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      Rose

      

      It is no secret that human parents prefer sons to daughters, especially kings and queens. Sons become leaders of the realm. Daughters marry foreigners and leave, taking their charms and their dowry with them, never to be seen again.

      I was an exception, because my mother had ten healthy sons before me. The kingdom was utterly sick of sons. They wanted a princess.

      As a girl, I never tired of hearing the story of my christening.

      “Everyone was so excited to have a princess,” my nurse would say. “So excited for you, my darling. Your parents threw a huge banquet and invited every one of note in the realm, and none of them declined the invitation, not even the Three White Sisters. You received presents upon presents—toys and gold and even the ribbons you’re wearing in your hair right now. As you lay in your crib, a hush came over the room as the Three White Sisters approached. The faeries looked at you and the first one said, ‘I will give her the gift of beauty.’ The second one said, ‘I will give her the gift of grace.’ And the third one gave you the gift of a quick mind, which made the court murmur because it was an unusual gift for a princess.”

      “But Mama and Papa didn’t invite everyone,” I would always prompt. “They only invited people they like.”

      “Yes, they did leave one powerful faery witch off the invitation. She’s a dirty, wicked old woman and she shouldn’t have had any place at a princess’ christening, but she showed up anyway.” My nurse would get a little indignant at the thought. “The entire room went silent and still, except for the brave guards who tried to put themselves between the old witch and your cradle. But the old witch only laughed at them, waving her hand and showing them her most terrible aspect, so they had to stand aside.”

      I would always get completely mesmerized at this part. When I was younger, I didn’t know what ‘aspect’ meant, but now I knew it meant she had used a dark glamour that made everything in the room look as if it was crumbling to dust.

      “She approached your cradle. Your mother was crying, but no one could stop her at that time. She said, ‘Yes, little Marie Rose will be the most beautiful and graceful and quick of all princesses, but when she is sixteen years old, she will prick her finger on a spindle and fall into a sleep for a hundred years.”

      My nurse always left out the details, because she was afraid of scaring me, but I had heard it from others.

      You will be helpless to save her. She will live, and you will live, but she’ll be dead to you and you will be dead to her, because you will live your waking years in different times. When she wakes, every last one of you will be dust, but she will have no sense of time passing, and she will surely die of despair when she sees the graves of her beloved family and friends.

      “That will never happen,” my nurse always concluded. “Your mother immediately ordered every spinning wheel in the entire kingdom to be destroyed.”

      This had been a horrible blow to the economy, but it also assured me that my mother was strong enough to protect me from any witch.

      My father died when I was ten, plunging my mother into permanent mourning, but she assumed the rule of our kingdom alone. This didn’t seem to intimidate her; while some queens were known for parties or their beauty, my mother was known for signing important papers while in labor and for taking a personal interest in the military. As a young queen she once pawned jewels so our soldiers would have the latest equipment. I was a little afraid of her even though I loved her.

      Still, I had a very happy childhood. The court of Osteria was a good place to grow up, with plenty of music and fresh air, my brothers doting on me and teaching me to ride horses and giving me the lead female roles in theatrical performances in our private theater. I never worried about the witch and her curse. Everyone around me adored me and protected me, down to the last guard and servant, but I was not too spoiled because my mother was so strict. By the time I was fourteen she was already considering what kingdom she could possibly offer me as a bride, considering that they would have to destroy all their spindles. The only other option was to leave me a spinster, remaining in my homeland forever.

      I was horrified at the thought. I was already starting to notice handsome young men in my own kingdom, while I painted watercolors of imaginary wedding gowns. My friends were starting to be asked to dances, but I was only ever part of “the crowd”. All the boys looked at me and most of them danced with me, but none of them wanted to get too close. I was marked by my curse. Of course, I wasn’t going to marry within the palace anyway. If it wasn’t for the curse, I would probably have been one of the most desirable princesses on the continent. I wasn’t entirely ignorant of this fact.

      “Humility is a virtue,” my mother always scolded if I acted the slightest bit superior.

      I tried very hard to be humble. But there was a difference between being humble…and not caring at all that no one would marry me because of a stupid curse from some dirty old witch I had never met.

      Mother wrote heartfelt letters to every king and queen in the entire realm, explaining that I was blessed with almost unearthly beauty and grace, suggesting that maybe, just maybe, I was worth destroying trade in one’s kingdom.

      Well. That didn’t work. One prince wrote me a personal letter apologizing that his parents would not allow him to marry me. “I will keep the miniature of you close to my heart and think of you always, dear Rose,” his letter said, and I took that letter into my room and burst into tears. I wanted a boy to call me ‘dear Rose’ and keep pictures of me close to his heart and to hold me while I cried!

      Instead, I was a princess with more rejections than an aspiring actor. My poor young heart felt shattered.

      That was when the letter came.

      

      To Her Royal Majesty Empress Marie Theresa of Osteria,

      

      Word has travelled that you seek a husband for your fair daughter Marie Rose, who was cursed by the Cobblestone Witch. This witch hails from my own kingdom so I feel somewhat responsible for your daughter’s plight. I understand that you fear the touch of a spindle will plunge her into a century of sleep, and I know you have destroyed your own garment trade because of it.

      Here in Ellurine, we see no need to destroy the livelihood of our workers. I’m sure you have heard tales of the Palace of the Sun. A princess who sets foot in the Palace of the Sun would never be vulnerable to such a curse, for she will never know a single moment in which she is not surrounded by the court and well protected. I would employ additional measures to make sure she does not accidentally stumble into what you might consider a dangerous level of freedom.

      Eventually, she would take the role of The Queen who Bowed, and you can be sure that such a role would not allow for any mishaps. Every precious inch of her skin will belong to my grandson the Crown Prince Augustus and he would guard her with his life. He is seventeen years of age now and already as thoughtful and disciplined as the great kings of our house. I would advise the marriage to take place—with your approval—within five years’ time, when the children have fully ripened into adulthood, due to the expectations of their office.

      It would be a strategic alliance for both of our people, and an example for our modern era of cooperation, for my faery kingdom and your human kingdom to form the bonds of matrimony. Such an alliance would strengthen both of our defenses along the northern sea.

      I hope this letter merits your earnest consideration and await your reply,

      

      King Emriel II of the Royal Kingdom of Ellurine, The Palace of the Sun

      

      I knew my mother had already read the letter, and probably collected her thoughts, before she summoned me. But she still looked pale.

      “I never thought to offer your hand to Ellurine,” she said. “He was the one who reached out to me. It is an unprecedented honor for a faery kingdom to make the first move to let a human girl into their kingdom. Word of your beauty and charm must have…reached quite far.”

      “A faery prince—!” My thoughts immediately soared to how handsome he must be.

      I didn’t even get to finish my excited thought before she cut me off. “You are too young to know what is being asked of you.”

      It was a strange letter. I didn’t understand why I had to be fully ‘ripened into adulthood’, when my brothers had married women of fifteen and sixteen. “Five years from now?”

      “Faeries live a bit longer,” my mother said. “It is nothing to them to wait. Of course, to you, it seems a very long time, but I maintain that you are safest here. I am concerned that he would not ban the use of spindles. That isn’t the bargain I’ve been looking for, and yet…”

      “No one is going to ban spindles,” I said. “They’ve seen what it’s done to us here. But I’m obviously not going to touch a spindle. Yes, I know, it could be an enchanted spindle, but…if the witch is from his kingdom, he probably knows how to handle the curse. Aren’t faeries very powerful?”

      “They are, but…I am not sure the ways they use their magic is…proper for a girl from Osteria.”

      I wasn’t intimidated in the slightest, because of course I’d heard stories about faery men. I knew that they were supremely beautiful, as beautiful as high elves, but more dangerous—which of course made them a hundred times more appealing. Court life in Osteria was so damnably pleasant that my friends and I dreamed of highwaymen, pirates, and rogues of all sorts.

      “Dear, it is not like something from one of your stories,” my mother said sharply. “They do things very differently there.”

      “How so?”

      For once, my mother seemed to be grasping for words. “Your husband would be the next king. You would become the Queen Who Bowed…”

      “I would be queen of the faeries!”

      “Every aspect of life in the palace is regimented and you must be willing to submit to your husband in all things. Your role as his consort would be to please him. You would have no true privacy. None at all. And the things that would be asked of you…well, you would have to be willing and eager to perform them or you will find it a very bitter and unwelcome home. You’ll have to follow the guidance of the king, the prince, and your tutors. Still…” She tapped the letter against the desk. “It would be a very powerful alliance.”

      It was so like my mother to quickly turn from thinking of my happiness to thinking of the welfare of the kingdom. She had always encouraged her children to do the same, but in this case it wasn’t hard. Submit to my husband? Follow the guidance of the king and my tutors? I didn’t see how that would be any different from my current existence. My mother currently shaped the course of my life, and what princess wasn’t heaped with rules and expectations?

      All that mattered was that someone was willing to take on the risk of my curse and marry me.

      “He sent a portrait of the prince,” Mother said.

      My eyes widened as she handed the picture to me. It was a little painted miniature inside of a locket that could be worn as a bracelet. The bracelet was encrusted with tiny diamonds. It was a very confident gift to send along with the proposal. But the diamonds were not the prize. It was the man inside of them that stirred my imagination.

      He was, indeed, very beautiful, in a way unlike any man I had ever seen. His skin was pale while his hair was jet black, with a slight curl that framed his high cheekbones and sensual dark eyes. His ears were just slightly pointed. His expression was confident, faintly smiling, like he held a secret. Whoever painted it had a true gift for capturing the sense of life in a person’s face. He looked rather young but just as the letter said, he didn’t seem like a boy. He had the eyes of someone raised to bear the responsibilities of a kingdom on his broad shoulders, and my breath quickened at the thought of such a man guarding me with his life. I wouldn’t mind at all if every inch of my skin belonged to someone so beautiful…

      My mother took a heavy breath, reaching for a sheet of parchment. “Every child must grow up some time,” she murmured.

      Later, I would realize how ill-prepared I was for what was expected of me. Why did my mother say nothing? She loved my father dearly, but like many kings he had a beloved mistress. After my father died she had even established a ‘chastity commission’ to arrest adulterers, as if she needed to take some kind of revenge on him from beyond the grave for the sweet, weepy young thing at his funeral. She never spoke to me about sex. At my young age it was hard for me to fathom that she must have had sex herself at least fourteen times! …counting up the children and the miscarriages.

      “Are you accepting the proposal?”

      “I am going to ask King Emriel a few questions,” she said. “But if we can work out the particulars of the alliance, then…yes. I don’t see that you will have a better offer than this.”

      “Can I write to Prince Augustus?”

      “Patience, child. I would rather you wait until you are at least sixteen. As the letter says, he is a man. You have five years now before you must become a woman.”
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      Rose

      

      Five years passed, fast in all ways except where it came to my betrothed. We exchanged letters occasionally, but his native language was different from mine, and I was always so busy with dances and hunts, court festivities and ballets and operas, playing with my pet dogs and laughing with friends. More than anything, I was busy with all the lessons I needed before I went to the Palace of the Sun.

      So many lessons! I hated them and was always being scolded for not paying attention. My ‘gift’ of a quick mind seemed like much more of a curse. It had not manifested itself in any particular brilliance, only that I was always restless and would rather play with dogs or small children or go riding with my brothers or put on plays (but not so much the rehearsals).

      Once the marriage was set, King Emriel made it clear that I must be ready to join his court. I had to study the faery language until I was fluent enough to write proper letters to my husband, although even then, my tutor supervised every letter I wrote.

      “The letters may be seen by others besides the prince,” he said. “So you must write them as if the entire court will read them.”

      He was from the court of Ellurine himself, so he knew these things.

      I hated writing letters, too—most especially in the faery language for the whole court to read.

      I had to have my teeth straightened by a faery sorceress—not without pain, might I add!—and change the way I wore my hair, and learn how to walk and dance.

      “In the Palace of the Sun, they do not walk, they glide,” he said. Many of our exchanges went like this:

      “I am gliding!”

      “No, you are not.”

      “Then…what am I doing wrong?”

      “Your steps fall too heavily.”

      “I was enchanted with grace! How can I possibly walk too heavily?”

      “Yes, Princess, you are very graceful, no one would dispute that, but you are graceful like a leaf tumbling around in the wind. You dash and spring and leap. You should be as slender and gentle as a willow tree swaying, while still remaining confident in its position on the earth.”

      “I don’t know what you mean!”

      But somehow, day by day, he was a little more satisfied with me and one fine day he pronounced that I would be the most graceful young woman in all of Ellurine.

      “They won’t be able to tear their eyes from you. I’m sure they will be most pleased with this alliance. The faeries love nothing more than a women who is beautiful not just in face, but in every fine gesture. Even as you age you will never lose this kind of beauty.”

      An entirely new wardrobe was purchased for me, all made in Ellurine according to their court fashions. Each one arrived, wrapped in soft paper and perfume, heavy with silk and brocade. I was not allowed to put them on until I had crossed the borders, but I was allowed to look at them, along with my friends, and it was a terrific pastime for us. I had thirty-six new gowns, which seemed an astonishing amount even for a princess, but that was the number recommended by the king.

      “They remind me of Yirvagnan fashions!” said Caroline, a dear friend of mine who was about to be married herself.

      “Oh, no,” I said. “They’re even finer than Yirvagnan fashions. The finest in the world.”

      Caroline rolled her eyes at me, but it was true. Everyone spoke of the beauty of faery clothes.

      Even as I admired the expensive clothes, I couldn’t help but notice that they were far more elaborate than anything I was used to wearing, so heavy in my hands.

      “Fashion is power in the faery courts,” said Lady Bretta, who was older than the rest of us.

      “Yes…my mother said it will be very important there…” I did enjoy dressing up for the proper occasions, but I started to feel a little quiver of misgiving. I wasn’t sure how I would feel, wearing so many elaborate gowns so often. I wondered if I would still be allowed to ride horses.

      As my command of the faery tongue improved, Prince Augustus was starting to write me longer letters. They had a royal sort of detachment, and he often confessed that he didn’t know how to express himself in words to a woman he had never met. But he offered me plenty of detail about what to expect.

      

      Fashion is very important here. As a child, I resisted it, and still find it cumbersome, but I have learned the purpose behind it all. In this palace, the sweeping skirt and the painted fan and the heeled slipper are not adornments, they are weapons. They are the tools we have used in rituals that keep the people calm and peaceful.

      In our hearts, we know we are ordinary, faltering beings, but as ridiculous as it seems, as much as it might go against our instinct, we must not let them know that. My great-great-grandfather discovered this fact two centuries ago. His queen saw the palace as a stage, and all of us as players. They set down the roles that we have played ever since: The King of the Sun, the Queen Who Bowed, and the beautiful court that surrounds us.

      People want to be ruled by gods, not mere mortals. They want the privilege of looking at us, but they don’t want us to be like them. We have to play our roles because they crave it with all their being. They feel safe in this, as if they are seeing a play they have seen before, and they know the heroes will triumph.

      

      A play. This made sense to me, that people would want to think of their rulers like they would a play. I did adore the theater; Ferdinand and some of our friends and I had just put on “The Witty Lord” for the servants. I was the loud-mouthed maid who kept accidentally sabotaging the lord’s attempts to woo the elegant young lady played by Caroline.

      But I wondered how I would feel if my entire life was a play. If my existence was a role that others had played before me. The Queen Who Bowed. By this time, I had heard the title a thousand times, and I never stopped to think about what it meant.

      The Queen Who Bowed…

      It didn’t sound like a strong role, although my prince said the queen was loved and revered by everyone, that her submission was considered the source of her strength.

      I had to bow because I was cursed, and yet I had made it past my sixteenth birthday and the curse had not claimed me. It was easy to forget that I lived in a kingdom that suffered for lack of spindles, and that was what kept me safe. It was easy to forget I wasn’t a normal princess, and resent that I couldn’t have had some other boy who clutched my portrait to his heart and thought of me always, instead of a reserved young man who wrote me long detailed letters about court etiquette and history.

      He sounds like a stick, I thought, and then tried to shove the thought aside.

      Caroline was married before me, and so I had a letter from her before I was to leave for my own marriage.

      

      Oh, my dearest Rose, I pray for you. I have been married for eight days now. I thought I would die, such suffering I have endured. I never expected the wedding night to be like that. Outwardly, I had to pretend I was happy but inside I have been consumed with dread every moment. I hesitated before posting this letter, but I see no way for any woman to avoid such suffering and so I would rather tell you that marriage would end in such pain and ugliness. I wish I had known so I would not feel so alone. God will carry you through.

      

      My hands were shaking as I read. My poor Caroline! And now I was heading into the fire myself. What did she mean by it all?

      I had to restrain myself from running to my mother and begging to back out of the marriage. My mother would not stand for that. I could just see the disappointment on her face. Every princess married. She was counting on me to make this alliance, and the faeries had taken a chance on a cursed girl.

      Whatever I was about to endure, I would have to do as Caroline did and pretend to be happy.
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      The day seemed to come suddenly.

      For years now, I had yearned for the day when I would finally become a woman, and follow in the footsteps of my friends. Now, it felt too real and quite frightening. Ellurine’s borders brushed ours to the east, but my home would be far away. It was possible I would never return home again.

      King Emriel had sent a carriage to fetch me, and whispers preceded my exit to the courtyard from courtiers who had already peered out of windows or poked their head out the door to catch a glimpse. “It’s more like a jewel box than a carriage…!”

      I was clad in one of my new gowns, a simple one of virgin white with pink ribbon trim, and my favorite little dog was clutched in my shaking hands. Through the wavy glass of the tall windows, I saw a carriage that gleamed in the sun with huge plumes on top. My mother walked just ahead of me, a sedate figure in black, while my brother Ferdinand walked just beside me, a steady hand at my waist. My brothers were protective of me.

      The great doors swung open, and a crowd was pressed around, waving handkerchiefs and tossing flowers, cheering for me, their princess. My people… I saw many familiar faces of friends and extended family, my old nurse and my tutor, everyone who had surrounded me with the love and protection that kept me safe from my curse.

      I smiled bravely, but suddenly I was terrified. All the training I had ever received seemed to fly out of me, leaving me empty. My mother turned and I saw tears in her eyes. I wanted to press myself into my brother’s arms. Instead, I put all my focus on standing up straight and not letting a single cry escape me. I clutched my little dog Mopsy, feeling her rapid animal breathing.

      The carriage was made all of glass and gold. I had never seen a carriage with such large windows, and certainly never one that gleamed like it had descended from the very heavens. The roof was adorned with plumes and flowers, and the interior was embroidered with the four seasons and bouquets of flowers. A team of eight white horses would carry me through the countryside.

      The roar of the celebratory crowd had dulled so I no longer heard it. My mother turned to me.

      “Rose,” she said. “Your new father, the king, will take good care of you. I’m assured of it. I can tell by his letters that he already adores you, and I’m sure your husband will adore you much more. Love them and obey them. You bear the hopes of our kingdom on your shoulders. Remember everything we’ve taught you.”

      “Yes, Mother,” I whispered.

      She pressed a little gold bracelet watch into my hand. “Write your mother every week, and know that my thoughts are never far from you.” She kissed my forehead.

      I bit my lip. I couldn’t embrace her. It wasn’t proper in front of the court.

      “We’re going to miss you, sis,” Ferdinand said into my ear. He could be a little less formal, and it helped calm me, but I also wondered if anyone would ever speak to me like that again.

      He swept me into the carriage. The door shut behind me. Now I heard the crowd cheer my name as the wheels started turning. My entire body clenched with pain as the carriage pulled away from my home. Thanks to all of the glass in the carriage, surrounding me on all sides, I could always be seen. The road was lined with well wishers. I wanted to cry, and I realized that I wasn’t going to have any true privacy. I had to choke back my tears.

      I didn’t realize, in the middle of my homesickness and pain, that even this was planned—my first test playing the role of princess in the Palace of the Sun.
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      Rose

      

      It took almost two weeks to reach the border between our nations, and I swear I felt every step of it down to my bones. This was how far I was traveling from everything I had known. I had never seen so much of my own country, rolling green hills and little ramshackle farms and mountains and fields, and everywhere—people cheering me on, children staring wide-eyed at the faery carriage holding their princess. I didn’t want to disappoint them, so I waved and smiled, endlessly.

      The travel seemed to take long enough that the weather had changed from when I left; from a lingering gasp of winter’s cold at my departure to a fine May day when I arrived at the river that divided our countries. An islet stood between our nations, and my mother and King Emriel had decided on this spot for me to become a citizen of the faery nation.

      It was no small thing for a human girl to be accepted into a faery court. While humans and faeries sometimes married among the common folk—and indulged in a rendezvous even more often—royalty was another matter. The faeries preferred to marry among themselves and the elves.

      I’m sure it was only the fact that I had been given faery gifts that allowed them to accept me. Looking out at the tiny island, I already worried about living up to them. After all, my mother always fretted over the third gift, my quick mind, almost more than the curse. I didn’t expect the faeries to appreciate it either, considering that they expected such obedience from me.

      I am a princess. This is the fate of all princesses, I told myself. I owe it to my people to make them proud.

      I don’t know if it was much comfort.

      I stepped down from the carriage, following my attendants and guards across a footbridge to an elegant little wooden building that had been erected on the island. It was surrounded by trees and bushes that blocked my view of the opposite bank, but I caught glimpses of horses and carriages there.

      Inside the building, we walked down a short hallway and into a octagonal room which had been decorated in the Osterian style—relative austere, with forest motifs of pinecones and stags—on my side of the room. On the other side, the suns and griffons of Ellurine were painted on the walls, and everything seemed lighter and more delicate.

      The faeries themselves, however, were not as delicate as their clothes.

      A tall faery man watched me enter, and I knew instantly he was my prince.

      He looked much like his portrait, except that his presence could never have been conveyed in a miniature. He seemed to fill the room, standing tall and broad in his scarlet coat with a ceremonial sword at his waist. His thick dark hair had grown a little, and curled less at this length, but it still held a untamed aspect as it fell to his collar, a style no human would ever sport. His eyes were blue and yet shadowed and intense, and his mouth was full and sensual with slightly pointed teeth. He looked as dangerous as any man of my fantasies, and ten times more beautiful.

      I suddenly understood completely why my mother didn’t want to hand me over to this man at the age of fifteen. I think I would have fainted. How could he be a mere two years older than me? He looked so knowing, so assured. I couldn’t stop gaping, raking my eyes over the way the refined shape of his slightly pointed ears led to the graceful line of his cheek and jaw, and the shape of his calves in tight leather boots, almost feminine in the beauty of their curves, but far too muscular to belong to a woman. One of my friends once told me that faeries had beautiful legs because they had slender ankles. Maybe that was it. I would have had to compare his ankles to a human man to be sure.

      My mind was wandering. I had to compose myself. I lowered my eyelids demurely, forcing myself to stop staring, and curtseyed.

      He stayed several steps back from the split in the room, and bowed to me.

      “Princess Marie Rose of Osteria,” he said. “Welcome to Ellurine. I’ve been waiting for this day.”

      “Me too,” I said, almost in a whisper. “I am honored to meet you at last.”

      He smiled and I almost lost my wits all over again. His smile was broad and genuine, and it seemed to bring a spark to his eyes. But as soon as it faded, the intensity of his eyes fixed me in place. It was a smile I’m not sure he meant to make.

      I was still thinking of Caroline’s letter. It was hard to believe any wedding night with such a beautiful man would be too awful, but on the other hand…I had never seen anyone so intimidating. Something in the way he looked at me made me understand instantly that I would no longer have any control over my own fate. I was his now.

      “Before you cross the border, as per custom, you must leave everything behind,” he said, nodding at my attendants. He motioned with one sharp flick of a hand, and an older faery woman stepped forward to my side. “This is the Countess Noria,” he said. “She will oversee your wardrobe now. Your ladies may undress you for her.”

      Countess Noria was tall and elegant, a classic faery beauty, although past her prime. Her hair had turned white but was still smooth and immaculate, tucked up into a lace cap. Two younger attendants came with her. All three of them curtseyed.

      “But this dress was made in Ellurine,” I said.

      “It doesn’t matter; it’s the custom.”

      My own ladies looked eager to disrobe me. They would probably get to keep the clothes; no one else in the royal family would wear a dress made for me, and servants always took our discards. I often gave my favorite pieces to my favorite handmaiden, but she wasn’t with me today. Four pairs of quick hands beginning to unfasten the pins in my hair and the hooks at the back of my dress as the other girl reached for Mopsy.

      “No!” I clutched the dog to me. “Not my dog!”

      “Leave her the dog,” Prince Augustus said.

      An older man behind him cleared his throat. “Your Highness, it is the custom that she leave everything behind. Including dogs.”

      I saw Augustus’ expression turn fierce and he was about to speak, and the old faery said coolly, “She can have a hundred dogs of Ellurine, but not a dog of Osteria.”

      There was a weight to his words, as if a dog was not just a dog, but a symbol. I guess everything was a symbol if you looked at it the right way.

      I could see Augustus still wanted to stand up for me, and I was grateful, but Mopsy was pulled from my arms all the same. In the commotion of the dog being taken away, I quickly pulled the watch bracelet my mother had given me off of my wrist and closed it up in my hand. Maybe they wouldn’t notice. My hands were clenched into fists anyway. My lower lip trembled, and I forced it to stop. The women were stripping my clothes off my body.

      “I’m keeping this,” one of them said, wrestling my skirt away from another girl’s grip.

      “I have seniority over you! I should be allowed to keep her dress!”

      Countess Noria said sharply, “Sort that out amongst yourselves later. Your mistress is cold.”

      Soon I would be down to my underthings. I was so distressed hearing Mopsy whine with despair that I hardly remembered to be embarrassed, but then I looked up and saw the line of strangers watching me.

      I felt utterly helpless, panic lancing through me as the heavy white silk of my gown was lifted away from me, my corset unlaced and removed. A row of guards stood behind Augustus, their eyes carefully held away from me, but I knew they saw me anyway.

      Augustus was watching me as they pulled my shift off my head. I didn’t know what to do or where to look. No man had ever seen my naked body, and now he could see every inch of me as the women untied the garters that held up my stockings and stripped the silk off my legs. My blonde hair tumbled free over my shoulders. I pulled it over my breasts.

      “No,” he said. “Let me see you, Princess. You belong to me now.”

      Yes, I realized that was true. That was the bargain. It certainly felt different than mere words on a paper as I stood there before his dark, penetrating gaze. It seemed like such a strange thing to say to a wife; I couldn’t imagine my father had ever said such a thing to my mother. The way he said it was strange to me too. It was like a command, but his voice was not unkind either.

      “Step into this for a moment.” One of the girls fitted a piece of wood around one of my ankles and spread my legs a little so it could fit around the other. She closed shackles around my ankles so I was forced to stand with my legs spread. “We don’t want to cut you.”

      “What is happening?”

      “Hold very still now, Princess,” the countess said, as she lifted a tiny golden blade to the hair between my legs. It glowed faintly with some enchantment.

      “This is always the faery custom,” Augustus said.

      I flushed all over even as I was shivering, my toes clenching against the cold floor. I looked down and saw all of my pale white skin, my breasts and stomach and then my little folds bared as the curled hair there was stripped away. And Augustus watched it all, as if it was his right. It was, I realized. I couldn’t stand it but I also didn’t want to shrink away from my future husband. The gold links of the watch bracelet hurt my palm because I was clenching it so hard, but I forced myself to look at his eyes as he watched me.

      The way he looked back produced a coil of tension that seemed to travel around my belly and then down between my legs, and I felt a gush of wetness come out of me.

      “She must find you handsome, Your Highness,” the countess said with a smile. “She spills her nectar for you.”

      “Good.”

      Was this…how faeries talked? I knew they were more comfortable with bedroom affairs than humans; I knew prudish people whispered about them and told young people to stay away from them, but I could never have anticipated this. I was paralyzed, being the subject of this strange attention, my body responding as if it no longer belonged to me. My quick tongue was certainly not in evidence. Mother would be proud, I thought, sarcastically, because in fact I’m sure she would not want to think of me in this position.

      “It will take us a week to travel to the palace,” Augustus said, as the countess finished her careful work with the tiny blade. “There, we will have our wedding ceremony and a grand banquet and ball to celebrate our union. I will not see your precious skin again until our wedding night. Are you eager for our wedding night?”

      “I—I don’t know.” How was I supposed to answer that?

      “Do you have any experience with what happens?”

      “My friends have—told me—some things.” I spoke haltingly.

      I was too stunned to say more than that. I felt completely possessed by him and he hadn’t laid a finger on me. I didn’t know how to define the resulting emotion. It was not quite excitement, not quite resentment; it was somewhere between surrender and defiance. I don’t know how I could feel two emotions that were so opposite at the same time.

      The attendants lifted a linen chemise over my arms, secured new stockings to my legs, laced a new corset around my waist—all of them faery-made, from my new wardrobe. One of the gowns was brought forth like a treasure, gowns I had been forbidden to wear until my entry onto faery soil. It was still one of the simple ones, for our travels, but the fabric was a pale blue silk that settled over my body with the weight of majesty. The skirt extended over a foot past my hips at each side, held out by basket-shaped panniers at my hips.

      In Osteria, because my curse had ruined our fabric industry and everything must be imported, our fashions had become very reserved. I had never experienced anything like this faery gown. It was so lustrous to the touch, trimmed with bows and ribbons in colors that were so saturated they seemed more real than the flowers or the sky. As light as it looked, I felt weighted down with majesty. The idea that I would become queen someday was no longer an abstract idea, but something I felt placed upon me in this moment. Even my hair was pinned up very carefully with flowers and rosettes of ribbon woven through it so I was almost afraid to move my head.

      Prince Augustus held out a hand to me. “Let me be the first to welcome you now as a citizen of Ellurine.”

      I took the hand and let him tug me forward, the electricity of his warm fingers hitting me as desire shot through me from my core. He took both of my hands in his own fingers now and held them between us as we stood close.

      “Have you waited for this moment as long as I have?” he asked gently.

      And I remembered how much I had wanted all of this. To be a woman at last, and no longer under my mother’s strict supervision; to be gazed at by a husband who loved me precisely the way he was looking at me now. Because I couldn’t deny the look in his eyes. I was used to being looked at with admiration, but Augustus gave me more than that. He had spent as many years as I had anticipating this moment. He must have worried over what I would be like, and what to say to me in his letters, and now this long-awaited moment had come for him as it had for me.

      “Yes…”

      “Your fingers are so cold.” He wrapped his hands more tightly around them and rubbed them. “It’s a warm day.”

      “I think I’m just a little scared.”

      “Don’t be scared.” He whispered, “I have a contact who will secure your dog for you. No one will know it’s a Osterian dog when it returns.”

      “Oh—”

      “Does that help?”

      “It does.” I smiled.

      “Come on. We have a picnic and a sip of wine might help as well.”

      “Okay.”

      He smiled back, his beautiful lips tipping upward as his shadowed eyes soaked in the sight of my face before lingering briefly on my creamy breasts, pushed upward by my corset only to be barely constrained by my dress. I had never seen a man who could tell me, with just a look, that he would soon possess every inch of me. I was sure none of my friends had married a man like this.

      He kissed the tops of my fingers and then moved beside me, leading the way outside to a bridge that crossed the river on the other side, into Ellurine. Members of the faery court were waiting, cheering our entrance.

      “Welcome, Princess! Welcome!”

      “My bride to be,” Prince Augustus said. All eyes were on him as much as they were on me, even though they must see him every day.

      But I understood. Of all the handsome faery men, there was still something about him. He already seemed like a king, in his presence and confidence. But then, there was something in his eyes that was dark and troubled, almost sad. I remembered hearing that his parents and older brother had died of the black fever when he was young, that he was never meant to be the heir at all.

      I tried my best to fix the names in my memory as he made introductions, because I knew there was precedence here. I was introduced to the most important people, and I could see some of them taking it in stride while others seemed anxious until the introduction had passed and they could relax knowing they were included. I took notice of one young woman, around my age, with beautiful dark eyes that seemed kind and lively, but I was not introduced to her, which told me that she was not worthy of introduction.

      Too bad. I liked her anyway.

      On the grassy banks, blankets had been spread with sliced meats, fruits and cheeses, bread and butter and jam, flagons of wine and numerous sweets. I settled onto the blanket, settling my skirts around me, and some of the ladies gasped.

      “Look how poised! She is as graceful as they say!”

      I don’t know why this made me so nervous. I should have appreciated the compliment, but I couldn’t actually help being graceful.

      The faeries were very graceful themselves, even down to the older people and the small children in attendance. I watched a little girl who could not be more than six eat her fruit with a knife and fork, very daintily, as she quietly listened to the adults talk. When she saw me staring at her, she flushed a little as she flashed me a shy grin, and turned away.

      I ate a little and drank more. The wine made me feel loosened up.

      “I always heard faeries were so wild,” I said to Augustus, who was lounging beside me now, eating bread. Men could still manage a lounge in their clothes, but the women were mostly sitting up.

      “Looks can be deceiving. We realized at some point that if we wanted to control our part of the world, we had to show the world how civilized we are, and that’s how we got the reputation of being the strictest court in the land,” he said. “Some people still think we made a bad bargain.”

      “I didn’t say that. It’s just, that poor little girl. At her age I would’ve still been running around the river bank.”

      “It’s a little early to be criticizing your new home, isn’t it?” he said in a lowered voice.

      “Oh—I’m sorry. That’s the quick tongue Mother is always scolding me for. I shouldn’t drink.”

      “I already like you,” he said. “I think you might have a hard time in the palace. But you’re exactly what I hoped you’d be.”

      “I am? I’m sorry my letters weren’t as long or descriptive as yours.”

      “Well, I’ve been told my letters are too long. When I was a boy I compiled my own history and description of the forest surrounding the palace. My little brothers found it years later in the library where I’d shelved it among the real books, and they’re still teasing me about it.”

      I smiled. “I think I like you too, Your Highness…”

      “I’m glad you do now. You might like me a little less when you realize what you’re in for. But I’m told no one else would dare to marry a cursed princess.”

      “Oh, so you’re my last resort?”

      “Yes. I am your only choice. Remember that, if you should ever be angry with me.” He added, “Their loss.”

      When we had finished the picnic, the entire party boarded in the splendid royal carriages. The prince helped me inside one of them, where we would ride together, but not without chaperones: Countess Noria was with us as well as a middle-aged half-faery gentleman with nut-brown hair softly curled around his face. This was my new tutor, Count Mercinel, who would continue to help instruct me in navigating my new home and report back to my mother on my doings. This carriage had more privacy than the one that had carried me here, although we left the windows open for the people of Ellurine.

      I was eager to get moving again. When the carriage jostled, Augustus’ knee and mine would bump against each other. When we hit a bump, he would put a hand on my shoulder. Of the four of us in the carriage, he easily took up the most space, both with his long legs and the sheer force of his regal presence.

      But we didn’t talk much, on account of the chaperones, just small talk here and there. I was a little disappointed that the view out the window wasn’t drastically different over the border. In the fae lands, buildings had more fanciful touches, carved statues guarding over houses and gardens and charms dangling from tree branches along the roadside, offerings for the forest gods. Overall, peasants were peasants and they didn’t have much, but they were excited to see our retinue pass by. I waved at all the smiling children. I had never been allowed out of the Osterian palace to see so many people.

      When we stopped for a break, children swarmed us and people offered their food to us. An ancient faery woman came up to me and clutched my hand. “May you live as long as I have, dear princess!” I knew faeries lived a bit longer than humans, but when the villagers told me she was past a century and a half, I was not even sure I wanted such a blessing! I still thanked her and all the children gave me flowers.

      “They already love you,” Augustus said. “Copies of your portrait have been circulating for years.”

      “Well, it sounds like they love my portrait, then. I hope the real me lives up to the expectation.”

      Countess Noria gave me a sharp look that instantly reminded me that I shouldn’t contradict the prince’s compliment or the love of the people. “Most of them will never be lucky enough to know more, Your Highness.”

      “Of course,” I said, chastened. I was constantly getting scolded for opening my mouth at home.

      As the afternoon stretched on into early evening and the carriage grew stuffy, the two older people fell into naps.

      “So much for chaperones,” Augustus said as Noria’s head bobbed with a sputtering snore.

      “I’m sorry about my quip earlier. I have a habit of speaking before I think. I’ll try not to open my mouth in the Palace of the Sun.”

      “A quick wit is important at the palace,” Augustus said. “You do have to be careful when you use it, however.”

      “My ‘quick mind’ was supposed to be a blessing but it’s been more of a curse. It seems to be all or nothing with me.”

      He leaned closer to me, his voice tickling my ear as two of his fingers touched the spot where my dress ended and my neck began, and he slid them lightly up to the nape. “If you say something you shouldn’t, Princess, I’ll make sure you don’t do it again. Trust me in that.”

      “Knowing me, I will certainly say something I shouldn’t, sooner or later…”

      “Well, then. I will have to remind you of your place.”

      I should have been afraid. I still had Caroline’s letter in my pocket and I still had only the faintest idea of my fate. To be married to a man like this was no small thing. I knew my mother would have rather sent me to any kingdom but this one.

      My body was responding in a way that was a little like fear. My hot little center was slowly pulsing like a heartbeat, my skin flushing. My fingernails dug into the seat of the carriage.

      And yet, was nothing like fear.

      The carriage jolted past city gates. I realized that people were surrounding us, trying to look in the windows. I realized we must be stopping in this town for the night. I had to compose myself.

      Augustus kissed the corner of my mouth.

      “No more, my beauty, not yet…but soon.”
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      The journey to the Palace of the Sun seemed very long with anticipation, but also very short because I was still nervous about arriving at my new home. I knew the Palace of the Sun was like a self-contained world and once the gates shut behind me, I would rarely leave again. Whatever awaited me there, I couldn’t escape. My own palace was no different, but it was home, so of course I had grown up to fit in there, the way a plant will adapt to its surroundings.

      The entrance of the palace was through tall golden gates adorned with a sun and the symbol of the first king of Ellurine, King Enri the third, the one who had first tamed his faery court within the walls of this palace. We arrived early in the morning, and the bright light caught the golden gate and all the windows and gilding of the palace beyond, turning the tan stone a pinkish gold.

      I had heard countless rumors and stories about this court. Ever since its inception, it had been almost more…infamous than famous, because of the way it was run like a show. There were six great roles. First, the King of the Sun and the Queen Who Bowed. Then, the Master of Delights, often played by the king’s brother, who was supposed to be the playful foil to the king’s majesty. The Lady of Towers was usually the king’s mother or another older woman of the court, who kept things in line. The Sword of the King was a gallant commander who oversaw the military. And then there was the Mistress of Many Loyalties, the great courtesan who didn’t have to marry and in theory could seduce as many men as she liked, but I had heard she was the King’s Favorite.

      King Emriel’s wife had died, so currently the palace had no Queen Who Bowed, only a Mistress of Many Loyalties.

      Every other person in the court also had a role in the show, but they revolved around the six main players, who were attended to every moment of their lives. This was the reason my mother allowed me to marry into this court. There would never be a chance for me to touch a spindle, because I would never again have a moment alone. But I didn’t really know what this meant.

      The palace was larger and more grand than the one I knew. The massive gate looked like solid gold. It caught the sunlight and flashed in my eyes as we approached, briefly leaving the imprint of it even when I closed my eyelids. It was twice the height of our carriage, and topped with a brilliant sun and crown and the symbolic griffons of the royal family. Beyond, the roof of the palace was coated in the same gold. The gates swung open without a creak, and I could hear the merry trot of the horses on smooth pavement and more cheering crowds. My new home was three stories tall but each story was, itself, marked by floor-to-ceiling windows with numerous panes. It must have cost a fortune in glass and I could already guess the rooms inside had very high ceilings and lots of light.

      The building seemed almost endless. How many people lived here? It was twice the size of the palace in Osteria and surrounded by gardens for what seemed like miles, and forest beyond that. There was no sense of a capital city anywhere, just an isolated world—as much as such a large place with so many inhabitants could be isolated.

      We rode up to the doors, where the court awaited us. Augustus helped me out and we walked into the palace, showered by flowers. Everyone was dressed in such finery that I could hardly stop staring. The women wore very wide skirts, wider than the dress I wore now, and their hair was swept up with tall confections of ribbons and feathers. Their dresses were adorned in elaborate arrangements of ribbons, tassels, flowers, spangles and sequins. Every faery woman was lean, elegant and graceful. I could hardly believe Augustus found me special at all.

      “My younger brothers,” Augustus said. “Josef, Duke of Boriginia, the Master of Delights, and Charles, Duke of Normanel. My maiden aunts: Sofia, the Lady of Towers, Adelinda, and Victorie…” The brothers greeted me with kindness. The older aunts scrutinized me with glances, especially the Lady of Towers. I curtseyed to all of them with a smile, even the ones who looked skeptical of me. I was floating on my own nerves at this point; I could hardly feel my fingers and toes, as if I was leaving my body entirely while it operated by itself.

      Of course, I remained graceful and I could see that the aunts approved. The brothers certainly did. Josef was young, of course, but like Augustus, he had a confidence beyond his years. He grinned broadly at his older brother. “Well worth the wait indeed!”

      “And this is my esteemed father, the King of Ellurine,” Augustus said, sweeping into a bow before the older man. “Grandfather, may I present my bride, Princess Marie Rose of Osteria.”

      The king was every bit as attractive as his grandson, but his vigor was fading more than I expected. Age had tempered his beauty to handsomeness, with wrinkles around his eyes and a little more weight to his face, filling out the high cheekbones. His skin was quite pale and his eyes watery, but then, he had been ruling this kingdom for almost a century, having taken the throne as a boy.

      “Beautiful,” he said, with a little private chuckle. “A good bet.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I said. “It’s my honor.”

      I couldn’t help glancing around for any woman who might be the Mistress of Many Loyalties. The idea of having an officially appointed courtesan with an honored title was stunning to me, especially after my mother’s hatred of all courtesans. I didn’t like the idea either. Everyone knew the Mistress of Many Loyalties was beloved by the king, but would Augustus some day turn to her or her successors? I didn’t know how it all worked and I was afraid to ask him. I didn’t even know how to bring up the subject.

      “Let me show you to your rooms, Princess,” Countess Noria said. “We must dress you for the wedding ceremony.”

      There certainly was no end to the whirlwind, but I was as excited as anyone to be married and to see my new rooms, so I hurried behind her.

      I expected that the rooms would be more elaborate than the ones I was used to at home, and I was right. The rooms were newer and more fashionable, the walls paneled in cream with pale blue carvings all the way to the ceilings, the blue running in soft curved lines, with a motif of roses and thorny vines. They hardly looked like wood at all, but had a faint shimmer like they had been carved from some mythical substance. The furniture in the room was made of a very dark, warm wood with undertones of golden and beautiful grain. It also seemed to be varnished in the same way so that it was very smooth and almost sparkling.

      “It’s beautiful,” I breathed, running my fingers along the carved panels. “The roses weren’t carved just for me, were they?”

      “No, they have been here for a long time,” Countess Noria said, without much sense of romance.

      Outside the windows, the sky was turning darker. I tried not to take it as a bad sign.

      I was introduced to a row of servants, including my own hairstylist, shoemaker, and bath attendant. Most of them were dismissed, but a crowd of ladies stayed.

      Countess Noria introduced them as princesses and duchesses; the noble women who would be my most personal attendants. Besides these people, other women were gathered around just to watch. One woman had the honor of pulling up my stockings and fastening my garters and one had the honor of changing my chemise from a practical linen to a fine batiste that was almost sheer. I was used to having servants attend to me at home, but never women nearly of my own class. I was dying of embarrassment as the ones who were watching smiled behind their fans. They all looked very serious about their duties overall, and they performed them like a dance, not one person out of step. One of them was the beautiful girl who had joined us on the journey. She put my slippers on.

      “We haven’t had a princess in so long…”

      “Nor a Queen Who Bowed!”

      “But hopefully that is years from now, may His Royal Majesty live long and well.”

      They brought out a corset like nothing I had ever seen. I was used to corsets that had lacings in front and back, so I could remove them myself. But this corset had faux lacings in front, made of strings of diamonds. The straps didn’t go over my shoulders but curved around my upper arms so I could wear a bodice with a low neckline. The ladies put it on me and laced it in back, the straps restricting the movement of my arms while the rigid bodice tightened around me.

      “What is this?” I asked, with a faint note of panic.

      “The grand corps,” Countess Noria said. “It is a great honor to wear it; usually women are only permitted to wear it at very rare functions but you will be allowed to wear it on every formal occasion. At the end of the night, it is a great pleasure for your husband to remove it from you.”

      “It’s very tight…” This was an understatement. I was a princess, so of course I couldn’t remember a time I had not been made to wear a corset, even as I used to complain that my brothers didn’t have to wear such things and took every excuse to go without. But this was not like the corsets I was used to. It was fully boned, with no give anywhere, forcing my body into an unnatural shape: breasts thrust high, waist narrowed down into a severe tapering point. I could only breathe shallowly as it tightened around me.

      “You are a future queen,” Countess Noria said. Her voice was patient with me—but almost sarcastically patient. “You are not like other women. You will have more privilege and beauty than any woman in the kingdom; you will also bear heavier burdens. Wearing the grand corps for all to see—without a word of complaint—will show your discipline. I’m not sure His Highness would be very pleased with a wife who complains about such a small thing. If it troubles you, I would advise you to take a pause and imagine the time when he will undress you for his own. You suffer for his pleasure now.”

      The other ladies in the room, the ones who were just spectators, were looking at me impassively. Their eyes judged me. I saw a faint smile fade from one girl’s lips. Her pointed ears and sly face made me think of a fox. Soft little human, I imagined them thinking.

      “Everyone will be watching you,” one of them said.

      A very unpleasant flush rose into my face and I had to swallow down my panic. My breath came faster, but the corset made it impossible to catch my breath once it ran away from me. There were too many people in the room; I was too hot. But if I asked them to stop and let me collect myself, I just knew they would all gossip about it.

      Augustus was so beautiful and his concern over my dog seemed heartfelt. But now I wondered if he knew how close I was to fainting, and if he would truly want me to suffer for him, if there was cruelty lurking behind his kindness. Maybe this sort of thing is what Caroline meant. I didn’t want to spend my life with my very breath caught in a cage. I didn’t want to think this would bring my husband pleasure. But I knew it was my job now to make him happy. Even my mother said I should obey him in all things.

      I felt someone quickly squeeze my fingers and I looked just in time to see the girl whose face I rather liked.

      “It’s not bad if you stay calm and don’t eat much,” she whispered in my ear, so quickly I barely heard her. “It all gets easier.” But after that, I was able to calm down and breathe again, and slowly my swirling head calmed.

      The ladies were dressing me in a petticoat with wide, stiff oblong hoops built into it; they must have been over three feet to each side. Over the petticoat and the grand corps came a brocade dress of cloth-of-silver, adorned with hundreds of tiny diamonds. The fabric settled heavily on my shoulders, but the ladies watching gasped as my attendants lifted the train out behind me. My hair was pulled back into soft curls with a diamond tiara, and my neck, wrists and ears were adorned with enough silver and diamonds to feed an entire small village for a lifetime.

      I felt less like a woman and more like a monument.

      I guess that was the idea.

      I heard clocks chiming the hour throughout the palace as they were putting the finishing touches on my clothes and hair.

      “We must hurry now,” Countess Noria said. “The prince will be waiting.”

      I had to walk carefully, with my clothes so heavy and my wide skirt swaying a little with each motion of my hips. I had to stay steady and glide across the floors like a dancer, as I had been taught, down the Hall of Mirrors. Anyway, my shoes were backless little things that forced me to walk like this, unless I wanted to lose one. And if I did, I certainly would not be able to pick it up myself.

      I knew this room, from the letters I had exchanged with Augustus and the stories I had been told. The long hall was lined with mirrors on one side, and on the other side, glass doors that were open now so that even larger crowds could see me walk by. Mirrors were expensive to make, so I had never seen this many in one place. They meant I would be reflected at every angle, every bit of diamond and silver reflected back. Even before I started my bridal procession and got a good look at the crowd, I could hear the faint murmur, smell the mingling perfume, and sense the urgent curiosity of thousands of people who had crowded behind the balustrade to see the new princess, the future queen.

      More eyes on me, more judgment. It was quickly becoming clear that I could never make a misstep. I could never show my fear, or the miserable pinching of the grand corps.

      At the other end, far away from me now, was Augustus, dressed in gold, seeming like the tallest man in the room although some of the guards were even larger.

      I had a pang of bitterness. He tried to warn me, I thought, but he could have told me more details.

      Of course he didn’t, I thought. How could he possibly tell you that he wants you to suffer? That’s the sort of thing a man would never say with words. Only with actions…when it’s too late to run away.

      I swallowed down a lump in my throat, remembering the one girl who tried to reassure me. Maybe I would have a friend, at least.

      It was thundering outside now, and thousands of candles had been lit in the hall, so the light was still brilliant reflected in the mirrors, despite the gathering storm outside.

      I started walking, and once again I heard whispers of surprise. The faeries didn’t expect  a human girl to be so beautiful. Whatever I thought on the inside, I had to be strong for the sake of the honor of my people. I saw a few high elves mixed in among the onlookers, more lofty than the faeries and dressed much more simply, unconcerned by the prospect of rain. I even spotted the occasional pocket of goblins with untamed hair and fanged grins, and darklings with black locks and black tails, including a beautiful one in a red gown who glared at me behind her fan, but I was drawn back to my future husband, waiting for me at the other end of the hall.

      My feet drew me closer. He held out a hand.

      His eyes still looked warm, and I softened a little. It was hard to imagine him being cruel to me. He bowed and I curtseyed, and then he put a hand at my tiny waist and led me forward. My skirts were so wide he had to walk a step behind me, but it still felt as if he was in the lead because he loomed over me.

      “You look very beautiful,” he said softly, but I didn’t reply.

      His fingers brushed my chin. “Is it all too much?”

      “No,” I said, but he just smiled like he knew it was.

      “I’ll make every minute worth it,” he said.

      The ceremony was held before the altar honoring the faery gods of nature, music, and love, with an organ towering over us in the upper stories. The wooden altar was carved with an image of the Wicked Revels, the ultimate expression of those three concepts, an endless party held every night under the stars and presided over by its own king. Trees, flowers, musicians and dancers adorned every side panel. Some of the carved figures were caught in a carnal embrace, girls with wanton expressions bound in vines and penetrated by men who looked too much like my husband-to-be for comfort.

      It would be unthinkable in Osteria to glorify sex in a holy place. But every race had a different idea of such things, and faeries were in some ways the most indecent; that was why the women back home whispered about them, and it was certainly driven home to me now.

      Augustus wasn’t looking at the carvings, he was looking up at the organ which was finishing the final grand notes of our entrance music. He seemed solemn, tendrils of incense smoke brushing his gold coat as the High Cleric blessed us.

      The ceremony itself seemed very long, but blurred by my anxiety. There were so many eyes on us. But when Augustus slipped a ring on my finger, I was shocked by the look on his face; it was so reverent but almost grim. I almost thought I felt his hand shake, although that seemed impossible. Despite his flirtation toward me, I realized that he took his duties as the Crown Prince very seriously. He understood that it was a burden to be the king, and taking on a wife was another step closer to his own future.

      The High Cleric led us in our vows, which were quite different from wedding vows I had heard before.

      “I pledge myself to thee…” Augustus’ voice was a low whisper. “To protect you always, to love and cherish you, to do everything in my power to see that you want for nothing, and to master you completely in the aim of bringing you pleasure.”

      I was blushing thoroughly as I spoke my part. “I pledge myself to thee, my lord and master, to love and cherish you, to give my heart and my body to you without hesitation, and to always do your bidding, that I shall be a symbol of your strength.”

      Someone told me later that only future queens had to say those particular vows, that all other faery women were spared from such demands or such offers.

      Among the court, my position was to be unique. I was now the living symbol of the future king’s strength.

      As Augustus would someday rule over every person in Ellurine, first he must rule over me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      After the wedding came gifts. The king presented me with a coffer of jewels, an absolutely enormous chest the size of a wardrobe, covered in embroidered velvet. I could not even believe all this was all for me. My hands were quivering as I opened the doors and revealed the contents. The jewels of a queen…of centuries of queens…

      My mother was a queen. It had not sunk in until I saw all the glittering diamonds, pearls, and gems of brilliant color; decorative boxes and buttons and fans.

      But perhaps the gift that delighted me most was from Augustus: a little clockwork doll of a lady, not a foot tall but intricately dressed in a fair wig and gown like a fashion, who played a tiny dulcimer with little hammers in her hands. “I’ve never seen anything like it!” I cried. Even diamonds were things I had seen before. “Is she playing the anthem of Osteria?”

      “Yes, wind her up again and she plays a song of Ellurine. I had her made just for you. She’s supposed to look like you, in fact, but that was impossible when none of us had ever seen you.”

      “She does look a little like me!”

      Next came a banquet, held inside the palace theater, which had been transformed into a dining hall; the royal table literally upon a stage, with courtiers who were not ranked high enough for an invitation gathered in the boxes.

      My delight over the gifts evaporated. Above my head and below the stage, thousands of eyes watched our entrance with curiosity. They had no food to distract them. Their entertainment was a royal banquet, and a human princess. I heard whispers echoing around the room. Ladies watched behind fans.

      Between the attention and the corset cinching my waist, the sight of all the food made me feel a little sick. I certainly couldn’t imagine eating much of it, though of course I had to accept some. Augustus seemed calm, like this was nothing out of the ordinary for him.

      We sat at the center of the table, facing the people. On one end was the king, and beside him was a beautiful, fair woman in a very simple red gown with colorful plumes in her hair. I knew without being told that this must be the king’s mistress. I hadn’t expected her to be so young. Faeries were beautiful for a long time, so I thought she might be closer to his age, but she had too fresh a face. Her large breasts heaved over the neckline of her dress, and her neck was wrapped with a choker of ostentatious diamonds. She picked up a few berries with her fingers and slipped one in her mouth, looking at the king. When he returned her attentions, leaning closer to her, she put one in his mouth.

      What a way to behave at a royal banquet!

      She caught me looking at her, and her mouth twisted into a smug, berry-stained smile.

      I flushed, looking away, as I was aware of the whispers. Every tiny interaction at this table was observed by hundreds of people. Everyone besides the king’s mistress was impeccably formal, making light and witty conversation like it was rehearsed. I clammed up. Nothing had prepared me for all of this.

      “Rose?” Augustus said. “Is something wrong?”

      “The woman with the king…”

      The woman was swatting away a servant now, even as the king had a hand down the front of her bodice, fondling her breasts. “I said I didn’t want this!”

      “Madame Bariel,” Augustus said. “I would try not to deal with her.”

      “Why not?”

      “She is very beautiful, but her beauty hides her true nature.”

      “I’m not sure it’s hiding very well.”

      He smirked. “I wish I could have known my grandfather’s previous Favorite. Everyone loved her, but she died years ago, and then the queen died, and for a while we didn’t have a queen or a mistress. The court yearned for a feminine presence and this is what he…decided on.”

      “Oh…,” I said.

      So Augustus would have a mistress, I supposed? I felt very naive and stupid. I had just sworn myself to him completely and the last thing I wanted to consider was that he might also have a courtesan close at hand. I knew about the Mistress of Many Loyalties, but I hadn’t connected it with him—willful ignorance, I suppose.

      After the banquet came the ball, and we were supposed to have the first dance.

      “I am told you practiced this dance at home,” Countess Noria said, coming up behind me while the ballroom floor was readied.

      “Yes, with my brother.”

      “Good,” she said. “You will dance with the prince first, and then the prince’s brothers, and then…” She gave me quite a list. “Remember,” she said. “You are now the highest ranked woman in court. No one can speak to you until you speak to them first.”

      “I have to speak first…? But I don’t know them. How will I know who they are? They know who I am already!”

      “My dear, that doesn’t matter. You’re the Crown Princess. You will know them at your bidding. I, or one of the members of your family, will introduce you.”

      “Oh.” This was the first suggestion I'd had that it wasn’t just Augustus having power over me. I also had power over everyone else? Well, that was a welcome development.

      “Of course, you should greet everyone,” the Countess said. “But the speed and the manner with which you greet them is within your control, and you may want to make it clear where some stand.” She looked at a group of young women in the corner, including the girl I liked, as if she didn’t want me to be too friendly to them.

      That figured. The only person I really wanted to be friendly with was the girl who smiled at me and tried to reassure me about wearing the grand corps.

      Augustus offered his hand to me to lead me to the floor. We hadn’t had a single moment alone since the wedding festivities began. All throughout, his face was a handsome mask, and I never knew what he was thinking, just like the letters he wrote.

      He drew me close into the first step, the cage of my skirts quivering, exaggerating every movement I made. My dress was so heavy, my ribs aching from hours of strict compression. I heard people whispering about my beauty and grace, as always.

      “You’re about to be thrown to the wolves,” he said, with a smile. “There isn’t much for the court to do but gossip. They want to find a flaw in you, and visually you give them nothing… They must be so chagrined.”

      “I’m sure that won’t last long,” I said. “This is a very different world for me…”

      “You really are nervous, aren’t you?” he said wryly. “You won’t even pretend you’re enjoying the fanfare? You’re very honest.”

      “I thought it was a virtue. And aren’t faeries always honest?”

      “We don’t lie. That’s still a far cry from honesty. You’re a human. You can lie if you like.”

      “Do you want me to lie?”

      “I want you to be aware of what powers you possess. There are reasons I chose you, but the court is not especially pleased to have a human queen. For now, try and stay above the rabble.”

      As he turned me in a slow circular promenade, I saw Madame Bariel standing in the crowd, beside the king. On her fan was a painted bird with many colors of feathers. She was already looking at me like she hated me.

      “When we’re finally alone, if we ever are, it will be very different,” he said. “I can’t free you from this prison, so I will just have to make sure you yearn for your lock and key.”

      “So far, your highness…” I bit my lip. “I have never encountered a lock and key like this before.”

      “Do you yearn for more?”

      I looked down. “It’s a strange thing for the future king to say, isn’t it? That your kingdom is a prison? Do you yearn for your own lock and key?”

      His eyes jerked away from me. I had touched an unexpected nerve. He whirled me around more quickly, until I was gasping and it took everything in me to keep going and not pull away and claw myself out of my clothes. Not that I could!

      Why should I ever yearn for this?

      The dance was over, and I stepped aside, allowed a rest while others took center stage. I took some water from a passing tray. I had no one to talk to because no one could speak to me until I spoke to them.

      Sofia, the Lady of Towers, made her way to me. She seemed a little looser than when I first met her, like she was happy to catch me alone. “Princess,” she said. “My compliments to your endurance. I know it’s not really an enviable position you’re in. So many eyes on you… I always hated it as a girl. I never wanted to be the Lady, and yet…” She shrugged. “Sometimes there’s no one else for the job.”

      “I would never know,” I said. “You look exactly like I imagined.”

      Sofia was probably considered ugly, as faeries go. She was tall, plain, stately, and strong-nosed, in stark contrast to all of the lithe beauties surrounding us. I wondered if she’d ever been in love.

      “I saw the way Madame Bariel looks at you. You’ll have to watch that one. She’s not the highest ranked woman at court in the absence of my mother. I am. But you’d never know that, the way she goes on…” Sofia sniffed. “I’m a little too old to be putting her in her place, though.”

      “I don’t know why she keeps looking at me. I just got here. I’m not trying to get in anyone’s way.”

      “Oh, dear, you should get in her way. She has her sights on your man, you know. Father? Please. She wouldn’t stop with him. She knows she’ll outlive him by a hundred years.”

      “Would Augustus be interested in his father’s mistress?” Just thinking about Augustus with a mistress brought a lump to my throat.

      “He’s a man. She’s a beautiful woman. And…” She paused. “Right now, he is enamored with you, but time is not always kind to a man’s feelings. Of course…” Sofia tapped the jewels at my throat. “You are so beautiful yourself. If you please him enough, maybe he won’t need a Favorite.”

      “What do I do?”

      “I’m sure it has already been well hammered into your head that you must do everything possible to please him and submit to his will. That has been written into the destiny of the Crown Princess since before either of you were born. But I also think you should remember, the Queen Who Bowed bowed to the king. Not to anyone else. She was a great ruler in her own right. I’m not sure we’ve ever had a queen like her since.”

      “Did that king have a mistress?”

      “A perceptive question. No, he didn’t. Back then, the Mistress of Many Loyalties truly lived up to her name. She was a powerful woman as well, a woman of royal blood who had been granted the power to seduce anyone she wished without consequences and was never expected to marry. Over time, the position shifted and became just another possession of kings. But that is what the Queen was supposed to be for, to be the king’s most treasured possession. The Mistress was supposed to have no master. Both of you would have kept a certain balance here… Well!” Sofia sniffed. “Madame Bariel would never live up to that. She isn’t even of royal blood. She’s a street rat who worked her way up.”

      “A street rat! Really? That’s a mean thing to say, isn’t it?”

      “Well, you’re too kind. Look at how shameless she is with our father. She makes an ass of both of them.” Sofia flicked her fan.

      Bariel was hanging off the king’s arm, tapping his chin. “When do we get to dance together, pupkin? I’m bored of all this. All this to celebrate a human. I want to dance with you.” She walked her fingers down the ruffles at his neck.

      He patted her head. “Soon, my little snowdrop.”

      “And her gown is an insult to you,” Sofia said. “She didn’t even put on the proper dress for the royal wedding, and he lets her get away with any breach of etiquette, while you will be held to the highest standard. No need to feel sorry for her. She was a prostitute when he found her, and the only reason he likes her company is because she is such a shameless flatterer.”

      I did envy the dress Madame Bariel was wearing. Her corset wasn’t tight and clearly her skirts were supported only by a stiff petticoat. I hadn’t realized it was an insult to me, but now it seemed obvious; other women of the court were elaborately dressed. I couldn’t believe she had so much animosity toward me without even knowing me.

      “Should I not speak to her? Would she then not ever be allowed to say a word to me?” I was fascinated by the thought.

      “Now you’re getting the picture,” Sofia said with approval. “Maybe we could have a proper Mistress here someday. Not a Favorite for Augustus, but a woman who would give you counsel without being beholden to a husband.”

      I wasn’t sure this was what Countess Noria wanted, but Sofia was higher ranked and I liked her better too. She seemed sharp and savvy whereas Countess Noria liked bossing me around way too much and I had the feeling she would flatter anyone just to get the result she wanted.

      We chatted for a little longer, Sofia introducing me to more ladies and telling me stories of how the court had been when she was my age, and then the girl I was already starting to think of as a friend met my eye.

      I smiled back at her and made my way over carefully. No movement was subtle with my skirts. “Hello,” I said. “Thank you for your kindness earlier.”

      “Oh, it was hardly a kindness,” she said. “Just a warning. I can’t really save you from the grand corps. How are you faring?”

      “I feel like I’m developing actual bruises…”

      “I’m sure you are. Likely your husband will rub ointment on your wounds later…so it isn’t all bad.” She smiled mischievously.

      “Faery courtship is very strange,” I said.

      She laughed. “I hated wearing it, but that’s the entire point of it. At the end of the day he knows you suffered just for him and he has to make it up to you.”

      “That doesn’t make any more sense.”

      “Maybe you just have to see,” she said.

      “So you’re married?”

      She nodded, pointing at a handsome young man with light brown hair talking with friends in the corner. “That’s mine, there.”

      “He’s pretty. He doesn’t look as intimidating as Augustus…”

      “Augustus wasn’t always so intimidating. He used to be cripplingly shy!”

      “Really? I can’t imagine.”

      “Yes, the king was in despair when Augustus came in line for the throne. No one expected him to clean up this nicely.” Her beautiful blue eyes sparked with mischief. “He avoids the palace as much as he can. Always outside. He’s not expressed much interest in the ladies of the palace either, but he seems smitten with you.”

      “I’m glad to hear that! Still, I can hardly imagine Augustus was ever a child,” I said. “My brothers are older than him but they still tease me and act ridiculous sometimes. Was he always so composed?”

      “Yes, he was always serious,” she said. “Since he took the weight of the crown on his shoulders, he didn’t get much time to enjoy himself. We thought he was peculiar. He was always obsessed with locks.”

      “Locks?”

      “He had a workshop constructed out of the old tack shed just for making all sorts of things. It’s the only time he’s ever alone. We used to think he was soft but then he took to hunting and he’s a better hunter than any man in the palace. He can take out any animal with one arrow, a clean kill, every time. I suppose if there’s one word for the prince, it’s precision.” Now she sounded admiring. “Aren’t you lucky?”

      I hardly knew what to do with all this information. These faery women seemed so much more knowing. “You haven’t introduced yourself,” I said. “I just realized.”

      “I have to be introduced,” she said. “I’m Julia, Duchess of Poligari.”

      “Why didn’t anyone introduce me back at the picnic when I first came here?” I asked.

      “Oh…” She winced. “Dear, I’m poor.”

      “Are you really?” She looked quite well dressed.

      “Poor by court standards, oh yes. I am not highly regarded enough to be introduced.”

      “Duchess Poligari…you are the only girl who tried to reassure me before the wedding, so I think you must be rich in kindness.”

      She smiled. “Just…call me Julia, when you can get away with it.”

      “I don’t know when I can get away with anything.”

      “Here’s a hint. When she’s not around,” Julia said, stepping back as Countess Noria came sweeping over, with an expression of chagrin.

      “If I may say so, Your Highness, she isn’t the best company for you…,” Noria said, pulling me away. “She is high born but you must choose your company very wisely, and her sort isn’t it. She’s a wild girl. I believe she has goblin blood.”

      Poor Julia really was on the wrong side of the hierarchy, I guess. I knew some faeries and goblins got along well, but I think that was a grave insult in this court. I’m not sure it was true either. I sighed as she nudged me into a new social circle with people who were a little older than me and talking about the fabric trade. I hoped this didn’t have anything to do with me and my curse. Maybe they were worried spindles would be banned after all, despite the king’s promise. Of course, as soon as Noria foisted me on them, they started showering me with compliments, but I could tell they would rather get back to it.

      And the moment came when Madame Bariel walked up to me. The king stood a little bit behind her, but he was talking to someone else. Still, she had a smug smile on her face, like she was going to get something out of me. I was very glad I’d spoken to Sofia and knew I had a powerful ally if I didn’t want to acknowledge her. She bowed her head to me, the plumes on her head shivering.

      I smiled back, and then I turned away.

      Immediately, I heard a little gasp surrounding us. The entire court paused for one moment. Just one moment, where every ear turned our way.

      I didn’t need to look at her to know this wasn’t what she expected. It probably wasn’t what anyone expected.

      Maybe I’d made a terrible mistake.

      But no. Besides that I saw Sofia smile at me, Augustus had walked toward me and he beckoned me with a hand. Even if I didn’t have to obey him, I think I would have been drawn irresistibly toward him.

      His eyes had a gleam. “You look tired,” he said. “I know you can hardly even sit down in this dress. I wonder if my wife is ready for the rituals of the bedroom?” He stood behind me, and put his hands around my waist. They almost circled it entirely, where the grand corps held me. He slid his hands up my chest, and I barely felt it through the boning—

      No, that wasn’t true. Despite the boning, I felt it very much. I could feel desire in his touch.

      Certainly I had never thought of the bedroom as a place for rituals. And now I was thinking of Julia telling me that my husband would have to make it up for me. All the terror of Caroline’s letter came rushing back to me.

      Anticipation sent quivers down my legs. I didn’t know what would happen next. I knew it was my duty to do whatever was asked of me.

      “I am very tired.” I hoped he would go easy on me.

      “You will be yet more tired before the night is over,” he said. “Our wedding has been such a long-anticipated affair.” He took my hand and brought me to the king.

      “Grandfather, we must retire,” he said.

      “All the blessings upon your union,” the king said. “The Crown Prince and the Princess will now proceed to the bed chamber to consummate the marriage!” he announced.

      I flushed crimson as the crowd applauded and cheered.

      Madame Bariel was still staring at me, her face red. She’d probably been saying things about me, but I wasn’t sorry for making her stew. She obviously knew I would be nervous coming here, a human girl plucked away from her family. If she showed me a little kindness, I would certainly speak to her, but there was none of that in her eyes. She gave me a cruel smile as if to say, Good luck playing this game with me, child.

      The King, Countess Noria, all my attendants, and an entourage of nobles followed us to the bed, and even the high cleric.

      I had not expected any of this. I realized my mouth was gaping open as Augustus led me to the bedroom, his hand at my waist.

      Will we ever be alone? I was starting to be terrified that all of these people were going to watch. I thought Augustus would be the one to undress me, but when we reached the bedroom, the entire room was a blur of activity. The ladies pressed in around me, their wide skirts jostling against each other as they helped me out of my dress, stripping me down to my thin chemise and corset so all the curves of my body were visible, and the men removed Augustus’ coat and vest, while servants lit candles. Some men of the court gathered behind a balustrade—I have never seen so many balustrades, holding back the audience that followed us everywhere we went—while Josef, the Master of Delights, carried a heavy ornate box embossed in gold with more scenes of mythological lovemaking. He presented it to Augustus.

      At this point I was feeling completely bewildered and just going along with everything.

      Augustus opened it to reveal four golden cuffs, each one ornate with decoration. Of course, at this point, the ornate decoration was a given. And each one had a tiny loop with a long silken cord attached, with a little golden hook tied to the end. He took one out with the air of something well planned and presented it to me.

      “Your bonds, my lady,” he said. “This will assure that even at night, while the palace sleeps, you will not be able to touch a spindle. They are enchanted so that I am the only person who can touch them.”

      “My bonds,” I repeated, a bit stupidly.

      “There is always a risk that you might be lured in the night,” Josef said. “To be compelled to touch a spindle. Not only did we promise that you will never be left alone, but we also will assure that even at night, you are kept safe.”

      Somehow, this didn’t feel like the only way to accomplish that goal. Was I really just being kept safe?

      Augustus locked one of the cuffs around each of my limbs, holding ends of the long silken cords in his hand. I felt a hot rush of desire flood out of me between my legs and was terrified that some of it might stain my chemise and all the court would somehow see. I didn’t understand why my body kept responding with traitorous arousal.

      Two of the ladies pulled the bed curtains wide and turned back the covers. An empty bed had never seemed so naughty. The high cleric came forward and he offered a small flask to me and Augustus. “Drink the wine of the Wicked Revels and be blessed with many heirs,” he said.

      Augustus took a swig and then passed it to me. It tasted like sweet wine, sort of…but not like anything we had back home.

      The High Cleric sprinkled the remainder of the white wine on the sheets and chanted blessings for a fruitful marriage.

      The ladies looked at the bed and then at me, with soft excited laughter. I turned absolutely crimson.

      Just as I wondered if it would ever end, the court began to leave the room.

      “Take good care of her, brother,” Josef said. “She looks like a newborn kitten.”

      “I do not!” I said in a whisper. “But—but this is—“

      “Shh. Don’t get yourself in trouble.”

      “Of course I’ll take good care of her,” Augustus said.

      The double doors of the bedchamber shut.

      For the first time, we were all alone together.

      “Finally,” he said softly, his hands grazing the bare skin of my arms, raising every little hair to attention, “You are mine.”
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      Rose

      

      “Tonight, I will master every inch of you,” he said. “And you will probably feel the urge to beg me to stop, but you won’t, will you?”

      I had no answer for that. I was trembling and terrified.

      “Can I…pray first?”

      “Pray?” He looked perplexed. “We have already been blessed by the High Cleric.”

      My eyes welled with tears. Suddenly I was so frightened and overwhelmed that I couldn’t hold back.

      “Rose, what is it?” He wiped the tears with the back of his hand only for more to take their place. “It’s been too much today, hasn’t it? We’ll go slow. Surrender all your worries to me.”

      “What—will you do to me?”

      “Do you not know what sex is?”

      “S—sort of. I know you’ll— I mean, I’ve seen animals—” I choked back a sob and then whispered, “My friend Caroline told me that I would suffer greatly and that I should…pray.”

      His eyes widened slightly. “Your friend was recently married?”

      “Just before me. I’m sorry, my lord. I swore to—let you master me. I know I shouldn’t cry.”

      “No,” he said. “Don’t cry. I have heard this about humans…that many human men are taught to simply fuck their wives without much thought for them. Or perhaps he doesn’t care much for your unfortunate friend but feels pressure to produce heirs. Either way, I assure you…all faery men know the importance of seduction and pleasure. It is my responsibility as your husband to make sure everything that is done to you brings you exquisite satisfaction. Let’s see here…”

      He moved behind me, with a studious air at first, before he drew me close to his warmth, and lifted the hem of my chemise, his hand seeking the space between my legs. An intense waves of shame and desire swept over me as his fingers dipped into me and stroked my folds, brushing across a spot of such particularly intense feeling that my body jerked against him. “Oh!”

      “That is the little bud of your desire,” he said, continuing to caress me there as warm waves coursed over me. “Although there are many parts of you that will bring pleasure, I will be getting particularly acquainted with this little bit of you. Now you see why we had to remove your hair there. Nothing should stand between my hand and this spot.”

      This was the place that throbbed when I imagined handsome men whisking me away into a more exciting life, but I had never know it could explode with such feeling as his hand carefully worked up and down.

      “You’ll find that everything else becomes more pleasurable once you’ve been stimulated here. So when I fuck you—as I soon will—you’ll be quite eager for it.”

      The more he touched me there, the more I began to feel as if I needed that touch, so I could almost believe him.

      His other hand tugged at the strings of my corset. “I believe you are more than ready to be set free of this thing.”

      “Yes…please, my lord.”

      “You don’t have to call me that,” he said. “Just Augustus.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It was proper of you. But I prefer to allow you a little informality…in certain ways. Where I can.”

      One of his hands slowly worked the knots of the laces free while the other kept stroking my slit, the chemise bunched around his hand. My breath caught desperately around the tight boning of the corset. He couldn’t get it off me fast enough. In fact, he seemed to go very slowly.

      “After my father died, my grandfather was somewhat neglectful of children,” he said. “So I was older than I should have been when he sat me down and told me that someday I would have a queen, and what I would have to do to my queen.”

      “Oh…?”

      “I thought it might be a hard job,” he said. “I have grown up playing with my lady cousins. I couldn’t imagine taking them into the bed chamber and mastering them this way. I wondered how I could possibly be convincing. Am I convincing, Rose?”

      “My goodness, very convincing,” I gasped.

      “But when I saw you…my heart seemed to know from the start that you were mine. I never thought I would enjoy this so very much.”

      “I don’t believe that you ever thought you wouldn’t enjoy it…”

      “That is true,” he said. “History was rewritten the moment I laid eyes on you. I was no longer nervous. I always wanted you this way.”

      Julia said he had never paid attention to any woman before me. My mind wanted to resist my position, but the heart of it, the surrender to him…I wanted that. I wanted to know I was the only woman he had ever wanted to possess and suddenly I felt a genuine desire to live up to my role. “Augustus…”

      “Things we wait so long for don’t often live up to the promise so well.” He peeled the corset away from my skin, and I sighed deeply as I could finally breathe again. It felt like my skin had been sealed away in a crypt for a hundred years. When his hands stroked my ribs, it seemed to put the life back into me. It wasn’t just as if no man had ever touched me like this, it felt like nothing had ever touched me before.

      “Your skin is so beautiful,” he said. “So clear that I’m afraid I might see right through it to your beating heart.”

      He drew my chemise off. I stiffened a little when I first realized what he was doing, before I told myself to obey. I did have little purple bruises where the corset had pressed into me all day.

      He touched them lightly. “What is this from?”

      “From wearing the grand corps all day.”

      “What—from this?” He glared at the corset which was shed onto the floor like some sea creature’s shimmering shell, diamonds caught by the candlelight. “From your clothes?”

      “Yes…Julia, the—the Duchess of Poligari, she told me that would probably happen, but that you might have some ointment for it?”

      “Yes. Some healing balm should take care of that.” He opened a drawer of one of the elaborate pieces of furniture and left me standing there, naked and shivering slightly, with the cuffs around my wrists and ankles and the silk cords dangling onto the ground. I watched his back as he rummaged through a few medicines, a linen undershirt hanging off his broad shoulders, half tucked into breeches. Anyway, the linen was thin enough that I could see the outline of his body taper from strong arms to lean waist, breeches and stockings hugging every inch of his nicely formed legs. He had stepped out of his wedding shoes, and something about the elaborate shoes toppled carelessly onto their sides made me smile. It was like looking behind the curtain of a play.

      If our lives are a play, it is exactly that.

      He looked at the bottle, and then at my pale body, shivering and bruised. “I see,” he said. “My ancestors were so cruel and so clever.”

      He picked up the silken cords and nodded at the bed. “Come, my dear one.”

      I knew I was supposed to do whatever he wanted, but I was getting nervous. “Are you going to tie me up?”

      “Not quite, not tonight. I just want to make sure, as my brother said, that you’ll be safe tonight and every night. You’ll see. Sit down on the bedspread, there.”

      The bed was embroidered with our initials laced together, surrounded by wreaths of flowers. I had never moved around naked before, and I was extremely aware of the soft fabric and the patterns of silk thread brushing my skin. He took one of the cords attached to my ankles and pushed it through a small golden loop mounted to the bedpost that locked and unlocked with a tiny key. When it was locked, the hook on the end of the silken cord was locked in and the cord was still fairly slack, about twice the length of my leg, so I could still move my leg quite a bit. The hook was shaped so it could be pulled farther out, away from the bed, thus drawing my leg out spread eagle, but if I pulled it back in it would hook back on to the mounted loop again and be stuck there, so my movement would be restricted. This fact didn’t escape my notice, but Augustus left the hook there so I had plenty of give. He did the same with my other leg, and then my arms.

      “See, you can still move around and roll over in bed,” he said. “No one wants to sleep spread out on their back. But you’ll notice that you can’t quite actually reach any of the loops yourself. Even if you could, you would need the key. All the cords are enchanted to be unbreakable. So the only way to get you out of bed is for someone to break the locked mounts off the bed.”

      I realized this was true. I could roll onto either side and curl my legs up somewhat and bring my hands together on the pillow, but I couldn’t move much farther than that. I couldn’t pull my hands down below my breasts.

      “What if I have an itch?” I asked.

      “Tell me. I’m a light sleeper.”

      “What if I have to use the chamber pot?”

      “Of course I’ll let you do that any time.”

      I don’t like this. I don’t like this at all. I looked down at my naked body, the bruises marking my beautiful skin, the shaved pussy that I couldn’t reach my hands to cover if I wanted to. It’s not like I wasn’t warned. But I never thought it would be like this.

      “This seems a little much,” I said, unable to contain a growing sense of aggravation at everything I had endured in this place.

      He laughed. “Everything in this palace is a lot much.”

      “But we’re alone now.”

      “Not really,” he said, and I looked around in a panic. Had the courtiers crawled behind the curtains? Inside the wardrobe?

      He touched my chin with a finger, stilling me. “That is, it’s quite possible servants are listening at doors. They will certainly be checking the sheets in the morning to see if the marriage was consummated, they will note what state we are in tomorrow morning as they light the fireplace, and the court will pay close attention to every interaction we have with one another. And so, to do the unexpected, even in private, is to play with fire…” He glanced away from me briefly.

      “Have you ever wished to do the unexpected?”

      Instead of replying, he gave me a gentle kiss, so gentle I didn’t even taste his lips.

      But this was a sort of reply, I thought.

      “Do you trust me?” he asked.

      “I trust you, but I’m sure I’m not going to run off in the middle of the night and touch a spindle! Obviously it’s the last thing I would ever do!”

      “If your parents thought that was enough, then why did they destroy the entire cloth industry in your kingdom? The truth is, of course you aren’t going to touch a spindle with your right mind. But you could be enchanted. During the day, you’ll be under heavy guard. At night, well, I think you would rather we have some privacy, and that means other precautions.”

      “This is just another part of it, isn’t it? Preparing me to be the Queen Who Bowed. Whatever that means, exactly.”

      I caught a brief, grim look on his face before he softened, sitting on the bed beside me. “Yes, Rose…I do have to prepare you for your role here. No avoiding that. I’ve tried to make it clear.”

      I sat up, as best I could—propping myself up on my elbows, anyway. “In your letters? They were so stiff.”

      “It was almost impossible to say anything of worth in a letter to a girl I’d never met, especially considering what your role would be now.”

      “Tell me my role.”

      “You are my princess. My wife.”

      “Tell me exactly what that means.”

      “You know quite well what it means.” He paused. “You really want to know why anyone would have ever desired such a role, don’t you?” He sprang to his feet and snatched up the little bottle of ointment, dabbing some onto his palm and then rubbing them together. His hands met my bare skin and he worked the ointment into my bruises. His hands were warm and lovely. I certainly couldn’t argue with that. As his fingers worked the healing medicine into my skin, the bruises faded before my eyes.

      I still thought it was ridiculous to suffer just so he could make it better. But it almost made me proud to have endured it all.

      “The first queen was a very strong young faery who ruled over her own small realm. Her name was Lady Marianna,” he said. “This was in the days when the faery lands were very fractured and primitive. There was a king, of sorts, but his power was not consolidated. Every lord and lady ruled over their own domain. Marianna had many skirmishes with King Enri the third. And yet—they had a very deep respect for one another, and it was said that when they met, they couldn’t take their eyes off each other. He asked their kingdoms to unite and she refused him fiercely. She had no husband because she knew that no matter how strong the queen, people always look to the king for leadership first. They called her the Queen Who Would Not Bow.”

      As he touched my skin, his eyes grew more hungry, meeting mine with shadowed yearning. “But then an invading force of humans from the wild north swept in. They were such a large, disciplined army that even faery magic couldn’t hold them back as it used to. They crushed everything in their path, raping and pillaging and stealing. The queen rushed to King Enri and told him, or so the legend goes, that she had always loved him, and that she would marry him and allow him to rule her kingdom, under one condition: that he must unite all the faeries in this land as one so the humans could not take our land again. She bowed to him, and he understood the power of what she offered. He was so overcome with passion that they conceived their first son that very moment, on the dais of the throne room, for all the court to see. From that day on she presented herself as being his treasure, his possession. But there was a strategy to it. She wanted everyone to see him as a man worthy of the greatest respect and of tremendous power. She knew the only way to bring together so many fractured kingdoms was to begin with herself. It was a very calculated submission, a part she was playing. And everyone knew it, but it worked. Marianna and Enri began to direct the court dynamics like a play, offering roles to the major players. And thus we continue today.”

      “That’s an odd strategy,” I said. “The Lady of Towers hinted at it a bit but I didn’t realize.”

      “You say it’s odd. But you don’t know faeries.”

      “That’s certainly true. But I don’t understand why all of this makes people follow the king.”

      “Ah, but think about it. When you think of faeries in history, what do you see? Beauty and decadence, no doubt. You might imagine dances under the moon and barely concealed liaisons. Costumes of gossamer that leave little to the imagination. Every word spoken is truth, but better yet if it’s a game. Faeries like their twists. And they say our morals are…dubious.” He gave me a grin that positively battered at my resistance.

      I couldn’t believe I had been about to kneel down and pray before this began. There seemed no place for the pious saints of the Osterian church in this room. The stunning blue eyes beneath his dark lashes, even the shadow of his perfect profile the candlelight cast against the painted panels of the wall: every inch of Augustus was so beautiful that I wanted to possess them as much as he possessed me.

      “So you have not changed as much as one might think,” I said.

      “No. And make no mistake. Marianna was a powerful queen who relished her role, and so you will be very powerful queen someday,” he said. “Even as you bow to me. But we each must play our roles perfectly. Sometime, you won’t always like it. The grand corps is only the beginning of your trials. But you’ll understand, as you observe the court.”

      The soft light brought out golden undertones in his fair skin. His hands traveled away from my ribs, which were now perfectly clear and unbruised again, and up to my shoulders, arms, and hands. His fingers laced with my own, and he looked into my eyes.

      I was filled with a sudden sense of wonder, that I would be his, and I thought I would wear the grand corps a hundred times for him. How quickly the memory of pain slips away.

      After all, I had always been a princess. I had always belonged to someone. My mother was always scolding me for something or other. So it wasn’t like I had given up freedom. What had I gained, to come here?

      The dark locks of his hair falling across his brow, the eyes that drank me in like I was the only thing he’d ever desired…I wanted to bow before them, in such a moment. His mouth cracked open, his white teeth baring slightly like he was trying to restrain himself from devouring me.

      “Rose…I must have you.”

      “Yes…”

      He kissed me, his tongue pressing deep into my mouth, his fingers gripping mine tight while the weight of him settled onto me. I could feel his hard length throb against my pelvis. I tried to bring my legs up around him and jerked against the cords, but I was able to hug his thighs with my own. His legs felt strong while mine seemed so little and soft. Of course men had so many more opportunities to go riding and run around in the woods. Women had to put those things away once they stopped being girls.

      If I couldn’t be wild myself anymore, at least I could taste his wildness. He tasted like the faery wine, sweet and rich, the way blood must taste to vampires.

      He dragged his mouth away from mine and tore off his shirt.

      I was shuddering, confused by the emotions swirling through me. Part of me was so attracted to him, so eager for him to do anything he pleased to me, that I could hardly stand it. Another part of me was ashamed and terrified, still upset over the corset and the court watching me eat dinner and everything else. I knew no one else in my family had a marriage like this. I felt corrupted. The curse of my birth had led me here. If it weren’t for that, I would have married a nice ordinary human prince…

      His hand stroked me between my legs again, slow and sure, with a touch that seemed endless, as he kept kissing my face and slipping his tongue into my mouth. I was tingling, a hunger rising in me like nothing I had ever felt. It almost made me panic. Muscles I hardly knew I had tightened in anticipation and almost involuntarily, I arched into his touch.

      “This feeling…”

      “Do you feel as if you want to be fucked?”

      “Oh!” His frankness always shocked me. I hadn’t been brought up to say such things.

      “Or I could stop. And we could just go to sleep.”

      “No!”

      “Then what do you want, Rose…?” His fingers, moving so slowly now…

      “I want to be…fucked.” I still said it awkwardly.

      “Good. Very good. You must answer promptly in the future.”

      He moved beside me as he took off the remainder of his clothes. Just as he promised, my body was quivering with need for something more than what he had given me so far. I had never particularly been interested in looking at a man’s shaft but whatever he’d done to me had somehow shifted my thinking and now I felt as much curiosity as fear at the idea that every man had this potential hiding inside them. And this man—my prince—in particular. It seemed impossible that he could have contained all that in his tight breeches. His cock looked so long, so hard, so proudly erect, and it was all for me. I swallowed.

      “There, now…we’ll go slowly.” He poured himself over me, caressing my forehead, his weight pressing gently on me as he pushed himself into my entrance.

      He was slow, but it still hurt in strangely satisfying ways that still made my eyes water with tears.

      I felt every tiny push as he reached deeper and deeper inside me, through the tight spaces of my body that even I had never known before. Before this, they had only belonged to me, but even then—I had never known them. They had not existed, as far as I knew, until he touched them. So really—they were his now. Marked by him, stretched by him, all for him alone.

      It struck me how strange all of this was. It was never how I imagined marriage. I felt as if we hardly knew each other at all, but he was also getting to know things about me that no one else knew, even myself. The person I had been was getting wiped away, day by day, and really, soon there would be no Marie Rose, Princess of Osteria left to know. There would only be Marie Rose of Ellurine, the future Queen Who Bowed.

      “This feels even better than I imagined,” he said huskily into my ear. “Do you want to know how you feel inside?”

      “Mm…”

      “Like fireworks. Like…we were always meant to be this.”

      “It does feel like that,” I whispered.

      He started to rock in and out of me, and I gasped—just as I was getting used to feeling his cock inside me, just sitting there, now it was in motion. I was already aching, and I gripped him tight, all my limbs tugging against the bonds, but I couldn’t have stopped him if I wanted to, and somehow I didn’t want to even though it felt like an assault to my senses. My eyes filled with tears and he cupped my face and kissed them away.

      “I’m hurting you,” he said.

      “No.”

      “I told you to be honest.”

      “You are hurting me a little…”

      “Do you like it when I hurt you a little…?”

      “I don’t know what to think. I didn’t know how it would feel. It hurts but there’s something about it that…I need.”

      “We each have an important job in this union, you know. It’s your job to please me, but it’s my job to fill you with need,” he said. “So that you are never, ever sorry to please me…”

      “I don’t know what it is that I need, though…”

      “You’ll find out.”

      He kept fucking me, and kissing me, and soon his kisses grew more urgent and then he stopped kissing me entirely and was just panting. It seemed like maybe he was in pain too, but I didn’t ask. I was so overwhelmed by him by now that all I could do was just succumb. I felt bright and hot inside.

      “Come for me now,” he said.

      “I don’t understand…”

      A low groan ripped out of him as I felt something warm and wet fill me inside, and I realized this was his seed. I had heard references to it but never really known. This is what makes children, I thought, and it seemed rather wondrous to me. I felt as if I had been waiting so long to become a woman. At the same time, I was surprised at how much work it was. I had not even done much of anything, except to take this pain, but I was so tired.

      “My wife has done well for her first time,” he said, flopping onto the bed beside me. “Very well. Eventually you will need to learn to control your anticipation and come when I tell you to come.” He brushed hair off my forehead.

      “What do I do?”

      He reached between my legs and found the warm, protruding spot that had been made swollen and hungry by all of his caresses. He stroked along my nether lips, making his fingers soft and slick, moving up and down again, the rhythmic motion tightening up all my nerves. I gasped, pressing against him. “Augustus, I feel so strange…”

      Now he shifted position and took the spot inside his mouth, sucking and licking on it, and quickly I started to understand what he meant about fireworks. My eyes filled with stars of overwhelming pleasure that originated with his mouth but rippled through me everywhere. I cried out as the sensation rocked me. And then it fluttered away like the butterflies I used to chase in the garden. I tried to wriggle away from his mouth like I didn’t want him to touch me anymore, and at the same time I wished it could happen again.

      “Now,” he said. “You know what I mean, don’t you?”

      “That was…”

      He took his place beside me again and kissed my ear. “No need to put words to it now. That’s what poets are for.”

      “I’ve never read a poem about that.”

      “Yes, you have. You just didn’t realize it. Go back to the poetry, and I think you’ll see it this time.” He drew the covers over us both.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      I slept better than I expected, considering the strange circumstances of being lashed to the bed with a man beside me. Unlike many girls who shared their bed with a sister or two, I had a maidservant sleeping in the room but the bed was mine alone. Sometimes as a little girl I had nightmares and my mother let me sleep in bed with her, but I had long since forced myself to grow out of that. Once all the fireworks of our union faded away, it was sweet simply not to be alone anymore, to feel someone’s warmth, his hand occasionally giving my arm a gentle caress.

      I have pleased him, I thought. I think he is truly happy to have chosen me.

      The wedding festivities continued for another day, with another grand feast; the court still watching us. It was a little easier on the second day, although there seemed to be even more people than yesterday. Hunger was beginning to catch up to me, although I could only eat like a bird.

      This time the party went out into the gardens in the evening. Despite that I was suffering through the grand corps again, I didn’t have to wear my skirts as wide and so I was somewhat more free to move around. My gown was a very pale pink that I knew flattered my skin, the skirt decked with garlands and rosettes. Augustus took my arm.

      “I will show you through the gardens,” he said.

      “It would be my pleasure, my lord. They look so beautiful!” The garden paths were lit with thousands of illuminations, like the heavens had dropped their stars to light our way. Statues of beautiful faery dancers and mythological figures took on an additional sense of life in the soft light. Fountains spilled water into pools. The air smelled heady and sweet with the spring flowers. My head kept whipping around to take it all in.

      Near the palace, the gardens were laid out in patterns formed of flowers, some in diamonds, others in circles and even some shaped like the sun emblem of the palace itself, with radiating rays of blooms.

      As we traversed deeper into the gardens, we walked through hedges and under an arbor crawling with grapes and other climbing plants. Insects sang and trilled from the banks of the canal.

      “I’m so glad it’s spring now. I’ll get to see all the flowers through the year. You have so many! I can’t tell what some of them are in the dark but I don’t recognize all the blooms. Of course…roses are my favorite. I’ll bet you have some rare varieties.”

      “We have a purple one,” he said. “The gardener is very proud of it.”

      “I can’t wait to see this place by day.”

      “You mentioned liking gardens in your letters. I wasn’t sure if you meant it or if you were just trying to appeal to my faery nature.”

      “Of course I meant it! Why wouldn’t I like gardens? I like everything.”

      “Count Mercinel says you are not much for reading.”

      “Oh—well. That is one of my faults… Mother was always chiding me about it. But I do study when I have to.”

      “Why don’t you like reading?” he said, in the tone of someone who was trying not to sound judgmental and failing.

      “I don’t do very well with sitting still. That’s always been my main fault.” I sighed. “I like play acting, and music, and gardens, and hunting with my brothers— Mother used to say I could have been a boy, but…” I realized I probably shouldn’t say that to him. “I’m not like a boy at all,” I hastened to add. “I’ve noticed mothers always say that when girls do anything they shouldn’t.”

      “No need to worry that I will confuse you for a boy,” he said. “Hunting, eh?”

      “I hear you’re very good at it.”

      “The court flatters me.”

      “A bit of false modesty?” I said, giving him a little nudge. “I can tell.”

      He gave me a small, pleased smile. “If your husband says something, you are supposed to take it at face value.”

      I smiled back and then swept my eyes back to the path ahead, my curls and ribbons bobbing. Although he was slow to reveal his true self to me, I could feel his affection for me, his genuine surprise at how nice it was to talk together alone. I knew he felt the same chemistry I did. My grip on his arm tightened a little. I’m so happy just to walk with him here, I thought. It almost feels like I’m back home.

      And then we rounded a corner and I saw Madame Bariel and some other ladies in the distance. She saw me as well, and due to the constrained path, there was no way to avoid her.

      Augustus noticed my tension. “The king told me that you didn’t greet her yesterday.” His tone was a little more careful now.

      I was terrified of angering him and losing the pleasant moment. “She gave me such a nasty look. I don’t like her one bit. And you didn’t seem to like her much either.”

      “I do not,” he said, in a clipped tone. “But my grandfather is the king at present.”

      My mouth pressed into a stubborn line. I knew he was telling me I should say something to her, but we were also getting closer and I could see her watching me, waiting to see if I would give her the satisfaction. I’m sure she knew the king had mentioned my scorn of her to Augustus.

      She looked like she was waiting.

      The other ladies in her entourage curtseyed to us. She only gave the barest bob of her head to Augustus.

      I looked at her, but I kept walking. Augustus’ grip on my arm tightened.

      I was braced for him to be angry at me, but I wasn’t sorry. It felt so satisfying to exert this small bit of power, even if I had to pay for it later in some way.

      “You didn’t say a word to her,” he said sharply, once we were around another bend in the path.

      “You didn’t order me to say a word to her,” I said. “I suppose if you had, then I would be forced to obey you.”

      He stopped and turned me to face him, his arms on my shoulders. “You are not going to be an easy wife, are you?”

      “I want to please you, my lord. But that woman doesn’t like me. And the Lady of Towers herself was the one who suggested I scorn her.”

      He was looking down at me, his eyes fierce and his nostrils flaring slightly, as if he didn’t know what to do with me, and I wondered if I had made a more terrible error than I realized. But I will not give everything to you, my lord. A lot, but not everything.

      “Are you going to punish me?” I asked.

      “I must answer for your actions,” he said. “So since I’m sure I’ll be hearing about it later, maybe you do owe me something. But, this is still our wedding celebration, after all. I want to show you the grotto.”

      He led me down to the paths to a place that seemed even more of a magical land than the rest; a sunken cavern of great rocks, with a waterfall pouring out of the interior, and elegant white statues perched on different levels. At the top of the grotto, beautiful statues of nymphs served a god-king in his throne. Like the rest of the garden, the grotto was lit with hundreds of candles and lamps, placed strategically to cast the most beautiful light on the statues and the water. We walked up to the pool below and saw our reflections rippling in the eerie bluish light of the moon and luminaries.

      Then he pulled me aside, behind some of the towering rocks, under the thick trees that made the grotto seem like such a sheltered little world.

      He put a hand to my chin and slid his thumb over my lower lip. My mouth cracked open at the touch.

      “I want you to pleasure my cock with your pretty, troublemaking mouth,” he said.

      I was surprised at the strange thrill these words gave me. I thought of his mouth exploring me last night and what astonishing pleasure it gave me, how helpless I was to the sensation.

      I should be shocked, my ladylike Osterian manners told me. I should protest.

      “My mouth didn’t make trouble today. My silence did,” I said.

      “If you’re trying to plead your case, it won’t work,” he said. “I think you know how you are meant to respond when your husband asks you for something.” He draped a hand on the rock wall, giving me a naughty look that also suggested he was aware of a certain absurdity. If he was one of my brothers playing this part in a play (oh, no, that wasn’t a good example to use; we had done so much play-acting back home but of course it was not like this!) I would have told him he wasn’t very good.

      Yet, maybe his amusement stirred me even more to want to please him. I could see his length grown hard, and knew that his desire for me to do this was genuine. I carefully knelt my skirts to the ground and unbuttoned his trousers, releasing his cock, the earthier scent of his manhood no longer bound within the cedar and rosemary smells of his wardrobe.

      I briefly considered how to best approach the size of it, licking the tip like it was some flavored ice.

      “Take it in your mouth,” he said. “The whole thing, as much as you can manage.”

      “Augustus…”

      He lifted one brow at me, like he dared me to refuse.

      Blushing, I wrapped my lips around the head and tried to draw it deeper into my mouth, until I was almost choking on it.

      He let out a groan of satisfaction, gripping my shoulders. I couldn’t really ask him what to do with it now, so I sucked on it and then I slid my tongue up and down, the way he had done to me.

      “Ah…Rose…that’s very good… Keep going.”

      I truly wanted to please him, to bind him to me so he never even thought of mistresses. Even though it made my eyes water to take so much of him, I kept going as best I could, as fast as I could, until I heard his moans grow more urgent, and I knew he was now at my mercy.

      He started coming into my mouth as, suddenly, fireworks went off nearer the palace. The noise surprised me and I almost jumped back. He clutched me so I couldn’t escape. I swallowed his seed, afraid it would stain my dress. “I—I don’t know if I was supposed to do that.”

      “Oh no, you did very well. You have earned yourself a week of snubbing anyone you like.”

      “Then that seems a fair trade to me.”

      He pulled me to my feet. “How’s that for timing? Now we can watch the fireworks.”

      I laughed sheepishly. “Oh—they’re beautiful. Though…I’m sorry to see them,” he said. “It means our wedding is coming to an end.”

      “But our marriage is barely beginning, if we are blessed with long lives,” he said.

      I thought it a strangely auspicious note to say to a girl who had been cursed to sleep away her life. I had forgotten all about the curse since I came to the palace. There was so much else to think about. But I was still a cursed girl, and that the witch who cursed me wanted me to live a long life…in another time, years away from everyone I loved.
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      An Interlude

      

      The Cobblestone Witch, they had called her, for long enough a time that sometimes she forgot her own name. She had two guises as well, one young and one old, and sometimes she also forgot which was her true face.

      That she should have two faces, each one as true as the other, was fitting, for she was a woman of contradictions. Her heart was bitter and capable of the most merciless judgment, but she was always kind to small children and animals, and she had a soft spot for mothers. She treasured creatures that were untainted. It was possible the Cobblestone Witch was mad, but she was not without wisdom.

      In her mind, nothing was more tainted than the royal family who lived in a world of their own, the beautiful palace twelve miles and another world away from the grubby streets of Ellurine’s capital. As fiercely as the Cobblestone Witch loved innocents, so she hated everyone she deemed corrupt.

      The Cobblestone Witch was so old that she remembered other kings and queens, wild ones who lived in a world of fur and smoke and blood. She had a girlhood memory of Lady Marianna herself, before she became queen, riding into the city for her first meeting with King Enri. The woman wore a red gown that bared her legs, tall laced boots, and a fur cloak, and she carried a shield and spear. That was how you knew who ruled the place, back then. The shield with her swan symbol painted on it that sparkled with magic, and the beautiful fur that draped her, and the warhorse she rode on.

      No one bowed when the Cobblestone Witch was young. They fought until their bodies were strewn across the battlefields, kings and peasants alike. The humans were always pounding at the eastern borders while the wild wood elves sailed across the channel from the west, and the role of kings and queens and lords was to hold those borders at all costs.

      A soft little knock came at the back door. The Cobblestone Witch swung the door open, already knowing it would be that loathsome woman. Countess Noria, a poor excuse for a faery if there had ever been one, willowy and pale, trying to dress down in a simple sack gown, but still betraying herself in the ribbon at her throat, the lace cap, the pin at her cloak.

      Still, she was useful. For now.

      “Come in,” the Cobblestone Witch said. “I’ve been waiting. I heard the fireworks last night. Everyone in the city is talking about how beautiful she is.”

      “She is very beautiful. The prince looks smitten.”

      “It would be a better world if no one had eyes,” the Cobblestone Witch said.

      Countess Noria shifted uncomfortably. She was quite fond of her eyes. “Of course, the princess does not take well to the rules of court…”

      “I knew she would not,” the Cobblestone Witch said. “Ah, the poor innocent girl…they love you today. But it will not last for long… I’m sorry to bring you into such a world.”

      Countess Noria, for her part, was agitated in the presence of this strange old woman and her rambling thoughts. She didn’t understand why the Cobblestone Witch should feel sorry for this ridiculous human princess, even as she was plotting her downfall. Countess Noria was not the sort of woman clever enough to realize she was simply being used, quite against her own interests.

      “I beg your pardon, Madame Witch, but you need not feel sorry for the princess. She is hardly innocent. She is, in fact, quite badly behaved from what I have seen. She will not even speak to Madame Bariel! And so, poor Madame Bariel has been unable to say one word to her.”

      The Cobblestone Witch chuckled. “Well, that won’t do.”

      “No. It is an affront to the king. Whatever we might all think of Madame Bariel privately, she is the king’s Favorite.”

      “Yes, we cannot have an affront to the king, now can we?” But sarcasm was lost on Countess Noria. “What other rules of the court has the princess been resisting?”

      “Well, she does not like to be dressed and undressed by the ladies of the court. She is a human, so she is very prudish in that regard. And what a fuss she made about wearing the grand corps. You would think we were torturing her.”

      “Ah, that’s easy, then. We’ll forge a note from the court physician suggesting that the princess has a slouch and should be tightly corseted every day. Have a messenger you trust give the note to the king; do not implicate yourself, say you are just passing it along for someone else. The princess will be fatigued and more likely to chafe at her situation. Eventually, of course, they will find out that the note was fake, but she will have suffered for days or weeks before the situation is remedied… No one will think it is anything but a mistake, but it will erode the princess’ fortitude and the respect of your court.”

      “So we shall quite literally squeeze her into submission. Yes. A fitting punishment for a rebellious girl. I would be surprised if she lasts a week. Oh my goodness, imagine if she refused to wear it at all!” The countess looked like she could hardly imagine such a thing.

      The Cobblestone Witch cackled meanly. “To think, what a world, where a princess can be brought down by something so ridiculous.”

      Countess Noria bristled. “It is a serious matter. It isn’t just a corset, it is the very structure of our traditions, for over two hundred years.”

      “Who invented such a thing at all!?” The witch was still chuckling. The very idea was absurd to her. “Go away now,” the Cobblestone Witch said. “I need to be doing my baking.”

      “Well!” Noria was almost speechless. To think, to be sent off like that, not to even be offered any tea.
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      Augustus

      

      Hunting Costume of Faery Noblewoman, c. Reign of King Emriel I

      I traced the color plate with a finger. Rose would look delicious in tight breeches and dashing short cloak like this. And to see her with a bow and arrow—yes, that would please me very well, and it would please her too. If she could ride out on the hunt with me, it would give her a little relief from the court etiquette. This book proved historical precedence for such a thing, which might make a reasonable argument for allowing it…

      My grandfather shoved my library door open and I smacked the book shut and tried to put it away before he would see it.

      Too late. I hadn’t expected him.

      “What rot is that?” He grabbed it out of my hand before I could shelve it. “Off reading when you have that pretty little thing in your bed?”

      “She is having her breakfast,” I said cooly, plucking the book out of his hands. He wouldn’t approve of me taking Rose hunting, I knew. But I was starting to learn how to handle Grandfather. Ignore him and do what you like until he is forced to make a fuss. “Rest assured, I have not gone easy on her.” Our marriage was now a week old, and it took considerable discipline on my part to go through the motions of the day now. Every time I looked at her, so proper in her gowns, eating her dinner or talking to the ladies of the court or listening to music in the evenings, I thought of her in my bed, silk ribbons pinning her there, the sweet smell of her naked skin from her daily perfume bath contrasted to the musk of her wet sex, the soft moans as I fucked her tight sheath.

      I had not expected to enjoy my role so much. But she was so different from the ladies who had been born and bred in the palace.

      And what was her role, exactly? To my grandfather, queens and Favorites alike were toys to be played with. But Queen Marianna was not a toy, but a clever strategist who had twisted her own submission into strength.

      Grandfather looked at me—I was several inches taller than him, and it seemed like he kept expecting to find me still a boy, and getting flustered. “This is a pivotal time for you both,” he said.

      “I am aware.”

      “I’m getting old.”

      “You are old.”

      He grabbed one of my lapels. “Boy, you’d better not consign me to the grave just yet. Today, I am still your sovereign.”

      I paused, giving him patience. He hated this. Grandfather, in his younger days, had been known for having a boundless supply of fire and lust. The moment my father died, when I was five years old, he was forced to take an interest in me because I was now the heir, although I was clearly the least favorite of his grandchildren. If he heard even the slightest whiff that I wasn’t living up to expectations, he would storm into the room and smack me before I knew why.

      I suppose he had gotten what he wanted out of me. I wasn’t a sensitive child anymore. Despite his best attempts to break me, I had grown more confident and more capable of merciless action. I had learned to hold back my thoughts and feelings, and to take what I wanted like a king should. I think sometimes I had even learned to make him nervous.

      “Go on then,” I said. “I suppose you want me to order her to speak to Madame Bariel.”

      “Hmph. No. I don’t give a damn if those two are at odds. Maybe it’s good for Bariel to pout for a bit. She hasn’t had a challenger in too long. Anyway, the affairs of women… Your aunt’s spurring it on. I’m not stepping into it any more. No, I just want to remind you that you need to prepare Marie Rose to be queen. How have things been going in the bedroom?”

      “Fine.” I grabbed another book and pretended to look at it.

      “Just fine?”

      “More than fine.”

      “I’m afraid her treatment of Bariel is the symptom of a larger problem. That the girl has a mind of her own and she’s not afraid to use it.”

      “Queen Marianna certainly had a mind of her own. Rose understands her role. She certainly pleases me.” My cock was stirring just thinking of her.

      But it was true that we were both failing at one duty. She was not learning to hold back or release her pleasure at my command, and I couldn’t bring myself to be angry at her for that. Her body seemed a complicated thing. It would just take time, I thought.

      “Do you want to know how I kept my wife ready?”

      I crossed my arms.

      “You’re young,” Grandfather said. “You’re not used to having a wife. I see you being too polite with her. Remember, she’s yours. Any time the thought of her crosses your mind, she is yours to touch. Lift her breasts out of her bodice and play with her nipples during the evening concert. Slip your hands up her skirts at dinner and stroke her sex. Let her be reminded that she belongs to you. Let everyone see it.”

      The thought of it was both appalling and arousing. But I was a private person; I gave the court what was required of me but I could not imagine doing this for their entertainment. “If she is mine, then I would not want everyone to see her,” I said. “I want her for mine alone.”

      “You’re in the wrong position for that. Your mistress is for privacy. But your pleasure with the princess is for everyone.”

      My face reddened with fury borne of frustration.

      Thank the gods I was not expected to choose a Mistress of Many Loyalties until my grandfather was dead. The mistress I chose would be in the classic fashion; she could choose her own dalliances among all the men of court. I had no interest having a mistress myself. I didn’t even know I wanted a Queen Who Bowed until I set eyes on Rose. But if grandfather was alive to see my reign, his mockery would be merciless.

      “She is my wife, not yours, and I will decide how to handle the matter,” I growled.

      He shrugged. The man didn’t actually like confrontation much. Perhaps too peaceful a reign. “And if the coronation goes wrong, I suppose I’ll be dead, so no matter to me. Now, there is another matter. I’ve had a recommendation from the physician that Marie Rose has a potential fault in her posture and I’ve passed that along to Countess Noria. It’s recommended that she wear the grand corps every day.”

      “How can that possibly be good for her? It bruises her skin! I haven’t seen any fault in her posture.”

      “Physicians see things we can’t. I don’t know, I’m just telling you what I was told and to be frank, regardless of posture, it would do her some good mentally, since she has a tendency toward rebellion. Discipline, that’s the word you have to remember at all times. Discipline, discipline, discipline. As Queen Marianna herself declared, lax rulers mean lax courts, and lax courts mean rebellion.”

      “Discipline…” Yes, I know how much you like discipline, Grandfather. “I’ll bear it in mind.”

      But I probably was more well versed in the writings of the first king and queen of the Sun Palace than Grandfather. I didn’t chafe against the rules. I understood them well. He was the one who had broken the balance, with his cruelty to me as a child, with Madame Bariel, and so many other ways.

      I pulled the book with the hunting costume out again and tucked it under my arm, marking the picture of the queen in her breeches with a note. I handed it to a servant to take to the royal tailors.

      Then I found my wife in her breakfast room. She was alone, writing a letter. Mopsy, newly arrived and appropriately rechristened “Peony”, was standing on the chair next to her, wagging his tail. As soon as she saw me she put down her quill and twisted to look up and behind as I walked up to her chair.

      Everything in this court seemed false. Except her smile.

      I never wanted to do anything that would take that smile from her face. On our journey to the palace, whenever I saw her delight in a new food or a beautiful view out the carriage window, I was taken aback by that unspoiled expression.

      She was wearing a simple pale blue gown today, with lace trimming the sleeves and bodice.

      “Oh dear, I’m supposed to be somewhere, aren’t I?” she said. “I’m trying to write Mother a letter but I don’t know what to say. She told me to write every week. She’s such a prude, I don’t think I can say a thing!”

      “Tell her about the food, that’s always safe. But no, you don’t have to be anywhere. Not yet.” I kissed her soft, slender hand. She had ink on her fingers. I don’t think she liked writing letters much either; her penmanship was also full of spots.

      I reached past the bodice of her dress and lifted the creamy mounds up so her nipples were visible over the edge. I felt her stiffen at my touch, and then relax. Her nipples were stiff little peaks, and I gave them a rough tweak. Her breath quickened in a most gratifying way. I kissed her mouth. “Stay still.”

      I reached over and lifted the hem of her skirt and petticoats, the fabric rustling heavily, and thrust the bulk of it into her arms. Underneath were the two cage-like structures of panniers that supported her skirt at the hips, and her embroidered silk stockings, and her wet slit. I reached down and stroked her there, my hand firm. Her fair cheeks and her curved, delicate human ears were almost as red as her taut nipples as I slipped two fingers inside her while roughly thumbing her clit. She gripped the bundle of her skirts tight. I spread her legs wider with my hands before resuming my work.

      “Augustus…”

      I went slower. “Hold back.”

      “How can I?”

      “Just try your best, my love. Think of something else. Something vaguely unpleasant.”

      “Like what? I can hardly think at all…”

      “A rock in your shoe? Plucking the tiny legs off a shrimp?”

      “Oh, how did you know, I do hate that. But your touch is still so…” Her eyes regarded me, shining with pleasure.

      The door swung open and she tried to cover herself with the skirts. I stopped her, pressing them back into her hand and opening her legs again. “Stay still, I said. Yes?” I asked the young maid.

      The experienced maid did not even blink, naturally. “Count Mercinel is here, Your Highness.”

      “Thank you. Tell him the princess will be right out.”

      The door shut and now I let Rose’s skirts fall.

      “Must I be seen by servants in such a position?” she asked, looking so ashamed that I felt a pang of guilt. I took her hand now and kissed her fingertips.

      “It sends a powerful message to the servants,” I said. “And they are the ones who really shape palace opinion. You know she’ll gossip about it to the other maids, who will leak it back to Madame Bariel, who will be quite aggravated to know that I was pleasuring you at breakfast when no one was even around.”

      “Ohhh.” She touched her freshly-kissed fingers to her lips. “I see.”

      “But I also wanted very much to do it, for no other reason,” I said. “Now I’ll be in my workshop and then I have meetings, so I won’t see you again until dinner.”

      “You must go now?” She fidgeted, and I could see that despite it all, she wanted me to finish what I’d started.

      “Yes. But don’t worry. I’m working on a few surprises for you.”

      I was certainly not opposed to reminding Rose that she was mine, but I would do it my way.
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      Rose

      

      I certainly hoped one of Augustus’ surprises wasn’t the hated corset, because when I went to get dressed for dinner, Countess Noria brought out something very like the grand corps. Except it had no decoration of jewels or diamonds, but was just made of a plain pink fabric with a decoration of very thin ribbons. I hadn’t had to wear the punishing garment in almost a week now.

      “I thought that was only for special occasions!”

      All the women paused like I had just shouted something uncouth.

      “The physician recommended it for your posture,” Countess Noria said. “From now on you will wear this every day. Unless he deems it no longer necessary.” Not only did she sound unsympathetic, but I almost caught a smile.

      “My posture? What’s wrong with my posture?” The thing was coming at me like a torture device and I took a step back. “I can hardly lift my arms when I wear it!”

      “Calm down, your highness!” one of the ladies said, brushing my arm. “Do you want to give Madame Bariel fuel for her fire?”

      Two of the other girls exchanged a quick look like they might just be the ones to set that fire.

      They drew the straps over my arms, pinning them down as always, and yanked the laces. “This is ridiculous,” I said, swallowing a feeling of bitterness.

      Julia gave me a warning look and I knew I had to be quiet.

      The situation was absurd to me. This garment was created to be punishing. They didn’t even try to hide the fact, really. They told me it was an honor to wear it, when clearly it was only meant so I would suffer. I was the only woman who had to wear it at every formal occasion in the first place, but every day was too much. And yet, they had turned any kind of complaint into a dire sin. I was sure this went far beyond the plan for the Queen Who Bowed.

      “Frankly, it is a shame you have so little fortitude, because you look so well in it,” Countess Noria said, as my ladies dressed me in my evening gown. “Your figure is so dainty in the first place.”

      “Yes, Your Highness, like a fashion doll!” one of the young women said encouragingly. This was the Countess of Laxenvel, my Mistress of Perfumes. She meant well, but I sulked a little.

      Leaving the room, I flicked out my fan so I could hide behind it as I strolled out to the dining room. Sadly one could not wave a fan in the middle of dinner. I sat down next to Augustus, trying to remind myself to put on a good face for him. He was the only one I really had to please.

      He saw my eyes and a frown tugged at him.

      Madame Bariel was sitting beside the king, draping herself on his arm, but watching me here and there, as if she knew my struggle and was waiting to see me crack.

      And then there was the Lady of Towers, clearly reading the room and seeing trouble, even if she didn’t know quite what it was about.

      Of course, I barely ate anything, which was all I could eat with all those tiny bones of the corset pressing on me.

      “What is going on?” Sofia asked, with her other sisters gathered behind her, as we gathered afterward in one of the private salons for card games and wine. “Poor little bird, you look miserable.”

      Encouraged, I told her.

      “Your posture? I can’t imagine. This sounds to me like Bariel’s revenge…”

      “She knows you don’t like wearing the grand corps,” Aunt Victorie said, as if anyone in her right mind would. “She probably told the king you slouch and here we are.”

      “Well, what do I do? I’m dressed by a small army. ‘Madame Etiquette’ over there didn’t give me much choice.”

      The aunts all laughed heartily behind their painted fans.

      “I am the Lady of Towers,” Sofia said. “I stand above ‘Madame Etiquette’. Tomorrow, you must simply refuse to wear a corset at all. You’re so thin, you can easily fit into your dresses regardless. And I won’t wear my corset either.”

      Adelinda and Victorie nodded agreement. “Yes, a united front.”

      “Augustus said I should stay above the rabble,” I said, but I was already excited about the thought. Not wearing a corset at all? That was even better than when I was home. I would feel free as a child again.

      “Even if he feels compelled to tell you to follow the rules, I think deep down he will admire you much more for it,” Adelinda said. “You must understand about rules, child, they are so strict because it makes it all the more fun to break them. That’s how the king ended up with a whore in the first place.”

      It was true, I had been in the Palace of the Sun for over a week now, and it was a strange place I wasn’t sure I understood yet. Everything was so strict, and yet things were allowed that I never would have seen back home. In the dim evening light around the card tables, it was occasionally clear that a man was fondling a woman under the table, and the other day while walking in the garden I had seen a women pressed against the hedge, gasping with pleasure, with a man buried under her skirts.

      There was a fine line between public and private that was firm in Osteria, and quite malleable here. As if we were all meant to glimpse certain things, just as Augustus told me that the servant should see me with him. So perhaps the rules were not always what I assumed them to be. I had not been raised a faery. I should listen to the council of my new aunts.

      “I’ll do it,” I said.

      I thought Augustus would support me, because he seemed frustrated that I couldn’t take brisk walks without struggling for breath and getting dizzy, and I’m not sure healing my nightly bruises was his favorite thing either, as much as he seemed to relish the act of working the ointment into my skin.

      And so the next morning when one of my ladies of the bedchamber brought out the corset, I shook my head.

      “No. I am not going to wear it. I’m not wearing a corset at all.”

      “Of course you are,” Countess Noria said.

      “No.” I crossed my arms, shying back. The ladies all edged away from me uncertainly, as if they didn’t know if they should wrestle it onto me or respect my royal person.

      “But, your posture! The physician said—”

      “No one has ever said a word of complaint about my posture before. I’ll take my chances.”

      “Your lord husband—“

      “I will take my chances with him too.”

      Noria gave me a look as if she’d like to slap me before she composed herself. Her fair, but thin face was still twisted with annoyance. “You are a willful girl. A fair warning, if you go around shoving down pillars you will soon find the roof toppling down upon you.”

      “Perhaps they were rotted to start.”

      A couple of my ladies suppressed soft laughter, and not just Julia. Even the Princess Lanbala, usually a rather soft and quiet girl, seemed to enjoy the moment. Countess Noria was so strict with everyone, after all.

      Noria quietly fumed, but my dresses fit without the corset, and even though I was still weighed down with fabric, petticoats and panniers, and the firm seams of my bodice, my steps were much lighter as I joined Augustus for breakfast before the court.

      He gave me a secretive expression. “A small rebellion, eh?” He put a hand to my back and stroked my back down to my waist, the touch brushing my ribcage through the fabric.

      “Do you like it?” I asked.

      “The less between you and me, the better,” he said.

      I saw Madame Bariel looking at me, but then, what else was new? The aunts seemed pleased and true to their word, I didn’t see the lines of boning beneath their bodices either.

      I’ve won this round, I thought.

      Silly me. I didn’t understand the faery court at all.
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      Rose

      

      My favorite thing about the Palace of the Sun was the gardens. They sprawled forever, lovingly attended the old palace gardener. Huge fountains of gold fish spewed water into multiple levels of basins, providing the romantic sound of falling water as a backdrop to my strolls. Everywhere I turned I found marvelous white statues of the creatures of faery legend, tricksters and fiddlers and beautiful maidens. There was a long arbor walk, shady even on the hottest days thanks to all the green climbing the lattice. And the orangery parterre, where the potted orange trees were brought out for the summer.

      Augustus was an ever present force within my life. I shared the most intimate of moments with him, and he had an uncanny knack for knowing when I might have forgotten who I belonged to. He would pull me aside and tease me with skillful hands, find me in the gardens and pull me into some private nook and fuck me there before kissing my hand and disappearing again.

      One day I found him outside, helping workmen to lay bricks. I did a double take, thinking at first that I had found a doppelgänger among the laborers. But no, it was my prince, sweating and dirty in brown trousers and vest, working as hard as anyone. I didn’t call any attention to myself, feeling somehow as if I had stumbled on something I shouldn’t see, but simply moved on.

      Why is he here?

      My brothers were all more informal than Augustus but not one of them had ever worked alongside servants.

      “He does that sometimes,” Julia told me later.

      “For what purpose?”

      “Don’t ask me! He likes working hard more than I do, that’s certain.”

      He was a difficult man to get to truly know. His commanding presence seemed built on the fact that no one knew him as well as they might like, quite the opposite of his grandfather, who was always joining in on the gambling and the dances, making jokes, teasing the ladies about their fashions. Augustus always left one wanting more. He took his duties very seriously indeed and was always reading on history and the doings of his predecessors, attending all the official meetings on the state of the kingdom alongside his grandfather, poring over reports that I don’t think even the king bothered to read, then vanishing to his workshop or off to hunt…or to lay bricks, perhaps. He also liked to go to bed promptly and he expected me to come with him. I had to leave some parties just when the fun was getting started.

      But then, he had ways of making me forget the party once I was secured in my bed, in his arms, with his exquisite focus on every inch of my body. How could I think of anything else?

      The one thing I continued to fail at was to control my satisfaction; when his hands and mouth were upon me or his shaft inside me I was simply at his mercy and didn’t know how I would ever learn to control that.

      My first month as the Princess of the Sun Palace came and went, a combination of new delights and challenges. I started to solidify my place within the court, with the lively Julia forming the pillar of my newfound friendships, and the Princess Lanbala, soon known to me as Louisa, growing closer. Louisa was a widow at the age of twenty-four, and she looked so sad that I always wanted to take care of her even though she was older than me. She was also soft and kind, and she shared my love of gardens. Julia was the friend with a wild laugh, a taste for mischief, and an endless supply of gossip; maybe she did have goblin blood after all.

      But Countess Noria was like a fly buzzing in my ear:

      “You were supposed to greet her with a nod.”

      “No, no, I told you to greet Lady Biriel with a nod, but you were absolutely not supposed to nod to Madame Severa, she is not even noble!”

      “Your speech is far too informal.”

      “You laugh too sharply, particularly considering it is after dark.”

      “Princess, I beg your pardon, but you smell a bit like fir. Is that so? I’m sure you must know that you cannot take any evergreen scents in your bath until after Samhain. But then, I will speak to your mistress of the baths…”

      Most of all, she hated Peony and she hated it even more when Augustus got her a companion, a loyal little pug with an amusingly glum air about him; I named him “Storm”. Storm and Peony’s romping around my chambers was infuriating to Noria, who was clearly not a pet person. One day she stepped in a pile of dog droppings that had been lurking behind a sofa unseen, and Julia and Louisa and I were in stitches over it for days.

      Every little thing I did was a matter of scrutiny, and she continually sniffed at my choice of friends. Sometimes I snuck off to the palace attic with my friends just to get away from her.

      My mother added to the chorus, writing letters reminding me to say my prayers, keep up with my studies, submit to my husband’s will, and asking if I had menstruated yet. Everyone was hoping for an heir immediately. It would fully secure my position and the alliance between our countries.

      I wanted a child for the sake of my duty, but I was a little frightened of changing my body just as I was beginning to understand it.

      I heard whispers sometimes around the corners of the rooms I passed through. I knew people were saying I was willful and there were speculations that maybe I didn’t submit to Augustus when we were alone, or noting that they had not seen him be very aggressive with me.

      If he wasn’t aggressive with me, I couldn’t imagine what they expected.

      Living around Augustus in this palace gave every day a heightened sense of tension and excitement. I never knew when he would seek me out or what he would do to me when he found me.

      One day he came to me in his hunting clothes, hat tucked under his arm. He dismissed my guards. At this time of day, I was consigned to my female pursuits; needlework, practicing the harp or the piano, having tea with my friends. Today I was actually making some attempt to read a history of Ellurine’s capital city of Luminé, but my eyes kept wandering out the window.

      He sat in the chair beside me and looked at the book, rubbing his chin and trying to suppress a grin. “Did I actually catch you reading history?”

      “Sort of. I’ve read four pages in the last half hour…”

      “But you are trying. What got you interested in the city?”

      “Well, I’ve never seen it! In Osteria the palace is right in the city so we went there all the time for plays and parties and things. I don’t have a very good idea of what the country is like. How can I be the queen of invisible subjects?”

      “We will go to the city someday. But the thing is…they come to see you. That’s why our meals and dances and the palace in general are open to the public. Everyone is admitted as long as they’re properly dressed, and frankly…I think we’ve gotten pretty relaxed on that account. Osteria’s palace isn’t anywhere near as open, is it?”

      “Not at all! But…I’d rather go look at the people than have them look at me…”

      “That’s not how it works when you’re so fine to look at.” He stood up. “But I have something that’ll cheer you up.”

      “I never said I was sad.”

      “You’re restless, aren’t you?” He took my hand and drew me to my feet, wrapping his arms close around me. “Anyone would be. You’ll like this. Mostly. I’m going to undress you.” He started unfastening the hooks at the front of my dress. Since it was before dinner, I was wearing a more informal gown with a pattern of flowers and a lace stomacher. He opened the gown in front and flung it off me onto the chair.

      Now I stood there in my underthings, panniers tied at my hips, linen chemise and petticoats. He bent down on one knee as he unfastened my petticoat.

      I was surprisingly aroused at watching my lord and master perform the tasks that were usually done by my ladies who stood beneath me in the hierarchy. I kept expecting him to touch my breasts or my sex, but instead he kept his hands off of my body except for faint, accidental brushes. My skin tingled with wanting. The room was pleasantly warm, a perfect June day, and as he untied the string that held up the panniers to my hips, as the clothes fell away, I felt so light. We were not in the bedroom, where I was always undressed, but in the more stately surroundings of the private library I had been given whether I liked reading or not.

      Now he pulled the chemise off my head, revealing all my naked skin, but my hair was still curled and tied with a ribbon for midday and I had a cameo necklace at my throat. He urged me to stand with my legs spread as he took off my shoes.

      “Wait there,” he said, gathering all the clothes in a bundle and walking out the door.

      I waited, chewing on my lip, casting my eyes to the window. I could see the forest from this second-floor room, stretching into the distance through slightly wavy panes. The windows in this room were flanked by shelves, so they seemed deep-set into walls of books.

      The door opened again. “Don’t look. I want to surprise you. Hold up your arms again,” he said behind me.

      He dropped a loose sleeved garment onto my arms and carefully pulled the collar around my hair. When he pulled them hem down I realized how short it was—a man’s shirt! And now he drew the sleeves of a coat onto me. A riding coat, cut for a woman’s figure, like the one I used to wear at home when I rode with my brothers. He straightened out the shirt and tied the ruffled lace around my throat, securing it with a jeweled pin.

      “Verrry smart.” He almost growled out the word, looking at me hungrily. “I like you this way.”

      “I hope there’s going to be a skirt.”

      “Better than a skirt.”

      My eyes widened. “Britches?”

      He laughed. “First, I made a special lock and key for you.”

      I shivered, wondering what this would be.

      “I had to consult with Gamain—the maker of clockworks—this was somewhat beyond my expertise. It’s probably my fault that you have failed in your bedroom duties to learn control. I have lacked control myself where you’re concerned. So this will help. It is very similar to other devices that faeries have made out of enchanted wood for centuries, but I find something very seductive in a clock. The tension of a key twisting inside, the teeth catching gears to unleash a steady rhythm…each little piece of it so carefully crafted…”

      He finally slipped a hand between my legs and I shuddered, grateful to finally feel the firm touch after so many subtle ones. “You’re making me nervous now.”

      “You don’t feel nervous here.”

      I clutched at his chest, leaning into his touch just as he pulled away from me and returned to the pile of clothes. I heard the clink of a small metallic weight like a pocket watch. He came back to me with a curious device, like a golden belt with a curved piece on it where a tiny clock face was mounted, with a ornate little lock.

      Augustus fitted the gold belt around my hips and it also had two silk ribbons that looped around the outer edge of the folds of my sex, keeping it secure. My legs were still spread wide apart, keeping my folds open. A tiny clock fit over my swollen bud where a coil of tension and desire concentrated. Augustus guided my legs closed but the clock folded up inside the outer lips, pressing down on my clit and encompassing it.

      He fit the little key into the lock, both so small that they could have been for a clock in a doll’s house, and wound the clock. Suddenly I felt some tiny object swirl around my swollen bud, like the clock had a hand on the inside and not just on the face, although it was not ornate metal like a clock, but soft like something rigid covered in smooth leather. I clamped my legs tight together in surprise.

      “That marks a minute,” he said. “One second out of every sixty, you will feel the marking of another passing minute with a carefully timed stimulation. It will last the day, fifteen hours in fact. Every morning, we’ll wind it again for another day. Fifteen hours times sixty minutes means that you will feel the mark of my hand nine hundred times a day.”

      He paused, waiting for another swirl to rock me to my core.

      “I want you to come any time I tell you. And at no other time. No matter what is going on. Practice the control and restraint you have been taught. Can you do that, Rose?”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Then you have to learn. I think I’ve given you plenty to work with. Your mind will play a powerful role. You have to be able to put yourself in the proper state. Any time I ask.”

      “I don’t know…” I gave him a furtive glance. “What if I can’t? I’m not a faery. Maybe I’m just not up to the task…maybe I’ll never be a proper Queen Who Bowed. There are times when—“ I cut myself off. I had almost started to confess to him that sometimes I was homesick, that I just wanted a normal day, to wear clothes without thinking about it, and walk and talk about things, and then slip off to a party in the city and laugh.

      I knew that was not the relationship we would have, nor the relationship we would ever have.

      “Times when what?” he asked.

      I lowered my eyes. “Forgive me, my lord.”

      His hand cupped my cheek. “Rose? There’s nothing to forgive. I know I ask a lot of you. I don’t think anyone truly understands what the queen of Ellurine goes through. They see all your finery and elevated position and think you must never suffer. To be king and queen requires intense fortitude. Even if you can’t always follow, your efforts are sincere. If you ask for a little something of your own now and then, I am happy to grant it to you.”

      “Thank you. I’m very grateful for your noble character. I don’t think there is any cruelty in you.”

      “Oh no? I feel as if you wouldn’t say that if you didn’t suspect that there was, in fact, some cruelty in me. Well, we’ll see what you say at the end of the week. Or even the end of the hour, because looking at you in your riding coat and little else is driving me mad.” He urged me toward the soft back of the sofa and bent me forward until my arms rested on the cushion and I was on my tip toes with my ass in the air. The little clock teased my clit just before I felt him push inside my soaking wet entrance. I moaned with need as he claimed me hard.

      “Sometimes I wonder what you would do to me if our roles were reversed,” he grunted. “Have you ever thought of it?”

      I was silent. He had not given me a signal and I was trying not to climb toward my own release. Anyway, I wasn’t sure how to answer. I had only been in this strange world for a month. It was all too overwhelming for such thoughts.

      “Good girl, that you haven’t,” he said. “But if I was in your position, I certainly think I would.”

      He left me unsatisfied after he had finished, and then he got the britches for me, drawing them up my legs and buttoning them up, just the faint press of his fingers against my pelvis as he buttoned making me crave more and more.

      “Your reward is hunting,” he said. “And I wouldn’t want to be the rabbit that met you right now.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      Augustus took me to the vast palace stables. It was the first time I had ever been inside. Dozens of horses waited in their paddocks under a white arched ceiling. The room was much more utilitarian than the palace, of course, but still beautiful. Augustus stopped in front of a shining black mare.

      “Now, I know princesses usually ride white horses. But almost as soon as I saw you, I had a vision of you riding this horse. Before I even knew you liked to ride. She’s very gentle with people, but you have to watch this one too, she’ll run like she really has somewhere to be.”

      “Like she wants freedom too…,” I said, understanding.

      He helped me up and handed me a ladies’ hunting bow of elven make. They were known as the best. His groom was readying his own horse.

      “You don’t use dogs here, do you?”

      “No dogs. We have to keep our own sense of the forest sharp. We might live in a palace, but we’re still creatures of the wild wood. That’s why I’m out here every day.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      I rode hard, keeping up with Augustus, while our guard had trouble keeping up with us.

      “Your Highnesses!” one of the men called behind us. “I beg your pardon, but we are having a hard time protecting the princess!”

      Augustus shot back a grin at me and spurred his horse faster, deep down the forest paths. The forests outside of the palace were vast, dark with the thick leaves above us, and full of birdsong. I had fire in my core that bled into my hands, and I had never been so happy to have a bow in my hand or a horse beneath me. It proved the perfect antidote for my frustration.

      Augustus slowed his horse, pointing out deer tracks crossing the path.

      “Those weren’t there day before yesterday,” he said.

      “They lead deep into the woods…”

      “We’d have to leave the horses.”

      We had outrun the guard, though I could hear them a little ways back on the path shouting for us.

      “You’re not supposed to be unsupervised,” he said. “But you won’t be.”

      Whenever I had been hunting before, I had been part of a whole entourage and hunting dogs; this, in our own kingdom with every spindle destroyed. My mother would never let me go into the forest without plenty of people to keep watch over me. Magic is strongest in the woods, she would say. Faery magic. Witch’s magic.

      But I couldn’t imagine anything happening to me with Augustus there. Surely the Cobblestone Witch wouldn’t appear in front of the future king of her own country.

      And to be truly alone with him…

      “All right.” I let him pluck me off the horse and into his arms, and we dashed into the forest, hunkering down out of the guards’ sight. Augustus was grinning, my hand caught in his, and both of us ran like boys, unfettered by skirts or delicate shoes or grand corps or servants. We reached a stream where I could see many deer tracks. The waters were full of fish, but there was no sign of the deer.

      “They stopped to drink here,” I said.

      “This is really very very wrong of me,” Augustus said. “My guard will be required to call a search if we’ve disappeared.”

      “Do we have to turn back already?”

      He paused, sniffing the air, which was so fragrant with the thick ancient scent of the forest. He crouched and traced a finger along the imprints of the hooves.

      “I didn’t know you knew magic,” I said, as I guessed he was picking up the magical traces of the deer.

      “A little, picked up on my own. When I was young I heard the term ‘mage-king’ and I wanted to be one. But the mages and the kings were separated in most kingdoms many years ago. Too much power for one man.”

      “What didn’t you want to be, Augustus? A scholar, a clockmaker, a hunter, a laborer, a mage? I think your mind is every bit as restless as my own!”

      “I don’t think you can call me restless when I devote myself so thoroughly to all of my endeavors,” he said. “Particularly my future kingdom.”

      “I’ll call you what I like,” I said, sticking out my tongue. “Laying bricks is hard work for most men, but pure indulgence for a king.”

      “Impudent!” His nostrils flared and he looked at me hungrily. “We’ve no time for that. Come, this way.” He caught my hand in his and led me along the stream. His footsteps were so quiet for how fast he moved. I was a bit blundering in comparison.

      “There.” He fitted arrow to bowstring and took aim.

      “Wait…,” I whispered. I hadn’t even seen what he was aiming at.

      Down the stream a little ways, past bushes that dangled their branches in the water, a doe stood alert on the opposite bank, her ears lifted our way. I had seen my brothers shoot deer many times (they only let me have rabbits and birds) but suddenly I had lost my taste for it.

      I looked at Augustus, my hand on his arm, and he lowered the bow.

      The deer bolted.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I just—for some reason—“

      “You don’t have to explain.” He swept me toward him with one arm and kissed me with a fervent passion unlike anything I had felt from him before. The bows we were holding got somewhat between us. He pushed me back a step against a tree and I very much thought he was going to claim me again; I was braced for that, and even yearned for it, despite my horror that the guards would see us.

      But he didn’t. He just kissed me and then he let me go and took my hand again. “We’d better go back now. But—this won’t be the last time.”
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      There was some ridiculous talk that one of my shoulders was higher than the other. Sometimes I noticed members of the court staring at me in particular to see if it was true.

      “How completely ridiculous,” Julia said over a nightly card game. “Bariel must have said it.”

      “I think it was Madame Etiquette herself,” Louisa said. “You’ve probably denied her her greatest pleasure of the day.”

      “Her greatest pleasure was watching Rose get laced up?” Julia cackled. “Then again, I can see it. If she had a husband I bet she’d be the one spanking his arse.”

      “Maybe they’re in cahoots. Madame Etiquette has some sympathy for Madame Bariel,” Louisa said. “I’ve seen them exchange words now and then.”

      “I don’t see why. Noria is from an old family,” Julia said. “Why a woman with good blood would be happy to have Bariel around court, I certainly don’t know. Madame Bariel is reveling in the drama. I heard she was asking the king for a riding suit of her own.”

      “What?” I cried. “Just because I went riding with Augustus?”

      “Yes, only I heard that Bariel said, ‘Only I want to ride like a proper lady.’”

      So, Madame Bariel was trying to undermine the king’s opinion of me. “She doesn’t even care about riding or hunting,” I said. “The other day she screamed when a dragonfly landed on her arm.”

      “Of course she doesn’t. She just wants to make you look bad.”

      “Even her dog is nasty to my dogs,” I said. The other day Bariel’s spaniel Dorine had bit Peony and sent her running under a bench. And as it all unfolded, Bariel looked at me as if she thought I would finally have to say something to her just so I could yell at her about the dog. But I wouldn’t fall for that trick. I gathered up Peony and swept her back into the palace.

      “It won’t work. Her overall manner is off putting. She’s much too familiar with His Majesty. The Mistress of Many Loyalties is supposed to have good taste and restraint. She just wants to show off that she has the king wrapped around her finger.”

      “I squirm whenever she feeds him.” Louisa shivered.

      “And when he makes her coffee!”

      “That’s the worst of all,” Julia agreed. She mimicked Bariel’s coarse accent: “‘Don’t muck up the brew again!’”

      “But Noria is utterly loyal to the king, and if he likes Madame Bariel, that’s all that matters in her mind.”

      I was starting to understand court dynamics, not that I really knew what to do with the knowledge. When I first came here, I thought the king was a very easygoing ruler—certainly compared to my own mother. But I had started to notice that he was strict with Augustus. I don’t think the king liked me riding like a man at my husband’s side. It undermined the reputation of the Queen Who Bowed. No one had said so outright, but I wasn’t stupid. I felt powerful when I rode a horse through the woods. More powerful than I should feel.

      “Don’t worry,” Louisa said gently, noticing my face. “The king seems to adore you. I’ve never seen him treat you coldly. So even if Bariel does go hunting side-saddle, I think she’s been disappointed at how little anyone cares.”

      “When we ride…I see the real Augustus,” I said. “I don’t want that taken from me.”

      “Oh, poor sweet Rose.” Julia patted my hand. “You’re really in love with him, aren’t you?”

      “I—I think I would be, if I…” I trailed off. Maybe I shouldn’t be saying this, even to my closest friends. “He’s a mystery to me, but he has such a hold on me. I feel like my whole life is spent waiting for the next time he graces me with his attentions, and I don’t even know why I’m so enthralled…”

      “He’ll make a better king than I would have ever thought,” Julia said, crossing her hands under her chin. “For such a quiet little boy…”

      Sometimes I wonder what you would do to me if our roles were reversed. Have you ever thought of it? If I was in your position, I certainly think I would.

      I kept thinking of the way he said this to me. He had thought of it, that was clear. Sometimes I thought, to be the husband of the Queen Who Bowed must be an exhausting role in its own way. I had no responsibility except to wait for his command, and now every minute of my life I was reminded of him, thanks to the clockwork that kept me in a state of constant desire. Just as Peony and Storm waited for me in my chambers with their little tails wagging, I felt like I was always waiting for him, growing slowly addicted to the pleasure of being someone else’s prize, even as I chafed at all the rules and the distance it put between us.

      Was it wrong to think that Augustus might dream of succumbing to my whims, just now and then?

      “Does the Queen Who Bowed ever get to have her way with the king? In private?” I murmured.

      They both started. “Rose! You should know better than to ask a thing like that!” Julia exclaimed.

      “I’m sorry. I was just curious. If Augustus—“

      “Oh, do be quiet!” Julia hissed. “Those ladies at the next card table might have heard you!”

      I had no idea that it was such a misstep just to ask, and immediately I recoiled. “Of course, of course. I didn’t know. Just some ridiculous musings…”

      Julia leaned over to me and whispered, “Rose, you must know, the king already suspects Augustus of having a streak of submission in him because he was rather soft as a boy, and it would be absolutely fatal to his authority if anyone thought so. Augustus is a perfect prince now, and that is all we should talk about.” She added more gently, “It was my fault for noting that he was shy. I shouldn’t have said those things about him.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. I should have known better. Sometimes the rules of this court still elude me.”

      My eyes roamed the room for Augustus. He often skipped the nightly card parties in favor of some private study. But I was yearning for him more intensely now, thinking that he had confessed a sort of secret to me. It was an intriguing thought that Augustus might dream of surrendering to me, and that it would be strictly forbidden, while at the same time he mastered me without hesitation.

      I saw him standing in the corner, watching his brothers play a game. They seemed to be coaxing him to join. I lingered on his tall grace until he felt my gaze on him and looked up.

      He said something to his brothers and then beckoned me with a finger.

      Could such a dominating man really dream of the opposite?

      The clockwork between my legs twinged and my cheeks warmed with lust.

      I put down my cards. “Sorry, girls, I’m out.” Julia and Louisa were already giving each other knowing smiles.

      I curtseyed to Augustus and his brothers; all of them very handsome men. Josef was very dignified but I thought he had a streak of wickedness. I saw it in his eyes at times, or in the quips of his acerbic tongue. Perhaps that was appropriate for the Master of Delights. He was engaged to a goblin girl who was rumored to be rather ugly, although no one had yet seen her. If this alliance troubled Josef, he had shown no sign of it yet. Charles, the youngest, was not yet matched to anyone. He loved the outdoors and had a restless nature much like my own. While the king might not approve of me hunting with Augustus, I know Charles probably wished all the ladies of the court would ride astride in the sunshine.

      “I told my brothers I’d join the game if you would be my good luck charm,” Augustus said.  “Sit with me.”

      “It would be my pleasure.” He pulled out a chair for me and Josef dealt the cards. Augustus’ leg brushed mine through my skirts.

      “Wine for the lovely lady?” Charles offered. “Your wife is the talk of the town in Luminé, brother.”

      “Should I be worried?” Augustus said.

      “No, it’s all good things,” Charles said. “About Marie-Rose’s beauty and youthful vigor. People think it’s intriguing that she rides out on the hunt. They want to see you, Rose. You should take her to the opera soon.”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      “Soon,” Augustus said.

      “I’m trying my best,” Charles said, winking at me. “Augustus is a hermit at heart. If he could, I think he’d build himself a shack on the grounds and live there tanning his own leathers and skinning his own rabbits.”

      “That might be true,” Augustus admitted.

      “Yes, how was your trip?” I asked, still eager to see the capital.

      “It will require a lot of guard to take the princess to Luminé,” Augustus said. “Don’t forget, she’s still cursed and we have a responsibility to keep her protected. Still, it won’t hurt her ears to hear about your trip.”

      Hearing about the opera and the masquerade balls in Luminé, I ached to go, but the conversation turned naturally to politics and other matters, and since I had not been invited to actually play the game, I started to squirm. Augustus had a bad hand, so I’m not sure I was even helping.

      He leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Come for me now.”

      I flushed, a curious arousal sweeping through me at the idea of doing such a thing right in view of his brothers…and if they never even knew…

      “Now? But—”

      Augustus poured us both more wine and went on like he hadn’t said anything. “You should see my hand. This is abysmal.”

      Josef shook his head. “You’re not supposed to say so.”

      “It’s a good thing he’s the Prince of the Sun Palace and sheltered here,” Charles said. “If we threw him out on the street he’d be tricked by a goblin within the week.”

      Augustus stroked a hand up my thigh as he scoffed. “I would never engage with an unknown goblin in the first place.”

      “No, that’s what Josef’ll be doing!” Charles said with a barking laugh.

      The little hand swirled around, and my breath caught. He wanted me to come for him, right here at the table? Why? But I wasn’t supposed to argue. For whatever reason, this seemed an important duty.

      Since he had given me the clockwork belt, I always felt like I was hovering in some space between normal life and soaring desire. The stimulation came infrequently enough that I could go about my business, but frequently enough that I never forgot what it was like to have his hands upon me, his cock filling me, and by the end of the day I was ravenous for him.

      Another minute passed, and now I let my thoughts linger on the end of the day, when the silken cords held me fast to the bed and his hands and mouth roamed my tender skin and I couldn’t have stopped him if I wished to, his admiring gaze and his body overwhelming me as he claimed me until he was sated. He used to always make sure I was sated too, but last night he had left me hungry again. It took a long time for my body to calm down.

      A slow flush crept up my pale skin, and my eyes remained open but looked at nothing. Under the table, Augustus pulled my legs open a bit, and then took another card. I tried to focus on that tender spot, muscles tensing in my core.

      It was impossible to entirely hide the rising tension inside me. The way my dress shoved my breasts up was unforgiving as every quick breath made them rise and fall.

      For the briefest second, Josef glanced at me and his lips twitched in what was almost a smile.

      I bit my lip, shamed because I knew that he knew, even though no one paused the game or the conversation even for a moment. My chance slipped away as I grew self-conscious, the tingling feeling between my legs growing more subdued.

      Augustus glanced at me with faint disapproval and I clenched my legs together again. The moment of desire slipped away. I felt defeated, and then angry at him for demanding something so shameful and ridiculous.

      Charles won the game and swept up the coins with one hand.

      “She is so human,” Josef said, finally voicing the unspoken conversation. “She has no sense of the game, does she? It’s very charming—until Grandfather dies.”

      “Pray we have time yet,” Augustus said curtly.

      Josef rapped his fingers on the table. “I’m not much for praying.”

      I felt a ripple of tension I didn’t quite understand. “What’s going on?”

      Augustus and Josef were exchanging hard looks. Augustus looked at the small watch he had in his waistcoat pocket and took my hand in his. “Past midnight and we should both be going,” he said. “I’m not sure why I keep playing with you when Charles always wins.”

      “Augustus, what is it?” I pressed, when we were alone again. “Josef seems angry at you. Or is he angry at me? Have I done something wrong?”

      He looked at my face, and stroked my hair, and then he drew me close to him. “No, no, my love. You have done nothing wrong at all.”
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      The aunts did put their corsets back on after a few weeks of solidarity with me. They said they were too old to go without.

      Another letter came from my mother:

      

      I have heard from the Countess of Winschingrau that you have let your appearance go to a troubling degree. I hope that these rumors are exaggerated; surely you are well aware of the importance of appearance in Ellurine’s court and wouldn’t do something so provoking! Remember that you are a human among faeries and it will not take much for them to see you as a foreign body who does not respect their customs, particularly when you have not yet given them an heir! You must set the highest tone for your conduct.

      

      I read the letter in horror.

      These rumors have reached all the way back to Osteria?

      That was much worse than I thought. I realized that I stood alone in my rebellion now; no lady of the court left off her corset but me. A chill went down my spine. I didn’t want to go back to being caged, but if my mother had word that I received her letter and still refused the corset, the frustration would spark from her pen into the next letter.

      Tomorrow was a formal ball and some statesmen from Osteria would be present. I knew that when they returned, my mother would ask them about the corset.

      “I’ll put it back on,” I told Countess Noria the next day, spitting the words out stubbornly.

      “Pardon?”

      “The grand corps. I want to return to normal protocol.” I avoided her eyes.

      Her face lit in a way that made me feel I’d lost a war, before she nodded her head. “As you wish, Your Highness.”

      In the evening after the ball, Augustus stood behind me and unlaced the stays silently. His fingers gently caressed my ribs before gathering up my hair in one hand and kissing my neck. I was quiet, thinking of my days of freedom bitterly. On one hand, it seemed like a silly thing to complain about, to complain about a piece of clothing. But I felt like a withering plant. I wouldn’t die, but my leaves would always be wilted and pale.

      “So we’re back to this, are we?” he said.

      “My mother sent a letter about it.”

      “I see.” He cupped my face and kissed tears from my eyes. “We can still go riding,” he said. “You can be free then.”

      “Oh, really? Well, I’m sure I’ll have a letter about that before long.”

      He drew me to the bed and locked the bonds around my ankles. “If a letter comes, I will write back to your mother myself and tell her it is my desire.”

      “But your father doesn’t approve either, does he? I’m afraid she’ll write him and we’ll just go around for awhile.”

      “This will be our court someday. Some rules are written, but every King and Queen gets to set the tone. I won’t wait for everything,” Augustus said, grazing his hand along my bare breast. “Not to make you happy.” He paused. “When you are the queen, I will give you everything within my power.”

      “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “I wish I could give you something. Sometimes you seem unhappy too. I’ve heard that you used to be shy and the king was very tough on you. How did you learn to embrace all of this so well?”

      He frowned. “Who said I was shy?”

      “So you weren’t shy, then?”

      Now a wrinkle appeared across his forehead. “No, I was shy. Grandfather gave me so much grief over it. But my parents had just died, and I was…in shock, I suppose. I shut down for a while. Life in the palace, putting on a show for the people every day, with courtiers packing my chambers and strangers watching me eat, seemed intolerable. I got away from the place every chance I could.”

      “You still do!”

      “Well, is it any wonder? What madness we’ve subjected ourselves to, I thought. But I read everything I could find about the first King of the Sun Palace, and I started to understand. I would tell myself that I was pretending to be him instead of myself. I told myself that none of this was real. Sometimes I look around the room and it’s as if I’m the only thing that’s real. Everything seems to crumble to dust around me.”

      I jerked back like I’d been electrocuted.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m sorry, it’s just—the witch who cursed me. She cast an illusion on the room for a moment, so that everything looked like it was crumbling to dust. My nursemaid used to tell me the story over and over.”

      He looked down. “I shouldn’t have said something so ominous in the first place. But I will say, the one thing that always seems real is you. You seem more real to me than anything in my entire life.”

      “Sometimes I don’t feel very real anymore,” I said.

      I had never voiced those words before, but it was true. The palace was such a strange dream, and while I had moments when I returned to my old self, like when I was out in the garden or sneaking off to the attic with my friends to read plays, those were the exception rather than the rule.

      He brushed his thumb across my lip, his fingers slightly calloused against my soft skin. How unusual for a prince to have calloused hands!

      “You are real,” he said. “Just try to remember that. It’s just you and me. The rest of the world could crumble away, for all I care.”

      He was so tender with me that night, and I was happy in the moment. But submitting to the grand corps again was only the first of several misfortunes at the palace as summer crawled to an end and the leaves began to tinge gold.
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      One day the maid brought me tea and I found a message folded neatly under my cup.

      

      There is someone in the palace who will tell you the truth. You have never spoken to her.

      

      If this was a riddle, the obvious answer was Madame Bariel.

      Had she sent this message?

      This is just another trick, I thought. If I speak to her, she’ll have won. The Lady of Towers would be disappointed in me, and whatever this ‘truth’ was, it couldn’t be anything of importance or my husband or friends would tell me.

      I had managed not to speak to Madame Bariel for over two months now. At this point, I thought I never would.

      And yet, I kept wondering over that conversation with Augustus and Josef.

      Not enough to give Bariel what she wants. I burned the message with a candle.

      Palace life was the same, day after day. Countess Noria kept pecking at me even after she had won the battle of the grand corps, scolding me for playing with my servants’ children and always urging me to “choose my friends wisely”, by which she meant to abandon Julia and Louisa in favor of the old ladies of the court who powdered their faces and tutted that when they were young, music was better and fashions were more sophisticated and the princes of the realm didn’t have to marry humans and goblins.

      Why would I ever want to spend a moment with them?

      So I didn’t.

      I continued to spend my free hours laughing and playing with my two dearest friends, Peony and Storm, my brothers-in-law, and other young people of the court, holding plays in the attic. Augustus was our only audience. He was not much for acting but he would agree to watch.

      There was a small shadow over my husband and me. Even with the clockwork, I had only climaxed at his order just once, and it was when we were riding well ahead of the guards. The joy of being alone with him and the fresh air and movement were enough for me to feel safe, and for once I was able to let go.

      But the commands persisted, patient but continuous. Sometimes he would whisper in my ear during dinner or at the card games or while walking in the gardens on a fine day when everyone was out, and with other people around, my whole body froze up. It had become a thing of dread for me when I heard his whisper or saw his hand lift. I didn’t understand why this was demanded of me.

      A day came when I could tell something was truly wrong between us. He avoided me, offering me none of the usual caresses or dalliances, and at meals he only looked at me and exchanged the barest pleasantries. I didn’t understand. Nothing unusual had happened the previous day. Had I missed a signal from him? Had I failed in my duties in some unknown way?

      But I had known him long enough by now that this didn’t seem like him, to be patient for so long and then suddenly shut me out in anger.

      When the servants departed for the night, we were finally alone together, and for the first time, he left me standing there in my corset without making any move to remove it. Then he pushed me to the bed.

      “You are just a human, but you should know better,” he hissed.

      “Augustus…what is it?”

      “What is it? Have you not heard? Or—“ He paused. “Were you so busy chattering away with Julia and Louisa that you don’t even know what the palace is whispering about?”

      “I—I suppose so, because I have no idea—“

      “It really isn’t wise for a princess to limit herself to two friends.” He fastened the bonds around me, and then he pulled the silken cord at my right foot and tied it in a knot so it had no give. He did the same to the next foot, spreading my legs wide open on the bed, while I was still dressed in my shift and stays.

      “Augustus…please…”

      But he went around the bed and tightened all the cords until I was splayed on the bed, my breath straining desperately against my stays. With my legs open so wide I was even more sensitive to the swirl of the clock and despite all my fear of what was going on, I still had to gasp and arch my back against it.

      He stood over me. “You told someone that I wanted you to master me, didn’t you?” he said. “You might be capable of lying, but I hope you won’t lie to me now.”

      I bit my lip. “I did say…something…to my friends. Weeks ago! I didn’t know that it was such a taboo even to allude to it; truly…”

      “You should realize that is one rule that cannot be broken. Somehow it’s gotten out. They’re all whispering now. And I give it a week before the bawdy cartoons reach Luminé.”

      “Oh no, I… It was only a sentence or two in a private conversation. And then Julia and Louisa said the same thing, that I should be quiet, and I did immediately. I’ll never forgive myself if I’ve hurt you. I just didn’t know. I should have known… I—I still just don’t always know which rules can be broken and which cannot…”

      “You can’t break them on your own. Especially not this one.” He cursed, turning from me. “I should never have married you at all.”

      His words pierced me, as if I realized all at once how much I loved him despite it all. “Augustus! I’m—I’m so sorry…”

      “It’s not because…” He glanced over his shoulder, softening slightly. “Why is it so hard for me to be angry at you, Rose?” He shook his head. “I knew it would be difficult for a human girl. And that’s why I wanted you. I wanted someone from outside this illusion, but I thought less about what pain it would be to make you a part of it. When we’re alone, I forget myself at times… I should not have made such a subversive comment even to you in private. I undermine myself as your master.”

      “Oh no, sir…I know you are my master.”

      “Do you? I’ll have to remind you now.” He walked over to the cabinet where the balm was kept, and took out a different bottle.

      He wrapped his fingers around my chin. “I do enjoy this, Rose. All of it. And that’s all you need to know.” He poured a swallow of liquid into my mouth and I coughed at the rich, tannic taste. He pushed up my shift and took off the clockwork belt, spreading my pussy lips with his fingers. Then he lifted my nipples over the edge of the corset so he could see all of me. His fingers traced around my nipples until they were stiff, and a small moan caught in my throat.

      He peeled off his shirt. I watched his strong arms free themselves of the fabric, tossing it aside. He looked wild as the wolfkin who turn into beasts, his hair mussed by the shirt pulling away from his head, his eyes lit with a mixture of anger and…other things. I must have looked both afraid and excited. This felt like new territory, like he was about to push me farther away from what I had been before, into that world where everything crumbled to dust except the two of us. Then he slid off his elegant buckled shoes, a gesture that could not help but look delicate. The contrast only stirred me more. He yanked open the buttons of his trousers and in another moment he was gloriously naked, every inch of him beautiful.

      He climbed atop me and thrust deep inside me. He didn’t kiss me and caress me as he usually did, but simply fucked me, hard and unrelenting, grunting with pleasure. I could feel every thrust until I ached inside but his vigor and roughness only made me wet. So very wet that I feared I might come even without his permission, but instead I only hovered there on the edge.

      He kept at it until he came inside me, leaving me dripping with his essence, my own desire still unsatisfied when he pulled out of me. He sat back, his hand idling stroking me between the legs as he watched my expressions change.

      I didn’t dare speak.

      “Why are we indoors?” he said huskily. “We should be under the moonlight.” He walked to one of the windows and threw it wide open, the curtains stirring in the night air.

      He returned to me, pinching my clit between his fingers as every bit of me strained. “Do you realize what I’ve done to you yet?”

      “You’ve tied me up…”

      “I gave you a potion so you won’t be able to climax. You haven’t yet learned. Maybe this will help. I will make you burn tonight…” He bowed his head between my legs and licked at the mixture of our juices and I knew some servant might be listening outside, but I screamed a low, agonized scream as he focused on my bud until it did burn indeed. My nerves felt like they were tying themselves in knots.

      “Oh…please…!”

      “Scream all you like.”

      “I don’t want the whole palace to hear me!”

      “Ah, but that will put this rumor to rest. I want you to scream for me, Rose, until the whole palace knows you are at my mercy.”

      

      And so the agony continued until I was exhausted from fighting against the bonds and the corset and his tongue and my screams turned to whimpering cries and pleads.

      “All right. Good girl. That’s enough for tonight.”

      He loosened my bonds and freed me of the corset, and held me for a bit, the gentle caresses soothing me after it all. I was so aroused but at the same time, so overstimulated that I hardly even wanted anything more to touch me there. I fell asleep surprisingly fast, but I soon learned that he was far from finished with me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      In the morning, Augustus replaced the clockwork before we parted ways. Morning drew us apart into separate rituals; I had a little time to myself to write letters. My hands were still trembling from straining against my bonds last night.

      My mother had barely calmed down over the affair of the grand corps before she moved on to other reasons to scold me.

      

      I heard you are still shunning Madame Bariel at court! Does your stubbornness have any end, child? You would not want to lose the king’s favor, Rose. As much as I disapprove of the situation, he has adored the woman for many years and it would be unwise for you to continue.

      

      I frowned, finding it hard to believe that my prim and proper mother would ever approve of Madame Bariel.

      But then, she had sent me here, her only daughter, packed off to the most corrupting of all courts. In the end, she always chose the power of alliances over personal feelings, so of course she would expect me to do the same.

      Increasingly, I didn’t know what to say to my mother at all. She had never said one word to me about sex except that I had to do what my husband said. Well, I certainly was obeying him as she instructed me, but I didn’t want to talk to her about it. My mind was so consumed by sex that I hardly knew what else to say either. Even now, I was consumed by the unfulfilled promise of last night. When I heard a rustle I turned, hoping it would be Augustus coming to satisfy me at last, but it was only the wind stirring the curtains again.

      Before long, my ladies came to dress me for the midday meal. The court had a pleased murmur and I felt many eyes on me.

      They must have heard me last night… My skin heated. The idea was too humiliating to bear, and yet, the mood seemed approving, except for Madame Bariel, who was rudely complaining to the king about the food.

      This is what they wanted from me all along. They wanted to hear my cries echo from the bedchambers…

      As always, there was a large crowd of onlookers, curious visitors from Luminé and even other countries, gathered behind the balustrade to watch the royal court eat. Some of them looked quite wild, like faeries in stories; men with beautiful, dangerous eyes and women with flowers laced through their hair, but they all had to wear formal coats and day dresses to be allowed admittance.

      Augustus glanced at me when I sat next to him. “You look beautiful this afternoon,” he said. “I want you to drink this now.” He offered me a cup of something that smelled very sweet, more like grape juice than wine.

      I had a shiver of foreboding, considering what the last potion had done to me, but of course I did what he asked.

      A feeling of warm, languid pleasure swept over me as the drink went down. I could feel its warmth rush through me all the way down to my center and I clenched my legs together, braced for the next minute to pass.

      Augustus salted his food with one hand and with the other, he reached under the table and pulled my left leg open toward him again, just in time for the clockwork to send a tremor through me. The sensation was infinitely more potent than usual, and I jerked a little in the chair.

      Conversation continued around me as normal:

      “The weather has been so beautiful this week…”

      “Yes, have you seen the portrait they sent? And portraits always flatter. Her nose is too strong and her chin is too weak! I feel sorry for him with that match.”

      “The dressmaker is coming by to fix it tomorrow, but it really was a shame. All that lace…”

      But occasionally eyes flicked to me, there and gone, as I tried to master myself. I picked up my fork and desperately stuck a bite of chicken and plum sauce in my mouth.

      Another minute passed. “Mm—“ A desperate little sound croaked out of my full mouth. My eyelids fluttered. I twisted, trying to escape the way the little clock encircled my clit, but I already knew that I could not wriggle out of it. I felt threads of pleasure weaving together, drawing me deeper into what would soon be a release I could not stop.

      “You may come,” Augustus whispered to me, his finger brushing around the sensitive edge of my ear before he returned it to my leg.

      I choked down the bite of food and exhaled. I was helpless now, in any case. I was finally going to do what he wished and climax right in front of the entire court.

      I shut my eyes, desperate to ignore the world, trying my best not to let my expression change as the pulsing seemed to go on forever, sending sparks through my entire body. Just as I was starting to recover, another minute passed and I bit my lip hard not to moan. My face twitched involuntarily, but I managed not to betray myself otherwise. I wanted to close my legs, but I didn’t, because Augustus’ hand was still there.

      Finally, it all started to subside and I had to open my eyes again. I couldn’t just sit through all of dinner with my eyes closed, but I burned inside. Madame Bariel was shooting me a sneer that made me feel as if I had reacted all wrong. I wondered if the king ever did such things to her; if so, I had never known. But perhaps it was not done to the Mistress of Many Loyalties.

      The king, meanwhile, gave the faintest nod to my husband.

      They all know.

      It felt as if something monumental had happened, but no one acknowledged it in any outward way. And yet, I felt a sense of relief settle over the gathering.

      The crowd of rabble had their eyes on me the whole time, their strange faery faces grinning and leering, even the women. My hands were still trembling with aftershocks and nerves.

      Augustus withdrew his hand, smiling as if to himself for a moment before he got back to eating.

      They had all been waiting for this, I thought. Waiting to hear me scream, waiting to see me struggle against the ultimate pleasure. This was what my role meant. The awareness that this was expected, and that it gave my husband greater standing in the court, eased a little of the humiliation.

      And yet…

      Oh, Mother, perhaps I should have stayed a spinster.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Augustus

      

      I couldn’t deny the rush of fulfilling my duty at last, even if I needed an aphrodisiac to get her there. Such aides were perfectly acceptable by court rules; all that really mattered was that I demonstrated control one way or another. I had resisted forcing her, but it was a relief simply to have the first time done with. As Rose would learn to hide her pleasure, so the court would become more attuned to spotting her tells and she would never truly have privacy even in that.

      I had always found the idea abhorrent, but my dear wife had such beautiful skin that showed every bit of embarrassment and every bit of satisfaction, and I could see that everyone was impressed by her. Her vulnerability was exquisitely beautiful. As with most rules of the court, as soon as I followed them properly, I understood why they were there.

      Still, it was a delicate balance. I never wanted her to hate me or resent me. I wasn’t always sure when to push her toward the role of Queen, and when to set her free.

      She certainly was alluring in a different way when she was free.

      I told her we would go riding that afternoon, and as always, I removed her dress and put on her britches myself. This was one of the small rebellions I knew I could get away with. While changing her clothes could be viewed as an act of mastery, it was also something that a servant would normally do for her, and so it was both domination and submission. I was never more intrigued by her than when I found the line between them, but I smothered my own lingering sense of shame.

      A king should never yearn to submit to his queen.

      Still, I could not help but cherish her. I lingered on every lace and button.

      “You were perfect last night and today,” I said. “I don’t think we’ll hear any more of that ridiculous lie.” Ridiculous. It was ridiculous. I had to insist to myself that it was.

      When I first heard the dread whisper—the prince dreams of letting the little human teach him a thing or two—horror swept through me like I had seen the specter of my own death.

      There was no better way to bring down a king of the Sun Palace than to say he had handed the reins of control to the Queen Who Bowed.

      And it was an unfair assessment. Maybe as a child I had preferred to let others take the lead, but that time was long past. I had found my own identity as a future king. I certainly had taken to my duties as a husband.

      But—

      She had such a gleam of mischief and rebellion in her eyes. She was a good wife, but there was something in her restless nature that stirred my imagination in different ways. What would she do to me?

      My cock was getting hard at the unbidden thought. When we reached the stables, I pulled her into an empty paddock.

      “Before we ride, I want you to pleasure my cock.”

      There was a little flare of resistance in her eyes. “Yes, my lord.” She dropped to her knees and started unbuttoning my britches.

      “Are you angry at me?” I asked her.

      “No, my lord.”

      “Augustus,” I prompted her. “You are angry.” My breath quickened. “Take it out on me, then,” I said softly. “You can be rough, my love.”

      Her eyes widened. I didn’t dare say anything more to prompt her, but an understanding passed over us like a chill and I almost regretted what I’d said.

      I would bare my soul to this woman, even if it were the death of me. I also loved to have her mouth around my cock because although it was quite acceptable for a future king to demand, she was the one in control of me then. I could have told her to stay still, held her head, and fucked her mouth, but no—I wanted to feel her anger on my skin.

      She bit the tender head, hard enough that I was surprised even as sparks of forbidden pleasure lit through me down to my toes. When I jerked against her, her hand wrapped around my balls in warning.

      She looked at me like, It was your command, wasn’t it?

      This girl….she knows what I want, and how well she takes to it! I had never expected what a prize of a wife I would have.

      Now it was my turn to master myself. She slid her tongue up and down my shaft but just as I started to relax into it, she bit me again, and just when I was starting to expect that, she squeezed my balls in her hand.

      I winced, biting back a cry, and then I was afraid. We could be found out, and it would be fatal to spur another rumor just as I had managed the first one.

      She seemed to understand, and she finished me off as normal. She looked at me like she was seeing me for the first time. I put an arm around her and pulled her against me, her body so little and light in her riding clothes.

      “Augustus…” She said my name tenderly again, her fingers creeping up the buttons of my shirt.

      I kissed her, matching her tenderness. “What a fortunate man I am, that you should be mine…”

      Her smile was slow to fade, but then she said, “Will I have to do it often…what happened at table today…?”

      I felt so selfish again for bringing her here. “Yes,” I said. “You asked me why I wanted you to learn to master yourself. Well, now you see why, don’t you?”

      She would give me the image of power. The image the faeries expected for a king.

      “I do,” she said, lowering her eyes.

      “It will get easier for you,” I said, and I prayed this was true.
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      “That was more like it,” my grandfather told me. “But I don’t like the hunting. You can’t keep outrunning your guard. You’ll put her in danger, and the court wonders what you’re up to when you’re out of sight.”

      “It’s the one moment we have all week,” I said. “And it is truly, just a moment. The guards catch up within five minutes, if that. These tongues that would wag over five minutes, what forbidden activity do they think we’re up to? I am always at Rose’s side; nothing would happen to her.”

      “You have the potential to come into your own now,” he said. “Don’t squander it by loosening Rose’s bonds. This is your chance to become a man, to shed that old image of a child tinkering at locks and be the king they dream of. You do understand the point of it, don’t you? Whatever people say, deep down, they all want a master. You are her master but all you want is to bring her pleasure. It’s the dream of every faery feast and dance and spell: for someone to master you who only wants the best for you. You never have to worry again; you never even have to think again…all you have to do is give yourself to the king’s command.”

      “I do understand…,” I said.

      Our lore and our history was laced with escape. Feasts of sweets laced with aphrodisiac, dances that lasted for days, humans stolen away to be faeries’ lovers. Two centuries ago we had no formal court, no judges or ministers, no laws of marriage. Our ancestors seemed happy in their merry bands—until the humans and elves took advantage, warring with us, stealing our territory.

      “Isn’t that what got our ancestors into trouble?” I asked.

      “That’s why it is only the few of you to represent the many. You to be the master and Rose to do your bidding. Your brother to guide the festivities. And Madame Bariel to flaunt her charms without consequence. Speaking of Bariel, I think the perfect move for you now is to end this nonsense. Tell Rose to say something to her.”

      “If Madame Bariel wants a word from my wife, perhaps she should stop glaring at her and starting rumors.”

      “Oh…” Grandpapa scoffed. “I hardly know where it all started, but Rose could put an end to it. It’s not as if Bariel can address her. She doesn’t hate Rose. It’s just a little rivalry. The whole thing has become much more of a scandal than it needed to be. You’ve indulged her long enough…in so many things.”

      Although Grandpapa’s manner was casual, I knew he must be serious to bring it up again. The feud had dragged on for many months. I didn’t really want to be involved.

      “Very well,” I said. “I’ll speak to Rose.”

      

      Interlude

      

      A knock came at the Cobblestone Witch’s front door. The thin, haggard woman on the stoop was wiping tears from her eyes. She was shivering in a threadbare shawl as snow began to fall softly outside, but when she saw the witch, something like courage seemed to come to her, and she curtseyed and then stood tall.

      “Thank you for answering, O Wise One. I have come to ask you to pray for the spirit of my daughter Lia, who passed back into the dirt three days ago.”

      The Cobblestone Witch was so gentle as she took the woman’s hand in her own (old and wrinkled, today), no one would have ever thought that she had once cursed an infant. “Of course I will pray for your little Lia. Have you a lock of hair?”

      “Yes, madame.” The woman expected the request. She opened her palm and offered the thin blonde strands, carefully tied with a blue ribbon.

      “I will pray for Lia and someday—someday, justice will be done,” the witch said. “Someday, the royals will see their world crumble to dust and the trees will rise up from the earth and tear the foundation of their palace of sin.”

      “Yes. Yes, Lia will not truly rest until I see them in chains.” The woman nodded, fervent with her wish to see such a thing; not that she had ever been able to travel the twelve miles to see the Palace of the Sun. She knew of its golden gate and golden roof, and the royals within and their silken gowns and jewels, the feasts that anyone could view but only they could eat.

      All that mattered, anyway, was the child she had just laid to rest. She could wallow in grief or she could seize upon her anger. If only the children had more to eat…

      The witch offered the woman a roll of bread. “It’s not much, sweet, but it’s something. You need your strength. Blessings be with you,” the witch said, sending the mother on her way, the shivering figure still wringing her hands.

      The witch took the lock of hair to the elaborate arrangement she kept at the altar where she called upon dark powers. She made a tiny braid of the hair and wove the ends into the last lock, all of them coiled into a wreath of the hair of dead children.

      The first lock of hair on the wreath was a tiny wisp of baby hair the witch had clipped from Rose’s head when she cursed the girl. The witch prayed for baby Rose; the life she planned to sacrifice. She knew the gods, the wild faery gods who made their thrones from trees instead of gold, would forgive her.

      All the desperate peasants knew that for every child who died, the witch would offer a blessing. These blessings seemed to bring small fortunes in their wake. A coin sparkling from the roadside grime, or a good crop on a fruit tree. But more than anything, the witch whispered of their grievances. She told them the things they were desperate to hear.

      This suffering is not your fault; it is theirs, always theirs. When the world is put right again, you will never want again.

      There was certainly some truth in it. The unification and organization of the faery kingdom had led to a much safer world. But it had also delivered its bounty unevenly, and of course to the royal family had especially benefited, as they felt practically required to pair faery decadence with enough pomp to impress any foreign dignitary.

      Not long after the witch had fixed the little blonde braid to the wreath with a small pin, a knock came at the back door. It was a harsh knock. The witch stiffened. The witch always had Countess Noria come to the back door, one small way to turn the tables. In the witch’s world, peasants had the place of honor where flowers twined around the door, and the high born must pass the privy and the well.

      This knock didn’t sound like Noria, however.

      In a dark cloak, the king’s whore stood, her perfect face glaring out imperiously, blonde curls falling loose from her hood.

      The witch transformed before Madame Bariel’s eyes until she matched her fair beauty with her own raven-dark hair and long lashes.

      “Jeanne—I told you never to speak to me again,” the witch said.

      “You think I’d come to you if I didn’t have something you want to know?” Madame Bariel glanced over her shoulder. “This is a great risk for me too. But I know Noria won’t tell you. She would never put the prince at risk, only the little foreigner…” She leaned closer. “I know how you can catch her.”

      “I’m not sure the time is right…and why would you tell me? You have embraced your position fully from what I hear.”

      “The court has turned the human against me.” Jeanne spat. “I’m sure you’ve heard. The king says she is planning to speak to me at the new year’s celebration. Ha! Anything is an insult at this point. It’s far too late. When the king dies, I’ll be turned out.”

      Madame Bariel had already been feeling the bitter turn of her fortunes. Her autumn fete this year was poorly attended despite the hiring of a hundred singers and dancers.

      “Maybe you’re pleased to hear that my reign of glory will be soon end, but you shouldn’t be. I could be useful to you.”

      “If that is true, you’d better start demonstrating your usefulness now,” the Cobblestone Witch said.

      “Your intention is to curse the princess with a prick of her finger, yes?” Jeanne asked.

      “Yes…”

      “How does that work? Why a spindle? How do you intend to get to her? She is watched every moment.” Jeanne fired off questions like arrows.

      “I am patient,” the witch said. “There will come a day when a part of her yearns to touch the spindle, because she knows it is her escape from that place where no human girl should tread. I know what you people ask of your queen. And when the time comes, it’ll be easy enough.”

      Jeanne snorted. “And what if that day never comes? There are rumors that Augustus is not that strong after all. That if given the chance, he would let Rose have control over him. The thing that saves him is that he’s been playing the part well enough for the public. And he loves her, I think.”

      Love. That word sent dread through the witch. “My sources say that their marriage is more formal than anything. She doesn’t love him, surely.” The witch quickly recalculated. Perhaps she had made an error in listening to Countess Noria and other privileged observers. Augustus was known for being formal in public and antisocial whenever he could get away with him; she assumed he took Rose on the hunt simply because he was so keen on hunting himself and wanted to keep his consort close to relieve the urges produced by the rush of the hunt. The witch was disgusted by the idea of the prince, just like she despised his grandfather. But she had never actually seen him in person.

      She had never thought a human girl with the blessing of Rose’s quick mind could possibly fall in love with the man who controlled her life.

      But if she had read the hunt wrong…if he was doing it for her…

      “I think perhaps she does,” Jeanne said. “If she was removed from the picture, he’d be easy to manage. I think you could curse her very soon. The king is putting more pressure on Augustus to make the princess speak to me, and when she does, I can tell her something that will make her want to run. And then, when she is relatively unguarded while riding with Augustus, you could catch her. Why not lay the curse upon her now?”

      True love was powerful. The witch could not allow this to happen. Her plan hinged upon Rose chafing at her bonds and resenting her husband.

      But the witch controlled her reaction. “Once the princess is removed and I unleash my revolution, you will be the one fighting to keep your pearls,” she said.

      “Does that matter?” Jeanne said, throwing off her hood, the better to stare down the witch who had once given her bread when she was a poor pitiable child of the streets herself. “If I could live forever with the king in my apartment of luxury, of course I would. But I know his health is failing. In that case, I would rather die myself than let that little bitch wear the crown of Ellurine. I would throw my pearls back into the sea rather than see her have one more moment of happiness. Every week, Augustus takes her hunting and they always ride ahead. She is unguarded, except for the useless prince. I could distract the guards and buy you a little more time. That is your chance. Why would you wait one more day to liberate the people you care so much about?”

      The Cobblestone Witch gave Jeanne a sly smile and shook her finger. “You would give it all up for vengeance on a girl not yet twenty? But you are useful, aren’t you? I’m interested.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      Seven months after my arrival at the palace, I said my first words to Madame Bariel.

      “There are a lot of people at the palace today…”

      Casual, as if I had not considered for days what flippant remark I would make that said nothing real, and gave nothing of myself.

      She stood in the receiving line for New Year’s blessings from the royal family, and as soon as I said it, I moved onto the next, brushing past whatever triumphant expression Bariel would give me, and pretending not to hear the hush that surrounded those words.

      I was, in painful increments, beginning to get used to those moments when all eyes were on me even as they pretended otherwise. Moments when Augustus forced me to expose my soul to the court. Why was it that some wicked part of me waited for his whisper, or glanced at him across the room wondering if he would lift a hand in signal?

      In that way, this felt worse than any of the times I had to try to smother a climax. There was no anticipation in speaking to Madame Bariel, and refusing to speak to her was one of the things I had seized for my own.

      I took some consolation in knowing that she wouldn’t be here forever, although that brought fears of its own. The king had been growing more tired and pale lately. When I first met him in the spring, he still seemed robust enough to live forever.

      “It must be some relief to have it all over with,” Louisa said later at the ball.

      “It’s still too bad,” Julia said. “There is even more reason to ignore her now than when it all began.”

      “Well, the king had had enough,” I said. “Even my mother wrote me about it…”

      “Your very existence is revenge,” Julia said. “Someday you’ll be the queen and you can ask Augustus to send her away, and you know he will.”

      “Yes…” I smiled.

      As much as a part of me dreaded the aphrodisiac wine, knowing what Augustus would ask of me, and despite the shadow of the rumor that he was weak to my desires, I was starting to develop a deep and constant affection for my husband. Which was the true Augustus? The one who whispered orders in my ear, or the one who took me hunting, or the one who liked it when I clamped my teeth around his tender flesh until he struggled not to cry out? The one who studied the laws and history of the kingdom and looked so regal in gold and embroidery, or the one I found out in the garden, sweating and dirty, helping the groundskeeper move the orange trees in for the year?

      He was not the same as my original fantasy of him. He possessed layers of depth that I was always peeling away only to find another.

      And whatever the whispers, our affection shone through the court.

      But not everyone found this pleasing, of course. Madame Bariel’s cruel gaze didn’t soften at all now that I had spoken to her.

      The difference was, now she was permitted to speak to me.

      “Your Highness. I’m glad we are starting the new year off on a different foot. It was all so silly. I was shocked that you never responded to my note…”

      “I never knew you sent me a note,” I said lightly.

      “Yes. I said I could tell you the truth.”

      “Oh, that note. Goodness, it was so cryptic; I don’t know of any ‘truth’ I am yearning to know.”

      “The duty of the Queen Who Bowed. Do you know what it is? It is a matter unwritten in our histories. Out of respect for the queen’s sacred person, no description of it is allowed to be put to pen.”

      The painted fan in my hand twitched. I know there is something Augustus won’t say… “I know my duties,” I said.

      “You know that on the day you become the Queen Who Bowed, you will not be allowed to wear anything but gold and diamonds, and your husband will fuck you in front of the whole inner court.”

      I felt the blood rush out of me, my head swirling. “That—that can’t be true.”

      “Of course it’s true. What do you think the title means? Why do you think you are being trained for?”

      “Augustus would have told me…” But would he? He tried to warn me on our wedding night, I realized. He told me Enri and Marianna consummated their marriage before the court. “My mother would not have let me come here!”

      “It’s a private ritual,” Madame Bariel said. “No one will speak of it afterward, as I said. Only a hundred people are invited to bear witness that you bowed to him and he made you his. No aphrodisiacs are permitted for the first hour, so for both of your sakes I hope you can perform.”

      I was seeing stars, clutching my constricting bodice, and I feared I would faint. “You,” I spat. “You’ve been waiting for the moment to speak to me so you can tell me this.”

      “Too true.” She chuckled with her mouth shut.

      “I will never speak to you again.”

      “That’s all right. I said what I wanted to say.”

      My friends had noticed that Bariel cornered me and rushed over with concern, but I couldn’t even manage to say what I had heard. It was too horrible.

      The rest of the new year’s celebration was a blur to me. Augustus clearly saw that something was wrong; he tried to coax it out of me on the dance floor but I couldn’t speak. For once, I was relieved that he liked to retire early in some ways, so I no longer had to control the rage in my expression in front of Madame Bariel, but in others, my dread only increased as my attendants stripped me of my gown and left the room. I was alone with him now.

      He looked at me with a level gaze, inquiring but restrained, and put his arms around my stiff body, unlacing my corset from behind so we were almost in an embrace.

      I bit my lip and looked away.

      “You must tell me,” he said. “We’re alone now.”

      “Is that a command, my lord?” I said, a little sarcastically.

      “It’s a request…from your husband.” He didn’t take the bait of my anger. Augustus was very calm. It was hard to be angry at him, but I still was.

      “I finally spoke to Madame Bariel, as you requested.”

      “I saw. And she said something to you.”

      “Tell me what the Queen Who Bowed is expected to do.”

      His eyes snapped away from me. “Rose…”

      “Why did no one tell me.”

      “Because you aren’t ready to know,” he said crisply. “Nothing is told to the future queen in advance.”

      “I’ll never be ready for such a gross insult, such humiliation. All the rest of it is bad enough!”

      “Are you sure?” He stood over me, one hand circling my waist with half-untied corset strings caught in his fingers while the other twirled at a lock of my hair. “I’ve seen how you look at me now… Of course you protest; well-bred human girl that you are. But you’re changing. We all change as we get older and we learn…”

      “It’s easy for you to say. Your position is much better than mine.”

      “Is it?”

      “Well, would you trade?”

      He paused. “That’s a complicated question. And besides, you know I dare not answer it.”

      “I think you mean ‘no’. I won’t do it. I can’t. You should have told me so I could prepare for it, at least.”

      “I’m sorry you found out this way. But you will do it, just as I will. We are the heirs to the throne, and there is no escaping that unless you want to sail to some other country far enough away that no one will recognize us, with a bit of smuggled gold in our clothes, just enough to buy ourselves a hut and work on learning the language.” He raised an eyebrow.

      “What if we refused? We’ll be the king and queen; we can make new rules.”

      “I don’t think we would be king and queen for long then. You might not like or understand our ceremonies, but they have deep symbolic purpose for everyone here. I would not dream of refusing.” He was sounding more heated.

      “You didn’t think that a girl from a proper human court might balk at such a command? I have certainly done everything you’ve asked, but to be exposed before the court like that is a punishment for a criminal of the worst degree, not something for an honored queen! Did my mother know?”

      We had no children yet. Maybe the marriage could be annulled. Maybe I could go home.

      “Yes. She was told.”

      “She…” I shut my eyes, biting back tears. She knew?

      All she really wanted was an alliance.

      “I should never have brought you here,” Augustus said.

      He finished stripping off the corset, and led me to the bed. He tied me to the bed; the servants would certainly talk in the morning if he didn’t, but for the first time in our lives, he didn’t so much as touch me.

      Good. Don’t touch me.

      My skin tingled with craving. But my mind dreamed of escape.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      There was no way of hiding how this news had shattered me. My two dearest friends came to check on me while I was still in my morning robe having breakfast, so I finally told them. Pressed for details, however, they tried to dodge the subject and instead convince me that it wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      “Just shut your eyes and pretend you’re alone…,” Louisa said softly.

      “I’m sure everyone will be looking at Augustus,” Julia said. “He has the worst of it, really.”

      “Oh, you really think so?” I went silent. “You don’t think anyone will look at me when I’m naked except for diamonds? Or is he also going to be naked and covered in diamonds?”

      “No, he remains mostly clothed,” Louisa said.

      I screeched. “Of course he does!”

      “Shh!” Julia squeezed my hand. Even in the privacy of my chambers, of course servants were always nearby. “You must calm down. It’s only shameful if you make it so. When you’re a queen, nothing is private.”

      “Yes…,” Louisa said. “It’s just part of the bargain you make with everyone else because you and Augustus will hold the power in every other way. You could raise taxes and buy more diamonds with them; you could send our husbands to war; you could ban the color blue.”

      “I wouldn’t do any of that. I want to be a good queen… I want people to love me, but I don’t want—”

      “But you could,” Louisa said. “That’s the power of ruling the country. You can take everything, so you have to give everything in exchange.”

      Hearing attempts to explain this away only made me more angry. “My mother didn’t have to give everything to be queen!”

      “Faeries do not like to be ruled,” Julia said. “Why do you think we never had a queen before?”

      I shook my head violently. “Leave me alone.”

      “Soon you’ll have to be dressed—“

      “I said, leave me alone!”

      I swallowed my morning tea in silence, my throat a lump. I was sorely tempted to go back to bed and refuse to move. To pretend I was sick. The only thing that stopped me was the knowledge that to feign sickness would mean that Madame Bariel would truly know she had won. My role might be inherently humiliating, but at least I could prevent it from being of my own making.

      Still, I was listless and could barely look at Augustus, even when I felt him look at me.

      I heard a fresh wave of whispers and murmurs.

      After the meal, Augustus insisted we must go riding. I nodded vaguely. I wanted the freedom of the ride but not to see him, and certainly not for the way he always tenderly removed my gown and put on my clothes. Of course, he did it anyway. At this point, it would be a matter of more talk if he asked for my ladies to dress and undress me.

      He drew the outer robe of my gown off my shoulders. His touch remained measured and gentle even though I was upset. He was trying to calm me. I didn’t want to be calm. I wanted to have my real emotions.

      “Sometimes I think this is my favorite part of the day,” he said, caressing me through the silken rustle.

      I said nothing.

      “I shouldn’t have brought you here,” he said again. “But I did. I could blame your curse, or blame your mother for allowing it, but I can only blame myself because it was my selfishness that wanted you to be mine. A beautiful girl with a quick mind. It was quicker than I expected. I think you would be much happier with the old faery ways when we were uncivilized.”

      I glared at him.

      “You’re still not truly civilized at all,” I said.

      He laughed as he stripped me of my petticoats.

      “It’s not funny,” I said. “I suppose if I won’t go willingly, I will be forced.”

      “What are you afraid of?”

      I flushed. “It’s obvious.”

      “Is it?”

      “It’s too humiliating, too uncivilized. I wouldn’t ask it of a milkmaid, much less a noblewoman.”

      “It should be your moment of triumph,” he said. “You are the first human queen of the faeries. Your beauty and grace are without compare and these heavy clothes do you no justice…but you will be showered in priceless gems. The people will be blinded by the sight of you in your purest form. You are my greatest treasure and I love you…and I will make love to you, like no one has done since the first King and Queen. They might watch this once, but they will never share in what we have. You and I and this palace and all of Ellurine…it will belong to us someday.”

      My body tingled at the low voice and the tender words. I wanted to believe it would be all right.

      But the very thought of it still made me shiver violently, and think that I would rather throw myself from an attic window.

      He slid a finger along my sex and found it very slick. My body was a traitor. He stripped off the clockwork and threw it aside with a clatter.

      “Rose…please…let me make it up to you in every way I can.” He took my hands in his and walked me back toward the sofa, where he pushed me back onto a pile of pillows, dressed only in my underthings.

      He spread my legs, caressing my legs like they were among his fondest possessions. I didn’t move my hands from where they had fallen, palms up across the pillows.

      He slowly grazed the sharp tip of his tongue across my clit. My back arched, a soft cry whispering past my lips. I grew wetter as he stroked me mercilessly, watching my face as I lost my will to fight off his attentions. He knew exactly how to drive me to the ultimate pleasure, driving every other thought out of my head.

      “Ohh…oh…” My toes curled.

      “I haven’t given you permission to come yet.”

      I smashed my foot into his face, shoving him back. “I hate you.”

      He grabbed my foot, and then the other, and pushed them upward, holding them in a stern grip. “And I love you,” he said. “I love you when you love me, and when you hate me, I think I might love you even more.”

      He took my clit between his lips, sucking on it gently as he stroked it with his tongue, and pleasure flooded me, with permission or not. I let out a whimper as I tried to hide it, as if I could. Why was I going along with it all? But I did. I felt some strange remorse for reaching such a towering release without his permission.

      When it was done, he said nothing about it, but put me straight into my riding clothes.

      My beautiful black horse was put through its paces that day; I rode ahead of Augustus and I didn’t care if he struggled to keep up. I needed to see the sky and the trees and feel the wind stir my hair, and forget about the smothering atmosphere of the palace. I wished I could take Augustus away from this place forever. Maybe I would rather live in a hut in secrecy than go back to all the whispering, the constant scrutiny…

      You could escape.

      “Who’s there?” I whispered, glancing around.

      You don’t have to go back to the palace ever again. You don’t have to bow to anyone. You don’t have to submit to Augustus; come to me and no one will force you into such madness.

      I can offer you a new world.

      The voice was seductive. Was it in my head, or outside? Was it ahead? It was such a beautiful voice…

      My horse went off the path. Was I leading her? I hardly knew. The whisper stirred my senses.

      I heard Augustus shouting behind me.

      But he had held back the truth from me. Maybe there were more horrible secrets yet to be known. My restless mind wanted more than the confines of the Palace of the Sun could offer, and if I had to leave Augustus behind…

      I glanced back and saw him trying to catch up, and the sight of him jolted through me.

      He could be forceful, and sometimes he made me do things I didn’t want to do. Despite that, I trusted him more than my own mother, I thought. He was patient and loving. He tried to be good to me whenever he could; to let me ride free. And his bondage was…well, it was not so very bad…

      “Princess…”

      The voice seemed to take shape and become real, and in the forest ahead of me I saw a woman sitting at a spinning wheel in a forest glade. She was beautiful, her hair like a shining river of dark water, her eyes large but shaded by long lashes, and her hands were so graceful that I found myself wishing she would touch me. I was confused but I dismounted from my horse. I had to get closer.

      “Yes, come closer, pretty one,” she said. “No one can hurt you here.”

      As I walked into the glade, Augustus’ voice seemed very far away all of a sudden, but it didn’t worry me. All I knew was this woman and this place where the light seemed especially golden.

      “You are starting to realize the sad truth,” she said, beckoning me closer with a hand. She brushed my sleeve. “When you are a princess, no one sees you. They only see a title. Your mother sold you off for the sake of an alliance, and now you are told what to do. Your life is a theater and you are the main act. It must be exhausting…and you are not yet queen. The things they would do to a queen…”

      “I can’t do it,” I said, my voice cracking at this stranger’s sympathy.

      “I want to help you, child. I want to offer you another way…”

      “I…” Her hand moved to the spindle, and I felt as if there was something I should be afraid of now, but my head felt fuzzy.

      “Touch it, and you will go to a new world where you can start anew. You can have all the freedom your restless mind dreams of…”

      My finger lifted.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Augustus

      

      As I saw Rose ride ahead, I already was picking up on a sense of dread from the forest I knew so well. Something was here. Something foreign to this soil and these trees.

      I rode hard, trying to catch up, but my horse seemed nervous and I kept running into brush and fallen trees that didn’t seem to be there when Rose rode past them, ahead in my vision.

      And then, I saw her walk into a place where the forest light shone strangely. I saw a woman greeting her.

      I saw a spindle.

      I leapt to the ground and ran, screaming her name as I took out my bow and arrow.

      I already knew that this threat was more than an arrow could handle, even my arrows that never missed their mark.

      “Rose!”

      Brambles sprung up into the path ahead, blocking me from the golden glade where she walked as if enchanted.

      “Rose! Let me in, witch!”

      I heard laughter. “You have lost her, prince. She is mine now. She doesn’t want to bow for you.”

      “Rose,” I said. “I have a duty to my people. I have a hundred years of tradition to uphold. I’m going to be king. There is meant to be pleasure in your pain. If there is not; if you truly regret becoming my wife enough that you would rather sleep for a hundred years… Well, I told you on the day we met that I was your only choice, but of course…I am not. There is always another choice. But I love you! I love you, my solace…my companion…”

      Through the brambles, I saw her hesitate. She paused, her hand in the air. I didn’t know if I was reaching her.

      She started to turn her head toward me, with painful slowness, even as her hand trembled inches from the spindle.

      “Dearie, I have plans for you,” the witch said. “I will put you to sleep and while you sleep, I will tear down this corrupted world and offer you something better in its place. Equality, liberty…! We will return to the days of freedom…of warrior queens and starlight dances…”

      I bristled. “Witch, I know the history of my own kingdom. I know why these rules exist. There are no warriors without war. Rose, I wish I could promise you that I’ll break all the rules for you, but I won’t. Faeries don’t lie. This is my world. I want you in it.”

      “Augustus…” Now her eyes searched the brambles until she spotted me through them.

      “You know what you’ll get with him,” the witch said.

      “I do…” Her eyes darted away from me, searching for something they couldn’t find.

      “I will find every way I can to give you freedom,” I said, gripping the thick vines. I could feel the witch’s magic flowing through them. “I can’t break the rules, but I can test them and see where they will yield. When we rule the kingdom, we’ll see how far we can bend them together.”

      “Augustus,” she said. “Why do you defend the rules? You hate them too. You…”

      “Sometimes…I want you in different ways than are permitted,” I said softly. “Even if, just once, I wish I could give you everything of myself…and be at the mercy of your whims.”

      Her eyes had a wicked gleam.

      My desire only seemed to grow. Before she came along, I had not even thought much about having a wife, as I was kept so busy with study and hunting and stealing off to my workshop. The courtesans my grandfather sent to my rooms were easy to dominate. They came knowing their part, acting girlish and nervous around me.

      Rose was different. She had the air of a princess and she was growing more assured of herself and more defiant by the day.

      I wanted to play the game both ways. But the rules had already been established.

      “If you come back to me…come willingly. Come knowing what I ask of you. Knowing you must bow to me and that in return I can only offer you my love and my devotion, pleasure and suffering.” I pushed a hand through the thorns. They scratched my skin and caught at my coat.

      The way the witch looked at us, I knew we had already said too much.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      Augustus did not plead to me. At first I was shocked that he spoke so frankly. If he really wanted me back, he would at least try to promise me a different outcome.

      But then I couldn’t help a grudging admiration. He did what my mother always wanted me to do. He put his kingdom above his personal life and his personal wishes, and even the woman he loved.

      He does love me.

      I knew that in my bones. Where at first I found him hard to read, now I realized he was a deeply complicated man. He was quiet, studious, and calm under any pressure. That was his strength, so different from his grandfather’s loud bluster. There is charm in a selfish man, I thought, but no wisdom. Augustus will be a good king, even if it means he will not break the rules for me.

      If I must have a master, I could think of no one better than him.

      Of course, I had a choice. And my choice was to trust the witch.

      Suddenly I wondered what haze had overtaken me, that I had been so close to ending my days in this world and taking my chances on a future without any of my loved ones in it.

      I thrust my hand toward Augustus’ through the brambles. His warm fingers closed on mine.

      A strong wind seemed to stir around us, so much that I shut my eyes against its force, and when I opened them again, the witch and the spinning wheel and the brambles were all gone and Augustus and I stood together in the glade.

      He pulled me to his chest. No words were needed as I melted into him and my mouth sought his for a passionate kiss that seemed to reverberate through my entire body. We pulled back just enough that our breath mingled in puffs in the cold air, as the guards caught up to us.

      “Your Highnesses! Thank the gods! We lost sight of you for a moment!”

      “We thought we’d spotted a blue stag and thought we’d get a glimpse of good luck,” Augustus said.

      The head guard took off his hat. “Your Highnesses should head back to the palace immediately.”

      My stomach leapt.

      “What’s happened?” Augustus asked.

      “The king collapsed while he was making his daily offerings at the Altar of Seasons. He’s been rushed to his bed. The cause is yet unknown.”

      We rode back in a panic. I whispered prayers the whole time. I had made my choice—but I was not ready to face the consequences.

      The sound of our footsteps on the wooden floor had never seemed so loud, nor so echoing, as we rushed toward the king’s room to hear from the healers.

      “It looks like a cursed sickness has befallen him…” The king’s personal healer was solemn. “His face has broken out into blotches and he is very feverish. I would think it was the black fever, but he already had it and recovered, and this came on too suddenly…”

      “A cursed sickness,” Augustus repeated. “You mean to say magic is responsible?”

      “Yes.”

      “I want the palace grounds and Luminé and everywhere in between combed for that woman they call the Cobblestone Witch,” he said. “Can we see him?”

      “You had best not, Your Highness. As long as there is any doubt about the nature of his illness, cursed or not, you and the princess should stay away in case of contagion. We will offer him the blessed blood.”

      “So it’s that severe?”

      “I’m afraid so…”

      Augustus looked frustrated, as we were forced to do nothing but wait.

      “What is the blessed blood?” I asked.

      “They will take blood from him and mix it with the water of the sacred spring, the ash of the sacred fire, and the soil of the sacred ground, then have him drink it down. Vile,” he added. “It’s a powerful healing spell, but that must mean the curse they sense upon him is very strong.”

      “But certainly he might recover?” I asked hopefully. “Or they wouldn’t bother to treat it at all.”

      “Yes. He might.”

      Those were awful days. The entire palace seemed aimless. Madame Bariel tended to the king night and day until his condition took a turn for the worse. The king grew delirious and they said his face had turned black, although Augustus and I were still not allowed to see him. The Lady of Towers forced Madame Bariel out of the sickroom and told her blood should tend to blood.

      Out the window, I saw her carriage driving away, and I saw her head peer out the window for one last look at the palace.

      I almost felt sorry for her, then. No matter how I hated her, it seemed cruel to force her out before the king died.

      It was clear, at this time, that he would not recover.

      How strange it was, at dinner, that his chair was empty and there was no Bariel sitting on his lap or putting his coffee cup to his lips. I hated her when she was there, but I suppose one gets used to everything.

      We waited.

      A candle burned in the king’s window. Whenever I went outside, my eyes were drawn to that window as if magnetized, and it was hard to even take a walk in the gardens. When that candle went out, my Augustus would be the king of Ellurine and the great faery realm.

      Mourning gowns and coats came, the boxes unwrapped without any of the joy of new clothing; heavy black fabrics waiting. At night, Augustus held me close like he still felt the moment he almost lost me. I was so happy to wake up with his protective arms around me, cocooned by the feather-stuffed blanket and his warm body on the long cold nights.

      But I knew what fate awaited me now.

      I have chosen this.

      I thought of Louisa’s attempts to explain it all.

      “You could raise taxes and buy more diamonds with them; you could send our husbands to war; you could ban the color blue. That’s the power of ruling the country. You can take everything, so you have to give everything in exchange.”

      Well, if I can’t escape giving everything, I deserve every other happiness. When I am queen, I will wear diamonds every day and plant my own garden and adopt more dogs.

      In the morning, a week into the king’s illness, we were walking together down the hall when we heard a thunderous sound. At first I thought it was some sort of earthquake. Then I heard the wailing.

      A crowd poured through the doors at the end of the Hall of Mirrors. I saw Madame Noria, her eyes cast to the heavens. Josef, Master of Delights, still striding lightly on heeled shoes even as he bowed to his older brother. Courtiers already giving us simpering looks. A black cloak swept around the Lady of Towers, hiding her eyes as she dabbed with a handkerchief. Princess Lambala wiping tears from her eyes; hers, I feared, were for me.

      “The king is dead! Long live the king!”

      “Long live the King of the Sun Palace!”

      “Long live the Queen Who Bowed!”

      Augustus clutched my hand. I felt him trembling but his outward appearance showed none of his nerves. “Gods protect us,” he said. “We are too young to rule this great nation, but since it is ours, may we rule it well.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Interlude

      

      Soldiers kicked down the witch’s door, but they found a vacant and empty house. Even the garden was dead. It was as if the Cobblestone Witch had never lived there at all.

      Outside, from the overcrowded apartments across the street, people of the city watched the soldiers ransack the house. They brought children to the windows.

      “How despicable,” they said. “They would kill our witch, but she is too clever for them.”

      “Will our witch come back?”

      “Of course she will. She always does. She just has to change into someone they won’t recognize. She’ll have to find a new house. What a shameful state of affairs.”

      The bells tolled for the death of the king, and all the city dressed in mourning, but many of them secretly rejoiced for the selfish old king, who had never displayed much sympathy for their troubles.

      “Maybe things will be better now,” some people said. “We will have a proper queen again. Maybe she will feel our pain as Marianna did.”

      “They say she is as beautiful as if magic made her.”

      Madame Bariel’s carriage tore down the roads toward Luminé. “Faster!” she barked at the coachmen.

      “We can go no faster.”

      The woman named Jeanne wept as she traveled back to the city that had given her so much suffering, so many memories of hunger and beatings and desperation. The king had saved her from all of that and now the little human with her curse and her charms, she had ruined it all.

      The carriage jolted, the wheels jolting against Jeanne’s already frayed emotions as it came to an abrupt stop.

      “What is going on now?” Jeanne cried.

      “There’s an old woman in the road, Madame.”

      Jeanne flung open the door before her servants even had time to help her. “You,” she growled, as the Cobblestone Witch dared to grin at her, ugly and toothless now. “You killed him, didn’t you? You failed to enchant the princess and just to spite me, you made her queen!”

      “Ah, no, not at all, although if you keep carrying on like that, I am tempted to tell you otherwise.” The witch held out a wrinkled, spotted hand. “My dear, we are allies now.”

      Jeanne looked at it in disgust.

      “You should have been a witch, Jeanne. Not a courtesan. Your talents are wasted. You’re right—Augustus and Marie Rose have formed a bond that is not as easy to break as I anticipated. But there is another way to bring them down…one that you excel at. You don’t even need magic, although it certainly won’t hurt.”

      “What is that?” Jeanne asked.

      “Slander,” the witch said. “And the best of it is, we will bring them down with the truth. He is too soft; she is too willful. And so their names will go down in history.”

      The beginnings of a smile twitched at Jeanne’s lips.

      

      **

      

      Thank you so much for reading! Please leave a quick review if you enjoyed the book and you’ve got the time.

      This trilogy has been kind of a pet project for me; it is heavily based on the life of Marie Antoinette (with some apologies to her memory, as she was quite Catholic…one reason all the names were changed!). I’ve been fascinated with her for a long time. Many of the details in this book, big and small, come from biographies. The big change, of course, is that nothing about her life was this hot…in history, her husband Louis XVI was not a sexy faery. Quite the opposite, he was awkward, nearsighted, overweight, and shy, and he wouldn’t have sex with poor Marie for years. Biographers are usually rather merciless on him, particularly in his younger years. But he did have some qualities I think are rather identifiable and that history would probably remember as more endearingly eccentric if he had cut a more dashing figure, like wanting to make locks and help out the gardeners and laborers around the castle. Who wouldn’t need a break from the life of a prince?

      But I’ve always felt Versailles has this strong whiff of a rather uncomfortable eroticism. Nearly every minute of Marie Antoinette and Louis XVI’s lives was observed and attended to, a tradition set by Louis the XIV when he established the palace of Versailles as a way of controlling the court, giving them each some mundane position in the rituals of dress and dinner, etc. The court even watched women give birth. The scandal of the grand corps, for instance, is plucked straight from history, except that in real life the point of the corset wasn’t so your husband could take it off! But what was the point? Merely the  fashion of elegant suffering! Antoinette made an attempt to rebel against wearing it and her mother did indeed have to write and tell her to go along with it.

      But the greatest scandal of Antoinette’s early life was her snubbing of the king’s Favorite, Madame du Barry, a former prostitute whom she didn’t speak to for months after her arrival, encouraged by her aunts-in-law, who hated the woman.

      Some of you will also know that Marie Antoinette had a strong connection and possibly an affair (the letters between them were burned) with a Swedish officer, but she also developed a definite affection for her husband over time. Of course, in this story, things unfold a wee bit differently! Book 2 of this series Prisoner of Mirrors, is out now, and things really heat up when Axel enters the picture. And come say hi at my Facebook group or join my mailing list so you don’t miss an update!

      As always, thank you so much for supporting my stories!

      Want a free book? Join my mailing list and get a FREE copy of The Goblin Cinderella! This romantic tale is a fan favorite in my Fairy Tale Heat series.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      “I have a surprise for you today.” My husband, Prince Augustus, wrapped his hands around my slender shoulders and whispered in my ear.

      “Oh dear. Your surprises frighten me sometimes…”

      “This one will be a pure pleasure,” he said. “We’re going to the capital.”

      I gasped with delight. I was finally getting to step outside the grounds of the Sun Palace?

      “Soon, you will be crowned queen, as I will be crowned king,” he said, and my heart thudded, because I knew what this meant.

      The Queen Who Bowed. I would have to submit to him before the entire court. The witch had offered me an escape, but I had chosen him.

      I loved him.

      But I was still terrified of the rituals that came with loving him.

      “Before the coronation, we must present ourselves in the capital,” he said. “We will be wined and dined…go to the opera…” His gloved fingers entwined with mine, his dark loosely curled hair almost brushing my forehead as he leaned closer to me. “Maybe even a secret ball.”

      “It sounds almost too good to be true.”

      “I want you to enjoy yourself thoroughly,” he said, a wicked gleam in his eyes.

      I had learned to anticipate and to dread that gleam. It usually meant something would be done to me, that would be both delicious and shameful. I had endured many such moments since the day I came here to marry the prince of the faery kingdom. This was the wickedest of all kingdoms, and the most formal as well. The task of the Queen Who Bowed was to demonstrate the discipline of the faery court, which was once known as a wild place that more organized armies took advantage of. But no more. And part of that discipline was to show the king’s strength and virility.

      Over the course of these past eight months, Augustus had possessed me, body and soul. Every day, he claimed me at his pleasure. Every night, I was tied to the bed with silken cords. For him, I wore the grand corps on formal occasions, a corset so constricting that it bruised my ribs, and a tiny clockwork device between my legs that stimulated me at intervals, so he could demand my release at any time. At times, I had rebelled fiercely against this treatment.

      Augustus was formal and distant by nature, but slowly he had been revealing more of his true nature to me as well. He yearned for his own rebellion. We both yearned for an exchange of our powers, for a moment when he was at my mercy instead of the other way around, but we were watched at all times and it would be a matter of scandal for the king to bow to the queen.

      When I realized this, was that the moment I truly fell in love with him?

      The situation had now grown much more serious. His grandfather the king had just been laid to rest beneath the Grove of Memory. His death had been expected eventually, but not so soon. The weight of the faery people was on my husband’s shoulders.

      I was slowly sinking under his spell, my resistance fading away, but even now I didn’t know how I would bear what would be asked of me at the coronation.

      Thank goodness, I had a little more time before I had to face that day.

      “Your ladies will dress you in your new white gown and we will ride straightaway,” he said. He kissed my fingers. “I will see you in the courtyard.”

      As the princess, I was never permitted to leave the grounds of the Sun Palace. At first, they seemed so extensive, even compared to the palace where I had grown up. The palace and surrounding buildings housed tens of thousands, as many people as a city, and visitors came from all over the world to see the daily rituals of our lives. The gardens were vast and full of exotic plants, the surrounding forest where we went hunting stretching for miles more.

      But eight months is a long time to be cooped up in one place, with one’s actions under constant scrutiny. My mind was clawing and screaming to get out of this place. I was nearly trembling with eagerness as my ladies dressed me in the new gown, which was a pure white silk adorned with some of the finest diamonds in my possession. Because of the strain of travel and confines of the carriage, I was not even forced into the grand corps or the widest cage-like panniers to support my dress at the hips, so I would be relatively comfortable and nimble at the ball tonight.

      The Countess Noria still had to sniff disapprovingly. “Remember everything I have taught you of etiquette, Your Highness. Keep your gloves on. Do not laugh at ceremonies. Don’t act like a child.”

      “I’m not a child and I don’t act like one, although if being playful is a crime than I must confess.”

      “It is a crime,” she said, with a complete lack of humor, as usual. “You are nearly a queen. You are not meant to be ‘playful’.” Another sniff. “Follow the prince’s guidance and remember it is your privilege to address honored acquaintances first, and also your privilege to ignore those who are not worthy of you.”

      “Mmhmm…” I regularly ignored Noria’s rules. I might listen to Augustus’ guidance, but not hers. She would have had me ignore one of my dearest friends, Julia, the Duchess of Poligari, just because she had goblin blood.

      “This is an important day for you,” Noria pressed. “The entire city will be watching.”

      “I know that. And I certainly don’t intend on disappointing my husband or my people.” One of the ladies handed me my fan as another placed my shoes upon my feet. “Soon, I will be the queen, after all.”

      Noria looked vaguely pained. She had been making no secret of her concern that Augustus and I were taking the throne so young.

      Outside, Augustus was already waiting to help me up into the carriage. He settled onto the velvet seat beside me, my skirts still forcing some distance between us. The guard shut the door behind us. I squeezed his hand as the horses started to lead us away from the overly familiar sight of the Sun Palace.

      “This is the first time we’ve ridden together outside of the gates!” I said, as I watched the golden roof flashing under the bright sunlight, disappearing out the back window.

      “Exciting, isn’t it?” he said. “It will be quite a relief to stretch our legs beyond this place. I think it might help us to appreciate the entire situation of our impending titles. To see our people. Common people.”

      “But you’re quite ready to be king, aren’t you?” I smiled. “You’ve been studying for this all your life.”

      “Studying… It’s only good for so much.”

      “Well, you certainly took to marrying me quickly enough despite a lack of practice.”

      “You’re a little more irresistible than the rabble.” He kissed my neck. “And you don’t give me much trouble.”

      “Hmm, maybe I should try a little harder.”

      “You’ll never give me too much trouble, because when you’re defiant, I am all the more attracted to you. The kingdom is another matter. I’ve been meeting with the advisors and looking at the books…” He shook his head.

      “Oh?”

      “Grandfather spent a lot of money and I don’t see what we have to show for it. He gave Madame Bariel anything she wanted, for starters.”

      “At least she’s gone now.” Madame Bariel had been my nemesis from the day I arrived.

      “Well, now we have other problems,” he muttered. “We have to get the kingdom out of debt, which has been no easy task with all the mourning clothes and decor. Then we’ll have to cross our fingers that the land stays relatively peaceful.”

      I put a hand on his leg. “You’re too serious. I suspect it’s not as bad as you’re making it out to be. Your grandfather was rather old and I can see him neglecting the finer details, but you’ll straighten that out soon enough. Everything here is peaceful and even the Cobblestone Witch is gone.”

      The whole reason I was here, married to a faery and not a respectable human prince, was because of the curse the Cobblestone Witch had placed upon me as a child. She claimed I would prick my finger on a spindle and sleep until everyone I loved was dead and gone. But I had resisted her attempt to seduce me into a trap and fled the city afterward. We had no word of her since the king’s death.

      “You’re right, my dearest. You will have to remind me to have fun now that all of this is mine to worry over.”

      “I can certainly do that, although…some faery you are.”

      The carriage traveled through the forests surrounding the Palace of the Sun for quite a while. Finally, the path broke open into farms and fields, villages that grew increasingly dense as we neared the capital. The trip took four hours and they flew by as we talked about the sights and what we would see when we arrived. I grew more and more excited as Augustus told me about the masquerade balls that the lords and ladies of Luminé indulged in every week-end.

      But I was still nervous. I was always vaguely agitated, never knowing what Augustus would subject me to, especially now that I was to be the Queen Who Bowed.

      When the towers of Lumire were in view, he cupped my chin in his hand. “My dear Marie Rose,” he said. “I will make a promise to you now.” He tugged my dress down a little, bearing my shoulders. “I will not demand anything of you in Lumire.”

      “Why not?”

      “I want you to enjoy yourself and not tremble in anticipation,” he said. “I think you know how to play your part by now, don’t you?”

      “Do you mean it?”

      “Faeries don’t lie. Although you don’t need to look quite so happy about it.”

      “You know I am happy to serve you,” I said, flushing. “I just prefer privacy.”

      He lifted up my skirts in back, and I immediately leaned forward off the seat to assist in the gesture. “We’ll both enjoy ourselves tonight,” he said. “But for now…” He slipped a hand under me. Beneath the silken rustle of my white gown, his hand found my sex from behind and he put a hand on my knee closest to him and lifted it between his own knees, spreading me wider. He stroked my slick folds until I was writhing beneath his touch.

      The carriage was now driving down the streets of Luminé, and out my window flashed the sights of ethereal faery children dancing in chains of entwined hands, flowers in their hair, cheering at the sight of the royal entourage; ladies curtseying to us; the hard-working men of the crowded streets spruced up into their shabby finest. The city was absolutely bursting with flowers, on every lamp post and gate. I tried very hard to sit proudly and smile back, my hand attempting a wave even as I twitched, Augustus’ hand slowly stroking me again and again, legs spread wide beneath my skirts, my skin tingling head to toe.

      He brought me to the brink of a climax and often, he expected me to release for him, but not this time. He snapped his hand back as the carriage slowly eased to a stop.

      “You’ve soiled my gloves,” he said, slipping two fingers in my mouth. I sucked on the smooth, fine black leather, tasting my own heated juices, and he gave me a nod. His eyes were pleased. My cheeks burned with a mixture of shame and pride, a sensation that was now breathtakingly familiar and yet I would never learn to master myself against it.

      No, he would never let me in the first place. It was his job to keep me on my toes.

      He opened the carriage door and I heard his boots hit rocks; he reached a hand inside to help me down. The crowds cheered for us. We stood in a courtyard garden with low walls that allowed the people of the city to see us, before a building formed into a soaring structure made of bare, pale wood. Flowers and small trees grew on the sloped roofs of the building, and stained glass windows surrounded the tall arched doors. A thick chimney poked out of the top past the plants on the roof, with smoke trailing upward. The architecture was very different from the Sun Palace and seemed much older to me, almost primitive.

      “We’re here to make offerings to the faery deities of nature, music, and food,” Augustus said.

      Councilmen, lords, and ladies of the area greeted us warmly, and I felt the heat in my cheeks slowly fade away. I stuck close to Augustus, curtseying and smiling, and everyone complimented my gown. I heard some of the ladies whispering, “How does she look so fresh and bright after such a long ride?”

      Of course, the answer was the three blessings placed on me at birth. Grace, beauty, and a quick mind.

      A row of girls around age nine or ten were waiting by the doors. I wondered if they were spruced up commoners or daughters of the nobility. They had rosy cheeks and I suspected their beauty had been carefully selected. As we walked up to them, they offered us each a cake, a sprig of flowers, and a bell. These were the offerings for the gods.

      The faeries didn’t perform religious rituals as often as I was used to back home, and I found it comforting to walk up to the fire, toss in the trio of objects, and then bow before the altar to pray for the kingdom we were about to inherit. The fire roared in a massive hearth, with wooden figures carved around it to represent all the many deities in the faery pantheon.

      “Oh spirits of the wilds, spirits of harvest and hunt, and spirits of the music that brings pleasure to every ear, please grace us with your bounty and allow us to rule over the happiest of kingdoms…” Augustus led a prayer.

      At first I shut my eyes, but then I couldn’t help but sneak a look at his face. He sounded so serious. Whatever I said, his duties rested heavily on his shoulders. As he finished, his eyes snapped open, straight ahead at the tongues of flame. I looked away. I didn’t want him to catch me staring at him.

      Then we rose and left the temple. Although I had never done this before myself, I could feel the familiar trappings of ritual. Everything we did was planned and expected. Everything we laid eyes on was beautiful.

      For some reason, I let out a small sigh. I suppose I expected Luminé to be different. Unkempt and wild, an untamed beast of a city.

      We proceeded straight from this ceremony to the old palace, where the royals lived before the Palace of the Sun was built. Made of rough grey stone, with defensive towers, it was no gilded jewel box like my home. Inside, however, it still put on the same airs, the old stone walls covered up by painted wooden paneling; golden candelabras; statues of voluptuous dancing faery maidens wearing scant outfits.

      “Your Highnesses…the people are waiting to greet you in the Court of Hours.”

      We climbed stairs to a balcony overlooking the court. I heard a roar of voices even from a distance, and my mouth fell open when I saw the crowd. A sea of people spilled out far beyond the stone court, into streets beyond. I hoped no flowers had been growing in the courtyard, as they would have surely been trampled. There was not a single place to stand that wasn’t occupied by someone. Children were hoisted onto their parents shoulders. The people lifted hands to us, their faces joyful and even frenzied.

      “I’ve—never seen it like this,” Augustus murmured. “Are they this happy my grandfather is dead?”

      “The king did not always act with the best interests of the city in mind, some believe,” one of the advisors said, trying to be diplomatic.

      “I see.” Augustus waved, and the roar of joy was almost deafening.

      “Besides that,” said Count Mercinel, my own tutor, “they must be very excited to have a queen.”

      I stepped forward and curtseyed from the balcony, lowering my head, and was greeted with another roar that brought a nervous smile to my lips. As the only princess of Osteria, I had always been admired. But I had never been adored like this.

      I worried that the people would not accept a human queen, but it seemed that the word bleeding out of the palace was in my favor.

      “They are all so impressed that you resisted the Cobblestone Witch and your own curse,” Mercinel told me during dinner. Just as at home, the crowds were permitted to enter the room as we ate and pass by behind a balustrade, watching us. The room was noisy with the din of voices. A very young girl sat practically at my feet with a wine skin, waiting for a word from Augustus to pour. I felt very bad for her. What kind of childhood was it to sit quietly for hours holding a wine skin? But it was clearly an honor and I’m sure any comment from me would be taken with offense.

      “Well, it was nothing,” I said.

      “It wasn’t nothing,” Mercinel said. “It shows that you share a true devotion to the prince.  Add youth and beauty to the mix, and it’s no wonder the people are ecstatic.”

      “We have not had a young king in so long,” added a lady with dark curls contained atop her head with strings of pearls. “Much less such a handsome one.”

      “You flatter me,” Augustus said. I don’t think he liked such compliments very much. “If I’m remembered for anything, I hope it’s prudence with our out of control budget. Looks do fade, but wisdom only grows with time.”

      I sensed the slightest ripple of displeasure around the table.

      “I’d keep that talk to yourself for now,” the lady said. “The best way to manage the budget is not to mention it.”

      I sensed my husband was faltering a bit on this elevated stage. He had been studying the kingdom for so long, wanting so earnestly to be a good king, that he might lose sight of what mattered—being a figure of strength and admiration. This was new to me too, but I had been here long enough to see how things worked. His job required him to put on a front, like a magician, managing the coffers with sleight of hand, never revealing any of the cracks behind the facade. It was a little surprising to me that he had made this mistake, but then again, it made sense. Augustus had no innate sense of showmanship.

      I put a hand on his arm, keeping my eyes low. “My lord, could I be permitted another cup of wine?”

      He glanced at me as if snapping out of some mental puzzle. “Ah—of course, my love.” He looked to the young girl who sprung to her feet immediately, filling my glass.

      “Is this the girl who goes hunting with you?” One of the men gave me a sly smile. “Who would ever guess? She’s too perfect for words.”

      “It does please me to take her hunting,” Augustus said, caressing my back. I sensed in his touch that he knew I had taken attention off of a misstep.

      When we were back in the carriage after a dinner that seemed endless, he immediately caught my head in his hand and pressed a kiss to my forehead, and then my mouth. “My clever Rose…you saved my skin back there. I have been so caught up in facts and figures that I can hardly control myself to mention it, but that was the wrong company. When did you pick up diplomacy?”

      “Diplomacy? Hardly that!” I laughed. “I guess it’s from all those wrangling with Madame Bariel if it’s anything. I just know how earnest you get and no one wants to hear that.”

      “Not you either, eh?”

      “I care about the concerns of the kingdom!” I protested. “But you care a little too much. I told you, it’ll all sort out. The kingdom can’t be in such bad shape. Everyone here seems happy and healthy.”

      “It is true,” he said. “I was pretty astonished to see a crowd like that. The nobles of Luminé make me more nervous than the people, to be honest. They’re a different crowd than the nobles I deal with at home, and I suspect their sympathies lie with the old ways.”

      “They seemed happy enough to see me play my part,” I said wryly. “Isn’t that typical? Always the princess who has to submit…”

      “Well, you will be well rewarded on this occasion,” he said. “Now, for the opera and then the ball. A taste of freedom, for the both of us. Try not to get too drunk on it.”

      Augustus and I were in perfect harmony, two people caught in our own world by true love, as we sat together in the carriage ride, but that state of things would be short lived.
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      Rose

      

      The opera was one of the most delightful experiences of my first year in the faery kingdom. While the Osterian operas were dramatic and brought me to tears, this music transported me into another world of ethereal beauty and wonder, the old faery world of song and dance and merriment, of moonlit nights that never seemed to end. The performers made me laugh and cry, and at the end of it all I leapt to my feet and clapped.

      I butted against a startled silence, and Augustus caught my arm with a laugh. “This is not our custom here, my love,” he said.

      But then, I heard a smattering of noise that quickly grew, and more audience members got to their feet. Some of the audience seemed to be clapping for me more so than the opera itself.

      The faeries really do accept me as their future queen…

      I could hardly believe it. When I accepted this marriage, I was afraid they would never accept a human queen, and when Madame Bariel tried to kick up scandal at court I worried my reputation would be tarnished.

      I was wrong to worry. They were ready for a change, ready to embrace me as their own. After all of my struggles to accept the rules of the court, the etiquette, the tightly laced grand corps, the regimented schedule, the fact that I must obey and please my husband in all respects…for all these pains and humiliations, I was rewarded with not only his love, but the love of the people. My mother would be so proud. I could hardly wait to write and tell her.

      “Just when I think you know how to play your part,” Augustus said as we left. He was carrying a dark bundle tucked under his arm. “Springing to your feet and making a commotion? You’re certainly lucky that one turned out or I think I’d have to remind you of your place.”

      I stuck out the tip of my tongue. “Why do I get the feeling you’ll do it anyway?”

      “I made a promise…”

      “If I behaved, you said.”

      “Well, I’m feeling benevolent. Or…are you starting to miss it?”

      “No,” I said quickly.

      He unwrapped the bundle into two dark cloaks and two silken bags with some unknown object inside, stretching the fabric. He swept a cloak around my shoulders and pulled up the hood, covering my hair. “Have you heard of the Ball de Anon?”

      “No.”

      “It has been held every week since the royalty was established,” he said. “Despite their rigid society, the first king and queen wanted one place where they didn’t have to play their roles. In this place, all rules melt away. All hierarchies no longer exist. You are not the Queen Who Bowed anymore. You don’t have to do as I say, or in fact, as anyone says.”

      My eyes widened. “And this is the ball we’re attending tonight? This sounds too good to be true!”

      Augustus laughed. “I told you not to get drunk on it. But you can get drunk in general, if you like.”

      I could hardly believe my ears. No rules, no hierarchies? I thought he was exaggerating. Surely everyone still followed many unspoken rules. I would have to be careful not to get ahead of myself.

      We pulled up in front of a building in the heart of the city, where lights twinkled from all the tall windows, and drum beats drifted onto the street. Augustus put on his own cloak, and we walked through the doors into a very dark room. I could see other figures in the shadows, and heard ladies giggling. There were a dozen or so other people in the room entering the Ball de Anon. “Help me tie it on…” “Oof, sorry. It’s so dark in here.”

      Augustus handed me one of the sacks. “Your mask.”

      I slipped my hand into the bag and took out a mask formed from thin, supple wood. I could barely see, but I felt out the eye holes and the ridge where my nose went, and pressed it to my face. Immediately, the wood stretched out into thin vines that twined around the back of my head and held the mask firmly to my face.

      “Oh my!” I exclaimed. I tried to pull it off.

      “I gave it a little bit of magic,” Augustus said. “They stay on better while you’re dancing.”

      We stumbled down the dim hall into another room, where guards took one look at us and swung open the doors. I wondered if they knew who we were. But our fine clothes alone were probably sufficient to allow entry.

      Then again, perhaps not. Some of the dancers were scandalously underdressed, barefoot and wearing short dresses. We were swept forward into a huge dance floor swarming with faeries, as well as some other races, wildly dancing as if they had been here for hours already. Two tiers of balconies ringed the room above, where other guests talked and watched the festivities. A band of twelve musicians was playing frenzied music, the drums pounding, two fiddles dancing, an accordionist waiting for her turn. All the guests wore masks but many dresses and suits were in a state of disarray. Vests were left flung across chairs, shoes tumbled into corners, as if their owners never intended to retrieve them.

      “Do as you please,” Augustus said. “Have a drink.”

      “Really? I don’t have to worry over the curse?”

      “Well, don’t tell anyone back home. But I’m not worried about the curse. The witch is gone, and do you see any spindles in here? I’m going to look for a friend of mine, and I’m sure I’ll find you.”

      “Yes, have fun!” I was already drifting away from him and toward a group of women dancing alone, without male partners. I had never seen grown women dance by themselves. They were all barefoot, and I eagerly slipped out of my own shoes and shed my cloak, and joined them. One flung out a hand to me and we formed a circle as if by instinct, leaping around before parting again and bouncing our feet, weaving in and out. A ball and a bouquet of flowers were being bounced around from girl to girl. There seemed no need to ask questions about the why or how or anything. I could just do whatever I liked.

      Even back home I had never seen anything like this. This was a taste of the faery kingdom as it once was, wild and free. How did Queen Marianna ever give this up to be the Queen Who Bowed? I wondered as my stocking feet scuffed lightly on parquet floors, my hands passing from stranger to stranger, surrounded by laughter and music.

      A faery girl caught my hand and whispered in my ear, “You should come home with me, lovely. Come join the Wicked Revels.”

      “You’re from the Wicked Revels?” I gasped. The Wicked Revels existed in a realm set slightly apart from the real world, untouched by wars, where time flowed differently. Sometimes the Revels lured in innocent young women. “I’m afraid I’m not an innocent.”

      “You would make a perfect handmaiden for Queen Alexandra.”

      I smiled coyly. Truly she had no idea who I was. “I’m afraid I’m not looking for a new position, but thank you.”

      I don’t know how much time passed before I began to wonder where Augustus was. I don’t think I had ever gone so long without his presence since the day we met. At first there was some relief in being free from his demands, but that quickly turned to yearning, and then to concern.

      If I was happy to be free of his demands, was he also happy to be free of needing to make those demands? And did that mean he was happy to be free of me?

      I didn’t like that idea very much.

      I scanned the room and the upper balconies. There must have been a thousand people in this room, and Augustus wore a mask like everyone else. I suddenly felt abandoned, and then annoyed. When I do find that man, he’s going to have to show me how much he missed me.

      The dancers kept whirling around, wide skirts jostling mine, slowing my attempts to move through the room. A drop of wax fell onto my arm from one of the chandeliers above, glittering with candles. I thought I saw him on the balcony for a moment, but no, that man had a more hawkish nose.

      I bumped into something solid.

      “Oh—pardon me, sir.” I turned and slammed into the blue-gray eyes of a tall, fair man in a military officer’s uniform.

      He could not have been more different from Augustus. Where my husband had dark curls, his hair was blonde, straight and soft, brushing his brow and ears above a mask of midnight blue. Augustus was not above a moment of wit but his demeanor was generally serious; this man already had humor in his smile, lightness in his eyes. They were both tall. I think Augustus was still taller, but the uniform coat of this handsome officer was definitely cut for broad shoulders that tapered to a trim waist and shapely legs in close-fit trousers and boots.

      He was not a faery, I realized, but a high elf.

      “No need to beg pardon,” he said. “It’s my pleasure, in fact. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a graceful dancer at the ball. Admittedly, I am not here often myself. You’re a human…aren’t you?”

      “Half-human,” I blurted.

      I don’t know why I lied. I don’t know why I suddenly didn’t want him to guess I was to be the Queen Who Bowed.

      “And who taught you to dance like that?”

      “I had a dance teacher.”

      “He or she must have been splendid.”

      “Or maybe I’m naturally talented. Humans can dance as well as elves, sir.”

      He laughed. “That was rude of me. Although I beg to differ. I’ve never seen a human dance as well as a high elf until I saw you. I won’t apologize for the facts.”

      “I’ve always heard you elves are arrogant.”

      “All true. We have reason to be.”

      “What brings you here, then?” I asked.

      “Business. Seeking some aid for a little troll problem…” He started to stroll, and I followed, leaving my shoes behind for good.

      “You’re from the far north, then. Trolls! How awful.”

      “Yes, well.…they do trade excellent furs. When food gets a little scarce, well…at least when they tear you into two pieces, you’re dressed in the finest furs.” His chuckle was sardonic. “But what kind of conversation is this to start? I won’t ask your name. I have a sense you don’t want to give it. You’re a girl of secrets, I think.”

      I had no idea what gave him that impression. “You presume a lot.”

      “A little presumption never hurt anyone,” he said.

      “I don’t think that’s true!”

      He took my hand and kissed the top. “But so far it hasn’t gotten me in much trouble. Who were you looking for just now?”

      “No one! I mean, friends of mine. It doesn’t matter.” I was getting flustered, now feeling as if I should have been honest right away.

      “Did you go to the opera this evening?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I thought so. It was a good one, wasn’t it?”

      “It was all right,” I said.

      “The faeries do better with opera than my people, I’ll give them that. Why that look? I’ll bet you clapped when the queen did, didn’t you?”

      I flushed hot. “She isn’t the queen quite yet. Are you going to ask for her help with the troll problem?”

      “I will certainly request an audience.” He swept two drinks from a passing tray and handed me one. “Do you think she’ll bother or does she have better things to do than worry over trolls?”

      “How should I know? But I’m sure she wants strong neighbors to the north.”

      “I think I’ll stay in town for a while then. See another opera or two.”

      “It was almost as good as the work of Gluchen,” I said.

      “Gluchen? That is pure melodrama,” he said.

      “What? No, it’s beautiful! It will tear your heart to pieces. Well, maybe not you. You are a cold elf, after all…”

      I talked to him for quite some time, I must admit, and it was also true that…perhaps I flirted with him more than I should.

      I had never had a conversation like this with a man in my entire life. Back home, before my marriage, the men treated me like I was poisonous because of my curse. Then I was wed to Augustus and from the very first moment, our marriage was heaped with expectations. Right now, I had no sense of scrutiny at all, and the dance and drinks had loosened me so that I had no desire to inhibit myself. This mysterious man was so beautiful, and the entire encounter seemed like a dream.

      Then I felt a hand grab my wrist.

      “There you are.” Augustus’ words settled on my shoulders, and I suddenly felt as if I’d betrayed him. He pulled me against him, drawing his cloak around me, and I didn’t even say goodbye to the northern elf as Augustus swept me off to the carriage.

      He lifted me onto the seat and stood below me, looking up at me, his arms on the frame of the door.

      “Are you angry?” I whispered. “It was nothing.”

      “Theodor said you were talking to him for two hours. I told you to enjoy yourself. But not that much.”

      “It wasn’t like that!” I insisted.

      “The look in your eyes when I came upon you… Now, that—that said otherwise.”

      “Are you jealous?” I was starting to feel more annoyed than anything. “We were talking about the opera!”

      “I don’t care what you were talking, Rose. Don’t insult my intelligence. You had a spark in you. You don’t look at me like that.”

      “What? Of course I look at you like that! I mean, it’s different, of course, but that’s because of the nature of—of us. And anyway, this is hardly fair. You can take a mistress if you want, and even if you tell me you won’t, the fact is that you can and I couldn’t do a thing about it. I don’t even want any other man, but if you want me to deny that he’s handsome, well, I would be lying.”

      “Stay here,” Augustus said ferociously.

      “What are you doing? Don’t hurt him; he didn’t even know what he was doing.”

      “Oh, he knew,” Augustus said. “And I’m sure you know that he knew.”

      I sat back. This was true.

      “I’m inviting him to the coronation ceremony,” he said.

      “Why? Not the— Please, please don’t! Augustus, please!” I half covered my face instinctively. “I don’t want him to see me like that!”

      “Just as I thought.” He shut the carriage doors.
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      Augustus

      

      Seeing Rose with the handsome foreigner was like seeing everything I had to deny her. Had we truly fallen in love? The fact that she chose me over the witch meant nothing, in the end. Who would choose to sleep for a hundred years?

      The ways of courtship and the privilege of falling into love were denied to us. So it was with many royal marriages, but it was so pronounced in my kingdom because our duty was not just to have children, but to play these roles that consumed us body and soul, wiping away our own identities and replacing them with those of our ancestors.

      Anyone might chafe against such treatment, but especially one so spritely as Rose, and when I saw the way she gazed at him, I wanted to tear her away.

      She’s mine. All mine.

      No man of Ellurine would dare to look at her the way he did.

      I swept back into the ball, and he was still right where I left him. He raked a hand back through his hair and smiled. “Managed to fit her back in the box, have you? It’s always harder than when you unpack them upon arrival.”

      “How dare you,” I growled.

      He looked back at me, unmoved and with a somewhat offensive amount of good humor in his eyes.

      High elves were the worst. Who but an arrogant race would dub themselves the “high” elves? As they said, what’s the difference between a high elf and a wood elf? The wood elf climbs trees, and the high elf builds a tower taller than the trees so he can still look down.

      Up close, now that I wasn’t distracted by Rose herself, he really was a striking man. He was beautiful in an almost feminine way, with the slightly slanted pale blue eyes, brows so fair they almost disappeared against his high brow, the sharp cheekbones, the thin but sensual lips characteristic of many high elves. In some ways, he resembled her, both of them blonde and exceptionally attractive, but she had the tender, soft lines of a human and he looked more unearthly, except for his expression, which ruined everything by seeming more jovial than alien.

      “Will you punish me for talking to her?” he asked. “Or will you just punish her?”

      “You knew who she was, and who I am, and you would talk to me like that?” I was incredulous.

      “It is a legitimate question,” he asked. A faint smile teased at his lips, and he leaned closer. “The King of the Sun Palace is quite famous for putting everyone in their places, is he not?”

      I grabbed the lapels of his coat and shoved him against a wide column, everyone in proximity scurrying out of my way. “Don’t test me.”

      “I’m not your subject, Augustus…”

      “Yes, but you are in my country, and I will have to punish you to save my own face if you don’t back off.”

      “Please do.”

      He met my eyes, and my hands slid away from his coat. I kept my gaze locked on his, unwilling to back down.

      The look in his eyes was hardening my cock. I broke into a sweat, willing it to stop.

      What the hell is this? I wasn’t attracted to other men.

      But that isn’t quite it, is it…

      Rose knew that I was not naturally dominant, at least certainly not to the degree that was demanded of me. One of the reasons I loved Rose was that she understood this; she was the only person in the palace who knew my secret. The King of the Sun Palace should never, ever desire for his wife to rule over him, not even for a moment, but even when I had her tied down and helpless, even as I was coming inside her, I sometimes imagined myself in her place. The urge grew stronger these days, with a woman to put to the fantasy. Rose was playful and strong, with a streak of delicious wickedness.

      Practice might make perfect but it seemed that nothing could sway a man’s inner thoughts.

      Suddenly I knew that two things were true: this man guessed the truth about me, and he was capable of playing any role asked of him—with pleasure. He would submit to me in order to have her, but he would never seem like my subject the way the faeries were.

      My anger could not hold. I was shocked by what I saw in him. It was no wonder Rose was attracted to him.

      As soon as I met his eyes, images raced through my mind. I saw him tied up beneath her now, a proxy for myself. Or was it more alluring to think of her pinned between both of us?

      Gods, what am I thinking? I can’t allow her another lover. I’m the one who is supposed to choose a Mistress of Many Loyalties…

      I was angry at him again, for tempting her, and testing me. He knew our positions. He knew this could never be.

      “Prince Augustus,” he said. “Perhaps I have gone a little too far…” He shrugged. “I’ve read up on your etiquette but it’s quite another thing to witness it in the flesh. Our nations have had some bitterness in their past, but we have enjoyed a long peace which I have no wish to break…no, indeed.” Brazenly, he glanced down at the growing length in my trousers. “I hope to see more of both of you. Am I the only one to think so?”

      I clenched my jaw. I had never met such a presumptuous man. “You will never talk to my wife again unless I give you permission.”

      He raised his brows. “It is my pleasure to await your permission.”

      He was not making the situation any better.

      “Believe me, I want to stay in your good graces, Your Highness,” he said. “I am a mere count of a beleaguered nation and you are soon to be king of a shining domain.”

      “What did you come here for? Not just to spit out some flattery, I imagine.”

      “To ask for your military aid in dealing with the trolls. Well, that’s why I came, anyway. We’ll see why I stay…”

      “I want to extend an invitation to the coronation and the bowing ceremony to you,” I said. “That is where things stand. The princess is all mine, but I will permit you to watch.”

      I was a very private man, and Rose had the shyness of a human. The idea of fucking Rose before the court had seemed rather abhorrent to the both of us. I don’t know why, but for some reason, when I thought of him watching, I wanted to claim her that way. I wanted him to see her helpless beneath me. I wanted him to desire her, and be unfulfilled.

      He didn’t even look pleased; he looked like he expected this all along. “I’ll see you again, Count…”

      “Count Farren.” He took a step so we stood shoulder to shoulder. “Axel,” he whispered. “Until we meet again.”
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      Augustus had every right to be angry with me, I thought. It might be his right to take a mistress, but he had never expressed interest in another woman. I never even saw his head turn to anyone but me. I had never doubted his loyalty to me. Now he had a reason to doubt mine. If it had been innocent, I’m sure it wouldn’t bother me half as much.

      What upset me so much was that the face of the elven officer was carved into my mind, and I kept recalling the conversation with a joy I couldn’t quite suppress. But I never meant for that… I never meant to feel this way.

      I was in horror at the thought that this man would see me in my shame at the coronation.

      I thought Augustus would punish me. I almost wished he would. If he made me cry, maybe it would cleanse me of this desire. Instead, he sat down and glared out the window. The carriage started moving.

      I couldn’t stand being quiet for long. “Augustus…can we talk?”

      He fidgeted, scratching his fingers along his knees. It was then I noticed he was painfully erect. My eyes widened.

      “Hush,” he snapped.

      “I didn’t say anything…”

      He pulled me onto his lap, pressing his cock against my buttocks. He leaned into me, nipping my ear before breathing softly against my cheek. “I can’t keep a secret from you, Rose. That is what it means for our lives to entwine. That man is trouble…”

      He pawed at my skirts, pulling them up again, and I felt him unbutton his trousers beneath me. He spread my legs and seated me on his rigid shaft, before unlacing my bodice enough to tease his fingers over my breasts. His hands were possessive.

      “That man… Count Axel Farren,” he murmured. “He wants you.”

      “Did you—invite him?”

      “I want him to watch you.”

      I was rigid even as my nipples stiffened to peaks beneath his hands. “Why? My lord, why?”

      “Because he wants you, and he can’t have you. I want him well able to imagine it. You are surely the most beautiful woman in all the realms, but so far, everyone has held their distance from you. That insolent man was the first one who dared to monopolize your time. He would steal you from me if he could.”

      His cock throbbed inside me and I breathed hard. “And so you would reward him with the sight of me?”

      “It will be no reward, but a punishment,” Augustus grunted. He slid his fingers along my throat. “I will torture him with just enough of you…” He pushed me toward the opposite seat of the carriage, folding himself over me now and fucking me deep and slow, each stroke exquisite. I had always found him to be both tender and aggressive in his love making, just as he should be, but now I thought…I knew nothing of what love making could be. I felt the edge of some new purpose, some greater confidence in him now.

      “You’re…not angry… at me…” I panted.

      “We’re not going to talk about it,” he said. “But I think you understand.”

      Did I?

      What had happened between them?

      Whatever it was, it made Augustus hard, and it made him want me. Perhaps jealousy was good for him.

      Despite the awkward confines and rattling of the carriage, I came hard, stimulated by his cock alone. Augustus was so fierce with me that my whole body was tingling with eager response.

      And it meant I would see him again.

      Axel.

      But it would be under very different circumstances.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Interlude

      

      When the Cobblestone Witch returned to the city, she wore a new face, one no one would recognize—young, lovely in a common sort of way. Her eyes were not innocent, but the freckles and the patched but clean apron was enough to divert most people’s attention. The prince and princess were finally visiting the city, and the Witch was far from the only lie on display. Everything had been made beautiful for them. Peasants were cleaned up or shoved out of sight, shutters painted and flowers adorning every street where the royal entourage would pass.

      Jeanne du Bariel had wrangled her way into the masked ball. The Witch could not stand such a crowd. She waited just outside, selling flowers to the attendees. It was late when Jeanne came running out.

      “I have found our mark,” she said. “And he could not be more perfect if we had planned him from the start. When he comes out…”

      “Who is it?”

      “Count Farren of Aveborg. You’ll see. He is just about the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. A high elf, fair and tall. You can’t miss him.”

      “Yes, yes,” the Witch said impatiently. “I know him. I tried to sell him a corsage for his lapel, and he said he didn’t need it.”

      “Well, he doesn’t. The princess couldn’t take her eyes off him, and neither can anyone else—including Augustus himself.”

      “Is that so…” The evening was shaping up to be very promising. More than the witch could have dreamed. “Ready the wagon and I’ll ready the spell.”

      Jeanne looked annoyed. She did not like being ordered around, even for the sake of revenge, but there was no sense in arguing. She still made sure to flounce off, dreaming of the former days when she had her own private apartments and the king put jewels around her neck.

      The witch edged to the door, waiting patiently as a cat, watching the guests leave until she saw Count Farren, easily recognizable even behind his mask. Although one could not hear the music of the ball from the street, he walked as if he still followed a rhythm, and then he whistled the tune as he turned the corner.

      The witch pounced on him, prodding a wand to his back, sending a jolt through him. “Come with me or I’ll let loose the full force of my magic,” she said.

      “Miss…” He laughed. “You must be mistaken. I don’t think you’re looking for me.”

      “Oh yes, I am.” She jolted him again.

      “Ouch!” He reached for a weapon.

      She was forced to knock him flat; he was clearly too good with a weapon to take any chances. He collapsed, and she dragged him off into the alley before fetching Jeanne to help her lug him into the wagon. They took him several blocks away, where the poor lived at the foot of the rich. The witch no longer had a home. The king’s guard was still alert for her. A network of anti-Royalists offered her the use of different rooms.

      “He really is a pretty one,” Jeanne said, stroking his unconscious face. He was strapped to the table now. Jeanne had never gone so long without a man’s attention in all her life. “Can I play with him?”

      The witch turned from her spell work with a slight smile. She would never admit that it was nice to have company. “You can unbutton him. If it serves my purposes…we’ll see about more.”

      Jeanne threw open the coat, releasing the essence of northern trees and something more ethereal. “Elves don’t sweat much, do they?” she commented, as she unfastened each pearly button.

      “No. They wilt in the heat, however,” the witch murmured.

      Jeanne got the feeling the witch had little use for a person who didn’t sweat. Well, the former courtesan wasn’t complaining; she’d had enough sweaty men to last a lifetime, and Count Farren was muscular perfection beneath his shirt, such fine skin, but marked with some intriguing scars. Jeanne traced them with her fingers, across his chest, down his stomach, until she finally loosed the buttons of his trousers. Of course, a man wasn’t as much to look at when he was unconscious, but hopefully that would be remedied soon enough.

      The witch turned, holding two fine hairs pinched between her fingers. One was pale and very fine, one of Rose’s baby hairs, and the other was thicker, chestnut brown. “You were clever to nab one of Augustus’ hairs, I must give you that. I told you, you could be a fine witch.” She looped the hairs around Count Farren’s cock and tied them around it as tight as she could, like finishing off a thread. Then she clapped her hands. The hairs disappeared, while Count Farren woke with a start.

      He immediately struggled, rocking the table as he yanked his arms back and forth. “Where am I? Who are you? What is this?”

      “Count Farren,” the Cobblestone Witch said. “I am sorry for the indignity. If you calm down, you’ll be well rewarded. What brings you to the city? I doubt it was a pleasure trip, at least to start.”

      “No, madam, I am here to ask for aid with the rampaging trolls of the northern forests. I still don’t understand why—“

      “I will take care of the trolls,” the witch said. “In fact, in good faith, I will do it immediately. I will send a shipment of spells particularly potent against trolls in which to dip your arrows. Do you suppose that would save a lot of your kinfolk back home?”

      “If it works!” He growled, still struggling. “Tell me your name and why I’m half-undressed and tied down!”

      Jeanne slid a hand up his chest. “I’ll bet you’re popular with the ladies back home.”

      “It’s no business of yours,” he said, but he was a little more gentle in his reply. Jeanne still had all the beauty that had once attracted the king. In fact, the Cobblestone Witch thought she was more beautiful taken down a peg; less artifice covered up her natural glow.

      “I have placed a spell on you,” the Cobblestone Witch said. “You will be unable to have any sexual release until I remove it, not even in private, except by two people. King Augustus and Queen Marie-Rose.”

      His mouth opened in horror although he tried to stay calm.

      Axel Farren had faced more frightening things than some devious witch; he had stared the most gruesome of deaths in the face more than once. His hand had been in a troll’s mouth, his hand saved only by a perfectly timed arrow from one of his men.

      But still.

      “You’re the witch who cursed her. You want to hurt her through me,” he ground out.

      “Ah, well, you know the story then. I don’t need to waste my breath,” she said.

      Jeanne pulled pins from her hair and let it spill over her shoulders. She leaned over him, giving him an eyeful of her breasts, and caressed his bare chest down to his cock, which was starting to stiffen at the sight of her. He shut his eyes.

      “I would not hurt the king and queen,” he said.

      “You won’t hurt them. They will hurt themselves. You will save your men from the trolls. That is, as long as you stay right here in Ellurine.”

      Axel didn’t argue or fight. He fixed his eyes at the cracked plaster of the ceiling of the small house. A chunk of it had fallen away, showing the slats of wood beneath. The witch was a very clever woman, perceptive at understanding human nature in its broad sweep, but she was also very solitary. She had already made one mistake, in not realizing that Rose and Augustus were in love—a mistake she had brushed off. She took this to mean that the man was resigned to his fate and fully willing to cooperate. It never occurred to her that the best warriors choose their battles wisely.

      Jeanne wrapped her mouth around his cock, working her lips along it with skill, and he gritted his teeth. She knew exactly how to please a man. As a foreigner, he didn’t recognize King Emriel’s Favorite.

      “You poor, exquisite creature,” Jeanne cooed.

      “You can do what you will with him, as far as I’m concerned,” the witch said. “You’ve done well tonight.”

      “Yes,” Axel said, forcing out a cocky grin. “Do what you will and see if I care. I’m flattered that you think I could play any part in bringing down a king and queen. Waste of a curse, indeed.”

      Jeanne climbed atop him, stretching like a cat, brushing her nose through his cloud of hair. “You even smell good…” The witch left them alone, retiring to her bedroom in the attic. Jeanne rode Axel for her own pleasure until he was sweating more than he had at the ball; his cock felt like it could explode. He would have released long ago on any other day, pleasure turning slowly into agony.

      Still, he didn’t fight her; a part of him wanted her and found this familiar. He had been with quite a few women and not all of them were this beautiful; he had been raised to think that men chased after women and not the other way around. It was only later that Axel would remember that night for the assault that it was.
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      As the coronation drew near, I learned that my usual attendants would be responsible for preparing me for the bowing ceremony. This meant that Countess Noria, an old woman with a prim sniff who didn’t like me at all, would be overseeing the event of stripping me naked and dressing me head to toe in gold and diamonds.

      To me, this seemed the ultimate indignity, nearly as bad as the bowing ceremony itself.

      “I want to dismiss her,” I told Augustus as we strolled the gardens as we often did. “And put Louisa in her place.”

      “You can’t just dismiss her, I’m afraid. Her family has held the position back to Queen Marianna’s day.”

      “I’m stuck with her forever?”

      “She will die before you, I’m sure,” he said, with a grin.

      “I’m serious! If I’m to be the queen, shouldn’t I at least get to choose the person who attends to my most intimate needs? She treats me like I’m stupid, worse than my mother even, because I’m sure she doesn’t even like me. I’m sure I could fulfill my duties a thousand times better if I didn’t have to start every day with her sniffing at me.” I made a little demonstration of her sniff, standing very straight. The actual sniff was somewhere between inhaling snuff, and trying to determine the location of a rotten potato.

      “All right, all right, we can’t just toss her out of the palace on her arse but I’ll look at the records of hierarchies and positions and see if there’s a way to manage it. I want a happy queen.”

      “You are a wise man,” I said. If Augustus said he would study it for me, I thought the thing was as good as done.

      The days leading up to the coronation passed swiftly, and he had a lot to prepare for himself. I also had to study what was expected of me, which did nothing for my nerves. I began to fixate on it. Every morning when she tutted over the lacings of my stays and whether I had gotten a touch of a tan, I thought, I can bear anything if she is gone. A queen should certainly be able to choose her own attendants!

      If Augustus wouldn’t get rid of her, maybe I could urge her into retirement on my own. When I first came here, I was nervous around all the faeries and their rules, but I was starting to feel more confident in my place now. When she sniffed at me, I started sniffing back.

      And I blatantly goaded her. I was starting to realize how easily she grew flustered. When she came into the room in the mornings I had my dogs running wild, the bed covers in disarray, and my hair around my shoulders. In the afternoon I was playing hide and seek with the palace children. When she found me hiding in the curtains, I told her she was late.

      “I was not late!” she huffed. “You are the one running about like a heathen!”

      “A heathen!” I laughed. “I thought that was a compliment for a human in the faery kingdom! No, I’m sure you’re late. I looked at the clock before I started the game.”

      “I was not late!”

      “Oh? Your word supersedes the queen of the realm, does it?”

      “No, no…but…time itself supersedes us all.”

      I shrugged. “Oh, well. It hardly matters. I want to wear the purple print today.”

      By this time she was thrown off her composure already.

      Two nights before the coronation, Augustus settled me into the bed. As always, he stripped off my clothes and tied me loosely with silken cords, so I could not roam at night, even in my sleep, and come upon a cursed spindle. The custom was still observed even though the Cobblestone Witch had fled the realm. After all, I was still his possession and I’m sure the servants would whisper now if he ever set me free. By now I was used to this nightly ritual, and it often began with his tongue between my legs, which I was not one to complain about.

      Tonight, it began with something even better than that. A big dusty book.

      “What you need is a Superintendent of the Queen’s Household,” he said. “Queen Marianna had one and she had control over everyone including Countess Noria’s position. The position has been left vacant, almost forgotten…”

      I sneezed at the dust from the book he was holding close to my face. “You mean, I could just make Louisa the Superintendent and suddenly she would be able to manage the ceremony? That seems too good to be true.”

      “It’s perfectly within the rules,” he said. “Why Louisa and not Julia? I thought you preferred her.”

      “Not exactly. Julia is more fun, but even I am sensible enough not to have a girl with goblin blood manage the entire household…”

      “Does she really have goblin blood?”

      “The longer I know her, the more I think so! She’s too naughty for words.” I envied Julia, to be honest. “Look at her and Lord Merdon.”

      “Julia and…Lord Merdon?” he asked, densely.

      “Oh, Augustus, you have to pay more attention to what’s under your nose. You should spend more time at the gaming tables. They went bathing naked in the fountain of the Sun God last week in the middle of the night. Everyone knows except her husband and, I suppose, you.”

      He frowned, leaning closer to me. “I thought her and Francis were a love match…”

      “They are.”

      “She loves them both, then… I suppose he is too gentle for her, is that the case?”

      “I—I suppose they each please her in different ways.” I flushed. It was the first time we had come even close to alluding to Axel since the ball. But he would likely arrive tomorrow for the start of the coronation the day after, and we would both see him again.

      “I don’t have time for gaming tables,” Augustus said in a more subdued tone. “And you spend too much money there.”

      “It’s just for fun… I never bet more than fifty half pieces in a night.”

      “Mm…well, Louisa it is, then, eh? I will notify the Master of Chambers of the change.”

      I wrapped my hands around his shoulders and drew him close to me, kissing his lips. “Thank you, kind sir… Now, I do believe such good research deserves a reward…”
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      The official coronation was to be held in one of the great holy buildings of the faeries, the Golden Hall in the city of Luminé, which had been built six hundred years prior with soaring ceilings and gilded adornments that made it glow in the candlelight, the walls decorated by the great swords of prior warrior kings. Of course, the entire Palace of the Sun was grander still, but the hall had an ancient grandeur and reminders of the faeries’ warrior heritage were everywhere.

      Leading up to the coronation, extensive renovations were done on the Golden Hall, and new robes were made for the High Cleric and the entire inner court.

      This moment was entirely for Augustus. He wore long, heavy robes himself, trimmed with the fur of ermine he had hunted himself, silver fabric embroidered with golden suns, with slashes that showed red underneath, and purple boots with red heels and soles. The robes signified his strength as a hunter and his ability to provide for his people, the suns for the golden light that graced the faery kingdom and blessed its ruler, the glimpses of red for the blood he was willing to shed in order to protect his subjects, and the vivid boots for the dancing that faeries revered.

      The red heels, meanwhile, were a symbol of his dominance over me. Spilling my virgin blood, and the life my body would provide the bloodline. I watched him kneel before the High Cleric, exposing one red sole.

      Soon, soon… I trembled.

      As soon as this is over…

      The room was very warm, the grand corps squeezing my ribs. I watched my husband kneel to become king, everyone looking toward him.

      The High Cleric anointed him with enchanted oils, meant to give him greater strength and greater blessings.

      His head bowed before the altar, his figure majestic but humble in the heavy furs. “I swear before this court, to all my people, that I shall protect thee from all violence and injustice with all the strength of my body and mind. I promise to rule justly and fairly, favoring no man above another. Above all, I shall protect the kingdom of Ellurine and the faery race from invasion and threat, if I must lay down my own life to do so.”

      “May the king rule with the strength of a dragon,” the High Cleric said. “And may he stand against every last enemy of our nation, to the ends of the earth.”

      His voice echoed in the soaring hall. I’m sure everyone would have heard it, no matter how far back they stood. I wondered if Axel was here. Julia thought she had seen him, but I didn’t dare look now.

      The High Cleric placed a golden crown, even older than the Golden Hall itself and encrusted with sapphires and rubies, upon Augustus’ head, and handed him a heavy scepter entwined with supple vines.

      Augustus rose, and the room broke into a roar of excitement as flocks of white birds were released into the hall, to fly into the rafters. Music began to play somewhere. Now, Augustus would lead a procession into the Hall of Mirrors.

      Louisa tapped my hand and nodded. “We must get you ready, Your Highness.”

      “Oh, Louisa…”

      “Don’t be scared,” she whispered.

      But those were just words. Louisa looked nervous for me.

      A carriage was waiting to bring us back to the palace, my stomach churning every moment of the journey. The streets were lined with well wishers who threw flowers at my carriage. Julia waved to the people and prompted me to lift my hand.

      “Come on. You don’t want anyone to say you lost your nerve,” she said.

      “I have certainly lost my nerve!”

      “But you don’t want them to notice. You’re a queen now, darling. You can do this.”

      Her attempts to reassure me only encouraged me to unravel. “I don’t want to. I want to be with Augustus, but… I don’t want to bow. I don’t want to!”

      “Shh, shh…it’s not so bad.”

      “It is bad. You know it’s bad. You wouldn’t want to do it.”

      “I would,” Julia said. “To be queen?”

      “What does it matter to be queen? I have no power of my own.”

      “You have more power than most human queens,” Louisa said. “What will it take for you to realize that? Human kings can simply ignore their wives. Augustus would be shamed forever if he ignored you. In fact, he is required to make you the focal point of his life. It’s a good thing he seems to love you, because if he didn’t, he would hear nothing but grief from the court.”

      The truth was, I knew I did have some power. It just didn’t seem to matter. Right now, all I could think of was the humiliation I had to bear, and it consumed me as the moment drew near.

      At least I didn’t have to worry about Countess Noria. Upon learning that Louisa would now command my toilette, she resigned in a quiet huff, saying she was getting older anyway so perhaps it was time. Well, not entirely quietly. I knew she had been complaining about it to anyone who would listen after the fact, saying that none of us had any experience and that I played favorites.

      Well, of course I did! Who would want Madame Etiquette around on purpose?

      The atmosphere was much more relaxing with Louisa in charge. She calmly orchestrated the proceedings. One girl removed my skirt, another my bodice. Each of my ladies stripped off a piece of me, but Louisa held Julia back. She had always been my Mistress  of Slippers, but she was also one of my dearest friends.

      “If Your Highness pleases, the Duchess of Poligari will remove the grand corps,” Louisa said.

      Such a pause followed this statement that even I grew nervous.

      No one had ever been permitted to unlace the grand corps except Augustus himself, and after this day, no one ever would. Although it still sounded absurd to me to put so much on a simple act, I still understood that Louisa was helping me to usher in a new era. One where a girl with goblin blood was permitted to touch the corset strings and the very skin of the queen; one where friendship and kindness mattered more than blood.

      “I do please,” I said.

      Julia bowed, taking her duties seriously. The other girls watched in stunned silence as she carefully worked the laces. The grand corps had been the bane of my existence in the Court of the Sun Palace; unlike most corsets that had hooks in front for easy removal, the grand corps had to be fully laced and unlaced every time, and this could not be done by the wearer. Besides that, it was so rigidly boned and tight that I could barely eat while wearing it, and it left bruises on my skin.

      Julia was the one who first told me that the purpose of this cruelty was so that my husband could ease my pain. I didn’t think it was worth it, but Julia seemed particularly to enjoy the idea of pain with her pleasure.

      Julia finished the laces. The room was so quiet that the songbirds outside seemed deafening in comparison. One of my ladies put the grand corps away while a different girl lifted my shift off my head. Still another dribbled healing ointment onto Julia’s hands.

      Now I was standing completely naked in the center of the room, with all of them observing me like a doll to be dressed.

      “Mm,” Julia purred approvingly. “We can’t have the slightest blemish on that perfect skin, today of all days.” Her hands were warm as they stroked the small purple blotches around my ribs, and I relaxed into her touch. I felt more comfortable with her than anyone in the room; she was my first friend here, and had now enjoyed more than a year of intimate acquaintance. While her touch didn’t set my skin aflame like a handsome man’s would, there was a different sort of sensuality in it, like sinking into a warm bath. A comfort I sorely needed right now.

      “There you are…” She curtseyed, stepping back for the next phase.

      My coffer of jewels was opened and the finest pieces were presented to me and then placed against my skin. Diamonds woven through my hair, hanging heavily around my neck, gold bands ringing my arms and legs until the result was almost like some tribal figure. My hair spilled free across my neck and shoulders. I tried to cover my breasts, but Louisa brushed it back.

      “No, no.”

      A page appeared at the door. “The king has arrived. The hall is ready to receive the princess.”

      There was no running from my fate.
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      Rose

      

      “She is almost ready.” Louisa opened a small box to reveal two small points of gold that covered my nipples, held on by a hidden clamp that pinched each nipple, sending tingles down my body.

      Now a fur cloak was draped on my shoulders. The fur was worn away in a few spots. This was the cloak Queen Marianna supposedly shed upon the throne when the king claimed her before the court. It was pinned at my breast and didn’t really cover anything. My naked sex was on full display. It was shaved by a magical blade the day I arrived and the hair never grew back. Everyone would see me as Augustus saw me.

      I had to bear this like a queen. I pulled myself together, straightening under the furs. The doors were opened to an empty hall. No one was allowed to see me except the inner court and those who had been invited. I walked barefoot, my anklets and bracelets clinking softly. The cloak dragged on the ground. Each step fell with a small pat on the floor.

      My heart was beating so fast. Every step of this was carefully plotted, but there was one thing I had to control. I had to reach a release for Augustus.

      As I approached the Hall of Mirrors, guards opened the white and gold double doors. They kept their eyes down, forbidden from looking at me.

      Augustus stood waiting just inside the doors. I was unsteady on my feet as he put an arm around me and unfastened the cloak. Usually, onlookers pressed at the windows of the room, but today it was guarded by soldiers with their backs to me. If they turned to look they would be thrown in prison. The room was full of a hundred or so people. The mood was more reverent than lascivious, and yet…

      The cloak was pulled away, handed off to someone. My vision blurred as I was presented to the court, and the faces seemed countless. The High Cleric stood mere steps away. Augustus held me against him and slipped a hand between my legs, stroking two fingers around my bud of pleasure. I heard his sharp breathing, and the soft hush of the room.

      It begins. I have to find a way to feel.

      I blinked, and found myself looking at Count Farren. He was in the middle of the hall, standing by the window, peering out almost from behind a statue. His eyes were slightly hooded, mysterious in their elven beauty, and he brushed his fingers across his lips—unconsciously, I thought.

      Augustus lifted one of my breasts, pulling me up so I was slightly on my toes, my torso lifted against him to show off as much of my pristine skin as possible. I was breathing tensely, trying to resist the sparks produced by his touch. I wasn’t supposed to resist. But I think the crowd liked it when I did… The calm of the room was slowly starting to turn to intrigue as they waited to see how long it would take Augustus to break me. I shut my eyes.

      Augustus could do anything he liked to prepare me for him, but he had to stay above me so he could not use his mouth. My sex grew slick, his fingers gliding along fragile folds. I told myself to fall into that touch, but I couldn’t let go. He was unrelenting, nevertheless, two of his fingers slipping inside me, his thumb teasing at my tender spot, until I finally let out a shuddering little cry.

      He let go of me and took a step back. I turned to him as I had been told to do, my lungs straining as my breath came faster and faster.

      “My lady,” he said. “Princess Marie Rose of Osteria, you have pleased me well since our wedding day. I have asked much of you, and you have given everything of yourself. I pledged to love and protect you. Have I done so?”

      “Yes—my lord. You have loved me well and so I offer myself to you as your bride and your queen. May the court bear witness.”

      I swept one trembling hand across my breast and leaned down. There was nowhere to hide. There was no way to bow that did not show everything of myself, reflected in the mirrors.

      Augustus struck the scepter against the ground and the vines stripped themselves off the golden scepter and caught my wrists and ankles, holding me fast. The vines pushed my feet upward so I was at a level with his height, my breasts hanging down, blood rushing to my head. I bit my lip not to sob. My head spun. I felt Augustus move behind me, heard the rustle of his clothes, and felt his warm, broad hands cup around my hips.

      He thrust his cock into me in one stroke, and I cried out above a murmur of approval.

      Now my trials truly began. The tone of our relationship would be set by how well we performed. Augustus could not just fuck me and be done with it. He had to bring me pleasure. My inner walls burned against him, tender but agonized, and I didn’t see how I could possibly feel anything like pleasure now. If he couldn’t bring me to climax in ten minutes, I would be given an aphrodisiac, and everyone would take note of our failure.

      I knew he had to have some anxiety over his own performance, but he seemed perfectly composed, stroking into me deep and hard so I cringed against it, and the vines seemed to hold me more tightly. He shifted, so my hips were canted differently. He was trying to find a spot to hit that would make me shriek with pleasure, but I was so frightened.

      I don’t know how long it went on. I had no clock. It felt like forever. I was terrified the ten minutes must already be over, but ten minutes was also a very long time.

      Augustus was finding pleasure in me, however, I could feel it in his vigor, hear the edge in his quickening breath and the slickness of my passage. Some primal part of me was deeply aroused, enough that I felt the wetness trickling down my legs, but it hadn’t reached my brain.

      “Mmph…” He suppressed a grunt, the fucking stopped, and he leaned over me with his cock sunk deep inside me. He pulled my hair away from my ear. “Look at Axel,” he whispered.

      “I…”

      Augustus’ whisper was meant only for me. “You torment him, Rose,” he said. “I invited him so he would see you…think of no one else. Show him your pleasure.”

      I swallowed. I hardly recognized Augustus when he spoke like that. Somehow, my flirtation with Axel had not angered him, but spurred him on.

      I finally forced my eyes upward but my eyes didn’t focus until they found Count Farren. His gaze was locked onto me and his beautiful blue eyes were like fireworks, blinding me with their brightness. Even at this distance I thought I would remember every detail of his face forever, and I felt a thrill of forbidden desire that was not private to me and Axel, but shared with Augustus. When I looked up, Augustus caught my hair in his hand and wrapped it around, holding me there, looking at Axel.

      He wanted this too.

      This private affair, whatever it may be, even if it was only this—it was shared between the three of us. It had as much to do with Augustus’ desires to break free of his role as it had to do with me.

      Louisa and Julia suggested that a queen could have anything, as long as I fulfilled this one duty. But I couldn’t have Axel. And neither could Augustus. There was no role for him here.

      Axel finally lowered his gaze for a moment, the subtlest of bows. Your Majesty, he mouthed, with the barest of smiles—as Augustus drove his cock deep inside me.

      “Ohh…” A wave of intense heat swept over me, every inch of my skin suddenly coming alive with him. My eyes glazed with tears but I still saw Axel through the blur. I bit my lip. “Mmph…”

      It’s happening, I realized. I can’t stop it…and it’s going to be intense.

      Pleasure rolled over me in waves, and I let out a low moan. The court collectively drew a little closer. I still felt the most horrible shame but at the same time, I felt myself leaning into it. Wanting to show them all. Wanting to be the greatest of queens.

      Something inside me shattered, and I shrieked as the most spectacular climax thundered through me, and I heard Augustus let out of a low sound of relief. He must have been holding back for me and now, I had done it, thank the gods, I’d done it. I couldn’t stop moaning, straining and bucking against him as he held me. My eyelids fluttered open and shut, still blurred, but I saw Axel gripping one of the curtains.

      “Ohh…ohh…” My pussy was clenching and pulsing hard against his cock in endless aftershocks. I already knew this would be the stuff of legends and after all my dread, I was proud.

      As I came down from it all, Augustus pulled out of me, leaving me there in my absurd pose for a moment as he cleaned and buttoned himself up again and it seemed terribly unfair. I was breathing hard, my arms and legs trembling; I’d been basically on my hands and knees for many long minutes. Then he put his arms on my shoulders and drew me up against him. The vines slithered up my legs and down my arms, coiling around my ribs and waist and curling around my upper thighs.

      The entire court fell to their knees, lowering their heads.

      “As you bow to the king, so shall we bow to you,” the High Cleric said.

      “So shall we,” the court echoed.

      My ladies came forward with a linen shift and drew it over my arms, and the fur cloak was pinned around my shoulders once more. The High Cleric now placed the crown of gold, sapphires and rubies, a more delicate twin to Augustus’ crown, upon my head.

      The court got to their feet, music began to play, and by some miracle, it was all over and time for the coronation feast.

      I melted into Augustus’ arms.
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      Rose

      

      My ladies dressed me in my coronation gown, an audacious garment of ice blue and crimson. I still wore all the gold and diamonds from the bowing ceremony, my nipples still tingling under the golden clamps. And I fully expected to wear the grand corps, and eat like a mouse, but Louisa said, “No, you will not wear it again.”

      “What? Never?” I could hardly believe it. It had been a national scandal when I refused to wear a corset last year.

      “Now you wear the King’s Vine.”

      “Oh, this is…staying with me? What does it do?”

      “Well…it’s up to him, isn’t it,” Julia said with a wry smile. “I believe it can do just about anything. The enchanted vine was a gift from the King of the Wicked Revels two hundred years ago and they say it nourishes itself on the nectar of queens.”

      “Oh my!” I blushed. Just when I thought I knew what to expect.

      The ladies laughed. “Still human, in the end!”

      I was used to, if not happy about, the rigid boning of the grand corps. The vines were an entirely different sensation. They slithered around my body like a living thing as I moved, so I had room to breathe, but no doubt I would be subject to some new trouble before long.

      For once, however, it seemed I could just enjoy myself after the ordeal. We had a grand feast and since I didn’t have to wear any corset at all I could stuff myself to the seams of my gown, which was still tight but nothing like before. I felt light and free and Augustus seemed in very good spirits; he had certainly been as nervous as I was. He could hardly take his eyes off me now, and he periodically squeezed my hand impulsively. I had made a proper king of him.

      We shared the first dance, and the one after that. The party spilled out through the doors. The music was regal but merry, the gardens lit with luminaries and fireflies. I danced with Augustus’ brothers, per custom, but I kept looking for Axel. I started to worry he had left before the dance.

      Maybe it’s for the best if he went back to his own country, I told myself. He’ll only cause us trouble…

      But I wanted to see him again so badly it was like an ache inside me, gnawing more urgently by the hour.

      Augustus said nothing about Axel to me now. That was a conversation for later, if we ever dared to have it. But when we had a moment alone in the garden, he suddenly looked down at me and clasped my face in his hands. “Rose,” he said. “I will never forget this day.”

      “Nor will I. I adore you beyond words…Augustus.” I still felt an urge to reassure him that I was his.

      “I know,” he said. “There is no doubt in me that we are of like mind, and…whatever else happens, you will have my love and I’ll have yours.”

      I smiled. “Kiss me.”

      “Is that an order from my queen?”

      “Oh, yes. You might choose to defy it, but…”

      He pressed his lips to mine, and I spread my mouth to claim his with my lips and tongue. I would possess him in every way I could.

      “You do realize I have only just begun with you?” he murmured.

      “What else will you do to me, I shudder to think…” I leaned into him, tugging at his collar. “I want to look in your eyes now.”

      We heard a crunch of footsteps on the path, and the interlude was cut short as Count Farren approached, looking over his shoulder before turning to us with a frown.

      If he had only come a moment later, he would have caught us in the act.

      I blushed. Why did a part of me want that so badly? Why did a part of me want to be back in the Hall of Mirrors with Augustus claiming me and Axel’s eyes on mine?

      “Your Majesties,” he said, bowing as an afterthought. “I’m sorry to interrupt.”

      “Not at all,” Augustus said.

      “I’ve heard that the witch who cursed the princess had left town,” Axel said.

      “It seems to be so,” Augustus said. “She tried to lure her, and failed, and since then we’ve had no word of her.”

      “I would not relax your guard,” Axel said, putting a hand to the sash belt at his hips. “To be quite frank, the witch captured me as I was leaving the masquerade the other night. I would have captured her and brought her to you, but she tied me up and left me there. I was set free by some passersby who heard me shouting.”

      “The same witch?” I asked. “What did she want with you?”

      “She offered to save my kingdom from trolls,” Axel said. “In exchange, I am meant to ruin the both of you.”

      “Ruin us?” I suppose I should have been afraid, but at this point my attitude toward the witch was rather dismissive.

      “You speak casually but frankly,” Augustus said. “I hope I can take it to mean that you escaped her clutches?”

      “Yes, I have no intention of bringing harm to you. But I hoped I could ask for your aid with the trolls.”

      “Of course,” Augustus said. “We can discuss it once this madness dies down. Where are you staying?”

      “In the town, at the Bat’s Wing. Most places were already full…”

      Augustus shook his head. “I should have thought of that when I invited you at such a late date! I’ll arrange an apartment for you here in the palace.”

      Axel went still. “I don’t think I should stay here. I ask you, just lend me your aid and I’ll hurry home.”

      “What is it? She did something to you. Don’t be coy. If you want to help, we should know what we face. Or did she curse you not to speak of it?”

      Axel took a long pause, and his face was grim again. “Your Majesty, she wants me to seduce you and the queen. She would like me to ruin you with a scandal. To that effect, she has blocked me from having any release except by the two of you. Not even…in solitude, after I have witnessed something most arousing.” His smile was resigned.

      “What?” I gasped, getting unexpectedly aroused myself at the very idea. “But that isn’t fair at all.”

      “We can hardly ask you to go home to a life of eternal chastity,” Augustus said. “To deny you heirs, even…”

      “I might be a rake, but I’m an honorable rake,” Axel said. “I’m afraid…of what might happen here.”

      “Where is the witch staying?” Augustus asked.

      “I can show you the house,” Axel said. “But whether she is still there is another matter. It looked like a transient residence without much furniture. No one in the neighborhood seemed familiar with her.”

      “Do you suppose she is confident you would betray us?” I asked carefully.

      Axel paused before saying, “I’m not sure what her ultimate goal might be. It’s possible I was targeted because I already represent…a danger to you.”

      “The only danger I see now is the witch herself. I’ll send you with a sizable guard to this house. Question everyone in the vicinity. We’ll leave no stone unturned. I haven’t forgotten that she promised to put the queen to sleep for a hundred years.”

      But in many ways, we had forgotten, or at least brushed it off. When time passed without danger, we began to relax, and the Sun Palace was a place of many distractions. Count Farren was likely to be as much a distraction as anything else, I thought. He was such perfection; no woman would be able to take their eyes off him, and he would face endless temptations he wouldn’t be able to act upon.

      The witch wants to force him into my arms…to ruin me. To ruin the both of us…

      “Count Farren, how do we know we can trust you?” I asked.

      “I want an alliance with you, not an underhanded witch,” Count Farren said. “I have every reason to devote myself to you, especially after what I have witnessed here today.” He looked at me. “We certainly have no queens like you in the north…”

      “When we find the witch, we will force her to lift this curse,” Augustus said. “I’ll tell the guards to capture her alive.”

      “I thank you. I await your word. But for now I will keep the room in the Bat’s Wing. The witch will suspect nothing.”

      He left but our eyes lingered on him. Augustus caught my hand and drew me against him. “What a stupid thing to do,” he said. “We’ll never be rid of him now.”

      “You think so too.” I laughed. “But what else could you have said?”

      “He will certainly suffer for sharing a moment of conversation with you, won’t he?”

      “You look almost as if you relish it…so wicked now that you’re king, hm?”

      Fireworks burst over the gardens, white bursts of sparks, some tinted colors, followed by wheels of flames. Augustus and I turned to watch them, just like on our wedding. He caught my hand in his.

      “You sound almost as if you relish it,” he replied. “My queen.”

      Suddenly we both turned to each other at once, our mouths pressing together hungrily, and I crashed back into the bushes as he lifted my skirts. A repeat performance, but this one was just for the two of us, and the only witnesses—or so I liked to think—were fireflies and stars.
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      Rose

      

      Although it seemed an irony, to be the Queen Who Bowed was to have much more freedom than to be the princess awaiting her role. My household was now managed by one of my dearest friends and I had a monthly allowance, meant to be spent largely on gowns for each season.

      Even in their wildest days, faeries were known for creating beautiful things; elaborate crowns of flowers, ethereal fabrics and the softest leathers and furs. But since the royal family had been established, the garment industry had grown to a worldwide trade. Luminé was the most fashionable city in the world, and while men had once made most of the clothes, in recent years a few women had started to open up shops of their own. Julia wanted very much to poke her nose at the shop of Annerose Bertin, a very young woman who had dared to open a shop right on the riverfront alongside the long-established houses.

      “I think I even envy her a little,” Julia said. “It seems so delightful to own a shop and make beautiful things all day.”

      “But you would have to deal with picky clients like us,” Louisa pointed out.

      “I’m not picky,” Julia said.

      “You are, but that’s not the point. Can you imagine making clothes for someone like the Duchess of Haranburg? You’d bite her head off, and then she’d ruin your reputation.”

      “You’re ruining my fantasy!” Julia snapped open her fan with some irritation. We were riding to the city today to prowl the garment district and choose a royal clothier. “I just want a dream shop. I’d serve everyone tea and make ridiculous clothes for costume balls, and the Duchess of Haranburg would be banned.”

      “I think I’d like to make simpler gowns,” I said.

      “Riding habits?” Julia teased.

      “No, no, just very soft. Maybe white with ribbons…and lots of fresh flowers. What if I combined a clothing shop with the flower shop?”

      “Oh, that would be lovely!” Louisa said. “And so practical. We could order flowers for our hair and trims at the same time as the gown and set a date for delivery.”

      “What if we each did part of it?” Julia said. “Rose could sell flowers because she knows them so well, and I’d have a whole tea shop right there, and Louisa could handle the gowns because she has the patience to make sure they fit.”

      I laughed. “Girls, let’s do it. Who needs a queen anyway?”

      “Mm, more than one reason to abdicate now,” Julia said.

      “I don’t have any other reason to abdicate.”

      “Oh no? Then you could take up with Count Axelicious,” Julia purred. “I’ve been trying to get his attention all week, but oh no… He only has eyes for you.”

      “So much for your marriage,” Louisa quipped dryly. “What happened to Lord Merdon?”

      “Ehh. I mean, we’re fine.” Julia shrugged her slender shoulders. “As for my marriage, the duke is much happier when I’m happy.”

      “Is that so?” I was a little startled. “Does he know about Lord Merdon? Is poor Francis sleeping all alone in that apartment I gave you?”

      “Yes, reading without me to interrupt him!”

      “I wonder if Augustus would be happier…”

      “What is going on with you two?” Julia said. “You think I don’t notice? Augustus seems to welcome a little sense of healthy competition.”

      “He does…” I bit my lip. I still felt some confusion and guilt over my initial attraction to Axel. I never meant it to go farther than a pleasant conversation at a ball. Augustus was the one who had pushed it beyond that, and Augustus seemed as aroused as I was by the idea of Axel being sworn to us.

      I had worn the King’s Vine for a week and so far the vines just stayed quietly ringed around my waist and thighs without movement. The Sun Palace was full of carvings and statues of maidens entwined in enchanted vines, reminding me of the pleasures they promised. But this week he had been very busy and I had barely seen him. On a few nights he didn’t take me to bed until three in the morning and fell promptly into sleep. I wondered if he ever intended to fulfill that promise.

      “You’re blushing.” Julia nudged me.

      “Well, anything that makes Augustus happy makes me happy,” I said.

      Julia snorted. “Tell us how you really feel.”

      “But it’s true… I love him. I’m so afraid that someone might think otherwise, that I might accidentally look at Axel the wrong way! But Augustus doesn’t seem to mind. As much as I love him, I think he is more complicated than I am and sometimes I simply don’t understand him at all!”

      “Just follow Augustus’ lead, that’s all you can do,” Julia said. “There might not be a role for a male lover in the court, but if Augustus wants you to have one, well, ultimately he is the king now and oh dear, I suppose you’ve just have to do it, won’t you?” She cackled.

      “Don’t encourage her!” Louisa snapped. “They’ll both get in trouble! I don’t think it’s wise to mess with any more rules. The old biddies are all so furious at me for usurping Madame Etiquette! You should have heard them the other day. They were threatening to leave the ‘little girl’s court’.”

      “Yes, yes, my mother wrote me about it. ‘You must not offend the most valuable members of court just to please a few cronies’,” I repeated in an old-Osterian-lady voice.

      “She called us ‘cronies’?” Julia’s sharp laughter grew even louder.

      “You’re the most valuable members of my court, girls.” I shook my head. “Let them be furious. Really, a queen should be able to choose her own ladies and Noria hated me. She wasn’t loyal at all.”

      The carriage rolled to a stop in front of the House of Bertin, an unassuming building of bricks painted white with a small sign that said simply, M. Bertin.

      “We’ll see. If it’s not fit for a queen we’ll leave right away,” Julia said, opening the door.

      Our mouths fell open at first glance. Somehow I just knew this was exactly the shop we had all envisioned. A woman and her daughter were drinking tea in the front room, perhaps waiting for an appointment, and the rooms were full of flowers that gave the air the fragrance of a garden. The walls were all painted in delicate pastels with decorations of flowers and birds, the wooden floors plain but polished to a warm sheen.

      A small woman with brown curls, a snub nose, and freckles came right out to greet us. She was dressed simply herself, and had a bold stride that made me think of a boy; it made her seem ungraceful. She had advance word of our arrival but it didn’t seem like she had dressed up at all. “Your Majesty,” she said, bowing. “It is my greatest honor to have you in my shop today.”

      “Madame Bertin?”

      “Just so.”

      “I hear you have been the talk of the town,” I said.

      “For my clothes, or the audacity to be here at all?” She replied boldly, and before I could answer, she continued, “As you can see, I use the best trimmings on all my gowns. Fresh flowers, leaves, branches, lichen and moss—“

      “Lichen and moss on gowns?”

      “Carefully foraged, so as not to disturb the forest,” she said.

      “It is traditional, I think,” Louisa said. “Isn’t it what people used to wear?”

      “Why don’t you come and see the workroom?” Madame Bertin said, sweeping ahead through curtains.

      My mouth fell open for the second time now, because this room looked nothing like I imagined a workshop to be. It really was more like a florist’s than a dress shop. Assistants were trimming flowers, arranging twining vines and branches of delicate berries, carefully making rosettes of fabric with real roses pinned inside, and yes, there were even bits of very delicate moss shaped like stars, carefully placed on the shoulders of a gown. They were like some wild woodland fantasies, but they had the proper shape of courtly gowns, and somehow both elements blended perfectly.

      “My stars,” Julia said. “This is far better than I imagined.”

      Madame Bertin seemed like a very straightforward woman, almost rudely so, and not one to react to flattery, but she smiled a little. “I am glad it pleases you.”

      “Oh my goodness,” I said, noticing a gown decorating with cascades of tiny white flowers and blue ribbons, and sprays of golden grass. “How do you keep these things fresh through a ball?”

      “We have a special solution we spray on the natural elements so they do last the night, although…that is all. Part of their beauty is in knowing they won’t last, isn’t it?”

      And so we must have our gowns trimmed every night, I thought. But then, it was already common to have a dressmaker change out a bit of lace or add a flounce to a gown between balls.

      “We could have our hair coordinated,” Julia said, admiring some tiny toadstool mushrooms. Beside them were the most delicate white mushrooms with spindly necks and frilled caps. There was no end to all the things to look at in the room. All sorts of orchids and lush flowers, cacti and tiny speckled eggs, shells and coral, precious stones… Some of these exotic plants I had only seen in books; they must be lovingly grown by hedge witches in private greenhouses or gathered from remote places.

      “Augustus would certainly approve, I’m sure,” I said. “This seems very much in the spirit of the faery traditions.”

      “I like to keep the gowns themselves simple,” Madame Bertin said. “So the trimmings can shine.” The gowns in Madame Bertin’s shop were not the formal gown shape I was used to, but were a softer line. The hips of the skirt were not as wide and there was a soft fall of fabric down the back, almost like a small cloak, which would not lend itself to such tight bodices.

      “A woman after my own heart!” Then I forced myself to tamp down my enthusiasm. “Of course, we still have other venerable dressmakers to visit today, but which ever I may choose to be my primary merchant a la mode, I am certainly in awe of your innovations.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she said, quite calmly.

      I suppose she already knew I was going to choose her. When we got back to the carriage we were practically squealing with excitement.

      “I want those toadstools on a headdress!” Julia cried.

      “I liked the purple flowers in the corner, did you notice those? They looked like fireworks!” Louisa said.

      “I could hardly even choose a favorite,” I said. “We would be endlessly surprising. And just think of the holly berries in the winter…”

      “Like beads.”

      “Against white fur?”

      “I was thinking against blue.”

      “Girls, we are going to turn every head in this place at the next dance,” I said. “It’s too bad we can’t keep her a secret. Those old ladies will never have seen anything like this.”

      “Well, they might have. Doesn’t she already have clients?” Louisa said, with some of her annoying practicality.

      “From now on, we shall occupy all her commissions,” I said mischievously.

      When I got home, my first act was to send a letter to the House of Bertin inviting her to the Palace of the Sun.

      Yes, as the queen I had much more freedom to control my own court and my own wardrobe, but I also had an even more strict schedule than before, with guards and courtiers following my every move. When Augustus went anywhere at all, he was preceded by four trumpeters and a hundred uniformed guards, the royal bodyguard in blue and red surrounding the coach, and then another hundred guards. Our hunts came to an end. There was no more chance of sneaking off for a private moment and all the joy was lost. I had a royal portrait done that was so stuffy that even my mother sent me a letter telling me she had seen a copy and found it a terrible likeness.

      Even at night Augustus and I had guards outside both of the bedroom doors; we knew they were probably listening to every word. Everyone was always listening to every word, watching my every move. I simply had to get used to it because there was no escape, no privacy at all. During our grand dinner at the end of each week we had nearly four hundred servants attending to us. The sheer scope of humanity following our every move was exhausting.

      Since I could have no real privacy, I craved the illusion of it—the intimacy of nights around the card tables, candlelight and the din of conversation, wine dulling my senses, and the play of dice and cards keeping my mind off this utter lack of privacy.

      Dinner that evening was just as usual. Julia, Lord Merdon, Louisa, the king’s brother Josef and his new goblin bride Elnora were playing cards. Augustus so rarely joined us at the card tables and lately he was busy meeting with potential new advisors, making appointments and other business. Before I knew it, he would be going to bed and I would have to go with him.

      Well, at least I was having fun in the meantime, throwing down two winning hands in a row. “Looks like I’m buying the toadstools.”

      Julia pretended to menace me with her wine glass, threatening to pour it on my head. “Pretty cocky for a little Osterian girl! I always have better luck after—oh!” She put the wine glass down and curtseyed.

      I realized that Augustus was behind me.

      And behind him, Count Farren. They had come in together. What did that imply?

      “Might I join you tonight?” Augustus asked.

      Josef rose and offered his seat. “Here, brother. The Master of Delights needs to mingle, in any case.”

      “No need. I can take Rose’s chair,” Augustus said, pulling me up with a hand and resettling me on his knee. “This is where my queen belongs in any case.”

      “You’ve been neglecting me as of late,” I commented.

      Axel took Josef’s chair. He grabbed the card deck and shuffled, dealing a new hand for the table with an air of authority I found shocking, as if he was also taking on a role. He raised an eyebrow at me as he whipped the cards around, one for each in a circle until we each had seven.

      Augustus put his hands on my hips and I felt the King’s Vine begin to crawl around my skin. As its coils tightened around my waist, it pulled my thighs open, and then slipped between my legs. I hadn’t realized how much I had yearned for this feeling. I wanted to feel stimulation there. I wanted Augustus to—

      “What are you gentlemen betting?” Julia asked, with a suggestive smile.

      Thin tendrils of the vine wrapped around the lips of my pussy and spread me wide against Augustus’ knee. His hand went around my hip and pulled me against his chest, in such a way that my pussy was bared and spread against the fabric of his trousers.

      “I’d rather not spend the treasury on this nonsense. I think we could make it more interesting. If you win, you get to kiss Rose,” Augustus said, his words clearly meant as a challenge to Axel. “And if Rose wins…she gets to kiss whoever she likes.” He wiggled his leg a little just to tease me. A pulse shot through me, my core clenching against him.

      “I am not sure this bet is very fair, Your Majesty,” I gasped. “If I win, I will have to kiss you, of course. So it seems to me that you have given yourself an advantage.”

      “Kiss anyone you like,” he said, putting his hand to my chin.

      Is he implying…?

      He picked up his hand. I could clearly see it, and it was quite bad. Mine was fair, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to win.

      Do I? I glanced at Axel. He smiled in a way I couldn’t read.

      A little part of me did want to win.

      I took my cards, shifted around my hand, improving my odds, trying my best to look confident, all while Augustus kept me spread across his knee, every tremble of his muscles radiating up through me.

      “I fold,” Augustus said as we reached the end.

      “As do I,” Lord Merdon said.

      Louisa stayed in, but I could tell by the twitch in her eyebrow that she was unsure of her hand. Louisa almost never won.

      Axel had the same faint, seductive smile as always. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

      We put down our cards. Julia had a full set of towers. She laughed and sprung to her feet, sweeping over to me. “Well, well, you’re my reward, then, are you?” She kissed me boldly, and as I saw Axel’s glower of chagrin and heard Augustus curse softly against my ear. She tasted like lavender candies. I still was deeply aware of the hard muscle and soft but rough fabric of Augustus’ trousers tickling my spread folds, and it made me want to kiss her back. I had to restrain myself from pushing my tongue into her mouth.

      Julia straightened back out and waved a finger at the table. “You didn’t expect that outcome, did you?”

      “Come back here, you saucy wench,” Lord Merdon said, laughing. “I think I won that round, truly. Quite a kiss that was.” I could see why Julia needed a man like him; he was a little older and more assured than her husband, and always up for a good time, although I still felt bad for the kind Duke of Poligari.

      But she swears to me that she loved them both the same…and that they both accept the arrangement…so who am I to judge, then?

      “How many rounds must we play?” I asked Augustus.

      “As many as we need,” he said vaguely, sweeping the cards up himself. He dealt again, and for some reason I was more nervous on the second round, but Lord Merdon won that one, to everyone’s disappointment. He kissed my hand and then he plucked Julia’s breasts out of her gown and kissed her nipples. Julia would have made a fine Queen Who Bowed, I think—maybe too good. I don’t think she would blush enough to satisfy onlookers. I sipped my wine, growing warmer, forgetting the guards and the other tables.

      “I think it’s only fair we sit the next one out,” Lord Merdon said. “Give the rest of you a chance.”

      “Your sense of honor is appreciated,” Augustus said with a wicked smile as he slapped his hand on the cards before Axel could take them. Oh, they were competing to shuffle now. Louisa’s ears turned pink. “Perhaps I will also sit this one out,” she said.

      “I think it’s a duel,” Axel said.

      “You should deal, Rose,” Augustus said. “Let’s see whose fortune you favor.”

      “Don’t say it like that.” I took the cards, tapping them against the table to straighten the pile, feeling the softness of their well-worn edges, before flipping the cards out of my hand into three small piles.

      “To the victor goes the spoils,” I said, before looking at my hand.

      I had two towers and an emperor in my hand already. A very good beginning… I shielded the cards against my breasts. My heart was beating so fast, I’m sure Augustus could feel my tension. It was bad enough for Axel to kiss me, but for me to actually go to Axel and kiss him…

      We shouldn’t be playing this game.

      “You know, where I’m from we have different rules,” Axel said. “We might want to give those a try. Fives are a wild card.”

      “I’ve never heard of that one,” Augustus said. “But elves don’t have qualms about lies, either…”

      “You think I would lie just to get a kiss from a beautiful woman? I have more honor than that.”

      “What about self control?” Augustus asked.

      “How is that antidote coming along?” Axel retorted.

      “The palace mages are working on it, I’m sure.”

      Axel gave him a grim look. “You are a lot more merciless than your reputation suggests.”

      I plucked a card off the pile. The empress of jewels. Now I was holding a full “castle”. When the round was over, I already knew I had won. We put down our cards. I didn’t comment on my winning hand. Axel put his elbows on the table, but it was my husband he locked eyes with.

      “What would you like to do, my dear one?” Augustus asked me.

      “To kiss you, my lord,” I said.

      He leaned back in his chair, expectant, forcing me to take the lead. I wasn’t used to that and it left me a little flustered. I felt the vines loosen their grip on my thighs so I could draw my legs together again and shift my position to face him, but my folds were still spread open. Although fully clothed, I felt exposed and stumbled on my slipper before I draped myself across his lap and took his mouth in mine. He brushed an idle hand along my skirts in front and I felt the touch in my most sensitive places even through my skirts.

      “Mm…” I pushed my tongue against his, taking his mouth in mine as deeply as I could, feeling his freshly shaved chin tickle against my palm as I held his cheeks. His hair had been recently trimmed, so it curled more like it did when we first met. I loved the way the slight curl framed his slightly pointed ears, his serious eyes, his fine cheekbones. Compared to Axel, he looked a little more wild and rugged and tanned, my husband formed from the forest while the high elf seemed to be born of gold and crystal.

      I drew back but I touched my finger to the little indentation between his nose and lips, and then drew it down to stroke his lip and chin. I couldn’t resist this small gesture, like a cat trailing a tail along her favorite chair.

      “I don’t think you have claimed all of your prize,” he said.

      I wet my lips. “Is this your wish, my lord?” I whispered. For a moment I forgot that anyone watched us.

      “It’s not to reward him,” Augustus said. He urged me toward Axel and reached for his wine glass as I sat on Augustus’ lap.

      As soon as I perched there, the King’s Vine pulled my legs open again, and I was practically forced back against Axel’s chest. I had a perfect view of his fine mouth, and I was struck all over again how beautiful he was, but I was also vaguely terrified by the forbidden nature of what was being asked of me.

      Axel’s hand started to lift toward me, to touch me, and Augustus drew a sharp breath. “I didn’t give you permission to touch her.”

      “I can hardly help it if my hands move on their own,” Axel said.

      “Well, put them on the arms of the chair and leave them there,” Augustus said, and then he gave me a faint nod.

      I gave Axel a soft kiss on the lips. He looked almost annoyed as he gripped the chair, but I saw his cock twitch in his trousers and once again I felt deeply aroused by the sight of that. The urge to touch it was almost overwhelming, but I think Augustus and I both knew that was a bridge too far. This might be written off as a game. Once clothes stripped off, once the parentage of future heirs were thrown into question, it was all much harder to brush aside.

      The vines coiled deeper now, slipping inside me, catching my clit in their soft curling forms. The King’s Vine followed the king’s bidding and so everything that was done to me, it was as if Augustus’ own hands were on me. I breathed hard, kissing Axel more deeply. I couldn’t help myself.

      One tendril of the vine reached inside my ass and swirled the hole like a finger, and I jumped with shock, almost biting Axel’s lip.

      Augustus put a hand on my knee.

      I felt on the brink of losing control entirely, as I felt Augustus’ gaze burn into me, his grip brushing my skin, the taste of Axel on my tongue, the feel of his body supporting my spread legs, the King’s Vine tickling me everywhere with unpredictable sensations.

      I didn’t want to cry out in the middle of this room. “Please, Augustus…I think perhaps we should go to bed now…”

      “Almost.”

      He stood up and covered my mouth with his hand. He made me sit on Axel’s lap while the vine stroked my clit and my inner walls, and tears fell from my eyes as I moaned into his hand. I came all over Axel’s leg, and then Augustus pulled me to my feet.

      “Now, to bed,” Augustus said. “I will make up for my neglect.”

      “You’re a demon,” Axel whispered.

      “I’m the King of the Sun Palace,” Augustus said, and he swept me from the room.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      He took me to the bedroom and I was still shaky from the last climax as he yanked the strings of my corset. But as he tied me down, I was getting aroused all over again, watching him watch me. He tightened the silk cords as much as they would go, jerking my limbs open, his breathing fast. He looked like he was dying to have me. He looked like he couldn’t wait another moment for me, his cock hard, his eyes starved.

      He wrapped a hand around the bed post, looking at me, as he unfastened his buttons with deliberate slowness.

      “You…” He trailed his fingers down my bare stomach. It tickled, and I shook my head against it. “You naughty girl…kissing another man, right in front of me. Is that what you want, my queen? More than the rules allow…?”

      He ran the back of his hand over my cheek and then down to one of my breasts, tweaking the nipple roughly, and even as he did so, I felt a tendril of the King’s Vine crawling into my nether hole again, reaching deeper and stretching me wider than before.

      “Augustus—“ I shut my eyes, squirming, as my sex grew wetter.

      “If you want two men, you have to be able to handle it,” he said. “I want to see how well you do.”

      He climbed atop me and pushed his cock deep inside me, taking his sweet time as the vine slithered into me from behind, even as it crawled up my skin like a decoration, curling around my ribcage, my breasts and neck.

      “Ah—!” I screamed with a torturous mixture of desire fulfilled and unfulfilled, as Augustus pushed me farther than I’d ever been even as he dared me to think of more. His palms pressed into the pillows on either side of my head, his mouth twisting into a grin that spread all the way to the look in his eyes as he fucked me so hard that even the heavy wooden bed frame creaked perilously, the vine still teasing at my ass, making me nervous as to how far it would go.

      He came hard, panting and moaning with less self control than usual, and the sight of him caught up in such an overwhelming pleasure made me climax again just after him.

      “If such a night doesn’t produce a child,” he panted, “I hardly know what will.”

      My sex was dripping as he slipped out of me, and he slid a pillow under my hips to try and contain the seed. He laid beside me, looking spent, but he still seemed ready for more, stroking my slickness with an idle hand for a moment, then shifting to rest his head against my shoulder so he could also stroke my breasts.

      I was getting quite tired myself and yet in no time my sense of desire was rising again.

      But when I looked at him, his face was very serious.

      There had never been any doubt in my mind that Augustus was attracted to me, but it had never been this wild and urgent before.

      “Augustus,” I whispered. “Are you—do you—“ I struggled for words.

      “If you’re going to tell me that this is all unwise, I already know,” he said.

      “Axel,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      I paused again, still searching for the questions to ask. Was this why some part of Augustus always seemed a mystery? “Are you…attracted to men?”

      “No,” he said. “I didn’t think so. When I saw him—saw you talking to him—“

      “I should never have been so flirtatious with a stranger…I just…”

      “It’s not that.” Augustus tangled the ends of my hair in his fingers. “I was jealous for a moment, but when I went back to talk to him, I just—couldn’t shake the image of my queen making love to a man whose status is beneath her. And of you—both of you—belonging to me.”

      “For a man who confessed to wanting me to dominate him, you have certainly taken well to the idea of being in control.”

      “That’s it. When I saw him—everything turned around in my mind.” He sat up a little, giving me a private smile. “I want to see you take control. I thought I needed to be the one you took control of. But when I saw Axel I realized there was another door to my own desires.” He kissed my forehead. “I want you to be my Queen Who Bowed and my Mistress of Many Loyalties…or at least…”

      I leaned into him as much as the bonds would allow, twitching my pelvis, wanting him to touch me again. The idea of this was the most delicious suggestion I had ever heard and I could hardly believe that this man who mastered me would also desire for me to have more than I dreamed of. “Our hearts are aligned,” I said. “I want to do exactly as you say.”

      “Good. Because it is my business to know what you want even before you do, and grant it to you.”

      “If you know what I want before I do, my lord…you are lagging behind with your idle hands.”

      He chuckled, slipping a hand between my legs.

      “I will say, I don’t think Axel is a man who is used to giving up so much control,” I said, with a sigh. “He is a military commander…and a high elf. They can be haughty.”

      “Well, would it be as enjoyable otherwise? I’m sure he is feeling quite tormented tonight. But the curse wasn’t our fault. When you travel to faery lands, you have to expect that you might come home with a curse of that sort. Our witches have a habit of striking right where it hurts.”

      I laughed. “Well, that was not in the guide books.”

      “And yet…there is something about the man,” Augustus said. “The moment we locked eyes, I saw it there…as if he understood…”

      “I felt that too,” I admitted. “I’m not even entirely sure what it is that he understands, but he does.”

      “He is willing,” Augustus said. “That’s what we saw. I told you that you were the only person that seemed real while the rest of the world might crumble to dust. But he appeared in vivid color, and I can’t explain why. I just know it would be futile to resist the song of destiny.”

      “Shh,” I said. “Don’t talk of destinies. It scares me.”

      “Yes…all right,” he said. “There is only now, my dear queen. And now is no time to be scared.” He moved his mouth where his hand had been, and thinking of anything but now became entirely impossible.
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      Augustus

      

      To be free, one must first be popular.

      Such was the claim of Queen Marianna, who had helped to establish the rules we all now lived by. I should send Count Farren away, and find a proper little Mistress of Many Loyalties. Every bit of sense in my mind told me this, and ever fiber of my soul resisted the idea.

      If I was going to get away with this, I had to keep the people happy.

      My grandfather had certainly not left me with an ideal situation. The palace coffers were a disaster—but raising taxes would certainly spur endless piles of sensational pamphlets criticizing our behavior in the palace.

      Well, we’ll just have to tighten our belts, that’s all. All we really need is good company…

      I crossed the room from my desk to my window, parting the curtains, and saw Rose out on the lawn with two little girls that were the daughters of her Mistress of Fans, plus all the dogs: Mopsy and Storm and the newest addition to her collection, a dachshund named Hunter.

      She isn’t very clever with names, I thought.

      I couldn’t exactly call Rose an intellectual, but she was a woman that caught one’s heart. She tossed sticks and jumped and laughed, encouraging the little girls to have fun, even though there was no one around but stoic guards keeping their distance. I saw the children smile, and how Rose caught their hands in hers and led them forward with a spring in her step. I just knew, even without being able to hear her voice, that she would show them her favorite spots in the garden, pick strawberries and wipe the red juice off their mouths with our own handkerchief.

      I wondered when or if we would ever have children of our own. It had been over a year now…

      But our children would not have the life of those two little girls. My own formal portrait at the age of nine graced one of the drawing rooms, reminding me how miserable I had been. Once I became the Crown Prince, I was discouraged from everything I truly enjoyed and every childish tear I couldn’t hold back was turned into a court joke within hours.

      I turned away. Back to the papers. There was a coronation tax due on the people to help pay for the festivities. How much? Hmph. It was really shameful to milk the people for these ostentatious parties. It would be some difficulty for us here, but if I struck that tax, they’d be dancing in the streets.

      I had appointed a strict new minister of finances, Necker, and no doubt he could help us recover from that. He planned to invest his own fortune in government stock to restore confidence after my grandfather’s death. I drafted an order to eliminate the tax and turned to the pile of other papers awaiting my attention.

      By now, I wished I was in the garden with Rose instead. Of course, she was with the children now, and that hardly suited the things I wanted to do to her.

      A servant entered through the grand doors. “Your Majesty, Count Farren to see you, if you are not busy.”

      “Send him in, yes.” I sat back in the chair, waiting.

      He walked in and swept into a bow. Elves were so graceful that his every movement seemed choreographed, precise and exceptional. His uniform was impeccable, gold buttons snug against his broad chest, his fair hair just brushing the epaulets.

      “Your Majesty,” he said. “I’ve just come back from Luminé. It proved impossible to be sure of the location of the house where the Cobblestone Witch kept me before. There are a hundred houses that look the same, and the people claim not to have seen her.”

      “Nothing? Damnit, she’s not safe if the witch is still around.”

      “I think she’s quite safe,” Axel said. “But when I was in the carriage home I found this in my pocket.” He handed me a paper with a broken seal.

      

      I have sent a package home to your countrymen and women, good sir, and I think the next letter you receive in regards to the troll problem will be a favorable report. Please remain in the Palace of the Sun until further notice.

      

      Her handwriting was a tiny, chaotic scratch. “She got this in your pocket and you never saw her?” I asked.

      “No…I have no idea how the letter got there. I was on the watch for her the entire day and never had the slightest hint of suspicion. Well, clearly…she knows her way around a spell.” He grimaced, and then he walked up to the desk, draping a hand there, meeting my eyes. “What now?”

      The letter worried me. I thought about seeing Rose, on the brink of touching the spindle. I thought she was safe after that day, but now I knew I had to remain on guard. It was easy to brush off the threat, but if I had to live out my days without Rose…

      Would this man betray us? Does he really just want an antidote for the witch’s curse?

      No, his eyes told me the truth.

      “I suppose if catching a witch was easy, her own family would have done it long ago. I will offer you all my hospitality.”

      He grimaced. “This has gone farther than I intended.”

      I walked over to him. “I think I’ve been quite generous.”

      He looked away. “I am wondering if I might have made a mistake. The witch wants me to ruin you. Don’t give me an invitation to do so. Have some mercy on me, your grace.”

      “The witch is not going to dictate my life.”

      “When I came here, it was only for one thing. An alliance to battle the trolls. I feel as if you are suggesting I cross a certain bridge that might be dangerous to cross, and as an honorable man I feel the need to warm you of it before anything more should happen.”

      “Gods, you are such an elf.”

      “I couldn’t sleep last night for the ache in my damned balls,” he snarled in a tone that was not so elf-like, but it made me have a brief fantasy of the idea of him in his bed, tossing and turning in tormented yearning, remembering the taste of Rose’s lips.

      “All that matters to me is that my wife is happy,” I said.

      “I can see why. She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen…,” Axel said. “I would give anything for a woman like that.”

      “She is the treasure of the kingdom, and I want to give her a gift. I’m dusting off the little palace on the grounds to be a place where she can escape, have some privacy. It will be her little realm, and there…well, we will all be free to do as we like, although some of us more than others.” I paused. “What kind of mercy are you asking me for?”

      Axel seemed to understand. “I will await whatever mercy you offer…”

      As soon as he left, I tried to work, but something about seeing Axel gave me an overwhelming urge to claim Rose and it was soon clear that no work would be done until I had sought her out and taken what was mine.
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      Rose

      

      When I saw Augustus approach me with that expression on his face, not to mention tight trousers that left little to conjecture, I immediately gave the children a pat on the shoulder. “Why don’t you go back to the palace now? The king needs me.”

      “Yes, your grace.” They curtseyed for me before departing, still such formal little girls. I watched them leave, worrying my lip at the thought that my own children would have to grow up in such a place. If I should ever be lucky enough to have any…

      Then I turned to Augustus, and saw the lust in his eyes. My body tingled in automatic response, braced for anything.

      “I have something for you.” He had a length of black silk wrapped around his hand.

      “Oh?”

      “Turn around.” He tied the silk around my eyes as a blindfold, and then he took my arm. “Now, we take a walk.”

      I clutched his arm, letting him take the lead over the paths that twisted and were occasionally uneven with steps, or roots lifting the cobblestone. I didn’t like this very much, because I couldn’t see all the beauty of the gardens around me, and I didn’t know how long the walk would be.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” he asked.

      “No…” I kept my ears perked for familiar sounds of fountains, and the smell of certain flowers, so I kept some idea of where I was despite all the twists and turns, and after a bit I started to realize we were on the path to the neglected old retreat of King Emriel’s first Favorite.

      It was a miniature palace, really more of a beautiful country house, surrounded by a picturesque landscape of a small lake, a field of sheep, a flower garden, and some very old sheltering trees. The court had loved the first Mistress of Many Loyalties, Madame Pandor, a beautiful woman who loved beautiful things. But she had died just before it was completed, and they said the king had locked the doors of the palace.

      It stood a mile away from the Palace of the Sun. Occasionally, I roamed here and looked at the windows. The building had never even been filled with furniture, much less people, and had now stood unoccupied for more than ten years.

      “I’ll give you a hint,” Augustus said. “I’m about to give you one of my favorite things.”

      “A…a lock? No—a key!” I skipped forward a step with excitement. “I get to go inside the Lady’s Treat?”

      “Better than that.” He put a key in my hand, on a ribbon studded with diamonds. “Dear one, I’m giving it to you to furnish as you like and escape from palace life now and then. The Treat is so small that the guards can stay posted outside the doors and windows and not inside.”

      I gasped. True solitude where the guards were not just on the other side of the wall was something I had never enjoyed in all my married life. “Can I pull up the blindfold now?”

      “We’re not there yet. But I’ve already ruined it, haven’t I?”

      “Oh please. I want to see it as we come closer.”

      “Patience is never your forte.” He lifted the cloth off my eyes and then handed me a slender key with the handle in the shape of a heart.

      I kissed him, and he grinned. “You can thank me well when we arrive.”

      Soon we came to the palace, and I opened the door. The guards stayed outside at the doors and didn’t follow us in. The interior smelled musty with abandonment, but all of the paneling and decorative work had been completed, so as I passed through each room I was greeted with countless works of delicate artisanship, more lighthearted than anything in the Palace itself. The reception room was paneled in carved white, with medallions of flowers around waist height, the marble fireplace topped by a huge mirror where I saw us reflected, Augustus’ tall grace in a brown velvet suit and me looking small beside him in a gown of blush pink. I felt a burst of happiness at the sight of the two of us standing in this room, all alone, bringing life to the neglected space.

      “It almost seems too good to be true,” I told him. “Will it really be…so private that we can do as we like?”

      “Well…soon we will have servants here…so nothing is ever truly private, is it?” He brushed some dust off the mantel with a hand. “And of course, we mustn’t abuse the privilege. It will ruffle a few feathers. But…yes. This will be a sanctuary. Of course…” I saw his thoughts switching to the practical side. “The furnishings must be modest. We have a budget to manage, and it’s already bloated enough. Do you know the table linens in the palace are changed every three years? Well, I’ve ordered that we move it to seven.”

      “Oh, it will hardly need anything. It’s such a cozy little place. Like having our own little home. We’ll just put in some comfortable chairs, and card tables, and billiards, perhaps? Oh, and a piano. And upstairs, you know, enough beds for the usual crowd.”

      “Well, I leave it in your hands,” he said. “Just watch the purse.”

      “How would you like me to thank you, my lord?” I asked, reaching a hand under his jacket and vest to run my palm and fingers across his hard stomach.

      I felt his heart beating very fast. When he didn’t give me an order, I took it upon myself to unbutton his vest and trousers, running one hand up his shirt again while I wrapped the other around his cock and tugged him toward me.

      He put a hand on my head, urging me downward, and I wrapped my mouth around his cock. I worked him up and down, with my tongue, occasionally biting and being very rough with him as I knew he liked, when there was no one around to care. He hit a climax quickly, as I knew he would. He’d been dying for me since the moment he found me in the garden.

      Now his breath was deep and satisfied. He pushed me against the wall.

      “You are different since the coronation,” he said. “More confident.”

      “And you are quite different since your grandfather died,” I said. “And especially lately. Although…I do miss our hunting days.”

      “Yes…me too. Very much. I very much miss the sight of you riding. I don’t even like to talk about it, to be honest—to think that I will never be alone with you in the forest again is very painful.”

      “Oh…when you put it like that…” I shook my head. “But what kind of talk is this on such a happy day? We are alone, now, if not in the forest.”

      “Yes. This is quite a rare moment. We should take advantage of it,” he said.

      Upstairs, we came to bedrooms, with more mirrors, and walls of pale blue and white. The windows overlooked views of forest and field, and a charming little lake.

      “That would be a lovely place to build a little open pavilion,” I said.

      “That sounds expensive,” he replied.

      I huffed. “Yes, yes, I know.”

      We came last to the King’s bedroom still bearing the heavy royal glory of crimson and white cloth on the walls. The posts of the bed were all twined with living vines; it was unclear how they got their nourishment but of course they must be enchanted. “Oh my…this room has a bed.” The bed curtains matched the walls. It must have been the first room to be furnished.

      “That it does…”

      I let him walk ahead of me, as I took the ribbon that held the key and hooked it around one of his wrists. I twisted it, so his hand was bound to mine.

      His eyes sparked. “What do you think you’ll do to me, little one?”

      “What I know you want.” I lifted one of my heeled shoes and pressed it against the small of his back, pushing him to the bed.

      “Rose—we should not go this far.”

      “Then stop me.”

      He paused. “It can only be this once.”

      “That, I know.”

      “And you must never tell Count Farren, even if we should…become intimate with him. I have to be in control of both of you at all times.”

      “My dear Augustus, I know the rules. You might say that even now you’re in control, because you have made it clear what you want me to do.”

      He paused. “Well, don’t say that and destroy the fantasy, if I’m going to have it for once.”

      “I don’t think there is any escaping the fact that you are the King of the Sun Palace.” I smiled, and took the blindfold from his hand. “You are always my master. You simply can’t help it. But—we can, at the least, play a game.” I pushed him to the bed and as he fell back onto the pillows, I pressed my knee between his legs, forcing him to edge back so as not to be crushed. Then I took the ribbon of the key and put it around both of his wrists and tied it in a knot above his head, looping the remainder around one of the bed posts.

      “Now I see how you must enjoy doing this to me,” I said, admiring the sight of him with his arms above his head.

      “Oh, I do,” he growled. “And now I know that it is rather uncomfortable.”

      “And you are enjoying every moment nevertheless, aren’t you?” I gave his cock a little open-handed smack through his trousers.

      “Unh!” He looked nervous, a sweat breaking out on his brow, and I thought that the next time he tied me to the bed I would appreciate it all the more for having returned the favor. There was something so exquisite about seeing him suffer for me. Well, I must finally be starting to understand faery courtship…

      “I wish I had something for your feet…hmm.” I pulled off my shoes and stripped off my stockings. They were easily long enough to use as ties. I spread his feet and tied them to the posts.

      I unbuttoned his clothes, baring him from chest to groin, which was the best I could do while he was tied up, going very slowly as I took time to graze my fingernails down his skin and pinch his nipples and stroke and squeeze his cock. He groaned in a very gratifying way. I could already see arousal beading at the tip.

      I heard a knock on the door downstairs. Augustus tugged at the ties. “All right, that’s enough playing around. We’ve gone far enough. Much too far.”

      I didn’t want to let him go yet. And I knew he didn’t really want me to let him go either. He wanted it because it was forbidden and dangerous, and was it any wonder when every moment of his life was so controlled? He had dealt with this nonsense far longer than I had.

      I licked the tip of his cock, making it twitch. Then I said, “Don’t panic. I’ll go downstairs and see what it’s about.”

      “Rose—“

      “Shh.” I slipped my bare feet into my shoes, shut the door behind me, and walked downstairs. My heart was beating fast but I felt light on my feet as I answered the main doors. A few servants stood there with baskets.

      “Your grace, we’ve brought the picnic lunch the king requested,” one of the ladies said.

      “Thank you, I’ll take them. The king is upstairs touring the rooms,” I said, reaching for them.

      “We must deliver them to His Majesty!” one of the ladies said, slipping past me as if she were suspicious. She was of the Noria set.

      Now my playful air shifted to some genuine fear. I grabbed the basket from her and gave her my most imperious expression. “The king is my master, but that doesn’t mean I have no authority. I told you I shall take them. You overstep!” That was one of Noria’s favorite words.

      The woman backed off, curtseying, becoming perfectly deferential. “I’m sorry, your grace, terribly sorry.”

      Ooh, they’ll certainly talk about this, I thought, shutting the door and setting the baskets down. But I was quite past caring. My thoughts were with Augustus and finishing what I’d started.

      When I hurried back up the stairs, Augustus was laughing the same way he did on the rare occasion that he drank too much—sharp and tense. “Just the picnic I requested! I forgot all about it. They’ll expect us to eat it outside.”

      “We’re not hungry for that yet, are we?” I climbed on top of him, spreading my legs to sheath his length, letting my weight settle on him. He felt so good from this angle. “You miss the sight of me riding, do you? I wonder what fantasies are hidden inside of your mind…?”

      He looked away from me. “I daresay you already know far more than you should.”

      “I’m your wife. If anyone should know, it’s me.” I stroked my hands up his chest, kissing his face, feeling all the little ways he trembled and twinged when he had no control over my touch. It was so different from the way he usually held me and touched me when I was the one without any control. I rocked my body over his cock, in and out, drawing back so I was sitting straight atop him. His back arched as his pleasure grew and I draped myself over him, my hands wrapped around his wrists, kissing him as we reached our peak.

      He looked spent as he lay there. I buttoned his clothes and untied his hands and feet, and as he sat up and I curtseyed low before him. “I hand back the reins, my lord.”

      He took my hands and looked at me with a serious expression. It was one of those times when I knew it was not a game, but raw truth in his eyes, a boy who had become a man within a prison of gold. “What would I do without you, Rose?”

      I was too superstitious to reply aloud. But hopefully, neither of us will ever find out.
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      Rose

      

      When Madame Bertin came to call twice a week, my chambers bustled with my ladies, books of fabric swatches and silk flowers and greenery meant as samples for choosing the trimmings of our dresses. We spent hours poring over them, with Madame Bertin helping us to make tasteful selections.

      “Your Highness—“ She spoke to Louisa, the Princess Lambala. “I think you like softer colors, yes? Maybe pussywillows and violets in your hair, for just a touch of boldness, and the gown in cream and tan with some pale green and purple. The skirts will be trimmed with ribbon and small arrangements of flowers and these small leaves.”

      “I like lace, too…” Louisa was always hesitant, but I could see she was having fun.

      “Oh yes…lace at your sleeves and trimming the stomacher, I would recommend.”

      “My favorite flower is the poppy,” Julia said.

      “You’re a bold one.” Madame Bertin shook her finger. “I can tell.”

      “Mmhm.” Everyone in the room agreed with that. Julia’s gown was to be striped with a reddish orange and cream and trimmed with vines and ruffles made from individual flower petals.

      The season was turning again to autumn, and my gown was to be a very pale blue with burnt orange velvet, with pearls and butterfly wings in my hair, and pale blue flowers in rosettes on the gown.

      “So unusual! The balls will be so beautiful.”

      I could bring all my favorite things from the garden and the wood in to the ball and I thought the faery kings of old would certainly approve of that. The next couple of days were a nonstop whirl of Madame Bertin’s deliveries, hair appointments with the famous Leonard, and finally the task of getting dressed for the evening festivities. My friends had to attire themselves with the help of their servants, and then attend to me. The gowns were so spectacular they hardly seemed real, with so many fanciful touches.

      “I’m afraid to move!” Louisa fretted.

      “Gods, the old ladies will faint when they see us,” Julia said, strutting in, with huge plumes and poppies in her hair and her skirt cut short enough to show off the gold buckles on her shoes. She was by far the most ostentatious of the three of us, but Madame Bertin had still left the bodice and the underskirt very plain so it stopped short of hurting one’s eyes.

      The old ladies certainly did turn their heads when we walked into the room. Of course Augustus and I had the first dance. He took my hand and I curtseyed to him.

      “So this is what you’ve been up to with the new dressmaker, eh?”

      “Isn’t it lovely?”

      “The colors are beautiful. How many butterflies had to die for this affair?”

      “Oh, Madame Bertin told me she sources them from inside a conservatory,” I said. “They collect them when they’re dying already. That’s where the flowers are from too.”

      “How much did all this cost?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Well, it was a bit, but it’s the first ball of the autumn, and—I had to have something.”

      “None of this stuff will last, Rose. Remember the napkins.”

      “The napkins?”

      “Yes, the table linens, I told you.”

      I rolled my eyes a little. “I should think you want me to look better than the table linens.”

      “It’s not a laughing matter. Bread is still so dear in Luminé that people have been making it out of barley and complaining over the taste.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say. Every lady wear gowns. If I showed up without one, would it help anyone?”

      “Enough,” he said, glancing around nervously.

      We both realized at once that we were having a very mundane quarrel in front of the court as we danced and people were noticing. I’m sure they couldn’t hear us, but I shouldn’t have made any faces at him. For me to argue with him in public was probably just as bad as if we’d been caught at the Lady’s Treat the other day. My mother and father used to have loud quarrels at times, but Augustus and I would never be permitted to have a loud quarrel. Everyone would hear us and then they would say I wasn’t doing my duty. I had to submit to him without question even though he was thinking far too much about these budgetary matters.

      He seemed to realize the position I was in. “You do look truly beautiful,” he said. “I just want to be careful, that’s all.”

      “I don’t want anyone to starve. I shouldn’t have said you’re thinking too much over it. I’m glad that you aren’t your grandfather.”

      We made up easily enough, but I doubt that was as interesting to anyone.

      After our dance, the ball was open to everyone. I always must dance with the Augustus’ brother, the Master of Delights, second. Then I was free to have a drink and talk; other young women wanted to know where I’d gotten such a gown.

      I saw Axel watching me, and I flicked my fan open and gave him a look back over the painted edge before I found Augustus watching us both. Augustus acknowledged Axel faintly, and then Axel came up to me with a bow just as I felt the King’s Vine shift around me and tease both of my entrances—a clear reminder of Augustus’ words some nights ago. If you want two men, you have to be able to handle it.

      “May I have this next dance, Your Majesty?”

      “It—would be my pleasure, Count Farren.” I was flushed as he took my hands and led me to the floor.

      We walked the floor in a promenade before coming back to face each other, a bow and a curtsey preceding a series of twirling and bouncing steps that he clearly knew as well as I did.

      “Elves have the same dances?” I asked him.

      “They are very similar. And I’m a quick study. I liked to dance even as a child. It reminds me of fighting.”

      “Fighting?”

      “Well, there is a sort of dance in fighting. You have to read your opponent and move in response or anticipation of them.”

      “So you’re happy to be a military man, I take it?” I realized how little we really knew about him.

      “I can think of nothing better in all the world to protect what I love,” he said. “And—it doesn’t hurt that I am very good with the sword.”

      I was intrigued. Augustus was obviously very skilled with a bow, but I don’t think he had ever picked up a sword that wasn’t purely for ceremony. In fact, he hardly seemed to know what to do with his ceremonial sword. My husband was a hunter, but not a warrior. I thought he would probably balk at spilling blood. “The ladies must love you.”

      “They did. I expect they wouldn’t be very happy with me now.”

      “Oh, I don’t know…it doesn’t seem to affect your ability to please anyone except yourself…”

      “I half think you and that witch were in cahoots.”

      “Certainly not.” I smiled. “Is there anyone you miss at home?”

      He drew me close as the dance demanded, whisking me around. “Now why would you ask that?”

      “Because I want to know if you’re thinking of anyone else, or if you’re thinking of me.”

      “I’m thinking of you,” he said. “Every damn minute since the first minute I saw you.”

      “That tends to happen. I was enchanted with beauty and grace. I can’t take any credit.”

      “It was actually because you looked a bit…” He stopped.

      “What?”

      “Lonely.”

      I bit my lip as the comment struck something inside me.

      “You have very good friends, and an adoring husband,” he said. “But it can be very lonely to be a human girl here, to be the queen of faeries, I would think. And then—I saw the king, and I thought—here is a man who is lonelier still, and yet he embraces his fate.”

      “The king—?” As if I didn’t know Augustus was lonely.

      From a distance, Augustus raised a hand at me and I trembled as the King’s Vine began to stroke along my folds, back and forth across my bud of desire. I clung to Axel, struggling to keep up the dance.

      “Your Majesty…?” Axel said.

      “The king commands me,” I said, a little desperately. “I must never forget that I belong to him, and right now he wants me to…” I felt Axel’s hard length stirring. “I’m sorry. It’s hard for me to uphold a conversation just now. I am still somewhat of a failure in that I need to concentrate in order to fully embrace his pleasure…”

      “It’s all right.” Axel caressed my hair carefully, just once, before he must have thought better of it.

      I clutched his coat, still managing to keep up the dance as sensation swiftly built between my legs.

      “Are you happy to belong to him?” Axel asked.

      “Yes…yes. I could live no other life.” I bit my lip, wishing so much that I could take Axel’s mouth in mine as the sensation swept over me.

      “To be honest, I was prepared to judge this place,” Axel said. “The elves all think the faeries are just plain mad. Instead, I was spellbound by you, and him, and…what’s between you, and if I go home, the sight of you should be burned in my mind and I don’t know what it would do to me.”

      “Then, it sounds like you should stay,” I said, steadying myself as the little climax came to its end.

      Augustus walked up to me and put his hand on my arm. “Count Farren. Thank you for taking good care of her.”

      “Always, your grace.”

      “Will you stay for cards?”

      “I’m not sure how many of your bets I can handle, but…I’m afraid I can’t stay away.”
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      Interlude

      

      Count Farren knew well the king of his own country. He was older than the King and Queen of Ellurine, charming and dignified in his elven way, deeply assured and fond of Axel. He was as exciting as a glass of champagne: tasteful and sparkling, but also quite expected.

      Axel never spoke of it now, but as a child his entire life had been shattered by the unexpected. He had been the only witness to a band of trolls coming out of the forest and attacking him and his mother while she was teaching him how to shoot a bow and arrow. The lean winter had driven the trolls to look for food in the form of human flesh. His mother shoved him toward the castle and said she would be right behind him.

      She wasn’t.

      He would never forget the feeling of helplessness, the sense that he should have stayed. The trolls left behind tatters of inedible clothing and blood spattering the snow.

      Axel buried that memory in the place children often put memories like that: very very deep inside him, but when he was forced to think of it he still tasted bile in his throat. It was no surprise to anyone that he became a military man, fearlessly leading scouting parties out to make sure no troll ever got close to the castle or village again.

      Despite this, Axel was not naturally inclined to bloodlust and he was quite strategic in his attacks. He was known for his easygoing charm and had used that charm on any number of women in the region without committing to any of them. There was something in him that suggested he was destined for great things, but the wild north had little in the way of great things to offer.

      It was, no doubt, this deep pain and a deep sense of honor that drew the immediate notice of Augustus and Rose, as it had so many women before. But for Axel, this time was different.

      He was used to reading for signs of trolls and bad weather, in the sky and stars, the behavior of animals and the nuances of wind or the smell of the air. He had a familiar feeling now that came from a general well honed intuition. Stay put. Something is happening.

      Axel was haunted by the king and queen. When they were in the room with him, he could hardly tear his eyes away. If it was love, it was not like any love he had ever felt. An intense desire was undercut by some sense of the curse that hung over the queen’s head. It seemed to him that it was his destiny to meet the witch on that night after the Ball de Anon.

      He didn’t leave the Palace of the Sun again for several weeks.

      The Witch had no end of sources for palace gossip, although as always she relied on people who had a particular agenda—those who disliked the king and queen enough to betray them with whispers. The city of Luminé as a whole was filled with hope for the new royals, especially after King Augustus had announced that he was cutting the coronation tax. The Witch was infuriated when she saw people wearing the royal colors. As if he cares one whit about these people—my people…

      The Witch felt that her plan was working perfectly. The king and queen were inviting Count Farren to step above his station; some wags were already referring to him as the queen’s Favorite. Guards combed the city for her, so she laid low and changed her residence and her face often.

      When Axel came to town to order new clothing to keep up with the palace dress code, she approached him in the street, wearing a new guise he would not recognize. “Count Farren.”

      “Good day, Madame.” He was polite but vaguely curt, walking past her. Such an arrogant young man, she thought, and the palace has tainted him even in two weeks.

      “Have you had any letters from home yet?”

      “Do I know you?”

      “I know the Cobblestone Witch.”

      He immediately drew his sword and reached for her. She jolted him back, throwing him against the wall. The streets were so crowded with anonymous faces that a few people glanced to see if a fight would break out, but kept moving.

      “You would not be wise to anger the Cobblestone Witch,” the witch said. “I’ve heard that she aided your family with the trolls. Did she not?”

      “I don’t need her aid. I came to ask for the King’s aid, and it’s been granted.”

      “I also heard the queen is still not yet pregnant. They must be getting worried. Without an heir…the people grow restless. I wonder if the Cobblestone Witch knows what to do about that?”

      The witch did not, in fact, have anything to do with it. It was a stroke of luck that the queen had produced no children. But the Witch was extremely happy to exploit this circumstance. Often, no magic was needed to get the desired result. If she let Axel think she had done it, he would bring this news back to the palace.

      “I shouldn’t have made any bargains with you,” Axel said.

      He was making a guess as her voice began to seem very familiar.

      “Then I suppose you don’t want to help her have a child.”

      “You said all I had to do was go to the palace. You didn’t say anything about meddling in whether or not they have children.”

      “Well, it’s quite simple, really. Either I have the upper hand in this situation and you do whatever I ask, or you will never be satisfied by any woman again except the queen.”

      “Then I suppose that’s how it’ll be,” he said through a grimace.

      “Count Farren…oh dear…” The witch tried to soften. “There is no need for all of this! I want the queen to live a long and happy life, and I want her to have a child. That’s why I cursed her in the first place. Someday, I will give her a kingdom where she can raise her children to be free.”

      “You don’t have to tear her away from the man she loves,” Axel said. “He wants her to be free.”

      The witch spat. “I’ve seen the man. He’s one of them.”

      “I don’t think you could separate her from the king without breaking her,” Axel said.

      “You don’t think she could find comfort in your arms, Sir Count?”

      Axel was the most chivalrous of lovers, and he did not tear women from their husbands. He clenched his hands. “You’re a witch. I shouldn’t trust you and if I have to suffer for the rest of my life, I would still rather that than to ruin innocent people.”

      “Not all witches are bad. Some fight for what is right,” the Witch said. “Let me take you to the streets where the true innocents live. Where children beg for coins and bread with shallow eyes. Where children die for lack of nourishment.”

      “There is no magical land where no one ever suffers or dies, except perhaps in the world beyond,” Axel replied. “The king is trying his best to remedy the situation. It isn’t right to take it out on her.”

      The Witch nodded. She understood where things stood with him. He was like any other man of honor; his honor favored the ones he held close to his own heart rather than the unnamed and unknown. “If you ever change your mind, ask for me. I have a tonic that will give her a child.”

      Axel shouted for the guards, but the moment he took his eyes off the witch to look for back up, the witch slipped into the crowds, weaving a spell to trick his eyes.

      The beauty of it all is that he will accomplish my goals just as well, if not better, if he is not loyal to me…
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      Rose

      

      The furnishing of the Lady’s Treat absorbed a good deal of my waking hours. It took months to sort out all the custom pieces that were necessary. I put in orders for new furniture for every room, with rustic themes of pinecones and meadow flowers that reminded me of home, elegant cabinets and delicate tables for accents, a piano from Osteria, and was converting one of the rooms into a small private theater.

      The sooner it was done, the sooner we could escape there.

      And we can have Axel then…

      Count Farren had become a part of our most intimate circle, and I knew the court gossips referred to him as the Favorite now.

      Well, they weren’t wrong. Count Farren was one of the only people who would put up some challenge to Augustus, and I knew that excited my husband to no end. Axel’s fair beauty, his vaguely haughty elven airs, his soldier’s bearing, and that look in his eyes as if he was waiting patiently for the moment when we would finally satisfy him… Although we didn’t mention it often, he drove us both to madness. Every night when Augustus and I were alone, we were still both thinking of him in some way.

      My letters to my mother grew even more infrequent now. It was difficult enough to talk to her about my expected duties, but even more difficult to write around this transgression. Is this possible? Has it ever happened before? Can a husband and wife be madly in love with each other but also in love with another man?

      But then my rebellious side would kick in. The past few kings had made the Mistress of Many Loyalties into his personal mistress and not only had no one cared, but the court even expected it from their kings now. Well, why should Augustus get to love another woman when the queen had to be loyal to him alone?

      No, it was so much more fair and more exciting if we both loved the same person.

      One day I received a notice that Necker had canceled the piano and all of the bed curtains and spreads—and worst of all, the entire theater.

      My stomach plunged when I looked at the papers.

      Did I ask for too much? The piano and the theater were the things I wanted more than anything. Augustus told me I could have this place for my own…but it won’t be my own at all if it doesn’t have any of the things I love the most.

      I folded the papers and nervously sought out my husband. Augustus had a very slow temper and yet the nature of our relationship could not help but make me nervous about approaching him. If he refused me, then I didn’t know what else I could say. But I needed this little house to be my own; I didn’t know how much I needed it until the key was placed in my hand and I saw those empty rooms. If it was taken away, I would never get over it.

      Despite the pleasure I often took in my position, it was also deeply wearying to the soul to know that I must play my role at all times. The coronation ceremony was the only time the queen was claimed in full view, but something so personal as my pleasure was still put on display all the time. I could never refuse or complain; I could never escape the unrelenting schedule of my days. I had to get dressed and appear for meals every day without fail because the court expected to see me, not to mention all the many functions I had to attend. I looked forward to every visit from Madame Bertin because in those moments, I got to make choices of my own. When she opened her books of samples and opened boxes of flowers and greenery, I was drawn to more and more fanciful and fantastical trimmings. For one evening garden ball she put a hundred fireflies in tiny sheer sachets and pinned them to my skirt so I would glow.

      Augustus was busy signing paperwork when I was given permission to enter.

      I curtseyed low. “My lord.”

      “What’s the trouble, Rose?”

      “It’s the things I ordered for the Lady’s Treat. Your minister of finance canceled them. The piano and the theater construction and backdrops…and even the bed curtains.”

      “He must have felt they were too expensive…”

      “I didn’t think I asked so very much! We must have a piano.”

      “Well, let’s see.” Augustus stood up and found one of the account books, thumbing through my expenses. “Rose, did that tree headdress really cost one entire gold piece?”

      “I guess it did… I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. I’ll mind the cost next time, I promise.”

      “Necker keeps telling me that you’ve gone over your allowance for clothing.”

      “Necker also wears the most ridiculous hats of any man at court. I think he must be getting them out of an attic somewhere. Of course it’s cheap to wear someone’s cast offs from the last century!”

      He laughed. “That is absolutely true. But,” he said with a sigh. “We’ve had to import flour and I’ve had to artificially lower the cost of bread. It can’t be sustained. If I raise the taxes, they won’t be able to afford the bread. And if the taxes are low, that means less money to wear trees on one’s head.”

      “It wasn’t a tree on my head, it was…” I deflated, feeling awful about the headdress now. “It was just a branch. I thought it would be cheap. Next time I’ll ask.”

      “What about all these gambling expenses?” He rapped his fingers on the table. “Dearest, you must try harder not to lose. We’re sending some of our army to help Count Farren with the trolls, remember? We absolutely have to limit expenses.”

      “All I really want is the theater,” I said. “More than anything. I miss playing other roles. We can have it built from paper. It doesn’t have to cost much at all. They don’t let us sneak off into the attic anymore.”

      “Don’t fret,” he said. “I will take the money for the theater, the piano and the bed clothes out of my personal finances. Just mind it going forward.”

      “I certainly will!”

      “Cancel the next appointment with Madame Bertin.”

      “Oh, no, there’s no need to cancel it, Augustus. I’ll control myself. But I still need new dresses for every function. I still don’t know what else I can do. They’ll make a mockery of me if I wear the same gown twice. No other lady does.”

      “All right.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “But I’m serious. We can’t have Necker giving me a lecture about you.”

      “Yes, my lord.”
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      Rose

      

      By the time the Lady’s Treat was furnished and ready to use, it was spring of the following year. Count Farren had been given an apartment in the Palace of the Sun, while our army helped beat back the trolls in the north. Once I caught wind of some rhyme that was said to be sung on the streets of Ellurine:

      

      Axel the elf

      Sits on the shelf

      Waiting in leisure

      For the queen’s pleasure

      

      I fumed when I heard it and perhaps what annoyed me most was that I was being ‘blamed’ for it when it was entirely the king’s idea to keep him around. But for the most part his presence was accepted with a shrug.

      Our relationship with Axel had two modes. Most of the time, he was gallant and bold, striking the perfect balance between respect and speaking his mind. No one seemed to have much fault with him personally and although a foreign officer could not be appointed Sword of the King and granted the magical powers that came with it, the position was left vacant and Axel advised Augustus on military matters.

      By night came a different dance, one that grew familiar but never boring. Axel was subject to Augustus’ bidding just as I was. The great sorrow is that at the end of a night of teasing, Augustus and I must take to our bed alone. When my little escape was finished, we could finally all be satisfied.

      The great despair of my life was my failure to conceive. In that first year, I didn’t particularly want a child yet, but now it had been almost two years, and I had been seen by every healer and midwife of note. I was starting to think I must surely be barren. The court was whispering about my failures. When my cycles began like clockwork every month I was reduced to tears, and Augustus could tell by one look at me that the wait must begin all over again.

      “I must tell you something,” Axel said one evening. “That last time when I saw the witch on the street, she indicated that she had a tonic that would give you a child.”

      “Did she…make me barren?”

      “She didn’t really say.” He frowned. “I know she was trying to trick me. That’s why I said nothing of it until now.”

      “When she tried to lure you in with the spindle, she said she wanted you to join her in a new world…,” Augustus said. “So it is possible that she wants you to have this child. It sounds as if she has chosen you to be the queen of her new world, and queens need heirs.”

      “What does she want? I haven’t heard this story,” Axel said.

      “She wants the old ways back,” Augustus said. “The days before the Palace of the Sun. That’s why she wants Rose to sleep for a hundred years.”

      “But you can’t go back. The world wouldn’t allow it. That was a more primitive time,” Axel said.

      “Try reasoning with the Cobblestone Witch,” Augustus said. “Try finding the Cobblestone Witch.”

      “I should have captured her that day.” Axel dropped his fist on the table. “She’s too powerful.”

      “Enough of this! Who cares about the witch!” I crossed my arms. “I just need a child…” I clutched my head. “I want to go to Luminé to look for her. If she has a cure for me, I’ll demand she give it to me! Maybe I could lure her out for capture.”

      “That’s much too risky,” Augustus said. “She surely expects that. I won’t lose you even if you never give me an heir.”

      “But heirs are everything!” I snapped. My mother had always made that clear, and she had produced ten sons.

      “No,” he said, touching my arm. “They’re not.”

      I knew Augustus loved me, but I suppose some part of me still thought of every marriage as a business arrangement.

      “My happiness with you is already so complete that I need nothing more,” Augustus said. “Never forget that. I don’t want to see you cry over this. I don’t care who is king after me. Elnora will soon have her child, and if we have no children of our own, I doubt there will any concern that the line will end with me. But what do I care?”

      “Augustus…” I fell into his embrace, and he kissed my cheeks and dried my tears with his hand.

      Still, on the day Josef’s wife delivered her firstborn, we all gathered in the room to watch the blessed event, as was the palace custom. I certainly didn’t pity her, screaming and swearing as she pushed, while hundreds of people jostled for their first sight of the newborn. But oh, how I envied her the beautiful little boy she soon held in her arms. He might have goblin blood like Julia; he was not the heir the court wanted. But Josef and Elnora didn’t care, to them he was perfect and the only child of the new generation.

      I was getting older, and feeling more than ready to have something that had come from me and the man I loved.

      I desperately needed a distraction.

      Luckily, I was about to have one. That summer, a cart arrived with the piano, and the weavers and embroiderers of Luminé hung curtains on the beds. The backdrop of my theater was put into place.

      The Lady’s Treat, shining and furnished, untouched since the day it was built, was finally ready for me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      I handpicked the servants for my new residence out of my favorites from the palace, and on the first night I held a Shepherd’s Ball, inviting only the people whose company I truly adored. We dressed as shepherds and shepherdesses, naturally, in simple clothing of linen and cotton and humble wool, and Augustus and his minster of finance had no complaint about that!

      All the rules of etiquette were shed. No one had to stand when Augustus or I entered the room. Everyone was dancing and laughing, all the music coming from our own hands with no professional musicians. But who needed them? Louisa was as good as anyone we could hire, and Elnora played us rousing goblin songs. I had my harp and all of us sang. The billiards table got plenty of use and before the summer sun set, the ladies went out into the field and actually herded the sheep, with much laughter and chaos, as the real shepherd looked on in bewilderment. We came in with dirty hems and slaked our thirst with plenty of wine.

      “I’ve never had so much fun in all my life!” Julia exclaimed around the dinner table. When had we ever enjoyed a supper without onlookers and an absurd number of servants?

      “A toast to Your Majesties,” Josef said, standing. “You have out-delighted the Master of Delights, to be sure. To my brother, for reviving this poor old place, and my queen, for making it so welcoming.”

      I blushed, grinning. “I have hardly done anything.”

      “Exactly. That’s why it’s so wonderful,” Julia said.

      A vase in the center of the table held flowers we had gathered in the field. The table was cluttered with dishes still being picked at and flagons of wine; I had told the servants to leave the table alone until we had all left it.

      “What play should we put on?” I asked.

      “We haven’t practiced anything!” Louisa said in some genuine distress.

      “That will make it more fun.”

      “The Lord and the Farmer?”

      “But who can Elnora play?”

      “Oh, I’ll be Madame Biddy, I don’t care. I know I’m ugly.”

      “You’re not ugly,” Louisa said, eternally kind. Elnora really had the worst of her goblin lineage; sickly skin, a hooked nose, beady eyes—but she was good company.

      “Why don’t you ladies do all the parts?” Josef said. “We’ve all talked amongst ourselves—“ He gestured at the men. “And we’ve agreed we’d rather see some of you put on trousers and make a fool of yourselves than anything else.”

      “We’re already a little too drunk for this much thinking,” Augustus agreed, although he didn’t seem very drunk at all.

      My stage was much more humble than the royal opera, with seating for thirty people. The servants were allowed to rest their feet and watch in the back row. I was so used to onlookers that the presence of a few tired maids and footmen hardly even registered. The royal brothers, Lord Merdon, and Axel took up the front row.

      The play was a raucous affair. At one point Julia dashed out in a frock coat and britches but no shirt. She had simply forgotten to put it on in her rush to play the scene with Lord Dudley on his horse after tearing herself out of a gown to play the middle spinster sister. The men hooted and Lord Merdon threw some peanuts at her.

      I poked my head out from behind the curtains. “I shall eject badly behaved audience members, don’t think I won’t!”

      “Now we see the real queen, eh? Did you know this side of her, your grace?” Lord Merdon laughed. “Maybe those rumors have a grain of truth.”

      “I have long suspected,” Augustus said. “She is my Queen Marianna. Soft on the outside, steel on the inside. Go on, Rose, kick this rabble out.”

      “Behave yourself, man!” Julia said, in the posh accent of Lord Dudley, pointing her riding crop at her paramour.

      We didn’t exactly reach the end of that play.

      Before long, the night had reached the hour of candles burning low, Louisa softly playing the piano, Augustus’ brothers caressing their wives in shadowed corners, the smell of smoke as Axel and Lord Merdon lit pipes. Axel offered Augustus a taste from the long-handled pipe and we were soon gathered together on a sofa, me between the two men.

      “That smells so sweet,” I murmured. It seemed more like a subtle incense than tobacco.

      “Do you want some?” Augustus asked. “It’s elven stuff.”

      “Halur’alon,” Axel said, the musical tones of his accent coming forth in the word. “And I have been smoking far too much of it as of late…” He shifted toward us, resting his head in his chin, elbow against the back of the sofa. “It calms my mind and helps me to sleep…as I wait and wonder for what purpose I am here.”

      “Your purpose is past due,” Augustus said. “Far past due…” He took some dice out of his pocket. “Shall we make one more bet? Winner takes all. Whatever you want out of tonight…”

      Axel took the dice from him while looking at me with all the weight of nearly a year—a year!—of yearning in his eyes. I wondered what he would do if he won the bet. And what would I do, if I won the bet?

      I was chagrined when Augustus rolled a twelve.

      “Did you rig these dice?” I asked. “I didn’t think you would want to win.”

      “Alas,” he said. “It looks like we will have no break with precedent tonight.”

      I don’t know that Augustus would truly have rigged the dice, although I noticed that he didn’t answer my question, and since faeries didn’t lie, I always did notice when they left a question unanswered. I wondered if he was getting a bit accustomed to being in control.

      “Go to the king’s bedroom,” Augustus told Axel in a low voice. “Remove your clothes, get in the bed, and shut the curtains.”

      Axel took this calmly. Before he departed, he took my hand and kissed it.

      Augustus finished the pipe. “We’ll give him a minute.”

      Suddenly my heart was hammering inside my chest. “Could I have a taste of the halur’alon?”

      “Of course.”

      I took a drag of the sweet smoke, and coughed. Ladies didn’t smoke and I wasn’t used to it. I handed it back. The moments seemed to tick by very slowly. I watched Julia lean back on the couch with a sigh as Lord Merdon kissed her breasts. Louisa was losing herself in a slow melody.

      “Come with me now,” Augustus said.

      Our departure went unacknowledged by our friends, as I preferred it. We climbed the stairs to the bedroom. The sight of the bed with the curtains shut and Axel’s clothes neatly folded on the seat of a chair made my heart beat even faster. Augustus started to take off my clothes without a word, his gaze very focused. He stripped me down to my stockings and brocade heeled shoes and the diamond necklace and earrings I wore. He bent to suckle my nipples, as the King’s Vine spread my pussy and teased my entrances until I let out a little cry.

      “Now, go to him and do anything you like,” Augustus said. He brushed the tender, exposed flesh of my sex with his fingers.

      “Yes…”

      I walked over to the curtains, trying not to let my heels click on the floor too much. I opened them to the sight of Axel’s beautiful body spread out on the bed, caught in the vines.

      I could hardly breathe for how handsome he was, as if he had been created and tailored layer by layer like a gown so that nothing was out of place. The perfection of his bones, the skin taut against every perfect muscle, the golden hair tousled on the bed, the soft lips that I suddenly wondered how I had ever been able to look at every day without kissing them constantly.

      He looked like he was almost in pain, his chest falling with sharp breaths. I straddled him and took his face between my hands. Elves had such smooth skin I could barely even feel stubble.

      “My lady, please—after all this time—“

      I kissed him, feeling crazed with desire, grinding my sex against his hard stomach. My tongue dipped into his mouth and tasted him deeply, sucked and licked and nibbled as his erection grew painfully stiff. Now I slid a hand down his chest and took his cock in my hand, deep strokes up and down as he moaned and struggled.

      Augustus stood behind me, slowly removing his clothes button by button.

      “Let him taste your sex,” Augustus said. “And you may come.”

      A bit awkwardly as I tried to find the right position, I perched myself over him, and Axel immediately started to make love to my spread lips and entrance. I let out a squeal of agonized desire; I’m not sure Augustus had ever claimed me so thoroughly this way. Augustus kissed my mouth and quickly I toppled into a climax so swift and strong that I could have called it a night right then and there. My entire body went limp, my head swirling. I collapsed against Axel.

      He was still breathing tensely and straining against his bonds. I knew how he felt. There was a certain terror in surrendering control that was not enjoyable, even as I found myself craving it. He had waited for this moment a long time and I wondered if it was worth the wait.

      “Axel…,” I said gently, as Augustus opened a cabinet.

      “Your grace,” he replied stoically. “Your pleasure is my own.”

      Augustus walked over to us with a bottle. “Take this oil, and ready him for you.”

      The moment was heavy with anticipation. This is what Augustus had been promising and readying me for for months. He wanted me to take them both. I thoroughly slicked Axel’s cock with the oil as it throbbed under my hand, seeming much larger when I considered what was about to happen.

      “Th—there.” I offered Augustus the bottle back.

      “Rose…what a face. Are you truly scared?” he asked.

      “I’m—“ I paused. “No, I’m not scared at all.” That was true. But I couldn’t sort my feelings just then. I was struck by one of my strange yearnings for normalcy, that was always quickly followed by the realization that I hardly knew what normal was anymore.

      “Take him for your own,” Augustus said, holding one of my hands.

      I was glad he was allowing me to have control of this. I straddled Axel facing away from him now, and I gripped Augustus’ hand as I nudged my nether hole against the head of his cock. I heard Axel groan with pleasure as soon as I began, and that helped to spur me on to take all of him, every inch…slowly, slowly, as deep as I could go until I was filled with him.

      And there was no pause, no rest for me. Augustus now took both my hands in his and urged them over my head, leaning me back against Axel’s chest, shifting his cock inside me as I let out shuddering little sounds. As soon as I was canted fully back, resting against Axel, my body rising and falling with his breath, Augustus slowly slid inside me until I was full of him as well. He made sure I felt every inch of him too.

      The sensation of having both of them inside me was so overwhelming that my shuddering was almost turning to sobbing and begging, but it was…incredible.

      “We’re hurting her,” Axel said.

      “No,” I moaned. “No…no…I don’t want you to stop…I want this forever…”

      “Really?” Augustus purred in my ear.

      “Please,” I begged him.

      Axel groaned beneath me. “I have waited so long…”

      “Don’t worry, Count Farren. You belong to my queen now, and my queen belongs to me, and both of you will have no end of satisfaction now that we have a place of indulgence,” Augustus said. “Do you like having a treasure of your own, Rose?”

      “Yes!” The word ripped out of me. “Oh, yes…”

      “Should we untie him next time?”

      “Only if he wins the bet.”

      Augustus laughed and kissed my forehead and then he began to fuck me in earnest, Axel straining under me to fuck me as well. He was strong enough that even with the bonds restricting his movement he could flex his pelvis under me. I was completely lost to the sensation, the dual stimulation reducing me to cries and pleas and moans. Pleasure built within me like someone stacking bricks on my chest until I could hardly breathe for all the tightness winding up in my center, and then all the heat and the weight of it exploded at once and Axel growled, shaking the bed as he battled against the vines to break free.

      There were tears in his eyes, I saw as I finally dragged myself away from them, dripping with their seed. I flopped onto the covers and stroked Axel’s chest.

      “Can we release him now?”

      “Yes.” Augustus waved a hand and the vines drew back, Axel drawing his shaking arms down to hold me close.

      Augustus dipped a few cloths in the wash basin, wrung them out and handed them to us, shifting abruptly to a more nurturing role that reminded me there were other sides of his nature, no matter how well he played his part. He climbed into the bed beside me and drew the covers over us both. Within seconds, I was fast asleep between them.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Augustus

      

      While Rose quickly fell asleep, Axel was awake, looking at her peaceful face before we looked at each other. I couldn’t read him at all.

      “She is so beautiful it brings me pain to look at her,” he said after a moment, breaking the silence.

      “That’s a good way of putting it.”

      “I have waited all this time to feel her,” Axel said. “And now I realize that it will never matter. I will never feel satisfied.”

      I felt vaguely insulted. “You were not satisfied?”

      “Tell me, your grace, you can have as much of her as you like. Is it ever enough?”

      “I suppose it’s not.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if she says the same thing about you.”

      “Sometimes,” I said, candid in the shadows, “I think she might be glad to get rid of me.”

      “I think it’s more likely that you would be relieved to be rid of her.”

      “What? No—you vastly overstep.” It seemed to me that a man who had been dominated in bed should be more subordinate.

      “I know,” he said. “I shouldn’t say things like that. To a king, no less.” He almost laughed. “But I fear no one. I have already seen things much worse than kings. Gods, when I came here I thought I would hate this place. I never thought I would be caught in the center of the spider’s web. Well, I can bear it but I don’t know how you do.”

      “I’ve never known anywhere else.”

      “We’ve all known somewhere else, unless we have no imagination.” Axel sat up a little more. “Can I ask you something?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Am I your proxy?”

      I grimaced. “You know, I hardly know anymore. I hardly know what I really want; I just know this. I think I realize now why all the kings after Enri, they all gravitated toward the Mistress of Many Loyalties. My life revolves around her so thoroughly. There’s the concerns of the kingdom, and then there’s her, and even the former seems less important sometimes.”

      “I can see that,” Axel said.

      “Sometimes at night I dream of her killing me,” I said. “Slashing me open very slowly. In the dream, I am never frightened. I always think as I watch her, ‘I have never loved her more’. And when I wake up…I see her sleeping beside me, and I want her more than ever, but I can never bring myself to disturb her slumber. It’s the only time she’s free of me, and whatever you say, I think she must need that.” I had never even told her about that dream, but just now it slipped out of me and I thought he knew what I meant.

      “Yes, I can see that too,” Axel said.

      “It’s strange.”

      “Of course it’s not about wanting her to kill you,” Axel said.

      “What is it about?”

      “Well, I would guess, from everything you’ve said, that in the dream she sets you free. It sounds like she is tender even as she kills you.”

      “It sounds reasonable when you put it that way.”

      “We elves put plenty of stock in dreaming,” Axel said. “That’s when the veil between all the truth in the universe is thinnest.”

      “What do you want, Axel? If I lifted your curse, would you go home tomorrow?”

      Axel gave me a faint, rather charming grin. “I live to serve,” he said. “In all honesty. This wasn’t how I imagined it, but I joined the military when I was fifteen. I wanted something to protect. I’m content right here.”

      “Good. Very good.” I shut my eyes.

      “Good night, Your Majesty.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      Countess Noria held a grudge against me from the moment I appointed Louisa to be my superintendent of the household. I thought she would get over it before long. I suppose I hadn’t learned as much from the Madame du Bariel incident as one hoped.

      Countess Noria came from a very old family and so she had many friends among the other old families of court. My own friends provided little defense; Julia was considered an upstart with tainted blood, while Louisa came from good stock but was such a gentle soul, without a husband or lover to back her up.

      It wasn’t as if I shunned other women in the court. I was aware of my responsibility as the queen and tried to set a good tone. As much as I hated Necker for criticizing every last copper piece I spent, when his daughter Germaine was presented at court and tore her gown leaping down from the carriage, I took her back to my rooms and sewed the tear myself. One should treat others as one wished to be treated, I thought, but what can you do when they dislike you from the beginning?

      In the cities of Ellurine, most especially Luminé, satirical pamphlets were printed in private and passed around among the citizens so they could laugh at the goings on of the court. They were often quite mean but attempts to censor them only seemed to fan the flames. Some of them always made their way back to the Palace of the Sun itself.

      Increasingly, they were starting to be about me.

      One day I found the “Osterich” cartoon sitting on my desk, depicting me as an ostrich with a ladies’ head wearing a cap like an Osterian matron. I knew one of the Noria set must have left it there to upset me. I threw it in the fire before Augustus could see it, but the sight of it left me rattled, just the way it must have been intended.

      I kept fretting over it all day. Who would make such a cartoon and why? I thought the people liked us. I thought we were doing a good job. It must be because I haven’t produced an heir.

      But the next pamphlet to come along was much worse. It had an obscene picture of me with Julia and Louisa, one kissing me while the other fondled a breast. None of them really looked like us, so I wasn’t sure who was who, but the intent was all too clear. Maybe that one game where Julia had kissed me caught the wrong person’s notice, I thought. But eventually it would become clear to me that queens were not meant to have best friends.

      Best friends meant that I spent all my time with a dear few, rather than spreading my attention to whoever deserved it according to rank, title or their benefit to me.

      The court was a more painful place to be these days. I knew I should save money, but it gave me such a sense of happiness and control to plan my outfits, and the gambling…oh dear. It was just part of the social set, but it was also another escape. Augustus complained about it but he didn’t actually stop me. As people passed through my rooms to watch me dress and eat every day, I felt a certain resentment beyond the usual.

      Do they hate me? Are they just here to stare at me and then go home and laugh at those pictures of me?

      A hail storm damaged the wheat that summer, meaning more bread shortages, but it was all just words on a paper to me until we went to the opera in the city and a little girl ran up to our carriage with her hands out.

      She looked so thin and hungry. Some guards immediately urged her back, but I threw the window open. “Stop, stop!” I cried. “Let me give her a coin.”

      The carriage jolted to a halt. The little girl’s eyes grew wide and her face broke into a brilliant smile when she saw me step out in a gown of pale green with white plumes in my hair and little kumquats decorating the skirt. (The Orangery gown, Madame Bertin called it.)

      “Your Majesty!” she said. She didn’t look like she hated me. She looked like any other little girl in awe of seeing a fine lady.

      I put several coins in her hand. “How many people in your—household?” I stammered, as I was about to say “family” and then realized she might have none.

      “My mama and four sisters,” she said.

      I tore six of the kumquats off my dress and gave them to her. “They are somewhat sour.”

      “Oh, thank you, thank you!”

      I got back in the carriage with Augustus. He looked at me and I expected him to tell me that I shouldn’t give coins to poor children personally or they would all want one; it was better to give to charities. My mother used to say that. But then he just smiled out the window.

      “Is it that bad, then?” I asked after a moment. “Are children really going hungry?”

      “There is a bread shortage, so someone must be,” he said.

      “I’ve never seen anything like that before…”

      “That’s why I’m trying to do what I can,” he said.

      I felt an instant pang of guilt because even now I had just ordered the construction of a pavilion overlooking the lake at the Lady’s Treat, as well as a working dairy where the girls and I could keep more animals and make fresh cheese. I should go home and cancel that, I thought. I’m so spoiled.

      But then we reached the opera and I received many compliments on my dress, and I gave many compliments on other ladies’ dresses, and none of them seemed concerned about children going hungry. I wondered how we could all have so much fun if the people were suffering, but then there seemed no solution and no one seemed to like it if I tried to bring the incident up in conversation. There was no royal family on earth who didn’t go to opera and balls and wear fine dresses.

      “Anyway, it’s not that simple,” Louisa pointed out later. “When you buy a dress from Madame Bertin she has to pay all of the girls at her shop, and all the dyers and tanners and hunters and shoemakers and gardeners who grow flowers and foragers who find things in the forest, and couriers to transport it, and so on, providing wages for hundreds of people. Look at what happened in Osteria when spindles were banned!”

      She made me feel much better, because of course I didn’t really want to give up my gowns. I was starting to become rather famous for wearing Madame Bertin’s naturalist creations. Soon my mother was writing chiding letters.

      

      I was sent a fashion plate of you recently and I thought it was of an actress in some faery play! Imagine my horror to realize it was you in that ridiculous creation. You really must try to express dignity in your dress.

      

      Well, I would never want to be like my mother, in mourning all the time. I would have plenty of time to be dignified when I was old! For now I was young and beautiful and I had two men who adored me, even if Axel could only have me in the Lady’s Treat.

      I never wanted to leave my private realm. In the palace, I was always tense, always put through paces of ritual, display, shame, and the competition to prove oneself; to always be composed and beautiful and mannered and witty and dance well and show my submission to Augustus. But even he seemed to be slacking his demands in the palace. Sometimes days would go by without him ever demanding anything of me in the garden or a private corridor, and more days would slip by without him demanding my release in public. Although a part of me missed the forbidden excitement of it all, my heart was much lighter when I no longer feared any public shame. We both preferred to take our pleasure in the privacy of the little manor where we could let down our guard. One day we stayed up all night and went out to watch the sunrise.

      I knew there were jealous whispers about what went on there, but I didn’t really care. The only way I would survive a lifetime in this palace, I thought, was to have this place of my own.

      Even there, of course, I was still the Queen Who Bowed. It was now part of the game to roll the dice every time we spent the night there, and every time Augustus won the game. We made a joke of it. Augustus always took control of the evening until I started to wonder if I had dreamed that afternoon when he asked me to tie him down.

      But whatever happened in private, the public soon started to grow angry that they were denied the spectacle of the King of the Sun and the Queen Who Bowed, an anger both of us were to underestimate.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Interlude

      

      “Tea?” Jeanne started pouring anyway, into both cups, and then she dropped a few sugar cubes in her own, picking them up with her fingers.

      Countess Noria shuddered visibly. My gods, she thought, with a horror most people reserved for things like highway robbers or finding a snake wrapped around the chamberpot, why are there no tongs in this sugar bowl?

      When Jeanne was the King’s Favorite, Countess Noria still gave her the respect she was due as an extension of His Royal Person. Noria never did and never would consider the hypocrisy of respecting the last king’s choices more than the present king. Now Jeanne was useful as the lackey of the Witch, so she held her tongue and drank the tea without any sugar at all.

      “I am thirsty enough from trying to find you,” Noria said.

      “Well, we have to hide from the guards. So,” Jeanne said. “No babies yet?”

      “No. Not even a miscarriage. That little Osterian girl menstruates like clockwork. Perhaps her human body just can’t take the faery seed.”

      “She is a little thing, eh?” Jeanne said, with a private chuckle. “So will you send her back where she came from and find a better breeder?”

      “Oh, would that I could.”

      “Are you sure Augustus isn’t giving her something to prevent it?” Jeanne said. “Since he won’t take a mistress, maybe he doesn’t want anything to keep him from his toys.”

      Noria frowned again. Jeanne’s speech was so crude as well. “I do believe he has a mistress…or a master. The king and queen are inseparable when it comes to Count Farren of Aveborg.”

      “Yes. The pretty one.” Jeanne chuckled to herself. “Do tell.”

      “Of course, it is the king’s prerogative to demand anything of the queen,” Noria said with a sniff. “But it is very curious, and to my mind, disconcerting, how much he seems to enjoy pushing her into the arms of another man. But I think he fancies Count Farren as much as the queen does. He was always somewhat of a pansy as a child, as I’m sure you know. I wouldn’t be surprised if—you know—he prefers men.”

      Jeanne spat out some laughter now. “You say it like it’s a bad thing. I’ve known men like that who are far superior to anyone at that whole court.”

      “But Augustus is the king. Well, you remember those stories from a few years back, when they were first married.”

      “The two of them admitted it right to the witch’s face,” Jeanne agreed. “He said he’d rather be at Rose’s mercy.”

      “One of the stable boys told me that before they went hunting she used to punish his cock,” Countess Noria said. “I’ve heard that when they’re in the Lady’s Treat, the queen and Axel claim the king in turns while he is mounted to the wall. Of course, it’s all rumor,” she added, to cover her soul against the faery gods of truth. “It isn’t as if I’ve ever seen the place.”

      “It’s no wonder she hasn’t had children, isn’t it?” Jeanne said, sitting back on the sofa with smug satisfaction. “Well, you know the witch has the ear of half the population of Luminé. We’ll make sure it’s known why the queen has no children.”

      Countess Noria was all too happy to feed Jeanne every detail she could think of. Yes, it certainly seemed true that the Duchess of Poligari was one of the queen’s lovers as well, and it was surely why the Princess Lambala had never married again either. They said the king never fucked the queen anywhere but the Lady’s Treat anymore; they said he liked to be beaten with her shoes; they said he had already granted Axel the powers of the Sword of the King.

      Although most of it was utter lies, the last rumor would soon prove true, lending an additional whiff of truth to everything else.

      If Countess Noria ever felt a pang of remorse for delivering the very worst of the castle rumors directly to the Cobblestone Witch’s doorstep, she showed none of it that afternoon, although the lack of tongs in the sugar cubes continued to haunt her into the night.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      One day at dinner I caught muted laughter as I came to the table, with a particular edge.

      I was very sensitive to all the different looks and murmurs at the palace. So I just knew right away that something had happened, some particularly bad bit of gossip, and that I was the target.

      I sat down calmly and picked up a fork for the salad course, but inside my stomach was sinking. If only I could produce an heir. If only I wasn’t a failure at that most important duty of queens…it would be easier to shrug it all off.

      Josef passed the papers to Augustus after the meal.

      When I saw the pamphlet, I thought I might be sick.

      The King Who Bowed, it was called. Or, Why our Queen Madame Deficit has no children.

      Inside, it skewered us both in nasty poems and cartoons. I spent all the crown’s money on ridiculous clothes, driving the palace coffers into ruin, while the king was given the face of one of my dogs, walked on a leash. My best friends were harpies sucking at my breasts. Axel and I had the king tied up while Axel claimed his ass and I sucked his cock. The pamphlet said I had personally purchased a spell binding Axel to me so he could find no satisfaction with anyone else.

      It was, by far, the worst of the slander. “Osterich” was merely playful compared to this. I knew the Witch herself must have a hand in it, because who else would accuse me of the spell she herself had cast upon Axel? As the pages turned and it got worse and worse, such a sense of rage and despair filled me that I started to struggle for breath.

      Next thing I knew, I was waking up in bed with Louisa waving smelling salts under my nose.

      “Oh no!” I cried, shoving her hand away. “Oh no, it wasn’t a dream! They hate me… The people hate me…” I started crying and buried myself in the pillows, ignoring Augustus’ hand on my arm. “I don’t know what else I can do!”

      “I told you, it doesn’t matter!” Augustus said.

      “It does matter,” I shouted. “It matters to them—they wouldn’t say these things if I— Where is that stupid paper? I want to rip it to pieces!“

      “Already thrown in the fire,” Augustus said. “But you must calm yourself. We can’t let anyone hear you shouting about it. Every king and queen has to deal with some satire, but we have to be above it.”

      “How can this be? I thought faeries couldn’t lie.”

      “We don’t lie, but stretching the truth to deceive is another matter…”

      I felt inconsolable, and after years of nearly perfect control, the fact that I wasn’t allowed to be inconsolable only made it worse. “I want to go to our house…”

      “We can’t,” he said. “Not now. Maybe not for a little while, until this blows over.”

      In days to come, I was so distracted that all I could do was go through the motions and it hit me more fiercely than ever that my life was not my own. I was just a prisoner to the court. Desire drained out of me. Axel had to keep a little more distance from us both.

      “Tighten my bonds,” I whispered at night. “I don’t want you to be gentle with me. I want you to fuck me hard. Either give me a child or punish me for my failures!”

      Augustus paused as he unbuttoned his shirt. “No,” he said shortly.

      “Please…I want to feel an ache in my limbs. I want to feel pain like I’m feeling inside.”

      “I have no wish to cause you pain tonight.”

      “But…I want…” I turned my head against the pillow, morose.

      He stayed frozen for a moment, and then he spun on one foot to the bedpost and pulled the silken cords tight, spreading my feet. “Did you ever consider this might be my fault?”

      “How would it be your fault?”

      “Perhaps I’m the one who can’t produce a child.”

      “It’s always the woman’s fault; that’s what I was told. Maybe my mind isn’t calm enough. Maybe I don’t eat the right foods.”

      “Perhaps I’m the one whose mind isn’t calm enough. It does take two…and perhaps I’m the one who can’t bear…” He looked toward the windows.

      “You don’t want a child?”

      “I don’t want a Crown Prince of the Sun Palace.” He winced and shook his head. “What have I said? I hope they didn’t hear me.” We were speaking very softly. “The point is, I don’t care whose fault it is. I wish you wouldn’t take it so much to heart.”

      “But this is why the alliance was made! This is why all marriages occur! To make heirs…”

      “I already told you, that isn’t why our marriage occurred. Maybe it’s why my grandfather agreed to it. But…he’s gone. This is our kingdom, our marriage…” Augustus slid into bed beside me without tightening the bonds at my wrists, although even so I could only lower my hands as far as my neck. He lowered his head between my legs and pleasured me with long sensual strokes of his tongue.

      “When I first saw you, you had such bright eyes,” he said. “They stripped you naked and shaved your little pussy for me. Before that, I thought, ‘How antiquated. I should never want to treat my wife that way, but those are the rules and it can’t be helped.’” Now he slipped two fingers inside me and pumped them in and out, slow and deep. “But when I saw you all I could think was, ‘My gods, I have to wait until the wedding night.’ I was consumed with raw, animal need for you. You are my only true joy, my only true escape.”

      “Mmm…” I remembered that day well, of course, and how frightened I had been—but also, how I was consumed with attraction for the man who watched me with such an intense gaze. Deep down, I was pleased and proud to be made ready for him, to belong to him.

      Wetness gushed out of me onto his hand now as it had that day when he watched me.

      He settled himself next to me while his hand kept fucking me, brushing fine hairs away from my ear. “You would think all the pleasure was in that first wanting. That I would grow accustomed to you with time. But it never happens. Every day with you is like the first day. Every time I lay eyes on you, I want you anew. Believe me when I tell you that I don’t care if you ever give me an heir. I would love to raise a child together, but there will be no sorrow or regret in the lack of it. I will know I have spared him our fate. Now, let me see you come for me. Don’t suffer, my dear one. There is no need for that. The world will wring enough suffering out of you already.”

      And suddenly I found that it was no hardship to obey him.

      Augustus made sure I was taken care of. The next day, when he was too busy managing governmental affairs, Axel sought me out within the palace.

      “His Majesty asked me to check on you. He said you were in some despair last night,” Axel said.

      “Oh, well…I don’t know.”

      “Will you walk with me in the garden? That always seems to cheer you up. Tell me what’s blooming.”

      I giggled softly at this attempt to get my mind off things. “You don’t care what’s blooming.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Well, the king ordered me to distract you. So I had better care now.”

      “The two of you have conspired against me, have you?”

      “Perhaps.” He offered an arm and we strolled out the doors, past the fountains.

      We shouldn’t be flaunting our relationship, I thought. But if it was what Augustus wanted, who was I to complain? He knew exactly what I wanted, and if he was willing to give it to me in defiance of the court, privately it just made me love them both all the more. Axel cut a very dashing figure as we strolled the grounds. His hat was tucked under one arm, a ceremonial sword at the waist of a freshly cleaned uniform. He had a more restless, energetic air that reminded me that he could always leave the palace if he wished. He wasn’t trapped here the way we were.

      “Axel, the next time you go to town, even if Augustus forbids it, I wonder if you should at least talk to the witch. I need to know why I can’t have a child!”

      “Rose, I’m sorry, but I will not talk to that woman again. We know she’s trying to ruin you and the king. Any child she gives you would come with too steep a price.”

      “I know.” I clenched my hands. “I know, I just…feel so…helpless. I’ve seen so many midwives and healers.”

      “I know what your biggest problem is,” Axel said. “Your position prevents you from having a driving purpose. So all that’s left is needing a child. I can’t say I approve of that. In another life, your quick mind and endearing charms might have been put to use, but instead you’re just a toy for kings. Both you and Augustus are fumbling through a real relationship as best you can around the margins while you conduct this elaborate ritual center stage. But even if you enjoy having a master, you’ll enjoy it much more if you appoint him to the position.”

      “Well, I don’t enjoy all of it,” I said.

      He laughed a little louder. “I can tell! Anyway, all around, perhaps it’s not so bad when things are going well, but now you’re in pain and there is nowhere to direct your pain toward. When you’re in pain, the best thing you can do is to plunge yourself into a good fight. You need a fight right now, my lady. Not a master. And they won’t even allow you to hunt anymore…just imagine how much better you’d feel with a bow in your hand right now.”

      Axel seemed like such a light hearted person in comparison to Augustus, willing to go along with anything, but he seemed to know that of which he spoke. “Do you miss having a fight, Count Farren? With the trolls?”

      “Oh, I have something to fight for right here,” he said, draping a hand over my head. “That’s what matters to me.”

      I straightened the flowers in my hair that he had put out of order. “But nothing to fight—at least, I hope not!”

      “I hope not,” he said. “But…if the time came, I would die for you and Augustus, and I would die with a smile on my face.”

      “That’s an awful thing to say.”

      “Not at all,” he said more softly. “Not to me.” And then, in his normal tone again, “Your role here is simply to wait for things to be done to you. I’m sure this was never the destiny you expected to have when you were a girl.”

      I frowned, drawing my arm away from his so I could cross my arms, feeling defensive all of a sudden. “Is this how you mean to comfort me? Laying out in such explicit terms all the things I try to forget? Nothing can be done about it. I had my chance to escape.”

      “You mean, by succumbing to your curse? Going along with the witch’s plans for you? Well, that’s hardly an escape anyone would favor.”

      “Are you suggesting I escape by other means? Is this the conversation the king asked you to have with me?”

      “No. I can’t say he suggested any conversation. He told me I could do anything I like with you except the one thing he forbids. Well…this is just a conversation. I don’t think it will lead to you having my bastard.” He chuckled.

      “It’s not funny. I don’t want to think about—home. Or childhood.” I suddenly burst into honesty. “I’m afraid that it is my fault we have no children! Because—I don’t want to have a child here. I don’t want to raise my children to be the royalty of Ellurine…”

      He took my hand. “I wouldn’t either.”

      I swallowed.

      I wondered what it would be like if we could run away, to some foreign land where no one knew our names or faces, as Augustus had once suggested. Of course, it was just a dream. It scared me that I was even thinking of it now. The role of a queen lasted until death. What became of the Queen Who Bowed in old age, I wondered, when I was no longer beautiful? Was the king still expected to make a spectacle of me?

      No. I thought I already knew the answer. That was where the Favorite entered the picture.

      And if Augustus never took a mistress, what then? Especially if his queen remained childless?

      I couldn’t imagine it would go well for me to be an old, barren queen. As queens grew older, they found their purpose in advising their children and seeing them marry well, as my mother had done. Here, I was not even permitted to manage the government as she did. I imagined myself shut up in some forgotten room.

      “My lady,” Axel said. “I can never give you the life you deserve. But let me at least give you the honor of acknowledging your true self. Please don’t forget that all this is artifice. Augustus and I both love you. We yearn to possess you. But we never can. You are a creature with a soul; you will answer to your gods someday, and shall never really belong to any mortal.”

      I snorted. “Such an elven thing to say!”

      He kissed my hand, and did not otherwise lay a hand on me, even if Augustus had given him permission.

      The gossip died down, as it always did, and once things seemed safe enough, Augustus broke with precedent and appointed Count Farren the high elf to the position of Sword of the King. Axel was blessed with ancient magic that made him the strongest of warriors, with a sword that had been handed down through the generations. Perhaps it was unwise to appoint him, but it was also unwise to appoint no one, and how could Augustus give the job to anyone else but our beloved?
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      Rose

      

      Soon we were back in our private retreat again, every time we had the chance. I was remaking the gardens into something more wild and natural than the perfectly groomed gardens of the Palace, and learning the names of every flower. The roses were, as always, my absolute favorite and I gave a particular name to every bush, whispering to them that they were such good girls and such lovelies, the same way I talked to the dogs. I was starting to truly ache to be a mother but instead I had plants and animals.

      Augustus was soon studying magic out of his own interest, reading every tome he could get his hands on. “I won’t practice it, of course, since the rules forbid sorcerer kings these days. But no one said I couldn’t take it up as a subject of scholarship.”

      My friends and I were soon learning to milk the sheep and make cheese, to arrange flowers, to weave baskets. In court, they joked about it, of course. They said I was just “playing peasant”.

      “I wonder if she’d like it so much if she had to do it for a living,” they said. “If her pretty hands were dirty and calloused like a peasant.”

      It was probably true. I didn’t want to be a peasant. But did that mean I couldn’t make cheese now and then? Why did everything I actually enjoyed have to become a joke?

      Another year trickled by, and still I had not gotten pregnant, and still the harvests were not enough to compensate for the past two years. The people were hungry and poor, but I barely saw their suffering, even when I came to Luminé. Sometimes I saw a beggar, and I always gave them what I could. I also donated all the milk and cheese from my dairies to help feed the hungry.

      By that next spring, I had grown weary of trying to snip roses, milk sheep, carry buckets and other tasks while trussed up in a corset and panniers. In the elven lands and even the western edge of the human territory, ladies were wearing loose, flowing gowns that were the very height of fashion there.

      I asked Madame Bertin to make me one of these gowns. When it arrived and I opened the box, I took it into my arms and snuggled it against my cheek because it looked so soft.

      It was made of a white lawn fabric that was so thin, all the curves of my body were visible beneath it in the right lighting. About the only fuss to it was the ruffled collar and sleeves that were gathered into three poufs with a bit of lace at the arms. Otherwise it was tied with a simple sash. Paired with my wide-brimmed straw hat, I could work all day in the garden if I liked without getting too hot or pinched. And my men were certainly in approval. Without any stiff fabric or boning or structure underneath the dress, Augustus and Axel could freely run their hands down my curves and slink up the skirts to stroke me.

      Known as chemise gowns, soon my friends had all adopted the same fashion, and then other ladies of court followed suit, until they began to be part of the summer wardrobe for the Court of the Sun Palace.

      Before long I needed to have another official portrait done. After the last one was so terrible, I hired a young woman named Miss Brun with a soft, informal style. As she showed me some of her previous works of roses with soft petals and rosy-cheeked girls in simple children’s clothing, I said,

      “I think it would be especially lovely if you painted me in my chemise gown.”

      Sitting for a portrait had never been so comfortable and the result was a painting so beautiful that I immediately wished to have a copy done for my mother. Miss Brun had captured my smile, Augustus thought—“that moment of mystery just before it finishes its slow spread and suddenly catches your whole face.” My hair and gown looked soft enough to touch, and I held a few of my beloved roses. The portrait was taken to the gallery in Luminé for the public to admire, and for a few days I thought nothing of it.

      Axel had gone to Luminé at the same time, and he came riding back late in the evening, still wearing his hat as he stalked into our chambers the moment he was announced.

      “Your Majesty…the reception to the portrait has not gone well,” he said. “I strongly recommend you reinstate the old one.”

      “What is it now?” The sinking feeling of having made a terrible mistake was familiar to me by now.

      “The people are furious that you will put all the workers out of business. The lawn fabric is made by humans and they feel you’re making a dress made of imported fabrics fashionable, not to mention the lack of trims. The people also feel that…well, they feel it looks as if you’re wearing your underthings. They are making such a mockery of it; someone has already defaced it a bit along the bottom…” He grimaced.

      Faeries are a bunch of wild animals! I wanted to cry. Defacing a portrait would never happen in Osteria. But I had to handle this calmly. I was already in enough trouble by the sound of it.

      Again and again, I had to tell myself to keep calm. You are no longer your own woman. You don’t even belong to Augustus at all. You belong to this country, and this country doesn’t want Rose, it wants the Queen Who Bowed. Whatever strong warrior Marianna might have been, all that remained of the queen now was a shell.

      “They want me to be the Queen Who Bowed and expose myself in the most intimate of ways,” I said. “But the idea of a chemise gown is scandalous to them?”

      “They were calling Rose ‘Madame Deficit’ because she spent too much on clothes,” Augustus said. “But now they’re upset because she is choosing a simple garment? What do they want from her?”

      “Don’t look to me for answers,” Axel said. “I thought it was a wonderful portrait myself, but then, I may be biased.”

      “It must be a very small contingent,” Augustus said.

      One of Augustus’ advisors piped up, “I’m not so sure. I’m afraid the mood is spreading. I’m not sure why. I think the frustration stems mainly from these poor harvests, and Your Majesties can hardly control the weather. It will all pass with a good year.”

      The new round of slanderous pamphlets was even worse than before, and so baseless that I simply didn’t understand why anyone would hate me so much.

      It all boiled down to this: I was a human and a foreigner, I had too much control over the king, and I had not achieved the one duty demanded of me in producing an heir.

      As I ate my supper, I heard the whispers continuing. As I walked down the Hall of Mirrors afterward, an old peasant woman rushed forward to block my way and said, “When will you give us an heir, eh? Do your duty, and stop making a fool of your master!”

      I heard soft laughter coming from some of Countess Noria’s contingent.

      I wanted to run. But I was the queen. I had to walk like I had been taught, like I was gliding on my delicate slippers, even as silent sobs shuddered through me.

      Once I made it past the crowd and to my own chamber, I slumped against the wall and burst into tears that I couldn’t control. I knew the servants must hear them but the fear of that wasn’t enough for me to stop.

      When I finally dredged myself up off the floor and went to the mirror to pat away my tears and attempt to freshen myself up, one of my most trusted servants came to see me. She had been cleaning my rooms since the day I arrived, and her children were some of my favorites.

      “Your Majesty…” She spoke in a whisper. “I have heard you wish to get the remedy for your barrenness from the witch. I have relatives in town who have friends who have spoken to the witch, and I just wanted to make you aware that I would be willing to pass a message to her for you. I know how painful it must be, and how helpless you must feel, not to have borne any of your own children. I’ve seen how tender you are with my own. I beg your pardon if I have overstepped my bounds.”

      “Oh…you are too sweet, Lily, I…” I looked at my face in the mirror, eyes still puffy. I had cried over this so many times by now. Every time a new round of gossip stirred up, the pain came back a little more fiercely than the last time. The problem was not going away. “What do you think of the witch?”

      “My loyalty is to you, Your Majesty.”

      “Hm. So you do have some thoughts about the witch that you don’t think I’ll like,” I said. “I know too well by now when faeries are evading the question…”

      Lily blanched. “Your grace, I—I spend all my time in the palace.”

      “The witch said to me, when she tried to trick me away from this palace, that she wanted to bring about a world of equality and liberty,” I murmured. “It doesn’t sound all bad. I suppose that’s what she says on the streets.”

      “They call her the Cobblestone Witch because she prefers to be common,” Lily said. “She has enough power to be a court mage, they say. But she prefers to be a woman of the street. That is not to say I approve. But…she likes children best of all. Everyone agrees on that and that’s why so many of the people protect her. She gives charms to help their children and she promises revenge after they die. I don’t think she would harm your child.”

      “But who might she harm…” I wrung my hands. “Oh, Lily, I just don’t know. It would go against the orders of the king.”

      “It is a king’s duty to give the queen a child,” Lily said. “It is not a simple matter of passing the throne to the next of kin. The people know you. They don’t want any heir but yours and His Majesty’s.”

      “Would you…speak to her?” I asked. “Just…to see what she says. I trust you.”

      “I would die a happy woman if I could have any small part in bringing you a child,” Lily said. “Thank you, your grace. I will speak to my relatives and see if I can help.”

      A rush of relief and terror came over at me at once. I had never gone against Augustus on such an important matter, but I thought of how pleased he had been early in our relationship when we could still go hunting together. He wanted to see me as more than a pawn. What would Queen Marianna have done? Surely she would have tried to secure an heir at all costs. And these curses the witch had brought me, well, surely they were my responsibility to manage.
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      Interlude

      

      “The poor girl, she must truly be barren,” Jeanne said, mixing simple healing potions while the witch handled the heaviest load of magic. She was making the spell for the queen, once the request came from the palace via secretive channels, as the witch knew it would. “Will this truly help her?”

      Jeanne didn’t ask because she actually cared. But pretending to care had its own satisfaction.

      “I hope so,” the witch said. “It’s too bad she must have a child with that man. When the palace has been ground to dust, I will find her a good humble young man who will give her a stock of good healthy children of the woods from here on out.”

      Jeanne shook her head. That nonsense again. The witch was always going on about children of the woods. Children of the woods! More like dirty, naked children without any manners. Well, Jeanne would never have children anyway so she just listened and nodded to stay on the witch’s good side.

      Someone knocked on the door, and Jeanne rose to answer it since the witch was concentrating. It was a mother looking for a simple healing spell for a sick child. Jeanne gave her the bottle and the woman clasped Jeanne’s hand in both of hers. “Thank you, thank you so very much, Madame.”

      “I hope your boy feels better,” Jeanne said.

      The truth was, Jeanne was starting to like working for the witch. Certainly it was not as glamorous as being the lover to a king, but on the other hand, she was picking up bits of magic and…of all things, she realized she was helping people. She was doing good. Poor women leaned on the witch, but Jeanne was starting to get a reputation for being kind to whores with unwanted pregnancies, diseases, and injuries from beatings. Jeanne saw herself in those poor souls.

      “It will take quite a lot to strip the corruption from Rose by now,” the Cobblestone Witch continued. “But there is still a spark of fire in her, to be sure, or she would not take a lover. Someday, she will be mine, and I will teach her then…”

      “You think that’s true?” Jeanne wrinkled her nose. “That he’s really her lover? She seemed like such a useless, naive little thing to me, hunting aside…and even that was Augustus’ idea. Why do you want her to be ‘yours’ in the first place?” Jeanne stood at the window, a hand parting the curtains, watching three skinny young women walk by with baskets of flowers. They’re selling flowers now, Jeanne thought, but before long they’ll be selling themselves, that’s their lot and it’s too bad.

      The witch was beginning to get to her. She was beginning to hate the idea of the palace, and the Queen Who Bowed, and all the women there suffering in their tight laces and flimsy shoes, kept as carefully as the flowers they wore on their gowns.

      She was beginning to feel a bit jealous of Rose. The girl was a product of the corrupt palace now. Why did the witch need to save Rose when she already had Jeanne?

      “I want her because her ruin is my own fault,” the witch said. “And she is so beautiful that she will be useful. In the end, it hardly matters what state she is in right now. They all think Rose bound Count Farren to her for her own pleasure. They all think she begged Augustus to make him Sword of the King. And they will believe that she would use the king as she uses the elf. That will be the end of the King of the Sun Palace, or at least, the beginning of the end.”

      “Oh, if only she were really so interesting,” Jeanne said. “I might have liked her more.”
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      Rose

      

      Lily placed a small bottle in my hand.

      “The witch told me that you must give this to Augustus, and follow the instructions on the bottle,” she said.

      I looked at the paper glued to the bottle, and the letters written in a hand like the footprints of the tiniest of birds. Give this potion to the man who is unable to conceive, and say these words to him: ‘If your heart is mine, now your cock is mine. Obey my will to have a child of thine.’ The spell shall last for eight hours time; try to keep him stirred without releasing his seed as long as possible. This shall make the seed potent enough to produce a child.

      “I—I can’t give him such a thing!”

      “I understand,” Lily said. “She said the trouble is that the king—well, I would not repeat the slanderous words she supposedly had said, but the sum of her advice was that the king’s seed lacks vigor and he needs to be encouraged.”

      “What slanderous words did she say, Lily?” I demanded.

      “She repeats the worst of the gossip of the streets. She said he is weak. She said he has trouble reaching full arousal unless he is at your mercy, and this spell means he can only release at your word. I should probably not have asked her; I didn’t know she would say such things, but I leave it up to you.”

      I swallowed. “Thank you… I appreciate your kindness to try. But I’m sure she is wrong.”

      Lily left and I went to gaze out the window, but I clutched the little bottle.

      This sounded like it may be similar to the spell she gave to Axel. The witch wanted me to control both of these men. This was the one thing I was most forbidden to do. I knew she was trying to ruin me anyway, and the spell was probably a trick.

      I thought of Augustus telling me he didn’t want to bring up a child to be a crown prince.

      What if the witch was right? She had been witness to Augustus’ confession after all, which was something none of the healers or midwifes had known. What if she had diagnosed a problem? Was that possible? Could men not conceive if they weren’t fully satisfied? I wished I could ask other women for advice, but I had already gotten in trouble every time I made inquiries about our sex life. My naïveté could be ruinous, but so might our lack of heirs. Augustus wasn’t taking the problem seriously enough.

      On that day, I put the bottle away, but my worries still dogged me. The pamphlets still circulated. Countless cruel mockeries were tossed in the fire. After a while I was numb to them. But in the Palace of the Sun I still had little sense of what was happening in the cities. Advisors still told Augustus he was popular for his cost saving measures.

      “If we’re so popular, then why do I keep catching this trash getting passed around?” he demanded, as we walked together toward our weekly blessing at the Altar of Seasons.

      “Your grace, perhaps we should consider pulling our armies back from the northern countries,” the advisor said hesitantly. “It’s expensive and there is some thought that you are showing favoritism to the elves.” It went without saying, but he meant Count Farren in particular.

      “I assured our friends to the north they would have our aid as long as the weather is poor,” Augustus insisted. “The storms have produced scarcities in the north as well, and the trolls are hungry. We can’t just abandon the northern elves. They’re the only thing that stands between the trolls and our northern border.”

      He was worrying over it all the time.

      “My lord, if it should reach a point that you must choose between your own kingdom and mine…,” Axel said, although clearly it pained him, as we played billiards in the Lady’s Treat. “I would only beg you to allow me to return north to protect my own family.”

      “I don’t want to hear anything like that,” Augustus said. “It’s very short sighted to pull back our army now. I can’t change winter into spring.” He got two balls into their pockets with one shot, with his perfect hunter’s aim. “Besides, after all the scandal to appoint you, I’m damn sure not going to dismiss you just as it’s all settled down. We both need you, Farren.”

      Axel shook his head with a slight laugh. “I certainly prefer to stay here and keep your armies there, but I hate that you’re being blamed for helping my people.”

      “It’s a little ridiculous,” I muttered. “I can’t tell if they hate me for the lack of bread, or for my fancy clothes, or for my plain clothes, or for not having an heir, or for—“

      “I’m sure they don’t really hate you,” Augustus said. “I’ve heard that we’re absolutely revered along the northern border where the trolls are a threat. This will pass.”

      “That’s right,” Axel agreed, missing his own shot. “Damn.” He turned away from the table with aggravation and then put a hand on my head. “Your turn. Go ahead and show me up.”

      “Challenge accepted. Shall we make a bet?”

      “Naughty queen,” Augustus said. “I’m supposed to make the bets around here.”

      “Treat rules!” I said. “It’s just the three of us and I’m making a bet.” I crossed the table, seeing a perfect angle, and hit a ball of my own right into the pocket. I looked at him over my shoulder. “Why are you so bad at this, Axel?”

      “Maybe I’m just distracted.”

      “That’s not a very good excuse. I should be more distracted than either of you, with my two handsome men here…” I walked up to him. “I win.”

      “You never told me what the bet is.”

      I grabbed his coat and pushed him back against the billiards table, kissing his lips. “Now…get me another glass of wine.”

      “Is that your prize for winning?” He grinned. “You could ask for a lot more than that.”

      “Good. Because I intend to collect. Later.”

      I felt Augustus’ hands circle my waist as he came up behind me. “I’m still the best,” he said, kissing me next. “So don’t get too cocky.”

      “Mm…” I turned to Augustus now, letting him kiss my neck while Axel stood up and moved toward the door. I grabbed his sleeve. “No, not yet…”

      “You ordered me to get you wine, my lady.”

      “Well, now I say…not yet.” I glanced at him. “I’m so happy when it’s just the three of us. I wish we could be like this outside, under the stars…and not just behind closed doors.” I bit my lip. “I feel like in the end, I’m being punished for love and nothing more. For loving my friends…and you…and even my own dear husband. All I want are the people I love!”

      “Rose,” Augustus said. “I tell you, it isn’t personal. Things go wrong, and it’s easier to blame someone. Once upon a time, I suppose, the faeries were beset by war and King Enri was being blamed for that. Queen Marianna put on this show in order to appease them.”

      “Well, it doesn’t work anymore,” I said. “This show isn’t doing any good. And it’s making us miserable.”

      Augustus stopped kissing me and took a step back.

      “What if we refused to do it anymore?” I asked him. “What if we broke all the rules? Would you still be afraid to have a child?”

      “I didn’t say I was…afraid.” I could see on his face that I had said the wrong thing.

      The very wrong thing.

      “I am not afraid,” Augustus said, jabbing his finger on the table. “Fear is for the unknown. Fear is not knowing if the witch will find some way to take you away from me. Fear is wondering whether the harvests will ever improve. This isn’t fear, it’s—it’s—“ His shoulders trembled. “I know my first son will either die young, or he will suffer. He will grow to adulthood knowing his fate, and knowing that someday he will have a wife whose spirit he will break. He will grow up knowing that once, his ancestors were free, and now—what? We have built ourselves a prison. We all know it and yet—damned if I know what to do about it.”

      “You are doing something about it already, it seems to me,” Axel said.

      “Am I?”

      “You’re changing the rules, one step at a time. But it will take time. If you should have a son, he would finish the job.”

      I slipped an arm around Augustus’ back, giving him a soothing touch, and then circled Axel with my other arm. “You could never break my spirit, Augustus. Just so you know. No one would have married me but you and what is a princess without a marriage? As I am constantly reminded in those pamphlets, it doesn’t matter if I make cheese. I will never be permitted to be a cheesemaker, and believe me, my mother would never have stood for a moment of it.”

      “I’m getting you both some wine,” Axel said. “What a sad lot you are. At least you have bread.”

      “And who asked you to be the voice of reason?” Augustus said.

      “Well, really,” Axel said. “It’s no use lamenting one’s fate. The past is past. The future is unwritten. Plenty of couples don’t conceive right away, and if it should happen, it will be a happy day. In the end, you are two people who have supported each other through everything, and that is the best any child can hope for in their parents.”

      I squeezed myself against Axel. “Everyone says elves are beautiful and proud but you’re also very wise.”

      “Yes, that’s true,” Axel said. “It’s because I’m older and I’ll live longer than either of you.”

      “But not better at billiards,” Augustus retorted as Axel waved him off and went to fetch our wine.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      The next time we went to the royal opera, I was booed. I suppose Augustus was also booed, but the most vicious hand gestures and jeers seemed directed at me. I kept my head high and saw the performance through, despite my inner shock.

      Maybe it would be my eternal fate, as the Queen Who Bowed and a human, to bear all the ill will directed toward the crown. It made no sense to hate me more than their king, but they were hurting from the shortages, and no one could help that. Augustus is right, I told myself. We can’t change the weather. We simply have to survive.

      As we left, people outside tossed rotted cabbages and balled paper at us. “Bitch, wearing all your diamonds!”“Give us a prince!” “What’s wrong with you?”

      The guards had to step in. Axel put his body between us and them, his sword drawn.

      “Get back!” He pushed me in the carriage, my two men jumping in behind me.

      Augustus glared out the window at the crowd, rubbing his chin. I could see his temper rising, heat in his cheeks.

      “My lord…” I put a gentle hand on his knee. “It’s all right. Let’s just get past it all. Maybe I need to give even more to feed the poor.”

      He ignored me and threw open the window. “Perhaps she would have a child if you stopped hounding her, you fiends!”

      “Then stop taking an elf cock in your arse!” a man yelled, throwing a tomato toward Augustus.

      Axel rushed up to the man and threw a punch. The man tried to fight back as others grabbed him. “You’re just proving my point!” Other men rushed up to defend him as guards blocked the crowd.

      “Stop believing in lies,” Augustus growled back. Axel grabbed him and forced him back into the carriage before a rotten potato hit him in the head. Outside, some guards immediately hauled him out of the crowd. Skinny, hungry people lined the street, women too young to be missing so many teeth, children without shoes. Where had all of this poverty come from? Where once we might have seen a beggar child or two, now much of the crowd looked like they had crawled out of the slums.

      Augustus slammed the window as my stomach roiled.

      The three of us sat in a dreadful silence.

      I looked at the people through the glass, and I understood their anger. Of course they would hate us if their stomachs growled with hunger. I would surely hate me too.

      A part of me was angry, however. I was told I had to give everything of myself to the people because of my power over them. And I had. I did everything I was told. Any person in the kingdom could come to the palace any time, and I knew they expected to see me flushed and shamed. Even now the King’s Vine circled my waist and thighs, a reminder that at any moment, Augustus could force me to lose control.

      And their hungry eyes demanded it. Of him and of me.

      Now, they hated me anyway, because I had jewels and feasts while they starved.

      It was so absurd, and I had no idea what to do about it.

      Except to have an heir.

      I had kept the potion carefully hidden away, but I knew that despite all this, Augustus would never take the potion willingly, and it felt like such a betrayal to break his trust.

      The next day I came to Axel with the potion in hand. “I’ve come to collect on my debt,” I said. “That is, I know you don’t trust the witch, and neither do I, but I’ve obtained this spell that she claims will give me a child.”

      “Rose…this is…” He read the instructions and then looked up at me. “First, we would certainly have to test it with a purity spell to see if it is what it claims to be, or if it is poison.”

      “Of course. But do you think it’s true, then? Do you think it would help? Even if her eventual motive is harmful to Augustus, not having a child is harmful to him too!”

      “I don’t know. But you’re right that something must be done.”

      My hands fidgeted. “I’ve never done such a thing without asking his permission.”

      His lips quirked. “Rose—he would enjoy it.”

      “I know…” We exchanged a conspiratorial look.

      “The witch claimed that she wanted you to have a child,” Axel said. “If she wants a revolution, maybe it’s true. I do know that…the situation keeps getting worse. I’ve been trying to tell you that I want to return home to save your reputation…but my heart won’t let me get the words out.” He tangled my hair in his fingers. “Rose, I know I will always be secondary to you and Augustus, but I love you.”

      “That’s not true at all,” I said. “You make us feel completed. If you feel secondary it’s only because we must be so discreet. I wish you could share our bed every night.”

      “I wish I could bring you both home with me.” He kissed my forehead. “I’ll take this to someone I know in town and have it looked at, and if it’s safe…”

      “Yes,” I said. “If it’s safe.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      The potion was precisely what the witch claimed it to be, according to the mages in the little elven district in Luminé, who were hopefully trustworthy. But elves were not known for tricks; quite the opposite. And so, our next night in the Lady’s Treat, I slipped the bottle into Augustus’ drink. I watched him drink, my heart pounding. And then I whispered into his ear, “If your heart is mine, now your cock is mine. Obey my will to have a child of thine.”

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry, Augustus. But we have to try. I put a potion in your drink to help us conceive.”

      “What kind of potion?”

      “You’ll find out,” Axel said, giving Augustus a pat on the cheek that almost seemed threatening.

      For a moment, I held my breath. I expected Augustus to be angry, but his cheeks took on more color and he looked at me now. “Where did you get this spell, Rose?”

      “Axel made sure it was safe,” I said.

      “Did it come from the witch?”

      I shut my eyes. “Yes.”

      “You know this is a trick. A trick in plain sight.”

      “A trick, maybe, but we’ve already been tricked, haven’t we?” I said. “The rumors and the lies can hardly get worse. At least the spell is genuine. Maybe you really are holding something back, and maybe it is keeping us from having a baby.”

      “This witch…” Augustus chuckled dryly. “She has given me everything I want. First you, then Axel, and now this. And as soon as I take what I want, she uses it against me. No…no. I will not bed you tonight. You’ve fallen right into her trap.”

      “We’re safe here,” I said. “This is our home. Even the servants here have never betrayed us. The rumors about this place are never accurate and I know they come from those jealous old ladies who aren’t invited.”

      “We’re never safe.”

      “Then what do we do?” I hissed. “How do we stop what is happening?” I swallowed. It was time to test how far this spell would go. “You will bed me tonight, Augustus.”

      He grimaced. “Damn it. Damn it all.” He pulled me onto his lap and kissed me, the lingering taste of red wine on his lips. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s time to break the rules that bind us and see what happens.”

      “Yes.” I delighted at the glow that came into his beautiful eyes, and I immediately started to unfasten the buttons of his clothes, spreading my hands across the bare skin of his broad chest. I kissed him now, drinking in the taste of him, feeling his thigh muscles tighten under me. I reached down and brushed my hand over his cock, teasing him.

      “I need to finish my meal,” he said.

      “No, my lord. You don’t. It will be a long night so it’s best if we retire early.”

      His smile was pained and pleased. “This spell of yours is quite insidious. As soon as you suggest something, it’s all I want.” He stood up, putting me on my feet. “How long can you torture me?”

      “I think you have trained me to have a great deal of endurance, my lord.” I took his hand and led him up the stairs, where I shut all the curtains. “You have teased and tormented me when I yearn for a release, and forced me to release at other times. But you have learned to have instant gratification. Now, the pleasure is all mine.”

      He gripped my shoulders. “I had no idea how frightening you can be.”

      “And I didn’t know that I wanted revenge, until this very moment.” I smiled wickedly. “Take off all of your clothes, get in the bed, and don’t struggle. Axel, would you do the honors?”

      This time, I didn’t have to use my stockings. I handed Axel four good lengths of silken cord I had hidden in my skirts. Axel tied him down, tightening the bonds until Augustus could hardly move an inch. His cock was already stiff with arousal.

      “Gods, this feels wrong,” Augustus murmured. “Worse than the last time. But then, last time I ordered you to do it. How much do you resent me for all the things I’ve done to you?”

      “That’s an impossible question. I knew you had to do it. But I also know how much you enjoyed it.” I wrapped my hand around his cock and slowly squeezed and worked up and down. By now, beads of desire should have appeared there, but there was nothing. He groaned. I kept working my hand until my arm muscles began to ache, and then I glanced at Axel. He was standing by one corner of the bed, patient like a soldier at his post.

      “My lady,” Axel said. “Your eyes are dancing with temptations. Perhaps you would like me to satisfy you?”

      “Yes…I would.”

      In fact, the last thing I had truly expected was how drunk I felt on this power over Augustus. Even when I knew his fantasies, I had tried to tamp down my own desire to fulfill them. I knew it was one of the court’s great taboos, but beyond that, even in Osteria women were supposed to be demure and let their husbands take the lead. To hold the key to his own fufillment in my own words was such a rush. It reminded me of my earliest hunts, the first time I rode out with my brothers and I almost felt like one of them. Yes, Mother used to say I was like a boy and frown with disapproval.

      She was wrong. I had never been like a boy. But maybe we had more in common than we realized. She loved to rule the kingdom, and in this moment, I wanted nothing more than to rule the king.

      Axel slowly peeled away my clothes, and then he brushed his hand between my legs, teasing at my desire. We kissed, tangling into an embrace that soon led me to fall back across Augustus as Axel spread my legs and worked his tongue deep within my folds as I sighed. Augustus’s chest rose and fell under my head, his breath quick. As I grew more aroused I reached for his cock and took it in my mouth, giving him a taste of what I was feeling. As Axel’s mouth worked on me, so I stroked Augustus.

      He was beginning to groan. He still held onto some control.

      My bud pulsed with pleasure and I fell back, moaning and sighing.

      “Eight hours is a very long time,” Axel said. “Do your arms ache?” He ran a hand down one of Augustus’ biceps.

      “Don’t push it, elf.”

      “I know they do. You have also taken advantage of me, I must remind you,” Axel said. “All I ever did to deserve all of this was share a pleasant hour talking—“

      “Two hours,” Augustus said.

      “Talking with your wife. And for that, the witch has used me as a tool and…so have you, in your own way. I am not without some resentment. I can never go home. From the moment you saw me, you never wanted me to go home. Isn’t that so?”

      “Yes,” Augustus said. “I never had the slightest intention of lifting your curse. And—I still don’t.”

      Axel grabbed Augustus’ cock and jerked on it roughly until he let out a full throated scream. A thrill went down my spine.

      “Nice try,” Augustus panted. “One night will never be enough to punish me as I have punished you. More’s the pity.”

      “I wonder why you decided to trust me that night when I was flirting with your wife?”

      “I didn’t want to,” Augustus said. “But I don’t know that moths want to fly toward the flames, either.”

      Axel still wore his uniform, including a sword and dagger. He now drew the latter and held it up. “I swore to protect you,” he said, slowly lowering the dagger to Augustus’ neck. “You have trusted me with more than your body. You have trusted me with your secret desires.”

      “Axel?” My eyes locked on the blade.

      He traced the tip of the blade down Augustus’ bare skin, so close that a thin white line appeared in its wake, but he didn’t draw blood. Augustus’ cock twitched with excitement.

      “Hand the blade to Rose,” he said.

      “Oh no, I might hurt you!” I shook my head.

      Axel pointed the hilt of the dagger toward me, holding it carefully. I knew he kept it well sharpened. “He has a taste for putting his life in your hands.”

      I was somewhat confused by my feelings. Some heated emotion tore through me that almost felt like pent hatred, finally being set free…only hatred was toxic, and this was more of a torturous pleasure. It was catharsis, I thought, for my life in the Sun Palace, everything that had been done to me by Augustus’ hands and mind.

      One would think I had no inhibitions left, but as I took the dagger and traced Augustus’ skin, I felt something in me shatter. I pressed the edge to his neck and kissed his lips. He didn’t dare move, barely responded to the kiss, but his eyes were desperate with desire.

      I don’t think he wanted me to hurt him. But I think he liked how close I was.

      I don’t know why, but I understood perfectly.

      What he did to me sometimes felt like this, more like torture than love, but laced with such excitement and intimacy that over time one craved it. And then the things I once wished for, a boy to give me kisses and flowers and tell me I was beautiful, seemed like the desires of a child.

      I tickled the blade through the little curling hairs around his cock, and the edge was no joke. The hairs severed. One slip and I would have cut him badly. He didn’t breathe. I remembered the tiny magical blade that Noria used to shave my pussy as he watched, and now this seemed a sort of initiation to me. Besides that, unlike mine, I knew it would grow back because this was no magical knife, but I rather liked the way it looked without hair in the way of his most vulnerable places. I started working purposefully and used the knife to cut all of his pubic hair close. Then I took his cock in my mouth and went so deep that I made him beg for me.

      “Rose—gods—please—“

      “Hmm?”

      “Say the words. Say the words. Let me come!” He tried to suppress his screams, but could hardly bear it. My tongue had never taken him with this much vigor.

      I took my mouth off him long enough to say, “Axel…muffle his screams.”

      His fair lashes hooded his eyes. “As you wish, my lady.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Augustus

      

      I finally knew what it was to lose control.

      All the burdens of the crown that had followed me since the day my father and eldest brother died fell away. The whole world was Rose, and Rose possessed me. Every little moment of defiance she had ever displayed had now bloomed into this magnificent woman. I had not broken her after all. The spirited girl I married was still there, and more confident than ever.

      This was the queen I desired. The Queen Who Would Not Bow. The queen who would ride and rule at my side. And having seen her in all her true glory, I never wanted to let her go.

      She was giving me the best damn oral pleasure I’d ever experienced until my skin was burning and my cock felt ready to explode. I rode the brink, my whole body aching with need, but instead of reaching a climax the pleasure seemed to slowly retreat back like waves on the shore, and I could already feel it slowly starting to build again.

      And then there was Axel, standing over me with a look of casual regard and lowering his hand to my mouth. I turned my head, resisting automatically. I had given both of them plenty of reason to be angry at me. But like Rose, Axel seemed to understand me to a degree that almost made me cringe.

      It is a strange thing to find people who understand the parts of your own self that you have tried to hide.

      “If you scream again, I’ll put my cock in your mouth,” Axel said, lifting one eyebrow.

      Now I jerked with some genuine defiance. “That’s too far,” I snapped. “I don’t care for you that way.”

      Axel chuckled. “I don’t either. But I believe it would please the queen to watch.”

      Rose lifted her head, licking her lips. “It would,” she said. “And I don’t believe either of you.”

      Yes. She knew me too well. There was no hiding in this moment. I could not have felt more raw if she skinned me alive. The very thought seemed to spur her on to make me scream, and my reserves were already draining away. I tried to hold back, but there was no way I could resist. Axel took his cock out of his trousers, watching me try to whisper out my pleas, knowing it couldn’t last.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind I realized we should never have dared to take this night to break every rule of our positions, and we would never be able to do it again. This night would produce a child, or else it wouldn’t, but either way, Rose and Axel were fools to accept such a potion even once.

      We were all fools, and I loved them.

      My pulse was quick, my desire building again, and I screamed to the rafters before I was silenced.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      Watching Axel fuck Augustus’ mouth made me quiver with a mixture of lust and defiance. A part of me wanted to separate them. No, no. You are both mine, not each other’s.

      But this was not the wild lust that consumed Augustus and made him find me in the garden, hold me in his embrace and kiss my lips. This was merely a balancing of scales, of Axel taking back a little of all he’d given.

      Have I gone too far?

      But I had long since lost the strict morals I had been raised with. What was it to go another step farther, and then another?

      I must admit I had long since forgotten the original purpose of the night. The last thing I was thinking of was having a child.

      I thought Augustus must truly be in pain now, to have been tied up for so long, straining against unrelieved pleasure. My mouth was getting tired, so I lifted my head and watched for a moment as Axel fucked his mouth, and then I shook my head.

      “That’s enough, now. Save some for me, dear Count Farren.”

      Axel drew back, with a brief bow that seemed a little hilarious in this context.

      I slid my hands up Augustus’ arms and my tongue along his bare skin, tasting the salt of his sweat. My teeth tugged his nipples before my mouth traced the valley between his pectoral muscles and then his collarbones. My hands slid down his arms and sides all the way to his hips. All the while I felt him trembling in silence.

      When I looked at him, his grin was a slash of pain and his eyes were wicked. My hand tore through his hair, and I wanted him so much I could hardly bear it.

      “You should have been Queen of the Wicked Revels,” he breathed.

      I straddled him, taking his rigid cock in one stroke, relishing every inch of him deep inside me. “You taught me everything,” I said. “When I met you I was just an innocent girl and you turned me inside out. I’ve just shown you how it feels.”

      “I have always been curious to know.”

      “What do you think?”

      “My curiosity has been well satisfied.” He laughed. “Rose—I would never have—“

      “Don’t apologize for the things you’ve done,” I said.

      “I wasn’t,” Augustus said. “It’s just…I would never have had the authority to be king in other ways, if it was not for you, and for Axel.”

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit. You’re a very strong person, just not always in the way this place demands.” I started to untie him now. “I’ve had enough of all this for now. I want to do something else that is equally forbidden. I want to make love without restrictions. I want to feel you both. I don’t want any masters. I want to taste something pure.”

      Axel untied Augustus’ feet, and he was a little shaky as he sat up, but he put his hand on the King’s Vine and it unwrapped from my skin and went around his arm instead. He let it wrap around one of the bed posts, and then he ran the back of his hand over my totally naked skin like he had never seen it before.

      I climbed into his lap. We moved together, neither of us asking permission, kissing each other before looking at Axel. The elf took my breasts in his large, slender hands. His fingers started circling my nipples, and he nipped at my shoulders.

      I took Augustus’ cock in my hand, feeling its eager thickness before I positioned my slick sex over it and took the length deep inside, as I broke away from Augustus’ mouth and reached back to kiss Axel.

      Their hands left no inch of me untouched, un-worshipped. I slowly rode Augustus as he twined his hands with mine, as Axel bent me back and Augustus sucked on my nipples while Axel’s tongue drove into my mouth. I moaned with pleasure. The actions were not so very different from other times. But all of us were free. We hardly said a word, but followed one another’s eyes and hands and the little quickening breaths that say yes and no.

      They wrung so many orgasms out of me that I lost count. But still we didn’t last the eight hours the spell recommended. Nowhere near it, I’m afraid. At some point I knew I was too spent to continue and all I wanted was to feel Augustus come inside me. I was not thinking about children; I was not thinking about fishwives jeering at me on the street for my lack of an heir. I was only thinking of my love for these two men.

      “Take me one more time,” I whispered in Augustus’ ear. “Come for me.”

      He grabbed me against him and I straddled his hips again as he thrust deep into me. “Gods, yes.”

      Holding my knees, he picked me up off the bed and walked me into Axel’s arms. I was caught between them, both of them standing as equals. I moaned as Axel’s cock took me from behind. I was so ready for this that no matter how much they gave, I wanted more, finding their rhythm as they pumped in and out of me. I rocked with them, feeling the deepest satisfaction of my life. I could feel every inch of them tingling along my passages. Of course Augustus was hitting a climax in no time at all, and I pushed myself to let go one last time. I felt both of them clutch me as I gripped Augustus and arched back into Axel.

      We fell back into bed, utterly exhausted. Their arms wrapped around me and before I knew it, I realized I had already fallen asleep for a time. I woke with the light of a full moon streaming in, and both of them breathing slowly. One of them had drawn up the covers. Their hands were just an inch apart, draped over my arm protectively, Augustus’ with a wedding ring and a ring with a court seal and his fingers calloused from the outdoor labors no one asked him to do, while Axel’s was bare, his fair elven skin particularly beautiful in this light.

      I smiled with perfect contentment and trailed my fingers over their hands.

      Augustus stirred, eyes blinking half open.

      “Look at the moon,” I whispered. “I wish we could dance beneath it.”

      “Someday,” he murmured, without looking. He sounded like he was still in a dream. “When the rest of the world turns to dust.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      

      Nothing would ever be the same again. The next day the court was whispering over the transgression. Just the king and queen and the Queen’s Favorite in the Lady’s Treat. What could they have been doing? Oh, we know what they were doing.

      For once, they might have been right.

      No, we shouldn’t have done it, but I couldn’t manage to feel any regret.

      Life must continue as normal. Augustus caught my arm as we walked into dinner and said, “Now I must remind you of your place. Do you agree?”

      “Be gentle.”

      “Gentle? Ah, no, I know it isn’t gentle that you crave.” He held my arm and as we walked, I felt the King’s Vine penetrate my sex, sliding along my bud of pleasure along the way, and pulling open my folds. Augustus bade me to sit on his leg at dinner, my legs straddling his.

      Usually under the eye of the court he was more restrained, but today he seemed as if he could hardly take his eyes off me.

      Axel watched us even as he made flirtatious conversation with the Countess of Piria. I felt like every word was somehow directed at me.

      As a light dish of chicken in dill sauce was served, Augustus reached around and fingered my sex through my skirts. Sitting on his leg made me feel taller and more noticed. I flushed, drinking wine, barely able to eat a bite.

      The Lady of Towers looked at us approvingly. “Three years of marriage and I dare say you two seem like newlyweds. Your grandfather was bored of the Queen Who Bowed before the first year was over.”

      “Have I ever bored you, my lady?” Augustus asked me.

      “No, no.”

      “You should eat more. You need your strength.” He tore a piece of fresh bread off a roll, slathered with butter, and put it in my mouth. I’m sure it was delicious; the bread from the royal bakers was so light and vaguely sweet, although these days I always thought about the hungry people I had seen in the city. I barely tasted it. Every bit of feeling within me was drawn downward, to the spot Augustus mercilessly stroked and the King’s Vine wiggled against me on the inside. Gods, he held nothing back today.

      If the common folk behind the balustrade, moving through the room, came prepared to be angry at the feast we consumed while children starved, they showed no sign of it. They seemed delighted to have come on such a good day, to see me twitch and flush and Augustus’ arm beneath the table.

      I was not as controlled as usual. A part of me didn’t care if they watched. I just wanted to let go of everything I held back.

      I clutched Augustus’ jacket, needing his permission.

      His lips brushed my ear. “You may come.”

      And I did, gods, I did, sucking down wine to try and smother my little moans.

      The next few weeks were like one long caught breath. Augustus was more aggressive with me than ever and we were braced for rumors to fly out of the capital about that night in the Lady’s Treat. None came, not more than the usual.

      When another month passed, I didn’t bleed.

      “Rose…” Augustus knew the calendar of my days just like every other person in the palace. Each month, the moment I bled, servants spread the word far and wide. “You’re…late, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t want to hope yet.”

      “But…it is unusual.” He put his arms around me from behind. “Maybe the spell worked.”

      “I feel like there was something special about that night. But I haven’t felt sick or tired. I wonder if I should.”

      The queen has skipped her cycle! The news spread quickly.

      I had been hoping for a pregnancy for so long that I squirmed when anyone spoke of it, braced for disappointment. Days passed safely without a cycle. Augustus doted on me and began letting ifs creep into his conversation.

      “If it’s a girl, I’ll still teach her archery and riding.” “I wonder what our child should call Axel…” “Would you want to name the child after someone? I’d rather think of something entirely new.”

      A letter came from my mother:

      

      I can’t believe you haven’t mentioned it, daughter—tell me if this is true, that you have not bled?

      

      The midwife examined me and asked me many questions about my health, and she felt sure that the blessed event was finally on the horizon.

      

      I’m sorry you didn’t hear it from me, Mother, but I was so afraid it wouldn’t be true. I believe it now. I am very fatigued, but more than that, I am very happy. I’ve heard that “Royal Infant’s Pink” is the new fashionable color in Luminé and it seems as if all the ill will has been forgotten.

      

      Once the Queen Who Bowed became pregnant, within the space of a week, all the rules changed. There was a royal nursery to furnish and baby clothes to order and no expense was to be spared; even stingy Necker said nothing about it. We took a trip to Luminé to officially announce the pregnancy, and we were showered with flowers and adoration just like in the early days of our marriage.

      Even as I looked onto the crowd, I couldn’t help but wonder if the Cobblestone Witch was somewhere in the sea of faces.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Interlude

      

      “Pregnant? The girl is pregnant? Who is the father?”

      Jeanne shrugged as she returned from the fickle crowds who were now cheering on the queen—for now. Well, everyone loves a newborn baby, Jeanne thought, but they’re not cute for long. She put her cloak on the peg. “Does it matter? Who do we want the father to be?”

      “We would like a bastard, wouldn’t we? There’s no time to waste, now. Let’s set the plans in motion.”

      The witch could taste the end of the Sun Palace. With her beauty and grace and her curse, Rose had won the heart of the king. And with her quick mind, she had been unable to resist destroying it. No restless heart could bear such a prison.

      “What are the plans? You never tell me anything!”

      “Cold,” the witch murmured. “An early freeze will destroy the harvests just as I spread the word that this is no true heir, but the child of a human and an elf. I can’t do the spell alone. Too strong. I’ll need help to cast it.”

      “Won’t even more people starve?” Jeanne asked, slightly disturbed. “I thought that was what we wanted to avoid.”

      “We do. Jeanne, for years now I have done everything I could for the people of this city. And yet, they die every day. Countless numbers. I am helpless to ease their pain. The palace has stood for over a century, and its occupants have never known hunger or fear. Just this once, I must be the villain they think me to be. You have grown in skill, my dear…can I depend on your power?”

      Jeanne imagined the face of the Osterian girl. The poor girl was just a slave, wasn’t she? Even with a man on the side. Well, people said Augustus chose him too but really it was the witch who chose him all along. Jeanne was free, and learning magic. Jeanne only slept with men she actually chose these days. Marie Rose would never even know what it was to choose.

      “Jeanne,” the witch said. “If you could have anything in the world, what would it be?”

      “Power,” Jeanne said. “Of course.”

      “Of course. You are still young and beautiful. Who will rule when the palace falls? Who will be the first faery queen of this new wild world? Someone bold. Someone with magic, perhaps.”

      “I have no royal blood!” Jeanne said.

      “Good. I think we need new blood.” The witch held out a hand. “Children are already dying. I have hundreds of locks of their hair. It will be the final ingredient in my spell—their pain and suffering will turn into bitter cold. Once it is over, hundreds will die so that countless others might have a world of equality and freedom.” The witch’s eyes shone into the distance with the prospect of a vision fulfilled. The walls of the palace would be stripped of gilded panels, rooms would be opened into gardens that were allowed to grow wild, and all the parquet floors would be roughened by dancing feet.

      “I don’t believe you,” Jeanne said. “You wouldn’t let me be queen. I don’t think you even like me.”

      “Well, do you see anyone around that I like more?” The witch snorted.

      Yes, it would work well. In a hundred years, as Jeanne reached her final days, Marie Rose and her child would wake into a new world.

      “Help me do this, and I will help you realize your ambitions, Jeanne. Just promise me there will be nonsense over jewels or gowns or furniture.”

      Jeanne held out a hand. “Let’s dance under the full moon and sing spells into the night.”

      “Let us bring down a king,” the witch replied.
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      Rose

      

      Then, not the midwife, but Augustus’ aunt, the Lady of Towers herself sat me down and laid out the rules:

      “Your health and the health of the child is imperative,” she said. “This is a faery child; he—or she—must be born into an environment of health and forest magic. Your room will be filled with fresh flowers and tree boughs at all times. You must take baths every day—your midwife has sent the proper instructions to your Mistress of Baths, what essences to put in the water. Augustus must leave you alone during the day now. In bed, you can do what you like, but he should begin the evening by rubbing you with oil of rejuvenation each and every night. This helps your body not to be altered by pregnancy, which—as I’m sure you know—can be devastating on the figure.”

      “Oh…” I put a hand to my stomach, my fears about what became of older queens bubbling up anew.

      “When you are pregnant, your body belongs to the king’s child. Once you have had the child, you belong to him again, and unfortunately, it is the way of our world. You will be judged on how quickly you can return to your previous state and do your duty for him. You must choose a wet nurse.”

      “I can’t feed the child myself?”

      “No. That is strictly forbidden. The rules state that your body is for the king’s pleasure.”

      For the first time in my entire life, I must have looked as forbidding as my mother. The emotion that shot through me now was not part of any game. “This is my child,” I said, quivering with anger. “I won’t give my baby to anyone else.”

      “It isn’t a matter of what you want.”

      “Augustus will agree with me.”

      “I don’t think it’s a matter of what Augustus wants. The people will want to know that things return to normal. They want everything in its proper place.”

      “I don’t care!” I stood up, pacing on restless feet. “I don’t understand why. Was this one of Queen Marianna’s rules? I can’t imagine she would—“

      “Well, Queen Marianna…shall we say…was not very interested in having children. She was a warrior queen, but after she married, she directed all her energies into this. She understood in some odd way that powerful women are not welcome. Especially mothers. There is something in it that invites scorn—fear—revulsion. Maybe having a child reminds us that we are animals and we must be born and we must die, and there is no escaping that.” She shrugged. “I’m sorry, Rose. But considering the scorn you have already received for your hunting, your lover, and your friends…I would not attempt to fight this.”

      “I don’t care. I will fight it. You can tear my child from my arms. At least, you can try. If I’m an animal I will be a mother bear.”

      “You have nearly eight months,” she said. “Maybe you will change your mind. Think of Marianna. She was always powerful, even if no one knew it, because she had a king who adored her and listened to her every word, just as you do. Don’t throw it away for the sake of breaking the rules.”

      She rose and left the room. The day was cloudy. I stood in the dim surroundings of chairs and tables, my hand on my belly.

      I could not imagine giving up my child for anyone, handing them over to some stranger. Certainly not for the people who had slandered me over and over. I was so tired of living to their demands. I simply didn’t care anymore. I would bow for the men I loved, because they would bow for me.

      But I would not give up this son or daughter I had fought for.

      I found Augustus in his office, and I stormed in. It was the first time I had ever entered his presence without a curtsey, or waiting for permission to approach. I walked up to his desk and when he saw me coming, he stood. Axel was at the door, standing guard.

      “What is it, Rose?” Augustus asked. “Is everything all right?”

      “No… I can’t play this part anymore. In this regard, I can’t be the Queen Who Bowed; I can’t even emulate Queen Marianna. I won’t hand my child to be nursed and raised by strangers.”

      “Of course not.” He tried to soothe me with a touch.

      “That isn’t what the Lady of Towers said. She must have seen how your father was raised, how you were raised… You don’t realize? She said I must give the baby up because I belong to you and I must please you and I must keep my figure and—“

      “I will not ask this of you,” he said. “I never would. I think you are more beautiful than ever now. You have a glow that is captivating. I have no fear of losing my desire for you after you’ve given me a child; in fact I imagine that feeling will only grow. I don’t want to give my child a youth as lonely as mine. You know all this, don’t you? You know I would never—“

      “I thought so, but…you told me you wanted me more than any child.”

      “I don’t just want you, I want your happiness.” He seemed offended. “We’ve broken other rules. I don’t think we would have this child if we had not broken the rules. Our child will not suffer this way. He or she will be ours.” He frowned before he smoothed his hands over my hair. “I will have some expectations for you, of course. There are spells that will heal you quickly after giving birth, because we wouldn’t want to cause you pain.”

      The ‘we’ quickened my pulse. I was so happy at how naturally he included Axel in our family. “Well, good. Because I have expectations of you as well. I expect that you will desire me always, and that Axel will still be at our side even if I can’t give him a child. I expect that nothing that brings us joy will change at all. But there are so many hours in the day and I want many of them to be spent teaching my little one how to walk and talk and pick flowers and someday, much more.”

      “I agree. Why should our child know a nurse better than its own parents?”

      “But…your aunt said it doesn’t matter what you want. That we must not squander our good will. The people already have learned to hate us.”

      “The harvests have been looking much better this year,” Axel said. “That will afford you more room to break the rules. And you know you have my protection no matter what. You are both much loved in my country now, thanks to your generous aid. If you should ever need to seek a safe place until things calm down…”

      “It would never come to that,” Augustus said. “We wouldn’t leave Ellurine. The people will have to accept this.”

      Axel joined us, his arm slipping around my back, forming a circle of affection. “I can’t speak for your people, but when I think of how you seemed when I met you, and how you have changed… I can only hope I’ve played a part. You’ve grown stronger and bolder together. You’re no longer a frightened girl. You’re a woman who knows her own power, and I must say, it’s very fetching. I’m sure the old king and queen you’re always mentioning would be proud.”

      “We might just undo all their work," Augustus said. “I suppose we'll see if any ghosts come to complain.”

      In their arms, I felt so safe and loved. The thought of bringing a child into the little private world we had created made me glow with joy.

      Even so, I wondered to what degree we were flirting with disaster. I wondered what the witch expected, when she gave me that spell.

      

      I’m so glad you’ve struck with me this far! I am eternally grateful to my fans who stick with me not just through Beauty and the Beast retellings and stories about hot dragons, but also “erotic mashup of the French Revolution with fairy tales” because yeah, that’s not as much of an easy sell. Sometimes you have to follow your weird muse. (My muse generally looks like David Bowie wearing eyeshadow and ridiculous boots and so I’m a lost cause as far as sticking to the formula.)

      Prisoner of Dreams, the last book, is out now! And if you haven’t read my Fairy Tale Heat series yet, I hope you’ll give it a try. Prisoner of Silk takes place in the same universe although the main series is more interconnected within the standalone books. I imagine this one takes place in a different time. The kingdom of Ellurine and the Queen Who Bowed are mentioned in Tasting Gretel. I’m including the first chapter of Tasting Gretel but I hope you’ll give them all a try. Everyone seems to have a different favorite!
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      It was the most bitter winter the nation of Ellurine had seen in a century. The Palace of the Sun, with its tall windows and cold floors of parquet and marble, was so miserable inside that we all had chilblains on our feet and hands, and one of my ladies caught her skirt on fire from huddling to the warmth. That was one of the few times I saw magic cast in the palace, as the faery women all desperately staunched the flames.

      Outside, of course, it was far worse. Many people froze to death. The price of wood for the fires became very dear. And because the winter had begun so early, food was in shorter supply as well.

      Inside my heart was the coldest place of all. As the fall first turned to winter, the letter came telling me that my mother had died.

      I knew when I left Osteria years ago that I would never see her again. I had become the Queen of the Sun Palace, caught in my role to submit to the king forever, and home seemed as distant at the stars. But all the while, I took comfort in knowing that it remained the same. My mother, ruling stolidly over the practical, earthly people of Osteria.

      In my mind, I realized as I read the letter, a part of me was still there. The child, Marie Rose, dancing and chasing butterflies. Youthful and free.

      My king, Augustus, and our lover Axel, tried to comfort me, but what I really wished for was privacy for my grief. They had never met my mother. No one in Osteria knew her. There was no one who could sit in a comforting vigil with me and share memories.

      Queens did not have time to miss their mothers. Maybe it had as much to do with my first pregnancy as anything else, because I was thinking of my own child, and how he or she would have to grow up in this place. Their life would never be their own. They would be taken from me, held by their wet nurse instead of me, brought up by the proper tutors for their future role.

      The walls of my prison were so cold.

      Of course, my sadness was callous in the face of the death and starvation happening miles away in the capital city. I knew I was a selfish creature. So I swallowed it down, and then the court complained that their queen was too sober, that my face was too melancholy.

      Dressed in mourning black and mindful of the suffering people, I couldn’t take any comfort in my beloved gowns trimmed with flora and fauna, so instead I enjoyed the preparing of the nursery.

      A silver rattle with dangling bells. A layette box painted with scenes of revelry and celebration. All the fine, tiny garments worked with lace and ribbon, some of them lovingly made by the ladies of my court in their spare time.

      Augustus was calm in the face of his kingdom’s despair, but distracted by his books, trying to figure out solutions.

      “Necker wants to raise the taxes,” he told me.

      “Oh, no—I can’t believe he would say that. He’s usually on their side, it seems to me.” Necker had denied me funds for a piano for the Lady’s Treat.

      “Taxes on the nobles,” Augustus said. “Heavy taxes.”

      “They’ll be furious at us. Remember when I tried to curb my clothing budget, only to be yelled at for putting ribbon-makers out of employment?”

      “He is afraid the entire kingdom might collapse. He said we’re too deep in debt and there is no choice. We can’t take this bad harvest and cold.” He cursed. “He has a point. We can’t allow our citizens to die in the streets.”

      The situation was so dire that the general faery councils convened to discuss it for the first time in over a century. Nobles and sorcerers, representatives from the entire kingdom assembled. They filed in to the Hall, grim but business-like. Outside, peasants shouted, “Liberty!” “Equality!”

      They were unhappy with us. It had been building for a long time now. With the grumbling about a human queen. The defiling of my portrait. The anger at Axel for being appointed the Sword of the King.

      I didn’t know what I could do now to cool their anger, but Augustus took to the floor. One would never know he was aware of the dangers. “My friends,” he said. “Are we not the race of faeries? Are we not more connected to nature than any people? Nature giveth, and she taketh, and even a king cannot decide which it will be. I have spent my life in the forest when I am not in the palace, and I have seen years when all the flowers are blooming and all the trees are heavy with fruit, but I have also seen years where the deer starve. They are helpless against their fate. We are less so. But for all our towers and societies, swords and ships, there is one mistress every king must serve, and it is the earth and sky.”

      I heard a rumble of conversation as he spoke.

      It was true, every word, and I thought my husband looked very handsome and wise. Augustus was a true faery king, I thought. He knew the value of dirt under his fingers. He was humble before forces greater than himself.

      Necker announced the tax upon the nobles, and now this was greeted with cheers from certain parts of the chamber as well as outside, while the nobles quivered with fury.

      I didn’t sense any easing of tensions. Quite the opposite.

      We left the assembly to jeers and shouting.

      “Take their heads!” “Have you no children of your own, to let ours starve?”

      My friend Julia had worn a feather in her hair. This was seized upon instantly. A hand ripped it from her hairstyle and more hands reached for it, the feather torn to shreds. Guards rushed forward. Axel drew his sword, urging us to our carriage.

      “They’re attacking Julia! Axel…go help her!” I cried.

      “The other guards will help her, my queen. My duty is to you.”

      I felt the building anger of the crowds as they saw us rush by. This was not the first time we had rotten food lobbed toward us. The edge had grown sharper.

      Axel yanked open the carriage door. The wheels were already turning as he leapt in beside us.

      The windows were firmly shut. Augustus stared at them anyway. “Was there something more I could have said?” Before we could answer, he shook his head. “No.”

      We rushed back to the palace, with peasants jeering at the royal carriage all along the way. We had to keep the windows shut, so I never saw how many people had brought their anger out into the cold. It made me nervous how bold they were around our guard. “I hope Julia is all right…”

      By the time we reached the palace, it was quiet dusk. The gates shut behind us, and Axel slid open the window. I saw the gardens dusted with snow.

      He took both our hands, surprising us. Even after all we had done to Axel and had him do to us, he had never been so bold as to take our hands in comfort. “Whatever happens from here,” he said. “I will protect you both. We’re home safe now. You are with child…please try not to let your mind be troubled, or the baby will grow up to be a fearful adult.”

      “Is that what the elves believe?”

      “It’s true,” he said. “So…” He kissed my brow. “Smooth that out.”

      I did relax a little. Whatever mistakes we might have made as king and queen, Axel loved us anyway.

      As the servants took off my wraps inside, Julia came running up to me. She had a terrible scratch and bruise on her forehead, as if she’d been hit by a rock.

      “Oh, Julia, you’re all right!” I broke away from the maids to hug her.

      “I’m quite fine! What a situation that all was. I can’t wait for spring.” She shook herself. She thought it would all pass in the spring, and maybe it would.

      Days later, this incident appeared in a slanderous pamphlet: Julia getting struck by a rock marked ‘Justice’ and me tending to her with a bandage labeled ‘Favoritism’.

      By now, I was used to such things.

      The assembly, once the royals had left the city, had gone out to speak to the mob.

      “We shall not separate until the constitution of the kingdom is established on a firm foundation.”

      This speech was not to calm the people, but to take their side. Their anger led them to storm the prison where enemies of the nobility were kept, and my old enemy sprung her trap.
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      Interlude

      

      The Cobblestone Witch had remained in the shadow of the city, eluding capture, for decades. They knew her as a friend to the people and the healer of children, and they protected her. They never guessed that she had cursed their land with this long, bitter winter and taken hundreds of their children to the grave.

      But as the witch saw it, the kings and queens had robbed them for so long, it was time for drastic measures. It was time to poke the stirring beast, and if it ate a few people along the way, so be it.

      The Cobblestone Witch stepped up above the mob, taking on her most beautiful and youthful aspect. Magic stirred around her, and hundreds of voices went silent at the sight of her, wild haired in a plain dress and gray cloak that sat lopsided on her shoulders.

      “Faeries,” she said. “You are my wildflowers. Just common things that grow in fields and on roadsides, trampled upon by every gilded carriage and hunting party. But beautiful. And necessary. I am your witch.”

      “The Cobblestone Witch…?” Voices murmured. Many of them recognized her.

      She nodded. “As most of you surely know, I cursed Queen Marie-Rose at her christening. I intended her to marry the future king. I did this because—“

      The guards were moving toward her. They had been managing the mob carefully, as they were vastly outnumbered. Some had been killed by the crowds as the prison was stormed and the prisoners set free. But there were now thousands of people gathered in the Court of Hours, many of them armed, many more with magical tricks up their sleeves.

      “It is my dream to see the country of faeries restored to its old glories,” she said. “Freedom. Equality. Liberty. Most of you are too young to remember our wild days, but there was a time when we would rather die than be tamed. Now we are tamed, and we die anyway. We die without dignity. We die freezing and overworked. No more!”

      “No more!” The crowd took up the chant eagerly. “No more!”

      “It is time for the queen to fall into her century-long sleep,” the witch said. “And it is time for the faery king to perish. In a hundred years, the queen will bear her child. The sacred bloodline will be preserved, but the morals—the ways of the court—will be rewritten entirely.”

      The Cobblestone Witch had planned her moment carefully. She knew that the blood of Queen Marianna and King Enri was still sacred in the faery realm. If she had not found some way to preserve it, a rebellion would surely brew.

      But now the queen was pregnant.

      Couldn’t it be Count Farren’s? wondered the Cobblestone Witch’s assistant Jeanne du Bariel, watching the speech. Or does she assume that the king would never allow another man to claim his queen in that way? A half-elf child would be their ruin, it is true. I bet the little princess only takes Count Farren up the arse.

      “It is time,” the witch repeated. “We must take back the Palace of the Sun. We have stormed the prison—now it is time to storm the palace itself!”

      The crowd roared for blood.

      “It is time to strip the gilt from the fireplaces, tear down the curtains and make them into coats! It is time to dance upon the floors! It is time to end the rule of greedy nobles who dared to complain about their taxes while your children are dying!”

      Now the sea of people roiled with their anger. They stamped and shouted. It was a cold night and they no longer felt it.

      Jeanne had seen all of the suffering firsthand. Both in her youth, and now. A piece of Jeanne still hesitated. A memory flashed into her mind of her first day in the Palace of the Sun. The king, proudly showing off the chambers he would give to her. Tall windows. Delicate paintings. Jeanne had felt awe and delight that such a place existed. The old king was still quite healthy, then. Handsome, playful, tender. Yes, he could also be crude and temperamental, and why should he deserve everything when others had nothing?

      But if we were all equal, such a beautiful place would never have existed at all, Jeanne thought.

      Maybe that is for the best.

      But I’m glad that for one brief moment, it was mine.

      One of the guards couldn’t bear another word of treason. He moved forward. “How dare you! How dare you speak of killing our king! Cursing our queen? Who created this trouble—them or you, witch?”

      The crowd turned to him, a target for their anger. Jeanne had to turn away before she saw it happen. They attacked the soldier, pulling him from his horse and beating him to death. His screams were blessedly brief.

      Jeanne’s stomach churned. A necessary casualty, for our freedom…yes. I suppose…but it does seem as if the price is climbing high.

      The other guards knew they were outnumbered, and they all tried to flee, to warn the king and queen what was coming for them.

      Only two made it to the Palace of the Sun.
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      A banquet had already been arranged for our return from the assembly. Louisa urged me to take a hot bath to calm my nerves. The water was scented with dried flowers and herbs, and the tension in my muscles started to melt. It had come out all right in the end, I thought. Julia was fine, and once the spring came and I grew closer to giving the people an heir, everything would get easier. I put a comforting hand over my belly. I didn’t show at all yet.

      My ladies dressed me in one of the somber gowns I wore to mourn my mother; black ribbons and rosettes criss-crossed with hothouse lilies, and a tiny gold-edged mourning portrait of my mother pinned in my hair in a frill of black lace. That was the most ostentatious I dared to be.

      Everything at home was so normal. Our inner circle joined us at the banquet table; my dearest friends, Augustus’ brothers, and their wives. The angry crowd seemed very far away now. I sat beside my husband, as always, and he gave me a reassuring smile.

      “It’s over and done with, anyway,” he said. “Everyone will survive the taxes. Are you feeling better?”

      “Yes…I had a bath.”

      “Good, because I can’t spare you on a night like this. In fact, the more distractions…the better.” He poured me a full glass of wine.

      As I sipped, the king’s vine danced over my sex, stirring my senses a little before one tendril tightened around my bud of pleasure, enough to heat my loins. It remained there, pinching me as I burned, my desire building slowly but steadily. The table was talking about the assembly, of course, trying to brush off the tension.

      I couldn’t join in the conversation. I was too busy battling with the sensation produced by the king’s vine. I was the Queen Who Bowed; I must always remain composed and come whenever my husband commanded it, but not any sooner.

      “A lot of fuss for nothing,” Josef said. “But, my dear brother, I think you handled it as well as anyone could.”

      “The show must go on,” Augustus said, as he reached over and hooked his thumb and fingers around my kneecaps, holding my legs tight together to still me when I writhed.

      Axel was watching me and only me, enjoying the show, sipping his wine with a knowing smile on his face. The rest of the table was supposed to pretend they never noticed a thing, and I shot him an imperious look for his bad etiquette.

      Even so, Axel’s eyes on me had always stoked me hotter. I could never have successfully completed the bowing ceremony without those haughty elven eyes.

      Augustus usually teased me more than this focused pressure he subjected me to now, and he didn’t relent. Not for a moment. I had to go through the entire meal with my clit in a vise while he talked and laughed.

      I wondered if he would let me come during the meal at all. Maybe he would wait until I was tied up in my bed. The torture! I needed a release after such a day.

      To think that you would ever pray for him to let you release during dinner, I thought. Bit by bit I had somehow gotten used to being exhibited. On a night like tonight it was almost cleansing, comforting. This was my purpose in life, and as long as I could do whatever Augustus demanded of me, all was right with the world.

      Especially when Axel could watch.

      As dinner ended, one of the guards broke into song from a popular opera. “Oh my faery king, the whole world forsakes you…” Other guards joined in, and court musicians quickly followed. The half-drunk friends at our table came in with more gusto than tune, all of them making a spontaneous show of loyalty to Augustus. “Oh, but you are the true faery king…!”

      Now he was the one with a faint blush on his cheeks. The voices joined together, the violins dancing in the warm acoustics of the dining room, growing louder. Their true emotions were betrayed as they sang. Fear—defiance—and at least in this haven, loyalty to us.

      “You may come, my queen,” Augustus whispered to me as the final stirring notes rose up. He clutched my hand, but he stood to toast.

      The hot sensation that I had been fighting against for the past hour or more crashed into me and, under the cover of music, I couldn’t help but cry out. “Mm…ahh!” I was allowed to spread my legs now, the toes of my shoes pressing against the floor as my hot little center pulsed madly. My breasts heaved, my eyelids fluttered, and then it was over and I had done a particularly terrible job of hiding it.

      The guard who had started the song dropped to his knees and swept off his hat before Augustus as the song ended. The room broke into applause. Augustus lifted me to my feet and the musicians kept playing. We went straight from dining to dancing.

      All of this was a dramatic break from protocol and I enjoyed it very much, but it was disturbing too. There was never a break from protocol at the Palace of the Sun. Some part of me wondered if an end was near, and everyone sensed it.

      As I danced in Augustus’ arms, a guard tore into the room, his face scratched, his clothes torn, gasping for breath. “They’re almost here—!”
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      “The witch. The mob. Hungry—peasants—crying for bread, and—” He looked at me. “For you, Your Majesties. The witch wants to kidnap the queen, and once she has her, I think she wants to destroy the palace. They’re mad, all of them. They’ve stormed the prison in Lumine and let dissenters free.”

      My hand drifted to my stomach. “Does she still want to curse me? I’m pregnant! What will happen to the child?”

      “The child will sleep with you,” one of the older ladies of the court said. “That is what she wants.”

      “We don’t have time,” the guard said. “They aren’t far behind me. You should flee. These people are not thinking straight and they have some sorcerers on their side.”

      “We’ll take care of it,” said Lafiel, head of the King’s Guard. “Maybe the guard in town can’t take care of it, but no mob can stand up to my men. Your Majesties, this is beneath you. Go to bed and get some rest.”

      I looked to Augustus first. He was the king and would make the decision, and I wasn’t actually sure what to do in any case. I was afraid of the witch, but I hated to be run out of my own home by a mob. My mother would never have stood for such a thing.

      “I have faith in your men,” Augustus said, as Axel stood near us, protective as always.

      I looked over the court. I knew some of them didn’t like us very much, but now it had become nobles versus common people led by a witch, and they all looked to us to lead their side. I hesitated over my friends. “Julia and Louisa…I think you should depart. You have been…particularly targeted.”

      They took each other’s hands, and Julia’s husband said, “I will usher your friends to safety, my queen.”

      Well, there was a complicated situation. Julia loved her husband but she was also the lover of Lord Merdon. Even though her husband accepted the arrangement, they didn’t dare go as far as to acknowledge it openly. Julia hugged me but she looked at Merdon tearfully.

      “Go take residence in the northern palace,” Augustus said. “They won’t bother you there.”

      “We’ll come back as soon as it’s all calmed down,” Louisa said, surprisingly pragmatic. She was usually quick to tears, but now, under pressure, she seemed to stand straighter.

      “I’ll keep guard outside your bedroom,” Axel said.

      We went to our bed as if everything was normal. Augustus removed my clothes in loving silence, his dark eyes flicking up to meet mine now and then. I stood still in the candlelight. I wondered if he would still want me tie me to the bed.

      “Damned if I will let that crowd deny me my duty,” he said, tangling a hand in my hair. “I want Axel to hear every gasp and scream. If the crowd are crazy enough to fight their way to the bedchamber and try to kill me, let them find the King of the Sun Palace and not someone easily cowed.”

      He pushed me onto the bed and pulled my arms and legs out so he could lock the golden cuffs around my wrists and ankles. He fastened each one tight, spreading me out. I heard a distant roar of voices, chanting. I couldn’t make it out. My body tensed in fear, but Augustus slowly arranged my hair around my face and trailed a hand down me, as if he had all the time in the world to admire me.

      “It is only you…and me…and the man who protects us with his life,” he said. “I’m here, Rose, and I’ll never let you go.”

      He filled me with his mouth and cock, his motions still slow and deep, and even as I heard shouting and all sorts of commotion outside growing louder and louder, I shut my eyes and surrendered to him. His adoration was thorough. As he took his pleasure, he gave as well. He caught my imprisoned hands in his and massaged my palms, his hair shone under the candlelight as he sucked my nipples, and the king’s vine teased at my bud, enhancing the sensations of his cock inside me.

      Soon I had forgotten the world. I was screaming for him, my head tousling the pillow as I bucked with the sweet sensation rolling through me.

      He growled out his climax like he was thinking of fighting and then he collapsed beside me in grim satisfaction. “They hate us just as we’re becoming very good at what we do…”

      “They don’t know that,” I said. “Even though anyone can come to the palace, the poorest people could never afford it, could they? We are a mystery to them as much as they are to us.”

      “That’s true.” He loosened my bonds for sleep before settling in beside me, staring at the canopy of our bed. “It’s true, really. I’m not the king they need. I wish I could have been a mage king, and then I could have done something about it.”

      We heard a man’s scream and he sat up straight. There was thumping and voices somewhere in the palace.

      I struggled against my bonds. “Augustus…”

      He held up a hand. “No. You’re kept safe there for a reason.”

      “Kept safe from spindles. Not mobs!”

      Axel pounded on the door. “Your Majesty!”

      Augustus let him in, shutting it quickly behind him.

      Axel looked at me, my face still no doubt flushed. He had heard every sound I made, of course. I knew things were bad when he didn’t linger on me. “One of the guards was stabbed to death in the courtyard,” he said. “A few of them broke in after that. We need to get you out of here.”

      Outside, the chanting went on. “Give us bread! Give us bread!”

      “Let me free,” I said insistently. “I want to see them.”

      “It’s not safe,” Axel said.

      “I want them to see me.” I swallowed down a lump of fear.

      The slander that had been used against me was about how I didn’t submit to my role. They implied that I controlled the king instead of the other way around. That I took whatever lovers I wished, male or female; I was some untamed creature instead of the disciplined doll that the queen was meant to be.

      There is some truth in their anger, I thought, with a faint smile. But it isn’t like they think. Is Augustus mine? Or am I his?

      The answer was never so simple, but the people would never understand.

      “The Queen of the Sun Palace has everything she wants because she gives everything of herself,” I said. “But how do they ever know how much I’m willing to give?”

      Augustus understood. He unlocked my bonds as Axel said,

      “No…!”

      Augustus picked up a lace robe and slid it over my shoulders.

      “No.” Axel grabbed him. “Don’t. It’s dangerous, and if something happened to her— They’ve already killed soldiers. If they hurt her—“

      “These are our people,” Augustus said.

      I walked up to the tall doors to the balcony. The glass doors were covered by heavy curtains. Augustus held one aside for me as I opened the door. The noise of the crowd immediately grew louder, but as I stepped out and they noticed me on the balcony, they started to quiet down. I walked to the banister, naked and bare-footed, into the cold. They could see all of me. My naked breasts, my sex, the king’s vine twined around my waist and thighs.

      All of the shame I would have felt once was gone now. This seemed like a dream. The people—they weren’t real. There were so many of them that they became anonymous. A sea of faces, torches, hoisted weapons and tools.

      Where was the Cobblestone Witch? I would never find her in the shadows and flickering flames.

      Augustus came up beside me.

      Now they were almost completely quiet.

      “This is your queen,” Augustus said. “My queen.” He wrapped an arm around me and fondled my breast.

      It was hard to say if they were angry or awed. I felt Augustus’ mood turning fiercer as he saw how many people had gathered to defy him and kill his guards.

      “Bow for me,” he said, his voice carrying over the entire crowd.

      I knew this was how it had to be, and I moved mechanically, lowering my hands to the cold banister, bowing my head to all the people.

      Behind me, Augustus snapped open two buttons on his trousers. He had just satisfied himself not long ago but I felt that he was hard again. Something about this had managed to rouse him. We were both under a spell. His cock sank deep into me as he pulled up my thighs, hoisting me up in his strong arms. He fucked me so hard that the whole crowd could see me shaken, rocked, claimed deep and hard, while the king’s vine slithered over the lips of my wet sex, teasing and spreading and making sure no part of me was left unexposed and unstimulated.

      “Come for me,” he snapped so they all could hear him.

      I came through sheer force of will, letting out a shriek that sounded even more tortured than I expected it would.

      But I was screaming at them, as if to say, See, there! I’m not the queen you make me out to be, I am the king’s possession that you want me to be. All the pleasures and indulgences I have taken for myself are nothing compared to what I have to give you. So take it, you fiends.

      As I collapsed against the banister and Augustus let me go, they shouted, “Praise the king! Praise the king!”

      My feet were numb and my nails dug into the stone.

      Augustus lifted me into his arms and carried me back to the bed. Axel took one of my hands. “How cold she is!”

      “It needed to be done,” I said. “Listen…it’s gotten quiet.”

      Axel straightened, staring down Augustus. “You both could have been harmed. We need to seize this moment and escape.”

      Outside, one voice called, “If the king and queen devote themselves to the people, then they must go to Lumine. Shut the doors of this gilded cage forever and live among those you serve!”

      Augustus walked back to the balcony. I saw the curtains stirring around him as the cold air blasted in around his body as he stood between the tall glass doors. He bowed in silent acquiescence.

      “My queen,” Axel said, rubbing my feet between his hands to warm them. “I’ll be damned if you’re torn to pieces by those trolls. Or cast into a century of sleep. Even elves don’t live that long.”

      “There is no escape,” I said. “They’ve surrounded the palace…where could I go?”

      “I’ll find a way,” he said. “But when I find it, you will both have to trust me.”

      “I do trust you,” I said, my heart pounding.

      “We will go to Lumine,” Augustus said. “I have spent my life in this gilded cage, and some part of me is relieved to be forced out.” But the look on his handsome face was that of a man who would miss the palace that was his home, the palace of which he had been the master.
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      Augustus

      

      Rose fell asleep in the carriage, clearly exhausted by her ordeal. I smoothed my hand through her hair, her face so beautiful in sleep, more girlish as if she was sixteen and not a woman who had been my wife for years now, and would soon be a mother.

      We left on our own terms, as best we could, but I knew what this was— a coup.

      Outside, I heard people jeering, “We’ve caught the baker, we’ve caught the baker’s wife, we’ve caught the baker’s lover and we’ll have all the bread we like!”

      I was being forced from my home. I had grown up behind those walls. Now it was left to the rabble, and I thought of all the paintings and tapestries and vases and trinkets, the adornments on the fireplace mantles. No one could defend them against hungry, grasping hands. I imagined that peasant women were probably snatching Rose’s dresses from the wardrobes.

      I couldn’t decide how I felt about it. I hated that my home and my most personal possessions could be touched and smelled and stolen by strangers.

      Yet, I was not surprised. My world is crumbling to dust after all. But I have her. I have this beautiful, fragile creature of flesh and bone, laughter and spirit. As long as I can find a way to keep her…

      Axel was avoiding my eyes, his expression as severe as I had ever seen it, that elven superiority on full display in the lift of his chin.

      “Jealousy is a surprisingly good look on you,” I finally said.

      “Jealous? No, no, I’m— You put her in danger,” he said.

      “She wanted to do it.”

      “But for the love of the gods, why?” He frowned at me. “That was too shameful for words.”

      “She was right. They needed to see her. It might have saved our lives.”

      “They needed to see her shamed?”

      “I don’t know if that’s the right word,” I said. “I don’t think she was shamed. I think she was in control of everything, and…” I was getting hard again just thinking of it. “She was like the sacrifice one gives to make the harvest. She’s done it all before behind closed doors, in secret…and today she claimed her role, and I claimed mine. I feel like a king tonight, Axel. Just as I’m saying goodbye…but, that seems fitting too.”

      “What if I could arrange to take you back to my kingdom?” Axel said. “Would you go? I could offer you a sanctuary. Freedom. Of course, I could never offer you this kind of splendor. It would be…just the three of us, there.”

      Axel looked like he was ready to tear down mountains to protect us. “We don’t even deserve you,” I said. “But…this is the land of my blood, and I can’t…”

      “You would die here?” His nostrils flared. I had never seen him so close to losing his temper. “Do you know what death gets you? It’s final. What we have—it would be over. Spare me platitudes about the afterlife, I want you and I want her and I’ll—I’ll kidnap you if I must.”

      I chuckled. “Your will against mine, I suppose. We’ll see.”
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      When I stirred, it was some wee hour of the morning before sunrise, and the carriage came into the courtyard of the old palace, occupied by King Enri before the Palace of the Sun was built. No one had lived in it for a long time.

      We were surrounded by a rebel guard now, and shown to our new quarters, a cavernous bedroom with dusty, dark curtains hanging over the windows. There was a grand canopy bed but the linens had black spots of mildew and smelled terrible; I wouldn’t be surprised to find mice nests in the mattress, but I wasn’t about to look.

      The head of this rebel guard was a goblin, thick-set, with a sickly pallor and gray eyes that seemed too big while his toothy grin suggested more of an urge to eat us than friendliness. His black hair was coarse, a ribbon at the back of his neck doing nothing to tame it, with slightly curved black horns on his head.

      I was immediately nervous.

      “Do you have everything you need, Your Majesties?” he asked us, his voice infinitely more cultured than his unfortunate face.

      “I suppose there are ten ways of answering that question,” Augustus said. “But for now, we appear to be alive and I suppose you wouldn’t have started a fire in the hearth and given us linens if you didn’t intend to keep it that way.”

      He gave Augustus a funny look for a moment before nodding.

      “The Cobblestone Witch will come to see you shortly,” he said. “Please know that she wants to put the queen to sleep.”

      “He was warning us,” Augustus said, when the doors shut behind him.

      “Warning us? Why? He hardly said anything!” I said. “He’s our enemy.”

      “I just have a feeling he was trying to tell us we need a plan. The rebellion was cobbled together hastily enough that it would be easy for one of our allies to infiltrate their ranks. The goblin kingdom were always allies of ours.”

      I was unconvinced, but I said, “How can we put her off?”

      Augustus opened the curtains, sending clouds of dust into the room. I was alarmed to see hundreds of faces looking up to the window, as if they had been waiting for us.

      “We’re surrounded on all sides, I think,” Augustus said. “But there is one way we might escape.”

      “How?”

      “To the Wicked Revels,” he said. “The Wicked Revels exists in another plane, and they can open a door for us. If we took that way, we could never return. We would just be subjects of the Wicked Revels…”

      I remembered the dancers from the Wicked Revels at the Ball de Anon telling me I would make a fine handmaiden for Queen Alexandra. She was the other faery queen, but her life was lived the old way, in the other realm. I knew the Revels would be wilder than anything I was used to. The King’s Vine came from those forests; the trees themselves danced with pleasure.

      I wondered if that was the place where I could have the love of both of these men without anyone whispering about me. I thought I might be able to serve Queen Alexandra if she gave me that.

      “Well, that sounds like the perfect solution if you ask me,” Axel said. “How do we get the door to open?”

      Augustus looked out the window, hands clasped behind his back. The sun was rising, casting his face in the morning glow, but most of his body was still in heavy shadow, from his embroidered coat to the riding boots he had thrown on in the night.

      “I think, before I attempt any escape, I want to ask the witch what she actually wants,” he said. “I want to know if there is anything I can do. These are my people. I can’t just run away.”

      “You really are the king, my lord,” I said, and I couldn’t help but admire him even though I was terrified. “You might not always have been the king they wanted, but maybe you’re too good for them.”

      “No, Rose. They don’t even know us. You were right. We’ve drifted too far from our own flock. The people followed the Cobblestone Witch. What can I make of that except that something has gone very wrong? Maybe we can reason with her.”

      Shortly, the Cobblestone Witch rapped on the door and I hardly knew what to do with myself. A guard announced her presence and she walked in, looking like a very old woman, hunched and withered under a shabby cloak and patched dress, with some pouches hanging from a belt around her waist. She smelled like lavender and rosemary, and beyond that, very much like a witch.

      Despite her humble appearance, an air of power clung to her, and I knew what she was capable of.

      Once, she almost had me. She knew that my role to be the Queen Who Bowed daunted me, and she offered to give me an escape. I nearly touched the spindle and sank into a sleep. I think she expected that I would choose the curse someday.

      She’s wrong. I would never leave Augustus. And I have already embraced my role. What more could she say to me?

      “Congratulations on your pregnancy, Your Majesty,” she said.

      Oh…

      Yes.

      There was one thing I still dreaded above everything else. Giving up my child to a nursemaid so he or she could learn to play our roles someday.

      The witch’s eyes, clear despite her aged face, gleamed at me before she turned to Augustus.

      “Your Majesty,” she said, with a hint of insolence. “What a performance, on the balcony. I must admit, you have taken to it all better than anyone hoped. For a moment I almost thought I saw King Enri in you, but—you can’t fool me. The people won’t be fed for long by the mere sight of your virility.”

      “What do you want?” he asked. “You orchestrated all of this. If I’m to believe some of the stories, you cursed Rose just so that someday you could end my rule before I was even next in line. So it isn’t me you want, it’s the throne.”

      “Yes…yes. I want the old ways,” she said. “You don’t even know them anymore. You couldn’t. You are off—there—behind walls, your gardens groomed, your every whim attended to.”

      “What does this have to do with people starving?” he said. “We’ve tried to trim the budget. We’ve taxed the nobility.”

      “You are thinking like a politician. No one cares about any of that. All of society has become corrupt. It’s all about taxes and rules and city planners. We are faeries,” she said. “We are warriors. We are dancers and musicians. And we certainly don’t fuck on a schedule. We came from the woods, and back to the woods we should go.”

      “It sounds like you would be just as happy if I was a mage,” he said. “If we rode around on horseback and asked people if I could cast a fertility spell on their crops.”

      “Well…maybe you do understand.” She almost looked pleased. “But…can you cast a spell? No? No. For kings to practice magic was banned long ago. You are useless. You are no warrior.”

      “You’re insane,” Axel said. “The king is trying to reason with you.”

      “There is no reasoning with me!” she cried. At least she was honest. “I have known what I wanted for too long! I have rallied the people in this fight for decades now, and if there is some spark of a true king in you, that is just plain unfortunate, Augustus. You are, nevertheless, steeped in the corruption of the Palace of the Sun, and you will never be the king we need and I have had plans for you for a long time. I am going to raise the blood of Enri and Marianna in my ways, but first—first—I will sacrifice you to extend my own life. Then I will put Rose to sleep.”

      “No!” I had an urge to shove the witch. How could she stand there and tell my beloved husband that she planned to kill him and then raise his child as her own?

      “Sacrifice me…” Augustus seemed strangely calm. “My life for your own…well. In the end you’re just another wicked woman who can’t let her youth go, is that it?”

      “I’m not afraid of death.”

      “You saw King Enri and Marianna when you were young yourself. When all the world was before you. And you clung to that vision forever… Now you want to rewrite the past into the future. But you can’t. We can only move forward, even when it hurts. Even when our destiny isn’t what we thought it would be. I wasn’t meant to be king—not until my father and brother died. My grandfather wanted me to be a king just like him. You want me to be just like Enri. But I am Augustus.”

      “You are weak, is what you are,” she said, seeming angry. “And the people smell your weakness. So I’ll be glad to be rid of you. Rose, come with me.”

      “No,” I said. I linked hands with Augustus and Axel, and they immediately covered my hands with their own so my fingers were hidden in theirs.

      “If you want her to prick her finger, you’ll have to go through us,” Axel said.

      “Fine by me,” she said. “Guards!”

      Axel still had his sword, so he shoved us back and threw himself into a fight against three men. Augustus clutched both my hands.

      “You can cast magic,” I told him. “It’s too late for rules.”

      “In battle?” He looked unsure.

      “Why not? Is it that different from hunting?”

      “Very different,” he said, as Axel drove his sword through a man’s stomach and quickly took the man’s own sword to keep up the fight without missing a beat. “But…to protect you…I’ll try anything.” He gave me a quick kiss. “Let me borrow this.”

      He lifted my skirts and the King’s Vine slithered down my legs and into his hand.

      One of the soldiers slashed Axel’s side and I shrieked. As Axel was thrown off balance, Augustus reached out and snagged the man’s hand inside the coils of the vine. He quickly pulled it downward and lashed his hands together, then took his sword.

      Axel defeated the last man and they both rushed to shut the doors before any more guards could come, but the ugly goblin beat them to it.

      “You want a door to the Wicked Revels, is that it?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Augustus said. “Thank you.”

      “Help me shove aside the bed and off you’ll go.”

      “Who are you, sir?” I asked, surprised at his abrupt kindness with no questions asked.

      “Well, I grew up in the Wicked Revels, and I do agree with the Witch on one thing; I think you’d be better off liberated from the rules of the palace, but I don’t agree with how she’s going about it. I don’t know how much I can help, but at least I can show you to safety.”

      “And your name?” I asked.

      “Call me Merry. But I don’t think you’ll see me again.”

      “You’re not coming with us?” Augustus asked.

      “No, no, I’ll see what I can do here,” Merry said.

      “Please…if I could beg one favor of you, could you try to get a message to Julia and Louisa and tell them I’m all right?”

      “I will.”

      I gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, having nothing else with which to show my gratitude, but he looked like this was more than he ever expected.

      The men shoved the bed aside and even though I knew they must be moving the bed for a reason I was still surprised to see a stairway leading down into a glowing passageway under the palace.

      “Was that there before…?”

      “Of course it wasn’t,” Merry said. “But that’s the way home. Tell the queen I said hello.”

      “Ah—you left the King’s Vine there,” I said, realizing I felt rather naked as I started to walk.

      “Oh, you won’t need it where you’re going, Your Majesty,” Merry said. “Whatever awaits you, I’m sure even you will be surprised.”
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      Down the path we went, to a grove of trees. A faery maiden came out to meet us and she immediately danced around us excitedly.

      “The King and Queen of the Sun Palace, and the Sword of the King! Oh my, oh my, but we shall have fun.”

      “We’re not exactly here for fun,” Augustus said. “We had to save Rose from the curse.”

      “Nevertheless, you will have fun,” she said.

      “Is that a threat?” Axel asked.

      “Perhaps it is. But we aren’t troubled with all those surface worries. The Wicked Revels, like it or not, will draw out all your secret desires. I hope you’re ready for it.”

      “I don’t think we could have any secret desires left,” Axel said.

      She laughed. “Oh, elf! There is always another layer of the onion. Or should I say, another petal of the rose?” Another woman had joined her and they started stripping me of my clothes.

      I can’t say, by now, that I should be surprised or embarrassed when strangers started unlacing my bodice or peeling my stockings off my legs, and yet—everything was so orchestrated and planned in the Sun Palace. They plucked my clothes off with glee, leaving me standing in the grass and the breeze, while Augustus watched me, as was his right.

      “Don’t intervene, Axel,” he said. “This is how things are here. I’ve always wanted to see this place. The air thrums with magic.”

      “You have left us very little to do! What a nice bare sex!” One of the maidens smacked my pussy.

      “What!” I gasped, as a little flash of bright pain shot through me and she giggled. “I don’t know if I like this place after all!” I was reminded very much of my first entrance into the faery kingdom, when I was stripped naked while Augustus watched me, the same way he watched me now.

      “Even here, you are still the Queen Who Bowed,” Augustus said, arching one brow. “Remember that.”

      In the Sun Palace, I could never disobey him. I had let my guard down, because I always heard that the Wicked Revels was a place of freedom, but they were still faeries and word could spread, so I still should defer to my husband unless we found some privacy.

      Yes, I understood, but it seemed to me that everything we had known was crumbling away. I turned away from him, covering my breasts, while the faery maidens ran off to pluck a dress out of the trees, or so it seemed.

      “Well,” he said. “What next?”

      The faeries emerged with a long, slinking length of nearly sheer silk with impossibly delicate vines twisting around the bodice and the skirt like ribbons. The vines were flowering with glorious purple blossoms. They slipped the fabric over my shoulders and the vines wrapped around me to hold the silk closed, just barely. My body was still visible but veiled, my nipples dark marks under the silk, the shadow of my sex between the very slight swell of my belly and my thighs. The skirt fell to my feet but unlike the wide skirts I was used to, it clung to my legs and dipped very low in back.

      I hardly felt like I was wearing anything at all. The vines moved subtly with my every step, and didn’t restrict my waist or anything else. My arms were bare and so were my legs, under the cloth.

      I liked the way it felt, and the flowers blooming all over the dress, but I was extremely exposed. My eyes darted to Augustus. Would he allow everyone to admire me like this? In the Sun Palace, subtlety was the name of the game.

      The faery girls weren’t done. They brought forth jewelry made of gold and precious stones, to adorn the bare skin at my ankles, my arms and wrists, and my neckline. They let my hair flow long and loose. They gave me light slippers to wear—“So you can dance the night away!”

      Axel’s mouth was hanging open slightly.

      “She probably suits elven tastes now, hm?” Augustus said teasingly.

      “She is always beautiful, but I must admit… Rose, you are transformed.”

      “Now, you two handsome escorts, go on and meet the King and Queen!” the faery girls said.

      “Did you hear that?” I said. “You’re just my escorts.” I smiled a little, shaking my head just to feel my hair loose, my footsteps almost skipping to feel how very light I was without the heavy silk of Ellurine.

      Augustus caught me around the waist with one hand and yanked me back against him, giving me a brief but very deep kiss. “Just because,” he said.

      We came to a river, where a small, elegant boat with a lantern at the prow awaited our arrival. A tall faery man with long fair hair steered us across, where we could hear the beat of drums and the music of a fiddle.

      The Wicked Revels awaited us. Lights glowed in the forest ahead. The boat sailed along placid, moonlit waters. Our oarsman gave us a mysterious smile as he brought us to the opposing shore. Axel sprung onto the dock ahead of us and Augustus lifted me into Axel’s arms.

      The beat of drums was louder now, and I heard whoops of joy and stomping feet. The sky was full of stars. Dancers moved through a clearing ahead, while the forest around us seemed to draw its own breath. The vines of my dress curled at the ends, brushing the ferns as I walked by, like they were saying hello. Frogs and insects trilled in the night air. Winter seemed far away.

      “What a strange place,” I murmured. “It really isn’t of our world at all, is it?”

      “Faeries have always been able to slip in and out of this realm,” Augustus said. “A long time ago, some of us chose to take up permanent residence in the human world, while others remained here. By now, we’re almost two different races. In the human world, things are much more fixed. Where we’re from, you can’t have eternal spring, no matter how hard you will it.” He sounded a little disapproving.

      “Are you competitive with these faeries?” I asked.

      “No. They are still our allies, and their lives are too different for me to compete with.”

      “I think that expression is more judgmental than competitive,” Axel said.

      “I withhold judgment,” Augustus said.

      “Ah. So we’ll hear about it later after he can put it into words,” Axel said, winking at me. While Augustus seemed to bristle about escaping into the Revels, Axel was already relaxing, his steps moving with the beat of the music. He had to be so restrained in the Sun Palace because his existence had always been against the rules, but the one thing we knew about the Revels was that the only rule was to follow one’s pleasure, one’s wildest fancies.

      The revelers were certainly doing just that. I heard sighs and moans from the depths of the forest and I knew that wasn’t coming from the trees.

      Now we came into a clearing where small fires burned and strange faeries frolicked and waltzed and cavorted, from the nymphs with hair to their knees, to the water faeries with webbed hands. There were also some goblins in attendance, with their mouths crowded with fangs and leaves in their wild curls, and I thought of my own friends with goblin blood. Julia would love this place. Many of the revelers wore masks, and some wore very little else, so my sheer dress fit right in. I saw one human girl, her skin flushed bright red under her mask, her arms entwined around a faery gentleman’s neck, her breath quick.

      I wondered if she had a vine snaking under her skirts and teasing her at this very moment. My own skin flushed with sympathy.

      Tables of food and wine were set up and well picked over, and it was all presided over by a middle-aged couple wearing simple crowns and robes. The king was as fair a faery as I could imagine; he had blonde hair, alabaster skin, and an untouchable expression. The queen looked—much to my surprise—human, with large, warm eyes, nut-brown curls and deep dimples in her cheeks that made her look younger as soon as she smiled at us.

      “Your Majesties, may I present to you, Queen Alexandra and King Ladinas of the Wicked Revels. And, Your Majesties, may I present King Augustus and Queen Marie-Rose of Ellurine,” the herald said.

      Queen Alexandra immediately stepped down from her raised table, sloughing off her robe and leaving it crumpled on the chair, where her husband picked it up and resettled it more neatly. I liked her already.

      “King Augustus. Oh dear…if you’re here, then…”

      “I can’t say it is good news for the situation back home,” Augustus said. “But I thank you for offering us sanctuary.”

      “This is truly historic,” King Ladinas said. “It is rare indeed that the faery kings and queens have any business with each other. You are the rulers of a land, and we are the rulers of a state of mind.”

      “And while you are here, you must follow our ways,” Queen Alexandra said. “Things operate very differently in this realm. You must be yourselves. You can’t be the King of the Sun Palace and the Queen Who Bowed anymore. And this tasty elf must be the Sword of the King who has provoked some controversy?”

      Axel bowed. “I live to serve.”

      “Do you…” She looked him over and then snapped her fingers. “Ladinas, my dear, I would like them to look into the Waters of Truth.”

      “Ahhh…yes.”

      “Truly, I hope not to burden your hospitality for very long,” Augustus said. “I want to return to my own people, but we’ve had a bitter winter and the people are so hungry that they have to blame someone. The Cobblestone Witch used the tension to start a riot and turn my own people against us. But the longer I stay here, the more I’ll be seen as a coward.”

      “But they were going to curse me!” I said. “And the Witch wants to raise my child and rob him of his father! We can’t go back. Not now…”

      “We have to go back,” Augustus said. “We can’t just be subjects of the Wicked Revels!”

      “From what I’ve heard, trouble has been brewing for a long time,” Queen Alexandra said. “I have heard that the two of you have posed many small rebellions to the court. I think it’s lovely.”

      “I think the Witch is the one who has twisted all of our actions,” Augustus said. “She turned our people against us, and she started with King Emriel, so we never had a chance.”

      “You are welcome to stay here forever if you must,” King Ladinas said. “But the waters have a way of revealing things that bring clarity to one’s actions.”

      “No,” Augustus said. “That isn’t necessary.”

      “My lord, what truth could be revealed that we don’t already know?” I asked. “We have already broken so many rules…”

      “Rose, I have been fighting my own nature for my whole life,” he said, through gritted teeth. “And now I think I have finally learned to master myself. Yes, once in a while I have allowed you and Axel to master me, but—as you have both observed, I have become the King of the Sun Palace. I made you mine for all the world to see, and whatever they might do to us, they’ll never forget that. I will do nothing to…to regress.”

      “I think Augustus is right,” Axel said. “Whatever we see in the Waters of Truth, it won’t matter. Our place is back home and we have our roles. I’ve already put your lives at risk by helping you to break them. All I care about is that I keep the two of you safe, no matter what I have to do.”

      “If you stay here, the truth has a way of revealing itself. This is the place where your desires are safe. Succumbing to them will make you stronger.”

      “Not for me,” Augustus said.

      “I hope you will stay long enough to realize otherwise.”

      “Rest for now,” King Ladinas said. “Enjoy the food and wine, and we’ll prepare a cottage for the three of you, where,” he added a bit mischievously, “you can do anything you like. No one here will care.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Interlude

      

      Jeanne had been left behind with the mob, to watch over the Palace of the Sun.

      “Burn it to ground, see if I care,” were the Cobblestone Witch’s parting words to her.

      Jeanne had watched Augustus fuck Marie Rose on the balcony and was strangely moved. What was secret was now laid bare. The King and Queen left no piece of themselves hidden from their people.

      In the olden days, such a rite would have produced an abundant harvest in the spring. Augustus had an instinctive grasp of magic, and as much as Jeanne had always hated the young princess, in the queen she saw a magnificent power to give herself over to her kingdom. The Sun Palace had taught her well.

      Jeanne had worked as a highly paid courtesan, a fancy whore, and she never thought a sight like that could shock her. To her, it was a job, but Marie Rose and Augustus loved each other, despite it all. Jeanne wanted to deny that, but it was there for all to see. Her trust in him, and the way that trust made him stronger. She made a powerful king out of him just as he made a queen out of her.

      Maybe I understand why Enri and Marianna were preserved in the history of this place forever.

      Now the peasants stormed the Sun Palace in the wake of their king and queen’s flight. They ripped bits of gold off everywhere they could find it, they broke plates, they tore tapestries down the middle. They were ripping Rose’s clothes into pieces. The floor was scattered with ribbons and torn petticoats.

      Jeanne was afraid to stop them. They were so hungry, hungry enough that they would have eaten the gold if they could.

      But they have no idea that the Cobblestone Witch herself caused this winter.

      Once everything had been raided and destroyed, many of the peasants went home to sell the bits and pieces they had stolen. The palace was left cavernous and cold. The bodies of a few guards were left on the marble floors, but for the most part, guards and nobles alike had fled.

      Jeanne went to her old chambers, and saw that no corner of the palace was left untouched. Someone had smashed the elegant wall panels and broken a portrait of King Emriel, the canvas torn and stomped on.

      “Oh, pupkin…” She picked up the two halves, mending his face. “It was just a dream in the end, you and me. They always said…we were just using each other. Maybe it was true. I was tossed aside easily enough. To the court, I was just your whore, and you…you did take good care of me, but I knew the one you really loved was dead and gone, so…”

      We were both happy, though, Jeanne thought. I made you laugh. Maybe it wasn’t love, but it wasn’t nothing, either.

      I thought it would feel better, to bring down that human girl.

      Jeanne looked out the window and saw the Lady’s Treat, the little hamlet built for the king’s true love and finally, a gift from Augustus to Rose. The king could have given it to her, but he never did. Jeanne felt forgotten, which was a familiar feeling. As a child, she was always forgotten. As a prostitute, she was only worth something when she spread her legs. The king plucked her from the gutter, but if she hadn’t been beautiful, she would be there still. Only with the Witch had she finally felt like she was standing on her own two feet.

      Still, she was a means to an end for the witch as well. Jeanne would bet a gold piece—if she had one—that the witch was not sparing a single thought for Jeanne right now.

      Jeanne fell asleep on her old mattress. The sheets and pillows had been stolen, but the bed was still as soft as she remembered.

      When she stirred, she smelled smoke. Bonfires?

      Jeanne flew to the window and saw some guards running around. She turned to the door and when she opened it, there was smoke drifting up to the landing.

      “No!” Jeanne shrieked. “No!”

      She tore down the stairs, losing her shoes, straight to the source of the fire, where some bony women with angry leers had set the curtains of the dining room on fire.

      “May it all burn, burn, burn to the ground!”

      “Stop!” Jeanne said.

      “Why should we?” “This is where the king and queen feasted while we starved!”

      “The king and queen will never return to this place,” Jeanne said. “But—this is still a part of the history of Ellurine. So many things have happened here. People have fallen in love—and died— Future generations should…“ Jeanne could try and explain, but in the end, this was where her king had lived and died. This had been her home, in the time when she was on top of the world.

      She ran toward the curtain and chanted out a spell, putting out the fire.

      “Leave this place,” she told the women. “Take what you need and go home. This palace will stand as a monument, so we will never forget what happened here, for better or worse. Someday you will want to take your children here and show them the rooms where the king and queen feasted while you starved, won’t you? Then it will never happen again.”

      “Well, who are you to be talking so fancy?” one of the old women sniffed. The other one just helped herself to a large clock that rested on a side table. “Help me carry this out!” she told the other one, brazenly.

      Jeanne flopped into her old seat at the table, next to the ghost of King Emriel. Her toes felt swollen from the cold seeping through her stockings. There was something so miserable about a large room with no one in it, a hearth with no fire, and a table that had been cleared of everything. The charred curtains were still smoking.

      “Oh, hell,” Jeanne said, head in her hands. “I’ve mucked it all up somehow, haven’t I? But I don’t even know what could be done.”

      Jeanne had always picked herself up, so after a while she picked up a broom and tied her hair back and started sweeping mess up in the rooms and shooing out the squatters. She only let them stay if she liked the look of them, mostly women that she recognized as her own kind—abused and determined, willing to work. Some of them were servants of the palace, others were peasants, but now they were all under Jeanne’s watch and she felt some curious desire to keep the palace intact. They took the guards’ bodies out to the woods, which was the best they could do.

      Under the Queen’s bed, she found two of the little dogs shivering. She found scraps of food and coaxed them out. “Come on, Mopsy? Peony? The queen had so many names for you that I hardly know which was which…and whatever your name is…”

      When the man mostly known only by his childhood nickname of “Merry”, came riding up to the palace to check on the situation, he found Jeanne in an apron and boots burning debris in a fire out in the palace gardens, right in front of the fountain dedicated to the god of wine, which of course wasn’t operational. Mopsy and her companion, who was once named Storm but was called ‘Dandelion’ by Jeanne, ran around with dirty paws and coats.

      “Hello there, Miss!” he called. “Who are you?”

      “You work for the witch, don’t you?” Jeanne asked. “I worked for the witch as well. But now, I’m guarding this palace. If you need food, I’ll do my best, and if you want to loot the place, I don’t think I can stop you, but I’m not going to see it burn.”

      He swept off his hat, revealing the full glory of his wild, coarse black hair. “That was quite an answer, Miss. I just asked your name.”

      “Jeanne du Bariel,” she said, one hand on her hip and the other holding her rake. “We met the other day when the Witch began to set her plans into place. I’d never forget your ugly mug.”

      “Madame du Bariel! I beg your pardon.” He dropped off the saddle to his surprisingly nimble feet. “Did the witch ask you to defend the palace?”

      “No. She asked me, not long ago, who would rule when the palace fell,” Jeanne said. “She wanted the palace to fall.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “If you’re here to lecture me about all that’s wrong with this place, I just don’t want to hear it right now,” Jeanne said. “I know all that. I’ve been there on the ground, giving out potions for syphilis and croupy cough and everything else.”

      “I wasn’t going to lecture you,” he said. “But you are being a little bit defensive, and it makes me think I ought to poke around in that palace of yours.”

      “I don’t care,” Jeanne said. “I just don’t think we should burn it, that’s all.”

      Merry looked down at her, being nearly a foot taller, and she stood firm with her rake, but after a minute she started to feel like maybe he could see deeper into her than she liked.

      “Well, go on,” she said, giving some of the sticks in the fire a shove for no reason.

      She was the King’s Favorite at one time. Merry looked at the young woman with tendrils of blonde hair falling out of the scarf that tied it back, and the sweat on her brow. I’d never have thought. But then, she is still very beautiful. She probably thinks I’m an ogre coming ‘round to pester her. But what’s she hiding? It’s something, all right.

      Could it be that…

      “You know, my mam would say that arrogant people do the right thing half of the time, but it’s always the first half,” Merry said. “Then, you’d better watch out.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Jeanne said. “I’m not answering any damned riddles.”

      “Well, the first half is where they get everyone on their side,” Merry said. “But once they’re basking in that, they have to serve their own ends. And the person who once seemed good now seems…like they’ve tricked you. But it takes time for everyone to open their eyes to it.”

      Jeanne hesitated. “You sound a tiny bit insane.”

      “I might be.”

      “You’re talking about the Witch,” she said. “Well, tell me, then, if you think that’s true, why are you working for her?”

      “I’m not quite working for anyone,” he said. “It’s easy to infiltrate something that was never organized to begin with. I don’t think it’s right, what was going on in the palace and the city. But then I don’t think it’s right to kill the king and enchant the queen either. The poor things have just been trying to follow the path laid out for them.”

      “What could we do, then?” Jeanne asked.

      “I sent the King and Queen to the Wicked Revels,” he said. “For safety. I guess we’ll see, but why don’t you just keep watching over the place? You seem to have a good head on your shoulders.” He met her eyes, somewhat on accident, and quickly got back on the horse, tipping his hat.

      Jeanne threw down her rake. “The Witch caused the blizzard that killed the crops,” she confessed. “And—I helped her. I helped her… She said it was for the best, but I don’t think that it was.”

      “Ah!” His eyes widened. “If that’s true, then…my mission might go beyond my present business.”

      “Sir, I don’t know who you are, but maybe you can help me set things right again.”

      “I’m glad you think so. It seems we’re of like mind, so I certainly will try,” Merry said, and selfishly, he was happy he got to spend more time in the presence of the fair maiden with the rake and the apron.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Augustus

      

      We filled our plates with faery cuisine such as my ancestors might have eaten: joints of meat, hearty bread, mashed roots, berry tarts and desserts made with honey, mead and wine. Even as we were eating the dancers came around and tried to pull us away from our food and into their merrymaking.

      Rose hardly ate; she clapped to the music, her feet tapping. “Augustus, do you want to dance?” She leaned toward me, half-drunk, her hair falling loose, and she was so intoxicating herself that I didn’t need to touch my wine.

      “I’m not sure I’m very good at this sort of dancing,” I said. “I’d rather do other things to you.”

      “Later,” she said.

      “Later? Do you think the rules no longer apply?”

      She looked at me and then she looked at the dancers. As soon as she met eyes with them, they started beckoning her. “Come, little human queen, come and dance!” Some creature in the form of a furry wildcat ducked under the tablecloth where we were eating and rubbed her knees. “Dance the night away, little queen,” it said in a squeaky voice from beneath us.

      “I think…they do not apply!” she said, flying out of her chair and into the fray.

      She was right, of course. She no longer wore the vine that I could control her with. This was not our court and these certainly weren’t our people, and anything that happened here would be as true as a dream. The revelers rarely came to our world except to dance at the Ball de Anon and see plays and operas, that was the sort of fun they were after.

      I wondered what I would do in a world with no rules. The thought should have been enticing, but this dance didn’t suit me any better than my own court.

      What would I see in the Waters of Truth? Would I be tinkering at my forge and settling in with my library? Gardening? Making maps? Laying stonework? Hunting?

      Or something else…

      I looked at Axel, throwing down my napkin. “Help me go after her and let’s put her in her place.”

      “As you desire,” Axel said, but his expression had also shifted since we arrived in the Wicked Revels. He had always been loyal and played along with the court, even if he thought us ridiculous, but now his elven haughtiness came to the fore. It was just like the day we first met him, before the Witch cursed him so he could only take his pleasure in Rose and myself. His eyes studied me as if he was assessing me for the first time.

      He had captivated us both from the day we met him, and it struck me all at once that the Witch had given us a great prize when she bound him to us. Otherwise, he might have left, where I’m sure many an elven maiden mourned his departure.

      Rose danced and skipped through the crowd, taking the hand of one handsome gentleman and then another, each of them daring to cross her path for just a moment before she danced to the next, now taking the hands of a goblin girl. They spun around and then she saw me in pursuit. The goblin girl pointed her toward the woods, and Rose ran down a dark path, laughing.

      “Look at her, Axel! What insolence!”

      “She’s beautiful,” he said, like he couldn’t help himself.

      Of course, she was beautiful. More beautiful, I thought, than she had ever been.

      I ran after her, Axel just behind me, as Rose ran down a narrow, curving path through the forest that seemed alive and hungry. The plants and trees of the Wicked Revels were not silent sentinels, but willing participants. In the shadows, faeries drank nectar from the lush flowers; girls were tangled in vines, lifted and spread to be claimed by men in horned masks. We passed one tree that seemed to almost fully encapsulate a woman within its trunk as if it had grown around her, her hands caught in its branches, the lower half of her body absorbed by the trunk. She shivered and moaned in desire, unaware that we were watching.

      “So this is how flowers bloom and berries grow in the middle of winter,” I said. “The air is heavy with fertility and the magic is so strong. But magic like this breaks down in the real world…”

      “Yes, I don’t see much in the way of practical concerns,” Axel said. “You would be miserable here. You love practical concerns.”

      “For all the good it’s done for me,” I said. “No matter what I do, Axel, I’m never in the right place.”

      “That isn’t true at all,” Axel said softly. “Maybe none of us had exactly the life we dreamed of, but I still don’t regret a moment of it.”

      What is it that you’re afraid to see in the Waters of Truth? I wondered. We had both tried to avoid it. And is it the same thing?

      “We’ve lost Rose,” Axel said.

      “No, we haven’t,” I said. “She’s left a trail.” I easily followed where her feet had disturbed the path, and something else besides. I sensed her like a beacon, moving through the wood, her body tangled in the vines.

      “Pin her in place for me,” I whispered to the wood. “Like an animal in a trap.”

      Around me, the leaves rustled approval.

      “Are you talking to the forest now?” Axel asked.

      “I’m always at my happiest on the hunt,” I said. “Deep in the forest. Far from the world.”

      “So do you think you could stay here forever, if it comes to that?” Axel asked.

      “No,” I said firmly. “This place has its charms, but it’s no home for us. This is not our world.”

      “Even if your lives were in danger?”

      “I am the King of Ellurine,” I said. “I’m going back there. Even if does mean the end of me, I just can’t stay in a world like this. For tonight…” I turned the corner past a thicket of blackberries, where I felt sure she would be. But instead, we came to a small pond and I no longer saw any sign of Rose.

      “How did we end up here? This forest tricked us.” I turned around and the old path was gone.

      “The Waters of Truth,” Axel said. “Queen Alexandra did warn us that it has a way of revealing itself.”

      “We need to find Rose,” I said. “We don’t have time for that.”

      “Indeed.”

      We turned back down the path, even though it had changed, but before long we were back at the pool again.

      “It seems that it won’t let us go until we take a quick look,” I said, walking toward it.

      Axel grabbed my arm, stopping me. “Augustus…promise me…” His fingers dug into me before letting me go. “Whatever we see here, you won’t judge me for it.”

      “What will I see?”

      “I think you have some idea already.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Augustus

      

      The dark waters swirled and rippled around a soft glow that rose up from under the surface, until they formed an image. Axel and I had both peered in at once. Was he seeing the same thing I saw, or did we each see our own desires?

      I was riding in a forest, with my bow and quiver of arrows. To my surprise, I rode alone, not with Rose or Axel. Nor were there any guards, and my clothes were much too humble for a King of the Sun Palace: sturdy trousers, boots, and a brown leather coat and hat. Just simple protection from the elements. I heard something rustle in the forest, past a thick tangle of thorns. Rather than give up, I left my horse and waved my hands. The thorns slid out of my way. I moved slowly, careful not to startle my prey, and notched an arrow to the string.

      I realized Axel had glanced at me, and that I had a faint smile. I dropped it, self-conscious, and shrugged.

      “I’ve always said you’d make a fine wood elf,” Axel said.

      “So we are seeing the same thing.”

      He nodded. “Where is your Rose?”

      The vision rippled and changed, answering our question, because now I was coming into a clearing and Rose was there playing with the children I knew must be ours. She sat, barefoot, in the grass, with a few lambs frolicking around, a few stains on her dress, a beribboned hat on her head. It made me think of when I first brought her into my country and we had a picnic, and she noticed how neatly one of the little girls of the court was sitting and eating. That poor little girl. At her age I would’ve still been running around the river bank.

      Now I could see Rose’s desire to raise her children the way she wished, playing freely, close to their parents. The children ran toward me, and I scooped them up in my arms and swung them around, much to their glee. But then they seemed to fade away, and it was just the two of us and we went into the house. The dwelling was modest by our own standards, although more than a cottage—in fact, it looked like the Lady’s Treat, I realized.

      That was where Axel was waiting for us.

      Axel strode toward the two of us and it was clear to me that in the household, Axel was the one who ruled our pleasure. He made no effort to defer to us or dampen the arrogant way he held his head. With a coy smile, he gave Rose a deep kiss as he fondled her breasts in both of his hands. Then he walked to me and unbuttoned my trousers, taking out my cock and giving it two long deep strokes. His hand went deeper, cupping my balls, and he snapped his fingers at Rose.

      At his order, she began to suck my cock. When I was painfully erect, he ordered her away. He tied a small ribbon around my erection, in a determined way, and I could see that Rose was getting more excited as she watched.

      He gave her a look and she unbuttoned his trousers and pleasured him, deep and slow.

      Axel tugged at his cravat. “Is this my dream or yours?” he finally asked.

      “If we must ask…”

      He took a step back. “Since the first day I saw you and the queen, I thought, you both belong to me,” he said. “The Witch cast that spell on me to ensure that I belonged to you, a spell that has never broken, and never will. But before that, I knew you both wanted me.”

      I had tried to deny it before but I couldn’t deny it now. “You really are an arrogant high elf.” I started to turn back to the water, compelled to see how it all played out, but he stopped me.

      He turned to me, his face a mirror of the first time we met—the high cheekbones, blue-gray eyes that were both magnetic and a little sad, balanced by the teasing twist of his mouth. “You don’t need to see it in the Waters of Truth,” he said.

      He took my hands and kissed me, and I tried to pull away, even though I expected it. My heart was pounding. If I admitted this to myself—that I wanted my wife and I wanted Axel to be the master of us both—surely I could never be the king again. I was too far gone. He didn’t let me go, but forced himself on me, his tongue in my mouth, his masculine taste more appealing to me than I ever could have thought.

      “I already know who you are,” he said. “And I love you for it. I don’t care what the rest of the world says. I will always love Your Majesties. I will protect you…and keep you…and they’d have to tear me apart before I would leave your side, my wild, dark-eyed king.”

      There was a time when I thought I would be alone in the world. That I would be forced into a role I hated and would simply have to endure it. I didn’t think I would love my wife until I met her. But Axel had truly hit us like a thunderbolt. We had never expected him, but now I couldn’t imagine life without him.

      I hardly knew what to say.

      He pushed me away, casually now, and shook his head. “I think we’ve seen enough now. Maybe the forest will let us find our way back to Rose.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      I was running through the forest leading Augustus on a merry chase when my outfit betrayed me. The vines whipped out and clung to a nearby tree, pulling me up and spreading me out into a web of vines. Two vines caught my wrists, two vines caught my feet, and a dozen more held my body in place, all of them wrapped around nearby trunks, roots and branches.

      “Hey!” I struggled with all my might and as I did, some tall ferns growing under me reached their leaves upward to tickle me between the legs, my costume sliding aside obligingly.

      “Don’t struggle, little queen. The more you do, the more we’ll tease,” a tiny voice said beneath me, and I realized that some little rabbits with horns were holding the ferns in their paws.

      “What a very strange place!” I gasped, still struggling as much as ever. “Please let me go! I don’t want to be pleasured by rabbits!”

      “We’re not rabbits!” they said indignantly.

      “Well, what are you!?”

      “We’re fertility spirits, of course. We have horns, see? Do we look like rabbits to you?”

      “Yes!”

      “We can’t let you stray too far, little queen. We’ll make you ready for your lovers.”

      “Oooh, no, I don’t need fertility spirits. I’m already with child!”

      “Ahhh,” they said. “But isn’t it fun anyway?”

      “Ah ha…please stop!”

      “If you insist…” The horned rabbits jumped away, leaving me alone with the chirps and trills of the strange forest. I felt like I could hear it breathing, and I definitely caught movement in the fringes of my vision.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have been so eager to send them away after all.

      “Axel!” I cried. “Augustus! Where are you? You were right behind me!”

      A faery girl came walking down the path, wearing an apron with deep pockets and a heavy cloak. She was balancing a basket on her head. “Would you like a sweet?” she asked.

      “No! I want to get down! I’ve lost my husband.”

      The girl looked me over and shook her head. “Queen Alexandra told me to come and find out what you want. Your men have found their way to the Waters of Truth.”

      “I thought they didn’t want the Waters of Truth.”

      “Well, if you come to the Wicked Revels, you don’t get what you think you want. You get the things you’ve tried to hide.” She rummaged in her cloak and took out a hand mirror. “What do you want, Queen Who Bowed? I bet I can guess, and it’ll be the opposite of bowing. You can set a clock to that sort of thing. Usually we get in girls who are too shy to admit they want anything at all, but you’re going to be a different sort of case.”

      “I don’t think this is necessary,” I said. “In fact, I think I want to be left alone! From the moment I left Osteria, I’ve been told what to desire, and now I don’t even know what it is I want anymore!”

      She held the mirror up to me anyway. “It is frightening to admit what you want sometimes, but that’s why this place exists.”

      In the mirror, I saw myself with two beautiful children. The oldest was a fair-haired girl, and I also had a dark-haired boy. I shut up about not wanting to see in the mirror. In fact, now I wanted to grab it out of her hands. “Are those my children?”

      “They could be.”

      All of us were dressed in the clothing I preferred: soft, comfortable linen and cotton, sun hats, ribbons and natural adornments. We sat in a little meadow of clover and wildflowers, with a few newborn lambs running around us. I saw my hands moving. I was telling the children a story or explaining something to them. When I was done, the girl started hunting for butterflies while I rolled on my back and bounced the little boy in my arms.

      I started to cry. It hit me out of nowhere. “My children…!”

      “You do look very happy,” the faery girl said gently.

      “This is what I want for them. Such a simple thing…like my own childhood. But they could never know a life like this in the Sun Palace.” I shut my eyes. “What is the use of showing this to me? Does this mean I am meant to stay here and raise my children in this realm?”

      “I don’t know yet,” the faery said. “You’ll have to figure it out for yourself.”

      The vision was still going on, in which I saw Augustus emerge from the woods, and he had brought us some game. I could see the visceral pleasure in his face that he could hunt our food for me and the children. We relied on him, in this vision. There was no sign of the abundant feasts of the Sun Palace, but I was happier with the single pig than with ten different types of fishes and birds and roasts.

      The children seemed to melt away now, and we were in the house, and that was where Axel was waiting for us. In this vision, he was more than just the Sword of the King.

      My master, I thought.

      Whatever Axel told us to do, we did. Augustus and I both.

      I wanted to linger on the children and lambs, but I couldn’t help it. I grew wetter and wetter, my nipples tight, my whole body straining with yearning, as I watched Axel command us, often with just his eyes and the smallest gesture. We knew what he wanted, but it also felt like it was still a surprise.

      After I had brought Axel to a release with my mouth and Augustus watched, he led us to the bedroom, and he tore Augustus’ clothes off and tied him to the bed, occasionally stroking him to keep him hard. He spread Augustus out on his stomach and then he went to me and whispered in my ear. I couldn’t hear him, but I could almost imagine sinful words coming from that beautiful mouth, warm breath on my ear.

      I wondered what Axel was telling me to do.

      “So that’s what it looks like…,” I murmured. “That’s the life I want.”

      In the dream, the King’s Vine shifted around me and Axel picked up a shaft of wood shaped like a horn and pressed it to my pelvis. Now I realized it was a phallus and my skin burned, feeling as if I should not watch as the Queen Who Bowed climbed atop her prone king, while Axel watched us both. I caressed Augustus’s muscular shoulders, my long hair tickling his ear, before I—

      I looked away.

      “What’s wrong, Your Majesty?” the faery asked.

      “Don’t show me this.”

      “I’m not. The mirror reflects your own mind, that’s all.”

      “I have never thought such a thing!”

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “But you will think of it now, won’t you?” She rummaged in her cloak, which seemed to have many pockets in the lining, and found what looked like the exact wooden horn in the dream. She lifted it up and the vines reached for it, pulling it against me, so it looked as if I had grown a cock. The base rested snug against my clit, the vines holding it securely in place.

      I heard the soft footsteps of two men who knew how to navigate the forest, even in the dark. Axel and Augustus came down the path, and the faery girl dashed off.

      “No—wait!” I cried. “Don’t let them see me like this! I don’t want this!”
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      “Poor Rose. How long have you been hanging there?” Axel asked. Then he noticed what was between my legs. “What’s this? We can’t leave you alone for five minutes, can we? The queen has grown a cock in our absence.”

      Augustus looked at me with his eyes burning. “What did you tell them, Rose?”

      “I didn’t ‘tell them’ anything,” I said. “A faery girl appeared and— Well, it doesn’t matter. Get it off me. I mean—“ I faltered because I could see Augustus getting hard, wanting me, even as his skin turned pink as quick as the end of a sunset. “That is—I know that we have occasionally turned the tables on our roles…but surely this…”

      “Gods, I can hardly stand the two of you anymore,” Axel said, shoving Augustus toward me as he put his other hand around my ass. “We’re in another world, far from home, a world where our true selves will be revealed, like it or not. Let her down, my lord. She’s too high up for us to do anything to her.”

      This small exchange revealed a shifting dynamic, where Axel was no longer afraid to give an order to Augustus. Not that Augustus took the order meekly. “That’s hardly true,” he said, lifting a hand to hold Axel back while he walked up to me. I was hanging in the trees so that my breasts were level with his eyes. He slid his fingers between my legs. “Your sex is soaking wet. Tell me exactly what you’ve been thinking of.”

      “I saw a vision…in the mirror…the faery girl showed me…”

      “Yes?”

      “First you went hunting and I was playing with the children. That was all quite lovely.”

      “Yes, that was an idyllic vision. And then the children went off to play with a nurse,” Augustus said. “I saw that too.” He worked his hand back and forth along my folds and then gave the horn a little tug that teased me. It made me feel as I had a cock, and that turned me on much more than I wanted it to. “Then what?” he asked.

      “Axel…bade me to suck your cock…and then…”

      “He looked awfully smug, didn’t he?” Augustus gave me an amused look and traced the edge of my nipple with his tongue.

      “I…suppose he did…”

      “And then?”

      I flushed. “He wouldn’t let me satisfy you…he…made me take him instead…and then we were in the bedroom and…Axel made us…”

      “So we have all seen the same thing,” Axel said.

      “No wonder you look smug,” Augustus said. “You were the master of the whole situation.”

      “Was I? Only because Your Majesties wished it,” he said, with a sideways glance at Augustus. “We haven’t ever really been honest with each other before, but now it’s all been laid out for us, like it or not. And yes, I am very pleased with the arrangement,” he said, giving Augustus a look that was shamelessly hungry and bold, the opposite of how anyone should treat the king. “The Queen will master you, but only if it pleases me.”

      “What kind of a man am I to want that?” Augustus asked.

      “A man who knows what he wants,” Axel said. “A man who knows how he likes to be pleased. A man who has spent his day riding, hunting, and working hard, and would like to succumb at the end of the day to sheer abandon. Even if that vision never comes true, at least let me take care of you tonight, my lord. Give yourself and your queen over to me.”

      Augustus shut his eyes. “Once. While we are all together.” Augustus lifted his hands up and the vines lowered me into his arms.

      The way he held me felt different than it ever had before. The dynamic between us was shifted now, in some way that was hard to explain, but it made me feel a rush of my own strength, even as I felt how firm his grip was, how strong his body was, compared to my slight and feminine form.

      This is how we find balance together, as a woman and a man, a king and a queen.

      Will o’ wisps danced on the path, leading us to a cottage that was built into the trunk of a huge tree. The door was open a crack, and candles glowed in the windows. Axel led the way, opening the door and surveying the room with a glance and a sniff. “All seems safe here,” he said.

      The room was round and covered in roots and vines that grew around a hearth. The bed was made up neatly with quilts and pillows, and there were two chairs drawn up to a table food and drink. The table was one long log, smoothed of bark, but still rounded, with a stub of branch sticking up and curving around like a hooked nose. It all looked innocent at first but there was a seething tension to the room, an eagerness, as if the walls had eyes. The vines on my dress lifted toward the vines on the walls, flowers brushing leaves. I had this feeling the very walls would like to suck me up into them and caress every inch of me.

      “It doesn’t feel that safe,” I murmured.

      “It all depends on whose hands you’re in,” Axel said. “Augustus, I want you to be well ready for Rose to fuck you. I know you’re a patient man. I’m going to enjoy some dinner first, and I think you should stand by the wall and see what happens. And I hope you’ll fight because I find it very arousing when you do.”
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      The walls sprung immediately to life and snatched my wrists up, hugging me against them. Then my feet. And then everywhere—my shoulders, my chest, my thighs.

      Axel didn’t have to tell me to fight. There was genuine adrenaline pulsing through me like I was on the hunt.

      No, like I was the hunted.

      “I want to look at you, Rose,” Axel said. “While I eat.” He scooped her up by the waist, spread her thighs open, and sat her nether hole down onto the nub jutting from the table. She whimpered a little at its hardness even though it wasn’t very large. He laid her back, catching her wrists in one of his strong hands, until she was laying down on the table with her legs dangling. Her body swallowed the smooth little bit of branch, so I couldn’t see it anymore, but she could clearly feel it, while the phallus stood erect from where it was nestled between her folds, keeping her nether lips slightly spread around it. Her skin was taut against her ribs, her full breasts heaving with her quick breath.

      For so long I had commanded the King’s Vine and been in control of Rose. Now, as I watched her, I was losing command of myself as the vines threatened my resilience, holding me close as a lover while they snaked under my trouser buttons and popped them open, releasing my throbbing member only to tighten around it, keeping me restrained.

      Otherwise I might have come right then and there as I watched Axel, pinning down Rose’s hands as he drank the wine and ate a few small tomato tarts. He washed them down and then he handed his cup to her.

      “Hold that there,” he said softly, and he suckled her breasts and stroked the horn between her legs. She convulsed with pleasure, the base of the horn stimulating her as she appeared like some creature beyond male or female. Her hips pumped unconsciously and I was sweating to imagine her thrusting that into me.

      As I thought about it, the vines crept under the back of my trousers. They were penetrating me from behind now. Tightening around my cock and my balls. Holding me fast.

      I let out a scream, transcending pleasure into torture.

      But craving every moment of it.

      Axel looked at me now and then, just to admire me, as he continued to slowly make love to Rose’s body, caressing and tasting the most precious corners of her skin like she was a sculpture and he was blind and deaf. Not just her nipples, but the swell of her belly, only showing her pregnancy if you knew how thin she normally was—the curve of her hip—the V-shape of her legs to her sex—the arch of her feet. Back to the other end of her, her delicate fingers, from which he removed the cup.

      I knew so well the places where she liked to be touched, the places that would stimulate her no matter how tired or reluctant she was. I was her king, and it was my job to know so I could fulfill my duty night after night.

      Axel knew them too.

      I was trying my best not to scream, but I did fight, not just because Axel asked me to but because my body acted of its own accord against this violation.

      “Oh gods…” Rose tossed her head.

      Axel picked her up by her wrists and plucked her off the table. “Now I want you to do everything you can to stimulate Augustus before you fuck him.”

      “Augustus…” Her eyes hooded and she licked her lips unconsciously as she stroked my hair back off my sweaty forehead and slowly unbuttoned my shirt. Her hands spread over my chest to my shoulders and then dug back down to my belly, a few times over, almost like a cat enjoying a scratch. “Mm…I can’t bear it. I can’t bear how agonized you look. Can you bear it a little longer? I think you must…”

      She slid her hands down my trousers, cupping my buttocks, tracing the lines of the vines that were slowly stretching me and readying me for her.

      Her satin tongue slid along my lower lip before pulling it into her mouth, and then surging into mine. She kissed me deeply as she reached down and held my cock in her hand, feeling it straining. I moaned, my shoulders pulling hard at the vines that held them.

      “I like this,” she whispered in my ear. “I like it when I can feel every inch of strength inside you bursting to take me, pin me down, fuck me until I’m spent…but you can’t do a thing. You can’t even speak.”

      “Rose…please…just…”

      “Yes…when Axel says so.” She dropped to her knees and took my cock in her mouth, sucking on it, and I screamed and raged. Axel came up to me, his fair hair a little disheveled, and a twinkle in his eye, and gave me a very tender kiss. Much too tender for all the pain I endured.

      “Please, Axel…”

      “The first time of many,” he said. “Let’s get you to the bed.”

      The vines let me go and all my blood was free to flow again, hands and legs and cock tingling. My erection grew stiff and I couldn’t believe my skin bore only faint lines from being held by the vines. It felt like I had been close to exploding into pieces. I felt like I should be bleeding.

      Axel tied me down on the bed face down, just like in the dream, and smacked one of my buttocks.

      “How long have you imagined this day?” I growled. “To seem so sure of yourself?”

      “This is how I always am,” he said. “Whether I’m in your service or you are in mine, I do know I’m quite a good specimen and none of my lovers have ever complained.” He laughed. “But then, I don’t remember much about them. I am bound to Your Majesties and isn’t it hard to remember that anything else ever existed?”

      “Yes…,” Rose said.

      I couldn’t see them but I heard him go to Rose. “Let’s get this good and slick…”

      I was already so aroused, that I was afraid I might ruin it all and come before Rose even touched me. I thought of all the times I had to tell her when to come and when to hold back. How did she stand it? But I was more excited when I considered that she eventually had learned to obey my every command.

      And now my wife, who had been the perfect servant of my whims since the day she was offered to me, was about to violate me, and I already knew that she would not be gentle. I knew that whenever she had the chance, Rose would take her small revenge.

      These thoughts hung in my mind, two strands twisting tighter and tighter together, one of fear and one of mad desire, until I heard Axel say, “Go and do whatever you like to him.”

      I felt her crawl into bed above me, hands like prowling paws, breathing with anticipation. She put her hands around my hips and urged me to change my position a little. And then the tip of the horn, hard and soft and slick at once, pushing its way in as Rose sighed.

      She moaned and I knew she felt it too, the sensation and pressure traveling down the faery wood and ringing through her as she stretched and filled me. But the phallus was not so big that she couldn’t thrust it in and out. She quickly realized that she could flex her little hips and make me scream.

      “Oh, Augustus…I’ve always wondered what it would be like to be a man and take instead of give. It’s like the first time all over again.”

      “I’m…going to explode, Rose.”

      “No,” she said. “Not yet. You have to hold back. Let me have a little fun, at least.”

      I screamed as she rode me, leaning closer to me so her round breasts smacked against my back, and it grew more and more unbearable as I thought of how she must look. That moment seemed to last forever and all I could think of was trying to obey her as my cock grew more swollen and my skin blazed.

      And then as she fucked me, she wrapped a hand around my cock and pumped. “Come now, my love.”

      For a second I feared I might be too pent to ever let go again. I felt like I was more likely to die than to simply release. But then it happened, just as it should, hot seed spilling out of me, all over her hand and the sheets beneath me.

      It really was like the first time all over again, satisfaction mingling with confusion, the aches and pains of skin that had never been touched much less driven hard. When it was over, Axel pulled her off of me and fucked her himself, as she sat straddling his knees and he slid his hand up and down the horn. By the time I had watched them, my desire was already rising again, and I’m sure the spirits of the Wicked Revels were fully fed.
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      The Wicked Revels thumped along to its own beat. What seemed, at first, to be pure frivolity was more than it seemed under the surface.

      Every night, there was music and dancing. There was Queen Alexandra and King Ladinus presiding with her joking and calling for louder, faster music, and her faery husband watching carefully to make sure that no one’s joy twisted into cruelty.

      Alexandra was very kind to me, and seemed to watch out for me especially.

      “You’re very hard to read, Queen Marie Rose,” she said. “I think you’re a happy woman with those two handsome mates of yours, but then at times you seem very sad. They treat you well, don’t they? Because if they don’t, I’ll do something about it. The Queen of the Sun Palace isn’t a willing position from what I understand.”

      “Oh, no…I am willing,” I said. “Maybe I wasn’t always. But then again…well, it’s confusing.”

      “I guess that answer is good enough,” she said. “We don’t always know what we want until we’re experiencing it. Ladinus can be very cold and dominating. My parents were concerned back then, but I’m wild about him. I chose wisely, in the end. He is my perfect counterpart to be King of the Revels.”

      “Do you mean he married into the Revels? I thought it was the opposite! Aren’t you human?”

      “Yes, I am human. Human-ish. My parents became the King and Queen of the Wicked Revels, ousting the Magus who once held the throne. They were both humans but seem more like faeries now. The magic here rubs off on everyone.”

      “You ousted the man who was on the throne? Er, your parents?”

      Alexandra paused. “Well, yes.”

      “Was he a bad king?”

      “He wasn’t a bad king, but he ended up being wrong for the job.”

      “Oh…” I wondered if that was how things were with Augustus and me. It did always feel like we were trying very hard to fill shoes we didn’t quite fit. And then the people grew furious, and I grew furious back, to see them blaming me for all the trouble when I hadn’t meant to do anything wrong. Maybe that was all it really was. Augustus wasn’t a king at all. Perhaps he was also a sort of Magus.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve worried you.”

      “No, you’ve made me think.”

      

      It seemed at first as if no one worked, but the sun actually did rise in the morning, and the Revelers slept late and then got to business. Queen Alexandra gave us a tour of the village and set us straight.

      “Oh, we have bakers and brewers and seamstresses and hunters and foragers.”

      “But it seems to me like everyone is sleeping,” Augustus said. “When does the work happen?”

      “The forest does so much of the work for us.” She led the way to a grove. “See these peach trees?”

      Their branches were bowing to the ground, heavy with fruit.

      Augustus looked appalled. I could practically see him looking around for shears. “Yes. They’ll snap like that.”

      “They won’t,” she said, plucking ripe, golden fruit off a tree and handing them to us. “And if we picked every fruit on them, within a week they would be bursting again. There is so much magic here, that the forest does the work for us. Firewood is easy to find. Game is easy to catch. All we have to do is make lovely things to amuse ourselves. So we sleep a while, and work a bit, and dance and drink a while more.” She laughed. “King Augustus, you look like your peach has a worm in it.”

      “No. Of course not. It’s just—well, what does the game think about being so easy to catch?”

      “We give the forest so much in return. Balance is preserved.”

      “I just don’t know what purpose I’d have if everything was easy.”

      “What purpose do you have now? You’re a king. Oh, I know, you do like to hunt…”

      “It’s not just that,” he said. “I like to make myself useful. It truly brings me joy to build and craft things, and the dances and feasts, well…they’re fine. We have plenty of them too, I suppose.”

      I laughed. “Augustus is not really a romantic at his core, but that is his most attractive quality.”

      “Surely it isn’t the destiny of every faery just to jump around all night,” Augustus said.

      It quickly became clear that we had no purpose in the Wicked Revels, and Augustus wasn’t very happy without a purpose.

      “We can ask the high elves for help,” Axel said. “Since you sent your men to help us, we’ll help you. The trolls have become much less of threat thanks to your aid. If we can just wait it out until aid arrives, then we should be able to get some control of the city.”

      “Yes, as far as I know Commander Lafiel is still alive, and the northern army should be loyal,” Augustus said. “They could be here in a couple of weeks.”

      But we didn’t get many updates, and couldn’t be sure they had ever received our message.

      After a week of nothing, a messenger handed me letters that came through the gate to our world, from Julia and Louisa.

      

      My Dearest Friend,

      

      I’m glad you’re safe, more than anything, but I miss you so terribly! Hardly a moment goes by when I don’t wonder what you’re doing and think of us picking out clothes with Madame Bertin and making mischief at the Lady’s Treat. I miss our plays…our games…oh, I even miss stealing a kiss from you, you naughty thing!

      …we are safe behind stone walls, in the northern countryside where the people still speak your name fondly. They are much more afraid of trolls than you. But it’s very cold here, Rose. I don’t mean physically (although it is that). There is always a fire to warm my hands, but it was your presence that was the warmest of all.

      

      Love,

      Julia

      

      Both letters were long and full of small details about absolutely nothing. It is only with true friends that you can talk about nothing for hours and hours and find it more interesting than a novel.

      But then there was another letter, and it was from Merry.

      

      Dear King Augustus and Queen Marie Rose, Honorable Rulers of the Sun Palace,

      

      I’m afraid I have very bad news to report. Lord Merdon tried to calm the crowds and  was captured by the Witch and killed. It’s not safe. I don’t know when it will be safe. It is at great risk that I send you this letter.

      

      “Lord Merdon! No!” My breath came strained. “Poor Julia will be devastated…”

      

      I must be honest with you. The situation here is very bad. The people have had some real pain, and while little of it was your fault, it has reached such a fever pitch that I’m not sure how to save you except to give you this refuge in the Wicked Revels.

      If you like, you can stay there forever.

      If your honor compels you to come home, I am afraid that if you don’t submit to the curse, there will be more anger and more deaths than one mere mage can contain. There is no sense mincing words. If you come, I can’t give you back your throne. I think the best I could do is to give you a disguise. I would try to find a new life in the realm of Revels, where at least you can still be yourself.

      

      “We have to return,” Augustus said.

      “You can’t return,” Axel said. “Isn’t that obvious now? She’ll have you killed. She’ll curse Rose. That will be the end of everything.”

      “But I see no way for us to have a future here!” Augustus said. “The Wicked Revels has a purpose, but it’s not my purpose. I can’t stand to spend my days here hiding while our friends are killed, and the witch gloats over my city. We have to return. Well, I do. You keep Rose here, of course.”

      “There is no way am I remaining here with Axel while you leave me,” I said. “There is no way I would say goodbye knowing I would never see you again!”

      “It’s my duty. Someday I might have to face my ancestors in the world beyond, and I will not be known as the king who abandoned his people. If they truly decide they would rather kill me than have me as their king…well.”

      “Well!? That’s all you have to say about it?”

      I put my arms around him and held him. I understood all too well. My mother would have said the same thing and she would have expected the same from me.

      Yes, I would have my own ancestors to face in the world beyond. I imagined what I would say to her. The faeries never treated me like I was one of them.

      And I could imagine her arch response. Oh, didn’t they? What about your good friends Julia and Louisa who might be murdered for their association with you? What about the children of the court who adored you? What about the servants who were faithful to you? Your beloved dressmaker? Rose…a good queen can’t pick and choose her subjects. You can only give them your best.

      Oh, Mother. I know the ways you would scold me so well by now, that maybe I am old enough to no longer need you. I swallowed back tears. My mother wasn’t always warm, but she was so strong, so admirable, and she never neglected me, even across the miles.

      “If I pricked my finger on the spindle willingly, maybe…she would spare you. Maybe it would all calm down.”

      “There is no way I will ever give you permission to go. The king should always sacrifice himself before the queen!” Augustus said, and for once, his control over me didn’t seem like a game. He meant every word of it.

      “Wait,” Axel said. “I think, before we do anything, we should consult a mage.”
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      Interlude

      

      The Cobblestone Witch raged when she learned that the royal trio had escaped their prison, but Merry, in an attempt to throw the Witch off the trail, started a rumor that maybe Augustus’ brother, the Master of Delights, had helped him escape.

      A trick he would quickly regret when the Witch called for Prince Josef’s head.

      The mob was so hungry to see someone punished that some sorcerers from the council tracked down the prince as he tried to flee farther north and dragged him back to Ellurine, where the prince, who was known for his clever quips, stamina for alcohol, and love of music, was beheaded before a crowd of hundreds.

      It was a dark day for the kingdom. The most fervent revolutionaries came to shout at him, but in the streets of the rest of the city, one could tell the people were in a state of shock and some apprehension. No matter what you believed, there was a sense that no good would come of this.

      When the news moved swiftly to Jeanne, her annoyance with her mistress quickly rose to a full-throated cry of rebellion, one that echoed down the halls of her old rooms. The dogs ran around her in circles, whining with distress.

      “Does she think this will fix anything for anyone?” she screamed at Merry, swinging a broom around. She beat the walls. “I told you she was going down a dark path! And now that she’s tasted blood, where does it end?”

      “I am very much afraid of that,” Merry said. “She is hoping that by killing nobles, one after another, the king will be lured out to sacrifice himself.”

      “And I think he’ll do it, too. You know, I never thought much of him at all. I’ll admit that right off. He wasn’t a man like his grandfather. Emriel was a lover and a warrior both, just what you would want in a King of the Sun Palace. Augustus, he was just strange. But he was honorable. Too honorable. I bet he’ll come back and give her just what she wants.”

      “She’ll kill him…,” Merry said, grimacing.

      “I need a drink,” Jeanne cried, turning to the kitchens. The palace was so vast that she lost her way trying to find the wine cellars, and then when she found them she realized that all the wine had been looted or spilled. She could still smell it soaked into the stone but there was none to drink.

      Jeanne laughed until she folded her arms over a barrel and cried.

      “Miss du Bariel.” Merry stood over her and kicked the barrel out from under her. “I need your help.”

      “Fair enough. I deserved that, for sure. This is my fault as much as anyone’s. I helped her all along the way. I learned magic from her, but it isn’t like I have enough magic to stop her.”

      “You certainly do have something that can stop her,” Merry said. “The truth.”

      “Oh, no…” Jeanne was ready to bolt. “If I told the people that I helped her cast a spell to create this winter, she would find a way to blame me for it and they would tear me to pieces.”

      “Maybe,” Merry said. “Truth is powerful magic.” More gently, he continued, “Maybe you don’t have enough magic to control the weather or destroy the witch. But between us both, we might have enough magic to protect the King and Queen and help the people. If you are serious about putting an end to all of this, because I’ve heard that you were no friend of the queen’s.”

      Jeanne shook her head. “When I knew her she seemed like a petty child. But I could never have done what she has done. She is the Queen Who Bowed.”

      “I have a task for you, if you’re willing.” He held out a scarf made of spun gold. “This is a precious family heirloom, woven with magic. Before I entrust you, I want your promise that you understand.”

      I have never been a person worth trusting, Jeanne thought. It was a very strange feeling for anyone to think of her in that role in the first place.

      “Who are you?” she asked. “You’re a goblin, so why do you care about the queen?”

      “I am quite capable of caring about someone of another race,” he said. “And my mother was a human, not that it matters. But this didn’t begin in any particularly benevolent way. The witch got her hands on an enchanted spinning wheel that belonged to my father some years ago, and I would like to return it to him.”

      Jeanne nodded, as pride made more sense to her than kindness as a core motivation.

      “I believe the King and Queen might come here out of duty,” Merry continued. “And the people need to hear from them. But the only way to ease the situation might be for the king and queen to abdicate the throne. This will remove the witch’s argument out from under her, and she and the council will have to get down to the business of actually fixing the kingdom. The scarf can rescue the royal family from their plight. Before Rose touches the spindle, or before Augustus is executed, they will be whisked away in a flash and I will secure safe passage for them to Aveborg, where they can wait it out. You need to give this to them after they arrive, because the Witch will surely search her for such enchantments when she returns. I believe the Witch trusts you to be close to her.”

      “So they will be exiled,” Jeanne said.

      “For now.”

      “But the kingdom will be a disaster under the witch,” Jeanne said. “More people will starve. She doesn’t know the first thing about actually governing. I just don’t think the king and queen would accept that fate.”

      “She seems to know quite a lot about executions,” Merry said, arching a brow. “So we can only do what we can for now.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Jeanne said brusquely, even as she wondered how this strange man had so many tricks up his sleeve and why she enjoyed his company when she had never given the time of day to an ugly man before. “Sounds easy enough.”

      “Do be careful,” he said, not betraying any of the tenderness he felt for this woman who had spent the past two weeks as the lonely keeper of the Palace of the Sun. He rummaged in his pocket and found a flask of liquor and they shared a drink together.

      “Don’t forget to lock the doors behind you when you come to town,” he said, patting the door frame. “We should keep the place safe for them, eh?”

      Jeanne thought of the dozens of doors and the tall windows with shattered panes, and laughed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are there any mages among your court?” Axel asked the king and queen of the Wicked Revels. “Isn’t there some sort of enchantment that might break the curse? I understand my lord and lady’s sense of duty, but as their sworn protector I must try everything to save them, even if the price is high.”

      Queen Alexandra and King Ladinus looked at each other.

      “You have proved yourself worthy,” Queen Alexandra said. “The most powerful mage in our kingdom is known only as the Magus. If anyone in the realm could go against the Cobblestone Witch, it would be him. But his magic feeds on desire, and he could only create a spell for you if you were able to let go completely. Since you have done so, I’ll give you a carriage and send you to his door.”

      As the carriage trundled along the road, I poked Augustus and laughed. “You looked so annoyed that she was pleased with us!”

      He gave me an insolent look. “I wouldn’t get too smug. Just because you wrung my fantasies out of me, doesn’t mean I can’t demand my royal privilege. Kneel on the floor of the carriage and pleasure me as we ride.”

      “Or we could make things more interesting still,” Axel said, grabbing me before I could kneel. They were sitting across from each other. He cupped his hand around my sex, keeping me from sitting down. “You can ride my cock while you please your king.” He spread my legs over his lap and Augustus settled my arms at his waist, so I bridged them, the swaying of the carriage doing some of the work for me.

      “After all, we are seeing the mage who feeds on desire,” Augustus said.

      By the time we arrived I expected the Magus would have plenty to work with.

      He lived in a charming wooden cottage deep in the forest, and I’m sure he must have heard us coming, because when the carriage pulled up, he was waiting outside with a woman he introduced as his wife Gretel. Both of them were probably older than they looked, I thought, but faeries aged gracefully. The woman looked human but a life lived in the faery realm gave all of its residents the faery charms.

      “Well, well, we don’t have that many visitors these days,” he said, leaning in the doorframe, arms crossed. “I’m supposed to be retired. It must be quite important.”

      “This must be the King and Queen of Ellurine,” the woman said. “Didn’t you read the mail?”

      “If you think the mail is important, you’d best read it to me,” he said. “Or at least tell me the gossip over our dinner. Or do I have to pin you down and demand it…?” He waved us in. “Come in and tell me what you need, whoever you are.”

      We were shown into a snug parlor with two chairs by the fire and other chairs that seemed forgotten in corners like the Magus didn’t have many guests. Gretel pulled them around for us now and served us rhubarb and strawberry pastries.

      Once we had explained the situation, he looked thoughtful for a moment and then stormed off, leaving Gretel to shrug at us and enjoy plenty of the pastry herself. “Well, that’s a good sign, anyway,” she said.

      The Magus returned after a little while with a dusty bottle with just a few drops of liquid. He gave it to Augustus. “This is a very rare spell,” he said. “The realm of dreams is hard to pin down with magic. The spell must be made slowly and carefully from the essence of the dream world that can only be captured in the moment you wake up, and it is equally difficult to activate. Luckily I do have one in my inventory.”

      “What does it do?” Augustus asked.

      “It will allow you to enter the dream realm with another person,” the Magus said. “The spell is meant for a husband and wife who must be separated for a long time. So, if Rose should fall under the curse, you can still see her and speak to her. However, as I said, it isn’t easy to activate either. You have to take the spell and then make love to her, but you can’t wake her up. While you make love to her in the real world, she will see you in her dreams. If you wake her up, or she doesn’t see you there, then the spell is a failure.”

      “How am I supposed to control it?”

      “If your bond is close, it’ll happen,” the Magus said. “The dose allows for you to try three times.”

      “What is the price?” Augustus asked.

      “Old as I am, just take it. What use do I have for anything?”

      “He’s in a very good mood today,” Gretel said, smiling wryly.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “I don’t expect it will be too hard for you.”

      “And this is all? Could you make another batch?”

      The Magus shrugged. “It’s magic, my dear. It takes time and I am getting too old, and you will run out of time yourselves besides. You’re talking about a spell that warps the boundaries between worlds, so it can’t be whipped up on a whim.”

      Augustus looked interested in how the spells were made, and asked many more questions, but there didn’t seem to be any way around it, so that was that. After a little more tea and somewhat awkward conversation, we turned around and went back to the Wicked Revels.

      “Well, there are three doses,” Axel said. “So you’ll just have to do it right the first time.”

      Augustus rolled the bottle back and forth in his palm. “Maybe you should take the potion to begin with. If the worst should happen…you might be able to escape to Aveborg and spend out your days visiting Rose in your dreams and taking care of her as she sleeps. If I’m killed, it’s useless.”

      “I could never do that. You’re her first love.”

      “Please don’t let me sleep for a hundred years,” I said. “Not if you’re both gone when I wake up.”

      They looked at each other, and didn’t answer me, and I knew either of these men would do anything to protect me, even if it meant sentencing me to a life without them.

      This, I could not bear.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Augustus

      

      We made the bedroom as relaxing as possible, to encourage Rose to sleep deeply. Lavender under the pillowcase. A healthy fire in the heart of the cottage, so she could fall asleep in the nude. Her hands and feet were not bound like they must be in the Palace of the Sun.

      She looked like a painting as she settled her head down, her fair hair loose, the curves of her body unbroken by any clothes at all.

      “I am very tired here…,” she said, yawning. “With all the dancing and drinking every night, I’m sure you can find your way into my dreams.” Axel was stroking her feet to help put her to sleep. “I feel so pampered. I like this life so much better than the grand corps and the bindings I’ve been so used to…”

      Still, I saw the worry in her eyes. And worse, the reluctance.

      There had always been pain for her, in this life. Pain she didn’t want her child to endure. I wondered if she would be able to fully embrace the potion if a part of her didn’t want to go home.

      The soft lips of her sex were already wet. I wondered what it was she really desired. Just Axel and me?

      No, I thought, a part of her yearns for her bindings, because they bind us all together. That is the Rose I need to find, in the world of dreams.

      After a short while, her breathing was slow. She had a faint smile on her face.

      “I think it’s time,” Axel said. “I wonder what she’s dreaming about?”

      “Damn, I hope this works,” I said. “I still think you should take it.”

      “You know I won’t do that,” Axel said. “Augustus, it has been my great pleasure to serve the both of you.”

      My frown deepened. “Don’t say that like it’s a goodbye.”

      His only response was to take the potion off the table and fold my hand around the bottle. “Everyone in this world must someday say goodbye,” he said. “But if fate is kind, all goodbyes are temporary. Let’s enjoy what we can, while we can. She is so vulnerable in this moment. Claim her, Augustus. Savor her. Fuck her. Show me how it’s done. I have often endured the torture of knowing you are making love to her while I am locked out.”

      If Axel’s intent was to get me hard and ready, he was succeeding.

      The potion didn’t smell herbal or earthy or grassy, like most potions did, but was light and sweet. I waited for Rose to fall into a deep sleep before putting a dose on my tongue.

      She had fallen asleep on her back, with her head tossed to the side and resting on her hand, and I realized that maybe I should have bound her feet after all, to keep them spread for me. But I wanted her to sleep and dream like a free woman. I thought it might help.

      Carefully, I parted her thighs. As soon as I did, she made a little murmuring sound. I stopping moving.

      But it was too late to stop, in any case. I had already taken the spell.

      I took my cock out, already stiff and hungry for her. It was killing me to be so careful, because I was used to having her any way I wanted. I was used to her being awake and fully aware, the anticipation in her eyes and the little murmurs of encouragement—or the sparks of rebellion in her eyes, the struggles against her bonds. I wondered if some kings had ever crumpled under that pressure, and that was why they took a mistress. One thing I could say about Rose and me, the pressure kept us aroused. The tighter the vice, the more we struggled, and the more we struggled, the more we wanted each other.

      I pushed into her, trying to be careful but unable to entirely resist, especially with Axel watching me. I didn’t want to be gentle. I wanted to feel friction and force. I wanted to hunt my girl down.

      But she needed to stay asleep, and so far she was. I tried to keep my weight off her, propping myself up on my elbows but holding my face close enough to hers that I could smell the floral perfume of her skin.

      It felt so good to be inside her; her tight passage so hot that I knew she was getting aroused even as she slept. The thought of that excited me more. I imagined that she could already be dreaming of me. Her breath came a little quicker and she made a little sound, but she still seemed to be in dreams.

      It’s working.

      I pumped my hips and rocked back and forth, leaning on my arms, letting myself go as I fucked her harder.

      I could lose myself in this woman forever. She twitched and sighed but I was too far gone to stop.

      And then her eyes flew open.

      Damn.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up with my body aflame.

      We must have failed.

      My eyes met Augustus’ and I realized that we had lost our first chance. But I had no time to think of that, because Augustus couldn’t stop, and my whole body was tingling. I already felt halfway to reaching a peak, and it was strange to wake in such a state. I wondered if I had dreamed about him after all, but I didn’t recall anything, and anyway, the Magus said I was supposed to sleep through it all.

      All the desire that would normally have built over time instead washed over me at once, a wave of heat that curled my toes. Waking up with Augustus’ cock already inside me was a new sort of vulnerable.

      “Oh…” I made a sound somewhere between a moan of arousal and one of despair. All my emotions were crashing together these days, the barriers between lust and love, fear and loss, escape and duty—everything was tightening around me.

      “Don’t tell me to stop,” Augustus grunted.

      “Oh, I know better than to stop you when you’re making that face.”

      He fucked me like it was the last time he’d ever have me. I suppose we were all feeling the walls closing in.

      Soon I was making wrenching little sounds as my body pulsed and clenched around him. Axel walked closer to me, standing over us, his cock hard and his lower lip jutting out a little, making me imagine giving it a soft bite before kissing him. He had already taken off his shirt and jacket, folding them on one of the wooden chairs in our cottage, and my eyes raked over the faint scars on his skin before I had to shut them. I lost myself in the hot wet sensation of Augustus’ desire.

      “Axel…” When it was over, I could think straight again and I clutched my head. “I’m getting scared that maybe it’s impossible for you both to take the spell. Magic is always like that, isn’t it? One spell. One terrible choice. It’s never just…easy.”

      “We did defeat the Cobblestone Witch’s spell once,” Augustus said. “After all, you were supposed to fall under her curse years ago. This is just a precaution. We might never need to share a dream.”

      I had already been very tired when we began and I was even more exhausted after the burst of arousal and intense climax. I could see in Axel’s eyes that he wanted to fuck me now, but I simply couldn’t keep my eyes open, and I ended up falling asleep, aware only of Augustus and Axel’s hands brushing tenderly over my hair and the curve of my hip.

      The darkness swallowed me, and I was walking in a dream. It was the evening of a full moon. I walked through the halls of the Palace of the Sun, seeing many familiar faces, servants and courtiers, but I wondered where Augustus and Axel were.

      In the Hall of Mirrors, Josef was watching some dancers, his hand waving, keeping time with the music. He turned to me and smiled.

      “Josef, where is…”

      Josef crumbled away, into dust.

      “Josef?” I rushed toward him and now there was no trace of him as he seemed to melt away on the wind.

      “Josef!” I had a terrible feeling.

      Every servant and courtier seemed to fade now, dissolving at the edges of my vision, so when I looked one way and then the other, before long they were all gone.

      “Augustus? Axel?” If I could just find them, then the rest of it didn’t matter. They were my world. I ran down the empty Hall of Mirrors, the candles burning, catching the tiny jewels sewn into my gown. I heard no response.

      A hand suddenly clutched at my breast, lifting it, and suddenly I was naked. The real world slammed back into me as I woke with Axel behind me, his cock deep inside my already tender body as Augustus drew my nipple into his mouth, his tongue tracing circles around one and then the other. I was trapped between them now, and for a moment I was disoriented and frightened even as my body was even more aroused than it was the last time. I could hear my own wetness as Axel fucked me relentlessly.

      This time we hadn’t planned it and my mouth opened to ask what was happening.

      “I insisted,” Augustus said. “I told Axel to take the second dose. I thought maybe the trouble was that you knew it was coming. Maybe we needed to surprise you.”

      “It didn’t work…” My heart fluttered with distress but once again, I was too overwhelmed with the moment at hand to fully care. Right now, the world was Axel. Axel’s hands crushing my breasts, holding me closely, loosing his passion onto me. I could feel that he and his love for me were real with every long, deep stroke of him, so deep that it hurt. But I craved that hurt. They saved me from that terrible dream. They would never turn to dust. Augustus and Axel were working in concert to bring me pleasure so overwhelming that I was helpless to resist.

      Soon, I was coming again, in a pulsating rhythm that started with Axel’s cock inside me but rippled through my entire body. They caught me between them, Axel kissing me leisurely as he came, while I made a low keening sound.

      “Shh.” Axel gently caressed my hair again. “Sorry to give you such an awakening, my lady…although not entirely sorry.”

      “You should be sorry,” I said. “That’s twice now that the spell has failed. We only have one more chance.”

      “I know,” Augustus said.

      “You won’t try it again tonight, will you?”

      “I don’t think we’ll tell you when we’ll try it again. Could be tonight. Could be tomorrow. But the next time—it will have to work. I don’t want you worrying over it when you fall asleep.”

      As if I could help it.

      The anticipation of their love making in the midst of my dreams was as torturous as anything. I was used to doing whatever Augustus asked of me, but I couldn’t control my own sleep.

      The next day, they refused to touch me while I was awake. “Not until the last drop of the spell has been consumed,” Augustus said, and very quickly I grew hungry for them, especially since every night in the Wicked Revels I saw lovers being teased and tempted, half naked bodies dancing joyfully under the moonlight, and each one of them made me think of something I wanted done to me.

      But I also knew this was our last chance to make the spell work. And whether it worked or it didn’t, I would have to go to the Cobblestone Witch, before she killed any more of my dearest friends.
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      Interlude

      

      The Cobblestone Witch had been anticipating her moment for decades now. She had dreamed of destroying the royal family, seizing their power, and giving it back to the people.

      The result was predictable to Merry and to anyone else who had read many books on the subject of power. He had long suspected the Witch was not quite a stable person to have in charge. Once she had snatched the power and the city was following her, she was not so quick to give it up.

      The result was uglier by the day. Lord Merdon’s execution was only the beginning. A few fat faery nobles were dragged out of their hiding places and killed while the crowd jeered at them for what seemed a horrible greediness in this winter of famine. But skin and bones wouldn’t save you either, as some tiny faery women with jewels in their hair were torn apart before they even reached the execution grounds.

      And then there was Madame Bertin. The dressmaker was obviously a target, being the one who created the queen’s magnificent gowns. She was a stubborn woman who kept her head down. All Madame Bertin had ever wanted was to work.

      Allies of the queen urged her to leave.

      “I have gowns to finish for the queen,” she said. “The orders are already in and I always fulfill my orders.”

      It was only a matter of time before she was caught and questioned, and then brought to the courtyard for her execution. Her shop was raided, flowers and mushrooms and leaves scattered in the snow outside—all the ephemeral things that had adorned her gowns. When they heard that she had died, the flower garden that raised flowers for the royal dresses shut their doors for good and left that very day.

      Anyone who was not blinded by their anger realized that the heart of Ellurine would stop beating forever if this went on much longer.

      Still, it could have been much worse, because Merry saved a number of them with the magical tricks he had learned from his father, and Jeanne helped him. The Witch was particularly incensed when she thought she had caught the Queen’s best friend Louisa only to find that it was a straw doll when the carriage door was opened. The Witch was still searching for the queen’s friends.

      Jeanne’s own magic was growing, bit by bit, and she felt ashamed of her own part in the ugly turn this had taken. She sensed what a thing of great power Merry had put in her care. The golden scarf was so potent with magic that Jeanne couldn’t help but take it out and run it through her fingers. If the Witch knew she had it, she would snatch it up for herself, and Merry had given it to Jeanne.

      He must see something in me that is good, Jeanne thought. He’s risking his life to save these people. He is a much better person than I am.

      To be trusted can have a powerful effect on the right person, and so perhaps Merry’s greatest skill was seeing that she was not evil at heart.

      The Witch had not always been evil at heart either. There was a time when all she wanted was to save the lives of hungry and sick children. But less and less did she consider her original mission now.

      Jeanne had never liked nor understood Countess Noria, even though Noria had helped her out of dislike for the little human queen, and when Noria was caught, the Witch danced around her, jeering.

      “You did this yourself. That’s the beauty of it all! You were your own downfall, and do you know why? It was because you hated the little human queen so much that you would rather die than help her! And so you shall! You will make one final ride and it will be to your death. Jeanne, can you see that she is changed into the rags that will suit her spirit better?”

      The old woman was bearing her fate as quietly as she could. She was from a great house, and seemed resolved to die with dignity.

      The same words could have been said to Jeanne herself, and she felt nauseous at the sight. Where was Merry?

      But maybe it was too late. She had learned that his magic worked best when no one was looking. Once caught, he couldn’t save them.

      “Madame du Bariel…” Noria took the plain linen shift Jeanne offered her. “You are still helping this woman. I heard you have become a witch yourself.”

      “We were both complicit, you and I,” Jeanne said, with pangs of guilt. “Who would’ve known it would end this way? I thought she was a friend of the people. Of the whores like me. Anyway, you never liked me at all, so I have no sympathy for you now.”

      “I wouldn’t either,” Countess Noria said primly. “We do have some things in common. So perhaps this is a fitting fate.”

      But it wasn’t quite true that Jeanne felt no sympathy at all. She was starting to realize that life had a way of twisting a person in a web from which it was hard to escape. Who was she to judge the countess? Watching the older woman shed her fine gown and replacing it with the linen, which wasn’t even all that clean, Jeanne knew she was watching someone’s dignity being shattered and it seemed cruel and unnecessary.

      Countess Noria’s hands shook a little as she turned to Jeanne. “I suppose I should put my hair down. My hairstyle is in such disarray…”

      A matron like Countess Noria would never wear her hair down in the palace.

      “I’ll help you arrange it, if you like,” Jeanne said.

      “That is a great kindness,” Noria said, with a small curtsey.

      Both of them were restrained with each other and barely said a word as Jeanne took her hair out of the disheveled pins and rearranged it into an elegant twist, every hair in place.

      “I will not be afraid,” Countess Noria said, as if to herself. “Death comes to us all. Maybe I deserve all of this. Gods, be kind to me…”

      Merry didn’t save her. And I must, above all, make sure I save the queen.

      But the queen hasn’t shown up. What if she decides to stay in the Wicked Revels forever?

      Jeanne was shaking all over. How many more deaths could she bear to watch?

      “I—I have something that might save you. If you take this scarf and hide it under your clothes, it has strong protective magic. It’ll whisk you away before you are killed.”

      “You would help me?” Countess Noria’s head snapped back. “But…you know that I tried to get the king to send you away.”

      “I know,” Jeanne said. “But I am finding all of this hard to stomach. You and your family have had a powerful influence on the court. I’ll give it to you if you promise me two things. One, that you will use your influence to help the people, and two, that you will return the scarf to me as quickly as possible. I have more people I must save.”

      Noria looked shocked to be receiving this kindness from the woman she had always thought of as the king’s whore. “Yes. Yes, Madame, I will do both of these things!”

      Jeanne gave over the scarf, and walked out to take her place beside the witch as Noria was led out to be executed. She still looked very frightened. The crowds tossed rotten food at her. She tried to hold her head high but once her skull was pushed down onto the block it no longer mattered.

      What if this doesn’t work?

      Before the executioner’s blade came down on her head, she disappeared.

      “Where did she go?” the Witch cried. “Who is responsible for this?” The crowd erupted in fury for not getting to see Countess Noria die. The roaring seemed closer and closer and louder and louder. “Did you see anything strange, Jeanne? Do you know anything about this?”

      “No,” Jeanne said, but the Witch gripped her arm so tight it hurt.

      “Have you forgotten what we’re fighting for? Have you forgotten all the starving people who have asked us for help over the years? The indulgences of these royals?”

      “You have forgotten!” Jeanne cried. “All I wanted was to better the lives of women like me, women who were used and sneered at. Yes, Noria was one of the women who sneered, but now you’re no better than her. You aren’t helping anyone, but only taking pleasure in punishment. No one is feeding on your victim’s corpses!” She turned to the crowd. “The Cobblestone Witch doesn’t really care if you live or die!”

      “Guards! Seize Madame du Bariel under suspicion of abetting the escape of Countess Noria!”

      Jeanne tried to run into the crowds, which was the only place she could go, but they were as dangerous as the guards themselves, shoving her and screaming in her face.

      Jeanne tried to cast a spell, but her training had been mostly in crafting potions and tinctures, not the sort of magic that was any good now.

      “Ain’t you a pretty one?” A dirty hand with nails like claws grabbed hers, and she tried to wrestle away, but the old man dragged her through the crowd. His cloak and hat were ragged, and the more she fought, the more his nails dug into her. He yanked her past the crowd, knocking them out of the way with a walking stick. He got her to a carriage that was waiting in an alley. Inside, a woman was huddling under a black cloak.

      “Countess Noria!” Jeanne hissed. She looked back at the man who had saved her and the illusion fell away. “Merry…”

      “You think I don’t know when you’re using the magic my own father spun?” he asked. “What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking that I didn’t want to watch this woman be killed in the square like a rabid dog.”

      “You saved my life,” Countess Noria said.

      “So…we have the scarf back,” Jeanne said hopefully, but Merry still looked furious.

      “And now I have no way of getting close to the witch! We had one chance to trick her. Now you’ve opposed her publicly. Your kindness is admirable, but…Countess Noria? I didn’t think you would crumple before the nobles that never liked you anyway.” He tossed a cloak around her head and lifted her onto the rickety seat of the carriage beside him. “Do you realize that this is a complete disaster?” He snapped the reins, his half-goblin face especially hideous in its anger. The shabby-looking horses were surprisingly fast, and even though he was angry at her, Jeanne was just glad someone was taking her away from this place.

      “I didn’t know if the queen would ever come,” Jeanne said. “I’ve stood at the witch’s side for days and days, watching her execute people who never saw it coming. I just couldn’t stand it anymore.”

      “If you can’t stand it, you could speak out.”

      She looked at him, rubbing her hands together. “Merry, every day I stood there, I felt like I was letting it happen, but…they won’t listen to me. Why didn’t you save Noria before it came to this?”

      “You don’t think I would if I could?” he shouted. “I might be powerful, but I am only one person. She’s gotten the whole damn city caught up in it.”

      “Mm…” Jeanne crossed her arms. The wind was cold, especially with the movement of the carriage down a larger street. “Why did you say I was a pretty one when you grabbed me?”

      “That was part of the act so I didn’t look like I was saving you,” he said. “Of course. There are some things about you that aren’t very pretty at all.”

      So, you’re not as smitten with me as I thought, Jeanne said.

      She actually found she preferred it that way.
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      Augustus

      

      When she fell asleep, the mood changed. The air became charged.

      This was our chance, and we both understood that. Axel would not take the potion, so we had already failed. This was the last dose.

      “I’m at peace with my fate,” Axel said. “I know I might live the rest of my life without her. But to live any part of my life with her is more than most men would have. If she is put to sleep, I can’t let her century of dreams be spent alone. You will take the spell, and you will succeed. Just knowing that the two of you are still together will bring me some peace. Enough to go on.”

      “No pressure, eh?” I gave him a grim smile.

      I didn’t want to live without him either.

      Once again, she slept naked, her body ready for me, her skin bearing the gentle scent of wildflowers, and the earthier musk between her legs, the ever-present desire. I took a moment to cherish her presence and Axel’s, to remember all the forbidden delights we shared in the Lady’s Treat. This, right here, was all I needed to be happy. Axel. Rose. The vision in the Waters of Truth danced in my mind as I trailed a finger down her sex.

      I looked at him. “I don’t want to give this up without a fight. I was brought up a prince, not a mage. But part of magic comes from will, and if this is our last chance, then I am determined to make that dream we all saw come true. I’m not letting you go. You are of just as much value to us as we are to each other, and we don’t want to live without you.” And with that, I dropped the last dose in my mouth.

      Then I kissed Axel.

      He didn’t fight me, but sank into the kiss as if he had been waiting for it, his lips pliable, taking what I offered. The sweet taste of the potion mingling with my kiss. I could not have said who actually drank more of it.

      “Now,” I said, “we take her together, as we did the first time. Remove your clothes.”

      He smiled. “I hope we’re not fooling ourselves, because I hate to think how much I’ll miss you. Ever since the trolls killed my mother, something died inside me and I got so used to that feeling. I forgot what it was like to feel anything else. But when you command me, and when I command you, and most of all, when we both make Rose ours, I am fully present in this world. I forget my grief and all the hollow parts of me are filled up.”

      I kissed him again. “Shut up and take your clothes off.”

      He unbuttoned his jacket, taking his time, and it was the first time he had ever shown himself off just for me and not for Rose. I realized just how much I was attracted to Axel, and how I had denied it all this time. My love of Rose and my duty to make her mine consumed so much of my mind, while it was forbidden for me to love a man, especially an elf, someone from outside the kingdom. With no court, no disapproving glances or suspicious whispers to hold me back, I could fully appreciate how beautiful our lover was.

      Count Axel Farren. Even the name sounded like the jab of a weapon followed by something softer and more tender. The Sword of the King. A man of golden hair, a broad chest and back with muscles that flexed with the sculpted perfection of one of the statues in the garden as he pulled his shirt off his head. He had started to unbutton his trousers before this, and not finished, so they slipped down over his hips, and the base of his cock was almost visible, the hard length straining at the fabric.

      Now, he tugged off his boots and then finally the trousers were allowed to fall to the ground, and he slid into bed, his skin almost as pale and perfect as Rose’s, while his muscles gave him the supple movements of a forest predator. Sometimes I forgot how young he was. I forgot how young we all were, because we had the burdens of a kingdom on us. But he had a boyish gleam in his eye, an eagerness that made everything seem new.

      In this moment, we were lovers, sharing the woman we loved between us, her sleeping body the vessel we would use to express the intimacy of the moment.

      “Together,” I said. “We take her. We don’t hold back. But we move together.”

      “Tonight I will follow your lead, my lord.”

      Moving as one, we pinned Rose between us, taking her deeply enough that I could feel Axel inside her. We looked at each other, and I willed the universe not to take this man from us. I could feel Rose, and smell Rose, as familiar to me as my own skin. But Axel and I were finally honest with each other as well. We were fully entwined, three people in love, each one as necessary as the other.

      I pumped my cock in and out of Rose and Axel responded, following my every move, so that as I drew out, he pushed into her deeper, and so on. His motion encouraged me even as he followed my cues. Impulsively, I grabbed his hands and pushed my palms into his, Rose crushed between us. We kissed over her shoulder, her soft breasts and hard nipples against my chest.

      As we tore away from each other, I kissed Rose’s collarbone, and then her mouth, and then we were just fucking her hard, clutching her body between us, our breath coming faster.

      She wasn’t waking up.

      Even in the throes of lust, I was aware that Rose stayed asleep. Even as we handled her roughly.

      Even when we both started coming inside her. At this point we were lost to sense, both of us grunting and sighing, Axel’s lips parting, his tongue sliding over his upper canines. I had to kiss him again.

      “Ahh…! Ahh—! No!” Suddenly, Rose convulsed, her back arching, as we finished inside her.
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      I dreamed that I was in the Sun Palace again, caught in the same nightmare as before. Everything seemed shadowed, and I couldn’t find my husband or Axel, no matter how many times I called their name.

      “Your Majesty, you should not run and shout like that,” Countess Noria said behind me. I whirled around.

      “Countess Noria! I don’t know what’s happening! Prince Josef just—“

      Noria turned to me, her face pinched in disapproval as she, too, melted away into dust.

      I backed away, frightened. I ran out of the Hall of Mirrors, until I reached our bedroom. The bed was made up neatly and there was no sign of anyone.

      I stopped to catch my breath and when I calmed down, I saw that there was a piece of paper at Augustus’ writing desk. As I got closer, I saw a message being written there by an unseen hand.

      I don’t want to give this up without a fight. I was brought up a prince, not a mage. But part of magic comes from will, and if this is our last night, our last chance, then I am determined to make that dream we all saw come true. I’m not letting you go. You are of just as much value to us as we are to each other, and we don’t want to live without you…

      “Augustus. Axel…” It hit me that there was only one place that we were able to love each other freely, and it wasn’t the palace. It was the Lady’s Treat.

      I ran for the doors, past the courtiers who hardly seemed to notice me anymore, their numbers thinned out. I walked out into the garden and storm clouds were blowing in, tossing up dead leaves and blowing them past my feet and into the fountains, which were all stopped for the winter.

      The walk to the little house seemed even longer than usual, especially when the gardens were empty, and the sky was so ominous.

      I finally reached the door. I opened it, and I heard their voices upstairs, murmuring to each other.

      Dashing up the stairs to the bedroom, I found them stripping off their clothes, looking at each other with affection and lust.

      I wasn’t even here. It was just the two of them.

      The idea that they were about to make love to each other made me want them all the more.

      “Together,” Augustus said. “We take her. We don’t hold back. But we move together.”

      “Tonight I will follow your lead, my lord.”

      I realized I wasn’t wearing a heavy gown from Ellurine, but the slithering silks of the Wicked Revels, and the fabric shed onto the floor all at once. Augustus and Axel glanced at me, but I felt like they didn’t really see me. A veil seemed to separate them from me, even as they were talking about making love to me.

      They were both moving to the bed, and I climbed into the space between them. I sensed that it was left for me. They both gazed at me with anticipation but they still didn’t say anything to me.

      And then they both put their arms around me, enclosing me between their bodies, as they thrust into me. Augustus claimed my slit while Axel thrust into my nether hole, both of them forceful. There was no preparing me for it.

      “Unh…please…” I moaned and struggled and it seemed as if they couldn’t hear me. They held me tight between them and didn’t even react to my attempts to push them back or slow them down.

      But even as I tried to resist them, the way they claimed me, and the helplessness I felt, only made me more slick.

      They don’t hear me or see me. It’s like I’m a ghost. All I can do is ride this out.

      Even when Augustus tied me to the bed, I had never been invisible to him. But now, their cocks took turns, in and out, relentless. And with every thrust, with every groan, they seemed to fill me deeper. They were looking into one another’s eyes. I could see how they moved with each other, and even though they seemed to be in a different world from me, I could still feel how they loved me. I was present to them even when they didn’t meet my eyes or hear my voice.

      They were getting bolder as they went.

      I remembered the little automaton Augustus got for me when we were married. I used to wind the key. From the front, it was a little doll that played a harpsichord. But from the back, I could watch the little machine inside, the drum spinning, the mechanism working in perfect time. It was such an Augustus gift, because he loved such things, like locks and keys and anything that fit together perfectly.

      Now their bodies reminded me of that automaton. They were like one machine, as they found their rhythm, their shafts pumping in time, in and out of me, and my pleasure was what the machine produced.

      “Ohhh…” My arms were free, and I flung them out, grabbing at the sheets. “Oh, please!”

      Augustus grabbed Axel’s hands and held them down, and then he kissed the count. My two beloveds, taking such joy in each other, as if I wasn’t even there.

      I was suddenly falling into the sensation, my core fluttering, my entire body hot. I came so hard that I could hear how Augustus’ cock was slicker than before with my juices.

      They seemed unaware. They didn’t even stop for a moment.

      Augustus kissed my collarbone, and he kissed my mouth, and they were still fucking me as hard as ever, and I was screaming. The sensation was so strong I thought I would die. I tried to push them away, to extract myself, but they seemed impossibly strong and heavy around me, and for a moment I started to panic, but there was no use in panicking. It was like being tied up even though my limbs were free. I couldn’t escape them.

      “Ahh…haa…” When I knew I couldn’t escape, I had to breathe through it instead, whimpering as my sensitive body endured their ferocious lovemaking.

      I broke past the suffering and soon realized that I was tingling again. I had reached some new plane, and I quickly built to a second climax. This one rolled over me like a storm. Slow, intense, and electric.

      They started coming inside me, both at once. I felt their heat flooding me and I was lost in them.

      “Ahh—!”

      And then I felt Axel melting away. I looked behind me and saw him scattering into dust. He didn’t seem aware of it, but vanished with his eyelids half shut and a groan of satisfaction escaping his lips.

      “Ahh! No!”

      I woke up with a start.

      The real world was not very different from my dream. They were coming inside me. The feelings hit me hard, even more visceral than before.

      “Rose?” Augustus and Axel finally slowed down.

      At first I couldn’t speak. I was gasping for breath. I felt like I had come back from drowning.

      “Don’t…don’t pull out too fast,” I said. “Be very careful with me…please. Everything hurts.”

      “We hurt you?” Axel’s tone was a little sharp with concern.

      “It’s not a bad hurt, but—it does hurt.”

      Very carefully, they withdrew from my oversensitive entrances, leaving me feeling used and spent. But I didn’t mind that feeling at all. It was actually very satisfying. I wanted to please them, and I felt so filled up and so complete.

      “It was wonderful. But I’m afraid that the spell didn’t work. I dreamt that we were all in the Lady’s Treat…and you were both fucking me. You kissed each other. The rest of the world melted away, and it didn’t even matter. But then…just as I thought all was right with the world, at the very end, Axel disappeared.”

      Axel and Augustus exchanged a look.

      “Are you sure?” Augustus clutched my wrist.

      “It was a dream unlike other dreams. It was the most vivid dream I’ve ever had. And I’m afraid…” Even in my exhausted state, reality started to creep in.

      “He said the dose was good for one,” Axel said. “It was worth trying, but I don’t want either of you to worry about me. I told you long ago that I’m prepared to die for you. If I know you’re together, I’ll die in peace.”

      “You’re selfish, Axel,” Augustus said. “I forbid you to leave us thinking of you for the rest of our lives.”

      “Didn’t it become my job when you appointed me Sword of the King?” Axel asked, and I heard a note of pain in his voice. From the day we met him, he was cursed to love us, I think. Even aside from the curse the witch placed upon him, that no one could pleasure him but the two of us, it began with his heart. He was often on the outside looking in, but he never complained.

      When I woke up tomorrow, I had to return to our world. I knew my men wouldn’t let me go alone, so I would have to slip away. I knew that the longer we stayed away, the more atrocities the witch was committing, and I had to get back before I lost any more of my friends.

      The next morning, I managed to wake up while they were still sleeping. My clothes wrapped around me automatically when I picked them up. I went right to Queen Alexandra.

      “I have to go home, and I need my old clothes back,” I said. “Will you give a note to Axel and Augustus? I don’t want them to follow me until they know it’s safe.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready?” I had found Alexandra working in her garden, and I felt a pang of homesickness. I missed my own little haven.

      “I’ll never be completely ready,” I said. “But the Witch has already killed people. She wants me. I can’t put it off for one more moment. If the worst should happen and I touch the spindle, Augustus will still be able to visit me when he sleeps.”

      I could see from the way Alexandra’s eyebrows lifted with concern that she fully understood the ramifications. Yes, Augustus would see me in my dreams, but he would age and die, and Axel would never see me again, except in repose. I would wake into a world without them. If they lived a good long life, they might see the face of the child I carried before they died.

      “It’s worth it,” I said. “If it calms all of this down. I came to them with this curse. I knew it would catch up with me someday. I don’t want to hide forever, and neither does Augustus. We swore an oath to the kingdom…”

      Alexandra brushed dirt off her hands onto an apron, and pulled me into an embrace. “You are much more brave than you’re usually given credit for, aren’t you? Poor lamb. Go out to the river and the boatman will see you across, and the girls there will put you back into your old clothes.”

      I descended into a numb state as we sailed across the calm waters of the river, penning a note for my men as we sailed across. I handed it to the boatman and went on my way. The sheer silk and vines were stripped away and replaced with the King’s Vine, which snaked back around my waist and thighs, waiting for Augustus to command it, and my heavier gown, with layers of petticoats.

      Even the handmaiden wiped tears. “I’m sorry, my lady. I have never had to send someone back into such an unfortunate fate,” she said. “You must be very brave.”

      I swallowed down my fear, climbed the stairs and emerged back into the tower room where the witch had brought us before. Outside, I heard chanting and yelling.

      I walked to the window and parted the curtains. The sight nearly stopped my heart.
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      Interlude

      

      The Witch used to have quiet moments when she sat by her hearth, making simple potions, and contemplating the lives of the people.

      There was no quiet time now. The Witch never sat down. She had tasted blood. She felt she would not be satisfied now until she had killed King Augustus. Anyone who tried to argue her methods was accused of being a secret sympathizer, after which no good fate resulted them.

      The Witch had always been beloved by the people, but she was also apart from them. She had no friends. Witches of her sort never did. Now, she had lost Jeanne, and she told herself that it was Jeanne’s own fault.

      “I saved that ungrateful girl,” she muttered.

      But when the execution of Augustus’ brother failed to lure him out of hiding, she knew she had to do more.

      She needed the queen’s dearest friends.

      Once her focus narrowed to Louisa and Julia, guards dispatched to the countryside and rewards posted, it was only a matter of time before one of them was caught…

      Or so she thought.

      Jeanne sat in the carriage with her hands tied behind her, thinking over the previous morning. She had seen the posters calling for the queen’s confidantes, and she kept feeling more and more troubled that she should do more to stop all this before it got too out of hand. (As if it hadn’t already!)

      If I said something, would it all stop?

      Jeanne wondered if anyone would bother to listen to someone like her, anyway.

      Her sense of guilt and urgency kept growing, and she went to Merry and said, “Do you know how to make an illusion spell?”

      “I do,” he said.

      “Well…I have an idea.”

      Before long she was sitting with Merry by the fire while he showed her how to weave spells of illusion on an enchanted loom with thread spun between his own claws.

      Jeanne acted prickly, hiding her nerves. “How did a man learn to make spells from thread? That’s women’s work.”

      “If you say so,” he said. “But I seem to do it well enough.” He lifted up the shimmering cloth he had created, the ends unfinished, but when he swept it around his shoulders he changed into a handsome faery man, right before her eyes.

      He walked up to her, and she flushed slightly as he put his hands on her shoulders. It had been a long time, by Jeanne’s standards, since she’d enjoyed a night of the rough lovemaking she craved.

      “Are you still in for helping me?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure why I’m doing all this.”

      “I suspect it’s because you have a heart, beneath your well-kept illusion that you don’t,” he said. “That’s why you joined up with the Cobblestone Witch, and it’s also why you left her.”

      “I don’t seem to make very good choices these days,” she muttered.

      He whisked the cloth off himself and handed it to her, and now he was ugly again, thank the gods. She didn’t need to be giving him admiring eyes.

      “You try,” he said. “See if you can take on the guise of the queen’s friend.”

      Jeanne shut her eyes and imagined the sparking eyes of Julia. Certainly, she was more of a Julia than a Louisa, even if Julia did have goblin blood. She imagined putting on those eyes and dark curls like a costume, as she put the cloth on her own shoulders.

      Merry spun her toward a tiny mirror on the wall. “Now you know an illusion spell. Before you know it, you can do as the witch does and look young for a hundred years.”

      Jeanne paused, considering the unnatural state of her face in the glass. “I don’t think I want that.”

      “Wise,” he said.

      Wise? Well, now it was a day later and she was being dragged out of a carriage by the witch’s guards, wearing Julia’s face. True, she had the golden scarf, and Merry’s confidence, and the latter was surprisingly comforting. But…she still didn’t feel very wise.

      “Well, well,” the witch said. “What have we here? One of the queen’s special friends. A woman who had all the favors and privileges of royalty and, if I’m not mistaken, took a lover who was not her husband?”

      All around the courtyard where Jeanne had been pulled from the carriage, people were shouting and jeering, just as it was every other time.

      At least Jeanne no longer had to pretend she approved. She whipped her head around, frowning at the crowd. “How many people will die before this is all over?” she demanded. “What purpose does it serve to kill me and so many others? You won’t stamp out your suffering this way. It’s just not that simple. This is nothing but a terror!”

      “Terror,” the witch said, “is simply justice delivered swiftly. And so it is a wonderful virtue.”

      “Madame,” the guards said. “Do be careful of her. We caught her here in the city. She came here, probably with some plot to follow her friend the queen.”

      And then a voice came down from the tower, as a young woman stepped out onto the balcony.

      “I, Marie Rose, Queen of the Sun Palace, wish to speak to my people and the Cobblestone Witch.”

      

      Chapter

      

      Twenty-Three

      

      I looked at the crowd, and they quieted down when they saw me.

      I felt very far away from them. None of this seemed real. That helped me to feel up to the task.

      “Julia…!” I whispered the name as I realized that my friend was being brought to the executioner.

      Julia shot me a stern look and shook her head a little. I wasn’t sure what she meant by it, but I realized quickly that I had to gather my thoughts while all eyes were on me.

      “Where were you hiding?” someone yelled at me.

      The Queen Who Bowed didn’t give speeches. I had stood at Augustus’ side, in my official role. But now I had this one chance to speak for myself.

      “I am a human,” I said. “I was not born one of you. But when I was just a young woman who knew nothing of men, I was sent here to marry King Augustus. The rules I was given were all strange to me, but I tried my very best to conform to all of them. I was a slave to my husband’s desires, and before long, my role and my self were intertwined. It seemed like I had never known anything else. My freedom was gone. My self was gone. By the time I had to bow to Augustus and become the queen, I am not sure I could ever have gone home. I don’t think I could live without him. And part of the reason I am devoted to Augustus is because he was so devoted to his own role. Both as my master, and as the master of this land.”

      The crowd grumbled and shouted a few curses at me. “Whore!” “You put the kingdom into debt!” I could see that they didn’t believe we had ever tried. Whatever chance we had to earn their trust was long gone.

      “I will accept my curse!” I screamed, loud enough to shut them up. “I accept it as my penance, because I have failed you as a queen! I relished my gowns and my jewels and I thought they were my due, because there is no part of my body, mind or soul that has not been stripped bare and put on display for you! And yet, I don’t know my people, and you don’t know me. I am here to acknowledge what we all know is the truth: this does not work. The faery realm has been forced into something that doesn’t suit it. I have just come from the Wicked Revels, where the faeries are still free to dance the night away, and they are happy. But they have their own realm, where they have removed themselves from living alongside humans and elves…you must have rooted yourself in this realm because there was something in this world that you wanted. Whatever it is, I think you should figure it out for yourselves. I will sleep, if that’s what you want, and spare my child from this strange world. All I ask is that you end this bloodshed. No more deaths.”

      They were listening to me now, but not exactly kind. I retained some shred of respect with the people, but it hung by a thread. I had to choose my next words very carefully.

      “Let King Augustus live. And…and…” I faltered because I knew I should leave it there, but I couldn’t. “Let Count Farren stay at his side, as the Sword of the King.”

      Axel. He was my greatest weakness.

      The crowd seized on my last words.

      “Count Farren!” “Bloody elf!” “Send him home!” “The queen only bows to the king!”

      An oddly serene, if twisted, smile broke out on my face.

      So, that’s it, I thought. If I had just left it at Augustus, perhaps they would have let me have him. But I had to ask for more. And I can’t regret it, even now. If I’m gone, Augustus and Axel will need each other.

      I stood there, calm in my defeat. They would have to come and get me.

      They were shoving their way up the balconies, coming closer and closer, while the Witch shouted, “Seize her!”

      Still, I waited. I just kept looking down at Julia, who seemed afraid for me now.

      The door behind me burst open. The guards cuffed my hands behind my back. Someone tore the pins and ribbons from my hair and an old woman ripped the lacework off my dress. I was very aware that my body was small and vulnerable, especially in my gown. I had done the best I could, I thought. My mother would be proud because I didn’t run away to the Wicked Revels. And if I finally accepted the curse, maybe everything would calm down enough to spare my friends and Augustus and Axel.

      They could live their lives knowing I would have their child someday.

      When I wake up, all I will have left of them is this child. I can take my baby to its father’s grave…and tell it…

      I bit my lip, forcing down my fear, as they urged me down the stairs to where the witch was waiting in the courtyard, next to my oldest friend.

      “Julia…are you…?”

      Julia still held back from me. She had a dangerous look in her eyes. I glanced around, unsure if I had missed something.

      “So, it is time,” the witch said. “I was a little worried that you eluded me once. Love saved you then. Now…” She whispered. “It ruins you. You will sacrifice yourself to save them, because no one can ever truly escape my curse.”

      “Please don’t hurt them. Don’t hurt my dearest ones. Please…I give you myself to save them.”

      “My dear girl, the king must die. He deserves no trial because he has already been judged by the people. A trial suggests there is some chance he may be absolved, and we all know we’re too far gone for that. He is a condemned man. If he could be presumed innocent, then what comes of my revolution? If he could be innocent, then everyone who stood against him, all these fine people, are guilty. I don’t hate your husband, sweet Rose, but I hate his crimes. Augustus must die so that the nation may live.”

      This logic was so twisted that I hardly knew how to argue it.

      I shouldn’t have come, but I had to come, and that was the trap that had ensnared us long ago. We could die as king and queen, or we could hide as exiles.

      “If that is how you feel, then kill me too,” I said.

      “Bring out the spindle,” the witch commanded the guards. “Let the kingdom bear witness. When you wake up, you will be alone in the world, and you will bear your child. But don’t you want that child to live?”

      I swallowed. “They will live, then, and I will make sure you never lay a finger on them. This quest for revenge you’re on will turn you to dust long before the hundred years is over, and magic won’t save you.”

      Maybe it was just bravado, but that was still better than fear. If Augustus had taught me one thing, it was to control myself at all times.

      Julia was still looking agitated and not acting like herself. “Can I say one thing to my dear friend?” she asked.

      Some of the crowd jeered.

      “Once you fall asleep, I’ll save Augustus,” she whispered to me hastily.

      “How?”

      But this wasn’t really the time for answers.

      The guards brought out the spinning wheel and set it down in front of the executioner’s stone. By now, the crowd had grown very somber, to the point where I’m not sure they were enjoying themselves much. When I touched the sharp point, there was no going back. Not a single person here would live to see the birth of the prince or princess.

      This had always been my fate, and I would see Augustus in my dreams.

      Drums began to play all around me, and the witch couldn’t hide her anticipation.

      “I have given you everything of myself,” I said. “But this moment is the last of me you will live to see. None of you will ever forget me, and I hope you will be happier with the world you create over the next hundred years.”

      There was a bite in my words, it’s true. I would embrace my fate. I saw no other choice that befit a queen.

      But I didn’t have to like it.

      “Rose,” the witch whispered. “The world will be different, it’s true. But it will be better. Your child will grow up to be wild.”

      “If this is what you call better, then I want no part of it.”

      When I saw the spindle gleaming, I lifted my hand and I couldn’t help that it trembled a little, but I wondered if I could stop myself, even if I tried.
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      Jeanne held her breath. She watched as the queen touched the spindle, and the whole crowd seemed to wince. A few people cried out for her to stop, as her finger brushed the tip.

      The spindle pricked her, and she immediately collapsed.

      Once the queen fell, something seemed to pass over the entire crowd, as if they had woken from a dream. Rose’s curse had stood for so long that everyone could feel the relief of it finally being over.

      Part of it was seeing the woman who had reigned over them in gold and jewels and magnificent splendor, at her king’s side, in her opera box or peering out of her carriage, reduced back down to just being a girl. She looked scared before she fell, but no one could deny that she was brave to come here, just as she was brave to stand on the balcony of the palace and let everyone see her under the king’s mastery.

      Crowds can easily become mobs, but it only takes one moment to turn them the other way. Some of the people who saw the queen fall asleep realized that they had always secretly sympathized with her, and now the ones who jeered her a moment ago skulked off, grumbling.

      It was all happening just the way Merry hoped it would.

      The Cobblestone Witch threw out her hands. “The queen sleeps for a hundred years!” she cried in triumph. “And if the king dares to show his face, he deserves nothing less than death, because he stole your bread and murdered your children.”

      “And who created the spell that caused the long winter?” Jeanne asked.

      The witch shot her a look. “The long winter was part of the natural cycle.”

      “No, it wasn’t.” Her hands were bound, but she shimmied her shoulders and shook off the cloth that cloaked her. It fell to the ground and revealed her own face. “I am Jeanne du Bariel, and I have worked alongside the Cobblestone Witch. She taught me many things; how to make herbal concoctions to give to children with fevers and workmen with burns… I was, in many ways, a wicked woman, so I thought I was well suited to work for a witch. I was born to nothing and crawled my own way up the chain, offering my body and my beauty to men until I was the lover of King Emriel himself. But as I worked for the Cobblestone Witch, something strange happened to me. I started to care for something more than my own self. In helping so many of you, what was once mere self-preservation led to me being a part of these streets. And that was when the Cobblestone Witch asked me to help her cast a spell to make this winter particularly long and cold.”

      “That is a lie,” the Cobblestone Witch said. “I would never hurt the people of this town.”

      “You did it because you felt it was necessary,” Jeanne said. “You told me that hundreds will die so that countless more would have a world of equality and freedom. And on that night, I agreed willingly. I liked the taste of power you offered me. I was becoming a witch, instead of a woman who relies on men. I am telling the truth today, knowing that I might be punished alongside you for what we did on that moonlit night.”

      The crowd buzzed with shock. They believed Jeanne, because Jeanne was telling the truth, and truth does have its own sort of magic. Even as Jeanne worried she might die, she felt a weight lifted off her shoulders.

      Merry stood in the crowd, and he finally stepped forward so she could see him. He tipped his hat at her and his expression was proud. She sensed a trust between them, but in this moment, his first duty was to the queen, and to avenge his own family.

      The people hesitated at first, unsure how to react. Words were passed from neighbor to neighbor, revolutionary to revolutionary, all around the courtyard, and soon the guards heard calls to arrest the witch. Jeanne was already tied up, and she was caught up in it as an afterthought, her arm caught by a guard.

      “Wait,” Merry said. He walked up to her. “You can handle one night in prison, I think. It might be safer than the world outside. But I swear, I won’t let anything happen to you, Jeanne. I know my ugly face doesn’t inspire confidence, but you did the right thing.”

      “Merry…you did inspire me, because you trusted me, and I don’t care how ugly you are,” she said. “No handsome man has ever made me feel like I had the power to change anything.”

      “Well, I still wish I could have been a more attractive specimen and a decent person at the same time.”

      She scoffed. “If you think I’m a pretty one, maybe I don’t mind after all.”

      He looked surprised, and if he had any plan to act on it, the guard dragged her away before he could.

      Jeanne didn’t resist, but the witch had been fighting all her life to get to this moment and she had started waving her hands and shouting curses at the crowd. Dark magic seeped from her hands, killing some of the people who rushed at her.

      “Get her! She’s escaping!” A cloud of dark smoke emerged from where the witch stood and the men who rushed into it had to draw back, coughing. When the smoke cleared, the witch was gone.

      Marie Rose slept, fallen on the blood-stained pavement of the courtyard. Fighting broke out around her, but her mind was in another world.

      Merry took her into his arms and protected her against the fighting, standing guard in front of the spinning wheel. “Sleep well,” he said. “When you wake, things will look different.”

      Late that night, the northern guard and their high elf allies rode toward the city. They found the city dark. The guards of Ellurine saluted, seeing the uniforms of the royal guard, but stopped them at the gate.

      “Commander, you should know that the city is in chaos. The queen has fallen to her curse and we heard the Cobblestone Witch might be dead. They turned on her. King Augustus and Count Farren are still in hiding.”

      “Where is the queen’s body?”

      “The fortress. But she isn’t a body. She’s just sleeping.”

      “And the witch?”

      “We’ve sent out a search for her.”

      No one held them up as they rode to the fortress. People watched the northern guard pass, and children pointed at the high elves, even though it was past midnight and it was disconcerting to see children still awake. It seemed that no one in the city could sleep, even as the queen was cursed to sleep for all her life.

      The witch ran into the forest.
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      I blinked awake. I was in my bed in the Palace of the Sun, and it was the most beautiful day, with the windows open and the curtains dancing and sun pouring in with the scent of the garden below carried right to me on the spring breeze.

      “Wha?” I wiped my eyes.

      I looked for the ladies who were always at hand to dress me in the morning, but I was alone. Then I realized I was already wearing a dress, one of the soft linen gowns I liked best, with beautiful lace at the collar and a spring of flowers pinned just beneath the cream mounds of my breasts. I looked at myself in the mirror. My hair was loose.

      I heard music outside and I went to the window.

      The faeries were dancing in the garden. The ladies had taken their shoes off.

      “It’s like the Wicked Revels,” I breathed.

      I had never seen the people of my court look so happy. There were no steps to the dance, no rigid rules for the musicians to follow. Children danced with the adults and the dogs were frolicking excitedly down the garden paths.

      But where was Augustus and Axel? Where were my friends?

      There was a knock on my door.

      A knock? How strange to hear that. Usually my day was scheduled and I had no privacy, and people walked in and out of my chambers without permission, sometimes even to see Augustus pleasuring me or me sucking his cock.

      For that matter, why was I not tied to my bed?

      I patted my thighs under the thin gown and felt the King’s Vine was still around my legs, and I felt a little quiver of relief, but the vine didn’t move.

      I opened the door.

      Madame Bertin stood there with a basket of flowers and ribbons, but she set the basket down and gave me an elegant curtsey. “You’re here, my queen. So you’ve fallen into your long sleep. What a lovely dream you’ve given us.” She nodded toward the sound of music coming through my windows. “So this must be the Sun Palace as you wished it to be.”

      “A dream!?” The memories rushed into my mind of the witch and the courtyard and the terrible looks on the faces of the crowd and the spindle… “Oh, no…oh, my dear Madame Bertin! None of this is real, then. You aren’t real. I have to get back. I have to wake up!”

      “It is real,” Madame Bertin said, but her tone was solemn. “This is your dream, and all of us who love you are here to keep you company. You don’t have to follow the rules anymore. You can set the tone for your own court. You don’t have to bow anymore, unless you wish to.”

      “Where are Augustus and Axel? And Julia and Louisa?”

      “We are waiting for the king’s arrival,” Madame Bertin said.

      I backed up, slowly, to my bed and sat down. I felt very close to tears. Madame Bertin seemed to understand. She put her arms around me and gave me a tight embrace, but not for too long. She was still a dressmaker, after all, and not my nearest and dearest.

      She walked over to my writing desk and picked up something. “I think you have a letter, my dear.”

      “Oh…!” I saw my mother’s handwriting and I tore the letter open.

      

      My Dear Rose,

      

      If you’re reading this, you must be standing between the worlds. You must have fallen to the curse. Death came upon me stealthily, as she does, so I was never able to write you a final letter. I cannot wait for you here; I am too restless a spirit not to move on to other things, but I must say goodbye to my beloved daughter.

      You don’t need me anymore. This I know. But affection goes beyond something we need, it is something that enriches our days. I want to tell you now that I love you, and I am proud of you.

      I always knew that the ancient curse would someday catch you. I have scolded you so many times that I’m afraid you might not realize how much I am also proud of you. I sent you into that most difficult place, and you found a way to survive it and thrive in it. You found love with King Augustus. Whatever happens to you in your time of sleep, take heart in knowing that my love, and his love, and the love of everyone who has ever touched you, will never leave you…in any world.

      

      I heard male laughter and I had to put down the letter and wipe tears from my eyes as Prince Josef and Lord Merdon came into the room.

      “Rose! You’re here at last! I’ve been planning the most incredible party for the day you arrived!”

      “Josef… Lord Merdon. You’ve been waiting for me too.”

      “Well, we haven’t really been waiting, we can always keep busy,” Josef said. “But what is a court without a king or queen?”

      Somewhere in my mind I understood that my friends were dead, but I couldn’t seem to speak of it. Or maybe I didn’t need to. This realm of my dreams felt warm. I was safe here, and I didn’t have to fear anything. I knew that none of the trauma of my old life would follow me here, only the joys, and yet, there were the spirits of real people here waiting, so it wouldn’t be boring either. There would be an element of unpredictability that would make this a real life.

      My life for the next hundred years.

      “Let me get the queen ready first,” Madame Bertin said. “I’m glad you’re happy to see her, but shoo. It’ll take me some time. My assistants could not do me the convenience of joining me in this realm.”

      “You don’t need to do much to her,” Lord Merdon said. “She is our beautiful queen already.”

      “Julia isn’t here, is she? Or your wife either, Josef?”

      Josef shook his head. “I’m glad,” he said.

      Madame Bertin adorned my gown with tender spring flowers and green ribbons, working swiftly with pins in her mouth, so we didn’t talk much. “And you’ll have to make do without your hairdresser,” she said.

      I walked down the stairs, through the Hall of Mirrors, where courtiers milled the halls while seeming blurry, like they were more memory than flesh and blood. I walked out into the gardens and everyone was dancing and clapping their hands. We were all dancing around an empty throne that grew out of the garden, formed from vines and branches.

      The musicians quieted down before long.

      “He’s coming,” the ladies whispered. “He’s falling asleep.”

      Everyone stopped dancing and fell into bows and curtseys, and Josef took my hand and led me to the break in the hedges where a bower entered into the rose garden.

      Augustus walked under the arch of vines. He was dressed simply in his hunting clothes, like he was in my dream.

      My heart was beating fast, as if I had not seen him in a very long time.

      It was Augustus. My Augustus, through and through. There was nothing about him that seemed like a dream. He was so real to me, and he looked tired and sad even as everyone was paying him homage, and I ran into his arms.

      He held me so tight, his strong arms wrapped around my shoulders and waist. “Rose,” he said. “You went and did it.”

      “I’m sorry, Augustus. I had to try and do something to stop all the horrors. I thought if I went to sleep, the witch would lose her fight.”

      “You were right,” he said. “But now we’ve lost you.”

      “You haven’t lost me, Augustus. Whenever you go to sleep…and everyone is here. Everyone we thought we’d lost…”

      “The ones we’ve lost,” he said, “are the ones who live. And the world we knew. But at least I have you. This was always our destiny, I suppose. You…and me…while the world transforms around us.”
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      Augustus

      

      When I woke up and found Axel stirring beside me but Rose gone from her place between us, I rushed out of bed.

      “Rose?” I hoped she had some wild hair to make breakfast or pick berries. “Rose?”

      A bird flew onto my shoulder and dropped a note toward my hand. I caught it and unfolded it, but I already had a feeling of what it would say.

      Axel was getting dressed in the room behind me while I stood in the doorway. “She snuck out this morning to offer herself up to the witch!” I said. “She thinks it will save her friends from getting killed!”

      “Well, she might be correct,” Axel said. “The witch has been playing up this curse for Rose’s entire life. You know that if Rose falls asleep, the revolution will stop being a game. The people will have to contend with the idea of building something, and that’s not as easy as tearing it down. Rose knew there was no good choice.”

      “Well, I’m going after her anyway.”

      “I’m going with you, of course,” Axel said. “I just thought I would point it out.”

      “Not necessary!” I grabbed my boots and my bow and we rushed to Queen Alexandra and King Ladinus to request passage back to our own world.

      “It’s time to say farewell already.” Alexandra clutched her hands. “It was so good to have you here. Were you able to get the Magus’ spell to work?”

      “Yes…for myself,” I said, gritting my teeth.

      “But not…Count Farren,” she said. “I’m so sorry…”

      “Don’t cry, my dear. Maybe his destiny isn’t complete yet,” King Ladinus said.

      As with everything else, Axel seemed to hear this without much reaction. He seemed emotionless in the face of what was happening to us, which was very much the way of a high elf.

      It seemed to take forever to cross the river and make our way through the groves. but finally, we came up through the passage into the fortress. Immediately, I heard shouting and clashing weapons outside.

      “I don’t see the witch or Rose,” Axel said, looking out. “But there’s certainly a lot of commotion. And the cold winter seems to be breaking. I wonder if the witch’s hold over the people was broken after all.”

      “Axel, will you really die happy if you never see her awake again?”

      His breath came a little faster. “What do you want me to say, Augustus? That losing her makes me want to rage against the entire universe? That I’m not sure what I’ll be living for without the prospect of seeing her eyes meet mine or hearing her sigh in my ear? Of course…I will miss her.” He turned to me and his hands flew to my cheeks before I could even react. “I’ll miss you. I’ll miss the three of us. And there is no way around that grief, so I’d rather spare you.”

      “Don’t spare me your grief.”

      He kissed me, imposing his lips on mine, even when he knew it made me nervous for him to kiss me in the real world. I tasted his pain.

      “There,” he said softly. “You know how much I’ll miss her.”

      I nodded, running my hand down the wool of his jacket before I straightened myself back up into a king and we went cautiously down the steps.

      In the main hall of the fortress, hundreds of candles were lit, and I heard hushed voices from people gathered around the back of the room.

      Merry was there, standing beside a spinning wheel, watching everyone carefully. And beside him, spinning thread, sat none other than Madame du Bariel. It looked like Merry was showing her how to work the wheel. “Your Majesty…” he said, coming up to us with a bow. “I must inform you that the queen has fallen to her curse. Twenty years ago, the Cobblestone Witch stole this spinning wheel from my father, the mage Rumpelstiltskin, so my family bears some responsibility for her curse.”

      “You helped us. It was hardly your fault.”

      “Well…” He shrugged. “We have had our own misdeeds to repay. I’ve been teaching Madame du Bariel some magic and I wouldn’t be surprised if she teaches me some herself. We are both prepared to protect the queen and the Sun Palace until the queen wakes up and her child is born.”

      The people gathered around the back of the room moved away as they noticed me, and I saw Rose laying there, peacefully asleep.

      The reality of it hit me. There was my wife. She might as well have been a corpse, still as she was. If the curse was as strong as we suspected, no touch or kiss or word could wake her.

      “Gods…no…Rose.” I took her hand. “I’ll see you when I fall asleep, my Rose…”

      But I felt close to losing control of my grief.

      To see her in sleep wasn’t good enough.

      “You can break this curse,” I said, practically demanding it of Merry. “If your father is some sort of mage, then…figure it out. She’s carrying my child. But even more than that…I need her. I hardly know what to do with myself without her.”

      “Maybe it’ll be good for you to live on your own,” Jeanne said behind him, saucy as ever.

      “What’s going on in the city?” Axel asked. “Has the northern guard arrived yet?”

      “Just now, actually,” Merry said. “But no one knows what will happen now. I certainly don’t. I don’t think this country is ready to go back to business as usual, do you? I think you are still in some danger, Your Majesty. That is—I know you are a proud man who wants to do right by his people, but…”

      “Maybe they need to figure out what sort of world they want on their own, without me getting in their way,” I said. “Is that what you’re going to say?”

      “Yes, actually, that’s about right.”

      “Where is the witch who started all of this?” I asked.

      “She used some dark cloaking spell and escaped,” Jeanne said, crossing her arms. “That woman always has a trick up her sleeve.”

      “I can’t let her dash off unscathed. I’ll go after her,” I said.

      “You have a little magical skill of your own,” Merry said. “Don’t you?”

      “Skill, maybe,” I said. “But as I am the king, I haven’t used it.”

      “Let me offer you a path forward,” Merry said. “Now that I have the enchanted spinning wheel back, I could put the two of you to sleep with your queen. I don’t have the witch’s skill at curses, but this would be a choice and not a curse. Since she is tied to the spell, with a bit of will and magic, you could find the witch’s dream self…and do what you see fit with her in the realm where you’ll have control. If you truly love the queen as I sense you do, you’ll find her there.”

      “I would sleep for a hundred years? But—I would be…” I felt my heart singing with joy at the idea that I could be with my Rose and our child, but it was at odds with my duty. “What would happen to the kingdom?”

      “It wouldn’t be your responsibility,” Merry said. “The people asked for you to step down. They might live to regret that choice, but if they do, they’ll just have to wait for a hundred years. Or maybe they won’t, and when you wake up, you will no longer be a king and queen, and you’ll simply have to find a new path, but there is always the writing of memoirs, if you need money.” He laughed.

      Axel gripped my shoulder. “Augustus, I want you to do this. She needs you with her. I will stay here in this world and make sure that whatever happens, you’re protected.”

      “Axel…didn’t you listen to the man? For all our worries, the Magus’ spell never mattered. Merry can send us both to sleep with Rose with this spinning wheel.”

      “I couldn’t sacrifice myself for my mother,” Axel said. “I know she died a terrible death, and until I met the two of you, there was no person on earth I loved as much. You’re not a fighter, Augustus. But you do have the heart of a mage, and you’re well-suited to navigate the land of dreams. I belong in the real world, with my hand on a sword, to protect the people I love. Please…allow me this, and trust me to watch over you. Go and be with our queen.”

      “Damnit…but the dream we saw in the water…” I wished I could embrace him, but I was still the king and the citizens who had been paying their respects to Rose’s sleeping body were now watching me. The king couldn’t throw his arms around—

      Then again—none of these people will still be alive by the time I wake. So to hell with it.

      I embraced Axel so tight it was like I was trying to absorb the feel of him to carry back to Rose. At first he was stoic, probably aware of his own duty to follow the rules, but then his rigid muscles loosened and he put his arms around me too. I took in the scent of him, his clothes having absorbed the sweet smoke of our hearth back in the cottage in the Wicked Revels.

      “I love you, my lord,” he said. “Tell the queen I love her too.”

      “She knows.”

      “You can never hear those words too many times.”

      I nodded. “And…I love you, Axel…”

      Reluctantly, I stepped back. I heard people whispering, gossiping about what they’d seen, and it made me think that leaving this world wasn’t all bad.

      A century inside the dream that Rose created…not a bad fate.

      Merry whispered, his fingers dancing along the spinning wheel as he worked magic from the air, until the spindle gleamed.

      “It’s ready,” he said.

      “I’ll catch you,” Axel said, putting a hand on my back.

      “Can I make one request?”

      “Well, of course,” Axel said. “You are doing this of your own accord so you can make a hundred requests if you wished.”

      “Put us inside the Lady’s Treat to sleep. If something happens to the Palace of the Sun, so be it…it’s a beast to maintain that place anyway. But that is Rose’s home.”

      “Gladly,” Merry said.

      “Although I intend to protect the Sun Palace, myself,” Jeanne said, still sounding prickly, but I could tell she really cared about the place, and maybe she had cared for my grandfather more than I realized.

      I lifted my hand. I thought I would be nervous, but I was wrong. My world was Rose, and I had to let Axel make his own choices, as deeply as I would miss him. In the new world, we would all be free men, and a part of me was eager to see what I would find when I woke up again, in a hundred years.
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      “I’m here with you for the length of your sleep,” Augustus said, his grip firm at my waist, like he never intended to let me go. “So if you thought you could escape me…” His voice was flirtatious and soft in my ear.

      “But this is my dream,” I said. “So you won’t escape me either. Maybe tonight, I will tie you to the bed.”

      He grunted, yanking me against him so I felt his shaft throb against my stomach. The King’s Vine stirred to life again, giving just a hint of future pleasures.

      “So Axel…is well?” My throat tightened again, imagining the perfect face, the loving eyes that could also turn cruel in the most tempting ways, when given the chance. For now, I could still conjure up his image and the way it felt to be trapped between them, but in a hundred years, I wondered if I would forget.

      “He’s alive and he is with us…in that world,” Augustus said. “That’s was…his request.” Augustus’ fingers curled over mine, as his eyes lowered. “I think the only way to honor him and his sacrifice now is to love each other as best we can.”

      “Oh, no.”

      Augustus bent down and lifted my chin so our lips met. His kiss was tender. “We have a witch to catch.”

      “Is she here?” My grief over losing Axel made me feel a new resolve.

      “When she dreams, we’ll find her. Are you ready for a hunt?”

      “Are going to shoot her?”

      “I was thinking more like a trap,” he said.

      Madame Bertin walked up to us with a bundle of clothes. “Here are my lady’s hunting clothes.”

      Augustus gave me a look that meant trouble and made my knees tremble. I knew right then and there that I would be a new sort of queen in my dreams. A slave to my own desires as much as the rules of the court. There would be no tight corsets anymore, and no more secret releases during dinner. There would be many moments when he belonged to me, and I reminded him of it.

      But there would still be countless moments when I belonged to him.

      “Thank you, Madame Bertin. Let’s get them on you,” he said, catching my wrists behind my back. He unlaced my gown at my back, and tugged it off my shoulders, baring my breasts. When he let go of my wrists, the gown fell off of me to the floor, and beneath it I wore nothing except the vine and my slippers.

      Then, quite tenderly, he put on my hunting clothes as he had done in private many times before, and the entire court watched the King of the Sun Palace serve his queen. When he was done, he kissed my hands.

      I wanted more. Was it his gentle ministrations or the way he tore off my dress in front of everyone? They seemed so opposite each other, but Augustus had always been a man of contradictions.

      “I have a feeling you’re going to keep me on my toes just as much here as you did there,” I said to him.

      “More,” he replied, with confidence.

      

      The woods were much wilder in my dream than they were before, although we were always able to find a way forward. I wondered if we could get lost, but Augustus seemed thrilled to be roaming loose in the forest without any guards. Everyone in the Sun Palace now seemed to adjust to the way we wanted to live.

      “It’s a little strange, isn’t it?” I said. “As if they aren’t real people at all.”

      “I’m not sure they are real,” he said. “I think perhaps only Josef, Lord Merdon and Madame Bertin are real to us…”

      “How strange.”

      “Did you ever really pay much attention to anyone else?” he asked.

      “I’ll miss the children…but I’m certainly glad they’re not here. I want them to live long lives. It gives me a strange feeling just to see our friends who have died, like we’re living with ghosts, but they seem happy to be here. There’s so much I don’t understand. I suppose it’s like I always dreamed. Nothing is truly real but you. But…maybe I don’t mind that.”

      “Does this place scare you?”

      “No, it’s not that. I’m very happy, actually. Like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders. The Sun Palace used to make me sad, but the sun shines brighter in this version of it.”

      “What’s that building up ahead?” he asked.

      “Oh—it’s the Lady’s Treat!” I said. “It’s surrounded by forest now!”

      The air seemed strange around the little house. When we got close, I dismounted from my horse and ran to the door, rattling the handle. “It’s locked! And—I don’t have my key.”

      “I’m sure we’ll find it back at the palace.”

      “I hope so. This is where I would rather live.”

      “I know, that’s why I told Axel to keep us there while we sleep.”

      “Axel…” I noticed the curtains were open and I looked inside. “Axel!” I screamed.

      Inside the main room of the Lady’s Treat, I saw Axel walking through the room, and our bodies resting on beds like the plinths on ancient tombs, but we were sleeping. Axel curled my hair around his finger and let it go. He put his hand on my belly, protectively. He kissed my forehead, and then Augustus’, and then he picked up a lantern and moved to another room.

      “Axel!” I pounded on the window. “Axel!”

      Augustus stood behind me, his reflection in the panes. “Rose…I don’t think he can hear us.”

      “I can’t stand it…seeing him there alone…” I pressed my face into Augustus’ shirt for a moment, leaving wet blotches of my tears. “We need to go look for the key.”

      “Do you think we could walk in that door and find him?” Augustus held me tight. “Rose, he wanted it this way.”

      In the Sun Palace, I could never truly embrace my emotions. My fear. My anger. Now I felt a lifetime of emotion bubbling up inside me. Thanks to the witch and her schemes, I had always been a pawn.

      “I want to see the Cobblestone Witch,” I growled to the heavens. “When she sleeps, I want her to enter my dream. She has written my destiny for me, doomed us so that our people would never trust us. We’ve spent our lives in her world…”

      “We will draw her into ours now,” Augustus said.

      “But what do we do with her?” I wondered aloud. “Even though she wanted to kill you, I don’t want to kill her. I don’t like to kill anything, that’s the first problem. I don’t even like killing deer, really. The people protected her for all of this time, and so I’m sure there was something in her that wanted to help them… Why did she do all of this to us?”

      “I certainly don’t have the damnedest idea,” Augustus said.

      “Maybe it’s her dream I need to see,” I said. “Show me…” I lifted my hands. “What is the Cobblestone Witch’s dream?”

      When I spoke, the sun seemed to shift in the sky and the entire sunlit world grew darker and colder. I clutched Augustus’ hand as a path opened up into the forest.
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      Interlude

      

      The witch sensed danger. She was old and she felt it prickle in the air.

      She wandered the woods a little desperately, still tasting power on her lips like the fading bloom of a good wine. Where did I make a mistake? she thought. I have planned to take down the Sun Palace forever, and I had it all in my grasp…

      Why didn’t Rose prick her finger the first time? It took me too long to fulfill the curse.

      But she seemed like such a strong queen when she stepped out onto the balcony. How could that be? How could she be happy in such a terrible place?

      The witch had always failed to account for the love that grew between Rose and Augustus.

      She tried to ruin them both by manipulating Count Farren, and she had not accounted for that love either.

      The witch finally had to stop her wandering, falling to her knees in a soft patch of moss. Spring was coming, but under the thick cover of shade, the forest was still cool and damp, and she shivered as she slid into sleep.

      The witch dreamed. Memories she had tried to bury deep inside her bubbled to the surface. She saw her own little brother in a crib, his cheeks flushed, and her mother singing to him, her voice quavering with concern.

      “Is Emmon going to be all right?” she asked.

      Her mother tied a cloak around her neck. “I’m going into the forest to find some stronger herbs to treat him. Watch over him and don’t leave his side. When I come back I’ll have some good magic to make him well.”

      “Yes, Mother…”

      The little girl watched her mother leave, and then she kept vigil over her feverish little brother, at least at first. She looked at the picture book of stories, and heated up the vegetables for her supper. Their cottage was isolated. The little girl’s father had been a soldier, and he died before Emmon was born. Her mother was the village witch, and she took care of others when they were sick. The little girl knew in her gut that something was wrong if her mother was going out into the woods late in the afternoon looking for remedies after trying everything else.

      Still, she tried very hard not to be afraid, even as the sun went down and she heard a wolf howl somewhere.

      “Mother…” She went to pick up Emmon and hold him, because even his warm little body would be a comfort.

      But Emmon was cold.

      “Emmon?” The girl started shaking all over. “Emmon, wake up!”

      He didn’t wake up. He had stopped breathing and she hadn’t even noticed. She was shoving potatoes in her mouth while her brother died silently.

      “Emmon!” she screamed, and then she flung open the cottage door. “Mother! Mother!”

      The only answer was the whispers and trills of the forest night, and she hurried back inside, to sit beside her brother’s body as it grew colder and colder, and as hours passed she grew sure that her mother would never return.

      Her mother finally opened the door, exhausted from searching for something that would save the little boy, but then she saw that the baby was pale and still, and she dropped her basket and started wailing, already stripped raw from the loss of her husband. The little girl started crying too.

      Her mother clutched her so tight it hurt her. “You must never leave me, Metaria! You must never ever die! Do you hear me?”

      “Y—yes…”

      Her mother cried for what seemed like far too long, until the little girl begged her to bury Emmon. After that, the cottage no longer seemed like a home, as if all the life had been sucked out of it. Her mother kept making spells and healing other people’s children, but she never sang a song again.

      When Metaria was fourteen, she went to the city to seek her fortune, and as she was walking to Lumine, she heard the pipes and drums of an army coming up behind her. She rushed off the road, unsure what was happening, only to see that it wasn’t an army, exactly.

      It was Queen Marianna, riding her warhorse, carrying her shield with the swan painted on it, but she was going to the city to meet with King Enri and discuss the terms of peace. She didn’t even notice the girl standing by the side of the road, but she was a magnificent sight, with a fur cloak slung around her shoulders and her hair to her waist and flowing freely.

      It was the first time since Emmon died that the girl felt excitement for what the future might bring.
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      I watched the witch as she watched Queen Marianna. This truly seemed like a dream. The edges were fuzzy. Marianna’s face was a blur. Only her shield was sharp in my vision. When she passed by, her entire entourage started to fade away, and so did the young woman the witch had once been.

      She stood alone by the side of the road now, and the path was empty, although the dust of the horse’s hooves still floated in the air.

      “Cobblestone Witch…,” I said. “Is that why you were so angry at us? Is this why you wanted to bring back the old days?”

      The witch turned toward us. “You summoned up this dream,” she said. “So that’s it. I wondered how this could be when I haven’t thought of these things in a century, and I have no wish to think of them ever again! How dare you conjure up my memories in your dream.”

      “You’re the one who forced me into a dream. I just wanted to know why.”

      “Why,” the witch repeated. “Why? I suppose…that when I saw Queen Marianna, I felt a sense of hope. I thought she would be our savior, and before long, she had bowed. King Enri made so many more rules than we ever had before, and his successor made more, and people crammed into the cities, and I was there with them. I saw so many children die, then. I could never see that without thinking of Emmon. So I tried to help them.”

      “But you couldn’t save them all, even so,” I said gently.

      “Of course I couldn’t. Despite my best efforts! But I did save a lot of them. More than you royals ever did.”

      “Queen Marianna couldn’t have saved them all either,” I said. “No one could. I’m sure she made mistakes. We all did. We’re all just trying to find our way in this confusing world.” I bit my lip. “And if we’re lucky, we find someone to love along the way.”

      “Well, I didn’t have that,” the witch said, her eyes widening. She looked like she wanted to strike me, like she thought I was just a stupid girl babbling the sort of thing I’d seen in operas.

      Maybe I was, but I forged on anyway.

      “Your mother loved you,” I said. “I am very sure of that. The last thing she told you before she went away was to watch over your little brother. She trusted that you would, and you did. And the first thing she told you when she got back was not to leave her. Not to die. She didn’t want to think of a world without you.”

      “She was never the same again…”

      “Does your mother still live?”

      “No. She died many years ago.”

      I looked into the witch’s wrinkled face and I saw now that her life had been an attempt to fulfill that promise. To watch over her sick brother, and to live for her mother. But no one loved her, and she didn’t dare to love anyone else, and it had all gotten wrong.

      “You have finished your work here,” I said.

      The witch swatted me. “How dare you try to say these words to me! I tried to take away everything you loved.”

      “I know—and you succeeded. You took Axel from me and now—he will live his life without us. But—you were in pain. I will soon have a child of my own, and I’m afraid about giving them a good life. So I—I can forgive you. All I know is that I’d rather forgive you than hurt you.”

      “Beauty…a quick mind…and grace,” the witch said, with a sharp laugh. “Ahh—hmph. True grace isn’t a regal bearing, but the ability to forgive and give love freely. Those damned Three White Sisters who blessed you. Trying to soften me up now! After the sort of life I’ve lived. I don’t know that I want forgiveness. Maybe I don’t deserve it, but—I had a job to do. I couldn’t save Emmon, but I’ve saved other children! I’m no villain!”

      I looked down the path and Augustus and I both saw the same thing at once. In the distance, a woman and a small boy walked out of the dust. The woman held up her hand and beckoned.

      “I know,” I said. “But the era of the Cobblestone Witch is over.”

      “And so is the era of the Sun Palace,” Augustus said. “You can go on.”

      A few tears sprung into the eyes of the witch, before she turned away from us and walked quietly into the dust.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Interlude

      

      Count Axel Farren had come to Ellurine seeking help with the trolls. He had accomplished that mission.

      I have always needed a mission, he thought, watching Rose and Augustus sleep. And now I have one for the rest of my life.

      He brought them to the Lady’s Treat and locked the doors. He wouldn’t allow anyone else near them. As the violence in the city died down, he would hardly consent to let anyone else guard his beloveds, but spent much of his time parked outside the locked doors of the house.

      “The things love will do to you,” Merry said, shaking his head.

      “He seems happy,” Jeanne said. “As if this is the purpose he has always wanted.”

      “You almost sound like you envy him,” Merry said. “I’m surprised. I took you for a woman who is more…” But he couldn’t quite think of a good word to characterize Madame du Bariel.

      “Selfish? Vain? Crude? I can supply you with all the words I’ve been described as.”

      “No, no…”

      “I was born into nothing, and from there I climbed my way up from whore to mistress to the assistant of a witch of dubious morality,” Jeanne said. “Where do I go from there? That’s what I don’t know. That’s why I envy Axel. He has a purpose and you can tell he’s happy to fulfill it.”

      “And I have to take this spinning wheel back home for safe-keeping,” Merry said. “But then I can’t say I have much of a purpose either. I imagine a lovely woman like you will be happy not to look at my ugly face every day.”

      “I think I might be able to stand it,” Jeanne said.

      “Are you sure? Sometimes, before you know it, you’ve subjected yourself to a lifetime of it.”

      “Wasn’t your mother a human? How does she stand it?”

      “Sometimes I’m not sure she does, the way she stands up to my father. If he does something she doesn’t like, she locks him out of the house.” Merry raised his eyebrows. “Of course, then he comes in through the window.”

      “I’m not sure if you’re warning me…” Jeanne paused. “Well, if you had a purpose, what do you think it would be? Will you go home to your folks?”

      “No, I’m not really one for such a domestic life. I wouldn’t mind staying right here.”

      “I have to admit…one thing I really liked best…” Jeanne picked at the torn lace at her sleeve, embarrassed to admit that she cared. “I liked helping women who reminded me of myself. I mean, girls, really—many of them. Just girls. Who took to selling themselves—on the street or on the side, as a barmaid or what have you. They pick up illnesses that way without hardly understanding it, and I would make them healing potions while the witch was helping the children. If no one wants to occupy this palace anymore, I wonder if some of them would help me keep it up.” She threw up her hands. “That sounds much too complicated, doesn’t it?”

      “I like to weave complicated magic,” Merry said. “You don’t know until you try.”

      “Well, Merry…I might stay here with you and try, if you’re willing.”

      “My true name is Gabriel,” he said. “My folk aren’t in the habit of giving their names to just anyone, but I’ll give it to you, Jeanne, if you’ll have it.”

      “Gabriel,” she said. “It’s a nice name.”

      “My father wanted Kruzimugeli but my mother won the coin toss,” he said.

      “Lucky you,” she said. “I don’t think I would have that. But Gabriel…I will have.”

      

      Months went by. And then, years.

      In the city, the assembly reconvened and attempted to stabilize the city. Leaders rose and fell in attempts to form a new world for the faeries. Some wanted the world of King Enri and Queen Marianna, others wanted to return to the forest and join with the Wicked Revels, while others suggested a more advanced government of councils like some of their neighboring countries. More blood was shed, amidst triumphs of free thought.

      The Sun Palace was forgotten for years, and Jeanne was happy enough to be forgotten.

      Jeanne and Merry offered a home to the lowliest of faery women in the empty halls of the Sun Palace. All the valuables were gone, and the palace was very cold, but the women kept it clean and they tended the gardens and raised chickens and goats.

      Sometimes the girls walked down the path to the Lady’s Treat and brought food to the mysterious soldier who guarded the house. He was friendly; he would talk and joke with them, play with their dogs and goats, and invite them to share a meal with them. But any attempts to flirt were rebuffed immediately.

      “The only people I will ever love are behind that door,” he would say, if pressed.

      When it was safe, Louisa and Julia and Augustus’ living brother Charles and his sisters-in-law returned to the palace to pay their respects to their dear friend. Julia carried an infant, the child of her quiet husband, who was pressed into doing his conjugal duties more often with Lord Merdon gone.

      On that day, Axel unlocked the door.

      “Oh—no—Rose.” Julia ran to her side, grabbing her pale hand with passion. “Rose…that fiend of a witch! I don’t care if they found her dead in the woods! She should have burned at the stake so I could spit on her! The world isn’t the same without you. Can’t someone wake her up?”

      Louisa approached more slowly. “Look at the smile on her face,” she said. “Did you ever see her smile like that in the Sun Palace?”

      “Are you saying she’s better off asleep!?”

      “No, I’m just saying…she was always sad before. As much as we made her laugh…she was sad.”

      “I know they’re happy,” Axel said. “And they’re together.”

      “And they left you behind?” Julia demanded.

      “I think I actually left them behind,” he said. “But sometimes when I dream, I see them in the distance, watching over me as I watch over them. And it’s not a bad life here, you know. I see pretty girls every day, and they bring me fresh goat cheese and bread. It’s the best military post a soldier could have.”

      

      As years turned to decades, the nation of Ellurine grew calm once again. Government was now based in the city, and the Sun Palace became a place of pilgrimage for the people of the country, and before long, even the other nations. Elves, humans, goblins and darklings all paid a visit to the grand palace when they came to Lumine.

      Every single one of them, without fail, asked to see the sleeping king and queen.

      “You’re welcome to see them, if you can find them,” Jeanne would say.

      Around the Lady’s Treat, brambles and thorns had grown into thick walls protecting the royal family. The girls of the Sun Palace knew where they could slip through, like a maze, to bring food and books and company to their handsome soldier.

      If a visitor was very pure of heart, they might slip through the enchanted brambles and get close enough to see the locked doors of the Lady’s Treat and the soldier standing guard there.

      At this point, no one ever dared to go any farther, sensing that it was a sacred place and to approach the elf who guarded his lovers would be like treading on the grave of a legend. They might return and write down an account of what they had seen: a beautiful, fair elf in an impeccably kept uniform, who somehow lived alone in the forest, with birds so tame they would eat out of his hand. Axel’s soul wove into the forest, as elves have always had a gift. Eventually, no living person knew where to find him in the tangle of brambles, but by then it didn’t matter. The forest kept him company, and the forest kept him fed.

      By the time Julia was dying, mostly from old age (but also, perhaps, from drinking a little too much) she told her two beloved granddaughters that the queen would soon wake up, and would need dear friends.

      “Could you imagine if that was actually true?” Eloise whispered as she left the bedroom.

      “It’s absolutely true! I’m just dying, not senile!” Julia cried, and the girls ran away, smothering laughter.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      The Palace of the Sun was the place of my dreams, but it was very real to me. It had four seasons, but spring was very long, and the short winter brought beautiful snowfall on the garden every day that never seemed to melt into muck.

      The years passed by so fast.

      One night, we were all gambling, a game Lord Merdon invented with dice and tokens, and as he rolled the dice, we heard the room grow very quiet. The ghostly denizens of the Palace of the Sun rose, and we knew that someone was coming to us.

      Someone real.

      Someone dear.

      “Well, well…what are we betting tonight? What have I missed?”

      Julia walked into the room, smiling, looking as if she had never left.

      “Julia! Julia!” I stood up, but I held back so that Lord Merdon could go to her and slip his arms around his old love. And then, so Julia’s husband could do the same.

      “Oh, I like this world,” she said. “You can both love me at once and there’s no one to tut about it. Countess Noria isn’t here, is she?”

      “No,” I said. “Julia…”

      “You look worried about me. Darling Rose, it’s been eighty years!”

      “Eighty years! I can’t even seem to keep track of time.”

      “Dreams are not known for their strict adherence to calendars,” Josef said. “That’s the good thing about it.”

      “And what of Louisa?” I asked.

      “I suppose she’ll join me one day,” Julia said. “Maybe not for a while yet. She is sewing a quilt, and you know Louisa, she wouldn’t die in the middle of a project. Then again, maybe you don’t. She took up that sort of thing after the royals lost their titles.”

      I didn’t have to ask about Axel. I knew where he was. I visited him, peering in through the windows, every day.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      “I won the game tonight.”

      “Don’t look so smug. I let you win,” Augustus said.

      “You always say that, but I know you’re just saving face. I won fair and square tonight. You were laughing over that joke Josef was telling and not paying attention when I swept the field.” I smacked his ass. “You’re mine tonight, sir.”

      “I’ve made a terrible mistake,” he said, pinning me against the door to our bedroom. “I’m not in the mood to submit to you tonight.”

      “Too bad. Those are the rules. You lost.”

      My skin tingled with excitement. This was part of the game we played with each other, a game that left us both in a constant state of tension, wondering who would have the upper hand.

      “Can I bargain?” He slipped a hand down my bodice, tweaking my hard nipple roughly.

      I swatted him away, even though his touch sent sparks down my body and lit every nerve on fire. “No.”

      I reached behind me and turned the doorknob so we both fell into our bedroom. Vines were tangled around the bed. Unlike the King’s Vine, these vines were ready to follow either of our commands.

      “Take off my clothes, oh so gently and tenderly,” I said. “And then…get into the bed.”

      Augustus was an absolute master of removing my clothes in such a way that I could hardly contain myself by the end of it. There were no more corsets to unlace here, but the way he slowly unbuttoned my gown, peeling it off me, kissing and caressing my skin, and then moved on to untie the ribbons of my stockings while he knelt before me…

      All the while, he made sure to brush my nipples and my sex with his fingers, teasing touches that made me sigh.

      “Good,” I said, digging my hand into his hair and tugging. “Go to the bed now and kneel.”

      His cock was already tight in his trousers, and I could see his anticipation of the slow torment I would offer him tonight.

      This was why he won so many games. Oh yes. He liked it when I was absolutely starved to take control of him. He would spend two weeks teasing and tormenting me, only to hand all the control back to me.

      Or maybe he had just genuinely lost the game. I wasn’t entirely sure. I suppose that was part of the fun of it all.

      He climbed onto the bedspread embroidered with our initials, and knelt there on the letters. The vines immediately snaked down and snapped up his wrists, lifting his arms, making his muscles strain for my pleasure. It was a wonderful sight, to see his arms and chest spread out for me, the muscular shafts of his thighs supporting him. Even with all his strength, I would wear him out.

      I came to bed with him and stood up, the mattress slightly springy under my feet.

      “My beautiful Augustus…” I unbuttoned his shirt, and let my palms and fingers dance over the muscular planes of his chest and abdomen while he tensed under my light touch. I freed his cock from his trousers and pumped my hand up and down a few times, as he strained and groaned for me. I could see the tension coiling in him with every touch and stroke, and I savored the sight of his exquisite body.

      Then I wrapped my hands around the vines and climbed onto his shoulders, putting one leg and then the other over him and wrapping my feet around his back, sitting on him like he was a swing. I could feel his strength holding me up.

      “Show me how much you love me, Augustus.”

      “Yes, my queen.”

      His neck bent forward, his tongue parting the lips of my sex and finding the one particular inner fold that culminated in the center of my desire. He flicked his tongue across it, caressed it with his lips, and even nibbled on it very gently with the edge of his teeth.

      “Ohhh—stop! It’s too much! Slow down.”

      “You told me to show you how much I love you. And I love you…quite intensely.” He sucked on my clit, sending me straight into pulsing, agonizing satisfaction.

      Shuddering, I climbed off of him and slumped onto the bed in front of him. “That wasn’t quite what I told you to do, so I’ll have to punish you now…”

      I went to the chest of drawers at the side of the room and took out a length of enchanted ribbon, wrapping it around his cock and then under his balls. I snapped my fingers and the ribbon vanished—or so it appeared.

      I let his arms free of the vines and wrapped my fingers around his shoulders, whispering in his ear, “Now you know what happens next.”

      I could already feel him shivering with the pain and pleasure of surrendering to me. I licked his ear and rubbed my smooth cheek against his rougher one, while sliding my hands all over his skin, down to his cock, which I stroked. I felt it getting hard and there were tears in his eyes. He felt the magical restraint and I didn’t. The ribbon would keep him from coming until I gave him a command.

      Now I crawled around to the front of him and pressed him down onto the pillows, finishing the job of tugging off his trousers. I wrapped my hands around his buttocks and sucked on his cock, up and down. I made him scream. I took his balls in my mouth and felt how they must ache for me. I relished my power. He relished it too.

      This pleasure was ours to trade back and forth however we wished.

      Then I lowered myself onto him and used him. I made him my toy, riding his rigid shaft until the friction made my core clench and pulse, and then I asked him to caress my nipples and sex until I was ready to take him again. I tortured him until he was exhausted.

      “Come for me,” I purred into his ear, releasing the spell.

      He roared with relief, pumping into me, filling me with his hot seed, and even though I already had come so many times, I was sent over the edge again from watching him.

      When we were in the real world, this was his greatest desire, utterly forbidden until we seized it for ourselves.

      Here, we were free. But some part of our minds was still trained as if we were in the Sun Palace, and it hadn’t lost a bit of its luster.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Interlude

      

      Axel knew when the day had come. He had counted them, precisely, throughout his long and peaceful life.

      One hundred years ago today and the hour will soon be here, he thought, and he got to his feet.

      Axel was old, handsome as high elves were always handsome—that is, you never see a hideous elf, not even near the end of their lives. But his hair was white, and his face was lined, and he was very tired.

      His king and queen were young and beautiful, and now they had their lives ahead of them.

      Axel finally left his post and worked his way through the brambles to the Palace of the Sun. At this point, even though he had been just a short walk away the entire time, he hadn’t seen the palace in years. He was protected from it by thick briars and brush and mature trees that surrounded the little house.

      He was pleased to see that it was well kept, but surprised to see how many people were walking the grounds. Lovers strolled hand in hand, and a young red-headed faery girl had set up an easel to paint one of the fountains. A father was taking his son around and telling him stories about the history of the place, and when he saw Axel he looked at him twice and then tipped his hat. “I’m sorry, sir, for a moment, I thought you were—“

      “Is Madame du Bariel here? Or Merry?” Axel asked.

      “Do you mean the Guardians of the Sun Palace? I guess they must be! Do you know them?”

      A young woman overheard and looked at Axel with shock. “Count Farren?” she whispered.

      “Yes.”

      “They said you would appear today. I hardly believed it! Come with me.” She took his hand and led him inside the palace, up the stairs, all the way to the rooms that were once the quarters of King Emriel’s Favorite.

      Now, they were the living quarters of Jeanne and Merry, the rooms where Jeanne bottled spells to hand out to women who needed them, and Merry wove enchantments when they were needed, and they had raised three boys and entertained eight grandchildren.

      They were also very old now, of course, and they looked it. They were mages so everyone expected it of them.

      “Count Farren,” Jeanne said. “Is it time?”

      “Yes.” He smiled. “It is.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I opened my eyes.

      “Oh…” My voice croaked out. “Oh…”

      I sat up, my limbs leaden, and put a hand on my belly. I squinted at the sun coming in through the tall panes.

      I was inside the Lady’s Treat, and that was how I knew—this was real. I was inside the real world, which had become my dream while the dream was my world.

      My head spun.

      Augustus stirred awake beside me.

      “Rose?” He put his hands on my cheeks. “Rose…is this our old world?”

      “Look where we are…”

      I saw the rooms of my beloved little house for the first time in a century. There was no dust anywhere. Everything was perfectly clean, as if I had been here just yesterday, and there were freshly cut roses on the mantel.

      I drank in their scent with tears in my eyes. “Axel…?”

      We opened the door. I saw the tangled forest grown around the house, but there was a cleared area of meadow in front of it, and a few lambs and chickens roaming around.

      And people. There were two young women who looked like Julia. There was the well-lined face of my dear Louisa, whom I would know anywhere and had yet to join us in the dream. There was Jeanne and Merry, and while Jeanne was an old woman now she looked so much more vital and happy than when she was my nemesis in the Sun Palace.

      And there was…

      There was Axel.

      Our Axel.

      “Welcome home,” he said. He spread his arms and we both moved into his embrace. I drank in the smell of him, the same as it was in my memories, and tears flooded my face.

      “I’ve been waiting for you so long,” I cried, and I clung to his jacket with a grip I never wanted to release.

      Because I knew…

      I had always known.

      I couldn’t hold onto Axel against time and fate.

      “This…is the Lady’s Treat as I saw it…in the dream,” I murmured. “Axel…you waited—you watched over us. All of you waited…”

      “We didn’t wait so much as we simply lived a long life,” Louisa said with a wry smile.

      “Speak for yourself,” Jeanne said. “Why else would we live so damned long? We have a lot to tell you, and, I hope, a good world to leave you, although your place in it is indeed different. The palace is as beautiful as it ever was, and cherished by everyone who lays eyes on it. And the country of Ellurine is a land that hopefully embodies the best of the faery race—art, music, sex, freedom and strength.”

      “Our grandmother told us to wait for you!” one of Julia’s granddaughters said.

      “You didn’t even think she was telling the truth!” the other one said.

      “You didn’t either!”

      “But we’ll be handmaidens for you, my lady!”

      “I’m Eloise and this is Farisia.”

      “I won’t be here much longer myself,” Louisa said. “But you will have plenty of company, I know. The palace is still full of life.”

      My heart swelled with the bittersweetness of their words. I had always known this day would come, and it wasn’t as painful as I feared, because I could see the pride in all their faces in having waited for us, and giving us a new world.

      Indeed, we woke into a world that saw us as legends. Our palace was a museum, and anyone could come there anytime and walk through its halls. Balls were still held on many occasions in the halls. It was not actually much different from when we left, except that no one expected anything of us anymore. No one demanded to see us eating our dinner or to see Augustus bring me to a silent release on the ballroom floor. They were happy just to see us alive and well and in love.

      We danced with the granddaughters and grandsons of our friends in the garden late into the night.

      But it was Axel I couldn’t tear my eyes away from. He didn’t dance much now; his vital beauty had turned into the frail perfection of a tree nearing the end of its life, brittle but still structured. I barely saw his age, however. I had watched him age; now and then I went to the Lady’s Treat and looked in the windows until he appeared. We had all lived the same life. He would always be beloved to us.

      He already seemed so far away.

      I couldn’t tear my eyes from him, until suddenly I whirled around in the dance and he was gone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Interlude

      

      “Do you want us to tell them goodbye?” Louisa asked Axel gently.

      “There is no need for that,” he said. “All I needed was see them wake. All they needed was to know I lived my life well. Now, my work is done. I wish to spare them my mortality in this place. I know just what sort of life they’ll have now. I’ve already seen it in the Waters of Truth. Augustus will hunt in the wild forests, and Rose will raise her babies herself. But when they go to sleep…I’ll be waiting.”

      “Will you?”

      Merry handed him a drink. “I think he knows, my dear.”

      “Yes,” Axel said.

      Axel accepted the drink and slipped off into the forest, where elves are at their most content, and no one in the mortal plane ever saw him again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Our home was now the place where my heart had always been, the home that King Emriel built for his beloved mistress, and that Augustus gave to me. Our home was in the woods, with the animals and trees.

      Augustus hunted just enough to feed us, while I grew a garden.

      I had two children, and my daughter was an elf. A hundred years later, there was no one to gossip over that. By day, I raised her and her dark-haired faery brother, both of them as loved and free in their little world as any children had ever been.

      We no longer made love in the real world. We had too much work that we enjoyed doing.

      At night, we lay together in our bed, and fell into a dream that was just as real to us as shooting an arrow or milking a goat.

      More, perhaps.

      

      We knew, that first night, when everyone in the Sun Palace led us into the Hall of Mirrors. Julia was practically squealing with glee (to be joined before long by Louisa), and Josef and Charles were with their wives, everyone dressed in the very finest gowns by a proud-looking Madame Bertin and her bevy of favorite assistants who had finally done her the courtesy of joining her in this world.

      At the end of the long hall, reflected in the tall mirrors, he was waiting.

      A hundred years. It isn’t so very long, after all.

      “Axel…!” I could hardly breathe. “Axel!”

      I ran to him and I dragged Augustus with me, which I don’t think he minded at all, and soon we were all crushed in an embrace. We held each other so tight that when I woke up the next morning, I had real bruises.

      “You are truly the Sword of the King,” Augustus said. “What can we ever do to repay you for such a sacrifice?”

      “What a question, my lord,” Axel said.

      “I am at your mercy,” Augustus said, arching a brow.

      “As am I,” I said.

      “You’ve waited a very long time to be at my mercy, haven’t you? What do you want me to do to you?”

      I wet my lips. He was as beautiful as ever. As fierce as ever. As dear as ever.

      In this world, we belonged to him fully.

      “What don’t I wish you to do to me?” I breathed.

      “Tonight, I will make you speak the words,” he said. “But let’s feast and dance and…this is truly a night to celebrate.”

      The Sun Palace seemed to come alive in a new way, with fireworks and food that seemed to go on forever, but as the court settled into sleeping off drinks or simply vanishing into the ether, we all walked under the moonlight to the Lady’s Treat.

      “I watched over you here for a century,” Axel said. “Now, in this place, I am your master. I ask you again, what do you want me to do to you, Rose?”

      I flushed. Yes, after all this time I still could flush at the idea of voicing such desires. “I…I miss the way it feels when you’re both making love to me.”

      “You want us both to fuck you?”

      “Yes…”

      “Say the words, Rose.”

      “Fuck me,” I whispered. “Both of you.”

      “Who do you want to fuck you where?”

      “I want Augustus to—“ I swallowed. “Augustus can take me from behind. I want to see your face, Axel. Tonight. And I think he does too.”

      “Does this suit you, Axel?”

      “Yes…for now,” he said.

      “All right,” Axel said.

      He sent us to the bedroom, with a series of polite after-yous, and then he shut the door. “Now I’ll tell you how it will go…take off your clothes. Both of you. Quickly, now. I’ve already waited a hundred years.” He snapped his fingers, and the little burst of force and the domineering look in his eyes made me quiver with such desperate yearning that I was almost tearing myself out of my dress.

      The King’s Vine shifted around me, and reached for Augustus, and drew us together, lifting me up toward him. He put his hands on his thighs to support me and the vine kept tightening, pulling his stiff cock toward my ass, and as this happened, Axel walked over and lifted up my legs. I was mounted on him and the vine was still snaking around us. It pinned our hands at our sides.

      “To the wall,” Axel said, holding my knees up while Augustus’ cock throbbed inside my nether hole. “But don’t let her go.”

      Augustus walked backwards carefully until his back was against the wall.

      There were restraints above us on the wall now that I hadn’t noticed before, but this was a dream and sometimes not everything was fixed, so maybe they hadn’t been there before anyway.

      The vine let our left hands go, and Axel lifted them up and tied them together. Then the right. And all the while Augustus was deep inside me, filling me up, the sensation not quite pleasant but my wet sex suggested otherwise.

      As Axel noted with a quick stroke of his finger down the slick cleft.

      He licked his fingers. “I have missed the taste of you…so very much. And I have missed the feel of you. And tonight, I promise you, I won’t spare either of you any mercy at all.” As he said the last, he slammed his cock into me, while he was still gripping my legs, and I cried out with relief and intensity of emotion and the sweetest of agony.

      “I’m going to fuck you, Rose, until you can barely walk. And then I’ll do the same to Augustus and he can protest all he likes, but I’ll gag him if he does. And by then I’m sure you’ll need to be fucked again, so he can fuck you while you pleasure my cock…and he must be rough with you, but you must be very gentle with me.”

      “Oh…” I moaned and Augustus growled and Axel seemed like all the force and fire we had yearned for all these years.

      “Will you like that, Rose?” Axel purred in my ear.

      “Yes…”

      “Augustus?” he said, more sharply. “Am I everything you’ve ever wanted?”

      “Yes! Yes!” We both cried out now.

      “I’ll never leave you again,” he said. “Every night, when you go to sleep, you will never escape the pleasures and tortures I will bring you.”

      Of course, he didn’t need to ask, not really.

      He already knew what we dreamed of. And in the Palace of the Sun that lived in our dreams, he could give it to us freely, where he lived on forever, and so did we.

      Long after the real world forgets us, we will be there still.

      

      Thank you for reading this book. I went a little darker than usual with this story and made myself cry. The story of Marie Antoinette and Versailles has always been one of my favorite moments in history and it always does me cry at the same time. I tried my best to do it justice within my magical world. Make sure to join my Facebook group or my mailing list so you don’t miss release dates and bonus stories.

      This book is set in the same world (at a later time) as my Fairy Tale Heat series. If you haven’t read it yet, you can join my mailing list to get a FREE copy of The Goblin Cinderella! This romantic tale is a fan favorite in my Fairy Tale Heat series.

      The first book in the Fairy Tale Heat series is Beauty and the Goblin King. Keep reading for a sample chapter following the cover gallery!
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      Is this a fairy tale retelling or a dark romance? It had elements of both. The single volumes of this series had illustrated covers that suited the fairy tale romance aspect better. I decided to go a different direction for the box set but I still think the illustrations are quite charming, with Marie-Rose’s outfits rendered beautifully by the artist, chisami!
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      I was a girl when the goblin king first sent out his messages. Any young, unmarried woman willing to come to his castle would receive one gold piece for every night she spent there.

      Everyone whispered about him. What did he want with them? Why was he asking for human girls?

      The goblin king was a young man, who used to come to town sometimes, flashy with gold, riding a black horse, accompanied by his friends. They were ugly, noisy tricksters, everyone said. Dangerous. 

      But there was the matter of the gold.

      After his message, he never came to town again. Neither did any of his subjects. They didn’t even trade for the most necessary items, like salt. It was as if all the goblins had vanished.

      He was there, though. Desperate women traveled to him from every town and village within several days’ journey, and they got their gold pieces. Sometimes one, sometimes a week’s worth. A single gold coin was a substantial sum, about the cost of a horse, or a wardrobe suitable for attracting a wealthy husband—enough to change a peasant’s stars.

      Not that I knew anyone who had been to see him, personally, but the stories went around. The girls who went to see him never said much about the experience, except that he wanted exactly what you might expect him to want, but they didn’t complain either. It was one of the great mysteries of the region. Why had the young goblin king become a recluse, willing to rut any unmarried girl who comes to his doorstep, even if she isn’t much of a catch herself?

      To me, there was an air of intrigue about the king. By the time I was a young woman myself, his situation had not changed. People used to speak about the goblins as if they had died out in the region. Many years ago, they said, you could see their bonfires from the road at night, hear their songs. The goblin maidens used to ride into town astride, they said, as naughty as the menfolk.

      Maybe I liked the idea of them because I was always given to fancy, always lost in books.

      Just around the corner from the large stone house where I lived with my father and three older sisters was the town’s subscription library, and I spent so much time there that I was frequently teased about it.

      I was seventeen years old when I was browsing—Local Legends, the book was called. I came across an etching of the goblin king. He had a grinning mouth full of fangs, a mane of untamed dark hair, and two little horns on the top of his head.

      

      Goblins live in small “kingdoms” which are more like what we would call clans, but they are usually very prosperous, due to their skill at sensing out gold and gems within the earth. In the later years of King Stephen’s rein, the goblin king of the Green Hollows disappeared into his cavernous realm, and as of this writing has not been seen since. The only visitors he accepts are young, unmarried human women. It is suspected that he is under a curse, and he and his subjects are barred from leaving the cavern, but perhaps we shall never know what the curse is. Men have made attempts to approach his cavern, but the entrance has vanished. Only a woman traveling alone can find it, and when she returns, her memory always seems a bit hazy.

      

      I stared at the picture of the king for a long time.

      It gave me a strange feeling somewhere in my stomach, a sort of twist that was not unpleasant. I was supposed to think he was ugly, but there was something about that grinning, fanged mouth that made me wish I could see him, just once.

      “What are you doing?”

      My oldest sister Clara snuck up on me that day, and grabbed the book from my hand. “Is that the goblin king? Respectable girls should keep their noses out of that naughty business.”

      I grabbed the book back, shut it, and shelved it. “And you shouldn’t be looking over people’s shoulders when they're reading,” I said, but my cheeks were flushed. My fair cheeks had a way of betraying me at inconvenient times.

      Ever since my mother died when were young, Clara had become the boss, but she was ten times bossier than Mother ever was. She looked at me like she had caught me getting fucked by our stableboy. “All this reading isn’t good for you,” she declared. “You’re starting to get ideas.”

      “It was just a book, Clara. You’re ridiculous.”

      “You ought to be out and about, finding yourself a husband, not locked up in here with books.”

      I rolled my eyes and grabbed my cloak off the back of a nearby chair, resigned to coming home.

      Clara led the way, her back as straight as a post, her hood always pointed straight ahead. Clara was never curious about anything.

      I’d never tell anyone, but way deep down in my soul, sometimes I wondered what would happen if I took the long walk over the green hills to the door of his cave and knocked.

      That is, until my father lost all his money, and my wonderings came true.
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      At first it just seemed like a bad year. When you’re a merchant, bad years come and go. Some of the grain in the storehouse spoiled. A ship was lost at sea. My father had to borrow from one of the lenders down on Crow Alley, which he hated to do because they charged higher interest. But this had happened a couple of times before when I was a wee thing.

      The trouble was, my mother had been alive back then, and all my older sisters were wee things too. Now, they were young women. The twins were looking for husbands. Clara was settling in to be a proud old maid, intending to take care of Father and probably to inherit the house. They were horrified at the idea of looking poor and losing their prospects. They kept spending as if nothing had happened. Appearances must be maintained. Father hardly protested.

      Then, came the fire. It started in the night, and swept through all the storehouses on the west side of the river. By morning, all was ashes. All of the goods waiting to be shipped south were lost.

      Those months were a whirlwind of denial. My sisters couldn’t believe that we wouldn’t make it out of this. Father had insurance, didn’t he? The insurance company collapsed, unable to make all the payments. The lenders were at our door and soon they were sending very aggressive men to pound on our windows in the middle of the night.

      We had to start pawning our things. All of the silver was sold off. The better sets of bedclothes. A few items of furniture. A few pieces of Mother’s jewelry that was not so much in style now—but that was especially painful, because it was associated with memories.

      Servants were let go, and we had to start keeping the house tidy ourselves. One might expect Clara to like housework, since she was such a stickler for everything, but she didn’t. Not one bit. She was always trying to get the rest of us to do it for her. I believe I was the only one who actually liked washing and scrubbing. It was a good chance to daydream.

      But we were still in trouble, dodging lenders in the street in some embarrassing instances. Marta and Trixie were obsessed with snagging husbands, and terrified that word would get out about just how poor we were.

      Soon, we were down to the essentials, and there was no hiding it anymore. We had sold the horse and carriage. The only servant left was the cook, and that was mostly because she had been with us so long that she refused to leave, and would work for nothing but food and board. We were no longer invited to social functions, because everyone knew we were on the brink of losing all respectability, and we didn’t have the money to keep up.

      We were about to lose the house.

      It was time for a serious discussion.

      “The dowries!” cried Trixie. “Our good name! Why couldn’t this have happened once we were safely married? I thought I had Danny Martin on the brink of proposal.”

      “Someone would probably marry Sabela, even if she had no money.” Marta looked at me. I was the beauty of the family, so much so that Father called me “Beauty” most of the time. It had never sat comfortably with me; I didn’t especially want attention. Most of all, I didn’t like male attention. I could imagine nothing more stifling than to be a married woman in Fairhaven. Likely, my husband would be a merchant like Father, who would travel around, while I was home with the servants and babies.

      “But Sabela never pays any attention to men.”

      “Not real men. Just the men in books,” Clara said. “Books and tales. Like the goblin king.”

      I flushed.

      “One gold coin,” she said. “That would pay for this house.”

      “But no one ever stays more than a few nights,” Trixie said. “He must get bored of them.” She was the closest to my age.

      “Trixie, pay attention. One gold coin would shut up the lenders for a little while. Two gold coins, and we could buy some new clothes. People would think we were doing better again.”

      “Maybe he won’t get bored of Sabela,” Clara said. “She’s too pretty. And even a few gold coins would buy us another month to think.”

      I thought Father would snap at her that he would never, ever do such a thing to me. He would never send away his youngest daughter to sleep with the goblin king.

      “We can’t…ask that of Sabela.” He looked very tired, and heaved a sigh. His hand moved to reach for his pipe, and then withdrew when he realized there had not been money for tobacco.

      “But what else do we do? Lose the house?” Clara said. “Lose the house where we grew up, where we were born, where Mother died?”

      His eyes met mine. 

      I looked at the floor, flushing again. It was a funny thing about the goblin king. No, you didn’t go to him unless you needed money, so it wasn’t a thing respectable women were likely to do.

      But if you were desperate—

      It wasn’t viewed the same way as prostitution. He was a magical creature who never left his caverns. I would never see him again. He would never gossip about me. And then, there was the fact that the women never quite remembered what had happened.

      “The goblin king only accepts young women who go willingly,” Father said.

      “Last year, I caught Sabela looking at a picture of the goblin king in a book, and she turned just as red as she is now,” Clara said. “I think she might do it.”

      “Clara!” I had never liked Clara much. But this was the first time I hated her.

      “My beauty, is it true, that you would be amenable?” Father asked, tentative, but even in his eyes, I saw something like hope. Like he just wanted someone to solve his problems. He was getting old, his hair thinning, his eyes growing too weak to read, but I still felt a pang when I realized he would let me go.

      “I…” My voice died as I saw them all looking at me, my selfish sisters. Why me? I thought. Why shouldn’t one of my older sisters go instead?

      But then I realized that if one of them were to volunteer, a different sort of emotion would pass through me, and it would not quite be pleasant. I don’t really know why I wasn’t entirely terrified of the goblin king, why something called me to go to his door now and indeed, ever since I started to become aware of myself as a woman, but it did. I couldn’t deny that. I didn’t exactly want to go, but if someone must, it would be me. Not my sisters.

      “I will go,” I said, forcing my voice to be brave.

      “Dear god,” Papa whispered. “What am I saying? Sending you to him?”

      I stood up, my resolve building. “I will go willingly, as soon as the sun rises.”

      I could hear my sisters letting out breaths of relief.

      I had always been the strange one, the one who dreamed of a life beyond this city while the rest of them simply dreamed of handsome husbands and greater riches. Maybe, I thought in panic, as I struggled to sleep that night, I have built up an idea of this goblin king simply because going to see him sounds like an adventure. But what do I think will happen? Some hideous, fanged monster will answer the door, drag me underground, steal my virginity, and throw me out again. 

      What did I really know of him? I had seen a picture in a book. It might be wildly inaccurate. It might not capture his cruelty. I could hardly wrap my head around the idea that he would actually steal my virginity. I thought he must want something else.

      It was certainly too late to change my mind. And even sleeping reminded me of the stakes, because I had a proper bed to sleep in with Clara, a feather cover and bed curtains to keep out the cold. If we lost the house, all these things would go. We would sleep on the floor on straw beds like the poor. One night with the goblin king, in exchange for countless nights of warm beds and soft mattresses. Someone must do something.

      So, that morning, I put on my best dress, a clean white apron, a wool cloak, and my good boots. (My only boots, actually—it was easy to forget that I had sold the older pair.) The twins had packed lunch in a basket, for it would take all day to walk to the king’s caves.

      They kissed me goodbye, standing all in a row like it was my wedding day. I said very little because my voice would quaver. My insides were quivering and buzzing like a hive of bees was swarming inside me.

      “My daughter,” Father said. “Please forgive me. At least we know, they all come back.”

      Then he kissed my cheek last, and I was so close to tears that I could only wave my hand and nod and force a smile before I set off down the path.

      My boots forged a path down the rutted roads of Fairhaven, well traveled paths at first. It was so early that thankfully, not too many people I knew were out, but a young man who had once courted Trixie passed by and tipped his hat, asking if I was going somewhere important. And the baker’s daughter said hello and said I looked very nice today. In both cases, I acted coy, as if perhaps I was meeting a young man and I didn’t want everyone gossiping about it. Well, it wasn’t a lie, even the young part. People reckoned the goblin king was no older than thirty, which was a bit younger than some of the wealthy suitors Trixie and Marta had their eyes on.

      Soon, I had left my neighborhood. The houses grew smaller, with larger yards where chickens, pigs and gardens mingled: the small farms that provided much of the food for the town markets. And then, before I knew it, I was walking on the road that led out of town. An old stone wall wove along beside me, and sheep grazed on the green hills.

      It was an hour or so to walk to the next hamlet, where my best clothes stuck out even more, so I hurried through quickly. It was deep into the morning by now, so everyone was out and about. I felt as if all the women were looking at me and knew where I was going. I saw heads bow close, whispers exchanged.

      But once I made it through, there was nothing between the goblin king and me except miles of lonely road.

      Of course, I was not used to walking such distances. Here and there, I had to stop and rest a moment. At one point, I came to an ancient circle of stone. I stopped to admire it, because I had never come this far before, and I was always curious about the lives of people who had lived among these hills centuries ago. 

      I drained my water flask by mid-day, but clouds were gathering in the sky. Before long, I would have all the water I could wish for and a great deal more. A spring downpour pelted me for what felt like hours, leaving my hair soaked and making my cloak feel heavy on my shoulders.

      By the afternoon, I was starting to wonder if I really knew what the goblin king’s cave looked like. Would it be obvious? What if it was a tiny door, overgrown with weeds, tucked into the side of a hill, and in my exhaustion I missed it entirely?

      The terrain had grown rockier, the trees taller, the hills larger. My legs dragged. I yearned for dinner, and kept staring at the sun, willing it to stay put, but it was sinking quickly, as suns tend to do.

      The hills were turning vivid colors as the sunlight hit the grasses sideways. Soon it would be getting harder to see. Little creatures rustled in the tall grasses on either side of the road. It was only supposed to be a day’s walk. Had I walked too slow? I wondered what I would do if I never found the place. Should I attempt to turn around and walk home through the night? Sleep in the woods? Just press on?

      As I was starting to feel the edge of real despair, I saw an iron gate at one of the bends in the road. It was open, and at the top was an iron arch molded into a official-looking seal, with a moon flanked by two rather gargoyle-like beasts. A path led me forward, around the gentle swells of two green, tree-covered hills on either side. Small wildflowers bloomed in abundance. It was a beautiful, sheltered place. 

      At the end of the path was a lush rose garden. It was too early in the spring for the roses to be in such proliferation, and yet, here they were, blooming as if it was the middle of summer. Huge yellow ones, pink ones with an almost squarish shape, white ones with frilled petals, red ones with more slender blooms. There was such a variety that somehow, they seemed to compel me to choose one.

      I had always liked the wilder roses best. I kept walking around the bushes, trying to find a rose that suited me best. In the process, I spotted a door tucked among the flowers. I didn’t knock yet. I needed to find a rose first.

      Ah—there was the one! A smaller, more humble flower in a dark crimson. My hand had just met the stem when the door creaked open.

      “Picking my roses, are you?”

      But it was too late. The flower was in my hand.

      I turned, cheeks burning, stammering out, “I’m—I’m sorry, I—“ What was I thinking, grabbing flowers from a man’s garden without asking?

      And there he was. The goblin king himself. My eyes hardly knew what to make of him, where to look first. The sharp, stunning golden eyes? A mouth of fearsome teeth—far more of them than he needed, I thought.  Or his hands, covered in black leather gloves with elongated tips to make room for his claws?

      And then there were the small black horns rising from his coarse, wild black hair. Each one was adorned with a golden ornament, shaped like a twig or an antler, like two small horn-circlets.

      “Never mind it,” he said. His voice was a little raspy and growly. “Come here. Let me see what the night has brought me this time.”

      My heart was fluttering in an uneven patter as I came closer, realizing how tall he was. Tall and strong and broad. My eyes only came up to his chest. He was dressed more like a laborer than a king, I thought, his shirt, vest, and trousers well-fitted but homespun and simple. He had good quality boots and a hooded cloak, although the hood was down as if he wanted me to get a proper look at what I was getting into.

      “You’re awfully pretty,” he said, with a slightly skeptical tone. “At least, as far as the humans prefer.”

      “I can’t help it,” I said.

      “Surely a girl like you could find a husband to care for you, if you are penniless.”

      I was vaguely irritated, and didn’t care to explain my business to him. “And yet, here I am, so obviously not. Did you ever consider that maybe there isn’t anyone in town worth marrying?”

      “You probably haven’t looked very hard.”

      “Will you give me a coin or not?”

      “Will you allow me to fuck you in exchange for one gold coin? No sicknesses nor babes can result. I will take you as many times as I like tonight and in the morning you may go unless you choose to stay.”

      How blunt. So, it really was this and nothing else. There wasn’t some other secret purpose for inviting women to his house.

      So, I really was going to lose my virginity tonight, to this beast of a man. I was surely blushing again. I hoped it was too dark to see.

      There really was no question of saying no at this point. I had come all this way, and I needed food and shelter. Besides that…well, he was not so ugly as I expected. Or maybe he was precisely as ugly as I expected. The portrait of him in the book was fairly accurate. But you liked that portrait, whispered some voice deep down inside of me.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Then, come in.” He held the door open.

      I took a hesitant step inside, and then another, and the door shut behind me with a hollow thud. I glanced back, since I had not seen him move, nor heard his clothing rustle. It appeared that it had shut all by itself.

      We stood inside a dark passage, lit by the soft light of a candelabra. He held out a glove and said, “I will take that rose from you now.”

      “I’m sorry for picking it.”

      “You could hardly help it.” He shrugged, and I handed him the rose. He cradled the blossom in his hand. There was a small crystal vase with water sitting inside the passageway, and he put the rose there. 

      A faint rumble seemed to come from deep within the earth, and shake the passage so that dirt rained from the ceiling. I pulled my hood over my head with a gasp.

      He looked up. “Tremors. You have nothing to fear from them,” he said. “Sometimes the caverns get moody when I have a guest.”

      “The caverns have moods?”

      “Very sour moods.”

      Then he led me deeper into the passage.

      “Oh,” I breathed, as he opened a door. The room opened up, and the walls and ceilings sparkled with tiny lights and glowing crystals. We were standing inside a hall that would be the envy of any palace. A fireplace was built into one wall, with a small fire burning within, and paintings hung on the walls, of wild little goblin maidens dancing with sticks of fire. It looked like fun, whatever they were doing (once I had double-checked that no humans were being burned or mutilated somewhere in the painting, as rumors occasionally suggested). Beautifully carved benches were gathered around the fire, and a loaf of warm bread and a shaped round of golden butter was waiting for me, along with some wine.

      “Rest your feet and have some food,” he offered. “Make yourself at home. You have an hour or so. I will come for you at sunset.”

      “Oh—all right—I mean—we haven’t even exchanged names.”

      “You want my name? Most are content to think of me as the goblin king.”

      “We’re going to…do something pretty intimate, I mean, I suppose you do it all the time, but…”

      “I don’t know if I want you to have my name, pretty one. I know you’re only here for one purpose.”

      “Like wanting a coin is any better than what you want me for.”

      He stepped a little closer to me, and looked down. Slowly, his hand lifted to my face, and the somewhat stiff, yet soft material of his glove traced my cheek. “You know, tonight, I might actually enjoy it. But I’m not giving you my name, and I won’t have yours. It isn’t that kind of transaction, is it?”

      “Just—don’t call me ‘pretty one’,” I said.

      “Why not?”

      “At home my father calls me ‘Beauty’. And half the time I think that’s all anyone sees when they look at me. I know I shouldn’t wish to be ugly; I probably wouldn’t like it. But sometimes I wonder what it would be like to be known for being clever or courageous instead of pretty. If I’m going to—submit to you—I’d at least ask that you not call me that.”

      “Easy enough,” he said. “Now, I will let you have your meal and a warm bath.”

      “All right—that is—where is the bath? Where is my chamber for the night?”

      “Go ahead and explore. You’ll find it.”

      He turned and disappeared down another shadowy hall. 

      I sat down at the table and spread the butter on the bread. I was so hungry I couldn’t really worry anymore. I poured some of the wine and drank it down. Maybe a little bit of alcohol would calm my nerves. But it was also possible that they were beyond calming.

      When the entire loaf of bread was gone, I started getting my bearings. I’m going to be here a long time, I told myself. I needed as many gold coins as possible to keep my family from losing everything. But with my hunger no longer so pressing, my stomach squirmed with fears. It was hard to imagine just what I was getting myself into. I knew what happened between men and women, but I also knew it could hurt, or be pleasurable. It could be shameful or romantic. And strangely, I wasn’t sure what I expected out of the goblin king.

      This house, if you could call it that, was not formed like other houses. The walls were uneven, the passages twisting and sloping. Crystals and rocks jutted from walls, and tiny lights sparkled in veins. One room had a dining table formed from a giant rock that came out of the wall, with stalactites reaching down like chandeliers. Another room had a pipe organ formed into the cave, and some of the pipes appeared to be shaped from the very rocks themselves, although truly it was hard to say where the organ ended and the cave began.

      I had never seen such an astonishing, magical place. But there were no servants, no sign of any people at all.

      Why is he here all alone? Who cleans and maintains this place?

      Of course, there were hermits who chose to live alone, usually religious men. I didn’t think the goblin king was religious. I wondered if he was a king at all. He certainly didn’t have any subjects, but the caverns went on and on. I didn’t have time to even begin to explore them all. Just by the size of the rooms, it was obvious that there used to be large feasts and gatherings in the past.

      He wasn’t really alone, I reminded myself. He paid women to come here. But when he touched my face, he said he might actually enjoy it.

      There definitely was something going on here, something beyond the gossip, but I thought it must not be apparent or some other girl would have figured it out before me.

      I poked my head into the next room and let out an audible gasp.

      At home, we had an entire shelf of books. It was as tall as I was, and as wide as one of my father’s arms was long. I thought we were rich in literature.

      Now I knew it was nothing. The goblin king had more books than the subscription library. The shelves reached to the top of the ceiling and wrapped all around the room, which was large enough to contain a number of tables and chairs. The shelves had been built into the uneven shape of the cavern, and one part of the room was a tucked away nook, a tiny cave of books. Two leather chairs were there, as if waiting for me to claim one of them.

      I hardly knew where to begin. There seemed to be some book for every subject one could imagine. I ran my fingers along all the spines, bound in different colors, some in cloth and others in leather. Botany. Farm implements. Animals of the world. Histories of humans, goblins, elves, faeries, and every other thinking creature. Books with huge color plates showing different costumes, different birds, different maps, the placement of bones and muscles within the body. Myths and legends. Philosophy. Astronomy. Astrology. (Maybe it would tell me what kind of man the goblin king really was?)

      And then there were novels. He must have owned every novel I had ever heard anyone mention in my entire life, and more besides.

      I was still perusing the shelf, and probably had been for an hour already, opening one book and then another (with an occasional sneeze) when I heard a small clink of dishes.

      Behind me, a tray of food was on the table. This time, it was a nice warm stew and a cup of chamomile tea—I could smell it all from here. Perfect for eating in the damp, cool interior of the caves, and relaxing before bed.

      But where had it come from?

      “Hello?” I whispered.

      No response.

      I wasn’t about to refuse warm food and a book paired together—what heaven!—so I didn’t question it. I arranged myself carefully in one of the leather chairs, the stew in my lap, spoon in one hand and book in the other, the tea within reach. I tried to eat quickly because I knew I only had an hour, but I didn’t have much concept of time underground. Surely I could take fifteen minutes, just to start a chapter…

      Suddenly, a grandfather clock behind me began to toll its bell, and I almost sprung out of my chair in terror. Had there been a clock there before? Surely I would have noticed such an impressive clock. It was taller than I was, and displayed the phases of the moon—a clock worthy of a king.

      There was no arguing it. The clock chimed eight o’ clock, and I felt sure it was telling me to get into the bath and make myself ready for the goblin king. A chiming clock becomes a very ominous sound when you are expecting such a night as this, I thought, yanking my cloak around my body as I hurried down the uneven corridor, looking for my bedroom. Another small tremor shook the hallway.

      Here was a large room with a beautiful carved bed and a large wooden wardrobe to match, with double doors. On one side of the room was a cozy table and chairs, and off to the other side was a porcelain tub, with steam wafting out of it. Warm water awaited me, and a towel as well as a nightgown were already folded neatly across a rack nearby.

      I hesitated only briefly before slipping off my clothes. Even in a family that had been fairly well-to-do, a warm bath with clean water all to myself was a luxury that the youngest sister out of four never, ever enjoyed. And I’d had such a long day of walking, the warm water instantly relaxed every muscle in my body. I grabbed the soap and lathered my arms and legs. Such soft soap! Everything here was the finest example of itself I had ever seen. I tipped my head back and looked at the ceiling, realizing that it was quite high up—maybe ten feet above me—and glinting with tiny lights like constellations.

      They were constellations, actually, or at least the lights were formed that way. I spotted many that I recognized. Another map, I thought, for studying the stars.

      A hand pounded on the door.

      “It is time for you to fulfill your bargain, o courageous one,” the goblin king said.

      I rushed out of the tub, dripping water all over the floor, and swiped myself with the towel before yanking the nightgown on over my half-wet body. “C-come in,” I said, and the door creaked open.
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