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Foreword

Last year, in the middle of several disasters, both natural and personal, someone suggested I publish some of my smaller pieces since I already had several short stories set in the Beings universe. “Just a fun, easy side project,” they said, “so you can release something without too much stress.” Ha! replied my brain, as it promptly took that idea and turned it into something time-consuming. Thus, a small, silly project of Beings stories set outside the Beings universe became a book of fairy tales, or something like fairy tales. 

Now, here we are in the middle of another disaster, and I just hope these offer some distraction or comfort. They were meant to be fun for me and for all the readers who have patiently waited over a year for me to get all the Beings books back out into the world again and then write something new. A little glimpse into what might have been—or what might be, as Edgar Erasmus might say. 

The sight, as it is colloquially known, pops up from time to time in otherwise unremarkable humans; a latent fairy trait passed down from sexually adventurous ancestors. Fairies have the ability to ‘see’ truth, yet are widely, and incorrectly, not regarded with fear. Perhaps because they mostly choose not use this power. 

With seers, it is never a matter of choice. 

Few seem to welcome their gifts or even admit to them, and not only because prophets and oracles are often punished for their honesty or conscripted into the service of the powerful. Seeing the past as it was, and the present as it is, the way that fairies and humans with the sight do, can be dangerous, but no one lives easily with the weight of the future upon them. It is little wonder, then, that so many seers are said to lose themselves in substance abuse, or daydreams, or run from their gifts altogether. 

From the Introduction to Know Thyself: Fortune-tellers, Prophets, Sibyls, and Seers 

by Eo-jin Moreau, PhD 
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What Might Be
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“SO THIS IS the lair of a seer?” 

Edgar pulled himself from the dog-eared, used copy of a Regency romance he had purchased online and looked at the stranger in front of him. 

It took some doing. Lady Prudence, a widow, had been in the middle of feverishly describing her encounter with a devilish man at a masked ball. Edgar loved a masked ball—in theory, of course, since Edgar rarely left this room, much less this house, and would never, ever, be able to hide who he was. 

He focused on the figure at the library door, and did his best not to be disappointed to find an ordinary dragon of about Edgar’s age, with fiery red and orange scales, carroty hair, and freckles across his white cheeks. 

The freckles were sort of endearing, although Edgar personally preferred a face without them. One particular face, in fact, but that was not meant to be, so he did not dwell on it. 

Not in front of strangers, anyway. 

“Hello,” Edgar belatedly greeted his newest suitor, as this dragon surely must be. Edgar’s mother was probably somewhere close by, embarrassingly hopeful on Edgar’s behalf. She didn’t understand that most dragons were unnerved by Edgar, and she loved him too much to see how even the dragons who did not tremble before a seer were still not interested in a dragon who spent most of his time in his pajamas. 

Edgar’s current pajama set was purple silk, a gift from Justin, who thought the purple went well with Edgar’s emerald scales. Edgar wore this set often, while wishing that the purple would make the rest of him a little more exciting. Less mousy brown hair. Less squishy body. Less awkward social skills. Edgar was almost as awkward as Zarrin Xu, whose family, not at all understanding like Edgar’s, had allegedly shunted him off to a house in some remote part of the state. 

Wearing these pajamas also meant Edgar had to resist the temptation to pretend that the gift had been something intimate, and not, as it likely was, something given and then forgotten about. He especially had to fight this urge around strangers who were dragons, because the dragon sense of smell, while not as refined as a werewolf’s, was strong enough to detect lust, and occasionally, longing. 

He didn’t notice any scents out of place on his suitor, though he hadn’t expected to. Most of Edgar’s suitors were here at the urging of their families. Anyway, this one and Edgar barely knew each other. Edgar wondered if his suitor knew Justin, if he had also been one of Justin’s suitors, or one of Justin’s playmates, as the dragon elite sometimes referred to their casual sexual friends, and then shuddered to imagine what this dragon might have smelled on him at that thought. 

His red-headed suitor hesitated, likely because Edgar had not answered in a way that encouraged more conversation. Then he rallied and tried again. “Your lair is a library?” 

It was not truly a library. Books filled the shelves, and the floor, and every available space except for the couch where Edgar sat, but these books were not for anyone to borrow. Printed-out fanfiction, arranged in binders, took up the space beneath the couch, done when Edgar was a child, before e-readers and tablets and laptops had made storage easier. Dead-tree novels, comics, and magazines gave the room the faint smell of aged vanilla. 

A few movies, but only a few, could be found, alongside children’s stories and mass market genre fiction, and human young adult novels about werewolves that were so, so wrong but so, so wonderful. 

Too many stories and not enough stories, thousands upon thousands of them in the room as they were in Edgar’s mind. But to others, the room was hushed, and the crackle of the fire was peaceful, so they would often come to sit on the couch and listen to Edgar talk about stories because they believed what humans did—that storytellers were seers. That was why Edgar was shown respect although he was a dragon with no treasure of his own. 

That Edgar was a seer was the only reason he had any suitors at all. Dragons these days were very concerned that the world needed more dragons, so dragon parents went out of their way to try to make matches. It was not done to be cruel. Dragons were welcome to find companionship, or sex, or love, with anyone they fancied, if they fancied. But having a few hatchlings with another dragon was the preferred outcome for many anxious parents. Hence, playmates. Hence, this dragon in Edgar’s house who might know Justin in a way that Edgar would never know Justin, and now was pretending he wanted to woo Edgar when really, he was after an answer. 

If the answer was regarding Justin, Edgar had a feeling he was going to do something novel, and perhaps awful. 

But he belatedly remembered he had been supposed to speak. 

“My lair is my library,” he corrected. “I keep stories, you see.” 

“That’s what I was told,” answered his suitor, coming into the room. He looked around but respectfully did not touch anything. 

Edgar sighed. They were always so very respectful. One dragon to another. One dragon to another dragon with an ambiguous and apparently terrifying power. They never tried to treat Edgar like... well, it was best not to wish for that, either. 

“You keep stories and you tell them, that’s what they say,” his suitor went on, making Edgar’s heart sink, just a little. He truly hoped this one would not do what they all did at first. That he would not— “Should I ask you for my story?” his carnelian visitor asked him, light and teasing. Flirtatious, probably. Or he meant to be. 

Like how a visitor at a carnival might ask for their fortune. Which was something Edgar had to imagine, since he had never been to a carnival. Crowds were too much for Edgar, especially for prolonged periods. Too many voices and stories and possible stories. Too much noise when his mind was already loud and colorful. 

Too much, in general, for other dragons to tolerate when it came to matters of companions, or spouses, or dragons’ boys—who were, of course, sometimes anything but boys, but were always highly valued. 

Another foolish thought. Edgar was not a dragon’s boy. Edgar was a dragon. He did not belong to anyone in particular. Nor would he ever. 

Probably. 

It was almost a certainty, but Edgar had never closed his eyes to consider his own future because he was wise enough not to. It was the romance novel making him careless and wistful, making him sigh and dream and... forget he had a visitor in the room with him. 

Edgar frowned, although it was not the fault of this dragon that he had come here. Most dragons were forced into these awkward, potentially romantic interactions, and this new dragon was likely just trying to make the best of it. He couldn’t know that all of these encounters went the same, and that Edgar would have preferred being left to his book, or that light teasing could never be as delightful as boldness in the face of Edgar’s power. People who teased lightly and made jokes about prophecies and visions did not think Edgar was serious. Because of his oddness, or his pajamas, or the stack of yaoi manga at the end of the couch. 

“You know my name, I’ll bet,” Edgar said finally. “But I don’t know yours.” 

“Aiden.” Aiden dipped his head in greeting. 

“Aiden,” Edgar tried to be gentle, “you do not want your story. I could close my eyes and consider it, but it is safer to leave things unseen.” 

Edgar, for one, had always found it better not to look at his what might be, because the hope for what he wanted and would not get would probably crush him. 

Aiden, who was Edgar’s age, did what many other men in their early twenties might do when advised not to do something for their own good—he bristled and got defensive. “I’m sure I can handle whatever you see,” he declared, with enough conviction to almost make Edgar reconsider and classify him as bold. After all, only a few dragons ever asked Edgar to see and meant it. 

Edgar closed the book in his lap. “The future and all the possible futures are easier to bear if you think of them like soap operas. Storylines can be rewritten or redone into new storylines. They can change, but as long as certain factors remain constant, some outcomes also remain inevitable. Other times, it is simpler to imagine many timelines. Many universes, a scientist might say. Places where the smallest change in your past or present can affect everything else. If you were not a dragon—” a sentence sure to offend every dragon “—who would you be? Without family and money, without history and pride, who would you be, Aiden carnelian?” Edgar blinked, then perked up. “Oh, you would be lovely in a 1920s backdrop. The fashion would suit you. Would you be an American bootlegger? An English dandy? A modern artist? I’d make you a revolutionary, but I don’t believe you would be, not in the sense of say, Châu’s urging for armed revolt. If you were, you would not be here now in order to placate your parents. But, still, there is something secretive about you, so I am inclined to make you a bootlegger. Stealing across country roads in the dark, a car full of illegal liquor, both for profit and because the clandestine defiance pleases you.” 

“You would... make me a bootlegger?” Aiden asked in a slow, bemused tone of voice. 

He didn’t understand yet. 

“Why on earth would I look at your possible futures when neither of us might like them? An imaginary past is so much more fun. Though, of course, it would be the present at the time.” Edgar raised a finger to draw a circle in the air. “The trouble is, even in an imaginary past, issues will present themselves, and I will find myself considering futures, anyway, and one of them will undoubtedly be the real one, or close to it. And even if you do not identify the real future, you will see messages in your stories. Messages about me are likely because we are using my voice, but also messages about you. The answers you seek will show themselves, no matter if the story is fantasy or set in space, or an alternate version of your life where you did not go to school or you never gave up piano.” He focused back on Aiden, who was scowling as if he was beginning to understand. Perhaps he had once played piano. “I could cast strangers in each story. I could make every tale star a character from a show or a book you love. It wouldn’t matter. Stories are about the teller and the audience. That is why fanfiction is nice. Nobody really gets hurt... except the readers, sometimes. And me.” 

Aiden lost his scowl, looked curious instead. “You?” 

He’d make a wonderfully distrustful bootlegger reluctantly attracted to the federal agent on his trail. 

Nonetheless, Edgar shrugged uncomfortably. “Some things cannot be avoided without effort. Some seem to be always true. That’s why I don’t... I don’t think about the people I know.” 

“You used to,” Aiden pointed out, startling Edgar. “Everyone says you used to tell stories when you were younger, for all the other dragons. Fairy tales like humans tell. I also heard that you like romantic stories most of all.” 

“Who said that?” Edgar didn’t deny it, but he did frown. 

“It was just something I heard.” Aiden took a second longer to reply than he should have. He was lying to conceal whatever he’d actually heard. He had also brought up romance, very likely for a reason. 

“Oh. You truly aren’t here for me.” Edgar’s voice echoed throughout the room, although he did not raise it. If anything, he grew softer. “You joked at first,” like so many did, “but you came here to ask.” He studied Aiden from his sneakers to his loose button-down, until Aiden was the first to glance away. 

“Don’t know how he stands it,” he muttered. 

He didn’t say who ‘he’ was. But there were very few dragons who visited Edgar frequently and would fearlessly talk about him with others. Aiden was not one of Justin’s suitors, but he was full of longing, and Justin had spoken to him about Edgar. 

Edgar closed his eyes on a sigh. In the dark behind his eyelids were so many what might bes. 

“I rarely leave this house. You must know that first. What I know of the world, how I view it, is not what another might know, or see. There are gritty realities I will only ever understand as facts in a story. I do not want to dwell on unpleasantness, though if it finds me, I do not look away. Do you understand so far? This is how I see, and I how I weave my stories.” Edgar took a deep breath. “The stories are both mine and not mine, even though I am telling them. What I choose to look at and think about makes them mine, much like how I choose to tell them, but your stories are not my possibles. They are yours, and they will not always be things you like. Just because you do not want to hear something does not mean I can stop seeing it. The truth will out, even if it takes a dozen or more tales. There are rules to visiting oracles, and the most famous is this: Know thyself. If you want me to go on, I can, but you might not like the tale or its telling.” 

Edgar settled back against the couch, his eyes firmly shut. Someone was breathing heavily. He took that as acceptance and continued with his warnings. 

“You thought, as many do, that I might see only a little. That I am harmless because I like to be comfortable and I hide among my books.” Edgar released a small huff of smoke. “That because I am not in college like you, I would be frivolous, and because I prefer romances and stories with happy endings, I must be shallow. Let me assure you, I do not think there has ever been a seer who does not wish for happy endings instead of tragic. We look at universes and you expect us to share that with just anyone? You expect it to be easy? There is not a single fairy tale that does not draw blood, no matter how joyous the ending.” 

“I didn’t mean to insult you with my teasing. It’s just a lot to admit. Dragons are supposed to be sure, always. But I’m... I’m not.” Dragon pride or not, Aiden was more thoughtful than most. No wonder Justin had befriended him. 

Edgar tilted his head up and finally opened his eyes. He considered his ceiling, then the stained-glass windows that bathed the library in brightly colored light. 

“I am, um, exceptional, as far as seers go, in the traditional sense that I am an exception. An outlier. Maybe because I am dragon, and my magic makes me strong in only this one aspect.” Edgar lowered his head at last, and allowed his voice to return to its usual volume. Aiden’s eyes were fixed on him, wide and wary. Edgar leaned forward. “Why else did you come to me? There are other seers. Not as strong as me; none are as strong as me. But even a human with the sight and a deck of cards might have helped you, and you would not have had to admit to another dragon that you were uncertain.” 

That Aiden would come here was curiouser and curiouser the more Edgar thought of it. 

“Justin,” Edgar realized out loud, curling his fingers into his palm at the name. Justin, who was everything dragons were supposed to be. “What exactly did Justin say about me?” 

Aiden seemed startled. “You don’t know?” 

Edgar made a face. “I told you, I don’t look at people I...” All this talk of romance and unusual dragons had Edgar careless. He suddenly knew precisely how terrible it felt to be vulnerable before another dragon—a strange dragon, at that. 

Justin had to know; Edgar had always skirted acknowledging that truth but he had never denied it, either. Dragons responded to need and had sensitive noses. Therefore, Justin knew about Edgar’s hopeless affections, and possibly even Edgar’s bizarre and undragonlike desires. Now, Aiden was here because Justin had told him something, and Edgar did not want to look to see what it was. 

“Edgar?” Aiden prompted, sounding worried. 

“I shouldn’t look,” Edgar answered, fretting at the cuff of his pajama sleeve. 

“Edgar.” Aiden’s voice shook the room, a display of power that seemed to take even Aiden aback. He was young to be able to do that. Edgar had certainly never been able to shake anything. He didn’t have a treasure, and no one to care for, which made him weak as far as dragons were concerned. “Justin only speaks highly of you. That’s why I’m here.” 

“You’re stronger than I first thought.” Edgar blinked several times. Aiden might be confused, but his dragon instincts were not. He acted unassuming. Perhaps he even thought he was not strong enough to have treasure yet, or that he was too young and immature. 

“So are you,” Aiden returned, surprising Edgar again. Now, Edgar could really see why this dragon was friends with Justin. This was one of Justin’s rebel-against-tradition-and-human-prejudices types. Edgar’s initial read had been correct, but he had not glimpsed the dragon Aiden could become. 

Edgar looked down at the cuff he was wrinkling. “What did he say?” 

“That listening to you was like how he imagined it felt to drink the way humans do,” Aiden supplied. “That I would either forget my problems for a while, or find the answers to them. He also said that when it came to romance, you were—” 

“Don’t tell me!” Edgar cut him off with a near-screech. He took a breath, trying to remember that he was a dragon and was supposed to have dignity. 

“He said you were not the one to go to for practical advice, but that if I wanted someone to spill my blood and read it like tea leaves, then I should speak to you.” 

Edgar found it momentarily difficult to breathe. “Do you want that?” 

“Justin’s the conqueror. Not me.” Yet Aiden was still standing before Edgar, waiting. 

“Yes, he is.” Edgar closed his eyes, but the truth was already known and known well. “Justin is powerful and will only become more so once he finds his treasure. Which he will. Despite how easily Justin awes even other dragons, he is loving. He will choose someone strong. Not wrong. Not odd. A proper dragon, or dragon’s boy, for him.” Which Edgar obviously was not. But Edgar had never been seriously considered for Justin by anyone except their parents. 

When Edgar opened his eyes, Aiden was frowning. “You’re a seer.” 

“I like stories,” Edgar corrected, as he sometimes did when he felt more foolish than wise. 

“You’re a seer,” Aiden repeated, stressing the word. 

Edgar gave his cuff one final, frustrated tug. “Did you still want a story?” 

“Edgar...” Aiden paused. “A bootlegger?” he asked instead of whatever he had been going to say. 

“You would be fantastic,” Edgar assured him, suddenly quite sure of that. “Initially in it for private or petty reasons, but you keep at it because you like the challenge and flouting authority, especially an authority that impinges on your way of life.” Edgar was spinning nonsense out of straw, but sooner or later, it would become gold. “Those are the kind of people who admire Justin, but you aren’t intimidated by him the way some others are.” 

“You’re not,” Aiden pointed out. “Are you a rumrunner with me?” 

“I grew up with him.” Edgar pooh-poohed the interruption. “And of course not. I am barely capable of lying. If I am in a 1920s fantasy, I’m a helpless, hapless, rich bachelor constantly surrounded by unwanted engagements and interfering family members, who looks for the best in people and is thought of as silly for it. I would drink your illicit whiskey, but I would be terrible in any operation to smuggle it.” 

“And where is Justin?” Aiden wondered innocently. 

Edgar opened his mouth, then shut it with a snap. “Running a crime syndicate,” he answered wildly, though then it was only too easy to imagine Justin in a pinstriped suit and spats. He sighed. “With some pretty, willowy thing on his arm.” Edgar did not want to see this. He focused on Aiden’s paths. “Working outside the law, even a nonsense law, gives you divided loyalties. So....” 

Edgar saw divided loyalties in Aiden for a reason, and since Aiden was here, talking of romance, it must have something to do with that. A love triangle, then, or a square, or a circle, or some sort of other geometrical configuration. 

It was not only a federal agent that Aiden the Bootlegger had to guard his heart against, but a church-going widow or widower as well. Perhaps one who advocated for Temperance. Aiden certainly did not make things easy for himself. How confused and hungry he must be to come to a seer he did not know, and a dragon at that. 

But only another dragon could understand how it felt to be unsure when dragons were not supposed to be. But if Aiden chose right, his hesitation now would only make him stronger later. For them. The treasures he thought he had to choose between. 

Edgar forgot his spark of irritation with Aiden as he realized how much Aiden did not believe himself capable of taking care of two or more treasures. Aiden could barely imagine himself as a simple bootlegger. That meant Edgar was going to have to lead up to anything else. 

“You poor lamb. I won’t even add romance if you don’t want me to... unless it puts itself into the timeline. I can’t help that.” But, of course, that was why Aiden was here, in addition to shutting up his parents for a while: this romantic entanglement he had yet to speak of. “Aiden,” Edgar gentled his voice even more, “they are just stories, until they aren’t. They are the possible and impossible. You don’t have to choose just one. I certainly don’t.” He patted the couch, so Aiden wouldn’t have to remain standing. “Maybe we will start with other ones, silly stories to pass the time. I can make up some fairy tales for you, the way I used to do with... others. Anything else can always wait for another day.” 

When Aiden was ready for the answer. 

If he ever would be. 

Edgar wasn’t, and understood the feeling. 

He smiled when Aiden cautiously perched at the other end of the couch without displacing the stack of manga. 

Edgar wriggled to get more comfortable and then shut his eyes again. “Now then,” he began. “A long time ago, in a land not unlike our own, perhaps there was a prince.” 
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“HOW IN ALL the hells did I end up here?” Prince Timothy howled at the ceiling, before lowering his head to direct his wrath at a more logical target. “With you?” he added, letting the words drip with disdain because disdain was all he had at this point. His best escape yet, a combination of stealth and cunning and outright speed, had gotten him the farthest from his uncle’s castle—and the tower Timothy called home—than he’d gotten in years. But what happened when he’d finally entered the Shastian Wildwoods to cross into Neri? He stumbled into a night sentry from the Prince of Neri’s camp who had stepped away from the main group to piss, and the sentry brought Timothy straight to the Prince. Of course. 

Prince Nathaniel of Neri watched Timothy’s rant in careful silence. It was one of his more annoying habits, although not as annoying as his way of waiting until Timothy had calmed down to offer a comment on Timothy’s latest exploit. It was not that Nathaniel’s silence or his comments were wrong, even when Tim wished they were so he would have more reasons to argue; it was how composed Nathaniel managed to be. Timothy was cold and hot and hollow and full, unable to be still, and yet whenever he was in front of Nathaniel, the other prince was watchful and quiet and utterly, perfectly polite. 

Everything a prince should be. Like someone out of a story. 

Timothy glared up at Nathaniel for that offense, only to once again be irked by their height difference. The height difference didn’t mean anything in itself; Timothy was shorter than most everyone in his family and many courtiers besides. But Nathaniel of Neri was another matter... he was always another matter. He was tall and broad even among people known for their height and size. He was big, so people listened to him. As naturally as breathing people took him seriously and didn’t stare at him as if he was some sort of changeling left behind by the Sneaky Folk. When people looked at Prince Nathaniel, it was with respect, or lust, or some combination of the two. 

Timothy absolutely refused to stare at him in the same way. Timothy might be short by the standards of his family, and scratched by brambles, and wearing a stolen dress that had been used as a clever disguise, but he was still a prince of equal, if not greater, rank than Nathaniel of Neri. 

Of course, if Tim had been alone, he would have admitted to admiring Nathaniel’s height and breadth. He might have confessed to fantasies of biting the smooth brown column of Nathaniel’s throat and to dreams of pulling Nathaniel’s tunic away to mark Nathaniel’s perfect skin with his hands. Timothy had no way to know if Nathaniel’s skin was perfect, but he assumed it was. Everything about Nathaniel was perfect. His height, his looks, his manner, even the location of the kingdom he would inherit. It was the reason they were betrothed. 

That, and the curse. 

Timothy scowled harder to think of the curse and was not surprised when his displeasure got no reaction from Nathaniel other than Nathaniel’s continued attention. Just once tonight, Timothy wanted to get a reaction out of Nathaniel that wasn’t blank assessment. Anyone who hadn’t heard Nathaniel’s dry remarks aimed in Timothy’s direction would have assumed Nathaniel was an ordinary, vapid, charming prince. Sadly, he wasn’t. There was a quick mind behind his handsome face. 

At the silence, Timothy flicked his glare farther up, from Nathaniel’s shoulders to his eyes. He paused as he always did, stunned and suddenly breathless, to see those large, golden eyes fixed on him, the long, dark lashes the same shade as Nathaniel’s short black hair, the thick eyebrows, the noble nose and plush, full mouth. 

Timothy had overheard servants praising that mouth, wondering how it would feel, envying Timothy for getting to taste it for himself. Timothy had some idea of what the servants meant, although most of what they’d said had been outside his limited knowledge of the activities done in the marriage bed. 

He realized he was staring and that his face was growing hot, so he jabbed a finger in the space between them. “I’m not supposed to be here!” 

“Yet here you are.” 

Nathaniel spoke at last. 

Timothy curled his hands at his sides and considered how to throw a punch, though he doubted it would land. Prince Nathaniel had trained with his knights and wore a sword he knew how to use. Timothy, in contrast, had been locked in a tower with books for company after his uncle had deemed Timothy a danger to himself. Timothy could read and write in six languages and speak in none of them save his own. But, in that one, he could and would speak as clearly and decisively as the king he’d one day be. 

“Here I bloody well am.” Timothy crossed his arms then uncrossed them because it made his borrowed dress pull up under his chest. The dress was stretched tight across his shoulders and hung loose everywhere else. It was also the color of pale spring roses, with a blue trim that exactly matched his eyes—an accident that made it seem as if he’d chosen the dress for that reason. As if he wanted to be pretty. As if he wanted to be found, and to be here with Nathaniel, and for Nathaniel to say he was pretty. 

“Do you ever think about that?” Nathaniel crossed his arms, too. He’d taken off the leather he usually wore while riding, leaving him in a simple tunic shirt and breeches. It was just Timothy’s luck that Nathaniel had been using his family’s hunting lodge tonight. From the way Nathaniel was dressed, Timothy’s arrival had either called him from his bed or someone else’s, and the large, canopied bed behind Nathaniel appeared untouched. 

Timothy’s stomach tightened. He blamed it on the Prince and glared even harder. 

He was certain Nathaniel had already sent a note to Timothy’s uncle, the Regent, to tell him they had found the errant Crown Prince Timothy. Timothy was likely to be returned to his tower at any moment. He didn’t see what they had left to talk about or why Nathaniel would insist on being so damn reasonable. Reason was all well and good, but Timothy was incapable of it in Nathaniel of Neri’s presence, and the fact that Nathaniel never seemed to have any similar problems was vexing beyond measure. 

“Think about what?” Timothy demanded at last, grumpily, but remembering some manners. 

“Why you always end up finding me despite your best intentions?” Nathaniel stepped over to a table not far from the bed that held a bowl and a jug of water, and grabbed a scrap of linen. He poured some water on it then crossed over to Timothy and held it out. 

Taking that as a sign that he had dirt on his face, Timothy snatched the cloth from him and threw it to the floor. Nathaniel’s gaze followed it. When he raised his eyes again, there was a small, unhappy smile at his perfect mouth but he nodded as if unsurprised. 

“I didn’t find you,” Timothy hissed, even more irritable because he was acting childish and he knew it. “I found a damned sentry.” 

“Why even come through Neri on your way to freedom, or wherever it is you’re going?” Nathaniel turned away, taking a few moments to pull fur-lined boots over his bare feet as if his toes were cold. The room was rather chilly. The fire had only been lit after Timothy’s arrival. 

Timothy opened his mouth but paused before answering, unexpectedly thrown by the idea that Nathaniel of Neri had toes that grew cold the same as any other man. 

It wasn’t that Timothy didn’t think of Nathaniel as a man—obviously, he was a man, a beautiful, incredible man—it was just that... Timothy didn’t think of Nathaniel as a man. It was better that way. Now, here Nathaniel was, tired, cold, and no doubt missing the physical attentions of some libertine, or worse, some friend who often shared his bed. Some friend he called lover. 

Timothy turned sharply away from the thought. He made himself focus on the discussion again and not on Nathaniel in love with someone else. “I... this border is close to the river. I could take the river to the ocean. Then I could go anywhere, anywhere in the world.” That had been his goal ever since their betrothal had been officially confirmed. 

He had been twelve then, although the contract between the two kingdoms guaranteeing Timothy’s hand on his twentieth birthday had been arranged the week of his birth. Somewhere out there had to be a way to break the curse and Timothy intended to find it. He’d go to the ends of the earth if he had to, and he said as much. 

“That far?” Nathaniel glanced at him, then away. “With what skills were you hoping to make a living, Little Prince? I hope more than just your winsome face.” 

“Don’t call me that!” Timothy shouted, fully prepared to risk a sword for the chance to try punching his betrothed, just once. 

“The name has always angered you.” Nathaniel angled his head to the side then sighed and wiped a hand over his mouth. 

“Was it supposed to make me happy?” Timothy’s voice continued to rise. It always did in Nathaniel’s presence. Everything Timothy’s uncle tried to instill in him, diplomacy, tact, manners, always disappeared when faced with this one man. 

Timothy vividly recalled trying to scale the castle walls at twelve and getting caught in a nest of thorns. He’d been rescued by a knight and his entourage who had been approaching the castle. Timothy had thought the knight the most handsome man he’d ever seen. The knight had wiped the scratches and blood from Timothy’s arms and face, and laughed in a gentle way that had only convinced Timothy the knight was the shining epitome of chivalry. 

Then Timothy had noticed the Neri crest of a black wolf and the emblem of the royal house on his knight’s shield and realized he was in the hands of his future captor. He’d nearly thrown himself under a horse in his efforts to escape the Prince’s care and had burned with humiliation when the Prince had saved him from that as well. 

Nathaniel had only deepened the wound by revealing he’d recognized Timothy from his family’s famous blue eyes and dubbing him, “Little Prince.” Timothy would have resented him for that alone even if he hadn’t been destined to someday take Timothy in marriage. 

“I know I’m little,” Timothy snarled at him. “I don’t need you making me into more of a joke.” He was very aware of the fact that he was saying this while wearing a stolen, ill-fitting dress. 

“I never meant it as a joke. At least, not a mean-spirited one.” Nathaniel kept himself still, the way one did around stray dogs and wild animals. “You were frightened. I was trying to calm you. Then it just... became my name for you.” He took a breath. “I will stop calling you that if it bothers you this much.” 

Timothy flicked a cautious look in Nathaniel’s direction, warmed and upset about it. “It doesn’t matter.” 

“It does, if it bothers you,” Nathaniel insisted, exactly like the shining prince he was. 

Timothy crossed his arms again. “It doesn’t. If what I wanted mattered, I wouldn’t be marrying you, would I?” 

Nathaniel flinched. 

He always seemed taken aback by Timothy’s blunt attitude toward their betrothal, although Timothy couldn’t understand why. Nathaniel was generally polite about it, but Timothy knew someone like Nathaniel had his choice of anyone if he wanted a lover, and he certainly could have commanded a better husband-to-be from any of the other nearby kingdoms, even if their two countries did share a border and were traditionally allied with each other. 

Besides, if Nathaniel had a friend who warmed his bed, who cared for him and got to claim him as their own, then they wouldn’t want him marrying Timothy. Nathaniel could be infuriatingly polite about it until doomsday but Timothy knew there wasn’t much about him that would to appeal to Nathaniel. Timothy wasn’t tall and breathtakingly handsome. He was less than tall, and rather than handsome, he was, well... Nathaniel had once told him he was charming, and though that had likely been more of Nathaniel’s courtly manners, Timothy hung on to the memory. 

In truth, Timothy was far from charming. He spoke loudly and out of turn, all his knowledge came from books, and his dancing skills were abominable. At the ball for his eighteenth birthday, he’d discovered that, with Nathaniel distractedly close to him, he lost his ability to move his body with anything resembling grace. 

After one too many times tripping forward into the warmth of Prince Nathaniel’s chest, Tim had bolted from the ballroom. To the sound of titters from the watching crowd, he’d run into the garden, startling several couples taking advantage of the dark. From the garden, he’d gone to the stables, hiding himself away in one of the stalls in a pile of soft hay and falling asleep not long after. He’d woken to Nathaniel’s worried face and the knowledge that he’d chosen the stall holding Prince Nathaniel’s horse. 

It wasn’t fair. All Timothy wanted was to not be trapped in this agony alone forever. But there seemed to be no escape, and tonight was further proof. 

He sighed and flopped down into a nearby chair. “How long until my uncle’s men arrive? Shall I be spending the night?” 

His uncle was going to tighten the restrictions on Timothy’s behavior for sure now, although he might be slightly mollified to learn Timothy had not endangered his life this time. Then again, he might not see it that way if he knew about Timothy sneaking past the armed guards in the guardhouse. The next two months were going to be difficult. Two more months and then Tim would turn twenty. The throne would be his. So would Nathaniel. 

It was terrible how often Tim had that thought, and how not-terrible it was. That was the danger of the curse. 

“The night?” Nathaniel asked, ending Timothy’s thoughts before they would inevitably spiral to panicked, flushed visions of their wedding—and of their marriage bed. Timothy would have been grateful to have been spared the embarrassment, but he tried not to allow kind feelings toward Nathaniel to take root. They bloomed into fondness too easily, and that wasn’t fair to Nathaniel. Although, of course, Nathaniel would take Timothy’s question the opposite of how Timothy had intended it. “You won’t be spending the night.” 

Or not. 

Timothy had been wrong. His face grew hot even without dreams of wedding garlands. 

“Fine.” He didn’t want to spend the night in Neri, even if there were fewer guards around him, and Nathaniel was too kind to lock Timothy away somewhere as Timothy’s uncle would have done. Nathaniel likely couldn’t wait to get back to bed, anyway. With whoever. Which was— “Fine,” Timothy said again, trying not to gnash his teeth or snarl or do anything else too revealing. 

Though deception had never been a particular skill of his, and he seemed to have once again won Prince Nathaniel’s enraptured attention. 

Timothy swallowed and risked another glancing study of the other prince. Nathaniel remained on his feet, watching Timothy as he always did, as if he’d never seen anything like him. It made Timothy remember his diplomatic trips to Neri to present himself—be forcibly presented by his uncle—to Nathaniel’s parents and siblings. 

He didn’t know who had been more surprised when Timothy had tried to conceal himself in a rolled-up rug only to be unrolled in the throne room in front of the Queen, the King, Nathaniel, and Nathaniel’s brother and sister—the royal family, or himself. 

Timothy had stared at the family in horror and then immediately turned to Nathaniel and that carefully blank expression of his. He’d been startled when Nathaniel had smiled. Nathaniel’s siblings, both younger, had seemed to find the situation equally funny. Timothy’s uncle, however, had been convinced Timothy had offered Neri a monstrous insult, and Timothy had spent the rest of the visit surrounded by guards when not in Nathaniel’s presence. 

The Queen and King had been polite about the whole thing. As polite as their eldest son, in fact, which only further convinced Timothy that he would be ill-suited to be Nathaniel’s husband. What would Nathaniel want with a husband who never failed to speak his mind? Yes, Timothy had studied estate management and maths and languages, but so had many other nobles and royals. There was nothing special about him to recommend him to someone as great as Nathaniel of Neri. They were a poor match. Nathaniel would be miserable, and it did neither of them good to pretend otherwise. 

Timothy tugged at his dress, wishing for a change of clothes, or at least better shoes. The dress, unfortunately, had required slippers of silk and his feet were now blocks of ice. He tried to curl his toes and made a pained noise when he couldn’t because they were frozen. “When will my uncle’s men be arriving?” he inquired quickly to mask his discomfort. 

“They won’t.” Nathaniel let out an impatient, almost furious, sound and ripped a fur throw from the bed. He stormed across to Timothy with such energy that Timothy remained stuck in his seat, unable to move as Nathaniel approached. Nathaniel tossed the fur at him and held up a hand before Timothy could think to form words. “Just use it. You’re obviously cold. It’s not going to make us more betrothed than we were yesterday.” 

Timothy sucked in a breath then closed his mouth. The fur easily reached the floor. He dug his feet into it to warm them even while he was trying to find a way to stubbornly reject the offering. He supposed accepting one kind act would do him and Nathaniel no further harm. “Fine,” he finally allowed. “Thank you.” Then he remembered what had just been said. “What? What do you mean they won’t?” 

“I mean, I didn’t send word to the Regent.” Nathaniel was regarding Timothy draped in the fur with an expression that Timothy could only describe as satisfied. “The more he tries to keep you from endangering yourself in your escape attempts, the more trouble you get into. There has to be a better way, like conversation. Since you’re here, again,” Nathaniel was only less than perfect when he was being dry and cutting, “don’t you think we should talk about this?” 

“No. There’s nothing to talk about.” Timothy’s decree lost some force when he sank deeper into the fur and tugged it close. 

He had to figure out a way around the curse. Sooner or later, one of his escapes would work. Then he’d stop finding Nathaniel instead of his real destiny. It was just like his uncle to anticipate that and ban all books on magic from the castle except for the ones kept locked in the wizard’s chambers. 

That rule had been learned the hard way. 

At sixteen, Timothy had snuck into the wizard’s rooms to borrow a book on breaking spells, but he must have read something wrong. Instead of breaking the curse, he’d fallen into a deep sleep, and, to his later mortification, Prince Nathaniel had been summoned to kiss him awake. 

The saving grace of the whole incident was that Timothy remembered nothing of the kiss, only waking up to Nathaniel’s remarkable gaze fixed on him. Of course, then Timothy had humiliated himself by touching his fingers to Nathaniel’s mouth and blushing when Nathaniel had smiled in happy relief. Timothy had lurched out of bed in the next moment, landed in a heap on the floor, and then promptly been marched by his furious and worried uncle up to the tower that Timothy would call his chambers until his wedding. The last thing Timothy had seen before being led from the room had been Nathaniel watching him from where he’d still been kneeling at Timothy’s bedside. 

Timothy didn’t like to think about it. By which he meant, he liked to think about it a lot, but only when alone, and never, ever in Nathaniel’s presence. 

Timothy’s voice went up, too nervous, too flustered, because Nathaniel kept looking at him. If he knew what Tim was thinking, he wouldn’t be so pleased. “You can stop being so nice about it, visiting repeatedly, sending me those letters. We both know you’re looking forward to this about as much as I am. Go back to bed with whomever it is you obviously prefer and leave me to plot our way out of this.” 

Some of the warmth in Nathaniel’s eyes disappeared. “Your plots always seem to end with me. Doesn’t that concern you?” Nathaniel’s tone was almost desperate. “At all?” 

Timothy waved that off with the ease of practice. “That’s just the curse rearing its ugly head.” 

To this day, he didn’t know what his parents had done to anger a member of the Sneaky Folk so much that the Folk would inflict this on their son. An arranged marriage was one thing, but magic to force it to happen, to take away what little control the children could take in the event? That was pure spite. Timothy had been foolishly smitten with Nathaniel since the age of twelve, but even with his terrible feelings, Timothy might have quietly done his duty if not for the curse. That horrible blight forever in his future, tying him to Nathaniel no matter what he did. 

He looked up again at Nathaniel’s silence. “It’s probably worse for you.” Timothy hadn’t really considered that, deliberately, because thinking of Nathaniel wishing to be rid of him was the kind of painful thought to leave him moping for days. Now here he was, alone with Nathaniel in his bedroom, the cold, lonely bedroom that Nathaniel hadn’t even been using because he had somewhere he’d rather be. Timothy sighed. “I have known of the curse my every waking moment, but you grew up without it. You can remember a time when you were truly free. Well, as free as a royal can be.” There was always duty. 

“Little Prin—” Nathaniel stopped himself in the middle of the nickname. “Timothy, of what curse do you speak?” 

Timothy lifted his head in surprise. “The curse. Our betrothal and the fairy “gift” that came with it.” He didn’t know why Nathaniel would need this explained; he’d been there as much as Timothy had. 

“There was no curse.” Nathaniel spoke slowly. 

Timothy shook his head. “I read the accounts. ‘The fairy Robin’s Egg spread her wings over the babe in the cradle and the young boy-prince at his side and pronounced the words in her tongue to ensure the union between the two kingdoms, and—’” 

“Yes. I was there,” Nathaniel interrupted. It was the rudest he’d ever been. 

Timothy gaped at him for it, resolutely not charmed by the crack in Nathaniel’s perfection, before huffing and settling back in his seat. “Then you know she doomed us to each other. Not just marriage, oh no, she cursed us to this fate. You’re inescapable, like destiny. At least until we break the spell.” 

“That isn’t what she said.” Nathaniel stared at Timothy for a long time without so much as blinking. “That isn’t what she said at all.” 

“Yes, it is!” Timothy’s voice cracked. “Obviously, it is. She said we were bound, and in that, our nations would find happiness. She bound us unto death. Wedding or not, I’m...” Timothy stuttered as he hadn’t since he was sixteen with his lips buzzing from a kiss he couldn’t remember. “I’m yours. You are the only one I think of ever since I first saw you. You are perfect, and I am,” he yanked the fur up to his chin and ignored his stinging face, “I am the thing you can’t escape.” 
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