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“GET UP.” 

It was the pain in his uncle’s voice, rather than the urgency, which forced sleep from Theo’s eyes. A sense of warning immediately pressed into him, sinking his body into the hard surface of his sleeping pad, even as he sought for the strength to crawl out of it. 

“Get up, boy,” the command barked out again, this time accompanied by a shaking hand dripping with the warmth of blood. “Your brother’s already getting the horses ready.”

Theo felt the sense of warning flare into danger as the new information began to piece itself together inside his seven-year-old mind. Not only was it unusual for Thaddeus, his older brother, to be up before the sun, but ever since the hostile fairyfolk of Riverbed Valley had overtaken the mountainside, no one in all of the kingdom of Rhone thought it wise to ride without the protection of daylight.

Flames spurt out from the other room as Theo hurried to get his things together. While his feet were quick to take him across the small cabin his father and uncle had built together, the one his mother had furnished with her love as much as her embroidery, Theo’s heart pounded only with the desire for time to stand still. The call to remember everything, every little detail of his home beat inside of him as a resounding instinct. It rippled through his body, from his heart to his mind, distorting time and perception. 

How strange his hand should shake, as he grabbed at the small bread packets, tucked away in their usual cabinet. How had he never noticed the slump in the floors from the years of walking? Theo glanced at his Uncle Thom, wondering what could have happened, what could be so important at this time of night. But before he could say a word, he nearly stumbled at the sight of his uncle and his wounds.

Deep gashes, down both his arms and across his back, were surging rather than slipping with blood. Cuts and bruises were settled into the ebony of his beard.  

“Uncle Thom,” Theo gasped. 

His uncle, always seemingly so fiery and strong, narrowed his gaze. “We don’t have time to worry about it,” he said, dismissing his battle wounds with an eerie calmness. 

“But we have to get you some bandages,” Theo insisted. 

“We’ll have to worry about it after we get to the church,” Uncle Thom muttered, stoking the small flames of the fire. “Bring me your mother’s tapestry, the one hanging there. And hurry.” 

Theo rushed over and prudently pulled down the tapestry; his mother had told him, long ago, how his father had won in one of his many successful tournaments, and given it to her. Woven into it was a scene from the legend of Queen Lucia, the Fairy Queen who fell in love with a mortal man, and had him prove his love and his worth by becoming a knight in her kingdom. Since then–or since the legend came about–it was said only those who were worthy of love and power would become knights. It was a favorite bedtime story of Theo’s, and his mother indulged him so often with the tale, the landscape of his dreams often wove itself right into the tapestry, as he became a powerful knight and protected the kingdom like his father and uncle.

He carefully handed it over to his uncle, secretly hoping they would be able to wash out the bloodstains from his uncle’s hands later. The selfish wish twisted into pain when his uncle began to tear it into strips.

“Wha–” Theo sputtered. “What are you doing? I thought you said we would take care of your wounds when we got to the church.” 

“This is not for me.” Uncle Thom shook his head. “We have to destroy this, Theo,” he said. He tossed some of the strips into the fire. “Look.”

Theo would have rather shoveled out the stables than watch as the beautiful, blue-green eyes of the fairy Queen began to burn red. But curiosity got the better of him; he turned to face the fire. He blinked in surprise. The fire was burning green and pink sparks, like live flowers sprouting into flames. 

“That,” Uncle Thom explained, “is Magdust.” 

Theo stilled; suddenly, he knew. “Mother and Father are dead, aren’t they?”

His uncle furrowed his brow. “It’s complicated, Theo. But I’m sorry.” 

Theo grabbed the rest of the tapestry remnants from his uncle’s hands and threw them into the fireplace. The scenery from his dreams fueled the fire and lit up the room, burning into reality and changing it all into a nightmare. 

Then, bravely but uncertainly, he turned around on his heel, pushed the wayward tresses of his black hair back from his face, and marched out of the door.

At the freshness of the air, tears threatened to flow even more sharply, and he had to hide his face; for a long moment, he tried to pull himself together, even as his world and his home fell apart.

A hand on his back and a horse’s snort jolted his hands off his face, allowing him to see his brother. Thad was looking down at him, his eyes colored with the same dark green determination; it was a heritage only a brother could share.  

“Uncle Thom said we were to ride together,” Thad told him. “You ride in the back, okay?” 

Theo nodded. There was nothing else to do but follow orders; he would later think it was a small blessing in its own way, since he was unable to think of what had to be done himself. 

“Hopefully, Butterscotch won’t mind holding both of us,” Thad said. 

He is trying to comfort me, Theo understood bitterly. Thad was suddenly, at ten years of age, the leader in their home. And, Theo realized, that made him a burden. Before he could respond to his brother, the door to their house slammed shut for the last time as their uncle walked out. 

In the soft morning light, creeping its way over the far mountains, Theo’s hope crumbled. It was one thing to see his house burn, and his dreams destroyed; but it was entirely another to see his beloved uncle, his father’s protector and best friend, stripped of his invincibility, slinking toward the outskirts of death. 

In muffled curses and moans, Uncle Thom clambered onto his steed and came up beside them. “No matter what, boys,” he said, “you will need to ride on to the church outside Havilah, the capital. I have a letter for them here,” he said, sliding a rolled up and sealed message into the bounds of their horse’s saddle. “No matter what, see they get it, and your grandfather will see to it that they take you in.” 

Thad and Theo both started to object, but with a wave of his hand, Uncle Thom commanded their attention once more. 

“The fairies are after us,” he intoned. “You need to get to the church. They have protection there. While we are in the forest, do not make a sound. For spies and sprites, commanded by that demon witch, Magdalina, are everywhere, and anywhere outside the church’s ground is fair game to them. If they hear us, they will kill us.”

“Like they killed our parents?” Thad asked, the anger cool but clear in his voice. 

“Not quite,” Uncle Thom said with a sigh. “I imagine it would be much worse for us.” At Thad and Theo’s stunned and confused silence, he nodded forward. “Be brave,” he called, giving one last battle cry, as he kicked his heels and his horse sped off. Thad, sure of Theo’s riding skill, hastened to set a close course behind him. 
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THE WIND WHIPPED THROUGH Theo’s hair, almost in a comforting way. But however well-meaning the wind, it only stirred the angry fires inside of him. As the trees flew by in passing, as the fairies nipped and brushed and bounced about in a hovering threat, as the monks and nuns hurried around the hallowed grounds of the church ... as the last of his uncle’s weakened confessions fell silent, Theo felt the rage burn on inside of him, into his skin and into his soul, marking him with a lonely fierceness and an empty, nameless hunger. 
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“COME AWAY! O HUMAN child! 

To the waters and the wild,

With a fairy hand-in-hand,

For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.” 

~ “The Stolen Child,” Yeats

“Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.”

~ Joshua 1:9, NIV
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SHE HAD NEVER BEEN one to waste her time; after all, she had so little of it left. But whether or not the weather cooperated with her was another matter entirely. 

Rose looked up at the bleak sky, feeling the hood of her protective cloak sliding down from her face, exposing her nape at the end of her close-cropped hair. The wind tickled her skin, and rather than finding it charming and pleasant as she might have when she was younger, she found it taunting and terrifying.

Her gaze moved down from the crying skies to the sea, the rough and tumbling creature so keen on hogging every inch it could of the world’s edge.  

There was nothing to it, she decided. They would have to enter into the cavern during the rain. According to the map Ethan had found, the entrance to Titania’s realm was not far down the cliff, and while it would be easier if the rain would stop and the tide would recede, Rose knew she could never count on life to make things easier for her if it could. 

That was how Theo found her; looking down the edge of the cliffs, standing in the rain, and declaring all the world her enemy. No wonder she had insisted on leaving the palace when she’d been thirteen, he thought. Even the grand palace would have demolished itself, had she been unable to fight her own way free of it. She was a warrior through and through. 

Theo shook his head and pushed back the cover of his cloak. “I know that look,” he muttered, coming up from behind her. “And the answer is no.” 

Rose would have normally grinned at the sight of her best friend following her out of the safety of the camp to talk. But ever since she and her group had finally found the location of the home of a powerful Fairy Queen, time seemed to crush into her a little bit more each day, pushing her into possible tomorrows long before her todays had finished. 

She pursed her lips together. “Come on. I’m the princess, remember? I’m the one in command here, Theo.” 

He smiled at her. “You only pull rank when you know I’m right.” Crossing his arms, he added, “It’s only been two days, Rosary. We’ll give it at least one more before we go barreling in.” 

He was not fooled by the calm look on her face; there would be a battle in getting her to agree. 

He had known Rose–officially Princess Aurora Rosemarie Mohanagan of Rhone–for over ten years, ever since he arrived to work in the royal chapel, and he knew well her charms. It was impossible not to notice them, and knowing her well enough, it was impossible for him to fall for them–which, he knew, she both liked and hated on different occasions. Knowing her expressions just as well, Theo knew this time she hated it.

“Mary can protect us with a weather spell,” she argued.

He had to admit, halfway begrudgingly, he admired her tenacity as she refused to back down. “Mary is still tired from our battle with the Eastern Warlords. We’re all still tired, even you. The rest will be good for us. We have time enough for rest.”

“No, I don’t have time, Theo. My birthday is coming up.” Frustration and fear crept into the pattern of her speech. 

“And you can spare a day now, and we’ll make up for it later.” 

“What if we don’t?” 

“You still have a whole year afterwards, Rosary.” Patience melted away into concern at her words. He knew she was upset and afraid, and there was little he could do about it. 

That was why he had come, though, wasn’t it? The thought hit him with a disgruntled air. There were few reasons besides counsel and comfort that would cause one to bring a priest across continents and into battle. He was fortunate to have found a friend in the doomed princess of Rhone. 

Theo watched as she started pacing, her knight’s armor clanking quietly in tune with her stride. Time to reinforce the reason, he decided. “Sophia can’t build much of a raft by the day’s end. Why not send her to town with Virtue and some of the guards? She can surely go unnoticed here, even with your beast of a hawk, and she’ll be able to see about a boat for tomorrow.” 

After a moment of silence, Rose smirked despite herself. “You and your logic,” she muttered. She gave him a friendly punch on the shoulder. “Is there anything you don’t use it for?” 

“Some things,” he replied, “that you know of well, and we share.” 

Rose felt a world pass between them inside his soft-spoken words, and found comfort in it. “Wanting revenge does tend to bind people together,” Rose agreed, finally stopping in her tracks. She laid out her cloak and sat down on the ground. She pulled off her gloves, running her hands along the mossy ground. “Even people like you and me.” 

“You mean a princess and an orphan?” 

She thought about it. “No, more than that,” she said. “Not just that. More like someone cursed and someone raised by the church. But I guess that’s wrong, too. You’re not a priest. Not yet, anyway.” 

“All of mankind is cursed,” Theo replied easily enough, sitting down next to her. 

“I guess you sound like enough of one it’s easy to forget,” she teased back. She sighed. “It’s not fair.” 

He looked over at her, and not for the first time, felt the pull of her presence. She was beautiful, even as she desperately tried to hide it. He didn’t have the heart to tell her it was a waste of her time. With her chopped hair, the sunlight-kissed locks fluttered playfully, mysteriously; her eyes, as blue as the sky and unfathomable the sea, were framed by thick, sable lashes, and her lips, lips said to shame the reddest of roses, were as expressive and quirky as he knew her mind to be. Yes, he thought, life was not fair, even to the brightest among us. 

Theo knew, having spent his adolescence in the palace, while Rose was angry at the curse placed on her at birth by the wicked fairy Magdalina, it was not the fear of a sleeping death that ailed her so much as the curse of relentless beauty. He smiled, recalling the day when an intended suitor, praising her with a song of her looks, had finally caused her perfected façade to fold. 

Rose caught his smile. “What?” she snapped. 

“I was thinking about the Prince of Crete,” he said. “When he came, and you took his instrument–what was it? A mandolin or something?–and bashed him over the head with it, saying he should be ashamed he’d forgotten to mention how the pearly gates gleamed second only to your smile.”

Rose laughed. “You remember his face? It was so red, I thought he was going to throw up.” 

“He looked like he’d just swallowed some pig slaw,” Theo agreed. “But it was your mother’s face which I still picture the best. She looked like she was going to murder you.” 

Rose giggled. “I guess that’s one upside to Magdalina's curse. It’s not like my mother’s going to get away with murdering me. And neither will anyone else.” 

They fell back into an easy silence for a moment. Then Theo asked, “Is that why you like playing the mercenary knight?” 

“It’s not for just that reason,” Rose assured him. She narrowed her gaze slyly in his direction. “You need the practice, remember?” 

“Oh, I see now.” Theo shook his head, trying to hide his grin. “Here I thought I was getting pretty good at being your squire.” 

“I told you months ago you were good enough to be a Rhonian knight,” Rose reminded him. “Or did you just want to hear me say it again?” 

“No, I wanted to hear you admit I’d beaten you in your battle testing.” Theo smirked. 

“Ha, it’s always a riot with you. But anyway, Sophia’s my official squire now.”

“When she’s not working on your armory.” 

“She likes doing that. And you know blacksmithing is very important to knights like us. She might as well practice and put it to use.” 

“She has been, and probably too much to really get in any knight training with the tournaments and the Eastern Warlord battles we’ve had recently.”

“Which we might not have had to fight at all, if the Lead General hadn’t been so demanding.” Rose squeezed a handful of dirt and watched it slip through her fingers, a mixture of dust and mud. “The people in Greece are already taxed enough. He had some nerve demanding more. Even people like Ethan and Sophia’s family deserve better.” 

Theo nodded. “And you work for it. One way or another.”  

“I like fighting, but I would rather see justice done, whether it’s on the battlefield or in diplomacy,” Rose said. “And if I get paid for it, all the better for us.”

“I know. Since you feel you will never have it for yourself.” 

Rose shrugged. “I guess that’s true. I mean, I know Magdalina wasn’t invited to my party, but it’s not exactly my fault for the war between the humans and the fairies, is it?” 

Theo thought about the Magdust and the fairies who had died as the humans had captured and killed them and the retribution the humans faced. “No, it wasn’t your fault.” 

“It wasn’t fair of her to curse me.” 

“It wasn’t fair of them to kill my family, either,” Theo agreed. 

“When I am Queen of Rhone, we’ll find a way to deal with Magdalina and her magic,” Rose vowed. “I just need to break the curse she placed on me first.” 
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