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It had been raining for days, and Gwenda was heartily sick of it. Her duties already kept her inside so much of the time now that the couple of hours she spent outside each day were her only respite. Now even that had been taken. As if everything wasn't miserable enough right then, with the strange song due to start within the hour, damn the blasted thing, now there was rain.

When it had first started, she'd fervently hoped the rain might force the music to stop, at least temporarily. No such luck. All the rain did was make it even more difficult to figure out what was going on.

Sighing, wishing she could do more than stand around waiting for other people to solve the problem, she abandoned the window and returned to the table where she'd been reading.

She'd had someone sent out to bring the books to her from far off, so that her friends would not be aware of what she was doing. They seemed to think she didn't know, but she wasn't stupid. She'd always known there was something strange about her. The way she looked. The way that evil bitch who'd murdered her father had reacted to her. The way Marcum had looked at her when they'd first met.

Then Bluebeard, and the way Marcum had described him: skin white as bone, lips as red as blood, hair as blue as a dying breath.

It hadn't taken a genius to notice there were entirely too many similarities between her appearance and Bluebeard's. A few months and several books later, and here it was, the bad news it felt like she'd been waiting her whole life to finally learn.

Living Doll. The fresh blood and ground bone of a stillborn babe, combined with Essence of Night, and the final component, the life of the mother. The child shall be completely human, normal in all ways, save for its appearance: skin as white as bone, lips as red as blood, hair as black as night.

Had her mother known what it would cost her? Had her father? Gwenda would much have preferred they got to live their lives in full. They should have adopted. Something, anything but what they'd done.

There was no undoing it, though. She would simply have to find a way to live with the grisly knowledge of how she'd come to exist, and that the price of her life was never getting to know the mother who'd given everything to have her.

Closing the books, sick of the whole mess for the moment, she pulled her tea closer and sipped at it, staring at the clock across the room. Another half hour and the nightly torment would begin. Always at midnight, as the final toll faded.

It would go for an hour, and at the end, as the song faded away, people would be sick. Feverish, unable to wake up, tormented by nightmares. Chills, pale skin, strange red marks that seemed to move. Even Levaughn and Marcum had not been able to deduce anything. Even Blodwen Forest couldn't fix the problem, though the forest at least was able to keep the victims alive. All night and morning they moved people from their beds to the forest, one by one as the newest victims were discovered.

There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to it, no method to the madness of who would fall victim next. Everyone in the castle had been interviewed, and not even a hint of what could be wrong had been found. She still had the sense that someone knew something, though. Magic like this didn't show up arbitrarily. There was a vendetta behind it. Unlike the last two major incidents to assault Blodwen, however, this assailant preferred to remain mysterious.

She looked up as a familiar knock came at her door. "Come in!"

The door flew open, and Marcum stepped inside. Prince Marcum, strictly speaking, but he seemed largely content to ignore his title and be better known as an alchemist. He certainly looked the part, now more than ever, with the beautiful vine-and-flower tattoos that covered half his face, completely obscuring the terrible scars there, making him look like one of the legendary alchemists of old who'd learned the secrets to immortality and spinning straw into gold and other fantastical feats.

Those beautiful tattoos carried on down the rest of him, the sorts of flamboyant markings most royals would never be allowed to have. Even Gwenda's tattoos were not so flashy, but easily hidden if necessary, though she rarely bothered. She was especially proud of the intricate heart, made of whorls and knots, inked into the hollow of her throat. Reminder, memorial, battle scar. She would never forget the Bloody Beauty who'd come far too close to destroying her home, who'd killed far too many before they'd been able to stop her.

"Good evening, Snow White," Marcum said with a smile, something he did a great deal more of these days. "How are you?"

"Tired and anxious, to be honest. I don't suppose you've brought me good news?"

Marcum shook his head as he sat with her at the table, something no one else she knew would do so casually. If there was anything that proved his royal lineage, it was the little things he took as understood, the small things he did because he'd always done them, and it had never occurred to him that most people didn't—couldn't—do them. Like simply sit down in front of a queen without waiting for her permission. "Not yet, I'm afraid. I have laid my latest traps. Here's hoping something comes of them. Levaughn and I have placed all new wards, everything we could possibly think of and execute. Muffling in most places, sound blocked completely in a couple of areas as a test run, obfuscation in others... as well as nets to catch whatever clues we can. We've scoured every book and scroll that is to be found in this place, though frustratingly, none of them have yet turned up what we're dealing with." He glared at the table. "I don't know how it could be something neither of us has heard of."

"We'll figure it out," Gwenda replied. "After everything we've come through, some fancy music isn't going to be what defeats us. At least no one has died yet. I will take that small mercy gladly."

"Agreed," Marcum said. "I—" He stopped, eyes landing on the books she'd been reading earlier. He sighed. "I had a feeling, after I spoke so carelessly about Bluebeard. It didn't occur to me at the time, but it did later after we got home. I'm sorry."

"I'd rather know the truth, no matter how awful it is. If I'd known from the start... Well, it doesn't matter now. At least that murderous bitch is dead. Are you familiar with the spell?"

"Living Doll?" Marcum lifted one shoulder. "Academically. It's not something I ever wanted to muck with. Spells that include the Essences are nothing to trifle with. They nearly always require a human sacrifice."

"The Essences?"

Making a face, sighing again, Marcum replied, "Essences are like foundations, you could say. They're extremely potent, like concentrated magic after a fashion. A distilled 'essence' of some aspect of life. Imagine you could take all the blood in a human body and condense it into something that would fit in a perfume bottle. Now imagine it was the blood of ten people in that bottle. That is the Essence of Blood. There are seven in total: Day, Night, Blood, Bone, Heart, Mind, Chaos."

"Chaos?"

"It's only been successfully made a handful of times; the price is extreme and the making dangerous. The results are even worse. The mirror the Bloody Beauty possessed requires an Essence of Chaos for creation. I believe ten mirrors were made in all. At least that are recorded. Hundreds of people died for those essences, and thus those damned mirrors."

"I see," Gwenda said quietly. "Why is alchemy so amazing and awful at the same time?"

"It's not alchemy that's amazing and awful: it's people. Alchemy is just the method some of us choose. People never need anything but themselves to be heroes and villains, though."

Gwenda nodded but didn't reply as the midnight bells began to toll. She rose and went to the windows, looking out across the endless sea that was Blodwen Forest, desperately hoping that this was the night she might spy some clue, some hint of who or what was tormenting her kingdom this time.

As the final toll faded into the night, it was replaced by a haunting melody full of mourning and longing. She despised it, but at the same time wanted to rush to the source to soothe the musician's pain. She wanted to kill them for all the suffering they were causing, all the murders they were attempting, and yet wanted to hold them close and assure them that everything would be all right. "I hate it, but also I don't. It's infuriating."

Marcum chuckled softly. "Yes, it's quite good at that. I think its main goal is to lure, or at least it was once, but for some unknown reason it's not working correctly. I think that's also part of the reason we can't seem to stop or even block it—we don't know what's wrong with it, and so can't account for that error."

"I suppose a problem being simple for once is asking too much."

Marcum didn't reply, but his agreement was in his face. They stood together at the window listening as the music played for the next hour, fading away only as the clock struck the first hour of the morning. A new day. A new hell.

A few minutes later came the distant sounds of light chaos as the sick were discovered and guards started going through the castle to locate, count, and move them. Gathering the heavy folds of her skirts, Gwenda left the quiet sanctuary of her room and headed for the great hall, Marcum at her side.

People already filled it, anxious men and women, crying children pulled from their beds by fearful parents. Gwenda walked slowly through the room, speaking with each and every one of them, though often she only wound up repeating the same words to the same questions.

By the time she'd finished, Captain Aldra had appeared, her face grim.

"How many?" Gwenda asked.

"Eleven tonight. It's escalated severely."

Gwenda nodded but did not speak, not certain she trusted her voice. Eleven. Usually it was three to five a night, in one instance six. Double the usual in a single night? Something was wrong. Something had changed. But what? They were fighting a battle in the dark against a creature with perfect night vision.

Set in the rightmost of the enormous doors of the great hall was a smaller door for everyday use, and it swung open now as Calder, her Huntsman, entered, followed by Goulet, the goblin who lived part of the year in the castle and the rest of the time in the caves with his tribe. Though the Blodwen Tribe was still remote and closed-off, as goblins preferred, they were slowly thawing, a combination of concerted effort by Goulet and Marcum, the forest itself, and Gwenda's own slow, quiet approaches. If there was one thing she'd learned since the Bloody Beauty had nearly destroyed everything, it was that the more cooperative the various parts of Blodwen Forest were, the better chance they stood against all these threats.

Even the goblins and their vast store of knowledge had not been able to provide an answer about the strange music. It was disconcerting that the combined efforts of an experienced mage, a nigh-legendary alchemist, and an entire goblin tribe, not to mention the royal library and an entire castle of inhabitants, could not produce even the slightest clue as to the reason.

That felt wrong, like there was a secret people weren't sharing, but she couldn't say why she felt that way. Only that it was a strong feeling, and it grew stronger every day.

When she was too exhausted to keep standing, Gwenda had food and drink brought for everyone and fortified herself with strong tea, pushing on to keep everyone calm, until one by one everyone trickled away to either finally—hopefully—get some rest, or to begin their day because sleeping was impossible.

Gwenda could commiserate. As exhausted as she was, if she tried to lie down right then her mind would spin and spin, and rest would not come. Better to keep going until the exhaustion finally won out.

She looked up from the notes she'd jotted down while talking to people, mustering a smile for the men who'd formed a loose half-circle in front of her: Levaughn, Calder, Marcum, and Goulet. Her dearest friends. "I'm guessing from your expressions that our latest attempt at blocking the music or at least learning something about it was in vain?"

"Yes," Marcum said, voice threaded with frustration. "I don't understand how the music can circumvent—flat out ignore, more like—all of our efforts. Levaughn and I are nobody to tangle with, and Blodwen Forest is something else entirely. Yet the musician evades all of us, like we're not even here trying."

Levaughn grimaced in agreement.

"What could cause magic to be so powerful? Something to do with those Essences you were telling me about?"

Levaughn and Calder looked at her in surprise, then turned accusing looks on Marcum, who held up his hands in defense. "She figured it out all on her own. What the hells point was there in not saying anything after that?"

Calder sighed. "So could it be an Essence?"

"Yes, it very well could be," Marcum replied. "I was fervently hoping not, but only something involving an Essence would have any hope of being this powerful. I half suspect the reason no one knows even the barest rumor about it is that the culprit plays their pipe, and the memories are gone."

Gwenda shuddered. There was very little magic and alchemy could not do, but the idea that it could simply erase memories... What if the Bloody Beauty had done such a thing? Would Gwenda have died not even knowing who she really was? No thought had ever been so terrifying. "What sort of magic could do this?"

"Old magic, forbidden magic," Goulet said. "Worse than the mirrors—worse than a lot of things. Marcum's right: it's entirely possible the people who could have explained this were spelled to forget all about it, or at least against telling others about it, though I think a spell like that is far more difficult."

"It is," Marcum said. "We'll figure it out, though. Every spell has a weakness; we'll find the crack in this one."

"First you're going to get some sleep," Goulet said. "You, Levaughn, and Snow White. I don't know why the three of you think anything can be accomplished by giving up sleep."

Marcum looked like he wanted to argue, but at the reproving look Goulet gave him, finally conceded defeat. "Fine."

Calder stepped forward. "Come, Your Majesty, I'll escort you to your room. Captain Aldra has matters well in hand here."

Gwenda wanted to argue, but like Marcum, she was susceptible to a reprimanding glare if it came from the right source. Calder was one of three people who could do it. The other two were dead. "As you wish, then." Calder offered his arm, and she took it, and they walked off in comfortable silence back to her room.

At her door, he bowed. "We'll figure this out, I promise."

"I never doubted that," Gwenda replied. "I simply hate that it's taking us so long. Even Blodwen Forest cannot hold back the inevitable forever. I don't want to bury more of my people, not like this."

"We won't. I vow it. Get some rest, because the kingdom needs you now more than ever, my queen."

"You too, Huntsman. Sleep well."

Stepping into her room, she closed the door quietly behind her, sighed softly, and went to get some more reading done.

*~*~*
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Her head ached, everything was too loud, too bright, too much. Holding back a cringe and silently willing her stomach to stop roiling, she smiled politely as the next person in line approached her with a concern. Petitions would continue all morning, possibly until after lunch, and then it would be off for meetings, paperwork, and then to prepare for dinner and another long night of waiting.

If only there was a moment to hide away somewhere she could scream. Just let out every frustration eating away at her, maybe relieve some of the pressure that felt like it was crushing her from the inside out.

Instead she kept smiling, kept solving problems, kept going. Issuing funds, arranging assistance, housing, repairs, inspections, whatever was needed. Sometimes she wished there were three of her; this had all been so much easier when she'd been assisting her father, when they'd been a team. All alone, and without her father's years of experience to guide and assist her, everything felt ten times harder.

Nor did it help that she knew everyone felt she was too young to be queen yet. As though she'd had a choice in the matter. Like she hadn't been forced to stand by and do nothing as her father was murdered. As so many women she'd called friends, including Betty, her personal maid, whom she'd known since they were little girls together, were coldly murdered, treated no better than chickens picked and prepared for dinner.

Turning her thoughts away from that path before she made a fool of herself by crying in the middle of the great hall while it was filled nearly to capacity, she signaled the nearby guard. He immediately stepped forward and rang the gong before bellowing, "Break!"

Sighing quietly in relief, Gwenda rose—and stopped as the enormous doors of the great hall flew open. Several guards immediately rushed forward, grabbing and hauling the offenders, barking orders for the doors to be shut and demanding to know why protocol had been so flagrantly broken.

Gwenda left them to it, her attention completely captivated by the stranger in their midst.

He was in chains, for one, and looked very much like he'd been dragged through the mud a few times, which was entirely possible if his guards were cretins, which seemed likely. He was tall—towering, and so broadly built he nearly dwarfed every other man in the room. His skin was a rich dark brown, like the earth of Blodwen Forest itself. His hair fell to his shoulders in thick, beautiful curls that she wanted to run her fingers through. He had close-shaved facial hair that had not suffered a wit for being left to suffer a few days, giving him a delightfully scruffy look. His muddy clothes seemed to be old, worn, but of good quality, though all in drab browns and grays, a sharp contrast to his gleaming red leather boots. As he drew closer, she could see his eyes were a soft gold, the color of the harvest moon, and the worn clothes hid a wealth of muscles.

She would not mind at all seeing him naked.

Quashing that thought, she focused on the last remaining, and by far most intriguing detail: in his arms was an enormous cat, with long black and brown fur and eyes a vivid green. It stared back at her with a disconcerting amount of awareness.

Drawing herself up, Gwenda leveled her attention on the offending guards. "What is the meaning of this ruckus?" They weren't castle guards, but from much farther afield. Quinton Castle, or thereabouts, by their markings. Interesting. She had a long list of questions regarding Quinton, but they'd been shoved aside to deal with the current problem of the illness-inducing music. "Why are you disrupting my day and breaking rules like you own the place?"

"Begging your pardon, Your Majesty," one of the guards said, bowing so low he nearly toppled over. "We come with a matter of grave importance."

"Grave," Gwenda repeated, eyes flicking back to the handsome stranger and his cat for a bare moment. "A single man is of grave concern to me?"

The second guard, clearly not as smart as his companion, stepped forward and said indignantly, "He ain't what he claims! This right bastard was poncing about Castle Quinton like he was its lord when he ain't! He's no duke—he's nothing."

Gwenda narrowed her eyes, and the first guard stepped forward hastily, shoving the second one back with a venomous glare. "Apologies, Your Majesty, though what my companion says is true. This man, real name unknown, was claiming to be the Duke of Quinton. He's not. No one can find the real duke, or any hint of where he might have gone."

"Let me get this straight," Gwenda said, in a tone of voice that had everyone but the two guards hastening to find somewhere else to be. "For over ten years now, Quinton has not paid taxes, has not communicated with me, and everyone sent to investigate the problem goes missing. Until four months ago, when suddenly I'm getting taxes paid in arrears, full reports, and rumors of a steadily improving territory... and now, when I have people desperately sick because of someone with a magic pipe, you expect me to care about a supposed impostor who was doing the job that nobody else in Quinton bothered to do for more than a decade? You think telling me why things are going right is more important than the problem of tens of sick people in my forest who could die at any moment? Explain to me why this matter is more important than people dying. Go ahead."

Instead of the guards, who'd gone nearly as white as her, it was the impostor duke who spoke. "Did... did you say a magic pipe?"

Gwenda's attention snapped to him, the guards completely forgotten. His skin had gone ashen, his eyes filled with fear and pain where before he'd looked more amused and cocky than anything else. "Yes, a magic pipe."

"Nothing stops it," the man said, voice trembling. "Every night it plays. Every night it torments. He torments. The Pied Piper."

The entire hall had fallen silent. Marcum and Levaughn, who'd been working at one of the many tables in the hall, rose and came to stand with Gwenda, staring intently at the man.

"Who are you?" Gwenda asked. "How do you know about this mysterious musician when we have searched high and low for any explanation, only to come up with nothing?"

"You won't find anything," the man said shakily. His voice was deep, smooth, beautiful, even when it was filled with fear. "He took the rats. Then the children. Then everyone else. No one was left, except me."

"How did you survive?" Gwenda asked.

Shifting the cat to one arm, the man used his free hand to shove back his hair on the left side of his head. The bottom half of his head had been completely shaved, and the skin inked with elaborate alchemical markings that seemed to glow like blue embers.

Marcum stepped in to see them better, and a moment later said, "You're deaf. That's how. He couldn't get you because you couldn't hear the music."

"Yes," the man replied, and let his hair fall. He cuddled the cat close for a moment, then said, "My name is Sheridan. My story is long and complicated, but once upon a time, I was a child in the village of Hamelin. I fell sick when I was a baby, only barely surviving, and it rendered me deaf. After the Pied Piper came and murdered everyone, I was all that was left. I escaped, went elsewhere, eventually found an alchemist who granted me the ability to hear, though the spell needs regular renewing."

"Complicated indeed," Marcum replied, "especially since that's an enchanted cat."

"What!" Levaughn rushed forward and swore as he looked the cat over. "I'll be damned."

"Enough," Gwenda said. "Get those guards out of my sight." She motioned for a nearby maid to approach. "Get Lord Sheridan out of those manacles and escort him to a room where he may clean and refresh himself. Have a private lunch arranged in my dining room for me, my circle, and our new guest. I want to hear this long and complicated story."

Without waiting for anyone's reply, the privilege of being queen, Gwenda turned and strode off to her own chambers. She needed a headache powder, a brief nap, and the chance to compose herself. Finally, finally, she would have some answers.
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Chapter Two
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"That is the last time I listen to you!" Sheridan said, shooting Prosper a glare before he finished drying off and pulled on the clean clothes someone had found for him. "No one will notice or care, my ass!"

Prosper stared back, completely unimpressed. Stop panicking. He didn't get you the first time. He won't get you this second time.

Sheridan dropped into the chair by the window and buried his head in his hands.

Again. It was happening again. All he'd wanted was to build a happy life, far away from the nightmare that had destroyed his home, his family, his friends. His everything. That should have destroyed him but hadn't, because he'd fallen sick as an infant.

I know you have a thing for borrowing trouble, sunrise, but try not to do it this one time. It will help nothing.

Sheridan laughed, though there was no joy in the sound. "I don't know what you expect me to think about when the greatest trauma of my life has come waltzing back."

Prosper started purring, his eyes going soft and slinky. You could think about how lovely Her Majesty is, and the 'fuck me' eyes she gave you for a moment.

"You're losing your mind," Sheridan said. No queen, especially one as beautiful as Queen Gwenda, looked at a peasant that way, least of all a peasant who'd recently been arrested for impersonating a noble. Who'd been dragged into her presence in chains and covered in mud. He'd probably be in a dungeon right now if not for the fact he was the sole person on the continent, and possibly in the world, who'd survived the fucking Pied Piper of Hamelin. "I can't believe he's back."

Mewing softly, Prosper jumped down from the bed and padded over to him, hopping up neatly into his lap and butting his chin. If we can face all we have so far, we can deal with this. Stop thinking about that mass-murdering fuckhead and think about how grateful and adoring Her Majesty will be to you for saving her and her people.

Sheridan laughed. "Oh, quit it. You're beyond ridiculous, as always. Maybe those madcap scenarios come true for you, but not for me." Especially when his alchemy wore out, and he didn't have the funds to renew the spell, and everyone got tired of dealing with a man who couldn't hear.

Stop sulking. I love you with every beat of my heart. You are and will always be my sunrise. Also you didn't see the way she looked at you.

"Uh-huh," Sheridan said. "I saw very well how close she was to throwing all of us in the fireplace."

That was just those stupid guards who don't know when to leave well enough alone. You she wanted to eat for dinner, dessert, and a bedtime snack.

"Stop it!" Sheridan replied, face burning. "She did not!"

Did so! I'll bet my whiskers.

"I think we have more important things to worry about, you mangy feline."

If you think I'm not making note of every time you call me that, or similar, you are going to find yourself very thoroughly, very sorely mistaken the very moment I'm human again.

Sheridan cracked a bare smile at that. "Why do you think I make very sure to keep doing it?"

That got a lick and bite to his ear, the precise spot that was his undoing every single time.

"Stop that!" He said, face hotter than ever as he shoved Prosper off his lap. "You're worse as a cat than you ever were as a human, and that's saying something!"

Those green eyes glittered but Prosper only turned and fluffed off back to the bed, where he sprawled indolently across it.

Three years. Three long, difficult years now the love of his life had been trapped in a cat's body. It was only the telepathic bond they shared, a result of a curse that had nearly killed them when they'd first met, that kept Prosper human. Normally people inflicted with a such a terrible curse eventually succumbed to their shape, ceased to be human entirely.

What if eventually even the telepathy wasn't enough? What if—

Quit it. All this fretting and worrying. What have I told you?
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