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  Dedication
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For Adam
Who listened to me talk my way through this book, start to finish, and only  complained a little. Thank you for your patience and your kindness and your love and support in all the things.

And also for Di, because she loved this book from the very first page.
(I finally got you your hardcover!)








  
  Nine Years Before
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Rodric shoved her behind him, and Arianna’s palms burned, skinned on the cold stonework. “Ow!” 
“Shh!” he hissed. “It’s the king!”
She went still, her heart freezing in her chest. If her father found her on the castle walls, he would whip her, and worse for Rodric. Ever since she had been caught riding astride behind Rodric on his pony, she’d been forbidden to see him again. But how was she supposed to gallop anywhere riding side-saddle?
“Quick,” Rodric said. “Between the barrels.”
Arianna scrambled to do as he bid, glad she was still flat-chested enough to fit. Isabel already had the beginnings of a woman’s breasts, and they were only a year apart. “What about you?”
Rodric was already following, pushing her hard against the stone tower at her back. He had to fold himself nearly in half to keep his wiry black hair from showing above the barrels, though he blended far more easily with the shadows than she could. His elbow dug painfully into her side and they had barely arranged themselves when she heard her father’s boots ringing on the stone. 
Arianna sucked in a breath and held it. Maybe he wouldn’t stay, and they could slip back inside before anyone saw them. But he stopped, and though she couldn’t see him, she felt his presence like a chain around her neck. Already, she could feel the sting of the whip on her back. Her eyes burned.
“The queen, my lord,” one of the guards said, his soft-heeled boots making little sound in warning. Arianna nearly squeaked, but Rodric covered her mouth with his hand, half-smothering her.
“You may go, Ragnar.” 
Arianna saw a sliver of the guard’s body as he bowed, and then he disappeared behind a screen of red velvet. 
She jostled Rodric until she had a better view between the barrels, prying his hand from her mouth. Her mother stood tall and graceful, her hands held neatly before her stomach and her head tilted just so. A queen did not bow and scrape, even before the king, but when Arianna had dared to lift her chin too high, her father had struck her so hard, she’d seen stars.
“My lord,” the queen said. “It is cold upon the wall. Would not the solar serve us better?”
“My lovely queen, golden as the sun.” He stepped forward, framing her face in both of his hands. The wind lifted tendrils of her hair, blowing them across her cheeks. “And your eyes, so brilliant blue, clear as the sky above.” His fingers fell away, and he guided her toward the edge of the wall, a hand at the small of her back. “A shame you were not even so constant as the moon in all its phases.”
“My lord?” the queen asked.
The king’s fingers closed around the back of her neck. “One of your daughters is not mine, Signy. And were that your only offense, perhaps I might overlook it, but there is the matter of the mirror to consider. And the letters.”
Arianna’s stomach twisted, though her mother did not so much as twitch. “You cannot truly question my loyalties, Gunnar. After all I have done, all my family has done to support you.”
“Did you think I would never learn the truth of it? That the Seithr women wouldn’t know with one glance? And not just the girl, but the taint of your blood. I should have known there was some trick to it all, beautiful as you are. Did you think you could blind me forever? Persuade me?” He shoved her forward until she leaned out over the edge of the wall, the wind beyond the crenellation tearing at her gown, tugging against his grip. Only her slippered toes kept purchase on the stone. “Tell me who.”
The queen struggled against him now, her arms reaching back, trying to grasp his arm behind her, trying to grasp anything. Arianna’s throat thickened, her body tensed. If only she could reach her mother, catch her hand to pull her back—Rodric squeezed her hand, his grip like iron.
“Gunnar, please!”
“His name, Signy!” He demanded. “There is little I can do about your family, as yet, but your cuckoo is another matter. You’re fortunate that she’s beautiful. She’ll make one of my nobles a very fine bride, and I need not care what he’ll do to her. I need not even care if he remains loyal. Treason would be a fitting end to her, do you not think?”
“You are a fool of a king!” She twisted, but he forced her farther out. Her toes began to slip and she made a strangled noise.
“I am certain Alviss has need of two beautiful women to bait his traps in the mountains.” Arianna could not see her father’s face, but the tone of his voice was so pleasant, so easy. Tears streamed down Arianna’s cheeks silently, as she had been taught. As her mother had taught her. The king did not care to hear his children sob. “His name, and I will spare you both such a fate.”
The queen laughed, bitter and broken. “I’d just as soon spread my legs for an orc. It would be no worse than lying with you.”
The king sneered. “I should have known you were a whore, the way you came to my bed.” 
“Only a whore would ever come to you of her own will, Gunnar, king or not.”
He cursed and threw her from him. She hung for a moment, as if the sky had opened its arms and the wind would carry her to its breast. Then the queen was falling, another laugh still rising from her throat, smothered by breadth of the stone as she dropped below its edge.
Arianna surged from her hiding place. Rodric clapped his hand over her mouth again, muffling her cry and pulling her tight against his body when she would have burst from the barrels. Her body trembled with the need to run, to help her mother, to reach for her.
“If he sees you now, he’ll kill you, too,” Rodric breathed into her ear. “He will kill us both, Arianna.”
“Ragnar!” the king called.
It was only a moment before the guard returned. “My lord?”
“My wife slipped. Have the children brought to the solar at once.” His heels clicked against the stone as he turned away. “And clean up the mess Signy made of herself. If she is not already dead, I am certain she will not survive the night.”






  
  Chapter One

[image: ]

Arianna snuck into the walled herb garden, checking again to be sure she had not been followed. Lord Alviss had been stalking her for days now, since before the king had whipped and banished Rodric to the castle walls. And Alviss had grown bolder with each following day. 
Rodric had been Arianna’s last defense. No other guard would dare interfere, for fear of the king’s anger. And everyone knew Alviss looked for any opportunity to curry favor. The nobleman had taken special joy in informing on Rodric, in particular, even going so far as to ensure that Rodric was caught speaking intimately with her sister, Isabel. Anyone else would have been executed, found in the princesses’ rooms without a chaperone, and Arianna could have killed them both for being so careless. 
“Princess Arianna, what a pleasant surprise.”
Especially now, she decided. Alviss himself waited beneath the pear tree. At least if she’d murdered her sister, Alviss wouldn’t still be hunting her. The stables. Next time, she would go to the stables. Alviss would never risk dirtying his gleaming boots there. But that wouldn’t save her now, and kitchen maids didn’t make for any kind of protection. Foolish and careless, both. She was no better than Isabel, after all.
“Struck mute with pleasure, I see,” Alviss smiled, rising from the stone bench where she’d often spent her days reading, undisturbed and safe. Never again. “I do so love the smell of the herbs. It is no wonder you enjoy it here, so. Much better than the stink of horse manure, I must say.”
“Lord Alviss,” she said formally, determined not to let him see her fear. She smoothed the satin sash at her waist to hide the trembling of her hands. It seemed the stables would no longer be safe either. And the way his gaze traced over her body, blue eyes cold and liquid, made her stomach churn. “I fear I only came for a sprig of parsley.”
He waved a hand at the herb beds. “I would not dream of stopping you from freshening your breath.”
But the parsley lay beyond him. She would have to pass him by, within arm’s reach, and then he would stand between her and the door. She would be trapped against the wall, too high to climb, even if her skirts would not tangle her legs, and her fingers could find purchase in the mortar. 
His smile, thought so charming by the maids, took on the curl of a smirk. How they could think him pretty, Arianna did not know. Not when he looked on her as if he could not wait to pull her apart into pieces and find what secrets were trapped inside. He was too much like the king, determined to have his way no matter what the cost. And he wanted her. Whether it was for her body, or what she might know of the king, or the claim she might give him to the throne, she did not want to find out. Much too much like the king, preferring games of cruelty and manipulation, finding pleasure in seeing others cower in fear. 
Her father’s favorite noble. And if she were found alone with him in the garden, it would not be Alviss who was punished. For although Alviss might have been the king’s favorite, Arianna most definitely was not. 
He stepped forward.
“I hear my sister calling.” She stepped back. “Another time, perhaps.”
Arianna darted through the kitchens, but before she had reached the hallway, Alviss was calling to her. A glance over her shoulder told her he meant to follow, a hunter’s grin curving his lips. And she his prey.
He shoved a maid out of his way, the girl falling with a cry against the hearth, then a scream from the burning hot stones. Arianna’s eyes pricked with tears, guilt closing around her heart, but she did not dare stop. If Alviss caught her now, there was no telling what he would do, and if he violated her—she did not want to think what it would mean. She could not think of it and escape.
Arianna ran. Down one darkened corridor, through another room, with a passage behind a tapestry she and Rodric had found as children, and up the crumbling old stairs. She could not hear Alviss behind her, but her blood was roaring and she did not trust her ears. Through another room, and into the hallway, then down the main stairs, and… 
There was only one place even Alviss would not dare to search. Arianna hesitated only a moment to be sure no one saw, then turned right. The north tower. The king’s tower, and the room that had once belonged to the queen. She stopped before it, bent almost double from the stitch in her side, and tried to catch her breath. But the sound of boots ringing against stone had her heart racing even faster, her skin prickling with fear. If she were caught here—she could not be caught here.
Arianna grabbed the iron ring of the heavy wooden door and jerked it open, throwing herself inside.
Entering the room was forbidden, but standing inside the dim chamber, she didn’t understand why. It was empty, and once the door shut, the only light came from two arrow slit embrasures. No tapestries hung on the rounded walls, no furnishings cluttered the floor, and no hearth for a fire against the frozen north wind that bit at her nose. Just a single, framed mirror, hanging opposite the door. 
Her mother’s mirror, she realized, for the markings on its frame were distinct in their strangeness. The same mirror that had hung behind a tapestry in the queen’s room. Hidden away from prying eyes. And by the time Arianna had learned of it, she had known, too, that her mother had reasons for keeping things from her king, but she’d thought it only some small vanity, nothing more. 
Until now. At first, Arianna only saw her own reflection in the silvered glass, no more than a shadow. But when she stepped toward the narrow windows, something else stirred in the dark. A low growl filled the silence of the room, knotting her stomach. She pressed back against the cold stone wall and froze.
“Have you come to gloat?” a harsh voice called, thick and deep. “Is it not enough that you hold me hostage, you must taunt me as well?”
A breath of fear escaped her lungs, overloud to her ears, and the too-tall shadow in the mirror shifted again, with a clank of chains and a flash of sickly gray skin behind the glass. Inside the glass? It must be. Nothing stood at her back to cast such a reflection. Whoever it was, she was near enough the door. She could flee before it reached her. Before it knew her face to tell the king.
“Who’s there?” the voice called.
She didn’t dare answer. If whatever lived behind the glass told the king she had been in the tower, she’d be fortunate to escape with less than ten lashes. He demanded absolute obedience, even from his daughters. Especially from his daughters. With the queen’s death, nine years before, he had made that much clear. And now this. She’d always wondered what he’d meant, that day upon the wall, when he’d spoken of a mirror, but she’d never imagined this.
“I can hear your heart beating, hard and fast.” Another clink of chains and a large hand pressed against the mirror, thick fingered with a calloused palm. A warrior’s hand, worn from handling swords and spears, cut by the reins of a horse. 
Or by a whip, she realized with a shiver. The king favored his whip, the leather thin enough to slice skin and tipped with steel as sharply honed as any blade. Her heart drummed in her ears even louder. It had been some time since she had been foolish enough to give him reason to use it on her own back, but barely a month ago, he’d whipped a woman from the village. A peasant’s wife. Arianna wasn’t certain how exactly the woman had displeased him, only that he had been furious. He had turned the flesh of her back into ribbons, and still he had not stopped. Not until she no longer screamed in pain, but slumped witless against the post. 
The woman hadn’t lived. 
“Show yourself,” the shadow demanded, his voice echoing off the bare walls. 
It was the command of a king, and she had been long trained to respond at once to such a tone. Her whole body tensed, wanting to step forward, to reveal herself upon his order, fearing the punishment that would come if she did not. And the punishment that would come if she did.
Arianna picked up her skirts and fled. Through the door, down the hall, hurtling down the stairs before anyone might notice from which direction she’d come. 
She didn’t pause until she reached the bottom of the stairwell, where she leaned against the stone wall. The rock warmed her icy fingers, but she shivered in remembered cold. Did he feel the chill of the tower inside the mirror? She closed her fingers into her palm and shook the errant thought from her mind. It was no business of hers. Whoever he was, he belonged to the king, and no doubt the king had reasons for keeping him there in the cold. The king always had reasons.
She blew out a breath and forced herself not to think of the prisoner’s palm, cut deeply and scarred beneath. It would be her body that suffered the same if the king ever learned she had been there to see that hand at all. Arianna smoothed her skirts and straightened her shoulders. No one had seen her, not even the man in the mirror. 
And this time, at least, Alviss had not followed.
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“Your Highness,” Lord Alviss bowed deeply and Arianna suppressed a shudder at the press of his fingers against hers and the dampness of his kiss upon her knuckles.
“My lord,” she murmured the barest of acknowledgments, searching beyond him for some escape. Her sister, perhaps, or one of her brothers. What she would have given for even their unkind teasing now, to remind the noble of his place. “If you’ll excuse me…”
His grip tightened on her hand when she tried to snatch it back. “But I’ve been promised the pleasure of your company for supper.”
“Oh,” she said faintly. “I’m afraid the king made no mention—”
“Your father smiles upon us even now,” Lord Alviss said, squeezing her fingers. 
The bones pressed together uncomfortably but she mastered her expression, forcing a smile to her lips as she glanced to the king, sitting upon his throne. He did smile, his gray eyes untouched. She dropped her gaze almost at once, that he would not think her disobedient to his command.
“Come,” Alviss said. “We’ve a little time yet, before we must find our seats, and I have longed to have you to myself. Now that we have the king’s blessing, you need not run from me again.”
“Surely it would serve you better to be seen at my side in the great hall,” she suggested, when he tried to lead her to a lesser used corridor. “That all the other lords would see how you have been rewarded.”
His lips twitched from his most charming smile into a sneer. “I would not share even the sight of you with any of them.”
She did not dare to pull her hand free, feeling the king’s eyes burning into her back. Obedience first. Always obedience. If she caused a scene, forced the king to interfere, she would not be able to sit down to supper for a week without pain. He would see to it. Or worse, call upon Rodric to deliver the blows. Isabel would never forgive her.
“Of course, my lord,” Arianna mumbled. “As you wish.”
“The king did say you would be pliable,” Alviss said, guiding her beneath the small arch into the darkened passage. “He’s promised me anything I wish from you, but your maidenhead.”
Her stomach twisted and her lungs seized. “My lord?”
“His reward for my loyal service this past year, holding my lands against the barbarians in the North.” Alviss smiled, but like the king’s it held no warmth, and the twist in her stomach became a lurch, her whole body trembling. “You will be my companion for a fortnight, and perhaps, if I continue to please him, he will honor me with a more permanent arrangement.”
No. Her lips formed the word, but she had not the air to say it. No, no, no! 
He pressed a wet kiss to the column of her throat, his hand roaming over her backside in far too familiar a fashion. 
She jerked away, tearing her hand from his. “Please, my lord! I beg you.”
Alviss grabbed her by the arm, his fingers bruising. “You do not mean to disobey your king, I’m sure.”
“No!” Her eyes blurred and she forced herself to go on more quietly. If the king learned she had so much as raised her voice… “It is only—I am overwhelmed b-by the honor. And I have never…” she swallowed. “I have been sheltered all my life, my lord. Forgive me, please.”
He all but purred. “The honor is mine, Your Highness, I assure you.”
And then his lips found hers, and she stifled a sob against his mouth. She still had to make it through supper, after, and the king would not tolerate a weeping princess at the table. She kept her lips firmly closed against his probing tongue and her body stiff against his, though he pressed her hard against the stone wall.
The ring of the supper bell saved her from worse.
But for how long?
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Arianna kept to the room she shared with Isabel after that, plucking at her needlework with the usual disinterest and watching her brothers out the window, training in the practice field below. They were easy to spot, their golden heads shining among the darker-haired knights. Isabel was just as fair and even more stunning. The image of the queen and just as graceful—so much so that every nobleman bowed when she passed, as if they feared she might call the queen’s spirit to curse them if they did not show the proper respect. But Arianna had no such protection, and she was not certain Alviss feared the Ancestors at all. Certainly he did not fear her father, had no reason at all to do so, when he was so well-favored that he should be granted the companionship of the king’s daughter. And now he could follow her all he liked. 
If she did not leave her room, she could not be followed, Arianna reminded herself. And if she were not followed, she would have no need to hide. If she had no need to hide, she would not be tempted by the room with the queen’s mirror and the man behind it, where not even Alviss would dare to look. 
The voice from the mirror haunted her still, whispering in her dreams. If he had known her name, would she hear him calling it? It was her heartbeat that had interested him, drawing him forward. And her heart still raced, thinking of him. The king’s captive—no, he had said he was held hostage. But why was he not kept with the other hostages?
There were half a dozen in the castle, princes and higher nobles of foreign lands. Having pledged their good behavior and obedience to the king, they were free to do as they pleased, and in return they were treated as guests until and unless their countries rose up against Gautar. Even those who did not swear obedience were granted rooms on the family floor of the castle where the king might keep watch on their movements. Guards stood outside their door and escorted them to meals, but they were given all the comforts of any other visitor, not locked in a cold, dark room, trapped inside a mirror in chains.
Her mother’s mirror, unearthed and made magic. Or had it always been? Certainly it explained why she had kept it hidden for so long, but what use could she have had for a prison set inside glass? It was all so strange, and she could not stop it from spinning through her thoughts. 
The needle pricked her finger and she cursed.
“Arianna!” Isabel said, her voice soft even in censure. “You know you’re not allowed to say such filthy words.”
She sucked on her finger to stop the bleeding. “What the king doesn’t know won’t hurt me.”
“Please,” Isabel murmured. “You’ve been doing so well. Don’t you remember what he said last time? If you disobey him again, he’ll make Rodric whip you instead. If you cannot take care for yourself, at least do not do this to him!”
Arianna pressed her lips together. She hadn’t forgotten the threat, but it had been so long ago, and she had been so careful to treat Rodric coolly ever since. Never mind that dozens of similar curses had been floating up from the practice grounds all morning. Their brothers were expected to curse, encouraged even, but the king required his daughters to be demure. Perfectly polite and completely pure, that he might marry her off without fear she would embarrass the kingdom. And of course, obedient. Even in marriage, she must be obedient to her father, above all.
Arianna swore again, this time silently. Perhaps she ought to let Alviss catch her alone, after all. The king wouldn’t be able to barter her off if the man violated her. She stared at the golden dragon she was embroidering. King Gunnar’s sigil. Marriage was the only way she would escape him. Better to be bartered and freed than caged all her life, and who knew what punishment the king would devise if she allowed such liberties with her person. Something worse than Rodric’s involvement. He would see it as disobedience, almost certainly, whether or not she welcomed the man’s advances. 
Remembering the scarred palm pressed against the glass, she bit her lip. Had he earned his punishment or had the king taken exception to some imagined slight? Perhaps, if she stayed in the shadows, and didn’t reveal her name—the king need never know, just as he need never learn she had cursed over her needlework. Just as he need never know she had seen him force his wife over the wall.
She risked a glance at her sister, golden head bent over her embroidery once more. Arianna had not understood at first what the king had meant that day, but she was not so foolish that she had not realized what he believed when time and again, she earned his ire with some imagined failure. When she was punished more severely, even if Isabel had engaged in the same disobedience. One of your daughters is not mine…
Arianna set down her work and rose from the bench. Just because she pretended ignorance did not mean she did not yearn for the truth.
“My eyes are blurring,” she told Isabel.
Her sister sighed, lifting her gaze from the fabric in her hands to study her with concern. “Don’t let Father catch you sneaking into the kitchen.” 
“I won’t.” Arianna smiled as she slipped out of their room. At least in that much, she could be honest. No one would see her anywhere near the kitchen. The herb garden wasn’t safe anymore, but the tower—the tower held promise.

      [image: ]Awoman. Bolthorn narrowed his eyes, studying the ivory sash wrapped around a slim waist, glowing in the dim light. The rest of her gown was dark enough he could not distinguish it from the shadows on the other side of the glass, but the sash told him plenty. High born, and by the frantic beat of her heart, the same woman who had come two days before. 
Bolthorn said nothing, nor did he move. She was terrified enough without startling her further with the clink of the fetters that bound him. The door shut behind her and she crept along the wall, moving deeper into the darkness. He could just make out the pale oval of her face and a pair of dark, wide eyes.
The silence stretched as he watched her wring her hands in her skirt, every glimpse of her body filled with strain. He stirred, letting the iron chains jingle ever so slightly with the movement. Not enough to frighten her, he hoped, but to remind her she was not alone.
“Oh,” she gasped. “I wasn’t certain—” her voice faded to nothing and she cleared her throat. “You mustn’t tell him I was here.”
He snorted. “If I meant to tell him anything, I would hardly be chained to a wall.”
“Oh,” she repeated, even more softly than before. What could she possibly know to fill her voice with so much sympathy, dressed in fine silks, her skin smooth and unmarked. He closed his hands into fists at the thought. Among his own people, she would have been scarred and tattooed with the name of her clan at the least, by now. But if she were one of his own people, her skin would not be the color of cream, either. She would be the shade of spring grasses or the pale blue of ice.
He grunted, forcing the images away. She was human, weak and soft and foolish, and he was orc, hard and strong and cunning. But more than that, he was Gothi—leader of the Hrimthursar clan. His people would not suffer for his curiosity. Not again.
“You will learn nothing,” he growled. “I am not so slow-witted as to betray my people for a kind voice and a pretty face.”
“I didn’t—I’m not—” she fell silent again, the fluster of her words echoed by the wringing of her hands and the tempo of her heartbeat, too fast, too hard. She stilled her fingers and straightened her spine. “That isn’t why I’ve come.”
“Oh?” his tone mocked hers, and he rose to his feet from the corner in which he crouched, hidden by shadow. “Why then?”
“I thought perhaps…” She turned her face away from the mirror, shadow cascading over her cheek. Her hair, perhaps, dark as her gown. “Are you a hostage?”
He clenched his jaw. “You expect me to believe you know nothing of this?”
“Only that the room was forbidden,” she said. “No one ever explained. If the king knew I was here, he would have me whipped, but I kept hearing your voice, and your palm…” she trailed off again. “It is a cruel weapon.”
“The king’s whip does not bite deeply enough to spill my secrets,” he said. “Though he might have tried innocence first and found better results. It is too late for this kindness to serve him.”
“I don’t want to serve him,” she said, and her heartbeat lurched all the faster. “Oh!” 
Before he could respond, she had spun back to the door, fleeing the way she had come. But he did not think it was for fear of him, this time.
Bolthorn settled back into his crouch, leaning against the cold stone wall of this strange chamber, and closed his eyes. There was nothing else to do but wait.

      [image: ]It was practically treason just to think it, never mind letting the words slip from her lips. To utter it in the presence of the king’s enemy was unspeakable, unthinkable, unforgivable. But worst of all, now that she had said it, she could not escape the truth. 
Arianna did not wish to serve him. She did not wish to serve her king. She did not want to be part of his kingdom or his grand plans to expand his influence throughout the known world. She did not wish to be a pawn in his games for power, or to be the reason Rodric suffered or Isabel wept, and she did not want to marry knowing that when the time came, if her husband did not obey, they might well both die. Treason would be a fitting end…
What she wanted, Arianna thought fiercely, was her freedom.
But to say as much? To whisper her disloyalty? Her trespass into the tower room would be nothing compared to such a betrayal. Had that not been made plain to her on the castle wall? The king had killed his own wife because he thought Arianna was not his daughter. Because the queen had defied him. 
When she returned to her room, she took up her embroidery, but her hands trembled too violently to continue the delicate stitches required. She put it back down and stared out the window. It was the captive’s fault. The king’s hostage. Before she had found him, she’d known her duty and resigned herself to her fate, for Isabel’s sake if not her own. He must have some magic, to twist her loyalties so completely. Perhaps that was why he was held alone behind the mirrored glass in a forbidden room. What damage might he do to the king’s cause if he were allowed to roam freely? 
But then, why did the king beat him? Or visit him at all? Did he not take the same risk, that his thoughts might be corrupted? And what use had her mother had for such a mirror? If she’d had that much magic, what else had she known and kept secret, even from her children? Arianna watched her brothers on the practice field, listened to them laugh and shout and the clang of metal upon metal when their swords met. They were happy at least, and Isabel was happy, too, as long as Rodric was kept from the king’s rage. 
She shouldn’t go back. She should forget she had ever discovered the strange mirror and the man trapped inside. She should put it all out of her head at once, and never think on it again. For Isabel and Rodric, for her own sake and her own skin.
But a small voice in the back of her mind still hummed. If he protected his people so fiercely, withstood the king’s cruelty without betraying them long enough for his wounds to heal into scars, maybe he could survive.
And maybe, if she was careful and cautious and secured his help, she could do more than survive. Maybe she could live.
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The next morning, she slipped out of her room while Isabel still slept, determined not to be caught by Alviss at breakfast. He’d threatened to come knocking upon her door the night before, claiming an interest in the surroundings in which she spent so much of her time, and she had no interest in being available to him there, either. How she’d managed to keep him from taking her to his room the night before, she still was not certain, but he seemed to enjoy her discomfort. Mistaking her barely contained disgust at his pawing for the trepidation of innocence. 
She was innocent, but even if she had been practiced, she still would not have welcomed his touch. For the first time, she fully appreciated her mother’s disdain on the wall. Arianna was beginning to think she’d prefer an orc in her bed, too. At least then she might have some hope of escape, for in all the stories, orcs were brutish, stupid beasts, and even with their pig-noses, they could not slobber as much as Alviss did. All she’d have had to do to escape the orc was pretend she wasn’t in her room when he knocked on her door.
The servants were already at work in the kitchens, and the headwoman never refused her a basket of bread and cheese, no matter what the king would have said. How her kindness had survived in the king’s castle was a mystery Arianna did not wish to solve, for fear of bringing any attention to it, but she thought from the soft lilt in her words, perhaps the woman had come to Gautar with her mother. Which perhaps explained why she seemed to care for her princesses, even if she had no love for the king.
“You’re much too thin,” she said, pressing the food into her hands. “Run along now, before the steward catches you.”
Arianna did not hesitate, setting out at once for the north wing and the tower that stood bleak and empty. At least the king’s captive, whoever he was, could not paw at her. And Alviss would never find her, for he would not risk the king’s displeasure when he wished for so great a boon as a princess for his bride. 
With one final glance down the hallway to be sure no one had seen her, she eased the heavy door open just wide enough to fit through. It shut as silently as she had crept, and her stomach unclenched at last. But she froze inside, her back against the door, her gaze caught on the mirror.
His broad shoulders rippled as he straightened, muscle upon muscle beneath gray-green skin, emphasized by black tattoos and puckered with deep, ribboned scars and still weeping wounds. She hissed in sympathy, knowing too well what must have caused them, and the pain… One taste of the whip had been enough for her, and he had been served a banquet, time and again.
He stiffened with a grunt, glossy black hair falling between his shoulder blades as he half-turned his head. His face was still in darkness, but she could have sworn his eyes glowed yellow. The basket fell from her hand, landing with a thump on the floor. 
“You again.” Iron rang against stone and he was gone, nothing more than shadow behind the glass.
She swallowed hard against the tightness in her throat and bent to retrieve the basket, her thoughts whirling. Green skin and yellow eyes. And those markings all over his body, to say nothing of the way he was shaped to begin with. She had never seen a man with muscles like his. Not even the strongest of her father’s knights came close to his size.
“Forgive me,” she murmured. “I had nowhere else to go.”
“You will win no sympathy from me.”
She sidled along the wall to the embrasure. The wind was cold, but she needed fresh air to clear her head. Her mind couldn’t make sense of it. “You’re not human.”
The chains clanked, but he said nothing.
“I’ve never seen—” she stopped herself, her mother’s words too fresh in her thoughts. I’d just as soon spread my legs for an orc. But there was no such thing. That much she knew. Even Alviss had given up his attempts to hunt them. “Some of the men brag about facing dragons in the far north. Is that what you are? Some kind of dragonkin?”
He snorted. “You know so little of your own world, too busy grasping for more to understand just how far you have overreached. Dragonkin! If I were, I would not be held by iron fetters and a magic mirror.”
“Is that what it is?” she asked, diverted from the puzzle of his body by the strangeness of his prison. She studied the frame, carved from a knotty wood and stained with something dark and ugly. The markings along its frame made no sense to her, round and sharp at the same time. She frowned. Hadn’t there been markings like these on the queen’s headboard, as well? And the tapestries on either side of her door. It was so long ago, she couldn’t be sure. “A magic mirror?”
“Your king is a foul monster playing with forces beyond his ken.”
“But…” She touched the stain, her fingers coming away sticky. “Magic and dragons and elves. Those are just stories.”
The chains scraped as his shadow resolved into gray-green skin and a wide, powerful chest. He wore only a tattered loincloth, and his front was as muscled and marked as his back, with three distinct triangles interlocked over his heart. 
“You know nothing,” he snarled, yellow eyes glowing beneath a heavy brow. His pale lips curled to reveal eye-teeth as long as her little finger, curving up like a boar’s tusks. 
It took her a moment to find her voice again, and she only managed a whisper, her mouth too dry for more. She strained to see more of his face, half shadowed and so strange. The marks on his chest—they were not so different from those carved into the frame. “What are you?”
He lifted his chin, drawing back into the darkness until all she could see was the glow of his eyes. “I am orc. And I swear by my Ancestors, when I am free, your king will suffer our wrath.”
She stared into the mirror, unable to tear her gaze from his, and forced herself to step forward. “I’m not afraid of you.”
He growled again, a low rumble that vibrated in the pit of her stomach. “Then you are as foolish as your king.”
“Perhaps,” she said quietly. But her blood roared in her ears and her heart lurched at the thought of a race of these creatures, powerful and terrible and not stupid at all. Creatures the king should fear. Had her mother known they lived? And if there were orcs, there must be elves as well, and her mother had known. She was certain her mother had known. “Or perhaps I simply feel something stronger.”
He stirred, his glowing eyes raking over her, his tone grudging. “And what is that?”
She smiled and raised her hand to the glass. “Hope.”
But her fingers passed through the framed glass as if nothing stood between them.






  
  Chapter Two
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Bolthorn charged forward, throwing himself at the glass. She jerked her hand back, eyes wide with fear, and the pounding of her heart in his ears as he smashed against it. 
Solid, now she no longer touched it, and he was thrown back again by the force of his leap. He roared with frustration, so great it overwhelmed the pain. The barrier between them had not so much as rattled, but he could feel the impact deep in his bones, aching dully.
“I don’t understand,” she was saying, her voice wavering. She reached out as if to touch it again, and he tensed, ready this time to fling himself forward without delay. If he could only reach the other side, his bonds might be severed… 
But she stopped short of the glass, dropping her hand. Her cheeks, already rose-bitten by the cold, flushed a warmer pink. “If I try it again, will you hurt me?”
He growled, crouching on the other side. Blood magic did not respond to just anyone. Was the king so foolish he had sent his own daughter? But surely he would have commanded her not to touch the glass. Unless he did not know the limitations. Bolthorn smiled slowly, baring his tusks. Her heart fairly leapt in her chest, though he could not be certain if it was fear or—or something else.
“If you free me, I will owe you a debt,” he said, his voice rough with the nearness of his escape. “But I am bound by honor. I will not betray my people, Princess.”
She drew in a sharp breath. “I’m not—you’re mistaken!”
“Am I?” He grinned now, for that was fear quavering beneath her words, though she raised her chin, masking it with defiance. If he could provoke her, what might she do to prove him false?
To prove him true.
She turned away, hiding her face in the curtain of her dark hair. A rich brown, perhaps the match of her eyes, though he could not quite tell in the poor light. From experience, he knew he saw better than the king in the dark and more than once he had used it to his advantage to evade the worst cuts of the whip. But he wished now he could see better still, to tell if her eyes were the color of freshly turned earth in the river valley, or the deep umber shot with red that his people found in the mountain clay of the far north.
“I have bread and cheese,” she murmured, crouching beside her basket. “If you promise you will not harm me, I would share it with you.”
“Dipped in poison?” he asked, his lip curling.
“No.” The bread steamed when she broke it, and he drew a deep breath, scenting the yeast. His eyes closed in pleasure. He could not remember the last time he had eaten fresh bread. Before he had found the passage through the mountain, to be certain. Long before he had found himself trapped here. She held it out to him, just shy of the glass.
He grunted. “I am to trust your word?”
She tore a piece from the loaf, bringing it to her lips. He watched her with narrowed eyes as she chewed and swallowed. A crumb caught in the corner of her mouth and he lurched forward half a step, though he did not know why. By force of will, he kept his hands at his sides, fisted tight. 
“Will you trust me now?” she held out the bread again.
“I trust the bread, at least.”
Her lips pressed into a thin line. “Can I throw it to you?”
He shrugged. “If you will it, perhaps.”
She bent again, wrapping the half loaf in a cloth, then she rose and came toward the glass. Her forehead creased and her eyes searched the space between them. She would have been beautiful as an orc; the clan marks would have made her eyes look even darker and more liquid. And there was strength there, beneath her fine clothes. The same strength which turned fear into hope, perhaps, though he did not understand how it was so.
He pressed his palm against the glass and her gaze locked upon his hand, her expression softening. Her hand rose up, hovering on the other side, so near he could almost feel the heat of her skin. And then she raised her eyes to his, warm and entreating.
“You have not given me your promise.”
“Nor will I.”
She withdrew, back to the wall and her basket on the floor, and his chest tightened. So close. So close, if he would only trade his honor. 
“What must I do then, to prove myself?”
“Free me,” he said at once. “Free me, and you need not fear for your safety.”
“I wish I could believe that were so,” she murmured.
He dropped his hand. “Surely you cannot blame me for refusing your trust, when you do the same.”
Her lips twitched. “It is the king’s wrath I do not trust, my lord Orc.”
She threw the parcel then, and by reflex, he caught it, moving far too late to take advantage of the moment for escape. He cursed low and harsh but she banked his anger with a laugh, her eyes alight with her success. He could not really blame her, he thought, all things considered, but that she took the risk chafed as much as the iron fetters that bound him.
“My gratitude, Princess,” he growled.
The light in her eyes died, and her face drained of color. And then she left.
Much better, he decided. Fear was something he understood.

      [image: ]She would have stayed away, she told herself, if she’d had anywhere else to go. But Alviss was insufferable. Worse than insufferable. At least the king’s motives she understood, but with Alviss—she did not know his plans for her at all, and even if she had not been put off by him before, he would have made her uneasy now. She’d had no choice but to go to his rooms after supper the night before. The king had ordered her to entertain him until midnight. 
“You’re far too pale, Princess,” he’d said, circling her like a wolf. Now he had her to himself, and with the king’s blessing, it seemed he meant to take his time. Though with what, she still was not certain. “I’m not permitted to mark your flesh, but surely the king wouldn’t refuse me the right to add a touch of color to your skin. Here and there.” 
When she’d heard the change of the guard signaling midnight, she’d had bruises blossoming in spots from her shoulders to her bottom, all created by the deliberate application of his thumb, pressed deep into her flesh. She’d learned quickly to bite her tongue on any sign of her pain. His enjoyment of it was much too obvious, and she was determined not to give him any more pleasure than she absolutely must.
And so, the following morning, she found herself in the tower room again, another basket in her hands, with bread and a bit of honey, and a prayer to the Ancestors that whoever he was, the monster inside the mirror might be willing to bargain.
“Back again, Princess?” the orc said when the door had shut behind her.
She swallowed, searching his eyes for some trust between them, some binding, but the orc only bared his teeth. A smile or a threat? She could not tell from the way he loomed, half in shadow. “If the king learns of this, there will be no forgiveness. Bad enough I am hiding, but to come here of all places…”
“What do you hide from, that you prefer the company of a prisoner?”
Her cheeks burned at the memory of Alviss forcing her to stand before him naked while he stared and circled and spoke of all her faults. She turned her face away before he saw the evidence of her shame. “Nothing.”
“You make a poor liar.”
“And if I spoke truthfully, would you believe that, either?” She set down her basket in the pool of light falling from the slit of the embrasure. His eyes followed her, she knew, but it was different from the way Alviss had watched her. Safer. Strange, that. “You don’t deserve it, but I brought bread enough for both of us.”
He snorted. “I did not ask for your kindness, Princess, and I will not be bought with bread.”
“I only wish to buy your silence, not your honor. Do not speak of my coming to the king, I beg of you. This is the only refuge I have left.”
“Strange that you would choose to find safety in the company of a monster.”
She laughed, the sound strangled and strange even to her own ears. “You’re less of a monster than many in the king’s court, I promise you. It was different before the queen’s death. She tempered his cruelty with small kindnesses, protected those who could not protect themselves. The servants and the maids. No man was permitted to meddle with them, noble or not.”
“And you would have me believe that is all that you are? A maid hiding from the importunities of a noble you cannot escape?”
“Why not?” She was a maiden, at least. And Alviss was a nobleman. It was hardly a lie at all. 
“Your dress is far too fine for a servant,” he said, his yellow eyes narrowed. “And while you may have shown meekness at first, you’ve thrown it off like an ill-fitted cloak.”
“What do orcs know of clothes and servants?” she demanded. All her life, she’d been told stories of beasts, and this orc had more sense than the whole of her father’s court, put together. She was not certain if it pleased her or infuriated her, but surely it meant he must know something that would help her, something about her mother’s place in all of this.
The chains rattled and he hissed. “Quickly, then, if what you say is true. Your king comes, even now.”
“What?” She spun to face the door. A half-step toward it and she froze. If he was already in the hall, she could not escape. He would see her leave, and know. 
“You cannot run,” the orc said as if reading her thoughts. “There is only one way, now.”
She strangled her fear, turning back to the creature behind the glass. He stood less in shadow now, watching her. His yellow eyes seemed to pierce her soul, and with the dim light that reached him, she saw the other marks, beneath the tattoos and the scars. Bruises. She hadn’t noticed the bruises before.
“Gather your basket,” he said. “Quickly!”
She snatched it from the floor, another transgression, that basket. Her fingers fumbled, thick and slow, and she nearly dropped it when she heard the first murmur of the king’s voice. Why had she been so foolish as to bring it here? If the king knew of the headwoman’s kindnesses, she would suffer for them. Whipped at the least, if she did not lose her position altogether, and all because Arianna had been too careless. Just as she and Isabel had gotten Rodric punished for trying to protect them from Alviss. 
“Come through the mirror,” the orc said, stepping back. “Come through, and I will make certain you are not seen.”
Footsteps paused outside the door as she stared wildly between it and the mirror.
“Come!” he demanded, his low voice carrying the weight of a king’s. He held out his hand, palm up, as though he might pull her through. “I give you my word, I will not harm you.”
She reached out, a shiver slipping down her spine as her fingers passed through the glass. His hand closed around hers, glowing eyes locked on the door behind her. He jerked her from her feet, lurching back from the frame with a clatter of chains until he held her pinned against a damp wall.
The darkness swallowed her whole, the shadows so thick they pressed upon her, cold and clammy. Let it be enough. If the king found her here, it would be her death even more certainly than if he had found her on the wall nine years ago. Both their deaths.
“Do not move,” he breathed, and then even the spare comfort of his body against hers was gone, a bone-deep chill replacing his warmth. 
“Bolthorn!” It was the king’s voice, and she closed her eyes against it, fearing he would see the shine of them in the dark. “Show yourself, beast!”
“I am not your dog, Gunnar,” the orc said, the words ground between his teeth. “I will not come to heel at your call.”
The snap of the whip started her trembling. Her lungs burned, and she reminded herself to breathe. Carefully, slowly, quietly.
“Would you rather I come in?” the king asked.
The chains rattled, and when she dared to look Arianna did not see more than a darker shadow moving against the dim light of the tower room. 
“Try it,” the orc growled.
Her father sneered. “One day even you will bend your knee to me, orc. I’ll have what I want soon enough, if not from you, then from another. And when your women are hanging from the gallows and I drink the green blood of your children, you will regret the insolence you’ve shown me now.”
The orc—Bolthorn—rose up, his broad shoulders blocking the king from her sight. “Our women will tear your greatest knights apart while our children laugh, making toys of their broken bodies. But try it, fool-king. Try it, that I might see this castle of yours overrun, its stones nothing more than pebbles strewn across the field. Try it, and we will feast on your flesh as you dream of drinking our blood.”
She swallowed bile at the images, both from the king’s words and Bolthorn’s. And then her father’s whip cracked against flesh, causing her to flinch, but Bolthorn only grunted, the muscles of his shoulders rippling in response. He heaved and the king cursed. The whip landed at her feet, the metal tip throwing sparks against the stone. She did not dare even to breathe.
“Try it,” the orc dared him again. “And we will see who bends their knee first.”
“I’ll see you quartered,” the king said, and Arianna did not need to see his face to know he seethed with fury. “And your head mounted on a spike outside the gate.”
Bolthorn laughed. “And lose the chance that you might yet break me? Without me, you will not have any hope of learning the secrets of this mirror, and you’ll find no others of my kind, I promise you that.”
“If I have it done right, you’ll still be able to speak for some time. I expect you’ll tell me everything then, if only to end the torment of feeling your intestines torn from your body. That was my mistake with Signy, letting her die too quickly, and I have no intention of repeating the error. Though, either way, I’ll have your blood.” Arianna could hear the smile in his voice even if she could not see it. “I look forward to putting it to use.”
“So be it, then,” Bolthorn said, cool and dismissive. “If you dare.”
“Seven days,” the king hissed. “And I will hear you beg for death.”
The door slammed, echoing like thunder in the dank chamber, but Bolthorn stood a moment longer against the frame, his shoulders taut. Arianna let out a long breath, though there was no relief in it. Her fingers wrapped around the leather grip of the king’s whip. The king’s humiliation at the hands of his prisoner.
“You could have stopped him before now,” she said, her voice hoarse. 
Bolthorn turned, his glowing eyes falling on the whip in her hand. “It was my duty to learn what I could. A little pain was nothing in exchange. A fair price for what was bought.” 
She coiled it carefully, her mind racing. If he died, it would be for nothing. All his suffering would serve no one. And what the king had in mind for him—there was nothing fair about any of it. And he had saved her. He had saved her, in exchange for what? A bit of bread and honey? 
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Bolthorn narrowed his eyes, unmoving. A ruse, perhaps, to lure him forward, to distract him while she made her escape and left him to rot behind the glass, just as she had distracted him with the bread the day before. After a moment, a crease formed between her eyebrows. She dropped her arm and set the whip, coiled neatly, on the stone floor instead. 
“Why did you save me?” she asked, her gaze still lowered. 
He shifted, crossing his arms over his chest, trying to ignore the thought of her skin broken by the thin leather and its metal tip. He could not have watched it. Among his people, such a scar would be an honor. But the king was not her enemy and this woman, whatever else she was, was not orc. “He’s your father.”
She brushed her fingers against the fabric of her skirt. “Your name is Bolthorn.”
“And yours?”
“Arianna.” He had to step closer to hear her, the word softer than her heartbeat, steady now, though it had hammered in his ears while he faced the king, so loud he had worried the man would hear it. She cleared her throat. “Why do you think so?”
“Think what?”
She made a soft noise, her fingers flicking in some aborted gesture. “Why do you think I am the king’s daughter?”
He did not answer at once. Even if she had trusted him, it did not mean he could trust her. How the mirror had come into the king’s possession he did not know, but it was clear they did not understand the magic fully. Bolthorn did not mean to enlighten him, and strong as she was, this woman had a small girl’s fear for her father. No matter what intent lay in her heart, she was not orc to endure the tortures the man might inflict upon her if he realized she knew anything of value. 
“You have his nose,” he lied. 
“His nose?” She raised her hand to her face, touching it, and stared into the basket. Not seeing her eyes was starting to drive him mad. He had not realized how much of what she said he had judged by her eyes. “You won’t let me leave, will you? Now that I’m here.”
“That depends,” he said.
A tightness in his shoulders eased when her eyes finally met his again, open and thoughtful. “On?”
He nodded to the basket she still held. “How much bread do you have?”
“A full loaf.” Her forehead furrowed. “You can’t mean to let me go in exchange for just that.”
“I have only seven days left to me, Princess.” He bared his tusks. “If he means to tear my intestines from my body, let him regret the mess of it.”
Her face paled, her mouth a thin line. “I won’t let him.”
“Won’t you?” he growled, taking another step toward her. Her heart was racing with fear again, but the closer he came, the straighter she stood, her jaw tight. He traced the line of it with his eyes, down the column of her cream-colored throat. His hand rose to follow where his eyes led before he realized what he meant to do.
Her skin was softer than anything he’d ever known, smooth as water washing over his fingertips. At his touch, her lips parted, the barest, trembling breath escaping, in fear or… or what else, he did not know. She was so still, her eyes liquid pools of warmth in the cold. Everything about her was so warm, even in this dank place. She caught his hand, her grip too tight, too hard, just like the beat of her heart.
“Take me with you,” she breathed. “I’ll help you, I’ll let you out, but I beg you not to leave me here.”
He shook his head, his throat too thick for speech. She was so warm. Too warm for the mountains, even if his people would accept her, after all of this. “It isn’t safe.”
“It isn’t safe for me to stay.” Her eyes swam with unshed tears. “If he finds out it was me, that I was here instead of—instead of where I was supposed to be…” She blinked back the moisture and lifted her chin high and proud. “I’d rather die on the road.”
“Whatever punishment the king devises, you will survive it. You’re strong for a human.”
“Not strong enough to fight him,” she said. He tried to pull his hand free, but she only held him more tightly. “Not alone. You said you would owe me a debt if I freed you. Would you forswear yourself? Leave me behind to face the torture you escaped?”
He snarled, tearing his hand from hers. “I will not lead you to your death.”
“Don’t you see?” She held his eyes with hers, her expression as fierce as her hold on his hand had been. “You already have.” 






  
  Chapter Three
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Bolthorn grabbed her by the arm and dragged her, tripping to the glass. “Go.” 
“No!” She struggled to break his hold, but his hands were like iron. 
He bared his teeth. “And the next time your father comes, intent on retrieving his whip and reminding me of my place, where will you hide? I will not have you stand frozen in the dark and watch while he has me beaten!”
“And I will not stand by and let you suffer this way!” she glared up at him. “Not after what you did for me today. You deserve better. You deserve to be freed!”
“Free yourself, Princess. Then perhaps I will believe you can provide me the same service.” He thrust her through the glass, basket and all.
“What difference does it make to you if I die on the journey?” she demanded, stung. He turned his back on her the moment she stumbled clear of the mirror but if he thought the sight of his scars would make her rethink her plans, he was wrong. He knew the truth of the mirror. Knew the secrets her mother had kept, she was sure of it, and she could not go back to a life of resignation and fear. Could not stand to be her father’s tool when she saw so clearly a way out, now, an escape she’d never dreamed possible. 
It had come to her between one breath and the next, the moment his fingers had brushed her cheek, tracing the line of her jaw as if it were delicate glasswork. Her heart had leapt, her face flushing red-hot. Since the queen’s death, no one but Isabel had ever touched her so kindly and the thought of losing that moment, of never feeling his warmth again, made her whole body lurch. But if he slipped away into the night, why could she not go with him? Had he meant to harm her, surely he would have done so already. Surely he would not press his palm to her cheek, as though afraid even that small touch might break her?
His hands balled into fists at his sides. “I gave you my word I would not harm you.”
“But you’ll let the king do it?” She stared at his back, willing him to turn, to face her. “Why did you bother hiding me then, if you care so little what becomes of me by another’s hand?”
He muttered something about the moon and dragon’s blood that she didn’t catch, but it was clearly a curse by his tone. “I would not leave so much as a rat to the mercy of your king, girl.”
“You’ll leave me to his mercy in this, Bolthorn. It will only be a matter of time before he learns the truth. Lord Alviss will complain, and his suspicion will fall on me soon after.”
“What complaint could a lord make against a Princess?”
She swallowed, wishing she had not mentioned it, but he faced her again at least, even if his eyes were narrowed and glowing. “The king has rewarded him with my companionship, promising my obedience to his desires. I should have met him at the morning meal, but after last night, knowing what he would have of me—this was the best place to hide from both of them.”
“He touched you.” His wide nostrils flared. “Without your consent.”
“What need did he have of my consent when he had the king’s promise?”
Bolthorn’s broken lip curled. “Bring him here and I will break his neck.”
“And then what?” Hope burned white-hot in the pit of her stomach, though she could not sentence Alviss to death for trusting in the king. Not like this. But if Bolthorn wanted to protect her, if it was more than just a debt owed… “The king will kill you and the next man he chooses for me will be far worse in punishment. At least Alviss only wants my body. He would not dare to truly beat me until after we were wed, and the king has not agreed to a marriage.”
“Beat you,” the orc growled. “Would he not then be sworn to provide for you? Is that not part of your human vows?” She nodded once and he began to pace inside the mirror like a caged bear. “I will kill them both. The king and this man.”
“You said you suffered all this for knowledge
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