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      "This could be a wonderful opportunity for your—family," the Lord of the Wheat and Wine finished abruptly. The room had gone silent. The eyes of humans and faeries alike were trained on my face. Hoping I'd make a great spectacle of withering about—the next act in the show they'd likely been watching all day. High overhead in the golden rafters of the room's grand ceiling, I had no doubt that even the rest of the riffraff were holding their breath, betting on my body and not my answer. Wagering in apples and eggs, and not in the coin they would never have.

      The lord knew of my family, all right. He knew why I was here to pay the tithe, instead of my father or brother. He knew that offering to reduce the tithe had sent me running his way.

      Just like I knew it was all a trick. The Fae hadn't cut a decent deal since they'd come to this world three years before. They'd stolen our land and livelihoods, and for what? Magic we could not wield and a war we'd already lost. 

      But this was where I drew the line. I'd starve, happily so, and I'd never in my life been so pleased to think those words. This time, every syllable was laced with red-hot rage and not the icy ache of fear.

      And yet, it wasn't so easy for me to let them starve. If it had been, I'd have done it and likely been on the other side of the continent by now—they, who were no doubt willing to sell me body and soul for a few pigs. My father was a wretched man, a ruined man, and so was his son. But my sister, she was a child in so many ways, and my baby brother...

      "Take a fortnight"—the lord dangled it over my head—"we’ll just put a stay on your offering until then."

      As if I had a choice, really, in any of it. As if I'd offer any more up if there was another way.

      The lord's wife, Lady Neenania, stared down at me from her throne, only a mite smaller than the lord's, both made of swirling gold vines that were somehow delicate and imposing. Her eyes were like great pits, held beneath razor-wire eyelashes. She was beautiful, with long waves of scarlet hair.  In the cruel way of the Fae, I was inconsequential, and thus had never once held her gaze. It was worrisome and wicked, but I had no reference. It could very well always be like that, or perhaps something had shifted. Maybe she was angry that some girl, some mortal girl, could steal what she had no doubt been bred for.

      Lord Ryeland clapped two hands, greenish light erupted in the stark noon light of autumn, and it was so. A reprieve, it seemed, as if my kin weren't at this very moment dreaming of the things we'd eaten in the old world. I didn't need weeks for them to line their bellies with bacon, ribs, and fat. They'd be doing so the second they heard.

      No, I doubted a day would pass before that occurred. There were people here who would tell them, though, they despised us so. Just to gossip, just to hold it over us like they did everything else. There would be no keeping this from them. I wanted to curse this creature, merciful as he claimed to be. I'd have loved to spit at him. But I'd be restrained and beaten down. So I did what I always had: lowered my head enough to avoid having it removed from my shoulders for my attitude, and took my leave in a surge of sighs and stares.

      The gentry Fae set to either side of the lord and lady would still bet on my answer, but they'd do it somewhere they didn't have to pretend to behave. I'd bet I didn't know half of what I was getting into either way.

      It was a lovely second summer day, warm enough, but the humidity had all but bowed to the coolness of the breeze. It wouldn’t be much longer until the winter set in for good, and with winter came fear and hunger. With hunger came anger and rage. It was no different.

      The streets weren’t empty on tithe days—there was a line to get in. Near that, carts sold sweets and seared meats for a bit of bronze. The smell made my mouth water, however, it knew that was a well of wasted effort.

      Away from the city center, the world was quiet. The leaves spoke to one another of the changing seasons, as some broke into their own little dance. Everything was gold and bronze, and I hated the sight of it. I hated everything, and I had hated everything long before this day. The day that would finally ruin me. Wreck me. For today was an enemy I couldn't fight, and not only because I didn’t understand it. I feared enough of what I did understand.

      The High King of Fae was throwing a revel.

      Such pageantry would typically not concern the likes of me. Not the daughter of a drunken pauper—the human sort. The smart human sort, at any rate. A Fae Ball could last for a night or a lifetime, and Lord Ryeland said this one would take a full year. One that would no doubt pass in the blink of an eye.

      An entire year of my life, and, apparently, it wasn't worth very much.

      The offer had been a riot of rage from start to end. It built and built, until my fingers itched to reach for the bow in its place on my back and strangle myself with my own string. I'd have liked nothing more than to put an arrow through my own lord's eye—but I'd have been dead before my fingertips grazed the ratty feathers sprouting from the top of my quiver.

      I was no good with a bow, but that was not the way to kill a Fae, anyway. Perhaps I should return to the tithe and take a few shots. Sure, I'd be dead, but then I wouldn't have to enter that ridiculous contest.

      Thinking of it made my rage prick at me again—all over—but I couldn't stop the thoughts from erupting inside my mind. 

      The new Fae King was young, incredibly young, and not by immortal standards—any standards. I doubted the bastard was a full year older than I, and a bastard he was—he was also the last of his line, and heirless. There were not many days where an attempt was not made on his life or crown. Many believed as Lord Ryeland did, that it was only a matter of time before someone got lucky, and the light of the new king would be snuffed out.

      “Although he is powerful,” Ryeland had added, as if that was a selling point of the whole thing.

      It wasn't.

      Of course, if someone wanted my blood, my first instinct would not be to throw a party. It would never be to throw a party. Once upon a time, my instincts would have made me fight, but these days, they were only good for running. I thought of that as I left the city and the road behind. The forest was quiet in its metallic salute. It had been weeks since I'd seen anything more than jackrabbits, but bunny stew was better than empty bellies, and they were still so fat from the summer that they were decent targets, even for me.

      Arrow notched, I crept sure-footed across the damp and decaying autumn carpet. Some people liked swords, some daggers, or knives, but as far as weapons were concerned, I believed stealth to be the superior blade and trained in it extensively. As any weapon that was an extension of one's self, it didn’t fail me, and it never had.

      There was a rustling in the leaves upwind. I held my breath just to ensure the sound wasn't the dust in my lungs, but whatever was making the noise was large—and loud.

      It was, sadly, also inedible.

      "Oh," said a voice, its owner tumbling through the bushes in the haste of a drunk.

      "Copper." I sighed, returning the shabby arrow to its home on my threadbare back.

      There was no use—my idiot brother had likely scared off all the game from here to the Capital City. The High Seat of the Fae King himself. A city that rested in the clouds if rumors were to be believed.

       "I have just heard the most ridiculous story, my dear sister, and for once—for once it involves you. I almost can't believe it, and of course, I had to start home straightaway."

      Copper hadn't been home, and I'd seen no one else on the path. They didn't know, my family didn't know there was a deal at all—that we could keep the bacon. That we could keep everything, except for me and what remained of my dignity.

      I eyed my brother then, wondering if the best way was to knock him on his ass or his head. His red hair, a half-shade lighter than my own, was plastered to his head with sweat and something else that reeked. He had a smudge on his cheek that ran from chin to eye and made it seem that he'd narrowly avoided a left hook.

      Years ago, Copper could have bested me every day. He was older, stronger, faster, male. He and Father had made a pair, but now they were only a pair of drunks.

      If you'd told me I'd ever long for those days when I was the tagalong , the “never good enough,” the sister...

      But there was no point in any of that now.

      "Jewels, you have got to hear this tale! It's so much better than any of the one's Goatee Gile's usually tells. To start with, it didn't make any sense!"

      Copper was propping himself up against one thin maple tree, and I was wondering if it would be best to simply run for it. Was it too much to hope he'd think he'd imagined the whole thing? The story at least, and my being here. I'd take just the first in a pinch—it wasn’t as though it would have been the first time I'd left the inebriated brother to fend for himself—and if I had it my way, there would be a lot more of that.

      Still, I knew better than anyone not to bet on my luck. I wished Lord Ryeland wasn't so obsessed with the idea of doing just that.

      Copper laughed and stroked the tree like he would a lover. Roughly, dumbly, he had no coin for a concubine, and the town folk knew better than to let their daughters near him.

      "Freeman told Eeric, who told Gile..." Copper began, counting the men down on his fingers.

      With that many unreliable sources, this had to be good. If it wasn't about me, it might have actually been worth hearing for the sheer comedic merit of it.

      "That Lord Ryeland offered you half a mint and farm of meat to go with him to The High King's Revel. Youuuuuuu." He pointed at me as if I somehow misunderstood that part.

      I supposed I underestimated the ability of the undesirables to keep a story straight. They'd gotten the bare bones of it—the shiny new silver part. It lacked all the horror, the true-life destroying bits, and I wasn't about to enlighten him. Not here. The fear wouldn't touch him—it never would—but the fear touched me, shook me, consumed me.

      What was worse was, I wasn't sure what to fear more. You were bound to make bad choices when all you had were bad choices.

      "As usual," I said coolly, "bar talk can be considered lacking."

      Let him make of that whatever he wanted. I tossed my hair, like I'd seen Gisel do a thousand times, but didn't turn back to see if my brother recognized it was all for show. To see if he noticed the twitch in my fingers as the fear of the unknown lingered and settled there.

      I found the road quickly—there was a faster path in the forest—but if I took it, Copper could trail me out. So far, he hadn't come crashing after me, and I doubted he'd find the shortcut in his current state.

      He'd be well behind me if I had any luck, and I shivered as the wind blew, and not because I knew I had none at all.
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      Before the Fae, there had been a real house in a real place. Now there was a simple shack with a shoddy barn in a land of make-believe. The only real things here were the cobwebs and the hordes of family skeletons. Closets full of them.

      No one was outside for once, a testament to the changing seasons. Our family was too large, and our home too small. In the summer, you couldn't discern where one person's sweat ended, and your own began, but in the winter, we'd all sit huddled around the cookstove, the only source of heat. We had no hearth and had to take turns chopping wood into the tiniest of sticks, with the oldest of axes so as to not freeze to death.

      My life was little better than before the fairy tale story. Sad and grim, but that didn't mean I was looking for a prince to help me escape it—or a king, I thought, chewing at my tongue, as if the idea was as bitter as I was. All our training had led me to this. Nothing.

      My sister was absent or silent—my first indication something was wrong. Gisel was an otherworldly beauty and a notorious loudmouth. We knew better than to let her out of our sight. Even little Lewis at five was clever enough to keep her in check. Not that it was hard. Everything Gisel did and said was big, and, somehow, I was the only one it bothered, although it rarely ever did. It was just how sisters were, my mother used to say, before we lost her at the same moment we lost it all.

      It turned out loss became a habit, just like everything else.

      The dirt floor in front of the door was worn down into a deep dark rivet. Leaves had gathered there, and I dislodged them with one worn boot. I had the latchstring in my damp hand, but I couldn't make myself go in. Animal sounds from the pigpens downwind informed me that some of the beasts, at least, were still alive. Though my father was in the kitchen, thundering around and humming a tune I couldn't place. The cookstove lid rattled, and I walked in without thinking.

      Worried, always worried. That was my life, and I liked to think I was used to it.

      His back was to me as he stirred the stew I'd hastily made before running to the tithe hall. It was meatless and thin, but it made my stomach growl just the same. When you were poor, sometimes a pleasant smell was the only sauce you had.

      "You're home," my father said. "I wasn't sure you'd come back."

      Slap. I tossed my bag and bow on the chair I’d bumped my hip into, and only wasted a moment dreaming of slamming it into his face.

      I swallowed down the retort that bubbled up with raw fear in my chest. It seemed he knew, somehow, or maybe only knew half-truths like my brother. No one else who’d been in the hall could have gotten here before I did, none who’d seen, and yet, Copper had known. He'd heard rumors before there had been rumors to spread—that meant...

      "You did this." My words were as bland as the stew on the stove. I should have known before. I should have seen.

      But I knew what they would want from us—from me, or I could guess, but I was going to make him tell me. I was going to make my father say those horrible words out loud.

      It was dangerous at the palace of the Fae King. According to rumors, no mortals dared reside in the Capitol City in the clouds. There were monsters on other lands, and likely a fair few in this one that thought the new king too young and inexperienced, too weak to rule them all. It hadn't occurred to me before now that it might be hard to find women who would be willing to go. The peace prevented the Fae from taking humans as slaves. It prohibited them from compelling humans into offering up their bodies and souls, but it didn't stop them from everything, and sometimes gold would be enough.

      Not for me, though—never for me. I'd starve if I had to. I'd come close enough in the past. I still held my head high and believed there were worse things that could kill me. I used to look them in the eye, but if I did this, I may never be able to look anyone in the eye again.

      Father sloshed some soup into a rough wooden bowl and slid it my way without looking at me. He hardly ever did these days. It was Gisel he always chose to gaze upon. Gisel, who looked so much like our mother. Not I, with my fiery-red hair and matching personality—no, there was too much of him in me to spare a glance my way and feel like anything but a failure.

      "And where did you think I would go?" I took up a bent spoon, not knowing what he'd do when I refused, unsure of when I'd see food again.

      It had been quite a while since Father had been aware enough to parent his children. Even longer since I was the one to be punished. Once upon a time, I'd been a good girl, a proud daughter, but if I passed that girl on the street now, neither of us would recognize the other. It was over, just like the rest of my life.

      "I thought you might stay with Lord Ryeland," Father said, as though he wasn't the biggest Fae-hating bastard in the province.

      I dropped my bowl. Even food had lost its ability to sway me. It was good practice, for when I told my father to fuck right off.

      "Why would I do that?" I questioned, my voice deadly, calm.

      If my drunk old man suggested I go for a ride on a mythical unicorn, it would be less shocking than him suggesting I do anything with the Fae Lord, who demanded a share of our meager food when he had everything, and we had nearly nothing at all. I'd heard him say far fewer wild beguilements under the drink. I had no doubt, I'd hear him say a dozen other awful and odd things just this month—but Father staring at me clear-eyed now, wondering what I was so worked up about was the worst thing that had happened to me recently—and that was saying something.

      "Well, Jewels," he began, but stopped at the glare I directed toward him at the sound of my nickname he hadn't used in years.

      "These things just take time to prepare for, that's all." He shrugged, making it seem as though it were obvious, redirecting as though I were the problem.

      "What things?" I shouted, my voice rising higher. No father could suggest what I thought he was implying. Regardless of the payout, he swore under his breath like he once did while unsheathing his blade, but the only enemy here was me. He was turning my character into the villain of this story.

      I'd seen that expression before, and nothing good had ever come from it.

      "This could be good for you, Jewel. Why must you fight it, like you do everything else? You could have had your pick of the boys in town, but you refused, and now another opportunity has arisen, one that could be very...profitable."

      I tried not to think of Sam, but it was inevitable. I might have been able to tempt a few of the town boys into liking me if I wanted, and I didn't, but I knew from experience that it didn't mean their family would ever approve, and without that, it was better to have never happened at all.

      "You think being shipped off to become a plaything of the Fae King is a profitable opportunity?" Because it seemed like a fast way to ruin me. His, mine, the whole damn world's—because so help me, if I was forced into this, I was going to burn the entire continent to the ground.

      "It won't be that way, Jewels," my father said softly, but he avoided staring at me so fiercely. I knew even he didn't believe it.

      "It won't be like that?" I snapped back, tossing my almost-untouched meal into the bin for washing later. How could it be anything but? I would be that bowl if he were to have his way. Unused, but still touched—dirty, wasted, and unclean.

      "He's just searching for a wife, Jewel. There will be a lot of other girls in attendance, likely some who want to be—it doesn't have to be you," Father said around another bite of stew.

      It was hard to decipher which part of what he said was the most horrifying. The idea that most, if not all of us, would be forced into a fate we did not want, the notion that a wife was what the king wanted—honestly—or the underlying current of the entire thing. That he thought I couldn't tempt the Fae King, and that he dared sound sad about it.

      "He's just looking for a broodmare," I corrected because that's all this was. A party and a scene, to choose the prettiest prize piglet—because that's all we were to them, the whole lot—wrapped in some kind of noble-sounding contest to appease the foolish mortals. Children born to High Fae were hard to come by. Fae females could live for a thousand years, and if they were of the lucky few, they'd perhaps produce one or two offspring. However, the young king had no heir and needed to provide them quickly, and as their blood was dominant, someone had cooked up this entire affair for the benefit of everyone. Well, everyone but whomever the king ultimately decided upon.

      Every Fae Lord from each province in Allea had to offer up one girl—one mortal girl, or maybe a lesser Fae (who bred faster) as their offering to the king. Over the course of a year, he'd narrow down the thirteen of them to one. Just one, to take as his bride. One year for the Fae was nothing, but for us, it seemed a lot to ask. It was hard to say what would be worse: to be cast aside, or to be the chosen one. I knew which I'd prefer, and at first, I thought if I must, then the best course of action wouldn’t be to try or even to sabotage.

      Only it would be difficult pretending to have the attributes the Fae King wasn't looking for. I could act like the most despicable human being on the planet, but the brute could very well be into that, and likely would. I could act like an absolute idiot and would undoubtedly seem to be one to him regardless, but he may prefer someone without brains to form their own opinion. That could make it easier, right? One could argue that you'd have to be brainless to wind up in this sort of competition—brainless, or desperate—like us. But what if he didn't want a mindless, horrible person, and instead, wanted someone solely the opposite?

      Wasn't there anyone else in this province who wanted to snare the king, and if not, what did it mean?

      That mess of conflicting thoughts had occupied quite a bit of my walk home before I realized what would happen if I were awful or tried to purposely throw the contest. No, the wrench in the whole plan wasn't me, or even what the king wanted. No, the problem was my family.

      Because the Fae lords wanted their women to win. They were betting on them, and there was some sort of prize to be had. I wasn't sure what the reward could be to tempt those who already had so much. Knowing my luck, it was likely just bragging rights for the next hundred years, but I had no doubt that any transgressions on my behalf would only lead to retribution.

      Why couldn't they see that?

      Copper and my father could use a good heavy hand, but Gisel and Lewis? How could I be so far from them and behave in such a way that would bring unknown peril to my doorstep? I couldn't, but I'd wager if I had any coin for it at all, that even if I performed flawlessly, failing to win, or at least, putting on a good show could earn nothing but trouble.

      Whatever game my father thought he was playing with Lord Ryeland, he damn well didn't know all the rules. But that was his folly, because he knew almost better than anyone, that Fae never played fair. I knew when things went south, and I knew that they would, exactly where the fault should lie.

      Not with the monster—you would expect the same dog to bite who’d bitten you before—but at my father's feet.

      I assumed he could live with that. He’d already lived with much worse.
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      "You're inside your head, I see," my father said, but his words couldn't pull me out entirely. I didn't want them to. I'd have gladly died there if it had been a choice.

      There had to be another way, an angle I hadn't considered. Another option that would be my escape... one that wouldn't result in my family's ruin.

      As if it could be ruined again. As if we'd ever tried to build it up from the ashes of all that was left. Ideas hovered at the edge of my thoughts, but none would come to the forefront, even as I reached for them. 

      It was finally the loss of focus that removed me from my stupor. From behind a patched sheet, Lewis came wandering out of the boys’ room then. He had one hand dragging his ratty gray rag of a blanket, the other a fist he kept rubbing across one sleepy blue eye. His blond curls were a mess of storm clouds on top of his little head. He was too big for naps, but it was easier for the rest of us if he still took them. Five was almost old enough for school, but he would always be the baby. The dull ache in my middle flared with a pang, knowing we couldn't scrape up the offering to send him. Not unless something changed. Not unless...

      Copper came thundering through the door, Gisel right behind him. She hadn't been with him in town or the woods. I knew that much. Gisel had dried grass stuck in her blonde hair as though it had grown there, died there, too. In her arms, there was a gray-striped tabby cat, and she appeared so at ease, I almost asked her to leave, just so I didn't have to spoil it. There was no doubt she was a moment from becoming something of a weapon against me. Go back to the barn, I wanted to shout. It would have been for both of our sakes.

      Gisel inspired that protective streak in all of us—even when Father was at his worst, he somehow seemed to spare her the harshness of it. Something welled up inside me, something very near jealousy, but it was absurd. I wasn't jealous, I told myself, but regardless of the many times I wrapped it around the back of my tongue, I couldn't make it stick. 

      The little cat streaked away before I'd even realized she'd set it down. Too bad chasing after it wasn't an option.

      "Jewels, is it true? Are you really going to the Capitol City?" Gisel sighed, wistful, and a bit wanton.

      If I possessed an ounce of self-preservation where my family was concerned, I'd offer her up in my place. She was prettier and pliable. She perhaps wouldn't even hate it. I'd hate it for her, though, and that was worse than despising it for myself. Of course, my idiot brother had run his mouth again. It made me wonder how many other people he’d told. Sweat gathered along my brow, still thinking about the gossip I was likely the subject of. There would be no stopping it anytime soon. 

      I glared at Copper as he beat the mud from his boots inside the house. We might have lived in something only a little better than a pigpen, but the girls were the only ones who cared enough to keep the sty clean. Gisel would likely lose that war if, in the end, I had to go. What a mess I'd come home to if I ever returned at all. 

      There were laws in place to give us the illusion of safety. The king was the law, and as much as I hated myself for it, I was afraid. I'd fought battles before, lost them, too, but I'd always been able to live, if what I was doing were considered “living” at all.

      "That's not a good look," Gisel said. "Aren't you excited?"

      I gulped down the hot air by the stove, but it didn't seem to be enough. My head swam with uncertainty. I didn't know what to tell her as she stared up at me expectantly. I didn't even know where to begin. 

      "Your sister," my father began for me, propped against the counter, arms heavy, a cross upon his chest, "is thinking of rejecting our lord's offer."

      It was almost too easy to remember him, how he used to be, when he gazed at me like this. Back when no one was his lord, or mine, either. I couldn't believe he was capable of being both solemn and sad, as he wiggled his hooks into my only sister. Regardless of how she annoyed me so, she was the only one I had.

      Gisel gasped, as though I suggested I'd wear my muddy work boots to a ball and pulled me into our shared room. There was no door, but she flung back the sheet behind her, as if it could slam just the same. It was the one space in the entire house that could always be considered clean, even by less-than-heathen standards, but it was also nearly bare. There was a rickety double bed with a metal frame. It screamed like a banshee when it was so much as touched. Topped with a thin coverlet, the bed had once been a vibrant red that had faded to a rather unhappy pink. Across the small space was a row of pegs that displayed our sad wardrobe. I could only guess none of it would be welcomed at the capitol. The highlight of the room was a small square window, framed by a set of frayed curtains Gisel had cut from an old beige sheet. She made them prettier by stitching a line of small red flowers on the bottom of each one. She had dyed the thread with pokeberries just last summer, but the color had already begun to fade from them by the sun. There was no glass in our windows, but the rough shutters were thrown open, and the curtains happily caught the fall breeze. 

      "Explain," Gisel whispered, shoving me onto the edge of the bed, swiftly climbing on behind me. 

      I would have loved to, of course, yet, I had no idea how to tell her anything that was making a mess of my mind. Gisel likely thought the whole thing very romantic. I thought of it as nothing more than a stock auction. My sister was old enough to remember how our lives had been before, but she chose not to. I didn't know if it was some sort of defense mechanism, but I envied her that. I wished I could turn it off. I wished I weren't always comparing every detail to how I longed for it to be.

      "Is this about Sam?" Gisel questioned, causing the bed to squeal in protest again as she flung herself across both of our lumpy pillows.

      I shook my head. Sam was the Smith's son. He crafted incredible blades, and there was a time when he made my heart sing in ways I never thought possible. To my shock and delight, he seemed to feel similarly about me. Only when his mother had found us in their orchard together this past spring, she'd rather quickly acquired him another bride. Someone worthy. Anyone but me was preferred. We hadn't been doing anything, but she'd known, in the way mothers did, the way our hearts ached to be together. Nothing I had ever lasted.

      "Is it someone else?" Gisel's words were as thin as her face.

      Through my lashes, short and light as they were, I glared at her.

      "Okay," she relented. "Then why fight it?" 

      She shrugged at that like she did every time I asked her to hang the wash on the line. It was as if she'd struck a flint stone, and rage blazed within me again: hot and new. I felt my fingers curl into fists. If anyone but my sweet little sister had been saying those words, I'd likely have thrown a punch. 

      "I know." Shadows slid across her lovely face. She knew. Gisel knew everything I was too afraid to say aloud. Once upon a time, words had power over me, and to this day, I still feared them. Now it was wicked thoughts and endless concern that liked to cut me up. Ideas and anxiety wanted to mix in my gut.

      And just like that, my rage dissipated like a snuffed-out flame. Filled with ash and soot, it was hard to breathe. It was hard to think.

      "I know, Jewel, but things aren't like that anymore—they can't be."

      Gisel didn't force me to relive those things, and I swallowed the soot on my tongue, grateful. 

      I knew my voice would have shaken if I spoke, so I did my best to steady it with a bit of a joke. 

      "It's just," I began, doing my best to appear somber, "I couldn't stand the heartache." I tossed my hand across my forehead in mock-anguish until my sister reached for it.

      Gisel sucked her teeth, eyes narrowing into slits, clearly knowing I was up to something. 

      "The Fae King would likely only stick around long enough to produce an heir. Then he'd conceivably just produce an endless stream of mistresses."

      We both laughed, and if she noticed how hollow my own was, she said nothing of it. 

      "That is likely the sad truth," Gisel admitted. "But then, would it be so dreadful if he chose you?"

      I recoiled from her outstretched hands. I'd have fared far better if she'd slapped me.

      Her eyes gleamed wickedly as though she had. "If you knew he wouldn't love you, and if you knew you could never love him..." 

      That last part was certain. There were things about my past, things about my family that made a romance between myself and Fae—any Fae—not even just the king—an impossibility. That had to be another secret, because if they knew—no, I wouldn't think of it. Some thoughts were too dark, even for me.

      "Then why not, Jewels? Do you want to live like this forever? You're always hungry. You're always worried. So, no good could come from it, there's no good for us. Period. And, at least there, you'd be free of fear and well-fed."

      To her credit, those words had hurt her to say. It would be one thing to be free of worry for only me, but I was never the problem, and a union like that would add to my burdens in other ways.

      "Oh, Gisel, don't you see? There would still be worries. There would still be fear. Then the only difference would be the wrappings."
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