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Sarafine drew a card from her custom-painted oracle deck and glanced from the silk-draped table to her patron. As usual, the bejewelled lady watched her, wide eyed, hanging on her every mystical word. 
“Hmm,” said Sarafine. “I see a journey in your future.”
“Let me pick one!” said Jixa, fluttering near her ear.
A shaft of sunlight drifted across the card table through the velvet-draped window and highlighted the curl of smoke rising from the stick of camphor Sarafine had set burning before her patron arrived. This patron’s time was almost up. Might as well end with a flourish. “The pixie shall choose the final card.” Sarafine fanned the cards out on the table, and Jixa landed beside them.
Jixa pushed one of the cards toward the patron, her tiny feet digging into the silk-covered felt.
“I see her footprints!” the patron gasped.
Sarafine smiled indulgently. Jixa’s dramatic flair had got them started in the fortune-telling business, and Sarafine had got the knack once the gold started rolling in. She drew the card Jixa had chosen as the pixie fluttered back to her shoulder, and Sarafine finished out the reading with the appearance of a stranger into the patron’s life.
“Thank you so much, Ms. Laurius! Really, I don’t know what I used to do without you.” The patron struggled to pull her coin purse out of her pocket and scooped a handful of glinting gold onto the table, scattering coins over her cards.
“I merely report the cards’ unknowable wisdom,” said Sarafine.
The pixie on Sarafine’s shoulder giggled and clapped her hands. “And help relieve her of her coin.”
Sarafine ignored her.
“You’re an absolute angel,” said her patron. “And thank you too, little pixie!” Her patron’s winning smile was aimed at entirely the wrong shoulder. She bustled to the door and waved at Sarafine. “Ta-ta, darling! I’ll be back next week. Same time? Of course the same time!” She laughed gaily, and her mincing steps retreated down the carpeted hallway. The front door opened and shut with a click.
Sarafine laid out a wispy purple kerchief and gathered the coins into it. Jixa fluttered from her shoulder and pussyfooted around the cards. She tilted a coin onto its side and rolled it into the pile.
She licked the coin. “Mmm.”
“That’s gross, Jixa. You’ve no idea where that’s been.”
Jixa cocked her head and squinted at her. “I know a bit. Why don’t you ask your fortune-telling cards?”
“Don’t be silly. The cards are just cards. You’re the one who tells me the future.”
“What will we buy with this pile of gold?” Jixa hovered over the coins. Her tiny feet knocked one, and Sarafine straightened it.
She tied the corners of the kerchief together and slid it into her pocket. Jixa fluttered back to her shoulder as Sarafine stood, and Jixa gripped onto the epaulette that acted as her throne.
“This thing needs new padding,” said Jixa. “I can feel your bony shoulder right through.”
Sarafine shrugged gently. “We have the money. I’ll look into it.”
“Good, I want to be comfortable for our trip.”
Sarafine nodded to her butler, who still waited by the door, and turned to the stairs. “What trip is that?” They weren’t planning to go anywhere. Sarafine padded up the carpeted steps.
“To that fortress in the mountains. It’s coming up soon.” Jixa kicked her heels against Sarafine’s collarbone.
Sarafine reached the top of the stairs and turned down the wide hallway. “You’ll have to tell me more about the trip. This is the first you’ve said about it.” Her chatelaine jingled as she unlocked her office door, then her lockbox, and tucked the gold inside with the other knotted kerchiefs.
“There’s a fortress and a lord on a horse, and he’s telling them to open the door, but they won’t.”
A siege? Their little corner of the world had been at peace since she’d chosen Corniston to disappear to, the second-largest city in the kingdom. Bracetree was larger, but she couldn’t have hidden there for years on end.
“A lord on a horse” could be anyone, and “a fortress” could be any of a dozen scattered along the border. No matter which one it was, it didn’t concern them, not anymore.
“Do you want to draw a picture?” said Sarafine, already pulling the paper and watercolours from her desk drawer. The sooner Jixa dropped this trip idea, the better.
Once the pixie was settled, grabbing handfuls of paint and rubbing them over the paper, Sarafine drew her stack of correspondence close. She flipped through the letters, most from patrons… but not this one. The royal lion rampant graced this one’s seal, and below that, a stylized D. Her throat closed. He’d already used her and Jixa to become king. What else could he want from her, sending letter after letter? She flicked the parchment unopened into the fireplace where the edges charred black and curled, and the wax seal lit and melted away.
The next letter on the stack came from her parents, and she almost tossed it after Darion’s. Sarafine sighed and cracked the seal. Once again, they had found “a most promising suitor” for her and begged her to impart her whereabouts so that they could descend on her and drag her back into their grasp. Not that they said that last part.
Her intermediary, who handled her mail, could be depended upon not to give her location away, not even to the king. Especially not to the king.
“Oh yeah!” Jixa was green to one knee, pink to the hem of her skirt, and a smudge of yellow stretched across her entire face. “The lord is Darion! He has a bunch of horses with him.”
Sarafine froze, her throat working again. No crying over him, and no vomiting over her desk. King Darion was laying siege to a fortress or would do so “soon.” Still not her problem.
“I hope Amelia isn’t in trouble.” Jixa smeared orange paint across the top of her paper as she shattered Sarafine’s calm.
She had to swallow twice before she answered. “Why would Amelia be in trouble?”
“The fortress. Can we go? I miss the birds there. Remember that robin that used to talk to me?”
Langswold. Home. Sarafine and Darion’s home, where they’d lived with Jixa, Amelia, Marcel, and their high ideals. Where Amelia and Marcel probably still lived. Where Darion was approaching with “a bunch of horses.”
No trace remained of Darion’s letter in the fireplace. Maybe she shouldn’t have been so quick to burn it. Force of habit.
She could stay here and leave them to it. Just because Darion was king didn’t mean he knew where she was. And if he did, nothing had stopped him showing up here over the past eight years. Sarafine cracked the wax seal on the next letter and unfolded it, but the cultured handwriting blurred as she looked through it, through her desk. If Amelia and Darion were at odds, someone was going to die. Marcel could keep Amelia in check, but no one would rein Darion in, and he was the king.
If she could do anything, she would have to try.
“Want to come up to the attic with me, Jixa? We’ll need all your warmest clothes if we’re going home to Langswold.”
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Sarafine’s horse, Mandrake, picked her way across the field toward Langswold Fortress. The grey stone wall dwarfed the sentries that stood atop it facing east where the king’s camp lay, just out of bowshot. Not that she could see the camp over the rise that lay between them; Darion’s soldiers patrolled the road, not the goat tracks by the stream like the one she and Jixa travelled. 
Last time she’d been here, she had picked her way through bodies on foot while Jixa helped her locate anyone still living, and while Darion betrayed her at the parley with the elders. The lush grass was the only remnant of that battle, besides the black scorch mark that marred the wall of the fortress.
“The men who catch us are so mean,” said Jixa.
Sarafine tried not to let her shoulders tense. No need to scare Jixa. “Catch us?”
“Here, by the brook.”
“Where do they come from?”
Jixa fluttered toward the brook and gestured into the trees on the other side.
Sarafine clucked their horse into a trot, and Jixa squeaked and zoomed back to her shoulder. “We’ll make it to the postern,” Sarafine muttered.
Mandrake’s hooves beat the earth, and her tack jingled in time.
Someone shouted from the trees, but Sarafine didn’t look around. The postern gate yawned ahead, a dark tunnel at the base of the thick stone wall.
Jixa clutched her perch on Sarafine’s shoulder. “Do we have to go so fast?”
“Yes, we do.” If Darion’s men caught them now, he would use Jixa for his own gain, just as he’d done during their rebellion.
The hollow thump of hooves on dirt filled the quiet morning, and the jangle of harnesses drifted to Sarafine over the water. Still, she didn’t turn; it would only slow her down.
Sarafine stood in her stirrups and urged her horse into a canter until the postern gaped in front of her. She reined up hard, sliding onto her belly and down from the saddle, urging her horse to jog with her into the low tunnel. Whinnies echoed into the tunnel over the clacking of Mandrakes hooves as two arrows drove into the ground outside in quick succession.
The rebels’ archers hadn’t shot at her. She slowed to a walk and craned back over her shoulder. The riders were out of sight, clearly, no friends of the rebels inside the fortress.
At the far end of the postern, the portcullis blocked Sarafine and Mandrake from entering. A helmed guard peered through into the darkness, trying to make them out. Sarafine waved.
“Ho, I come as an ally. A friend to Amelia and Marcel of old.”
“This gate’s not going anywhere until they vouch for you. I already sent a runner.” The guard didn’t look familiar, but why would she? Sarafine had been gone for eight years, and besides, half of the folks she had known had surely chosen Darion when he became king.
“I would expect nothing less from Amelia’s people.” Sarafine led her horse into the pool of light cross-hatched on the flagstones, and Jixa leaped off her shoulder and darted through the grating, right past the guard’s ear.
The guard furrowed her brow and eyed Sarafine’s shoulder perch. “Don’t go back out there. The king’s soldiers won’t be kind to a seer.”
The rebels wouldn’t allow Darion’s soldiers to come within bowshot of the walls, let alone into the tunnel behind her. True, Amelia might be holding a grudge about the way Sarafine had left without a word, but she’d never throw her on Darion’s mercy. They would let her in, and she wouldn’t have to see him alone—and risk a resurgence of old feelings.
Jixa fluttered back into view and perched on the portcullis. “They got rid of my spot in the kitchen. Make them put it back!”
“I will have them put it back as soon as I can,” said Sarafine, mindful that the guard could neither see nor hear her conversation partner.
“There’s a person right there! Tell them to put it back. I’m hungry!”
“Jixa!” Sarafine gestured to the metal grid penning her in.
“It’s not my fault you can’t fit through. Humans are too big.”
Sarafine ignored her and unbuckled her saddlebag to pull out a kerchief of raisins. She untied it and dropped a couple into the thimble on Jixa’s perch.
“Yes!” Jixa leaped to her seat and snatched a raisin. She nibbled it and settled herself on Sarafine’s shoulder.
The guard peered through the grating as, from her perspective, the raisin floated through the air, hovered, and then disappeared, bite by tiny bite.
“What is it, Carmela?” The voice came from around the wall, out of sight, but it was Marcel; there could be no mistaking him.
“Marcel!” said Jixa, tossing her half-eaten raisin back into the thimble and zooming through the grating again. “It’s Marcel!”
“I can hear him, Jixa,” said Sarafine.
“Sarafine?” Marcel stepped around the corner. His blue eyes shone from a light-brown face only a bit more lined than the last time they’d spoken. His straight hair still shone black, with only a few streaks of grey around the temples.
Jixa landed on his shoulder and nuzzled her face into Marcel’s cheek. He startled at the invisible touch, but his eyes met Sarafine’s, and he smiled at Jixa before gesturing to the guards on the wall above her head to raise the gate.
They didn’t try to speak over the cacophony of the chains raising the portcullis, and as soon as the way was clear, Sarafine led Mandrake carefully over the uneven threshold into Langswold.
“I heard Darion was here, and I thought I could be of some help to you and Amelia.” The fortress seemed calm despite the pending siege. Shouldn’t Amelia be wandering the ranks, nitpicking everyone else’s work?
“I’m sure you will be. You must be hungry after the ordeal getting to our walls.”
“Yes! We’re famished!” said Jixa.
“Food would be lovely,” said Sarafine. “Maybe somewhere you can detail the situation?”
Jixa settled on Marcel’s shoulder as he led them deeper into the fortress. The pixie intermittently stroked his neck, saying things like “good human” and “steady now” that he couldn’t hear. Sarafine didn’t bother relaying them.
The outside of the wall hadn’t changed, but in eight years, most of the buildings inside had been repainted, some entirely rebuilt. That house had been white, and a stranger watched from the doorway.
The ringing from the forge, at least, hadn’t changed, though the blacksmith of her time had liked to leave the door standing open. They wound up to the keep, and Marcel called into the stables.
A voice barked back. “What could you possibly need me for? Not like we have tons of visitors—” The speaker poked his head out of the stable, and his mouth fell open. “Sarafine!”
“Gregory?”
“By the gods’ whiskers, never thought to see you again, girl! How have you been keeping yourself?” He clasped her hand in both of his and leaned in to air-kiss her cheek, his beard brushing her face as she returned it.
“Jixa and I have been keeping well enough in Corniston.”
He turned and spat. “The city! Surprised you still have a horse to carry you here. I’m sure you’ve been sitting on cushions and taking baths all day.” He chuckled. “And who’s this now?” He clucked to her horse and rummaged in his pocket until he produced an apple.
“Mandrake. Don’t you go spoiling her. She’s a city horse, but she’s a hard worker.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Gregory was already leading her horse away. “Sure, you can have this if you let me take that tack off, Mandrake, my girl.”
Marcel had his arms crossed over his chest, and Sarafine averted her gaze from his steady stare. He didn’t have to say anything: he disapproved of her having left with nary a word to her rebel family. She’d run from more than just King Darion when she rabbited all those years ago.
“Can we get to the food now?”
Sarafine gave Jixa a sharp look, but the pixie just pouted back at her. “Jixa’s hungry,” said Sarafine, suppressing a smile.
“We can’t have that,” said Marcel. He brought his hand gingerly to his shoulder where Jixa sat, and she hugged his fingers, wrapping both her arms and legs around them and squeezing. Marcel laughed. “I think we might even have a few cherries.”
“Cherries!” Jixa let Marcel’s hand go and zoomed around his head twice.
“Calm down before you hurt yourself,” said Sarafine, but Marcel smiled.
He led them down a familiar path up the main staircase, where Darion used to keep his favourite painting, a grey rendition of a ship tossed in a roaring sea, the wall now standing empty.
She paused in the doorway to Darion’s office, tracing the ornamental scrollwork with a numb finger. But Darion’s voice didn’t call out from behind his desk for her to come in, and Marcel beckoned her inside.
“When Darion… left, I took it over. We can sit somewhere else if—”
“Here is fine.”
She edged across the carpet, the same one that had cushioned her knees from the bite of the stone floor while he laced his fingers through her hair—
The shelves behind the desk that used to be lined with books now held knick-knacks and trinkets from all over the continent, and the desk that Darion had bent her over so many times, scattering forgotten correspondence heedlessly while he gripped her hips and— The desk was immaculate: one pile of paper, perfectly squared, lay on the right-hand side, and no ink dotted its top. Shouldn’t there be scratches in the surface from her nails where she’d clawed the wood?
“Feel free to make yourself comfortable.” Marcel gestured to an unfamiliar table and two chairs by the mullioned window that overlooked the inner courtyard.
Sarafine sank into the chair in front of a platter. A bowl of cherries sat in the middle of the table, and the other place stood empty. The branches below were clustered with small green fruit, some apples, some pears. Jixa stepped gracefully from Marcel’s shoulder and attacked the cherries, knocking one flying from the bowl and off the table.
Marcel laughed. “Still likes her cherries.” He swiped the fallen cherry off the rug, perched across from Sarafine, and crossed his legs.
Sarafine picked at her platter. A small bun, no butter, but freshly sliced strawberries, whole blueberries, and melon somehow cut into perfect balls.
“The king’s men showed up two days ago. Darion didn’t join them until yesterday. Amelia wanted to ride out right away and meet him. I was on patrol in the forest, otherwise I would have gone with her. I would never have let the two of them meet alone.”
The little green apples bobbed as the wind picked up.
Jixa pelted Sarafine with a cherry pit that rattled off her platter. “He’s waiting for you to tell him it’s fine, that it’s not his fault.”
Since when was she so perceptive?
“There’s nothing anyone could have done. You know Amelia when she gets an idea stuck in her head.”
“I can usually divert her. If you rode all the way from Corniston, someone must have told you Darion was coming…”
Had Darion tried to tell her in that letter she’d tossed in the fire? Had he been asking her advice all this time and she’d been too stubborn to help? Even if she’d given her advice, he would have been too stubborn himself to take it. “Jixa told me.”
Marcel nodded and smiled at the cherry bowl, now but sparsely populated, and Jixa perched on the edge. It wobbled, the little pixie narrowly avoiding overturning it on herself.
Sarafine sighed. Marcel was being his typical patient self with her, but he deserved better. She caught his gaze. “I’m sorry I left you. All of you. When I realized Darion had used me to take over the monarchy, I couldn’t bring myself to stay and find out what he was going to use me for as king.”
Marcel took her hand and squeezed her fingers gently. “Amelia and I understood.” He shrugged. “Most everyone did. The way he betrayed us… He betrayed you tenfold.”
Jixa hopped onto the windowsill and strutted along. “I used to have a nice bed here.”
“We’ll find you a bed, pixie. Do you want any of my food?”
“Maybe a crumb or two.” She fluttered onto Sarafine’s platter, burrowed into her soft bun, and pulled out an armful of the fluffy middle.
“Would you like to set up in the kitchen?” Marcel directed his question to the bun. “Francine would be glad to have you.”
Jixa paused, her handful of bread forgotten, and fluttered a few inches off the table. “Francine? She sings to me!”
“I’ll take the hovering bread as an affirmative.”
“I’m sure all of Langswold knows we’re back by now.” So many people Sarafine had once considered family. A family Darion had ripped apart.
“It wouldn’t surprise me if Francine has already dusted off your spot on the kitchen windowsill.”
“Make sure she knows you’re there,” Sarafine called after her retreating pixie.
“Oh, she’ll know!” Jixa called back as she wriggled under the door into the hallway.
Sarafine shook her head slowly. “She’s going to get swatted one day.”
“Francine will take good care of her. She’s been missed around here. Both of you have.” He held up a hand. “I know. You already apologized. I’m not trying to guilt you. I just mean that you’re welcome. Welcome to stay, I mean. After.”
“After what, exactly? How did you and Amelia manage to bring the king himself to your doorstep?”
“Made friends with the wrong lord.” Marcel scrubbed a hand over his face.
“You said Amelia met with Darion already. What did they talk about?”
“I don’t know.” Marcel looked about ready to vomit.
“She didn’t tell you?”
“She hasn’t come back.”
“They’re still in negotiations?”
“Who knows? We haven’t heard anything at all from him.”
Darion had kept Amelia in his camp overnight with no demands? The two of them certainly hadn’t come to a compromise about… whoever the lord was.
“Who exactly is this lord that Darion hates so much?”
“You’d know him as the crown prince, Quinton, old King Iron Fist’s firstborn. He’s been badgering Darion for the duration.”
No doubt royally disgruntled that he’d been denied his birthright.
“And you want him to become monarch?” Had Amelia and Marcel changed so much?
“Not on your life. He’s promised Amelia reforms once he’s in power, and she takes him at his word. Darion finally reached his limit on traitors in our midst and told Amelia to turn him out.”
“Those must be some reforms. I’ll bet she told the king to go to hell. Quinton is here?”
Marcel shook his head. “Rode out two days ago on some secret business—”
A rap on the door cut him off. “Marcel? The king has sent demands.”
Marcel rubbed a hand over his face. “Come in here, and let’s hear them.”
The messenger poked his head around the door and glanced at Sarafine. “He wants the seer. Otherwise, Amelia will be executed.”
Marcel flinched. “How long do we have?”
“Until sunset.”
Marcel waved the messenger out and cradled his head in his hands.
Sarafine pressed her palm onto the table, barely breathing. “He’s taken her hostage?” Her nostrils flared, and she made an effort to unclench her jaw. “Underhanded rat bastard.”
“His Majesty, the underhanded rat bastard.” Marcel raised his eyebrows.
“With at least two hundred men at his beck and call.” Sarafine slumped back into her chair.
“Knowing Amelia, she stormed in there and told him where to shove his army, or else. I don’t think even she knows what the or else would be. But of course, His Majesty can’t have anyone speaking to him in such a disrespectful fashion.”
Sarafine had delighted in speaking to him in a disrespectful fashion, right here in this office. But Darion and Amelia didn’t resolve their problems that way; they were more inclined to have a screaming match and storm off, leaving Sarafine and Marcel to talk them each down. Inevitably, Amelia and Darion were best friends again in the morning. Had been.
“Darion won’t back down. He’s going to execute her as an example to the rest of us.”
Marcel nodded. “When Darion gets something into his head…” Marcel gazed out the window, off into the distance.
“And no one can get under his skin quite like Amelia.” Sarafine had often said they’d kill each other with no one there to play buffer between them, but she’d meant it figuratively.
Darion didn’t know she was here. His soldiers had spotted the perch on her shoulder and reported a seer entering the rebel fortress. She could keep it that way, send Marcel off to bargain with the stubborn jerk without her. But he would carry through on his threat to murder Amelia, friendship be damned. They couldn’t count on his ruthless streak faltering at the last moment. They needed to be sure of a way to get Amelia safe now.
They’d all been stubborn enough to stand against King Iron Fist, but Darion was the only one ruthless enough to take the monarchy despite their agreement to abolish it entirely. And with that, he’d burned all their dream of distributing power to the ground.
In the intervening years, had King Darion shown any sign of using his power to bring the monarchy down? Of course not. Now that he had his power he wielded it. Maybe not quite as ruthlessly as King Iron Fist, that was true. No one was selling their children to the clergy to pay back taxes as Marcel’s family had tried to do to him and his sister. No orphanages were being stripped of the king’s patronage and shuttered as Amelia’s had been under Iron Fist. No stories had reached Sarafine of merchants’ prized goods being seized to pay for the king’s latest indulgence when they tried to take them to market, as Darion’s best horses had been.
Still, taxes were demanded with no regard to the family’s situation, orphanages stood at the mercy of rich patrons, and tariffs on merchants’ goods still went to buying the king’s jewels. Darion wanted the seer and he wouldn’t back down.
“I’ll do it. Me for Amelia. But you do the bargaining.” If she could delay her encounter with Darion, all the better.
“We’ll meet and agree to the terms. Get Amelia back. After that…” He ran a hand over his face again. He’d wear his nose right off if they didn’t get Amelia back soon.
“Let’s just deal with the impending death of our friend before you worry about the future of the kingdom. Meet with him, agree on the exchange, and then we’ll get Amelia back.” She couldn’t sit still any longer and paced to Marcel’s shelves of knick-knacks.
“Are you sure? You escaped him once…”
Had she ever wanted to escape him? No. But the news that he was to be crowned king had sent her fleeing. She hadn’t given him a chance to trap her and Jixa; she’d just disappeared. Marcel was right. If she went back to him now, she wouldn’t be able to leave again; he wouldn’t give her a chance. She and Jixa were too valuable to relinquish.
“Let’s just get Amelia safe and get them both calmed down. We’ll go from there.” She’d think about the implications of having Darion in her life again later. If he asked her to tell him Jixa’s prophecies, she’d simply refuse. They could find a way to keep that power from him once Amelia was safe.
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On the ramparts, Sarafine gathered her cloak more closely about her shoulders. The thick wool mostly kept the icy wind at bay, but it didn’t touch the chill in her bones watching Marcel, Carmela, and another guard ride out to the meeting point midway between the walls and the king’s camp. Marcel had set two of his most steadfast archers to cover them; they stood poised along the wall, neither one close enough to hear her muttering to herself. Her feet had carried her up here of their own accord. Had Darion changed as king? Had he really turned into a power-crazed maniac? 
Four riders filed through a gap in the palisade. One of them had windswept black hair and an arrogant tilt to his bare head. He held the reins loosely and guided his horse with his knees alone, as comfortable in the saddle as on his own feet. Darion.
Sarafine fought down the tightness in her belly, the fluttering in her chest as he drew closer and his gaze seemed to take her in, though he wouldn’t be able to identify her at this distance with her hood raised against the chill. Sarafine had left Jixa in the kitchens. It wouldn’t do to have her zooming off to nuzzle the king’s cheek as she had with Marcel; Jixa adored Darion, totally oblivious to what he’d tried to do to them.
The wind carried snatches of Marcel’s voice up to the ramparts, but Darion scanned the battlements, his gaze catching on her again.
Darion’s gravelly timbre, even from so far away, made something try to crawl up Sarafine’s throat. Possibly her lunch, possibly her heart. She swallowed it down.
Marcel spoke again, and Darion nodded, glanced toward the archers on the wall, spared one last covetous glance toward his goal, the seer, and wheeled toward his encampment.
Sarafine slumped against the embrasure. Fucking Darion. How could he still affect her this way, after all this time? If she was so affected by hearing a snatch of his voice, how could she possibly hope to resist when he demanded Jixa’s prophecies? One of those commanding looks of his, a simple caress of his deft fingers, and she’d spill every last prediction Jixa offered. And he would use them.
The king and his soldiers disappeared behind their palisade, and Marcel and his guards turned their horses back toward the fortress. Darion would use her predictions to crush rebellions like this one, like theirs, back when Darion had rebelled with them. He’d use her for her pixie, and he wouldn’t even have to hide it anymore.
Sarafine trudged down to the keep, where Marcel met her, dismounting.
“If there’s anything you want to do before we throw you to the wolves, you have an hour.” He gave her a sympathetic look, and she turned away.
“Thanks.” The worst part was how sure she had been that they were all working together, using Jixa’s prophecies to propel their rebellion, all of them dedicated to the cause, not trying to seize power for themselves. But Darion had fooled her, along with the rest of them. She’d been a particularly useful tool to him, that was all.
She and Marcel parted ways in the bailey, he going to check their defences in Amelia’s absence, and her to the kitchen to collect Jixa. She took her pixie up to Marcel’s office; they didn’t need their own quarters because they wouldn’t be staying overnight. She sat her pixie on the windowsill and then pulled her chair in close.
“Jixa, we’re going to see Darion.”
Jixa squeaked and darted around the room like a hummingbird.
“But you’re not to touch him, and you’re not to tell me any prophecies while we’re with him.” If Sarafine didn’t know them, she wouldn’t be able to pass them on to Darion.
Jixa giggled. “Nope! I loooove Darion! I’m going to snuggle him! Does he still have that fuzzy beard?”
“He doesn’t. His face looks prickly now.” Come to think of it, his face had been thinner. “What about the prophecies? Can you at least keep those to yourself while we’re with him?”
“But he likes them.” Jixa landed on her shoulder and rested her head on Sarafine’s earlobe. “He always says they are so helpful. Besides, you know I can’t keep prophecies from you, silly.” She snuggled into Sarafine’s neck.
Jixa wouldn’t be any help with this. As long as he had them, Darion would use their prophecies for his political manoeuvring. She would be back under his spell again; already she couldn’t get his dark eyes out of her head. She could almost see him across the room, sitting at his desk, working on some missive.
He’d look up and catch her staring, Come here. He’d watch her cross to him and sink to her knees, then he’d pat his thigh, and she’d settle on her cushion with her head resting in his lap while he finished up. He’d run a hand through her hair. What would please you, my lord? A smile would curl his lips; he hadn’t been finishing his work, he’d been planning every detail of their evening, beginning with leaning back in his chair and spreading his legs—
Sarafine shook her head and squirmed in her chair, trying to ease the ache between her thighs. Jixa strutted along one of Marcel’s knick-knack shelves, ringing a tiny bell over and over again. Darion wasn’t even here, and Sarafine could barely keep it together. She wouldn’t be able to keep Darion from taking advantage of Jixa, and Jixa couldn’t help her; she’d already said as much. Only one option remained: leave Jixa behind.
Sarafine couldn’t pass on prophecies that she couldn’t hear, and Jixa loved it in Langswold kitchen. Francine, Marcel, and Amelia would take good care of her. But none of them could see her or hear her. What if something happened and they didn’t realize? What if someone really did step on Jixa or crush her somehow? She’d lie, invisible, hurt, and alone until she lost her strength entirely, with no hope of being rescued. No, she couldn’t leave Jixa here.
Not only that, but Jixa was right: pixies needed to share their predictions. If no one could hear her, Jixa would drive herself to exhaustion trying to make someone listen. The only others who could see and hear her were her relatives, the pixies who lived in their village deep in the wood, up the mountain, where Sarafine had found her little friend. She and Darion had fetched her there, a tiny pixie raring for adventure and hungry for a human to see and hear her.
Yes, that would be the only way. Return Jixa to her home, and then Darion would have no use for Sarafine. If he tried to make her reforge her pixie bond, she would refuse. He’d realize that Jixa hadn’t been part of their bargain, and he’d let her go. Later, perhaps she would think about where she would live, what she would do without Jixa by her side, but not now. She had an hour to trek to the pixie village and back. They had to leave right away.
Sarafine beckoned to Jixa, who flew to her perch and hung on as Sarafine hurried into the bailey.
“Where are we going?” asked Jixa. “You know I love a good adventure.”
“I thought it might be nice to visit your family.”
“My family? I never thought of that. I can show you how to ride a squirrel.” She fixed Sarafine with an assessing stare. “You might be too big for it, though.”
“Probably.”
Mandrake wouldn’t make it up the narrow path to the pixie village, so she hustled toward the postern gate on foot.
“Where are you going?” Carmela stood guard in front of the portcullis.
“I’m sure Marcel told you that I have free rein to come and go as I please.”
“Trying to escape now that you’ve made your bargain with the king?”
“Of course not. I care for Amelia as much as you do.”
Carmela planted her feet firmly. “So, where exactly are you going?”
“I’m taking Jixa to visit her family in the wood. It might be our last chance now that…”
Carmela narrowed her eyes, but she stood aside and waved for the gate to be lifted, and the portcullis ground up. The dark tunnel seemed shorter in this direction, and in a moment, Sarafine was stepping into the late afternoon sun. It would be twilight when she returned, but she knew the terrain. She hopped across the stream and began to climb, sticking to a goat track. No clear path led to the pixie village; they had only found it that first time after months of searching, but with Jixa’s guidance, she would find it easily.
Jixa chattered about her village, correcting Sarafine’s path a few times. Sarafine paused to look over her shoulder. Surely someone, Marcel or even Darion, must be about to jump out and stop her. But no one appeared.
They emerged into a glade gilded in the lowering sun. Her pixie leaped from Sarafine’s shoulder and zoomed over the wee toadstool houses, calling out to the pixies as she flew. She landed in the middle of the faery ring. A door in the side of a toadstool opened, seemingly on its own, and then shut again. Jixa tracked someone Sarafine couldn’t see, grinning and nodding.
“She wanted to bring me for a visit!” She threw her arms around nothing—the other pixie. “It is nice to be home.”
Do it now, before you lose your nerve. Jixa will be fine.
“I disavow my bond with Jixa.” Sarafine kept her voice low.
Jixa was still chattering to the other pixie and hadn’t heard her yet. Was she a little less solid than she had been?
“The link is severed, the compact broken.”
Jixa screeched and fluttered toward Sarafine, definitely translucent now. “What are you doing, Sara? Why are you…” Her voice trailed away to nothing as her being disappeared completely. Sarafine closed her eyes, and something pelted her face, tiny fists pounding at her skin.
“You can’t come with me, Jixa.” Sarafine dashed away a tear and sniffed. “I know you wanted to see Darion again, but you won’t be safe. You have to stay here with your family.”
The pixie’s tiny body still pressed against her face, shuddering with sobs. There was still time to undo it. Sarafine could reforge the bond as long as she was here. She had Jixa’s name; she knew the words.
No, this was the only way to keep Darion from entrapping them both, using them for his own ends, using their power to invade their neighbours or whatever underhanded schemes he was weaving these days.
Sarafine gently wrapped her fingers around Jixa and pulled the pixie away from her cheek. She crouched and placed the shaking pixie in the centre of the faery ring. Jixa didn’t cling to her again. As soon as Sarafine let her go, it was as though she had never been.
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The trek back through the forest seemed to take an eternity and to pass in an instant. Sarafine kept on downhill until she reached the stream, which she could follow back to the fortress. 
Jingling harness and creaking leather snapped Sarafine out of her stupor too late, and she emerged onto the forest road mere steps in front of two riders. Their conversation stopped short as they reined in their mounts. Were they Darion’s soldiers or rebels?
“There you are.” Marcel’s relief was mixed with irritation as he looked down on her from horseback. “We should be at the parley.”
“I just wanted to clear my head. I’m on my way there now.”
“I was told you went out. I guess it’s too late to reprimand you for not telling me first.” He reached a hand down. “Want a lift?”
Sarafine took his hand, and he swung her up behind his saddle.
The sun touched the horizon as they trotted across the plain toward a small tent, a few figures waiting outside. She’d been almost out of time. The tent’s canvas snapped in the evening breeze, outlined by the sunset.
“You took your time with your outing.” Marcel’s voice was level, but he fidgeted and glanced at the king’s encampment.
Darion’s black charger emerged from between the palisades, a rope trailing behind leading Amelia, hands bound in front of her, head held high despite her hair being a nest and dirt coating her knees. She didn’t stumble as they crossed the plain, and Darion kept his horse at an easy walk, his soldiers leaving ample space behind Amelia.
The procession stopped outside the little tent.
When they drew close enough to see Sarafine’s face, Amelia and Darion both did a double take.
Darion’s eyes darkened, but he didn’t say a word to her through his clamped jaw; he just swung down from his horse and picked at Amelia’s bindings.
Amelia glared at Sarafine. “I thought you were gone for good.”
“I thought I was too,” said Sarafine.
When Amelia was free, Darion laid a firm hand on her shoulder and steered her toward the tent, pushing her inside. Marcel dismounted and Sarafine followed, the rest of the soldiers making no move to join them.
Darion and Amelia glared at one another across the tent, and they both turned to Marcel and Sarafine. The four of them were alone.
“What the fuck are you doing, Your Majesty?” said Amelia.
Marcel ran a hand over his face.
“I think I’ve been clear with you, Amelia. I can’t allow local lords to flout my directives, let alone stir up sentiment against me.”
“Is he fucking kidding me with this?” Amelia snapped to Marcel. “Godsdamn hypocrite.”
“I am not kidding you, Amelia.” Darion’s voice was steely.
“You would have executed me in cold blood to put my people in their place.” She spat at his feet.
“You are very lucky that no one else is here to see that,” Darion ground out.
Someone needed to step in before this got out of hand—more out of hand.
“Darion has different priorities now that he’s the monarch,” said Sarafine.
Amelia glared at her. “And why the fuck have you crawled back out of the woodwork? Decided your precious lord needs your services again?”
Sarafine glared right back. Using her and Darion’s relationship dynamic—former relationship dynamic—against her was a low blow. “At least I’m not getting myself killed for no reason.”
“Scurry back to your mouse hole—”
“Godsdamn it, Amelia. Shut your mouth for five seconds,” said Marcel.
Darion shook his head. “And you didn’t bother to mention that the seer we were bargaining for was her?”
Marcel ran a hand over his face again. “Sarafine came to warn us that Darion was on his way, and when she learned that Amelia was in danger, no thanks to you, Your Majesty, she agreed to trade places. So maybe try to be nice to the person who just saved your asses?”
Amelia looked back and forth between Marcel and Sarafine. She let out a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Sarafine. This hasn’t been my best day. When I saw you here again…”
Sarafine glared up at Darion, and he returned it with a hard stare.
“Not your lord anymore, I guess,” Amelia amended with a smirk. “At least he won’t kill you
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