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True Chivalry

Bayard held the teacup gingerly, afraid he would break the damn thing it was so delicate. The tea set, painted with bright flowers and trimmed in gold, was a shock of bright in the middle of a dull, muddy army camp. He looked again at the little girl sitting across from him at a table as incongruous as the tea set. The table was small, round, covered in expensive linen and decorated with a vase full of colorful roses. Where in the world had anyone found roses all the way out here?

Princess Anna pouted at him. "You're not drinking."

Ever obedient to the whims of royalty, ignoring the snickers of the other men clustered near the royal tent, Bayard sipped tea that tasted more like tea-flavored sugar water, and tepid at that. "You make an excellent pot of tea, Your Highness."

She giggled and poured more, and how on earth did she not break it all? Her hands looked so tiny and clumsy holding the tea pot, but she never spilled a drop. After she set the teapot down she picked up a little plate filled with tiny, brightly colored cakes decorated with sugared rose petals.

Where had she gotten all of it? He marveled that anyone had managed to provide such things when they were so far from anything resembling civilization. They could barely find enough food to feed the camp, let alone serve a miniature princess afternoon tea.

He knew the answer, however, and it was the same reason he was shirking his duties to have afternoon tea dressed in full armor, enduring the good-natured sniggering of his men and the less pleasant comments of his superiors. He would do anything for Prince Ladislas—go to war for him, give up his personal pursuits, quietly pine, even die, though he really hoped it wouldn't come to that.

Though he hadn't thought sitting down beneath a blazing sun to enjoy stale cakes and tepid tea would be one of those things, it could be far worse. They should put Princess Anna on the front line; that pout could topple kingdoms. Sipping his tea, he asked any question he could think of that would be appropriate to pose to a little girl. Going to battle was so much easier.

But every time she smiled he wanted to keep the smile there, make it brighter. Why in the hell was she there, anyway?

He looked up at the sound of familiar footsteps and jangling spurs, and his heart caught, increased in pace, as he stood to offer Prince Ladislas a hasty bow.

"Sit," Ladislas said dismissively. "Anna, whatever are you doing kidnapping my knights for tea?"

"He offered!" Anna protested, bringing out her mighty pout. "He said pretty girls should not drink tea alone, and pretty princesses should have a knight, and I said he should do both and he said he would be honored."

Ladislas looked at her in surprise. His gaze shifted to Bayard, mouth curving in a soft smile. "Did you say all that, Captain?"

"Yes," Bayard said, tensed for whatever ribbing he was going to take for his old fashioned notions of 'chivalry and whatnot'.

Ladislas' smile only widened, and he sat down to join them as a foot soldier came rushing up with a chair. "You are never a disappointment, Captain, but always the best of surprises. Thousands of men in my camp, and only one stopped to comfort a lonely princess."

Bayard ducked his head, flushing at the praise. "It is an honor to serve, Highness, and no man could be but honored to be invited to tea by such a lovely little princess."

"Mm," Ladislas replied. "Hopefully she will be safely away tomorrow morning. If the road she was taking had not been overtaken by our enemies, she would be far away and safe elsewhere."

"I hope she travels safely tomorrow," Bayard replied.

Ladislas nodded, and thanked Anna as she poured him a cup of tea and held it out to him. He smiled and stroked her hair. "Thank you, little sister."

Anna flushed and hid behind her hair, but mumbled, "Welcome, brother."

Looking back at Bayard, Ladislas said, "I am certain you have duties, Captain, after we are finished with tea, but it would please me greatly if you would come by my tent tonight after dark. I think we should speak."

Something in the way he said it, the look in his eyes, made it very hard for Bayard to breathe. He lifted his teacup and nodded. "It would be my pleasure, Highness."

"And mine," Ladislas murmured quietly, and his smile then was hot and full of promise and only for Bayard, fading only as he turned back to resume chatting with his sister.


If the Shoe Fits

"You're going to what?" Sean demanded, pinching the bridge of his nose, pushing his spectacles up. "What have I told you about having cake for breakfast, Highness?"

"Shove off," Caspian said cheerfully. "I had a bit of fruit tart. And you heard me—I'm going to try the shoe on every last bloody person in the kingdom if that is it what it takes to find the man I danced with at the ball last night. "You are going help me."

Sean glared at him. "You're right, I am—by tying you to your bloody bed and leaving you there until you see sense! It was a ball, a silly tryst in a garden, and grossly inappropriate by the way for a prince to behave in such crude fashion!"

Caspian rolled his eyes. "There is very little point in being a prince if I cannot occasionally get away with being an idiot."

"Occasionally would be acceptable; every man alive deserves to occasionally be an idiot. But you are one constantly! You are not going foot hunting across the kingdom, I forbid it."

"You're my advisor, not my damn father," Caspian snapped. "You do what I tell you."

"I do what your father tells me," Sean replied coldly, "And I quote: 'Use any means necessary to rein in my reckless, impulsive, probably slightly insane son and keep him from driving everyone else crazy and murdering him in the street.' Those are my orders, Highness, and I will follow them."

Caspian made a crude gesture, then stomped off to where his bath waited. "You needn't sound so happy about."

"You needn't sound like a petulant child," Sean retorted.

"Shove off," Caspian said again, and discarded his robe, then clambered into the bath, splashing soapy water all about.

Sean sighed and went to go pour a cup of tea at the breakfast table and look over Caspian's schedule for the day. "You are far too busy today—and every day for the next three months—to go on a foot hunt."

"Then cancel every last damn bit of it," Caspian replied, head bowed as he scrubbed soap vigorously into his mop of strawberry curls. "I do not give a damn about teas and luncheons and musicals or whatever else my father has me doing in his futile attempts to make me the spitting image of my saintly brothers. Wonder what he would say if he knew Angelic Andrew likes—"

"Enough," Sean interrupted, really not needing the image of the crown prince that Caspian was about to put into his head. "You're not going on a foot hunt."

"Yes, I am," Caspian said, and Sean bit back a groan of despair at the stubborn tone to his voice. There was no arguing with Caspian once he got that tone, though he would try anyway.

At least, he consoled himself miserably, there was not a chance in hell Caspian would ever find the correct someone to fit the ornate buckled shoe with which he was obsessed. Caspian would tear the kingdom apart, but he would never find the foot that belonged to the shoe.

Readjusting his spectacles, Sean set the schedule aside and sipped his tea, picking unenthusiastically at his breakfast as he tried not to watch Caspian bathe. "So when do you want to begin your Great Foot Hunt?" he asked sourly. "I hope you are aware your father will put an end to this foolishness the very moment he catches wind of it."

"Knowing you, he will catch wind of it the very moment I let you out of this room," Caspian replied, and abruptly stood up, water sluicing from his body—very golden, very broad, very well-formed and entirely too appealing body—and going everywhere as he climbed from the tub and stalked to where his clothes were set out.

Instead of the clothes, however, he picked up something else—

The goddamn shoe. Sean was going to beat someone to death with that damn shoe before this was all over—probably himself, since it was entirely his own fault and that's what he got for thinking more like Caspian than like himself. Stifling a sigh, he scowled at Caspian and said, "Put on some clothes."

Ignoring him, Caspian strode over to the table and held it out. "Let's start now."

Sheer panic made Sean freeze for a moment. When he finally pulled himself together, he was rather pleased to manage a cold, flat, "No. You want to carry on with this nonsense, you go right ahead. I have little choice but to let you, in the end, no matter what your father bids me do. But I will not indulge your foolish behavior by being party to it. Find some other idiot."

"Do you really want to drag this out indefinitely, Sean? Because I will," Caspian said quietly.

The serious tone of voice, the solemn expression on his face, drew Sean up short. His heart started to beat rapidly in his chest, though he was able to keep his voice calm enough as he replied, "What are you going on about now?"

"I kept waiting for you to say something," Caspian replied. "You didn't. Then you were gone this morning, and only showed up at your usual time like nothing had ever happened. I thought you were just playing a game last night, with the mask and pretending to be a stranger. Did you really think I would not know you?"

Sean opened his mouth, then closed it again. He had thought Caspian would not recognize him—hard worked hard to ensure it. Annoyance got the better of him, and he asked, "You knew it was me the entire time?"

"Of course I did," Caspian said. "I'd know you anywhere, Sean."

"I—what?" Sean asked. "You—you don't even like me."

Caspian scowled—and really, would it kill him to put on some clothes while they had this discussion? "That's not true. Who else would argue with you constantly? You cannot stand people who mindlessly obey. You have no patience for people who act scared of you. I argue. I defy you. I keep you challenged and interested. You're never bored around me, and I know this is the first time you've stayed so long in a post—and I've never kept an assistant as long as I've kept you. I've driven off every person who has tried to coax you away from me. You're mine!"

Sean opened and closed his mouth again.

"I didn't think you actually liked me, though, you know," Caspian continued more somberly. "Not until last night. Then you pretended it hadn't happened, and I couldn't stand that. So tell me now, Sean—did you really mean for it to be just a tryst?"

He could keep lying, make Caspian so angry he finally gave up. But he didn't like Caspian thinking Sean was that callous, because he wasn't, whatever the rumors said. "I thought that was all it could be, Highness," he admitted.

"You're a bloody idiot," Caspian said, and threw the shoe at him. "So try it on?"

Sean rolled his eyes and threw the shoe aside, fighting a smile, unable to believe it. "Do you really want me to put that shoe on, Highness? Or would you prefer I take the other one off?" He smirked as his meaning sank in and Caspian's thoughts on the matter became quite clear, given he could not be bothered to dress.

"Off," Caspian said. "All of it. Now. I want you in sunlight, not moonlight." Then, in typical Caspian fashion, he bent and yanked Sean to his feet to take care of the matter himself. "I can't believe you were actually going to let me wander around the bloody kingdom making people try on shoes. I'm not that stupid, Sean."

"Oh, really, because I can recall—" As expected, Caspian cut him off with a kiss, and Sean was more than happy to set aside discussion of Caspian's adventures in poor judgment in favor of keeping him too busy to come up with new schemes.

It might not be exactly what the king meant, but Sean sensed he would not mind.


Deeds greats and small

Judoc walked aimlessly through the castle, not certain who to approach, feeling all over again like the farmer's son who had nothing to his name and had fought every step of the way to prove he could stand with the other knights. All around him, his fellow trainees were gathered around greater knights and aloof lords, accepting their challenges to pass the last of their tests in order to earn their spurs.

The final test for all knights-hopeful was to approach a lord or knight in need and meet three Challenges of Chivalry—to prove that a knight was not simply his horse and his sword, was not simply a soldier, but a good and honorable man beyond the battlefield. A knight at war was useful; a knight at peace was invaluable.

He knew from gossip amongst them that the lords and knights always handed out the same challenges, to help the students on their way. The professors had assured him all lords and knights would participate, and play fairly, and be good to all students–

But Judoc still was reluctant as he looked at each and every one of them. None of them drew him, none appealed. He was not certain why or what he was looking for—or why he was looking for anything other than a quick and easy test to pass like the others. But he would not settle until he found the elusive something he sought.

Eventually, he grew frustrated and tired of wandering, and settled in a chair by the great fire in the public hall. He scowled at the floor, annoyed it provided him no answers, and raked a hand restlessly through his red-brown hair.

A sigh that seemed to echo his frustrations made him look up, and for the first time he noticed who else sat before the great fire—Lord Rozzen, a scholar of some sort. Judoc had never crossed paths with him, really; everyone knew Lord Rozzen kept to himself. Judoc had once seen him yelling at the royal consort about something, and had been surprised the royal consort only seemed amused about being taken to task by a lord he could have had thrown in jail for such an offense.

Presently, Lord Rozzen only looked tired, frustrated, and in pain. He had a large book spread across his lap, the words written in old script, faded and smudged. Curious as to why he was so frustrated by a book, Judoc asked, "You seem troubled, my lord. Is there anything I can do to help?"

Lord Rozzen jumped, clearly startled, head snapping up—and he had the brightest gold eyes Judoc had ever seen, large behind the gold-rimmed spectacles perched precariously on his nose. He was handsome, in a quiet sort of way—like his books. His features were tidy, soft, pretty but not ornate. He also, Judoc noted for no good reason, had a great many freckles and a small scar under one eye. "Oh, that time of year is it? Why the devil are you here? The others manage that nonsense, unless they're so overfull they sent you here."

"What—oh, no, my lord. I mean, it is that time of year, but—well, I only asked to ask, not because of the challenge. I wondered why a book would make someone heave so great a sigh."

"Oh," Lord Rozzen said, staring at him, and for a moment he seemed almost disappointed. Before Judoc could say anything, however, Lord Rozzen continued, "This book is causing a lot of sighing because it is hard to read, and my eyes are tired from the strain, but I need to know what it says in order to break the curse I am working on."

Judoc looked at him in surprise. "You're a curse breaker?"

Lord Rozzen looked disappointed again, but it was quickly buried. "Yes, I am," he said stiffly, and bent back to the book.

Reaching out, Judoc took it from him and turned it so he could read it. "This is a grimoire," he said, impressed. "These aren't even legal, without the king's consent." He looked up and smiled. "My grandfather had one; it was a gift from the crown for killing a curse mage during the war. Where did you stop reading?"

He looked down before Rozzen could reply, and simply started reading from the top of page it was on. Reading went slowly at first, and the firelight did not completely make up for a good lamp, but it was no worse than reading for his grandfather.

He kept reading, absorbing himself in the complicated text, forgetting everything else. He read the way his grandfather had taught him: steady, even, and clear—until suddenly he was finished. Judoc stared at the book a moment, then shook himself and looked up with a smile.

Rozzen was staring at him, a slight flush to his cheeks. "You're very good at that."

Judoc laughed, scrubbing at his hair. "My grandfather made me read to him. He liked books, but his eyes went bad as he got older. No one else who could read had the patience for it, so I read to him every night until he fell asleep. I enjoyed doing it."

He hadn't realized until then just how much he missed it, he had been so busy with sword, lances, horses, drills, dancing, etiquette… Being a knight, it was easy to forget all the things about home he had liked even as he had remembered all the things he'd hated.

He closed the book and handed it back, "Uh—did it help? With that curse?"

"Yes," Rozzen said, and seemed to collect himself. "I needed to know how the curse mage who wrote this book wove a particular curse, since it forms the basis for the curse I am trying to break. I think I have a better idea of what to do now, thank you." He stood up, and pulled something from his finger, tossing it to Judoc. "For your chivalrous deed, knight."

Judoc caught it deftly, and stood to bow politely as Rozzen departed, staring after him a moment. He resumed his seat, feeling lost again as stared at the gold ring in his hand—Proof of Challenge.

One down, two to go… yet he did not feel at all victorious.

*~*~*



Several days later, he was trudging home from being sent to deliver a message—work normally reserved for heralds, but the area was dangerous and the message unpleasant, so they had opted to send a knight-hopeful. The others being too busy with their challenges, and Judoc at loose ends because he would not approach anyone, they had sent him.

He was glad he had opted for his leather armor rather than full mail; there was so much rain pounding down he shuddered to think how much more miserable he would be. Judoc made a futile effort to wipe rain from his face and pulled his hood back up after the wind whipped it off. Another hour or so, and he would be home; he could clean up, dry off, and fall into bed—and he dared anyone to wake him before midday.

The clouds and rain were so heavy he could not see far ahead—and dark was coming far too fast, curse it. He should have waited it out, but he had thought he would be able to beat the weather.

He was so lost in his thoughts that he almost did not see the figure on the side of the road, huddled beside a fallen horse. Drawing his mount to a halt, Judoc dismounted, the jangling of his spurs muffled but still audible, causing the man to look up.

Lord Rozzen, and he looked even more miserable than Judoc—covered in mud, his face scratched and bleeding, and he was definitely holding his arm gingerly against his chest. "My lord," Judoc said, kneeling beside him on the muddy ground. It took only a glance to see what must have happened—the horse had taken a fall, broken its leg, and Rozzen had been forced to put it down and leave himself stranded. "Let us get you home," Judoc said, and quickly gathered up Rozzen's saddlebags and knapsack.

When the bags were settled, Judoc returned to Rozzen and carefully helped him to his feet. "Can you mount?"

"Yes," Rozzen said, pale with pain, but his voice firm.

Judoc led him to the horse, then helped him up. When Rozzen was settled, Judoc swung up behind him, wrapping his own large cloak around them both as much as he was able as he ordered his horse to go. It was slow going, but suddenly it did not seem so tedious—even if they never spoke, even if Rozzen somehow managed to fall asleep.

When the castle at last came into view, Judoc could have wept from relief. He rode through the gates, across the yard and right up to the keep proper. Only then, as servants came rushing out to help, did he finally dismount and carefully help Rozzen.

Rozzen, who looked even worse than he had before. Judoc got the location of Rozzen's rooms from the servants and, after bidding them bring healing supplies and food, lifted Rozzen into his arms and carried him off. In Rozzen's chambers, he stripped Rozzen down and cleaned him with the hot water and soap servants brought. Toweling him dry, Judoc pushed him into his bed, made him drink a potion, and finally let him go back to sleep.

Only after Rozzen seemed to be resting well did Judoc finally depart to tend to himself, shivering the whole time.

When he woke a few hours later, his room was lit by a single candle—which gleamed on a gold ring, set upon a scrap of parchment. He picked up the parchment, read the words of thanks, and stared at the wax pressed with Rozzen's seal.

Picking up the ring, he slid it onto his finger to join the first, then pulled the blankets back up around him and went back to sleep.

*~*~*

Judoc should be panicking. The challenges would close in just three more days and he was a challenge short, a vassal short, and would go from being a knight-hopeful to nothing.

He was too busy daydreaming of Lord Rozzen to care, and what a great fool that made him. Judoc sighed, and wished again he could get the man out of his head—but everywhere he turned something else reminded him of Lord Rozzen. Of their two encounters, and the strange disappointment he felt that each time he was simply given a token. It chaffed Lord Rozzen thought that was his only reason for helping, and that he merited them for such simple things that anyone could do.

Tokens were the very least of his concern, but it seemed a stupid thing to say when of course he should want tokens—he was in a mess because he had not sought them. In three days he would sit alone while his fellows were awarded their spurs.

Making a face, thoroughly sick of himself, Judoc decided to go for a ride. Returning to his room, he changed his courtly clothes for an older clothes and his leather armor. It took him only moments to ready his horse and ride out, exploring the countryside in search of an answer he knew he would not find.

The sound of frightened screams jerked him from his thoughts, and he stopped his horse, looking around for the source—and saw farmers in a half-harvested field waving their arms. He rode across the field, and saw the problem immediately upon reaching them.

One of the men lay on the ground, shuddering and twitching, spittle covering his mouth, eyes rolled to the back of his head. To judge from the smells of burnt flesh and hot metal, the way his hand was blackened …

"He's been cursed," Judoc said quietly. He looked up at one of the women. "Go to the castle, fetch Lord Rozzen. He is a curse breaker." He turned to the others and gestured. "Take him to the road, tend him as best you're able. Has anyone else been afflicted?"

"Aye," an old man said, "but he died in the night, we thought from illness."

Judoc nodded, and gestured. "Go to my saddlebags; there is a bottle of purified water in them. Test everything that might possibly have a curse placed in it."

"We're never going to get the harvesting done," the old man said, looking all the older suddenly. "That is four people now who will not be in the field."

"I will help make up for the four, until the curse breaker comes and set all to rights," Judoc said, and stripped off his armor.

The farmers, almost a dozen of them gathered by that point, eyed him critically—knights and lords were all well and good, their expressions said, but they did not make good farmers. Judoc only smiled and threw his tunic to join his leather armor. Then he picked up the cursed man's abandoned scythe and started working. He had not worked in a field in a long time, but his body had not forgotten the rhythms of reaping the crops his family worked so hard to plant.

Putting all his attention on the work, he was only distantly aware of everything else around him. The harvesting always came first.

When it grew too dark to work, he finally stopped, sore and filthy and exhausted—but the farmers were happy, making him feel awkward with their praise.

By the roadside, the cursed man was awake, pale and shaky, but recovering. Lord Rozzen stood nearby, speaking with a cluster of villagers. He turned as Judoc approached, and smiled warmly. "Greetings, Knight. Thanks to your opportune arrival, a terrible curse was broken well before greater damage could be caused. The villain was just taken away by the Sheriff. You work in the field like one born to it."

"I was born to it," Judoc replied. "My family works the land of Lord Grayso, nine days' journey from here. I am glad I was able to help. So all is well now?"

"Yes," Lord Rozzen said. "You were smart to summon me, and His Majesty is not pleased the farmers were put in danger because lords were squabbling." He drew from his finger a gold ring, but this one was set with a small ruby. Not just a token for a challenge met, but a token for a challenge well and honorably met.

In reply, Judoc stripped off the two gold rings he already wore and dropped them into Rozzen's palm. Rozzen frowned at him. "I do not understand."

Judoc shrugged, tired from work, angry for no good reason, and completely disheartened. "I do not want rings for reading books and helping injured travelers and assisting farmers. I am not so desperate for tokens that I expect reward for ordinary behavior. Give my tokens to the farmers, if someone must have them. Their daily deeds accomplish far more than I."

Turning sharply on his heel, he stalked to his horse and yanked his tunic back on. He bundled his armor up and attached it to his saddle, lacking the patience to put it back on as he should. Swinging up into the saddle—he stopped short to see Rozzen approach him. "Yes, my lord?"

"I've lent my horse to the farmers for the night, to help transport those still weak from the curse. Could I trouble you to give me a ride back to the castle?"

"Of course," Judoc replied, surprised Rozzen was being so pleasant after Judoc had so rudely rejected his tokens. He held out a hand, and helped Rozzen swing up into the saddle behind him.

Trying to ignore the arms wrapped firmly around him, the body pressed up against him despite the fact that Judoc could use a very thorough bath, he spurred his horse into motion and returned to the castle shortly after full dark had fallen.

He rode across the ward and right up to the steps as the keep, waiting patiently as Rozzen dismounted and headed up into the keep. He started to turn toward the stable when Rozzen abruptly stopped and turned around. "Why do you think your deeds do not merit tokens?"

Judoc shrugged irritably, not entirely able to put it all into words. He had not acted as he did for tokens, and nothing he did had required he be a knight to do them. Anyone could help as he did, and they did so every day. He should not be rewarded for the ordinary—and even if he had done the extraordinary, he did not want any reward but Rozzen's regard.

"I have done nothing to merit them," he finally said, weary of the whole matter and his own stupid head. "I am only a knight-hopeful too distracted by wanting your regard to focus on improving myself as a knight. I have met no challenges, accomplished no deeds that prove me suitable to be a knight. Good night, my lord."

He turned and rode off to the stables, not looking back, trying hard not to think about all he had said—or that in three days he would have little choice but to become either a mercenary or a farmer, as he clearly would never be a knight.



*~*~*

Judoc finished his third cup of wine as the last of the knights were finally given their official spurs. He wanted to be anywhere else in the world right then, but could not do his fellows the discourtesy of not seeing them attain what they had all worked so hard and long to gain.

He also could not stop staring at Lord Rozzen, who sat at the high table and chatted easily with the king and consort, the other nobles invited to sit with them. He was no one who would ever take real notice of a lowly farmer's son who had not been able to win his spurs—never mind his rude rebuff of Rozzen's tokens.

Snagging the wine pitcher, Judoc refilled his cup and drank deeply. Soon, he hoped. It looked as though the consort was going to make another speech, and then at last he would be able to slip away.

As the hall fell silent, the consort said, "The goal of these challenges is to prove knights have their uses in times of peace as well as times of war. Tales of knights run amuck continue to haunt the good name of chivalry, and we work hard to ensure such tales remain firmly in the past.

"As every knight here has proven, there are ways to make use of sword and shield beyond the field of battle. The people will always need someone to fight bandits and robbers, to slay ogres and dragons, to brave lands that no ordinary man can face. But being a knight is more than wielding sword and shield, more than facing danger and opposition."

The consort paused, moved around the table to stand at the top of the steps that led to the king's private dais. "Sometimes," he finally continued, "the greatest deeds a knight—indeed, any person—can perform are the smallest. It is easy, in the glory of slaying a great dragon, to forget that not everyone needs a dragon slain. Sometimes the problem is simply a book that needs to be read. Sometimes it is being alone and injured on the side of the road. Sometimes it is a harvest that needs to be brought in. All of these deeds were small, easily dismissed as ordinary and therefore unworthy of note—but each of these small deeds saved a life, in some ways they saved many lives. A good knight can go to war, slay dragons, fight bandits, attend tourney. A great knight eschews all these things to read a book, to help a wounded traveler, to pick up a scythe."

Judoc, frozen from shock, startled as the consort suddenly looked straight at him and ordered, "Knight-hopeful Judoc, kneel before me."

Setting his wine hastily aside, Judoc rose and strode to the bottom of the steps, then knelt, head bowed low. "You were offered three tokens, Knight-hopeful," the consort said. "You refused them all, for deeds you considered unworthy. Is this true?"

"Y-yes, Majesty," Judoc said.

"One of those tokens was offered by the king himself, and still you refused it," the consort continued. "The easiest thing for a knight to forget is humility. It is not for a knight to reward himself, after all, but to serve his lord and king faithfully and be rewarded by his service. But," he added, a smile in his voice, "he may and should accept those rewards bestowed upon him by others when they feel his service earns them. You do yourself, your lord, and your king an injustice by refusing the displays of their admiration."

Judoc looked up in surprise, "Majesty–"

"In future, when your lord rewards you, accept it," the consort admonished, smile widening. "You are not the one who decides if you have earned your spurs. For proving yourself to be not just a good knight, but a great one, you are also made welcome into the Order of the Star."

Judoc opened his mouth, but no words came out. Rare was the knight admitted to that order—they numbered not even a hundred, and nearly all of them were older, more experienced knights. He had never heard of a knight with new spurs being bestowed the Star.

"Rise and allow your lord to place your spurs," the consort ordered, and stepped aside as Judoc rose.

All questions, all words—all thoughts fled Judoc's mind as Lord Rozzen descended the dais, a set of jeweled spurs in his hand. He knelt before Judoc and removed his plain spurs, replacing them with the new. Standing again, he smiled and said quietly, "I hope you do not object to being my knight. You might have asked about my regard, instead of assuming you did not have it."

Judoc only nodded, still not able to speak.

Rozzen laughed, and kissed each of his cheeks, then his mouth—lingering a beat too long for it to be counted as entirely chaste. Then he stepped back, and swept his new knight a bow. The consort stepped forward and bellowed, "All hail Sir Judoc, Knight of the Order of the Star."

Judoc barely noticed, eyes only for the way Rozzen smiled at him, the warm regard in his bright gold eyes.


Challenge of Quests

Once upon a time there was a prince. He was the youngest of six children and the only son. He was a good prince, named Raven after a grandfather who had been cursed and spent much of his life as a bird. Prince Raven was a quiet, studious boy, good with a sword and steed, hardworking and earnest. He could often be found riding through the kingdom or hiding away in the library reading tome after tome.

Raven had black hair and dark blue eyes, skin turned gold by the sun, his mother's smiling mouth and his father's bright laughter. He drew the gaze of all who saw him, but Prince Raven's eyes were only for the man at his side, the man who protected him, assisted him, and did all that the prince asked of him.

John had first been appointed Raven's play companion, for the castle was full of princesses and maidens, but not many princes or lads of Raven's age. So they grew up alongside one another, the prince and his companion, the best of friends.

As they came of age, John was reminded that he was but a companion, not even the barest of nobles, merely the distant nephew of a dusty minor baron. Raven was a prince, everyone reminded him, and John would do best to remember his place.

So John remembered his place, said farewell to Raven to join the army and become a soldier, perhaps make himself something more than the distant nephew of a dusty minor baron. He went to war and was gone many years. He returned home sadder, quieter, with many honors and badges that did not make up for all he had lost. Upon his return, he was surprised to learn that he had become, in his absence, a dusty minor baron upon the death of his uncle.

He also saw Raven, who had grown into a fine prince, grander and greater than the youth he had been when John left. Raven warmly welcomed his old companions back, and despite what everyone said he saw to it John was at his side always, and the two men became fast friends again.

John protected Raven, assisted him, did all that Raven asked—except love him, no matter how often Raven declared himself, no matter what he said or asked, ordered or begged. Because Raven was a prince, and John was a worn soldier and a dusty baron and was not allowed to love a prince.

Raven eventually ceased with his declarations and pleas, and they lapsed back into a friendship that was mostly what it had been before.

Then, one day, Raven announced it was well past time he married …

 

 

"Quests?" John asked, suddenly tempted to throw himself off the cliff. He might have done it, if it didn't sound so hopelessly melodramatic that the court would thrive on it and gossip for months. "You're going to demand those nitwits go on quests? What have I told you about your impulses when you're bored?"

"I'm not bored. I'm thirty-one and lonely. That aside, I am a prince and it's long past time I married. My sisters are all settled, and Isabella was correct to point out I should be as well."

John flinched, grateful Raven was not looking at him. He looked at Raven from the corner of his eye, longing washing over him, leaving a familiar ache. What he would not give to be the one to assuage Raven's loneliness. He tried, gods knew he tried to be all that he could, but he was only barely allowed to be Raven's bodyguard, and that only because no one would particularly care if someday he died protecting Raven.

Except Raven, and there was comfort in that. Raven would care if he died.

Hurt twisted sharp in his chest when he realized that, if Raven had decided to get married so soon after… well, clearly if he was over it so soon, then he had never really meant anything he had said. All to the good, John reminded himself fiercely. Raven shouldn't love him, and it was for the best he had realized he didn't and was moving on to find someone else.

John balled his hands into fists, feeling the pull and ache from old burn scars and the place where a dragon had cost him a finger. The same dragon had shredded his back, and he'd spent six months recuperating. Not long after getting back on his feet, he'd been put right back out by a horde of blood faeries.

He did not miss those days, and he hated them all the more because he had at least been moderately handsome when he'd left. Since returning, his ruined looks were just one more thing for the court to disparage.

John drew in a breath, drew in all the hurt and pain, then let it all out slowly. He had lived through worse; he could survive one stupid marriage. "Why a Challenge of Quests, Highness? Surely there are easier ways to pick a spouse."

"I don't want just anyone, isn't that the point of these things?" Raven replied. "I know what all these people are capable of confined to court. I want to see what else they can do. But that's where I need your help." He spun around from where he had been staring out at the ocean, long, dark hair flying in his face before he impatiently shoved it back.

John stared blankly. "My help? What do you want me to do?"

Raven went over to his horse and rifled through one of the saddlebags a moment before coming out with a black, leather-bound book with silver and gold embossed letters that read The Book of Questing. John wondered just how irate Raven would be if he pitched it over the cliff. Flipping the book open, Raven paged idly through it. "No one has called a Challenge of Quests in at least eighty years, so the manual has not been kept up. I'm not even certain which, if any, of these Quests are still viable. Like this one, about the Lake of the Lady's Tears—the castle isn't there anymore, so there's no point in travelling to it to retrieve 'a gold sovereign of the lost king'. All of that is moldering in our treasury."

"So you need to come up with new quests?" John asked, more confused than ever.

"No, it would take years to design new quests, get them verified, so on and so forth. Questing is not merely go here and fetch that, whatever people like to say. No, I need you to help me see which of these are still usable. I thought we could pick a few that seemed promising, you could go on them to ensure they still worked, and then I would know which challenges to issue. There is also the fact that, as you would have done them, you'd know all the ways someone might cheat."

John rubbed at his temples. "You want me to do trial runs of your quests? That is the most absurd—"

"Please?" Raven asked in that soft, quiet tone that John loved and hated. He wanted to hear that soft voice whispering to him in the dark as they lay together in a tangle of limbs, warm and sated, smelling of sex—

And, he reminded himself sharply, it would never happen. Raven clearly hadn't meant it when he'd said he was in love with John. Even if he had, no one would have permitted the union.

He looked into Raven's face and, as always, was undone by the combination of that soft tone and the unhappiness in Raven's eyes. He would do anything, up to and including die, to see Raven happy. If it was breaking his heart into pieces to help Raven find someone to love, well, that was his burden to bear. "Fine," he said with a long sigh. "Let's figure out what quests to try and get this over with."

Raven grinned at him, eyes bright with triumph and mischief. John ached to pull him close, taste his lips, hold him tightly and pretend for just a little while that Raven was his. John smiled back, but it hurt. Only a few weeks ago Raven had declared his love for the five hundredth time.

Gods above, what a disaster it would have been if John had allowed them both to believe that was true. But he hadn't thought Raven would change his mind so quickly.

He reached out and snatched the book away, desperate to escape his torturous thoughts. "This one is no good. Neither is this one. That forest isn't even there anymore. Are we certain this book was updated eighty years ago? Did they just make up the bits they didn't know?"

Raven laughed and took the book back, motioning John to follow as he led them away from the cliffs and off to a copse of trees where they could sit, eat lunch, and discuss questing.

*~*~*

It took John three months to finish the first quest they decided upon, but given the book dictated the quester be given four months, he was feeling rather proud. He dared some smarmy, spoiled noble to do better. They wouldn't be allowed to haul along servants and soldiers to do all the work for them; no, they would have to do it as John had done it: with horse, sword, and whatever food and supplies he could carry alone.

"Marvelous," Raven said after they had finished eating and discussing every nuance of the quest. "I knew sending you along was a fine idea. So you don't think this will be an easy quest for cheating?"

John shook his head, shoved back his overlong, muddy-brown hair and wished he could crawl back into bed. He'd slept for half a day straight after returning, then bathed and cleaned up and gone back to bed for another few hours. Despite all the rest he still wanted to go straight back to sleep.

He could see from the gleam in Raven's eye, however, that he would scarcely finish his meal before they began work upon the next quest. "So did anything of note happen while I was gone?"

"Does anything of note ever happen?" Raven asked. "Isabella is determined to go down in history as 'Queen Isabella the Terrifying' except her kingdom is so well-behaved, she's going to be remembered as "Queen Isabella the Sulky'. I believe Lord Rare went about naked somewhere, but I could never determine if it was the Swan Fountain, the Sky Gardens, or the Wine Cottage. Gossips are never very clear on the particulars."

John rolled his eyes and finished eating his soup, pushing it away with a yawn. He stretched in his seat, arms reaching up and back, and groaned as he relaxed again. "So what am I doing next for you, Highness?" His brow furrowed in confusion at the way Raven just stared at him. "Highness?"

Raven jerked, seemed to recover himself, and shook his head. "Uh—right, then. I was thinking one of these three?" He held the book out, and John reluctantly took it, resisting an urge to pitch it across the room and stomp off back to bed. He wished he could figure out a way to make all the quests unfit, but he did not want to know what mad idea Raven would come up with then—and he wanted Raven happy, even if it was killing him inside that Raven wasn't ever going to be happy with him.

"Not this first one," John said after reading through them. "This area is too dangerous. The second and third options have potential. Did you want me to head out now, or is tomorrow soon enough?"

Raven flapped a hand at him, rolling his eyes and smiling. "There's no time limit, ninny. We're testing these out, and we can do that at our leisure—your leisure, really."

John barely bit back the words 'then how about never', saying instead, "End of the week, then. I should have plenty of time to prepare. At least it's not a dragon. I really hate dragons." His back and missing finger ached with memory, but he ignored them and picked up his tea, draining the cup.

"You should have said," Raven said, frowning at him. "You could have gone with a different one—"

"The quests need to be good ones!" John snapped. "The other options are too easy. No one should have an easy time of it." He pushed his chair away from the table and stood up, no longer tired. He might have to surrender Raven to another, but he would be damned if he surrendered without a fight. If he had to work his way through the most brutal quests in that damned book, then he would because the harder they were for him, the more impossible they would be for everyone else. "I changed my mind," he said over his shoulder as he stomped off. "I'm leaving tonight."

"John—"

Whatever Raven had started to say, John didn't hear it, cutting the words off by closing the door behind him.

*~*~*

"We're not doing this anymore," Raven said, mouth tight, face pale. John had never seen Raven's skin so pale—it was practically white, it was so leeched of color. "Quests are supposed to be difficult, not dangerous."

John snorted and would have laughed at him in fond amusement if the surgeon had not picked that moment to resume stitching his arm up. He didn't see what had been wrong with just redoing the bandages, but he also knew that arguing with an angry surgeon was the epitome of stupid. "Difficult and dangerous go hand in hand as often as not; it was nothing I could not handle. I made it back in one piece—"

"Barely!" Raven snapped.

Shrugging, John thanked the surgeon as he finished tending his arm. He tugged on the clean shirt a servant had brought him at Raven's command. "You're overreacting. It's just a scratch, albeit a deep one. I can still use the arm, and in a couple of weeks, it will be as good as new. One more ugly scar will not even be noticed." Not that anyone would see it, anyway, since he did not anticipate anyone asking him to remove his shirt—

He broke that thought off right where it was, not in the mood to depress himself further. He was tired, sore, and had just wanted to be home. Technically, he was, but home for him had involved a great deal more of Raven smiling at him and being happy to see him, and not flailing about like an angry fishwife. Rounding sharply, he hissed in pain when Raven crashed into him, swearing as he reflexively reached out to catch him and pulled on his arm.

Raven grabbed his hand and lowered his arm, scowling. "Stop trying to make it worse, you lack-brain."

"Lack-brain yourself!" John snapped. "You're the one who wanted this done, and you said you trusted me to help, so bloody trust me! I'm not a simpering noble; I know how to handle it."

"Yes, I can see that from the wounded arm and the bloodied clothes and that scratch on your face the bloody surgeon forgot to treat."

John reached up to touch the scratch; he'd felt the sting, but had mostly ignored it as trivial. All of a sudden he wondered just how much worse—

Oh, it didn't matter. He turned sharply back around and resumed walking down the hall to his rooms. If he could not have Raven happy to see him because he was too busy acting like a nitwit over a stupid scratch, then he was going to bed. The next quest could wait until he was rested enough to deal with it, and after that he would finally be free to go throw himself off a cliff.

A hand grabbed his good arm, and John swore as he was yanked back. "Would you hold still, you stubborn bastard?"

"I'm a stubborn bastard?" John demanded.

"Yes!" Raven bellowed, startling the small handful of servants working in the long, wide hallway. They all fled, leaving the two of them alone. "You are the single most stubborn bastard I have ever known! From insisting on always taking the punishment when we were children, to flouncing off to the army, to—to everything! You never listen to anyone and always just do what you want! You would rather get yourself killed than listen to anyone else for five minutes!'

John balled his hands in to fists to resist an urge to punch him—bodyguard or not, if he punched Raven, he was going to a noose, or worse, back into the army and shipped overseas. "All I've ever done is listen to others! I listened to my parents when they said I must go and be the whipping boy of the king's only son! I listened to my uncle and everyone else when they said I should cease to be around you. I listened to the captain who cost me a finger and nearly my life. I listened to the general who told me to burn down a village. I listened when they kicked me out and sent me home! Now I'm doing your bloody quests because I listen to you! So shove off." Spinning on his heel yet again, he stormed off, no longer interested in going to bed. One more quest and the whole damn mess was finished.

"John—"

"Leave me alone," he snarled, ignoring Raven because if he looked and Raven gave him that wounded look or used that soft tone then John would be undone. That was the damnable part of growing up with someone: Raven knew all his weak points.

Finding the book amongst the mess of books and papers on Raven's work table, he opened it up to one of the marked pages and picked out the first quest he found that was doable. Throwing the book back on the table, he shoved past Raven and stormed off to gather supplies.

He had a griffon to slay, and those were never easy.

*~*~*

John all but fell off his horse as he reached the stable and gave the stable hand who came rushing out a tired smile in thanks. "See someone takes the bags to my room, would you?"

"Of course, milord."

Snorting at the ridiculousness of anyone calling him 'milord' because he was only a token sort of baron out of pity, really, John limped to the palace proper. Hopefully, he could make it to the surgeons' hall before Raven was told he had returned. He was not in the mood to be screamed at right then.

But the griffon pelt was in his saddlebag, and that was three quests completed, and he dared any noble to do better than him.

"John!"

"Damn it," John muttered, but was helpless to escape as Raven came bolting for him. Gods have mercy, he looked more beautiful than ever. It had taken John two and a half months to find and kill the griffon, much to his dismay. He had spent nearly six months straight going on quests, had barely seen Raven in all that time, and the last time they'd been angry—

Seeing him then was both balm and beating. Raven was dressed in court finery that brought out the blue in his midnight hair and lightened his eyes just the slightest bit. To judge from the flush to his cheeks, he had either been riding very recently or had been yelling at someone.

Why, John thought miserably, could he have not been born good enough? But it was stupid to keep wishing for it because it would never be. He had proven the quests were doable, and now men and women would step forward to complete them and one would succeed and wed his prince. John wanted to cry just thinking about it, but he'd run out of tears long ago. "Greetings, Highness," he said, voice still a bit hoarse from the smoke he'd used to flush out the griffon. He probably looked a fright, even though he'd made some effort to clean up before he returned home.

Raven scowled at him. "You are determined to get yourself killed, I vow."

John drew himself up, refusing to be hurt, and said stiffly, "I have completed your quests, Highness, as you requested. You may call for your questers. May the best—"

"Shut up," Raven said and grabbed his wrist, then turned and dragged him along. John cried out in pain and stumbled, falling to the floor and taking Raven with him. Raven looked at him, horrified and immediately contrite. "I'm sorry! I didn't know—"

"It's fine," John said, face hot with humiliation. "I'll just—"

Raven slapped a hand over his mouth. "Shut up. You're not going anywhere. We have a meeting with Isabella."

John scowled at him then yanked his hand away. "How can I have a meeting with Her Majesty? Even I did not know I would return today until the snow held off long enough to permit it. How can I have a meeting with her?"

"We just do," Raven said and stood up, then tugged John to his feet. "I'm sorry," he said quietly. "How is your leg?"

Shrugging, John said, "It'll be fine once I've rested for a bit. Let's go meet with Her Majesty, then." He limped along, head up, striving to ignore the stares he drew.

In the queen's private salon, Isabella reclined on her sofa as though it were her throne in the formal hall. She beckoned them close with her fan and lifted her head so that Raven might kiss her cheek. "Brother, I hope you have good reason for delaying my midday meeting with the Duke."

John frowned, confused. Hadn't Raven said they had a meeting?

"Of course," Raven said before John could ask what was going on. "As you can see, Lord Farthing has returned from the last of his quests. He has completed all three successfully. He is of noble blood. He is also distinguished in the army. He meets every requirement."

Isabella laughed, and John's frown deepened. "But I—" Before he could finish the explanation, Isabella looked at him, and John fell silent.

"Is it true, Baron? That you have completed all three quests?"

"Yes, but I wasn't questing, I was testing—"

"Yes or no."

John stared at her, utterly lost. "Yes, I did complete them, but—"

"Yes is yes," Isabella said and smiled warmly at him, the sort of smile she normally only gave to her children and siblings. "By Right of Quest, Lord John Farthing, Baron of Reading, I grant you permission to marry Prince Raven. We will formally announce the engagement tonight at dinner. Do try to stay out of trouble, both of you, from here on out." She rose and kissed each of them on the cheek, then briskly departed the salon with her handmaidens around her, giggling madly behind their sleeves.

"What just happened?" John asked, looking at Raven.

Raven's mouth twisted in a fond smile. "As I said to you months ago, lack-brain, you are the most stubborn man I know. You would not believe me when I said I loved you—you would not listen to me at all! The only way to get you to marry me was to make you feel you were worthy, even though you've always been bloody worthy. The only way to make you realize it was to make you do something to prove your worth. But if I had called for a Challenge of Quests and tried to persuade you to do it, you would have refused. So I tricked you, and it worked."

At first, John couldn't do more than keep staring. "This—these past six months were about tricking me?"

"Yes," Raven said, looking smug and not at all sorry. "Of course, none of it would have been necessary if you had just agreed to marry me in the first place."

"I can't marry you," John said, still refusing to let his hopes rise. "Look at me—"

Raven closed the space between them and curled them around his shoulders, leaving John had no choice, but to look up. "All I do is look at you—I look at you holding back, I look at you avoiding me, I look at you bowing to what others say when my words are the only ones that should matter. I look at you pretending not to care when I know you do. I look at you all the time, John. I never stop. All I want is to be able to look at you all day, every day, and not ever again be forced to watch as you walk away."

John swallowed. "You really are a spoiled little brat, to be slacking on your duties in favor of looking at an ugly old soldier all day, lack-brain."

"Shut up," Raven said with a smile and let go of his shoulders to wrap one hand around the back of John's neck, drawing him up and in for a kiss. John whimpered and held fast, certain he must be dreaming, but the heat and scent and feel of Raven were too real to be a dream, as were the arms that slid around him, the soft hair beneath his fingers. "Do you love me, John?"

"You know I do," John finally admitted. "Everything I do is for you."

Raven smiled, the happiest John had ever seen him, and pulled him in to another kiss.


The Shining Knight

Once upon a time there was a kingdom. Within this kingdom resided a grand and glorious knight. From the time he was but a child, he had longed only to be a knight.

His father, a stern but loving man, saw the light in his son's eyes, and vowed to see him made a knight.

And so the boy grew, and worked hard, training in all that people must know in order to be true knights.

He became a great horseman with a fine and loyal steed he saved from a stable fire.

He became a great warrior, and wielded a blade gifted to him by a princess he rescued from terrible bandits.

He became educated, and was given countless books and scrolls by the lords and ladies he rescued.

He was called noble, honorable, brave, strong, great—over time, all took to calling him the Shining Knight

He went on quests whenever he was called forth to do so, taking time only to bid his father farewell and replenish his healing tonics. He spent his days slaying dragons, retrieving lost treasure, rescuing damsels, and other feats of daring.

He was lavished with rewards, praised endlessly, and loved truly being a knight.

Then, one day, the Shining Knight returned home to find his father dead. The Shining Knight wept, and sought for someone to comfort and console him.

But no matter where he looked, no matter whom he sought, no one would save him from his grief.

So he buried himself once more in questing, returning home only when his healing tonics needed to be replenished.

Until one day, he returned home, and saw that disaster had struck the home he had known his entire life, and nothing remained of it but embers. The fire, the villagers said, had come too fast, too sudden, for the house to be saved.

The Shining Knight turned to all he knew, seeking help, but though he was given a fine and handsome house, no would help him make of it a home.

So once more the Shining Knight replenished his healing tonics and threw himself into questing, taking up those quests they said only a fool would accept. He fought demons, necromancers, sirens, vampires. He fought the dark until he could fight no more, and at last was forced to return home.

He returned to his village, eager to rest, happy to be amongst friendly faces—only to realize they all held back, regarded him with awe, with fear, with worship, and some even with terror. He tried to remind them he was theirs, the boy they had watched grow up in that little village, but they drew back and would not see him as other than the Shining Knight.

And so he sought elsewhere, with the lords and ladies, the princes and princesses, all the people he had saved.

But none would save him from his loneliness, none would rescue the Shining Knight.

Broken-hearted, the Shining Knight returned again to his village. He packed up the few possessions he still owned which mattered to him and left the village, determined never to return, vowing to quest until he found someone who saw him not as the Shining Knight, but as a man.

Well outside the village, in a remote clearing in the woods, he stopped at the home of the witch who made his tonics, to replenish them one last time.

 

 

"Where are we off to this time?" Leith asked curtly. "Surely your damn quest can wait until morning." He opened the door and let Forlen inside.

"I am sorry to disturb you," Forlen said. Normally he could take Leith's grousing, was even amused by it, but right then it was all he could do to force a patience he did not feel.

Leith was grouchy, could even be downright mean when he wanted, but Forlen had traveled the world and never found a witch who could equal Leith's skills. More times than he could count, Leith's healing tonics had saved his life.

And even if hostility wasn't what he sought, either, Leith's utter lack of respect for everything had always been a nice change from the awe with which everyone else regarded him. He would miss Leith and his crabbiness.

Mustering a smile, Forlen said, "Look on the bright side, Leith. After tonight, you will never me again."

Leith dropped the porcelain bowl he had been carrying, sending blue and white porcelain pieces scattering across the floor. He whipped around, braid flying in his face, and glared. "What do you mean, never again? Are you finally going to let a dragon have you for a snack? Because it would probably just spit you right back out again."

Forlen replied, "I'm leaving. I'm done here."

"Done," Leith repeated flatly. "What's got you all whiney and mopey this time?"

Forlen scowled. "It doesn't matter."

Leith scoffed at this reply. "Poor Shiny Knight, his ideals given yet another blow. What has broken the pretty colored-glass image through which you see the world, now? Catch a lady with a stable boy? Catch a lord with a horse? Catch a horse—"

"That's enough!" Forlen snarled. "I am tired of it, Leith! Tired of all of it! Everyone is so busy being in awe of me—"

He bit the words off, knowing it was a waste of time with Leith. Everyone else might revere him, but Leith had always simply mocked him. He found it refreshing sometimes, yes, but not when all he wanted was for someone to welcome him home, to want him. He had worshippers and enemies in numbers greater than he could count. He had no real friends, and certainly no lover.

"What does it matter to you?" he asked wearily, when the silence stretched on, too worn out to guard his words as he might have otherwise. "One would think, after all your complaining, that you would be glad to be rid of me."

Leith said nothing, only turned away and began to grab and slam and band and stomp and swear as he began to assemble the special collection of tinctures, ointments, oils, creams, and other items he used to create the healing tonics for Forlen.

Forlen sighed, and slumped in a seat by the fireplace. He really should have just gone to bed, and left in the morning, but he had been afraid he would talk himself out of it.

Restless, but knowing better than to interrupt Leith and break his concentration, he cast his eyes idly about the cabin. It was nearly as familiar to him as his own home had been, for he visited whenever he was in the village. As always, it was beyond neat. Leith gave new meaning to the word fastidious. Usually when Forlen came upon witches, their homes were barely contained chaos. Leith's home was always neat, clean, and smelled of the pungent herbs he used in his workings.

Forlen shifted his gaze to Leith, whose back was still turned as he beat up the contents of his work table. Even turned away, half in shadow, Leith was beautiful. His hair was a mottled mess of colors—some strange combination of blonde and brown and red, like a stray cat. He was slender, almost skinny, as though he never quite ate enough. When he could actually be tricked into smiling, his handsome face was pretty, all the hard lines smoothed away. His eyes were like his hair, a mish mash of colors that never completely blended together. He always smelled of herbs and the forest.

Currently, he wore black breeches and stockings, and silver-buckled shoes, a white shirt with a gray waistcoat, over which he had thrown a heavy apron. His hair was braided back as usual; Forlen had only ever seen it down once in all the years they had known each other.

He froze, surprised, as Leith abruptly whipped around. "So where are you going?"

"I—I don't know," Forlen replied, startled. "Does it matter? As long as it's not here, I don't care."

"Little village too grand for you, finally?"

Forlen stiffened, anger finally sparking. "You know that's not it."

"Then why?" Leith demanded. "Why would you leave forever, if not for all the bits and bobbles and shiny things they give—"

"Because there's nothing here for me!" Forlen bellowed, losing his temper in a way he had never allowed himself before. "Just a house that's not a home, and people who either worship me or fear me or hate me! There is nothing here to make me want to say!"

"Fie on you then!" Leith snarled, and turned sharply, then whipped back around to throw damn near everything on his work table at Forlen. "Fie on you, and I hope a dragon does eat you!" He stormed out, and Forlen heard the back door open and slam shut hard enough to rattle the house.

He stood, angry and confused, in Leith's front room.

Why did Leith care if he was leaving? Leith who was always snappish, always rude, always mocking. Leith couldn't stand him, as far as Forlen could tell.

He had never understood why, as much as Leith disliked him, he kept making up the healing tonics. Every couple of months, Forlen returned for them, and Leith groused and bit and complained, but he always made them.

Everyone else had changed over the years, but Forlen could always count on two things to remain the same: Leith's healing tonics, and Leith's temper.

Frowning deeply, needing suddenly to know why Leith was so much worse than usual, Forlen strode through the house and out the back door.

He drew up short as he saw Leith sitting on a tree stump, in front of the little pond behind his house, bathed in the soft glow of witch lights.

Forlen had never seen Leith dejected. Irritable, cranky, sour, hostile, angry, moody, and on three rare occasions almost happy—but never dejected.

He approached slowly, more than half expecting something to come flying at his head. But he reached Leith unassaulted, which only added to his confusion. "Leith…"

"Still here?" Leith asked, obviously trying for his usual acerbic tone, but falling far short of the mark. "Go away, you stupid, imbecilic knight."

"No," Forlen said, and reached out cautiously to touch Leith's shoulder. Leith jerked away, surged to his feet, made to storm off, but Forlen caught him up, held fast, even when Leith began to thrash and swing wildly. "Leith!" he bellowed, surprised when that worked, and Leith went still in his arms. "What's wrong?"

"What—what's wrong? There's nothing here, that's what's wrong! I actually thought—I can't—I thought there must be another reason you always came back. After all, the bright and marvelous Shiny Knight could get better herbs elsewhere. So there must be another reason you always came back to get them from me."

Forlen went still in surprise, but before he could speak, Leith plunged on, "I learned witchcraft while you trained! I learned healing bandaging you up! I made the tea that eased your father's pain while he was sick! I fixed your stupid burns when you tried to dig through the remains of your house. I'm always here. I always make your tonics! And I thought—but obviously I'm the stupid one."

Stunned, Forlen could not think of a single thing to say. But words had never been his strong suit. He went with action instead, and did something he had pondered once or twice, when he was too far away for Leith to glean the nature of his thoughts and murder him for them.

He had not expected Leith to taste so sweet. As sharp and bitter as he could often be, Forlen had expected some of that to flavor Leith's kiss—but he only tasted sweet, with none of the bite—

Forlen grunted in pain as Leith bit his lip. He drew back, half-surprised there was no blood.

"I don't recall giving stupid, thick-headed lummoxes who are going to leave forever permission to kiss me," Leith said—but Forlen could hear the barest amount of thawing in his icy tone.

He smiled faintly and said, "What if said lummox wasn't leaving after all, and was extremely sorry for being so blind and stupid, and even more sorry he had always resisted the urge to try kissing you?"

Leith just frowned at him.

"Why didn't you ever say anything, Leith?"

"You're an idiot," Leith snapped. "I'm the bastard whelp of a woman who went crazy from smoking herbs she shouldn't have been smoking, and accidentally drowned herself in a horse's trough. You're the Shiny Knight Who Shines Brighter Than A Thousand Golden—mmph—"

Forlen chuckled into the kiss, as Leith thumped his shoulders hard, not giving Leith a chance to bite him again, just kissing hard and deep and sure—

Until Leith softly moaned, going suddenly, surprisingly pliant in his arms. Why had he never seen, never tried… Forcing himself to draw back, Forlen stared into eyes that seemed to be six different colors at once, and burned with things he never expected to see from Leith. "I'm sorry."

"Just shut up," Leith said. "You're an idiot, there's no help for it, we may as well accept it."

"So you often tell me," Forlen replied, mouth quirking. "But you're no better. Being crabby and hostile is no way to say you don't hate me."

Leith rolled his eyes. "I thought—you always came back—I figured you must know I was just—awkward. You hate the way everyone else is nice to you, so I thought it was better if I—" He broke off, scowling.

Forlen smiled. "So we're both awkward idiots. I'm sorry I caused you to make a mess of your house."

"Forget it," Leith said. "You can help me clean it up." He started to say something else, but instead only snapped his mouth shut.

But Forlen was already learning what that precise scowl meant, that particular tilt of his head. More than happy to obey, he bent and gave Leith another kiss.

When he finally drew back, it was just far enough for him to speak, murmuring the words against Leith's mouth. "I'm sorry it took me so long to come home."

"Whatever. Welcome home," Leith muttered in reply, and tugged him just enough to resume the kissing.


The Prince's Champion

Roe wiped sweat and grime from his brow, and tried to ignore the looks he was getting, tried to stand cool and nonchalant and like he didn't care he had just made a fucking fool of himself because he was smitten like a youth at his first ball.

He had done what Prince Isaac had asked, and lost every single tourney challenge. Not that he would have won a single one anyway; he was a knight only as a matter of formality because he needed to be a knight to get into the Academy. That he had been at the tournament at all was pure chance—he and his stepfather had attended to make nice with the Academy Lords during the Royal Tournament.

It had never occurred to him he might actually meet Prince Isaac, whom he had seen and watched any number of times, but never really spoken to. Admire from afar, that was his lot. But then Prince Isaac had crashed into him looking and acting like a thundercloud, angry about the lavish Tourney his father was throwing for no reason other than to show up his neighbors.

"A waste of money, and I'll not be party to such immaturity," Prince Isaac bit out. "I've half a mind to make a fool of him throughout the whole damn thing. But how?" He smiled sheepishly. "I am sorry, Sir Roe was it not? You should not be forced to listen to the crown prince complain about his father."

"My own father was much the same," Roe replied. "He spent my fortune in similar fashion; my stepfather has graciously folded me into his family. I remember one year, to scold my father, my mother acted the perfect fool at a banquet he put on only by selling off most of her jewels. He was furious with her, and beat her for it, but he stopped selling her jewels."

Prince Isaac laughed. "Acted like a fool, eh? If only! Though, that is an idea—select a fool for my champion. He will murder me if I am represented in the field by a man who loses every challenge. But where to find someone willing to do such a thing?"

Roe wondered morosely why anyone thought him fit to be a scholar.

Prince Isaac had promised an irresistible reward, however: anything that was in his power to give. There was plenty that Roe should ask for, but only one thing he truly wanted, even if thinking about it scared him to death.

So he waited patiently by Prince Isaac's tent, anticipation and dread warring in his gut.

Finally, though, he saw Prince Isaac walking toward him. He just wished his heart had not chosen that moment to leap up into his throat.

Prince Isaac stopped in front of him, and smiled ruefully. "I wondered if you had retreated here. Never have I seen so splendid a performance, my fine new friend. I do fully admit I would not have the fortitude to purposely lose, never mind for three days straight. I should and will reward you twice over, so name your prizes, Sir Roe."

Roe drew a deep breath, then forced the words out before he could lose his nerve. "A kiss, Highness. That is all I desire."

"That—what?" Prince Isaac stared at him, clearly taken completely by surprise.

"You said whatever was in your power to give," Roe said, disappointment a crushing weight. "But—" He broke off as Prince Isaac cupped his chin, tugged him close, and something too much like comprehension filled his face.

"I must be as spoiled as my father, to be so wrapped up in my own tantrums that I missed something so precious …" Prince Isaac released Roe's chin to cup the back of his head and draw him closer still.

A real kiss from Prince Isaac was far better than even Roe's best imaginings, and he simply was not capable of behaving decorously as he had told himself he would, instead tightly gripping Prince Isaac's sleeves and kissing back with everything he had, determined to engrave a memory that would last him a life time.

He could not help but whimper when Prince Isaac drew back, but made himself withdraw—only to find himself firmly dragged along into Prince Isaac's tent. "Have a bath drawn for Sir Roe," Isaac said to his waiting servants. "Also see we are not disturbed the rest of the night; I will speak with my father in the morning."

When they were alone, Roe looked at him and said, "Highness, I don't understand…"

Prince Isaac smiled, and bent to brush a soft kiss across his mouth. It made Roe shiver, somehow striking deeper than their more heated kiss a moment ago. "You spent three days subjecting yourself to injury and humiliation all because a brat prince asked it of you, and in return you wanted only a kiss. Even I am smart enough to know I should hold fast, and never let you go." He reached up and brushed his knuckles lightly across Roe's cheek. "No man could ask for a better champion than thee, Sir Roe, and I can only humbly ask that you remain by my side."

"Until you've no further need of me, Highness," Roe replied, half-afraid he would wake at any moment.

"I think you are what I have needed all along," Prince Isaac murmured, and bent to kiss him again.


The King's Challenges

"I'm a born citizen of this country. My family has been here since the country's inception. Their shop has been in the family for six generations, and I recently submitted my application and took the entrance exams for the Royal Academy. I am fully within my rights—"

"To sod off like the rest of the riff raff," the clerk cut in, causing other clerks and soldiers and guests clustered around the registration tables to snigger.

Cowan flushed, but refused to back down. "I am fully within the rights of the law, which says every citizen—"

"Every citizen doesn't mean riff raff too poor and stupid to have even enough sense to wear a proper cloak in the cold," the clerk retorted, stroking the soft rabbit trim on his own costly cloak. "Do you honestly think the king would be impressed by any piddling answer you could give to his challenges?"

"You know so well what the king thinks, do you?" A voice demanded, making everyone jump, whip around, and blanche. The clerk who had been troubling Cowan stammered incoherently.

Cowan flushed still darker—the stranger was more than a little handsome, and he had never felt so painfully his own ragged state. Though he had done his best to clean and comb out his blond hair, fix up his plain, homemade breeches, undergarments, and winter-weight tunic, he was no noble. He hoped it was not obvious he was destitute and homeless.

The stranger had black hair, cut fashionably short, and green, green eyes, the like of which Cowan had never seen—but they matched perfectly the small emerald stud in the man's right ear. His own eyes were the color of mud, and he had never felt it so keenly. Cowan met his gaze briefly, before dropping his eyes, but he'd had for a moment a fleeting impression of sadness, behind the more blatant anger. But that must be a flight of fancy; how would he notice such a thing in a complete stranger?

He was dressed simply, but elegantly, in a gray and green tunic with black leggings and undercoat, and a handsome black cloak lined and trimmed in ermine. It looked so warm that Cowan ached, more acutely aware of the cold than ever.

"—am sorry, Your Majesty."

Cowan jerked as the clerk's words penetrated. This—this was the king? He'd known the king was young; everyone talked about how he had taken the throne at only twenty five, three years ago. He'd never heard of how handsome and striking and—and distracting His Majesty could be.

Realizing his mind was wandering again, Cowan tried to stop staring at the king and pay attention.

The king glanced his way and smiled warmly, and Cowan panicked, nodding and trying to smile and thanking and bowing all at once, only succeeding in barely keeping himself from tumbling over. He flinched as a few people laughed at him, little comforted when glares from the king silenced them.

"It is my understanding," the king said, "that the King's Challenges may be attempted by every citizen of this country. Everyone may try, regardless of station. That is the law, unless I have always misunderstood the meaning of the phrase 'every citizen'. Only the king may turn away a challenger. Are you the king?"

"No, Sire. I was only—"

"Then what gives you the right, any of you, to turn him away? How does he fail to meet the requirement of 'every citizen' when he has stated clearly, and I see has the papers to prove it, that he is a citizen of my kingdom."

His question was met only with silence.

"Precisely," the king said, looking at each person until their gazes dropped to the ground and remained there. He turned to Cowan, who only barely kept his head up, still feeling the sting of humiliation—but even that faded away completely beneath the warmth in the jewel-bright eyes. "What is your name?"

"Uh—Cowan, si—Your Majesty. Cowan Medaughs."

"A pleasure to meet you, Cowan Medaughs. I welcome you to my challenges. Have you put your name on the registry?"

"No, Your Majesty. They wouldn't—that is—I have not, Your Majesty."

The king's smile widened. "Then, by all means."

Looking much like he had eaten something sour, and blamed Cowan for it, the clerk slid the registry parchment across the table, along with ink and quill.

Taking up the quill, ignoring the eyes upon him—able to feel the king's anyway—Cowan signed his name at the bottom of the registry. His hand was not quite as flowing and elegant as the more refined hands which had signed, but it was respectable. He ignored the murmurs of surprise when people realized he had written in court script, rather than the common script they had expected.

He glanced slowly up, feeling unusually shy. "Thank you, Your Majesty."

The king only smiled again, and waved the words away. "I announce the first challenge in an hour. I look forward to seeing what you will provide in answer to it, three days hence. Good luck to you, Cowan Medaughs."

Then he turned and left, before Cowan could manage another thank you. Face hot, and not liking the hostile looks he was receiving, Cowan fled. He went down to the market, straight to the food stalls, and obtained enough bread and cheese to last him a couple of days. He looked longingly at meat pies and pasties, hot buns and pastries, soup and stew, but managed to resist. His money was dwindling fast, and it had to last as long as he could possibly make it, until he managed to find employment again.

Or managed to win some sort of prize in the King's Challenges. Hah. What had he been thinking, really? Slipping away to a quiet alleyway, tucking away most of his bread and cheese and keeping out only a small portion to eat, Cowan turned his mad scheme over and over again in his mind. He might have scraped out an education, but he was hardly a noble—and nothing proved that more than the way they refused him entrance to the Academy unless he could pay an entrance fee he knew was thrice what it should be. If he could not even get accepted there, what chance did he have being capable of meeting the King's Challenges?

But he had no choice. No job, no prospects, down to his last few coppers, and the Academy farther away than ever… he had nothing to lose and everything to gain by trying the Challenges.

The Autumn Market and Festival was the most anticipated of the year, and the main feature of it was the King's Challenges. It was said the brightest and cleverest and bravest in the country came to meet the challenges. The prizes varied, but were given only at the king's discretion, when he thought his challenge had been sufficiently met. Three challenges, over the course of nine of the twelve days of the festival. Three days to each challenge, with a prize awarded each day, and a grand prize awarded at the end.

Legend had it that once upon a time a king had been so impressed, he had taken the winner as his consort. More realistically, the grand prize was estate, or a position in the court, or a large sum of money. Cowan would settle for whatever money or sellable item he could manage to obtain. Anything that would help him survive or, better still, provide enough to pay his entrance fee.

He shivered as the wind kicked up, reminding him all the more painfully that he no longer had his cloak. Footpads had attacked him two weeks ago, while he was running an errand to fetch a book for his employer. They'd taken his money, his pen knife, the book, and ruined his cloak in the process.

His employer, displeased to lose such an expensive book to Cowan's careless behavior, had terminated him on the spot. Since then, Cowan had not been able to find new employment. He was increasingly afraid he would have to go crawling home—and more afraid they would turn him away.

Finished eating, he slipped back out into the crowd, and made his way quickly toward the Grand Pavilion. He could hear them reading off the list of challengers, and pushed his way through the crowd, ignoring looks and curses and elbow jabs, bursting through just as his name was called, tripping over someone's foot and crashing to the stones.

The herald paused to sneer at him, while everyone else laughed uproariously at him. Cowan flushed, but wiped a smear of mud from his face and stood with shoulders squared.

"Cowan Medaughs," the herald drawled again, and rolled the parchment back up. "Challengers, face your king!"

The king stepped forward and gave a short speech, but Cowan barely heard it, too lost in staring. He was again struck with an air of sadness. No, that wasn't quite right. It was something like that … but of course he should know it, he saw it every time he caught his reflection in a pane of glass or bit of shined up metal. Loneliness.

"My first challenge," the king suddenly called out, "is only this: bring me the sun. Good luck, challengers. We will meet again in three days' time."

Cowan stood watching as the king left the dais upon which he'd been standing, vanishing into a tent. Bring him the sun? The sun, the sun…

Around him, people jostled and clamored and cursed, frustrated by the unusual challenge. Ignoring them, Cowan thought and thought. The sun, the sun, how in the world did one bring the king the sun?

He strolled absently through the city, barely noticing the markets, the people, until he was stopped short by a little flower girl who shoved a bouquet of wilted wild flowers into his face. "Blossom for a bit, sir?"

"That's it!" Cowan cried, and gave her a copper just because, and turned sharply, racing out of the city. He would have to travel quickly, but if he could find one…
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Cowan stood anxiously with his 'sun' in hand, feeling increasingly anxious and hopeless as the other challengers approached with their own variations of bringing the king the sun. Beautiful works of sculpture, painting, jewels, someone had brought a sundial. Worst of all, someone with the marks of a professor of the Academy had brought the king a beautiful book of legends and tales concerning the sun from around the world.

There was no possible way he could compete with that book, or the wealth and beauty of the other answers. What had he been thinking with his one stupid little thing? No doubt the tale to go with it was in the book, anyway.

He wilted where he stood, feeling sick with increasing dread the further down the list the herald got, until it was finally his turn. Well, he was already considered a laughing stock. One more day of mockery would not kill him and afterward he would simply bow out. He should never have gotten involved to begin with.

It was hard to remember that as he stepped out to the cleared square in the center of the pavilion, and the king's eyes were already fixed upon him. Gods, it was so hard not to stare into those eyes. There was kindness there, and Cowan suddenly found himself able to approach the king.

Someone laughed, and his momentary confidence immediately collapsed. He strode with head down to the throne, and extended the simple 'sun' he held—a bouquet of flowers with long, lush petals of a brilliant gold hue, just barely orange at the very center.

The laughter increased as everyone saw more clearly what he had presented.

"Goddess flowers?" a courtier said. "Honestly—" he shut up as the king shot him a look, and hastily slid back into the crowd and out of the king's sight.

The king turned back to Cowan. "They are beautiful. I am genuinely curious, Master Medaughs. How are these flowers bringing me the sun?"

"Uh—" Cowan slowly looked up, and fought down the shivers that threatened due to the cold. "At the very beginning of our kingdom, before it was a kingdom, nomads traveled through the land. Exiled from their homeland, resigned to wandering, they thought this empty land a blessing from their own goddess, the golden flowers filling the fields a sign from her. That is how we came to call them Goddess Flowers. However, in the native language of the nomads, no longer spoken save in very ancient texts and amongst scholars of that language, the words literally translate as 'Sun Flower' because they worshipped the Goddess of the Sun. These flowers were long believed to be her tears, fallen to the earth and turned to blossoms."

"Beautiful, and well done," the king said with approval, smiling warmly. He stood up and slowly approached, and Cowan wondered when his heart had begun to beat so quickly. Only a step or two away from Cowan, the king stopped. "Though I've many fine prizes to offer, I think I know one which would suit you and please you best. It, and all that might be in it, is yours for best meeting this day the Challenge of the Sun. You brought me the sun, so in reward I give you warmth." So saying, he removed his black, ermine-lined cloak and swung it around to settle on Cowan's shoulders, pinning the emerald cloak pin in place.

Cowan stared in shock. "Majesty—"

"Your prize, and fairly won," the king said firmly. "Take it."

Cowan stared for a moment, then simply nodded. The cloak smelled of amber and orange, the sort of scent only a king could afford. "Thank you, Your Majesty."

The king smiled, and squeezed his shoulder, so close for a moment that Cowan thought his heart would burst from his chest and now he could smell the orange and amber on the king's skin—

He flushed dark and barely kept from scrambling back, mortified by his own thoughts.

The king returned to his seat, and Cowan retreated to his own place, taking several deep breaths in a futile attempt to calm himself.

"Challengers," the king announced. "Many strong efforts on this first challenge were made, and one prize awarded. Let us see how you fair on the second challenge: bring me the moon."

Cowan stole one last look before the king vanished, then fled as quickly as he could with the unfamiliar weight of a king's cloak upon his shoulders. It was sinfully warm, and it was impossible to think of anything else when his mind was filled with the eyes and smile and scent and kindness of a man who would always be out of his reach.

He groaned as he realized he was smitten, and how hopelessly stupid was he to be smitten with the king? But even the realization of his stupidity did not keep him from finding a roof to settle down on for the night, where he could curl up in the cloak and daydream about the king, and how to make him smile by bringing him the moon.

The moon, the moon. That was even more difficult than the sun. If only he could reach out and steal a piece—

He paused, as it suddenly came to him. It would cost him everything he had, and whatever he had to sell—minus the cloak and cloak pin. He would never sell them; no matter he had to sleep on a roof.

Curling up in the cloak, smiling faintly, he fell quickly asleep.
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The stares—glares—were heavy upon him, but Cowan refused to care. The king was too marvelous a distraction for him to care about their petty behaviors any longer.

Waking up two mornings ago, he had felt something hard digging into his side. Thinking at first it was beneath the cloak, he had looked for a rock or piece of brick, but at last had realized the hard object was in the cloak itself. A few minutes searching uncovered a hidden pocket, within which was a small purse that contained more money than he had ever possessed.

He certainly had enough not to need to continue the challenges, to find a room to rent and even enough to pay his entrance fees … but there was plenty of time for all of that, and he had only two more chances to see the king, speak with him, and try to make him smile and look less lonely.

Cowan waited anxiously as challenger after challenger approached the throne, offering more gems, flowers, still more paintings and sculptures, books, glassware, china, even perfume—that made him sick with disappointment, until he realized it was only perfume.

Finally it was his turn, and he approached the throne with a shy, uncertain smile. It brightened, however, when the king smiled back. "Master Medaughs. What have you brought me in answer to the challenge?"

Unwrapping his fingers, Cowan presented the small, delicate glass bottle which he had held so protectively until then. It had taken a great deal of work to obtain it, but seeing the king smile in wonder and curiosity, he thought it would have been worth any cost or effort. When the king had taken the bottle, he said, "Long ago, Majesty, in the early days of our country, not long after the first king had been crowned, the land was beset by a tribe of savages who possessed the ability to turn into wolves. They attacked, killed many, and worst of all they spread their shape-changing ability to the people here. But the alchemists, those long ago and long lost masters of the arcane, devised a tonic that drove back the savages and cured the afflicted. The basis for that tonic was this—a solution of pure silver, called 'extract of the moon' by the alchemists. The secret of its making was only recently rediscovered. It is used by farmers and villagers, when they can afford it, to create the wolfs bane potion that keeps back the wolves that run thick in the forests."

"Well done," the king said, and once again approached him. "You are a most worthy challenger indeed, my fine historian. It is no wonder you hope to attend the Royal Academy. I am certain they cannot wait to see all that you might offer."

Cowan almost laughed at that, and did not have the heart to tell the king that he was the only one who thought Cowan deserved to be at the Academy. Given he had twice now won the challenge over at least one professor he did not foresee ever being granted entrance, even though he was able to pay the fees. "Thank you, Majesty," he said, and tried to bow his head deferentially, but he could not look away—it was all he could do to remain still and not move closer.

"A beautiful piece of the moon you have brought me, a fine charm that once fixed many wrongs. Your prize, my scholar, shall be a different sort of charm." He slid a ring from his finger, silver and with the king's symbol. A royal service ring. It meant that wherever he went, he would never want for food and bed—whoever bore such a ring was granted room and board without question, because he served the king.

"Majesty…" he shivered despite himself as the king took his hand, but instead of dropping the ring into his palm, the king turned his hand over and slid the ring onto Cowan's finger. He held on a moment longer, then slowly let Cowan's hand go.

Cowan looked up into his eyes, wanting so badly to lean in closer, to…to…

To do things he had no business doing, should not even be thinking. Someone, someday, would make the king happy—but it would be someone worthy, not some peasant struggling to survive and in possession of an education that clashed with every other aspect of his life. "Majesty," he finally said, the word coming out more softly than he intended. "Thank you."

"You are welcome," the king replied, and something about his smile was different, but Cowan could not say precisely how. Satisfaction, maybe? He was not certain. Turning away, he reluctantly withdrew to his place, ignoring the looks and the loathing he could practically feel upon the air.

"Challengers," the king cried out. "One challenge remains; let us see what you make of it. In three days, you are to bring me the stars. Good luck."

The stars? Cowan worried at his lip, completely stumped on that one. Diamonds was the easy answer, or something similar, but there was no real star-like significance to them. No, stars were not diamonds. They were too distant and fragile looking for that.

He glanced over his shoulder as he left, and stumbled to halt in surprise, to see the king remained on the dais and was watching him. Flushing, Cowan turned hastily around and bolted from the clearing, making for his little rooftop, bundling up in the cloak he still liked to think smelled like the king.

As night fell, he sat so that he could look up at the stars in comfort, naming them silently, recalling all their stories, hoping for some sort of inspiration. He had managed sun and moon, somehow, surely he could figure out how to bring the king a star … and then what?

Would he win another prize? Would he win the grand prize? What would it be? Perhaps he could ask for admittance to the Academy; that would be the wisest and most practical. With the king's favor, maybe he would have to occasionally give an accounting of himself to the king. He would tell all that he had done, and the king would listen, and then…

And then what, he thought with sudden bitterness. Kings did not talk and idle their days away with students, never mind peasants. Once the challenges were over, he would have only his cloak and ring by which to remember the king. He stood a better chance of catching a falling star than catching a …

Falling star. That was it. He knew where to find a falling star. Standing up and turning around, he looked toward the mountain. If he pushed hard, he could get there and back in three days.
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"Cowan Medaughs! Cowan Medaughs! Cowan—"

"Here!" Cowan cried, bursting through the crowd, tripping as someone thrust a leg out, crashing hard to the pavilion stones with a cry of pain. Ignoring the scraped, bleeding skin on his hand, the way his elbow throbbed on the opposite arm, he clambered to his feet and strode anxiously forward. "I'm here."

"Cowan," the king said, startling him by using his first name. "I was beginning to fear you would not show."

"I'm sorry," Cowan said. "It took me longer than I thought."

The king smiled. "Did you climb into the sky to get the stars, my scholar?"

Startled by the words, distracted by the smile, Cowan reacted without thinking. He burst out laughing, still grinning when he finally managed to say, "No, Majesty, though gladly would I climb that high for you if I could. I only went up the Painted Mountain to the temple there."

He flushed dark as the king smiled then, slow and pleased and warm. "Oh? I did not know the old priests there could call down stars."

Cowan smiled, still distracted and pleased that he had managed to get them. He reached into his cloak, relieved to feel they were still intact. Extending his cupped hands, he dropped into the king's cupped palms a handful of delicate star-shaped objects that seemed to be made of something like glass, but not quite that.

"In the days of the third king, Majesty, the kingdom was again attacked. This time the men were armored, brutal, terrifying. The kingdom was nearly lost, because we could not do them enough harm to slow them down and steal the advantage. Then the alchemists, together with the priests of the temple, devised a clever little device. These are made of fairy glass, which shatters into the tiniest of pieces. The priests were experts with the stuff, and made these little containers to hold a special substance devised by the alchemists. When thrown from the safety of the castle walls, these little containers rained down upon the enemy, shattering on impact, covering them with small amounts of a deadly poison that killed the moment it touched skin. Used in this manner, the damage was mostly contained to the enemies, and did not spread all over ground and comrades. They were extremely dangerous, however, and after the war was finally won the king banned them. But throughout the war, the enemies referred to them as a rain of death. We, however, called them falling stars."

The king stood, and approached him, taking both Cowan's hands. "You are brilliant and clever, wise and hard-working. Tell me, my wise scholar, do you know the story of Consort Lore?"

Cowan frowned in thought, speaking slowly as he said, "Consort Lore was consort to the tenth king, and it's said that he was made consort after winning…" Cowan's eyes widened. "Majesty—"

He got no further as the king kissed him, releasing Cowan's hands to slide his arms around Cowan's waist, immediately possessive. After a moment of shock Cowan responded, fingers clinging tightly to the sleeves of the king's shirt. The amber and orange smelled so much better, a thousand times better, upon the king's warm skin.

This could not be, he had to be dreaming, such things did not happen to people like him.

But if he was asleep, he could not figure out how to wake. He blinked as they finally broke apart. "Majesty?" he asked, words so low none but the two of them could hear.

"I want you for my consort," the king replied, "unless you have some objection."

"Everyone else will object? I am hardly worthy—"

"That is for me to decide, and you," the king said. "You have proven more than worthy; it is only for you to accept or reject."

"I don't understand why," Cowan said.

"Because you are everything a consort should be," the king replied. "That aside, you drew me from the moment we met, and I think you looked as lonely as I, and now we both seem less so."

Cowan smiled, because this was true. He had been so absorbed in the king, in the challenges, that he had not felt lonely at all save when he thought of never seeing the king again. "You eased me. I hoped I eased you, but could not say for certain."

"You do," the king said. "I want you by my side."

"That is where I would like to be, Majesty," Cowan admitted, and smiled as he realized that he could be, would be, despite all odds.

"Then it is done," the king replied, "and my name is Seay."

"Seay," Cowan repeated softly, before Seay kissed him again, while around them the people could only stand and stare, shocked into absolute silence.


The Knight of the Rose

Once upon a time there was a king who wanted only the best for his children, and for them to be happy. When it came time for each to marry, he saw to it he obtained for each of them only the most perfect companion.

When it came time for his youngest son to marry, the king sent out for the very best knights in the kingdom, for his youngest son was a mage, and had a penchant for danger, and would need someone to keep him safe once his father was gone. The king sent out a proclamation for knights of noble bearing, who had slain no less than one hundred dragons, broken no less than two hundred curses, and saved no less than three hundred persons. Only knights so brave and smart and daring would be good enough to care for his dear son.

Many weeks later, two knights arrived bearing the king's proclamation, and said they met all the qualifications required by His Majesty.

The first knight was grand and glorious, tall and broad and handsome. He had long, gold hair and eyes like blue diamonds. He wore fine plate armor that was polished to a mirror shine, and sparkled like silver in the sunlight. At his hip was a fine broadsword, the hilt resplendent with jewels, the pommel carved into the shape of a great bird. His shield was carried by one of his six servants, painted with bright colors, dominated by a crest of the sun. His steed was a white mare with a silver mane and golden horn, and she was sweet and docile as another of the six servants held her reins. The people admired him, and smiled at him, and whispered that of course the prince would choose such a perfect, beautiful knight. He bowed to the king and smiled a charming smile, and declared he was a knight of the Order of the Sun.

They laughed behind their hands at the second knight, and whispered that the king should send so sad and tarnished a knight away, for how could he compare to the first?

The second knight was short, stocky, with a squashed-looking nose and an unsightly scar that ran across his cheek and chin. He had hair the color of pitch, cut very close to his scalp, and his eyes were the color of dishwater. His armor was only old chainmail, with patches where tears had replaced with newer links. At his hip, his sword was a simple thing, the hilt wrapped in leather, the pommel unadorned. Beside him, restless and alert and standing protectively close to the knight, was his steed. He was also black as pitch, body riddled with the marks of battle, his mane the color of dull steel, and the broken horn on his head the color of old iron. The knight knelt before the king, and said that he was a knight of the Order of the Rose, and honored to be able to answer the summons of his king.

Greeting them both, and thanking them for coming, the king then announced they each face many challenges that day to prove which of them was most worthy of his son. All day long, beneath the hot summer sun, the knights met challenge after challenge. Never were they given a chance to pause, but went many hours with neither drink nor food nor rest.

At the end of the day, the king called them before him once more and bid them kneel. The Knight of the Sun was still beautiful and resplendent, hardly the worse for wear in his ordeals, for he had smoothly and cleverly led his six servants all the day through each and every challenge. Beside him, the Knight of the Rose was sweaty and tired and worn, exhausted from his labors, for he had faced each of his challenges alone.

The king congratulated each of them on a job well done, and asked if either would like something to drink.

The Knight of the Sun said he would like a draught of wine to quench his thirst from a long day's work. And the king nodded, and his request was granted.

The Knight of the Rose asked for water for his steed, for the beast was exhausted from a long day's work. And the king nodded, and his request was granted.

Next, the king asked if they would like something to eat.

The Knight of the Sun said he would like a fine meal, for he had toiled all day long and required nourishment. And the king nodded, and his request was granted.

The Knight of the Rose requested that the six servants who had assisted their Knight be given a fine meal, for they had toiled all day long and deserved nourishment. And the king nodded, and his request was granted.

Finally, the king asked each knight, "Why did you come here?"

"To marry the prince," replied the Knight of the Sun.

"Because my king bid me," replied the Knight of the Rose.

And the king nodded, and withdrew, and bid his son make his choice. The prince stepped forward. He was tall and willowy, with smooth skin darkened by the sun, hair like the dying embers of a fire and eyes like new grass, glowing bright with the strength of his magic. He had watched the knights carefully throughout the day, and the challenges and the questions put to them by his father had all been of the prince's devising.

He ignored the grand and glorious Knight of the Sun as he stepped down from the high dais of the royal throne. Through the dust and dirt he walked, past the Knight of the Sun and his six servants, to kneel before the haggard, solitary Knight of the Rose. From his robes, he pulled out a token—a plain gold ring bearing a signet of a rose in full bloom; it had been a gift to the prince from his mother many years ago. "I would be honored, dear knight, if you would be mine."

The Knight of the Rose looked at the prince in surprise, but took the ring and slid it on his finger. Then he smiled, the first smile he had given all the long day, and despite his squashed nose and terrible scar and ragged state he was the most handsome of men. He rose to his feet, and helped the prince stand as well. Then the Knight of the Rose kissed his prince, and all were happy.

Except the Knight of the Sun, but that is a tale for another day.

A/N: The tale of the Knight of the Sun was done by a friend of mine. You can read at http://drowning-london.livejournal.com/119284.html#cutid1


Three Questions

Once upon a time there was a grand king who had three sons. The eldest became a glorious soldier, the grandest of knights, a hero beloved of the people. He was destined for the crown, and would someday wear it well.

When the time came for him to wed, he called a challenge of duels: whosoever could best him in three duels of skill and fortitude, would marry the crown prince. And so the challengers came, thousands of people from across the kingdom, eager for the chance to marry the great and glorious crown prince. But one after another, they went again, unable to win the duels.

Until one day a beautiful woman with golden hair and shining golden armor appeared to challenge him. Try as he might, the crown prince could not defeat her, and so he took her happily to be his bride.

The king's second son was born shrewd and sharp, with a silver tongue that could convince a bird to give up flying, a fish to give up swimming. He grew to be a renowned politician, a diplomat of unsurpassed skill, securing boons from around the world for the good of his father's kingdom. None could deceive or resist the words he spun.

When the time came for the prince to marry, he called for a challenge of lies—whosoever could fool him, he would marry. And so the people came by thousands, eager for a chance at the handsome, clever prince. All who challenged him told the prince two truths, and one lie, but every time the prince was able to mark the lie, and so all went away again, defeated.

Until one day a beautiful maiden appeared, pale of hair, dressed in a gown trimmed in silver, and her voice and words were more beautiful still as she spoke. Try as he might, the prince could not pick out the lie amidst her truths. Bested, the prince took her happily to be his bride.

The king's youngest son was possessed of a brilliant mind, steeped in knowledge—history, government, religion, language, magic, literature, down to even the most arcane lore. Any question, no matter how strange or obscure, the prince could answer. Often his brothers and father turned to him, when they had need of some bit of law or warfare or culture.

When the time came for the prince to wed, he called for a challenge of questions—whosoever could answer three questions, match him in knowledge, he would marry. And so the people came by thousands, eager to wed the brilliant, beautiful youngest prince. Despite their efforts, however, none could answer the prince's questions.

Gradually, the challengers faded off, and the prince withdrew once more to his books.

 

 

Odiore looked up as the door to his private study in the great library opened, annoyed that someone would dare to enter without first knocking. Sharp words of reprimand died in his throat, however, as saw who it was, unable to believe what he was seeing. "What are you doing here?" he finally asked, then closed his mouth, refusing to say anything more.

Of all the people in the world, he had never expected Brenim to walk uninvited into his study. The youngest son of the ancient Baron Velasco, he had been friends with Odiore's eldest brother, Rowell. He was five years older than Odiore, but had always had time to speak with the young, awkward child that Odiore had been (whereas Rowell had just tried to lose him).

Odiore had been crushed when Brenim had left years ago to travel, to seek his fortune, since being the youngest of several children he would inherit little or nothing. Only a year or so after he left, stories began to trickle back of his travels and adventures—dragons slain, enchantments broken, curses lifted, monsters fought. All knew the tales of Brenim the Cursebreaker.

Like the fool he was, Odiore meticulously recorded every tale that reached his ears, each to its own slender volume, bound in copper-toned brown leather, with annotations for all the variations he heard. He had never thought to see Brenim again, had hoped, foolishly, that his feelings would finally fade. That whoever answered his questions would finally help him forget the first man he'd ever loved.

But he could not say he was as disappointed as he should have been when no one had been able to answer his questions and challengers eventually ceased to arrive.

"Is that any way to greet an old friend?" Brenim asked, and the older, deeper version of his charming smile was far more devastating than it had been when Odiore was an innocent boy.

"You were Rowell's friend," Odiore replied, closing his book and removing his reading spectacles. "His offices are in the armory, in the east wing."

"I remember where to find the armory," Brenim said, leaning against the door frame, and folding his arms across his chest, looking amused.

He also looked even more handsome than when he had left, having filled out the gangly body in which he had departed. His hair was still the most beautiful shade of brown, dark and rich, but fading to a lighter, almost copper tone at the tips. His eyes were that same coppery shade, bright and sharp against his unfashionably tanned skin. He had scars acquired on his hands and throat, a small one at the edge of his cheek.

Jerking his gaze away, Odiore stared at his books as Brenim continued speaking. "I consider you a friend, too. You were a sweet kid, and even at ten you were already smarter than at least half the people here. By fifteen, you were smarter than everyone. Stories span the world of the Scholar Prince."

Odiore scoffed, waving a hand dismissively. "Indeed. That would make for unbearable listening, I should think. Today he read this book."

Brenim laughed. "The tales I hear are livelier than that: an ambassador who went home in shame when you knew more of his laws than he, and more of his family history. That you discovered a new, safer way of killing dragons. There were tales of poison, and roses—"

"Enough," Odiore cut in, scowling. "No doubt you have tales of your own, why bother with mine?"

"Did you hear tales of me?" Brenim asked lightly, looking amused.

"I might have caught bits of one or two," Odiore said stiffly, very carefully not thinking about the fifty or so volumes on a shelf right behind his desk.

Brenim smiled, slow and bright, and if Odiore was given to blushing, he sensed right then he would be bright red.

"It's dinner time, by the way," Brenim said abruptly. "I told your father I would come fetch you."

Scowling again, Odiore pulled his watch from his jacket pocket and saw it was indeed far later than he had realized. "Very well," he said, and stood up, neatening his clothes and hair, pulling out a special cloth to wipe smudges of ink from his face and hands. "Shall we then?" he asked when he was ready.

Brenim stepped out of the doorway, and dipped into an elegant bow as Odiore reached him. "After you, my prince."

It was a common enough courtesy, but Odiore once again was left feeling relieved that he was not given to blushing.

The great dining hall was already crowded when they arrived, the royal table crammed with his family and those persons invited to dine with them. The conversation faded off briefly as Odiore and Brenim drew close and greetings were exchanged.

Odiore was annoyed to realize that Brenim had been seated next to him, but only sipped his wine and fell into the familiar, if boring, rhythms of a court dinner.

Except those rhythms were interrupted by Brenim, who seemed to charm the entire table with his tales, with stories of the exotic places he had been—and frequently turning to Odiore, and saying something just to him.

Almost like he was flirting, but Odiore could not fathom that was true, and so for his part responded only politely and briefly.

Just when he thought he could take no more, the dinner began to draw to a close, leaving him free to slip away once the entertainment began. But then his father said, "Now, Master Brenim, I believe you said you desired to answer Odiore's challenge?"

Odiore froze in the process of lifting his coffee cup, then hastily set it down again. "What?" he asked, looking at Brenim, then his father. "What nonsense is this?"

"I've been gone ten years," Brenim said. "In that time, I've expanded my wealth, my skill, and my knowledge. Now I return to face your challenge, Prince Odiore. Ask your questions."

Odiore's heart thudded in his chest, and his tongue seemed stuck in his mouth. Finally, though, he gave a nod, and managed to say, "Very well, Master Brenim."

The king smiled, and his brothers grinned, and Odiore wanted to smack them all.

Standing, the king called out for silence. "We have a challenger for the hand of my youngest son. Rise, Prince Odiore. Rise, Master Brenim."

Obediently rising, they moved around the table to stand before it, facing each other, visible to the entire room.

Brenim smiled, meeting his eyes, waiting patiently.

"Your first question is this, Master Brenim: once upon a time a woman was chained in a basement by an evil wizard, who every day made her spin straw into gold. Every day she tried to kill him, and every day she failed, for nothing could harm him—not blade nor poison nor a rock to his head. One day, however, she happened to learn his secret, that it would take but one word to kill him. What was that one word?"

Smile widening, Brenim replied, "His name, for on that wizard had been placed a spell, that he would live forever so long as he never heard another say his name."

Odiore drew a sharp, startled breath. "Correct," he said, and waited for the noise of the crowd to die down before he continued. "Your second question is this, Master Brenim: once upon a time a prince was cursed, taken from the woman he loved by his evil stepmother. Determined to rescue her lost love, the woman set out on a quest to find the hidden castle to which he had been taken. No one, however, could tell her where to find the strange castle, only that it was impossible to reach. Finally, though, the woman did learn its location. Where was the castle located?"

"East of the sun, west of the moon," Brenim replied. "Only the mighty north wind can reach it without need of magic. He carried the woman to the castle, where she was able to free her prince, forced to live as a bear, bound to his troll stepmother until the curse was broken."

"Correct," Odiore said softly, barely able to hear himself, so loud seemed the beating of his heart. When the noise around them once more died down, he said, "Your final question is this, Master Brenim: one thousand years ago, a princess and her entire palace were cursed to sleep forever. Five hundred years ago, a noble prince was cursed and turned into a toad. Two hundred years ago, a fair princess was poisoned by a cursed apple. Though most books say these people died of their curses, they were in fact all saved by the same thing. What saved them?"

Brenim grinned, and stepped forward, grasping Odiore's shoulders and jerking him close. He bent his head to kiss Odiore hard, deep—possessively.

Odiore knew he should draw back, such behavior was more than a little unseemly—but Brenim was kissing him, and had answered all three questions—

He drew back, scowling. "Strictly speaking, that's not an answer."

"A demonstration. The answer is true love's kiss—to free a sleeping beauty from her slumber, to turn a toad back into a prince, and revive a poisoned princess. All curses, weak or strong, can be broken by true love's kiss."

"Correct," Odiore said, only just remembering to say it loud enough for all to hear. More quietly, he said, "Since when—"

"Since you were old enough for me to see what you would become and realize I wanted to be worthy of that man."

Odiore frowned at him. "You were always worthy."

Brenim only smiled, and drew him close again. "Shut up, and kiss your betrothed, my prince."

He started to argue, feeling they were far from finished discussing the matter—then decided it could wait, because Brenim had answered his questions, and so was his forever. Matching Brenim's smile, he drew him back down for another kiss.


The Witch in the Woods

Once upon a time there was a king. He was a young king, only just thirty-three summers, and he ruled a small, quiet kingdom that saw no greater trouble than the occasional band of thieves or a wizard whose spells went out of control.

The king's parents died when he was very young, leaving him with not just a kingdom to rule, but two brothers to raise. He tried his best, the young king, but being little more than a boy himself he did not know much about raising children.

His brothers grew up healthy and handsome, but also selfish and ungrateful. Though all in the kingdom knew the young king was not at fault, he blamed himself for every wrong committed by his brothers. Determined that they should learn the ways of the world once and for all, and gain the honor and pride they lacked, he arranged for a grand festival to be held over the course of two days.

Then he told his brothers that they must in those two days choose a spouse, a new life, and learn something from it, or he would cast them out of the kingdom. Angrily the brothers protested, but the king remained firm: marriage or exile.

Two nights before the ball, the brothers snuck out of the palace and slipped into the woods. They were a treacherous place, the woods, long known as the Laughing Forest for the spirits who dwelled there and laughed and chuckled and snickered in the moments before they tormented their victims.

Pale moonlight offered just enough light to tease, leaving the brothers to trip and tumble as they journeyed, soft laughter chasing them all the way. They wended their way along a path that seemed to change whenever they took their eyes from it. Every sound made them jump, made their breath catch, every ghostly laugh sped their hearts and quickened their step.

Just as they could take no more, yellow-orange light drew them to the glade they had been seeking: the home of the witch. The air smelled sweet, like candy or fresh gingerbread and the brothers remembered again all the tales of the witch mad enough to live deep in the Laughing Forest, the witch whom everyone said could provide anything the heart desired—for a price.

Reaching the cottage, the brothers knocked upon the door. It was opened a moment later by a tall, spindly man with short, spiky red hair, sun-dark, freckled skin, and hazel eyes. He was, the brothers noted with wrinkled noses, quite homely, not as beautiful or frightening as a witch should be.

"How can I help you?" the witch asked.

"You need to give us a spell," said the first brother, whose name was Timlin.

The witch sneered at them. "I don't need to do anything. I do not take orders from anyone, not even royalty," he added when the second brother, Ranlin, tried to protest. "If you want my help, try asking politely and I may agree to lend my services. But you'll not get anything but this door slammed in your face if you only order me about."

The brothers glared at the witch, but the witch only continued to scowl right back.

"We'll pay you, of course," Ranlin finally said. "If that's what's got you in a snit."

The witch heaved a sigh and muttered something about brats, but then said more clearly, "I do not accept conventional means of payment. If you do not agree to my terms then you will not get the spell you desire. If all you have to offer me is gold then you can leave."

"We'll give you whatever you want," Timlin snapped. "As you already know, we're royalty. We can give you anything."

"Being royalty does not grant the power to give anything. I assure you that though I am but a humble witch, living alone in the woods, I have more to offer than either of you. Come inside, but do not think to cheat or harm me or the spells you desire will work against you rather than for you."

The brothers motioned impatiently, and Timlin said, "Yes, yes. Can we just get on with it?"

The witch pursed his lips, but nodded and motioned for them to sit at the large table that took up the center of the room. Many bottles, boxes, bowls, and other such items were scattered across it, filled with all manner of magical ingredients. A book took up one corner, a stack of more near it. The room smelled of wood smoke and pungent herbs.

When they had taken their seats, the witch stood on the other side of the table and folded his arms across his chest. Though he was so homely looking, and wore only faded breeches and a heavily-patched shirt, something about him made the brothers suddenly nervous.

But when he continued to scowl at them, waiting and waiting, Ranlin finally said, "Our odious brother says we must marry or face exile. We want spells to ensure we get ideal spouses, so he does not try to force us to marry the people he wants."

"I see," the witch said. "Ideal for whom?"

Timlin cast him a look of great annoyance. "Why for us, of course, you halfwit. Who else?"

"Who else indeed," the witch murmured, but unfolded his arms and nodded. "Very well, then. If you desire spouses who suit you, then you shall have them. I will deliver the spell to you the day of the first ball. By the end of the second night, you will each have found the spouse for whom you are most suited. As to payment …"

"We aren't paying you anything until we know the spells have worked," Ranlin said.

The witch gave him a cold look. "My spells never fail. My payment is due when the spells are given to you, and my payment is this: you will make me your guest at the festival. You will dance with me, you will sit beside me at dinner and speak with me, you will provide me with all that I require to enjoy the ball as your guest. Trivial things for two princes to provide. Do we have a bargain?"

"Yes, yes," the brothers chorused impatiently. "If that is all you want, then you shall have it."

"Very well, then," the witch said. "The bargain is struck. Tell me, then, what it is you love best in all the world."

They stared at him blankly, and the witch prodded, "What is your favorite thing to do? What would you do all the day long if you were permitted?"

"I enjoy the hunt," Timlin said. "I want to bring down the greatest beast ever to walk the land."

Ranlin sneered at his brother's words and said, "Music. There is no finer thing than golden voices singing sweetly to me all the day long."

"Very well," said the witch. "Now you may go. I will make your spells and you'll have them the morning of the first day. Remember my warnings."

Nodding, the brothers hastened away back to the palace and the warm safety of their soft beds.

Two days passed swiftly by as the whirlwind preparations consumed everyone. The king, seeing the good cheer of his brothers, thought them finally excited by the opportunity being given them and allowed himself some excitement as well.

But as the day of the festival arrived a witch presented himself at the palace and announced he was a guest of Their Royal Highnesses. The princes agreed to see him, grimacing all the while, receiving him in the smallest, darkest parlor in the palace, so seldom used it was covered with dust.

The witch held out two necklaces, and the brothers saw they were bone charms strung on leather cord. Peasant jewelry, nothing at all what princes would wear. "Your spells," the witch said. "Charms, actually. They are called charms of destiny, and they will give you what you seek. Wear them at all times, and the spouse for whom you are meant will be drawn to you, bound to you eternally."

"Can you not give us a potion or some such?" Timlin asked, eyeing the charm distastefully.

"No," the witch snapped. "You want this particular spell; this is how you get it. Be warned, though, Your Highnesses. There is no undoing this spell, or avoiding the spell running its course once you put the charms around your necks. The moment the charms are in place they will seek out that which suits you and bind you to it forever. It cannot be stopped once started, and only greater—darker, forbidden—magic can undo it."

Timlin sighed. "Yes, witch. We get it. That is what we want—spouses suited to us, not suited to our brother's whim. I just do not see why the spell must take on this… particular appearance."

"Never fear, you are free to hide them beneath your clothes. Now for your end of the bargain."

"Yes, yes," Ranlin said. "We will send someone to see to you immediately." They left without another word, leaving the witch to wait.

A short time later, two guards stepped into the parlor and grabbed hold of the witch. They dragged him through the halls of the palace, into the servants' spaces, then out into the back where they threw him out. "Never darken the palace again, witch, or it is the executioner to whom you will answer for your dark deeds."

The witch watched them go, angry and sad, the clothes he had taken such pains to clean and patch covered in mud and muck, his carefully polished boots ruined. Slowly standing, he cleaned off what mud he could and strode back into the palace.

Many tried to stop him, but all fell away either from the look in his eye or the twitch of his fingers as though he were about to cast some terrible spell.

"Halt!"

The witch turned and saw a man who could only be the king, and his cheeks went scarlet to see so handsome a figure. He felt all the more acutely his own sorry state, and nearly abandoned his goal—but a bargain was a bargain, and he had felt it when the brothers put on the charms. Lifting his chin, he said, "Your Majesty, I have come to collect the payment owed me by your brothers. They wear my spells, and they tried to have me thrown out rather than pay their debt."

"What?" the king said, and turned to one of his servants. "Tell my brothers to attend me in my chambers immediately. You, come with me." He marched off and the witch hastened after him.

In the king's private chambers, his two brothers waited with sour looks upon their faces. Taking a seat before an enormous window, sunshine spilling over him, the king said, "What is the meaning of this? Did you pay this witch for spells?"

The brothers said nothing, and the king sighed. "Witch, what spells did they purchase, and what compensation is owed you?"

"In exchange for two charms of destiny, I asked to be treated as their guest for the whole of the festival: to be dressed suitably, to dance with them, to eat and converse at the banquets."

"That is an easy price to pay, and I am ashamed they tried to cheat you," the king replied. "It shall be paid. You two had best stay out of my sight. I am ashamed not just by your attempts to use magic as an easy way to meet my demands, but by your attempts to avoid paying the debt you owe. Let us hope you learn something over the next two days. Get out."

The brothers fled, red-faced with fury and humiliation. The king again offered his apologies, and summoned a servant. "See this man is treated as my honored guest, and given every luxury. What is your name, witch?"

"Anson, Your Majesty. Thank you."

"Enjoy the festival, Master Anson," the king replied, and with a fleeting, polite smile left Anson to the care of the servant.

Bowing, the servant murmured, "This way, Master Anson," and led him through the halls of the palace to a beautiful room easily twice the size of Anson's cottage. In short order, the servant arranged for a bath and food, and by the time Anson was done the servant had summoned tailors and seamstresses and piles and piles of clothes to adjust.

When they were finally done, Anson looked in a large mirror set out for him and scarcely recognized the reflection that stared back at him. The boring face was still the same, the hair still hopelessly bright and already trying to turn messy again, but he did not look like a witch who lived alone in the woods with only his old horse and a few thieving rabbits in the garden to call friends.

Maybe, just maybe, he would enjoy himself for two days after all. "Thank you," he said to all the servants who had aided him. "I appreciate all you have done for me."

"It is our pleasure to serve the king and all his honored guests," said the servant the king had ordered assist him.

"Of course," Anson said, and let them go to attend duties more important than dressing up a silly witch.

As ready as he could be, Anson left his room and wandered the halls of the palace until he found the garden where all were gathered for an afternoon garden party. Many looked at him, and Anson smiled shyly whenever one chanced to catch his gaze, but in reply they only turned away and whispered to one another. His smiles faded away as he caught the words 'witch' and 'curse' and others far more unpleasant.

Taking a glass of white wine from a table laden with food and drink, Anson stood at the edge of a dance floor that had been arranged in the middle of the garden. Lords and ladies twirled in elegant display to the sweet music filling the air. It reminded Anson of days long past, when his mother had hummed those same tunes, occasionally singing, as she taught him to dance in their little cottage.

He looked around the garden and eventually spied the terrible two tucked away out of sight of the king in a corner. They saw him and hastened away, casting dark looks over their shoulders, and Anson tried not to be disappointed. It was not as though either of them would have made a pleasant dance partner. Sipping at his wine, Anson looked around for someone else who might not mind dancing with him, but wherever he looked gazes turned hastily away.

When his glass was empty, he returned it to the table and decided that a walk would be better than lingering at the edge of the dance floor like a desperate, pathetic fool. Turning away from the table, he collided smartly with a dark blue velvet jacket. Looking up, he immediately flushed as he stared into the dark blue eyes of the king. "My apologies, Your Majesty."

"No need," the king said. "I believe you were owed a dance, were you not? My worthless brothers have scampered off, so I will do the honors. Come." He offered a hand, and Anson took it before his nerves could convince him to refuse.

Whispers rose and then abruptly died as the king escorted him to the dance floor. Anson had dreamed a thousand dances alone in his bed at night. He had day dreamed a thousand more toiling over his table bringing dreams and wishes to life for others. Not even his most extravagant fantasies compared to dancing with the king, who danced with grace and elegance, talked and charmed throughout, and acted as though Anson were in fact a dear friend and they had danced so countless times.

When they finally stopped, and the king left him back at the refreshment table, Anson felt bereft. He stared after the king as long as he could, then took another glass of wine and drank it more hastily than was wise.

He could feel the stares of the others more acutely, but still no one else approached him. Retreating to a corner, Anson ignored them all in favor of reliving his dance with the king over and over. And if he pretended the king had danced because he had wanted to, and not to pay a price, well what harm was there in that?

By the time dinner came, Anson was starving and anxious and lightheaded from too much wine. Again he hung back, uncertain what to do, where to go when there were so many tables and people who followed rules Anson had never learned.

A servant appeared at his elbow, however, and with a quietly murmured, "This way, Master Anson," led him to the table where the king sat.

The king smiled warmly, and Anson hurt with how much he wished it was genuine. "My brothers are still missing, but I am certain that comes as no surprise to you. Please, do sit and I will do my best to entertain you in their place."

"It is not your place to pay their price, Majesty," Anson replied as he sat down. "I am sorry you are burdened by their debts."

The king laughed. "If you are a burden, then I wish more of their debts were like you, Master Anson. Now, eat, please. I will make you known to our fellow dining companions, and they will be only too happy to regale a new face with their old stories."

To Anson's surprise, the lords and ladies did seem eager to talk—and talk and talk, until he was quite overwhelmed with wine and words. It was the most fun he had ever had in his life, and though he had little to say himself Anson lapped up everything said to him and tucked it all away to enjoy again later in his cottage.

Dinner was nearing its end when there came a great roar from the far side of the room, and a great and terrible beast with dark fur and enormous horns filled the doorway. It wrapped one great paw around Timlin, who screamed and tried to struggle free.

"Guards!" the king bellowed, as all the lords, ladies, and servants fled with terrified screams.

"No!" Anson cried out as the guards appeared. "You must halt. It is the charm of destiny which has brought the beast."

The king rounded on him, eyes blazing with fury as he snatched the witch close. "What have you done to my brother?"

"Only what he asked me for," Anson said, hurt the king thought he would let anyone come to harm, even though he knew it was foolish to feel so. "Your brother loves only the hunt, and wants nothing more than to bring down the greatest of beasts. Instead, he has become the one captured by the beast. See how the charm binds them together."

Reluctantly doing as bid, the king stared tight-lipped as the beast cradled his brother close and rumbled in a way reminiscent of a purr. Timlin, pale and shaking, glared hatefully across the room at Anson. "Witch!" he bellowed. "How dare you do this to me!"

"The spouse for whom he is most suited," Anson repeated. "The charm has spoken."

The king let him go, laughing softly. "So be it. Timlin, I accept your choice of spouse. You may go."

Growling in satisfaction, the beast carried Timlin away.

"He will be all right, yes?" the king asked.

"They are suited, and assuming your brother is willing to learn and grow …" Anson shrugged. "I make the spells, but I have little control over them. But he'll be safe, and possibly even happy someday."

The king finally let him go. "What is in store for Ranlin?"

"I know not, only that it will suit," Anson said with a bare smile he could not quite contain. "I feel it when the spell takes hold, but until then I know as little as they."

"Very well," the king said with a sigh. "The hour is late, and the festival effectively over for the night. Good night, witch."

"Goodnight," Anson replied, but the king had already turned away. A servant appeared to guide Anson back to his room, and exhausted from the long day, Anson fell quickly asleep and dreamed of dancing.

The next morning, the castle was all but vibrating with gossip of Timlin carried off by a beast with the king's blessing. Ranlin was nowhere to be found, and Anson quickly grew tired of the way people stared at him even more blatantly than they had before.

The second day of the ball included a tournament, with all manner of performances and even a great joust. Anson remembered his mother's stories of such things, the parades and banners, the knights in their gleaming armor and bright, colorful tunics.

Anson was escorted to the king's private box, and tried not to notice that save for servants they were completely alone. "Are you enjoying the festival?" the king asked.

"Yes, Majesty. Thank you again for—"

"No need," the king said, and smiled at him. "Who do you think will win the joust?"

Anson blinked at him, then looked over the contenders. "I'm sure I couldn't say. I've never seen a joust and know nothing about them."

The king laughed. "Well, take a look and pick. It's all in fun. Give a token to your champion if you're inclined; they're good luck." He winked, but was kept from saying anything further as a servant ghosted in to murmur something in his ear.

Leaving him in peace, Anson turned his full attention to the jousters. There were ten in all, with seemingly every conceivable cover on display amongst them. In the end, he decided on a knight much younger than the rest, dressed in simple green and gold, hanging back from the others and with no token to his name save a rose pinned to the front of his tunic.

"Have you made your choice?" the king asked, making him jump.

"Uh—yes," Anson said, and indicated the knight in green.

The king seemed surprised. "A good choice, but he's young and new and easy to overlook." Gesturing to a servant down below, the king had the knight brought. "Your token, then, Master Anson."

Not knowing what else to offer, taking his cue from what the other knights wore, Anson removed a bracelet he was wearing and handed it to the knight. "Good luck."

Grinning brightly, the young man gave an awkward half-bow from his horse, then rode off.

When the jousting began, Anson quickly found himself caught up in the excitement, cheering and screaming and protesting along with everyone else, and he cheered loudest of all when his chosen knight took round after round—and finally secured the grand prize.

After he had claimed his prize, the knight rode up and handed back the token, along with part of the coin he had won. "Thank you for the faith, good sir." He kissed each of Anson's cheeks, then rode off again to where a little girl stood waiting eagerly. A sister, Anson surmised, and smiled.

"Well done," the king said, gripping his shoulder. "Now I think it is time to eat."

They had scarcely settled into their meal when Ranlin came darting in, face red and furious. He yanked Anson from his seat and shook him hard. "What is the meaning of this, witch?" he demanded. "I said I loved music! What have you done to me?"

"What are you talking about?" the king demanded, as the rest of the room fell silent. He rose and pulled Anson free, shoving his brother back and warning him to behave.

Anson watched, unsurprised, as a beautiful woman entered the room and walked over to Ranlin, standing still and quiet by his side.

"Mute," Anson said softly. "A man who only listens, and listens best to the sound of his own voice, is most suited to one who cannot speak at all."

Beside him, the king laughed softly. "Yes, indeed. Ranlin, I accept your choice in spouse. What did you think would happen when you tried to cheat my orders by using magic? Be off with you, and show some kindness to the bride destiny chose, and is probably too good for you."

Ranlin looked ready to hit them, but in the end only snarled and reluctantly gave his arm to the woman, who took it after glaring briefly at him, and together they left the room.

"You are quite the witch," the king said. "I hope they will learn from your workings all that I could never manage to teach them."

Anson shook his head. "I only gave them what they asked for, Majesty."

"Well done, I say. Now, let us enjoy this fine meal."

The meal proved very fine indeed, and Anson grew flustered as more and more people spoke with him, asked him questions. Servants refilled his glass again and again, so that by the time dinner ended and everyone adjourned to the grand ballroom for the closing dance of the festivities, his head felt as though it floated and he could not stop smiling.

When a beautiful woman asked him to dance, Anson at first thought she was speaking to someone else. But she laughed and took his hand, and when she had finished a man approached. Two dances became four became many, until Anson was quite breathless and in need of more wine.

It was the king who found him on the balcony, enjoying the cool air and the sweet scents wafting up from the gardens. "You look as though you have been having a very fine time tonight," the king said warmly. "I am glad."

"I've had a wonderful evening, thank you, Majesty. You've been most generous, and I shall treasure that generosity always."

The king smiled and offered his arm. "Shall we enjoy the last dance, Master Anson?"

"I would be honored, Majesty," Anson replied, and laughed in delight as they twirled around the dance floor. The king smelled like honey and citrus, a bit of sweat from their exertions in the crowded room. The candlelight made his dark gold hair seem almost to glow, and there was a small smudge of a birthmark on his jaw that Anson longed to kiss.

He supposed if he was going to dream, he may as well make it as hopeless as possible. What was the point, after all, in dreaming small? If he held on a touch too long as the music died, he doubted anyone noticed.

"You dance wonderfully," the king said with a boyish smile. "Truly, I wish all my debts were so pleasant to repay."

The words were a knife, a hard, cold reminder that he was the only one caught in a dream. The king might be his sweetest dream, but he was only the king's burden.

Except there was no reason for the king to dance with him a second time, and so Anson had stupidly thought maybe the king wanted to dance with him. Stupid, to let his flights of fancy mingle with reality.

"Thank you again, Majesty," he said, and tried to summon a smile, but felt it falter. He saw the king's smile fall away, but could not bear to wait to hear what he said next. "The debt is paid in full, and I wish you and your brothers every joy. Goodnight and farewell."

He fled the ballroom, ran through the castle back up to the room granted him. After the soft silks and linens and velvets he had been given to wear, his rough homespun scratched and itched. But the clothes were familiar, safe, and a sorely needed reminder that he did not belong in the palace. He'd had his two days of flight and fancy, it was time to return to the world to which he belonged.

Unable to stomach the thought of going back through the palace, he climbed out the window and down the stones of the palace wall, creeping across the lawn until he at least reached the familiarity of the Laughing Forest.

Three days passed in quiet misery, as Anson toiled preparing tonics and balms and creams to sell in the village on the other side of the woods. When he heard a horse, he sighed, wondering who had come and what spell they would require.

When the inevitable knock finally came, Anson drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. Shoving his hair from his face, he went to the door and yanked it open—and stared, mouth gaping.

"May I come in?"

"M-Majesty?" Anson hastily stepped back, making room for him to enter. "Um. Is something amiss with your brothers?"

"No," the king replied. "My brothers are, I presume, doing quite well and getting what they deserve. I did not come to speak of them, or of anyone else. I came because I find I am quite in need of something."

The words churned like spoiled food in Anson's stomach. Of course that was all he wanted. That was all anyone ever wanted. Squashing the terrible ache in his chest, Anson asked, "What is it you need, Majesty?"

"My name is Thane, and I find myself quite in need of a witch."

Anson stared at him, blinked. "Well, I am a witch, Majesty. But that doesn't really answer my question."

"Thane."

"Thane," Anson dutifully repeated, wanting suddenly to smack him though he could not say why. "What do you need me to do?"

Drawing closer, forcing Anson to stumble back until he collided with his work table, Thane reached up to cup his chin, giving Anson no choice but to look at him. He stared at Anson for what seemed an eternity, then slowly let go. "I wanted to apologize for my last words. I meant them in jest. I did not dance with you that second time in order to pay a debt. It was purely for the pleasure."

"Uh—oh," Anson said, too startled to think of anything intelligent to say. "I—" He flushed and looked down. "I am glad you did not feel obliged," he finally said softly.

Cupping a finger beneath Anson's chin, Thane forced his head back up and said softly, "I say again that I find myself in need of a witch."

Anson swallowed. "And as I said, I am a witch. But you'll have to be more specific. What need do you have of me?"

"Many," Thane murmured, and kissed him.


Ivan the Heartless

The room fell silent as they entered, but Ivan was used to it—and he could not blame them, a lively party interrupted by a man in a dark, all-encompassing cloak, not even a hint of his face visible. Even without the hooded cloak, he tended to make rooms fall silent for one reason or another.

If he did not, then certainly his strong and silent shadow stopped conversations. Ivan was not conceited, but he knew they each had a presence lent them by the lives they had led—and together their presence was all the stronger.

Behind him, his bodyguard closed the door to the inn, blocking out the sounds of howling wind, thunder, and pounding rain. He walked across the room to hang up his sodden cloak, leaving Ivan by the door. Ivan did not bother to remove his own cloak; the weather was no match for the enchantments he had laid upon it.

He took in the dozen or so people gathered around a large ring of tables in the middle of the otherwise empty inn. By the way they were dressed, the food and drink upon the table, the veil hung traditionally above the fireplace, they had interrupted a wedding celebration. Yet the bride's smile was wrong, and the groom had an air of angry impatience. They were all seated, and Ivan had never attended a wedding ceremony that did not involve cheerful buffoonery—dancing, games, playful chases around the room, and other drunken antics.

What, he wondered, simmered beneath the wedding party's façade of gaiety?

Only one way to find out. Pushing back the hood of his cloak, letting his gold hair spill free, baring his notorious beauty, Ivan stepped closer to the table and swept a bow. "Lords and ladies, I apologize for our intrusion. We did not mean to interrupt your wedding celebration. Regretfully, the weather gave us no choice but to stop and take cover for a time. Please, do carry on. We will go to our rooms and trouble you no further."

"Not at all," the bride said warmly, but he could hear the desperation left unspoken. "Please, sit and join us. As happy as we are today, it is our pleasure to share that happiness as we may. There is food and drink aplenty, my lords, though it be humble enough."

Ivan laughed softly. "I am no lord, dear lady, and no man is too good to refuse a warm meal. We accept your offer, most gladly and with deep thanks."

He motioned, and his bodyguard fetched two chairs and helped to rearrange everything so there was space enough for the two of them. He held out Ivan's chair, and saw Ivan was comfortably settled, before taking his own seat.

They shared a look, knowing and loving, of the same mind as always. Then he turned back to the group, and thanked the woman who handed him a cup of mulled wine. Looking to the bride and groom, he asked, "So you were married this day? I hope the weather held fair until it was over, and did not interfere with the ceremony."

"It was a beautiful wedding," the woman declared, holding fast to her groom's arm, laying her head on his shoulder.

"Many blessings upon you, and your children, and your children's children," Ivan replied. "You're a handsome couple, like the look of a painting finally completed."

"Thank you," the groom replied.

The idle conversation continued, and Ivan began to pick out more and more anomalies in the wedding party—forced laughter, empty smiles, plates of food barely touched, alcohol drunk too heavily here, not drunk at all there. The bride was too joyous, the groom too mild, his words well practiced and smoothly spoken, but with no sincerity. The groom's friends shared his angry impatience, an undercurrent of menace. The groom and his friends were the only ones eating, and they ate only tender slices of barely cooked meat.

But he said nothing, did nothing, save to keep the conversation flowing. "So what were you doing when we so rudely interrupted?"

"Telling stories," said an old woman, who by her appearance must be the bride's mother. "My husband, gods rest his soul, was a Storyteller. It's a family tradition we hold very dearly. We all were taking turns telling our favorites."

The bride laughed, a shockingly sincere sound when everything else was fearful lies. "We were actually arguing over a story—the tale of Tsar Grey and Ivan the Heartless," she said. "Everyone knows a different version, and we were trying to decide which was the most correct."

Ivan's mouth quirked. "Indeed. A popular tale, that one, especially given the events concluded only a decade or so ago. I know a version of my own, if you would like to hear it. I am told it is the true version, but hear the tale for yourselves and then decide if it be true or false."

"Yes, please," the bride said, clapping her hands once in excitement, all but the groom and his men adding their own eager encouragements.

Ivan bowed his head and took a deep swallow of wine before beginning his tale. "Now, most versions I have heard begin the tale when a lost prince encounters a wolf while he journeys, but this tale truly begins well before that, dear listeners. Our tale begins not with a prince, but with a tsar and a princess…

*~*~*

Fifteen years ago, Tsar Grey went out riding with his sister, Princess Elena the Fair, his betrothed, Princess Vassilissa the Wise, and his faithful friend and bodyguard, the soldier Tarabanov. Tragedy struck them in the forest, however, and only Princess Elena emerged again, blood-soaked and terrified, sobbing mournfully about the dragon which had attacked them, devoured all but her.

Grief-stricken, the kingdom held ceremonies for their lost Tsar and the Tsarina that would never be, and faithful Tarabanov, who no doubt had been the first to fall in a valiant effort to save his Tsar.

After a suitable length of time, they crowned their new Tsarina. In honor of her coronation the neighboring kingdoms all sent suitable gifts. Later, Tsarina Elena sent gifts to them in thanks and in promise of continued good relations.

To Tsar Vyslav of the eastern-most kingdom, she sent a rare and beautiful gift indeed: a firebird of breathtaking magnificence, with wings of gold and eyes like crystal. Tsar Vyslav was much pleased by the gift, and ordered the firebird placed in his private garden, where it spent its days eating golden apples from the tsar's favorite tree.

Now it happened that Tsar Vyslav had three sons, and of these sons, the youngest was dearest to him. His name was Ivan, and for love of his father he spent his days in the palace, attending the tsar and keeping him happy despite his own private wishes to see the world as his brothers had.

When he looked upon the firebird, Prince Ivan found himself enchanted by its beauty, enthralled by its voice. He was most drawn to its sadness, the mournful way it looked to the sky in which it could not fly, bound by magic to the garden.

Every day Prince Ivan begged his father to set the firebird free, but always the tsar refused. Every night Prince Ivan climbed into the golden apple tree and listened to the firebird's sad songs, occasionally humming along as best he could. Day by day, he and the firebird grew closer, until whenever he went to the garden, the firebird flew to him and settled in his lap to sing.

One day the tsar of a neighboring kingdom visited, and brought with him a handsome wolf of enormous size, with thick dark fur and eyes like moonlight. In the wolf's eyes Ivan saw a sadness that echoed the mournful songs of the firebird, and so during the tsar's stay, Ivan befriended the wolf. It followed him around as often as it may, and seemed delighted by the firebird, not leaving its side until his tsar called for him, angered by the wolf's prolonged absence.

As the days passed, the tsars spoke at length, and at last decided to exchange pets, for Prince Ivan's father was fascinated by the wolf, and weary of sad songs, and the wolf's tsar was weary of an animal that would not obey.

Devastated by the loss of the firebird, feeling as though a piece of him was gone forever, Ivan wandered the halls in anguish, soothed only by the presence of the wolf and the forlorn howling he cast to the sky when dark fell.

By and by, his discontent grew, until even his father's happiness was not enough to keep him bound to the castle. "Shall we run away?" he asked the wolf, and the wolf seemed to say they should, and so they fled in the dark of night, never looking back.

At the wolf's silent bidding, Ivan climbed upon its back and off they raced, faster than the wind, until Ivan realized the wolf had carried them to the palace of the tsar who had taken the firebird. Leaping over the walls of the palace, the wolf landed in the garden, and Ivan slowly slid from his back.

He listened for a moment, and heard a familiar mournful song, and followed it to the heart of a lush garden, where the firebird sat inside a golden cage. Ivan moved forward, eyes upon the firebird, unable to think of anything else.

Too late, he heard the wolf call a warning, fingers on the golden cage, springing a trap, sealing them in the garden. Ivan opened the cage and freed the firebird, cradling it against his chest, feeling at peace despite their dire situation.

But then the firebird freed itself from Ivan's embrace, and flew atop the cage, and began to sing a song that made the guards who came rushing in clutch at their ears and cry out in agony.

Grabbing one of them, Ivan demanded the man tell him how to break the spell that trapped them. And the man told him, frightened of the wolf, pained by the bird, and enchanted by the beautiful prince with golden hair and ruby lips.

Breaking free, Prince Ivan, the wolf, and the firebird fled into the night, Ivan upon the wolf's back, the firebird flying above them, his golden feathers shining brightly to show the way in the dark.

When at last they were well away and safe, deep in the woods, Ivan made a fire and cooked the hare the wolf brought him. When they were warm and fed, he said quietly, "You are no firebird, and you are no wolf. I am no wizard, but I know a curse when I see one. How might I help save you?"

The wolf growled, and the firebird trilled sadly, and Ivan understood they did not know the secret to breaking their curses. "Then we will search every kingdom, until we discover a way," Ivan vowed.

So they traveled through the thrice-nine kingdoms across the thrice-nine lands. Ivan spoke with every witch, consulted with every wizard, read every book he could find, in search of a way to save his friends. He searched and searched, growing ever wiser in the ways of magic, until he became a wizard himself.

Then, after a year and a day had passed, they were walking along a forest road when they heard someone coming. Fearing robbers, preferring to avoid a fight, they hid behind some trees and waited. Rather than robbers, the riders instead proved to be a tsar and his retinue. Prince Ivan stared in wonder at the tsar's horse, an impressive mare with a golden mane. She moved as quick and light as the wind, and put all other horses to shame.

The wolf whined quietly, sadder than Ivan had ever heard him, and the firebird sang in forlorn sympathy. "The mare is one of you?" Prince Ivan asked, and when they indicated she was, Ivan declared they must save her.

They followed the tsar and his retinue back to his hunting lodge and waited until dark fell and all within the lodge slept. Ivan bid the wolf and firebird wait for him, and crept into the stable.

In the farthest stall, the mare stood with her head drooping, moonlight turning her golden mane to silver. Prince Ivan slipped into her stall and whispered to her of the wolf and firebird, and she immediately brightened.

Prince Ivan reached out to take her bridle, but saw at the last moment that it was spelled. Hastily withdrawing his hand, he spoke words of magic he had learned, and the spell on the bridle broke. Removing it, he opened the stable door and led the mare away from the hunting lodge.

When they reached his friends, the wolf and mare and firebird were overcome by the sight of one another, and the wolf and mare would not be parted for any reason, but lay together before the fire as Prince Ivan cooked their supper.

After they were all were warm and fed, Prince Ivan said, "We have looked and looked for a way to break your curses, but found it nowhere. I think I must get the answer from the one who cursed you." So decided, Ivan asked them a thousand questions, until at last he deduced it was Tsarina Elena the Fair who had cursed them—and realized at last the true identities of his dear friends. "Then I will go to your kingdom, Majesty, and coax from your sister the secret to breaking your curse."

So they journeyed to the wolf's kingdom and got as close as they dared. Leaving his friends in an empty cabin in the forest, Prince Ivan looked to the wolf and said, "Noble wolf, I bid you take my strength, and keep it safe, for I will need to be weak to deceive the Tsarina."

Then he turned to the mare, and smoothed her golden mane, and said, "Sweet mare, I bid you take my honor and keep it safe, for I will need to be cowardly to deceive the Tsarina."

Finally, he turned to the firebird, and stroked its shining feathers, and said, "Dearest firebird, I bid you take my heart and keep it safe, for I must be quite heartless to deceive the Tsarina."

They promised each to guard what he had given into their care, and Prince Ivan left them and went to the palace of Tsarina Elena.

There he begged an audience with the tsarina, and he was so weak and simpering and pathetic the guards took pity on him and granted his request. Prince Ivan went before Tsarina Elena the Fair and said to her, "Beautiful Tsarina of Unsurpassed Magnificence, I am but a homeless prince, hated by his jealous, unworthy brothers, banished by his father, seeking a place I might call home."

When the tsarina asked why his problems should concern her, Prince Ivan told her that his brothers hated him because his magic was greater, and they had lied to and deceived his father until they convinced him to cast Prince Ivan out. Having nowhere to go, he had journeyed to her, eager to see if the tales of her magical prowess were true. "For I am but a novice before your great skill, Majesty," he said. "If you would but teach me what you know, gladly would I be your slave."

Amused and flattered, and taken by the foolish prince's magnificent beauty, the tsarina assented to his request, and took him as her slave, silently vowing to teach him nothing, but the most trivial of spells and tricks.

The days and weeks passed as Prince Ivan searched for the secret to breaking the curse laid upon his friends, but all his efforts were in vain for he could find not even a hint of a solution.

By and by, the tsarina made him her lover, and dutifully Prince Ivan went to her bed when bid. Whenever he could, he snuck off to the forest to be with his friends, and their presence and comfort renewed his determination to set them free.

One night, lying on the floor after she had dismissed him from her bed, Prince Ivan had a sudden thought, and decided it was worth trying. "Beautiful Tsarina, I am stupid and in need of advice. I wish to curse my brothers for the way they treated me, but I know not how to ensure the curse is never broken."

The tsarina laughed, sated and smug, and told him, "You are stupid, it's true, to be unable to think of anything! Make it so that one who is his kin must kill him, in order to break the curse. No family loyal to them will be able to lift a sword against them, because familial bonds make men weak."

And Prince Ivan knew then how to save the wolf.

Several nights later, lying on the floor beside the tsarina's bed, Prince Ivan asked her, "My most enchanting tsarina, I wish to curse a beautiful woman who spoke against me."

Laughing, the Tsarina replied, "Gullible fool. Say that one who will never find her beautiful must kill her, because all men are weak against the beauty of women, and would never be willing to slay one."

And Prince Ivan knew then how to save the mare.

Several nights later, lying on the floor beside the tsarina's bed, Prince Ivan asked her, "I am hopeless, my most perfect tsarina. There is a man I want to curse, but his bodyguard prevented me. I desire revenge on the bodyguard, to curse him brutally, but I know not how to ensure the curse is never broken."

The tsarina laughed, and said, "You really are stupid. Say that only one who loved him truly must kill him to break his curse, for even if someone could love a man meant only to die for others, love makes men weak and no man could kill the one he loves."

And Prince Ivan knew then how to save the firebird.

The next day, while they in the library researching an old spell for the tsarina, Prince Ivan picked up a book of myths and opened it to a particular page, then began to laugh loudly. The tsarina looked up, annoyed, and demanded to know what a fool found amusing, slapping him for good measure.

"It is only that this book has gotten the Tree of Golden Apples completely wrong," Prince Ivan said, showing her the picture of a legendary tree whose fruit granted eternal youth and life. His father's tree was only a charm, meant for amusement, but the tsarina would never know that. "My father's Tree of Golden Apples looks completely different."

She looked at him sharply. "Your father cannot have such a tree; it does not exist."

"But it does," Prince Ivan said. "My father is three hundred years old, he stole the tree from a witch at the ends of the earth. I am not allowed to have an apple, however, until I make of myself a proper prince, with a palace and wealth and wife of my own. That was the condition he set, when he cast me out at the bidding of my brothers."

The tsarina smiled at him, gentle and sweet, voice dripping with adoration as she said, "You may write to your father and tell him you are to wed me and become a true tsar. You have been my faithful slave for a year and a day now, and proven yourself handsomely. Tell your father to send his golden apples as our wedding gift. We shall be married in a fortnight." And she bid him kiss her, and then go and write his letter.

Instead, Prince Ivan raced off to the cabin in the forest, and told his friends of the marriage, and that it was part of his plan. He bid them to come to the palace in a fortnight, when the wedding bells first tolled, and to enter the great hall when the wedding bells finally ceased, and then he would free them. He begged them to trust him, and they made known they trusted him whole-heartedly.

Prince Ivan departed, and spent the fortnight bracing himself for what he must do on his wedding day.

At last the day came, and Prince Ivan wed the tsarina, and became her regent. He kissed her and said, "Most beautiful wife, light of my life, I have for you three wedding gifts."

As he finished speaking, the wedding bells ceased to ring, and he bid the doors be opened. As they opened, the wolf, the mare, and the firebird entered.

The tsarina paled, but could say nothing, could do nothing, for on his lips Prince Ivan had placed poison, and with his kiss the tsarina had been frozen in place.

Drawing his sword as his friends approached, Prince Ivan turned to the wolf and said, "You are my friend, my brother in deed, and now in fact. True family bonds strengthen a man, rather than weaken him, and so I set you free." So saying, he swung his sword, and cut off the wolf's head—

And before him suddenly stood a tall, broad, handsome man with dark hair and pale eyes, and the bearing of a tsar. "My friend, my brother," Tsar Grey said, "I thank you from the bottom of my heart." He embraced Prince Ivan, and declared him the strongest of men.

Turning to the mare, Ivan said, "You are dear to me like a sister, but never will I be drawn to your beauty like most men, for I have never cared to take a woman to my bed. Because my eyes will always pass over you, I set you free." So saying, he thrust his sword into the mare's neck, killing her—

And suddenly before him was a woman with golden hair and a sweet smile. "Thank you, my brother," she said, and kissed his cheeks, and declared that no man could possess greater honor.

Ivan turned to the firebird, whose eyes of crystal clarity watched him intently. The firebird sang a few soft, sweet notes, and Prince Ivan found he still had the strength to do what must be done. "Dearest firebird, ever have you called to me, thought I could not at first fathom why. Your songs drew me into a world greater than my own, and my world faded without you in it. Because I love you, I set you free." So saying, he cut off the firebirds bowed head, then dropped his sword, weeping—

But gentle hands wiped the tears away, and Prince Ivan looked at last upon the soldier Tarabanov, who was possessed of dark hair and kind eyes, and the weathered body of a hardened soldier. "Thank you, Vanya," Tarabanov said, smiling softly. He vowed his own love for Prince Ivan and instead of returning the heart Prince Ivan had entrusted to his care, Tarabanov gave Prince Ivan his own.

And the truth was made known to all of Tsarina Elena's treachery, and Tsar Grey had her executed immediately. He married his own sweet Princess Vassilissa, and declared Prince Ivan was his most dearly loved brother, and asked him to spend the rest of his days with them, to which Prince Ivan happily assented.

They all lived together in that palace, the noble Grey and brave Vassilissa, faithful Tarabanov and steadfast Prince Ivan.
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Silence lingered as Ivan finished his tale, until it was finally broken impatiently by the groom. "That is not a version I have ever heard. He is called Ivan the Heartless; why would they call him that if he is not so cold and ruthless after all? "

Ivan's bodyguard spoke for the first time. "Because people remember violence and pain and fear far more than they remember happiness. People recall a man who traveled the world seeking only magic, who left his family behind without hesitation. People recall the way Prince Ivan deceived the Tsarina, and killed three creatures, and was unmoved when his bride was hanged. They do not remember what she did in the deep of a forest, or that his killing of three beasts saved three people. Strength is not killing those you hate, it is killing those you love and having faith it is the right thing to do. People often see kindness and mistake it for cruelty, and never realize that the cruelty they perceived was actually a kindness."

"For example," Ivan said. "I see at this table much levity, much joy, and a great show of love between bride and groom. But there is too much of it, and all of it too perfect, to be genuine. Real love is not so perfect or easy, and real family bickers as often as it smiles."

The groom scowled, and his friends stiffened. The bride went pale and still. "What are you trying to say?" the groom demanded. "That I don't love my wife?"

"I am certain you love the idea of devouring her flesh," Ivan replied. "I've heard of you in whispers and snatches of conversation, the man they call Bluebeard who feasts upon human flesh." The man and his companions all rose, reaching for their swords, but before they could attack Ivan spoke three words of powerful magic, freezing everyone at the table save himself and his bodyguard. He motioned quietly, and his bodyguard rose and dragged the groom from the inn, outside into the dark of night.

Ivan assisted him and eventually all the men were outside, where Ivan and his bodyguard killed them quickly and left the bodies in the wood for the animals to feast upon.

They returned to the inn, where Ivan freed the others. The bride fell into his arms weeping. "Thank you, my lord. I don't know how you knew—he killed my sister and I came to find her and he trapped me—oh, thank you!" She kissed his cheeks, and embraced him, tears streaming down her cheek.

Ivan kissed her cheek, then gently gave her into her mother's care. "I know better than most the look and feel of pretending to love someone you despise and who only means you harm. I am happy we chanced upon here and could help. I hope the gods favor you with a peaceful life from here on."

By the front door, his bodyguard called out, "The rain has stopped, Vanya. We should be going."

"I am coming, Tarabanov," Ivan said, and offered a parting smile, ignoring the gasps and looks the people gave them. Drawing up his deep hood, he followed Tabaranov back out into the night, bound for home.


Blood in the Water

Seree sat up with a groan and nearly fell right back down. Every last part of him hurt. He always thought he remembered the pain involved with turning human, with being human—until he had to do it again, and he screamed in agony until his throat was left raw and his eyes burned.

The surf washed over him, taking away most of the blood left over from the transformation. He shivered, already cold in his human skin, disliking its vulnerability to the waters that were his home. Taking a deep breath, bracing himself, he slowly stood up on trembling legs. When he was certain his legs would hold, he waded into the water to wash off the worst of the sand and the remaining blood and residue of the transformation.

He dove under the water and came back up, raking his fingers through his hair to get the sopping mess out of his face. Standing there, letting the tide wash over him, toes sunk into the sand, he stared out at the ocean he had to leave behind for a time. He'd only been human a matter of minutes, but his body ached to resume its natural form. Every movement hurt, and would continue to do so, until he resumed his true form.

His fingers lightly stroked over the scars on his cheek, harsh slashes put there by a razor dagger to mark him as a warrior. He was his father's eldest child of fourteen, and he was the only one with the fortitude to turn human whenever it was necessary. He was also good at being human, whereas the others bungled more often than not. Seree did not see what was so difficult, but then, he could not understand why his sisters could not stay out of trouble to begin with, either.

Savior from the Deep protect him from the idiocy of his siblings, especially his youngest sister, Lana. Why anyone left that child alone he would never understand. If he had his way, he would order her locked up in the darkest cell in the palace until she was capable of acting like an adult.

Not that his other sisters were much better, stealing one of his special knives and giving it to her to kill the prince. Clearly they all thought it was still some sort of story or game and did not appreciate the price they would be paying in taking a life—though he doubted any of them could go through with it anyway.

 You don't understand. She loves him, and he broke her heart by not loving her back. Now she's trapped. What else were we to do?

Seree sneered just thinking about the entire debacle of a conversation. No one fell in love on a moment, and no one of the Deep fell in love with a human, except in overblown stories.

Forcing himself to turn away from the sea, he waded back to shore, tracing the scars on his cheeks one last time: two sharp slashes on each side starting slightly below the eye and cutting all the way across his cheeks in a diagonal slash. Marks of honor he had worked hard to earn. All so he could be reduced to bothersome tasks like getting his errant baby sister out of trouble. Again. Honestly, how difficult could it be for her to stay out of trouble for one day?

Calling upon the magic bestowed with his marks, he dressed himself in human garments: dark brown breeches and high boots, a white shirt, and a dark, sea-green jacket. The clothes of a modest gentleman—respectable, but ultimately forgettable. He lightly touched the cluster of pearls nestled in the folds of silk at his throat, a habit of old from days when human clothes had been a strange, awkward thing.

Next, he retrieved his knives from where he had thrown them in the sand while he went through the agony of transformation. Eight sheaths, the last empty, arranged in a holster that strapped into place so the knives lay neatly across his shoulder blades within easy reach.

Drawing a deep breath, he let it out slowly and finally left behind the relative safety of the beach.

Noise. It was one of the most difficult things to become accustomed to. Sound worked differently in the Deep, and the chaos of it on land left his head throbbing from over-stimulation. Combined with the way his body ached constantly, unhappy to be stuck in a foreign shape, it was a mystery to him why so many of his kin wanted to be human.

If his information was correct, his sister was in the palace. He still was not certain if she had fallen in love with a prince on purpose, or if she had learned that happy fact later. Seree ignored his surroundings as best he was able, lingering only long enough to figure out where to find the palace.

Nearly two hours later he did, finally, manage to reach the palace. It was remarkably plain for a palace. He had expected something towering and lavish, made of white, shining stone and decorated with colored glass, banners, flags … Wasn't that the point of castles, to be over the top and ridiculous?

But the building before him was made of wood and stone identical to that which built the town he'd left behind. Nothing more than climbing roses covered much of the walls in a rainbow of red, pink, orange, white, and yellow blossoms. It was three stories high and as long and wide as perhaps four of the townhouses he'd passed.

Seree was pretty certain fifty of it could have fit in the other palaces he had visited.

Climbing the steps up to it, he sketched a half-bow to the two guards at the entrance. "I beg your pardon," he said, speaking slowly and precisely, his tongue just not used to human languages after he had been in the Deep for so many decades. "I am here to visit Lady Lana. Please inform her that her brother has arrived to take her home."

Their eyes widened as they looked at him, taking in his scars. "I will let her know you are here, my lord." One of the guards slipped inside the palace, and Seree drew back enough the other guard relaxed slightly. He had no desire to threaten anyone—yet.

After a couple of minutes, the first guard reappeared and gestured for him to come. "She will see you at once, my lord."

Yes, she would, or she would be in for a great deal worse than a lecture. Seree followed the guard down a hallway decorated with nothing more than flowers, shells, and a smattering of paintings. All in all, the palace had the feel of an oversized beach cottage.

The guard led him into a small room filled with sunshine and furniture enough for a small group of people. Lana rose from the sofa as the guard left, the door clicking shut behind him. "Seree!" she said and then burst into tears and covered her face.

Seree stifled a sigh, dreading the childish apologies and pleas that would follow because his sisters were always very sorry for the way their plans went wrong, but never really sorry they'd done it, and he was tired of the excuses. Did they never think?

He strode to the sofa and first scooped up the black-bladed knife lying on the couch, wanting to shake her just for being that careless. He slid it into its sheath beneath his jacket to join its brothers and sisters, then finally turned to Lana and pulled her into a hug. "I'm here. I'll fix everything, so stop crying Lana."

"You don't understand," Lana said softly, and the tone was so lacking in her usual whining and pleading that it stopped him short. She looked up at him, eyes wet, and he realized for the first time that her crying was quite different than usual. Quieter, sadder, less like a girl upset she'd been caught. "I messed up," she said, drawing back, hands twining together in front of her and tangling in the fine linen of her gown. "I don't love him quite the way I thought I did, and he will never love me, and now because I did not listen one of us… one of us… I do not want to kill him, but I do not want to die."

Seree gently took her hands, squeezing them in his own. "So you realize all that you've done wrong, Lana?"

She looked up, fresh tears falling, but met his gaze unflinching. "Yes, Seree. I am sorry."

He kissed her forehead. "I'll take care of it—don't I always? But it is long past time you went home."

Her brow furrowed. "But I can't, that's why—"

"I said I'd take care of it," he said, actually managing a faint smile. "I can't break the sea witch's spell, but I have a plan. First, we need to arrange for your abrupt need to go home. What do you do here in the palace all day?"

Lana smiled crookedly. "I sing, of course. They think I washed up in a shipwreck and that I was running away from home. My family is very strict, you see, and I'm terrified they'll never forgive me my brash behavior."

He rapped her lightly on the forehead with his knuckle. "Clever. But I'm afraid your family has hunted you down and you must be going home. Father is quite distraught."

"I know," Lana said softly, her momentary levity falling away. "I'm sorry."

Kissing her forehead again, he then hugged her and said, "At least you've learned something, huh, jellyfish?"

She sniffled. "What are you going to do?"

"Get you home, first. Then I will deal with the sea witch's spell."

"You can fix it?" she asked, looking up at him the way she had when she was little, like she thought he was the most amazing person in the ocean. He'd hated it when she'd started to regard him the same as everyone else: warily, never trusting his knives and magic, occasionally angry and resentful. The same way they had looked at his mother before she'd fallen ill and died. The way they never looked at his stepmothers and his half-siblings, though he never considered them merely half.

He mustered a smile. "Of course I can fix one stupid spell. I can fix anything."

She laughed, relieved and delighted. "She said he must fall in love with me if I wanted to stay on land forever, and that if I failed to do so in three months, then I must kill him if I wanted to live and return to the sea. I knew you'd be able to outsmart her!"

The smile was harder to maintain, but as exasperating as she could be, he would do anything to keep her looking at him as if he was a wonderful big brother and not merely a frightening half-brother born from the sea witch's daughter. "I'm smarter than everyone, haven't you learned that yet? Now, give me your hand—the one she cut."

Lana held out her left hand, displaying the long, thin scar that cut diagonally across it starting just below her first finger. Seree reached beneath his jacket and pulled out a knife with a deep blue blade. Cupping her hand in his, ignoring the way she shivered slightly, he slit the scar open anew. As the blood pooled in her palm, he slit his own left hand, riddled with more scars than he could count, and joined their bloody palms.

He could feel the spell—the curse—placed on her, like swimming into a patch of freezing water in a warm current or into a dark cave only to find too late that someone within had rotted to pieces. Repressing a shudder so as not to alarm her, he chanted a spell of exchange, still clutching the blue-bladed knife.

When it was done, the curse struck him like a blow, leaving him momentarily breathless and weak. The knife slipped from his as he sank onto the sofa and curled in on himself as the poisonous magic wove its way through him.

"Are you okay?" Lana asked tearfully, petting him cautiously, fluttering about.

"Fine," Seree said. "Just a little out of breath; I haven't taken a curse in a long time."

She sniffled and hugged him, then picked up his knife with finger and thumb and handed it back. "I don't understand how you can use these awful things. The black one felt all… crawly, in my hands. Like it wanted to get away or something."

"It's the Blade of Sacrifice," Seree said. "It wants life blood. You're lucky that it did not get the better of you and take what it wanted."

"It—it can do that?" Lana paled.

Seree nodded. "The Blades of the Deep have a will of their own. They are not mere knives. Pay more attention to your lessons, Lana. You should have already known that."

He expected her to make a face or roll her eyes, but she only nodded. "I'll listen from now on. I'm rather tired of adventures right now."

"Good," he said and stood up. "Let us get you back to the—" He broke off as the door opened and someone stepped inside.

"Lana! They told me a strange man had come to see you, and I had to come at once to make certain…" He trailed off, eyes going wide when he saw Seree.

Whoever he was, he was beautiful for a human. Small and finely built, skin the color of wet sand with a touch of sun-gold, dark gold hair, and eyes the blue of the deepest parts of the sea. He wore sand-colored breeches and a white linen shirt and nothing else. Seree found it hard to look away.

"Highness," Lana said, slipping away from Seree to greet the young man. Highness. This was the prince? He was as incongruous as his palace. "I did not mean to disturb you, Highness. I am quite well. This is my eldest brother, Lord Seree Knarian. Seree, this is Prince Aimé LeVaughn."

Seree bowed. "An honor to make your acquaintance, Your Highness."

To his astonishment, Aimé flushed. "Uh—the honor is mine, my lord. Lady Lana always spoke well of you when she said very little at all about the rest of her family. I am glad you have come to see her." Sadness flickered across his face. "Oh, I suppose this means you are going home?"

"I must, Your Highness, I am sorry. Apparently my family is more distraught than I believed about my absence."

Another sad look, tinged with wistfulness, flickered across Aimé's face. "Then certainly you should go, Lana. One should always take hold of a chance to be with family." He kissed her cheek and hugged her tightly. "I am glad you washed up on my beach, Lana. You've been like a sister to me. If ever you can visit, please do. I hope you are happy, wherever you go, whatever you do."

Lana's eyes misted with tears. "Thank you, Highness. I wish all the same to you. If ever I can visit, you will get a letter informing you of such immediately." She kissed his cheek, then slipped back to Seree.

"Have you gathered your things, Lana?"

"I will see to it," Seree interjected. "I am seeing my sister off, but I must linger a few days to attend some business matters for my father. I'll see any belongings of hers are packed and shipped off and that I reimburse whomever I need for her care."

Aimé shook his head. "No reimbursement required, but I do insist you stay as my guest while you are here, my lord. I could do no less for the brother of such a dear friend as Lana."

Seree nodded. He should have been pleased everything was proceeding so smoothly. Until the prince had walked into the room, he would have been. Annoyed with himself, Seree bowed and said, "You're too kind, Highness. I can only accept such a gracious offer, thank you."

"It's my pleasure," Aimé said with a smile, cheeks flushing again before he looked away. "I will go and see that a room is readied and, um, attempt to make myself respectable."

Lana giggled when he had gone and cast Seree a sly look that he did not like to see on her young face. He narrowed his eyes. "What?"

She rolled her eyes. "Oh, do not pretend not to have noticed."

"Noticed what? That you were moonsick over a silly boy?"

"No, urchin," she said, poking him. "The reason that he would never have loved me, even if I had really loved him."

Seree raised his brows. "Because he still needs a nurse to put him to bed?"

"Oh, for Deep's sake!" she said, throwing up her hands. "You're such a starfish! The reason he has no interest in sanding me—"

"Language!" Seree snapped.

She rolled her eyes and continued as though he had not spoken, "Is because he clearly is more interested in being sanded by someone like you."

"Language," Seree hissed again. "You're a princess of the Deep! Where in the ten seas did you learn such vulgar language? I will clam you myself if you do not stop this instant!"

"I learned it by listening to you and the other warriors when I used to sneak into the armory to watch you practice," Lana replied, smiling.

Seree pinched the bridge of his nose and prayed to the Savior for patience. "I'm not sure the Deep is better off having you back," he finally said and took her arm, all but dragging her out of the palace.

She twisted free once they were away from it and scowled at him before brushing out her skirts and setting a more sedate pace.

They made it back to the beach in less than half the time it had taken Seree to find the palace. Lana abruptly threw herself at him, hugging him tightly. "Thank you for saving me," she whispered, then drew back. "And Aimé. I don't know how you're going to overcome the curse, but I should have known you would find a way. Nobody knows magic better than you, Seree. I'll see you soon!" She kissed his cheek, then stripped of her clothes and waded out until the water was deep enough for her to dive.

Leaving Seree on the beach, feeling wretched and lost. His plan had been to trade places with his sister, send her home, and then slit the throat of the worthless prince.

Except the prince was not what he had expected, and his sister had just ruined everything. Why was she so good at that?

Heaving a long sigh, Seree trudged back up the beach and returned to the palace.
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A week had passed. He had six days left of the three months stipulated by the curse and if he did not figure out a solution it would kill him. He could feel it in his blood, writhing, waiting. It should have been such a simple matter to get the prince alone somewhere, slit his throat with the black-bladed knife, and be free. He had killed numerous humans in the past, vile bastards who tricked or hunted merfolk, hurt them for reasons of greed.

And that, right there, was his problem. One week was a trivial amount of time, but it was enough to know Prince Aimé was as innocent as Lana. He might have been human, but he acted like no human Seree had ever met. He stirred the same protective instincts as Seree's impetuous sisters… and roused feelings never before woken by a human.

Seree heaved a sigh and braced his arms on the railing of his little balcony, looking out over the ocean. Moonlight glistened over dark, calm seas, and the salty air was at once both balm and tease. His body ached constantly from being forced into an unnatural state, and it had gotten worse the moment he'd taken over Lana's curse.

The curse craved the human—one way or another. Seree did not know what to do. He might not hate Aimé, but he was not in love, either. Had never been in love, even with another of his own kind. Love was for fools. Look at what happened to his sisters whenever they went in pursuit of it, and his father was on wife number three and child number fifteen.

Seree shuddered and tried to think about something else. Like how to get out of the mess he was in without dying or killing an innocent prince.

Movement caught the corner of his eye, and he watched as Aimé slipped from the palace and down to the private beach behind it. He sat in the sand with his legs bent, arms across his knees, just close enough to the water that the tide lapped at is feet.

Seree's skin prickled with awareness. It would be easy to slip down to the beach, lower the prince's guard, and bare his blood to the moon, give his life to the sea. It would take only moments, and Seree would be home before his sisters stirred from their slumber. Lana would never know.

His stomach churned at the thought, remembering a week of smiles and flushed cheeks, a young man who seemed so quiet, but was filled with life. A man who looked sad when he thought no one was watching and rarely slept at night. Seree had thrown away too many opportunities to kill him, and could not make himself take this one either.

Stifling a sigh, he abandoned his balcony and made his way down to the beach. Though he made no sound in the soft, giving sand, Aimé half-turned and saw him, breaking into a smile. "Lord Seree."

"Highness," Seree murmured and joined him at the water's edge, standing so that the tide came up to his shins when it reached for the shore. "Can't sleep? You seem to struggle with that."

"I was never much for sleeping at night," Aimé said with a shrug. "I manage well enough."

Seree turned to face him, one corner of his mouth tilting up in a half-smile. "It sounds like you have a restless mind."

For a single moment Aimé looked as though he was going to cry—but then he regained control, schooled his features, and only gave a shaky laugh. "My grandmother used to say the same thing. She said I reminded her of her father, who could not sleep without his wife beside him."

"Yes, my father is much the same," Seree said. "Though he is on his third wife. My mother was his first, but she died of illness when I was very young. His second wife died three years ago, attacked by—" He bit off the words 'a shark' and corrected himself to, "while she was sailing."

Aimé looked at him in dismay. "I'm so sorry! That must have been terrible for you and Lana."

"Harder for Lana; I was too young to remember my mother's passing well." Seree sat down beside him in the sand and finally surrendered any thought of killing the prince—finally admitted he'd surrendered all such thoughts days ago. His opinion of humans was not high, but he was not as blind as some of his fellows in thinking all humans were the same.

He had six days to find another solution, and if he did not find it… well, he hoped someone worthy took up his knives and his duties. Seree looked out at the ocean and tried not to let the fear gnawing at him take control. He had faced death before and managed to live. He would not let his grandmother's stupid curse end him.

"I was sent here as punishment," Aimé said softly.

Seree turned, surprised by the words—and yet not. The remote location, the simplicity of the 'palace', the lack of an army of servants, the absence of friends and peers… It all added up to something, he had just never quite figured out what. Punishment seemed so obvious, suddenly, but it had never occurred to him someone so sweet would be in that much trouble. "Why?"

"I'm an embarrassment to my family," Aimé said, and though it was too dark to tell, Seree was absolutely certain those fine cheeks had flushed again. "My grandmother was… eccentric was the kindest word anyone ever used. She was an only child and very close to her mother, my great grandmother." He licked his lips, looked at Seree, and then looked away. "My grandmother was also very close to me. She would tell me stories all the time about her mother, about growing up here. This is her 'getaway palace' as she used to call it. Her stories were always about my great grandparents. Her favorite was about how they met here, how her mother washed up on shore after a shipwreck."

The words made the back of Seree's neck prickle. Aimé glanced briefly at him again, then looked away, and the growing sense of alarm increased. Before he could figure out what to say or do, Aimé continued, "She couldn't speak when they found her, my great grandmother. For two months she spoke without words, and my great grandfather fell in love with her. Then a witch appeared and tricked him away, and my great grandmother nearly died before he broke free of the witch's spell."

"How did he break free of it?" Seree asked, though he already knew the answer.

"A great ship set sail, the couple to be wed at sea, and my great grandmother, in her despair, threw herself overboard. My great grandfather saw, realized she was going to drown, and that broke the hold the witch had on him. He saved my great grandmother, who regained her voice, but it was too late for her to keep her human shape. Because, you see, she was a mermaid and had fallen in love with a human, and a cruel spell was her only chance to win my great grandfather and stay as a human at his side."

Seree finished the tale. "She returned to her natural form until her father the king took pity and surrendered her forever to the land. Your great grandmother was Princess Beltana." He stared at Aimé and jolted at the expression on his face. "You know what I am. What Lana is—you've always known, haven't you?"

Aimé shrugged. "I wasn't certain with Lana. The shipwreck story was a bit odd, but the running away from home seemed honest. She seemed comfortable as a human. But you …" He reached out and traced the warrior marks carved into Seree's cheeks. "My grandmother told me many stories of the warrior mages of the Deep. The marks, the colored blades, the ferocity in their eyes."

Seree pulled away, embarrassed and more affected by that light touch than he liked to admit. Ferocity of his eyes? What did that mean? Humans were so strange. "You're far more clever than I credited, Highness. I never once had an inkling you knew me true."

"I was banished here because I believe in stories of merfolk—stories of the Deep, my grandmother used to call them. She begged my parents to promise that when she died her ashes would be given to the sea. They buried her in the royal tomb, but I stole her favorite necklace and threw it in the sea here. I hope that was enough. Do you think… anyway, that is why they banished me. I believe the stories and tell them to everyone. I'm the laughing stock of the court, and some of the nobles went too far in their pranking, and I… reacted poorly. People were hurt. I was sent here until my parents could figure out what to do with me."

He looked up at Seree, the desperate, plaintive look on his face nearly painful to look upon. "I'm not crazy, right? You are of the Deep? They aren't just stories told to a gullible grandson?"

Seree traced the lines of Aimé's face, unable to resist, soothing him almost as he might sooth one of his sisters. "Yes, prince," he said softly. "I'm a warrior of the Deep, marked and granted magic and meant to protect and serve the ten seas."

"Let there be no blood in the water, lest it be rightfully spilled," Aimé breathed. "That's what grandmother used to say."

Hearing his warrior's vow spoken in Aimé's quiet voice was Seree's undoing. He cupped Aimé's face, tilted it up just so, and kissed him. His lips were the softest thing Seree had ever felt. He twisted his fingers into Aimé's hair, held him close, and deepened the kiss to explore the warm mouth beyond those addictive lips.

Aimé shifted slightly, upsetting their balance, and the kiss broke as Seree fell to the sand. Aimé stared down at him, wide-eyed, lips wet. He licked them, and Seree was not certain how he was supposed to resist that, so he didn't. Instead, he dragged Aimé down and succumbed once more to the warmth and eagerness of his kisses.

It was far too easy to drown himself in Aimé, smooth his hands over the warm, pliant body that draped over him, score the fine skin with his sharp teeth. He ignored the stern voices in his head in favor of listening to every sweet moan and gasp Aimé gave him. The silly thing never wore much in the way of clothes, but then again Seree had never understood why humans preferred to wear so many layers.

He got their breeches open with minimal difficultly and drew their cocks out, stroking them together, moaning himself when Aimé drew back enough to help, and it did not take long at all before they spilled, messy and wet, over their hands and on their clothes. It was the finest thing Seree had felt in longer than he cared to dwell upon. He lapped lazily at Aimé's lips, relishing the flavor and heat of him.

Too soon, the chill of the air and water, the rub of sand returned to his awareness. Seree stripped off his shirt to clear away the worst of the mess, then got them both to their feet. Aimé fit against him far too well, and Seree floundered, not certain what to do with him.

Aimé kissed him. "So what brings you to land? My grandmother said warriors seldom rise to the surface, and then only to save their own or kill…" He drifted off and looked up at Seree—then stiffened at whatever he saw in Seree's face. "You came to kill me? I assumed you just came to fetch your sister; I could not puzzle out why you would linger so long when she was gone."

He drew back, jerking his arm away when Seree reached for him—but he didn't run, as Seree expected, just looked at him as though Seree had betrayed him.

Seree supposed that, in some way, he had. "My sister fancied herself in love with you and made a bargain with the sea witch to turn human when my father told her he would permit no such thing until she acted like an adult. But the sea witch being who she is… my sister had three months to make you love her or she would die. Her only other option was to kill you. Obviously, it was not a choice she could make. So I came here and took the curse in her place."

"So you freed her, then you were going to kill me to save yourself," Aimé said, and it was the calmness in his voice, the way he appreciated the logic, that cut Seree the deepest. "Are you going to kill me now?"

"No!" Seree burst out, furious. "I would not—I would not do what we just did if I planned on killing you! I'm a man of honor. I do not deny I have my flaws and have made my mistakes, but I always do my best to heed my vows and act with honor."

Aimé nodded. "So you… you don't want to kill me? Does that mean…"

"I am trying to think of another way," Seree said stiffly.

"Oh," Aimé said, and seemed to wither. He awkwardly adjusted his clothes and pushed his hair from his face, looking mussed, beautiful, and suddenly a hundred leagues away. "Um. I guess I should go to bed. Goodnight, Seree."

Seree opened his mouth, but then closed it again and watched Aimé walk away. Why did he feel as though he had proven himself a disappointment? He had nothing to prove to a human, no matter how unusually sweet or intriguing. What was he supposed to have said? Wasn't it good enough that he wasn't going to kill Aimé? What did Aimé expect, for Seree to love—

Oh, no. He pinched the bridge of his nose. Savior of the Deep spare him the flashflood emotions of young people. They had known each other a week; only a young fool would think that time enough to fall in love!

Heaving a sigh, cursing himself for succumbing to a temptation that had done nothing to help the matter—it was clear who the real fool was in the entire debacle—he trudged back to his room to try and get some sleep.

*~*~*

 There were two days left, and Seree was ready just to drown himself and call it done. Worse, he was thinking of contacting his grandmother. Oh, the way she would laugh at him—and set him up to suffer a fate far worse than death. The revenge she had not been able to enact upon her traitorous daughter she would happily enact upon her despised grandson.

His father would kill him.

No matter how he looked at it, he was dead. Seree scrubbed at his face in frustration, then dropped his hands and went back to cleaning his knives. They didn't really need it, but the motions made him feel better, reminded him he was not normally so hopelessly incompetent.

He picked up a clean white cloth and gave the knives a last going-over before tucking each into its sheath: White for healing, violet for calling, blue for exchange, green for deception, yellow for protection, orange for binding, red for pain, black for sacrifice. Each knife took years to earn, longer to truly understand.

When they were clean, he replaced them on his back and shrugged into his jacket. Three days, and his options were nonexistent. All he really needed to decide was how he wanted to die: the sea, his own hand, a bargain with the witch, or let his father strangle him for acting no better than his sisters.

He was going to murder Lana; it was all her fault. He hoped their father had locked her up and given the key to some dolphins. They lost everything, especially when told not.

Father…

There was an idea. Slightly better than the sea witch, anyway. Lectures and being laughed at hadn't killed him yet. At worst it would just make him wish he were dead and that could only help the situation.

By the Savior, he was never again saving his sisters from their own messes. The next time one of them blundered into trouble, she was on her own.

Well, there was nothing for it. He probably should have conceded defeat much sooner, but Savior did he hate looking like a fool in front of his father. Heaving a sigh, Seree left his room and walked slowly through the palace.

He walked slowly primarily because he kept peering into every open door he passed, hoping to see the prince who had studiously avoided him the past few days. Every time he had tried to inquire as to where to find him, he'd been informed that the prince was busy and would see him when he had time.

Seree was not certain what to think about that. He was going to die because he couldn't kill Aimé, and the bastard wouldn't even see him? Perhaps he was all too typically human, after all. But even as he thought it, he knew it wasn't true. Under the circumstances, Seree really could not blame him. Only miss him.

Finally exiting the palace, Seree traveled around the city and then down to the miles upon miles of beach until he found the secluded nook where he had first come from the water. He removed his knives, then stripped out of everything save his breeches, and retained those on the unlikely chance someone came along. Modesty, he had found, was better to have when explaining one's stranger behavior to humans.

He pulled his sheath back into place, happier to have it against bare skin, the supple straps moving with him. Wading into the sea, he stopped when he was about hip deep. First, he drew his orange-bladed knife, pricked his thumb and let blood drip down to coat the blade. Then he drew it through the water, channeling his magic into a spell to calm the waters so all was still around him.

The spell took and poured through the blade, spilling orange spell-water into the sea, spreading out, and the water shimmered as it let itself be bound to stillness.

Sheathing the orange knife, he drew the violet one and cut his palm. As his blood spilled and swirled in the water, he sliced the blade through it and said, "King of the Deep, I request a moment of your time, if you please."

His father's image appeared in the slit, a much older version of Seree: the blue-black hair was threaded heavily with white, the dark green eyes much deeper, much more lined with age. But he was still a long way from dying, still proudly and ably wore the crown of the ten seas. "That's not how that summoning goes."

"I'm not saying 'I beg you hear my plea' to my father," Seree snapped. "If this is how you're going to act, then never mind. I don't need your help."

"Oh, stop thrashing," Meris said with a laugh.

Seree stepped back as his father accepted and finished the spell of calling, strongly reconsidering summoning his grandmother instead. Water splashed about, nearly knocking Seree over despite his precaution, and then the King of the Deep was before him. He looked concerned and amused, and Seree definitely should have gone with the grandmother who hated him. "Seree, the last time you came to me with a problem, you were still a boy and had to be dragged in by my guards and forced to hold still."

"I still maintain I could have managed that giant squid on my own," Seree said tersely.

Meris' slow grin spread across his face, and he reached out to pat Seree's cheek affectionately. "Nothing at all like your sisters, hmm? So whatever is the matter that you would actually call me all the way up here to discuss it? Has something gone awry with the curse you're breaking for Lana?"

"I can't kill him," Seree said. "He's not the kind of human that deserves to die."

"Oh, I see," Meris said. "Those are words I do not often hear from you—though I hear them from you more often than from your cousins."

"I don't kill every human I come across, and I can't help that most of the ones I come across deserve to die."

"So what makes this one special?"

Ignoring the amused look on his father's face, Seree explained, ending with, "He knows about us; his great grandmother was Beltana."

Whatever Meris had been braced to say when Seree finished was immediately forgotten in his surprise. "Beltana? Are you certain?"

"He told the story exactly, and he is not the type to lie. He's the great grandson of Beltana."

"But even before that, you did not want to kill him," Meris said pensively. "Your story got a bit murky there when you got to the night on the beach." His eyes glinted knowingly. "Clear that up a bit for me."

"You are a sun-addled bastard," Seree said flatly. "This is precisely why nobody likes you."

Meris snickered. "This is why my children occasionally dislike me, which I am reasonably confident means I am doing my job as a father."

"If you're just going to make fun of me, I'll find someone else to talk to," Seree said, losing all patience and feeling slightly hurt. He was going to die and his father was making fun of him. Typical. His entire family had gone sun-mad. Or maybe they were drinking squid-ink wine again.

He started to turn away, but Meris' large, firm hand wrapped around his forearm and stayed him. "Calm your waters, son. I do not want you to die, and I would never tease you so if I truly thought you were in such desperate straits. Law forbids I kill or harm your grandmother, but I will not let her kill one of my children, you know that. But I don't think that is necessary when the curse is much easier to break than that."

Seree opened his mouth, then closed it again. "What do you mean? You know how to break the curse? As easily as that?"

Looking amused again, Meris replied, "Seree, you're the best warrior in my palace, I daresay in my kingdom, and at least half the ten seas. You've served me faithfully since you were a boy, always there when I needed you—no matter what the reason, no matter what the cost."

"Yes," Seree said, because obviously—what else was he supposed to do?

"Did you know I sent your cousin Trel to land the other day over in the seventh sea?"

Seree stared at him, confused by both the odd turn in conversation and the amount of wine his father must have drunk to think that was a good idea. Trel was hopeless when it came to acting like a human. Most of the others were. Seree had more knives than his father had warriors he could completely trust to go on land.

"You weren't there," Meris said defensively. "It was him or the other cousin."

His cousins numbered in the alarming digits, but Seree knew who he meant. But he really wasn't interested in discussing his cousins. "I see. What does this have to do with my dying in two days? By the time you come to your point, I will be dead."

Meris sighed, but he still sounded entirely too amused for Seree's taste. "My point is that, of all the men and women at my disposal, you are the only one who can pass as human with ease—who has no trouble being human. You know the ways of not just one sea, but of all of them. Your knowledge of them surpasses even mine. More and more of your duties involve going to land, despite the pain it must cause you."

Seree opened his mouth, closed it, and then finally said, "As you say, no one else is good at it. I'm the best."

"No one endures that sort of pain over and over again just because they're good at pretending to be human," Meris said. "No one suffers that amount of pain, time and again, for something they absolutely hate."

Huffing in irritation, Seree said, "So what, I do it because I like it?"

"Yes. You enjoy being on land, Ser," Meris said. "I wondered if you knew it, and decided you must, because surely at some point in all these years you would have figured it out. Clearly, I gave you too much credit. Do you remember the way you used to demand bed time stories from me as a child?"

"No." Seree didn't fidget, but it was a near thing.

Meris smiled at him. "Your favorites were of those who journeyed onto land. You loved the story of Beltana, especially. After your mother died, you didn't want story times any more. You grew up too fast and spent all of your time on work and duty. The only time you linger on anything is when you are on land."

"I don't dawdle—"

"I said linger, not dawdle," Meris said, levity turning into sternness. "There's a difference, Seree. You always linger. You say it is to be thorough, but you linger—savor. I'm not sure why you deny it to yourself, but you're drawn to the land."

Seree shook his head, unable to say anything. "I'm not. I'm a warrior of the Deep, I protect—"

"You've done enough protecting, Seree. When your mother admonished you to always take care of your family, she did not mean for you to sacrifice yourself. She would not want that. You are allowed to have a life, to put yourself first."

"Father—"

"You summoned me to give you advice, Ser, and I am doing so: whatever you tell yourself, you are not happy as you are. Content, maybe, but that is not the same thing. Your mother was the first to teach me the difference. Stop telling yourself what you think the rest of us want to hear and be honest." He patted Seree's cheek. "Amusing that I have so many children who think they want to be on land and must be fetched back, and the one child I have who would be happy up here has always denied it. Your curse is easy to break, Seree." He nodded at something past Seree's shoulder. "Go talk to your pretty young man there."

Seree whipped around, heard his father laugh and felt him depart, but nearly all his attention was on Aimé. He stood far enough away not to have overheard; his expression was a tangle of curiosity, wistfulness, and resignation. His gold hair was loose around his shoulders, the morning breeze tugging at his loose shirt and flashing teasing bits of skin.

Aimé tensed as Seree waded out of the water and walked up the beach to him. "I'm sorry—I didn't know—I just wanted to talk to you and then… was that the King of the Deep? He looks just like my grandmother described."

"Yes, that was him," Seree said. "My father."

"Oh!" Aimé said. "I didn't realize you were a prince, too." He laughed. "So why do you keep calling me Highness?"

Seree's mouth quirked. "Deep royalty hardly has any meaning on land, Highness, and I prefer to pass unremarked."

"I don't think you're very good at being unremarkable," Aimé said quietly.

"No, I suppose not," Seree said, lightly touching the scars on his cheeks.

Aimé flushed. "I didn't mean those. I just mean—you're you. Beautiful."

Seree startled at the word, that Aimé would pay him any compliment. He dropped his hands and stared at Aimé in confusion. "I didn't think you wanted to see me anymore, Highness."

"I felt like a perfect fool," Aimé said. "There you were deliberating on whether or not to kill me, and I thought we were flirting the whole time. And then the beach… and I was convinced… but you so were dismissive about the possibility of, well, breaking the curse…" He drifted off, looking everywhere but at Seree.

Well, didn't that make Seree feel like bottom-refuse all over again.

Seree replayed his father's words over again in his mind. Thought of all the times he so quickly volunteered or agreed to go to the surface, despite the pain involved in the transformation. All the different cultures he had learned under guise of wanting to be the best at what he did.

How tired he was of traveling ten seas to fix everyone else's problem.

And then he thought of Aimé's smiles and how easy it was to return them. How easy it was to forget everything, but Aimé whenever he was in the room. The way just thinking about Aimé made everything better. How sweet he'd tasted, how well he'd fit in Seree's arms.

He tilted Aimé's chin up, kissed him, and felt the curse break and fade away.


The Stable Boy

He woke up to the smell of grass and mud, sunshine, and a deep, twisting, writhing ache coursing through his body.

Curse.

He passed out again.

When he woke the second time, the sunshine had been replaced by moonlight and something was sniffing him. He groaned and dug his fingers into the damp grass, managed to lift his head up, and found himself staring into the eyes of a dog—a hunting dog, of good size and, he would hazard, sharp intelligence.

The dog chuffed at him and despite the pain, the confusion, the sense of panic clawing deep in the recesses of his mind, he dredged up a smile. "Run along," he croaked, then swallowed to try and get some fluid moving. "Back to your master."

In reply, the dog just howled.

He cringed away from the sound, tried to burrow into the ground, tears stinging his eyes as the movement set the throbbing ache to burning.

Curse.

The minute he had the thought, everything came flooding back to him. He was Prince Philip Degaré Hollis. Everyone called him Prince Diggory. He had been on his way to marry Prince Adalwin von Brant… and his bodyguard had betrayed him, tried to murder him. Benoit—Diggory would see him hanged at the very least. Him and the rest of his nasty little band: Elci, Ignance, Poris. Yes, they would all die, and as painfully as they had tried to kill him.

With that thought, he passed out a third time.

The next time he woke, the smell of soup made his stomach growl. He opened his eyes and stared up at a ceiling of open beams and thatched roof. Turning his head, he took in the table and chest that seemed to be the only other pieces of furniture.

Diggory slowly sat up, pushing back the heavy quilt that had covered him. Sharp pain stabbed at his left side and he curled his fingers around it. Benoit had tried to stab him, but only wound up slicing him. Unfortunately, the knife had been set with magic, a nasty-feeling curse he hadn't been able to figure out before he'd been shoved into the river, left to die of whichever killed him first: wounds or water.

Where was he?

He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and attempted to stand up, relieved when he swayed slightly but managed to stay upright. Shoving loose strands of dark brown hair from his face, he looked further around the little house and saw the fireplace where a pot of soup cooked and a rocking chair set before it. There was a single door and a small window with no glass, only a large, heavy-looking length of cloth to cover it at night and in cold weather.

The floor was dirt, covered with straw, dried flowers and herbs, scratchy against his bare feet—and he noticed only then his clothes were not his own, but breeches and a shirt much too big for him.

Well, standing had worked well enough; time to try walking. Diggory took a step away from the bed and other than feeling mildly dizzy, he seemed well enough. Focusing on the door, he headed slowly for it, feeling a small thrill of triumph when he reached it without trouble. The door creaked as he pulled it open, the rope handle rough against his hands. Outside, sunshine bit at his eyes and the smell of wildflowers was surprisingly strong—because the cabin seemed set in a field inundated in them: witch roses, his nurse had called the wild purple blooms. He'd never understood why when they looked nothing like roses, but she'd only ever laughed in reply.

Diggory looked around for whoever lived in the cabin, but could spy no sign of a person. Drawing a breath, he let it out slowly on a sigh and began to walk down the worn dirt path leading away from the cabin door.

It meandered across the field and into a small patch of forest. Sunlight painted spots of gold randomly across ground that was otherwise so dark it was nearly black. As he left the trees he could hear the rush of the river and realized how his savior must have come across him.

He heard the dog first, and then the enormous brown and white dog he vaguely remembered from before came lumbering up over the crest of a hill and down toward him. "Hello, there," Diggory greeted with a smile, laughing when the dog jumped up on him and sent him stumbling back a couple of paces. He ran his fingers through the dog's fur, scratched his ears. "Thank you for finding me, Master Dog."

The dog barked, leaned up just enough to lick his cheek, then dropped down and ran off, pausing only to give another bark over his shoulder. "I'm coming, I'm coming," Diggory said with another laugh and slowly followed. The hill left him panting and breathless at the top—pathetic, really, when he knew how much time he spent walking and riding back home through mountains far more difficult.

At the bottom of the hill was the river. A man with gray hair and a short beard stood on the bank fishing. He turned when the dog barked, then stood with his mouth open a moment, clearly surprised to see Diggory. He lifted a hand in greeting, but was silent until Diggory and the dog reached him. "You're up and about sooner than I thought you would be," he said, setting aside his fishing pole. "How do you feel?"

"Weak, a little dizzy, but I think I'm lucky to be that healthy," Diggory said, gingerly touching fingers to his side.

"Aye, that you are," the man said. "You're lucky Winnie here found you when he did and that the river dumped you here of all places. My wife was a witch and managed to teach me a few things. I don't have her touch, but I was able to patch you up well enough. I'd be careful, though. That curse on you is dormant, but not gone. It could wake up any time and finish whatever it started. Don't know what put it to sleep, you be careful."

Diggory nodded. "I will and thank you. I'll do what I can to repay your kindness, sir. I do not suppose you could tell me where I am? My name is Diggory."

The man snorted softly. "Yes, I just bet it is with an accent like that. You're just a mile west of the royal palace." He pointed a finger across the river to a path that vanished back into the woods. "Head that way on for a bit you'll come to a hill that'll let you see it. Whole place is in quite a fit while they prepare for Prince Adalwin's wedding."

So Benoit had succeeded in taking his place, exactly as he'd bragged. Bastard. Diggory's hands curled into fists, but he forced himself to relax. "I see."

"Yeah, I thought you might," the man replied, eying him pensively. "My name is Frederick, but Freddie will do."

Diggory stared back. "You know who I am."

"Only supposition, but you kept saying your father's name and Prince Adalwin's while you slept. Been asleep nearly two whole days, and I thought you'd sleep at least two more. Anyway, there ain't many folk that would be muttering both those names with a sense of urgency. Did seem strange, though, when I went into town and they were all buzzing about with news of your arrival. Would explain your curse."

"It should have killed me. I don't know why it didn't."

Freddie smiled faintly, stroking his beard. "Well, as my wife always said, gods rest her soul, curses are tricky things. Malicious intent warps all magic, and magic that is nothing but pure malice tends to bite the caster as much as the target. May explain why it's gone dormant, but I hesitate to say too much 'cause I'm no witch and wouldn't want to lead you astray."

"But if you had to guess …?"

"Well…" Freddie considered him, backs of his fingers stroking his chin. "If I recall what my wife told me, when a curse meant to kill doesn't work, it instead… how best to say… Well, it sort of 'kills' that which was the greatest threat to begin with. Like, you clearly should be dead so no one knows you're the real Prince Phillip. So chances are, you won't be able to tell anyone you're the real prince. But there's never any knowing for sure because each curse warps a bit different. Don't go taking my word for it. I'd go find a witch. Think there's one about a week south of here. Sadly, since my wife passed on, we haven't had another come this way."

Diggory dismissed the idea, wise though it was. He could not afford to be gone at least two weeks. The wedding was less than a month away. "Thank you for all—" he broke off at the sound of a horse racing through the trees and watched as someone broke free of the forest on the far side of the river and rode with familiar ease over the rickety bridge a few paces down.

"Good afternoon, Master Freddie! How are you today? Oh, I see you have company. I do beg your pardon." The man, a noble to judge by his finery, approached them and smoothly dismounted. His horse was a handsome bay, the color of good brandy, with a black mane and it had to be about seventeen hands. The horse bent its head to greet Winnie, whose tail wagged fiercely at seeing the horse.

Shifting his attention to the man, Diggory found it hard not to stare. He was leaner than Diggory and taller, with tanned skin and bright gold hair that indicated a great deal of time spent outdoors. He had brilliant green eyes and a pale, tempting mouth that curved into a friendly smile. "Who is your friend, Freddie?"

"His name is Diggory. He grew up where my wife did, came to see an old man and keep me company for a bit. Diggory, I make you known to His Royal Highness, Prince Adalwin von Brant."

Diggory barely managed to school his reaction. The description he'd been given of his fiancé did not do him justice; it seemed woefully dry all of a sudden: tall, slender, blond hair, green eyes, pleasant demeanor. He supposed the Master Secretary of the Royal Offices could not have put 'extremely desirable' on the official papers.

Recalling he was not, at present, royalty himself, Diggory dipped into a low bow. "An honor to make your acquaintance, Your Highness. Congratulations on your impending nuptials. Everyone is happily anticipating the wedding." He looked up and saw the way Adalwin's face momentarily clouded.

"Thank you," Adalwin replied, the words polite but lacking the warmth he had thus far shown. "How are you finding our humble kingdom? You are lucky to know Freddie. He is a wonderful man. His wife healed many of my wounds when I frolicked about these woods like the idiot boy I was—and still am, I suppose." His mouth twitched, then settled into a half-smile.

Rising to his full height, Diggory smiled in return. "It's beautiful, Your Highness. I think it will be impossible to leave. My home is not nearly so bright and pleasant."

"Mistress Maya used to say the same thing, that her home was dreary and wet all the time and she was happy to have married a man who brought her into sunshine." He looked at Freddie, whose eyes had gone distant with memory, his smile bittersweet.

"Maya did like the sun," Freddie said. "But enough about us, Highness. What brings you here today when you should be wooing your affianced?"

Adalwin's face clouded again and he sighed. "I needed a break, and I wanted to give my favorite beauty here a run. Isn't he handsome?"

"He's stunning," Diggory said, moving forward without thought to get a closer look, holding out his hand for the horse to investigate. When it seemed content, he petted it. "Farthing stock, if I had my guess."

"Yes," Adalwin said, face filling with pleased surprise. "Do you work with horses?"

Diggory opened his mouth to remind Adalwin of his private stables that they had spoken of again and again in the letters they had exchanged over the past few months ever since the engagement. Then he recalled himself sharply and said only, "Yes, Highness. I worked for Lord Helmsten for many years, maintaining and improving his stables."

"He has a prize collection, I have heard. I am surprised he let you leave."

"I fulfilled my obligations and he understood my desire for a sunnier land."

Adalwin eyed him thoughtfully for a moment. "Are you still seeking a new prospect?"

"Yes, Your Highness."

"Well, you may present yourself at the palace. I have need of a new man to supervise my horses exclusively. If you show yourself well over a brief trial period the position is yours. You can discuss the details with the stable master. Tomorrow at first bell."

Diggory bowed low. "Yes, Your Highness, and my deepest thanks for the opportunity. I promise I will show myself more than capable."

"I will depend upon it," Adalwin replied. "Alas, now that I have been avoiding the palace for a couple of hours I fear I must return to the fray. A good day to you both, and I will see you again soon."

"Farewell, Highness," Freddie said. When Adalwin was well out of sight he turned to Diggory, face alight with amusement. "I suggest you find a way to reclaim your fiancé, Highness. He deserves better than the bastard who has taken your place."

Diggory nodded. "I've already gained entrance to the palace; I'll figure out the rest once I'm there. I cannot thank you enough for saving me and setting me on my way. You had no reason to help me as much as you have and I will find a way to repay the debt." He saw something cross Freddie's face, saw him start to speak and then hesitate. "What is it? You've only to name it."

"My wife was a noble before she married me. She could have been a great sorceress, but she chose me and our little life here. When she left, her father refused to hand over her dowry or any of her belongings. I care about none of that, save a necklace of which she was fond and mourned the loss of all our lives. I would like to be able to return it to her."

A memory stirred. "She was the Lady Starlowe. Her father was in quite the fury, but he was never a pleasant man. I will gain back the necklace for you, I vow it. For now, sir, I fear I must be off for there are things I must obtain before I journey to the palace tomorrow."

"There's coin back home, tucked behind a loose brick above the fireplace, third one up right in the middle. Take what you need. I have every confidence you will someday soon repay it with ease."

Diggory shook his hand, swore again he would repay all his debts, and with a parting pat to Winnie's head, departed.

*~*~*

Finding the stable master took a couple of hours, as the man was unsurprisingly quite busy and there was apparently a hunt occurring in the next few days for which the stables were preparing, but once Diggory found him, everything went quickly. He was escorted to Prince Adalwin's private stable after a hasty tour of those parts of the palace he would need, given an even briefer tour of the stables, quizzed ruthlessly all the while, and then left to his own devices.

He'd just finished brushing the bay Adalwin had been riding the day before when he heard footsteps coming toward him, the only person to visit Adalwin's private stable since the stable master had shown Diggory around that morning. Diggory looked up from where he was stowing the brush and immediately dipped into a bow. "Your Highness."

"Good afternoon. The stable master seemed pleased with you and the horses look happy to have so much attention paid to them," Adalwin said with a smile. "How do you like it?"

"Finest stable I've ever seen, Your Highness," Diggory replied, meaning it—even his own was not as fine and he had hardly slouched on outfitting it. He had not been able to resist thoughts and ideas about where his own horses would go when they were eventually brought to his new home.

That reminded him abruptly of his wedding present for Adalwin. He hoped Benoit had kept most of his things and not simply thrown them out. That, however, was a problem for much later.

His current problem was gaining access to Benoit and his thugs to slit their traitorous throats. But he would not accomplish anything by shirking his duties on the first day; that would only draw attention he did not need—and however impatient he might be, his side was still healing. If he got into a tangle with Benoit or the others too soon, hitting his wound would cripple him enough they'd get an opportunity to do the job of murdering him correctly.

So he tamped down on his ever-growing impatience and distracted himself with the pleasure of admiring his affianced, who had turned to croon at and pet his bay. When his father had proposed the marriage to him, Diggory had been willing, but otherwise indifferent. He was always happy to do his duty, and if the marriage helped his family and his kingdom, then all to the good. He had heard good things of Prince Adalwin and of his love of horses; certainly his fate could have been much worse (Prince Handel, or Princess Gwendolyn, for example).

If nothing else, the change of environment and the opportunity for new things was worthwhile. Then the first letter had arrived and indifference had turned to curiosity. One letter led to another, until over the course of a few months they had managed quite a bit of correspondence between them. The letters never went beyond courtesies and friendly conversation, but curiosity had turned into anticipation. He had been certain they would become good friends, even comfortable lovers. He had not expected to be so taken. He was definitely eager to know his fiancé better—know him intimately.

Adalwin turned from the horse to smile at him, expression slightly puzzled. "Is all well?"

"Oh, yes, Highness, my apologies. My previous master was enamored of his horses, but more as a matter of business. Not to insult him for that, because he was always worthy of praise and admiration, but it's always good to a see a master who cares for the horses simply because they are horses, if you'll forgive me speaking out of turn."

"You're not speaking out of turn," Adalwin replied, "though I confess you are remarkably bold and talkative for a servant. All to the good, though." He smiled again. "I do care for my horses, and my fiancé will be having his horses brought here shortly after we return from our wedding journey. We expect you to care for them just as much as we do, though I do not see a problem there." He started to say more, but the sound of the door creaking open drew their attention.

At the same time, Diggory's wound gave a sharp throb of pain. He slipped around the horse, out of sight, but where he could still just see. He tensed as he heard a familiar voice call out, "There you are, my dear."

Adalwin's expression tightened briefly before he smoothed it out and summoned a polite smile and turned to greet Benoit. "Here I am. Did you come all the way out here to find me? I did not think you'd be leaving the armory so soon; you need not have on my account. You were enjoying yourself."

"I enjoy myself most when in your presence," Benoit replied. Diggory rolled his eyes. "I came to see if we might speak before supper since we'll likely not have a moment otherwise until much later tonight. Benoit drew close and rested a hand on Adalwin's shoulder.

Shrugging it off and taking a small step back, Adalwin said, "If this is about the hunt, then I am not changing my mind. I do not care for hunting. You seemed to understand my reasons in our correspondence."

"Of course, of course," Benoit said smoothly, but Diggory knew him well enough to know the pinched looked to his mouth said Benoit had not considered that Diggory and Adalwin might have exchanged letters. Of course he hadn't, the arrogant fool. Diggory held them dear, had read them several times over the past few months. He still had them, bound with ribbon and tucked amongst his books and papers—and Benoit had probably thrown all of them out without even a glance, though Diggory still had hope he'd kept it all. If Benoit had stopped to think at all he would have read through the letters to better his impersonation.

An impersonation at which he was already failing miserably because Diggory did respect Adalwin's reasons for avoiding the hunt: he was not a man inclined toward violent sport, had hated it ever since he'd been a boy and been part of a hunt that had gone horrifically wrong. He was not much for fencing or boxing, either.

He wondered if Benoit realized Adalwin was still well within his bounds to call the entire engagement off. Well, let the fool ruin his own chances. It would be easier to kill him, and then Diggory could repair all damages.

Though it made him wonder just how far Benoit was planning to go to ensure his impersonation succeeded. Eventually Diggory's father and brothers would want to see him again, and they knew Benoit. Well, one problem at a time. He could not save his family while he was still struggling to save himself.

Benoit and Adalwin continued to argue until Adalwin snapped at him to leave and Benoit stormed off. Adalwin sighed softly and turned back to the horse, resting his forehead against its side. Stepping around the horse, Diggory asked quietly, "Begging pardon for my impertinence, Highness, but are you all right?"

"I'm fine, Diggory, thank you," Adalwin said quietly. "Nothing for you to trouble yourself over. I think I'll go for a ride later, though. Have this horse ready for about… half past eight, I think, yes."

"Of course, Highness. Your wish is my command. Will you require company? Night rides are not wise for anyone to do alone."

Adalwin hesitated, then shrugged. "We shall see." He nodded in farewell and departed.

Diggory watched him go and sighed softly as the door closed behind him. He led the bay back into its freshly cleaned stall and got him settled. "Take care of him tonight," he told the horse. "Don't let him come to harm out there."

The horse snorted at him, as if insulted he had to be told such a thing. Diggory smiled and went to start cleaning out the empty stalls to make them ready for his own horses.

Dusk was falling when he finally finished for the day. He cleaned up at the pump behind the stable, then pulled on fresh clothes in the room at the far end of the stables that had been allotted to him. Shivering, longing to again be a spoiled prince who could command hot baths whenever he so desired, he headed for the back yard and slipped into the kitchens to find food.

A harried looking woman who smelled like roasted lamb and rosemary, face red from working close to the fire, thrust a plate of food at him and with a look and pointed finger, ordered him to get out of the way. Prince or not, he knew when not to argue with a woman. Tucking himself into a corner, he settled on a barrel and wolfed down his meal, which was fresh bread and scraps of the afternoon meal that had been served to the castle nobility.

He looked up at the sounds of arguing—and quickly ducked his head again, tugging down the brim of his cap before Elci saw him. As Elci continued to snipe at the cooks about something done wrong with his meal, Diggory finished his food in several quick bites, wiping his fingers clean on a rag he had brought for that very purpose. He looked up through his lashes, watching as Elci finally grew so disgusted he finally stormed off, calling the women nasty names in a language they wouldn't know because he was a coward. Diggory slipped from his barrel and went after him, pleased when Elci did not go back into the main part of the palace, but instead wound up in a walled garden area.

Elci sat down on a marble bench and pulled out one of the long, thin black cigarettes he favored, muttering in his native tongue as he light it with a match. The smell of cloves and cured smoke-leaf overwhelmed the delicate scents of the garden, the end of the cigarette the only point of light as the last bits of sunlight faded away.

Diggory slipped behind a cluster of tall, thick bushes. He pulled out the pocket watch he had purchased in town, a cheap, battered thing that was nothing like the thirty or so extravagant pieces he owned, though it served its purpose. He had a little over an hour before he had to be back to ready the horses for Adalwin's ride—two, because Diggory wasn't letting him go alone.

He was just starting to think he'd wasted his time following Elci when his patience finally paid off and he heard the distinct sound of Poris' limp, a holdover from damage done to his leg by a snakebite. "So how's it going?" Elci asked.

"Not well," Poris replied with a grunt. "Benoit is no prince, no matter how much he thinks he can manage it. He's arrogant enough, but spending time with royalty doesn't actually make him royalty. Still, he hasn't gotten arrested yet and no one has called off the wedding. If we can just struggle through the month and get the ring on his finger, there's not much that can be done at that point. The royal family back home will suffer their tragic accident and that will be that. Two kingdoms in the bag and maybe Benoit will finally simmer down."

Elci grunted. "I just want my fucking money."

"You'll get it after they're married. Come on, it's a little funny, you have to admit. That bastard was so busy with his woods and his horses that even his own mother couldn't really pick him out of a crowd. He made it too easy to replace him—he practically deserves it, he made it so easy."

"I think it's stupid, but I don't turn down good money."

Poris coughed for several seconds then said, "You won't get a single pence of it if you don't do your part. Have you got it yet?"

"I'm meeting a man tonight who should be able to get it for me. I could have had it sooner, but you know I can't risk asking around the palace for such things." He finished his cigarette and dropped it on the ground, snuffing it out with his boot heel. "You ask me, he should be able to get it up for a man like that without problem. I sure could. I could keep it up for Prince Adalwin all night long."

 "You could keep it up for a dog. Shut up and do your job," Poris said, and Diggory heard him strike Elci.

Elci hit him back and Diggory could just barely see him stand up. "I'm leaving around midnight to meet my source by that old church on the far edge of the city. I should be back a couple of hours after that, so make certain His Highness is still awake if he wants to hear immediately how it went. Otherwise, I'll speak to him at breakfast."

"He'll want to know. It's going to be a problem if Prince Diggory can't fuck his new husband on their wedding night." He stood up and Diggory listened as his footsteps faded off. A few minutes later, grumbling under his breath, Elci followed him back into the palace. Diggory gave them a few minutes and then made his way back to the stable.

So Benoit had a bedroom problem. Diggory wasn't certain how that was useful to him, but any knowledge at all gave him an advantage. Hopefully he would be back from riding in time to go after Elci, though he was not certain yet if he would simply follow him, or kill him.

In the stable, he prepared the bay and a black mare that looked like she could use a good run. He was ready and waiting when Adalwin arrived, handsome in a black and gray riding outfit, but his face tight with worry he was clearly too tired to hide. "Good evening, Your Highness. Ready to ride?"

Adalwin looked up and stared for a moment, then shook himself. "Yes, quite ready." He stopped, then laughed. "Am I to enjoy your company, then?"

"It's not safe to go alone, Highness."

"No, it's not," Adalwin conceded with a sigh. "Very well, then." He led the bay outside and then smoothly mounted. When they were both ready, he led the way from the palace and off into the woods with the ease of one who had done it a thousand times.

They rode in silence for at least an hour, slipping in and out of the trees as the path meandered through and around the woods. Clearly it was a path meant for pleasure, not function. High above, the moon was almost but not quite full, the stars sharp, shining points all around it.

When they finally stopped, it was in a small clearing that boasted only a trickling brook and a building that was, Diggory realized after a moment, an old hunting cabin. He suspected there had probably been a stable on the premises at one point too, but it was either gone or better hidden by the dark.

Adalwin motioned for him to leave the horses by the brook and then led the way into the cabin. He moved to the fireplace, but Diggory stopped him and got a fire going himself. While he did that, Adalwin lit a few lamps, and by the time the fire was lit the whole place was filled with a warm, orange-yellow light. Adalwin raked a hand through his fingers and sighed heavily. "May I ask you something, Diggory?"

"Anything, Highness."

"Have you ever thought you knew someone, only to find you did not know them at all? That everything you thought you knew was a lie?"

Diggory's mouth twisted. "Aye, Highness. I knew a man for many years, a man upon whom my father always relied. One day, that man and I made a journey to a neighboring… village to… deliver an important item and on the way there, the man tried to kill me and take the item we were transporting. He was nothing like the man my father and I always believed him to be, only a cowardly thief who had been waiting for a chance to steal that item."

"I see," Adalwin said quietly. "I am sorry, that is far more serious a betrayal. Perhaps I am merely a fool, to believe letters written to me by a stranger could hold any veracity. It has become clear that I am foolishly easy to court."

Anger poured through Diggory—at Benoit for his betrayal, for the way he was hurting Adalwin and making him doubt himself. Anger at himself for letting down his guard when he had felt there was something strange about the way Benoit and his men were acting. But anger would not help him, and so he forced himself to set it aside. "Highness, I've only known you a matter of hours, but you do not strike me as a fool—and I think by now I would know, for fools make themselves known very quickly. Perhaps there is more to the situation than you realize. Do not give up yet."

Adalwin smiled crookedly. "At times you seem a good deal more than someone who cares for horses, Diggory."

"You can learn a lot from horses—and from listening to the folks who go in and out of the stables," Diggory replied with a shrug. "If you believed in the letters written to you then continue to have faith in them and perhaps it will be rewarded in the end."

"Perhaps," Adalwin said, though he did not look terribly convinced. Diggory wanted suddenly to tug him close, hold him until it eased the lines of worry and doubt from his face, pull him to the, fire and urge him to relax, distract him with soft kisses.

It was a strange feeling; he was not inclined toward comforting others. Elci and Poris were hardly the only ones to say that he spent too much time with his horses and the woods. On the rare occasion a person interested him enough to take them as a lover, they rapidly made it very clear how callous they found him once the fun was over.

Diggory turned to poke and prod at the fire, letting it take his sudden irritation. "You should come and warm yourself, Highness. It would not do to take a chill."

Adalwin gave a soft snort. "I have endured far worse than a cool spring evening." He joined Diggory by the fire anyway, so close they were not quite touching as each fell into his own thoughts.

The distant cry of an animal that had clearly become dinner for a predator made them both jump. They shared a sheepish smile and Adalwin sighed. "I suppose we had best return. Thank you for coming with me, Diggory. I did not mean to foist so much upon you on your first day."

"I am here to serve you, Highness. You do not bother me. Please be at ease around me."

"Let's go home," Adalwin said, but gripped his shoulder briefly before heading outside.

They said nothing more all the journey home or even back in the stable. Diggory again found himself wanting to pull Adalwin close and kiss him, hold him, whatever it took to ease the worries causing those fine shoulders to droop. Instead, he murmured goodnight and watched Adalwin walk away, then got a drink of water from the well before he raced off to wait where he could follow Elci.

The palace clock was just chiming midnight when Elci appeared at the gates, hands shoved into the pockets of his jacket as he strode off toward the city. Diggory hung well back and followed him, keeping to where Elci would not catch him even from the corner of his eye.

When they reached the old church, he crept around to the side and huddled beneath a window that had long since had all its glass knocked out. A few minutes later, another figure appeared and slipped into the church after Elci. Diggory shivered in the cold and listened while they argued over price and time until they finally came to an agreement that the 'potency potion' would be provided in six days, but at the cost of two extra silver.

Diggory sneered at that, at Elci's idiocy. Such a potion only cost pence—he'd heard the guards discuss such matters often enough, though he thankfully had never needed such a potion himself. No, he would have no trouble at all keeping his husband satisfied in the bedroom—and wherever else Adalwin demanded satisfaction.

A few minutes later, the second man left. Diggory stood up and moved as soundlessly as possible back to the front of the church, keeping to the dark until Elci stepped by him. He waited only until they were well away from holy ground, then grabbed Elci from behind and snapped his neck.

He dragged the body off the street and dumped it into a rank-smelling alleyway before divesting it of all valuables and coin. He said a quiet prayer, hoping Elci lived more wisely in his next life, then slipped away and headed back to the palace.

*~*~*

He was eating a breakfast of bread with honey and a couple of pickled eggs he'd charmed out of one of the cooks when Poris appeared and scoured the kitchen, clearly in search of Elci. He left a couple of minutes later, but Diggory did not go after him.

Instead, he finished his breakfast and headed back to the stable, idly planning when he would be able to slip away to learn more about Poris and Ignance. They would be with Benoit in parts of the castle that a stable boy had no business being in, which would make the matter more difficult. He had been lucky with Elci and with him missing—since Diggory doubted they would find his body—they would be more on edge.

Voices caught his attention and he slowed his steps when he saw a group of men lingering near Adalwin's private stable. To judge by the comments, they were having a fine gossip about the hunting party that had left just an hour or so ago. Adalwin had been with them, his face pale and angry, but he had smiled when Diggory suggested he simply get lost for a few hours and blame his new stable hand for saddling the wrong horse.

He listened with half an ear as he went about his chores, but paid more attention when they began to talk about a masked ball happening that night—the formal betrothal ball. He had requested it be a masked ball because they were his favorite. So much easier to enjoy oneself with a mask.

Diggory's grip tightened on the pitchfork he was holding until his knuckles whitened. It was supposed to be him at Adalwin's side, holding his hand and making promises, exchanging their very first kiss. He would kill Benoit as painfully as he knew how and not even because of what he was doing to Diggory—though that was more than enough. No, he would make Benoit pay for what he was doing to Adalwin, for what Diggory was doing to Adalwin.

Putting the pitchfork aside, he went to fetch his coin purse. The hunt would not return for several hours, and if he was quick, nobody would miss him. He was going to that ball.

A couple of hours in the village and he had obtained all he required. He returned to the stable and tucked the items away in his room, then set to catching on the chores he'd neglected running errands.

His determination to attend the ball was only further fueled when the hunting party finally returned and Adalwin looked ragged and worn around the edges, his hands trembling as he more fell off his horse than properly dismounted. Diggory held him close for a moment, let him steady himself, then reluctantly stepped away and busied himself with the horses. But the memory of Adalwin in his arms would not leave him and the day moved at a crawl after that.

By the time dark fell and he could hear strains of music coming from the palace, Diggory was champing at the bit to be off. He made certain the horses were all settled comfortably for the night, then fetched the good soap he'd bought in town and cleaned himself thoroughly, even if he was left shivering and practically blue at the end of it.

His clothes were faded and did not quite fit, but they were still just barely in fashion. Whoever had owned them before had sold them off not long after acquiring them. All to the good for Diggory, though it amused him that his own fine clothes were probably only a week or so away, traveling on a much slower cart with the rest of his belongings. Pulling on the clothes, he combed his hair, then put on the jewelry he'd managed to acquire: gold earrings, cravat pin, and his cheap pocket watch.

Nothing close to the satin and velvet, the diamonds and sapphires he normally wore, but he did not care what he had to wear so long as he was able to spend time with Adalwin at the ball. He held a hand to his wound, which seemed to be healing well enough, but a general air of wrongness clung; the curse was just waiting for him to slip up and grant it a chance to wake and kill him

It would be so easy to walk up to Adalwin and tell him he remembered every word of Adalwin's letters, to prove it by reciting them, to recite parts of his own. So easy to kill himself in a matter of words. Frustration left him feeling raw and helpless, and he angrily secured his mask. He left the stable at a rapid pace, as though he could outrun all the problems biting at his heels.

The dancing was in full tilt when he slipped in by way of the garden entrance. He took a glass of sparkling rose wine from a passing tray and drained it in one long, neat swallow. Taking another glass, he looked around for Adalwin. It took only a moment to spot him, even with the mask. Diggory suspected that he would someday be able to mark Adalwin no matter what the circumstances.

He sipped at the second glass of wine, then set it aside and pushed his way through the crowd, moving along the edge of the dance floor until he ran into Adalwin as he was leaving it. "Good evening, my lord," he greeted, careful to let a bit of his native accent slip—an accent his tutors had worked hard to rid him of, but which would be useful for giving the impression he was a noble from the border territories, a stranger.

Adalwin smiled politely. "Good evening, my lord."

"I do not suppose you would honor me with a dance? One so handsome hardly has need of my attention, but I would be honored by your indulgence."

Laughing, Adalwin accepted the hand Diggory held out and let himself be led back to the dance floor. The dance was, thankfully, a simple one that even Diggory knew well enough not to embarrass himself. Normally he avoided dancing, but he could not think where else he would be able to get Adalwin to himself for a few minutes—well, the stable, but Diggory wanted to be himself for the night, not a stable boy.

"Are you enjoying yourself, my lord?"

"Of course," Adalwin replied. "What's not to find enjoyable?"

Diggory's mouth quirked. "Ordinarily, I would ask what is to find enjoyable. I have no love of parties. I much prefer my solitude, or the company of one or two."

Adalwin frowned and Diggory dared to hope the words sounded familiar to him. "I… I have heard another say much the same thing," he said slowly. "I admit I prefer solitude myself from time to time, but there is something to be said for an atmosphere such as this."

"I am beginning to see that it has a few benefits," Diggory said softly, and they lapsed into silence as they continued to dance.

Unfortunately, the dancing came to its inevitable end and Diggory was prevented claiming another by the ringing of the bell. The king climbed the dais and rambled on about marriage and bonds and so forth. At Diggory's side, Adalwin tensed, all but radiating his unhappiness.

Diggory waited until the king was moments away from summoning Adalwin and Benoit to the dais, then turned to Adalwin and cupped his chin, tilted his head down. "All will be well, prince. I promise." Adalwin drew a sharp breath as Diggory leaned up to brush a whisper-soft kiss across his mouth.

Then he slipped away, weaving through the crowd until he reached the back of the room. His stomach churned as he watched Benoit and Adalwin mount the stage, cast their masks aside, and join hands. He wanted to scream in fury when they recited the betrothal vows and he had to close his eyes when they kissed. When he could open his eyes again, he made himself focus on Benoit, watched as he led Adalwin to the dance floor.

He was obviously biased in thinking they did not dance together nearly as well as he and Adalwin had, but Diggory was more than all right with that. When they finally finished and the others began to trickle back onto the floor for the next dance, he kept his eyes on Benoit—and there, yes. Poris and Ignance, obvious masks or not. How had they deceived Diggory and his family for so long? What other wrongs had they committed that had gone unremarked? It made him sick to think on it.

Poris and Ignance were speaking quietly, heads bent together to be heard over the noise of the crowded ballroom. He moved across the room toward them, careful to stay out of their direct line of sight—not that they seemed to be paying mind to anything, but Diggory would not underestimate them a second time.

A few minutes later, they glanced at Benoit, received a surreptitious nod, and slipped from the ball. Diggory made certain Benoit was no longer paying attention and then went after them. He followed them upstairs, grateful for the milling crowds throughout the palace and the fact nearly every person was drunk or having too much fun to notice anything that might dampen it.

When they reached the top of the stairs, they turned right and wove through the halls until they reached a door that most likely lead to Benoit's chambers. Diggory itched to go after them, but he made himself wait instead, slipping into a shadowed alcove.

Just as he was beginning to lose patience, they reemerged dressed in plain, dark clothes and bearing weapons. Those wouldn't save them. He followed them back downstairs, lifting a coat from a man so drunk he had only draped it over himself before passing out on a hallway bench. Shrugging into it, he hastened his step until he caught sight of Poris and Ignance again. When they were well away from the palace and traveled in darkness broken only by the lantern Poris carried, he discarded his mask in the high grass.

Once more he found himself shadowing them all the way to town, but rather than the church, they stopped in a pub. It did not take him long to determine they were trying to find Elci. Likely they assumed he'd succumbed to second thoughts and had tried to run.

He waited outside, smoking a cigarette cadged from a passerby. When they finally came out, grumbling about Elci and deciding which pub to try next, he fell into step behind them and made certain they were aware of him. It was only because he watched that he noticed the moment they marked him and tensed. But they kept their pace, acted as though they had not—until they came to a quiet, empty street. Then they drew their swords and turned, freezing when the light from Poris' lantern fell across Diggory's face. "You!" they snarled.

Diggory didn't reply as they charged him, simply drew the knife hidden at the small of his back and threw it. Poris managed to knock it away, but the distraction was all Diggory needed to gain the advantage, dodging out of the way of Ignance, grabbing the lantern, and smashing it into Poris' face. Poris screamed in agony; Diggory stole the dagger at his waist and buried it in his throat. Taking the sword as Pori let it go, Diggory turned—and screamed himself when Ignance managed to land a blow right where his wound was still healing.

He pressed one hand to his bloody side; the sword remained steady in his other. "Backstabbing bastard."

"Stupid prince," Ignance retorted.

Diggory ignored the taunt and merely waited for Ignance to attack. He swore when it came because it forced him to move in a way that did his wound no favors. The fight was a brutal one, but every time he wavered, started to succumb to the darkness that wanted to take him, he thought of Adalwin and pressed on.

The sound of shouting, of feet pounding toward them, forced them to pause. Damn, someone had heard the ruckus and raised the alarm. Diggory braced himself to finish the fight and then flee, but to his surprise, Ignance simply turned and ran.

Damn it. He should have tried to kill them more quietly, but he'd thought he'd had them. Well, that was what he got for being arrogant. Throwing Poris' sword aside in disgust, Diggory fled as quickly as he could manage, stripping off his jacket to press it against the wound to staunch the flow of blood. The cold wind made him shudder and homesickness struck him like an unexpected blow to the face.

He wanted his life back, he wanted those he cared about to be safe. Damn it, he just wanted to be him again. His clothes, his bed, his books and sword and horses. His chance to win Adalwin's affections and build a new life with his husband.

Ignance had gotten away, however, and he would go straight to Benoit. Well, they did not know he was right beneath their noses. Diggory would have to ensure he maintained that advantage. He stumbled his way through town until he found an inn that looked as though it would not ask too many question. Setting a gold coin on the counter, he said, "I need a bed, hot water, needle and thread, and some clean rags."

"I can see what you need," she replied tartly, but handed over a worn key. "Get on with you, then. Top of the stairs, all the way at the end of the hall on the right."

She brought the supplies a few minutes later and briskly set about sewing and cleaning the wound for him. "Men cannot go a week without finding an excuse to cut each other open. You're lucky you're not dead."

"I know," he said quietly. "Believe me, I know. Thank you for your assistance." He gave her another coin which she tucked away before awkwardly combing through his hair.

"There's food on the table there. Get some rest and try to be less of a fool tomorrow." She gathered up the used supplies and left, leaving him alone.

Diggory moved stiffly to the table and ate, then settled down to get a couple of hours of rest before he had to head back to the palace before he was missed. He hoped Adalwin had not gone to the stable looking for him. He hoped more that Benoit and Ignance were not going to immediately return to town and hunt for him.

There was nothing he could do about any of that for the present, however, so he closed his eyes and simply relived dancing with Adalwin, how good it had felt to hold him, that soft brush of lips. When it was all over, would Adalwin forgive him all of the wrongs? Diggory could not bear to think of the answer to that question being no, so he simply focused on the memory dancing.

He woke when he turned in his sleep and set his side to hurting again. He panicked for a moment, afraid he had accidentally slept the whole night through—but no, the sky was still dark and the moon still high. He left the key to the room on the front counter and stepped outside, breathing in the cold air to help wake himself up, and then set off slowly back toward the palace.

The whole time he feared running afoul of Benoit and Ignance, but the journey was quiet the entire way and he finally climbed into his own bed in the stable without further incident. When he woke again, it was to Adalwin calling his name. Diggory hastily stripped and pulled on fresh clothes, then hurried from the room. "Highness! My deepest apologies, I'm afraid something I drank last night did not agree with me."

Adalwin laughed. "I think everyone in the palace is complaining of the same ailment." He winked. "I hope your night was a good one. Let's saddle up the roan today; he's not had a chance to run for a bit. If anyone comes looking for me, tell them I'll be back this afternoon."

"Yes, Your Highness," Diggory replied and swept a bow before he hurried to ready the requested horse. He winced as the pain in his side flared, but ignored it and led the horse over to Adalwin. His pain was nearly forgotten at the smile Adalwin gave him—but the smile fell away in the next moment as Adalwin's eyes widened in alarm. "You're hurt!" he burst out and rushed to Diggory, nudging the horse aside and reaching out to touch the wet, red stain on Diggory's shirt. "What happened?" he demanded. "Who or what did this? I will—"

Diggory took Adalwin's hands in his own, squeezing them. "Highness, I am touched by your concern, but I promise you it looks far worse than it is. A minor accident, and all my own fault."

"Let me see it," Adalwin ordered, suddenly all commanding prince. Diggory stared at him, startled, and with an impatient noise Adalwin yanked his hands free and pulled up Diggory's shirt himself, expression darkening at what he found. "This is a sword wound! You're not permitted to have a sword. What in the hell were you doing last night, Diggory? I won't tolerate this sort of behavior, not when it could endanger other people and the horses. What were you thinking? Tell me what happened!"

"It was an accident, an altercation that got out of hand," Diggory replied. He cupped Adalwin's face, and Adalwin froze, expression going confused—lost. "Please, Highness. Let the matter rest. I will bandage it properly and get a clean shirt and all will be well by the time you return from your ride."

Adalwin's mouth tightened and he pulled Diggory's hands away, letting them go as though not certain he should touch them. Diggory tried not to let it hurt, but it did anyway. "You will tell me what happened."

"It was exactly what I've told you—an altercation that went wrong. I beg of you, go for a ride and let it go."

Adalwin stared at him, green eyes dark with worry and anger. He breathed in through his nostrils and breathed out heavily the same way. "Fine," he said, "but that explanation does not appease me, and you have until my return to decide to tell me the truth. I like you, Diggory, but I will not condone this sort of behavior, especially not in someone I need to be able to trust. Someone I thought I could trust."

"You can trust me," Diggory said softly, not quite able to hide his sadness.

"We shall see," Adalwin said and led his horse from the stable.

Diggory waited until he was gone, then slammed his fist against the nearest wall before storming into his room to get cleaned up and changed. When he was done, he set to work on his daily chores, a thousand worries gnawing at his mind, making it impossible to concentrate on any one of them.

What was he going to tell Adalwin that would allay suspicion long enough for him to get to Benoit and break the curse? He was half tempted to find the bastard and end the matter once and for all … but behaving rashly was what had gotten him into this mess in the first place. He needed to keep his head.

So he made himself focus on the chores and the horses and try to come up with as honest an explanation as possible. He did not want to lie more than was strictly necessary. Huffing out an irritated breath, he finished mucking out stalls and then went to fetch fresh straw.

He'd just started to lay it out when the door opened. Surprised that Adalwin had returned so soon, he started to smile in greeting, but froze when he saw Ignance standing in the doorway. Damn it.

Ignance did not waste time on words, simply drew his sword and ran at him. Diggory threw a bundle of hay at him, then bolted for the pitchfork nearby. He whirled around just in time to block Ignance's swing, force him back, but Diggory could not quite get past his guard, not with the confines of the stable and the fact he was using a pitchfork while Ignance had a sword with which he was frustratingly skilled.

Then the bay horse, directly behind Ignance, suddenly whinnied. The sound startled Ignance, who half-turned and flinched away and Diggory took his chance, thrusting the pitchfork forward, burying it in Ignance's side and back. He yanked it out and Ignance fell to the stable floor, blood pooling around him.

He heard the sound of footsteps too late. "What have you done?" Adalwin demanded.

Diggory whipped around. He dropped the pitchfork and held up his hands. "Highness, it's not what you think."

"You're a murderer," Adalwin said flatly. "I just watched you kill him. Philip told me this morning that his men have gone missing and he suspected foul play from a former bodyguard—that's you. You're not related to Freddie, are you? Did you trick him into helping you? Force him?"

"No," Diggory said quietly, feeling all his hope slip away, as dead as the man on the floor. "No, Your Highness. Freddie helped me willingly and for good reason."

"What good reason would that be?" Adalwin demanded. "Give me just one good reason I should not summon the guards right now."

Diggory swallowed, looking for any chance of fixing things in Adalwin's eyes, but they were so cold he might have been a stranger to Adalwin. "Magic, Highness. A curse. I cannot tell any person the truth of the matter or the curse will kill me."

He had not thought it possible for Adalwin to get angrier, but he was sorely mistaken. "A curse. You expect me to believe that oh so convenient excuse? Do I look like a fool to you?"

"No," Diggory replied.

Adalwin stared at him for another long, terrible minute, and then his anger seemed to vanish beneath an even greater sadness. "I am going to go to the barracks to inform the guards I've found a dead body in my stable. Whether you are here or not when they arrive, I leave for you to decide."

"Would you at least fulfill my debt to Freddie, Highness?"

"Freddie?" Adalwin echoed, staring blankly. "What?"

"He saved my life—he is the reason I was able to come here at all. I promised him I would repay that debt," Diggory said and explained to Adalwin about Freddie's wife and the necklace he had promised to retrieve. "You have no reason to grant the request, Your Highness, I understand that, but Freddie should not suffer because of my deeds. I'll go without fuss, just please help him."

Adalwin said nothing, merely left, but there was a terrible note of finality in the slamming of the stable door. Diggory closed his eyes, wishing the world would just go away for a little while. His side was bleeding again and he felt more than a little dizzy, but he had to run if he was going to have any chance…

The bay horse nickered and snorted at him. Diggory opened his eyes and dredged up a smile. "Thank you for saving my life. Without you, I would be as dead as Benoit wants me to be. Not that I am much better off now, forced to run away if I ever want to stand a chance of killing Benoit and revealing to the world that he tried to murder me, cursed me, and stole my life. He's going to marry my fiancé and murder my family, and now I am rendered helpless to stop it. Some prince I am proving myself to be." He sighed and reached out to pet the bay, then turned away to fetch his remaining coin so he had something to live on until he figured out his next plan.

He stopped short at the sight of the man staring at him. "H-highness? What are you doing back here?"

Adalwin's face had gone white. "Did—you're—what—" He broke off, shook his head angrily, then tried again. "Did you mean all that? What you just said to the horse?"

Diggory said nothing, furious the curse still bound him.

Making a soft, pained noise Adalwin strode up to him. "You felt familiar," he said, the words ragged. "Right from the start, when I met you by the river. Something about you… I felt like I already knew you. It kept calling to me, bothering me. I'm not usually so quick to hire servants, or so free with them, but you…" He looked down at Diggory, lightly touched fingertips to his cheek and only then did Diggory realize it had gotten scratched and bloody in the fight. "It was you last night at the ball, wasn't it?"

Diggory's anger returned full measure. "That—it was meant to be—" he broke off, frustrated.

To his surprise, Adalwin gave a shaky laugh. He cupped the back of Diggory's head and drew him into a kiss that was much more than the teasing brush of lips from the ball. Diggory lost sense of everything, even his burning, aching side, in the heat and flavor of Adalwin's mouth, the sureness—the rightness—of his kiss. It felt like something he had waited for entirely too long, a promise finally fulfilled.

When they finally drew apart, breathing heavily, Adalwin smiled and said, "Diggory—Philip Degaré. I should have made that connection. It's a pleasure to finally, truly meet you, my dear fiancé."

Diggory jerked as he felt the curse's hold break, holding fast to the front of Adalwin's shirt, slumping against him as exhaustion washed over him in the wake of the broken magic.

"Are you all right?" Adalwin asked, then made a derisive noise. "Of course you're not well—you're hurt and have been suffering for days, maybe even wee—" Diggory cut him off with another kiss, but Adalwin broke it after only a moment. "Come on, I am taking you to get patched up and then we are going to discuss this matter with my father. I want to know the whole tale."

"So—" Diggory swallowed. "So you forgive me—the lies, the murders—"

Adalwin winced. "I am sorry for that."

"You had every reason to believe the worst of me. You owe me no apologies."

"It didn't feel right, even as angry and afraid as I was," Adalwin said quietly, reaching out to push back the strands of hair falling into Diggory's eyes, as though he could not help but find reasons to touch. Diggory was not going to protest. "That's why I came back, to speak to you one last time… and I heard you talking… but all this can wait. Of course I forgive you—there's nothing to forgive. Now, let's get that wound taken care of and then we will deal with the imposter."

Diggory nodded and let Adalwin guide him along, holding tightly to his hand.

*~*~*

The healer had barely left when Diggory found his arms full of prince, Adalwin's hands settling lightly on his bare shoulders. "How do you feel?"

Diggory's mouth quirked, one hand curling around Adalwin's hip. "I'm fine. Thank you, for everything."

Adalwin laughed and lifted one hand to playfully drag his fingertips along Diggory's cheek. "I am grateful that bastard is not my fiancé. You've no idea how miserable he was making me." He rolled his eyes. "He was making you a thousand times more miserable. Honestly, I'm a brat for complaining."

"No, you're not. I have no doubt he would eventually have killed you as well," Diggory said. "If he was going to carry off his scheme, he was going to need to kill many more people."

Across the room, the king cleared his throat, sounding faintly amused as he said, "I think Prince Degaré will heal better if you are not being overly forward, Adalwin."

Diggory begged to differ, but did not protest beyond a brief pout when Adalwin laughed and stepped away again. Turning to his father, Adalwin asked, "So, what are we to do with Benoit?"

"Leave him to me," the king replied. "Highness, lie down on the bed. Adalwin, cover him with that sheet and then sit beside the cot looking troubled." He motioned to the two men in leather armor standing by the door. "Guards, be prepared for sudden violence against my son and my future son-in-law."

"Yes, Highness," the guards chorused and loosed their swords in their sheaths.

A couple of minutes later there came a knock at the door and at the king's bidding, it opened and Diggory heard Benoit's familiar smooth, deep voice. "You called for me, Highness?"

"Yes," the king said, sounding grim. "That matter you spoke of this morning, of the malcontent bodyguard who has been attacking—murdering—your men…"

"What about him?" Benoit asked, and Diggory would bet anything Benoit was staring at him, wondering if it was indeed Diggory beneath the sheet.

"He was apprehended in the stables, though not before he murdered the last of your men," the king said. "I am sorry we did not catch him sooner and that your men are all dead. You have my deepest condolences and most abject apologies. I completely understand if your time here has been so wretched that you wish to end the engagement and return home."

"No," Benoit said. "Of course not. It is not your fault—it is mine. I should never have let it come to this; that he was able to kill my men was my own fault. Let us kill him now so there will be no more suffering and move on. My men will rest in peace knowing the marriage continued."

"He was severely wounded," the king said. "There is no saying when he will awake and I am loath to kill a man while he lay defenseless—even one who deserves it. We were discussing what to do with him and what manner of execution best suits his crimes. Normally we hang them, but I feel, under the circumstances, that he deserves a harsher sentence. He lied about who he was to get into the palace and Adalwin's confidence and then murdered three men. Adalwin disagrees and thinks hanging will suffice, but I feel a beheading might be more apropos."

Benoit gave a mean laugh. "I think he should be grateful they no longer tar and feather murderers. Behead him I say, if an even harsher sentence cannot be exacted. Deceiving, murdering, and who knows what else he had in mind—definitely behead him."

Diggory heard the king stand up. "Indeed. Since you have yourself pronounced such a sentence just, then I feel it is how you must die. Prince Degaré, if you please."

He sat up and threw off the sheet and stared coldly at Benoit, who had gone pale, lips pressed together. Diggory smiled coldly. "Hello, Benoit. You should have done a better job of killing me rather than trusting the river to do your job for you."

"Guards!" the king bellowed as Benoit went for his sword, but they were moving even before he had given the order, and after only a brief struggle, knocked Benoit out and secured him. "Take him to the dungeon. Tell the dungeon master I want his execution scheduled as soon as possible. Prince Degaré, have you any requests so far as the matter is concerned?"

Diggory shook his head. "I just want Adalwin and my family safe. The rest I trust to you, Majesty."

The king nodded, clearly pleased by his answer, and gestured for the guards to take him away, following them out of the room. Diggory turned when a warm hand cupped his cheek, tilting his face up to meet the soft kiss brushed across his lips. "Thank you for giving me one last chance," he said quietly.

Adalwin smiled faintly. "Thank you for being stubborn. I am happier than I can express that you are my betrothed and not that bastard. In you I see the man who wrote those letters. Now come, my stubborn fiancé. Whatever you think, you need proper rest. Tomorrow we'll declare our betrothal vows properly."

"That reminds me—I hope Benoit did not throw out my belongings. I have a betrothal gift for you."

"Oh?" Adalwin asked, hand slipping around to curl against the back of Diggory's neck, urging his head up and ever closer. "What did you get me?"

Diggory laughed. "You'll find out when I give it to you."

"Spoilsport," Adalwin replied right before he took another kiss. The fingers of his free hand moved lightly over Diggory's bandaged wound. "Come on, to bed with you. I'm not going to have you still injured on our wedding night."

Snorting at that because it would hardly take that long for the wound to sufficiently heal, Diggory nevertheless let Adalwin usher him from the room and up the stairs, their hands intertwined the entire way. "We should go for a ride later."

Adalwin made a face. "Not until you're healed—and since I am now lacking a stable boy, you had better help me find a new one."

Diggory laughed and stopped walking, tugged him close, and leaned up to kiss him hard and quick. "Yes, Highness."


three GOATS

Cornelius looked up from the book he was reading, frowning at the silver bell above his door as its soft ringing filled his little three-room cabin. Someone had stepped onto his land. They'd be at the bridge in minutes. It was snowing miserably out, with strong winds and growing dark to match. Who would venture out on a bad day to see him when he rarely got visitors on good days?

Leaving the book open on the table, he tugged on his heavy, fur-lined boots then pulled down his white and blue cloak from where it hung near the fireplace.

Outside, he lingered just in front of the door, savoring the circle of warmth and clear grass, the low, steady pulse of magic that kept his small space free of winter. It wasn't much, just his cabin, his apple trees, and the little greenroom where he grew a few other things year round. His ability to provide fresh fruit and vegetables all year long was one of the few reasons the villagers were polite. Mostly polite. When they knew he could hear them.

He rubbed restlessly at his horn nubs, then made a face and left the safety of his circle to venture out into the cold, toward the bridge. Normally he could see smoke from the village chimneys, hear activity in the scrubby bits of forest that separated his corner of the world from the rest of them. The sad excuse for a forest petered out only a few paces before the land ended in a sharp, deadly drop to the swift-moving river below. The only way across was a bridge some distance south.

Cornelius's house was located across another bridge that led to a small island in the middle of the canyon. The bridge was roughly as wide as three large adults, but had no railings or other obvious protections to keep people from falling or being struck by the hard winds that could sweep through from time to time. All that kept passage safe was magic, a spell put in place a long time ago by his mother. Before she'd decided being a mother was not the life for her and had vanished who knew where. At least she'd left her research.

The villagers liked to call it Troll Bridge—with him the obvious troll. And they wondered why he seldom had anything to do with them and made them pay dearly for his fruits and vegetables.

He rubbed at his horns again. They were hard, heavy, cream-colored bone that, if permitted, would grow out to eventually form large, curling, ram-like horns. He had let them grow for years when he was younger, eager and proud to look like a father he'd never known. But they'd caused headaches, strained his neck, and combined with all the looks and whispers…

Easier to saw most of it off, keep them ground down to little two-inch nubs at either end of his forehead. Everyone still had to deal with the fact he wasn't entirely human, but he was spared the pain.

He walked a few steps onto the bridge, folded his arms across his chest, and waited in the heavily falling snow for the intruder to appear. "Who dares to trip trap over my bridge?"

The only reply was a startled squeak as a small figure barely half his height stumbled and fell to his knees. He knew that boy, even covered in a dowdy cloak and half the fallen snow. Billie Gruff, one of the goat boys. The middle one, Mattie, was about seventeen or so. Billie was much younger and had appeared as quite a surprise in the village seven years ago.

The oldest brother, Robbie, had left three years ago to take work in the city, pay off the debts accrued by their worthless father after he'd finally drunk himself to death and left his sons to clean up all his messes.

Billie and Mattie talked about Robbie endlessly, the letters he sent back, promises of gifts and more when he returned. As if a young man alone in the city, his obligations miles upon miles away, was going to return to an old, sleepy village and a life of tending goats. No, Robbie had made a lot of promises, asked Cornelius to keep an eye on his brothers, and left. Cornelius was very well acquainted with how people who left came back.

Ignoring the familiar heavy knot in his stomach that appeared whenever he thought of Robbie, how he had foolishly thought Robbie might be different, Cornelius bent and pulled Billie to his feet. "What in the name of the Mother Goddess are you doing out here all alone in bad weather? You could have missed the bridge! No, don't answer. Wait until we're inside. You are a mile of trouble, Billie Gruff. I should leave you to freeze. Maybe it would put sense in that fool head."

He dragged Billie into the house, got him out of his wet clothes and into dry ones, then sat him the table with hot cider and soup. Cornelius shoved his pale hair from his face, then planted his hands on his hips. "Billie Gruff, you tell me right now what you were doing out in this weather getting your fool self killed."

To his astonishment, Billie dropped his spoon and burst into tears. "Apples. I w-w-want-wanted apples. S-s-stupid Myron pushed me down into the snow and stole mine and kicked me, and I just wanted apples for when Robbie comes home tomorrow."

"Oh, Billie," Cornelius said on a sigh. He dropped his hands and walked over to Billie, pulling him into a loose hug. "Even if your brother was coming home tomorrow, he'd only want to see you—there's no reason to go risking your neck for apples. How awful would it be to come home and hear you'd fallen in the river getting him apples? What have I told you over and over about thinking carefully before acting?"

Billie stared up at him with tear-soaked green eyes that explained so very well how he got out of all the trouble he got himself into. Gruff men had a very wicked way with their damned green eyes. "He promised he was coming home tomorrow! And I wanted to make an apple pie—it's his favorite."

"You can't even light a stove, Billie. If you wanted a pie, you could have asked someone to make it for you."

Pouting fiercely enough to break every heart in an unsuspecting village, Billie replied, "I was gonna ask you, but Mattie said I shouldn't bug you 'cause I already do too much."

"Mattie's as much a fool as you," Cornelius said, tugging lightly at Billie's hair. Pulling away, he retrieved the dropped spoon from the table and held it out. "Eat your soup, drink your cider, and when the weather clears up, you and the apple pie I made yesterday will go straight home. Straight home."

Billie nodded earnestly. "Straight home, Cornelius."

"I don't believe you." Cornelius ruffled his hair and went around the table to his own seat.

He had only just resumed reading when the bell began ringing again. "Who could that be?" Sighing, he once more pulled on his boots and cloak. "You stay here, I mean it. I will hex you with warts if you budge from that chair, Billie."

"Yes, Cornelius."

It was the best he was going to get. Pulling up the hood of his cloak, and casting a last admonishing look, Cornelius headed back outside and across the yard to the bridge. He wasn't remotely surprised, in the end, to see who came into view. "I might have known another goat would come trip-trapping over my bridge."

Mattie lifted his eyes to the sky. "I'm sorry, Cornelius. I told him to stay at home, that Robbie wouldn't care if there wasn't a damn pie. That boy…"

"Learned a lot of his bad habits from you," Cornelius said.

Mattie made a face. "I guess I can't argue that. I am sorry he's bothering you."

"You two never bother me," Cornelius said gruffly. "At least you call me Troll to my face."

Breaking into a grin, Mattie moved in closer and bumped their shoulders together. It was completely infuriating that Mattie was ten years younger than him but already two inches taller. Robbie had towered, and Cornelius had no doubt Billie was headed the same way. "Troll Lord, we know better than to disrespect the Lord of the Forest."

"Shut up." Cornelius conceded the barest smile then led the way up to the house. Stepping inside, he looked at Billie and said, "Little goat, a bigger goat has come after you. Determined to eat me out of house and home, aren't you?"

"Goats do like to eat," Mattie said with a grin, shucking his winter gear and hanging it on the hooks by the fireplace to dry. He helped himself to the soup hanging over the fire, the jug of cider still on the table. Cornelius closed his book and put it away on the bookshelf on the wall opposite the door, where he also had cabinets, a work table, and various implements related to his magical studies. Next to the worktable was the door that led the greenroom. Opposite the fireplace were the doors that led to his bedroom and a storeroom. And high above was the loft area where he had a spare bed for the odd stray goat or two that always came wandering over at least every couple of days.

Though not usually in a snow storm. Pouring himself some cider, Cornelius sat down and gave them a stern look. "I hope you both appreciate how easily you could have died, wandering out this way in a blinding storm."

"Your magic wouldn't let us fall," Billie said in a tone of voice that said he was disappointed in Cornelius for forgetting this fact.

Cornelius glared. "My magic isn't infallible, and it doesn't protect the whole stretch. You could have wandered far enough off course to tip right over."

"But we didn't."

"Be quiet and eat your soup," Cornelius replied, shooting a quelling look at Mattie, who had not been quite quick enough to hide a grin. "Even if your brother was coming back tomorrow, he's probably been slowed down by the weather and will be a few days late."

"Nuh-uh," Billie said, scowling and thumping his little fist on the table. "He promised he would be back tomorrow! Robbie always keeps his promises."

"Then I'm sure he will." Cornelius drank his cider, but it only made the knot in his stomach worse. What was he going to do when Robbie didn't come back? Three years and he still sent his brothers letters, but…

Cornelius's mother had started off writing him letters, promises she would return soon, later that she would come and fetch him and they could live together in the city. But gradually those promises had faded off, and he'd stopped asking her when she was coming. Eventually she'd stopped writing altogether.

At least his father had been courteous enough to leave while Cornelius was a baby.

Robbie had sent him a few letters at the beginning. Six in total, which Cornelius had tucked into the back of his favorite book. He'd never replied to any of them; what was the point? Eventually Robbie would give up the farce and fade away, one more person happy to leave their little village behind.

More than once Cornelius had thought of leaving, too, but he liked his home even with the gossipy villagers. He was tied to the land, connected to it as only he could be.

"There's plenty of soup," he said when he saw Mattie eyeing the stove where the soup softly bubbled. "I made it with greedy goats in mind."

"You're the best, Troll Lord." Mattie grinned and refilled his bowl.

Cornelius shrugged, smiled faintly. Mattie and Billie were the only ones who could make him smile. Even if he had wanted to leave the village, he never could have left them. Robbie had proven a disappointment, but Mattie and Billie were still dear. If they someday left… well, he would face that when he had to and not a moment sooner. "I'm pretty sure a good Troll Lord would eat the goats, not feed them. But you look too stringy to be good eating."

Billie, as always, found this comment worthy of a giggle fit that nearly sent him tumbling out of a chair.

Before Cornelius could say anything more, however, the bell above the door began to ring. Cornelius cast it an exasperated look. "Who in the world could that be? If it's Myron or one of his ilk, I'm going to turn them into frogs."

That sent Billie into a fresh giggle fit; Mattie just grinned over the edge of the bowl he was practically licking.

Heaving to his feet, drawing on his winter gear yet again, Cornelius admonished them to stay where they were and once more trekked out into the snow.

The snow had lightened ever so slightly, but dark had settled firmly into place. "Who goes there, trip-trapping over my bridge?"

"An old, scraggly goat hoping he won't be thrown into the river," rumbled a deep, familiar voice.

Cornelius's breath hitched. "It can't…" He trailed off as Robbie came into view. Dark-haired, green-eyed, big and beautiful… and home. "You—you came back."

The playful smile on Robbie's face faded, leaving only worry, sadness. "I'm sorry, Cornelius. I know… I didn't want to leave my brothers, and I didn't want to leave you. But I did come back, and I am home to stay." He lifted a hand, fingertips just barely touching Cornelius's cheek, leather gloves cold. "I missed you every single day. I tried to write, but you didn't reply. I thought maybe you preferred to be left alone. But I… is it too soon to ask for a second chance? I never wanted to leave you, I swear it."

"You…" Cornelius reached out, fisted a hand in the heavy fabric of Robbie's coat, then leaned his forehead against Robbie's chest. "You came back."

Making a soft, indecipherable noise, Robbie wrapped his heavy arms around Cornelius and hugged him tight. "How could I not come back to my Troll Lord? I have it on good authority it's bad form to anger a wood sprite, especially one you're in love with."

Cornelius's breath seized again, eyes blurring. He drew back just enough to look up—and up—and say, "Stupid goat."

"Well, no one ever accused wood sprites of having good taste," Robbie replied, then slowly, gently, cupped his face and bent to take Cornelius's mouth. The heavy, aching knot in Cornelius's stomach slowly unwound and fell away as Robbie kissed him. Despite the years that had passed, the memory of a few shy, stolen kisses and a single night in a grassy field had not faded.

Drawing back, smile bright and warm, Robbie traced the lines of his face. "Do you know how badly I've needed to do that these past years? There were so many days I just wanted to quit and come home; if I hadn't been bound by that work contract I might have. It's good to be home, Cornelius. I swear I'll never leave again."

"You'd better not. I'll hex you to have sores in awkward places the rest of your life." Cornelius jabbed his stomach then reluctantly drew back. "Come on, my house is already full of goats, may as well join them."

Robbie laughed and slung an arm across his shoulder as they left the bridge. "Every letter they sent me, they spent mostly talking about you. Troll Lord this, Troll Lord that, oh, yeah, we love you Big Brother, oh! Cornelius did this too! I might have been jealous if I wasn't hungry for every word about you I could get."

"I should have written," Cornelius said.

"Nah, I know why you were mad. How could you not be? But debts are paid, I have money aplenty saved up, and there are presents." He stopped and kissed Cornelius again, quick but hot. "When I reached my house and saw it was dark, I had a suspicion they'd wandered this way."

"In search of apples," Cornelius said wryly.

Robbie laughed. "Always the apples." It was how Cornelius and Robbie had first met, when he'd caught a boy his own age in the apple tree, stealing as many apples as he could fit in his pockets. It hadn't taken long for the goat boys and the wood sprite, the village strays, to become friends.

The front door of Cornelius's house opened, and Billie and Mattie came spilling out, cheering and shouting as they ran to them, launching themselves at Robbie so hard they all tumbled to the ground.

Cornelius let them roughhouse a couple of minutes, then planted his hands on his hips and said, "Inside where it's warm, goats." Grinning, green eyes bright and happy, the brothers followed him into the house.


ThE Gardener

Once upon a time a poor woodcutter sat in the forest consumed by despair. His wife had run off months ago and he had no money to buy food, for no one had use of a woodcutter anymore and would not pay him for what they felt they could do just as easily themselves.

It came to pass that a witch was passing through the woods and saw the woodcutter weeping. When the woodcutter agreed he would give anything to see his life improved, the witch bid him surrender the precious thing he did not know he owned but would encounter that evening. Baffled, but certain he could easily part with whatever it was, the woodcutter agreed.

The witch bid him dig at the base of an old tree and there he found the lost wealth of a long-dead ogre. He also gave to the woodcutter a ring so that he would remember his promise. Thanking him, the woodcutter packed up all of the gold that he could carry and headed home.

Upon his arrival he found on his doorstep a basket in which was bundled a young babe, with a note from his wife that the child was his and she wanted nothing to do with it. The woodcutter's happiness vanished as he realized his newfound wealth had come at the cost of his child. On his finger, the gleaming gold ring felt like a red-hot iron band.

Heavy-hearted the woodcutter carried the child into the house then dragged his sack of gold inside and cast it into a dusty corner of the house. In the morning he returned to the woods where he'd met the witch and there begged to be given a little time with his son before they must be parted.

The witch told the woodcutter that come his son's twenty-first year he would be the witch's to claim. To ensure the woodcutter was unable ever to hide his son from the witch's sight he marked the child with hair the color of gold, as fine and beautiful as the coins for which his father had unwittingly traded him. It could be neither cut nor colored, and all who saw it would remember.

So the years passed, and father and son lived together happily for many years. But on the eve of his son's twenty-first birthday, the woodcutter was finally forced to reveal the terrible bargain he had struck. He begged his son to flee for no good ever came to those who were stolen away by witches.

But the son refused for a bargain was a bargain, and so on the morning of his birthday he ventured into the woods and there found the witch waiting for him. Cackling, the witch took the young man to his home, seven hills and seven valleys from the woodcutter's cottage. There he told the young man he was the son of a witch, born under a witching moon, but also the son of a man with a good but weak heart, and so he would never use magic—but he was a source of power the witch could use.

He put the boy to work slaving over the fire and the stove and the laundry, made him feed the pigs and the chickens and the goats. Taught him how to tend the garden, how to clean, how to cook suitable meals for the goblins that showed up from time to time to help the witch with one scheme or another. The witch also taught him how to feed and tend the fearsome dragon he kept chained in a cave behind his cottage, how to wield sword and shield. Finally the witch dragged the young man to the stable and there bid him feed the strong, handsome brown horse but give nothing to the thin white mare.

For three years the young man served the witch, tending his home and unwillingly providing power and strength to all the witch's spells. Each day was more miserable and frightening than the last, as he watched helplessly as the witch cursed and tricked and killed, took his goblins out to steal and slaughter, returning covered in blood and in need of more power from the poor woodcutter's son.

One day, when the witch was exhausted from a long and difficult spell and had fallen into a deep sleep, the young man gave some leftover grains to the poor starving mare. She nuzzled him gratefully, and with the witch's absence was able to whisper to him that she was a princess stolen away from her father long ago and imprisoned by the witch for the past seven years. She begged the young man to free her, and the woodcutter's son happily agreed.

Taking up an old, neglected saddle lying forgotten in the back of the stable, he prepared the mare and quickly they fled, riding over seven hills and seven valleys until they at last reached the place where the princess's father still mourned his beloved daughter. He tried to thank the young man for his deed, repay him in wealth and station, but the young man feared what might happen to everyone in the palace if he lingered with the princess and the witch found him there. In return for his help, the king gave him three tokens of gratitude: a charmed woolen cap that would hide his enchanted hair, a magic helmet that would protect him from all manner of threats, and a tincture that could only be used once but would cure any illness or ailment.

For seven weeks and seven days he traveled, constantly fearing the witch might finally catch up to him. His hair he bound and hid beneath an old wool cap, and though many regarded him strangely for it, he refused ever to remove it.

By and by he came to a beautiful palace where lived a lonely king and his three young daughters, the oldest just seven years old. When the young man went to the kitchens to beg for work the cook took him in. Though the young man knew little about cooking when it wasn't for crude, malicious goblins, it took him only a few weeks to learn.

One night, he cooked a soup so fine he was summoned by the king. Though nervous, the young man obediently went to the hall of the king. But when the king bid him remove his cap, for it was rude to retain it inside and in front of royalty, the young man refused. When the king asked him if something was wrong with his head, the young man agreed there was, and all the hall laughed and sneered and called him Louse.

After that he was banished to the gardens, there to unsnarl years of neglect at the hands of the lazy gardener he had replaced. But Louse bent diligently to his work, clearing away weeds and thorns and dead bits, and as the months passed he created a garden that bore all manner of fruit and vegetables, so grand in size and flavor that many came to stare at the beautiful garden, though they always whispered and laughed at the strange, quiet lad in his wool cap who tended the garden and rarely spoke.

Only the king had nothing but kindness and praise whenever he went to visit the gardens…

 

 

"Good afternoon," King Westric called out.

Louse looked up, wiping sweat from his brow and setting aside his trowel. His stomach fluttered the way it always did when he saw Westric. He wasn't what Louse had always pictured when he thoughts of kings. Not like Princess Miana's father, who was huge, towering, always the center of attention and an unstoppable force.

Westric was small, shorter even than Louse's average height. He had bright red hair prone to curling and tangling, and it was always in need of tidying, often carrying bits of papers or ink stains or crumbs left by his youngest daughter. If he grew facial hair Louse had never seen it, though he'd stared plenty at the countless freckles that covered his face—and likely all the rest of him, but Louse tried not to ever let his thoughts wander that far astray.

"Good afternoon, Your Majesty," he greeted, bowing his head low since he was already kneeling.

"I've told you that's not necessary," Westric replied as he reached Louse and casual as he pleased, sat down in the grass.

No one else who visited ever left the paths Westric had painstakingly shaped to grant full access to the gardens without getting in the way of all his plots. They preferred to stay as far away from dirt and Louse as they could get while still admiring his gardens. Some days it made him angry, but most of the time he was able to ignore it.

Because however malicious the rest of them could be Westric more than made up for it with sweet smiles and sincere gratitude, the way he would come by and visit for as long as he possibly could. Some days it was only a few minutes, usually it was an hour or so, and on the best and rarest days he'd stay until dark talking and talking, banishing the dreariness and loneliness of Louse's days.

If he wished sometimes he could follow the king into the palace when he was done with his day and spend more time together in a private setting, if he wished sometimes they were not king and gardener but something infinitely closer…

Well, no one cared what he thought so long as the fruits and vegetables were provided and he caused no trouble. Wishful thinking wasn't a crime.

Finished with the turnip plot, he put away his tools then walked deeper into the garden. Westric trailed behind him rambling on about an upcoming dinner. Louse smiled as he set to work picking apples—red, green, yellow and some that were many colors all at once. When the king occasionally lapsed into silence Louse filled it with singing and old song his father had once sung to him.

But eventually one of the king's clerks came looking for him to solve a problem, and Westric departed.

Louse sighed in the silence that fell once more over the garden, and when he tried again to fill with singing it did not have quite the same cheer as it had before.

He finished with the apples and hauled the basket to the kitchen, where a cook waited for him to set it down before lifting it up and skittering away. Like he hadn't worked in the kitchen for months without any trouble. No one had cared about his hat or what might be under it until the nobles had decided it should be an issue for them to be delicately horrified and vastly amused with.

Returning to the garden he set to work picking vegetables—carrots, cucumbers, peas, peppers, and more. Plenty of food was brought in from the village each day but the king's table was served only the food from the king's garden. Pride curled through him, warmed him, and he smiled faintly as he finished his chores for the day.

When all the food had been delivered and the sun was nearly set he trudged all the way to the back of the garden where a little cottage sat. Cleaning himself off at the pump he then went inside and, alone and with the door locked and every window closed, removed the cap from his head.

His golden locks spilled down his back to his waist, as bright and gleaming as a newly minted coin. Louse combed it out meticulously, then braided it and bound it atop his head. His cap he scrubbed clean in a bucket and hung by the fire to dry.

While his cap dried he ate dinner—bread and cheese from the kitchen, vegetables and fruit from the garden, a glass of wine from the cask he'd bought himself while in the village one day.

In the distance he could just hear the music that was playing as the nobles dined. Though he could not hear Westric's voice, it was nice to pretend he could. His beautiful laugh, the way it rose when he was excited and softened when he was unhappy. He could picture Westric's eyes lighting up as he told a story, the way they sharpened when someone spoke unkindly. How soft and sweet they went whenever his daughters entered the room.

Sighing softly, Louse finished his wine and tidied up the dishes. He then checked on his cap, which had dried, and put it back on before going to bed. Listening to the faint strains of music from the palace, he closed his eyes and fell asleep dreaming of dancing with Westric.

When he woke in the morning it was not to the usual tolling of the bells, but to the ruckus of the royal army putting on armor, readying horses and supplies, shouting and yelling. Dressing hastily Louse headed for the palace. "What's wrong?" he asked the cook who stood nearby.

She clasped her hands to her chest. "A witch is coming, with an army of goblins and a dragon! A dragon!" She wailed the words over and over, until another cook came along and gently guided her away, scowling at Louse as though he was responsible for her distress.

Louse looked across the courtyard to where the king stood patiently waiting as his army assembled. He was as beautiful as ever, but it was a different, colder and sharp-edged beauty. He wore gleaming armor and his hair was for once tamed and pulled back. No crown rested on his head; instead he clutched a helmet in one hand and a sword in the other.

A witch with goblins and a dragon. Louse felt sick for he knew of only one witch that could command both goblins and dragon. Slipping away from the crowd he snuck into the army's barracks and found a spare tunic and old, dingy armor that no one would miss. He buckled a sword at his hip, and took two daggers as well, then at last took up an old, battered shield that had long ago lost the beautiful crest once painted upon it. When he was dressed he returned to his cabin and exchanged the wool cap for the magic helmet that protected against all harm.

As the army marched off to the sound of people calling farewell and the king's sweet, young daughters crying for their father, Louse slipped in at the end where he was easily missed or ignored by the other soldiers.

They came upon the witch, the very one who'd kept Louse as his slave for three long years, in a great field. The dragon breathed scorching flame and thick, terrible smoke, turning the battlefield into a hellish nightmare for the poor soldiers but leaving the dark, creeping goblins unaffected.

Unaffected by the dragon's fire and smoke, Louse slipped into it and fought his way through the vicious, relentless goblins in search of Westric.

When he reached Westric it was to find he'd already passed out from the smoke. Standing in front of him Louse protected the king from all the goblins that tried to take him, stabbing and kicking and hitting them as he had so many nights when they'd gotten drunk and violent while they ate the meals he'd prepared.

By the time the goblins were all defeated Louse was exhausted and could barely stand. But there was still the dragon to stop and so Louse dragged the king to safety and went to see the dragon.

Removing his helmet, Louse approached the dragon and rested a hand on its chest. "Gentle dragon I know you have no desire to do the witch's bidding. I am sorry I did not free you before when I was equally enslaved."

The dragon rumbled quietly but ceased to breathe its terrible smoke. "The witch comes. Take your sword and plunge it into my heart."

Though it saddened Louse to have to do so terrible a thing he obediently took up his sword and thrust it into the dragon's chest, piercing its heart.

He gasped as the dragon turned into a beautiful woman, as grand and fierce and mighty as the greatest knights. She took up Louse's sword, leaned down to kiss his cheek, and said, "Thank you, my friend. I've waited long for this day to come. Tend to your king, and I will slay the goblins and drive back the witch."

Louse watched her run off, vanishing into the distant woods in pursuit of the escaping witch. He turned away and returned to Westric, who stirred with a soft groan. Louse hastily shoved his helmet on his head, though there was nothing he could do about his golden hair.

Westric's eyes opened and he stared in puzzlement, and then awe, at Louse. "Who are you?"

"Only one deeply devoted to you, Your Majesty," Louse said. "Are you all right?"

"I feel a bit sick but that's probably from the smoke." Westric stared wide-eyed around the field, eyes filling with sadness as he saw the fallen soldiers. "Help me up, if you please. I must see to my people."

Louse helped him to his feet, kept hold for just a moment too long to have a memory to savor, then stepped back. "Be well, Your Majesty." He turned and fled, vanishing into the lingering smoke and chaos. He dragged himself all the way back to the palace though he was dizzy and sick and tired. Once there he returned to the barracks and returned all that he'd borrowed. Retrieving his cap he hastened to his cottage where he scrubbed himself clean and once more bound up his hair beneath his wool cap.

Despite his exhaustion he toiled away in the garden to see that the kitchen had everything it needed to make the finest of meals for the king and soldiers. When he finally was able to drag himself to bed, it was to the sounds of a victory celebration that led to more dreams of dancing with Westric.

In the morning, after he'd had breakfast, Louse headed for his berry patches and to pick blueberries, blackberries, raspberries, and more. But when he went to the deliver them to the kitchen for the bakers to turn into pies and tarts and other sweets, he found the kitchen in chaos and many of them crying. "What's wrong?"

One of the scullery boys turned to him and said, "The king has fallen gravely ill and nothing the healers do has been able to save him. They are calling for help far and wide but fear he will be dead by sunrise."

Louse returned to his cottage and from his trunk he pulled out the tincture that could cure any illness or ailment. Pulling off his cap and dressing in fine clothes once given to him by the princess, he slipped into the palace and found his way to the king's chambers. "I can cure the king."

The guards, overtaken by the beauty and certainty of the mysterious, gold-haired stranger, admitted him to the king's chambers.

Louse looked upon the Westric, pale and fragile in his giant bed. The room was in shadow so as not to strain him, and he stared in puzzlement at Louse as he approached, eyes locked on his gleaming hair. "Who are you?"

"Only one deeply devoted to you, Your Majesty," Louse said softly, and offered up the tonic, which shimmered like moonlight, encased in glass that sparkled like starlight.

When Westric had drunk it, Louse touched his finger's to Westric's face and whispered, "Be well, my king." He slipped away, ignored when the king called after him, and quickly fled back to his cottage where he once more dressed in his plain clothes and woolen cap.

The next morning it was announced the king was well and in better health than he'd ever been. Louse smiled as he worked in his garden, waiting impatiently for the hours to pass and reach the time when Westric would come to visit in the garden for a little while.

But as morning turned to afternoon and then to evening Westic did not come. Days passed and still he did not come.

On the seventh day, miserable and distracted, Louse slipped while trying to climb a pear tree. As he landed in a heap on the grass, his wool cap went flying, and his gold hair tumbled out all around him. Still as gold as a new coin, bright and gleaming in the sunshine.

Heart pounding, Louse snatched up the hat and shoved it back in place, anxiously shoving his hair back under it. Once his hair was safely hidden again, he picked up his dropped basket and climbed the pear tree again.

When he went to the kitchen to deliver the food for that evening's banquet, Louse could hear music and revelry, louder and happier than ever he'd heard it, and when he asked the reason the cooks knew only that the king had a special announcement and seemed to act like a man in love.

Heartbroken, though he'd known the day would always come, Louse dragged himself back to his cottage and closed up the door and windows to muffle the sounds of revelry. He pulled the cap from his head and cried over his golden hair, wishing he could cut or burn it and no longer have to hide from the witch.

But even free of the witch he was only a gardener, unfit to love a king except from afar and in secret.

If all he could be was the king's gardener then that was what he would be. Drying his eyes and resettling his cap, Louse returned to his garden to finish the chores he'd neglected.

He had only just started working, however, when a footman came rushing into the garden. "His Majesty requests your immediate presence in the banquet hall."

"Why would the king was to see me?" Louse asked.

"It is not your place to question His Majesty, Louse! Make yourself presentable and come at once."

Louse hurried to his cottage and cleaned up quickly, wiping dirt and grass from his cap. But he had no time to rebraid his hair, could only comb it and twist it up quickly beneath the cap. As ready as he could be, heart beating rapidly in his chest, he scurried after the footman into the palace to the hall.

The whole of the palace seemed to be gathered there, at least thrice as many as had been present when last he'd been there.

And on the royal dais, in front of his table, stood Westric. He was as beautiful and breathtaking as ever, with a warm, inviting smile and soft, kind eyes. Louse swept his gaze over the table, across the room, desperately seeking the person who'd won Westric's heart. But all he saw was confused and angry faces.

Westric's voice drew his attention back. "Dear gardener, thank you for coming. Please, approach."

With no small amount of trepidation Louse approached Westric and gave his own hand when Westric held his out. Clasping it firmly, Westric drew him in close—and reached up to whip the wool cap from Louse's head.

His hair tumbled down, bright and golden in the firelight.

"It is you," Westric said softly.

Louse tried to pull free, run away, but Westric held fast. "You must let me go."

"Why do you hide?" Westric asked, reaching out to clasp his other hand.

"I am the property of a witch, promised to him as a babe by my father. My hair marks me and wherever I go he can find me. He will do whatever it takes to get me back. Give me the cap and let me go or the witch that nearly killed you will return."

Westric shook his head and only held him tighter, drew him closer. "Dear gardener, you are not the only one who is deeply devoted. I thought you preferred your garden and your solitude, until twice you came to save me and slipped away without reward. I wish you would accept my devotion in turn and let us face the witch together."

"I'm only a woodcutter's son, a witch's slave, a humble gardener…"

"And I might have been any of those save for chance and luck," Westric replied. "I would return your devotion, your affection, if you would but have me."

Louse stared back, and could not find it in him to refuse a third time. "You have always had me, Majesty."

"Then say my name, and tell me yours," Westric said, drawing him in so close their words could be heard by no one else.

"My name is Aurea," he replied, and closed the remaining space between them to kiss his king.


The Good Son

Once upon a time in a modest village high in the mountains, there lived a man. He was neither rich nor poor, but quite comfortable and well-liked in his village. This man possessed two wives, as was the custom, and to each of his wives was born a son, pleasing the man greatly. One wife was sweet and good, and her son much like her. The other wife was bitter and jealous, and her son much like her. But the man kept a firm hand upon his family, and together they were quite happy.

Until disease struck the village, killing many, including the man and his good, sweet wife. Left alone with the bitter wife and her jealous son, the good son spent his days doing all the hard labor around the home and tending to the cattle while his stepmother and half-brother spent their days in idle pleasures.

Now it so happened that one day while he was out tending the herds, watching them graze in a field from the village, he was chanced upon by a handsome stranger. Intrigued, for no strangers ever visited his faraway village, the good son greeted the stranger and offered to share his lunch.

Pleased by his generosity, the stranger shared his own food and together they spent a pleasant afternoon. During their time together, the good son learned the stranger was journeying to gain new wisdom, to see what he might see, learn what he might learn.

As the afternoon turned to evening, the two men realized they were reluctant to part ways. They agreed to meet again the next day, and for many days after they met together in the fields where cattle grazed. It was not long before the two men realized there was a bond between them, and the fast friendship they had forged turned to something else.

Eventually, however, the lover confessed he could no longer put off going home. There were matters there that he must address, and so he must go. But he vowed before leaving that he would return, and take his lover home with him. As a show of his promise, he gave to the good son a golden ring in the image of a snake, a ruby clutched in its jaws. Kissing the good son farewell, the lover departed.

Lonely without his lover, the good son fell into daydreaming and neglected the many chores his stepmother and brother heaped upon him, until they grew impatient and beat him, and he was forced to tell them all about his lover.

His stepmother recognized the ring as being of royal origins, and determined to see that her son was made the prince's lover rather than the stepson she despised. So one night after her stepson fell asleep, she went to see a magician, whom she paid handsomely to curse her stepson.

The magician did as she requested, and cast a curse that caused the good son to be forgotten by the prince he loved. But, the magician cautioned the stepmother, no curse is unbreakable. If the prince should see the ring he bestowed, he would remember everything.

Returning to her home, the stepmother crept to the bedside of her stepson and stealthily removed the ring from his finger while he slept. Taking it outside, she threw the ring into the river. Satisfied with her night's work, she went to bed.

Days passed, and the Nine Day Festival arrived, and the villagers prepared excitedly for they had received word that the crown prince himself would be arriving to celebrate with them on the final day. The good son was very excited, for the entire village was invited to the royal celebration—but at the last, his stepmother forbid him to go, and told him that instead he must watch over the house and the animals, lest they cause trouble while the house was empty.

Bitterly disappointed, the good son waited until he was alone, then crept from the house and snuck off to the celebration anyway. There, he was astonished and jubilant to see the crown prince was none other than the stranger he had fallen in love with.

Going up to the prince, the good son greeted him warmly—and was taken aback when the prince greeted him as though they were strangers. Confused, the good son recounted all that had passed between them, but the prince claimed no recollection and bid him go and take his strange lies with him.

Heartbroken, the good son fled to the fields where he and the prince had first met, weeping bitterly beneath the tree where the prince had given him the ring, wishing he had not been so careless as to lose it.

Down in the village, the festivities continued, and the stepmother pushed her son to flirt with the handsome prince, ply him with fine food and drink. Obedient to his mother, and greedy to be the lover of such a fine and handsome prince, the evil son obeyed. He presented himself to the prince and offered the finest of wines, and a fish he had caught and prepared himself with the most fragrant of herbs.

Pleased by the offerings, the prince invited the evil son to sit with him and share the repast, enjoy the dancing and music by his side. He drank some of the wine, then cut into the excellent fish—and was astonished when he struck something too hard to be a natural part of the fish. Using his knife, the prince pulled something gold from the fish's gut. Cleaning it, he looked in astonishment at his royal ring.

At the sight of it, the curse broke, and all his warm memories of the good son returned. The prince immediately rose, ignoring the cries of everyone, pushing away the evil son and stepmother as they tried to distract him. Taking a horse, he left the village, and rode quickly to the field where he hoped he would find his lover…

 

 

Harshal did not think anything could hurt as badly as losing his father and mother; life had not been the same since they had died. He had dreamed a thousand times of leaving the village, but had promised his father not to leave his poor stepmother alone.

And he had never intended to, no matter how miserable she made him—but a promise to his lover was stronger, and when Akash returned for him, Harshal had planned to ensure his stepmother was comfortable and then take his leave.

He could not believe, after all that had transpired between them, that Akash did not remember him. Had everything they said to each other meant so little? If only he had not lost his ring! He did not remember losing it, was certain he had gone to bed with the weight of it on his finger…

Sometimes, he wondered…

But if she had taken it, surely she would have goaded him without actually admitting it. She had said nothing, though, and so he was forced to conclude he had lost it.

Harshal wiped drying tears from his face and decided that promise or no promise, he would not stay another day. If no one would keep the promises they made him, he was under no obligation to keep his own. He would not meet betrayal with loyalty. If his family did not want him, and his lover had forgotten him, he would find someone who truly wanted him.

It made his chest ache to think Akash was not that man. He did not care if his love was prince or pauper—he just wanted Akash to hold him and love him. But Akash had forgotten him, and there was no point in wishing for things that would never happen.

Standing up, he lightly touched the tree where he had spent so many pleasurable hours with his lover. Then he finally made himself turn away. He would go home, and pack his few belongings, and leave the mountains forever.

He stopped short as a horse raced into the clearing, and a familiar figure leapt down from its back and rushed over to him. "Harshal!" Akash exclaimed, and gave him no chance to reply, but swept Harshal up and kissed him deeply.

Harshal pushed him away, and stared at him wide-eyed, torn between his lingering anger and hurt, and fearful hope that perhaps he had not been forgotten after all. "You forgot me."

"I do not think I had a choice," Akash said quietly, and pulled something from his robe.

With a start, Harshal realized it was the lost ring. "Where did you get that?"

"It was in the fish I was offered by a man who, I realize now, looked a lot like you," Akash replied quietly. "I am sorry, my love. When I saw the ring, all my memories of you came rushing back. I think perhaps one of us was cursed. I would never forget you otherwise, please, you must believe me."

Harshal slowly reached out and plucked the ring from Akash's fingers, and slid it onto his own. "Me, I suspect. My stepmother must have done it."

"She will be punished," Akash said promptly. "I love you; I will not tolerate someone causing me to forget that."

"Forget them," Harshal said. "Remember me, and forget all about them. You truly remember me?" he asked, recalling those awful moments when no matter what he said, Akash treated him as a stranger.

Akash reached out and cupped his face as he had so many times before, the touch so fond Harshal's eyes stung, for he had thought never to be touched by Akash again. "I remember you," Akash said, "From your first friendly smile to the first time you kissed me, and the first time I undressed you beneath this tree and touched every part of you. I arranged to visit here on this last day of the festivities so that I could at last take you home with me. Tell me all is forgiven, and that you will return with me, and stay with me forever."

"In this life, and all others," Harshal vowed, and drew Akash into another kiss.


Play Me a Song

Pretty pied piper, won't you play me a song?

The voice jerked Kaleo from his dreams, and he sighed as he stared up at the dark, dusty ceiling of the room he'd taken for the night. He closed his eyes again, but the effort was futile—he would get no more sleep tonight.

Heaving a louder, longer sigh, Kaleo threw back his thin blankets and sat up. He hummed a quick, coaxing tune, and the candle on the side table flared to life. A few more bars, and the lamp on the table lit as well.

In the orange glow of their flickering light, he gathered his clothes and began to dress. His clothes were unremarkable, much like the rest of him. Simple, drab browns from head to foot; even his skin was brown from all his traveling, though winter snows were heavy upon the ground now. Brown hair, brown eyes, brown tunic, brown breeches, boots, belt, and all the rest—except for his coat.

His coat was made of hundreds of colors, fabrics, shapes, and sizes. A collection of every place he had ever been, each one reminding him of a time, a problem, a spell—a song. It was his pride and joy, his coat, even if everyone told him he looked a proper vagabond in it.

What was he though, save a proper vagabond? One who carried a king's seal, though he seldom had cause or desire to display it, but a vagabond nonetheless.

Settling the coat, he combed his fingers through his hair to smooth out the worst of the tangles, then swiftly braided it, leaving it then to fall between his shoulders blades, stopping just past them.

Yawning, wishing mournfully he could go back to sleep, Kaleo checked his pack, ensured he had all his belongings, left an additional coin upon the table for the innkeeper, and departed.

The night was cold, bitterly so, the snow hard beneath his feet where it had started to melt beneath the sun, then frozen again as the temperature dropped with night. High above, the clouds had moved off to give the moon all the glory of the sky she was due—full and silver, a soft shine against the hard glitter of the stars around her, making the snow seem to glow. He walked in a world of hard white, feeling completely, utterly, and wretchedly alone.

Pretty pied piper, won't you play me a song?

Why must he think of Tihan now? He did not even know where Tihan had been sent, or when he would see him again, or if…if when they met again, Tihan would still find him interesting. They were travelers, vagabonds, it was stupid to hope and pine…

Yet every time that voice invaded Kaleo's dreams, he was pulled from them, convinced that it was his sometime lover calling to him, and he would see Tihan upon waking….and all he ever woke to was an empty bed.

He was tempted to take out his pipe, to play some tune that would ease his mind, drive back the unrelenting silence of the night, but he dare not wake up something best left sleeping. So, instead of the pipe, he hummed softly as he journeyed on, allowing his mind to focus on the reason he was being sent to a small village in the northernmost part of the country.

Rats, the missive had said. The village was overrun by a plague of rats that could only be the result of spell work.

If it was spell work, it was complicated. He admired the skill, if not the method of employment. Controlling one animal was fairly easy, minus a few species which simply resented being controlled in any fashion. It was harder to control several animals at once, but not impossible. But controlling enough that they could be described as a plague?

That was frightening. Impressive, but frightening, especially since rats were one of those species which resented any manner of control.

He wondered what the mage behind it hoped to accomplish, and what manner of spell work he used to cast it. Each method had its own strengths and weaknesses; it would be interesting to see how the mage cast his spells.

Being from a musical family, Kaleo had taken up that method without hesitation. He excelled at it, and loved it, even when that skill was the reason he travelled endlessly and likely would for a long time to come.

The matter of the guilty mage was one which would have to wait, though, ponder it as he might. Typical of missives, those who wrote them included the crime, the location, and precious little else. At least they had not mentioned his needing support—if the Powers That Be thought a mage would be all right without assistant muscle, then it should not be too difficult a problem to resolve.

It was somewhat disappointing, however, since requiring support would have offered a slim chance of seeing Tihan. Selfish, of course, because Kaleo didn't want people to suffer more than they already were…but he was always eager for anything that might bring him Tihan.

Kaleo sighed at himself again, but really, what could he do? Fall out of love? Ha! If that were possible, he might have been able to avoid falling in love in the first place. Unfortunately, he'd had no say in the matter. He was hopelessly, painfully in love with a man who saw him only as a pleasant way to pass the time when their paths crossed. Albeit, an extremely pleasant way to pass the time, and Tihan was closer to him than he was anyone else—or so was Kaleo's hopeful impression.

When he felt like making himself particularly miserable, however, he did wonder with whom else Tihan chose to pass the time.

Grimacing, he ceased humming and swung his pack off his shoulders, quickly pulling out the small packet that held a meal's worth of food. Handy at times like this, when there was no good place to stop. Resettling the pack on his shoulders, he slowly ate the bread, cheese, and jerky that was all too often all he had to eat. He finished them with bits of dried apple and some lemon candies.

When the sky began to turn gray, he at last found a place he could rest for a bit. It was too cold and uncomfortable to sleep, at least while he still had Tihan on his mind, but as he still had a day's worth of travel ahead of him it was a welcome respite.

He watched the sun rise, soothed by the beauty of it, if not entirely settled. There were perks to his vagabond of the king life, and this was one of them. Constant travel was both pleasure and pain, and when he was not gloomy over being woken by a presence that was never there when he wished, it was definitely more of the former.

Reaching into his jacket, he extracted his pipe from its special pocket, and put the enchanted metal to his lips.

He played a song that seemed to fit the cold but pleasant morning. Soft, quiet, cheerfully hopeful. This early in the day, nothing was determined and anything was possible. He encouraged that, added to it without overburdening the feeling.

Around him, those things which were not bothered by the frigid temperatures and difficult snow began to show themselves and explore. Some even ventured closer, caught by the music. He played on, until the sun had well and truly taken over the sky.

When he finally let the music fade away, more than a few creatures had gathered to listen, and they trickled away again only slowly. Kaleo smiled, and tucked his pipe away, wishing everything else in life could be so simple.

It never was, though.

Settling his pack, he walked on.
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When he finally reached the village, he immediately saw why he had been set. The rats were black, fat, and bold. Nasty creatures that knew they had strength in numbers, knew there was nothing to fear—and the telltale gleam of bewitchment in their eyes. Like an animal shine, but harder, brighter.

One ran at him and Kaleo lashed out, kicking it hard, sending it into a wall only to fall amidst a pack of his brothers. He was grateful for the growing dark that would make them harder to see. Better to face a visible enemy, but those rats were vile.

His fingers twitched to take out his pipe, to do something about them…but only a foolish mage cast a spell before he knew the whole of the situation. Best to leave well enough alone, even if that meant not getting rid of the rats immediately.

Kicking another one away as it tried to crawl up his boot, he darted into the first pub he saw. Unfortunately, it proved to be filled to the brim. They were probably all here for the very same reason as he: strength in numbers, and though he could see a rat or two amongst the crush, they stood no chance against so many tightly packed humans.

Shoving and elbowing his way to the bar, he all but clung to it for dear life and signaled for an ale. It was just what he needed, when he got it. Not the best he'd ever head, but far from the worst. Gulping it down as quickly as he could, he called for a second, and sipped at it more leisurely.

He sat in the racket and simply enjoyed it. There was no rhythm, no control, nothing but a cacophony, but after his silent days of travel and little sleep of late, it was a welcome chaos. Sighing, allowing himself to forget about everything but food and drink for a bit, he called for a third ale and put in an order for food as well.

The pushing and bumping and shoving was to be expected; he scarcely noticed when someone pressed up against him from behind for more than a second—until a mouth hovered by his ear, and murmured, "Pretty Pied Piper, won't you play me a song?"

Kaleo jerked, ale splashing as he set it down with a thump. Heart hammering hard in his chest, he turned his head to stare in shock and a fierce, white-hot pleasure-pain that could only be caused by one man. "Tihan."

Tihan grinned his boyish lopsided grin. "Kaleo. I think I'm hurt you did not immediately sense or see me."

"Oh, please, in this crush I would not notice the king if he were dancing naked upon the table," Kaleo said with a snort, fighting an urge to reach out and steal a kiss.

Then Tihan leaned forward and brushed a soft kiss across his lips, and Kaleo caught a brief hint of ale and meat, something sweet.

He drew a sharp breath, and looked at Tihan in surprise, wanting to know why Tihan would kiss him so openly and impulsively when normally any sort of public display was simply not Tihan's style. But all that came out was, "I didn't know I'd see you here. Passing through?"

"No," Tihan said, frowning. "I was told to report here to protect a mage and help him solve the riddle of the cursed rats."

Kaleo frowned in his turn. "My missive said nothing about my needing help."

Tihan shrugged, then grinned, but this time there was something smoldering in it. "Well, if you don't need my professional services, pretty pied piper, I'm more than happy to offer other services."

"I'm certain I could use you for both," Kaleo said, smiling in return, reaching out to tug playfully at Tihan's dark blue tunic. He had another moment of surprise when Tihan obediently moved close, and reached out to tweak Kaleo's nose, just barely brushing over his lips before his hand fell away.

Then that smoldering smile again. "I have a room already," Tihan said, "if, say, you wanted to eat in peace and quiet, discuss the job…my services…"

Kaleo smiled, and turned to have the barkeep send the food to their room.

Upstairs, finally alone, he wasted no time sliding into Tihan's arm, slipping his own underneath Tihan's tunic to get at the beautiful body he had not seen in months.

Dressed, Tihan appeared ordinary enough. Handsome, if not beautiful, though he had always taken Kaleo's breath away. His hair was a brown so dark is could almost pass for black, though with enough sun the ends lightened a bit. Short, with a hint of a wave. Sunshine also brought out the small smattering of freckles that Tihan absolutely hated, and Kaleo loved. His nose was slightly squashed and crooked looking, from being broken on more than one occasion. He was tall and broad and fit, an especially fine agent of the king.

Kaleo tugged Tihan's tunic away, revealing how magnificently unordinary he was when the clothes came off. Tihan was from the far south, the plains where people said life still had a barbaric edge to it, though anyone who had actually been there knew better. Except, perhaps, for the tattoo work. That still had a wild edge to it.

Wrist to shoulders, down back and chest, all the way down until the edges just brushed along the tops of his thighs, was an intricate, scrolling body tattoo. It all meant something to the plains tribes, and Tihan periodically went home to have more added to it—the last time they'd seen each other, the work had stopped right at the bottom of his back. Now it continued on down, curving over his ass cheeks as Kaleo stripped his clothes away to see more and more. Marks of battles, achievements, his tribe and place in it, all his travels….the various knots and whorls and calligraphy-like work all held some significance.

Kaleo moved around Tihan's body, touching whatever he could reach, dragging his mouth along Tihan's back, biting back a moan at the feel and flavor of the man he had sorely missed. He struggled not to wonder if someone else had done this recently, if he was just one more bed warmer or if his touch in particular had been missed.

He froze as his hands met something new across Tihan's abdomen. Pulling away, he turned Tihan around and stroked his fingers again over the livid, only recently healed scar that ran the length of Tihan's gut, icy fear cooling his blood. "Tihan…"

Tihan's hand curled around his own, pulling it away from the awful wound. "Ran into a bit of trouble couple of months ago, but a mage was near to hand and managed to save me. Looks worse than it was, I promise." He chucked Kaleo under the chin, and drew him close enough to kiss. "Don't frown so, I'm perfectly fine."

Kaleo nodded and opened to the kiss, not bothering to keep back his moan this time, kissing back hard to drive away the fear that still coiled in his own gut. A wound such as that…if a mage had not been close, and obviously skilled, Tihan would have died. Such wounds were most often fatal, as it was rare anyone was close enough to heal it within the small frame of time that was the only chance.

Hands shoved beneath his own clothes, and Kaleo shivered as his skin was brushed by cold air and hot, calloused hands. When Tihan pushed, he went easily down upon the bed, the roughness of the blankets still another delicious contrast.

He sank his hand into Tihan's hair as that talented mouth went to work on his chest, Tihan knowing precisely where and how to bite and suck and lick, working his way down with agonizing slowness. When he finally drew close to where Kaleo most wanted his mouth to be, still Tihan insisted on torturing him, choosing instead to nibble at the soft skin of his inner thigh, touch and taste the sensitive skin where thigh met groin—then finally, finally, the bastard took his cock.

Kaleo cried out, hips rising to meet Tihan's wicked mouth, and hazily Kaleo thought he heard a knock upon the door, but then Tihan's tongue made him shout again and he heard the rattle of someone setting a tray on the floor in the hallway.

Cheeks hot, he nevertheless encouraged Tihan with touch and noise and movement, until he came so hard the world around him ceased to exist, and came back only slowly. He had no more time to gather the scattered pieces of his mind, however, before Tihan's fingers were pressing inside him, slick and warm.

Tihan kissed him, warm and slick with sweat against him, amber-flecked green eyes hot and bright, like jewels in the sunlight, and focused entirely upon Kaleo. Tihan nibbled and licked at his lips, sucking on his bottom lip before kissing him deep and hard, fingers all the while stretching and teasing.

Then the fingers withdrew, and Tihan was pressing inside, and Kaleo eagerly spread to accommodate him, fingers digging in to the broad shoulders, head falling back on a long, needy groan. His own cock, so recently spent, was already stirring back to life. He was always eager for Tihan. Always.

"Missed this," Tihan said with a groan, holding entirely too still for a moment, panting, before kissing him again and finally moving. Slow at first, pulling out and sliding back in—then he began to move in earnest, thrusting hard and deep, nearly making Kaleo dizzy with it.

They came within seconds of each other, and Kaleo thought he came first but could not say for certain.

When everything finally calmed down again, and he could breathe properly, he gave Tihan a lazy, sloppy kiss. "I'm glad you're my assistant," he said with a smile. "Much better than doing the job alone."

Tihan grunted and slowly withdrew, making Kaleo groan. "I'll get your food," Tihan said with a laugh, kissing his brow.

Kaleo tried to reply, but it was interrupted by the sudden growling of his stomach, which made Tihan laugh again. Making a face, he bundled up in the blankets and enjoyed the view as Tihan fetched his food.

He ate quickly, stew and bread and a hot, sweet pudding, chased with more ale. All the while Tihan was silent, merely watching him, lazily stretched out beside him on the bed. Finally Kaleo finished, and set the tray aside on the floor to be returned downstairs later. He reached out to pet Tihan's stomach, fear stirring again as he stroked over the scarred flesh that was even more livid for being surrounded by the beautiful, intricate tattoo.

Tihan caught his hand, and dragged it up to his mouth, pressing a soft kiss to the open palm. "You need not worry, Kaleo. Have I not just proven I am perfectly fine?"

Kaleo's mouth twitched. "I suppose so," he conceded, then smirked. "Though, if you wanted to offer more assurance later, I would not protest."

Tihan's eyes smoldered as he yanked Kaleo down to lie atop him, teeth grazing his throat. "Gladly," he murmured, then said huskily in Kaleo's ear, "Pretty Pied Piper, won't you play me a song?"

"What song shall I play thee?" Kaleo asked softly, hating the way his heart sped up.

"Play me a lullaby," Tihan said, lips moving soft but sure across Kaleo's, familiar and sweet, and if Kaleo felt a crushing disappointment, well, that was his own fault.

Nodding, settling down to rest comfortably along Tihan's side, he half-sung, half-hummed a lullaby until they both drifted off to sleep.
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He wasn't certain what woke him at first, and then was immediately distracted by the way sometime in the night, he had wound up on his side, with Tihan pressed up behind him, his arm wrapped possessively around Kaleo's waist. Tihan was hot against his back, breaths soft and warm against his neck, and Kaleo wished he could wake so the rest of his life.

Then he heard the music.

Immediately wistful thoughts fled, mind focusing on the music, the magic of it—there was another sound mage in the village.

Behind him, Tihan's breathing abruptly changed, and he tensed with waking, but never moved.

"Get dressed," Kaleo said softly. "Someone is casting a spell with music."

Tihan said nothing, merely obeyed, pulling away and sliding from bed, reaching for his clothes as Kaleo hummed a few notes to light the candles.

Any other time he would have been more than happy to enjoy the view, and relish the feel of Tihan's eyes upon him, doing the very same. Now, however, they were all business. They had already neglected duty too long in favor of one another.

He finished dressing first, and waited as Tihan strapped and buckled his sword and daggers into place, secreting other things upon his person that remained a mystery to Kaleo, even after their long and intimate acquaintance.

Finished, Tihan moved soundlessly to the door and opened it. Kaleo followed silently after him, down the stairs, across the empty tavern below, and into the street. Outside, the streets were filled with rats. They were everywhere, a mass of shadows come to life beneath the witching power of moonlight and the midnight hour. They streamed from doors and windows, barrels and crates, every nook and cranny and crevice. They crawled over the tops of his boots, and Kaleo struggled against an urge to kick and crush them.

"What's going on?" Tihan asked in a low undertone, intended for only Kaleo to hear.

"Re-enchantment," Kaleo said, closing his eyes and listening carefully to the soft music he could just barely hear over the fervor of the creeping, scuttling rats. "Musically cast spells much be renewed. The more powerful the spell, the more often it must be redone. This spell is powerful and intricate; it probably has to be recast every night. Offhand, I can hear the spell emboldening the rats, persuading them to remain here, making them even hungrier than they would normally be…and over them, a slight coating of fear. Whoever the mage is, he's making the rats extra terrifying."

Tihan grunted. "That would explain why they bother me, when they never have before. I grew up using them for target practice." He frowned. "But if it's just a slight coating, that would not explain the fear weighing down the villagers. They're damn near drowning in fear."

"What do you mean?"

"You really were hungry and tired," Tihan said with a soft, fond laugh, shaking his head. "You'll notice it tomorrow, if I haven't worn you out overmuch." He winked, then sobered again. "There's a pall over the village. They act normal, but it's just that—acting. Beneath the surface, they're all cowering in terror. Like the rats are preferable to whatever would result from fighting back. If that's the case, it's a bloody miracle the king was contacted at all on the matter, and that we were sent here."

Kaleo worried his bottom lip as he thought. "So they are being held hostage, or some such. We must find the reason for that, and the mage. One, of course, will bring the other…but the mage, I think, will not be easy to find."

"No?" Tihan asked. "Sound mages are few and far between, are they  not? I've only known two others besides you. He can't be that hard to find in a village this size, even accounting for the surrounding countryside."

"If it were that easy, I would have already felt him—lovely distractions aside," Kaleo replied. "I did not even sense my type of magic was being used. Only my well-trained ears heard the song at all. I would wager you did not hear it until I said something."

Tihan nodded, fingers drumming idly on the hilt of his sword. "So he's blocking." He sighed. "Let's hope this one doesn't jump out of the bushes and gut me like the last one."

Kaleo tensed, head snapping around to stare at Tihan. "Is that what happened?"

"Yes," Tihan said with a grimace. "We never sensed the bastard at all. At least I was with the mage I was meant to be protecting. Like I said, though, I'm fine now. Shouldn't have mentioned it, except now I really hate when mages block."

"Well, we're not hunting for him now," Kaleo replied. "I'd prefer to start investigating during the day, see what we can glean from what the villagers do and do not say."

Tihan nodded. "These rats are creeping me out. Why are they all out here?"

"Succumbing to the music. They're running off to school, essentially," Kaleo said. "Once the spell is recast, they'll disperse and all will return to relative normalcy." He tilted his head up, closing his eyes to listen to the music once more. "It's beautiful spell work, really. It must have taken months to compose."

"You could do better," Tihan said.

Kaleo shook his head, and opened his eyes. "No, I couldn't. I can't control more than one or two animals at a time, and only the more willing species. There's no way I'll be able to break this spell…I'll have to try something else, but that is for another day, after we better understand what we're facing."

Tihan looked as though he wanted to argue, and the faith and loyalty that implied warmed Kaleo all the way to his bones. He wasn't as good as Tihan thought, but it was nice Tihan believed so strongly in him. He hadn't known Tihan thought so highly of his skill.

"Let's go back to bed," he said, taking Tihan's hand. "There's nothing more we can do tonight. At least we have an idea of the challenge before us."

"A city held hostage by rats," Tihan muttered, and led them back inside, still holding firmly to Kaleo's hand. "That is a new one on me, and I thought myself well past being surprised by this job."

Kaleo laughed. "You should know better than to think you've seen it all."

Tihan grunted, and did not argue, merely undressed again once they reached their rooms—but this time he kept his sword close to the bed, and slid a dagger beneath his pillow.

Sliding in next to him, pulling up the blankets, Kaleo could not help but reach out to stroke the scarred flesh.

"It's all right," Tihan murmured in his ear. "Stop fretting, Kaleo. We have enough to worry about. I'm perfectly fine."

Kaleo nodded, but his fretting would not go away so easily. He had been that close to losing Tihan and never knew it. He swallowed, sick to the stomach at the thought of how close he had come to living in a world that did not have Tihan. It made him want to do foolish things, like admit he loved Tihan, that this was no idle on and off love affair to him.

But he didn't, because he did not know how Tihan would react to such words. Would they drive him away? Force an unconquerable distance between them? He would rather die than face that.

So instead of speaking, he simply pressed as close as possible, and wrapped Tihan tightly in his arms, and fell asleep breathing in their mingled scents.
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Morning came too quickly, and only reluctantly did he stumble down the stairs behind Tihan to begin solving the riddle of the rat-besieged village.

Over black tea and porridge, he saw clearly what he had missed the night before. As Tihan had said, it was all acting. The villagers went through the motions, but it was obvious that deep down they wanted nothing more than to break down and scream in despair.

Finishing their breakfast, they paid the room up for a few more days, then ventured into the streets. Kaleo immediately kicked away a rat that came toward him, somewhat mollified when he saw it hit the corner of a building in just such a way its neck broke.

The villagers might be too fearful to act, but he suffered no such qualms. If he had to kill the bastards one by one, he would, though hopefully his seedling plan would eventually bear fruit.

They wandered the village slowly, exploring every street and alleyway, every courtyard and corner, until they at last stopped to rest in the small square that boasted the primary village well. It also had several stone benches, one of which they gladly overtook.

Kaleo started to speak, when a flash of bold color caught his eye. He watched, frowning deeply, as a man walked toward them, hand in hand with a beautiful little girl not more than six or so years of age. The man was tall, with black hair and dark eyes, wearing a brilliant scarlet tunic and a rich velvet cloak held fast with a cloak pin of gold and silver, encrusted with sapphires and rubies. He was breathtakingly beautiful, the dark beauty of a winter night.

Beside him, Tihan tensed.

They remained sitting as the man drew close to them, standing only when they saw the crest of a city mayor upon the breast of his tunic.

He smile coldly at them, and Kaleo felt a chill. There was something…off…about that smile. Like more acting, but not the same manner of acting as the villagers. They worked to hide their fear…this man was hiding something else, but what, Kaleo simply did not know.

The man was not scared; neither was his child, though she looked unhappy and petulant. She was his spitting image, dark of hair and eyes, with pale skin. Someday, she would be even more beautiful than her father.

His boldness left Kaleo reeling. Obviously, this man was responsible for the rats—why was he not trying to hide it?

"I am Joffer von Steffen," the man said, drawing himself up. "This is Ala, my daughter. I am mayor of this village. What brings a mage here, and with strong arm company?"

Kaleo smiled, putting his own acting skills into play. "It's not his arm I make use of," he said with an unmistakable smirk. Then he pitched his voice more loudly, so that the whole of the square would hear him, if they wanted. "I am the Pied Piper, and my skills are many. I once rid a town of a plague of cats, another of a problem with spiders. I heard your fair village, lord mayor, suffered from too many rats. I have come to offer my assistance."

Joffer scowled, something very much like fury flashing in his eyes. Kaleo had very neatly trapped him—he could not say no, they were fine, when a man declared he could rid the village of what was obviously a problem. Even now, three scuttled right over their shoes, and Tihan kicked them hard, causing them to squeal before they abruptly hit the wall and fell silent.

Then he recovered, and gave them a cold smile. "Oh, I doubt it mage. Many have tried before you, and all of them of no small talent, and every last one failed. One even died trying. I would hate for such a fate to befall you."

Beside him, Tihan tensed with anger. Kaleo was merely amused. Such a blatant threat meant the mayor feared he might actually be capable of doing something. Or perhaps he simply feared anything that might stir the villagers to rebellious action.

He smiled brightly. "As I said, I have accomplished feats at least as great, if not greater. I should like to try, and what can be the harm in that? It is my life to keep or lose. Let me try."

Joffer sneered. "Indeed. What would you demand for this service, Pied Piper?"

"One thousand silver," Kaleo said, the price more than fair. If he could actually do it, he would be well within his rights to demand a thousand gold.

They both knew it, but Joffer did not press it.

"Papa," Ala suddenly said. "I do not like the rats."

Joffer patted her head. "I know, dearest, but papa keeps them from bothering you, doesn't he?"

"My friends don't like them either," she said plaintively.

Joffer frowned, but said nothing further, and for a moment Kaleo thought he saw something that almost looked like pain flicker in his eyes. Then his expression eased, and he picked the girl up, as though she weighed nothing more than a feather, and kissed her cheek

The rest of him might be an act, but the love he felt for his daughter was genuine. She was obviously in ignorance of her father's responsibility for the rats, and played with the other children in the village. He wanted her happy.

Interesting.

"Very well," Joffer said at last. "You may try."

Kaleo beamed, and swept a dramatic bow. "I thank you, lord mayor." He swept another bow to the people who had stopped to cautiously listen, hating the bleak hope in the backs of their eyes, the way they obviously knew that to really hope was a waste of time.

Why was he holding them prisoner?

He also wondered why he could not sense so much as a single shred of magic from Joffer. Ordinarily that would have convinced Kaleo to dismiss him as a possibility, except everything else made it blatantly obvious Joffer was responsible for the rats.

"Good people," he said aloud. "This time tomorrow, the rats will be gone and you will be free again."

Instead of cheering, or even booing his bragging, they simply scurried away, as though afraid to be caught not working.

Nodding stiffly, the mayor strode off, leaving Kaleo and Tihan alone in the square.

"What are you thinking?" Tihan snapped, the words bursting out of him "How could you say something like that!" His hands curled and uncurled, as though he would like to throttle Kaleo, or shake him very hard. "You said last night you can't match his magic!"

Kaleo nodded. "I can't—but I have something else in mind. We'll try it tonight. If I fail, well, it won't be anything the villagers didn't expect. If I succeed…oh, then the game is afoot. He was strange, Tihan. I could not put my finger upon it, but he was acting even more strangely than the villagers. But why, and what he is hiding, I could not tell."

"He's pretending to be human," Tihan said with a sigh. "I'll eat my boots if that bastard was human."

"Not human?" Kaleo said. "How can you tell? I sensed absolutely nothing from him. Not a single thing."

Tihan grunted. "The eyes. I know animal eyes when I see them. There are few humans in the world with eyes like that, I promise you. Humans like that may as well be animal. There is a wildness to them, no matter how hard they try at being civilized. The real question is: what sort of animal?"

Kaleo frowned. "There aren't many with magic strong enough to alter shape," he said slowly. "If you're right, and I can't see why you would be wrong, that does narrow the field of what we're up against. Did you read anything from the child? They do not hide things as well.

"She…there is humanity in her," Tihan said. "She seemed to be a mix."

"Fascinating," Kaleo murmured. "What in the hells is going on here?"

Tihan sighed. "I don't know, but I sense we will find the answer the hard way. What are you going to do tonight, to get rid of the rats?"

Kaleo smiled faintly. "I'm going to play along," he said, and laughed when Tihan scowled at him. "Come, strong arm, we have to find a good place for tonight."

"Strong arm? I thought you kept me around for other reasons, Pied Piper."

"I do," Kaleo murmured, and smirked as he dropped his eyes to Tihan's crotch. "Those reasons will have to wait a bit, unfortunately. Business before pleasure."

Tihan laughed, and lightly gripped his upper arm, tugging him forward and dropping a quick, firm kiss upon his lips.

Kaleo's breath caught, as he stared into Tihan's jewel-bright eyes. That was the second time Tihan had kissed him so openly, when it was something he had never done before. "Tihan—"

"Let's get to work," Tihan said, letting him go and stepping away, turning to lead the way from the village and out into the surrounding woods.

Frowning, wondering at the abrupt shift—had he done something wrong? But Tihan was the one who had kissed him—Kaleo ran to catch up, and walked alongside him, wishing he could say what he felt, but the words refused to unstick from his throat, too long paralyzed by fear.

Several hours later, with food and wine sufficient to keep them for several hours more, and a bit of spell work to keep them warm and dry, they watched the village from a high knoll just outside it. They sat in the large branch of an enormous tree, it and the darkness working to make them more or less invisible to anyone who might happen to glance their way.

Not that anyone would. As soon as daily duties permitted, people vanished into their homes or the nearest tavern, of which the village boasted three. Looking at it now, as twilight slowly turned to full dark, it might have almost been a deserted village.

The rats were not so shy; they scurried around the village like they owned it and the humans were the unwanted vermin. Soon the music would start and the rats would appear to be washed anew in magic. Hopefully, his plan would work.

He had done such things before, but only on a very small scale, and more to support another mage—or another mage supported him. The idea was simple enough, in theory. He and Joffer were both sound mages. They both used music. He would simply turn Joffer's solo into a duet. He could not cast such powerful magic—but he could manipulate what was already being cast.

Tihan held out a cup of mulled wine, kept warm by magic, and Kaleo sipped it gratefully. He wished the troublemakers they were always being sent to quell would at least have the decency to misbehave in pleasant weather. Why would anyone want to work in the cold and snow?

He'd just finished his wine when he heard the first soft strains. Hastily handing his cup to Tihan, pressing a quick kiss to the frown upon his face, Kaleo leapt down to the snowy ground. He fumbled for a moment, but quickly regained his balance, moving to the edge of the knoll and listening carefully.

As he had hoped, the music carried perfectly to the spot where they stood. He could hear it clear and true and perfect. Closing his eyes, Kaleo concentrated, humming along to get the nuances of every note.

Finally, when he was certain he had it, eyes still closed, he pulled out his pipe and played.

He turned the hard, commanding music into something colder, turning firm battle song into a funeral piece, convincing the rats that what they really wanted, what they needed, was to leave town and throw themselves into the river.

Throughout, Kaleo was braced for when Joffer would hear the new addition to his song, but the moment never came. There was no challenge, no abrupt halting, no alteration in the music. Kaleo played on an on, his world narrowing to sound and magic, to manipulating the rats.

Satisfaction poured through him as he felt it work—the rats were leaving the city, were throwing themselves into the half-frozen river. One by one, at first, then by two and threes, then dozens, he could feel them slipping free of the control of the music as they succumbed to the far greater power of death.

At last, just as his energy began finally to run out, he felt no more rats in the spell. They were dead.

Kaleo blacked out.

*~*~*

He woke with a groan in a candle-lit room, and after a moment realized he was in the inn. What time was it? What had happened? The rats!

The door opened, startling him, and he stared wide-eyed at Tihan as everything came back in full. "The rats. I passed out—why did I pass out?" He shook his head, then groaned again, realizing it hurt. Which answered his question. "I used too much energy. I haven't done that in years. Guess manipulating that spell took more out of me than I anticipated."

Tihan frowned and set the tray he held at the foot of the bed. Then he sat down next to Kaleo, and cupped his face. "You took about twenty years off my life, Kaleo. I've never known you to drop from over-exertion before."

Kaleo yawned and made grabbing motions at the tray, the contents of which smelled fabulous. "I've never manipulated such a powerful spell before. Should have occurred to me I might overexert myself, but to be honest the thought never crossed my mind."

"You should be more careful," Tihan said with a hint of growl. "What if I hadn't been there to take care of you?"

"But you were," Kaleo said, and almost confessed, almost asked—but at the last, simply drank the tea which had been pushed into his hands.

Tihan sighed and looked away, staring at his hands for a long time before finally speaking again. "You'd think the villagers would be grateful, but I think they are even more miserable than they were before."

Kaleo nodded. "I'm not surprised. That does confirm our good lord mayor holds something over them we won't easily break. But what? What could he possibly have on them, that they would choose to live in constant terror?"

"There is no telling," Tihan said. "We need to know what manner of creature he really is, I think, before we can answer any other question. That shouldn't be too hard, if we just focused on it. What sort of creatures are magically powerful enough to maintain a human shape, and control rats?"

"Not many," Kaleo said, eating the apple bread Tihan gave him with relish, alternating bites with gulps of tea and swallows of porridge. He was always ravenous after using a great deal of magic, and he had not passed out due to magic since he'd finished his lessons and taken up a King's Seal. "Faeries, but they don't live around here. Certain goblins, but again, wrong part of the country." He snorted. "If not for the fact they're more or less extinct, I would say it's dragon work, but that's absurd."

Tihan frowned. "Absurd?" He tilted his head. "Are you certain?"

"No one has seen a dragon in fifty years or more," Kaleo said with a scoff. "They were wiped out during the Hunts. Anyway, why would a dragon do something this cruel? They only got that nasty when their treasures were…"

Comprehension struck them both simultaneously. "Impossible," Kaleo said. "It couldn't be."

"But it fits," Tihan challenged.

Kaleo made a face, and finished his breakfast.

Dragons were notoriously possessive creatures—and notoriously mean when their possessions were harmed or messed with in any way. The most infamous dragon story in history actually involved the royal family and the crown jewels.

They had been stolen by a bold—and stupid—knight from the nest of what he'd thought was a dead dragon. He'd looted the nest, put the fortune to good use, and several years later became king.

Twenty years later his entire family was dead from one tragedy after another, whittled down until only that foolish knight-turned-king and his youngest granddaughter remained alive. Then and only then did he learn that his trusted steward of fifteen years was actually the dragon he'd thought dead.

Mages had saved the king, then, though only barely. The line had continued, from a bastard who until then had kept his identity secret—the story was a famous legend, reshaped into glorious fashion to be told to the masses, where an evil dragon maliciously attacked a good and innocent king.

But those who bore the Seals knew the truth of that founding story, of events now over two hundred years old. There were other tales of dragon cruelty, but none so well known as that of the First King.

"I cannot believe it," Kaleo said, shaking his head. "It cannot be a dragon." And yet…the brightly colored clothes, the jeweled pin, the arrogance, the way he obviously doted upon his daughter, the power behind manipulating so many rats…

Tihan grimaced. "As much as I wish otherwise, I think it must be."

"No one has seen a dragon in decades. People are beginning to regard them as pure myth," Kaleo argued, even though he knew it was futile. If Joffer was a dragon, that would also explain why no one had challenged his spell last night. Dragons were powerful, but that power was not limitless. If he were human all day, he would have to rest by night. Very likely his spell was pre-set somewhere, to play over and over again every night. That the dragon would reset and strengthen every day.

Which meant if he was going to fight back, he would do it today, or rework his spell to do something different tonight.

If they really were dealing with a dragon… Kaleo's stomach clenched with fear, and he wished suddenly he had not eaten so much, so quickly. It made his blood run cold. "What are we going to do?"

"Deal with it," Tihan said grimly. "We have already gone too far to back out now. It would certainly explain why the village is so terrified. I'm astonished they can act like everything is normal."

Kaleo pushed away the rest of his food. "Our only chance is to strike before he does. We must strike now, hard and fast, before he enacts revenge upon us."

"First," Tihan said, standing and beginning to pull on his winter clothes, "we have to get out of town. We're sitting ducks here. At least in the woods, we will be harder to find, and no one else will get hurt. Any ideas on how to strike?"

"Maybe," Kaleo murmured. "It isn't nice…but it might work. We'll see. Let's get out of town, first. Then we have to find the dragon's set spell."

Tihan nodded, and if he had any questions about what Kaleo was talking about, he was too accustomed to working with mages to voice them yet. He packed their things quickly, then drew his sword and led the way downstairs.

In the tavern below, no one would look up at them. If Kaleo had actually been expecting gratitude, or anything at all, he would have been crushed. As it was, he had enough on his mind.

Outside, the streets were deserted—save for one figure. Kaleo unthinkingly reached out and slid his hand into Tihan's, wondering if it was silly to feel better from that simple contact, the way Tihan immediately gripped his hand tight.

"Clever, little mage," Joffer said as he reached them, and Kaleo immediately saw what Tihan had meant by the strangeness of his eyes—there was a wildness to them he had not noticed yesterday. "You are no idle Piper, peddling your skills for trifling coin."

Tihan squeezed his hand tight once more, then let go, lifting his sword in the other. "We are here by the will of the king. To slay you, dragon, if it must come to that. We prefer no violence, but make no mistake, will resort to it."

Rage and pain flared in Joffer's eyes. "You come to help these stupid humans, but who helped me?" he snarled. "All our lives we were good little humans, eager to fit in and not be slain—and then a human got greedy, and slew my mate and son, and stole our bond jewels, and you come to kill me? Then do it, human. Kill me the same way they killed half my family, when our only crime was to possess jewels that some human thought he better deserved."

Kaleo motioned, but Tihan was already lowering his sword. "What do you mean?" Kaleo asked quietly. "Explain everything to us. We only knew about the curse. If there is some greater wrong which must be righted, then we attend the matter. We serve all citizens of the kingdom."

Joffer laughed bitterly, eyes glistening, and Kaleo could only marvel that he managed to hold back the tears, if all that he had so far said was true.

"Tell us what happened," Tihan said in his firm and gentle way. Kaleo had heard it himself, more than once, on the rare occasion he'd had a bad job go poorly and refused to speak of it. Tihan had made him, and it was one of those discussions which had led to their first night as lovers.

Joffer stared at them, anger and devastation, anguish and mistrust plain upon his face, pooled in those hard, wild eyes.

"Please," Kaleo said gently. "You are a citizen of the king, and deserve justice."

"Which is why you hunted my people near to extinction, and forced those of us who survived to live as humans or die as well," Joffer snarled. "We did that, and still it was not good enough."

Kaleo nodded, for what was there to say? Dragons were feared, for their power and the lengths to which they would go for revenge, for justice—but not all stories of dragons were tales of blood and fear. There were good dragon stories, too. Many said the dragons had been hunted down unfairly—it was an issue which carried a great deal of anger, confusion, hurt, and shame.

"Come with me," Joffer said bitterly, and turned sharply away, stalking back down the way he had come, forcing Kaleo and Tihan to race after him. He moved quickly, and they could barely keep pace, panting for breath when he finally came to a halt well outside of town, just past the fine house which must be his, to a little clearing which boasted nothing more than a single, small tree.

There was no snow beneath it, despite the fact the barren tree would not have blocked it. Green grass grew, heedless of the bitter cold. Two stone markers rest at the base of the tree, and Kaleo closed his eyes against the pain on Joffer's face.

"We have lived here a very long time," Joffer said quietly. "Changing periodically, as we must. Always taking care, always cautious, always looking out for the village, our home. We return to our true shape at night, and hurt no one. My wife and I were together many years, before we finally decided to risk having children. We wanted children badly. One son, and a few years later, one daughter." His face tightened, and his voice grew unsteady with emotions barely contained. "One night, several weeks ago, I was called away to deal with a problem many miles away, concerning a farmer who does not care to live close to the village. When I returned, very late at night, I found my wife and son dead—poisoned, then their throats cut. My daughter would likely be the same, but she was sick and so we had hidden her elsewhere should her draconic nature slip out while ill. The murderer had broken into our chest, and stolen the only treasures about which my mate and I still deeply cared—the bonding jewels we exchanged when we pledged our lives to each other."

Joffer tore his eyes from the gravestones, and hatred blazed in his eyes. "Until the murderer steps forward, and I have both my jewels and the killer's life, I will not cease making them all suffer. They know what happened to me, and they know it was unjust, and still the one responsible will not step forward, nor will anyone else tell me who it was. I do not even know if it was one or several. I—" He looked away, making a rough sound, and stared again at the gravestones. "I hope it was just one, for I would hate to think it many."

So he did not completely hate all the villagers, though Kaleo knew he would never love them again, not as he obviously had for so many years. A dragon who had, until recently, not entirely hated being human. Quite the contrary, it seemed. "Your daughter does not know?"

"I told her they were sick, too," Joffer said, sounding closer to tears than Kaleo had yet heard him. "She was devastated, of course, for she feels guilty that she lived and they did not—but that is preferable to the truth, that people she trusts murdered her family in cold blood over a matter of wealth. I will have to tell her one day, but not now."

Kaleo nodded. "Then it sounds as though we must force the killer to reveal their identity.

Joffer sneered. "What do you think I have been trying to do?"

"We simply need to strike where it will hurt the most," Kaleo said. "Take me to your preset spell, and let us tweak it."

"What are you planning?" Tihan asked, finally speaking.

"I worked hard to get rid of those rats," Kaleo replied. "If the town refuses to pay me, then I intend to have my revenge."

Tihan frowned. "Just don't pass out again."

Kaleo waved his concern away. "If I am not allowed to fret about that scar on your stomach, you are not allowed to fuss over me. Now, I want to see that preset spell."

Joffer frowned, but slowly motioned. "It's the tree," he said. "Much easier to keep all my magic in one place. What do you want to do?" He rubbed his forehead, looking suddenly exhausted. "I do not know how the two of you even heard it. Part of the spell keeps the villagers asleep while the spell is renewed." He pursed his lips at them, equal parts annoyed and thoughtful. "I guess being a sound mage yourself, you are attuned and somewhat immune. That does not explain your guardian, but then again mates do pick up one another's traits as the years pass. I learned music from my mate, you know."

He looked so sad as he said those last words, Kaleo ached, but what could he possibly say? That he understood? He knew that if Tihan died, he would be equally devastated, but there was no point in saying that when they both stood there healthy and alive.

Instead, he stepped forward, and explained to Joffer what he planned on doing, and together they reworked the preset spell.

They finished as night fell, and ate a hasty dinner at Joffer's home.

"It's harsh," Tihan said quietly.

"No harm will come to them," Joffer said firmly.

Kaleo said nothing, merely finished his tea and then rose. Bundling up in his colorful coat, pulling up hood and scarf to fight away as much of the chill as possible, he ventured back out into the cold. A hand rested briefly on his lower back, warm and reassuring, and the words he wanted so badly to say actually seemed as though they might finally dislodge from his throat—but then they were at the knoll from the night before.

Below, the village was dark, save for a smattering of lit windows. The moon was waning, her light weaker now. Joffer leaned against the tree, looking tired and grim.

Tihan grasped Kaleo's chin, and kissed him softly, and looked as though he wanted to say something—but in the end, he let go and stepped back, saying only a gruff, "No passing out."

Rolling his eyes, Kaleo pulled out his pipe and played.

The fact they were using children did not make him happy. The children had done nothing wrong; they, in all of this, were innocent.

But they were also the best place to strike, and it was his sworn duty to solve such problems in the name of the king.

So he played and played and played, too focused to really see anything. As with the rats, he could feel as each child was pulled into the power of his song. To manipulate so many children required he and Joffer working together—Joffer's preset spell setting the groundwork of destination, sleepwalking, that only children of certain ages would be affected. Kaleo had only to guide them.

The adults slept on, kept asleep precisely as they had been for the enchanting of the rats.

One by one, occasionally in two or threes or fours, he felt it as the children came to the end of the spell, found a place in Joffer's house to lie down and return to true, uninterrupted sleep. When the last child left the web of the spell, Kaleo finished the song and slowly tucked his pipe away.

He held a hand to his forehead in a futile effort to stave off dizziness, then realized too late the gesture would give it away.

Sure enough, an arm slid around his waist and Kaleo could almost feel the way Tihan was scowling at him in the dark. "I didn't pass out," he said, though he really would like a very long nap. Too exhausted and drained to resist, he let his head fall on Tihan's shoulder, oblivious to the cold when arms wrapped round him.

All he wanted was to stay right within the circle of those warm arms, kiss Tihan soundly, then drag them both to bed. Unfortunately, their business was not yet concluded.

"Come on," Tihan said quietly. "We've got to make certain you are ready and waiting when they discover all their children are gone."

Kaleo nodded and stifled a sigh. "I wish we could wait in bed." He turned to Joffer. "Lord Mayor, it probably would be best if you were not around when they come looking for the source of the trouble. They will go straight for you, for obvious reasons, and pay little attention to me."

Joffer nodded, though it was with obvious reluctance. "I will go look after the children, and see they are well. Let me know when the spell can be broken…" When, hopefully, he would have his jewels back—and his revenge, for King's man or not, Kaleo could not deny him that. Those who bore the King's Seals learned quickly when the strict letter of the law should be obeyed, where it could be bent…and when to look the other way.

Slowly he pulled away from Tihan, wishing once more there was time to say what he wanted. Well, once this affair was over. Somehow, taking the risk was becoming easier to take, when set against the possibility that next time, Tihan might not be rescued by a mage in time.

Bidding a good night to Joffer, he followed Tihan away from the knoll, down the hill and back into the village, where they made their way to the square and waited.

He hummed a spell to keep them warm, but that seemed to sap the last of his energy, for he remembered nothing more past Tihan's scent, the warmth of him, the firmness of his shoulder—until shouting jerked him awake.

Kaleo stared, then snapped fully awake as the anger and fear washed over him. Pulling out his pipe, he played until the threatening crowd around him fell into a still silence. He could not control so great a crowd, but he could persuade it.

"You stole our children," a man said, and Kaleo recognized him as the barkeep at the inn where they stayed. "Why would you do that, Piper?"

If not for the spell holding them in place, Kaleo sensed the man would have attacked him. All of them would have—not that he could blame them. Not for that, anyway. He could, and would, blame them for other things.

"I agreed," he said slowly, "to rid this village of the rats for a small price. No one paid me that price." He blew a series of sharp, piercing notes when they began to shout and bellow again in outrage. "You cheated me of my fee," he said, "but I may be willing to overlook it, if you confess to me which among you committed a far greater crime."

He looked over them, meeting glances and waiting until guilt drove each villager to look away.

"You know the crime of which I speak," Kaleo said quietly. "You know it was wrong. Return to me the stolen jewels, and surrender the guilty parties, or you will never see your children again."

"You can't do that!" a woman snarled, all but vibrating in place as she fought futilely against Kaleo's spell. "That's not fair! They're only children!"

"What of the child slain?" Tihan demanded, drawing his sword, causing more than a few people to back away in fear. "Did that poor dragon child, who never did a one of you harm, deserve to die? Do not try to say they deserved it, for the theft of the jewels proves it was a mission of greed, not justice. In the name of the king, whose seal I carry, you will surrender the name of the guilty or your children will be the price you pay for your cowardly silence."

The anger and noise had died abruptly at Tihan's declaration he bore the king's seal, and the silence deepened as Tihan and Kaleo both drew their seals to prove their claims—and that the threat to keep the children was not idle.

One moment everything was dead silent—and in the very next the square was flooded with anger and accusations, as everyone bellowed and shouted and pointed fingers, each simultaneously declaring his own innocence—until, at last, they threw forward a man who was short, bulky, and deceptively cheerful looking in nature until Kaleo really looked in his eyes.

"He did it," the woman from earlier said viciously. "He discovered the whole lot of them were dragons, and said they were probably stealing our money to hoard as treasure, and he went and took it back—we don't deserve to lose our children over that."

The rest of the village chimed in, reaching all new levels of chaotic noise, enough that it made his head throb and ache. Lifting his pipe once more to his lips, Kaleo hit a note that caused every last one of them to scream in pain and clutch at their ears.

Save for Tihan, who merely sneered at all of them, long used to Kaleo's methods of dealing with crowds.

"It seems to me," Tihan said coldly, "that every person here is guilty in some fashion. If you knew the crime was to be committed, and did nothing to stop it, then under the king's law you are nearly as guilty as he who committed it. The penalty for any involvement in murder is execution. One woman and one child are dead; the king would stand by us if we declared that each of you deserves the full penalty of the law." He motioned sharply with his sword when the noise started up again and bellowed, "Silence!"

Kaleo stepped forward. "We are within our rights to sentence you as we see fit. However, to kill an entire village accomplishes nothing, and there are still the children to think of. So here is what you will do, if you want to avoid being clapped in chains and hauled off to the gallows. First, return the jewels which were stolen."

Tihan stepped forward and snatched up the guilty man. He rifled through the man's clothes, at last coming out with a small leather purse. Letting the man go, uncaring that he fell to the ground, Tihan pulled open the drawstring—then whistled. "Beautiful," he said. "Diamonds like these could buy this village a hundred times over, I would wager." Closing the bag again, he shoved it into his tunic, then returned his full attention to the villagers.

"You have the jewels now," another woman said defensively, and motioned to the min. "As well as him."

Kaleo played a short, idle tune that spoke of guilt and shame and recrimination. Lowering the flute a moment later, he said, "That does not absolve you of guilt. As I said, those who know, but fail to act, are nearly as guilty as he who committed the crime. Your penalty is this—go to the mayor, make your apologies, beg him to return your children. The decision to return them or not is his."

"That's not fair!" the barkeep snarled. "He can't keep our children."

"But you can kill his, or stand by why another does the killing?" Tihan asked coldly. The barkeep fell silent. Tihan said, "The Piper has spoken, and with the weight of the king. I uphold his decision, and bear the same weight. If you want your children, you must beg them from the man you wronged."

Kaleo played a sharp, commanding note to stave off the protests he could see looming. Tihan gathered up their belongings, and he continued to play as they walked away, not stopping until they were well out of sight and near Joffer's house.

Joffer was waiting for them outside, and Kaleo let Tihan return the jewels and explain to him all that had transpired.

"What will you do?" Kaleo asked when Tihan fell silent.

"Give the children back," Joffer said, "if they are brave enough to face me. It will not undo what they did, but…" He shrugged, and said nothing, merely tucked the jewels away in his own tunic. "I thank you for helping me. Though I would like nothing more than to hate all humans, you have reminded me that is not a wise thing to do. After they have their children back, I think we will leave."

Kaleo nodded. "If ever you need us, please send word. The royal palace will always know how to find us, should it be necessary. Please."

Joffer nodded, and took each of their hand's in turn, shaking firmly. "I will, and I thank you. Did you want to stay and rest a time?"

"No," Tihan said, shaking his head. "We had best get going, and our presence will not help. By this point, they hate us nearly as much as they hate themselves. I hope all ends as well as it possibly can, and am sorry that such tragedy befell you."

"When next we meet," Kaleo said, "I hope it is to a happier tune."

Joffer nodded one last time, and Kaleo and Tihan turned away, leaving the village and taking the road that would eventually lead to the royal capital. Eventually, they would go their separate ways, but Kaleo hoped that moment was many days in the future.

They walked in silence for a little while, until Tihan broke it with an idle, "It looks as though we'll be sleeping outside tonight."

Kaleo nodded, unable to be displeased because it was, after all, time spent with Tihan. "We should make camp early, I think, since I doubt you got any sleep." He grimaced. "I am sorry for falling asleep."

Tihan rolled his eyes, and suddenly reached out and looped his arm around Kaleo's shoulders, dragging him flush against Tihan's side. "I didn't mind," he said quietly. "You've worn yourself out with the amount of magic you've had to cast, and all of it high-level. I'm astonished you're still walking."

"I—" Kaleo bit the words off. "You told me not to faint again," he said finally, but the jest fell flat.

Abruptly Tihan stopped, arm sliding away, and he held tightly to Kaleo's elbow. "Look, Kaleo…we've been…well, we've known each other for a while now, right?"

Kaleo blinked, then his heart began to speed up with dread. Was this the end? Had Tihan finally decided he'd had enough? "Yes."

"I—" Tihan sighed. "Well, first off, I might have underplayed a little bit how severe my wound was—and how close I came to dying. There wasn't a mage right there and the wound—well—I came a lot closer to dying than I thought you probably wanted to know."

"What!" Kaleo said, angry and afraid. "Why—"

But he was cut off by a finger over his lips. "I didn't want you to worry," Tihan said quietly, eyes serious as they locked with his. "As a matter of fact, Kaleo, I thought about you a lot while I lay there thinking I was going to die. Alone in the woods, with not a single friend even remotely close, and not where anyone was likely to ever find me. Where you would never be able to find me, and that bothered me a lot, because I didn't want you to ever think I had just vanished for good without saying something to you."

"Tihan…"

"I know you and I have always been…a bit of a lark. Nothing serious, or anything, but well…being a few breaths away from death makes one think, and all I could think about was you. We've never been serious, and I don't know what you—"

Kaleo cut him off with a kiss, unable to think of another way to express his fear and relief and unadulterated joy. "I love you. I have. For a long time, I mean."

Tihan stared for a moment, then his stunned state gave over to a bright, lopsided smile, followed by a kiss that made Kaleo dizzy.

"Pretty Pied Piper, won't you play me a song?" Tihan said against his lips, when they broke part that small bit.

"What song shall I play thee?"

"Play me a love song."

Kaleo smiled and drew him into another kiss. "As you wish."


100 WordS

Drabbles. Each one is exactly 100 words, including title.

 

 

SLIPPER

Her ankle was warm as he held it to pull off her cheap slipper. He remembered how deceptively delicate it felt in the curve of his fingers.

"We should dance again another night," he said, as he held her ankle and replaced her lost slipper. He let his fingers linger.

She tossed her dark curls, and said, "If you can find me."

He held the slipper, lost a second time as she had fled. Looking up, he smiled at the dirty, cynical, but secretly hopeful scullery maid. "Found you," he said softly, and fit the slipper to her foot.

 

APPLE

They had sobbed as they told him his betrothed was lost to sleeping death, horrified when he only seemed amused.

It had taken him only a glance to confirm his suspicions—she had done the deed herself. If she could not prove her stepmother guilty of an actual crime, she would create one.

Kneeling beside her, he lifted her wrist and saw the minute puncture where she had poisoned herself. He kissed the wrist, then leaned up and kissed her mouth, red as a ripe apple, or fresh-spilled blood.

Her eyes opened, she smiled. "My prince, you saved me."

 

WAKE

He dragged himself up the winding stairs, desperate to get away from the men following him, wanting only to die in peace. When he reached the top, he stared in wonder at the sleeping beauty lying on a stone altar.

His vision blurred, and he hobbled to her, clambered onto the altar to lie beside her. He kissed her lips, then rest his head on her shoulder. There were worse ways to die.

He heard them come, braced himself, even as he began to pass out.

Then he felt her move, heard her speak. "You will not have him."

 

TOWER

She shoved the witch out the window while she laughed over her victory. She watched as the witch landed in the black thorns, and lay still.

Stripping off her gown, she climbed down the tower in only her shift.

She found him in the woods, eyes dripping blood, hysterical from pain. "Beloved," she said, grabbing his hands, holding fast. "I am sorry you suffered for me. But the witch is dead now, and your children grow inside me. Be strong for us, and guide us home."

He held her tight, and found her lips, and did as she asked.

 

GOLD

She watched as the Captain killed the demon who had tricked her, tried to take her child, wiping away tears of relief when it was over.

"Thank you," she said softly, and rest her head against the Captain's chest as he pulled her close. "Our son is safe now."

"Yes, Queen," the Captain replied quietly, and kissed her.

The demon was dead, and the king was dying. Soon, she would be able to openly love the man who had adored her when she was only a farm girl, before she had been used by a demon and a king.

 

DELICATE

Princess, what happened?" he asked, but she could see he knew.

The other girls had come at her in the night, pinching, hitting, pulling, clawing. They hated she was a pauper princess from a disgraced kingdom. That she was favored anyway.

But she would not tattle, would not whine. She did not expect others to fix her problems. Lifting her chin, she said, "My skin is delicate. I think there was a pebble, or a hard pea, beneath my mattress."

He smiled softly. "Well, only a true princess would be so delicate. Would you consent to be my princess?"

 

BOOTS

He looked at the man before him, beautiful and stark naked, save for his boots. Something of the russet fur remained in his hair, and the eyes were still a clear, bright green. "Puss?" he asked.

The man smirked, and his doubts vanished. Cat or man, he knew that smug expression. "Meow," the man said, stepping over the bodies of the slain ogre and treacherous princess.

His heart beat quickly as Puss caught him up, voice a purr as he said, "Pleasure to meet you properly, miller boy."

"You were watching me bathe," he accused, before Puss kissed him.

 

BEAUTY

She drew her dagger while they weren't looking, too busy harassing her Beast.

They said she was too beautiful (and too rich, again, they did not say) to go to the scarred, bitter Beast, the forgotten soldier who lived on the hill.

He had been kind to her when the others walked away, and loved her when she had nothing to offer.

It hurt, cutting her own face, destroying her beauty. They all screamed, scattered liked panicked birds.

Except her Beast, who pulled her close and laughed as he called her quite mad, and kissed her despite the blood.

 

FROG

She stared at him in shock, the servant they all called Frog, as he knelt and presented her golden ball. "Name your boon," she said as she took it.

All anyone ever wanted was boons. He smiled shyly, but determinedly, wet and muddy, pond scum in his hair. "Nothing, Princess, except to see your smile."

Vain, they called her. Selfish. Cold. She had learned to stop giving, when all people did was take.

Her smile she gave to him freely, and her hand. "You may have it, and all the rest of me. Rise, Frog, and be my prince."

 

WOLF

"I should have listened to you about the old woman. There are witches in the wood."

The wolf growled and did not reply. He could smell them, and the smell made him nauseous.

"I will go to the house, to the one already settled. You get the one still traveling."

Growling in annoyance, he nevertheless rubbed against the Huntsman's leg in forgiveness. They had made a mistake, and the witches had slipped in, but they would not survive long. It was their wood to protect, and protect they would.

The Huntsman stroked his fur, whispered softly, then slipped away.

 

Fin
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