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      At no point in Deor Smithfield’s teaching career had she been this nervous. Not on her very first day, when she had been so nervous that she forgot to tell the students her name. Not even a few weeks ago, when she walked into this same classroom sure of her impending humiliation and termination (possibly literally). On that day, she’d put the Vampire Prince in his place, thrown the Goblin Prince out of her classroom, and exposed the Winter Court’s Prince-to-be as a sneak. She’d also gotten her contract renewed.

      Outside the lecture hall on the fourth floor, hand on the door handle, she rolled her shoulders and tilted her head side to side, stretching the tight muscles in her neck. In her back, her wings twinged and jumped. She thought briefly about putting them out through the slits in her clothes and academic robes, but instead clenched her muscles tighter. No need to make herself more conspicuous than she already was.

      Slightly behind her, in the corner of her peripheral vision, a small glint. She ignored it and yanked open the door.

      “I will be your…” Professor Ama Nefasta, chair of the English department and Bard in charge of the now-postponed Adoption stopped cold, her mouth slightly open. She and Deor hadn’t spoken since the day Deor had interrupted the king’s adoption of Rafe, Lord Farringdon by declaring that the king already had an heir—Deor.

      “Good morning, Professor Nefasta,” Deor said.

      Everyone in the hall—a tiered affair whose other exit was on the fifth floor—shifted to face to her. From a quick scan, she noted that very few of her goblin students were in attendance, but if she had to guess, she’d say most of the other students were there.

      A small breeze fluttered the hem of her robes, and the door clicked shut.

      “Dr. Smithfield!” Ama recovered quickly and gave a soft smile—a strange sight on her sharp features, more often in a disapproving frown than not. Ama had a textbook case of “resting bitch face,” and, to be honest, often a personality to match. Deor liked her very much. “I wasn’t sure you’d be returning today.”

      Deor headed up to the lectern. “I came to teach my classes—you know, do my job?”

      “Excellent!” Ama’s smile shifted to a legitimate beam. “I’m very glad to hear it.” She gathered her own materials and stepped out of Deor’s way. “Why don’t you stop by my office after class?”

      “Perfect!” Deor said and put her book and notes on the lectern.

      Ama patted her hand. “I am glad you’re here.” She turned her attention to the hall and scanned it, as if looking for someone. A small snort escaped her, and she threw another glance at Deor before showing herself out.

      Deor opened her Shakespeare anthology to her bookmarked page. “Given the excitement of the past week, I’m not surprised that some students aren’t here. So, I’ll skip roll for today. When we left for the Adoption break, we were looking at Richard III. Let’s review. Would anyone like to read the opening speech aloud?”

      The students all stared at her, most of them with expressions of confusion plastered on their faces. Finally, from the second row, a young faerie with strawberry red skin and too-long black bangs hanging fashionably over one of his eyes raised his hand.

      “Thank you, Aiden—Richard’s speech. Go!”

      “No.” He pulled his hand out of the air. His book, in front of him, wasn’t open. “I mean—Richard III? You’re going to start class like nothing happened?” He shifted in his seat to look around not only at the cluster of his friends sitting near him, but at the rest of the class. Many nodded at him in agreement.

      Deor sighed. “I had hoped to. But apparently not.” She closed her book. “Okay,” she said. “You’ve got two minutes to ask me what you want, and I’ll answer what I can.”

      Hands shot up like the students had been zapped by electrical current.

      Aiden did not wait to be acknowledged. “What happened? Was it you that interrupted the Adoption? Did it happen? Is it going to happen? Who are you? Where’s the Goblin Prince?”

      “Woah!” Deor held up her hands.

      Several students nodded along again. “Is the king okay?” another shouted. “Is the Sword well?” Someone else—a lovely faerie girl—added her voice to the crowd.

      “Alright!” Deor raised her voice, and it echoed through the room. A few students drew back. She cleared her throat. “Long story short. I found out that there was a conspiracy against the king and the Sword.” So far, true enough. “I didn’t discover it until after the final ceremony had started. I got away from the conspirators and interrupted the ceremony. Everyone is fine.” That last bit was true, so long as she didn’t count herself.

      “Who was involved?” Jaromir, a vampire student, called from the back, perhaps the first time the kid had ever participated in class.

      “I cannot say,” she said. When the boy frowned nervously, Deor added, “Donovan had nothing to do with the conspiracy, and, in fact, helped expose it.” Jaromir slumped back in his seat and sighed with relief, as did Danica, the woman next to him.

      “Why are all the goblin students gone?” Zephyr, a lovely faerie woman, one in the circle of students around Aiden, asked. She had skin so black that it seemed to draw light in, leaving a halo around her. She had sapphire eyes that flashed with intelligence, though she, like the vampire students, rarely spoke. “I mean, I live in a dorm with a lot of goblin students—and they’ve left.”

      “I don’t know,” Deor said, though she could guess. “I am not—” she paused searching for the right words “—totally clear on the politics of the situation.”

      “What was the conspiracy?” Aiden asked. The students seemed to be deferring to him—like he was the elected representative from the class.

      “I cannot say,” she repeated. “I know that it will all be explained eventually.”

      “So you’re a hero?” Aiden quirked an eyebrow.

      “No,” Deor insisted. “I found out information that was going to get me killed. Telling the monarch was as much for me as anything.”

      Aiden leaned forward in his seat, revving up for another question. He blew his bangs out of his face.

      “And that’s time!” Deor said. “Two minutes.”

      “Do you know—” Aiden started.

      “I said time.” Deor’s voice was stern, and the kid cut off mid-word. Deor smiled at Aiden, trying to soften her tone. “Would you like to read the opening lines?”

      Aiden frowned but opened his book and shuffled to the right page. “Now,” he said, “is the winter of our discontent / Made glorious summer by this son of York…”

      His immediate obedience troubled her. Members of the monarchy had voices of power. Eisteddfod University was no place for such magic, and in this place, she was a scholar and nothing else. How long that would last? She didn’t know, but she would savor every minute of that she had left.

      Outside the wind blew, stripping the trees of remaining leaves. A week ago, Fall had been in full swing, filling the world with oranges and reds and yellows. She sat on the throne, and it acknowledged her. She was the daughter of the house of Aethelwing, and with her came Winter.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Deor knocked on Ama Nefasta’s office door, tucked far back in the English department’s main office.

      Arthur, arms crossed in front of him, waited with her.

      “Come in,” the woman called.

      “Behave,” Deor muttered to Arthur before she opened the door. “And be polite!”

      Lord Farringdon’s secretary, and her temporary bodyguard, said nothing.

      Deor walked in first, a move that she knew irritated Arthur, but if Ama wanted Deor dead, he wasn’t going to be able to stop her. Not on Ama’s own turf.

      “Hello,” Deor said. “I am sorry that you didn’t realize I would be coming back. I should have thought to notify you. I’m sure you noticed my security.” She gestured at Arthur. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to get your permission first.”

      “I understand.” Ama glared at Arthur, who remained impassive, his hundred-yard-stare perfect. “Will he be accompanying you all the time?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.” Deor shrugged. “Finn is immovable on this point.”

      Ama snorted. “Sit down.” She waved at Arthur. “Both of you.” She looked back and forth between the two for a few moments before finally addressing Deor. “His Majesty is—Creator, help me—right about you having security. And for now, I’ll allow the captain here,” she managed with barely a sneer, “to accompany you, and to use his magic to be unobtrusive.” Ama turned to him. “You are here on my leave. If I, at any point, think you are violating any of our students’ privacy or liberty, we will have words.”

      “I understand.” Before Nefasta could ask, Arthur continued, in his best I’m-just-the-messenger neutral tone. “His Majesty is not satisfied with the current arrangement. And, frankly, neither am I. I have better things to do than sit in class. I am sure the literature is wonderful. I want nothing to do with it.”

      Ama snorted a laugh, as if the thought that Arthur could possibly appreciate culture was nonsense. Deor was rather sure that Arthur would like Shakespeare if he gave it the chance—especially the villains.

      “Right now, no one knows who I am outside of the Palace except you and a few others,” Deor said.

      “I’m not sure I see a reason for you to continue teaching,” Ama said. “While it is not my favorite, I am perfectly capable of teaching Shakespeare. Now that the Adoption is cancelled, I do actually have the time.”

      “No!” Deor snapped, and both Ama and Arthur started. “I mean, please, no,” Deor said. She brushed a stray hair from her bun back behind her ear. The past few days had been insane, and magic and emotion roiled in her, barely controllable. A few small sparks spiraled away from her. Losing it here—crying in the boss’s office—would not work. “I want to finish out my contract. I want to keep my work.”

      Ama sighed. “Your being here could cause absolute bedlam.” Dark circles peeked out under her eyes despite the glamour hiding them. Deor couldn’t tell if the circles were just that persistent, or if she was seeing through a glamour like she so often did. Probably both.

      “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep that from happening.” When Ama didn’t respond, she added, “Please, Ama. I’ve worked over a third of my life to be a professor—it’s who I am. I can’t give it up. And I promise,” Deor leaned forward toward Ama’s desk, “I will not disrupt the university or violate its independence. I’m even staying in my flat on campus. When I am here, I am a faculty member. No more. No less.”

      Ama stared at her for a long moment. Finally, with a shake of her head, she said, “Alright. Stay. Finish your contract.” She turned to Arthur. “And you? Try to appreciate the material; it might broaden your horizons a bit.”

      “Whatever my king commands,” Arthur said, voice razor sharp. He looked to Deor. “The king is foolish to let you do this—and I’m sure you’ll prove that in time.” He stood. “Until then, I’m your shadow.”
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      The sharp cold air stung Deor’s face as she stepped out of the English Building. She trotted down the steps and chose the path that led further into campus, rather than toward the University Gates closest to the Palace.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” a disembodied voice whispered from behind her left ear.

      “Going back to my flat,” she said through nearly closed lips, struggling not to look like some crazy person walking along talking to herself. There were enough students milling about that someone might actually hear her. She pulled her scarf up around her mouth. At least it was cold enough to warrant that move. This was November. January would be a frozen nightmare.

      “Your father wants you home for dinner,” Arthur persisted.

      “I know. I will be.” Deor quickened her pace a touch, though she knew she couldn’t outrun him. Still, the feeling of him at her back made the hairs on her neck stand up. His quiet, breathy voice in her ear sent chills down her spine. It reminded her too much of her first day in the Winter Court, detained in the Tower, him hovering behind her as Rafe—then known to her as the Sword of Peace and Justice—asked her questions. “But I need to stop by and let Penny know I’m back.”

      “Servants have already returned the clothes they gathered there.”

      “Good to know.” She shoved her hands in the pockets of her new, heavy winter coat—a gift from her father, Finn, though she still thought of him as King Sweordmund. That, along with a bunch of newly ordered clothes—everything she’d need to look “presentable,” even though she always wore academic robes. She’d have to remember to wear one of the pairs of gloves she’d gotten, along with new boots, socks, and long underwear.

      The crowd on campus thinned out as she reached faculty housing, a lovely neighborhood of various flats and houses of different sizes. She lived on a street lined with three-story flats—and shared one of them with Penny—a medical student specializing in human/fae hybrids. Penny also worked on occasion with the Winter Court Civil Patrol and had done her best to help the victims of the Goblin’s plot—young women Deor’s age who had been attacked and interrogated as the perpetrators looked for Deor.

      Deor shuddered, but it had nothing to do with the cold. She’d been attacked, too—the last victim—in an alley. A faerie woman and a goblin man lured her in there with will magic and tried to kidnap her. Only her own strength of will—helped by her unexpected left hook—had gotten her out of there. Swirls of black, fading slowly to grey, still spun across her neck and down her arms and chest, the physical evidence of the attack.

      The woman’s voice—the force of her will magic—haunted Deor’s dreams, as did her eyes—a cold, washed-out blue like the bleak Winter sky. She’d seen the woman clearly, stared into her face, but the will magic was powerful, and every time she tried to piece together an image, nausea overwhelmed her. If she persisted, a raging headache would make her world spin, and she would vomit—the pain driving any coherent image from her mind.

      At the gate to faculty housing, Deor laid her hand on the latch and it swung open, recognizing her as a permitted member of the faculty. Her flat was number 405. The apartments’ front gardens were as different as their residents, some vine-covered and lush, others rocky. Hers was quaintly English—with a well-kept lawn and a small vegetable and herb garden in the back.

      Today, a large woman waited at the edge of the walkway. Broad shoulders and a wide stance, vivid green eyes, with cat’s pupils, and height at least a foot taller than Deor, “intimidating” didn’t even begin to describe her.

      “Good afternoon,” she said and nodded at Deor as she approached.

      “Hello,” Deor smiled. “Can I help you?”

      The woman returned the smile. “I am Kaya, a member of campus security.” Her voice was a low purr.

      “Oh. I’m Deor.” She held out her hand. Kaya shook it, taking it gently in her own massive one. She reminded Deor of Bernie and Bob, the were-bears that guarded the western campus gate she used to go to the market or Palace. “Is there something I can help you with? Has there been some kind of trouble?”

      Behind Deor, Arthur snorted.

      “No.” Kaya jerked her head at Arthur, even though he was still glamoured. “He has arranged for me to watch your home.”

      “Everything is in order here?” Arthur asked, remaining invisible.

      “It is,” she said. “Two people inside. Lady Penelope and her werewolf paramour.” She wrinkled her nose.

      “You don’t like werewolves?” Deor asked, careful to keep her tone neutral.

      Kaya shrugged. “I don’t mind them—but they do have a very distinct smell.” She looked to her left. “As do you, Captain. I do not have to see you to know you have moved. Your footfalls are not silent, and the breeze carries your scent.”

      Arthur, a few feet from Deor now, laughed. “That is why I requested you. A carriage will be at the western gate a six, Professor Smithfield.” His voice had dropped all humor. “Kaya will see you safely into it. Do not be late.”

      “Okay…” Deor said.

      The man did not bother to conceal his footfalls as he walked away, though Deor turned, squinting after him. When she focused, she could see him—small shimmers of magic in the air outlining his shape. Probably, if she really concentrated, she could break through the glamour altogether—but sometimes that dispelled the magic entirely, and besides, she had been told such behavior was rude.

      “Thank you for watching out for me,” Deor said to Kaya.

      The woman gave a small nod. “Excuse me. I shall be right back.” She disappeared behind the house and Deor walked to the front door, digging in her purse for the key.

      A tiger—the size of Kaya—strolled around from the back of the house.

      “Kaya?”

      The tiger bowed its head. She glided past Deor, barely brushing up against her, and took her position, sitting down to the side of the front door.

      “I’ll see you in a little bit,” Deor said, and opened the door.

      Penny and Rufus were in the living room. Penny’s eyes were soft, and her smile made a person feel safe. The woman was born to be a healer. As usual, she wore a conservative dress, this one green, and her hair was back in a long braid. Rufus, also his normal self, had made a concession to Deor by wearing pants—and that was as much as he would do. Werewolves were generally more comfortable naked—with the exception of the red hair on his head and scattered over his body. Deor was happy to accept his gesture.

      “Hello,” Deor said, stopping in the doorway.

      Penny smiled and stood. “It is good to see you. How are you doing?”

      How much did she know? “I’m good,” Deor said. “Glad to be back.”

      “Yes,” Rufus said with a smirk. “I imagine the Palace has been quite trying.”

      “Hush!” Penny scolded him, but she smiled as she did it. “Would you like a cup of tea?” She gestured at the set on the coffee table in front of them. “There’s plenty. Just grab another cup.”

      “Sure.” When Deor returned and poured herself tea, adding ample sugar, they watched her carefully. When she sat down in a chair next to their couch, they smiled. “Okay,” Deor said. “Go on and ask.”

      “Arthur contacted me and told me that you’re⁠—”

      “Penny—” Rufus cut her off. “Let’s not say things too loudly.”

      Penny glared at Rufus for a moment. “That you’re who you are!”

      “I am indeed.” She smiled. “So you know that I’m…related to the Kingdom.”

      “Yes,” Penny said. “Everything makes a lot more sense now. The wings suddenly appearing, your being attacked, you fainting during the Adoption ceremonies. Even Geoff’s interest in you.” When Deor quirked an eyebrow at her, Penny hastily added, “Not that he wouldn’t have been interested in you anyway—you are quite interesting.”

      Deor snorted. “Right. Well, I was about done with that relationship anyway.” Her smile vanished. “I am sorry that I might have put you in danger—there’s a tiger out there now⁠—”

      “Kaya,” Rufus said. “We know. She’s a lovely girl—very good at her job.”

      “Oh, you know her.” She relaxed. “Good.” She took a sip of her tea and paused. “Look, I’d really like to keep who I am quiet—I just want to be a professor, do my job, live a normal life.”

      Rufus frowned at her like she were insane. “You can’t do that forever. You probably can’t even do it very long. I was there—I saw what happened. People will figure it out. And some people already know.”

      “Well, I’m letting the king decide when to tell people.” Deor bit her lip. He was right. The secret wouldn’t keep. But even when it came out—when Finn announced it—there was no reason for her to quit Eisteddfod. She was thirty, barely an adult by faerie standards. She should have a lot of time to be a professor. After all, if Geoff could be a student, why couldn’t she have a job like a regular person? “Until then, I want to be a normal person.”

      “We’ll do what we can to help,” Penny said. “Are you going to be here for dinner? I was planning rabbit stew.”

      “No.” Deor shook her head. “I have to go have dinner with my father.”

      “Dinner with the king?” Rufus grinned. “Yeah, you’re a normal person, like the rest of us.”
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      Rafe and the other officers stood at attention as Finn and Astarte entered the Tower War Room. Just a few days, ago he would have been thrilled to see his foster father and king taking charge of matters again. Now the sight of him made Rafe’s stomach clench. Skulking off to the human world behind his wife’s back to find an unwitting child bearer, then breaking the poor human’s heart, not to mention losing the child, Deor, for thirty years it was unspeakable. Maybe unforgivable.

      “Welcome back to the War Room, sir,” he said. He gave Princess Consort Astarte a warm smile. She returned his look, but not the smile, moving to stand apart from Finn on the other side of the War Room table.

      “It’s good to be back,” Finn said. He was the picture of health, nearly glowing with it. No, strutting. Here was a man who had everything he’d ever wanted.

      “What is it you wanted to discuss today, sir?” Rafe said.

      “Bring me up to date on this situation with the Summer Court, my boy,” Finn said. “I gather you think trouble is brewing. Are you sure you aren’t stirring it up yourself?”

      It took all Rafe’s discipline not to clench his hand at being called the king’s boy. Never again. He would never again be the king’s little boy.

      “I’m quite sure, sir.” He made a gesture over the wide oval table in the middle of the room and a three-dimensional map of the Winter Court’s southern border appeared. “If you’ll look at this pattern of ‘training exercises’ the Summer Court has been engaging in, you’ll see that it’s actually a subtle process of troop movement that’s allowing them to amass a modest, but significant, number of units near vulnerable points on our border.”

      Finn contemplated the map, rubbing his chin. “As you said, it’s a fairly modest number.”

      “But not nothing. And they’re concentrated in key locations. I tell you, they’re preparing for something.”

      “I see that you’ve also moved troops into parallel positions on our side of the border,” Finn said.

      “Yes.”

      “Pull them back and see if the Summer Court doesn’t respond in kind.”

      “Sir, I think that would be extremely unwise.”

      Finn shook his head without taking his eyes off the map. “You’re a general, Rafe. You think in terms of war all the time. Pull the troops back and let the ambassadors handle the matter.”

      “Sir, I cannot stress enough how much I disagree.” He looked across the table to Astarte for help, but she stood with her head bowed, hands clasped in front of her. “This is an unwise move. You’re leaving those border towns vulnerable. These are our people’s lives we’re talking about.”

      The king’s eyes flashed silver. “Don’t you argue with me, Rafe. I know very well how many lives will be lost if we provoke the Summer Court to war. Pull the troops back. Immediately.”

      “As you wish, sire.”

      Rafe dismissed the map. “Was there anything else you wished to discuss with me, sir?”

      “The princess’s security is my greatest concern at the moment. What steps are you taking to ensure that she’s safe?”

      Rafe swallowed hard, his jaw clenched. “As you know, sire, she would be much safer behind the Palace walls than living on Eisteddfod’s campus.”

      Finn waved a dismissive hand. “Believe me, I know it. But I think we can afford to indulge her in this matter for a little while. After all, she still thinks of herself as having a job, a profession that she has to perform. Soon enough she’ll realize that being the heir subsumes all else. After all, I let you go on being Sword for quite a while during the Adoption process. As long as we can keep her safe, let her be a professor for a little while longer.”

      “Indeed, sir.” Rafe felt a flash of sympathy for Deor. How betrayed he had felt when Finn and the members of Parliament had told him that he had to step down from his office in the interest of safety. She said she’d worked all her adult life toward being a professor. No doubt she loved what she did as much as he loved his own work.

      Rafe licked his lips and went on. “I’ve assigned Arthur to escort her through campus. There’s no one more covert than him. Eisteddfod won’t hear of me stationing guards permanently on the campus, but they’ve agreed to put one of their own security personnel on permanent watch outside her door, so she’ll be under secure watch day and night.”

      “Who is the guard?”

      “A were-tiger. I understand she comes highly recommended.”

      Finn grunted. “I’d be more content if there were more people, but if you think that’s enough…”

      “I think that’s the best we’re going to manage. Our greatest safety lies in the fact that no one yet knows who she is. As long as we can keep that secret, I think she’s more than safe enough with the arrangements we have.”

      Astarte spoke for the first time. “And what about my daughter’s security? What steps are being taken for her well-being?”

      “Astarte,” Finn said. “This is really not the time or place. The two matters are not equal.”

      “They are to me.” Her gossamer wings flared angrily behind her. “What surety do I have that Robbie will not be attacked again?”

      Rafe cleared his throat. “We’re fairly certain that the man who tried to kill her is dead, but you’re right to be concerned. How is she doing, by the way? Has she woken up?”

      “Not yet. They don’t know when, or if, she’ll wake again. I should be getting back to her soon.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Finn cleared his throat. “If we could get back to business…”

      “With all due respect, sir, I think this is business,” Rafe said. “The Consort’s child was attacked by the same people who attacked your heir, and Robbie may be vulnerable to further attacks. My office is deeply concerned that we find out who did it.”

      Finn frowned. “If you say so.”

      Astarte exploded. She struck the table hard enough to make the wood jump. “I say so! You’d like nothing better than for Robbie to quietly fade away and never be heard of again, but I am not going to let that happen.”

      Finn held out his hands, but Astarte waved them away. “My dear woman, you know…”

      “I know you. I know you all too well to be soothed with a few easy words. If you won’t take steps to ensure Robbie’s well-being, then I will. I’m leaving.”

      “What? For where?”

      “For the north. Roger of Northfalls has always been my friend and my daughter’s. I’m taking Robbie somewhere she’ll be safe.” She turned and swept out of the room without another word.

      Awkward silence hung over the War Room as the door slammed behind the Princess Consort. None of the men knew where to look. Certainly not at the king who stood alone by the table, his eyes and nails flashing silver.

      Finally, Finn said, “Excuse me, gentlemen,” and exited by the same door.

      Rafe was the first to break the silence after the king and his Consort’s abrupt departure. “Next order of business, gentlemen,” he said. “Domestic matters. How many protests are we dealing with these days?”

      Lieutenant Bolton, the member representing the king’s household guard, picked up a file from a side table. “I have been going through household guard files⁠—”

      “Wait a minute,” Arthur cut the blond soldier off. “What about the matter the king raised before he left?”

      “Which matter?” Rafe asked.

      “The Consort’s child. He’s right—her existence is a problem. If she wakes up, you may need to handle it.”

      The air around Rafe dropped several degrees. “Robbie is not a problem to be handled.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do. Now let’s tend to other matters that do need handling.” Rafe returned his attention to Bolton. “How likely are these next sets of protests to turn into riots do you think?”

      “That depends, I think—” the soldier started again.

      “On the lovely Professor Smithfield,” Arthur interrupted again. “That girl is going to cause no end of trouble. That girl’s a walking, talking divining rod of chaos.”

      “She’s not a girl.” Rafe spun on Arthur. “She’s a grown woman. And until we are otherwise informed, she is a professor at Eisteddfod University.”

      “She should behave like the heir she is,” Arthur said with a casual shrug.

      “She is behaving as the person she is. The king does not get to take people’s lives away from them on a whim. Not Robbie’s, not Deor’s⁠—”

      “And not yours?” Arthur snorted. “The king hurt you, and you’re right, as Rafe the foster son, to be angry. But you're the fucking Sword, and that woman is the living embodiment of a security breach. Sooner rather than later, she’ll need to be handled.”

      “Handled.” Rafe mimed the quotes in the air. “Yes, I’m sure the Winter Court would be much safer if I let you ‘handle’ all the ‘security breaches.’”

      Arthur shrugged. “Quick and painless, I promise.”

      Rafe jerked forward, his hands clenched into fists. Arthur did not flinch. The temperature dropped even further as the two men stared at each other.

      “So, as I was saying,” Bolton said, waving his file casually, “I’ve been going through the household guard files to see if there is anyone fit to temporarily replace Michael as Shield—it might be easier just to promote from within for now, and then once the heir settles in, the king can open up the position for applications.”

      Neither Rafe nor Arthur moved.

      “Or we could burn all the files,” Bolton said. “We could use the heat in here.”

      Rafe raised his eyebrows at Arthur.

      “Fine.” Arthur backed up a step. “I’m the spymaster, not the politician. The new Shield is up to the king.”

      “You’re my secretary, Captain Maerhwer,” Rafe corrected. He stepped away from Arthur toward Bolton. “Hold off on those files, Bolton. I don’t know that’s our best play. I’ll speak to the king and see if he has any ideas. For now, let’s focus on the protests.” He turned to Arthur. “While you’re on campus guarding the princess, keep an eye out for anything to do with the protests—we know some of them involve students.”

      Arthur bowed and turned toward his office.

      “Look into,” Rafe repeated. “Look. Not touch, beat, or break, got it? They are not committing crimes. Hurt them and you risk martyrs.”

      Arthur did not turn back. “Right.”

      “They are not our enemies, Arthur.”

      “No,” the man said softly. “Not yet.” He closed the door behind him with a quiet click.

      Rafe stared at the closed door for a moment. “Bolton,” he said. “Look over those files, like you suggested. Give me an idea of who you think would be good to accompany the princess. I think Arthur’s talents might be better served somewhere else.”

      “Yes, sir.” He began to shuffle papers. “Sir?”

      “Hmmm?” Rafe stopped at the door to his office and glanced back.

      “I would like to volunteer, sir.”

      Rafe smiled. “Got a crush, Bolton?”

      “Absolutely not,” he said with a serious shake of the head and a wry smile.

      “I will keep you in mind.” Rafe nodded. He needed to review Bolton’s file—how had a man so far out of Michael’s social circle made it all the way to the Houseboys? He’d add that to the growing list of things he needed to do. “You’re dismissed.”

      After Bolton left, Rafe glanced again at the War Table. “Show me the city.” A wide map appeared. Most of the protests had been around the market, near the school, or in front of the Palace or parliament. Fairly typical, and none violent. He waved the map away and returned to his office.

      “Hey boys,” he said to the two piles of fur laying in front the couch at the far end of his office. Jake and Sam jumped to their feet, tails wagging. Rafe dropped to his knees and held open to his arms. He let them bowl him over, and he wrestled with them.

      No question, the Winter Court had its traitors, and the princess would provide an excellent lightning rod. When the time came, he’d be the closest to the strike.
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      After a relaxing bath, preparing for dinner with the king was surprisingly difficult. Deor had been provided clothes—including a pale pink dress embroidered with green crystal vines and yellow butterflies, with a pair of silk shoes to match. Some poor seamstress had probably been up all night so Deor could look like a rich five year old at a birthday party.

      Deor opted instead for what she had brought with her: a simple black dress she had bought to teach in before the Adoption—something that would look formal enough when she wasn’t in her academic robes. If it was good enough for Eisteddfod University, it was good enough for the king, she hoped.

      A knock came at the door, and she glanced toward a clock on the wall. She still had time, or so she thought. “Come in?”

      A young woman stepped in the room and curtsied. She wore a plain grey dress—not quite servant clothes. Her dark brown hair was up in a practical bun, and her pale pink face was free of makeup or magic, as far as Deor could tell. She carried a square case, worn around the handle and clasp.

      “Hello,” Deor said.

      The girl bobbed. “I’m Melanie Griffith.” She smiled. “I’m your lady’s maid,” she added when Deor stared at her blankly.

      Images flashed through her mind: The young woman’s face, sitting on the edge of her bed, giving her something to drink. A red-haired woman holding Deor’s wrist, a look of concentration on her green-tinged face. Finn—the king—sitting in a chair next to the bed, watching her with silver-irised eyes. Melanie had been one of the people caring for her after the Adoption.

      When she retired for the night, after all the commotion, something had happened—Deor hadn’t remembered anything from that sixty hours, until now, and the bits of memory that resurfaced. The redhead, Asphodel, was a healer, and had explained, once Deor woke, that she suffered from magical exhaustion and fatigue from the whole ordeal.

      “I remember you.” Deor smiled. “You sat by my bed while I slept all that time. You brought me stuff to drink.”

      “I did.” The young woman returned her smile. “I’m here to help you dress for dinner, though I see you’ve chosen something to wear already?” She glanced toward the pink, frilly monstrosity on the bed and back at Deor.

      “I have. I prefer plain, simple clothes.” She pointed at the case the girl carried. “You’re here to help with hair and makeup, too?”

      “Yes, Princess.”

      “It’s Deor,” she corrected automatically.

      The girl curtsied. “I’m sorry, Princess Deor.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Just Deor. Just my name. No title. It’s too—” Too what? Horrifying? She raised a hand to her mouth as her stomach rolled. She had sat on the throne. It showed her the whole of the kingdom, her kingdom, and later that night, she stood on the balcony and felt the kingdom and all its people all the way to the bedrock. She swayed slightly.

      Melanie stepped forward and caught her arm. “Easy, miss,” she said.

      “Right.” Deor shook her head to clear it and sat in the chair in front of the vanity. “What shall we do?”

      Melanie set her case on the vanity and opened it. “What do you usually prefer? This evening is informal, so I didn’t bring any of the family jewelry. Is that acceptable?”

      “Sure!” Family jewels. It made sense that there must be some—every faerie she’d seen wore some kind of adornment, from the simplest of hair ornaments that her students wore to the elaborate jewelry sets. “Simple makeup—you know the kind that looks like I might not be wearing any at all? For my hair, pin it up in a bun so I don’t have to deal with it.”

      The girl smiled. “No problem. That’s easy.”

      It proved, however, not to be easy. Deor sighed and stared into the vanity mirror as her face melted and ran down her cheeks. Behind her, Melanie knitted her fingers together and bit her lip. This was their third attempt, but every cosmetic glamour, every attempt to pin up Deor’s hair, had resulted in failure. The magic just wouldn’t stick.

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I’ve never had this happen before,” Melanie whispered.

      “It’s okay,” Deor said. She shook her head, and the last shreds of glamour fell away. “Really, I don’t need makeup to have dinner with my…with Finn.”

      She stood and turned to face Melanie. “This is not your fault. I’ve always been weird with magic—I see things I’m not supposed to be able to see. I think it’s the human in me—the Winter Court feels so strange.” She sighed. “Back home, my magic used to make mechanical things break. Here, my human makes magic break.” She shrugged. “What can you do?”

      Turning away from the mirror, Deor walked to a side table full of stationery. She selected a pen made of clear blue glass with silver filigree running through it to a silver nib. It was probably worth a fortune, but for the moment all she cared about was that it didn’t glimmer with magic. She twisted her hair into a bun and jammed the pen through it. She wriggled her bare feet against the stone floor. It was cold, but the feel of stone grounded her, as if she were connected to the Palace all the way down to its roots.

      “Thank you, Melanie,” she said. “I’ll see you later.” Barefoot and skirt swishing over the floor, she headed for the bedroom door.

      “Wait!”

      Deor paused, one hand on the doorknob. “Yes?”

      “I should call a footman to escort you to the king.”

      “No, thank you. I know the way.” She left her maid staring after her in surprise.

      The funny thing was, she did know the way. Besides giving her the ability to speak Faerie, the throne seemed to have given her a complete blueprint of the entire Palace. She just had to think about what she wanted, and the route opened up in her mind. Since dinner with Rafe on their shared balcony after the Adoption fiasco, she’d discovered a pantry full of snacks and an extra linen closet. She was also pretty certain that if she kept going left and went down two floors she’d find a library because every time she thought about books, her mind nudged her in that direction.

      For the moment, however, she wanted something called the Amber Dining Room. Apparently, a common location for the morning briefing.

      “Where are you, Amber Room?” she said.

      The nudge in her mind took her down the long corridor past a pair of guards who saluted, down a short flight of stairs, around a corner. She paused at a three-way intersection of hallways. Something told her the left-hand passage would take her where she wanted to go, but something else told her she should just push straight ahead through the wall directly in front of her. The decorative panel in the woodwork looked like all the rest that lined this particular hallway, but she was sure it was a door. She pushed on the panel, and a lock clicked. The door swung in, leaving an opening just wide enough for her to enter.

      Careful not to catch her skirt in the door, she ducked into the narrow passageway. It was lit from above with sunlight filtering down from two stories up. The panel clicked back into place behind her.

      “Oh goody,” she said. “I’m going to die in here and become a character in an Edgar Allen Poe story.”

      Nonsense, the Palace seemed to say. The stone floors under her feet pushed her forward. Twenty steps in, and she heard voices.

      “Hello?” she called out. “Where’s the door out?” As soon as she asked, a piece of the wall swung open for her, and she stepped from the dim passageway into a room filled with golden light.

      Deor whistled. The Amber Room was quite literally that—every inch of the walls was paneled in slabs of amber. It was like being inside a jar of honey. In the center was a small dining table—fully set, it would hold probably eight—but it had been set for two. One at the head, one to the right of that. The golden cutlery and trim on the china complemented the amber of the walls.

      Finn turned from where he was speaking with a servant and came at Deor with open arms.

      She fended him off with a hand. “Don’t hug me, please.”

      The king’s face fell a little, but he took her hand and kissed it. “In time, my dear girl. I know this is all very new for you.” He pulled Deor’s chair out from the table and scooted her in once she was set. “I am pleased you are able to join me for dinner.” He settled into his own seat. “And I see you found the passage from the middle hallway.”

      “Yeah,” Deor said. “About that. It’s like the throne imprinted a map on my brain when I sat on it. But it also feels like the Palace nudges me toward places I want to go. Is that normal?”

      “Yes!” Finn answered, clearly excited. “It is a good sign—the Palace recognizes you, deep in its bones, and talks to you.” He sighed, his eyes turning sad. “Legends say that it really did talk, centuries ago. Not impressions and glimpses, but words—and words that not only the king and his heir could hear. No one alive now ever saw it—back before the fae magic started to decline.” He shook his head like he had snapped out of a dream. “Maybe it will happen again.”

      From the sad smile on his face, Deor doubted it. Though the idea that the Palace itself had spoken didn’t surprise her at all. The feelings she got from it were as close to formed language as anything she had ever encountered.

      “No Rafe?” she asked.

      “No.” He smiled. “He is with his fiancée Genevieve tonight. She is a lovely lady—quite good for him. I’m sure you two will be excellent friends.”

      “Oh,” Deor said, and thought about the woman she’d seen in the papers with Rafe. Tall, blond, graceful—the kind of woman who belonged in a glorious Old Hollywood film. “I’m sure it will be interesting to meet her.”

      Finn nodded. “Perhaps Rafe shall bring her to dinner some evening. That would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

      “Sure.” Deor laid her napkin in her lap. He seemed eager that she be happy, so she humored him.

      A servant bustled in and filled their wine glasses while another served the soup course.

      When Deor swirled her spoon through the clear broth, flakes of gold leaf danced around the bowl. She sipped it—salty, but not overly so. It didn’t taste like fish, but there was a hint of the ocean. There was definitely meat in the soup. She’d had oxtail once. This soup reminded her slightly of that taste, if the ox used had been the original golden calf. She closed her eyes for a second savoring the warm, rich broth cut through with cooling herbs.

      “What is this called?” she said. The white-gloved butler at the door stepped forward immediately.

      “Green Turtle Soup with Rampion and Leeks, Your Majesty.”

      She put down her spoon. “Do faeries eat turtle often?”

      Finn considered. “I couldn’t really say. I’ve always been fond of it. We have it, oh, once a month or so.”

      “Green Turtles are a dying species. We really shouldn’t eat them.” Her grandmother had been a faithful donor to the World Wildlife Fund since before Deor was born.

      He stopped, spoon halfway to his mouth. “Don’t be ridiculous. If the kitchen staff had any trouble procuring them, I’m sure the steward would have notified Astarte.”

      Deor wasn’t sure that household-running duties were foremost on Astarte’s mind, but she let his comment pass—her stepmother was a topic for a different day, especially if she wanted dinner to remain pleasant.

      “What I mean is that they may go extinct. We shouldn’t be eating something that our children may only get to read about in books. It’s like,” she struggled for a suitable metaphor, “like eating unicorn.”

      Finn made a face. “You can’t eat unicorn.”

      “That’s my point. If we eat the turtles, they’ll soon be nothing more than a story. Like unicorns.”

      “There’s no good eating on a unicorn,” Finn said. “They’re carnivorous. The horns are highly valued though. Perhaps we’ll have a chance to hunt them this Solstice.”

      If she hadn’t already put down her spoon, Deor would have dropped it. Instead, she picked up her water glass, trying to process the new information. She was eating endangered animal soup. Finn hunted unicorns for fun. Unicorns ate meat?!

      She opened her mouth, closed it again, drummed her fingers on the table, and decided to let it go. The unicorns and turtles could wait. She had bigger, hopefully not endangered, fish to fry. The servants cleared away the soup and set down plates of delicately roasted fowl. She didn’t ask what species it was.

      “So,” he said suddenly. “Since you insist on teaching, tell me about it. You are teaching human literature, I understand. Shakespeare? Occasionally his plays are performed in the theatre here. Did you know him?”

      Deor laughed. “Like did I meet him? No. He died almost four hundred years before I was born.”

      Finn rubbed his forehead. “Humans are so short lived. And what about Henry the Fifth?”

      “The play or the person?”

      “The person—you would not have known him either, correct?”

      “Correct. He died more than a century before Shakespeare.” Deor finished the last bite of meat on her plate and leaned back to let the waiter sweep it away. “Wait,” she said. “Did you know him?”

      “A bit.” Finn let the waiter remove his plate. “We faeries went into the human world more then, and he was quite a mischief maker as a young man.” He grinned at the memory. “Gregory, the Goblin King, and I helped him set up a fake robbery once…” He laughed. “Oh goodness, the look on that fat man’s face.” Finn’s smile vanished. “But then Hal’s father died, and like all princes in such positions, he turned serious. The English throne wasn’t particularly stable, and foreign enemies were amassing against him. He died from battle wounds, you know?”

      “Yes,” Deor said. She wanted to ask him about a dozen other things, other people.

      “I’m glad you understand,” he said. “That is why I worry. A strong man. A good king. Cut down in battle. And his people? Lost.”

      “I’m not going out on any battlefields, Finn.”

      “Everywhere you walk, we walk, is a battlefield, daughter. I have come closer to losing my life off the battlefield than on it.”

      “Because you were way behind the front lines?” Deor snapped before she could think and immediately regretted it. She knew nothing of his own experience in war—she didn’t even know if there had been wars.

      “I fought for my Court. I led my troops into battle.” His voice was ice cold, his eyes silver. The nails on his fingers had sharpened into inch-long silver blades. “And I don’t like your tone.”

      Deor bit her lip. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I had no right to question your track record in battle. You fought?”

      He relaxed, any hint of anger suddenly gone. “Yes. Many times, before I was king and after. Though if Rafe has his way, I’ll never see battle again, whether there are any or not.” He laid his silverware across his plate and servants whisked it, along with hers, away.

      “He does seem a touch protective.” She let herself smile.

      A servant placed a perfect small cake in front of her. Black like velvet, with silver piping and pearls, it looked like a miniature crown. “This is adorable.”

      Finn laughed. “I hoped you would like it.” In front of him a servant settled a similar, though more masculine, version.

      Deor wondered what cake Astarte would have had.

      “Can I ask you about my mother?” she said as Finn took a bite.

      He coughed, choking. He gulped down a bit of water. Once he had composed himself, he nodded.

      “My mother was angry at you, and I was, too, for a long time—okay, I still am—but she was angry because you lied to her.”

      “I waited to tell her I was king⁠—”

      “Not that. She never knew that. You lied and told her you couldn’t get her pregnant.” Deor poked at the cake with her fork, finally breaking the surface and finding a beautiful white cake with jam filling inside. She took a bite.

      “I didn’t lie.” He drove his fork through the cake and stabbed at a piece. “I was mistaken.”

      Deor rolled her eyes. “Mistaken. How could you be mistaken about something like that?”

      “I don’t know.” He shook his head and set down his fork. “I’d never been wrong before. I wasn’t anywhere near my time. I think maybe it was because your mother was human.”

      “What do you mean you weren’t anywhere near your time?”

      He squirmed, uncomfortable. “This isn’t something I planned on talking about with you,” he said. When she scowled at him, he continued. “You understand,” he brushed a few hairs out of his face, “how fertility works? The human world didn’t affect you that way, did it?”

      “I know where babies come from, Finn.” Deor sat back and crossed her arms. “Man and woman have sex. Man deposits sperm. Woman has an available egg. Bam! Baby. At least that’s how it works in the human world.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Provided the man is fertile.”

      Deor froze. No wonder he didn’t want to talk about it. What man wanted to talk about impotence? “You thought you couldn’t have children,” she said. “Then it turned out you could.”

      “No,” he said. “I had no reason to think I couldn’t have children. I believed I wasn’t fertile.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      Finn’s eyebrows drew close together, and he regarded her for a moment. Finally, he seemed to come to a conclusion. “Male faeries and female faeries have different fertility cycles,” he said. When she started to interject, he held up his hand. “Female faeries, starting at around the mid-twenties, are fertile for a two-month period, once every two years.”

      “Woah,” Deor said. “That’s interesting.”

      “Male faeries are fertile, starting around the same age, for a three-month period every three years. Babies can only happen when two are fertile at the same time. I was eighteen months from fertility when I met your mother. At least.”

      Deor’s eyes widened. “You didn’t lie.”

      “No,” he insisted. “I would not have taken that choice from your mother—no matter how much I wanted a child. I am not a monster.”

      “Human men are fertile all the time. From the moment they’re born until, in some cases, a couple days after they’re dead.”

      Finn’s eyes widened. “That’s horrible,” he said. He seemed to consider it. “That would explain the short life span and all the wars,” he added, almost to himself. “But let’s talk of other things.” She continued to eat her cake and listen to Finn as he told stories about being young and fertile—about fist fights and amorous meetings. Deor laughed in all the right places, but she couldn’t shake the memory of that night with Geoff, when he had promised her he couldn’t get her pregnant. He’d sworn. What if he, like Finn, had been mistaken?

      She wasn’t late—well not yet. Who knew what being in the Winter Court was doing to her system anyway? Her hair was growing faster, and all the grey was gone. The typical eye-strain problems that avid readers suffered had vanished, too. Frankly, the thought of having a period once every two years, rather than every twenty-eight days, was alluring. There was no need to panic. Yet.

      “Don’t you agree?” Finn asked.

      “What?” Deor said, snapping back to the moment. “Sorry, my mind was wandering.”

      “Are you well?” Concern pulled his face into a frown. “You look at bit ill. Was the cake too rich?”

      Deor looked down at her plate—she’d eaten the whole little cake. “No. It was good. Maybe I’m a bit tired.”

      “I understand,” he said. “It’s been a rough few months for you.”

      “Yes.” The world was a stress of its own. Magic filled the air around her; under her feet the stones were thick with it. Even the water she drank carried it along. Most of the time she didn’t notice it at all. Right now, though, the stress made her hyperaware, and the magic danced along her skin. She drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes, focusing on drawing the faerie inward until it was just a tiny core, letting the rest of her be nothing but human for a while.

      Think about oatmeal. Green peas. Tea with grandmother. She blew out a deep breath and felt more human than she had in days.

      Where are you going? Don’t go. Don’t go. Don’t go! All around her, the Palace was panicking. She could almost hear its voice, screaming like a frightened child. Hands seized her shoulders.

      “Deor! What’s wrong?”

      She opened her eyes. Finn was shaking her by the shoulders, a look of panic in his eyes. Servants scrambled.

      “Someone get a healer!” he shouted. “Call the Sword! Call Rafe! Now! Deor, sweetheart what’s wrong?”

      “I’m fine!” She struggled to push him away, but he was too strong, holding her by the shoulders, leaning into her space and trapping her against the chair. In her back, her wings jumped and twitched, trying to spring out. “Get off me.”

      “Stay awake. Just stay awake until the healers get here.” He scooped her up from her chair and carried her, protesting, into the next room where he laid her down on a couch and gripped her hand.

      “Finn, get grip on yourself. And let go of me.” She pushed herself upright. “I’m telling you, I’m fine. What the hell are you screaming about?”

      He kept ahold of her hand, his silver eyes peering into her own. “Your eyes are looking better. They were dead grey a second ago.”

      “They’re supposed to be grey!”

      “Shhh. It’s okay. You’ll be okay. The healers will be here in a minute. You’re probably just exhausted from everything you’ve been through. It’ll be okay, my little girl.” He continued to pat her hand and talk in a soft voice as if she were a feverish five year old.

      Deor rolled her eyes and flopped backward on the couch. There was no getting through to him, and trying to get up would only make him worse. “I’m perfectly fine,” she said, more for herself than because she expected him to listen.

      “I’ll be the judge of that. Excuse me, Your Highness.” Mac, the white-haired older healer who had worked on Rafe on Adoption Day sat down beside her on the couch, deftly shoving Finn aside and taking Deor’s hand. The healer still had a napkin tucked into his collar.

      Finn’s voice shook. “We were at dinner. She closed her eyes as if she were fainting, and all her vitality just drained away. She looked like she was dying right in front of me.”

      Mac grunted and took her chin in his hand so he could look close into her eyes.

      She frowned at him until he let go of her face and placed a finger on her throat.

      “My…Finn’s over reacting,” she said. “I wanted to feel human for a bit. I’m sorry we interrupted your dinner.”

      Mac ignored her while he muttered about erratic magic balances and late puberty hormonal changes, one hand on the vein in her neck, the other still holding her hand. Finn hovered on her other side, close enough that she could feel his breath on her face.

      “Alright, Princess,” Mac said, “tell me if this hurts…”
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      As Rafe stepped down from the carriage outside his club, the Junior Flaneur, the added guards who had ridden on the outside of the carriage held back the crowd of reporters who shouted and jostled. No doubt they had been waiting there for days on the off chance that he, or anyone else who knew what was happening inside the Palace, might show up. He ignored them and turned his face up to enjoy the cold rain even as he took the steps two at a time. He’d kept his fiancée Genevieve waiting long enough for some sort of word after Deor had crashed the Adoption. The least he could do was be on time for their dinner.

      The porter coughed discreetly as he took Rafe’s damp cloak.

      “Shall I, sir?”

      “No need, thanks.” Rafe ran a hand over his hair. He gathered the droplets of rain into a globe and flicked the water into the waiting basin, relishing the easy return of his old water magic. One more reason to be glad that the princess had returned to her own in the nick of time.

      “Is the Lady Genevieve here yet?” he asked the porter.

      “Yes, sir. I believe she is waiting for you in the Arbor Room.” The porter gestured down the club’s hall to a door on the left.

      “Thank you.” Rafe tipped the porter and hurried down the hallway. Designed to look and feel like a gracious country home, the Junior Flaneur offered its members a variety of spaces to eat, drink, exercise, gossip, hold private meetings, or simply fall asleep with one’s feet stretched out in front of a good fire. The Arbor Room was one of the medium-sized parlors, just the right place to have a before-dinner drink with a few friends without the press and crowd of a bar, its walls ornamented with the interlaced branches of living trees. His earth faerie fiancée would be waiting for him there. He could hear her laughter as he opened the door.

      Genevieve stood in the center of an admiring circle wearing a silver and white gown, droplets of diamond in her hair and around her wrists echoing the rain outside. The aquamarine ring he had given her at their betrothal winked, the only dot of color in her outfit. “Of course the little creature has gone missing,” she was saying. “You don’t suppose the Goblin Prince would leave behind his plaything, do you?”

      “He’s always left them before,” someone else answered, and the group laughed again.

      “Yes, he’s terribly untidy that way,” Genevieve said. “But can you imagine the incredible lies he must have told her to make her behave in that way at the Adoption? One almost feels sorry for the poor creature.” She sipped her champagne before catching sight of Rafe.

      “Darling, how are you?” she said, coming toward him with open arms. She kissed him on the corner of his mouth, smelling of jasmine and tart apples.

      He kissed her back, circling her waist with his arms to pull her closer, but she held one graceful arm away so as not to spill her drink even while lightly hugging him back with her free arm.

      Others in the room came forward as Rafe let Genevieve go. Delaney Overton, Rodney of Northfalls, and his paramour Clarissa Rangley—friends old enough to know they’d be welcome to press him, if only a little. Others who knew him less well hung further back, just within earshot.

      “Yes, Rafe, how are you?” Delaney asked, a faint crease of worry on his forehead. At their last meeting, he had hardly been able to meet Rafe’s eyes.

      Rafe gave them all a wide smile. “Better and better every day,” he said. “Like my old self again.”

      Audible sighs of relief went up from his friends.

      “What else can you tell us?” Rodney said.

      “Not a blessed thing. It’s all classified.”

      “Was that really Geoff’s little lady friend who went screaming up the aisle at the king?” Delaney said.

      “If you mean Professor Deor Smithfield, yes, that was her.” That much had been publicly broadcast. No need to be coy about it.

      “And where is she now?” Clarissa said.

      “In the Tower, I hope,” Genevieve said. “That creature should be charged with treason.”

      “That’s hardly fair,” Clarissa said. “For all you know she’s a hero. And it can’t be treason because she’s not a Winter Court citizen.”

      Genevieve sniffed skeptically.

      Rafe sighed. “I can’t comment on the lady’s whereabouts, but I assure you we have the situation under control.”

      “And what about the child she claimed to know about? What on earth was that all about? Any truth to it?” Delaney asked.

      Rafe held his tongue as Genevieve snapped, “It’s absurd. There’s no child.”

      “You never know,” Clarissa said, lifting her chin.

      “Just another goblin trick,” Genevieve insisted.

      Rodney put an arm around Clarissa’s waist, saying, “The woman is clearly insane.”

      But Delaney frowned into his drink. “What if it’s the Gemalsdottir girl? A long game between the Consort and the king to allow them to have a child after all?”

      “Why do you think the Bards are being so closed mouthed all of a sudden?” Rodney said. “Normally they can’t be made to shut up.”

      Rafe said nothing and sipped his drink.

      “Oh, come on, Rafe,” Rodney said, coming closer. “Don’t put on your press conference face with us. Tell us what we really need to know. When will the Adoption be finished? Or is it finished already and that’s why you’re looking healthier?”

      “I’m not at liberty to comment on any of that, Rodney.”

      In a quiet voice, too low to carry beyond their immediate circle, Delaney said, “I see that you’re still wearing the Sword’s uniform and insignia.” He raised his eyebrows at Rafe.

      Rafe simply smiled back. He offered Genevieve his arm and as she took it, said, “You’ll all have to be patient a bit longer. The king will be making a statement soon.”





OEBPS/images/break-snowflake-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/falstasff-600x600-logo-block.jpg
FALSTAFF






OEBPS/images/heading-fell-flower-d-screen.png





OEBPS/images/winters-heir-ebook-cover.jpg






