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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
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