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  Wintergate


  Wintergate


  They said that when love grew cold, it was because the Snow Queen had sent slivers of ice to settle in the heart, but Emilia knew better. Duty did it: duty to a family whose magic held the Wintergate open, season after season, year after year.


  It had been easier, they said, in her grandmother's time, and in her mother's day. Then, the gate had opened effortlessly, eight times a year, on the four high quarter days and their cross-quarter sistren, so that trade and goods and even love could flow across the border. But that had been before the Border Wars, and before the queen had laid down the magic that closed the Border Kingdom away from her own. Now the gate opened only in the daylight hours of the longest night, and only with considerable effort. Emilia stood unmoving in those hours, hardly blinking, gazing through the stone arch at a world beyond her own.


  There was never any telling what season it would be, in the Border Kingdom. Time flowed differently there, and all that matched from one side to the other was the power of the quarter and cross-quarter days. On Emilia's side, it only opened on the winter solstice, but in the Border Kingdom, she saw flowering spring and golden autumn no less often than she might glimpse heaping snow or the melting rush of spring. Whether it had been six weeks or six years between the opening, only those who came back home again could tell.


  It had been spring in the Border Kingdom when Antoine had gone through the Wintergate, and seventeen winters for Emilia since.


  * * *


  "You have to go."


  The two of them, their heads pressed close together over a letter, and Emilia's voice, shaking with recognition and resignation. Antoine's fair hair smelled of pine, and her own dark hair, of the snow. They had been working for hours, in and out of the house that was meant to be their own come the next marrying-day. It lay near the Wintergate, and had been Emilia's grandmother's, once, when the gate had been a gate of all seasons. Then, her family had not just opened the gate, but guarded it against incursions from those in the Border Kingdom with the strength to force its magic. The village was a fair few fields away, though, and as the gate's use faded, so did the urgency of being within its reach. Being in the village was easier, and if her family were witches, then there was little harm in a village witch when magic had drained from the world.


  But that had been another era. Now it was live with Antoine's mother, or Emilia's five siblings, or take up residence in the remote cottage, and they were young and in love enough to think they would need no other company. Antoine thatched the roof, and Emilia stitched a canopy for the bed that her woodcutter brother built for them. Her second sister wove curtains, and Antoine's mother offered them the cooking-pot that had hung over her own fire for years, well-seasoned with skill and with love. They scrubbed and swept and whitewashed and worked, and left the root cellar for last, knowing all too well it would be a mess of cobwebs and musty air. Emilia would have waited till the spring cross-quarter day or even the midsummer marrying-day to clean it, herself, but Antoine insisted that they do it all before the longest night, so they would be quit of it long before needs must. She could say no to him, but not for something as trivial as this, and so together they went into the root cellar, and together they came out with the letter that changed their lives.


  It wasn't only the letter, of course: it was a cedar chest, beautifully scented even after decades in the dark. It held within it her grandmother's marriage trousseau, mementos from her life, and a few scattered letters, the last of which said Antoine in ink brown and pale with time.


  There had been no Antoine in the village before Emilia's Antoine; the village elders had thought his mother was putting on airs when she'd chosen the name from a beloved book, and gave it to her only son. Emilia and Antoine sat together in the failing winter sunlight outside the cottage, bent over thick, yellowed pages written by a hand neither of them had ever seen before.


  My son, it began. My son, you may well think this letter is madness, if you should ever find it.


  
    I passed through the Wintergate, as you well know, in hopes of finding Border magic to help your mother. But when it came time to return, I suffered that which those veterans of the Border Wars who have come through the gate to our time have suffered.


    I had not known those twists could take us back in time, as well as bring them forward. I too am now a veteran of the Border Wars, having fought to stay alive so I might return to you and your mother one day. I learned to read and to write, so I could send this letter to you through the years. I have given it to Emilia's great-grandmother, whom I have known as a young woman on this side of time. She has promised to keep it, and to give it to her own daughters to safeguard through the many years between when I am, and when you are.


    She also says I should never risk the Border Kingdom again, but I must. I will enter it once more, but do not dare leave through the gate again without guidance, though. If you should ever receive this letter, my son, and if you have the will and the willingness, I would ask you to come for me.


    Your loving father,


    Pierre

  


  Antoine, his voice broken, said, "The Border veterans," and Emilia, again, said, "You have to go," in anguish. "I'll hold the gate as long as I can, Antoine. I'll hold it open so you'll be able to come home again."


  "The Border veterans weren't able to."


  "But they do," Emilia whispered. In the decades since the Wars, the lost still sometimes found their way home. Those who came through the gate that she held open on the winter solstice were displaced by time, two generations or three removed from the families they knew and remembered. But they did come home, finally finding the last place in the Border Kingdom from whence Irindala's country could be reached. "And they always have stories of others whose lost feet are still guiding them slowly home, Ant. Stories about veterans who are still trying to make their way to the Wintergate. And now your father is one of them."


  "Em, it's only open for eight hours. Unless he's right there waiting on the other side of the gate, how can I find him and bring him back before it closes? And if I can't it could be—"


  "Forever." A shudder ran through Emilia, chilling her skin far more than the cooling winter evening did. "I know. But…can you leave him, Antoine?"


  Antoine's slender shoulders slumped, and she slipped her arm around them, drawing him closer to hide her tears. "I'll hold it. You'll find your way back again. I believe in you. I believe in us."


  "So did my father," Antoine whispered. "I won't be back for at least a year of your time, Em. You know that. We can't get married in the summer, if I go."


  "I'd go for you," she said helplessly. "I'd go for you, but…"


  "No. If you go, no one ever comes home again. I'll ask Maman," he said, but his tone told Emilia what she had known from the start. He had to go, and five weeks later, under the low solstice dawn, he did. He went with a thousand promises to return when the gate next opened on the Border side, with crushing hugs for his weeping mother and a trembling, desperate kiss for Emilia herself, and a glance over his shoulder that shattered her heart with the memory of it, until time took its clarity away.


  His mother lived with Emilia in the gate cottage for five years, until the fever took her, and then Emilia carried on alone, the witch at the edge of the wood, waiting for her lost love.


  In time it became known that the price of traveling through the Wintergate was to carry any hint of information about Antoine or his father; those who went from Irindala's country into the Border Kingdom knew it going in, and those who exited—rarely the same—learned it upon egress. Emilia grew cold with the years, and knew it, and did not care. Youthful hope died with Antoine's mother, turning to bitter anger that he had broken his promise. The wiser part of her knew he couldn't be blamed; the Border Kingdom took what it wanted and gave little back, and that, not in a timely way. What season is it there, she asked travelers, how long have you been gone? The scant few she knew who went and came back again could name the number of seasons or years, and yet unless they went in pairs and never parted from one another, there was no method to that, either: some had been gone weeks, some only days, some months, and one, an old man, many years.


  He stopped just on Emilia's side of the Wintergate, that one, and said, "Emilia?" in uncertain tones.


  Her stomach clenched with her fists and she took two strides forward. "Antoine?"


  "No. I knew him, though. He called himself Travere, in the Border Kingdom." The old man swayed, a tightness coming into the lines around his mouth. "It's not wise to use your given name, beyond the gate. I'm sorry, Emilia. Travere died in the Border Kingdom."


  * * *


  Perhaps the Snow Queen had sent ice into her heart after all.


  The villagers thought so, for the way she hadn't wailed or sobbed at the old man's tidings, but what could she expect, after so many years? She hadn't grown old, because they had both been so young when he left, but neither was she a child anymore, and she had long since put away dreams of eternal love. He had gone away, son and husband to duty, and she had known it was right and righteous. That he had not returned was neither; that he had died was worse: but life was neither fair nor unfair, and that was not the Snow Queen's doing. Emilia stayed in her isolated cottage, speaking to almost no one year in and year out. The villagers saw her when she emerged to open the gate the next winter, and the winter after that, but she never graced the village any more. What trading she did for meat or milk happened at the end of her cottage lane, one bucket of her goods left in exchange for those that were dropped off.


  It was not what she wanted; none of it was. She wanted Antoine; she wanted the years to unwind, for her duties to be a pleasure instead of a burden, for things to be different. She wanted what children wanted, but she was no longer a child, and so instead of lingering on what she wanted, she let herself grow cold. Some said she reveled in it, but Emilia didn't think she did. It was only easier, because she had no choice in keeping the gate. Without Antoine, she had no desire for children; without children, there was no one to pass the gate's duties on to. And there were people on the other side, Border Wars veterans, travelers from her own time, who still wanted to come home. What Emilia wanted mattered less than those lost souls on their hopeful quests.


  What she wanted had mattered less than doing the right thing, ever since Pierre's letter had been found in the old cedar chest. She would have gone herself if she could have, gone in the hopes that she could awaken the gate from the other side and return home with greater certainty. But the gatekeepers were forbidden the use of the gate itself: it was known that to do so would end the magic for good. Not known from some lorebook, or from history handed down from one keeper to another, but from within the power itself. Emilia had no other way to describe it. She had often asked her mother why they never went through the gate. Her mother only said that they couldn't, which struck young Emilia as preposterous. The gate was there, it opened, it closed again; there was no doubt her skipping feet could carry her through.


  And even now, there was no doubt they could. But she knew now, in her bones, the way she knew the sun would rise and set, that to cross through the threshold would break the power she held over the gate, and any mortal left in the Border Kingdom would be caught there for good. Perhaps, once upon a time, she might have gone to fetch Antoine, and perhaps she might even have been able to cross back home with him. But no one else would ever leave the Border Kingdom again, not through the Wintergate, and all the stories that travelers told said it was the only passage still linking Irindala's country and the Border King's.


  Duty and righteousness were unforgiving mistresses, and without Antoine, they were the only ones Emilia knew, or cared to know. So she held the gate, and a child came through, skipping, with her mother; a child who had been dying, when the mother carried her through the winter before. She had the glow of health about her now, the strength of youth and release from illness, and that was a gift no one on this side of the Wintergate could offer. Emilia found a smile, and if it was cold and wintry, it was still a smile.


  The mother, relief flushing her cheeks and her eyes bright with hope in a way Emilia remembered from her own youth, stopped a moment to whisper, "Thank you," to Emilia.


  She nodded and said, "What news?" before remembering herself.


  A guilty blush burned the relief from the mother's eyes as she remembered that she had gone forth and come back again in a timely fashion, and with the object of her desire safe in her arms. "No news," she said, then, hesitating, added, "Save for the Border King's Chosen."


  "The Chosen." Emilia meant it for a question, and the mother smiled uncertainly.


  "They say it's someone who came through the gate a long time ago, or was a soldier lost in the Border Wars. She caught his eye, they say, and he's made her the Border Queen."


  "There hasn't been a Chosen since…" Emilia turned her cool gaze toward her cottage, forgetting the woman, forgetting even the Wintergate, for a moment. The healthy little girl danced through her line of vision, playing with freshly-falling snow, then ran to make a snow star near the wall the gate was set into. The cedar chest had contained some mention of the Border King's Chosen, that to Choose a mortal was a mockery of Irindala's sacrifice. Emilia couldn't remember, quite, but the sun was setting and she could look through the journals by the light of the fire.


  "They say it's the first Choosing in a hundred years," the mother offered eagerly. "The first since the Border Wars."


  "Has it been a hundred years?" Emilia looked back to the mother, forgetting about the Chosen and her grandmother's journals. "How long were you there?"


  The mother's face faltered. "A season. It was summer there when we arrived, and the passage opened again on the autumn quarter day. Thank you," she added more softly.


  "It was my duty. Take her home before she catches her death of the cold. You wouldn't want to have wasted the journey. Don't touch, child," she said more sharply, as the little girl reached a hand toward the Wintergate.


  "I only wanted a leaf!" There were leaves, gold and red lying on still-green grass, just beyond the portal, a contrast to the blowing whiteness on their side.


  "You shouldn't carry anything not fairly traded back through the Wintergate," Emilia admonished. "The Border Kingdom always extracts a price."


  A tightness came into the mother's face and she captured the girl in her arms, hurrying her away from the cold stone arch. Emilia watched them go, watched until they were dark silhouettes on the snow, until they were shadows swallowed by the nearby forest, until all that was left of them were their prints.


  In all that time, no one came to the Wintergate, not from her side, nor from the other, where autumn shades rioted against each other for dominance, and the blue sky beyond the trees leaned into the last rich blue depths of the season.


  For the first time that she could remember, for the first time in all the history of her family keeping the gate, Emilia let the power that opened it falter before sunset, and went into her cottage to get her grandmother's journal.


  * * *


  When she opened the gate again, minutes before sunset, it was winter in the Border Kingdom. The sky there now matched her own, slate blue with encroaching night, wind tearing snow from the earth and tossing it against the darkening clouds. Trees that had, minutes before, been warm with color, now reached black bare branches upward, scraping at the clouds. Emilia drew her worn cloak around her, feeling its tattered hem drag against icy snow, and with one hand twisted the length of her hair away from her face. The wind caught it again and made a tangle of it, as if offended at her efforts, and she did not bother to try again.


  Her grandmother had written of the Border King's Chosen, and the fate that befell her. She was honored, yes. She was beloved, yes. She was all things to the Border King, for the space of a single year.


  And then, filled with the love and honor and ire of a faery nation, she was bound to the Border, an assault of human blood, human breath, human soul, against the boundary built by Irindala, the immortal human queen. The Chosen would live a hundred years, bleeding out her humanity in slow, painful drops, awake and aware to regret her year of glory as the Border King's favorite.


  Emilia's grandmother had believed it was the Chosen's sacrifice that allowed the Wintergate to remain open at all. That the Border King himself had forced the single weakness in the Border into being, using humanity's own blood against it. The journals spoke of her uncertainty at continuing to open the gate on the shortest days, but duty called her more strongly than worry, for there were those who still struggled to return home from the Border Kingdom, and without the Wintergate, they never could.


  Someone, now, would die a lingering cold death, to keep the Wintergate open another hundred years. Someone would lose a girl they loved, and never know what happened to her. Ice would settle into someone else's heart, cold shards that grew and grew and would never entirely stop, perhaps not as long as the life dripped out of the innocent who had been bound to the Border.


  Or Emilia could walk through the Wintergate and save the girl, as she had not been able to save Antoine.


  It would not be without cost. The gate would close forever, and perhaps, in the end, that was why the keepers were forbidden to cross. Perhaps the sacrifice had to be made, if the keepers' job was to be kept. Perhaps duty to the many meant more than the good of the one.


  But perhaps the good of the one was an illusion. The thought cracked the shell of Emilia's icy heart, and seeing the crack, pushed farther in. Perhaps if she had gone to rescue Antoine, or to rescue Pierre in Antoine's place, then Antoine's mother wouldn't have died of a broken heart. Perhaps there would be children to fill the cottage now, many lives birthed from the saving of the one. Perhaps there would be no new Chosen, if the Wintergate was closed, and perhaps no one else would suffer the loss of their beloved now.


  Perhaps keeping the Wintergate passage open was a kind of greed that her grandmothers had not wanted to give up; a kind of power that justified the ends, a kind of standing within the community, a kind of magnanimity that came from allowing others to profit from their noble suffering.


  Emilia, besieged by these new thoughts, said, "Fuck that," aloud, and walked through the Wintergate.


  * * *


  The gate throbbed as she stepped through, a reverberation like she'd been stretched across a drum head and hit with a stick. Power drained from her so quickly she dropped to her knees in the snow on the other side of the Wintergate, her vision glazing and cracking like thin ice on a shallow puddle. After a moment the thrumming faded, but the sense of power, a power she hadn't ever noticed as filling her, remained diminished. Still there, but weak now, vestiges of what it once had been. And she knew in her bones, sure as she knew the sun would rise and set, that it would not refill. What was left of her ability to open the Wintergate might get her home again. Would get her home again, once she had found the Border King's new Chosen.


  And then the gate would close forever, and the ice in Emilia's heart would either freeze solid, or finally thaw.


  She rose, shaking the snow from her cloak, and looked behind her, back at the Wintergate.


  From this side it only shimmered, a bend of light that packed flurries of snow into its cracks, so that for the moment it almost had a shape to it. The wind lashed again, though, scouring the snow away, and leaving the gate a shimmer again.


  Emilia had never thought to ask what the gate looked like, on this side. She'd assumed it was as it was on her side, a steady stone arch, built into a wall. She knew people spent years searching for it, but had supposed that was because the Border Kingdom was large, and so few travelers wanted to pass through it that its location wasn't well-known. But as she watched, it faded from a shimmer to a glint, then disappeared entirely.


  It wasn't quite sunset on this side, and probably not on hers, either, but Emilia wasn't there to hold the gate open now. No one was, and without that power sustaining it, it was gone.


  Not just gone. Missing. She would not have said, a heartbeat earlier, that she knew the feeling of the gate. But in its absence, she discovered that she knew it after all, in the same way she knew keepers would sacrifice the ability to open it by passing through it. To find it again she would need to wait another season, but no: in her bones she knew that wasn't wrong, but neither was it right. Emilia stood with that knowledge a moment, waiting for clarity, and suddenly she understood why the seasons changed so dramatically through the Wintergate, and why travelers had such difficulty coming home.


  It wasn't fixed, on this side of the gate. It wandered the Border Kingdom, only becoming stable when she poured her magic into it. Maybe once, before the Border Wars, it had been anchored, but for at least a hundred years now, finding the passage back to Irindala's country was more luck than skill. Perhaps the Border Kingdom was large enough to encompass cross-and-quarter days that ran opposite of Emilia's own; for all she knew, the Kingdom was a world of its own, though she'd never heard it called more than a kingdom.


  If the gate wandered, and she still had the strength to open it one last time, she could return home at whim, with the Border King's Chosen in tow. Or almost at whim, at least: on a quarter-day, or a cross-quarter.


  She had not less than six weeks to find the Chosen, then, and something less than a year, if she wanted to be certain of rescuing the girl before she was sacrificed to the border.


  It would be easier, Emilia thought, with a map.


  But maps were not at hand, nor any particular direction that sang out with the suggestion she follow it. She could hear water somewhere, though, fast enough to deny a coat of winter ice. If the Border folk were like humans at all, following the running water downstream would lead, in time, to a settlement of some kind. Cloak gathered around her, hair tucked beneath the neck to keep it from blowing, Emilia went to search out the source of the sound. She glanced back once, and was unsurprised to see her feet left no prints in the snow. There would be no turning back on this journey.


  The stream, a black rushing cut through snow-laden banks, lay closer than she'd feared. Bare-branched trees hung over it like grasping skeletal fingers, pointing at shadows that had the shape of danger in the growing darkness. Emilia knelt at a safe shore and dipped her fingers in the freezing water. It was no colder than her heart, and no warmer, either. "I would give you my shoes if you would carry me to the Border King's Chosen," she murmured.


  "Why?" asked the river, in a voice of watery chill.


  Emilia raised her eyes to see a figure form, clear and cold and shaped, she thought, like herself: womanish, in a cloak that spilled foaming bubbles at its hem. The last of the sunlight disappeared behind it, turning it to a thing of black translucence, impossible to see save the motion of its water. "I'm going to rescue the Chosen."


  "Why?"


  Emilia fell silent, gazing at the spirit of black ice and river water. "Because someone should," she said finally. "Because no one could rescue my chosen. I hardly remember what he looked like, anymore."


  "What will you gain from it?"


  "Hah! Nothing." Emilia looked back the way she'd come, toward the gate that had disappeared before her footprints. "Nothing. I've already given up what I had, to come. Will you take me to the Chosen?"


  The sprite shifted, turning from a womanish thing to a small boat of ice and water, and spoke again with the river's voice. "I will take you as far as the ice can bear your heat."


  "Thank you." Emilia stepped into the boat, sat carefully, and took her shoes off to drop them into the water. They disappeared into the river's song, and she tucked her cloak around her feet to protect them from the cold.


  The little boat leapt forward, skimming over the river's top in a way no mortal vessel could. For a long time Emilia watched what little she could see in the darkness, tears torn from her eyes by the cold wind and the speed at which she traveled. All around her, beneath and above the trees, snow was illuminated by starlight that glittered, too, in the water's changing surface. A slivered moon rose, and then a second, and she stared upward a while in astonishment, watching the moons cut a path across the darkness of the night sky. Finally, she slept, too cold to keep herself awake any longer.


  At dawn she awakened in a warm den between the roots of a tremendous old tree, and emerged from the tree roots to discover she had traveled beyond the snow, during the night. She could dip her hand in the water and drink from it without freezing her teeth, although the cold made a line down her throat and seeped around her belly. She had brought bread and cheese, and ate those as she walked, still following the river, although if she could travel out of winter to spring either she had been high in Border Kingdom mountains, or she had come a very long way indeed without finding what passed for civilization under the Border King's rule.


  Daylight and a glance behind her showed no obvious mountains, but a river had spoken to Emilia in the night, and so she was disinclined to assume the landscape had remained the same while she slept. In time, though, the river bank turned to a foot-worn track, and a little while later, to a pebbled path that was less kind to her feet than the grass had been. The pebbles began to collect in a stack beside the path, growing into a wall, and the wall, with patience, gave way to a garden with an open gate, and roses growing within. A cottage, not unlike Emilia's own, sat in the tangle of thorns, and she called, "Hello?" with a mixture of caution and hope. "Hello?"


  After long moments, a woman emerged, all tawny hair and amber eyes, with a smile that pulled crookedly at her mouth, and slim, elfin ears poking through her hair. "A human girl. Hello, girl."


  Emilia, who had not thought of herself as a girl since well before her thirtieth birthday had passed, began an objection and remembered before it left her lips that it was unwise to offer one's true name in the Border Kingdom. "Hello, witch," she replied instead, and the faery woman laughed.


  "No witch I, but perhaps a faery queen. What is your need?"


  "I seek the Border King." If telling someone in the Border Kingdom her name was dangerous, Emilia reckoned, telling them her purpose was unwise, too. And the King would surely lead to his Chosen, so finding him would be enough.


  The self-proclaimed queen's sharp eyebrows rose. "Few mortals come seeking him directly. What has he taken from you?"


  A laugh as sharp as the elf woman's eyebrows broke from Emilia's chest. "Everything and nothing."


  "Ooh. A fine answer. In thanks for cleverness, I'll make a cup of nettle tea to warm you before you go on your way. Come in."


  "I'll wait." Emilia nodded toward the roses that climbed everywhere in the garden. "The roses are lovely. I'd like to spend a moment admiring them."


  Pleasure flushed the faery woman's cheeks, and she returned to her cottage with the air of a queen, indeed. Emilia walked slowly through the garden, brushing her fingertips over the soft petals and being uncannily careful to not prick her finger on a thorn or stub a bare toe; she didn't like the idea of what the faery woman might do with a drop of her blood. The gardens went deeper than she imagined, wending around and behind the cottage in a bower of sweet scent and glorious color. There was no ice here, and the breeze was warm enough to make her forget, for a little while, about the shards in her heart. She had never before put duty away entirely, and losing herself in the endless garden filled Emilia with a degree of contentment she barely remembered from Antoine's arms. After a long time she settled on a bench of bending branches, her blue cloak a contrast against the reds and whites and pinks of the blooming flowers. She wished the faery woman would bring the tea, although she feared she'd gone so deep into the garden that the woman might not bother to follow. In a moment she would rise up, and thank the woman for her hospitality before going on her way.


  "You forget your duty," said a rose, and Emilia sighed.


  "Don't I deserve to?"


  Uncompromising as only a thing of silk and thorn could be, it said, "No. What you have taken upon yourself must be completed."


  "Why not? Other people forget their duties all the time. They make choices for themselves and their own happiness, not the greater good. What do roses know of duty, anyway? Your only duty is to bloom and wither away."


  "A beast would disagree."


  Emilia's laugh barked out sharply again. "What beast? A rabbit? A deer? A goat? Little enough else dines on roses, rose. Your thorns are unappetizing."


  "How many would say the same of you?"


  "My thorns grew to protect me."


  A rose's disdain, as it happened, cut deeper than its thorns. Emilia muttered, "Fine," and stood again, shaking her cloak into long folds. "My chosen duty awaits." Even she thought she sounded more fourteen than over thirty-five. She returned the way she'd come, and found herself a long time walking: so long that she was not surprised when the faery witch was not there to greet her with tea. The woman must have given up on her. Emilia, shrugging, went to the gate; the river water would be enough to slake her thirst.


  But the water ran low between deep green banks, and Emilia stumbled over a ridge of dark earth rich with the scent of summer. Insects buzzed up from the earth indignantly, and she mumbled an apology as she gazed the way she'd come, and the way she meant to go.


  Spring had fled in the time she'd spent in the witch's garden. Summer was heavy on the land now, its haze cloudy on a horizon dark blue with warmth. Leaves had lost their acid green hue, aging to a rustling wash of green shades that threw ever-shifting shadows across the landscape and the river alike. Fish and birds threw themselves at bugs on the river's surface with abandon, everything full of life.


  Hairs rose on Emilia's arms, a dread chill despite her cloak, despite the warmth of the day, despite the heat of the summer sun pounding down on her black hair. She had lost an entire season, in the witch's rose garden.


  Lost a season to the garden, a season to the river journey, and a season to the break in time when she had closed the Wintergate after hearing about the Border King's Chosen. And the mother who had spoken of the Chosen had not said what season the Border King had found his new favorite.


  At best, Emilia had a single season left to find the girl and break the spell that would bind her to the Border.


  If this was the kind of thing that happened in casual acquaintance with the Border Kingdom, no wonder so few people returned safely, and to their own time. And it was what happened: those who did return, did so with stories like these. But to hear a tale of time slipping away, and to experience a few hours in a garden as the whole passing of a season, were different things entirely. Emilia had believed the stories she heard, but she knew now that she had not believed them, and a shard of ice in her heart melted with that belief. Antoine would have returned if he could. She had always known that, in the way she knew about the rising sun and the Wintergate. She hadn't understood, though, how astonishingly easy it was to be led astray.


  Now she did, and a modicum of wisdom would send her running home again, back through the Wintergate to a world of predictable seasons and quiet magics.


  The roses's words lingered, though. What she had taken upon herself, must be completed.


  She had chosen this absurd quest, this journey to save the Border King's Chosen. She had been selected by circumstance and her family's magic to keep the Wintergate, and even in the worst years, after the old man had brought news of Antoine's death, Emilia had never seriously considered not opening the gate. She hadn't wanted to, had resented it with the fervor of a girl half her age, but refusing to open it had been no more conceivable an option than crossing through it had been. She wouldn't even say she'd chosen not to go through the gate on Antoine's behalf; circumstance demanded that, as well. The heartbroken girl within her might even have said she hadn't even chosen to live alone beside the Wintergate for so many years, that loss and a disbelief in the possibility of moving on had forced her. The woman she'd become still felt that way, truth be told, but years had an irritating habit of bringing perspective, and she had to concede that once hope had died, she could have rejoined the world if it weren't for…


  Emilia sighed, and said, "Dramatics," aloud, without self-castigation. She had been very young when Antoine went through the Wintergate, and set in her ways by the time hope faded. It was difficult to change one's habits, especially when they were ostentatious habits, and playing the role of the tragic lover exiled from society by hope and loss was extremely dramatic. She had become so accustomed to it that she believed, maybe even of herself, that she couldn't be anyone else. That she had closed all the gates available to her, and that to walk away from the position of lonely witch in the woods would open her to derision and mockery. She had trapped herself as much as anything else had, and now…


  …now she had decided, in a single rash action, to walk away from all of it, in which case, she had best save the Chosen, because nothing else would be worth the theatrics of her decisions.


  Sometimes, Emilia thought irritably, it was easier to be eighteen and convinced of your righteousness than over thirty-five and aware of your foibles. She tied her hair up in a knot, taking its weight off the warmth of her cloak, and strode down the river bank in search of an excuse for changing all her ways at once.


  * * *


  The Border Kingdom, it seemed, had no cities. No towns, no villages, not even any hamlets, or, with the exception of the rose witch, any people. Talking rivers and roses, yes, but otherwise, nothing but endless lush summer beauty. Emilia walked for days without seeing another soul, only ravens and owls huddling in yew and rowan trees. After the third day she began to mark the trees, to see if she was only traveling the same stretch of land again and again, but if she was, it washed away her marks in the night.


  On the seventh day, hungry, exasperated and exhausted, her feet blistered and beginning to callous, she threw herself onto the river bank and went to sleep, no longer caring whether it was safe. Her aging cloak made a good enough barrier between herself and the earth, and her hair, left loose, made a wretched blanket to sleep beneath, but it would do.


  The sun had not yet set when the sharp, deliberate twinge of a single strand of hair being yanked out made her nose sting. She sneezed herself awake and sat up, eyes watering, to catch a raven standing one hop farther away from her than the length of her hair. It held the strand of hair in its beak, and had a look of bold defiance in its glittering black eyes. "You little shit," Emilia said to it, but laughed. Her hair matched its blue-black glossy feathers precisely, and she imagined it would make a very satisfying addition to the raven's nest. "I'll give you more if you'll tell me how to find the Border King's court."


  The raven eyed her suspiciously. Emilia sank her hands into her hair, tugging her fingers through the somewhat tangled mass, and came out with loose hairs wrapped around her fingers. "There's more if I do that again. All for you if you tell me how to find the Border King's court. Think how pleased your mate will be."


  A look of agitation came into the raven's eyes. It kloked urgently in its throat, but said nothing, and since ravens could talk even in Emilia's world, that seemed unlikely.


  It came to her after a moment, though, and she laughed again, though she couldn't remember having laughed twice in a minute in many years. "You'll lose the hair if you open your beak, won't you? Will you let me hold it for you, with these others?"


  She had never known birds could be so suspicious, but after an ill-tempered-looking moment, the raven bounced closer, and closer again, until it lay the strand it had stolen across her palm. "You must go as the crow flies to reach the Border King's court."


  "But I have no wings, and my feet are too sore to carry me over a crow's flight."


  The raven cocked its head, staring from Emilia to the cloak she lay upon; the cloak that was, in the sunlight, the same blue-black shade as her hair, and the raven's wings. "No," Emilia said. "It's a cloak, see? It only keeps me warm, nothing more."


  Scathing, as well as suspicious, lay in the look in a raven's eye. Emilia stood with a sigh, the handful of hairs still clutched safely as she shook the cloak out. "See? It—"


  Feathers, as dark and shining as the night, rustled into wings as she shook the cloak. Emilia went quite still, holding the wings in both hands, then closed her eyes and murmured, very mildly, "Forgive me, Raven. I ought not have doubted you."


  For a bird, the raven made a remarkably good harrumph sound. Emilia carefully slipped the cloak over her shoulders, not wanting to disarray its feathers, then crouched to offer the raven the handful of hairs she'd loosened from her tangled hair. She ran her fingers through her hair a few more times, smoothing it and taking away all the easily-released ones, then tugging harder to pull those that were willing to come with a little effort. Her eyes pricked with tears and her nose stung again, but the raven hopped gleefully, collecting a tremendous beak full from her fingers. It sprang into the air when she said, "I think that's all," and circled above her as she straightened and took a deep breath.


  The feathered cloak, as if anticipating that, shivered around her. Emilia caught its edges in her fingers to spread her arms, and it shifted and changed with great speed. In a moment she had wings, feathers that clung to her back and spread out at her feet like a tail. The raven dived at her impatiently.


  Not knowing what else to do, Emilia bent her knees, then leaped upward with all her strength, and flew.


  The raven made a deep sound of delight and spun in the air, then led her above the trees for some little distance, until another raven rose up from the forest, and Emilia saw a nest snuggled into the branches. Her raven dove toward the nest, bringing its treasure of long hairs to soften it with, and the second raven flew circles around Emilia, and called, "Fly and fly toward the sun, and when it sets, you will find the Border King's court."


  "Thank you!" Emilia turned toward the sun, already more than halfway across the sky, and with all her might, flew toward it.


  * * *


  Her feathers began to fall away as sunset neared. Emilia, watching them blow behind her in the wind, flew nearer and nearer to the earth, afraid of what would happen if she was too high when their magic disappeared. As heavy gold streaks of sunlight sank beneath the trees, she landed, her cloak only a cloak again, her body sore in ways she could hardly comprehend, and her feet shrieking with agony at being used again. But she kept walking toward the sunset, and as the sky changed from blue to black, a different golden light flashed before her.


  What had been forest was forest no more. A city surrounded her, ethereal and unreal, as if starlight had been spun into streets. Its people were of greater shape and size than she was accustomed to: some child-sized, but slim and delicate and adult in form, while others, equally small, carried a greater, earthier weight with them. Others were human in height, but ranged from elfin to golem-like in breadth, and others still were simply giants, vastly taller than any mortal Emilia had ever seen. They all moved across the city as if not entirely connected to the ground in the way Emilia was; as if any of them might climb a ladder made of air, or sink effortlessly into the earth without disturbing it.


  It made her heavy, human plodding all the more obvious, and she did not go unnoticed. The Border Kingdom's denizens stopped, or looked, and some few stared, but most moved past her as if uninterested; humans were not remarkable enough here to draw all the attention.


  Not all of it, but enough. Those who did mark her presence did so with a kind of wolfish leer that set the hairs tingling on the back of Emilia's neck. She had no weapons, and even if she did, she had no training with them. Sleeping by a riverbank without protection was one thing, but sleeping in a hungry city of faery folk was another thing entirely. Emilia raised her gaze as she pressed through the streets, looking for something that would offer safety.


  And one building bore what she searched for. Two stories in height, a carved wooden sign above the door displayed a bed and cauldron, suggesting a place to eat and sleep to those who couldn't read. Emilia stepped inside, shivering despite the summer heat and her cloak. The common room before her was well kept, with large wooden tables and a bar against the back wall. Those who were staying there looked up at Emilia's arrival with varying degrees of interest, and, one by one, returned to their meals or their drinks or their games of cards and stars. Stairs led upward to private rooms. It all looked just as any inn at home might, save for the gnarled bark-like skin of one of the occupants, and the elfin disdain of another, and so on through each and every one of them.


  The innkeeper herself, at first glance, looked reassuringly…ordinary. Plump, warmly colored, pleasant of mien, she waved Emilia over to the bar, where upon closer inspection Emilia realized her fingers had too many joints, and her eyes were an unearthly color that reminded Emilia of a drowning sea. Her skin just barely shimmered, like fish scales, and she had a scent of salt about her that Emilia didn't like. But she was friendly, saying, "Food? A bed? What do you need, girl? There's no cost under this roof."


  Emilia paused. She was not a girl, not a youth, and despite this particular journey, lacked youth's impetuosity. Perhaps if the innkeeper had said nothing about no cost, she might have accepted the food and bed without thought, as she'd accepted the rose witch's offer of tea, but…


  But she had offered the river her shoes, the things she might travel with, in order to travel on it. She had offered the raven her hair, and it had lent her wings in exchange.


  She had only accepted the rose witch's offer of tea, without offering anything in turn, and she had lost a season to the witch's garden.


  "I must repay you in kind," she said cautiously to the innkeeper. "All I have is my cloak, and a little food."


  The innkeeper sniffed, as if disappointed. "I'll have a day of your life."


  Emilia's eyebrows shot up. "Excuse me?"


  "A day of your life, no more and no less."


  "From…? The end? So I live a day less?"


  The innkeeper reared back, clearly repulsed. "A day of your life, not a day off your life. Humans, so vile. Your memories, child. I'll have the memories of a day of your life."


  A chill rose on Emilia's arms. "Will I still remember it?"


  "Of course not. It wouldn't be much payment, would it, if it was shared between us?" The innkeeper's gaze grew canny. "Don't imagine you'll find a better price in this city, girl, nor that you can stay the night safely on a star-lit street. There's more out there than will take a single day of your life, given the chance."


  Emilia closed her eyes, memories rushing her. Memories of childhood, of her sisters and brother, of Antoine, of a thousand things important enough to remember. "Will it be a memory that I—that I remember? Or do the ones I don't still linger, deeper than I can reach, but where you might find them?"


  The innkeeper snapped her fingers. "Let's see."


  Reluctant, feeling younger and more uncertain than she had in years, but convinced of the city's dangers outside of the inn's walls, Emilia stepped forward and bowed her head under the innkeeper's touch.


  She was fourteen again, and furious with her mother. Furious with the Wintergate, and the magic that had come to her and her alone of all her siblings. She had wanted to travel, to see more of Irindala's country, perhaps even cross the narrow northern straits to the archipelago and discover how the island people lived. But that was not her duty, so her dreams be damned. Her youngest sister, who at four or five had wanted the gate, offered to travel in Emilia's stead, and Emilia was furious about that, too.


  Her sister had traveled, when she was older, and brought back gifts and stories about the world beyond their village, always as if carrying something precious for Emilia. By then Emilia's temper had faded, and she was grateful for the effort her sister made on her behalf.


  Inside a breath, she could remember the gratitude, but not the day that had spawned her sister's offer. It felt like an empty tooth socket, a place where she knew something should be, but could no longer remember what. She poked at it, and poked again, while the innkeeper released her head with a satiated growl. "That'll do, girl. That'll do. Your room's up the stairs, and there's a bath to be had. You need one," she warned. "Food comes with the price of a night, and you need fear no other cost for dining beneath my roof. Mmm," she added, turning her back on Emilia. "Mortal anger. Now there's a snack that will last a while. Go, girl. I've no more use for you."


  Emilia, uncomfortable, murmured, "Thank you," and went to fetch a bowl of soup and good crusty bread from the fire before sitting alone, her back to a corner, to eat it. Then she went upstairs to bathe, because the innkeeper was right, and after her bath, she washed her clothes, lodged the bed beneath the doorknob to keep anyone from coming in, and, despite what felt like wisdom, fell into bed and slept heavily until morning sunlight spilled through the windows to wake her up.


  Once dressed in clothes no longer itchy with grime, she ventured downstairs to discover yesterday's bread offered as toast, with jams and nut butters and honeys to top it. Emilia ate heartily, and stopped at the bar before leaving to say, "I've heard the Border King has a new Chosen favorite."


  The innkeeper gave her a sly look. "We've all heard it, aye."


  "Where would I see her?"


  "She's in the town square most days, and will be until the equinox. Go there and you'll see her sure enough." The innkeeper looked Emilia up and down. "Watch yourself, though. The Border King is there often enough himself, and you have the look of a creature he'd like."


  "What loss would that be to you?"


  The innkeeper shrugged. "You may need another night's lodging in the city, and my price is still the best in town."


  Emilia poked at the empty place in her mind again, and, shuddering, took her leave.


  * * *


  The city was laid out such that all roads lay to its center square, although upon arriving the square was more of a circle, and at its center, where a fountain might be in another town, stood a dais, as if for a statue. But no statue stood upon it: instead, the Chosen did, young and slender and easily admired. Flaxen hair fell in waves to her hips and was tucked back to show the very human roundness of her ears, so different from the slim pointed tips that graced fair folk ears. She wore a pale green gown, the bodice wrapped in golden wire, and the sleeves cut to bare her arms while luxurious fabric fell in ripples. Emilia worked her way closer, trying not to draw attention any more than a human woman amongst the Border folk did by nature, until she stood as close to the dais as she could, and still be able to see the girl standing on it.


  She caught Emilia's eye, and waved, smiling as she did so. Her smile was so like Antoine's that Emilia's heart seized, a sob choking her throat. The Chosen's face was very like his, too, with the same shape to the cheekbone and jaw, the same fullness of lips and the same straightness of nose.


  Her eyes, though, were the color of ice, where Antoine's had been brown.


  In all the years since Antoine had gone away, it had never crossed Emilia's mind that he might have chosen to stay. That he might have found another love, and lived a life in the Border Kingdom of his own choosing.


  The ice in her heart cracked and melted in a swell of absolute rage, so fierce and overwhelming that Emilia stumbled back, unable to breathe. She turned and fled the square, pushing her way through offended fae, and ran until she could run no more. A tree root tripped her bare foot as she left the city streets, or she might have run all the way back to where she'd opened the Wintergate. Instead she fell hard, her ribs slamming against another root, and for a while all she knew was breathless pain, the roaring of hurt betrayal in her mind and heart, and the outrage of badly bruised toes.


  Eventually unwelcome thought intruded. If the girl was Antoine's daughter, then she was all that was left in the world of the man she had loved. And if she was his daughter, and he was dead, and her mother could not or would not come for her, then the only person who could act on the girl's behalf was Emilia herself.


  Which was why she had come to the Border Kingdom in the first place. The girl apparently being Antoine's daughter didn't change that at all.


  Emilia rolled onto her back, wincing at the roots that dug against her spine, and stared miserably at sunlight filtering through the summer leaves. Being very young and entirely self-justified was easier than being an adult, but sometimes she felt she hadn't left that young, self-justified girl far behind at all. It seemed to her that a reasonable adult, a woman of over thirty-five years in age, should not have needed to turn and flee and trip and bruise herself into sensible thoughts.


  A woman of over thirty-five years in age, however, had, and it would be less sensible still of her to keep lying on the tree roots and risk putting her back out, as her spine wasn't as supple as it had been eighteen years ago, either. Emilia, swearing, got to her feet, took a few steps back toward the city, and thought of the price to be paid for a night's lodging there. A few steps back toward the woods again, and she thought of how the ravens had told her to fly until sunset, and only then, in the moment the sun fell below the horizon, had the city appeared.


  Having found the Chosen, it would be stupid to lose the whole city the girl was in, just for the sake of a memory. Especially since, despite her pell-mell run through the streets and her self-indulgent sobbing at the edge of the woods, the sun hadn't yet cleared its zenith, which gave her an entire afternoon and a long summer evening to find the girl before lodgings became an issue. Jaw set, Emilia gathered her old blue cloak around her again and stalked back into the Border King's city.


  * * *


  It turned out the Chosen came down for lunch.


  She was in the square, sitting near the edge of her dais and eating apples and cheese, when Emilia made her own way back to the town center. The city's people left a respectful distance around the girl, letting her eat in peace, which made it easy enough for Emilia to walk up and sit beside her. The Chosen watched her approach, and said nothing as she sat down, only gazed at her with less curiosity than Emilia would have expected, given that no one else seemed inclined to come near her. "May I ask you something?"


  The girl shrugged, and Emilia reflected that she had personally always loathed that question, because it was, in and of itself, doing the thing she asked permission for. "Who was—is—your mother?"


  "The Snow Queen."


  A fresh shard of ice, or at least of pain, sliced through Emilia's chest. "And your father?"


  "Antoine, called Travere."


  No wonder, Emilia thought with terrible clarity. No wonder ice had come to settle in her own heart, if the Snow Queen had captured Antoine. And no wonder he had never returned home. One did not bed, or wed, a queen of faery, and come home without a fight. Voice broken into slivers, she asked, "What became of them?"


  "Papa died," the girl said with cool disinterest. "Mama put him in the chamber to look at him always, and when I cried, she put her hand on my heart and told me all was well, and then it didn't hurt any more. Who are you?"


  "My name is Emilia," Emilia whispered, and for the first time, the girl's eyes lit with mild attentiveness.


  "Is it?" she asked. "So is mine."


  The new shard of ice in Emilia's heart shattered, and was forever gone. "I knew your papa a long time ago," she said, her voice still small. "I loved him very much, once upon a time."


  The girl was interested now. "He told me my name was a secret, once. A secret from Mama, because she didn't know it was the name of the girl he'd been going to marry, before her. He loved her more than he loved Mama. I think that's why she put him in the chamber to look at, so she could see how pretty he was, without him hurting her heart any more. Are you Papa's Emilia?"


  Emilia's smile trembled. "I was. Now you are. I wonder, Emilia, if you would come with me?"


  The younger Emilia's pale eyebrows drew down in a perfect pouting frown. "The Border King wouldn't like that."


  "Do you like the Border King?" Emilia's heart beat very hard, making it difficult to keep her voice steady. She felt color creeping up her throat, betraying her emotion, and couldn't stop it.


  Her namesake looked nonplussed. "It doesn't matter. He chose me."


  Emilia, trying very hard now to sound calm, said, "It. Always. Matters," and confusion crept over the girl's face again. "You owe the Border King nothing, Emilia," the elder said. "How did he choose you?"


  "Oh!" She brightened, as if this was an answer she knew. "Mama showed me to him. She said I would be useful to the Border Country, and that she—" The child—and she was a child, perhaps sixteen years of age, old enough to think herself an adult while the adults around her knew better—faltered. "That she could look at Papa in the chamber, and didn't need to look at me any more."


  "Oh." Emilia's voice came through a throat closed tight with fury. "I think I should like to meet your Mama, Emilia. Perhaps we could go meet her, before you come back to the dais and the Border King?"


  "Oh, yes!" Young Emilia became genuinely animated. "I would like that. The summer kingdom is all very nice, but I miss winter. It's always too warm here. And perhaps Mama would like to meet you, as I was named after you!"


  "I'm sure she'll have some very strong feelings about that." Emilia rose and offered the girl her hand. "Shall we?"


  "Now?" Astonishment colored the girl's pale cheeks, but barely. Faded roses, not a bright girlish blush.


  "Will anyone stop us?"


  Emilia the younger looked around at the gathered citizens of the Border King's city. They all watched the two Emilias, but none of them had moved even a step closer, and Emelia the elder had been careful not to raise her voice at all during their conversation. "I don't think so," said the younger girl. "I'm allowed to do whatever I want, because I'm Chosen."


  "Let's go for a walk, then." Emilia smiled, and Emilia took her hand, and together they walked through the townspeople, who stepped back to make a path even as they exchanged uncertain glances with one another. Emilia thought the spell of not refusing the Chosen anything would last until they exited the square, perhaps a minute or two longer, but after that, she knew someone would alert the Border King, and time would no longer be their friend. "Emilia—may I call you Emmy? Your father used to call me that, when we were children."


  "He called me Emmy too! No one has in a long time," the younger Emilia said, first brightly, then more sadly. "I think it would be nice, if someone did again."


  "Then I will," Emilia promised. "Emmy, tell me something else. Are you good at running?"


  "No," Emmy said without embarrassment. "I skied and skated in the winter kingdom, but the only place to run was in the palace, and its halls were made of ice."


  Emilia, under her breath, said, "Right," and aloud, said, "Well, we may have to do some running. Try to remember to breathe in through your nose as much as you can, and out through your mouth."


  "Why?" Emmy asked curiously.


  They were nearly out of the square now, and Emilia could feel the heavy gazes of the citizens watching them go. "Honestly," she said, "I think it just gives you something to think about when it gets hard. When we go around that corner up there, Emmy, we're going to need to run toward the city borders. Are you ready?"


  "I think so."


  They went around the corner, and Emmy, less than half Emilia's age, took off like a young doe, and Emilia decided it wasn't the girl whose speed or conditioning she needed to be worried about. She bolted after Emmy, the heels of her feet shrieking an objection. She only kept Emmy in sight because the girl had the wit to slow at corners and wait until Emilia had caught up.


  This would have been easier, Emilia thought, if she hadn't already done it once that day, but wisdom often came too late. It seemed a very long time indeed before they reached the city's edge, and even then, Emilia didn't know if anyone had come after them. Better to be far away, though, than discover that a whole host of guards, or the Border King himself, had taken an interest in their flight. Once within the woods, Emmy threw herself on the soft green forest floor and lay there, her chest heaving but her smile bright. "I can run!"


  Emilia wheezed, "You can," and collapsed to the ground for a few minutes herself. Her feet hurt. So, it turned out, did her pride, and so, reluctant but also afraid, she dragged herself up again. "We'd better keep moving. Do you know how to get to the winter kingdom?"


  "Oh, yes," Emmy said blithely. "Find a reindeer and ask for a ride."


  If she ever got out of the Border Kingdom, Emilia reflected, she was going to take a pick and hammer, and break the Wintergate into a thousand thousand pieces. "Splendid," she said in tones most people would recognize as dangerous, "let's find a reindeer."


  * * *


  There were forests and there were meadows and there were, so far as Emilia could tell, no soldiers in pursuit. She might have been more satisfied with that if she her own self had not been assisted by a river and given wings by a raven; the mere fact that she believed there were no mundane hunters after them did not reassure her at all. For all she knew, the Border King could turn a crystal ball and watch them on their hurried passage through the forest, laugh at them as they ran, and still meet them one step before their goal with no exceptional effort on his part. They walked through the night, with fewer complaints from Emmy than Emilia would have expected.


  But the girl was not quite natural: unless they spoke of Emilia and Antoine's past, she seemed remote and uninterested in anything, even food or discomfort. Furthermore, with the resiliency of youth, she carried on longer than Emilia and her increasingly weary bones would have, save that she wasn't about to be outdone by a child. The air grew cooler through the night, which was to be expected; that the dawn should show a crisp frost on the yellowing grass of a meadow at the forest's edge, was not. They could not, Emilia thought, have walked all the way from summer into winter over the course of a single night, but neither did she trust the passage of time or space in this kingdom. Perhaps she had arrived in the winter kingdom and traveled into spring overnight the same way they did now, or perhaps—just perhaps—the Border Kingdom was simply uninterested in making sense, and she should stop trying so hard to understand it.


  "Is there a spring kingdom, Emmy?"


  Emmy gave her a cool, scornful glance, and Emilia, who had no children, quelled the urge to throw a handful of water in the child's face as she might do to an insolent cat. "Of course not," Emmy said, in a tone as coldly searing as her glance. "Spring and autumn are liminal, and can only exist at the borders of summer and winter."


  Emilia, trying and failing to sound reasonable, said, "One could say all seasons are liminal, and that summer and winter exist at the borders of spring and fall."


  "One could," Emmy said pityingly, and Emilia considered that the Border King's Chosen would suffer less drowned in a puddle than as his sacrifice, with no loss to the grander scheme of things. Before she could find either a puddle or her temper, however, Emmy said, "There," and pointed a long distance across the meadow they traversed.


  There was movement in that distance, but whether it was wind or an army riding toward them, Emilia couldn't tell. Nor did she think she would have been able to at age sixteen, but Emmy seemed both pleased and confident, so Emilia sighed. "What do your elf eyes see?"


  "Reindeer, obviously. Can't you see them?"


  "If I could see them," Emilia said through gritted teeth, "I wouldn't have asked, would I?"


  Emmy sniffed. "Well, they'll take us home."


  Caring only for duty was easier, Emilia concluded, than throwing duty over for a quest to save a condescending little girl who was clearly not going to appreciate it enough. But then, children mostly didn't, and at least the little snot would live to perhaps someday be able to appreciate it.


  Assuming Emilia didn't find a puddle between here and the reindeer, anyway.


  Nor did she: the land rose and fell softly as they trekked across it, but there were no low-lying pools, or even a creek, although something must feed the wide expanse of meadow its water. Emmy forged on as if exhaustion was foreign to her, while Emilia grew slower and slower, trailing in her wake. By the time they reached the herd, Emilia could barely mount one of the reindeer, and she heard a distant conversation about how to keep her on the beast's back, since she clearly wasn't going to stay there on her own. Some solution was reached; she knew that because she eventually woke up to the steady surge of the animal's muscles, but even then it took several minutes to conclude her cloak had been shredded to tie her safely to the patient reindeer.


  Antoine's mother had made her that cloak, as a gift for the wedding that never was.


  Emilia pressed her face into the deer's fur, and wept for the first time she could remember. She wept as she had not for Antoine, upon learning of his death six years ago, and she wept for his mother's death, six years before that. She wept, at last, for the life she might have had, and the one she had accepted instead, and she wept for the late-blooming audacity that had driven her through the Wintergate after all. Her body wracked with sobs she muffled in the reindeer's shoulder until the peace of catharsis finally took her, and she slept again.


  When she awakened a second time, it was winter.


  Not only winter, but winter in the mountains: the reindeer plodded tirelessly up icy paths and across snowy fields, carrying Emilia and Emmy without complaint. The weary thought that she must repay them crossed Emilia's mind, but she had no answers as to how, and so very much to gaze, astonished, at.


  They were not on just any path across the snow. Bridges of ice crossed crevasses in swooping, delicate arcs and glittering, thin shapes like translucent snowflakes rose against rock faces, making them ethereal and astonishing. The whole world was built of ice sculptures here, abstract and lovely. Even the breath that left Emilia's lungs seemed to take shape, creating momentary castle of fragile beauty before disintegrating toward the snowy ground. There was a stillness in the air, greater than any winter silence Emilia had ever known; even the constant, gentle drum of the reindeers' hooves couldn't disturb it. Her bare feet, pressed against the reindeer's sides, were freezing.


  "This is Winter," Emmy said happily, when she saw Emilia had woken up. "This is Mama's doing."


  Emilia, glad she had cried all her tears away earlier, whispered, "It's extraordinary," without censure. Whatever else the Snow Queen might have done, be it send shards of cold duty into Emilia's heart or even give her own daughter away to the Border King, her world was dazzling. Even if the queen herself was unappealing, Emilia understood how people might fall under the spell of the kingdom she had built, and of course, no one ever told stories of faery queens who were ugly of form. Spirit was another matter.


  As they rode on, huge slabs of ice grew up from the snow, pure and intensely blue in their hearts. Their thinner edges became translucent, so clear the stars shone through them, black and white and unforgiving blue. After a little while, Emilia realized they were on a road now; an avenue, if an avenue could be lined with ice instead of trees. Their own reflections bent back toward them from the blue depths, each careful step forward echoing a hundred times in the immense ice walls. They didn't seem to curve, but when Emilia looked back, she could only see the walls behind her, as if they had left the rest of the world behind. She was not surprised, then, when the road finally did visibly curve, and before them lay the glory of the Snow Queen's palace.


  It lay in the center of a frozen lake, the water beneath it so dark with ice that Emilia was barely certain it was there. Ripples in the ice lake's surface never moved, though, and as they approached, Emilia could see that a scratches on the ice broke the ripples and lined a faint path to the palace's vast front doors. Spires and arches swooped skyward in shades of clear blue and black, with white frost glimmering at window frames and doors like it anchored the sublime to the stones. It had no kindness in it, but it had a great deal of beauty, and that, Emilia supposed, was all the Snow Queen ever promised.


  "Do you know where your papa is, in there?" Her voice, only a whisper, hissed and bounced and carried across the ice, until it came back to Emilia as a threat all of its own. She shivered, but Emmy smiled.


  "Of course. I know where everything is in Mama's palace." Her voice did not bounce; it sank into the ice as if part of it, and her eyes, so pale and cold in the summer, were alive and bright in the kingdom of winter. "Come, please come, it's been so long since I've been home!"


  Emilia untangled herself from the torn cloak and, before slipping from the reindeer's back, wrapped pieces of it around her feet, so they, at least, could be a little protected from the cold. Then she dismounted clumsily, wincing to find how many new places hurt. Emmy had no such problems: she bounced down with a child's effortlessness, and Emilia, graciouslessly, considered kicking one of her feet out from under her so she would fall on the ice.


  She had, she thought, perhaps been a better person when bound by duty instead of chasing impossible quests. Or maybe it was just a good thing she'd never become a mother, after all.


  As if her thoughts had conjured it, though, the rippled ice of the lake suddenly opened, seized Emmy, and pulled her into their depths, all so quickly the girl didn't even have time to shriek. Emilia did, and the blowing snow over the lake came together for a moment, building a beautiful, merciless face that looked down on Emilia, and smiled. Then it scattered again, but not at the wind's whim: it fell in a shining white streak across the black ice, leading all the way to the palace door.


  Emilia stared, dismayed. She had not intended to draw the winter queen's attention, though now that she had, she wondered how she could have imagined she might not. That was not, she thought grimly, how these stories went, in the telling of them.


  The reindeer pressed its nose into her spine, and she sighed, turning to it briefly. "I owe you a debt for your assistance, and will repay it at your desire and convenience. Forgive me for not being able to make good on it now."


  "There is nothing to forgive," the reindeer replied. "You've brought the Snow Daughter home safe."


  Emilia glanced at the lake where Emmy had disappeared. "Well. I brought her home."


  "Then make her safe." The reindeer nudged her again, and she hugged it, savoring its warmth before turning away.


  She had no more cloak to protect herself with, and so, shivering in shirt sleeves, Emilia went forth to face the Snow Queen.


  * * *


  The palace doors opened onto a hall of such blue clarity that Emilia stopped within the doors themselves to gape and struggle to understand it. It hurt, that blue; it pierced her, surrounded her, awed her, and rendered her incapable of motion. The floor was the bluest of all, and the columns rising around her, supporting vaulted ceilings and windchimes of ice were blue until they were white and then clear, so that though ice arched above her, so too did the winter stars, and at the end of it all, a thousand steps away, sat the Snow Queen in her throne.


  Emilia crept forward when she could finally move, afraid of falling on the flawless ice floor, but also afraid of the power of a faery queen who could build this, a queen whose magic honed winter into the most staggeringly beautiful weapon imaginable. She crept and crept until she became surer of her footing, and then, quite certain she couldn't walk on her cloth, sole-less shoes, pushed off carefully to see if she could skate. She could, and within a glide or two had the confidence to move as if she belonged there, which was a lie she could not, herself, believe, but which she might be able to pretend on the outside was true.


  When she was within ten feet of the throne, the Snow Queen rose.


  She was tall, and looked nothing like Emmy save for the color of their eyes. She looked as a Snow Queen ought to look, with hair white as snow crystals and held in place by a fiery net of ice, with skin so pale Emilia thought she could see through it as she saw through the walls of ice. The shadows of her skin and the tinge of her lips were blue, and for a heartbeat Emilia wished she would stick her tongue out so she could see if it, too, was blue. Her gown was a thing of snow and ice, ever-changing, mesmerizingly lovely, and she carried a scepter of cut diamond and ice in one hand. The very air in her presence was all but too cold to breathe: Emilia felt her nose hairs freeze, and her eyebrows, and the purity of cold burning in her lungs.


  The Snow Queen waited until Emilia had looked her fill, and finally spoke. "What have you come here for?"


  "For Emilia. For Antoine. For myself."


  The queen's eyes flickered at the second name, and Emilia marked the direction her gaze went before it returned to Emilia herself. "You cannot defeat me for them."


  "No," Emilia said slowly. "I don't suppose I can. You have all the power, haven't you? You command the ice and the snow and the cold, and I don't even have my cloak to keep me warm any more. Your domain extends across all of winter, and all mine ever was, was a cottage by an old stone gate. And unless I slept a lot longer on the reindeer than I realize, it's not a quarter day, so even if I had the power to open that gate, I couldn't right now anyway. You hold all the cards, don't you."


  "And yet you came to face me anyway."


  "I did." Emilia turned her gaze up, studying the astonishing lines of the frozen palace. "I can't even say I regret it. It's extraordinary here. I think I wouldn't have wanted to miss it. It makes me wonder what else I've missed, in all those years of doing my duty."


  The Snow Queen's gown crackled like ice when she moved. Emilia stood her ground, because running would be absurd. Even if the queen couldn't call ice up to capture Emilia as she ran, Emilia would fall and probably break something if she tried, and that would be humiliating. The air grew colder as the Snow Queen approached, until Emilia had to hold each breath at the back of her throat, trying to warm it before letting it into her lungs. She was too cold to even shiver, and unable to look at her hands, for fear of finding them turning blue as the Snow Queen's skin. "You will miss nothing else," the queen said. "You will remain here forever, watching in silence from the ice."


  "Is that what you've done to Antoine? To Emilia?" She wouldn't give the queen Emmy's pet name, even though that secret might be the last one she ever kept.


  "Antoine," the queen snarled, "got what he deserved. He loved another before me, and wanted to take my daughter back to—" Her pale eyes widened, and Emilia, ill-advisedly, said, "Ah, the penny's dropped, has it?"


  Fury blanched the queen's whole body to snow, whitening it, crystalizing it. Her gown, remaining mostly ice, became a cut impression in the snow, no longer on her, but in her. Her features remained as exquisite and fragile as before, only carved from snow instead of the palest of flesh, and her tongue, behind bared teeth now, was white as the stars. She snapped her scepter forward, the impact landing over Emilia's heart, and she hissed, "Freeze."


  For a heartbeat, Emilia did, waiting for the impossible cold to overtake her. But her heart beat a second time, and although she was freezing, she was not frozen, and the Snow Queen's mien altered from snow to purest ice in her confusion. She tapped the scepter against Emilia's heart again, less hard this time, and said, in bewilderment, "This usually works."


  Understanding swept Emilia and a breath huffed from her lungs, so white it frosted the Snow Queen's icy face. "I've carried ice in my heart for half my life, majesty. Perhaps it wasn't your ice, but it was ice, and since coming into the Border Kingdom, and Winter itself, it's thawed. You have no power over me." Beneath the Snow Queen's scream of rage, she added, "Huh," and then began to run as the palace started to fall down around her.


  * * *


  Had the Snow Queen's temper not begun to bring the palace down, her run would probably have been a few strides before the ice betrayed her and she fell, but the breaking floor offered Emilia traction that the smooth ice couldn't. She ran in the direction that the Snow Queen had glanced when she mentioned Antoine, and did not let the fact that the wall there was smooth ice deter her. Wishing she had her cloak to protect her arms, she ran full speed into it, and just before she smashed against the wall, it collapsed, revealing a chamber as glorious and impossible as the hall she'd just left.


  Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of ice sculptures littered the chamber, all manner of creatures from the most ordinary field mouse to the most extraordinary beasts and beings of faery. Emilia, frantic, grabbed one as the floor buckled beneath her, and to her shock, warmth flooded it, transforming it from ice to animated. She touched the next creature on purpose as she ran by, searching for Emmy and Antoine, and it too came to life. A wave passed behind her, those released from the ice staggering into other sculptures and bringing them back, while she ran and ran, sobbing tears of breathlessness as she searched for the Border King's Chosen, and her own. A huge crack appeared in the chamber's floor, and a trickle of water sprang up from it, reminding Emilia that the palace lay on a lake, and that the lake's ice was no doubt kept whole by the Snow Queen's whim. She shrieked a warning. Those who could understand it began to herd others out, while Emilia ran on, hoping she might find Antoine and Emmy before the palace sank.


  The water had risen to her ankles before she did, and she could no longer feel her feet as she fell, weeping, upon the two sculptures. Antoine in ice looked as he did in her memory, save for the color, and his gaze, defiant but gentle, looked beyond her, as if he still challenged the Snow Queen's possession of him. Emmy stood with her arms around him and her face buried against his shoulder, hiding, Emilia thought, from what her mother had done to him, and was doing to her.


  Beneath her tears, and beneath her hands, life began to come back into them, but the water was up to their knees before Antoine, his voice broken with confusion, said, "Emilia?" and then cried aloud as he gathered both of his Emilias into his arms.


  "Antoine. Antoine. We can't. We have to run. We're going to drown and freeze and we have to run." Emilia pulled away and tugged at his hand, at Emmy's hand, trying to get them to move with her, but Emmy lifted her gaze, and if she had looked nothing like the Snow Queen before, Emilia saw now that she was her mother's daughter after all.


  Flaxen hair and pale skin altered to the golds and pinks of of frost beneath a winter sunrise, and the summer gown of green and yellow that she'd worn, so ill-considered for a snow kingdom, became warm cream and the frosty green of deep ice. The coolness of her gaze burned away, brightening ferociously until they were the blue of the palace floor, and the breath she took snapped and cracked through her with the power of a glacier falling. On the exhalation, soft as falling snow, she whispered, "Oh, Mama, do you not know what happens when the Snow Child's heart is thawed?"


  Power flexed from her, stopping the rise of water as ice froze again beneath them in thundering shudders. With a casual twist of her fingers, the water froze from the bottom up, crackling wildly as it lifted her father and her namesake on its rise, and when they stood dripping on the frozen surface, another idle snap turned their wet clothes to ice, then dropped the ice in a soft singing rain to leave them dry. The same happened throughout the chamber, to all of those who hadn't yet escaped, and as for those who had not yet been restored, Emmy only blew a gentle breath across the chamber, and where it touched, they thawed.


  "Come," she said lightly to those who were left. "The lake will not betray you, and you will not be held here again. Go where you will, and as you choose. I have a reckoning to bring."


  "Emmy—!" Antoine's voice cracked as surely as the ice had, and the Snow Child turned to her father with an expression of regret.


  "You should go, Papa. You should take Emilia and run with the others. If I can't defeat her, then you can't save me, and if I can, then I am the Snow Queen made anew."


  "Emilia," said the elder, and the younger smiled at her with all the brilliance she might have hoped for from a child.


  "You told me choice always matters, Emilia. This is my choice. Think how much better Winter will be, if its queen has no ice in her own heart."


  "The Border King will be furious," Emilia said helplessly, and if anything, Emmy's smile grew brighter still.


  "Yes. Isn't it wonderful?" She embraced Emilia suddenly, with all the strength of a young thing, then hugged her father harder still. "I love you, Papa. Remember that for always."


  Antoine, anguished, said, "Emilia," and his daughter's power caught them in a sleigh of ice and shot them away across the lake.


  * * *


  The thunder of breaking ice followed them a long, long way, and through more nights than Emilia could count as the sleigh's magic speed faded and they were forced to hitch reindeer to it, to continue on. Winter went on endlessly for those nights, with no edge to be found, and then, after many days, the sounds of battle finally faded.


  Antoine, though still as unlined as a youth, twisted in the sleigh with agony aging his face. "I have to go back for her. I have to, Em."


  "I don't think you even could. I can feel the weight of the magic behind us, pushing us away. Can't you?"


  The way his face, his beloved youthful face, crumpled, said that he did. Emilia drew him close, putting her chin on top of his head, and sighed as he sobbed. So many years had passed for both of them, though they'd marked them each differently; Emilia had aged in body and Antoine had not, but the depth of his love for Emmy had changed him at least as much as the years had changed Emilia. "How will I know," he finally asked, hoarsely. "Some parents say they know, if their child dies, but…I don't know, Em. I don't know."


  "Perhaps that means she lives," Emilia whispered against his hair. "Perhaps she is the rising queen now, settling herself in her power. Word will come, Antoine. It will come through the g—" Silence caught her by the throat, because no word would come, not any more, not again, not since she herself had come through it to the Border Kingdom.


  "You did the right thing," Antoine said without hesitation. "You saved Emmy." His breath caught, and Emilia closed her eyes to kiss his hair again. She'd saved the girl from one fate, certainly, but perhaps released her to a worse one.


  Although if an impudent child drowned in a puddle was better than being the siphon for the Border King's gate for a hundred years, then surely dying in battle against a bitter, frozen heart was better, too. Emilia had the presence of mind to not say that aloud, at least, although she found a sort of grim comfort in it herself, and perhaps Antoine might too, someday.


  A little while later, winter finally began to end, with patches of earth and rock breaking the snow. All at once the ice sleigh collapsed beneath them, leaving them in slush and mud with reindeer looking down at them thoughtfully. Emilia pulled herself up on one and hugged its shoulders. "You've done very well for us, and I still haven't repaid you. All I can think to offer is a stable of hay, in my own world."


  Reindeer were not, in Emilia's awareness, known for their sly glances, but the two that had carried first her and Emmy, and now her and Antoine, exchanged what seemed a sly enough look before one said, "How long does winter last, in your land?"


  "Three months," Emilia replied, "perhaps four, if it's a long one. Why?"


  "Winter here is always, and we are old."


  "Then come with us," Emilia invited. "Come back to Irindala's country, and eat as much sweet grass and hay as you desire. Although I should warn you, you won't be able to talk there, you know…"


  The reindeer's glance suggested she underestimated reindeer, and Emilia laughed. "Very well. I would be honored to feed you until you're fat for the rest of your days, if you so wish, or you can return home again through the Wintergate before it closes. It's almost the equinox," she added, more to herself than either the reindeer or Antoine. "I can feel it. We should find somewhere, Antoine. Somewhere close to the winter border, where I can open the gate one last time, and we can go home."


  "All right." Antoine sounded weary. "All right, Em. As you wish." They made a nest of branches and pine needles and the tattered remains of Emilia's cloak, just past the border of winter. For two days sat together, huddled with the reindeer for warmth, and told each other quiet stories of their lives; Emilia, of her solitude, and Antoine, a little of the search for his father, who had also called himself Travere here, and who had died before Antoine could find the gate and return home with him. He spoke very little of the Snow Queen, save that the word captive, not husband, fell unwatched from his lips. They did not look to winter for a messenger, or speak of it, or hope.


  The third morning, Emilia knew in her bones, as she knew the sun would rise and the gate would close, that the quarter-day had come. She knew that her power was enough, there on the border of winter, to open the gate a final time, and go home. The reindeer went first, while Antoine walked as close to Winter as he dared, and gazed across the broken snow and distant mountains. Emilia followed him as near she could, but the gate drew at her too, and she couldn't go too far without risking its closure. So she waited as the sun rose to balance in the sky, and then again as it began to fall, until the magic wavered and trembled, and Antoine said, "I have to stay."


  Ah, it would have been easier to hear those words, echoing what she had said to him so many years ago, with a frozen heart, but at least it carried no surprises. Emilia bowed her head and let the tears come, and through them, said, "I know. Good luck, my love, and farewell."


  "Fare thee well too, Emilia." He came to her all at once and crushed her in his arms, shaking with tears, and she kissed him once before passing through the gate.


  * * *


  The reindeer were already filled with grass and lazy with contentment, and neither seemed inclined to speak when Emilia, weeping, stumbled through the gate. She fell to her knees, hands clutched in the grass, forehead pressed against the earth, and sobbed until she could cry no more. She was drawn with exhaustion when she sat up again, and too warm beneath the pounding sun, and it took a very long time to realize it was summer, on her side of the Wintergate. How that could be, Emilia didn't know, but summer it was for this one day, this last day of the gate's power.


  So she sat with it, of course. She sat with it all the remaining hours of the afternoon, and into the stretch of the long evening, watching the border of winter on its far side, watching Antoine for the last minutes that she could. Hoping that he would find what he wanted, and that his life in the Border Kingdom would be kind. She watched so long and so hard that her eyes began to scratch, and mirages began to dance in her vision. She needed water, but the sun would set soon, and the gate would close forever, so she only rubbed her eyes, and tried to see through the distance more clearly.


  Antoine had gone out onto the ice and snow, moving away from her, moving back toward Winter. There were flurries beyond him, Winter's strength growing in the Snow Queen's kingdom, even on the borders of spring. He disappeared after a little while, and the sun on Emilia's side began to brush the horizon, but she held the gate open still, hoping for one last glimpse of the man she'd loved.


  One of the reindeer's heads jerked up, and it scrambled to her feet, lowing urgently. The second reindeer leaped up as well, and as one, the two beasts crashed back through the Wintergate, running full speed before they even crossed its threshold. Emilia jumped up too, running to the gate but stopping at its edge, her hand pressed against the stone as her heart rushed with confusion and a stupidly blooming hope.


  The reindeer ran onto the ice field, galloping toward the flurries, and disappeared as thoroughly as Antoine had. Emilia held her breath until she got dizzy, gasped for a new breath, and held it too, as if doing so could hold back the fall of the summer sun on her side of the gate. What little breath she spared turned into a prayer, whispered toward Winter, though she hardly knew what she hoped for. "Faster," she whispered, "oh, hurry, hurry, hurry. Faster, faster, faster, please hurry, hurry, hurry…"


  And the sunset seemed to, but nothing on the Border Kingdom's side of the gate did, until the reindeer came galloping out of the snow fields again, each now bearing one person on its back. Emilia stuffed her hand against her mouth, trying not to scream, and poured all she had into the wavering gate, into the failing sun, into the liminal moments that always made all the difference in the things she had known. Her heart hurt with the strain as she fought the power's waning, her stomach knotted and tore at itself, her legs trembled and her knees weakened, and at last, at last, at last, the magic vanished as the reindeer smashed back through the gate and all but tumbled to the earth on Emilia's side.


  Emmy and Antoine came off the reindeer with screams of their own, embracing each other, stumbling over one another as they tried to get to Emilia, who lay half senseless before the gate, sobbing with relief and confusion. "Emmy? Emmy, what happened? You didn't beat her? Are you all right? Antoine? Antoine, are you here?"


  "We're here," Antoine said into her hair as he captured her in his arms. "We're here, she came back, I came back, I—what happened, Emmy? What…could you not beat her?"


  "Oh, I beat her," Emmy said breathlessly. "I buried her and encased her in ice. But it turns out winter can't be conquered, Papa, and if she's not stronger than me, well, she's not weaker, either. She broke free and I thought I could spend the rest of my life wrestling her back into place, or I could try to run to the gate and find you again, so I could come home—" She hesitated suddenly, all intensely blue eyes and youthful worry. "Is it my home? Can it be my home too?"


  "Oh, blessed stars," Emilia whispered. "Yes, child. Yes. Yes. Yes. Antoine. Antoine, you came back to me. Emilia. Oh, blessed stars," she whispered again. "Welcome home. Finally, my loves, welcome home."
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  Excerpt: Roses in Amber


  There is a story of a beast, and a merchant's daughter, and a curse that must be broken.


  This is not—quite—that story.


  * * *


  I awoke to the acrid scent of smoke. Later I thought that had I not been the youngest, condemned by two older sisters to sleep nearest to the rafters, none of us might have survived. It took two servants and often a dash of cold water to wake my oldest sister on any given morning. Our middle sister woke more easily, but slept so deeply buried in duvets that I already wondered how she did not suffocate. Smoke would have gone unnoticed by both of them until it was too late.


  Our brothers, all younger, slept in another part of the house entirely. They would never have known of the fire until it was far too late for we three sisters, and probably the three of them as well: by the time it reached their wing its strength knew no bounds.


  The leaded windows shattered as we ran from the house, glass splintering outward. The children shrieked, especially little Jet, whose first memory might be of the wall of fire reaching toward the night sky. I carried Jasper, whose six years had taught him a great deal about running, but very little about fear, and who had rooted with terror when the flames roared toward us. We all screamed, even Father, when the roof collapsed and threw showers of sparks so high they became indistinguishable from the stars. They came back to earth as sooty streaks, though, raining their darkness on the eight of us. We stood beneath that dark rain, watching helplessly as our wealth melted in rivulets of gold and silver that ran into the gutter, as our account books and library and letters—Maman wrote so many letters!—turned from paper to flame in searing bursts, and as our gowns and suits and jewelry burned and cracked and split.


  Father, whose second wife had borne the three boys, stood beside us, clutching Maman's waist to keep her upright as she sobbed uncontrollably. He did not cry; neither could I. Not with the heat drying my throat and stinging my eyes. I wondered, in fact, that Maman could, but I didn't, at the time, understand her fragility. Or ours, for that matter. Even watching all our possessions burn, I could hardly imagine we would not somehow find ourselves returned to comfort within a few hours. We would find ourselves a comfortable hotel or salon while the house was rebuilt, and look back on the fire as a terrible moment in otherwise pleasant lives. Not too terrible, though. No one had died, not even a servant, making it more of an adventure than a tragedy, and we could dine out on adventure for years.


  Flint, the oldest of our brothers, who, at ten years old, came up to my shoulder, wormed his way between myself and Pearl, the eldest of our family. She glanced at him with the expression a dozen or more wealthy suitors had tried to warm into love: irritated affection, directed down the length of a stupendously well-shaped nose. I put my arm around him and he buried his face against me, arms knotted around my middle, as if he performed the role Father did for Maman, but only on the surface. I bent my head to kiss his hair, wondering if it lent any kind of reassurance.


  "We'll be fine," said Opal, and if Opal said it, it was difficult to believe it would not be true. Kindness clung to her like a cloak, earnest and gentle and impossible to dissuade. She lifted Jet higher onto her hip, and spoke to him in a reassuringly soft tone. "Amber saved us, and we cannot have been spared for nothing."


  "I woke everyone up," I said, all but beneath my breath. "Save for with Pearl, that's hardly a heroic measure."


  Flint snorted a laugh against my ribs, and Opal's bright-eyed mirth made a perfect counter to Pearl's withering look. She breathed out once, visible in the darkness, and turned her gaze back to the fire that refused to gutter. That breath made me realize the cold, a cold I had not felt or even imagined, with the flames driving us back another step every few minutes. But of course it was cold: winter had come on us weeks ago, and if there was no snow on the ground tonight, it was only because the inferno that had been our home had melted it all away. The stars beyond the rising sparks had the clarity of cold nights, even through smoke, and beneath my bare feet the cobblestones were slick with water that had recently been ice.


  "Jasper." I had put him down once we were past the blaze, but now I called him to me and lifted him into my arms again. His feet, pressed against my night dress, were freezing wet blocks, and, looking down, I saw Flint shifting his weight from one foot to the other, warming the bottom of one on the top of the other. I spoke over his head to Pearl. "We need shoes for the little ones, at least."


  She said, "Well, the servants—" and stopped, more flummoxed than I had ever before seen her. Together we children turned to look at our servants, who numbered half again as many as our entire family, and whose bleak faces reflected the red and orange of the flames. Later, I knew that they understood the situation more clearly than we girls did, but in the moment I could only think that for the first time in our lives, our servants were unable to simply step forward with the items necessary to our comfort. All of that fed the fire, and they wore no more shoes or coats than we did.


  "The neighbors," I said, without conviction. We had neighbors, in the way that any large town estate had them: at a comfortable distance, separated by well-tended gardens and high walls. They were aware of our predicament: I had heard firebells ringing over the fire's thunder, and I was distantly aware that there were groups gathered up and down the street, but none of them had come near us. I looked to my father, whom I supposed should be heading a rescue effort for his childrens' toes, if nothing else, but I saw a man engulfed with his wife's grief, and an uncomfortable thought intruded on my mind.


  Had it been one of our neighbors whose home was burning, my father would not even go so far as to come out of his own gates to see what the fuss was. He had coached us to mind our own businesses all our lives; other peoples' troubles were for them to deal with. I knew the attitude was born from the false sympathy offered after my birth mother's death: people who had hardly known her, or who had looked down on Father's merchant status, had appeared to shower him with false solicitiousness and to look greedily on his three motherless daughters. In his grief, it was possible he had turned away those whose sympathy had been genuine as well, but the habit of keeping to his—and our—own had been long established before I was old enough to notice it at all.


  Still, had our neighbors been in such straits, Opal would have gone anyway, unless Father barred the door to her. She would have gone, carrying blankets and soup and comfort, and I would have followed, because since my memory began, I'd always known that Opal did the right thing for others. Pearl might have been shamed in to coming along by Opal's generosity, but perhaps not. The boys were too young to expect much of, but for the first time in my life, facing a moment of need, I realized that my family had not necessarily won themselves the place in the hearts of others that would compel others to offer a helping hand.


  Then a stout woman I vaguely recognized, a cook from one of the homes nearby, came through the smoke with blankets and shoes and an expression of loss greater than my own, and under her mothering wing we were escorted away from the ruins of our lives.


  * * *


  I didn't sleep. The boys puddled around Opal, who, soothed and soothing, drifted into sleep with them. Not even our home burning to the ground could keep Pearl from her own rest; provided with a bed, she returned to slumber before even the boys had. Maman sobbed herself into exhaustion and my father never left her side, so I assumed that he, too, had escaped reality for dreams, but I couldn't. I sat in the window of the bedroom we children had been given, surrounded by a blanket and the wet scent of smoke, and watched until the orange light rising from our burning home was swallowed by the pale blues and pinks of sunrise creeping over the tops of black leafless trees. A hint of icy fog hung in the near distance, but when I went out into it, even the fog had an orange tint, smoke particles clinging to the air.


  The smell of smoke was stronger outside, making me realize what I'd smelled inside was my clothes and hair. Remnants of the fire, not its actual strength. I passed through our rescuers' garden, my blanket dragging behind me through thin snow and thicker frost crystals on shards of grass that had not yet succumbed to the snow's weight. A film of ice had coated the street and I was grateful for the ill-fitting shoes I'd been lent as I walked silently toward the smoldering remains of our home.


  A tremendous heat still radiated from the ruins, putting paid to any thought I'd had of searching them for surviving trinkets or knick-knacks. Instead I hitched my blanket higher so it wouldn't drag through soot, and paced the perimeter of where the heat-induced melt had reached, venturing closer where I dared. At that distance, the only thing that had survived were the occasional shards of glass, glittering blackly against scorched earth. A flutter began under my heart, wild and frightened, and I dragged in deep breaths of smoky air, trying to quell it. There was no need to be afraid now, when we had all lived through the fire, and I had already known everything we owned had been lost.


  Rationality did nothing to calm the rising fear, or to slow my heart. The morning's cold fled beneath my heating blood and I moved faster, faster, until I stumbled at a run around the grounds, searching for anything, anything that might offer a link between what we had been, and what we would be. My chest hurt from the effort and the smoke in the cold air, and my eyes burned with tears born from grief and the rising wind.


  A brick or a branch or a frozen lump of earth finally brought me to my knees with a wailing thud. I bent forward, fingers scrabbling at blackened earth and forehead pressed against half-thawed soil, and I cried until the ground beneath my face, at least, had softened with tears and mucus. There were brittle, burned branches in the softer soil, all that remained of the roses I'd tended in our garden.


  I felt no better at all when I finally lifted my head again. There was no catharsis in sobbing; I didn't feel lighter or emptier or more able to move on. I felt cold, my shins and forearms numb against the ground, and thirsty. I sat up stiffly, wiping my arm across my nose, and gathered myself to stand. Glitters of glass shone against the soot in front of me. In them, a spot of color caught the light. I reached for it, and found, half-buried, a piece of glass the size of my palm. I recognized it instantly as a survivor of the stained glass window in our library. It had looked out over our rose garden, though its height was such the garden couldn't actually be seen through it. Still, it reflected the blooms it had faced: glass roses had spilled rich shades of colored sunlight onto my pages for all the days and months and years I'd spent reading in our library.


  Our library was gone.


  I closed my hand around the edges of the rose, as if the heavy lead could cut away the ache that suddenly rocked through me, and stared hard at the little piece, trying to will away any more tears. The exterior of the rose was entirely lined in heavy lead, probably explaining its survival: its smaller interior pieces had been protected by the heavy lead, and supported by the finer threads of lead between them. The colors were filthy now, but they would wash, and it was something, at least, from our home.


  I rose awkwardly, the glass rose in my hand, and returned to my family.


  * * *


  Father, as tidy as a man could be after a house fire and no bath, was sitting with the rest of the children in our borrowed bedroom, when I returned. I did not often see all of us together, and hesitated in the doorway with a smile despite it all. Father was in his fifties and hearty, with carefully applied color in his hair that left his temples grey and a sense of reliable solidity about him. His features were excellent, deep eyes and a craggy nose set above a patrician mouth and a still-strong jaw. He had fought in the Border Wars as a youth, using his meager pay to buy a ship of his own when the war ended, and as an older man retained most of the broad build he'd developed as a soldier. Age had not yet stooped his shoulders, and his sight remained keen, save for the glasses he wore to read.


  Pearl, more awake than I might have expected her at this hour, lounged near him, her own long features a flawless but feminine recreation of his. Her hair lay darker against her shoulders than Father's ever had, a legacy from our birth mother, as was the exceptional paleness of her skin; Father was more sun-touched, though no browner than the sun could make naturally light skin. Opal, still surrounded by the boys, was much prettier than Pearl, but not nearly as beautiful: dark honey-colored hair, tied back in loose waves from a round face with large eyes and rosebud lips, gave her a gentle mothering look that was easier to approach than Pearl's haughty perfection. Suitors thought so, too, and often believed themselves more successful than Pearl's beaus did, because Opal was kind to all of them, and Pearl kind to almost no one.


  I lay between them in looks: my hair was closer to Father's in shade, darker than Opal's and lighter than Pearl's. Pearl had Father's nose and mouth; Opal had our dead mother's, and I had an asymmetrical combination of both that earned me the title of striking. Men and women both looked on my sisters with pleasure, drinking in their features, but they studied me, examining my face as if it was a puzzle to be solved. It had bothered me as a child, but I'd grown to find it amusing, especially when I'd learned I could often take the measure of a person by studying them in return. Most people became guilty and looked away, but a rare few would meet my gaze until we were both smiling, or breathless. Those led to my favorite dances at the balls, and once or twice to more.


  The boys, puddled around Opal, all favored Maman in skin tones, sharing some degree of her mahogany coloring. Jet, barely two years old, was darker than she, and still had a baby's bridgeless nose, while Jasper had inherited much of Father's profile and a burnished depth to his skin that set him as destined to grow up as beautiful as Pearl. Flint was closest to Maman in all ways, pretty and delicate and warmly brown, with an artist's hands: he could already play the piano better than I ever would, and I loved to watch him practice. We were an attractive family, and in some way I thought that, as well as our wealth, would protect us from the world.


  "Amber." Father extended his hand toward me with a welcoming, but serious, smile. "We wondered where you had gone."


  "To the house." I took his hand and sat at his feet, thinking that if Maman was here, that if we were dressed as beautifully as we usually were, that the poses we all now held might have been rendered in oils, a family portrait full of affection and fondness. "There's nothing left. How is Maman?"


  Father's expression became even more sombre. "Not well. The fire frightened her. I hope the warmth and safety of a salon will bring her comfort, but, girls," he said, and then, with a fond smile at Flint and Jasper, "children, as you boys are old enough to hear household truths now—"


  "Some of us are hardly children, Father," Pearl said in her mildest tone, the one that warned most imminently of danger, and Father's smile broadened before falling away.


  "No, some of you are not, nor have been for several years now. Still, you are my children, regardless of your age. We will not be retiring to the Queen's Corridor, nor to the Grande," he said, naming the two finest hotels in the town. I loved the Corridor, although the queen had never stayed there. It had been built along the road she took after the king died and she went to war to protect our country, and its walls were covered in mosaics that told the story of her victory…and of the loss she faced afterward, when her son the prince had vanished from the earth. She had been young then, and was very, very old now, but her health was reputed to be strong and I half believed the stories that she had sworn her soul to a witch in order to live until the prince's return.


  "The Noble, then," Pearl said with a shrug. "Nowhere else could be considered fine enough."


  "We will go to the Crossroads," Father said, and all three of us girls caught our breaths. Flint and Jasper, wide-eyed, looked between us, but still did not understand, when Pearl said, "But that's a common inn, Father," how far we must have fallen to choose it as our refuge.


  "All of our wealth was in the house, Pearl," Father said steadily. "Until the trading ships come in, we must be frugal."


  "Frugal?" asked Jasper, and Opal slipped her hand over his shoulder, gentle and reassuring.


  "It means we cannot spend money freely. That we must think of necessities, instead of luxuries. Simpler clothing, no new books, plainer meals."


  "We will buy fine gowns for you girls," Father said, and in the momentary silence following that surprising remark, understanding fell.


  Opal, softly, said, "You mean we are to marry at once."


  "You've had many suitors," Father replied. "It will help stabilize our fortunes if you marry now, and well."


  "We've had suitors we've turned down," Pearl said. "I'm sure no one will think it desperate at all if we suddenly decide now is the time to wed, particularly if we are to stay somewhere so common as the Crossroads, Father. You cannot have it both ways successfully. It is either the Noble," and I noticed that she had, at least, selected the least expensive of the three finest hotels in town, "or spinsters on your hands. Surely our name will give you enough credit to await the ships."


  Father took a breath, and Opal's gaze met mine. A knot bound itself in my belly, pressing upward, and I clutched the bit of rose window still in my hand. I did not want to hear what he had to say next, but the words came anyway, relentless with calm. "I'm afraid our credit is already strained, Pearl. The past few seasons have not been as profitable as I might have hoped—"


  A gasp parted Pearl's lips, the sound small and sharp enough that she might have taken a blow. Father's jaw rolled, but he continued. "—and our fortunes depend on the incoming ships."


  "Why did you not tell us?" Pearl's voice did not rise. She was too cultured for that, but her eyes flashed with fury.


  "Because no father wants to tell his children that they verge on destitution, and because we are not so desperate that a good season would not turn it all around. If the next ships had come in with little to show for their journeys, I would have told you then of our situation. The fire has forced me to do so now. I wish it was not so."


  "And yet Pearl is right," Opal said in a thin voice. "The house fire is bad enough. If our fortunes are in decline, do we not need a pretense of continuing wealth to ensure good marriages?"


  "Beauty rarely requires wealth to come along with it," Father said. "One excellent marriage will offer the other two better chances, and none of you are plain."


  "There's no way for us to marry without looking as though we are hastily seeking refuge in another home." I glanced at the rose, hidden in the skirt of my nightdress, then looked back at my father and sisters. "On the other hand, it might seem a perfectly reasonable time for us to do so. It will be months, even years, before our home is reconstructed, and we girls cannot be expected to live in a hotel forever. Society would accept that Father and Maman and the boys might live somewhere more modest for a while, but why would three women of marrying age remain unwed under these circumstances?" I tried to smile, though it felt weak. "You know there are those who say we only stay at home because no one else can match the luxury of our father's house. If he can no longer provide that luxury…."


  Pearl examined me as though I had briefly become something new and interesting. Like the puzzle so many others saw me as, perhaps. "I didn't know you could be so mercenary, Amber."


  "Well." My smile strengthened. "I do expect you to make that first marriage, Pearl. Yours is the ruthless beauty."


  She lowered her lashes in a display of modesty that no one who knew her would believe, then brought her gaze to Father again. "I need at least a month at the Noble to make a marriage, Father. Even I can't do it from the Crossroads."


  He looked at her and, though I could see it was against his better judgment, bowed his head. That moment was the first I truly realized my father could not tell his daughters—and perhaps his sons—no. We had always teased him about it, but I had never fully believed it, and I did not then understand the price we would all pay for his generosity.


  * * *


  We spent less than a day at our neighbors', and yet the retreat to the Noble came as a relief. Maman joined us, elegant with fragility as Father escorted her from the neighbors' house to the hired coach. I could not begrudge the neighbors for not wanting us, all still stinking of smoke and ash, in their own coach; it would be difficult enough for their servants to air feather mattresses and scrub the smell out of bedclothes. Should it settle into the leather of their carriage, they would carry it with them for months. I did, for the first time in my pampered life, worry a little about the expense, but that was beyond my purview, and if it did not fall out of my head, neither did it keep me from sleeping, as the days went by.


  The first day we luxuriated in baths, each of us girls and father having clean, hot water poured for us, because the filth of soot and smoke blackened the tub so badly with Father's bath that we could not be expected to get clean without new water. The boys had to share a bath, but even they were glad to be rid of the smoke scent, and exhaustion claimed us all as its own that night.


  In the morning we were visited by a dressmaker beside herself with concern over our displaced state. We girls received half a dozen new dresses each, with cunning overlays and wraps in different colors that could be switched around to make our wardrobes look thrice the size they were. Maman had three gowns of her own, and Papa two suits; the boys made do with a jacket apiece and two sets of new trousers, tights, blouses, and shoes, the last of which were the quickest in coming, as the cobbler had pre-cut soles ready for the stitching, and we all needed shoes badly.


  Most of our servants had been let go, for we had nowhere to house them and no work for a groundskeeper or cook even if we could pay them. Father had his manservant, who helped with the boys, and we four women shared a lady's maid who fussed us into our new gowns and did our hair and made us presentable to the world. Within a week of our house burning, we were comfortable enough at the Noble, taking two rooms for sleeping and a third as our public room, that we might have visitors without being exposed to all the city who came by.


  And all the city did come by: there was nothing as good as a tragedy to rile peoples' interests. It would have been, by gossips' estimations, vastly superior if someone had died, but there was a breathless interest in us having all survived, as well. Maman had not yet recovered from the shock of it all and played the role of invalid well, while Opal, the gentlest daughter, cared for her in a way that made other mamas imagine she might care well for their own darling sons and grandchildren.


  Pearl proved magnificent in adversity, not by denying her aloofness but by playing to it: she sat in the window of our salon, looking shockingly dramatic as she gazed over the city. I didn't believe she had actually lost weight, but rather applied some subtle color to her cheekbones, making them all the more extraordinary. From the street she looked like a princess trapped in a tower. Our first visitors were Maman's closest friends, who went away to witter about Opal's kindness and Pearl's luminescent beauty. (I, being only seventeen, was largely expected to sit quietly, be useful, and eventually take advantage of my older sisters' good marriages.) The words deathly pale were heard on the wind, and suitors who had once been spurned now returned to see if the city's legendary beauty was, indeed, at death's door.


  "Of course not," Pearl spat bitterly, and turned her face from them with the most delicate tremble, giving the lie—or at least an impression of the lie—to her words.


  One of them proposed to her immediately.


  Pearl, with more dignity and unspoken wrath than I would be able to conjure in a lifetime, stood and gazed at this unfortunate with a loathing she might usually reserve for a slime eel, or a fungus. "I suppose you ask so that you might have only a little time to put up with me, and a very long time indeed to fondle my fortune. I assure you, sir, I am not that desperate."


  She swept from the room at the end of this speech, glancing back only once. But instead of the scathing glance I expected from her, I saw desperation instead. Desperation, vulnerability, hope, trust, and then those emotions were shuttered so fully that I thought I imagined that they had been there at all.


  But then I saw the look in her suitors' eyes, and knew that somehow my arrogant sister had convinced them that her coldness was only for show, that she was dying, that she was terrified, and that she would do anything for a show of true passion in her final days.


  One of the youths slapped Rafe, who had proposed, along the back of the head, half in jest and in all seriousness. "What were you thinking, man, proposing in front of her entire family? What did you expect her to say?"


  Rafe, who was reasonably handsome and extremely wealthy, proved to have an excellent, if sheepish, smile. "She's Pearl Gryce, mate. I expected her to say no. She did before." His gaze lingered on the door Pearl had escaped through, though, before he turned to Father and offered a bow. "May I call again, sir?"


  Father, whose eyes had bugged in near apoplexy at Rafe's rejection, made an agreeably non-committal grunt that earned a smile and a bow from Rafe, who then herded his comrades out of our salon to the noisiness of the street. I glanced out from behind the curtain and saw the other youths leaping on Rafe, razzing him and ruffling his hair, but he seemed to take no mind of it, smiling as his own attention returned not to the window I hid in, but the one next door. I imagined Pearl turning swiftly away from that window, a pretense of having been caught, and let the curtain fall as I chuckled. "I didn't know she acted so well."


  "Why did she turn him down?" Father demanded.


  Even Opal smiled, at that. "Had she accepted, he would have felt himself trapped and found a way out, even with all of us as witnesses. Now it's a chase again, and better yet, a rescue. It's all very romantic."


  Better than romantic, it was a horse race: before evening, one of Rafe's compatriots, a tall youth with a thin mouth and hard eyes returned to ask Father for permission to pay his regards to Pearl, and by late the next afternoon two more young gentlemen and an extremely handsome young lady came to admire Pearl's reputedly dying beauty, and made their addresses known.


  "Which of them will you accept?" Opal asked that second night, earning Pearl's indifferent shrug.


  "Rafe is the wealthiest of them, and unlikely to try to murder me in our bed when I don't conveniently die in a month or two. At least it's easy to appear increasingly fragile, with the quality of food available here." Pearl's nostrils flared just enough to convey absolute contempt, though in fact the Noble's dining hall was fit enough to serve anyone shy of royalty. "I prefer Solindra, though. She has less money but a great deal more charm."


  "Solindra Nare has no brothers or sisters," Father said firmly. "Her parents are unlikely to condone a marriage that won't produce an heir."


  Pearl rolled her eyes quite magnificently. "Children can be adopted, Father, or a child-maker hired to lie with her if she must be a mother. If we're appallingly canny we might find some young rake with money who'd prefer a husband of his own, and join two more fortunes together for the child's secure future. I'll take another week or two so she doesn't think this is all too easy, and be married before the spring cross-quarter day. I suppose you'll have to come with me, Opal. You can be better presented from Solindra's manor than a hotel, and Amber can move into the Crossroads with Father, if the ships haven't yet come in."


  "How thoughtful of you," I said dryly.


  Pearl cast me an icy look. "Once Opal is settled she or I will take you in, Amber, but it's easier to marry one woman off at a time. Having all of us hanging about might make someone realize the urgency of the situation."


  That, I could not entirely argue with. Neither, in fact, was I in any particular hurry to wed, despite understanding the necessity of it. A little delay orchestrated by my conniving eldest sister was welcome to me.


  Rafe, Solindra, and several others called daily for ten afternoons. Each time cold Pearl thawed a little more toward Solindra, who grew more radiant with each of Pearl's smiles, whilst Rafe, who appeared no fool, found himself increasingly attentive of Opal. My middle sister seemed quietly pleased by this turn of events, though I thought Opal would be pleased by anything that helped secure our fortunes. Not because she was a fortune-hunter herself, but because she would worry about us until we were all safe, and think very little of attaching herself to someone pleasant to ensure that safety was engaged. To my amusement, Father became increasingly offended that none of the remaining young men seemed interested in pursuing me, though they were polite enough while trying to steal my sisters' attention. Father began to try to herd them toward me, as if he was a sheepdog and they the sheep—leaving me in a role I dared not contemplate—and I heard them chortling about it on their way out one evening. "Why not?" asked one. "She's got a face you could look at for hours, and none of her older sister's sharpness."


  Pearl sent their backs a daggered look indeed: had witchery been more common they might have found themselves bleeding from her glare, but instead the other one shrugged off his reply as the door closed behind them. "Not that one. Why buy the cow when you can have the milk for free?"


  I murmured, "Oh dear." My sisters both looked at me, appalled, while Father turned white, then red, and went swiftly into the room he shared with Maman.


  Opal said, "Amber?"


  "I was very discrete!"


  "Apparently not discrete enough." Pearl flung herself into a divan—even that looked graceful on my sister's long frame—and gazed at me with a peculiar mix of horror and admiration. "Really, Amber? Who?"


  "Well, it hardly matters now, does it? Our wealthy young friends are still interested in you two, even if I've been, ahm." I glanced toward the door and the departed gossips. "Milked."


  "It was that boy at the ball last year, wasn't it? The one who couldn't take his eyes off you. What happened to him? Maybe we can force his hand into marriage."


  "For all the stars and the shining moon, Pearl. He left last spring with his parents, to sail for the Eastern Islands and their holdings there. All that gossiping snob who just left has is speculation. People talk because I won't look away when they stare at me. Anyway, if you and Opal have secured good enough marriages and Father's ships come in, either I'll be well enough off that I'm too profitable a union to pass on, or I'll be able to marry someone who doesn't care. Besides," I added with a sly smile, "it was worth it."


  A blush crept up Opal's cheeks and she leaned forward to whisper, "Was it? Tell us about it."


  My smile became a slow grin, and I bid my sisters nestle closer while I whispered my experiences to them, and we all of us went to bed shyly pleased with ourselves and convinced of our salvation in Solindra Nare's handsome form.


  To this day I believe it would have come, had further disaster not struck.


  * * *


  Ships sailed all the year round, but in winter stayed as close to coastlines as they could, the better to hide from storms. We could not expect Father's ships to come in before the equinox, and perhaps not for weeks after that: they had traveled half the world away to the Eastern Islands. They might return laden with silks and gold and ivory, but not until the weather was good enough to risk the open oceans, and the long voyage home.


  We could not, then, expect a wretched sailor from a smaller ship to stumble into the Noble's lobby just past the turn of the year, and to fall upon his knees before my father and begin to cry.


  Even if the poor man had been more discreet, I suppose it would only have been a matter of hours—perhaps days if we were fortunate, but fortune was not smiling on us of late—before the whole city knew his tale, but as it was, the city learned it nearly as soon as we did.


  Father knew the man; even I recognized him as a first mate on one of Father's largest and most prosperous ships, the Cobweb. Kneeling at Father's feet, the sailor told his tale.


  The trading season in the east had been profoundly successful, so much so that the captain had lifted anchor early and set sail in mid-summer, hoping to arrive home before winter came on too hard. The experienced crew believed they could do it, for all that the journey was often eight months, and, indeed, they had come most of the way when pirates beset them only a few hundred miles from home. Even that had not been quite enough to stop them, but in the wake of the attack, a storm had risen, and men weakened and injured from battle had been unable to hold the line against nature's ferocity. The sailor—his name was Fisher—had been one of four to drag himself into a rowboat as the Cobweb and its companions sank, and none of the others had survived the next two days of storms. Fisher had come on foot across half a continent, wretched with grief and ill tidings, and now, looking on him, all I could see was a broken man whose life seemed worthless even to him.


  I lifted my eyes to Father, and saw Fisher's fate reflected in his face. I had always thought the conceit of aging in minutes to be only that, a dramatic interpretation, but I saw now that it could happen. He looked heavier, brought farther down than the fire alone could have done, and between one heartbeat and the next I realized we had nothing left to our names at all.


  Instead of calling on Pearl as she had done for the past two weeks, that afternoon Solindra Nare sent a polite note begging our forgiveness for her absence, and indicating that she did not know when or if she would once more be able to attend us.


  Pearl did not feel the injury of lost love, only the insult of rejection, and drew herself up icy and cold as the sea that had killed the Cobweb and its crew. Within a year her dark hair turned pearlescent white, which with her pale green gaze made her presence positively unearthly, but that lay in our future, and we could as of yet barely contemplate our present.


  By evening creditors and bankers had darkened our door, calculating the worth of the very dresses we wore, for they were all that we owned, and even they had not yet been paid for. Maman, unable to face their studiously judging expressions, retreated to the room she shared with Father, and for a little while the boys and I joined her. She seemed to take some comfort, especially from the little ones cuddling with her, but when Opal came to enquire after her health, it became clear I was no longer needed. I returned to Father, who sat haggard in a chair in the salon, and could not look at me when I sat beside him.


  "Have we anything left at all?" I finally asked.


  He shook his head once. "Nothing." Then, instantly contradicting himself, he admitted, "A hunting lodge, far from the city. It belongs to Felicia, solely to her; it was in her father's will that it could not be given to her husband. It's on none of my records or accounts, although I'm sure someone will make note of it in time, and find a way to take it too, to stack against our debts."


  "How, if it is Maman's?"


  "Lawyers are good at that sort of thing. Someone will press until the wretched lodge is mentioned, and…" He shrugged, a large and helpless motion.


  "Then we must not let them press us."


  He chuckled faintly. "You don't know lawyers, Amber. They're relentless. Sharks, save that their skin makes less fine leather. They'll learn about the lodge."


  I stood with sudden certainty. "Not if we're not here to press." Father looked at me then, surprised, and I steadied myself with a deep breath. "We must leave the Noble, Father. Tonight. Immediately. I'll trade my gowns for a horse and carriage. We'll take blankets and pillows from the hotel and bundle up, and we'll leave."


  "Flee?" Father asked incredulously. "Are you proposing that we flee?"


  "Do we have another choice? If we stay they'll take the clothes from our backs and the one building we have left to our name. To Maman's name. Solindra won't marry Pearl now, and under slightly more forgiving circumstances Opal's kindness might win her a husband in time, but a wife who has had to live in the streets is too much for any decent man to bear, and nobody was going to marry me any time soon anyway. The boys are too young, even if we could find someone wealthy and generous enough to betroth them to, and we won't, not right now, perhaps not ever. So what choice do we have?"


  Father looked at me as though I had become someone else entirely. I almost felt as though I had: running from the only life I'd ever known had certainly not seemed an option half an hour earlier, but then, half an hour earlier I hadn't known there might be one single place for us to run to. "I can't run," he said without conviction. "The dishonor…."


  "We're already ruined," I said grimly. "How can running make it worse? Go tell Maman and the others to pack what they have, including the hotel's blankets. We'll need them more than the Noble does. I'll get my dresses and…" I faltered. I had barely any idea where to go in daylight hours to acquire a horse and carriage. It was after ten in the evening now, and surely any reputable place would be long-since closed for trade.


  "Miss," said an unexpected voice, more gentle and regretful than I had ever heard from him before. I met my father's manservant's eyes, surprised to even see him; servants were simply not seen, unless they were necessary, and I hadn't had any idea he was there. "If you'd allow me, Miss, I think I could be of some assistance tonight."


  My father burst out, "Glover!" with the same astonishment I felt. His manservant bowed to him, but kept his attention on me. Something happened in that moment, an offering of the mantle, and though I did not fully realize it at the time, I accepted its weight without hesitation.


  "I would be grateful, Mr Glover. I'll pack my gowns—"


  "If you will allow me, Miss," Glover interrupted, as politely as before, "I believe it would draw less attention if I were to apply a little coin to the situation, rather than half a dozen ladies' gowns."


  I hesitated. "There's almost no chance we'll ever be able to repay you, Mr Glover."


  "I know." Something else changed in that moment, and I almost had the capacity to recognize it: we had become equals, this manservant and I, in a strange meeting of my fall and his rise. I nodded once, but his lean, tall form was already on the move, leaving a polite excuse at the door for his departure.


  My father gaped after him, then turned the stupefied expression on me. "What are you doing, girl?"


  "I hope to the sun and her sister the moon that I'm saving us all. Go, Father. Pack your things. I think we don't have much time."


  I do not know who was more surprised, my father or myself, when, after another moment's silence, he rose to do as he'd been bidden.


  Roses in Amber is available now!


  Please turn the page for other books by C.E. Murphy!


  Join the C.E. Murphy Newsletter


  Also by C.E. Murphy


  The Strongbox Chronicles
 The Cardinal Rule * The Firebird Deception * The Phoenix Law


  The Walker Papers
  Urban Shaman * Banshee Cries * Thunderbird Falls * Coyote Dreams * Walking Dead * Demon Hunts * Spirit Dances * Raven Calls * No Dominion * Mountain Echoes * Shaman Rises 


  & with Faith Hunter
Easy Pickings
A Walker Papers/Skinwalker crossover novella


  The Old Races Universe
 Heart of Stone * House of Cards * Hands of Flame
 Baba Yaga's Daughter * Year of Miracles * Kiss of Angels


  The Worldwalker Duology
Truthseeker * Wayfinder


  The Guildmaster Saga
 Seamaster * Stonemaster * Skymaster (coming soon) 


  The Heartstrike Chronicles
Atlantis Fallen
 From Coffin to Grave, a Heartstrike short story
 Coming to America, a Heartstrike Grudge


  The Border Kingdom Books
 Roses in Amber (a Beauty & the Beast story)
 Wintergate (a retelling of The Snow Queen)


  Bewitching Benedict
a Regency romance


  Redeemer
a book of the Redeemer Wars


  Magic & Manners
an Austen Chronicle


  Stone's Throe
a 1930s pulp novel


  Take A Chance
a graphic novel


  Stories of the Rising
Siryn,a retelling of The Little Mermaid
Keys,a retelling of Bluebeard
Them Shoes, a retelling of The Red Shoes


  The Inheritors' Cycle
The Queen's Bastard * The Pretender's Crown
Content Warning: The Inheritors' Cycle is very good, but much darker than the rest of my books



  writing cozy mysteries as Catie Murphy


  The Dublin Driver Mysteries
Dead in Dublin * Death on the Green * Death of an Irish Mummy (pre-order)


  & writing paranormal romance as Murphy Lawless


  Alaskan Totem Shifters
Raven Heart (a stand-alone HEA) 


  Gladiator Shifters
Gladiator Bear * Gladiator Cheetah * Gladiator Hawk * Gladiator Wolf (pre-order)


  Acknowledgements


  As happens more frequently in my life than I'd like, in April 2018 we had to move suddenly, and had no money to do it with. I offered a story to anyone who could throw in a few dollars to help, and we were able to successfully make the move, which was pretty critical to our ongoing survival. This, finally, is the story (or perhaps the first of them) in thanks to those people. We appreciate your support so very, very much.


Particular thanks are also due to my brilliant cover artist, Skyla Dawn Cameron, whose pre-made cover art inspired this story, and also to Paul-Gabriel Wiener, who bought me the cover as a gift. You both rock.




  Special Thanks to:
 Adam Holmes, Ailsa Barrett, Alethea Kontis, Alice Dominguez, Alissa McKersie, Andrew Barton, Anna Wick, Anne Burner, Ashley McConnell, Auntie Makeel, Bernadette Constant, Bonnie Raymond, Brian J. Showers/Swan River Press, Brian Nisbet, Bridget Howard, Carl Rigney, Carol Guess, Cat Wilson, Cath Stevenson, Catherine Sharp, Christine Swendseid, Chrysoula Tzavelas, Conrad Wong, Cori May, Crystal Yocum, D'Tresors Kennel, Deanna Zinn, Debbie Ochsner, Deborah Burt, Deborah Donoghue, Denise Moline, Donal Cunningham, Earl Miles, Einarinn Ltd, Eliel Mamousette, Elizabeth Belden Handler, Ella Peabody, Ellen Million Graphics, Erica Olson, Erik Foxvog, Fionnuala Murphy, Gabriel Krabbe, Genevieve Cogman, Heather Knutsen, James Shields, Janet O'Sullivan, Janne Torklep, Jennifer Cabbage, Jennifer Reding, Jennifer Vail, Jimmy Hameister Jr, Joliene McAnly, Karyl Fulkerson, Kathleen Hanrahan, Kathleen Mitchell, Kathryn Wehner, Keith Foster, Kelley Young, Kerry Kuhn, Kiera Thaden, Kristine Kearney, Kyna Foster, Larisa LaBrant, Laura Anne Gilman, Laura Burleson, Laura Hobbs, Lauri Weaver, Leah Moore, Leeann Hamilton, Lisa Soto, Liz Williams, Lynn Calvin, Margaret Turett, Maria Lima, Marisha Munroe, Martin Steffens, Mary Anne Walker, Mary Flores, MaryBrigid Turner, Maurice Crowell, Melissa DePlanche, Michael Feldhusen, Michelle Carlson, Michelle Curtis, Mihaela Perkovic, Mikaela Lind, Nancy P Lofters, Nicole M. Johnston, Patrick Malone, Patrick Maylone, Paul Knappenberger, Paul-Gabriel Wiener, Peter Dolan, QZT Productions, Rachel Coleman, Rachel Gollub, Rachel Loretto, Rachel Sahtout, Robert Dierks, Robin D. Owens, S Ingram, Sally Kennett, Sara Harville, Sarah Brooks, Sarah FW, Shannon Scollard, Sharon Lee, Shelley Kennon, Sherry Menton, Siobhan Murphy, Skye Christakos, Stephanie Fischer, Susan Carlson, Susan Shaffer, Taiyo Lipscomb, Tania Clucas, Tiffany Arnold, Tina Chopee, Welke Enterprises Inc., Wendy Harrison, William Harting, & William Shaw


  About the Author


  According to her friends, CE Murphy makes such amazing fudge that it should be mentioned first in any biography. It's true that she makes extraordinarily good fudge, but she's somewhat surprised that it features so highly in biographical relevance. 


  Other people said she began her writing career when she ran away from home at age five to write copy for the circus that had come to town. Some claimed she's a crowdsourcing pioneer, which she rather likes the sound of, but nobody actually got around to pointing out she's written a best-selling urban fantasy series (The Walker Papers), or that she dabbles in writing graphic novels (Take A Chance) and periodically dips her toes into writing short stories (the Old Races collections).



  Still, it's clear to her that she should let her friends write all of her biographies, because they're much more interesting that way.



  More prosaically, she was born and raised in Alaska, and now lives with her family in her ancestral homeland of Ireland, which is a magical place where it rains a lot but nothing one could seriously regard as winter ever actually arrives.
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