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Abstract

This translation project involves the translation of the romantasy novel The House of Blood
and Whispers by Natalina Reis. The work consists of two chapters.

Chapter 1 presents independently performed translation, namely Chapters 1, 4, 5, 14, 20, and
30. The primary objective was to render the material from English into Ukrainian, staying faithful to
the stylistic colouring of the text and conveying expressive means adequately.

Chapter 2 provides an analysis of the chosen material through its genre peculiarities; an
overview of certain expressive means, ways of their rendering and existing examples from translated
literature to support it; and application of these methods in the independently performed translation.
The aim was to demonstrate methods of conveying expressive tools that make up characters’ idiolect
and preserve the text's emotional potential.

Key words: romantasy, idiolect, translation strategies, expressive language, idioms,
vulgarisms, profanity, foreignisms.



AHoTALA

Lleit nmepexyiagabKuid MPOEKT Mependoavae nepeksiag poMaHy B xKaHpi pomentesi “JliM KpoBi
ta menoty”’ Haraninu Peiic. PoGoTa ckiamaeTbes 3 ABOX PO3ALTIB.

VY nmepuioMmy po3iii MpeacTaBIeHO CaMOCTIHHO BUKOHAHUH TIEpeKIiaj, a came po3auu 1, 4,
5, 14, 20 ta 30. OcHOBHUM 3aBJaHHAM OyJIO TIEpeIaTH MaTepiai 3 aHTJIIHChKOT Ha YKPaiHChKY MOBY,
JOTPUMYIOUNCH CTHIIICTUYHOTO 3a0apBIIEHHS TEKCTY Ta aJICKBATHO MEPEIal0ul BUPAKAIbHI 3aCO0U.

Hpyruii po31ij1 MICTUTh aHaJTi3 00PaHOT0 MaTepiary 3 OrJIsAy Ha HOTo KaHPOB1 0COOIUBOCTI;
OTJISA[ TIEBHUX €KCIIPECUBHUX 3aC00iB, CIIOCO0IB X mepenadi Ta iCHyI0UMX MPUKIIAIIB 3 IEPEKIATHOT
JiTepaTypu Ha MiATBEPIKEHHS I[OT0O; 3aCTOCYBaHHS IIMX CHOCOOIB y CaMOCTIHHO BHUKOHAHOMY
nepeknani. MeTor OyJo MpPOAEMOHCTPYBaTH CHOCOOHM Tiepenadi eKCIPECHBHHX 3aco0iB, IO
CKJIQJIAIOTh 1J110JIEKT MIEPCOHAXKIB, Ta 30€pEKEHHS EMOIIMHOTO IMOTEHITIATy TeKCTY.

Kuro4oBi cjioBa: poMeHTe31, 1110J1€KT, IEpEeKIaaaibKi CTpaTerii, EKCIIPECHBHA MOBA, 1J110MH,
BYJIbrapu3MH, HCHOPMAaTHBHA JICKCHKA, IHIIIOMOBHI CJIOBA.



Introduction

Relevance of the research stems from the growth in book publishing worldwide. Top social
networks create book communities, like BookTok and BookTube, promoting reading to the masses
and advertising certain genres, authors, and literary pieces. Ukrainian readers follow the global trend,
and it is worth emphasizing that the domestic book market consists of mostly translated fiction and
non-fiction works.

The translated fiction could be considered the most discussed topic in the domestic book
communities. Translation is one of the most crucial points that readers and community influencers
actively bring up and analyse in their reviews. This is an evident proof that writing style, plot, and
characters are not the sole factors for a good reading experience.

Character narration is an important aspect for consideration in the translation process.
Expressive vocabulary serves for character portrayal, building interpersonal dynamics, emotional
tension, and immersive experience.

Regarding translation studies, research into these linguistic peculiarities fosters a profound
understanding of the stylistic structure of a literary work and ensures adequate reproduction of
original flair.

In the given project the focus was given to idioms, obscene language, and foreignisms.
Rendering these expressive tools was a research subject to such scholars as Baker, Molina, Hurtado
Albir, Rasul, Korunets’, Hordii, Chyhura, Ukusova, Opyr, Dobrovolska, Panchyshyn, and others.

The object of the research is characters’ idiolect in romantasy prose; the subject is expressive
vocabulary markers and translation methods applied to them.

Goal is to translate several chapters of The House of Blood and Whispers by Natalina Reis
into the target language and define the expressive vocabulary markers that make up characters’
idiolect. Furthermore, the tasks of this translation project presuppose:

° to translate several chapters of the chosen material

° to define major expressive markers of characters’ idiolect

° to outline methods of rendering those markers and demonstrate them through
examples from other translated romantasy works

° to justify application of the same methods in an independently performed
translation

The research material involves an independently performed translation of Chapters 1, 4, 5,
14, 20, and 30 of The House of Blood and Whispers by Natalina Reis.

The translation project consists of an introduction, two chapters, conclusions, and list of
references. The overall volume of the translation project is 59 pages.

The source text consists of 58,614 characters without spaces; the translation of the source text
consists of 58,329 characters without spaces.



CHAPTER 1. TRANSLATION OF THE FRAGMENT THE HOUSE OF BLOOD AND WHISPERS BY NATALINA REIS

SL TL
Chapter 1 Pozaia 1
Caged 3aMKHeHa y KJIiTIi

Everyone calls me Cahki, an old-language word that means
hard and icy. Cruel.

It’d be hard to protest that assessment of my personality as I
stood in the captain’s cabin, legs wide apart, braced for the few men
who were still standing to attack. Bright red blood soaked my white
tunic and pants and dripped from the blade of my raised sword.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

The bodies of the three men who had dared to touch me earlier
were scattered on the slippery wooden floor, forming a human line
between me and the men who still breathed. The captain, a burly man
in his forties, stood by his bed, sputtering nonsense and waving his
broken sword in front of him as he ordered his sailors to overtake me.

The remaining two had taken stock of what | was capable of
and hesitated. Had they known how exhausted | was, how my legs
trembled beneath me, more liquid than solid, they wouldn’t have. The
way every muscle of my body ached and spasmed meant one thing
only: this battle was lost for me. But I wouldn’t give them the
satisfaction of victory so soon. | would keep them guessing until the
last possible second, no matter how much pain it caused me.

| waited, sword at the ready even as my vision blurred. Soon,
I’d pass out.

No food for at least three days and just the bare minimum of
water had left me weak and woozy. The fact that | had managed to
kill three of them gave me a sick kind of satisfaction. My dad would
be proud. He had taught me well, and | would never go down without
a fight to the end.

“You might be smaller than most warriors, daughter,” he
always said, “but you have the spirit of a fjord pirate and the

Vi kimmuyTh MeHe Kaki — JaBHBOMOBHUM CJIOBOM, IIIO O3HAYa€ “TBepauid” 1
Kkprxanuid. “YKopcTokuii”.

Take BHU3HA4YEHHS MOIM OCOOMCTOCTI Ba)XKKO Oyyio O 3amepeyuTH TOKH S,
IIMPOKO PO3CTaBUBIIM HOTH, CTOsUIA y KaliTaHChKIM KaloTi, MiATOTYBAaBIIUCH 10
aTaku KUTbKOX YOJIOBIKIB, KOTp1 e CTOSJIM Ha HOrax. SIckpaBa 4epBOHa KpOB
MPOCSIKIJIAa KPi3b MOi OUTy TYHIKY ¥ IITaHU Ta CKparryBaja 3 Jie3a 3AIHHATOro MeJa.

Kan. Kan. Kam.

Tinma TppOX YOJIOBIKIB, SKi O TOTO HACMUTWIIMCh 3aMaxHYTHCh Ha MEHE,
BaJISUTMCh Ha CIM3BKIM JAepeB’siHIM Mi1031, yTBOPIOIOYU MEXKY MikK MHOIO Ta THMH,
KOTO s II[¢ He BiIIpaBWiia Ha TOUW CBIT. KamitaH, KpeMe3HUI YOJIOB’sra 32 COpPOK,
ctosaB Ounst mnibkka. Hepos3bipnuBo Oypmouyuu U po3Maxyroud momepen cebe
3JlaMaHUM MEUeM, BiH BijJIaB HaKa3aB CBOIM MaTpocaM CXOIHUTH MEHE.

JIBifikO BUITIMX YpelITi 3METUKYBalld, Ha 110 s Oyna 3natHa. [Ipote axbu
BOHU 3HAJIM, HACKIJIbKM BUCHAXEHOIO 5 OyJia, sIK TPEMTIIM MO1, HEHa4e BaTHI, HOTH,
TO HaBPsA UM O 3apa3 3aBarajiuch. Te, Ik BUB KOXKEH M 53 MOTO TiJIa, CBITYMIIO TUTBKU
po oJTHe — TIe mopaska. [IpoTe s He mocIimana JaTi iM MOCMaKyBaTH IIEPEMOTO¥0,
a HaToMicTh 30Wpajach TPUMAaTH iX B HaIpy3i O OCTaHHbOI MHUTI, HACKIJIBKU O
Oos1siue MeHl 11e He 00X0UIIOCh.

S dyexana 13 Me4eM HAIOTrOTOB1, X0 31p po3muinBaBcs. HeBmoB3i st 30mutito.

3a BIACYTHOCTI 1K1 IJOHaiMEHIIIE MPOTSITOM TPhOX JHIB Ta JCIIULEIO BOIU Y
pOTi, 5 cTasa ciadko Ta MIABOK. Toil (akT, mo Bcymepey IbOMY MeHi BIAIOCS
MPUKIHYUTHA TPHOX 31 CBOIX BHKpaJadiB, MPUHECIO MEHI HeaOWsKe 3aJJOBOJIECHHS.
batbko MHOIO 6 numascs. Bin 1o0pe HaTpeHyBaB MEHe, 1 10 OCTAHHBOT'O MOJUXY 5
0 Hi3amo He 3xanacs 0e3 00ro.

“Tu, Moke, HE Taka ¥ JyXka, K OUTBIIICTh BOSIK,” — 3aBXKIU Ka3aB BiH, —
“mpote nyxoM — sK (GlOpACBKUN Mipart, il rpi3Ha, sk drage. 3 HaBUYKaMH, SIKi 5 B
Tebe BKJIaB, MAJIO KOMY TH Oyzen ro 3y0ax”.




fierceness of a drage. And with the skills I taught you, there won’t be
many men who can put you down.”

I snorted, my sword hand shaking as | did.

“What are you laughing at, you Northern whore?” the captain
yelled out. “Do you realize what great honor has been bestowed upon
you by our emperor?”

I snorted again. Louder.

“Honor? You call being kidnapped and taken against my will
to go warm the bed of a foreign king an honor?” I spat on the floor,
projecting it well enough to fall close to his boots. “I’d rather die.”

“You just might get your wish,” the captain said. He turned
to his men. “What the fuck are you waiting for? Get her.”

The men stared at each other, and that momentary hesitation
was all | needed to surprise them. There was no way | could win this,
but damned if | would give up.

My sword sliced through the arm of one of the sailors as if
cutting through butter, and | allowed myself a moment of triumph. |
might not have killed him, but he would remember me for the rest of
his miserable life. Unfortunately for me, the effort did me in. My legs
gave up beneath me, and | sank down to the floor, sword still in hand
and a stupid smile on my lips.

Maybe they would kill me right then, and that was all right by
me. Unfortunately, I heard the captain’s voice, hoarse from years of
drinking high spirits, saying, “Take the bitch and put her in a cage.”

Damn!

Darkness fell, blissfully quiet and oblivious. It was the closest
I was going to get to death today.

*k*k

Something tickled my nose, and laughter bubbled out of my
dry lips before I even opened my eyes. Mom often tickled me awake,
heavy sleeper that | was when | had no chores and nowhere to be. In
hindsight | probably should have kept my eyes closed, because when

S nupxHyIa, i Most 030pO€Ha pyKa 3aTPEMTiia Y BiIOBIIb.
Yoro pokemn, miBHIYHA XBOWI0? — BUTYKHYB KamiTaH. — HeBxe He
JOXOJIUTh, SIKY BEJHKY 4eCTh 3p0OUB TOO1 HAIl KOPOJIb?

51 3HOBY nupxHyna. ['onocHirre.
— Yects? [lo-BammomMy, MOTPANKUTH B TIOJIOH 1 BIIPABUTHUCS 31TPIBATH JIIKKO

3aMOPCHKOTO0 KOPOJISI MPOTH CBOET BOJNI — II€ YeCTh? — s IUTIOHYJIA JOJOIY,
MOLIMBIIY OJU3bKO Horo 4yo0iT. — Ta mimnie s 370XHY.
— 3apa3 mobazikaemics, mo Tak i Oyne, — KamiTaH MOBEPHYBCS JI0 CBOiX

MaTtpociB. — SIkoro xpiHa Bu cTroBOMumnTe? XanaiTe ii.

YoJI0BIKM BUTPIIIMIIACS OHE HA OJHOTO — IIi€1 MHUTI BaraHHs MEHI IUJIKOM
BHCTaunjI0, abM 3acTaTy iX 3HeHaIlbka. MeH1 Hi3allo He BUrpaTH Oii, OJIHaK JiabKa
JIUCOTO 5 3/IaMCsl.

Miii Med po3iTHYB PyKYy OJHOTO 3 MaTpOCiB, MPONIIOBIIUCH MO IJIOTi, HEMOB
1o mMacity. Mene Hakpuio BiqayTTs Tpiympy. Moxe, 51 i He BOMIa ioro, ane Tenep
BiH 3amam’aTae MeHe Ha BCE CBOE HiKYeMHe XUTTs. Ha BiacHy mpuKpicTh, MOE TiJIO
HE BUTPHUMAJIO HAJIPUBY: HOTH ITiIKOCHJIHCH, 1 S 3BAIMJIACH JIOJOY, CTUCKAIOYH MeY
i IypKyBaTO MOCMiXalOYHUCh.

MoxnuBo, Toai MeHe 0 1 BOHIIH, 10 MEHE LIIJIKOM BJamToByBaso. Ta Ha aJb,
roJIoc KariTaHa, XpUIKUHN BiJ] pOKIB PO3MHUBAHHS MIIIHOIO CIUPTHOTO, B1/Ip13aB:

— XamaiiTe 110 JAPBY 1 B KINTKY ii.

Jinpko!

Ha mene onmycTunace miThMa, OKYHYBIIH B THIY i 3a0yTTs. [IpoTe momeptu
ChOTOJTHI MEHI HE CYMIIOCH.

***k

[Jock 3amockoTano Miid Hic, i, MEPII HIK s PO3ILIIIONIMIA OYi, 3 MOIX BYCT
BUITYPXHYB CMiIIOK. MaMa yacto Oyauiia MeHe JJOCKOTOM, KOJIU Y BUIbHI BiJ IJIaHIB
1 JoMalHiX chpaB AHI g cnana, sk youra. Orisnaroduch y MUHYJe, jinme s 0
TpUMaJia 04l 3aIUIIONIEHUMU: IIOMHO 5l MOBUILHO PO3TYJIMJIA IX B OYIKYBaHHI, KOJIU




I slowly opened them, waiting for the blur of slumber to clear, two
tiny beady eyes met my gaze, challenging and icky, two of eight, |
realized before | reacted.

I screamed like a banshee and smacked my nose so hard, |
was sure I’d have a black eye later. Sitting up on the cold metal floor,
I swatted my face several times in the off chance that the furry spider
was still on my nose.

Mocking laughter made me look to the side. “Not so brave
with spiders, are you, little whore?” The guard, a scrawny young man
who obviously spurned dental hygiene, pointed at me and laughed
again.

After spitting in his direction, I looked around. Iron bars, just
slightly taller than I was, surrounded me. I looked up to find more
bars stretched overhead. This square space was a cage. | was caged
like a wild animal.

“Get me out of here, jeevel,” I growled, searching for my
sword and not finding it. “Where’s my sword?”’

The man, a boy really, stood up and took a couple steps closer
but stopped far enough away that I couldn’t reach him. “I don’t know
what you called me, bitch, but I would start thinking before
speaking,” he said, his chin sticking out in a dare. “’You have no place
to go. If the emperor didn’t want your kind so bad, you would have
been dead by now.”

“And what kind might that be? You’re still wet behind your
ears. What do you know about anything?” I goaded him, hoping he
would get close enough that I could wrap my hands around his neck.
He didn’t take the bait.

“Blond hair and fair skin kind,” he replied, leaning in with a
huff. “You’re even more precious to him with your freaky white
hair.”

iMsIa ApIMOTH craje, Mii MO 3yCTPiBCS 13 maporo IpiOHUX OYEHST — JBOX i3
BOCBMH, YCBIIOMHJIA 51, IEPUI HIK 3pearyBary.

S ckpukHyJa, SK CKakeHa, ¥ 3aliguiaa coll Mo MUIll TaK CHJIBHO, IO HE
CYMHIBAJIaCh: TIi3HINIE 3’SIBUTHCS CHHEIb. YCIBIIMNCh HA XOJIOAHIM MeTaJIeBiid
JIOJTIBITI, S € KUJTbKA pa3iB MoIieckaga co0l o 00JIMydto, JIMOOHL BOJIOXATHH IMaByK
JI0Ci CHJIIB Y MEHE Ha HOCI.

€XUaHUN CMIX 3MYCHB MEHE MOTJISIHYTH BOIK.

— Ilepen maBykamu He Taka reporka, MaJeHbKa HUILOHIIPO? — CTOPOK,
JIPUIIABHI JICT1Hb, SKUW SIBHO HE YMCTUB 3yOHU, BKa3aB HA MEHE 1 BKOTPE 3aCMisIBCSL.

[TnroHyBIIM HOMY y BIANOBi/b, 5 OTJISHYJIACh HABKOJIO. 3aJli3H1 IpaTH, JIMIIE
TPOXH BHIII 32 Miid picT, oTouyBaiay MeHe. [linBiBIIM moTysi, s mobdaduia, mo BOHU
IpOCTATaJIuCs W B MEHE HaJ| rojoBoro. Llelt kBaapaTHUIl MPOCTIp BUABUBCS KIITKOIO.
MeHe 3aMKHYU B Hild, HEHa4e JUKOTO 3Bipa.

— Bunyctu Mene, jeevel*, — 3arapuana s, IIyKarouu CBOKO 30polo, ajle 1apMa.
— e wmiit meu?

YooBiK, a HacmpaBi 1€ FOHAK, MiBIBCS il HAOIM3UBCS Ha KiJIbKa KPOKIB,
IpOTE 3yNMUHMUBCS HA JOCTATHIN BIJCTaHi, aOU sl HE MOTJIa HOTO 11CTaTUCh.

— He norassito, ik TH TaM MEHE Ha3Balla, CyuyKo, aje s O Ha TBOEMY Miclli
¢b1IbTpyBaB clI0Ba, — MOBHB BiH, 3yXBajo 3ajepiiu miaodopinas. — Tob1 HiKyau
TikaTh. SIKOU KOPOJIO TaK CHIBHO HE 3/1a1acs TBOS opojia, ToO1 O yke OyB rariuk.

— Slke ne taka nopoga? Y tebe 1ie MOJOKO Ha rybax He BucoxJyo. o tu
B3araji TAMUII? — [odYaja s MPOBOKYBATH MOro B Haill, 110 BiH HAOIU3UTHCA
JIOCTaTHbO, a0U 51 MOTJIa BXOIMUTUCS pyKaMM 3a MOro TOpisHKY. AJie BiH Ha Iie He
KITIOHYB.

— CBiTiIOBOJIOCA # CBITJIOIIKIpa MOPOJIA, — BIAMOBIB TOW, HAXWIUBIIKCH B
po3aparyBaHHI. — A 31 CBOIM XUMEPHUM O1TMM BOJIOCCSIM TH HOMY IliIHHA 1 TIOTOTIB.

— OBBa, TOJI NepenpoIy0, — HACMIIIKyBaTO BKJIOHMJIACH S, — TH TaKH
mochk Tamuml, jevel. Tlimiiian-Ho Ommkye, 1 s moAapyko TOO1 TOIUTYHOK. —

! Tlokuapok (man.). (TyT 1 gani npuM. nepeksalauki. )




“Oh wow, I apologize, then,” I said with a mock bow. “You
do know your stuff, jeevel. Come closer and | will reward you with a
kiss.” The smirk died on his lips, and he blinked. “What? You’ve
never wondered what makes women like me so special? Don’t you
want to try it?”

He licked his lips, and | could almost read his mind; he
wanted to try it so bad, his hands shook. After a moment of silence,
he took a step back and said, “No way, witch. I won’t fall for your
tricks.”

More like he didn’t want to spur the emperor’s wrath by
touching me that way, but | had to give him credit. He was not as
dumb as he looked.

“So, am I a bitch or a witch?” I asked just to keep him talking.
“You’re confusing me, jeevel.”

The little turd scowled and yelled, “Don’t call me that,
whatever it is.”

| burst out laughing, throwing my head back, and then
stopped suddenly. “Make me,” I growled with an eyebrow wiggle.

Unwisely, the young guard thrust his lance between the bars
to hit me. Even from where | was standing, | could tell it was as blunt
as a spoon, but it would do nicely. Just as he began to retract it, |
grabbed it and gave it a pull. Surprised by the sudden move, the man
tipped and was dragged forward until his body slammed onto the
bars. | held the lance with one hand and headlocked him with the
other arm, twisting his body around and nailing him against the metal
rods.

“Well, well, my friend, it looks as if the tables have been
turned,” I purred in his ear while poking him in the back with his own
lance. He tried to scream but managed only a tiny squeak. “Now, you
have two options: you let me out of here, and I will do you a favor
and knock you out so your captain doesn’t blame you. Or I just keep
tightening this hold until you can’t breathe anymore. Your choice.”

He mumbled something.

[Tocmimka cnana 3 fioro obOnwyys, i BiH 3auBoBaHO KiminmHyB. — ll[o? Hepxe Tt
HIKOJIM HE 3aJ]aBaBCs MUTAHHAM, 110 TAKOI'0 OCOOJIMBOIO B KIHKaX Ha KIITAJIT MEHE?
He xouem cam 3’sicyBatu?

Bin 061m3aB ry6u, i 1 Maibke mpounTana foro IyMKH. oMy Tak KOpTiio
crpoOyBartu, Mo ax pykud TpemTiuin. [loMoBUYaBIIM SKYCh MHTh, BiH 3pOOMB KPOK
Ha3al 1 MOBUB:

— JI3ychKH, BigbMoO. S HE MOBeIyCst Ha TBOI TPIOKH.

IBumnie 3a Bce BiH NPOCTO OOSBCA HAKIMKATH Ha ce0e THIB KOpOJi,
J03BOJIMBINM €001 3aiiBe. OqHaK MeHi ciif OyJI0 BigaTu oMy HaJe)KHE: He TaKHid
BXKE ¥ BiH Tynuil, K BUJA€THCS.

— To s cyuka 4ym BigpMa? — crmTaja s MPOCTO, 0O PO3TOBOPUTH HOTO. —
S 3amutyTanace, jevel.

Maute TiBHO HACyMHIIOCH 1 BUTYKHYJIO:

— He na3uBaii MeHe Tak, 1100 11e He 03Hayao.

S po3peroTtanacs, BIIKHHYBIIY TOJIOBY Ha3a/, K palTOM 3yITUHWIACK.

— 3Mych MeHe, — 3acHuualna s, TOBIBIIH OPOBOIO.

IOnak Hepo3BaXJIMBO BCTPOMHUB CIUC MOMDXK TpaTamu, H100 ypa3uTu MEHE.
HagiTb 3BiaTH, 1€ cTOsIA, S MOMITHIIA, 110 BiH T€Th TYNMUH, yTiM 3roautbes. [oitHO
XJIOTIEIh TTOYaB BIABOJUTH HOTO Ha3a, s CXOMUIACS 3a CITUC M Pi3KO MOTATHYJA HA
cebe. HecrmomiBanmii pyx 3acTtaB XJOMNI 3HEHAallbKa, MiJKOCUBIIM Horo u
MOTSTHYBIIM BIIEPE], @K IMOKA TOW He TemHyBcs 00 rpatu. OHIEI0 PYyKOIO s
BUEMHJIAcs B CIHC, a 1HIIOK 00XOoMuiia OHAKa 3a IIHMI0, MTOBEPHYBIIU HOTO 1HITUM
OOKOM I MPUTUCHYBILY /10 METAJIEBUX PEIIITOK.

— Hy mo, npy3sixo, cxoxe, Tenep posi NOMIHSIUCS, — 3aMypKOTLIa 5 oMy
miJ ByXO, THKAlOYM B CIHMHY HOro * crnucoM. BiH crnpoOyBaB 3akpuyaTH, MpOTe
cIpoMmircs Juiie Ha MajdeHbKui nuck. — Tenep y Tebe € BuOip: abo TH BIAMYyCKa€I
MeHe 1 s 1o 1006poTi BUO 10 Tebe 13 TsAMH, 11100 KamiTaH He OBICHB Ha TeOe MPOBUHY;
a00 5 IPOAOBXKYIO CTUCKATH TBOIO TOPJISIHKY, IIOKU TH He 3aauxHenics. Odupaii.

Bin mock npoOypMoTiB.
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“What was that?” He choked as I pressed my arm harder
around his neck. “Make a choice, jevel.” 1 loosened my hold just
enough to let him speak. He spat out a few words. “Wise choice, boy.
You choose to live. Good for you.” I squeezed harder just in case he
thought I was bluffing. “Where are the keys to this cage?”

“In my pocket,” he whispered, digging in it like a squirrel
after a nut in the winter.

After fumbling for a while, he produced a large key that he
handed to me. I dropped the lance but wasn’t about to let him go.
Stretching, | managed to insert the key into the keyhole and turn it. It
clicked twice, and the door swung open.

“Good work, jeevel,” 1 said, stiffening my free hand before
chopping it onto the side of his neck.

He went quiet and slack in my hold, slipping down until he
was a puddle of human flesh on the dirty floor. | could have killed
him, but he was young, and | keep my word. Most of the time.

Stepping over his unconscious body, | rushed to the door of
the cabin, cracked it open, and took a look. | was in a moving ship
somewhere in the Southern Sea. | had no idea how | was going to get
out of here. Swimming was an option. The waters here were much
warmer than the ones of the Northern Sea where | had learned to
endure long hours in the water. But who knew where | was exactly?
What if there were no islands close enough for me to swim to? | had
no wish to continue on this ship and become a concubine to the idiot
emperor who ruled the Southern Kingdom, but I also had no death
wish. Jumping off this vessel was pure suicide.

But | can make them believe I did.

Beaming at the brilliancy of my idea, | snuck out of the room
and slithered behind and between cargo crates to reach a nook close
to the railing. I slipped out of my overtunic that was once white but
was now almost grey, spattered with the dark red stains of the men |
killed.

— I1lo-1m10 Kaxem? — s 1€ CUIIbHIIIE CTUCHYJIA PYKY HAaBKOJIO HOTO IIHi, Bif
YOoro TOM MmoyvaB 3aauxatuchk. — OOupaid, jevel. — S mociiabumna XBaTKy J1OCTaTHBO,
abu BiH MiTr TOBOPUTH. XJIOTEIb IPOXPHUIIIB KiJIbKa CIiB. — My/pe pileHHsl, XJIomye.
Tu oOpas xutr. Monojelb, — 5 Ipo BCAK BUNAJAO0K CTHCHYJIA CHIIbHIIIE, a0 BIH HE
JTymaB, 10 51 6nedyro. — Jle kimoui BiJ KITKU?

— VY KWIIIeH1, — MPOIIENOTIB BiH, MPYAKO MPOYICYIOYH B Hil, HEHaye OlIKa
B JIyIUIi 32 TOPILIKOM.

[ToHummopuBIIM TPOXH, BIH BUTAT BEJIUKHHN KJIIOY 1 mepeaaB Horo MeHi. S
BITyCTHJIA CITHC, aJIe He MOCIimaa BiamyckaTy xyonms. [loTarayBmmce 10 3aMka, s
crpoMoriacs BCTaBUTH KIIOY 1 MOBEPHYTH Horo. 3aMOK KIAlHYB ABiYl i ABepi
BITUAHUJINCE.

— Momnonens, jevel, — cka3zana s, HaNPY>KUBIIM BUIBHY PYKY, HEpUI HIXK
BJIAPUTH HOTO B OIK IIUi.

Bin 3atux 1 po3cnabuBcst B MOl XBarTIli, CIIOB3IIN JOJI0JY, K MOKU HE CTaB
MPOCTO KYIIKOIO JIFOJICHKOIO TUIOTI Ha OpyaHiid miamo3i. S moria 6 NpuKiHYUTH HOTO,
poTe BiH OYB Il IOHMIA, 1 1 BMiJIa TPUMATH CBOE CIOBO. 3/1€01IBIIOTO.

[lepecTynuBim depe3 HENPUTOMHE TiJIO, s TIOKBANMIACS JI0 JBEPE KaroTH,
BIJTUMHMIIA 1X 1 BU3UpHYJA 13-3a HUX. 5 Oyna Ha 60pTy cynHa nech y IliBreHHOMY
Mopl1 1 raIku He Malia, K 30uparocs 3B1JICH TIKaTH. SIK BapiaHT — IIMBCTH. Boxa
TYyT OyJjia TerIimozo, Hix B [TiBHIYHOMY MOpI, B IKOMY 5 HABUMJIACS IPUTPUMYBATUCS
roguHamu. OnHaK xTo3Ha, Ae Mu B Oica Oynu? Lo, sk moOau3y He OyJ0 KOIHHUX
OCTPOBIB, Kyl MOkHa Oy1o 6 mpubutuca? Y MeHe He Oyiio HaltMEHIIOro OaskaHHs
CTaBaTU HaJOXXHUIEIO aoBOaHoro kopons IliBmennoro KopomiBcTBa, ane i
MpOIIATHCS 3 KUTTIM s He 30upanacsa. BuctpuOHyTH B MOpe 03HA4allo BKOPOTHUTH
co01 BIKY.

Opnax MoxHa Oysio 6 mpuHaMHI 3pOOUTH BUTIIAL.

VYCMIXHYBIIUCH BiJl T€HIaJIbHOCTI CBOTO IUIaHy, S THXLEM BUOpajiach i3
KIMHATH ¥ OPOIIMHMIHYJA 3a BaHTaXHI SIIMKU Ta MOMDK HUMH, 00 AicTaTucs
KyTOUKY Oropoxi. I BUCIH3HYNa 31 CBO€I BEpXHBOI TYHIKM — IO 13 01101 HUHI
Maiixe nepeTBopuiacs Ha cipy, 3a0pHU3raHoi TEMHUMHU KPUBAaBUMH ILIIMaMU BiJl MOTX
KEpTB.
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This would have to suffice. All I had to do was lie in wait and
prevent my growling stomach from giving me away.

It was not a long wait. Mere minutes later, the clatter and
screaming that arose from the place where | had been caged told me
my guard had woken up. Men, stirred into a frenzy by the sound of
the alarm, began searching for me. I couldn’t wait too long.

I climbed the railing and stood up, balancing on the slippery
wood. “Hey, jevler, I'm over here!” I yelled out, waving my arms
above my head and hoping all my experience climbing icy cliffs
would serve me well. “I’d rather die than bed your stupid moron of
an emperor. Goodbye.” I jumped over the railing, holding on to it for
dear life with one hand and throwing the tunic into the waters below.
As quickly as | could, I climbed back onto the deck, hidden by the
crates, and sat quietly listening to the commotion | had caused.

“I see her in the water,” someone said. “Should we try to
rescue her?”

“Leave it be,” the captain replied. “Good riddance. She was
nothing but trouble.”

“But the emperor would have paid us a fortune for her sort,”
another sailor complained with such disappointment in his voice, |
was almost sorry for him.

“She already killed several of our men,” the captain snapped,
obviously annoyed and wanting the conversation to be over. “Let her
drown. She’d probably kill the emperor, and we would be blamed for
it.”

Impressive reasoning for such a basic mind. He was right
about that. I would totally sink a dagger into the emperor’s chest as
soon as | had a chance. | suppose | was doing everyone a favor by
“dying” before delivery.

Now if I could only get a bite to eat, I’d be satisfied.

poro mano 6 Oytu nocuTh. MeHI JIMIIANOCH TIMBKH J0YEKATUCS CIYLIHOI
MUTI i HE BUJIaTH ceOe OypUaHHIM y IUTYHKY.

JIOBro 4yekatu He JOBENOCs. 3a SKUXOCh KibKa XBUJIHMH 3 KalOTH, € MECHE
TpUMa B KIITI, OPOJyHaTH Opsi3KaHHS i KPUK, HATAKHYBIIM MEHI, IO CTOPOX
ouyxaBcs. YOJIOBIKH, CIIOJIOXaHI CUTHAJIOM TPUBOTH, MOYAIN PO3IIYKYBAaTH MEHE.
Yacy O0ys0 oOMab.

51 3amizna Ha mepuiia i BUNIpsIMUIIach, OAaTaHCYIOUM Ha CIM3bKii IepeBUHi.

— AroB, jevler?, 1 TyT! — BUTYKHYIA 5, MaXxalouu pyKaMH Hajl TOJIOBOIO if
CIOJIIBaIOYHCH, 10 Mili IOCBiJI JTbOJAOBOTO CKeJlena3iHHs BUnpaBaae cede. — Jlimme
BK€ BTOIUTHCH, HK 3aJI0BOJILHATH BaIIoOro Koposs-Henoymka. [Ipomasaiire. — 51
31CKOB3HYyJIa BHH3, OJHI€I0 PYKOK MII[HO YiIUIAIOYUCHh 32 IEPHIO, a IHIIOO
BIIYCTHBIIU TYHIKY B Mope. Tozl sikHalixyuTimie 3a0panacs Hazajq Ha mainyOy 3a
SUIAKH Ta ¥ YCIBIINCH, ITOYAJIa TIPUCITYXaTHCh J0 TaMipy, SKHi po3Bea.

— 5 Gauy ii B MOpi, — MOBUB XTOCh. — bynemo BuTsryBarn?
— OO6num, — BiANOBIB KamiTaH. — baba 3 Bo3y — koHsM Jerme. OgHa
xoJiepa OyJa 3 Helo.

— AuJle KOpoJib 3aiiaTiB OM HaM KPYTJIEHBKY CyMy 3a ii Mopojy, — 3aHUB
IHIIMH MaTpOC pO34apOBaHUM I'OJIOCOM, 1 MEHI HaBiTh CTAJIO HOTO TPIIIKU IIKOAA.

— BoHna x 3aBanuia KiIbKOX HaIllluX, — BiJpi3aB KalliTaH, BOUYEBUIb, TIOTUH
1 HE HaJIAIITOBAHUM MMPOJOBKYBATH 110 po3MOBY. — Xaii co01 ToHe. He Bucrayaio,
abu BOHa 111e BOMJIA KOPOJIsl — TOJ1 KpaHIMU 3p00JIsATh HaC.

bauckyuya norika fK Ha NpUMITHBHE MHUCIEHHS. BiH wmaB pamito. S
0e3CcyMHIBHO 3apsamwia O iMmepatopy KHHIDKAJIOM B TPYIW 3a MEPIIOi JIMIIOi

Haronu. ['azaro, st 3poOuiia BCiM MOCIyTy, “BTONUBIINCE” 1€ 10 MPUOYTTS.

Sx6um Xk 11e 3apa3 3HANIUIOCH OCh MOXKYBAaTH, 5 OyJia O macimBa.

? [Tokuapku (aH.).
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If at first I cursed the rain that fell mercilessly over everything
and everyone in the busy harbor, |1 soon came to appreciate its use in
camouflaging us all in a mantle of blurry grey, including my fugitive
self. 1 was so weak from barely eating anything the past week, | was
afraid I’d collapse and be trampled by the rushing people and horses
coming to and fro along the quay. Out of caution, I stuck to the side
of the narrow road, melting onto the wall of closed stalls and giant
piles of cargo. Even though it couldn’t be later than noon, it was dark
and frigid. Not the kind of cold | was used to, which was icy but dry.
Instead, this kind of chill seeped into my bones and made me shiver
uncontrollably, my teeth clapping together like demented clams. My
clothing had been reduced to a thin layer of an undertunic and pants,
neither proving to be enough of a protection, even with their fur
lining, now that my outer garment was gone. The fact that I’d had
nothing but stolen or discarded scraps to eat for the past few days did
not help either.

| had to get out of there, find a warm hiding place, and get
something in my belly. Then, I’d be able to think straight and make
a plan to go back home.

Sighing, | slunk past clusters of unrecognizable people and
undefined shapes, heading away from the waterfront in hopes of
finding a dry spot where | could hunker down for the night. 1
wondered whether there were wild creatures roaming these parts,
something | might catch and eat. | was not above eating a rat if that
meant survival, but [ hoped I didn’t have to go that far.

The captain of my ship had long left the vessel, followed by
a small mob of his men. He had huffed and puffed on his way down
the plank, flustered and waving his short arms this way and that as if
he had no control over them. The wind had picked up and had no
mercy on the captain’s hair, which he tried unsuccessfully to pat
down and away from his face.

*k*k

Sxuio crmepury s NMpoKJIMHANA 3JMBY, SKa HE IIaJuja HINIO ¥ HIKOTO B
METYILINBiI raBaHi, TO HEBJOB31 HaBMAKHU 3pajiia il 3a ii 3/aTHICTh MacKyBaTH BCE
CBO€I0 IMIIMCTOIO CIPOIO MAHTI€I0, BKIIFOUHO 31 MHOIO. [ '€Th BUCHa)KEeHa uepes Te, 10
Jie/iBe ia MI0Ch 3a OCTaHHIN THXICHb, s MOOOKBANACH, IO 3BATIOCS 3 HIT i MCHE
3aTONYyTh HATOBI 1 (yproHH, MO0 NEpecyBalMCi MNPUYAJIOM Tyau-croau. Jlms
MEPEeCTOPOTH S TpUMaacs y30i4us BY3bKOI JOPOTH, 3IUBAIOYUCH 31 CTIHAMH
3aYMHEHUX JIABOK Il BEJIMYE3HUX SIIIMKIB BAaHTaXy. X0Y CTOSB 1€ TUIbKU MOIYACHbD,
OyI10 TeMHO i 3510k0. Xoyoa OyB HE TOH, /10 SIKOTO S 3BUKJIAa — MOPO3HHM U CyXHiA.
Ileti >ke HATOMICTh MPOCAK B MOI KICTKHM, BiJI 4Oro S CKa)XCHO 3aTpeMTijia H
HECAMOBHTO 3aI[OKOTLIA 3y0aMu. 3 OAATY Ha MEHI 3aJIMIIAIKNCS JIMIIE TOHEHBbKA
HUOKHS TyHIKA ¥ IITaHW, 10 HABITh MONPH XYTPSHI MiIKIAAKUA HE 3aXHILAIH BiJl
CTYXKIi, KOJI s TeTIep JUIIMIAch 0€3 BEepXHHOro BOpaHHs. He moininyBano cutyarito
i Te, MO KiJbKa AHIB IMOCIHiIb MEHI JOBEIOCh MEepeOUBATHCh YKPAACHUMU YH TO
BUKHUHYTUMU 00’ iTKamMH.

Meni Tpeba Oyno 3a0paTucs 3BiACH, 3HAWTH TEIJIUM CXOBOK 1 IIOCh, YUM
HAIlOBHUTHU HUTYHOK. To/i1 6 y MEHe NMPOSICHUIIOCH B T'OJIOBI 1 1 3MOIJIa O cIijlaHyBaTu
CBO€E ITOBEPHEHHS JJOJIOMY.

3ITXHYBIIM, S TPOKpajach IIOB3 CKYMYEHHsS HEBII3HABAHUX JIOAEH 1
Hepo30ipiuBUX (opM, MpsMyrodYHM 13 HaOepexHOi B MOIIyKaX SIKOTOCh CyXOTro
3aKyTKY, 100 IEpenoynTy Ha Hid. i 3aaymarnacs 4u He BOASATHCS TYT 001al sIKi JUKI
3BIpATKA, SKUX MOXHa Oyjo O BmosoBatu U 3’icTH. Sl He ruayBana 3amxaTHCs
IIypOM, SIKIIIO TTiJT MATAHHAM OYJI0 MO€E BIDKUBAHHS, TPOTE CIIOAIBAJIACh, IO JI0 IIOTO
He Jiize.

Kamnitan kopa6:is1, Ha IKOMy MEHE BE3JIH, BXKE JJaBHO MIOKUHYB CYIHO 31 CBOEIO
MaJICHbKOIO TPYIKOIO Tocinak. BiH NUXTIB BiA THIBY, CIIyCKalOYHCh TpPAaIrlOM:
YEpBOHUHN BIH THIBY, YOJIOBIK XaOTHYHO PO3MaxyBaB CBOIMH KOPOTKUMHU pyKaMmw,
HEHaye BTPATUB KOHTPOJIb HaJ HUMH. 3IIHHSABCS BiTEp, HE MOIIAMBIIU BOJOCCS
KalliTaHa, sike TOd MapHO HamaraBcsl IPUIJIaJUTH i mpubpaTH 31 CBOr0O 00IUYYSL.
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“The emperor will blame us, I just know it,” he’d said, his
rough voice carried by the wind all the way to where | was hiding.
“Even though we had nothing to do with the death of the white-haired
whore, we are going to be blamed.”

That had brought a smile to my face. A small, but satisfying
retribution for my kidnapping. Let them sweat. | only hoped the
emperor was as cruel as he was famed to be and that he’d exact a
harsh punishment on all of them.

Their small retinue was way ahead of me, but | could still
guess the way they were heading, possibly toward a tavern where
they would meet with one of the emperor’s envoys. I would be
heading the other way. My hair was so soaked, you couldn’t tell it
was white. A nice side effect of the annoying rain. In a land of mostly
dark-haired people, I would not escape notice otherwise.

A few more yards into the narrow, dark streets, and I stopped,
raising my nose to sniff the air. A delicious scent covered all the bad
smells of the port and made my mouth water. What was that? It
smelled like meat, and images of my mother’s kanin stew
immediately flooded my senses. | could almost taste the tender meat
of the ice rabbit, smothered in a thick, savory sauce that warmed your
stomach and healed your soul.

I licked my lips and followed the smell. Maybe they’d throw
away the leftovers, and | wanted to be there to eat them. The scent
had magic of a sort, making it hard to resist. | blamed it on a very
empty stomach, but couldn’t help but feel there was something
strange about it. Tracking it all the way to an alley—the back of an
inn maybe—I dropped down onto my bottom, my back against the
wall, and waited. For what, I wasn’t sure. Was I hoping someone
would open that door and throw me a bowl of stew? Or maybe even
just a bone?

— Koponb noBicuth NpoBHHY Ha HAC, 3y0 Jjat0, — MOBUB BiH, a Horo rpyOuii
roJIoC BITPOM JIOHICCSA JI0 MOTO CXOBKY. — baiimayxe, 1m0 MH HISKMM OOKOM HE
INpUYETHI 10 cMepTi i€l 6inoBonocoi xBokau. KpaitHiMu 3po6isiTh Hac.

Ha moemy o06mmyui 3arpana mocMmimka. ManeHpka, TpOTe 3aJ0BiIbHA
posmiara 3a Moe BuKpaleHHs. Hail momerymartscs. S TUIBKM cropiBajach, IO
KOPOJIb BUSIBUTHCS HACTUIBKH O€3KaTiCHUM, SIK TIPO HBOTO i TOBOPSATH, 1 IPU3HAYUTD
CYBOpE IIOKapaHH4 iM yCiM.

Ix manenpka Ganna Gyna nadedeHbKO Bill MeHe, NPOTE S OJHAKOBO MOTIA
3[10Ta/laTUCh, Ky BOHM PYyIIajM: IIBHMJIIE 32 BCE 10 IIMHKA, 00 3YCTPITUCS 3
OJTHUM 31 TIOCJIaHIIB KOopoiisi. MeHi xk Tpeba Oyio mpsiMyBaTH B MPOTUIICKHHUH OiK.
Moe Bosoccs HAMOKIIO — HaBITh HE CKaxell, 110 BoHO Oyio Oine. Kopuchwii
NOOIYHMN ePEeKT HAJOKYWINBOI 3JIMBU. A iHaKIIe HaBPsA MEHI YHUKHYTH yBard B
Kpasix, 1€ KWW 3/1e01IbIIIOT0 TEMHOBOJIOCI JIFOIH.

[TpomkanauOaBIIM 1€ KiJTbKa METPIB BY3bKHMH TEMHUMH BYJIHISMH, S
3yNUHMJIACh, 3aJ€pIid HIiC W MNpUHIOXaBUIMCh. Bix anmerutHOoro apomary
3aTPMapWIIMCh yCi HETIPHEMHI 3alaxu MopTy, ¥ y MeHe moTekia ciuuka. o me?
[Taxio M’scom, 1 B Ty )X MUTh MEHE MpoOpajo Croragamu Mpo MaMHUHY MEYEHIO 3
kanin®. Ha ssuky maiike BigdyBcs cMak HiXKHOTO (hifle KpONHKa, TYIIKOBAHOTO B
I'yCTOMY IPSIHOMY COYCI, 1110 3irpiBaB JKUBIT i TIIIMB AyNIY.

S obnuzana ryOu i minuia Ha 3amax. MOXXITUBO, AKiCh 00’iIKH MigyTh Ha
CMITHUK — TO 5 30upanack niaidparu ix. Apomar MaB y co0i KyCh Marito, Bijl 40oro
BaXKO Oyno mpocTosTdu. Sl CKMHyna Ile Ha TOJNOJHUN NUTYHOK, MPOTE 1HCTUHKT
MiKa3yBaB MEHI, 1110 OyJ10 MOCh TYT HeuncTo. [locmiayBaBim 3a 3amaxom ax Jo0 ajei
— CXOXe, 70 3aJHOTO BXOJy KOpPUMH, — S CiJla I0/0Y, CIIMHOIO MPOTH CTIHH, I
yekana. Ha mo — cama He Oyna neBHa. HeBxke s crojiBanacsk, Mo XTOCh BITYMHUTH
JBepi i KuHe MeH1 MucKy nedeHi? Yu, Oonail, Kictouky?

* Kponuk (maH.).
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The weird daze that kept me prisoner had blurred the contours
of my thoughts. No matter how many times | shook my head to dispel
the fuzziness that had taken residence in my brain, I couldn’t clear it.
It was as if something had anchored me to that spot. My legs and arms
felt as heavy as my head. I couldn’t shake the feeling something was
wrong but couldn’t muster the energy to fight it.

“We got her,” I heard an unfamiliar male voice say. “Jeonha,
come see.”

My unfocused eyes couldn’t quite make out who was beside
me, but two dark legs appeared in front of me.

“This is her?” a low voice asked. The figure crouched beside
me and studied my face. “She’s in bad shape.”

The voice told me it was a male, but all I could discern from
his body and face was darkness. All of him was dark, from the boots
he wore to the hair on his head.

“Go get the carriage,” the man said, standing up. “Quick.”

My voice seemed to have vanished, and I couldn’t move as
the stranger scooped me into his arms. Fear should be filling me, but
whatever was holding me in place didn’t allow me to panic. Instead,
just like the man who was carrying me, everything around and inside
me turned dark.

And | let the darkness take me away.

*k*x

It was getting old quickly, this habit of waking up in strange
places and finding myself behind bars. At least this time | was in a
large room, lying on a comfortable bed with soft, warm blankets over
me. Once | was able to focus my eyes, | took a better look at it. Not
wanting to move until | assessed my current situation, I relied on my
eyes to do the exploring. The space was almost a perfect square,
which annoyed me to no end. I had always had an irrational dislike

JluBHE 3allileHiHHS, 10 MOJIOHWIO MEHE, PO3MHIIO OOpHUCH MOiX TyMOK.
Ckinbku O s HE TPyCHIIa TOJIOBOIO, III00 BIIITHATH TyMaH, 1110 3aCiB B MOil T'0OJIOBI, B
MEHE HE BHUXOJWJIO HOro po3BisTH. MeHe HeMOBOM II0Ch MPHUKIIEino 10 micus. Moi
KIHIIIBKH 37aBaJMCh TaKUMHU X BOXKKUMH, SK 1 TojoBa. I He Morja mo30yTucs
BITYYTTS, IO IOCh HE TaK, aJie ¥ CHJI IPOTUCTOSATH IIbOMY B MEHE HE OYyII0.

— Ocb BOHA, — MOBHB HEBiZIOMHIi 400Biumii rostoc. — Jeonha?, mimiiiaiTe
TJISIHBTE.

CBOIM pO3ITUBYATUM IOTJISIIOM 51 HE MOTJIA JIOCTOTY PO3TJIE/IiTH, XTO 11e OyB
Mopyd, SIK MepeJii MHOIO IMOcTalla apa TEMHHUX HiT.

— Ile BoHa? — cnuraB THXMH rojoc. IlocTare mpuciza mopyd i movana
pO3TISAaTH MO€E 00NIMYUs. — BUTIIAN y Hel KeNChKHIA.

l'omoc minkasaB, mo TO OyB YOJIOBIK, IPOTE LIOCH iHINE, OKPIM TEMpSIBH, B
fioro mocrarti i o01My4i s He po3rienina. Bin OyB MOBHICTIO OMOBUTUN TEMPSBOIO:
BiJ1 4OOIT /10 BOJIOCCS HA T'OJIOBI.

— Inu o xapety, — cka3aB 4OJOBIK, MiABOASYUCH. — XYTKO.

Miii romoc HIOM 1Ie3, 1 S HE MOIJIa TOBOPOXHYTHCh, KOJH HE3HAHOMEIb
MiJHSAB MEHE Ha pyku. MeHe MaB OM MEPernoBHUTH CTpax, MPOTe Te, IO TPUMAJIO
MEHE Ha MICLI1, He T03BOJISJIO MEH] BIIaJaTH B MaHIKYy. fIK 1 4OJIOBIK, KOTPHII HIC MEHE,
BCE€ HaBKOJIO TTOTEMHLJIO.

I s Bigmamacs miTeMi.

**k*

Ile Bxe MBUAKO TOYAJO TEPEXOAUTH B 3BHYKY, a CaMme MPOKUIATUCS B
JUBHHUX MICIX 3a I'paTamu. [IpuHaiiMHI Ha el pa3 s Oysa y BenuKii KiMHaTi i
Jexana B 3aTUIIHOMY JIDKKY MiJ M’SIKUMU, TermuMu koBapamu. [l{oitHo s HaBena
pi3KicTh, TO MOIJIa JIMIIE PO3IJIEAITHCS HaBKoJO. be3 GakaHHS MiJBOIUTHCH HE
OIIHMBIIIM TIEPETIACHO CHUTYAIIiIO0, 1 OKHHYJIa OKOM KiMHaty. [Ipoctip OyB Mmaiike
i1eabHO KBaApaTHUM, 1110 10CTOOIca IpaTyBaiio. Y MeHe Oyia roctpa Henmpusi3Hb 10
KBaJpaTHUX pevel: HaITO ifeaqbHHMX, HAATO KyTdyacTuX. Sl HagaBaja mepeBary

* Bama Bucokicts (kop.).
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for square things: too perfect, too angular. | preferred the smoothness
and infinity of rounded shapes. Despite the bars on the wide double
doors, the room was cozy and practical if not pretty. It was my kind
of room—minus the bars preventing me from leaving. The only
window, a large arched architectural beauty, was also barred but
allowed the rays of the sun to fill the space with a comfortable warm
glow. After the freezing cold of the night before, | was grateful for
that and actually sighed in delight.

Are you stupid, woman?

I was obviously going crazy. The hunger, the cold, the
exhaustion and anxiety of the past week or so had apparently
damaged my brain. And speaking of which, my stomach was still
cramping from lack of sustenance. My senses zoomed in on the small
square table — what was the deal with all the square stuff? — and
my heart almost jumped into my throat. There were plates of
delicious-looking food on it, still warm if the steam wafting from it
was to be believed.

My instincts ordered me to run to it and gobble it all up, but
my training held me in place. What if that’s what the enemy wanted?
And even if they were not watching me, what if the food was
poisoned? | stayed put for a moment, deliberating on my choices.
They weren’t good: I either starved myself and continued pretending
I was unconscious, or | got up and ate and replenished my energy.

| picked the latter. After all, if I could get some nourishment
in me, then maybe | could fight my way out. Or at least die happy.

Sliding my legs from under the covers and over the edge of
the bed, | got up and cautiously moved toward the table. Nothing
happened. No one showed up, so | moved faster to sit down and
wasted no time attacking the meal in front of me. There was even a
hot, sweet drink I couldn’t identify but that flowed like honey over
my sore throat. Instantly | felt stronger, waves of energy running
through my veins and warming every inch of my weakened body.

IUIABHOCTI ¥ HecKiHueHHOCTI Kpyrimx ¢opm. llompu rpatm Ha IIUPOKUX
JBOCTYJIKOBHX JBEpsAX, KiMHara Oyjia 3aTUIIHOK ¥ NPaKTUYHOI, HAaBITh
NpUBa0IIMBOIO — CaMe MiJl CTaTh MEHI, IKOU TIJIbKH HE PELIITKH, 10 3aBayKaJId BTEUi.
€1vHe BIKHO, BEJIIMKUN apOYHMA BUTBIP apXiTEKTypH, OyJO TaKOX 3arpaToBaHe,
NpOTE€ HE MEPEUIKOHKAJIO COHSYHUM IPOMEHSM 3aJIMBAaTH MPUMILICHHS TEIINM
csaiiBoM. ITicast MOpo3HOT HOUI, SIK y4Opa, s TIILKH JKYyBaJia 3a 1€ i HaBiTh 3ITXHYJIA
3 YTiXOI0.

Tu nypemna, xxiHko?

YV MeHe TOUHO ixXaB gax. l'ojoa, X007, BHCHa)XEHHS W Bigyai 3a IieH
OCTaHHIN THXKIECHb, BOUYEBUIb, IIOHIBEUMIN Miii po3yM. BiacHe kakyuu, Miil )KHUBIT
J0cl CyIOMHIIO BiJl HecTadi mokuBu. Moi BiquyTTs cdokycyBalu yBary Ha
MaJICHBKOMY KBQJIpPaTHOMY CTOJIi — 9YOTO X TYT CTUILKH BCHOTO KBaJIPaTHOTO? — 1
B MEHE Jie[ib KIyOOK He CTaB B ropii. TaM CTOSANIM Tapijky ameTHTHOI Tki: Joci
TEIUIOl, SKIO 3Ba)KaTH Ha Te, IO Bij Hel 3/iiManach mapa.

[HCTMHKTH Haka3yBaJd MEHI HAaKMHYTHUCS Ha Hei i 31omatu Bce, IpOTe MO€
TpEeHyBaHHs MeH1 11boro He no3Boiuio. [llo, sk came nporo i xoTiB Bopor? HasiTh
SIKILIO 32 MHOIO HIXTO HE CTEKUB, a TMOOHB 1ka Oyna oTpyeHa? Ha Muth s 3aBaranacs,
[IPOAHaNI30BYIOUN JOCTYIHI BapiaHTH. By BoHM HeBTIIHKMMU: ab0 s MOpro cebe
roJIO/IOM i IPOIOBXKYIO BAABAaTH HEMTPUTOMHY; a00 BCTaro 1 iM, 11100 HaOpaTucs cui.

51 ob6pana octaHHii. 3pemIToro, SIKIIO B MEH1 0y/ie TPOXH MOKHBH, MOXKIIHBO,
s CIPOMO’KYCh 3B1JICH BUOpaTuch. U npuHaiiMHI oMpy IIaCIUBOIO.

CrrycTuBIIM HOTH 3-MiJ] KOBAP Ha Kpail JIKKa, s MmiJBeaach i HACTOPOKEHO
migidnoia g0 croiy. Hidoro He Tpanunock. Hixto He 00’ IBUBCS, TOX 51 IBUEHBKO
BCiacs i, He Bararounch, HAKUHYJIACh HA CTPABH, IO CTOSUIM Mepeai MHOI. MeHi
HaBITh MPUHECTH SKUNUCh HE3PO3YMUIUH Taps4yuil CONOAKUIN Hamii, 10 TiK, HEMOB
MEIOK, MOIM TEKy4YHM TopJIOM. YMHUTh 5 Bildyjia ce0e CHIIBHINIONW, M KHUJIaMH
MoJinjacsl HacHara, 31rpiBalo4u KO>KHICIHBKHIM KyTOUYOK MOTO 3MapHIJIOTO Tija.
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Once nothing was left on the plates but crumbs and the seeds
from a strangely tart and sweet orange fruit, | circled the room.
Prowled, really. With my hands behind my back, | took wide strides
around the room, studying every corner, every nook, and came to one
irrevocable conclusion: there was no way out of here but through the
front door that was currently blocked by iron bars that I couldn’t
budge.

| sat on the edge of the bed, absentmindedly caressing the soft
layers of linen. It occurred to me that my clothes felt different,
warmer and softer than the mess | had on before my capture. Instead
of the soiled white undergarments | had been wearing, | now had on
a lamb soft blue tunic that covered me from neck to knees and
comfortable off-white pants that hugged my legs perfectly. My feet
were covered by knee-high soft white leather boots. Strange way to
treat your prisoners, but I wasn’t about to complain; it was the first
time in over a week that | felt warm and well.

“You’re pleased with the clothes, I gather.”

The male voice, oddly familiar, made me snap my head up
and glance at the door. At first, I couldn’t discern any features, only
someone tall and dark standing on the other side of the bars, ogling
me as if | were an exotic bird in a cage. Sharpening my focus, |
noticed a guard beside him, sword at the ready. | smiled.

So, I still made them nervous.

“Better than wet clothes,” I replied, cocking my head to the
side to get a better view of the visitor. “Don’t get too excited. I’m still
pissed I’'m here.”

The man laughed, and | spotted perfect white teeth between
nicely shaped lips. The skin around his eyes crinkled, narrowing his
eyes further.

“I didn’t expect you to be happy about it,” he said, resting his
right hand on the pommel of the long sword that hung from his waist.
His long raven-black hair was gathered on the top of his head in a
messy bun that should have made him look youthful but instead made

Konu Ha Tapinkax HiYOro He JIMIIUIOCH, OKPIM KPUXT BiJl AMBHOTO MHUpOTa i
KiCTOYOK COJIOAKOTO OPAHKEBOTO (PPYyKTa, 5 [oyasa XOAUTH KiIMHATO0. Yu Jtirie —
ormgnaTi TepuTopiro. CXpecTHBIIM pPYKH 32 CHOUHOIO, S BEJIUKUMHU KpPOKaMH
obxonwa i, 3arysaaoyn B KOXKEH 3aKyTOK, 1 AiIIIa 10 6e33anepedHoro BUCHOBKY:
€IMHUI BUX1J HAa30BHI OyB uepe3 BXi/HI ABepi, 0 HUHI OyJIN OrOpOKEeHI IpaTami,
SIK1 MEHI HE I JaBaJINCh.

A cina Ha Kpaw JIDKKAa, MHUMOBOJI TOTJADKYHOYH M SKI TPOCTHpaa.
3ayBakuIia, 10 OJIAT Ha MEH1 OyB 1HIIHIA — TEIUTIIHA i M’ IKIIIHIA BiJl TOTO raHyip’s,
B sIKOMY OyJia 10 11bOro. 3aMiCTh 3aMyp3aHoi 01701 HUKHbOT OUIM3HU Ha MeHi Oyna
M’sIKeCeHbKa OJIaKUTHA TYyHIKa, [II0 BKPHUBaIa MEHE 3 U1 10 KOJIiH, 1 mapa O1TyBaTux
HITaHIB, sIKi 11eabHO 00TAryBanu Moi Horu. CTyIHI BKpUBAJINM BUCOKI M’sIKI 4OOOTH
3 Oimoi mkipu. Hampouyn nuBHa TypOoTa mpo B’s3HIB, MPOTE MEHI roxi il Oyio
CKap)KUTHUCh. YTIEpIIe 3a THXKICHD S CHJIIJIA B TEIUTIH 1 KOM(MOPTHIM OJ1eKUHI.

— Cxo%e, o1isT Te0e BIIAIITOBYE.

VYuyBimuy Ha AMBO 3HaOMHUIN YOJOBIUMI T0OJOC, S PI3KO MiJHsIA TOJOBY U
rsHysna Ha aBepl. CroyaTKy oOpHCH JIIOJUHHM PO3IJIEAITH HE BJAaBAJIOCS, a BUJHO
Oyno numie ii BUCOKY TE€MHY MOCTaTh MO I1HIIMH OIK rpar, mo Oe3lepeMOHHO
BUTpIIATAcs HA MEHE, HeHaue Ha eK30TUYHY nTamky B KiiTii. ChoKycyBaBIm 3ip,
s IOMITHJIa TIOPSI/T HBOT'O OXOPOHIIS 3 MEYEM HAmoroToBi. Sl MOCMiXHYIach.

OTxe, BOHM JI0C1 MEHE OCTEPITATIUCh.

— Kpaie Tak, Hi’XXK B MOKpOMY 075131, — BIANOBLIA 5, HAXWJINBIIM I'OJOBY
BOIK, a0u Jiirniie po3rieAiTH BiABiyBaya. — Tu He nmogymaii. Mene Bce 0J1HO OiCUTH
OyTH TYT.

YosoBik 3acMifiBcsl 1 MOro KpacuBl T'yOM pO3TSATHYJIHCS B OLTOCHDKHIN
yemimi. [TpoMiHUMKH 3MOpPIIOK BHMCTYNWIM HAaBKOJO Horo odel, me Oinblie
3BYXKYIOUH IX.

— 51 Ha 1e HaBiTh 1 HE CIOJIIBAaBCS, — MOBHB BiH, MOKJIABIIM MPABUII0 HA
PyKiB’s Meua, IO BHCIB y HBOrO Ha mosci. Floro 1oBre BopoHsue BONOCCS 610
310paHO Ha MakiBlli B HEOXaWHHUI My4yOK, IO Majlo MpHAAaBaTH HOMY IOHAIIBKOTO
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him menacing. “But I think you’ll agree this is better than the
alternative.”

My ears perked up. “What’s the alternative?”

“You could be on your way to the emperor’s bed.” Well, he
made a good point, but didn’t he work for the emperor? “Instead, I
caught you, and I have a proposal for you, if you’re willing to listen
to me.”

A loud chuckle escaped my lips. “Maybe you should tell me
who you are first, don’t you think? I don’t make deals with the devil.”
Most of the time.

“I apologize for the oversight,” he said in such conversational
mode, I almost forgot I was the one behind bars. “I’'m Sung-jin,
Crown Prince of the Southern Kingdom.” He was the emperor’s son?
And he thought I would trust him? “And before you assume anything,
I should add that | am also my father’s worst enemy.”

What the hell did he mean by that? How can you be the heir
to the crown and yet be its enemy? | was speechless and only
managed to make some weird sounds when | opened my mouth to
speak.

He smirked, apparently amused by my shock. “You seem
surprised,” he said. “If you allow me to enter the room, I’ll be glad to
explain everything more clearly.”

Now, that sounded promising indeed. I didn’t have a weapon,
but that had never stopped me from fighting. The prince was a big
guy, easily towering over six feet—a giant compared to me—and
even though he was covered by dark pants and matching tunic, |
could perceive strong muscles beneath. | could take him as long as |
kept a close eye on that mean-looking sword of his.

The lock clicked, and the guard blocked the prince’s way.
“Please, Jeonha,” the guard said, an arm thrown across the opening.
“You can’t trust her. I heard she killed ten men on board the ship.”

Slight exaggeration. More like five, maybe six men. But |
wasn’t going to argue with that. Rumors of this kind were good for

BUTJISIAY, @ HATOMICTh poOuio Horo rpizuum. — IIpoTte mymaro, mio e Jimmie 3a
albTepHATHUBY.

Y MeHe HalOpOIIWINACH ByXa.

— Sy 11e anbTepHATUBY?

— OnuauTHCS B TikKYy Kopons. — Lo x, ciryniHo, Ta Xi0a BiH He TIpaIfoBaB
Ha KopoJisi? — HaromicTte s yniiiMas Te0e, 11100 MOIITUTUCH TTPOIIO3HIIIETO, KIIO TH
3rojJiHa il BUCITyXaTH.

3 MOiX BYCT BUPBaBCS TYYHHH CMiX.

— Moxe, Tu xoua O mpeacTaBUBCS CHOYATKy, ra? Sl He AOMOBISIIOCS 3
IUABOJIOM. — 34€01IIBIIOrO.

— Japyii 3a yrymeHHs1, — cKa3aB BiH TaK HEBUMYIIICHO, 110 51 Maiike 3a0yJa,
o 1e s 3Haxomwinacs 3a rparamu. — S — ConmxiH, kponnpuHI I[liBneHHOTO
KopomnisctBa. — Bin — cun koposa? Toai 3 goro 6 1e BiH moaymas, 1o s ioMy
noBipsaTuMy? — I mepin HiXK TU MOYHeNl pOOUTH BUCHOBKH, JO3BOJb OJIATH, IO S
TaKOX 3aKJISITUH BOPOT CBOTO OaThKa.

o, B Oica, BiH UM MaB Ha YyBazi? SIK Lle MOXJJIMBO OyTH BOJHOYAC
CHaIKOEMIIEM KOPOJIst 1 Horo Boporom? Y MeHe 3a0pakiio CiIiB: KOJIHU s BIJKpHIIA POT,
100 BiAMOBICTH, TO CIPOMOTJIacsS BUJIATH JIUIIE KiTbKa IUBHUX 3BYKIB.

[oTimeHuit MO€IO peakili€to, BiH HOCMIXHYBCS.

— CXxoxe, TH CIIaHTeTu4YeHa, — CKa3aB BiH. — SKIIO T03BOJUII YBIUTH, 5
paJio MOALIIOCS MOAPOOHLISIMHU.

O, a e Bxe mock. Y MeHe He O0yJo 30poi, MpoTe 11e He 03HaYalo, 10 5 HE B
3M031 6utucs. [IpuHil 6yB BUCOKUM, JIeCh MiJ] IBa METPU — BEJIETEHb Y MOPIBHAHHI
31 MHOIO, — 1 XO4 BIH HOCHB TE€MHI IITaHU i TaKy camy TYHIKY, [iJ] HIMU MO>KHa
OyJ0 pO3MIeqiTH MillHI M’sI3U. Y MeHe O BUHMIIUIO MOBAJIWTU MPUHIIA 32 YMOBH, IO
MUIbHYBAaTUMY TOM HOr0 3710BICHUM Mey.

LlokHyB 3aMOK, i IPHHIIOBI Ha 3aBaJli CTaB 0XopoHelb. — [Ipomry, Jeonha, —
CKa3aB TOMW, 3aTyJIMBIIM BX1J TMPOCTATHYTOIO pykow. — He cmig i moBipsaTH.
[ToneiikyroTh, BOHA BOMJIA JECATOK JIFOJei Ha KopaOi.

Hemo nepedinpmenns. [Buname n’arepo, uu, Moxe, mecrepo. [Ipore s He
30upanacek oro BunpasisATy. [1o1i0HI 4yTKH MiAIrpiBajau MO0 TOPIICTb, 1 Oyiu Ha
Bary 30510Ta B 06010. AJ’Ke XTO HE 3aTPEMTHUTh MEepPe/ BOIHOM 3 TAKOIO penyTali€n?
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the ego and excellent in battle. What man would not cower before a
warrior with such reputation?

Prince Sung-jin forcibly removed the guard’s blocking arm.
“Nothing to worry about. It will be fine. Just lock the door behind
me. We wouldn’t want her to escape just yet.”

Come to me, sweet dark lamb.

I was going to make him regret the cockiness. Why did men
assume that a girl matched her size in strength? It was amazing what
the right motivation made you do.

He walked inside the room while the guard did as he was told.
Why was he smiling? Sung-jin was a handsome jerk who walked as
if he owned the place. Well, I guess he probably did own it, but there
was such confidence—arrogance—in his stride that | froze for a
moment in awe.

Are you stupid, woman?

Not the first time | had asked myself that question. I shook
my head, dispelling the weird vibes | was getting from the prince, and
waited for him to come close enough to attack. If I could get him, 1
could blackmail my way out. The sword was my first target, so |
assessed it. It looked heavy. | filed that information away and
watched him as he stepped closer and closer.

“If you’re thinking of going for my sword, think again.” I
froze, stunned. “It’s enchanted, and you won’t be able to slide it out
of the scabbard, no matter how much strength you put into it.”

Enchanted? This man had magic?

Something clicked in my brain. “Is that what you did to me?
You used magic to subdue me yesterday?”

“Yes, and you’re very welcome.”

The man was not only handsome and arrogant, but he was
also a freaking sarcastic asshole. Just my luck.

[punn COHIUKIH CHIIOIO BiICYHYB PYKY OXOpPOHIIA, 1110 MIEPeKpUBaia BXija 10
KIMHaTH.

— He nepeiimaiicsi. Bee Oyne rapasza. [Ipocro 3aumHu 3a MHOIO aBepi. He
MOHa, 100 BOHA YKYpPHYJIA TeTh.

Hyx060, TeMHEHbKE SATHSTKO.

51 30upanacs MPOBYMTH MPHUHLIA 32 HOT0 3yXBaJbCTBO. 3 4OTO O 1€ YOJIOBIKH
BUPIIIWIM, IO CHJIA JKIHKW MPOMNopIiiHa ii crarypi? 3Hamu 6 BOHH, YOTO TiIBKH
BapTYy€ NMPaBUIbHA MOTHBAIIIS.

[IpuHI yBIHIIOB BCepennHy, TO1 K OXOPOHEIs 3p00UB Te, 10 oMy OyIio
ckazano. Yomy BiH ycmixaBca? COHJIUKIH, BPOMJIMBHI MPUIYPOK, TOBOJUBCS TaK,
HEHaue BiH Ha cBOill TepuTopii. Hy, meBHO, Tak BoHO ¥ Oyio, mpoTe ioro xoxa Oyia
TaKOIO BIIEBHEHOIO, TAKOIO 3apO3yMIJIOI0, III0 HA MUTh S 3aKJISKJIA BiJl TIO/IUBY.

Yu TH 1110TKA, KIHKO?

He Bmnepme s 3amaBanmacs 1nuM IHTaHHAM. S mOXWTala TIOJIOBOIO,
HaMararouuch pO3BIATH JUBHI BIAYYTTS, SKMMHU BiSUIO Bl IPUHIA, ¥ yeKkasa, KOJIH
BIH IiJgiiife JOCTAaTHLO OJIM3BKO, II00 HAmacTH Ha HHOIO. SIKIO BAACTBCS HOTO
CXONMTH, MOXeE, 51 O CKOpHCTajach IIAHTaXeM, a0 MeHe BIAMYCTUIH. Moero
NEePLIOO HIJUTI0 OyB Meu. Sl mpuauBuUIacs 10 HbOTO: BiH BU/IABABCS BAXKKUM. Y 3SIBIIN
1€ JI0 yBary, s JUBUJIAChH, SIK IPUHIL IMIXOAUB Bce Orkye i Orkye.

— SIkmo T 30upanacs MOIYNUTH Miil Med, TO HE PaJKy.

S NIpUroIOMIIIEHO 3aKIISAKIA.

— Bin 3auapoBanuii. Y Tebe He BUiifie BUTATHYTU HOTO 3 MiXOB, CKUIbKH O
CWJIM TU HE MPUKJIIAJA.

3avapoBanuii? Lleii 4om0BIK BOJIOAIB Mariero?

I Tyt MeHe ocsiiHyIO.

— To ue 6ynu yapu? Tu BUKOpHCTaB Marito, oo mpucnaTu MeHe Buopa?

— Tak. 3Bepraiics 11e.

Ileit domoBik OyB HE TITBKH KpaceHeM 1 Haxaboro, a 1me i J0BOAHUM
CapKaCTUYHUM MYAMUJIOM. | IacTUTh ke MeHi!
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Chapter 4
Layover

It figures they would reach out to a prostitute to help them
disguise my white hair. Eun, the boss of The Pleasure Palace, had
been hastily engaged by my idiot captor and his even more idiotic
friend to come and camouflage my blatant hair and eye color. Turns
out Eun is a lovely, smart woman who, after trying a couple different
things, waved a white flag and told the men it couldn’t be done.

“If we turn her hair black, she will be even more
conspicuous,” she told them. “She’s too pale. The dark hair would
just make her complexion even more obvious.”

Duh! I could have told them that, but | am just a prisoner they
want to use for their own political purposes.

In the end, they covered my head and face with a wide-
brimmed veiled hat and dressed me in their silly silk dresses that
cinched the area above my breasts with a tight sash, accentuating my
boobs. Had males designed the female fashion in the South?

“This veil is driving me insane,” I grunted, not for the first
time, as we walked down the main street of a town called Busan. We
had arrived about an hour ago and had left the safety and comfort of
the carriage to look for someplace to eat. There was a breeze that
threw the almost opaque white veil against my face, making me itchy
and hot. Even though it was early spring, according to my husband-
to-be, the temperature was uncomfortably warm for someone who
like me had spent her whole life in the Northern fjords.

Prince Sung-jin closed his hand around my left wrist and
pulled me closer to him. “Stop fussing so much,” he muttered under
his breath. “You’re going to attract attention, woman.”

My other hand tightened around the pommel of my dagger,
itching to pull it out and show this royal idiot what happened to guys
who dared grab me like that. But, on second thought, | needed him to
be able to get out of this situation. At least for now. Hopefully | would

Po3nin 4
3ynunka

BusBuiocs, iM CTYKHYJIO 3BEpHYTHCS /10 TIOBii, a0 Ta JONOMOTJIa IPUXOBATH
Moe Oiie Bostoccs. Mili HeIOyMKYBaTHI ITOJIOHHUTENb 1 OT0 111e OLIBIIT TBEPAOI00MIA
npustens npunaxanu 1Mu, xazaiky [lanany Hacomoau, nmpuidtu Ta 3aMacKyBaTH MO€E
BUpPA3HE BOJIOCCS Ta KoJiip oueil. UH — muuia it po3yMHa )KiHO4YKa, SIK BUSBHIIOCH, —
NPUKUHYBIIM KiJIbKA BapiaHTiB, pO3BeiIa pyKaMHu i CKazaia XJIOMISIM, IO Kpalie He
BapToO.

— Skmo mnogapOyemo ii BONOCCS B YOpPHUHA, BOHA TIJIBKU Oiiblie
npuBepraTuMe yBary. Hanro Bxke BoHa Oumiza. Ii HIKipa HaaAMIpy BUIUISTUMETbCS Ha
($OoHI TEMHOTO BOJIOCCH.

Tak otox! S xoTina iM Lie cka3aTu, IPOTE KOro 00XOIUTh JyMKa OpaHKH, sKa
BCHOT0-HA-BCHOTO TIOTPIOHA JUTS IXHIX MOJITUYHUX MaXiHAIIH.

3perTo0, BOHM BUPIIIWIA NPUKPUTH MOIO T'OJIOBY M OOIMYYS KpHCIATUM
KaIleJTIONIKOM 13 ByaJuTIO i BOpaTH MeHe B IypHYBaTi OBKOBI OCKUHH, ITiIIepe3aHi
TYTUM TOSCOM IiJ] TPYJbMH, L0 HNIAKPECIIoBaIo MO1 IuIbKH. Hepxe xiHOuy MOy
Ha [liB1HI 3aK1am YOJIOBIKH?

— s Byasib 1OBOAMTH MEHE /10 CKa3zy, — BKOTPE 3aCTOTHaIA s, MMOKU MU
WM ronoBHOIO Bynuuero Micta Ilycan. Mu npubynu croau 1ech TOAUHY TOMY ¢
JMIIUBIIA KOM(OPTHY Ta Oe3MeuHy KapeTy, MUK NOLIYKATH 3aKJiaj e O MOMoiCTH.
Bin noxyBy BiTpy Jieab mpo3opa Oina Byaidb HalIMILIA MEHI HAa OOJIM4YYs, BiJ YOO
CTaJIo cBepOIsIue i CIeKOTHO. X0ua, 3a CJIOBAaMH MOT'O HapeYeHOT 0, 3apa3 OyB TIIbKH
MOYaTOK BECHH, TeMIeparypa Oyia 3aHaATO BHCOKOIO SIK JJIS JIFOJUHHM, 5Ka, 5K S,
IPOXKKJIa yce CBOE XKUTTSA Yy ¢iopaax [liBHouI.

ITpuni CoHKIH CXOMMB MEHE 3a JIiBe 3a1l’ sICTs ¥ NPUTATHYB 110 cebe.
— l'oxi ckapxkutucs, — npoOypMoTiB BiH. — He npuBepraii yBary, iHKO.

Mos mpaBUIIS CTHCHYJIACh HABKOJIO HABEPIISI KUHKAJA B JKaJaHHI BHTATTH
Horo i HarMsAAHO MOKA3aTH LbOMY LUIIXETHOMY HEJJOYMKY, 1110 CTaJIOCs 3 THMH, XTO
HACMUIIOBAaBCs XallaTu MeHe B Takuii crioci6. [Ipote 3 iHmoro 6oky, BiH 1ie OyB MeHi
notpiben, abu BubOpaTucs 3 1€l xamenu. Hait xuBe, moku. CrnofiBaiock, Mmi3HIIIe
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get my chance to cut his throat further along in our journey and before
we actually got married. Then I could run for it.

Hwarang pointed at a nondescript building on our left.
“There. There’s a tearoom,” he said, not waiting for our
acknowledgment before heading toward it.

We all followed, my stomach grumbling underneath the
cumbersome clothes | had been forced to put on. I had never seen so
much rain in my life. The skies had been bawling since we left the
day before, turning everything into a gross shade of grey. The bottom
of my dress was heavy with the mud that seemed to cover every road
and path in town, making my already irritated self that much ornerier.
I was ready to kill anyone who pissed me off, and being hungry was
not helping matters. The place didn’t look like much, but at that
moment, | would eat just about anything.

A server showed us to a table at a corner of the restaurant and
poured tea for all of us. Unexpectedly, the hot brew smelled heavenly,
or maybe it was my empty stomach that made me think so. | wasted
no time gulping it down and pouring myself another cup.

“Calm down, Cahki,” Hwarang said, his narrow eyes
twinkling with mischief. “You’ll drown.”

I pulled the veil apart so he could see me and growled. “If you
hadn’t kept me in that freaking carriage for as long as you did without
food or drink, I would be calm,” I spat out, my urge to pull my dagger
out ever so much stronger. “Keep your comments to yourself.”

The man turned to my husband-to-be and half chuckled, half
groaned. “You’re marrying this wild creature?” He pointed at me.
“She will kill you on your wedding night.” He was a bit off, since |
planned to kill the prince before the wedding, but kudos for coming
close. “Are you sure you want to trust this woman? She obviously
has no clue how to act in a civil way, and | doubt she has any sense
of loyalty.”

BIIPOIOBXK HAIIOT MAaH/APIBKM Y MEHE 1€ BUIAJIe Haro1a nepepizati KoMy ropIisiHKY,
MepII HiXkK MA BCTUTHEMO TtoOpatucs. Toi BTedy coli I'eTh.

XBapaH BKa3aB Ha HEMOKa3Hy OyIiBIIIO JIIBOPYHY.

— Ocp 4aiiHa, — MOBHB BiH i, HE JIOYEKaBIIMCh HAIIOTO CXBAJICHHS,
HOTIPSIMYBAaB BCEPEINHY.

Mu minuiy B, a Mii )KUBIT 3a0ypuaB IMi1 TPOMI3IKHMM OISTOM, B IKHI MEHE
3MYyCHJIM BOpaTHUCh. S 32 Bce CBOE )KUTTA 11ie He Oaumiia CTUIbKM Jory. Bigydopa Bin
JIMB SIK 3 BiJIpa, 3aHYPHBIIY BCE HABKOJIO y THITIOUMH cipuii Komip. Po3aparyBaHHs
MoYa0 HAKWIATH, KOJU MOAUT MO€I CyKHI 3BaXKHIB BiJl OarHa, sIKUM, 3/1aBajioCh,
MOKPHIIUCH YC1 10pOrH B MicTi. S Oyna roroBa MpUKiHUYUTH OyAb-KOT'O, XTO BUOICUTH
MEHE, a TOJIO/ aX HisK He PATYBaB CHTYaIlif0. 3aKiaj] BUTJISIaB [TOCEPETHBO, TPOTE
B Ty MUTbh MeHi Oy0 Oaiiysxe, 1m0 3’ ICTH.

OdinianTt mpoBiB HAC O CTOJIMKA B KYTKY i HaIMB yciM 4aro. Ha miif monus,
rapsiauii 38ap MaB 00XKECTBEHHUIT apomar, abo K MEHi TaK 37aJI0Cs yepe3 TOJ0JHUI
nutyHoK. He 3Bostikarouu, st BUMIIIA BCE JI0 THA H HATMIIa co0i JpyTy TOPILiIO.

— Cnokiitno, Kaki, — MoBuB XBapaH, a HWOro BY3bKi OUl IyCTOTJIMBO
3aMepexTiIN. — 3axJieOHenIcs.

S po3cyHyna Byaib, 1100 BiH MITr 6auuTH MEHeE i 3arapuana.

— SIxOu BM HE TpUMAaJIM MEHE TaK JIOBTO B Tii KIIATIH KapeTi 0e3 1%ki Ta BOAH,
g 0 OyJa CoKiiHO0, — BiJpyOana s, 1 MeH1 11e O1JIbIIe IPUIIEKIIO OTOJTUTH KUHIDKAIL.
— 3anui cBoi 3ayBasKeHHs IIPH cOOI.

YosoBiK MOBEPHYBCS 10 MOTO HApEYEHOro W BHUAAB HAIliB CMIIIOK HAriB
CTOT'IH.

— I 'tu Gepemn 1ie 1MKe CTBOPIHHS 3aMIXK? — BKa3aB BiH Ha MEHE NaJIbLIEM. —
Bomna x po3npaBuThes i3 T0OO0 B NPTy IITIOOHY Hid.

Tpoxu BiH poMaxHyBCs 3 MPUMTYIIEHHSM, a/Ke s 30upasiacs BOUTH MPUHIIA
11€e 0 Becluisd. AJie MOJIOJellb, 1110 Maii)Ke BraJias.

— Tu neBen, 1o ¢ MOBIpATH 11 KiHI1? BoHa, BoueBH/Ib, 1 TAJIKK HE MaE,
SIK TIOBOJUTHCS TIPUCTOMHO, 1 1 CyMHIBaIOCh, 1110 BOHA CXUJIbHA TPUMATH BIPHICTb.
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“For your information, this woman has a very strong sense of
loyalty,” 1 retorted, setting the cup down with more force than
necessary as the veil once again closed in front of my face. “I just
choose to be loyal to those who deserve it. You’re not one of them.”

“What about the prince? Are you going to be loyal to him?”
he asked. “Because I doubt it very much.”

I then gave him the smile of a white fox eying a rabbit. “That
remains to be seen,” I stated. “At least, unlike you, he seems to be
half intelligent.”

Hwarang rose from the chair as if to hit me, but Prince Sung-
jin intervened. “Stop!” he said, not bothering to raise his voice.
“Enough, you two. You’re attracting too much attention.”

It was true. A quick glance around was met with several pairs
of eyes staring at us.

“I know we don’t trust each other,” the prince continued,
while I resumed my tea drinking. He glared at me. “You can’t wait
to bury that dagger in my gut.” Despite my dislike for the man, I
admired him for his insight. “But I am your only chance at surviving
and eventually leaving the Southern Kingdom, and you are my best
chance at placing a second pair of eyes on my father. We don’t have
to like this, but can we at least work with each other to succeed?”

With a snort, I nodded. “All right, | promise to try really hard
not to kill your idiot friend, but he better leave me alone,” I said, my
stomach growling loudly. “Can we eat now?”

The prince waved the server over and ordered several bowls
of noodles and dumplings. Southern food was strange but not bad, |
admitted to myself. It definitely beat the scraps of greens and roots |
usually ate when working in the mountains. Even I couldn’t convince
the meager vegetation of the icy peaks to grow bigger or more
delicious.

— Jlo TBOTO BiIoMa, Y yici )KIHKH 3aJi3He MOYyTTS BIPHOCTI, — Biapi3aia s,
MMOCTaBUBIIN YaIIKy 3 OUIBIIOI CHIJIOK, HIK He0OXimHO. Byanas 3HOBY 3arynuiiach
nepea MoiM o6mumuusiM. — [IpocTo s BipHA TUTBKH THUM, XTO Ha II€ 3acayroBye. Tu B
el CIIHCOK HE BXOUIIL

— A sx xe Toxi npunn? Momy T 6ynemm BipHoro? — cnutas Bin. — Tomy
IO 5 Iy’Ke CyMHIBaIOCh.

S mocMixHymack 10 HBOT'O XMKO, HEHaue Oia JIMCHUIIS, 110 MOKJIajda OKO Ha
KpOJIUKA.

— A e Mu 1ie mob6auumMo, — ckaszana si. — [IpuHaiiMHI B HBOTO ITiB KJICTIKU
Ha MicIIi, Ha BiqMiHY Bij Tebe.

XBapaH pi3Ko MiABIBCS 31 CTLIBIIS, HEHAYE XOTiB 3aMaxHYTHCh Ha MEHE, TIPOTE
npuHIl COHDKIH BTPYTHUBCS.

— Toni! — cka3aB BiH, He MepeWMalOYNCh MiIBULIMTU ToJOC. — Bu
IpHUBepTaEeTe 3a0araTo yBaru.

Tax 1 Oyno. OKUHYBIIN TOTJISIZIOM 3aKJIa1, MU TIOMITHIIH, SIK KiJIbKa TIap odei
BUTPIIIAIOTHCS HA HAC.

— 3Haro, 10 MK HaMU HEMae JIOBipH, — BIB JJaJIi TIPHHIIL, a sl TPOJOBKUIIA
nuTH 4aid. BiH 3upkHyB Ha MeHe. — ToO1 Tak 1 KOPTUTH 3alliJUTH B MEHE CBIii
KMHJDKaJI, — TIONPU MO0 HENpPUSA3Hb [0 LIbOTO 4YOJIOBIKA, MEHE Bpasuja Horo
MPOHUKIUBICTE. — [IpoTe 51 — TBiil €qUHMI IIAHC BUYKUTH i BPEILTI-PEIIT MOKUHYTH
[TiBnenne KopomiBCTBO, a T — MOsI HAWMJIIIIIIA MOXKJIMBICTh BCTAHOBUTHU TOJIBIMHE
CIOCTepeXEeHHS Hajl MoiM OaTbkoM. Hac He 000B’sI3K0BO Ma€ BJIAIITOBYBAaTH TaKUM
PO3KJaj, aje Y1 MOKEMO MU MPUHANHMHI CIIBIPALIOBaTH?

[MupxHyBIIH, 1 KUBHYA.

— Tapa3n. OOimsiro, MmO mocTapalch 3 YCIX CHJI HE 3api3aTd TBOTO
TYHOPHJIOTO JIpyTa, ajie TOAl HeXai BiH BIAYENMUTHCS BiJ MEHe, — cKazaja s, a Miil
KUBIT TOJIOCHO 3a0ypuaB. — MokHa Bke icTH?

[TpunI momaxaB odiliaHTy MiTIATH 1 3aMOBUB KUTbKA MOPIIIN JTOKIIUHU Ta
nenpMeHiB. 3MymeHa Oyiia BU3HaTH, 0 KyxHs [1iBaHas tuBHA, oqHaK cMadHa. TodHO
Kpalla 3a HeUIacHI IIMATOYKH 3€JeHI Ta KOpPIHI, SIKUMH 3a3BHYail JOBOIWIOCH
nepeOuBaTUCh, Mpalol04K B ropax. HaBiTk MeH1 He mij cuity 0yJi0 3MyCUTH Mi3epHY
POCIHMHHICTh KPM)KAHUX BEPLIMH POCTH LIEAPIIIO YU CMAYHILIOK.
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When the man brought back the steaming bowls and plates
piled up with soft white balls of dough, I actually drooled, sticking
my nose up in the air and inhaling all the goodness.

As the dishes were set before the prince, he surprised me by
gently pushing them toward me and ordering in a soft voice, “Eat.”

That was a command | was glad to obey.

*k*x

“Ineed to relieve myself,” I said through the thin wood of the
door. “Open up immediately.”

“Is it number one or number two?”’ the male voice on the other
side quipped in a strangled voice. The idiot was laughing at me.

“Open the fucking door, or I will scream like a banshee and
alert everyone in this inn.” I would do it too.

It was the middle of the night, and I could still hear the tireless
rain falling against the walls. | would have jumped out the window
of the second-floor room, but with all the rain, I would most likely
end up splattered in the street.

For a moment, | heard nothing, but soon the clicking of the
lock echoed in the silence of the night. Hwarang appeared before me
with a frown on his face. ““You are such a bitch,” he said. I liked the
fact he didn’t treat me like a fragile flower. After all, I called him all
kinds of unpleasant names to his face, and he didn’t even blink. “Do
you even really need to go?”

“Yes, I do, but it does give me extra pleasure that I can piss
you off in the process,” I said, snapping the veiled hat up from the
small chair by the door. “Do I really have to wear this contraption to
go pee?

He nodded emphatically. “Are you really a noblewoman up
North? You talk like a sailor.” T did pride myself on my colorful
language. | had learned from the best—my father who used to be a
fjord pirate before he met my mother. “Things must be pretty
uncivilized up there if the daughter of a noble talks like that.”

Konu odinianT npuHic rapsyi MUCKH ¥ TapiJiki, HAOBHEHI M’ AKMMHU O1TUMHU
KyJIbKaMH 3 TiCTa, y MEHE MOTEeKJIa CIMHKA. S 3a/1eprna Hic, BANXAOYM aleTUTHUN
apomar.

Bci cTpaBu po3craBuim nepes npuHIOM. Sl 31MBYyBanach, KOJIH BiH 00epeKHO
TmiZicyHyB X MeHi # M’siko ckazaB: “Tx”.

L{poMy HaKazy s MiAKOPUIACH 3ATTFOOKH.

**k*k

— Memni Tpeba 10 BOMpanbHi, —CcKa3ana s Kpi3b TOHKI JepeB’sHI ABepi. —
BiguunHsii HeraiiHo.

— [lo-maneHpKOMy 49U TO-BEIMKOMY? — TIO Ty CTOPOHY XPHILIO TiKOJIOB
qOJIOBiUMiA TosToc. HetoyMoK cMisiBes 3 MEHeE.

— Bigunnau noBOaHi aBepi, abo g 3aKpudy, SIK HeaopizaHa, moO Bci B
32K DKOMY JTBOPI TIOUYJIH.

4 6 Tak i 3pobura.

Jlomr HeBraMOBHO MEPINIKB MO CTiHAX Tocepe Hodi. S 6 BUCTpuOHyIIa 3 BiIKHA
JPYTOro MOBEPXY, MPOTE 3 I[i€T MTOTOJI0F0 ST MIBU/IIIIE 33 BCE PO3MaXKyCh 110 BYJIUII.

Skych MHUTH BIANOBiAI HE OyJ0, SK PanTOM HIYHOIO THUIICIO MPOJIYHATO
KJIAIlaHHS 3aMKa. XBapaH CTOSB Nepeil MHOI, HAaXMYPHUBIIHCH.

— Slka x TH cTepBO, — MOBHUB BiH. MeHEe TIIIWJIO, [0 BiH HE CTABUBCS 0
MEHe, SK J0 TeHAITHOI KBITOUKHU. 3peIToro, s1 00i3Baja oro BCAKMMH HETPUEMHUMHU
CJIOBaMH, a BIH HaBITh HE 3MUTHYB. — T001 KoHYe Tpeba?

— Ara, Tpeba, ajie MeHi 1€ Ja€ HeaOusKe 3aI0BOJICHHS, 110 I MOXKY BUOICUTH
Tebe B MpoIleci, — BIAMOBLIA s, MIAXOMMBIIM CBIfl KamemoIIOK i3 MaJeHbKOTO
CTUIBLISL TOpYydY JBEpEH. Meni 000B’d3k0BO Opatu 1€l KoBMmak, w1100
HIiTH MOMICATH?

Bin TBep70 KUBHYB.

— A 11 TOYHO — 1sxeTHa jgeni 3 [1iBHowi? bo BUCTIOBIIOEICS, IK MOPSIK.

S numanacs cBOiM SICKpaBUM CIIOBHHMKOBHMM 3amacoM. Hauepmanach Bif
KpaIoro 3 Kpamux — CBOro 0aTtbka, KOTpui OyB (iopACHEKHUM MipaToM, 10 TOTO, 5K
3YCTpiB MOIO MaTip.
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I pulled on the hat, rearranged the veils around my head, and
stepped into the hall. “I take after my father,” I stated without
explaining anything.

My mother was the noblewoman in the family, a lady-in-
waiting for the old queen who took refuge in the fjords after the rebels
had decimated the royal family. That’s when she met my father and
somehow managed to “reform” the old pirate into being a good
husband and an excellent leader of the local community.

“He must be so proud,” Hwarang commented, stepping
beside me and pointing in the direction of the bathroom. “Dirty-
mouthed ladies over there.” I raised my head haughtily, and when he
least expected it, punched him in the stomach—not hard enough to
put him out, but hard enough to smart. He humphed and bent over a
little. I turned and continued on my way to the toilets. “Yes, he is very
proud.”

The rain had been relentless, and the roads were more liquid
than solid, so the prince had decided to stay at the inn for the night
and resume our travels the next day. His giant of a friend had been
given the job of guarding me while | fumed behind locked doors,
which both offered me a chance to tease him, to my great satisfaction,
and maybe actually sleep in peace for once. Before we left the
prince’s palace, I slept with an eye open, afraid of who might come
through the door at night. I still didn’t trust either of these two men,
but they seemed to be more interested in our destination than in me.
Except for Hwarang, who, just like I did, found great joy in teasing
me ad nauseam. But | could take it as much as | could dish it out.

Much to my surprise, the prince—not Hwarang—was waiting
for me outside the toilets. “Couldn’t sleep?” I asked to hide my
confusion. What was he doing up this time of night? And where was
the other idiot?

— BoueBuap, piBeHb KyIbTYpPH y Bac TaM HeE AyXe, SKIIO OjaropogHa
JIIBUMHA TaK CIIKYETHCS.

51 BIsATIIA KaNemromIoK, MONpaBuiIa Byasb 1 BUHIIIA B KOPHIOP.

— Sl Bnanacs B 6arbka, — 3asBUiIA 51 0€3 OYy/Ib-IKUX IMOSCHEHbD.

ApuCTOKpaTKO0 B Hamii poauHi Oyna matu: ¢peiniHa mnonepeaHbol
KOpOJICBH, SIKa 3HANIIIIA MPUXHUCTOK Y (iopaax, KOJIU 3aKOJOTHUKH PO3NPABHIUCH 13
KOPOJIIBCHKOIO PoIHOI0. OCh TOA1 MaTH 3yCTpijia MOTO 0aThKa 1 IKOCh CITPOMOTJIACS
“HepeTBOPUTH” KOJHUIIHBOTO IIipaTa Ha XOPOIIOTO YOJIOBiKAa Ta WyAOBOTO Jinepa
MICIIEBOI TPOMA/IH.

— IleBHoO, BiH MUIIa€THCS TOOOIO, — 3ayBaKMB XBapaH, CTaBIIU MOPYY i
BKa3YIOUYM HaIPSMOK /10 BOUpaibHi. — Be3KyIbTypHUM Je/i TyAH.

S 3yxBayio miAHsIA TOJOBY W BIapwiia HOMy KyJIaKOM B JKHBIT, KOJIU BiH
HalMEeHIIIe TOro O4iKyBaB — 3BaJIMTHU HOro 3 HII HE BUHIILIO, IPOTE 3aBJaTH OO0 —
iTKOM. BiH 3acTOrHaB 1 TpoXH CKOpuHBCS. Sl MOBepHynach ¥ momnpsMyBaia o
Tyajery.

— Tak, cHIbHO IHUIIAETHCS.

Ha Bynumi Oyna >kaxjuBa 371Ba, JOpora rnepeTsopuiacs Ha OarHiokKy, TOMy
MIPUHI] BUPIIIUB 3JIMIIATUCS Y TOCTBOBOMY ABOPi Ha HIY i MPOJOBKHUTHU TTOJTOPOK
HacTynHoro 1Hs. CBoeMy ApY3sli-3/I0pOBHITY BiH JIOpPYyYUB BapTyBaTH MEHE, MIOKHU 5
KMIILJIA B1J1 JIFOTI 332 3a4YMHEHUMH JIBEpUMa, 110 I03BOJIMIIO MEHI1 SIK TOJPaKHUTH HOTO
Ha MO0 MTPEBEJIHMKY BTIXY, TaK 1 BpeLITi-pelT crokiiiHo Bucnatich. Komu Mu Oynu B
najalli IpyHIa, 5 cliaja BI1BOKa, T0OO0I0I0UHCH, 0 XTOCh MOXKE ITPOKPACTHUCS BHOUI.
S nmoci He noBipAia MM JBOM, MPOTE 3[4aBAlOCh, iX OluIbIIe IiKaBWiIa LT
MaHJPIBKH, aHDXK sI. 3a BUHATKOM XBapaHa, KOTPHUIl MOM00JAB APAXKHUTH MEHE 0
pyuxu. [Ipote 1e Oyno B3a€EMHO.

Ha wmiit npeBenukuii monus, Ou1s BOMpasibHI Ha MEHE 4Y€KaB MPHUHI], a HE
XBapaH.

— He cnutbcsa? — cnurana g, abu MpuUXoBaTH claHTeIHueHHsA. Yum BiH
3aiiEsTHil mocepen Houi? M Kyau mogiBcs ApyrHii HeAOYMOK?
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He gave me a weak, lopsided smile that didn’t reach his dark
brown eyes. “It’s my turn to guard you,” he said simply, stepping
aside so I could pass him. “I trust you find your accommodations
comfortable enough.”

I nodded and walked in front of him, heading to the room.
“Adequate,” I said. Bullshit! After spending all that time on a
trafficker’s ship, this room was an absolute luxury. | was used to
living in humble lodgings. My parents had never cared much for
status or material possessions and neither did I. “The bed is a bit
lumpy,” I lied. I wouldn’t want him to think I was actually impressed
with the softness of the mattress, considering the inn was nothing to
boast about.

He cleared his throat behind me. “I apologize, my lady, but it
was the best we could do,” he said politely, and I had to wonder if he
was serious or pulling my leg. “Once we get to the monastery, I will
make sure to arrange for accommodations worthy of my wife.”

I swiveled on my heels and parted the veil to glare at him. “I
am not your wife yet,” I growled.

He actually chuckled. “Why do you growl so much? Were
you brought up with the wolves?” Apparently Hwarang’s influence
was making an impact. | was not sure how to feel about it. “You’re
right, of course. But according to South Kingdom traditions, as soon
as a man and a woman become engaged, they are already as good as
husband and wife.” He smiled, and I huffed, annoyed. “Without the
perks,” he added.

Why were my face and neck burning? I never blushed. Ever.
I let the veil cover my fiery complexion and, lacking any good
comeback, turned around and marched back to my room.

Once the door was locked and he couldn’t see me, I leaned
against the door and said, “And there won’t be any perks in this
marriage, Your Highness. No perks at all.”

I had a sharp dagger to make sure that stayed true.

Bin BiAMmoBiB MeHi CTa0KOI0 HAIlIB YCMIIIKO, TOJI SK MOTO OYi JIMIIAIHUCH
CEpHO3HUMHU.

— Mos uepra BapTyBaTH TeOe, — KOPOTKO CKa3aB BiH, BIJCTYIUBIIHU BOIK,
abu g Morna npoiitu. — CroAiBaroch, YMOBU TYT TeO€ BIAILITOBYIOTb.

Sl xuBHYyNa ¥ minuia nonepea HbOro, NPSMYIOUH JI0 CBOET KIMHATH.
— binpm Menm, — BiagnoBina s. bpexas co6aua! Ilicas gocBigy Ha Kopabii
TOPTOBIIB JIOJbMH, 1151 KIMHATa 3/1aBajacs LIJIKOBUTOIO po3kimmmo! S 3BuKIa 110
KUTTA y CKpOMHINH oceni. Moi OaTbKu HIKOJIM HE TEperMallucs CTaTyCOM YH
MaTepiaJTbHUMU Oyiaramu, i st Texx. — Jlikko Tpoxu ropobmcre, — 30pexana 5. He
XoTijocs O, abu BiH TymaB, HIOM MEHE Bpa3WB M’ SIKUW Marpail, BpaXxOBYIOUH, IO
3aiKpKHiA JBip OyB TaKUM COOI.

Bin BigKamisBcs mo3aay MEHE.

— Bub0auaiite, minexi, e Haimimmie, 0 MU MOTJHM 3alpolOHyBaTH, —
MOBHB BiH BBIWJINBO, 1 5 3a/lymMajiach 4M 1€ BiH CEpPHO3HO, YU MPOCTO KEIKY€E Hadi
MHoO10. — IlloliHO MU mpubyaemMo 10 MOHACTUPS, S OPraHi3yro MOKOi, TiAHI MO€T
JPYKUHU.

51 obepHynack Ha II’SITax 1 pO3CyHYyJa Byallb, BUPSUMBILIMCH HA HHOTO.

— $] moK™ He TBOS IpYXKHHA, — TapKHYJIA 5.

Bin 3acmisiBes.

— Yomy tu nocriiiHo puuni? Tu cepen BOBKiB Bupocia?

Cxoxe, BIUIMB XBapaHa /1aBaBCs B3HAKU. S| He 3Hauna, sIK Ha 1€ pearyBary.

— Tu, 3BicHO, Maem pamito. Ilpore y [liBnennomy KopomiBeTBi, fKIIO
YOJIOBIK Ta JKIHKa 3apydeHi, TO BOHM BXE BBaXall 0 MHOJAPYXKA. — BIH
MIOCMIXHYBCS, 1 1 po3/ipaToBaHo NMUpxHyIa. — [IpocTo 6e3 nutoOHMX NPUBLIEIB.

Yomy B MeHe oOnmyus i mus 3anamian? S He 3amapinacs. Ax Hisgk. S
3aKpWiIa CBOE OarpsiHe OOMWYYsl Bya/UTF0 W HE TMPHUAYMAaBIIM, YHUM BIIMOBICTH,
MOBEPHYJIACh Ta MiILIa 10 KIMHATH.

Ta mo¥iHO 1BEp1 3aUMHMIKNCH, ONIMHUBILIUCH Ha CaMOT1, o0nepiach 00 aBepi i
cKazaza:

— He Oyze B mpomy nutro0i Hisskux npusiieis, Bamra Bucokocte. XKognux.

VY mene OyB roctpuil KUHIKall, a0u BIEBHUTHUCS B LIbOMY.
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Chapter 5
All the King's Men

I rubbed my temples for the hundredth time in the past hour.
The bickering between Cahki and Hwarang was driving me insane
and giving me a giant headache. It had been amusing at first, but after
hours of nonstop back-and-forth barbs, I’d had enough. Just as I was
about to explode, I heard someone yell outside the carriage.

Pulling the curtain from the window, | peeked outside and
saw a soldier on a horse riding parallel to us. “Jeonha,” the man
yelled out. “Your Highness, please stop. I bring news from your
father.”

Soon, the carriage had stopped, and | stepped out, leaving
Hwarang in charge of keeping an eye on the white-haired creature.
“What’s going on?” I asked once we had walked some distance from
the others. Now that we were closer, I recognized the soldier. He was
one of the few I still trusted to communicate news to me with the
impartiality of an observer. “Something wrong?”

The man, Dong Yun, took a moment to catch his breath
before speaking. “The emperor is scouring the town in search of your
bride, Jeonha,” he finally said. “I came as soon as I heard. Someone
claimed they saw her alive and on the run. He’s sending his men in
every direction outside the city. Some are coming this way.”

“Shit,” I exclaimed, bringing my fist to my mouth. Always
one step ahead of me, it seemed. “Does it look as if he knows she’s
with me?”

Dong Yun shook his head. “He thinks she was taken by
another man, but he doesn’t suspect you.”

“Are you sure?” I could never be certain with my father. He
was a cunning, cruel man who seemed to have eyes and ears
everywhere.

“I’m certain, Jeonha,” the soldier said. “But you must speed
up your journey, or his hounds will catch up with you. I managed to

Po3ain 5
¥Yci aroqu KopoJist
3a ocTaHHIO TOJUHY SI BCOTE MOTEp CKpoHi: Bix cyruuok Kaki it XBapana y
MEHE 1XaB JlaXx 1 HECTepmHO Tyaija rojoBa. Crodarky ix nepenaikud Oyjao HaBiTh
KYMEIHO CIIyXaTH, OJHAK IICIisd KiTbKOX T'OJUH HECKIHUEHHUX KIMHIB Ha aJIpecy
OJTHE OJTHOTO 3 MEHE OyJI0 TocuTh. He BCTHT s 31ipBaTHUCh, SIK 30BHI XTOCh BUKPUKHYB.

BincynyBmn ¢ipaHky, s BH3MpPHYB M MOOa4yMB coJijlaTa BEpPXH, IO IXaB
napajieabHO 3 KapeToro.

— Jeonha! — BurykHyB 4onoBik. — Bama Bucokocte, 3ynuHiTh kapety! V
ME€HE HOBUHHU IIPO BaIIoro d6arpkal

HeBnoB3i kapera 3ynuHUIACh, 1 S BUHIIOB, JIMIIMBIIM XBapaHa BapTyBaTu
O1JIOBOJIOCY ICTOTY.

— II{o Take? — cnuTaB 5, KO MU BIAIMIIUIA HA AEAKY BiJICTaHb BiJ KapeTH.
301M3bpKa S TakW po3mi3HaB cojjarta. Bin OyB onuH i3 Hebaratbox, KoMy s Iie
JIOBIpSIB JIOKJAJaTH MEHI HOBHMHHM 3 HeylepekeHicTio crocrepiraya. — Illock
Tpanuioch?

Yomnogik, o FOH, nepeBiB NoAuX nepi Hixk TOBOPUTH.

— Immepatop mpodvicye MiCTO B molIykax Bamioi HapedeHoi, Jeonha, —
BPELUTI MOBIAOMUB BiH. — I MpHCKakaB, HIOHHO Ai3HaBCs. JleXTO CTBEPAXKYE, IO
Oaunmin, SIK BOHA BTIKaJa. Moro BenuuuicTh BHCIaB JIOAEH 3a MIiCTO 1O BCiX
HanpsaMmkax. Jleski NpsiMyIoTh CIOJH.

— Tpscusa! — BUTyKHYB $, 3aTyJUBLIM KyJakoM poTta. Cxoxe, 0aTbKo
3aBX/1M OyB Ha KpOK ronepeny Bix MeHe. — ["ajiaen, BiH 3Hae, 1110 BOHA 31 MHOIO?

Jlon FOH 3anepeyHo NOXHUTaB roJI0BOIO.

— Bin npunyckae, mo ii 3a0paB SKHIICh YOJIOBIK, ajie BU 11032 I11103pOI0.

— TouHo? — Konu Hiwtocs npo 6aTbka, s HE MIr 3HaTH HaneBHO. Bin OyB
XUTPUH, )KOPCTOKUI YOJIOBIK, Y SIKOTO, 3AaBajiocs O, CKpi3b € 04l i Byxa.

— Touno, Jeonha, — BiamoBiB congar. — [IpoTe BaM Jirmiie MOKBAMTHUCS,
MEepII HiX HOTO JIF0JIX Bac HA3/0KEHYTh. Y MEHE BUHIIIO 30MTH X 13 I[HOTO ILISAXY
Ha SIKMICH Yac, aje 1e He HaJIOBro, 1 BOHM BXKE HE TaK JTaJIeKO MO3ay.
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throw them off this path for a while, but that won’t last long, and they
are not far behind me.”

He was right. We must get to the monastery where we would
be relatively safe within its walls. | touched his shoulder and
squeezed. “Thank you. You’re a good man. Remind me to reward
you when this is all done.” He nodded, and I rushed back to the
carriage.

Both Hwarang and Cahki stared at me with curiosity in their
eyes. “What happened?” my friend asked. I shook my head, our usual
sign that it had something to do with my father. “Hell, is he on our
tails?” I nodded, sitting down and knocking on the ceiling to tell the
driver to move. “Son of a bitch. Does he know? How can he—"

“No, he is just searching for her,” I interrupted, sticking my
head out the front window to talk to the driver. “We need to get to
our destination as soon as possible, do you understand?”” The man
nodded and pulled on the reins to move the horses.

The carriage balked for a second and then lurched forward,
throwing me off-balance. | held on to one side of the carriage and sat
down next to Cahki, who watched the whole scene in silence, a
worrisome fact, considering she never stopped talking.

“What happens if your father’s men catch up to us?” she
finally asked, her fair skin paler than usual. The woman was not
stupid, and that question was rhetorical. She knew exactly what
would happen.

“Let’s hope he doesn’t,” I said, swallowing the giant knot I
had in my throat. “Or we will both be screwed.”

She let out a loud “Ah” and clucked her tongue. “At least you
will only be screwed metaphorically, unlike myself,” she said, her
eyes hardening. “Don’t compare our situations, prince.”

Hwarang jumped in. “At least you’ll still be alive,” he said.
“Do you know what will happen to him?” Cahki crossed her arms
over her chest, defiance in her gaze. “He’ll be executed. Dead.
Gone.”

Bin MaB pamiro. Tpeba micraTucss MOHACTHpS, /1€ MU OyJIeMO B BiTHOCHIM
oe3rmeni. Most pyka JiAaria HoMy Ha Tuieue i CTUCHYJIa HOoTo.

— Jskytro. Tu xopommii wonoBik. Haramaii BuHaropoautu tede, Koiu 3 UM
OyJie TOKIHYEHO.

Bin kuBHYB, 1 5 TOOIr Ha3a 10 KapeTH.

I XBapan, 1 Kaki nutaibHO BUPSYMIINCH HA MEHE.

— IIlo Tpanuiock? — cOUTaB Mii ApYT. Sl XUTHYB TOJOBOO: HAIll 3BUYMHUI
JKEeCT, SIKUI 03HayaB, 110 L€ cTocyBanocs Moro 0arbka. — IIpokisarTa. Bin ciB Ha
xBicT? — S KMBHYB, yCIBIIUCH i CTYKOM TIO 3BOJy KapeTH MOCUTHAIMBIIN Kydepy
ixatu nami. — Cyuwnii cun. Hesxe niznaBcs? Ta sk BiH...

— Hi, BiH TiTBKM po3WIyKye ii, — mepeOuB s, BHUCYHYBIIH TOJOBY 3
HEepeHbOr0 BiKHA, 1100 3BepHyTHCS 10 Kydepa. — Ham Tpeba sxHaimBuame
JCTaTUCs MicIsl TPpU3HAYEHHS, 3p03yMiB? — YOJOBIK KUBHYB i CMUKHYB ITOBIIIS,
11100 PO3BOPYIIUTH KOHEH.

Kapera 3aranpMyBaiia Ha MUTB U TOJII Pi3KO pYIIHJIA BIIEPE, 3MYCHUBIITH MEHE
BTPATUTH PIBHOBAry. S pUTYIUBCS 10 0JJHOrO OOKY KapeTH ¥ npucis nopy i3 Kaxi,
sIKa MOBUKH CIIOCTEpiraia 3a HaMu, 10 BUKITMKAJIO 3aHETTOKOEHHSI, BPaXOBYIOYH, 1110
B Hei HIKOJIM He 3aKpUBaBCs POT.

— o x Oyne, KoM AU TBOTO 0aTbKa Ha3/10KEHYTh Hac? — BPEIITI-PELlT
CHMTaja BOHA, NOMOJOTHIBIIM. [IuTtanHs Oyno puropuunuM. Kaki He TypHa >KiHKa:
BOHA 3HAJA, 1110 CaMe TPAIUTHCS.

— Bynemo crioaiBatucs, 10 He Ha3/105KeHYTh, — BIJMOBIB 5, TPOKOBTHYBIIH
BEJIMKUHN KITyOOK B ropiii. — [Hakie Hac 000X HarHyTb.

Bona Bunana rydyse “A” il HOKHYJIA SI3UKOM.

— IlpunaiimMHi TeOe HarHyTh NEPEHOCHOMY 3HAuY€HHI, Ha BIAMIHY BiJ MEHE,

— MOBHJIAa BOHA, a ii morjsia 3aroctpimas. — He mopiBHION Halle cTaHOBHIIE,
IIPUHIIE.

XBapaH BCTaBUB CBOIH I’ SITh KOMIHOK:

— [lpuHailiMHI TH )KHUTHMEIII, — CKa3aB BiH. — 3Ha€I, 110 Oyne 3 HuUM? —

Kaki cxpectuna pyku Ha rpyasx, B ii ouax — 3yxBaiicte. — Moro crparsats. Bin
nompe. 3aruHe.
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My wife-to-be flinched, however slightly, a fact that gave me
a ridiculous amount of satisfaction. She wasn’t as callous as she
would like everyone to think she was after all.

She glanced at me. “Is that true? Your own father would kill
you for this?” I nodded. “Is he really that fucked up?”

“We have a complicated relationship,” I said, not wanting to
talk about it. The carriage hit a pothole, and we all bounced around,
grasping at whatever we could find for a handhold. Cahki slid down
the seat and crashed into my side, her hands closing on my arm just
as the carriage slowed into a smoother ride. | stared at her and then at
the hands that were burning through the thick fabric of my tunic. “But
I will do what I can to keep you safe, I promise.”

I could have sworn she blushed as she abruptly pulled her
hands away and stuffed them under her legs. “I don’t need your
promises, prince. I rely only on myself.” The brief moment of
awkwardness was gone, and Cahki’s haughtiness had returned in full
force. | had to admire her nerve.

“The beast is back.” Hwarang had been quiet for a while, but
the wide smile on his face told me he had been watching the
interaction with his usual nosy focus and having a good time doing
so. “Can’t wait to see you two get married. It will be a wedding for
the books.”

“What books?” Cahki asked, her arms once again crossed in
front of her. “I bet you can’t even read.”

And here they went again!

*k*k

Even wicked people often looked like angels when asleep.
Not Cahki. Her lips curved up at the corners in what could only be
described as a sneer even in slumber, and her white eyelashes cast
threatening shadows over the paleness of her skin. She was an
interesting, however scary, creature. A rare one indeed, and as much
as | would be happy to never see her belligerent self again, her eyes

Most HapedeHa, X04 1 Jie/iBe, alie 3ApUrHyJiacs, i MeHI 11e MPUHECIIO 10CcTo0ica
sIKe 3a/10BOJIcHHs. He Taka Bxe i BOHA HE3BOPYIITHA, SIKOKO X0U€ 37]aBaTUCh 1HIIINM,
3pEIITOI0.

BoHa okuHys1a MEHE MOTJISIIOM.

— Cepitozno? TBili pigauii 6atbko BO € Tebe 3a Take? — S kuBHYB. — Bin
HACTIJILKY IOBOAHYTHI?

— V Hac CKJIagHI CTOCYHKH, — BIANOBIB s 0e3 OaxxaHHS MPOJOBKYBATH
temy. Kapera Haixana Ha BUOOiHY, i MU IiJICKOYMIIM pa30oM i3 HEH, Xalar4vuch 3a
Oyap-mo jisi omopu. Kaki crmoB3ma 31 CBOro Micms W Bpi3asiack B Mil Oik,
BXOIUBIIACH, 000Ma pPyKaMHu 3a MO, K OT KapeTa MOBOJI PYyIIWIa IJIaBHIIIUM
X0JI0M. Sl BUTpIIIMBCS Ha HET, a TOJII Ha i1 pYKH, YHid )Kap MPOCOYYBABCS KPi3b IILIbHY
TKaHUHY MO€1 TyHIkH. — OpHak s 3po0JI0 BCe MOXIIMBE, 1100 3aXUCTUTH Tebe,
00IIIsIO.

S1 mir 61 3anpUCATHYTHUCH, III0 BOHA 3allIapiyiacs, siK pi3K0 BIACMUKHYJIA PYKU
¥ minkiana ix mix ceoe.

— Jlo ogHOTO Micls MEH1 TBO1 OOIITHKY, MpUHIIE. S TOKIaAar0Ch TUTLKU Ha
cebe. — HisikoBa MuTh Oyia mo3asny, i 3yxBamicts Kaki 3HOBY 3arpaiia Ha moBHY. S
MaB BIJJaTH 1M HaJIEXKHE.

— becria nmoBepHynach, — 70 1bOro XBapaH co0i MOBYaB, MPOTE IMIUPOKA
nocMilika Ha Horo oOnMy4l MijJKa3yBaja MEHI, L0 BiH CIOCTEpiraB 3a HAIIOo
0eci1010 13 MPUTAMaHHOI HOMY JTOMUTJIMBICTIO 1 HACOJIOKYBABCS IUM. — YIKE HE
JI0YeKaroCch, KoK BU nodeperecs. [Ipo 1eit nutod xou Oepu i KHUTY MUIIH.

— Slky me kaury? — 3anurtana Kaki, BKOTpe CXpecTUBIU PYKH Ha TPYISX.
— 3akananch, TH HaBITh YATATH HE BMI€II.

I 3HOBY Bce no komy!

***k

Hagith nuxonii OyBa MarOTh SHTOJBCHKUN BUTIA yBi cHi. [Ipore He Kaki.
KyTtuku ii BycT 3irHynMcs B JyKaBy, 1HaKIle 1€ HE Ha3Belll, MOCMIMIKY, a Ou1l Bii
KUJQTH MOTOpOIIHI TiHI Ha Omige oOnuyus. Bona Oyma mikaBor, Xo4 1
CTPaxiTIMBOIO, icTOTOK0. [[ificHO, HE KOXKHOTO JAHS TaKy 3ycTpiHenl. | sk Ou MeH1 He
XOTLJIOCH CIIEKaTHCA Ii€i AuKoi OecTii, 4ni o4l 3aBXKAU JUXOBICHO MOTJISIAIH Ha
MEHE, sl He MIT He BU3HATH, 10 OYJ10 O MPUKPO, IKOW BOHA CTaJIa OJTHIEIO 3 HEMTACHUX
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always shiny with murderous thoughts toward me, | couldn't deny it
would be a shame if she ended up as one of my father's many ill-
treated concubines. To put such a rare bird in a cage, no matter how
gilded, would be a crime.

A commotion outside the carriage broke my train of thought,
and | moved my gaze to the window. Two of my armed guards were
frantically trying to get my attention. “Jeonha, we have news,” they
yelled.

The carriage stopped, and | stepped out before Cahki woke
up, leaving a half-asleep Hwarang to watch her. “What’s going on?”
| asked the mounted guards.

The horses were sweating and snorted as they pawed at the
ground. “They are coming,” one of the guards said, reigning in his
horse. “The emperor’s men are almost upon us.”

The panic in the guard’s voice was matched by the feeling
that exploded in my stomach. Shit! What were we going to do? |
jumped inside the carriage and grabbed Cahki’s arm. “Let’s go,” I
said. She pulled her arm back, and I added, “My father’s men are
coming. You have to go.”

“Where can she go? There are no places to hide around here,”
Hwarang said. He was right. The forest here was thick but no match
for my father’s soldiers and their hounds.

An idea popped into my mind. | turned to Cahki and asked
her, “Can you ride a horse?”

She let out a loud chuckle. “Who do you think I am? Of
course I can ride a horse. Better than you, I'm sure.” Why was
everything a competition or challenge with this woman? “Why?”

I didn’t waste time explaining what | was about to do. |
jumped out of the carriage again and yelled at one of the mounted
men to dismount.

My friend and my wife-to-be climbed out of the carriage to
join me. “You’re riding to the monastery as fast as you can,” I told
Cahki as the guard brought us the horse. “Follow the road. It leads

HAJIOKHUIIb MOTO 0aThKa. Y B SI3HUTH TaKy PIAKICHY NTaxy B KIITII, SIKOO O 30J0TO0
BOHA He OyJia O — HIIIO 1HIIE, K 3JI0YHH.

I'amip 30BHI mepeOMB MOI PO3AYMH, 1 S BHU3UPHYB y BiKHO. J[Boe Moix
030pO€HNX OXOPOHIIIB 3 YCIX CHJI HAMArajuch NPUBEPHYTH MOIO yBary.
— Jeonha, € HOBUHU! — BUT'YKHYJIH BOHH.

Kapera 3ynunwmiace. S Buiimos, moku Kaki cniayia, TUIIABIIY HAIIIBCOHHOTO
XBapaHa CTeperTH ii.

— o Take? — cnmTaB y JBOX BEPIIHUKIB.

Koni crikanu notom it pupkanu, TOMIy4dd 3eMIIO.

— JItou KOpoIIs HAOIMKAIOTHCS, — BiJIIOBIB OJTMH OXOPOHEIb, CMUKHYBIITH
CKaKyHa 3a NoBijiellb. — BoHU Maifke HaC Ha3/10THATH.

VY ioro romoci JdyHaia maHika, TOMAI SK B MEHE ceple BiMIWIUIO B ITSTH.
Hinpko! 1o sx Ham pobutu? S 3ackouuB Ha3aj 10 kapeTu i cxonus Kaki 3a pyky.

— Ty, MoBUB. Bona Bucmmknyna pyky. — Jliogu Oarbka
HabmkaroThesl. ToO1 Tpeda 3abuparucs.

— Kynu Bona noGixuts? TyT HiJle cXxoBaTHCs, — CKa3aB XBapaH. BiH maB
patito. Jlic mopy4 xou 1 6yB Ir'yCTUM, NIPOTE aX HISK HE MPEACTABISAB NEPELIKOAY IS
0aThPKOBUX COJI/IaTiB Ta TOHYMX.

VY mene BunHMKINIa 11es. S noBepHyBes 1o Kaxi i cniuras:

— Twu BMmiem i3autn Bepxu?

Bona rosocHo nupxnya.

— X710 51, mo-TBoeMY? ABexx MoxKy. He cymHiBaroch, 110 Jimnie 3a Tede. —
YoMy 114 *KiHKa Bce CIpUMaE SIK BUKJIMK YU CYNIEpHULITBO? — A 110?

He rasum yacy Ha TMOSICHEHHS, s 31CKOYMB 3 KapeTH il TYKHYB OJHOMY 3
YOJIOBIKIB 3J113TH KOHS.

VYcin 3a MHOIO Mi#l IpYT 1 HapedYeHa BUITI3IHN 3 KAPETH.
— Ilocmimait 1o MoHacTHps SKHaWIIBUAIIE, — cKa3aB s Kaki, Tomi sk
OXOPOHEIIb MPUBIB CBOT'0 KOHS. — [11b 1TiM 1isixom. BiH Bese mpsiMo 10 MOHACTHPSI.
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straight into the monastery. Once you’re within its walls, you’ll be
safe. Not even my dad dares offending the monks.”

“We’ll never see her again,” my friend said. It was a strong
possibility. But Cahki was smart. She’d understand that the
monastery was her best chance at survival.

“You’re not scared I will run away?” she asked, mirroring
Hwarang’s words and scowling at him.

“If you cherish your life, you’ll do as I say.” We had no time
to waste, so I grabbed Cahki’s hand and pulled her toward the horse.
“Go! Ride as fast as you can.” I dug my royal seal out from my pocket
and handed it to her once she was sitting on the saddle. “Show the
monks this, and tell them I sent you. They’ll protect you.”

Without further ado I slapped the horse’s rear and watched as
it took off at a gallop, Cahki’s white hair flying behind her as she
expertly steered the horse in the right direction. She never looked
back. I couldn’t be sure I would ever see her again, but | had other
problems to think about right now.

I turned to Hwarang and my other men. “If they catch us here,
they will put two and two together later when—if we get married,” |
said. “Think quickly. We need an excuse for being here.”

Both my friend and the other four men went quiet for a
moment. Hwarang was the first to break the silence. “I know,” he
said. He pointed at one of the men. “Go get the bows in the carriage
and then hide the carriage in the woods.” As soon as the other man
took off running, he told me, “We’re here hunting for the famous
white deer of these woods.”

That was a brilliant idea, and the irony of it didn’t escape me.
I was always surprised by how quickly my men reacted to orders.
Hwarang had trained them well. In seconds, the carriage was out of
sight, two of the three guards who still had their horses were on foot,
and Hwarang and I were on the mounts, bows and arrows at the ready,
two hunters out on a hunting expedition, to anyone who didn’t know
any better.

[{oitHO TH ONMUHUIICA 3a HOTrO BOPOTaMH, TOO1 BXKE HIYOTO HE 3arpoKyBaTHME.
Hagith mili 6aThKO HE TTOCMI€ CKPUBIAUTH MOHAXIB.

— Bbinbme mu ii He mobaunMo, — MOBHB Mili ipyr. Llinkom mosxiuBo. [Ipote
Kaki mama kmenky B rosoBi. Borma © mama po3ymitd, mo MoHAcTHp OyB ii
HAUBIPOTIAHIIINM IIAHCOM BYKHTH.

— He 6oimics, mo s BTeuy? — crnmrana Kaki, Bii3epKaIMBIIH ClI0Ba XBapaHa
1 HaXMYPHUBILKCH HA HBOT'O.

— SIKIIIO TH LIHY€EI CBOE KUTTS, TO 3pOOULI TaK, sIK 51 ckazaB. — Yacy Oyiio
obMmanb, s cxormus Kaki 3a pyky # cmuknys ii Bnepen no xons. — [aiina! Inp Tak
IIBUJIKO, SIK MOXEIl, — 13 KUILIEH] 51 BUTST KOPOJIIBChKY IeyaTky i nepeaas ii Kaxi,
MIOIHO Ta ocianana KoHs. — [lokaxkem MOHaxaM i CKaxel, 1o e 5 Tede Mpucias.
Bonu Tebe 3axucTATh.

He raroum Hi XBUJIMHH, S XJIOIMHYB KOHS 110 KPYIIY, SIK TO MTOCKAKaB TaJOMOM.
Kaki maiicTepHo ckepyBasia HOro B IMpaBUILHOMY HAIPSIMKY, a ii BoJOcCA JIETOTLIO0
no3aay. BoHa sxoqHoro pasy He o3upHynacs. S He OyB IMEBEH, 10 MU M0OAYMMOCH
3HOBY, IPOTE HUHI B MEHE OYyJH 1HIII TypOOTH.

51 noBepHyBCs 10 XBapaHa 1 PEIITH MOIX JIFOJEH.

— Slkmo Hac TyT 3apa3 3acTaHyTh, TO MOTIM CKJIaIyTh BCE JAOKYNH, KOJH. ..
SAKWO MU 3 HEIO OJIpY’KUMOCh, — cKa3aB 5. — Jlymaiite. TpeOa Burasatu BiIMOBKY,
4OMY MU TYT.

I miit gpyr, 1 Moi mianerai Kkych MUTh MoBuanu. [lepmnM nmopymus Tuiry
XBapaH.

— IlpunymaB, — BiH BKa3aB Ha OJHOTO 3 MIJUIETJIMX. — 3aHECH CTPUIN A0
KapeTu i cxoBaii 11 B XaIax, — II0HHO TOH ApeMeHyB BUKOHYBAaTH HaKa3, BIH MOBUB
1o MeHe. — CKakeMo, 110 MOJII0EMO Ha 3HAMEHHTOrO OLJIOrO OJIEHS, 10 BOAUTHLCS
y LBOMY JICi.

Lle Oyna 6maucky4a iaes, 1 s 3ayBaXKUB 11 IpOHIUHICTh. Y JIIY€HI MUTI KapeTa
3HUKJIA 3 TOJA 30py. S 3aBXKIM MPUEMHO JIUBYBABCA, SIK IIBUAKO MOT MiAJIeryi
BUKOHYBaJIM Haka3u. XBapaH rapHO iX HaTpeHyBaB. /[BO€ 3 TPhOX OXOpPOHIIB, B
KOTPUX JIMIIWINACSA KOHI, 37113/I1 JOJO0JY, @ MU 3 XBapaHOM CUIM BEPXH 3 JIyKaMH Ta
CTpiJlaMH HamorotoBi. Byab-XxTo He B Kypcl cUTyauii CIpHifHSB OM Hac 3a JIBOX
MUCIUBIIIB TIOCEPE]] TOJIFOBAHHS.
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It didn’t take long for my father’s men—six men on powerful
horses followed closely by a pack of hounds—to reach us. Their
black metal uniforms glinted under the dying rays of the sun, the
horses huffing and snorting as their riders pulled in their reins. |
raised my hand to signal my men to stop and turned my mount around
to face the newly arrived group.

“Identify yourself,” the leader of the black-clad soldiers
yelled out from a few feet away.

I nudged my horse closer to him so he could see my face in
the dimming light. “I’m Prince Sung-jin. Who are you?”

The reaction was immediate. All the soldiers bowed as deeply
as they could from their saddles. "Jeonha, I didn't recognize you," the
leader said. His eyes narrowed. "But what is Jeonha doing so far from
home?"

Hwarang moved up beside me. "How dare you question His
Highness?" he said, his authoritative tone leaving no room for
argument. "He's obviously hunting. He hopes to bag one of the fabled
white deer." He pointed at the bows in our hands. "Are you blind or
stupid?”

The man bowed deeper. "l apologize, Jeonha,” he said. "I was
just surprised to see you here, that's all."

| raised my hand again in a magnanimous gesture. "No harm
done," | said, feigning a calm I didn't feel. "I'm also surprised to see
you this far from home. What are you doing here?"

"His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Min, has sent us in search of
his fleeing concubine,” the man explained with yet another bow.
"Have you seen her in these parts, Jeonha?"

"The white-haired woman who escaped the traffickers?" I
asked. Then, I shook my head. "I'm afraid not. What makes you think
she came this way? | would think she would try to buy passage back
to where she came from."

Conpgatu Moro OaTbka — IIECTEPO YOJIOBIKIB Ha JyKUX CKaKyHax Yy
CYIpOBOIi 3rpai rOHYNX, — He 3a06apuiucs. Ix YopHi MeTaneBi 1aTH BUGIHCKYBAIN
Ha 3racarouux NpoMmeHsx coHus. Koni 3adupkany, MIOHHO HAI3HUKH CMHUKHYJIH
noBiaasa. Sl migifHSAB pPyKy, NMPOCHUTHAIWBINM CBOIM MIJICTIIMM 3yMUHUTHCH, W
PO3BEpPHYB KOHS 10 HOBOIPUOYJIMX COJJIATIB.

— HasBiTbcsl, — I'yKHYB KOMaHIMP COJIATIB y YOPHUX 00JIaIyHKaX 3a KibKa
METpIiB 3BiJICH.

S ckepyBaB KOHS MiJiiTH OJMK4Ye 1O HHOTO, AW TOW Miil PO3IIIEHITH MOE
00JMYYs IPU ThbMSHOMY CBITJII.

— 51 — npunn Conmkid. A BU XTO?

Conpatu 3pearyBajli MUTTEBO, BKJIOHHMBIIUCH SKOMOIa HMXKYE Ha CBOiX
ciaiax.

— Jeonha, mu Bac He BIi3HAIN, — MOBHB KOMaH/IHP, IPUMPYKHUBIIN OYi. —
Opnnak yum Jeonha 3aifHATHIT Tak AajaeKo Bij majaimy?

XBapaH MmiiiIoB 300Ky .

— Sk Bu cMmiete monuryBatH Moro BucokicTs? — BTpYTHBCS BiH, a HOro
BIIQJIHUN TOH ¥ HE NUIIaB Micls AJis 3anepedeHb. — BiH motoe, sicHa piu. [IpunIg
CIIO/IIBAETHCS CIIMMATH CJIABHO3BICHOTO O1710T0 OJIEHS, — BiH BKa3aB Ha JIYKW y HAC
B pyKkax. — Bu cxini uu tymi?

Komanmup rmmboKko BKIIOHHUBCHS.

— Bubaure, Jeonha, — BinnosiB 4onoBik. — S mpocTo He 0YiKyBaB 3yCTPiTH
BacC TyT Ta U yce.

3HOBY 3JIHHSBIIN PYKY, 5 BIAITYCTUB MHJIOCTUBHIL JKeCT.

— Hidoro crpamHoro, — ckaszaB s CIIOKIMHO, X04 TaK HE MmovyyBaBcs. — S
TaKO’K HE OYiKyBaB IIEPECTPITH Bac Tak JAJEKO Bij Mmanaiy. 3 sKO METOI BH TyT?

— Horo Bemuunicts, Kopons MiH, BiANIpaBUB HAC HA MOIIYKH HATOKHHIIi-
BTiKa4KH, — IOSICHUB YOJIOBIK, 3HOBY BKJIOHHMBIIUCH. — He momaganacs BoHa Bam
Ha oYl B IUX Kpasix, Jeonha?

— binoBosnoca xiHka, 110 BTEKJIa BiJl TOPTOBIIB JIOIbMHU? — TEPEIIUTAB 5 y
HBOTO ¥ MOXUTaB rojioBot0. — borock, mo Hi. YoMy BU TymaeTe, 110 BOHA TOAAIACs
B LIbOMY HanpsmMKy? Jlymato, 110, BoHa 6 cripoOyBaja JOMOBUTHUCS 3 KUMOCh, XTO O
JIOTIPABUB ii Ty/IU, 3BIJIKHU ii IPUBE3IH.
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The man frowned as if that idea had never occurred to him. "l
don't think any of the ship captains would dare to defy the imperial
orders," he said, further confirming my suspicion that they had never
considered the possibility that a woman could indeed be that smart.

"She could have stowed away." | dug that knife deeper and
was gratified to see him cringe at the thought. "No need for
permission or even awareness from any of the crew."

There was silence for a moment as the soldier digested the
possibility. 1 wasn't surprised that even my highly intelligent father
hadn't considered it. Conniving as he was, he was also someone who
believed women to be creatures without much of a brain, existing
only to produce heirs and pleasure the males. Hadn't my mother been
used and discarded the same way?

"I will leave you to your hunting now, Jeonha," the man said,
gesturing for his soldiers to leave. "I apologize again for interrupting
your sport."

| waved a hand dismissively, turned my horse, and left at a
trot closely followed by my friend and all my men. I didn't look back,
but I could hear the horses gallop away in the opposite direction. |
would bet they were running back to the harbor to interrogate and
search every ship still in port.

If my heart were not trying to escape through my mouth, |
would have laughed. Now, the question was, did Cahki do as | asked
her, or had | seen the last of her?

Chapter 14
Emperor

| hated that | was this nervous.

I’d been summoned by the emperor. An army of servants
invaded my quarters with trays covered in makeup, clothing, and
shoes. After a torturous hour of being brushed, wiped, massaged, and
painted like a doll, I was escorted out by a couple of pompous men
whom | guessed served the ruler.

YooBik HaXMypHUBCS, Haue JOHUHI HOMY II€ i HE CIIa/lajio Ha AYMKY.

— CyMHIBaIoCh, 0 XTOCH 13 KaIliTaHiB TIOCMIB OM 3HEXTYBAaTH KOPOJIiBCHbKUM
HAaKa30M, — BiJIOBIB BiH, I1e OLIbIIE MATBEPHKYIOUH MOE MIPHUITYIIEHHS, 1110 BOHH
HaBITh HE PO3IJISAAAIA MOXKIIMBOCTI, HIOW KIHKA MOXE JOTyMaTHUCS J0 IIbOTO.

— Bona morna 6 mpokpacTucst Ha CyJIHO, — s MiJUIMBaB Macia Yy BOTOHb 1
TIIIKUBCS THM, SIK HOTO KOJIOTHJIO Bif 1i€l q;ymMku. — [IpocTo 6e3 103B0JTy UM HaBITh
BiJIOMa EKiMaxy.

[Toxu KomMaHEpP 0OMIPKOBYBAB ITF0 MOXJIMBICTh, HA MUTH 3aIlaya Tuiia. MeHe
HE JMBYBaJO, IO HaBITh Mii BEJIbMU PO3YMHHUI OaThbKO HE NPHUITYCTUB TAKOTO
creHapito. Xail Ou SKUM KMITIMBUM BiH OyB, O/IHAaK BiH TAKOK BBaXaB, 10 )KIHKU —
CTBOPIHHS HEAJIEKi, IPU3HAYCHHS SIKUX TUTbKU HAPOKYBATH JiTEH 1 3310BOJILHATH
YOJIOBIKiB. Xi0a HE T€ caMme CITITKAJI0 MO MaTip Mepes THM, sK ii CrieKamcs?

— He Oynmemo 3aBakatu BaMm monoBatd, Jeonha, — MOBHB KOMaHAuD,
KECTUKYJIIOIOUN cojiiataM BupymaTth. — llepenpormryeMo, mo mepepBany Bamie
JIO3B1IUIA.

HeBumyIieHo MaxHyBIIM PYKOIO, s pO3BEPHYB KOHSI i TI0IXaB MiTIONIEM, a
Mol coijaT ¥ TOBapHUIll PyIIWIM Bclid. Sl He orysgaBcs, ajle ModyyB, SK KOHI
MOCKAKaJM B MMPOTHIIC)KHOMY HANpsMKY. 3aKJa1atocsi, BOHM MUYaJId Ha3aJl JI0 raBaHi,
11106 oOurykaTu Bci Kopaduli B HOPTY Ta AONMMUTATH TXHI eKimaxi.

Sx6u B MeHe ceplie He MOKOTHJIOCS B I'SITH, s O 3acmisiBcsa. A Temep
MocTaBajo MUTaHHA, uu 3poorna Kaki Tak, sk i Oyyo ckazaHo, uM s 6auuB ii Toi
BOCTaHHE?

Po3nin 14
Kopoab

Memne npatyBano, mo s 0yia HaCcTIIbKU 3HEPBOBAHOIO.

Koponp BuknmkaB mene no cebe. HaBama ciayr Baepiacs B MOi MOKOI 3
TaIsIMH, 3aCTaBIIEHUMHU KOCMETUKOIO, OSTOM i B3yTTsaM. [licns HecTepnHOi ToJuHI
BUYICYBaHHSI, OOTUPaHHS, MacaXyBaHHsI 1 IPUYEITypIOBaHHS, MEHE, HEMOB JISUICUKY,
CYMpOBOJIMIIA Mapa OyH/IIOUUX YOJOBIKIB, 5K, SIK s Tajiajna, CIYKUIH IPABUTEIIO.
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Halfway to the imperial palace, Hwarang intercepted our
small procession. “Where are you taking the crown prince’s
consort?” he asked, placing himself in our path. A tiny smile danced
on my lips. Sometimes I liked his less-than-subtle style.

“We have orders from the emperor to bring her to his
presence,” one of the overbearing servants said, his head slightly
bowed. “She’s to serve His Imperial Majesty, starting today.”

My heart stopped for a moment. | hoped to all the gods that
he didn’t mean what I thought he meant.

Hwarang raised a hand to stop the servants from continuing
their march to the palace. He asked the question hovering in my mind.
“What exactly do you mean by ‘serve’? She’s no concubine, and
she’s under the protection of an enchanted marriage.”

The other servant bowed a couple times. “We know, lord Ki.”
Hwarang’s family name was Ki? “We don’t mean serving that way,”
the servant assured him. “The emperor wants her by his side, that’s
all. As a companion of sorts.”

Everything | knew about this horrible tyrant told me he did
not want a companion. So, what exactly did he want with me? Then
again, wasn’t this what my new husband was hoping for? That his
father would take me into the imperial palace so | could spy on him?

Hwarang threw me a worried look. “Does the crown prince
know about this?”

“A messenger was sent to him an hour ago,” one of the men
said. “He did not refuse.”

I wasn’t sure whether that was a sign that it was safe or if he
had been so scared of what his father would do to him, he had no balls
to refuse him. Sung-jin didn’t strike me as a coward, so I chose to
believe it was the former.

“It’s all right, Lord Ki.” I emphasized his name and was
rewarded with a frown. “If my husband thinks it is safe, who am I to
disobey?” The quirk of his mouth told me he knew I was bluffing.
Hwarang might be an asshole, but he knew I wasn’t your regular

Ha niB0po3i 10 KOpou1iBChKOTo nanaity, XBapaH HepexolnuB Hally MaJCHbKY
MIPOIIECITO.

— A Xyau ne BHM BeleTe JpPYKUMHY KpOHNpPUHIA? — CHOHUTaB BiH,
MEePECTYNHBIIM HaM IUIIX. MajieHbKa yCcMIilllKa 3arpajia Ha ioro ry6ax. [Homi mMeHi
nojo0aiacst Horo 3yxBajia MaHepa.

— Hawm Haka3aHo npuBecTH ii 0 KOpoJist, — BIANOBIB OJMH 13 MUXATUX CIYT,
TPOXH CXUJIHBIIM TOJIOBY. — Binckoroani Bona cinysxurtume Moro Bemmunocri.

Ha muth y MeHe cepiie Bnajio B i’ sT. I Monmiacs BciM Ooram, abu BiH HE
MaB Ha yBa3i Te, PO 1110 S MoyMaJa.

XBapaH MigiiHAB PyKY, 00 MPUTraabMyBaTH CIIyr. BiH mocTaBuB 3anuTaHHs,
sSIKE 3aC1J10 B MEHE B T'OJIOBI.

— Sk came «ciyxutume»? BoHa He HAJIOXKHULIA 1 3aXUIIEHa 3a4apOBaHUM
COIO30M.

[HIMi ciyra BKIIOHUBCS KiJIbKa pas.

— Hawm ne Bigomo, nopae Ki. — To npizBume XBapana — Ki? — Mu He
MaJIi Ha YBa3i CIYKUTH K HaJOXKHUIS, — 3alleBHAB Horo ciayra. — Koposb mpocto
BOJIi€, a0 BOHA CKJIajla HOMY TOBAapHCTBO. SIK KOMIIaHbIOHKA.

VYce, 1o s 3Hajga Mpo TOTO KAaXJIMBOTO THUpPaHa, MiJKa3yBajlo MEHi, L0 He
KOMIIaHbHOHKA HoMy Hacmpasai notpioHa. Toai yoro came BiH XoTiB BiJ MeHe? Ta
3HOBY JX Taku, Xi0a He Ha 1ie croAiBaBcs Mii 4onoBik? Illo fioro 6aThko BUKIHYE
MEHE JI0 KOPOJIIBCHKOTO MaJiaily, abu st MOTJIa IITUTYBaTH 32 HUM?

XBapaH CXBUJIHOBAHO 3UPKHYB Ha MEHE.

— Kponnpunity npo e Bigomo?

— Tl'ovHy TOMY 710 HBOTO BiJIITPaBHIIN MOCNAHIIL, — MOBHB OJUH 3 HUX. —
[Tpun HEe Mae OyTH TIPOTH.

51 ne Oyna neBHa, uu 11e OyB 3HAK, 110 s B Oe3Mmeli, Y1 BiH HACTLILKH 00sBCH,
0 oMy 3poOuTH 0aTHKO, 110 B HHOTO HE BUCTAYMIIO CMIJTUBOCTI HOMY BIJIMOBHTH.
CoHIKIH HE CKUIaBCs Ha 00ATY3a, TOX 51 CXWISsIACs 10 MEPIIOi JYMKH.

— VYce rapasa, nopae Ki, — s Harosocuna Ha #oro mpi3Buii, i XBapaH
HACynUBCA y BIAMOBIIb. — SIKIIO Miii 4OIOBIK BBaXKa€, 10 HEOE3MEKU HEMAE, TO XTO
g Taka, 00 He MiAKOpPUTHUCH Hakazy? — Jlenp momiTHa ycmilika Ha #Horo ry6ax
mijgKa3ajga — BiH 3po3yMmiB, 1o s Oynedyro. XBapaH MOXKe i CBOJIOTa, TPOTE HE
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damsel in distress. | had no doubt he would run to his friend and find
out exactly what was going on.

“Maybe I should tag along,” he said, his head cocked to the
side.

“I’m afraid the emperor wants to see her alone,” the other man
said with enough authority, you’d think Hwarang was the servant.

With a tiny nod, | agreed to the terms, and Hwarang nodded,
too, stepping aside for us. “I will be close by,” he whispered for my
ears only as | went past. Despite my dislike for the man, | was glad
he would be near and ready to protect me if needed. Not that I would
ever admit it.

The remainder of the way seemed to be encrusted in tiny,
sharp pebbles that pierced through the soles of my feet and into my
very heart and soul. | had faced monsters and demons in the frozen
fjords of the North. | had to deal with frostbite, avalanches,
starvation, and illnesses of all kinds. Never once had | been as
anxious as | was now, walking toward the sumptuous imperial palace.
What would the emperor want me to do?

Emperor Min—as | found out he was called—was sitting on
the same throne where | had seen him the last time, overdressed and
wearing an elaborate head contraption that probably stood in for a
crown but looked more like a beehive with several spikes poking
through on either side and delicate gold chains hanging from their
tips. It was ridiculous, but I couldn’t laugh. I did as Sung-jin taught
me and dropped to my knees to kowtow to the tyrant.

“May Your Imperial Majesty Emperor Min live forever.” In
hell, where the other demons lived.

He grunted. “ll-eona,” he said. “Get up. No need for
ceremony. You’re my daughter-in-law now.” Fighting the urge to
puke, I did as he said and stood up, my legs weak beneath me. “I’m
still pissed my son stole you from me, but like the old saying goes,

CIpuiiMaB MEHE K TUIOBY AaMy B Oifi. Sl He cyMHIBasiach, O BiH MOODKHUTH 110
CBOT'O TOBapHIlla BUBIJIATH, 1110 X came BiJJOYBa€EThCS.

— Moske, Toai 5 CyIPOBOKYBATUMY 117 — MOBUB BiH, CXWJIHMBILIHU T'OJIOBY
HaOIK.

— Borocs, Moro Benuunicts Xoue GaulTH TilbKHM KPOHIPUHIECY-KOHCOPT,
— JIOCUTh aBTOPUTAPHO 03BABCS 1HIIIMI YOJIOBIK, TaK, HIOW TYT XBapaH OyB CIIyTo¥o.

Jlerko KMBHYBIIH, s TOTOAMJIACH HA iX YMOBH. XBapaH TeX KUBHYB 1 BiIIHIIIOB
yOiK.

— S Oyny Hemopmamik, — MPOUICTIOTIB BiH MEHi, KOJIH MU PO3MHHYJIHUCH.
[Torpu MO0 HETIPUSA3HB A0 IILOTO YOJIOBIKA, 51 Oyna paja, 1mo BiH Oyae modau3y i 3a
notpedu 3axucTuTh MeHe. He Te mo0 s 30uparnack 1ie BU3HABATH.

Pemrra nuisxy, 3naBanocs, Oyna BKpUTa KPUXITHOIO, TOCTPOIO TaJIbKOIO, IO
NPOHM3YBAJach KpPi3b MiIOMIBU aX J0 CaMOro cepus i xymi. B kpmxanux diopaax
[TiBHOUI 5 cTUKANACh 13 IEMOHAMU i 4yJ0BUChKaMH. MeHi JOBOAMIOCH MAaTH CIIPABY
3 0OMOPOKEHHSIM, JJABHHAMH, TOJIOJIOM H pi3HUMHE Oostakamu. [IpoTe sxoHOTO pasy
g He Oyla HACTUIBKM MPHUTHIYEHOW, SK 3apa3, KPOKYIOUU JI0 PO3KILIHOTO
KopoJiBcekoro nanaiy. Lo koposro Bijg MeHe moTpiOHO?

Kopoaps MiH, ik MeH1 cTajlo BiIOMO HOT0 1M’sl, CH/IB HAa TOMY CaMOMY TPOHI,
mo M 0OpM OCTaHHIM Hamii 3ycTpidi, OmaTrHO BOpaHWH ¥ 13 BUTaAJIUBOIO
ITYKOBUHOIO Ha TOJIOBI, IO, WMOBIPHO, BHUCTYIaja KOPOHOIO, MPOTE pajliie
HarajyBaja BYJUK 13 KUIbKOMa BICTPSIMH 3 KOXKHOT'O OOKY, 3 KIHUMKIB SKUX 3BUCAIIH
30J10T1 JIAHIIOKKW. BoHa Mana KyMeaHMI BUIJISI, MPOTE€ MEHI HE MOXHa Oyio
cMisTHCh. S 3pobuna, sik BuMB MeHe COHKIH — IMpHCiia Ha KOJIiHaX i BKIIOHWJIACh
TUpaHy AOJIUINLIb.

— Hexaii xuBe Moro Kopomniscska Bemnunicts Kopons Min. — V nexii,
mam oe U 8ci Yopmu.

Bin OypkHYB.

— ll-eona®, — moBuB. — IlixBoascs. Moxua 6e3 popmansHOCTel. T Tenep
Mos HeBicTKa. — [IpUTYIUTIOI0OUN HYIOTY, 5 3pO0HIIa, SIK BiH 3BENiB, 1 miaBenack. Moi
Horu Oynu BaTHUMH. — S] 1oci 00ypeHui, 110 Miii CHH MOLYTHB Te0e B MEHE, IPOTe,

> Beragaii (kop.).
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it’s spilled milk. You can still be an asset to my palace even if [ can’t
touch you.”

Well, so much for subtlety.

“Hear my edict,” he said, and another pompous old man
stepped forward with a rolled manuscript that he handed to me. |
wasn’t sure if [ was supposed to open it, so I just waited for further
instructions. “I’m guessing you can’t read.” Fucking patronizing
prick. “It says that you are to come to the palace every day unless
otherwise instructed by me. You are to perform menial tasks such as
making my tea, serving me meals, giving me massages, and whatever
else I deem necessary. Understood?”’

Did he really believe all women were dumb? I nodded, biting
my lower lip so I wouldn’t say something stupid. “Gamsahabnida,
Y our Majesty, for giving me the honor. Do I start today?”

He shook his head. “No, I have some important guests
coming,” he said. “You will come tomorrow and serve us tea.”

So | was now a glorified servant. Better than a concubine, |
guessed. I nodded and bowed deeply. “I will be here. Thank you,
Your Majesty.” He shooed me away as if I were a nuisance, and |
backed up a few steps before turning around and leaving the throne
room. | wanted to run, but I controlled the urge and walked slowly
away from the royal dick who gave me the willies.

As soon as | was at the bottom of the great staircase, | did run.
I was going to let my husband know exactly how | felt about being
his father’s fucking maidservant.

*k*k

“Are you sure he can’t touch me in any way?” I asked for the
twentieth time as we sat around the table for our evening meal. Sung-

K Ka)Ke cTapa IprKasKa: 0 3 BO3a BIIaJIO, T€ Mporaio. TH 1m1e MoXKel HoCIyryBaTH
OKpacol0 MOT0 Majaily, Hexail MeHi il He MO)kKHa TeOe TOPKaTUCh.

TakTOBHICTH BUIIILIA Yepe3 BIKHO.

— Cnyxali Miii Haka3, — MOBHB BiH, SK IHIIUH OYHIIOUMN CTapuraH
HiAIAIIOB 1 BpyYMB MEHI CKpy4YeHHH CyBiil. Sl 3aBarayiiach po3ropHYTH HOTO, TOX
yeKala MoJajibIIuX BKa3iBoK. — CXo0Ke, TH He BMI€EI YUTATH. —3apO3yMUTHH IMaT
naitHa. — Tam cka3aHo, 10 TH MOBHHHA MPHUXOJUTH JI0 MOTO Tajay IIoJHs, Xi0a
0 s 3BeNIO0 1Hakmie. BUKOHyBaTHMeNI CIy>KHULIbKI OOOB’SI3KU: 3aBaprOBaTHMeEI
Yaii, mojlaBaTUMENI MeHi XKy, meperaBaTUMEINI OBIJOMIICHHS i pOOUTUMEI, IO S
BBaXXaTUMY 3a NOTpiOHe. 3po3ymina?

Hesye BiH ycixX KIHOK BBaXka€ 3a imioTok? S KuBHYJA, MPUKYCyIOUH ry0y,
abu He OOBKHYTHU SIKOi AYPHHIII.

— Gamsahabnida®, Bama Benuunocre, 3a Taky uecth. MeHi modyMHATH
CBOT'OJIHI MOYUHATHU?

BiH moxuTaB roioBoxo.

— Hi. Y MeHe choroHi BayKJIMBI TOCTi, — MOBHUB BiH. — [Ipwmiinenr 3aBTpa i
3aBapHIll HaM Yalo.

Otox Temep s Oyna eniTHOIO ciyXHuuer. ['agaro, Bxke kpaiie, HDK OyTu
HaJIOXKHUIIE0. Sl KUBHYJA i ITMO0KO BKIOHMIACS.

— Sk ckaxere. J{gkyto, Bama Bennunocre. — Bin MaxHYB MeHi pyKoto, 100
g 3HHMKJIA 3 o4el. S cTymmia KuibKa KpOKIB HazajJ MepIl HiX PO3BEPHYTUCH U
MOKUHYTU TPOHHY 3ally. MeHi KOpPTijio BUOITTH, OJTHAK S CTPHUMYBajia MOPUBAHHS i
MOBUIBLHO BIJAJsUIacs B KOPOIIBCHKOTO BUPOJIKA, BI/I IKOTO y MeHE OyB MOPO3 TIO
HIKipi.

[{o#iHo s 3iiinUIa 3 BEIUKUX CXOIB, TO TaKU KUHYJHUCS Oirtu. S 30upanacs
BHCKA3aTHCsI CBOEMY YOJIOBIKOBI, SIK I1€é MEHI OyTH JOBOAHOIO CIIYKHHIICIO HOTO
OaTbKa.

***k

— Tu meBeH, MmO BiH HIIK MEHE HE TOPKATUMEThCSA? — BIBAIISNTE
nepenutana st 3a ctogoM. COHDKIH J0CI OKJIWTYBAaB MICHIS CBOIX paH, TOXK MH

¢ Jlsxyto (xop.).
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jin was still recovering from his wounds, so we stayed in his room
instead of eating in the dining area, which was bigger and more
public. “I didn’t like the way he was looking at me when I served him
tea today. I swear he licked his lips like a fucking wolf eying a sheep.”

Hwarang, who barely ever missed a meal with us, chuckled,
a large chunk of bread stuck between his teeth. “I bet he did, the old
slime. The enchantment doesn’t extend to gestures or expressions,
you know. I’m sure he’s still having wet dreams about you.”

My husband kicked his friend under the table. “This is my
wife you’re talking about,” Sung-jin said. “A little respect.”

| leaned over the table and batted my lashes at Hwarang.
“Why do you think that? Are you having wet dreams about me too?”’
I had never seen such an explosion of red on the face of someone as
tanned as Hwarang. His skin was a soft shade of honey, the
complexion of someone who spends most of his time outdoors. |
almost felt guilty for making him blush so furiously. Almost.

Sung-jin coughed, trying in vain to hide a chuckle. “You two
are impossible,” he said. “Can’t you be in the same room without
bickering like siblings?”

“Siblings?” I exclaimed, straightening on the chair. “As if I
could ever have a brother this dumb. My parents are too smart to
spawn such an idiot.”

Hwarang composed himself pretty quickly, | had to admit.
“And my parents would never give birth to a wild creature like you
anyway.” There was nothing wrong with being wild. I was rather
proud of it and took it as a compliment.

The prince sighed. “Can we get back to what’s important?”
he asked, rubbing his brow. “I feel a headache coming on.”

I was on my feet and behind my husband’s chair before I
could think about it. | had been caring for him for the past couple
weeks or so, and somewhere along the way, | seemed to have decided
it was my responsibility. | told myself it was because caring for him

JUIIAINCS BEUEPATH B MOTO KIMHATI, a HE MIIILJIN J0 I1albHI, iKa OyJia MpoCTOPIIIO0
1 BIAKpUTIIIOW. — MeHi He crio100a10Ch, SIK BiH JUBUBCS Ha MEHE, KOJIM S IToaBaia
qaii ceoroani. KisiHych, BiH 00nmM3aBCs, HEMOB KJIATUN BOBK, IO BHUJIYIHBCS Ha
ATHSL.

XBapaH, KOTpHH Maike HIKOJIM HE TPOIyCKaB NPHUHOMIB DTKi 3 HaMH,
3aperoraB. Benukuii mmMaTodok x1i0a 3acTpsr y HbOro Mix 3y0iB.

— Crapwuii Mep30THUK, 51 B HbOMY i He CyMHiBaBcsl. TUTbKH OT uepes3 JKeCTH
Yy MIMIKY HpPOKJIATTA HOMYy He 3arpoxye, 3Haemnl. [leBeH, Homy 1oci CHATbCS
epOTHUYHI CHU PO Tebe.

Miii 40IOBIK KOMHYB ApyTa Mij CTOJIOM.

— Vinerscs npo Moxo apyxuny, — MoBuB COHDKIH. — Maif TpoXH I1oBark.

Sl Haxunuach HaJ CTOJIOM M 3aTpinoTiia BissMH mepesn XBapaHoM. — YoMy
TH Tak gymaen? To6i Tex CHATHCS epOTHYHI CHU PO MeHe? — Brepe st mobauna
Takuil HACHUEHHIl PyM'sHellb Y KOTOCh HACTIIBKH 3aCMarioro, sk Xsapad. Horo
mKipa OyJsia M’SIKOTO MEIOBOTO BIATIHKY, SIK B TOTO, XTO POBOJUTH OUIBIIICTH CBOTO
yacy 330BHI. MeHI Mai)ke cTajo IIKoJa, L0 s 3MyCWIa HOro Tak INAJEHO
oYepBOHITH. Maiixe.

CoHJUKIH BIIKAIIABCS, MAPHO HAMAratounch BraMyBaTH CMiX.

— Bu 3HOBY 3a cBoe, — cka3aB BiH. — Bu moxere nepeGyBatu B OJHII
KIMHAT1 i X04 pa3 He TPU3THCH, K Opart i3 cecTporo?

— SIk Opar 13 cecTporo? — BUTYKHYJIA I, BUIPSIMUBIIKCH HA CTUIbLI. — Hibu
B MeHe Mir Ou OyTH Takuil HeJOyMKyBaTuil OpaT. Moi 6aTbKH HAATO PO3yMHI, 100
CKJIENIaTH TaKoro 1710Ta.

Myury Bu3HaTH, XBapaH IIBUAKO ONaHYBaB cebe.

— AmnajnoriyHo, B Moix OaThKiB HIKOJIM O HE HapoJWJIacsi Taka HaBDKEHa
ictrota. — Hivyoro nmoranoro He Oyyo B Tomy, 1100 OyTH HaBiKeHOw. S panrie
MUIIanacs UM i crpuiiMara 1e 3a KOMIUTIMEHT.

[TpuHII 31TXHYB.

— Moske, MOBEpHIMOCS 10 BaXJIHMBIMIOT TEMU? — CHUTAB BiH, TOTHPAOYH
40J10. — Y MEHE MOoYMHa€E OOJITH rojIoBa.

A mipBemacs ¥ mimidmmia g0 CBOTO YOJOBIKA, TEpII HIK BCTUTIA 1€
ycBiomutu. [IpoTsrom octaHHiX mapy THXKHIB sl HIKIyBaiacs PO HbOTO 1 SIKOCh B
IpolLeci, CXoXke, meperHsna cobl 1e 3a o0oB’s30k. S mepekonyBaa cebe, 110
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was safeguarding my own life, but my investment in his well-being
was starting to irritate me. All he had to do was complain about an
ache, and | was there, whispering to him. How pathetic.

“So very touching,” Hwarang said with a smirk. “She runs to
her beloved husband at the least sign of pain. I’'m a little jealous.”

My protest was interrupted by Sung-jin’s grunt. “I want you
to be extra careful, Cahki,” he said after throwing an icy glare at his
best friend. “Try not to be caught alone with him. He’s cunning, and
I wouldn’t put it past him to find a loophole in the enchantment’s
terms. Be very careful, and always carry your dagger with you.”

I instinctively reached out for the weapon hidden in the folds
of my skirts. | had another smaller knife tucked and tied against my
thigh. I wasn’t going to take any unnecessary risks. “I’ll slit his throat
if he makes a move toward me, I swear. Dirty old man.”

Sung-jin covered my hand lightly with his across the table. “I
trust you can protect yourself, but—"

| pulled my hand away, uncomfortable with the heat his touch
stirred up inside me. “There will be a feast in two days’ time,” I told
him. “He wants me to entertain the guests with dancing.”

Hwarang guffawed. “Can you even dance? You’re not
particularly graceful.”

| killed him with my glare and replied, “I am the best dancer
in Hvithet.” It wasn’t a brag, just a fact. Not that there were a lot of
dancers back home. Living in such an icy kingdom did not make for
the perfect environment to cultivate the arts. Our people were far too
busy with where the next meal might come from or protecting their
livelihoods from the few rogue fjord pirates who worked for the
queen to take the time to learn poetry or graceful dancing. Dancing
happened mostly at festivals and other celebrations and was normally
a boisterous affair, having little to do with the arts and a lot to do with
the amount of alcohol being consumed.

My husband let a brief look of delight cross his features.
“Really? That, I’d love to see.”

TypOyIOUHCh NPO HHOTO, 3aCTPAXOBYIO CBOE€ XKHUTTSA, MPOTE MOS OIiKa HUM BXKE
MOYMHAJIA IIITH MEH1 Ha HepBH. JocTaTHBO HOMY OYJI0 JIMIIIE TOCKAPKUTHCS Ha O1JTb,
K 32 MUTb s OyJa mopsi, HAHBUSYHCH HaJl HUM. JKaoris.

— JSIk 3BOpYLUIMBO, — MOBHB XBapaH, LIKIPSYNUCh. — BIKUTH 10 CBOrO
071aroBipHOTO BiJ HAWMEHILIOTO HATAKY Ha O11b. AJK 3a3]IpIO TPOXH.

51 He BCTUIIIa OTPU3HYTHUCH, SIK MEHe nepepBano OypyanHsa CoHKIHA.

— Bbynp nyxe obepexnoro, Kaki, — cka3aB BiH MICJIA TOTO, SIK OKHHYB CBOTO
TOBapHIlla KpWxkaHUM norasaoM. — llocTapaiics He numaTHcs 3 HUM HAOMHIIL
bareko XWTpWii 1 HE CyMHIBaIOCh, [0 HAaMaraTUMEThCS 3HAWUTH Ja3iBKy B
3ayapoBaHOMY ILTIO01. 3aBxKAu Oy1b HACTOPOKI i HOCH MpHU coO1 CBIM KUHKAIL.

Mos pyka IHCTHHKTHBHO NOTATHYJIACS 10 30p0i, 3aX0BaHO1 B IIapax omsry. Y
MEHE Ha CTerHi OyB Le NpUB’s3aHUN MaleHbKUN HIXK. 5] He 30Mpasiach Hapa)kaTUCh
Ha 3aiBUM PU3UK.

— 51 nmepepixky HoMy ropio, sKIIO BiH IPOCTATHE 1O MEHE PYKH, KISIHYCb.
Crapuii 3004cHeIIb.

CoHJUKIH IPOCTITHYB PYKY Uepe3 CTUI i HI)KHO OTOPHYB HEI0 MOIO.

— S1 Bipro, IO TH MOJKEII cama ce0e 3aXUCTUTH, OJTHAK. ..

51 BinCyHyna pyKy, 3HISKOBIBIIH BiJ] )Kapy, IKUM MEHE IPOHU3aB HOro JOTHK.

— Uepes aBa 1HI Mae BiIOyTHCS OCHKET, — CKazania s omy. — Bin xoue,
11100 51 po3BaXkKJIa rOCTEH TaHIEM.

XBapaH 3aperoras.

— Twu xou Bmiemnn TanmoBaTu? He Te 1100 Té BenbMH rpalliifHa.

S cionenuna foro norisIoM 1 BiANOBLIA!

— S — naiikpama TaHIiBHUIS B XBITETI.

Lle 6ynu He mopoxkHi xBacromli, a paxt. He ckaxy, 1110 B MOiX piAHUX Kpasix
OyI0 6arato TaHIiBHUKIB. JKUTTS B TAKOMY KpHKaHOMY KOPOJIIBCTBI HE CTBOPIOBAJIO
17IeallbHUX YMOB JJIsl pO3BUTKY KynbTypu. Ham Hapos OyB HaATO 3akKJIONOTaHHMA
MOLIYKOM XapyiB YU 3aXUCTOM BiJ KYIKH Mep30THUX (IOpACHKHX MipaTiB, sKi
MIPaIIOBAJIA HA KOPOJIEBY, 1100 BUNTH MOE3110 UM TpalliiiHi TaH1l. TaHIi 31e0116110r0
Oynu Ha ecTUBaAX a00 IHIIUX CBATKYBAHHAX U 3a3BUYail OyJM ’KBaBUM A1HCTBOM,
AK€ aCOI[II0BAJIOCh HE TaK 3 MUCTEITBOM, SIK 3 KUIbKICTIO BUITUTOT'O aJIKOTOJIIO.

PanToM 06n4usiM MOTO 4OJIOBIKa MPOMaHYB 3axBar.

— Henxe? 3anto0ku 6 moaMBHUBCS.
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Caught by surprise, | stuttered for a moment. “Well, y-you
won’t.” I straightened the folds of my skirt, giving myself some time
to gather myself together.

I couldn’t see the expression on his face because I didn’t dare
look at him, but his voice was gentle and quiet. “I just might,” he said
in almost a whisper. “My father invited me to the feast.”

Holy shit! It was one thing to dance for an odious old man |
wished death on more than anything. It was another thing altogether
to dance for the man | was now married to.

Chapter 20
New Plan

“His Imperial Majesty, the emperor, requests your presence,”
the servant said, making the word request sound more like order.

I had managed to avoid the crooked emperor for the few days
Sung-jin had been jailed, but | knew that sooner or later, | would be
summoned. The very thought of seeing the same man who sat on his
throne masturbating while | danced for him made me want to throw
up. But I had made the decision to do what | could to help my husband
defeat the monster he had for a father, and if that meant having to
pretend the emperor’s actions were flattering rather than debasing,
I’d swallow my disgust and do it.

“I’ll be along shortly,” I told him, clasping my hands together
to stop them from shaking. I had to pull myself together before facing
my father-in-law. The emperor had to see me as harmless and
helpless against his kinks but also singularly dedicated to his son so
he wouldn’t forget the enchantment tying us together—and keep his
monstrous hands off me. “You can do it,” I told myself after the
servant had left. “You have survived blizzards and savage animals—
you so can do this.”

CnanrenuueHa, s Ha MUTh 3aiKHYJIaCh.

— H-ny, He Buiine. — S mpurnaauna CKJIAIKUA CHIAHULI, TUM YacoM
HaMararo4uch 310paTucs 3 JyXOM.

MeHi He BUHO OyJ10 BUpa3y Horo o0iu4us, 00 sl He cMijia IIISTHYTH Ha HBOTO,
OJIHaK MOTO0 TOJIOC MPO3BYYaB HIXKHO U THUXO:

— SIk pa3 Taku BHiijie, — MOBUB BiH Maiike menoToM. — baTtbko 3anmpocus
MeHe Ha OCHKET.

Tpsicus fioro martepi! OaHa piu TaHLIOBATH Tepea OPUIKHM CTapUTaHOM,
SIKOMY s OLjIbIIIe 3a Bce Oakana cMepTi. 30BCIM 1HIIA — MEpe]l YOJIOBIKOM, 32 SIKUM
Oyna 3aMiXKHS.

Po3ain 20
HoBuii niian

“Uoro Kopomnichka BemuunicTs npocuts Bammoi nmpucyTHOCTI” — MOBHB
ciyra, a loro npocums Mpo3By4alo pajllle K UMAlac.

Meni BaaBanocsi yHMKaTH THpaHAa MPOTATOM THUX KUIBKOX [IHIB, MOKH
ConpkiH OyB YB’S3HCHHMIA, POTE 5 3HAJIA, [0 PAHO YH IMi3HO MEHE BUKINYYTh. Ha
MEHE HaxJIMHaja HyAO0Ta JHIIe BiJ caMoi JyMKH OayuTHCS 3 JIOJUHOIO, SKa
CaMOBJIOBOJIbHAJIACS HA TPOHI i Yyac MOTo TaHIo0. OHaK s BUpILIHIa 3p00OUTH BCE
MOKJIMBE, 11100 TOTIOMOI'TH CBOEMY YOJIOBIKOBI 37101aTH MOHCTPA, KOTPHM TOBOJMBCS
oMy 6aTbkoM. | AKIIO /ISl IILOTO JOBENETHCS BIABATH, IO YKECTHU KOPOJIS pajliie
yJIeCIINBI, HI)K IPUHU3JIMBI, TOJ1 sl IPOKOBTHY OTHJLY 1 3p00IIO I1€e.

— Ckopo Oymy, — ckazaia s oMy, 3LINUBIIM Pa3oM JAOJOHI, abu Ti
nepecraiu TpeMTITH. MeHi Tpeba Oyiio B3sTH ce0e B pyKH, MepIl HIXK 3yCTPITUCH 31
cBekpoM. S mana 31aBaTucs Ge3mopajHOI0 W 0e33aXHCHOI0 MPOTH HOro BUOPHUKIB,
IpoTe BIJAAHOIO JIUIIE WOro CUHY, 100 BiH He 3a0yBaB IPO 3aKIATTA, SKE HAC
MO€HYBAJIO, 1 TPUMaB I'eTh BiJl MEHE CBOI MEp3eHHI pyKH. — TH 3MOsKel1, — cka3aia
g co01, KoJM ciayra mimoB. — Tebe He 31aManu Hi XypTOBUHH, Hi AMKI 3BIpl — TH
MOYHO 3MOKEILL.
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By the time I arrived at the door to the throne room, | had
somehow managed to get my emotions under control. | only hoped I
could keep calm throughout the whole thing.

| strode confidently down the long hallway until I was
standing at the bottom of the steps to the throne platform. I bowed
and kept my eyes on the floor before me. “May you live a thousand
years, Your Imperial Majesty,” I said, my fingers discreetly crossed
inside the folds of my skirts.

“Get up,” that most hated voice said. I raised my eyes to find
his dark face, handsome but overshadowed by the evil in his heart.
“Why haven’t you visited me for the past couple days?”

Straight to the matter at hand. I could deal with that. “My
profound apologies, Your Majesty,” I said, hoping my acting skills
were believable. “My husband was jailed, so I didn’t think it would
be proper for me to be out and about.”

He grunted. “Yet, you were seen walking around the palace
courtyards.”

Damn! His spies had spotted me. “I did try to visit Sung-jin a
few times.” Half-truths were better than lies. “But the guards
wouldn’t allow it.”

“And so they shouldn’t,” he said with a slap on the arm of the
throne. “T ordered him to be isolated.”

I went down on my knees and bowed all the way until my
forehead met the cold floor. “I know I did wrong, Your Majesty, but
he’s my husband, and I was anxious about him, like all good wives
should be.” Would he buy it? I added for effect, “I wasn’t thinking
straight.”

After a moment of silence, he told me to get up. “Silly of me
to expect a woman to understand the situation,” he said in his usual
condescending tone. “No problem. The guards did their jobs. Good.”

I got up onto my feet slowly, making sure | didn’t look
directly at him. | even managed a few tears. Let him think I was
scared or humbled by his forgiveness. The truth was, I didn’t want to

Sl siKoch cmpomoryiacsi B3ATH CBOi €MOINl MiJl KOHTPOJb, MEpII HDK
MEePECTYNUTH MOPIT TPOHHOI 3a1d. JINIanock TUIbKU CIIOAIBATHUCh, 1110 HA/1aJIl B MEHE
BUIJIC TPUMATH ce0e B pyKax.

51 BneBHEHO HIIIa JOBTUM KOPUJIOPOM, ITOKU HE HAOIM3UIACh JIO CXOIB, 1110
BEJIH J10 TPOHHOI Tutardopmu. To/i BKIIOHWIIACK 1 BTYIIHIIA OYi B ITiJIJIOTY.

— Hexaii xuBe Tucsauy pokiB Bama KopomniBcbka Benmnunicts! — ckazana s,
HETOMITHO CXPECTHUBIIN NaJbIi B CKJIQAKaX CITITHHIII.

— IligBoabCs, — TModYya s TOJOC JIFOJIMHU, Ky CTpalleHHO HeHaBuaLIa. S1
miJiBena morisa W mobaumia, K MOro cMmarjsiBe, BpOAJIUBE OOIMYYs 3aTbMapuia
BHYTpIIIHSA 37100a. — YoMy ocTaHHI KiIbKa JHIB TH HaBiTyBajia MeHE?

Binpa3y nepeiimioB 10 cyTi. Y MeHe Bce OyJI0 i KOHTPOJIEM.

Moi ramboki BuOaueHus, Bama Bemmunocre, BiAIIOBiTA 4,
CIOJIIBAIOYUCH, IO MO Tpa Oyna MEepeKOHIUuBOK. — Miil 4OJOBIK CHUIUTH Yy
B’SI3HUIIL, TOXK S MOAyMaa, mo Oysio 6 HeJOPEeUYHO MEHI BEIITATUCS TO TYT, TO TaM.

Bin OypkHyB:

— VYTiM, 1exXT0 OauuB, K TH THHSIIACS TAIAIIOBUMU JIBOPAMH.

Tpsicus! Moro mmuryHy NOMITHIIM MEHe.

— 41 kinbka pas3iB Hamaranack nodauutucs 13 CoHIKIHOM, — HalliB paBaa
Oyra jinuie, HX HIKoBUTa OpexHs. — [IpoTe BapTOBi HE JO3BOJIMIN MEHI.

— BoHU i He TOBUHHI, — MOBUB BiH, TPIOKHYBIIH T10 MiJIKOJITHUKY TPOHY.
— 51 Haka3aB HIKOTO JJO HHOTO HE BITYCKAaTH.

S cxunmmnack Ha KoJIiHAX W BKJIOHMJIACH JIONUIHIG, &K TIOKH HE BTYIHJIACH
YOJIOM B XOJIOJHY MiJIJIOTY.

— 3Haro, s mpoBuHIIACH, Bamra Benuunocre. [Ipote BiH — Miif 4OJOBIK, 1 5
XBUJIIOBAJIacs 3a HbOTO, SIK 1 MOBUHHA 0ailnmuBa IpyxkuHa. — YU KynmuThcs BiH?
3apanu edexTy g moaana Take. — S He gymarna TBepeso.

[Ticas MuTI MOBYaHHSI KOPOJb HAKa3aB MEHI MiJIBECTHCS.

— Jlapma cmojiBaBcsi, 10 KiHKa 30arHe CHUTYyallito, — MOBHUB BIH CBOIM
3BUYHHUM 3BEpXHIM TOHOM. — Hidoro ctpamnoro. BapToi 3po0miu cBoo cripaBy.
IIpexpacHo.

Sl moBINBHO TifBeNacs, YHUKAIOYU MPSIMOTO 30POBOTO KOHTakTy. Y MeEHe
HaBITh BUWIIUIO BHIUIAKATH KUIbKa CIIbO3MHOK. Hexail mymae, mo s 3nmakanacs abo
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look at him and be reminded of what | had been forced to watch a
few days ago: a powerful man with his pants down around his ankles,
pumping himself hard while | tried to keep it together, whirling
around the room like a drunken butterfly. Bile rose to my throat again,
but I pushed it down. I wasn’t going to let him see me squirm.

“Put yourself together, woman,” he ordered, gesturing toward
me. “Sung-jin will be out today. No need for tears.” I made a big
production of wiping my eyes on the edge of my wide sleeve. “Go
now! But be here tomorrow as usual to resume your duties.”

| bowed again, relief washing over me. “Thank you, Your
Majesty.” I backed up a few steps before turning and almost running
out of the throne room, away from this evil man.

Sung-jin was being released later today, and | wanted to make
sure everything was ready for him. | felt like a new bride—which |
supposed | was, since our marriage was a fake one and had never
been consummated—a fact that made me extremely irritable; why
should I be anxious about having my fake husband home again? It
wasn’t as if [ loved him. I didn’t.

Did I?

No, of course I didn’t love him. I was attracted to him. Very
much so. After all, he was a beautiful man with his narrow, dark
brown eyes and a long curtain of inky silk for hair. And his lips were
perfectly shaped, beautifully full and kissable.

Where was a fan when you needed one?

I was frantically looking for something to fan myself with
when Hwarang walked in. “Do you ever knock?” I asked, my
crankiness fully obvious in my tone.

He threw his hands up.

yCMHUpHJIAcs BiJl oro npouieHHs. HacmpaBi x s He XOTiJIa TUBUTHCS Ha HOTO, a0u
HE HaragyBaTH coOi Mpo Te, IO MEHi JOBEJOCS IMOOAYUTH KijbKa JIHIB TOMY:
MOTYTHIH YOJIOBIK 13 OMYIIEHUMHU JI0 IIHUKOJIOTOK IIITAHAMHU CAMOBJIOBOJIBHSBCS CO01,
MOKH SI KPYXJsUla KIMHATOK, HEMOB 3aXMEJUIMH METENUK, HaMararouuch HeE
BTPAaTUTH caMmoBiagaHHs. JKOBY MiACTymuia MEHI ropia, aje s NpUAyIIWIa Iie
BiquyTTs. Sl HEe 30Mpanacs 3qpUraTucs rmepe HuM.

— Bi3pmu cebe B pyKH, KiHKO, — CKa3aB BiH, KECTUKYJIIOIOUYH B Mili OiK. —
ConxiHa chOroIHi BUITyCTATh. He ruray.

$1 IEeMOHCTpAaTHBHO BUTEPJIA OYi KPAEUKOM pyKaBa.

— Mnu co6i! Ane 06 3aBTpa mpuiinnia, SK 3a3BHYAi, # MOBEPHYIACH 10
CBOiX 00OB’SI3KiB.

51 BKJIIOHHMJIACh 3HOBY, 1 HA MCHE HAXJIMHYJIO MTOJICTTICHHS.

— Jaxyro, Bama Bemnuynocre. — Ilo3ankyBaBmm Kijlbka KpOKIB, o
pO3BEpHyIach 1 Maiike BWJIETLNIA 13 TPOHHOI 3aJid, MOJAlli BiJ] LIOTO MEP3EHHOTO
YOJIOBIKA.

ConxiHa MalOTh BUITYCTUTH Ii3HIIIE CbOTOIHI, 1 5 XOT1JIa IEPEKOHATUCH, 110
Bce OyJI0 TOTOBE 10 HOro MmoBepHEHHS. S 3HOBY MOYyBaach HAPEUYCHOIO — KHM,
3naBasiocs O, s i 30CTaBajach, BPaXOBYIOUM, L0 Hall IIII00 OyB HECHpaBKHIM i
HEKOHCYMOBaHMM, — 1 MEHE II€ HEBHMMOBHO JpaTyBajo. YoMy s HACTiIBKH
CXBMJIbOBaHA MOBEPHEHHSM CBOTO (DIKTHBHOTO 40JIOBiKa JogoMy? He Te 11100 B MeHe
Oymu SIKICh TIOYYTTS 10 HBOTO. Sl He Koxaya Moro.

Abo xoxana?

Hi, meBna piu, He koxama. Bin mene mpocto mnpuBadmoBaB. JlocTory.
3perToro, BiH OyB KpaceHEM 13 UMM CBOIMU PO3KOCHUMH KapUMHU O4rMMa i JOBIHM
CMOJIIHMM IIOBKOBHCTHM BOJNOCCAM. Moro ry6u Oymm mockoHanoi dopmu,
NpUBa0JIMBO MOBHI ¥ MPUHA/IHI.

I e x BisT10, KOJIM BOHO TaK MOTpiOHE?

S rapsiukyBaTo IIyKasia mo-Hedyab, abu momaxaTH nepes codoro, K yBiimos
XBapaH.

— Tu X04 KOJMUCH CTYKA€EL, MepIl HiXK yBIUTU? — cruTana s i3 OYeBHIHUM
PO3IIpaTyBaHHSAM Y TOJIOCI.

BiH 3aiiHSB pyKH.
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“Whoa, woman, the door was wide open.” He had a gift for
always acting as if he were the victim. “I came to see if you needed
help with anything before my brother comes back.”

Hwarang had been my rock for the past couple days, and as
much as I loved teasing him, I had to admit I couldn’t have done it
without him. “Can you check the kitchen and make sure they have
his favorite food?” I asked him, giving up on my search and turning
my attention to the incense burner instead. “And ask one of the
servants for a lavender stick.”

Cocking his head to the side, Hwarang cupped his chin and
smirked. “For someone who doesn’t care, you’re sure going the
distance to please your husband.”

I melted him with my glare, but he didn’t even blink. “Stop
being an asshole,” I told him. “I agreed to help you guys with your
imperial issue, and to do that, | need to make sure Sung-jin is okay.”
It was a flimsy excuse, but it was all | could come up with at the time.
I shooed him with my hands. “Go, go! Check it out.”

The day stretched far too long before us. My anxiety had
swelled to an explosive level by the time I finally heard Hwarang yell
out for me from the courtyard, “Cahki, we’re back.”

| sprang from where | was sitting to open the door, my heart
almost jumping out of my chest. Sung-jin was home.

My husband’s arm was draped over his best friend’s
shoulders as Hwarang helped him walk. Why was he limping? There
had been nothing wrong with his legs last night when | stayed with
him.

Sung-jin — who | swear could read my mind — shrugged
awkwardly. “My father wanted to make sure I’d remember this,” he
said as he limped his way across the threshold. “So he sent one of his
men to break my leg this morning.”

How could anyone be this beastly?

— O boxe, xiHKO, IBepl OyJIM HABCTIXK BITYUHEHI, — Yy HHOTO OyB TaJaHT
MOCTIHHO BIaBaTH 13 cebe XepTBY. — S| MpUHIIOB crnuTaTH, Yu HE Tpeda ToOi
JIOTIOMOTI'TH 3 YUMOCh, TIEPII HiK Mill IpyT MOBEPHETHCS.

OcraHHI KiJTbKa JHIB XBapaH OyB MO€I0 0Moporo. Xaii Ou K MeH1 11o100a510Ch
HOro ApakHUTH, S MyCHJIa BU3HATH, 1110 0€3 HOT'0 He BIIOpaach 0.

— Moskenn 3aCKOYMTH Ha KYXHIO W TJISSHYTH, Y4 TOTOBI HOro yioOieHi
CTpaBH? — cIHTaNA 5, 3aKMHYBIIN CBOI MOIITYKH # HATOMICTh 30CEPEIUBIIHU YBary
Ha KaJIWJIbHUL. — [ TOmpocH KOroch 31 CIIyT MPUHECTH JIaBaH IOBI MTaXOIIIi.

CxunuBiy roioBy Ha0ik, XBapaH MoTep migdopiaas i MOCMiXHYBCS.

— Sk ms 6aiiy>xoi, MOCh TH 3aHAATO PO3IrHaNacs, adM BrOJUTH CBOEMY
YOJIOBIKOBI.

Sl criomenmia OTO MOTJIISIIOM, @ BiH HaBiTh HE 3MUTHYB.

— IlepecTanb MOBOAUTHUCH, SIK MYAHIIO, — cKa3aia s iomy. — Sl moroaunach
JIOTIOMOTTH BaM pO310paTucs 3 BalllMH JIePKaBHUMHU TTPOOJIEMaMH, a JUIsS IOTO S
mymry noabatu, 1o 3 CoHakiHOM yce rapa3a. — Lle Oyna mopokHsi BIIMOBKa, aje B
TOW MOMEHT s HE 3MOTJIa MIPUIYMAaTH HIYOT0 JIMmoro. S MaxHysa oMy pyKOro WTH.
— ﬁzm, vou! I'naap Tam!

JleHbp MUHAB HAJ3BUYAWHO MOBUIBLHO. S JIeJIb HE JTyCHYJIa BiJl 3aHETIOKOEHHS,
KOJIM XBapaH 'yKHYB MEHI 13 BHYTPIIIIHBOTO ABOPHKA:

— Kaki, Mu Bioma.

S cxomunacs 3 wicis, MO0 BITYMHUTH JBepi. Y MEHE ceple Jelb He
BUPHUBAIOCH 3 Ipyel. COHMIKIH MOBEPHYBCS.

Pyka moro donoBika oOBHBaja mjedi XBapaHa, MOKH TOH JoromaraB omy
nepecyBaTiuch. YoMy BiH KynbraBu? MuHysoi Houl, KOJIU sI HaBiJyBasia ioro, 3
HOTaMu Bce 0yJI0 HOPMAJIbHO.

CoHmKiH, IKUN, BOUEBU/Ib, MIT YUTATH MOI TyMKH, KBOJIO CTEHYB TUI€YMMA.

— batpKko XOTIB IEpeKOHATHCH, a0H 5 3amaM’sITaB 1€ HaJIOBr0, — CKa3aB BiH,
MOKYJILIYIOUH J10 mopora. — Toxk BiH BiJlicaB KOTOCH 13 CBOIX 371aMaTH MEH1 BpaHIIi
HOTY.

SIk MOKHA OYTH HACTUIBKU HEJIOITHUM?
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“It’s his way of making sure Sung-jin can’t lead any military
campaigns from now on,” Hwarang explained, worry creasing his
brow. “Brilliant in its wickedness.”

I was frozen in place, speechless. Then | growled between my
teeth, “One day I will steal a boning knife from the kitchen to gut
Emperor Min in cold blood. And I will enjoy every minute of it.”

*k*x

“I can heal it,” I told him once Hwarang left to go fetch the
food. “But everyone will notice if you go from disabled to walking
around normally.”

If the emperor found out Sung-jin was still fit and able, all
hell would break loose. Whoever the guard was in charge of breaking
the prince’s leg would most likely be executed for a job poorly done,
and the emperor would be even more irate and suspicious than he was
now. New and crueler punishments would certainly follow.

“This may work for our benefit,” Sung-jin said, propping his
leg on a chair. The handsome idiot was pale from the pain but still
putting on a cool front.

“How can this mess—any way we dice it—be beneficial?” As
far as | could tell, no matter what we did, we would be stirring up
more trouble.

“You heal my leg, but I keep up the pretense of being
disabled,” he explained, rubbing his knee. I had to check his leg soon.
“That way, my father thinks I’m not much of a threat to him anymore,
and we’ll be able to move around more freely.”

It was a good plan except for the fact that his leg was indeed
broken and that the pain he was in came through loud and clear in the
shadows carved beneath his eyes and the pallor of his face.

“Let me check your knee,” I demanded, reaching out for the
leg of his pants. He flinched even before | touched him. I rolled his
pants carefully up to his knee. “Fuck your father and all his minions,”
I exclaimed at the sight of his badly broken shin bone.

— Ile BiH Tak 3acTpaxyBaBcs, 1100 BigHUHI COH/PKIH HE 3MIT BECTH KOTHOL
BiIICPKOBOI KaMmaHii, — IMOsICHUB XBapaH, 1 10ro 4oJi0 3MOPIIMIIOCH Bijl TPUBOTH.
— bauckyye mimo.

S 3acTuria Ha MicIli, 3aHIMIBIIM. A MOTIM ITporapyajia Kpi3b 3yOu:

— Konucs s momyrmro oOBaTKOBUI HIXK 13 KyXHI i 0€3 JKalio po3MOTPOIy
Kopouist MiHa. | KO)KHICIHPKOIO MHUTTIO IIMM HACOJIOJKYBAaTUMYCh.

**k*k

— S Moy 11 BHJIIKyBaTH, — MOBHWJIA s, KOJIM XBapaH IIIIOB MO 1Ky. —
[TpoTe BCl MOMITATB, SKIIO 3 KaJIIKU TH IEPETBOPUIICS Ha HOPMAIBHO XOASYOrO.

SAx6u koposab mizHaBcd, mo CoHMXIH aoci y (opmi, Bce minuio 06 mijg Tpu
qopTH. BapToBoro, sSKOMy AOpPYYWIM 371aMaTH IMPHHIIOBI HOTY, IIBUAIIE 32 BCE
cTpatuian © 3a Hexbano BUKOHAaHY POOOTYy, a KOpOJIb CTaB OM JpaTiBIUBIIIUM 1
HACTOPO’KEHIIINM, HiX 3apa3. HoBi i )KOPCTKilI moKapaHHs HE 3MYCHIIH O YeKaTH.

— Moske, 11 3irpae HaMm Ha pyKy, — cka3aB COHJDKIH, CIIUPAIOYN HOTY Ha
cTisens. Bix 600 BpouIMBUil HEJOYMOK 30111, ajie BCEOJHO TPUMABCS CTPUMAHO.

— 3 sKoro OOKy HeE IUIsIHb, K LI Xalena Moxe OyTh Ham Ha pyky? — Sk
MEHI 3/1aBaJioCh, 110 O MU 3apa3 He BAISUIH, 1€ TITbKH HAKJINYe OB HETPUEMHOCTI.

— Bunikyenr Moo HOTy, a sl IpOAOBXKY BIaBaTH KalliKy, — IOSICHUB BIH,
noTuparouu koiiHo. HeBaos3i Tpeba Oyio nepeBipuTH Horo Hory. — TakuM yuHOM,
0aThKO BBa)KaTUMeE, IO s BK€ M HE Taka 3arposa JUlsl HbOro, 1 MU 3MOKEMO JIATH
BiJIbHIILE.

Ile OyB xopommii TUTaH, SIKIO HE BPaxOBYBaTH TOTO (akTy, M0 Hora Oyia
CHpaB/i 3J1aMaHa 1 Horo My4uB O1Tb: CHHII 1]l OYMMA i 3HeOapBiIeHE 00INYYS SICHO
W 9ITKO CBITYMIIM TIPO IIE.

— Jlait mepeBipo KOJIIHO, — CKa3ana s, MOTATHYBUIMCH J0 HOro IITaHWHU.
He Bcturna s TOpkHyTHCH HOTO, SIK BiH 3ApUTHYBCs. Sl 00epekHO 3aKaTaia ITaHuHY
1o xoniHa. — Ha xpin TBoro 0aThKa i Horo nocinak! — BUTYKHYJIa 5 BiJI OTJISY Ha
HOTr0 CHIIBHO TIOHIBaYEeHY HOTY.
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“You really talk like a pirate,” Hwarang said as he walked in
with a tray full of food. His gaze roamed to his friend’s leg, and he
froze. “Holy shit! They did a number on you.”

That was a gross understatement. Sung-jin’s knee had swelled
up so much, it was unrecognizable. I couldn’t feel a pulse on his leg,
which could only mean one thing: there was no blood circulation
below the knee. | had to act fast, or he could lose his leg or even his
life.

“You have a broken tibia and a dislocated knee,” I said,
covering his knee with my hands as gently as I could. “Hwarang, get
behind Sung-jin and hold him.” I looked up at my husband and
warned, “This is going to hurt.”

“What are you going to do?” Hwarang asked, blinking in
panic. “You’re not a doctor.”

Sung-jin held on to his friend’s arm. “Do as she says. Trust
her.”

Hwarang put the tray down on the side table. “Are you
kidding me? This is not a scratch or a bruise. What makes you think
she won’t botch the whole thing and make it worse? Has she ever set
a broken bone?” he protested.

“For fuck’s sake, stupid, hold on to him, or he’ll lose his leg.”
We were running out of time, and wasting what little we had in an
argument was counterproductive.

Hwarang glanced at the prince, who nodded. “I don’t like
this,” he muttered, placing himself behind his friend. “Don’t like it at
all.”

Once my husband’s shoulders were firmly secured by his
friend, I closed my eyes so I could feel the injury, counted to three in
my head, and snapped the joint back into place.

If our stories about his injuries would not be believable
enough, the blood-curdling scream Sung-jin let out would most
definitely do the trick. People in town must have heard it.

— Twu Gazikaenr reTh, SK Mipar, — CKa3zaB XBapaH, 3aX0JS149M i3 Taleo ixki.
Moro nornsi Bas Ha Hory jpyra if Toif 3auinenis. — Yopt 3a6upaii! Ore Tak T06i
nicranocs!

Ie 6ymo myxe m’siko ckazano. Konino CoHpKiHa HAOPSIKIIO 10 HEBITI3HAHHS.
Sl He MorIa 3HAlTH MyJbCY HA HOTO HO31, 110 03HAYAJIO TUTHKU OHE: TTiJ] KOJIHOM He
Oyno kpoBooOiry. Tpeba Oyyo IiSTH IIBUIKO, & 1HAKIIE BiH PU3UKYBaB BTPATUTH
HOTY, @ TO 1 KUTTS.

— VYV tebe 3/1amMaHa TOMIUJIKOBAa KICTKa M BHMBHUX KOJIHA, — CKasaja o,
SKHaWHDKHIIIE OPUTYJIMBIIM PYKy 10 Horo kojiHa. — XBapaHe, cTaBail 3a
CoHIKIHOM 1 TpUMaii 0Tr0, — 5 TIISTHYJIa Ha CBOTO YOJIOBiKa i rmonepenuna. — byne
Oossye.

— o Tu 3i0panacst poOuTn? — cnuraB XBapaH, MOPrarOyM B MaHili. — Tu
K HE JTKap.

CoHJUKIH BXOITMBCS 32 PYKY Apyra.

— PoOwu, six BoHa Kaxe. J{oBipcs in.

XBapaH MOKJIaB TAII0 Ha MPUCTABHUH CTiJI.

— Tu 3nymaencs? Lle To01 He moJpsiNUHA Yi CUHelb. YoMy TH JTlyMaell, 110
BOHA HE CIapTayuTh W HE 3pOOUTH TUIbKHU ripme? BoHa Xou KOJIUCH BUIIpaBIisia
nepenomM? — 3anpoTecTyBaB BiH.

— Xaii T001 rpelp, HeIOYMKY, TpuMai oro, ado BiH JIUIINTHCS 0€3 HOTH. —
VY Hac Oyno o6Manb yacy i raiiHyBaTu Horo Ha cynepeuku O0yno 0e3riry3zo.

XBapaH IJISIHYB Ha IPUHIIA, @ TOM KUBHYB HOMY Y BIJOBi/Ib.

— MesH1 1e He nog00aeThCsl, — MPOOYyPMOTIB BiH, CTAIOUH 3a CBOIM APYTOM.
— 30BCiM.

[{otino XBapaH MIITHO BXOMUBCS 3a IUIEY1 MOTO YOJIOBIKA, S 3aIUTIONIHIIA O,
00 HaMalaTy TpaBMy, MopaxyBayia g0 TPhOX MPo cede i CUIHbHO CMUKHYIIA.

Sxmo KOMyCh Halia pO3MOBiAsL MPO HMOro TpaBMy HE 37acCThCs
MpaBaONOII0HOI0, HEMOAChKUA KpuK COHJKIHA 0€3CYMHIBHO PO3BisiB O CyMHIBH.
Jlroau B MICTi TOYHO BCE YYJIH.

43



Sweat dripped from the prince’s forehead, and his pallor got
worse. For a minute | thought he would pass out, but he held on,
breathing deeply and steadily. I didn’t want to admit it, but my
admiration for him grew exponentially.

“Are you all right, brother?” Hwarang asked him. The prince
nodded silently.

“He’ll be okay,” I assured him. “Give him a minute to calm
down, and then let’s carry him to his bed.”

Hwarang threw me the most lethal of glares. “You better not
have hurt him,” he said in a low menacing voice.

“I didn’t hurt him, idiot,” I said, rubbing my hands together
to produce some heat. “I’ve just set his knee. Now he needs that
fracture to be taken care of.”

Hwarang stepped forward to argue with me, but his friend
stopped him. “She knows what she’s doing. Let her be.”

“Just because you are blinded by love, doesn’t mean I am
too.”

Love? What was Hwarang talking about? There was no love
between us. “One of us has to stay objective.”

I threw Sung-jin a silent question, but he avoided my eyes. “I
am being objective, Hwarang,” he protested. “Cahki knows
medicine.” That was a lie, of course. My gift could not be classified
as medicine; it was closer to magic than science, but | knew he was
trying to protect my secret.

I hung my head and hunched my shoulders with a dramatic
sigh. “Just tell him, Sung-jin,” I said. “He’s like a dog with a bone.
He’ll never drop it unless we tell him the truth.”

Hwarang bounced his gaze between me and my husband, his
brow furrowed.

“What truth? What are you talking about?”

“You tell him while I go prepare your bed,” I told the prince
and left the hall.

[TiT cTikaB 4o0M MpUHIIA, a oro oOmmyyst 30111710 me cuibHine. Ha Muth
MEHI 371a710Cs, 10 BiH BTPATUTh CBIJOMICTh, NMPOTE BIH TPUMABCS, TNIMOOKO M
pPIBHOMIpHO Auxarouyu. MeHi He XOTUIOCS IbOT0 BH3HABATH, MOE 3aXOIJICHHS HUM
CTPIMKO BHPOCJIO.

— ¥Yce no6pe, Opare? — crutaB XBapaH.

[IpuHIl MOBYKH KUBHYB.

— 3 HuM Bce Oyae rapasza, — 3amneBHuia 5. — Jlail oMy XBUIIMHKY
BIJIMXATHCSA, a TOMI IOKJIaJAeMO HOro Ha JIKKO.

XBapaH OKMHYB MEHE CBOIM HAMITIOTIIIIAM TOTJISAOM.

— Mounuce, 106 T oMy He HalllKOAMJIA, — CTUIIEHO MOBHB BiH I'PI3HUM
TOHOM.

— Ta He HamkoMIIa st HOMY, HEIOYMKY, — BIJITIOBLJ1a 51, HOTUPAIOYH J0JIOHI,
1006 3irpiTuch. — S TIIBKM BripaBmiia oMy KouiHo. Temnep Tpeda norisaaTa 3a Horo
HEPETIOMOM.

XBapaH BHCTYNHB BIEpel MI00 MOCMEPEYaTUCh 31 MHOKO, OJJHAK MPHUATEINb
3YIHUHUB HOTO.

— Bomna 3nae, m1o pobuTts. [aii il criokii.

— Ilpocro Te, 1110 TH B HET CIIINO 3aKOXaHUH, HE O3HAYAE, 110 1 5 TEeX.

3akoxanuit? [1po o BiH? Mixk HAMH X HEMAa€ HISIKOTO KOXaHHSI.

— Komycs 13 Hac Tpeba MUCIIUTH TBEPE30.

S nuranbHO 3upkHyna Ha COH/KIHA, TPOTE BiH BIJIBEPHYB OUI.

— 51 mucnio TBepe3o, XBapaHe, — 3aneBHUB BiH. — Kaki 3HaeThCcs Ha
meaunuHi. — lle Oyna OpexHs, neBHa pid. Miif 1ap He MOkHa OyJio BIAHECTH J0
uinurenscTBa. Lle Oyma pamme marig, HDK Hayka. OfHak s po3yMmina, IO BiH
HamaraBcsl 30eperTu Miil CEeKper.

51 onmycTuiia royoBy i 3ropouia riedi, BaKKO 31TXHYBIIH.

— Ta npocro ckaxu Homy, CoHkiHe, — cKa3ana s. — BiH sk nec 13
KICTKOO, 1 HE BIJMYCTHUTH i1, IOKU HE JII3HAECTHCS MPAB/IH.

XBapaH NepeKuaB MOIAA TO HA MEHe, TO Ha MOTO 4ojoBiKa. Moro uomo
HaXMYpHIIOCh.

— Sy npaBay? IIpo mio fiaeTses?

— Po3zkaku oMy, IOKH 5 MiATOTYIO JIKKO, — CKa3asia sl IPUHLIOBI i BUHIILIA
13 3aJIH.
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To heal such a break, | would have to expend quite a bit of
my energy. With the emperor expecting me at his palace the next day,
I had to be careful with how much | spent so that I could function on
the morrow, even though I could always use the excuse that | had
been taking care of my husband to justify my fatigue. | looked for
cushions inside the cabinets and found a couple I could use to prop
his knee just enough to alleviate his pain while he rested. | most likely
would end up sleeping on the floor so I could keep an eye on him
through the night.

The consummation | had been planning all day would have to
wait until he was feeling better, which was probably a blessing in
disguise. Why was | so eager to tighten our relationship all of a
sudden? Nothing good could come of it. As soon as he succeeded in
deposing his father, 1 would be on my way north, never to see him
again. Why was I insisting on getting closer to him?

Whatever the answer to that question was, the fact remained
that 1 was more than a little perplexed and annoyed by my own
disappointment.

Chapter 30
Dagger

The cold metal of the small but lethal blade sent shivers of
panic through my whole body.

The emperor held me against him, one arm tightly wrapped
around my waist and the other holding the dagger against my neck.
It took me a moment to calm myself down enough so I could analyze
the situation and come up with a plan. The man had no hard muscle,
that much was clear. Even though his whole body was taut with
tension and fear, the softness of neglected muscle was still apparent
through his thick clothes. I could take him easily—well, in theory.
After all, he was armed, and 1 wasn’t. The guards had come so
suddenly into my courtyard, I didn’t have the time to grab my knife.

o6 BuiKyBaTH Takuil mepesoM, MeHi O JOBEIOCS MOKEPTBYBATH JOCTOTY
cBo€i eHeprii. OCKIIBKM KOPOJIb OYiKyBaB MO€1 MOSIBU HACTYITHOTO JHS, MEHI CITiJ
OyJI0 KOHTPOJIIOBATU BUTpATH, 100 OyTu y (opmi 3aBTpa. Xoua, abu BUIIpaBIaTH
CBOIO BTOMY, s B OyJb-IKHH MOMEHT MOIJIa O CKOPHCTATHCS BiJIMOBKOIO, IO
JIOTJIsIana 3a CBOiM 4OJIOBiKOM. Sl momrykana moxymku B madax i 3Hainuia Kijgbka,
abu mianepTH HOro KOMIHO 1 XO0Y SKOCh IOJETHIUTH JUCKOM(OPT, MOKH BiH
BignmounBaruMme. llIBuame 3a Bce, s cnaTUMY Ha MIJI031, MO0 HATJAIATH 32 HUM
BHOUI.

Koncymartiro, siKy s Ii1aHyBasia MUTH JCHb, IOBEJIOCS BIIKJIACTH, TOTIOKHU BiH
HE OKJINTae — M0, WMOBipHO, Oysio Ha Oyiaro. YoMy MeHI Tak panToM 3aKOpPTLIO
3MIIHUTHU Hamll cTocyHku? Hivoro xopoioro 3 miporo He Buiine. llloiino Conmxkin
CKMHE CBOro OaTbKa, s CAAy Ha Kopalemb nomoMy, ¥ MU OulblIe HIKOIH He
no6aunmMock. To YoMy st HaMararch 30JIM3UTUCS 3 HUM?

Skoro 6 He Oyna BiANoOBiAb, (pakT 3amumiaBcs (akToM: s Oyna OLTBII Hixk
TPOXH 30CHTEKEHA i PO3/IpaTOBaHA BJIACHUM PO3YapPyBAHHSIM.

Po3nin 30
Kunmxkan

Bin xononHoro Metairy Majioro, npote CMepTeIbHOTrO Jie3a, BCIM MOIM TiJIOM
POOITIN APHKAKH.

Kopons nputicHyB MeHe 70 cebe, OHIEI0 pyKO 00XBAaTUBIIH MOIO Tallito, a
IHIIIOK0 — TPUCTABUBIIM KUHJKAI 10 MO€i mmi. MeHi 3HagoOunacs MUTh, 1100
3aCHOKOITUCS JJOCTAaTHbO Ul TOro, adu MpoaHalli3yBaTH CUTYAIll0 ¥ MmpuIyMaTH
I1aH. Y 4oJIoBiKa He OyJI0 MIIHUX M s31B — II€ 5 3po3yMina. Xo4 Bce HOro Tijo i
OyJl0 Hampy»XeHHMM BiJ TPUBOTH # CTpaxy, Kpi3b TOBCTHIl IIap OAATY Bce Iie
BiIUyBaach 3aHe0aHa MycKynarypa. S 6 3 JTerkicTio Morja Horo moBaJIMTH — HY,
B Teopii. Bce x Taku BiH OyB 030po€HMii, a 1 — Hi. BapTa Tak HecnoiBaHo 3ajeTijia
B MOi IIOKOI, 1110 B MEHE HE BUCTAUMJIO Yacy CXOMUTH HIXK.
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“The crown prince is not here,” one of the guards had yelled
after searching our rooms.

They knew! I barely had time to wonder how they had found
out before they dragged me to the imperial palace and threw me on
my knees before Emperor Min.

“Where’s my son?”” the emperor asked, his face looking like
a tomato fresh from the garden. In two strides he was close enough
to slap me across the face. “Where is Sung-jin? Answer me!”

It was obvious he knew what was coming already. There was
no reason to hide it. “He’s coming for you, Your Majesty.” I offered
him a smirk, giving him a peek at the old Cahki, the one who took no
shit from anyone.

He slapped me again. Harder. My face burned, and stars
crossed my vision as my head snapped to the side with the force of
his hit.

I cackled, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of seeing me
cower before him. “You don’t scare me, Your Royal Pervert,” I spat.
It was unwise to poke the wasp’s nest, but I had been forced to put
up with him for months now. I’d had it. “You’re so done.”

I braced myself for another slap, and I wasn’t disappointed.
This time he punched me instead. His hard knuckles exploded against
my left eye, pain spreading out like thin rays of electricity, leaving
me lightheaded and dizzy.

Before I could recover, he had grabbed me and thrown me
across the few steps up to the throne. With my head still swimming
among the stars, I couldn’t find the strength and the balance to stand
up, and it rankled. | growled, keeping my head low and my eyes
closed.

“You’re very feisty for someone who has no one to protect
her, my dear,” he said, crouching near me. I opened my eyes long
enough to see his shiny shoes mere inches away from my head. |
could grab his legs and throw him on his ass—if I wasn’t so dizzy.

— Kponnpunna TyT HemMa, — BUTYKHYB OJIMH 3 BAapTOBHX, OOIIYKaBIIU
KIMHATH.

Hac poskycwmu! Y mene 3anenBe Oyio dacy oOMipKyBaTu SIK 1€ CTaslOCH,
NepII Hi’k MEHE IPUTATHYJIU 0 KOPOJIIBCHKOTO MaJIAIy i KUHYJIA HAaBKOJIIIIKY MTEPe/]
KopoJsieM MiHOM.

— Jle miii cuH? — cuTaBcs KOPOJib, @ HOro o0auvus OyJ10 OarpssHUM, HEMOB
NOMIJIOp HIOHHO 3 TpsAKH. BiH 3poOMB JBa KPOKH HAa3yCTpid, HAOIM3HMBIIUCH
JIOCTaTHBO, a0 3amiauTu MeHi jsamaca. — Jle Conmkin? Bignosinaii!

BoueBunp, BiH 3HaB, mo Horo cmitkae. He Oymo ceHcy Oumbmie 1e
MPUXOBYBATH.

Bin ige mno Bac, Bama BenmmuHocte, — S BHIIKipaiachk,
MPOJIEMOHCTPYBABIIIA HOMY TPOXH KOJIMIIHBOI Kaki, sika He MporuHaiach Hi nepe
KHM.

Bin ynapuB mene 3HoBY. CuibHile. Y MeHe 3amexyio o0iauy4s, a B oyax
3a0JIMMaIIo, KOJIM BiJl CHJIM HOTO y/apy MOS TOJIOBa CMUKHYJIAcs Oik.

Sl perotnyna, 60 He 30uUpaacs CTPANIMTUCS TIepel HUM HOMY Ha BTiXY.

— $1 Bac He 6otocs, Bame KoponiBcbke 360ueHCTBO, — Bifpi3ana g. bymno
HEPO3BAXKJIMBO 3ayilaTH OCHUHE THI3/I0, MPOT€ MEH1 JOBOJWIOCH TEPHITH HOro
MicsIsIMH. 3 MeHe Bxke 0yJio JOCUTh. — Bam rammuk.

S mpurotyBasnach A0 HaCTYIHOI'O yAapy, SIKUi He 3MycuB cebe yekaTu. L{poro
pasy s oTpuMana yaap KylTakoM. Moro cyrmoGu Bapuanch MeHi B IiBe OKo. Bilb
HEMOB TOHKHMHU CTpyMaMH MPOIHSIB MEHE, 3a[1aMOPOYHBILHU TOJIOBY.

[lepm HiXK s BCTHTIAa OTAMHUTHCH BiJl yJIapy, KOpPOJb BXOMHBCS 32 MEHE W
KOYpHYB 4epes KiJibka CXOJMHOK /10 TpoHy. [lepen ounMa B MeHe 10ci MepexTifio, il
MeHI OpakyBajio CWJIM W PIBHOBAru MiJIBECTHCS, IO AparyBaio. He migBomsam
rOJIOBU 1 HE PO3ILIIONIYIOUM OYEeH, s 3arapyaina.

— A HaATO T HOPOBIMBA, BPAXOBYIOUH, II0 TeOE HIKOMY 3aXHCTUTH,
JIOpOreHbKa, — CKa3aB BIH, MPUCIBIIM MOpydy MeHe. — JlocuTh Oyj0 Ha MUTh
PO3ILUTIOMIMTH OYi, SIK S MOMITHIa HOro BIANOJIpOBaHE B3YTTA JIMIIE 32 KiJbKa
CaHTHMETPIB BiJl MO€I ToyioBU. Sl 6 Morjia CMHUKHYTM HOro 3a HOTY ¥ NMOBaJUTH
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Another growl escaped my lips. “I can crush you like a bug, white-
haired beauty, or even better, fuck you right here in front of my
guards to show you who is in control.”

That made my eyes snap open so fast I saw the world tilt. “Go
ahead, do it!” I challenged him, my unsteady voice dripping with
poison. “Our wedding curse will then take care of you. I’'m willing to
sacrifice myself. Do it!” The bravado in my words didn’t match the
shaking of my hands, the crushing anxiety in my gut, and the
overwhelming sadness in my heart. Was this the end for me and
Sung-jin? My heart bled at the thought.

His fist came down on the side of my neck this time, and the
last thing I heard was “Bitch, you’ll get your wish soon enough.”
Blissful darkness fell upon me then.

T'Y3HOM Ha 3eMJII0, IKOM B MEHE HE MaMOPOYMIIach rojoBa. 3 MOiX BYCT IPOPBAIOCH
HOBE I'apyaHHs.

— $1 po3uaBimto Tebe, Ik KOMaxy, 01710BoIOCa KpaCyHbKO, ab0 11e Kparie —
3TBAITYIO MPOCTO TYT Ha 04axX CBOIX BapTOBMX, 100 JI0ONETpaja, XTO TyT FOJIOBHUII.

Bin mouyToro B MeHe po34axHYJIHMCh OYi TaK IIBUAKO, IO CBIT HEMOB OU
IIEPEBEPHYBCSL.

— Hyx0o0, Bnepea! — BiANOBLIA S HEPIBHUM, MPOCSIKHYTUM OTPYTOIO
ronocoM. — Harte nutto6He NpoksATTs nokapae tede. S 3roxHa moxxepTByBaTH
coboro. Hyx060!

TpemTiHHSA pyK, HEBUMOBHE BIUyTTs TPUBOTH M HemepeOOpHUI CMYTOK B
CepIIi CyIepeuniTy yAaBaHiii XopoOpOCTi B MOiX ciioBax. Herxe 1e KiHellb 1S Hac 13
ConxiHoM? Y MeHe ceplie Kpasiiocs Bijl TaKoi JyMKH.

poro pa3zy ioro Kyjak MOUUIMB MeHi BOIK IIHWi, 1 OCTaHHE, IO S TOYYyJa,
Oyno: “Cydko, CKOpO OTpUMA€NI Te, 110 XOTu1a”. braronaTHa miTbMa MOIJUHYA
MEHE.
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CHAPTER 2. RENDERING CHARACTERS’ IDIOLECT: A
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF VOCABULARY AND SPEECH PATTERNS
IN ORIGINAL AND TRANSLATED TEXTS

2.1. The House of Blood and Whispers through the lens of genre peculiarities, setting,
characters, and translation challenges.

The rapid development and flourishing of publishing industry have reached its peak under the
influence of book consumerism. Relatively recently, in 2023, there was a considerable rise in
publishing output and revenue growth in book market, according to GfK Entertainment’s and Nielsen
BookData’s first joint global annual report (NielsenlQ. 2024). Various social media platforms and
Western influencers have become trendsetters that shape reading tastes among booklovers worldwide.
In the course of recent years, the romantasy subgenre smoothly infiltrated global publishing industry.
Its tremendous popularity among the young adult audience caused other subgenres of fantasy to be
overshadowed, and at the same time yielded large profits to the authors and publishers.

The romantasy subgenre only starts to gain momentum among Ukrainian writers, but the
demand is significant. Furthermore, it is covered by overseas novels, which increases the need for
translators able to satisfy the demand.

Romantasy is a subgenre of fantasy that centers around fantastic events, creatures, and worlds,
where the romance aspect plays another significant role in the plot and holds an equal place in the
thematic conflicts.

The House of Blood and Whispers by Natalina Reis deserves an honourable place among the
representatives of its genre despite being overshadowed by popular works penned by romantasy
champions like Sara J. Maas, Rebecca Yarros, Jennifer L. Armentrout, etc.

Natalina Reis is a bestselling author known for her romance works that often combine
contemporary and fantasy features. Ever since she started paving her path towards writing career,
romance has stayed the central focus of her compelling stories.

Events in The House of Blood and Whispers take place in a fictional world, partially inspired
by Korean and Danish cultures, and carry the elements of historical fiction, which is not uncommon
for this genre.

The magical features are manifested through supernatural powers of the female protagonist,
Cahki, who wields the power of healing. In order to evade the unwanted fate by becoming a foreign
king’s concubine, she and the male lead of the story, prince Sung-jin, engage in an enchanted marriage
that would prevent Sung-jin's father from claiming Cahki as a royal mistress. These circumstances
embody the genre tropes typical of romantasy genre: “from enemies to lovers”, “forced proximity”,
“arranged marriage”, “strong female lead” and so on.

Cahki is an exemplary representation of a heroine that stands for female empowerment. She
ruins the good old trope of damsel-in-distress and manifests her resilience throughout the story by
breaking the traditional norms and societal expectations. Even in hopeless situations, Cahki prefers
death as a demonstration of her free choice and just as the book tagline suggests, “There are only two
choices: win or die!”

The romantasy characters are generally portrayed as self-sufficient, stubborn, strong-willed,
bold, and sarcastic. Taking into account the target audience that embodies mostly young adults, it is
a common feature for protagonists’ speech to be rich with expressive and obscene language. That
alone already possesses a great challenge for the translators to faithfully convey the mentioned
peculiarities

As mentioned above, The House of Blood and Whispers was inspired by two vastly different
cultures. The author offers striking descriptions of the environment to immerse readers in the setting.
Natalina Reis uses Korean and Danish foreignisms, implementing them in monologues and dialogues
for more vivid cultural representation. In this regard, the novel presupposes a realistic and natural
narrative, and offers the audience an exotic experience.
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Therefore, romantasy, like any other genre, presents some points to be considered in
translation. The House of Blood and Whispers has what it takes to fit its literature segment, and
Natalina Reis’ crisp writing is a perfect canvas for making creative translation solutions.

2.2. Most common expressive units in characters’ idiolect and means of their rendering:
Translation vista

In fiction, language serves not just as a means to narrate events. It is a crucial tool for
conveying the author’s style, portraying characters and their personalities, creating an immersive
atmosphere, and enriching our vocabulary potential. Characters’ idiolect may encompass an ample
spectre of vivid lexical tools that imbue the text with emotional depth, stylistic expressiveness, and
imagery. Among them are idioms, foreignisms, and obscene language that covers both profanity and
vulgarisms. Translation of these expressive units poses a challenge to translators. Some of those
expressions already have established equivalents in the target language (henceforth — TL), and the
rest may require adaptation. Moreover, it is necessary to take into account the genre peculiarities and
style of the source text to convey mood and expressiveness.

In what follows, we will examine the most common expressive units in characters’ idiolect
and the manner they may be rendered.

Idioms

Idioms play an essential role in the creation of stylistic expressiveness and textual flow. They
imbue the text with more imagery, emotional intensity, and bring it close to spoken language. Idioms
aid to reinforce authenticity, with dialogues attaining a more natural flow and immersive atmosphere.
It provides the narrative with a sense of realism, and makes the process of reading more engaging. To
bring a character to life, it is necessary to make them convey their ideas in an organic way.

According to Hordii and Chyhura, (2023) in the process of rendering English idioms into the
Ukrainian language, there are two options for a translator to consider; either phraseological
(equivalents and analogies) or non-phraseological (descriptive method) way.

Hordii and Chyhura (2023) as well as Opyr, Dobrovolska, and Panchyshyn (2022) identically
divide equivalents into “absolute” and “relative”.

Absolute equivalents, to sum up, consist of international idioms where the imagery and
metaphorical components correspond perfectly. An illustrative example is “Pandora’s box”, which
would be rendered as “ckpunbpka [langopu” in the TL. In line with this, Baker (2018) claims that
when it comes to idioms which presuppose the same meaning and linguistic form, “this kind of match
only occasionally can be achieved”. Such equivalents, as Rasul (2018) points out, “is a kind of
calque”, where idioms originate from a specific culture and then would be rendered literally in other
languages and used regularly enough for them to become familiar and natural in the TL. A great deal
of these equivalents owes their roots to mythology, ancient history or literature, the Bible,
etc. (Korunets', 2003). Still, in most of the romantasy pieces one rarely can come across such phrases
as events take place in fictional worlds with their own history, cultural heritage, and folklore.

Relative equivalents signify idioms that carry a similar lexical item or a few, and possess the
same connotative meaning. Changes in the lexical aspect can be portrayed through the structure of
the TL variant; either omission or addition of componental items; substitution of imagery
components; or their generalization and concretization (Korunets', 2003).

He agreed. “Two birds, one stone. Clever, Shiori.” (Lim 2022) — Bin nocoouscs: Y6 emo
080x 3atiyie 00Hum nocmpinom. Kmimaueo, lliopi” (Jlim/Kobuminceka 2025, p. 289).

A lump swelled in my throat, making it hard to speak. (Lim 2022) — Jo eopra niocmynue
K1Y00K, i meni cmano saxcko eosopumu (Jlim/KoOumninceka 2025, p. 274).

Analogies presuppose similar in meaning idiomatic expressions, sometimes very close in its
metaphorical interpretation (Korunets', 2003). However, an analogy would carry different lexical
items, as in the examples:

49



“Stop it," Evangeline said. I will not let you drive a wedge between us.” (Garber 2021)
“Ilpununu, — e6ionogina €sancenina. — A He 00360110 MobI ckaramymumu 600y Midc Hamu’
(TapGep/Kipskaesa 2024, p. 175).

“Too late, Zeus. That ship sailed thirty years ago.” (Robert 2021) — “Haomo nizno, 3esce.
Lleti noi30 niwwoe mpuoyamo poxie momy” (Podept/Maprymic 2025, p. 96).

When certain idiomatic expressions have no equivalents and analogies in the TL, it is possible
to resort to a non-phraseological approach and apply descriptive translation. In other words,
paraphrasing (Rasul, 2018). Usually, this method is applied in case of non-equivalence. At other
times, paraphrasing may save a sentence from lexical overload. In the following example, “from thin
air” is rendered through the verb “Bupunaru”, which means “to appear”, but carries a connotative
meaning “suddenly”:

“Like it’s perfectly normal to come across beautiful, uncomfortably familiar men who all but
appear from thin air in the middle of the night.” (Owen 2022) — “Mooicna nodymamu, 01 mene
YIIKOM 368UYHA piY HAMPANIAMU HA NPUMAPHO 3HAUOMUX KPACEHI8, WO BUPUHAIOMb I3 HIYHOL
mempssu i smyuiyroms nisikogimu” (OBen/Imutpenko 2024, p. 28).

Theoretically, if in this example the translator used an idiomatic comparison “3’sBISIOThCH,
HEMOB TpiM cepen sicHoro Heba”, the sentence would sound overloaded and the comparison would
feel redundant.

Foreignisms

Many fictional settings are inspired by real countries and cultures, where a distinctive role is
attributed to foreignisms. In the source text foreignisms convey the flair of a particular culture and
bring more authenticity to the characters’ identities. One of the most prominent examples of
foreignisms usage in romantasy literature is Shelby Mahurin’s work Serpent & Dove.

Characters in the novel use expressions from the French language. In the Ukrainian edition,
the phrases remain unchanged, which leads to the strategy of foreignization. Gang An (2024)
describes foreignization as a method to “preserve the unique cultural and linguistic characteristics of
the source text while challenging the target language audience to broaden personal cultural
understanding.”

“Fille de pute! You cannot do this to me. You cannot— " (Mahurin 2019) — Fille de pute! Bu
He modiceme mak 3i Mmuow euunumu. He mooceme... (Mer’opin/Ilyxmiit 2023, p. 16) [“fille de pute”
meaning “cyua 0ouka’].

“Oh, ta queule!” I crossed my arms to keep from wrapping my hands around his throat.
(Mahurin 2019) — Ox, ta gueule!! — s cxpecmuna pyku na epyosx, wod ne cXonumucs 3a o020 wuio.
(Mer’ropin/Ilyxniit 2023, p. 144) [“ta gueule” meaning “cmynu nenvky”|.

The same solution the translator of The Night Circus applies to French foreignisms:

After the first day, he wonders if they are visiting only for the food, entranced by the luscious
crackle of fresh-baked bread in boulangeries [...]. (Morgenstern 2011) — Munae nepwuii dens, i
XJIONYUK PO3MIDKOBYE, YU He NPUIXanu 60HU CHOOU NPOCMO 3apaou ixnci — B6iH 3AXONIIOEMbCS
conookasumu apomamamu ceixcocneuerozo xnioa 3 boulangerie [...] (Moprenmrepn//lackan 2024,
p. 37) [“boulangerie” meaning “nexapusa’].

Obscene language

Profanity and vulgarisms are an essential part of oral and written speech, reflecting emotions,
cultural peculiarities of a certain community, and social relations. In translation these units frequently
pose a challenge due to its obscene expressive nature. A translator faces a difficult task to convey the
meaning and emotional colouring of a phrase without violating cultural and stylistic norms of the TL.
Most common techniques of dealing with obscene language include adaptation and softening
(stylistic attenuation), and direct transference of a word/word combination preserving its initial
expressive potential (adequate stylistic transference).

50



According to Meskova (2017), translators can lessen the degree of vulgarity and should
consider the intercultural aspect. In her turn, Ukusova (2021) holds that softening is, in other words,
a stylistic attenuation of vulgarism.

From direct observation and personal experience of reading romantasy literature, it can be
concluded that in the respective genre Ukrainian translators avoid using literal translation with
intensely offensive vulgarisms. Instead, they would resort to softening crude expletives:

“I'm going to be fine,” I recite, because that’s my fucking mantra. (Yarros 2023) — Bce 6yoe
006pe, — nosmoproio 5, 6o ye mos dosbarna mawmpa (Appoc/T'opsar, Manbko 2023, p. 111).

My reputation, my power, my ability to protect the people in the lower city, they all depend
on me being the biggest, baddest motherfucker this side of the River Styx. (Robert 2021) — Moi
penymayis, enaoa it npomexkmopam y Huoicnbomy micmi — 6ce ye mpumaemscs quuie Ha MOEMY
00pazi HAU3aNeKNiWOo20 U HAUCMPAWHiWOo20 nokudbka no yet oixk Cmikcy (Pobept/Mapryiic 2025,
p. 118).

Another strategy, predominantly used with milder vulgarisms, is looking for equivalents, that
Is to say an adequate stylistic transference which presupposes preservation of the same expressive
value (UkuSov4, 2021) This approach ensures the meaning and emotional colouring correspond in
the original and the translation, despite a phrase being rendered through different lexical items.

Oh. Shit. 1 hadn’t spoken those words. I'd thought them. (Yarros 2023) — Ox. Yopm 3abupail.
A ne eosopuna yux crie. A oymana ix (SIppoc/T'opsar, Manbko 2023, p. 187).

Expressive changes

Last but not least, it is not uncommon for neutral phrases to be rendered in a more expressive
manner in the target text by resorting to optional style shifts when a need arises.

Certain phrases in the English language require adaptation that may lead to an unintentional
stylistical shift, otherwise the translation risks to sound clumsy and unnatural in the target language.

You ruined any chances | might have had with Luc when you had him mauled by a wolf!
(Garber 2021) — Tu 36i6 naniseys yci moi wancu 3 JIOKoM, KoIu meiil 606K MAalo He 3a2pu3 11o2o!
(TapGep/Kipskaesa 2024, p. 103)

“I didn’t come back from Ai’long just to do nothing. /'m going to find him.” (Lim 2022) — 4
nogepuynacs 3 Atlioney He 011 mozo, wioo rag paxyeamu. A 3uatioy iiozo (Jlim/Kobuninceka 2025, p.
192).

Furthermore, sometimes phraseological expressions may ensure more concrete and explicit
description of the situation:

| used to follow her everywhere she went — she was so mysterious | wanted to learn everything
about her. (Lim 2021) — A gciodu xoduna 3a nero X60CmMuKom — 80Ha 0yJ1a MaKoio 3a2a0K06010, Wo
MeHi kopmino diznamucs npo na 2ems yce (JIim/Cokynbscbka 2024, p. 25).

2.3. Translation solutions in rendering characters’ idiolect: a comparative analysis of
vocabulary and speech patterns in original and translated text in House of Blood and Whispers

Idioms

During the analysis of my translation, which included several chapters of The House of Blood
and Whispers, idiomatic expressions were repeatedly observed in the source language (henceforth —
SL).

As it appears, some idioms share a common origin, and, consequently, may retain one, several
or all the components identical in other languages. These are equivalents, as mentioned in section 2.2.

In the chosen material, there was found a number of idioms that had relative equivalents in
the target language (henceforth — TL). Relative equivalents correspond with Molina’s and Hurtado
Albir’s established equivalents, which presuppose terms or expressions recognized in the TL as
equivalents (Molina, Hurtado Albir, 2002).
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(1-s) My senses zoomed in on the small square table — what was the deal with all the square
stuff? — and my heart almost jumped into my throat. (Reis 2023, p. 20) — (1-t) Moi siouymms
cpokycyeanu yeazy Ha MAaieHbKOMY KE8AOPAMHOMY CMONI — Y020 HC MYm CMIiIbKU 6CbO20
Keaopamnoco? — i 8 MeHe edb K1yook He cmas 8 copii. (Petic/3ydau 2025)

(2-s) If my heart were not trying to escape through my mouth, I would have laughed. (Reis
2023, p. 52) — (2-t) Ax6u 6 mene cepue ne nokomunocs é n’smu, s 6 sacmisecs (Peiic/3ybau 2025).

(3-S) Before we left the prince’s palace, I slept with an eye open, afraid of who might come
through the door at night. (Reis 2023, p. 43) — (3-t) Koau mu 6ynu 6 nanayi npunya, s cnaia 6nisoka,
nobOOYUCH, WO XMOCbL Modice npokpacmucs énoui. (Petic/3ybau 2025)

(4-s) The cold metal of the small but lethal blade sent shivers of panic through my whole body
(Reis 2023, p. 235). — (4-t) Bio xo100H020 Memany mano2o, npome cCMEPMeENbHO20 e3d, 8CiM MOiM
minom npobienu opudxcaku (Petic/3ybau 2025).

Although in some relative equivalents slight changes in imagery may be observed, which
remain interconnected by a shared motif.

(5-s) If the emperor found out Sung-jin was still fit and able, all hell would break loose. (Reis
2023, p. 161) — (5-t) Axbu xoponwv Oiznascs, wo Conducin doci y gopmi, sce niutio 6 nio mpu
uyopmu. (Peiic/3y6au 2025)

Idioms that had absolute equivalents in the TL, though scarce, yet were present in the text
nevertheless. Using absolute equivalents would be tantamount to applying literal translation (Molina,
Hurtado Albir, 2002), where the form corresponds with function and meaning:

(6-s) Maybe you should tell me who you are first, don’t you think? I don’t make deals with the
devil. (Reis 2023, p. 22) — (6-t) Moorce, mu xoua 6 npeocmasuscs. cnouamky, 2a? A ne 00Mo8110¢s
3 ousisonom. (Petic/3ybau 2025)

(7-s) Hwarang might be an asshole, but he knew I wasn’t your regular damsel in distress.
(Reis 2023, p. 112) — (7-t) Xeapan modice il ceonoma, npome He CHPUUMAS MeHe K MUN08Y 0amy 6

6ioi. (Peiic/3ybau 2025)

Other idiomatic expressions may involve different lexical items while carrying practically the
same meaning in the TL. The imagery or structure of these phrases are easily perceivable for the
target audience for the reason that they reflect familiar connotative messages (Korunets', 2003).
Consequently, the similarities confirm their status as analogies.

Since such expressions usually are already accepted and commonly used in the TL, the usage
of analogies might as well correspond with the usage of established equivalents (Molina, Hurtado
Albir, 2002).

(8-S) You 're still wet behind your ears. What do you know about anything? (Reis 2023, p. 14)
— (8-t) VYV mebe we monoko na 2ybax ne sucoxno. IlJo mu ezazani mamuw? (Pevic/3ydau 2025)

(9-s) Good riddance. She was nothing but trouble. (Reis 2023, p. 16) — (9-t) baba 3 603y —
kouam aecue. Oona xonepa o6yna 3 neio (Petic/3ydau 2025).

(10-s) I'm still pissed my son stole you from me, but like the old saying goes, it’s spilled
milk. (Reis 2023, p. 113) — (10-t) 4 ooci obypenuil, wo miii cun noyynus mebe 6 meHe, npome, 5K
Kasice Cmapa npuxkaska. wo 3 803a enano, me nponano (Peiic/3ybau 2025).

(11-s) “Well, well, my friend, it looks as if the tables have been turned,” I purred in his ear
while poking him in the back with his own lance. (Reis 2023, p. 15) — (11-t) “Hy wo, opyssko,
cxooice, menep poii NOMIHAIUCA, — 3aMYPKOMINA 5 UOMY NIO 8YX0, MUKAIOYU 8 CNUHY U020 HC
cnucom. (Peiic/3ybau 2025)

Furthermore, certain idiomatic units may be rendered in a descriptive way. The method
implies to omit the figurative component; nevertheless, the original message is preserved.

(12-s) The handsome idiot was pale from the pain but still putting on a cool front (Reis 2023,
p. 161). — (12-t) Bio 6ont0 6poonusuii Hedoymox 301i0, ale 6Ce00OHO MPUMABCS CIMPUMAHO
(Petic/3yb6au 2025).
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(13-s) I jumped over the railing, holding on to it for dear life with one hand and throwing the
tunic into the waters below. (Reis 2023, p. 16) — (13-t) A zickos3nyna enus, o0Hico pyKor MiyHo
YINIAI0UUCH 34 Nepuilo, a iHuo enycmusuiu myHixy ¢ mope. (Peiic/3yoau 2025)

(14-s) “I apologize, my lady, but it was the best we could do,” he said politely, and I had to
wonder if he was serious or pulling my leg. (Reis 2023, p. 43) — (14-t) “Bubauaiime, mineoi, ye
Hauninue, wWo Mu MO2iu 3anponoHysamu,” — MOBU8 GIH 8BIUIUBO, | 1 3A0YMANACL YU Ye BIiH
ceplio3Ho, yu npocmo Kenkye nHaoi muoro. (Peiic/3ybau 2025)

Another method discovered in the course of translation and worth consideration is
adaptation. It presupposes replacement of “the source language cultural element with one from the
target culture” (Molina, Hurtado Albir, 2002). Here we can observe colloquial adaptation, the use of
informal expressions natural for the TL colloquial speech that are frequently used in daily life.

(15-s) Open the fucking door, or I will scream like a banshee and alert everyone in this inn.
(Reis 2023, p. 41) — (15-t) Biouunu ooebani 0sepi, abo s 3akpuuy, K Hedopizana, ujod 6ci 6
3aixcoxcomy 0eopi nouyau (Peiic/3ydau 2025).

Originating from the Irish folklore, the term “banshee” implies a mythical spirit that heralds
a family member’s death by a loud wailing or scream. The imagery was adopted into an idiomatic
expression meaning, “to scream in a high-pitched manner”; it corresponds to a colloquial Ukrainian
phrase “BoyiaTu/Kpu4aTtv, MOB HEJOpi3aHUK .

Obscene language

In The House of Blood and Whispers, the protagonists, particularly the female lead Cahki,
employ obscene vocabulary throughout the narrative, be it her internal monologue or dialogues with
other characters. Due to her peculiar upbringing and environment where she was brought up, Cahki’s
speech is usually informal, unrestrained, and crude.

Vulgarisms and profanity were observed in the speech of other characters as well, though to
a lesser extent than in that of the female protagonist's.

In the Ukrainian language, there can be found numerous translations to any vulgarism unit
that vary in emotional stylistic value. “To piss off” means “nmonexrtu, aictaTi, BUOICUTH, BKYPBUTH
and so on, depending on the emotional degree and context. “Bkypsutu” carries the highest vulgarity
intensity, and “micratu’ it “monexTn’” are variants deprived of vulgar stylistic nuance. In the following
example, preference was given to “Bubicutu”, that is something in between in terms of emotional
intensity and neither required stylistic amplification nor attenuation:

(16-s) I was ready to kill anyone who pissed me off, and being hungry was not helping matters.
(Reis 2023, p. 39) — (16-t) A 6yra comosa npuxinuumu 6y0b-K020, XmMo subicums Mete, a 20100 axC
HiAK ne pamyeas cumyayito (Petic/3y6au 2025).

“Freaking” could be translated as “xnsTuit”, “6iciB” uu “noBOaHu”:

(17-s) “If you hadn 't kept me in that freaking carriage for as long as you did without food or
drink, I would be calm.” (Reis 2023, p. 40) — (17-t) “Axb6u 6u ne mpumanu mene max 00620 8 mitl
Kaamiu kapemi 6e3 idci ma oou, s 6 6yna cnoxkitinor.” (Peiic/3y6au 2025)

“JloBOanmit” in that case would have a harsher ring and probably would be more appropriate
for rendering intense expletives, whereas, from personal observation, “0iciB” is not as used
colloquially as “xnsTHii” in comparison.

The reoccurring exclamation “Holy shit!” has a few different analogies in the TL. In order to
avoid repetition, the analogies, such as “Tpsicus #oro marepi!” and “YUopt 3a0upaii!” in particular,
were employed. They are among the most encountered analogies in Ukrainian translations and
preserve the stylistic nuance, ensuring adequate stylistic transference.

Furthermore, an interesting occurrence of word play was noticed. The word combination “to
be screwed” carries several meanings according to Urban Dictionary. It is vividly demonstrated in
the following example:

(18-s) “Let’s hope he doesn’t [catch up],” [...] “Or we will both be screwed. ” — At least you
will only be screwed metaphorically, unlike myself. (Reis 2023, p. 47) — (18-t) byoemo cnodieamucs,
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wo [eonu] me Hazooxcenyms. [...]. Inaxwe nac 060x machymov. — Ilpunativui mebe nacHymo y
NnepeHoCHOMY 3HauenHi, Ha 8iOMiHy 6i0 meHe (Peiic/3ybaua 2025).

“To screw someone”, whose literal meaning implies engaging in sexual intercourse, is used
here in the passive voice. Whereas “to be screwed” can be used in its literal meaning, figuratively it
also means to “be punished, to face severe consequences”. The challenge was to find an equivalent
word that carries similar denotative and connotative meanings as proposed in the SL. As a result, the
choice was made in favour of a slang word “marmytu”, that perfectly corresponds with the source
variant stylistically and preserves both meanings.

Social standing and educational background play a crucial role in how characters express their
attitude. At some point the king uses a vulgarism in his speech, particularly the one mentioned above
“to be pissed (off)”. Taking into consideration that this manner of speech would not befit a monarch,
despite what the source material cites, and following a personal belief that such crude phrasing would
feel out of place in an overall formal conversation, in translation the very vulgarism was neutralized
and replaced with an appropriate for the setting word, adopting a bit of a formal nuance to that,
contrary to the example above. It may be an example of stylistic attenuation.

(19-s) I'm still pissed my son stole you from me, but like the old saying goes, it’s spilled milk.
(Reis 2023, p. 113) — (19-t) A doci obypenuii, wo miti cun noyynue mebe 6 mene, npome, K Kaxtce
cmapa npukaska. wo 3 6o3a enaio, me nponaio (Peiic/3yodau 2025).

Predominantly, all the intense expletives underwent stylistic attenuation in the process of
translation.

As an example, let us take the word “fuck” and its adjective derivatives, which in most cases
were translated as “noBOanwuii’:

(20-s) “Is that true? Your own father would kill you for this?” I nodded. “Is he really that
fucked up?” (Reis 2023, p. 47) — (20-t) Cepiioszno? Tsii pionuti bamoko 66 ’c mebe 3a make? — A
KugHys. — Bin nacminoxu dosbanymuu? (Peiic/3ydau 2025)

(21-s) I was going to let my husband know exactly how I felt about being his father’s fucking
maidservant. (Reis 2023, p. 114) — (21-t) A 36upanacs suckazamucsi c60€My Y0N08IK08I, 5K ye MEeHI
bymu dosbanoro cuyscHuyero tioco bamora (Peiic/3ybau 2025).

(22-s) “I'm guessing you can’t read.” Fucking patronizing prick. (Reis 2023, p. 113) — (22-
t) Cxoorce, mu ne emicw yvumamu. — 3apozyminut dosboepaii (Peiic/3ydau 2025).

In other cases, the word was rendered in a way natural for Ukrainian informal speech, using
the word “xpin’:

(23-s) What the fuck are you waiting for? Get her. (Reis 2023, p. 12) — (23-t) fAkozo xpina
eu cmogouyume? Xanatime ii (Petic/3y6au 2025).

(24-s) “Fuck your father and all his minions,” I exclaimed at the sight of his badly broken
shin bone. (Reis 2023, p. 161) — (24-t) Ha xpin meoeco 6amvka i tioeo nocinax! — eueykuyia s 6io
noensdy Ha oo cuivbHo noniseuerny no2y (Petic/3ydau 2025).

99 ¢c

An obscene word “bitch” has plenty of milder analogies as well, such as “Bigpma”, “ctepBo”,
“cosora”, “napsa”, etc. However, they still differ on the intensity scale. Taking into account which
character uses this word in their speech, paying special attention to their occupation and status,
analogies were rendered accordingly. In the example 25, it is said by the prince’s friend and confidant,
a person from the court. Consequently, the preference was given to a moderate option “cTepBo’:

(25-s) “You are such a bitch, ” he said. (Reis 2023, p. 42) — (25-t) Axa oc mu cmepso, —
mosue sin (Peiic/3ybau 2025).

In the example 26 conversely, the insult comes from a human trafficker, which allows us to
use a harsher analogy.

(26-s) Take the bitch and put her in a cage. (Reis 2023, p. 12) — (26-t) Xanaiime yto napsy i
6 knimky ii (Peiic/3ybau 2025).
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Foreignisms

In the course of translating, a number of foreignisms in the source text was identified.
Following the example of other translators and applying the strategy of foreignization, the phrases
remained unchanged in the TL to be faithful to the SL form, their meaning mentioned in footnotes.
Additionally, in the translation block these phrases were italized, as such typographical solution is
aimed to warn readers about the foreign origin of the phrases. In the following examples, the
foreignisms are underlined.

(27-s) “You might be smaller than most warriors, daughter,” he always said, “but you have
the spirit of a fjord pirate and the fierceness of a drage. (Reis 2023, p. 12) — (27-t) “Tu, moorce, ne
maxa i 0ydca, K Oinbuicms 605K, — 3a624COU KA3a8 GiH, — ‘npome 0yxom — K hiopOcbKuil
nipam, i 2pisna, sx drage [meaning “dragon” in Danish] (Peiic/3y6au 2025).

(28-s) “Get me out of here, jeevel,” I growled. (Reis 2023, p. 13) — (28-t) Bunycmu mene,
Jeevel, — 3acapuana s [meaning “bastard” in Danish] (Peiic/3y6au 2025).

(29-s) “Gamsahabnida, Your Majesty, for giving me the honor. (Reis 2023, p. 114) — (29-t)
Gamsahabnida, Bawa Benuunocme, 3a maxy wecmo [meaning “Thank you” in Korean] (Peiic/3y6au
2025).

Expressive changes

In the process of translation, some phrases underwent expressive transformations when neutral
fragments attained stylistically coloured nuance due to stylistic tastes of the translator and modern
colloquial speech present in the Ukrainian language. These translation choices also serve as a
contextual enforcement. Thus, the respective phrases in the SL were rendered in favour of
phraseological units:

(30-s) But Cahki was smart. She’'d understand that the monastery was her best chance at
survival. (Reis 2023, p. 49) — (30-t) IIpome Kaxi mana knenxy 6 20106i. Bona 6 mana pozymimu, wo
Monacmup 6ys ii nausipocioniwum warncom euxcumu (Petic/3yoaua 2025).

(31-s) I only hoped I could keep calm throughout the whole thing. (Reis 2023, p. 157) — (31-
t) Jluwanoce minbku cnodisamuces, wjo Hadani 6 mene euiide mpumamu cede 8 pykax(Peiic/3ybau
2025).

(32-s) Rumors of this kind were good for the ego and excellent in battle. What man would not
cower before a warrior with such reputation? (Reis 2023, p. 23) — (32-t) I100i6ni yymku nioiepisanu
MO0 2opdicmb, i OyIu Ha 8acy 3010ma 6 6010. Addce Xmo He 3ampemmums nepeo 80iHOM 3 MAKOI0
penymayicio? (Peiic/3ybau 2025)
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Conclusions

The House of Blood and Whispers is a romantasy novel by Natalina Reis published in October
2023. The plot is set in a fictional realm that adopts features of cultures from the real world, Danish
and Korean in particular. The book presents viewpoints of two main characters from vastly different
worlds, but both narratives feel alive, natural, and crisp.

Expressive features were exactly the tool that aided the characters to sound relatable and closer
to the audience. Idioms, foreignisms, vulgarisms and profanity by all means infuse the narrative with
a greater emotional potential, and thus should be dealt properly in the course of translating.

Each of the expressive means were studied independently and provided with methods of their
rendering in the target language.

Through this research it was demonstrated that idioms, depending on the situation, may be
rendered in phraseological and non-phraseological ways, in an expressive and non-expressive
manner. As a result, it was concluded that expressive choices prevailed.

e Literal translation (15%): the form corresponds with function and meaning.

e Established equivalents (48%): terms or expressions recognized in the TL (by
dictionaries or language) as equivalents.

e Description (30%): meaning is rendered at the cost of expressiveness and emotional
colouring.

e Adaptation (7%): the usage of a culturally appropriate expression that carries similar
function.

Obscene and vulgar language was rendered with consideration to the degree of emotional
intensity, appropriateness, character’s background, and situation. Crude expletives were softened
during translation, and the majority of the vulgarisms were rendered through adequate stylistic
transference.

e Adequate stylistic transference (61%): using phrases of the same emotional value.
e Stylistic attenuation (39%): using phrases with a lesser degree of expressivity.

Last but not least; the research has shown that foreignisms preserve their original form.

Further research into characters’ idiolect may focus on comparative analysis across more
distinctive genres to demonstrate how stylistically-coloured units shape idiolects in various contexts.
Special attention should be paid to researching more translation methods and challenges that concern
expressive patterns in fiction.
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APPENDIX 1

TRANLATION CHOICES IN RENDERING IDIOMS

m Literal translation

m Established equivalent

= Description

= Adaptation
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APPENDIX 2
TRANLATION CHOICES IN RENDERING PROFANITY AND VULGARISMS

u Adequate stylistic transference m Stylistic attenuation
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