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The boar fell, an arrow lodged just behind its shoulder. It kicked once, then was still.

Hamish allowed himself to breathe again. Precious few things were more dangerous than a wounded animal. He leapt across the fallen tree in his path, easily getting to the animal’s side before the rest of his impromptu hunting party.

Close up, the size of the black-haired beast had him wishing he’d brought more men. The brute had given them a good run around as it was, leading them all over the forest of the western ranges, which was a challenge at the best of times. Getting the boar back through such terrain would be no small feat. The boar likely weighed as much as he did, if not more.

“By the Goddess’ swollen tits,” Ewan said as the rest of the farmers-turned-hunters reached the boar. He brushed back his dark hair. The day was young and, already, his hair clung in sweat-drenched clumps across his face. “Just look at the size of that monster. He’s going to be a beast to carry.”

The corner of Hamish’s lip twitched at that. It would certainly feed a good number of the clan, perhaps even make up for the sheep they’d lost to the beast’s tusks. If the five of them were able to get the whole carcass back to the farm, which seemed unlikely. “Are we certain this is the beast?” He’d never seen such a large boar descend from these woods and had been hesitant to bring so few into a hunt without proper preparation. His reservations had ebbed somewhat after seeing the downed fences. It would take a good-sized boar to break through the railing they’d passed downhill.

“Aye, this is the brute. See this here?” Ewan extended his spear and gave the boar a nudge in the belly. There were two prominent scratches along the animal’s sides, about the right height for fence rails. “If this isnae the bastard that broke me fences, then he’s keeping bad company.”

“What does it matter now?” muttered one of the other men as he drew his hunting knife. “He’s nae going to get any less dead, might as well get to gutting him before the bears come sniffing.” The man bent over the boar’s head before pausing and glancing back at Hamish. “I’d clean forget me head if it wasnae attached.” He offered up his knife hilt first. “First cut goes to you, your highness.”

Hamish took up the man’s knife and made a swift cut across the boar’s throat. Everyone knew not to take their chances with these brutes, especially when those tusks were sharp and a good doctor was some hour’s march away.

It took the five of them manhandling the carcass, largely due to the fact they had to roll the beast onto its other side so gravity would help in the gutting. It left Hamish hot, sweaty and not the least bit covered in pig’s blood. If ever there was a time to not get an itchy nose, this had to be one of them.

Done, they stood back and stared at the gutted beast. Usually, Hamish would have no qualms in chucking a smaller boar or deer over his shoulders and marching home with it, but this brute was nothing like the smaller prey on the edge of the woods. Seems a shame to leave anything behind.

“What I’d give for a cart,” one of the farmers muttered.

Hamish glanced over his shoulder at where the steward, Lyall, sat upon his horse, clutching the reins of Hamish’s own heavy steed. The animals had a hard time traipsing through this rough terrain without the hindrance of a cart. “I guess we lop off the good bits and be on our way.”

“And—what?—leave the rest for the bears?” Ewan asked, his brows raised in incredulous horror. “Forgive me, your highness, but this winter’s already been lean and me wife will go spare over the fact I’m leaving the offal behind. If I leave the bones too…” He shook his head, likely imagining his wife voicing her opinion.

“We’re nae exactly equipped for carrying out everything.” Not easily. None of them had been expecting to chase the damned sheep-gorer at all, let alone deep into the forest. They had no packs, no extra horses, not even a sledge. Even if they quartered the blasted thing, they would be trotting off to Ewan’s home with the chunks balanced on their shoulders. Not the best position to be in if they came across a spring-hungry bear.

“Aye, that’s on me.” Ewan thumped a log with the toe of his boot. “Should’ve sent one of the lads back for proper gear.”

Sighing, Hamish motioned for the steward to bring the horses closer whilst he wiped most of the blood off his hands. “Perhaps if we lash some branches together, we can drag it out.” Unfortunately, there were no nearby roads. Even if they got stuck further along and had to break the boar down, then the men could hopefully come back for the rest.

Ewan nodded. “Aye, we should have more than enough rope between us for that.” He hefted his wood axe and, with a jerk at a pair of the other farmers, headed for a tree with low branches.

The rest of them got to trussing the boar’s legs together, their efforts punctuated by their grunts and the solid chonk of sharp blades hitting wood as the trio by the tree chopped down a few of the straighter branches.

There was the faintest disturbance of foliage behind him before the warm gust of a horse’s breath heated Hamish’s neck. He twisted to give his horse’s muzzle an affectionate rub and moved on to check her saddle. “Soon, lass.” Over the mare’s back, Hamish caught the steward glaring at him from atop his horse. “Aye, Lyall? What is it now?”

Those pale blue eyes grew sharp and the man’s lip quivered in derision. They both knew he’d only meant to visit the village to check on the damage done to Ewan’s fences, not go gallivanting into the woods after the beast responsible. “It seems that his highness has forgotten that the ambassador is to arrive today. And that her Majesty expressly stated the presence of all her children was required when the ship comes in, which was sighted at dawn.”

Hamish groaned. This had to be the third ambassador to visit Tirglas in a year. Clearly, his mother was being a little more aggressive in scouting foreign nobility for a potential bride to wed him off to. It didn’t even seem to matter that the woman was also an uncloistered spellster. “I didnae forget,” he muttered, turning his full attention back to the men lashing a crude sledge from the felled branches. How could he have possibly forgotten when the man reminded him at every opportunity?

With the sledge complete, they fastened the poles to either side of his horse before hefting the boar onto the framework and used every last length of available rope to secure the beast.

“You promised her Majesty you’d be there,” Lyall pressed as Hamish swung into the saddle.

Hamish nodded, absently adjusting the straps securing his bow. “Aye, I did.” He nudged his mare into a steady walk. Maybe the men would discover the tracks of yet another monster boar that could’ve been the fence-destroying culprit. So long as it was something Hamish could spend the better part of the day hunting down with them. By the Goddess, if the steward wasn’t babysitting him, Hamish wouldn’t have given a thought towards seeking home until night had well and truly settled in.

Lyall rode alongside him. He stroked his beard, curling the black and grey end around his finger. “You’ll barely reach the castle before them at this rate. Forget meeting the ship at the docks.” He shook his head. “Will you at least clean yourself up before greeting the ambassador?”

Hamish smiled at the old man. “I thought you said I didnae have time?” Maybe turning up covered in pig blood would help deter the woman from heeding any of his mother’s daft plans. Then again, the ambassador was from the Udynea Empire, she’d probably mistake it for a proposal.

Their passage through the woods was slow, hampered every so often by the need to heft the sledge over the odd piece of treacherously uneven ground. The woods seemed to still with their passage, though he caught the occasional flash of bigger animals. Deer, at least he hoped so. With spring settling in, the bears would be wandering the valleys in search of food. If any were nearby, the hulking beasts would hopefully make for the gutted remains before bothering them.

They stuck to the gentler hills, making their way around the steeper sections they’d originally traipsed over to spare any extra strain to the horses. His mare might’ve been a heavy animal, capable of spending long days crashing through the woods after sprightlier prey, but she was no plough horse accustomed to dragging dead weight.

Slowly, the land they trod became less wild. Trees stopped pressing in on each other, the undergrowth thinned and the slope of the earth evened to a gentle downhill incline. The familiar bleating of sheep grew louder, punctuated by the fainter call of cattle. Hamish slowed his mare and allowed the men to lead the way to the farm, deferring to their knowledge of walking along paths frequently travelled.

The men picked up their pace and, before long, the shattered remnants of the fence became visible through the sparse trees. With a little rearranging of the already-broken rails to fit their crude sledge, Hamish continued on through the open field with the steward and Ewan whilst the rest of the farmers returned to their repairs of the fence.

Unhindered by brush or trees, their passage over the hills remained smooth and swift. The bleating of sheep grew louder as they neared Ewan’s farmhouse. When he had first arrived, the locals were attempting to herd the remaining flock into the pens.

Hamish scanned the gently rolling hills. There could easily be a few tucked away in the hollows, but it seemed they’d been successful. His mother would be glad, for the less sheep the people lost to wild animals, the less the crown had to reimburse them.

They crested the brow of the hill that’d blocked the sight of the farmhouse. Sheep milled around the buildings like impatient clouds. Children and dogs darted amongst the flock, driving some into the nearby barn and others into pens where adults waited for the animals.

The activity slowed as they neared and curiosity drew people’s attention from their tasks.

One of the women—which Hamish presumed was Ewan’s wife—hastened out of the pens to meet them. “Is that the blighter responsible for ruining me fences?” she asked of the man, tilting her torso to peer around Hamish’s horse. “He’s a fair brute, isnae he?” She turned her attention to them, swinging her head from side to side as she seemed to count them. “Didnae more of you leave this morning? Where’d the rest of you lot go to? Are they all right?”

“Aye, they’re fine,” Ewan replied. “They’ll be back once they’re done with fixing the fence. Until then, it’d best if we moved the flock to the lower fields. I could do with a few of the young ones to help me dress this beast. They could use the experience.” He jerked a thumb at the boar.

Nodding, the woman strode back towards the pen to bellow orders at the people milling around there.

A few of the younger folk hurried over to help with removing the sledge from behind Hamish’s horse. They dragged it towards the farmhouse, grunting all the way.

Ewan watched their efforts, a small smile tweaking his lips as he shook his head. Shielding the sun from his face with a hand, he looked up at Hamish. “Are you sure about leaving the boar behind, your highness? It’s your kill.”

“I’m sure.” He lifted his gaze from the farmer’s face to take in those of the man’s family and neighbours. “You’ll all need it more than I will. Especially once winter settles in.” They’d a few months yet of growth and harvest, but the chance of them retrieving the stock they’d lost through the downed fence was barely worth the thought.

“Thank you, again. I’m nae certain we’d have caught the bugger so easily without your help.”

Hamish laughed. “You thought that was easy?” Granted, he’d taken on tougher prey, but not after traipsing several hours through untamed woods for it. “Maybe I should be bringing you on me hunts.”

The man ducked his head, but Hamish caught the faint gleam of delight in his eyes. “Anytime, your highness.”

“If you need any extra help in dressing—” Hamish cut himself off as Lyall cleared his throat. He glared at the man.

“Has his highness perhaps forgotten he is meant to be meeting the Udynean ambassador?” Lyall asked, his face innocently neutral.

Hamish fought for his own features to remain so calm. Why cannae you just forget? If the steward would remain lax in reminding him, he’d be able to put off the meeting until tomorrow. “Aye, I had.” It took some effort to not have his teeth grind on each word. “Thank you for reminding me.” Again. Nodding his goodbyes to Ewan, he kneed his horse into a trot.

Lyall kept an easy pace with him. “May I also remind you that you are currently covered in pig’s blood? You’re nae going to reach the docks, so you might as well take the time to clean yourself up before the rest of your family returns to the castle.”

Grumbling under his breath, Hamish kneed the mare into a canter. Whatever else Lyall said was drowned out in the thunder of hooves. By the Goddess’ good graces, he was thirty-seven years old, not some child still tied to their mother’s apron strings. As much as it would’ve amused him to see the look on the ambassador’s face if he greeted her in his current state, it wouldn’t be worth the bollocking he’d get for it later.

He thundered along the dirt roads leading towards home. Mullhind Castle loomed over them, a hulking stone beast atop the hill. Below her, and ahead of Hamish, lay Mullhind itself. The city sprawled across the western side of the harbour, sheltered by the natural hook shape of the land.

His horse veered around the outskirts of the city, taking a path they’d raced across many times, jumping a few fences and logs along the way. At his back, Hamish caught the tail end of the steward’s exasperated cry. He ignored the man and urged his mare to go faster. If Lyall wanted to take the long, winding way through the city, he was welcome to it.

Hamish slowed his mare as her hooves clattered onto the cobblestone. They trotted along the streets that butted up against the cliff face. The castle sat just above them, a clear upward climb if he’d wings.

The streets fell away swiftly enough, opening out into the city square. Free of their confines, he nudged the horse faster to race up the slope leading to the castle gates. It followed the natural curvature of the hillside, sweeping to give him a full view of the city and harbour.

Hamish glanced at the docks far below him to confirm what he already knew. The huge Udynean ship sat proudly in the harbour, her sails furled and likely with all travellers disembarked. He urged a little more speed into his mare. He’d be cutting it fine, but he could reach the castle in time to swap his bloodied clothes for clean ones.

The castle gates came into view.

He slowed his horse. Far too many people milled near the entrance for his family to still be at the docks. That had to mean the ship docked early. He hadn’t much chance of slipping by unnoticed, either. That meant meeting the ambassador as he was. Bugger. His mother was going to give him a right dressing down once they were alone.

No point delaying the inevitable. He nudged his mare onwards, hunching his shoulders as the gate loomed. Maybe he could duck into his quarters after introductions and avoid his mother’s lecturing. For a few more hours, anyway.

A mob of people bustled about the courtyard, his family at the centre. His mother had her back to the gate, heavily invested in talking with a man in a long, silvery-white coat and red cape. Probably the ambassador’s steward or whatever the Udynean equivalent was called. Of the ambassador herself, he saw no sign. Not that it meant much. A whole person could hide behind his father’s enormous bulk.

Hamish quietly guided his mare along the stable front, skirting open stable doors and scattering the odd discarded piece of grooming kit. If he could get his horse into her stall, he might stand a chance of slipping into the castle before anyone noticed his presence.

He’d almost made it when his brother glanced his way. Gordon’s mouth split into a wide grin as recognition lit his face. He jogged over, drawing the attention of a young stablehand who was instantly at Hamish’s side to relieve him of the mare’s reins.

“Good to see you could make it,” Gordon said. “I thought for sure that you’d gone bush on us.”

Hamish wordlessly dismounted.

His brother’s brows lifted to their highest. “By the Goddess’ sweet name, what have you been up to?”

“Ewan’s farm,” Hamish replied, jerking a thumb back the way he’d come. “Boar took out all the leeward fences.”

His brother nodded. “Aye, I ken you were going to check the damage. But what’s all this?” He gestured to Hamish’s attire. The pig’s blood had dried on the trip out of the woods, but it’d left dark marks all across the soft brown leather of Hamish’s hunting jacket.

Hamish self-consciously brushed at where the tunic hem was unprotected by his jacket. His trousers, baggy in the traditional style, were also liberally smeared with blood and dirt. The laundry workers would no doubt give his ear quite the chewing once it was known. “We tracked down the boar. He’ll nae be destroying much but a wee bit of hunger now.”

Gordon clapped his hand on Hamish’s shoulder. “Well, you missed the ambassador’s arrival.”

“Did I?” Hamish finally relinquished the reins to the waiting stablehand. He nodded his thanks to the lad and turned back to Gordon as his horse was led into her stall. “I’m fair heartbroken.”

His brother beamed. “You might be when you see who they sent us.”

Who? Hamish peered at his brother, trying to decipher just what had put that gleeful twinkle into his normally stark green eyes. “I thought it was just some countess?” He glanced back at his parents and the man they were speaking with. No woman at all beyond his mother. Including his sister. “Where did Nora scamper off to?” Granted, she wasn’t much one for the false niceties of politics, but if Hamish was expected to be here, then so was she.

“Herding the troublesome trio to lessons, where else?”

“And your daughter?” At twelve years of age, Sorcha was more than old enough to begin the training that would eventually lead to her taking the throne after her father. Even if she did prefer stalking deer to politics.

“She’s probably the one leading them astray, as always.” Still grinning, Gordon shook his head. “Come on. Mum’s head is practically exploding trying to be civil about the change.” His brother chuckled and pulled him in close. “Let’s see if we can still make that dam burst.”

“Nae that I’m complaining about her absence,” Hamish said, choosing his words carefully as they veered within earshot of his parents. “But did something happen to the original ambassador they were sending?” He’d admit to a few unfair prayers sent her way, but it wasn’t her fault his mother played matchmaker with him and every single noblewoman.

His brother shrugged. “He said she couldnae make it.”

“He?” Hamish echoed. His gaze flicked back to the man chatting with his parents, barely seen around his father’s shoulder. That was the ambassador? They’d sent a man? After his mother no doubt requested the ambassador be a woman? Small wonder she was fair fuming.

He rounded the crowd, hoping to get a good look at the ambassador to determine just what sort of man their kingdom would be dealing with.

His silvery-white coat remained closed without any noticeable way of doing so. No metal buttons like Hamish’s own attire, nothing visible at least. What Hamish had first mistaken to be a cape appeared to be a shawl. The red fabric hung over one shoulder, winding behind him to hang in the crook of his other arm. The way it draped spoke of him being very conscious that the golden thread embroidered along the edges be visible to everyone.

The man’s whole outfit seemed to scream the same thing. Luxury. The silvery-white garb halted at his knees to reveal matching trousers that hugged his figure far more than the voluminous fabric encasing Hamish’s own legs. All of it was heavily embroidered in a sort of floral motif with gems stitched into the design. The stones sparkled in the noon light and made the man look very much like a cheap trinket.

No one, not even Hamish’s own mother, looked quite so… gaudy. If he planned on impressing anyone in Tirglas with such an obvious display of wealth, he’d quickly learn that bearing weapons and proving he knew how to use them would work far better.

“Aha!” Hamish’s father bellowed. He’d turned sometime during Hamish’s scrutiny and now singled Hamish out with one thick finger. “There’s me missing son. Come, lad.” His father beckoned him closer, clapping a hand onto the ambassador’s shoulder, which had Hamish wincing in sympathy right alongside the man. To the uninitiated, his father had quite the grip.

The ambassador turned, his brow arched in curiosity, and froze. On his face sat an odd metal framework encasing a pair of small clear discs like windows for his eyes. From behind these eye-windows, the man’s gaze flicked over Hamish in apparent disinterest, widening to reveal a multitude of colours as they slowly traverse back up Hamish’s body before making eye contact. A ring of black darkened the edge of his eyelids, making the whites that much brighter and his eyes seem huge.

“This is our ambassador, Darshan vris Mhanek.” His father fumbled with the foreign words. What could be seen of his face through the thick and greying, dark red beard was screwed up in concentration.

Hamish knew as much as any Tirglasian did about the Udynea Empire, which wasn’t a lot. But he knew what those words meant, or at least in part. Not just any ambassador, then. The empire had sent a prince in place of the countess. He held out his hand and bowed slightly, getting his height as close to the man’s and then a little lower. “Welcome to Tirglas, your imperial highness.”

The ambassador continued to stare at Hamish. His eyes had glazed over, much like a deer stunned by a glancing arrow. One brow lifted and the slight twitch of his moustache suggested a restrained smile. There was the faint suggestion of a beard trying to break free, tamed to barely cover his chin and cleft. At least they hadn’t sent some clean-shaven boy to negotiate these new trade agreements.

He waited patiently for the man’s brain to catch up with his ears. He’d heard from the other ambassadors that the Tirglasian accent made it difficult for some foreigners to understand, that certain inflections took a while to grasp.

Then, Darshan blinked and a soft redness touched his olive-brown cheeks. His gaze flicked to Hamish’s outstretched hand, which Hamish only now realised still showed traces of pig blood. The man’s gaze shifted, clearly taking in Hamish’s blood-stained attire. 

Grinning sheepishly, Hamish wiped his palm clean on the side of his trousers and offered his hand again.

The ambassador slowly accepted the gesture, the rings adorning his fingers glittering in the noon light.

Hamish couldn’t help noticing how the man’s slim fingers lacked anything in the way of calluses. Not a warrior, then. Not in the traditional sense, at least. Udynean nobles were strong spellsters and a prince would certainly be one of the more powerful.

“H-hello,” the man mumbled, his tongue barely able to utter the greeting. “Uh…”

“Hamish,” he offered, giving the man’s hand a reassuring squeeze.

The man cleared his throat, his face growing redder. He ducked his head, the soft curls of his dark brown hair bobbed. “Darshan.” The word came out soft and crisp.

“So I’ve heard.” Still, it was nice to hear the name spoken by its owner and not mangled by his father.

Another faint blush took the man’s cheeks. “It is an absolute pleasure to meet you, your highness.” He spoke Tirglasian quite smoothly, with the influence of his tutors lingering in the slight rolling tones. There was the hint of a musical note in the words that suggested his natural voice wasn’t used to being quite this harsh.

Hamish straightened and slowly released his grip on Darshan’s hand. “I do apologise for me absence. I was told your ship wouldnae get in before the afternoon.”

“Yes,” his mother interjected, coolly slipping between them. She glanced his way, the icy depths of her blue eyes flashing their customary warning whenever he was near a man of unknown background. “We were all taken aback by the unexpected fair winds that rocked the harbour this early morning.”

“I am no sailor,” Darshan admitted as if it weren’t completely obvious that his perfectly-manicured hands had never held anything rougher than silk. “But the winds did seem to favour us towards the end.” The longer he talked, the less stilted his accent became. Each word gained a rich, velvety tone and a softness that had Hamish’s mind briefly meandering into forbidden depths.

It wasn’t until Darshan cleared his throat a little louder than necessary that Hamish realised the man had still been talking. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s been a long day, you ken? You were saying?”

Brief panic flickered across the man’s face before his expression turned neutral, although his gaze darted all over the place. “I… believe I understood that, yes. I merely mentioned that—”

“How oddly the sailors reacted,” his mother interjected, her brow furrowing as she eyed Hamish. “Dinnae blame them. In all me life, I’ve never seen the winds shift eastward for another month or so.” She placed a hand on the ambassador’s back, turning him. “Come, your imperial highness. You must be weary after such a long journey. I’ll have one of the servants escort you to the guest quarters.”

Darshan eyed the castle with barely-concealed dismay. Had he been expecting it to look different? Or was he not yet ready to settle? If Hamish ever found himself in a foreign land, sleep would’ve been the last thing on his mind.

“Why doesnae Hamish show him the way?” Gordon suggested. “Since he missed the ambassador’s arrival.”

Hamish fixed his brother with a very pointed stare. What was he thinking? Their mother would never allow him to be alone with Darshan without her believing he was bending over for the man. He didn’t want to be responsible for another ambassador’s swift banishment. Especially when they were also a Udynean prince.

Their mother’s head whipped around, causing the end of one honey blonde braid to slap her shoulder. She glared daggers at Gordon, who smiled innocently back. It was a facade that Hamish envied at times. Being the eldest, his brother got away with more than he felt was fair at times.

It didn’t help matters that Gordon would use that leeway to needle Hamish and had done constantly ever since his brother found him kissing one of the stable boys back when he was a lad. Thankfully, Gordon always stopped short of outright suggesting anything that couldn’t be innocently construed.

The ambassador continued to stare at the castle, oblivious to the silent berating going on in his midst. Hamish took the man’s preoccupation as an opportunity to re-evaluate him.

If Darshan had been a Tirglasian, his attire would’ve been considered a frivolous waste, but the rumours of Udynea suggested they’d plenty of a great many things. It likely hadn’t occurred to him, although there was a spark of cunning in his eyes that hinted at more. Especially in the way the man’s stare didn’t settle on one spot. That muddy-brown gaze roved across the castle walls, followed several of the servants and guards, and flicked towards the stables before sliding to the front gate. Calculating.

Hamish just wished he knew if the man was looking for weaknesses to relay in an attack or searching for a way out should his mother renege on the man’s protection. Unlike Udynea, Tirglasian spellsters were sent off to spend their days in cloisters, their healing talents called upon only in times of dire need.

Trying not to startle a man that was likely capable of spewing fire, Hamish nudged the ambassador’s shoulder. Attention got, he jerked his head towards the castle door. “Come on, it willnae take long to show you the way, then you can get back to staring at our defences.”

A small, slightly sheepish, smile creased the man’s eyes. He inclined his head and indicated Hamish lead the way with the sweep of one bejewelled hand.
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Darshan remained silent as he followed Hamish into the castle. Although he’d learnt the local language during the trip from his home on the other side of the continent to the Tirglasian capital of Mullhind, he wasn’t entirely confident in himself to utter much coherently at the moment.

His father had also seen to it that he was briefed during the trip, but it had been in simple things, common customs alongside their current political and economic standings and the like. They’d even touched on a few cultural differences to help him avoid any major gaffes.

No one seemed to have had the wherewithal to prepare him for the introduction of the hulking man currently leading him through the castle corridors.

Confident his actions would be less obvious than his previous appraisal of the courtyard, he took another sweeping glance at Hamish. Tall, he’d wager a full foot more than himself, if not slightly more. Quite a bit of flesh on that frame, too. Muscle rather than fat, if those broad, brown shoulders and thick arms were any judge as to the state of the rest.

Even the man’s hair didn’t shirk at being big and bold. The whole glorious fiery, orange-red mass of coils had been gathered at the back of the man’s head and, rather than hang down, it stuck out like a flag caught in a zephyr. Darshan could quite clearly picture sinking his fingers into those curls whilst—

No, he softly cautioned himself before his thoughts could meander into predictable places. You can’t go doing that to yourself again. Nevertheless, his gaze indulgently slunk down the man’s back, settling on Hamish’s behind. He subtly unbuttoned the collar of his outfit. Behave. The gods might’ve had a sense of humour, sending him to the pit of the world then populating it with men like this, but he wasn’t some savage with no self-control. You’re here for a reason. He bit his lip and stifled a sigh. Sadly, that reason wasn’t to sleep with the locals.

Not that such a minor detail had stopped him before. If this was anywhere other than Tirglas, he likely would’ve already propositioned the man. Perhaps even had a chance to feel what was under all that clothing.

“And here we are,” Hamish announced, jolting Darshan out of his little fantasies.

Darshan scrutinised their surroundings. Nothing about the corridor suggested there was any difference to the rest of the castle they had walked through. It was all the same bare slabs of stone. Even the door Hamish gestured to sat part way down the corridor instead of at the end, which it would’ve done had Darshan ventured into the guest wing back home. How ever did the people get around without becoming altogether lost?

Hamish faced him as he opened the door to what Darshan could only assume to be the guest accommodations. “I doubt it’s quite what you’re used to, your imperial highness, but it’ll be better than a ship’s cabin.”

Offering up a small smile, Darshan casually leant on the doorframe in a vain attempt at pretending his legs hadn’t just weakened at the mere sound of the man’s smooth brogue. At least he had gained a little more control over himself. Having his mind go blank on all bar one subject had been mildly mortifying, especially over a simple greeting. Get a grip. This man was likely married, with children. What an utter waste. Still, his father had made his stance on Darshan’s dalliances with already-spoken-for men quite plain.

 “It might be a wee while before you get your land legs back.” One side of Hamish’s beard twitched as the corner of his lips lifted with amusement. “I’d take it carefully for the rest of the day if I were you.”

Before now, Darshan hadn’t seen many thick beards. Not that men around Minamist didn’t grow full beards if they so chose, but they were typically on much older men. Yet here… all the men seemed to sport one, be they working on the docks or guarding the castle. It somewhat served to make him feel a little underdressed, with his carefully-groomed moustache and goatee. None of his tutors had mentioned anything pertaining to an expected look.

“I guess I’ll leave you be,” Hamish continued. “You probably want to get settled in before someone comes to call you for dinner.” That glorious sapphiric gaze lifted to briefly meet Darshan’s, stunning him all over again, before falling away.

Like gems. Darshan used to scoff at those who dared such a trite comparison, but he’d never before met someone for whom the phrase rang true. The most lovingly cut blue aquamarine stone couldn’t compete with the crisp shade of the man’s eyes. Gods, it put the very ocean to shame. Coupled with the way they almost shyly peeked out from beneath the muted orange shade of his lashes, it rather seemed like Darshan had somehow sinned just meeting them.

With great difficulty, Darshan tore his gaze from the man to give a cursory glance around the room that would be his for the next few weeks. The bare stone walls were illuminated only by the light streaming through a single eastward window. Whilst his travelling chest had been whisked from the ship upon their arrival, he hadn’t expected it to be sitting in the far corner. Efficient. The palace servants would’ve been hard-pressed to match such a speed.

 Sparse came to mind as he took in the meagre furniture; a bed and a small table. Functional did, too. That rather sat in line with what his tutors had briefed him on. He should’ve expected the Tirglasian guest rooms would look more akin to the palace dungeons back home than his own lavish bedchamber.

Darshan turned back to his guide, stilling the man with a gentle hand on that very-much-toned bicep. The warmth of the man’s bare skin sent a fluttering spark through Darshan’s fingertips straight to his groin. He bit his lip to stifle a whimper at the passing thought of how easily the man would be able to lift a person. “Hamish, was it?” he managed.

“It is, aye.”

“I was wondering…” Darshan mumbled before catching himself. Good grief, had that breathy tone actually come out of his mouth? Really now, this is just embarrassing. Next thing he’d find himself fawning all over the man like some simpering concubine. Pushing off the doorframe, he cleared his throat and tried again. “I would very much like to see some of your city.” He had originally considered remaining confined to the guest quarters, but now he had seen it? The thought of remaining here more than he needed to felt terribly constricting. “And I think a guided tour would be best at this moment. If you are of a mind?”

“Sure.” Hamish grinned as he spread his hands, indicating his bloodstained clothing. “But let me clean meself up first.”

Darshan inclined his head, his cheeks heating ever-so-slightly. He had rather forgotten about the man’s less than immaculate attire after the first word had left Hamish’s mouth. Clearly, the man had been indulging in what Darshan’s tutors had taught him was the local pastime here.

Hamish went to leave, then swung back around in the corridor to eye Darshan. “And you might want to change into something plainer if you have it.”

He reluctantly lowered his gaze from the giant of a man to his own clothes. In cut, his sherwani wasn’t terribly different from the overcoat Hamish wore, knee-length where the man’s attire stopped mid-thigh. And, of course, the fabric was leagues apart. Hamish’s overcoat looked to be made of soft leather whilst all of Darshan’s clothing was either silk or fine linen.

“Do I look so out of place?” he finally enquired. He thought this particular sherwani was plain. It had very little in the way of gemstones and the embroidery was limited to the fabric edges and his shoulders. He had a few stark outfits in his travel chest, but he had packed them in the off chance he’d need to travel beyond the city limits. “You seemed shocked to see me earlier.”

“To be fair, aye, you do. But by the way the court’s been talking, everyone was expecting a woman.”

“You mean Countess Harini.” Darshan nodded. He’d had only brief conversations with her whilst in court, but he knew what had become of her. “She was supposed to take up this duty. Sadly, she had the poor taste to… uh…” He gnawed on the inside of his lip, trying to remember the correct word. “I do not believe I was taught the Tirglasian equivalent,” he mumbled. His tutors had been diligent in focusing on more than the phrases he would need for the coming negotiations, but there were a few words they’d skimmed.

Hamish waited. Silently polite just as when the man had introduced himself.

A fresh flush of heat washed over Darshan’s cheeks. He could stand there all day and still be no closer to the word he wanted. Technically correct would have to do. “She was… slain.” He waved his hand, his mind racing for the words to explain. “A political affair. Terribly ill-mannered of her, of course.”

“Political?” the man echoed, his brows lowering in thought.

Darshan rather wished they hadn’t when Hamish’s sapphiric gaze also disappeared beneath his lashes.

“You mean she was assassinated?”

“Ah!” Darshan grinned, immensely pleased he’d managed to get across what had transpired. “You do have a word for it, after all. Splendid.”

“And that’s ill-mannered?”

“Of course. She should have had ample power to counter any attack on her person.” Unless those attacks had come from one of the Nulled Ones, who were immune to direct magic. But the Nulled Ones served his father. “It is not as if we are a bunch of barbarians.” On the other hand, his father was the type of man to eliminate barriers for his son. And it had seemed a little too convenient for the woman to die at the precise time Darshan was to be sent far from his homeland.

“Says the slaver,” Hamish replied, his voice flat.

Warning bells rang in his head. That was a topic he had been advised to speak sparsely on, if at all. “Heard about that, have you?” He wasn’t surprised. Every northerner he had ever spoken to seemed to be fond of pointing out the same fact, as if Darshan had no idea in regards to the status of the people around him.

“Doesnae everyone ken Udynea is the centre of the slave trade?” Hamish asked. It could’ve been the accent, but the question certainly sounded sarcastic.

“The centre, yes. But not the only country that deals in it.” Whilst his homeland’s neighbouring empires weren’t as large, Niholia and Stamekia both had a thriving slave trade. Yet, their trading in people also seemed to go largely unnoticed. At least by northerners. Geography likely had something to do with that, with the Udynea Empire taking up much of the continent.

“Do you have slaves?”

Darshan didn’t bother trying to hide his wry smile. There went his hopes of a stay in pleasant company. “Going straight for the personal questions, I see.” Sighing, Darshan rubbed at his temple. “I am certain you can deduce the answer there—and, should you wish to continue this conversation at another time, I will be quite willing to accommodate you—but I would prefer to discuss it when I have not just spent several months travelling aboard a wretched sea-going tub.”

“Fair enough,” the man muttered. “I’ll meet you in the courtyard in about an hour. You can find your way back, right?”

Darshan inclined his head, not at all keen to admit he’d been far too preoccupied in studying Hamish’s backside than the route they’d taken, especially not to the man in question. If it came down to it, he would enquire as to the proper direction from one of the servants.

He waited until the door closed and the sound of footsteps faded before he plonked onto the bed, grunting at the solidness of his landing. Already, he missed his bed back home with its goose down mattress. He dug the heel of his hand into the bedding. At least it didn’t seem like straw. Wool, most likely. Marvellous.

Rubbing at his cheeks with a hand, he gave the room a more in-depth look. The window was at his back, throwing his shadow over an open fireplace set into the opposite wall. A stack of wood had been piled nearby. That looked freshly done. No doubt in preparation for his arrival. Or Countess Harini’s, at least. Either way, he wouldn’t be expected to freeze.

He had also missed the full-length dressing mirror upon his initial perusal and the sight did gladden him somewhat. Still… had this been home, the walls wouldn’t have been able to breathe for tapestries, murals and paintings. There would’ve been tables and seats aplenty as well as an entire room for his clothes to hang. And, whilst this window at least had curtains, the imperial palace would have made a show of using the richest, gauziest fabric a man could make rather than what looked to be the remnants of a blanket.

This is going to be a long month. A blustery sigh bubbled against his hand.

Some ambassador he was. He had barely set foot on foreign soil and, already, the call to return home ran strongly through his blood. It wasn’t just the luxuries of the palace he had left behind. The very air seemed off. Wet in the wrong way. Home could be humid more often than not, but this was the kind of damp that clung to stone and promised rain.

He had already spent several wretched months aboard the blasted rocking coffin they dared to call a ship—crewed entirely by women at his father’s request. His stomach still hadn’t quite settled from that journey, but he would gladly suffer it twofold for a chance to leave Tirglas sooner.

And he could, in all likelihood, get the trade agreements sorted within a few weeks, but that would vastly depend on Queen Fiona’s willingness to accept the starting terms his father had laid out for him to offer. And that was unlikely.

He wished Daama was here. His old nanny would’ve had some words of wisdom. Although, scathing ones were just as likely. No point in complaining the way is bumpy when you paved the path. Her admonishment rang loudly in his mind. It had become almost a mantra over the past two years.

He had made a lot of less-than-intelligent choices as of late.

Still, she wouldn’t have been the headstrong woman who had raised him if she hadn’t demanded to come. It had soured his stomach to refuse her, especially when she conceded his reasoning and suggested filling out a retinue fit for the vris Mhanek. The terms of this meeting permitted no more than a single spellster and he more than fit that description.

That was why his tutors had left without setting foot on land, why he had spent the sailing months cramming his head full of everything they deemed important. A single one would’ve tipped the scale and given these people another reason to distrust them.

Even someone like Daama, who’d been leashed before he was even born, would’ve likely been too much. Not that she couldn’t have feigned access to her power for a few weeks. She was an excellent actor and had caught many in the Crystal Court off guard before unleashing her fury on them. She could’ve handled her own anywhere, he was certain of it.

He was more concerned what the Tirglasian people would do once learning about her status.

Slave. She wasn’t the only one his tag of ownership, but she had been the first, gifted to him and his sister from their mother’s family on the day of their birth.

Others had followed. He had lost count of how many. They had come to him as offerings from the court, tokens of a noble’s allegiance that Darshan couldn’t refuse without causing dissention. Just as the law made it all but impossible for him to free them. A law even the Mhanek couldn’t alter without the backing of the senate.

What did they know of that here? Likely nothing. They would’ve heard about the worst examples, the sordid side that the court pretended didn’t exist, the hunters prowling the borders that even his father and the senate had denounced.

They could’ve insisted he free whomever he brought, not knowing how much danger it would put them in should word reach home. He’d already made a mistake doing that once, those he had emancipated wound up paid for his adolescent naivety with their lives. All for some upstart noble to send a message, to prove Darshan was weak.

He refused to have that sort of blood on his hands again. Refused to risk anyone else’s life in this unknown. Better to face this task alone.

He just needed to go about it quickly if he didn’t want to incur Daama’s wrath upon his return.

Grumbling under his breath, Darshan hauled himself to his feet and dug through his travel chest. If he was going to leave this wretched kingdom sooner, then giving the docks and markets a more thorough look would be a good place to start.

He hauled out the plainest sherwani he’d brought. The silk was creased from its time folded into a neat parcel. Wonderful. He somehow doubted the local servants knew how to treat such fabric. What passed for royalty here certainly didn’t dress all that extravagantly.

It took little effort to switch out one top half for another. The tiny, diamond-studded buttons parted as he wove his magic through them in a manoeuvre he had long since perfected. He shrugged out of the sleeves and tossed the sherwani atop the bed. The muted chill in the air nibbled at his skin through his undershirt.

He checked himself in the mirror as he fastened the plainer top’s silver buttons, seeing his outfit properly perhaps for the first time. The cut wasn’t too outlandish for the area; almost tunic-like simple without the heavy embellishment of thick embroidery and gems. Even without that, the shimmering white fabric would have him standing out like a black snake in the sand. If he’d been planning to stay for longer than a few weeks, he would’ve sought something closer to the native attire. As things stood, there was little point.

Garbed, he ventured out into the corridors. Finding his way down to the courtyard took far longer than he would dare admit to anyone, even after asking for the way… thrice. His every move seemed to be watched by someone, be they servants or animals—never before had he encountered dogs almost as big as himself.

The courtyard was no longer as full as it’d been upon his arrival. The horses the royal family had ridden all appeared to have been stabled. Of Hamish, there was no sign.

Darshan briefly considered that the man had gone looking for him, or had perhaps given up on waiting for his arrival, before venturing into the stables. Whilst Mullhind was the biggest city in Tirglas, it might as well have been a village in comparison to Udynean towns. He didn’t believe he’d get easily lost, so if he couldn’t get a guided tour, then a solitary one would have to do.

That, of course, depended on whether he could borrow one of the horses.

He poked his head around the open door. Rows of occupied stalls filled the building. His ears were greeted by the gentle sounds of animals eating and the heavy shuffling of hooves.

It seemed rather quiet for a castle stable. He had barely been near the palace stables, and even then only as a boy, but it was always bustling with stable hands attending to the tack or the horses. Here, there was no one.

One of the nearby horses, a heavy black and white beast of a thing, nickered at him with the curiously hopeful note of imminent food. He had travelled to the castle via cart, a simple one that likely served to carry sacks and barrels most of the time. It had been pulled by a massive beast such as this.

Darshan stepped into the building to give the place a more in-depth look. He couldn’t even spy a single soul checking a hoof or leg for soundness. Odd. Had he somehow managed to arrive whilst everyone was on break?

The black and white horse stretched out its neck and lipped at his hand, sniffing at his clothes in heavy blasts of hot breath.

Chuckling, he gently rubbed the pink muzzle. “Sorry, greedy one. I have no treats on me.”

A faint grunt came from the other end of the stalls. 

“Hello?” His call echoed.

“Darshan?” Hamish’s grinning visage appeared from the far stall. “I thought you were nae coming. Got a pony all geared up for you.” He led out a hairy barrel on four legs. Like the beast Darshan stood next to, it was mostly black with splashes of white and great hair-clad hooves.

“You can ride Warrior,” Hamish continued. “He’s me niece’s pony, but I’m sure Sorcha willnae mind you borrowing him.” He gave the animal a heavy pat on the shoulder and grinned at Darshan. “Dinnae let the name fool you. He’s as gentle as they come.”

Darshan eyed the animal. Warrior might’ve been smaller than the monstrous horse Hamish had arrived on—with a little room to spare between Warrior’s wither and Hamish’s armpit—but if that animal was a pony, then he was an elf. The animal stood almost as high as himself. He could barely peer over Warrior’s back. “Is everything in this kingdom so frutzian huge?” he muttered.

Hamish arched a brow in silent enquiry. Quite possibly in part due to the usage of a Udynean word that didn’t generally get used in polite company.

Darshan waved his hand about. “I mean the horses, the hills…” His gaze slid Hamish’s way and a flush of heat touched his cheeks as he mumbled, “The men.” He cleared his throat, hoping the Tirglasian hadn’t caught that. “A little forewarning that this was a land of giants would have been nice. Is it something in the water? What you eat? What—?” He stalled as the man started laughing. “Did I say something amusing?”

Wheezing in an attempt to halt his laughter, Hamish draped himself over the pony’s back. “We’re nae giants.”

“I beg to differ.” There were men of all heights in Udynea, but people this statuesque weren’t considered the norm. “Your father must be over seven feet tall.”

Hamish wiped his eyes with the back of a finger. “That’s a good guess. I wouldnae say he was over, though. But they’re all tall in his clan.”

“Clan?” Darshan had vague recollections of such from late night lessons in his cramped quarters aboard the ship.

Hamish frowned. “They live out on the plains near the Cezhory border. Lots of cattle, I hear.” He tilted his head, puzzlement furrowing his brow as he eyed Darshan. “But I thought you would already ken that? What with being an ambassador and all?”

“Yes,” he admitted. And Countess Harini probably did have quite a bit more knowledge than what had been crammed into his head during the journey here. “But I was recruited at the last minute.” If he hadn’t been so foolish back home, he would still be there. And the countess would likely still be alive to do her duty.

“Oh aye?” The man grinned broadly, the expression shaping his beard until it mimicked the long-haired hounds Darshan had encountered on the way here. “Well then, this should be an education for you.”

“I welcome it.” Years had come and gone since anything as challenging as this position had reared its head.

Leaving Warrior to stand placidly in the middle of the stables, Hamish disappeared into another stall and returned with the same massive horse Darshan had seen him arrive on. “Is there any place in particular you’re wishing to visit or are we just doing a general tour of the area?”

 “I would rather like to see the docks.” Father often said that facts were better checked firsthand and, no matter how honest a people claimed to be, there was always something hidden in the dark.

The man glanced up from where he was adjusting the horse’s tack. “But you just came from there. I thought you’d want to stay away from ships and waves.”

Darshan inclined his head. He was utterly sick of both those things. “I would like to see a little more, if you do not mind.” There were few places where he would get a better idea of the kingdom’s commerce than the docks. But he’d seen very little of the area on his arrival. Queen Fiona had taken one look at him and whisked the entire greeting party back to the castle so fast that he was surprised he didn’t have scorching on his heels.

Hamish shrugged and swung into the saddle. “Suit yourself. But if we’re leaving, we should do it before someone realises we’re missing and comes looking.”

“Quite.” The last thing he wanted was any manner of formal tour, especially involving guards. That would hardly give him the truest outlook of Mullhind.

Clambering onto Warrior’s back, Darshan followed the man’s brisk pace out of the castle gates. There were a number of guards at the entrance. But whilst the men eyed them, not a one made any move to stop them from leaving.

The road leading to the city wound down the hillside, clearly taking a path once trod by wildlife. In Minamist, this sauntering journey would never stand. The rock would have been moulded by labour and magic, these naturally easy curves eradicated in favour of stark lines and high-arching bridges. 

Darshan’s gaze swung towards the harbour. From their position high on the hillside, the ocean lay spread before them like an undulating rug. He breathed deep, taking some small comfort in the familiar salt tang in the breeze. Too cold. Even with spring rearing its head, he would need to invest in warmer undergarments if the negotiations dragged on.

Home might’ve boasted a fabulous view of the sea-green ocean in the south, but it was nothing as all-encompassing as this. The Imperial Palace had no clear line of sight to the docks. Nor did his homeland have any towering hills or cliffs upon which to perch on like a Niholian sea-diving hawk. It was a structure designed with only luxury and segregation in mind. Whereas Mullhind Castle was clearly built to withstand a siege inside and out. Even concentrated magic would be hard-pressed to do more than dent the walls.

When the next gentle curve in the road turned them away from the sea, Darshan let his gaze wander across the city itself. He tried to follow the roads with his eye, not an easy thing to attempt when streets would seem to stop without reason or curve off into a direction that appeared nonsensical. “I had no idea your capital was so winding.” Unlike Minamist’s straight, well-defined roads, Mullhind twisted towards the ocean like a shore-stranded eel.

“Aye?” Hamish replied, his heavy brows lifting. “She’s grown like any other city, whenever and wherever she’s needed to. Come on, if you want to see the docks before me mum sends guards after us, we best shift it.” With the click of his tongue, the man urged his horse into an easy trot with Warrior following at a slightly faster pace to keep up.
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Hamish glanced at the ambassador every-so-often as they rode through the middle of Mullhind. The man didn’t seem the least bit interested in the stalls and shops they plodded by. Darshan had expressed mild interest when Hamish mentioned visiting a nearby pub, but insisted on the docks first.

Now they stood in the midst of the raucous. Black-backed gulls screamed as they circled the ships and stalls, seeking an easy meal. People shrieked to be heard over the birds and each other. One man nearby battled with one of the bigger gulls. It was precisely the type of noise Hamish often sought to avoid.

That and the smell. Unlike the earthy, alive scent of the surrounding forests and the dry, grassy aroma of grazing fields, there was nothing welcoming about the docks. When the fishing vessels weren’t in, the breeze had an almost pleasant briny smell, but with them moored, their stench of death permeated the air.

Darshan rode wordlessly along the dock front. He seemingly paid little heed to the sound and, although his nose wrinkled at first, made no mention of the smell. His gaze was fixated on the larger trade ships moored along the northern half of the docks. The vessels sat in the water like summer-fat ice seals. Men and women swarmed their rigging and winched crates of wares onto the decks.

The ship Darshan would’ve arrived on still sat amongst the trading vessels in the southern half, the crew clambering all over it. Unlike the other ships, there seemed to be not a man in sight. “Is it common for Udynean ships to only be crewed by women?” Hamish knew from watching the ships as a boy that a large percent of the crews tended to be equal in gender. Those that weren’t generally came from foreign shores.

Darshan shook his head. He halted Warrior once they were a good distance from the stalls and bird-swarmed fishing boats. “My father requested that particular crew. Said I would be less distracted from duties that way.” He nodded at the ships and stalls. “I have been told that your people deal mostly in textiles; wool, linen and the like. I see very little of that here.”

Hamish swung his head from side to side, taking in the rest of the ships and smaller fishing vessels lining the docks. Much of what came to Mullhind by sea also came out of the dark, icy waters. “I think you’ll find they send a great deal of the linen by land. And there’s nae an abundance of flax around Mullhind. Those fields are a wee bit more south.”

Darshan frowned. “How much more? And do they have a suitable dock?”

Hamish peered blindly at the trade ships. “I cannae say for certain,” he confessed. “Nora would be the one to ask there.” His older sister was the one who knew the most about their economic state. Upon glimpsing Darshan’s slightly puzzled face, he elaborated, “She’s me sister and will be with me mum during the negotiations.” She’d also be happy answering any of the ambassador’s questions.

The man’s brows lifted in mild surprise. At the reference of his sister being included in the trade discussions? Or was it because she wasn’t a man? The latter did seem at odds with the Udynea Empire’s decision to originally send the now-departed countess as their ambassador.

“Not your brother, then? I would have thought the heir would be involved in his kingdom’s trade. Or did I misunderstand his ranking?”

“Nae, he’s the eldest amongst us. And aye, he’ll likely pop in at some point, but Nora is better suited to the task. She’s good with figures and is sure to ken anything you want to ask about what we trade and where.” Hamish still wasn’t sure how she managed to keep all the numbers straight in her head. He had tried in his youth, and quickly gave up to instead pursue the more amiable task of mingling with those living on the surrounding farms.

Darshan nodded, seemingly to himself. “I look forward to availing her of such knowledge.” He pointed at the crates and barrels still being hauled aboard the nearest ship. “So what are they loading? Do you know what comes out of Mullhind?”

Hamish swung his attention to the ship. Whilst he couldn’t identify everything at a glance, he was well aware of what lurked in the barrels. “A lot of fish and salted pork.” Hides, too. Leather, sheepskin, the occasional bearskin… “There is likely some wool already aboard. Only from the closest farms at this time of year, though.”

“I would assume much of the exports from here go to Cezhory?”

He nodded confidently. “I cannae tell you how much, though. Nora can.”

“I will be sure to ask her.” The man swung Warrior about with practised ease. “I would like to see the markets now.”

They rode down the streets, halting occasionally as Darshan eyed a stall or window front. He seemed especially curious of places involving wares that took some crafting—the smithies, cobblers and the like—but asked no questions. A shame considering Hamish knew a little more about them than exports.

“I notice a distinct lack of elves beyond the ships’ crews.” Darshan smiled. “Or are you keeping me away from their district?”

“There are nae districts. And there have never been a lot of elves in Tirglas. They always seem to be coming through.” And most of them travelled further south. Kings and queens in the past had offered land for the nomadic elven clans to settle on, but they would always respectfully decline and move on. Their distrust of humans likely ran deep into their blood, all because of the Udynea Empire’s greed. He peered at Darshan. The ambassador didn’t seem overly eager for information. “Why?”

“Mere mild curiosity. The climate here must
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