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      This collection contains an alarming amount of writing connected to the Tremontane novels. For one, it has four short stories and almost every bonus scene I’ve written relating to The Crown of Tremontane series and the Saga of Willow North. It contains what is almost a full novel that runs parallel to Rider of the Crown, told from King Jeffrey’s point of view. Additionally, it contains the full text of the novella/story collection Exile of the Crown and two previously published short stories, “Long Live the Queen” (originally in Servant of the Crown) and “Night Be My Guardian” (originally in Agent of the Crown).

      When I put it all together in one place, I couldn’t believe how much material I had. I’ve been writing about Tremontane for many years, and it was the bedtime story I told myself for decades before that. Many of the bonus scenes were written to help me understand the characters and events from a different point of view, usually that of the hero. Some of them represent different directions I tried to take the story in (and failed). But all of them are a window on the process behind creating one of my most beloved series.

      Though Exile of the Crown is available as an e-book, it’s too short for me to publish it in print. It appears here both so readers can appreciate it in chronological order, and so I can get it in a bound edition.

      This entire book is organized chronologically, with headers indicating which novel a given section appears in as well as year and sometimes season in which the scene occurs.

      Why only “almost” every scene? There is one rather lengthy excerpt from Guardian of the Crown in which I took the novel in the wrong direction for about 8,000 words. While it’s interesting for its content, in practice it’s very dull writing, and it bored me. So I chose not to inflict it on my readers. There are also a couple of alternate scenes I remember writing that I couldn’t find in my files. But most of it is here.

      The appendix is a collection of information about the world of Tremontane. It’s available on my website, but I thought it fit here as well. Additionally, here is the chronology of the series, for reference if anyone wants to alternate reading the books with reading this bonus material:

      699 Year of the Binding (Y.B.): The Willow North Saga

      (Pretender to the Crown, Guardian of the Crown, Champion of the Crown)

      903 Y.B. Servant of the Crown

      928 Y.B. Rider of the Crown

      952 Y.B. Agent of the Crown

      963 Y.B. Voyager of the Crown

      I hope readers will find these scenes and stories interesting and enjoyable.

      

      —Melissa McShane
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        (Guardian of the Crown, Summer 699 Y.B.)

      

      

      I often write versions of certain scenes in my books from someone else’s point of view, usually the hero’s. This one struck me as an important one to see from Kerish’s point of view, mainly because his perspective and understanding of his own actions are much different from Willow’s. This story from his POV also helped me revise some earlier scenes in Guardian of the Crown, making him a stronger romantic hero to fit Willow’s own strength.

      

      The moonlight streaked the ceiling overhead, filtering through the gauzy drapes surrounding the bed. The room was in shades of charcoal and black, all color leached from the furnishings as if it had drained away. Distantly, Kerish could hear the sounds of two birds cooing to each other, as good as an alarm for keeping him awake: tu-hoo, tu-hoo, and then the second would chime in with tu-whit, tu-whit. He wished he could find the birds and strangle them.

      They weren’t what was keeping him awake.

      For so many months, all the time they’d been together, it had been his greatest fear: that she’d go out one night and just never return. That she’d disappear and he’d never find out what happened to her. And now it had come true.

      Nearby, Felix snuffled in his sleep and rolled over. Thank heaven he’d finally fallen asleep. It had broken Kerish’s heart to watch the boy struggle so hard not to cry when Kerish had come to put him to bed instead of Willow. He’d told Felix a comforting story, but it hadn’t been very convincing; why under heaven would Willow spend the night in the Tremontanan enclave without sending word? Felix knew Kerish’s fear as well as he did himself, and when Kerish suggested offhandedly that he spend the night in Felix’s room, “just like old times,” he’d accepted the offer so eagerly it had made Kerish furious with Willow for doing that to the boy.

      He wasn’t going to get any sleep that night. Kerish sighed and got up, went to the window and looked out over the grounds. Surely she would return soon. She wouldn’t abandon Felix. Unless she didn’t have a choice.

      Kerish found his dressing gown and shrugged it on over his bare shoulders, then quietly left Felix sleeping and went down the stairs, past the bodyguards and through the corridors to the front door. More guards stood there; they ignored him as he went out into the grounds. It was cool now, a wonderful contrast to the heat of the day, and the air smelled of night flowers. Kerish walked to the front gate, ignoring the guards who became more alert at his approach. They’d better be alert, after two attempts on Felix’s life, though granted they’d only been at fault in one of those. Even so, it was pointless keeping guards who didn’t do their duty.

      The pavement in front of the Residence was still warm, and it felt good, if rough, against his bare feet. He took several steps along the road before coming to his senses. Umberan was enormous; there was no way he could find her, even if he’d been as good a thief—

      He closed his eyes. She was a good thief, she’d never been caught, but that was only true so long as her luck didn’t run out. She’d nearly been caught the night they’d met, would have been caught if Kerish hadn’t thought quickly. He’d never forgotten that moment, their bodies pressed together, her warm lips on his, and he’d fallen in love with her even before he knew her name.

      He turned around and went back to the Residence. Damn her for caring more about midnighting than she had about him. They’d be married now if not for her stubborn insistence on being independent. There was nothing wrong with him serving an Ascendant, it was what his magic was for. If it weren’t for Felix’s sake, he wouldn’t give a damn about where she was right now, since she was doing what she cared so much about.

      He went into the grounds again, barely noticing the cool tickle of grass against his feet. Whatever Willow did was nothing to him. That was all in the past. She could be a thief if she wanted, and he didn’t care what happened—

      He came to a flowering azalea, its buds half-closed in the darkness, its rich scent filling the air, and stopped. They’d been at the scholia one day, he and Willow and Felix, looking at Gianesh’s animals, and Felix had broken off a flower from one of the azalea bushes and given it to Willow. She’d worn it in her hair all the rest of the day, carrying the scent with her, her bright eyes and merry smile making his heart ache with joy.

      Kerish sat down beside the bush and hugged his knees, swallowing hard against the lump in his throat. It was all a lie. His heart still belonged to her, even after everything they’d said to each other. He loved Willow, and not knowing where she was terrified him with his imaginings. He loved her.

      He sat, staring at the dark leaves and lighter blooms, until his back and bottom hurt. Then he got slowly to his feet and found his way back to Felix’s room in the darkness, lay down on the spare bed, and tried desperately to think of something other than Willow being beaten, losing her hand, trapped in a cell with the worst criminals Umberan had… It took him hours to fall asleep.

      He woke an hour after sunrise with a headache and a stiffness in all his joints, like an old man after a day’s hard labor. Felix was gone, but the smell of breakfast hung in the air, rousing his appetite if not his spirits. He went down to the kitchen hoping someone would feed him. Willow had always—he swallowed again. If she’d returned, someone would have told him.

      The kitchen still smelled of hot flatbread and sweet jams and pungent soft cheeses, mixed with the tang of undiluted pomegranate juice that made him salivate. Derona, the chief cook, smiled at him when he appeared. “Come scrounging again, you young imp?”

      “Nobody brought me breakfast,” Kerish said, trying to sound wheedling instead of whining.

      “You know where the cheese is. Don’t come trying to get around me, I’ve work to do.” Derona pretended to scowl at him, but he only grinned at her sourness; she’d been cook and then chief cook for the Serjians longer than he’d been alive. He helped himself to a wax-coated round and a couple of hot flatbreads, then dragged a tall stool over to one of the counters and began assembling his breakfast. This and a cup of khaveh would do nicely.

      Someone knocked on the outer door, and a glance from Derona sent one of the under-servants scuttling to answer it. Kerish watched, idly kicking one leg of the stool, then sat up in surprise, because the man who followed the servant into the kitchen wore the green tunic of one of Umberan’s city guards. His dark hair was greased and parted in the center, and he looked about himself curiously, as if he’d never seen a kitchen before.

      His eyes passed over Kerish, who was dressed as plainly as any of the servants, and lighted on Derona, who was the oldest and therefore presumably the senior of the staff present. “I’ve news for the Serjian vojenta,” he said.

      Derona looked at Kerish, who slid off his stool. “What news?” Not Willow, please don’t let it be about Willow.

      “It’s for her ladyship to hear first.” The man sneered at Kerish, who thought about punching him in his smug face, but controlled the urge. Instead, he gestured for the guard to follow him.

      He wasn’t sure where his mother would be at this hour, though he doubted she was still abed, so he took the guard first to the harem’s meeting chamber. Catrela was there, still in her dressing gown; she was a late riser. Kerish was a little surprised to find her there, already writing notes of invitation to other harems. She looked up at their entrance and asked a question with her thin, expressive eyebrows. “This…man…has news for Mother,” Kerish said, and was satisfied at the jolt of surprise and, then, fear that went through the guard. It overrode his dread for a few seconds.

      Catrela went to the bell-rope and gave it a good tug. “Janida is preparing to pay visits,” she said to the guard. “I hope for your sake the news is good.”

      The guard paled, and Kerish’s stomach sank further. It had to be about Willow. He realized his fist was opening and closing without his control and made himself stop, turned away and sat on one of the sofas. She’d been caught stealing and had been arrested. She’d been caught stealing and killed trying to escape. She’d been caught stealing and the person involved blamed Serjian. So many possibilities, and how the hell was he going to explain it to Felix?

      He looked up at the sound of footsteps in time to see Mother enter the chamber, settling her gold cuffs on her wrists the way she did when she was annoyed. “Yes?” she said, focusing immediately on the guard. Behind her, Alondra appeared, fully dressed as if ready to accompany Janida.

      The guard cleared his throat nervously. “Sovi Janida,” he said, “I come with bad news. News of the death of…of Serjian Amberesh.”

      Catrela gasped. Then she collapsed, folded in on herself to kneel on the floor. Alondra rushed to her side, supporting her, but she made no other noise, just stared at the guard wide-eyed. Janida said, “You have proof? A body?”

      “Yes, sovi, we took care to be certain of his identity before notifying you. We have the murderer in custody.”

      “Amberesh was banished, but we will demand private justice,” Janida said. “The killer will be released to us.”

      “Who did this?” Catrela exclaimed. “Who killed my son?”

      “A stranger to Umberan. A Tremontanan woman. We don’t know why she did it, but she knew who he was. Kept saying something about the Serjian Principality when she was captured.”

      Cold horror crept over Kerish, and a dread certainty. “A blonde woman? Short blonde hair, about so tall?”

      “Yes. How did you—”

      Kerish grabbed the man and slung him up against the wall, his arm across the guard’s throat. “When did this happen?”

      “Yesterday, around noon,” the guard choked out. Kerish barely noticed his struggles. Red haze filled his vision.

      “Did she ask you to send word to us?”

      “I don’t—”

      “Did she?”

      “I don’t know!” The man’s face was turning red, and he scrabbled at Kerish’s arm, clearly afraid to strike a son of a principality. “She was guilty. She still had the knife on her. She—she’s in the cells awaiting the verdict.”

      “It took you all day to send to us? She’s been in that cell for nearly twenty-four hours—”

      “Let him go, Kerish,” Mother said, her voice a sharp warning. Kerish cursed and released the guard. All night in a prison cell—he’d already imagined it, but knowing it was true made it so much worse. And killing Amberesh. It had to be self-defense; there was no reason for her to go out of her way to kill anyone, let alone Amberesh.

      “I have to go to her, Mother,” he said. “You know this was a mistake.”

      “A mistake!” Catrela shrieked. “Willow North killed my son and you call it a mistake?”

      “Enough,” Mother roared. “Kerish, go with him to the cells and have her released and returned here. I will arrange for Amberesh’s body to be brought to the Residence. Catrela—” She closed her eyes and let out a long breath. “You will have to tell Salveri. Alondra, go with her. Tell him what we know. The time for grieving is later. Now we must defend this principality.”

      Alondra helped Catrela stand, then embraced her tightly. Kerish took the guard by the shoulder and spun him around. “Outside,” he said.

      It took all his self-control not to beat the man senseless. The guard moved slowly, hesitantly, as if he was afraid Kerish might attack him again, which seemed a likely possibility. Kerish took him to the courtyard and arranged for a carriage to take them to the cells. The man sat on the very edge of the satin-padded seat, keeping as little of himself in contact with the seat as possible. Kerish gripped the seat and felt the pearls dig into the flesh of his palm. It felt good, real, something he could control. “If you’ve hurt her, I will make every one of you suffer,” he said.

      “She’s just in the cells,” the guard said. “It’s not my fault.”

      “I don’t care whose fault it is. She’d better be unharmed.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The ride to the cells took far too long, and Kerish’s nerves were keyed up to the point that, when they finally arrived, he almost ran to the stairs descending to the cells ahead of the guard. The dark, windowless room stank of sweat and burning torches. To either side, manacled prisoners sat on benches and stared at the floor, overseen by guards with long knives. Against the far wall stood a tall bench that was battered with time and use. Another guard sat there, writing something in a ledger. “Where’s the woman who killed Serjian Amberesh?” Kerish shouted.

      The man at the desk looked up. “Don’t shout at me, boy,” he growled. “Who the hell are you?”

      Kerish crossed the room until he stood facing the man. Even sitting on his tall stool, he was shorter than Kerish. “My name is Serjian Kerish,” he said, “and I demand the release of that woman to our private justice. And if she’s harmed at all, I’m going to take it out of your hide.”

      “How dare you threaten me?”

      Kerish leaned closer. “Did I just hear you challenge me?”

      “I—” The man blinked at Kerish. “She’s a prisoner. Sir.”

      “Who killed Serjian Amberesh in self-defense. Which in no way makes her a criminal.”

      “You don’t know that.” But the guard’s expression of certainty wavered.

      “I do know that. Amberesh was my fuoreno and a total bastard. If Willow killed him, it was in self-defense. And I think you know that.”

      “She confessed to the killing. She’s lucky she wasn’t just executed—”

      “No, you’re lucky she wasn’t just executed, because if she had been, I’d have seen every one of your lives forfeit. Now, bring her here. And pray she’s uninjured.”

      The man slid off his stool and motioned at one of the guards standing near an interior door, who disappeared through it. “She was injured in the fight,” he said. “That’s not our fault.”

      Kerish had another moment of red-tinged rage. “Injured, and you still blamed her for his murder?”

      The man had the good sense to say nothing.

      Kerish paced a tight circle in front of the desk. If they hadn’t taken so damn long to send word—injured, the man had said, but how badly injured? Wounded, and confined in those cells; he’d never seen them, but they couldn’t be pleasant. He caught himself opening and closing his fist and made himself stop again. It would be all right. She was safe now, and everything else could be dealt with as it came.

      The door opened, and Kerish looked up quickly. The guard pushed the door open, and gave his companion a little shove. Kerish caught his breath. Willow.

      Sweet heaven, she looked terrible. Her blonde hair was dark and matted with sweat, her shirt was bloody and filthy and missing a sleeve, and she was limping heavily. Her hands were manacled in front of her—iron, it had to be killing her to be so close to so much iron. “Those aren’t necessary,” he said, and was surprised at how furious his voice sounded. He wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and carry her away to where they couldn’t hurt her anymore.

      The guard who’d brought her out of the cells unlocked the manacles, and Willow rubbed her wrists gingerly, as if they burned. She looked around, her eyes lighting on him, and his heart broke to see the dullness there, as if she’d spent the night wakeful and exhausted. He wasn’t totally sure she recognized him. “Willow,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      “My things,” she said, her voice raspy. “They took my bag, my…everything I had.”

      “Bring her her possessions,” Kerish told the chief guard.

      The man shrugged. “Prisoners have no possessions.”

      Kerish grabbed the man and slung him hard against the wall, making him cry out in pain. “Who do you think you’re dealing with?” he shouted. “This woman is under Serjian protection! You’ve locked her in a cell with untreated injuries sustained while fighting for her life and you’re going to try for petty theft? Get her things. Now. Or I’ll cut you open and see how far Serjian privilege will take me.”

      The man was purple, gasping for breath. “Her things—” he managed, and one of the guards left the room at a near-run. Kerish released the man with an oath and turned away, catching Willow’s eye as he did so. She looked so confused, so at a loss, it made his heart hurt more.

      Finally the guard returned with a couple of familiar pouches and Willow’s knives. “Is that everything?” Kerish said. Willow nodded. She held the little pile as if she wasn’t sure what to do with it. Kerish held the door for her, then steered her up the steps to the street where the carriage waited. Willow’s limping gait slowed them both, and when they reached the carriage, Kerish had to take her things so she could step into the carriage, using both hands to steady herself. He dropped everything on the floor and gave the driver directions.

      “Are we going to the Residence?” she said, her voice as dull as her eyes.

      “We’re going to the scholia for healing,” he said.

      Willow nodded and fell silent. Kerish couldn’t bear to look at her. He wanted so badly to comfort her, to hold her close and reassure himself that she was still alive, but she looked to be in pain still from whatever wound had soaked her shirt with blood. And she didn’t want his comfort, anyway. She’d made that clear five years before.

      He had to help her down from the carriage when they reached the scholia, then hovered at her elbow as she made her halting way inside the building where the healers worked. A man and a woman looked up when they entered. “This woman has been wounded and needs healing,” Kerish said. “We can pay whatever’s required.”

      The woman said, “Is she Tremontanan? We don’t speak her language.”

      “You don’t have to speak her language to heal her, do you?”

      “It’s just easier if we can communicate with the patient. But it doesn’t matter.” The man came forward and took Willow’s elbow, guiding her through a door.

      Kerish took a seat on one of the many low, brightly-colored sofas and waited, elbows on knees, head bowed. He felt as if he’d passed a milestone. Willow freed, and now healed, and then…at some point they’d have to face the fact that she’d killed Amberesh. In a sense, it didn’t matter that she’d killed him in self-defense; she was still a guest of the Serjian Principality and had killed one of its own, even if he’d been banished at the time. How under heaven had they even encountered one another? And why would Amberesh have attacked Willow at all? Things for Mother to ask her, when they returned home.

      He heard someone enter the room. The male healer said, with some amusement, “She had no trouble communicating the fact that I wasn’t acceptable. Tremontanans and their weird modesty taboos.”

      “I’ll take care of her,” the woman said, and the room was silent again. Kerish found he was smiling. That was Willow, all right. The day she’d gone to the Review—the sight of her in traditional garb—it wasn’t as revealing as all that, but she’d made it look exotic, as if she really were just a breath away from revealing her nakedness. He remembered touching her, how her skin felt like satin, and made himself focus instead on how she’d looked when she left the cells. He wanted nothing more than to protect her from all of that, and it was irrational, but he felt guilty for not having done so.

      “You’re the responsible party?” the man said.

      “Yes, I—” He felt inside his belt pouch and realized he hadn’t brought any money. Well, it wasn’t as if he’d needed it at the cells. “Wait a minute.”

      He went to the carriage and found Willow’s belt pouch. He’d have to pay her back later. The man accepted the many, many coins and went back to his seat behind the desk. Kerish sat down again and prepared to wait.

      He fell into a reverie alternating between rage at Amberesh for putting her in that position and pain at seeing her suffer, and didn’t know how long he waited there, but eventually he heard movement, and looked up to see Willow there. She was wearing a yellow healer’s smock and black cotton trousers, and looked so much better it was all he could do to keep from sweeping her into his arms. Her hair was still matted with sweat, and there was a trace of blood he didn’t think was hers across her jawline, but she moved more easily, and that was all that mattered.

      In the carriage, sitting across from her again, Kerish said, “I had to use your money to pay. I didn’t bring enough.”

      “It’s my healing. I think that’s fair,” Willow said.

      Her voice still sounded distant, as if they weren’t within arm’s reach of each other. Kerish’s jaw tightened. There was so much he wanted to say to her that time and anger had made impossible. He wanted to ask her what had happened that she’d killed Amberesh, but that was his mother’s responsibility, not his. He looked off into the distance at the receding prison, squat and ugly as no Eskandelic buildings ever were. She was free, she was healed, but with Amberesh dead, the ordeal wasn’t over yet.

      He heard Willow shift on the satin-covered seat. “I’m sorry,” she said, still in that empty, colorless voice.

      He focused on her, startled. “Sorry for what?”

      “For everything. For killing Amberesh.” Willow drew in a ragged breath. “I swear I didn’t mean to, Kerish, but he would have killed—I know you’re angry with me—”

      “What? Willow, I’m not angry with you.”

      “You certainly look like you are.”

      Kerish took in her anguished expression, the tears welling up in her eyes, the tremor in her voice, and felt as if he’d been punched. Without another thought, he sat beside her and took her in his arms. She buried her face in his chest, shaking. She thought he was angry with her. Once more, longing and sorrow surged within him. He stroked her hair, willing her to feel his love for her in his touch.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “You looked so angry,” she murmured into his shirt.

      He remembered how close he’d come to attacking the guards. It hadn’t occurred to him to think how that must have looked to her. “Of course I was angry. I was furious. It took them the whole damn day to bother sending word to us that you’d been arrested. Amberesh dead, you gone missing, and when we found out you’d actually told them to tell someone—”

      He thought, again, of her spending a terrible night in the awful cells, and his arms tightened around her. “The guard didn’t come until just after breakfast. He’s lucky Mother was there, because I’m sure he was just a poor grunt who didn’t deserve what I intended to do to him. His boss wasn’t so lucky.”

      Willow shifted, but didn’t move away from his embrace. “Thank you for coming for me.”

      For a moment, it was as if those years disappeared, and they were two people in love again. All his caution and fear vanished. “As if anything could have stopped me,” he blurted out. “Oh, Willow. Khaladesi. Forgive my slowness. I came the instant I knew where you were.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Willow murmured. “I killed Amberesh. You should hate me.”

      “Never.” Her eyes, those beautiful blue eyes, still glimmered with a trace of tears, and he couldn’t help himself—he kissed her forehead, lightly, and a shudder of desire ran through him. “Whatever you did was in self-defense, I’m sure of it,” he told her. “I know he was my fuoreno, and that ought to mean something, but he was a total bastard. If I had to choose between you, I would pick you every time. Willow, if he’d killed you…” The thought of Amberesh standing over Willow’s body made him shudder again, this time with suppressed fear and fury.

      “He almost did,” Willow said. “I was lucky.”

      Kerish’s arms tightened around her. She was looking in his direction, but her eyes were unfocused, as if she were seeing something he couldn’t. Then, to his surprise, she put her arms around his waist and rested her head on his shoulder. She’d been wounded, she’d been through an experience he could only imagine, and maybe all this was was a natural desire for comfort. Maybe it meant nothing. But his heart wouldn’t believe it.

      He stroked her hair again, so gently, and decided to risk everything. “After last night—after this morning—I realized you still hold my heart in your hands. I love you. I have never stopped loving you. Just…let me hold you, please, if only for a little while.”

      She shifted her position. “I love you,” she whispered. “Kerish, I love you.”

      He drew in a quick, startled breath. It was so much what he wanted to hear that he thought at first he’d imagined it. His fingers stroked her hair again, twining themselves in her short locks, and she let out a sigh he remembered so well he knew this was no dream.

      Gently, he kissed the top of her head. “I hoped,” he said. “Sometimes, the way you looked at me…it was as if all those years had never happened. But then we would argue, or say the wrong thing, and I was sure we had no chance.”

      “I felt the same. But I wanted so badly…I never stopped loving you, either. I tried to forget—did forget, for a long time—but there was always a part of me that knew the truth.” She raised her head to look at him. “I don’t know how I was able to lie to myself so well.”

      He’d lied to himself, too. “There hasn’t been a single day since we parted that I haven’t thought of you. I was angry with you for so long, and then I was angry with myself, but I couldn’t have felt that way if I didn’t love you more than my own life.” His hand trailed down to caress her neck. Her skin still felt like satin, warm and smooth.

      Willow’s lips trembled as if she were once again suppressing tears. “I’m sorry I wasn’t willing to change. I was afraid—I didn’t know what I wanted—”

      Kerish laid a finger over her mouth, stilling her speech. “I don’t care about any of that now. I just don’t want to be without you any longer. Even if it’s only until the end of Conclave or until the end of this drive, I’m yours.” Saying the words made his heart beat faster. She might still change her mind. She might still think this was impossible. But the way she looked… Hope once again rose up within him.

      Willow’s lips parted in surprise. “Even if nothing’s changed?”

      He couldn’t help it; he smiled at her astonishment. “Don’t you think it has? We chose our own paths once, and I’ve been miserable without you for five years. I think it’s time for a different choice.” He drew back to look at her more fully. “I know I can’t go back to being a dowser, so maybe it means nothing when I say I’d give it up for you, but the truth is I would give up Devisery to have you. And I wouldn’t regret it for one moment.”

      Her blue eyes went wide. “Kerish,” she said. Then she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him.

      He pulled her close and returned her kiss, feeling the years fall away until he was once more in that cold bedroom, his lips on hers for the first time, losing his heart to her all over again. She still smelled faintly of what he guessed was the prison, but he didn’t care because he was kissing the woman he loved and he wanted it to go on forever.

      Reluctantly, she drew back from him. “I must smell terrible,” she said with an awkward laugh.

      He kissed her forehead. “I can’t tell.”

      “You can so. You’re just being polite.”

      That made him smile and run his thumb over her cheek, wiping away tears. “If you think I only kissed you out of politeness,” he said, drawing her close again, “it’s been far too long since you’ve been kissed.”

      “Five years,” she said. “There’s never been anyone else.”

      That made him want to kiss her again. “No one ever came close to holding my heart the way you do, either,” he said. “I suppose I’ve always been more attracted to midnighters than noblewomen.”

      Her smile disappeared. “I’m giving it up,” she said. “No more midnighting, I swear it. I couldn’t stop thinking of you while I was in there, that it was your worst nightmare—”

      “My worst nightmare was last night, when you didn’t come home,” Kerish said grimly. “It was what I always feared, that you’d disappear and I’d never find out what happened to you. Seeing you come out of the jail looking like that was maybe third or fourth on the list.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You were right. I don’t have to be a thief to survive. I should never have put what mattered to you second. And I wish to heaven I’d realized that five years ago.”

      Kerish drew her close once more. “I think, five years ago, you weren’t the sort of person who could realize it, any more than I could see beyond the needs of my magic. You’re sure you’re not going to end up resenting me for it?”

      “No. Never. I love you too much.”

      “I love hearing you say those words,” Kerish said, and kissed her again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Willow: Alternate ending to the Willow North Saga

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Champion of the Crown, Winter 699 Y.B.)

      

      

      This scene is the reason I don’t write out of order. I wrote this ending on a day I was balked on Guardian of the Crown, and I liked the emotional weight of it. But the further I wrote into the series, the less relevant this became. I was able to salvage a few lines from it, but otherwise, it’s now completely irrelevant.

      In this version, I’d planned for Willow and Kerish not to reconcile until the end of the third book. Hah. I have never had two characters more determined to be together than they were. Just another way in which this version was irrelevant.

      

      The heavy gold satin of the gown dragged at the hem. Her maids assured her that was the way it was supposed to fit, though they looked uncomfortable when she asked if it was also supposed to be loose in the bodice. She felt a little guilty about that now, since she’d only said it to needle them, and it wasn’t their fault they’d been presented with a Queen who knew nothing about court fashion but what she’d observed through people’s windows. It was one thing having Caira fuss over her clothing and quite another having four women whose only purpose in life seemed to be carrying gowns back and forth from the dressing room for her approval. Four maids. A dressing room. None of this felt like her.

      She stood at the window, hairbrush in hand—she’d finally banished the maids as politely as she could—and looked out across her city. People were setting off fireworks that burst silver and blue and green over the Hill and Lower Town alike. But then, this was a celebration, wasn’t it? Tremontane had a Queen, and the Counts and Barons had peace, and everyone was happy and content and life was perfect.

      Even Felix had what he wanted—hell, he was probably the happiest person in Tremontane and Eskandel tonight. Her heart ached, missing him already, but only a little, because she couldn’t stop seeing the look on his face when she’d told him he didn’t have to be King, how joyful it was. She’d managed not to show her own despair while he was still standing there before her, had kept it under control for that long first meeting with her new councilors, but now….

      She realized she’d been holding the brush stationary at about shoulder height for long enough that her arm was starting to cramp and lowered it, then turned to go back into the dressing room to put it away. She should probably light a lamp or something, but the darkness calmed her. She remembered so many nights spent crossing the roofs of Aurilien, crouching low to the ground as she crossed gardens or courtyards, jigging a window open…well, that was all in the past now. Willow the midnighter was as dead as Felix Valant; Queen Willow North had to keep her feet on the ground. She’d chosen the path, and it was unworthy of her to pine after what she’d given up.

      The dressing table was in perfect order, but she spent a few minutes tidying it anyway. She’d told the maids to take away the silver brush set and find her a wooden one, and they’d done it without argument. Was that what it meant to be royalty? You could make absurd demands and have them unquestioningly obeyed? Willow shuddered. She was never going to turn into someone like that, no matter what else she had to give up.

      The dressing room looked empty compared to the others she’d seen in her career, but then it was going to take time for them to assemble a proper wardrobe for the new Queen. She opened a few drawers and was relieved to see sensible trousers, hose, shirts, and some of those tunics that were becoming fashionable for men and women. She wondered when she’d be allowed to wear them, caught herself, and thought damn it, I’m the Queen, I’m allowed to do whatever the hell I want. Except it wasn’t true, was it? She’d always thought the ruler of Tremontane was the freest person in the kingdom. She’d learned today that was so far from the truth it was almost a lie.

      She shut the drawer a little too forcefully and set about getting out of the dress. It took only a few seconds for her to realize that would be impossible on her own. She cursed. She didn’t want to call the maids back and endure their constant “yes, your Majesty” and “as you wish, your Majesty” just yet.

      She wandered back into her bedchamber and sat on the bed, adjusted the bodice, and stared at her hands, clasped in her lap. She’d met with the Council, spoken to the housekeeping staff, taken a quick tour of the parts of the palace that were currently in use—that had taken a while—eaten her supper, and now there was only one thing left to do. And she would give anything not to have to do it.

      Kerish was right: she’d been unfair to him. She’d demanded he change to suit her desires and scoffed at him when he protested. And now, just as she was prepared to return with him to Eskandel…when had she turned into the sort of person who could sacrifice her own needs for the sake of a country she hadn’t even cared about a few months before?

      She tasted salt, and realized she was crying, and quickly wiped away the tears before they could stain the satin. He was a Deviser; he belonged in Eskandel, where he could develop those skills, and it was wrong of her to ask him to give that up for her. Again. She wiped away more tears. She wasn’t going to burden him with her misery. She’d see him tomorrow, and thank him for his help, and say goodbye, and then go on to the next item on her task list. She had a Chamberlain of the Hall now, someone to keep track of her appointments, and the daunting thing about that wasn’t having yet another servant, it was that she would have so many appointments she’d need someone else to keep track of them all.

      Something scraped along the wall outside the window, the smallest sound that nevertheless sent Willow to her feet. She flexed her wrist and cursed again when she remembered the blade was gone. Another scrape, and a tap, then movement along the side of the window. Willow scanned the room with physical and magical senses, hoping for something she could use as a weapon—nothing.

      She crept as quietly as she could in the stupid gown to the window next to the one her visitor was attempting to open. He or she bore little metal, just a belt knife too short to be anything but utilitarian and the usual sprinkling of brass buttons, no money or jewelry except a couple of rings in a belt pouch. Willow carefully opened the window a crack so she could see out more clearly. Male, dangling awkwardly from a rope, fumbling with a wire he was trying to insert into the crack in the other window to raise the latch. He bent his head further, and Willow recognized him.

      “Kerish,” she said, then gasped as his grip on the rope slipped and the wire fell from his hand.

      She swiftly unlatched his window and took hold of his shirt to pull him toward her. “What in the hell are you doing?” she said as he grabbed the window frame, hooked his legs over the sill, and landed a little gracelessly in front of her.

      “Well, you came in through my window once,” he said, breathlessly, “and I thought it was my turn. Sweet heaven, you made that look so easy.”

      “This window is five stories up! You could have been killed!”

      “I realize that now.”

      “Why didn’t you just come in the normal way?”

      Kerish took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I couldn’t convince anyone that you’d want to see me, let alone that I should be allowed near your bedchamber. You have very diligent servants, your Majesty.”

      “Don’t call me that. Ever.”

      “All right. It was meant to be a joke.”

      “I guess I don’t have much of a sense of humor left after today.”

      “That’s too bad. I’ve always loved your laugh.” Kerish walked past her into the room. “Is there some reason all the lights are out?”

      “I…was watching the fireworks.” She turned back to the window as if that would make her lie into truth. What was he thinking, coming here like this? Her momentary fear for his safety was gone now, replaced by that terrible aching sorrow at losing him yet again. She wanted him gone; she wanted to be alone with her pain.

      “You look extraordinary,” Kerish said. “It’s strange…you look so different in that gown, and yet you look exactly like yourself.”

      “I wonder how long that will take to change,” she said. She closed the window and twitched the latch shut out of habit. “How long it will be before Willow North the midnighter vanishes entirely?”

      “I don’t think it works that way.”

      His assured, amused voice enraged her, and she turned on him and said, “Really? Then how does it work, Kerish? I’ve already given up midnighting and I’ve given up Felix and I’ve given up every friend I ever had in Lower Town, and I did it because it was the right thing to do, but that’s no comfort when I look in the mirror and all I can see is the Queen! I don’t even know if I like her! So spare me your reassurances, because I don’t need platitudes.”

      She couldn’t see him very clearly in the darkness, but she could sense his metal moving toward her a few paces, then stopping before he was close enough to touch her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to sound flippant. All I meant was that you are the strongest woman I know, and it’s true you’ve changed and you’ll probably go on changing, but who you are, at the core of you, isn’t going to disappear no matter what happens. I’m certain of it.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Willow said. She suddenly felt very tired and wished she could just tell Kerish to go away. But she loved him, and she didn’t want to hurt his feelings, so she said, “Are you leaving in the morning? Is that why you came? I was going to come to the hostel to say goodbye.”

      Kerish was silent, only his quiet breathing and the metal scattered about his person telling her he was still there. “If that’s what you want,” he said finally.

      Fury gripped her again. “Why do you always say that?” she shouted. “I don’t even know what it means! It’s like you’re putting the burden of what’s going to happen on me and you never, never say what you want! I can’t—” She turned away from him and walked back to the window, leaned her face against the glass, and closed her eyes against the hot tears that filled them.

      She felt him approach, again stopping just out of her reach. “Willow,” he said. “I didn’t think—I only mean that I want you to have what makes you happy, even if it’s not what I want. I’ve only ever wanted to make you happy.”

      “And you think your leaving is going to do that? That I could possibly be happy with you gone?” The words spilled out of her before she could stop them, and she closed her fist against the glass. Too late to let him go with a polite lie. “I never should have made you choose between me and your magic. I was selfish and stupid and proud and I lost you because of it, and I lied to myself for five years that I didn’t love you anymore, that it didn’t tear me apart inside to be without you. And then—this was all going to be so damned easy, Kerish, but you need to be in Eskandel and I just can’t be with you. And my happiness doesn’t matter.” She laughed, a short, bitter sound. “Just one more part of Willow North chopped off and fed to the fire of queenly responsibilities.”

      He was once again silent, motionless, and Willow swiped at her eyes and wiped her wet hand on her gown, no longer caring if it stained. The maids would probably come up with a dozen others to take its place. Then he came forward and put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “How long have you been carrying that around?” he said.

      “What difference does it make?”

      “You sounded like someone who’s been under a great burden for far too long. Will you look at me, please?” He tugged at her shoulder, and she turned in response, feeling the skirt twist around her legs. His dark eyes were intent on her face, and she remembered a cold midnight, so many years ago, and the pain of memory was like a knife through the heart.

      Kerish sighed. “Come here,” he said, and put his arms around her, drawing her close. She automatically put her arms around his waist and hugged him, feeling tension drain out of her with the comfort of his embrace. Life should always be this simple, she thought, and tried desperately to find a reason for this to go on indefinitely, just the two of them holding each other silently in the light from the stars and the glittering fireworks.

      He began stroking her back, making her tingle with pleasure. “I was right,” he said, “your skin is like satin.”

      Willow laughed quietly. “It’s been a long time. I can’t believe you remember that.”

      “I’ve never forgotten anything about you.” His hands moved upward to touch the skin at the base of her neck. “How you’ll never climb stairs if you can climb a wall instead. How you only drink red wine even if white’s all that’s available. How everything you feel, your whole heart, is in your kiss.”

      The ache was growing stronger. “Kerish, why—” she began.

      He put his finger to her lips. “You’re still the only woman I’ve ever loved,” he said, “and I’m not stupid enough to let you go again. I’m not going back to Eskandel. I’m staying here. With you, I hope.”

      “Kerish, no. I don’t want you to give up your magic. I swore I wouldn’t ask that of you.”

      “You haven’t. This is my choice. And I’m not giving anything up. There’s no reason I have to stay in Eskandel to be a Deviser, Willow.” He brushed her hair gently back from her face. “If anything, I’ll be more successful if I stay here. So much source, and no one insisting that my inventions have artistic unity.”

      Willow gaped at him. “Oh,” she said. “I didn’t think of that.”

      “Well, you’ve been overwhelmed, so I’m not surprised you didn’t think it through.” He ran his fingers through her hair again, and she shivered. “You were really going to let me return to Eskandel without you? How much did you think you should sacrifice for your country?”

      “I don’t know,” Willow said. “Up until forty-eight hours ago I didn’t realize I cared so much about it. And I thought…I don’t know what I thought. That I didn’t want to make the same mistake twice.”

      “We’re not the same people we were five years ago. I think we’re guaranteed to make entirely new mistakes.”

      “I think I almost made a really terrible one. You wouldn’t have gone just because I told you to, right?”

      “I’m not your subject, Willow. I would have kept climbing through your window until you gave in or I fell to my death.”

      “Promise me you won’t do that again.”

      “I can’t believe I did it once.” He ran his hands down her back again to rest just above her hips. “Tell me something. Am I allowed to propose marriage to you, or is that the Queen’s prerogative?”

      She laid her head against his shoulder and smiled into the darkness. “I think the Queen could allow it, just this once.”

      “I hope it won’t take more than once. Will you marry me?”

      “Yes. Soon?”

      “I’d marry you right now if I could. I even came prepared.”

      She drew back a little. “What do you mean?”

      He let go of her to reach into his belt pouch and rummage around. “This thing is too cluttered…here, hold this.”

      He held out a ring toward her, and she gasped. Gold inlaid with stars of silver gleamed in the starlight. “You kept it.”

      “Of course I kept it. I’m never without it.” To her senses, it burned, like a star giving off bursts of fizzing light. She folded it into her skirt, closed her hand around it and watched him search. “This wasn’t supposed to be so awkward,” he said, and came up with a bright silvery spot. He hesitated, then said, “I thought wood might be too plain, and stone couldn’t alter if it was the wrong size, so I hope I guessed correctly.”

      Willow reached out to take the ring in wonder. Solid steel, the only metal she could easily handle, but slimmer than his, and set with a dark faceted stone that might be any color. Sleek, unadorned, something that might fit easily under a glove.

      “Sapphire,” Kerish said. “I hoped…I know it will take a lot of caring for, but you do like it, yes?”

      “I love it.” She slid it onto the middle finger of her right hand. “It’s only a little loose.”`

      “Well, it’s not as if you have any other rings I could borrow for a better fit.” He took both her hands in his and kissed them, one at a time, his lips lingering on her knuckles. “I love you.”

      She put her arms around his neck. “Show me,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Willow: Alternate ending 2—Saying goodbye to Felix

          

        

      

    

    
      Originally I intended Willow to seriously consider Alric Quinn’s demand that she divorce Kerish, and to say goodbye to Felix on her own. My husband convinced me this was idiotic and completely out of character. He was right. Here’s the original version.

      

      The night was clear and dark, with no moon to show the way, but it was a path she’d trodden before. She pulled the cloak close about her body, wrapping its folds around her gloved hands. Breathing in the cold, sharp air that felt like knives in her chest, she hurried along the road. It was nearly midnight, but the palace would still be lit by a thousand torches as the nobles danced Wintersmeet away. Her absence would be noticed, but she didn’t give a damn about that. Let them wonder where she’d gone. Quinn would take up the space she would have occupied.

      Her boots crunched through the snowdrifts, their surfaces melted by the sun and frozen again with nightfall. It was a pleasant sound that distracted her from her thoughts, for moments at a time. She stumbled over a hidden branch, caught herself on the tree nearest her, and stood hugging it as tears slid down her face. Her heart was already breaking, and she hadn’t even seen Felix yet.

      Finally she pushed away from the tree and proceeded down the road. She shouldn’t have sent him so far away, but it was the only safe place she knew outside Aurilien. And at the time, she’d thought she would be going with him.

      She’d sworn to protect Felix from all harm, and until now, she’d managed to keep that promise. What would he say when he learned the truth? How devastated would he be, despite everything she’d done to ease the blow? Or would he think she’d chosen power and the honors of men over him? As if any of that mattered to her. As if she hadn’t been forced to this point. He was an eight-year-old boy; everything he knew about responsibility he’d been taught by someone else.

      She felt a twinge in her chest, something sharper than the cold, and knew the solstice was upon them. More tears spilled down her cheeks. All her dreams shattered at once. No more Felix. No more Kerish, if she gave in to Quinn’s demands. No family of her own except the empty one Richard Quinn would give her. Queen Willow North, giving up everything she was for the sake of a country she hadn’t even cared about six months ago. She hated that woman.

      The forest drew in more closely around her. She was the only one on the road that night, and it was easy to imagine being the only person in the world. How much easier life would be if that were true. Willow tugged the hood of her cloak lower over her forehead. It was as cold a night as the one when she’d met Kerish for the first time. You could say that was the night all of this had started, seven years ago, because he never would have brought Felix to her if they hadn’t met, hadn’t fallen in love. If she’d known how much pain would come from that meeting, she’d have let the guards catch her. Losing a hand, or dying, couldn’t possibly be worse than this.

      She counted the paths that branched off from the road until she found the one she wanted. It was easier to follow than it had been when she and Felix had left Aurilien in the summer, with most of the leaves gone and the undergrowth shriveled away in the cold. She stumped along, hoping and fearing to see firelight. What she didn’t need right now was someone finding Felix and Gianesh and asking the right questions.

      Half an hour’s walking brought her to a clearing gilded with firelight. The old house was as dilapidated as ever, with snow clogging its roof and chimney and turning its steps into irregular humps. But the fire was in the open, a small fire in a cleared area, with an Eskandelic tent erected nearby. A dark figure crouched over the fire, but stood when Willow approached. “Did you have trouble getting away?” Gianesh said.

      “A little. They’re all busy with the Wintersmeet Ball. How is he?”

      “Sleeping. He is still tired from his ordeal. Shall I wake him?”

      “Not yet. Gianesh, things have changed.”

      “I see Kerish is not with you.” There was a question in his voice. Willow didn’t want to talk about Kerish at all. She just shook her head.

      “That’s part of it. Gianesh…I have to ask you the biggest favor anyone’s ever asked of anyone.”

      Gianesh raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. Willow’s words deserted her. She moved to the fire and warmed her hands. “I can’t take Felix south.”

      “And you want me to. That is not such an imposition.”

      “That’s not it. The reason I can’t take Felix is…I’m going to be Queen of Tremontane.”

      Stark astonishment crossed Gianesh’s features. “You?”

      “It was a compromise. The only way we could avoid civil war. But it means…”

      The tent flap stirred. “Willow!” Felix shrieked, and flung himself at her legs. Willow staggered, then crouched to put her arms around the boy. “Willow, I feel so much better,” Felix said. “Gianesh told me we’re going back to Eskandel. That you will be my mama for real!”

      Willow clutched him tight. Her eyes burned with hot tears. “I know what Gianesh told you,” she said. Then, “Sweet heaven, Felix, you’re barefoot! Back into the tent, back into bed before you freeze.”

      “Come with me,” Felix said, tugging on her hand. She followed him and helped him into the camp bed laden with blankets and a fur cape and a sleeping Ernest. Felix kept tight hold of her hand. “Where’s Kerish?”

      “Kerish…Felix, something’s happened, and I need you to be brave.”

      His eyes and mouth went round with fear. “Is Kerish dead?”

      “No. He’s fine. It’s just…Gianesh told you you didn’t have to be King, yes?”

      Felix smiled. “I know!”

      “Well, someone still has to rule Tremontane. And I was going to choose someone. But the Counts and Barons…they want it to be me. They want me to be Queen of Tremontane.”

      “You can’t be Queen!”

      “I can if they all agree to it.” She refused to think of Quinn and his horrible knowing smile. “And if I don’t, there will be war.”

      “But…if you’re Queen, you can still be my mama.”

      “No, Felix. They think you’re dead. If they knew you were alive, you’d have to be King. And I don’t want that for you. I want you to be free to grow up without that burden.”

      “But…” Tears filled Felix’s eyes. “But who will take care of me?”

      Willow stuck her head out the tent door. “Gianesh, would you come here, please?”

      With Gianesh in the tent, it was crowded and a bit warmer. “Gianesh, I need you to take care—” Willow stopped, swallowed, and went on, “I need you to take care of my boy. Will you do that for me? I told you it was—”

      “I will care for him as if he were my own,” Gianesh said, putting his hand on Willow’s shoulder.

      “But…” Felix began sobbing. “But—mama!”

      Willow gathered him into her arms and held him while he cried, unable to stop her own tears. “Felix,” she murmured, “I will always be your mama, however far away you go. I will think of you every day. And someday I will see you again. I don’t know how, but I promise you I will see you again.”

      She rocked him gently until his sobs turned into shuddering breaths, aware that Gianesh had stepped outside to give them some privacy. Ernest whimpered and put his paws on her arm, so she patted him, then picked him up and gave him to Felix. “You’ll have to be very brave,” she said. “Ernest needs you to look after him. And Gianesh will teach you about animals—”

      “But I want—”

      “So do I. But we both have a duty. And this is the only way you get to have a normal life. Do you remember I once told you that parents want things for their children that sometimes the children don’t like? Well, this is different. You’re never going to be happy as King, and I want happiness for you. Unless you want me to go back and tell all those people we only pretended you were dead as a test for them?”

      Felix recoiled. “I don’t want to be King. Why can’t Lord Quinn be King? Or Lady Heath?”

      “Lady Heath doesn’t want it either. And Lord Quinn would be a terrible choice. That’s why they chose me—so Lord Quinn can’t be King.” Again Kerish’s face flashed before her eyes, and she closed them against the memory.

      “You shouldn’t have to do things you don’t want to.” Felix wiped his eyes and his streaming nose. “It’s not fair.”

      “This isn’t about what’s fair, it’s about what’s right.” Willow hugged him again, careful of Ernest between them. “And…I have to go.”

      Felix clutched her. “Don’t go!”

      She would have given anything at that moment to stay where she was. “I can’t be gone for too long, because they pay attention to me now. I’ll tell you what—I’ll stay until you fall asleep, and when you wake up, it will be morning, and you and Gianesh can go back to Umberan.”

      Felix shook his head, buried in her shoulder.

      “Felix—”

      “I know. I just don’t like it.”

      “What would Hilarion say about doing things you don’t like?”

      “He says to drink the bitter spoonful now to prevent a stomachache later. But I don’t think that fits right now.”

      “Close enough.” Willow eased him back into the bed. “Do you want me to sing to you?”

      “I thought you didn’t know how to sing.”

      “That was me pretending to be bad so you wouldn’t think about being afraid. I know a song my mother used to sing to me.”

      “All right.” Felix petted Ernest’s silvery gray head as the dog settled in next to him.

      Willow wiped her eyes and cleared her throat.

      Now the day is over,

      The sun, it dips into the sea.

      It burns a path along the waves

      That brings you back to me.

      

      The stars will be your blanket,

      The moon will paint the grasses blue,

      The night will be your guardian

      ‘Til I come home to you.

      

      Then rest you on your pillow

      Within your cradle, slumber deep.

      I’ll watch o’er you ‘til morning comes

      As peacefully you sleep.

      She was crying again before the end of the song, but Felix was asleep, and only Ernest heard the last words. Willow bent and kissed the boy’s forehead, then carefully rose and went outside, where Gianesh again crouched by the fire. “Thank you,” she said.

      “I love him too,” Gianesh said, rising to face Willow. “And you have made the right decision.”

      “I fear I’m robbing him of his heritage. But then I remember…oh, a million little details that tell me he’s better off not wearing the Crown. It’s not as if I wanted any of this.”

      “Your country is lucky to have such a woman at its head.” Gianesh put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “I honor you for your choice.”

      You wouldn’t say that if you knew what I have to tell Kerish. “Thank you,” she said again. “Will you…correspond with me? If you can find a safe way to do it?”

      “I think we are friends enough that no one will think it odd that I write to you with news of the zoological collection and my newest assistant.”

      “That eases my heart. Goodbye, Gianesh.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Weight of the Crown

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote this after Exile of the Crown, in which Zara refers to the first man she loved. It was my husband’s idea for me to write about that part of Zara’s life. It was never meant to be read because it was more or less a quick exercise, but I think it turned out well.

      Takes place in 897 Y.B.

      

      Zara had lost track of time, here in the east wing drawing room that had no clocks because her mother disliked the ticking. It was after midnight, judging by how dark it was outside the windows, but beyond that she couldn’t guess. She felt caught in a timeless space, waiting for the news she’d been expecting for days. Her father had banished her and Anthony from his apartment, saying he didn’t want them to see his struggle, but Zara had seen the look in her mother’s eye and wished she dared disobey. It was probably his last request, and last requests should be honored, yes?

      Anthony dozed in one of the chairs the color of iced lemon, his mouth hanging slackly open so he looked five years younger and more innocent than he did when he was awake. She felt ashamed of how she’d expected him to find an excuse not to sit this vigil with her; he was so frivolous, so prone to stupidity, but when it came down to the final hours, he hadn’t complained or said anything selfish. True, he was asleep, but she envied that rather than resenting him for it.

      A door opened down the hallway. Anthony woke, sat up and wiped his mouth. “Is it—”

      “Hush,” Zara said.

      Dr. Trevellian came toward them, his steps slow. “It’s over,” he said to Zara, paused, and added, “Your Majesty.”

      It didn’t matter that she’d been expecting this, that it had always been at the end of this ordeal. It still felt like a blow to the chest, making her heart beat painfully hard like an animal fighting its cage. “There was no pain?” she said.

      “No. I’m afraid that’s all I could do for him.” Dr. Trevellian said. “Rowenna would like you to join her now.”

      Anthony immediately ran down the hall and through the open door. Zara had to remind herself to move, one leg at a time, allowing the doctor to precede her so she’d have something to focus on.

      Her parents’ apartment looked so much like the drawing room, all those couches over-stuffed and upholstered in pastel colors, the fire trying vainly to heat the room—or maybe the cold was coming from her, radiating from her lungs and out her mouth like icy wind. She thought about asking the doctor to feel her breath, but realized that was lunacy. And she no longer had permission to indulge lunatic thoughts.

      Her mother was kneeling beside Father’s deathbed, holding his hand. Her eyes were dry when she looked up at Anthony, who’d come to stand just behind her and couldn’t stop staring at the body of the King. Zara was certain he had no idea he was crying. She approached the bed and put her hand on Mother’s shoulder. “I should have been with you,” she said.

      Mother shook her head. “My dear, it wouldn’t have helped,” she said. “But he wanted you to know how he loved you. Both of you.”

      Zara nodded. She’d had her last conversation with Father two days before, just after Dr. Trevellian had said there was nothing more to be done. “I’m not ready,” she’d told him.

      “Neither was I,” Father had said. “I think on some level we never are. At least you have advance warning. My mother just died in her sleep one night.”

      “Don’t be flippant,” Zara had said, crushing his hand in hers.

      “I can only face this with a sense of humor, little robin,” he’d said. “I know how it is, grieving while the world expects you to be strong. I can’t imagine anyone better suited to it than you. Anthony—” He coughed, and Zara supported his head until he could breathe again. “Watch out for him,” he continued. “He still has a lot of growing to do.”

      “He’s seventeen, Father. An adult. He should be able to make his own decisions.”

      “Nevertheless. Now. I’ve left you my notes, and you’ve spent enough time in Council meetings in the last five years that I feel confident leaving it to you. Keep an eye on Lestrange, he’ll walk all over you if you let him.”

      “They’re none of them going to take me seriously. I still look like a child and I haven’t spoken out much.”

      “You will make them take you seriously, Zara. I have confidence in you. Remember in three months you’ll need to replace the chief of Transportation. I suggest you keep my secretary; he knows everything I’ve forgotten and training a replacement at this time—” He’d coughed again, and Zara had shushed him.

      “I know, Father. Don’t worry about me. Worry about Mother.”

      “She has a great burden to bear. Take care of her, will you?”

      Now, looking at her mother’s white, drawn face, she felt selfishly that the greater burden was hers. The kingdom. Her wastrel little brother. Her gentle mother. All those people depending on her, and only one man she could depend on without question. She’d see him tomorrow afternoon; there wouldn’t be time before that, but she wished more than anything she’d asked him to marry her a month ago, so she could take comfort in his arms tonight.

      So many details. Finding a room for Mother to sleep in. Arranging for watchers to sit with the body all night, until it could be removed to the casket in preparation for the viewing. Arranging to be roused early so she could handle all the other details. She fell asleep almost against her will, her mind fighting her body for control and her exhausted body winning the battle, and woke feeling rested, and guilty about feeling rested. Her father was dead; she should have had a sleepless, agonized night.

      All morning she had to remind herself that “your Majesty” meant her. She clung to her responsibilities like a tether connecting her to the world, welcoming the barrage of demands that gave her something to think about that wasn’t cold grief. She didn’t see Anthony or her mother, didn’t really want to; it was hard enough to maintain her composure without their presence as well. She wondered how she looked to the men and women around her, whether they judged her tearless, somber expression an appropriate expression of grief. Well, let them judge. She’d cry for her father later. Or never. Tears hurt, which was why she never cried. She’d never understood why people felt you couldn’t really grieve without tears. Her heart was cracked and frozen; wasn’t that enough?

      Finally, her awkward dinner with her silent family over, she left the east wing and took a familiar path through the palace halls until she came to the Long Gallery, hung with portraits of the Kings and Queens of Tremontane. Many of them hadn’t been painted from life, particularly Kraathen of Ehuren, who’d established the kingdom some nine hundred years earlier, and all of them reflected changing artistic styles over the centuries.

      She came to her father’s portrait and stood with her hand on the frame. It had been painted the year she was born, when her father was in his early thirties, and he’d been right; she’d rather remember him as the hearty, laughing man he’d been than as the wasted, hollow skeleton he’d become at the end.

      She looked at the empty space on the wall next to the portrait. How soon would they insist she sit for her own portrait? The idea felt macabre, as if she would be posing for her own memorial. And she looked young for twenty, young enough that people who didn’t know them (as if there were many of those) mistook her for Anthony’s younger sister. The whole thing was distasteful.

      “Contemplating your own mortality?” an amused voice said. Zara turned and threw herself at the speaker.

      “Jonathan,” she said, and finally the tears came.

      Jonathan held her close while she wept, saying nothing, just rubbing her back gently to comfort her. “It’s been a long day for you, hasn’t it, your Majesty?” he said.

      “Don’t call me that. Not you.”

      “I’m teasing, Zara. Are you all right? As all right as you can be, given the circumstances, I mean.”

      “I’ll survive. I suppose I have to.” Zara wiped her eyes and stepped out of his embrace. “Thank you for coming.”

      “I always do. Shall we walk?” He took her hand and drew her along back past the rows of portraits.

      “I don’t have long. There’s a funeral to plan. Not much planning left, thank heaven, but there are still so many things only the Queen can decide.”

      “It’s so strange, you being the Queen. I’d never thought how odd it would feel.”

      “My father was ill for a long time. I’d think you’d have gotten used to the idea.”

      “Knowing it will happen isn’t the same as the reality, apparently.”

      They stopped by Kraathen’s portrait and Zara turned to face him. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about,” she said. “I’ve been putting it off because Father…anyway, this isn’t the best time, but I don’t want to wait any longer.”

      Jonathan put his other hand over their joined ones. “I know. Zara, we should have had this conversation a long time ago. I should have been the one to bring it up.”

      She smiled at him. “I think, legally, it’s my responsibility.”

      He didn’t smile back. “Zara—”

      “Jonathan, you know how I feel about you. Will you marry me? Be my Consort?”

      He was silent for a long, long moment. Zara’s smile faded. “Jonathan?”

      He shook his head. “Zara, you know I care about you, but the truth is—”

      “Is what?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry about what?”

      “Are you going to make me say it?”

      “Yes, because I don’t understand. If you love me….”

      He looked away from her, toward Kraathen’s grizzled face, and Zara’s frozen heart cracked a little more. “You don’t love me,” she said.

      “Zara, it’s not about love—”

      She snatched her hand away from his. “Explain,” she said in a cold, cutting voice that made her sound a stranger even to herself.

      “I do care about you. You’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. You’re strong and independent and you’re going to be a wonderful Queen. I just…want someone who needs me. Someone I can take care of. You aren’t that.”

      “I do need you.”

      “When it’s convenient for you. It took your father’s death to make you come to me for comfort. Everything you need, you provide for yourself. There’s not a damn thing in this world I could ever give you that you don’t already have. That’s not the life I want for myself, Zara.”

      Her chest hurt so badly she was afraid her heart had stopped entirely. “I think,” she said in the same cold voice, “you should call me ‘your Majesty.’”

      He took a step back from her. “I’m sorry I had to tell you this today of all days. I swear I didn’t want to make your pain worse.”

      “I’m grateful for your consideration. You seem to have given it a great deal of thought. How unfortunate you didn’t have the nerve to bring it up before.”

      “Zara—”

      “Enough. Just go. I don’t think we have anything left to say to each other.” She stared him down until he ducked his head and walked away. Then she stood, staring at Kraathen’s picture. His eyes were dark and as cold as she felt. How much power must it have taken to bind those three warring tribes together? What battles must he have fought? I understand, she thought, and hoped he could hear her from wherever in heaven he was. You did this alone. So can I.

      She walked slowly back to her offices—her offices, what a horrible thought—and spent an hour organizing her desk, sorting through what had been her father’s final papers. The funeral would be in two days. Her coronation would be the day after that. Then everything would return to normal for everyone except her.

      She came across a little carving of a panther Jonathan had given her as a private joke, how she was like the creature on the North family sign and shield. She picked it up and fingered the smooth black wood. Then she hurled it to smash against the door, where it cracked and fell in three pieces on the floor. There was no point in crying over him; it wouldn’t change anything, wouldn’t do anything except make her eyes and head ache. She got up and picked up the pieces of the little cat and threw them into the fire, where they smoked and smoldered and didn’t burn. No more tears. Not ever.
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      I wrote this short story to gain insight into Zara North’s character. I hoped to discover details I could work into Agent of the Crown, because when I wrote that book, Zara was a background figure, and making her an essential part of Servant of the Crown meant she had to be better fleshed-out. But when the story was finished, I realized the information it contained was essential to the series (this was before Exile of the Crown was a thing). So I added it to the end of Servant and hoped it wouldn’t feel too out of place.

      I apologize to the readers who listened to the audiobook of Servant; I didn’t know the short story didn’t make it into that production.

      Takes place in summer 908 Y.B.

      

      She’d had a lifetime to learn how to school her face to reveal only the emotions she chose. Now Zara North wished she had learned how not to control herself, how to run screaming and laughing and sobbing through the corridors of the palace without fear of how it might affect the hundreds of thousands of Tremontanan citizens under her care. If her face showed no emotion today, it was because she was numb from the revelation Dr. Trevellian had quietly, inexorably handed her the way one might offer an unwelcome legacy from a long-dead relative.

      It had to be a relative, didn’t it? These things, these…the doctor had called it a gift, and maybe it was to him, but to Zara it was nothing but a curse, deadly to everyone except herself. But they had to come from somewhere, didn’t they? Which of the faces in the long gallery two flights above had secretly harbored this, this infection, handed it off to child after child until it had sprung into full poisonous flower in her?

      There was no one she could tell. Dr. Trevellian was a good man, but he wasn’t a confidant except in medical matters, and this had gone so far beyond a simple medical matter that Zara went even more numb just thinking about it. She wished she could tell herself that she didn’t know what to do, but Zara prided herself on her cold, analytical nature, and the solution to her problem was all too clear. Clear, but impossible for her to manage alone. She had to tell someone. The right someone.

      She reversed her course and made her way down two flights of stairs to the Library. Alison had been right to insist on its being moved. In only five years the collection had grown to match the dimensions of the new room that rose three stories high, with wide balconies at each new story holding shelf after shelf of books. Unfortunately for Zara, Alison wasn’t there. A stammering apprentice directed her back to the east wing.

      Alison reclined on a sofa in the great drawing room with her arm over her eyes, her two children chasing each other around it, shouting words Zara couldn’t make out. They broke off their game when they saw Zara and threw themselves at her, Sylvester jumping up and down for her attention, Jeffrey flinging his arms around her knees. “Auntie Zara, we’re playing horses!” Sylvester shouted. Jeffrey made a sound very much like a horse whinnying. “I always win ’cause I’m the biggest!”

      “Want to win!” Jeffrey demanded. “Auntie make me win!”

      “Children, leave Aunt Zara alone,” Alison said without moving. “Come here now.” Both boys detached themselves from Zara and ran back to their mother, and Zara felt a pang deep inside at their smooth faces, their agile limbs. I will never have this. I never wanted children and now I would give anything to have my own baby screaming defiance at me.

      “I thought it would be nice to spend the afternoon with them,” Alison said, not moving her arm, “but I didn’t count on this awful headache. Children, why don’t you play horses in the dining room. Sylvester, if I hear your brother complaining about how you never let him win, you and I will have a race, and the loser will go to bed early for a week.”

      “Not fair! You’re bigger!”

      “That’s the point. Off you go, now, before Ellen comes for you.”

      The boys racketed off down the hall, neighing and whinnying. Alison let her arm flop to one side and stared at the ceiling. “I love my boys, but sometimes I think I was not cut out to be a mother.”

      “You are a wonderful mother,” Zara said, more intensely than she’d meant. Alison sat up and stared at her, concerned.

      “It’s mid-afternoon. I’ve never known you to leave your offices before six o’clock. What’s wrong?”

      Zara turned and walked toward the empty fireplace, turned again and came back to stand behind a chair near Alison’s sofa. She closed her hands on its back until her knuckles went white and the tendons stood out on the backs of her hands. Head bowed, she said, “There is so much wrong that it would be faster to tell you what is right. If there is such a thing.”

      “Zara, you’re frightening me. Did something happen to Anthony?”

      She shook her head. “He is well. I am well. I’ve never been more perfectly healthy in my life.”

      “I see Dr. Trevellian finally healed your leg. Did he say why it took so long? Granted that two days is better than however long it takes a broken leg to heal on its own, but I’ve never known his healing to be so slow.”

      Zara raised her head and regarded her sister-in-law. “What I am about to tell you cannot go further than the two of us, do you understand?” she said fiercely.

      “What do you mean? Zara, you don’t expect me to keep whatever this is secret from Anthony, do you? I can’t do that!”

      “I don’t mean Anthony. This touches him as much as anyone. But no one else, understand?”

      “Zara—” Alison whispered.

      “Swear it, Alison!”

      “I swear. I—sweet ungoverned heaven, you’re crying. You never cry.”

      Zara reached up and felt the damp trail streaking her cheek. She shook her head as if denying it would make the tears vanish. “Dr. Trevellian didn’t heal me. I healed myself.”

      Alison’s mouth made an O of astonishment. “But…you can’t possibly…Zara, you can’t have inherent magic.”

      “Apparently I can.”

      Alison looked quickly around the room as if afraid someone had come in without them noticing. “But…healing…surely no one could object to that? Even if you are the Queen.”

      She felt her head shaking from side to side in negation, had to clasp her hands hard together to keep them from shaking too. “Not like Dr. Trevellian. Alison, I have never been sick a day in my life. I never bruise, I never have headaches. My body heals itself with no direction from me.”

      “Zara, to me that sounds like a good magical ability for a ruler to have.”

      Her eyes ached with tears she was afraid to shed, afraid if once she started crying she wouldn’t stop. “Do you know what the doctor told me this morning? He said that aging is like hundreds of tiny injuries that happen every day, deep in the blood and bone where we can’t see them. We’re born dying, Alison, everyone except me, because my body heals itself over and over again, all those tiny wounds we don’t   even—” She covered her face with her hands and choked on a sob. Crying hurt. That was why she never did it. The unknown ancestor who’d bequeathed this dubious gift to her had taken her dignity along with the rest of her life.

      She felt Alison tentatively put her arms around her. How closed off was she, that the people she cared most about were afraid even to touch her? She clung to Alison and shuddered with dry, tearless sobs.

      “I understand,” Alison murmured in her ear. “You’d live forever. Be Queen forever. It would be a nightmare.”

      And that was why she could tell Alison; she was quick to see the ramifications of any problem. The eternal reign of an undying Queen—what a disaster for Tremontane. She gently removed Alison’s arms from around her shoulders and wiped her eyes. “The doctor doesn’t think I’ll live forever. My ability isn’t perfect. It took two days for my healing to do what Dr. Trevellian’s could have put right in a few hours. At any rate, I will still age, but far too slowly.” She didn’t tell Alison the other thing the doctor had told her, the cruel reality that her body would see any child she might conceive as an infection, and destroy it. That humiliation was too great for her to share with anyone. “But it would mean the end of the North family sooner than that, as soon as it became clear that I wasn’t aging. Once the citizens of Tremontane knew their royal family was tainted by inherent magic…it might not mean our deaths, but it would certainly mean a demand for me to step down as Queen, let the Crown pass to another family. I think you can see the problem there.”

      “Civil war,” Alison said. “None of the provincial rulers has a good claim to rule. Belladry Chadwick and Fern Harcourt would certainly be at each other’s throats. You’re right, no one can know about this.” There were tears in her eyes as well. “So what are you going to do?”

      “What I have to,” Zara said. “I will have to die.”
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      “It’s going to be complicated,” Alison said, “and require perfect timing, and we have to control every detail. That’s why we came to you.”

      Davis Doyle sat behind his desk, regarding them both with wide, unblinking eyes. He lifted the bottle of whiskey as if to pour a measure into his cup, looked at it as if he didn’t know what it was or why it was in his hand, and set it down again. “I,” he began, then shook his head. “You want—Alison, this is insane. It can’t possibly work.”

      “It will work, Mister Doyle,” Zara said. “Alison and Anthony will make it happen. The doctor will make it look real. You need only provide the setting, something I expect you are good at given your occupation.”

      “We’ve given this a lot of thought,” Anthony said, “and this really is the only way, Doyle.”

      Doyle looked around at his office in the Waxwold Theater. “The building is no problem,” he said, “so long as the excuse for the new construction holds. There are just so many things that could go wrong…are you sure about this, your Majesty?”

      “The alternative is that my death is real,” Zara said. “I cannot quite bring myself to do that. An assassination, on the other hand, will be very convincing.”

      Doyle sighed. “We’ll construct the trap door in box 3,” he said, “try to keep it quiet, but if anyone starts nosing around we can give out that the royal family wants a private way in and out. You sure you don’t want the assassin captured? He’d be guilty of attempted murder even if you did hire him to do the job.”
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