


Chapter 1

I stood at the door to my parents’ chambers, staring at the metal sigil adorning the dark wood and willing my stomach to settle. The enameled insignia, crafted by a master Adept’s hand, depicted a riot of lilies with thorn-bearing vines woven between. Gilt paint coated the petals, shimmering in the pale light from the magically forged lanterns lining the walls.

I lifted my hand to the sigil, then paused before my touch could activate it, my resolve faltering. Like most things in the palace, the insignia served a double function—a lock as well as a symbol, emphasizing both my family’s position and the magical resources at their fingertips. Even its motif was about as subtle as a horse dressed up in a ball gown. Lilies bristling with thorns to represent the power of House Liliana: my family, one of the nine noble Houses that ruled Damaria.

The family, according to my parents, that my very existence disappointed.

I let my hand fall back to my side. I wanted to believe the roiling in my gut was only my condition flaring, nothing to do with nerves. But I knew better. Discussions with my parents had never been something I relished. And this time, the summons was unexpected—I could only guess what I’d done to fail them now.

Maybe they just wanted to discuss the plans for my next birthday dance. It was still almost two months away, but my parents would want to be heavily prepared after the disaster of Tatiana’s most recent celebration. My sister’s latest unauthorized magical invention, something she delightedly called a tempest in a teacup, had escaped its saucer and spun around the ballroom for nearly half an hour—scandalizing everyone but Tatiana herself, who could barely breathe for laughing. My parents still hadn’t forgiven her—not for the expense of paying the Adept Guild to overlook yet another transgression, but for the embarrassment.

I could hardly do worse. Could I?

In the next room, one of the Adept-crafted clocks started to chime. Delaying longer would only make things worse. I tucked a loose wisp of hair behind my ear, settled my shoulders, and arranged my expression to conceal the nausea churning through my stomach. My condition had flared again this morning, but I’d taken a double dose of tonic before answering my parents’ summons. For this conversation, I needed to at least appear strong.

Keep your guard up, Nita always told me on the training grounds. Give them no opening. That’s how you win.

Surely discussing the details of a birthday celebration couldn’t be worse than a fencing match, much as I’d prefer the latter. I took a deep breath and pressed my palm to the sigil. A pale light glowed between my fingers, and the bolts retracted with a series of clicks. I pushed open the door with hands kept steady by force of will.

My parents sat at the small table they used for the rare occasions when they dined in private—a sight that stirred the anticipation of rebuke in my already troubled stomach. They were bent close together over a stack of parchment, conversing in lowered voices. Both glanced up as I entered—my mother impassive, my father with lips pinched, giving him an owlish look. Their rich clothes echoed the oil paintings adorning the walls: depictions of the Virtues that founded the core of the Adepts’ magical training, detailed in glowing colors. Silence, serenity, strength. Unsubtle reminders of the expectations I never quite managed to meet.

No servants attended them tonight. The matter at hand was too private to risk any gossip getting out. My stomach turned again.

“Bianca. Good, you’re here.” My mother’s tone gave nothing away. I’d learned the art of hiding my emotions under her tutelage. She nodded at the seat to her left—the place I usually occupied.

I sank into the chair, relieved that I wouldn’t have to devote energy to standing during this conversation; it would be impossible to maintain the facade of strength my parents valued while leaning on the walls for support.

My mother turned towards me. “Have you been following the situation in Gildenheim?”

I blinked, uncertain where this conversation was heading. “Of course.”

It would be difficult not to. A week ago, the queen of Gildenheim, our neighbor to the north, had suddenly passed away—leaving a sole heir, a man around my age about whom I knew little except that he was famously reclusive.

“Good.” My mother’s lips compressed. “Gildenheim is threatening war.”

That jolted me out of my attempt at calm. I sat forward, my eyes widening. “What? Since when?”

Gildenheim had long prodded at our northern border, but no true conflict had broken out between our countries in several centuries. Both sides knew Damaria commanded the resources to rebuff an invasion—at a steep price to all involved. Had our neighbor gone mad?

My father rubbed the place on his brow where fine lines had started to collect, like the surface of a cloth stretched too tight. “The new king is hungry for power. The Council of Nine received a missive this past week demanding a new treaty with radically different terms. Increased trade between our countries. An expanded market for Gilden iron and lumber—he plans to significantly develop their logging and mining industries.” My father counted each item off on one bejeweled finger after another. “And an exclusive market for the latest Adept technology.”

At that, I couldn’t stop my eyebrows from lifting. The Adept Guild that trained all Damarians with magical potential held its technological advances almost as close as its secrets. Adept-crafted magical devices—firearms, clockwork, explosives—were second only to Damaria’s oceanic trade in cementing our country’s place as a world power. It wasn’t difficult to understand why Gildenheim would want them; the country’s ungoverned magic was only one example of its backwardness. Gildenheim still had a monarchy, for ocean’s sake. But the Council of Nine would rather sink Damaria into the seas than agree to these terms.

“We countered, of course,” my mother said. “Our ambassador persuaded the king to agree to the treaty sans that particular demand, so long as we provide . . . insurance.”

She pushed the stack of papers towards me. A seal at the top—deep green wax with a silver stamp of a winged horse wearing a crown, Gildenheim’s royal emblem—identified the missive’s origin beyond a doubt.

I ran my eyes over the document, reading its points—written once in Damarian, again in Gilden. The terms of the treaty were much as my father had described. Until I reached the end, where a sharp, slanting hand—most likely the Gilden heir’s writing, since I didn’t recognize it—had struck out the portion about Adept devices and replaced it with—

I read the section twice more.

A noble hand in marriage.

Surely not.

I looked up at my parents, my eyebrows raised. My voice was steady, betraying none of the shock and misgiving coursing through my veins. “You want me to marry the new king of Gildenheim?”

My mother steepled her fingers, leaning back in her chair. “Better than wasting resources in a pointless war. You’re unattached and close to his age. It would give House Liliana a significant advantage to have one of our daughters on the Gilden throne.”

My mouth was dry. With my gifted older sister the more likely heir, I’d always expected an arranged marriage. But not as insurance against warfare. Not sprung on me without warning, without months of negotiation.

“But it’s Tatiana that everyone loves,” I protested. “She can get in anyone’s good graces.”

“And her preferences in the bedchamber are incompatible for this union.” My mother brushed my objection aside impatiently—it was an obvious obstacle, large enough that I shouldn’t have tripped over it. I was flexible about the gender of my partners. My sister was not. “This treaty is a delicate matter. Any source of friction could upset it.”

And Tatiana was not one to be delicate. Despite how much we resembled each other, sometimes it was hard to believe we were sisters. Tatiana cared for no one’s opinion save her own. I could never manage to do the same.

I struggled to keep the turmoil of my thoughts from both my face and my voice. To regain my footing on solid ground. “But even so, Tatiana’s the one with magical ability. Isn’t that exactly what this new king wants?” My parents might chafe at paying the Adept Guild to look the other way, but Tatiana’s talents were a point of pride for them nonetheless—and another area in which I was at a deficit.

“Precisely why it would be foolish to send her.” My father had started reading through a separate stack of papers. I was tiring my parents, taking too long to grasp the situation.

My mother tapped one neatly trimmed fingernail on the table. Her eyes met mine, and despite their rich brown color, they were as cold as a rare winter storm. “Are you refusing this match, Bianca?”

My mind stuttered. My stomach gave another nauseating twist, and I swallowed against the threat of bile.

“No, I—of course not.” The words rushed out, as if they could close the long-standing rift between us. I might let my parents down in other ways, but never in doing my duty. “But . . . what about my condition?”

My parents exchanged a glance laden with meaning.

Oh. My condition wasn’t a sticking point. It was the reason they had volunteered me for this marriage.

Bitterness burned in my throat, mingling with nausea from the very condition in question. I knew my parents believed I wasn’t strong enough to represent House Liliana. It was the reason Tatiana was set to inherit despite her intractability, though Damarian law allowed any living descendant to take up the succession. Of the two of us, I was the dependable one.

But only when I wasn’t sick.

Keep your mask in place. Let no one see your weakness. My parents had driven in those words since my condition first started to trouble me, and by now they overlaid my mind like scars: no longer painful, but impossible to overlook. I must hide my ailment at all costs. Other daughters, common-born daughters—they could break and bend, but House Liliana demanded untarnished steel from its descendants. Let my weakness show, allow our noble rivals to think my lineage’s power was susceptible, and I let my family down.

But it was impossible to hide an illness that could flare at any moment forever. I drank my tonics without complaint and gritted my teeth through dances and dinners, trying to force at least the semblance of health whenever politics demanded it. But despite my best efforts, despite my parents’ attempts to quash even the quietest whisper, I had missed enough public appearances, retired abruptly from enough negotiations, that rumors had started to seep through the palace walls like a cold draft. It was only a matter of time before the other noble Houses of the court put the pieces together and forged them into a weapon against House Liliana.

“You’ll hide your condition, at least until after the wedding,” my mother said firmly. “You’ve managed before. And you’ll bring your apothecary with you. If your husband asks about the tonics, tell him they’re for your cycle.”

The move was logical. Utilitarian. It was obvious, from an objective standpoint, that I was the more suitable choice. My value in the Damarian court was limited, especially since a marriage here would reveal my ailment eventually; in Gildenheim, my illness wouldn’t threaten House Liliana’s influence even if it were discovered. This was a solution that cemented my parents’ power in more ways than one—removing me from the scrutiny of their closest rivals, while simultaneously establishing a link to the Gilden throne.

And it wasn’t as if I wished Tatiana to go in my stead. Marrying a king she didn’t know—she would hate it, just as she had always hated our parents’ many strictures. Whereas I had always clung to my duty like a lifeline, doing exactly as my parents expected, part of me still hoping it would earn me their love long past when the evidence showed otherwise. Even now, I couldn’t quite bury that hope entirely.

“Will you accept what your House requires?” my father asked.

I glanced between my parents, willing myself to look strong. To be strong. Whatever my feelings about the matter, someone needed to marry the man, and it might as well be me. Better a marriage than a war—or a future sitting on the outskirts at dances I was too nauseated to attend, watching the court whisper about House Liliana’s sick daughter.

If my parents deemed marriage my only use, perhaps I could turn this alliance into an opportunity. Hope flickered through me at the thought. I would still have responsibilities—most likely more than ever before. But instead of forcing myself to attend dinners and speeches at my parents’ instruction, instead of smiling at would-be allies through gritted teeth when my stomach burned like a coal and I could barely keep my meals down . . . as a queen, I could choose my own appointments. Keep to my rooms, or my bed, when I was too sick to stand instead of making myself more ill by pushing through, and do so without dreading the rebuke I knew was coming at the first private moment. I would still have my flares to contend with, but in Gildenheim, I might be able to decide what shape I wanted my life to take rather than continue along the grooves worn deep by tradition.

And more than that—this was a chance to prove myself. A chance to do my duty as Duchess Liliana. To finally have my parents deem me enough instead of merely expendable.

I lifted my chin, meeting my parents’ eyes.

“I am a daughter of Damaria,” I said. “It’s my responsibility to protect our people. Of course I accept.”

My mother straightened the stack of treaty papers. “You’ll leave in seven days.”

Which meant they had started preparing for the alliance before they’d even asked me. I kept my face blank as fresh vellum, giving none of my feelings away.

“Give me a pen,” I said, my voice steady. “I’ll sign the papers now.”

I dipped the pen in deep blue ink, the color of Damaria. As I lifted the nib above the treaty, a single drop of ink fell, spattering the parchment beside my newly betrothed’s name. Aric of Gildenheim.

Tatiana would have said it was a poor omen. But my sister saw a possible future in each ocean wave, and I knew there was only one that counted: the firm road set out by duty. Responsibility called me, looming at the northern border, and I would answer.

I blotted the errant mark away and signed my name. There. A line of ink, and now I was engaged.

“Bianca.” My mother touched my elbow as I stood to leave. When I faced her, I saw a trace of worry in her eyes for the first time since I’d entered the room. “You’ll have to pretend you’re strong for this to succeed. Don’t show anyone your flaws. Don’t let them see your failures. If they learn of your weakness, they’ll use it against you, and then they’ll cut you down.”

I met her eyes, willing her to see a strength that wasn’t there. “I won’t.”

This was my duty. And at that, I’d never failed.

I wasn’t about to start now.





Chapter 10

I whirled, my hand going to my waist for my rapier. But I wore only a shift and a dressing gown. My weapons were out of reach in my chambers—behind the armed intruder. I had a scant moment to see the attacker’s dark clothing and glinting steel—

Then they were past me, closing in on their target. Not me. Aric.

I’d already scrambled backwards before I realized the assassin’s aim. Now they were halfway around the bed, knife raised to strike. Aric’s eyes went huge with panic. He threw up his arms to shield his face, as if that would be enough to stop the knife.

No time to think. Only to act. I snatched up a pillow and rolled across the bed, throwing myself between Aric and the assassin. Steel flashed. I thrust the pillow upwards to block the descending blade. Silk ripped and feathers exploded. I drove my knee into my attacker’s abdomen. They doubled over with a grunt.

“The lanterns!” I yelled at Aric, who was staring, frozen. “Hand me a lantern!”

The assassin clutched their gut, wheezing. I grabbed a lamp from Aric’s fumbling fingers and smashed it over their head. Glass shattered. A viscous white liquid sprayed everywhere, cold as it soaked through my dressing gown.

I shoved the attacker away. They went down hard against the wall. The remnants of the lantern dripped from my fingers, mingling with a darker fluid—blood. My hand was burning, a tingling sensation spreading up my arm. I’d cut myself on the glass.

I had no time to tend my wounds. The assassin was already stumbling back to their feet. The knife flashed in their hand as they adjusted their grip. Their face was covered, but their dark eyes darted to Aric, plotting a route around me. My efforts had thwarted them for only a moment, and now I had no defenses.

No weapons. No shields. Even the glass from the lantern had disintegrated into shards too small to use as blades.

It will defend you against an attacker.

My hand flew to the locket at my neck, slicking the silver with my blood.

The assassin darted forward. Aric shoved me aside, stepping in front of me.

“Don’t—” he began.

I flipped the locket open.

With a sound like an earthquake, the chamber exploded into blazing white light.

The force of the spell threw me backwards onto the bed. The room spun sickeningly around me. Black sparks chased each other at the edges of my vision.

Get up. I had to get up. The assassin could be anywhere—could be closing in on Aric again at this instant, or deciding to come for me instead. I couldn’t lie here in a daze, even if my vision was swimming. I gritted my teeth and pushed myself up on my elbows.

And froze, bewildered.

I was face-to-face with a large, white . . . horse.

I blinked, certain I must be hallucinating. But as my vision cleared, the horse remained. Its large brown eyes rolled back in its head, showing the whites in an expression I recognized as panic. It blew out a huff of hay-scented air in my face and shied away from me, hooves clattering on the floor.

I didn’t have time to deal with magically summoned stallions. I rolled to my feet, nearly colliding with the horse. The floor lurched beneath my bare soles, and I hastily grabbed the bedpost to steady myself. Now of all times, I couldn’t afford weakness.

The assassin was slumped against the wall, head lolling. The force of Tatiana’s enchantment must have thrown them across the room. I had only a few moments before they recovered. I needed to find Aric and run for help before they could strike again. Where was the blasted man?

“Aric?” My voice was raw with fear.

No one answered. He must be hiding behind the horse. Or under the bed. Or perhaps he’d fled. Not exactly commendable, but I could overlook that given the circumstances. Or maybe the spell had stunned him, too?

The horse whinnied and pranced, blocking my view. I shoved at its flank in irritation, cursing again as it refused to budge. The horse’s sudden appearance in the bedchamber had to be Tatiana’s doing, but this was a very strange sort of protection indeed. What had my sister been thinking? Was I supposed to ride out of danger? The beast didn’t even have a saddle, and a horse would be useless against an assassin. In fact, it was making things decidedly more difficult.

A groan. My gaze shot towards the sound.

The assassin was stirring. As I watched in dismay, they rolled to their hands and knees, groping across the floor for their weapon.

“Aric!” I shouted, abandoning subtlety. “Where are you?”

The horse butted me with its nose, nearly knocking me back onto the bed. I shoved it away again with an oath. Virtue of Serenity, now I was being attacked by a horse as well as an assassin.

-Get on my back.-

My mouth fell open. The voice had sounded inside my head. Clear. Oddly familiar. And, though I couldn’t have said how I knew, unmistakably coming from the horse.

Shock was making me imagine things, because horses simply did not talk. Especially not in my head.

The horse stamped a hoof against the floor with a resounding crack. -Get on my back. Now. Before both of us are killed.-

Practicality rushed back in. As unnerving as it was to be telepathically addressed by a magically materializing warhorse, the creature was right—I had to get out of here before the assassin recovered. Searching for Aric would only give our assailant time to kill us both.

I made an ungraceful lunge towards the horse, grabbed it by the mane, and scrambled onto its back.

A shudder rippled through the horse’s flanks. Drown me, it would be just my luck to have conjured a horse that couldn’t stand a rider, especially since I had neither bridle nor saddle. Tatiana could have considered that in her spell. I gripped its mane more tightly.

“Go,” I urged. “Get us out of here!”

The horse shuddered again. And then, nearly throwing me from its back, it reared. I shrieked and clung desperately to its neck, my legs sliding down its flanks. Glass chimed, catching the first light of morning, as the horse’s hoof smashed through the nearest window. My steed dropped to all fours and gathered itself, muscles bunching beneath me. I barely had time to finish screaming before it leaped straight through the shattered second-story window.

Broken glass snagged my dressing gown, ripping my sleeve. Fabric billowed around me. For a terrible moment, I was airborne. And then the horse’s hooves hit the ground, bone-shatteringly hard, and it was galloping into the dawn, leaving the castle behind.

We plunged through the trees of the arboretum I’d seen from my window. A cold, wet wind whipped my face, tangling my hair into knots and squeezing tears from my eyes. Frigid rain soaked through my dressing gown in an instant. I clung to the horse’s neck, my legs clamped around its sides. The world dissolved into a blur of snow and shadow. Branches loomed around me, bristling with needles. One snatched my hair, and I couldn’t stifle a cry of pain as strands ripped from my scalp.

Finally, the horse slowed and came to a standstill, sides heaving. I dared to lift my head and look around. We were alone in the midst of a dense, dark wood. Grey light paled the clouds above the trees; lingering patches of snow dotted the ground beside a few bold green shoots. The earth shone with the wet, chill glint of mud.

A shiver racked through me. I was wearing only a soaked dressing gown and a shift, and a Gilden spring was as cold as the depths of Damarian winter. I’d nearly died and I wasn’t yet out of danger. I was alone, weaponless, with only a horse for company—a large, regrettably white horse that glowed against the rain-shrouded trees like a lantern, betraying our location to anyone in pursuit.

And the assassin—who had sent them? Had they followed us out the window? The chill pierced all the way to my heart as I realized: they had come through my chambers. My retinue wouldn’t have let them pass without a fight, but I hadn’t heard a single warning sound. Julieta—Catalina—were they drugged? Dead? And Aric—what had happened to him?

Virtues, please let him be alive. I might despise the man, but I didn’t want him dead. Especially not when the peace between our countries depended on our union.

“Aric,” I muttered, talking to myself. “Where in the ocean’s hundred names are you?”

The horse shifted beneath me, making me hastily tighten my grip on its mane. And then that voice sounded in my head again. Smooth, melodic, and undeniably annoyed.

-Right here. Now get off my back.-

My jaw went slack. I must have hit my head during the fight, for now the horse was not only talking, but doing so in the voice of the man I’d just married.

-Did you not hear me? Get off my back.- The horse stamped a hoof. Earth splattered, and it shook itself, nearly unseating me again. -Ugh. I despise mud.-

I closed my mouth with an audible click. “A-Aric? Are you—a horse?”

The horse turned its head to glare at me over its shoulder. His shoulder. The expression dissipated my doubt, though not my shock. That cold annoyance was definitely Aric’s, bizarre though it was to see it on an equine face.

-What do you think I look like? A chicken?- the horse demanded. -Now for the last time, get off my back before I buck you into this rotted mud.-

“Virtue of Patience. You could at least give me a moment to process the circumstances.”

I slid from the horse’s—Aric’s—back, wincing as my bare feet hit the frigid ground with a splash. Icy mud slid between my toes. My knees nearly gave way under me and, without thinking, I caught myself on the horse’s side. A shiver ran through his flanks, and I snatched my hand away.

I turned to look at him, my eyes narrowed. “You’re really my husband?”

-Regrettably. Unless you’ve managed to acquire a divorce in the last few hours without my knowledge?-

Yes, that was definitely Aric. And transforming him into the emblem of his own country did seem like exactly the sort of thing Tatiana would find diverting. I clutched my head in my hands, my fingers tangling in my sodden hair.

“This is impossible.” A hysterical laugh bubbled up and spilled out into the early morning air. “I’m married to a horse.”

The horse—Aric—stamped a hoof (a hoof!) alarmingly near my bare feet. Mud splashed onto the silk of my already ruined dressing gown. -Control yourself, wife. This is no laughing matter. This situation would be grave even if we weren’t fleeing an assassin.-

Right. The assassin. The thought was a cold bucket of water, dousing the flames of my laughter. “Who were they? Why did they try to kill you?”

Aric gave me a look that showed the whites of his eyes. -I think you know that better than I.-

It took me a moment to understand the implication. “Wait. You think I sent the assassin? I nearly got myself killed protecting you from them!”

-How very convenient.-

I was nearly speechless with rage. “It was hardly convenient! I’m cut, bruised, soaked, and I nearly lost my life. And besides, I entered this marriage in good faith. I’m not the sort of person who would have my husband murdered on my wedding night!”

-You wore a dagger to your own welcome ball.-

“For self-defense! Which was clearly well merited! How do I know that wasn’t your assassin?”

Aric snorted, indignant. -I would never assassinate my spouse in my bedchamber. Even one who forced me to marry them. It would ruin the sheets.-

“It would—” I sputtered. “Wait, what do you mean, forced you to marry—”

A cacophony of bells broke out in the distance, cutting my protest short. An alarm. Someone had discovered the assassination attempt.

Both our heads turned sharply in the direction of the noise. Lights were bobbing through the trees—the dull flickering orange of torches struggling against the rain, mixed with the paler glow of Adept-forged lanterns. A search party. And I would wager my life that the assassin had slithered into the searchers’ ranks, passing themself off as part of the castle household.

Aric’s head swung back to face me, though his ears remained turned towards the alarm bells.

-We don’t have time for this discussion now. Undo your spell before the assassin finds us.-

I winced. “I . . . don’t know how.”

Aric’s nostrils flared. They were really quite large nostrils. -What do you mean, you don’t know how? It was your spell!-

“It wasn’t my spell, actually.” I touched my hand to my throat. Miraculously, the locket had survived the breakneck journey through the woods. It hung from its chain, still open. “My sister made it for me. It was meant to be a protection device. I don’t really know how it works. I’m not the one with magical abilities, remember?”

Aric might have been a horse, but apparently he could still give me an entirely withering look.

“Fine. I’ll try my best to—to unhorse you.” I fumbled with the rain-slick locket. Since opening it had activated the spell, perhaps closing it would reverse the enchantment. My fingers were clumsy from the cold, but I managed to pinch the pendant between them.

-Wait—- Aric started.

I squeezed my eyes closed and clicked the locket shut.

No rush of air. No burst of light.

I cautiously opened my eyes to find myself still face-to-face with a large, annoyed, and entirely untransformed white stallion.

“One moment. I’ll try again.” With increasing urgency, I clicked the locket open and shut, open and shut.

Aric pawed impatiently at the muddy earth. -We have no time for this. Get on my back.-

“A moment ago you wanted me to get off—”

-Archives and indices, wife, just stop arguing and do as I say. Do you really want to explain to my guards why I’m a horse and you have blood on your shift? Assuming it’s my guards who find us first, and not the assassin.-

I had no argument. I shut my mouth. Aric lowered himself to his knees, muttering irritably about the mud all the while. I swung a leg over his back. Mounting him felt entirely different now that I knew he wasn’t an ordinary horse. My bare thighs touched his sides, and I wore nothing beneath my shift.

Heat rushed to my face. Thank the seas he couldn’t see my face. Or could he? His eyes were on the sides of his head. What was a horse’s vision like?

Virtue of Mercy. I was married to a horse.

Hysterical laughter threatened to spill out again. I clamped my lips closed on it. Aric was right: this wasn’t something to laugh about. It was only the exhaustion and shock making me react in unhinged ways.

Aric jolted to his feet. I gripped his mane, and we plunged deeper into the forest’s embrace.

“Where are we going?”

-You’ll see. Somewhere safe.- He paused. -I hope.-





Chapter 11

Aric said nothing further, and I didn’t press. Behind us, the woods echoed with shouts and the ceaseless tolling of the alarm bells. A dog began to bark, and my heart clenched. The sky was brightening now that the sun had cleared the horizon, adding urgency to our flight—the daylight was against us, making it harder to hide.

I knew the arboretum was contained within the castle walls, yet as Aric forged on it seemed endless, a spiraling scape of trees and rain and shadow. Surely we’d seen those same clumps of fir and spruce multiple times.

“Do you even know where we’re going?” I hissed at Aric through chattering teeth.

-Hush. You’ll draw attention.-

“That wasn’t an answer.”

Behind us, a groaning creak of wood. I twisted to look over my shoulder and bit back a gasp. From among the trees—no, from the trees themselves—peered faces with burls for noses and bristling bark eyebrows.

“Aric,” I whispered. “Are the trees . . . looking at us?”

-I did say you’d draw attention.-

Unnerved, I gripped his mane more tightly. Horses weren’t supposed to talk. Trees weren’t supposed to literally watch you. What had the magic in this country been drinking?

Finally, Aric stopped beside a pair of massive firs that looked older than the castle itself. This time I slid from his back without being prompted. My feet were so cold that hitting the ground was a shock of pain. I swayed, nearly fell, grabbed his mane for balance.

Aric’s flanks rippled in annoyance. He shook me off. -In there. Between those two firs.-

I stared at the trees in puzzlement—they looked no different from any other patch of forest. Then I blinked and looked again. What at first glance seemed like just a darker area of shadow was, on closer inspection, a narrow, derelict building. Half the wood-shingled roof had fallen away, revealing the edifice’s bones. As shelters went, it wasn’t promising.

I looked at Aric skeptically. “Won’t it be obvious we’re hiding out here?”

He shook his head impatiently, tail flicking. -To find this place, you have to have been here first.-

More irregular magic. Just what I needed. “And we’re assuming the assassin hasn’t paid this charming abode a visit before?”

-Only three people alive have been here, including you and me. And the third would never try to kill me.-

I ignored the implication—I hadn’t arranged the assassin, whether he believed me or not. I had only his word that this unknown third party was equally innocent. But I didn’t feel like arguing the point. A light wind had sprung up, driving rain into my face. I was trembling with cold and didn’t fancy being stared at by hostile trees. The hut wouldn’t be comfortable, but at least it was out of the rain.

I started forward. For a moment I felt as if I pushed against a great wind. Then, with a pop like pressure releasing in my ears, the entire building suddenly came into clear focus. My breath hitched. An unsettling magic indeed.

The building’s single wooden door hung askew from its hinges. I shoved it open with both hands and stepped inside cautiously. The scents of damp straw and mildew assailed my nose. Rain poured steadily in where the roof had given way, and elsewhere a chorus of drips plunked out a lugubrious hymn. A cold drop found the back of my neck, and I shivered as it scurried down my spine.

My eyes ran over rows of thin walls fronted by half doors, most nearly rotted away. “Is this . . . a barn?”

-It was a stable for the realm’s finest mounts before the arboretum grew up. Now it’s a last retreat for the royal family if the castle falls. Move aside before I step on you.-

I stepped out of the way as Aric pushed through the door, muttering again about the rain and mud. The doorway was a tight fit—his sides rubbed off flakes of lichen that had taken the opportunity to bedeck the frame. Inside, he shook himself with a disgruntled shudder, shedding bits of plant matter and mud. I shielded my eyes from the spray.

-Look in the stalls.- His words were curt. Still hostile, but at least we weren’t outright arguing. -There are supplies. Blankets and such.-

“Probably wet and mouse eaten,” I muttered, but I complied.

This place may have housed the realm’s finest mounts once, but now it would be better fit for a troop of toads. The weak morning sunlight revealed that the roof’s collapse had exposed all but two of the stalls to the open sky; most of the building was wet and reeked of mildew and rot. The two surviving stalls were in only marginally better shape. One was stacked with wooden crates; the other held a scattering of moldy straw. At least it was sheltered from the rain.

I wrestled the lid off the nearest crate with difficulty; my fingers had numbed almost to uselessness. I could have cried with relief at what I found inside: the rough weave of heavy woolen fabric. A length of cloth spilled out when I pulled. A blanket.

There were two: thick, coarse—and, thank the seas, warm. I wrapped one around myself like a shawl.

-Give me one of those.-

I flung the second blanket at Aric, hoping it hit him in the face—until he apologized, I was determined to make him wish he had. “Since you asked so kindly. Good luck getting that on without hands.”

Aric huffed in annoyance. Ignoring him, I headed towards the other sheltered stall, eager to lie down somewhere dry.

Only to find Aric blocking my way.

“Move,” I snapped, in no mood to pretend at courtesy. “I need to sit down.”

He flared his nostrils at me, ears twitching. -Find somewhere else. I’m taking this stall.-

I set my jaw. “You’re a horse. Horses stand out in the rain all the time. You don’t need it.”

-I deserve it. Because, as you astutely pointed out, I am indeed a horse, a state which is entirely your fault. Find your own stall.-

My teeth hurt from being gritted so hard. “There’s only one that’s suitable.”

-Another astute observation.-

Drown the man—the horse—whatever he was. I hugged the blanket more tightly around my shoulders as a gust of wind attempted to pry it away.

“Let’s compromise,” I said, exasperated. “We share the stall, and I will put the other blanket on you. Since, as we have both astutely observed, you are a horse.”

Aric considered, his tail flicking irritably.- Fine. But you’d better put it on properly, or I will kick you out.- He blew out a huff of air. -Archives and indices. Couldn’t you have turned me into something with opposable thumbs?-

We wedged ourselves into the narrow stall, as far from each other as humanly—or equinely—possible. I draped the second blanket over Aric’s flanks far more charitably than I felt, then curled into a ball in the far corner and tucked my own around myself. Gradually, my shudders ebbed. Everything hurt, and the straw I sat on smelled strongly of mildew, but at least I wouldn’t freeze to death.

No—actually, everything didn’t hurt. Not as much as it should. My body ached with developing bruises and my legs still stung with cuts from the window. But my hands, where I’d sliced myself on the smashed lantern, hurt only from the cold.

I extracted one of my hands from the blanket and held it towards the light from the collapsed roof. Even in the dimness of a rain-shrouded morning, my skin was unmistakably whole. My wounds were gone. But golden lines crossed my palm like gilt scars, echoing the mark from the wedding ceremony.

A chill swept through me that had nothing to do with the cold.

-Are you hurt? Did the assassin wound you?- Aric sounded hopeful.

“Sorry to disappoint you, but I’ll live.” I tucked my hand back into the blanket. Should I tell him about the marks? Ask him what they meant? For all I knew, they were a sign he’d placed a curse on me.

-Incredible as it may seem to you, I would prefer you remain among the living.-

“Incredible as it may seem to you, I would prefer that you do the same.”

-Naturally. Which is why you sent an assassin into my bedchamber and transformed me into a horse.-

Irritation flared. “I told you, I didn’t send the assassin. And the spell wasn’t meant for you—I was trying to save both of us. None of this is how I anticipated our wedding night unfolding.”

-I’ve yet to grasp how exactly you did expect it to go. After the assassin and the curse, what was the next stage of your plan?-

If only Tatiana’s spell had included a provision of silence. I gritted my teeth. “Also as I told you, I had no plan. My only intention was to fulfill the terms of the treaty. And had I known how insufferably rude you would turn out to be, I would have insisted the Council renegotiate those terms.”

-So you continue to deny orchestrating this marriage in the first place?-

That was thrice he’d said something to that effect, and this time I was in a better state to pay attention to it. I sat up straighter, frowning, to focus on him fully.

“I had nothing at all to do with arranging this marriage. I was selected by the Council of Nine as the most suitable candidate to satisfy your thinly veiled threats of war.”

-My threats? I’ve never threatened Damaria. Your Council was the one making all the demands.-

This made no sense. I’d seen the treaty draft myself, complete with Aric’s seal. “What demands, exactly, do you think the Council has made?”

I could practically picture him ticking them off on his fingers. If he’d still had fingers.

-Expanding the trade agreement. Committing to an annual quota of purchases of Adept technology. Increasing our lumber and iron exports. Agreeing to wed a partner of the Council’s choice before the coronation, without even meeting you first—-

“Wait,” I interrupted. If my head spun any harder, it would roll right off my shoulders. “The Council didn’t demand any of that. I didn’t demand any of that. The insistence on marriage was all from you!”

Aric’s nostrils flared. -Why in the Lady’s name would I insist on marriage?-

My brows rose incredulously. “To make a statement as a new king? To test your power by claiming a tithe from Damaria?”

-You are a woman, not a tithe.- Aric snorted. -And if I wanted a tithe, why would I demand to marry you?-

I’d just been insulted again, but he didn’t give me room to retaliate. -I’m not even crowned yet. Why would my first move be to aggravate my closest neighbor with a list of demands that could easily spark a war?-

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. I could think of counterarguments, but they were all as limp as wet silk.

He was right. Now that I’d heard it from his perspective, forcing the treaty wasn’t a logical move at all. I hardly knew Aric, not yet. But from what I’d seen of him, aside from his personal grudge against me, he didn’t seem like the sort of man eager to start a fight. He had literally hidden behind a book at the welcome ball. Not the sort of action a king bent on war would take.

Yet if he was telling the truth, that left a problem even more salient than Aric’s new form.

“But if neither of us asked for this marriage . . . who did?”





Chapter 12

Neither Aric nor I had answers, and both of us were too exhausted to continue the conversation with any fruitfulness. I was cold, damp, and aching; we’d barely survived an assassination attempt; and someone wanted Aric, me, or both of us dead. I feared for my retinue’s safety, but I was all too aware that I could do nothing for them now. Showing up with a bloodied shift and a horse for a husband could only make things worse.

So instead, since there was nothing more productive to be done at the moment, I curled up in the corner of the stall and attempted to get warm. It rapidly proved a futile gesture, despite the blanket. Though the building was marginally warmer than the air outside, the ground and my wet clothes sapped the heat straight from my bones. Intermittent shivers coursed through me, making my muscles cramp. Between my earlier flare, the cold, and the fact that I’d been up all night, I wouldn’t be able to function even if I figured out what in the ocean’s hundred names I was supposed to do about all this.

-Bianca.-

Aric’s voice in my head sent my pulse spiking again. I closed my eyes, too tired for another argument.

-We should share each other’s warmth.-

My eyes flew open with surprise. My face heated. Yes, we were married—if the assassin hadn’t shown up, we would already be intimately acquainted with each other’s bodies. But the idea of sharing his warmth felt strangely . . . personal.

Also, he was a horse.

Aric sighed, with what felt like both irritation and embarrassment. -You won’t be much use if you make yourself sick with the chill. And . . . you’re not the only one who’s cold.-

I turned his suggestion over in my mind, weighing my reluctance like a new blade. There was no particular reason to refuse—other than the awkwardness of the situation. If he planned to hurt me, he’d had ample opportunity already. I was shivering, he was a large warm animal, and we couldn’t risk a fire, even if we’d had the materials to make one.

I was too practical, and too cold, to be stubborn about it. He’d invited me. I lost nothing by accepting, not even my dignity—it was far too late to salvage that.

“Fine,” I said shortly. “If you roll over on me, I will make you regret it profoundly.”

Aric huffed out a breath. -I already regret this profoundly.-

Still, he lowered to his knees. I scooted over to lean against him. As my shoulder brushed his side, I paused, frowning.

“You’re shivering.”

-As I mentioned, I’m cold.-

But I’d seen enough of horses to know that this wasn’t just the cold at work. Now that I was paying attention, I noticed how the whites of his eyes showed, how every line of his body was rigid. Temperature alone didn’t cause that sort of response.

“Aric,” I said quietly. “Are you all right?”

His voice was thick with disdain. -All right? Of course I’m not all right. I’m a horse.-

I winced. “You’re taking it surprisingly well.”

-I am not taking it well.- His voice sharpened. -I’m barely staving off panic. I have no idea whether this spell is reversible, since apparently you don’t understand its workings. I can’t do something as simple as open a door or pick up a blanket. I am covered in mud. Sleeping in the cold is an indignity. And on top of that, I’ve just learned there’s a plot to force us to marry and another plot, or perhaps the same, to have me killed. The only reason I’m holding myself together at all is that if I didn’t, we’d both be dead.-

I bit my lip. It was true—without his quick thinking, and quick response, we’d still be in the bedchamber with the assassin. I’d taken his apparent calmness at face value, but now that his facade had cracked, it was all too easy to see what lay beneath. I knew firsthand that one could appear collected while falling to pieces inside.

I leaned into his side, taking advantage of the warmth he’d offered. Aric flinched, his muscles rippling. Then, obviously forcing himself, he relaxed. Marginally.

“I’m sorry about the enchantment,” I said, hoping he could hear my sincerity. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

Aric released a heavy sigh. -I’m struggling to accept that as true.-

Stubborn ass. No, horse. “I’ll swear it by any of the Virtues you like.”

-That’s . . . that’s not what I meant.- I could feel him considering. Reluctant to speak his mind. -It’s that . . . if you’re telling the truth, then I’m afraid I’ve misjudged you rather badly.-

“Yes. Yes, you have. And you’ve been horribly rude about it, too.”

-I concede my manners have been . . . somewhat lacking.-

I eyed him suspiciously. Why was he suddenly agreeing with me? This must be another trap. “If you are attempting to find a reason to continue lacking manners, I refuse to assist in your endeavors.”

-Actually, Bianca, I am attempting to suggest a truce.-

I blinked, disoriented. I’d thought we were exchanging the opening blows to another sparring match, and instead . . . he was extending a—a hoof? “A truce?”

-Yes.- I could practically feel Aric rolling his eyes. -It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement in which we agree to stop fighting each other, at least until our lives are out of immediate danger.-

“I know what a truce is,” I retorted, in a decidedly belligerent tone. Then I checked myself, reconsidering.

I was still suspicious of Aric—and begrudging. Even if his suggestion wasn’t underlined by nefarious motives, after how he’d treated me, I was reluctant to let him move past his rudeness so easily.

But then again, I had accidentally turned him into a horse. Perhaps that was retribution enough. For now. A truce, after all, was temporary. And it would be easier to resolve the rest of this disaster and figure out who was behind the assassination attempt if Aric and I weren’t sparring the entire time.

“Very well,” I said finally. “In that case, I will attempt to agree to your truce whenever you manage to actually offer one. Provided you don’t take my acceptance as permission to resume said lack of manners.”

Aric snorted. -I offer you a truce, wife. We work together until we’ve lifted the curse and determined who wants us dead.-

“I accept your truce, husband.” I was still wary, but I was too tired to keep fighting. And despite his boorish behavior, it was becoming clear that he wasn’t the enemy I’d taken him for. I folded my arms. “I would suggest we shake on it, but your hooves are filthy.”

-That is not my fault.-

“Never mind whose fault it is. Are we agreed?”

-Fine. Agreed.-

A beam of morning sun filtered through the clouds, illuminating the floor of the stable; the rain was finally petering out. The air was warming—no, I was warming, thanks to Aric’s heat. My shivering had subsided, and between his warm bulk and the blanket, I could almost pretend to be

















































































Author’s Note

When I was a small child, I stopped growing.

For two years—between when I was two and four years old—I didn’t gain weight or get taller. I had incessant stomach pains and was constantly cranky. When I was older, I spent days curled on the couch holding my stomach, unable to summon the energy to move.

Fortunately, doctors identified the cause of my symptoms while I was still quite young. I have celiac disease—an autoimmune disorder that affects approximately one in one hundred people worldwide, although it frequently goes undiagnosed. When celiacs ingest even trace amounts of gluten—a protein found in wheat and other grains—the immune system perceives it as an attack, causing damage to the body. Celiac most commonly affects the small intestine but can harm any organ, including the brain. There is no cure, and the only treatment is a completely gluten-free diet for life.

Bianca’s “condition” represents some of the symptoms of celiac disease. As a child, I devoured fantasy novels—but always in the back of my head was the knowledge that someone like me had no place in those books, where I wouldn’t be able to survive on the classic fantasy fare of bread and cheese and no one would have the words to understand what was making me sick. So much of traditional fantasy implicitly tells us that people with disabilities, invisible and otherwise, don’t belong.

As an adult, I thought: But what if they did?

In Behooved, I wanted to show a fantasy heroine who has symptoms like me—and who still gets to have epic adventures and a happy ending. Disabled people belong in fantasy, just as much as we belong in the real world.

If you see anything of yourself in Bianca, I hope this book brings you some measure of joy.

—Marina
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