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      Princess leyli woke cradled in the soft down of a real bed, covered in heavy blankets, with her head resting on the solid mass of the Lion of Lenlochlien.  It was where she belonged, but if the sun streaming through the windows was an indication, it was also much later in the day than she'd planned to wake up.  With a groan, she rolled onto her back.

      Beside her, the brute of a gladiator chuckled.  "Guess the rumors are true, huh?" he teased.  "The Palace doesn't get up before noon."

      She tried to rub the crust from her eyes.  "It's probably closer to ten."

      "A lot later than dawn."  Turning to face her, he used his elbow to prop his head up.  The man looked comfortable in her bed.

      "A lot earlier than noon."  Leyli threw off the blankets and walked brazenly to her wardrobe.  "Get up, Tristan.  Dad wants to have lunch with us, and you need some clothes."

      "Chamber pot?" he asked, sitting up.

      She pointed to a heavily painted door.  "The Palace has latrines and a sewer.  One of the things Dad got from the Rhians."

      He gave her a surprised look but followed her gesture to the tiny room.  In twenty years, Norihame had borrowed a lot of good ideas from their neighbors, and a few bad ones.  The gladiatorial games were an example of the latter.  Leyli wanted to change that.  As the first female Heir to the throne, it might even be possible.  Unfortunately, it wouldn't be easy.  Her time in the games had shown her that.

      The public loved the spectacle too much and would resist doing away with it completely.  Most small towns had only limited jail facilities, which meant crimes were often punishable by death or servitude as a gladiator.  Too often, that was the same thing.  The biggest challenge to changing the barbaric practice was the one thing she wanted to see absolved completely: selling people for their debts.

      That was how Tristan, her partner, had ended up on the sands.  It was probably how most of the men in the games got their start.  It was also the justification her cousin had given when he sold Leyli to a small arena in the middle of nowhere.  She hadn't owed any debts, but the Domn of Lanmont, Palino Sarisona, didn't care.  She'd been the excuse he needed to kill her brother, pretending to be a common criminal abducting the Princess.  No one had expected her to survive her first fight.

      Except Tristan.

      The Lion had not only believed in her, but he'd fought beside her for five - almost six - months.  That was how she'd managed to stay alive long enough for her father to find her.  She certainly hadn't expected to be named Heir.  Evidently, neither had her cousin.  Even after killing her brother, Palino still wasn't in line for the throne, which meant he was dangerous.  Too bad Norihame was too civilized to execute him without proof of his crime.  She wanted to run the bastard through herself.

      Leyli's mind wandered as she pulled on a comfortable dress.  It wasn't fancy by Palace standards, but it was still suitable for the Princess and Heir of Norihame.  She was adjusting her cleavage when a gentle hand glided down her back to the laces that secured the garment.  Tristan leaned over her shoulder.

      "How tight?"

      "Breastplate, not corset."  She knew he'd understand.

      He tugged, proving her right.  Half a year of fighting for her life left the Princess with the body of a soldier.  What had once been ample cleavage was now little more than a crease at her neckline.  The narrow waist and soft hips she'd been proud of had become a hard abdomen and lean lines of muscle.  Then there was her nose.  The tiny ridge between her eyes where it had been broken was a reminder that she was not the delicate girl who'd been so pampered.

      "Perfect."  She waited for him to tie it off before turning.

      Tristan waited to meet her eyes, then glanced down, making it clear his lack of attire was not suitable for public.  "Got anything in that fancy closet that would fit me?  This isn't a style I think the King would appreciate."

      "There's pants on your bed."

      He lifted a brow.  "And a shirt?"

      Leyli giggled.  "Um, the staff were still working on that when Dad locked them out."

      He grunted, sounding unimpressed, and headed for the door in the far wall.  Leyli reached for her brush.  She'd managed to pull it through her hair twice when a knock came from the other room.  Scurrying to answer it, she found the King on the other side with a glass decanter of liquor, a small wooden box, and something red tossed over his shoulder.  Leyli stepped back to let him in, exposing that she was alone in her sitting room.  It wouldn't take long before that was whispered around, and they both knew it.

      "I see why you wanted to find him," Ilario said, placing the bottle and box on the table.  "I also decided to show off a bit.  Lunch will be up shortly and is being cooked to celebrate his victory yesterday."

      Leyli grabbed her dad's waist and hugged.  "Thank you.  I know it's completely improper - "

      He patted her head.  "You were always a good lady, we both know it.  Palino took that out of your control, and we're doing the best with what we have.  I won't make you feel worse for becoming the person you needed to be in order to survive.  I also won't dislike your Lion for trying to be a gentleman."

      "He's a good man, Dad, even if his birth didn't have heralds announcing it."

      The King chuckled.  "I never thought that made anyone better.  Look at Alain.  I will admit, I do dislike the man a bit - because I want to keep you safe, and he does that differently than I would."

      "Sire," Tristan breathed, stepping into the room just in time to hear.  His chest was still bare, but he had on a pair of soft grey pants.

      Leyli pulled away from her father, but the King lifted a hand, easing them both.  "I'm her father.  In the perfect world in my head, you should have performed some miracle that kept her from seeing violence.  Her life should have consisted of worrying about what slippers matched her dress, not if her shield was high enough to save your head.  Come sit, Lion.  Relax.  You've earned it."

      Tristan looked at Leyli, then back to her father.  "I still need a shirt."

      The King chuckled.  "I suppose you do."  He grabbed the red cloth and tossed it over.  "The sleeves may be short, but the chest should do until we find something better.  Been a long time since I fit in that."

      With one arm shoved inside, Tristan paused.  "Sire?  I can't wear - "

      The King didn't let him finish.  "Second-hand clothes are a common gift for our staff.  You can, and it's a lot more proper than lounging bare-chested before the unmarried Princess."  One raised brow made the point.

      "Yes, sire."  Tristan pulled the shirt over his head.

      The sleeves were short, but loose enough to push up.  The chest fit nicely.  At least, Leyli thought so.  It was tight enough to show off his muscles, but not so much as to be improper.  It was also long enough that the Lion didn't bother to tuck it in.  His mismatched attire wouldn't become more impressive stuffed and belted, so it was pointless to try.  This was the first time Leyli had ever seen him wearing anything but his gladiator armor or the cheap tunic and trews supplied by their team owner.  She fought the urge to let her eyes roam.

      Instead, she turned to her father.   "You're early.  What did you want, Dad?"

      The King shrugged.  "I think Tristan will want this sitting down.  I'm not in a rush, Leyli, let the man be comfortable."

      She turned to the table, claiming a chair.  "This sounds almost serious."

      "Not too bad," her father assured them both, taking the seat closest to her.

      Tristan glanced at her before moving to the King's other side.  He looked out of place in her chambers.  The colors were all soft and feminine, the materials all gauzy and trimmed in lace, but Tristan was very big and solid.  Oddly, he didn't seem offended at the delicate nature of her suite, but he did look slightly overwhelmed as he found a place to sit.  Then again, most people weren't used to a casual meal with the ruler of their country, especially not a farmer's son who'd just won his freedom from the gladiatorial arena.  For three years, her best friend had been a slave.  Now, he was the Heir's bodyguard.

      "First," the King said, his eyes on the Lion, "a man from the arena brought this to the Palace this morning.  Said it was from your cell?"  He tapped the wooden box.

      Tristan's eyes dropped to it.  He didn't look overly thrilled.  "I used to think that held my future."

      "The jewels?" Leyli asked.

      He nodded.  "A lot of bad memories in that box."

      She slid it toward her, shocked at the weight.  "I'll help you sell them.  If you want, we can ask someone else to handle it."

      "Thanks," Tristan mumbled, trying to offer a smile.  She knew how much he hated what he'd done to earn those trinkets.  "We'll worry about that later."

      "Most importantly," Ilario started, pulling their attention back to him, "should we notify your family of your victory in the games, your freedom, and your new position in court?"

      Tristan pressed his lips together.  "They can't read, sire."

      "Ilario," the King corrected.  Tristan's new position as the Secor put him outside the need for formalities like proper titles.  "And I can send someone who can read for them."

      The Lion's face smoothed in shock.  "How long would it take to reach Matinglen in Lenlochlien?"

      "At most a week, depending on the weather.  At best, four days."

      "And you wouldn't mind?"

      Ilario shook his head.  "It would be my pleasure.  I know what it feels like to worry about a child's safety.  I can only imagine being in a position where I couldn't command the entire army to scour the country."

      Tristan nodded, a smile working its way to his face.  "I'd appreciate that, Ilario, but I'd prefer you only say I've accepted a position in the Palace, not what it is."

      "Why?"

      He chuckled.  "My mother would panic, fearing that I'm overstepping my place.  She'd also scold me in ways that you wish to - for being inappropriate with the Princess."

      That made Ilario laugh heartily.  "I think I approve of the woman."  Then he paused, his brow wrinkling.  "You said you're a farmer's son.  Does that mean your father has land?"

      "My mother, sir.  My father died in the wars."

      Ilario looked between them, his head bobbing to some internal thoughts.  Finally, he smiled.  "Leyli, how would you feel about visiting Lenlochlien?"

      "I would like to.  Why?"

      "Because Palino moved back into his suite in the Palace last night.  I would rather you were out of his reach.  I'd been trying to think of a reason that wouldn't raise suspicions.  I believe your Secor, and your familiarity with him, will cause enough distraction for the nobility to think of it as a simple scandal."

      "Sir," Tristan said, but once again, Ilario wouldn't let him finish.

      "Everything we do is a scandal, my boy.  You'll have to get used to it.  The Princess escorting her partner and companion to see his mother is the least of our worries.  It also makes it very clear that I approve of you."

      "A farmhouse is no place for a Princess," Tristan countered.

      This time, it was Leyli who came to her own defense.  "Neither is a gladiatorial arena, and yet I'm more fit for the throne because of it.  I think my delicate sensibilities can accommodate the hospitality.  Your mother might have more trouble.  Dad, I'd rather it was a surprise visit.  If necessary, the royal entourage can find rooms in an inn or field."

      "I agree."

      A grin was slowly claiming Tristan's face.  "Ley, you'd give my mother the kind of honor she's only dreamed of.  You know that, right?"

      "I guessed.  I think she'll be more interested in seeing you, though.  Dad, I want to give presents.  Tristan's never handled a horse.  You think Alain might have someone willing to teach his brother to use the blacks?"

      "The blacks?" Tristan asked, completely lost.

      Leyli nodded.  "Pair of plow horses from the best lines.  I bought them on a whim but have no need of them, so they're going to waste.  I'm betting they'd do well on a farm.  We can use them to haul fodder for the mounts on our way down and leave the entire cart."

      The King nodded.  "I approve, Leyli.  Now, for the rest of what I wanted."  He turned to Tristan.  "I'm officially accepting you into the King's Guard tomorrow.  Your position as Secor and your rank of Captain will be announced to the assembly.  You will receive a monthly stipend for your service."

      Tristan took a deep breath, looking like he needed time to wrap his mind around the new world he lived in.  For many, such a thing was a dream so far above what they could reach, but Ilario had just made it a reality.  Slowly, he nodded.

      "And," Ilario went on, "you will be in charge of her personal guard.  She will continue to train as you deem proper for her safety.  I want you to find a schedule that works with her royal responsibilities, but make sure her muscles do not get soft and her reflexes do not grow dull.  You will treat the Princess of Norihame no different than you would a tandem partner in the games, am I clear?  Her modesty is not your concern.  Keeping alive the future ruler of the country is."

      Tristan looked at her, smiled, then her father.  "That means I'll likely be rather inappropriate with her, sire."

      "I'm aware of that.  You'll need to walk a fine line.  Rumors of an affair between the two of you could cause more harm than her cousin.  We need the nobility to respect her, and the country has never seen a woman who controls her own future.  Leyli is the Princess, and I hate to say it, your better."

      Leyli gasped.  "I am not!"

      "You are," Tristan said.  "That you were locked away with me is bad enough.  Running to my rescue?  Pup, I'm just your guard.  You are the one who will rule Norihame."

      Ilario nodded at him.  "Before all of this happened, I always thought it was a shame that Leyli couldn't rule.  She's brilliant, she's devious, and she has the strength to do it, but society expected her to be meek and beautiful.  Her brother would have been a good man, but a weak King.  Palino doesn't yet realize that while it breaks my heart, he did the country a favor."

      "Dad," Leyli breathed.

      He just shook his head.  "It's true, Leyli.  It's also true that without Tristan, you never would have learned the distasteful things necessary to do this.  I hate that this happened.  I hate that Kale is dead, but I'm not blind.  I know that Norihame is the only one who will win because of your cousin's aspirations for the throne.  Fate did us all a favor when you ended up in that cell beside such a gladiator."

      "I'll take care of her," Tristan swore.  "Both because I was raised to respect the Aravatti crown and because I owe her my life."

      "I know," Ilario assured him.  "I also know that her husband will hate you.  Leyli, we must look at the offers for your marriage."

      She nodded.  "I know.  I'd like to address them personally, if you don't mind."

      The King smiled.  "Oh, I think that's a brilliant idea.  I'll set it up for the end of next week."
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      In a sandy area behind the stables, two gladiators faced off.  Both of them wore simple trews and tunics.  Their feet were encased in boots instead of sandals.  Their weapons were made of wood.  As they set up across from each other, none of it mattered.  This felt right.  Only when Leyli was in position did Tristan nod to let her attack.

      Ducking low behind her shield, the Princess moved in.  Tristan had the advantage of reach.  They sparred, but not like well-trained soldiers.  Their tactics were deceitful and dirty, meant to win, not impress.  As the wood rang out against the shield, the guards began to gather.  When Tristan kicked Leyli into the sand, they gasped, but she rolled and was back on her feet before he could close the distance.  When she rammed into him and hacked at his legs, the wood cracking against his shin, they cheered.

      While the pair trained, men called out advice, and more showed up to watch the spectacle.  The pair ignored it all.  They were used to a crowd.  They knew how to fight for their lives.  Tristan was testing her, looking for weaknesses, and she was trying to prove she'd learned.  It didn't make her stronger, though, so when he began to beat her back, there was nothing she could do to stop him.  With one last shove, the Lion knocked her shield away, pushed her to the ground, and landed above her with the sword pointed at her neck.

      Panting, Leyli nodded.  "I don't know how to stop that."

      With a grin, he tossed away the sword and sat beside her.  Like her, he was breathing hard.  "We'll figure it out.  I'm not the only big guy in the world."

      "Big enough," one of the guards said.

      Leyli lifted her eyes to see him and recognized the man from her guard she'd promised to spar with.  "He's next, but I need my air."

      Tristan gestured to the guardsman.  "Grab my shield.  Trust me, you'll want it.  Ley, I want to work you with just a short sword or dagger, too."

      She nodded, the back of her head still pressed in the dirt.  "Makes sense.  You keep this up, and I'm contracting a masseuse full time."

      He laughed.  "I wouldn't be upset.  The one last night was cute."

      She slapped his arm then sat up, stretching once before climbing to her feet.  "And thanks for not taking the hit to my face."

      Tristan chuckled.  "Welcome, pup.  You leave it open again, and I will."

      "Understood, sir."

      His head snapped around.  "Ley," he grumbled.

      She shook her head, smiling broadly.  "You're still the mentor, so still a sir.  Get used to it, Tristan."

      "Fine.  Then grab your weapons, bitch."

      The guards gasped.  No one spoke to the Princess like that, but Leyli was amused.  "Guess that means I'm growing up if I've gone from pup to bitch."  She bent to grab her shield then moved for her sword.  "Next time I beat you, I get to call you cub."

      "Gotta beat me, first.  Ok, line up.  You," he pointed at the guard.  "Have a name?"

      "Temotio, sir."

      Tristan nodded at him then gestured to Leyli.  "You go easy on her, and I'll fight you next.  I will not pull my shots for you like I do for her Highness."

      "Understood."

      He waited until they were in place then ordered them to fight.  Temotio moved in with perfect aggression, unaware that Leyli preferred defense.  When he tried to attack, she dropped low and leaned back, making the standard swings useless.  The man was skilled, but not accustomed to her tricks.  Instead of aiming for his head and arm, she focused on his legs, making him move the way she wanted.  They traded blows, the wood swords cracking on the shields - then Tristan started to laugh.

      "Get in the game, Wolf!  Stop fucking around."

      Leyli laughed and kicked out, hitting the lower edge of his shield.  Her sword followed, slapping his arm, but she was still moving.  Dancing around the side, she swung the shield, catching him in the back of the thigh.  Unused to such unconventional tactics, Temotio's leg dropped out from under him, and she moved in, battering away his sword, stepping onto the edge of his shield, and pointing her blade at his face.

      "Good enough, sir?"

      "It'll do.  Where'd you miss?"  Tristan stood with his arms crossed, looking every bit like an amused instructor.

      She flashed him a smile.  "Chose not to break his nose.  Forgave his lagging elbow in case it was a trick."

      "Ah, wondered why you didn't take that.  Acceptable answer.  Walk it out, Ley.  Two minutes, then we dance."  He turned to the men around them.  "You're welcome to join us.  As a pair, we'll take on any of you willing to get bruised for it."

      The group began to murmur, their voices sounding excited.  Men moved to find weapons, others found places to recline and watch.  Leyli wasn't sure if Tristan was intentionally making a show of it, but she wondered.  He knew how to gain respect.  He'd had to in the training camps.  If he was going to be announced as an officer, it would only help him to be seen as kind, jovial, and knowledgeable.

      While the King's Guard armed themselves, Leyli stretched her aches.  She'd been sparring regularly, but Tristan made her work for it.  As she paced the edge of the sand with her elbow bent behind her head, leaning from side to side, she realized the guards weren't the only people watching, just the closest.  A handful of ladies clustered at the edge of the stables, muttering among themselves.

      When she was picking up her weapons again, she recognized them.  Three unwed noble daughters, they weren't out to complain about Leyli's actions.  They were there to see the Lion.  Leyli moved back to the center of the arena, giggling.

      Tristan looked at her, confused.  "What this time?" he asked.

      She tilted her head at the girls.  "A wise man would find an excuse to lose his shirt.  They think you're handsome."

      He stepped closer to her and dropped his voice.  "And that amuses you?"

      "Yep."  She tapped his chest with her wooden sword.  "Maybe you should offer fencing lessons or something.  I'm sure you could fill your bed without problems."

      He leaned over and whispered in her ear, "It's already full."  Then he stepped back with a devious grin.  "Ready to dance?"

      Tristan picked up a shield and Leyli moved to his back.  When he was ready, he thumped the sword against it, then shifted.  She moved to adjust, closing her eyes for a moment to let herself feel the pressure of him behind her, then tapped her own.  Around them, at least twelve men waited with swords.

      "Rules," Tristan called out.  "Judge for yourself what should be a killing blow and back out.  We'll try to keep the hits light, but our inclination is to kill anyone swinging a weapon against us, not pull the shot.  If one of you manages a kill, we'll call it and step away.  Above all, be safe, because I'm sure you do not want to stand guard while aching."

      Then it began.  Unlike gladiators, these men were trained to work together.  It was harder than Leyli expected.  Each time she attacked, someone was ready to block it.  Each part of her that was exposed became a liability.  When the men tried to draw her out, she almost fell for it, barely getting her shield up when the man beside her target swiped at her arm.

      Then Tristan turned.  His strength, her speed, they wore down the enemy while sparing themselves.  The guards tried, and held their own well, but the pair managed to take out almost half of them before Leyli was struck.  She called the blow and ducked away, leaving Tristan to fend for himself.  With the Princess out of the crush, the men fought even harder, but the Lion was up for it.

      He swung, knocking a shield away, then stabbed.  The target grunted, stumbling back before he moved to sit at the side.  The next man had his sword swept out of his grasp and a slap across his back for punishment.  Knowing it wasn't going to cost Tristan his life, Leyli took the chance to just watch.

      The Lion was magnificent.  He fought like a beast but looked like a god.  She knew why the women were giggling and staring.  She wasn't blind, but her affection for Tristan could never be more than friendship.  She tried to love him like a brother but knew it would never be the same.  His hazel eyes and the pure perfection of his body weren't something she'd ever noticed on Kale.  The way Tristan's muscles bunched as he swung or the shape of his rump were little things she simply couldn't admit to enjoying.  It would only cause problems.

      Eventually, the guards defeated him, but they were all laughing.  The men clasped backs, wrists, and shoulders, congratulating each other.  One by one, Tristan spoke to each of them, and she heard him asking their names and offering his.  They all knew he was the Lion, but he hadn't been in the Palace long enough to meet people yet.  Since these were the men he'd end up working with, she was glad to see they were all friendly.

      Then Tristan turned to her.  He looked happier than she'd ever seen him before.  Dropping his weapons on the ground, he grabbed her, swinging her around in a bear hug.  Behind them, she heard a few surprised words.  Such casual interaction with the Princess and Heir of the country was shocking to men who'd only experienced proper nobility.

      "Put me down," she said, squirming as she giggled.  "What was that for?"

      He gestured around them.  "Ley, to you this is home.  To me?  It's heaven.  I should be compost somewhere.  I never should have been allowed inside the gates to the Royal Palace.  I most certainly did not expect to find a miniature partner who could fight well enough to kill at least six highly trained professional soldiers."  He shrugged.  "Call it settling in."

      "Tristan?"  She looked up into his eyes.  "I know I shouldn't, but I'm actually kinda glad I ended up in the games."

      He pressed his forehead to hers and rubbed her arms for a moment before answering.  "Yeah.  Never thought I'd say this, but I know what you mean.  Let's get you dressed in something respectable."

      "I'm out of pink."  She stepped back and grinned, knowing he hated the color.

      "Good."  His hands turned her to the Palace, the stable standing between them.  "Green suits you more.  Lavender makes your hair look brighter.  Jewel tones show the glow in your skin."

      Her eyebrows nearly hit her hairline.  "You are not like any man I've ever met."

      He shrugged.  "No, because I had to figure it out.  Ley, looking good as a gladiator means more fans.  More fans mean more events that are favorable.  I never had to fight beasts or play in the skits because people wanted to see me solo.  Well, or with you.  Those fights kill men and knowing how to look the part kept me out of them.  It's not just a woman's skill."

      "Then help me look like a Princess."

      He opened his mouth to respond, but the young ladies stepped closer, moving like a swirl of pastel fabric.  The one in blue stood before the others and curtsied as soon as Leyli looked at her.

      "Princess, I hope you don't mind us watching."

      "No, Sina, not at all.  It's strange, being expected to fight every day."

      The girl in yellow moved closer.  "Is it very hard?"

      "Yes."  Leyli laughed, keeping her tone light.  "When I had to learn, I thought my arms were going to fall off, but Tristan wouldn't let me rest."

      "Couldn't," he corrected.

      Standing behind the others, wearing a peach dress, the last girl looked at Tristan with undisguised awe.  "Are you a Lord, sir?"

      "No, my Lady, I'm not.  Just a retired gladiator responsible for keeping the Princess safe."

      She looked at Leyli, then back to Tristan.  "So you're on her guard?"

      "He is, Adelina," Leyli said, giving Tristan her name casually.  "The Lion of Lenlochlien was assigned by my father."

      The three of them shared a look, then giggled.  Behind her, Tristan shifted awkwardly.  Leyli wondered if he was blushing because none of the three even tried to hide their admiration.  Gessica, the girl in yellow, kept playing with a loose ringlet of hair, trying to catch his eye.

      Only Sina seemed able to find her tongue easily.  "I can see why they called him a Lion.  It fits, sir."

      "It's actually a play on my last name, Lyone," he informed her, pronouncing it Lie-own.

      "Maybe you could help us play Go better.  My brother always defeats my strategy."  Sina smiled at him prettily.

      Tristan shook his head.  "I'm afraid I would be little help.  The only strategies I know are not suitable discussion with proper ladies."  He chuckled.  "The gladiatorial games are not civilized places, I'm afraid."

      "I bet you were magnificent," Gessica breathed.

      Leyli chuckled, looking back to see that Tristan's face showed no signs of red.  He tipped his head at the girl.  "I must admit, I was.  I like to think I still am."  He looked at Leyli.  "Highness?  I believe you are expected."

      She let him escort her through the stables and out of range before taunting him.  "Not even a blush?"

      "No."  He did not sound amused.

      "Tristan, those are the daughters of Amylad, Sanlien, and Bretonvale.  They're some of the most sought-after women in the nation."

      He looked at her.  "Blue was horse-faced.  Peach was not only brainless but also has neither an ass nor tits.  Yellow is pig-eyed and elephant-eared.  A chin might make her look tolerable."

      "So picky.  Don't you know that noble women are known to be easier to bed in the dark?"

      He sucked at his teeth.  "Hasn't been my experience."

      "Oh?"  She turned, biting her lip as she teased him.  "Did you ask the rank of your sluts or something?  Tell me, how many lovely noble ladies have you encountered?"

      His eyes hit hers.  "One, Ley.  One very lovely, brilliant, and amazing woman of the highest birth."

      She paused.  "Who?"

      He stepped into her, looking down at her face.  "You."

      Before she could think of anything to say, he turned her back toward the Palace.  All Leyli could do was march on, praying that her mind caught up.
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      She said nothing until she was back in her suite.  The door was barely closed before she rounded on him.  "What do you mean, me?"

      "Leave it alone, Ley."  He walked past her to his rooms, but she followed.

      "No, that sounded like a compliment."

      "It was."  He wrenched the shirt over his head and tossed it to the side.  Turning to find a clean one, he paused when he saw her standing with her mouth open.  "You can't tell me no one's told you that before."

      "They haven't."  She couldn't make her feet work.  "I've been complimented for my sewing, my manners, and such, but I've never been called pretty."

      "Ah, shit, Ley.  You're not pretty."  He sighed and snatched the shirt.  "Babies are pretty.  Horses are pretty.  You're so much more than that.  When commoners think about fancy noble women, we give them your face because it's glorious.  Leyli, you're beautiful.  The kind of woman that poets write about."

      "Me?"

      "Yeah."  He moved closer, running one hand over her head to the back of her neck.  "You, little Wolf.  Trust me, it's not an easy thing to ignore, but I try."

      She nodded slowly, struggling to accept the strange feeling.  She was a Princess.  People gave her compliments on the unimportant things, so she'd assumed she was just as plain as the rest of her peers.  To hear Tristan say otherwise made her giddy, warm, and want to smile.

      "It means a lot, coming from you."  She hugged him, pressing the side of her face to his chest.  "Thank you, Tristan.  I know it doesn't matter, but it's kinda nice to feel pretty."

      "Beautiful," he whispered, tilting her head up.  "If it makes you smile like that, maybe I'll remind you more often."  His thumb brushed beneath her lip.

      She sucked in a breath - the touch was accidental but intimate - and his eyes dropped to her mouth as he slowly moved his hand away.  When they found hers again, he said nothing, but didn't step back.  Leyli remembered what it felt like when he kissed her and realized her heart was pounding.

      Tristan blinked his eyes to the wall beside them.  "Ley, I'm sorry about last time.  I mean, when you left with Theodian.  I just didn't think I'd see you again."

      "It's ok."

      "It's not.  It's a stain on your honor the Heir doesn't need."

      She stepped back and turned for her room.  It wasn't just ok, it had been her first and only kiss.  "My honor as a woman is ruined, Tristan.  A noblewoman is expected to be chaperoned at all times.  I had five months with no one who can say I wasn't raped.  The habit of selling time with the winners is well known, even in the Palace.  The only thing I have going for me is that I am the last of my father's children, so I don't need to be submissive to my husband."

      He was following.  "So, basically, you might as well be a widow.  Your father's acceptance removes any social problem from what happened while you were in the games, right?"

      "Basically.  They'll still talk about me in dark corners."

      "Fuck 'em."

      She huffed out a laugh.  "I'd rather not."

      "I say go with it, Ley.  Throw it in their faces.  Let them know you aren't a maid, and that any man you give the honor of marrying will be happy to accept that.  You know, we commoners typically have our children only a few months after the hastily planned wedding."

      "Is that why you wanted to marry the miller's girl?"

      "No."  The word fell out, sounding flat.  "I was young and foolish, and thought that what she was offering was the best thing I could imagine.  She said she loved me.  I thought marrying her would make me a real man."

      "You still can, you know.  I mean, get married.  Secor are not prohibited from it."

      "I'd rather not.  My brother can take the farm.  My sister may even be married or at least considering someone.  Mom should be fine since my sale would have paid off the property."

      She'd always accepted that Tristan would have lovers.  It was his best way to earn money for when he was free.  For the first time, she found herself glad he didn't want to marry, and she wasn't about to talk him out of it.  "You know half the women in court will flirt with you."

      "I'm done being a bull, Ley.  They want a stud, they can go to the stables."  He grabbed her arm and pulled her back against his chest.  "I swore to follow you around, not chase skirts.  I got my fill of being treated like a meal to be consumed and then forgotten.  Right now, all I want is my best friend."

      "Yeah," she breathed.  "I think that was the best part of being a gladiator."

      From the crease in his brow, she'd just confused him.  "What was?"

      "Being your best friend.  Knowing you were always there for me.  Not needing to worry about who was better, because the world saw us as one."

      "We still are."

      She looked up to find his beautiful hazel eyes.  "I know.  They don't, but I do, and I'm not your better.  I don't give a shit what title you were born with."

      "Everyone else in the Palace does."  He shrugged, but her profanity put a tiny twinkle in his eye.  "They're the crowd, Ley.  We perform for them.  I'm not going to turn into your little bitch or anything, but I can play the part of your big, scary protector.  I'm kinda good at it."

      She giggled and stepped back, still needing to find a dress.  "At least I know the women of court will be in favor of your position."

      "Have I become a fashion accessory?  Next thing you know, all noble born women will have their own gladiator following them around?"

      "Mine will still be the handsomest."

      "Handsome?  Isn't that what we call women that look like cattle, so their feelings aren't hurt?"

      "Then what word is better?"  She poked his bare chest.

      He caught her hand, his shirt hanging from the other.  "Attractive?  Sexy?  Desirable?  Delicious?"

      "Should I consider eating you for dessert?"

      He opened his mouth, paused, then dropped his head with a soft laugh.  "Now that is a euphemism."

      She wrinkled her brow, trying to keep up.  "What is."

      "Eating a man.  Please do not ever say that in public."  He laughed again.  "I'm pretty sure someone would take my head for it."

      "What does it mean?" she demanded.

      Lifting his hands, he stepped back.  "Putting one's mouth on another's genitals.  Most commonly used when referencing a man on a woman, but works the other way, too."

      "The tongue thing?"

      "Oh yeah," he purred, taunting her.  "Makes a man moan like nothing else."  With yet another laugh, he pulled his shirt on, then winked.  "Maybe we should teach noble women about the idea and create all sorts of excitement in their marriages.  Did you know it's possible to do it in other positions besides just laying on your back?"

      She gasped and smacked at the air in his direction.  "I think you enjoy this too much."

      "Maybe, but you didn't answer the question."

      Rummaging in her wardrobe, she said, "No.  I don't even want to know how you could make those parts fit together in another position."

      "So, you just lay there, clutching the sheets and praying for conception, huh?  You'd think with as many mistresses as noblemen have, they'd learn how to at least get their wife to writhe a bit."

      "Not listening!"

      She chose a pale purple dress that would be appropriate.  In her mind, she remembered the one time she'd walked in on him with one of those rich patrons.  The woman had been on her back, clutching the sheets - but she'd been writhing.  Leyli could remember every detail of that accidental glimpse.  Before her cheeks could start to turn red, she pulled off her training clothes.

      Tristan leaned against the open wardrobe door, his eyes looking over her body, but his face was serene.  "The scar on your side healed well."

      The one on her breast.  "Yeah.  Will you lace me up?"

      His smile grew, and he ducked his head to hide it.  "Sure, after you get that on.  It's a good color."

      She stepped into the gown, shifting it across her body.  "Tristan, how do I play this part?  How do I convince them that I'm not trying to be a man yet will be capable of ruling the country?"

      "Be a goddess."  He moved closer, lifting her hair over her shoulder to reach the laces.  "They're just nobles.  You're so much more.  Embrace that.  I think the goddess of war is a good choice."  He bent close to her ear as his hands worked.  "She wears dresses, too, and prefers a shield."

      "Does she have a companion that she trusts above all else?"  Leyli looked back at him.

      His shoulders slumped.  It was slight, but she noticed.  "Yes.  Her lover."

      Leyli swallowed.  "What are we doing?"

      "Ignoring it.  That line is still clear in the sand, and I am not going to cross it, Highness."  His lip twitched as his smile began to fail.

      "Tristan."  She turned to him.

      He stepped back.  "Ley, don't.  I'm a farmer's boy.  I'll protect you.  I'll respect you.  I'll even adore you, but that line is there for a reason.  It has to be."

      "I know.  Dad wants me to look at my offers for marriage.  I'm not sure I can be impartial."

      "Why do you have to marry so quickly, anyway?"

      "Heirs.  If something happens to me, my cousin inherits the throne.  The same cousin that sold me into the games."

      He nodded, accepting that.  "So, what about alliances?"

      "Not many left to make, it seems.  Even less with enough power to influence Norihame."

      "So pick the man you like the most.  Seems simple to me."  He shrugged.  "It's how commoners do it."

      "Not us.  I have to consider his family's personal guard, their wealth, the potential relatives that could become tied to my son's succession, and more.  It's also typical to offer a financial transaction of some kind.  Lands, money, that sort of thing."

      "Happiness?  Love?"

      She shook her head.  "Those are commodities that nobles do not trade in."

      "Then how do you live together?"

      A laugh slipped out.  "Typically, we don't.  Once a week, the wife does her duty to her husband until she's sure she's pregnant.  After that, he entertains himself with hunting, politics, and whoring."

      "Ley, nothing about your position is typical.  You are not his chattel to be used until the babies start coming.  You're going to be the Queen of Norihame.  You will be the one summoning him like a well-trained stud.  Remember, you are the one in control, not your future husband."

      She nodded.  "Help me, Tristan?  I'm not sure I can do this alone."

      "I will always be there, Ley.  Always, even when I hate what you have to do."  He pushed her hair back to where it had started, then smoothed the sides of her gown.  "Always.  And tomorrow, I want you to help me find five other men who will help me keep your cousin from hurting you again."

      "He didn't hurt me."

      His hand moved higher up her ribs until his thumb could trace the scar tissue through the fabric.  "He's the reason you got that, pup.  Your father told me to protect you, and that bastard won't be happy until the throne belongs to a dragon instead of my Wolf."

      His Wolf.  Not a Wolf, but his.  Leyli licked her lips, refusing to smile at the remark, then nodded.  "I assume you have a few men in mind?"

      "Yeah," Tristan assured her.  "Like the one that managed to get a killing blow on me in practice."

      "Ok.  So what are you looking for in my new guardsmen?  I guess we don't want any more gladiators."

      He chuckled.  "Yeah, pup, we do.  I need men to guard the first female Heir to the throne.  They need to be smart, skilled, and know how to fight dirty.  I think 'gladiators' is a pretty damned good description."
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      That evening, Tristan was announced as Secor before the entire court.  Dressed in clothes similar to the guards, his uniform was black leather with brass fittings and meant to be not only beautiful but functional.  Leyli thought he looked even more glorious for it.  She wasn't the only one.  The Ladies' eyes followed his entrance.  The Lords marked him as a man to keep from their wives.

      And Palino, the cousin who'd abducted her and left her to die in the games, glared.

      The fool had no idea Leyli had seen him that night.  He assumed she'd been too panicked to do more than scream and thrash.  Since she'd been freed, neither her nor her father had said a thing.  They were walking a fine line, pretending to be ignorant of his plans while building a case that would end with the bastard convicted of treason.  Leyli's testimony was little more than hearsay, but a few more witnesses could seal his fate.

      Which was why Tristan had been given his position.  The Secor was an old title, one that hadn't been used for generations.  The bearer was outside the court hierarchy.  He bowed to no one, not even his charge.  His duty was to serve as protector and advisor to the Heir or ruler.  In other words, it was no different than a tandem partner in the gladiatorial games.  Tristan and Leyli would live or die together.  The title made it acceptable to the nobility in court.

      The King described the position to the assembly using words like companion, confidant, and shadow.  He made it clear that Tristan would never be far from her side, and that his rank removed all social stigma from his relationship with the Princess regardless of her gender.  Tristan's responses were all given in a calm, cold voice.  In just one day, he'd figured out how best to fit into his place in society.  If the Lords feared him, they were less likely to cause problems, so he became terrifying.

      Once the ordeal was over, Tristan moved to her side, keeping his place just behind her chair.  A few other minor nuisances were handled, then dinner was served.  This was the life Leyli had grown up with.  To her, it was a typical day, but her time as a gladiator had changed her.  What used to be expected was now tedious.  The life she'd dreamed of sounded like misery.  No longer did she wish to be nothing more than a quiet and obedient wife.  Now, Leyli wanted to improve the country, and her father had put her in the position to do it.

      Sitting at his right hand while they ate, she leaned closer to her father.  "Dad, I want to invite Theodian to court."

      "Who?"  Like her, he kept his voice down.

      "The man who owned my second team.  The one that was kind.  He offered to help me understand how the games are tied into our judicial system."

      Ilario lifted his glass of wine and took a drink, his eyes roaming the people around them.  Before he answered, he took a long breath, sounding tired.  "The games have kept taxes low for almost thirty years.  They pay for themselves.  I know it's disgusting, but our people need to keep enough money to eat, not pay for sheltering criminals."

      "I know," she assured him.  "But they don't need to live in fear of losing their children because they tried to buy an education.  Starting a new trade - one outside the family traditions - isn't a reason to die.  Dad, no one's life is worth a debt!"  She was hissing with vehemence by the last sentence.

      He nodded once, showing he was truly listening.  "So the person who sold the goods or service should just accept the theft?  It's a crime, Leyli, no different than taking jewels from inside a house.  Someone needs to pay for it, and I don't think it should be the victim."

      "Which is why I want to talk to Theodian."  She snatched her own wine glass and took a sip before she ended up yelling.  "You're trying to make this into a yes or no situation.  I'm trying to find the middle ground.  Why couldn't debtors be sold to work the compost heaps or clean the latrines?  Do they really need to die because they borrowed money and couldn't pay it back?"

      "And who would oversee them?" the King asked.

      Leyli shrugged.  "No idea.  Kinda why I wanted to get more information.  It's a twisted and convoluted subject, but one I think can be improved for everyone's benefit."

      Ilario looked over her shoulder.  "What do you think, Lion?"

      "I think she's right.  I think many poor farmers refuse to take any risks, even changing crops, because they don't want to become a gladiator."  He shifted, clasping his hands behind his back but still standing proudly.  "I think that seven years ago in Lenlochlien, my family planted wheat knowing it was too dry, but were terrified to try anything different and go into debt."

      "Ah, yes," Ilario muttered.  "I do remember that."  Then he turned to his daughter.  "Invite your man.  Remind him that this is court, not the arena, and I expect him and his staff to present themselves properly.  We can't push the nobility too far, Leyli."

      She nodded emphatically.  "Theodian will be fine.  And I'll show you my plan before anyone else sees it, ok?"

      Ilario chuckled.  "Except Tristan, I'm sure."

      She flipped her hand back toward the Lion.  "He doesn't count."

      "I think he counts for plenty, and you should appreciate him."

      "Sire," Tristan said softly, "I know my place."

      "And that is?"  The King lifted a brow, but the smile on his face was teasing.

      Tristan glanced at the people around them before answering.  "At her back, sire, reading her mind."

      "He is supposed to serve as a confidant," Leyli reminded her father.

      Ilario nodded.  "And one should never take those for granted.  True friends are a rare thing, child.  They are never something that doesn't count."

      "Then let me rephrase that."  Leyli tilted her head and stuck out her chin, daring her father to disagree.  She was also smiling.  "Of course my Lion will see everything before you.  He doesn't count as anyone else because he's above that."

      The King reached for his glass, then tilted it at the Secor.  "I can agree to that.  The man who kept my little girl alive is most certainly above everyone else in my book."

      She'd been relieved when her father was willing to work so hard to find him.  Now that the King seemed to be not only accepting but also fond of her best friend?  Leyli was thrilled.  Life was a lot easier when her dad agreed with her.

      That night, she finally found a maid, recommended by one of the girls who'd been giggling over Tristan during their sparring session.  Unlike the idiot Lady Brentano had loaned her, this one's attitude was amiable.  When Leyli returned to her rooms after dinner to dress down, the girl was ready.  She sat Leyli before a mirror and started removing the pins in her hair, chatting about more appealing styles they should try in the future.  Then Tristan walked in.

      Leyli saw him through the mirror first.  He'd taken off the formal layers, leaving only a loose shirt, pulled free of his tight leather pants.  The laces at his throat hung open to expose the hard lines of his chest.  The next thing she noticed was the maid staring in wonder, her hands still working calmly on Leyli's hair.

      "Fiona, have you met Tristan, yet?"

      She shook her head.  "No, Highness.  I've seen him, of course."

      Leyli looked at her partner in the glass.  "He's hard to miss.  Do you think it's his size or his nearly god-like beauty?"

      Fiona gasped, turning to Leyli.  "Highness?  I wouldn't presume to say."

      Tristan laughed, moving to sit on the edge of the bed.  "She's trying to make me blush, Fiona.  Have you ever succeeded, Ley?"

      "Nope, but I'm not willing to quit.  Consider it payback."

      A tiny dimple appeared on the girl's cheek as she turned to look at the Lion.  "The Lords think he must prefer other men.  That's why your father allows him in your rooms."

      "And what does Lady Sina think?" Leyli asked, hoping Tristan understood.

      "The horse-faced cunt?"  He tossed a glance to Leyli, proving he suspected.  "I bet she'd fall in my bed without much coaxing at all, then tell her father I raped her."

      "Possible," Leyli agreed.

      Fiona gasped, turning her attention to the last of the pins.  "Lady Sina would do no such thing!"

      "The fucking, or the lying?" Tristan asked.  "Ley, you think any of your peers know how to enjoy the act?"

      "Pretty sure it doesn't happen," Leyli assured him.  "It's the men who make such a fuss of it."

      "What about you?" Tristan asked the maid.  "Married?"

      "No, sir.  Lady's maids typically aren't."

      "Mm," he muttered.  "You know, my bed does get cold at night.  Already know Ley can ignore what I do.  She had to often enough in the games."

      Fiona's head snapped up.  "What?"

      Leyli waved Tristan off.  "Team owners often sell the 'services' of their fighters.  Tristan was kind enough to take twice as many nights with lonely widows so I wouldn't be forced to do something I didn't want.  He seems rather proud of his skills."

      "Basically," he teased.  "And so amused at how stuffy nobles are about the whole thing in public when paying for me in private.  Leyli's been kind enough to point out the available women in the Palace, though."

      Fiona looked between them, then turned her face back to the Princess's hair, brushing it smooth.  "You allow that?" she asked softly.

      Leyli shrugged, looking at her maid from the edge of her eye.  "You have a brother?"

      "Yes, Highness.  I have three of them, and two sisters."

      "Have you ever introduced one to your friends?"

      "That's not the same," Fiona breathed.

      "Yes," Leyli told her, "it is.  Tristan is my shield-brother.  I lost Kale but gained him.  Kale had to make a political marriage, Tristan doesn't, so I get to throw women at him until he finds one he can tolerate."

      Tristan chuckled.  "But half the nobles are convinced I'm trying to seduce you."

      Leyli giggled as she gestured for Fiona to put away the brush.  "Half the nobles think the other half are, too.  You know, I should invite Lenlochlien to court.  Rumors say he's very kind."

      "You'd marry down to a Boier?"  Tristan's smile showed he was proud he'd learned that much.

      "Because I don't lose my position regardless of my husband's former title, yes.  Having an advantage on grain purchases is appealing, plus he's widowed."

      "Does he have a son?"

      Leyli sighed.  "Yeah, but he's fourteen."

      "Easier to mold," he pointed out.

      "Oh!" she gasped, turning to her maid.  "Do you think Lady Sina knows anything about Rochdale?"

      "I could ask," Fiona said.

      "Would you?"  Leyli stood, making a shooing gesture at Tristan.  "Out.  Find us some wine and set up the Go board?  I'll show you the basics."

      "Yes, Highness," he said, walking into the sitting room of her suite.

      Fiona's eyes followed.  "Did you want me to stay, Highness?  To protect your honor?"

      "No.  My honor vanished the moment I entered the games.  It doesn't bother me if court thinks my relationship with the Lion is intimate.  I'll get a cooperative husband regardless.  And a better mannered one if he thinks he has competition."

      "Oh," the girl said, nodding.

      Leyli knew she was taking it all in, expecting a reward from Lady Sina for the gossip.  It was hard not to laugh, but most of what they'd said was even true.  They'd embellished a few things and left off the strange tension that was getting worse between them, but Sina would only hear what helped Leyli's goals.  After she changed into her night clothing, the maid was dismissed.  Tristan made a point of locking the door before taking the chair across from her.

      "Guess I need to start flirting, huh?"

      She gestured for him to pour the wine.  "Wouldn't hurt.  You might even meet a girl you like."

      He looked up, meeting her eyes.  "I doubt it."

      "Still pining for your miller's daughter?"

      He shook his head.  "Nah.  I managed to get over her."

      "Just picky?"

      He dropped his head, focusing on the game set between them.  For the first time in her life, Leyli saw color darken his cheeks.  "Something like that.  I'm a bit distracted by my responsibilities."

      "You sound like a nobleman."

      He looked up at her through his bronze lashes.  "I doubt that's a compliment."

      She shrugged.  "For you, it is.  Means you're smart enough to learn how to play this game in only a day."

      "I have an amazing mentor."

      "Partner," she corrected, reaching over for his hand.  "You and I, we're partners, and I hope it stays that way forever."

      "Yeah," he said, nodding at the table.  "I can do that."
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      Having a maid created complications.  The next morning, she came to wake Leyli.  Tristan met her in the sitting room with a dagger at her throat.  Fiona yelled, he laughed, then told her she walked like a herd of horses.  The sound woke Leyli, who stormed in with a short sword.  It was more than the poor girl could take.  She nearly fainted in place.

      Once everything was straightened out, Tristan ordered the Princess to dress for weapons practice.  The maid's reaction convinced him Leyli was not safe without a team of specialized guards.  That Fiona had been able to simply walk in bothered him and, no matter how many times Leyli explained that it was standard practice in the Palace, Tristan didn't like it.

      "Is that how your cousin made it into your room?" he asked once they were alone.

      She'd never thought about it.  "I didn't have guards back then.  I was just the younger sister waiting to make a profitable marriage, remember?"

      "And yet you could have been killed."  He gestured to the door, and the pair of them headed into the halls, making their way to the practice grounds.

      "Still don't know why he didn't just kill me."

      Tristan let out a heavy breath.  "It's not easy, pup.  Killing a man?  That's bad enough.  Killing a woman?  I had ninety-one wins when I did it and still spent the day purging my soul into a chamber pot."

      "And you think Palino would care?"  She touched his arm gently, proving she understood how he felt.

      "I think he wouldn't want anyone to see him puking over a silly girl."  He shrugged.  "Doesn't mean he couldn't find a man who would.  Ley, your father left me in charge of keeping you safe.  I don't care what is normally done.  I care that the Wolf of Oberhame stays alive long enough to become the Queen of Oberhame."

      "Ok..."  She stepped through the last door and into sunlight.  "So how are you finding these men?"

      He kept moving toward the same place they'd sparred the day before.  "Asked the Captain of Ilario's guard to spread the word last night.  Your father says I have to hire men from the Royal Guards, but he didn't say who."  As they rounded the corner, he tipped his head to the sandy area behind the stable where uniformed soldiers were clustering.  "So I made it known that anyone who can defeat me has a chance."

      Leyli dragged one hand down her face.  "Tristan, these men aren't taught to fight solo.  If they aren't working as a unit - "

      "I know," he said, cutting her off.  Then he paused, dropping his voice.  "I also don't care if they really win.  I just want to know how desperate they are."

      Suddenly, she understood.  "You want to see their eyes."

      "Exactly."  He tapped her nose and began moving again.  "I want to know if your life is worth more than theirs."

      "It shouldn't be," she grumbled under her breath.

      He didn't bother looking at her.  "It is to me."

      She wanted to protest, but couldn't.  If their roles were reversed, Leyli would feel the same.  She already did, even if she couldn't do anything about it.  Tristan meant everything to her.  He was her only true friend and the one person she couldn't imagine living without.  Unfortunately, a real guard would mean less privacy, and that meant less time alone with him.  She refused to admit why, but she hated the idea of losing those few precious moments locked away with her partner.

      This time, the pair cut through the stables.  Dozens of horses were munching on their hay, a few leaning over the wooden half-doors to knicker at the humans, hoping for more grain.  Tristan slowed, a wistful smile tugging at the corner of his lip.  He'd gone into debt to be a blacksmith, but he'd never touched a horse.  From the look on his face, Leyli knew he wanted to, but his pride would never let him ask.

      Wrapping her fingers around his wrist, she pulled him to the side.  "I haven't gotten to show you Dafin!"  He was the closest horse she recognized.  "I haven't ridden him since..."

      "Since you became a gladiator?"  He tossed her an understanding look, then reached up for the horse's face.

      "Yeah."  She'd been going to say since her brother died.  His version was better.

      As Tristan's hands slid over the sleek fur, his expression grew soft.  Over and over, like he was hypnotized, the massive man stroked the gelding with such tenderness.  Leyli had always taken the animals for granted.  Her dad bought her plenty of horses.  The stable master bred more.  She'd never thought anything of it, but seeing him, she realized just how pampered she was.  She lived on the best wine, food that was meant to shock and awe, and wore nightgowns finer than many commoners' wedding dresses.

      Yet her best friend had never touched a horse before.  He'd never expected to see inside the Palace.  He'd planned to spend his life making nails and brackets just to pay the bills, but when she'd met him, Tristan had been a king.  He'd fought his way to the top, carved out his place as a gladiator, then dared to take a chance on a terrified little girl.  The least she could do was make sure he never regretted it.

      "Tristan?" she asked softly.  "One day, do you think we can ride through the orchard?"

      "You gonna teach me how to stay on one of these?"  His eyes never left the horse.

      "Promise.  Maybe we'll start this evening."

      "Then yeah, we'll ride in the orchard, and you can even laugh at me."  He turned to her with a smile.  "Thanks, Ley.  They're softer than I thought."

      "Welcome.  Means next time you get to show me something new."

      He laughed and tugged her against him, steering her toward the far end of the barn.  "Already did, or are you saying you killed a lot of men before me?"

      "Um, like sixteen?  Something like that."

      He grumbled, but it was in jest.  "How about kicking a man in the balls."

      "Nope."  She laughed and ducked away, scampering backwards just before him.  "That's all you.  They're kinda squishy."

      "Like fucking rocks, pup.  Nothing squishy about it.  You just caught me in a weak spot."  He surged after her.

      She squealed and ran.  "All squishy!"

      The horses tossed their heads at the commotion, but Leyli didn't care.  She rushed through the far door and slid around the corner, aiming for the training ground.  Tristan was right behind her.  Just when she thought she was safe - because of the dozens of Royal Guards in sight - he caught up, wrenching her off the ground.  She yelped, making men turn, but Tristan ignored them and hiked her against his hip, carrying her like a wayward puppy.

      "You're supposed to stay in my sight, Ley."

      She kicked her feet behind her, trying to twist out of his hold.  "You're supposed to keep up, cub!"

      "Haven't beat me, yet."

      "Hey!"  She shoved against his waist, but he wouldn't let go.  "Tristan!"

      "Gonna be good?"

      "Gonna kick you in the balls again," she grumbled.  When he laughed, she tried another tactic.  "I will!  Put me down."

      "What was that about my balls?"  He was still walking toward the crowd, and they had to be able to hear.

      Leyli felt her face growing warmer.  "I won't
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