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			1

			RINKA WAS READING one of her father’s books when the news came from the capital.

			“Did you know,” she said to Garen, not taking her eyes from the page, “that the average human woman only lives to be 113 years of age? And the average human man only 101? Royals live longer than that, of course, but still nothing to speak of. Can you imagine? To die when your adult life should be only just beginning?”

			“I do know this, in fact.” Garen glanced up from his work—sketches and diagrams, written in his own hand, of various weaponry still in the development stages. “I can’t help but know. Humans are all you ever talk about these days.”

			“Oh, don’t be grouchy.” Rinka made a face at him over the top of her book. It was a good thing they had been friends for so long. If not for that history, Rinka might have discarded his friendship in recent months. Garen was unnaturally serious now, dedicated to nothing but his studies and inventions, his experimentation with magic, and his bretzhenner training. Rinka often teased him that if he wasn’t careful, he’d one day grow so brittle and inflexible he’d snap in two like a ridgewood plant.

			He would have laughed at her teasing, once. He did not laugh much now.

			“I’m not grouchy, I’m busy. And I wonder what Kaspar would think, to find you’ve taken one of his books out of his study. You know he doesn’t like that.” Garen returned to his work and scowled at it. Then he threw down his pen. “Now look, you’ve made me lose my concentration.”

			Rinka stifled a laugh and sat back on the chaise, considering him as he fussed with his papers. Perhaps this time, she would see something different, something that would change her mind about him.

			Objectively, he was attractive enough: white braids, pulled back into a businesslike knot that showed off his cheekbones. Dark jewels and silver hoops decorating his ears, from the lobes to the pale, pointed tips. Those blue eyes—a light, glacial blue compared to Rinka’s stormy blue-gray. And then, when he caught her staring at him, the cloud of irritation on his face melted into a reluctant smile. He looked, in that moment, almost like the Garen she remembered from not long ago, before the mood of the faery lands began to change. Such a soft expression, contrasted with the harsh bretzhenner collar around his neck and band at his wrist—the marks of a young soldier.

			And yet . . . nothing. No answering tug in her heart, to see that smile and know it was meant only for her.

			In moments like these she found herself wishing she could pluck Garen out of her life and discard him like an unfashionable gown. It was a cruel thought, and filled her with guilt, and yet she found herself thinking it more and more. Maybe not discard him; maybe just set him aside for a while, out of sight. Things would be much simpler. No uncomfortable silences, no staring at her hotly, no expressions of quiet resignation when she rejected his advances yet again. Shouldn’t their years of friendship be enough for him?

			“It’s not like I’m going to damage the book,” Rinka said. “And besides, the only way Father would find out about me taking things out of his study is if you told him.” She flung herself off the chaise and went to the mirror at the other end of the common room, fiddling with her jeweled braids to distract herself. “And you promised me you would never.”

			“I’m not sure promises made in childhood really count.”

			She glanced at his reflection. “But promises between friends?”

			He sighed, a familiar, long-aggrieved sigh. “Every time you get in a tight spot, you throw our friendship back at me like a weapon.”

			“And why shouldn’t I,” Rinka said, turning to inspect her profile, “when I know it will work?”

			Garen laughed, a bitter sound that gave Rinka a twinge of shame. She was too careless with him—too cruel, and too often, and she almost turned to apologize. But then she caught his eyes on her—her white shoulders; her back, mostly bare save for the clinging silk of her gown; and lower. His attention left behind trails of heat.

			His eyes snapped to hers in the mirror, and she stifled a surge of frustration. How many times would they go through this before he accepted her refusals? 

			“Anyway,” she said tightly, tucking the book into her bag, “you know deep down inside that dutiful heart of yours, you relish the human trivia you learn from me. Only 101 years, Garen, can you imagine?”

			“Oh, I relish your trivia, yes. Someday I’ll face a human in battle, and when that day comes, I’ll remember your lectures, and maybe one of them will help me defeat him.”

			Rinka frowned. “Don’t talk that way.”

			Garen’s eyes now held a different light within them—the light of a bretzhenner cadet. He never used to come so alive at the thought of violence.

			“You know war may be coming, Rinka.”

			“If you warmongers have your way, yes, maybe it will come,” Rinka spat at him. “We’ll be plunged into endless battles and our villages will be raided, and for what? For nothing but pride.”

			“Warmongers? For nothing?” Garen rose. “You don’t believe that. You’ve heard about the disappearances up north, just as I have. The rumors of experimentation, the rumors of dissection.”

			Rage blazed in Rinka’s heart. Garen and his lovelorn eyes. Garen and his anti-human talk. What did he know? He was no older or wiser than she.

			“You call them rumors, I call them lies. And I, for one, refuse to believe the talk of bored soldiers thirsting for something to do.”

			“Rinka.” Garen turned away, his mouth thin. “This obsession with humans is fogging your mind. When you were a child, it was understandable. You didn’t know any better. But now, to defend them blindly . . .”

			“Obsession? And what about knowledge? When I replace Father on the Council someday, I want to know as much as I can. I want to honor his intelligence with my own. I want to learn about humans rather than fight them. Maybe I prefer books and research to weapons and war. Is that so outrageous?”

			Garen’s eyes flashed as he rounded on her. “And maybe you prefer the company of humans to your own people. Is that it? Are we as disgusting to you as we are to them? You long to be one of them.”

			Somehow, Rinka managed to restrain herself from striking him. “I long for my people to rely less on fear and superstition and more on facts. I long to understand the people who rule my country. I long for my friend to remember that just because I don’t desire war does not make me his enemy.”

			She turned away, glaring out the window into the torchlit underground courtyard. It was happening with increasing frequency these days—these arguments between them, this tension and these accusations. As if evading his courtship weren’t enough trouble.

			Blood-traitor. The unsaid words stretched between her and Garen, between her and everyone. Rinka’s interest in humans had once, in kinder days, been a sort of joke. Kaspar’s daughter? Oh yes, she thinks humans are beautiful. She thinks their cities splendid and their government fascinating. Isn’t it the funniest thing? She’ll grow out of it, of course. Many children go through that phase.

			But really, other faery children didn’t, and Rinka never did grow out of it, and then the relationship between the High Throne and the faery lands had started to change. There had been reports of strange disappearances near the border. The fact that there even was a border now, an unpopulated stretch of country between the southern and central lands that both faeries and humans avoided, was a sign in itself that something was wrong. There had been terrible rumors, as well—faeries being abducted for dark purposes; disguised human spies infiltrating sacred haunts, harassing faeries during prayer; the increasing mage influence in King Alban’s court. Suspicion in the capital city. Fear of faery magic—because it was dangerous? No more than the magic of the northern mages. 

			Perhaps it was because the faeries kept the secrets of their magic so close, and that secrecy frightened the king. 

			Or more likely, it frightened the mages, and mages, as the crude saying went, were more often found in the king’s bed than was his queen.

			It was a troubled time in the faery lands—a time full of rumors and hearsay, and a feeling in everyone’s bones. A feeling of uncertainty, of something on the horizon.

			So Rinka now kept her fascination secret. She stole into her father’s library and read and reread his books on humans, though such books, which once would have been unremarkable, were quickly becoming contraband in the faery lands. Not in anything like law, but certainly in attitude. To be seen doing something as innocuous as reading about humans was becoming, if not dangerous, certainly damaging. Because these books told the truth, Rinka knew. Because they didn’t lend credence to the rumors and the rumblings of violence sweeping through the southern forests, and this attitude of violence and fear was becoming the fashion.

			Because these books painted pictures of creatures not very different from Rinka’s own kind.

			No, humans couldn’t possibly be the evil Garen would have her believe. Such beautiful, ephemeral creatures, with messy passions and flimsy bodies and cheeks that flushed pink instead of blue—they entranced Rinka. The fact that they managed to exist, despite their fragility, was miraculous. And anyway, they were the faeries’ sovereigns, chosen by the land itself as the rightful rulers of Cane. Why would Cane have selected barbarians to rule? The land was not unkind; the land was mother to all. So Rinka wouldn’t believe evil of them. To believe a thing, Rinka had to see it for herself.

			She just hadn’t figured out how to do that yet.

			Sneaking into human country was much trickier than sneaking books.

			“Rinka, I’m sorry,” Garen said. He took her hand, and she snatched it away, glaring at him. He did not try again. “I shouldn’t have said that. You know I don’t think you a—” He stopped, uncomfortable.

			“A blood-traitor?” Rinka said coolly. “So you don’t think I’ve betrayed my people simply by seeking knowledge? How kind of you to say so.”

			He opened his mouth to speak, and Rinka feared he would say something unforgivable, something that would force her hand. The idea of actually losing his friendship seemed suddenly unbearable.

			Do not make me hate you, Garen, she thought.

			Then the door to the common room flew open, and Felazita burst in with a breathless string of words on her lips that Rinka couldn’t decipher.

			Soon Felazita would turn twelve and join Rinka, Garen, and other young faeries in the time of Wandering. She would begin to age more slowly until achieving adulthood at around the century mark, and continue to do so throughout the rest of her long life.

			For now, however, she ran barefoot, her long, white hair unbound, as only children were allowed to wear it while in the sacred halls of Geschtohl.

			Garen caught the child by her shoulders. “You’ll have to slow down, little sister. I haven’t yet mastered your particular brand of gibberish.”

			“Maybe if you weren’t old and crusty, your hearing would be better,” Felazita shot back. She pulled away to take Rinka’s hands, her eyes shining like the summer sea. “Rinka, have you heard? Oh, you’ll love this more than anyone. The king has sent a letter to the Council.” Felazita closed her eyes and breathed deeply, as if to steady herself.

			Rinka tugged her hands, impatient. “Well?”

			“King Alban has invited us to court,” Felazita said. “The Council is to select seven faeries they think can best represent the faery lands. Don’t you see? Seven. To echo the Seven already there, the mages, Rinka. We are to have our own Seven now. We’re to be as important as the mages!”

			She tried to spin Rinka around and dance with her, but Rinka was rooted to the floor with joy.

			The young king wanted faeries at his court. Seven faeries. 

			Surely there was enough room in a delegation of seven for her. There was no one more suitable for the job, no one who knew more about humans than she did.

			No one who loved them as she did.

			This could be her chance to discover the truth about them, to prove to the bigots on the Council that these rumors were completely unfounded.

			She could do it.

			She could help prevent a war.

			As these thoughts raced through Rinka’s mind, a slow smile spread across her face.

			“I knew you’d be happy,” Felazita gushed. She had always had the greatest sympathy for Rinka’s strange fixation. Tiny and gleeful, she clapped her hands and raced out of the room. “The Council is meeting tonight!” she called back over her shoulder. “You’ll come, won’t you? Everyone’s going to be there!”

			Rinka stared after her, grinning. She would come apart from happiness. Faeries, in the king’s palace! And she would be one of them. She would make sure of it.

			“Well,” Garen said stonily, after a moment, “it seems you’re getting what you’ve always wished for.”

			But nothing could ruin this for Rinka. She shot him a triumphant smile, flung her bag over her shoulder, and swept down the stairs after Felazita, leaving Garen standing like a statue at the door.

		

	
		
			2

			IT WASN'T POSSIBLE. It couldn’t be true. 

			For the past half-hour, Rinka had been pacing in her father’s study. The Council had met, her father among them. They had selected their seven representatives to send to Erstadt, the king’s city. One of the seven had been Garen—somber, grave, the most impressive young bretzhenner, talented and innovative. Oh, how they had all fawned over him. Why, of course Garen would go.

			None of the chosen seven had been Rinka.

			It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be true. 

			Through the study window Rinka could see down into the empty grand chamber of Geschtohl, where the Council and observing citizens had gathered for hours earlier that evening. Most faery civilization was rootless, clans settling in one area for a time only to roam elsewhere at the season’s change. It was a testament to their origins, long ago, in the tempestuous waters south of the continent. Faeries, the stories said, must always keep moving, must always keep changing, just like the southern seas and their high, hot winds.

			It was one of the characteristics of faeries, Rinka supposed, that unnerved humans, who preferred to settle in one spot and build their cities higher and higher.

			Faeries tore down their villages once they tired of them, and then moved on to the next forest, or mountain, or maze of seaside cliffs. One evening, a village of faeries would be eating and talking and preparing their children for bed; the next morning, all that would remain of that village would be charred circles of stone where their fires had been.

			But faeries never moved their haunts, never razed and rebuilt. Haunts were sacred—places to worship, places to gather and pray to the seas and their winds for strength. And Geschtohl was the most sacred of these, a grand underground haunt of countless carved chambers and passages. It was as vast a construction as the High King’s palace, Wahlkraft, but Rinka had never loved Geschtohl as she had loved Wahlkraft from afar. What good was a grand thing if most of it was hidden beneath the earth for no one to see?

			But Geschtohl remained underground, and never changed. Only its inhabitants changed—the faery Council, comprised of various popular and powerful figures whose influence shifted in accordance with the whims of the faery citizenry. Some Council members, however, never seemed to lose their seats, and one of these was Kaspar, Rinka’s father. 

			Who finally—finally—made it up to his study just as Rinka was ready to burst with impatience.

			“Father,” she said, rushing to him as he shut the door behind him, “please tell me there’s been some kind of—”

			“Mistake?” Kaspar moved past her smoothly, the two hundred years’ worth of ceremonial pendants in his braids glinting in the firelight. “No, daughter. There has been no mistake. The Council has chosen.”

			“But you know I’m qualified! No one has spent more time researching humans and their customs than I. No one loves them like—”

			“Do not speak to me of loving humans, Rinka.” Kaspar settled behind his desk, and the simple upward slice of his quiet blue gaze was enough to make Rinka feel childish and rash. She sank into the chair opposite him, collecting herself. He was keeping his typically expressive face impassive, and that worried her. 

			“Father,” Rinka began again, forcing her voice steady, “forgive me for pressing the matter, but I must. You know I’m more than qualified to have been selected. I’ve spent years in my studies. I’m fluent in their language. In fact, I’ve continued studying even though in recent months it has become—”

			“Suspect?” Kaspar suggested, a flicker of amusement in his gaze.

			The sight encouraged Rinka. “You can’t say I lack dedication. I know human customs, their gods, their songs. You cannot be trying to avoid favoritism. If you were, you would not have selected Garen. And you know I aspire to be chosen for the Council someday, when you no longer wish to serve. This would be the perfect way for me to prove my worth to our people.” She took a long, slow breath. “Why was I not chosen tonight?”

			Kaspar sat unmoving, studying her. It required incredible willpower to meet his gaze, but Rinka managed it. She was not unused to arguing with her father, but never had he been so unreadable. It was not the faery way to hide one’s true feelings like this, and it left Rinka feeling anxious.

			At last he sighed, and turned away to stare into the fire. There, at last—his expression relaxed, and Rinka saw something like regret on his face. 

			“Because it is too dangerous,” he said quietly, and when Rinka moved to speak, Kaspar held up one long, white finger. “Because I’m not sure I trust the king anymore, no matter that his family has ruled since Cane’s beginning.” He said this quietly, as if ashamed, and Rinka’s skin prickled to hear the treasonous words. “Because you are my one child, and the only family I have left since your mother’s death.”

			“Nothing is preventing you from finding other wives, if you’re so eager for more children,” Rinka said, bristling. She would not be manipulated. “You really think King Alban summons us to court only to kill us once we’re inside his walls?”

			“Kill us, or something worse. Who’s to say?”

			“You can’t honestly believe he would force us to bind with him? Force us to serve him like the Seven mages?” Rinka scoffed, stalked away and then back. “I’m not even sure that would work. You’re beginning to sound as unreasonable as Garen. It’s a ludicrous idea.”

			“As I said, I’m not sure I trust the king,” Kaspar said again, heavily. “Or at least not those around him. He is young, and surrounded by duplicitous people with their eyes on the throne. I admire your willingness to trust, Rinka, and your compassion, but in this case I fear you are misguided.” 

			“You don’t trust the king, and yet you send our people to his city. You’re using them as bait, to see what King Alban will do. Do you hope he proves you right?” Rinka rose. She could not believe it of him; he had always been reasonable and fair. That even he was beginning to believe these rumors was a startling truth, one that disappointed and frightened her. “You want war.”

			“No one with a whit of sense wants war.” Kaspar’s gaze was fierce. “Just as no one with a whit of sense hears rumors of antagonism against his own people and does nothing.”

			Rinka stepped back from him. She suddenly felt far removed from her father, as if he had been changing along with the rest of them, and Rinka had been too blind with love to notice until now.

			“Garen and the others will go to Erstadt,” she said, her voice low, “and they will do great things. They’ll represent our people with honor, and when they return with King Alban’s blessing, you’ll feel foolish that you ever let yourself be convinced of these things, and you’ll regret not having sent me along with them, for I would have made you proud.” Rinka left him there, sitting straight and cold in his chair, but turned at the door. “For ninety years you’ve kept me underground,” she said, “claiming it was to keep me safe, yet you allow your prejudiced friends to turn the wheels of war and breed more prejudice in the minds of good men like Garen. He is hardly older than me. Too young to be what you’re making him into—a soldier with a craving for violence.”

			Kaspar began to speak, but Rinka cut him off.

			“You disappoint me, Father,” she whispered. “If war ever does come, the blood of our dead will not be on King Alban’s hands. It will be on yours.”

			Rinka left, and each step she took away from her father left her feeling more unhinged. When she reached her chambers, she was a mess of hot rage and sadness, and a need for defiance.

			It was not the best state of mind in which to hatch a plan, but Rinka did it anyway. 

			In the dead of night, as the chosen seven left Geschtohl in their feathered robes, with their attendants at their sides, their horses heavy-eyed and tired, Rinka snuck aboveground. She wore dark trousers, tunic, and boots, a fur-lined cloak, and her dark iron pendant, which Garen had given her, tied at her throat. It will help you use your magic more effectively, he had said. You won’t believe the progress we’ve been making at training, Rinka. You won’t believe the new pendants I’ve been designing. Pendants, and more. It focuses your magic. Sharpens it.

			Rinka had never made time for much practice with her pendant. It unsettled her, the heaviness of it around her neck, how it seemed to buzz against her skin, eager for her to use it. But she hoped seeing her wear it would soften Garen’s anger. 

			Notes and maps shoved into her bag, her heart pounding with the thrill of escape, she crept out into the dew-glittering forest and followed the retinue north.

			*    *    *

			Garen was the first to discover her.

			They had been traveling north for a fortnight, and had passed out of the faery lands. It seemed to Rinka that the air here was different. It smelled of humans and their rich, red blood, and of palaces stretching to the skies. She could no longer smell the sea. Though her body ached from the hard travel and she lived in constant fear of her father’s guards catching up to her and dragging her back to Geschtohl, she could not stop grinning.

			Human country. Her thoughts went to the maps rolled up in her bag, which she studied every night by the light of the moon. The faery lands were vast, but human country was even more so, and she itched to know every mile of it.

			She laid out her bedroll close enough to spy on the others’ camp. They would rest for a few hours and begin again at dawn, and Rinka would follow. This was how she had proceeded since leaving Geschtohl, and this was how she would proceed until they reached Erstadt. What would happen then . . . well, she hadn’t quite planned that out yet.

			Then Garen found her.

			She had been trying to disguise her presence as best she could, but apparently not well enough. As she withdrew her maps from her bag, she heard a twig snap, felt a shift in the air near her.

			She whipped around and saw Garen, half-hidden in the shadows, his expression stern.

			“Rinka,” he said, and then came a weary sigh. He approached her in the gloom. “I was hoping it wasn’t you. Surely she wouldn’t dare to sneak out after us, I thought. What were you thinking? Kaspar will be furious. He probably is furious.” He shot a frustrated look into the trees. “No doubt he’s already sent someone out after you. Do you know how silly I’ll look, to have taken this long to notice you?”

			Rinka flashed him a hard, smug smile. He wasn’t yelling at her, as she’d imagined he would, but talking down to her, as though she were a child, and that riled her. It wasn’t her fault he’d been careless. 

			“Father can be as furious as he likes,” she said. “I’m not afraid of him.” 

			“I’m sure he told you how dangerous this is. He wasn’t joking, Rinka.”

			“Garen, I know the danger, and I crave it. All my life I’ve yearned to travel to the human country. To see Erstadt. To see any human at all! Father wants to protect me, and he has done so all too well. I’ve had a narrow life. I hardly know anything about my kingdom other than what I’ve experienced in Geschtohl. Am I to live out the rest of my years there, sheltered and coddled for centuries, without ever seeing anything of the world I love?”

			“But why do you love them?” Garen pleaded, a sullen note souring his voice.

			“Because it’s my destiny,” she said simply.

			He laughed. “Rinka, there’s no such thing.”

			“The humans think there is. Some of them, anyway. And I like the idea. It’s poetic. I feel the weight of it when I think of humans. I feel the weight of purpose unfulfilled.”

			Garen brushed the hair from her face, and Rinka allowed him that, though her instinct was to smack his hand away.

			“You are a foolish romantic,” he said at last.

			“And you are going to help me. Aren’t you?”

			“Yes.” He sighed again and rubbed his face. “Do you know, it’s actually rather perfect? Stanzya didn’t want to come but she didn’t know how to refuse the Council. We could send her home to the shore, and you could take her place.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m saying these things.”

			As he spoke, Rinka felt a surge of rightness sweep through her. She felt ready to take to the skies. “Don’t you see, Garen? It is destiny. I was meant to join you after all.”

			Garen shook his head, and then began talking through how they would word the letter to Kaspar: Stanzya had fallen ill, Rinka had graciously volunteered to serve on her behalf, and yes, of course Garen would ensure nothing would happen to her—even though, Rinka pointed out, she was capable of taking care of herself. But she allowed it; anything to placate her father. When they returned to the faery camp, they drafted the note and sent it off with one of their attendants.

			Once this was done, Rinka felt a sudden great affection for Garen’s rational, newly humorless self. She felt a sudden great affection for everything. She gazed far to the north, where she thought she could see the luster of Erstadt’s white towers in the moonlight.

			I will be there soon, she thought. And then she imagined sending her love winging through the night sky to Erstadt, like a bird to its nest, like arrows to their mark, like a prayer to the seas.
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			SURROUNDING THE CITY of Erstadt were miles of farmlands, spotty woodlands, and tiny villages, connected by a network of first dirt roads and then roads of white stone nearer the city itself. It was fertile country here, not as temperate as the faery lands in spring, but still pleasant.

			Not so pleasant, Rinka was devastated to discover, were the humans who watched their progress.

			Oh, some of them were fine enough. The occasional child would see Rinka smile and bashfully return it with his own before ducking behind his mother’s legs, and not a few young ladies arranged themselves more becomingly when they caught sight of Garen in his coat and bretzhenner’s collar. But for the most part, the reactions to the faery retinue were . . . disgruntled. Frightened, wary. Vaguely insulted, as if tolerating the presence of faeries were onerous.

			“Quite the welcome,” Garen muttered, inching his horse closer to Rinka’s.

			“Can you blame them?” said Rinka. “Faeries haven’t officially visited the capital in years. I expect they’re only caught off-guard.”

			Garen made a noncommittal noise, and Rinka got the distinct impression he was amused at her—at her naiveté, he would undoubtedly say. What did you expect, Rinka? For them to love us as much as you love them?

			Rinka ignored the Garen in her head and the one beside her, urging her horse away from the group. She searched the face of every human they passed, thirsty to find kinship with one of them. Maybe a man taken with her beauty. Maybe a woman fascinated by the pendants in her hair.

			She found herself, perhaps foolishly, yearning to find a friend among them, and soon. Someone impressed by and devoted to her, to whom she could devote herself as well. Someone as eager to learn about her and her kind as she had always been to learn about theirs. Together they could prove Garen and those like him utterly wrong.

			But then even these thoughts fell away, for they had passed along the main road, up a gently sloping hill, and Rinka saw what lay before them.

			Along the perimeter stood a high white wall, and it was through an arched gate that the faery entourage entered the king’s city. The stories a young Rinka had heard, decades ago now, from faery travelers stopping at Geschtohl for prayer and reflection—the accounts of the city Rinka had read in her father’s books—had not done Erstadt justice. Towering and white, the city spilled across the foothills of the mountain range known as the Kingsmarch, which loomed dark and hidden in low clouds. The king’s palace, Wahlkraft, gleamed as splendidly as Rinka had imagined it—pearl-colored spires and towering gray turrets, the walls embedded with tiny pieces of glassy stone that caught the sun and made the city shine. 

			The sight of it left Rinka breathless.

			“Is it everything you’ve ever imagined?” asked Garen blandly.

			“Better,” said Rinka, as they passed through the city gates and into a great marketplace bustling with people—who stared and shuddered and smiled and scrambled at the sight of them. Rinka tried to ignore the uneasiness in the air, and tossed her braids. “And don’t spoil this moment for me, Garen, or you won’t live to regret it.”

			But the moment was spoiled anyway, by the appearance of a harried-looking young—oh. Oh. Rinka felt a flutter of delighted alarm. 

			The young woman in brown, hurrying to meet them, was a mage. She had to be, with that dark hair and pale skin, her eyes sharp and silver like knives, and the presence of magic about her. The coldness of her power thrummed against the heat of the faeries’ own, and wavered there gently. The faeries and their horses shied away at the contact—except for Rinka.

			She would not allow herself to appear so unsophisticated.

			“Hello, Lady, and good morning,” she said warmly, jumping down from her horse to extend her hand. She had heard of shaking hands in human country, and assumed the mages would have adopted that custom as their own—as they had done with many others. “Have you come alone to greet us? Surely you aren’t meant to handle our horses and supplies by yourself.”

			The mage let out a tiny breath of laughter. “Please, I’m no lady yet. But if you’ll follow me—”

			“Oh, of course,” Rinka interrupted. “Only those mages who’ve apprenticed at court and been blessed by the king are accorded the titles of Lords and Ladies of the North. Isn’t that right?”

			The mage did not seem to know how to react to Rinka’s enthusiasm, and detached herself gently. “That’s correct, Countess, but—”

			Now it was Rinka’s turn to laugh. “Countess?”

			“Rinka,” warned Garen, still astride his horse.

			“I’m no countess,” Rinka went on. “My father is on the Council of Geschtohl, but I hardly think that awards me the title of countess. I’ve no property to speak of.”

			The mage girl pursed her lips, impatient. “That’s fine, but we really must get on. The queen is waiting, and she is most perturbed at your tardiness.”

			A ripple of confusion went through the faery delegation. Rinka said, dismayed, “Do you mean they’re awaiting us, at court?”

			“Yes,” the mage said, with an air of exasperated relief. “Now if you’ll follow me—”

			Garen dismounted, frowning. “Our summons from the king said we were to meet him and the queen on the evening of our arrival. They were to feast us in welcome. He included nothing about meeting them prior to that.”

			The mage paused, and Rinka saw on her face something of anger—not at the faeries, but at the queen?

			“Well,” the mage said smoothly, “I’m sure, then, that the misunderstanding will be cleared up at once.”

			But the mage’s words did nothing to settle anyone’s mood, and as they climbed the high, twisting road to Wahlkraft, Rinka’s dismay shifted into foreboding.

			This was not the reception she had dreamed of.

			She quashed her distress, and pressed closer to their mage guide. “What is your name? I was rude not to ask before.”

			“Not to worry, Countess,” said the mage briskly. “I’m a mere apprentice here. I’m used to rudeness from all quarters.”

			“Please, I insist.”

			After a pause, the mage said, “Very well. My name is Leska, Countess.”

			Rinka started to say more—How long had Leska been in the capital? What did a mage apprenticeship involve?—but then glanced ahead and fell silent. A glittering courtyard awaited them, lined with soldiers in ceremonial finery. Past that, a set of tall, narrow doors opened to reveal an entrance hall of curling staircases, gleaming floors, and a chandelier that seemed woven of stars.

			Not even their company’s strange reception could diminish Rinka’s shiver of excitement.

			The palace of the king.

			Wahlkraft.

			*    *    *

			Leska, the girl mage, led Rinka, Garen, and the others into the throne room, where Queen Liane was holding court. It was a room heavy with opulence—tall, pointed windows shot through with colored glass, and a high glass ceiling through which the sun threw beams of heat; painted pillars inlaid with jewels, walls covered in elaborate murals; and the throne itself, high and white . . . and empty.

			Where was King Alban?

			The faeries fell into a line before the queen, who sat beside the throne, and Leska bowed low before her.

			“Your Majesty,” she said, her clear voice ringing in this immaculate room of marble and glass, “I present to you the chosen seven delegates of the faery lands, as selected by the faery Council, as summoned by His Majesty the High King Alban Somerhart.”

			Silence, then, as the faeries bowed. A few scattered coughs and whispers from the assembled courtiers on the sides of the room and in the high gallery, above. Rinka could feel their gazes upon her—searching, critical, curious. A bead of sweat slid down her temple into the folds of her cloak. Her cloak. Oh, blessed salt of the seas. They had not had time to change. They were dusty and rumpled, tracking mud across the king’s white floors.

			Rinka dared an embarrassed look up at the queen—a young, beautiful woman, fair-haired in a gown of green and gold, with an intelligent light in her eyes and an unreadable twist to her mouth. Rinka had known the queen was only eighteen years old—roughly the same age as Rinka, in human years—but to see her youth in person, and how comfortably she wore her title even so, was startling.

			“Welcome, my brothers and sisters of the south,” the queen said. The golden dragon at her neck—the sigil of the queen’s birth family, the Drachstelle family—glinted like a third, mischievous eye. “You cannot imagine my delight that you have decided to join us at last.”

			Laughter rippled through the courtiers, who whispered to each other and hid their faces behind ornamental fans. They feigned boredom, but their eyes were keen on Rinka and her companions.

			“My queen.” Garen went down on one knee and bowed his head. “Please forgive us for keeping you waiting. Our understanding, based on your messenger’s note, was that we were to formally present ourselves at this evening’s feast. We knew nothing of meeting you this morning at court. We certainly never intended to offend you.”

			“Indeed,” said the queen. “As it is, however, I’m sorry to say we’ve concluded our business here this morning. What a pity.” The queen rose, and the others followed—the courtiers nearest the throne’s dais smiling tiny, condescending smiles that brought indignant color to Rinka’s cheeks. “At least,” the queen continued, “you will have some time this afternoon to make yourselves ready for tonight’s feast.” She gestured eloquently at their attire. “I’m sure it will be quite something for you to dine in the human tradition. Very different, I’d imagine, from your southern customs.”

			Garen kept his gaze trained on the floor, though Rinka could see the lines of his shoulders hardening with tension. She felt that they were very small—herself, Garen, the other faeries—next to these mighty people in their clean robes. She did not like feeling small. She wasn’t small.

			She was Rinka, daughter of Kaspar of the faery Council, and she would not be treated like this, queen or no.

			As the queen turned to leave, Rinka found herself stepping forward.

			“My queen,” she said, “you must understand we didn’t mean to offend you.” 

			The queen turned back in surprise.

			“We are honored beyond words to have been invited here,” Rinka continued, her head held high. “I beseech you, do not let this small mishap color your impression of us.” 

			The room thrummed with curiosity. “What is your name, Countess?” asked the queen. 

			“My name is Rinka, my queen. And, if you please, I am not a countess. Faeries do not have countesses, or counts, or lords and ladies. Some of us sit on the Council, and the rest of us are simply faeries. The structure of our society is rather fluid, you see.”

			The queen raised her eyebrows. “Thank you, Countess Rinka, for educating me. But while you are in Erstadt, you will abide by our customs. It is a privilege for you to be given this title in accordance with your appointment. Is that understood?”

			Rinka bowed her head, determined not to make any further mistakes or betray her frustration. The queen was nothing like what Rinka had expected—neither welcoming nor impressed but instead haughty and pompous.

			None of this was playing out as Rinka had expected.

			“Yes, my queen, of course,” she said, but before she had finished the words, the queen had left the room in a swirl of emerald and gold.

			Many of the courtiers present remained, however, fanning themselves languidly, smoothing out wrinkled garments. As Leska led the faeries out, and as Rinka half-listened to Garen admonishing her, Rinka felt the courtiers’ gazes on her back like the eyes of birds—coldly inquisitive, and unfeeling.

			*    *    *

			Thank you, Countess, for educating me.

			Rinka snapped the reins of her poor, road-weary horse, driving him into the foothills behind Wahlkraft with a speed that bordered on recklessness. She couldn’t possibly be expected to stew in her rooms, as beautiful as they were, until the feast that evening. Not after what had happened that day, not with the queen’s words echoing in Rinka’s mind.

			How could she have been so careless?

			She had let her eagerness to prove herself, her shock at their reception, get the best of her. She had simply not been able to endure the queen’s rebuke without some attempt at passionate apology. That was one thing Rinka had always loved about humans, in the books she had read—like the faeries, they were governed by their hearts, by their passions. Their love of food and beauty, their love of country and home, even their love of love itself. Humans were nothing like what Garen and her father had become over the last couple of years—serious and solemn, weighed down by rumor and suspicion. Nor were humans anything like the coldly intellectual mages, holed up in their studies gazing at the stars, noses to their books, passions withering by dusty candlelight.

			Although if this girl Leska was any indication, perhaps Rinka had been unfair in her judgment of mages. Earlier that afternoon, Leska had given the faeries a cursory tour of the castle, and she seemed kind enough. But of course, that might have been an act. Garen certainly seemed to think so. 

			“Watch out for that one,” he had breathed to Rinka, his eyes on Leska as she walked ahead, pointing out the common area where the faeries could dine privately, if they wished. “She seems particularly interested in you.”

			“Is everything a conspiracy to you?” Rinka had snapped.

			“When we have been required to pledge that we shall not use our magic during a visit to a castle crawling with others who can and probably will . . .” He gestured at Leska. “Can you blame me?”

			Rinka, fuming, had moved away from him. She would not acknowledge such unjustified suspicions.

			Now, hours later, Rinka’s temper had not yet cooled. She pulled her horse to a stop at a small brook and fingered her pendant absently, trying to focus on her anger rather than on this crushing sense of disappointment. How had everything gone so wrong so quickly? This was supposed to have been a perfect day, a day of destiny, the culmination of everything Rinka had dreamed of—

			A low, harsh cry to her right snapped her out of her self-pity.

			She turned her horse toward the sound, and when she found the source, lying by the water, she forgot her humiliation at once.

			It was a man—a human—and he was hurt.

			Rinka dismounted and went to him. “Sir? Hello?” She took him gingerly by the shoulders, and turned him in order to see his eyes.

			He glared up at her, brow knotted with pain. “Unless you’re a healer, get your damned hands off me.”

			She did as he said, but didn’t move away. She had touched a human; she was kneeling beside a human. Her earlier disappointment faded, and she let her eyes rove over this man hungrily, noting the small, rounded ears, the ruddy skin, the presence of him. He was young—around Rinka’s own age in human years, she presumed—and tall; leanly muscular, clean-shaven, with dark hair flying everywhere. But for all his youth he held himself like an older man, even with that wound. He was the sort of person who filled a space without meaning to. The clearing in which they sat seemed to pale and shrink around him.

			“I’m not a healer,” she admitted. “But I can help you get to one, if you’ll let me. Where are you hurt?”

			He motioned to his midsection, where a patch of his surcoat gleamed dark with blood. 

			Rinka hissed in a breath and attempted an expression of pity. Gawking at the sight of red blood would not, she assumed, be appropriate. His fragility entranced her. She found herself wanting to examine him.

			“Salt of the seas, that looks painful.”

			“You don’t say?” he said wryly. Then he paused, as if thinking over her words, and then he really saw her—her pointed ears; her white hair, which she had unbound in a temper before storming out of the castle, unwilling to feel the constraints of her ribbons; her eyes blue like a stormy winter sky.

			“You’re a faery,” he whispered, and something about the awe on his face, something about how his dark gaze drifted across her cheeks, her lips, her throat, made Rinka shift where she knelt beside him. Her skin prickled as though he had touched her with his hands. “You’re one of the faeries who came today.”

			“Yes, and I hope you’re happier about it than the queen was.” She said it sharply, unthinking, to mask the sudden feeling of something slow and hot within her awakening. He was watching her with raw fascination, as though she were a marvel. He was drinking her in. She shifted in delight. 

			This was what she had been waiting for—a human as intrigued by her as she had always been by them.

			“I hate to admit it,” the man whispered, “but I’ve actually never been quite this close to a faery before.”

			And then he was reaching for her. His fingers traced the curve of her ear, brushing the ends of her hair.

			His dark eyes shot to hers, and Rinka should have moved away from his touch. She should have been insulted at his blatant stare.

			But she understood that feeling of wonder, and was flattered by it. She nearly reached for him herself, in fact. That color in his cheeks, and his fragility, despite his height. To see a human like this, to be allowed to stare . . .

			“I take it you’ve never seen a human this close, either?” he said, smiling.

			Rinka felt herself released from the spell of the moment and gathered her skirts. The color rose in her cheeks, and that seemed only to entrance him further.

			“Perhaps I’ll leave you here to rot in pain,” she said, unsettled at how easily he had flustered her. “You don’t look likely to die of that wound any time soon. It’s hardly a scratch, even by your standards.”

			“All right, don’t get snappish,” he said, and sat up slowly, though his eyes lingered on her face. “I was only making an observation.”

			“Where is your horse?” she said, leaning down to help him stand, trying not to steal curious glances at him and failing.

			“He ran off when the wildcat attacked us.”

			“Wildcat?”

			He gestured irritably at the mangled carcass a few paces away. “I was hunting.”

			“Not very well, it would seem.”

			He snapped his head up to look at her, and yet again she felt that pleasant, faint awareness in her belly. He was leaning on her and his arm was around her shoulders, his fingers falling near the open collar of her tunic. His hair was unkempt, as were his clothes. There was something unfinished about him, and Rinka liked it. She liked that there was mud on his face and he did nothing to clean it.

			Then he smiled. “You say whatever you think, don’t you?”

			“To my detriment,” Rinka answered, and guided him toward her horse. “Now, if I help you, can you ride?”

			He eyed the horse dubiously. “There’s no saddle.”

			“I don’t use saddles.”

			“You faeries are a strange lot.”

			“And you humans are clumsy.”

			His eyes danced—danced!—as if he had no other care in the world than to be amused by her. This was not a day for dancing eyes. And yet Rinka relished the sight of them. She turned away to hide her smile, but he caught it anyway.

			“Well?” he said, laughter in his voice. “How will you help me, then?”

			She knelt, laced her hands together.

			“But I’ll hurt you,” he protested.

			“Nonsense.”

			He laughed outright. “Fine, fine. I’ve heard faeries are strong. If I break your hands, though, don’t blame me for it.”

			But her hands were fine, and then he was on her horse’s back, straddling it awkwardly. Rinka tried not to laugh and mostly succeeded, and then climbed up behind him. As she slid her arms around him to take the reins, he stiffened.

			“Are you uncomfortable?” Rinka said, trying to remain dispassionate. It was difficult—the heat of his body pressed against hers was exhilarating—but he was wounded, after all. She could be patient.

			“Not at all,” he said, though she thought his voice sounded strange.

			As they returned to the castle, he recounted his tale of the wildcat attack, with much bluster and grandiose gesturing that Rinka pointed out would exacerbate his wound. He directed her to the stables, and she thought nothing of it. He was a huntsman, perhaps, charged with bringing back meat for that evening’s feast.

			He began to pontificate on the likelihood that his horse would return to the stables on his own, or if he would have to send out a groom to retrieve him—and Rinka thought nothing of it. She was thinking, instead, of this man’s warmth, and how he smelled of earth and sweat and leather.

			It wasn’t until she helped him dismount in the stable yard that everything became clear. He slid off, lost his balance, and stumbled into her arms. Rinka stood and held him; one of his hands was on her arm, and the other rested at the curve of her back. His head bowed over hers. Their gazes met, and locked, and simmered, and Rinka’s breath came high and thin, and her blood buzzed beneath her skin.

			And this was what Rinka had long ago given up trying to feel for Garen: This pull, this bend, this sense of quiet astonishment and at last. 

			This was what she had been yearning for—a moment of connection with a human.

			She just hadn’t expected that connection to be quite so . . . charged.

			At a rustle of movement from behind Rinka, the man glanced over her shoulder, stepped away from her, and grinned. He took her hand and kissed it, his lips lingering against her knuckles. It was innocent to Rinka’s mind—faery greetings even between strangers were typically much more intimate—and yet the color rose in his cheeks.

			“Countess,” he whispered. Then he limped past her, and as Rinka turned to watch him, she saw them—a stablehand, a groom, and two guards.

			They bowed to him, accepted his claps on the back and his warm greeting. They murmured, “Your Majesty,” and glanced back at Rinka curiously.

			Once again, Rinka found she could not breathe. She tingled with the echo of his lips on her skin; her body hummed with the memory of his body bending over hers.

			The king’s lips. The king’s body.

			She had nearly kissed the king.

			Or, he had nearly kissed her.

			She wasn’t sure which was worse.
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			FOR THE NEXT TWO WEEKS, Rinka managed to avoid another private encounter with King Alban. In fact, except for the formal feast that first night, she had seen nothing of him at all. 

			It shouldn’t have been so easy, as she gathered with the other faeries, Queen Liane and her advisors, and the Seven mages every day to discuss the growing tensions at the border. But apparently the king hated attending to such matters. He hated paperwork, he hated playing politics, and according to some of the more shocking rumors Rinka heard during her early days in Wahlkraft, he hated the queen herself.

			One morning, Rinka considered this last piece of information as she readied herself for the day’s first meeting. Her attention was divided between her reflection in the mirror and Leska, who moved about Rinka’s chambers, tidying. The day after the welcome feast, Leska had been assigned to Rinka as her personal attendant—apparently upon Leska’s request. Garen had immediately declared her a mage spy for the king, but Rinka wasn’t so sure about that. Leska had sharp eyes and an even sharper tongue, but there was an openness to her expression and the way she carried herself. Rinka wanted to trust her.

			“But why would the king hate his wife?” Rinka asked Leska, fiddling with her braids in the mirror. “He married her, didn’t he?”

			“Yes, but he really had no choice,” Leska explained. “The Drachstelle family has been itching for the High Throne for some time now. When King Emerik died the year before last, Alban came under tremendous pressure to marry Liane and appease the Drachstelles for a while. They insisted having Liane as queen could only help Alban, as it would gain him favor with those loyal to the Drachstelles, who have become more and more popular in recent years.” Leska shook her head. “You can imagine how these machinations seemed to a sixteen-year-old boy, his father recently dead, thrust into ruling so young. His wife so obviously nothing but a puppet of her family.”

			Rinka had read about King Emerik’s death, of course, and Alban’s coronation, but being here, in his city, made the situation seem much more immediate.

			“I suppose, under those circumstances, I would hate her too,” Rinka mused, inspecting her reflection in the mirror. She could not seem to get her braids to lie quite right. Irritated, she tugged them out and started again.

			Leska cleared her throat. “You’ve been asking many questions about the king.”

			“Oh,” Rinka said, waving her hand, “I was only wondering about this king who apparently can’t be bothered to rule his kingdom. Always off hunting or visiting his mage friends in the mountains or who knows what else. He may not have wished for any of it, but he has a duty; that’s what happens when you’re born a prince.”

			Leska excused herself and went to gather Rinka’s linens. Rinka was glad for the moment alone to compose herself, because the truth was that she did find King Alban’s situation sympathetic. She imagined it must be overwhelming to be king, and lonely as well, with a father recently dead, a mother who died during childbirth, a loveless arranged marriage. Rinka found herself wishing she could comfort him, and then glared at her reflection, willing away the foolish thought. A king could take care of himself. He was no concern of hers outside the political realm.

			And yet . . . 

			She had not managed to banish the memory of last night’s dream. In it, Alban had kissed her fingers once again as he gazed at her, there in the forest, his eyes darkening, and then his fingers had skimmed down her body, drawing down her gown, and then his lips—

			“Countess,” Leska said, hurrying back into the room. “The queen is here, in your sitting room.”

			Rinka stood. “What? Why?”

			“I haven’t the slightest idea. Hurry, let me help.”

			Together they hastily tied Rinka’s braids and finished lacing the ribbons at the sides of her gown. With a quick glance at the mirror, Rinka hurried out.

			“My queen,” she said, sinking into a deep curtsy upon entering the sitting room. “What an unexpected pleasure to see you.”

			“I’m sure,” the queen said, poised and unruffled in the high-backed, brocaded chair. Two of her handmaidens stood near the door, their faces still but their eyes seeing all. Rinka felt exposed before them, and wrongly dressed. The queen’s handmaidens wore modest gowns, lovely and rose-colored, high-necked, and Rinka . . . well, faeries enjoyed beauty and gloried in their bodies, and the design of their clothes reflected this. Rinka had brought her more subdued gowns with her from Geschtohl, aware that human modesty was much greater than that of faeries, but even the most demure faery fashions seemed scandalous in comparison to those of Erstadt. Rinka’s gown today was of a sheer, stormy blue silk, embroidered with delicate golden birds that shimmered as she moved. The neckline was low, the sides tied with gossamer ribbons, the back open, fabric pooling at the curve of her waist.

			“My queen,” Rinka said, determined not to show any sign of discomfort, “may I offer you some refreshment?”

			Liane declined with a slight wave. “Countess, I wonder if I might ask you something?”

			“Anything, my queen.” Rinka poured tea for herself, wanting something to do with her hands.

			“It seems my husband is quite taken with you.”

			Somehow, Rinka managed to keep from staring at the queen in astonishment. She inclined her head, hoping her expression was more serene than her thundering heart. “I’m honored, my queen. But what is his interest in me? He barely spoke to me at the feast.”

			“Yes, but you met him before that, didn’t you?”

			Rinka nearly dropped her cup. “Well, yes, my queen. The day I arrived, I went for an afternoon ride in the forest north of the castle. The king had been hunting, and was wounded. I helped him back to the stables, where his guards attended him inside.” She paused, meeting the queen’s eyes. Her mind raced through that day, as it had done many times since, searching for wrongdoing. “I’m afraid I didn’t know who he was until we’d arrived back at the castle. You can imagine my embarrassment.”

			“You didn’t know who he was?” Queen Liane laughed and shot a skeptical look at her handmaidens. “Can you believe it? Not recognizing the High King of Cane. But then, faeries know little of the world outside their forests and their strange moving villages. Isn’t that right, Countess?”

			“On the contrary, my queen,” Rinka said, swallowing her indignation, “I’ve studied your culture and customs for years.”

			The queen seemed surprised, and her eyes narrowed. “Have you? I’ve heard the faery Council has begun discouraging such learning in recent years. That they have been advocating an attitude of isolation.”

			“Some on the Council have, yes,” Rinka conceded. “But it’s not an attitude held by everyone. Many, like myself, think that encouraging education, and cooperation across cultures, is more important than ever during troubled times.”

			“Is that what you consider this to be? A troubled time between our people?”

			Rinka considered retracting her own words, but only for a moment. She trusted candor; it had always served her well.

			“I do, my queen,” she said. “But I believe this tension to be misguided, the result of misunderstanding rather than true discord.”

			The queen gave a small smile that Rinka couldn’t interpret. “And you have come here to correct that misunderstanding, Countess?”

			“I and the others of my delegation, yes. It is our hope to . . .” She paused, searching for the right words. “To build a bridge between our two peoples. We are all children of one kingdom, are we not? Why, then, should we be at odds?”

			“You are frank, Countess,” said Liane, still with that strange smile. “I appreciate that.”

			“Thank you, my—”

			“I’m sure it was alarming, to be in such close proximity to a human man for the first time. I’m sure you found yourself flustered.” And with that, the mood shifted. “Perhaps that is why you found yourself incapable of recognizing your king that day?”

			Rinka managed a smile. What game was the queen playing?

			“I admit it was startling, my queen. They are . . . loud, dirty creatures.”

			The queen laughed, echoed by her handmaidens, and rose. Rinka followed with a curtsy.

			“You are amusing, Countess,” said the queen. “We are all so pleased you’ve come to Erstadt.”

			Then Liane glided away, her handmaidens trailing out after her.

			Rinka sank into her chair, unsteady. Leska hurried out of the bedroom.

			“Well,” said Leska, taking the queen’s vacated seat, “that was certainly interesting.”

			Rinka narrowed her eyes. “It’s low work, isn’t it? Tying braids, fastening gowns? It must be a welcome diversion to listen in on others’ conversations.” 

			“Countess—”

			“Tell me, Leska, why did you, a mage apprentice, request to be appointed my handmaiden? It seems an ill match for someone of your accomplishments.” Garen’s pendant, at Rinka’s neck, vibrated in response to her anger—quietly, but even so.

			Leska’s gaze flickered to it and back up. “Do you distrust mages, Countess?”

			“I distrust suspicious appointments. I’ve no reason to distrust mages.”

			“And I’ve no reason to distrust faeries.” 

			“Then why? To spy on me?”

			“No. To protect you.”

			Taken aback, Rinka stared. “Whatever for?”

			“Come, Countess,” said Leska gently. “You know why you’ve been summoned here. Unrest is building between humans and faeries, and you are here to see it doesn’t escalate beyond that. But there are those who—”

			“Who want it to escalate.” Rinka rose and went to the window, hugging herself. The city was a dazzling expanse of white. Even considering her delegation’s cool reception, she could not believe this place could conceal the kind of evil her father and Garen had warned her about, the kind of evil hinted at in Leska’s careful words.

			“Do you believe,” Rinka said quietly, “that there really could be war?”

			“Yes, if certain people have their way. I think the rumors troubling your people are the product of a small group of humans and mages making horrible decisions.” Leska paused. “I hope it is small.”

			“This group must be powerful, though, to have caused such a fuss.” Rinka sighed, toying with the curtains. They were emblazoned with the royal crest—the sea serpent, long and coiled. The Somerhart family’s sigil. “I confess, I worry that if there was ever a war, we faeries would fall. The land listens to humans, it recognizes them as the rulers of Cane. The king could easily use his bound mages to work the land in his favor, and against us.” She let the fabric fall. These were not thoughts she welcomed, or suspicions she had ever wanted to give credence. And yet how could she not think them, considering Leska’s ominous warnings and the queen’s peculiar behavior?

			“How could we possibly fight against the land itself, if it comes to that?” Rinka said.

			Leska was quiet for a long time. “Countess, I’ll leave you to your thoughts, but I will say this: Peace is important to me, and if I can help one of those tasked to maintain it, then I’ll do so gladly.”

			Rinka turned, an uncertain smile on her lips. “You are comfortingly forthright, Leska.”

			Leska inclined her head. “As are you, Countess.”

			“Why can’t all the world be this way? It seems a simple thing.”

			“To that, I have no answer. But I do know we don’t all have to like each other in order to live with each other. And that’s what I want to help others understand.” Leska made for the door and then turned back, considering her. “So you have met the king, then?”

			Rinka bristled, thoughts of war abruptly forgotten. “It was only one time that I saw him. Only once. And even that was an accident. I did nothing wrong.”

			“Of course you didn’t,” said Leska.

			“You believe me, don’t you?”

			A pause. Then Leska said, “Yes, but I’m not the one you have to worry about. The queen has spies. They move about like birds, and they do her bidding without question.” She frowned, thoughtful. “Be careful, Countess.”

			Rinka stepped away from the window. “I came here to represent my people. To work toward peace and understanding. That’s all.”

			Leska gave her a small smile. “I know. That’s obvious to me. Now, come. They’ll be waiting for you downstairs.”

			Rinka followed her, and somewhere along the route to the Great Room, where they did much of their work, Leska left for one of the western towers, for her studies, and Rinka was left alone. And though she knew her heart was true, that she meant what she had told Leska, she nevertheless found herself holding her breath each time she turned a corner, and hoping, for reasons she couldn’t put into words, to see a face she knew she shouldn’t want to see.
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			IT TOOK SOME TIME for Rinka to hear from her father, and when a letter from him did arrive, two days after her tea with the queen, Rinka left it on the table in her sitting room for hours before finding the courage to open it.

			There was no greeting, and certainly no hint of affection. Only Kaspar’s erratic scrawl, the one that manifested when he was writing while in the grip of great emotion. 

			The only reason I have not come to bring you home, the note read, is a desire to maintain both our reputations. I will not insult you—or myself—by dragging you out of the capital like an errant child.

			I hope you are proud of what you have done.

			“And I hope you’re proud of yourself, Father,” Rinka muttered, glaring at the paper, “for driving me to deception.”

			Then she crumpled up the letter and threw it into the fire.

			*    *    *

			One morning, a month after the faeries’ arrival at Erstadt, news arrived from the eastern highlands, near the border of the faery lands. A school there had been attacked by a group of faeries who had been stirring up trouble in the highlands for quite some time. The mage teachers—and the human students—were being held hostage until, according to the faeries holding them, the crown admitted to crimes of abducting faeries for magical experimentation.

			Grave news, and a great blow to the work Rinka and the rest of the faery delegation, the Seven mages, and the queen and her advisors had accomplished during the past month. They had arranged meetings between leaders of villages in the more tumultuous areas along the border, and developed literature to be distributed in Erstadt schools, to educate human students on the truth of faery culture rather than wild hearsay. It was good progress, steady progress. 

			Despite their reception that first day, despite her continuing uneasiness since her tea with the queen, Rinka felt that together, their unlikely group was doing great work. She thought she had even begun to notice the Seven mages’ frosty temperaments thaw.

			But now, with this news, everything seemed poised to change. Children held hostage, undoubtedly having to see their teachers be mistreated—and hopefully not mistreated themselves. Rinka felt sick to hear of it. She saw the anger rippling around the long table in the Great Room when Commander Henning, head of the royal army, announced the news. She felt the humans and mages shift away from the faeries among them—barely, but still noticeable. She saw the quiet anger on their faces.

			Rinka met Queen Liane’s piercing gaze and did not look away.

			For two hours, they pored over reports of the incident and consulted with Commander Henning. They strategized and debated the best course of action—except for Rinka, who had, since hearing the news, felt disoriented, like something inside her had shifted out of place. Like something was about to happen.

			Then, in the early afternoon, King Alban burst in, banging open the doors and storming across the room. Everyone fell silent and stood to receive him.

			Rinka kept her eyes trained on the ground for as long as she could without drawing attention to herself. He was here. He was here, and it didn’t make sense that her heart should be racing like this, that it should be suddenly impossible to sense anything in the room but his tall, disheveled presence. But her heartbeat was not slowing. Every inch of her skin felt charged with a new attentiveness that made her gown seem uncomfortable and restrictive. It wasn’t until after everyone had taken their seats and resumed conversation, and Commander Henning began summarizing the meeting thus far for the king, that Rinka dared to look up.

			King Alban was watching her. 

			He was trying not to; he was obviously trying to concentrate on Commander Henning’s words, on the reports before him. But his eyes kept flicking to Rinka.

			Rinka kept her face impassive. Anything else would admit guilt, or discomfort, when there was nothing to feel guilty about, and it would be a show of weakness to reveal discomfort. She had done nothing wrong. And anyway, she thought, maybe she had imagined the connection between them, that day.

			So she kept her head high, her expression dutiful, even when Alban’s distraction became apparent to everyone.

			Beside Rinka, Garen shifted restlessly.

			Commander Henning fell silent and cleared his throat. “Your Majesty?”

			“What do you think, Countess Rinka?” said the king, watching her and ignoring everyone else—even the queen, whose expression Rinka couldn’t read. “I’ve heard it said you know much about these troubled regions.”

			“I do, my king.” Rinka’s voice was steady, and she rose. She would not be intimidated by her own nerves. She met the eyes of everyone in the room as she spoke. “I’ve spent the past few years studying not only the customs of humans but also paying particular attention to lands along the border heavily occupied by both faeries and humans, in order to better understand our cultural and political clashes in these regions.” She came around the table to stand before the map of the highlands, which Henning had spread out over the table. “The islands south of the highlands in the Whispering Sea, known as the Queen’s Keys, are dangerous and quite remote. Certain faery clans have been able to live there without much influence from the crown or humans whatsoever. This isolation, combined with the bits of gossip they glean from trading vessels, has bred much intolerance and prejudice, allowing fanatic groups like the one holding the hostages to form there unchecked.” 

			Rinka fell into the rhythm of her knowledge, retreating into the comfort of its familiarity. She described to Henning important features of the southern landscape the royal cartographers had missed. As Rinka spoke, the king came around the table to stand beside her. Absorbed in her conversation with Henning and his captains, Rinka did not at first notice Alban had moved. 

			But then he stepped close—far closer than was appropriate—and his arm brushed against Rinka’s. Jolted, she paused, her speech faltering.

			“I suggest,” said the king, moving away, “that we appoint Countess Rinka to work closely with myself and Commander Henning to organize this rescue mission. Obviously, she knows much about this region. Combined with Henning’s military experience, her knowledge should help bring us success with minimal losses.” King Alban paused at the head of the table and looked to his wife. “Don’t you agree, my love?”

			The queen smiled tightly. “Yes, that does seem a wise plan, darling. And the countess will no doubt jump at the chance to prove her expertise.”

			One of the Seven mages—Rohlmeyer, First of the Seven—stifled a laugh.

			“And when we apprehend these faeries,” continued the king, his attention returned to Rinka, “what do you suggest we do with them?”

			Rinka hesitated, sensing the import of the moment, that it might be some sort of test. But Alban’s expression was open, even earnest. She had the impression that her answer would matter a great deal to him.

			The queen spoke first. “Surely you’re joking, Alban,” she said. “You know as well as any of us—”

			“I don’t want to hear your talk of torture,” Alban interrupted, not even sparing her a glance, his voice clipped with anger. “I asked the countess for her opinion.”

			Rinka felt the atmosphere of the room shift. Everyone was looking at her; Garen seemed dumbstruck, and the queen’s eyes were like blades. The other faery delegates wore expressions of shocked outrage.

			Torture? That such a thing could ever be considered by anyone at this table . . . 

			“I think,” Rinka said slowly, fighting past her own shock, “that torture, my king, is a cruel practice, no matter the crime, and should not be permitted. I think those responsible for this attack should be questioned, given a fair trial, and assigned punishment in accordance with royal law, which I know to be decent and fair.”

			“You know much about royal law?”

			Rinka set her jaw. “I have studied it for years, as any responsible citizen of Cane should, so, yes, my king. I do.”

			A long moment passed, and then the king nodded. “Well,” he said with some finality, “I find myself inclined to agree with the countess. Surely we can impress upon wrongdoers the evil of their actions without becoming evil ourselves.”

			“But, my king,” began Rohlmeyer quietly, “we must communicate to the populace the unacceptable nature of these faeries’ actions. Violence must be returned with violence. Anything less—”

			“Lord Rohlmeyer, I wish to hear nothing more on the matter.” Alban paused, raised his eyebrows. “Is that understood?”

			Rohlmeyer blinked, settled back into his chair. A tiny wave of cold magic drifted out from Rohlmeyer, as if he had let out a small sigh. Rinka felt her own magic rise instinctively within her, and quelled it—and prayed that her fellow delegates could manage the same. If one of them gave in to anger and broke their promise to not use magic while at court . . . 

			But then Rohlmeyer intoned, “Of course, my king.” Rinka relaxed, and felt Garen and the others do the same. 

			And that, it seemed, was that—though the mages and Commander Henning seemed struck with varying degrees of surprise at what had transpired, and Queen Liane spent much of the rest of the meeting watching the king as though trying to puzzle him out. Perhaps unaccustomed to someone—much less her husband—telling her what to do? Obviously, everyone had expected Alban to agree with the idea of torture; they had not expected anyone to even attempt to persuade him otherwise. Realizing this left Rinka agitated. Somehow she endured the rest of the meeting, answering when spoken to, offering suggestions when appropriate, until Henning blessedly proposed they break for lunch.

			Rinka could not leave the room quickly enough, her body a mess of tangled nerves, her gown clinging to clammy skin.

			And yet when she reached the haven of her rooms, she found she couldn’t help feeling pleased. She had done well. She was happy to have done well—in front of the king, yes, but to simply have worked for something good, to have proven herself useful and spoken out against cruelty.

			This was what she had studied and hoped for: the ability to effect change, the opportunity to not only quell violence but also to create understanding between races struggling to find it.

			She leaned against her sitting room window. The glass was cool against her cheek. She watched the bustle of the city far below Wahlkraft’s towers, and in this quiet moment of pride, she did not think of the king.

			Until a knock came at her door. 

			When Rinka answered it, she was surprised to see the king standing there, his hands behind his back and his expression strangely contrite. Even . . . nervous. He had never seemed less kingly, even with mud on his face.

			“Countess,” he said, glancing behind her. “Where is your young mage?”

			“Still at her studies, I expect,” said Rinka carefully, and when the king made a move to enter her sitting room, she stepped into his path.

			He stopped, abashed. “My apologies, Countess, I . . . may I enter your rooms, please?”

			“Since you are my sovereign, I cannot deny you entrance, but I would ask you to refrain.”

			“And why is that?”

			She paused. “My king, I do not think it wise. I have no attendants present and your company could be misconstrued.”

			He seemed to deflate, his gaze full of conflict. “I made you uncomfortable before, during the meeting. You jumped when I touched you.”

			Rinka flushed to remember it, and hoped he would not notice. “I was engrossed in our strategizing, my king. I was caught off-guard.”

			“Yes. Yes, of course.” He ran a hand through his hair, and then, as if sensing how young that made him look, dropped his hand abruptly. “I’m sorry for that, Countess, I meant no offense. It’s only that . . .”

			It seemed as if he would say more, then. He took a step toward her, hesitated, stepped back, and yet still his nearness was an overwhelming thing, there at Rinka’s door. She refused to move and let him see how his presence affected her. She watched him, her heart pounding, waiting. If this had been any other man, if this had been any other situation, she would have long since pulled him to her. It was not the faery way to ignore the pull of wanting, and unless Rinka was utterly misreading him . . . the softness on his face, the heat of his gaze . . . 

			But he was the king, and he was married, and that was an important thing to humans, a solitary thing. They did not take multiple spouses, or a spouse and lovers. At least, if they did, it was rare, considered neither legal nor morally acceptable. And he was a human, and things were fraught enough. Children being held hostage. Talk of war hissing through the country.

			A queen who seemed already to know too much.

			No, Rinka.

			No.

			She opened her mouth to say something, but no sound came out. It was a dreadful mistake, because the king’s gaze shot to her lips, and there was a leaning, a sway of his body into hers, and hers into his. They were caught in the fullness of possibility; there was nothing left between them but the pull of each other.

			Then the king’s mouth twisted. He stepped back, unable to meet her eyes, shame obvious on his face. He turned on his heel with an indistinct apology and left her.

			In his absence, Rinka felt cold and rattled, and terribly frustrated. She stepped inside her sitting room, shut and locked the door behind her. She slid against the wood until she sat on the plush red carpet, and touched her tingling lips.
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			A STRATEGY had been decided upon, and the Shadow Guard dispatched. Yet Rinka found herself in a state of endless unrest.

			She had been one of the key engineers of this rescue mission, and therefore her reputation as an asset to the crown depended upon its success. The tension between the other six faery delegates and the Seven mages required constant maintenance outside meetings, where they had no choice but to speak. Rinka seemed to always be carrying messages back and forth between them, an emissary of sorts. The mages recognized that she did not share the prejudices of her kindred, though they still managed the occasional condescension; and the faeries searched for any excuse not to talk to the mages unless it was absolutely necessary. This did not, however, keep them from treating Rinka more coldly, as though she was somehow betraying them by doing exactly as they asked.

			And then, of course, there was Garen, who had noticed the king’s recent fixation and kept needling Rinka about it.

			Her patience on this last point had been worn especially thin, but Garen was right—she could not seem to escape the king’s attention.

			He found her in the castle corridors, even when Rinka deliberately took a roundabout route from her rooms to the Great Room; or to the central courtyard, where courtiers gossiped beneath the queen’s silver oaks. Rinka would flee to the stables, desperate for an afternoon ride to clear her mind, but there he would be—playing cards with the groom, sending frissons of feeling down Rinka’s arms at the sound of his unruly laughter.

			Alban always seemed surprised—even embarrassed—to see her when they did meet, as if he had forgotten she now lived at Wahlkraft and, having been reminded of it, wished he could forget. He would mumble a greeting, try to avoid looking at her . . . but he wouldn’t entirely succeed. Their gazes would lock, even if only for an instant, and the temptation to close the distance between them would be overwhelming.

			That was usually the moment at which Garen chose to make his presence known with a message for Rinka, or a request for her attendance at some meeting with some influential courtier who, no, couldn’t possibly wait another moment to meet her.

			“I know what you’re doing,” Rinka said to Garen after one such occasion. “Stop following me everywhere.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “You’re in quite a mood,” he said mildly, and Rinka spent the rest of the day in appointment after dull appointment, smiling politely through her anger.

			On a particularly balmy afternoon, Rinka explored the city to distract herself. She hoped there, away from the castle, she would see nothing of the king. She grew weary of feeling perpetually frustrated around him, and even wearier of Garen’s snooping. Did Alban plan their many chance encounters, or was it mere coincidence? Was he really reluctant to talk to her, or was he fighting the same awful compulsion she felt? 

			Rinka let the crowded city fold her into its rhythm, hoping for anonymity. However, even clothed in a relatively inoffensive gown of dusky blue, her hair bound in a modest knot, she felt many eyes upon her as she wandered the main thoroughfare. Not only was she a faery—noteworthy enough—but she was one of the faeries, the seven who had been summoned and accorded titles of nobility. Famous, then, or at least infamous. Rinka knew public opinion regarding their titles was mixed. What had the faeries done to earn that honor? They had neither endured apprenticeship, like the mages, nor been born into a royal human family. Ennobling them was an insulting gesture, some thought; an offense to the order of things.

			But what can you expect, from a young and inexperienced king?

			Rinka ignored the whispers, though they tested her already thinly held composure. When she stopped to peruse bolts of silks in the south market, the merchant did not immediately approach her. Instead, she stared unabashedly at Rinka, and at last came forward with a curtsy.

			“Countess? Is that correct?” Ruddy-faced with auburn hair, the merchant seemed uncomfortable. “My apologies, I don’t know how to properly address you faeries.”

			Rinka forced a smile. “You may call me Rinka. ‘Countess’ makes me nervous, still. I haven’t gotten used to it.”

			The merchant let out a hesitant laugh.

			“Tell me,” Rinka said, pointing to an iridescent silk of gold and rich plum, “do you dye these yourself? They are exquisite, this one in particular.”

			The merchant beamed and strode forward. “I do, Countess—er, Rinka. Would you like to order a new gown for yourself? This fabric would be divine against that white skin of yours. Like wine on snow. Or perhaps this one—”

			Rinka laughed, the tension melting from her shoulders. To have an ordinary conversation with an ordinary human was a gift she had sorely needed. “In fact, I would love a new gown or two, and you seem just the person to help me.”

			But the merchant did not respond—now staring past Rinka, her eyes widening; now dropping to one knee.

			“Countess,” came a voice, and Rinka allowed herself a moment to close her eyes, to breathe, to stifle her irritation—and the sudden surge of joy in her heart.

			“My king,” she said smoothly, turning into a low curtsy. “What a pleasure to see you.”

			“And the same to you, Countess.” Alban put out his hand to help her up, and Rinka could not help but take it, could not help but lose her breath as he stepped back to regard her.

			“You are unspeakably lovely today,” he said, low, and then opened his mouth as if to say more before stopping himself. He turned to the merchant, who still knelt. “Madam Farber, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, my king,” said the merchant breathlessly.

			“Please rise. There’s no need to kneel before me.” He helped her stand, his smile kind. “Continue with your customer. I don’t mean to intrude. I was simply out walking, and the countess happened to catch my eye.”

			“Of course, my king!” And Madam Farber rustled around in her stores, drawing out bolt after bolt of opulent fabric while Alban watched them, amused, conversing with passers-by.

			Rinka kept glancing at him, her nerves buzzing. She had never seen him like this—out in the city, among the common folk. The mood on the street blossomed into excitement; shoppers whispered and pointed, and bustled over to pay their respects. And the king greeted them by name and laughed with them as though they were not his subjects but his friends.

			She had never seen him in that light tunic, emerald with gold trim, with his collar open to cool his skin, his smile open and natural. He seemed much more comfortable out here than he ever had in his castle.

			Rinka turned away, staring hard at the silks. She could no longer bear to look at him, and felt a sudden empathy for Garen. Was this what it was like for him, to love Rinka as he did, with no hope of anything ever coming of it?

			“Countess?”

			She returned to herself horribly flustered, cursing Alban, cursing the innocent Madam Farber for holding up the silk to Rinka’s skin and asking the king his opinion.

			His gaze drifted up Rinka’s body until it locked with hers. His fingers flexed at his sides, as if wanting to test the fabric’s softness for himself.

			Why him? Why him? Leska’s words of warning rang in Rinka’s mind.

			“Yes,” he said at last, and Rinka hoped no one else could hear the sudden rough quality of his voice. “This would indeed make the countess a fine gown.”

			At his side, the implacable Commander Henning, his gaze somewhere down the street, cleared his throat.

			Alban pulled away.

			“Countess,” he said, with a stiff bow. “Madam.” Then he turned and continued up the street, shaking hands with eager merchants, accepting flowers from shy children. And though Rinka did not follow, she felt the pull of him even after he had vanished from her sight.

			*    *    *

			The next day, without explanation, the king disappeared.

			His disappearances were not uncommon, Rinka learned. The king had remarkably little patience for being king. He would periodically vanish, tearing off with one of his horses into the forest for a day or even two, leaving his King’s Guard helpless and frustrated and Queen Liane in a terrible temper—for of course she could not have missed the knowing whispers that accompanied each of his absences:

			This is what happens when a queen fails to satisfy her husband.

			Rinka, for one, was glad he had gone. It was a relief to walk the halls of Wahlkraft without having to worry that she would see him and at last lose control of herself. 

			Still . . . she missed him. After only a day without him, her craving to see his face bordered on the unendurable.

			What a stupid thing to feel. And yet she couldn’t stop feeling it.

			“And just what do you think will happen when you do see him again?” she muttered angrily to herself one morning, smoothing out the wrinkles of her lavender gown and its bodice of filmy lace. “As if anything will happen. Idiot girl. Nothing will happen. It’s better that he’s away.” She glared at her reflection in the mirror. “You need to get him out of your head.”

			“Countess! Come quickly!” Leska burst into the sitting room, her dark hair flying everywhere. Magic sparked off of her coldly, setting Rinka’s teeth on edge.

			Rinka turned, curious. Leska was not usually this excitable, breathless and beaming. “What is it?”

			“We were in the aviary this morning and saw them arrive in the stable yard. The Shadow Guard, they’ve returned! All the hostages are safe.”

			Rinka gasped and grabbed Leska’s hands. A wild joy overcame her—the joy of having been a part of this thing, this good thing that might not have come together were it not for her.

			“Oh, you don’t know what a relief that is,” Rinka said, releasing Leska and making for the door. “Come with me to congratulate them? This is a momentous occasion, and—what?”

			Leska’s smile was smaller now. She curtsied, obviously stalling.

			“Leska? What is it? Tell me.”

			Leska took a breath. “The faery prisoners, Countess. They’re being brought to the lower castle for interrogation as we speak.” At the expression on Rinka’s face, she went to her, compassionate. “I came as fast as I could.”

			Rinka shook her off. “I know you did.” Interrogation? But that was a violent word, and Alban had spoken out against torture that day in the Great Room. Rinka felt anger rise within her.

			“Perhaps you should not come with me after all, Leska,” Rinka said, grabbing her cloak and hurrying out. “This will be unpleasant.”

			*    *    *

			It took Rinka some time to navigate the labyrinth of the lower castle, for she wanted no one to find her and stop her. By the time she reached the grim block of rooms guarded by two men in black cloaks, it was too late. She heard, from inside the room, a man’s agonized cries.

			Cursing Alban for putting her in this position, Rinka drew upon her magic. He had left her no choice, promise or no. She tugged at the pendant at her neck and used it to focus her power, sending a blue coil of it scuttling haphazardly down the hallway. It rattled and hissed against the stone, drawing the attention of the black-cloaked guards. With them distracted, she slipped past them and burst into the room.

			“Stop!” she cried, and almost ran into King Alban, who stood, with no small amount of distress on his face, watching Commander Henning’s mage inquisitor carving open the chest of a young faery man. The man was bound to a metal table, his face a swollen mess of blue blood and purple bruises, and the mage’s eyes were alight with cold glee.

			Rinka froze. For a moment, she could do nothing but stare at Alban—not the bleeding faery, but at her king, who was supposed to have been away. Her king, who had spoken out against torture.

			But it . . . it couldn’t be. She didn’t understand.

			“Countess,” Alban began, and the sound of his voice shocked Rinka into action.

			She lunged at the mage. She would knock the cruel, jagged tools out of his hands; she would set her magic upon him. But before she could do anything, Alban caught her and held her close to his body.

			“Countess,” he hissed, “control yourself. What are you doing here?”

			“I could ask you the same thing.”

			The two door guards ran inside, dumbfounded.

			“These methods of interrogation,” Rinka said, “were not sanctioned when we planned this rescue mission, my king.” It was a mighty task to keep her voice steady. “You agreed we were to try these faeries, investigate their contacts. Question them, yes, but fairly and in public. Not torture them.”

			Alban watched her for a long, taut moment, and Rinka was glad for it, for the inquisitor had stopped his work.

			“Wait a moment,” Alban said at last, and Rinka followed him out of the room. With the door shut behind them, alone in the corridor, he threw her a dark look. “Rinka, you should not have done that. These are matters for the crown, not for a mere countess only a few weeks at court.”

			She couldn’t even enjoy his closeness, the scent of his riding jacket, his heat. She hadn’t believed him capable of allowing cruelty, and the dichotomy shook her—as did the sound of her name on his lips.

			“Is that what you want?” she said. “To be a barbarian king? To torture those who have attacked you? If you think this will frighten other faeries from rising up in their place, you could not be more wrong. And I thought you were away. Is this what you do when you disappear? Cut open faeries for pleasure?”

			Alban whirled. “No, never. I saw the Shadow Guard return with the prisoners, knew what might happen . . .” He rubbed his hand over his face, his expression conflicted. “I may not want this, Rinka, but I have no choice.”

			“You’ve spoken to Lord Rohlmeyer, haven’t you? This is his doing. It must be. I cannot believe you would let yourself be convinced to violence by the likes of him.”

			“He may not be wrong.” Alban looked to her, his eyes pleading. “The Seven mages are irate. With the kingdom’s mood as it has been recently, my advisors demand a show of force. There can be no room left in the country for attacks such as this—taking hostages, assaulting innocent children. The idea of mercy is a grand one, but I must think of the reality of the situation. Am I to do nothing, take no action, and appear weak?”

			“That you would consider not torturing a living being a weakness does not speak well of you, my king,” Rinka shot back. “That you would let others rule your kingdom for you, let them make your decisions for fear of what they will think of you if you make the wrong one yourself—that makes you weak. Not mercy.”

			Rinka had grown too bold, had spoken dangerously, and she did not care. Fury and disappointment lit her up like fire. She could not believe this of him. She would not let him do it. She held his gaze, willing him to understand her.

			“The man I met in the forest,” she said, low, “the man who talks to his people in the market, would not commit such atrocities. I saw your anger when the queen proposed torture that day. You did not approve. You do not approve. Why pretend? Why let yourself be bullied? You are better than that.”

			He made a despairing sort of sound. “You think me a good king, Rinka? I’ve never thought so.”

			 “I think you could be a good king, if you can manage to find your courage.”

			A strange look then, on his face—as if he couldn’t quite believe she was standing here in front of him, saying these things. As if he wanted to touch her, desperately.

			She turned away to put a distance between them. “I had thought,” she said quietly, “that the hatred of humans was nothing but prejudice. A latent hate, one that could be corrected with education and fellowship. Now I see I was wrong. Now I see mages torturing my people with the approval of the crown.” The thought filled her with revulsion, and staggering sadness.

			“I do not approve—”

			She rounded on him; she could have slapped him. “It is not what you approve of in your heart that matters, my king. It is what you approve of with your inaction. That is what will decide the course of our two peoples.” Her throat was tight with unshed tears. “That is what they will remember, years from now, in whatever world we make together.”

			The king stood motionless, stunned. “I am not a coward,” he managed, after a moment. He did not sound convinced.

			“Forgive me, but it seems you are.” She relished the effect of her words, how he stepped back as if struck. “I have heard rumors for months now, rumors I refused to believe. Abductions, experimentation. Dissections of my own people, to uncover the ‘secrets’ of our magic. I had not wanted to believe them, and yet now I must. Tell me, are these rumors true? Have your mages been experimenting? Have they been stealing my people from their homes only to slice them apart?”

			“I do not know, Countess,” he said wearily. “That is part of why I summoned your delegation to court—in hopes I could uncover the truth of these rumors, with your help.” He paused. “I want to hope they are just rumors, and nothing more. That such things might have been taking place in my own kingdom, so completely hidden from me for so long . . .”

			“You would do well to listen more closely to the whispers of your country, my king, before such terrors ever have the chance to manifest,” Rinka said, an awful hopelessness weighing on her. This was not what she had imagined—a scheming court, a useless king, weeks of building disappointments. “Maybe, if you had, you could have put a stop to them long ago.”

			He spun away from her, paced, his hands in fists. When he turned back to her, he studied her for so long Rinka thought she would scream from the tension.

			“I’ll put a stop to it, for now,” he said at last, with some effort, “and we’ll resort to less brutal methods. Questioning, with witnesses. A fair trial. I will get nothing but trouble for it, but I will do it. You shame me, and I deserve it.” His brow furrowed; his gaze fell to the ground, and what he saw there seemed to disgust him. “I’ve long known my shortcomings but never had them spelled out so passionately. I’ll do it then, if only to prove I am capable of more than what you must think of me. But on one condition, Countess.”

			Rinka sagged against the wall, weary with relief. “Of course, my king.”

			And then she was anything but weary, for he had stepped close and was touching her—not with his hands, but with the presence of him. His eyes glittered in the torchlight, lit with some new boldness. He was so close she could have slid her hands up his torso and wound her fingers through his hair.

			She was suddenly, shatteringly, alive.

			“I’ll do as you ask, Countess Rinka,” he murmured, his lips hovering over her cheeks, “if you kiss me.”
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			RINKA'S FIRST reaction to this outrageous request was a resounding yes—yes, a rush of heat all the way to her fingertips, itching to gather the king close; yes, her body rising to meet his, stretching up onto her toes, allowing him to slide his hands up her back . . .

			But as his head bent over hers, she hesitated and pulled away.

			He released her. Without his touch, her skin felt cold.

			“Rinka?” His voice was hoarse, undone.

			“My king,” she said, fighting the urge to simply sink back into his arms. She forced her attention to the gray wall opposite her. “I can’t believe you would ask that of me. How stupid do you think I am?”

			He stepped back from her, ashamed. “Rinka, you’re the farthest thing from that. The truth is I’ve been struggling not to do this for weeks now, since we met in the forest. Even that day, I wanted to—I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It was unfair of me, to ask that of you.” He turned away, swearing softly. “This is madness.”

			She watched him, her heart twisting at the distress on his face. But she wanted to hear the words. If she was even to consider doing this dangerous thing, she needed to hear them. “What did you want, that day?”

			His eyes cut to hers in the gloom. He took a slow breath. “I wanted you. I still want you, Rinka. I know it’s wrong, I know I shouldn’t.” He hesitated, gave a small, strained smile. “You don’t know how many nights I’ve lain awake convincing myself not to come find you.”

			Or maybe, Rinka thought, relieved and giddy and ten thousand other things she couldn’t name, it was not a good idea to hear these words. She could now not ever unhear them.

			“One cannot have everything one wants,” she made herself say.

			He laughed, a new recklessness on his face that she hadn’t seen before. “How true that is. I have very little of what I want. My entire life is a compromise, don’t you see? I must compromise my own morality to keep an untenable peace. I must compromise on the rare occasion I can tolerate sitting at court, listening to the pleas and petitions of people I can never satisfy. I must even,” he said, “compromise my heart. I must be married to a woman I do not love, a woman who does not love me, all to appease a family who would sacrifice the happiness of one of their own just to be closer to the throne. I was not ready to be a husband, and certainly not a king.”

			Rinka kept her eyes steadily on his chest—not his face. His face was too alive with feeling. “Forgive me, but that is what it is to be born a prince. I have trouble feeling sorry for you.” 

			But I do feel sorry for you, Alban. I’m sorry you have found yourself in this position. I think it unfair too. The words danced on her tongue, and she fought against saying them.

			“Yes, I imagine you do.” His laugh was bitter. “You, who live utterly without fear. You were born into a similar position—I know of your father and his place on the Council, your clan’s political legacy—and yet you seem comfortable with that power, as I never have been.”

			“You’re mistaken, my king. I don’t live without fear. But I don’t fear my own power.”

			After a moment, he smiled sadly. “I wish you could teach me how to do that. I want . . .” He sighed. “I want good things for my country. I know it may not seem that way, but I do.”

			“There are some, I think, who believe that. Who think you could be a good king.”

			“That’s kind of you, but I’m not a fool. I know my failings.”

			No, you’re not a fool, Rinka wanted to say.

			You are like me. You are trying to find your way.

			I want to help you find it.

			Rinka stayed tensely silent.

			“I have always wanted understanding,” Alban said at last, pacing once more, his gaze distant. “Education. Friendship, between faeries and humans, faeries and mages. A different world, one not plagued with prejudice and ready to burst at the seams with barely contained violence. My mages plot in their towers, my people stir restlessly as border towns endure the terror of faeries who are understandably afraid and frustrated. And you faeries . . . I do not understand you. I don’t understand your ways, your customs. Your magic. I have been afraid, I think, to learn, for once I learn, then I must act.” He paused and sighed into the darkness. “You’re right. I have been a coward. There is no greater coward than one who has the capacity to change and yet refuses to. I have wanted understanding, but I don’t know how to achieve it, so I let others act on my behalf, even when I don’t agree with them.” His voice was bleak. “My father would have known what to do.”

			Rinka had turned to watch him as he spoke. They were pretty words, perhaps engineered to elicit her pity, but the feeling on his face was genuine.

			She moved toward him.

			“It isn’t too late, my king,” she said slowly. “We have been doing good work, the faeries and myself.” She hesitated. “The queen. And we will continue to. We can blame today’s incident on an overzealous member of the Shadow Guard, a disturbed inquisitor. No one need know about Rohlmeyer’s part in this, or yours. If they did . . . the other faeries, they would not stand for it. That information would disrupt everything we have been working toward, and I will not allow it. We must all continue our work, which is more important now than ever after recent events. We will work, and nothing is stopping you from joining us.” She paused. “It would be good for morale to see your face at more of our meetings. It would send a message.”

			Alban was quiet for a long time. “And it would be dangerous as well. Every time I see your face, it is dangerous. I have never felt . . .”

			Silence, taut and cracking.

			Rinka blew out a frustrated breath. “In faery culture,” she began, hating herself for saying it, “it is common for a man to take many spouses and lovers. And for a woman to do the same. We do not believe in obstructing passion when we are lucky enough to find it.”

			They were close now, in a dark stretch of corridor between torches. Rinka’s back was to the wall, and the cold seeped through the fabric of her gown, chilling her. She shivered—from the cold, from the heat of the king—and let her eyes fall closed when Alban cupped her face.

			“Why are you telling me this?” he whispered.

			Rinka leaned into his touch, opened her eyes. Realized his nearness, and ripped herself away.

			“I don’t know,” she snapped, emotion clouding her vision, her voice, her thoughts. “I never know what to say around you. I find your world confusing and contradictory and exhausting. You feel the same passions we do, but you hide them and dance around them. I thought it would be easy here. I thought I would come to the capital and know I was in the right place. I thought I would find friends, not . . . you.”

			“Rinka—”

			“And you’re a human.” She had to say it; it was the most basic, the most important reason why she should walk away from him before it was too late. “I am a faery,” she said, “and you’re a human. It isn’t done. You know we cannot—If anyone were to ever find out . . .” She closed her eyes. “The taboo, my king, they say it exists for a reason. They say that if a human and one of the magic folk were to—”

			“The old stories are hardly more than children’s tales,” Alban said. “And anyway, I’ve had a thought just now.”

			“Oh?” She was seething—at him, at herself. She needed his touch. She needed to walk away, now. “And what is that?”

			“If it is a matter of reaching understanding,” he said, “of education and forming friendships between our peoples, what better way to do that than with a human and a faery who love each other? Who are united not just politically but also through love?”

			She stared at him, astonished. “Your logic is flawed, my king. For one, the mere sight of us together would inspire not friendship but outrage, even violence. For two, it is wildly presumptuous to assume I love you.”

			“Well,” Alban said simply, “don’t you?”

			“Even if I did, I wouldn’t admit to it.”

			He was quiet, and then said, “I’ve a counterargument. About the sight of us throwing the kingdom into a violent frenzy.”

			It wasn’t a funny thought, and yet his tone was so matter-of-fact that Rinka had to hide a smile. “Oh?”

			“We don’t tell anyone.” Alban took her hands, his eyes soft.

			“Oh, that’s brilliant.”

			“I’m serious. Maybe it’s not about showing off our love to everyone—at least not yet. You’re right that disregarding everything else, flouting the taboo, whether it’s antiquated superstition or not, would incense many. But Rinka, you said it yourself: Faeries don’t believe in obstructing passions, and I’ve done just that for far too long now—not just with you, but with everything. I’m tired of it. I’m tired of pretending everything in my life.”

			“If we are found out, it will ruin everything we’re working for,” she said flatly, trying to distance herself from the idea and failing. Her heart leapt at his words.

			“So we won’t be found out.”

			Leska’s words came back to Rinka. “The queen has many spies.”

			“We’ll be careful.”

			“And I came here to work, to do great things.”

			“And you have done that, and you’ll continue to. Only now you’ll have the help of your king. I’ll have to be careful about that too, of course. It will not go unnoticed if I suddenly become completely responsible.” He laughed, let his gaze fall to their joined hands. “You inspire me, Countess.”

			“And you frustrate me endlessly. This is a horrible idea.”

			“And yet?” His gaze came back to her, hopeful.

			“And yet,” Rinka said, touching his face, tired of ignoring her own heart, “I have never felt this way before, and I don’t want to lose it.”

			What if she never found this again? This fullness, this rightness, this . . . warmth, rising fast in her heart. She could not bear living with that regret. She no longer wanted to fight this. Despite her misgivings, the pull of Alban’s nearness was inexorable.

			She could no longer fight this. She wouldn’t.

			Alban must have felt her relax, for he smiled and smoothed her hair back from her face, and then—a light brushing of his lips against hers; a whisper of skin against skin; a caress of his hands down her throat, down her arms, coming to settle at her waist. He pulled back from her, hardly breathing, and Rinka’s eyes felt heavy. They did not move, held in this moment by the weight of what they had just done.

			And then, impatient, need rising like a tide within her, Rinka let out a soft noise, and the king returned to her—rougher now, desperate. His body pressed her back against the wall, and the stone was hard and cold against her skin, but even that was somehow exhilarating as Alban gathered her up against him, as he groaned her name and kissed her. His hands were hard on her hips, and then they were tangled in her hair, holding her in place as his tongue parted her lips and their kisses grew fevered. Rinka slid her arms around his neck, letting him lift her up, letting him pin her there. When he pulled back to breathe, she gasped against his mouth and let her head tip back against the wall.

			He found her throat, kissed her, nipped her lightly. “Rinka,” he said, his voice changed now—darker, heavier.

			Rinka was floating, she was wild. Her skin tingled, her body arched up to meet his every touch.

			“Can I come to you tonight?”

			And Rinka knew that she should deny him. She should put an end to this. The queen had spies. Leska would be worried; Garen would be livid.

			But . . . together they could build a bridge.

			“Yes,” she whispered, and the bashful smile on Alban’s face made her feel bright as the sun. “Yes, my king. You may.”
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			IT WAS AS THOUGH a fuse had been lit, and set everything ablaze. 

			The king came to her that night. He came to her every night he could. They even met during the day, between appointments, when they were feeling especially daring.

			Sometimes they would be more careful—snatched bits of conversation in seldom-traveled corridors, ciphered messages delivered in progressively elaborate ways. But sometimes they would have no patience for such delays. Sometimes, when Alban would find Rinka on her way from the kitchens to the stables, or as she came in from the city with Leska’s favorite pastries, he would come up behind her, slide his arms around her until she began to laugh, tug her gently into the nearest empty room, and lock the door behind them. 

			On these occasions, Rinka could never find the will to scold him, or think too hard on the risk they were taking. She was too caught up in this—in him, in them. The intoxicating boldness of it—overseeing meetings between faeries and humans who lived near each other on the border, designing shared villages that would accommodate both human and faery lifestyles . . . and then, later, secretly, finding each other, sliding into each other’s arms as if they’d been doing it for ages.

			A king, as it turns out, has no problem obtaining the keys to even the most unused, forgotten rooms in his castle. Like the old art gallery on the third floor, which had become a repository for unwanted things—sculptures needing restoration, paintings by artists who were no longer in vogue.

			It was into this art gallery that Rinka and the king stumbled one afternoon.

			“It’s eerie in here,” said Rinka, not really protesting, for Alban had half-fallen onto a huge wooden chest and was pulling her onto his lap.

			Alban kissed his way up from Rinka’s neckline to her lips. “I thought you would like it.”

			“Why, because it’s dusty and full of old things?”

			“Because it’s full of secret things,” Alban countered, and pulled back a nearby covering to reveal a painting rich with color and texture, a portrait of blessed Ebba, the sacred figure of faery legend. It was too ostentatious a style for the current fashion, but so full of feeling that Rinka felt something inside her stir in response. When she turned back to Alban, she saw how his eyes shone.

			“Is it considered tactless for me to say that even her beauty pales in comparison to yours?” he said.

			Rinka laughed. “Not tactless, no. A little overdone, maybe.”

			He frowned, and she caught his face in her hands, and kissed him.

			Then there was silence in this room thick with age and neglect, as Rinka held Alban to her and let him touch her. He untied the ribbons of her sleeves and slid them down her arms, revealing her white shoulders. He cupped her head, tracing his thumbs along the curving points of her ears with a wonder that had yet to diminish since that first day in the forest. They began to move in a way that had become familiar to them these past weeks.

			“Rinka,” he whispered, his voice thick. “I do love you. It isn’t just about this. I hope you know that.”

			“I know,” she whispered, and began to show him her own love, warming him slowly in the cold, forgotten gallery. It was easy to feel, in that moment, as though they were the only two in the entire world.

			*    *    *

			But soon there came a day when, during a meeting in the Great Room, Rinka was reminded in no uncertain terms that they were in fact not the only two in the entire world.

			That their world was full of people, and almost as many problems. 

			That their increasing lack of discretion could not be ignored forever.

			Alban exploded into the Great Room, a leather packet in his hands. When he reached the table, he flung the packet down before the queen.

			Liane regarded him coolly. “Darling husband, why are you making such a racket?”

			“Henning,” said the king, low and dangerous. “Explain this to me.”

			Commander Henning blinked in astonishment. “Pardon me, my king, but I’m not sure what you mean.”

			“This. This report from your men, who have brought it from the west.” Alban gestured angrily at the packet. “Open it, and read it aloud.”

			As Henning reached for the packet, Rinka saw the queen’s eyes move to Rohlmeyer, to two of the other mages, and back to her husband.

			Rohlmeyer, gray-eyed, perpetually expressionless, raised one eyebrow.

			Rinka felt a sudden thrill of fear.

			“It says here,” began Commander Henning, but then he trailed off, his eyes wide.

			“Out loud, Henning,” said the king. Rinka looked to him for comfort and found none; his eyes were blazing, his mouth tight.

			“It says here,” began Commander Henning once more, “that a group of soldiers in Lord Drachstelle’s employ has separated from the other conscripted forces and declared themselves the Restoration. They are currently traveling south, into the faery lands, burning villages as they go. They claim . . .” Commander Henning paused. His gaze flickered to the faery delegates, uncomfortable.

			“Yes?” Alban insisted.

			“They claim to be on a mission to purify Cane of the ‘unclean creatures of the south.’ They claim only they can save the country from the faeries’ wicked influence.”

			An uproar. Garen leapt to his feet, the other faeries joining him in protest. The mages soon followed, ordering them silent, demanding more information from Henning—except Rohlmeyer, who remained seated, his hands folded on the table.

			“Enough,” snapped the king, and silence fell. “Henning, this is unacceptable. As commander of my army, you approved the appointment of the Drachstelle captains, did you not?”

			“Yes, my king.”

			“And yet these captains are apparently unfit to discipline their soldiers and keep them from running amok like crazed savages?”

			“Sometimes not even exceptional captains, darling,” said Liane evenly, “are enough to keep dedicated soldiers from doing what they think is right by their own people.”

			Rinka knew she should keep quiet, and yet she could not. “You think this is some sort of retribution for what happened at the school?”

			“I think,” said the queen, her eyes fixed on Alban, “that there are many in this country who remain unsatisfied with the prisoners’ sentences and crave a more fitting form of punishment. I think we should expect more, similar violence if we do not appease those citizens who feel they have been betrayed by their king.” The queen paused, her mouth curving into a small smile. “You might have noticed this discontent, my dearest love, only you have been rather preoccupied as of late.”

			A tense silence fell; outside, a bird dipped past the window, casting a tiny, darting shadow across the sun-drenched table. Rinka refused to acknowledge the icy fall of dread down her back.

			Is this, she wondered, alarmed, because of us?

			Because of me?

			She dismissed the thought at once. This was a natural—if regrettable—consequence of the tension present throughout the country. It had nothing to do with her any more than it had anything to do with Garen.

			“Henning, I want these rogues stopped,” Alban said at last. His hard gaze did not leave the queen. “Find them, apprehend them, and bring them here. They will answer to me. And do it quickly. Liane, you will write to Lord and Lady Drachstelle and invite them here. I wish to speak with your cousins, and a letter will not do.”

			The queen’s eyes flickered with something Rinka could not read. “Of course, my king.”

			“Rohlmeyer,” continued Alban, tearing his eyes away from his wife to glare at the impassive mage, “I want you to oversee an investigation into the unlawful abduction of and experimentation on faery citizens, perpetrated by the physicians and mages residing in Erstadt.” He paused, looked at each of the Seven mages in turn. “Each of you will assist Rohlmeyer in this.”

			That was enough to send Rohlmeyer’s eyebrows shooting up. Rinka held her breath. Alban had sent out his own spies to begin investigating this very thing, the day after he promised Rinka he would. They had both decided it would be best to hide the investigation from the Seven mages for as long as possible, in case any of them were involved. That Alban would have as good as accused Rohlmeyer of these crimes, in front of everyone, meant he must have been even angrier than Rinka thought.

			“I beg your pardon, my king?” said Rohlmeyer.

			“You heard me,” Alban said. “Bring me whatever you can find—any correspondence, any physical evidence. Search the dungeons, search the city, search the Kingsmarch.” Then he paused, and Rinka shivered to feel a pulse of something in the air—a ripple that passed between Alban and Rohlmeyer, between Alban and the other mages, and back again. Each of them winced.

			“And of course I will know, Lord Rohlmeyer,” said Alban significantly, “if any of you disobey me or lie to me. Remember that.”

			Rinka had no love for Rohlmeyer, and still she felt faintly ill to think of the bond between the mage and his king—the magical bond each of the Seven mages allowed to be forged in return for their influential positions at court. The custom had never sat well with Rinka. The other faery delegates shifted restlessly.

			To be compelled by your own blood to do another’s bidding . . . She tried to imagine it, being forced from the inside out to do something she perhaps didn’t want to do, in exchange for political connections. Her father had feared that very thing—that the faery delegates were being summoned to court so the king could use them for his own purposes, to force peace—or create terror—through coercion.

			But Alban would never do such a thing. Maybe before, but not now.

			Are you sure?

			Rinka ignored that twinge of doubt and found herself hoping desperately that Rohlmeyer’s binding was a strong one. Anything to keep those unreadable gray eyes from turning mutinous. Anything to keep Alban safe—and a dependable ally.

			Rohlmeyer inclined his head. “Of course, my king. We will begin this work immediately.”

			*    *    *

			At midnight, Rinka met Alban in the art gallery. It had become their haven, and yet tonight Rinka could not find peace even here.

			She found the door unlocked, stepped inside, and locked it behind her. Alban stood at the window, a troubled silhouette against a canvas of stars. Rinka stood uncertainly at the door, watching him, unsure if he had even heard her enter the room.

			“I know what you’ve come to say,” he said quietly.

			“Alban.” Rinka leaned back against the door. If she went to him, she would lose her resolve. “I cannot stop thinking of faery children being torn from their beds.”

			Alban nodded, lit a candle on the table beside him. Its flickering light turned the room into a wash of gold. “Henning has already gone, accompanied by a dozen of his best men. He will find these rogues, Rinka, before any more damage is done.”

			“I hope you’re right.” She paused, collecting herself. “But that doesn’t change anything, not for us.”

			“Rinka,” he said, his face full of shadows, “please don’t do this.”

			“I will, and I must, and you know it. Look at what’s happened. Think of what could happen if Henning can’t apprehend the Restoration quickly enough, if any faeries decide to avenge their fallen. If anyone finds out about us during all of that . . . it’ll make things even worse. I love you, but—”

			“But it isn’t worth it.” Alban said it tonelessly, as if he didn’t really believe it. 

			“I wasn’t going to say it quite like that.”

			Suddenly he was there, tipping up her chin. In the candlelight, his eyes were darker than ever, and terribly sad. “There are bound to be incidents like this, from time to time and on either side of this conflict, but that will not always be the case. Most people simply want to live peacefully. They don’t want war.”

			Rinka thought of the queen, of Rohlmeyer, of the Drachstelle soldiers gone rogue. “Some do.”

			“And they will become fewer and fewer. We are educating them, Rinka, we are doing good work. The schools we’re designing, the shared villages . . .”

			“But is it enough?” Rinka turned away, worrying the pendant at her neck. “I never thought it would be like this. I thought . . .”

			“You thought you would come to the capital and find everything as you did in your dreams.”

			I thought all humans would be as beautiful and good as I imagined.

			I was a foolish girl. Unforgivably naïve.

			She swallowed hard against the sourness in her throat. “I have betrayed everyone, by loving you.”

			“Rinka—”

			“You know I’m right. We have to stop.” She turned, her face firm, looked him unflinchingly in the eye. Her heart was breaking; she could hardly breathe. “Too much is happening, too much is unpredictable. I can’t concentrate on my work if I’m forever worrying that someone will find us together, or that the very thing I’m working to correct could be made worse by my own selfishness.”

			“Is it so selfish,” Alban said, his voice hollow, “to love someone?”

			“It is when it comes at the expense of others.”

			“And I thought faeries didn’t care about such things.”

			Rinka smiled sadly. “This is different.”

			He brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering tenderly on the pointed curve and its array of silver earrings.

			Rinka found herself wanting to say too many painful things. “Do you think Rohlmeyer will obey you?” she asked, moving away from him. “Do you think they’ll find any evidence? I hope they do, and hope they don’t.”

			“I’ve never heard of a bound mage able to disobey his king. And even if he did risk it for a time, I’d imagine the pain would be unbearable.”

			“I hope you’re right,” Rinka said. “I don’t trust him.”

			For a long time, they were silent. Rinka watched the night sky outside, and Alban stood a horrible distance away. Rinka thought she might soon begin to cry. She began searching for the right way to leave him. 

			“Rinka,” he said at last. There was a question in his voice.

			“You won’t change my mind.”

			“It isn’t fair.”

			It was a childish thing to say, and yet Rinka found herself agreeing with him. “Not many things are.”

			“I should have been the one to end this. I shouldn’t have put you in this position to begin with.”

			“And I could have decided not to kiss you, but I did, and here we are. You aren’t alone in this, Alban. We started it, and now we will end it.”

			He moved closer; he raised her hand to his lips and kissed her wrist. Took her other hand and kissed her palm. “It wasn’t enough. I didn’t have enough of you. We could have years, and it wouldn’t be enough.” His voice was torn. “Know that, Rinka. Remember that.”

			She nearly turned into his arms, thinking for a desperate moment that one more night couldn’t hurt, but then managed to gasp, “Let go of me,” and he did. 

			This was nothing like it should be, none of it. It was not the faery way to refuse love, to walk away from passion. She wondered what Garen would think, what her father would think, if they could feel the agony of this moment. Would they pity her for being so unfortunate as to love a human, or would she disgust them? She couldn’t begin to guess; she didn’t know what to feel, herself.

			When she thought Alban might not speak again, he said, “I’ll miss you.” He cleared his throat, and then, “When everything is different, when everything is better, maybe we . . . maybe this . . .”

			Rinka couldn’t bear the stubborn hope in his voice. “I doubt it,” she said, her voice hard and unfamiliar, and moved past him without another word, leaving him alone in darkness.
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			THREE WEEKS LATER, the queen’s cousins from the west arrived, per Alban’s summons. The moment Rinka met them, she knew they would be trouble.

			Alban threw a party in honor of their arrival, and to soothe anyone’s anxieties about perceived tension between the houses of Somerhart and Drachstelle. The Emerald Hall was a vision of color that night—the deep green walls, the gilded molding, the mural on the ceiling that incorporated each of the four royal families’ sigils—stallion and nightbird, sea serpent and dragon.

			Rinka wore the silken gown from some weeks past—the plum, with its iridescent sheen and the fringed golden sash at her waist. She wandered the room, restless, Leska at her side, until an attendant at the door announced the arrival of Lord and Lady Drachstelle.

			When they entered the room, a vision in resplendent scarlet, Rinka observed that, were she human, she might have felt plain beside them.

			The queen’s cousin, Steffen Drachstelle, was tall and slender, with a full, expressive mouth held in a knowing smile. His wife, Rastia, had dark hair and fierce eyes. Everywhere they went, they leaned close to each other, whispering, as if perpetually engaged in some conspiracy.

			They glided about the Emerald Hall, greeting courtiers, sipping punch. When Leska presented Rinka for introduction, Rinka noticed Rastia tracing idle circles on her husband’s gloved palm, which bore a red embroidered dragon in the same style as the necklace the queen wore.

			“And this is Countess Rinka,” said Leska serenely, in her modest apprentice’s robes, “who was instrumental in our rescue of the hostages at that school in the highlands near the start of the summer.”

			“Lord Drachstelle.” Rinka sank into a curtsy. “Lady Drachstelle. It is a delight to meet you.”

			“Countess, we have heard much about you,” said Steffen—warmly, Rinka thought. Or was that feigned? “I must compliment your contribution to the peace efforts.”

			“And we must also compliment your dedication to nonviolent recourse,” added Rastia, her voice low and lyrical. “To have convinced our cousin the king to halt interrogation of those faeries, and to instead have them tried peacefully as they absolutely should have been . . .” Rastia shook her head and gave an eloquent smile. “You must hold great influence with Alban, to have persuaded him so effectively.”

			Rinka could feel the attention of various courtiers upon her, but she did not let that—or Rastia’s smile, which seemed strangely fixed—shake her. Rinka inclined her head humbly.

			“His Majesty is a thoughtful, fair man,” she said. “It only required a small word on my part to make him realize what he already knew.”

			“Cousins,” said the king, entering the room and striding toward them. Courtiers bowed to him, parting before him in a wave of violets, blues, and Somerhart green. The musicians near the terrace began a joyous rendition of “The Morning of the First Queen”, the Somerhart family song. 

			Rinka gave her excuses and hurried away before she and Alban could lock eyes. She did not trust herself to be near both him and the Drachstelles at the same time, not after three weeks of separation. Instead, she tried to concentrate on the beauty of the night, the glitter of the room, making conversation with everyone she could find. 

			When the musicians began a langzier, Rinka gratefully fell into the line of dancers taking position. The langzier was an elaborate dance in which partners danced for long minutes before switching with other dancers in line. With the right number of people, it could last for an hour or more, and it became a sort of contest to see which dancer could outlast the others. 

			For a few minutes, Rinka knew nothing but the relief of moving. Her first partner was a young, wide-eyed duke with a small holding in Lady Gespian’s lands, to the east, who could not seem to manage a coherent sentence in Rinka’s presence. He was, however, a passable dancer, and kind enough, and Rinka was glad for his company—until the music changed, signaling the time for a new partner. The duke passed Rinka to his left, and then, through a series of turns, Rinka found herself in Alban’s arms.

			He seemed as surprised as she was, but held her firmly nevertheless, and swept her away into the vibrant swirl of the other dancers. The touch of his hands at her waist erased everything but him from her mind. She could not hide her smile when she saw him valiantly trying to suppress his own. 

			“My king,” Rinka said softly, “you honor me with this dance.”

			“I expected you to scold me.”

			So he had planned this. She laughed. “I should, you rogue.”

			“My apologies, Countess.” Following the movements of the langzier, Alban drew her close, speaking against the white cascade of her hair. “But I had to talk to you, if only for the space of a dance. You’re lovely tonight.”

			He turned her, and Rinka saw the inscrutable dark gaze of Steffen Drachstelle, watching from the side of the room.

			Then Alban turned her again, and she was facing him once more.

			“Lord Drachstelle is watching us,” she said, low beneath the music and the dancers’ laughter.

			“That’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about. I want you to avoid both him and Rastia, as much as you can.”

			She pulled back, frowning. “I cannot avoid them completely. They’re to attend the queen’s council meeting the day after tomorrow.”

			“I know. I don’t mean that. I just mean outside of official functions.” A turn, a spin, and he had her even closer now. She could feel the heat of him through the drape of her gown, and her heart twisted to be so near him, at last, and yet unable to hold him as she wanted to. “I’m not trying to order you about, Rinka. It’s only that something terrible happened today, and I’m feeling a bit on edge.” 

			Rinka stiffened in his arms. “What is it? Tell me.”

			“Do you know Ottmeyer?”

			“Of course, the Sixth of the Seven.”

			“He was found dead today, in the river. It is believed,” the king said mildly, holding Rinka fast, for she had nearly stumbled in her alarm, “that he threw himself from his tower.”

			Rinka could not find her words, but her mind raced unhindered. “My king,” she began, somehow managing a smile at Leska as they glided past, “I hope you’re not thinking this mage killed himself so he wouldn’t have to obey the compulsion of your bond with him.”

			“That’s precisely what I’m thinking.” Alban’s voice was grim. “And he would only do that—”

			“If he did not want to obey one of your orders. If, by obeying that order—”

			“He would condemn himself, or others of his kind?”

			“Who may have committed the very crimes against faeries the Seven are investigating?”

			They fell silent. Rinka stepped back from Alban and out of the line of dancers, causing the nearby pair of Garen and his human partner to stumble. But Rinka hardly noticed them; she could think only of the blood bond between Alban and his mages, her previous fears surfacing with a vengeance. Her father had feared it too. The same potential—for binding, for servitude—existed in every faery’s magical blood. There was no precedent for it, no human-faery bonding in the history of Cane, but then, the right circumstances had never arisen.

			Until, perhaps, now. 

			Wouldn’t it be easy, with the right words, for someone to persuade the young king to bond with his faeries? Wouldn’t it be easy, with tensions so high and these random acts of violence not abating?

			Wouldn’t it be simple as breathing, if the faeries didn’t agree to the ritual, to force them into it, no matter their magic? They were only seven, after all, in a castle of dozens, in a city of thousands. Rinka had read that forced bindings weren’t reliable—they could be tenuous at best and corrupted, even fatal, at worst. Of course, if the king thought it worth the risk . . .

			But Alban wouldn’t. He wouldn’t, not after everything they had shared.

			And what was that? A few weeks of passion, easily discarded in the face of a so-called peace. It would be a tidy solution. With seven faeries bound to him, unable to disobey his orders—surrounded by prejudiced advisors—what chaos could the king potentially bring upon the faery lands?

			These were absurd thoughts, and yet Rinka could not purge her mind of them. The presence of the watching Lord and Lady Drachstelle, the fear that had been quietly plaguing Rinka since the Restoration began their violence, Alban’s horrific news—the combination shattered Rinka’s nerves and sent her hurrying outside. She felt Alban at her heels, and the terrace emptied quickly at their entrance.

			Rinka leaned hard against the railing, seeking comfort in the city’s flickering lights. But the sight only served to remind her of the height of the palace, and how terrible a fall from one of its towers would be. She could not stop seeing Ottmeyer fall, and then, suddenly, it wasn’t Ottmeyer, but Garen, and his death would be her fault, because she had trusted Alban.

			She closed her eyes against the image and searched for calm. These fears were irrational, and she was so unused to that feeling that it terrified her. She breathed in greedily of the cold night air. Alban would never use her like that, would never use any of her people like that. He was a good man.

			But he was also young, and easily led. Only in recent weeks had he begun showing any backbone—standing up to the queen, to Henning, to Rohlmeyer—and a few weeks were easily reversed.

			A gentle hand on her arm interrupted her spiraling thoughts. She turned, and at the sight of Alban’s familiar face, flushed from dancing, open with love for the first time in weeks, Rinka felt herself relax.

			“Rinka,” Alban said, “what happened? One minute we were dancing, and the next—”

			“I wonder,” she said quietly, unwilling to share her true feelings, “how many of the other Seven are considering doing the same thing.”

			Alban came up beside her, grave. “Ottmeyer was young. He may not have had the discipline to endure the pain of defying me. But the others . . .” He sighed. “Rohlmeyer has not yet produced anything satisfactory in his supposed investigation. I fear I must send out more of my spies, to keep an eye on the Seven.”

			Rinka turned to face him, taking care to not stand too close, to not reach out and touch him here, where anyone at the party could see.

			“To what end?” she asked.

			“It cannot be coincidence that Ottmeyer jumped to his death the day the Drachstelles arrived. I need to unearth a connection, if there is one. I need to know what my mages aren’t telling me.”

			“You don’t think the Drachstelles encouraged him to suicide? That seems far-fetched.”

			“I don’t know what I think.”

			“I know I don’t like them. The Drachstelles. They give me a bad feeling.”

			The king gave a tired smile. “And they do not like you, I’d imagine, and certainly not me. They never have.”

			“They want the throne.”

			“When Father died, they appealed to my judges to appoint Steffen steward of the throne, or at least appoint one of my uncles, up north, until I could be considered capable. The appeal was denied, and I used to wish it hadn’t been. I could have stayed a prince, and avoided the throne. But now . . . now, I’m glad.”

			“I want him nowhere near the throne,” Rinka said.

			“Nor do I.”

			They were quiet for a long time, as the langzier soared on behind them. Then Alban said quietly, “Rinka, I want you to be especially careful. The Drachstelles have a way of uncovering secrets.”

			“There is no secret to uncover,” Rinka said, “not anymore.”

			Alban put his hand near hers on the cold white railing, close enough to press his thumb to hers. “No,” he agreed quietly, “I suppose there isn’t. But they could still do considerable damage.”

			Uneasy, Rinka nodded. “You think the Drachstelles could make a new scandal out of an old secret.”

			“I think I don’t know what the Drachstelles want to do, or could do, and that worries me. But I feel better having them here where I can keep an eye on them.” Then, after a moment, he said, “I liked dancing with you tonight. For a moment, before I told you about Ottmeyer, I could almost pretend . . .”

			“I know.” Rinka glanced up at him. “I thought that too.”

			Silence fell again, and then the tempo of the langzier picked up, followed by a resounding cheer from the dancers. Reluctant as she was to say it, Rinka knew he should leave, return to his guests. He seemed to read her thoughts, straightened, whispered, “Good night, Rinka,” and slipped back through the terrace doors. 

			In his absence, Rinka’s earlier fears seeped back into her mind, and she was left aching and uncertain in the midsummer breeze.
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			THREE NIGHTS LATER, Rinka dreamed of Alban.

			He was above her, pressing hot kisses down her neck, her breasts, her belly. It was a dream Rinka was not unused to having, and a welcome one, after so long apart. But then, the dream Alban’s fingers on her hips transformed into brutish claws, piercing her skin. He was a beast looming over her, and not human at all, yet he still wore his crown. Garen stood solemnly behind him, watching, his expression smug and bored, even as the Alban-beast slashed open Rinka’s stomach with one cruel swipe.

			The pain of it thrust Rinka out of her dream and into the darkness of her bedroom. She struggled upright, her clammy skin sticking to the silken bedsheets. Her hands flew to her belly, but she found herself to be whole and unhurt, and she subsided against the pillows, tucking into herself like a child. Since the night of the party, and in Alban’s absence, her nervous thoughts had remained, though the palace had been quiet. The Restoration arrested and tried, reparations under way to the affected faery clans. But she could not stop thinking of Ottmeyer flinging himself out into the sky. 

			She absently rubbed her belly, willing away the image of Alban’s face shifting into the phantom of her nightmare, then wiped her face. She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes, and when she opened her eyes, blinking back to herself, thinking she would draw a bath and scrub away the poison of her thoughts, she saw it:

			A flutter of white. A swift movement of shadow.

			Rinka shot upright once more, sharpening with fear.

			The window farthest from her was open, the curtains undulating in the breeze, though she hadn’t left the window open that evening. Leska, maybe? But Leska didn’t randomly open windows in the middle of the night.

			Slow waves of dread rolled over Rinka, and she stiffened, her heartbeat pounding in her ears. Someone was in the room with her—someone, maybe, in that stretch of dark shapes in the room’s far corner.

			Rinka shifted, reaching for the heavy pendant on her bedside table, reaching inside herself to gather her magic—but the intruder was quicker.

			He—she?—it was impossible to tell—shot out of the darkness to Rinka’s bedside. A gloved hand seized her wrist; a dagger glinted silver in the moonlight.

			Rinka kicked out blindly and rolled—not enough to free herself, but enough to grab her pendant and use the solid heft of it to channel her magic into something functional. A jolt of it shot out of her, slamming into her attacker like an invisible fist—but not before the blade caught her, slicing down her side and across her thigh. Blue dripped onto her white sheets, and she stumbled to the floor, naked and clumsy with pain.

			She wished she had bothered to attend Garen’s lectures on defensive magic.

			She scrambled for the door to her sitting room. “Leska!” she screamed, though it was a mad hope that anyone could hear her, for her voice was hoarse with terror. “Leska, help me! Alban!”

			The assassin found Rinka, knocking her to the ground. She screamed and tried to stand, but then came another hard blow—a gloved fist to her temple. She threw patchy bursts of magic, erratic from terror, at her attacker, but her panic made it uneven and difficult to control. One last burst of it flew wildly from her fingers, but the assassin ducked and lunged at her, pinned her against the floor with a hard arm at her neck.

			Rinka struggled, gasping, clawing at the arm that trapped her. Lips against her ear, and a hot voice—it was a man.

			“This is what happens to faery whores,” hissed the voice, slick and unfamiliar. “Long live the dragon.”

			Rinka felt the cold pressure of the dagger against her throat, and with the certainty that she would die came an incongruous, wild desire to live.

			She threw away her pendant, toward the open bathing room door, and the clatter of it against the tiles distracted her assassin long enough for Rinka to bring up her knee, hard, between his legs.

			He slumped, moaning, and his grip on her neck loosened. Rinka wriggled free and leapt for her pendant, but the assassin was not far behind, grabbing for her legs, wrenching her back. Rinka scrabbled for the pendant, her fingers smearing the floor blue. With a pained cry, she stretched her abused body and found the pendant. Her fingers curled around it, and she twisted back. In her desperation, her magic felt more focused, fueled by a primal rage. She drew upon the deepest parts of herself and flung a wave of searing power at her attacker.

			The force of it sent his body flying backward. He crashed into the far wall, leaving behind an uneven trail of red blood. He had hit his head. He was human.

			He was not done yet. He staggered upright, leapt for Rinka once more—but she was ready for him, her pendant clutched before her in one bloody hand, the other clamping down on her thigh, where spurts of blue blood trickled down her leg. Wave after wave of magic she threw at him, until he was a charred, smoking lump in the moonlight, flickering blue. Unused as Rinka was to fighting with magic, the aggressive heat of it made even her own stomach churn.

			She sank to the carpet and retched. She dragged herself across the ruined bedroom, through the sitting room, to the doors to her suite. She tried to reach for the door handle and couldn’t; her body was leaden, bleeding, throbbing, and she could no longer control it.

			“Help,” she whispered, clutching her bloody pendant. “Help me.”

			The last thing she knew before the pain consumed her was movement by the door. A sharp, high cry. The familiar, cold smell of mage magic. Cool hands on her face.

			“Countess,” said a voice, but it was garbled and frightening. Rinka tried to shrink back. “Countess, please speak to me.”

			But Rinka couldn’t. Her head was a mess of pain; her hands stung with magic. Someone had tried to kill her; someone had thrown her into the wall and cut open her leg. 

			She let herself fade.
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			RINKA AWOKE in her bedroom to Alban hovering over her.

			“Rinka,” he said, his face sagging with relief. He sounded as though he hadn’t slept in ages. “Rinka, you’re all right. I’m here.”

			He kissed her wrists, her palms, her fingers, the soft skin beneath her eyes, her lips. And Rinka let him—until she registered the presence of the silent, green-cloaked King’s Guard at the door.

			She pushed Alban away with what strength she could gather. Her head still pounded, but her side and leg were stitched up neatly; her bed linens were fresh and free of blood.

			“You forget yourself, my king,” Rinka said tightly.

			“My guard is discreet and loyal.” He gathered her hands in his and continued to kiss them. “And you are alive and well, and kissing you helps reassure me of that.”

			She softened despite herself, despite the presence of the guards. She pressed Alban’s hands. “Tell me what happened.”

			Solemn, he settled beside her on the bed. “The assassin is dead. He was dead when Leska found you. She heard you screaming from her rooms. She summoned the healer, and the healer summoned me.” He stroked her cheek with the backs of his fingers. “Apparently you were calling for me.”

			“I killed him.” Rinka closed her eyes, the attack coming back to her with vivid clarity—every blow to her skull, every surge of terror. “I used magic to kill him.”

			“And I’m glad you did, my darling. Never have I been more glad for your faery blood. You’re healing quickly.” Alban pulled her close, pressed a kiss to her forehead and held her. “Although now we can’t question the man, to find his employer.”

			“He did say something . . .”

			“What? What was it?” He moved away, his expression ferocious. “Anything, Rinka, could be helpful. I will find them, whoever they are. I will tear them to pieces for hurting you.”

			Rinka nearly repeated the assassin’s words, understanding their meaning in a way she hadn’t in the moment: Long live the dragon. The dragon—like the one emblazoned on the Drachstelle crest? Like the golden one the queen wore on a chain at her throat?

			“He said,” Rinka said, drawing a measured breath, “that this is what happens to faery whores.”

			Alban swore softly. He dismissed his guards and drew Rinka into an embrace. He breathed declarations of love and promises of justice into her hair, his voice breaking, and Rinka allowed the touch of his hands to melt away her worried thoughts. He was gentle, and every caress unwound the knots of tension in her belly.

			Long live the dragon. The words stuck in her mind like barbs, urging her to tell Alban, but whenever she imagined doing so, a terrible fear stopped her—the fear that, if she said the words, everything would change. The king would abandon discretion and rage at his wife; he would hate and distrust her even more than he already did. He would antagonize her cousins and wind the city into a frenzy, rooting out anyone remotely related to the Drachstelle family for interrogation. 

			He would start a civil war. Rinka did not want that blood on her hands.

			But Alban read her silence, and paused to examine her face. “Is that all, Rinka?”

			She paused. She found she could no longer keep the words unsaid. “Long live the dragon,” she whispered. “He said that, too. Long live the dragon.”

			Alban hissed a string of violent curses and threw himself out of bed, jarring Rinka’s leg. She gritted her teeth and put out her arm to him.

			“Alban, please come back. Sit and talk with me.”

			“What is there to talk about, Rinka? Curse the Drachstelles, and curse Liane, for surely she knew.” He pounded his fist against the wall.

			“You mustn’t say anything to them, or do anything differently. Everything must remain the same. Alban, hear me. They must think us ignorant, otherwise . . .” She paused, took a breath. “They know we will have to be on our guard now, and they will have to be as well. They will need time to regroup, and that will give us and your spies time to gather the necessary evidence against them. In the meantime—”

			“I must wait.” His hands were fists at his sides, his eyes bright. “I must dine with them and drink with them, discuss politics with them, and know every word of peace they utter is a lie, and somehow not lose my temper.”

			“Come back to me,” Rinka said, unsure how else to show him comfort when she needed it desperately herself. So she said nothing, and let him love her until there was nothing left of fear between them.

			*    *    *

			Rinka stepped onto the main thoroughfare of Erstadt, Leska at her side, and strove to ignore the eyes upon her.

			This was a different market than the one she had enjoyed before the attack in her chambers three weeks earlier, before her first visit some three months earlier. This was a market full of people who hushed when she neared, who whispered so she could not hear their words, who sometimes shouted so she could not help but hear them.

			Beside her, Leska shifted the wrapped parcels in her arms. Surrounding them were four guards, assigned to Rinka from Alban’s own personal guard, despite her protestations. They matched stride, boulders in the shape of men. At first Rinka had been irritated at their appointment to her.

			Now, she was forced to admit, she was glad of their presence.

			Leska inched closer. Rinka felt the cold buzz of her magic, on high alert. “Perhaps next time you find yourself needing new clothes,” she suggested wryly, “we can summon Madam Farber to the castle instead.”

			Rinka forced herself on, her eyes straight ahead. So, the people of Erstadt wanted to stare at her. Let them stare; she did not answer to them. She did not answer to the whispering courtiers, either, who watched her from behind their fans as she and Leska passed through the stone arches of the southern courtyard.

			She did not even answer to the other faery delegates, who at turns showed her disgust and concern. Though no one spoke of it openly, they seemed to understand why she had been attacked. Go home, Rinka. Go home while you can.

			How could you, Rinka? A human?

			And Garen . . . Garen said nothing. He simply ignored her.

			Something had changed, the night of Rinka’s attack. Something essential at the core of the city had altered in these past weeks, with Ottmeyer’s death, with the Drachstelles’ arrival, with the assignment of Alban’s personal guards to the faery woman from the south.

			Rinka imagined that the city was a buzzing fog of whispers.

			Why do you suppose she has been assigned guards, and not the other faeries at court?

			Countess Rinka must be much more important than the others.

			Countess Rinka must be more dangerous than the others. Do you see the pendants they wear? The bands at their wrists? Filthy faeries. Always playing tricks with their magic, always hiding in the trees like beasts.

			Or maybe Countess Rinka has pleased His Majesty, and he wants to keep her close and chained. Like a pet.

			Like a whore.

			She has charmed him. She has bewitched him, our good, kind king.

			This is what happens to faery whores.

			Once inside the corridor that led to her chambers, Rinka allowed herself to shut her eyes and breathe regularly once more.

			She wished for Alban, but was too frightened to seek him out.

			*    *    *

			The gown did not fit.

			Rinka stared at her reflection, half-dressed in periwinkle chiffon with coy lace sleeves. The gown should have fit; Madam Farber had her measurements, and her previous gowns had fit . . . once.

			But that had been some time ago; late spring, and now it was nearly autumn, and so many things had happened between now and then. Her gowns had become more and more ill-fitting of late, and then there was the new sleeplessness at night, and the bouts of sickness in the mornings. Only now, faced with the glaring reality in the mirror, did Rinka realize how she had been pretending not to notice these things.

			But she could not deny them—or disguise them—any longer.

			She undressed, peeling the ill-fitting gown from her lower half, folding it methodically into a tidy square. She found her dressing gown on the bed and wrapped herself back into it, but the embroidery felt cheap and rough against her skin.

			Its touch chilled her, made her realize the alien quality of her new body, and she hurried to the bathing room and was sick in the basin. 

			Leska found her, sometime later, hunched and miserable on the cold tile, and when Rinka raised her head, she saw on Leska’s face the same suspicion she herself had been desperate to explain away.

			Rinka tucked her robe more firmly about her body and placed a protective hand on her belly, not sure what to say. She felt torn between more tears and hysterical laughter.

			“Oh, Countess,” Leska whispered, kneeling beside her. She touched Rinka’s forehead. Rinka closed her eyes and let the coolness of Leska’s magic seep into her skin, soothing her. “Does the king know?”

			“I’ve only just known it myself. Or accepted it, anyway.” Rinka looked to Leska, imploring. “What should I do? I don’t know if . . . The Drachstelles will . . . The child will be—”

			“The child will be . . .” Leska paused, her smile strained, “unique.”

			Unique. Laughter burst out of Rinka, building until she could hardly breathe. Unique indeed. The child would be the only of its kind—half human, half faery—and an offense to everyone in Cane. Mage, faery, human—they would consider her child an abomination, and they would never stop hunting it. Oh, how could she and Alban have been so absolutely foolish?

			And then a thought occurred to her, buzzing and terrible. She clutched the pendant at her throat and tried to focus her magic into something small, a dart to toss at the window.

			Nothing, nothing. No answering surge up from her center. For the first time in her life, she could not find her magic. It was as though it had bled from her fingers in the night, and drifted out the window like ash.

			Leska, watching, sat down heavily on the floor. “It’s true then. It’s . . . gone?”

			The words of the old stories, the ancient taboo, flew through Rinka’s mind, too slippery to catch.

			“But . . .” Leska shook her head, distraught. “You used your magic the night of the attack, and you—” She gestured quietly at Rinka’s body. “You are obviously much further on than that. I don’t understand.”

			“Maybe it takes some time for it to happen, for the magic to fade,” said Rinka, numb. “Maybe it’s different for each person . . . not that I can ask anyone. No one’s as complete a fool as me.” She let out a sob.

			“Don’t say that,” said Leska, but Rinka pushed her away.

			Hardly more than children’s tales, indeed. Rinka spared a thought for Alban, and felt a pang of sadness as she imagined how horrified and guilt-stricken he would be. And yet she was just as responsible, had been just as quick to dismiss the threat of some old-fashioned superstition. Why shouldn’t a faery and a human love each other, in this new world she and Alban were to build together? What could possibly come of it but goodness?

			Goodness, and sacrifice. A lack, a loss, an absence of a lifelong vitality in her veins she had always taken for granted.

			And if a human and one of the magic folk dare to love, it will not come without grave cost.

			The human, chosen by the land, will be spared.

			But not the other. The other’s veins will be drained of magic. 

			For there is a power in such a union, too great for the world to bear, and someone must pay the price.

			Each of the old tales explained variations on the same idea, and yet—and yet . . . silly children’s tales, weren’t they? Rinka had thought so too.

			In a fit of grief, she tore the pendant from her throat and flung it away.

			It landed near the door to her bathing room, at Garen’s feet. He stood looking down at her coolly, in his crisp, tasseled bretzhenner coat.

			“You missed breakfast,” he told Rinka. He seemed a stranger before her; she had rarely seen him for weeks now, and knew that had been deliberate on both their parts. He hadn’t even come to see Rinka as she lay recovering from her wounds. His eyes were empty as they took in the sight of her on the floor, her hair and clothes disheveled.

			Rinka couldn’t stand that emptiness, not when she was feeling so completely on edge.

			“Garen,” she said, rising with Leska’s help. “I need to go home. You must help me go home, to Geschtohl.”

			He did seem surprised at that. “I don’t understand.”

			“Garen.” She wiped her face and grabbed Garen’s hand to place it on her belly. “Feel.”

			Garen recoiled at her touch, as if he knew instinctively the new absence within her, and its replacement. “What are you doing?”

			“Feel.” She guided his hand around her belly, and as his hand moved, she saw his eyes widen. He took a step back, shook his head, sank into the chair before her vanity.

			“Salt of the seas, Rinka,” he breathed. He stared at her with a mix of revulsion and awe. “Tell me you’re joking.”

			“I’m not. Garen.” She knelt before him, hoping some piece of her old friend remained, some piece that still cared for her, despite how far apart they’d drifted these past months. “I must leave. I must go to Geschtohl.” 

			He let out a thin, incredulous laugh. “What good will that do?”

			“If the queen finds out—” She paused, swallowing past her fear. “Father will protect me. He won’t turn me away.”

			“No,” Garen agreed, “but then what?” Garen put his head in his hands and stared at the floor. “Rinka, does the king know?”

			She flinched. “Not yet.”

			“Good. Don’t tell him.” Garen stood. “We’ll leave tonight, and they’ll find us gone in the morning, before the Drachstelles realize what you carry. Leaving unexpectedly might be explained away, but this . . . this would ruin everything. How could you have been so selfish, Rinka?”

			Rinka couldn’t answer. The thought of running away, leaving Alban to not only contend with the Drachstelles but also to never know why she had left him was an unendurable agony.

			“I must tell Alban first.” She reached blindly for Leska’s hand, hating herself for needing it, but Leska’s hand was cool and gentle, and calmed her. “I must tell him what’s happened. He’ll help us get home, help us avoid the Drachstelles’ guards, he’ll give us supplies . . .”

			She lost her voice at the expression on Garen’s face. It was as though he hadn’t even heard her. He stared at her belly, repulsed.

			“What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?” She knew, of course, but some part of her, full of self-loathing, wanted to hear him say it. 

			“What’s wrong?” He laughed bitterly. “What’s wrong? I can’t—I want to help you, Rinka, despite everything, but—a two-blood, Rinka?” And with that, his mouth curled, and a darkness fell over his face. “You’ll be hunted by everyone. They’ll cut it from you, and they’ll make sure you’re alive while they do it.”

			“Count Garen,” Leska spat, “control yourself.”

			“Did it happen, then? Are the old stories true?” When Rinka did not answer, he pressed on, his expression cruel. “How does it feel, to have at last achieved what you’ve always wanted? You’re more one of them now than one of us, you know. Was it worth it?” His eyes crawled over her body, landing on her belly. “To have lost your power and have it replaced by a king’s bastard?”

			Rinka let her shock overwhelm her for an instant, and then surged forward and slapped him. Her power—what did he know of it? What did he know of how it had felt to lie in Alban’s arms? There was a power in that, even greater than the one she had lost. There was a power in the choice she had made to love her king, and in what they had hoped to accomplish together—as rash and futile as that now seemed.

			Rinka looked upon Garen’s bruising cheek and felt nothing but hollow satisfaction.

			“It would seem I still have some of my strength,” she said haughtily, and then breathed, “Get out. Leave me. I don’t need your help. I would rather stay here and risk everything than spend another moment with you. Get out.” 

			He watched her for a long moment, and then left. Not until Rinka heard the door slam shut behind him did she allow herself to sink into Leska’s embrace and weep.
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			IT TOOK RINKA several agonizing days to find her courage, during which she saw very little of Garen. He appeared not to have told the other faery delegates the news; they treated her with the same distant politeness they had shown since the attack in her chambers.

			Never had she felt so far removed from her own kind. The presence of their magic left her feeling pinched, itchy. Lonely.

			But she had chosen this. Some part of her, no matter how completely she had denied it while caught up in Alban’s kisses, had known this could happen.

			She woke to a morning pink and warm, to Leska bringing her unbuttered bread—the only thing she could eat in the mornings without her body protesting. And she knew, as she sat nibbling at her breakfast and gazing absently out at the lightening sky, that this would be the day.

			She dressed in the most loose-fitting gown she could find, a heavy plum velvet with sheer, off-the-shoulder sleeves, provided by Leska, and a light cloak over that, though the layers were stifling. She greeted her guards, who stood waiting for her at the door to her chambers, and she went to find the king.

			Every slight noise made her jump. Garen would burst out of some corridor and try to stop her. A bored courtier would see her clothing and make an astute guess. She thought she saw, in the shadows, a flicker of movement, a whisper of fabric, and reached automatically for her pendant. The feel of the dull, lifeless metal sent a twinge through her, but after days of grieving it was no longer enough to leave her sick on the floor.

			Empty. She was empty now, and yet not. She put a hand to her belly.

			“Countess?” inquired one of her guards.

			“Nothing.” The hallway was empty, sunlit from a row of open windows. She could not allow fear to cripple her, and yet Rinka found herself so caught up in it that she almost missed the sounds of conversation from somewhere up ahead.

			She paused. There—a door, slightly ajar. The door to one of the studies lining the central courtyard.

			Two voices—one male, one female. Hushed. 

			Something about their whispers tugged at Rinka. She gestured for her guards to stay put and crept up on the door, pressed as close to the wall as she dared, and listened.

			One of the voices was Steffen Drachstelle’s. The other belonged to his wife.

			“I told him the truth,” Steffen said evenly. “That the citizens are restless, the mages even more so.”

			“And?” That was Rastia, impatient. “What else?”

			Steffen sighed. “Precisely what we agreed upon. That our lands border the faery country, that our people live in terror of the forests to the south. The faery villages crawl across the country, I told him, never in the same place from season to season. Why? The faeries hide their magic, and they do not let us see it. Why? Why would they do that if they had nothing to hide?”

			“Excellent,” said Rastia. “Why wouldn’t we take the simple protective precautions of separating ourselves from unpredictable creatures? Did you say that to him, as I instructed?”

			“Of course.”

			“And what was his reply?” Rastia let out a small laugh. “Surely he had no protests. How could he, after that?”

			“He agreed, after some convincing, that building a wall is only practical.”

			“And the Restoration? Did he agree to finance them as part of the royal army? The beasts could be building their own army for all we know. I hope you told him that.” Rastia’s voice was icy. “You didn’t lose your courage, did you?”

			“I did not, and how dare you believe otherwise,” said Steffen mildly. “He granted me the authority to oversee the Restoration’s integration into the royal army, and the finances to support them. He conceded that . . . cleansing . . . of certain faery lands near the border may be required, and soon. Everything will be kept secret, of course, for now. The naïve man.” Steffen sounded almost sympathetic. “The faeries here have clouded his mind, made him forget his responsibilities. He was foolish to summon them.”

			“We cannot blame him,” said Rastia gently. “Their magic is insidious, elusive. We couldn’t have expected him to defend himself on his own, especially not against her.”

			Her. Her.

			Rinka recoiled. They thought she was charming the king, forcing him to act under her influence. She put a hand to her belly. If only they knew.

			“You’ve a gentle heart, my darling,” murmured Steffen. He kissed her. There was silence in the room for a beat, then two.

			Then Rastia: “Did you suggest to him the idea of forcing a binding with the faeries? That would send a message no one could ignore—that no one, not even a faery, is more powerful than the crown.”

			“I didn’t present that idea yet. I didn’t want to push him too far, not all at once.”

			“He’ll have to act quickly. Once they learn of the wall, they’ll either fight or flee south.”

			“And we will catch them. The filthy drekks will keep no secrets from us. Not any longer.”

			“When will construction begin?” asked Rastia, equally soft.

			“Next month.”

			Rastia laughed. “I can hardly believe you convinced him. My clever husband.” Another kiss, longer. “You have saved us.”

			“We have saved everyone,” Steffen corrected. “Let us hope Alban’s convictions do not waver. He is too easy to convince.” 

			Rinka could listen no longer, and fled down the corridor. She flew down the stairs, her befuddled guards just behind her. Her vision was a haze of angry tears she couldn’t quite hold back.

			Drekks. An old, nasty mage curse that left Rinka feeling as dirty and worthless as the word implied. She stumbled at the bottom of the stairs, and brushed off the aid of her guards.

			Her fears, first felt weeks ago, had been realized. A wall at the border of the faery lands. A wall to keep the faeries out. The rise of the Restoration. And what after that? An invasion?

			Faeries, forced into servitude—not yet, but if the Drachstelles were to be believed, then it might not be far off. Perhaps Rinka would be one of the first. She imagined undergoing the ritual against her will, Alban standing before her, making the incisions with a cold smile.

			She gripped the wall, hard, and straightened. She was Rinka, daughter of Kaspar of the faery Council. 

			She would not allow her people to be treated like this—no matter whom she might be so unlucky to love.

			*    *    *

			Rinka burst into the throne room after fifteen minutes of searching—not the Great Room. Not his private study.

			Here. In the throne room. Staring pensively out at the city with his hands behind his back and his sleeves rolled up to his elbows, his high collar undone. Looking so much like himself that Rinka’s throat ached. She let out an unsteady breath she hadn’t meant to allow.

			He turned, surprised. Relieved—there, in that relaxation of his shoulders. It had been too many days without her, and Rinka saw it clearly on his face. He needed rest; his eyes were tired.

			“Leave us,” she ordered her guards. “Now.”

			“Rinka—” began the king, holding out his hands to her.

			“Now!” Even without the magic thrumming at her fingertips, her guards paused at the terrible quality of her voice, stepped back.

			Alban nodded, his eyes not leaving Rinka’s face. “She is safe with me.”

			“My king,” one of the guards protested, unsure.

			“Stand there if you must,” Rinka snapped, “if you really think I intend to hurt him.”

			After a moment, the guard who had spoken bowed, and the four of them turned and left.

			Rinka crossed the room to Alban, longing for the return of her magic, if only for a few moments, so she could feel a bit steadier. Instead of yelling at him as she had planned to, she found herself leaning hard against his chest. She allowed his arms around her; she allowed herself to breathe in his familiar scent.

			“How could you?” she whispered, mortified at her sudden hot tears but unable to stop them.

			“Rinka, tell me what’s wrong, I beg you—”

			“How could you?” She spat the words and stepped back from him. She was reeling, she was blind with disbelief. “A wall, Alban? A wall around the faery lands? Financing the Restoration, making them part of your army—that band of bloodthirsty savages. ‘Cleansing’ the faery lands with the approval of the king. We’ve been working for months now to prevent this kind of thing from happening, Alban, and you let him talk you into it!”

			Alban stared at her, horrified, and then something came together in his eyes. “Drachstelle.” He said the name like a curse.

			“I heard him and Rastia, not twenty minutes ago. They said they convinced you to build a wall, to finance the Restoration—”

			“He tried to convince me of these things, yes, and he failed. I listened to his entreaties—Oh, the faeries could be building a secret army. Oh, why shouldn’t we take practical measures to separate ourselves from them? Do you honestly think I’d agree to that?”

			She stared, taken aback at the ferocity of his expression. “Then why would he have said—?”

			“Because he didn’t want to disappoint Rastia? Because he is hungry for power and, I suspect, more than a little deranged? I’ve no idea, Rinka.” He took her hands, and Rinka let him, stunned at his passion, so different from the man she had met months ago. “As long as I draw breath, I will not allow these things to happen. I mean to root out such plots. I mean to create peace. Remember, darling?” He stroked her wrist. “I meant what I said to you, about building a bridge. Nothing has changed. It will be slow—it has been slow—and maybe . . .” He touched her face, wistful but resigned. “Maybe it will be different than we thought—the two of us, together. But I won’t stop trying, even without you at my side.”

			“They said . . .” Rinka paused, not wanting to say the words. “I heard them talk about binding us to you. The seven of us faeries. I heard them talk about forcing the ritual.”

			Alban looked ill. “Rinka, I would never do that. The mages enter the agreement of their own free will, knowing what it entails. To inflict that upon someone without their permission—that is an evil I will never permit, as long as I draw breath. Besides, odds are it wouldn’t even work. I’d be risking your lives as well as mine. Forced bindings are problematic for a reason.” He paused. “Although, it is a thought. What if we did—not now, but someday—invite seven faeries to bind with me? Seven faeries for Seven mages. Only those faeries who were in full consent. That would give faeries equal political footing with the mages, communicate to the kingdom that the relationship between faeries and the crown is one of trust and friendship.”

			It was a good thought—one, Rinka realized, she hadn’t even considered, too caught up in the suspicions of those around her. “That would be a grand gesture,” she agreed, “but getting the Seven and the queen, and your judges, to consent would be . . . challenging.”

			Alban smiled wryly. “Indeed. But, as I said—someday. I think it a worthy goal to work toward. Don’t you?”

			“Yes, but . . .” But I will not be here when you do. Miserably, she sank down onto the thrones’ dais. She needed to tell Alban her news, but couldn’t find the words to do so.

			“Rinka,” Alban said, sitting beside her. “You hear what I’m saying, don’t you? You believe me, that I would not have agreed to these things?”

			“Lord Drachstelle—”

			“He is a powerful man. He has powerful allies here in Erstadt and throughout the rest of the kingdom—and, yes, in the mage country.”

			“Allies who hate faeries,” Rinka said, her voice hollow. 

			Alban paused. “Yes. But they are not the whole of the kingdom, Rinka. Most people do not want war. Remember? That hasn’t changed. They may not understand faeries, but they don’t want war, and neither do I, and I swear to you”—he took her hands in his again, his voice low and urgent—“I will stop them. Let Steffen think he has convinced me. Let him lie to his wife, let him lie to everyone and sneak about in the shadows. He will not succeed. I will. I’m the king and they are not. I command an army, I approve construction, and they do not. Without my cooperation, Lord Drachstelle will have to sulk his way back home and build a wall around his own lands, and good riddance.”

			Rinka let out a burst of relieved laughter. Tears spilled down her cheeks. “He and Rastia can sit behind their wall plotting until they grow wrinkled and gray.”

			“Ugly and wrinkled and gray.”

			“We could send Lord Rohlmeyer with them,” Rinka suggested, striving for lightness.

			“Oh, if only that were possible. Our bond keeps him here, and I don’t know of a way to undo it.” Alban brushed away her tears, a soft smile on his face. “Rinka, I’m sorry you had to hear Steffen say those things. What you must have thought of me . . .”

			She put a finger to his lips, silencing him. “I don’t wish to think about it.” Then she smiled. “When you were speaking just now . . . you never looked more like a king.”

			He kissed her finger, and she shivered and traced his bottom lip, lightly. With that touch, the mood shifted and softened. Many questions still hovered in Rinka’s mind. She did not understand the Drachstelles’ conversation, and something about it stuck in her, troubling her, but she ignored these questions and focused instead on Alban’s face. 

			“What do you wish to think about?” he asked, low.

			Rinka told him with her eyes, desperate for comfort as their conversation lingered bitterly in the air, and Alban seemed to understand. He kissed her, softly at first, holding her as if he were afraid that pulling her too close would ruin this stolen moment. But Rinka craved him, now. Never mind discretion; never mind what she needed to tell him, that her mind screamed at her to stop. She needed to erase the Drachstelles’ conversation from her memory; she needed something to quiet her racing thoughts, to reassure her that Alban loved her, that the horrors she couldn’t stop imagining would never happen. So she tugged on his jacket and pulled him close, deepening the kiss.

			Alban responded at once, sliding his arms around her, drawing her closer. He moved lower, brushing his lips across her neck. Caution gave way to desperation, heat, need. Their breathing turned ragged, their hands impatient. Alban rose and tugged her to her feet, and together they stumbled to the throne. 

			This was senseless, foolish, but Rinka was past reason. Alban had slid his fingers into her hair; they tangled there, tugging lightly as he nipped her neck, her shoulder. Rinka let her hands drift down the buttons of his coat, fumbling with each closure. She needed this; she needed to silence the questions whispering in her head. Oh, weeks away from him, without his touch. Unthinkable, that she could ever have walked away from this.

			Alban whispered her name and pulled her down with him as he settled on the throne. For a moment, a fleeting thought—not here, are you mad?—but then Alban’s hands slid beneath her gown, and Rinka no longer cared. She knew only the touch of his hands, anchoring her against him; the taste of his kisses; the sound of his gasps, and the heat of her body responding to his.

			She knew only her love for him, and his for her, and the certainty that everything, somehow, would be all right. Even though soon she would tell him her news and then leave him, for who knew how long. Tears pricked her eyes and she held him to her. Lord Steffen Drachstelle would try to ruin their work—ruin their world—and he would fail.

			They were building a bridge too high and too mighty for even a dragon to fell—even if they had to begin at opposite ends of the world to do it.

			But then Alban stilled beneath her; his eyes snapped open to stare past her. He yanked down her skirts to cover her. 

			“Alban?” whispered Rinka, hazy with pleasure.

			“Oh, betrayal,” came a mild voice from behind them. “I am utterly shocked and dismayed. Cousin, take my hand, or I shall faint.”

			Rinka turned, terror sweeping through her in a sickening wave, to see Queen Liane, Lord and Lady Drachstelle, the Seven mages, and a mess of wide-eyed courtiers standing at the open throne room doors.
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			IN THAT FIRST MOMENT, too shocked for panic, Rinka noticed nothing but the inappropriately comical fact that half the observing courtiers had styled their hair into something like Rinka’s own—braids throughout, some bound into knots, others ornamented with baubles and pearls.

			They did not like her, but they appreciated her sense of style. Rinka almost felt like laughing.

			Then the queen said blithely to her guard, “Seize her,” and Rinka’s shock fell away.

			The Seven shifted to let the guard pass, and Lord Rohlmeyer, standing at their head, turned unblinking, rheumy gray eyes onto Rinka. His gaze fell to the pendant at her neck, and his right hand flexed against his white robes. Rinka’s skin prickled at the force of the cold power vibrating around him.

			But more frightening than that was the stony satisfaction on the faces of Lord and Lady Drachstelle. The thorn in Rinka’s mind, that niggling sense of confusion, let loose a sharp burst of pain. Pieces of understanding came to her:

			The door, ajar.

			The hushed voices—but not so hushed as to be misunderstood.

			The movement in the shadows—that flicker, that whisper of fabric.

			She had been followed. They had wanted her to overhear them.

			To find Alban—in the throne room, as they knew.

			To confront him, to be comforted in his arms—as they knew.

			And now, not to be found out, for that had happened long ago—but to be exposed in front of everyone. 

			There was no hiding it now, no pretending it away.

			Beneath the force of everyone’s stares, Rinka felt dread sink its teeth into her gut and bite down, hard.

			Maybe the Drachstelles, the queen, would use this moment not just as a revelation, as a way to exile Rinka and the other faeries, but as a weapon. A justification for punishment.

			For binding and servitude.

			Rastia smiled; she must have seen Rinka’s comprehension. She whispered something to her husband, placed her hand lovingly over the dragon on his heart.

			Rinka nearly lunged from the dais to throttle them herself.

			But Alban had already slid out from under her. Before Rinka could move, he had put himself before her and the approaching queen’s guard.

			“On what grounds, Liane?” His voice was dangerously calm.

			“Well, my darling, there’s using magic against the king, for one. Adultery, for two.” The queen threw him a hard smile. Rinka couldn’t tell if she was angry, or hurt, or simply glad to have bested him.“Come, you’ve had your fun, and there are too many witnesses here to keep this secret any longer. Let us do what must be done and put this nastiness behind us.” Her smile thinned. “I am a forgiving woman.”

			Rinka wanted to protest, to defend both her honor and Alban’s—the very idea of using magic to ensure Alban’s love was vile—but then, several thoughts slammed into her like physical blows:

			The queen doesn’t know I no longer possess magic.

			The queen doesn’t know I carry her husband’s child.

			The queen must never know—not about the child, not that Alban loves me.

			I must get away from here, to save both of us.

			I must—we must both of us—pretend.

			“Is this true, Rinka?”

			Alban’s voice was hoarse, full of misgiving. He stood, seeming adrift beside her, his coat hanging loose about him.

			“Have you charmed me?” he whispered, taking a step back.

			For a moment, Rinka stood, gaping. And then she understood.

			She saw the disgust twisting Alban’s face, how he recoiled from her. 

			How his eyes, locked on hers, were somehow still warm and pleading and urgent.

			Trust me. Looking into his eyes was almost like hearing his voice. I can save us. If not us, then at least you and me.

			Rinka felt suspended in mid-air, caught in the snare of her own horror. She hoped he was right.

			She stepped back from him, and it was agony. She forced haughtiness, boredom, onto her face and angled herself away.

			“And if I have?” she said, coldly, forcing out the words past a throat full of tears. “It was only for fun. I wanted to see what it was like,” she said, cutting her eyes to Liane, “to seduce a king.”

			The gawking courtiers became a sea of whispers. Even the queen blanched, to hear the words aloud.

			But Lord and Lady Drachstelle . . . Rinka could not be sure they were convinced. Their eyes were too sharp.

			Then came the sound of scuffling boots, a heavy shove of a body, and a young mage Rinka didn’t recognize pushed Garen into the throne room. The mage seemed a bit older than Leska, and wore the same muddy colors of an apprentice, though with a silver cord at his waist—the mark of those next in line for initiation to the Seven.

			“Garen!” Rinka cried, and tried to go to him, for his face was dark with bruises, and she could smell the acrid mage magic coating him—but the queen’s guard blocked her way.

			“Your Majesty,” the young mage said to the queen, his eyes glittering with triumph, “this faery has some information I think you’d like to hear. I caught him using magic against the apprentice Leska. He was trying to blackmail her, but I stopped him. Tell her, drekk.” When Garen didn’t respond, the young mage kicked him, hard. He seemed to take pleasure in the violence of it. “Tell her!”

			“Calm yourself, Drosselmeyer,” said Rohlmeyer, rubbing his thumb absently against the buckle of his belt. His gaze had never left Rinka’s pendant.

			Garen glared at the king with his one good eye, and then at Rinka. She thought she saw, through his anger, a great sadness, and something of an apology.

			“Countess Rinka,” he said thickly, “is with child.”

			The silence that flooded the room was unlike any silence Rinka had experienced before—rather than an absence of sound, it was its own presence. It seemed all sense of life had been sucked from the room.

			Alban was the first to move, stepping down from the dais and away from her. Rinka was left alone in front of the throne, flanked by guards. 

			“Countess,” said Alban, stunned, “is this true?”

			Strangely, Rinka did not cry, or even feel like it. She simply felt pummeled by the silence, and in too much pain to react. A great weight was pressing on her from all sides. Thinking quickly, she managed a smug smile, flattened the folds of her gown to emphasize the roundness of her belly. When she heard the shocked courtiers’ reactions, her smile grew.

			“See for yourself,” she said.

			“No,” breathed the queen. “That isn’t possible.” In that moment she seemed her age at last—a mere girl, unsure how to proceed—and Rinka felt sorry for her. Though not nearly as sorry as she felt for herself, or for Alban. He was struggling for composure, his jaw working.

			She could not watch him any longer, or she would lose hold of the moment. She had to stay strong, for herself, and for him. For their doomed child.

			No, not doomed. Not while Rinka drew breath. She hoped Alban would feel the same.

			“But who is the father?” Steffen asked quietly. Beside him, Rastia stood, silent and calculating.

			Rinka shrugged. “I’ve taken many lovers since arriving at court.” 

			A few courtiers made sounds of disapproval. Rinka did not look at Alban.

			“Well, there’s one way to find out,” said Rohlmeyer. “Defend yourself.”

			Then he withdrew something from the pocket at his belt—a stone, dark and heavy. He thrust it out at her, and an imprecise, sloppy wave of icy cold magic flew out from. The magic hit not only Rinka, but also three of the windows, cracking them; a stretch of floor, sending a cascade of tiles flying up into the air; one of the queen’s guard, leaving a charred gash across his torso. The force seemed to suck the air out of the room. Garen cried out.

			The blast caught Rinka across her temple, and she fell. She managed to catch herself on her hands and knees. The shock jarred her; stars burst across her vision, and her head swam. Her temple stung with frostbite. She put a hand to her belly and said a silent prayer.

			Even through her pain came the shocking realization: The mages are trying to copy our magic. Make weapons out of it, as Garen and the others are trying to do—but with stone rather than iron. Wood rather than metal.

			The implications made her stomach heave.

			“Rohlmeyer, you will stop at once,” spat Alban.

			Immediately, Rohlmeyer lowered his arm, though power still crackled white around the pendant in his hands, and his eyes were anything but repentant. “At least we know now,” he murmured, “the identity of the father.”

			Alban turned, ignoring him, to addressing everyone gathered. “No matter what has happened here, I will not have bloodshed or violence in my throne room, is that understood?”

			“Of course, my king,” intoned Rohlmeyer. Behind him, the young mage Drosselmeyer’s glare was mutinous.

			“Now,” said Alban, “to put things to rights.” He went to Liane, took her hands in his, drew her close and kissed her forehead. The young queen stood silent, her lips drawn tight. 

			“I have done wrong by my queen, and by my country,” Alban said, and though he spoke quietly, his words were clearly heard. The room held its breath. “I may have been charmed, I may have been misled, but I must still take responsibility for my actions, magic or no. And so must this . . . faery . . . no matter whose child she might carry.”

			Then Alban turned to Rinka, and though she knew—she hoped—that an understanding had passed between them, that this was all an act, she couldn’t help but flinch at the ugliness of his expression.

			“This criminal will be imprisoned, here in Wahlkraft, in one of the tower cells, until her child is born. At that time, the creature will become property of the Seven mages and my royal physicians. I suggest, Rohlmeyer, that you use this opportunity to learn as much as you can about whatever faery magic the creature may possess . . . by whatever means necessary.”

			Even Rohlmeyer seemed surprised, blinking several times. “Yes, my king.”

			“When they are finished with it . . .” Alban began. Then he paused, and Rinka, through her shock, saw his free hand clench and unclench, and clung to the sight with everything in her as evidence that Alban—her Alban—was still somewhere inside the monster saying these words. 

			“When they are finished with it,” he continued, his voice hard and full of anger, “the creature will be executed. As will its mother.”
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			RINKA WAS PUT into a cell in a low, wide tower on the western side of Wahlkraft. The room was windowless and cold, as though inside this space, winter had already begun.

			The first night, she sat immobile and did not sleep, or cry. She simply stared into the darkness. No one could see her, so it didn’t really matter, and yet she felt that if she moved, she would cry, and if she cried, she would be the most awful fool. She had brought this upon herself, hadn’t she?

			But the next morning, when her breakfast was shoved through the slot in the door, something changed. For the two seconds the slot was open, and torchlight illuminated the pan of cold gruel, everything came back to Rinka. She realized that her belongings had been seized, that she wore a threadbare, shapeless gown that had no doubt clothed other prisoners before her. She thought of Garen and the others, and what might be happening to them.

			She thought of Alban and the vicious words he’d thrown at her. How she had seen nothing of him since that day and was unsure she ever would again. How he had called their child a creature.

			She scooped up a handful of gruel, ate it, sat in silence for a moment or two, and then was promptly sick on the floor. 

			In the silence of her cell, she drew herself into a knot and lay down on the cold stone, her arms around her belly, and sobbed.

			*    *    *

			The days dragged on, and became weeks. Rinka understood the passage of time by counting her meals—breakfast, lunch, dinner. At first she thought it was generous of them, to provide her so much food. She doubted all prisoners received such treatment. Them—the Drachstelles, Queen Liane. Even Alban, forced to pretend. Perhaps forced to pretend. 

			Wasn’t he pretending? 

			The more time passed, the less Rinka could be sure of that. She began wondering if everything between them had been a dream.

			But then she realized—of course.

			The food wasn’t for her, no. Not really. None of her captors cared if she survived.

			But to keep the creature alive—that was the thing.

			Of course.

			She ate her dinner that day, and forcing it down was like swallowing sand, but she ate every speck of it. She licked the platter clean.

			She was Rinka, daughter of Kaspar of the faery Council.

			If they wanted to keep her baby alive, then they would. She would see it done, and maintain her own strength as best she could. It wouldn’t be long now, before they came to take her child from her. Most faery babies were born after six months, and somehow she thought this particular baby would arrive sooner than that.

			And when they did come, Rinka decided, she would make them wish they had killed her instead.

			*    *    *

			It was early November, if Rinka had counted correctly. Perhaps a bit later. It was becoming difficult to hold on to her sense of things.

			To keep from losing herself completely, she had begun to tell her daughter stories. She knew it would be a girl. She had come to know her child quite well by now, with no one else for company. Her movements and moods, her personality.

			Her daughter would be a warrior. She knew that, too.

			So she told her stories—of blessed Ebba, and the sea wind who had loved her. Of the faeries who had ventured beyond Cane, exploring the Whispering Sea. As the legend went, they had been swept off to another land across the great ocean, too far to be reached by natural means, and would someday return with power unimaginable.

			Rinka told her human and mage stories, too—of the rider and the pirate queen, the mason and the fiddler. Of lonely Mira and her vengeful winter.

			Of the young king who had dared to love a faery.

			*    *    *

			Then, one night, heavy and in pain, Rinka heard movement at the door.

			She stared blearily at it, waiting. It wasn’t time for a meal.

			And yet the door opened. There was a rustle of movement, a torch, a silhouette.

			“Rinka,” came a voice, and Rinka thought she must be hallucinating. It would not be the first time, here in this cell. Arms were helping her into a sitting position, gathering her against a warm, broad chest. Someone was kissing her forehead. Someone’s wet cheeks were against her own.

			She did not understand, and said so.

			“I’m sorry, darling,” the voice said again, ragged, and then the voice registered, and Rinka pulled back to see his face.

			He was crying; he desperately needed a shave. 

			He was here.

			“Alban?” she whispered.

			“I’m sorry I couldn’t come to you sooner,” he said. “They’ve been watching me, and your cell. I wanted to come to you, but I couldn’t risk defying the Drachstelles again. I couldn’t risk civil war.” He searched her face, brushed her sticky, unwashed hair back from her eyes. “Rinka, I never stopped loving you. I was trying to save you—”

			“I know.” She remembered the look that had passed between them, that awful day. Her need for him to understand. “I know what you did. Where . . . what happened to Garen and the others?”

			His hold on her tightened. “They were imprisoned, kept separated. I’ve kept the worst from happening to them, but the Drachstelles continue pushing for execution. We can’t trust any of them now, they say. First one faery bewitches the king, another blackmails a mage, and then what? More will follow. And Rohlmeyer agrees, of course . . .”

			Rinka tried to sit up, winced. “Execution? Alban, no—”

			“It’s all right. They’re fine. My guards are freeing them as we speak, escorting them north to the forest. They’ll be waiting for us there.” He kissed her head, pressed his cheek against hers. “I’m getting you out of here, tonight.”

			The shock of his presence was settling inside Rinka slowly. She realized anew her pain, her filthy clothes, her fear. She let out a gasping sob and seized Alban’s coat.

			He tucked her head beneath his and held her as she cried, whispering how he loved her. There were tears in his voice, and Rinka relished them. They reassured her that he was still her own.

			“How are we leaving?” she whispered.

			“Garen and the other faeries will be waiting in the forest, ready to leave. The rest of my guard will arrive soon, and escort us to meet them. No one will hurt us, and then you’ll be on your way home.”

			Home. It seemed a strange concept now. Rinka pressed her cheek to Alban’s chest, struggling to think. “But you said you would kill me, in front of everyone. That you would kill . . .”

			His hold on her tightened. “The Seven mages, and my physicians, will testify that the child died shortly after birth, and that you did as well. I will make them.”

			The words chilled her. “Who will believe that? And Rohlmeyer—”

			“Rohlmeyer knows nothing, and he won’t ever,” Alban said, his voice tight with hate. “I haven’t included him in this, nor any other mages who might think as he does. A few of the Seven are still loyal to me, and they have helped—and will continue to—as best they can. I trust them, and have forbidden them from saying anything to Rohlmeyer. And as for evidence, Leska is friends with a faery sympathizer in the Kingsmarch whose aunt recently died in childbirth. The baby too. She’s bringing their bodies back now and will help me disguise them. They’ll . . . they’ll look close enough.”

			Startled, Rinka said, “But Leska, they’ll—”

			“No one knows of her involvement—not even those among the Seven whom I trust—and they never will. Leska is in no danger.”

			Nevertheless, it was too gruesome, too risky. There were far too many ways in which this plan could fall apart. 

			“You cannot desecrate that poor woman’s body,” Rinka began.

			“Leska’s friend assures me that the woman would have wanted us to. She was an eccentric, and she was passionate about peace. And it is only a body now.” A pause, and then he said thickly, “Do not tell me I can’t do this thing, this one thing that can save you.”

			She could not stomach it. It was vile. She felt she might soon be sick. And yet . . . she put a hand on her belly.

			“We’ve made a mess of things,” she said at last.

			“We have. I wish I knew a better way to fix it.”

			Sounds came to her—two of Alban’s guards, waiting outside. Her fellow prisoners, crying out, mumbling.

			“How long until the rest of the guard arrives?” Rinka whispered.

			“An hour, perhaps,” Alban said, and laced his fingers with Rinka’s, across the swell of her belly. “Not long.”

			She closed her eyes and listened to the sound of his breathing, and together, in her cell’s dark corner, they waited. 

		

	
		
			15

			RINKA FELL INTO a light sleep and startled awake to find Alban lying beside her, her back against his front.

			“It’s all right, you fell asleep,” he whispered against her hair. “My guard should arrive any moment now. I’m here.” He kissed her temple. “I’m here.”

			Rinka settled back into the warmth of his embrace. If she closed her eyes, she could almost pretend they were in her bed, back in her chambers, windows open to the stars. Alban gently shifted their position so he could put his ear to Rinka’s belly, feeling their child kick. He laughed, looked up at her.

			“She’s moving,” he whispered.

			Rinka smiled to see the wonder on his face. “She? You think so?”

			“I don’t know, of course. But I think she might be.” 

			Despite everything, Rinka found herself beaming at him. She let her eyes fall closed again, focused on Alban’s hands beneath her, cradling her. She could almost, almost pretend . . . 

			Then a soft weight in the air, a slight scent of bitterness, drew their attention to the floor beside them, where a single envelope manifested out of nothing. 

			Alban reached for it, hissing as the magic coating it bit his fingers. Cold magic; mage magic.

			Rinka sat up, instantly alert, a pit of horror opening inside her.

			Alban opened the envelope, pulled out the paper inside, and went still.

			A dragon, stamped in red.

			Rinka stared at Alban, wordless and frozen, and then—from the hallway, from the stairs, came the sounds of swords clashing, men screaming, great weights being thrown against walls.

			Alban sat up. “My guard . . .”

			The other prisoners screamed, pounding against their locked doors.

			The doors, the walls—shaking. Somewhere deep below them—in the bowels of the castle itself?—something groaned, shifted, gave way.

			A pulsing, slithering wave of cold magic. Mages. Rinka thought she tasted a flavor in it—murky, colorless—that reminded her distinctly of Lord Rohlmeyer.

			“They’ve come for us,” she whispered.

			The paper began dissolving in Alban’s hand. He stared at the silver ash on his palm.

			“They were waiting until you came for me. They knew you would. It was only a matter of time, and somehow they knew, and—” Rinka shook him. “Alban, they’ve come.”

			He reached for her, helped her rise. Shielding her with his body, he hurried with her out the door of her cell, and turned left—up the climbing stairs. The guards at the door had run toward the sounds of fighting below, and had not returned. Mage magic snaked up the stairs and nipped at Rinka’s heels. 

			“There’s a window, up there,” Alban instructed, pointing ahead of them to the next landing. “We can get out that way, climb onto the roof.”

			Rinka reached the window and froze, looking out. The window was narrow, the height tremendous.

			No sooner had Alban slammed the landing door shut behind them than crude fists of mage magic smashed into it. The door splintered, buckling.

			Alban put Rinka behind him, shoved her toward the window. “Rinka, go. Hurry.”

			She stared out the window; the world swayed. “I can’t.”

			“I’ll turn the mages around. I’ll order them to stop. They have to listen to me. They’ll have no choice. It’ll give you some time.”

			Rinka was not convinced. If that were the case, why were his mages breaking down the door? She wondered, with a thrill of terror, if hate could overpower even the blood magic of their binding. 

			Ottmeyer, flinging himself out his tower . . .

			Alban had moved closer to the door, shouting something. Commands to stop, to obey him. He was their king.

			“Go, Rinka,” he hissed.

			“They’re not listening to you.” And then a great sadness burst in her heart, because she saw his expression and what he meant to do.

			No.

			Not now, not after everything.

			She grabbed Alban’s arm and pulled him with her toward the window. “Come with me. We can both go. We’ll head for Geschtohl with Garen and the others. My father will—”

			Alban was frantic, watching the cracking doors. “There’s no time, Rinka,” he said, and when she opened her mouth to protest, he silenced her with a kiss—his hands in her hair, his lips bruising hers. When he let her go, grief twisted his face, and Rinka sobbed, reaching for him, but he pushed her toward the window.

			“Go. Darling, go!” 

			But she couldn’t; she wouldn’t. She held her belly, frightened and reeling. She couldn’t possibly. The landing was coming apart, the stone ceiling raining dust. Mage magic flickered through the air like cruel tongues, seeking her. 

			Alban. Alban. She shook her head; she found his hand, brought it to her lips. 

			“No, Alban,” she choked out. “No, please.”

			Then, with a tremendous crash of wood and a rush of magic, they were inside—Rohlmeyer, the other mages of the Seven; the Queen’s Guard.

			And the Drachstelles, dark and triumphant in the torchlight. Steffen gave a sweeping bow and intoned, “Long live the king.”

			But Alban had already stepped before Rinka, shielding her. 

			“Stop this madness at once,” he commanded, and three of the mages paused. They lowered their hands, they collapsed to the ground as if in horrible pain. The room stilled; the torchlight blazed high, and then dimmed.

			Rohlmeyer, though—Rohlmeyer would not stop. He took step after impossible step, each one a battle. Blood trickled from his nose in silver rivulets—from his eyes, from the corner of his mouth.

			“Lord Rohlmeyer, stop,” said Alban, putting out his hand. “I order you to stop.” 

			A wave of authority emanated from Alban, its origins far below them in the earth itself. Rinka felt the force of his connection to Cane as though it were a chain stretching from his heart to the kingdom’s, deep underground.

			But Rohlmeyer would not stop. He began to scream, screams to tear the world in two, and still he did not stop. He flung his fist at the king, held out his dark stone. Magic surged out from it, imprecise, ragged, and Rinka pulled Alban back by his collar. The magic grazed Alban’s arm, so cold it set Rinka’s nose burning. Then he turned before Rinka could protest, and pushed her toward the window, and out.

			Momentum forced her on. She cried out, slid onto the sloping white roof, found purchase on the gutter and steadied her footing. There was a storm, and the stone was slick. By the time she heard the sounds of struggle from inside—men fighting, magic slamming into stone—she had already scrambled to safety, to the elevated walkway bordering the western courtyard. Gargoyles, spewing rainwater, leered at her as she continued across the rooftops, but she did not falter until she heard Alban scream in pain—scream her name—and then fall abruptly silent.

			She nearly fell, rain and tears making a mess of her vision, but she did not stop running—across walkways and down gutters, cutting through courtyards and the stable yard. She held her useless pendant to her like a treasure, and she ran, even though something was following her now—mages.

			Arrows began flying after her, mage magic cutting into her skin like lightning. She made the mistake of turning, and an arrow pierced her side. Mage magic sliced off the skin of her scarred thigh like paper, leaving frostbite behind. She ran, and she did not stop—until, stumbling through the forest behind the castle, slipping on the slick grasses, she ran straight into Garen, waiting for her.

			He caught her in one arm. Rinka saw the other five appointed faeries behind him—cloaked for travel, bruised, emaciated, huddling frightened in the storm. 

			“Garen,” she sobbed, weak with pain. “It’s Alban, they’ve—” She couldn’t say the words.

			Garen’s eyes widened. A realization seemed to cross his face—the gravity of what had happened, and what would happen next.

			Then he said, “Rinka, I’m sorry,” and she even thought he meant it.

			She watched in dull astonishment as Garen used his other arm—the one bearing his bretzhenner band—to thrust his palm into the air and then draw it back while closing his fingers, all in one brutal movement.

			A wave of scorching magic blasted back into Rinka’s face. There was a rippling of soft, uneven light, and Garen stepped through it, bringing her with him. The others followed, and they emerged on the other side of the lights in a quieter part of the forest.

			Rinka looked feebly behind her to see the lights of Wahlkraft—now farther away. They must have stepped through a Door. She understood now. Of course, talented Garen could have managed to open a Door.

			“It’s all right.” Garen stroked her soaked head, his voice harsh with anger. “They won’t find you. We’ll keep going, and they’ll never find you. We’ll find a healer.”

			But Rinka was fading; she was drenched with rainwater and blood, and couldn’t keep her eyes open. Then she felt a sharp pain in her belly, and another not long after. She cried out and sagged against Garen, and he lowered her, frantic, to the forest floor. He pressed a hand to her head, urged her to rise, but Rinka couldn’t. She knew nothing but these increasing waves of pain.

			“Oh, blessed Ebba, help us,” she heard one of the other faeries say. “The child is coming.”

			Rinka could have laughed. Obviously, her child would want to come at such a moment. Her unique child, her warrior daughter. Rinka longed for the steadying presence of Leska. She hoped they had not hurt her.

			“Save her,” she heard herself whispering. She found Garen’s hand and held it to her face. “Garen. Save her.” She put her other hand to her belly. Would her daughter be pale as a faery, or dark as Alban? Would she believe in destiny? Would she grow up in a world at war?

			“Save her,” Rinka gasped, and the last thing she knew was Garen’s voice at her ear, apologizing, telling her that he loved her. He loved her, still and always.

			He would save her child, and he would love her just the same.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			FELAZITA WAS ASLEEP when they arrived, but she awoke soon enough from the commotion.

			Garen, and five of the other appointed faeries, returned home after a wild, desperate flight from Erstadt—a flight through an impressive series of Doors. A difficult, ancient bit of magic, but then, Garen had always been talented in that way.

			Garen—road-weary, heartsick, newly gaunt, blood-streaked. Reeking with the lingering touch of mage magic. A burn on his cheeks, cracked and frozen as if frostbitten.

			Garen, with a screaming infant in his arms.

			By the time Felazita pushed her way through the throngs of whispering faeries to her mother’s side at the Council seats, she had caught enough of the story to understand, and to feel ill with grief.

			The king was dead. He had fallen in love with Rinka, Garen said, and now he was dead. The family with the dragon on their crest had murdered him and taken over the capital, and Rinka . . . Rinka was dead, too. The child was hers, and the king’s. Their daughter. A half-breed. A little two-blooded royal, whom the dragon family would no doubt do anything to kill, if they ever found out she was still alive.

			Felazita felt a sudden, passionate fascination for the child, as she heard its screams, as she climbed atop the Council table and saw Garen holding it close to his chest. 

			Felazita glanced at her mother, who stood at the head of the table, glaring at the crying infant like it was a bug she wished to stomp out of existence. The other Council members seemed equally disgusted—except for poor Kaspar, who had shut himself into his rooms. The crowds were growing hysterical—shouting their opinions and clamoring to be heard. 

			Kill it! The traitorous blood of humans runs in her veins!

			Save it—it’s only a child!

			Save the child—she could be of use to us. Think of it: a two-blood, a half-breed.

			Think of what she could be.

			Felazita watched her mother’s face as she spoke with the other Council members, and finally Felazita could bear the tension no longer. She rushed to her mother’s side.

			“Mother, please, let her live,” she said, tugging on her mother’s gown.

			Her mother considered her, as did the others. It seemed Felazita had spoken more loudly than she had thought, and the crowds began to silence, seeing that she had the attention of the entire Council. Only Rinka’s baby continued to make a fuss.

			Felazita felt suddenly shy, embarrassed. She was only a child, after all. What did she know? This two-blooded baby could be dangerous.

			But then, hadn’t Rinka always told her to listen to the bend in her heart that sometimes directed her down surprising paths?

			The humans call that destiny, Rinka had told her, hugging her close. They think our paths are written in the stars. All we have to do is find them.

			A pretty idea, even if stars reminded Felazita of mages, who had most certainly given Garen that nasty burn on his cheek. Felazita held the memory of Rinka close to her, and said to her mother, “We should save her because she is Rinka’s, and Rinka was one of ours.”

			In the silence following Felazita’s words, something seemed to change. The air took on the bittersweet pangs of memory, and Felazita’s throat twisted, tight and hot. If she closed her eyes, she could almost hear Rinka’s voice. She could almost pretend it was Rinka beside her, holding her own child, instead of Garen.

			And that, it seemed, was all it took—the crowds subsided, though Felazita, even young as she was, could see the lingering distrust and hate on many faces. Even when the decision was announced, after hours of Council deliberation during which Felazita had fallen asleep under the table, that the child would live, and be raised as a normal faery child—even then, Felazita knew the battle for Rinka’s daughter had only just begun.

			Later, in Garen’s rooms, Felazita held the baby, cooed at her nonsensically, kissed her soft, wrinkled forehead with as much love as she could muster. This child would need it, in the years to come.

			Felazita glanced up at her brother, who stood at his desk, staring at nothing. She wished she could comfort him but didn’t know what else to say. She worried he might never smile again.

			Then an idea came to her. “Garen?”

			He turned, his face a wreck of sadness—and something darker, something that frightened Felazita and made her wish her brother was not a bretzhenner but something harmless like an artisan, or a clockmaker.

			She worried the bretzhenner’s life would simply make him angrier. For that was it, stewing beneath his sadness—anger. Garen was furious at the people who had killed Rinka. And Garen was not one to forget.

			But Felazita tried not to think about that and what it would mean—especially for the child in her arms—and instead said brightly, “I’ve thought of a name for her. Do you think I could name her? I don’t trust you not to name her something horrid and fusty.”

			The barest smile, on Garen’s haggard face. “I don’t see why not. I think Rinka would like that.”

			Felazita beamed at him, and then returned her attention to the child, who stared up at her with unsettlingly blue eyes. Even by faery standards, they were piercing, and Felazita felt a swell of love.

			“Anise,” Felazita whispered, tucking the blanket more closely around the child. The word dropped from her tongue like the beginning of a dance. “I’d like to name her Anise.”
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