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Chapter 1

 

In the cramped space of the dog crate, human fingers slipped through the bars and lifted the latch. Perhaps at some point they would put a lock on their cages and he would not be able to escape. They would kill him when his time was up, his body disposed of like so much waste.

Perhaps it would be better that way. Edward pushed that thought away as soon as it appeared. If he let them win--if he just gave up, then what would he have lived for all of these years? He'd survived his curse for over a century; to give up now seemed every bit a terrible defeat.

He stood, eyeing the dogs around him, but they remained silent, watching and wary, as they had since he'd arrived. For a moment, he thought about freeing them all, just so the keepers of the keys wouldn't search for only one dog. But the scars that crisscrossed his body--from encounters with wild dogs near his sanctuary--reminded him of gnashing teeth and growling fury, so he left them there and retreated into the kitchen.

He stole a bottle of water to wash away the taste of the food they had fed him, and found someone's forgotten lunch in the fridge when he opened the door. Just the thought of real food made him weak; he had to sit down at the tiny table to open the bag and examine the contents. To a stomach used to the odd bird or rabbit, a chicken sandwich seemed almost too good to be true, especially since a chicken had landed him here in the first place.

A further search of the kitchen turned up a forgotten coat--not as thick as he would have wished to wear against the weather outside, but good enough--and someone's dirty exercise clothes that would help protect him from the snow. The shoes didn't fit, but a pair of rubber boots they wore to spray out the kennels did, and those would do as well as anything.

He found forty dollars in a desk drawer, and took that too, knowing that he could stop at a store, perhaps, on the way home, and buy food this time--human food--instead of whatever half-starved game he could catch. This winter had been brutal. And it wasn't over yet.

But when he stepped up to the glass doors and stared out at the driving snow, he wondered if he had enough strength to get back home. He knew which way his house stood--far to the east--but the trek through the snow would be perilous, indeed. He touched the glass with one hand and shivered at the cold.

Something whined behind him. Edward tensed, half-expecting teeth to tear into his flesh, but nothing happened, save for the appearance of a dark shadow in the window. When he turned, the black and white dog that had somehow followed him shied away.

"You don't want to come with me," Edward said, unable to raise his voice above a whisper. When was the last time he had actually spoken to someone? Did a dog count? 

The dog whined again, took a small step forward, then froze, as if waiting for him to reprimand her. But she had done nothing wrong.

"I can't feed myself," Edward whispered, and turned back towards the door again. "How would I be able to feed you?" He closed his eyes against the wind and pushed open the door, and something brushed past him as he stepped into searing cold and let the door swing shut behind him.

Hot tears thawed his skin, then froze on his face as the wind brought a scattering of snow across the desolation. The tears blurred the streetlights around him, making them a strange smear of white in a symphony of darkness.

The dog stopped a few feet away, wagging her tail, obviously waiting for him to make the first move.

After a moment, knowing he had to move or freeze to death, he shuffled forward, towards home. He had no true idea how long it would take to reach his refuge, but he thought he might make it by dawn.

If the weather didn't kill him first.

With the lingering memory of the warmth of the animal shelter in his mind, Edward dug his hands into the pockets of his stolen jacket and set his sights on home.

The dog followed. He did not have the heart to send her away.

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

"Healers are usually called before the patient dies," Sennet said, and tried to keep the irritation out of her voice. "Why am I here?" 

"You are an impartial party to the succession," Ceidrin said, and made a face. "Believe me, this was not my decision, or my suggestion. I would have left you in peace."

The Queen of this particular kingdom in Faerie had died mere weeks before from an illness that sounded suspicious even to Sennet's ears. She'd left no direct heirs and a messy succession--according to Ceidrin, her cousin and her cousin's son were closest to the throne--and one of them had probably hastened her demise. But Sennet had not come to unmask a murderer. Instead, they had asked her to come to watch the proceedings. As if her presence alone would make it well and good.

"I shouldn't be here," she said again. "This isn't--"

Ceidrin held up his hand to forestall her protests. "Please. All you have to do is be present. You don't have to speak, you don't have to react to any of the proceedings--although if Meinren is crowned king, I may have to protest."

"Is his the hand that administered the poison?" Sennet asked, only half-joking.

Ceidrin's face paled. "I would not say that again," he said, and hurried her through the corridor, past a vast array of paintings and mosaics made with precious stones. He entered a small empty room--there were more empty rooms than full ones in the castle, it seemed--and muttered a spell to check for eavesdroppers. "I've not been back here for a century, at least. I've heard stories about what happened, of course; whispered ones only. No one will come right out and say it, but she did not deserve this death."

"You weren't here when it happened, then," Sennet said, and wondered if he had asked her to come to prevent any other deaths. 

"No. I was--" He shrugged. "Elsewhere. And I would prefer to be elsewhere now. However, as a cousin to the Queen, I am summoned just like everyone else." 

"And where do you stand in line for the throne?" Sennet asked.

Ceidrin's mouth twisted. "It depends. Since our Queen left no direct heirs, this will be an interesting succession." 

"Hmm." Sennet wandered over to where another painting hung on the wall; this one darkened with age. "Any chance--"

"No." Ceidrin's tone of voice left no room for speculation. "I would not want it, regardless. Meinren and Oriellen technically have dibs, as it were. There are two others--Elinor and Lucien--who have a better chance than me, and both of them have...issues of their own. The rest of us can only seethe." He joined her at the painting, and pointed to a young girl. "That was our Queen, a long, long time ago. Isabel." 

"And the rest?" Sennet asked. There were six people in the painting, two adults, both crowned, so obviously the king and queen of long ago, and four children, one of them still a toddler. Three girls and one boy.

"Those were her parents," Ceidrin said, and pointed them out. "Aelfyn and Citrinia. The boy was her brother, who died in a hunting accident when he was young. His name was Jeremin. This--" he pointed to the baby, "Oriellen. Hence the reason why Oriellen and Meinren are the front contenders for the throne."

"And the third girl?" Sennet asked when he didn't continue.

"Her name was Nidrea," Ceidrin said shortly. "She--was Isabel's elder sister. If she had stayed, then perhaps none of this would have happened."

Nidrea had darker hair than the others, or perhaps she stood in shadow, because it was difficult to see her face. She wore a dark gown as well, and held a sword, point down, between her hands, a stiff and awkward pose. The others' props were no less intriguing: a scepter; what looked like an ornate globe; and a silver bow.

Sennet pointed to the sword. "That looks familiar."

Ceidrin snorted. "Impossible. That sword vanished with Nidrea and hasn't been seen since." 

"Vanished?" 

In four quick steps, Ceidrin strode to the door, opened it, and glanced out. When he was satisfied that they were well and truly alone, he closed the door, locked it, and cast a ward upon the room.

"Nidrea ran away with her human lover," he said. "That--that wasn't done two hundred years ago. Especially if the elf in question is the heir to the throne."

Coming from an elf who had a human lover, his tone of disapproval was a bit surprising. But then again, Nidrea had abandoned her post, for want of a better word.

"Is she dead?"

"If she isn't, she will be if they find out she's alive," Ceidrin said. "I wouldn't mention her name outside of this room." He grinned. "Now, if Nidrea had children with her human, those children would have a larger claim to the throne, half-human or no. Now that would be an interesting succession. As it is, I think I'll be leaving again very soon." 

Sennet touched the sword in the painting, half-expecting to feel something other than dirt and grime and long-dried paint under her fingers. "You told me that they requested my presence here," she said softly, not looking at him. "Was that true? Or am I here for your protection?"

Ceidrin stopped with his hand on the doorknob, his shoulders tense, his head lowered. "You are here...you are here because you are the only person I can trust to not stab me in the back while I am here."

He stated this so simply that Sennet turned to stare at him in shock. "You're serious?"

"I won't be eating while I'm here, for that matter," Ceidrin said. "Or drinking. If I--" He clenched one hand into a fist and slammed it against the door. "If I had known this would happen--" 

"Don't blame yourself," Sennet said. "I'm fairly certain I can detect poison, so you needn't starve." She'd known Ceidrin long enough to realize how hard it would be for him to refrain from sampling some of the inevitable feast. It was no accident that his lover was a chef.

"You'll stay, then?" he asked, and raised his head. 

"I'll stay." Sennet smiled. "Gene would kill me if I didn't." She'd met them both when a much younger Gene had almost cut off three of his fingers.

Ceidrin nodded. "He might try," he said, and tried to smile. "Thank you. Shall we go?"

"They don't know I'm here with you?" Sennet asked.

"No, they don't," Ceidrin replied, a faraway look in his eyes. "And that might be best, really. Would anyone recognize you?"

"They shouldn't," Sennet said. "I've never actually been here before." 

"And yet you recognized the sword?" Ceidrin frowned. "Strange."

 "I've seen it before, somewhere," Sennet said, but her memory would not supply the place. "If I remember--"

"If you remember, don't tell anyone but me," Ceidrin said, his voice intense. "Please." 

"Of course," Sennet replied. "You're stalling."

This time, at least, he was able to smile. "Of course I am." 

"They'll come searching for you if you don't go to them," Sennet said, and held out her hand. "Let's go." 

Ceidrin hesitated, and then tucked her hand under his arm, as if he was about to promenade her into a formal gathering, which, she supposed, was more the case than not.

"Meinren is the one I'm worried about," he muttered, and opened the door. "Be wary." 

"Even your cousins know the penalty for harming a Healer in the course of duty," Sennet said mildly. "Surely they wouldn't be so stupid."

"I would hope not," Ceidrin said, and pasted a very fake smile on his face. "But since they don't know you're a Healer--"

"If I have to save your life, they'll know fairly quickly," Sennet said, and let him lead her down the hall. They passed more paintings, and then, as the drift of voices echoed off the walls, a painting of Nidrea herself, seated in an ornate chair, the sword lying across her legs. She wore a simple silver crown in her honey-colored hair, but even as a painting, her grey eyes seemed troubled.

"Sennet--" Ceidrin sighed when she stopped in front of the painting. "Nidrea is a myth. She won't magically appear to save us all." 

"But perhaps the succession could be postponed for a bit just in case she's still alive," Sennet said softly, and wondered if she would return if she was. 

"You suggest that to the gathering, then, and see how it is received," Ceidrin grumbled, then stiffened when an elf appeared at the other end of the corridor.

"Meinren?" Sennet whispered under her breath.

"None other," Ceidrin muttered, then smiled broadly. "You aren't waiting for me, I hope?"

"Of course we are," the elf snapped. His eyes narrowed when he saw Sennet. "Who is this?"

"An uninterested party," Sennet replied before Ceidrin could speak. "Here by invitation." 

"Whose invitation?" the elf asked.

"Mine," Ceidrin said, and his voice matched the elf's in tone. "And if I have to claim bloodright for her presence, I will." 

The elf sniffed, glared at Ceidrin, then turned on his heel to vanish amid the voices again.

"Oh, this should be interesting," Sennet said as they approached the doors.

Ceidrin snorted. "I think I would prefer my own cooking," he said, and led her through the swinging doors.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

Elinor had stolen the car, but the blinding snow had forced her to use a spell to make it out of the city. Without the spell--for traction, of course--she would have been at the bottom of the river by now, despite the ice.

And perhaps, in hindsight, that would have been better. Her Aunt's hunters could have abandoned the search, and she would have been free.

Dead, but free.

She drove without spells now, because spells were worse than a paper trail to the ones who hunted her, but the roads were no better far from the city. In fact, they seemed to be a bit worse.

She thought she missed the streetlights the most; with them, at least, was the thin veneer of civilization, unlike the dark woods and empty fields that lay on either side of her now.

The countryside seemed both desolate and beautiful; despite the driving snow.

There was no map unfolding in her head; she had no true destination other than away. Far, far away. Because if they caught her, if Oriellen's hunters found her before she could find a place to shelter from the dawn, then she would be better off to run the car into a tree, or a telephone pole, or turn around and drive off the edge of that bridge.

Death would be a blessing if they caught her.

She refused to think of what would happen if she managed to get away. The crown wasn't even hers--

When the deer appeared in her headlights--a flash of tawny fur and wide brown eyes--she wrenched the steering wheel to the left, towards the field, not wanting another death to add to her list, even if it was only a deer. 

For a moment, as she wrestled for control against the ice, she wondered if she should just allow the crash to happen. She'd freeze to death before they found her--surely she would--and then--

In the light of her headlights, silhouetted against the driving snow, standing on the side of the road with one hand up to shade his eyes and the other held close against his body, was a man.

Elinor screamed. His appearance was so...so sudden, so unexpected, that she released the steering wheel and threw up her hands, automatically sketching a warding sign before she remembered that she was on the run--and any magic would direct her Aunt's hunters to her trail before she could lose them again.

She heard and felt a thump as the car careened sideways--surely too soft to be the man--and then it slid to a stop, the headlights illuminating the falling snow and nothing more.

And for a moment, she sat there, gasping for air, feeling the panic of the last few hours beating down every last inch of both courage and strength.

She'd spent her winters in Faerie since she was young. Her father had lived in the human world, her mother had never left her family home. But this time, when Elinor returned, she found the house destroyed, her mother burned, and the hunters waiting for her. All because of a stupid crown.

She knew what they were doing. She knew what would happen if she didn't show up at the gathering. But it didn't matter anymore, did it? Her mother was dead.

And no one else needed to die tonight. Even before she realized she had moved, Elinor opened the car door and let the icy snow sweep the memories back where they belonged.

The cold numbed everything; from skin to fury, and the snow's soft hiss soothed her mind. She could almost believe that she was safe here, in the middle of a country road with no one around; the sound of the snowfall even masking the noise of the car's engine.

When she stepped away from the car, she saw no sign of the man. She couldn't even tell where the road ended and the field began; the snow glowed in the darkness, even though heavy clouds covered the full moon.

She thought--in passing--to use a spell to find him, but that would damn her for certain, and she had much less of a chance to wreck the car now than she had before.

And then, as she slowly made her way around the side of the car, she saw his leg, and then his body--both thankfully attached to each other--and the path of his trajectory across the asphalt, already half-covered with snow. A dog stood guard over him, a furry black and white creature who growled as she approached.

"Hush," she told it. "Hush and let me help him." 

Unmindful of the cold, Elinor knelt beside him, struggling to hold back any sort of healing magic until she could take him to a well-warded place. His eyes were closed, his face pale even under a coating of snow. He wore clothes too thin for travel through a blizzard; a thin coat, rubber boots. She almost expected him to vanish when she touched his hand, or show himself to be a hunter--or worse.

The dog whined.

"He'll be fine," Elinor said, and hoped that were true. "Sir? Can you hear me?" She gently shook his shoulder, praying for a response.

But he just lay there with his eyes closed and his hair frozen to his face, his lips blue, his chest barely moving, his fingers darkened by frostbite. 

And she couldn't just sit there forever and stare at him, since this was her fault. 

She glanced both up and down the road, but she'd passed no cars and saw no sign of approaching vehicles. With as much care as she could manage, since he was a bit taller than her--but thin under the fragile bulk of the clothing; too thin--she flung one of his arms around her shoulders and dragged him to the car. The dog followed, hopping into the backseat as soon as she opened the door.

Oh well, she thought. It's not my car anyway. 

When she lowered the man onto the backseat, he moaned, his arm twitching across her shoulders. But his eyes were still closed when she eased away from him. She covered him with a blanket she found in the trunk, then hurried around to the driver's side door as the dog watched, its eyes bright and interested.

It would not do for the hunters to find her with an innocent in this. They would not hesitate to kill him--or worse. And if Oriellen found him--she shivered.

Elinor slid behind the wheel again, and put the car into drive. With an unconscious passenger, she knew she couldn't drive as fast as she had been before--if she crashed, it would be akin to killing him herself.

"He'll be fine," she whispered, more to herself than the dog. 

Willing the snow to stop, she inched down the road.

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 4

 

As an outsider watching the proceedings, Sennet wouldn't have picked up on the underlying issues if she hadn't been warned. She wasn't the only human in the room by any means; the elves weren't nearly as strict as they had been before about human lovers, and some of the half-breeds in the audience could have easily passed for human themselves. 

Those sitting in the circle deciding succession and the petitioners--Meinren, Oriellen, and one other elf who Ceidrin named as Ahren--all pled their positions. The only two missing who should have been there, Elinor and Lucien, caused a stir when the names were read, but no one approached the deciding elves to plead their case or give their regrets. 

The elves in the circle--all elder, all distantly related to royalty and the prior Queen's closest council--only reacted strongly when Ahren mentioned the possibility Sennet had come up with--that the long-lost princess might have left an heir.

"Oh, now he's done it," Ceidrin muttered under his breath. "He's actually ninth in line to the throne. He doesn't have a chance." 

"So you could have been up there?" Sennet whispered back.

"No. I gave that desire up a long time ago," Ceidrin said as the murmuring around them rose at Ahren's statement. "But technically, yes. I could be up there." He frowned. "Lucien's absence is particularly damning, since he has had words with both Oriellen and Meinren."

"What about Elinor?" Sennet asked.

"Elinor...Elinor has the blood, but not the status," Ceidrin said. "She spends most of the year in the human realm."

"Perhaps she didn't get the memo," Sennet whispered. Ceidrin laughed.

"All possibilities must be exhausted, or the new king or queen will always have a question of their succession to the throne," Ahren said as soon as the murmuring had died down.

"And are you volunteering to find this missing heir?" an elderly woman asked, her voice sharp. "As far as I'm concerned, we're already missing two."

"Aunt Mahariah," Ceidrin whispered, a thread of glee running through his voice. "If anyone could derail this, she could." 

"I am merely suggesting that the possibility has not yet been raised," Ahren said smoothly.

"And of course I object," Oriellen snapped. "Nidrea has been gone for two centuries. Even if she left an heir, a half-human would be dead by now."

"Still, the possibility has been raised," an older elf said, his voice grave. "And this council cannot ignore that possibility." 

"You would have the kingdom remain without a leader while Ahren indulges in his fancy?" Meinren spoke for the first time, and Sennet felt something shimmer in his words; some sort of spell, perhaps? She glanced at Ceidrin, who now watched the proceedings with narrowed eyes.

"We've survived for this long while our Queen was ill," Mahariah said, but her voice wasn't as strong as before. And perhaps it was a spell, because Ceidrin made a forceful motion with one hand and Meinren stepped back, his face suddenly white.

"Damn it," Ceidrin growled under his breath, then stood. "I agree with Ahren. If there is even a remote possibility that Nidrea left an heir, we must explore it." 

Sennet thought that Ahren seemed a bit relieved to have his proposal seconded. Oriellen and Meinren could not hide their fury.

"I do not see you up here, Ceidrin," Mahariah said, but her tone was not unfriendly.

Ceidrin did not move. "You know why." 

"I--" one of the others began, but Mahariah silenced him with a glare.

"Yes, I do," she said. "And your reasons are not in question. Will you discover what happened to Nidrea and answer the question of an heir? And perhaps gather up Lucien and Elinor as you go along?" 

Meinren smirked, as if he expected Ceidrin to refuse, then spluttered when Mahariah mentioned Elinor's name. "She's no Queen!"

"Of course you will," Sennet whispered when he hesitated. "You know you want to." 

"I do not!" But louder, he said, "I would be happy to lay to rest the speculations about an heir. And I will do my best to track down Elinor and Lucien as well. However, I must have enough time to complete my task." 

"Will a month do?" Mahariah asked with a small smile.

Ceidrin ignored Meinren's glare and nodded. "If I haven't found anything in thirty days, then there won't be anything to find." 

"Very well." Mahariah turned to the gathered council. "We will rejoin this council in thirty days. All aye?"

There were only two dissenters.

"What now?" Sennet asked as the crowd began to file out of the room.

"Now I have an excuse to leave early," Ceidrin said, not at all upset by the possibility. 

Oriellen appeared behind him, her face as cold as ice. She did not speak as she swept past, but Sennet thought the coldness lingered long after she was gone.

"If she becomes Queen--" Ceidrin bit back the words he wanted to say and sighed. "I should at least attempt to explain to Gene why I've involved myself in this before I leave again."

"Be careful," Sennet said, thinking that the easiest way to end such a search would be to eliminate the searcher.

"Oh, I will," Ceidrin said. "Paranoia is my middle name, after all. Shall I walk you home?" 

"No, I can find my own way." And anyway, she wanted another glimpse of that sword so she could try to jog her memory again. She had seen that sword before. 

Somewhere.

 


 

 

Chapter 5

 

The steady thump thump of windshield wipers woke him first; and then the faint thrum of momentum that vibrated through his bones. Edward thought he had enough strength to open his eyes until he tried--and failed--so he lay and listened and tried to figure out what had happened.

He remembered the cold, although it seemed a dim memory now. Or, perhaps, he was frozen still; he couldn't feel anything but the car's vibration. No throbbing pain; no agony. Just a numbness that swallowed him whole.

He thought he remembered headlights, which would explain the car, but he couldn't remember anything else. No sign that he had spoken to the driver, or begged for a ride. Nothing.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Jé/y]ennifer St. Clair

% ‘Writers Exchange






OEBPS/images/image.png





OEBPS/images/image.jpeg
Witters E}@W@ B-Palblfidhimg





