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  Blacks finale keeps you turning the pages with trembling fingers . . .


  Michael Moorcock
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  with a bewitching beauty and a surprisingly tender romance . . . Kaye is a clever, courageous heroine with an appealingly wry voice, and Roiben is a gloriously damaged and darkly noble tragic hero
  . . . Black has an eye for the telling detail that brings the most minor character to life. A labyrinthine plot with Goth sensibility makes this a luscious treat


  Kirkus Reviews


  Black writes with an edgy confidence belying the fact that this is a first novel. She brings characters to life with a sketching splash of details that still recreates
  them fully-realised in the readers head. She tells her story in such a way that it is as contemporary as a charted song, but also as timeless as a beloved fairy tale . . . This is literally
  one of the best fantasies I have read in years


  The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction


  Holly Blacks first novel is a clever blend of modern archetypes blended wonderfully with traditional faerie stories  and when I say traditional I mean
  capricious, unpredictable and dangerous  the kind that kept you up at nights


  Enigma


  Debauchery, despair, deceit, and grisly death  what more could you ask of a fairy tale?


  Kirkus Reviews


  VALIANT


  Holly Black cunningly merges a nightmarish image of life in the damp, rat-infested subway system with the horror of modern faerieland, where victims are turned into
  harpstrings, creating a cacophony of bitter wailing when strummed


  Times Educational Supplement


  IRONSIDE


  . . . Beautifully written and compulsively readable . . . The chilling game of wits culminates in a satisfying conclusion to this dark, edgy fantasy  a
  must-purchase for Blacks many fans


  Booklist


  Most of all it is that rare and perfect thing, a great book with great characters whose problems you want to come out right in the end
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  prologue


  
    
      Through the mosses bare,


      They have planted thorn-trees


      For pleasure here and there.


      If any man so daring


      As dig them up in spite,


      He shall find their sharpest thorns


      In his bed at night.

    

  


  
    WILLIAM ALLINGHAM, The Fairies

  


  Despite her casting him down to this place, despite the fresh bruises on his skin and the blood under his nails, Roiben still loved Lady
  Silarial. Despite the hungry eyes of the Unseelie Court and the gruesome tasks its Queen Nicnevin set him. Despite the many ways hed been humiliated and the things he wouldnt let
  himself think on while he stood stiffly behind her throne.


  If he concentrated hard, he could remember the flame of his Queens copper hair, her unreadable green eyes, the strange smile shed given him as shed pronounced his
  fate just three months past. Choosing him to leave her Bright Court and be a servant among the Unseelie was an honor, he told himself once more. He alone loved her enough to remain loyal. She
  trusted him above her other subjects. Only his love was true enough to endure.


  And he did love her still, he reminded himself.


  Roiben, said the Unseelie Queen. She had been eating her dinner off the back of a wood hob, his green hair long enough to serve as a tablecloth. Now she looked up at Roiben with a
  dangerous sort of smile.


  Yes, my Lady, he said automatically, neutrally. He tried to hide how much he loathed her, not because it would displease her. Rather, he thought it would please her too well.


  The table trembles too much. I am afraid my wine will spill.


  The hollow hill was almost empty; what courtiers remained to amuse themselves beneath garlands of hairy roots did so quietly as the Queen took her supper. Only her servants were close by, all of
  them grim as ghosts. Her chamberlain cleared his throat.


  Roiben stared at her dumbly.


  Fix it, she commanded.


  He took a step forward, unsure of what she wanted him to do. The hobs wizened face looked up at him, pale with terror. Roiben tried to smile reassuringly, but that seemed to only make the
  little man tremble further. He wondered if binding would make the hob steadier, and then was disgusted with himself for the thought.


  Chop his feet so theyre even with his hands, a voice called, and Roiben looked up. Another knight, hair dark as his coat, strode toward Nicnevins throne. A dull
  circlet sat on his brow. He smirked broadly. Roiben had seen him only once before. He was the knight that the Unseelie Court had sent up to the Seelie as their symbol of peace. Roibens twin
  in servitude, although he could only suppose this knights thralldom was easier than Roibens own. At the sight of him Roibens heart leaped with an impossible hope. Could the
  exchange be done with? Was it possible he would be sent home at last?


  Nephamael, the Queen said, has Silarial tired of you so quickly?


  He snorted. She sends me as a messenger, but the message is of little consequence. I rather think she doesnt like me, but you seem better pleased with the trade.


  I could not stand to part with my new knight, Nicnevin said, and Roiben bowed his head. Will you do what Nephamael suggests?


  Roiben took a deep breath, struggling for a calm he didnt feel. Every time he spoke, he was half afraid he would snap and say what he really thought. I doubt his plans
  efficacy. Let me take the hobs place. I will not spill your wine, Lady.


  Her smile widened with delight. She turned to Nephamael. He asks so prettily, doesnt he?


  Nephamael nodded, although he looked less amused than she had. His yellow eyes seemed to take Roibens measure for the first time. And no concern for dignity. You must find that
  refreshing.


  She laughed at that, a laugh that seemed startled from her throat and as cold as ice breaking over a deep lake. Somewhere in the vast, dim cavern, a harp began to play. Roiben shuddered to think
  what it might be strung with.


  Be my table, then, Roiben. See to it that you do not tremble. The hob will suffer for any failing on your part.


  Roiben took the place of the little faery easily, barely counting it as a humiliation to get down on his hands and knees, to bow his head and let the silver plates and warm dishes be set
  gingerly on his back. He did not flinch. He remained still, even as Nephamael seated himself on the floor beside the throne, resting yet another goblet on the curve of his spine. The mans
  hand rested on his ass, and Roiben bit his lip to avoid flinching in surprise. The stench of iron was overwhelming. He wondered how Nicnevin could bear it.


  Ive grown bored, Nephamael said. Although the Seelie Court is lovely, certainly.


  And there is nothing to amuse you there? I find that hard to believe.


  There are things. Roiben thought he could feel the smile in those words. The hand slid across the hollow of his back. He stiffened before he could help himself, and heard the
  goblets tinkle together with his movement. But my delight is in finding weakness.


  Nicnevin didnt so much as reprimand Roiben. He doubted it was out of any generosity on her part.


  Somehow, she said, I wonder if you are speaking to me at all.


  It is you I am speaking to, Nephamael said. But not you I am speaking about. Your weaknesses are not for me to know.


  A charming, ingratiating answer.


  But take your knight here. Roiben. I know his vulnerability.


  Do you? I would think that would be rather obvious. His love of the solitary fey has him on his knees even now.


  Roiben steeled himself not to move. That the Queen of Filth spoke about him as though he were an animal didnt surprise him, but he found that he was more afraid of what Nephamael might
  say. There was something hungry in the way that Nephamael spoke, a hunger Roiben wasnt sure what might sate.


  He loves Silarial. He declared himself to her. And the quest she gave him was thisto be your servant in exchange for peace.


  The Queen of the Unseelie Court said nothing. He felt a goblet lifted from his back and then replaced.


  It is delightfully cruel, really. Here he is, being loyal and brave for a woman who used him poorly. She never loved him. Shes forgotten him already.


  Thats not true, Roiben said, turning, so that silver dishes crashed around him. He leaped to his feet, uncaring of the gaping courtiers, the spilled wine, the hobs
  frightened cry. He didnt care about anything right then but hurting Nephamael, whod stolen his placehis homeand dared gloat over it.


  Stop! Nicnevin called. I command you, Roiben, by the power of your name to cease moving.


  Against his will, he froze like a mannequin, breathing hard. Nephamael had twisted out of his way, but the half smirk Roiben expected to find on his face was missing.


  Kill the hob, the Unseelie Queen commanded. You, my knight, will drink his blood like wine, and this time you will not spill a drop.


  Roiben tried to open his mouth to say something to stay her hand, but the command forbade even that movement. He had been stupidNephamael had been goading him in the hope of just such a
  mistake. Even the Queens lack of rebuke earlier had probably been planned. Now he had made a spectacular fool of himself and cost an innocent creature its life. Self-loathing gnawed at his
  belly.


  Never again, he told himself. No matter what they said or did or made him do, he would not react. He would become as indifferent as stone.


  The grim servants were quick and efficient. Within moments they had prepared a warm goblet and raised it to his unmoving lips. The corpse was already being cleared away, open eyes staring at
  Roiben from beyond death, damning him for his vanity.


  Roiben could not stop himself from opening his mouth and gulping the warm, salty liquid. A moment later, he gagged and retched on the dais.


  The flavor of that blood stayed with him through the long years of his service. Even when a pixie accidentally set him free, even when hed won the Unseelie crown. But by then he could no
  longer remember whose blood it was, only that he had grown used to the taste.


  



  1


  I prefer winter and fall, when you feel the bone structure in the landscapethe loneliness of itthe dead feeling of winter. Something waits
  beneath itthe whole story doesnt show.


  
    ANDREW WYETH

  


  Human girls cry when theyre sad and laugh when theyre happy. They have a single fixed shape rather than shifting with their
  whims like windblown smoke. They have their very own parents, whom they love. They dont go around stealing other girls mothers. At least thats what Kaye thought human girls
  were like. She wouldnt really know. After all, she wasnt human.


  Fingering the hole on the left side of her fishnets, Kaye poked at the green skin underneath as she considered herself in the mirror.


  Your rat wants to come, Lutie-loo said. Kaye turned toward the lidded fish tank, where the doll-size faery had her thin, pale fingers pressed against the outside of the glass.
  Inside, Kayes brown rat, Armageddon, sniffed the air. Isaac was curled in a white ball in the far corner. He likes coronations.


  Can you really understand what hes saying? Kaye asked, pulling an olive skirt over her head and wriggling it onto her hips.


  Hes just a rat, Lutie said, turning toward Kaye. One of her moth wings dusted the side of the cage with pale powder. Anyone can talk rat.


  Well, I cant. Do I look monochromatic in this?


  Lutie nodded. I like it.


  Kaye heard her grandmothers voice calling from downstairs. Where are you? I made you a sandwich!


  Be there in a second! Kaye shouted back.


  Lutie kissed the glass wall of the cage. Well, can the rat come or not?


  I guess. Sure. I mean, if you can get him to not run away. Kaye laced up one thick-soled black boot and limped around the room looking for its mate. Only two months ago her bedroom
  had featured a childs bed and a bookshelf of ancient, unblinking dolls. Now the old bed was in pieces in the attic, the dolls were dressed in punk-rock finery, and above the mattress on the
  floor Kaye had painted a mural where a headboard might have been. It was half finisheda tree with deep, intricate roots and gilded bark. Although shed thought it would, the decorating
  still hadnt made the room feel like hers.


  When hed seen the mural, Roiben had remarked that she could glamour the room into looking any way she wanted, but a magical veneerno matter how lovelystill didnt seem
  real to her. Or maybe it seemed too real, too much a reminder of why she didnt belong in the room at all.


  Shoving her foot into the other boot, she tugged on her jacket. Leaving her hair green, she let magic slide over her skin, coloring and plumping it. There was a slight prickling as the glamour
  restored her familiar human face.


  She looked at herself a moment longer before pocketing Armageddon, scratching behind the ears of Isaac, and walking toward the door. Lutie followed, flying on moth wings, keeping out of sight as
  Kaye jogged down the stairs.


  Was that your mother on the phone before? Kayes grandmother asked. I heard it ring. She stood at the kitchen counter, pouring hot grease into a tin can. Two
  peanut butter and bacon sandwiches sat on chipped plates; Kaye could see the brown meat curling past the edges of the white bread.


  Kaye bit into her sandwich, glad that the peanut butter glued her mouth shut.


  I left her a message about the holidays, but can she bother to call me back? Oh no, shes much too busy to talk to me. Youll have to ask her tomorrow night, although why she
  cant come down here to see you instead of insisting you go visit her at that squalid apartment in the city, I will never know. It must really gall her that youve decided to stay here
  instead of following her around like a little shadow.


  Kaye chewed, nodding along with her grandmothers complaints. In the mirror beside the back door, she could see, beneath the glamour, a girl with leaf green skin, black eyes without a drop
  of white in them, and wings as thin as plastic wrap. A monster standing beside a nice old lady, eating food intended for another child. A child stolen away by faeries.


  Brood parasites. Thats what cuckoos were called when they dropped their eggs in other birds nests. Parasitic bees, too, leaving their spawn in foreign hives; Kaye had read
  about them in one of the moldering encyclopedias on the landing. Brood parasites didnt bother raising their own babies. They left them to be raised by othersbirds that tried not to
  notice when their offspring grew huge and hungry, bees that ignored that their progeny did not collect pollen, mothers and grandmothers who didnt know the word changeling.


  I have to go, Kaye said suddenly.


  Have you thought more about school?


  Gram, I got my GED, Kaye said. You saw it. I did it. Im done.


  Her grandmother sighed and looked toward the fridge, where the letter was still tacked with a magnet. Theres always community college. Imagine thatstarting college before
  the rest of your class even graduates.


  Ill go see if Corny is outside yet. Kaye started toward the door. Thanks for the sandwich.


  The old woman shook her head. Its too cold out there. Stand on the porch. He should know better than to ask a young girl to wait outside in the snow. I swear, that boy has no
  manners at all.


  Kaye felt the whoosh of air as Lutie flew past her back. Her grandmother didnt even look up. Okay, Gram. Bye, Gram.


  Stay warm.


  Kaye nodded and used the sleeve of her coat to turn the knob of the door so that she could avoid touching the iron. Even the smell of it burned her nose when she got close. Walking through the
  porch, she used the same trick on the screen door and stepped out into the snow. The trees on the lawn were encased in ice. Hail from that morning had stuck to whatever it had touched, freezing
  into solid sparkling skins that covered branches and flashed against the dull gray sky. The slightest breeze sent the limbs jangling against one another.


  Corny wasnt coming, but her grandmother didnt need to know that. It wasnt lying. After all, faeries couldnt lie. They only bent the truth so far that it snapped on
  its own.


  Above the doorway, a swag of thorn wrapped in green marked the house as watched over by the Unseelie Court. A gift from Roiben. Each time Kaye looked at the branches, she hoped that being
  protected by the Unseelie Court included being protected from the Unseelie Court.


  She turned away, walking past a ranch house with aluminum siding hanging off in patches. The woman who lived there raised Italian ducks that ate all the grass seed anyone in the neighborhood
  planted. Kaye thought of the ducks and smiled. A trash can rolled in the street, bumping up against plastic bins of beer bottles set out for recycling. Kaye crossed over the parking lot of a
  boarded-up bowling alley, where a sofa rested near the curb, cushions hard with frost.


  Plastic Santas glowed on lawns beside dried grapevine reindeer wrapped with fiber-optic lights. A twenty-four-hour convenience store piped screechy carols that carried through the quiet streets.
  A robotic elf with rosy cheeks waved endlessly next to several snowman windsocks fluttering like ghosts. Kaye passed a manger missing its baby Jesus. She wondered if kids had stolen him or if the
  family had just taken him in for the night.


  Halfway to the cemetery, she stopped at a pay phone outside a pizza place, put in quarters, and punched in Cornys cell number. He picked it up after the first ring.


  Hey, Kaye said. Did you decide about the coronation? Im on my way to see Roiben before it starts.


  I dont think I can go, Corny said. Im glad you called, thoughI have to tell you something. I was driving past one of those storage places. You know the
  kind with the billboards that have quotes on them like Support Our Troops or What Is Missing in C-H-blank-blank-C-H? U-R.


  Yeah, Kaye said, puzzled.


  Well, this one said Life Is Like Licking Honey from a Thorn. What the fuck is that?


  Weird.


  No shit, its weird. What is it supposed to mean?


  Nothing. Just dont dwell on it, Kaye said.


  Oh, right. Dont dwell. Thats me. Im so good at not dwelling. Its my skill set. If I was going to take one of those tests to see what job I was best suited for,
  I would rate a perfect ten for not dwelling on shit. And what job do you think that would qualify me for exactly?


  Storage unit manager, Kaye said. Youd be the one to put up those sayings.


  Ouch. Right between the legs. She could hear the smile in his voice.


  So, youre really not coming tonight? You seemed so sure it was a good idea for you to face your fears and all that.


  There was a long silence on the other end of the line. Just as she would have spoken, he said, The problem with facing my fears is that theyre my fears. Not to mention that
  a fear of megalomaniacal, amoral fiends is hard to rationalize away. He laughed, a brittle, strange cackle. Just once Id like them to finally give up their secretstell
  me how to really protect myself. How to be safe.


  Kaye thought of Nephamael, the last King of the Unseelie Court, choking on iron, and Corny stabbing him again and again.


  I dont think its that simple, Kaye said. I mean, its almost impossible to protect yourself from people, forget faeries.


  Yeah, I guess. Ill see you tomorrow, Corny said.


  Okay. She heard him hang up the phone.


  Kaye walked on, drawing her coat more tightly around her. She stepped into the cemetery and started up the snowy hill, muddy and grooved by the sleds that had gone over it. Her gaze strayed to
  where she knew Janet was buried, although from where Kaye stood, the polished granite stones looked the same with their plastic garlands and wet red bows. She didnt need to see the grave for
  her steps to slow, weighed down by the memory like sodden clothes must have weighed down Janets drowning body.


  She wondered what happened when the baby cuckoo realized it wasnt like its brothers and sisters. Maybe it wondered where it had come from or what it was. Maybe it just pretended nothing
  was wrong and kept on gulping down worms. Whatever that bird felt, though, it wasnt enough to keep it from pushing the other chicks out of the nest.


  Cornelius Stone closed his cell phone against his chest and stood still for a moment, waiting for the regret to ebb. He wanted to go to the coronation, wanted to dance with the
  terrible and beautiful creatures of the Unseelie Court, wanted to gorge on faerie fruit and wake up on a hillside, scourged and sated. He bit his cheek until he tasted blood, but the yearning only
  rose with the pain.


  He sat down in the library aisle on carpeting so new it had a clean, chemical smell that was probably evaporating formaldehyde. Opening the first of the books, he looked at woodcuts and
  turn-of-the-century line art. He saw pictures of ponies with flippers that looked nothing like the kelpie that had murdered his sister. He flipped to a ring of tiny cherubic faeries with red cheeks
  and pointy ears dancing in a circle. Pixies, he read. None of them resembled Kaye in the least.


  He tore each page carefully out of the binding. They were bullshit.


  The next book was no better.


  As he started ripping apart the third, an elderly man looked down the aisle.


  You shouldnt be doing that, he said. He was holding a fat hardback western in one hand and squinted at Corny as though, even with his glasses, he couldnt see him very
  clearly.


  I work here, Corny lied.


  The man looked at Cornys scuffed biker jacket and his shaggy almost-a-mullet hair. Your job is to rip apart perfectly good books?


  Corny shrugged. National security.


  The guy walked away muttering. Corny shoved the rest of the books into his backpack and walked out the doors. Disinformation was worse than no information at all. Alarms clanged behind him, but
  he didnt worry. Hed been to other libraries. The alarms didnt do anything but make a pretty sound, like a church bell from the future.


  He started in the direction of the coronation hill. No, he wasnt going to party with Kaye and her prince-of-darkness boyfriend, but that didnt mean he had to stay home. None of
  those books could help with what he had planned, but hed expected that. If he wanted answers, he was just going to have to go right to the source.


  The servants didnt like to let Kaye into the Palace of Termites. She could tell by the way they looked at her, as though she were only the scuff of her shoes, the dirt
  under her fingernails, the stench of coffee and cigarettes that clung to her clothes. They spoke grudgingly, eyes never meeting hers, and they led her through passageways as though their feet were
  made of lead.


  Here was the place to which she ought to belong, but instead the grim and fabulous court, the cold halls, and the ferocious denizens made her uneasy. It was all very lovely, but she felt
  self-conscious and awkward against such a backdrop. And if she did not belong here and she didnt belong with Ellen, then she couldnt think of any place left to belong.


  It had been nearly two months since Roiben had assumed the title of Unseelie King, but a formal coronation could only occur on the darkest day of winter. After tonight he would be the true Lord
  of the Night Court, and with the title would come the resumption of the endless war with the Seelie fey. Two evenings past hed woken Kaye by climbing a tree, tapping against her bedroom
  window, and drawing her out to sit on the frozen lawn. Stay Ironside for a time after Im crowned, hed told her. Lest you be dragged into more danger. When
  shed tried to ask him for how long or how bad he thought it was going to get, hed kissed her quiet. Hed seemed restless, but wouldnt say why. Whatever the reason, his
  restlessness had been infectious.


  She followed the shuffling feet of a hunchbacked steward to the doors of Roibens chambers.


  He will be with you soon, the steward said, pushing open the heavy door and stepping inside. He lit several fat candles along the floor before retreating silently. A tufted tail
  dragged behind him.


  Roibens rooms were largely unfurnished, the walls an expanse of smooth stone broken up by stacks of books and a bed covered in a brocade throw. There were a few other things, farther
  insidea jade bowl of washing water, a wardrobe, a stand with his armor. The chamber was formal, austere, and forbidding.


  Kaye dropped her coat onto the end of the bed and sat down beside it. She tried to imagine living here, with him, and failed. The idea of putting a poster on the wall was absurd.


  Reaching over, she pulled a bracelet from one of the pockets of her coat, cupping it in her hand. A thin braid of her own green hair, wrapped in silver wire. Shed hoped to surprise him
  before the ceremony started, hoped that even if she couldnt see him for a while, hed keep it with him, like storybook knights wore their ladies tokens when they rode into
  battle. Lutie and Armageddon had even gone ahead to the hall so that shed have a moment alone in which to present it.


  Next to the grandeur of the room, though, her gift now seemed ugly and homemade. Not worthy of a King.


  There was a sound like the clatter of hooves in the hall and Kaye stood, pushing the bracelet back into the pocket of her coat, but it was only another glowering servant, this one bringing a
  glass of spiced wine as thick and red as blood.


  Kaye took the glass and sipped at it politely, then set it down on the floor as the servant left. She flipped through a few books in the flickering candlelightmilitary strategy,
  Peasepods Ballads, an Emma Bull paperback shed loaned himand waited some more. Taking another sip of wine, she stretched out at the end of the bed, wrapping the brocade
  cloth around her.


  She woke suddenly, a hand on her arm and Roibens impassive face above her. Silvery hair tickled her cheek.


  Embarrassed, she sat up, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She had slept restlessly, and the coverlet was half on the floor, soaking up spilled wine and melted candle wax. She
  didnt even remember closing her eyes.


  A scarlet-clad servant bearing a long cloak with black opal clasps stood in the center of the room. Roibens chamberlain, Ruddles, was near the door, his mouth overfull of teeth in a way
  that made him seem as though he wore an unpleasant grin.


  Roiben frowned. No one told me you were here.


  She wasnt sure if that meant that he wished someone had or that he would have preferred her not to be there at all. Kaye slung her coat over her arm and stood up, her cheeks hot with
  shame. I should go.


  He stayed seated on the wreckage of his bed. The scabbard on his hip touched the floor. No. He gestured to the servant and Ruddles. Leave us.


  With shallow bows, they departed.


  Kaye remained standing. Its late. Your thing is going to start soon.


  Kaye, you have no idea what time it is. He stood and reached for her arm. Youve been asleep.


  She stepped back, clasping her hands together, pressing her nails into her palm to keep calm.


  He sighed. Stay. Let me beg your forgiveness for whatever it is Ive done.


  Stop it. She shook her head, talking faster than she was thinking. They dont want you to be with me, do they?


  His mouth curved into a bitter smile. I am forbidden nothing.


  No one wants me here. They dont want me near you. Why?


  He looked startled, ran a hand through silver hair. Because Im gentry and youre . . . not, he finished awkwardly.


  Im low class, she said dully, turning her back to him. Nothing new there.


  Roibens boots tapped against the stone as he walked behind her and pulled her against his chest. His head rested in the crook of her neck, and she felt his breath as he spoke, his lips
  moving against her skin. I have my own thoughts on the subject. I care nothing for anyone elses.


  For a moment, she relaxed into his touch. He was warm and his voice was very soft. It would be easy to crawl back under the coverlet and stay. Just stay.


  But Kaye turned in his arms instead. Whats the big deal about you slumming?


  He snorted, one of his hands lingering on her hip. He was no longer looking at her; his stare focused on the cold stone floor, the same gray as his eyes. It is a weakness. My affection
  for you.


  She opened her mouth to ask another question, and closed it again, realizing hed answered more than shed asked. Perhaps that was the reason that the servants didnt like her,
  perhaps it was the reason that courtiers sneered at her, but it was also what he believed. She could see it in his face.


  I really should go, she said, pulling away. She was relieved to find that her voice didnt catch. Ill see you out there. Break a leg.


  He released her from the cradle of his arms. You cannot stand on the dais during the ceremony nor walk in the procession. I do not want you to be taken for part of my court. Above all,
  you must not swear fealty. Promise me, Kaye.


  So, Im supposed to act like I dont know you? The door was only a few steps across the floor, but she was conscious of each one. Like you dont have any
  weaknesses?


  No, of course not, he said, too quickly. You are the only thing I have that is neither duty nor obligation, the only thing I chose for myself. He paused. The
  only thing I want.


  She let a small teasing smile creep onto her face. Really?


  He snorted, shaking his head. You think Im being absurd, dont you?


  I think youre trying to be nice, said Kaye. Which is pretty absurd.


  He walked to her and kissed her smiling mouth. She forgot about his sullen servants and the coronation and the bracelet she hadnt given him. She forgot about anything but the press of his
  lips.
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      There shall be plates a-plenty,


      And mugs to melt the chill


      Of all the grey-eyed people


      Who happen up the hill.

    

  


  
    EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY, Tavern

  


  Roiben had not expected an envoy from the Seelie Court to seek him out before he wore the crown on his brow. Silarial had not moved against
  him these two long months between Samhain and Midwinters Eve, and he began to wonder what she intended. The dark, cold months were considered an unlucky time for the Seelie Court to strike,
  so perhaps she only waited for the ice to melt into spring, when she would have every advantage. Still, he could occasionally believe that she had considered renewing the truce between the Bright
  and the Night courts. Even with her greater numbers, war was still costly.


  The envoy from the Seelie Court is here, my Lord, Dulcamara repeated, the silver soles of her boots ringing with each step. Roiben heard Lord echo off the walls again
  and again, like a taunt.


  Send him in, Roiben said, touching his mouth. He wondered if Kaye was already in the hall, if she was alone.


  If I might presume to inform, the messenger is a she.


  Roiben looked up with sudden hope. Send her in, then.


  Yes, my Lord. The envoy stepped out of the way, letting the faerie woman come forward. She was dressed in glacial white cloth, with no armor whatsoever. When she looked up at him,
  her silver eyes gleamed like mirrors, reflecting his own face.


  Welcome, little sister. The words seemed to steal his breath as he spoke them.


  Her hair was cropped close, a white halo around her face. She bowed and did not lift her head.


  Lord Roiben, my Lady sends you her greetings. She is saddened that she must fight against one of her own knights and bids you reconsider your rash position. You could even now renounce
  all this, surrender, and return to the Bright Court.


  Ethine, what happened to your hair?


  For my brother, she said, but still did not look at him as she spoke. I cut it when he died.


  Roiben just stared at her.


  Have you any message? Ethine inquired.


  Tell her I will not reconsider. His voice was clipped. I will not step down and I will not surrender. You may say to your mistress that having tasted freedom, her service no
  longer tempts me. You may tell her that nothing about her tempts me.


  Ethines jaw clenched as though she were biting back words. I am instructed to remain for your coronation. With your leave, of course.


  I am always glad of your company, he said.


  She left the hall without waiting for his dismissal. As his chamberlain walked into the room wearing a wide and toothy grin, Roiben tried not to see it as an ill omen that of late he was better
  at pleasing those he hated than those he loved.


  Cornelius leaned back against the rough bark of an elm tree just inside the cemetery. He tried to concentrate on something other than the cold, something other than the iron
  poker clutched in one bare hand or the fishing wire in the other. He had turned his white clothes inside out just in case some of the shit from the books worked, and hed rubbed himself down
  with pine needles to disguise his smell. He hoped, in the gray and starless night, it would be enough.


  No matter how ready he had told himself he was, hearing faeries shuffling through the snow filled him with panic. He didnt really think the poker was much of a defense against the legions
  of the Unseelie Court. All he could do now was hold his breath and try not to shiver.


  They were gathering for the first coronation in more than a century. Everyone would be there. Corny wished Kaye were crouched in a snowbank with him tonight, not under the hill at the faerie
  ball. She always made crazy plans seem like they were going to work, made it seem like you could figure out the un-figure-outable. But to get Kaye to come, he would have had to tell her what he was
  doing, and there was no way that would have gone well. Sometimes he forgot she wasnt human, and then she would look at him with something alien in her eyes, or smile with a smile far too
  wide and too hungry. Even though she was his best friend, she was still one of them. He was better off working alone.


  Corny repeated that thought to himself silently as the first of the faerie processional passed. It was a group of trolls, their lichen green limbs as long and gnarled as branches. They kicked up
  snow as they passed, growling to one another softly, hooked noses scenting the air like hounds. Tonight they did not bother with disguises.


  A trio of women followed, all dressed in white, their hair blowing around them even though there was no wind. They smiled secret smiles at one another. As they passed, oblivious of him, he saw
  that their curved backs were as hollow and empty as eggshells. Despite the filmy gowns they wore, they appeared to not mind the cold.


  Horses wound their way up the hill next, their riders solemn and quiet. Cornys eye caught on the shock of red berries encircling dark hair. He could not stop himself from staring at the
  rich and strange patterns of the clothes, the shining locks, and the faces, so handsome that just looking made him ache with longing.


  Corny bit his lip hard and forced his eyes shut. His hands were trembling at his sides and he was afraid that the clear plastic fishing wire would pull up through the snow. How many times would
  he be caught off guard like this? How many times could he be made a fool?


  Keeping his eyes closed, Corny listened. He listened for the snap of branches, the scrunching of snow, the whispered snatches of conversation, the laughter that was as lilting as any flute. He
  listened for them to pass, and when they had, he opened his eyes at last. Now he just had to wait. He was betting that no matter what the party was for, there were always latecomers.


  It took only a few more minutes for a troop of short gray-clad elves to come up the hill. Hissing impatiently at one another, they waded through the snow. Corny sighed. There were too many for
  him to be able to do what hed planned, and they were too large, so he waited till they passed.


  A smallish faery tramped behind them, hopping in the long footfalls of the trolls. Clad in scarlet with a half-pinecone hat, its black eyes glittered like an animals in the reflected
  light. Corny clutched the handle of the poker tighter and took a deep breath. He waited for the little faery to take two hops more, then Corny stepped out of the trees and in one swift movement
  thrust the poker against the faerys throat.


  It shrieked, falling prone in the snow, hands flying to cover where the iron had touched it.


  Kryptonite, Corny whispered. I guess that makes me Lex Luthor.


  Please, please, the creature wheedled. What does it want? A wish? Surely a little thing like myself would have too small wishes for such a mighty being.


  Corny jerked hard on the thin fishing wire. An aluminum crab trap snapped together around the faery.


  The little creature screeched again. It scrambled from side to side, breathing hard, clawing at any small gaps, only to fall back with a yowl. Corny finally permitted himself to smile.


  Working quickly, he twisted four thin steel wires into place, fixing the trap closed. Then he hefted the cage in the air and ran down the hill, slipping in the ankle-deep snow, careful to take a
  different path from the one the faeries had come up. He stumbled to where hed parked his car, the trunk still open, the spare tire within dusted with a fine layer of white.


  Dropping the cage there, he slammed the trunk shut and hopped into the front of the car, turning the ignition. The heat came on full blast and he just sat there a moment, letting himself enjoy
  the warmth, letting himself feel the way his heart beat hard enough to punch against the inside of his chest, letting himself glory in the fact that now, finally, he would be the one making the
  rules.


  Kaye tipped back her goblet, drinking it to the dregs. The first sip of mushroom wine had been foul, but afterward she had found herself touching her tongue to her teeth,
  searching for more of the earthy, bitter flavor. Her cheeks were hot to the press of her own palms and she felt more than slightly dizzy.


  Dontthat isnt good to eat, Lutie-loo said. The little faery was perched on Kayes shoulder, one hand clutching a silver hoop earring and the other
  holding on to a lock of hair.


  Better than good, Kaye said, drawing her fingers across the bottom of the goblet, sifting the sediment, then licking it from her hand. She took an experimental step, trying to
  spin, and catching herself moments before she crashed into a table. Wheres my rat?


  Hiding like we should be. Look, Lutie said, but Kaye couldnt see what she was gesturing at. It could have been anything. Trolls skulked among the tables next to selkies
  without their skins, while hollow-backed dopplers danced and whirled. There was at least one kelpiethe stench of brine was heavy in the airbut there were also nixies, sprites,
  brownies, bogies, phookas, a shagfoal in the corner, will-o-the-wisps zipping among stalagmites, grinning spriggans, and more.


  Not just the local denizens either. Folk had traveled from distant courts to witness the coronation. There were envoys from more courts than Kaye had known existed, some Seelie, some Unseelie,
  and others that claimed those distinctions were meaningless. All of them here to watch the Night Court pledge fealty to its new master. They smiled at her, smiles full of thoughts Kaye could not
  decipher.


  The tables were spread with dark blue cloths and set with platters of ice. Branches and holly berries rested beside sculptures composed of frozen blocks of greenish water. A black-tongued
  monster licked at a chunk containing a motionless minnow. Bitter acorn cakes frosted with a sugary blackberry paste were stacked near pinned and roasted pigeon feet. Slushy black punch floated in
  an enormous copper bowl, the metal sweating and cloudy with cold. Occasionally someone dipped a long-stemmed icicle cup into it and sipped at the contents.


  Kaye looked up as the hall went silent.


  Roiben had entered the room with his courtiers. Thistledown, the Unseelie herald, ran in front of the procession, long golden hair streaming from his wizened head. Then came the piper, Bluet,
  playing her lilting instrument. Next marched Roiben with his two knights, Ellebere and Dulcamara, following him at an exact three paces. Goblins held up the edges of Roibens cloak. Behind
  them were othershis chamberlain, Ruddles, a cupbearer holding a winding goblet of horn, and several pages holding the harnesses of three black dogs.


  Roiben mounted a moss-covered dais near a great throne of woven birch branches and turned toward the crowd, going to his knees. He leaned his head forward and his hair, silver as a knife, fell
  like a curtain over his face.


  Will you take the oath? Thistledown asked.


  I will, Roiben said.


  The endless night, Thistledown intoned, of darkness, ice, and death is ours. Let our new Lord be also made from ice. Let our new Lord be born from death. Let our new Lord
  commit himself to the night. He lifted a crown woven of ash branches, small broken stubs of twigs forming the spires, and set it on Roibens head.


  Roiben rose.


  By the blood of our Queen which I spilled, he said. By this circlet of ash placed upon my brow I bind myself to the Night Court on this, Midwinters Eve, the longest
  night of the year.


  Ellebere and Dulcamara knelt on either side of him. The court knelt with them. Kaye crouched awkwardly.


  I present to you, called the herald, our undoubted Lord, Roiben, King of the Unseelie Court. Will you humble yourselves and call him sovereign?


  A great joyful shrieking and screaming. The hair stood up along Kayes arms.


  You are my people, Roiben said, his hands extended. And as I am bound, you are lashed to my bidding. I am naught if not your King.


  With those words, he sank into the chair of birch, his face blank. Folk began to stand again, moving to make their obeisance to the throne.


  A spriggan chased a tiny winged faery under the table, making it tremble. The ice bowl sloshed and the tower of cubes collapsed, tumbling into disarray.


  Kaye, Lutie squeaked. Youre not looking.


  Kaye turned to the dais. A scribe sat cross-legged next to Roiben, recording each supplicant. Leaning forward from his throne, the Lord addressed a wild-haired woman dressed in scarlet. As she
  moved to kneel, Kaye glimpsed a cats tail twitching from a slit in her dress.


  What am I not looking at? Kaye asked.


  Have you never seen a declaration, pixie? sneered a woman with a necklace of silver scarabs. You are the Ironside girl, arent you?


  Kaye nodded. I guess so. She wondered if she stank of it, if iron leaked from her pores from long exposure.


  A lissome girl in a dress of petals came up behind the woman, resting slim fingers on her arm and making a face at Kaye. Hes not yours, you know.


  Kayes head felt as though it were filled with cotton. What?


  A declaration, the woman said. You havent declared yourself. It seemed to Kaye that the beetles paced a circle around the womans throat. Kaye shook her
  head.


  She doesnt know. The girl snickered, snatching an apple off the table and biting into it.


  To be his consort, the woman spoke slowly, as though to an idiot. An iridescent green beetle dropped from her mouth. One makes a declaration of love and asks for a quest to
  prove ones worth.


  Kaye shuddered, watching the shimmering beetle scuttle up the womans dress to take its place at her neck. A quest?


  But if the declarer is not favored, the monarch will hand down an impossible expedition.


  Or a deadly one, the grinning petal girl supplied.


  Not that we think he would send you on a quest like that.


  Not that we think he meant to hide anything from you.


  Leave me alone, Kaye said thickly, her heart twisting. Lurching forward through the crowd, she knew that shed gotten far drunker than she had intended. Lutie squeaked as
  Kaye shoved her way past winged ladies and fiddle-playing men, nearly tripping on a long tail that swept the floor.


  Kaye! Lutie wailed. Where are we going?


  A woman bit pearl-gray grubs off a stick, smacking her lips in delight as Kaye passed. A faery with white hair cropped close enough to her head that it stuck up like the clock of a dandelion
  looked oddly familiar, but Kaye couldnt place her. Nearby, a blue-skinned man cracked chestnuts with his massive fists as small faeries darted to snatch up what he dropped. The colors seemed
  to blur together.


  Kaye felt the impact of the dirt floor before she even realized that she had fallen. For a moment she just lay there, gazing across at the hems of dresses, cloven feet, and pointed-toed shoes.
  The shapes danced and merged.


  Lutie landed close enough to Kayes face that she could barely focus on the tiny form.


  Stay awake, Lutie said. Her wings were vibrating with anxiety. She tugged on one of Kayes fingers. Theyll get me if you go to sleep.


  Kaye rolled onto her side and got up, carefully, wary of her own legs.


  Im okay, Kaye said. Im not asleep.


  Lutie alighted on Kayes head and began to nervously knot locks of hair.


  Im perfectly okay, Kaye repeated. With careful steps she approached the side of the dais where Lord Roiben, newly anointed King of the Unseelie Court, sat. She watched his
  fingers, each one encircled in a metal band, as they tapped the rhythms of an unfamiliar tune on the edge of his throne. He was clad in a stiff black fabric that swallowed him in shadow. As
  familiar as he should have been, she found herself unable to speak.


  It was the worst kind of stupid to be pining after someone who cared for you. Still, it was like watching her mother onstage. Kaye felt proud, but was half afraid that if she went up, it
  wouldnt turn out to be Roiben at all.


  Lutie-loo abandoned her perch and flew to the throne. Roiben looked up, laughed, and cupped his hands to receive her.


  She drank all the mushroom wine, Lutie accused, pointing to Kaye.


  Indeed? Roiben raised one silver brow. Will she come and sit beside me?


  Sure, Kaye said, levering herself up onto the dais, unaccountably shy. How has it been?


  Endless. His long fingers threaded through her hair, making her shiver.


  Only months ago shed thought of herself as weird, but human. Now the weight of gauzy wings on her back and the green of her skin were enough to remind her that she wasnt. But she
  was still just Kaye Fierch and no matter how magical or clever, it was hard to understand why she was allowed to sit beside a King.


  Even if she had saved that Kings life. Even if he loved her.


  She couldnt help but recall the beetle-womans words. Did the dreadlocked girl with the drum intend to make a declaration? Ask for a quest? Had the girl with the cat tail already
  done so? Were the fey laughing at her, thinking that because she had grown up with humans, she was ignorant of faerie customs?


  She wanted to make things right. She wanted to make a grand gesture. Give him something finer than a ragged bracelet. Swaying forward, Kaye went down on both her knees in front of the new King
  of the Unseelie Court.


  Roibens eyes widened with something like panic and he opened his mouth to speak, but she was faster.


  I, Kaye Fierch, do declare myself to you. I . . . Kaye froze, realizing she didnt know what she was supposed to say, but the heady liquor in her veins spurred her tongue on.
  I love you. I want you to give me a quest. I want to prove that I love you.


  Roiben gripped the arm of his throne, fingers tightening on the wood. His voice sank to a whisper. To allow this, I would have to have a heart of stone. You will not become a subject of
  this court.


  She knew that something was wrong, but she didnt know what. Shaking her head, she stumbled on. I want to make a declaration. I dont know the formal words, but thats
  what I want.


  No, he said. I will not allow it.


  There was a moments hush around her and then some scattered laughter and whispering.


  I have recorded it. It has been spoken, said Ruddles. You must not dishonor her request.


  Roiben nodded. He stared off into the brugh for a long moment, then stood and walked to the edge of the platform. Kaye Fierch, this is the quest that I grant. Bring me a faery that can
  tell an untruth and you shall sit beside me as my consort.


  Shrieking laughter rose from the throng. She heard the words: Impossible. An impossible quest.


  Her face heated, and suddenly she felt worse than dizzy. She felt sick. She must have gone white or her expression must have turned alarming, because Roiben jumped off the platform and caught
  her arm as she fell.


  Voices were all around her but none of them made sense.


  I promise that if I find who put this idea in your head, they will pay for it with their own.


  Her eyes blinked heavily. She let them close for a moment and slipped down into sleep, passing out cold in Faerieland.
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