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Chapter I
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I stared out the window, holding perfectly still in an effort to contain my growing apprehension.  For nearly three months now, Father had been in close conference with the Council of Citizens.  Of course, I had been away for two of those months, attempting to convert the long-abandoned West Post into a serviceable castle.  No light chore, that!  Only the promise of hosting the gala someplace other than Castlemain had kept me going.  I could not bear the way Cousin Beatrice behaved, deferring to my mother always after the slightest of pauses, as if having to remind herself that she was not yet the mistress of Castlemain.

I bristled like a startled coorelum when the door opened to admit dear Cousin Beatrice, and her son, Alfred...that is, Prince Alfred.  Immediately I ordered myself to calm down and think of three nice things about her.  I would undoubtedly find myself in conversation with her, and best have something to say.  Her dress, for example; what a lovely shade of pink!  My simple rose-petal frock, of a pale lavender hue, looked a bit tired in comparison to her frothy, triple-layer gown.  

Silently, I ticked the three things off on mental fingers.  When I had them all, I reluctantly turned my attention to Alfred.  Finding three nice things about him would not be so easy.  To be sure, Alfred was fond of clothes, but managed to keep it to a general preference instead of an obsession.  Today he wore an appropriately formal outfit of leggings, calf boots, and jacket.  No expertise was necessary to see that the leggings and jacket were made of bark, beaten and then thoroughly bleached before being restored to a lovely silver tint.  Naturally, the jacket sported the overly-large buttons that were coming back into style, though I was pleased to see none of the stranger colors that were edging their way into court fashion.

I am impressed, muttered my imp, his buttons.  Brilliant!  Compliment him on his buttons.

Forcing back a weary smile, I moved on with my search—only to find myself staring him straight in the eyes!  Blushing, I looked quickly away.  How long had he been watching me watch him?

The comfortable foyer seemed suddenly to shrink to half its original size.  A large, water-driven timepiece in the corner, which I had been oblivious to moments ago, monotonously counted out the seconds.  It was torturous, having to listen to time go by while I stood motionless before a window.  Things had begun changing even before I left, but now I felt like a stranger in my own home.

Pages and maids alike, all of whom I had known for years, refused to address me without title.  Soldiers snapped to as if I were performing surprise inspections, and even the ladies in waiting were silent in my presence.  Silent...  The duchess and Alfred had been in the same room as I for nearly three minutes without saying a word.  How odd...

It would have helped if Angela had been there with me, but she was not yet returned from her wedding trip.  And, when she did return, she could no longer be with me.  Sean had been promoted to wing commander and given lead of the Silver Arrow Battalion.  It was not fitting that his wife be a mere companion...even if she was my dearest friend.  I tightened my grip on the back of the chair I was standing beside, not particularly caring that my white knuckles might be misunderstood.

At long last, the heavy door behind me swung open.  Cousin Beatrice, who had only just seated herself, rose so quickly that she found herself hovering above the stone-faced guards.  

It felt as though my stomach was being wrung out like a giant’s damp wash rag, but I lifted my chin and turned to face them.  All of them.  For in the room just beyond the guards waited a complement of officials and nobles such as had not convened since my father’s coronation.  I had known this day would come, but never had I envisioned this role for myself.  

Without haste, I lifted off and led the way into the council room.  As had happened so many times since my return, my father frowned slightly when he saw me.  I think he blamed himself for my fate; or at least, for my now clearly inadequate training.  I tried to smile, for his sake, as I flew over to take my place beside my mother.  Alfred escorted the duchess to the other side of the heavy wooden table that graced the room, their chairs having been added especially for the occasion, for today my father would announce his chosen Day of Yielding.  

My own chair had been added years ago, as my understanding of the position and responsibility I held matured.  My sisters, Arabella and Gwyneth, as befitted their positions of princesses and wives, had been given prominent positions near the table, their husbands seated directly behind them.  I swallowed a lump of sadness as I noticed the lonely chair in the princesses’ line.  My sister Joanna, who had died in a flight-training accident, would have sat there.  Her empty chair now served to underline the gravity of the situation.

The senior watched solemnly from his position by the portrait of my grandfather.  He was accompanied by two of his lieutenants, who flanked him like grim statues.  Their dress uniforms glittered with medals and citations.

Edward...dear Edward.  He looked older now, no doubt due to recent events.  His father had been stripped of his title and lands before he was banished as a traitor to the tribe.  My father had then promptly, and quietly, conferred that same title upon Edward, with the full complement of lands.  Between his new duties at home and mine at the West Post, we had seen little of each other since the trial.  His friendship was the closest I had ever come to having a brother.  We tormented each other as children, in a friendly manner.  Next to Angela, and of course, Hugh, there was no one I would rather have present.  

Hugh...I could not look at him directly, but was instinctively aware of him as he stood quietly beside Edward.  I had caught a few glimpses of him over the past few days, but there had been no chance to talk.  He looked very different, very regal in his rich green tunic, complete with a twisted-vine crown.  I had no specifics, but evidently he had been to visit his mother’s family—and been formally accepted as a member of that royal house.  I refused to think about what might have happened if King Reginald, his grandfather, had still been alive.  

I had tried not to think at all, to be honest.  Alfred, Hugh, and Edward...  If someone had asked me, I could not at that moment, have said for which of us today would prove to be more awkward.

Councilor Branwick, the eldest of the representatives, stood at my father’s right hand.  That he was in command of the meeting was quite clear, for all eyes were fixed on him.  At his gesture, we took our seats.  When we were all seated, he began.

“Your Majesties, Your Highness,” he nodded at us in turn.  “Princesses Arabella and Gwyneth,” he continued to nod sober acknowledgment to Prince Alfred, Duchess Beatrice, Count Edward, Prince Hugh, and so forth.  When the necessary opening formalities were completed, he turned his kindly gaze toward me.

“We are assembled on this, the twenty-third day of the third month of our first season,” he spoke distinctly and slowly, no doubt for the benefit of the scribes who were recording the event, “to officially announce that King Nathaniel has chosen his Day of Yielding.”  

There was no actual audible response to the announcement, but everyone seemed to relax a little.  It was finally, officially, said.  Whispering would no longer be necessary.  The rumors had become legitimate news, and could be shouted from the housetops.  Not that there was an air of celebration in the room.  After the initial relaxing, an even more intense silence settled over the room.  Even father and mother seemed uncomfortable, and that worried me.  

By Silver Fairy law, a king may yield his throne as soon as his heir comes of age.  Most kings, however, choose to retain the throne until said heir has married, and then they stay on at court for a few years, to steady the new king’s first steps, so to speak.  My father was in an unusual position, however, for it had been generations since a king had no son to whom he could pass the crown.  His heir apparent was Prince Alfred, Cousin Beatrice’s spoiled son.

Alfred was nearly of an age with Arabella, and the duchess had been trying to marry him off to one of us since it had become evident that my father would have no sons.  She had her reasons, something about politics and nobles long sworn to my father and his father, etc.  Thankfully, my parents had refused to compel any of their children into what they privately viewed as a most unsuitable match, and so life had gone cheerfully along for many years.  

The near civil war had forced the issue.  That, and the Council of Citizens.  They had approached my father on the subject less than a month after the last rebel had been sentenced.  It had become clear during the trials that at least some of the rebels had been motivated by the prospect of having a ruler other than Alfred.  The council, concerned by the potential future threat and having its own fears about crowning Alfred, had acted.  It had most certainly stretched its authority to the limit, essentially ordering the duchess and Alfred to attend a special assembly for the purpose of resolving the situation.  It had taken only a few hours to realize that there was a minimum of alternatives from which to choose.  A few were discarded as being illegal under Silver Fairy law, others as unlikely to succeed...and then, someone had suggested this plan.  It was unheard of, but legal...and, I had agreed to it.  Reluctantly. 

Councilor Branwick had paused, perhaps waiting for a response.  Now, he continued.

“King Nathaniel will yield his crown and throne at the end of our summer season.”

Could he speak any more slowly? agonized my imp.

“To his son-in-law,” he paused again, for this announcement had sparked whispers, “the husband of his youngest daughter, Princess Rebecca.”  

Stunned into silence, the whisperers stared at me.  Every face had a variation of the same question: Who is that?  

Ah, my friends, sighed my imp, wait a moment more...the fun is just beginning.

“Princess Rebecca, will you rise?”

I rose.  I could not help but tremble, however slightly.  This moment was one I had dreamt of for the last two months.  It had jolted me out of whatever sleep I had managed, even on those nights when I was exhausted from working to repair the West Post.  I would lie there in the dark, damp with a cold sweat, waiting for the room to light up with the dawn’s first rays...

“Princess Rebecca’s royal suitors are Prince Alfred,” Branwick kept speaking as Alfred rose, “son of the King’s cousin, Duchess Beatrice.  Count Edward, the King’s Champion.”  There were a few gasps as Edward rose, his face paler than usual.  “And Prince Hugh, son of Queen Alicia’s first marriage.”  More gasps could be heard at this startling revelation.  The search for her son had begun and ended years ago, leaving most fairies assuming the child was dead or lost forever.  As his true identity had been a carefully guarded secret until the trials were over, it now came as something of a shock.

We stood silently, not looking at each other, while Councilor Branwick continued to explain.  At the end of the summer, the council would announce which of my “suitors” had been selected.  My husband and I would go on a wedding trip.  Upon our return, he would be crowned king, and I would be his queen.  Only the dates were specific.  I was to be a bride, but whose?  Councilor Branwick had assured me that the Council of Citizens would let me know the moment they decided.

I felt the council’s eyes upon me.  I wondered what they were thinking.  At least half of them still had daughters my age.  They were, perhaps, wondering how they would feel if I were their daughter, wondering about the justice of asking me to make such a sacrifice.  The other half had grand-daughters my age, and could speak firsthand of past troubles that their great-grandchildren were learning about in school.  To them, I suppose my sacrifice seemed a small thing, compared to the safety and security of an entire tribe.  

I concurred with both points of view.  Otherwise, I could never have agreed to my part in the plan.  
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As the West Post came into view, I felt a slight twinge of pride.  Where it had once sagged with the weight of years and coughed the dust of the ages as breezes swept through the holes in its walls, it now stood stiff and straight against the skyline.  The months of effort had been worth it after all.

I shook my head at the stable boy who appeared at my elbow, and paused, puzzled by the feeling that something was missing.  Then I heard the sound of a hammer striking metal, and a craftsman sang out from the stable yard, urging his apprentice to greater speed.  Of course...  The clatter of hostlers, servants, and dozens of women-fairies was loud enough, but the Post seemed strangely empty without the pulsing hammering and singing of the labor crews.  It had given a sense of rhythm and connection to everything, from dusk to dawn.

Major Daniels appeared at my elbow next, arm raised in an appropriate, if tiresome, salute.

“You, too, Major?” I asked, slipping off Belle and looping her reins about my arm.

“Yes, Your Highness,” he answered, dropping his salute only after I acknowledged it with a nod.

“I should hate to have to replace you,” I threatened, but with no real intention of doing so.  He had provided security for the entire refurbishing campaign, and knew the area better than anyone.  I flicked a glance in his direction, and he gave a slight nod of his own.  Clearly, he had put his time and resources to good use during my absence.  “I suppose you would be more useful here than at court, though,” I sighed, and surrendered the reins.  There would be no use trying to meet now, when there were so many other things I should be about.  “Report to me directly after dinner, Major, to discuss security for tomorrow’s events.”  

Father was watching, as was Councilor Branwick.  I decided to wait to update them until I had something new to say.  To anyone else, I hoped it would appear a harmless, if slightly flirtatious, reunion with the Officer in Command.  As I turned to face the milling crowd of guests, I doubted again the logic behind having a gala as a proving ground, but it was too late now.  The servants had, with their quick proficiency, sorted out the bags and boxes, disappearing from the chaos as discreetly as they had entered it.  No bags, no boxes...just fairies, waiting to be directed. 

“Oh, what a din!” chuckled Edward from beside me.  

I smiled, glad to hear him laugh.  It had been too long.  

“Worse than a flock of child-fairies, I would say,” he added, cocking an eyebrow mischievously.  For a moment, he looked so much like his seventy-year-old self that I could not believe my eyes. 

Ah, now, smiled my imp, those were the days.  Fresh out of the nursery, the two of us.

Edward and I had learned to play together before we had learned to talk.  And, we had taken lessons together.  One particularly memorable lesson had been our first in the area of social events.  A group of several dozen seventy-year-old fairies... I smiled at the memory of our rowdy, childish exuberance.  Miss Patricia, our primary teacher, had seemed so cool and calm, unfazed by it all.  

I narrowed my eyes and looked at Edward, aware of what he had done.  He had given me the key to handling this situation, by prompting a shared memory.  The corners of his mouth quirked up in a faint smile, then he bowed slightly and flitted off, without giving me a chance to thank him.  

Gathering my courage, I exhaled slowly before turning back to the group.

“My lords and ladies,” I called, hoping I would not have to shout to be heard.  I was pleasantly astonished to have their immediate attention.  It was almost unnerving to have them exhibit such ready confidence in my role as their leader.  “I am pleased to welcome you to the new West Post!”  I paused when they began to cheer.

“Happy groups are easy to manage,” whispered the memory of Miss Patricia, who had taught my primary group from our first foray into structured education until our graduation.  

“We have wonderful diversions at hand,” I went on, speaking with an enthusiasm I did not necessarily feel.  I could see Hugh now, and the idea of going on a large picnic with one hundred fairies just could not compete with the wish for a small, two-fairy picnic.  “But,” I laughed as I interrupted another cheer, “business before pleasure!”  Raising my hand, I gestured toward the wide-open doors of the West Post.  “Mistress Judith and her staff await you inside.  A marvelous dinner will be served in two hours, so we have little enough time to prepare ourselves.”  Still smiling, and silently thanking Miss Patricia for hours of drilling, I caught up my skirts and led the surge inside.

I knew where my rooms were, and could change quite quickly from my riding suit into a dinner gown, so I assigned myself the task of settling my family.  Linking my arm through Mother’s, I waved at Arabella.

“Come,” I encouraged, “come and I shall show you to your rooms.”  Much to my surprise, it worked!  I had almost become accustomed to the thought of being queen, but had been certain that I would always be the younger sister.  

“My, what a splendid job you have done here,” Arabella complimented me, stepping close so that she did not have to raise her voice.  Nodding to her eldest child, Rolf, that he was to help with the two smaller children, she linked her arm through my free one, giving me a little squeeze.  “Smile, little sister,” she admonished, “wherever you are, there will be assessing eyes.”  As she spoke, she tickled her infant, Antoinette, who hung in a gauzy wrap from about her shoulders.  Antoinette gurgled, making us all laugh.

I squeezed Arabella’s arm in return.  It was true, while not particularly comforting.  Hearing her say it aloud was surprisingly reassuring.  She had seen that I was struggling, and come to my rescue, just as she always had.  We were family.  

“Well, weary travelers,” I laughed, “follow me and I shall lead you to your own private oases!”  This smile was more real, for I had taken great pleasure in outfitting the rooms for my family members.  It was lucky that this post had served several hundred soldiers, for we needed the full amount of space now!  

Flocks of child-fairies streamed past us as we moved through the hallways, their frazzled governesses herding them along to the playrooms.  Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Mistress Judith, who always said more with her hands than her mouth, talking urgently with the chief porter.  I would have excused myself to assist them, but Mistress Judith noticed me in turn, and gave me a respectful, business-like curtsy.  I barely saw the porter’s bow, for I had grown accustomed to using Mistress Judith as a household barometer, and wanted to be sure I was not missing a cue for help.  But no, she was clearly in control of things.  Her hands, which had been wrung a great deal when we arrived here the very first time, were now folded neatly as she waited for my instructions.  

I nodded, allowing my family to sweep me past them.  Instantly, the staff members resumed their duties, a well-balanced team.  Again, I focused on the pleasant prospect of attending my family members.  I wanted to avoid thinking about my other duties as hostess, such as checking on my suitors, for as long as possible.  

Gwyneth and Arabella took turns politely exclaiming over the furnishings and reminding the children to be on their best behavior.

“Here Daniel, Steven,” Gwyneth paused before a painting, “this is how the West Post used to look.”  The painting was of the post at its functional peak, and showed the outbuildings as well as the barracks and offices.  

“Rather a large stable-yard,” remarked Rolf politely.  

“Oh yes,” I agreed, moving away from the picture.  “It had to be.  In your great-grandfather’s day, it housed over a hundred arthropods at a time, between the officer’s mounts and the wagon stock.”  At the end of that hallway was a dead-end.  I had chosen this set of suites specifically with that in mind, considering it a distinct advantage.  

“Mother, you and Father have the first set of suites on the left,” I indicated the door, but did not stop.  I was too excited about the children’s rooms to stop now!  I glanced at Mother, and was relieved to see a conspiratorial smile on her face.  She was interested as well, having been my primary advisor in the matter.

“Arabella, your suites are directly opposite,” I continued, “and Gwyneth, your rooms are directly across from mine.”  I indicated the door to our left.  I was confident that my sisters noticed the small, engraved flowers that were located at eye-level on each door.  Arabella’s door had an elegant silver rose, while Gwyneth’s had a pale yellow snapdragon.  My own door had a dandelion.  Mother’s door featured one of each of our flowers, all discreetly arranged below the Silver Fairy crest.  It was the simplest identification system that I had been able to devise, made even better by the fact that they would go unnoticed by future residents.

I saw Gwyneth wink at Arabella, and knew that they had caught on.  Then, at last, we reached the last two doors in the hallway.  Placing the children at the end of the hall would, I hoped, help to “contain” them.  They could come here at will, and be reasonably loud without disturbing others.  

“Ladies,” I addressed my twin nieces.  “This is your room.”  

Jennifer and Juliette squealed with joy as the doors to their room opened, revealing a pink and silver world of frothy rose-petal drapings, canopies, and linens.

“Oh,” breathed Arabella, following her twin daughters.  She was temporarily speechless, touching this and that and giving little sighs of pleasure.  I had been the only tom-boy in the family, and would have hated having such a room for myself, filled with things easily ripped or stained, but now...I reached up to touch the drapes myself, running my fingers over their cool softness.

“Come,” I tugged on Rolf’s arm, “it is your turn.”  We made a direct about-face, for he was just across the hall.

Manfully, he squared his shoulders, trying to ignore the pitying looks on the faces of his male cousins, Daniel and Steven.  They had no sisters, as yet, and could be quite vocal on the subject of “girl-fairies.”  Also, they had apparently not noticed that there were no other rooms in this corridor.  Blissfully ignoring this fact, they were focused on teasing Rolf.  I bit my lip.  I would have reassured Rolf, but I wanted him to be surprised.  

Rolf confronted the two closed doors bravely.  A matched set of blank-faced menservants flanked the doors, waiting for his signal.  Rolf, young man-fairy that he was, hesitated before taking the fatal step forward.  With precisely matched movements, the servants reached out and opened the doors, revealing...

“Aunt Rebecca,” breathed Rolf, his early training surfacing, “is it mine?”

Pleased with his response, I smiled.  “All yours, for the length of the gala.  Unless,” I continued, halting an impetuous attempt to hug me, “you would care to share it with Daniel and Steven?”

One arm already around me, Rolf paused, considering the awed expressions on the faces of his cousins.  We all waited, Daniel and Steven scarcely daring to breathe.  

It was quite a room.  Original maps hung on the walls, along with lists of companies and commanders once stationed here.  Markings indicating pirate attacks and strongholds were faint, but legible.  The beds, or bunks, had all come off the infamous pirate ship, the Torment, a prize taken by their own great-grandfather, King Gregory.  They might not smell of sea breezes, or pirate sweat, for that matter, but they were clean and mostly comfortable.  Other assorted items had been collected during our first week here, and incorporated into the room’s design.  The hidden wall panel, which I had no intention of revealing, might or might not be discovered.

“Thank you, Aunt Rebecca,” Rolf completed the hug, and I returned it gladly.  Pulling back from the hug, he turned to his cousins.  “I should very much enjoy the pleasure of your company, gentlemen.  Providing,” he continued, curtailing their burst of enthusiasm, “that your excellent parents do not object.”

Daniel and Steven stared at him, then looked at each other.  It seemed to take less than an instant for them to cross the hall and commence dragging their mother, Princess Gwyneth, from where she had been admiring the twins’ room.

Arabella, wise as she was, had followed us curiously, and was now staring all-but open-mouthed at her son.  Clearly, she was just as delighted with his response as I was.  It was a bittersweet moment, though.  I distinctly remembered the first time he managed to call me, “Ecca!,” crowing it with childish glee—but when had he adopted the formal language of the court?  I caught Arabella’s eye and we exchanged bemused smiles.  

A year ago, perhaps even a week, I would have ruffled his short, silver hair.  Now I resisted the urge, and gave his shoulders a squeeze instead.  Knowing that he had inherited his father’s love of books, I leaned close enough to murmur, “We unearthed one or two of the Commander’s logbooks while we were working.  I thought you might find them interesting, so I had them repaired and placed in the library.”  

His wide silver eyes betrayed his excitement, and I knew that my work was done.  Galas are often boring beyond tolerance to young fairies attending at their parents’ insistence.  Granted, such events are crucial in the social training process, prompting praise or rebuke as warranted...  But, I was of a forward-thinking nature, myself.  Providing three energetic boy-fairies with something to occupy them was preferable to waiting for them to entertain themselves!

Gwyneth, meanwhile, relented after a show of parental hesitation and the subsequent promises of good behavior from her sons.  Her face, already warm with an inner light, was even more beautiful than usual as she watched the three boy-fairies storm the room en force.

Marilyn, Arabella’s private maid, had taken Antoinette, and was happily cooing at her.  The boys were thoroughly absorbed with the exploration of their rooms.  

“And now, sister,” Arabella prompted aloud, “what of your suite?”

“You girls go along,” Mother suggested.  “I think I shall help my granddaughters finish celebrating.”  There was a twinkle in her eyes as she went to join them.

I felt a slight pang as we flew away.  Not regret, precisely, but similar.  My parents were both at an age where leisure time would probably be greatly appreciated.  I tucked that thought away in a private store of thoughts that I was collecting.  When I felt embarrassed or presumptuous at the thought of being the next Silver Queen, I pulled them out and reviewed them until I had convinced myself again that there was no reasonable alternative.

“Dinner is at seven,” I reminded her.  Even to my own ears, my voice sounded wistful.  

Gwyneth took hold of my other arm, and they shepherded me along to my door.  Now it was my turn to hesitate.  I had taken no pains to arrange my room for hosting, but rather taken pleasure in leaving it as spare as functionality would allow.  I had selected a few comfortable chairs in anticipation of family members coming by, but that was all.  

They waited patiently, familiar enough with me and my nature to know I was just working through my thoughts before proceeding.  In that aspect, I envied both of my sisters.  They seemed to glide through social situations with little or no effort, changing roles as if they were merely stepping from one set of shoes into another.  Hostess, wife, sister, princess...  It was ironic, and I realized it for the first time, that I had only two types of shoes: riding boots and dancing slippers.  
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If my sisters found my sitting room lacking, they made no mention of it.  Arabella cheerfully took possession of the desk chair, while Gwyneth flew directly to the window.

“I thought so,” Gwyneth laughed, “a lovely view of the gardens.”

“Really, Rebecca,” asked Arabella in obvious disbelief, “this is what you are reading?”  She held up a book for Gwyneth’s inspection.

I had left a copy of Court Etiquette on my desk, complete with notes in the margins and papers stuck between the pages.  I laughed with them.

“I have at last come to appreciate the finer points of social interaction,” I dropped a curtsy that ended with an abrupt landing on the couch.  This set us all off into peals of laughter, for it was just the sort of thing I had been known to do during Miss Patricia’s class.  When the laughter faded, a comfortable silence enveloped us.  Alas, it could not last.  There was much to discuss before dinner.

“I know the council had alternatives,” Gwyneth said at last, still standing by my sitting room window, “but I never understood why they chose this one.”

Arabella nodded.  “I have approached every councilor and a few of their assistants, but without success.”  

I nodded back, slowly.  I knew what they wanted, even without them staring at me expectantly.  

“We have barely more than an hour before dinner,” I pointed out hopefully.  There was no response.  “Well, I suppose there is time for a short explanation,” I sighed reluctantly.  The hours of debating, proposing and rejecting, of watching my future become the key to the puzzle...I had hoped to leave all that behind.

“Councilor Branwick will soon yield his chair,” I began.  “He fought with King Gregory in the Pirate Skirmishes, helped heal diplomatic wounds after the Battle of the Borders, and now is faced with the aftermath of Bullierd’s Rebellion.  He was so worried about the future of the tribe that he approached Father, begging him to find a way to appoint a different heir.”  As princesses, my sisters had been privy to the trial transcripts, and they knew Alfred for themselves, so I continued, “The law on this point is surprisingly ambiguous.  Every school-child knows that the king must be of royal blood, but nowhere does it specify of which tribe.”

Gwyneth gasped, and Arabella frowned.  

“No doubt the original law-givers assumed that point was not in need of clarification,” Arabella observed drily.

“No doubt,” I agreed.  “There are, to be exact,” I grimaced, “three men-fairies who could legally accept the crown.” 

“Alfred,” interrupted Gwyneth, “closest male relative of the king; Edward, the King’s Champion, and Mother’s third cousin...”  Here she paused, shook her head slightly and turned to me with a puzzled expression.

“And Hugh,” I finished.  I reminded myself that they had never met him.  Nor had we had the time to discuss him.  Suddenly, I was shy.  I could remember dreamy-eyed expressions on their faces from their courting days.  I also remembered flowers and giggles, and being told, “You will understand when you are older.”  I took a deep breath and tried to focus on the present, to think how to explain something I did not fully understand.  

Folding my arms across my chest, I continued grimly, “It is known to you that he is the son of Princess Alicia and her first husband, Guardsman Lawson.”  My sisters nodded and I continued, “He travelled with her as far as the borders.  There they were separated, never to see each other again.”  I paused, thinking of Queen Alicia’s portrait, hanging now in Hugh’s suite.  I would have liked to have been there and seen his reaction when he found it.  “His governess, Lady Abigail of the Plant Fairies, raised him as her own son.”  Arabella and Gwyneth exchanged glances, thinking of their own children, I supposed.  It was quite one thing to expect someone else to look after one’s children for an evening or perhaps a day, but for a lifetime?  “Nevertheless, had he arrived with his mother, who had then become queen, he would have been raised as a member of the king’s household.  Possibly even as Father’s heir apparent.”

Arabella raised an eyebrow, as though not quite sure what to think.  I could only imagine...  First, the newfound Prince Hugh was presented as the key to defeating the attempted rebellion; then as a potential husband for her youngest sister.  Now to think of him as our older almost-brother?  For myself, I tried not to linger too long on what might have been...what might be was overwhelming enough.

“Instead, you met Hugh in the Deep Woods,” said Arabella after a moment’s silence.  

Ah, chortled my imp, you have found the source of their curiosity!  They know less than even the Lady Angela of your adventures.  Things had happened so quickly, there had been no time even to write a letter...

“Rebecca,” asked Gwyneth in an amused tone, “are you blushing?”  

I doubted it, but it was possible.  Seating myself, I told them the whole story, from the coorelums to being rescued by the Silver Guard.  

“What an adventure!” remarked Arabella, amazed.  “An entire night in those awful woods!”

Gwyneth and I laughed together.  Arabella, who favored rose-petal gowns and pearl plates, had never enjoyed camping.  

“Surely a night of camping pales in comparison to being kidnapped,” observed Gwyneth.  

Taking the hint, I moved on with the story.  “That might have been worse,” I chuckled drily.  I managed to skim over my skirmish with Amber and skip the more harrowing parts of my escape.

“Hugh has proven himself quite useful,” Gwyneth agreed when I had finished.  

“I do not yet understand,” inserted Arabella, “why the council has stipulated as to whom the next queen shall be.”  

I shrugged.  “Their reasoning is not dissimilar from Count Bullierd’s.  The tribe is discontented, and worse, afraid.  I am somewhat known to the nobles, having been at court; and if not known, at least spoken of by the fairies in every district.”

“Since they cannot give you the crown outright,” surmised Gwyneth, “they will do the next best thing—crown your husband.”

“Yes, I see,” acknowledged Arabella, her brow still furrowed.

“But?” I prompted, bracing myself for any one of a hundred questions she might ask.

“The gala seems an odd proving ground,” she ventured at last.

“I had the same thought,” Gwyneth said, smiling faintly.

I could only nod.  “A few months of dinner and dancing and the council pulls a name out of the hat?”  If I sounded grim, it was because I had the same initial doubts.  “What is a king?”  I asked.

They blinked, then, recognizing it as a teaching question, waited for the answer.

“As a king, Father has made many tours, given some speeches, and even made a few laws.  He has dealt with a rebellion, the only truly violent time of his reign, and gone to thousands of dinners and dances.”  I made a face, hating that it sounded like I was downplaying his role.  

“Diplomacy should be the first tactic employed in a time of war,” Arabella said, reciting something the senior had taught us all.

Relieved, I nodded.  “Which is exactly what the next king will be required to do.  The council knows much of Edward and Alfred, but little of Hugh.  It will know more about us all when this is ended, I assure you!  Besides the council and Cousin Beatrice, we have ambassadors from two of the three other tribes among us, all watching closely to see how things play out.”

They were silent for a moment, considering what I had said.  

“A daunting trial indeed,” mused Arabella.  “You...favor this Hugh?”  

I certainly blushed at that question!  “What right have I,” I answered carefully, “to favor any of them?”  Both of them tried to interrupt, but I forestalled them with a raised hand.  “I believe it is possible to be happy with the man-fairy who becomes my husband.  It is without question,” I raised my eyebrows for emphasis, “a mistake to let my heart choose at variance with my head.”

They exchanged glances.  Again.  Arabella, who always knew what to say, bit her lip.  Gwyneth, with her keen eyes and warm heart, looked down.  There were several silent moments between my statement and a response from either of them.  At last, Arabella gathered her skirts and rose.  

“My sister,” she said, coming forward to embrace me, “the hero.”

Gwyneth claimed a hug as well.  “They have chosen well,” she drew back, “for you will make an excellent queen.”  

I know they saw the involuntary shiver that ran through me at the word, “queen.”  Neither of them saw fit to remark on it, though, and I was grateful.  Instead, they withdrew from the room as quietly as Megan, my maid, entered it.  

I nodded, and Megan hastened to retrieve a dinner gown.  I had
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