’t care at all.

      She shook her head as she tore the envelope open and skimmed the letter.

      As expected, it held the passive aggressive request that she return to Jubilee and take up her role again, but as she reached the bottom of the letter, there was a line that made her blood run cold.

      Given that I know you are a dutiful and honorable daughter, I have taken the liberty of disposing of all three of your swords so they will not tempt you upon your return…

      Gwendafyn’s breath caught in her throat. No… “Father?” Gwendafyn turned around and espied her father on the far side of the flower garden, admiring a rose bush. She hastened to his side, walking faster than she should. “Father,” she said, when she reached him. Her breath was painful as she passed the letter to him, and her eyes stung.

      King Celrin glanced at her curiously, but he took the letter and began to read it. When he reached the end of the letter, the light of his eyes grew sad, and his noble brow wrinkled. “I am so sorry, Little Fyn.”

      “Can’t you stop her?” Gwendafyn asked. “Or make her give them back?! Those were—one of those swords was a ceremonial one given to me by Grandfather before he died.”

      King Celrin shook his head. “I doubt Lorius disposed of them as she claims to have, but she likely locked them up beyond your reach. But fret not—I will send word to a trusted attendant. He will see you get another sword.”

      “I don’t want another sword; I want my swords,” Gwendafyn said.

      King Celrin studied her. “Do they individually matter that much to you?”

      “Yes! I’ve spent hours practicing with them, and it took me three miracles and a unicorn to even get them. They’re my friends,” Gwendafyn said.

      Her father slowly nodded. “I see. I’m afraid I don’t quite understand, but I am sorry the situation has upset you so. In reparation, I will send a letter to the treasurer to let you into my personal vault so you may select any sword of your choice. There are many relics from the High Elves there. Will that be suitable?”

      It wasn’t. Gwendafyn’s swords had seen her through many a rough season. She had spent months learning the balance of their blades, how to best wield their weight, and more. But it doesn’t matter because Father doesn’t understand, she realized as she stared into his eyes. It’s not that he is cruel or cold-hearted; it is that he cannot comprehend why I should feel so strongly about what he sees as a piece of metal.

      Her throat ached, and Gwendafyn could have sworn she felt her heart rip a little as she forced herself to smile at her Father. “Yes. Thank you.” She took the letter from him and clenched it in her hand.

      King Celrin slightly narrowed his eyes as he looked her over from head to toe. “Gwendafyn…”

      “I’m going to get some more cider,” Gwendafyn announced—not entirely able to banish the shake of emotion from her voice. “Excuse me.” She turned away before he could say more, easing her way through the happy chatter of the luncheon.

      She stopped only when she reached a shaded glen at the edge of the flower garden and collapsed against a flowering apple tree.

      It’s hopeless. She thought. Or maybe I’m the one that’s hopeless. How can I be so different from my own family? There must be something wrong with me—but I cannot fix it. If that was possible, Aunt Lorius would have stamped it out of me years ago. So instead I’m banished to a life of loneliness among a people who can’t understand me. Who can’t understand my apparently twisted ways.

      The thought was enough to make Gwendafyn collapse on her knees and cry, but she couldn’t. Not now, in public, in the middle of a gathering.

      Gwendafyn inhaled the sweet scent of the apple blossoms and tried to calm the raging storm in her heart, but it seemed as if the last tether in her had snapped.

      She had no hope—only a lifetime of being forced into a role she hated and acting for the benefit of tradition around the people who loved her the most.

      Gwendafyn stared unseeing at the crowd, until a particular head of glittering gold hair caught her eye.

      Prince Benjimir was unobtrusively watching Yvrea again, pain flickering in his eyes.

      He was a big enough dolt to embrace his pain—and choose it. Gwendafyn thought rather unsympathetically. I didn’t ask to be this way. He dove in knowingly. As she watched, Benjimir edged even farther away from the luncheon. He didn’t go unnoticed long, though, before his father spotted him.

      King Petyrr laughed and slapped him on the back, then nudged him and looked pointedly at a clutch of young ladies who were giggling together. Benjimir shook his head and turned his body to put his back to the ladies. The Calnor King rolled his eyes, then gestured at a new trio of young ladies—this one of mild-mannered females who seemed deep in discussion as they thoughtfully sipped at their tea. Again, Benjimir shook his head and turned away.

      Gwendafyn couldn’t hear the father and son’s exchange—and even if she had, she couldn’t have understood it—but the message was obvious.

      King Petyrr wanted him to move on; Prince Benjimir wanted to be left alone.

      I could give that to him…

      The thought came to Gwendafyn unbidden, but she welcomed it all the same. In addition to Benjimir being a snake, another reason Gwendafyn had rejected him as a candidate was that all the power rested with him. She needed him, but what need did he have of her?

      Now she could see it. By marrying her, Benjimir would be left alone to unobtrusively worship her sister for the rest of his life. It wasn’t as great of a bargain for him as it would be for Gwendafyn, but as long as she had something to bargain with—particularly when going against a schemer like Benjimir—it made her much more at ease.

      Gwendafyn watched as King Petyrr shook his head at his son, then spotted his youngest son and only daughter-in-law—Prince Vincent and Princess Claire—and hurried over to them, the paunch of his belly jingling with jolliness.

      She kept her gaze on the manipulative, shady Prince Benjimir, and something dark and despairing shuddered in her. She crushed the letter from Aunt Lorius in her hand. It seems I am finally that desperate.

      She should plot and plan the best method to appeal to Benjimir, but the letter burned in her hand like a hot iron. I can’t live like this any longer, and I’m running out of time.

      Gwendafyn’s mind was blank as she crossed the flower garden. She shoved her overflowing emotions down and forced herself to be calm. I’m about to enter negotiations with a serpent. I’ll need every scrap of my wits for this.

      Prince Benjimir glanced at her when she joined him at the edge of the garden. “Princess Gwendafyn,” he said in his slightly accented Elvish. “I hope you are enjoying the famed flower gardens of Rosewood Park?”

      “I am.” Gwendafyn made her shoulders relax and set a slight smile on her lips. Her heart buzzed in her throat, but her mind was ruthlessly focused on the prince. I wonder if this is what it is like to fight. The tips of her fingers tingled, and she felt something shiver inside her as she mentally circled the Calnor prince.

      “Haven is very beautiful,” Gwendafyn said.

      “I imagine that is because it is the one place where our wonderous cultures mingle,” Prince Benjimir said with a smile that did not reach his eyes.

      Oh, he’s good. This might be harder than I thought—it’s not going to be a fight, but a battle. “Indeed, beautiful things come out of Lesser Elves and Calnorians working together.” Gwendafyn angled her body so she faced a gravel path that led out of the flower gardens and deeper into Rosewood Park. “Would you join me for a stroll, Prince Benjimir?”

      “Certainly.” Prince Benjimir moved so they walked shoulder-to-shoulder, though he did not offer her his arm—a gesture that would have signified friendship.

      Gwendafyn tugged at the skirts of her silver gown as they left the gardens behind them, the buzz and chatter of conversation slowly fading away.

      “You have an excellent grasp of Elvish,” Gwendafyn said. “It’s quite impressive.”

      Benjimir shrugged. “I have practiced since a young age and happen to have a close friend who is a member of the Translator’s Circle.”

      “I see.” Gwendafyn waited until she was absolutely certain they were far enough away from the luncheon that they would not be overheard. “Prince Benjimir, will you allow me to speak plainly?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Plainly?”

      “Frankly, informally,” Gwendafyn explained as the gravel path turned into a wooden walkway.

      “I hope you would always feel comfortable speaking plainly to me and my family,” Benjimir said, as would be expected of him, though he spoke the previously unrecognized word slowly as if committing it to memory.

      Gwendafyn stopped when they reached a rock garden—a practice of the Lesser Elves—which was raked into perfection and dotted with moss-covered boulders.

      “I know what you’ve done,” Gwendafyn said bluntly.

      Prince Benjimir smiled insincerely, but Gwendafyn could see it in his eyes that he didn’t guess she knew of his affection for her sister.

      “I sit as the Lessa Royal Regent in Jubilee in place of my father and Yvrea when they are not there,” Gwendafyn continued. “As you may be aware of, Talon—an elf and the bond partner of Sir Arion’s little brother—actively targeted and attacked Tari and Arion. After Tari was given her chance to seek justice, I was given charge of him in Jubilee.”

      I do believe presiding over Talon’s case was the one time Aunt Lorius actively encouraged my “wild ways,” Gwendafyn recalled with a pang in her heart. “As a result, I was also debriefed when you were exiled. I know what you feel for my sister. I know you love Yvrea.”

      That got his attention.

      Prince Benjimir’s expression of polite disinterest crumbled, leaving something darker in its wake. A slight frown tugged on his lips as he tipped his head back and studied her with narrowed eyes. “Am I to guess that Yvrea knows as well, then?”

      Should I hold back this information in an attempt to coerce him? I don’t think it’s wise. He’s already proven he is willing to act ruthlessly; I can only see it ending poorly for me. “I’m not certain,” Gwendafyn finally confessed. “But I don’t believe she knows the entirety of it.”

      “You mean you don’t think she was told of my love for her, when you—the second-born princess was?” Prince Benjimir asked.

      Gwendafyn raised her shoulders in a barely discernable shrug. “It was I who dealt with Talon. As we were unsure if he still had other allies targeting Arion and Tari, I was kept informed of the situation. Naturally my father would inform me when things were resolved.”

      “Of course, the golden pair had to be protected.” Prince Benjimir shook his head and briefly stared out at the sea of pebbles that surrounded the boardwalk.

      “They signify much for our people,” Gwendafyn said, “and are considered harbingers of change. Something I hope you’re open to.”

      Prince Benjimir shifted like a shadow as he returned his dark gaze to Gwendafyn. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Here goes nothing! Gwendafyn didn’t take a breath; she didn’t even blink. She couldn’t risk showing any hint of hesitation or nervousness. “Prince Benjimir, will you consider aligning yourself with me in marriage?”

      The prince blinked twice, then shook his head. “I’m afraid my Elvish is not quite up to par with you. Did you say marriage?”

      “Yes.”

      “You want to marry me, when you just acknowledged that you are aware I have feelings for your sister?” He rocked on his feet and folded his arms across his chest as he studied Gwendafyn with apprehension.

      “For our countries, yes.” The half-truth fell smoothly from Gwendafyn’s lips. I’m not confident in my ability to outright lie to him, but I don’t want him to know how desperate I am to avoid returning to Jubilee. This is a careful balancing act.

      Prince Benjimir raised one golden eyebrow. “And you expect me to sacrifice myself along with you? For that’s what this is, a sacrifice—you do not love me.”

      “I don’t,” Gwendafyn agreed. “And it is a sacrifice, but it is a necessary one. Our countries need to change, faster. Tari and Arion can only do so much—particularly given their special status. But if we—the children of the Calnor and Lessa rulers—marry, we can escort our countries out of the dark ages of the ancient traditions we’ve been cowering in.”

      Careful, she inwardly chided herself. That last bit had a little too much fire!

      Prince Benjimir narrowed his eyes. “You are not like other elves,” he said.

      He barely knows me! How can he tell that quickly? Unless he is merely comparing me to Yvrea? “In what way?” Gwendafyn asked with a calmness she didn’t feel.

      He scratched his jaw as he still considered her. “None of your kin would ever think of marrying someone they did not love—even if it was for the betterment of their countries. Lesser Elves are too noble of temperament to do something so…political.”

      Gwendafyn shrugged. “Most of us, yes. But there are always exceptions.”

      “Name one,” Prince Benjimir challenged.

      “Lesser Elves with strength of mind—from Lady Tarinthali to Seer Ringali to my father—do what is necessary for Lessa,” Gwendafyn said truthfully. “It just so happens my marriage partner is the strongest bartering chip I have.”

      The prince blinked. “Please repeat that more slowly.”

      Gwendafyn thought for a moment as she tried to mentally rephrase the sentence so it would be easier for him to understand. “The greatest amount of power I can wield in my life is deciding whom to marry.”

      He looked unconvinced, and he slipped past Gwendafyn to wander farther down the walkway. “So why should I marry you?” he asked. “You may be noble enough to throw yourself away for your country, but I’m not.”

      “No,” Gwendafyn conceded. “But you have nothing to lose and more to gain.”

      “In what way?” Prince Benjimir scoffed.

      “Yvrea is down to two potential marriage candidates,” Gwendafyn said. “She’s going to decide soon.”

      “Just because I have no hope of winning your sister doesn’t mean I’m willing to become a martyr for Calnor,” Prince Benjimir said.

      “Perhaps not. But King Petyrr will continue to push you towards eligible ladies. Women who don’t understand the state of your heart. Would you rather be tied to such a woman for your entire life?” Gwendafyn asked. “A woman who will likely be of your family’s choosing if you don’t act soon, and who will have certain expectations of love and affection.”

      “And those are expectations you will not hold me to?” Prince Benjimir smirked.

      Gwendafyn couldn’t help the sour stare she gave him. “If I were starved for affection, Your Highness, I would marry an elf. We have much superior looks and are far more loving than someone like you.”

      “You certainly know how to win a man over,” the prince laughed—a harsh and jaded sound.

      “I would expect nothing from you,” Gwendafyn continued. “You would be free to adore Yvrea for the rest of your life, and I will not care. We will have to appear to be loyal, or no one will believe in our relationship, but pretenses aside you may do whatever you like.”

      Prince Benjimir twisted around so he faced her, his eyes again narrowed in judgement. “And what do you get out of this?”

      “As I said before, our countries—”

      “I don’t care about that drivel. If you were just concerned about our dear countries, you would choose someone else. Not me. If you are indeed informed of my past misdeeds, you know I am not as lilywhite as my siblings; yet it is me you have approached. There is something besides this elven sense of sacrifice that is driving you.”

      Gwendafyn made a show of tapping her lower lip in thought. “I will receive the same freedom as you.”

      “That’s not the whole truth,” Prince Benjimir stepped closer to Gwendafyn, his body radiating heat as he met her gaze. “If you had someone you secretly sighed over, you would skip me and approach him.”

      “I am not looking for freedom from my parents’ badgering, but rather the freedom to do as I wish,” Gwendafyn said.

      Prince Benjimir slowly tipped his head as he studied her. “Hn,” he said.

      “So will you agree to it?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “No.” Benjimir turned around again and stalked away, his boots thudding on the wooden walkway.

      For a second Gwendafyn’s heart stopped, and she couldn’t breathe. I can’t give up yet! Remember my swords, remember the lonely life that awaits me in Jubilee! It took a lot of effort, but Gwendafyn’s voice was uncaring as she called after the prince. “Eventually, Your Highness, you will have to marry. Your parents will see to it.”

      The prince didn’t turn around, nor did he stop walking. “When the time comes, that will be my concern, not yours.”

      Gwendafyn curled her hands into fists at the prince’s retreat. I thought I did fairly well, but I suppose my opponent was Prince Benjimir. She sighed and turned back in the direction of the flower garden, mentally bracing herself against the hopelessness that threatened to drown her. I guess I’ll have to come up with an alternative idea or keep pressing my luck with Benjimir and see if I can move him before I return to Jubilee. If that doesn’t work, I guess I’ll have a long time to plan my next move.

      She groaned and briefly let her shoulders droop. I can’t let this defeat me. I won’t!
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* * *

      Two nights later, Benjimir, standing in his father’s study, was surprised to find himself still mulling over Princess Gwendafyn’s offer. What is she, really? He wondered. No elf would be so mercenary in their actions. And she’s Yvrea’s sister! Yvrea doesn’t have a cunning bone in her body, whereas Gwendafyn is obviously up to something…

      He clasped his hands behind his back and only half listened to his father and younger brother—Arvel, the second born of the Calnor princes who was also the most likely candidate to be named Crown Prince after Benjimir’s disgrace.

      “Bandits have been making raids on all the borders we share except for the one we hold with Lessa, of course,” King Petyrr rumbled. “How do you boys think we should handle them?”

      Though Benjimir had his back to his father and brother—he had positioned himself on the far side of the study where he could stand by the ceiling-to-floor windows and stare out into the dimly lit Rosewood Park—he could feel his brother’s eyes on his back.

      “You should answer, Arvel,” Benjimir said after staring out into the darkened park for a few long moments. “You need to take greater responsibility in military maneuverings—for the future of Calnor,” he said dispassionately.

      “Er…must I?” Arvel asked.

      “Go ahead; give it a try!” King Petyrr laughed. “That’s what discussions are for!”

      “I’m really not a military person.”

      “Try,” King Petyrr insisted.

      “Fine, fine. Well…” Arvel haltingly began to lay out a plan while Benjimir let his mind wander again.

      Gwendafyn must be getting more out of such a deal than she indicated. Or perhaps Seer Ringali is her true father. I never thought an elf would marry for any reason but love. And if that’s the case, why did she approach me?

      “What do you think, Benjimir?” King Petyrr called.

      Benjimir blinked, mentally replaying Arvel’s last few comments. “While fortifying the villages might make them harder to attack, it won’t take care of the bandits themselves. We need to stamp them out—and capture some in the process. The sudden surge in banditry is suspicious.”

      “Well stated,” King Petyrr said with a surprising amount of satisfaction given that Benjimir had just poked holes in the future king’s idea. “And that’s what we ought to do. But we will transfer some army regiments closer to our borders…”

      Perhaps her father put her up to it in a bid to control me? But no. King Celrin would never ask that of his own child—not when political marriages are frowned upon in their culture. This hairbrained scheme must really be of her own making. But what for?

      Benjimir’s thoughts stilled as his eyes settled on three figures who were following the cobblestone path that wound around the edge of Rosewood Park.

      It took a moment to see them—night had fallen, and besides a few flickering torches, Rosewood Park was dark compared to King Petyrr’s cheerfully lit study. But despite the glare of light thrown against the glass, Benjimir was able to make out Yvrea’s smiling face.

      She walked with one of the male elves who had been trailing in her wake—one of her two marriage candidates—and two horse lengths behind them, a handmaiden followed.

      Yvrea’s face flashed with the sparkle of her excitement, and she beamed up at her walking companion before turning to say something to her handmaiden with a mischievous wink.

      The sight was a dagger to Benjimir’s heart, and every smile she wore twisted it.

      Unbidden, Gwendafyn’s parting words echoed in his mind.

      “Eventually, Your Highness, you will have to marry. Your parents will see to it.”

      As soon as Yvrea announces her marriage, Father will grow twice as aggressive in throwing women at me, Benjimir grimly predicted. He will fear I’ll do something underhanded in retaliation. Rightfully so. But will I?

      Benjimir pondered the thought for a moment, then physically shook his head. No, I would never do anything to make Yvrea unhappy or upset. It is not her fault I fell in love with her. I must leave her to the happiness she has found.

      Apathy and misery simultaneously settled into Benjimir’s posture. And if that is the case, then frankly it doesn’t matter whom I marry. Whatever brainless twit of a female Father throws at me will be nothing compared to Yvrea. And I will have to put up with her every day of my life…

      His upper lip curled in disgust.

      Or I suppose I could match myself with the hawk who pretends to be a martyr and have at least the peace to be as cold as I like.

      Benjimir watched Yvrea, her beau, and her handmaiden walk around an edge of the garden and disappear into the inky darkness.

      Suddenly her offer does not seem quite so terrible. And I don’t really care about my domestic life. Marrying an elf will likely create…complications, but the knowledge that she won’t badger me is worth something. Though I still believe she’s trying to manipulate me.

      He recalled the exotic purple hue of her eyes and the icy coolness of her expression. She’ll be more fun to outwit than any daughter of nobility Father will try to pawn off on me.

      “So the Honor Guard should be used to address the bandits,” King Petyrr said. “Do you agree, Benjimir?”

      His mind made up, Benjimir turned from the window. “If you’ll excuse me, Father, Arvel. Some rather important business has come up.”

      He ignored the puzzled look Arvel gave him, as well as his Father’s confused squint, and strode from the room.

      The clock struck eleven by the time he stormed the wing that belonged to elven royalty and their important visitors.

      It took him a moment to remember which room Gwendafyn was usually assigned. (She so rarely visited Haven since they had become adults, he wouldn’t have been able to say for certain which one it was if not for the fact that it was next to Yvrea’s.)

      As soon as he picked it out, he strode up to it and knocked heavily.

      Nothing.

      He knocked again, and finally a serene elven handmaiden poked her head out of the room. “Yes?” she asked, tranquil and unruffled despite the late hour.

      “I must speak with Princess Gwendafyn,” Benjimir said in Elvish. He frowned a little in irritation when he nearly stumbled over the pronunciation of Gwendafyn’s name. It is unnecessarily long, he decided as the handmaiden retreated back into the room without replying.

      A moment later, Gwendafyn appeared. She still wore the rose-pink dress she had donned during the day, but her ink-brown-black hair was unbound and draped over her shoulders.

      “Prince Benjimir.” She offered him a skin-deep smile as she tucked her silky hair behind her ears. “What brings you calling upon me at this late an hour?”

      “I’ll do it,” Benjimir said.

      The princess blinked. “You’ll do what?”

      “I’ll marry you.”

      The statement made the elf princess’ careless grace fall away as she stood straighter and her eyes fixed on him with great intensity. “What has changed your mind?”

      Benjimir shrugged. “You are right. All that awaits me is some empty-headed girl my parents choose for me.”

      Gwendafyn tilted her head first to the right and then the left, as if she were trying to get a measure of him. “You understand what our union would mean to the country, though? It will have its own complications.”

      “Perhaps, but we’re not the stars-blessed-golden-bond-pair like Tari and Arion. I speak Elvish, but you don’t speak Calnoric. We’ll likely become the protagonists in a million ballads, but I doubt we will be asked to jump through all the hoops and perform like Tari and Arion.” Benjimir paused and frowned a little. Wait, why does it sound as though I’m trying to convince her? She’s the one who asked me!

      “I meant more in that we’ll have to pretend to love each other,” Gwendafyn said, her smile bordering on wry. “We must be believable, or we won’t change anything at all.” She hesitated, then added, “Nor would our families allow it if they thought we were anything less than in love.”

      Benjimir popped up an eyebrow. “My family won’t give a fig. Father would chop off his right arm if it meant he was given the chance to call one of King Celrin’s daughters his daughter-in-law. Your family will be the main factor—I hope they are especially gullible?”

      Gwendafyn bit her lip. “Yvrea and Mother will believe it—I don’t think it would ever occur to them we would consider marriage otherwise. And Father…” she trailed off and thoughtfully frowned. “I think he’ll allow it.”

      “Then there shouldn’t be a problem,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn’s expression didn’t change.

      Hmm. It seems this might have something to do with her true motivation. But in what way? Benjimir pushed aside the thought to ponder later. “We’ll have to start appearing together at social functions for the next month or so. We could safely announce an engagement in five weeks, I think—”

      “That’s not possible,” Gwendafyn shook her head, her eyebrow twitching in irritation when her hair fanned out around her. “I leave in a week. We have to announce it before then.”

      For a moment, Benjimir thought he must have misheard her. “I apologize—how long do you have?”

      “A week,” she repeated.

      His jaw nearly dropped. “A week? You must be joking.”

      “Once I return to Jubilee, I likely won’t be allowed to return for at least a full year,” Gwendafyn said. “If we’re going to go through with this, we must announce it immediately.”

      Won’t be allowed to return? Who could stop her? Benjimir scratched his jawline. “Your culture-changing plan is transforming into something that might be more work than it is worth.”

      Gwendafyn had been angrily fussing with her hair, but at Benjimir’s words, her face again cleared into a mask of tranquility. “You are backing out?”

      “No,” Benjimir said, surprising himself. He grunted and stared at the ground. “A week, you say?”

      Gwendafyn nodded.

      “Fine. Then we will start tomorrow. We’ll ‘happen’ to meet at Rosewood Park—by the lily pond—after we break our morning fast. Agreed?”

      “Agreed. Thank you for your sacrifice, Prince Benjimir,” Gwendafyn said. “It is for a noble cause. We will change our cultures through this.”

      Benjimir shrugged. “I don’t really care what happens,” he said truthfully. “This is a means to an end. Good night, Princess Gwendafyn.”

      Benjimir turned on his heels and strode down the hallway without checking to see if Gwendafyn slipped back into her room.

      One week. He shook his head. This is never going to work.
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      The day before she was scheduled to leave, Gwendafyn walked hand-in-hand with Benjimir.

      His hand was surprisingly warm, though their fingers were intertwined with all the passion of marble statues as they paused just outside the study where their fathers were cloistered.

      Gwendafyn’s heart beat frantically in her chest. I’m so close to freedom, I can almost taste it! If only Father will let this take place…

      “Ready?” Benjimir asked in Elvish.

      “Ready!” Rollo—the human translator—said cheerfully in kind. “Though I still don’t know what we’re doing.”

      Benjimir peered over his shoulder so he could stare at him. (Apparently the duo were longtime friends—something Gwendafyn had not been aware of when she had first tried approaching Rollo.)

      “I am ready.” Afraid he might back out at the last moment, Gwendafyn rapped her knuckles on the study door with enough force to make them itch.

      A man dressed in the robes of a scholar opened the door and bristled his mustache when he set eyes on Benjimir. He nodded shallowly to him but then bowed deeply to Gwendafyn when his gaze shifted to her.

      The scholar briefly turned around to address someone in the study, then shuffled aside, giving them entry.

      Gwendafyn’s mouth was as dry and hot as a fire as she and Benjimir slipped into the room the Calnor King and Lessa King occasionally used as a joint study.

      “Father,” Gwendafyn said—proud when her tongue proved it could still work. “May Benjimir and I speak to you and His Majesty King Petyrr alone?”

      Celrin—seated in an armchair positioned beneath a ray of sun that peeked in through the skylight—nodded. “Of course, my daughter.” He gave her a warm smile, and his eyes lingered on Gwendafyn and Benjimir’s joint hands for only a moment.

      The scholar, two knights, and a kennel boy dragged behind a giant deerhound made a rather noisy exit from the room, leaving Gwendafyn and Benjimir alone with Rollo and their fathers.

      King Petyrr—who had been petting the dog from his desk chair—squinted at Benjimir and scratched his gut as he spoke to his son in the deep tones of Calnoric.

      “His Majesty King Petyrr wishes to know why you are here,” Rollo said for Gwendafyn’s and Celrin’s benefit.

      “I am wondering the same thing myself.” King Celrin smiled gently at Gwendafyn. “What is it, daughter?”

      Gwendafyn sucked in a deep breath. Please work. Please let this be a blessing and not a curse… “Benjimir and I are engaged,” Gwendafyn said.

      The clatter behind her was likely Rollo dropping his slate in response, nearly drowning out Benjimir’s voice as he delivered the same news to King Petyrr.

      King Petyrr leaped to his feet and roared a word.

      “King Petyrr expresses his astonishment,” Rollo said in a choked-sounding voice.

      “I am rather astonished myself,” King Celrin said as he studied Gwendafyn with a curious light in his eyes.

      King Petyrr whipped off his crown—tossing it onto his desk—and dug his hands into his thinning hair. He chattered away as he looked back and forth between Gwendafyn and Benjimir.

      “Engaged—what marvelous news. The best news ever! What a good daughter-in-law Princess Gwendafyn will make—so says His Majesty King Petyrr,” Rollo parroted.

      King Petyrr released a great gust of laughter, then ambled over to Celrin. Just when it looked like he was about to pluck Celrin out of his chair in a great bear hug, King Petyrr froze. He twirled around and suspiciously eyed Benjimir.

      He stalked up to the pair, raising his eyebrows at Benjimir before giving Gwendafyn a sunny smile and speaking.

      “King Petyrr wishes to ensure that this is indeed the lady’s choice, is it not?” Rollo asked on the Calnor King’s behalf.

      “It is,” Gwendafyn said, nodding her thanks to Rollo when the translator spoke on her behalf. “Benjimir and I are very much in love.”

      In the background, Celrin thoughtfully steepled his fingers together. King Petyrr planted his feet and rocked on his heels.

      “Is that so?” Rollo translated when the Calnor King spoke again. “Are you certain you would rather not marry Arvel? He is your bond mate, is gentle, much more kind, and has a better personality.”

      Benjimir rolled his eyes and replied in Calnoric.

      “His Highness Prince Benjimir reminded King Petyrr that he is present,” Rollo said. He paused, and when the king barked a response, added, “King Petyrr says he is obviously quite aware and expressed the wish for Prince Benjimir to translate the offer on Arvel’s unknowing behalf.”

      Though Benjimir fixed his father with a glare, Gwendafyn could see the tiny hints of worry in King Petyrr’s stance. It was the way he rocked slightly as he stood, and his brow furrowed deep with concern, not suspicion.

      I think it’s Benjimir he’s really worried for. Gwendafyn smiled—a real smile she had been struggling to hide since Benjimir had agreed to her scheme.

      “Please rest assured, King Petyrr. It is Benjimir I love.” Gwendafyn stepped closer to Benjimir and leaned into him. The prince glanced down at her and offered her one of his polite smiles, then patted her hand.

      It is a good thing he has been so stoic in his admiration of Yvrea, Gwendafyn realized, or this idea would never work. Between the two of us, we are about as cuddly as porcupines.

      “Benjimir?” King Petyrr asked—the single word discernable even to Gwendafyn’s untrained ears.

      Benjimir removed his hand from Gwendafyn’s so he could curl his arm around her shoulders as he replied.

      “Prince Benjimir says he will be content with you,” Rollo said.

      King Petyrr nodded twice and slowly backed up. He slapped his belly once, then his face once again broke into a beaming grin of joy. He laughed as he embraced first Benjimir, then Gwendafyn. He embraced her with such strength, he picked her clear off the ground even though he was quite a bit shorter than she.

      “His Majesty King Petyrr says he cannot wait for the wedding, and it is his hope that you two will hold it sooner than later,” Rollo said as King Petyrr shook a finger at Benjimir. “He adds that wedding or not, Benjimir will have to take the Honor Guards on that offensive attack before the ceremony can be held, as the people should be able to celebrate without fear of bandits.”

      Gwendafyn tilted her head. “I’m afraid I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Rollo said. “Neither does Benjimir. He’s asking why he is being sent with the Honor Guard. Oh, and now King Petyrr says he knows Benjimir’s mind must be muddled by love because he agreed to send the Honor Guard, and since he is the leader of the Honor Guard, obviously he must go with them.”

      Benjimir’s brow wrinkled in puzzlement, but King Petyrr sniffed and brushed a tear from his eye. He smacked his son on the shoulder, then turned around and charged towards Celrin.

      “Celrin, we are to be in-laws! And I get to call one of your beloved daughters one of my own—such joy! So says His Majesty King Petyrr,” Rollo said.

      Gwendafyn chuckled, for Rollo not only translated the words themselves, but also recited them with the same exuberance that was present in the king’s booming celebration.

      Celrin stood and patted King Petyrr’s back when the Calnor King threw his arms around him in a hug.

      When King Petyrr finally released his bond mate, he laughed and planted his hands on his hips.

      “This calls for a drink,” Rollo translated as the king rambled on. “No—a celebration! We must tell the Translator’s Circle that Benjimir’s language skills bagged him a wife. No—I want to go tell Lady Tari! Or wait—who should we tell first? Shall we start ringing the church bells?” Rollo said in a spot-on impersonation.

      King Petyrr stiffly strode across the room and flung the study door open. He roared into the hallway with the strength of a bear, but Gwendafyn could hear the laughter in his voice as he did so.

      “His Majesty King Petyrr has just requested a proper drink and for scholars to begin writing messages to announce your impending nuptials,” Rollo said.

      When King Petyrr turned around and impatiently beckoned for him, Rollo bowed. “If you’ll excuse me, Your Highness, Princess Gwendafyn. King Petyrr requires my assistance—but please allow me to be the first to congratulate you.” Rollo balefully eyed Benjimir. “Even though you did not think to tell me despite our decade-long friendship.”

      Benjimir slightly shook his head as he raised his gaze to the ceiling. “Thank you for your help, Rollo.”

      The translator sniffed, then hurried to King Petyrr’s side just as the king got his hands on a Lesser Elf scholar and shook him in his joy.

      “I am surrounded by overly emotional men,” Benjimir muttered in Elvish.

      “They’re not over emotional; it is merely that they love you,” Gwendafyn said.

      Benjimir snorted. “I’m so certain.” He raised an eyebrow at his father’s back and nodded at him. “This just might be the happiest day of his life—even if he would prefer you marry Arvel.”

      “I think that was a test, not an actual piece of advice,” Gwendafyn said.

      Benjimir turned his green eyes to her. “You are overly optimistic given your ability to scheme and manipulate.”

      Gwendafyn laughed. “No, sometimes you just need space to see what is really there.” She straightened her stance when she saw her father slowly cross the study—which was becoming crowded with cupbearers, scholars, and translators who were all being pulled into the orbit of King Petyrr’s enthusiasm.

      “King Celrin,” Benjimir murmured. He tipped forward in a bow, then met the elf king’s gaze. “I hope you will also give your blessing to our union?”

      Before Celrin could reply, King Petyrr barked out, “Benjimir!”

      “One moment, please; I apologize, of course.” Benjimir flashed his polite smile then began edging his way through the crowd, making way to his father, leaving Gwendafyn alone to face hers.

      “Father,” Gwendafyn said, her smile more confident than she felt. If he planned to call it off, he wouldn’t have let King Petyrr get so excited, which means we’ve won. I hope?

      “You are certain this is what you want, Little Fyn?” Celrin asked.

      “Yes,” Gwendafyn said.

      Celrin slowly nodded. “It’s not the life I would have chosen for you.”

      Nor I. I never thought I’d marry a man as crooked as Benjimir! Gwendafyn wisely held her tongue as she listened.

      “It will be more complicated than you think. Lady Tarinthali and Sir Arion—with their special unity—had troubles bridging the differences between our cultures. And they were viewed with something of awe. You two might be the children of kings, but you have not been blessed in the same spectacular way. The people will watch you with all diligence.”

      “I know,” Gwendafyn said. “It is my hope—and Benjimir’s—that our union will bring our people closer together.”

      “I’m sure.” The words were spoken with all sincerity, but Gwendafyn could have sworn she felt the ever-rare edge of sarcasm to them. “Just be careful,” Celrin added.

      Gwendafyn nodded, assuming he was referring to Benjimir-the-exiled-and-disgraced-prince, but his next words shocked her.

      “And be patient with Benjimir.”

      She blinked. “What?”

      Celrin turned slightly so he could thoughtfully gaze upon the human prince. “He has scars. Really, he believes he is broken, and it has made him as skittish as a frightened horse. You will have to overcome that.”

      I don’t understand. Does he really believe that we are in love? “I will do my best, Father.”

      Celrin smiled at her and briefly rested his warm palm on her head. “I believe you will.” He began to turn away, likely to join King Petyrr, then paused. “And Little Fyn.”

      Her glee running high, Gwendafyn beamed. “Yes?”

      “Congratulations in finding the alternative route to tradition.” A nod, and he was gone, swept into the crowd surrounding King Petyrr.

      Gwendafyn’s jaw dropped. Oh, he knows. He absolutely knows. But then why is he allowing Benjimir and me to continue?

      Benjimir resurfaced and fought his way to Gwendafyn’s side. He leaned closer and smiled, masking the words he whispered. “He bought it?”

      “Not at all. But he’s going to let it go.” Gwendafyn slowly eased out the breath she had been holding. “It seems this is actually going to work. Our fathers will tell the rest of our families…” Gwendafyn trailed off, feeling awkward given that Yvrea would be among the first to learn. Cautiously, she glanced over at Benjimir.

      The Calnor Prince wore a smile edged with sarcasm. “I’m not going to back out now if that’s what you’re wondering. Yvrea will be disgustingly happy for both of us, and she’ll never suspect a thing.”

      Though his words were cold and uncaring, Gwendafyn didn’t miss the sadness that briefly glittered in the depths of his green eyes.

      I wonder if Father is right about him. But, no, he’s not broken, just manipulative.

      Gwendafyn made a face when a lock of her braid threatened to slip free. “Are you ready for all that will come next?” she asked as she struggled to put it back in place.

      Benjimir watched her with vague interest. “I wouldn’t have agreed to this if I wasn’t.”

      Gwendafyn shrugged, but she couldn’t help the very real smile that played on her lips. This is it—I’m really going to be free. Even Aunt Lorius won’t be able to snatch me from this!
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* * *

      Two months passed in a flurry of activity, planning, and an abundance of parties. Faster than she imagined, Gwendafyn stood outside the massive cathedral doors.

      Next to her, Yvrea, overcome by joy, dabbed at her eyes with a white, silk handkerchief. “I’m so happy for both of you. You look so beautiful together, and Benji will treat you right, I just know it!”

      Gwendafyn stood proudly in her gauzy white dress, nearly drowning under her white veil. Similarly, she was also overcome by emotion: glee.

      This is the best possible outcome! I’ve avoided my fate as regent, and with Benjimir still running the Honor Guard, I’ll never have to go back to Jubilee if I don’t want to. And I most certainly don’t want to!

      “It’s just so romantic how you fell in love, just like a story book!” Yvrea sighed. “I know his family will dote upon you, though I pride myself in knowing I loved you first. But you two are going to be so happy!”

      And if anyone tries to take my swords from me, I can slug them in the gut! All I have to do is smile prettily at “Benji” every once in a while if he happens to be back from his bandit patrols, and I can do whatever I wish! And the most amazing thing is if a human questions me, I can tell them it is how we do things in Jubilee, and they’ll never know otherwise! Gwendafyn sighed in happiness.

      “Oh, dear. I promised myself I wouldn’t cry, but this is such a wonderful occasion!” Yvrea sniffled, then put her handkerchief away. She smiled lovingly at Gwendafyn and squeezed her arm in affection. “But I mustn’t hog you. Our dear aunt requested that I give her some time alone with you before you say your vows, so I will do just that.”

      Gwendafyn was so deep in her self-satisfaction she didn’t hear her sister’s words until it was too late. “Wait, what?”

      Yvrea had already cracked open the great doors and was half into the cathedral. She winked at Gwendafyn, then mouthed, “I love you. Congratulations,” before she slipped entirely inside.

      Gwendafyn froze for a moment, her glee forgotten. She hadn’t seen Aunt Lorius since she had been sent to Haven in punishment. Not even when Benjimir had been absent from Haven for two and a half weeks as he and Sir Arion hunted bandits had it been suggested that she return to her old role.

      “Your role as regent is over,” Celrin explained when she asked him about it. “You have a new part, that of being a member of the Lessa royal family and the Calnor royal family.”

      Be that as it may, Gwendafyn knew her aunt was not happy with this upset. She could see it in Lorius’ eyes when she was present for her aunt’s arrival the previous morning, and she felt Lorius’ displeasure throughout the evening meal.

      Gwendafyn flinched when the whispered hush of skirts gliding over stone reached her tapered ears. Reluctantly, she turned to face her aunt as she drew closer.

      Lorius nodded serenely. “Gwendafyn,” she said.

      Gwendafyn tried to swallow and almost choked on her own spit. “Aunt Lorius.”

      “I am disappointed in you,” Lorius said in a voice soft with sadness. “I thought better of you than…this.” She gestured from the door to Gwendafyn.

      Gwendafyn raised her chin. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean,” she lied.

      “You dishonor yourself and all of us Lesser Elves with this farce. Or is it merely that you are not strong enough to rule over your unruly emotions? Are you so poorly disciplined that you would resort to this rather than take up your position as regent and act with the grace a king’s daughter should exude?” Though Lorius’ voice was quiet, her words were like cudgels to Gwendafyn’s back.

      “It’s not like that.” Gwendafyn forced herself to stand tall when she really wanted to cower. “My marriage to Prince Benjimir has the opportunity to change our people for the better.”

      “What is best for everyone is to observe the rules and laws that have been tested over centuries and to take up the roles each was born into,” Lorius said sharply. “You were born to be a regent, Gwendafyn. But you have allowed yourself to become a wild young woman whose selfishness will only inflict harm.”

      Beneath the shield of her veil, Gwendafyn flinched. I didn’t ask to be this way! Why can’t she see that? Why can’t she leave me be if it bothers her so much? A mixture of rage and hurt flared in her chest, and for a moment her lower lip trembled.

      Lorius stormed on. “And to tie yourself to a dishonored prince? One who lost his title as the heir?”

      “So this is how you treat each other in Jubilee?”

      Gwendafyn whirled around, her chin automatically raising again when she saw Benjimir strolling towards them.

      Aunt Lorius pinched her lips together as the Calnor prince approached them.

      “I can’t say I’m at all sorry I have never been there. And after witnessing this, my love, I think it’s safe to say I’ll do everything in my power to keep you from going back there as well,” Benjimir said in slightly accented Elvish.

      The “my love” bit is overdoing it, but I don’t think I’ve ever been so grateful to see him before. Gwendafyn took a deep breath and reminded herself to be brave.

      He stopped when he reached her side and leaned close enough to her to briefly rest his head against hers. “You look beautiful,” he said in a deep, purring voice Gwendafyn had never before heard him use. “Who is the hag?”

      “My Aunt Lorius,” Gwendafyn murmured. “You met her last night.”

      “Hn?” Benjimir finally pulled away from her and studied Lorius as he might look at a bug. “Oh, yes. I remember now. It is amusing. I thought sanctimonious know-it-alls were a sort of person unique to humankind. I’m glad to see that is not so.”

      Gwendafyn covered her choked laughter with a cough.

      “It is no use pretending before me, Your Highness.” Aunt Lorius’ serene tone was as cold as ice. “Though everyone else might have fallen for your act of love, I know it is a falsehood. Despite her rare beauty, Gwendafyn is too wild and cunning for any man to accept.”

      “You know it’s a falsehood?” Benjimir politely inquired. “How perfect. Then allow me to be frank.” He took a step closer to Lorius, and his stiff smile dropped from his face. His eyes darkened, and it seemed as if the very air around him grew colder. “Yes, your darling niece is about to marry me against your domineering wishes, and there’s nothing you can do to stop her, so cease your verbal attack.” He smiled again, but it was more wolfish and hungry than pleasant. “And if I ever catch you dripping such poison in her ear again, you will come to regret it.”

      Lorius narrowed her eyes. “I am her elder!”

      “And I don’t care,” Benjimir said. “Do it again, and you’ll discover why I was dishonored and exiled. Here’s a preview for you: it’s because I don’t care about consequences, and I’ll do whatever I feel is necessary to accomplish my goal.”

      Benjimir straightened and held his hand out. It took a moment, but Gwendafyn realized what he intended and wordlessly slipped her palm against his.

      “Gwendafyn shortly will be my wife,” Benjimir continued. “No matter what emotions we have between us, I’ll be exiled for a decade before I let someone like you walk over her,” Benjimir snarled. He then pointedly pivoted, putting his back to Lorius. “I thought Yvrea was supposed to be out here with you?”

      “She already went in, sorry,” Gwendafyn said. She watched as, beyond Benjimir, Lorius narrowed her eyes and glided for the cathedral doors. Her vision wasn’t as clear as usual due to the small stiches of her gauzy veil, but as she shifted her attention back to Benjimir, for the first time since her arrival in Haven, she really looked at him.

      I never thought he would ever lift a hand to help me. I even thought he might join in the jeers, but he threatened Aunt Lorius even though I don’t mean anything to him…

      The doors creaked open and closed, and Lorius was gone.

      Benjimir shrugged and shifted his gaze from her face to the doors. “So that’s why you proposed to me, I take it?”

      Gwendafyn ran a hand over the soft train of her dress. “It is better to say we both have things we are avoiding.”

      Benjimir grunted. “Tell me if she goes after you again.”

      Bother tradition. Gwendafyn flipped up her veil so she could see him better. “Why?”

      Benjimir didn’t even glance at her unveiled face. “Because I was serious.”

      Gwendafyn unashamedly studied him. Perhaps I ought to come clean now—it’s not as if he’s going to end it when we stand just outside the cathedral. If he’s willing to protect me, I should be willing to trust him at least this much. “You are right. I am marrying you to flee from Aunt Lorius, tradition, and my old role as regent for Father and Yvrea. It was suffocating, and I couldn’t stand it any longer.”

      “Given that you had the intelligence to hatch this plan, and the way your aunt harps, I’m not at all surprised you would want to escape,” he said. His expression, thankfully, hadn’t changed with Gwendafyn’s confession, and he momentarily fussed over his collar. “I properly insulted, right?”

      Gwendafyn blinked. “Aunt Lorius?”

      “Yes. I thought hag was an insult, but I’ve never had much practice with sneering in Elvish. It seemed unlikely to ever happen.” He shrugged. “Though today has brought all sorts of surprises.”

      “You insulted her quite well,” Gwendafyn said, a smile playing on her lips.

      Benjimir nodded and finally looked at her. “Ready?”

      Gwendafyn let the stuffy veil fall back over her face again. “Yes.”

      Together they lined up at the doors and nearly opened them when Benjimir paused suddenly. “Wait, we almost forgot.” He offered out his arm.

      Gwendafyn placed her hand upon it. “Benjimir?” She wanted to cringe at the timidity in her voice.

      “Hm?”

      “Thank you.”

      He glanced at her, surprise echoing in his eyes. He then nodded, and his lips briefly twitched in the shape of a smile before he extended a leg and tapped on the door.

      Servants flung the doors open, revealing the packed cathedral.

      Gwendafyn and Benjimir had opted for an elegant but understated ceremony—mostly because neither of them cared.

      The side of each pew was covered in different kinds of flowers, and purple and blue roses were carefully wound around the banisters at the altar.

      It was beautiful, of course, even if it was oppressively hot from the sheer number of guests packed inside. Representatives from other countries were present, as were a number of Honor Guard officers, and even a smattering of Evening Stars from Lessa.

      By the time they reached the altar, the pain Lorius’ words had brought faded, and instead Gwendafyn wanted to chortle with glee.

      This is going to be an entirely new life—one of my making! She glanced at Benjimir, and her sunny smile faltered.

      The prince was staring at his feet, his eyes stormy.

      Though I imagine this day isn’t how he dreamed it would be. I’m not the right princess. Gwendafyn snuck a glance at her family, searching for her sister. Yvrea was there, her arm hooked through Tari’s. Her face practically glowed with excitement, and she used her free hand to blow a kiss to Gwendafyn.

      Gwendafyn smiled at her sibling, but for a moment her heart ached for Benjimir. As she hadn’t let go of his arm, she paused, then squeezed it.

      Benjimir snapped to attention and removed his arm from her grasp. “What is it?” He whispered as the bishop motioned for Benjimir to fold back her veil.

      Gwendafyn licked her lips. “I’m sorry,” she said as he lifted the veil over her head.

      She didn’t have to say anything more. Benjimir’s dark eyes lit with understanding. He studied her, then nodded slightly. “It’s like you said: we’re both running from things.” He offered her a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, then turned his attention to the bishop.

      Gwendafyn slowly did the same, though she was having a hard time deciding what she was supposed to do with her hands. She had just concluded she ought to hold them clasped at waist height when Benjimir snatched up the hand closest to him.

      When she blinked at him, he looked away from the bishop long enough to raise his eyes to hers in his devil-may-care way, then once again faced forward.

      Gwendafyn glanced speculatively at their entwined hands before she also returned her attention to the bishop. A new life, indeed.
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      “So there’s no one out here with us?” Gwendafyn twisted in her saddle so she could peer in all directions for confirmation.

      “There are plenty of humans,” Tari said. “Arion has brought two squadrons of the Honor Guard—which is unnecessary even if both you and His Highness Prince Benjimir are present.” Tari’s gray mare tossed her head, as if agreeing with her rider.

      “Do not mislead yourself, Tari,” Gwendafyn laughed. “The two squadrons aren’t here for Benjimir and me, but for you.”

      Sius yawned, flashing a mouthful of teeth, and Gwendafyn’s black gelding snorted at the snow cat.

      The giant feline pushed his whiskers forward in a cat smile and trotted obediently after Tari’s horse—who bore the cat’s presence with a patience bred out of familiarity.

      Tari sighed and also turned in her saddle long enough to glare at her husband, who rode side-by-side with Benjimir far enough back that Gwendafyn could hear the murmur of their conversation but couldn’t clearly make out their words.

      “He’s getting worse,” Tari grumbled—sounding like her pet cat. “It was bad enough that he always made a patrol follow me—me, an Evening Star!—from a distance, but I swear on the vaults of the High Elves that as each week passes, he grows more and more overbearing!”

      “Most would call it protective,” Gwendafyn grinned.

      “It’s suffocating,” Tari declared. “Yesterday he had the gall to suggest I stop my Evening Star practices altogether!”

      “He might have a point…” Gwendafyn glanced at the growing bump of Tari’s stomach.

      A lock of Tari’s butter blonde hair slipped from its braid and curled around her face. Sourly, she tucked it behind her ears and narrowed her eyes at Gwendafyn. “I’m not due for nearly four months, My Princess Gwendafyn.”

      Gwendafyn shook her head with a knowing smile. “You can’t fool me, Tari. You’re closer to three months than four—King Petyrr is keeping track and informs everyone of your progress each week at breakfast.”

      Tari groaned and tilted her head back to stare at the sky. “If I ever have another child, I shall travel to a monastery for the duration of my pregnancy!”

      Gwendafyn laughed, and her gelding pranced at the sound of her mirth.

      Tari offered Gwendafyn a sunny smile and patted her mare’s shoulder. “If you don’t mind my asking, how is your…new life?” she asked hesitantly.

      Gwendafyn scratched at the back of her neck—though she was careful not to mess up the braid her attendants had tamed her unruly hair into for the day. “It’s very different. In a good way.”

      “Oh?” Tari tilted her head and glanced back at Benjimir. “I wasn’t sure, His Highness…you know what happened.”

      “‘Benji is fine,” Gwendafyn said, using her sister’s nickname for the prince on purpose. “I don’t see him very often—you know, due to him coming and going as he’s hunting down the bandits.”

      It was a bit of a lie—or perhaps a failure to give all information.

      It was true Benjimir occasionally joined his men on the raids against the bandits—or he rode the lands to collect more information—but Gwendafyn and Benjimir didn’t see much of each other because they didn’t have to.

      It’s a good arrangement, Gwendafyn thought. We appear together at least twice a week for social events, and several additional times for governmental purposes where we sit together, and Benjimir and Rollo translate everything the humans say to me…but it’s not that different from what it was like when I visited Haven in years past. The Calnor Royal Family and the Lessa Royal Family usually break our fast together once or twice a week; luncheons are usually a public affair, but it’s always a mix of who is available and who is not. Some days I see Arvel more than Benjimir as we frequently sit together as bond partners if my “husband” isn’t present.

      And while Benjimir’s and my rooms might adjoin, I’ve never seen him in our shared sitting room…

      Most people assumed Benjimir and Gwendafyn visited in private, but the truth was they only appeared together in public events—or when they felt like they had to in order to alleviate suspicion.

      Like today. Gwendafyn had sought Benjimir out as they hadn’t done anything remotely “couple-like” since their wedding over two weeks prior. It had been Benjimir’s idea to ride…

      “You’re certain there’s no one out here besides us? No elves, I mean,” Gwendafyn said. She peered suspiciously into the trees that lined the riding path—though the greenery fell back as the lane opened up into a massive meadow.

      “I believe so, why?” Tari halted her mare, who took the moment to scratch her foreleg with her velvet muzzle.

      “I would like to run Nox, but I don’t want to startle anyone,” Gwendafyn said. As if to prove her point, Nox snorted and pawed at the ground as he eyed Sius.

      (The snow cat entirely ignored the challenge and instead rolled onto his back and began to play with the thick tail of Tari’s mare. Shockingly, the mare only sighed and looked bored as the giant predator chewed on her hair.)

      Tari laughed. “Never fear, My Princess. You may run to your heart’s desire.” The blonde elf extended her arm in front of her in a welcoming gesture.

      Gwendafyn bit her lip as she did one last survey. No elves, just humans—and they don’t have the same expectations. Gwendafyn gathered up her reins and sank her heels down. “Finally. Nox, let’s go!”

      Nox exploded beneath her.

      The black gelding lunged forward, his thick, crimpy mane flying in the wind as he galloped the length of the meadow.

      Gwendafyn laughed as the breeze tickled the bare skin of her forearms. Though she kept her grip on the reins, when Nox veered closer to the forest, Gwendafyn let him.

      He jumped a tree stump for the sheer fun of it—eliciting a shout of joy from Gwendafyn. This only cheered the gelding on, so next he jumped a fallen tree trunk.

      Gwendafyn let him circle the end of the meadow—at a much slower canter—so she could get a peek at the road as the forest once again closed in on it, then directed him back to the far end of the meadow where Tari—and now Arion and Benjimir as well—waited.

      Their sudden arrival startled Sius, who abandoned the mare’s tail in favor of standing directly beneath Tari’s horse and peering out at Gwendafyn and Nox between her front legs. (The horse bore it with a longsuffering sigh, even as the cat pushed his face between her knees.)

      Nox tossed his head, and Gwendafyn had to trot him in a tight circle to bring him back from their wild ride.

      “I saw the path continues through the forest—is it safe to ride at a canter?” Gwendafyn eagerly chattered.

      Arion gravely bowed his head. “If you will allow, Princess Gwendafyn, I will send my men to assure it is cleared, and then you may cover it at the pace of your choice,” he said in stilted Elvish with a few errors.

      Gwendafyn felt her smile grow, even as her irritating hair blew into her face, having loosened from its braid during the ride. “That would be lovely, thank you, Arion,” she said, grateful he was willing to attempt to speak Elvish to her.

      Arion bowed, then turned his horse around so he could call out to several of the Honor Guards following them.

      Assured Nox had finally calmed, Gwendafyn dropped her reins and pulled all her hair over her shoulder so she could attempt to repair the mangled braid. When she felt eyes on her, she looked up and was surprised to see Benjimir watching her in apparent bemusement with one eyebrow up and a slight smirk curving his lips. “What?” she asked.

      “Do you elves commonly enjoy riding like the wind itself, or is that a charm that belongs solely to you?” he asked.

      If Aunt Lorius had said such a thing, it would have been a cutting remark, but when Benjimir briefly flashed his teeth in a wide smile at her, Gwendafyn realized he meant for it to be a compliment.

      She stilled her hands in the middle of the attempt to poorly redo the braid of her hair and stared at Benjimir. When has anybody noted my reckless temperament and thought of it as a good thing? She wondered.

      Tari smiled. “Most elves enjoy a good ride, Your Highness.”

      Benjimir shook his head. “I’ve accompanied Yvrea on hundreds of rides, and she’s never done anything like that.”

      Gwendafyn cringed slightly—not at the mention of her sister, but more at the reminder that technically she hadn’t followed custom. “Yes, the Lessa Royal Family is encouraged to be more…”

      “Controlled?” Tari suggested.

      Gwendafyn nodded and tied her braid off—it was much blockier than what her handmaidens had done, but it would do. “Yes,” she said. “We are more vigilant of our actions.”

      Benjimir’s other eyebrow raised as well. “Vigilant for what? You are the most unoffensive race on the continent.”

      “Yes, but we must not shake our image of controlled tranquility,” Gwendafyn said.

      “Who says you have to appear controlled and tranquil?” Benjimir persisted.

      How do I explain this? “It’s our burden as the royal family. We must represent our country and show the continent that we are the peace-loving race we claim to be.”

      “You can be a peace-loving race and still ride like a wild thing,” Benjimir said.

      “I imagine it’s so they are not reminiscent of the High Elves,” Arion said as he turned his horse and rejoined their conversation. “Particularly given that the blood of High Elves still runs in the royal family.”

      Benjimir laughed, then paused when no one joined him. “You’re serious?”

      Arion shrugged his shoulders, then nudged his horse forward so his steed was shoulder-to-shoulder with Tari’s. “Should we continue? I will receive word when my men have scouted far enough ahead to move at a faster pace.” He spoke the words slowly, and his accent nearly masked half his sentence, but Gwendafyn admired his persistence.

      I would do well to use him as my model in my Calnoric lessons—I need to make a greater effort there.

      “Yes, we should keep going. I can’t stay too long—I have tea with your sister and some stretches Seer Ringali assigned…” Tari’s voice grew quieter as she and Arion cued their horses into a walk.

      Gwendafyn smiled slightly at the brightness of love that decorated Tari’s voice and the warmth of affection that gentled Arion’s stormy eyes.

      “Gwendafyn,” Benjimir said, dragging her attention back to him.

      She shook herself slightly, then patted Nox’s muscled shoulder as she glanced at the prince. “Yes?”

      “Was Arion being serious?” Benjimir clucked to his horse so he and Gwendafyn could slowly follow after the loving couple.

      “Absolutely,” Gwendafyn nodded. “We Lesser Elves remember what the High Elves did, and we never wish for humans to believe we could be anything like them.”

      Benjimir was so silent, Gwendafyn glanced at him again to try and get a read on him.

      He was frowning—mostly with the furrow of his eyebrows, though there was a slight stubbornness to his chin as well.

      “What is it?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “I can’t imagine what it’s like to force yourself to go against your own temperament for such a thing.” He shook his head.

      “The High Elves are not a fairy tale,” Gwendafyn said. “They are part of our history. You cannot deny that they once existed.”

      Benjimir raised an eyebrow. “I never said they were a fairy tale,” he paused, then continued. “Also, I can’t imagine why you care what humans think. Every country on the continent knows your people are kinder, more graceful, more beautiful, more artistically skilled, and more learned.”

      “Only because we never change, so naturally we are very good at what we’ve done since we’ve been doing it for centuries.” Gwendafyn couldn’t keep all the bitterness out of her voice as she spoke.

      “What do you mean?” Benjimir asked.

      Gwendafyn shrugged—a gesture she had learned from Benjimir that would have made Aunt Lorius gape in horror. “We have powerful horses because we’ve been breeding them for centuries. Our people are skilled goldsmiths and silversmiths because we always mold things in the same way. We aren’t particularly good at forging swords, however, because after the High Elves sailed away, it’s something we gave up, and the heavens forbid we take it back up because of what the continent might think.”

      “Do you want to learn how to forge a sword?” Benjimir asked.

      Gwendafyn was silent for a moment. How much can I tell him? He’s been harmless since our marriage, and I still believe I was right to tell him what I was fleeing…but he might try to use what I tell him as leverage. Though, I suppose he knows I’m a disappointment to Aunt Lorius, and he hasn’t done anything about that… “It would be fun,” she admitted. “But I’m more interested in the art of using a sword.”

      That should be safe enough. Even Yvrea knew I used to play with swords when we were children.

      “I see,” Benjimir said.

      There was something about the way he said it—a coolness that he used whenever they were in a social setting and he was forced to interact casually with her. Gwendafyn glanced at him, and his slight frown was gone, replaced by the polite smile he usually wore as a mask.

      Gwendafyn studied him curiously for a moment. He seems to be willing to drop his guard occasionally—or at least be himself—but then I say something and up comes the wall again. I haven’t the faintest idea why that is.

      Nox nickered and tossed his head, and Gwendafyn returned her attention to her steed. I guess it doesn’t matter, she thought as she soothed her gelding. Though I might hope for friendship between us, that doesn’t mean Benjimir agrees with me. Despite her acceptance of the situation, she couldn’t help but feel disappointed. He was one more rejection on top of all the others, after all. Maybe Aunt Lorius is right; maybe I am too much.

      “My Princess Gwendafyn.” Tari twisted round in her saddle so she could shout back to them. “Arion says it is safe to ride ahead.”

      Gwendafyn glanced at Benjimir, who still wore his polite look. “Please, enjoy yourself,” he said.

      What a strange man. Gwendafyn again shrugged at the return of his insincere attitude, then nudged Nox into a trot. “Thank you for letting me know,” she called out to her distant cousin. “And please, Tari, I insist you call me Fyn!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “…And so, I’m afraid I must say the bandit situation shows no signs of ceasing.” Benjimir turned on his heels so he once again faced King Petyrr and Arvel. His father and brother were seated on a stone bench in one of the pretty-ish clearings in Rosewood Park.

      I wonder if this sudden propensity to hold important meetings outside is due to the influence of Lady Tari?

      King Petyrr dragged a ragged rope toy in front of one of the squashed faced pugs that belonged to Queen Luciee. “It’s not surprising, given that you’ve been hunting the bandits for only a few months. But it is unfortunate, as I’ll have to apologize to your beautiful bride. With the situation as it is, you’ll need to go afield again.”

      Benjimir’s mother stirred in the shadow of a giant oak. “You cannot send him, Petyrr. Not three nights from tonight I am holding an evening tea, and I do so want Benjimir and Gwendafyn to attend together.” Queen Luciee bestowed one of her rare but chilly smiles upon Benjimir, as if he was supposed to be thankful.

      I knew marrying Gwendafyn would blot out some of my shame, but I did not expect Mother to so whole heartedly welcome me back into her calculating embrace.

      “I apologize, my dear,” King Petyrr said. “But I am afraid our citizens’ safety must be our first priority.” King Petyrr picked up the panting pug and grinned broadly at it, eliciting excited snorts from the little beast.

      Benjimir shrugged and slowly strolled around a horse-sized pond. “I still don’t understand why you haven’t passed leadership of the Honor Guard off to Arvel.” He glanced pointedly at his younger brother.

      Arvel winked roguishly before he ran a hand through his reddish-blonde hair. “Your leadership suits me just fine,” he said.

      King Petyrr shrugged. “I have not yet announced my heir, so there is no telling who, historically speaking, should run the Honor Guard. But that doesn’t matter! I think it’s high time we change things in Calnor. Perhaps whoever runs the country should not also be the leading general.”

      Benjimir stared at his father, but the man didn’t break off into the usual laughter that punctuated his jokes. Instead he set the dog down and nodded seriously as he folded his arms across the bulge of his stomach.

      Is he serious? What would possess him to break centuries-old traditions? Benjimir swiveled his gaze to his mother, who admired a bed of flowers with the ease of one who doesn’t care about anything but themselves.

      Arvel was a little better. He, at least, was peering at their father. But instead of looking shocked, the set of his shoulders was eager and his eyes were alight. “I am far more interested in economic development than running an army,” he said.

      King Petyrr patted him on the shoulder. “Good for you, lad!”

      Arvel pulled out a book he had been hiding under his bench and grinned at Benjimir. “And that’s no matter who becomes the heir.”

      Benjimir contemplated his father and brother. That’s it, the hidden madness that has always run in our family has finally appeared. My willingness to wed Gwendafyn was the first sign, and now it will slowly overcome every member of my family.

      “Dear Benjimir,” Queen Luciee tried to give him a warm smile that threatened to crack her face as it used muscles she rarely employed. “If you and Gwendafyn will not be able to make my evening tea, won’t you both drop by the little soirée I am holding this afternoon? It is but a small gathering, just a few friends. A master harper has agreed to play for us as we take tea.”

      I’ll bet my best sword these “friends” of hers are the society matrons she is forever butting heads with. Why else would she want to parade her son and his elven wife around like rare animals? Goodness knows she would have never asked Tari and Arion—not after she purposely cut his family before they were married. Those lucky wretches.

      “I’m afraid I will have to speak to Gwendafyn first, for we meant to have a quiet evening in together,” he lied.

      “But of course! And when you do so, please be sure to pass my greetings onto your lovely bride. She is such a gem to have fallen in love with you.” Queen Luciee’s smile returned to its usual chill with the not so subtle jab.

      Not wholly forgiven, then. “As you wish. I will tell her when we meet up after lunch so she may sing to me a traditional Elvish ballad,” Benjimir proclaimed with an insincere smile.

      While it is quite fun to have a wife who is wholly aware of social maneuverings and is willing to let me use her to get out of whatever gathering I wish, the best unexpected side effect of marrying Gwendafyn is that no one can disprove my ridiculous stories for they cannot ask her themselves.

      “Speak of the heavenly, and she will come!” King Petyrr laughed.

      “Gwendafyn!” Arvel had already reached his bond partner. He made the gesture to her for “well met,” which she returned before offering him a hug.

      That’s right. I forget they have known each other for years as she is his bond mate…

      Gwendafyn smiled at Arvel, who grinned under her attention as, using the hand gestures, he asked, “how are you?”

      Gwendafyn tapped her lower lip before she responded with “sunny.” She pointed to the sky, then herself, then threw her arms open wide, indicating she was enjoying the weather.

      Arvel tried to ask her another question, but he must have used the wrong gesture for Gwendafyn tilted her head and appeared vaguely puzzled.

      Arvel grumbled in frustration and looked down at his hands as he tried to figure out the right movements.

      Gwendafyn, however, smiled, then using her thumb and forefinger flicked Arvel in the forehead, right between his brows. “It’s fine,” she said in Calnoric—or attempted to say in Calnoric. Her words were so lilting and not at all enunciated, it was hard to tell exactly what she had said.

      Arvel gaped at her in surprise, but he burst into laughter at her garbled Calnoric, and something in Benjimir twinged.

      He couldn’t say what it was—or what it meant—only that it didn’t feel good. In fact, it felt rather like an inner recoil.

      Benjimir pushed the feeling aside and strode towards the elven princess and his brother.

      Arvel, oblivious to his impending arrival, made the hand gesture for “back” and “question.”

      Gwendafyn’s smile turned stiff for the merest moment as her hands gripped a leather strap connected to a long, shapeless bag that was slung over her shoulder. But she was spared from answering by Benjimir entering the fray.

      “Gwendafyn,” he murmured as he leaned close and appeared to kiss her cheek, though in truth, his lips hovered just above her skin. As he smiled at her, he purposely curled a hand around her back, nudging her bag.

      He blinked when his hand brushed against something that felt like a sword, then blinked again when he realized Gwendafyn was breathing faster than usual and was stiff to the touch. While she didn’t ever melt into an embrace, usually she was at least a little more pliable. At the moment, her shoulders felt like they were carved out of stone.

      She’s afraid…of what?

      When Gwendafyn lifted her lovely purple eyes to meet his gaze, Benjimir studied her carefully, taking in the stubborn set of her jaw and the gripping light of fear in her eyes.

      He patted her shoulder and whispered in her ear. “You’re fine.”

      Gwendafyn smiled at him, but the way she took pains to keep her back away from his family and awkwardly angled away from him likely meant she didn’t believe it.

      Arvel laughed as he good naturedly punched Benjimir in the shoulder. “Show-off,” he grinned. “I wish I was as serious about my studies in the Elvish language as you were. Are.”

      “I don’t,” Benjimir said in Calnoric. “I rather like being the only one able to talk to her.” Feeling the continued stiffness in her stance, Benjimir said in Elvish for Gwendafyn’s benefit, “Arvel wishes he could talk to you. I’m glad he can’t.”

      “I’m rather sorry I was such a poor student in Calnoric,” Gwendafyn sighed. “It is aggravating not being able to understand anything. But I will continue to practice,” she said before turning her gaze back to Arvel. “Practice,” she said in barely understandable Calnoric.

      Arvel clapped at her attempt.

      “I am so lucky to have such a beautiful, kind, and intelligent daughter-in-law,” King Petyrr sighed happily.

      “Benjimir, could you ask her if she remembers the summer we decided to find the biggest koi fish in the fish pond of Rosewood Park?” Arvel asked.

      Benjimir translated the request, and frowned when Gwendafyn laughed, then slapped a hand over her mouth. She shook her head at Arvel then waggled a finger at him.

      Again, the unpleasant feeling twinged in his chest, this time at a slightly stronger strength. “I’m afraid to ask,” he said wryly in Elvish.

      Gwendafyn shook her head. “From the year we were bonded until I turned fourteen, I was allowed to spend almost a whole month in Haven every summer.”

      Benjimir blinked. A month? Yvrea spent the whole summer here every year since we were bonded, until she assumed the duties of the Crown Princess and then traveled back and forth between Haven and Jubilee whenever King Celrin did. Why would they keep the younger daughter under such a strict leash when Yvrea was the one who would one day rule?

      “Arvel and I had a pretty hard time communicating—it was my fault, really. I wasn’t schooled overly much in gestures, but children don’t really need to communicate to get into mischief,” Gwendafyn continued. “And so one year we decided to find the biggest fish…by wading into the pond and manually measuring them. Arvel almost half drowned when a particularly large koi slapped him in the face with its tail while we were attempting to measure it.”

      Benjimir stared down at her, half surprised, but also still trying to reason out the vast difference in treatment between the two princesses.

      “Is she telling you about it?” Arvel asked with a wide grin.

      “Yeah, she is,” Benjimir replied in Calnoric. He glanced back over his shoulder and saw Queen Luciee preparing to advance on them. Though he never wanted to be stuck acting as his pretentious mother’s translator, he was intrigued by the sword-like object strapped to Gwendafyn’s back, and as a result was motivated just enough to be ruder than usual.

      “Start down the path, will you?” he murmured to Gwendafyn in Elvish before turning to his family. “If you’ll excuse us, Gwendafyn wishes to speak with me privately.” He winked devilishly, making Arvel snicker and King Petyrr laugh. He didn’t wait long enough to see his mother’s reaction before he hurried after Gwendafyn.

      “What’s going on?” Gwendafyn asked when they were out of sight.

      “Nothing, I just wanted to know why you are carrying a sword in a sack,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn stopped abruptly and whipped around to face him. “Can I not have a sword?” she asked carefully. Though her tone was light, Benjimir could feel a hidden intensity to it.

      There was a lot of emotion behind that question. “There’s nothing that says you can’t. Have as many swords as you want. You’re an elvish princess married to a human prince. Who’s going to stop you?” he asked. “But I am curious to know…what are you going to do with it?

      Gwendafyn shifted her weight and eyed Benjimir.

      He rolled his eyes at her obvious display of distrust. “You don’t have to share if you don’t want to. I don’t care.”

      “You don’t care?” Gwendafyn echoed.

      “No,” Benjimir said, flatly. Though why she’s balking at this is beyond me. I already ran off her harpy of an aunt. Unless she’s planning to murder me in my sleep, I don’t understand why she’s so secretive. But it doesn’t matter. I don’t care. I don’t.

      “It’s just…” Gwendafyn trailed off and rested her hands on the leather strap slung across her chest. “I, I know it’s not…”

      Don’t care. Not at all. She doesn’t want to tell me, anyway. Benjimir shrugged and started to turn away.

      “Won’t your family be scandalized if they find out I practice sword fighting? Or that I’m trying to practice sword fighting?”

      Benjimir completed his turn in a complete circuit so he was back to facing Gwendafyn. “What are you talking about?”

      “My aunt didn’t want me to practice with a sword, or own one,” Gwendafyn said. “Father said I could as long as I kept it a secret, so I had assumed it would be the same in Haven.”

      “It’s not.” Benjimir studied her, his attention split between her words and the anxious set of her shoulders.

      When Yvrea is sad, she looks like a lost woodland creature that needs to be rescued. Gwendafyn looks more like a broken yet beautiful myth of yore…and I can’t believe I just used the word yore in my own mind. I’m spending too much time with elves.

      Disgusted at the soppiness of his thoughts—and perhaps even with the idea that Yvrea was in any way less than her sister—Benjimir shook his head to clear it.

      “So I can practice with a sword? No one will be offended?” Gwendafyn asked. “Or intimidated?”

      “No one complains that Tari commonly skulks around with the Honor Guard and frequently humiliates them in drinking games. I don’t think anyone will care if you twirl a sword,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn brightened—which brought her exotic beauty into sharp focus. “I am so glad to hear that! Thank you, Benjimir. I appreciate your knowledge.” She removed the shapeless bag from her back and pulled out a plain sword. “I bought this battered spare off an old man, but if it’s not forbidden, I think I’ll see if I can buy a weighted, wooden, practice sword. This thing’s balance is so bad it wasn’t going to do me much good at all,” she said as she eyed her sword.

      This is no concern of mine. Gwendafyn and I have a marriage of convenience. She can do whatever she wants, and I won’t interfere.

      Aloud, he said, “I can arrange some lessons for you, if you like.” He abruptly clamped his jaw shut and nearly scowled, angry with the apparent disconnect between his brain and his mouth.

      “Really?” Gwendafyn asked. Though she complained of the sword, Benjimir could see by the way she grasped the hilt she had some experience with the weapon.

      Too late to back out of it now…

      Benjimir made certain his face was bland as he nodded. “I will find an instructor for you.”

      Gwendafyn set her sword aside and moved like she wanted to hug him but paused awkwardly a step away from him. She hesitated—seemingly struggling to decide what to do—then settled for taking one of Benjimir’s hands and squeezing it as she gazed at him with her sapphire eyes. “Thank you, Benjimir. This means a lot to me.”

      Benjimir shrugged. “We are married,” he attempted to drawl—which was rather difficult in Elvish. On an impulse, he squeezed Gwendafyn’s hand before letting go. “I’ll make the arrangements before I leave.”

      Gwendafyn cocked her head. “You’re going to hunt bandits again?”

      “Father’s orders. Mother has invited us to several events, but we’re not going before I leave.”

      Gwendafyn gathered up her sword again. “If you want to—”

      “I don’t,” Benjimir emphatically said.

      Gwendafyn grinned a little. “I understand.”

      Benjimir nodded, then cast a glance over his shoulder. “I better return. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

      “You as well—try to rest before you leave,” Gwendafyn advised.

      Benjimir shrugged. “Of course,” he said with the intension of doing nothing of the sort. Sleeping—or resting—hadn’t come easily to him since Tari had shown off her Calnoric language skills years ago.

      Gwendafyn raised an eyebrow and opened her mouth, but Benjimir was too quick for her. “Good day, Gwendafyn.” He turned on his heels and swept back up the garden pathway.

      “Good day, Benjimir,” Gwendafyn called after him.

      Benjimir waved a hand in acknowledgement but didn’t stop.

      So, I have to arrange sword lessons now. I should ask Tari first. She doesn’t know how to use a sword, but if I engage her early on in the matter, she’ll feel invested and will be willing to act as translator so I won’t have to have Rollo trailing Gwendafyn.

      Plus, it will give Tari something to focus on, and Arion has said he’s afraid of what she’ll do these last few months if she isn’t occupied in some manner. Gwendafyn will have her lessons and a translator; Tari will be satisfied and feel useful; Arion will be relieved, and I won’t have anything to do with it: everyone wins.

      Pleased with his own thoughts, Benjimir nodded as he rejoined his parents and brother in the garden.

      Though I do wonder…Gwendafyn is the first elf I’ve ever met to show an interest in fighting—a passion-based interest, not a purposeful interest. But, that has nothing to do with me.

      “You sent Gwendafyn off like a proper husband, yes?” King Petyrr asked.

      Benjimir distractedly nodded, only half-listening as his father launched into a new topic of discussion. He was more than a little concerned with his own thoughts. Why do I sound like I’m trying to convince myself that Gwendafyn’s interests and actions don’t affect me at all?
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      “My Princess Gwendafyn, please allow me to introduce you to your instructors,” Tari said with a bright smile. “Thad, Wilford, and Grygg,” she said pointing to each man in turn. “They are patrol leaders in the Honor Guard and serve under Arion.”

      The trio bowed, their Honor Guard uniforms perfectly straight and orderly in the sunlight.

      Gwendafyn smiled and pointed to herself. “Fyn.” She glanced accusingly at Tari. “That goes for you as well, Tari. It’s just Fyn.”

      Tari laughed. “Very well, Fyn. I am confident Thad, Wilford, and Grygg will be excellent instructors. It was they who taught me Calnoric!”

      “Well met,” Thad said in Elvish. Although he stressed the wrong syllables, Gwendafyn could still understand him.

      “Well met,” Gwendafyn said, saying the words slowly.

      “Well met?” Thad tried again.

      Gwendafyn nodded, making the patrol leader grin broadly.

      “They’re all trying to learn Elvish, though Thad is the most passionate,” Tari explained.

      “That is admirable,” Gwendafyn said. “I am now receiving Calnoric lessons, but my pronunciation is terrible. I don’t understand how Benjimir came to speak Elvish so well while still managing all his day-to-day tasks.”

      “It gets easier,” Tari promised. “As you deal with more humans, you’ll start to pick up more words. It’s easier here in Haven where you can be immersed.” Tari switched to Calnoric, pronouncing the deep and guttural language with ease as she chatted with the patrol leaders.

      Thad smiled politely and nodded as he listened. Wilford glanced from Gwendafyn to the rack of wooden swords stationed at the side of the practice field they stood in. Grygg scratched his jaw as he studied Gwendafyn from head to toe.

      The trio exchanged a snatch of conversation with Tari before she turned back to Gwendafyn. “They’re going to start by selecting a proper practice sword for you, and then they intend to drill you in the basic stances and check your grip. I will remain here to serve as your translator. Is that acceptable?”

      “Absolutely,” Gwendafyn said. “Though I am a little confused.”

      “About what?” Tari pulled back her hair and used a hair stick topped with a beautiful, painted, metal-worked camellia to pin it in place at the back of her head.

      Gwendafyn swiveled slightly so she faced the wooden chair positioned beneath a wax umbrella hooked to the back of it. “Why is Seer Ringali here?”

      Seer Ringali snapped his fan open and closed. “For my amusement, of course. And to make sure Tarinthali doesn’t start getting ideas.”

      Tari wrinkled her nose at her mentor. “I’m not going to pick up a sword if that’s what you’re worried about. I much prefer my magic-made weapons.”

      Seer Ringali sipped ale from a frosted glass pint. “Mmhmm,” he said.

      Thad gestured for Gwendafyn to hold out her arm, which she did. He and Wilford tried to measure her arm length before realizing that as she was taller than they were, her arms were longer than theirs, as well.

      Wilford squinted at Gwendafyn’s arm before shouting to Grygg—who stood by the rack of wooden swords.

      Grygg trotted to the far end of the rack, plucked up four of them, then rejoined them.

      “I will confess,” Gwendafyn said as she took the first sword the trio offered her. “When Benjimir told me you would introduce me to my teachers, Tari, I wondered if I was finally going to be trained by an Evening Star.”

      Wilford shook his head and plucked the sword from Gwendafyn’s grasp. He swapped it out for a new one and placed it in Gwendafyn’s hand.

      “Seer Ringali and I discussed that possibility,” Tari admitted. She hefted herself onto a wooden barrel—though she had to lean back on her hands to support the growing bulge of her belly. “But in the end we decided it was best you learn sword fighting from humans.”

      “Why?” Gwendafyn asked. She gave the new sword an experimental twirl before Wilford stopped her mid-swing with a wrist grab.

      He shook his head and took that sword as well, once again passing it off to Grygg with a scolding tone.

      “Not right,” Thad said to Gwendafyn.

      Gwendafyn wracked her brain for the right Calnoric words. “Evil fit?”

      “Bad,” Wilford corrected. “Bad fit.”

      “Baaad,” Gwendafyn said.

      “Bad,” Wilford repeated. He said something additional that Gwendafyn couldn’t catch at all and made her stare blankly at him.

      Wilford twisted to face Tari.

      “He says the ‘a’ in bad needs to be short, not dragged out,” Tari translated in Elvish.

      “Calnoric, as a language, seems to be in a perpetual hurry,” Gwendafyn grumbled before she took the new sword Grygg offered her.

      Wilford didn’t seem to trust Grygg’s judgement, for he took the rejected swords and marched back to the wooden rack, then shouted something in what sounded like excitement.

      “Why did you decide it was better for me to learn sword fighting from humans?” Gwendafyn asked as Wilford trotted back and swiped the wooden sword from her hand, replacing it with the one he had picked out.

      The trio studied her for a moment, nodding, then Thad slapped Wilford on the back in what appeared to be approval. Grygg nodded as well and ambled back to the rack to return the last rejected sword.

      Gwendafyn continued, “Since I am no longer regent—and I’m too old to become an Evening Star—I assumed you could teach me since I would pose no physical threat.”

      She nodded when Grygg stood in front of her and arranged his body into a basic sword stance Gwendafyn recognized from a book she had once read while staying in Haven.

      She adjusted her stance to copy him, eliciting a whistle and thumbs up from the guard.

      “Regardless that you would be unable to become an Evening Star at this age, you still would have to take an Evening Star vow before we could train you,” Seer Ringali said, sounding bored.

      “And that would be a bad thing?” Gwendafyn glanced first at Tari, then Seer Ringali as Thad and Grygg circled her.

      Thad made a minor adjustment to her grip on the sword, and Grygg crouched and nudged her foot until she slightly changed the angle at which she held it.

      “Not bad.” Tari rubbed her belly—then had to wave Wilford off when the guard said something to her. She responded in Calnoric, but Wilford did not look at all assured and instead trotted off again. “An Evening Star’s vows are honorable.”

      “But I don’t think it’s a poor idea to have a human-trained elf capable of combat—with humans—who also happens to have the ruthlessness of a High Elf running around Haven,” Seer Ringali said. “Also, I’m curious to see what they’ll mold you into.”

      Tari shot her mentor a look. “Our Princess is not an animal to be trained.”

      “Of course not.” Seer Ringali flicked his fan open and closed. “But that doesn’t mean she won’t be interesting to watch.”

      Tari opened her mouth to respond, but then she caught sight of Wilford returning, carrying a giant fan in his arms.

      “Wilford!” Tari broke off into Calnoric, her tone scolding.

      The patrol leader ignored her and instead positioned himself before her, blocking the sun as he began to fan her.

      Wilford shouted something to his cohorts, and Thad nodded before making a miniscule adjustment to Gwendafyn’s arm.

      Grygg nodded in satisfaction, then jumped into a defensive position, holding his sword out before him.

      Gwendafyn adjusted herself so she copied him, and again he praised her—this time with an impressed clap.

      Tari gave up on waving Wilford away and instead leaned into the breeze he made. “I must say I was rather surprised when Benjimir approached me with his request to help find you a teacher.”

      “I imagine so,” Gwendafyn said. “Knowing your…complicated history, I was surprised when Benjimir sent me to you as well.”

      When Thad adjusted the angle of her elbow, Gwendafyn snapped her mouth shut and focused on committing the feel of the stance to memory.

      “I was also surprised,” Seer Ringali announced. “I didn’t think Benjimir would ever do anything that didn’t directly benefit him.”

      “Seer Ringali! How could you possibly say that knowing how much Benjimir and Gwendafyn are in love?” Tari objected with a squawk.

      “It is precisely because I know how much in love Benjimir and Gwendafyn are, which is to say, not at all.”

      Gwendafyn so agreed with his assessment and was concentrating so much on her stance, that it took her several long seconds to realize that she should object. “Um,” she said, distracted when Grygg whirled his sword from a defensive to an offensive position.

      “See? Our Princess does not even deny it!” Seer Ringali snapped his fan open again and hid the lower half of his face behind it.

      Gwendafyn copied Grygg’s move twice before she glanced at the Evening Stars. Catching Tari’s scandalized look, Gwendafyn said, “Perhaps Benjimir and I don’t have as close of a relationship as others’…”

      “Hah,” Seer Ringali said. “I knew it. You are shrewd, but even you would need a few months to tame that wild beast. He did not come to you house-broken, unlike Tarinthali’s Arion.”

      “But he loves you,” Tari insisted.

      No, no. He loves Yvrea, Gwendafyn grimly reminded herself as she eased into the offensive lunge Grygg was demonstrating—another move she had painstakingly copied from a book.

      “He treats you with an affection he doesn’t treat others,” Tari continued. “He is at ease with you.”

      I find it surprising that Tari—who was concerned for me given Benjimir’s background when we were first married—is now the one defending him. Gwendafyn could not help the snort that escaped her. “Hardly. Whenever I think he is warming up, I smack my nose on an emotional barrier he raises.”

      “What did I say? Poorly trained!” Seer Ringali sniffed. “You have your work cut out for you, My Princess.”

      “I don’t know that I can get through to him,” Gwendafyn confessed. “At least not in the way you are thinking, Seer Ringali.”

      “You will, Fyn,” Tari predicted. “You match each other.”

      Match each other? What is that supposed to mean?

      “Give it time, My Princess.” Seer Ringali snapped his fan shut again. “Not everyone can fall in love in the epic and overly-dramatic way Tarinthali and Sir Arion did.”

      “Seer Ringali.” Tari glared at her mentor around Wilford’s bulk.

      “Just be true to yourself,” Seer Ringali continued, unhindered by his protégé’s complaints. “Prince Benjimir will love you, not the image you have been raised to pretend to be.”

      Gwendafyn glanced unbelievingly at Seer Ringali before she copied Grygg as he shifted into another new stance. “And how can you know that?”

      “Because no matter how that selfish prince matured during his little exile, it would take someone who impressed him—directly or indirectly—to give up on Yvrea when he has already done so much to stay with her.” Seer Ringali leaned back in his wooden chair.

      Gwendafyn opened her mouth to counter him, but when she saw him throw his fan out of the corner of her eye, she instead twisted to the side and struck out with her sword, blocking the fan, which clattered against the blade before dropping to the ground.

      Wilford, Grygg, and Thad stared opened-mouthed, and even Tari blinked in surprise.

      “Tarinthali, tell your nursemaids to increase the difficulty of Our Princess’s exercises,” Seer Ringali said boredly. “If she has the air and brainpower to talk while so perfectly following their stances, she is obviously much better than they think she is.”

      Tarinthali switched to Calnoric as she relayed the message—although likely in nicer words.

      Wilford and Thad nodded in agreement, but Grygg grinned deviously before he ran at Gwendafyn, whirling his wooden sword.

      Gwendafyn crouched in a defensive stance and blocked four of his strikes before he flicked her sword from her hands with a fancy combination of a kick and forward strike.

      Gwendafyn picked up her sword when it fell to the ground and circled her shoulders to loosen them up. She paused, then made the hand motion for “again.”

      Grygg smiled. “Again,” he said in Elvish.

      Smiling, this time Gwendafyn was the first to move, her heart singing with joy as her mind raced, taking in all of Grygg’s movements and shifts.

      Finally…I’m free.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gwendafyn rocked forward on her tip toes as she watched guards march through the palace gates, returning home from the hunt for bandits. “I don’t see Benjimir, yet. Or Arion.”

      “They’ll be riding, I think.” Tari leaned against the limestone railing of the ornate palace stairs.

      King Petyrr strolled past—with Translator Rollo, a cook bearing a tray of puffy pastries, and two footmen running behind him. When he caught sight of Gwendafyn and Tarinthali, he threw his arms wide open. “Tarinthali…Gwendafyn!” He boomed other words Gwendafyn did not recognize, but she guessed were probably the king’s typical warm welcome.

      Rollo winked as he sidled up next to Gwendafyn. “His Majesty King Petyrr wishes to express his joy in seeing Lady Tarinthali and his favored daughter-in-law, Princess Gwendafyn.”

      Gwendafyn smiled and moved to hug her father-in-law, letting herself get swept up by his secure embrace.

      This made King Petyrr chortle. When he released her, he patted her hand and chattered away. “…beautiful…generous…”

      It took all of Gwendafyn’s concentration to pick those two words out, and it made her head ache with the focus. Yes, Benjimir definitely deserves praise for his language abilities, she decided.

      “King Petyrr praises both your beauty and your kind and generous spirit,” Rollo added.

      Gwendafyn made the hand gesture for “thank you” and “too much.”

      King Petyrr shook his head as he turned around and whisked the pastry tray off his shocked cook’s fingertips.

      “Pastry?” Rollo said for the king when he held the tray out to both Tari and Gwendafyn.

      Tari took two—one for each hand—and thanked the king in Calnoric.

      Gwendafyn espied a cream cheese pastry—a delight invented by the humans that hadn’t yet made its way into Lessa, though Gwendafyn was determined to have it do so—and snagged it with a grin.

      She nibbled on it, then craned her neck, searching for Benjimir. “Does my father-in-law know when Benjimir and Sir Arion will arrive?” she asked.

      Rollo relayed the question to King Petyrr, who beamed at the familial title—as Gwendafyn knew he would—and stood on his tip toes so he could pat the top of her head as he spoke in Calnoric.

      “His Majesty imagines they will arrive at any moment,” Rollo translated.

      Gwendafyn took a bite of her pastry—savoring the taste—but smiled when Arvel popped out of King Petyrr’s entourage, exchanging confused looks with the cook.

      “Arvel,” Gwendafyn called. When he smiled at her, she attempted to make the gesture for “well met” with one hand, earning a laugh from her bond partner.

      He nodded and leaned in for a one-armed hug after he snatched up a puffed pastry as Gwendafyn finished hers off.

      “I see how it is,” Benjimir said in Elvish over the excited din of the crowd. “While I’m off vanquishing foes, my little brother is busy flirting with my wife.”

      Gwendafyn pulled herself from Arvel’s embrace and laughed when she saw Benjimir not five feet away, handing off his horse’s reins to a stableboy. “Benjimir!” She nearly crashed into him in her enthusiasm as she flung her arms around his neck. “Welcome home!” She leaned into his shoulder as she would to a close friend, then paused.

      Wait, this is Benjimir—he has the personal space of an angry bear.

      She was surprised when Benjimir encircled his arms around her waist, then kissed her cheek. “I am glad to be home,” he said.

      Gwendafyn blinked in surprise, then smiled up at him. “You’re uninjured?” she asked, leaning back—though she kept her arms around his neck—as she tried to survey him and seek out any bandages.

      “I’m uninjured,” he confirmed.

      Gwendafyn nodded in satisfaction and let her hands slide down so they rested on his chest. “Thank you for my sword lessons.”

      “Are your teachers satisfactory?” he asked.

      “Very much so.” Gwendafyn knew she had to have looked like an idiot as her smile grew bigger, but she couldn’t help it. Benjimir wasn’t usually so…warm.

      King Petyrr sighed and said something behind them.

      “Ahh, young love,” Rollo translated on her behalf.

      Benjimir kept one hand around Gwendafyn’s waist as he greeted his father in Calnoric and nodded at Arvel.

      Gwendafyn glanced over her shoulder to watch Arion and Tari greet each other—the tall, taciturn knight scooped Tari up with great care and kissed her brow as she laughed. Wrapped up in their own private world, they slipped from the crowd.

      “Did you have a nice time while I was gone?” Benjimir asked, pulling Gwendafyn’s attention back to him.

      “I really enjoyed my lessons, but I fear I’m as terrible as ever at Calnoric,” she sighed.

      Benjimir smiled—another warm smile that actually seemed to reach his eyes—and wrapped a strand of her hair that had come loose from her blasted braid around his finger. “I’m sure you are better than you think.”

      “How did your trip go?” Gwendafyn asked. “Did you uncover any information about the bandits?”

      “We rooted them out of one of their strongholds and captured at least a dozen men,” Benjimir said.

      “That’s good, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn daringly tapped his furrowed forehead. “Then what is this?”

      His brow eased when she prodded it. “It’s merely that I know one stronghold isn’t enough—particularly when we’re plagued on almost every side. But we don’t want to come down too hard on our own people…”

      He trailed off and stared past Gwendafyn.

      Gwendafyn waited for a moment before she realized he wasn’t going to finish. Curious, she turned around, and all of her good cheer left her.

      “Welcome home, Benji!” Yvrea greeted as she glided down the stairs. She smiled affectionately at both Gwendafyn and Benjimir with her regular welcoming and kind temperament.

      Of course, Yvrea. Outwardly, Gwendafyn kept her smile on, but inwardly she drooped. That’s right…this is an act. He wasn’t really happy to see me; he was just pretending since we’re in public. He still loves Yvrea. As usual, I have to stand in her shadow…but this was my choice.

      Gwendafyn forced herself to smile. “Hello, Sister!”

      Smiling cheerfully, Yvrea squeezed Gwendafyn in a tight embrace, then stepped back and nodded at her and Benjimir. “I am so glad you two have each other. I hope you had pleasant weather during your travels, Benji?”

      Benjimir rubbed his jaw and nodded. “We did, thank you.”

      “Good! Father said there is going to be another feast tonight. I am so glad you and Sir Arion were able to make it in time. I believe it’s even themed,” Yvrea chattered. “There is going to be dancing! Seer Ringali might even perform for us—though I think Tari is perhaps a little too late in her pregnancy to join him…” Yvrea paused, then looked wide-eyed from Benjimir to Gwendafyn. “You two were planning to attend, weren’t you?”

      “Of course,” Benjimir said without looking at Gwendafyn. “We wouldn’t miss it.”

      Yvrea clapped. “How perfect!”

      Benjimir gave her one of his smiles, and though his cool hand still rested on Gwendafyn’s waist, it felt wooden and false.

      Yes, he’s just acting. Gwendafyn reminded herself, even as Benjimir tugged her a little closer when King Petyrr plowed between her and Yvrea, declaring—according to Rollo—his love for the Lesser Elves.

      None of this means anything.
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      Gwendafyn stood in the empty sitting room that connected her bedroom with Benjimir’s. The fire crackled, but in general the room was untouched. Neither she nor Benjimir used it for anything besides a place to meet before they left for an event…as they were supposed to be doing right now.

      Gwendafyn shifted nervously and wished Benjimir would appear from his quarters.

      She had decided to really strive for change tonight. Instead of wearing a pretty but traditional elven dress, she had taken a chance and ordered from a human dressmaker.

      The dressmaker had spun a creation of dark purple silk with a veil-like black material stitched over it. Tiny gems were sewn into the black gauze, making the dress resemble a night sky. The sleeves had taken some time for Gwendafyn to sort out—the dress only had one as it cut across her chest and hooked over her left shoulder before draping down to her elbow. (Her right shoulder, however, was uncovered—something Aunt Lorius would have found scandalous even though it was a style Gwendafyn had seen several humans, including the younger Princess Claire, wear.)

      Silver pins were secured into her hair at the back of her skull, making it look as though she was crowned with stars, and a silver belt hung from her waist, while a gem-encrusted silver bracelet was secured to her right wrist.

      Gwendafyn self-consciously fiddled with one of her star hairpins and bit her lip. She crossed the sitting room and knocked on Benjimir’s door. She waited a minute, then another, before she knocked again.

      Nothing. Where has he gone?

      Gwendafyn cautiously exited the sitting room via the door that led into the hallway of the Calnor royal wing. She was relieved to see Rollo there, rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet.

      “Rollo,” she called as she softly closed the door behind her. “Can you tell me if you’ve seen Benjimir?”

      “Of course!” Rollo smiled happily. “He left for the feast not an hour ago.”

      Gwendafyn blinked in surprise and perhaps a little hurt. “I see.” She smiled at the translator. “Thank you. I had best follow after him.”

      As she walked, the air brushed her bare shoulder—a strange sensation she hadn’t felt before. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe I should have worn a dress of elven design. No—I want to break tradition. It’s why I’m doing this.

      Her resolve gathered, Gwendafyn set her chin.

      The feast hadn’t really begun yet. Neither of the kings nor the queens had yet arrived, but Gwendafyn espied Benjimir and Arvel standing in the middle of the dance floor as the musicians just started to play a song.

      Gwendafyn glanced around the room as she swept inside—making a beeline for the brothers.

      I wonder what is bothering Arvel. As she drew closer, she could detect a lecturing—and perhaps slightly angry—tone to the younger prince’s voice as he spoke quickly and efficiently, without giving Benjimir the chance to speak.

      Benjimir had withdrawn a gold pocket watch and was staring at the time with a sharp frown.

      “Is something wrong?” Gwendafyn asked.

      The brothers twisted abruptly to face her. Arvel blinked slowly, but Benjimir dropped his watch—which would have shattered on the floor if not for the golden chain that attached it to the prince’s doublet.

      “Gwendafyn?” Benjimir croaked—the Elvish lilt he had nearly perfected crackled mid-word.

      Gwendafyn frowned slightly. “Why did you leave without me?” she asked as she bridged the last bit of distance between them.

      Benjimir stuffed his watch back in his pocket. “I apologize. I meant to return for you—you’re early, you know—but Arvel cornered me.”

      Gwendafyn turned to the younger prince with the intension of greeting him with the gesture for “well met,” but instead she squeaked when Benjimir swept her up in an embrace and dropped a kiss on her shoulder.

      A blush heated her face, but before she could dislodge her hands from their trapped location between her body and Benjimir’s, Arvel cracked a smile.

      He performed the gesture for “embrace” and “fun,” then tapped his nose before he turned on his heels and strode off.

      More than a little embarrassed, Gwendafyn leaned her head against Benjimir’s with more force than necessary. “Benjimir,” she hissed.

      “Did you notice when Arvel grew a wicked edge to him, because I certainly didn’t,” Benjimir said conversationally.

      “How would I know?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “He’s your bond partner.”

      “Yes, whom I saw at most once a year—and more recently barely ever,” Gwendafyn said. Benjimir still held her in a very public hug, and as he spoke he breathed on her neck, making the embrace seem more intimate that it was. Even though Gwendafyn knew it was all part of the public act, her heart beat erratically. I should step on his foot. Or maybe his face.

      “I guess that’s an adequate defense, but one of us should have noticed,” Benjimir said.

      “What wicked edge are you referring to? Arvel is the scholarly one out of you and your brothers. He’s the peace keeper.”

      “I wonder if that’s it,” Benjimir said. “His love of peace makes him cut-throat when someone is upsetting it.”

      “What are you babbling about?” Gwendafyn squirmed in Benjimir’s grasp.

      “Nothing. He was just acting…unusual,” Benjimir finally released Gwendafyn.

      Gwendafyn took a large breath and straightened her dress. She glanced at Benjimir, who was watching her carefully. “What is it?”

      Benjimir’s lips curved up slightly as he again invaded her personal space. “You look beautiful tonight.”

      Gwendafyn placed a hand on his chest—more to stop him from getting closer than for their public image. “Thank you.”

      “Your dress is of human design?” he asked as he clasped her right hand, entwining his fingers with hers.

      “It is.” Gwendafyn blinked as she tried to concentrate—it was difficult to think straight when he kissed her fingertips. What is he up to? Our honeymoon phase should have been weeks ago. “I decided it is time to start pushing the limits of tradition.”

      “How very like you,” Benjimir chuckled.

      Gwendafyn stared past Benjimir, watching the hall entrance. I will not be caught up in his little act. I won’t! She didn’t know whether she should droop or whoop in joy when she caught sight of her sister—as lovely as the sun—enter, wearing a white gown of elvish design.

      “Oh, look. Yvrea has arrived,” Gwendafyn said, trying not to fidget as Benjimir put a finger under her silver necklace and studied it with fascination.

      “Has she? How nice,” he said absently as he lowered his head to peer at the necklace, then shifted his gaze to her bare shoulder.

      If he kisses me on my shoulder again, I’m going to turn the most unappealing shade of red. Gwendafyn poked him in the ribs. “Benjimir!” she hissed in his ear. “I know we have an act to keep, but this is a bit much!”

      Benjimir finally met her gaze, and his green eyes glittered as a smirk settled on his face. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Gwendafyn rolled her eyes in disgust, then jumped when Rollo suddenly popped out from behind Benjimir.

      “Careful, my friends,” Rollo grinned. “If His Highness King Petyrr sees you in such an embrace, he’s sure to start asking about grandchildren!” The translator laughed at his own joke, then paused. “When will you two be having kids? As half elf-half humans, I imagine they’ll be skilled at both languages. Everyone says Lady Tarinthali and Sir Arion’s child will be as well given his parentage, but we have established Lady Tarinthali’s knack for languages comes from the magic of their bond…”

      “Benjimir,” Gwendafyn said wearily.

      “Hn?” Benjimir asked. He had given her a little breathing room with Rollo’s arrival, though he still held her hand.

      “You need new friends,” Gwendafyn said.

      Benjimir chuckled, then caught sight of Yvrea. “It seems your parents arrived with Yvrea. Shall we go greet them?”

      “Let’s,” Gwendafyn agreed. Though it means I get to watch you give her your secret glances of longing. “This is why I like swords,” Gwendafyn grumbled under her breath. “They are easier to understand.”

      “Did you say something?” Benjimir asked as he neatly tucked her arm in his.

      “I was noting how pretty Yvrea looks tonight,” Gwendafyn said.

      “Ahhh—yes, of course.”
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* * *

      The feast was, as far as Gwendafyn was concerned, a success. Both elves and humans had complimented her on her dress, and several elves had even gone so far as to inquire who made the gown for her.

      “I really think you should sit, Tari.” Gwendafyn frowned slightly as she watched the Evening Star—who, at just over seven months—was showing markedly more.

      Tari rolled her eyes. “I am coddled all day long. The only reason I am not coddled right now is because Arion is talking to His Highness King Petyrr and Our King Celrin about the bandits. As soon as that is over, he’ll be back here, frowning at me so he gets that funny V shape between his eyebrows.” Tari prodded her own forehead in example. “And then he’ll keep that up until he gets a headache, which makes him grumpy, so then neither of us will be comfortable.”

      “I don’t understand what that has to do with your objection to sitting,” Gwendafyn said.

      “I want more food.” Tari slowly ambled towards one of the tables of refreshments that had been provided—even though dinner had concluded only an hour earlier.

      Gwendafyn grinned as she trailed the Evening Star. “Let me know if you need me to hold an extra plate.”

      Tari peered speculatively at her. “Was that a joke, Princess Gwendafyn?”

      “Fyn. And it was a genuine offer,” Gwendafyn said.

      “Lady Tarinthali, are you turning my wife into a beast of burden?”

      Gwendafyn stiffened, then turned around to suspiciously eye Benjimir. He had been overly affectionate the whole night and had even gone so far as to steal food off her plate at dinner. Has someone accused him of falsifying our relationship? But who would care?

      “I am a desperate female, Prince Benjimir,” Tari joked. “And Fyn is too kind.”

      “Where is that hell cat of yours? Couldn’t you put saddle packs on him and have him carry food for you?” Benjimir asked as he casually placed a hand on the small of Gwendafyn’s back.

      “I try to avoid bringing Sius to social gatherings after he shredded the drapes at one of your mother’s evening teas when he was but a kitten,” Tari said wryly. “Judging by your presence, can I assume the discussion of bandits has finished and my husband will soon appear?”

      “No, not at all,” Benjimir said. “I merely managed to escape.”

      “Escape?” Gwendafyn asked. “You must be jesting. I know you enjoy your duties as the Honor Guard Commander.”

      “Enjoy is a strong word,” Benjimir said with his silver tongue. “Besides, they were talking about our next mission—where we would go and when we would leave. Thinking of that saddens me, as it means I will be parted from you, my wife.”

      Gwendafyn smiled with clenched teeth. “You are laying it on a bit thick, my love.”

      Tari, her eyes focused on the green tea cookies halfway down the line of refreshments, started to edge away. “You two enjoy your moment. I want to snatch at least a few cookies and a lemon bar before Arion realizes I’m not in the chair where he left me.”

      Gwendafyn laughed deeply, but her amusement died out when she caught Benjimir staring intently at her. She awkwardly cleared her throat, then smiled. “I hope you don’t have to leave for some time? You deserve to rest, and it seems cruel to drag Arion from Tari as the birth of their child comes closer.”

      “We won’t leave for a week, but that is a shortened timeline compared to usual. I imagine it is because of Tari. After this next trip, Arion won’t want to leave her again.” Benjimir speculatively looked from the pregnant Tari marching with great vigor towards a servant bearing a tray of lemon bars, and Colonel Arion, who was eyeing her even though he stood at King Petyrr’s side.

      “Where will you go this time?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “Sir Arion’s old stomping grounds—the Sacred Wood.” Benjimir rested his hand on the hilt of the decorative sword that hung from his belt. “There is a bandit cell in that area, and with the help of a sorcerer, Arion and I think we might be able to trap them.”

      Gwendafyn flicked a strand of her hair back into her coiffure. “I have heard that area is quite beautiful.”

      Benjimir nodded. “It is called sacred for a reason.”

      Gwendafyn nodded. Could I ask to come with them? It might irritate him, but I would like to see more than just Haven… Oh bother—I might as well just ask him. “Could I come with you this time?”

      Benjimir appeared to mull the idea over for a moment before he smirked and said, “No.”

      “I would happily stay in a village or city near the Sacred Wood,” Gwendafyn said. “I only want to see the area—I didn’t mean for you to include me in your pursuits.”

      “The answer is still no,” Benjimir said. “We are there to trap the bandits.”

      Gwendafyn arched an eyebrow. “Obviously. What has that to do with my request?”

      Benjimir’s smirk softened as he met her gaze. “I cannot risk taking you—you are too presumptuous.”

      “I’m what?” Gwendafyn was unable to keep all of the ire out of her voice.

      “Presumptuous,” Benjimir repeated, though he frowned slightly at her reaction.

      “I asked if I could come—I didn’t demand it. And if I was as presumptuous as you claim, I would have assumed I could come,” Gwendafyn shook her head a little as she took a step away from Benjimir, hurt by his casual coldness.

      Benjimir briefly glanced at the ceiling. “What does presumptuous mean?” he asked.

      “Arrogant and assuming,” Gwendafyn said.

      “I see. Then I used the wrong word. It sounds similar but means you are important or valued,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn exhaled deeply as she watched Benjimir whisper Calnoric words to himself. I forget, sometimes, that he pursued the Elvish language on his own volition and that he didn’t grow up with it… He’s so skilled at it, and he’s only gotten better since our engagement, that it slips my mind at times.

      “Precious!” Benjimir declared.

      “I see.” Gwendafyn, having lost track of the conversation, paused. “Wait. What’s precious?”

      “You are. To me,” he said.

      Gwendafyn thought he smiled, but he crowded her space before she could get a good look at his face, and he set his cheek against hers.

      “And I really like this dress,” he murmured in her ear.

      “Daughter-in-law!” King Petyrr boomed, making Gwendafyn jump in Benjimir’s arms. (Daughter-in-law was a Calnoric word Gwendafyn had learned relatively quickly due to King Petyrr’s propensity to repeat it multiple times during each conversation.)

      King Petyrr strolled up to Gwendafyn and Benjimir with a bright smile and Princess Claire at one elbow. He wriggled his eyebrows at Gwendafyn and Benjimir as he rumbled in Calnoric, then looked expectantly to Benjimir.

      Benjimir, though he was no longer cheek-to-cheek with Gwendafyn, still had his hands on her waist. He raised an eyebrow at his Father and clearly said, “No,” in Calnoric. (Another word Gwendafyn had learned due to its frequent use—most often by Benjimir.)

      King Petyrr rolled his eyes, then barked at the short, human translator who stood behind him.

      The translator—looking as though he wished the floor would open beneath his feet—bowed stiffly, then said to Gwendafyn in Elvish, “His Highness King Petyrr bids Prince Benjimir to ‘stop pawing darling Gwendafyn in public’ and asks that you would accompany him and Princess Claire on a delightful father-daughter stroll around the room.”

      Gwendafyn chuckled a little as she stepped back from Benjimir. “Please tell him I accept.” She winked at Benjimir. “Please do try to find a way to occupy your time while I am gone, Benjimir.”

      Benjimir smirked slightly. “I’m afraid my only choice is to drink the night away.”

      Gwendafyn rolled her eyes. “Enjoy yourself,” she said.

      Benjimir raised his eyebrows at her, then turned to chase down a servant who held a tray of chalices filled with champagne.

      Gwendafyn shook her head in mock dismay as she rested a hand on King Petyrr’s arm and paused for only a moment when she realized Yvrea stood by a wall—speaking animatedly with an elven maiden—just a little down from Benjimir’s chosen location.

      Of course, Gwendafyn nodded. But at least, maybe, we’re becoming friends?
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* * *

      Benjimir sighed loudly and made no attempt to hide his impatience as he trailed behind Sir Arion—Captain Stuffy Breeches himself.

      “Your wife is a grown elf, Sir Arion,” Benjimir said as Arion marched down a garden path with the stubbornness of a hunting dog on a scent. “And you use the Honor Guard like your personal network of spies. If she left the palace grounds, you would have been notified. I’m sure she’s fine.”

      “You underestimate Tari’s ability to find trouble,” Arion rumbled. He paused long enough to glance back at Benjimir and shake his head—as if disappointed. “Especially when she is paired with Princess Gwendafyn.”

      Benjimir frowned. “Gwendafyn is spirited, but not a troublemaker.”

      “Princess Gwendafyn is an instigator. She’s just been holding back,” Arion said.

      “Right.” Benjimir rolled his eyes. “That’s why I’m afraid of leaving her alone—wait, that would be you and your wife.”

      “Gwendafyn asked to accompany us on our next raid against the bandits, didn’t she?” Arion paused at a fork in the path and raised his chin—as if he were scenting his wife out—before decisively plowing down the left fork.

      Benjimir scowled at the colonel’s back. “She was fine when I told her no.”

      “Hn,” Arion said.

      Know-it-all, Benjimir internally scoffed. As if HE knows Gwendafyn better than I do. Hah!

      There was a brutish roar farther down the path, but it was silenced a moment later.

      Benjimir frowned. “What was that?”

      “Your non-trouble-making-wife, I think.” Arion sped up to a jog.

      Benjimir growled but stayed on his heels, so they popped out of Rosewood Park and arrived at the Honor Guard practice grounds at the same time.

      The noise was not Gwendafyn, but the soldier she was facing.

      He was just as tall as she and so muscled he looked like he could break her neck with one hand, but he was sweating profusely as he tried to drive Gwendafyn back into a stack of crates. She held her own—not giving an inch despite his onslaught.

      Three men Benjimir recognized as Arion’s favorite patrol leaders/minions—he thought their names were Wilford, Thad, and Grygg—stood on the sidelines shouting.

      Tari and Seer Ringali were there as well, sitting under parasols. Tari had dragged her chair closer to the grounds and cupped her hands around her mouth as she repeated in Elvish whatever Thad, Wilford, and Grygg shouted, but Seer Ringali watched with vague interest as he peeled an apple and occasionally fed bits of it to Sius, who lay in his shadow.

      Tari’s handmaiden stood off to the side, patiently holding a skin of water and a cloth—likely for Gwendafyn.

      “She’s a fast learner,” Arion said.

      “What?” Benjimir owlishly asked.

      Arion pointed to Gwendafyn. “Watch.”

      “Don’t let him corner you,” Thad shouted, nodding to Tari in thanks when she loudly translated.

      Gwendafyn gave no indication she heard the instruction, but when she blocked the soldier’s next strike, she swiveled her body so she bumped his side and made him stagger.

      “Stop mincing around like an elf, and fight dirty!” Grygg shouted. (The end of his bark was nearly lost in Tari’s translated shout.)

      Gwendafyn retreated behind the stack of crates, then kicked the top one into the soldier’s face, making him reel backwards.

      With an effortless hop, she jumped on top of the crates, purposely stood on the edge so they started to tip forward, then leaped into the air.

      The crates crashed into the soldier’s legs, making him pin-wheel his arms. Gwendafyn kneed him in the chest on her way down, and he tipped over like a chopped tree.

      Gwendafyn had to twist awkwardly to avoid landing directly on top of him and wobbled a little when she landed in a crouch, catching herself with her hands.

      “We’ve told you before—roll when you land a fancy jump,” Wilford squinted in the sunlight as he yelled. “Use your shoulder to take the brunt of your fall and move with it, or you’re going to twist an ankle or break a wrist one of these days!”

      Tari—impressively—managed to sound like an angry bear as she translated it into Elvish.

      Gwendafyn nodded as she stood and gave her sword a test twirl, then yipped when her opponent wrapped a meaty hand around her left ankle and pulled it out from under her.

      “Stay aware of your surroundings,” Thad instructed as he narrowed his eyes. “No opponent is going to stop and let you catch your breath!”

      Gwendafyn kicked like a jackrabbit, yanking her leg free, then rolled away from the soldier.

      “For the love of Lady Tari’s favorite lemon bars,” Grygg grumbled. “What part of ‘fight dirty’ isn’t translating correctly?”

      “Don’t hold back, Princess,” Wilford advised. “We know you’ve got the edge—you’ve broken Grygg’s nose three times. That’s a new record. Phelps, here, could use a little bone re-arrangement, too.”

      “Shut up, Wilford!” Gwendafyn’s opponent—Phelps, apparently—growled as he staggered to his feet.

      Gwendafyn crisply nodded when Tari finished translating, then promptly turned and flung her wooden practice sword at Phelps with deadly accuracy.

      The soldier swore and had to throw himself to the ground to avoid it. Gwendafyn closed the distance between them with the blink of an eye, extended her elbow, and rammed the soldier in the spine with the hardest bone of her elbow.

      All of Phelps’ air left him in a painful-sounding exhale, and for a moment, he went limp.

      “Ouch,” Grygg winced in sympathy. “That had to hurt.”

      Benjimir watched the onslaught with a mixture of shock and pride.

      She’s good. She’s got the mind for this. She’s able to process orders that are translated and still use them, even when Phelps hears them first and should be able to guard himself against them. She’s fast!

      “She’s doing that thing again,” Thad said.

      “What thing?” Benjimir asked as he moved closer so he stood with the trio.

      They didn’t even notice him as they watched their elven student.

      “She’s twinkling.” Wilford nodded at Gwendafyn—who had reclaimed her sword and was running at Phelps.

      If Benjimir squinted, he could see flashy bits of light flare at her feet and around her sword.

      “It’s magic,” Seer Ringali said in Elvish as he abruptly appeared at Benjimir’s side. “Elven magic.”

      Benjimir frowned in thought. “Is that possible? I thought all elves with magic either become enchanters or Evening Stars?”

      “Not necessarily, but enchanters and Evening Stars are the only elves who are ever trained in their magic,” Seer Ringali offered Sius’ a bit of jerky as he watched the fight—making the pet snow cat purr loudly.

      Phelps nearly succeeded in dislodging Gwendafyn’s blade from her hand until she darted backwards at the last moment.

      Phelps laughed. “I nearly had you there, Princess.”

      Gwendafyn grinned when Tari translated, then lunged forward in a strike to renew the game of parries and blows.

      “If she’s showing signs of magic, shouldn’t she receive training?” Benjimir asked.

      “Not this time.” Seer Ringali said. “It’s been decades—even centuries, perhaps—since we’ve had an elf running around with untampered High Elf magic. Those who show signs of it are always recruited as Evening Stars—which changes the structure of their magic. I’ve decided I’d like to see such a thing myself.”

      Benjimir narrowed his eyes at the Evening Star. “What?” he asked suspiciously.

      “That’s it. Get ‘im now!” Wilford shouted.

      “Press the advantage,” Thad added.

      Benjimir whipped his attention back to the fight just in time to see Gwendafyn perform the exact move Phelps had nearly pulled off against her, successfully dislodging his sword from his grasp. The sword spun through the air with the force of Gwendafyn’s lever-like move, then stabbed the ground.

      In the blink of an eye, Gwendafyn stood between Phelps and the sword, her stance wary even though her shoulders heaved with effort, and she frowned.

      “Did I do that right?” she asked in Elvish. “It didn’t feel very smooth.”

      Tari relayed the question, and Thad strode into the ring, disrupting the match. He slapped Phelps on the back. “Thank you, brother.”

      Phelps wiped sweat from his forehead and accusingly glared at his brother-in-arms. “You said I was fighting the princess who had been under your tutelage for only a few weeks.”

      Grygg smiled widely. “Which is all true. It was you who assumed that meant she wasn’t any good!”

      Thad had already turned away from his friend and was addressing Gwendafyn. “Normally, you would move in closer as you propel the sword out of his hands. It extends the movement so it’s more continuous and not quite so choppy,” he said as he edged towards Tari’s handmaiden.

      “It also gets you in close range so you can take your opponent out immediately after,” Wilford added.

      Tari stretched her arms above her head as she translated, then stilled. “Arion!” She laughed in joy as she hefted herself out of her chair. Sius trotted to her side, his large tail curling around her legs as they approached Arion—who, predictably—kissed her. How domestic.

      Tari’s handmaiden had passed off the water skins and towels to Gwendafyn and Phelps and was exchanging what passed for badly mangled conversation with Thad. They spoke with hand gestures, badly-uttered Calnoric on her part, and equally garbled Elvish on his.

      Gwendafyn finally noticed Benjimir. With a smile, she jogged up to him after taking another swig of water. “Benjimir,” she said in her sing-song Elvish. “When did you arrive?”

      “Before the crate-hopping.” Benjimir stepped closer to hug her, but she danced backwards.

      “I’m sweaty, and dirty—and dusty.” She made a face. “Phelps knocked me to the ground a lot when we first started practice. I think I have dirt clods behind my ears.”

      Arion is wrong. Even if she can beat a well-trained soldier—which was a fairly wonderful sight—she’s not only an instigator, she’s adorable. Benjimir raised an eyebrow. “I don’t mind.”

      “But your clothes are so nice,” she said as her gaze lingered on his blue cape.

      Benjimir swept her up into a hug—making her squawk. To prove his point, Benjimir hugged her closer than usual and leaned his head against hers. She smelled fruity under the soothing scent of leather and dirt. Benjimir stuck his nose in her hair—making her squawk again—confirming the origins of the scent. “You smell nice,” he said.

      Gwendafyn muttered something incomprehensible into his neck.

      Benjimir ignored it and traced circles on her lower back as he recalled how fierce and free she had looked while fighting. Her lips were curved in the faintest of smiles when she had dashed at Phelps.

      She’d love traveling—and I suspect she’d find the raids exhilarating…but I can’t risk her.

      He had spoken the truth to Gwendafyn when she had asked to come. Somewhere between her joyous laughter and warm welcomes, she had become too precious to him to risk on the battlefield.

      When he was with her, he didn’t even think about Yvrea, or regret his life.

      But if I keep her at the palace, I’ll be just as bad as that battle-axe aunt of hers. And really, I shouldn’t stop her. She’s been ruled all her life by the sodden rot her family pushed on her. She can make her own choices. Though I wish those choices involved staying in Haven—preferably near me.

      A long-suffering sigh slipped from his mouth.

      “Benjimir, are you okay?” Gwendafyn asked. She shuffled in his grasp, but he didn’t let her go.

      “I’m fine. But I’ve reconsidered your request,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn pulled back slightly so she could give him a look that indicated she believed he was losing his mind. “What request?”

      Benjimir smiled. “If you’d like, you should come with the Honor Guards and me when we set out for Sacred Wood.”

      Gwendafyn grabbed the collar of his shirt and leaned in. “Really?” she asked.

      Benjimir nodded.

      Gwendafyn laughed—the loud, uncontained one Benjimir was starting to like the most—and threw her arms around him. “Thank you!” She kissed him on his cheek in her enthusiasm before she broke away.

      Benjimir considered grabbing her by the wrist and actually kissing her, but for all of her smiles and laughter, the likelihood that Gwendafyn—the only elf with enough cunning to arrange a politically motivated marriage—would allow it was somewhat low. Or rather low. Or not even a chance at all if Benjimir was being honest.

      She thinks I still love her sister. Benjimir paused at the thought. And don’t I? The fact that he had to ask himself that made him frown.

      Gwendafyn didn’t notice. She was happily dancing to Tari’s side, jabbering away in Elvish.

      “Tari, I’m going to be allowed to go to Sacred Wood with the Honor Guard!” Gwendafyn crouched and threw her arms around Sius in her joy.

      The cat yowled at the perceived mistreatment but tried to lick her face all the same.

      “You’re going?” Tari asked.

      Gwendafyn grinned and nodded.

      Tari spun on her heels and glared up at her husband. “Then I’m going, too!”

      Arion had obviously caught on to the words as he flattened his lips. “Tari…”

      “If Gwendafyn is going, I can go. You always told me no before because there wouldn’t be another woman going!” Tari said.

      “Princess Gwendafyn is not over seven months pregnant,” Arion said.

      “So?” Tari asked.

      Arion glared at Benjimir over his wife’s head.

      Benjimir gave the colonel his most insincere smile. It’s good for him to be ruffled every once in a while.

      “I’m going,” Tari declared.

      “We should discuss this with Seer Ringali,” Arion said. Though his Elvish pronunciation of the rest of the words was shaky, his enunciation of Seer Ringali’s name was perfect.

      “I have no desire to be pulled into the disagreements of a marriage that is not my own,” Seer Ringali said boredly.

      Gwendafyn finally stopped molesting Sius and made her way back to Benjimir. “Thank you, Benjimir,” she whispered as she leaned into his side.

      Benjimir snaked an arm around her waist, using the maneuver to cover up the way he drifted closer to her. “I’m glad it makes you so happy,” he said. “And I apologize for keeping you cooped up.”

      Gwendafyn shook her head. “I’ve had more freedom here than ever before.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Benjimir said flatly. “Despite your family’s love, you were obviously mistreated before. That doesn’t give me an excuse to do the same just because you have a slightly larger cage.”

      Gwendafyn gazed at him with her breathtaking purple eyes, and in that moment Benjimir would have given anything for her.

      “Thank you.” She lowered her eyes and rested her head on his shoulder.

      Benjimir blinked at the broken connection and slowly rested his cheek on top of her head. I have no idea what that was, he thought. But if I ever see that aunt of hers again, I’m going to have her thrown from Haven—sister to the king or not.
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      Nox tossed his head, making his bridle jingle as he pranced. Gwendafyn absentmindedly patted him on the shoulder as she twisted in the saddle taking in the Sacred Wood. “The birds sound very different here,” Gwendafyn said to her riding companions: Tari, who was smug with her win against Arion’s pleas for her to remain in Haven; and a squat, older man whom Tari introduced as Wizard Edvin.

      “I imagine they are different birds from those in Lessa.” Tari peered up at the tree branches that extended over their heads. “The trees certainly are different.”

      “Yes, they are much shorter and squatter here—though they have more branches and seem a little unruly. As if they are elbowing each other out of the way.” Gwendafyn curiously watched a red-headed woodpecker as it tapped away at the trunk of a tree.

      Tari translated for Wizard Edvin, who beamed at Gwendafyn and made the gesture for “curious” and “mind,” before he chattered away to Tari in Calnoric.

      “Wizard Edvin regrets that he does not know what the elven forests look like but assures me he is very familiar with Sacred Wood—he used to work here with Arion before he became a palace wizard,” Tari translated.

      “Is that why he volunteered to come along? I know King Petyrr wanted a wizard to accompany us in case of an emergency. It was very kind of Wizard Edvin to volunteer,” Gwendafyn said.

      Tari translated for Wizard Edvin, who laughed merrily before he replied. Gwendafyn listened carefully, but she only recognized the words “Not at all” and “beauty.”

      Tari laughed outright before translated for Gwendafyn. “He claims he volunteered because it has always been his lifelong dream to ride with two elven beauties.”

      When Gwendafyn glanced at the wizard, he grinned playfully and raised his impressively thick eyebrows.

      Gwendafyn laughed. “Please tell him he is very charming.”

      Tari did so, and Wizard Edvin nodded and rattled off in Calnoric, though Gwendafyn was able to pick out a few words: “…some men…all the luck.” He pointedly looked at the front of the line, where Arion and Benjimir rode to lead the procession, and shook his staff/walking stick for emphasis. (His horse ducked its head with the practice of one used to wide gestures.)

      “What I cannot wait to see is the town,” Tari confided. “I have visited the Herycian’s lands several times, and I have ridden through several villages, but I have never spent a significant length of time in a Calnor town.”

      Gwendafyn grinned as she caught sight of Arion twisting in his saddle to check on Tari before blackly glaring at Benjimir, who rode next to him. “I’m afraid Arion does not share your enthusiasm.”

      Wizard Edvin snorted when Tari translated, then nodded emphatically in agreement.

      Tari laughed. “Arion has just turned into a worrying sheep. Neither you nor I are accompanying them on the bandit raid. There is nothing to fear.”

      “Yes,” Gwendafyn agreed, though she straightened in her saddle when she noticed the birds were no longer singing. She glanced at Tari who narrowed her eyes as she stared into the forest.

      “Arion?” Tari called.

      Before the Colonel could turn his horse around, a man jumped from an overhanging branch. He carried a spear and yelled as he plummeted directly over Benjimir.

      Benjimir nudged his horse so it sidestepped, and the bandit missed him entirely and hit the ground with a painful-sounding thud.

      Wizard Edvin squinted and exchanged a concerned look with Gwendafyn as he adjusted his grip on his staff.

      “Well!” Tari said brightly. “At least we aren’t dealing with smart bandits!”

      At her words, men clothed in green and brown clothes leaped out of bushes, jumped down from trees, and emerged from shadows, all to converge upon the Honor Guards.

      Gwendafyn drew her sword from its scabbard. Bless Benjimir for instructing me to bring a weapon!

      Nox snorted and struck out at a bandit that got too close as Gwendafyn leaned back and bashed another raider in the skull with the hilt of her sword.

      “It’s as Arion thought; at least some of these scoundrels are from Calnor,” Tari announced.

      Gwendafyn gripped Nox with her legs as she tugged on his reins, making him spin. The new position gave her the perfect angle to disarm a bandit who ran past her wielding a rusty broadsword. “And? What has that to do with anything?”

      “It means I can’t fight back,” Tari said.

      Gwendafyn grimaced. “Blast! I forgot about your vows!”

      Tari’s mare danced out of the way so an Honor Guardsman could run down a spearman. “It’s no problem. I have other methods of defending myself. Sius!” She whistled, and somewhere in the procession the snow cat snarled.

      Gwendafyn swore on the graves of her ancestors when an arrow whistled past, narrowly avoiding her. Lurching dangerously out of the saddle, she leaned over and swiped a dagger from a bandit who was trying to attack Tari. She clicked to Nox, who snorted and spun, then threw the dagger at the archer crouched next to a bush.

      Instead of nailing the bandit in the shoulder like she was trying to, the dagger smacked hilt-first into the archer’s head, knocking him backwards.

      I should tell Thad I would also like to be drilled on throwing methods.

      Despite her focused thoughts, Gwendafyn’s heart pounded in her chest with such strength, she feared it was trying to break free.

      She glanced at Tari, but Wizard Edvin was at her side, clubbing any bandit stupid enough to get close to him, and Sius had arrived, scaring off any bandits from the Evening Star’s other side.

      Good. She’ll be fine.

      As she turned Nox in a circle, trying to find a new bandit to target, Gwendafyn felt something in the back of her mind shift. It was there, again. The massive wooden door in her mind’s eye.

      She could feel something beyond the door—something that made the door rattle and groan. Magic.

      No, Gwendafyn thought grimly. It seems I am already too much as I am. Bringing magic into the mix will make it impossible for anyone to really love me.

      She ruthlessly shoved the image of the door to the back of her mind, and instead held onto Nox as he crowhopped and kicked his hind legs at a bandit, sending him sprawling.

      Gwendafyn twirled her sword, then leaned out of her saddle and chopped her hilt into a bandit’s windpipe, making him fall with a gurgle.

      A bandit ran past her, making straight for Tari.

      “Look out!” Gwendafyn shouted, but Sius pounced on the man with a roar.

      And just like that, the fight was over.

      A quick glance confirmed that Benjimir was safe—still at the front of the procession, though his face was stormy as he gave orders.

      Tari was fine—she spoke soothing words to her mare and her cat, who twitched his tail back and forth like an irritated housecat—and just beyond her Wizard Edwin calmly polished the top of his staff with his robe.

      Satisfied, Gwendafyn turned her attention to the rest of the raid.

      As she assessed the rest of the Honor Guards, she was glad to see there were no deaths among their ranks, though there appeared to be several serious wounds that would need to be taken care of immediately.

      For the most part, the bandits had been subdued, not killed. “Why did they attack?” Gwendafyn murmured. “They were outnumbered and had terrible equipment.”

      Tari pushed her blonde bangs from her eyes and opened her mouth to answer.

      “Tari!” Arion leaped off his horse before it skid to a halt next to Tari’s mare. He reached up and carefully helped her dismount, his eyes evaluating her—likely looking for injuries.

      “I’m fine, Arion,” Tari said in Elvish.

      “You always say that,” Arion grumbled back in Elvish that was almost too guttural to understand before he switched to Calnoric, shouting orders to his men.

      The Honor Guards nodded and got to work, but Arion wrapped his arms around Tari and kissed her.

      Gwendafyn smiled and averted her eyes. A small part of her longed for such a relationship, but it was no use. Benjimir would never look at her like that. Even if he ever got over her sister. Yvrea was bright, lighthearted, and cheerful. Gwendafyn was sarcastic, bloodthirsty (if going by her passion for swords), and outspoken.

      Gwendafyn felt something on her wrist before she was abruptly yanked from her saddle. Unprepared as she was, she hit Benjimir with the grace of a sack of flour.

      The Calnor prince caught her anyway and set her down. “You’re of good health, no, pristine—blast! What’s the word?”

      “Uninjured?” Gwendafyn suggested.

      Benjimir gave her a murderous glare but yanked her into a hug and held her there with the force of a bear trap. He exhaled deeply as he held her head against his chest.

      “Benjimir?” Gwendafyn asked. She could hear the frantic battering of his heart even through the material of his shirt. Is he really that upset?

      “You will receive as many defensive lessons as you want—in any weapon of your choice,” he said.

      His voice didn’t shake, but there was an extra tightness coiled in it that was unfamiliar. She closed her eyes and leaned more into him. “Thank you.”

      “If you get yourself killed on something small like this, I’d never forgive you,” Benjimir muttered into her hair.

      Gwendafyn laughed and pulled back from him long enough to smile.

      Benjimir scowled at her. “We were just attacked. How can you be smiling?”

      Because your heartbeat doesn’t lie—you really were concerned for me.

      “I’m just glad you are uninjured as well,” Gwendafyn said. “Though those bandits were so obviously ill prepared for us, I would have a few questions for you if you had gotten yourself hurt.”

      Benjimir rolled his eyes. “You give an elf a few weeks of swordsmanship classes and suddenly she knows everything there is to know about fighting.”

      Gwendafyn cleared her throat and attempted to say, in Calnoric, “I have the best and brightest teachers.”

      Benjimir raised his eyebrows. “Not bad—did the trio of daftness teach you that?”

      “Thad, Wilford, and Grygg? Yes.”

      “Small surprise. Let’s go.” Benjimir released her only long enough to drape an arm over her shoulders and tug her along.

      “Where?” Gwendafyn asked, snagging Nox’s reins as Benjimir escorted her along.

      “I have to continue giving orders, and you’re coming with me,” Benjimir said. “I need to keep an eye on you to make sure my heart doesn’t try to make a break for it again.”

      Gwendafyn laughed when Benjimir smirked at her and let him nudge her along.

      We likely will never have what Tari and Arion do, but I will gladly settle for friendship.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gwendafyn slathered strawberry jam on a piece of cinnamon bread as she glanced around the table.

      Gwendafyn and Benjimir—with the Honor Guards—had returned from their raid late the previous night. To celebrate, King Celrin and King Petyrr called for the two royal families to break their fast together.

      I wish they hadn’t, Gwendafyn fought to keep her eyes open. Then I could still be sleeping right now.

      Yvrea hummed under her breath as she poured a fruity smelling breakfast tea from a porcelain teapot. “It’s such a beautiful morning—and I am so glad you’ve returned safely, Fyn,” she said as she poured a cup for Gwendafyn as well.

      “Mmhmm,” Gwendafyn said, feeling about as lovely as an unwashed rag.

      King Petyrr smiled broadly at her from his position at the head of the table. “Daughter-in-law!”’ he boomed—having learned Gwendafyn actually understood that phrase.

      Queen Luciee—tall and icy at his side—spoke to a translator in a murmur.

      “Queen Luciee,” the translator started, “wishes to greet King Celrin, Queen Firea, Princess Yvrea, and her daughter-in-law Princess Gwendafyn.”

      Gwendafyn managed to look up from her bread long enough to offer the queen an empty smile. It grew in size and warmth when Arvel seated himself directly across from her with a wink.

      Gwendafyn swallowed her bread. “Good morning,” she said to him in Calnoric. I hope I said that right…

      Arvel nodded in return. “Good Morning.” He added the gesture for “bond partner.”

      The third prince, Peregrine, was not present—but he wasn’t in Haven at the moment anyway, having taken Benjimir’s position in visiting allies and neighboring countries—but Vincent and his young wife Claire sat farther down the rectangular table. (Gwendafyn’s parents were placed at the opposite end from King Petyrr—which often led to shouting as King Petyrr insisted on talking to his friend during breakfast.)

      The doors creaked open, and Gwendafyn went back to shredding her breakfast bread.

      “Good morning,” Benjimir said in Calnoric to his family before repeating the phrase in Elvish to Gwendafyn’s family. He stopped by her chair to kiss the top of her head, and Gwendafyn rallied the energy to look up at him and smile.

      She was surprised, however, when he plopped down in the chair next to her instead of taking his usual spot between Queen Luciee and Arvel—which also afforded him a fine view of Yvrea.

      Rollo shuffled in behind Benjimir. He covered a yawn with his fist, then grinned down at Gwendafyn and Yvrea as he positioned himself between them.

      King Petyrr started talking. In her tired state, Gwendafyn couldn’t pick out anything at all recognizable, so she was excessively relieved when Rollo started translating for her and her sister.

      “King Petyrr wishes Prince Benjimir a good morning, and says he is happy he returned home safely,” Rollo said.

      Benjimir answered him in Calnoric, before abruptly switching to Elvish. “I will make the report in Elvish as well, so you may hear our results, King Celrin.”

      King Celrin smiled slightly at Benjimir. “I thank you, son-in-law.” He delivered the joke with all apparent seriousness, but the twinkle in his eye belied him.

      Benjimir laughed, then launched into an explanation in Calnoric.

      Gwendafyn sipped her tea and wanted to hum in pleasure when the drink seemed to prod her mind into a slightly more-awake state. At least she no longer had to fight to keep her head up, and she could pick out a few phrases Benjimir spoke in Calnoric.

      Benjimir took a sip of water from a crystal glass before switching languages. “The raid was successful,” he said, looking down the table to King Celrin, “in that we stamped out all bandit forces in the area. We were ambushed on our way to the town we intended to use as our base of operations but received mostly minor injuries and were able to capture the majority of the forces that attacked us. There were no guard casualties.”

      Both King Celrin and Yvrea nodded thoughtfully, then looked to Gwendafyn.

      Why are they looking at me like that? Am I supposed to say something? “The guards fought valiantly,” she offered.

      Yvrea’s sweet face was lined with worry. “It sounds like that is so.”

      Gwendafyn patted her sister’s hands, then gave up all pretense of eating and rested her left hand on the table and held on to her teacup with her right.

      Benjimir shifted slightly in his chair. “When we finally did reach the town, we set up camp as planned. Gwendafyn and Lady Tarinthali remained behind with the injured while we imprisoned the bandits we had captured. We spent nearly two weeks rooting the remaining bandit forces out of Sacred Wood—with the help of Wizard Edvin.”

      In a move that appeared to be casual—but Gwendafyn knew had to be expertly calculated—Benjimir placed his hand on top of hers and intertwined their fingers, then proceeded to brush the side of her palm with his thumb.

      “It sounds like it was well done,” King Celrin said.

      “Indeed, you were quite prompt in your mission,” Firea, Gwendafyn’s mother, smiled, revealing dimples. “Several ladies and I were discussing the possibility of Lady Tarinthali having her child abroad.”

      Benjimir smiled politely as he continued to play with Gwendafyn’s hand. “Thank you.” His smile was affable and easy as he added, “I’ve decided to open the Honor Guard up to female applicants.”

      Gwendafyn gaped at him in shock. What did he—why would he…?

      King Celrin set his goblet down. “I beg your pardon?” he asked politely, but Benjimir was already speaking in Calnoric, likely telling his family the—

      “WHAT?” King Petyrr yelped so clearly even Gwendafyn could understand it.

      The king’s jaw dropped as he stared at his son, but Gwendafyn could physically see the muscles on Queen Luciee’s face tighten as she narrowed her eyes and her pose turned haughty.

      Prince Vincent froze with a spoonful of oatmeal halfway up to his mouth, and Arvel looked similarly shocked. But Princess Claire smiled and clapped in glee…until Queen Luciee shot her a glare that made her shrink in her chair.

      Queen Firea cleared her throat. “As Lessa is not at all responsible for the Honor Guard, we have no say in the matter, but hasn’t the Honor Guard—and the Calnor army—always been a male-only organization?”

      “It has.” Benjimir paused to let the translators whisper to his family. “But we are in a time of radical change. Why not smash this unnecessary tradition as well?” He smiled at Gwendafyn and squeezed her hand, then leaned in and kissed her cheek. He remained there, his warm breath hitting her neck, and Gwendafyn could still only exchange shocked looks with Prince Vincent and Arvel.

      “Benjimir,” Queen Luciee frostily started—her words did not thaw as she continued to speak.

      “Do at least have the decency not to molest Princess Gwendafyn at the breakfast table, so Queen Luciee says,” Rollo whispered the translation.

      I am almost certain she did NOT want that translated.

      “There is often wisdom in tradition,” Firea said.

      Gwendafyn flattened her lips and had to bite her tongue to keep a caustic remark from slipping.

      “Perhaps,” Yvrea said. “But in this case, I think Benji is right. Why can’t there be female Honor Guards?” she asked. “The current forces are already stretched thin as it is with the added influx of guarding new cultural treasures—like Lady Tarinthali. Besides, we elves have just as many female Evening Stars as we have male Evening Stars.”

      King Petyrr squinted as he scratched his cheek, then started speaking.

      “His Majesty King Petyrr expresses his concern for the matter,” Rollo whispered to Gwendafyn and Yvrea.

      Benjimir once again squeezed Gwendafyn’s hand, then spoke deliberately in Elvish. “Unless you remove me from my position as leader of the Honor Guard, I’m going to do this,” he said, meeting his father’s gaze.

      Queen Luciee’s face took on a viper-ish look, but King Petyrr looked thoughtful as he tilted his head and studied his son.

      Arvel threw his linen napkin onto the table and grinned. “I think it’s a marvelous idea,” he said.

      Gwendafyn momentarily lost track of the conversation as her glee surfaced. I understood an entire sentence in Calnoric. And it wasn’t fed word-for-word to me by my teachers! She paused. And it means Arvel agrees with him?

      “Prince Arvel voices his support for Prince Benjimir’s proposal,” Rollo said. “Queen Luciee objects, but King Petyrr is considerate,” he summarized.

      He’s expressing things…nicely. Gwendafyn could tell by the odd word she could pick up that things were not going as smoothly as Rollo implied.

      “No,” Queen Luciee declared before the rest of her words were lost in an icy rush.

      King Petyrr folded his hands over his jolly belly. “Why?” he asked in Calnoric.

      “Why?” Yvrea whispered to Gwendafyn after Rollo translated.

      “He’s asking for an explanation, I think?” Gwendafyn glanced at Rollo, who nodded.

      Yvrea smiled at Gwendafyn. “I think it’s your influence on Benji.”

      Gwendafyn considered placing her hand on Yvrea’s forehead to see if she were warm with a fever. As if I have that kind of sway over Benjimir the Snake. “Why would you think that?”

      “He’s more open in public ever since you married,” Yvrea whispered. She glanced past Gwendafyn—confirming Benjimir was occupied arguing with his mother—then continued. “He used to be unapproachable. I knew it was an act—Benji is secretly soft-hearted—but it seemed like he thought he couldn’t let anyone know that.”

      “I don’t know that I would call him soft-hearted,” Gwendafyn said carefully. Sly, yes. Cunning, certainly. Manipulative? He’s the master! But soft-hearted? Yvrea really does see the best in everyone—myself included.

      “He is,” Yvrea insisted. “He holds back—and not because he’s afraid. It’s more like…he couldn’t be bothered because there wasn’t anyone important to him that would motivate him to do so.”

      The observation surprised Gwendafyn—for it was not so rosy-hued as she would have expected from Yvrea—but she still wanted to laugh that her sister had so horribly missed how the Calnor Prince felt about her. Gwendafyn snorted. “You are incredibly important to him, Yvrea.”

      Yvrea shook her head. “It’s not the same.”

      You are right, because he loves you. Gwendafyn held the words back and instead smiled at her sister—who of course returned the gesture with enough warmth to brighten the room.

      Rollo cleared his throat. “If you will excuse me, Princess Gwendafyn, Her Majesty Queen Luciee has some questions for you.”

      “I’ll translate for her,” Benjimir said in Elvish.

      “No,” Queen Luciee said in Calnoric, her voice encased in ice. “….don’t trust you…change words.”

      “Rollo, did the queen just imply Benjimir might not tell her the truth?” Gwendafyn murmured.

      “Um…yes,” the translator said.

      A muscle in Gwendafyn’s eyebrow jumped in irritation. “I see.” It’s a shame Queen Luciee was not bonded to Aunt Lorius. I’m certain they would get along splendidly. No, she is worse than my aunt. At least Aunt Lorius believes in what she presses upon me. Queen Luciee enjoys crushing the spirit of others. Gwendafyn had not missed the way the queen had shot down Princess Claire…

      “….Unnecessary, Luciee,” King Petyrr said. “Benjimir and Gwendafyn married….love each other,” he said.

      Queen Luciee narrowed her eyes. “I’ve thought…suspicious…an elf could love Benjimir.”

      Benjimir stiffened next to her, the expression on his face unreadable.

      In that moment, Gwendafyn wished she could wipe the smug look off the queen’s face. She knows Benjimir loves Yvrea—she must have been informed of it when he was sent into exile. How could she say such a hurtful thing to him when she is his mother?

      Anger rolled off Gwendafyn in waves. It was only years of experience in shoving her rage down that kept her from glaring. Instead, she fixed an unconcerned smile on her lips.

      Rollo cleared his throat. “Queen Luciee wishes to ask if it is true you sing a ballad to Prince Benjimir after lunch every day.”

      Benjimir squeezed her hand, but Gwendafyn ignored it and made a show of widening her eyes and fluttering them. I have no idea what she’s talking about, but I’m not going to let her try and make Benjimir look like an idiot.

      “Of course,” she said in Calnoric. When she glanced from Queen Luciee to King Petyrr she saw their look of confusion. Bother the grunts of Calnoric! They are so hard to achieve. I must be mangling this. “Rollo, could you tell them I said of course?”

      Rollo nodded. “Yes, Princess Gwendafyn.” He addressed the royal family across the table in flawless Calnoric.

      “In fact,” Gwendafyn continued in Elvish. “It is one of the most enjoyable parts of my day. We laugh—and once he even cried over a tragic ballad, though he will deny it—and enjoy each other’s company. I love spending time with Ben.”

      Benjimir twitched at the as-of-yet-unused nickname, but he managed to stare adoringly at her.

      Yvrea placed a hand over her heart. “How touching! I know you do not normally like to sing for others, sister. It is a testament to your love for Benji,” Yvrea said.

      “Yes,” Gwendafyn said carefully as Rollo translated their interaction into Calnoric. She turned to look at Benjimir. Thinking of all he had done for her—the way he had silenced her aunt, finding fencing instructors for her, letting her come with him to Sacred Wood—she felt a slow, genuine smile slide across her lips. “I love him as I have loved no other.”

      Benjimir’s adoring smile faded from his lips, and an unreadable expression stole across his face as he studied her. “Gwendafyn…” he murmured.

      Queen Luciee narrowed her eyes and said something in Calnoric—something nasty based on the nasally pitch of it.

      “Enough, Luciee,” King Petyrr growled, “…not have you…doubt our son and daughter-in-law!”

      “What did she say?” Yvrea whispered to Rollo.

      “Something I’ll not repeat,” the translator said tightly. Gwendafyn had never seen him in anything but high spirits. However, at the moment, he slightly narrowed his eyes and clenched his hands into fists.

      “I agree with Prince Benjimir,” King Celrin said suddenly. A translator must have whispered Queen Luciee’s words to him, for his usual expression of tranquility was gone, and instead he wore a handsome smile that was as sharp as the edge of a sword. “The marriage of my daughter and Benjimir has opened my eyes. I see we have many useless traditions that we have clung to out of our fear of insulting one another. We held up Tarinthali and Arion as once-in-a-millennium soul mates. Benjimir and Gwendafyn have proven us wrong, and I am beginning to realize that by even thinking it was so, we terribly hurt the relationship of our countries.”

      It took all of Gwendafyn’s willpower to sit tall as her father—every inch the king—raked his purple-blue eyes over the breakfast table with power in his expression. “And if we choose not to change and leave behind some traditions, it will be a disservice to our people and a mark of our lack of personal strength.”

      Gwendafyn gaped at her father. She wanted to get up and fling her arms around him, then maybe insult Queen Luciee a few times with some of the Calnoric insults she’d heard Grygg utter. But she kept her seat and worked to restore her face to the same agreeable expression of tranquility Yvrea had.

      “So,” Arvel smiled blandly. “The Honor Guard is now open?”

      King Petyrr nodded slowly. “It is.”

      Everyone returned to their breakfast, including Benjimir.

      Gwendafyn scooted her breakfast bread around her plate a little and shook her head in wonder. And that is how tradition crumbles: one morning, over breakfast.
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      “When my mother announced that as the only other human-elf couple in existence we had to be among the first to visit Tarinthali, Arion, and their baby boy, I am certain she did not mean for us to drag Princess Claire along,” Benjimir murmured to Gwendafyn in Elvish.

      Gwendafyn briefly turned around to smile at Princess Claire, who almost skipped in place as she followed behind them, carrying a quilt.

      “I don’t care,” Gwendafyn said. “She is Arion’s little sister and our sister-in-law as well.”

      “You didn’t seem to care that much about her when we first got married,” Benjimir said as he slightly swung their intertwined hands.

      (With servants about and Claire in their wake, the gesture of affection was strictly necessary. Or so Gwendafyn told herself.)

      “Yes, that was before I comprehended how poorly your mother treats her. And you,” Gwendafyn said in a sing-song voice, though her purple eyes were sharp enough to cut rock.

      “Still holding a grudge against her for that breakfast when she doubted us? That was weeks ago.” Benjimir nodded to an Honor Guard who stood in the hallway and saluted them.

      “The length of time that has passed since it occurred doesn’t matter. And no, I’m not mad at her for correctly doubting us,” Gwendafyn said. “But I am forever set against her for not believing an elf could fall in love with you.”

      Benjimir shrugged. “She’s not wrong.”

      Gwendafyn opened her mouth to object, then snapped it shut. If I say something, it’s just going to make our relationship awkward. He still loves Yvrea.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Gwendafyn said finally. “Your mother is a bad word in Calnoric that I have no translation for in Elvish.”

      Benjimir laughed as they stopped outside the door to Tari and Arion’s quarters. “Come along, Claire,” he called in Calnoric over his shoulder.

      “Yes!” Claire bounded up to them. She smiled like an eager puppy and curtsied to Gwendafyn. “Thank you…allowing me…come with you!”

      Gwendafyn smiled in fondness—though she mentally crowed at the continued proof of her improved skills in Calnoric. “You’re welcome, sister-in-law.”

      Claire’s excited expression didn’t change, but she blinked—obviously unable to understand Gwendafyn’s words.

      Gwendafyn grimaced and made the hand sign for “welcome.”

      Benjimir knocked on the door and chuckled. “It’s because you try to make our ugly language sound pretty,” he said.

      “Hardly,” Gwendafyn said wryly. “It’s because no matter how my teachers drill me, I’m better at listening to and understanding Calnoric than I am at speaking it.”

      When Princess Claire looked at her with concern, Gwendafyn smiled reassuringly and looped her arm through the younger girl’s, making her smile again.

      Arion opened the door, bowing when he saw them. “Your Highness, Princess Gwendafyn, Sister,” he said.

      “Congratulations, Arion!” Claire squealed. She continued on but spoke too quickly and at too high a pitch for Gwendafyn to accurately understand, though she still picked out a few words.

      “Come.” Benjimir tugged Gwendafyn through the space in the doorway, as Arion stood aside, and into the sitting room.

      Tari sat on a settee with Sius curled around her. She held a bundle of blankets in her arms and smiled proudly when Benjimir and Gwendafyn approached. “My Princess, My Prince,” she said, making Gwendafyn blink at the use of the honorary elvish title on Benjimir. “Allow me to introduce you to our son, Braydynn.”

      She tugged the blankets down, revealing a chubby cheeked baby. Dark-colored hair—which was little more than fuzz—covered his head, but already Tari could see his slightly pointed ears, and his beautiful eyes that were the same shade as his mother’s.

      “He is precious,” Gwendafyn declared as she smiled down at the darling baby who represented so much besides his parents’ love.

      “Sure,” Benjimir said.

      “Would you like to hold him?” Tari asked.

      Gwendafyn hesitated.

      “You should,” Tari decided for her. She plopped the tightly wrapped baby into Gwendafyn’s arms, then stood and stretched. “Stars behold me—he is fatter than any elf baby I’ve held—though he’s growing faster, too.”

      Sius purred and nosed Tari’s hand until she scratched his head.

      Gwendafyn adjusted Braydynn in her arms so she had a secure grip on him. He gravely peered up at her, then yawned adorably. “You have recovered?” she asked, momentarily glancing at Tari.

      Tari nodded. “Enough. I’ve been assured I will have to slowly ease back into my Evening Star exercise routine, though.”

      “I imagine so.” Benjimir folded his arms across his chest and looked around the room as though he were hoping for a bandit to pop out to give him something to do.

      Evlawyn—Tari’s handmaiden—entered, bearing a tray of treats.

      Tari grinned mischievously as she glanced at her handmaiden. “You’ve still been going to your sword lessons, haven’t you, Fyn?”

      “I have,” Gwendafyn acknowledged. She peered down and winked at the stirring baby, eliciting a happy gurgle from him.

      “Tell me, how is Thad?” Tari asked with too much innocence.

      The tea tray clacked when Evlawyn set it down abruptly, her face blushing a fetching pink.

      Oh? Is that why Thad is the most interested in learning Elvish? Gwendafyn grinned. “He’s quite well, though he did mention he missed you and Evlawyn.”

      Evlawyn left the room in a rush, her blush turning into a deep red hue.

      Tari chuckled fondly, then glanced past Gwendafyn to smile at Arion and Claire—who were still speaking at the sitting room entrance. (Arion was admiring the quilt Claire had brought for Braydynn.) “It’s because of you two, you know.”

      Gwendafyn watched with interest as Braydynn closed his eyes and appeared to fall to sleep. “I’m afraid I don’t understand—what are you referring to?”

      “Because you two married, Thad and Evlawyn started exchanging shy glances,” Tari said. “I don’t think it had occurred to either of them that it was a possibility until your marriage was announced.”

      Gwendafyn blinked in surprise. “Truly?”

      Tari nodded. “I’ve seen it all over Haven. Elves and humans are taking a greater personal interest in each other these days. It doesn’t seem so taboo to laugh with one another when a Calnor Prince and Lessa Princess are happily wed.”

      “Why are you surprised?” Benjimir asked as he reluctantly drew closer to Gwendafyn and the baby. “You were the one who predicted as much when we were first engaged.”

      Gwendafyn laughed sheepishly. “Yes, though I might have been exaggerating for my own benefit. It’s one thing to claim such boasts; it’s another to see them.”

      Benjimir raised an eyebrow at her, then peered over her shoulder to look down at the sleeping Braydynn.

      “Claire,” Tari called in Calnoric as she crossed the sitting room to join her husband. “Thank you for coming!” She and the princess exchanged words at such a furious rate, Gwendafyn could not watch Braydynn and mentally keep up.

      “He’s quiet enough—perhaps he inherited his father’s temperament,” Benjimir murmured as he draped his arms around her hips.

      Gwendafyn laughed and adjusted her hands so she could gently touch Braydynn’s chubby cheek. “But he smiles in his sleep. Wouldn’t that be an indication of Tari’s sunny temperament?”

      Benjimir was silent, so Gwendafyn glanced at him. He was staring at the baby but then raised his gaze to her. There was something thoughtful in his eyes, an intensity she had not seen in them before.

      “Benjimir?” She asked.

      He smirked at her, then leaned close to breathe into her ear. “You know…we never did talk about heirs…”

      Gwendafyn snorted in amusement at the concept. As if we need to. For that to come up, he has to fall out of love with—

      “I’m sorry for coming so soon, but I couldn’t stay away any longer!” Yvrea gushed as Arion escorted her into the sitting room. She squealed and was so enthusiastic in her joy she clapped hands with Princess Claire—who obliged even though she couldn’t understand a word Yvrea said. “The first half-elf-half-human baby in centuries! I am so happy for both of you!”

      Annnd that is the end of that.

      Benjimir grinned at Yvrea. “Jealous, Yvrea?” he called out in Elvish.

      “Not at all.” Yvrea flashed her usual sunny smile at Benjimir and Gwendafyn. “I am just impatient to see my own half-elf-half-human nieces and nephews.”

      “You’ll be waiting for some time, then,” Gwendafyn said lightly, even though the words made it hard to swallow for a moment or two.

      Yvrea shook her head at her, then cooed when she set eyes on Braydynn. “May I hold him?”

      “Of course,” Gwendafyn stepped out of Benjimir’s grasp so she could pass Braydynn over, then paused and looked to Tari and Arion. “Unless…”

      Tari returned to her spot on the settee so she could scratch Sius’ belly. “Please, pass him around. I want him used to others so he does not shriek when Arion is off on patrols and I am at my practices.”

      Arion eyed his wife. “He is not a dog to train,” he said in slightly stilted Elvish.

      Yvrea giggled as she took Braydynn. Claire joined her and made a funny face at Braydynn when he briefly awoke, making him stare at her with his big eyes.

      After a moment, Claire stepped back and moved to stand with Gwendafyn. She hesitated, then fumblingly tried to hook her arms through Gwendafyn’s in elvish custom.

      Gwendafyn smiled at her and patted her hand, making the princess smile as brightly as Yvrea.

      “He is big,” Yvrea said as she struggled to adjust her hold on Braydynn. “I didn’t think he could be that heavy since Fyn was holding him with such ease, but that is not so.”

      “Here—you need to support his head.” Benjimir slid away from Gwendafyn and helped Yvrea settle the baby.

      Gwendafyn blinked at the loss.

      Enough, she scolded herself. I knew this was the way it is. I just didn’t expect to come to care for Benjimir as much as I have—even if he is still a sly dog. Besides, it’s not like I am a wilting flower… Thinking of the door to her magic, she had to stifle a shiver. This is enough. I should not expect more, even if I might want it. Previously all I wanted was friendship—I need to be satisfied with that.

      “So, Gwendafyn, tell me: did Thad really miss Evlawyn?” Tari asked with a mischievous grin before she translated her question into Calnoric for Claire and explained the situation.

      “He did,” Gwendafyn said. “Which is why I was going to ask if Evlawyn might be willing to serve Seer Ringali while he watches me practice…”

      They chattered away for several minutes—occasionally switching to Calnoric since Gwendafyn had a reasonable understanding—and eventually shifted to complaining about the complexity of the Calnor writing system.

      “I’m still terrible at it,” Tari grumbled in Calnoric. “And if I try to cheat and pull written words from Arion…come out in his handwriting, which…is terrible.”

      “It is,” Claire attested.

      Gwendafyn grimaced. “My teachers told me that until I can say words in a way that doesn’t make it sound like I’m singing, they won’t even think of teaching me the writing system.”

      “You aren’t missing out,” Tari assured her before translating for Claire.

      The younger princess opened her mouth to speak, but the sitting room door was abruptly thrown open.

      Seer Ringali glided in, his dark hair streaming behind him. “I must see my godchild,” he announced.

      Yvrea laughed. “Here he is!” She willingly passed over the baby into the Evening Star’s experienced hands.

      “So Arion successfully won the argument to make Seer Ringali the godparent?” Benjimir inquired as he drifted over to join Tari, Claire, and Gwendafyn.

      “Yes,” Tari wrinkled her nose. “My reasoning was this: if Seer Ringali is Braydynn’s godparent, that means he cannot also be the godparent of our next child, even if it happens to be a girl.”

      “You don’t want her learning to be an Evening Star?” Yvrea asked.

      “Not at all,” Tari said. “It is merely that I would like it to be possible for her to marry before she is sixty, if she so chooses!”

      Gwendafyn pulled back from the ring of well-wishers. She intended to stand by Arion—who had taken up a post just past Seer Ringali—and ask him what he thought of the Honor Guard accepting females, for between her broken Calnoric and his intermediate grasp of Elvish, they were reasonably able to speak together—but Seer Ringali stepped in her way.

      “A moment, Gwendafyn?” he asked as he rocked Braydynn in his arms.

      “Certainly, Seer Ringali.” Gwendafyn smiled.

      “I just came from meeting with your father,” Seer Ringali said. “Before I left, he received a communication from your aunt—my cousin.”

      “Aunt Lorius, yes,” Gwendafyn said.

      Seer Ringali smiled slightly at Braydynn, before he met Gwendafyn’s gaze and his forehead puckered. “She’s coming here.”

      Gwendafyn’s world froze. “I’m sorry, what?” she asked with numb lips.

      “She says it’s because she wishes to pay her respects to Tari and Arion, but given she was just here a few short months ago, I imagine there is more to it than that.” Seer Ringali nodded to Benjimir, who stood with Yvrea, Tari, and Claire. “You should warn your untamed beast. Though I imagine Celrin will notify both of you shortly.”

      A sick feeling settled in Gwendafyn’s stomach. “Thank you,” she said.

      Seer Ringali nodded, then returned his attention to Braydynn.

      Gwendafyn’s stomach churned as she forced herself to stand next to Arion.

      “Are you well?” the Honor Guard Colonel asked.

      Gwendafyn hesitated, then noticed Benjimir was watching her out of the corner of his eye. She gave him a shaky smile and forced herself to say, “Of course! Everything is fine.”
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* * *

      Gwendafyn maneuvered herself so she was at the very back of the sitting room as she waited—with both the Lessa and Calnor Royal Families—to receive Lorius.

      “I still don’t understand why we have to do this,” Benjimir grumbled at her side.

      “Aunt Lorius is the acting regent for Lessa, now, since I relocated here,” Gwendafyn said carefully.

      “So? When you showed up without notice, we didn’t have a grand ceremony for you,” Benjimir scoffed.

      “Yes, well…I’m not sure what to say to that,” Gwendafyn said honestly. She glanced from Benjimir to Yvrea, who stood at the very front of the room. “Why are you standing back here?”

      “To show solidarity with you?” Benjimir snorted. “You are my wife.”

      Gwendafyn tilted her head in surprise at the rarely used title. “Yes…” she said slowly.

      “Also, if Father were to try and make me stand in front, I think I’d spit on your aunt,” he said with not an ounce of shame.

      Yes, he’s still the shrewd man I married—though in better humor than I ever assumed he could be. “Why would you do that?”

      “She kicked up a fuss at our wedding that you were leaving your duties behind, and here she is visiting Haven twice in roughly six months. That is hypocritical to a level I didn’t think elves were capable of,” Benjimir said.

      “She’s here to greet Braydynn,” Gwendafyn reminded him.

      “Bullocks,” Benjimir pronounced. “She sent word she was coming before he was even born.”

      Gwendafyn studied Benjimir’s profile as he haughtily frowned at their families. “Thank you,” she said on an impulse.

      “For what?”

      “For standing here with me,” she said.

      Benjimir shrugged. “I’d rather be standing with you halfway across the palace, but as I’m no longer the Crown Prince, I don’t have as much power to skip social events as I used to.”

      Gwendafyn shook her head. “Surely King Petyrr doesn’t care what events you attend and skip?”

      “He doesn’t. Mother does,” Benjimir said grimly.

      Gwendafyn narrowed her eyes and sought out the Calnor Queen.

      She stood at the front of the room—with a bored-looking King Petyrr who was carrying a beagle puppy. (Where did he get the puppy?)

      Queen Luciee had arranged her children so they were fanned out behind her, with Vincent and Claire taking up the rear. (She had tried to arrange for Gwendafyn to stand next to her, but Yvrea had innocently taken the spot and had not yet moved.)

      That woman. Gwendafyn thought ungraciously. How can she call herself a mother and play favorites with her children based solely on who has more political clout?

      “I’m glad we’re allies,” Gwendafyn said abruptly.

      Benjimir gave her a look. “I am yours to command, My Lady.”

      Gwendafyn rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “But what if I mean it?” Benjimir asked, his expression morphing into the dutiful one he brought out whenever they needed to be particularly convincing in their act.

      Sometimes I do wish he weren’t so sneaky. He says hurtful things without meaning to. Gwendafyn held in her grimace of pain and instead made a show of patting his hands and looking around the room. “The show is unnecessary, Benjimir. You don’t have to pretend when it’s just me.”

      His face went blank before he slapped on a smirk. “What if I’m not acting?” He leaned so close, Gwendafyn could feel the heat of his body.

      Her heart leaped in her chest, and she had to clear her throat to keep her voice strong. “Come now, Benjimir. We both know whom you love,” she said in a quiet but strong voice.

      Benjimir pulled back and stared at her.

      Gwendafyn shifted uncomfortably and was almost relieved when an elven footman entered the room. “Our Princess Lorius,” he announced.

      That relief fled when Lorius floated into the room, a pleasant smile on her face, and her sharp eyes sought out Gwendafyn.

      Gwendafyn stilled under the look of reproof in her aunt’s eyes, even as Yvrea trotted forward to hug their aunt.

      “Fret not, my wife,” Benjimir murmured—using that title again. He draped an arm around her hips and leaned closer so he could whisper in her ear. “I will listen carefully for even a single thoughtless word from her—for I intend to keep the promise I made on our wedding day.”

      Gwendafyn briefly leaned her head against his shoulder as she watched her family greet Lorius. “Thank you.”

      Benjimir said nothing, though he squeezed the hip his hand rested on.

      Gwendafyn watched with growing dread as her aunt slowly worked her way through the royal families—greeting those from Calnor and Lessa alike.

      No, no, no, don’t work the room: say you’re tired and wish to retire to your quarters.

      Despite her hopes, Lorius purposely meandered towards the back of the room, descending on Gwendafyn and Benjimir after she had greeted everyone else.

      “My Princess Gwendafyn and His Highness Prince Benjimir,” Lorius said coolly.

      Gwendafyn curtsied slightly. “Aunt Lorius.”

      Benjimir merely blinked. “Yes,” he said.

      “It is to be hoped you are enjoying your married life?” Lorius asked.

      The question made Gwendafyn uneasy. She knows this is an act… She wanted to paw like her black gelding when he grew nervous.

      “Haven’t you heard?” Benjimir asked, his voice laced with lazy arrogance. “We’ve been hailed as having the romance of legends—second only to Lady Tarinthali and Sir Arion, of course. Isn’t that right, Gwendafyn?”

      Benjimir slipped a finger under Gwendafyn’s chin and tipped her head so she looked at him and not her aunt.

      “Hn.” Lorius did not comment on the act and shifted her attention to Gwendafyn. “I should like to call upon you while I am here in Haven for a private luncheon, niece.”

      Nope—there’s no way I can let that happen. It won’t be a pleasant time, guaranteed. “Private?” Gwendafyn asked in a reasonable impression of a bewildered elf. She widened her purple eyes as she blinked at her aunt. “Must we exclude my dear husband and lovely sister? Do you not wish to see them as well?”

      “I will remain in Haven long enough to properly visit with all my beloved kinsmen,” Lorius said serenely. “But I do wish for the chance to speak with you. There is much, I imagine, for us to speak of.”

      Gwendafyn swallowed down a hiccup of panic. How do I get out of this?

      “I’m sorry, Princess Lorius, but I’m afraid it won’t be possible.” Benjimir gazed down at Gwendafyn with enough warmth to make her toes curl. “I cannot be parted from Gwendafyn. She has become…precious to me.”

      Lorius smiled indulgently. “How strong your love is, Prince Benjimir.”

      The words struck Gwendafyn right in the heart—likely just as Lorius meant them to.

      “But are you not busy with the responsibilities as leader of the Honor Guard?” Lorius asked. “Unless, my niece, do you have many responsibilities as well?”

      “I have lessons,” Gwendafyn said, keeping her wording vague. Whether or not I’m out of her control now, Aunt Lorius would die if she knew I was now getting lessons in swordsmanship. Besides, strictly speaking, it wasn’t untrue as she attended her Calnoric lessons with the Translators’ Circle with great regularity and seriousness.

      “Only lessons?” Lorius slightly raised an eyebrow. “You have no work to complete?”

      “As a princess of Lessa and Calnor, I have become something of a professional guest,” Gwendafyn smiled. “It is a rare day that I do not have some sort of social event with either of my families.”

      “How difficult that must be for you,” Lorius said, her voice neutral. “Socializing can be so…tiresome. And it is a good use of your position and power.”

      Gwendafyn blinked at the open attack—though what hurt most was she recognized the truth in her aunt’s words. I’ve been frittering my time away and do nothing to help our countries…but freedom was all I longed for, and now I finally have it! But am I not all the more selfish as a result?

      Benjimir chuckled. “Obviously—or you wouldn’t be visiting Haven so frequently, would you, Princess Lorius?” Benjimir raised both of his eyebrows and the corner of his mouth hinted at a smirk.

      Lorius slightly tilted her chin up as she studied Benjimir.

      Before she could speak, Yvrea glided up to them and tucked her arm in Lorius’. “Are you ready to see your rooms, Aunt Lorius?” she asked cheerfully. “I asked that you be put in the room next to mine—in Gwendafyn’s old room.”

      “Gwendafyn no longer lives in the elf wing?” Lorius asked.

      Yvrea laughed and shook her head. “Of course not! She and Benjimir have joint quarters in the Calnor royal wing.”

      “Another break in tradition, I see,” Lorius said as she turned away.

      Yvrea laughed. “I know—isn’t it splendid?”

      Lorius made a noise in the back of her throat but let Yvrea lead her away.

      Gwendafyn sagged in relief when she left the room. “At least that’s over,” she mumbled.

      “I do believe your aunt is looking to find fault in every little thing you do,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn shrugged slightly. “Not really—just in all the ways I break tradition.”

      “Mmm,” Benjimir said. His eyes took on a dark, cold hue Gwendafyn hadn’t ever seen before. “Don’t let that witch corner you alone. And if she tries, tell me.”

      Gwendafyn hesitated. “It’s not that serious, Benjimir. She’ll chide and scold me, but she wouldn’t do anything else.” She’s not as bad as your mother, anyway. Though I might feel more pain from her words.

      “That doesn’t matter.” Benjimir’s voice was as hard as steel. “I won’t allow her to come to our home and knowingly hurt you as she passes her ridiculous judgements on you. And if she tries, she’s going to learn just how ruthless humans can be.” Benjimir narrowed his eyes and rested a hand on the hilt of the sword strapped to his waist as Yvrea escorted Lorius from the room.

      Gwendafyn stared at Benjimir, a question on her lips. Why does he feel so strongly about this?

      “Heyooo!” Arvel said cheerfully as he joined them. “You look ravishing as usual.” He said a word in Calnoric that Gwendafyn did not understand, then winked and made the sign for “bond partner.”

      Gwendafyn smiled widely and replied in Calnoric. “Thank you.” She hesitated, then glanced from Benjimir—who was still glaring at the door—to Arvel. “Did I say that right?” she attempted to ask in Calnoric.

      “Thank you? Yes. Though your lilt was a little too thick to make out all the words of your question,” Arvel said.

      Gwendafyn flattened her lips in displeasure at her failure.

      Arvel laughed. “You’re learning well, sister-in-law. ….Patience.” He winked again, then swiveled to face Benjimir. “Why do you look murderous, big brother?”

      “Various reasons.” Benjimir finally dragged his gaze away from the door and frowned at his brother. “Did you want something?”

      “Wanted to ask…questions about the bandits.” Arvel rocked back on his heels.

      Gwendafyn stepped away from Benjimir so his hand slid off her hip. “I will leave you to your discussion,” she said in Elvish. Before she could make her farewells to Arvel, Benjimir slid his arm back around her waist.

      “Do you have something you have to do?” he asked.

      “No.”

      He tugged her a little closer. “Will this conversation bore you?”

      Gwendafyn blinked in surprise. “No.”

      Benjimir kissed her cheek. “Then stay.” Returning his attention to Arvel, he asked in Calnoric, “What about the bandits?”

      “Do you have any new theories why they’re suddenly stirring up since we’ve managed to put some of the groups down?” Arvel asked.

      “A few,” Benjimir grimly said.

      Gwendafyn looked back and forth between the brothers with something akin to surprise. He’s never asked me to stay before… Something like hope briefly stirred in her, but Gwendafyn ruthlessly stamped it out. Yvrea and I are as opposite as can be. If he loved her, he could never love someone like me.

      Even so, she couldn’t help the warmth that settled in her heart as Benjimir slid his hand soothingly up and down her back, pausing only to lightly tug her braid, even as he continued his conversation with his brother.
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      Gwendafyn ducked, slipping under Thad’s lunge. She shifted her balance as she popped upright and rammed into him with all the force she could muster.

      Thad was knocked backwards and tucked his arms to his chest to reestablish his guard. Gwendafyn jabbed his throat with her elbow—making him choke—then chopped down on his wrist, so he dropped his sword with a clatter.

      “I yield,” he gurgled, then coughed.

      Her wooden sword was a familiar weight in her hand as she completed a fancy twirl Wilford had taught her, then rested the tip on the ground. “I’m sorry,” she said in careful Calnoric as she watched Thad sit down heavily on the dusty ground of the practice ring. “Was I too scratchy?”

      “Rough,” Thad croaked in correction. “You mean rough.”

      “Was I too rough?” She repeated.

      Thad gratefully took the waterskin Evlawyn offered him. When he finally regained his breath, he wiped his mouth off on the sleeve of his uniform. “That was an acceptable way to defeat me. But…are you well?”

      “Well?” Gwendafyn repeated the word carefully.

      Wilford scratched his chest. “Has something happened to make you upset?”

      Gwendafyn squeezed the hilt of her practice sword. If they can tell I am unsettled, that means I am acting mistrustful and childish. Aunt Lorius is here, but nothing has happened yet.

      Since her aunt’s arrival, she thankfully hadn’t run into her alone, nor did her aunt renew her request for a private audience with her. But…

      At every social event—every meal—Gwendafyn could feel her disappointed and dissatisfied gaze upon her.

      She disapproved when Gwendafyn wore clothes of Calnor design. She sighed whenever Gwendafyn was free to leave as Celrin and Yvrea began discussing Lessa policies. And when Gwendafyn attempted to talk with King Petyrr and her brothers-in-law, Lorius criticized her inability to speak clear Calnoric. (Granted, Lorius couldn’t speak Calnoric. Not to mention Gwendafyn’s grasp of the language had greatly increased since her aunt’s arrival, mostly because Lorius didn’t understand Calnoric, which was a great motivator. Moreover, longer Calnoric lessons meant fewer opportunities to see her!)

      Though Lorius hadn’t said any of her critical thoughts, the open disapproval was hardly encouraging. Moreover, her accusation that Gwendafyn was wasting her time and efforts still stung like an old wound.

      I’m disappointed with myself that I’ve let her disconcert me so. What does it matter if she disapproves? I am now a princess of Calnor. She can try to sort me into her usual customs and traditions, but I am out of her power now.

      “Gwendafyn?” Wilford asked.

      “I am…unsettled,” she finally acknowledged. “I apologize it has affect me.”

      “Affected,” Thad groaned as he stood up. “Wrong tense—it should be past tense.”

      “Affected,” Gwendafyn dutifully repeated. “I will not let it…affect me anymore.” She glanced at Thad, who gave her a thumbs up. “But being that…” Gwendafyn sighed in displeasure at her painfully slow words, then twisted around so she could shout in Elvish to Tari. “Could you please tell them I would like something more challenging? Perhaps two of them can come at me at once.”

      Tari sat under one of Seer Ringali’s razor-edged parasols with a dozing baby Braydynn tucked in her arms. “Going to channel your aggression, are you?”

      Gwendafyn twirled her sword again. “I’d like to, yes.”

      Before Tari could translate, Thad said in Calnoric, “You just asked for a challenge, didn’t you?”

      Tari beamed. “Good catch!” she called to the guard in Calnoric. “Your Elvish improves every day.”

      Thad busied himself with brushing dust off his clothes, but he didn’t duck down in time to completely mask the way his face reddened.

      Grygg rubbed his hands together and grinned slyly at Gwendafyn. “A challenge, you say?”

      Gwendafyn nodded and shifted in place—her irritation making it hard to stand still.

      “Perfect! I’ve been waiting for this day since our first training session.” Grygg laughed as he opened a drawstring bag and pulled out what looked like a money pouch, some paper, and an inkwell and stylus.

      Seer Ringali eyed Grygg. “Tarinthali,” he said. “What is Number Three doing?”

      “I’m not certain,” Tari replied in Elvish before she switched to Calnoric. “What are you doing, Grygg?”

      “We fumbled horridly when you were all….., Lady Tari,” he said, speaking a word Gwendafyn didn’t recognize.

      “Repeat, please.” Gwendafyn relaxed her grip on her practice sword’s hilt only so she could drum her fingers on the guard.

      “Aggravated—it means upset or frustrated,” Thad explained, having recovered from his bout of embarrassment. He turned his attention back to Grygg. “You mean in letting her drink the Honor Guards dry?”

      “No, I do believe we couldn’t have stopped that if we wanted,” Wilford laughed as he folded his arms behind his head as he ambled up to Grygg. “Did you mean in getting found out by the colonel?”

      “Nah—that was just as inevitable as Lady Tari’s drinking,” Grygg snorted. “I mean we didn’t profit off it. Which we should have, after all the suffering the colonel put us through!”

      “Well said,” Wilford grumbled.

      Gwendafyn rested the edge of her wooden sword on her shoulder as she watched Grygg bustle about with his supplies. “You intend to profit off my…aggravated?”

      “Aggravation,” Wilford corrected, saying it slowly so Gwendafyn could repeat after him.

      “And yes, Princess Gwendafyn, I do,” Grygg added.

      Thad groaned and rubbed his eyes. “If the prince finds out, we’ll be thrown from the Honor Guard.”

      “Really? I don’t think he’d mind much—unless she loses. Then he might have our heads for being poor trainers,” Wilford frowned slightly.

      “I agree,” Tari called to them. “Regardless of the outcome, though, Arion will likely still chew you out.”

      “Chew you out?” Gwendafyn repeated the unfamiliar phrase. With her heavy accent it barely sounded at all like Tari’s words. She frowned in frustration at her inabilities and had to fight off the desire to scuff her foot in the dust of the practice grounds.

      “Yell at us,” Thad translated before he turned to Tari. “It is very likely he will. But I will take my punishment in exchange for my fellow guards taking some of my blows.” He rubbed his throat. “That last session hurt.”

      “Sorry,” Gwendafyn repeated with true regret. What’s wrong with me? I shouldn’t let my anger unsettle me so!

      As Thad waved her off, Grygg beamed. “You’re really catching on to Calnoric, aren’t you?”

      Gwendafyn smiled. At least Aunt Lorius’ presence can be a good motivator for something…

      Seer Ringali tapped his fan on his knee as Tari finished translating for him. “Number Three has yet to explain what method he will employ to make a profit.”

      “I’m so glad you asked.” Grygg put his hands on his hips once Tari relayed the question. “I was thinking of a good, ol’ fashioned arena match.”

      Though Gwendafyn could hear his words, she had no idea what they meant. “Arena match?”
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* * *

      “I don’t want to do this,” Phelps complained, loudly.

      “Come on, Phelps. Be a pal.” Wilford smacked Phelps on the back.

      The Honor Guard darkly eyed him. “I am not a pal, but a sacrifice.”

      “Nonsense,” Thad said briskly. He stood at the side of the practice ring, his arms folded across his chest. “You are working as our crowd-pleaser. With you fighting Princess Gwendafyn, we can cheer and draw the attention of other off-hours guards. You’re building excitement!”

      Phelps peered at Gwendafyn, who did her best to smile at him.

      Despite her efforts, the edge of her anger must have burned through, for he stubbornly shook his head and backed away from her. “I don’t want to build excitement,” he said. “Why don’t one of you face her in the ring, and I’ll cheer?”

      “We can’t do that,” Grygg threw his arms out in front of him in a gesture of frustration. “Just about everyone has seen us fighting the princess. It won’t be unusual.”

      “I’ve already fought the princess, too!” Phelps declared.

      “Yes, but that was just one day. And Princess Gwendafyn has improved quite a bit since then,” Thad said.

      Phelps eyed Thad with the disapproval of an upset mother-in-law. “You owe me,” he grumbled as he shuffled forward into position.

      Gwendafyn crouched, her nerves easing as she sank into position, her weighted practice sword a reassuring heft in her hands. “Thank you, Phelps.”

      Phelps grunted. “You look like you could use a good fight.”

      She sighed and tried to ease some of the tension in her shoulders. “You’re not wrong.”

      “Begin!” Wilford shouted.

      Gwendafyn sprung at Phelps, her wooden sword extended.

      Phelps swiveled to the side to avoid her strike, then tried kicking her open side.

      Gwendafyn altered her lunge into a roll, falling onto her left shoulder so she could dodge. When she sprang out of the side roll, her momentum carried her all the way to her feet. She ran forward, avoiding the stab she could hear Phelps line up, and ran for a pile of three crates piled at the end of the ring.

      “Get her, Phelps!” Wilford shouted, cupping his hands around his mouth to make himself louder than usual.

      “Fight on, Fyn!” Tari yelled in a voice just as loud as Wilford’s.

      Gwendafyn hopped onto the crates, then—in one smooth movement—turned around and leaped off them in a jump strike.

      “Ooohhh!” Grygg howled in exaggerated awe.

      Phelps barely had time to skid to a stop and brace himself before Gwendafyn’s sword hit his with an explosive crack.

      Phelps clenched his teeth as he absorbed the blow, then leaned into his sword and pushed.

      Gwendafyn felt her feet start to slide backwards from Phelps’ sheer strength. She danced to the side and tried an upper cut that Phelps managed to deflect.

      “Good defense, Phelps,” Thad yelled.

      “Beat him down, Princess!” Grygg boomed.

      Gwendafyn and Phelps exchanged two jabs and parries before the first Honor Guard approached.

      “See now, what’s causing the racket?” The new arrival asked as he joined Grygg, Thad, and Wilford.

      Wilford nodded at Phelps and Gwendafyn. “The Princess says she wishes to fight other guards—wants to familiarize herself with other fighting styles and such.”

      “So we’re running a fight ring. If you’d like to match your blade against hers, it’ll cost you just a few bronze coins,” Grygg said.

      Gwendafyn barely heard his words as she tried to stab Phelps’ open side.

      It was a trap. He blocked her blow and hooked his leg around hers, yanking it out beneath her.

      Her balance off, Gwendafyn let herself fall. She managed to land in a crouch and tensed her outstretched leg, then swung it around in an attempt to sweep Phelps’ legs out from under him as well.

      But the wily soldier was prepared for such an attack and planted his sword on the side of his leg—the wooden edge out—so Gwendafyn rammed her shin straight into it.

      That’s going to bruise.

      Gwendafyn had to bite back a yelp as pain bloomed in her leg.

      He’s got me in a bad position. Her mind racing, Gwendafyn swung her sword up, striking Phelps in the gut before he could attack her.

      Due to her awkward position, she didn’t get much force in it, but it was enough to make Phelps toddle back a few steps.

      “Is she really that good?” the newcomer asked doubtfully as he watched.

      Wilford shrugged. “She’s the only elf warrior in years to hold a blade against a human.”

      “She’s probably the only chance you’ll ever have to fight an elf,” Grygg added.

      “Colonel Arion is going to demote us for this,” Thad muttered.

      Gwendafyn rose to her feet as Phelps recovered his balance. Sweat beaded on her brow as she attacked, unable to get past Phelps’ excellent defense.

      As she edged around him, she felt her heart race. Instead of growing tired or fatigued, the dance of parries and attacks invigorated Gwendafyn.

      She nearly laughed when she managed to side-step Phelps’ stab and ram him in the shoulder, making him retreat backwards to avoid another attack.

      “I’ll bite. Put me down for her next match.” The Honor Guard slapped a few coins into Grygg’s open palm.

      “With pleasure!” Grygg beamed.

      Gwendafyn flexed her shoulders and smiled sharply at the freeing feeling it provoked.

      Here, in the middle of battle, she was truly able to lose herself. All her worries and insecurities faded, and something in her breathed in with relief.

      She glanced across the ring and saw Phelps had regained his footing.

      Grinning, she sprang at him. Her smile grew when she successfully beat his guard down, angling her sword across his so the point of her blade slid under the guard of his hilt, then yanked up, pulling his sword out of his grasp.

      “And the win goes to: Princess Gwendafyn!” Tari shouted.

      Seer Ringali clapped obligingly.

      Gwendafyn didn’t hear any of the cheers from her teachers as she tightened her grasp on her sword. Finally…I feel free!
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* * *

      “Join the line in a neat and orderly fashion.” Wilford walked up and down the long, weaving line with his hands cupped around his mouth. “Please have your coins ready by the time you reach Grygg!”

      He said more, but Gwendafyn didn’t hear him over the roar of her current opponent: a massive, bear-like man who seemed to favor close-range combat of the physical variety—a boxer.

      Gwendafyn dodged the man when he threw a punch at her gut. She twisted, shifting her center of balance and pivoting on the front of her left foot so she could throw her right foot up in a facekick (a move she had learned exactly three matches ago from a rather talented guard who would have beaten her if he hadn’t forgotten about her sword).

      She successfully rammed the heel of her foot into his cheek, knocking his head back.

      It was a testament to his skill that he managed to grab Gwendafyn’s leg despite his lack of vision and hold it, keeping her balancing on one leg.

      Gwendafyn leaned into her captured heel, then twisted into his body—spinning her foot right out of his grasp. As she swung free, she lashed out with her sword, hitting him in the neck.

      It was a risky move, as she had very little control over her sword, but since the blade knocked the air out of him, he was hardly in a position to pluck it from her hands.

      “Stop dancing, My Princess, and finish him!” Seer Ringali drawled as if he were bored—even though he had abandoned his usual chair and stood at the side of the ring with Tarinthali.

      Gwendafyn flicked sweat from her forehead and grinned. She had already gone through six matches. By now she should be getting winded. Instead, it seemed like something inside of her was unraveling. With each fight, she felt a surge of adrenaline, and again and again she snatched up her sword, ready for more.

      It was exhilarating!

      The bear-guard roared again and lashed out with more speed than he had previously displayed, successfully clipping Gwendafyn on the shoulder with enough force to make her stagger.

      The guards in line gasped or cheered, depending on who they were supporting at the moment.

      Whatever it was that was driving her forward, it shivered. In her mind’s eye, she could see a closed door that rattled and rocked as it strained to contain something bright behind it.

      Magic.

      Gwendafyn could almost feel the lock clicking in the door, but she ruthlessly pushed the image from her mind and pressed the feeling away.

      She recovered and zipped forward, slamming the hilt of her sword into the man’s chest.

      He made a keening noise as all the air in his body left, and she successfully shoved him to the ground.

      Planting her heel on his wrist, Gwendafyn rested the edge of her wooden sword on his throat. “Do you yield?” She asked.

      He only gasped like a landed fish.

      “Yield?” She repeated in case he hadn’t heard her through her accent.

      He nodded, and Gwendafyn stepped back to give him room.

      What was that? She wondered before her thoughts were interrupted by cheers and jeers.

      “And the winner is: Princess Gwendafyn!” Tari shouted above the noise.

      “Princess, over here,” Thad called.

      “Thank you for the fight,” Gwendafyn tossed over her shoulder as two guards she had already beaten entered the ring to help the boxer stand.

      There was a spring in her step as she sashayed over to Thad, who gave her a waterskin.

      “Sip it only,” he warned.

      Gwendafyn nodded as she took a small sip of water, relishing its coolness.

      “This is marvelous,” Grygg declared from Thad’s feet. He had swiped one of the crates from the ring and was using it as a makeshift desk. He had papers spread across it—a list of opponents awaiting her, a record of those who had paid, and the fights’ results, of course.

      “You are a golden goose, Princess,” Grygg continued. “If you can keep this up for even just five more matches, you will have made us a bundle.”

      “We should raise the price,” Wilford said thoughtfully as he studied the line of eager soldiers.

      “Done?” Thad asked, taking the waterskin from Gwendafyn.

      Gwendafyn nodded and looked out at the ring. “Who next?”

      “The man with daggers over there,” Thad said.

      Gwendafyn gave Thad a thumbs up and rolled her shoulders to keep her muscles light and limber.

      “You have done well—but do not let your success tempt you into slovenly fighting,” Seer Ringali said.

      Gwendafyn bowed slightly. “I’ve gotten sloppy. I’ll be more careful next time.”

      “How do you feel, My Princess?” Tari asked in Calnoric.

      “Amazing!” Gwendafyn wiped her forehead off on her sleeve and trotted into the ring.

      Thad sighed wistfully. “If I didn’t fear the colonel half as much as I do, I’d say we should start a gambling ring.”

      “Ready?” Tari called, sounding fierce above the din of the other soldiers. “Begin!”
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* * *

      “Are you certain you can handle three of them?” Thad asked with a frown.

      “Of course she can,” Wilford snorted. “All three of these fellows are greenhorns. She took out two senior guards two matches ago!”

      Gwendafyn tested the balance of her new wooden sword—her old one had cracked badly during her last match with a particularly skilled spear fighter. As fighting with a compromised weapon was not intelligent, a new one had been provided for her. “If they are unskilled, I think I can manger.”

      “Manage,” Grygg corrected absently as he carefully counted coins into a bag.

      Gwendafyn snorted and stomped her foot. “Why must Calnoric have so many similar-sounding words?”

      “She’ll be fine,” Wilford said dryly before he ambled away.

      Thad narrowed his eyes as he studied her. “You don’t seem exhausted.”

      “I’m not,” Gwendafyn assured him.

      He shook his head. “But how is that possible? You’ve been going for hours.”

      “It is the High Elf blood that flows in her veins,” Seer Ringali said in Elvish. He narrowed his eyes as he studied Gwendafyn. “I have seen it at work in my fellow Evening Stars. Though you seem to use it…differently.”

      Thinking of the buckling door, Gwendafyn frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

      Seer Ringali pulled a lock of his shiny hair from Braydynn’s chubby fists before the baby could stuff it in his mouth. “Exactly as it sounds. You seem to use your High Elf blood in an entirely different way. I assumed it was our training as Evening Stars, but I am not so sure anymore…”

      “It’s not a bad thing,” Tari said kindly as Sius growled at her feet—as if in agreement.

      “Yes, I’m sure Lady Tari and Seer Ringali are saying something important, but your next match is waiting, as is the audience, Princess.” Grygg tapped his finger on the schedule.

      “It’s Fyn.” Gwendafyn strode into the ring, raising her hand to acknowledge the cheers and whistles from the guards surrounding her.

      The line to fight her was much shorter now, but the crowd around the ring had grown exponentially. It seems like most of the off-duty guards have come here, she thought as she took up her place in the center of the ring.

      “Princess.” Thad briefly joined her there, leaning in so he could whisper. “Since you’re going to take on all three, might I suggest a strategy?”

      Gwendafyn nodded and flipped her braid over her shoulder. “Of course.”

      “Take out the weaselly looking one—he’s the guard closest to us—first. Also do it in the fastest way possible. Then go after that stick-like one, and finish up with the serious lad standing back,” Thad said.

      “Is the w-w…” Gwendafyn paused.

      “Weaselly,” Thad supplied.

      “Is the weaselly one dangerous?” she asked.

      “Nope, not at all. All three of these guards are new recruits on my patrol rotation. The weaselly one is just insufferable. A bit of public embarrassment and humility will do him some good.” Thad grinned.

      Gwendafyn laughed. “Very well.”

      “Remember: fast and humiliating,” he coached as he backed away.

      Shaking her head, Gwendafyn gave her sword several experimental twirls.

      The guards surrounding the ring hushed—like the wind before an ocean typhoon—and leaned forward in anticipation.

      Gwendafyn crouched in a position that would let her explosively leap forward. As if she had done this all her life, her breath evened out, and her muscles tensed.

      “Begin!” Tari shouted.

      Gwendafyn shot forward, pouncing on the soldier Thad had pointed out. He tried to jab her side with a basic stab. Gwendafyn threw her sword up in a guard stance that deflected his attack, making him throw his arm wide.

      Moving faster than she had when she fought Phelps in her first match of the day, Gwendafyn snapped her wrist, adjusting her hold so the sword blade was braced against her forearm. She rotated her wrist then in a combination of a hilt jab and a hook punch that had her twisting her hips and torso, then smashed her hilt into the spot just behind his ear.

      He fell like a sack of rocks.

      Gwendafyn focused on the next guard—the stick-skinny one—only vaguely aware of the approving roar of the audience.

      Her new opponent hunched his shoulders to his neck in fear but held his ground in a wide-legged stance. He raised his sword into a guard position as Gwendafyn descended upon him.

      She kneed his gut, and he folded over her leg in a heave.

      Gwendafyn snatched up his hand that held his sword and shook it violently until he dropped his weapon.

      She rolled him off her leg and, at the same time, snaked her freed foot behind his knees and yanked them out from under him.

      He fell with a muffled oath, but before Gwendafyn could ask if he yielded, the third guard jumped her.

      He attacked her silently from behind. Gwendafyn only turned in time and blocked his strike because of the whistling noise the wooden swords made when they sliced through the air.

      Gwendafyn grinned. “Not bad,” she said in Elvish.

      The foreign tongue did not rattle him. Instead, the third guard pulled back and slowly circled her.

      Gwendafyn kicked the skinny guard’s sword away and planted a foot on his chest, pushing him back down when he tried to get up. He went down with a muffled cry but stayed down when Gwendafyn slipped away.

      Gwendafyn’s muscles finally started to protest the long-born abuse, and she felt that impossible door in her mind buckle. I’m going to have to end this fast, or I just might accidentally unleash that on this innocent guard.

      Gwendafyn backed away from the guard as he jabbed his sword at her. When he pulled back for another strike, Gwendafyn tried to kick him in the kneecap, but he dodged her.

      He’s got a good sword stance. I could best him eventually, but I think that might take too long. He’s guarded against my usual tricks, so what can I do that he wouldn’t expect?

      Gwendafyn narrowed her eyes and tuned out the cheers.

      Princess, Princess, Princess!

      For Calnor!

      Knock-him-out! Knock-him-out!

      Briefly her eyes settled on Tari and Seer Ringali. Tari was cheering with as much exuberance as the rest of the soldiers. Seer Ringali, however, only quirked an eyebrow.

      The whistle of a wooden sword swinging jarred Gwendafyn back into focus. She leaned into a back bend—a move she had practiced for hours back home in Lessa—to avoid the guard’s horizontal slice. The move brought back to her memory the Evening Star dances and practice fights she had witnessed.

      A series of stances came to Gwendafyn’s mind—something fast and brutal enough to end the fight in moments.

      I’ve tried it on a dummy a few times, but never on a real person…but it will certainly catch him off guard.

      The guard tried a series of slashing attacks and nearly succeeded in popping Gwendafyn’s sword from her tiring grip.

      Yep, I’ll have to go for it.

      Gwendafyn chucked her sword at the guard. He deflected it with ease, of course, but Gwendafyn had only meant for it to be a distraction.

      She used his moment of preoccupation to leap on the edge of the wooden fence that surrounded the practice arena, and pushed off it in one smooth, continuous movement.

      Go, go, go!

      Mid-jump, Gwendafyn swung her legs forward. Rather than falling to the ground, she latched her calves around the guard’s head.

      As he staggered under her sudden weight, Gwendafyn swung like a pendulum. When she reached the height of her arc—nearly as high as his shoulder—she wrenched her calves to the side.

      This forced the guard down while Gwendafyn popped higher in a swinging, acrobatic move. With the advantage her momentum and higher position gave her—and the fact that he was half bent over—she was able to throw him to the ground, recovering just in time so she crouched next to him instead of falling with him.

      From there, it was easy to swipe up his own sword and plant her foot between his shoulder blades, pinning him in place.

      “Yield?” she said, her breath coming too hard to say more.

      “I yield,” he agreed.

      Gwendafyn hadn’t realized a hush had come over the ring at her unusual fighting move until the soldiers relapsed into roars that were louder than ever.

      She grinned and waved to her audience, then offered a hand up to the guard she had knocked down. “You did well!” She had to lean in and shout to be heard over the roars and whistles.

      The Honor Guard bowed. “You honor me, Your Highness,” he shouted.

      Gwendafyn retrieved her wooden sword and wiped sweat off her forehead. Yes, I should stop now. I think I’ve reached my limit. Her hands shook a little—likely from both the effort she had just expelled and from the endless adrenaline.

      It took her a moment to find Thad, Wilford, and Grygg in the crowd. Wilford and Tari were jumping up and down like excited children; Thad was pumping his fists in the air, and Grygg was rubbing coins on his face with a blissful expression.

      She ambled towards them, but stopped dead in her tracks when she saw Seer Ringali.

      The Evening Star was smiling with smug satisfaction and was clapping very rapidly—which was about equal to Tari jumping up and down in terms of exuberance he was willing to show.

      Gwendafyn grinned shyly as she again started for them, but her smile dimmed briefly when she saw Benjimir and Yvrea standing next to him.

      Yvrea was gaping. Her eyes almost bulged from her head, and her mouth hung open in shock.

      Benjimir, however, wore a smirk that was almost as smug as Seer Ringali’s. When he met Gwendafyn’s gaze, he quirked an eyebrow and clapped for her, then leaned over and said something to Yvrea—his smirk softening to something else.

      Of course they would be together. Gwendafyn trotted over to her trio of trainers. At least one could never call him disloyal.

      “Well done, Fyn!” Wilford just barely stopped himself from clasping her shoulder. “That was brilliant!”

      “The money!” Grygg sighed happily as the cheers of the crowd finally subsided. “All the money!”

      “That was perfect,” Thad nodded enthusiastically. “You really nailed Tymm. It was so brutal and fantastic!” He held his hands clenched in delighted fists until he saw something past Tari and wilted. “Um, good afternoon, Your Highness. Crown Princess Yvrea.”

      The greeting made whispers ripple through the guards as they stared with wide eyes at their leader.

      Benjimir leaned against the wooden fence of the ring, though Gwendafyn didn’t miss Yvrea’s hand on his arm. “Thad, Wilford, and Grygg, wasn’t it?” he asked.

      The trio saluted smartly, though Gwendafyn could see their fear in the tense set of their shoulders.

      Benjimir nodded in acknowledgement. “You arranged this?” He gazed around the ring, his eyes passing over the stiff guards who awaited his words.

      Thad cleared his throat. “Yes, Your Highness.”

      Benjimir thoughtfully nodded again. “How many matches has she had?”

      Gwendafyn rolled her eyes. “I’m right here, Benjimir. I can answer for myself.”

      Benjimir raised his brows and slightly shook his head at her.

      “Fourteen,” Grygg answered after checking his chart.

      “How many has she won?” Benjimir’s words were casual, but that intense light he sometimes showed when he was feeling crafty flashed in his eyes.

      “All of them,” Wilford said.

      Benjimir’s smirk returned, “Excellent.”

      “D-do you enjoy this, Little Fyn?” Yvrea bit her lip as she studied Gwendafyn.

      As Gwendafyn stood there—sweaty and dust-spattered—near Yvrea—beautiful and fresh—she had never before felt their differences so keenly. “Yes,” Gwendafyn said, the joy from her win draining from her. “I do.”

      Yvrea nodded once, then again as she set a smile back on her lips. “Very well, then well done! You were, uh, impressive.” Though she stammered a little, her smile was genuine—if not a little confused.

      She is so good. I don’t think anyone else besides her would be able to accept this so whole-heartedly. The tiny bit of envy she harbored over her sister twisted in guilt.

      “I am glad to hear patrol leaders Thad, Wilford, and Grygg have been able to teach you something, so they are not the only ones who profit from your relationship,” Benjimir said dryly as he stared at Grygg and his bag of coins.

      Grygg glanced from the collected money to Benjimir. “I beg your pardon, Your Highness—”

      Benjamir raised a hand. “If Gwendafyn does not object to your activities, neither will I,” Benjimir said carelessly.

      “Really?” Tari piped in, though she pulled back in shock. (She was not the only surprised one in the crowd—Wilford’s mouth was open wide enough to swallow a chicken leg—but she was the only one with enough station to question the prince.)

      Benjimir appeared rather princely as he stood up straight. “Of course,” he said. “Though I will not shelter you when Colonel Arion finds out.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness!” Thad folded over in a deep bow, one mirrored by the rest of the guards.

      Gwendafyn tried to brush dust off her clothes. He might not be mad, but he didn’t say he would refrain from telling Arion himself… She jumped in surprise when Benjimir reached over the fence and brushed a bit of dust off her cheek.

      His smirk was barely there—playing with the edges of his lips. “As long as you are happy, I don’t care what you do for your lessons. But perhaps you ought to be done for today?”

      “Why?” Tari asked over Yvrea’s shoulder. (When Yvrea realized she was present, she instantly went in for her customary hug.)

      Benjimir’s eyes flickered to Gwendafyn’s hands—which were still shaking. “No reason,” he murmured.

      Thankful she didn’t have to admit to her fatigue, Gwendafyn nodded. “Benjimir is right; I should be done for the day. I need to make myself presentable for tonight’s social events.”

      Benjimir nodded. “I will meet you back at our rooms?” His eyes were on Gwendafyn, but he offered his arm to Yvrea as she returned to his side.

      “Of course,” Gwendafyn had to practically pry her mouth open to speak the words.

      Benjimir bowed slightly as Yvrea waved. “Then I will take my leave,” he murmured before he and Yvrea turned to go.

      The guards saluted him as one, their posture tall and proud…until Benjimir left the crowd.

      Thad pushed his way to Gwendafyn. “What was that move you pulled at the end of this last fight?” he asked, his eyes curious.

      “It was, ahhh,” Gwendafyn glanced at Tari. “Could you explain? My Calnoric isn’t…”

      Tari nodded. “Of course. It was an Evening Star move—we try to weaponize our whole body with a variety of movements in addition to using magic-made weapons.”

      Thad wrinkled his forehead. “What? I thought Evening Stars were dancers?”

      Tari winked. “I can explain—and perhaps demonstrate—later if you like. What is more important at the moment is My Princess Gwendafyn! How did you do that?”

      “I’ve seen the move during performances,” Gwendafyn said.

      “And you learned from just seeing it?” Tari asked.

      “No.” Gwendafyn laughed. “I had to practice it for weeks. My side was a solid bruise from all the falls I took while trying to learn how to properly fling myself.” She glanced nervously at Seer Ringali. “I hope using it was not…offensive?”

      Seer Ringali hadn’t stopped his satisfied smirk. “Of course not!” he said. “You learned by watching. Personally, I am glad. Though you didn’t train with us Evening Stars, you have still benefited from some of our teachings. It’s quite appropriate.”

      “Oh?” Gwendafyn said, more than a little confused.

      “Indeed.”

      “As much as it saddens me, we should follow Prince Benjimir’s request and end our festivities,” Tari sighed as she caressed Sius’ head. The big cat purred and buried his face in her skirts.

      “First, three cheers for Princess Gwendafyn, our undefeated champion and the student—and now teacher—of the Honor Guard!” Grygg shouted.

      Gwendafyn laughed as the guards once again raised a cacophony of cheers.

      “Princess Gwendafyn!”

      “Princess Gwendafyn!”

      “Princess Gwendafyn!”

      This is enough, Gwendafyn thought as she couldn’t help the giggle that spilled out of her in her joy. This is all I ever wanted. I’d be greedy to ask for more.
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      Benjimir briefly shielded his eyes from the sun as he strolled down the city street. Somewhere behind him, his father and Arvel laughed, and a translator chatted with King Celrin. A quick glance confirmed the locations of the two squads of Honor Guards who accompanied them. It took a moment longer to find Gwendafyn as she and Claire flitted from one shop to the next like intoxicated butterflies—leaving a winded Vincent in their trail.

      At the moment, the two princesses were chatting with a man who owned some sort of food stall just outside a saddlery. Vincent was peering longingly at the saddlery but stayed close to his wife.

      A moment passed, and Gwendafyn raced back to Benjimir’s side, her eyes bright as she held out a slice of apple slathered in what appeared to be a red candy coating. “You must try this,” she urged.

      I wonder if she would be upset if I call her Fyn…she seems to only allow those close to her to use it, but I’ve heard the Trio of Daftness call her it as well. Benjimir studied the proffered food. “I’ve had candied apples before, as a child,” he said.

      “And now you will eat one as an adult.” Gwendafyn smiled as she held out the treat.

      She’s not going to let this drop—like the other treats she’s foisted on me today, he thought, highly amused by Gwendafyn’s bright curiosity. “Fine, but I refuse to get my fingers sticky. You’ll have to feed it to me.”

      Benjimir grinned as he leaned closer to her, awaiting a blush or protest.

      “Then stop smirking and open your mouth,” Gwendafyn instructed, surprising him.

      He automatically opened his mouth, and Gwendafyn popped the apple slice in.

      The sticky, sweet texture of the candy was a perfect complement to the crisp and juicy apple. Though he would never admit it, the candied apple tasted as good as it had when he was a child.

      “Isn’t it delicious?” Gwendafyn asked as she licked off her fingers.

      “I guess,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn laughed in her delight, her loud joyful one, paused guiltily as if she had done something she should not have, before she surveyed the street and laughed wildly again. “I’m off—I’ll be back when we find another good treat.”

      “Do you know what to do if you run out of money?” Benjimir asked.

      “Yes, ask King Petyrr for more,” Gwendafyn said.

      Benjimir tapped her on the tip of her nose. “Or you could ask your husband.”

      Gwendafyn grinned as she walked backwards for a few steps. “Why would I do that? My father-in-law will give me more than you would!”

      “Ingrate,” Benjimir called after her, but the elf princess merely laughed as she linked her arm with Claire’s and towed the younger girl after her, leaving Vincent to scramble behind them.

      Benjimir watched for a moment before once again surveying the streets.

      They were out in the early afternoon at a less-busy time—which was the only reason why he could keep an eye on Gwendafyn at all. But folk seemed to leave space around the royal party—likely a side effect of the guards.

      “This was a capital idea!” King Petyrr laughed so loudly a pony tied outside the blacksmith’s turned to peer at him. “We should do this more often.”

      Benjimir raised his eyebrows and glanced at his father. “Of course you would think it’s a good time. It was the idea of one of your beloved daughters-in-law.”

      The idea to explore the store district in Haven had been Gwendafyn’s. She spawned it after listening to Tari talk about the trips to the market she had taken with Arion. With the cunning of a fox, Gwendafyn had approached King Petyrr with the idea. And everyone knew that what King Petyrr’s precious elf daughter-in-law wanted, she got.

      Arvel laughed. “Still, it’s been fun. We haven’t done something like this since we were boys. We’re just missing Peregrine—though I suppose his absence can’t be helped as he is still performing ambassador duties among our neighboring countries.”

      “It would be better if you were married as well, Arvel.” King Benjimir peered at a chicken in a wooden cage. “To witness three of my sons and their lovely brides—that would be a real treat!”

      Arvel ran a hand through his reddish-blonde hair. “I don’t know. Whatever poor girl I marry will not be able to compare to Claire—your first daughter-in-law—and Gwendafyn—your elf daughter-in-law.”

      “She’s my elf daughter-in-law and the daughter of Celrin!” King Petyrr boomed as he slapped the elf king on the back.

      The easy-going elf king smiled down at King Petyrr as his translator worked. “I am glad you treasure Gwendafyn so.”

      “Of course!” King Petyrr replied via the translator. “Surely the heavens shone down upon us, that two of our children would fall in love. It’s a story for the ages!”

      Benjimir ignored the familiar recital—King Petyrr usually announced his thankfulness for his marriage to Gwendafyn at least once a week—and watched Gwendafyn.

      Her brow was wrinkled as she tried to talk to Claire—in Calnoric assumedly—before giving up and using hand gestures.

      Claire nodded and pointed to a store across the street.

      The two girls crossed safely—though behind them Vincent was nearly run down by a loose goat—and slipped into a store stocked with cloth and various fabrics.

      Benjimir scratched his chin as he watched. It’s strangely not difficult to reconcile the Gwendafyn in the ring with the one I see now. Yes, she can fight unlike other elves…but she’s always been sharper and more alert. She sees what others don’t, and she controls her strength and holds it back.

      “Pining for your wife?” Arvel grinned as he ambled along at Benjimir’s side.

      Benjimir glanced at his little brother. “Are you going to lecture me again about how I must treasure her?”

      “Nah.” Arvel hooked his thumbs on his belt. “I don’t think it’s necessary anymore. I can see you understand that she is different from other elves and why that would make her life before you uncomfortable.”

      Benjimir lazily ran a hand through his hair. “You overestimate your skills of observation, little brother.”

      Arvel rolled his eyes. “Hardly. I certainly didn’t miss the look you gave ‘dear Princess Lorius’ when she arrived.” Arvel snorted and waved to one of his favorite book merchants.

      “Perhaps…” Benjimir made a point of casually looking away. “You and Gwendafyn are close, as bond partners?” He asked seemingly off-handedly.

      Since the social when Arvel had cornered him to lecture him about “treasuring Gwendafyn,” the same night Gwendafyn had worn her first dress of human design, the thought of their Nodusigm binding had nagged at Benjimir. I was always consumed with Yvrea; I never really cared how close our siblings were. Gwendafyn wasn’t around as much as Yvrea, so I assumed they couldn’t have been as companionable as Yvrea and I, but…is Gwendafyn closer to Arvel than she is to me?

      The unwanted thought made his chest twist.

      Perhaps she only asked me to marry her rather than Arvel because she wanted to avoid the chance of becoming Queen of Calnor. It’s a distinct possibility—if she had married Arvel, I am certain Father would have announced him as his heir the day of their engagement, and she fled her old life because she wanted freedom.

      “Gwendafyn is easy to get along with,” Arvel said. “But we never shared a close bond—mostly due to how little we saw each other. But I know her well enough to know that she’s…unusual for an elf.”

      “She’s not ‘unusual,’” Benjimir growled. “She’s special.”

      Arvel scratched the back of his head and squinted at Benjimir. “Yes,” he agreed. “But she’s special in a way that sets her apart from her kinsmen. When I talked to you about it, I wanted to make sure you treasured those parts of her, not just her beauty and race.”

      “Of course he treasures those pieces of her,” King Celrin said in Elvish, making Benjimir and Arvel whirl around in surprise.

      King Celrin smiled at Benjimir as his translator moved to stand by Arvel. “If I did not think he would, I would not have let Benjimir marry my daughter, for she is dear to me.” Celrin swiveled his gaze to Arvel. “But I know Benjimir. He will not pull back from Gwendafyn’s brilliance. Even when others might.”

      “Celrin!” King Petyrr boomed before Benjimir or Arvel could respond. “Come see this shawl! I should like to get it for your lovely Queen Firea if you think it suits her.”

      King Celrin nodded to Benjimir and his brother before gliding off to join King Petyrr.

      Benjimir watched him go, feeling…conflicted.

      Apparently Gwendafyn and I were not as sly as we thought. We suspected Celrin knew we weren’t in love, but it seems he considered our relationship more than we did. It also seems he sees more than I assumed he would…

      Knowing Celrin would have stopped Gwendafyn from marrying him made Benjimir tense. But he didn’t—even back when I didn’t know how much I would cherish her, he saw his daughter and knew she would win me over. Benjimir watched the King of Calnor and the King of Lessa as they inspected the shawl.

      How much do they see? How much have I underestimated them?

      “Your Majesty!” A human courier trotted down the streets, pausing only long enough to bow to both kings. He went down on one knee and offered up a correspondence sealed with wax.

      King Petyrr’s normally cheerful face turned serious as he used a belt knife to slice through the wax. His serious expression shifted even darker, making his eyes stormy as he flattened his lips and read the missive.

      “Bad news?” Benjimir asked as he glanced back at the cloth store just in time to see Gwendafyn and Claire exit. They ran into a trio of young ladies—daughters of nobility judging by the quality of their dresses and the looks of disdain they gave Claire.

      “News of the bandits plaguing our western border,” King Petyrr grunted.

      “Have you uncovered any reason for the sudden unrest among them in that region?” King Celrin asked through his translator.

      “No,” King Petyrr sighed.

      “We’ve questioned those we’ve captured, and often they are from different parts of Calnor and were not companions until they were united and combined their efforts.” Benjimir folded his arms across his chest and leaned against a hitching post as his father and father-in-law glided over to him and Arvel.

      “I can say most of them were recruited,” Benjimir continued. “But we haven’t managed to track down any of the top leaders yet. They’re the real troublemakers.” He glanced back at Gwendafyn and Claire.

      Gwendafyn signed something to the trio of ladies, then smiled down at Claire, using what Benjimir thought of as her “elf expression”—a serene smile that was nearly a perfect copy of her father’s.

      King Petyrr grumbled. “Without the shadowy leaders they would not have grown so organized and become such a threat.”

      Arvel rubbed his wrist as he glanced up and down the street. “Should we really be discussing this in such a public setting?”

      King Petyrr shrugged. “It’s not a secret. It’s public knowledge we’re shutting down the rogues—as it should be! The people must know they can trust us with their well-being!” He puffed up like an upset hedgehog.

      Benjimir rested his hand on the hilt of his sword and again searched out Gwendafyn.

      Whether it was by the power of Gwendafyn’s race or her open favor of Claire, the three noble ladies were actually talking to the younger princess without a sneer on their faces.

      What hustle is Gwendafyn pulling? He wondered as he watched Claire nod, then speak to Gwendafyn, who responded with hand gestures. Her Calnoric is far better than she seems to be pretending.

      “Unfortunately, I’m afraid I’ll have to send you on another investigation,” King Petyrr said gloomily.

      Benjimir swiveled his attention back to his father. “Yes. That’s fine.”

      Arvel studied him. “That doesn’t upset you?”

      Benjimir raised an eyebrow at him. “Why would it? I’ll take Gwendafyn with me—she’ll make another holiday of it.”

      The news made King Petyrr sigh again. “I was afraid you’d want that.”

      “It will be good for Gwendafyn,” King Celrin said, surprising Benjimir.

      I thought he’d want to shelter her and try to talk me out of it… Thinking of Lorius and the constant disapproval she seemed to shower on Gwendafyn—which had only gotten worse since she’d been at the palace for the last two weeks—Benjimir said, “I agree. I think making her stay at the palace all the time seems to oppress her.”

      The words were practically a dare to the elvish king, but Benjimir was still a little angry that Celrin would let his daughter so thoroughly be ruled by her aunt. Just even thinking of the way she looked guilty whenever she thought she laughed too loud made Benjimir itch to have Lorius tossed from Haven.

      King Petyrr frowned at Benjimir, and Arvel had a sudden coughing fit, but King Celrin smiled. “I believe you are correct, son-in-law. She likely needs the…escape.”

      That’s about as close as you can come to politely saying she needs to flee Lorius.

      “Perhaps I shall come, too.” King Petyrr scratched his neck as he thought. “We need to track down those bandit leaders.”

      “To stop the raiding?” Arvel asked.

      “Yes, and because they seem too well organized,” King Petyrr said.

      “What do you mean by that?” Arvel asked.

      “I’ve thought of that, too,” Benjimir said. “An average citizen—even if he is smart and charismatic—shouldn’t be able to organize such an elaborate network of bandits without some kind of training.”

      “You think he’s ex-military?” Arvel asked.

      “It’s one possibility out of many,” Benjimir said. Another option is that this uprising is caused by the dabbling of other countries, but why would they do such a thing?

      “The timing is suspicious,” King Celrin said.

      “What do you mean, old friend?” King Petyrr asked once his translator finished.

      “Calnor has never had such a serious problem with bandits…until the bond between Lessa and Calnor grew stronger as a result of Lady Tarinthali and Sir Arion,” King Celrin said.

      King Petyrr furrowed his brow so deeply crops could have been planted in the wrinkles of his forehead. “Yes. That is troubling.” He rolled his shoulders back and smiled brightly. “But we will discuss such matters at a later time! Right now we should enjoy Haven.”

      King Celrin tilted his head. “Indeed.”

      “Come, Celrin! There’s some fresh, smoked jerky somewhere ahead of us—I can smell it!” Sniffing the air like a dog, King Petyrr marched down the street, King Celrin and his translator following him with apparent amusement.

      They passed by Gwendafyn and Claire, who were still standing with the ladies, though Gwendafyn was starting to edge away. Still working her hustle…

      Benjimir sighed and glanced at his younger brother. “You really ought to take a greater interest in military strategy.”

      Arvel made a face. “Why? I find economics far more interesting.”

      “That doesn’t matter. One day you’ll be responsible for both Calnor’s economy and military.”

      “No, thank you,” Arvel said emphatically.

      “If Father names you the heir, you won’t have a choice,” Benjimir warned him.

      “I’m not so convinced he still isn’t going to give you the title again,” Arvel snorted. “And even if he does name me heir, who cares? I think it’s a ridiculous and antiquated notion to expect the king to be good in all areas of ruling—that’s impossible!”

      Benjimir shook his head at his brother’s stubbornness and once again searched out Gwendafyn.

      She had successfully slipped away from Claire and the other ladies and lingered in front of a tiny building that served as a record keeping vault for the blocks around it. City history, census information, marriage licenses, and the like were recorded and stored inside.

      But what appeared to fascinate her was a fresco painted on the whitewashed outer wall.

      Benjimir glanced at Arvel. “Are you going to look at more books?”

      “Yep! Want to come?”

      “Not particularly. Don’t buy too many.”

      “That’s impossible; one can’t ever have too many books.” Arvel grinned, then strode away. “Keep an eye on Gwendafyn for me!”

      Benjimir stiffened and called after him. “She’s my wife. I’ll keep an eye on her for my own sake—you interloper.”

      Arvel laughed in that irritating manner he used whenever he managed to successfully rile someone and mock saluted Benjimir before he reached his wretched bookstore.

      Benjimir grumbled under his breath and pushed off the hitching post, making for his bride.

      As he got closer, he could see the fresco—one of the many historic paintings in Haven the royal families paid to restore every few years—was a mural of the High Elves.

      One High Elf stood tall and proud and stared out of the painting—dark hair whipping in the wind as magic crackled at his feet. Behind him were two fighting High Elves, who resembled figures from a nightmare more than the noble Lesser Elves that milled around Haven.

      Magic swirled around their weapons, and their eyes glowed as blood spattered their clothes.

      Benjimir glanced at Gwendafyn. Her eyes were narrowed and her jaw set, but her brow was slightly furrowed as though she were in physical pain.

      “Does something about this mural bother you?” Benjimir asked as he joined her. “An inaccuracy, perhaps?”

      Gwendafyn glanced from the fresco to him. “No. If anything the original artist rendered the High Elves in uncomfortably precise detail.”

      Benjimir shrugged and inched closer so their shoulders brushed. “They were a fearsome lot.”

      Gwendafyn stiffened, and her mouth twitched unhappily.

      Was that the wrong thing to say? Why?

      “They were terrible,” she said.

      “And beautiful. And brilliant,” Benjimir added.

      Gwendafyn stared at him. “How can you say that? Do you forget the many they slaughtered? Do you forget that because they were such warmongers, we Lesser Elves would have been killed if not for Calnor?”

      “No,” Benjimir said. “I’m well aware that on the whole, the world has allowed the High Elves to slip from memory. I, however, have not. It seems foolish to forget such an enemy used to prowl the continent.” He frowned thoughtfully as he studied the beautiful fresco. “But it is equally as foolish to focus on all their flaws.”

      Gwendafyn surprised him when she placed a hand on his chest. “What do you mean?” she asked, her shimmering sapphire eyes fixated on him.

      Why is this so important to her? “What I mean is the High Elves were beautiful, brutal warriors. Many times, they stirred up war and chaos, but they loved as fiercely as they fought. Your entire race is a testimony to that, given that Lesser Elves are said to be the offspring of humans and High Elves from long, long ago,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn returned her gaze to the mural. “They were too powerful.”

      “Nonsense,” Benjimir snorted. “There is nothing inherently bad in having power. The bigger question is how one uses that power.” He watched her for a moment when she said nothing in response and continued to doubtfully eye the fresco. “Like you, for instance.”

      Gwendafyn flinched, but her expression was smooth when she offered him an empty smile. “What are you talking about?”

      “You are a princess of Lessa and Calnor,” Benjimir said. “You could lie back and relax for the rest of your life, but you are relentless. You take lessons in Calnoric so you may speak to your new people.  You include Claire when frankly she is beneath your notice.  You mindfully use a human seamstress. In short, you use the power and respect you have been given for an honorable goal. If you had the same power as the High Elves, I know you would wield it with passion and integrity.”

      Gwendafyn nodded slowly and let her hand slide off his chest. “Thank you, Benjimir.” She sighed, but her shoulders didn’t seem quite so stooped.

      I wonder what that was about.

      Benjimir glanced at the fresco again, then turned his back to it. He touched the elaborate braid Gwendafyn had coiled her hair in for the day and wondered if she would hit him if he loosened it. “So, what trick did you successfully pull on those ladies Claire is still speaking to?” he asked, purposefully changing the subject.

      Gwendafyn raised an eyebrow at Benjimir to let him know she was perfectly aware of what he was attempting to do, then widened her eyes and tilted her head. “Trick? I could never do something so underhanded, and why would I?”

      “Though Claire has been married to Vincent for roughly four years now, the courts treat her with disdain. Yet, you managed to get those three young ladies to talk to her without sneering.”

      “I pretended I couldn’t understand their Calnoric and used hand gestures to explain I could understand Claire because of the time we spend together,” Gwendafyn admitted.

      Benjimir laughed. “How conniving.”

      “It worked,” Gwendafyn snorted, then also turned around. “She’s still talking to them, and I don’t think they noticed that I have left.”

      Benjimir pressed his lips to Gwendafyn’s temple. “I can’t decide if it’s a good thing or a bad thing that I married someone as cunning as I.”

      Gwendafyn waved to a young lad who was openly gawking at them, making him blush.

      “In the art of cunning, I am but a student to your ways, master,” Gwendafyn said.

      Now it was Benjimir’s turn to snort. “I’m hurt you think I would actually believe such an outrageous lie.” He draped an arm around her waist. “Is there something you wish to buy—or maybe more food you mean to dump on me?”

      “Now that you mention it, I would like to have a tailor make another set of practice clothes for me. My current set have been torn and worn so roughly, the knees on the pants have rubbed thin,” Gwendafyn said.

      “Ahh, yes. I did witness that at your little tournament.” For a dangerous moment the image of Gwendafyn—disheveled but glorious as she spun her sword around her—lingered in his mind. “We should have several sets made for you,” he said absently. “No sense making you wear the same thing again and again. And you do look lovely in pants.”

      Gwendafyn rolled her eyes. “What’s the point of complimenting me in Elvish when we’re surrounded by humans? But I digress: can you recommend a tailor?”

      Benjimir frowned a little at her words. It’s natural for her to brush my words aside, he reminded himself. We said love wouldn’t be a part of our marriage. I just never expected…this.

      Whatever passion he had once held for Yvrea had faded almost completely. It likely was in no small part because of the wild and beautiful creature he called his wife.

      Yvrea had been familiarity, warmth, and peace. Gwendafyn burned like the full moon and was filled with unbridled beauty and passion that called to him. There was no comparison—they were very different, after all.

      But I never could have dreamed that someone like Gwendafyn existed. She’s…

      He forced his shoulders back, then let go of her waist so he could take her hand. “Of course. This way, I believe.”

      As Benjimir led Gwendafyn through the streets, he gazed at her, taking in her beauty as she smiled and chattered. When he could see the sparkle of excitement in her eyes, he knew he was a goner.

      Somehow…somewhere…she became the most important thing in the world to me. And I’m not certain how I feel about that.
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* * *

      Several nights later, and well after the midnight hour, Gwendafyn woke long enough to roll over in her massive bed. She settled back down with the intension of drifting back to sleep when a flickering golden light prodded her eyelids.

      Blearily opening her eyes, Gwendafyn had to blink several times before she could make out the thin strip of light that crept under the door that led to the shared sitting room.

      Benjimir? Is he still up? Usually the fire in the sitting room would have died by now. She sat up in bed and ran a hand through her hair, scowling when she realized most of it had fallen out of the loose braid she had tamed it into before crawling into bed.

      She fluffed her pillows and sank back into her bed as she closed her eyes. Probably mooning over Yvrea. Well. It’s his choice if he wishes to stay up until dawn like an idiot.

      The thought was mean-spirited and uncharitable, and it made Gwendafyn cringe. She hated being jealous—and that’s what it was: sheer, ugly envy.

      In the beginning, it had been easy to remain uncaring about Benjimir’s one-sided love, but now—because she had grown closer to the prince—it was gradually becoming painful. Particularly because Gwendafyn could see the ways Benjimir had become more comfortable with her.

      At the start of their false relationship, they walked arm-in-arm—maybe hand-in-hand if they particularly wanted to tout their “love.” But now Benjimir often tucked an arm around her hips—something that was not a customary elven sign of affection to be certain—and was all too prone to whisper sly comments in her ear that made her want to step on his foot.

      And still, he loved Yvrea.

      Gwendafyn sighed and again sat up in bed so she could study the crack of light. Something must be wrong. He’s never done this before.

      Grumbling under her breath, she pushed the bedcovers off and threw on a robe. He might be an idiot, but he’s my idiot. Half-fearing what she might find, Gwendafyn held her breath as she softly pushed the door open.

      As she suspected, Benjimir was up. He was seated in an uncomfortable, wooden armchair. His legs were stretched out before him, his arms splayed over the arm rests as if he didn’t have the strength to sit up straight, but his brilliant green eyes were hooked on the dancing flames with great intensity.

      “Benjimir?” Gwendafyn ventured.

      Benjimir blinked rapidly as he looked away from the fire and then rubbed his eyes. “Gwendafyn—sorry, did I wake you?”

      Gwendafyn slid into the sitting room but kept the door cracked open behind her. “Not at all. I merely woke and saw the light.”

      “Ah, then I did wake you. I apologize.” He smiled wryly.

      Gwendafyn rubbed the handle of the door with her thumb. “Is everything all right?”

      Benjimir waved a hand at her. “It’s fine.”

      Gwendafyn pressed her lips together in irritation. He looks about as fine as a half-dead horse.

      “Go back to sleep—I’ll try not to wake you again,” Benjimir added.

      Gwendafyn nodded and turned to do exactly that, but she paused when she had the door half open and glanced back over her shoulder. Something is troubling him. And though my position as his wife is a farce, as a friend, I should not leave him like this. Even if it involves his feelings for Yvrea.

      Gwendafyn pushed the door shut with a quiet snick and then seated herself on a settee not far from Benjimir’s armchair. Far more aware of her own comfort than Benjimir apparently was of his, Gwendafyn ignored the curious look he gave her as she arranged herself on the couch with her legs comfortably stretched and her head supported by a cushion.

      Satisfied, she met Benjimir’s gaze. “What’s wrong?”

      Benjimir smirked. “Can’t hide anything from you, can I?” He rolled his gaze back to the fire. “I was just puzzling over the bandits.” He nudged a stack of crinkled reports with the toe of his leather boot.

      “What about them?” Gwendafyn prompted.

      “I’ve told you before that they have somehow achieved an organized structure, yes?” Benjimir asked.

      Gwendafyn nodded. “And that the leaders have continued to evade you.”

      “Yes…those leaders are the real problem. They are too skilled to be average bandits—or even average civilians.” Benjimir tipped his head back so it rested against the back of his wooden chair. “Which leaves me with several less-than-palatable possibilities.”

      “Like?”

      “They could be ex-military. Which means we have failed somewhere in our training and/or selection process for them to go rogue if that is true.” Benjimir grimly shook his head at the thought. “Or they might not be from Calnor at all.”

      Gwendafyn frowned slightly. “What do you mean by that?”

      “They might be men from other countries, sent to wreak havoc in Calnor. Or they might be exiles, convicts on the run, and so on.”

      Gwendafyn brandished one finger in the air. “I beg your pardon, you said they might have been sent here?”

      “Yep.” Benjimir stared at his boots.

      “But why?” Gwendafyn furrowed her brow as she tried to comprehend the idea. Why would you actively seek to cause trouble for your neighbor?

      Benjimir shrugged. “Calnor has always held high prominence on the continent. As you Lesser Elves refuse to trade with anyone else, we are the continent’s only source of elven goods. Elven goods have become high in demand over the past century or two, and we have gained a lot of revenue as a result.”

      “But if that’s the way things have been, and they have not tried such a thing before, that implies something changed,” Gwendafyn said.

      Benjimir smiled at Gwendafyn with enough warmth to make her clear her throat and drop her eyes.

      “I do so adore that crafty mind of yours,” he said.

      Gwendafyn winced. “That’s not really a compliment for a Lesser Elf.”

      Benjimir sat upright in his chair and groaned as he rolled his shoulders. “Who cares—you seem to have more of the High Elf blood in your veins anyway.”

      That idea made Gwendafyn scowl. “Again, not a compliment for Lesser Elves.” At least, not in the way he meant it.

      It was true that Evening Stars had to have more High Elf blood in them—that was partially why the sarcastic and caustic Seer Ringali was so freakishly powerful. But as the second elf princess, it was not a desirable trait.

      “Regardless,” Benjimir drawled—quite the achievement given that he did so in Elvish, “you are correct in thinking something has changed in recent years to upset that status quo.”

      Gwendafyn briefly bit her lip. “Tari and Arion? But they’ve mostly had repercussions on Lessa’s and Calnor’s communication. What do other countries care of such things if Lessa is only available to Calnor anyway?”

      “Ahh, this is where as an elf you aren’t quite aware of the changes they’ve brought because you’ve lived with them all your life,” Benjimir said. “Since their ability to talk to each other was established—months before they were married—Lady Tarinthali and Sir Arion have met on a weekly basis to discuss issues that the Translator’s Circle has been incapable of broaching.”

      “I vaguely remember Yvrea saying something similar in one of her letters home.” Gwendafyn tried to tuck a few locks of her loose hair back in her braid. “But I never understood the point of it.”

      “The Translator’s Circle strives to achieve conversational fluency,” Benjimir explained. “They are trained for communication. The topics Tari and Arion discussed ranged from medical practices to agricultural methods—things that are hard to discuss without full mastery of the language, and topics that would normally never be discussed socially.”

      “That seems valid,” Gwendafyn said doubtfully as she gave up fixing her braid and yanked the ribbon out of her hair, letting it spill everywhere.

      Benjimir cracked a smile. “Those talks brought about huge knowledge breakthroughs for Calnor. Through Tari and Arion, we were introduced to new medical practices, revolutionary building methods—even things as mundane as cloth production.”

      “Did you say breakthroughs?” Gwendafyn asked.

      Benjimir nodded. “You elves have advanced practices and knowledge that are hundreds of years old that no human country was aware of or had yet discovered.”

      Gwendafyn stared at Benjimir, not certain if she should laugh at the thought of Aunt Lorius’ much lauded traditions actually being good for something, or if she should pity humans for being that dimwitted.

      Benjimir laughed. “I can see shock and perhaps horror in your eyes, but I’m afraid that yes, it is true. Whether it’s due to your natural wisdom, or knowledge given to you by the High Elves that they did not wish to share, as a culture, your people are far more advanced than any country on the continent.” Benjimir rubbed the back of his neck. “It is also likely why so many have forgotten the threat of High Elves. It’s easy to be lulled into acceptance when you have a race as bright and pacifist as yours standing before them.”

      “You think these changes might have caused envy among the other human countries?” Gwendafyn guessed. “Because it suddenly took you from being the sole exporter of elven goods to also having similarly advanced knowledge?”

      Benjimir rested his elbows on his legs and leaned forward to adjust one of his boots. “Exactly. That’s quite the sudden jump in power—and it happened over the span of a few years instead of resulting from decades of careful work.”

      “The other countries see us as tame kittens, don’t they?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “By us, I assume you are referring to the Lesser Elves?” Benjimir asked.

      Gwendafyn nodded.

      “In some ways. As I said before, they’ve forgotten the High Elves—and they’ve forgotten your connection to them,” Benjimir said.

      “And you have not,” Gwendafyn stated more than asked, but she was curious for the difference in opinion. Even most Calnor citizens seem to think High Elves are a distant memory—one without teeth.

      “As I said at the market, it’s more a defense decision.” Benjimir lazily leaned back again so he could study her. “And it doesn’t hurt to be married to a Lesser Elf who could probably take on a squad of my best Honor Guards.”

      Gwendafyn felt her cheeks warm in the threat of a blush. “I’m not that skilled.”

      “Yet,” Benjimir said. “You learn faster than anyone I’ve seen, and you adapt extraordinarily well. That’s probably what makes you so capable—your ability to instantly apply a move that someone attempts to pull over you.”

      Gwendafyn busied herself with arranging her hair over one shoulder. I love my lessons—I love fighting with a sword…but that’s a grim thing for a Lesser Elf to enjoy.

      “And that’s one of the reasons why I’m comfortable bringing you on the bandit raids,” Benjimir continued. “I’ll be leaving on another one soon—we must capture those leaders. If the bandits really are seeded by another country, we have to discover whom. It’s too dangerous not knowing when they might choose to strike with more than bandits. And if the raiders truly are organized by our people, we must track down the origins of this strife.”

      “Of course,” Gwendafyn said.

      Benjimir tilted his head as he studied her. “If you’d like to, you can come along.”

      Gwendafyn perked. “Really?”

      The slightest hint of a smile curved Benjimir’s lips. “Truly.”

      “Then yes, I’d like to come. Where are we going? When are we going?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “We don’t have any details yet, but we will be going to our western border,” Benjimir said. “And while I expect we will leave in the next two weeks or so, we will await my father’s command to move out.”

      Gwendafyn had a hard time keeping an idiotic grin off her lips. I’m going with Benjimir—and I didn’t even have to ask him this time! I get to leave Haven and see Calnor with my own eyes!

      Benjimir sighed deeply, breaking Gwendafyn from her internal celebration.

      “Do you not want to go?” Gwendafyn asked as she gazed at his face—which was smooth and expressionless. It will mean parting with Yvrea, after all. “Is that why you are up so late?”

      Benjimir shook his head. “Not at all. It’s part of my duties. No, it’s the troubling knowledge that we don’t know who is organizing the bandits. And if this is all really a scheme of one of our dear neighbors…”

      “How, then, are you to stop them?” Gwendafyn finished, speaking the words Benjimir did not.

      Benjimir grimly nodded and returned his gaze to the still crackling fire. “We must avoid war, but we can’t let anyone think they can stomp over Calnor as they choose. It would affect not only our lands, but Lessa as well.” He frowned as the flames cast a burnished gold light upon the planes of his face, making him look even more royal than usual.

      Gwendafyn watched him for several moments. I’ve underestimated him, she realized with a prickling of guilt. I’ve always assumed Yvrea was his biggest worry. But he does concern himself with his country. He may not relish in his duties, but he will still perform them to the best of his abilities.

      Gwendafyn briefly dropped her gaze to her fingers and stretched them out. I don’t believe I married a “nice” man, but it seems I have married a valiant one. She tied her hair back in a low ponytail, just to give her fingers something to do, then abruptly stood.

      “I understand,” she said, “but you need rest.”

      Benjimir raised an eyebrow—though he did not look away from the fire.

      Gwendafyn stepped closer and rested her hand on his forearm. “You should go to bed.”

      Benjimir roused from his stupor long enough to smirk at Gwendafyn. “The fire is good enough for me tonight.” He twisted slightly to glance behind his chair, at the door that led into his chambers. “I don’t much fancy being alone in my room at the moment.”

      Whether it was the guilt spurring her on or her over-confidence in their friendship, Gwendafyn found herself saying, “If that is so, then sleep in my room.” Her lips turned numb with horror when she realized what she had said, and it took every ounce of her self-control to keep from bulging her eyes and slapping her mouth shut in repayment for loosening such a stupid and impertinent offer.

      Benjimir jerked his gaze back to her. “What?” he asked.

      Gwendafyn wished she could swear in Elvish under her breath, but there was a fairly good chance Benjimir would know what the words meant, so she couldn’t risk it. Instead, she straightened her robe and shrugged uncaringly. “If you don’t want to be alone tonight, sleep with me in my room.”

      Benjimir stared at her, his expression blank.

      Gwendafyn awkwardly cleared her throat. “If you touch me, though, I will smother you,” she promised.

      The threat made a rare, full smile break across Benjimir’s face. “Not feeling cuddly tonight?” he asked.

      Gwendafyn turned on her heels and started to march back to her room. “Forget I asked.”

      “Gwendafyn,” Benjimir called, his voice serious.

      She paused and turned around to face him.

      He furrowed his brow and shifted in his armchair. “Did you mean it?”

      “The smothering or the offer?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “The offer.”

      It was Gwendafyn’s turn to tilt her head and study him. “Of course.”

      Benjimir stood, and there was a foreign light in his eyes as he slowly took a step closer to her.

      “Though I also will make good on my threat,” she was quick to add.

      His expression didn’t change as he drew closer to her, but he wordlessly nodded.

      Gwendafyn awkwardly cleared her throat. “Yes. Well then.” She padded back to her room, incredibly aware of Benjimir following behind her.

      I don’t believe this—what is happening? And what possessed me to make this offer?

      As Gwendafyn shed her robe, she was incredibly thankful she had chosen a long, thick nightgown that covered her as much as a gown and hopped into bed with all due speed, quickly sliding under the covers.

      Benjimir sat on the opposite side and removed his boots before collapsing on top of the duvet with a sigh.

      I’ve never seen him without his boots on. It feels strangely…personal.

      Seeing—and thankful—that he wasn’t going to slide under the covers, Gwendafyn sat up long enough to fish a soft, purple blanket off the foot of her bed.

      She ignored the amused quirk in Benjimir’s eyebrows as she laid the blanket over him, then immediately snuggled back under the covers.

      He laid on his back and seemed to stare up at the gauzy canopy that hung over her bed.

      Gwendafyn smiled sadly. Ahhh, yes. That’s why I offered. Because he needs a safe haven tonight. I’m not sure if I can truly offer him peace, but at least I can try.

      She poked one arm out from under her covers. “Benjimir,” she said as she laid her hand on his cheek.

      The prince twisted his head so he could meet her gaze. “Yes?”

      Gwendafyn brushed her fingers against his cheek and couldn’t help her fond smile. “Goodnight.”

      Benjimir exhaled deeply as she withdrew her hand. “Goodnight,” he echoed.

      Gwendafyn flipped to her side so her back was to him. It took a moment to calm her erratically beating heart.

      Don’t be foolish, she reminded herself. He loves Yvrea.

      She heard him shift, and the bed moved a little as he adjusted.

      He loves Yvrea, she repeated. Someone I can’t come close to at all. I’m just too…me.

      Even with the mental scolding, warmth radiated from Gwendafyn’s chest as she slowly drifted off to sleep.
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* * *

      Sunlight caressed Gwendafyn’s cheek, slowly prodding her awake. She yawned as she stretched her arms out in front of her and sat up in her bed, nearly putting her hand on Benjimir in the process.

      The Calnor prince had kept his promise and hadn’t touched Gwendafyn at all. But sometime during the night, he had traversed the giant bed and gotten as close to her as possible.

      He slept on his side, his body slightly contorted to fit around Gwendafyn without touching her.

      She leaned over him to peer down at his face, which was more peaceful and open than Gwendafyn had ever witnessed. Sunlight cascaded in from the thinly veiled windows, bathing him in light, and his breath was deep and even.

      Still sleeping then.

      Gwendafyn slipped from her bed and once again donned her robe. She stopped in front of her unnecessarily large mirror to grab a brush and drag it through her long, dark locks as she studied her husband.

      This morning is traditionally a day where we eat breakfast with the Calnor Royal Family, but he’s sleeping so peacefully, I’d hate to wake him.

      Gwendafyn pondered the matter as she tossed her brush aside and instead tucked her hair into a half braid that ended at the base of her skull and let the rest of her hair cascade over her shoulders.

      Her hair temporarily taken care of, Gwendafyn pressed her lips together then nodded. I don’t care if this is a royal breakfast morning. He looked tortured last night. I’m not rousing him only to immediately plunk him down to eat with that mother of his.

      Her mind made up, Gwendafyn silently stalked to her quarter’s private entrance that opened up into the hallway. As usual, two Honor Guards and two human handmaidens were stationed there.

      “Good Morning, Your Highness,” the handmaidens chorused as they curtseyed.

      Gwendafyn took a deep breath—if she spoke carefully, the girls would understand her Calnoric. “Good morning.”

      One handmaiden beamed in pride, while the other serenely clasped her hands in front of her.

      “Can we help prepare you for the day?” the hand-clasper asked.

      “Not yet,” Gwendafyn said. “I’d like breakfast in my room today,” Gwendafyn said, finding it hard not to pause and cough with the guttural consonants of the language. (Thad, Wilford, and Grygg understood her despite her thick accent; unfortunately almost everyone else did not.)

      “Very good, Your Highness. We will fetch you a tray,” the other handmaiden said.

      “Two,” Gwendafyn quickly added. When the handmaidens blinked at her, she licked her lips in concentration as she tried to clearly enunciate. “I need two trays.”

      The handmaidens blinked, until one of them glanced past Gwendafyn, then immediately covered her smile with her hand. “As you wish, Your Highness.”

      Gwendafyn closed the door, relieved she had gotten the message across—and padded across her room.

      She intended to select a dress from her wardrobe but paused by her bed when she noticed Benjimir had crept a hand out into the space she had vacated, as if searching for her.

      She sat on the edge of the bed and admired the way the sunlight glittered in his gold hair.

      His features were striking—very different from the soft and serene features of a Lesser Elf. They were harder and more unforgiving. But as he continued to venture around her abandoned spot, his hair falling over his face and making him look years younger, Gwendafyn didn’t think he had ever looked more handsome.

      His hand brushed her leg, and he stirred. “Fyn?” He murmured in a rusty voice as he slowly blinked his eyes open.

      Gwendafyn smiled at the family nickname but was more than a little surprised to hear him utter it. “Good morning,” she said. She paused for a moment, wondering if she dared to, then brushed some of his hair from his eyes.

      Benjimir rolled onto his back and inched closer to her. “Morning,” he yawned, his voice still deep with sleep.

      “You can sleep longer,” Gwendafyn offered. “My handmaidens are bringing us breakfast.”

      He offered her a rare, unguarded smile. “I did well in marrying you.”

      Gwendafyn flicked another lock of his hair from his eyes. “It has turned out better than we anticipated, hasn’t it?”

      “Certainly.” Benjimir was still for a moment, then started to sit up. He paused when he was entirely upright, then leaned into her. “Good morning,” he whispered into her ear.

      Gwendafyn stiffened her spine to keep from shivering. “You already said that,” she pointed out.

      “Did I?” Benjimir’s voice was lazy and unconcerned as he kissed her cheek.

      “You did,” Gwendafyn confirmed.

      Benjimir grumbled under his breath and briefly rested his forehead against her shoulder so his breath brushed her neck. “Right, I’ll get up,” he said—even though he didn’t budge.

      “Why would you have to get up?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “So we can eat?” Benjimir suggested as he kissed her cheek again.

      Cripes—he’s more affectionate when he gets in a mood than an elf. Gwendafyn did her best to push the thought of her husband’s attractiveness from her mind. “We’ll have breakfast in bed.”

      Benjimir frowned slightly. “Have what?”

      “Breakfast in bed. You know…you eat while in bed,” Gwendafyn attempted to explain. “Didn’t you do that occasionally as a child?”

      Benjimir shook his head. “Never. I’m certain my mother would have had a fit if we attempted such a thing.”

      “That’s no good. Aunt Lorius is just as stuffy as Queen Luciee, and even she thinks one ought to have breakfast in bed every once in a great while,” Gwendafyn snorted. “That settles it—we must have breakfast in bed. You need to experience it.”

      Gwendafyn nudged him, and Benjimir slowly inched over, making room for Gwendafyn to plop back on the bed.

      “Breakfast in bed,” he repeated. “It sounds messy.”

      “Not any more so than sleeping in the clothes you wore the day before,” Gwendafyn said.

      Benjimir smirked and brushed off his wrinkled shirt. “A solid hit.”

      Gwendafyn busied herself with straightening her robe as Benjimir reached out to play with her loose hair. “Are you feeling any better?” she asked.

      “Yes—though I’ll feel even better once we capture the bandit leaders,” Benjimir said.

      “I was going to ask—do you mean to take Arion with you again?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “He’s my most competent colonel.”

      “Yes, but Braydynn is barely a month old,” Gwendafyn said.

      “Perhaps, but we’re still two weeks out from leaving,” Benjimir said. “And I imagine Tari will come along whether I want her to or not, which means the child will come as well.”

      “Is it really a good idea to drag Tari and a newborn to the western border?”

      Benjimir was still studiously playing with her hair. “I doubt we will be attacked—I’ll take an even bigger escort this time, though this time a wizard won’t be accompanying us. We should be safe. Besides, it would be good for that little family to leave Haven,” Benjimir said.

      “I suppose.” Gwendafyn rested her hands on her slightly bent knees. “Do you mean it will be good for the people of Calnor to witness Braydynn with their own eyes? Perhaps they should wait a little longer and then travel through Lessa, as well.”

      “I was more thinking that it might finally inspire Lorius to leave,” Benjimir said coolly. “If Tari, Arion, and Braydynn are not around, she has no real excuse to be here.”

      Gwendafyn tensed at her aunt’s name. I still haven’t had that private talk with her that she obviously desires. If I’m lucky, I can avoid it altogether. Maybe Benjimir is right, and she’ll leave before we return. Thought I doubt it. Visiting me to try and guilt me into returning is, I’m certain, at least one of the reasons for her visit.

      Benjimir leaned against the headboard of her bed. “I wish Seer Ringali would return with her.”

      “You don’t like him?” Gwendafyn shifted.

      “You do?” Benjimir asked.

      “Yes. He is a close relative—my father’s direct cousin. And I have always found him to be…”

      “Caustic?”

      “Refreshing,” Gwendafyn said.

      Benjimir shrugged minutely. “Of course you would think so. In truth, I do not mind the man so much, but I do wish he would stop referring to me as if I am some wild beast you have taken in out of pity.”

      Gwendafyn laughed. “That is merely Seer Ringali’s way. He compares Arion to a well-trained canine. Would you prefer that?”

      Benjimir ran a hand through his hair. “What I would prefer is that he would stop dripping insulting stories about me into your ear.”

      Gwendafyn snorted. “He has never done such a thing. Most of the time he observes how my defense skills are deficient or notes that my personality is wild.”

      “That is the cat calling the dog a pet,” Benjimir said.

      “Exactly so,” Gwendafyn agreed with a smile.

      There was a gentle tap on the door.

      “Enter!” Gwendafyn shouted without getting out of bed.

      The handmaidens tip-toed into the room, bearing trays of food: quail eggs, bacon, breakfast bread, and more. They studiously stared at the trays as they meekly set them on Gwendafyn’s mattress.

      “If you need anything else, Your Highness,” they murmured as they curtsied together.

      “We’re fine. Thank you,” Gwendafyn said.

      The handmaidens nodded, then hurried out of the room.

      “Fyn,” Benjimir said, practically purring as he leaned into her shoulder. “I believe you have ruined my reputation. No one will think me an innocent flower any longer.”

      Gwendafyn laughed. “Because surely I’m the swashbuckler out of the two of us.”

      “We are in your bed,” Benjimir pointed out as he offered Gwendafyn his plate of bacon. “And here my father kicked up a fuss, thinking I would corrupt you. Behold, how the tides have changed.”

      Gwendafyn swiped a piece of Benjimir’s bacon. “I have no regrets,” she announced.

      She was surprised when Benjimir pressed his lips to the side of her head. He said nothing, but they stayed like that for several long moments, until he pulled back as abruptly as he had invaded her space and set his attention to his breakfast tray.

      Gwendafyn glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, even though she had to work hard to seem nonchalant. I’m glad he feels he can trust me, and that I can trust him.
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      Gwendafyn hungrily took in her surroundings. The Endeleas Plains of Calnor spilled endlessly before her, interrupted only by herds of cows or horses, the occasional cluster of trees, and farms. It was both stunning and new at once. “It is so beautiful,” she murmured in Calnoric.

      King Petyrr rode at her side on his war horse. “I’m glad you think so!” he laughed merrily. “Some consider the plains to be rather boring—though I like them myself. There’re a few herds of wild horses that roam the plains—if we’re lucky we might see one of them!”

      “How could one say this is boring? We don’t have such plains in Lessa. We have valleys and farming areas to be sure, but nothing that stretches to such an expanse.” Gwendafyn shook her head and rested her hands on Nox’s neck. The black gelding snorted and made his bridle jingle when he stretched his neck out.

      “You honor us in your admiration,” King Petyrr said. “I believe most would think plains are quaint at best.”

      “It is likely a case of not seeing what you live amongst,” Gwendafyn said, thinking of the so called “breakthroughs” Benjimir had explained to her.

      “You do not see the beauty in Lessa?” King Petyrr asked. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “I saw it—and loved it,” Gwendafyn assured him. “But Calnor is so different.”

      King Petyrr chuckled. “You are a gem, daughter-in-law.”

      Gwendafyn smiled at him.

      King Petyrr had been her companion for most of the days of their journey west. He was a diverting companion, and he seemed to have less trouble than most in understanding her Calnoric. (Gwendafyn wasn’t sure if this was due to his longtime friendship with Celrin, or if it was out of sheer stubbornness because of his desire to communicate with his elvish daughter-in-law—particularly because Tari wasn’t always available to translate.)

      Gwendafyn briefly twisted in her saddle so she could glance back at Tari and Seer Ringali, who rode behind them.

      Tari had dropped her reins and was steering her horse with nothing but her legs as she adjusted the harness that kept Braydynn strapped to her front torso.

      Seer Ringali was mounted on a lovely chocolate bay mare next to her. He stared boredly at the countryside and idly twirled his parasol, but Gwendafyn did not miss the way he gazed around as if committing the scenery to memory.

      When Benjimir had invited the Evening Star to ride along, he had wasted no time in loftily agreeing to the request.

      “That’s why I’m so very happy you married Benjimir,” King Petyrr continued, unaware of Gwendafyn’s wandering attention.

      “What have you mean?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “Do you,” King Petyrr corrected with a wink. “What do you mean.”

      “What do you mean?” Gwendafyn asked, carefully correcting herself.

      “You are special, daughter-in-law, in that you see things for what they really are, and you not only accept them but delight in them,” King Petyrr said. “Benjimir has never let anyone in. He has always behaved well—he appears polite, perhaps a little cold, but civil all the same.”

      Gwendafyn considered the observation for a moment. “Perhaps, but he isn’t afraid to speak his mind.”

      “Not since marrying you,” King Petyrr agreed. “He wasn’t always so open—even before his exile.” The portly king met her gaze, the light in his eyes reminiscent of Benjimir’s whenever he was revealing his cunning. “But he let you in. You are the first he has allowed to do so.”

      A muscle in Gwendafyn’s cheek twitched, but she made herself smile. “That cannot be true,” she said. “He and Yvrea are very close. He adores her.”

      “He does adore his bond partner,” King Petyrr said. “But do you really think he ever shared his concerns or worries with her?”

      Gwendafyn shifted in her saddle. “Perhaps.”

      “No,” King Petyrr said with absolute certainty. “There is a reason you are the first member of the Lessa Royal Family to see our lands, Gwendafyn. It is because Benjimir wishes you to be here, and he doesn’t mind if you see him for who he really is.” King Petyrr finally took his focus off her and seemed to gaze into the far-off horizon instead. “It was his desire to keep Yvrea from knowing him that got him into trouble…”

      Gwendafyn fussed with Nox’s reins. What can I say to that? It is true—his desire to separate Arion and Tari is proof. But he doesn’t let me see the real him out of any kind of adoration… It’s more that I saw his real personality first, so he felt no need to hide; and now that we are finally companionable, it is too late.

      After several moments of silence, King Petyrr turned around in his saddle. “Lady Tari, how is your little boy faring with the ride?”

      “He sleeps mostly,” Tari laughed. “I think he finds the rocking motion comforting.”

      “Once this raid is over, you and Sir Arion are going to stop by his family lands, are you not?” King Petyrr asked.

      “Yes, I haven’t seen his parents—or Eric, his brother—in months. And I’d like to introduce Braydynn to them.” Tari smiled down at her little boy and rested her hand on his head that was poofy with his dark hair.

      King Petyrr slowed his horse so he could ride next to Tari and continue their conversation.

      Gwendafyn would have been content to stare at the plains, but she was shocked when Seer Ringali nudged his horse forward to match Nox’s strides.

      “Seer Ringali,” Gwendafyn switched to Elvish and acknowledged her relative. “I hope you are enjoying this journey through Calnor?”

      “It’s an honor.” Seer Ringali glanced at her. “You are surprised I came?”

      Yes. Aloud, Gwendafyn said, “Not at all. Rarely have we elves traveled through Calnor. It is a delight to see the homeland of our dear friends.”

      “You do not believe I have spent an unnecessary amount of time in Haven?” Seer Ringali asked, surely baiting her.

      “Tarinthali Ringali is your protege,” Gwendafyn said. “It is understandable that you would stay with her after the birth of her child.”

      Really, Seer Ringali’s actions were slightly surprising. Evening Stars spent their lives in port cities, watching for the return of the High Elves so they could act—and attack—if necessary. Haven was far away from Lessa’s ocean coast. But perhaps it could not be helped. With Tari and Arion being what they were, it was more important that they stay in Haven and aid with communication, even if Tari was an extremely gifted Evening Star.

      Still, I would have thought he would have returned by now… Particularly given that Tari and Arion will likely spend a month or so with Arion’s family.

      “I came because of Tarinthali,” Seer Ringali acknowledged. “She is my apprentice, and I practically consider her my child. It was important to be present to celebrate the birth of Braydynn.” He nonchalantly twirled his parasol. “But I remain here because of you.”

      Gwendafyn blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You have High Elf magic, just as Tarinthali and I do,” Seer Ringali said coolly. “I have known it was so since you were a child, but during my stay here, it has become obvious to me it is different.”

      Gwendafyn’s blood turned to ice in her veins. “I don’t understand.”

      “I expect not,” Seer Ringali said. “As you know, only elves capable of magic can become Evening Stars, but magic is not the only qualification.”

      “Of course,” Gwendafyn said. “It was discussed whether or not I should have been trained as an Evening Star when I was a child.”

      “Yes,” Seer Ringali scowled. “In the end, my cousin decided tradition trumped personal happiness, and you were not selected. By all rights, your magic should have remained quiet, dormant. Those who have it but are not properly trained often lose it and no longer become aware of it, or they can only do fumbling, weak basics—nothing at all remotely useful or harmful.”

      “I am aware that it is so,” Gwendafyn said. “But I struggle to see what this has to do with me. Since I was not trained as an Evening Star, any magic I have should be dormant as well.”

      “But it’s not,” Seer Ringali said. “And though you are an adult, it seems to be growing stronger—not weaker.”

      Gwendafyn sputtered. “What proof do you have?”

      “Your fighting,” Seer Ringali said with such quick crispness that Gwendafyn got the idea she had asked him exactly what he wanted her to. “Normal humans—normal elves—do not learn as quickly as you have, My Princess.”

      Gwendafyn bit her lip. Do I dare confess? He is an Evening Star; if anyone would understand, it would be he. “I am not the absolute beginner you have been led to believe. I practiced for years in Lessa, at night.”

      “Without a teacher,” Seer Ringali said dryly. “And you cannot fool me. I was there for your first lesson. You were raw and untrained then. But in the span of a few months, you have advanced to the point where you can now best your teachers. That and your increased stamina, your agility—they are all indications of magic.”

      Gwendafyn was not completely surprised—what else could that looming door be holding back in her mind? But it was still slightly shocking to hear a confirmation from someone like Seer Ringali. “Do Evening Stars have such abilities?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “No,” Seer Ringali said flatly. “At least not in the quantity you have. And that is how I know the magic calls to you in a different way.” He narrowed his eyes and frowned thoughtfully at her. “It calls to you, does it not? Tarinthali and I have felt it pulsing within you.”

      “I swear I will never access it,” Gwendafyn blurted out.

      “I do not remain behind because I fear you will use your unusual magic, My Princess Gwendafyn,” Seer Ringali said dryly.

      Gwendafyn dug her hands into Nox’s mane. Then why…?

      “I stay because I wish to see what you become. You should have been an Evening Star, but you are not. As a result, you are the closest thing to a High Elf that this land has seen in a long time.”

      “That’s not a good thing,” Gwendafyn said tightly.

      “It is,” Seer Ringali said with such lacing anger, Gwendafyn glanced at him in surprise. “It is to our discredit as elves that we have cowered behind Calnor as long as we have, accepting their help and protection and doing nothing to reciprocate.”

      Seer Ringali’s dark eyes flashed. “Do not shrink from who you are, for you are not the monster you fear, but a hero. If you are willing to risk yourself, that is.” He pointed to the front of the procession. “They need help, Gwendafyn. He needs help.”

      Gwendafyn stared at the front of the line where Benjimir rode, smirking as Arion continued to harangue Thad, Wilford, and Grygg. (The Colonel found out about the fight ring that morning when a soldier accidentally let it slip while asking Gwendafyn eagerly over breakfast if she was still willing to fight for a price.)

      “We Evening Stars cannot aid Calnor in this new fight it faces,” Seer Ringali said. “Our vows forbid us from battling humans. But you have no such limits. You are entirely your own person. And while you might torture yourself over your differences and allow others to criticize them, the truth is they are something you could rejoice in if you so choose.”

      He finished, apparently, for he dropped back to Tari’s side, leaving Gwendafyn to consider his words in silence.

      They made something in her move, but how could he be right?

      How can I help, when everything Lesser Elves stand for goes against fighting and violence?
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* * *

      “And then he had the gall to accuse me of being less attached to him! He, Arion, who often acts as emotional as a clod of dirt!” Tari declared. Though the incident had happened years before, her voice was still hot with irritation, and she wrinkled her nose, clearly disgruntled. “Can you believe that?”

      “How romantic is the love of Lady Tarinthali and Sir Arion,” Evlawyn said innocently.

      Seer Ringali drolly rested his head on his fist. “I hope you are pleased with Tari’s recital of her and her dog-man’s love story, My Princess?”

      Gwendafyn laughed and leaned back in the wooden chair she had dragged out to the courtyard. “It’s nothing how I thought it would be.”

      Tari’s eyebrow twitched. “That is because my husband can be an unmovable idiot.”

      “Behold, the love that is said to have changed the very fates of countries,” Seer Ringali said as he inspected his empty mug.

      She couldn’t help it. Gwendafyn’s laughter bubbled forth even louder this time. She wasn’t sure if it was Tari’s storytelling skills, the beauty of the shaded courtyard they sat in, or just pleasure in her travels.

      They were staying at the largest—and nicest—inn of the bustling town of Neice. Benjimir, King Petyrr, Arion, and the rest of the humans had ridden out for the day in their pursuit of the bandits, but Gwendafyn and the elves had remained behind, enjoying the unusual sights.

      “Seer Ringali, you were there for much of it. Don’t you recall how stoic Arion was?” Tari asked.

      “Is. He is hardly any more emotional now—except with you.” Seer Ringali flicked his fan shut. “And while I do remember his taciturnity, I also recall your special stupidity, Tarinthali.”

      “We don’t have to speak of that.” Tari gracefully adjusted the light blanket she had wrapped around Braydynn.

      “Why not, My Lady?” Evlawyn asked as she poured more mead into Seer Ringali’s mug.

      “Allow me to guess: because it will upset your offspring?” Seer Ringali asked.

      “Not at all. Merely because I don’t want to.” Tari grinned winningly.

      Evlawyn joined Gwendafyn in her chuckle.

      The wind stirred the branches of the trees that stretched over them, letting only dapples of sunlight through. A bird sang, and the air smelled faintly of honey and butter from the mead Gwendafyn had spilled when Tari regaled them with the tale of how she drank the Honor Guard under the table.

      This, this is what I wanted. All those years locked up in Jubilee, and now I finally have it. Freedom, friendship, the ability to laugh as loud as I want and do what I wish…and even my companionship with Benjimir. I didn’t think it would matter, but it does.

      Gwendafyn raised her hand to acknowledge the innkeeper’s children—who crouched in the shadows in an attempt to hide and watch them with wide eyes. When they met her eyes, the children—all three of them—lost their balance and fell on their rears as they gaped at her.

      “Unfortunately, I think I might need to return to my room with Braydynn. He’s too busy watching everything and isn’t sleeping as he should,” Tari said as she smiled down at her boy and rocked in the inn’s sole rocking chair.

      “I can take him, My Lady,” Evlawyn offered. “You can remain here.”

      “It’s fine, Evlawyn. I suspect I’ve hogged the conversation enough,” Tari said.

      Gwendafyn stood and approached the children, crouching down next to them. “Hello,” she said in Calnoric.

      The children stared at her as if she were a talking horse. The oldest one, a girl, said, “You’re our new princess, Princess Gwendafyn.”

      “Yes,” Gwendafyn said, choosing to limit her responses in hopes of keeping her accent controlled.

      “You’re beautiful,” the littlest one—a boy—said around the hand he had shoved in his mouth. “You have pretty eyes. And pointy ears.”

      “Will!” the oldest girl hissed.

      Gwendafyn smiled. “Thank you. Do you want to see my ears better?”

      All three children nodded.

      Gwendafyn gathered up her hair—she had let it spill loose around her for the day—and pulled it up so her entire ear was visible.

      “You really are an elf,” the middle child—another girl—said in surprise.

      The oldest child groaned. “Ma ought to spank you both!” she grumbled.

      Gwendafyn winked at the trio and let her hair fall back into place. “It’s fine. I don’t expect you meet many elves,” she said slowly and carefully.

      “Never,” the youngest one confirmed.

      “Children!” their mother shouted in the inn.

      “We need to go.” The oldest curtsied, then pushed her little brother’s head down when he didn’t bow.

      “Bye-bye, Princess!” the little boy said before his sisters whisked him away.

      Gwendafyn watched them go with a smile, then slowly stood, tugging on her clothes to straighten them.

      It seems Evlawyn had won the argument, for as Gwendafyn returned to their little group, she left, carrying Braydynn in her arms.

      “You addressed your admirers?” Tari asked as she watched Evlawyn enter the inn.

      “Not my admirers, ours,” Gwendafyn said. “They haven’t seen an elf before.”

      Seer Ringali balanced his cup on the tips of his fingers. “It seems strange to me that though Lessa and Calnor have such close ties, those of Calnor rarely set eyes on us elves.”

      “The citizens of Haven being an exception, yes.” Tari smiled at Gwendafyn as she sat down again in her chair. “I meant to ask you this earlier, My Princess, but what are you wearing?”

      Gwendafyn glanced down at her new clothes and smiled. She was wearing a soft shirt that was a hue of purple-ish blue which cut off just where her arm bracers started, and a leather vest that was decorated with pearlescent white swirls around the edges. Tight, dark brown trousers covered her legs, although the boots—which were the same dark brown as her trousers and decorated with the same pearlescent marks as her vest—were her guilty pleasure out of the outfit. To complete the look, a complex belt fastened around her waist—weighted to counter balance the sword Benjimir promised to have made for her—and a panel of the purple-blue cloth cinched around her hips, covering her backside.

      If Aunt Lorius could see me now! She thought with no small amount of glee.

      “It’s a set of my practice clothes,” Gwendafyn said. “Benjimir had a human tailor make me a few new sets. I’m wearing them because I was hoping that I might ask you for a few tips. I know you cannot teach me any Evening Star attacks or moves, but would it go against your vows to teach me some stretches? I’d like to limber up more.”

      Tari looked to Seer Ringali, who was still studying his mug. “A reasonable request—and one that Tarinthali can fulfill.”

      “Thank you!”

      “Of course!” Tarinthali flexed her hands. “I’ll show you some hand exercises that will help your grip on your sword as well.”

      Gwendafyn glanced at the far end of the inn—where the stables were. I thought I heard a horse galloping… “I would greatly appreciate that. Though I feel my skills have much improved, I nearly threw out my back in my last match against Wilford when I tried to repeat a kick—”

      Seer Ringali held his hand up. “Do you hear that?” he asked.

      Gwendafyn and Tari paused.

      For a moment, Gwendafyn only heard the happy snap of tree leaves swaying in the breeze, but then she heard it: feet pounding on pavement.

      “Princess!”

      Gwendafyn stood, her hand on her belt. “Back here,” she shouted in Calnoric.

      Grygg sprinted around the corner, his face tight with concern as he nearly skid out. “There’s been an attack,” he shouted before he reached them, his shoulders heaving with effort.

      Every nerve in Gwendafyn’s body prickled. “Yes?” She swiped the mug of honey mead she hadn’t touched and offered it to Grygg.

      He took a sip of it and collapsed in the middle of the courtyard as he panted. “Prince Benjimir had us out in small squads as we tried to corner ‘em.”

      “The bandits?” Tari asked.

      Grygg nodded. “They surprised us—with a mage.”

      “A mage?” Gwendafyn yelped. But they’re bandits! Why would a mage—an occupation even more rare than that of the Translator’s Circle—join bandits?

      Grygg took another swig of the mead, though much of it drizzled down his chin and fell on his armor. “They captured one of the squads with their pet mage, and they’re holding them captive.”

      Gwendafyn’s blood turned cold. No, they can’t—no!

      “They have Prince Benjimir,” Grygg said, confirming Gwendafyn’s every fear.

      It was impossible to breathe, and her ears rang as his words sank in.

      Tari rattled off a translation in Elvish for Seer Ringali as Gwendafyn stared at the ground.

      “King Petyrr knows of these events?” Seer Ringali asked.

      Tari asked on his behalf, and Grygg nodded.

      “King Petyrr has regrouped the guard into one force. They’re facing off with the bandits, but it’s no use. Their mage has put up a magic barrier neither arrows nor man can get through.”

      And they can’t break it because Wizard Edvin didn’t come along this time.

      “King Petyrr expects there will be some kind of ransom or demands soon,” Grygg added.

      Something deep in Gwendafyn roared. “Where?” she asked.

      “West of town,” Grygg said. “I left markers along the way—wait! Princess Gwendafyn!”

      Gwendafyn ignored the guard and ran for the stables. “Nox!” she shouted as she entered the barn.

      Nox dropped his massive black head over his stall door and neighed.

      Gwendafyn grabbed his bridle from a hook as she ran past—making horses snort and shy.

      “Princess, wait,” Tari called. “We’ll come with you!”

      Gwendafyn’s tongue felt numb as she wrenched the stall door open.

      Despite the tangle of emotions she surely radiated, Nox dropped his head and obediently took the bit of the bridle, standing still as Gwendafyn buckled it into place.

      No saddle—that will take too long! Gwendafyn sprang onto Nox’s back and bent over his shoulders to avoid hitting any hanging objects as she directed Nox into the aisle.

      His hooves clattered on the cobblestone and turned into muffled thumps when they left the stable for the dusty earth.

      Gwendafyn kept Nox at a fast trot as they navigated the city streets. The usual bustle of the town sounded muted to her ears, and Nox snorted and danced a few steps as they reached the city gate.

      Almost…almost… They left Neice, and the road opened up before them with no traffic for leagues. Now!

      Gwendafyn squeezed Nox, who shot forward like lightning on hooves.

      The wind whistled in Gwendafyn’s ears as she held her seat, holding secure with her legs.

      She caught sight of Grygg’s markers—scraps of red fabric dropped on the earth like blood—and turned Nox to follow the path as it separated from the road.

      Benjimir will live. Gwendafyn promised herself above the thunder of Nox’s hooves. He will make it, or all of Calnor will rain down on these bandits.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Nox was sweaty by the time they reached the temporary base, and he snorted and tossed his head as Gwendafyn slowed him to a canter, then a trot.

      She flung herself off his back before he had slowed to a walk.

      One of the guards—Phelps, she thought based on her fleeting glance—caught his reins and started to walk the black gelding to cool him down.

      “Gwendafyn!”

      Gwendafyn turned blindly in a circle, her heart pounding relentlessly in her ears. She caught sight of King Petyrr as he strode through camp.

      She strode up to him, barely noticing when he took her hands and squeezed them. “Where is he?” she asked.

      King Petyrr’s expression was pained. He tugged her along by the hand, taking her to the edge of the Honor Guard formation.

      There, squatting at the edge of the forest, was an encompassing bubble of yellow, putrid magic.

      “There haven’t been any demands yet—though they have warned us not to come any closer.” King Petyrr had aged ten years since Gwendafyn last saw him. His face was pale, and the wrinkles of worry on his forehead were more pronounced.

      “What will we do?”

      “I’ve several guards riding to the nearest wizard,” King Petyrr said. “He’s strong enough that he could break that barrier, and we can get him back. If…”

      “If?” Gwendafyn asked.

      King Petyrr hesitated. “If it lasts that long. The wizard is a three-hour ride away. He won’t arrive until closer to evening.”

      Three—no six—hours round trip? “We can’t wait that long. They’ll kill Benjimir before then.”

      King Petyrr held a hand up. “I know, Gwendafyn. But we can’t reach him. We’ve already tried arrows, and when I sent several soldiers there to verify he’s still alive, they weren’t able to pass through either.”

      “But they’ve seen him?” Gwendafyn asked, her voice shaking.

      King Petyrr nodded. “Aye. They said he looked madder than a wet cat.”

      The word picture made Gwendafyn crack a brief smile, but it faded in a moment. “If they have a mage…what does that mean?”

      The Calnor King sighed. “It means this is bigger than we hoped. Talent like that doesn’t run with bandits—not when there are easier and far more profitable ways to make money for a mage.”

      “Then it is almost certain another country is involved?” Gwendafyn asked.

      King Petyrr nodded. “We can’t be sure of their motive—or how far they will take this. But Benjimir was targeted, that much is for certain.”

      He’s a prince—if they are trying some sort of political maneuvering, he would be the best choice to snatch. King Petyrr is more likely to buckle for his own son…

      “His party was in the center of our formation, and he had one of the best patrol squads with him.” King Petyrr glared at the putrid barrier and snarled like a bear. “I should have insisted he better protect himself, but this is despicable! One of my own allies has meddled in my country and kidnapped a prince? This is war they’re looking for.”

      Gwendafyn blinked at his oath but turned around when she heard horses approach.

      Tari and Seer Ringali rode in, their horses nearly as lathered as Nox. Sius bounded at their feet, and when they stopped, he released a yowl of anger that likely struck fear into the hearts of the bandits across the way.

      “Lady Tari and her mentor, I see. I had best go explain to them.” King Petyrr sighed again, then opened his arms.

      Gwendafyn took the invitation and embraced the shorter man. He squeezed her, as though he could force her shattered soul back together.

      “Be strong, Daughter-in-law,” he said, his voice rough and gravelly. “He’ll come back to us.”

      He patted her on the shoulder, then pulled away, marching off to grimly greet Tari and Seer Ringali.

      Gwendafyn slowly returned her gaze to the barrier of yellow magic.

      Her stomach churned in an unsettling combination of rage and desperation. She licked her dried lips and repeated King Petyrr’s words in Elvish. “This is war they’re looking for…they hope to drain Calnor dry…”

      It was the only logical conclusion based on her night-time conversation with Benjimir. They either sought to weaken Calnor to keep it from growing in power, or they were going to make a move to take everything Calnor and Lessa had striven to attain for themselves.

      And Benjimir would pay the price for their greed.

      No, he can’t…it doesn’t matter if he loves Yvrea forever. I can’t lose him!

      “Princess?” Wilford asked. Though his stance was strong, his voice was timid.

      Gwendafyn flicked her tears away. “Yes?” she asked after clearing her throat.

      “This was recovered from the area where His Highness was attacked.” Wilford offered out a jeweled sword Gwendafyn vaguely recognized.

      “It’s Benjimir’s, isn’t it?” She took the sword, a stabbing of guilt prodding her.

      “Yes, Your Highness,” Wilford said.

      “I remember whenever I saw him wear it, I thought it was too flashy—the gems would affect the balance of the blade…” She trailed off and studied the weapon.

      It wasn’t the right size for her. Thus far, she had worked mostly with elvish longswords and the standard practice sword. Benjimir’s was a shorter blade that was meant for faster and closer combat, but in truth she always suspected he preferred it because it was easier to sit and walk around with.

      But as Gwendafyn held it, the grip, the balance, the blade…they felt more right to her than she would have expected.

      “Thad was—is—with him,” Wilford said.

      Gwendafyn strengthened her grip on the sword, then finally faced Wilford. “What?”

      “Thad was the patrol leader who was with him when he was captured.” Wilford looked sick at heart—though his face transformed into a terrible glare when he looked past Gwendafyn and his eyes settled on the barrier.

      “Is he alive?”

      “I don’t know. They only brought Prince Benjimir up to the edge of the barrier when our scouts were allowed to look.” Wilford’s fists shook. “We’ll get them back, Your Highness. Some way.”

      “Gwendafyn!”

      Wilford backed away when Tari joined them.

      The elf briefly rested her hand on Gwendafyn’s shoulder. “King Petyrr told us everything.”

      “It’s a disgusting and underhanded tactic,” Seer Ringali sneered in Elvish. “Even for a human.”

      “I have no idea what you said, Evening Star,” King Petyrr growled as he also appeared. “But I agree with your tone.”

      “Is there really nothing that can be done, Arion?” Tari asked, calling to her husband.

      Arion was an imposing figure in his armor as he strode through the makeshift base. “We cannot attack,” he said. “The Honor Guard has no possible way to break through that barrier, and we risk angering them if we try.”

      “We’re in a hard place,” King Petyrr hooked his thumbs on his belt and glared across the field of flowers. “We’re short on time, but without a wizard we can’t do anything. I’ve also sent out a messenger to the nearest army fortification, but they’re nearly the same distance as the closest wizard.”

      “I hate this.” Tari prowled back and forth between Seer Ringali and Arion, Sius hissing in agreement. “We have no options—no viable way to fight this!”

      Something in Gwendafyn rattled, but her thoughts were too fast to make sense. She edged away from the others, trying to clear her head.

      She rubbed her thumb on one of the large gems on Benjimir’s sword and stared at the magic barrier, as if she’d be able to see Benjimir.

      Fleetingly, she recalled the exhaustion in his body as he stared into the fire, then the strange light in his eyes when he followed her into her room.

      Benjimir…I can’t lose you. I love you.

      It was a grim realization. She had fought the attraction for months now. She knew better, but in the end she had lost. She loved a man who had pined after her sister for years, and at the moment his life was at stake, as was everything he had worked for.

      These allies, they’re trying to push Calnor into a corner and watch as they fight, incapable of properly defending themselves as they carry the burden for themselves and for Lessa.

      It wasn’t fair. Calnor was a country of honor and valiance. And now their prince was held captive by rogues, tying Calnor’s hands. And all Lessa could do was offer a new way to treat wounds.

      Gwendafyn gripped the hilt of the sword tighter, squeezing her calluses.

      Benjimir.

      An icy calm settled over Gwendafyn. The sounds of the camp faded, and soon she only heard the pounding of her heart.

      The memory of Benjimir’s true smile, his laugh, his insistence on getting her a new practice uniform, his sarcasm—it overwhelmed Gwendafyn.

      She couldn’t lose him.

      An elf loved forever. Benjimir had her heart now, whether he wanted it or not, and she’d do whatever was necessary to see him through this.

      The Evening Stars cannot help; they have their vows. Lesser Elves cannot help; they barely know how to fight. But I can.
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      Gwendafyn was already walking before she realized it.

      “Gwendafyn—where are you going?” King Petyrr called.

      “To get Benjimir back,” Gwendafyn said, her voice so cold she barely recognized it.

      “You can’t! It’s too dangerous!” King Petyrr clanked after her.

      “Your Majesty, wait.”

      Both Gwendafyn and King Petyrr paused.

      Gwendafyn twisted just enough to see Arion extend a hand to the king.

      The colonel glanced first at his wife, then Seer Ringali.

      Both nodded.

      Arion swung his stormy eyes back to the king. “Let her go.”

      “You are mistaken, Colonel Arion, if you think I’ll let those blackhearts take my daughter-in-law, too. Benjimir will die if he sees that,” King Petyrr growled.

      “Let her go,” Arion repeated.

      “Why do you suggest such a thing?” King Petyrr stabbed his sword into the ground. “It is madness!”

      “I suggest it because I know the elves of Lessa are capable of more than we think,” Arion said. “And because we both know Prince Benjimir did not marry a serene and fragile elf maiden who would break at the first sign of a fight.”

      All the anger drained from King Petyrr, and he seemed defeated somehow. “I’m trusting you on this, Sir Arion. If I lose both of them…”

      “You won’t,” Gwendafyn called before she once again started walking. “Calnor won’t be losing anything. Not today, not ever.”

      As Gwendafyn strode away, she could hear Tari cooing to her cat.

      “No, Sius. Stay with Arion. Follow him, okay?”

      What am I doing? Gwendafyn asked herself. I can fight a few honor guards, but I can’t take on a gang of bandits protected by a barrier. Though she knew the truth of her words, something propelled Gwendafyn forward.

      What do I do—what can I do?

      Again, something in her moved, and Gwendafyn felt the door in her mind. The one locked and barred, that buckled to hold back something bright.

      Gwendafyn narrowed her eyes and adjusted her grip on Benjimir’s sword as she carried it in an attack position. Very well.

      An eerie silence enveloped the meadow. None of the Honor Guards moved—nor did their horses. Even the wind was quiet.

      But as Gwendafyn drew closer to the barrier, she could see the bandits through its opaque surface. The yellow of the magic made them a sickly hue of color, but it didn’t hide their unease as they clustered together and edged back. There appeared to be approximately a hundred bandits—a large force, but something the better outfitted, better trained Honor Guards were more than capable of handling.

      No armor, Gwendafyn thought as she carefully looked the grizzled men over. Just cotton clothes and leather armguards. They do have better weapons than expected—proper swords and spears. That doesn’t match their clothes at all—how can they afford them? Unless they were provided by the country that is organizing this…

      Gwendafyn stopped just short of the barrier. This close to it, she could feel the buzz of its power. Though her eyes swept up and down the edge of the circular barrier, she didn’t see the mage responsible for it. Probably hiding in the center of the circle with the leader.

      She narrowed her eyes as she reached out and prodded the barrier. It dimpled under her fingertip but crackled with power and zapped her hand. She ignored the pain and tried to push harder, but the barrier didn’t give any further.

      A muscled man shoved his way past the bandits and strode up to the barrier. “Get back!” he ordered. “Or the prince will lose a limb.”

      Gwendafyn swapped out her observation of the magic barrier for the new brute. He was broad-shouldered and carried himself with the hungry confidence of a man thirsty for blood. Though his voice was warped from passing through the barrier, Gwendafyn could detect the faintest trace of an accent.

      He’s not from Calnor. It’s undeniable: this is the doing of another country. She glanced over her shoulder, not at all surprised to find Tari and Seer Ringali at her back. Seer Ringali was already starting to glow, and Tari’s smile reminded Gwendafyn more of Sius than her usual sunny personality.

      “At your leisure, My Princess,” Tari said, her voice echoing oddly.

      Gwendafyn nodded, then gave Benjimir’s sword an experimental twirl, adjusting to its heft.

      Muscle Man scowled and took a step closer to the barrier. “I said get back! Since you failed to listen, one of your little soldiers will be slain!” He started to turn around to give the order but froze when his eyes met hers.

      Gwendafyn smiled, not at all bothered when the expression made the man blanch. “I think not.”

      Clasping her sword with both hands, Gwendafyn drove it into the barrier. It sank in until it was almost hilt-deep.

      Excellent work, genius, now what? She thought angrily as she stared at the sword.

      The disruption made the magic in the barrier sizzle. It sparked, crawling up the blade to reach Gwendafyn. Her fingers felt numb, and her arms tingled painfully so, but she did not let go.

      Picturing that wretched door in her mind, Gwendafyn yanked on the padlocks that held it shut.

      They didn’t give.

      She pounded on the door and was able to feel something through the gouged wooden surface, but though it rattled and shook, it didn’t burst free.

      The magic barrier guarding the bandits started to crackle in anger. The zinging force that assaulted her grew in strength, and soon it was enough to make it hard to breathe.

      In her mind, Gwendafyn slammed her fists into the door and kicked at the padlocks. Nothing loosened.

      Whatever was behind the door surged forward, but it no longer pressed against the frame.

      Gwendafyn opened her mouth in a soundless roar.

      Oh, no you don’t. You’re just magic. I’m not going to beg and scrape and bend my will to match a supernatural force. This magic is a part of me—it’s going to answer to me!

      Gwendafyn kicked, driving her heel into the unyielding door.

      I have a country to guard. Benjimir’s life is at risk. I don’t care what disapproval and hate I am faced with because of this; I am going to fight!

      The door rattled, then evaporated in an explosion of splinters as the bright force behind it surged.

      Though the sky was clear, lightning struck Gwendafyn in a large, brilliant bolt that crackled and hissed like an animal.

      But there was no pain.

      It was not the strike of a storm, but the awakening, the rekindling of a magic not seen on the continent in centuries.

      Instead of instantaneously retreating, the lightning popped around Gwendafyn as the peal of thunder that accompanied it made the bandits fall to their knees.

      It flooded her, making her senses sing and filling a void she didn’t even know she had. It was like plunging in an icy river. Every part of her tingled, and white filled her vision.

      Though it faded into sparks after what felt like an eternity, Gwendafyn could still feel the white-hot magic swimming in her blood. She blinked to clear her vision, then returned her gaze to the barrier.

      The bandits huddling behind it had backed even farther away from her, though Muscle-Man stood at the fringe with a naked sword in his hands.

      Doesn’t matter. I’ll be in there soon.

      Gwendafyn gritted her teeth. Her sword still in the barrier, she yanked it up.

      Magic-made lightning flared around the weapon, encasing it.

      Another clap of thunder, and Gwendafyn’s magic surged up the barrier, gutting it all the way to the top.

      The barrier split open, a slice of it completely eradicated.

      Tari stepped forward, curved blades of light lining her arms, and rested her magic blade against the left side of the gaping hole. Seer Ringali’s fists were encased in a similar light, though his entire body flickered with his magic. He grabbed the right side of the shield and yanked, peeling it back even farther.

      “Go!” he shouted to Gwendafyn. “We’ll hold the barrier open.”

      Gwendafyn stepped from the crater of singed grass her magic created. “You two will survive—even though you cannot fight?”

      Tari laughed—a mirthless sound—and leaned against the barrier, ignoring the angry crackles created by her magic colliding with the wall. “Do you really think they’re going to attack us?” she asked.

      Circles of light ornamented with swirls and stars rotated beneath her feet. A similar pattern—though in a green hue and decorated with vines instead—appeared under Seer Ringali’s.

      The older Evening Star smiled a predatory smile. “It’s true we can’t harm a human of Calnor,” he said. “But that’s not to say we can’t frighten them.”

      The circles beneath their feet grew, and the bandits shouted in terror.

      Turning on their heels, the bandits ran for the back of the barrier, trampling their comrades.

      “Go,” Seer Ringali repeated.

      Gwendafyn lunged into the enclosure. I need to figure out where in here they have stowed Benjimir and the Honor Guards. Absently, she noticed Muscle Man jabbing his sword at her chest.

      Without pausing, Gwendafyn swung her blade up.

      When the swords collided, Gwendafyn’s crackled with lightning, and Muscle Man’s shattered like glass.

      He gripped the hilt of his sword with wide eyes, sweat beading on his forehead as his mouth formed an “O” shape.

      Gwendafyn slugged him in the gut with the hilt of her sword, then kicked him in the kneecap, sending him sprawling to the ground.

      She grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and hauled him to his feet.

      As her sword spat sparks, she leaned into the brute’s face and said in crisp Calnoric, “Never threaten what is mine!” She headbutted him, unbothered when she heard the crunch of his nose breaking, then threw him to the ground.

      “Defend, you imbeciles,” someone howled from the depths of the bandit’s formation.

      The bandits had stopped running—likely because the forces had backed up as far as they could, leaving Gwendafyn standing alone in a third of the circle.

      Where are they? Gwendafyn walked toward the bandits, who snarled and spat at her.

      When she was over a horse-length away, she jumped, smashing into the front lines.

      She downed the first bandit with a roundhouse kick to the throat. With a hole in the line opened, she leaned in and swung her sword in an arc. Though she didn’t hit anyone, the magic encasing the sword sparked and spat little bolts of lightning that jumped to the nearest bandits.

      The unfortunate targets yelped in pain as the magic surged up and down their limbs. They dropped their weapons and fell to their knees, their whole bodies shuddering.

      Gwendafyn moved in deeper, spinning in a wide-reaching sword attack. She then lunged forward and smashed the hilt of her sword into a bandit’s neck.

      An outlaw tried to grab her arm, but she drove her elbow into his throat, making him topple with a gurgle.

      Gwendafyn fought not just with her sword, but her entire body. She constantly moved, twisting and rotating, engaging the bandits one way or another.

      She felt someone make a grab for her hair, so she launched herself forward, colliding with a spear-wielding bandit. Using her momentum, she slung an arm around his neck as she swung behind him. She planted a knee in his back and ruthlessly pulled tight on his throat, cutting off his air.

      He dug his fingers into her arm, but she barely felt it. She noticed too late a bandit leaping for her, his sword extended. He was lined up to hit her lower back. Grunting in effort, Gwendafyn kicked her free leg back with the force of a battering ram. She sent him flying, but his sword bit through her boots and opened a nasty slice on her calf. The pain didn’t seem to reach her.

      When she felt the bandit she was still clamped to teeter, Gwendafyn shifted her grip so as she dropped down to the ground, the man bended backwards. A roll of her shoulder redistributed his momentum, and she flipped him over her and slammed him into another bandit. All without dropping her sword.

      “I think I like short swords,” Gwendafyn said in Calnoric before stabbing the ground.

      Her sword flared with magic. It shot out comets of power that erupted beneath the feet of those closest to her, flinging them into the air with tails of smoke trailing behind them.

      Gwendafyn spun around, taking a moment to regain her breath and attempt to orientate herself.

      There were so many bandits, and as they had closed around her, she was no longer certain which way she should be going.

      This is going to take too long! Where is Benjimir?

      “Princess! This way!”

      Gwendafyn turned in the direction of the raised shouts. She recognized Thad’s voice above the din of the panicked bandits, but she still couldn’t see them.

      She fixed her sight on the biggest, sturdiest looking bandit near her and pounced. She sat on his shoulders, one of her legs fixed around his throat in a chokehold and perched above the sea of humans.

      There!

      Thad and the men in his squad weren’t too far away, tucked deeper in the crowd of bandits. Their wrists were tied, but the guards struggled against their captors, swinging their arms like clubs, head-butting them, and stamping on the bandits’ feet.

      A nearby bandit nearly succeeded in stabbing Gwendafyn with a spear—her precarious position made it harder to block the strike—but Gwendafyn didn’t hop off. She still didn’t see him.

      Where is Benjimir?! Wait—there!

      He was positioned behind the Honor Guards, his arms tied behind his back and a knotted kerchief serving as a gag.

      Gwendafyn’s magic sang in anger at the sight. Using the big bandit’s head like the center of a wheel, Gwendafyn flipped around him, snatching a dagger from his belt when she passed the lowest point of the arc. “Thad!” she shouted as she popped upright again. “Catch!”

      She chucked the dagger, but the bandit she was perched on toppled before she could see if the patrol leader caught it.

      Gwendafyn righted herself and twirled her sword. It glowed and crackled with power. She took a moment to find her footing, then snaked forward, spinning and whirling.

      Every arc she made, every step she took made her sword flare with power. She swung it in a wide slice, and the bandits tripped over themselves trying to avoid it. But even though the blade barely grazed them—cutting through their clothes like butter—they shouted in pain. For Gwendafyn’s magic bloomed from the sword, electrifying everything it touched.

      Gwendafyn carved a path of destruction to Benjimir and the Honor Guards. The air reeked of blood and smoke. But she didn’t stop—she dared not. It was almost a certainty that when this was over, she was going to lose all the goodies and tea the innkeeper had served her. But it didn’t matter. She had to reach Benjimir, and she had to show this foe that Calnor was not to be trifled with.

      A forward strike, and Gwendafyn knocked over a bandit in the line surrounding Benjimir and the others.

      She leaped into their cleared circle, relieved to see Thad had indeed snatched the dagger and was in the process of cutting Benjimir free.

      “Don’t move!” she shouted as she whirled her blade.

      It’s almost out of magic…

      Gwendafyn swung the sword up and held it perfectly aloft. Another huge lightning bolt—accompanied by a deafening peal of thunder—struck. It punched straight through the barrier, shattering a hole in the top of it, and flooded Gwendafyn with power, making her sword glow as brightly as a star.

      Sparking, her magic traced out shapes in the air. It was somewhat similar to the magic Seer Ringali and Tari used, though it was wild, and instead of settling on the ground, it hovered in multiple layers in the air. As such, it took Gwendafyn a minute to realize that the layers combined formed the shape of a heart.

      The magic-formed heart burned brighter and brighter, until Gwendafyn had to close her eyes. There was a musical crack—like glass breaking—and the magic unleashed. Men screamed and shouted as Gwendafyn’s magic crackled, flooding the area with raw power that invaded and overwhelmed.

      She finally opened her eyes and sucked in a deep breath. She had decimated a huge circle of bandits, essentially clearing the area. Though things still felt cold and a little distant, the prickle of her calf wound was turning into a throb, and Gwendafyn realized her heart was beating so fast, it felt like she had a humming bird in her chest.

      She nearly stumbled as she turned to face the Honor Guards.

      Most of them were sitting on the ground, their eyes wide, though as Gwendafyn watched, they scrambled to their feet and snatched weapons off the fallen bandits.

      Feeling stupidly nervous—what would Benjimir think of her after this?—she took a step towards the prince. “Ben, are you injured—”

      Her heart stopped for a moment. Benjimir’s expression was cold, and he flung the dagger Thad had used to free him directly at her.

      She inhaled wrong, but the dagger passed over her shoulder. Behind her, someone shouted and cursed.

      Gwendafyn swung around, shocked to see a bandit not two steps behind her. He fell to his knees, his hands gripping the dagger buried in his shoulder.

      “Fyn!” Before she had a chance to turn around, Benjimir swept her up in a hug that pulled her back against his chest.

      Gwendafyn squirmed in his hold until she was turned around and could embrace him with one arm. She dared not let go of her sword, but she rested her forehead on his shoulder and released a sigh that made her whole body shiver.

      “You’re uninjured,” she said.

      Benjimir buried a hand in her hair. “Unlike you. You idiot!”

      Gwendafyn tilted her head up to squint at him. “What did you say?”

      Benjimir scowled at her. “How could you risk yourself like that?”

      “You were captured.”

      “So? You should have sent Arion,” Benjimir frowned.

      Thad and the guards surrounded Gwendafyn and Benjimir in a circle, though they exchanged nervous glances as the bickering continued.

      Gwendafyn snorted. “Oh yes, because Arion possesses secret, hidden skills that let him bust down magic barriers. There was no other way—we didn’t have any wizards or mages in our pockets that we could conveniently pull out at a moment’s notice.”

      Though Benjimir narrowed his eyes at her, his hands were gentle as he ran them down her arms and prodded her waist. “There is always another way.”

      “Quiet—the rescued doesn’t get to vote on or criticize the method in which they are rescued,” Gwendafyn complained. “And what are you doing? I am not a cat to be stroked!”

      “I’m checking for wounds,” Benjimir snapped as he eyed a tear in her sleeve. “Because apparently you can’t be trusted to think of your own welfare.”

      Gwendafyn seriously studied him for a moment.

      He didn’t meet her gaze; his eyes were too busy scanning her. Though his hair was a little mussed, and he had a smudge of dirt on his cheekbone, he looked entirely unruffled by his kidnapping, and his handsome features were strong with focus.

      “I should break your nose,” she said reflectively.

      “Your Highnesses, I realize the both of you are having a charming reunion,” Thad said.

      “In what country does this constitute as charming?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “Next time if you come with a squadron of men and a calf that is not bleeding so heavily it’s dying your whole boot red, I’ll be positively charismatic,” Benjimir scoffed.

      “There shouldn’t have to be a NEXT TIME!” Gwendafyn shouted.

      “Your Highnesses!” Thad said in a voice that was one pitch away from a wail. “We really ought to leave!” Despite his upset tone, he whirled his blade with expertise, dispatching a bandit with ease.

      Benjimir seemed to reluctantly release her as his hands lingered on her ribcage. “This is not over,” he warned.

      “I agree.” Gwendafyn twisted away from him, lunging into a jump-slash and pouncing on a bandit.

      The air of the area had altered.

      The bandits no longer charged forward, but ran with panic, tripping over one another and shouting in fear.

      What changed? I alone couldn’t have inspired this sort of fear.

      Gwendafyn cocked her head as she blocked an attack from a bandit. Pushing up against her attacker’s sword, the bandit had to throw his arms wide to keep from falling backwards.

      Benjimir slid in as smooth as butter, brutally kicking the bandit in the gut and sending him flying.

      Above them, the yellow barrier sputtered, then rippled before imploding. Magic fell from the sky—though it faded before it reached them.

      “Did someone take out the mage?” Benjimir asked. He snatched up a spear and whirled it overhead before jabbing it in front of him—stopping a bandit who was running at a preoccupied guard.

      “I never came across him as I fought my way through,” Gwendafyn said.

      Thad ducked a spear, then slashed a man across the shin. “Do you hear that?”

      Gwendafyn strained her ears, and faintly she could make it out over the terror of the bandits.

      “Calnor!”

      “Charge!”

      “To the South!”

      “To the North!”

      “Sounds like the Honor Guards,” Gwendafyn said. “But where are they?”

      Benjimir opened his arms. “Want to take a look?”

      Carefully holding her spark-spitting sword away from him, Gwendafyn hopped into his arms.

      She craned her neck and maneuvered herself until she sat on his shoulders.

      To the south, Colonel Arion and King Petyrr led a charge, descending on the bandits with shouts.

      North of the fight, Grygg led a second charge, attacking the bandits’ flank side and trapping them between Calnor’s forces.

      The Honor Guards moved with measured efficiency, marching in sync in tight formations. They pierced through the panicking bandit forces with ease and swept the battlefield.

      Very few of the rogues were fighting. Mostly they tried to flee, but the guards boxed them in like well-trained herding dogs and subdued them.

      Gwendafyn squirmed on Benjimir’s shoulders and described what she saw.

      “Can you see the bandit leader?” Benjimir called up to her. “A pasty-skinned man—tall as a tree and wearing leather armor.”

      Gwendafyn more carefully scanned the crowd, pausing when she realized why the barrier had gone down.

      Seer Ringali and Tarinthali stood to the east, effectively barring the way as their magic flickered around them and their expressions remained cold.

      They stood apart, and together circled a woman in a mud-colored cloak like wolves circling their prey.

      Occasionally the woman tried to make a break for it. Whenever she did, Tari would throw out her arm, making a wave of white magic peel off her and fan out across the field, blocking the woman’s path.

      Sius stalked in Tari’s shadow, and if the woman veered too close he hissed, flattened his ears and brandished his claws.

      Evidently, they got bored.

      “Fyn,” Benjimir shifted beneath her, making the world tilt. “Have you found him yet?”

      Refocusing, Gwendafyn went back to scanning the battlefield. All she saw were bandits—a few fought back, but some were now raising their hands in surrender to the incoming guards.

      I don’t see anyone with armor—wait.

      A man wearing a black cloak expertly twisted his way through the hoard of bandits, making for a bay-colored horse picketed away from the turmoil of the fight.

      “I see him. He’s to the west.”

      “I will signal to Grygg,” Thad said. “We must prioritize getting you to safety, Your Highnesses.”

      Gwendafyn swung off Benjimir’s shoulders as if she were dismounting a horse. “There’s no time for that. We’re the closest force to him, and he’s about to escape.”

      Thad frowned. “You two are the future of Calnor. A bandit leader is not worth the risk.”

      Gwendafyn barely heard his words as power sang in her ears again. Since finding Benjimir, her magic had started to relax and retreat. But the sight of the bandit leader rekindled it with a silent roar.

      “I understand your concerns,” Benjimir said to Thad as he watched Gwendafyn adjust her sword belt and her hand position on the hilt of her borrowed sword. “But I don’t believe it matters at all to my wife.”

      “It doesn’t.” Gwendafyn blinked as some of the magic still swirling around her sword leaped to her. She felt it crackle up and down her body, reawakening her muscles.

      Benjimir sauntered past her, pausing just long enough to murmur to her, “Go. I’ll brow-beat your trainer into following.”

      Gwendafyn nodded once, then made a break for it.

      “Princess!” Thad called in an aggravated tone, but Gwendafyn was gone before he could say more.

      At the behest of her magic, she sprinted west. She didn’t waste her time fighting off any bandits. Instead, she moved as quietly as smoke as she jumped fallen men and darted around Calnorian Honor Guards tying the rogues up.

      Her breath came in even puffs, and once again the sound of her heartbeat filled her ears as she doggedly pursued her target.

      She slipped out of the battle just as the bandit leader mounted his horse and turned it away from the chaotic conflict.

      Gwendafyn scooped up a fist-sized rock and threw it before the leader spurred his horse into a trot.

      It cracked him square on his unprotected skull. He flopped over his horse’s neck then slid off the side.

      Gwendafyn dragged the tip of her sword in the dirt as she ambled towards the groaning man.

      “Where are you going?” She asked in the clearest Calnoric she had ever uttered. “The fun has only just begun.”

      The bandit leader propped himself up on his elbows and blanched when he saw her stride in his direction.

      “P-p-please, don’t kill me!” he begged, his words twisted by a foreign accent.

      In the back of her mind, Gwendafyn realized she was leaving wisps of smoke in her wake as her boots started to glow white hot, and she singed the very ground she walked upon.

      “Of course I won’t kill you.” Her sword shed white sparks of lightning as she rotated her wrist back and forth. “If I do, who will carry my message back to your king?” She crouched down next to him and smiled, but this seemed to make him feel worse, for he started trembling.

      “I-I-I am of Calnor—”

      “Do not lie to me.” Gwendafyn’s voice was as cold and unforgiving as sharpened steel. “You were dispatched with the sole task of harassing the people of Calnor, as I’m sure your little mage friend will confirm when we properly welcome her.”

      She stood, but the quivering bandit leader remained splayed on the ground. Her voice lofty, Gwendafyn pointed her sword at his chest. “Tell your masters this.”

      She drove her sword into the ground just a hand’s width from the bandit leader’s head.

      The sword radiated power, flooding the ground with her scorching magic. It ignited, and the ground beneath them exploded sending rocks, clods of dirt, and dust into the air. The smell of burnt grass and hair wafted through the clouded air, and it took a strong wind to finally clear the sediment and reveal the aftereffects of Gwendafyn’s little show.

      They no longer were positioned on the smooth, flower-covered ground of the meadow, but in a jagged crater at least a foot deep. For two horse lengths in every direction, the ground was gouged and cracked, as if a gigantic clawed paw had scooped the ground away. The occasional spark or bolt of magic streaked across the indentation with a hum.

      Gwendafyn left her sword where it was, planted her foot on the bandit leader’s chest and leaned in so her voice was barely more than a murmur. “Calnor does not stand alone. And if more forces are sent, they will be greeted by me, Princess Gwendafyn of Calnor and Lessa.”

      Sweat dripped from the bandit leader’s nose, and he cried as Gwendafyn stood straight.

      She yanked her sword from the ground, sending out several more bolts of her blistering magic as the blade pulled free.

      The bandit leader yelped.

      Gwendafyn lazily hopped out of the crater and noticed with a half-smile that the dip was heart-shaped. “Go,” she ordered when the bandit leader finally peeled himself off the ground. “Warn your king, little man. Your life depends on your success.”

      Somewhere behind her Sius roared, and an explosion of magic made the ground tremble—Seer Ringali and Tari, most likely.

      The man stumbled to his feet and sprinted to his horse, which had fled Gwendafyn’s assault. The bandit leader grabbed it by the bridle and threw himself at its side. The beast snorted and shied away, but the man held tight and scrambled into the saddle.

      Gwendafyn watched as he spurred his horse, bolting from the deteriorating fight. The farther he got, the more her magic settled, until finally her skin stopped tingling and her hair no longer floated in an unseen breeze.

      “You let him go?” Benjimir asked as he sauntered up to her side. “Father will be so disappointed.”

      “I wanted to send a direct message.” Gwendafyn rolled her head as her muscles loosened and felt almost jelly-like. “Besides, you’ve figured out which of your ‘allies’ is behind this, haven’t you?”

      “The accents were easy to place given all the traveling I did before we were married,” Benjimir said. “But I am honored you think so highly of my intelligence that you thought I would be able to discern such a thing.”

      Gwendafyn snorted. “If I didn’t know you were capable of that small thing, you would have eaten me for breakfast when I first proposed.”

      “For certain.” Benjimir nodded seriously. “But we won’t have to rely on my word anyway. I encountered Wilford on my way to you. It seems Lady Tarinthali and Seer Ringali have taken it upon themselves to frighten the mage into spilling her guts.”

      “Ahh, I expect that explosion was them, then.”

      “Yes. They have an interesting way of inspiring a flow of information.” Benjimir kissed her temple. “And I do owe you a thank you.”

      “You have finally made peace with the method of your rescue?” Gwendafyn raised her eyebrows at him as they turned around to observe the last remnants of the battle.

      The bandits had been put down. There were only one or two remaining pockets of resistance, but as Gwendafyn watched, they, too, were subdued.

      “To a certain extent,” Benjimir said wryly. “I am thankful you came for me. You were the only one with the ability to do so.”

      “And yet you still object to it?”

      “Not really. You have the power. It is more that I do not like you running around by yourself. Perhaps I shall follow Arion’s example and invest in a Snow Cat, though maybe a wolf would better suit you? I imagine it would be easier to train to come find me if you were in trouble…”

      Gwendafyn had been watching Arion end the last fight by slamming two bandits’ heads together, but at Benjimir’s words, she curiously glanced up at her husband. “Wasn’t Sius meant to be just a pet—albeit an exotic one?”

      Benjimir snorted. “Are you jesting? No, not ever. Arion knows his wife well enough to realize she was likely to continue to mix herself in all sorts of trouble in the future, and unlike you, her ability to fight back is limited. No, Arion got Sius because he was the best disguised bodyguard he could find.”

      Gwendafyn laughed, but her mirth died as she watched Benjimir out of the corner of her eye. “But you truly are not angry I fought—or…bothered by my magic?”

      “Why would such a thing bother me?” Benjimir asked.

      Gwendafyn blinked, shocked by his answer. “…because?”

      Benjimir snorted. “I’m not your mincing family, Fyn. You have magic—good for you. Now as how to use it, that I have several ideas we should discuss at a more appropriate time.” He smiled wickedly.

      Gwendafyn stared at him, half torn between surprise and amusement. I agonized over marrying him because I knew he was cunning and ruthless. I never thought I would ever be thankful for the twists in his personality.

      “But I do have a question for you,” Benjimir continued. He peeled his eyes from the battlefield and peered at her. “How are you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You haven’t ever shed blood before,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn paused. She started to stare at her feet until she saw the blood smeared on her blade, then she immediately raised her gaze to the sky. “I’m fine right now, but I don’t think it has set in yet.” She paused, then added in a small voice, “But later tonight…”

      Benjimir curled an arm around her shoulders. “To be one who fights is a burden. You shed blood to protect others and are responsible for multitudes of lives. Regret, sadness—those mean you are a good warrior, Gwendafyn. For if such things do not affect a person, then their soul is shattered beyond repair.”

      The metallic scent of blood made Gwendafyn’s stomach curl as she watched King Petyrr stomp across the battlefield, shouting in his booming voice to Tari and Seer Ringali—who had the foreign mage knocked out and sprawled between them. “I hope you are right.”

      She would never regret what she had done to save Benjimir and—hopefully—fend off further attacks.

      But she would regret that it was necessary, and she would still mourn the loss of life.

      It seems I am not entirely taken by my High Elf blood as I thought, Gwendafyn realized. For at least I see the value in life—even in those who have betrayed and fought. Perhaps that is why I can love Benjimir.

      She stiffened. While that realization had brought sharp focus to her before the battle, now it was only the harbinger of pain.

      Because no matter how much she loved her sly husband, Benjimir still loved Yvrea.

      [image: ]
* * *

      That night, in the dog-watch hours, Gwendafyn awoke in a cold sweat. She nearly flung herself out of her bed with the force of her nightmare, and her breath came in pained gasps.

      Her eyes stared unseeingly in the darkness of her rented inn room of Neice, and she pushed a lock of her hair out of her face.

      Her nightmare had been a vivid one. She’d relived the fight—only this time she saw all the ways it could have gone wrong, and the faces of all those she had battled in her struggle to reach Benjimir. She could still smell the acrid, gag-inducing stench of the battlefield. And the cries of the fallen echoed in her tapered ears no matter how she rubbed at them.

      Her stomach rolled, and she barely made it to the chamber pot in time.

      When her retching finally subsided, she groaned.

      It took her a moment to realize her hair was not draped around her because someone was holding it back.

      Her heart pounding in her throat, she sat up, surprised when she realized Benjimir was crouched at her side, holding a clay cup of water in one hand, and her hair in the other. His expression was unreadable in what little light was shed by a flickering candle that Gwendafyn did not remember leaving lit.

      He wordlessly held out the cup.

      Gwendafyn took it, tears stinging her eyes. (She wasn’t sure if it was because of his unexpected kindness or the memory of the nightmare.)

      “Can you stand?” Benjimir asked when she finished her water.

      Gwendafyn nodded. She rose on shaky legs and watched, more than a little confused, as Benjimir sat down on her bed and leaned against the headboard.

      “I thought you had your own room?” she asked.

      “I knew you would need someone tonight,” Benjimir patted the space next to him.

      Gwendafyn—now cold—slipped halfway under her covers, then scooted towards him.

      Benjimir scooped her closer to him so she was half-sprawled across his chest, her head resting on his shoulder. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Gwendafyn shivered again. “No. Not now.”

      Benjimir nodded. “Then shall I repeat the endless lecture Arion read his patrol leaders when he learned about their little tournament with you as their champion?”

      Gwendafyn couldn’t make a sound, she was too overcome by emotion. She nodded.

      “Very well.” Benjimir soothingly rubbed her back with one hand and played with a lock of her hair with the other. “I believe it started out with him calling your delightful trainers undisciplined disgraces who ought to have learned their lesson the first time…”
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      Gwendafyn laughed and waved to the little girl hanging out of a second-story window who dumped flower petals from a basket as she and Nox passed underneath.

      Though Haven’s main streets were blocked—emptied for the Honor Guard’s returning procession back to the palace—the sides of the cobblestone road were packed with people.

      “Bless the Princess Gwendafyn!” someone shouted.

      “Welcome home!” yelled the tailor who had made the practice clothes Benjimir ordered for her.

      Several loud whistles pierced the air, and the city thrummed with cheers and laughter.

      Gwendafyn wasn’t exactly sure how everyone had learned of the bandits’ defeat—not to mention her part in it—but it was clear that they had.

      Gwendafyn flicked a flower petal from Nox’s black mane and fondly looked to King Petyrr, who was leading the procession with a patrol leader, two scribes, and a messenger hurrying after him.

      The King of Calnor waved and laughed with as much abandon as his subjects.

      Benjimir, who rode directly next to her, surprised her by leaning out of the saddle to claim her hand. He smirked slightly as he tugged on it, riding so close to her their boots scraped together so he could kiss her hand—inciting more cheers from the citizens.

      Ahhh yes, we are in the public eye and once again on display. He’s putting on a show for the occasion.

      The thought hurt almost as badly as the healing laceration on her calf, but she smiled all the same and waved.

      Still, she was both saddened and relieved when they rounded a bend in the street and the palace gates grew visible.

      It’s much more work to keep smiling for so long than I had assumed. My whole face hurts. How does Yvrea do it? She waved to the last few citizens lined up just outside the gates, then relaxed when she passed through.

      She yawned, stretching out her aching cheek muscles, and started to slump in the saddle until King Petyrr laughed.

      “What ho! What do we have here?” he asked.

      Gwendafyn pushed Nox to the edge of the path so she could peer around King Petyrr and his train.

      Posing in the gardens and along the outdoor corridors of the palace were nobles.

      Young ladies wearing silken dresses, lords dressed in their finest clothes, matriarchs (who brandished fans with nearly as much style as Seer Ringali) and more watched, clapping and smiling broadly as the procession passed by.

      The wizards, enchanters, and the Translator’s Circle were present as well, cheering with abandon, and Gwendafyn even saw some elves laughing and waving, standing interspersed with humans.

      Watching curiously, Gwendafyn had to nearly shout to Benjimir to be heard over the applause. “Why are they here?”

      “We’ve routed the bandits,” Benjimir smirked. “Not to mention your daring rescue and awe-striking powers.”

      “Is it really that big of a deal?” Gwendafyn asked.

      Benjimir shrugged. “It would have become a big deal. And no one—except those who profit from it—wants to go to war.”

      Gwendafyn nodded slowly, then placed another smile on her lips so she could wave to a group of young men who were watching Benjimir and Arion—who rode behind him—with awe.

      I guess the bandits were more troubling to the people of Calnor than I understood.

      The road split, and the Honor Guards took the path that led to their grounds, while Gwendafyn, Benjimir, King Petyrr, Arion, Tari, Seer Ringali, and Evlawyn took the path that led them straight to one of the palace entrances.

      When they reached the entrance, Gwendafyn and the others dismounted, and servants came forward to take their mounts.

      Gwendafyn fondly kissed Nox’s cheek, then stepped aside for Sius, who ambled towards the palace stairs as if he owned it.

      “Sius,” Tari called. She sighed in exasperation when the cat plopped on the bottom step and made a show of cleaning a paw.

      “I’m sorry you were not able to visit Herycian lands,” Gwendafyn said as she tried to slap wrinkles from her clothes.

      Tari shrugged as she took Braydynn from her handmaiden. “It could not be avoided. Arion will have days of paperwork ahead of him, and it was for the best that we stayed so he was present when we dropped the bandits off in Quarri,” she said, naming the Calnor city where the majority of the bandits were being held.

      “Will you be able to reschedule your trip?” Gwendafyn asked.

      Tari nodded. “It is our hope that we will be able to leave in two weeks.” The butter-blonde-haired elf tapped her hand on her thigh as she studied Gwendafyn. “You will be all right?” she asked in a leading tone.

      During the multi-day ride home, Gwendafyn had discussed the matter of her unleashed magic again and again with Seer Ringali and Tarinthali.

      The mentor and protege pair assured Gwendafyn that while she broke tradition, she had not broken any sort of law, and there was nothing to fear.

      Gwendafyn, knowing how deeply her family embraced tradition, was not quite as certain.

      Even so, there was no use worrying Tari. So, she nodded and would have made a pleasant excuse, but Benjimir reclaimed her hand and tugged her towards the stairs. “I believe our families are waiting inside, and Father is hankering to see your father—and his other beloved daughter-in-law, I imagine. Are you coming?”

      “Of course.” Gwendafyn waved farewell to Tari and followed Benjimir up the stairs—giving Sius a wide berth as the cat rolled onto its back.

      “How is your wound?” Benjimir asked as they passed through the palace doors and fell in step behind King Petyrr—who indeed barreled ahead of them with purpose.

      Gwendafyn found it a bit hard to concentrate as Benjimir slightly swung their interlinked hands. Still acting the part. “Not too bad—though I’m grateful we’ve arrived, and I’m done riding for a while. The saddle kept rubbing it through my boot.”

      “Yes, we’ll have to get you another pair.” Benjimir calculatingly glanced down at her leg. “We can commission a sword for you, too, if you like. You’re welcome to the one you carry now, but I imagine any number of blacksmiths would be delighted to design something for you—their beloved princess and the hero of the year.”

      Gwendafyn glanced down at Benjimir’s borrowed sword—which she had not given back and had instead acquired a scabbard for. “I’d like to keep this one, but I would never refuse another sword.”

      Benjimir snorted. “I imagined a lot of things about marriage. My wife swiping my swords was not one of them.” He tugged on her hand to draw her closer, then kissed her temple.

      Gwendafyn laughed, but her heart squeezed a little in her nervousness as the hallway opened up into the foyer.

      Two intertwining staircases made of black stone led up to the second floor of the palace and served as the foyer backdrop. Ornate paintings the size of Gwendafyn’s bed hung on the walls—most of them were of royal families from the ancient past, but a few of them were landscapes. Multiple chandeliers hung from the impossibly high ceiling which was painted to resemble the sky, and a huge, white marble fireplace was built into the wall closest to them. Gathered in front of it were the Lessa and Calnor Royal Families.

      King Petyrr was already positioned by Claire, patting her hand—though he did pause long enough to hug Vincent.

      Arvel and Rollo watched with apparent amusement—Arvel holding a book in his hands—until they noticed Benjimir and Gwendafyn’s arrival.

      “Well done, Sister-in-law!” Arvel set his book on an end table and strode across the room, a boyish smile on his face. “I read all about it in the reports Father sent home. You were brilliant.” He briefly swept Gwendafyn up in a hug and winked at her as he let go.

      “Yes, she was wonderful,” Benjimir agreed as he slapped Arvel on the back with enough force to make his younger brother stagger.

      “I hope you received a hero’s welcome?” Arvel asked. “For that is what you are!”

      “Welcome home!” Claire practically squealed as she also scurried across the foyer and nearly rammed into Gwendafyn.

      “Thank you,” Gwendafyn laughed as she gently embraced the younger girl. “I am quite relieved to be home.”

      “Vincent said you saved Benjimir—both literally and figuratively,” Claire said, her eyes wide and innocent.

      “Vincent has a mouth that is too big for his head,” Benjimir said as Gwendafyn stifled her desire to snort in laughter.

      “It’s true, though, isn’t it?” Vincent asked as he joined them, leaving King Petyrr to greet Queen Luciee. “She fished you out of a band of bandits when all the Honor Guards you took couldn’t do a thing, and it sounds like she might have scared them off for good!”

      “That does not mean this so called ‘ally’ won’t try to retaliate using a different method,” Gwendafyn warned.

      “Unlikely,” Arvel said. “Not since you stepped up.”

      “Agreed,” Benjimir said. “You underestimate your power, Fyn.”

      His use of her nickname made her heart warm, and Benjimir increased the warmth when he squeezed her hand. He released her only when Vincent wrapped him up in a bear hug. “Stop that,” he told his youngest brother.

      “I’m just so happy!” Vincent laughed.

      Benjimir eyed his brother, then once again returned his gaze to Gwendafyn. “You are a hero, you know.”

      Gwendafyn smiled and could feel her cheeks heat in a blush. Anxious to get the attention off her, she swiveled to face her family, and her smile fell from her lips.

      King Petyrr had moved on to giving Celrin a bear hug—drawing laughter from Firea and Yvrea—but Lorius stood in front of them, blocking them from Gwendafyn with her body and her barely restrained expression of anger.

      “Gwendafyn,” she said in Elvish. “How could you?”

      Gwendafyn slightly bowed her head. “Aunt Lorius,” she said. She took a few strides closer to her aunt before stopping. Each step felt like she was slogging through muck.

      Lorius crossed the remaining distance, a sharp frown of judgement creasing her lips. “What have you done?” she asked.

      “I did what was necessary. I wasn’t going to stand by and let Benjimir be hurt—or worse.” Her chin lifted proudly, even though she already felt tears sting the back of her throat. I don’t regret what I did. No matter how my family may scorn me.

      “You broke tradition.”

      “In a matter of life or death, yes.” Gwendafyn said. “I would like to believe that saving someone is more important than respecting unnecessary rules!”

      “Our traditions were designed to protect us,” Lorius said. “You cannot recklessly abandon them at your whim.”

      “Our friendship with Calnor is one of your much-lauded traditions,” Gwendafyn said around clenched teeth. “And yet you wish for me to toss that tradition aside?”

      “You broke centuries of taboo and unleashed High Elf magic…for a boy!” Lorius said, her voice shaking with anger.

      “Yes! And I’d do it again,” Gwendafyn snapped.

      “You are proud of yourself, aren’t you?” Aunt Lorius shook her head. “You don’t see the danger you have placed us all in.”

      “What danger is there in being myself?” Gwendafyn asked. “Not only did I save Benjimir, but I successfully warned off those who have been pestering Calnor because of us!”

      “This has nothing to do with you as a person, Gwendafyn,” Lorius said sharply. “Before, you were an eyesore, but now you are a source of shame to every elf of Lessa!”

      “Lorius,” Celrin called warningly—though he did not move from King Petyrr’s side.

      “Because I saved someone?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “Because having High Elf blood is not something to be proud of!” Lorius’ voice was stormy and filled with more anger than Gwendafyn had ever heard before. “You are not to be admired for your little show but held in dishonor! The High Elves were emotional, ruthless creatures who had entirely too much power—and you walk in their footsteps!”

      Gwendafyn blinked and took a step back. She mashed her lips together to keep her lower lip from trembling and slightly shook her head. “Just because I can use High Elf magic does not make me like them.”

      “It does; it means you have the same murderous capacity,” Lorius said, her eyes flinty and unforgiving.

      “Lorius!” Celrin shouted. “Enough.”

      Relentlessly, Lorius stormed on. “Your parents should have listened to me and stamped it out of you when you were small. The heavens and stars know I tried to help you, but it seems my compassion was misplaced. You are a lost cause as you willfully embrace this darkness—”

      “It’s not darkness!” Gwendafyn shouted. “Being able to protect something, standing with our allies is not darkness. It’s sharing a burden—one we have forced upon them for far too long!”

      “It is worse than darkness—it is vile and evil!” Lorius declared.

      Gwendafyn stared at her aunt in shock, hurt beyond words. Her aunt has always been hard on her, but she never would have thought she harbored such hatred for her.

      It was even worse to know that Lorius did not reject her because of her adventurous activities, but because she disliked the very core of who Gwendafyn was.

      Tears spilled down her cheeks as her aunt continued to spit out her hatred.

      “After this, you deserve to be locked up in Jubilee—and I will see to it that you are! Someone like you cannot be free to roam. You—”

      Lorius’ voice was instantly muffled when Benjimir placed his hands over Gwendafyn’s ears. “Sorry, darling,” he murmured to her as he tugged her to his chest. “I should have done something sooner, but I assumed your father would have yanked your aunt’s leash back. Worry not; I’ll settle this.” He removed his hands from her ears and kissed her on the forehead.

      Gwendafyn nearly sat in relief. Whether or not the physical affection was false, she knew: Benjimir would save her from this, a deep pain no one else seemed aware of.

      Lorius had gone quiet and watched as he wiped the tears off Gwendafyn’s cheeks. She raised an eyebrow when he finally turned to face her. “You are going to defend her? You waste your breath. You do not understand elven law.”

      Benjimir smiled, but it never reached his eyes—which were cold and frosty. “No, I’m not going to defend her,” he said. “She needs no defending. I’m just going to take care of you. Guards!” Though he called for them in Elvish, he gestured for them to draw close. “You, too, Rollo,” he said after a moment’s consideration.

      The guards posted at the foyer entrance trotted up to Benjimir and saluted him. “Your Highness.”

      Benjimir nodded to them but spoke to Rollo. “Please translate everything I tell these Honor Guards for Princess Lorius.”

      Rollo nodded.

      Satisfied, Benjimir turned towards the soldiers. “On my command, take Princess Lorius to her chambers. Call for reinforcements and for a handmaiden to help her pack. You are to see that she leaves Haven in an hour under escort, and she is never to return.”

      Gwendafyn almost started crying again. Benjimir wasn’t just shielding her; he was fighting for her in a way no one else had.

      “You cannot do such a thing!” Lorius laughed.

      Benjimir’s smile didn’t change. “But you see, I can. There are a small number of elves who guard your precious Rosewood Park, but the Calnor Honor Guard is responsible for the palace and everything in it. As the leader of the Honor Guard, I can tell them to do whatever I wish, and they will do it. It’s a pleasant side-effect of your asinine insistence on tradition—it means I can and will do with you as I please.”

      “You overstep your boundaries!” Lorius snapped. “I am the sister to King Celrin!”

      “And I am married to his daughter, who lives here and is much beloved by the people of Haven,” Benjimir said.

      “You will lose your position for this mishandling of me,” Lorius said.

      Benjimir laughed mirthlessly. “As if that would really scare me.” His insincere smile fell from his lips, and his usually hidden ruthlessness lined the set of his lips and made his expression frigid. “What I care about most in this life is Gwendafyn. You have just threatened her and insulted her. I don’t care if it costs me my title, my honor, or my life, I will erase your existence from Haven before you hurt her again…and maybe I will do so simply because you have hurt her already.”

      Lorius took a step back as all the color drained from her face. She started to turn around, “Brother—”

      “I support Prince Benjimir’s intension to have you removed from Haven,” Celrin said.

      Gwendafyn nearly gaped in surprise as she looked at her father.

      He did not frown, but there was something angry, and maybe a little savage, in his eyes. “You have gone too far, Lorius. You have made it plain that you are not the impartial, compassionate regent I thought you to be, but committed to your own agenda. I formally and officially strip you of your role as regent.”

      Lorius gasped. “I have not done anything worth such punishment!”

      “You have treated my daughter abominably and threatened her before me,” Celrin said, his eyes narrowed. “And I can only assume this has happened numerous times in the past when I have left her in your charge. The compassion I have as a ruler is all that keeps me from doing more.”

      “But someone from our family must rule as regent! Yvrea cannot—she must remain here as the Crown Princess,” Lorius objected.

      “We will do whatever is necessary,” Celrin said simply.

      Yvrea’s smile was for once absent, and Gwendafyn could see a gleam of the same stately air of their father on her as she stared at Lorius as well. “Indeed. I will gladly break from tradition to achieve this change,” Yvrea said, “just as you have apparently broken my sister’s heart.”

      “You are exiled from Haven and Jubilee, Lorius,” Celrin said. “You may claim your belongings, but then you are to leave. You may stay in the lands of our mother that you inherited or go wherever you wish, but you will not return to this city or to the capital of Lessa.”

      “You cannot do this,” Lorius objected. “Perhaps I was harsh on Gwendafyn, but don’t you see? I am only concerned for what is best for Lessa!”

      “But you aren’t, are you?” Benjimir asked, his voice dark. “If that were so, you would rejoice in what Gwendafyn has done for us. Farewell, Princess Lorius. We will never see you again.” Benjimir slid his arm around Gwendafyn’s waist and switched to Calnoric. “Guards, now.”

      The Honor Guards each put a hand on Lorius’ upper arms and walked her from the foyer. Lorius shook her head as she went but did not resist.

      Gwendafyn stared after her and edged closer to Benjimir.

      He scooped her into an embrace and briefly rested his cheek on top of her head. “What she said are lies. You know that, yes?”

      Gwendafyn swallowed hard and nodded, unable to speak.

      “Gwendafyn,” Celrin said.

      Reluctantly, Gwendafyn pulled herself from Benjimir and faced her father.

      King Celrin held out his hand.

      Gwendafyn shuffled over to him and let her father wrap his arms around her.

      “I am so sorry,” he said. “I should have stopped this years ago. I failed you.”

      “You didn’t know—you couldn’t have known,” Gwendafyn croaked. “And she had never been like she was…today.”

      “It matters not,” Celrin said. “Though I professed a desire for more between Lessa and Calnor and worked to overcome custom there, I allowed tradition to stifle you. I should have broken it instead of asking you to bear it. I apologize.” Celrin gently set his hands on her shoulders and pulled her back so he could meet her gaze. “I am proud of you, my extraordinary daughter. Your use of your magic is to be praised and applauded, and I am in awe of your unfathomable spirit and the courage you have shown. Well done.”

      Gwendafyn smiled and had to rapidly blink her eyes to keep tears from falling again, but she gave in with a laugh and once again hugged her father.

      Yvrea piled on, stretching her arms wide to embrace both Gwendafyn and Celrin, and after a moment, Firea did the same.

      In that moment, Gwendafyn thought her heart might burst from joy and happiness. Finally, she knew. Though she was sarcastic, calculating, and loved swords…her family recognized her, and they were proud of her.
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      “Gwendafyn fought with great bravery. I am proud she was able to stand with our allies and help them in their hour of need. I am proud she was able to serve the country of her husband, which has become her home as well.” Celrin paused to let the translator standing with him finish, then continued. “I am also proud to once more have a warrior among our ranks. She has become a light among the elves. And I hope she, Lady Tarinthali, and Yvrea will continue to bring about a new age of friendship and prosperity between Calnor and Lessa.”

      The crowd—composed of human nobility but with a large number of elves as well, perhaps the most elves present since Gwendafyn and Benjimir’s wedding—clapped with greater animation than usual, and a daring young elf who had to be an Evening Star in training even whistled.

      Celrin smiled. “This evening, we honor Gwendafyn, Benjimir, and the Honor Guards they fought with…”

      As Celrin continued with his commendations, Benjimir listened with contentment.

      Once upon a time it would have bored him to death, but it was Gwendafyn Celrin was really applauding. After everything she had been through, she deserved every bit of praise that was offered.

      He briefly clenched his fists at the memory of her horrible aunt, but relaxed.

      Gwendafyn would never again have to face her wretched aunt. And Benjimir would do everything in his power to see that she never again had to face such personal pain.

      Strangely, he didn’t think he was alone in his vow.

      As he looked out at the crowd, who listened to Celrin with rapt attention—most likely because the elf king so rarely spoke in public—he spotted several young ladies wearing dresses with one sleeve, made very similarly to the first gown Gwendafyn had worn that was designed by a Calnorian seamstress.

      When they clapped, several older men called out Elvish cheers, and Benjimir was willing to bet the night’s music would include several of the new songs circulating Haven that praised a nameless dark-haired beauty with the night sky in her eyes.

      The courts were shifting. Queen Luciee had already lost much of her power. Young women now chatted with Claire as if they had been the best of friends all their lives, and Benjimir had been welcomed back into the good graces of the nobles shortly after he married.

      Gwendafyn was becoming the new driving force behind Calnor’s nobility.

      Benjimir smirked and glanced at his wife, wondering if she had noticed the changes she had inspired. Probably not.

      It worked exactly as Gwendafyn had predicted. Everyone looks at Tari and Arion with stars in their eyes—they are legends and harbingers of prosperity. But Gwendafyn…they have claimed her as their own.

      Tari and Arion would be recorded in the history books as the force that changed the destiny of Lessa and Calnor. But Gwendafyn’s legacy would be passed on in its people. And Benjimir was part of that.

      He nearly smiled as he watched Gwendafyn—who stood with her mother and kept switching back and forth between looking so beautiful she was almost ethereal to blushing in pleasure at her father’s praise.

      “You keep looking at her like that, and Arvel will take pains to tease you worse than he already does,” King Petyrr murmured to him.

      They stood together—separated from the rest of their family—as the Calnor representatives from the bandit raid.

      “Perhaps,” Benjimir said. “Or he might finally realize that the disappearance of all his favorite books are inexplicably linked to his fawning over Fyn.”

      King Petyrr chuckled lowly. “You’ve changed, Benjimir, since you married your elf maiden. You’re happier now…and a better person.”

      Benjimir considered the backhanded compliment, then nodded. “Yes,” he said simply.

      “If you want it, the position of Crown Prince is yours,” Petyrr said.

      Shocked, it took every ounce of will Benjimir had to only turn his head to look at his father and not twist around and gape at him in disbelief.

      “What?” he managed to murmur instead of shout in shock.

      Petyrr’s expression was devoid of its usual mirth. The wrinkles of his face and the knowing look in his eyes made the wisdom the king hid deep in his laughter surface. “You’ve matured and proven you have what it takes to rule. But the choice is yours.”

      Benjimir blinked as he tried to adjust to this new development, but it didn’t bring him as much joy as he would have thought. He had spoken the truth to Lorius when he said his position didn’t matter to him anymore. He was content with his life—he liked it more, in fact.

      He enjoyed riding afield with the Honor Guard—something he hadn’t been able to do much when the tasks of Crown Prince had kept him in Haven.

      And while once he would have jumped at the return to power and what it would have meant…that no longer mattered.

      Thinking of what he did care for, Benjimir glanced at Gwendafyn and instantly made up his mind. “Thank you for the honor. I am proud I have recovered your good will, Father, but no. I must refuse the role.”

      “Why?” King Petyrr asked.

      Benjimir watched Gwendafyn slip her hand in the hidden pocket of her dress, probably to caress the dagger Arvel—the wretch—had given her to commemorate her win against the bandits.

      “Because it would kill Gwendafyn.”

      She married me because I wasn’t the heir. And while she would not shirk her duties as Crown Princess, it would be, effectively, clipping the wings of a hawk. I cannot do that to her. I love her. It took me an embarrassingly long time to realize it, but I know it now, and I will do everything in my power to see that she is happy.

      King Petyrr nodded. “Fair enough. I thought that would be your reply. So! Would you take over as the Commanding General of Calnor’s armies?”

      Benjimir wrinkled his forehead in confusion. Sometimes it is impossibly hard to keep up with him. “I beg your pardon?”

      “A time of change is upon us, Benjimir. The elves have been forced to face some of their long-held traditions and adjust them to do what’s best for the country. We must do the same. The idea that the king must be one and everything to the people is outdated and frankly impossible. Arvel will make a fine ruler—he’ll focus on the economy and Calnor’s growth. But he will be a better king if he has you standing beside him, focusing on the defense of the people and the matters of the army.” Petyrr raised an eyebrow at him and put on a smirk that was not unlike Benjimir’s own. “Don’t you think?”

      “This is the real reason why we’re standing separate, isn’t it?” Benjimir mused. “Because you intended to announce me as the new Commanding General right on the heels of Celrin reminding everyone that I’m married to a hero and I commanded the Honor Guards who faced the bandits.”

      “Or because I would be announcing you as the heir again. Is that a yes, then?” Petyrr asked.

      And I thought I was the best manipulator of the family.

      Shaking his head slightly, Benjimir exhaled a breath of laughter. “Yes. It would be my honor to be the Commanding General, and to help Arvel.”

      I would especially like to “help” him find a queen.

      King Petyrr nodded in satisfaction. “Excellent,” he said as the crowd once again clapped for Celrin. “If that is so, we’re up!” He barreled forward to join Celrin in addressing the crowd.

      Benjimir reluctantly followed his father and was surprised when Yvrea stepped forward as well.

      Celrin nodded to Petyrr and motioned for Yvrea and Benjimir to stand with them.

      “As part of our efforts to bring forth change, we will begin with our very government.” Celrin looked expectantly to Yvrea.

      The sunny elf was all seriousness as she addressed the crowd. “One month from now, I, Princess Yvrea, will return to Jubilee and remain there to serve as regent in my Father’s absence.”

      That’s a surprise—though it makes sense. I imagine Gwendafyn will be sad to see her leave.

      Benjimir risked a glance over his shoulder and was surprised to see Gwendafyn’s expression of dismay.

      When she realized he was looking at her, she pressed her lips together and discreetly twisted her hands into the gesture for “apologies.”

      Apologies? What does she have to be sorry for? Unless…does she think I still have feelings for Yvrea? Benjimir almost laughed aloud at the thought. No. This is my brave and conniving bride. She wouldn’t be that oblivious. Though swindling her into returning my love—romantically speaking—is going to be an uphill battle, I imagine.

      “In the future,” Yvrea continued, “my sister Princess Gwendafyn will serve as the Lessa and royal elvish representative in Haven. As she is now a princess of both countries, I am positive she will represent Lessa with great skill.”

      “Princess Gwendafyn will be the ideal representative,” King Petyrr said, picking up the narrative, “as she is the bond partner of Prince Arvel and the beloved of my son Benjimir. And just as our allies are marking a new era, so must we of Calnor. I am happy to announce that Prince Benjimir will be taking over as the Commanding General. Not as the Crown Prince, but as the permanent leader of Calnor’s armed forces.”

      The combined announcements brought several moments of shock as the translator—working quickly—finished all the speeches.

      The elven nobles were the first to clap—their expressions thoughtful as they slowly nodded and eventually smiled. The nobility of Calnor were a little slower to react. Most of them bugged their eyes and seemed to think the world had been tilted on its axis. Heads whipped to look from King Petyrr to Queen Luciee, then to Gwendafyn in the confusion. When they finally remembered to clap, they did so with a strange mixture of uncertainty and bravo.

      Benjimir raised his eyebrows at the clapping crowd. It’s fascinating, how much can change in just a few months…

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gwendafyn watched the speeches unfold with a mixture of concern and pride.

      The changes the kings had just announced were nothing short of miraculous—especially Yvrea’s return to Jubilee.

      For the first time in centuries, the Elves of Lessa were breaking tradition and shrugging off the specter of the High Elves.

      And for Benjimir to be the commander of Calnor’s armed forces, and not the king! (When her father-in-law had first made the announcement, Gwendafyn nearly froze in shock and horror until she realized exactly what he was saying.)

      Benjimir will make an excellent general. He truly cares about his men and the welfare of the people. Arvel, I assume, will become the Crown Prince. It’s an ideal arrangement. Benjimir will hold Arvel back from becoming a little too focused on his studies, and Arvel will give Benjimir the free rein and trust he needs to feel like he is doing something worthwhile.

      A small, selfish part of Gwendafyn was relieved King Petyrr had made the official announcement that Benjimir was no longer in line for the throne.

      Though things were changing drastically, she had no desire to be a queen. Gwendafyn had barely escaped one cage. She did not want to throw herself into another—no matter how respected or beautiful it was.

      But Yvrea is leaving…how will Benjimir take that? Will he hate me? For it seems my presence here is why she is returning to Jubilee… But I didn’t know!

      Gwendafyn studied Benjimir as King Petyrr continued with his speech, searching for any sign of unrest in him. While he was an excellent actor, there were usually small things that gave him away—the miniscule difference in the set of his shoulders, the positioning of his hands.

      But as she watched, Benjimir appeared mostly to be unbothered. He wore his usual brisk and polite court smile, but his stance was almost liquid and the planes of his face relaxed.

      But why is he so unaffected?

      Gwendafyn startled from her reverie as everyone began clapping again.

      The two kings acknowledged the crowd—King Petyrr by laughing and waving, King Celrin with a serene smile and slight nod.

      “May the festivities begin!” they declared, each in their own language.

      Gwendafyn started for Benjimir—she needed to explain to him that she had not known of Yvrea’s departure—but several military officials crowded the stage and eagerly congratulated him.

      She paused mid-step. Perhaps I should wait until he and I can speak less publicly?

      “Little Fyn!” Yvrea said in her sing-song voice as she wrapped Gwendafyn up in a gentle hug. “My congratulations and joy for your husband and his new role! You will make a splendid general’s wife, I think!” She winked conspiratorially.

      Gwendafyn forced herself to smile. “Thank you. I am certain Benjimir is up to the challenge—though I imagine he would enjoy hearing your congratulations himself.”

      “Oh, nonsense,” Yvrea laughed. “He will hardly notice in the flood of well-wishes he is about to receive.”

      I wouldn’t say that. Gwendafyn nodded slowly but let the matter end there. She had more important questions to pursue. “Perhaps…but I wanted to ask you about your return to Jubilee. When you and Father asked me to become an official representative of our family last night, it was implied that Father would return to Jubilee to rule.”

      “That was the first plan, yes. But when we began to discuss the future of the country, we realized it made more sense for me to return to Jubilee in preparation for the next few decades.” Yvrea knit her fingers together with a bright and satisfied smile. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “No, I can’t say I do,” Gwendafyn said. “But I don’t know what you are referring to when you say ‘in preparation.’ What must you prepare for? Your marriage?”

      “No, it is something much larger than that.” Yvrea glanced over her shoulder at the ever-growing glut of men and women surrounding King Petyrr and Benjimir. She threaded her arm through Gwendafyn’s and tugged her away. Together they descended the staircase of the dais and took up an empty spot by one of the walls of the dazzling Celebration Hall.

      “Father and I recognize that there are aspects of our government that must change,” Yvrea said. “Haven is—for the most part—the political seat of Calnor. The royal family lives here—and has lived here for decades. King Petyrr rules from here, and Benji will run the armies from Haven as well. While they take tours and travel—like your bandit raid—the majority of Calnor’s nobles live in Haven. Don’t you agree?”

      Gwendafyn nodded. “Yes.”

      “That is not the same for Lessa,” Yvrea said. “Yes, the ruler of Lessa, his or her consort, and the heir of the royal family live in Haven, but the rest of the family does not. While Father manages the country from Haven, a regent has always been required because day-to-day matters are still handled in Jubilee. Moreover, the majority of elven nobles stay in Jubilee, and only a small fraction live in Haven.”

      When Yvrea paused and looked at her expectantly, Gwendafyn agreed. “Of course,” she said. “It has been so ever since Calnor and Lessa first became allies.” …as Lorius has drilled into my mind for years.

      “It can no longer be so,” Yvrea said, shocking Gwendafyn. “Just as you showed—and proved—that it has been unfair of us to lean so heavily upon Calnor and expect them to stand alone, Father and I realized that this separation between Jubilee and Haven only damages our people.”

      “The tradition was established because we did not wish to overwhelm the humans, I believe, and wished to show them how willing we are to compromise for the alliance,” Gwendafyn said.

      “And that is obviously no longer a concern,” Yvrea said.

      Gwendafyn slowly shook her head. “I agree with your observations whole-heartedly, but that display of ours is—and has been—the backbone of our government since the High Elves left. Can you really hope to change it?”

      “Yes,” Yvrea said, “because of you and Tarinthali. Tari will light the way with her fluency in Calnoric. Her popularity as an Evening Star has already lured more elves to Haven in the past few years than ever before. But you, sister, will show everyone who comes that those of Calnor do not fear us, but that they will embrace us just as they have come to prize you.”

      Gwendafyn finally cracked a smile. “Prize is a strong word.”

      Yvrea shook her head. “It is not a strong enough word. Just look around you, sister. You haven’t been here for a year, and yet your fingerprints are everywhere.”

      “Fashion and style, perhaps,” Gwendafyn agreed grudgingly. “And I hope Benjimir and I have encouraged familiarity between our people. But that hardly means they prize me.”

      “Gwendafyn,” Yvrea said gently. “Do you really believe Benjimir would have proposed accepting female applicants for the Honor Guard, and that the people of Calnor would have so easily accepted it, if not for you?”

      This, Gwendafyn had no answer for.

      “Change is possible,” Yvrea continued. “But in order to achieve the revolution to our long-held traditions, I must return to Jubilee and become a queen our people trust, so when the day comes that I move our full government to Haven, they will follow.”

      I can see how that would work. That sort of manipulation is something I would have come up with. But Benjimir…

      “As a future monarch of Lessa, I can say that we have failed both our royal families and our people. By forcing younger children to act as regents—to take up a burden that should have never been theirs—we taught everyone that our friendship with Calnor is a task that falls upon the ruler instead of being a true relationship between two countries. I am sorry, Fyn. I fear by now, you have done more to rule than I have. When there was that disturbance years ago with Talon, I was so grateful that you would have to deal with it. I never realized it should have been my responsibility, not yours.”

      Gwendafyn smiled sadly. “I was—and still am—happy to support you, Yvrea. It is impossible for you to do everything yourself.”

      “I agree!” Yvrea’s eyes twinkled, and she tapped her nose. “That is why we asked you to be a representative!”

      “That may be a problem, though,” Gwendafyn said. “It sounds as though you are playing a very long con.”

      “A what?”

      “Hmmm, you have a long-lasting goal, yes?” Gwendafyn paraphrased.

      “Yes, indeed. Father isn’t certain we’ll be able to switch the seat of the government in his lifetime, but I’m hopeful.”

      “How can I be accepted as a representative of elves for any significant length of time?” Gwendafyn asked. “I’m married to a human prince. By all rights, I am no longer of Lessa.”

      Yvrea’s sunny smile swapped to a sharp frown faster than Gwendafyn thought possible. “You are of Lessa,” she said. “You are the first warrior elf in a long time. Everything about you marks you as an elf. Though we will share you with Calnor, you are still ours. That’s why I can return home. You make my presence rather redundant.”

      Now it was Gwendafyn’s turn to frown. “In what way?”

      “You are married to the eldest prince of Calnor, and it is very likely Arvel—your bond mate—will become king. You have closer ties to Calnor than even Father. Really, it’s you and Tari who serve as elvish representatives. Tari and Arion are permanent residents of Haven. At least with you present, they’ll be able to travel a little more and take some time for themselves,” Yvrea said.

      It all makes sense…and it’s an impressive plan. I didn’t think Father would ever commit to such serious changes, but he and Yvrea have proven their wisdom. But Benjimir…how will he take her absence?

      “I am astonished, Yvrea. Your plan—and Father’s—is a good one. I applaud your bravery and determination.”

      Yvrea released a rare snort. “It’s hardly anything compared to facing bandits.”

      “It’s an entirely different task,” Gwendafyn said. “One that requires different skills—and a different sort of bravery.”

      She glanced at the dais where Benjimir still stood. He happened to look in her direction, and their eyes met.

      Benjimir smirked at her and raised his eyebrows at her.

      He doesn’t look upset. But how could he not be? Gwendafyn slightly tilted her head as she studied him, trying to get a better read on his mood.

      His smirk turned into an actual smile—one that reached his eyes. He took a step towards the edge of the dais, but King Petyrr put a hand on his shoulder and reeled him back in.

      I’m sure he’ll have an amusing tale to tell once this is all over, Gwendafyn coughed politely to cover her laugh when an elderly woman—one of the society matrons—actually fitted her hands around Benjimir’s bicep and marveled over his muscles. Loudly.

      Yvrea sighed. “Ahhh, love.”

      Gwendafyn eyed her sister. “Hmm?”

      “It is a joy to see the two of you together,” Yvrea said. “To watch you laugh and smile together. It is so obvious you two are very much in love.”

      Or we are astonishingly good actors, Gwendafyn thought, nearly missing her sister’s next line.

      “I wish my beaus looked at me the way Benjimir looks at you,” the Yvrea finished.

      Gwendafyn tensed in her ire. “Benjimir did look at you this way,” she angrily blurted out before she realized what she had said.

      Oh. Oh, no. Benjimir is going to kill me.

      She was frozen with horror at her own words when she realized Yvrea was shaking her head.

      “No, he didn’t,” Yvrea said.

      “He did,” Gwendafyn insisted. Despite her horror, it was too much to remain silent. How dare Yvrea question Benjimir when he so obviously loved her. How dare she question him when Gwendafyn was forced to watch the husband she had come to love still sigh over her! “I’ve seen it enough to be convinced—he did look at you like that.”

      Yvrea set a gentle hand on Gwendafyn’s arm. “No,” she said. Though her voice was kind, it was firm and certain. “I am aware that for a time, Benji believed he had feelings for me.”

      Gwendafyn gaped at her sister. He “had feelings” for her? The man lost his title over her!

      “That is simplifying the matter quite drastically,” Gwendafyn muttered angrily.

      Yvrea continued on, ignoring her grumblings. “But the truth of the matter is he never loved me. He never looked at me with his heart in his eyes as he does you. Nor did he ever smile and laugh freely, as he does with you.”

      Shaking her head, Gwendafyn didn’t know where to look. “You knew? And you never tried to talk to him about it?”

      “Because Benji really believed what he was feeling was love,” Yvrea said simply. “He didn’t know any better, and he would have insisted it was real and been even more hurt when I rejected him for it.”

      “Perhaps his feelings started as a childhood attachment,” Gwendafyn paused, trying to organize her thoughts without open jealousy. “Even I saw as a child he was overly fond of you. But if you had talked to him, who is to say it wouldn’t have become real?”

      “Because he never would have believed that I could love him for who he is.” Yvrea sighed and offered her a sad smile. “In my presence, he was nothing but courteous and polite. But I knew—just as I could see it in you—that there was more to him. A depth I could not fathom. I’m not certain I ever could have embraced it as you have, for I do not have your spirit or bravery. But Benji never gave me the chance.”

      Gwendafyn could only gape at her sister’s surprisingly astute observation.

      “A relationship built on such lies cannot prosper. I knew it. And when I saw him with you…” She paused. “He shields you, and you fight for him. He doesn’t look at you the way one admires a pretty vase or a sculpture on a pedestal; he unhesitatingly reaches out for you without any fear of revealing who he is. Similarly, he has unflinchingly faced you down when most would see you as something larger than life. The two of you are what love is supposed to be.”

      Gwendafyn mashed her lips together. She didn’t know what to say—what could she say? It’s true Benjimir and I have been honest with one another, but we have been that way from the beginning. And, yes, we support one another. But…

      Though something about Yvrea’s words rang true, she was afraid to hope. What Yvrea saw as love might very possibly just be two manipulators combining forces. Gwendafyn and Benjimir had been able to pull off their falsified relationship because they were good at making people believe they were in love.

      The chance that Yvrea was correct was a very small one.

      Eventually, it could be hoped that Benjimir would pine less and less for Yvrea—especially as she was leaving Haven. But to say right now that he already loved Gwendafyn more than he had Yvrea?

      Unlikely.

      A million questions pressed in on Gwendafyn, but she doubted her sister would really be able to answer them, nor did she wish to reveal the exact foundation of her marriage. Or the current state of her heart. Besides, Benjimir was the only one who could say how he truly felt. And at the moment, Gwendafyn had no desire to ask him such a question.

      “You have given me much to think about,” she finally said. “But I’m afraid we’ll have to pick up our conversation later. It seems a number of our people wish to speak to you.” She indicated to the cluster of elves who waited patiently at a distance to offer the royal sisters some privacy.

      “Oh!” Yvrea lifted her hand to her mouth in her surprise. “I hadn’t noticed! Dear me, but are you quite certain we’ve talked enough?” She anxiously touched Gwendafyn’s right elbow.

      “It’s fine,” Gwendafyn assured her. “Good luck.”

      “Thank you. I’m afraid I shall need it.” Yvrea laughed—making the elves smile in reflex—and moved to join them.

      Gwendafyn took a moment to push her wild thoughts from her mind. Once she was under control again, she put another smile on and aimed for Claire and her little circle of friends.

      Yvrea made her question herself, but now was not the time to sit and stew. She was a princess, so she may as well make the best of it and also foster what changes she could.

      “Claire—you look lovely tonight…”
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      The celebration lasted late into the night. In fact, the sky was starting to brighten by the time Gwendafyn and Benjimir made their way back to their quarters.

      “I know I stated it publicly already, but congratulations on your new role as Commanding General.” Gwendafyn offered Benjimir a smile as she rubbed the back of her neck.

      “Thank you, but Father means for it to be a long transition. I likely won’t be counted as the full Commanding General until a year or two from now.” Benjimir curled an arm around her hips and yawned. “Ugh. I didn’t know elves could celebrate for so long.”

      Gwendafyn chuckled. “We have many festivals in which it is routine to stay up until one may toast the morning sun.”

      Benjimir snorted. “I should have guessed.”

      “This was more exhausting than one of our usual festivals or celebrations,” she added. “The night was full of political maneuverings, and there were hidden meanings behind everything. Our festivals and celebrations are exactly that: festivals and celebrations.”

      “How quaint,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn fell silent—not so much out of fatigue but more out of uncertainty. She bit the inside of her cheek as she glanced up at Benjimir, trying to gauge his reaction.

      She had assumed Yvrea’s departure would devastate him. Instead, he yawned again and seemed barely conscious that he tugged Gwendafyn closer than necessary to him.

      When they reached their quarters, Benjimir opened the door to their sitting room and motioned for her to enter first before he followed after her, though he maintained his contact.

      Gwendafyn waited for him to close the door before she dared to ask the question she had been burning to pose all night. “Are you going to be all right? About Yvrea’s departure, I mean.”

      Benjimir tilted his head. “It’s fine,” he said.

      Gwendafyn could hardly believe her ears. “Fine?”

      He shrugged and removed his hand from her hip so he could start undoing the laces of his leather doublet. “I’m not bothered by it, if that is what you are asking.”

      She stared at him as he slipped his doublet off over his head and tossed it onto an armchair. He must be in denial. But I don’t think trying to force him to speak of it tonight will help. I’ll have to reassess the situation in the morning.

      Gwendafyn put a pacifying smile on her face. “I see. I am glad.” She covered her mouth as she yawned. “I know when to quit—I’m going to bed. Try to get some sleep,” she advised before she aimed for her room, hoping to beat a hasty retreat.

      “I can barely walk straight,” Benjimir said dryly. “It’s not going to be a problem.”

      Gwendafyn started to pull the pins from her hair as she entered her room and set them on her dressing table. Instead of braiding her hair, she had gone for a Calnor fashion and had her ladies twist up pieces of her hair and secure them with pearl-topped pins. Sections of her hair fell loose as she continued to pull the hair pins out, until she only had two left that had been jabbed in together and were stuck.

      Gwendafyn winced when the pins yanked on her scalp.

      “Allow me,” Benjimir said, making Gwendafyn jump and twist midair so she could face him.

      “I didn’t hear you come in,” Gwendafyn said, her hand over her heart.

      “I was right behind you the whole time,” Benjimir said as he reached over her and worked the pins free from her hair.

      Maybe he does want to talk about Yvrea tonight? Gwendafyn wondered. She took the pins when he offered them and carefully placed them on the table with the others.

      When she turned back around, he was marching towards her bed.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      Benjimir paused long enough to give her a flat look that clearly communicated he thought she was losing her mind in the early hours. “Going to bed.”

      Gwendafyn strode across the bedroom—her bedroom—and joined him at her bedside. “This is not your bed. It’s mine.”

      “I know,” Benjimir said. “But if I asked you to come to my bed you’d refuse. So, we’re compromising.”

      Gwendafyn frowned as she tried to sort through everything he’d just said. “What?”

      “You’re tired,” he said as he yanked his left boot off. “You should go to bed, too.”

      “I don’t understand what this is,” Gwendafyn announced as she pointed from him to her bed—which he sat on as he yanked his right boot off.

      “It’s the first step in my plan to seduce you,” he said, speaking the last two words in Calnoric.

      “What does ‘seduce’ mean?” Gwendafyn carefully repeated the foreign word.

      “I suspected you wouldn’t know—I couldn’t find an Elvish word that had a similar meaning in any books. Though I doubted I would anyway. It’s not a topic I imagine has frequently come up in the Translator’s Circle,” Benjimir grunted as he eased himself down on Gwendafyn’s bed.

      “So what does it mean?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “It means I intend to swindle you into falling in love with me. Hopefully through physical and emotional means,” Benjimir smirked.

      It took a moment for his words to sink in. When they finally did, Gwendafyn was torn between wanting to laugh and cry. He doesn’t know I would find such a jest hurtful, she reminded herself. “Get up and go to bed, Benjimir,” she finally said. “Your own bed.”

      “You are that set against the idea, are you?” Benjimir asked as he sat up.

      Gwendafyn leaned against a post of her canopy bed. “It’s nearly dawn. Yvrea is leaving—you’re obviously upset.”

      “My plan to seduce you has nothing to do with Yvrea,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn rubbed her aching forehead. “Doesn’t it?” she asked.

      “No.” Benjimir frowned. “And I’m rather concerned that you think it does.”

      “Benjimir, we got married because you were so in love with my sister. Everything between us involves Yvrea,” Gwendafyn said tiredly.

      Benjimir’s eyes glittered in the flickering candle light. “You really believe that.”

      “Of course.”

      “And you are also exhausted,” he added.

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      Benjimir finally got up off the bed. “All right.” He got closer to Gwendafyn than she would have liked given the circumstances and kissed her cheek. “I can wait until tomorrow—but first thing tomorrow. We aren’t going to back away from this.”

      Gwendafyn nodded and watched him pick up his boots.

      Benjimir passed through the door to their sitting room but paused on the other side. “First thing, you understand.”

      “Yes,” Gwendafyn said. “Goodnight, Benjimir.” She firmly shut the door behind him, then rested her head against the wooden surface for a moment. “By tomorrow, he’ll be better in the head. He has to be.”

      Gwendafyn stepped away and began to ready herself for bed, though she struggled to forget the glittering light of Benjimir’s eyes.
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* * *

      Unfortunately for Gwendafyn, sleep did not come easily. She spent the few remaining early morning hours twisting and turning in her bed, sleeping fitfully. She gave up entirely when a bird proceeded to sing loudly just outside her window.

      Throwing on one of her new practice outfits—if she couldn’t sleep, she might as well do something that would feed her soul—Gwendafyn started braiding her hair as she strode for the door to the sitting room.

      Pinching her braid tight with one hand, she opened the door and yelped when Benjimir—who had apparently spent the early morning hours sitting just outside the door—flopped into her room and hit the floor with a crack.

      As she gaped at him, Benjimir opened both eyes and said in a rough, deep voice. “Ready to talk?”

      “Benjimir!” She hovered over him as he slowly pushed himself up on his elbows. “What possessed you to do such a silly thing?”

      “I figured you would try and leave early, and I was serious about wanting to talk.” The Calnor prince grimaced as he stood up and rubbed his stiff neck.

      “Benjimir,” Gwendafyn sighed.

      “We know each other well,” Benjimir continued. “There’s no reason to hide. A frontal attack is best for us since we’re both cunning anyway.”

      Where is this going? Gwendafyn frowned as she leaned against the doorway and motioned for Benjimir to step into the sitting room. “Then let’s talk—at least while sitting.”

      Benjimir stepped into the sitting room, but that was as far as he got. “I love you, Fyn,” Benjimir said, his eyes slightly narrowed.

      Gwendafyn had started to follow him into the sitting room, but at his declaration she panicked. She swung her bedroom door shut with a slam, locked it, and leaned against it, her heart racing.

      What?

      “This must be a misunderstanding,” she murmured.

      “It’s not.” Benjimir’s voice was muffled by the door. “Would you be so kind as to join me? I’d rather not do this through a closed door.”

      She ignored him and paced back and forth in her room for a few moments, trying to slow her pounding heart and the rush of her thoughts.

      Eventually, she gave one decisive shake of her head. No. I have my pride. I may love him, but I am not going to be his stand-in for Yvrea.

      She decisively crossed her room, going to the hallway entrance her handmaidens used. She swung it open and yelped when she found Benjimir standing outside.

      He stared at her, looking decidedly unimpressed. “You can face a hoard of bandits with a pet mage in their pocket, but when I say I love you, you run? Bad form, Fyn.”

      Gwendafyn grabbed Benjimir by his white linen shirt—apparently, he hadn’t even gone to his room to change after she kicked him out—and yanked him into her bedroom to avoid a scene.

      “What has gotten into you?” she demanded. “Why are you so…?” She waved her arms around, unable to find the right word in Calnoric or Elvish.

      “I told you I decided there was no need for me to play coy,” Benjimir said as he sat down on her bed. “If I suddenly turned nice and pleasant, you would have thought I was out to kill someone. As I’m not interested in loving you silently, the only option was to tell you.”

      Gwendafyn wanted to tear her hair out. “Pining is all you’ve done when it comes to your romantic entanglements!” she snapped.

      “You’re right: pining is a good word for what I felt for Yvrea,” Benjimir said, making Gwendafyn go still. “I’m fairly certain it’s the only word for what I felt. But I never said anything about pining over you. I said I wasn’t interested in loving you silently.”

      “Benjimir,” Gwendafyn groaned, closer to tears than she cared to admit.

      “You’re the only one, Fyn.” There was a magnetic quality about his expression. He stared at her with some kind of expectation, a light bright in his green eyes.

      Gwendafyn briefly shut her eyes, but gave in. “The only what?”

      “You’re the only one I’ve ever loved. The only one I’ve let inside,” he said simply. “Father and Arvel know I can be conniving, but you’re the only one I’ve poured out my thoughts to. I knew you would accept me and not call me cunning.”

      “But you are cunning,” Gwendafyn said.

      “I am,” he agreed. “But haven’t you realized only you view that as a good thing?”

      Gwendafyn paused.

      “But I don’t love you just because you accept me,” he continued. “You’re valiant and grounded. Watching you fight the bandits was one of the most beautiful sights I’ve ever seen. And though you have the mark of a warrior, you’re thoughtful.”

      Benjimir stood and took a few nonchalant steps closer to her—which Gwendafyn was certain were far more deliberate than he made it appear. “You are changing Calnor,” he said, “from the Honor Guard to the courts.”

      Gwendafyn—not willing to give a full retreat but unwilling to let him get too close—strolled towards the sitting room door and made a show of unlocking it and opening it. “I thank you for your compliments.”

      “They aren’t compliments, Fyn; they’re truths.” His steps still slow, Benjimir prowled after her. “I hadn’t realized how lucky I was when you proposed to me. I thought we were simply using each other to achieve a desirable end. I didn’t realize the most beautifully wild and valiant elf of all of Lessa was tying herself to me.”

      Gwendafyn braced against the doorframe but refused to budge any farther as Benjimir leaned so close his breath stirred her hair. I’m not going to let him intimidate me with mere words!

      “But you have married me. Which gives me the rest of our lives to launch a frontal attack on your heart. And Fyn, I’m never going to give up. So I hope you look forward to the next few years.”

      RETREAT! Gwendafyn’s mind screamed as Benjimir kissed one of her tapered ears. In a mixture of embarrassment and adrenaline, Gwendafyn backed through the open doorway and pulled the door securely shut after her.

      This is…what is happening? Is he trying to use my feelings for him to his advantage? But there’s no way he can know, and he cares enough for me that he would not do something cruel for no apparent reason. Then…is he telling the truth?

      She had just enough time to flee behind the settee and take a few deep breaths—hopefully getting rid of the idiotic blush that burned her cheeks—when Benjimir flung the door open with a raised eyebrow.

      “Are you going to slam the door to my own bedroom in my face as well?” he asked.

      Gwendafyn—her spirit renewed—lifted her chin. “What about Yvrea?” She mentally congratulated herself. Good. That should clear the air of any schemes he is trying to pull.

      “A fair question.” Benjimir stepped into the room just far enough to lean against an armchair. “I wanted Yvrea like a childhood dream.”

      Puzzled, Gwendafyn tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

      “When I was a child, I wanted many things that weren’t possible,” Benjimir explained. “I wanted to own forty horses, and I dreamed of being a knight errant—”

      “You,” Gwendafyn gaped, “wanted to be a knight?”

      “As I said, a childhood dream. My longing for Yvrea was much the same; I simply didn’t let it go out of sheer stubbornness.” He hesitated. “I didn’t think anyone would really know me, Fyn—let alone love me for it.”

      Gwendafyn stilled, and her heart throbbed in sympathy.

      How many times have I despaired that I am unlovable and too wild?

      “If you want proof that it’s you I really love, I will offer it every day of our lives, beginning now,” Benjimir declared with a predatory gleam in his eyes.

      Suspicious, Gwendafyn narrowed her eyes at him. “Oh?”

      “The post of Commanding General of the Calnor Army was the second position my father offered me,” Benjimir said. “The first was the title of Crown Prince.”

      Gwendafyn’s heart stopped in her chest. “King Petyrr offered you the position of heir?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you refused it?”

      If Benjimir had returned to his title, it would return all his previous power to him, and make it far more likely that Yvrea—as his bond partner and fellow future monarch—would visit Haven more often, if not cancel her exit and stay after all.

      “I did,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn slowly shook her head. “But why?”

      “Because I knew being queen would make you miserable.” Benjimir slowly stepped out from behind his armchair and approached her the way one approaches a frightened horse. “You married me to flee the life of regent. And while I’m certain being Queen of Calnor would be a vastly different experience from serving as regent, I’m equally as certain the loss of freedom and adventure would cause you pain.”

      A part of Gwendafyn wanted to run, and another part wanted to slug Benjimir as he drew closer. It seemed nothing was as she thought it had been, and though she loved Benjimir, she had severely underestimated him. “You refused…for me?”

      “Of course.” Benjimir stopped just short of her and took her hands in his. “I said it earlier, but it seems you need a reminder. I love you, Fyn.”

      Gwendafyn stared wide-eyed at him. What do I say? I can’t really keep silent—not after he’s declared himself so fearlessly…

      She swallowed, and a muscle in her cheek twitched. Enough! I am not some swooning maiden! I beat bandits—I can surely utter a few little words. She shut her eyes and internally fought off the part of her that was still scared, the part of her that remembered the vile words Lorius had flung at her.

      I am not a monster. And Benjimir loves me.

      She took a deep breath. “And I love you, Benjimir.” She raised her eyes to meet his gaze and was reminded of a wolf due to the intensity of his gaze.

      “You love me,” he repeated slowly.

      Gwendafyn mutely nodded. “You’ve saved me—in a dozen different ways. And I have loved you for it. I think it might have even started the day of our wedding, when you first told Aunt Lorius off.”

      Benjimir’s brows formed a displeased “v.” “If I had known then how much pain she caused you, I would have done more than tell her off.”

      Gwendafyn laughed. “Thank you—for your belief in me, though I break tradition and raise all sorts of trouble.”

      “Of course,” Benjimir said, his voice barely above a murmur as he leaned closer to her until their foreheads touched. “I love you because you are ‘more,’ Fyn. Not despite it.”

      Then, he kissed her.

      It wasn’t their first kiss—they had done that plenty for the sake of the public—but it was very different from all the others.

      Previously, their public embraces were all very proper and very short.

      Now, Gwendafyn clung to Benjimir as though afraid he might be ripped from her, which was unlikely given that Benjimir nearly crushed her against his chest.

      There was a new heat and a new depth to the kiss—instead of a forced sign of affection, it was deep and from their hearts. Almost precious.

      The kiss was fire and snow, laughter and tears—overwhelming in a thousand different ways and yet grounding her to the spot.

      Gwendafyn wasn’t sure how long it went on. But when it was over, she and Benjimir lingered together, ridiculous smiles budding on their faces.

      Finally, Gwendafyn marveled as she leaned her head against Benjimir’s. Finally, I think I might understand all those love ballads I rolled my eyes over as a child.

      “This does mean that I no longer will get a door slammed in my face whenever I say I love you, correct?” Benjimir asked.

      Gwendafyn laughed. “Yes. For certain,” she managed to say before Benjimir tugged her into another kiss that was just as satisfying and passionate as the previous one.
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* * *

      “It worked,” King Petyrr announced in nearly understandable Elvish.

      Since Gwendafyn had joined his family, he had redoubled his efforts on learning the language, though his accent was still terrible.

      “It did,” King Celrin agreed in Elvish. Using a mixture of Elvish, Calnoric, and hand gestures, he said, “It was a gamble, but our children have truly fallen in love, and our countries are better for it.”

      “Indeed!” King Petyrr raised a goblet, sloshing mead with the gesture. “To your wisdom at insisting we bless our children’s marriage when they clearly didn’t care one jot for each other.”

      King Celrin smiled. “The real praise likely goes to you, for believing Benjimir would come to love Gwendafyn.” He picked up his goblet so he could clink it against his old friend’s. “I knew Fyn would love him eventually—she is too loyal and caring not to. But I thought it might take years.”

      “Benjimir can be charming—though he rarely chooses to do so,” King Petyrr grumbled something more in Calnoric that Celrin did not understand. “But I knew he’d be a goner for Gwendafyn.”

      “How?” Celrin asked.

      King Petyrr rattled off a few indecipherable sentences again before he responded, using a mixture of hand gestures and Calnoric. “He pretends he is black-hearted, but out of all my sons, he most wants companionship. Once Gwendafyn decided to walk with him, he never stood a chance.”

      “And through their love—born out of a mutual bid for freedom—they have launched a thousand changes,” King Celrin marveled. Already he had seen it in the palace—elves and humans interacting more easily.

      A few short years ago, it had been considered impossible for one who was not of the Translator’s Circle to speak both languages. These days, most servants from Calnor could speak a few snatches of Elvish, and even the Elven guards could now salute King Petyrr in his language.

      No one had achieved Lady Tarinthali’s fluency, of course—in spoken or written word. (Not even Gwendafyn had reached that level.) But the difference was clear.

      King Petyrr contemplated his goblet before announcing, “May there be blessings upon Lady Tari and Sir Arion. May our children be happy. And may they change the future for us all.”

      “Indeed,” King Celrin echoed.

      The game was set.

      Tari and Arion had changed Calnor and Lessa. Benjimir and Gwendafyn had shaped its people.

      And now…when the High Elves do return…we stand more than a chance of forcing them to change. We will demand it.
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      “Farewell, My Princess!”

      “Lovely match to watch, Your Highness!”

      Gwendafyn grinned and waved to the Honor Guards as she walked backwards. “Thank you. Next time I want that demonstration on throwing axes—I mean it!” She winked, turned back around, and made for the palace, leaving the Honor Guard grounds behind.

      Her sword—a High Elf-forged blade Yvrea had sent her as a birthday gift—was a pleasant weight at her hip as she trotted through the gardens.

      I need to clean up and change—I’m due to welcome the newest batch of visiting elven nobility in an hour, and I still want to drag Arvel from his study. Gwendafyn nodded in satisfaction at the idea and chose a trail that split through the center of Rosewood Park. Ben will be there—of course. As the only member of the Calnor Royal family fluent in Elvish, he’s the perfect greeter, but Arvel needs to get used to this as well.

      When she reached the palace entrance that led to the royal wing, Gwendafyn paused to admire lily pads floating in a little pond and a turtle that poked its head out of the water.

      “Fyn,” Benjimir called.

      Gwendafyn could hear the smile in his voice even before she turned around and saw him lightly descending the palace stairs with a pleased smirk.

      “Finished with your daily beat-up-the-Honor-Guards session?” Benjimir asked.

      “It’s not so nearly one-sided as that,” Gwendafyn said. “Today Tari was present—she beat the stuffing out of me in hand-to-hand combat. I’m not sure my reputation will survive,” she joked.

      “Likely story,” Benjimir kissed the side of her head and drew his arms around her despite the dust on her clothes.

      Gwendafyn shifted slightly so she could kiss him on the lips. Resting her hand on his chest, she swore she could feel him purr. “You seem to be in a good mood,” she said.

      “It’s nearly our one-year anniversary,” Benjimir said.

      “Yes,” Gwendafyn agreed. “It is but a week off.”

      “I got you a very special present,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn patted his chest. “And you don’t feel like waiting until the actual date?”

      “Precisely,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn rolled her eyes but broke into laughter when Benjimir picked her up and kissed her neck. “All right—fine. I would love to receive your gift early.”

      “Excellent,” Benjimir said—sounding even more pleased. “Wulf—come!”

      I should have known. Laughingly, Gwendafyn asked, “So you did decide to borrow Arion’s idea of an animal bodyguard after all—”

      She cut herself off when a tall, somewhat scary-looking, broad-shouldered man wearing battle leathers and a big red bow tied around his neck exited the palace.

      “…Benjimir.”

      “Hmm?”

      “What is that?”

      “How hurtful of you,” Benjimir said in a neutral tone. “Wulf is not a what, but a who.”

      “Obviously.” Gwendafyn stepped out of his embrace. “But what is he doing here?”

      “He is your new pet,” Benjimir said with no emotion. “Wulf, greet your master.”

      “Wulf” stopped short of them and bowed lowly. “It is an honor, Your Highness.”

      “Benjimir,” Gwendafyn hissed. “You cannot give me a person as a pet!”

      “You are correct,” Benjimir said. “Which is why he’s not really a pet. I’m giving him a monthly wage, and he does have his own home. But Arvel calculated that you are thirty percent more likely to let him accompany you if we call him a pet and not what he really is.”

      “And what is he really?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “Wulf, please explain your role to the princess,” Benjimir cued.

      “I am to be a messenger, footman, bodyguard, healer, groom, scribe, and more for you, Princess Gwendafyn,” Wulf said. “I have a basic understanding of Elvish—though I cannot speak it—and I am fluent in the shared hand gestures.”

      Despite herself, Gwendafyn was interested. “You can really do all of that?”

      Wulf nodded. “It will be my honor to accompany you both on the battlefield and in the palace.”

      “And you’re not doing this against your will?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “It is a very nice wage,” Wulf said.

      She pressed her lips together as she studied the guard.

      “You don’t like your gift?” Benjimir asked.

      “Quite contrary: I do. And that is what bothers me,” she groaned.

      “Think of him as your squire,” Benjimir suggested.

      Gwendafyn tilted her head. “High Elf Knights used to have squires…”

      “I am also learned in High Elf history and Lesser Elves’ cultural customs,” Wulf added.

      “He’s a bit of a jack-of-all-trades,” Benjimir said.

      Gwendafyn frowned slightly. “Where on earth did you learn all of this?”

      “I was originally set to become a Translator but was cut from the process at age twelve. I then worked as an assistant scribe for two years before joining the army. In the army, I served as a foot soldier for six years and then left to become a Royal Ranger stationed in Sacred Wood, which I left to join your service, Your Highness,” Wulf said.

      “And he’s supposed to keep me out of trouble?” Gwendafyn asked.

      “Not at all,” Benjimir smirked. “He’s just supposed to inform me whenever you get into it.”

      “And that is why you got me a squire and not a wolf,” Gwendafyn said.

      “He also knows smoke signals and bird calls,” Benjimir curled an arm around her waist.

      “Fine, fine. I see the wisdom in this. I would love to have Wulf as my squire,” Gwendafyn said.

      “Good,” Benjimir said.

      “Can I take this bow off?” Wulf asked.

      “Yes,” Benjimir said. “But that is a sash to one of Princess Claire’s dresses. We have to return it.”

      Wulf bowed slightly. “I shall endeavor to do so.”

      Gwendafyn watched the warrior trot off. “Is Wulf even his real name?”

      “It is now,” Benjimir said.

      When Gwendafyn scowled at him, his smirk grew into a warm smile. “It was his ranger name,” he admitted as they strolled towards the palace. “So, what is my anniversary gift?”

      “You will find out on the day of our anniversary,” Gwendafyn said. “Oh, and did you hear? Thad is officially courting Evlawyn.”

      “Am I supposed to care about the romantic entanglements of my troops?” Benjimir asked.

      “Yes,” Gwendafyn said. “Particularly given that Thad is from Calnor and Evlawyn is a Lesser Elf.”

      “I still fail to see what I am meant to marvel over,” Benjimir said as they climbed the stairs. “You predicted our marriage would spawn closer relationships between our people. This is expected.”

      Gwendafyn paused at the palace entrance and looked back out over Rosewood Park with a fond smile.

      Haven had become her home. While she loved touring Calnor and still adored the country of her birth, there was something about Haven that was perfect. Perhaps it was because she identified with the city. Haven was the meeting of two different countries, just as Gwendafyn and Benjimir symbolized the mixture of two different people and cultures.

      “Are you really going to make me wait for my gift?” Benjimir murmured into her ear as he again wrapped his arms around her.

      Gwendafyn’s smile grew as she leaned back into him. “Very well. Benjimir, my husband and my love, I offer you the first official invitation to visit Lessa.”

      Benjimir froze. “What?”

      “We’ll visit the best of Lessa—the forests, markets, several festivals, all of that. We’re also supposed to visit one of the royal treasuries so you can pick out a High Elf-forged blade and see the royal stables so you can have your first elf-bred horse. But while I think you’ll enjoy that part, that isn’t the real focus of the gift,” Gwendafyn said. “Ever since the final bandit raid, I know you’ve been interested in the Evening Stars. So I also got permission for us to visit the coastal cities where the Evening Stars stay. They’ve agreed to let us watch their practices and drills.”

      Benjimir was silent.

      Nervous by his lack of response, Gwendafyn turned to look at him. She admitted, “I know it’s a bit of a political move. Father and Yvrea want Lessa to open up more, and as you are my husband, they thought you would be the ideal first visitor. But I thought you would think of it as an adventure…” She paused, then asked in a smaller voice. “Do you not want to go?”

      “Fyn…even Arion has not set foot in Lessa,” Benjimir said.

      “Yes. But I am a princess,” Gwendafyn mildly pointed out.

      The emotionless mask of Benjimir’s face finally broke, and he released a rare laugh. “Yes, I would love to visit Lessa. You said I get to pick out an elf horse?”

      “And a High Elf blade, yes,” Gwendafyn said, feeling relieved.

      Benjimir’s expression turned thoughtful. “It’s amazing…how much can change in the span of a year.”

      “Yes,” Gwendafyn agreed.

      “I look forward to what another year will bring us,” Benjimir added.

      “As do I,” she said. “But now, there are some members of elven nobility we are supposed to greet.”

      Benjimir blinked. “I thought being a general meant I wouldn’t have to pretend to be nice anymore.”

      Gwendafyn patted his cheek. “Sorry—your language skills are too invaluable.”

      Benjimir raised an eyebrow. “You are quite fluent in Calnoric.”

      “I was hoping so as well, until I called Lady Dula’s pet pigeon a pigpen,” Gwendafyn said.

      Benjimir smirked. “I see what you mean. Very well, let us return to our rooms.”

      Gwendafyn fell into step with him. Together they walked in silence, though he glanced frequently at her.

      “What is it?” Gwendafyn asked after a few strides.

      “I have a request for another anniversary gift—though it is not born out of a disdain for what you have already gotten me,” he was quick to add. “It’s just something I badly want.”

      Gwendafyn eyed him. “And what is it you badly want?”

      Benjimir grabbed her hand and pulled her to a stop. “Could you call me Ben more often?”

      Gwendafyn blinked. “What?”

      “Since we got married, you’ve only called me Ben about five times,” he said. “Even though I call you Fyn all the time.”

      “I wasn’t aware you wanted a nickname,” Gwendafyn said.

      “I don’t particularly; I just want the nickname you have given me,” Benjimir said.

      Curious, Gwendafyn tilted her head and tried not to smirk. “You don’t like Yvrea’s nickname for you? Benji?”

      Benjimir narrowed his eyes. “I have hated that nickname since she first uttered it.”

      Gwendafyn laughed. “You mean you let her call you that this whole time just because you liked her that much?”

      “I let her call me that because when I was young and had the thought to erase its existence from her mind, Father threatened physical punishment,” Benjimir said dryly.

      “Ben does suit you better.”

      “It does,” he agreed. “So, will you do it?”

      Gwendafyn chuckled and leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. “Happy Anniversary, Ben.”

      Ben maneuvered so instead of brushing his cheek, their lips touched instead. “Happy Anniversary, Fyn.”

      

      
        The love of Benjimir and Gwendafyn was surely as blessed as it was passionate. Together, none could withstand their prowess in battle, and their love—as strong as the world’s core—brought Calnor and Lessa into a new age of joy.

        Calnorian historian and scholar Quinaby Demult on the subject of Princess Gwendafyn of Lessa and Prince Benjimir of Calnor.

        

        The End
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