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It was the darkest part of night when Rhiannon, Dragonsbane climbed to the top of the White Palace to look out across the royal city. It seemed such a very short time ago that the whole island was dark but for a few scattered hearths, and then the gaslight street lamps had been installed. Now Avalon was a map sketched out in electric bulbs, brightly and smokelessly lit as if the roads had all become Sidhe and taught cobblestone to glow like skin. It was a beautiful sight, if eerie. Past the brightness the ocean was black and crinkled in the moonlight. At the horizon, the Border was a tall, shifting curtain of mist. She remembered a time when that, too, was different: a time before it, a time during it, and another time before that. 

The White Palace stood at the very pinnacle of a tall mountain, and Rhiannon had climbed to the highest spot she could reach. It was little more than a balcony with a sloped piece of roof for cover. Really, it was only a walkway, not designed for the Gentry to stand upon in the pursuit of silence, but for the servants to use when required to clean the gutters or wash the windows. Birds had tucked their nests under the eaves, though they were empty now. It was well past the time of year for hatchlings. 

The ocean wind was cold, and her heart was heavy. Rhiannon hugged her arms around herself while her cloak gusted against her legs and the part of her hair that had come loose from her braids whipped and flicked. She ignored it. She instead looked over the city she had grown to love and thought of change, and how surprised she was to find, after all the long years of her life, that she was capable of it.

She felt him coming before he opened the door. As ever, Thael was preceded by the force of his royal Mantle, and his imminent presence was like a growing storm at the edges of her Self. The imminent presence of his person was a growing storm in her heart. She knew, sooner or later, she would have to face him. At least she would face him alone. It was always more complicated with the three of them together. They chose sides, always, formed alliances like warring nations. Lately it had been Thael and Leila on one side while Rhiannon stood alone. 

He closed the door softly behind himself, then she heard his footsteps on the rough boards. Rhiannon didn’t turn, but when he leaned his elbows on the railing beside hers, she studied him through her periphery. He wasn’t looking at her, either. 

After a time the silence became too heavy to bear. Rhiannon said, “If you tell me to get rid of it I will cast your mortal carcass over the side of your own 

*castle.”

Thael chuckled, and she finally dared to turn toward him. He was beautiful. There were few enough men she’d ever allowed to touch her, though she’d had her share of women and someone else's share besides. But he was so beautiful, with the peculiar Unseelie coloring he’d inherited from his mother joining with the softness of his mouth and the thoughtful set of his eyes. Even the delicate lines his face had grown through these many years had not detracted from the stunning whole of him. Rhiannon wished she only loved his beauty. It would be so much easier then. 

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said. “At this point I’m sure you’ve heard it often enough.”

Rhiannon didn’t answer. Instead, she looked away, back over the city and the ocean. For a while they were silent again. 

This time, he spoke. “Don't do this, love. I can't protect you from the Seelie Court, badly as I wish I could. I can’t protect you from your own queen.”

“I have never once asked for your protection.” Rhiannon heard the stiffness in her voice, the anger. Had that depth of feeling always been there? She supposed it must have, or she wouldn't have let herself fall into this position in the first place. “Yours or anyone's.”

He met her eyes then. His expression longed, though for what Rhiannon couldn't guess. He was not raised at the Seelie Court, and these Avalonian Sidhe did not find it as necessary to disguise their feelings. They didn't have to hide from her mother, after all. There was no pretty monster here to tear them from themselves, or to break them if they failed to comply. 

“I am sorry,” he said. “For what it’s worth. I don’t think I understood how badly I’d hurt you until now.”

“It wasn’t you.” Her eyes burned like little suns made of salt. Even in Avalon, it was unbecoming for a person of her position to weep, and yet she wanted to. If it were Marty beside her instead of Thael, she would have done it. “It wasn’t only you.”

Thael turned back to the view, then nodded at the distance. She’d broken his heart, she knew. She’d broken all of their hearts. 

Every egg broke at birth.

“Nonetheless, Leila said you fell in love with this human because he protected you despite his frailty. You didn't need it. You didn't ask for it. But it was this behavior that has taken you from us.” He paused. “From me.”

The sound of his wife's name–her lover’s name– made Rhiannon’s heart sputter in her chest. “Is Leila raging still?”

Thael scoffed. “Oh, she’s broken out half the windows in the Royal Wing, cursing the inconstancy of love and cursing your name. Still. She can't hurl furniture forever.”

“I hate how I've hurt her.” She meant it. She meant every word. “I never set out to do it.”

“And yet.” Thael's tone was
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