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I plagiarized myself!

I took parts of the queen’s back story which were originally in this book and I made them into their own (Heiress to a Court of Nothing); therefore, a few passages here are almost the same as they are there, which means if you read Heiress to a Court of Nothing, a few sentences or short passages here may seem familiar, since you might have read them before (wow, this sentence got really long; congratulations for getting here, and it’s still going!). You are not mad... or maybe you are, but that’s for you to judge.

Beware befuddling words!

Some words might befuddle you in this book because they befuddled my writers’ group. ‘Magnate’, for example, is used in this world to mean ‘a great nobleman’ or personage of high rank, synonymous with ruler and used interchangeably with ‘king’, ‘monarch’, etc., and ‘demesne’ is essentially used for ‘city’ (but in some cases cities that include farmlands). You may place the blame for these confounding terms at the feet of the man who was originally planning to write this series with me decades ago. Instead, he fled. The story, however, did not chase him. It stayed with me and has been falling open around me ever since. It’s a big tale, and this is one of my favorite ones, probably because the queen has no chill, as I have no chill.

Why am I talking about myself? Onward!

A word I wholly made up is hultshar, which means ‘king’ or ‘leader’ in the shadow-hungry language.

Exclamations: Gads! Begad. What in the blue hell. For fates’ sake. Jag off (piss off; ‘jag’ is used in this world in place of ‘f*ck’, although in extreme moments, out comes the big F, too; anyone who dislikes this word, did you know people who cuss are actually more likely to be honest? Legit.)

Insults: death-spawned rattalin, you little puck, puckus, giblet, raging tooth, dungheap, dunghill, reptile, naughty pomp (reading this, I am now inspired to use ‘naughty heap’ somewhere, too. Hmm...), degraded horse dung—well, you get the idea. I trust you to recognize them.

If you want, subscribe to my newsletter

This book has flawed, troubled, and truly morally gray characters. If you’re expecting morally gray Lite, you might be in for a shock.

CONTENT WARNINGS: Aside from the requisite killing and violence present in most fantasy, this has near SA (aborted by the assailant), mentions of suicide and suicide ideation, mention of violent domestic abuse, mentions of miscarriages and stillbirths, one baby’s soul taken out, one magical abortion of babies that turn out to be monsters, and cremation of a very, very bad man.

COMFORT WARNING: There is a very cute dog. I am not a dog person, yet here we are.

Behind the wicked queen

Screams a secret past,

The things unseen

That didn’t last.

She met a beautiful boy

Like buried treasure,

Who brought her joy

Beyond mortal measure.

Emotions pulsed through her young, bruised heart,

Until her reverie was rent apart.

Ruin and rot choked the path untraveled,

Resplendent dreams undone

—unraveled.

Instead of love, she won a crown!

Splendor, riches, king, renown—

But what use are they?

She’d rather drown.
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“Kneel.”
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I would be so easy to kill.

Nearly half a century old—delicate, despicable, vulnerable, weaponless—Queen of a court of emptiness, I am a weakling, a nothing.

Fragile.

My face has been hollowed out by the years like a skeletal landscape, my cobweb-white hair floating out in fine, translucent wisps.

But our cur of a king has stripped me of escape like a man tearing off an offensive glove.

The assassin kneeling behind me now, though, could end me before my king would know. My vanity mirror reflects the killer’s cloaked form, his face partly illuminated under his hood: his lips as fat as toads, his nose just short of bulbous, his eyes as flat as water.

Not the most attractive assassin I’ve hired over the years, but he could still strangle me with sweet and callous atrocity.

Yes. Do it. Provocation romps along the rim of my smile. End me.

Triumph so beautifully chokes me, for his potent fury feuds with the restraint in his leather-gloved hands—so close!—until the daunted rat drops his gaze to my monarch’s crest on the hand mirror among the combs of my vanity, and—

All of his barbed wishes rot behind his sneer. A hiss slithers between his teeth. “Whose life today, Queen?”

Coward! Consigning me to another day in this never-ending scream. These endless shrieks.

Unless... I could request a different target tonight.

Him. My hated jailor-king.

But requesting his death would only prove a profligate squandering of gold, because not even an assassin can kill the unkillable, and that royal swine is unkillable.

For now.

I shove my part in that aside. “Her.”

The mercenary angles his head, loosing a lethal curiosity. “I’ve heard that none return alive. That she’s—”

“—as mortal as you and I,” I cut him off, toying with a ruby-red ribbon on my vanity as candle-glow gilds my bony knuckles. “And her protector has been banished, meaning she must draw her own blade now to defend herself. You will have an easier job than your predecessors.”

“But the court wizard and the healer remain by her side.”

“I weary,” I clip out, “of your cravenness.”

He stills, the fiery blaze in his eyes scarcely banked, and then he rises as smoothly as blood. “Consider it done, my queen.”

He genuflects and strides fluidly from my bedchamber, his dark cloak unfurling around his boots like dead skin. At the door, he stoops to retrieve the dagger and two swords deposited earlier at my threshold, then he recedes like an unimportant fact.

I stand from my vanity and begin to swish after him to shut the door.

“Oh, you naughty, naughty queen.”

I halt, rooted in place, the hair on the nape of my neck prickling.

The familiar whisper insinuates itself far too close to my ear: “Dispatching another wicked soul after your goodling child.”

I swivel. “Villain!” My lips peel back from my teeth. “Intruder, show yourself!” Helplessly, my glare stabs every corner, every movement, but only shades and shadows congregate around my etched wardrobes, around the brass mountings on the stone wall, and amid the silken ripples of my canopied bed. “I tire of these unwelcome visits.”

His goad laughs on the air. “But no one else visits you.”

“Oh, how I weep.”

He swishes close again, a shift of air, but before my strike uncoils, he shifts away. “Don’t you know, my queen, that this assassin will die trying to kill her just like all the others?”

I whirl again, my dressing gown tangling in my pathetically stick-like legs. “Do you have something to do with that, snake?”

“Would you bargain for my morals if I did?”

I curl my lip. “Do you have morals?”

His snicker takes a jaunty skip through the air, behind me now. “Did you like losing yours?”

Again, I spin. “Do you enjoy these games?”

“Do you want a game, my queen? Let’s play chase! How flattered I would be if you misspent all your gold, or better yet, spent yourself, hunting me through our crooked lanes.”

“That is a sad ambition.”

“But I would make a delicious prisoner. The most delicious you’ve never had. Lavish me with your pursuit.” His unseen fingertip emblazons its touch upon my lips.

My clawed fingers snatch at empty space. They close on my own flesh, my nails nearly gouging my palm.

His voice retreats toward my open window. “If only I let myself be caught, you would be my favorite captor.”

A rush of air hurls apart my gauzy draperies, baring my bedchamber—and me—to the frosty, starlit air. The crescent moon pales my hair to milky-white threads.

The phantom’s laughter vanishes into the firmament, after which a single opalescent feather drifts to the stone sill, iridescently gorgeous in the moonbeams. Like a vestige snipped off an unwary bird.

Then it dissipates, dispensed into lustrous silver motes, which the envious night whisks away.

Who is he?

A mage who can cloak himself from human sight, that is clear, but the First Demesne is not a city of enchanters like the Seventh; only two known ones reside here, and both have lived here in the castle for years; neither can be this mad visitor.

Then who?

Moreover, why single out me to skewer with his trite and uninspiring prods? Other women in their unlocked chambers would part their mouths and spread their legs for his foul, invisible tongue. They would unbind their corsets in fulsome unrestraint for the thrill of this unseen lover. Welcoming, receptive, inviting.

Yet he plagues me, an antagonistic queen crafted of gaunt corners. My soul is nothing but a gallery with a thousand hanging carvings of cynicism—and one hanging body of a dream.

He cannot seem to keep himself away. I’ve even woken a few times in the night to the dying susurration of the curtains on a little sigh that was not mine, as if he’d come to visit, found me asleep, and vaulted off my sill again, rousing me only with his departure back out of existence.

Enough. Dwelling on nobodies does not befit a queen.

Bestirring myself, I march to my bedchamber door, still ajar from the departing assassin. I touch my fingertips to shut it and—

—blink, instead, at the most powerful man in the known world, standing outside my bedchamber.

My heart clenches.

He clasps his lace-cuffed wrists behind his waist, the lace unfolding in an elegant fall across his sturdy fingers. Brass buttons wink in a line up his high collar. His mauve coat, glittery and veined with green and gold, flares out below his hips. Coal-dark breeches end below his knees, where white hose encase his muscular calves. On his black high-heels, silver buckles engraved with his crest vie for attention.

A man crowned with extravagant power but otherwise featureless. Behind his ears, mud-brown hair curls with indolent gloss and silvery gray, and beneath those perfected curls, his low-lidded eyes study me. His scrutiny, deceptively mild behind his trimmed beard, gropes out every detail of my sour mood, like fingers probing an empty vessel for edible remnants.

An awful taste puckers my mouth. “Husband.”

He inclines his head down the corridor, in the direction the assassin retreated. “Another?”

“Will you stop him?”

“Have I ever stopped them?”

“A monarch can change his mind whenever he wishes.”

“Can I?” He slides his attention down my body, the piqued gleam in his eyes the only aspect about him not bland. “Is this not exhausting?”

Existing with you? I think. Or existing at all?

I shrug. “Everything is exhausting now.”

“Is it? Then perhaps we should liven things up.” He sidles near, his manner moderate as always, but nothing at all lazy lurks behind those flat eyes. “Kneel.”

My spine snaps tighter than a cord. A hiss escapes between my teeth.

A hard smile shapes his lips. “No taste for that?”

For obeisance—to him? My grimace grits out, coiled and hideous.

Another step as hard as his smile brings him closer. “I wonder,” he murmurs, “what would... urge you to kneel.” His fingers gently cup my wrist, and I tamp down a sordid response.

I refuse to kneel to anything, not to fear, not to fate—and definitely not to him.

In truth, though, no matter how I refuse, no woman chained to such power can stray far. At a tug on her chain, she must bow like a supplicant before the power on the throne; she must spread herself submissively on her marriage bed, as I had all the years he required it.

And if my king chose to use force now, no one in the seven cities would stop him. If he chose to chain me to my bed instead of simply chaining me to life, no one would stop him.

Even if I fled, were I so imprudent, none of the Seven Demesnes would harbor me, not when he rules the other cities through his six brother kings. I would be draggled back through mud and muck, an errant weed, his errant queen, whom he would plant back in the center of his poison garden.

Another step toward me, though, brings him up short. His brows shooting together, he glances down.

He unsheathes a tiny dagger from his coat pocket.

I weasel free of his one-handed grip and swish back, proffering him a mirthless smile. “Is your own spell biting you, my magnate?” My mouth gnashes into a grin. “Is it not letting you bring your piddly blade into my room?”

He looks up. The knife clatters to the stone corridor.

He sweeps into my room, weaponless and wordless.

I startle backward like a skittish rabbit and maneuver out of his grasp. “Tell me why,” I spit out. “Why did you have your wizard cast this spell today to block all weaponry from being brought into my chamber?”

He catches my wrist and reels me in, sliding his palms up my upper arms. “Why?”

“Yes.” I claw my fingers but dare not strike—although I tremble to—oh, how I tremble. I suck in a breath and inhale the buttery scent of the remnants of whatever rich fare he fed upon earlier. And his presence, his power fills my vision. It glints in the golden crown upon his head, in the threads of his attire, in the rings on his forceful hands.

Pinning me in place with his formidable grip, he brings his mouth right to my ear. His beard brushes across my neck. “My queen is... unprotected—unarmed. A small spell for your life,” he scrapes out, “is a small price to pay.”

To keep alive a barren woman you never bed? I want to smack the words into his face, but pride pins them back down with sharp needles. “Undo it.”

“No.”

His offhand refusal makes me grit my teeth. My life is a toy in his hands, one he is not yet done playing with, yet he never plays with me at all. Estranged. In other beds. Playing his games of ‘fetch my cock’ with other women while I am nothing but an old bitch lamed at his heels, still on his leash. My life an afterthought to his reign.

Why does he deny me an escape from this life? A knife, a sword. Or if only his wizard’s spell allowed me to step off a windowsill. For me, there is an invisible barrier, although any other raggedy beast can leap out as it wills, while I can scrabble no farther than a rat with its tail clamped in a cat’s jaws.

Or if the wizard’s spell permitted me to shatter my mirror, I would take up the most promising shard. I would impale my life. My king wouldn’t notice; he wouldn’t care. So—

“Why?” I grate out.

“Why?” He slides his mouth across my hair—a mockery of affection!—down, down across my chin, until his lips hover just over my throat. There, he laughs, low and crafty, digging a reaction I don’t want all through me. “I’ll leave you to wonder that, my queen.”

With that, he’s gone.

*
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Bracingly, I lean out the window into the swirling night, into the battering wind that blasts past.

At least the spell permits me to experience these elements buffeting my skin, even if it chains my feet inside this unwanted life.

I revel in the force that lashes my cheeks and whips at the sash around my waist, even as I want to grab the wind’s shriek and make it hurl me toward the earth. I need to escape. To wrench free.

Below me, under the windy sky, the First Demesne stretches out like a sculpture of a city, a nocturnal artistry of chimneys and cupolas and labyrinthine lanes. Cozy and shielded by stone walls, all daubed in ashen monochrome.

But overhead, unshielded pennants flap violently on the castle’s moon-blanched towers. As powerless as my hair in the wind’s assault, those banners snap like cracked bones, while the stars above them leak like puncture wounds in the sky.

I imagine a goddess wielding the moon like a sickle blade and perforating that firmament uncountable times in order to cut out those stars. Stab, jab, gouge. Bleed it all.

Disheveled by lunacy and buttressed by animosity, I emulate that warrior goddess’s fury in the battlefield of my own mind, felling unfavorable thoughts like enemy warriors.

I am so sick of it all. I did everything right, all that they bade, and what have I to show? No sons; no lover; no true husband; just scorn. I am trampled, spurned, unloved, used up. Sealed up with sorrow.

Highest queen, wed to the highest ruler of the known world. A joke! Here in my empty room, my empty bed, my empty life taxes my every breath. My soul lies inanimate on a slab of stone, my heart as hollow as a carved epitaph.

At forty-six years, I drag my grief through eternal and lackluster hours, and here in my failed life, all the wanderings on the bleak and barren moor of my despondency lead me back to the only happiness in my life.

Before this marriage.

Before this prison.

Potential had glistened beneath my skin. Underneath my feigned and shrieking hilarity, I’d torridly hungered for more than the vicious nothings that danced with me beneath the teardrop chandeliers. I wanted to be more than a breeding ground, more than just a body some nobleman would bloat with babes—with his miniature likenesses, mere vacant puppets to jabber around me.

In that place of gilded mirrors, gilded smiles, and gilded lies, I’d spun hauntingly in a meaningless merry-go-round of velvet-swathed nobles. In truth, though, I was a changeling child. The same skull and bones shifted beneath my skin, yet my soul craved differently.

And after my awful father, that contumacious brick, betrothed me to an unhinged nobleman in the Second Demesne, a known murderer, I knew that, before the year was out, I would be boxed up into death.

Who would grieve my loss?

Nobody. An insignificant nothing, I was young and uncanny, more stork than girl—as my mother doted on noting. Gangly, gawky, squawky, irascible, I teemed with a mouthful of caustic and contumelious calumnies.

And yet.

What young girl would not want something to treasure before the end?

Touching treasure, though, only reminds you later how poor you really are.

*
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I shouldn’t think of it, but my mind is jagged, ragged, and cruel, cruel beneath these aloof and unfriendly stars.

The carnival—it had dazzled.

Strings of hanging lamps pouring out light like molten gold. Ribbons and shawls spiraling from every direction. Secrets peeping around every corner.

A wind had whisked promise across my lips like enchantment.

And like an extension of that enchantment, I discovered a boy beneath one of the rides...

In a tiny room, on time-eroded planks, he had knelt—scarcely older than I, with silvery hair, silvery eyes, his feet bare, his clothes rags—and he was cranking a cylinder to keep the ride’s gears spinning.

While looking upon him, I fell into a little bit of agony, a little bit of wish, and as the wind brushed sand across my toes in my slippers, the boy glanced up.

I swore my breath stopped.

But my life?

That was where my life began.

(They said he’d come from the dark sea, emerging from the frothing tide, and wandered, red-lipped and salted from the ocean, into the lantern-lit carnival.)

—Why am I cruel, reliving this? Jagged, ragged—

Those evenings—those nights—that followed, I ran away from my life and stole into his.

I craved what I hadn’t been given, what I wasn’t permitted, but a door had opened into stupidity, and I hurtled through it.

The carnival had scintillated around me. Spontaneous games, unconstrained music, uninhibited hilarity, ruddy-cheeked merriment, all flavored with the sweetest confections: candied ginger, spun sugar, liquor comfits, even spicy, cinnamon fire wine that seared down the throat like icy fire.

And the boy. After I’d stomached all the jackdaws of the court, people who ripped joy from my days like throats torn from animals, the carnival boy’s smile offered a living haven.

His soul brushed stirringly up against mine, tranquil, lulling, hushed. As palpable as the very heartbeat in my chest.

(They said that he was born mute; he never spoke. But he moved around me like a gentle breeze. He spoke in mouthed words and the tenderest of gestures... of touches.)

With his world to take refuge in, I weathered all the tempests at the castle—the tensions. The masks. The egregious schemes. The two-faced shams. The censorious eyes.

And the heir—Declan Feylinn, the magnate’s eldest son, heir to the throne—who seemed to be watching me at teatime, at the balls...

Why watch me? I’d thought. Because I’m happy? Because I do not copy the other puppets of derision and do not pull amorphous deformities out of my twisted mouth like sick things from my rotten core? Does he dislike that one of his courtlings secretly sings in her heart?

I ignored it as days unspooled into months, as joy loomed up in me so large that I couldn’t find a pocket to put it in. Everything in those days with the carnival boy erupted into vivid life: every scent, sight, sound more than ever before—the bursting sweetness of a strawberry, the tangy tartness of crumbly cheese, the crumble of honey cakes from our fingertips.

And the boy.

The intensity in his eyes as he looked at me divined the intense beat of my heart—and drove me to intense heights of yearning... too intense. It was too much for my affection-starved soul to bear.

However, we could not be—ever. Courtly girl and carnival boy. Too many steps of strata between us.

But then, on a near-soundless night, in that night-hushed belfry, when I could hear the beating of my own heart, the boy knelt upon my flowing gown...

It pooled around us like a foamy sea...

And he reverently traced a confession of love like a script across my eyelids, my cheek, my lips. His hand entangled in my hair, and he touched our mouths across the impassable divide between us.

Why do I think of this? Why am I cruel?

Because I deserve it.

No matter how many interludes of bliss I seized, my engagement to the murderous Vile seized me harder still; still clamped around my throat. I would still be wed and slain in another demesne unless I found a way out of the marital dovecote that blocked me in.

I began to suffocate inside that engagement, inside the cast-iron mold of the court, and I could not breathe, especially when dancing with the heir.

He constantly searched my face, trying to peer behind my mask.

What did he want?

By then I knew that he, too, had tangled his heart in a poorer place, for I’d encountered him at the carnival with a poorer girl—although he could do as he wished, could take any lover he liked, for he was the highest boy in the land!

I was a nothing, a nobody—I could never.

And yet, in a way, the heir and I became slight friends in that fraught time.

And then—

I tried to fly my tyrannical cage.

Mindless metaphorical poultry!

Creatures with clipped wings can never fly.

Look at that pathetic mess! My past self, winded and fractured and cracked, crumpled in a daze of wrecked wits and things (like hopes) smashed where the world can never see. Dragged down—lightless, flightless, beset with adversity from every corner.

Battered, buffeted, I was a dragonfly against a tempest. The boy and I still struggled to fight our way out, but I was merely a paltry, panicked, vehement beating of wings, shredded by a demon-like wind.

The day inexorably approached when I would be carted off to my murderous betrothed.

And, at last, like a bird hurtled from the sky, folded in half by heartbreak, my wings tangled in the miry earth, I finally begged Declan Feylinn—the heir newly made king, now highest power in the land, the only one who could extend his royal hand to lift me from my father’s plan—him, I begged: “Save me.”

And Declan Feylinn said: “Marry me.”
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Feathers Floating...
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Married.

*
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Kneeling amid flowers and smiles...

*
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I’d had no choice.

*
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Rose petals raining down on my upturned face...

*
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Marrying our king was the only thing I could’ve done to escape being murdered in a stranger’s garden.

*
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Feathers floating around me from tamed doves swooping overhead...

*
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My awful father would never be able to touch me after this.

*
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The cloyingly sweet taste of ceremonial wine in my mouth, trickling down my throat...

*
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Declan Feylinn had smiled at my ‘yes’ in his flat, unrevealing way, and only his eyes had flickered with a strange sort of life as he’d taken my hand and touched it to his lips. “You and I then, for life.”

Only after I’d agreed had I pressed my kissed hand to my cheek, unaccountably flustered, and wondered: What have I actually done?

I’d agreed to marry our king.

*
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In front of the altar, in front of witnesses, Declan kissed me with a shocking bout of passion...

And I, fraud, was rendered inert beneath his ardent show.

*
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Perhaps, in my hollow soul, I knew that as I wed, heartache was spreading its wings in the belfry, that my beloved carnival boy was standing where my gown had once frothed around our hopeful, hopeless kisses.

That he was stepping off...

The end.
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Our Cruel and Hungry Court
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In the days that followed my marriage, I could barely endure the sickening surfeit of popinjays and pageantry that paraded around me. I despised this place—how they watched me—constant, always, ever judging. Their black-rimmed eyes—their poppy-red mouths flapping behind beringed hands, whispering—what? Surely ‘What a wreck she is!’ (I was.)

I overate on icky sweets.

I guzzled liquor as if it were poison.

I drank until everything around me ran together like blotched ink into smears of smiles and sneers on faces, mouths pouring out falsehoods, eyes blurred with malice—

Yet, still, I reveled at their revelries and debauched at their debaucheries—with Declan, king, husband, because he bade me to.

When he urged me, I danced—with him—and some days—on bad days—he brandished a goblet of wine in one hand and sloshed it, slipshod, offhand, as we danced, and occasionally he tipped it to my lips while mouthing, More.

I obeyed.

More.

I glutted.

More.

Meat and cream and wine.

I kissed my king, and the liquor abetted my smile.

It seemed like every time he looked at me, he took me. Morning, night, in the middle of the day. How many times he dragged me into a salon, his lips urgent, his hands deft—bunching up my gown, crumpling the embroidery cloths that he lay me upon, pinning my softly harnessed breaths beneath his.

He would rouse me from ominous dreams at night and stimulate my whimpers with his royal will.

If I shut off my mind and heart, I could cry out in the powerful, irrefutable pleasure of our coupling (if I ignored my soul and tore off my mourning for the carnival boy’s lost life, and my own lost dreams).

I had to submit. My emotions did not matter as long as I bore the next seven rulers, the septuplets born every generation to firstborn son of the Feylinn line.

After all, the Absent God prophesies in the Book of Promises that our entire world is doomed if a time comes when the septuplets are not born.

Thirty years I’ve had, though, and they have not been born of my womb.

*
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I am a barren queen, proven by a series of stillborn years—

No.

One child clawed out of me alive during all those devastated years of ruinous labor.

My daughter. Worthless thing. Cursed urchin! Her existence knifes me again and again with the truth: I failed to bear the septuplets.

I am the blight of the kingdom.

The bane of our world.

I want her gone.

Unfortunately, my daughter has not proven easily slain.

My king’s lover, on the other hand...

*
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When my king abandoned my bed for hers, I thought: unfair.

His first love yet lived, and he abandoned his duty to sire the septuplets with me to be with her.

Unfair.

But I had married a king; I had access to his gold.

I poured his gold into the purses of brutes, and those brutes took her life, took her from him.

Unfair?

Do I care?

The decay of years, perhaps, has made me unbenevolent.

*

[image: ]


Did my king return to me after losing her?

No.

That squirming larva takes lover after lover even though they are useless, for if I don’t bear the rulers as his wedded queen, no one will. The Book of Promises clearly states that the babes must be conceived within our marriage bed. No mistress can bear them.

Which means I must birth them so long as I breathe.

And Declan—despicable worm—is ensuring that I continue to breathe.

*
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What is left to me?

On lonely nights, when slumber calls—a siren song that even queens must obey—she lures me onto steep rocks where nightmares break, and I break with dreams.

Of him. The carnival boy.

In those dreams, I kneel before him, a young girl again, and I plead, “Help me. Save me. Not Declan, but you. You.”

What can he do? He looks upon my despair, but he is only a phantom formed of regret, his real body decayed in a place I’ll never know. (The priest will never tell.)

Now, every day of my forty-sixth year, I wake from dreams like a deadened thing and trudge through vacant hours, dragging along hopes long waned to nothing—hope for the septuplets...

But bearing the septuplets would require my king’s return, and I do not even want him after all his infidelities.

Maybe, though, in this empty life, this empty bed, even an empty man would be preferable to nothing at all.

Yet not even this empty man returns.

*
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From the most magnificent castle in the known world, I gaze out upon a pox of stars. The sky suppurates its diluted oozings of light upon me, and I wish I could swallow them like pallid dribbles of poison.

I sing lullabies to my bloodied hands, but they will not sleep, they will not sleep, and I cannot weep—but through the open window, the rain smatters my cheeks, the sky itself weeping for my deed.

Eighty dead.

I poured poison into their bodies so that they would turn on me—bruise me, punish me—kill me. Slay this atrophied heart.

“Kill me!” I’d as good as screamed it at them. My arms spread, my face acrid.

They might have, those ragged ones on the periphery...

But Declan—I imagine his whisper against my throat: ‘A small cage is a small price to pay for my queen.’

He will not let me escape; he forced me to live even after I ordered the murder of so many, and now...

How long can this iron mask of nothingness smother the ravings of my mad soul? How long before the stewing madness broiling in my core spews vomitously out the eyeholes of my mask?

Stroke the iron curve of my spine! I would scream. Its spikes will disfigure your courage.

I am a creature sharp of tooth and dark of eye. Odium fused with sinew and bone.

This is what happens to things that are soft. The boy made me soft, and that made me easier to stab—to pin down.

Do I regret it? How I was with him?

My war-torn, lovelorn soul relives a single moment: that night in the carnival when the boy cupped me in his lap on the carousel, my pliable body, his barely-there exhalation on my hair, his bird-soft fingertips feathering across my waist, his silence like an incandescence in my soul, illuminating my way...

The higher the joy, the more shattering its fall.

What use lies in this rumination?

I strain to unpeel myself from this deluge of grief, but today, thirty years ago, I met him.

The only happiness in my life.

Nothing ever made me happy again, and the thought of succoring more endless days, months, years while trapped in this fleshly vessel, closed up in this echoing castle—in this life, this conscience—abandoned by the very king who locked me here...

Like a butterfly shut up in a jar by a neglectful child, I beat my wings in a last bid for freedom—to end all I’ve done.

It is airless here, and I cannot breathe.

I cannot weep.

I cannot bear it.

I cannot stand it.

I cannot stay here anymore.

*
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I throw acidic sneers at every servant I encounter in the halls—sneers that scream: Don’t come near me! Never near me.

And they don’t; they cower. But cowards tell tales, and someone might misplace a word in my magnate’s ear and tell him that I’m running.

And so I hurry—I sprint. No one stops me, which terrifies me.

Faster.

In the courtyard, rain spits from the turbulent sky, where lightning incises the clouds with brash and violent fingers.

I dash beneath the mounted torches, race over the glistening and golden-lit flagstones, and I ignore my gown as raindrops and puddles drench the silk until it clings to my calves.

At the portcullis, the guards rear back, their feathered helms bobbling, chainmail jangling.

My glare goes sweltering and foul. Despite the guards’ obvious glances at the castle, they do not impede their queen; apparently Declan has not gone so far as to curb my physical roving.

I dart past. In the squalid city beyond, the raindrops spatter my face, and the ice-tinged wind shrieks like a fishwife shearing her fingernails across my skin.

Cut me, I urge it. Hew down my anguish. But she can’t; no one can.

On either side, buildings lean in like bullying vagabonds, thrusting their distended brick bellies out onto the street. Their fractured windows reflect my crooked crown, my tilted smile—a smile I’ve bitten down to a bloody hue.

In the timeless night, I reach a gate. A thing constructed of monstrous iron, it consists of locks and spikes and guards that prowl apace.

In the darkness where I dwell, my breath forms wraiths that the wind brutally steals from between my teeth.

“My queen!” Some insignificant personage goes prostrate at my feet.

I scorn his stuttering bow and demand entry.

He lurches to obey.

I stride through the gate, onto the grass beyond that squelches underfoot and muddies my hem.

No one follows me as I enter the span of the city scrapheap, that bleak expanse which stretches out before me, abandoned by all.

Here lie the unloved things, the things dismissed to rot. Wigs with white tresses that sprawl out like albino snakes. Pillows riddled with teeming larvae. Splintered buckets, splintered barrels, overturned troughs. Dolls with faces caved in, unsalvageable and cracked, their porcelain mouths now sunken into morbid grins.

Beneath my slipper, a tarnished silver music box with unscrewed hinges sinks into the sludge, its corner bluntly jabbing my toe. A doll’s fractured porcelain arm entreats rescue from a strangling weed.

All around me: the washed-up flotsam and jetsam of a sea of un-cherished things.

The carnival never returned here because Declan decreed this ground the dump-heap of the city.

A blessing? A curse?

Perhaps here, in this very spot, the boy and I shared our aspiring dreams...

If I close my eyes, I can still see our nook beneath the ride... the candle I’d brought, my cloak spread out upon the planks, he and I existing in that isolated nimbus of light with only the autumn air sweeping in with its crusty leaves.

I can hear my voice reading stories, gabbing, raised in song—all my songs silenced now, in Declan’s and my world, our cruel and hungry court, for no songbird sings among raptors; it must become a raptor itself or have its throat gored.

Despair replaced my joy so long ago it walks in my heart like a changeling ghoul.

But not even despair can keep walking here, and so I pick it up in my arms and rock it to sleep. Humming softly, discordantly, I navigate the stench and debris.

The hem of my gown drags behind me, hampered in the wind, heavy on the earth...

My soul sags, too, small and downtrodden, sodden as a drowned kitten. Broken. Vacant. Why, I wonder, is emptiness so burdened? So cumbrous? How can something hollow belabor my steps?

What irony is it that love is a full-fleshed fruit, and loneliness a shriveled, juiceless husk, yet loneliness poses a far weightier burden than love?

Or is it guilt that anchors me at the bottom of this unbreathable sea?

I halt, for there, lying in the grass, winks a cracked window.

I lean down, and nothing hinders me.

A loophole in the spell?

I sweep up a large glass shard and prick its cold edge to my flesh, and press.

The sharpness of it bursts my wrist open on a small welling of blood—a hot, tiny trickle that tickles down my skin.

Nothing is stopping me here.

Suddenly, wildly, I grow aware of my pulse, my life, its vehement throb.

That pulse beats like unseen fists pounding the underside of my skin. Too violently caged.

I am almost free.

In the jagged glass, my reflection mirrors my ghastly challenge to finish it: end this skeletal face framed by wispy hair, with its too-dark eyes beneath a too-onerous crown.

A deeper, downward slice splits my skin further open on a hotter trickle of blood.

I stifle a wince, but pain cannot stop me now. As dark liquid leaks lustrously from my slit vein, triumph blooms.

Finally.

I prepare to slash to the bone, but something moves inside the glass that indents my flesh. An image takes form inside the shard: the inner wall of a stone fortress, and in front of that wall, the face of a monster, like a sharper, gray-fleshed human, only more finely honed.

His charcoal-hued lips part on the points of rending teeth, and he greets me: “Human queen.”
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Suddenly, Breathlessly...
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His voice is reminiscent of boulders shifting in the seams of mountains, a distant might whose breadth shakes the ground deep below, but softens to vibrations by the time it strikes the ear.

His eyes are of fire—or so they seem, with green flames that lick inside his irises. A candle mounted on the wall behind him burns green, too, but the greenish light cannot disguise that his flesh is truly gray. Not like a corpse’s, though. He is not lifeless, but rather vibrant, strangely beautiful. Like an instrument I have never seen before but know that it can play with power, its melody as resonant as a rhythm deep in the earth.

His spirit would sing with vigorous and alien majesty.

I should be terrified, but I’m mesmerized, transfixed. “Are you a figment of my madness?” I ask.

His dark lips curve upward. “No.”

A droplet of blood slides from my wrist, falling from the moonlight and vanishing into the black grass. “Did my blood summon you?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

He cocks his head, and coarse black hair slips over his muscular shoulders. “Why would a human queen seek her end far away from anyone who could stop her?”

“Who are you to ask?”

“A king.” His sharp teeth show again.

“King of what?”

“Do you not know?”

I blink like someone stupid, ignorant, and I guess. “Your kind survive?”

“When did the last human visit the shadowlands to confirm our death?”

“You are shadow-hungry.” Creatures of legend, of magic, allegedly inhabiting the lands farthest to the south, where the fractured terrain grows neither plump fruit nor flush orchards, only thorny bushes inside the desert fissures—so I’ve heard it told.

“I am the shadow-hungry king. The hultshar.”

I buttress my courage. “Then you have come to end my life.”

“Have you spent your life to your satisfaction?”

“Have I...” I laugh, a high-pitched ugliness with insanity teetering inside. “My life was never mine to spend!” Always purchased by others. Owned by my parents, sold to my original betrothed, and given to Declan—after which a lifetime of gold only bought me years bereft of love and our bed bereft of passion.

In the glass shard, humankind’s ancient foe faintly tilts his head. “Why can you not spend it as you wish?”

Perhaps I could, now, but—“I have nothing left to spend.”

“You wish an end.”

“Yes, but my magnate will not free me.”

“Then he wishes to keep you.”

“I can only guess, but I do not know why!”

Why is this creature even asking this?

And am I mad that I stand here dripping blood in the dripping rain and answer him?

What sort of ragged, lonely creature am I?

He angles his head even more, his pupils in brighter fiery flickers of flame. “What would persuade you to live?”

Dumbfounded, I dab rain from my eyes with my thumbs. “What would persuade me to... Why are you asking this? What do you, our enemy, care?”

“If I gave you what you wish, would you barter with me in return?”

“What I wish?” I laugh, an inane sound.

“What do you wish?”

“To—to have chosen differently—years ago.”

“Time cannot be unwound. There must be some reason you have persisted since. Something that spurred you to endure living to this moment.”

I hiss. “You question me?”

“Have you not questioned yourself?”

Another alien sound escapes me. I mean to dismiss him, but my own curious perplexity orchestrates my downfall. Why have I persevered? Why, after losing the carnival boy, had I bothered to keep living at all?

In hopes that Declan would come to love me?

I would never be so foolish! I never even wanted him. I only agreed to wed him to stay near the boy, but then—the wedding...

And after I lost the boy?

“Having the septuplets,” I spit out. “I wanted to at least fulfill my duty to bear the next seven kings, as every queen has for millennia. But—” My magnate disgusts me with his straying.

And even before that, my body proved barren ground.

Truly, why was I born if all I’ve done has been string failures around my neck? Unwanted wife. Failure of a woman.

“I do not wish to be a disaster of a queen,” I say (though why am I telling him?) “Though I despise my king and the world, I do not wish to be the conduit to its doom by being the first Feylinn queen to fail to bear the septuplets.”

The shadow-hungry king’s exhalation hisses through his smiling, razored row of teeth. “Then let us bargain for your conception of the future seven.”

I snort, unable to prevent it. “You believe that my magnate will return to me to have the babes now? I am forty-six summers! That is absurd!”

“Is it?” The shadow king’s image shrugs inside the glass shard. “If I fail to fulfill my promise, then you’ll be freed of our bargain. Is it, therefore, any loss to you to make the pact?”

I have no answer, and finally it strikes me that this is no madling vision. On this rainy field of unwanted things, humankind’s ancient foe is offering to reverse my failure of years.

“What point?” I ask, becoming wary now. “What do you wish in return?”

“I wish your demesne walls to fall.”

“Ha! So your kind can enter the cities and slay us all? Why would I be so stupid as to conspire for that?”

He studies me, this foe, with the offhand look of one accustomed to crushing power beneath him. “Because I would not slay my allies, nor those they wish to spare. Have you someone in the city you wish kept alive besides yourself and your septuplet sons?”

“I...” I trail off, shuffling through the things with a heartbeat in my life.

The nobles around me are scheming sycophants, my magnate a faithless rat; my maids are conniving spies, my daughter an agonizing reminder of failure.

I love no one, and that dearth of love is equally reciprocated by all.

I subsist in a famine of affection.

Decades have I persisted in emotional starvation.

No wonder madness skulks at the edges of my sanity.

No wonder it now whispers with a forked tongue, nudging me toward conspiring with our ancient foe.

And I am treacherous enough to heed it—although I’m also canny enough to know that if he is a snake, then I am as easily devoured as a toad.

I barter for time. “How will my aging womb fill with the septuplets of my king when he has no interest in bedding me?”

“If you bargain,” the shadow-hungry king’s fiery green irises flare again, “your magnate will return to you.”

“And you will spare my septuplets when your shadow-hungry invade.”

The shadow-hungry king’s subsequent dip of head could have been stolen from the most gracious of courtiers. “I must spare them, even as I will spare you, human queen.”

“I did not ask for my own life.”

“Nevertheless, you will have it to do with what you will. And the septuplets; they are not dispensable.”

This is true, at least, for the fate of our world is tied to the lives of the septuplets, which means to kill the seven babes I conceive would doom the shadow-hungry along with humankind, and this shadow-hungry king does not look like he craves an end.

He looks hungry for life, for wielding his might, not for ending it.

He will ensure that our world endures, which means ensuring that the babes are born, and that they live, even if the rest of humankind is slain.

Vaguely, I wonder if he means to mingle his kind with the human-born kings, but it doesn’t matter, because—“I cannot do what you wish,” I tell him bluntly. “I have no magic, which means I cannot make our walls fall. You would have to infiltrate the Seventh Demesne mages and—”

“It is done.”

I startle. “The Seventh has fallen?”

“It is infiltrated. The walls will fall, whether you bargain or not.”

This promise elicits an involuntary shudder in me, for the walls here in the First will fall along with those of the Seventh. If we are already doomed—“Then why,” I force out, “do you need me?”

The shadow king’s inscrutable expression measures me from the glittering surface of the shard. “Because until it is completed, I cannot act within your city. I wish you to act in my stead.”

“As your hand?”

“Just so.”

“What do you wish me to do?”

“Nothing immediate.” He offers a smile that barely reveals the points of his teeth. “I have, instead—for now—a gift.”

“A gift?” I scoff, a weird smile pulling at my lips. “Is this some sort of jest?”

“Behold.” He lifts his palm—more a knotted talon than a hand—and there he cups a glass vial with filaments of gold inside that shimmer like bottled sunlight. “I gift you magical knowledge. Each ribbon within will allow you to spy on someone, anyone you wish, whether past or present, king or commoner.”

“Why?” I narrow my eyes. “To what end?”

“Do you not wish to know what those around you do, human queen?”

“I care for no one.”

“Then perhaps their secrets lure you. Things which no one tells you. Things they do. What they think.”

That gives me pause. What could I learn? What truths would I unearth? What plots and betrayals would come crawling, cringing, into the light?

But another suspicion rises, and I narrow my eyelids to slits. “What if this is some harmful trick? A ploy to harm me?”

His charcoal lips imply a vague smile. “Had I wished your end, I had only to wait for you to commit the deed when you were on the cusp of it before I stayed your hand.”

“That is maddeningly logical.”

A fleeting grin tears across his mouth, terrifying but simultaneously fascinating. Stimulating.

I scowl. “Then you wish to control me with this magic gift.”

The greenish flames in the sconces behind him flare like licking tongues. “There is no greater control than willingness. If you accept my bargain, what need for subjugation?”

“Again that irrefutable logic.”

Another amused smile vanishes into a courteous inclination of his chin. “Will you accept my gift, human queen? It is simple magic, simply used. After you extract a strand from the vial, merely whisper the name or role of the person on whom you wish to spy, and if you leave your eyes open, the thread will play out the scene in the air before you; or you may shut your eyes and live the occurrence inside the mind and body of the person you choose. You will experience their fear, the hammering of their heart, their indrawn breaths, the pinch of their flesh in pain... or pleasure.” His voice thrums with power. “Do you not wish such knowledge?”

Not the knowledge; that would never tempt me.

But the magic?

I was born a nobody noble-girl, flimsy, feeble, unremarkable, a mere receptacle hollowed out of ambition for anything beyond some nobleman’s seed—and then I was made a queen by a youth who for some mad reason wanted someone as odd-looking as I.

Like most in these pathetic demesnes, I am powerless beyond my human flesh, magicless, but now this shadow king offers me something beyond what I’ve ever imagined.

This entices.

It is also beautiful. How can something so beautiful be awful? In the steady rain, the shining golden fibers in the vial he holds war with one another like several dozen snakes of light vying ambitiously for power.

In their glow, the bloodied wound congeals at my wrist, its brackish flow coagulating and cold.

What harm in delaying the end of this lackluster life in order to wield magic, however small?

This broken window will remain here, waiting for my blood.

My despondency will remain here, waiting for me to drag my grief back here for release.

And if Declan truly returns?

Perhaps I will make him kneel. Make him hurt.

Overhead, the clouds wrap their shawls around the moon’s throat, throttling her light, and the vial of magic shines alone, pinched between the shadow king’s claws.

I find myself suddenly, breathlessly—

—reaching.
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Between Us and Our Silence
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I swear the monster goes preternaturally still, his image like a suppressed breath in the glass.

As my fingertips graze the shard, the surface ripples beneath my flesh like water. The vial’s cork becomes solid and porous under my fingers, and the cut glass becomes a conduit between our worlds. Its surface shivers around the vial’s neck as the stopper emerges from the shard as if from liquid.

Once the vessel is extracted and clutched in my hand, the shard’s surface smooths over and hardens again into a cracked window.

“The bargain is struck.” The shadow king’s face begins to fade. “Fare thee well, human queen. You may summon me if you’ve need through any glass or mirrored surface.”

After I drop the shard, I half expect the vial to vanish along with its king, both figments of my lunacy, but the vessel remains on my palm, emanating warmth instead of glass’s customary coldness.

Tangible, irrefutable evidence of our interaction.

I can hardly believe what he promised. I do not doubt the magic, nor, entirely, my magnate’s return, but the city’s demise. I try to imagine a night when enemy monstrosities will prowl from behind shutters of darkness.

Razor-toothed smiles above slumbering girls.

Unsuspecting people waking steeped in nightmare.

Stifled screams and vulnerable throats...

The shadow king staking victory in the night.

My entire city, dead.

My own monstrousness renders me inert.

This is more barbaric than the eighty deaths I wrought earlier today.

My stomach almost revolts, churning the chunks of my dinner as drizzle chills me through my gown.

But I cannot undo the repellant thing now. I cannot undo any awful deed anymore.

Nothing remains me but to finally bear the babes, and to be a spying queen who dangles magic from her fingertips.

*
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As I enter the castle courtyard through the portcullis, my magnate is hastily exiting the castle’s oaken doors opposite.

Sleep has made feather-quills of his uncombed hair, and his unbuttoned mauve waistcoat flaps open to reveal his white undershirt. His collar is only cursorily laced up, his cravat untied. As he swipes his knuckles across his sleep-laden eyes, swatting nondescript curls from his face, his shoe nearly comes off on the stairs. Cursing, he crouches down and buckles it with crude motions.

What drew him so haphazardly and groggily into the night?

How I would love to stab him.

Mayhap in the gut. The groin. The heart. Or the ribs so he can’t breathe in to cry out his mistresses’ names.

But I need him, the philandering lizard, in order to birth the septuplets.

He rises again and I keep my course, and when he glances up near the well, our gazes clash.

He slows his pace, his manner going as bland as his plain hair and plain face.

He has always been the plain one while I am the changeling, with my black eyes, fair hair, my appearance beakier than any other.

In deference to his power, I stop before him.

He stops, too.

We stand motionless in the misty rain that clouds the courtyard’s radiance, our bodies close enough for me to note how the torches on the courtyard walls glitter in the raindrops gemmed on his beard.

Between us and our silence roams the lamenting wind, painting a palette of empty hues.

At last, I curl my lip. “In a hurry, my monarch? Did some lover escape your bumbles too soon, and you’ve come to chase her down?”

He says nothing. His gaze meanders lower, to the dried blood on my wrist, and his touch meanders—

I twitch away and swish past.

At the castle door, a foolish glance behind reveals him slowly returning.

I don’t wait.

No matter what the shadow-hungry promised, I already know my king won’t come to me tonight.

He’d better not.

*
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Back in my bedchamber, I don a dry dressing robe.

My rain-tangled tresses instantly dampen the lace-adorned shoulders, but I, uncaring of the discomfort, stretch myself upon my silks.

Reclining like a jaded queen on the scarlet sheets, I revel. I have my own magic, no matter how borrowed. The resplendence of it renders me speechless, how the ribbons glimmer inside the vial like dozens of worms made of sunlight.

This magic captivates me more than the promise that I will bear the septuplets. Definitely more than the return of my magnate to my bed.

I twist out the stopper and pinky-hook a thread to extract it.

The ribbon’s texture is as warm as a milky confection, its consistency as I imagine an earthworm’s would be: a pliant little body dangled across my finger, soft but not limp, for it is shifting very slightly, writhing over my knuckles as though an unquiet life judders through it.

It should repulse me, but repulsive things fascinate me, the imperfections that jut out of insipid beauty. I only wonder what the shadow king’s source of this magic is. A human is either magical or not based on lineage, but shadow-hungry magic, few if anyone knows. The Book of Promises reads that ‘to the shadow-hungry is given the power of the earth, power over souls, and the power to devour the shadows.’

Which power animates these golden ribbons? Perhaps I shall ask the monsters’ king if I ever get the chance.

For now, though, presuming he spoke the truth, I can spy upon anyone I wish, anytime, anyplace. But upon whom?

My carnival boy in the past? I could discover—

No. He is a story ended, one that only hurts to tell. Opening that book would only add more pages to my tragedy.

Also, I do not think I can endure seeing him so vivid and alive again—as he should be now, as he would have been if not for me.

Not him, then.

What of the shadow-hungry king himself? What sort of life does he live? What sort of court does he hold?

“Show me,” I whisper, “the shadow-hungry king.”

But the golden strand lies as still as a severed hand.

Faulty?

Controlling my wrath—for hurling the vial against the wall will hardly help matters—I try: “Show me my magnate.”

And now the ribbon’s solidity fades into a vapor that lifts weightlessly off my flesh, then arranges itself into a floating image in the air. It resembles a window the size of a serving platter, which shows Declan in his lushly appointed antechamber of hanging mirrors, velvet draperies, and golden-painted chairs.

Still in his mauve waistcoat, he is rocking back on his heels, his hands clasped behind his waist, his thick calves tautening under his white hose. His posture bears him up as majestically as a raised banner, his beringed fingers absently flicking at his overlong lace cuffs.

He is observing a painting he commissioned of me.

I had opposed the idea of posing for an artist, but Declan, with his weaseling, had sworn to wield his power to banish a noble who had fallen from my favor. I had acquiesced only so.

Next to nude, as my king had requested I be, I stretch across that canvas like an angry star. Outwardly, the effect is almost pretty, for the sheer silver gauze the artist had draped across my hair and hips and legs twinkles like stardust spilled down my body.

But behind that gauze, my crimping lips curl in a ‘come hither’ that is more a hiss, a warped, sinuous prelude to a strike.

I would not caress such a thing.

Yet my magnate eyes this painting with—what kind of look indeed?

Why did he want such a portrait at all?

Kneel, he’d commanded me earlier, something kindling in the flat stones of his eyes.

What would have happened had I flouted his expectations and done it? Slid down humbly before him, my hateful gaze arching up. Would his powerful hand have cupped my neck...

My queen is unprotected—vulnerable. A small spell for your life is a small price to pay.

Why set that spell upon my room?

I could find out now. The shadow-hungry king, after all, said that shutting my eyes will bring me into someone’s thoughts. I could sweep into my king’s mind and spy like an insect in his ear. Find out why he wishes me alive.

I nearly shut my eyes, but delicate hands slide across his shoulders first, and a figure without a stitch of clothing on her flattens herself against his back.

Swannie Welf, his current mistress. Her firm and fleshy buttocks quiver while she rises on her toes to—

“Philandering dog!” I spit, lashing out.

The image disperses.

He is worthless! Worthless! She is worthless, too.

I, after all, must bear the royal septuplets so long as I live. Even if she quickened with the seven children, the Book of Promises decrees that no illegitimate babes born outside wedlock may rule. In fact, they must be completely eradicated—slain—should they be wrongly conceived at all.

It is the only act of violence that the Book condones.

Gah. I must calm myself, for I am pacing my chamber like a whipped cur.

But am I so wrong? To wish my magnate to suffer for the years that despair and solitude have dogged my heels?

I seize upon a more palliative thread of thought: the dispersed magic showed me my magnate, but not the shadow-hungry king.

Perhaps I am not permitted to spy on our foe, only on my own idiotish kind.

Gah. What an aggravating restriction.

On whom will I spy, then?

Not on my magnate again, that parasitic dungheap.

Swallowing my revolting spittle, I wander restlessly to the window.

If only these magical threads could show me how to outwit the healer who protects my daughter by healing every injury. Born with magic that heals any illness or broken bone, she wastes it on the repellent royal bane that is my daughter.

Why?

A thought pauses me in place, like a fingertip on my throat. Why has she dedicated herself to an unwanted princess who is worth nothing compared to septuplets?

I didn’t even know the healer existed until a quarter of a century ago, when she appeared in my bedroom while I was giving birth. Haunted-eyed, dark-haired, and only thirteen years old, she dramatically sprang into my chamber, then dramatically collapsed, then somehow appeared the next day as my daughter’s nanny.

I can discover what happened now. Through my golden magic, I can enter the past, her mind, that night, and uncover why she devoted herself to my child’s protection.

Perhaps, too, and more delectably, some loophole in her power will even solicitously unspool into my hand.

Delicious. My smile waxes extravagant, my thoughts turn inimical, and I sprawl once more upon my bed. My luxurious burgundy nightgown pours around me like dark, damp wine as I twine a ribbon around my fingers like a golden garrote.

A past twenty-five years old wraps lovingly around my throat.
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A Peculiar and Perilous Course
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The scream rent asunder the fragile fabric of the ballroom, effecting a transitory lapse in the gliding dancers at the ball: a suspension of music, of step, of melody; the frozen intake of hundreds of breaths.

The dancers, as stagnant as a lake, held in a still tableau of indigo and emerald and ruby for one... two...

The queen’s scream faded away, and life breathed out. The dancers danced on—whisper, shush—slippers across the parquets, gowns brushing boots, rasps of snippets of conversation.

Low tones voiced low hopes that the next babes would be the septuplets.

Iminique Demascus, healer and ostensibly obedient daughter, thirteen summers old and wearing her mother’s timeworn blue gown with flowing lace sleeves, serenely clasped her hands and trailed her ruddy, huffing father between the gaudily clad guests. At the ball, she was meant to meet others of her class.

Chatter and the chiming of glasses swam around her in an auditory brook: burbling laughter, laughing lies, lying scandalmongers, and...

Iminique’s heart constricted with an elderly woman’s pain. The woman, distracted from the conversation around her, was massaging her ancient, knobby hands.

Iminique’s magic bloomed outward and slipped into those age-wrought knots. Clandestine enchantment coaxed the cartilage back into place and cushioned the hoary joints, renewing, restfully, peacefully...

The woman sagged, relief in her loosening expression—and then awe. She flexed her fingers while murmuring to her husband.

He instantly attended to her, a man of rangy limbs, craggy smile, and an oversized waistcoat. As he bent in close, though, and his wife’s lips wreathed with elation, his own smile strained. His arrhythmic heart labored.

Iminique’s healing shifted to him next, indiscernibly traveling the length and breadth of his chest to pinpoint the cause. She evaluated his organs based on those of the healthy men and women she had secretly scoured in the past in her thirst for knowledge.

She discovered a blood vessel looping blood back into his lungs instead of back out to his body—the cause of his breathlessness. And, there, a small hole in his heart was causing the arrhythmia.

Her magic wove the hole shut, but then dithered on how to fix the blood vessel, lest he faint.

It was a dance of delicacy, maneuvering, and testing, but gradually his slogging body segued into smoothness, his motions garnered energy, and he regained heartiness under the warm glow of the chandeliers. Cheerfully, he greeted a puckish-faced youth limping past in a gaudy eggplant waistcoat and lime-green leggings.

Iminique’s magic leaped into the youth next, finding him a veritable font of health aside from the warped bones in his foot, which—

Odd. From ankle down, his lamed foot’s bones resembled more some sort of animal’s than a human’s. Iminique’s healing probed elongated bones that were more like a... mangled wolf paw?

“Are you listening, daughter?”

Iminique’s magic startled like a disquieted butterfly.

Recovering, she bowed her head—humble, docile, subservient—and her power sank like a stone beneath the flat-surfaced pond of her obedience. “Father?”

He glared narrowly at her. “You aren’t doing magic, are you, daughter? After I explicitly forbade you?”

Another scream rent the air.

Iminique frowned, for something was off. As her father commenced lecturing, her healing set off questing like a hound, hunting through the castle’s myriad corridors and walls, tracking the alarming nuance in the upheaval of the queen’s cry—to the squalling body of a royal babe.

His body was sliding from the queen’s womb, but scarcely had Iminique brushed his essence than something pulled that essence out of him like fruit from slippery skin.

Iminique recoiled, gasping, uncomprehending. How—?

The babe! Her magic reached for him too late. The boy’s soul was already gone, winked out in an instant—snatched by something—but by what? By whom?

And how?

A life gone, and Iminique had scarcely even blinked. Grief threatened her like a cudgel. She had failed to even attempt saving him.

But another cry wrenched her attention back. Another babe was sliding from the queen’s womb: a twin sister on her brother’s heels. As slick and bloody as a skinned hand, she, too, hung limp in the grip of something that clinched her essence.

Desperately, Iminique’s magic grabbed the girl’s soul.

The creature stealing that soul drew momentarily back.

It sensed Iminique!

She hurtled from the ballroom—her father’s query leaping after her like a flummoxed goldfinch—and she threw poise to the wind and threw her healing magic into scraping—clawing—the covetous hold off the baby’s spirit.

But the dark magic reaffirmed its grip and set to peeling the babe’s life from her bones once more.

Iminique ran faster, racing pell-mell through the corridors now, sensing the infant spirit pulled halfway out of the tiny body, like a frothing cravat dangling halfway out of a nobleman’s collar.

Iminique grappled harder, sustaining the child in swaddled magic.

Why do you resist? purred a silken voice—a man’s voice—inside Iminique’s mind. This child is mine.

The attacker was a hidden wizard, concealed by distance! Likely he was an enchanter who knew more magic than Iminique had been able to cobble together herself, since she had to hide everything from her father, meaning she could only practice in secret, which made her untried, untrained, self-taught, her healing only half-learned—scarcely used. Hardly competition for this unseen fiend.

She fought with more ferocity than skill, but she must fight.

The wizard swamped the baby’s soul again, even more powerfully, overwhelmingly, and Iminique countered by wrapping everything she could around the baby to keep her hold. Tighter, winding strand after strand of enchantment around and around, like a caterpillar spinning a chrysalis.

Such a fighter, the wizard murmured, and his next spell ensnared her—Iminique—in something like an iron net, bundling her together with the baby’s essence.

And he slipped Iminique’s soul out alongside the princess’s.

Iminique’s essence, frantic but futile, thrashed against him—her fight in vain, fruitless...

Vaguely, through a scratchy haze, she recognized that she’d reached the royal birthing room but was now collapsing to the floor with no soul to command her upright. Her spirit floundered, mangled and incarcerated inside the wizard’s heart, stumbling inside his lost life, increasingly immersed in unbearable pain—before it struck her that this was his pain, not hers.

She stood in his heart, mind—wherever she was—swaying amid dozens of sundered ropes of hope that were winding around her unwary feet. His dead dreams skittered past her like wind-torn leaves, and beyond them, she saw all the way to his wicked core, to where the wrecked man he was crouched inside his ruined soul.

His true appearance was torn away—faceless, a void.

Some past travail had stripped away his identity, his magic—

His magic? How, then, was he using magic now?

But Iminique was too agonizingly distracted by his depth of torment, which she could hardly fathom. Her magic discerned the severed seams where she could stitch him back into a whole...

She could heal this ruined man.

And if he was the last person she healed, then so be it.

With her dying strength and undying compassion, her magic reached, like glowing hands, into his ravaged heart.

* ♛ *

The scene abruptly disbands, disrupted perhaps by my indrawn breath—held too long—and my violent shock—whatever the cause, the window is gone.

A wizard killed my son! Nearly killed my daughter.

Had he killed my other babes, too? If so—

All my anguish over the years. All my shame. All of it the reaping of some evil of which I was unaware!

Why would the healer save him after what he’d done?

Ravenous to know whether he still lives—perhaps he is the one the healer truly protects my daughter from?—I paw out another magic thread. “Show me this wizard!”

The golden worm, though, only ejects a petty wriggle but no dispersal.

“How dare you!” I nearly shriek. “Show him to me! Show me his fate!”

But my wroth pucker does not sway the worm.

Why does it refuse me? Surely the man actually lived? He existed; he had a past, for he is inside hers.

Cryptic thread!

“The healer then,” I try.

And now it continues from before.

* ♛ *

The wizard let her go. Inexplicably.

Iminique revived, coughing, on the royal bedchamber’s carpeted floor, her soul rattling back into her body like a carriage with a loose wheel.

Both queen and midwife were gaping openly down at her, and the newborn princess was squalling.

The wizard had released her, too.

Iminique stood shakily up, deflected the questions of the blunt midwife, and departed the royal bedchamber.

But things didn’t end after that.

As if her sojourn inside him had opened up some unseen door, the wizard began to simply saunter into her mind like a visitor.

Iminique sensed him there, exploring the fringes of mind, almost curious at the fringes of her thoughts and dreams...

She didn’t know what to make of it.

She didn’t know, either, what to make of the summons she received the day after the infant’s birth, in which the midwife proposed that Iminique become the royal nanny.

“Out of the question!” her father blustered over his breakfast of milk-sopped bread. “You’re an aristocrat! Progeny of a noble, not a member of the caste of nannies!”

But Iminique, daring open defiance against her father for the first time in her life, went.

Scarcely had she presented herself at the castle, however, than the gurgling royal babe was stuffed into her arms and she herself was hustled into the throne room—and then she was kneeling on the stone floor of a frigid court, ruby gowns and golden brocades glimmering stiffly around her. Courtiers in peacock-hued waistcoats judged her from darkly painted eyes. The glacial, pale-haired, dark-eyed queen glared loftily down her patrician nose. The uninterested king was blandly picking at his nails and letting flinders of his skin scatter into his ruffed sleeves.

And behind the king, their boyish court mage posed artfully in a ray of sunbeam. He flaunted a headful of curls which shone in the hues of sun-kissed amber, a lean figure which was perfectly packaged in a pretty cobalt tunic a-shimmer with golden embroidery, and an impudent, laughing gaze which implied he knew Iminique.

She had never met him in her—

He touched his delicate palm to his leather belt in the most imperceptible bow, just for her. Well met, he murmured in her mind.

* ♛ *

It’s him! I suck in a shattering breath. My magnate’s own royal mage slew the boy child.

Has he been killing all our children?

Keeping the septuplets from being born?

Does Declan know?

No, he can’t. Surely? He has no reason not to bear the septuplets. But—

Why would the wizard do this? Does he wish our world’s demise?

Moreover, this scene played out over twenty-five years ago, and the wizard still strolls free among us. Trusted.

Nor did the healer ever save any more of my babes, leaving the rest to perish in my womb.

Did the wizard kill those, too?

My nails dig white indentations into my palm to stab back my scream. My vanity mirror no longer reflects my lips as dark and plush as plums, but as bloodless and ashen as my flesh.

Why did the healer, for all her purported goodness, never save another babe? Why did she never breathe a word of the wizard’s perfidy? Why did she never kill him—stop his breath? Stop his heart?

For all her constantly bleeding compassion—

Or is it constantly bleeding guilt she carries?

I need to know more.

I return to the window where she’s still kneeling in the throne room.

* ♛ *

Curtseying to the magnate and his stone-faced wife, Iminique braced herself while balancing the infant on her arm and ignoring the drip of baby drool on her wrist. “Your wizard—”

The rest of her sentence tangled like a fishing line in her mouth.

“My wizard?” The magnate prompted, turning his head partway toward the mage posted in the sunlight behind him.

Iminique surreptitiously wiped her moist palms on the gurgling baby’s frilly lace. “He’s young. And striking.”

Fates. She hadn’t meant to say that.

Hadn’t you? The wizard’s dancing glee tickled in her consciousness.

“Impertinence!” The queen denunciated. “Have her dismissed at once, Declan, and the worthless babe killed.”

The magnate raised a hand and leaned forward. “Our wizard is young, Iminique Demascus, albeit a good six or seven years older than you.”

Young and a killer, Iminique tried to say. It emerged: “Powerful and alluring.”

Fates. Her face flooded with heat. What was wrong with her?

“Declan!” The queen snapped her fan shut. “You can’t mean to—”

The magnate touched the queen’s hand, quieting her once more. “Alluring?” He steepled his hands and leaned back again while measuring Iminique, his next words quiet. “Even to one so young.”

No. Iminique battened down her rising panic. He killed your son, he nearly killed your daughter, and he will likely continue to kill more!

Her lips parted on another attempt.

Better not try, the wizard spoke again into her mind, mirth evident on his face. Next time, I’ll embarrass you more.

His goading ignited an uncharacteristic impetuosity in her. You can’t control me!

His angelic smile widened. Try me.

“He’s divinely, wondrously, exquisitely—” Her mouth clamped shut.

The magnate’s brow bunched. The queen inhaled for another tirade.

And Iminique, petrified by the disobedience of her voice, the inappropriateness of her words—in front of the entire court!—the mortification, the embarrassment—and apprehensive of the frost of rage that rimmed the insulted queen’s eyes—came close to babbling. She scrambled to repair her gaffe. “Your majesties, I beg your forgiveness! I was merely taken aback by his—youth—” his dark heart, she added in her mind, winning the mage’s beatific smile from behind the magnate’s throne “—and I gravely misspoke. Please, I entreat your tolerance.” She executed her loveliest and most deferential obeisance, a flawless curtsy that brought her nose to the red carpet, difficult but not impossible to maneuver with a baby in one’s arms. “Please.”

The nobles snickered, and another girl might have blushed, but Iminique only halfway lifted her head and presented a marmoreal tranquility for the magnate to judge.

Inside, her thoughts raced. If she could not reveal the wizard’s duplicity, then he would do irreparable damage. She must find a way to speak.

And after the magnate officially appointed her as the royal baby’s nanny, she did try. Whenever she crossed paths in the corridor with a noble or the magnate himself, she attempted to state the truth, yet every time she opened her mouth, other words materialized on her tongue—flattering words about the young wizard’s beauty—that made her seem puerile. She always caught herself too late, which made her appear a strange, flustered, stuttering child.

But she refused to relinquish her endeavors to expose the wizard’s treachery.

She attempted to set out the truth in ink on paper, but no matter how many times she scrawled out the confession, only other sentences emerged while his secret stayed firmly locked in her mind.

Day in and day out, the young mage forced her to keep his secret silent and to live with the knowledge that he was an enemy of the demesnes, destroying all the rulers of the future, and with them, the world’s actual future, and Iminique was powerless to do a thing to stop it. She had to watch him stroll into private councils, any plans there poured straight into the ears of their enemy, while the magnate consulted with him and acted based on his advice.

And no one but Iminique knew the nefarious truth.

* ♛ *

So that was how he made her keep his secret.

And if she, magic as she is, could not defeat him, then what can I, magicless thing—or even Declan, should I tell him—do against the wizard now?

The monsters. After they storm our walls, perhaps the shadow king will flay this wizard alive.

Even if my dark ally promises this, though, it does nothing to alleviate my toothless rage now.

Restive, thwarted, I visually impale the scene still floating before me, which shows the healer wafting through the castle, wearing her timeworn sapphire gown, bearing my child in her arms as though the princess were worth gold instead of copper.

If a woman had any worth in this place, I would be made of diamonds.

If only the healer had saved the boy! But—

“Gah,” I mutter, needing to speak aloud lest I shriek in fury instead. “Why did she even keep saving my daughter when no one wanted her?”

What is this?

The scene before me abruptly alters. The healer is now standing in a bedroom of whitewood dressers and a white canopy bed. Against the snowy backdrop, her indigo gown is as dark as the night sky. Her hand is covering her mouth, and her doe-like eyes have gone white around the rims.

What is she thinking?

I shut my eyes and am in her mind, truly standing in that breezy room, my ‘own’ hand pressed over my ‘own’ mouth, and her thoughts are ‘inside’ mine...

* ♛ *

The wizard had to have been lying, Iminique thought. But why would he?

She trembled, supposing it was possible. She had tried so vehemently to save the princess from him that first night, she could have inadvertently bound together the babe’s life and her own.

But if she had, then she had unintentionally joined her entire fate to the royal princess’s.

Which meant if the baby starved, Iminique starved.

If Iminique perished, the princess perished.

Mercy help her.

* ♛ *

Is it possible to bind lives? Is this why the healer kept saving my babe? To save herself?

And now that I think of it, the scene in the magic window changed right after my spoken question. Had it been answering me?

Testing it, I venture, “How can I get past the healer’s magic in order to kill the princess?”

This time, though, nothing changes.

Does this mean the answer is ‘nothing’, or was the previous change a fluke?

I shut my eyes just in case the answer is in her mind, but her thoughts merely continue the previous.

* ♛ *

But no one knew she had bound their lives, Iminique reassured herself (although could anything be reassuring after this?).

No one even cared that the baby princess existed. No one had named her. No one wanted her. Or wanted Iminique. Every quarter of the castle denied her and the princess any help. Kitchen staff, by the queen’s royal decree, refused to feed the baby or Iminique. The queen even dispatched killers to slay the infant, her own child.

And Iminique struggled—dragged, enduring assassin-fraught nights, days of begging food, toiling among hostile laundresses—no rest, no relief, no ally, only castigation from every corner.

She was slighted, scolded, shunned, shunted aside, half starved, publicly whipped, wrongfully blamed, viciously scorned, and—

No one helped her at all other than the perfidious wizard himself.

When the kitchen staff denied her sustenance, he presented her with deliciously spiced pheasant and cheese pies and plum-ginger delights.

When the queen’s assassins skulked in the dark, intending to kill the baby princess, the wizard’s warnings in Iminique’s mind were what startled her awake: Im, quickly, another is coming!

He was always in her mind, or following her into her dreams, where he lazily ambled like a cat strutting in its own home.

Wizard, she called him.

My name is Quentyn, he corrected her.

He was always saving her life.

And once, when a female assassin came to kill the babe, he bound the assassin’s soul and presented it to Iminique as a gift, an entire person enslaved to Iminique’s will by his power.

Iminique disliked it atrociously, but she couldn’t undo his magic, and thus she added to her repertoire of debt to him this magically enchained, lethally trained warrior who must obey her every word and help her shelter the babe.

It boggled logic, the wizard defending both babe and Iminique now when he’d striven to steal their spirits that first night.

And yet, left no recourse and blocked off every other way, Iminique accepted his help in order to survive.

It set her on a peculiar and perilous course: stepping down the path he’d lined for her with crusty-hot bread and steaming soups, feasts of tarts and cakes, pies and honey, sugar and tea...

With every bite, she burrowed deeper into obligation to this enigmatically smiling wizard with a scarred and shadow-enshrouded heart.

* ♛ *

What a sinister cheese he is. Cut the rind and get his mold. Too bad Declan trusts this two-faced rat gut.

Another matter nags at me. The healer said no one named the child. My daughter, though, has a name now. So—

“Who named her?” I ask aloud, vigilantly gauging the magic’s reaction.

Indeed, this time, the scene obliges.

It shows the healer, by chance or contrivance, encountering my magnate in the castle corridor. She is drab in faded fabric, contrasting to my king’s attire shining with embroidered gold. My babe is heftier, perhaps half a year or older now, and the healer is bowing and asking, “Won’t you name your child?”

Declan, in the beginning, had acknowledged our babe as little as I, but in this scene, he actually sets his indolent attention on her.

The poor babe is my miniature: wispy, almost-white hair and big, dark eyes. Unlike me, she is ferociously pumping her arms in pinwheeling exuberance.

Declan raises his brows.

Then the babe clearly brabbles, “Dada! Dada!”

How did the healer manage to get the babe to say that?

Declan’s youthful, bearded countenance utterly gentles. He touches the baby’s fingertips, at which his neglected progeny attempts to trounce him. Grinning slightly, but I swear with something crafty behind it, he states, “Name her Seriah. She has the ferocity of a Seriah.”

So he named her. Why ‘Seriah’?

Was that also the moment he began to instruct the servants to help care for her despite orders from me to ignore her?

Every time I approached him about it afterward, hissing, I ended up behind the nearest door, his mouth on mine.

Stupid lust! If he did nothing else right, that—us—he knew.

With my gown rucked up, he mashed my body under his on a sofa, a table—the floor! His hands pinning my hips, his hips sweaty between my thighs, his mouth wet and dominating mine, and his beard a somehow erotic sensation against my skin despite the whole feverish experience being offensive and clammy, and my clutching, pleasured cries utterly mortifying.

He never outright forbade my attempts to starve both healer and babe; his orders simply countermanded mine.

And he took all my protests behind those locked doors and hurled them into oblivion under our hunger.
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Be Bleak Elsewhere
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Gah. Thinking about my magnate inside me is as pleasant as imagining a reptile shedding there; my thoughts shy away from it like bugs scuttling from the sun.

I return to the riddle of my daughter.

Declan allowed me to dispatch assassins after her, but my babe’s triad of undefeatable nannies—wizard, healer, soul-bound assassin—thwarted every one.

The healer’s soul-bound warrior—Thorn—is now gone from the First Demesne, eliminating her as an obstacle, but the wizard remains, as well as the healer herself.

I can do nothing about him, pathetic and unmagical as I am, but her?

I rumble out a breath. “Does the healer have any weakness at all?”

The scene changes again.

Raptly, I attend.

It shows the white gauze of the healer’s bedroom, abandoned now, her canopied bed curtains rippling around empty sheets... and there, her, adrift in the castle corridors, her expression detached, as if she’s pursuing some distant call...

Years must have passed, for she is no longer a girl. Plump with maturity, her lush figure strains her gown, richer with health than I ever was despite the opulent sumptuousness of fare on which I feed. Her intrinsic grace is reminiscent of some exquisite but bygone era...

She reaches a black door within our castle, and it swings open even before her extended hand touches it.

A black stone stairwell with gleaming black walls welcomes her, and her winding ascent ends at its apex, where another ageless door opens for her.

Inside, in a windowless lair, amid rich dark furs and swaths of silk, the wizard lounges on his silken bed. He beckons her, and she advances.

She yields to his gentle kisses and caresses, visibly entranced, her eyes softly incredulous. Pleasure shapes her smaller body to his, and her perspiring limbs wrap tightly around his golden ones, their bodies gleaming with sweat and passion in the candlelight.

Useless—this knowledge that the wizard is her weakness. If I tried to hold a blade to his throat and use him to sway her, he would laugh in my face.

“She has no other weakness?” I grouse.

The scene shifts to her after childbed, tiredly cradling two babes.

More useless information, since I don’t want to kill her children, only mine.

A flurrying huff blasts from my mouth. “Did nothing I do make my daughter suffer?”

Lo! The scene alters.

Again, I raptly attend.

Here, my child looks around five summers old. She’s stamping boorishly through the palace garden, no fussy servants tagging along behind her, because the palace retainers only had orders from Declan to keep her clothed and fed, not to chaperone her.

The luckless thing still looks like I had at her age; she towers too tall, her black irises strange beneath that white hair, and look! Her neck is as long and stiff and stubborn as mine was.

Only her hair, unlike my cobweb-fine wisps, spirals out in thick, dense curls, and those untamed coils are currently moistened by her snotty nose, which the uncouth little beast wipes with her bare hand.

Then, there, eight-year-old noble-boy Hurano is strutting up the garden path with his two little noble-boy flunkies, Pollard and Fiordin, picking their noses behind him. Even that young, he was a curated parcel of malice and mockery in knee breeches and boots, his character quite the morass of odium. Like I and everyone else in my poisonous court did, he drowned any stray affinity for my daughter like mangy vermin.

When he sees her in the garden, he becomes a veritable package of poking, thumbing derision.

This ignites my daughter’s prickly thorniness, and scarcely do I begin to yawn than the two are embroiled in a dramatically childish brawl.

Oho! I titter as they tumble about. So vulgar! So like my precocious and muscular child to smack, thwack, and jumble her way across the plants.

Hurano, though, still bigger and older, emerges the victor. He spits on the ground beside my daughter’s crinkled figure. “You think you will rule us? Never! Even if no septuplets are born, ever.”

How droll. He’s like a poodle that thinks itself a bulldog because it’s parading among the small dogs.

Off he frisks, but my vanquished child shows no hurry to uncurl from her beaten, balled-up coil.

After a few moments, though, my magnate’s wizard (that heap of fly-ridden mince) appears.

As he crouches down, his shadow falling upon her, his dark purple tunic and cloak bring to mind the nightshade that grows in sunnier corners of the garden. I cannot define his expression as he brusquely sits my daughter upright and dusts her off. Is he exasperated? Smilingly bitter? Or does he find her as distasteful as a gnawed-up dog toy?

“I hate them,” she sulks, her arms mulishly crossed. “I hate them all!”

At this, the wizard’s smile twists deeper. “Then hate them.”

My daughter reels back. “But Imi—”

“—loves those not worth it.”

“But—”

“She also isn’t you. She’s a healer, not a princess. There is a difference between ruling people and healing them, and I’ll tell you a secret if you want.”

My daughter ceases protesting and falls into a wide-eyed, solemn stare. “What secret?”

“About me. About them.”

“Tell me,” my daughter whispers.

The golden-haired, dark-hearted wizard leans forward, his voice a whisper, too. “I hate them, too, the nobles, their wives, their children, their dogs, and I will hate them forever.”

Revulsion seeps from him like a paralyzing venom, infecting me with an involuntary shiver.

Hating us so hideously would explain why he dooms us by keeping me from bearing the future rulers. But what spawned this hatred?

As I mullingly frown, the scene shows him escorting my daughter, who is still puckish and pouty and bloody-nosed and snotty, into a pretty salon.

Here, sunbeams have arrayed themselves in a honeyed pool around the healer, whose voluptuous but petite person is seated on a cream-hued divan. The instant she espies my daughter, she rises with a stifled cry like a cut-off song in her mouth. Her lemony gown, embroidered with starflowers, flutters around her hips as she flies across the room.

She alights like a canary beside my battered child and smooths soothing fingers over my daughter’s split lip, her bruised flesh, and the wounds magically recede back into unblemished skin.

From a shaded corner stalks the assassin, Thorn, her hair shorn close to her skull, her fitted leather trousers tucked into aged leather boots. She fingers an unsheathed knife. “This is going to keep happening, Immi. They revile her. Let me train her to fight. She’ll need a way to fend off enemies.”

The wizard smothers an amused grin while the healer lifts a dubious brow. Her fingers still absently comb my daughter’s tangled hair.

I laugh outright. Is this when my daughter started learning swordplay?

Because of Hurano?

He is a mushy foe, easily squashed, like all the nobles, who are taught to sling slurs and slights, not swords.

I sputter out loud. “Surely there cannot be anyone to truly challenge her?”

The magical scene changes again, and I blink. Someone does exist who can challenge her—and defeat her?

Perhaps this is how I can destroy her.

Again, I attend.

This time, the magical window shows the mostly abandoned castle courtyard, where rosy dusk bathes leaves that have blown down from the castle cathedral’s trees and swirl into this torch-lit place.

Near an abandoned wagon by the well, my daughter, now ten years old, faces a fifteen-year-old boy.

He’s dressed in holey trousers and a loose shirt that’s stained and unmended, his black hair unevenly cut. He might have a pretty face if not for the bruises and the nasty sneer beneath his even nastier eyes and his wielding of a just-as-nasty metal sword.

My daughter, in a defensive stance, holds her own sword—a wooden training one pragmatic for a ten-year-old—as she swipes at curly strands of hair that have escaped her braids. A few ribbons cling as desperately to the ends as she clings visibly to failing bravado.

The boy lunges at her, making me involuntarily jerk as my daughter dodges, lurches sideways, and adroitly skims backward amid the falling leaves.

The boy follows, his black hair swallowing the dusk’s light, his skin tinged crimson.

My daughter is quick, but at least five years younger and armed only with a wooden sword against his metal blade. Her wild gaze darts around the vacant courtyard, blatantly seeking someone to rescue her while she parries his attacks.

But no one’s there.

He lands a merciless blow.

Her kneecaps strike the cobblestones, her white curls loosed from their braids. They tumble into her eyes.

He snags her hair before she sprawls out flat and yanks her forcefully upright, up to her knees.

He raises his sword.

Startled, I shut my eyes to avoid watching blood spill—but, instead, I’m inside her body. My knees dig hard into flagstones, my little body bent entirely backward. Gripped by terror, panting hard, I’m looking straight up into the boy’s eyes, with the castle towering behind him, stark and dagger-black against the ruby sunset.

I—and my daughter—flinch beneath his terrible hate. His upraised sword reflects my daughter’s pale curls and bloodless face, her sable irises, her panicked stare.

But she reins in her dread, although the battle for composure feels like climbing a landslide in her core.

I squeeze my eyes shut harder, deeper into her heart—her terror.

Her fury at failure.

* ♛ *

Seriah despised her incompetence.

Worthless. Stupid!

She had failed to defend herself against the foe. She deserved this end.

“I yield the fight,” she quivered out. “Now take my life.”

Her words, though, rather than spurring the boy’s imminent downward strike, only seemed to bewilder him. As he stared down at her, the oddest expression overcame him. Then, roughly, he disentangled his hand from her hair.

The freed strands freed pain from Seriah’s scalp and flooded her with relief—premature relief, though, because although he stepped back, his motions retained their violence. “Your life is already forfeit, Princess,” he spat. “It is already mine.”

“Never!” Not after this; she swore she would never let him catch her again.

“But,” he barged bitterly on, “not just for this. I’m going to use you for a different purpose. To bring your father to his knees.”

“You will never! You are a nothing! And he’s a king!”

The youth only laughed at that, an ugly laugh. “You’re the only one I need to get to him. And I can get you anytime.”

“Never!”

“Always. Then I’ll do to you what he did to Nellie and—”

“Who is Nellie?”

The boy talked right over her, looking sick as he spoke. “—and then I’m going to do to you what his guards did to her, and all your fight will be futile.”

* ♛ *

Who is this Nellie?

Leaving that matter for later, I let the scene continue with my daughter after the boy vanishes into the shadows.

* ♛ *

Seriah felt wild, uncontrolled, having skirted so close to death and then being pushed so crazily back into life.

Baring her teeth, she hurled her wooden sword into the darkness behind him. “Useless!” Her weapon was useless!

What had provoked him to approach her and attack in the first place?

She charged into the castle.

* ♛ *

She is such explosive poultry! Her plucked feathers on a furious whirlwind.

I expect her to flit to Declan and demand he resolve the problem, but my fatuous little birdie alights in the healer’s embrace instead.

“I want him killed!” my little tyrant imperiously demands once safely encircled by the healer’s arms. “That boy who’s training to be a guard! He’s dangerous!”

“Evander?”

“Is he black-haired and ugly-bitter?”

“Seriah...” Of course the healer must soften my bloodthirsty babe’s murderous display. “You know that a good ruler doesn’t kill her enemies, don’t you? She makes allies of them.”

I laugh just as the warrior-slave Thorn does. The assassin swaggers from her customary corner. “Quick way to get her killed, Imi.”

The healer only thins her lips. “You must love while the world hates, Seri. Hurting them back will only produce more enemies. Say you kill Evander, and he has two or three friends who rise up and come after you to avenge him. Now you’ve doubled or tripled the number of your enemies. But if you befriend him, his friends might become your allies, too.”

Thorn snorts, but the healer purses her lips and doggedly continues, “Never give up trying to unite this divided city.”

Ha! Stupid advice for a girl who’s already lost the world. I made very sure that everyone repudiated her for being born instead of the seven boys. (Better that they blamed her for the lack of septuplets rather than blaming me—even though, recently, I am growing ever less in favor—though do I care?)

My daughter, all admiring, bead-dark eyes and naïve heart, laps up the healer’s harmful guidance to befriend her foes. She doesn’t even go to Declan to ask who this Nellie is. She simply resolves to unite with this boy.

I sputter out loud again. “Did she truly attempt to make that common-born creature her ally?”

Again, the scene changes.

Again, it shows the courtyard—apparently a frequent location for my daughter’s myriad misadventures.

In the cloudless night, the sky winks with a multitude of twinkling stars, and beneath it, my child (muscular thing! Still ten years old) is garbed as usual in boots, hose, and jerkin. She’s swinging a diminutive sword made of metal (little more than a glorified dagger, but better, I grudgingly admit, than its wooden predecessor), and she’s proudly posturing for an audience of precisely none.

At raised shouts in the stables, she scampers over as if it’s her business and peeps in.

There swaggers Hurano, now thirteen years old and wearing an embroidered waistcoat, dirt-smeared, his pale blue knee breeches just as grimed. His petulant stride across the stable floor powders his buckled shoes and white hose with hay and dust.

He and his cronies Pollard and Fiordin have cornered the violent-minded common-boy in one of the horse stalls. The common-boy is outnumbered and weaponless, his sword somehow confiscated and now in Hurano’s hand (not that Hurano, noble-born ambassador’s babe that he is, would know how to use the weapon, but sheer arrogance shields him from any fear).

The common-boy, with blood trickling down his temple, his balance unsteady, is nevertheless grinning and wiping a rivulet of blood from his lip.

Into this scene saunters my saucy daughter, idly swinging her miniature metal sword in casual arcs.

Hurano whips his heavy-lidded gaze toward her. “Princess,” his Sneeriness greets her. “What do you want?”

My daughter halts a man-length away and levels her glorified dagger at the common-boy. “He’s unarmed.”

“He doesn’t have to be armed to be dangerous.”

My daughter tips up her chin—the proud thing!—and actually clucks her tongue at him. “You should have more honor in you than to attack a weaponless man.”

Hurano laughs. “Who are you? Princess Save-the-Peasants?”

Oh, my child does not like that. How her lip juts out! “Leave him alone,” she cheeps angrily like a pintsized bird, and I expect her to stamp her foot, but the piddly thing resists the urge.

“Go back to your toys,” Hurano jeers, then dismisses her with a spin of his shoulder.

But she is my child, after all, and with her next step, she pricks the tip of her glorified dagger into Hurano’s neck. “Maybe you’re my toy right now.”

Hurano goes utterly still.

His voice goes utterly quiet. “Are you challenging me over a commoner?”

The next instant, he swivels toward the commoner, and my daughter does too, flinging her dagger.

It lodges in the wall slats beside the common-boy, who yanks it out, dodges Hurano’s attack, and drives the noble-boy straight into Pollard and Fiordin.

The three comically bounce one off the other, shouting and cursing and unprepared for the common-boy’s frighteningly quick reflexes.

In the midst of the chaos, the boy disarms all three of the highborns and herds them into the selfsame stall where they’d cornered him. Then he slams the door, latches it, and leaves them bleating in their pen while he retrieves his sword and stalks toward my startled—and now unarmed—daughter.

She flinches as he hands her her dagger, then he hustles her from the stables, across the courtyard, into the weapons tower, and up the stairs.

There, he shoves her into a dim room and follows on her heels. She balks, but he captures her again and hoists her up—and deposits her unceremoniously on a tarp that covers a pile of old wooden practice weapons.

She sprawls there with an “oomph!”, then blunders upright, a pending maelstrom of white curls and spitting fury.

“Why?” he demands, pacing in front of her as the candle on the wall casts his grotesque shadow across the stone.

“Why what?” Settling back, she sulkily rubs her elbow.

“Why did you help me?”

At that, she goes defiant. That majestically raised chin! Did she copy that from me? “I don’t like the sight of blood,” she minces out.

“Liar. You left yourself weaponless, which was stupid. I could have killed them and then killed you.”

“Then why didn’t you?”

He gusts out a frustrated breath. “Why arm me instead of disarming them?”

“It wasn’t my fight, but yours. I just gave you the means to fight it.”

“Why? Why did you help me?”

“Because maybe you’ll help me one day.”

He stops walking mid-step, his eyebrows winging up. “You think I’m indebted to you because you helped me when I didn’t ask you to?”

“You don’t honor your debts?” my daughter has the temerity to challenge him.

He almost chokes. “You think it’s that easy? You help me unasked and think I’ll feel obligated to return the favor? You have a frighteningly over-idealistic view of people.”

“And you have a frighteningly over-cynical one. Maybe you should just leave and be bleak elsewhere.”

He starts laughing almost helplessly. “I can’t believe I’m arguing with a girl who rendered herself weaponless to save an enemy.”

“I don’t see you as my enemy.”

His laughter vanishes. “I am your enemy, Princess.”

“Then prove it.” With that, my insolent child hurls her glorified dagger onto the floor. It skitters into his foot. “I’m weaponless again,” she whispers, peering up at him. “Now kill me.”

He picks up the baby sword and shakes his head. “You just antagonized that noble-boy back there. Aren’t you afraid of his retaliation?”

“Hurano’s an insect. One pesky slap and splat—squashed.”

What an overconfident thing she is!

“And what insect am I?” the boy retorts.

“You’re just a boy. A boy my father somehow hurt.”

He freezes for a moment, then his lips thin, he pivots, and he stalks to the door while still carrying her dagger. “Are you coming?”

My daughter scrambles up. “Where?”

“I’ll walk you back to the castle to make sure you get there safe—in case the noble insect has ignoble intentions.”

“Why would you care?” My daughter breathlessly catches up to him on the torchlit stairs. “You said you owe me nothing.”

“Maybe I have a sense of honor, after all.”

“What if they catch you while you’re leaving?”

“They won’t.” They exit the weapons tower and remain silent until they reach the castle’s large carven doors, where the boy holds out her dagger. “That was a good throw, by the way, back there in the stables.”

My daughter’s eyes widen. Taking the blade, she sweeps him a curtsey that startles him. “Throwing a dagger at your head was my pleasure.”

He laughs, surprised into it again, and she bounces up and bounds inside.

But before the doors even shut behind her, his hostility is capering its knives across her shoulders once more.
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I’d Birthed Such a Stupid Child
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I ruminate. Can this boy be instrumental in my daughter’s ruination? The magic named him as someone who can challenge her, but—

I need more.

“Show me the next time they met,” I bid the magic.

Again, the floating scene alters to the training grounds by the castle stables—another day, daytime.

My daughter, still ten summers, is sitting on a hay wagon with her legs dangling off the edge. Older guards, brutish things, their grunts like unattractive animals, are practicing lunges with their swords, their worn boots scuffing up dust.

My daughter pays their training no heed, plucking instead at a burr snagged on her tan hose.

A shove nearly catapults her off the wagon.

Flapping like an ungainly winged bird, she recovers her balance.

Her glare swings up.

Hurano looms over her, his sleepy-eyed demeanor wound tight, his bark fitting for the indignant lapdog he is. “How could you! How could you take that commoner’s side?” (Ah, lap doggie takes umbrage at being stabled in a stall!)

My daughter holds her back upright, her face stony.

And there, circling around the side of the wagon, strolls the common-boy Evander. “Do you have a problem here, nobly-man?”

“You!” Hurano steps back, his lackeys Pollard and Fiordin in tow.

“I’m your problem?” Coolly, the common-boy positions himself between Hurano and my daughter. “Then come attack me, nobly-man, not her.”

Hurano flushes. “Don’t call me that!”

“Nobly-man?” The common-boy’s mouth curves upward, wicked and taunting. “Is that not what you are? You behave nobly and you’re a man, aren’t you? Oh, wait.” He taps an arrogant finger against his lips. “You don’t behave nobly, do you. You torment underlings and insult your princess... or does that make you not a man?”

Hurano’s hand flies to his sword.

Smirking, the common-boy cleans under his nails. “You don’t want a fight, nobly-man. And I don’t want to pay the price for spilling your blood.”

Mottled splotches speckle Hurano’s cheeks. “You’re a coward!”

“No,” my daughter interjects, “he just has enough brain not to be baited.”

A snort suspiciously like a laugh bursts from the common-boy’s vicinity.

Hurano, face flaming, grips his sword but, ultimately, knows his limits. He slopes off like a dog with its tail tucked between its legs.

Once he’s out of earshot, though, all the common-boy’s amicable charm vanishes. His eyes narrow to slits, and he bends in close to my daughter.

I can practically smell the dread ticking upward her heart, and I shut my eyes to experience it inside her.

* ♛ *

Every bit of Seriah’s skin prickled as Evander leaned in, blotting out the bright sun, blocking out its pleasant heat.

He pitched his tone to stone-cold violence that no one else could hear. “To the world, Princess, I may show the face of your ally, but I owe you nothing, do you hear? Least of all your life.”

Seriah heard, but she refused to flinch, refused to yield, because Imi’s words possessed irrefutable logic. With only foes around her, Seriah had only foes to choose from, and she chose Evander to make her ally first.

He may have etched her death on his blade, but she would stand by his side anyway, and if he harbored any twisted honor within him, he would reciprocate.

She would rip off the iron mask of enmity as often as he tried to force her to don it—as many times as it took, over and over, again and again.

Until he no longer bothered to even pick that hostile mask up.

* ♛ *

I’d birthed such a stupid child!

Making allies of her foes? Committed to peace when every other human wages war?

However, she has never chirped charmingly at me, asking would I please be her ally, so some part of her bird brain labors.

Also, she is now twenty-five-years old, and this Evander has not made her a glassy-eyed corpse yet.

Is he even a viable conduit to her destruction?

“Show me how their misbegotten alliance continued,” I loftily bid the magic. “And flit through the years quickly, as if I were skimming a book.”

More scenes, more seasons, during which they save each other time and again.

The slashing features of the wrathful boy hone themselves into the exquisitely sculpted jawline and blade-like cheekbones of an unforgiving man. He hacks off his black hair only enough to keep it out of his piercing eyes, leaving the obsidian strands hanging loosely around his face.

My daughter ripens not into beauty, but into something arresting, striking, even. Though mannishly muscular, she possesses a leanly corded power to her movements, and her white hair spirals riotously around the onyx darkness of her eyes. Her skin never sunburns, only freckles across the bridge of her nose, painting an artificial flush along her cheekbones. She towers over most men, as do I, but this Evander towers over her.

By the time she is sixteen and he twenty-one, she matches him in combat. He is a castle guard and she has been excellently trained by Thorn.

My child meets him on the training grounds every day—on days when the sand and sun strew his black hair and her fair, and on days when they drip with rain, laced-up boots slick with mud that spatters their wrists.

Against my will, I am engrossed in their sparring clash, for they combine and collide, duel and divide like counter elements in flawless choreography. Their swords flash—in, out—thrust, slash. They spin, laugh—are quick, clever. Flickers of joy and intensity.

The way she moves around him rivets everyone, all of her so alive in his proximity that it enthralls. I can’t look away, mesmerized, as he can’t, either—when she’s not looking.

Their interactions between fights become laden with unspoken things, things that tighten and twine the space between them like a powerful rope, binding them even as they unconsciously resist.

It is something beyond enmity, beyond alliance, beyond even sparring partners.

Something they can never act on, for he is common-blood and she royal.

Annoyingly, though, this Evander always throws their fights, orchestrating a deliberate error to end their every combat with jarring abruptness.

Afterward, he retrieves his sword with a stilted smile, executes a mocking bow, and swaggers off.

This is getting me nowhere. “Do they ever actually fight?” I grouse at the magic window. “Not just train?”

The scene alters to... a royal council.

What jest is this? The guardsman is not even present, only my daughter, seated at a round mahogany table in a mournful room of staid and fripperied men, their flyaway hair tied back, their jowls wobbling loose with age. She’s keenly listening as one of my magnate’s bulbous-eared councilmen drones out some speech that is putting the other councilmen (and my magnate) to sleep.

The door slams against the wall, startling them all upright.

An emaciated tatterdemalion lopes in with yellowish eyes, a rank, matted beard, ripped seams in his patched clothes, and a strange, frenzied posture.

He leaps, transforming into a sleek black panther.

A weir!

The councilors stampede from their chairs.

My daughter fumbles for her sword.

Startled, I shut my eyes to avoid watching—but am inside her instead.

* ♛ *

Seriah lunged, unthinking, charging between her father and the weir.

Its body rammed into her shoulder drove her into the wall. She landed on the floor, her breath hurtled from her lungs from the force of impact.

The councilors were bleating from the chamber, herding her father with them.

The door slammed.

The shapechanger recovered, straightening, its body twice as large as a natural panther, and now that they’d denied it its original target—her father—the only remaining victim was Seriah.

She scrabbled backward along the gilded wall, her sword scraping on the floor, sweat breaking out on her brow.

The weir stalked her, growling low in its throat, its claws clicking on the marble.

Seriah groped to her feet and edged backward around the table, the papers scattered on the floor fluttering around her.

The creature leapt and Seriah swung—but the creature’s weight clipped her shoulder and reeled her into the table. She skidded along the floor, winded, the sword knocked from her grip.

The weapon skittered out of reach.

Panting, she bumbled backward, her throat dry, her gaze locked on the weir’s, her sword too far.

The weir sprang.

Seriah rolled beneath the table and expected claws in her back, skin slashed down to bare bone—but instead came a thud, a crash, and a human grunt.

She twisted around.

Evander was grappling with the beast, pinning it against the wall—but he was bare-handed, bloodied, weaponless!

The beast hurled him backward.

Seriah choked on a scream. Evander regained his balance.

The weir’s too-sentient gaze shifted from him to Seriah, but Evander blocked its view. “Don’t you look at her, you bad cat. You go through me first.”

They flew together again, man, weir, tangled, snarling, snapping, chairs clattering in their wake.

Fates, Evander needed a weapon—a sword!

Their struggle had pushed them to the opposite end of the room, which meant Seriah could reach her weapon now—if she moved fast.

She crawled madly on hands and knees, perspiring, wheezing, breathless.

Hurry!

Behind her, the cat growled; its claws scraped.

At Evander’s hoarse cry, Seriah spun around.

The cat had him pinned, Evander blocking his face with his arm. The cat sank its teeth into Evander’s flesh, its maw glistening with his blood.

Seriah unsheathed her dagger and hurled it.

It embedded in the beast’s flank, which only infuriated the creature more. Claws slashed Evander’s chest, tearing out another hoarse cry.

Seriah frantically threw herself the remaining distance to her sword, and before she even completely twisted back around, she was hurling the sword at the cat.

The blade revolved once and struck hilt-first.

The beast tumbled off Evander and crumpled to the marble floor.

Her heart hammering, Seriah scrambled up, raced over, and skidded to her knees—shaking—Fates!—the ugly gashes on his chest! The abundance of blood that saturated his jerkin! The shredded material, his skin—

“You’re hurt!” She tried not to sob. “I’ll get Imi to heal you.”

“No.” Evander clenched his bloody hand around her wrist and rose up on his knees. “Are you unharmed?” His hands roved her face, her shoulders, her arms, his familiarity unseating her wits. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m not the one bleeding!”

“Those bastards left you to face it alone.”

“And you attacked it without a weapon!”

“Insanity is as good a weapon as any.”

She choked on a laugh, her breaths still hitching too fast, her heart still pounding too hard. A snuffle drew her gaze to the panther. “It’s still alive.”

The cat attempted to raise its head.

“You knocked it silly. It can’t even stand.” Evander’s hands came to a rest on her hips, and he grinned as if he weren’t bleeding profusely. “That was a good throw, both of them.”

“Where did you come from?”

“Happened to be in the corridor with another guard. Heard the commotion and realized they’d left you here alone. Seriah.” He listed suddenly nearer, filling her next inhalation with the scent of his leather jerkin and fresh air, and—

Belatedly, Seriah grew aware of his hands curving around her hips, of his holding her, of how close his mouth hovered to her cheek, of—

The way he was looking at her. His gaze lingered on her face as if trapped, unable or unwilling to desert it—desert her.

Every tiny hair on her body stood on end, her lungs compressed, her heart wrung out, and her own emotions tilted off-kilter. She couldn’t think near him like this—and didn’t want to.

He leaned nearer, and her lips parted, pliant, and—

“Seriah!” Iminique hastened into the council chamber, tailed by the magnate and his guards.

Evander jerked back, his hands dropping from Seriah’s waist.

“Get that thing restrained!” The magnate’s fur-lined cloak rippled as he gestured with a beringed hand at the collapsed weir. Guards streamed past his pacing figure. “How did it even get inside the city?”

How had it gotten in? The entry gates were guarded, guardsmen on the walls, magical wards inset in the stone...

The question made Seriah as uncomfortable as Evander’s expression, now hollowing out of the emotion that had fused him to her mere moments before.

What had that been? Had he been about to—

It didn’t matter now, for a void of nothingness iced over his eyes, reawakening his loathing for all she stood for, and Seriah despaired as Iminique arrived beside her to heal him.

* ♛ *

I open my eyes, shuddering under my flesh from being inside her. Cold. Terrifying.

My own experience with weirs had so vastly contrasted to hers.

But thinking of that resurrects pain, a time and place to which I’ll never return, and I coerce my thoughts into the fact that I’d been less clear than I should have been when asking the magic my question. I’d wanted to know whether my daughter and the rebel had ever actually fought each other.

Before me, the scene shows the healer leaving and the warrior, fully restored to health, climbing to his feet in the council chamber and looming over my daughter. Aggressiveness once again masks his face, and his black eyes glint like flecks of glass as he hisses low to my daughter, “My vengeance will not be relinquished, Princess. I will still do to you what your father did to Nellie.”

Gah. What did my magnate do to this Nellie? I recall no one of that name ever in our presence.

“Show me who Nellie was,” I command the magic.

The window darkens into—a prison cell?—and promptly winks out.

Foul ribbon! Irksome. Peeving.

Or is Nellie, like the shadow king and my magnate’s wizard, a forbidden personage?

I pluck another golden gossamer worm. “Show me who Nellie was to this Evander.”

A scene forms—the same as the one that vanished, I think, so perhaps she is not forbidden; I only pushed the magic too far by asking so many questions?

The window depicts a hellscape of torches mounted outside a prison cell, scarcely lighting what lies beyond the bars: the boy Evander. Maybe five years old and hauntingly, skeletally thin, he curls up beside a woman whose bones protrude under shabby garb, her mouth possessing a pretty, carved ripeness, her black hair a stark contrast to her sunless skin, and her eyes—

Her eyes are dead, her body unbreathing, while the boy shudders.

Outside the cell, another woman—fair-haired, fair-faced, frail, and fairylike, garbed in bland homespun—beseeches the guards: “Let me take the boy.”

Saving him could indeed have made him care for her.

Uninterested in such goodly ways, though, I address the scene again: “Show me how Nellie was involved with my magnate.”

A dim room here in the castle replaces the prison cell. I recognize the view from the tiny window into the castle courtyard; that room could have been mine, once, only now more starkly stripped. Its stone walls hold a simpler cot, a simpler wardrobe and wooden vanity, and a mirror far more age-spotted than my old one.

The fairylike woman from the prison poses before the mirror, although her former softness has assumed harder angles, a stonehearted woman now whittled of granite.

She’s softening her marbled mien into a shy smile.

Motion draws my attention to Evander, still a boy, still unsmiling and barely more fleshed out than he’d been in the prison, but trustingly leaning on her hip while he fiddles with a wooden toy fainhorse.

The woman’s gentle stroke on his uncombed hair is unfeigned.

Then the room door bangs open and my magnate strides in.

I brace myself for violence, for whatever act this Evander wants to avenge, but two steps in, my magnate’s young, bearded mouth meets Nellie’s falsely applied smile in lusty—

Philanderer! The scene vanishes. That degraded horse dung! Noxious pigeon carcass!

Another lover; another spear sunk into my pride, my heart—

No, what heart? I never loved him. How can I be this way—this weak? I’ve known for years that this bland man dips his bland shaft in other women for transitory pleasure instead of paying his dues to the realm with me. Nellie must have been a mere blink in Declan’s decades of infidelity, as insignificant as all the others.

I should not be this fragile.

On a sudden impulse to flagellate my heart and scourge it of any affection at all, I go cruelest of all to myself, back to the only woman he really loved. “Show me—”
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You Can’t Make Me from Scratch
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A raggedy girl hunkers in an unlit shack; not a woman yet, only a child, but Declan’s future lover from the carnival undoubtedly peers from those younger features.

Like me, she was gangly—frayed, though, and poor, her feet blackened by grime, her dress bulky and ill-fitting.

A fist strikes her from the side, jolting a gasp from me.

Droplets of blood grow like smashed rubies on her skin as a man bleary with drink rears above her. His hand draws back.

The half-hinged door behind him slams open and floods the filthy wooden shack with glares of sunlight.

“Wha...?” The drunkard shields his eyes, his gaze blundering toward the door.

A young woman with raven-dark hair slithers in, a slithery smile on her lips. Old bruises in shades of amethyst and amber adorn her arms, and teardrop-shaped scars feather along her cheek, but she seems pleased despite life’s pain.

The man’s eyes bulge. “You jagging—”

“I warned you, but you just had to do it again.” She palms a dagger from her sleeve and plunges the blade unerringly into his belly. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”—stabbing his chest. “Think I’d let you touch her?”—stabbing his neck. “Touch her like you did me?”—stabbing him over and over and over while her slithering smile doesn’t alleviate at all. “You stupid man!”

Never have I witnessed such a brutal, outright outburst of violence, committed with such unflagging unrepentance.

I can’t do anything but stare as his body slumps over her arm, blood trickling from his mouth.

She dumps his twitching corpse on the floor and spits on it, then swaggers away without chewing a single morsel of regret.

The assassins I’ve hired have all been mere chicken pecks to her butcher’s blade.

She could kill my daughter, I think suddenly.

As she exits the shack, I expect the magic to follow her, but it stays on the sniveling girl.

“No,” I command. “Follow the other girl!”

The scene compliantly moves onto a street littered by remnants of shoes, pots, lids, cups, chairs, and fragmented crates. Half a dozen city guards are marching up, their black cloaks and tunics bearing the Feylinn royal crest: a red outline of a shield framing a three-towered castle.

The square-jawed man spearheading the group grips the hilt of his sword but doesn’t draw it. “What did you do this time?” At a flick of his hand, one of the guards behind him barrels through the hovel’s open door.

The young woman slams her dagger down on the gouged cobblestone street. It thuds into the boot of the head guard, whose jaw tightens more.

She flicks her chin toward him, bellicose and impenitent. “Are you going to exile me this time?”

The guard inside the shack stumbles back out, his hand fumbling at his belt for a cloth, which he subsequently presses to his mouth. “She slaughtered him!”

Her lips form a confrontational curve. “He deserved it.”

The hard-jawed guard in charge swipes up the dagger lying near his boot. “Is this what you did with the knife you stole from me?”

She huffs a laugh, one hand planted on her hips. “Your knife never got better use than what I did with it.”

His ears redden and he steps closer, his tone lowering. “I told you I can take care of you—and her. If only you’d let me.”

She laughs again, a snakingly aggressive sound. “I don’t need you ‘taking care of’ me.”

He goes rigid. “We could come to a mutually agreeable arrangement.”

Her laughter jeers. “I’m happy outside anyone’s ‘arrangement’, thanks, especially yours after last night.”

He pinches the bridge of his nose while pinching out stiff words. “Then you give me no choice. I pronounce you an unrepentant murderess and hereby exile you from these walls.”

“Catty because I rejected you?”

Empty-faced, he motions, and the other guards move to grab her.

She’s quicker, though, and segues into a lethal glide. “Allow me to lead the way out of this shit-hole.” As regal as an empress, she leads their procession down the street.

Fascinating. “Was she really exiled?” I inquire of the magic.

The scene grays into a sullen, stormy day, the iron bars of the demesne gates slick with runnels of rain, the metal as crow-black as the woman’s hair.

The guard actually looks regretful now, hunched miserably under the rain and watching the gates open. “Are you sure you won’t...” he trails off, then bites out “...reconsider?”

She blatantly doesn’t respond. Licking the rain off her lips, she strides out the gates before they even fully open.

“What happened to her after that?” I ask the magic.

A miserable drizzle mists over a muddy field. The young woman is slogging through high grass, toward a flimsy-walled town.

Not much time has passed, for the town appears to be only a few stones’ throw outside the First Demesne walls.

This must be the exile city rumored to have been constructed by other banished humans.

As she approaches, rabbity-mannered men and women on the wall walk blink down like curious, half-asleep creatures.

She amiably salutes them. “Fellow exile here! Lemme in?”

The obviously fainthearted residents debate amongst themselves, quiz her, debate again, then quaveringly let her in. As one of them shows her around the town, she stifles bored sighs behind his back.
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