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      Growing up in Wales, it’s difficult not to feel that there is magic in your blood. Despite harkening from a country that boasts waterfalls, mountains, beaches, Arthurian legend, and more castles per square mile than anywhere else in Europe, perhaps the most magical thing we all share is our Celtic heritage. This heritage provided us with our ancient language, our customs, our legends and our folklore.

      When I was a child growing up on the ancient Isle of Anglesey (Ynys Môn), fairy folklore was commonplace. I grew up collecting ornaments of fairies gifted to me by my parents and my grandmother, and would often wake up to notes and gifts left for me by the fairies. My personal fairy ended up being called ‘Mum’, however the magic is not lost on me, decades later, that this element of our heritage provided a little healthy dose of magic. Likewise, a trip to the picturesque village of Betws-Y-Coed, nestled in the Snowdonia mountain range, one could find the Fairy Glen, a quiet gorge on the River Conwy and home to rare plants, wildlife, and mythical sprites. We also have an island dedicated to the patron saint of Welsh lovers, Saint Dwynwen; the ruins of her church marked by a Celtic cross, forever synonymous with her sacrifice for the protection of all future lovers. Sounds romantic, right? Some of our culture is, but a lot of it is marked by bloodshed, sacrifice, Anglicization, and deep division. These are not unfortunate circumstances isolated to the Welsh. Our Celtic neighbors in Brittany, Cornwall, Scotland, and Ireland all have similar stories of impassioned resilience. This resilience is as Celtic a trait as red hair.

      This heritage, although sometimes difficult to explain to outsiders, has been perfectly captured in Brianna’s debut novel, Disenchanted. Hers tells the story of Lilac Trécesson, a Norman-Breton princess with a supernatural ability that grants her some enemies. On her journey through the enchanted forest of Brocéliande to rid herself of this ability, Brianna demonstrates the Celtic resilience of this strong-willed woman in her quest to rid herself of darkness. No easy feat when Celtic magic naturally courses through your veins! Brianna’s novel is a masterpiece of historical adventure, fantastical revelry, and a true battle of wits as Lilac and Garin embark on their quest to find the mysterious witch of the enchanted forest.

      I remember Brianna telling me about her ideas and passion for this project and I was brought to tears. Not just because she gave me the honor of writing the foreword for this incredible book, but because it is rare to see someone give so much of themselves to bring justice to a culture that is often forgotten or misrepresented. Brianna’s passion for this corner of northwest Europe began when she discovered her own Welsh heritage a few years ago. We had been friends for a number of years before the idea for this novel came to fruition. During this time, I’d watched Brianna’s passion for writing transcend to a form of therapy after a tragedy struck her life unexpectedly. The raw emotions she dealt with during this time are masterfully displayed in her immaculate prose. The gift she gives us with this novel is the experience of human emotion repurposed into something we can all relate to – that little bit of darkness that we seek to destroy, but in the meantime we find that it’s the balance of light and dark that makes us who we truly are.

      Princess Lilac represents you and me and every other person that pursues the light and has to go through their own enchanted forests to find themselves. We might not always have a Garin with us on our quest, but we have ourselves. And that’s enough.

      - Aimee Nicole Jones
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Forêt de Brocéliande, 1532

      Laurent Beaulieu knew the trees here were accustomed to keeping secrets. He was well aware that even if the rendezvous did not go unnoticed, he had little to fret about. Had a human or creature seen, he’d easily finish them off; lately he preferred to keep violence at a minimum, but he’d do anything necessary to keep others from knowing he had agreed to a conference on human terms. Fortunately, even the most dauntless mortals typically avoided the woods after dusk.

      Still, he couldn’t quite shake the apprehension presaging him.

      The fog of early twilight had rolled in, nestling among the dense foliage. Laurent pivoted, easily spotting the thin figure slinking toward him. He’d heard and smelled her first—the confidence of a tromping footfall, the dancing aromas of chamomile and roses. It was at her written request that he’d agreed to converge under the cover of dusk, unbeknownst to the sleepy kingdom beyond.

      The unlikely pair met at the edge of a hillside glade overlooking a coniferous expanse of green—the sprawling High Forest, the western half of Brocéliande. Behind them, beyond the moors, a blood-red sun spilled duly into the Celtic Sea.

      Laurent ran his tongue smoothly over his teeth, careful to keep his distance as the woman began to speak. She’d made no waste of time; his face fell as he listened to her ludicrous proposal, shifting in the shadows to avoid even the faintest rays of dwindling sunset. When she was finished, he could only stare.

      “Well?” The woman glowered at him with tight-lipped fury.

      “What are you asking me to do?” Thick vulcan brows knitted together above his deep-set eyes. His attempted whisper did little to mute the disbelief fraying his voice. He’d simply misheard her the first time.

      He had to have.

      “Don’t play stupid with me, Darkling,” she said, eyeing him in disdain. “You heard me.”

      A twig crunched suddenly beneath Laurent’s footfall, and he startled.

      “My goodness, relax,” she chuckled. “As promised, I’ve come alone.”

      Her reassurance only hastened the painful adrenaline pulsing through his dead veins, like carp swimming upstream. As the crisp forest air exited and refilled his lungs in rising panic, he knew she was telling the truth. There was no one around for leagues, no guards concealed in the brush—nobody to come to her rescue, had things gone awry.

      To what avail?

      In the letter requesting Laurent’s company, Vivien Le Tallec had never revealed what it was she needed to discuss—only that their meeting was urgent. Laurent didn’t know what to expect, but it certainly wasn’t this, and it certainly wasn’t her. It was a stout, angry human woman he’d had in mind; the one standing before him was statuesque and terrifyingly unafraid. Her too-prominent nose made her resemble an irate swan.

      Still, he wasn’t accustomed to feeling so ill-at-ease around humans, and this bothered him deeply. She was duchess after all—privilege-toting wife of the esteemed duke. Her prominence was probably why she dared come alone, the result of typical mortal foolishness Laurent knew well and plain. Social status accounted for nothing in the woods; he was still twice as strong as ten of her husband’s soldiers, and thrice as quick as their steeds. Still, Laurent couldn’t shake the vague feeling that something was… off.

      And beneath platinum blonde locks, her neck—her neck, he couldn’t help but notice upon further inspection—was slender and elegant as the rest of her. Laurent absently licked his lips and ignored his growling belly.

      Vivien sauntered towards him, daintily lifting the hem of her scarlet lace gown and shrinking the space between them to an arm’s length. Her teardrop earrings glimmered in the evening haze, their crystals casting rainbow freckles onto her plunging neckline

      Laurent forced himself to blink twice. “Madame Le Tallec,” he replied warily.

      Her eyes narrowed into slits as she leaned in, voice barely above a whisper. “All I am asking, is that you do what you do best. It shouldn’t be difficult, given the likes of you.”

      Laurent shut his eyes to focus on the trickle of the nearby stream as he processed the sheer absurdity of her request. First of all, her sudden proximity was dangerously overwhelming. And second, it was true what everyone said—like her bellicose husband, the woman was mad.

      “Don’t be daft! If I have to spell it out for you, by all means.” Her shrill cry shattered his thoughts, and a moment later she lunged forward to grip his cowhide vest. She jostled him, ice-blue eyes bulging. “Kill the princess. Drown her in the river, make it look like an accident. Lord knows you’re good at covering your tracks, and I will make sure you’re never caught. You have my word, Darkling. I don’t care how you make it happen, but make. Her. Disappear.”

      Gently as possible, Laurent pried the woman’s fingers from his clothing. It was obvious she was unaware just with whom she was dealing. Fists clenched, he took a long step back. “I can’t do that.”

      Vivien’s cold glare broke—but not for long. “Then get one of your kind who can,” she offered, smoothing her expression.

      His jaw tightened. It was one thing for a Breton noble to ask a Darkling to kill a low-class harlot; though rare, it did happen from time to time, usually after a wayside mistress was discovered. He had many associates willing to do so for whatever meager fee was thrown their way—money meant sustenance for the starving ones, after all. Not to mention the others in his coven who would immediately jump at the opportunity. But it was ludicrous for anyone, even the duchess, to expect him to execute the future monarch. The coronation ceremony was less than a week away, for God’s sake.

      “The royal family holds the duke and yourself in the absolute highest regard.” He shook his head slowly. “Also, isn’t your son quite friendly with the girl?” Laurent never cared to keep up with affairs of the mortal kingdom, but his own position within the forest hierarchy required some general awareness. He at least knew that if the Le Tallec boy married into the royal family, the Darklings would have problems much bigger than starvation.

      “That is none of your business,” Vivien said curtly.

      “We’ve finally managed to decrease our attacks on the surrounding towns, almost halt them altogether…” He trailed off. “Why would you want us to regress? Why could you possibly want—”

      Vivien sighed, her breath billowing into the cold like smoke from a disheartened dragon.

      “Just so we’re clear here, I don’t owe you any explanation. But if it helps… it’s this simple. Her ascension to the throne would prove disastrous for our kingdom, and especially damaging to her parents’ reputation.”

      “Fine. You think she’s unfit to rule. So, execution is the solution?” Laurent scoffed. “That’s a bit excessive, don’t you think? And quite frankly, I don’t see how any of this is my problem.”

      Ignoring him, Vivien continued. “I am a patriot as much as anyone else. We can’t have a successor with her… abnormality taking the throne. We won’t.”

      Laurent blinked. There it was.

      Of course. How could he have missed it?

      It was no secret; a decade ago, word had spread fast as fire among the trees, quicker still. The Trécesson girl was the first known person within the entire kingdom, able to communicate with the Darklings of Brocéliande. The kingdom of Brittany considered his kind—and anyone else who wasn’t human—more revolting than infectious plague victims. Of course, this had caused an uproar, but the kingdom’s dissatisfaction was something he’d assumed everyone had grown used to. He never expected anyone—certainly not the duchess—to wish death upon the poor girl.

      He shivered and refocused on Vivien whose impatience faded into something like nostalgia. She too seemed lost in thought as she stared distantly at the dimming horizon. The orb continued its final descent below the stratocumulus plane, projecting rosy pinks that melted into violet twilight.

      His vision had sharpened considerably with dark encroaching. A distance off to their right he could now make out the brick towers barely peeking out from the canopy. A sprawling fortress built for keeping monsters out, the Château de Trécesson sat at the southwestern corner of the High Forest.

      “Vivien.” Laurent placed his next words decidedly. “Another ruler isn’t in my interest at this time.”

      She spun away from the sunset, face twisted. “Excuse me?”

      He ran his palms down the front of his vest, smoothing out the places where it had bunched under her grip. “The Brocéliande communities continue to struggle. When desperate creatures dare venture to the castle to cordially appeal to the king, their guards either lock them up in the dungeon or shoot them full of arrows. I know, because many of my own have taken an arrow to the knee.”

      “What are you proposing then?”

      Laurent paced, ancient gravel crunching under his feet. He pulled a wooden flask from his pant pocket and took a quick swig, wiping his ruddy mouth with his sleeve before continuing.

      “Ogre plundering and korrigan infestations in Paimpont have been down to nearly nothing lately. I’ve taught the coven to remain inconspicuous while feeding in the boroughs. The last town raid I authorized was half a century ago, and while that was a terrible mistake on my part, we’ve learned from it. I take complete responsibility, Vivien. We don’t kill anymore, and any life lost at the hands of a vampire is against our order,” he said through clenched teeth. “Shapeshifters have been advised to stop their thievery, and the Fair Folk—well, they’ll do what they please, but at least they keep to themselves. That’s been a substantial improvement for all of us.”

      He attempted to keep the animosity from his voice, but couldn’t quite manage. “Darklings don’t deserve to be punished any more than they’ve already been. If it’s up to me, we’ll refrain from doing anything that would further ruin our standing. The princess can speak to those of our kind who cannot communicate with humans. One day, she may decide to lift her father’s law. So, I’m not proposing anything, Vivien, because I refuse to harm her.”

      It seemed the duchess hadn’t expected that response from him, either. Vivien’s brief scowl morphed into a grin before fading into nonchalance. Her eyes gleamed bright. “You know, for a vampire, you’re very level-headed.”

      “I’ve been around a long time.”

      A moment of silence passed before she spoke again. “You are right.”

      Her blonde hair swung mesmerizingly as she paced away. She glanced back at him, the shoulder of her dress slipping slightly to expose the smoothest porcelain skin. “But think. How will she fare when the entire kingdom fears her? You’ve heard of the recent town riots, I’m sure. Paimpont is a mess. They’re protesting her reign.”

      Laurent shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He’d heard indeed. The other day, townsfolk had apparently pelted the town crier with rotten apricots. “Yes, but what does that matter? That throne is rightfully hers. She’ll become queen, whether they like it or not.”

      “You forget the things that humans are capable of, when fear is a strong factor. But, what if the princess is assisted with her situation? She hasn’t faced her people in years, and they say such horrible things of her. Her little… gift of tongues is the bane of her parents’ existence. Think of how grateful they would be, if someone helped rid their daughter of her problem."

      Laurent could barely follow the twists and turns of their conversation. First, Vivien wanted him to kill the princess. Now, the plan was to help her? “How could we possibly do that?”

      “Not we, my dear, but she,” she replied, spinning to face him head on. “There is a witch who resides at the far end of Paimpont, just south of the pond. Her name is Ophelia; I’m sure you’ve heard of her—the only one willing to do both human and Darkling bidding so she can afford her drinking habit. She’s quite powerful and, to my knowledge, is one of the only witches accustomed to interacting with the townsfolk on a regular basis. She should be more than capable of crafting some spell or elixir to cure the princess.”

      Laurent could only stare. If he wasn’t mistaken, Ophelia was a transplant. She certainly wasn’t descended from any of the original witches who’d settled alongside humans in Paimpont. Still, word of her arrival years ago had spread like wildfire; Ophelia quickly made a name for herself as the town enchantress, unique in the fact that she made a living by bartering simple spells and charms in exchange for goods.

      In that way, magic was useful in a pinch, good for removing coffee—or blood—from garments, or keeping insects off one’s crops. But Laurent had never heard of the kind of magic capable of purging an entire language from a person’s linguistic arsenal. Such a spell or potion would surely require the very type of dark ingredients and magic prohibited by kingdom law. Ophelia could be executed on the spot, were she discovered practicing it.

      The irony of it all promptly shattered his disbelief. Laurent covered a dubious smirk with his palm. “You humans only allow witches to reside among you because their powers are beneficial from time to time. Either that, or you’re afraid of what mischief they might get into if you didn’t keep an eye on them.”

      “Irrelevant.” Vivien waved dismissively. “Drastic situations call for drastic measures. I have no real qualms with the magicfolk. They don’t have fur, or oozing warts, or fangs…” She suppressed a grimace before continuing. “The princess turns twenty years old in five days’ time, on the day of her ceremony. She has everything in the world she could want, except her public's affection. Ridding her of that useless ability would only be a boon to her.”

      She was partially right, and he hated admitting it. But deep down, Laurent didn’t consider the princess’s unusual power useless at all. In the years following the discovery of her Darkling Tongue, Laurent secretly relished the idea of a monarch who would possibly be open to forging a mutually beneficial relationship with Brocéliande.

      But instead, perhaps the girl’s ability would alienate her enough from her own people so that she would be unable to win their loyalty in the end. Such an outcome would not be beneficial to his cause, either.

      Any other vampire would have jumped at the chance to kill a human noble. Regardless, assisting a Le Tallec felt wrong in his gut.

      His warring thoughts were interrupted suddenly by a blinding flash. Laurent rubbed his eyes and blinked the remnants of light away. An ethereal blue orb the size of an apple floated inches from Vivien’s face. By light of the Will-O-Wisp, she was already scribbling hastily onto a piece of parchment. When she finished, she pocketed her quill — what else did the woman have in those dress pockets? — and slipped the folded parchment into an envelope. She mouthed something to the wisp, shot it a sharp look, then nodded. The lone forest spirit bobbed coherently, then soared away through the treetops. Though the glowing anomalies were commonly used to relay messages to nearby witches, Laurent was shocked Vivien would even bother summoning one.

      “I’m alerting Ophelia of the unfortunate circumstance Miss Trécesson finds herself in, and that she should be expecting a visit from the princess within the next few days. I’ll have a sparrow deliver this to the castle courier before dawn.” She twirled the envelope between her fingers.

      “And what is that?”

      “A forged note to the princess,” she replied, trailing a corner of the parcel along the pout of her bottom lip. “An invitation from Ophelia, offering to rid her of her Darkling Tongue. I’m only expediting the process here. Poor girl is wasting away in that tower room of hers. I’m sure she’ll be more than willing to embark on this quest for that reason alone.”

      “This is mad,” Laurent breathed. “The coronation is only days away, and you expect her to make this journey alone, with no magic to aid her?”

      “She’s resourceful. If she wants to make it to her own ceremony, she’ll have to be.” Vivien waved her fingers playfully toward Laurent’s grimace. “Not to worry, Darkling. You’ll get your queen. Feisty little thing, she is.” She rolled her shoulders back and sighed. “This will be beneficial for us all. We both get our ideal ruler—free of her curse, and presumably compassionate towards you monsters.”

      Laurent’s garnet eyes zeroed in on her exposed neck, on the throbbing vein running alongside it. He ran a hand over his face to gather his racing thoughts. It was a daunting journey; he knew as well as Vivien that it would be impossible to see through. No Darkling would dare attack the princess in the castle, but anyone—royal-blooded or not—who entered Brocéliande of their own will instantly became free game.

      Best to deal with that when the time came.

      Laurent swallowed, hesitantly fingering his silver bow tie. “You do know how extraordinarily dangerous this will be for her?”

      “Without a doubt.” Vivien approached the Darkling until she was just within reach, then ran her nails along the leather trim on his vest. “But you know as well as I, nothing extraordinary comes free of sacrifice. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Her glacial eyes challenged the embers in his. Without hesitation or any trace of fear, she reached up to tenderly brush her thumb across his cheek.

      He kept his mouth shut, in case his fangs dared sprout.

      “One more thing,” she whispered, gripping his lapel with one hand.

      Laurent gulped. “Sure.”

      “You’re brave to defend one of our kind like that, especially the heiress apparent. However, I fear her god-forsaken talent will only lead to her own downfall. Nonetheless, we can only hope,” she added, tightening her grip on him and brushing her warm lips against his jaw. “Long live the Queen.”

      And just like that, she drove the stake in and upward, lodging it deep into his heart.

      

      Stepping back, the duchess watched as he slumped into the grass. In a poor last attempt, the vampire grasped helplessly at the stake in the center of his chest, desperation mangling his vulcan features. But it was too late.

      Not even the head of the Brocéliande vampire coven was resistant to blessed Hawthorne bark.

      She had come with a plan and left with a better one. The princess would fall waste to the trappings of the forest, while the throne fell under more suitable management—and really, who would miss her? Still, if all else failed, nobody in their right mind would permit her reign or resume aide to Brocéliande especially after the retribution that would ensue once Laurent Beaulieu was found dead in the middle of the woods.

      Retreating into the shadows, Vivien silently thanked the crumpled corpse and the rest of his precious creatures. With far less self-control than even Laurent had wielded, they were sure to rip the princess limb from limb.
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      At the stroke of midnight, Lilac paced restlessly, puffing loose strands of hazelnut hair out of her eyes while knotting the last piece of torn bedsheet onto the end of a long rope of tied fabrics. It would have been an easier task, had she done so sitting upon her duvet, but her nerves simply wouldn’t allow it. She hadn’t left the palace grounds in nearly a decade. Tonight, that was about to change.

      Keeping on her toes, she was careful to tread only on the animal pelts strewn across her bedroom floor. Vair, foynes, vulpes—all the decadent furs that one could acquire through the fur trade. A couple times of sneaking late night food and drink from the kitchen had taught her that keeping on the lavish rugs muffled any creak of the floorboards. The rugs had been a birthday gift from a once-visiting sultan in the East, which had seemed strange at first—until she found out the rugs had been sent as a token of affection for her mother, Marguerite. The queen had discreetly passed them on to her daughter so the king wouldn’t notice; Lilac would have informed her father had he not been dealing with his own mistress habit himself.

      Fair’s fair, she supposed.

      Finally finished with her escape line, she tucked the annoying wisps of hair into her bun and began tossing clothes into a burlap potato sack she'd found after supper. She was unsure what was travel-appropriate, as she’d been forbidden from nearing the Brocéliande tree line before she was old enough to walk. Sighing, she settled for the pieces that fit comfortably: plain undergarments, a pair of old brocades she prayed still fit, a half loaf of bread, and an armful of cold pastries and dumplings acquired from breakfast.

      As an afterthought, she nestled in a box of matches also nicked from the kitchen; for the last hour, she had mulled over bringing a torch or lantern to light her way, but there was no need to turn herself into such an obvious beacon to hungry Darklings. The moonlight would have to suffice, but matches could still come in handy for warmth.

      The princess glanced around her room, knowing she was forgetting something crucial.

      Preventatives. Standing on the edge of her bed, she reached up to untie the twine holding the bundle that hung on the bedpost: a misshapen garland containing a tiny bottle of witch's salt and beads of iron and silver, and three bulbs of garlic. The bushels, netted in cordage crafted from blessed Hawthorne bark, were found in almost every room of the castle; surely, they wouldn’t miss hers. She dropped the bushel into her potato sack with a satisfying plop.

      Last, she produced a sleek silver dagger from her bedside table drawer. It was an ornate weapon, but otherwise simple; the pommel end of its jeweled, crossguard hilt boasted an etching of the kingdom’s signature animal, a lone ermine.

      The weapon had been passed down, an inherited gift from an ancestor somewhere down her father’s lineage. He never seemed sure of the blade’s actual origin, though he did enjoy telling her bits of what he believed he knew here and there, usually after supper as he slumped over a glass of mead. The story constantly changed. Some nights, it was a former monarch who had owned it, perhaps her fourth or fifth great-grandfather, the king would say. Other times, it was a vagabond who’d stolen it from a foreign ruler and traded it to her family for a substantial sum of money. The only thing her father had seemed sure of was that not one person alive actually knew where it came from, nor the identity of the original owner.

      It was perfect for fending off monsters., crafted with an enchanted alloy containing a mixture of soft and hardy metals the creatures were horribly allergic to. Consequences of a Darkling’s contact with the weapon included anything ranging from an unpleasant cluster of boils, to sudden combustion—according to Henri.

      Personally, Lilac didn’t care. Impaling anyone through the heart seemed like it would do the trick just fine.

      Biting her lip—a nervous tic her mother always hated—she shook out her bun, tied her hair back into a low ponytail, and inhaled deeply as she raised the dagger. She reached back and, on the exhale, she chopped her hair a few centimeters past the knot. With a solid thud, her discarded hair hit the floor.

      For the first time in her life, the ends of her tresses fell just past her shoulders, instantly bringing out her natural waves now that there was less weight to them. Feeling like a brand-new woman, she grinned nervously and slid the glinting dagger into the scabbard on the cowhide belt at her waist. The cut locks were promptly thrown into the fireplace crackling at the foot of her bed.

      One last time, she tiptoed out to her marble balcony to glance down at the trees. The forest, Brocéliande, stretched on for miles, a juniper sea of shadow and lore. Frightening and full of tall, dark beings who would eagerly mangle and devour her. At least, that’s what she'd always been told.

      Still, her stomach knotted in excitement. It would be a harrowing journey, but enticingly so. Especially for someone who hadn’t experienced a moment of adventure in her life for many years. She’d spent many an evening admiring the view. On clear nights, if she squinted hard enough, she’d spot the speck of vibrant color—

      the kingdom’s charming market town nestled at the very center of the woods, in between the High Forest and Low Forest.

      She'd only been there once with her mother, years ago. They’d stopped in the square on their way to a soirée at the duke’s sprawling estate, which sat on the far edge of town.

      From what she could remember, Paimpont was not large at all. It was a cramped village, sandwiched between the local marsh to the north, moorlands to the south, the castle and High Forest to the west, and the forbidden Low Forest to the east. Lilac remembered the awe she’d felt as their carriage passed the ancient abbey and entered the heart of the town; a decent amount of pubs, shops, and framework homes lined cobblestone streets, each structure uneven and more dilapidated than the last.

      They’d gone on a market day, when groups of villagers scattered the road; there were elderly women angrily chasing after giggling toddlers with their wooden walking sticks while the parents tended to the market.

      To her pleasant surprise, the town had been run amuck with enormous, chestnut-coated horses that day.

      With their aproned handlers, the magnificent brown beasts stomped through the market selling a wide variety of goods, while static carts lined the walkways with meats and cheeses from the fromagerie.

      The short visit was more than enough time for her to realize that visiting the town wasn’t as bootless an errand as her parents had led on. Leading the kingdom one day sounded tedious, but if it meant interacting with the friendly townsfolk and spending time there occasionally, it didn’t seem so dreadful after all. Paimpont was not stifled with the same grandiose appurtenances of the castle, and the young princess admired everything about that.

      Years later she felt the same way, even if the townsfolk had grown to fear her.

      But a cure was out there. She'd always felt it, deep in her bones. A cure that would destroy the darkness inside her forever, making her the perfect heiress to the throne once again.

      She’d quickly grown tired of the riots protesting her upcoming coronation; tired of her humiliating reputation of being wicked and wrong for the position, and the pressure it had put on her parents to surrender the throne to one of the other prominent families vying for power—waiting for the Trécessons to slip up just enough; some days, it felt like her parents were dangerously close to giving in.

      The princess was tired of repeatedly walking in on hushed conversation, of which she unfailingly was the topic; tired of the alchemists her father hired on a sort of turn-by-turn basis in attempts to fix her. And some days, she felt like her parents were dangerously close to giving in. Some days, so did she.

      That is, until that morning after breakfast. On her way back up to her tower, she’d received an unmarked gold-leaf envelope from the castle courier.

      Dearest Lilac, the note read in scrawling, looping cursive.

      I hope this letter finds you well.

      My name is Ophelia, and I hold the key to what your heart desires most. I am not only able, but willing to conjure the remedy you require to return to normalcy. I offer this to you at no price but one: courage, for there is no timely way to reach my cottage in Paimpont except the direct path through Brocéliande.

      Find any brook through the High Forest and follow it; this will lead to the main river. The only inn sits along the water, closer to your castle. There, you can take refuge early on in your quest if need be. Follow the river downstream, for it leads east to the village farmland. Paimpont is but a short walk south of the marsh. Your coronation draws nigh. Godspeed.

      The Witch of Lupine Grotto

      She snatched the crinkled parchment off her vanity and smoothed it out before stuffing it into her bag. Now, she thought smugly, I have proof of that cure.

      She took one last look at herself in the mirror. A maroon tunic over an eggshell shift were the plainest clothes she owned, and it hopefully wouldn’t draw much attention, especially with her new hair.

      She'd left the tower before, if only to spend time in the garden hedge maze among her mother’s roses while remaining hidden from the outside world. But this was different. She was going out, venturing off castle grounds. The next time she stood in the same spot would likely be during a flogging from her mother—if not worse.

      But at least… At least she'd be free of her curse. At least she’d be normal again. Normal enough to get by.

      She fastened her makeshift rope around the leg of the enormous bed frame. At her balcony railing, Lilac carefully wrapped the fabric around her right leg, imitating the silk trapeze artists that graced the ceilings at her mother’s soirées. She shut her eyes, faced the biting cold and readied herself—when a knock rapped upon her door, so muffled she barely heard it.

      “A moment, please!”

      The words had escaped her lips before she was able to stop herself. Lilac nearly fell over herself trying to free her limbs from the rope. Her fingers fumbled around the hardened knot of fabric wrapped around the balcony, but as she’d intended a second ago, it would not budge. Swearing under her breath, the princess shut the balcony doors and raced to answer her own. Just before gripping the doorknob, she remembered something—she quickly pulled what was left of her hair behind her, into a sleek, ribboned bun—then yanked the door in.

      It was a guard—but not just any guard. Renald was head of the castle sentry, and one of her parent’s closest confidantes.

      An unpleasant mixture of relief and adrenaline burned her stomach. “Hey, Ren,” she said, keeping the crack of her door tight. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? Everything all right?”

      Renald opened his mouth to speak, then paused, one corner of his lips drooping into a lopsided frown. “I could ask the same. What’s that ‘orrid stench?”

      Lilac’s stomach flipped. Her chopped hair was still crackling in the fireplace, the smell growing more and more concentrated because she’d shut her balcony doors. “It’s—” she cleared her throat — “I’ve been wondering the same, I reckon they collected rotten firewood again.”

      She watched him fan the putrid air with his palm, praying she hadn’t just cost someone their job.

      But Renald only ran his hand through his greying red beard. “Sorry to bother you, Your Highness—and yes. Or erm, no. Were you about to go to bed? I only knocked because I could see the fire was on.” Squinting past her, he raised his brows. “Is that a potato sack?”

      “I couldn’t sleep,” she lied, giving him her best sheepish grin while shuffling her bag further over her shoulder. “And yes, I’ve just packed my leftovers.”

      “As always. You children and your appetite.”

      She nodded, quickly wracking her memory for any tidbit she could recall about him or his family. “How’s Emma doing? And the twins?”

      “My wife’s great. Enjoying her time as a seamstress. The boys are a pain in my arse, as always.” Renald yawned widely. “Anyway, I’m here because your father had a bit to drink tonight.”

      Her heart sank a little. “Ah. Again.”

      “I’ve tried to bring him to bed, but he says won’t budge until he —”

      Lilac nodded and squeezed herself through the door, shutting it tightly behind her. “I got it, Ren.” Then, she added, blinking as her vision adjusted to the dim hallway. “Are there a lot of you up there tonight?”

      “Indeed, Your Highness. The battlement is secured.”

      “Then head back up and get some sleep while your men do the work. I’ll take care of Henri the Terrible.”

      “I’ll go and keep an eye out for Darklings, is what I’ll do,” he replied through another yawn. He winked at her. “Tomorrow, lass.”

      “Tomorrow,” she lied through her teeth.

      Down the stairs, Lilac found the king by almost tripping over him. Between the dimming hearth and baskets of fresh fruit, he leaned up against the wall with his legs sprawled. His prized horn tankard lay empty beside him.

      Lilac stared at him for a second, then longingly back up the staircase. She was already tight on time as it was. Surely, she could call one of the servants to help him to his tower?

      Then again, it might not be worth waking anyone else who might catch her in her escape.

      She lightly covered his legs with the fur-lined ends of his cape. “Father?”

      He gave a grunt and popped one eye open. “Hello, sweetheart.”

      “Was it meade or wine this time?” She bent and sniffed at the tankard, but couldn’t tell. He’d emptied every last drop.

      “Ale,” he burped, staring into the fire.

      “Dad, you have to be careful. You’ll make yourself sick.”

      “I don’t want to hear it, young lady.” The king opened the other eye and gave her a stern look before grinning. “We can both hold our liquor. Doesn’t mean we won’t get carried away on occasion.”

      Of course, he remembered her love for wine as well as she. Some nights she would sneak bottles of their best reds upstairs after supper.

      “Is that what’s in the bag?”

      Lilac groaned inwardly. She’d forgotten she was still clutching it. “Not this time. Just pastries.” She stuck a hand in and rummaged through the fabric until she found the half loaf of bread and showed him.

      “You and your scavenging. Just like that wolf.”

      Lilac could only stare numbly into the hearth. Although she knew her father didn’t know what he was saying, she felt like she’d been punched in the gut. It was in this very kitchen that her Darkling tongue had been discovered, after all.

      “Good night, father,” she muttered, heading toward the staircase.

      “Wait. Lilac.” The king’s voice was suddenly pleading.

      She spun to see him stumbling to his feet. “Is that why you drink?” Lilac blurted. A lump formed in her throat. “Am I why you drink?”

      “No, I—your mother and I are proud of you, Lilac. And my, look how you’ve grown.” His cerulean eyes were suddenly glassy.

      Tears formed behind her own lashes, but she harshly blinked them back. Regardless of how he felt now, she knew he’d always defer to the same awkwardness he and Marguerite had adopted after learning of her ability. It wasn’t as bad as the sideways glares and indiscreet whispers she got from the servants, but in a way, it was worse—they were her parents, after all. Not to mention the ten years they’d forbidden her from leaving castle grounds. It didn’t exactly express pride.

      Her father cleared his throat to break the silence and keep himself awake. “Next week’s your ceremony,” he said gruffly. “It’s come ‘round much faster than I thought.”

      Lilac could only nod stiffly. He might’ve felt that way, but he’d never tell her those things had he not drunk himself several tankards deep. She didn’t have time—time for him, for sentiment, or for a halfway apology.

      Swallowing, Lilac lifted her chin cordially. “Thank you, father. Now, head to bed.”

      “Are you ready?” He began shuffling to the outer corridor.

      Not in the slightest. “Of course.”

      Without checking to see if he actually made it up his own staircase, Lilac hiked the ends of her shift and sprinted up hers.

      Once she was back in her room, Lilac hastily extinguished her fire and flung the makeshift rope over the edge. Holding her breath, she wrapped herself as she had before and leaned out into the biting cold, lowering herself three stories. Soundlessly, her flats hit the ground. The cool dew of the grass against her exposed skin was shocking. Her knees suddenly gave way under her weight, and she nearly stumbled back into one of her mother’s rose bushes.

      Pressing her palm against her teeth, Lilac stifled an excited cry of relief. She did it. The conifer was heady, filling and opening her lungs as she took a few deep breaths to lessen the pounding adrenaline. The static air tasted evocatively sweet, hinting at impending rainfall.

      Lilac straightened and glanced up at the massive expanse of green. The forest, even more enchanting up close, seemed to whisper. She imagined tendrils floating out of the fog and reaching for her, coiling around her limbs; claws scraping like ragged breath against her skin; sharp fangs, rows of them covered in saliva, waiting, daring her to come hither. Scowling at the exaggeration, she began to tremble—from the cold or fear, she was unsure.

      Shivering, she pulled the cloak out of the sack and wrapped it around her body; it was scratchy, but at least it was warm. It shielded her enough from the cold, and masked the scent of her skin from the things waiting to eat her – or so she told herself.

      The night was passing quickly. She had to get moving if she expected to find shelter for the night. As soon as she found a spring of some sort, she could follow it to the river, which would eventually lead to the town pond.

      Fretting over Paimpont was for tomorrow, she decided. Clenching her teeth, she forced herself to stop shaking.

      Lilac was a princess, not a flower. Just because she donned tiaras and gowns didn’t mean she was delicate, or incapable of slitting a Darkling’s throat. She had it in her to face and defend herself from the monstrous things lurking among the trees. Deep down, she would be just as capable a ruler as any king out there. Beneath the foreign silks and chiffon, she was like the jewels on the tiara she had left on her vanity. Lustrous, yet resilient all the same.

      Hooking the burlap sack onto her shoulder, Lilac took one slow step away from the castle. Then another, and another, until the veil of trees swallowed her.

      Pulse accelerating, the princess took off at a run—a willing pawn to the shadows of night.
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      When Lilac was nine, her mother dragged her to a soirée hosted by Duke Armand Le Tallec and his dotting wife, Vivien. Upon their arrival, the queen introduced Lilac to a boy with silvery blond hair that framed his face, and a row of very crooked teeth. He invited her to the garden to play chase with the other children, and he appeared so excited about it, too—until Lilac began outrunning him and his friends. At this, the boy announced to the entire juvenile populace that she had witch blood in her veins, that she’d cheated, and it was the reason she beat them.

      In that moment, her ears grew warm. She abruptly ended the entire event by grabbing a poisonberry tart off a silver platter and chucking it square into the boy's face.

      A small crowd formed around the two children; the boy sobbed, wiping berry juice out of his eyes while Lilac stifled a laugh.

      “Sinclair!”

      A tall bird-like woman donned in mink, evidently his mother, rushed over to him and cradled his square head, her own face paling.

      “Sinclair?” Lilac had giggled, blissfully ignoring the glower from her own mother, who joined the crowd. “That’s an odd name.”

      Of course, the boy—this Sinclair—happened to be the son of the hosts. Queen Marguerite was livid; she apologized profusely as she led Lilac back to their carriage, and would spend the next few months showering the duke’s family with priceless gifts: pearls from the Celtic Sea, silks from the East, ivory from Africa.

       After the ordeal, Lilac had wondered why the queen would even bother pandering friendship with Sinclair’s parents. Everyone had always doted over her; what she said or did, even in anger, had never incited such frantic consequence nor reaction from her parents. However, they were absolutely mortified when she’d pelted Sinclair with dessert in front of half the kingdom’s nobility.

      She eventually came to understand the implications of her parents’ and the duke’s family ties—why they had cared about their relations with the Le Tallecs. They’d hoped to one day marry her off to Sinclair, so that their powerful families might unite. Her parents obsessed over the idea of one day marrying their daughter off to a family of comparable standard and structure. To them, Sinclair was the perfect candidate of a husband; he was a year older, and as young marquis would one day take his father’s place as duke. He would then take lead of the local cavalry, placing him at the second highest in rank, just under the monarchy. The king and queen hoped Lilac would marry Sinclair, giving him the title of king jure uxoris—allowing him to rule as king alongside her, as an equal. Then, their power as a wed couple would prove unparalleled. Then, no one would dare question Lilac’s qualification to lead.

      At the time, those expectations from her parents were nothing but nuisance; marriage seemed so far off. She was a mere child, after all. Regardless, she knew she wouldn’t marry any poor idiot her parents chose for her, no matter how wealthy or prominent. No matter how hard anyone begged. Certainly, no matter how hard Sinclair or his parents groveled.

      At least, that’s what she told herself.
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       Lilac’s tenth birthday was quite the ordeal, marking the halfway point to her coronation. The castle staff spent several weeks prior trying to accommodate the queen's pompous decoration requests. Supper was to be served in the west ballroom, but her parents seemed more concerned with making sure the foyer did not fail to impress. They had transformed the massive gold-trimmed double staircase by lining the railings with parchment streamers in various berry and carnation-stained shades of pink.

      Of course, none of it was actually for her—just as the canary yellow gown her mother had custom tailored for the occasion wasn’t really for her. It was for everyone else, to ensure she met the public’s expectations of the royal family.

       Much to her chagrin, the queen ordered Lilac to wear a corset for the first time that evening. When the young handmaid, Piper, failed to wrestle the screaming princess into it, she struck a deal. If Lilac wore the dress for a three-hour supper, Piper would willingly look the other way when she snuck down to the kitchen for mead and leftover cakes.

      Most of the castle staff knew of her post-supper party routine; whenever her parents spent the night intoxicating and entertaining guests with their embellishments, she got to drink, too. It was only fair, and it wasn’t like she ever had much. Only enough to warm the insides, she would justify to herself, as she sat on the rug in front of her bedroom fireplace after having been sent to bed, dreaming of her next adventure outside the red brick walls.

      Her birthday ball was a blur of court dancing and primping. In the early evening, complete strangers in their gowns and wigs kissed the back of her hands and told her how glamorous she looked. By the time Hedwig rang the supper bell, Lilac gratefully retreated to join her parents.

      The dining table reserved for her family stretched across the length of the grand fireplace. During the social hour, their staff had it covered in a bountiful array of locally harvested goods: roast duck and rabbit, hocks of cured pork, bread baked that morning, and wheels of cheese that had been aging for years at the nearby fromagerie. There were tubs of beurre aux algues—specialized Breton seaweed butter, fruit salads doused in honey and goat’s cheese, and a mound of her favorite oysters.

      Even at the first dinner party thrown in her own honor, Lilac felt completely alone at the head of the table. A dozen more circular tables surrounded them, each serving a handful of guests both familiar and foreign; she recognized dignitaries, nobles, and a few shop owners. Yet, the only attendees she knew personally were Armand and his wife Vivien, who sat to her left.

      Thankfully, Sinclair was nowhere to be found.

      “Sinclair, erm, wasn’t feeling well this evening,” his father had declared through a thick red mustache when she glanced around anxiously. “He is with the nanny tonight. But he wishes he could be here and sends his regards, certainly,” he added, when the duchess nudged him with a bony elbow.

      “Ah, young love.” Vivien rose from her chair and placed a hand on her husband’s shoulder. “If it’s fine with you, King Henri, Queen Marguerite…  Armand and I would like to make a toast.”

      “Oh, Vivien,” the king said, arms spread open, “Of course.”

      Although the woman was requesting the first toast at her daughter’s birthday—and in her own castle—Lilac’s mother nodded, beaming through clenched teeth. Silence rippled like waves throughout the hall when the guests realized there was a speech to be made.

      “To the bright young woman sitting before me,” the duchess announced loudly, “I would like to raise a toast, to the most beautiful and rambunctious little girl in all of Brittany. I hope your birthday feast is everything you ever hoped for. And to His and Her Majesty,” she said, tilting the chalice in the queen’s direction. “May your royal offspring adorn the position they were always destined to fill. And Lilac, know that whatever happens, our family will be right there with you. Until the very end.”

      The princess slumped further into her seat as the room burst into applause.
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      After dinner, Lilac gladly retreated to her room while the servants shifted leftovers to the kitchen. As exhausting as her parents’ social events were, she’d stuffed herself full of her favorites—the rich duck and oyster—but was careful to leave room enough for one drink.

      After a soak in a lavender bath that Piper had drawn up, she found herself brushing knots out of hair next to the crackling fireplace.

      Then, came a light knock on the door.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened a crack. “Your Highness? A minute?” It was Piper.

      “Yes, of course.”

      Her handmaiden entered, wringing her hands. She wasn’t much older than the princess and worked at the castle to help support her parents and their small farm. The girl’s unbound crimson hair gleamed in the firelight as she tucked a tight curl behind her ear.

      “So, I know I promised you your kitchen ventures tonight. However, I thought I should inform you, there’s been some sort of commotion near the tree line. Your parents haven’t been woken, as the staff plan to handle it on their own… but the night sentry guarding the front gate has been attacked.”

      Lilac left her brush on the ground and stood up to face Piper. “Attacked,” she repeated.

      “Yes, Your Royal Highness.”

      “Is he alive? Do they know what it was?”

      “Well, he’s scratched up pretty badly and his right leg is injured, but they reckon he’ll live. They think it was a rogue animal. I mean, so far as I know a Darkling has never dared attack anyone here at the castle, so no one thinks one would try now.”

      “Is everyone still tending to the guard?”

      “Yes, Your Highness. They are treating him in the infirmary on the second floor.”

      “Are the guards scouring the grounds outside?”

      “Yes… All of them.” Piper’s brow furrowed in confusion at the odd questions and widening grin on the princess’s face.

      Lilac ran to the door and slipped her flats on. This was perfect. No one would be on patrol inside the castle for a while, and the kitchen was on the ground floor. If she ran into anyone it would be Hedwig, but whenever she caught Lilac, she stuffed pastries and a cup full of wine into her arms and hastily banished her back to the tower.

      “Piper, cover for me?”

      “But Your Highness,” Piper protested, her cheeks flushing as red as her hair. “I came here only to tell you—”

      “You know how I feel about you calling me that. Only in front of my parents, remember? And please?” She knew she should’ve felt guilty using Piper like this, but she didn’t. Not really.

      Sighing, Piper reluctantly followed her charge out of the room and took the usual watch outside the door.

      Downstairs, the kitchen was dark, but Lilac kept her eyes shut until her vision adjusted just enough. Feeling her way around, she made it past the stove to the wood cabinet where three glass bottles of mead were stored. The stuff of the honey gods.

      A faint rustling across the kitchen almost made her drop the slim neck of the bottle she had just grabbed. Gasping, she turned and backed into the cabinet, scanning the four walls around her. Lilac couldn’t see much of anything, but someone was definitely moving around near the far wall, not even twenty feet in front of her.

      Chills ran down her spine when she realized it was still pitch black in the kitchen; usually when Hedwig walked in on her, she’d be holding a candle. Any of the servants would have brought something for light.

      More rustling. They were footsteps, she realized, moving from one end of the room to the other. She could make a run for it, but her legs were frozen.

      “Hello?” Lilac whisper-cried into the darkness. Squinting, she could make out a low-lying shape. She almost yelled for it to reveal itself, but she wasn’t so sure she wanted that, either.

      The shape paused. And then, a voice floated through the darkness, wet and rasping, neither male nor female. The sound echoed oddly, bouncing off the kitchen walls and sounding further away.

      “Who’s there?”

      Lilac booked it for the open door. Knowing that she could’ve, probably should’ve ran upstairs to the safe confines of her room, curiosity still consumed her. Grabbing the nearest torch from its bracket, she returned to the kitchen and thrust it into the dark—and gasped.

      A large gray wolf stared back at her, frozen mid-step, with the top end of what seemed to be a burlap potato sack in its mouth.

      Lilac swallowed her nausea. “Did you just—”

      The wolf dropped the sack onto the stone floor and backed up until it bumped the far wall of the kitchen. “Don’t tell anyone,” the wolf pleaded, it’s raspy voice continuing to echo. “Please.”

      Even with its mouth moving and hearing the sound it produced, Lilac couldn’t believe her eyes.

      “Can you… understand me?” she whispered.

      “Of course I can,” the wolf replied hesitantly. “Are you a witch or… or vampire, working here? Do they know?”

      She had to be dreaming. She must have fallen asleep after her shower. “No, I’m not a—” she gulped. “I’m normal. I mean, human. And does who know what? How are you talking to me?”

      The wolf licked its snout. “How are you talking to me?”

      Sighing, Lilac gave into her wobbly knees and knelt on the cold stones. Now at eye level with the animal but a safe distance away, she began to realize what must be before her—the wolf wasn’t a wild wolf at all, but a shapeshifter in beast form.

      Her pulse jumped erratically. All her life, she’d been taught by her parents and tutors that no Darkling could safely be trusted. That shapeshifters were such ravenous tricksters and scavengers, that they would unthinkingly kill a human on the spot. Yet, she was in the middle of having a conversation with one. One who seemed afraid more than anything. Lilac swallowed her terror like a thick spoonful of honey, heart thumping in fearful fascination.

      “You didn’t attack me. And that’s not an invitation,” she added hastily.

      “No. I… I’m here to take care of business.”

      Lilac warily glanced at the burlap sack laying on the floor between them. “May I?”

      The wolf took a hesitant half step forward as if to stop her, but Lilac was quicker. Inside the bag, a large slab of cured pork, three baguettes, and a pile of discarded chicken bones from dinner all jostled together. She dropped the sack and confusedly rubbed her brows with one hand, holding the torch in the other.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Ma’am, I wanted to feed my children. That’s all.” Its voice wavered slightly. “My sons, they haven’t eaten in a few days. Please don’t say a word. I’ll give it back, you can take it. Please just let me go so I can get home to my babies.”

      Lilac frowned. “Don’t you eat… rabbits? Or like, squirrels? Can’t you?”

      The wolf coughed. It might’ve been a chuckle. “Well, I do. I’m trying to get my babies used to eating… hunted food, though I haven’t had much luck. Their guilt gets in the way, and they feel bad for the bunnies.”

      At that, Lilac placed the torch in the rung above the hearth stove and took the sack. She went to the meat hooks and removed three more slabs, two lamb and one beef, dropping them one by one into the bag. Then, she turned to the counter on her right and used her hands to break off a portion of a cheese wheel off, dropping that into the bag as well.

      Her mind was as busy as her hands, if not more. Her parents had always allowed the castle leftovers to be left for the Darklings. Was it not enough? If the shapeshifter was forced to risk everything by sneaking into the castle for food, how many others were suffering, too? Whatever responsibility her parents brushed off, Lilac was determined to take into her own small hands. Even the castle horses ate as well as she did.

      So, why not the Darklings? Or at least the good ones, especially one as kind as this? How happy its family would be with this little haul.

      “You take this,” she said under her breath to the wolf, who’d begun trembling. The animal’s amber eyes shone like wary embers in the wind, dancing in the flicker of torchlight across the room. “Please take this for yourself, for your family. For anyone it will feed.” She paused to listen—no sounds yet—then nodded decisively. “I’ll open the castle door, and if anyone asks, I’ll tell them I wanted to get some fresh air. You’ll have to run as fast as you can.”

      “N-n-no, I can’t,” the wolf protested dubiously, eyes darting from Lilac to the bag in her hand. “I can’t. Please just let me go.”

      The shapeshifter didn’t trust her, but she couldn’t dwell on it now—they’d have to hurry if they wanted to avoid being discovered.

      Another idea suddenly occurred to Lilac. “Can you transform back? Into your human self? I’ll get you some clothes! Um…” Lilac wrung her hands on the neck of the sack. “Are you a girl?”

      The wolf sat down. “Sweet girl, I am. My name is Freya. And if I turn back right now, I won’t have any clothes on at all, I’m afraid. I’m not sure which would frighten a witness more, a wolf or an unclothed woman.”

      “J’y crois pas!!”

      Lilac jumped up so fast she saw purple spots. The room was suddenly illuminated with firelight—her parents stood in in the doorway, a tearful Piper standing between them. The queen held her by the elbow, gripped her arm so tight that her nails dug into the girl’s skin. Lilac refused to look at their faces, but knew their expressions must have been horrific.

      Immediately she turned to sprint out of the archway behind her and almost impaled herself onto a spear. Four guardsmen stood there, the spear tips pointed at her and the wolf, who had backed into the far corner.

      “Were you speaking to that thing?” her mother shrieked. Her father shook his head uncomprehendingly, glancing at her like an unwelcome stranger.

      Lilac opened her mouth to answer, but nothing came out.

      Face purple, the queen lunged at her, grasping her shoulders and shaking hard. “Answer me! How do you—how is th—” Her eyes rolled up to the ceiling and back into her head as she toppled to the floor.

      From then on, everything seemed to move in slow motion—her father roaring for the servants to come revive the fainted queen, the guardsmen slipping a noose over the wolf’s head, while another dragged a kicking and screaming Lilac after them. Hedwig pressed against the wall, clutching her hair cap.

      “My heavens,” she gasped as they passed her. “Lilac, what—”

      With a single glare, King Henri quieted her. All Lilac could do was sob and avoid Hedwig’s gaze. The kind soul had always looked the other way when Lilac snuck into the kitchen for sweets or alcohol. Now, Lilac kept her head down and hoped Hedwig wouldn’t feel any sort of guilt. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. Not anyone’s except her own.

      Lilac fought the rough hands that gripped her, as she and Freya were led into the foyer and out the double doors. She screamed for her mother, for Hedwig, for anyone’s help when they dragged her out into the cold, across the stone bridge and onto the grass, where her father viciously pointed a finger at a lone tree stump, meters away from the tree line. She thrashed and bit and cried when the king ordered the guards to pin Freya to the stump. The guards who held Lilac didn’t force her to watch, but by the time she finally realized what would happen, she was unable to turn away even if she wanted.

      A tall, hooded figure had appeared with a double-edged axe, taking a wide-footed stance beside the trembling animal. In one swift motion, the executioner slashed through the wolf’s neck; as it hit the floor rolling, a dismembered human head bounced in its place. Long, strawberry blonde hair, matted in dark blood.

      The ten-year-old princess couldn’t scream, couldn’t bring herself to cry. For once in her short lifetime, she regretted rebelling against her parents, regretted her mischievous sense of adventure. All she’d wanted was to help the creature, since what her parents provided was evidently not enough. With the fury inscribed upon her father’s features, Lilac knew her actions had struck change into motion.

      There was a price to be paid, and this was only the beginning.
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      After the news of Lilac’s Darkling Tongue had spread, she was confined to royal grounds at the expense of maintaining—or saving—her parents’ reputation. Unallowed to socialize with the other children of nobility and even those of the servants, she immersed herself in her studies. Alchemy had been too technical for her liking, and Philosophy was outright annoying; it was frustrating, taking a course based on the opinions of dead men.

      According to her studies, the sprawling forest of central Brittany crawled with the unspeakable. Creatures who looked human by day, but transformed into quadruped, fanged beasts by light of the full moon. Impish brutes who could often be found playing an instrument or recklessly intoxicated—usually both. Bewitching creatures with olive skin and aventurine eyes, who had an affinity for wearing precious family heirlooms plucked from war corpses. Things that stood twice the height and ten times the weight of the burliest Breton soldiers. And human-like parasites that could charm any mortal into letting them feast from her veins. Creatures whom the first settlers were quick to call Darklings.

      Living, breathing omens of darkness.

      Still, never in a million years did Lilac suspect that her lessons would prove useful in one day preparing her for survival.

      As she made her way through the towering trees, the threat of encountering a Darkling in the flesh began to terrify her. All she wanted was for the creatures to leave her alone on her way to Paimpont. Deep down she knew she would come face-to-face with one sooner or later; if it wanted to give her trouble, she was ready. Lilac grasped the handle of her dagger even more tightly.

      Dry pine needles twirled down from the branches above, settling into her hair; eventually, she gave up trying to shake them all out. Moonlight shone brightly through patches in the treetops, much to her displeasure. That meant the Darklings wouldn’t need their nocturnal vision to see her tonight. She'd have to make haste if she wished to remain hidden. As long as she traveled northeast and stuck carefully to the thicker areas of wood, she could avoid being spotted from the main roads tracing the forest’s perimeter—most of which did not weave a direct path to Paimpont, unfortunately. After she was reported missing, spotting a young woman running through the trees would certainly raise a red flag to any human passersby.

      She gave it until breakfast the next morning for her parents to initiate a kingdom-wide search. She never missed her favorite meal of the day, most days consisting of smoked quail, pastries, and melon sprinkled with honey and goat cheese. Her stomach rumbled loudly, and she retrieved a rather smooshed pastry from her sack to munch on as she continued onward.

      Even if she happened to come across anyone who thought she looked familiar, their hunch would remain just that: a hunch. No one outside the castle would know what she looked like after all these years cooped up. Plus, a very new haircut and nine years of anxious humiliation did quite a number on one’s appearance.

      She had been walking for just under an hour—or so it felt —in the growing cold, with no sign or sound of a creek. Not even the faint trickle of a brook. Weren’t they supposed to be more common in this lush forest? She never anticipated having trouble finding one. And she really, really had to pee.

      In the moonlight she could barely make out the ground flattening to her left. The towering beeches were more scattered here, leaving an empty area with a few dispersed piles of large boulders. It seemed like a safe place to take a quick break. She couldn’t tell if it was a natural or man-made clearing, but perhaps an improved view of the sky through the canopy opening would give her a better perspective of her bearings.

      Well, she was almost positive she was still headed east, but there was no real way to tell for certain. Her father once told her the moss in northern forests grew heavily on the north sides of tree trunks. With all the other bullshit that spewed from the king’s mouth, Lilac decided against using this bit of advice as a reliable method for travel.

      Leaning against a pile of boulders, she hiked up her dress and squatted to relieve herself. With winter finally retreating, the dew drops of springtime evening began to frost over in the cold without completely turning into ice. The night air was freezing on her bare ass, so she was quick about it.

      Just as she peered up through the trees to see if she could tell where the sun would rise, a low rumble cracked across the sky. A few ominous clouds had appeared since the last time she’d checked, one of them threatening to conceal the moon. She exhaled, hoping to expel the growing unease along with it. There was no use in trying to figure it all out on her own, and there was no point in trying to push onward to find the right path tonight. All she needed to focus on was seeking shelter along the river, but at this point she couldn’t even locate a stream to lead her to it.

      Lilac felt a wet plop on her cheek. Then, another on the back of her right hand. Flecks of cold rain spat from the cobalt sky. In seconds, the whole forest was alive with the pitter-patter of raindrops beating down upon the leaves.

      Perfect.

      Suddenly, her world began to shift wayward. The boulder against her back began to topple. Lilac frantically leapt forward and bolted for cover in the nearest thickening of trees.

      Something was shifting around behind her. Impossibly, it sounded like the large stones were grating up against one another. She knew she needed to keep running, but curiosity ate at her like the biting cold on her cheeks. Only once she sheltered behind the thick trunk of a sprawling oak did she dare to whip around. There were things—enormous things—moving in the clearing, visible only by the dappled splotches of light.

      The boulders had gotten up and began walking.

      What she thought were boulders were actually thick legged, callous-skinned creatures, humanoid in stance and towering at least twice her height. There were five that she could make out. They had their noses up in the air, sniffing. Blinking rapidly and willing her vision to better adjust, Lilac eventually made out their stubbed ears, much too tiny for their gigantic bile-green heads.

      Ogres.

      Heartbeat rushing in her ears, she yanked her head back to conceal herself behind the tree. Had the rain awoken them? Or, she thought embarrassedly, the smell of her urine? Whatever the cause, they concentrated on tracking her scent, the task made difficult in the torrential downpour. Their vision wasn’t worth shit, her tutors had told her so. She would have to make a run for it—regardless of direction, anywhere, far away from the pack of green beasts. Knowing her luck, she would stumble into the nest of something else deadly and—

      The thunderous, unmistakable crunch of wood and a loud thud, followed by a moaning screech interrupted her racing thoughts. Flattening her body against the trunk as much as she possibly could, she peered just a hair off to the right; two hundred yards away and across the clearing, an enormous beech had been ripped clean in half, its top now lying on the ground beside the base of its splintered trunk.

      Another terrible cry of frustration pierced the woods—then, another ripping sound followed by the thud of a hundred year-old tree being picked and tossed aside as if it were a daisy. This time, it sounded closer. Trembling, Lilac pressed her bosom so hard up against the tree that it was painful. She shut her eyes, willing herself to remain invisible to the lethal giants.

      A sudden buzzing from her belt almost caused her to yelp in surprise. Groping around her waist, her hand brushed the handle of her dagger. Then, she clasped her fingers around it. It was vibrating, clamoring violently inside of its sheath. Foggily, Lilac did recall her father once saying it occasionally had a mind of its own. If her ancestor’s dagger was somehow willing Lilac to face the ogres, it was crazy. She wouldn’t stand a chance. Either way, she couldn’t deal with it now.

      A third tree, sounding much closer than the others, was ripped from its roots, and with bated breath Lilac waited for the thud. With a loud thwack, the trunk she’d hid against rocked violently, impacting her with such incredible force that she was thrown backwards into the dirt. Lilac bit her lip to stifle a cry of pain and shock—she gasped in terror as the metallic taste of blood flooded her mouth. Keeping her movements nimble and silent, she stayed low to the ground and scrambled out of the moonlight, leaves raining on top of her as she hastily shuffled into the shadows.

      A glance back revealed an ogre swinging a broken trunk like a blind swordsman, globs of saliva flying from its yellowing teeth as it bellowed in frustration. The ogre’s weapon of choice was what had hit her tree, no doubt.

      She would never escape alive if she only hid. The ogres would continue uprooting trees as long as her scent was near, and it didn’t matter if they never found her if she’d gotten squashed like a gnat by a thousand-live beech instead.

      Pulling her bleeding lip into her mouth, she did her best to suck out all the blood she could and then produced as much saliva as she could muster. With all her might, she took a full breath in through her nostrils, and—as she’d watched her father do a million times into his goblet after dinner—hocked the biggest spitball she could manage off to her left. It landed not even two metres away.

      Run. Run, run, run.

      Although she’d spat much too close, her plan infallibly worked. When all five ogres whipped around and lumbered clumsily towards the scent of her saliva, she didn’t think twice to sprint in the opposite direction, into the thick of the woods. She didn’t care if they saw her, didn’t care if they were following her. There wasn’t time to check, and she refused to look back.

      Lilac didn’t stop running when she almost launched herself headfirst into a pile of leaves after tripping over a robust root. She didn’t stop when low-lying branches swiped at her face—didn’t stop when the emotions caught up to her and the lump forming in her throat helped her choke back tears, the corners of her eyes shimmering in the moonlight. She ran until her mouth was completely dry despite huffing the moist forest air, and the sack had grown heavy upon her shoulders.

      Eventually collapsing onto the rain-soaked earth, she refilled her lungs and choked out a half-sob and giggle, giddy from the adrenaline. She had known there were things that wanted to kill her in the forest—the ogres shouldn’t have been a surprise. Still, her first encounter with the creatures of Brocéliande was much too close a call. Lilac pulled herself together, hastily snatching her bag off the ground and forcing herself to get up. As she supported herself on one knee, she groaned; she was definitely going to feel all of it tomorrow—if she survived that long.

      She looked up and nearly laughed out loud.

      A two-story limestone building stood a rock’s toss in front of her. Above the front stoop hung a sign, upon which the remainder of the phrase, “Fenfoss—” was covered in ivy. Robust vines and leaf-dappled moss crept up the walls like serpents in the dim torchlight. A small front window to the right of the door was covered by a thin curtain from the inside; squinting, she could make out silhouettes bobbing and weaving among one another. Boisterous laughter and the clinking of glasses floated through the cracks bottoming the peeling red door.

      Lilac considered changing into something dry from her knapsack, but that included stripping down in the middle of the woods, in front of the building. With things probably watching her from the dark. She would have to make do with her shift and cloak soaked in rainwater. Frowning, she at least made sure to wring the ends of her hair out.

      Her flats squelched against the soles of her feet as she plodded through the mud. When she reached the door, she hesitated. Her signature long locks were gone, so no one would recognize her, right? It had to be enough, and she probably looked the furthest thing from royalty considering her current appearance. Either way, she’d soon find out.

      Something nearly unintelligible was scribbled onto a wooden sign nailed to the door:

      Mortals… at… own risk.

      It was reassuring enough.

      As soon as her fingers touched the knob, the dagger on her hip began to hum wildly, clanging against the iron buttons that lined her belt.

      Not now, she thought furiously. It immediately lessened its vibrations, stopping altogether in seconds. She had half the mind to leave the bothersome thing on the forest floor, and might have, if doing so didn’t leave her with zero protection.

      Lilac pushed the door open and found herself in a narrow, poorly-lit foyer. Beyond it, the first floor opened up to her right into a sort of dining area scattered with mismatched tables, as if they’d been stolen from several different establishments. Booths and alcoves lined the northern wall opposite her, but most of these were empty, as a sizeable crowd gathered around the roaring fireplace.

      Darklings. Korrigans, Fae, witches, probably vampires. Maybe humans, but it was hard to tell from so far away. She gulped, but her throat went dry.

      No one spared her more than a passing glance, seemingly oblivious to the late hour. They were so busy laughing, drinking, and singing that no one batted an eye at her entrance. A trio of stout, grey-skinned creatures were perched upon a platform beside the fire, playing an upbeat jig. One held a flute, another, a bagpipe, and the last sat at a decrepit clavichord. Each time one of the korrigan bards hit a sour note, the entire pub took a swig and raised their glasses with uproarious laughter.

      Lilac let out a sigh of relief and turned to the bar in front of her—and laid eyes on the most striking gentleman she’d ever seen.

      He was tending the counter, wiping the rim of a tankard as he conversed with the old man before him; the sweeping violet robes, short pointed hat, and thick white beard easily revealed the old man’s identity as warlock.

      Blushing, she forced her to breath to slow in an attempt to calm the rush of adrenaline that had shot through her. Relieved that he took no notice, she tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear and glanced around the room for a scapegoat. Striking up a conversation with anyone, even a drunken korrigan, would make her feel slightly less like an unwelcome outsider.

      Like clockwork, a tomato-faced woman appeared in front of her, white locks struggling to escape the carnation pink bonnet atop her head. Lilac’s warm smile was met with frost, the woman’s eyes narrowing into slits at the sight of the human newcomer. She scrutinized the princess in a quick once-over. It was quick, but more than enough time for Lilac to notice the woman’s vertical pupils and neon yellow irises.

      A witch.

      “May I ’elp you?” the witch snapped.

      Right. Lilac was human. She thought she’d spotted a few like her mingling amongst the crowd of Darklings, but she was evidently mistaken.

      “Erm, yes, ma’am,” Lilac replied, swallowing the sudden urge to match the old woman’s shocking tone of disdain. “I would like a room to stay for the night. If you have one,” she cleared her throat. “Ma’am.”

      “I am sorry to inform you that we are full. Completely,” the innkeeper sniffed, not looking one bit sorry at all.

      Some creatures at the edge of the crowd had begun to glance over at them. The witch probably wasn’t lying, or at least that’s what Lilac tried to convince herself. There were about twenty creatures in the tavern alone, after all. The nearest bench table was occupied by four of the most exotic women she’d ever seen. They turned to stare jadedly in her direction, with no sense of mannered discretion whatsoever.

      Faeries, Lilac guessed. She didn’t know much about them; no human seemed to, other than that they were among the most secretive, elusive creatures known to man, and that their populace had shifted to the Low Forest after the rest of the Darklings infiltrated Brocéliande. Their tapered ears here made it most obvious, if not the way the firelight glinted off of their freckles, setting their cheekbones ablaze.

      The nearest, her sapphire-blue hair brushing against her shoulders, leaned over to whisper to the others. “I’m usually not a fan of the mortal stench as it is, but this one could certainly use a hot bath.”

      Just like Freya’s had, the creature’s voice echoed distantly in her head, as if her voice had bounced through a tunnel. Hearing the Darkling language again for the first time since Freya, Lilac quickly realized that this was what the Tongue sounded like to her. Echoed reverberation.

      “Mmm, bit more than a bath. Some powder and a comb, too,” another added, her eyes lustrous in the firelight.

      “She’s probably lost. Give the poor harlot a break, will you?” The four of them chortled, the tinny sound of bells.

      Her ears grew warm. She couldn’t react, couldn’t let anybody know she understood the faerie conversation. Apart from the witches who lived among humankind for centuries, and the vampires who were previously human themselves, Lilac had to remain blissfully ignorant.

      She stared at the ground where her wet clothes dripped, creating a dirt-caked puddle around her feet.

      “Er… It’s fine, I’ll just—”

      “Meriam.”

      Lilac glanced up in horror. The barkeep had walked over. He stood directly behind the witch, towering a full head over her. Clasping his hands politely, he spoke so quietly that Lilac barely heard.

      “Excuse me, Madame.” He tapped Meriam lightly on the shoulder.

      Miraculously, Meriam ignored him, though the muscle under her left eye twitched slightly. “So, as I was saying,” she directed at Lilac, “you will have to find—”

      “Meriam.”

      “Yes, Garin.” Meriam spoke with a resigned sigh.

      Lilac wondered why the unpleasant old woman felt such a need to tolerate Garin, even if she was clearly reluctant about it. Aside from his looks, he was unremarkable.

      Almost.

      There was something about him. Maybe it was the way he looked as though he’d just rolled out of bed. Or his eyes, grey and searching under his furrowed brow. But, compared to everyone else in the room, he was human—perhaps the only other, as far as she could tell.

      Garin didn’t have the silvering hair of a young warlock; tousled artfully, his was a soft black with a slight curl that gradually cropped down to his skin at the nape of his neck. Lacking the tapered ears of the Fair Folk, his own were rounded and too large for his head, jutting out from the sides of his face. And his eyes weren’t burgundy like a vampire’s, either. For all she knew, he might have been a shapeshifter; then again, Lilac was sure she’d spotted an Egg Moon outside, marking the one night of the month when their beastly transformation wasn’t an option.

      Human, she thought decidedly.

      An annoyingly flawless specimen of one, at that.

      Still, his eyes were full of a treachery that Lilac could not place. It was as if he withheld the punchline to a clever joke, or the answer to some forbidden secret from the rest of the world.

      “Merle here has just checked out,” he offered matter-of-factly, cocking his head towards the warlock who now fumbled with his cane near the entryway coat rack. “Surely the girl can have his room.”

      Even at low volume, his voice hinted at the most peculiar English drawl that she couldn’t place. He’d maintained the same jovial tone in which he had taken with Merle the warlock, not once bothering to glance in Lilac’s direction. In the midst of trying to decide whether this embarrassed or irked her, the innkeeper finally made a noise of defeat.

      Meriam nodded, but muttered something dejectedly under her breath before answering. “Very well. Second room on the left.”

      “Thanks,” Lilac croaked grimly, watching her disappear up the stairs.

      Head hung, she sighed and turned to follow the witch when Garin gave a disjointed grunt behind her.

      Lilac spun. “Can I help you?” The night’s events surmounted with Meriam’s outstanding hospitality, and the words shot out sharper than she’d intended.

      Garin only grinned, unphased, as if the hypothetical joke he’d withheld had only grown funnier. “Rough night?”

      “Why would you think that?” Lilac blinked, pretending the rainwater hadn’t formed into sizeable puddle around her feet.

      “Well, you waltz into my bar,” he replied, waving his arm at the puddle she’d so casually tried to hide. “Absolutely drenched, as if you’ve been cavorting in the creek.”

      Lilac’s mouth fell open. “I—it’s raining outside,” she snapped, taken aback by his accusatory tone.

      “Then, you slosh all over my floor.” His eyes twinkled as they challenged hers.

      Her ears had grown so hot they felt like they might fall off her head. Was he being clever, or was this his skewed attempt at trying to impress her?

      “Where else was I supposed to go? And, no offense, but aren’t you supposed to be serving drinks or something?” Lilac waved a flippant hand in the direction of the bar.

      “My shift’s nearly over. But you look like you could use one.”

      “Excuse me?” Her voice cracked.

      “Being the only two people here, we both could.” Garin took a step nearer. “Join me?”

      “No thank you,” she answered immediately, taking an involuntary step back at his sudden change in intensity. Were commoners usually this forward? It wasn’t that she didn’t want to, because she did need a drink, especially after her ogre ordeal. Whether it was with him or not, she didn’t care. Regardless, she couldn’t jeopardize her journey or its strict timeline by forging friendships.

      Part of her expected him to insist. Instead, Garin merely shrugged and stalked back to his station behind the counter before returning with a rag.

      “If you’re too exhausted,” he continued, “I completely understand. However, when you change your mind, I’ll be here.”

      Retreating from her puddle, she crossed her arms and watched the brazen barkeep kneel before her. He yanked his cream tunic sleeve up and proceeded to mop the rainwater and mud. There were a great many things she wanted to reply with, none of them suitable coming from a young woman’s mouth. In her nineteen years, there wasn’t a single instance she could recall in which a man had been brazen enough to insult and attempt to woo her in the same breath.

      Before she could gather a response, Meriam appeared at the top of the staircase landing. “Mademoiselle,” she snapped impatiently.

      Without another glance his way, Lilac bent her head to hide her relief and crossed the narrow foyer. Like Meriam’s nervous shadow, she trailed the witch up the stone staircase..

      Her room, as Meriam had vehemently specified, was the second on the left. After the door slammed behind her, Lilac dropped her knapsack and rushed across the room to the crackling fireplace, kicking off her mud-soaked flats. She undid her leather belt and let it fall to the floor, where she left it. Too cold and tired to do much else, she undressed and hung her dripping clothes on the laundry rope suspended in front of the hearth.

      With her bare backside warming near the flames, she crossed her arms and soaked in her temporary sleeping quarters. The red sheets on the bed in the middle of the room were still askew from the last visitor, Merle. Certainly, Meriam wouldn’t bother with fixing up the room for someone like her.

      If they only knew.

      A straw mattress topped with a stained coverlet sat to the left of the door, and on the other side of the bed near the window was a bedside table with a rusting candelabra on it. Beside the pile of logs stacked beside her, a large wooden tub rested beneath two taps protruding from the wall. Lilac rubbed her eyes. These were illegally bewitched—they had to be. Her parents had acquired plumbing in the castle only a year or two ago. Most bourgeoisie homes still lacked primitive plumbing systems.

      A towel and half-used bar of Marseille soap were placed on the floor beside the tub. It was far from what she was used to, but it would do for the night, and that was all that mattered.

      She reached out and hesitantly turned the left tap, half expecting some sort of concotion—maybe blood—to start flowing. Lilac jerked her hand back and held her breath.

      Just water, so far as she could tell. Marveling at the sight, she held one hand beneath the faucet and used the other to fiddle with the taps until the water was just right. She drew herself a steaming bath and added three drops from her lavender oil pipet, just how she’d liked it at home. As her muscles tensed then relaxed in the near-scalding water, she savored the feeling of the caked grime disintegrating off her legs. Soon, she allowed her mind to drift, floating idly to the barkeep downstairs.

      The public news of her Darkling Tongue at age ten had left any outlook for her future completely dismal. Her love life, sadly, was no exception. She hadn’t had much experience with boys her age after her ability was discovered, and she’d been much too young to show interest in them before. It was safe to assume that her potential suitors and wayward admirers were as disgruntled as the rest of the kingdom, due to the sudden ceasing of random gifts after the fact.

      There once was a handsome servant boy who’d caught her eye when she was fourteen, but his mother, a destitute seamstress from Paris, forbade him from speaking to her. Being turned down by a servant’s family had upset Lilac as much as it’d traumatized her. She supposed she should be grateful that she also didn’t hear from Sinclair Le Tallec and his parents often after her tenth birthday; funnily enough, it was her affliction that encouraged this, as opposed to her shoving the tart in his face. From her birthday on, the most interaction she’d had with the young marquis were a greeting letters on Christmases and Easters, and bouquets on her birthday, to which she never replied.

      But the stranger downstairs had made her feel something different. A sickening, nervous outward attraction she should never, ever feel for a commoner—according to the rules. The same rules that had convinced everyone she’d one day take Sinclair’s hand in marriage.

      The kingdom—her parents included—remained under the impression she’d wed Sinclair upon or at some point following her coronation. With her Darkling Tongue and everything else at the forefront of her concern, she’d allowed them to believe whatever they’d wanted—even if he was the last man on earth she wanted to touch, let alone marry. Fortunately for her, there were no official stipulations regarding this ludicrous expectation; it was merely unheard of in the centuries of Breton tradition for a woman to take the throne without a king jure uxoris or king consort to rule beside her. Unfortunately for her, Sinclair was son to the second most powerful man in the kingdom, meaning their matrimony would grant him a jure uxoris reign: to rule and govern with matched power as she, the rightful heiress by blood.

      No thank you.

      With the way society regarded women property of their husbands, Sinclair would then, in a way, wield even more jurisdiction over her land and people. Lilac shuddered at the notion.

      She could give her first time to Garin, she thought wickedly. How tempting. She smirked, trickling the warm water over her décolletage. That’d show them, and their ridiculous rules.

      After ensuring the suds were rinsed from her hair, she crawled out and towel dried by the fire. A moment later, a knock came at the door. Lilac paused, hesitant.

      They found her.  

      She gritted her teeth, stopping herself from replying. Had it been her father’s men, her voice would give her away immediately.

      Then again, if it were the king’s guard, they wouldn’t bother with knocking.

      “Yes?” she called, pinching the skin between her thumb and forefinger to keep her voice from wavering.

      “Oh, why do I even bother?” Meriam’s piercing tone floated through the wooden door.

      Lilac hastily wrapped the towel around her body, tying it at her bosom. As she peeked the door open just a hair, the innkeeper stood there with a neatly folded pile of tan bedsheets resting in her arms. Relieved, Lilac swung the door all the way open and accepted the bundle. Before she could say thank you, the witch turned heel back down the hallway without another word. The sounds of clinking glasses and incessant chatter drifted up from downstairs.

      “Thanks,” Lilac whispered after her. At least the witch didn’t entirely hate her.

      Grinning to herself, she shut her bedroom door and stripped the old sheet and coverlet off the cot. She wasn’t too sure of the proper way to make a bed, since her servants had always fixed hers while she was downstairs at breakfast. She tried her best. In the end, she did away with both fitted sheets, laying the clean coverlet over the mattress and cocooning herself in Merle’s thicker and softer one.

      She tucked her knees to her chest at the edge of the mattress and scooted back until she hit the pair of pillows, hard as rocks. There, she curled up. Her body was tired, but her mind raced as she considered the journey ahead. Twenty-four hours ago, she didn’t know how she’d face the entire kingdom at her coronation ceremony. She might have lost against the stupid bedsheets, but her enchanted forest survival skills surely surpassed that.

      A soft sputtering alerted her that the fire left over from Merle’s recent stay had begun to die out. The charred firewood had imploded onto itself in tiny piles of ember and ash. She shivered as she stared into the fireplace, knowing the feeling of warm comfort would soon disappear with morning. Lilac imagined embodying the flames—becoming untameable, feral light. Chasing the darkness away, she could become something even the most sinister shadows feared.

      Isn’t that what everyone in the kingdom wanted? A queen strong enough to fend off the dark?

      Lilac exhaled sharply in attempt to dislodge the anxiety. She considered the barkeep downstairs. The only person she could trust was herself, she learned that when the entire kingdom, including her own parents, had all but shunned her after that night. After discovering something of hers she couldn’t help, especially as a mere child. She’d been alienated by the very people who were supposed to protect her. Make her feel at home. Overnight, her sanctuary had turned into a cage, and it took a witch’s bribery to give her the courage—or recklessness—to leave, she thought bitterly, fury building in her chest.

      No. No, no, no.

      But despite what her conscious insisted, something in her bones urged her onward. She was on a mission, but perhaps Garin would tell her a faster route to Paimpont. Plus, had she spent the night holed up in her chamber, she’d only consume herself in rumination anyway.

      Hadn’t she had enough of that?

      Something in the darkest part of her soul pulled at her, begged her to let go. To experience what it would be to feel truly human.

      A quick drink wouldn’t hurt.
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      The pub downstairs still teemed with creatures when Lilac entered. She had opted for a plain green Flemish dress that barely covered her cleavage and fell to her ankles. It had absolutely nothing to do with meeting the barkeep; when she packed it back in her room, she’d forgotten how low the front sat. Though she hadn’t anticipated it, a tavern seemed the most appropriate place to wear it.

      It was a few hours past midnight and probably closer to dawn, but no one seemed to notice or care. The crowd of creatures flocked around the korrigan bards near the hearth. One of them sang and swayed to a folk song while the others had replaced their prior instruments for the pipes and a golden harp, which towered over the one playing it. Their haunting variation floated throughout the room and sent chills down her arms.

      Garin was nowhere to be seen, and she felt a disgustingly strong pang of hurt. Maybe he’d left. Maybe his invitation wasn’t serious to begin with. That was a rite of passage to womanhood, was it not? Now that she was technically just a commoner, why did she think it’d be any different? He’d stood her up. That was that.

      Two newcomers—a couple—canoodled at the bar, where a middle-aged witch had taken up the duty of drying the glasses.

      “Good evening, child.” The new barkeep spoke with a wink, hazel cat eyes aglow under a fierce mane of curls. “My name is Lorietta. I’ll be serving you this evening. Now, what will it be?”

      “Good evening,” Lilac replied, taken aback by the woman’s unexpected kindness. Fishing into her coin purse for a couple of gros, she chewed on her lip. “Mmm… I’ll have a glass of Bordeaux.”

      The witch gave a booming chuckle. “They don’t take too well to your kind here, but a human sense of humor is always refreshing.” She placed her bare elbows unreservedly onto the bar top, a gesture that would have made her mother faint. “Really, dear. What’ll it be?”

      Lilac tucked her hair behind her ears, grinning as if she had been joking. She kicked herself inwardly. Why would they serve regional wines here in the woods? How would they possibly gain access to that? Then again, someone had bewitched the bath tubs upstairs.

      Next to her, the couple had engaged in a passionate kiss.

      “I’ll have what he’s having,” she said, noting the glass of deep red hooked in the man’s fingers.

      With his back to Lilac, his opposite hand crept up and tangled into the brunette’s hair. The pair had no reservation, whatsoever. The woman mewed softly, eyes closed, as he planted kisses down the back of her ear.

      “Whatever… he’s having,” Lilac repeated, blushing and averting her gaze.

      “Are you certain?”

      “Is there something wrong?”

      “Not at all,” Lorietta replied a little too innocently. “I just don’t think you want what he’s having.”

      The moment Lilac looked back over to her right, she regretted it. The man was locked onto the woman’s neck like a leech. The shoulder of her white smock absorbed a small rivulet of burgundy in a slowly expanding splotch.

      “Casmir,” Lorietta called under her breath. “Take your business to your room, or leave. You’re upsetting my customers.”

      The vampire stopped and turned, noticing Lilac for the first time. The expression she wore must have been a sight, because he snickered and threw Lorietta a sheepish smile. His eyes were glazed over and red as the blood that smeared his mouth. He leaned toward the brunette and uttered something into her ear. She nodded and left up the stairs without a word.

      Lilac blinked. She’d clearly seen Casmir drinking from the girl—yet, her throat bore no wounds resembling his bite. Only the single smear of crimson. Mildly alarmed, Lilac inhaled sharply and nearly snapped her own neck glancing around.

      Should she call for help?

      And, if so, whom?

      In a single swig the vampire finished his glass, slid Lorietta a heaping pile of gold medallions across the bar top, and slinked after the woman.

      “ I’ll take anything, please,” Lilac said shakily, suddenly unable to take her eyes off the staircase. “Something strong. I—it’s a bit drafty in here, isn’t it?”

      Lorietta nodded and disappeared into the back room for a moment before returning with a steaming mug of brown liquid.

      Lilac cupped the mug with her palms. The aroma was strong, surprisingly floral for its unappealing hue—then, without warning, the scent morphed into something sickly sweet. She pulled away, hoping to mask her grimace with a quick smile. “Thank you. What is this?”

      “It’s an herbal blend mixed with a little liquor.” Lorietta winked. “Not exactly a lady’s drink, but it should fix you in no time.”

      Lilac made a face with the first sip. Appreciating the sudden warmth that spread throughout her chest, she took another. Something in the tea tasted oddly familiar.

      “Rose hip?” Lilac asked, thinking of the tea Hedwig would serve after breakfast. She smacked her lips together, trying to place the herbal notes.

      The witch’s eyebrows rose. “It’s made from the berry off the Hawthorne tree. Same plant family as the rose, though. Impressive palate.”

      “It’s delicious, thank you.” She cleared her throat as her father always had when hoping to derail the discussion of something he did not wish to discuss. Garden roses were usually a shrub of the upper class; she’d have to be more careful.

      “So, was he drinking blood? I mean, out of the glass?” Lilac asked quietly after the steam of the brew helped clear her thoughts.

      “Indeed. Have a seat and stay a while, will you? You’re making me nervous, standing there.” Lorietta motioned to the stools beside her.

      Lilac climbed onto one and scooted it closer. “How do you manage to serve that here? And whose is it?”

      Lorietta gave her a grim smile. “I have it bottled down here,” she said, tapping the underside of the counter. “We keep it on ice. We only bring it out to serve late in the evenings, since we don’t have many customers requesting blood until sometime past midnight.”

      Eyes widening, Lilac couldn’t conceal the small gasp that escaped her lips.

      “New to Brocéliande, I presume?”

      “Yes,” she breathed. “Passing through.”

      “We still have a few of our regular, more traditional blood donors,” she said, nodding to the staircase.

      Lilac frowned, then rose her brows to make her concern appear more casual. “Oh. What about Henri’s Law?”

      Lorietta shrugged. “What of it? Have you seen the place?” She cocked her head to her left, towards the riotous crowd. The room was now shrouded in a thin veil of cigar smoke, which no one, besides Lilac, seemed to mind.

      “Doesn’t seem the kind of establishment that attracts the most law-abiding citizens, now, does it? No one comes to regulate the tavern. At least, they don’t live to tell the tale. Human blood is costly, and donors are compensated, as are we.”

      Placing the glasses onto a rack under the bar with uniform plinks, Lorietta lifted her nose to the ceiling. “Casmir is a rich one, and very old. He’s foreign, so when he’s in town, he gets all the women he wants; in turn, they want him just the same. Other vampires will opt for the cheaper, more organic alternative,” she added darkly.

      Lilac swallowed. She hadn’t heard of many vampire attacks recently. Maybe they had gotten better at hiding it. “Killing people is illegal,” she said, sounding stupid stating the obvious. “Or so I thought.”

      “I don’t think they kill anymore,” the witch said quietly. “The local coven tries to refrain from that, so they drink and entrance victims to forget instead. Mistakes are made from time to time, I’m sure. Illegal, by all means, but they live for the thrill of the hunt. Those creatures are driven by instinct. The king’s law doesn’t matter as much.”

      “But Casmir had both,” Lilac pointed out, “the woman, and his goblet of blood.”

      Lorietta laughed. “He likes to indulge himself. Regardless of how fresh, the bottled stuff isn’t the same to them. Straight from the vein is best, or so I’ve heard.”

      Lilac shook her head, trying to process all of it. “So, no one else here cares? About them doing that? Right there in the open?”

      “I asked him to go because, really, it disgusts me, too. And you’re here. But, no offense, why would any of us really care? The Fair Folk haven’t imposed any laws restricting vampires from feeding. Remember, your kind is only allowed into Brocéliande at our mercy. You’re in Darkling territory now,” she said, sternly. “It was never in King Henri’s interest to extend his laws to benefit or cover us. The only mortal laws that affect Darklings are those created to limit our power.” She gave a forced laugh. “And humans have the nerve to wonder why we don’t fancy their rules here.”

      “So…” Lilac said slowly. It was impossible to keep up. The Fair Folk were something of a mystery to her, and conversely, to humans in general. As intriguing as it was to see them in the flesh, it was also odd hearing someone else refer to the species so casually. Something stood out to her. “What about the faeries? Imposing laws?”

      Lorietta paused to hand a frothing jug of mead to the korrigan struggling onto the barstool across Lilac. Her books had painted the pint-sized creatures as thieves, but he didn’t strike her as such at all. Cup in hand, he contentedly sipped the foam off the top, threw her an attempt at a flirtatious wink, and wiggled back down onto the floor.

      Lilac glanced back up to see the witch’s lips purse tightly together—almost as if she thought she’d said too much.

      “It is in the nature of the fae to yearn control. They operate through manipulation and are baleful creatures by default.” She lowered her tone. “In fact, faeries don’t consider themselves Darklings at all… but on the occasion that they do need something, they’ve tended to work closely with the vampires.”

      At Lilac’s expression of surprise, she added, “Vampires can communicate with creatures and humans alike, while faeries are limited to their Darkling Tongue. So, on occasion, the vampires serve as their informants… their confidantes, if you will.

      “The Fair Folk turn their noses up at anyone who isn’t of kin. However, they despise the human race more than all of us combined, so most of us look the other way when it comes to vampires and their survival. The vampires keep the faeries out of our hair, so the majority of us could care less about their other affairs.”

      “But witches are capable of speaking to both Darklings and mortals,” Lilac observed aloud.

      “That we can. But we know better than to concern ourselves with the Fair Folk. They believe in karma like the French believe in God. When faeries are of service to anyone, regardless of how miniscule the favor, they will always demand something in return. Those beliefs don’t align with our values at all; we help when and because we are able, seeking nothing in return and knowing nature’s bounty is our pay. Fortunately, faeries are as uninterested in witches and warlocks as they are you humans. Magicfolk blood is impure to them.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Lorietta leaned in. Her breath smelled like cloves. “My father was a Darkling, but my mother was not.”

      “She was… human?” Lilac scratched her elbow, wondering what kind of Darkling the witch’s father was, and how inebriated her mother had to have been to allow it to happen at all. Suppressing a violent shudder, she sipped her mug.  She wouldn’t dare ask. “But… but that’s outlawed. How is that even possible—”

      “You ask a lot of questions,” Lorietta snapped, narrowing her eyes.

      Lilac bit her lip. There was more to this otherworldly forest than anyone had ever led on. Perhaps these were things she wasn’t supposed to know at all. Her stomach churned, and she raised her mug to gulp the guilt away.

      As if sensing her alarm, the witch exhaled while toweling the counter. “Contrary to your belief, I’ve not shelled out any information forbidden to you. Your kind simply has not seen fit to enlighten themselves. You know, Brocéliande is the best place for an… open-minded adventurer such as yourself, determined to discern lore from reality. Well, what I’ve told you is our reality. A word to the wise: knowledge is power. Knowledge is survival. And in this neck of the woods, you’ll need it.”

      Lilac rubbed her eyes, feeling like she’d need a full day of sleep to digest the bits of information Lorietta had bestowed upon her. The Darkling world she’d been taught to fear was not what she’d expected at all. Frightening, by all means. But, even more so, it was spellbinding.

      Lilac leaned back into her seat. A bitter taste rose in her throat and her palms prickled with sweat as she tried to keep the sudden memory of Freya from bubbling to the surface like air trapped at the bottom of a cauldron.

      Sarcasm penetrated a familiar voice behind her. “Have you served the poor girl your Lorietta Special?”

      Lilac whipped around in her seat. Garin stood there, hands in his pockets and grinning pointedly at the witch.

      Lorietta pursed her lips again, refusing to further acknowledge Garin. This did nothing to deter him. An unmistakable warmth seemed to emanate from him, and Lilac blinked through the sudden urge to lean in. His persistent badinage was more than enough to offset the charm.

      “A few months ago, she confused a death cap for a toadstool, and, well,” he explained to Lilac, “that didn’t fare too well for the mushroom galette, nor the korrigan who devoured it.” Garin flashed a toothy smile at the both of them. “She’s just fortunate I’m good at disposing corpses.”

      “And that’s my cue,” Lilac muttered to Lorietta, hopping off her barstool and turning to leave. Her cozy bed called. Handsome as he was, he wasn’t personable in the slightest. And he certainly wasn’t worth being stood up—save the uncomfortable commentary.

      Before she could leave, Garin slid in front of her. The angles on his face suddenly softened in sincerity. “Don’t go—I was only joking. And I’m sorry I’m late, I had to take care of something.”

      Lilac tried to squeeze past him, but he continued to block her exit from between the barstools on either side of her.

      He bent his head, brow knitting with concern. “You’ll still join me for a drink, won’t you? Please, allow me to treat you. I insist.”

      His eyes were doing the thing again. Lilac rubbed her elbows absently, her mind starting to cloud. There was something layered between his words and fluid gestures that she could not place.

      She turned to Lorietta, who stared curiously past her at Garin. They were obviously acquaintances; the witch then rolled her eyes and continued wiping her counter. If Lorietta wasn’t worried for her, he was probably harmless, Lilac decided. And interacting with him might be worth it; if he was brave enough to work in the middle of Brocéliande, he obviously knew what he was doing and where he was going. He might even provide useful advice for her trip ahead.

      As much as she hated admitting it, she’d need an ally sooner or later. Even if only for the night.

      As if sensing her guard dropping, Garin leaned over. “What’s that you’re sipping on?” He peered curiously into the mug.

      “Some tea.”

      “Hey Lori,” he called, casually sliding an arm past her and pushing the mug away. “I’ll take a glass of Scotch,”—he held up three fingers—“and your best red for the lady.”

      Lorietta threw him a sharp warning glance. “You know Meriam doesn’t approve of us drinking here. You work here, remember?”

      He licked his lips and repaid it with a saccharine grin. “It’s my off time. She can bite me.”

      At this, the barkeep shot him a look before sighing resignedly. “Whatever. I’ll bring it over. Anything to eat? Keep in mind we don’t have very much to offer,” she directed curtly at Lilac.

      It never occurred to the princess that the inn would serve anything to eat; it did double as a tavern after all. The news immediately perked her up. She chewed on her lip, hoping to God they served human food. Or anything palatable. Frowning, she realized there didn’t seem to be a menu up anywhere.

      “Erm… Toast? Eggs?” The words came out like questions.

      “Toast. Eggs. Anything else?” Lorietta repeated with a nod.

      “Ham?”

      “No ham this week. Only thing we have is partridge, I’m afraid.”

      Lilac smoothed out a grimace with a clear of her throat. A common peasantry dish. “Is that… roasted?”

      “One roasted partridge. Anything else?”

      Lilac bit her lip. She could see Garin’s jaw hanging in shrewd shock within her peripheral, but she ignored him determinedly. “Pastries?”

      “Sorry, dear. Sweets were all cleared out by this afternoon. We’ve had quite a large group of faeries here tonight.”

      “The tragedy,” Garin said quietly.

      “That’ll be all for me,” Lilac murmured, ignoring him. Plus, her mood had substantially lifted after learning she’d soon have something to eat.

      She smirked and turned to Garin. “You know, it would really be kind of you to paint Lorietta a nice menu board or something. You know, on your off time.”

      “And I’m not hungry,” he added annoyedly, sliding Lorietta a handful of gros.

      With that, the witch disappeared through the kitchen door suppressing a smile. Garin wordlessly led Lilac to a cramped stone alcove on the northern wall, right next to the stairwell. Lilac slid into the end of the wooden bench closest to the bar, giving her a better view of the tavern’s open floor. She knew better than to turn her back on a roomful of Darklings.

      By then, the crowd had cleared most of the tables and chairs out from the middle of the room. They surrounded around the trio of korrigan bards, who’d somehow procured fiddles and used one of the wooden chairs as a drum. The group of faeries were the true center of attention, writhing their torsos to the beat. The dresses they wore were enchanting, crafted intricately from precious metals and jewels strung through mesh. The material clung to their voluptuous curves like a scintillating second skin as the korrigan sang in mesmerizing harmony.

      “Lurking faerie in the tree

      Turned his guiling face at me

      He put aside his mirth and minx

      And sang about a stubborn prince

      Who, on a midnight like tonight,

      Gave the Fair King quite the fright

      An arcane weapon was amiss

      Though his dastardly deed repaid with

      the midnight monster’s troubling kiss…”

      It must’ve been a Darkling bard song; she’d never heard it before. Lilac pretended not to understand, blinking and refocusing on Garin.

      He, who sat across from her on the alcove bench, was still fixated on the gyrating faeries. One hand tousled in his hair with his other arm leaning on the table, his gaze was distant. He didn’t seem to be looking at anything in particular.

      “Are you all right?” Lilac asked. When he didn’t respond, she grunted and reached across the table to tap his arm.

      He started, then threw her a sinful grin. “Thanks.” Then seeing Lilac’s glare, he added, “Their… aura tends to give off a powerful magnetism. One gets lost in their presence if he or she watches too long. I got carried away. My apologies.”

      Lilac pursed her lips, miffed. “Oh, I don’t care,” she replied coldly, purposefully sounding as ungenerous as possible.

      "I overheard the tail end of your and Lori’s conversation, and gathered that you were new to the woods. I don’t mind explaining,” he offered. His smile turned sincere. “You would be at risk too, say, if there were a male fae present—”

      “Assumptions,” Lilac snapped, growing more annoyed by the second.

      This seemed to catch him off guard. He cleared his throat. “Oh, erm. Is it the women, that would do it for you, then?” He shifted in his seat, unable to help himself as his upper lip curled into a wolfish grin.

      “That was not what I meant,” she replied, turning scarlet. She wasn’t here losing sleep to entertain his perverse fantasies. Not in the slightest.

      “I’m serious,” Garin insisted. He cocked his head sideways. “Have you… never seen a faerie before?” he inquired curiously.

      “Can’t say I have.”

      “That explains it. So, it’s not just me—these creatures will affect everyone. Darklings and humans alike.

      Get too caught up in their aura when they dance, and they’ll be able to convince you to do their bidding. Almost anything they want. Commit murder and flee the kingdom. Leave your spouse for a horned toad. Slit your own wrist… It’s brilliant, actually.”

      “Like vampires can?”

      Something had caught in Garin’s throat, and he took a moment attempting to dislodge it. “Yes, it’s similar. But far more powerful than a vampire’s entrancement.”

      Just then, Lorietta appeared at the edge of the table with a tray. She placed Lilac’s plates and both their drinks onto the table, departing with a sideways glance at Garin.

      “Why does she keep looking at you like that?” Lilac finally asked.

      “She’s like my mother, in a way,” he replied, peering into his glass of scotch. “I’ve worked here a while. And she’s staring, because a lovely maiden like yourself is either bored or fool enough to willingly grace my presence.” He gave a little bow in his seat. “You’ll learn to ignore her.”

      “And your real mother?”

      At Garin’s sudden frown, she glanced away awkwardly and preoccupied herself with her glass of red wine, swirling its contents just below the rim. She hadn’t previously realized how bad she was at socializing with others her own age, never mind men.

      The question didn’t seem to phase him otherwise. “Both of my parents are dead,” he replied matter-of-factly. “I left Paimpont to work here at the tavern and support myself. A man has to eat, you know. And it’s fine, they’ve been dead a while,” he added in response to Lilac’s expression of muted shock.

      “Goodness, I’m sorry for asking.”

      He shook his head and smiled generously. “If I minded, you would know.”

      Desperate to change the subject, Lilac chewed on her thumbnail. She recalled her first and only trip to the town lasting them from early dawn till evening, but that was only because the Queen’s carriage driver had taken the main road, which wove around and surpassed most of Brocéliande. Maybe she could convince Garin to tell her how to reach the town faster by forest. “You travel back and forth, then? That must be tiresome.”

      “No, I have a room upstairs that Meriam has graciously allowed me to rent, long term. It isn’t terrible.”

      Lilac knew of folks—mostly thrill-seekers or marauders—who would pass through the forest occasionally. But a human choosing to live there was unheard of, so far as she knew.

      “Why not get a job in Paimpont?” Lilac said, lowering her voice. “Surely that’s a little safer.”

      Garin waved a hand. “Too many memories there,” he said flippantly. “Of my parents. They were farmers, but aspiring alchemists under the table.” There was a rough edge to his laugh. “We used to joke that they were the peasants’ healers. And yet, they succumbed to simple wintertime maladies… The irony.”

      He averted his gaze then. Suddenly, he appeared younger.

      A pang of guilt resonated through her chest. Words caught in her throat; she didn’t quite know what to say. Despite his secrecy, the sudden transparency was unnerving. It was evident that ignoring his charm would be a losing battle. She cleared her throat, feeling vulnerable herself.

      “Perhaps we—perhaps the king and queen would hire you,” she offered, barely catching herself in time.

      “At the castle, you mean?” His voice was taught with bitterness, catching her off guard. “Me, a servant boy? Absolutely not. The kingdom is corrupt in its own ways. The whole lot of them. The Trécessons, their miserable princess, even the next in line—the duke’s family. Oh bother, what are they called… That’s right, the Le Tallecs.” He scoffed loudly. “I’d rather starve or work in Brocéliande. Even if it kills me.”

      Lilac chewed on her lip. She knew he had good reason to say these things, but it was still shocking to hear in person. It was impossible to please everyone. Living in the castle for so long, she’d never had the opportunity to hear anyone’s unfiltered opinion of her parents’ reign, save the paranoia circling the kingdom about her own.

      Did the majority of the townsfolk feel this way about the king and queen?

      Lilac shifted in her seat, making a feeble attempt to change the subject by focusing on something else he’d mentioned.

      “Next in line?”

      “You’re right, I misspoke. The princess is next in line. She’s heiress, obviously. But the Le Tallec’s brat son is next after her. You know, if anything unfortunate were to happen to her.”

      Lilac didn’t know what to say. He was right, she supposed; she had never thought of it that way before. The notion was disconcerting in the least. Her voice caught on the lump in her throat when she opened her mouth to tell him something consoling. She wasn’t very close to her own parents. Never had been. But at least they were still alive—alive, with time for that to change.

      “Enough of me,” Garin said, swirling the ochre liquid around the bottom of his glass. “You’re new to the forest. So, what brings you to Brocéliande on such a winsome night?”

      He beamed at her through a clenched jaw and pushed the steaming plate of eggs and toast towards her encouragingly. He then sniffed at the partridge dish, covered in a thin layer of colorful wild potatoes and carrots, and slid that to her as well. They’d fallen so deep in conversation that she forgot how hungry she was. It didn’t happen too often.

      Gingerly, she picked up the piece of toast and slathered on a heavy layer of marmalade. Even without looking, Lilac was aware of his pressing eyes locked on her. She could feel them boring into her forehead.

      “Have some,” she insisted, pushing the toast platter back towards him. “You must be famished after your shift.”

      He shook his head to decline politely. “You avoided my question.”

      Following a too large bite of toast, she took a swig from her wine glass and suppressed a grimace. It was tart, unlike the bursting flavor of summer berries and liquid chocolate that seeped into the fine reds they served at home. She took another gulp anyway, knowing she would require a little liquid courage to lie outright to the gentleman’s face. Especially right after he had revealed something so personal about his own life.

      “Well, I came from Rennes,” she explained, referring to the larger politician’s town a few hours northeast of the castle. The lie slipped out easily, so she followed it with another. “And, speaking of Paimpont, I’m headed there to visit a good friend of mine.”

      “Ah. Is writing this… friend not enough?”

      “No,” Lilac admitted honestly through a salty-sweet mouthful of partridge and toast. She’d never had it before, but the servants ate it often. Though she expected a gamey texture, it was surprisingly savory, roasted to perfection. The meat basically melted in her mouth.

      “A leman.”

      “What?” She frowned, taken aback by that one. A beau, he had meant. She knew the definition of the term leman, but it was an archaic word. “No. Not at all, a leman.”

      He exhaled a chuckle, but his pewter eyes held fast. “Even so, it’s fine. I’m always up for a little competition.” His tone was teasing, but he peeked up at her from under his dark lashes.

      “Please.” She rolled her eyes as she popped a forkful of eggs into her mouth. Those were buttery and scrumptious. “Had I a leman, hypothetically, he’d win the duel.”

      Through his grin, the corners of his eyes pulled tight. “I somehow highly doubt that.”

      Lilac shifted, the blood once again rising to her cheeks. The wine was beginning to catch up to her. She swallowed a burp. “You’re strange.”

      “Well aware. And your name, mademoiselle?” He pressed further, now without reservation.

      Lilac’s heart did a flop. She hadn’t even bothered to come up with an alias. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      Garin stared at her expectantly, his face twisting into a puzzled scowl as she tried to quiet the bloody palpitations.

      “Lysyn,” she replied, tugging on her left ear. She instantly regretted it, biting hugely into a slice of partridge to buy herself another minute to figure out the surname.

      Lysyn?

      “Argent,” she finished with a mouthful.

      Shit.

      Garin snorted. “Lysyn Argent? Like the Argent River. I bet the shifters steer clear of you.”

      She frowned as her mind automatically went to Freya. Surely by shifters, he’d meant shapeshifters. She suddenly found herself wishing Freya had steered clear of her. For Freya’s own sake.

      “Argent? Silver? You know, shapeshifters are deathly allergic?” Garin explained, but she wasn’t paying much attention. He masked an eye roll by studying a crack in the low ceiling of the alcove. “The main river leading through Brocéliande leads into a pond in Paimpont. That river is known as the Argent River. Or, that’s what the Darklings call it, anyway.”

      Lilac made a sound she hoped sounded like interest.

      “Centuries ago, before the war, Cornish settlers dug an underground mine beside the river, thinking it was silver they’d found. It turned out to be lead, which we’ve since used for artillery and ammunition.” He stopped rambling to clear his throat. “It was a stupid joke, anyway.”

      But Lilac was busy with her plate. She stuffed the rest of the eggs and toast into her mouth, then washed it down with the entire glass of bitter wine. Lorietta hadn’t given her a light pour either, but she didn’t care. The repeated mention of shapeshifters and unwanted reminders of the horrible thing she had done to Freya struck a chord, and she was eager to leave and forget. This was exactly the opposite of what she’d needed tonight, but at least she got a portion of the information she was seeking.

      “If you’ll pardon me.” She wiped her mouth on a cloth napkin and stood up. “It’s been so nice chatting with you.”

      “What?” Garin stared incredulously, standing up along with her. “I was only joking. You have a charming name.”

      “It’s not that at all. I’ve had a long journey today and am exhausted, that’s all. I’m not accustomed to staying up so late,” she lied.

      Before she could move, Garin was out in front of the table. He held his hand out to help her from the alcove and down the single step. Lilac was grateful for the gesture, since she could feel the ill effects of the alcohol setting in.

      “The least I can do is walk you to your room.”

      She felt bad for leaving so soon, but she couldn’t stomach the memories that had arisen. Almost hesitantly, she held her arm out as if in agreement.

      “I suppose.”

      Lightly gripping his bicep, she allowed him to lead her up the staircase, only mildly aware of the stares from around the room; her proximity to Garin was distracting enough.

      When they arrived outside her door, Lilac turned to tell him goodnight. The way the hallway torchlight illuminated his hair from the back made him look like pure magic. Something like concern laced his hazy features.

      She blinked twice.

      “You,” she said, followed by a burp. “Have a good night, Garin.”

      The sun would rise soon, but a couple hours of sleep sounded better than nothing. She grabbed for the doorknob and pulled. It wouldn’t budge. Cursing under her breath, she tried again. This time her hand slipped, and she stumbled backward.

      Garin shot an arm out to catch her.

      “That was fast,” she observed as he righted her.

      “No, you’re just moving slowly. You did finish off a rather large serving of a sipping drink in all of five seconds. Let me at least help you inside. Would that be all right?”

      Lilac stiffened. Despite her musings, she’d had no real intention of letting him—or any stranger—into her room. Not only was it incredibly unsafe for a woman traveling alone, but there was no sense in allowing herself to become sidetracked.

      Seeming to sense her hesitation, he let go. “I’m sorry if I’ve made you uncomfortable. Of all things, that certainly was not my intention.” Stars then danced in the twilight of his irises and suddenly, through the wine-induced haze, Lilac wasn’t so sure.

      A curious feeling washed over her then. The longer she held his gaze, the lighter she felt, and the warmer her belly grew. The longer she looked, the softer his rough edges became. He was alluring, polite—kind of—and honest.

      What else was there to question?

      “Would you like to come in?” The words sounded foreign as they floated out of her mouth.

      “I’d love to join you.” He gave her a knowing smile and leaned past her—he smelled strongly of all the lovely parts of the woods, Lilac noted—and pushed her door open.

      Oh.

      “After you, mademoiselle.”

      Giggling to herself, Lilac stumbled in past him. The room was considerably dimmer than she’d last left it, so she made her way to the fireside to add more dry wood. She shuddered involuntarily, even near the growing flames. She spun when the door shut gently behind her.

      Garin leaned against it with his arms crossed. Something about the way he studied her felt a bit intense.

      “Should I leave?” he asked gently.

      She could’ve imagined it, but his voice had grown even softer, more murmurous.

      What she wanted, was exactly what she shouldn’t. She knew it plain and simple. But he was impossibly alluring. It was impossible to look away.

      Lilac finally shook her head in response. The last of her guardedness melted away, or so she thought, until Garin made his way to the bed and patted the mattress beside him.

      Through the haze, Lilac shakily obliged.

      “I’ve never done this before,” she blurted, taking a seat beside him. Blood pooled thickly under her cheeks.

      “Really?”

      At Garin’s lifted brows, Lilac pulled back and glared. “Does... that surprise you?”

      “No, I—I mean, this is going a lot smoother than I thought it would,” he muttered. “That’s all.”

      He scooted back, pivoting to better face her, and suddenly cupped her chin in his palm. Before she could ask, his light touch upon her cheek silenced her. Her skin prickled pleasantly under his touch, and the feeling radiated to the rest of her body.

      “Before we begin,” he said intently, holding her gaze. “I want you to know that this will hurt, but the pain is brief.”

      Lilac blinked and nodded dizzily. They didn’t have to be in love. Right? Was this what it was like to be reckless? To be normal enough to be allowed the freedom—the room—for recklessness, and other possible mistakes? To regain control of the life so many years concealed had robbed her of?

      Without hesitation, she reached down to undo the strings at her bosom.

      But Garin’s large hand hastily clamped down over hers. “Hold on,” he half chuckled, shaking his head vigorously back and forth. “Hold on. What are you doing?”

      Something told Lilac that not much flustered him. Even if they’d barely touched each other, his eyes were wide as saucers.

      “Oh. Would… you like to do it instead?”

      Rubbing the back of his neck with his palm, Garin regarded her as if she were mental instead of something to desire.

      “Erm, no, that doesn’t need to come off.” His voice shook slightly. He leaned in, taking her by the waist and cupping the back of her head ever so gently. “Close your eyes and breathe.”

      Lilac did as she was told, allowing him to recline her just a little. The knots in her stomach seemed to undo themselves all too quickly, bouncing between nerves and excitement. Her breath hitched when she finally felt his lips brush her neck, and—

      The pressure was gone, and a bloodcurdling yelp shattered the silence.

      When Lilac opened her eyes, he was curled on the floor in front of her, groaning and clutching his head with both hands. She quickly righted herself, heart pounding.

      “What happened? Did I do something wrong?”

      “Shut,” he breathed. Then, with restraint, he lowered his voice. “Shut your beautiful mouth for a second. Please.”

      Lilac couldn’t believe it. Perhaps he’d had a strong aversion or allergic reaction to her lavender oil. At the castle there had been a miserable maiden of her mother’s who’d often react to roses and oysters.

      Then again, Garin didn’t look all that sick. Just furious.

      Hot tears welled behind her eyes. This was what she got for making herself so desperately available. For being so vulnerable.

      She stormed over to the fireside to retrieve her bag, then spun to leave—but Garin had pushed past his invisible injury. He stood, blocking the doorway. The rest of her fading buzz wore off almost immediately.

      “I am leaving,” she said firmly, clenching her burlap sack with both hands to stop her fists from shaking.

      The corner of Garin’s jaw twitched as if he struggled with something. “You’re not.”

      Fear thrummed through her.

      “I won’t harm you,” he said, desperation fraying his frustration. “You have my word—”

      “Let me go,” she demanded, fighting to keep calm command of her voice.

      Before he could reply, Meriam’s shrill voice floated up the stairwell and through the door.

      “Garin!” the innkeeper shrieked. “They’re brawling again!” A glass shattered faintly in the distance.

      Garin swore under his breath. “Don’t move. I-I’ll be right back.” He slipped out of the door and shut it again faster than Lilac could get there.

      Panic rising in her chest, she tried the knob. It turned easily. He either hadn’t bothered or forgot to lock it. She swallowed against her dry throat. Both fear and humiliation were the only things stopping her from bolting down into the tavern, out the way she came. If he gave chase, she realized with a violent shudder… who in the Darkling tavern would come to her defense?

      No one.

      Lilac fought down another shiver. She’d find another way to escape before he returned.

      Pure instinct reminded her of her belt, and the very important dagger attached to it. She scooped it up off the floor and quickly refastened it around her waist.

      She needed to make every day, every minute of her trip count, and when Garin returned, who knows what he’d intended for her. She wouldn’t make it to Paimpont or back to the castle in time if she never made it out of the inn alive. Lilac held her breath and pressed her ear once more to the door. No footsteps. The only way to tell the time now was—

      She bolted to the only window in the room, carved from the east-facing wall. The curtain—coarse wool, she felt as she ran her fingers frantically over it—was so thick that no light had leaked through. She yanked them open, and beams of golden dawn light poured in. Frantically, she tugged at the single brass turnbuckle. Nothing.

      Heart thundering in her chest, she tugged with everything she had, clawed at the framing, but the window was stuck tightly in place. In one last desperate attempt, she grabbed the candelabra off the bedside table and smashed it twice against the turnbuckle. The whole thing popped off, and the frame easily gave with a loud creak.

      She placed a foot onto the ledge and remembered her room was on the second floor. Although the fall wasn’t terribly far, she would’ve preferred not having to nurse a broken limb on the way to the witch. She hoisted herself up so she sat on the ledge and gripped onto the brick wall, fingering the rough limestone for any type of foothold. Finally, she felt the robust vines of ivy she’d noticed the night before. The chance that the vines would actually support all her weight was slim to none, but the hedge below would break her inevitable fall.

      Hopefully.

      Before she could decide, the door flew open with a bang behind her. Garin, in all of his wicked glory, stood in livid shock. For a split second, Lilac thought she saw a flicker of concern cross his face.

      Then, he lunged at her.

      With no time to solidify her grasp on the vines, Lilac gripped what was already in her palms, and jumped.
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      For the second time in the short span of her journey, Lilac found herself running blindly. Within yards of the building she stumbled upon a thin stream she’d overlooked during the night’s rainstorm. Following the water seemed like her best bet, as it’d been Ophelia’s instruction; she trailed the stream until it led up to a widened expanse of water. The Argent.

      She trekked alongside it until the lack of slumber finally caught up with her. Once she made sure there was no one else around, she made her way down to a portion of bank shrouded with overgrown reeds. She stripped down and waded in until she was submerged.

      It was well into day, but the rays of sunlight dancing across the water’s surface did nothing to warm the slow-moving river. She emerged, gasping, and sloshed back to the bank where she’d left her belongings.

      Lilac scrubbed herself fervently while keeping her eyes peeled on the surrounding trees. She huffed in the crisp forest air, shocking herself as tears welled up in her eyes. She scrubbed the bar of soap roughly against her skin, a vain attempt to slough away the memories of the night and early morning.

      She hoped to wash away the bitterness she felt toward her parents, for in her upbringing, their reputation had taken precedence over everything including teaching her to protect herself from the world and its lurking miscreants.
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      In the shadows of early nightfall, Lilac made her way through the mud and fallen bramble left over from the rainstorm, easing her way along the left riverbank and following it downstream. She wasn’t the strongest swimmer, and wasn’t sure how deep it got in the middle, so she was careful to steer clear of the edge especially as dusk crept into the sodden eaves. After her ogre nest incident, she was hesitant to purposely travel all too visibly along the patches of moonlight dappling the ground. Instead, she made sure to remain in the shadows, but near enough to the river that the soothing rush of water remained audible. Every so often, a small cacophony of bubbles made her wonder what other creatures lurked in there. Hopefully nothing else that wanted to eat her. She pulled her wool cloak tighter around her face as the dark deepened and her breath became visible. It would be another cold night.

      She walked for what seemed like hours, but according to the speed in which the tangerine sky faded to a muted black, it was probably much less than that. When the silhouettes of the trees blended with evening and silver stars twinkled to life, Lilac paused to take a quick break. She shrugged the heavy sack off her shoulders, and unfastened her belt so she could breathe. Stretching her arms high into the air, she groaned with relief when her shoulder blades finally cracked. She then crouched over the riverbank, scooping up an icy handful and bringing it to her lips. She gulped the spring water gratefully.

      A twig crunched somewhere to her left. Lilac stood and whipped around so quickly that spots danced before her eyes. It wasn’t dark enough yet that she required her lantern, and she didn’t want to draw unwanted attention to herself. But she couldn’t quite make out what was moving between the trees. Something was there, though; barely audible, the twigs and leaves continued to rustle as if bearing the weight of someone—or something. She frantically scanned the darkness.

      She recalled once reading about certain plants native to the Low Forest, memory tampering fruit and hallucinogenic mushrooms, whose seed and spore the Fae would purposefully sprinkle closer to human territory. Such vegetation was illegal to harvest and produce, but as Lorietta had mentioned, the inhabitants of Brocéliande played by their own rules.

      Everything she’d consumed and drank as of late had been prepared by the kindred witch, so that made the possibility of poisoning unlikely; however, it wasn’t exactly something she’d put past Garin. Her throat tightened.

      The harder she peered, the clearer the sounds grew, almost as if from behind a thick curtain that slowly opened. There was something else this time. Music. Pleasant flute music, and layered beneath that… Lighthearted chatter. Laughter, even. Suppressing a violent shudder, she clenched her fists and advanced through the perimeter of trees. There, she found herself at the mouth of a small clearing.

      The chatter and flute music ceased abruptly. Had it all been a figment of her overactive imagination? Of her overtiredness?

      Lilac froze, realizing she’d been lured away from the river—and her potato sack. And her belt, which held the dagger.

      She scrambled back against a moss-covered trunk at the edge of the clearing. Should she run back to her belongings and her dagger? Or would her sudden movement attract the now-silent source of the voices? Lilac rubbed her eyes.

      She was losing it.

      Her heart nearly stopped when two distinct voices echoed out of the air right before her.

      “Can she—can she see us?”

      “Shut your mouth, Ra’arak,” the second voice rasped. It was deeper, rougher than the first.

      “The ward, maybe it’s broken.”

      “I swear to Jotuun, Ra’arak,” snapped the second voice.

      “Cute little thing, she is, aye?”

      That was enough. By their voices, she could tell they were obviously Darklings; interacting would only give her away. But, in the moment, being unable to see them was somehow even more unnerving than revealing her identity.

      “Show yourselves,” she commanded, eyeing the empty clearing warily.

      The moment she addressed the floating voices, a burst of warm air exploded, scattering the dirt and forest debris toward her. Lilac cried out and barely shielded her face in time. Shaking, she dusted her arms off and opened her eyes.

      It was as if she’d been transported to another area of the forest entirely.

      A handful of colorful patchwork tents barely taller than Lilac encircled a towering bonfire at the center of the clearing. The fire pit had been dug exceptionally deep, and was still lined with a wall of river rocks, probably meant to both shield the flames from the biting breeze and prevent them from catching onto the too-close tents. It appeared the tents had been fashioned out of different garments—clothes, underwear, sheets—sewn crudely together.

      Four korrigans sat on logs between the tents and hearth, staring dumbfoundedly in her direction. Two more stood right in front of her, their jaws hanging. Their eyes came level to her breasts; she pretended to sniffle in the cold and crossed her arms across her chest.

      “The ward,” the korrigan on the right, the rough-voiced one, said. “It’s gone…”A pair of round spectacles bounced above his grey, bulbous nose every time he spoke.

      “I—I apologize,” Lilac stammered. “I didn’t… I heard footsteps and voices, and followed them. I didn’t mean to—”

      “You heard us, through the ward,” he repeated, half to himself as the korrigan next to him trembled in silence. “Yes. Yes, yes, yes. And no. No need for apologies, we are able to conjure the ward all over again—it’s simple, all we’ll do is use the bewitched flint to light a fire and we are hidden safely from outsiders. We are only revealed if the flames are extinguished… or if we, the hidden, interact with those from whom we are hiding…” he muttered. Then, he looked up again, peering inquisitively through his spectacles as if seeing her for the first time all over again. “So, erm, how exactly did you find us?”

      Lilac blinked, feeling dizzy all of the sudden. “I heard you first. Then, suddenly I could see you. Perhaps your ward is broken,” she offered feebly, hoping to derail him from her identity. Though her speaking to them made it obvious, it was a try. The poor git didn’t seem all there, to begin with.

      “We have had the bewitched flint for a few years now. But, even then…” The korrigan’s deep brown eyes grew large as the moon. “You are human,” he gasped. “Yet, here you are speaking to us, just as I can speak to Ra’arak here.”

      Lilac’s heart skipped a beat. They were far more intelligent than she’d given them credit for.

      “I’m, erm…” She swallowed nervously, feeling six pairs of beady eyes burning into her forehead.

      “The girl with the Darkling Tongue,” Ra’arak finally cried, his outstretched arms trembling.

      A wave of hushed gasps arose from the korrigans around the fire. They scuttled over to gather behind Blitzrik and Ra’arak. The six of them formed a small crowd, cornering her against the tree trunk and whispering frenziedly.

      She was trapped.

      In one last, weak attempt, Lilac held her palms up. “No, no, I—I’m so sorry, you must have me terribly mistaken. I’m—”

      “The girl with the Darkling Tongue,” Blitzrik repeated insistently.

      “Princess Lilac,” the six murmured together like an awestruck choir. “Trécesson.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came. She couldn’t do anything but shake her head in protest. She was done for. They would knock her unconscious with their clubs, or—her eyes darted frantically around the campsite—with their sheepskin drums and harp. Surely their miniature knives were hidden somewhere, perhaps in their ratty clothes. They’d maim her, cut her body into small pieces and roast her limbs over that gigantic fire. Then, they’d devour her like a tender pork rib.

      She was the prodigal daughter of the very monarch who had set Henri’s Law into motion to oppress Darklings and revoke what few freedoms they’d had left. Why not kill and eat her?

      She looked down, half expecting knife tips bristling in her direction. Instead, Blitzrik and Ra’arak had fallen to their knees at her feet. The korrigans behind them followed suit and kneeled, heads bent.

      “Finally, Your Royal Highness. You’re here to help us,” Blitzrik announced in his baritone.

      “Quick, you must fetch her something to drink,” he directed at Ra’arak next to him, nudging his elbow back to the campsite while maintaining a bowed head. “Your Royal Highness, what’ll it be? Water? Tea? Warm water?”

      Lilac could only stare petrified with disbelief. She was stuck against her tree. The dagger and the rest of her belongings seemed so far away.

      “Tea it is,” he rumbled. As if on cue, the korrigans raised their heads, remaining on their knees except for Ra’arak, who rose to his pudgy feet and scurried into the nearest tent.

      Lilac cleared her throat awkwardly while glancing down upon the peculiar, grey-skinned creatures. As the bards had in the tavern, they wore some semblance of tattered human shirts, previously white or cream linen and now a grungy brown. Each donned a little red hat knitted to their size and at least appeared to be male, though she wasn’t at all positive. Back at the tavern she hadn’t gotten a close enough look; their faces were human-like but totally disproportionate, especially in their noses and puffed lips, which made them look like they’d been stung by wasps.

      She wrung her hands, finally mustering the courage to speak. “I appreciate the kind gesture, but you needn’t kneel. Truly.”

      The korrigans nodded in agreement but remained on the floor.

      “We’ve been waiting for this day, Your Royal Highness,” Blitzrik said. “We knew you were different.”

      “Different?”

      “Yes, m’lady. Different from the king and queen. From everyone else.  You can speak to us, and we to you. We thought it might have been a legend, the girl who speaks to creatures. To us. I thought it might’ve been a sick joke of some kind. But here you are.” He extended his shaking hand. “Here you are.”

      A sick joke indeed. Lilac cleared her throat again, at a loss for words. She placed her gigantic palm in Blitzrik’s smaller one and forced a polite smile as he briefly pressed the back of her hand to his calloused lips. Her insides crawled. She glanced up at the small crowd; the rest of the korrigans grinned back nervously. Two of them whispered to each other.

      “Her hair—what happened to her long, luscious hair?”

      “Shh. Goodness, she’s more beautiful up close.”

      “You’ve never even seen her before,” the first korrigan scoffed.

      “You don’t know anything. It was through their carriage window once, traveling through here when she was a wee child.”

      “Probably wasn’t her.”

      “It was too! I’ll bet ye two lizard tails…”

      With effort, Lilac focused on Blitzrik and ignored the conversation at the back of the group. She folded her hands together, trying her hardest to project calmness. “I appreciate your hospitality, really. But I’m on my way to Paimpont to take care of important business. I really must go. I hope you understand.”

      “Really,” Blitzrick said, scratching his silver beard. “At the castle, they send you off into the woods, alone? They are out of their—”

      “Mum!” A shrill voice rang out from behind her.

      Lilac’s stomach flipped. Her bag.

      Forgetting her composure completely, she turned and leaped over one kneeling korrigan, scrambling around the tree. A very small korrigan, apparently the seventh, sat cross-legged on the riverbank while rummaging eagerly through Lilac’s belongings.

      “Aife,” a female voice rasped. The korrigan Lilac had leaped over stumbled to her own feet, curtsying clumsily as she sprinted past the princess to reach the miniature korrigan, fast as her stout legs would carry her.

      “Where in the heavens are your manners, child?” Aife squeaked in pain as the korrigan—her mother, Lilac gathered—grabbed her roughly by the ear. “What’ve you got there? Put it back, this instant!”

      Everyone watched as the korrigan child writhed out of her mother’s grasp. She had two pastries and a dumpling tucked into her armpits, mouth full and dusted with brown crumbs. The expression on her mother’s face morphed from anger into mortified shock.

      “The princess, she’s come to feed us, mama!” Aife did a wee jig in place, giggling exuberantly.

      Helpless, Lilac turned to the other creatures. Most of their tiny faces scrunched in panic, as if expecting her to burst into a fit of rage. Blitzrik clutched his hat to his chest and gripped a tuft of white hair with his other hand.

      The silence was nearly unbearable—almost as much as the tearful little korrigan’s stare. Suddenly, Lilac wanted nothing more than to scoop little Aife up into her arms. She certainly had not come to feed the korrigans, or anyone for that matter. The last time she’d agreed to help a Darkling had traumatized her.

      “Please excuse her, Your Royal Highness,” Blitzrik whispered solemnly. He had silently sidled his way between her and Aife, as if worried she might attack the child. “She’s our youngest, and doesn’t quite know what she’s doing.”

      She put her hand up. “Please, Blitzrik,” she said firmly, watching his ears perk up at his name flowing from the princess’s mouth. At this point, she assumed him to be their chief. “Are there many more of you?” she asked, glancing around.

      The korrigan shook his head. “As far as I know—and I know a lot of things, Your Royal Highness—we are the only band of korrigans in Brocéliande. There are always a few strays, I suppose, who either haven’t found us or refuse to join us. Save about four or five others who basically live at the tavern just west of here.”

      Lilac raised her eyebrows in feigned surprise, stifling a giggle as she recalled the memory of the musical korrigan trio with the mysteriously unending supply of instruments back at the tavern.

      “It is fine, I promise,” she reassured Blitzrik. She then excused herself over to Aife and her mother, suddenly feeling everyone’s eyes continuing to bore into the back of her head.

      “Greetings, my dear Aife,” she said, taking the little korrigan’s hand and winking knowingly at her mother, whose face paled.

      “These are for you to share with all the others. I’m making it your job to feed your friends and family today.”

      Aife nodded vigorously, chunks of red from the raspberry tart wedged between her teeth as she grinned ear to ear.

      Lilac bent to peer into her sack and saw the other pastries had been smashed at some point along her journey. She sighed and pulled them out. “And look, here are a few more,” she said, forcing the disappointment out of her voice.

      She handed the pastries to Aife’s mother in gooey pieces, contemplating how she would survive on the half loaf of bread she had remaining. Her trip would be at least one more sunrise and sundown if she pushed through the exhaustion, but the pastries wouldn’t have lasted in edible form much longer. Only when a hand clutched her finger did she glance up from her sack.

      Aife’s mother stood there, tears brimming her large eyes. “Thank you, Your Royal Highness. This will feed us for days.”

      Lilac blinked, taken aback at the sudden moisture in her own. “Well, don’t wait too long to eat them. Any longer than a day or two, and mold will grow.”

      “Mold?” Both mother and daughter exchanged glances.

      Lilac opened her mouth and shut it again. She should have known better. For the longest time, the creatures had struggled to feed themselves, she remembered as Freya’s face briefly popped into her mind. She’d foolishly spoken as if they’d have minded a bit of fungus; to the starving, food was sustenance. Molding or not.

      “Not to worry.” She cleared the emotion from her throat. Her parents would never approve. If word ever got out about her decision, the kingdom might be driven to rally for her own execution. Yet, what kind of future ruler would she be to turn away anyone in need—especially of food?

      “Oh, thank you, Your Royal Highness,” Aife cried, throwing herself onto Lilac’s lower calf while juggling the pastries. It was probably the only part of her body that Aife could wrap her arms entirely around.

      Suddenly, the horribly familiar tromp of hooves beating upon the mud rang through the clearing, sending the band of korrigans scurrying back to the campfire. Aife started and dropped half the pastries, and her mother yanked her up by the arm before she could bend over to collect them. They hid behind Lilac, peeking out from behind her elbows.

      No. No. It was the end of her journey as she knew it.

      Sick to her stomach, Lilac spun, eyes darting between the nearby shrubs for a better hiding spot for the three of them.

      It was too late.

      She spotted it through the trees. A royal Camargue cantered towards them, its rider in a billowing robe emblazoned with the signature red and gold of the kingdom coat of arms.

      “Steady… Whoa.”

      The newcomer halted abruptly in front of Lilac. The steed whinnied and puffed out his chest self-importantly, his equine coat luminous against the roaring bonfire.

      While the rider preoccupied himself with smoothing his shoulder length hair and unmounting the horse, Lilac hastily threw her hood back on. Swallowing her panic, she exhaled a string of expletives under her breath.

      It couldn’t be.

      It absolutely could not.

      The young boy she knew from the Le Tallec soirée was no more. In his place stood a towering soldier, platinum hair silver and rippling in the moonlight. His rounded cherub face had thinned into boxy cheekbones and a jutting chin, though his stifling pride had evidently persevered through the years.

      “Mademoiselle!” Sinclair said, offering an arm. Lilac could have imagined it, but he stepped gingerly, almost as if unable to put his full weight on his right leg. Knowing him, he’d try to hide even the smallest injury in the presence of a woman. “I mustn’t let these vile creatures harass you any further! Certainly not a lovely maiden such as yourself.”

      He didn’t recognize her. Keeping her chin tucked, Lilac pretended not to see his outstretched gloved hand. Unsure of how her unfortunate ability worked, she prayed her impromptu lies wouldn’t come out in the Darkling Tongue

      “I was only passing through to get a drink of water,” she directed at him with her head down and a gesture toward the river. “I was so thirsty that I failed to take notice of their camp until after. They were not doing me any harm.”

      She heard Sinclair draw his sword from its sheath as he positioned himself between Lilac and the camp of trembling korrigans. Aife and her mother still stood beside her, trembling against the trunks of the princess’s legs.

      “What have we here?” His proud voice rang through the tight clearing, and Lilac chanced a look up from under her hood. Sinclair eyed the sweets in Aife’s arms and the rest which had fallen beside Lilac’s sack. “Ah! Stealing from the damsel, I see? I hold no mercy for thieves.”

      Without regard for the child, he pointed his blade downward. The tip of his sword came to rest just centimeters from Aife’s round nose.

      “Don’t!” Lilac and Blitzrik shouted simultaneously. Lilac took a step forward and Blitzrik had leaped out from his hiding place, behind the nearest tent.

      Sinclair blinked at the appearance of Blitzrik. The rest of them had retreated into their tents, but Lilac could see a couple peeking out from behind the entrance flaps. Their chief stood guardedly between Sinclair and the campground with what looked like a makeshift wooden sword.

      “Don’t you dare touch them. Don’t you… That is a mother and child. Remove your blade from them this instant!” Blitzrik’s grey face had turned purple. A single vein was visible above his bushy eyebrows.

      As Sinclair faced the campfire, Lilac tried to catch Blitzrik’s eye, frantically shaking her head and patting the air in signal for him to take things down a notch. If provoked, Sinclair would kill him where he stood, without blinking. It wouldn’t take much at all.

      Blitzrik finally met her gaze. “Princess,” he cried. “You won’t let this man harm us, will you?”

      Lilac’s face drained. He totally missed the signal. And here she thought she might actually get out of it without Sinclair recognizing her. She steeled herself, preparing for Sinclair’s reaction.

      But Sinclair only shifted his sword from Aife to Blitzrik and shouted. “He’s yelling. Mademoiselle, he’s shouting at us!  That’s a-a known act of aggression! Why, quickly gather your belongings and mount my horse. Mount it with haste!”

      Frowning at his word choice, Lilac realized something. He couldn’t understand the korrigans the way she could. Still, she was in no rush to obey Sinclair’s direction. Hesitantly, she looked down at Aife and her mother, who in turn watched her face carefully for cues. They didn’t understand a word Sinclair spoke; as expected, they looked terrified, and Aife kept stealing nervous glances at Sinclair’s sword.

      Lilac grimaced. There was but one surefire way she would be able to convince her unwelcome savior to leave the poor creatures alone.

      With a deep breath and square of her shoulders, she slinked slowly toward Sinclair. “Pardon.” She hesitated before placing her palm as delicately as possible on the back of his neck, as she’d seen her mother do many a time when her father was distraught. As she’d hoped, his shoulders relaxed ever so slightly. “I am so grateful for you coming to rescue me,” she said softly, though the words stuck to the roof of her mouth.

      “It is my honorable duty, Mademoiselle,” Sinclair said. “Now, I must slay this foul beast. You needn’t watch this, so shield your eyes if you must!” As he spoke, he raised his blade high above Blitzrik’s head.

      Lilac cursed and flung herself between them, her hood falling back as she did. She threw him her coyest smile and allowed the cloak to drop even further, exposing the tops of her shoulders above the stitching on her dress.

      “Woman, what in the bloody hell are you—” He stopped, blinking in the shadows. “Lilac?”

      She bit the inside of her lip to stop herself from grinning too widely at Sinclair, hoping the look would pass as coy flirtation. He gaped and lowered his blade.

      His translucent skin turned the color of beets. “What on earth are you doing here? The entire kingdom is searching for you—though, my men and I have been the only ones brave enough to scour Brocéliande tonight… Never mind any of that. Allow me to first finish these monsters, and then we can chat.”

      He readied his weapon, but the princess sidled even closer and looked up at Sinclair through her lashes.

      “Sinclair, my sweet,” she insisted demurely, reaching to stroking his bicep with her fingertip. “We haven’t seen each other for nearly a decade. We were merely children then, but in the years since, I could not help but think of you.” Of how stupid and priggish you are.

      Lilac watched his ego swell along with his chest.

      “Is that so? All this time, I’ve been under a different impression entirely.”

      He obviously wasn’t as dumb as he’d led on. Lilac wracked her brain for something more convincing to say; in all those years with her limited freedoms, she’d at least learned enough of persuasion and stealth to retreat to the queen’s rose garden whenever the tower grew too stifling. Romance, however, was an area she lacked experience with, and could not feign well.

      She forced a smile. “Indeed. Now, you can waste your time on these useless korrigans,” she waved a dismissive hand behind her, “or, you could allow me to show you just how grateful I am.”

      Each word left Lilac’s tongue like scathing iron, and she held back a gag.

      “Grateful, you say?” The wolfish grin on his face widened.

      “So grateful. You see, I’d gotten lost…” She looked around at the lush greenery, trying to think of the most idiotic thing that could lead a damsel astray. “Picking flowers. The bluebells here, they’re simply beautiful.”

      “Ah, well. I shall fetch you a whole bouquet of them. Or, Enzo will do it for me—no matter. But I first must ask…” He cleared his throat, placing his fingertips together. “Can you truly speak to them? The monsters, I mean.”

      “I am able,” Lilac replied, again feeling the korrigans’ probing gaze prickling the back of her neck.

      “Good. These vermin need to know that they’ve received my mercy this time. The next we cross paths, they won’t be so lucky. I’ve been searching for their kind the past few months; korrigans are elusive, but such a fun kill.” He chuckled at a fond memory. “One swipe of my blade will take three of their heads at once.”

      Lilac pasted on an innocent smile. “All right, so you’d like me to tell them… What, exactly? That they won’t be so lucky next time?”

      “Yes, yes precisely,” Sinclair said, stroking the struggling patch of hair on his chin. “Tell them, next time, they’re done for. That Sinclair Le Tallec says so.”

      Lilac turned away to face the korrigans, momentarily grateful for the chance to address them due to Sinclair’s narcissism.  Her vapidness faded into urgency. “Listen to me,” she said to Blitzrik, working to keep her voice level. “You’ll need to pack up your campsite and move.”

      “But where?” Blitzrik asked almost angrily, still clutching his tiny sword. “We settled in just before the storm. The weather has been atrocious.”

      “I don’t care. He says the next time he sees you, he will slaughter you all.”

      Blitzrik’s shoulders rose and fell, nostrils flaring as he weighed his options. He finally lowered his wooden weapon. “Do you know him?” he asked, jabbing his sword in Sinclair’s direction. “That fellow has passed our warded campground before. His torso and weapon had been covered in blood—Darkling blood, from the scent of it.” He tapped the tip of his bulbous nose. “Is he a hunter? A Darkling hunter?”

      Truth be told, Lilac had no idea what he’d been up to. She had maintained an intentional distance from Sinclair since their childhood meeting, only recently overhearing discussion of Sinclair stepping into his father’s position as duke and head of cavalry after Armand injured his leg in a carriage accident last winter. The transition hadn’t happened yet, but when it did occur, Sinclair would gain the resources and authority to destroy all of Brocéliande if he wanted to… Unless forbidden from doing so by the only other person of higher authority.

      Her.

      Lilac exhaled, highly aware of Sinclair’s expression of half wonderment, half revulsion in her peripheral. “He’s nobody. A mere boy, feighning to be a man. However, he is still dangerous to you—to all of you. Please listen to me. If you want to live, if you want your kind to live, you’ll do as I ask. Right away, as soon as we leave… Such is my command. When you set camp again, be sure to keep your wards up. Also,” she added, “as a kind favor to me, please don’t tell anyone you saw me here tonight. The word mustn’t get out.”

      The korrigan chief threw her a hardened glare, and for a second Lilac thought she saw a gleam of mistrust. But then, he gave a resigned sigh, nodded, and turned to assist Aife and her mother with the pastries.

      “That was fascinating.” Sinclair wrung the end of his belt. “Well? What did the tiny brute tell you?”

      “He said,” Lilac began, thinking furiously, “that you are very merciful, and he is grateful.”

      “Ha!” Sinclair sheathed his sword and spat toward the korrigan chief, now laden with pastries and trundling back to the campsite with Aife and her mother trailing close behind. They did not notice the spittle that landed behind their retreating backs—or if they did, chose not to react.

      “I’ll behead the lot of you and stick your heads on spires throughout the forest as a warning for the hell storm to come once I adopt my father’s rank! That, I promise!”

      “Oh yes,” Lilac said, clenching her teeth and walking to the riverbank to retrieve her sack and belt. She could feel Sinclair’s hungry eyes on her backside as she bent over. “They’re afraid. Quaking in their shabby little boots.”

      He grinned eagerly and held an arm out to her.

      Lilac looked at him reluctantly. Now for the hard part of her ingenious plan: thinking of a way to keep him distracted without doing the one thing that would surely distract him. Time to play tired, innocent damsel. She was always tired, and well—innocence was a piece of pie to feign.

      “So, are we going back to the castle tonight?” She felt certain he would have his own campsite set somewhere near. Night was falling quickly now.

      “If you wish, my sweet. Although, I have another idea.”

      It was true that being addressed as “Royal Highness” by servants and strangers mildly irked Lilac, but the egotistical son-of-a-bitch didn’t even bother, despite his lesser rank.

      He grabbed her hand and kissed the back of it. “I have a warm fire and blanket set up not far at all from here. I was thinking perhaps we could head back to the castle at daybreak.”

      “That sounds marvelous, Sinclair,” Lilac replied. It was perfect. She would once again have a place to rest her head, and she could sneak away before dawn.

      “I brought two of my father’s cavalrymen to aide in your search. They’re back at the camp. I am sure they will be fine with taking a little night stroll to provide us some form of privacy.”

      By now, it was all too easy for Lilac to turn a strong grimace into a smile. She merely nodded and allowed Sinclair to lead her around to the left side of the steed. He got up with ease and gripped her hand while she struggled to slide her foot into the leather stirrup. Mounting a horse was something she should have known how to do; all princesses were privy to some degree of equestrian training. Riding was both a sport for the wealthy and a necessity for the working-class. Paimpont was one of the towns that relied so heavily on the majestic beasts—yet she, the future queen, was probably the only person in the kingdom who did not know the first thing about riding. Her parents never wanted more attention drawn to her than necessary by the time she was old enough to learn; of course, that was after the Freya incident, and since her mother insisted Lilac maintain a low profile—why on earth would she be allowed to ride?

      A small pang of sadness resonated within her chest as she swung herself over the horse’s back and settled onto the saddle behind Sinclair. She reluctantly wrapped her arms around his torso.

      As he gathered the reins and gave the animal a light kick, Lilac couldn’t help but sneak a glance back. All the creatures except Blitzrik were out of sight, likely still sheltering in their patchwork tents. Blitzrik sat on one of the logs near the fire, silently breaking each pastry into seven pieces.
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      They left the campsite only to arrive at another. The second appeared as a fireball in the middle of the woods, its embers floating high into the night. When they approached, Lilac could have cried with relief. They met no resistance on the short ride, but she almost wished they’d been ambushed by vagabonds or even monsters if it meant not having to listen to Sinclair talk about himself and his need to eradicate all Darklings. The going trend among his favorite stories seemed to include the times he’d rescued beautiful damsels and valiantly denied gratitude sex from them, as he’d wanted to save himself for his one true love.

      At this, Lilac barely suppressed a snort.

      The only thing she was actually curious about was the white horse they were riding. When she inquired about him using one of her parents’ royal steeds, he puffed his chest out so far she thought he might float away. He explained that once his parents informed him of Lilac’s absence, he rode his own war horse as fast as he could to the castle. There, he told the king and queen he would be gathering the bravest men to search the woods, but no one agreed to participate until the sun rose. He, being the overzealous bastard he was, vowed to take two of his own soldiers into Brocéliande. By Sinclair’s words, King Henri immediately gifted his “future son-in-law” the ivory steed, as if his own brown war horse was suddenly less effective.

      Fortunately, Sinclair was so infatuated with hearing his own voice that she only needed to murmur agreeably in response. This gave her time to retreat into her own thoughts. First off, she was starving; the last time she’d eaten anything was a day ago, and she’d need to ration out her remaining portion before Paimpont.

      Her belly gurgled with worry. What would her excuse be if Sinclair caught her sneaking off in the morning? There was no way in hell she would return to the castle without first visiting Ophelia.

      That was all that really mattered, seeing the witch. She needed to get rid of her Darkling Tongue; it was the only way to win the approval of her people upon inheriting the throne. Sure, the throne was hers, Darkling tongue or not. But with the deep-seated hatred the kingdom harbored toward the creatures, she had a feeling their respect for royalty would only run so deep. If the townsfolk held riots protesting her upcoming coronation before she was queen, what would they resort to once she was actually crowned?

      In the first few anxiety-ridden hours after receiving Ophelia’s letter, she’d sat in bed mulling over the ludicrous notion of showing her parents, in hopes they’d take her to the cure themselves. That, however, would have included risking someone in Paimpont seeing. Plus, what if it went wrong? Her mother would never place herself in that delicate a situation, at such proximity to judging eyes and ears, and especially with her reputation at stake.

      As much as she hated admitting it to herself—and she would never, ever admit to anyone else—Lilac deeply yearned the king and queen’s approval. She couldn’t remember the last time her parents didn’t startle every time they entered a room in which she’d taken refuge to study.

      It would be nice to change that. Even if it meant changing the very fibers of her being.

      Sinclair halted the steed behind a tree with low-hanging branches a few yards from the campsite. When he helped Lilac down, she threw him a puzzled look. He could’ve parked the animal closer.

      “Well, my sweet, it was not planned… but now that you are here, I have a surprise for you,” he said, tethering the horse to the trunk. Then, he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and motioned for her to turn around.

      Oh God.

      “What the f—” Lilac cleared her throat, stepping back before she could catch herself. Should she run? She could run. Lilac wasn’t sure how far she would get with him chasing her on the steed, but she’d try. She shuddered. The very last thing she wanted was to be blindfolded anywhere remotely near him. “What is that?”

      “Oh, don’t be afraid. You’ll have such a laugh, I swear. But you must not peek until we get there.” He circled around to her back and slipped the cloth in front of her eyes, knotting it at the back of her head. “Take my hand and I’ll lead you.”

      Revolted, she felt for his palm and allowed him to eagerly drag her forward. Behind the cloth, the firelight danced rhythmically and grew brighter as they neared.

      “Prepare yourself,” he said, the pressure of his hand steady on the knot of material. “Ready?”

      He’d better not be naked.

      “For what?” she replied through her teeth.

      When the cloth fell first to the floor, nothing appeared out of place. Lilac squinted past the tall flames. Two chestnut horses stood off to the left, snouts buried in a pile of oats. Beside them, a woolen blanket and straw pillow created a makeshift bed in the softer grass. Nearer to the pit was a set of stone goblets, a bulging leather bag, and wire rack. Lilac’s stomach grumbled audibly.

      Then, beyond the flames, she spotted something that made her heart drop.

      A pair of guards flanked a prisoner. A man slumped dejectedly in the dirt.

      Dark hair clung to his sweat-slicked forehead. The material of his linen shirt was slashed open at the front, deep burgundy pooling in vivid contrast against the cream. A piece of cloth laced through his mouth and secured at the nape of his neck, gagging him. Thick rope knotted tightly around his wrists and mangled his bruised fingers.

      At the sound of her gasp, he glanced up. He blinked wearily through blood-matted lashes framing a pair of wild eyes, deep as dusk and luminous as the stars.
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      “What is the meaning of this?”

      A storm of emotions warred inside her. There he was.  Obviously dragged, beaten into a pulp. Even scored at the ribs. But, where she should have felt relief at the display of justice, she couldn’t help the sudden fear that he’d been arrested for fraternization with a royal. That they’d been spotted together. Was she followed by a guard from the castle? What if someone witnessed her having supper with the barkeep and following him upstairs? It would spark an enormous scandal, as if she needed another. Tiny beads of sweat formed on her temples, and she pretended to scratch her forehead to wipe them away.

      Fortunately, Sinclair seemed oblivious to her recognition of the prisoner. He shifted on his feet beside her and gave her hand an affectionate squeeze. “You look a bit alarmed. Not used to witnessing such an impressive catch, I presume?” He rocked back and forth on his heels proudly. “I found him earlier tonight.”

      “Catch? You… caught him?” She frowned at his words of choice.

      “He was in the woods, journeying alone. We were on our search for you when I spotted him. We were just beginning an interrogation on the whereabouts of the rest of his kind, when I noticed the korrigan’s campfire in the distance. It was as if it appeared out of thin air. Enzo and Mathis offered to watch him while I left to investigate, and I’m sure glad I did! I wouldn’t have found you, and then those awful creatures would have devoured you alive.”

      “That’s not how that wor—” Lilac bit her tongue and adopted a doe-eyed stare of gratitude. His kind? “You’re right, thank goodness.”

      “And the thing is,” Sinclair continued, starting at the firepit, “that would be nothing compared to the consequences you’d have faced, had you found yourself alone with this one.” He nudged an elbow in Garin’s direction. “He’s tricky, this one. Once I figured it wasn’t a trap, we ambushed him and quickly bound him with Hawthorne cordage,” he explained proudly.

      Lilac focused on the amber-colored rope at Garin’s wrists and ankles, wrapped so tightly that they cut into his reddened flesh. Nothing Sinclair had said so far made any sort of sense. The Hawthorne, rumored to be the oldest kind of tree between Brittany and France, was used to dispel Darklings.

      What good would it do against a mere man?

      A metallic shhhk pulled her attention back to Sinclair. Horrified, she watched him pull his sword from its sheath and insert the blade into the fire. Garin’s head had slumped over again.

      Lilac could feel the panic stirring in her chest. “Sinclair, are you, erm, sure you don’t have the wrong person?”

      “Wrong person?” Sinclair snapped, forgetting his chivalrous demeanor.

      “I mean,” Lilac said, tip-toeing over her words, “he just looks… I don’t know…” Normal certainly wasn’t the word she was looking for. “I want to be sure you’ve got the right person, is all.”

      A visible chuckle rose from the marquis’s belly into the night air.

      “He is rather unusual for his kind. Domesticated, if you will. You see, he doesn’t seem to hunt people. Anymore, at least. My father and I encountered him twice, on the west side of the High Forest. The first time was years ago, when father first began bringing me on his hunting excursions; he’d approached our camp and untied our horses. The second time was last year. He’d been slumped over a bale of hay, a bottle of what smelled like liquor mixed with something foul on the ground beside him. Both times he’d evaded us—killed a guard of ours on the latter, but he didn’t feed or anything, just bludgeoned him dead.”

      Lilac’s mouth had gone dry. She licked her lips. “He…” She couldn’t even bring herself to repeat him.

      “On our first encounter, father informed me that this one used to be one of the town terrors. He believes this is the very one my granddad would talk about in his rants about the Raid. Isn’t that something?”

      “The Raid of 1482.” She chewed on her lip and stared uncomprehendingly into the flames. It had to have been the one Sinclair referred to. That was over half a century ago.

      “The bloodiest travesty known to modern day Paimpont,” he recounted, smiling fondly at Lilac as if she, too were a prize capture. “That’s him. Here, in the flesh. They do say third time’s the charm. My grandfather would be proud.”

      Lilac couldn’t even begin to grasp what Sinclair was implying. Her rumbling stomach was distracting, and her intuition evaded logic. She rubbed her arms for warmth despite the crackling fire. Her mind was still foggy from the exhaustion and hunger finally catching up to her. All she hoped was that Sinclair knew nothing of their encounter the night before.

      “So, he’s a criminal. He… Did he kill someone?”

      Sinclair shook his head, his icy eyes gleaming as his smile grew.

      “Stole something, then?”

      “It is not what he did, my dear,” Sinclair said, finally pulling the sword from the fire, its tip searing-red. “For, that list would be far too long. It’s what he is that deems him criminal enough. Observe.”

      He gestured at Enzo on the left. The guard grabbed a fistful of Garin’s hair and, with an upward yank, angled his chin so that he looked Sinclair in the eye. The sight of the burning sword provoked no reaction from him whatsoever. He didn’t squirm or recoil at all. Instead, he grinned madly, challenging Sinclair.

      Lilac watched, her skin crawling in sick horror. He was done for. If Garin had any sense of self-preservation, he’d at least act in defeat. How did he even have the energy left to challenge Sinclair?

      Like lightning, Sinclair growled and slapped the flat end of the red-hot blade against Garin’s cheek, sizzling his skin right off. The inhuman cry that escaped through the cloth gag made Lilac’s skin crawl. Mangled with fury and desperation, his cry echoed throughout the woods, sending nightingales flocking from the canopy above.

      Lilac could not hold back any longer. “Stop it,” she screamed, but the veins on the marquess’ temples only bulged further as he ignored her request. “Sinclair, I order you to stop!”

      Sinclair stepped back and threw his sword down. “Order me?” he said, cocking his head, blond hair swaying to one side. “Oh?”

      Lilac wanted to flinch away at the unveiled rage in his tone, but she stood firm. “Yes. In a few days’ time, I shall be your queen. You will answer to me.”

      Sinclair laughed and turned away to press the blade to Garin’s face again, resulting in another retching yell. After a long moment he pulled the sword away to reply to her. “Need I remind you in a few days’ time, I shall be your husband. You will respect me.”

      He couldn’t have been more wrong. She would not marry him if he were the last man on earth. Throughout the years, she hadn’t discussed much of the matter with her parents, not wishing to add more fuel to her controversy as it stood. Now, she paid for not speaking up sooner. She bit her tongue. She had to cooperate for Garin’s sake.

      Perhaps the prisoner was a criminal, but she couldn’t imagine what exactly he’d done to deserve a punishment this inhumane. Even if his crime was incredible, she couldn’t stand to watch his torture any longer.

      In her peripheral, she noticed Garin’s head pop up rather quickly for someone who had just been just blade whipped and scorched.

      “Fine. But stop hurting him.” Her chest prickled with heat.

      Stupid, a tiny voice sang within her conscious. You never know what he’d had planned—what he has planned, since now he knows the truth.

      He probably deserved it.

      “What?” Sinclair rose a brow as if sensing her hesitation. “Is this… bothering you? My God,” he gasped. “Perhaps the rumors are true.”

      “Rumors?”

      “I’ve known of your Darkling Tongue—of course, the entire kingdom knows. As embarrassing as that must be for you, I’d given you the benefit of the doubt. Why, I was under the impression it was an unwanted gift.”

      Lilac’s lip curled into an unintentional snarl. “Of course, my ability is unwanted, Sinclair.” The audacity for him to even suggest otherwise was ludicrous. Her curse had been the source of all her problems, couldn’t he see that? He was unaware of what she’d done for the korrigans. Aside from that, why would he dare imply she felt otherwise?

      Sinclair took a menacing step towards her. “Then tell me, why do you defend him so? You do understand that it isn’t fit for a princess to side with such lowly creatures?”

      As Sinclair moved, Lilac felt her dagger begin to vibrate wildly against her hip bone, jolting her back instinctively. Noticing her recoil, Sinclair caught himself and smoothed his robes out, along with his aggression.

      “Look,” he said calmly, all traces of his previous anger dissipated. He closed the space between them and gently tucked her hair behind her ear. She winced against his touch, unable to mask her disdain.

      “We can argue all you want. I’ll spend the whole night tormenting him. Or, we could get to bed. We have an early morning ahead of us if we want to reach the castle before your mother and father keel over. Plus, on the bright side, we get to watch this one burn to ashes when dawn arrives.”

      That did it. Lilac blinked rapidly, reeling from the mental whiplash of Sinclair’s words. Her adrenaline faded slowly, only to be replaced with a heavy, sinking feeling in her gut. Lilac grabbed Sinclair’s arm for support. With reason slowly creeping into focus, she swayed in place. She could keel over herself.

      Watch him... “Burn?”

      “That’s right.” Mistaking her panicked touch for affection, he slid his arm tightly around her waist. “Deep down, you know that he is not man at all, but a monster.”

      She massaged her head in one feeble last attempt to clear it. Sinclair’s implications had gradually begun to sink in. Still, she refused to process any of it. “I’m so sorry, Sinclair. I don’t mean to offend you, it’s just—as future queen, I it is my duty to ensure that we are prosecuting the right people. We mustn’t punish an innocent man.” Only the night before, she’d sat down for a drink with the prisoner slumped before her. “I mean, his eyes are grey,” she stammered. “In my studies—”

      “Throw away your studies and those silly little manuscripts, my beloved,” Sinclair said, grandly waving his free arm at Garin. The only thing he hated more than Darklings was being questioned. “You’re receiving an excellent course right now! Like me, you’re an adventurer at heart, always questioning, always eager for information. A bit unusual, but I’ll bet that’s how Brocéliande lured you in—not the silly bluebells. And, in a week’s time, you’ll stand beside me as we eradicate these foul beasts one at a time.”

      She shuddered, but he only shifted her closer, purring against her hair.  

      “Now, his eyes aren’t red because, for whatever reason, he no longer drinks from humans—this, I’ve gathered from our previous encounters. His lack of traditional diet means he isn’t quite as strong as the others, but only slightly so. He’s still dangerous.”

      Fighting the urge to dry heave, the princess dared glance down at Garin. His eyes were somber as they came to meet hers. Then, as if made of silver liquid, something in them shifted.

      There it was, the expression she’d caught fragments of through his tavern candor. Something between a wanton hunger and curiosity—though this time, the look was far less subtle.

      Then, his gaze lowered to rest upon her rapidly reddening cheeks.

      Feelings of pity mixed with the strongest surge of loathing she’d ever felt. Everything else faded into the background, except for the deranged prisoner before her and the contrasting memory of him at the tavern-inn. His alarming behavior in her chamber, and the way he was reluctant to let her leave.

      She swallowed, both fascinated and afraid. Suddenly she didn’t know what to do with her arms.

      Sinclair folded his, watching the growing horror on her face with satisfaction. “He’s an old one. Not the oldest, of course, but my father says he appeared shortly after the War of Succession. My father hunted him in his youth, and so did his father before him.”

      Through the blood and grime caked on his face, Garin’s expression was almost calculating. Calculating an escape? Or, how to reach her…

      “Show her his cheek,” Sinclair ordered the guards.

      Mathis held Garin still at the shoulders while Enzo gripped his chin and forcefully twisted his head to the left. Lilac cupped a hand to her mouth and gasped. She couldn’t help herself. There were no marks from the sword, not one.

      Blood, yes. Dirt, yes. But his skin was perfectly intact.

      Sinclair had held it there for an excruciating five or six seconds. Twice. She’d heard his skin sizzle against the scorch of the blade.

      “He’s healed. As you’ve probably read,” Sinclair drawled, a teasing edge to his tone, “vampires bleed as we all do; granted, the blood on his shirt is his own. But within minutes, his body regenerates. The devil’s work, he is. He’s put on a show to garner your pity. He’s perfectly fine.”

      The guards released him, and Garin’s head slumped over again. The fire dancing off his profile made him look alien. She had been an idiot to ever get close to him.

      “I need to lay down,” she said bleakly, straining lightly against Sinclair’s arm toward the blankets and pillow. The shadows cast against the trees were starting to dance. “I don’t feel very well.”

      “Certainly. Enzo, Mathis.” Sinclair cocked his head in a vague direction toward the trees.

      The two exchanged a look, let go of Garin, and mounted their horses. They disappeared into the woods as Garin toppled to his side with a cough and groan.

      “Where are they going?” She spoke around an enormous yawn, settling onto the thin blanket. She forced her attention onto the scratchy wool between her fingers and the rugged forest floor beneath the soft moss; on the hunger scraping her insides. Anything to stop the thoughts of the bound Darkling—or man, she still wasn’t sure—from impeding the last shards of sanity she clung to for dear life. The roaring fire between the makeshift bed and Garin wasn’t nearly enough space from him as she would’ve liked, but it would have to do for the night.

      “For a walk,” Sinclair answered finally.

      She felt Sinclair’s eyes on her back as she stretched her arms high above her head before resting onto the pillow. Grimacing, she squared her shoulders and shoved her back to him in an attempt to make it obvious she was too tired. Too tired to discuss matters further, and much too tired do anything else that required energy.

      The blanket moved when Sinclair laid down behind her, and for a second, Lilac thought he might actually let her sleep. Then, he nestled against her, pressing the length of his body against hers.

      Lilac let out another purposefully loud yawn, no longer caring about tact. There were more pressing, distracting matters tugging at her attention, which she adamantly refused to relinquish.

      “Oh goodness, I am spent. All that walking, and then encountering those terrible korrigans. Then, that vampire brute that you so bravely trapped…” She shifted, tucking her abdomen so her arse wasn’t so near to his groin.

      But Sinclair was still the same self-righteous, arrogant boy she knew as a child. Even in the years she’d spent skirting him, she knew exactly what kind of man he’d probably grown to be. The kind who never took no as the first or second answer; a monster disguised in a second skin. Sinclair pressed his lips against the nape of her neck, chuckling against it.

      She quickly shrugged him off.

      “You don’t seem all that tired, my beloved,” he murmured, his breath against her skin.

      “I’m knackered,” Lilac said, working hard not to flinch and to keep her tone sweet.

      His nose traced her ear. “That’s funny. I thought I heard you say that you wanted to show me how grateful you were? I did save you, after all. Remember?”

      With disgust, she realized he was working just as hard to mask the impatient annoyance in his own voice.

      “Maybe I can show you back at the castle?” Lilac lied, inching away again. She’d sooner or later run out of excuses.

      “But I haven’t seen you in years. We are to be wed in a week. Wouldn’t it be fun to… you know, test things? How does a man know a mare is any good without first taking her for a ride?”

      Fuming, Lilac sat up. “What bit of that is even supposed to sound enticing? I said no, Sinclair,” she snapped, looking down at him.

      In an instant, all traces of kindness were gone from his face and replaced by the quick rage she witnessed earlier. She had always thought him reasonably attractive on the surface, with his light hair, lake-blue eyes, and chiseled chin. But from the moment he had appeared on his white steed, every line in his stupid face instantly repelled Lilac. She knew his behavior shouldn’t have come as such a shock. Since their childhood, she knew he was arrogant, self-righteous, and that he would not stop until he got what he wanted. And right now, none of his concern was about returning her to the castle. All he wanted was her.

      Ignoring her refusal, he coiled an arm around her waist and pulled her on top of him with one jerk. She immediately protested and tried to push up, to get off of him—but he rolled, flipping her into the dirt, one of her arms stuck under her body and the other free, pushing at his chest.

      “Get off—” Lilac choked under his crushing weight.

      He sat up on his knees, straddling her, and used his one hand to hold down the arm scrabbling at his chest. His other hand stroked her jaw, then her collarbone, before trailing lower still. He leaned in, his rancid breath overwhelming her. “It’s time you respect your future husband,” he growled into her left ear, tongue tracing her earlobe. “You’ll give yourself to me. Even if I have to take you myself.”

      A sick feeling of trepidation settled into her stomach. The weight of his body bore down onto her legs, and he had her arms pinned. She writhed the best she could but was still unable to free herself. Panting, she stopped to catch her breath as he bent over her, planting a kiss at the corner of her mouth. With a final snarl, she sucked his lip onto her mouth and bit down hard. He pulled away, cursing wildly.

      Reeling, Sinclair got up on his elbows and swiped his shirt sleeve across his mouth. At the sight of his own blood staining the fabric, his face twisted with a lethal, feral rage that struck a deeper chord of fear in her. He closed his fist and raised it high above Lilac’s head. Before he could strike, the princess lurched forward as far as she could go and spat a mouthful of his blood back in his face.

      Taken by surprise and partially blinded, Sinclair fell back, rubbing at his eyes with both hands. Lilac seized the opportunity and used the strength from the adrenaline pumping through her now-free limbs to buck him off of her. She scrambled back and away from him before raising to her knees.  When Sinclair dropped his hands from his eyes with a growl, the princess balled her hand into a stiff fist and cracked it clean across his jaw.

      An animalistic wrath had taken over her. She had to escape. Had to survive.

      When Sinclair finally cleared his eyes, Lilac loomed above him with her dagger held at the ready. It vibrated so violently that she kept her free hand on her elbow to keep it from visibly trembling.

      “Stupid bitch,” yelled Sinclair, slowly rising to his knees and then his feet. “Fais chier!”

      “Don’t you move.” She bared her teeth, tears trailing down her ruddy cheeks. Panting, half sobbing, Lilac found him smirking at her yet again.

      Lilac jousted her blade toward his throat. “Go to hell—”

      A bone-chilling, ripping sound drowned the rest of her words, followed by a guttural scream. Momentarily forgetting their places, they both turned toward the direction of the sound. Lilac peered into the dark, out past the campfire.

      The dread-filled silence that followed was shattered by a second cry, this one a mangled shout for help that pierced the night. The wail turned animalistic before abruptly cutting off with a horrid crunch.

      Heart pounding, Lilac inched closer to the fire with Sinclair beside her. The commotion hadn’t sounded far at all. Palms slicked with cold sweat, she wiped them frantically on her dress and readjusted her grip on her dagger.

      Then, Lilac remembered something. She spun to scour the campsite.

      Her throat went dry.

      “Sinclair,” she choked. “Where is he?!”

      The area opposite the firepit was empty.

      Garin was gone.

      “No,” Sinclair muttered to himself, desperation cracking his voice. “No!”

      “Sinclair,” Lilac whimpered, gripping her dagger more tightly. “What’s going to happen?”

      He grabbed his hair in fistfuls, his eyes bulging as they darted around. Then, he dove for his sword lying in the dirt next to the makeshift bed and scrambled back to his feet. “This is madness! Outrageous!” he roared, spit flying from his crooked teeth. “Mathis! Enzo!”

      A muffled stomping of hooves came from behind them, accompanied by a frantic whinny; they’d forgotten all about Sinclair’s poor steed, who was still secured to the distanced tree. Sinclair whipped around, probably trying to calculate how quickly he’d be able to get to his horse.

      Lilac searched the trees for movement when the

      subtle but unmistakable sound of something wet, something dripping made her freeze.

      A violent shiver quaked her shoulders. “Shut up! Do you hear—”

      “Mathis!” Sinclair thundered into the dark, ignoring her.

      “Sinclair!” Lilac pleaded fervently. “You’ll lead him back to us.”

      “Mathis! Enzo—”

      “Sinclair—"

      “Garin.”

      Lilac gasped and spun toward the familiar voice that floated from the trees behind them. Sinclair jumped and brandished his sword blindly at the air.

      Smirking wildly, the vampire emerged from the shadows. “But you knew that.” He winked at her, his mouth stained the color of cherries.

      She nearly fainted at the sight of him. He was dressed differently now: the same black undershirt and quilted armor vest that Enzo and Mathis had donned, over a pair of their uniform black pants. One of their baldric belts now laced across his chest.

      In one hand, he held one of the stone goblets that had sat on the floor next to the fire, and in the other, he clutched a limp arm—a severed arm, torn from its body at the shoulder by brute strength. Humming pleasantly to himself, he tilted the appendage. Each droplet clung to the mottled flesh before dripping clean into the cup.

      “I apologize for keeping the both of you waiting.” Garin spoke methodically while observing the scarlet liquid. “Just trying to get every last bit. Darklings are on the brink of starvation, you know. It would be a terrible shame for me to be wasteful.”

      Lilac and Sinclair watched, frozen in place. Each hollow plink shattered the otherwise deafening silence.

      “You don’t drink blood!” Sinclair finally rose his voice and his sword at the ready.

      “Ah. I suppose my reputation has preceded me.” Smiling down through his thick lashes, Garin licked his fingers clean and used the tattered sleeve hanging off the arm in an attempt to wipe the blood off his face, only proceeding to smear it further before carelessly tossing the limb aside.

      Nausea quickly replaced her hunger. It was true. Whatever she’d pretended to believe—that it was all some horrible misunderstanding or circumstance of misidentification on Sinclair’s part—was instantly disproven. Thinking back to the tavern, she’d marveled at the barkeep’s odd way of speaking, almost as if he were a refined noble himself. Now she knew, he was just really fucking old.

      Garin frowned at Sinclair’s word choice, almost as if offended. “I’d wager your great-great grandfather would have told you something much different. Not don’t, but can’t,” he corrected Sinclair matter-of-factly. “I can’t drink from the vein. I normally settle for the bottled stuff, so could I possibly resist a rare opportunity at the next best thing?” At Sinclair’s gaping, Garin raised his hands, and added, “To be fair, they attacked me first.”

      “You,” Sinclair’s voice cracked. “But how…”

      The vampire shrugged, his lips snapping into a firm smile and revealing the ‍perfect teeth behind them. “You don’t believe I’d allow you to capture me, just to be slain? No. You see, I was distracted. I was tracking something.”

      For a second, his eyes flickered over to Lilac. A jolt of terror tore through her.

      “In my plotting, I admit I’d become carried away—just enough for you to find me.  When you did, I intended to toy with you, then rip your head off. But you left.” He cocked an elbow toward Lilac. “Evidently you had other plans.”

      “And the blessed Hawthorne?” Sinclair’s voice was barely audible then.

      “It burns.” Garin raised the goblet to his mouth and tipped it back. “I won’t pretend it doesn’t.” After swallowing the rest, he tossed it aside and started towards them.

      Lilac and Sinclair mirrored his movement backward, so Garin raised hands as if to prove he wouldn’t try anything. Then, he yanked up his sleeve. The skin around his wrist had broken out into a reddened cuff of blisters, some of them oozing pus.

      Sinclair grimaced beside her, but she only stared. Only a night ago had he rolled his sleeve in a similar fashion before mopping the tavern floor.

      “A little blood will help the healing process, even if from a dead bloke. In your possession, I would’ve played along until I got bored, then finished you off. I decided to break free when you got handsy with the poor girl there.”

      Lilac watched Sinclair’s expression fade from rage to an unfamiliar timorousness. Brocéliande had grown so quiet that she could hear her own heart racing. She’d been inching back during Sinclair and the Darkling’s exchange, weighing the odds of the pair getting into a skirmish long enough for her to escape unnoticed. Sinclair, however, would not stand a chance; it would be over in all of two seconds. Then, she’d be alone with Garin  again—this time knowing the truth about him.

      Garin suddenly turned his attention to her, and Sinclair didn’t move a muscle. Alas, she thought begrudgingly, her valiant savior was fine with delivering her straight into the hands of the beast, if it meant he was to remain unharmed.

      Eyeing her almost hesitantly, the vampire approached her with caution. She trembled when he stopped less than an arm’s length from her, bowing and grasping her hand on his way up. She instinctively thought to yank it back in disgust, but the courage evaded her.

      “Your Royal Highness,” he said, cradling her palm ever so lightly. Skin cool against hers, it was his glare that bore into her, mesmerizing as he pressed his red-stained lips to the back of her hand. The muscles in her knees and thighs itched madly, urging her to bolt—but her feet were stuck in place.

      At that second, Sinclair made the decision for her. He broke and made a run for it while the vampire was distracted. He darted frantically for the trees as fast as his legs would carry him.

      Garin sighed extravagantly and gave a quick half bow. “Pardon me.” Gracefully—but faster than she’d ever seen a person move—he caught up effortlessly and snatched Sinclair by the robe before he made it past the camp outskirts.

      Sinclair swept his sword at Garin aimlessly before the vampire snatched it from his grip. “No, no, no,” Garin scolded. “You’re doing it all wrong—” He paused, suddenly distracted. “Lo! This blade…”

      Sinclair twisted and turned, almost choking himself in his own robes. Garin ignored this and peered at the weapon closer. He grinned through all the blows Sinclair landed on his shoulder.

      “Is that a 1420 ivory hilt? Gilded at the tip as well! My…” He tsked several times with such avid admiration that Lilac couldn’t tell if he was   being sincere. “If only our commissariat had been so gracious.”

      Then, shifting Sinclair to his opposite arm as if he were a small child, Garin gripped the hilt in his left hand. He extended his arm and cocked his wrist with the blade pointed inward, past his own body, to rest the tip heavily onto Sinclair’s breastbone.

      “This, blondie,” he hissed into his ear, pressing the blade lightly into the his chest, “is how one would do it. And, if one really wanted to make me suffer, he would do it slowly.” He pressed the blade in further still, his smile widening the more Sinclair winced.

      “Please,” Sinclair begged. He looked over Garin’s shoulder at Lilac. Those flat blue eyes, once predatory, now squandered for mercy. “Please!”

      Garin shook him roughly. “No! You don’t get to look at her,” he snarled into his ear. “Not after what you were about to do.”

      Just an hour ago, Lilac had saved Garin’s life from Sinclair, and now the tables had turned. The vampire was impossibly standing up for her—but to what end?

      She should let Garin drive it through his chest.

      Her hands shook violently as she fingered her belt until they brushed the jeweled hilt. She’d come to assume her dagger magically vibrated to alert her when Darklings were near, but now it laid dormant.

      With the gift from her ancestor—the dagger she never thought she’d use—she would get revenge on the monster, and save Sinclair’s life. Maybe then he would stop acting like she owed him something.

      If she killed Garin in time, Sinclair might survive. If she left the vampire to his own devices, Sinclair would perish, leaving her alone with the Darkling. Then, he’d probably eat her, and the kingdom would be left with no future monarch at all.

      Garin was a monster. So was Sinclair.

      How did you destroy a monster without becoming one?

      She held her breath, praying her decision would be the right one.

      As Garin pulled the long sword back and readied to strike, Lilac grasped her own smaller hilt with both hands and charged forward. With all her might, she plunged the dagger downward. With a satisfying squelch, the weapon stuck between his shoulder blades, straight into his heart.

      Goodbye, Garin.

      The vampire let out a grunt and stumbled forward. He sputtered and teetered on his heels, releasing his grip on Sinclair.

      Lilac retreated, gulping the crisp air. She’d done it.

      But… sway as he did—Garin remained standing.

      “Move, and I’ll snap your neck. I won’t even think about it,” he warned Sinclair, who had crumpled into the dirt.

      Garin whirled on Lilac, his expression of fury turned murderous.

      He wasn’t dying.

      He wasn’t even injured.

      Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

      She couldn’t breathe. Her chest had constricted, and it felt as if she were choking on her own fear. Her dagger didn’t do anything her father said it would—all the stupid thing did was vibrate whenever it felt like it. Lilac’s jaw fell open as Garin reached back and yanked the blade out of his own back with nothing more than a brief groan of pain.

      Pinned by his eyes, Lilac began to retreat step by trembling step. The creature before her was so far removed from the gentleman who’d playfully invited her to a drink at the inn. Who’d slinked into her room. Was it part of his plan all along? Her heart was beating so loud that she could hear it—and so could he.

      She was wrong to think she could make it to Paimpont. Mind racing, she couldn’t help but think her only hope of rescue now was cowering on the floor. There was no one around for leagues. A choked cry for help rose up and caught in her throat. She could scream, but who would hear her? Nothing would come of it, except for Garin’s disgusting satisfaction.

      He dropped the dagger slicked with ichor, so dark it was almost black. Glaring, he stretched out a kink in his shoulder and swore under his breath.

      “Leave him alone,” Lilac demanded, trying—and failing—to force courage into her voice. “Let us go.”

      “Why?” Garin laughed boisterously, his accent now rising and falling in a bygone cadence. “So you two can run back to the castle, get married, and become one combined pain-in-the-arse for all of us? Absolutely not.”

      “I won’t tell,” she breathed, although she knew that Garin’s actions were more than enough to warrant the execution of his entire coven. “I won’t say anything, I swear. You have my word. You’ve had his men… N-now let him be. It’s only fair.”

      For a brief moment he crossed his arms, tilting his head in feigned consideration. Then, shook it in a decisive no. “Must I remind you, princess? Your beloved betrothed and his entire family has hunted my kind relentlessly since the start of the war. You want to talk about fair? This is fair.”

      Lilac willed herself to stop trembling and took a half step forward. “I beg of you. On my behalf, he’ll be no trouble any longer.”

      The vampire’s lip pursed. He turned to Sinclair, who nodded vigorously from the forest floor. Then, he looked back at Lilac. For an instant, she thought she saw a flash of hesitation pass Garin’s peeved countenance.

      Like a spectre in the flesh, he glided over to Sinclair with unsettling grace and grabbed him by the robe, yanking him to his feet as if he weighed nothing at all. “If I ever see you again,” he said, voice eerily calm, “I don’t care what Lysyn or anyone else says. I will kill you.”

      “L-Lilac,” Sinclair stammered.

      “Bless you.”

      Lilac’s mouth went dry.

      No. Garin wouldn’t dare.

      Despite his fear for his life, Sinclair’s brow furrowed in confusion. “No. You called her… Lysyn? Her name is Lilac. Lilac Trécesson. The princess.”

      Garin gasped and clamped a pale hand over his mouth. “I didn’t mean to. My apologies. I must be thinking of the wench I was with last night. Honestly, I can’t seem to get her out of my head. Delicious little morseling, she was.” He then shot Lilac a destroying grin and watched the color drain from her face. “Well, you know what I mean.”

      With a shrug, he released Sinclair.

      He sheathed both the longsword and Lilac’s dagger into the scabbards attached to the newfound baldric belt running across his chest. Sinclair’s blade went onto his back, while he slid her dagger onto his hip.

      “You are free to leave.” He interrupted Sinclair’s sigh of relief with an arch of his brow. “But the girl stays.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Sinclair muttered. “I can’t leave her.”

      “Oh, you can. And you will. Either you leave her here, or I kill you both where you stand and continue on my merry way. Do not take my mercy lightly.”

      Sinclair took one pained look at Lilac. Then, he started toward his belongings near the fire. Jaw slacked, she watched him go. Just like that. To save his life, he’d let her die; she could not say for certain that she wouldn’t have done the same.

      Her vision swam, as if a reminder to keep breathing. Her affliction made her expendable. With her out of the way, Sinclair had a direct path to the throne; why should he save her? He’d done all in his power, after all—he’d return empty-handed, his parents would rejoice while her own shed tears for a week. Then, life would resume as they knew it, this time without the wicked princess.

      “Leave everything but the horse,” Garin commanded, eyeing her carefully.

      “But—”

      “Are they worth your life?”

      The coward grittted his teeth. Seething, Sinclair made way to his steed without another glance at either of them. Then, as fast as he’d appeared, he was gone.

      When they could no longer hear the hoofbeats pummeling back west, Garin whirled on Lilac, who hadn’t so much as moved a muscle. A sheen of sweat clung to her upper lip, and her hands had grown clammy. Her breaths drew in shallow, ragged gasps, her pulse thundering in her throat as she anticipated his next move. The hilt of her only weapon—she’d realized, hardly a weapon at all—glinted against the dancing firelight from Garin’s hip.

      Eyes darting, she was torn between the impulses to bolt, fall to her knees and grovel for her life, or tell him to go fuck himself.

      Garin took a single step forward and jabbed a finger at his back.

      “Is that serious? A dagger?” His nostrils flared angrily in her direction. “Even after your beloved revealed what I am, you dare try to take me on? That mortal foolishness you peg for courage is astounding—”

      He’d begun growling on about how stupid her decision was, something about how she was extremely fortunate it was him she’d attacked and not another with less restraint, that she was lucky he hadn’t killed her on the spot—

      But, she couldn’t comprehend his words, couldn’t read his lips. His voice faded in and out. Her stomach gave a violent rumble, and suddenly, firelight exploded into a thousand stars. Garin’s foggy outline disintegrated into the trees. A strange heaviness drew over her like a dark cloud, and then—

      Black.
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      Lilac awoke slowly to the aroma of her mother’s shepherd’s pie. A creamy mixture of lamb, potatoes, onions, mushrooms, and carrots caramelized in salted butter, then wrapped in a thick, crisp layer of flaky dough. Marguerite had only bothered preparing it when Henri requested the pie during the frigid winter months, and it was the only dish she’d made better than Hedwig—though Lilac would never admit it out loud.

      She grinned contentedly and snuggled further into her sheets, for once relieved to be home to enjoy the delectable meal.

      Except... It was late Spring. And she most certainly was not home.

      Her eyes fluttered open as she shot up on one arm. She rubbed them groggily with the other. Her dry throat felt like sandpaper, so she swallowed repeatedly to wet it. She’d dreamt everything. She prayed over and over that she had.

      The fire still blazed in the dirt pit, now warming an iron pan suspended by a makeshift wire rack. Sinclair’s leather knapsack was neatly laid out next to it. As her vision adjusted to the flames, she focused in on a stone plate and set of silverware on the dirt beside her. On it was a single steaming slice of shepherd’s pie. Her mother’s.

      “Sinclair?” Panic coated her parched throat. Maybe he had come back for her. She couldn’t believe she was actually hoping he had.

      When the only answer to her call was an ominous crunch of leaves, she fought back a shiver. “Sinclair?”

      “Not so loud.” A voice floated from the trees. “Haven’t you heard? There’s a killer on the loose.” The vampire emerged from the shadows held a goblet out to her. “Drink.”

      “Ugh, no,” she cried, jerking her arm back. The thought of him sipping from the tainted cup earlier churned acid through her empty stomach. “Get away from me, you vile—” her hand flew to the leather scabbard on her belt, but it was empty.

      Her ancestor’s dagger was gone.

      Then, she recalled unsuccessfully stabbing him with it; surely, he wouldn’t have handed it back to her.

      Garin dismissively waved a hand as if to sweep away her melodrama. “For now, your dagger is safe with me.” He patted his hip where her dagger hung, presumably silently. “Far out of reach from those grubby, impulsive little fingers of yours. And relax. I rinsed it out thoroughly. It’s fresh river water.” He squatted next to her and proffered the goblet again.

      Lilac hesitantly accepted it, refusing to take her eyes off him and careful not to touch his dead skin. How on earth she missed his unsightly pallor at the inn, she did not know. Every bone in her body resisted trusting anything that came out of his mouth, but thirst overwhelmed her better judgement for now. She sat up and pinched her nose between her thumb and forefinger while taking the smallest sip possible, in fear of tasting any metallic residue. There wasn’t any. Hungrily, she tipped the rest into her mouth.

      Thirst somewhat sated, she narrowed her eyes at her captor. “Where’d you get all of this?” she demanded, jutting her chin at the shepherd’s pie and utensils.

      Garin shifted his weight back to his feet, ignoring it completely when she scooted away in disdain. “Well, you fainted. And you hit your head. You were parched, and I guessed a little hungry, so I fished inside your little friend’s bag that he so generously left us and found some food and stoneware. Plus, that fabulous cast iron, which I would’ve relished in another life.” He shook his head and tsked twice. “His mummy dearest must take such great care of him.”

      “Except, this is my mother’s pie.” A pang of emptiness resounded in her chest. Fork in hand, she skewered a tiny bite. Marguerite probably cooked it for Sinclair before he departed on his search for her. After the night’s events, the thought of her mother handing him the bundle of supper made her stomach churn.

      She inspected the plate once more before popping the forkful into her mouth, where the mixture of meat and vegetables instantly burned her tongue. She nearly dropped the utensil.

      “I just removed it from the fire. That’s often how it works.” Garin placed the tips of his fingers together, his condescending glare morphing into one of contemplation. “Speaking of your beloved, we need to find some shelter quick in case he returns with reinforcements.”

      Lilac couldn’t be sure, but Garin looked as if he had attempted to wash himself off in the river. His face appeared far less matted with blood than she could recall, and his dark hair had regained some of its bounce.

      She stared. Despite his monstrous truth now unveiled, not a thing had changed; on the outside, he was still a barkeep. Still caddishly tousled, still cautious, but in a way that seemed for her benefit instead of his. He’d been the first vampire she laid eyes on—to her knowledge. Like shifters, like Freya, there was no way to tell until you got too close. How many more of them were there? How many more could disguise their eye color, blend in with the crowd? Had there been any in the castle, deadly and glittering at her mother’s soirées? Did the castle’s stupid preventative bundles even work?

      She scooted away from him while chewing on another mouthful of buttery mushroom. “We,” she swallowed, “as in you and me?”

      The vampire nodded mutely.

      “You,” she mumbled, wiping her mouth on her sleeve, “are delusional if you believe I am going anywhere with you.”

      “Pity. I also thought it a marvelous opportunity for our previously forged friendship to blossom. Since both our facades were shattered in a mere matter of minutes, the only thing that’s prevented our reconciliation has been your contempt for me.”

      Lilac squinted, as if seeing him more clearly would help make sense of his bullshit.

      “Contempt isn’t even the half of what I feel for you. And I can take care of myself.”

      “You’re heading back to the castle, then?”

      Her pause was but a moment too long.

      “It’s obvious you’ve come to Brocéliande for a reason. Plus,” he drawled, “I didn’t think you wanted to be saved by Sinclair. Especially not after what he tried with you.”

      Blood rushed to Lilac’s cheeks and she suddenly couldn’t see through the moisture in her eyes.

      She bitterly stuffed in the last mouthful and stood, taking the goblet with her. It was heavy, but better than having no weapon at all. She hoisted her sack over her shoulder before marching into the trees, ignoring his protests.

      Once he was out of sight, Lilac spun to her left and then her right. She groaned, unable to recall which direction she and Sinclair had come from.

      “Please.” Garin was suddenly in front of her. Lilac lowered her head like an angry bull and tried to shove around him, but he sidestepped and mirrored her movement with ease. “I’m being serious. It isn’t safe out there.”

      Upon realizing what he was doing, she took a step back. “So just to be clear, this is a kidnapping?”

      “Call it what you like. I’d like to think of it as attempting to do you a favor by saving you.”

      “Saving me? From Sinclair? He’s harmless—look, touch me, and I’ll hit you with this goblet as hard as I possibly can.”

      He stared at her in disbelief, traces of anger sharpening his angled features. “You do know that Sinclair tried to rape you, right?” He didn’t seem to care when she flinched at his words. “If you’re going to start justifying the intentions of that poor excuse of a man, please, do not do it in front of me.”

      She glowered at him incredulously. He’d trapped her back at the inn and showed no intent of letting her go. He’d tried to kill Sinclair. Now he expected her to simply follow him?

      “No,” she said through clenched teeth. “I only meant that you are no better.”

      The confused shock plastered upon the vampire’s stupid, beautiful face didn’t stop her from shoving at him with all her might. It was like pushing at a boulder; her shoulders ached with effort. Eventually, he stumbled backward out of astonishment.

      “Get out of my way.”

      “Princess—”

      “You’re infuriating.” The words were useless, but they felt good coming out.

      Garin clutched his chest. “I’m gutted.”

      “I’ll have you executed,” she snapped.

      “I’d like to see your men try.” He folded his arms, a wry grin tugging the corners of his mouth. “By all means.”

      With a frustrated snarl, Lilac feinted left—then took off to the right. She sprinted with everything she had in her, with the pie and water sloshing inside her. She determinedly ignored the sharp pains stabbing at her sides. Not bothering to check if he pursued, she ran until she came to a screeching halt at the edge of the sloping riverbank. It was another clear night. Moonlight reflected off the wide surface of the Argent, casting tinsel halos onto the dew-covered leaves above it.

      “Your Highness,” Garin called merrily from the trees, as if they were on a pleasant nighttime stroll.

      Anger surged through her chest as she caught her breath, glaring out over the water. She would never shake him.

      Unless…

      “Beautiful night,” he said, sounding closer now.

      Without thinking, she slid the sack off her shoulder and charged into the river, gasping as the cold water soaked first her socks, then her dress from bottom up. She kept going until the river floor gradually dropped out from under her, and she began to tread water.

      Garin stumbled out of the tree line and froze at edge of the bank. His jaw fell open. “Are you mad? What are you doing?”

      “Saving myself,” she yelled back, keeping her voice even with effort. The water swirling around her was frigid.

      The vampire began pacing along the bank like a ravenous animal. “By drowning yourself?” He grunted, frustration mottling his collected calm. “Don’t be ridiculous. Come back here this instant.”

      “N-no.” She could’ve been imagining it, but the water beneath her legs grew colder still. If the surface water was cold, the undercurrents were downright freezing. “You—you can’t cross r-running water. I’m safer in here.”

      But, based on Garin’s sudden burst of barely contained laughter, Lilac wasn’t so sure.

      “Is that what you mortals are telling each other these days?” He threw his head back, howling madly as Lilac watched in horror. After catching his breath, he was serious again. “You do need to come back. The water isn’t safe.”

      “I will when you promise to leave me alone,” she stammered, barely managing the words.

      “I’m being serious. This—it’s dangerous. Swim back to the bank and we’ll talk.”

      We’ll talk. Likely. Lilac stared at the opposite bank just a short swim in front of her. It was growing colder by the second, and a ached pulsing through her muscles indicated that her calves would soon begin to stiffen. While Garin had ridiculed her response, he also hadn’t jumped in to pursue her. It was impossible to tread water forever, and she could always swim back and grab her bag when he left, and if not, leaving her belongings behind would be worth getting rid of the persistent creature. In the accounts she’d read on vampires, that seemed to be one of the most difficult things about them; they were creatures of immense patience when they had to be.

      She decided and paddled further toward the outer bank, but Garin’s raised voice followed her. “Lilac, I’m not kidding this time. This is dangerous, come back!”

      “What could possibly be more dangerous than you? Swimming back is the exact opposite of what m-my instincts are telling me to do.”

      “I beg of you—”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      Just past the midpoint, the moon’s reflection on the water ahead of her moved. At least, she thought it did. Ripples surrounded her—a school of minnow, she thought as they circled her slowly. But the ripples only intensified.

      Something was wrong. Something was here. She felt the hair on the back of her neck stand in spite of the moisture. Off to her right, a faint blue-white glow shone under the water. It wasn’t the reflection of the moon at all.

      Garin roared something unintelligible after her. His voice was enough to shake her bones even from the shore. It was the first time she heard genuine fear in his voice, and she didn’t like it at all. “Don’t move!”

      “Garin?!” The frantic shrill of her own voice was just as unrecognizable.

      “Stay there! I’m coming in.”

      She sucked a sharp breath in as another flash of cold shot through the water under her, this time numbing her toes. There was no mistaking it this time—something lurked in the depths of the Argent, and it was moving right beneath her. The light beneath the surface had taken the shape of an orb, and now there were two more encircling her, shimmering as they danced closer to the surface. Lilac paddled frantically, spinning in place to keep them all in sight. Something slimy brushed up against her bare leg under her dress, and she heard her own scream pierce the night. A cold hand grasped her shin and yanked down with tremendous force.

      The last thing she saw before she was sucked under was Garin, bounding frantically toward her through the shallow end of the river.

      She was enveloped in darkness. She clawed her way up, to what she thought was up, struggling beneath the icy plane. Fighting for her breath, she kicked and scratched until the bony hand on her ankle finally slipped off. It didn’t take long for her to lose track of the moonlight in the murky water; Lilac gave one last, hard kick. Panicked bubbles erupted from her nostrils, and she followed them up with the last of her breath.

      As she broke the surface, she gasped and didn’t even have time to suck in a full lungful before two more pairs of brittle hands grabbed her and she once again found herself submerged, this time entangled in limbs and fine, slimy strands of seaweed. The pain in her lungs intensified, like a knife caught in her sternum as she struggled weakly against the fingers dragging her down. As her consciousness began to fade, the vibrations of an echoed, distorted giggle shook the water surrounding her.

      Suddenly, a new set of hands, these ones sturdy and full of vigor, grasped under her armpits. The giggles turned into furious hisses. Helpless, she fought to hold the last of her breath—she was viciously yanked, between the hands on her ankles and the ones under her arms, until the hands pulling her up gave a vicious tug. Her legs broke free, and she shot toward the surface. Lilac sobbed and inhaled the air in desperate gasps, feeling as if she would never be able to breathe enough in. An arm curled around her waist and she screamed and thrashed in anguish.

      “Stop that! Stop—it’s me,” Garin gurgled next to her, spitting water out. Hair slicked over his eyes, he slung her arms over his shoulder and around his neck.

      He immediately began kicking his powerful legs through the water, one-handedly swimming back to shore. He moved faster through the growing current than Lilac thought possible. When they reached the shore, he pulled her out and then dropped her, just before she retched chunks of pie and river water, indiscernible between the mud and stones between her fingers.

      Shivering and panting, she shrugged off her drenched cloak and began wringing it out the best she could. Her dress now clung to her torso even tighter.

      “My clothes,” she coughed, wiping the spittle off her chin and staggering to her feet. “They’re ruined.”

      “Ruined?” Garin spat from somewhere over to her left. He sat in the mud, emptying his boots. “They’re wet.”

      “Precisely,” she snapped.

      “To someone whose life spans a mere century at best, I’m sure that must seem terribly important.”

      “Pity,” came a harmonic inflection from behind them. “Is the poor Darkling upset that his meal got taken away?”

      “Ignore them,” Garin instructed quietly as he wrung out the front of his black shirt.

      Them.

      Lilac spun to face the river and couldn’t believe her eyes. Three bare-breasted creatures sat in the shallower water just beyond the riverbank. It hadn’t been seaweed that Lilac was tangled in, but their long, golden hair. Below toned stomachs, porcelain skin blended seamlessly into what looked like a wide serpent’s tail adorned in aventurine scales. Their complexion glistened with patches of gold smatterings, glinting impossibly in the moonlight as they turned this way and that to wring their hair out. As Lilac gawked, three sets of razor-sharp teeth grinned back at her, like the mouths of sharks.

      She shuddered. They were the most aesthetically pleasing and terrifying things she’d ever seen.

      Garin paid them no mind. He was too busy wiping the clay off of the baldric belt, taking extra care cleaning off Sinclair’s longsword. “They are why we don’t fancy the rivers,” he muttered, side-eying her. To her surprise, he grabbed her sack off the ground and slung it over his shoulder, then held out his other hand. This time, she gladly accepted it and allowed him to pull her upright.

      “G’day, sweetheart,” another one of them purred, scales glinting green and purple as she slithered further up onto the bank. “By the moon, you’re ripe and plump. Once the curse is lifted, he’ll go right for it..”

      Frowning, Lilac threw Garin a look of concern, only to find him observing her with the same expression. “Curse?” Lilac repeated. She shifted uncomfortably. How could they have known? It was public knowledge she could speak to Darklings, sure. But no one else knew she had come to Brocéliande to get rid of the ability to do so. Not even Garin.

      To her relief he didn’t press further, only offering a grunt of annoyance. “Ignore them. The Morgen speak in riddles and lies.” He stretched the kinks from his free shoulder, re-secured the baldric belt across his torso, then took Lilac under his other arm.

      She didn’t have the energy to do anything but accept his help. She knew she should run, scream, call for help… But what good would it do? She was physically and mentally drained. Through the haze, a small part of her mind latched onto the muscular torso beneath his damp tunic, brushing against her side. She forced herself to look away.

      “Morgen,” Lilac repeated wistfully, glancing back just in time to see three glimmering tails disappear into the water.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “I’ve never even heard of them. They’re not mentioned in any of the journals I’ve read.”

      Garin scoffed. “Are you referring to the same journals that told you I’d be allergic to running water?”

      Lilac thought back to the preventative bundle in her sack, which hung from Garin’s shoulder. “Are you allergic to anything?” she asked casually, just in case he was. In case she’d somehow gotten the opportunity to grab the bundle and…

      And then what? Lilac bit her lip, suddenly peeved at how little she actually seemed to know, in the vast scheme of things and, despite her studies. And then… Throw it at him? Crush the garlic into tiny bits and blow it into his eyes? All options seemed foolish. If she tried, she’d never hear the end of it.

      “What, pray tell, what would make you privy to that information?” He stifled a laugh as they shuffled slowly up the bank. “Most of those scribes were human men. The Morgen, as I understand, are an ancient species of water-bound Fae. They’re always female, thriving on their affinity for luring unwitting sailors to their doom. It’s their favorite pastime.”

      Her surprise seemed to amuse Garin; she could hear his growing grin in the shadows as he patiently matched her measured stride.

      “It seems to me no one has lived to tell the tale, or retained their sanity enough to document it well,” he continued.

      “Are there many of them?”

      He shrugged against her in response.

      “Rumor has it, they’re from an island off the Quimper coast, though they’re sometimes spotted lounging on the shores of Brest. They don’t appear to anyone unless they are confident of their victory, and they don’t put up much of a fight… but in numbers, they’ve been known to overwhelm entire sailboats once the sailors are enamored enough to join them for a swim.”

      He clicked his tongue thoughtfully. “I myself have only encountered them once, long ago, at the edge of the High Forest. I was disposing of a body in the river, closer to the town to make it seem like a drowning. As I was walking back, the Morgen swam up alongside me, using the floating corpse to lounge upon—”

      “That’s quite enough,” Lilac burped, suddenly overwhelmed with a mixture of nausea and exhaustion. She didn’t need to hear the rest of his revolting tale to get the picture.

      “You’re fortunate I was even there to see you pulled under.”

      He leaned against her, gently urging her left and away from the riverbank as they gingerly made their way further into the trees. They walked for a moment in silence, no sound but the slow chirp of crickets serenading the night. Lilac trembled against the breeze and was mildly grateful for Garin’s assistance, despite his shocking lack of body heat.

      He only spoke again when they were finally far enough away that the rush of the river had grown distant. “May I ask you a question?”

      She blinked and gave a hesitant nod. She had a great many for him. “You may.”

      “What did you mean, when you said I was no better than Sinclair? Right before you darted off like a madwoman.” He stuffed his free hand in his pocket. “Not that I care. Only curious.”

      “Last night,” Lilac managed through her chattering teeth. “You… I had drinks with you.”

      “Yes.”

      She shuddered, remembering the night entirely, but also remembering doing and thinking things that had seemed alarmingly unlike her. She knew alcohol had a way of making people act upon their innermost desires, but she certainly hadn’t had enough to warrant her near-scandalous behavior. Suddenly realizing the implications of such a chain of events, she froze and wiggled out of his grasp to face him. “Did you do something, that thing you can do, to convince me to invite you into my room?”

      Garin quickly smoothed his expression. “I did, I entranced you,” he said matter-of-factly. “Or at least, I tried. Maybe the wine made it easier.”

      She’d half been suspecting it, but his admittance still shocked her. Welcome heat surged through her body, all the way up to her ears. How could he discuss it all so casually?

      “That. That is how you’re like Sinclair,” she said, backing away. “You’re disgusting!”

      But Garin’s face twisted into puzzled doubt. “I can assure you it wasn’t personal—”

      “Entrancing me to sleep with you wasn’t personal?” Her hands and lips were quivering, no longer with cold but fury. She felt just as violated as she was confused.

      At that, he took a long step back, finally processing her words. His eyes widened.

      With her adrenaline from the Morgen incident finally fading, her gratitude towards him quickly faded into an inconsolable rage. She lunged forward to shove him and stumbled on a jagged stone protruding from the dirt. He caught her at the elbows before she could hit could the ground.

      Garin set her on her feet and then bent so that their faces were level. “First of all,” he said, clasping both of her hands firmly between his. “I just saved you from a bunch of naked water demons who would have rejoiced in drowning you. Surely that must have garnered at least a tiny sliver of trust.”

      His voice remained controlled, but his eyes were black as coals. His chest rose and fell in uneven waves.

      Lilac glared back. Her short spurts of breath plumed in the cold air, while his weren’t visible in the slightest.

      “Second,” he took a step back and she finally remembered to breathe deeply— “that is not what I entranced you for. I only did it so that you would think to invite me in.”

      She scrutinized him unabashedly, somehow feeling her fury gave her strength, an upper hand, even over the monster before her.

      He held her gaze unblinkingly. “I intended on biting you. I’m sorry—”

      A hard laugh bubbled up. “You’re sorry for entrancing me, or sorry for trying to eat me?” Lilac fired.

      He ignored her, rushing to explain. “My ability to entrance isn’t as strong as it once was. In fact, I was surprised it had worked at all; without warm blood in my system, my entrancement usually makes a person more agreeable at best.”

      “How do I know you aren’t making that up?”

      “When you tried to take your clothes off, I stopped you. In the moment, I thought I’d too easily convinced you to let me bite you. It eventually became obvious that wasn’t the case.”

      Lilac glowered in his direction, unseeing. Instead, the memories of the night prior replayed in her mind, making her grimace. If the wretched vampire told the truth…

      Her ears grew hot.

      “It’s fine,” he added quickly at her mortified glare. “It was probably my entrancement gone awry, in addition to Meriam’s potent bathtub wine. Plus, the victims who are deeply entranced by us have no recollection of their actions after it’s worn off. So, the fact that you remember any of it is reassuring. Reassuring for you, that is.”

      Lilac nodded slowly. She did remember. Every embarrassing moment. “I do. I know I was a little drunk, but I do remember.”

      “An abomination as I am, princess,” he added grimly, “I’m not that kind. Never.”

      She didn’t reply, only staring in response and clinging to a fragile truth she hoped was true.

      Garin fluffed his drying hair and leaned back against the nearest tree trunk. He looked like a destroying angel in the moonlight. “And, I didn’t want to eat you,” he said, echoing her word choice and frowning. “I intended make you more compliant by invoking a blood bond. To do that, I merely needed to bite you. It happens when a person is bitten moments after being entranced, but it all went wrong.”

      Lilac inhaled sharply, processing his words. “Compliant for what? And you trapped me back at the inn,” she snapped. “That’s blatant treason, you know.”

      Instead of answering right away, Garin pushed himself off the tree trunk, a black curl of hair flopping down over his forehead. He brushed it back and dusted the moss off his hands. “Frankly, princess, do I look like I lose sleep over whether or not my actions are permissible?”

      Something felt off. Despite the vastness of the woods, she felt cornered. His carelessness wasn’t a façade; her threats truly meant nothing to him. As charming as he could make himself seem, he was still a Darkling with ulterior motives. Each moment spent with him was another of her journey wasted.

      Everything came flowing out of her like the vomit on the riverbank. “What do you want with me? I don’t even know where you want to take me,” she said in exasperation. “What I do know is that you won’t stop following me.”

      “No, I—” Then, Garin paused. “Hold on. No. You’re my captive.”

      “But you haven’t harmed me at all,” she continued, her thoughts flowing freely now. Perhaps she’d spoken too soon with the way the unscrupulous vampire stared at her now, but… He hadn’t. If anything, his dire need for her company—whatever it was for—had made him protective of her.

      “At least, tell me this,” she said, the tremors in her voice evening. She had to be sure of one other very important detail. “Will you kill me?”

      He said nothing, but his eyes were desperately sad.

      “Do you want to kill me?” she prodded, searching his face for the smallest bit of sympathy.

      He shook his head. “I will not,” he said decisively, as if to convince himself. “You have my word. While we’re together, you’ll be safer than you are anywhere else in Brocéliande.”

      Incredibly, impossibly, hope flared in her frigid body. While we’re together sounded like he intended on releasing her at some point. After all he’d put her through, maybe Garin could accompany her the rest of the way to Paimpont. He at least owed her that much, didn’t he?

      He eyed her apprehensively, brows softened and lips slightly parted, almost as if giving her a choice.

      Lilac stared back. Stared hard. There was no choice; like his off-kilter beauty, it was an illusion for her benefit. He was a Darkling, through and through—and caring about someone was not the same as preserving them for some other nefarious plot.

      But maybe—

      “Let us make haste,” Garin said. He held out his arm, again, offering a choice she didn’t actually have.

      Her flame of hope died as quickly as it had ignited. Hands balled in fists, she willed herself to relax. Fighting him would not change what was already done. There was no resisting or running from him. She’d tried.

      “Where?”

      “I’m taking you to the Sanguine Mine.”

      “And what exactly is that?”

      “You’ll see.”

      It took a moment for the information to register. Followed by the initial wave of horror, Lilac couldn’t help the flutters of wonderment. Humans still knew so little of the Darklings’ permanent habitats; the dusty tomes and journals she’d poured over in her studies mostly referenced legend, or third- or fourth-hand accounts when trying to place most of the species’ homes. The Brocéliande vampire coven was rumored to live in the northeastern reaches of the High Forest. Maybe the books were half right. And, based on her scant knowledge of the forest layout, following him there—following him east—would bring her that much closer to town. At least she’d have an escort part of the way.

      Then... Then, she’d escape, or at least go down swinging. That was, if she couldn’t convince Garin to let her go.

      She cleared her throat and ruffled the front of her damp dress. “Politely declining won’t work, I presume?”

      “It might be as useful as running from me.” He clasped his fingers together. “Consider my counter. There’s food there. And a place to sleep.”

      Under usual circumstances, such accommodations would’ve been trivial to the princess, but now he was almost crooning. In her current predicament, she would kill for a warm bed and something substantial to eat. She studied him, gauging his sincerity. Food. Sleep. She needed to refocus on her mission, on reaching Paimpont. It had been such a long first day and a half, especially since Sinclair appeared. She couldn’t afford to lose any more time.

      As if picking up on her hesitation, Garin’s dancing eyes remained fixated on her.

      He wouldn’t budge in his resolve.

      Of course not.

      “I’ll come with you,” she agreed, drawing out each word, “if you—”

      “If?”

      “If you agree to release me after whatever it is you need me for. I’ve got a tight time constraint, as you can see.”

      He blinked in astonishment. “You dare bargain your own fate?”

      Lilac took a deep breath and exhaled. “You need me.” She held his gaze, and her ground. He needed her. He wouldn’t hurt her.

      Fuming, Garin crossed his arms. He was finally listening.

      “What I need is to get to Paimpont before the ceremony. I have to make it to my own coronation, or else Sinclair will surely try to take it over. At this rate, I won’t be able to stop to rest at all on my way back.”

      Garin squinted at her as if seeing her for the first time. “So that’s really your story, then? You haven’t come to Brocéliande to shake hands and kiss babies.”

      “I told you, I’m seeing a friend. That was the truth.”

      “What friends do you have? Especially since your little affliction was discovered,” he sneered, raising a brow. “And just what about this friend is so urgent that you’ll risk the throne for them? Please, enlighten me.”

      She stiffened. His trenchant wit was nauseating. “I’m not justifying anything to you, vampire. I’m not agreeing to anything, unless you tell me why exactly you need me, and that you’ll let me go. So, talk, if you don’t want to transport me kicking and screaming the entire way.”

      He considered her for a moment. Then, he was at her side before she could blink, scooping her up over his shoulder and cradling her around the bottom like a large child.

      “The truth is, princess,” he began as they walked, raising his voice  over her protests. “I left the coven years ago. I was—”

      “You—"

      "—shunned, if you will, because—”

      “—my father will hear about this—"

      "—I had stopped drinking from humans. I took up refuge working at the tavern inn. A couple days ago, one of my kind was found staked in the middle of the woods. As you can imagine, my first thought was to return to find out what I could. You, princess, are—stop that moving or I will make you stop—my ticket back home. If I can make them believe I’ve been hunting mortals again, they just might see fit to let me back in.”

      Lilac stilled against his shoulder, allowing his words to sink in. “Wait, that’s all you need me for? A pretend captive?”

      She felt his head turn against her side, his hair tickling her elbow.

      “Easy, there,” he snapped. “I already told you. There’s absolutely no reason for me to lie to you. If I wanted you dead,  I’d be hiding your corpse by now. I’m unable to bite you, despite the deepest parts of me that might want to, so you needn’t worry about that. We can’t let them know you’re the princess, because then they wouldn’t let you go. But I highly doubt any of them have attended a castle soirée in your lifetime, so it isn’t likely anyone will recognize you. I certainly didn’t, back at the inn.”

      He gave her rump a condescending pat. “If it makes you feel any better, this has nothing to do with politics or your position in the kingdom. I planned to use you to redeem myself in the eyes of my coven, far before I knew you were a Trécesson.”

      Lilac stopped squirming while she tried to fit the pieces together. There were still a few parts that didn’t quite add up. “No offense, but what was the importance of finding a vampire staked in the middle of the woods? It was probably just… I don’t know, the Le Tallecs doing what they usually do.”

      “It matters because the staked vampire was our leader. The leader of the Brocéliande coven.”

      Lilac jolted in shock, and Garin had to use both hands to steady her on his shoulder. He he wasn’t part of some rogue, offset faction, after all. He’d belonged to the Brocéliande coven—the largest known to central Brittany. And their head was…

      “Dead?” She spoke softly.

      “Indeed.”

      Though frowned upon, an occasional Darkling casualty at the hand of a human was nothing new. Human-on-creature crimes were easily overlooked, but killing someone as important as the coven head was as unheard of as a Darkling attempting an assassination of the human monarch.

      “It seems… intentional,” she managed.

      “That’s the thing. To kill Laurent, it had to be.”

      “It’s no secret that my parents dislike your kind, but they would never… Not without reason—” Lilac gulped. On the other hand, someone who didn’t care about keeping the peace—someone like Sinclair—would’ve hunted and killed Darklings freely for the mere reason of what they were. But surely, the creatures would be furious enough to attempt retaliation if they discovered one of their leaders had been purposefully targeted. It wasn’t just murder that had occurred. It could easily be interpreted as a provocation of war.

      So could kidnapping the princess, Lilac thought bitterly.

      “I know,” Garin said, interrupting her thoughts. “And it is unlikely any common creature or human could take him down. Laurent was always on his toes, always so vigilant. He was tricked. Manipulated to let his guard down.” As if sensing her concern, his grip slightly tightened.

      “Who will replace him?” she asked quietly from over his shoulder.

      “That’s unimportant.” He sighed, shifting her from one arm to the other as if she weighed nothing at all. “I need to find out what I can about his death. He was—is—important to me. He was my sire.”
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      “We’re here.”

      Garin hadn’t said much more after revealing that Laurent had created him. Almost as if he regretted telling her, he responded to her offer of sympathy with a laconic grunt. He’d placed Lilac down once he figured she wouldn’t run, and side by side they made their way northeast for an hour more, not caring when another storm moved in, bringing with it a light drizzle. His mood reflecting the clouds, Garin’s penchant for provocative banter seemed to dissipate altogether. Lilac eventually grew sick of the silence and even attempted small talk; her efforts, however, were futile.

      “Are you sure?” Lilac grumbled, her toes throbbing violently. Her heels would be covered in blisters when she finally had a chance to remove her damp flats. She was sure of it.

      They’d come to a halt before an unremarkable hill, covered in heaps of dry leaves and brambles. Two massive, moss-covered boulders sat side by side, half burrowed into the side of the hill where the ground began to incline, but those looked no different from the rest of the mysterious stone structures scattered across the moors of Brittany.

      “Is your Mine warded?”

      Garin gave a sharp laugh. “No, the witches would never—” He frowned and squinted at her sideways. “How do you know about that?”

      “The group of korrigans I came across before Sinclair found me had a ward around their campsite.”

      “If their wards were up, how’d you end up finding them?”

      She shrugged. “I heard them. I ended up making contact with them, and then the ward vanished.”

      Garin leered impatiently at her, as if he couldn’t be bothered with her insanity. “Stand back,” he warned, advancing toward the boulders.

      Lilac did as he asked. Garin nestled himself between the boulders, settling his back against the one to the left and planting his feet onto the one on the right. The ground beneath her rumbled as he pushed, and the boulder at his feet suddenly jolted out of place. It slowly moved until Garin stopped pushing. Something large glinted dully through the dirt.

      Her mouth fell open as he dusted thick chunks of damp earth off of the metal plate protruding from the cavernous indent the boulders had left. It looked like an ogre-sized shield, except it wasn’t a shield at all—but a door. He sidled up next to it and yanked hard; the door opened at the second pull. The orange flicker of torchlight and surprisingly warm air enveloped them as the plate creaked outward, making Lilac feel oddly welcome.

      Just beyond the crude doorway, she could make out a dim passage that curved off into the unknown. Garin waved a hand into the dark from beside her.

      “After you.”

      Lilac took one step forward, then stopped herself. What was she doing? Had she continued any further, she’d waltz right into her own doom. But hadn’t she done that already? The vampire before her had been pretty accommodating toward her since they’d met, minus the entrancement; but that was just Garin. There were more like him—possibly unlike him, not as tactful, not as forgiving. Wringing her hands, she glanced up at him.

      “It would be in your best interest to ensure that I am back on my way to Paimpont by tomorrow,” she said, needlessly adjusting her dress sleeve. “If not, my family will have your head.”

      “I know,” he whispered urgently. “You’ve mentioned it countless times. You have my word, and that has to be enough for you right now. Trust me?”

      The hair on the back of her neck rose when he lightly placed his hand upon her arm. Trust him? Under normal circumstances, never. For now, it was the only choice she had.

      Lilac nodded, silently accepting that whatever happened to her from this point, on—including the very real possibility of her demise—would be the sole result of her own choosing.

      After ushering her inside, Garin effortlessly hooked his hands into two grooves chiseled into the closest boulder and pulled it toward them until it covered the opening over the door. Then, quietly as possible, he swung the metal plate shut.

      “You don’t have a lock on that?”

      He put a finger to her lips and gave a warning look down the hall before waving a hand dismissively. With a wink, eyes gleaming in the flicker of the distant torch, he whispered, “You tell me who else can shove a half-tonne boulder? Plus, we’re happy to devour any unwanted visitors.”

      Lilac wondered if his morbid sense of humor was his own odd way of trying to make her laugh. Or maybe he was being completely serious. “Now, what do you need me to do?”

      Motioning for her to follow, he began making his way through the passage, which followed a gradual downward slope. “You are here as my thrall… My underling, erm, personal servant—”

      “I get it. And that’s strange,” she said, wrinkling her nose.

      “What? There’s nothing—God, it’s only strange if you make it strange,” he hissed, slowing as they continued around the bend. “So that’s our story. If they ask you if I’ve fed from you, answer yes. It will be ‘yes ma’am’ or ‘yes sir’ when addressing myself or anyone else.”

      Lilac shifted uncomfortably.

      “It’s nearing morning, so most of them might even be asleep. I’ll get us to my chamber as quickly as I can. And don’t, under any circumstances, do that thing where you get all defensive.” He stopped and turned to face her. “I hope, for your own sake, that you can stand to oblige.”

      The princess stared at him, unease and fear settling into her emptying belly. She didn’t owe him any favors. Why was she knowingly playing into his grasp?

      Despite the urgency in his voice, Garin cautiously placed a hand on her elbow. “Nothing bad will happen to you. I promise you.”

      “You didn’t think to prepare me for this during the hour or two of walking silence?” she said through clenched teeth.

      Garin ignored this. “If we get through this smoothly, you’ll be free to go as early as tomorrow evening. You have my word.”

      With that, he slid past her once more and followed the bend to the left, motioning for her to follow. At the end of it, a single torch illuminated a wooden door. He took a deep breath and turned to face her. For the first time, she thought she saw a hint of wariness in his eyes; it scared her more than anything he’d said, and she felt her breath start to come in short gasps.

      “The next room is our vestibule. It’s a long corridor leading into the main chamber.”

      “Garin,” Lilac began dubiously. “I don’t know…”

      “If it all becomes too much, keep your eyes on me. Just think of it as your parents’ dungeon without prisoners.”

      The dungeon? Lilac had seen the dungeon at the castle a handful of times; it’s inner door with the wonky padlock—which her father had put off fixing because who, besides Lilac, would ever be deranged enough try to break into the dungeon—was how she’d sneak out to her mother’s rose garden whenever she couldn’t sleep.

      She nodded.

      “And one more thing.”

      “Ye—” Her reply was abruptly cut off when Garin grabbed her by the back collar of her dress, pulling the ribbon even tighter around her chest and midsection. His strength in the single hand was crippling. She choked and grabbed at her chest frantically before realizing her throat was free of fabric. Her dress front scooped low, and she could breathe just fine. It was an illusion.

      He leaned in until she could feel his breath on her ear. “Do as I say, and you’ll be perfectly safe.” Maintaining his grip, Garin turned the handle on the door and pressed onward.

      Before the door was even completely open, they were engulfed in the sickly sweet aroma of death. She gagged on the stench. A distinct taste like copper lingered at the back of her throat, so light that it was almost an afterthought.

      The vestibule was a cavernous corridor, thrice as wide and twice as tall as the prior passage. At the far end an arched doorway led into another, larger room, though it was much too dark to make out any details.

      Thick torches lined the stone walls. Staggered between them were iron cages. Several gaunt gazes met her own from behind the bars‚ theirs with almost no expression left to show. They were men and women of all ages, thought it was difficult to tell—some barely adults, and some with crude tufts of thinning silver hair, though at first glance, one would think them all at the end of their lives.

      It was, she realized with crawling dread, because they probably were. She put her hands behind her back to hide her fists that had automatically clenched in anger.

      Sneaking a peek up through her hair, she was shocked to see Garin seemed equally furious at the inhumane display. Something in his taught jaw twitched as his eyes flickered from one cage to another.

      A short phrase was plastered crudely over the arched doorway ahead of them in red paint, dried rivulets reaching like tendrils down the stone:

      Redemptio Sanguine.

      Someone shifted in one of the cages as they slowly passed, and Lilac startled backward, bumping into Garin.

      He squeezed her collar. “Do you wish to get yourself killed?”

      “Sorry.”

      “That’s sorry, sir,” he drawled, louder for anyone who might be listening.

      “Sorry, s-sir.”

      Slowly they continued walking toward the archway. Lilac might have been putting on an act, but the pretense of fear came far too easily.

      Garin’s face was stoic, strangely enchanting and alien in the sinister light. It was a chilling reminder that although he was at times cordial toward her, friendly, even, she was still his prisoner. A piece of his ploy.

      Nausea rolled over her like the pungent waves of decay, and she was unable to shake the nagging feeling that she’d made a mistake to even think of trusting him. Perhaps, the only way she’d survived all those years in the castle was by knowing there would always be a way out—a choice, if she wanted it. If she dared. She would escape through the dungeon and out to the rose hedges; if and when she’d wanted it bad enough, Brocéliande has always been there. Ophelia’s note merely fed the princess’s flames of desire and curiosity enough to warrant action.

      Now, Lilac hated that there was no way for her to escape in case things went very, very wr—

      A shattering clang broke her distraction. Lilac couldn’t help it. She glanced away from Garin and at the prisoner who’d leaped at the cage door. Her chalky hands clawed feverishly at the bars. Shackled at the wrists, it appeared to be a woman. A young woman, beneath the flaking grime on her cheeks, beneath the matted hair, flaming red and tucked into a bonnet. A soot-covered smock hung, half torn and falling off her shoulders.

      “Princess!” the woman croaked through her feeble attempts to break the bars imprisoning her. “What a cruel illusion—”

      Lilac stumbled backwards when Garin released her in his own shock. She’d never seen the frantic stranger, but pity and fear tore at her heart. The woman’s gaunt cheeks were suddenly wet with tears, and skin at her collarbone sucked in as she panted.

      Garin gripped the cage and pressed his face between the bars. The woman shrunk away.

      “You will hold your tongue this instant. How dare you address—”

      He paused. Then, he tensed. The next thing Lilac knew, he had put himself between her and the wooden door behind them.

      “What—”

      “Don’t,” Garin growled through his teeth.

      In a flurry of dust, the door flew open. When the cloud cleared, a man stood in the doorway of the entry passage, his dirty blond hair knotted at the nape of his neck. A distinct nose bridge and high cheekbones hinted at Eastern ancestry, and his eyes, exotic and deadly even from a distance, were a shade of deep garnet. As he took in the sight of Garin—and Lilac peeking out from behind him—his mouth, smeared with crusted mahogany, spread into a wide smile.

      “Brother!”

      Brother?

      In no time, the newcomer crossed the length of the hall. He clapped a filthy hand on Garin’s shoulder. “And you brought a guest?”

      Her subtle effort to remain hidden were futile; he stepped around to size Lilac up and down.

      “A human guest,” he crooned. “New cattle?”

      “Cattle?” Garin repeated, turning warily to face him.

      “Indeed.” The vampire’s eyes bore into the back of Lilac’s head as he circled her, never lifting his gaze while he addressed Garin. “Things have changed in your absence.”

      “Are these everyone’s thralls?” Garin asked, turning and motioning at the cages. “Why are they confined this way?”

      “We haven’t had an individual servant system since the king’s law. These are the community thralls, so to speak.”

      Garin’s face was almost unreadable. Then, he raised his brows in mild surprise, though the concerned glint in them remained. “Where did you get them?”

      “I don’t know.” The vampire gave a rough laugh. “Brother, why the interrogation? They’re the broken, bruised, and battered of society who had no one. Nobody cares that they are missing.” He shrugged condescendingly. “Cattle, as I said.”

      Without warning, he brushed Lilac’s hair back off her shoulders, a movement and touch so light she would not have noticed, had she not been hyperaware. She flinched and willed herself to still.

      “And this one,” he purred. “Is this your contribution?”

      “My own, Bastion,” Garin replied, never taking his eyes off the blond vampire. The territorial disposition in his own voice shocked even her.

      “Your thrall, then.” Bastion nodded approvingly. “I was only curious, brother. No harm intended.” He clicked his tongue at the roof of his mouth, looking her up and down and then turning his attention to Garin. “I assume she wasn’t traveling with a beau? Or, perhaps a brother? I’m sure you’d have brought me a scrumptious apology gift.”

      “Of course, I would’ve.”

      “No matter.” Bastion winked. “You look good. Healthy. It’s been what, forty years?”

      “Forty-two.”

      “Yet you don’t look a day over twenty-five,” Bastion said, hands on hips.

      “That is how vampirism works.” Garin’s voice held none of the airy lightness that Bastion’s did.

      The blond vampire smiled ruefully while his brother stared him down.

      Then, Bastion was gone—he moved faster than Garin ever had—and cold fingers with long nails suddenly gripped Lilac’s arm.

      “Bastion,” Garin growled warningly.

      Lilac inhaled sharply and shut her eyes as Bastion sniffed lightly at her now hair-free neck, his nose trailing along her shoulder. “Simply intoxicating.”

      “Leave her,” Garin said with forced calm.

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to share a drink? Like old times.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      Bastion gave a nonchalant shrug, though his eyes held fast. He dragged a talon across Lilac’s skin, a trace of mockery lacing his voice. “You’re drinking again. From humans, I mean. You’ve never had an issue with the scotch.”

      “I am.”

      “Then I don’t see what the problem is.”

      Garin grabbed her arm and tugged her firmly away from Bastion, who released her. For once, she was grateful to be manhandled by him. Her skin still crawled where Bastion had touched her.

      “I said, she is my thrall,” Garin added. “Therefore, there will be no sharing of any kind.”

      “Your eyes aren’t red, brother,” Bastion observed, suddenly grinning again. “Do not lie to me. You haven’t fed in at least a couple days.”

      Regret flickered over Garin’s expression before settling into trite annoyance. “She’s getting used to being fed on constantly. I don’t want to waste her stamina. I don’t know, I like to… enjoy her.”

      Through the fear, she was suddenly more aware of his grip on her arm. He was talking for Bastion’s benefit now, but the chilling implication of his words still shook her. His words back at the river’s edge—about being unlike Sinclair in that way—registered; perhaps he wasn’t that kind of monster, but was Bastion?

      Unthinkingly, she inched closer to Garin. Her skin prickled beneath his fingers.

      Bastion’s eyes lit. “Enjoy her, you say?” He glanced at Lilac, whose ears had reddened.

      Swiftly, he hooked a sharp talon under her chin and forced her to look at him. His irises were mesmerizing, a shifting fluid of red bloodstones and rubies.

      Garin’s grip on her arm unwittingly tightened. The feeling in her fingers started to go. “You dare attempt to entrance her,” he growled under his breath.

      “Oh, trust me, brother.” Bastion’s breath was stale, the metallic aroma again invading Lilac’s nostrils. “I don’t need a bit of sanguine magic to tell if a human is lying to me. Look at me, girl. Has he recently fed from you? Look me at me!”

      Lilac felt the stirrings of an irresistible pull from the vampire’s gaze. Her palms grew clammy, and the room around them began to grow dim. He was trying to get inside her head. She couldn’t give Garin away—despite everything, she certainly trusted him more than this monster.

      Her lower lip began to quiver as she forced herself to revisit the memory of Sinclair on top of her. Her mind began to race, and her heart clamored as she pictured him ripping at her gown and grasping her skin, places she’d never been touched before.

      When the monster pulled back to look at her, Garin’s face replaced Sinclair’s—

      “Yes,” she choked, not recognizing the terror in her own voice. Hot tears clung to her lashes. “Yes sir, he has.”

      Lilac felt Garin’s grip on her arm lessen and slide down, toward her hand. She wanted to slap the growing satisfaction clean off of Bastion’s face, yet she could not stop herself from trembling. She stole a look at Garin, who’s expression remained unreadable.

      “My. The devil himself, finally returned.” Bastion heartily slapped Garin on the shoulder again. “And you’ve had a bit more than blood from the wench, haven’t you?”

      Garin rolled his eyes. “Please. At least try to be decent.”

      “I expected no less. And you didn’t even entrance her to forget, either… How wicked,” he said, brows arching in surprise.

      Garin groaned. “Cut the shit, Bast. We’ve had a long journey and I’d like to get to my chamber. You know why I’ve returned.”

      Bastion paused. “Ah.” He then nodded slowly. “I’d hoped you simply wanted to rejoin your kind. You’ve been gone long, brother.”

      “You know as well as I, brother, that with Laurent’s death, power among our ranks has shifted.” Garin spoke softly, almost reluctantly. He watched Bastion pace away.

      Garin’s gaze trailed behind her, slowly, from left to right as he watched his brother’s every movement. Bastion was like a shark, his outward aggression and hostility all too obvious. In contrast, Garin was like a snake—collected and calculating.

      Bastion chuckled roughly from behind her. “Laurent’s infamous first sire. Of course, big brother. The prodigal son returns.”

      Lilac held in a gasp. Suddenly, Lilac couldn’t help but feel like pulling away—from the both of them. He was the next leader? He hadn’t mentioned it.

      Then again, it wasn’t like she’d told him everything about her intentions, either.

      Garin spoke even quieter now, but there was an urgent lilt to his voice. “Do we know who did it? Does anyone know who killed him?”

      Bastion scoffed, the mirth in his eyes replaced with bitterness. “Not a single lead. Though,” he added blackly, “I’ve overheard a few of the others speculating you had something to do with it.”

      Garin blinked, visibly bristling. “What? I’ll—”

      “Don’t worry. I silenced them. Permanently,” Bastion said, flicking an invisible piece of lint from his jacket. “I know how much Laurent meant to you.”

      “Also, to you,” Garin retorted, his tone warming slightly. “He was like a father to us.”

      “We’ve already discussed the process in our quest to find his killer, starting with contacting the Fair Folk.”

      “Have you?” Garin said, brows knitting in disbelief. “Have you received a response?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Are you mad?” Garin began to raise his voice. “This soon? We should always leave the Fair Folk as a last result. You know what consulting them means for everyone involved, especially a favor of this magnitude.”

      “And you know as well as I, brother, that there are eyes and ears for the creatures everywhere. Almost certainly, someone’s witnessed it. And, with the right leverage, the Ember Court should reveal to us what they know.”

      “At what cost? You know they won’t have anything to do with it, unless they’ve reason to help us, or need a favor themselves.”

      “What won’t you give to find Laurent’s murderer? I say we give them whatever they please. And then we avenge him,” Bastion declared, his hands balling into fists.

      Almost shaking, Garin roughly let go of Lilac and took a threatening step toward Bastion. Even Lilac flinched back.

      “Must I remind you,” he growled. “Any decision on retaliation is mine to make.”

      “You dare let Laurent’s death go unavenged?  I knew you—"

      In a flash, Garin had Bastion pinned by the throat next to a torch. Rubble rained down upon the both of them. “Do not test me, Bastion. The death of our leader upsets me as much as it has all of you, make no mistake. I’ll do everything in my power to ensure that the party behind this suffers, regardless of the cost. Remember what I am capable of.” Bastion’s tongue lolled from his mouth as Garin gave a final squeeze before releasing him. Bastion landed clumsily on his feet, wheezing.

      “We’ll discuss this further tomorrow. The sun will rise soon, and I’m exhausted.” In the dancing shadows near the torchlight, he looked it.

      Garin returned to Lilac’s side and gripped her wrist, towing her past his brother.

      “Garin,” Bastion called out just before they reached the archway. “Before you go.”

      Determined to leave, he only turned at the sound of one of the rusted cage doors creaking open.

      Lilac’s heart sank. She didn’t want to look, but she couldn’t help it.

      “Have a quick welcome home drink with me. You must be parched, and by the color of your eyes it’s been at least three days since your last.” Bastion held a woman roughly by the hair—the same one who’d called out to Lilac earlier. “Let us put our pasts behind us.”

      “I told you, Bast. She’s depleted and needs to rest.”

      “Never mind her,” Bastion boomed, roughing the poor woman and gripping her jaw with his free hand. “We can share.”

      Now, in better lighting in the middle of the hall, Lilac could see her clearly. Fiery, matted curls escaped from the bonnet that had fallen off in the cage. Hopelessness dulled the forest-green eyes that bore into her soul, silently pleading the princess for mercy.

      Time seemed to freeze altogether. Forgetting herself completely, Lilac choked out in a single, desolate sob.

      It was Piper. Her former handmaiden, whom she’d feared dead—whom she’d feared the king, in a twist of drunken madness, had executed after Freya. But this fate was worse. It was far worse.

      Garin must’ve heard her heart racing. He shook his head wearily. “Really,” he insisted. “I’m fine, Bastion. Perhaps tomorrow—”

      “Look.” Bastion yanked Piper’s hair so hard, she croaked out. “I am graciously relinquishing the honored position of leadership that would’ve been mine, had you not returned in such convenient time.”

      At this, Garin released her wrist and crossed the room to Bastion. “What are you implying?”

      “You were gone for forty-two years, Garin! And now that our leader is dead, you return home? Don’t you know how that looks?”

      “You mustn’t forget that it was you,” Garin said, jabbing a finger into Bastion’s chest. “You were the one who thought I was not fit to remain here.”

      Lilac was suddenly aware of the prisoners shifting in their shackles, watching as she did with bated breath.

      Despite his brother’s rage, Bastion reached down and daintily plucked his finger off. “Tell me,” he said with lethal calm. “How were we supposed to have had a second in command, a future leader who suddenly refused human blood? We learned how to hunt together. We used to tear through the towns together leaving the —blood drenched the streets of Paimpont in our wake. It was glorious.”

      Bastion stood, chest heaving, in the middle of the hall. When he spoke again, it was quiet, regretful. “And without warning, something in you changed, brother. You went through a… I don’t even know what to call it. Existential crisis? I thought it was merely a phase, that you’d find solace in your absence, then return. I didn’t think it would take you this long. Forgive me, brother. I was only looking out for our kind. But if you won’t drink to your long-awaited return, then I will.”

      Lilac watched, mesmerized and frozen, as Bastion brushed the hair from Piper’s shoulders to expose her neck. It was fortunate that fear was a logical response, for there was no way she would’ve masked it regardless.

      Piper closed her eyes while Bastion bent over her neck, almost as if she were accustomed to it. With a wet squelch, his fangs plunged into her shoulder. The lump on his throat moved as he gulped it down, swallow after swallow. What little color was left drained slowly from her old friend’s cheeks.

      Unable to stand it any longer, Lilac started forward. Garin hastily shot an arm out and yanked her back by the elbow. She threw him a threatening glare, and he quickly matched it.

      “Oh? Something the matter?”

      Lilac looked back to see Bastion grinning through a burgundy mask, Piper limp in his hands.

      “No—” Garin started.

      “You’ll kill her!” Lilac burst out in a sob, ignoring Garin’s groan. “You—”

      She heard the impact before she felt it. The back of Bastion’s palm cracked against her jaw, jolting her so hard that she toppled to the floor. She lay there panting and fought to catch the breath that’d been knocked out of her.

      Instinctively, she licked the blood off her lips and inner cheek, where her teeth had sliced into the side of her mouth. Lilac gagged it down, though she then felt a warm wetness dripping from her nostrils and hastily pressed her palm against it.

      Garin was quick to put himself between them. Though she stared numbly at the floor, blurred through the hot tears rolling down her cheeks, Lilac could hear the clear restraint in his voice. She pressed her palm harder against her nose.

      “I’ll deal with her later.” he managed. “My turn, brother.”

      Lilac looked up.

      Bastion was dumping the girl’s limp form into Garin’s arms. Cradling her quivering body, he stroked her cheek and mouth with his thumb as she choked her tears back.

      Lilac knew she should have felt relieved that her friend was in Garin’s possession, but it mixed with an underlying sense of unease. The way he looked at Piper was magnetizing.

      “I want my maman.”

      “Shh,” he murmured into her ear, rubbing the girl’s arm as if to quell her incessant trembling.

       “I want to go home,” Piper managed to gag between convulsive gasps. The girl was dying.

      “This will pass,” he whispered, pulling her closer. “What is your name, mademoiselle?”

      “Piper,” she choked.

      “I’ll take care of you, Piper. You’re safe with me.”

      The redhead nodded, closing her eyes.

      But, as Garin stroked Piper’s hair, he glared unflinchingly down at Lilac. “And you,” he directed at her.

      “You dare speak out of line.”

      Her relief hardened into sick dread. Something was wrong.

      “I’m sorry. Sir.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

      He gripped Piper’s shoulder with one arm, grasping her hair with his opposite free hand. When he pulled back slightly to expose the smooth side of her throat, the girl shut her eyes with the same deluded calm the other cattle had adopted.

      Lilac exhaled slowly. It was all an act. He was good at this, almost too good. He couldn’t bite her.

      Then, Garin twisted his torso to the right. Hard.

      Piper’s neck snapped against his chest with a muffled crunch, and with that, he let her lifeless body crumple to the floor.

      “Now you’re sorry.”
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      Lilac stared into Piper’s unseeing eyes.

      Even Bastion was shocked. “That’s unfortunate,” he said simply, but he glanced unbelievingly at the corpse, as if Piper would leap to her feet and declare it a joke.

      A cruel, cruel joke.

      Garin dusted off his hands. “As I told you, I wasn’t hungry. Now you’re one less. And as for you, girl, my patience is wearing thin. Let’s go.”

      He motioned with a single finger for Lilac to come, but her limbs were leaden with grief. She sat, hand still on her stinging cheek, unable to tear her gaze from the lifeless body at his feet. Though her eyes had remained open, Piper’s gaunt face was still hauntingly peaceful. She hadn’t even had time to realize what was coming.

      None of them did.

      Ignoring Bastion’s look of astonishment, Garin bent to snatch Lilac by the arm and hoisted her up. “I said, let’s go.”

      Lilac barely managed a nod, shudders passing through her like the storm battering on outside.

      Bastion began to drag Piper’s body like a rag doll.

      “Leave her,” Garin commanded. “We’ll get someone else to dispose of the corpse. Aren’t you going to show us in?”

      The other vampire threw him a steeled look before moving past them and beneath the archway. “This way, my Prince of Night.” He ushered them in with a wave.

      Numbly, Lilac allowed Garin to tow her into a circular room lined symmetrically with a dozen shadowed doorways, a torch between each. They must’ve been directly under the hill; the roof arched upwards into a shallow dome with a metal grate at its center. A single beam of moonlight shone down through the iron bars, illuminating dust particles that danced like celestial embers in the putrid air. The silver light hit the ground, illuminating a round plate engraved with the outlines of two swords crossing at midpoint.

      Something shifted behind them, and Lilac was startled to notice two vampires—a man and a woman—who flanked the arched entryway. They wore dark leather armor, but Lilac could see no weapon like the sword Garin carried. With a shudder, she realized that there would be no no need.

      Garin relaxed noticeably beside her as he took the room in.

      “Are you glad to be back?” Bastion asked.

      He only cleared his throat. “As you can imagine, circumstances are less than ideal.” He turned sharply on the guard vampires. “One of you, take care of the girl’s body in the vestibule. Put her in the entry hall just before the boulder. The other, bring a meal to my room. A meal for my thrall,” he clarified.

      “We burn the bodies at the pyre,” the woman replied lazily, as if she couldn’t be bothered.

      Garin froze. He exhaled next to her.

      The other scoffed and raised a brow at Bastion. “Who is this?”

      In a flash, Garin was at the vampire’s throat. “I’m who you answer to from now on, you insipid cretin.” He snapped his neck, just as quick as he had Piper’s. The woman scuttled back in alarm as Garin’s second victim fell to the floor.

      “He’ll wake in a couple hours, for fuck’s sake.” The woman, who cowered against the wall, nodded vigorously. “You get to do both chores now. Get to it.”

      “Fledglings,” said Bastion, rolling his eyes as she scurried out of the room.

      “Are they new?”

      “They joined us a few years after you departed.”

      “Fantastic,” he groaned. “The more idiots, the merrier.” Garin was already gripping the back of Lilac’s dress once more, though this time, his hand rested at the small of her back.

      Bastion waved a hand dismissively at the first door on the left. “No one’s been in Laurent’s room or office since his death.”

      Lilac tried to remain expressionless, but the moisture in her eyes made it difficult. She blinked them back, glad for the distraction of the vampires’ exchange. She wiped them before anyone could notice.

      “Let’s keep it that way until we have a better idea of what happened. I think I’ll sleep in my old quarters tonight.”

      “Are you sure?” Bastion studied his brother curiously. “His quarters are much bigger than ours. More room for two.”

      “We’ll make due.” He tugged Lilac toward one of the dark passages to the left of Laurent’s quarters.

      Bastion shrugged. “I suppose. Anything must be better than wiping down bar tops at the tavern.”

      “Bastion,” he growled, spinning on him. “I returned to ensure someone sensible takes Laurent’s position as head, and to save our coven from overzealous pricks like you. Do not test me.”

      Without another word, Garin adjusted his grip on her waist and steered her into the hallway.

      Being alone with Garin allowed her to refocus, and after everything, she wondered if he planned on keeping his word after all . He’d killed three people in the span of a few hours without showing a bit of remorse. Not to mention the disabled vampire out in the circular chamber.

      Was he that convincing, or was it all no longer part of an act?

      “Wait here,” he said quietly, opening the door at the end of the drafty hall.

      She blinked, willing her eyes to adjust to the darkness, but stopped at the rasp of flint and steel. A burst of flame grew as Garin fed the fireplace wood, casting ominous shadows across the rest of the room. Then, one by one, he lit the torches adorning each of the walls.

      “Enter.”

      Walking into Garin’s bedchamber reminded her unnervingly of earlier that evening at Sinclair’s campsite, and the evening before that back at the inn. As the fire danced, again was she alone with not a man, but a monster that had garnered more of her trust than was deserved.

      Wooden racks lining the wall next to her held bottle after bottle of wine—or, at least, what looked like wine. A bed sat in the middle of the room atop a wool rug, the ironically burgundy sheets made and untouched. An impressive sword stand stood against the wall opposite them, an assortment of gilded long and short blades suspended in the wooden rackets. Next to that, a towering bookshelf with volume upon volume, frosted over in a thick layer of dust. Across the mattress, a person-sized cage contained a bench, pile of straw, and a chamber pot.

      When she looked up at Garin, she found him staring at her, a lock of black hair falling onto his forehead, which he pushed back. It seemed like such a human gesture for someone who was anything but.

      “You know,” he said, his brows knit together as he reached past her to pull the chamber door shut. “You should really stop doing that. For both your sake and mine,” he added.

      He’d brushed against her lightly, and the faint scent of cedar and juniper made her dizzy. “Doing what?”

      “Blushing.”

      “That’s not exactly something I can help,” she snapped.

      She’d clearly made a mistake in going along with him, in agreeing to play along. She was the reason Piper was dead. Lip quivering, she felt her devastation begin to morph into fury. She let it.

      Garin had the nerve to smile warmly in the thickening silence, but it faded when he registered her scowl. “What?”

      “You monster—”

      “Here we go,” he muttered, half to himself. He cocked his head at the open cage door. “Go on, then.”

      “—like hell, you repulsive swine! I’ll—”

      “Right. Your father will have my head. Anything else?” He strode over to the door and leaned against it, unceremoniously sweeping an arm in. “The cage is yours, Your Highness. I am sure the haystack has been plumped to your liking.”

      Lilac’s string of profanities stopped. She inhaled sharply. “In there? Absolutely not. I’m not spending my time with you, stuck in there.”

      “The choice is yours, princess.” He gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I didn’t think you’d fancy sharing the bed.”

      Fuming, Lilac snatched her sack from him and tromped into the cell without another word. She warily watched Garin as he walked over and closed the door, which locked with a loud click.

      “What am I supposed to do in here?” Her rage simmered as she gripped the bars. “This isn’t necessary.”

      He slipped his baldric belt over his head; there was her dagger, sheathed in the pocket beside Sinclair’s gold-hilt sword, both glimmering in the firelight. The vampire threw her a molten grin as he perched on the edge of his mattress opposite her and began removing his shoes.

      “Oh, it is too, necessary. If anyone enters and you’re roaming freely, I’d be subject to even more scrutiny. It would give Bastion reason to investigate more than he already has. So, I don’t know. Preoccupy yourself with princess things. Your kingdom won’t miss their pseudo-queen an extra night.”

      Lilac plopped down on the bench to steady herself. She’d hardly had time to process anything at all. Garin, a Darkling. He was not only a vampire himself, but the leader of the Brocéliande coven, making him one of her largest adversaries.

      Yet, here he was, poking fun at her as she sat helpless in a cage. Helpless and underground, leagues and even further away from anyone who could come to her aid.

      “I am no pseudo anything.” She crossed her arms, refusing to entertain his jabs, knowing her reaction would only amuse him further. His raillery seemed without cynicism, but his last comment had struck a chord, and it annoyed her immensely.

      She pivoted back to face him. “I am well-aware of what the kingdom thinks of me, you ass. I’m not oblivious to any of it.”

      He watched her through the bars, eyebrows slightly raised.

      “That doesn’t make me any less of a leader. And, even then, I intend to protect my people at any cost. Now, I need to know. What if the Night Court confirms it was a human who staked Laurent? What will you do?”

      Garin frowned, massaging the soles of his now-bare feet. “Ember Court,” he corrected, straightening suddenly. “Why? Do you know anything about what happened? If you do, I’m not releasing you until you tell me.”

      “I would have told you if I knew anything. I was just wondering what would happen.”

      Garin studied her warily, probably searching for a tell. “They are… interesting creatures, the Fair Folk. Much to their chagrin, they cannot lie—which is why they speak only in nonsensical riddles. If I’m careful, if we ask them the right questions, I’ll be able to get the truth from them.”

      “Well then, I’m glad,” she replied, trying to keep the sudden defensiveness she felt from her voice. As far as she knew, no human was involved. “For one of my family to do that to your coven leader would be extremely foolish.”

      “Yes. Yes, it would,” he agreed, and his eyes followed her closely as she shifted uncomfortably. “It would give us the grounds to seek retribution against your kingdom.”

      She didn’t need to be queen to know that any kind of retaliation meant war. It was a large-scale effort that she wasn’t at all prepared to support or organize—at least, not upon her immediate inheritance of power.

      Regardless, she couldn’t let Garin see it. Lilac took a deep breath and spoke as calmly as her nerves would allow. “And? Will you?”

      He massaged the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “I don’t know.”

      She wasn’t sure what answer she was expecting to hear, but it wasn’t that. Lilac stood and placed her hands on the bars.

      “Please, let me go. I got you in, I did as was asked.”

      “You promised me one day,” Garin said firmly.

      “Well if you’re going to threaten to attack the kingdom—my kingdom—then I need to go. The faster I get to Paimpont, the quicker I can get back to the castle.”

      Ignoring the urgency in her tone, he stood and peeled his bedsheets back from the top of the mattress. “You mortals take everything so literally. I never threatened anything. I said it would give us the grounds to. Whether or not I act on it is up in the air; plus, if I were wanted to retaliate, do you really think I’d lay all my plans out for the one person who should know nothing of them?”

      Just then, a knock came at the door. Garin sauntered over and opened it a crack, returning with a tray of what looked like lumpy liquid and a mug of water. He retrieved a small key from his pocket and opened the cell door just wide enough to hand it to her.

      She hesitated, half considering shoving him out of the way and escaping. But where would she run? She would have nowhere to go, and very little time before Garin caught up to her—or worse, Bastion. The thought of the vampire guards in the main chamber and the many more probably slumbering in the other shadowed halls of the makeshift crypt made her shudder.

      “You can try,” said Garin, following her longing gaze to his door. “I promise, you won’t get far. Plus,” he added dryly, “I wouldn’t give any hungry vampire a reason to give chase, if I were you.”

      A jolt of fear rippled through her, but she quickly swallowed it. “You just… ate, though,” she said, wrinkling her nose.

      “I’m stuck in the body of a twenty-five-year-old man. I have the perpetual metabolism of one, and the blood of the dead never satiates me for long.”

      Reluctantly, she took the tray and sniffed at the suspicious gray-green matter floating in the bowl. She glanced up at Garin in shock. “It smells incredible.”

      “Smells like leek soup.” He shut her cell door and took his seat across her at the foot of his bed once more. “They have to keep those people—the cattle, I mean—alive somehow.”

      The cattle. The men and women in the cells of the vestibule. Despite the hunger gnawing at her stomach, she suddenly felt too sick to eat and placed the tray beside her and returned to the bench. In her determination to undo her submissive pretense, she’d momentarily forgotten about Piper.

      How could she?

      Unbidden, the image of gaunt Piper with a crooked neck and blood trickling from her lips flashed through Lilac’s mind. A pang of heavy guilt spread through her chest for not being more upset about it, but in the moment, she’d been forced to hold her tongue. Anger surged back up within her.

      Lilac buried her face in her hands. Other memories of her old friend began to surface, ones that she’d tried to block—for the most part, successfully—for years. Her face burned as she glared at the abomination watching her curiously from the bed. Piper, who was banished from the castle because of Lilac, who had become nothing more than a blood bag of skin and bones to the starving Darklings. She imagined Piper carried away by vampires. The moment she was captured, had the former handmaid gone along with it with minimal resistance, as Lilac had?

      Or was Piper braver? Had she fought back, kicking and screaming?

      “Was killing her necessary?” Lilac croaked from between her palms.

      She peeked through her fingers.

      Garin was staring at her, mouth open in confusion. “Who?”

      “Piper!” She raised her voice. “Piper.”

      “Oh, the redhead?”

      “She wasn’t just a redhead, you stupid Darkling,” Lilac exclaimed, shooting up and once more pressing up against the bars. “She was my former handmaid.”

      Garin wrung his hands and licked his lips before speaking. “I had to satisfy Bastion. I gave him the inhumanity he was seeking. If he’d asked me to drink from you, I would have been done for. So would you.”

      He frowned and squinted. “Wait. If she was your handmaiden, then how is she here? We wouldn’t dare bother your castle with kidnappings. Not even an idiot like Bastion would attempt something so foolish.”

      “I got her into trouble once and—and she was banished,” she explained miserably, then hiccupped twice. “Banished from castle grounds. I’m not sure how she got here, but I’d imagine she might’ve been captured on her way back to her parent’s house. I know they lived on the outskirts of Rennes.” She felt lightheaded, imagining Piper’s terror at being captured, then left in a cage for years to be used at the Darklings’ beckon and call.

      It was her fault. All of it. She sunk to her knees and bent over the makeshift toilet, heaving dryly.

      “And now,” Garin continued in mock reverence, hand clutched dramatically to his chest. “She’s dead. Gone forever. Fin.” He opened his eyes just in time to dodge the full stone mug that came flying at his head, liquid splattering all over the bookshelf. The mug bounced without cracking and landed near the swords.

      “Watch the armory,” he chortled as Lilac sobbed angrily, now standing and clutching the scalding bowl of leek soup to chuck at him next. “Put that down this instant.”

      “Or what?” she spat through the tears. Her churlishness wasn’t uncalled for; he had kidnapped her and thrown her in a cage, after all. And killed her friend. Her only friend, perhaps. “It’s not like you can do anything to me, anyway, you sorry excuse for a vampire.”

      Stunned, he crossed his arms, not a trace of humor remaining as he examined her from across the room. She couldn’t tell if the look was hunger, lust, or a combination of both—but she scuttled aside when he strode over to her cell door. She shrank into the corner when he entered the cage, snatched the soup bowl from her grip, and reached for her—but, instead of grabbing her again, Garin expectantly held his other hand out.

      “May I?”

      Lilac loosened from her recoil. “May you what?”

      “Your hand, princess.”

      Half surprised, half satisfied that he’d bothered to ask, she guardedly obliged and allowed him to lead her out. When she realized he intended to bring her to the bed, Lilac wriggled her arm away; he let her, using his free hand to knock one of the two pillows onto the floor.

      “Bed’s all yours, Your Royal Highness,” he drawled, placing the bowl down upon the sheets. He fetched her sack and rummaged inside it until he found her damp wool cloak; he gave a good yank to shake it out and then placed it, hood hanging, at the end of the sword rack near the fireplace.

      Lilac watched in bewilderment, almost forgetting her anger. He then lowered himself onto the floor next to the bed, propping himself up against the pillow and wall.

      “Eat,” he said encouragingly. “And just so you know, princess. I didn’t kill her.”

      Lilac plopped onto the mattress, not out of comfort, but because her knees began to feel weak. It was surprisingly comfortable.

      “Don’t you dare,” she seethed. “How could she—I saw what I saw.”

      But Garin was shaking his head. “No. You think you saw. I turned her.”

      Lilac, who’s nausea finally prompted her to pick up the spoon, let it clatter back into the bowl of soup with a plop. She balanced the bowl on her knees.

      Garin watched her, his lips curving in satisfaction. “When Bastion turned her over to me, I force fed her a few drops of my own blood that I had drawn before killing her. There was so much of it all over the poor girl, no one took notice any of it was mine.”

      The blood upon Piper’s chalked lips had been his, not her own. Reeling, Lilac leaned back on an arm. She was glad she was already sitting. What a horrible ending for Piper.

      Or, depending on perception, a new beginning.

      “What will happen to her?”

      “She’s in transition now. Within a day at the longest, she should awaken. It varies person to person, on how their body reacts to the change. I’ll have someone find her a room somewhere here.”

      The matter-of-fact reassurance in Garin’s voice was almost too much to bear; she either wanted to smash the clay bowl over his head or hug him to show her gratitude. Instead, she gingerly picked up the bowl and scooted back until she was at the top of the bed, then slipped her legs under the covers. The cold she’d felt since leaving the castle had seeped deep within her bones, leaving her feeling like she’d never truly be warm again. Sighing, she put the spoon aside, lifted the bowl to her lips, and began to drink. The broth was smooth despite its pallor, steeped with lush greens and herbs. Incredibly salty. Surprisingly savory.

      “Is it any good?” Garin wondered out loud.

      She nodded, her nose halfway into the bowl as she gulped ravenously.

      “Must be nice.”

      “Do… people not have tastes?” Lilac wrinkled her nose. She immediately regretted asking.

      Garin didn’t answer right away. He shifted, pulling his knees to his chest. “I mean, no. People taste like people. But they do smell differently.”

      “What do I smell like?” The words escaped Lilac’s lips before she could stop herself.

      A thick silence filled the air.

      Finally, Garin cleared his throat. “If you don’t mind, princess, I’d rather not answer that.”

      “That’s fair.” She placed the empty bowl beside her and pulled the covers up to her chin with a contented sigh. “When Piper worked for me, I never got the chance to tell her how thankful I was for all she did.”

      She awkwardly busied herself with picking at her nailbed. When Garin didn’t say anything, she peeked through her curtain of hair to find him staring off into the fire.

      “Seems a bit generous,” he remarked. “She was only a handmaid, after all.”

      Lilac snorted cynically. “Do you know how I discovered my Darkling tongue? Do people—erm, Darklings know that story?”

      “Bits of it. I at least know that night, a shapeshifter was killed at the hands of your parents. And after that, all aid was halted. Your father’s law was in place the next day.”

      “Yes. It’s my fault Piper was banished that same night. She’d stood post at my chamber door while I snuck down to the kitchen. There, I happened upon the wolf. It spoke to me, I spoke back. Before I knew it, I was in full conversation with her. That’s when my parents arrived with Piper already apprehended by the guards. I never saw her again.” She cleared her throat. “Piper, I mean. And Freya. The wolf.”

      Lilac gave a despondent sniffle. Friendships between royalty and the help were highly frowned upon, but how could anyone expect them to follow that rule? After all, they were only young children when Piper had been hired. They were unlikely friends, thrown together by fate.

      Just as she and Garin.

      Down below, he interrupted her silent reflection with an obnoxious yawn.

      “In the present economy, it is frowned upon to intentionally create a Fledgeling for no good reason. And if someone does, it’s usually out of desperation for companionship. It was quite obvious she was very important to you. I thought I’d turn her first, ask later.”

      He shrugged and ran a hand through his uncombed hair. “I much rather would have killed her.” Through a rough laugh, he added, “Much rather would’ve eaten her, but… you know. Not in the cards for me. Not today.”

      Sighing, Garin stole a sideway glance at her, a gesture he perhaps did not expect her to pick up—and when he caught her looking, he returned to plucking an invisible ball of dust off his black pant leg.

      Knowing Piper would be fine, or at least some variation of fine, Lilac’s adrenaline finally began to burn off. Her eyelids grew heavy as the past couple days’ journey began to catch up to her.

      The vampire had shifted down, now resting with his head soundly upon the pillow. When Garin felt her eyes on him, he scowled and turned to his side and shoved his back to her.

      “Your brother,” she began as a sleepy afterthought. “He’s… alarming. And his eyes…” Lilac shuddered. “Human blood really makes them that way?”

      “Yes. Mortal blood taken from the vein, though.”

      There was that phrase again. From the vein.

      “Can your kind ever feed off of other Darklings?”

      “Why on earth would we do that?”

      “I mean, if you ever had to. Like witches and warlocks, they at least look human. Would a vampire’s eyes be red, then?”

      “I’m not sure. Warlocks are easy to spot by their signature silver hair at any age. All witches smell strongly of sage and foxglove, which, I wouldn’t imagine tasting very good. I’ve personally never tried, but I’ll be sure to ask Bastion the next time he mistakes a witch for a mortal,” he replied sardonically.

      “Did he banish you? How would he have done that if you were rightfully second in command and next in line?”

      “He didn’t banish me. Not exactly.” He rubbed his eyes and grunted like a tired child. “Years ago, something happened, and suddenly, I wasn’t able to feed.”

      “From the vein,” Lilac echoed distantly.

      “As you can guess, Bastion didn’t like it. Believing I’d stopped feeding as a matter of preference, he convinced the entire coven to abandon me. I left and found work and a place to stay at the Fenfoss Inn that doubled as a tavern.”

      With a groan, he shifted on the pillow. “Bastion was right… It would’ve been laughable for me to take on the role as leader. The one member who couldn’t even drink from people anymore. And I wasn’t second in command; it isn’t anything like that. Vampires don’t have special ceremonies or coronations, ascensions or anything frilly like you humans have. The leader dies, the next one immediately takes his place. It’s that simple. I was the one set to take Laurent’s place had anything bad happened to him, because I am his first sired. Bastion was his second. So on, and so forth.”

      “So, Bastion doesn’t know the real reason you can’t drink from people anymore?”

      He paused. When he finally answered, he sounded annoyed at the fact she’d clung to that detail. “No,” he said curtly.

      Lilac cleared her throat, curiosity burning at the tip of her tongue. She wanted to ask him about it again but thought better of it. Whether he was aware of it or not, he was opening up to her. He was a hard nut to crack, so to speak, and any prying she did needed to be tactful. If she could tap into any sort of vulnerability, if they actually opened up to each other, maybe then he’d consider releasing her sooner.

      “Do you plan on telling him?”

      “Certainly not.” Garin’s sullen laugh was tinged with bitterness. “The only one I should’ve told was Laurent, but he was so polite, so fatherly that he never pushed. Laurent wasn’t convinced that I one day decided to stop hunting humans out of choice, but he respected me enough to know I’d tell him when I was ready. Even as our leader, he was extremely… progressive. He was different.”

      Garin rolled slightly to peek over his shoulder. “If I share something with you, do you promise to keep it between the both of us?”

      “That depends.” Lilac’s stomach swam at the sudden intimacy of the question. “Is it incriminating?”

      He snorted. “Your botched attempt at murdering me and then agreeing to follow me was incriminating, as is every unhostile word we’ve spoken to each other thus far. Anyway, I suppose it doesn’t really matter now that he’s dead—Laurent looked forward to your reign.”

      At this, Lilac propped herself up on her left elbow to look down at him.

      “He did?” she asked, unable to suppress the small smile that crept onto her lips. She foggily recalled the korrigan chief mentioning something similar.

      “After it became known publicly that you speak to Darklings, it was like a light went on in his head. I put the pieces together over the few times he came into the tavern; he didn’t know what had happened with me, either, but he was the only one who’d cared enough to track me down and visit on occasion. I’d always speculated—by the way he spoke anyway—that he secretly hoped you would somehow form a bridge between us. Humans and Darklings, I mean. Bring us to a sort of reconciliation, or at least smooth tensions out. Something along those lines. He had this ludicrous vision of a sort of harmony. No pressure, of course,” he added.

      Lilac opened her mouth to speak and closed it again when she couldn’t find the words. The only hope in her as leader that anyone had ever voiced aloud, was that she would accomplish the impossible—unite humans and Darklings? Brocéliande and the kingdom? That was a first. And not out of the mouths of townsfolk, but creatures, instead.

      “Not to worry, princess,” Garin said, yawning around his words again. “Laurent was a dreamer. Head always in the cosmos.”

      “But is... is that something that Darklings want?” she asked quietly. She suddenly felt very small.

      Garin didn’t answer for a couple minutes, and Lilac thought he’d drifted asleep. “I can’t speak for everyone,” he replied softly.

      “Why didn’t you tell me? About you being their new leader?” It was a feeble attempt to swing the subject, but Lilac didn’t know what else to say.

      “Well, why didn’t you tell me you were the princess?”

      Touché.

      She had journeyed into the forest seeking the witch, hoping to get rid of her ability; to become the sort of simple princess the townsfolk would appreciate. They feared her, despised her, and as much as she hated yearning anyone’s approval, she’d wanted to change everything, every wayward perception of her that had existed. But, as she was slowly finding out, the Darklings seemed to have more hope for her reign than her kin ever had.

      Muscles tensing, Lilac shifted her arm out from under her and glanced down at the newly appointed coven leader. She didn’t quite know how to perceive him, now knowing that it seemed his own kind, too, disapproved of his new position. He was, as Bastion had chided, a sort of Prince of Night. Like the korrigan chief, Blitzrik, Garin was now in charge of the Brocéliande coven. She wasn’t even sure what they’d look like in numbers; the mine didn’t look that big from what she’d seen, at least. The forest didn’t have its own monarchy or anything like it, instead consisting of a variety of communities with their own leaders—a sort of ducal system, she thought realized hazily, and suppressed a sudden giggle at the comparison of Garin to Sinclair and the duke.

      Hearing her snort, Garin sighed extravagantly. “Is there… something intriguing you’d like to share?”

      “May I ask you something else?”

      “Look. I’m tired. It’s the morning, and I’m exhausted.”

      “Look,” she mirrored unintentionally, then only finding it funnier. “You’re the one who kidnapped me.”

      “If I had known you’d be this annoying, I definitely would’ve let the Morgen drown you back there.”

      Lilac bit her lip, refusing to let his scathing words deter her. It was obvious there were many thin fibers barely holding her captor together at the seams; her fingers itched to tug them like delicate threads. One of them had been begging to be unraveled.

      “Who cursed you?”

      Garin paused. He flipped onto his back, stretching out, then folded his arms under his head. Again, such a normal, human gesture.

      “Who said I was cursed?”

      “You can’t drink from the vein, as you like to say. What does that mean, exactly? No vampire just stops drinking human blood, as no human stops breathing air.” And the more she thought about it, the Morgen could have been referring to Garin’s curse—not her own. “If not a curse, then what else would it be?”

      When he didn’t reply, Lilac sidled sideways on her belly, back to the edge of the bed.

      As if expecting her advance, Garin already glowered up at her. “What now, Miss Trécesson? Don’t you have some important journey to go on? What of your beloved betrothed you’re so eager to get back to? Why not bother him?”

      Lilac’s eyes widened, but he kept going.

      “Just because you’re on this brilliant, epiphanic quest through Brocéliande, doesn’t mean you can go meddling in matters which aren’t yours, human. Go spout your spurious reasoning to someone who cares.”

      Lilac rolled away onto her back once more. She absentmindedly rubbed her right cheek; the cut of his words stung almost as much as his brother’s blow to her face. Her skin was flaky—the dried blood from her nose, she realized, panic settling. She made a mental note to wash it off later, if—when—Garin released her.

      “You’re the one who asked me to come with you.”

      “I needed you in order to get back into my coven’s good graces. I would have picked you up and slung you over my shoulder either way.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I trusted you enough to come here, not entranced, but of my own will—all because you couldn’t do it properly,” she spat, meaning the words to sting him just as hard, “when just twenty-four hours ago, I didn’t know what you were, or that this place even existed. I’ve never asked you to blindly give me your trust the way you’ve required it of me, time and time again.” Lilac took a deep breath, swallowing her anger. He was a stupid, stubborn Darkling, there was no point in getting upset. “I was only wondering what your story was. That’s all.”

      “There is no story,” he replied. “I have no story.”

      Snuggling further into the blankets, Lilac yawned. Her eyelids were leaded with exhaustion. “Preposterous. Everyone’s got a story.”

      To her surprise, Garin let out a quick snort. Again, with his mercurial moods. “Preposterous,” he piped in mock falsetto.

      “What’re you mumbling, there?”

      “Nothing at all. Goodnight, princess.”

      Just before drifting off, she rolled over once more to peer sleepily at the creature beside her. His back faced her again, shoulders rising once every minute or so with his slow, controlled breath.

      Since departing the castle, she’d been chased, assaulted, and held captive.

      Yet, Lilac had a nagging feeling her journey had only begun.
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      With a startled snort, Lilac jolted up in bed. A breeze chilled her back as she left the sheets, sweat soaking through her dress. Despite a vivid dream she couldn’t quite remember, she somehow felt incredibly rested. It must have been about the forest; she could still hear the rushing of the Argent, and in the second it took her eyes to readjust to the firelight, she realized the floor next to the bed was empty. The bookcase along the far wall had been shifted to the right to reveal a sizeable opening in the limestone—the source of both the cacophony of rushing water and the biting breeze that had chilled through her dampened clothes.

      The light from the fireplace revealed little of the passage beyond the doorway. The edges were rough, as if someone had taken a wedge and pick haphazardly to the walls. A cerulean glimmer illuminated the makeshift entryway, like sunlight through crystal.

      Surely Garin was in there; his baldric belt was gone from the room. She stood, grabbed her sack off the floor and set it on the bed, fishing out a clean set of undergarments and her last dress—the nicest she’d brought. She saved it for last, knowing now she had been foolish to think such an ornate garment would be useful in the forest. Stitched in gold trim, the red brocade hugged her hips and draped all the way down to her toes. She clasped her dagger-less belt around it and began braiding her hair‚ an easy style she could manage without a vanity.

      She was in the middle of pinching her cheeks for color before she realized what she was doing. Why was she was fretting about how she looked before seeing him? It reminded her of the other evening at the inn, when she’d seen him for the first time—the humiliation she’d felt at stumbling into the tavern, the bottom of her dress then soaked. Of course, that was back when she didn’t know very much about him at all, and, she realized with a chuckle, he’d seen her much worse off since then. She retrieved her cloak from the sword rack—the cold swirling in from the passage was biting—and donned it quickly.

      With one last look around the room, she slipped her flats on and hesitantly stepped into the opening. Carefully, she followed the gradual descent of the passageway. Even the lightest footsteps on the dusted stone floor produced a flurry of bouncing echoes, and she wondered how Garin could have possibly walked down without waking her. After a few seconds of the roaring water growing louder with each step she took, the passage turned sharply. She rounded the corner, and her jaw fell slack.

      Before her, a high-ceiling cave was illuminated by a magnificent wrought iron candelabra. It was embellished in multicolored jewels, set upon a wooden table. Upon further inspection, she discovered the far wall was made of running water—a wide waterfall, lit by the orange and red sunlight beyond it, sparkling as it also reflected the contrasting aquamarine glow from within the cave. It fed into a small pool before her, filled with crystal clear water. A few hardy water plants swayed black in the shadows of its shallow depths. Along the right side of the pond, a raised stone path led through the water and around the waterfall—out into the open forest, she presumed.

      It wasn’t a true cave, but a grotto, and an absolutely enchanting one at that. The ground under her feet was a crude mixture of sand and clay; it squelched when she took a hesitant step further.

      “Good evening,” the voice came from behind her.

      She whirled to face him and let out a breathy laugh. “I didn’t even see you there. And… evening?” She scratched an eyebrow. The reddening sunlight outside the waterfall deepened quickly now, as if taunting her for mistaking it as sunrise.  “Is it nightfall already?”

      “You slept through the day.”

      The entire day. No wonder she felt so rested. Her joints were ache free for the first time in—she began counting in her head. It was the end of her third day in the forest. How was that possible? She would have to spend the rest of the night walking. If she was lucky, she’d reach Paimpont by morning, spend the day undergoing whatever Ophelia saw fit to do to her to remove her curse, sleep a few hours, then walk the next day and a half home. Despite all the setbacks, at least she’d made decent time; her entire last day would need to be dedicated to the journey back. She was fine with that, considering what she’d gain.

      Or, what was at stake. What she could lose.

      Hands in his pockets, Garin looked more boyish, somehow. He stuck the toe of his boot into the water, sending a small wave of ripples outward. “Are you well rested?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      The moment seemed more private, somehow, and she felt like an outsider looking in. The odd spark of openness—of camaraderie—they had shared the evening before, was suddenly… not gone, but lackluster. She shifted awkwardly on her heels and turned away to instead admire the cavernous, rugged wonder surrounding them.

      Lilac cleared her throat. “Is this part of the Mine?”

      He shrugged without meeting her eyes. “That depends on who you ask. I dug it out a while ago. I used to come down here. To think.”

      “Think?” Lilac blinked.

      “Well, you’d have a lot to think about too, if you were alive for a hundred and ninety years,” he replied, a smile ghosting his lips.

      “One hundred and ninety,” she breathed.

      “If I remember correctly, I was born around the years the war began and turned the year or so before it ended—before the country’s involvement had ended, I mean. So,” he said, pretending to count on his fingers. “One hundred ninety-two, if I’m not mistaken. And counting.”

      Unable to comprehend Garin’s life span of almost two centuries, she latched onto to something a little less incredible. “You dug the grotto out? This whole thing?”

      She tried to picture the Darkling with a pickaxe, taking his anger at the world out on the poor limestone sediment. She couldn’t without laughing. Lilac bit her lip and swallowed the rising giggle.

      “Ah, no. The cave is naturally occurring. I dug the tunnel leading to it.” He mimed scooping out rock with his hands while clicking his tongue against his teeth.  

      “Oh.” With his hands. Being reminded of both his immortality and his near indestructibility was sobering—and a little terrifying.

      “Indeed. Being back is strange. I couldn’t sleep so I thought I’d come down here, revisit a past life or two.”

      “What was it that you were expecting?” She spoke almost hopefully, but only responded with a solemn smile. He had shelled up overnight.

      Garin didn’t reply.

      She followed his forlorn gaze to the trickling wall of water beyond. The pond must have softened the harsh sunset, as the light did not affect him in the slightest. Instead, the rays cast an ethereal shade to his somber stare.

      He was the picture of desperate beauty. Of a lifetime the forest had stolen from him and, in turn, repaid with darkness.

      Lilac gulped, suddenly aware of her own heartbeat; that each moment passing was time with him, slipping away.

      “Garin,” she began hesitantly.

      “Not to fret, princess,” he interjected curtly without meeting her gaze. “I told you, I always keep my word. Thank you for helping me. You are free to go.”

      Lilac froze mid step. How odd it was, that as soon as he’d uttered the words she’d been dying to hear, there was a sudden reluctance in the pit of her belly she certainly did not expect to feel. Absently chewing on her lip, she mirrored him and stuck a toe into the shallow water.

      “It’s not that. I never got to tell you how sorry I was to hear of Laurent’s death.”

      As if breaking from a spell himself, Garin blinked twice and finally faced her.

      “I don’t mean to be insensitive by mentioning him now,” she said softly. “It must be hard.”

      The other words she meant to say stuck behind the lump in her throat. That she was sorry he’d lost his father and mentor. He’d been forced to face the coven that had rebuked him. In the midst of it all, an enormous responsibility had been bestowed upon him and beneath all that, he still struggled with his own demons.

      Much like her, he was cursed in his own way.

      Garin laughed unexpectedly. “Apologizing for your kindness. How endearing.” He stretched his long arms high above his head and gave a disjointed growl in attempt to shake off the sorrow. “Anything is possible, princess. We both know that. But a Darkling assassinating Laurent is as likely as a human farm boy trying to assassinate your father. Possible, but not probable. It’s a death sentence that none of us want.”

      Lilac swallowed. She didn’t expect her apology to sour his mood, at least this quickly.  “

      That’s not what I…” she trailed off. “I can assure you, it wasn’t one of my family.”

      “And if it was?”

      She had no answer. An unexpected wave of emotion washed over her before she spoke again. “Garin, I need to ensure my people are going to be safe. At least, as safe as I can promise them.” As soon as the words were out, she regretted them. How humanely selfish of her. She glanced sideways, anticipating his angry glare.

      Instead, the vampire regarded her curiously, head cocked. He padded through the damp clay, closing the gap between them. She backed away from his sudden movement, but he stopped her, grasping her forearms with a startling gentleness. “Princess. Despite the dark blood that runs within my own veins, and the human, saccharine blood that runs within yours,” he whispered, “you stand in my presence more or less unharmed. I kept you safe, as I said I would. Even in the presence of my unruly brother.”

      “I know—it’s not me I’m worried about. My people,” Lilac insisted, hands in fists as Garin held her arms. “My family…”

      A murky smile played on his lips. “Don’t you see?” His eyes were coals, smoldering against the quivering candlelight, and suddenly, something human in him grasped at her. The scent of his breath, unexpectedly syrupy, drew her closer still. “Don’t you think that if I wanted to seek revenge on humanity and on your kingdom, that I’d start with you?”

      His low voice and threat in his words ruffled her, and she struggled to keep her own tone level as she replied. “The only reason you haven’t killed me is because you are unable.”

      “Is that so?” As fast as he’d grabbed ahold, he released her. The vampire backed away, pacing restlessly up the curved perimeter of the pond. “As young as you are, there’s no way you could begin to fathom the things I am capable of. Even your wretched father was but an infant when Bastion and I terrorized the streets of Rennes, Paimpont, and the bordering towns… Before I—” He cut himself off with an agonized groan. The shadows cast upon his tortured face made him look like a madman.

      Any attraction Lilac had previously felt was instantly smothered by fear. She peeked back at the stone path. Before she could calculate how quickly she’d be able to escape if she needed to, he loomed over her.

      “Hear me out, princess,” he said, enunciating every vowel with crystal clear diction. “You’re not wrong. I am not Laurent. My conscience never bared much semblance to his when he was alive, and it certainly does not now.

      “Before my curse, I was unstoppable. Bastion and I wreaked havoc on everything and everyone in our paths. My brother was right, it was glorious. And then,” he said, his face twisting into something like despair, “I crossed the wrong person.” He laughed darkly. “Look at me now. It’s bad enough that I let you escape from me at the inn. That I allowed you your life when you dared run from me at the campsite. Yet, here you are, not a drop of blood spilled at my doing.”

      “I’d say that’s a good thing, an improvement, even,” she mumbled quickly, wracking her brain for anything consoling, anything humanizing to say that might bring him back to sanity. “It shows you can exercise your powers when necessary, and that you have some restraint.”

      “Restraint? Restraint?” Garin laughed again, a cruel edge to his voice, which cracked against the high ceiling. “Lilac, I’m starving,” he snarled.

      He was unstable. Lilac stumbled backward while he spoke, retreating step after squelching step until her hands found the stone wall behind her.

      “The future mortal queen in my hands,” he mused to himself, stalking toward her. Lilac recoiled when he extended his hand to touch her. Instead, he frowned at his outreached fingers, then at her, as if catching himself. He carefully pulled his arm back. “And I can’t even bring myself to harm a hair on your head.”

      “Then don’t,” she said simply, the words coming out a request. Her heart thudded wildly in her ribcage. She froze beneath his shadow and fought the shivers back.

      His hostility was a sham, if she’d read him right. He lashed out because he was feeling cornered, and even then, he’d refused to touch her. She’d take extra care to give him the space.

      The sunlight beyond the waterfall had faded, leaving only the cobalt of dusk and trembling golden light of the candles.

      “I could kill you,” he whispered. “Right here. Right now, for what your parents have done to Brocéliande. To avenge my sire’s death—we both know he’s dead at human hands. I should. I’ve had so many opportunities.”

      “Garin—”

      “There are plenty of other ways to do it. No one’s around to help you for acres. I could, then your beloved would come for me… ” Garin licked his lips. “What a delicious battle to the death it would be.”

      “You won’t.” He wouldn’t. “You’re scared of all that’s been going on. So am I. But killing me, or another innocent, for that matter, won’t bring Laurent back. You can’t seek revenge until you’re certain of who’s responsible. Any other expended effort would then prove a waste of time.”

      Garin’s furious expression changed to one of torment.

      “So, do as you wish,” she challenged resolutely, pushing herself off the grotto wall and closing the space between them. “It’ll only make you scared, and lonely.”

      As if suspended in time, the mortal princess faced the prince of night, each equally unwilling to give in to the other. Lilac stood glaringly beneath him. Garin’s nostrils flared, his chest heaving slowly.

      In her mind, a tiny voice urged her to run. Keep talking him down, then push. Flee. Anything to get away from the devastating beast. But she was stuck, even as she watched his mouth draw ever nearer. The scent of spruce and evening dew began to fill her head.

      She’d pay for her display of courage again… this time, with her life.

      Garin’s lips brushed against hers ever so slightly. His overwhelming sweetness drew her nearer before their mouths briefly met. Nerve endings shot off in places she never knew existed, and her steadying pulse grew erratic again.

      As if sensing this, almost hesitantly, Garin cupped her face between his palms. He ran one thumb reassuringly over her cheek, silencing every concern plaguing her subconscious. For a moment, all moral reasoning broke within her into fragments of fragile sanity.

      When he pulled back, the universe, speckled with stars of a million shrouded truths, swirled in his irises.

      She wasn’t supposed to enjoy it. Not nearly as much as she did.

      He kissed her again, carefully parting her lips. She inhaled sharply when her tongue found his fangs, which had sprouted; to her surprise, it didn’t slow her one bit. The caress of his hands sliding down the skin of her bare neck was almost too much to bear; grinning against his mouth, she selfishly, hungrily leaned into him.

      In response to her movement, Garin withdrew from her once more, his striking features painted in disbelief. He was struggling. In attempt to avoid her eyes, his gaze had flickered down to Lilac’s ruddy lips. Then, her throat.

      Stronger than fear, thrill thrummed through her like electricity. Everything was slightly blurry and frayed at the edges, as if she looked at him through a shard of beach glass. Lilac had always imagined her first kiss being a discreet act of anarchy against her parents, but this… This was more than the trite recklessness she’d considered at the inn.

      This was bravery. Her entire body buzzed.

      “Again,” she whispered, clutching him by the sleeves.

      Garin’s chiseled arm coiled around her waist to prevent him from crushing her against the rocky wall. Lilac gasped for air when he removed himself to run his fingers up her jaw and along her cheekbone. His cool touch was soothing on her skin, but she winced when he reached where Bastion had struck her.

      Lilac groaned inwardly, shimmying out from under his hand. Her own shot up to feel her face; most of the blood must’ve fallen off with the sheen of sweat she’d awoken in. Still, she was probably bruised—at least it felt like it. Her lower jaw throbbed. She’d have a grand old time constructing a lie upon her valiant return.

      “All that red under your delicate skin. Does it hurt?” he murmured, confirming her suspicion. He brushed the back of his hand against her cheek, mesmerized by the contusion.

      “Slightly. Haven’t you had a bruise before?”

      He pulled back. “I was a swordsman in a prior life. No one ever got close enough to inflict a bruise.” But his sheepish grin indicated he’d had many.

      “Is it bad?”

      For a long moment Garin gazed at her cheek, his eyes putting even the most spectacular night skies to shame. Instead of answering, he simply said, “My brother will pay for this. Now, go.”

      Lilac frowned.

      “Brocéliande awaits, Your Highness.”

      “Right.” Dusk had come a lot sooner than she’d thought. If only she—if they—had a minute more.

      “Thank you, Garin.” She touched his arm absently, part of her wishing to remain in the grotto with him, for an unlimited amount of time. “For everything.”

      He searched her face, his eyes gleaming wildly as if searching for some buried truth. “Back in the tavern, I never imagined you would be this much of a burden.” Garin bent down again, this time to press his lips to her forehead.

      She shut her eyes.

      “Your father has many enemies out there. Promise me you’ll be careful?”

      “I’ll try,” she muttered, focusing on remembering his scent. “Will you?”

      In response, he only ran his thumb across her contusion once more. The touch was fleeting, and by the time Lilac opened her eyes, he was watching her from the opposite end of the grotto.

      “My bag…” She’d barely croaked the words and he was gone, sprinting up the passage to retrieve her belongings. He was back a moment later, depositing the sack at her feet before retreating across the grotto once more.

      The candelabra cast an eerie glow upon the night-black wall of water. His gaze prickled the nape of her neck as she shouldered her sack and turned away from him, a strange mixture of emotions beating on in her chest. When would she see him next—if ever?

      When she reached the third stepping stone, water trickling in cold rivulets around her flats, she spun on her heel and spoke hurriedly. “The next time we meet, fate granting, I shall be queen. Will that make us enemies?”

      Garin remained in the shadows. He regarded her carefully. The candlelight glinted off his perfect teeth, though she couldn’t quite tell if it was a grin or a grimace.

      “We’ve always been enemies, princess.”
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      Lilac emerged from the grotto drier than she’d expected. Outside the waterfall, the pool opened up into a shallow basin that trickled in from a brook upstream. A narrow mud path trailed alongside the brook, and she followed it until she was back on the outer bank.

      In the early night with the moon not yet risen, the stars above glinted in content isolation. The beech trees here towered watchfully like moss-covered guardians, their trunks thicker than the earlier parts of forest she’d previously trekked through.

      A raccoon snuffled in the branches of the tree nearest her, sending a single deseeded beechnut tumbling to the forest floor. The noise sent a hare, one ear bent, out of a nearby thicket and bounding across her path. Ahead of her the brook forked off into a wider area—the main river, she realized with relief.

      The river sloshed and swirled behavingly to her left, now much calmer here than before. The forest was quiet—too quiet—and it wasn’t long before she found herself missing the banter that had come with the vampire’s unwanted company.

      Without the distraction of running from Garin or traveling with him, Lilac grew too aware of the time passing. Without any real way to keep track of it, she missed the annoying tolling of the fortress bells for the first time in her life.

      When the moon hung high in the sky, better illuminating the brush around her, the same ear-bent hare scampered past her feet. It came to a screeching halt, sniffing the air briefly before darting into the brush further away from the river. Reeling, Lilac’s pulse eventually slowed and she continued on, chuckling uneasily. After all she had been through, she surely wouldn’t begin to fright at the normal critters who called Brocéliande home.

      A blue jay landed in the branches above her, giving a couple frantic yaks before taking off after the hare. Lilac frowned to herself; she wasn’t an expert on the outdoors by any means, but she didn’t think the jays were nocturnal. Then, a raccoon—the same one from before, perhaps—followed suit, staggering as fast as it’s shaggy rotund body could go.

      Lilac stopped abruptly in her tracks. Something had frightened these creatures. Something headed her way.

      Fists balled at her sides, she took a deep breath and dared turn around.

      Nothing.

      Yet, goose pimples descended down her arms. Almost instinctively, her heart began to quicken as if in preparation to bolt. “Gar—”

      Her knees and knuckles skidded into the mud. She gagged, drawing in a ragged breath and struggling to regain the breath that was forcefully knocked from her. Her hand flew down to her belt—she cursed, remembering that Garin was last in possession of her blade. Why hadn’t he given it back? He’d probably forgotten, just as she had. Though the supposedly enchanted alloy hadn’t done anything magical to him, stabbing someone in self-defense was better than nothing. Now, she had nothing.

      She rolled onto her side; her sack lay open just feet away, her box of matches wedged in the mud beside it. She scrambled for it—she could set her assailant on fire—but two strong hands dug vice-like nails into her ankles and dragged her back as if she were weightless.

      Lilac screamed as the hands flipped her onto her back, slamming her into the dampened earth like a trout on the dock. For a moment she was immobilized. The crescent moon had finally peaked, just visible through the leafy canopy. A dark figure moved over her, blocking out the moonlight and straddling her legs to keep her pinned.

      The creature was surprisingly petite, but wielded the weight and strength of a grown man. Lilac thrashed, writhing and screaming as she tried to escape the creature’s painful grasp. Sharp, broken nails clawed against her arms like iron prongs until the hands they belonged to had wrestled her flailing fists to the ground. Long vines tickled Lilac’s face, the most foul, pungent odor embedded in them. Lilac gagged between screams, realizing with dread that it was hair trailing over her face.

      The creature snuffled at her shoulder before Lilac felt the wave of pain. It built slowly, then hit her altogether, its crescendo mixing with the cold. Lilac tried to scream for Garin, for anyone, but all that came out were incoherent sobs. Struggling against her assailant, she let out a hideous wail into the dead of night, her voice rising into a lilt as she felt the creature pull hard against her skin, drawing her blood out and into its mouth.

      It wasn’t like the time she was out in her mother’s rose garden and decided to prick her finger on a thorn to see what it would be like; it wasn’t like the time she absentmindedly placed her hand on a bumblebee that’d perched on her balcony railing last Spring. The pricks of both fangs were monstrous, merging into a single searing inferno as her life ebbed away with each gulp.

      But then… then.

      The pain had faded to an icy sensation, seeping into her limbs and calming the primal panic in her marrow. Her screams died as the traveling sensation of liquid ice ignited every single nerve in delicious fire.

      Lilac convulsed, gripping the vampire’s shoulders—and instead of pushing the creature away, she clung tighter. She closed her eyes, embracing the attacker. It felt as if she would float away…

      The weight upon her hips abruptly disappeared, followed by a crashing thud.

      The ecstasy was replaced by an unbearable pain. A shape—Garin—crouched over her, eyes black as pitch in the low light. Glancing her once over in panic, his desperation turned into a fatal rage. The adrenaline pulsing throughout her limbs was almost painful, pushing her to scramble to her feet in earnest—but Garin caught her before she stumbled back onto the damp earth.

      “Be still,” he commanded. He gently pushed her back down. “You’ve lost blood.”

      But Lilac wasn’t paying him any mind. Across the clearing, a crumpled form sprawled in the thicket near the base of a trunk. The creature sat up, the liquid burgundy smearing its mouth only a tad brighter than the cinnabar curls framing its shadowed face.

      “Piper?!”

      The creature froze at her scream. Lilac scooted back in case she was as fast as the other vampires she’d witnessed.

      “Your Highness,” she croaked. Piper stood gingerly, assessing her own bloodstained hands, face twisted in disgust. For a quick moment, she started for the spot of moonlight illuminating the forest floor in front of her; then she hesitated, shrinking back into the shadows.

      Though she couldn’t see it in the dark, Lilac imagined her friend’s green eyes now red as garnets, shimmering in remorse. Her voice was no longer the dry, dying croak she’d heard in the vestibule; it sounded as if her throat had been slicked with honey—the buttery, sing-song lilt Lilac remembered, but amplified.

      She was the picture of perfection, even in her moment of self-disgust.

      A brand new vampire. A fledgling.

      Piper wiped her mouth on her sleeve and took another clumsy step forward, almost as if her strength was too much for her. She skirted around the ring of moonlight this time. Lilac scrambled to her feet and started toward her friend—but not before Garin flung his arm out, halting her.

      “Are you mad?” he snapped, visibly bristling. “Leave us. Now,” he thundered toward the girl, his voice booming.

      Piper hesitated. She threw Lilac a horrified look before spinning on her heel, sprinting into the trees without another glance back.

      The princess stared into the trees and raised a trembling hand to her shoulder. Glistening blood slicked her fingertips. It was still warm. She shuddered. Though her neck had just been ripped open, she was no longer bleeding, or at least, it didn’t feel like it. Faintly, she struggled to coincide her memories of the cherub-faced stammering redhead to the volatile creature who had just attacked her.

      “Lilac.”

      Lilac turned to face Garin. In the chaos, she hadn’t noticed the newcomers and their blazing golden torches. Two stout men flanked Garin, skin olive, rippling muscles glistening. They each donned an ensemble of gold-plated chest armor over loin wraps. An array of coins, gold and silver, adorned the material that wrapped loosely around their waists.

      Fair Folk.

      In contrast to the females, the soldiers’ sleek black hair sat knotted in black uniform buns atop their heads. Long, pointed ears adorned in cuffs poked through unruly wisps of escaped locks. Luminescent streaks of glowing orange paint traced angular patterns across their bare arms and calves. Both wielded wooden longbows and leather buckets of arrows slung over their shoulders. Though neither of them had touched Garin, the way he stood stiffly between them indicated that he was there very much against his own will, and that he didn’t dare challenge them.

      The one on the right opened his mouth to speak, revealing several rows of razor-sharp teeth. His melodic voice vibrated through the dead leaves on the floor, echoing up from the ground, through Lilac’s bones and into her skull.

      “The Ember Court requests the presence of the human girl.”
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      The guards remained silent, marching the reluctant princess and vampire further into the woods. Like soldiers heading into battle, the creatures walked in perfect cadence, the silver light from above never reaching their eyes directed stoically ahead.

      Garin strode beside Lilac, so close that their pinkies almost brushed. The shock of seeing Piper had worn off, only to be replaced with growing dread.

      It was common knowledge that the largest concentration of faeries lurked deep with the Low Forest, but that would make more than a few days’ trip on foot.

      What could they possibly want with her? With Garin?

      Perhaps they were simply wondering how his kind had handled their leader’s death. As Bastion had speculated, the Fair Folk had likely learned of the tragedy far before his coven intended to reveal the news to everyone else. She shivered involuntarily; if the Fair Folk truly had eyes and ears everywhere in Brocéliande—and they probably did, on account of how quickly they’d tracked her down—then it was possible they knew her identity, or were at least suspicious of it. If asked, they’d be in trouble; lying outright to the them would only create more problems than it could possibly solve.

      Lilac abruptly cleared her throat in effort to derail the increasing horror; teeth grit, she forced herself to refocus on Garin through her peripheral. Only a couple of times did he dare shoot an anxious glance her way.

      Court? She mouthed inaudibly to him the third time he looked over. His face twisted manically with panic. Had the situation been different, she might’ve even found the look they exchanged comical. She raised an eyebrow at Garin and let her right foot linger half a second longer on the ground; as she knew he would, Garin picked up on it right away. He then took the utmost caution in mirroring her slowed pace so that they both fell one unnoticeable step behind the guards.

      Instead of answering, Garin shook his head, side to side, just enough for her to pick up. When one of the guards suspiciously snapped his head back at them, Lilac pretended to be preoccupied with picking pine needles from her messy braid.

      Garin rolled his eyes.

      The woods were silent throughout the rest of their journey with the exception of the satisfying crunch of footfall upon dry brambles, and the steady clink of sword and dagger awkwardly brushing on Garin’s baldric belt. A couple times she actually toyed with the idea of reaching over and retrieving her blade—one swift, upward movement and she’d at least have some means of self-protection on her person again. Lilac finally decided against it; after all, she’d wielded the stealth and skill of a slotted spoon. Garin had forgotten to return it to her upon their intimate farewell, and understandably so. She didn’t blame him.

      Lilac nearly tripped over herself when the guards came to a sudden halt; Garin let out a breath so low it could’ve been an annoyed growl. The last thing they needed was another bleeding gash across her skin.

      The four of them stood under the cover of a timeworn weeping willow. Lilac didn’t even know those grew in the area.  A leaf-carpeted path paved the way to the opening of a sizable hollow in the tree’s gargantuan trunk.

      “What is this place?” Garin demanded of the guards. His voice was unusually sharp. “Well? Where is it, then? Where’s the Court?”

      His breath hitched on his words, and Lilac wasn’t sure if she wanted to laugh or cower from whatever he was anticipating. Garin was nervous.

      Ignoring the urgency in his voice, they motioned silently toward the hollow. Lilac shot Garin a look, but he ignored it.

      Instead, he cocked his head and led the way into the hollow, making sure the princess was close behind.

      The moment they were alone and shrouded in darkness, Lilac turned to him to whisper. “Should we make a run for it?”

      “What is this ridiculous obsession you have with running from things that can easily catch up to you?” he growled under his breath. “We‘ll need a better plan.”

      “Did you tell them about me?” Her deep blue eyes searched his furiously.

      He grimaced at the accusation lacing her voice. “It’s guaranteed the entire kingdom knows you’re missing by now, and with the search ongoing, word could’ve easily spread through the trees. The Fair Folk probably just want to extend formali—”

      The first guard entered and wedged himself forcibly between them, his torchlight revealing a surprisingly roomy chamber within the trunk.  “Cease that muttering immediately. The Ember Court awaits,” he said coldly. The other guard stepped in and promptly raised his torch to the vines of dry bramble and cobweb lining the ceiling.

      The motion was so fluid, Lilac didn’t see it coming. Neither did Garin. By the time they’d realized what had happened, it was too late.

      The vines ignited instantly. Brilliant blue flames climbed down the sides of the hollow, quickly catching on the dry surface. The flames licked up and down the wood, rapidly creating a veil over the opening.

      Lilac swallowed hard, fear crowding her.

      They were trapped. Lilac swallowed hard, fear crowding her.

      “Fucking hell!” Garin bellowed, grabbing the guard nearest him by the front of his uniform.

      But the faeries remained expressionless. With a frustrated roar, Garin tore himself from the creature and instead moved to wrap his arms over Lilac, who gladly accepted his cover—even in front of the guards.

      In a mere matter of seconds, they were completely engulfed. Through the cerulean blaze, Lilac’s mind cleared just enough to first take note of the strange lack of smoke—and the fact that they weren’t burning. The flames themselves didn’t scorch. Instead, she felt a pleasant prickling sensation that merely rolled over her skin.

      Behind her, she felt Garin untense from his crouching position. He blinked and turned his hands over, marveling at the blue flickering over his arms.

      As quickly as the hollow had combusted, the cocoon of flames abruptly dissipated. The fire was then quickly replaced by an unfurling cloud of indigo smoke. When it thinned, it left behind the spicy aroma of cloves.

      They stood in the middle of a pit. A crumbling stone structure surrounded them, loosely resembling a miniature version of the Roman Colosseum. Several wrought iron candelabras floated above, winking against the sky’s impenetrable darkness. The light was just enough to illuminate the first few rows of seats elevated around the pit; Lilac squinted closer and gasped as Garin stiffened next to her: dozens of faeries, dazzling as ever, dressed in their silk and jeweled togas. Lilac shivered uncontrollably beneath their stares of unabashed reproach. Since the creatures were so elusive, she never imagined they’d existed in such numbers.

      An explosive snarl from their right pulled her attention, simultaneously rousing a similar sound from Garin. She must’ve missed it in the commotion—Bastion, teeth bared, struggled against a third soldier. By the way his red eyes flitted scathingly between them, it was clear he did not know any more about it than Garin did—and, for whatever reason, probably felt his brother and Lilac were to blame for his unexpected capture.

      Straight ahead of them sat a throne made of robust vines and what must’ve been thousands of sprigs of Baby’s Breath. Perched upon it was another faerie. Though the soldiers that had apprehended them were stout and built, his legs were long like Lilac’s, except, not in the lankily clumsy way. He sighed and uncrossed them, only to cross them again on the opposite side.

      His glorious robe glinted from the ochre beads sewn into it, while fox fur brimmed the tall neckline. The faerie’s slight frame did nothing to detract from the presence of power emanating from him. His fingers remained clasped together as the weight of his gaze dragged across Garin and rested upon Lilac. Then he beamed, exposing his rows of fangs.

      “Finally, we meet. Laurent’s wily protégé.. And, in addition, his little pet,” The faerie unclasped his fingers to motion flamboyantly at the cylindrical expanse of stone surrounding them. “Welcome to Cinderfell.”

      Cinderfell? She’d never heard of it before. Lilac’s insides knotted with dread.

      “Why have you brought us here?” Garin’s echoing voice wavered despite his attempted stoicism.

      Lilac glanced sideways at him, realizing it was the first time he had spoken the Darkling Tongue in front of her. Addressing Kestrel now, the hesitance in Garin’s voice was unnerving. This was a creature who’d murdered two of the duke’s guards without blinking and told jokes while trying to kill Sinclair.

      Here, he was on the verge of hysteria.

      “Now, now, Gerald,” the faerie on the throne murmured.

      Although he addressed Garin, he stared at Lilac, whose face climbed with color. She was suddenly aware of the crusted blood on her throat.

      The faerie paused, then frowned. “It is Gerald, isn’t it?”

      “It’s Garin.”

      “Ah, yes. Garin. My apologies,” he said unimportantly, ignoring the mutinous expression on the vampire’s face. “You see, Garin, I’ve held the pleasure of meeting the late Laurent Beaulieu. We’ve had few conversations over tea, a splendid specimen indeed—my condolences to you both,” he said, nodding to Bastion. “However, I don’t believe I’ve ever had the honor of meeting you or your brother in the flesh.”

      While Bastion seemed bent on destroying the faerie with his glare of loathing, Garin’s eyes merely narrowed at the faerie’s casual mention of their sire.

      “With all due respect, I don’t consider the term pleasure so synonymous with anything involving your kind’s affairs.”

      In contrast to his wariness when the Fae soldiers had first appeared, Garin stood with his fingers curled and muscles tensed, like a cornered wolf ready to spring. His unexpected response only drew more amusement from the bejeweled onlookers above; Lilac shrank into Garin’s shadow as the crowd above tittered and hissed.

      “Where are we, Kestrel?” he demanded.

      Kestrel was fiddling with the fur on his collar, but upon hearing his name, he leisurely looked up. He stood and began to pace in front of his throne, the black and ochre material scintillating like molten amber.

      “Neither here nor there,” he replied airily, giving a nonchalant shrug.

      The response—a vague truth meant to skirt around Kestrel’s inability to lie—only kindled Garin’s bristling anger. Perhaps it was what the faerie leader wanted. A palpable energy radiated from every fiber of his being. Lilac stepped back and away from him, but Garin automatically mirrored her move, stepping aside to place himself between her, Bastion, and the faerie.

      “The tree—that blue fire. Was it a portal?” Garin asked behind his simmering rage.

      A twist of unease knotted in Lilac’s throat. The way his even baritone raked against her skin implied exactly what she’d feared. There were strict laws in place preventing witches and warlocks from practicing acts of powerful, darker magic. So if they’d been portaled—and they certainly had—it was obviously outlawed. And the Fair Folk didn’t give a damn.

      Kestrel dodged his inquiry again. “Curious how you dare question me, when it was me who summoned you.”

      Garin was across the room in no time, gripping both sides of the fox fur shawl that wrapped Kestrel’s throat. “Answer me,” he hissed. “Or I’ll choke you with your own garments. What is this infernal place? When you sent your men to find me, I’d agreed to talk—on the grounds that we remain in neutral territory. And my brother—”

      “Lidnaat. Taniot,” said Kestrel warningly. Unconcerned with the snarling vampire at his neck, he swept a hand downward, motioning for the pair of guards behind Lilac to lower their arrows.

      With the patience of a parent talking to a small child, Kestrel plucked Garin’s fingers off his garment neatly, one by one. Above them, the audience gasped.

      “We’re still in Brocéliande,” he said with a wry smile. “Just in an area you are less familiar with.”

      “You brought us to the Low Forest.” The vampire eyed Kestrel as he retreated to position himself once again in front of Lilac. “You can’t just—”

      Unmoved, Kestrel’s smirk widened into a watchful grin. “I would heed caution in telling me what I can or can’t do, vampire.” The word dripped poison.

      Garin ran an exasperated hand over his face. “Then, why are we here? And why is Bastion here?”

      “Ah, finally you ask the right question.” Kestrel’s tapered ears wiggled in delight. “You see, your brother is just as guilty as you are.”

      “Guilty?” The incredulous voices of both brothers bounced off the weathered stone walls.

      “Guilty indeed! Guilty of harboring a criminal.” Kestrel looked pointedly at Garin, and Lilac’s pulse jumped.

      Bastion turned, garnet eyes flitting questioningly between Lilac, who’d frozen in horror, and Garin’s twisted grimace.

      “Oh?” Kestrel mused. “Garin, my boy. Don’t tell me. Is the lesser brother blissfully unaware of just whom that meek creature standing behind you is? Is he unaware that she is the heiress to the mortal throne?”

      It happened too quickly.

      Realization morphed Bastion’s look of confusion into one of fury. He turned to her, as if the weight of her parents’ politics rested upon her shoulders alone. His red eyes narrowed into slits as they met Lilac’s, his nostrils flaring wildly. In an instant he was gone.

      Garin whirled to knock Lilac into the dirt with his elbow. It knocked the wind out of her—just before Bastion’s body came crashing into Garin’s with a sound like thunder. Pure loathing twisted the blond vampire’s face as he struggled to reach her, his fangs sharp and deadly as he snapped his jaws over Garin’s shoulder.

      As incredibly strong as Garin was was, he struggled against his younger brother;  Lilac scuttled back barely in time as Bastion lunged again, this time slamming Garin to the floor. His head cracked against the dusty concrete with a sickening crunch.

      “Stop it,” she screamed from the ground, fingernails digging into the gravel, then her hands until they left bloody crescents along her palms. Heat surged up through her until she could bear it no longer. “Kestrel,” she pleaded, to no reply. The faerie leader was busy twiddling his fingertips in delighted anticipation.

      As if he’d forgotten she was there, Bastion’s head snapped hungrily in her direction. The distraction was just enough—with an unrestrained grunt, Garin shifted his arms and pushed Bastion off, far enough to kick him powerfully in the chest. Bastion was launched several meters into the air and landed in a puff of dust at the end of the colosseum.

      Lilac scrambled to her feet. She watched in both amazement and horror at the sheer power that had laid dormant in the very hands that held her tenderly only moments before.

      Where a human would have been instantly killed by the blow of his landing, Bastion quickly righted himself and charged his brother once more. So fast that Lilac could barely follow, Garin unsheathed Sinclair’s longsword and held it in Bastion’s path. The younger vampire’s own momentum forward shoved the blade through his stomach and out his back.

      Bastion roared in anguish—and still managed to pull himself off the sword, suddenly swiping it from Garin’s hand. Gorged with fresh human blood, he was faster and stronger than his opponent. Lilac’s mouth fell open as they fought sword, tooth and nail; they moved like lightning and thunder, voracious Greek gods battling over a mere mortal.

      Where Bastion fought purely with brute strength and aggression, Garin weaved in and out of the blade’s path with an animal-like grace, luring his brother forward before striking. They were like shark and anglerfish in an instinctual dance.

      Lilac’s hands flew to her mouth when he finally managed to knock the sword from Bastion’s grip and then drew her dagger from his own belt.

      “Garin,” she yelled, but her efforts to stop them were futile. As much as she wanted his dastardly brother gone, it would tear Garin apart if he actually hurt his brother. Losing Laurent had destroyed him enough.

      For a moment so fleeting that Lilac could have imagined it, he frowned down at the jewel-encrusted dagger in his palm, barely dodged Bastion’s next swipe. He then advanced on Bastion with the glimmering weapon, slashing through the air. Bastion grinned wickedly and lunged forward, his own sharp teeth now his weapon. Garin parried the move but allowed him forward—and in an instant, both vampires were motionless, the dagger edge held delicately along Bastion’s pale throat.
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      “All for her?” Panting, Bastion’s grin broke into a sneer as he breathed the words into his brother’s face. He moved forward, challenging Garin and allowing the blade to dig further into the meat of his own neck. “You know that dagger will not do me any harm.”

      “It will if I take your head off,” said Garin quietly.

      “That is quite enough!” roared Kestrel. At some point during their battle, he had procured a long wooden staff, just short of his own height. Gripping it tightly, he waved it in a half circle in front of him.

      For a moment, nothing happened.

      An enormous gust of shimmering wind blew outward, blinding the three of them. Lilac cried out and shielded her eyes against the pelting rubble. When the dust settled, she reopened them, dry and tired. Both vampires were gone.

      They were pinned against opposite sides of the colosseum walls, Garin on her left and Bastion to her right. Thick, cord-like roots protruded from new cracks formed in the walls, restraining both vampires at the wrists and ankles so their bodies hung taut against the stone. A string of scathing expletives and protests flowed from their fanged mouths while they struggled against the enchanted vines.

      The three guards surrounded Lilac closely now. She gulped, shaken by the frightening display of power from Kestrel. What was this incredible hold over the elements that he’d wielded? And why had he bothered to spare her from the same imprisonment?

      Unless he had saved her for an even worse fate.

      A familiar buzzing rattled against her hip beneath her wool cloak; she caught herself before she could gasp. Sinclair’s sword lay in the dirt where Bastion had dropped it, but her dagger had somehow appeared snugly back in her scabbard. She pretended to shift uncomfortably, crossing her arms while ensuring the wool of her cloak concealed it.

      “Executed like a true soldier,” Kestrel directed at Garin. He studied the vampire speculatively as he flounced forward.

      He twirled his staff like a baton. He neared, enough so that Lilac could see the fine details of its ornate etchings. A clouded gem sat embedded at the top, encircled with smaller garnets. She frowned at the sudden familiarity of the design—a full moon overlooking blood-red stars.

      Kestrel stuck the head of the staff beneath Garin’s chin. “You still possess legerdemain—that enchanting sleight of hand. Even decades after your battlefield prime.”

      Garin said nothing. His blond brother watched warily from the other side of the room.

      “However,” Kestrel remarked, unhooking his staff and stepping away, “you were willing to harm—kill, perhaps—your own brother, over her. I’m curious… Is that your bloodlust bubbling to the surface after half a century cursed?” Kestrel smiled devilishly at Garin’s silence. “Or is it the girl?” He pivoted, cape twirling behind him, to jostle his staff toward the crowd. “What say ye?”

      Bastion squinted in dubious confusion, reflecting the murmurs heard from the silhouettes above.

      Garin’s livid glare toward Kestrel faded. He hung his head in exhaustion, all the fight and pride leaking from him like water from a punctured sack. The skirmish and Kestrel’s probing had scraped him clean.

      Lilac felt contentedly invisible, stilling even further against the faerie’s words. Despite everything earlier that night, Garin’s defensiveness over her came unexpected. She nervously waited for him to look her way.

      “You can’t expect all of this to unfold, and not have us questioning your loyalties, now can you?” Kestrel sprawled his fingers over his chest. Soon, howls of laughter filled the pit, rising into the still night air like the glory cries of falcons encircling their prey. Lilac cowered, terrified by the unholy cacophony.

      “You mean to tell me,” Kestrel said after catching his breath, “the lesser brother does not know about your curse?” His rows of fangs glistened, as if the melodrama made him salivate. “My! I wonder, just how many secrets can one keep from his own family?”

      “Stop calling me that,” Bastion snapped, directly addressing Kestrel for the first time. “I’m no lesser anything. I’ve been there for our coven far more than Garin has.” He was much calmer than he’d been moments ago, even when he turned to his dispirited brother. “Curse? What is he talking about?”

      Garin sighed, shoulders drooping as far as the vine restraints would allow. “I am cursed, Bastion. I’ve been cursed. It’s why I can’t drink blood from any human.”

      “Can’t drink blood? What kind —” he shook his head. “Bollocks!” Bastion spat, leaning forward in his cocoon of vines. “That’s impossible.”

      “Bast,” Garin warned, his leer indicating he refused to discuss it further.

      “Tell me, brother,” Bastion insisted. “What’s going on?” He sighed, eyes flitting to Lilac then back at his brother. “No more lies.”

      “None at all,” Kestrel echoed distantly, swaying on his heels like a forlorn spectre.

      The shadows above waited with bated breath while Lilac picked at her nailbeds. They were antagonizing him. She bit her lip, hoping he wouldn’t fall prey to Kestrel’s attempts to push him over the edge. She—and Bastion, she supposed—needed his sanity and cunning.  Her word and reputation had held little to no weight at all in Brocéliande, but it would surely work against them in the Low Forest.

      Silence hung like dew in the thick air. Bastion’s expectant stare only hardened. Kestrel chewed on his long nails, eyes glinting maniacally, and Lilac wondered if there was single sane bone in his body. Recalling Garin’s deadly fury at Sinclair’s camp and his ferocious lips pressed against her own, his silent remorse was unfamiliar.

      “Is that why you couldn’t feed? After the Raid…” Bastion trailed off, his chest heaving. “You’d told me it’d been a matter of conscience. Of guilt.” He blinked disbelievingly.

      Garin gave a bark of a laugh. “Is that really more believable than what I am confessing to you now? Come on, brother. You know what I’m capable of.”

      “I wasn’t sure what to believe,” Bastion admitted quietly. “One day, everything was just different. So different. The change in you scared me. And what is this curse the faerie mentioned?”

      Garin seemed to flush—something Lilac didn’t know was possible for vampires. He fell silent once more.

      “By whom?” Bastion pressed urgently, as if he’d forgotten the whispering crowd above.

      “Oh, we simply must know,” Kestrel giggled. He fingered the patch of hair on his chin, eyes bulging in anticipation as if he already knew the answer. “We have all the time in the world.”

      Bile burned the back of Lilac’s throat. No. No, they didn’t. Time was of the essence. Time was all she had.

      Garin’s strained snarl seemed to convey that he intended on keeping his promise; he clearly enjoyed the Fair Folk’s company no more than she and Bastion did. He’d get them out of there as quickly as he could.

      “It was a witch.”

      “Obviously,” Kestrel drawled. “You Englishmen are so chary, it’s no fun.”

      “That’s it,” Garin insisted. “I’d crossed the wrong witch and she bestowed me a curse. I don’t owe you any other details that Bastion hasn’t been privy to.”

      The faerie twirled his baton again. Lilac could’ve sworn his eyes flitted over to her before boring back into the reluctant vampire. “You do, if you want your release.”

      “Garin,” Bastion shot alarmedly.

      But his brother was finally at a true loss for words. Pinned by every eye in the colosseum—beady faerie, accusing vampire, and apprehensive mortal—Garin let out a low, laborious sigh.

      “Adelaide was what her family called her,” he said, not once removing his glare from Bastion. “I killed the lot of them, her family, I mean, during the Raid and I—” he began to stumble over his words, something he never did.

      He was editing. Not quite lying, but not providing all the details, either. Her father did the same thing when feeding white lies to the queen. It was probably nothing, Lilac told herself—yet, a distant, small part of her wondered just what was worth keeping from Kestrel and Bastion. Or, from her. His prolonged hesitation made her stomach flop.

      “And she walked in on it,” he continued. “On me, feeding. She was a powerful witch, caught me off guard. In my guilt, I spared her life. And I thought she’d spared mine. When I tried to feed a couple days later, I couldn’t.”

      “Couldn’t what?” Bastion asked. “Couldn’t consume blood?”

      “I couldn’t bite the person. When I tried, my head felt like it would explode.” Through his even tone, Garin was the picture of guilt. Something like regret tugged at the corners of his mouth.

      “How did she get you to stay still enough to perform a curse?” Bastion frowned dubiously.

      “The witch escaped. After that night I’d never seen her again.”

      “By the Raid, I presume you’re referring to that of 1482?” Kestrel interjected. “You and your sire led the coven to Paimpont and laid waste to the village.”

      Garin said nothing.

      Lilac’s mouth ran dry. She fought a violent shiver back, wishing she could shrug further into her cloak. Now knowing of Laurent and his clandestine fantasy of peace, it seemed uncharacteristic that the single bloodiest day in Paimpont history had occurred under his authority. Of course, Garin had lived several entire lifetimes prior to meeting her. To be fair, so had Laurent. They’d both done and seen things, terrible, wondrous things she couldn’t have fathomed if she’d tried.

      “How is this possible?” Bastion demanded in bewilderment.

      “I’m not sure.”

      The faerie’s face twitched with intrigue. “Unless…”

      Garin looked up.

      “Recall the arcane laws of vibration,” Kestrel continued. “Magic, you mortals and mongrels call it. If you vampires ever bothered to do a bit of reading in all your wasted time on earth, you’d know that energy is elemental. Environmental… neither created nor destroyed. It merely exists. Is transmuted. Changes shape.”

      This was true—or so Lilac remembered reading. It was impossible for a witch or warlock to draw that amount of power on the spot. Curses required a ritual or ingredient list, certain actions to set into motion—at the very least, herbs or crystals that allowed the caster to tap into nature.

      Kestrel, too, seemed perplexed. He frowned, then cackled aloud—then frowned once more. “It seems to me, it was her own energy wielded into the workings of your biting curse. And it was done instantly, whether she knew it or not.” Kestrel let out a low whistle. “I’d say, for that to occur, there was quite the burst of emotion. A passion crime? An eye for an eye.”

      At this point, both vampires had ceased struggling against the taut vines. Bastion’s anger had finally fizzled, leaving him the energy to quietly grasp each detail of Garin’s story.

      “I mean, it was her entire family I’d killed,” Garin emphasized, a dark sardonicism seeping into his voice now “I drained them—her mother, father, sister. Adelaide burst in on me feeding on her sister, after I’d killed her parents. The home was in shambles after her father fought me; his skull shattered after I’d shoved him against the mantle. She was devastated. Rightly so.”

      His eyes rested distantly upon the floor again, but now she didn’t mind his lack of acknowledgement. Her expression certainly contained all the horror she felt, and it would’ve been impossible to conceal. She’d known it was all wrong. That what she’d begun to feel for him was inconceivable in every sense of the word.

      Upon finishing his story, Garin’s face held neither sorrow nor remorse.

      “What can you eat, then?” Bastion asked, breaking the silence. “How have you survived?”

      Garin sighed, but

      Kestrel interrupted it with an even louder sigh. “Go on, vampire.”

      “I tried to drink from animals soon after I realized the confines of Adelaide’s curse, all the while trying to hide it from the rest of you. I was a fool to think that would do the trick. The chase quelled only the urge to hunt, but I discovered the hard way it does nothing at all to nourish us. I became weak.

      “It didn’t take long before you were finally onto me, Bast. You knew something was wrong, and I refused to admit what had happened. It wasn’t long before we got into that argument, after which I stormed out, determined to find my own way.

      “Immediately after the Raid, King Francis permitted our feeding nights at the inn. An effort in desperation to prevent anything like it from ever occurring again, I suppose. He also ordered the castle chefs to supplement Darkling food and drink with scraps of their own, and even implored the Magicfolk to help. Other vampires from our coven would pass through the inn and saw me after I left, but like you, they believed I’d forgone an existential crisis. Working there at the tavern, no one suspected that I could not feed.”

      Garin inhaled before continuing. “It provided me the opportunity to gain my footing outside the coven; Francis’ Law permitted the tavern there to served bottled blood, human blood, from the few willing donors. I quickly discovered I was able to feed that way without any trouble. It was only Laurent’s death that caused my return to the Mine.”

      He cleared his throat and sighed again, though this time it was a sound of relief, as if finally confessing to Bastion had lifted a tiresome burden.

      “Mmm. Heartwarming,” Kestrel offered blandly, as if expecting a juicer tale. “And how does this tie into the mortal princess falling into your company? Tell us… Did you kidnap her from the castle? We received news of her absence yesterday. The blue jays sing. They tell us things, you see. Her kingdom is in utter chaos. It’s wonderful. Proper job, Garin.”

      Garin grimaced through a tortured smile.

      It was unlike him—what she’d known of him, anyway—to appear so sullen, the fire behind his sharp quips and quick rebuttal suddenly smothered. Despite all he’d confessed, Lilac found herself wishing she could drift over to stroke the sadness from his cheek—or slap the liveliness back into him. Either, there had been more layers to him than he’d ever led on—or, he was an unsettlingly fantastic liar.

      “After hearing of Laurent’s death, I knew I needed to return home. I also knew I wouldn’t be welcome without some sign that my weakness was put well behind me. I needed a blood servant, a thrall, as a front. When the princess,” he nodded toward her without looking at her, “showed up at the inn, she was disguised like any other backwoods farm girl. She was what I needed.

      “I entranced her then lured her further into Brocéliande and, aside from an insignificant Morgen problem, I got her safely to our Mine. I caged her in my chamber, and after she fell asleep, she’d begun to dream vividly. She spoke of her mother and father, and how she would soon ascend to the throne. I then realized her true identity. I drifted to sleep, planning to inform Bastion the next day.” He pursed his lips, feigning frustration with himself. “She escaped before I awoke. I was outside searching for her in a grotto when your Fae guards found me. They then had me track her scent.”

      With every word, Lilac sunk a bit deeper into the floor—or so it felt. He was lying. For himself. And he’d made her sound like an insubordinate in the process.

      Their time in the Mine had revealed a tender, different side of him. She realized with a sinking feeling that she’d probably revealed more of herself to him than was wise. She should have known better than to trust his kind. Vampires lied and manipulated for personal gain; his inability to feed had made him seem safer to be around, which, apparently wasn’t the case at all. Her heart beat unevenly against her ribcage.

      She shouldn’t have been as shocked as she felt, so she swallowed it. Every pair of glittering eyes except Garin’s bore into her soul. Lilac teetered on her heels; sick dread pushed against her like an invisible gale.

      “Who bit her, then? Was it your brother, since you are unable?” Kestrel inquired, noting the contrast between Garin’s grey eyes and Bastion’s deep red ones.

      “It was a stray.”

      “A rogue vampire?” Bastion looked as incredulous as Kestrel. “But how?”

      Garin gave an uninterested shrug. “Probably an outsider,” he lied again. “Or maybe someone’s mistake. I intend to look into it.”

      It was hard to tell if any of his half-truths held water with the faerie leader, and Garin was courageous for lying outright to him considering what Lorietta had said back at the inn. She’d implied that the vampires and the Fair Folk had at times worked closely together, but under that pretense, it seemed they were more reluctant servants than anything.

      Kestrel whistled as he treaded closer to Garin. Smiling, he gripped the vampire’s chin and lifted his head, turning it this way and that. “Your story rings of truth. As such, I understand you were not willingly harboring a criminal—to your knowledge, at least. You are forgiven. Instead, I believe I need to congratulate you and your brother.” He stepped back and bowed extravagantly, first to Garin, and then to Bastion.

      “Congratulate us on what?” Bastion snorted.

      His cloak flapping behind him, Kestrel whirled and stalked toward Lilac. He filled her vision in an instant. She instantly retreated, only to brush against the guard behind her, who forcibly shoved her away with a grunt of disgust. She tripped and fell to the dirt, shielding herself with her hands over her head. Loud gasps were heard from the crowd. A stiletto boot nudged her leg, and Kestrel’s voice rang out from above.

      “For bringing me the princess,” he answered, sounding satisfied. “A rather impressive token of your coveted friendship. A worthy prisoner of war.”

      Lilac began to tremble again, and suddenly the open air of the colosseum felt too close. This was no meeting of formalities or introductions, as Garin had earlier suggested. Kestrel intended to keep her as a bargaining chip.

      As if in response to her thoughts, Garin’s voice rumbled from across the pit. “With all due respect, Kestrel, you merely requested the presence of me and my thrall. I said nothing about handing her over. She remains mine.” The last sentence came out as a hiss.

      Garin’s words did little to quell the icy dread trickling down Lilac’s spine. How much was his word worth in the Low Forest? If he still intended to protect her. All lines of loyalty had blurred all too quickly under Kestrel’s confusing interrogation. It was probably exactly what the faerie had wanted.

      She uncurled from her ball and found Kestrel still towering over her.

      The faerie cackled. “Really? And with your unfortunate biting curse, what will you do with her? Make her your chamber maid? Have her feather dust the windows?” Kestrel danced in place, hyping himself with every word. The crowd of hats and lace roared with laughter. “Will she serve your tea?”

      Suddenly, he changed direction and returned to Lilac.

      Without warning, he snatched a fistful of her hair and leaned in, angling her skull at Garin. “Will you make her your slave? She has the most vivid imagination, you know. The pressure of your hand on the small of her back… Of you, between her thighs.”

      Cheeks now a muddled crimson, Lilac blinked through her hot tears. His chest rose and fell in piqued heaves, murderous steel eyes never once leaving Kestrel.

      The faerie unceremoniously released her, leaving her scalp to throb violently as the blood rushed back. Once more the crowd above tittered; across the way, Bastion said nothing, observing the scene grimly.

      He was toying with all of them. Perhaps Garin’s selfish lies had only provoked the faerie into further madness.

      Garin’s lips curled away from his teeth.

      Kestrel’s laughter ceased abruptly and he cocked his head, a curious expression washing  his features. “Perhaps…You’ll taste her?”

      “Stop it,” Garin said quietly. He was almost begging.

      The faerie king gasped, cupping a gigantic palm over his mouth. “My! You haven’t—has she not let any blood for you? Even with your inability? Not even a little?”

      “She has,” Garin croaked insistently, but his anguish only gave him away.

      “Lo! Apparently, she hasn’t,” Kestrel roared along with the crowd. “A cruel lass, she is. That’s to be expected.” He clucked sympathetically, tongue to the roof of his mouth. “Typical, really.”

      Then, he swiftly rose the staff over Lilac’s head.

      “Please,” she blurted, speaking out for the first time. She instinctively shielded her face with both arms, but the guards on either side of her yanked her up to her feet and pinned her arms to her side, also stilling her writhing torso. She stopped struggling and tucked her neck, bracing herself for the blow—

      And felt nothing.

      Slowly, she opened her eyes.

      A warm sensation made its way down her shoulder and trickled onto her cleavage. She clamped a hand over her neck—the incisions from Piper’s teeth had painlessly reopened. Like lightning, Kestrel lunged forward and grasped her chin with one hand, talons clinging to her cheeks while his other hand dug deeper into the teeth marks. That part wasn’t painless; Lilac’s piercing scream choked off by the crushing pressure of his palm on her windpipe.

      “Why is he protecting you?” he murmured softly against her hair, nails digging deeper. “Why, especially after what you did to that poor shapeshifter.” Then, louder for everyone to hear, he repeated the question. “Why is the head of the vampires protecting the daughter of the very humans who have caused Brocéliande to live in such misery?” he bellowed. “Who treat us, as though we are lower than dirt!”

      He released her before she turned blue, his right palm slicked with her blood. He then flounced over to Garin, who held his breath and turned his head as far as it would go—but even Lilac knew what Kestrel was doing. The faerie raised his red hand and smeared it unceremoniously over Garin’s face. Over the lower half: his nostrils, his chin, last trailing his thumb across the vampire’s lips.

      At first, Garin retched and spit a globule of red onto the dirt. Then, the apparent nausea on his face morphed into something else entirely. Something sinister.

      Lilac blushed and stumbled back into the arms of Kestrel’s soldiers. It was easier to fear him now, as she supposed she always should have.

      Garin was struggling even harder now to free himself from the vines. Every trace of humanity in his eyes were now absent. An uncontrollable fear shot through her, along with the urge to bolt. But her legs were stuck in place, and the rippling Fae arms that surrounded her may as well have been chains. The wild buzzing on her hip started afresh. She was relieved her cloak helped the dagger’s vibrations remain undetected by any but her.

      “Those ropes are quite strong,” Kestrel remarked. “Fortunate for you.”

      “Kestrel,” muttered Bastion. Even he was visibly shaken. “Crazy ass fae—"

      “I’m merely trying to help remind your brother what side he’s on. It seems he’s a bit lost.”

      Garin made another gagging noise, and for a moment Lilac thought he would be sick. He coughed and took a moment to regain a portion of his composure. “I’m on your—on our side,” he sputtered.

      Kestrel jabbed a finger at Garin’s face. “Don’t play with me. You’re protecting her, Darkling. To what end? You said you’d met her at the inn. That means she entered Brocéliande on her own accord. She’s ours now.”

      “She’s thefuture queen, Kestrel. If anything happens to her on our end, there will be war.”

      Kestrel’s brows rose, and his tone took on a childish delight. “War. What an enticing concept. Any excuse to murder humans is fine by me. And I bet you miss the bloodshed of the battlefield, don’t you?”

      “Come on, Gar. Let them have her.” Bastion spoke softly from his corner, almost as if afraid to be heard. “Let’s leave.”

      “The humans have made your kind miserable.” Kestrel stepped back from Garin and cracked his knuckles. “We owe them nothing, including sparing the daft girl who meandered into the woods and into our very hands. The more she means to the kingdom, the better. Tell me, vampire, first sired of the late Laurent… How can you defend her? It was her kind, after all, who’d murdered your former leader.”

      The air audibly expelled from Lilac’s lungs. Garin winced. The Fair Folk were incapable of lying.

      What they’d feared was true.

      She knew what any Darkling would believe to be the right choice—for  Kestrel lock her away until her parents made fairer choices for all. But she would be queen in a matter of days; such responsibility would then fall under her.

      And if not her, then…

      No. The throne was hers, and hers alone. Even if she had to burn the kingdom to the ground.

      The Fae were a stubborn bunch, and they weren’t likely to let up unless a better plan was presented.

      “Was it the royal family?” Garin couldn’t seem to help himself. “Are they behind Laurent’s murder?”

      There was a twinkle in Kestrel’s eye. The faerie’s gaze flitted briefly over Lilac before he responded. “Does it still matter?”

      “What’s wrong with you?” The vampire bristled. “That is the princess. Don’t you understand? There will be unprecedented destruction and bloodshed on both sides if she is hurt or dies at our hands. I am not prepared to be responsible for a loss of that magnitude. How can we support a war when we are already struggling for survival?”

      “You sound just like your late father,” was all Kestrel said.

      “I’m not defending her, Kestrel. I speak on our own best interests.”

      Lilac rocked on her heels. She didn’t give a shit who Garin pandered to if it got them released.

      “Now… No one said I planned to kill her. They can have her back, eventually—dead or alive. No matter. She’s mine for now. For ransom.”

      “Ransom?” Bastion scoffed.

      Kestrel stroked his chin, nodding to himself. “Her parents will consider lifting their wretched law. That is, if they ever want to see their girl again. Or else, I’ll send her head back in a gift box.”

      Across the room, Garin opened his mouth to reply, but a peculiar noise stopped him. First it was shrill, then it deepened into a coughing rasp. Garin frowned while Bastion leered across the room.

      The hysteria had finally broken through.

      Lilac was laughing.
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      Lilac had lost it. She sounded like a dying animal, but she couldn’t help it.

      The crowd held their breath. Through her giggles, she could almost hear them.

      What would the girl with the Darkling tongue would do next?

      But as her laughter died, the hysteria only grew. Mere days ago she’d escaped the turreted castle confines, shortly after which she’d fallen prisoner to a vampire who turned out to be the new leader of the Brocéliande coven. And, moments after he granted her freedom, she found herself held for ransom by a deranged faerie.

      Kestrel was either psychotic or ignorant enough to believe she would have any influence over her the king and queens’ decisions. This revealed how little he truly knew of the human realm. As the only mortal in the room, only she knew better.

      “Something... the matter?” Kestrel arched a brow.

      “You have the audacity to think,” she replied, snorting again, “that my father would consider rescinding his law?”

      It was evident the faerie did not appreciate being scoffed at. “Of course, they would. Don’t be a fool. You’re to be crowned in a couple of days.”

      She shook her head condescendingly. “That doesn’t matter to them.”

      “I’ll do what I have to, even if it involves having your vampire at your throat.”

      “No, I don’t think you comprehend what it is I’m saying. King Henri and Queen Marguerite would rather let me suffer, even die, than change their policies. Such actions would show cowardice—furthermore, it might upset their supporters. Something they will never do. That, I am sure of.” She hiccupped twice and grinned lazily at the faerie. “It won’t matter that I am their daughter. I was their prisoner for nearly a decade because of my Darkling tongue. What makes you think my missing would change their political stance? They would simply replace me with Sinclair—the only son of the duke, as you know.”

      Kestrel watched her intently, and so did the vampires in the background.

      Like my parents, the Le Tallecs harbor a deep hatred for you all. Deeper, still. My parents are steadfast in their ways. I can promise you, their resolve would remain immovable.”

      With the underlying bitterness to her words, the humor finally left her. Whether or not it was true, she did not know for sure. To her mother and father, she’d already been tainted by the same darkness plaguing Brocéliande. What more would it be to simply let her go, never to be found again—especially if threatened by the Fae? Giving into a ransom would only display weakness.

      She squared her shoulders and glared at her audience of three in the foreground. “I’m sure you’re aware of the Paimpont riots. My own people don’t want me as queen.

      I know, deep down, they too believe the duke’s son is more suited for the throne than I. However, the kingdom ruled by Sinclair would only lead to your destruction. The man is insane. He kills Darklings for sport and gets away with it.”

      Kestrel put a finger up as if he were going to interrupt her. Instead, he noticed his floating finger, frowned, and put it down again.

      Shaken and mpassioned, Lilac took that as permission to continue. Her voice wavered, but no longer out of fear. “Without thinking, he would set the entire forest ablaze. It took the first half of the Hundred Year’s War to destroy the forests that used to cover our country. It would take him but a moment to destroy all of Brocéliande. If he becomes king, he’ll ruin everything. For all of us.”

      Kestrel’s mouth had grown taught. “You are a curious thing, little girl. Yearning to serve a kingdom that despises you. Dare I ask… What brought you to Brocéliande?”

      “As I told Garin, I am passing through to see a friend in Paimpont.”

      He spun on his heel to face Garin, who gave an honest shrug.

      “You believed that? Diddly-eyed idiot.” Kestrel shimmied sideways, placing himself directly between the vampire and princess. “What’s the real reason, human? I wouldn’t lie if I were you.”

      Lilac’s mouth went dry. At this point, there was no reason she shouldn’t admit it. Everything was already out on the table. Maybe she was just afraid to hear the words come out of her own mouth. “I came to see a witch who lives at the edge of Paimpont. She’s going to help me reverse my curse. She’ll… help rid me of my Darkling Tongue.” She tried not to blush, tried to appear confident—and failed miserably. It sounded so stupid out loud.

      “Wait. Why?” It was Garin who spoke now, to her for the first time since they’d entered Cinderfell.

      She glanced at him incredulously. Excuse you. “Ever since my Tongue was discovered, my parents have kept me out of sight, so as not to stoke the discontent of our people. Hiding away is impossible as my own coronation approaches, and still, they riot. They see it—see me—as a wicked omen. The witch Ophelia is willing to help me.”

      A round of hushed whispers encircled the room, but Kestrel held up a hand to silence them. “Ophelia… Ophelia of Paimpont?”

      Lilac nodded hesitantly. She supposed; this was the first Ophelia she’d known, ever. “You know of her?”

      “Our paths have brushed. She did me a small favor, eons ago. An enigma, that woman. From what I know of her she’s a transplant, a nomad most of her life before settling here. She hails from Paris, one of those—” he waved his hands in a noncommittal gesture—"Renaissance types. Word around the marsh is that she’s an addictive hag and notorious gambler.” Kestrel peered at her through his thick lashes. “So, what in heaven and hell makes you think she would help you?”

      Lilac gulped. Whatever she’d imagined of Ophelia, it sure wasn’t the portrait Kestrel had painted for her. But the witch’s word was her word, and simply, she had offered a cure. Heart leaping into her throat, she moved to retrieve the letter in her cloak pocket—only to receive a sharp squeeze from the guards clutching her arms.

      “May I?” she said to Kestrel.

      At his impatient nod, the guards released her. She reached into her cloak pocket and pulled out the envelope and out of that, the still-damp piece of folded parchment. She shook it out and prayed the ink was still legible. Careful not to brush his fingers, she handed the parchment to Kestrel.

      Lines appeared on his forehead as he scrutinized each line. When finished, he glanced up and yanked it from her reach when she tried to grab it back. His expression was unreadable. “You’re serious then. Had you been in contact with the witch before?”

      “No. No sir,” she added for effect, anxiously fiddling with the now empty envelope. “The other day I’d just ended brunch when one of the maids brought that letter in from the courier. I almost didn’t open it for fear it was from Sin—” She stopped herself before accidentally giving the Fair Folk any more information about herself that they needn’t know. “A wayward admirer. But something told me to open it.”

      When Kestrel did not reply, Lilac continued. “In that regard, I was hoping you would be so kind as to allow me to continue my journey to Ophelia, so that I’ll be able to gain my place as queen with minimal pushback. And—”

      Garin cleared his throat before interrupting her. “Why would we allow that?”

      “Moments ago, you were protecting her.” The faerie appeared just as confused as she.

      Garin met Lilac’s look of confusion with one of disdain. “I was protecting us,” he answered Kestrel, “from wrath of their retribution. Now that you’ve confirmed humans are responsible for the death of my sire, I know my place well and clear.”

      He’d suspected Laurent’s death was by human hand long before they’d arrived. Why the abrupt change of heart? Lilac’s skin began to crawl.

      Or, maybe it was all an act? She returned Garin’s look of abhorrence with one of fury. “You’ll see to it that I am returned to the High Forest in time for my coronation.”

      “How would that benefit us?” Garin spat harshly. “You’re the devil spawn of the Trécessons, a prisoner of war. Your very blood makes you an enemy. Why should we release you?”

      Kestrel delighted in their animosity, trilling his fingertips together. He let out a high-pitched giggle. “Her blood,” he echoed wistfully. “Her blood makes her neither friend nor foe.” ”

      Garin ignored this. “I’ll  tell you. You’ll scurry back to the chateau and continue to make our lives hell. You’ll corrupt your inherited kingdom even further, until it’s time to pass”

      She reeled as if he’d slapped her. It was familiar to something he’d said back at Sinclair’s campsite when she’d begged him to let the marquis go. Everything was different between them now. At least, it had appeared so.

      Through her suddenly tear brimmed glare, Garin’s coal eyes smoldered with slow-burning hatred—and suddenly, she understood what he was doing.

      “You, vampire, haven’t the slightest idea of what I have been through.” She stood straight despite feeling small, and her words rang out in the pit gone silent. “As much as I wish it was otherwise, I hold no more loyalty to the king and queen than you do.. Since my parents discovered my ability, they’ve grown fearful. Of me, of what I might do, what I might know. To this day, the townsfolk concern themselves with protesting my coronation. They have for weeks, and my own blood hasn’t spoken a word in my defense.”

      Emotion frayed the edges of her voice now. “I always thought our hate was driven by our differences. Byprejudice alone. I now realize the hardships my parents have inflicted upon your forest. They rescinded my grandfather’s law that gave you some sense of belonging.” Over the front of her cloak, she rested her palm upon the now silent dagger, considering her ancestors and what they’d think of her now, reasoning with a roomful of faeries. “That was partially my fault. And I’m sorry.”

      Kestrel, who’d been twirling his staff again, nearly missed it and scrabbled to catch the shaft. His eyes widened at her apology. Then, he nodded vigorously. “Your fault, indeed. Your father’s law is no law at all, but the reversal of one. He only did it when he discovered your ability, because thinks you’re wicked.”

      Murmurs arose from the crowd. Garin and Bastion exchanged glances. Kestrel did not take his falcon-like eyes off her, probably delighting in every nervous shudder passing through her body.

      “I take the throne in two days’ time. I promise each and every one of you that if I am so fortunate to take my place upon the throne, I will do away with my father’s selfish restrictions. I intend to sit down with willing representatives from each group, and we will draft a set of Accords that protect everyone’s interests—”

      The uproar in the room drowned her out, and she stopped, chest heaving. Some of the Fae jeered, infuriated, while others hollered in support.

      “You’re out of your bloody mind,” Kestrel snapped, all aloofness suddenly gone. “Humans and the Fair Folk will never fraternize.”

      “No, but we can work together to keep tensions neutral. To keep the peace, if a war is not what you wish.”

      She knew it would make no easy task; organizing an interspecies meeting might prove a double-edged sword. As if guided by an invisible force, she marched forward and snatched Ophelia’s letter from his hand. Gasps of horror filled the air, but she wouldn’t stop now. She finally knew her path, knew what she needed to do—and not even Kestrel would stand in her way.

      “If you believe keeping me hostage is the right thing to do, fine. I’ll rot. I’ll fade away. And then, Sinclair will become king. If there’s one thing worse for the lot of you than a Trécesson monarch, it is a Le Tallec. If that man becomes king, he will tirelessly rain bloodshed and brimstone upon you all.”

      This time, silence followed her speech. The air around her was thick, and static energy seemed to flow through her body. As if drawn to it, Garin watched soundlessly, jaw clenched. Gradually, her pulse calmed, and she again shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other.

      She didn’t know what would come next.

      Kestrel considered her for a long moment. “I see only one flaw with this picture you’ve painted of Darklings and your kind playing nicely,” he said, then drifted over to her. Then he leaned in close.

      His breath tickled her ear, but she dug her heels into the ground and steeled herself to remain still. “You think I don’t know of your petty human affairs? I know you are set to marry the very Le Tallec boy you claim will ruin us!”

      Lilac sighed in relief. It was his only complaint, and the solution was so simple. “That’s where you are wrong, Kestrel,” she whispered back. “I’ve let my parents and everyone else believe what they want to, but I’ll never marry him. Not upon my ascension, and certainly not afterward. The throne is mine, and mine alone.”

      The head of the Fair Folk took a long, hard look at the princess. From across the room, so did Garin. With her messy chestnut hair peeking at odd angles from her scratchy wool cloak, small chin jutting out in determination in a roomful of Darklings ready to destroy her… all she had was the truth to weasel her way out of this one.

      To her amazement, Kestrel blinked first.

      “I haven’t a problem in the slightest with bloodshed, princess,” said Kestrel after the long pause. “But I agree with one thing. If the Sinclair boy becomes ruling monarch, it might be more trouble than what it’s worth… For now. You, my fickle princess, are the lesser of two evils. But the cost of war is part of life, especially when born into royalty, no doubt. Your ancestors knew that.” He glowered pointedly at Lilac. “The vampires here know it well too; most of them were cavalry in their former lives, trained as lethal beings long before their Darkling transformations.”

      “I understand,” Lilac replied, swallowing hard.

      “Which is why I must ask you, before I allow you to depart,” said Kestrel. The words ignited a furious flame of hope in Lilac’s heart, detracting from the ominous edge to the faerie’s voice. “I must ask you. What does that Garin lad mean to you?”

      The memory of Garin’s lips, soft but urgent as they molded to hers, burned fresh in her memory, and Lilac wondered if Kestrel could see it, too. Keeping her face straight, she replaced it with the more recent and relevant memory of Garin questioning her involvement with Laurent’s murder, her competency as queen—not to mention how quick he was to cast the blame of her escape on her.

      “He’s a Darkling who had the nerve to kidnap me,” she answered decidedly. “He’s nothing at all.”

      The impish left Kestrel’s face. He cocked an eyebrow at Garin. “I see.” Then, he whirled back on Lilac. “So, your kiss… That was of free will, then?”

      Her clamoring heart nearly stopped. She didn’t dare look at Garin or Bastion, so she instead held Kestrel’s penetrating stare. The crowd stifled their gasps this time, probably fearful of missing her response.

      Finally, she spoke. It was a pathetic parry, but it was all she had. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she whispered.

      Kestrel waved his staff once more; this time, the vines that bound both vampires snapped. They stumbled forward but quickly regained their footing. Garin quickly made his way to Sinclair’s sword next to Bastion, moving with such fluidity he appeared to be floating. With the elegance of a trained swordsman, he retrieved it off the floor and slipped the blade into its sheath while Bastion, already healed from his wounds, gathered himself, staring dumbfoundedly at his brother.

      Lilac watched, awestruck, and wondered if Garin had been downplaying this vampiric grace the whole time. Strangely, seeing him handle Sinclair’s blade brought her attention to her own weapon. It had stopped seizing entirely.

      “The vampire, for all its human seemings and trappings, remains a monster and will always regard itself as such,” Kestrel begun to explain airily, to no one in particular. “The foolish, often younger blood drinker boasts some control over the agonizing hunger, but the older and wiser understand they are forever powerless pawns of its desires. By nature, vampires are protective of their prey. Dear princess, I advise you to keep this in mind, especially if the end goal for you is surviving your journey to Paimpont and back to the castle. Remember… any unseemly relationship between the two of you will only alienate those you wish to bring to your side.”

      “I can assure you that won’t be the case,” Lilac agreed.  As much as she wished she could melt into the floor after being lectured by Kestrel, she was also fiercely happy she’d soon see the light of day again.

      “Not so fast, queenie. What will you be paying her with?”

      “Paying?”

      Kestrel nodded. “Invitation doesn’t always guarantee free service.”

      “No one loves free shit more than the rich,” Bastion muttered under his breath.

      Lilac’s heart sunk. She’d brought a hefty coin purse of gros and livres, but it wasn’t exactly something she’d considered. It was Ophelia who had invited her, after all.

      But what if it wasn’t enough?

      As if reading her thoughts, the faerie twirled his hand in the air. From a blue puff of smoke, he produced a small black drawstring pouch. “This is for the witch. I’m sure she intended to offer her services from the pure darkness of her pitiless heart. Nevertheless, it is always in good taste to leave an impressive gratuity. I’m sure you know that.”

      “I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”

      He waved the pouch. “Think of it as a token of our temporary acquaintance. I’m sure the favor will be repaid in due time.”

      Ignoring Garin and Bastion’s warning looks, she accepted it cautiously. She cradled it in her hands. It wasn’t money. The item was firm, rotund, and fit perfectly cupped in Lilac’s palm. She sniffed at it, but Kestrel made a noise.

      “It is rude to peek in on a gift that isn’t yours.”

      She tucked it neatly into her knapsack.

      “Garin,” he sung. “It is my wish that you accompany Her Highness on this journey of hers.” The faerie raised a palm up to forestall Garin’s exasperated protests. “You will see to it that she holds up to her promise. You will ensure she becomes the sole monarch. And if she does not,” he added, the twinkle returning to his eyes, “or if she tries to run from you… kill her.”

      “Fine,” he replied through his teeth.

      Lilac swallowed a bitter sigh. There was no doubt in her mind that Kestrel was being serious, but the threat was futile. There was no way she’d forfeit the throne, and there wasn’t one person she could think of who would be foolish enough to challenge Garin—save Sinclair, who wouldn’t dare. As long as they kept the Le Tallecs out of the way, there’d be no problem.

      Right?

      “I’m not finished with you, vampire.” The faerie king winked at Garin. “I have something for you.” He reached into his robe pocket and pulled out a small, white square. It was a folded piece of parchment sealed with a glob of golden wax. Pinching it between his long fingers, he motioned for him to come hither. Bastion warily kept his distance.

      Just loud enough for the three of them to hear, Kestrel whispered to Garin. “I’m sure this will motivate you, if nothing else will. You may open it after, and only after the Trécesson girl is crowned. If you attempt to open or tamper with it at any point before, or if you fail, the message will incinerate and be lost forever.”

      Garin squinted dubiously. “What is it?”

      “This letter holds the answer to the question that has burned brightest in the desolate pits of your mind.”

      The faerie’s secretive smile only widened at Garin’s bleak grimace as he took the envelope and hastily stuffed it into his pocket.

      “Or should I say, the answer to one of the questions?”

      Kestrel leaned in further still, cocking his head ever so slightly at Lilac, who glowered blackly at the both of them.

      “What do you say, boy? Hmm? Better a human this time, than a witch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      With a single wave of his mysterious staff, Kestrel had deposited them unceremoniously in the midst of a moss-covered glen beside a small body of crystal-clear water. Lilac’s head throbbed as she sat up; she’d landed flat on her back, missing the surrounding thickets entirely. She cupped her right temple and sat up among a tall patch of reeds—although her sack had miraculously softened the impact on her spine, the fall still sent a dizzying jolt of pain throughout her joints. She gingerly loosened the kinks in her neck with two satisfying cracks and glanced around.

      Regardless of all she’d studied and read, nothing could have prepared her for Cinderfell and the bizzare wrath of Kestrel. It was no wonder those journals and manuscripts said so little about the Brocéliande Fair Folk—no wonder the scholars’ conclusions were spun with mere speculation; likely, she was one of a handful of humans who’d witnessed the terrifying creatures and were spared to give a firsthand account. Her shoulders prickled with the memory of the dark, tittering crowd above them. Their glittering eyes and jewels still burned into her mind, blazing in stark scrutiny.

      Faeries weren’t mysterious, all-elusive beings after all—not so much as they were hostile entities, despising both humans and Darklings alike… Creatures, whose capacity for logic had been blotted out by vanity, or madness, or both.

      At the nearby sound of sloshing, Lilac suddenly realized she was sitting in the mud, staring blankly at the pond’s glass-like surface. Garin appeared above her an instant later, cold hands slipping under her arms. His lips moved as he mounted her on her feet, but no discernable sound came from them. Beyond the muffled mumbling, she heard a tinny ringing, her own breath hitching in her throat.

      She narrowed her eyes, trying to make out what he was saying by the movement of his lips. He shook her shoulders and grabbed her chin, but she jolted at his sudden touch and batted his hand away.

      “Don’t,” she snarled through the fading haze, shocking even herself. But she was too worn to care.

      Antsily, Garin crossed his arms across his chest as if to restrain himself from checking her over. His irises danced with urgency as her senses slowly returned, his voice finally rushing in. “—you all right? Are you hurt at all?”

      “Are we safe?” was all Lilac asked.

      “For now,” he admitted distractedly. “Can you move all of your limbs?”

      The slow return of her senses brought the barreling return of her memory, albeit foggy. In a burst of fury, Lilac shrugged away from him. He let her.

      “Like hell I can,” she growled. “You were going to let them take me. After everything, you really still believe I was involved in Laurent’s death?”

      “That’s not what I said at all,” he countered, suddenly scathing. “Why does that matter, since I mean nothing to you?”

      “You implied that I might’ve been aware of Laurent’s murder, even when I said I wasn’t.” Lilac poked a trembling finger at the vampire’s chest, trying hard to remember all the cruel things he’d said back in the colosseum to throw back in his face. “You had the nerve to tell him that I’d escaped. Look, I trusted you!”

      “Exactly what else was I supposed to do, princess,” Garin shot back, his voice now raising. “Tell me. Should I have admitted to the faeries that I’d let you go? That we’d bargained my coven entry for your release?”

      Garin reached for her hand, but she yanked it away. “By pitting you and I against each other, I tried to put it in Kestrel and his jury of lunatic’s minds that we weren’t friendly whatsoever. I was afraid of him growing too suspicious and using that as leverage to keep you; he’d figured it out and released us, anyway, but I couldn’t be sure. Kestrel is as unpredictable as he is unstable. To be quite honest, I’m surprised he let us go.”

      “And what if he hadn’t?” she snapped, kicking a plump leech off her flat.

      “Then…” He ruffled his hair and pretended to consider it. “I suppose, we’d be fugitives careening toward the High Forest by now, you and I both drenched in faerie blood. It’s a little abrasive on the skin, or so I’ve heard.” He threw her a devastating wink that he’d probably intended to be reassuring.

      “Either way,” he added. “We’ll both owe Kestrel largely someday; I hope you know that.”

      Lilac stared at him long and hard, the incandescent rage in her glare promptly scorching the amusement in his. “Was any of it true, though? Partially true? Is there some part of you that thought I deserved to be locked away by tho—”

      Cold fingers clamped over her mouth, cutting her off abruptly. The too-familiar scent of something like metal coins stifled her gasp as, who she could only assume was Bastion, pressed her body against his.

      “First of all, brother,” he snarled from over her shoulder. “What. The. Fuck?”

      Garin reached out a calm, surrendering hand. “Relax, Bast. We’ll deal with this later. You heard Kestrel—she and I don’t have a lot of time. I have to get her back to the castle for her ceremony.”

      Bastion scoffed, squeezing the princess tightly. His calloused hand crushed her lips, causing her to yelp out against his palm. “Not now? You’re gone for decades and when you finally return, the princess woman has you spellbound? Was what happened with—”

      “I’m not,” he replied unenthusiastically, but his darkened irises blazed with petulance. “You were the one who wanted me gone in the first place.”

      “It all could’ve been avoided, had you been honest with me.”

      “I could have—should have handled it better, brother. I was afraid of what had happened to me. I could hardly believe it myself. Forgive me.”

      Fingering her hair, Bastion pressed his nose to the side of Lilac’s throat, eliciting a sound she’d never heard come from Garin. It was a warning growl. Fear thrummed through her body and she froze; in a split second of alarm she backed into Bastion.

      “Tell me this, brother,” the blond vampire muttered against her skin. “How do you do it?”

      “Do what?” His voice was strained with defeat while Lilac’s heart thrummed erratically. She suspected Bastion certainly was faster, much stronger than Garin in the moment.

      “I’ve seen the way you look at her. I am amazed at how you do it—how you haven’t truly tasted her yet. Times have changed.” Finally, he pulled away, though his grasp remained firm. “You do realize that if you fail, Kestrel will come after us.”

      Garin’s nostrils flared. “I won’t.”

      Lilac felt her pulse skip in her neck. Fail, she realized, meaning if she never became queen.

      Because they hadn’t gotten there in time? Because the townsfolk made a big enough stink? Because Sinclair and his men returned with a vengeance? Because Garin had a change of heart and thought it enough to repay Laurents murderer by doing away with her?

      “Let her go,” he snarled. “She doesn’t have time for this.”

      Bastion released Lilac’s wrist and spun her to face him. Inhaling slowly, he passed his thumb over her mouth, parting her lips.

      “Stop,” Lilac demanded against his finger, forcing bravery into her voice so its wavering was less noticeable. Bastion was repulsive—nearly but not quite as much as Sinclair—and reminded her of every nightmare she’d had as a child. Unlike the coniferous and alluringaroma of his brother, Bastion reeked of wet blood and the incense used at funeral rites.

      “Get your vile hands off me.”

      As if he could read her mind, he chuckled darkly. “Don’t go flattering yourself, human. Whereas it is obvious my brother is torn between the urge to kiss or drain you, I am only interested in the latter. I don’t associate myself with mortals and even if I did, you’re not at all my cup of tea.”

      He released her with one last look of disdain and sauntered forward to thump Garin on the back. “Right, big brother. I suppose I’ll be a good old lad and occupy myself with tracking the rogue vampire. What shall I do once she’s found?”

      “Do what you would normally do for a new fledgling.”

      “Kill it?”

      Garin shot him a warning look.

      “Fine.” He dismissively waved a hand.

      Lilac sized Bastion up as he passed her.

      “If you know what’s good for you,” he muttered, ignoring Garin’s warning look. “You’ll take good care to watch the sort of company you keep.”

      With a scorching parting glance, Bastion was gone.
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      The moon hung low as Lilac stared at the lake, the reflection painting a near perfect replica of the luminous crescent and its breathtaking stars. Without a single ripple to dent it, she could’ve set a goblet upon its pristine surface. Lilac peered down at her face, expecting to see fine lines after her journey so far. Or maybe a gauntness to her cheeks from the lack of regular meals. But instead of the imperfections she dreaded, her features appeared softer, even enchanting in the moonlight.

      Her eyes were most noticeable. The biggest difference of all lay not in their sudden clarity; their usual childlike apprehension had shifted to a dark indigo—the swirling resolve of an explorer navigating treacherous seas.

      Perhaps Brocéliande had driven her mad, after all.

      It was an illusion. It was perfect—too perfect, unlike anything that had ever concerned her. Lilac extended a hand to touch the surface, driven by the reckless urge to break the tranquil plane. Fingers caked in flaking brown reached for her reflection, and with a start, she realized they were her own. She frowned. In all the commotion, she’d forgotten about the dried blood covering most of her upper body. She suppressed a shiver and hastily scooped a handful of water to rub her palms in. Once they were clean, she ran her wet hands over the sides of her throat; the blood there was thicker, and there was a lot more of it. The lake water soaked into the dampened front of her dress, and she cursed as endless rivulets of dull burgundy came off onto her fingertips.

      Between Piper and Kestrel, she had no idea how much blood she’d lost. It was a miracle she hadn’t lost consciousness. Lilac’s fingers brushed against the scabbed cuts left by Piper’s teeth. She whirled when something shifted in the branches behind her.

      “Must you?” Garin’s cutting voice floated down from the trees. When she ignored him, he loudly cleared his throat.

      After he’d given her space to fume—after the hysteria from being portaled twice by the faerie king had worn off—she’d fallen for the lure of the lake, somehow forgetting all about him. By the time

      she spotted him, he perched on the low bough of a tree.

      She frowned. “If you think I’m going to acknowledge you after everything, you are highly mistaken.” With a haughty lift of her chin, she returned to the business of cleansing her wound.

      “I already told you, I was only trying to convince him that I was on his side, so that he’d release us,” he said quietly. “I had to take that chance. These Fair Folk thrive on chaos. Seeing the plain horror on your face was enough to please him.”

      Lilac gave a disjointed grunt.

      “You know what? Believe whatever you want, I won’t argue,” he grumbled, watching intently as she then brought water to the neck of her dress.

      It was freezing.  

      “Seems like a lost cause, doesn’t it?”

      Lilac paused, straightening. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re only soaking your dress further. You’ve re-dampened the dried blood and made it even more pungent.”

      Anger spiked through Lilac. He was laughing. After all they’d been through in the past forty-eight hours, Garin had the big-headed audacity to laugh at her.

      “If I didn’t know better,” he continued, “I ‘d think you’d never laundered a single garment in your life.”

      She whirled on him, the red-stained water dripping freely from her dress and back into the lake. “You know, Garin, there are certain instances in life where you might find it more appropriate to hold your tongue.”

      He crossed his arms. “Are you advising me on my manners?”

      “I’m advising you on not being a fucking asshole, Garin.”

      “Well, if I’m expected to be anywhere near you tonight, you need to get rid of everything soaked in blood,” he said, suddenly grim. “While it isn’t completely unbearable, an extension of common courtesy toward me would be so kind of you… Gracious princess.”

      The too-fresh memory of Garin’s uncontrolled reaction in Cinderfell sent nausea roiling through her. Though she would’ve liked to change out of her once marvelous, now carnaged red dress, she didn’t have anything else to change into. Her original white shift and green dress were in her bag, but both were also damp and filthy.

      Plus, Garin had no right to be ordering her about.

      “No,” she said resolutely.

      “No?”

      “No.”

      Suddenly, the weight of her sack leaning against her foot was gone. She stood up, gut heavy with dread. With a small thud Garin landed behind her, boots planted firmly into the grass and her potato sack hanging in his hand.

      She lunged for him, but he swiftly stepped out of her way with ease.

      “Give it—”

      He shook his head. Lilac lunged for him again, but this time, he whipped the bag out of the way and caught her arm with his other hand. She glowered up at him after a momentary struggle to free herself.

      “Tell me, princess… is it valor or your stubbornness that plagues you so?” Garin uttered softly, his long fingers scrupulously dropping from her arm to rest upon her lower back. The effortless fluidity of his motion made her shiver. “I’m not returning your precious belongings until you agree to change out of that maddening dress. I was ordered to play babysitter. However, it should not mean that I need to suffer endlessly. Not that I’m sure it’s entirely preventable,” he added under his breath.

      She shook her head vigorously. “You don’t need to listen to Kestrel. You don’t need to see me to Paimpont. You’re free to go. I declare it.”

      He squinted, eyes deepened to a shade of slate at her challenge. “No offense, Your Highness,” he said, poison dripping from his voice, “but I’m afraid your word doesn’t hold much weight here in Brocéliande, especially against Kestrel’s orders. I’m keeping my word.”

      “You aren’t coming with me,” she exclaimed, balling her hands into fists. “I am doing this alone, as I intended.”

      “And I wish I could see you try. I foresee great success in that, indeed.” Impudently, he grinned as she rolled her eyes. “Let’s disobey the faerie king with the portaling powers, right after he miraculously let us go. You remember his stipulation, don’t you? Shall I kill you now, or later?”

      Heat prickled under Lilac’s feet. She was lost, and unable to shake him. The confusion of loyalty in Cinderfell was a harsh reminder that, even if he looked human, Garin was far from it. As she watched him closely, his need to feed grappling with his protective instincts became obvious.

      It might be a good idea not to tempt him with her bloody garments, but still…

      “I don’t have anything else to change into,” she admitted, shoulders slumping in humiliation. It wasn’t an issue she was accustomed to dealing with.

      He released her, his mouth agape. “That’s it?” He peered down at her through this hick lashes, viewing the red brocade as if it were a paper sack. “What kind of princess are you? What’d you bother to bring, three outfits?”

      Fuming, Lilac shoved past him. She began trailing the edge of the lake, scouring it for the smallest hint of a brook to follow. She would make it with or without her stupid potato sack. Specks of mud flung onto her legs as she furiously stomped into the damp earth of the pond bank. Her reprieve from the vampire’s company was short-lived. In an instant he was on her left, walking backwards and easily matching her inelegant stride.

      “Well, do you plan to make your triumphant return to the chateau dressed like that? All shoddy and, well…” He motioned up and down. “Like that?”

      “What do you care?” Her belly twisted painfully with hunger, making her even more irritable. She hadn’t had anything to eat since the Mine.

      “I can wash your garments for you,” he offered simply, as if it were a normal thing to say. “All of them.”

      Lilac stopped in her tracks. The unexpected kindness of his first sentence made the second feel particularly violating.

      Upon realizing the implications of his words, Garin froze. “Well your clothes are botched, and I thought I could—I mean—” he cleared his throat. “If you would like, I’ll help you,” he muttered.

      As his voice trailed off, Lilac’s frown also turned into a reluctant half-grin that she couldn’t help. He didn’t slip up often, and seeing the vampire flustered made her feel that much better.

      “Look, hear me out,” Garin said, running his fingers through his hair as if he’d managed a smoother recovery. “Your ceremony is to be held the day after tomorrow, right?” Taking her stubborn silence as a yes, he continued. “The town isn’t far from here at all. About halfway between the Lake of Mirrors,” he jutted a thumb at the serene water next to them, “and Paimpont is a small patch of farmland. I propose we stay there for the remainder of the night into morning, and—”

      Lilac shook her head and started walking again, reminded of the urgency at hand. “No. I need to get back in time. You realize that’ll be wasting an entire day?”

      “And you do realize what I am?” He scowled and jabbed a pale finger at his chest.

      She couldn’t help but follow its direction and examine him. His skin looked ghostly now, almost ethereal in the silver light.

      “I can’t travel by day,” he reminded her softly.

      Lilac suddenly couldn’t seem to get enough air into her lungs. While focusing on his dietary needs, she’d forgotten all about his aversion to sunlight. She’d never make it back in time if he came with her. Maybe, deep down and despite her frustrations, she had been counting on him to come with her—to guard her from the worst of the forest, certainly.

      But, despite Cinderfell, and despite his promise to Kestrel… also, just to be with her.

      She closed her eyes, trying to breathe deeply through the sudden panic at the thought of traveling through the forest alone. The kingdom would be in the best hands under her rule, but fate was surely intent on convincing her otherwise. She began to cry, and she clenched her eyes tighter. Perhaps she was never meant for the crown, after all. Never meant for the great things shed dreamt of. The Le Tallecs would be the perfect family to run a kingdom stuck in such tradition and unfaltering prejudice.

      She wasn’t meant to be feral, untamable light. She was but a dull, timorous flame—a flint whose spark was fierce, but might never ignite. She let out a sob of frustration.

      She barely heard Garin approaching before he folded his arms around her shoulders. Her sobs turned to a hiccupping laugh as he gingerly pressed her against his chest. He’d had no idea why she was crying; she probably seemed insane to him. Still, she placed a hand gently on his chest as it rose and fell in slow, shallow breaths. “I’ve realized that we won’t get there in time if you come along.” She sucked in a deep breath. “You have to let me go, Garin. I’d use the entire day tomorrow to travel, hopefully getting there by dawn.”

      Pity washed over his face, softening the vampire’s striking features. He grasped her cheeks between both palms, and Lilac’s heart thudded at the thought of him kissing her again. Instead, he shook his head condescendingly.

      “I don’t remember being this dramatic when I was human,” he whispered tenderly. “As I was saying, we take shelter near the farmland and get going by tomorrow evening. We’re almost to the town. I say we take care of your business at the witch’s, then head out to the castle immediately after that. You’ll be there before dawn.”

      His insistence at the impossible wiped the warmth she felt toward him. She swatted his stone-cold hands off her, unable to grasp what he wasn’t comprehending. “Do you struggle with a warped sense of time? We’re not going to make it back if we wait till tomorrow night to get moving. We won’t.

      “Have you forgotten what I am? Garin turned so that his back faced her and squatted, reaching back to pat his shoulder.

      “Get on.”

      “You’re stupid if you think I will.”

      He straightened, throwing her a patronizing grin. “And you’re in denial if you think I won’t pick you up again. Now, please.”

      Fighting the urges to punch him on the lip or run, she sighed loudly. “I can’t wait until I no longer need entertain your ridiculous endeavors.”

      He turned and crouched again.  “Are you sure you don’t want me to wash off your garments here?”

      “Positive.”

      “Brilliant. Your funeral, then.” With that, he patted his shoulder again.

      Grace evaded her once more—as if it were ever hers to begin with. She awkwardly straddled the middle of his broad back. As he straightened, she immediately lost her already-poor balance, lurching forward and almost hitting her face on the hilt of Sinclair’s sheathed sword.  Lilac fought for her balance, one arm hooked around his shoulder while the other took turns pulling her drooping neckline back up over her cleavage, and the hem of her dress down.

      He placed the sack between his teeth and looped his arms under her bent knees. Without warning, he crouched forward onto the balls of his feet, his back muscles tensing under Lilac’s legs.

      “Are you ready?” His voice was slightly nasal now; she sat at such a close proximity to his own nose and mouth, and the incision at her throat was still only a couple of hours old.

      She struggled around his wide shoulders, finally latching her arms around his neck. “Ready for?”

      “Whatever you do, please be sure of two things: your fingers stay locked around me, and you’ll need to remember to keep breathing.”

      Her forehead wrinkled in confusion. “Why would I—”

      But Garin suddenly bounded forward, her burlap sack hanging in his mouth—and Lilac found her hands straining to maintain their interlocked position as her weight slung back against his forward momentum. She scrabbled to regain her grip, her braid and cloak hood whipping behind them.

      The trees began to disintegrate into darkened streaks of umber-brown and night. To her right, the only thing she could make out was the bright reflection of the moon off the lake, and it too disappeared quickly.

      Garin was running.
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      The only sources of light were the tiny flashes of tinsel dew tinting the damp brambles. They were in the thick of the wild wood, now. She stifled a scream when their position abruptly changed, and they jostled up a steep incline. The moisture in the air seemed to thin around them, and soft things began to whip at her bare forearms and cheeks. Even as Lilac hoped they were only leaves touching her, she knew Garin wouldn’t possibly let anything dangerous near. She shut her eyes when their bobbing and swerving grew too overwhelming—but that wasn’t a good idea, either.

      “St—stop,” she managed past the lump in her throat. “Stop!”

      “A bit more,” came Garin’s muffled yell through the burlap in his mouth.

      When they finally reached an opening in the trees, Garin screeched to a halt. Lilac dropped from his shoulders and could only focus on the spinning ground. Hands out in front of her, she stumbled to the nearest tree, gripped it for balance, and waited for the world to grow level.

      “That was thrilling!” Garin roared, laughing into the strong breeze. Then, when she failed to reply, he spun around. “Princess?”

      Lilac retched, the wind blowing bits of her hair into the threads of bile hanging from her lips. She groaned in disgust, but a hand gathered the hair draped over her face and swept it back over her shoulders.

      “What’s the matter?” Garin’s voice had been melodiously and charming when he’d feigned kindness; it was deadly saccharine when he was actually being genuine.

      “I—I closed my eyes,” she groaned. “I don’t know what happened.”

      “Ah yes.” He snorted. “I forgot the third rule: keep your eyes open. I don’t ever have to remember it myself.”

      “Thanks a lot,” she muttered. “You call that running?”

      “Vampire running.”

      She spat to clear the bile from her mouth. “Why didn’t you do that on the way to the Mine?”

      “I was trying to refrain from scaring you. Too much, anyway.”

      Garin hooked his hands under her shoulders and slowly hoisted her up, not stopping until she was fully cradled in his arms. This time, she didn’t resist him as he carried her away from the copse of trees and into the open air.

      “What are you—”

      Lilac gasped. She knew that certain portions of Brocéliande were hilly as the rest of the Breton moors, but she never imagined quite a view from the forest existed. She’d certainly never witnessed anything like the scene unfolded before them.

      They stood at the edge of a cliff overlooking Brocéliande. Her kingdom, but also—mostly—Brocéliande. The sprawling treetops of the remaining High Forest rose and fell like waves in a jade sea, leading into a patchwork scene of farmland, then Paimpont. Beyond the town, further east, the trees were shrouded in darkness, almost as if the thick canopy made it resistant to light. The Low Forest.

      The air here was crisp, rejuvenating in her lungs while the moon cast a luminal glow upon the world. The black backdrop of sky was dusted in tinsel particles—diamonds encrusted in the neckline of some regal goddess. A sepulchral silence spilled into the gaps between the fluty warbles of a lone nightingale, and the princess’ decelerated breathing.

      Mildly aware of Garin’s chest barely rising and falling against her back, she placed a hand over her own heart to ensure it was still beating.

      To their right, back west, the minute spires of her faraway castle were barely visible in the late-night fog. Too far to spot, the black and white Breton flag rippled in the wind just above the towers in Lilac’s imagination.

      Unlike the bustling place she’d visited as a child, the town seemed sleepy even from a distance. The bourgeois homes mixed with newer framework structures were hardly discernible by moonlight. Five or six flickering torch lights moved slowly, up and down the small maze of streets. Frowning, she tried to remember if Paimpont usually employed night sentries.

      Then, her throat went dry.

      They were searching for her.

      A broad manor stood watch at the far end of town, complete with an extensive driveway branching off from the main cobblestone road. Her memory of the place swam with the dim vision of it before her, filling in the details the moon did not illuminate. Twelve large windows, six on the first floor and six more above, made up most of the front wall. Each brick in the limestone walls meticulously caulked, the Le Tallec estate maintained the illusion of perfection while housing the most monstrous family in the kingdom.

      She hadn’t anticipated the dizzying emotion that would come with seeing  Sinclair’s home again. T

      he absence of light in the windows made her stomach churn with unease. Was no one home? Was it because Sinclair was at the castle, preparing to take her position as monarch? She shook her head and forced the worry from her mind. It was nighttime, the townsfolk were sleeping—hence, the absence of light. They’d get a better idea of how her disappearance had affected the kingdom once they got into town.

      The vibration of Garin’s throat clearing shook her. “Nervous?”

      “No,” she answered, as adamantly as she could muster while cradled in the Darkling’s arms.

      “It’s fine to be afraid sometimes, in case no one’s informed you.” His lips moved against her hair.

      She did a poor job at concealing a shiver. “I guess. But I’m not.”

      “Whatever. Are you ready?”

      “For Paimpont? To meet the witch?”

      He shifted to meet her eyes shrewdly as he began walking at a normal pace back down the side of the hill. “We’ll head down through the pasture.” He began to pick up speed—faster than a walk, but not his bone-jolting run, either. “And until you’re safe at the castle, I’m here to make sure you don’t do anything reckless.”

      Safe. Lilac frowned, unable to think of the last time she felt this safe within the confines of the castle walls. “I could’ve done it alone,” she muttered against his chest. “The rest of the trip.” She knew it wasn’t really true, but she didn’t have to let him know that.

      “I’m sure you could have,” he replied with a confidence she didn’t expect from him. Then, came the light sarcasm. “You’ve done a great job avoiding korrigans—those vile, man-eating brutes. And marauders.” Lilac couldn’t help but grin against Garin’s shoulder at his smooth, indirect mention of Sinclair. “Homicidal vampires, insane faeries… the list goes on.”

      “Ogres.” She said it without thinking.

      Garin gave a rough laugh. “Not likely. Despite their size, ogres are extremely rare to come across—fortunately for all of us. They’re stupid, but will devour anything and everything in their path. But I think I can count the number of those remaining in Brocéliande on one hand. Then again, leave it to you to run into them.”

      When she didn’t answer or return his jab, Garin stopped walking. The aroma of juniper berries filled her head.

      “Tell me.” The scant color on Garin’s face paled, his smugness disappearing along with it.

      A giggle suddenly bubbled up in her throat. He was hardly flustered, and she was more than happy to prove him wrong.

      “Stop it. What happened?”

      There was absolutely no use in lying to him. She couldn’t if she’d wanted to. “I came across a group of them—the ogres, I mean. It was within my first hour or so in the forest. I’d stopped to pee and—” she choked on a sudden burp-giggle as the terrifying memory rose to the surface—“I suppose I accidentally peed on one of them, waking the whole group.”

      Garin gave her a long, hard stare. He didn’t seem to find it funny at all. The vampire sped up, his voice rumbling. “God, woman. You are mental. Good to know the kingdom almost lost their queen and no one would’ve had a bloody clue what’d happened.”

      “I thought they were a bunch of large standing stones—you now, like the ancient menhir out in Carnac? Anyway, I escaped them in the storm. I think the rain dampened my scent. I ran for any shelter I could find, and that’s how I ended up at the inn.”

      Garin only grunted in response and didn’t say much more after resuming their journey. Lilac’s stomach lurched as the ground finally evened out under his feet, and even then, Garin only spoke to ask her if she would like to walk.

      Truth be told, she rather liked it in his arms, but walking was fine, too..

      They continued side by side, though he insisted on holding her potato sack. The branches in this new part of Brocéliande hung lower, the trees a different type, though she couldn’t identify them. The forest eventually opened up to broad-branched oak trees, more widely spaced. The soft trickle of a brook nearby indicated they were still on track.

      Minutes later and without warning, they finally broke out of the woods.

      They stood before an expanse of rolling hills, lush and grand under the cloudless night just hours before dawn. The scene was probably picturesque by daylight. At the bottom of their hill stood several stout structures. Lilac couldn’t quite make them out—a well and stable pairing, some hay bales here, maybe a coop on stilts there. It was too dark to tell.

      The building nearest them was close enough to identify as a single farmhouse; an older two-story structure of decent size for a peasant farmer home, Lilac thought. The central section looked like it was made of older lime mortar, but flanked with modest east and west wings crafted in timber frame. There was even a lovely wooden porch that must’ve been so cozy in the sunlight, Lilac thought idly. The only thing protecting the property from criminals or critters—or wayward Darklings—was a stick fence that wrapped along the building and around the vegetable garden out front. Beyond the property, the pasture continued until the next farm a while away.

      She looked over at Garin, expecting him to speak, but he was gone. Instead, he was a few yards away, bending over the edge of the brook.

      “What are you doing?” For some strange reason, she felt like she needed to whisper in the shadowed vastness. She knew he’d hear her.

      He  took a moment before returning to her side. The blood that Kestrel had smeared over his face was gone, and he smirked as he held something out to her. It was Sinclair’s chalice. “Drink up.”

      Lilac’s initial response was to shrink away. Then, she blinked in surprise.

      “I’ve seen you eat and drink maybe three times during our entire time together. Since Cinderfell, I’ve had to listen to the incessant growling of your stomach. It’s harder to ignore than you’d think.”

      “No, I know. It’s just… thank you.” She took the cup and sipped once, swallowing her surprise at his unexpected gesture, and then gulped the entire thing down. Once her lips had touched the freezing water, she realized how parched she actually felt.

      “I am really hungry,” she admitted.

      “So am I.”

      They exchanged glances. When Garin slowly approached her, the blood went from Lilac’s cheeks. “No,” she tried to say bravely but choked on her own voice. Shaking, she held the chalice above her shoulder.

      “Were you just about to bludgeon me?” he laughed.

      Lilac rolled her eyes, the tension flowing out of her. It wouldn’t have been the first time she considered it.

      “Ready?” he asked, stalking past her and toward the nearest farmhouse.

      “For what?”

      “For some food. Perhaps a warm bath.”

      “Right now?” she hissed frantically, eyes bulging. They needed time to formulate a plan, and he looked like he either already had one or would act on the spot. “Doesn’t someone live there?”

      “Indeed. A pair.” He paused to listen, and Lilac realized he was listening in, through the farmhouse walls. “A couple, I think.”

      “People with whom you are acquainted?”

      “No.”

      “What?” Lilac stomped along, trailing him to the fence. Even in her desperation for a bath, and in her roaring hunger, she knew her blood-stained skin and dress would draw more attention to them than it was worth. “Slow down. I’m nowhere near presentable.”

      “So now you want to change out of that dress?” Garin said, but he slowed down and obliged.

      When she reached for her sack, he pulled it out of reach once more.

      “Garin, look at me,” she said. “I’m covered in blood. I reek of it, everything’s a mess. I’ll have to rinse off.”

      “That’s what entrancing them is for,” he said impatiently.

      “You can’t—it didn’t work on me,” she protested. “If they make a commotion, surely that’ll draw attention.”

      She ignored Garin’s annoyed glare and studied the farmhouse. She wouldn’t be able to wash off in time—they were running out of it, fast—but maybe they could use her appearance to their advantage, after all.

      Lilac glanced back at Garin, who wore a subtle smile as he regarded the pine needles in her disheveled hair, the streaks of crimson across her skin, and the deep, unhealed bite marks over her jugular.

      She swept a hand, motioning at her bodice. “Ruin me,” she commanded decidedly.

      The vampire cleared his throat. “Excuse me?”

      “Ruin this dress for me.”

      “Why?”

      She scowled impatiently. “I’ve got dozens like it at home, it’ll be fine. My neck is perfect, but we need to make it look like I’ve just been mauled.”

      Garin shook his head, trying to follow. “What are you rambling on about, princess? That’s hardly believable. There are no bears in Brocéliande.”

      But Lilac shot him a wuthering look, and his eyes widened in realization.

      He neared, raising his hands cautiously. “May I?”

      She nodded urgently. “Hurry.”

      Before she could blink, he was up against her back. Then came a loud ripping noise, like the sound of torn fabric. The night breeze was suddenly cold against her front—it was torn fabric. He’d effortlessly raked his nails through her dress like butter.

      She shuddered and clutched the now-limp material to her front, but Garin gently released her and sidestepped

      to lean against the vegetable garden fence, busying himself with inspecting the half-grown radishes and carrots.

      “As I was saying,” she continued awkwardly, grateful for his decency. At least he’d acquired some basic form of manners some point along their journey. “We can tell the homeowner I’ve been attacked.” She smiled through her words as Garin’s skeptical grimace turned into a look of adoration. “I figured it was better than entrancing them to allow us in.”

      “So just to be clear, we’re swindling them? I’m impressed.” Then, he made a face. “One of them is a horrid snorer.”

      “Swindling indeed.” Her resolve was almost unrecognizable, but she couldn’t mask excitement that accompanied the flowing adrenaline. “I was thinking, we come up with a story, and—"

      But he ignored this. He carefully scooped her up, cradling her sideways. She clutched the ripped material to her chest as he made his way past the vegetable garden.

      “Wait, we have to plan—”

      Garin grunted above her. “I’ll go along with your plan of deception. However, you’re leaving some improvisation to me.”

      As they approached the porch steps, her heart began to race. They weren’t prepared—what would they say?

      He bent his head to brush his lips along her earlobe, sending chills up her spine. “Must you be so dramatic? Please play along.”

      He reached up with one hand and tousled his hair in his fingers. Where his luscious hair usually fell perfectly, it now looked disheveled as she probably did. Garin’s usually soundless feet were boisterous as they clambered up onto the porch. Then, with a force that made the timber rattle in its frame, he pounded his fists on the door.
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      “Help,” he cried in despair. “Somebody, help!” He knocked frantically again. “I beg of you!”

      She stared at him in shock, but an odd shuffling sound broke the thick silence. Out in the field, past the garden, the hay bales were moving. Lilac’s hair stood up on end. “Garin—”

      He swore under his breath. “We’ve woken the sheep.

      Go limp,” he commanded, as a few of them began to bleat.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Limp.” He slammed his closed fists upon the door again.

      “You’ll wake the neighbors!” she hissed, dread crawling down her limbs.

      “The sheep will first, their sound carries.” Garin spun halfway, lips pursed in frustration. “I’ll kill them all,” he groaned.

      Just when Lilac was so sure no one would come, that they’d be stuck outside like bumbling idiots they were until Garin was forced to turn the garden into a fuzzy bloodbath —a flurry of footsteps rumbled from within the bowels of the house. The door opened a hair, revealing only the flicker and smoke of a handheld torch.

      Lilac went limp, letting her limbs fall slack.

      “Who goes there?” The croak of an elderly man’s voice floated through the door crack.

      What happened next, Lilac only got brief glimpse of as she lay there in Garin’s arms, covering her bosom the best she could manage. One minute they were outside, and the next, the door swung open. Peeking discreetly, Lilac saw the faces of an older couple, the woman holding the torch and the man, the pickaxe. Lilac stifled a cry at the weapon, then let her eyes flutter open and shut just enough to indicate she was alive. The woman clutched her sandy curls first, and then the front of her nightgown.

      “My heavens—”

      “Is she…?”

      “Please, kind madame,” Garin begged, “monsieur.”

      He stuck a foot in the doorway, his voice cracking heavily with emotion. “She was attacked by a Darkling.” His shoulders began to tremble, and Lilac had to force herself to not look up at him when a lone tear plopped onto her cheek.

      The old man’s voice quavered. “Was it—is that a…" he trailed off.

      Lilac could well imagine how she’d appeared to them, skin and hair matted in blood, moments from death, even. She suppressed a shudder.

      Garin choked a sob back. “Yes. A vampire, sir.”

      “Well what’re you waitin’ for, idiots,” the old woman screeched from another room, her brogue accent thickening with each word. “Get her in ‘ere. Quickly now.”

      Garin stumbled—pretended to stumble—under Lilac’s weight, and she felt a second pair of hands slip under her shoulders.

      “Have you been walking long?” The old man’s voice came from above her head; he was assisting Garin. “It wasn’t in the town, was it?”

      “No sir, not at all. We were foolish thinking we could take the short way, cutting through the woods from Rennes without running into trouble. Fortunately, it was toward the end of our journey, it attacked just up there in the trees. Your home was the nearest,” Garin panted as they shuffled down a corridor toward the woman’s grumbling voice.

      “You hauled her all the way here,” the man chuckled breathlessly. “Bless you. Panic gives you incredible strength, that’s for sure.”

      “It was still a task,” Garin replied solemnly. “She’s gained a bit of weight.”

      Lilac opened her eye a slit—the old man was shooting the bastard a pointed look. Quickly, she shut them again.

      “Sorry, I d-don’t deal with violence very well,” Garin stammered.

      “Aye. I suppose she’ll forgive you after fending off the beast for her.”

      She pursed her lips together, peeved that she couldn’t protest.

      Garin gingerly laid her upon a soft cushion that molded perfectly around her frame. The crackling warmth of a nearby fireplace felt lovely on her cold skin. Fingers with a lighter touch flew over her, shamelessly wiping down the front and side of her neck, then her cleavage. The warm water was soothing on her tight, crusted skin. She could’ve fallen asleep right then and there. The woman’s hand rested on her chest a few moments, then on the side of her neck, opposite the teeth marks.

      “She’s breathing,” the woman remarked from above her head. “It’s a little quick, but better than it being too slow. Very good. But she looks a little pale, dear. Let’s get her out of this filthy dress.” She tsked under her breath. “Such a fine garment.”

      Lilac felt the woman rub the cloth between her fingers in appreciation.

      “Should we undress her right here? We have to see if she’s bleeding anywhere else. I have a nightgown to spare.”

      Before Lilac could think of a way to protest, Garin must’ve given an unsure answer—a widen of his stupidly mesmerizing eyes, or a sideway glance at the woman’s husband, because she followed with, “Jeanare, quickly, you’re so—” she let out a laborious sigh, “The girl is bleeding, put the kettle on, then, and fetch something for them to eat. Get the tripe—”

      “Where do you think you’re rushin’ off to, lad?” Jeneare chuckled under his breath, barely audible. “You’re bashful, aren’t you?”

      At this, Lilac fought to keep her eyes shut. Wife? She supposed it would be natural for an older, more traditional couple to assume they were married. Half of the women and men her age had spouses and children. Still, the words made her blush immensely.

      Just as the woman smiled up at Garin in the doorway, Lilac opened her eyes to see his reaction—and everything else.

      They had settled in what looked like the main room. Jeanare was busy in the kitchen next to them, where a round dining table was tucked away in the far corner near a worn oak aumbry. She’d been placed on a cushioned bench against the back wall, the blazing brick fireplace across them. Garin leaned against the corner of the mantle.

      He smiled sheepishly and pretended to notice her stare, raising his dark eyebrows in surprise and stumbling to her side of the chair. Genuine concern shrouded his entire demeanor. Lilac could only stare back, in awe of his impeccable theatrics.

      Above her, the woman made a noise of relief and rested the cool cloth on her forehead.

      Garin tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “You’re awake, thank goodness. How do you feel?”

      “Fine. Tired,” she admitted truthfully. “Tired and starving.” She widened her eyes at him and then looked pointedly at Jeanare fumbling in the kitchen, wrinkling her nose. Anything sounded appetizing at this point—anything except tripe. She knew it was ungrateful of her, but good god.

      “Where are we?” She sat up quickly to feign mild alarm.

      “Shh, love.” Garin placed a finger to her lips and pressed her shoulder to gently lower her back down. “We are safe. We’re on the outskirts of Paimpont now, in the farmland just west of town.”

      The old woman stroked her hair, and Lilac felt a humiliating amount of forest debris and soil dislodge. “My name is Sable. And my husband Jeanare is just there at the kitchen hearth, about to fix you both something to eat.”

      “Actually,” Garin said brightly, straightening, “I was just going to offer, Jeanare…  If you wouldn’t mind—I mean, I don’t feel right, barging in and imposing at this late hour. I’m more than happy to prepare a meal for her, and you all, of course.”

      “Are you sure? We have plenty to spare,” Jeanare said, holding up a hefty bowl of stomach lining.

      “I insist. It was us who have burdened you.”

      “It isn’t a burden at all, but if you insist,” the old man replied, chuckling and waving his hand toward the open cooking hearth before him. “Our home is your home. We have an extra room… Lots of harvest and livestock to spare.” He shuffled back towards the entryway. “Here, erm—”

      “Garin, sir. And my wife, Lysyn.” He motioned toward Lilac.

      “Well. Garin, Lysyn, welcome,” Jeanare said warmly. “Let’s let the ladies alone for a bit. Come with me, I’ll show you the garden before I boil a couple buckets for your bath upstairs.”

      With a small nod toward Lilac, he let Jeanare usher him out into the entryway. The only sound then was the crackling of the fire. Lilac turned an apologetic grimace to Sable, who was watching her intently.

      “I am so sorry for waking you at this time of night.”

       “Please. It’s been a hectic past couple days in these parts.”

      Lilac rubbed her elbow. “Hectic?”

      “I’ll just say you two aren’t the strangest things we’ve seen.” She leaned in close, brown eyes large with intrigue.

      Lilac matched her expression with a sinking feeling in her gut. “What other oddities, madame?”

      Sable pulled her wool sweater tighter over her ankle-length nightgown. Lips quivering, she placed a weathered hand on Lilac’s. “You two haven’t heard, then? The princess has gone missing.”

      Inadvertently, Lilac jerked her hand back at Sable’s touch. She put it back, blushing. “Oh my,” she whispered.

      The woman wrung her hands as she spoke. “You must’ve been on the road for a few days, then. She’s been amiss for half a week now.”

      “What does this mean? For everyone? For the kingdom?”

      She half expected to hear Sable rejoice. It was common knowledge that the duke’s family was next in line to the throne—the absolute last resort, since Lilac was Henri and Marguerite’s only child—and it was safe to assume the citizens preferred the marquis to Lilac. Like Garin had said in the tavern, had anything unfortunate happened to her, the crown would fall to Sinclair.

      In her exhausted state of mind, a small part of her timidly wondered what it would be like to give everyone what they truly wanted. To surrender everything to the Le Tallecs, to retreat to a small-town life. Her inheritance… she scowled inwardly. Had she ever married him, her inheritance would fall to him, anyway. With the money she had on her, she could surely still purchase a farm or quaint home such as this.

      To her surprise, the woman only shook her head, true concern stretching the laugh lines on her face. “My dear,” she uttered, brows creased in urgency. “I don’t mean to bring politics into this, but who gives a damn what it means for the kingdom? That poor princess. She’s just around your age, I’d say. Just a girl. Imagine that, all alone in the forest. The dear child needs to be found and rescued, God grant something hasn’t happened to her.”

      “In the forest?” Lilac gasped, clutching her chest and turning her shock at Sable’s words into the surprised reaction that Sable would expect. “They know for certain she’s in Brocéliande?”

      “The town crier made an urgent announcement yesterday at the request of Armand Le Tallec. He said that she was missing, but that she’d been spotted in the woods.”

      “Spotted where? What other details were given?”

      “None. It was all the information they had at the time.” Sable rubbed her elbows, as if a sudden draft had blown in. “Either that, or it was all they were willing to release.”

      Lilac bit her lip thoughtfully. “Interesting. Poor princess,” she lamented, wring her hands dismally.

      Sable agreed with a sigh. Garin returned noisily with a bundle of vegetables dangling from one arm, the limp neck of a rooster protruding from his armpit as its body bobbed behind him. He beamed for Lilac’s benefit. If she hadn’t been so nervous, Lilac might’ve even giggled; the thought of the vampire working in the kitchen was ludicrous. What did he know about cooking? She was sure he’d been listening from the garden and would continue to listen still.

      Sable somehow found it easy to ignore Garin. She had something on her mind, and Lilac, it appeared, would be the recipient of her thoughts.

      “But Lysyn dear, I’ve been thinking. Isn’t it strange that the princess was located but not recovered?”

      Lilac assumed what she hoped was a confused expression. “What do you mean?”

      “Maybe the princess didn’t want to be found. Maybe the riots have finally gotten to her head.”

      At Lilac’s frown, Sable leaned in. “This is all speculation, dear, but what if her disappearance into the forest means she’s surrendering the throne? To that horrid Le Tallec boy.” Sable let out a low whistle as she stared into the dancing flames. Lilac thought she saw a slight shudder pass over the woman’s hunched shoulders. “Either that, or the Darklings have her.”

      “Personally, don’t think the princess would willingly give up her place,” Lilac replied. “If she left on her own accord, she might have needed time to herself. To think.”

      “Perchance, the Darklings kidnapped her. You never know,” Garin retorted dryly from above the iron pot, oblivious of Lilac’s mortified grimace and Sable’s gasp. “People disappear all the time. Children run away from home. Housewives take the ale money and jump the next carriage out of town. Creatures sneak into windows at night to drain victims in their beds.” He shrugged. “Most of those who disappear are found. I reckon she would have returned home by now, had she left by choice. Plus, that vampire snuck up on us so quickly.” He stared into the hearth absentmindedly, as if shielding himself from the terrible bits of faux memory. “I wouldn’t wish that on anyone—astonishingly powerful creatures, Darklings are. Especially vampires, but that being said,” he added, returning to stir the stew, “being captured by monsters isn’t a death sentence or end-for-all. It certainly isn’t necessarily the end of her reign. People are just dramatic. I’m sure she isn’t entirely hopeless.”

      Sable looked down her nose and frowned at Garin’s vague rumination. “Aye. I suppose whatever situation one’s in, there is always hope. Good thinking, lad. I’m so glad you both escaped the vampire when you had the chance. Now we can only hope the princess has the same luck.” She shook her heading, tsking. “Right stupid of you to even think of taking the Brocéliande shortcut.”

      Garin nodded vigrorusly and let out a mouthful of air in agreement. His ease at lying was unsettling.

      Lilac was quivering inside, but her voice was steady. She forced a laugh. “We were foolish.”

      Sighing, Sable went back to studying the princess’s profile. Panic began to rise in Lilac’s chest. “Madame?” she said meekly, when she could no longer bear it.

      “Not to worry, dear. Your secret is safe with me.” Sable whispered, winking.

      Lilac blinked and side-eyed Garin, who was busy kneeling before the iron pot, sliding an assortment of chopped vegetables The aroma of boiling poultry swam with that of fresh rosemary, sage, and sweet carrots. He didn’t bother glancing up, instead rocking back on his heels absentmindedly. He stood, opened the nearby aumbry door, and procured a long, two-pronged fork, using it to stoke the red-hot coals in the hearth. She’d never seen him so focused.

      Noticing Sable’s expectant gaze, she shifted uncomfortably. She hadn’t followed through with removing her dress, but the looseness of it after Garin’s unceremonious tear meant it dipped lower than was comfortable. She crossed her arms across her chest while refocusing on their conversation.

      “Sorry. Secret?”

      “No one takes Brocéliande as a shortcut,” she said. There was an undercurrent to her words. “Only ruffians do, and somehow, you two don’t strike me as such. But I do remember the absolute thrill of sneaking off to be alone with someone…” Sadness touched her eyes as she trailed off.

      She covered her mouth daintily and lowered her voice further, speaking against her fingertips. “First thing... Jeanare is my husband, and I love him fiercely,” she insisted, a knowing strength behind the brittle hand that suddenly gripped Lilac’s. “More than life itself. But I learned to love him. There was another gentleman, a couple years before I was introduced to Jeanare. I was just a girl, then. In our foolish youth, we’d sneak away into the edge of Brocéliande whenever we could, daring each other to go further into the dark. It was like a game. Breaking tradition was so liberating in such a stifled society. Wouldn’t you say?”

      Lilac smiled nervously in response to Sable’s knowing grin, still unsure of where the conversation was going.

      “You might have Jeanare fooled, but not I.” The woman chuckled heartily, motioning for Lilac to scoot over so she could take a seat at the edge of the cushion. “I know you two aren’t married, dear.”

      Sable’s smile only grew kinder the further Lilac slumped into the chair. “Even then, it is evident what you feel for each other is no less; that’s what I would tell myself back in my day, anyway. The look upon your face when Garin called you his wife was different from the one you had when Jeanare first said it. There was a touch of surprise—then, longing. Almost as if, deep down, you could picture yourself one day wishing his words to be true.”

      Sable clasped her fingers together, and Lilac could’ve sworn there was a shimmer to her large eyes at the long, lost memory. She cleared her throat, as if abruptly remembering her place. “Ah, the radiant glow of perpetual summer love,” she added, touching a fingertip playfully against Lilac’s prickling cheek.

      The princess opened her mouth to speak, then shut it again. She never knew her grandparents, but this was what she’d always imagined it being like. “Sable… I apologize if we were at any point dishonest. I was a bit shaken from the attack and did not think to correct him. I also think Garin did not want to seem disrespectful, seeking shelter at this time of night. An unwed couple such as we.” The lies surrounding her identity came so naturally now.

      As much as she wanted to move on from the subject, there was something that begged to be asked, lingering at the back of her throat. “What happened to the other one? Your…” she searched for the word with difficulty.

      “My friend, by title,” Sable said fondly. “But we were more than that. He was a Florence merchant’s son, conceived out of wedlock with an embroiderer who couldn’t afford a child. Plus, he was foreigner. My parents simply would not have it. But the feeling was unlike anything else.” Her eyelids closed slowly, as if to shield herself from the memories. “Every sunrise, a small part of me wonders what would’ve been, had I disregarded my parents. Had I not let him go.”

      “Why the sunrise?”

      “Well, my nighttime thoughts are rightfully reserved for the man I married, I suppose. That’s how it should be now, i’nnt it?” She winked. “I do apologize for sharing all of that. Perhaps it was too much,” she said, watching the princess guardedly now. “It’s your eyes, I suppose. They’re beautiful, dear, and hold such warmth… Anyway, as I was saying, if that man’s the one, you’ll know. Others will always believe they know what’s best for you, but we spend life trying to please others. Sometimes, you have to choose to do right by yourself.”

      In the silence that followed, all Lilac could think about was Sinclair. She wondered if the old woman would give the same advice, had she known Lilac’s true identity. She hadn’t forgotten entirely, but the adventure with Garin and their run in with the Fae had served as decent distraction, to the fact that her troubles weren’t going to magically disappear the moment she reached home. Everyone was still expecting her to marry the selfish bastard upon crowning. She cleared her throat and inhaled deep in attempt to banish the emotion.

      There was one other thing—a person—her racing mind did allow, seeping inevitably into the fine cracks of her fine misfortune.

      Just one.

      Ears burning, she dared swivel to peek at Garin, whom she knew heard every last word. The kitchen table and its four chairs had been pulled out from the nook and placed beside the hearth. But he was nowhere to be found.

      “Dinner’s ready, madame.” He’d appeared in front of her cushion, one arm extended as he helped Sable to her feet. “I apologize for not doing so earlier, seeing as we had quite the scare there,” he said politely, his accent posher than ever. “But I wanted to express our appreciation for your and Jeanare’s generous hospitality.”

      He bowed his head to press his lips briefly to Sable’s hand. The old woman laughed, blushing right through the fine lines on her face. Garin winked at Lilac and extended his free arm to her.

      She declined, matching his courteous tone. “I’ll be right behind you.” Letting him pass, she pulled her cloak tight across her front and trailed them to the small wooden table.

      It was as if Hedwig herself had popped in as Garin’s assisting chef. The table setup was much smaller than she was used to, but impressive all the same. He had scooped the contents of the iron pot into a boat-shaped serving dish and placed four plates and utensil sets, one on each side of the table. In the middle of the stew dish sat the plump bird he’d killed outside.

      The image of Garin snapping its scrawny neck suddenly flashed through her mind; almighty-hunter-of-man, reduced to vicious rooster killer.

      Lilac bit her bottom lip to stifle a giggle.

      “Coq au vin.” Garin said. “I hope that’s all right.”

      “It smells wonderful down here,” boomed Jeanare descending the staircase and making his way into the room.

      “Thank you, sir. My own mother’s recipe.”

      Lilac took the seat closest against the wall while Garin took the one to her right, his back facing the hearth. Jeanare sat across from her, and Sable across from Garin. Lilac was the first with her fork and knife in hand, ready to help herself to the aromatic stew, when Sable cleared her throat.

      “We mustn’t forget prayer, lass—it’s quite all right, I know how starving you must be. Will you do the honor?”

      Lilac cleared her throat to stall. There were none she knew by heart. “My apologizes. Er—”

      “I’ll do it,” Garin said quietly.

      She shot a look at him. Vampires were deterred by religious artifacts and couldn’t enter hallowed ground. Weren’t they? Yet, there he was, offering a prayer.

      They all joined hands and bowed their heads. When she was sure the couple’s eyelids remained softly shut, Lilac opened hers to observe Garin in wonder while he recited the Lord’s Prayer, first in French, then in perhaps his parents’ native tongue, sounding so foreign yet oddly familiar at the same time. With his back illuminated by the hearth, he looked like some celestial being bent on evoking world peace.

      “Amen,” he finished, then opened his eyes. They were different. The pewter fire in them had dimmed. “Shall we?”

      Dinner was beyond anything Lilac could have expected of the vampire to prepare. The coq au vin was a hundred times better than Hedwig’s, richly satisfying and savory. Maybe part of it was the fact that she hadn’t eaten a real meal since the castle, but she was pleasantly surprised at how such a simple, single-course meal could be so deeply fulfilling. The chicken meat fell right off the bone to soak in the steaming broth alongside wild carrots and potatoes.

      Garin, to her surprise, scarfed down his bowl of stew while indulging in eager conversation with Sable over Cornwall. Sable had revealed, after hearing the end of Garin’s prayer, that her parents had migrated to Brittany from the around same area that his ancestors, Aimee and Pascal had. With bits of soft potato hanging from his mouth, Garin told the story of how they’d crossed the Channel in the summer of 1335—how they’d left their hometown before the terrible malady wreaking havoc in London could reach Plymouth. Despite the calmer season, the churning currents had carried their rickety vessel a few kilometers west of the Roscoff docks, where they’d originally planned to settle. Once arrived on land, Aimee and Pascal embarked south through the thick woodland and found the quaint market town of Paimpont, where they’d dropped their bags and made their lives.

      Lilac listened intently through her hefty helping, disguising her awe with contentedness. It was the first time he’d revealed any detail of his family history, and for all Lilac knew, he’d told the story of his own parents, instead.

      Or, it was all a lie. Just as good, just as convincing as the others he’d told.

      Only after she’d scarfed down an entire thigh did she glance up to see Jeanare retrieving a half loaf of sliced bread and cheese from the kitchen. She eyed the wheel of soft cheese with chagrin; it looked and smelled incredible, but she had started to grow full. Garin, however, happily accepted a slice.

      Lilac fought to keep her expression deadpan as she watched him in her peripheral. Despite the fact that they were among strangers, he had easily made himself at home. He complimented the couples’ abode and it’s fourteenth century architecture all while helping himself to a second slice of cheese-topped meslin. Lilac couldn’t help but smile at her faux partner; it was a side of him she’d never seen. Even if it was a facade, he played it well enough to be entirely believable, even for Lilac. And at least no one questioned her contented silence since she’d supposedly just been attacked by a vampire; there would not be much else to say. The whole story wasn’t too far off from the truth, she mused thoughtfully, chasing a small bite of potato around her plate with her fork.

      Her thoughts were interrupted when Garin’s toe nudged hers. “Some blood, dear?”

      She dropped her fork with a clatter onto the stoneware. “What?” she replied a little too hastily.

      He held a beautiful, roughly etched glass out to her, filled halfway with a deep red liquid. Another like it, though empty, was tucked in the crook of his elbow. As she shrank back from him, he mirrored the movement, pulling the glass away. “Some Bordeaux, dear? Did I… is there something wrong?” The laugh that followed was light, but his brow furrowed concernedly above his eyes, which scanned her with minute scrutiny.

      Just then, Jeanare returned from his second trip to the kitchen, both hands cradling a terracotta bowl of steaming golden liquid. “Or, if wine isn’t your cup, we have cider here.”

      Breton cider was a local staple of the west coast and Rennes, she knew that much about her country. Her parents never kept it in the castle; it was too much of a commoner’s drink for her mother’s liking.

      Lilac turned red as the liquid in the glass, then let out a flustered giggle. “I apologize. It’s just… the tire of our journey catching up to me, that’s all. I’ll gladly have a glass of cider.”

      “You both should get some good rest today,” said Sable consolingly as Garin poured and slid her the glass of cider across the table. “We won’t bother you. Leave when you’d like.”

      To be honest, she could’ve stayed in the cozy farmhouse for ages. The princess grinned to herself, realizing she would have a whole day to sleep in again. She wondered if Garin had planned it that way on purpose; they’d eat a nice meal together to build trust with their hosts, allowing them to excuse themselves upstairs without appearing suspicious. It probably should have intimidated her how adept he was at… whatever fooling the entire world was called.

      He sipped his own glass while handing hers over. As she grasped the stem, his fingers lingered upon hers long enough for her to notice.

      She cradled the cup and took a dainty sip. Absently brushing her fingers against the carved patterns, she froze, feeling something different. Removing the cup from her lips, she traced her nail along a lone letter, intricately woven into the crystal.

      An unmistakable “T”.
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      Lilac stared at the insignificant detail. Something like déjà vu nagged at her memory, tugging from within her subconscious. The longer she studied the glass, the closer to the surface it floated. Garin held an identical glass while Jeanare and Sable drank from stone goblets.

      “These glasses are stunning,” she commented. “Were they wedding gifts?”

      Jeanare chuckled. “If only we had such acquaintances. They came with the house—in the aumbry, actually. They didn’t belong to the family who’d sold us the property, either.” He gave a mischievous smile.

      “They must very old.” Lilac swallowed thickly.

      “Might even be haunted.”

      Sable shot her husband a warning glance, but he was already on his second hefty glass of wine. “Aye,” he chided teasingly. “They have a right to know.”

      Lilac turned to Garin, but his eyes were locked on the old man. He picked at his nails, his otherworldly pallor changed to something even more akin to dire illness, which she’d previously thought impossible.

      “A right to know what?” Lilac pressed, leaning forward in her seat.

      Garin slumped further into his.

      Emptying his glass and setting it down, Jeanare reminded Lilac of her father. The way he’d cracked his knuckles and burped just before telling her one of his bullshit stories after supper. But something twinkling in the old man’s eyes told her his story would wield a different sort of weight.

      The weight of accuracy.

      “You know how this town clings to their superstition like religion. The violent tragedy these walls have witnessed are real. Etched forever in time.”

      Sable rolled her eyes. “Really, dear,” she directed at Lilac. “He enjoys scaring our guests.”

      Lilac nodded. After all she’d witnessed, especially at the Mine, she doubted the story Jeanare was about to tell would rattle her much.

      Garin should have been unphased. Instead, he shifted uncomfortably in Lilac’s peripheral.

      “This house of ours is borrowed,” Jeanare began, fingers clasped and elbows propped on the table, to Sable’s evident dismay. “Aye, we own it now. But its exact origins are unknown. Rumor has it that it was built by English immigrants sometime in the early fourteenth century. Those first owners supposedly died in the war. Anyway, the set of owners before us also met an untimely death, months after moving in.” He reached across the table to refill his empty wine glass; when he offered Garin more, the vampire only shook his head.

      “You’ve heard of the Raid, haven’t you?”

      As if they hadn’t been asked enough. Garin confirmed it with a sigh. “I have.”

      “It was a family of witches who resided here before us. During the raid, they were brutally murdered.” Jean pivoted in his chair, raising his arms, then releasing them in a sweeping motion. “Right here.”

      Cloth napkin to her lips, Lilac froze mid-wipe.

      There was a thud against wood. Jeanare jumped, flinching and cursing. He glared at his wife and bent to rub his knee. “What was that for?”

      “Look at how uncomfortable you’re making them,” Sable snapped, jutting her chin at Lilac.

      “It’s not that at all,” the princess explained, eager to hear more. “It’s just… I’m confused, I suppose. I was always under the impression that the massacre took place in the town streets—at sunset. That’s what I was taught, anyway. How could anything happen here, in the kitchen? Had one of them been invited inside?”

      Noticing Garin’s nauseated expression, her already uneasy stomach suddenly knotted. She couldn’t remember if they’d actually entered the house before or after Jeanare had ushered them inside. Maybe that was another untrue Darkling rule that humans had believed and passed on through lore.

      Jeanare nodded vigorously. He crossed his arms and leaned back in his seat. “Ah. See, this is where it gets interesting. When we moved in a few years after the raid, the town outskirts buzzed with stories. According to old farmer gossip, the vampire who murdered them was obsessed with the couple’s daughter. He was completely mad for her. How he entered is as good of a guess as anyone else’s.” He clicked his tongue in pity. “That evening, everyone in town ran for cover and bolted their doors, but this house was cursed the moment he came barging in and—”

      The low scraping of wood against stone erupted from Lilac’s right, jolting her. Garin was standing. “I’ll be heading upstairs for the night, if that’s fine right with you,” he said apologetically.

      But Lilac didn’t pay him any mind. Not at all. In fact, her focus had shifted onto the oak aumbry—its aged wood and ancient lines of knowing. On the cold stone floor beneath her feet, once washed of tremendous bloodshed.

      And on the fireplace mantle off to their left, from which a large chunk of limestone corner was evidently missing.

      “Are you feeling ill?” Sable began to get up, but Garin stopped her.

      “Not to worry. It was a rather heavy meal after our ordeal in the forest.” He burped and pressed a hand to his mouth. “I don’t think I’ve quite yet recovered. I’ll be in brilliant shape after I get some rest. Thank you again, the both of you. Darling, I’ll see you upstairs.” With a bashful smile, he bowed and clambered noisily down the hall, and up the staircase near the front door.

      “Should I show him up?” Jeanare asked.

      “I think he’ll be just fine,” replied Lilac distantly.

      Jeanare and Sable exchanged puzzled glances. “Well. He sure isn’t bashful. He seems quite comfortable learning his own way around,” Sable observed, chuckling while emptying her glass of cider. She stood to collect their plates.

      Now that Lilac had been sated with generous helpings of Garin’s stew and tangy cider, things were finally beginning to make sense. She shivered involuntarily. “He does have a way with making himself at home,” Lilac agreed, forcing a smile. “I think I’ll head to bed as well, if that’s all right with you?”

      “Absolutely, dearest.” Sable reached over her to grab her plate, giving Lilac’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze on the way back. “We won’t bother you. Take as long as you need before heading back on the road, d’ye hear me?”

      With a thankful half smile, Lilac excused herself to the staircase. She knew there was a possibility Garin was bathing, but she didn’t care. Waves of heat coursed through her blood, along with something else unfamiliar.

      It felt like three springs ago, when the child duchess of Denmark visited with her father, and the doting queen gave her most of Lilac’s old gowns, as if she’d never have children of her own to pass them down to. It felt like last summer, when the handsome servant boy whose mother turned her down had welcomed a beautiful baby girl with his new wife.

      Fury? Maybe she was overreacting.

      The torchlight in the front hall cast shadows along the narrow stairway, like an ominous jury egging her on. At the top of the stairs, a thin sliver of flickering light peeked through a door left ajar. Lilac trudged up the steps, and with each her anger only grew. Her courtesy knock upon the doorframe was met by a loud retch.

      She shouldered the door, creaking it open. In her haste, she took little time to observe the steaming wooden tub before her and fireplace behind it—or the large bed to her right.

      In the opposite corner of the room, a crouched figure huddled over a rusting chamber pot. Ashen faced, Garin glanced up to see her enter. He nodded to acknowledge her before gagging, retching violently once more into the bin. Skin sallow and eyes sunken, he looked even more a monster than usual. When he opened his mouth to speak, he retched again and stopped himself, but not without effort.

      She could have been more compassionate. Should have. But in the moment, her emotions surged through her like a destructive current.

      “You.” Wisps of flyaway hairs escaped her ruined braid and blew into her slits for eyes.

      He raised a finger as he bent over the pot and vomited one last time, upheaving the last remainder of his undigested chicken stew. Appearing to be done, he pushed his hair off his forehead and wiped his mouth onto his sleeve.

      “I hate for you to see me like th—”

      “Adelaide’s house?” Lilac’s voice trembled as she spoke. Standing there, she was unsure of what specific, valid reason she had to be quite this upset—there seemed to be none and many all at once—but his look of confusion only fueled her rage even more.

      Like any other man who’d been caught in a partial lie, his jaw fell slack. He blinked twice.

      “Out of all places, you took me to Adelaide’s house,” she whispered, shoulders quaking. “And you loved her.”
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      Perhaps this was her own fault. Perhaps she’d deluded herself into thinking Garin was different—a harmless, unprovoked Darkling who was more human than anything. But she was wrong, so wrong. How many times did he have to display his deceitful nature before she accepted that it was his monstrous character?

      Not even a volto mask would have been able to disguise the mixture of shock and misery now lacing the vampire’s features. He rose to his feet and wiped his mouth once more before making his way slowly over to her. A mild buzzing in Lilac’s joints told her to run.

      She fought the urge to retreat as he halted an arm’s length before her. She was almost sure—maybe even hoped—that he’d deny it. But instead he returned her gaze, his pewter eyes disarming as they studied her.

      “You figured all of this out from Jeanare’s dinner story?” Though he looked reproachful, his voice was eerily calm.

      “When we first entered, you crossed the threshold before they invited us in. I didn’t think much of it, but you stuck your foot in the door so they couldn’t close it on us. I saw.” She countered his question with her own. “Between what you said in the Low Forest and Jeanare’s tale… how much of it was true?”

      “All of it.” He answered immediately.

      She stepped back, reeling. Lilac tried to conceal the disappointment in her voice, but it still seeped through. She was foolish to think she could help it. She had grown dangerously close to the very kind of creature her parents had warned her against.

      “All?”

      He gave one nod, then bent slightly to dip his pale fingers into the steaming tub of water besider her. “Get in.”

      “In case you were under any impression otherwise, you have absolutely no power to order me around that way.”

      “I won’t look,” he offered warmly. “It should relax you—”

      “Relax? How, pray tell,” she snarled, “when you brought me to the house where you murdered three people downstairs? I should tell Sable and Jean—”

      “Tell them what?” he crooned. “That I’m the vampire that had access to the house? That I killed them? I’ll tell them who you are.” Despite the challenge, his sorrowed countenance told her the threat was empty—and so too, was hers.

      She bit her tongue, eyes narrowing as he reached for her, preparing to explode on him if he dared man-handle her again. Gently, hesitantly, he gripped the shoulders of her cloak and peeled it off.

      “Like I said, you should take your bath. Jeanare heated it for us. You’re the one who needs it most.” He looked her up and down, but his expression was softer this time. “And I still need to take care of your dresses before bed.”

      Lilac blinked. She’d never been tasked with washing her own clothes; frankly, the job had always been beneath her. Somehow, Garin was still offering his aid. Beside the fireplace sat a round table flanked by two wooden chairs; her potato sack sat on one chair where Jeanare must have left it, and Garin’s baldric belt hung on its back. A washboard leaned encouragingly against one of the chair legs.

      “There really isn’t much else for me to explain, princess, but it is quite obvious that something is eating away at you. I would like the rest of our journey to be at least a bit enjoyable, so I’ll talk. My past is yours—I’ve nothing to hide from you. So, please, do get in the bloody bath.”

      They stared unrelentingly at each other. His gaze grew heavy on her and she finally broke. She rolled her eyes to stave the awkwardness. “I’m certainly not getting in with you staring on like that,” she snapped.

      He quickly obliged and took a seat on the opposite side of the bed. He faced the wall as she hastily slipped off her belt, hanging it near Garin’s. The destroyed brocade and her undergarments followed. She undid her braid, letting her hair fall around her shoulders in loose waves. Nearly forgetting, she tiptoed across the cool wood to her sack and pulled out the bar of soap and damp towel. She spread the towel out across the table.

      It would have to do.

      She eased herself into the tub. There wasn’t enough room to stretch her legs all the way out, so she awkwardly crossed them. To her relief, her breasts sank below the waterline; even so, she shimmied around the curve of the tub so that her back was to him.

      The vampire whistled to himself, shoulders perfectly square as he sat. Ironically, he was the perfect picture of relaxation—except for one jiggling leg, tip-tapping up and down upon the wood floor.

      “I’m at least glad this was the room they assigned us,” he commented lightly, observing the brick wall he was facing. “No windows. You know, for the sunlight.”

      “How will we be able to tell when it’s time to get going?”

      “I’ll hear the robins sing. They have a dusk song, you see. Usually to warn each other about the foxes, ermines, and other vermin who take it upon themselves to make their lives a living hell.”

      Another of the many things about the outside world she wouldn’t have known, had she not left the castle. Lilac dunked the bath bucket underwater, filling it before leaning forward and slowly pouring the water over her hair. The sound of the trickling water was a surprisingly soothing reminder of the soft rippling Argent over timeworn river stones.

      “So,” she said, trying to keep the tone conversational as she rubbed the soap over her skin. “Were you here quite often, then? To visit Adelaide, I mean.” Though an enchanting name, it left a bitter aftertaste on her tongue.

      Lilac could almost hear his frown as he responded. “As you can imagine, I wouldn’t have been very welcome in the home of witches.”

      “You knew your way around the kitchen and garden well. And upstairs.” She spoke as she massaged the suds into her scalp.

      There was a thud and a squeak. When Lilac curiously peeked, he’d laid down on his back so that all she saw now was the top of his head.

      He chuckled in sudden understanding. “You caught that, did you? I thought I might have moved about a bit too quickly, although I didn’t think any of you’d notice… Especially you, through your hunger.”

      If only he knew, Lilac thought stubbornly while rinsing the ends of her hair, just how difficult she found it to concentrate on anything else since he’d come around.

      “The truth is… regardless of what I felt for Adelaide, I never once entered the home to visit her. Societal rules were even stricter back then; I’d wanted to respect our boundaries, and her family. Also, being what I am, her parents would have thrown an utter fit.”

      Lilac bit her lip. If he was hiding something before, now he was purposefully lying to her. She swiveled to face him, arm hanging over the side of the tub. “I hate that you think it is necessary to lie to me,” she said softly.

      “I’m not lying, princess. Not in the slightest.”

      Annoyance trickled into her voice as she persisted. “How else were you able to cross the house threshold like that? And how do you know the building so well?”

      He ran a palm over his face and groaned exasperatedly at the wall. He hunched over, digging the heels of his palms into his eyes. “If you absolutely must know. I was able to enter because this was my parents’ original property, princess. My home.”

      She sat up too quickly and swore under her breath—a few handfuls of water sloshed onto the floor in her surprise. “Your house?”

      “I am well aware that it is no Chateau de Trécesson,” Garin snapped, his voice grating in an exaggerated French accent. “But indeed, it is my home. Well, it is, and it isn’t.” He shrugged. “I have no intention of displacing or getting rid of the elderly couple. At least any time soon .”

      But it wasn’t what she had meant at all. The home was beautiful and old, crafted once upon a time according to family requirement and climate, instead of luxury. The thought of a younger Garin—and his mother and father—made her a little dizzy.

      Lilac tried to remember how to breathe properly. “Was this before…”

      She couldn’t speak the words, as obvious as they were.

      “No vampire would comfortably live in a home with that many downstairs windows, I’m afraid.”

      “Garin,” she said softly.

      “Yes, princess?”

      “Would you pass me the towel, please?” When he hesitantly stood, not quite glancing over his shoulder while shuffling backward, she laughed. “I’m decent, it’s all right.”

      Still, Garin abruptly kept his gaze to the floor on his way to the table. When he extended his arm to hand

      the towel to her, his fingers brushed hers.

      Lilac found herself almost wishing he stole a glance, but even he was too courteous for that.

      “I’m at least glad I won’t have to reveal my life story with my interrogator lounging in a tub.”

      Garin moved out of her way, facing the bed while she emerged. She hastily wrung out her sopping hair in the cloth before wrapping it securely around her bosom. Sidestepping the vampire, she went to the table and reached into her sack. Her heart sank. While packing for her quest, there was a moment or two she’d considered adding a nightgown. It hadn’t been an issue before because she’d always had something clean to change into. The remainder of her clothes were filthy—all of them, and she was carrying one less dress, she realized sourly, kicking the ruined brocade on the floor.

      “Something the matter?”

      “I’ve run out of clean clothes,” she replied through her chattering teeth and inching near the fire.

      “Here.” Almost hesitantly, as if in warning, Garin undid the strings at his neck and slowly pulled the black tunic over his head.

      Words evaded her as she bashfully regarded his rippled back and wide shoulders that Enzo’s larger garment had hidden previously. He held his black tunic shirt over his shoulder, offering it. She grabbed it carefully, almost as if she were afraid to touch him. Completely aware that he could hear every beat and hiccup passing through her body, she slipped it on. The hem fell a few centimeters above her knees.

      “Are you decent?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      He turned around then.

      A strong concoction of embarrassment and wonder stirred up inside her chest. It was the first time since meeting him that looking him in the eye was the easier option.

      The Darkling’s body was nearly as perfect as his face. Despite his slight build, his baggy white linen shirt at the inn and the tunic he’d stolen from Sinclair’s burly guard hadn’t done his outline any justice. His toned torso and arms were easily those of a farmer’s son—or perhaps, a trained soldier, as Kestrel had said. Whether his god-like exquisiteness was a familial trait or had stemmed from his Darkling transformation, Lilac wasn’t sure.

      Simply, Garin was devastating.

      “The tunic’s probably not clean as you’d like, but at least we don’t perspire like humans do.” Snowflakes did pirouettes across his unnatural eyes, but he withheld his grin.

      “I don’t need it to sleep or stay warm. I mean,” he added, “if you are comfortable with that. I figured you would sleep better this way while your dresses dried.”

      Absently, she hugged her body underneath the fabric. The earthy-ethereal aromas of the vampire intertwined once again within her lungs, this time enveloping her whole. She let the towel drop to the ground from under the tunic, then held his shirt to her chest to keep from gaping as she bent over to retrieve it.

      “Bed’s yours.” He scooted past her to get to her sack and proceeded to retrieve the bundle of wet clothes. As he flicked each of the dresses out to dust them, a small box clattered out of the second one, flipping several rotations midair before bouncing across the floor and landing right beside the bed.

      To her surprise, Garin didn’t race her for the box when she walked over to grab it. His nostrils merely flared, eyes narrowing. “Gunpowder?”

      “Matches,” Lilac replied, swallowing her surprise.

      “Yet, you didn’t bother to bring a torch. Nor, a candle.” He grinned teasingly. “Just how did you expected that to work?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted, blushing and looking away to formulate her answer. “Thinking back, the moonlight did the trick just fine—but initially, I chose not to bring a lantern because I didn’t want it to become some beacon for Darklings to find me.”

      “Well, you certainly didn’t need a torch to attract us.”

      Rolling her eyes, Lilac shoved the vampire aside gently with her hip, along with his strange inquiry. She nestled the small box back into her sack, suddenly wondering if he’d brought it up to make her less uncomfortable.

      “I don’t know, I… I like fire. Not for its destructive nature, of course,” she quickly added at Garin’s look of alarm. “It emits this remarkable display of ever-changing light. It chases the shadows away. Sometimes I feel like, in a way, it’s what my kingdom expects of me. And I can’t very well do that while I am part of the darkness they fear, now can I?”

      She stopped talking, face flushed. It all sounded so trite now that she had said it out loud. The heat from the fireplace seemed to be sucked into the frigid night before it could reach her; she shivered involuntarily, wrapping her arms around her chest.

      She sucked in a breath and finally looked back up at Garin.

      His eyebrow arched expectantly. “Well then. While I am not sure my lowly Darkling opinion matters to you in the slightest, Your Highness,” he said matter-of-factly. “Most rulers care only about their own riches, and political advance for selfish gain. The townsfolk would be foolish to overlook this zealous determination you wield… to overlook your resolve to lead them well. You are half inferno and half storm. The kingdom should consider itself fortunate to have you.”

      Quick as it arrived, all mirth in his eyes disappeared, only to be replaced by a smoldering darkness. Garin hooked a finger under her chin, urging her to match his gaze. “And, as for attempting to avoid Darklings, not even a woman of royalty can skirt fate. Regardless of how hard she tries.”

      No force on earth could have slowed the princess’s pulse. Her instincts should have urged her to run from him. This time, his aroma was overwhelming. Welcoming. Eyes fixed on his mouth, she tilted her head up to press her lips against his—

      And just like that, Garin was on the opposite side of the tub, clutching her bundle of dresses to his chest. “I’d best get to cleaning these off for you,” he said breathlessly. Jaw clenched, he methodically set the ball of material into the sudsy water, folding them beneath the surface and moving closer only to grab the washboard before retreating hastily again.

      She could only watch in mute horror as he began cleaning her white and maroon shift. At one point, much to her chagrin, Garin bent over to sniff at the water; her face paled when he nearly gagged.

      “Excuse me—”

      “Ogre.” His glare was brief but terrifying. Silently, he returned his attention back to the tub.

      Taking that as her queue to retreat to the bed, Lilac pulled the top corner of the sheets down and slid in. Sighing in contentment, she wondered if her bed at home was as comfortable as this. She couldn’t quite remember.

      “Was this your bed?” she asked, suddenly wondering if his memories of humanity were gratifying or painful.

      An awkward silence fell between them, filled only by the trickling of water. The very magic of him still pulled at her like a foreboding thread, but it was the thought of a human Garin, years ago, that made her head spin.

      “They may have changed the bedding in the century or so since I slept in it, but the wooden frame is the same. This, in fact, was my bedroom.”

      Her eyes drifted from the gray mortar walls, up to the arch of the gabled wooden roof above them. The stairs had led straight into the room they were in, but the west and east wings must have expanded the home decently on the ground floor. “Here? In the attic?”

      Garin spoke while moving on to the forest green dress. “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      “Well, why not in any of the wings? There seems to be plenty of room.”

      “Those timber extensions, you mean?”

      Lilac nodded.

      “Those didn’t exist when I lived here. Adelaide’s father built them.” He sat there a moment, a profound sadness painted upon his features. His eyebrows furrowed as he squeezed the water out of the green dress, twisting it this way and that while taking care not to damage the garment.

      “So much material,” he muttered, spreading it out evenly. “I swear you could clothe an entire village with this much fabric. You women and your couture.”

      She watched as he wrung out both dresses and spread them on a chair to dry. “You and your… English masculinity.”

      His smile was soul-shattering. The firelight danced upon his profile, and Lilac’s breath caught in her throat.

      How could a creature be so terrible, yet so magnificent all at once?

      “Back in my childhood, there were other things the townsfolk here feared.” When he took a seat at the far end of the bed, her legs curled under the blanket—up and instinctively away from him. “During the War of Succession, French soldiers constantly stormed the outskirts of Paimpont in search of traitors—those who they believed actively supported England’s King Edward III. As you know, the war began when French royalty enlisted the aid of the Counts of Blois to attempt to take reign of Brittany.

      “My parents left Cornwall in the summer of 1331, when the whisperings of a treacherous malady had begun to spread around London. Driven by fear, they managed to escape before the Black Death took ahold of England. They sailed here with one of the smaller migrant waves and chose Paimpont for its blossoming agriculture. I was born here some years later.

      “When I was a young boy, the war was still in its early phase and hadn’t yet reached the forested parts of central Brittany. But that didn’t stop the French Cavalry from traipsing through our towns in a non-violent show of force.”

      When he finished spreading her dresses neatly upon the chair backs, Garin ran a hand through his hair. “When Charles of Blois’ sentries began to swarm our area more heavily, my father burned all proof of their allegiance to King Edward. Cornish cookbooks, nearly every letter or parcel in English. He built that bed and ordered me to sleep up here instead of downstairs with them. I protested, but I think my father feared that one day, the French would find them out and come for us. He felt no one would think to check the attic.”

      “I take it your family backed England.” Lilac gazed at her long fingers as they grazed the coarse linen blanket over her knees. Her own pedigree, like that of most Bretons, was equally complicated, muddled through a messy history of conquest and defeat. She was a descendant of the Celts and the Normans.

      The image of French knights parading the narrow streets of Paimpont flashed vividly through her imagination—along with that of a cherub-faced Garin shrouded in fear, huddled within the arms of his mother perhaps in this very bed.

      “It wasn’t their first choice, of course,” he laughed bitterly. “But they were loyal to their homeland, yes. Reluctant patriots, mum and dad were.” He ran his hands over his face. “And mystics, especially my mother. Where other newcomers were repulsed, the ominous, magical rumors of Brocéliande drew them in. Back then, Paimpont was a relatively new town settled mainly by migrants from up north. It was easy enough for simple farmers like my parents to blend in, when everyone counted as a newcomer. It was perfect for them—plenty of business at the weekend market, certainly plenty of the destitute and ill to sell herbal cures to, and occasional Darkling sightings here and there at the edge of the town. Never once did they suspect that I would one day become one of them,” he added sourly.

      Tucking her feet in, Lilac shifted and hugged her knees. “Then, how did Adelaide’s family acquire this house?”

      “I’m unearthing details of my life that not even Bastion has had the privilege of knowing. Yet you have the gall to focus on her,” said Garin ruefully.

      “I-I only meant to ask about your parents.” She stumbled over words that she knew were only partially true. Finding out about Adelaide also mattered to her—mattered more than she cared to admit, even to herself.

      Despite his annoyed countenance, the vampire strode over to pat her foot, jolting her from her thoughts. “Pass me a pillow, would you? You don’t expect me to curl up on my own floor like some mutt.”

      He took the faded canary cushion that Lilac handed him and placed it to the right of the bed, then slid down to rest his back against it just as he had back in his chamber at the Mine. Sighing, he looked down at his hands, turning them this way and that in the orange glow. “It wasn’t winter illness that killed my mother and father, as I told you before. They were in charge of overseeing the health of those who were plagued. During the outbreak of war, my mother forbade my father to fight like he’d wanted to, so they compromised and served in their own way, as healers. Medics, if you will. One morning after a particularly bloody battle just outside Concoret, they both left to assist English troops on the field. There, the recovering troops—my parents included—were ambushed by Charles’ men. My parents were among those killed.”

      Just when Lilac opened her mouth to offer something consoling, he continued. She let him, wondering just how long it had been since he’d told anyone. Memories, especially the bad ones, grew heavy over time. Even for the future queen. Even for the prince of night.

      “I had turned fourteen or fifteen the summer before they died, and I had no other family here. I couldn’t support the farm myself, so I was evicted from my own home. I’d had the beginnings of a fine beard—” he grinned to himself, absently stroking his now-naked jawline.

      “Had you shaved, the morning of…?” What Lilac had meant to come out as a joke sounded wrong as soon as the words escaped her lips, but Garin surprised her by laughing.

      “I’d shaved my face the morning before my transformation, yes. But I used my beard to lie about my age, and joined the war efforts.”

      “On which side?”

      “I served under John of Montfort, as my parents had, and so did your ancestors. The battles raged on and off for nearly a decade. Becoming a foot soldier offered me meager yet steady pay, shelter… and in a way, a sense of family that I thought I’d lost permanently. During those years, the war was so widespread across Brittany that much of her vast forestland was destroyed. It was then that the monsters who were previously the stuff of our bedtime stories began to emerge from the trees. It didn’t take long before the heavy bloodshed drew out a certain type of Darkling. He so swift, we didn’t know what hit us. Only three of us survived Laurent’s attack. Bastion was one of them, and the other was our Constable—the leader of our regiment, and also a duke, at the time. He eventually disappeared; I don’t think he handled it all very well. We heard he killed himself before he could get to any human blood to complete the change.”

      Garin suddenly rubbed his flattened eyes and yawned, as if revealing so much about this portion of his past exhausted him.

      “By survive, you mean the Darkling transformation.” She was unable to keep the fascination completely out of her tone. He was a swordsman in the War of Succession—one of the most brutal, earlier segments of the Hundred Years’ War, and served for a decade. It was no wonder he was so skilled with Sinclair’s blade. Garin’s large collection of blades in his bedchamber suddenly made so much more sense.

      “We left the battlefield as soon as we realized something was very, very wrong. There was no controlling myself.” Sorrow crept into his expression, like damp night air seeping into dried timber.

      “But Laurent was your sire. What about him? And the clan?”

      “I thought you wanted to know about Adelaide’s family acquiring my home,” he said, sounding annoyed. “You aren’t getting both in one night.” His tone was teasing, but it was obvious he wasn’t going to say anything else on the matter.

      “Will there be more than one?” Night, she’d meant, but left it at that. She grinned playfully for his benefit, but then wondered how much of it was voiced hope.

      “I had been promoted to Centenar not even a week before the attack—”

      “Centenar?”

      “By then, they’d put me in charge of one hundred cavalrymen. Anyway, before I was so rudely interrupted,” he shot. “

      When Laurent attacked us, we didn’t know what hit us. Bastion and I just considered ourselves lucky to have survived the madman; we thought he’d befallen a peculiar case of the plague. Feeling particularly violated, we separated. I wanted nothing more than to return to my parents’ farm, figuring I could purchase back the land and home with my earnings. Then, when I finally gave into the crawling hunger and fed on my first victim, the sunlight suddenly burned my skin. Unknowingly, I had completed my transformation from human to Darkling, and so I had no other realistic choice but to join Laurent. Bastion had already found him.

      “It turned out that Laurent needed us as much as we needed him. Though he was our sire, he was only months-old a vampire. We built the Mine together.”

      Frowning, he blinked and chewed on the inside of his cheek.

      Lilac knew he wasn’t seeing the wall he stared at. He was editing again; given all that he’d told her, she didn’t mind.

      “Decades later, when I had learned to avoid the sun like the plague and maintain a decent night life, I decided to return to my parents’ farm one evening. I was shocked to see another family living there. I met Adelaide on the second night I returned, for nostalgia’s sake.” He offered Lilac a feeble smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “She was outside picking toadstools for some harvest moon ceremony… Whatever it is those witches bother with. We knew each other for about a year before—” he cleared his throat. “Before everything happened.”

      Lilac shifted under the sheets. Not even her jealousy for this Adelaide woman—for that’s what it was, she couldn’t lie to herself—could quell the fit of unease in the pit of her stomach, nor the pity for what had happened to the young witch’s family. Knowing these details didn’t make the tragedy any easier to digest, but she couldn’t help but feel sorry for Garin. For both of them. It must have wafted through her pores, because he cleared his throat and spoke quickly after that.

      “I know what you’re really wondering, is why I killed her parents. Especially when she meant so much to me. The violence of war destroyed the majority of the woodland, displacing the Darklings of northern and eastern Brittany. A good lot of them settled into the remaining forests, such as Huelgoat out west, and of course, Brocéliande—home of the faeries. Suddenly, the Fair Folk weren’t the only ones living here. They weren’t happy with that at all; while the displaced ogres, korrigans, shifters, and even we moved into the High Forest, the faeries shuffled east.

      “Meanwhile, the human citizens of the surrounding towns had finally learned to avoid the woods in general, so, much of our coven began to grow restless with hunger. The summer Adelaide and I met, Laurent came home from a meeting with the Kestrel one night and promptly ordered an ambush on Paimpont. It was to take place the next evening; he’d said we needed to resort to desperate measures in desperate times. This strategy was so unlike Laurent, but in our hunger, no one questioned it.”

      Garin remained fixated on his hands as he spoke, as if recalling all the horror they’d committed.

      “I couldn’t protest Laurent’s decision without revealing Adelaide’s and my forbidden relationship, so I asked her to meet me at our spot the night it was to take place. Told her to wait there even if I got held up. Then, I rushed to her parents’ home—my home—to try to save them, but…”

      “Garin.”

      He startled when Lilac reached down to set her hand on his shoulder. When he turned to her, it was like he was seeing her for the first time. His brows knitted together in something almost like fear.

      And then, she abruptly understood part—at least a diminutive shard—of the puzzling creature. His fickle sarcasm and anger masked pain.

      Her insides slowly tightened, emotions turning jagged. She spoke slowly, openly allowing his starlit eyes to search hers.

      “I don’t want you to tell me the rest of your story from there on the floor.” She bit her lip, cringing internally at her own wording.

      “You want me to… stand, then?” He chuckled, looking at her cynically. “I am not one of your lowly subjects, mortal. You don’t order me around. Plus, I’d rather wallow down here, from my luxurious bed of timber.”

      And then, she abruptly understood part—at least a diminutive shard—of the puzzling creature. His fickle sarcasm and anger masked pain.

      “No,” she pressed, suppressing a smile. “I would like for you to finish what you were going to say, but… from up here.” She patted the mattress beside her. “If it is what you wish.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Lilac paused. She knew what she wanted—knew that it wasn’t his Darkling magic making her feel the things she did for him. Especially not in his weakened state; no, what she felt for him was utterly and wholly organic. He had protected her during their journey together, before and after Kestrel’s demands; her heart skipped a beat when the faerie king’s warning suddenly echoed in her ears.

      By nature, vampires are protective of their prey. I advise you to keep this in mind, especially if your goal is surviving the journey.

      But, through the everything, she felt some strange distant urge to protect him, too.

      Lilac nodded.

      Without another word, he stood with his pillow and walked to the other side of the bed, where he settled on top of the blanket next to her. “Is this all right with you?” He propped himself up on one folded arm.

      There was nothing more she wanted than to curl up there, under the shield of his body. But she remained upright beside him, arms still wrapped around her knees.

      “If it is with you.”

      Garin cleared his throat. “Where was I… Ah. I asked Adelaide to meet me at our hideaway in the woods, then raced to her parents’ house to warn her family. I even considered bringing them to the hideaway until the raid was over. But her father knew right away what I was. He attacked me with a ready-made stake—the bugger was prepared—and we fought. He sliced his hand open on one of the hearth stones in the kitchen, right after I’d slammed him into the mantle. My mistake was that I hadn’t had blood in weeks; underneath her feelings for me, I reckoned she was still afraid of what I was—” he broke off, shaking his head. “I was trying to be good.”

      “You couldn’t control it.”

      “Not an ounce.”

      Heartbeat in her throat, Lilac fought the urge to reach out and touch him again. Her fingers itched to run themselves along his bicep, down his refined chest—instead, she locked them tightly around her folded legs. She looked over and found him staring up at her through his lashes. Her pulse went wild.

      “Garin,” Lilac said quietly. “It was an unfortunate but honest mistake. You had good intentions for her.” Her gaze returned to her own hands, and she wondered if it made her a horrible person for consoling such a creature. What difference did it make if a villain believed he was doing the right thing? Any at all?

      “Please. Don’t be so kind,” he said roughly. “She must have felt something was wrong when I didn’t show up, even if I told her to wait at our spot. Or, witches have that weird intuition, I don’t know. As I was drinking from her sister,” he said with a disgusted grimace, “Adelaide burst through the door, shrieking. Understandably.”

      Garin swallowed hard at the memory. “It was only then that I was able to break out of it—I was consumed entirely.”

      “That’s horrible,” Lilac said softly, staring into the fire, vision shrouded by the horrible scene playing out before her. There was no masking it. It was.

      Garin nodded, clutching his hair with the hand he leaned upon. “Foolishly, selfishly, I tried to help her clean up, tried to explain, apologize, but she wouldn’t hear me over her screams and the shattering glass. As if anything I’d had to say would matter to her in the moment.” He laughed darkly. “She threw everything within her reach until I finally tried to grab her—she finally looked me in the eye and shoved her father’s stake into me, a hair off from my heart. She told me to leave from this cursed place, that, if I ever tried to find her, she would do worse. Like a coward, I left. It wasn’t her threat I feared, but I could no longer face her.”

      “How did she curse you?” Lilac thought about her own affliction—her ability to speak to monsters. She didn’t even know how curses worked.

      He shrugged, unbothered by her straightforwardness. “Your guess is good as mine. As far as I know, she didn’t utter a single incantation, not a word. Like I said in the Low Forest, I wasn’t aware of my limitation until I tried to hunt again. I wasted a few lives, testing my ability to bit, killing them with my bare hands in frustration once my entrancements had grown less and less effective.

      “However, I don’t blame her. All of it is justified. I was—am a murderer. I took what was most important to her in one, fleeting moment.” He groaned and rubbed his eyes. “Fickle things like forgiveness become oddly important when one realizes they’ve got forever to go.”

      She knew too well what Garin meant. As the vampire grew quiet, Lilac thought of Freya and Piper. When—and if—her former handmaiden ever wanted to speak to her again, she would tell her everything. How she was sorry, how she’d been selfish. How she planned to make things better for humans and Darklings alike—that what had started as an empty promise to the korrigan chief had blossomed into a tiny glimmer of hope. It was an ideal reality, a first step in the right direction to ultimately draw Accords beneficial to both preternatural and mortal beings. Such an understanding seemed like the least she could do to make it up to Freya, who had died not only at her hands, but in the midst of prejudice.

      “Well,” she offered, sighing. “When I’m queen, I can send out a search note for her? Not anything too big, obviously, but I could offer a reward for information on her whereabouts, that the town crier will—”

      She froze. Her hand had gone to her neck as she mulled this over—a habit she’d formed since meeting Garin. There, her fingers brushed against the ragged, crusted teeth marks Piper had left. Almost automatically, her hand next sought out the spot on her chest where Garin had torn her brocade; heart sinking, her fingers traced the puffed edges of the scratches he’d inflicted. They were deeper than she’d previously thought.

      “Ophelia had better have something for these, too,” she groaned. “I can’t show up at my own coronation with these. My mother will want a thorough look at me when I’ve returned, and when she finds them she’ll kill me herself.”

      Garin soundlessly sat up. Lilac swallowed hard when he curiously reached out to trace a finger along the wounds on her bosom. He cocked an inquiring brow at her, and she nodded breathlessly. His hands were hesitant—his touch, feather-soft.

      “She might have something stashed away, but nothing heals a vampire wound as quickly a vampire’s saliva. Not even the most powerful witch’s salve.”

      Lilac looked at him shrewdly. “Really?”

      “Piper was—is new, so she didn’t know. But to heal our victims after feeding—if we haven’t killed them, that is—all a vampire has to do is lick the wound a few times over.” A trace of humor touched his eyes, along with something else Lilac couldn’t place.

      “All you have to do? Isn’t that… I mean, it doesn’t sound so simple.”

      “It isn’t. Even for older, seasoned vampires, it presents a struggle.” He pulled the tunic back up over her cleavage. “And that, my dear, would be nature’s catch. As always.”

      With a slight shiver, she thought of Garin’s lips. Up against hers, then slicked with her own blood, drawn by Kestrel. The too-fresh image of Garin losing control in Cinderfell, if even for a short moment, made her arm hairs stand up on end.

      Then again, she remembered Casmir the wealthy vampire and his mistress in the tavern. He’d finished drinking and healed the woman in all of five seconds. It was possible.

      “Would you…?”

      He managed to keep his voice steady, but not without effort. “Are you sure?”

      She couldn’t have been sure, but it looked like he was holding his breath. Holding her breath, too, she placed her hand on his. Touching him always seemed to bring him back into focus. And at least… at least she would get to feel his lips flush against her skin once again. Hysteria bubbled up in her throat as she suppressed a wild grin.

      Maybe the lure of the forest had grown on her, after all.
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      Garin shifted into a kneeling position on the mattress and held his palm out to her. With hesitation, she took it, and he smoothly dipped her into an incline. It was as if they were dancing.

      Sensing her unease, Garin chuckled. Mirth played along the constellations in his eyes and he flashed a disarming smile. Cradled in the monster’s grasp by choice, just as she had at the inn, she clenched her eyes shut.

      “Ready?” he murmured. Whether he’d intended it or not, his voice was low, almost tantric.

      It did nothing to smother her hesitant fear, but she smiled and nodded bravely.

      His hand twined with Lilac’s slipped away, and suddenly the top of the tunic was being tugged gently down to reveal the gashes on her bosom. She felt herself gasp involuntarily. If it went well, she would either be healed. If it didn’t… it wouldn’t be her problem any longer.

      “Not to worry. I’ve kept you decent. Now, stay very, very still. Do you understand?”

      She sucked in sharply just as his mouth grazed her bare skin. In contrast with the rest of his body, it was surprisingly warm. He ran his tongue along the top curve of one breast, then the other. He did this twice, carefully, then pulled away with a slow exhale.

      Opening her eyes, Lilac looked down. Her skin was smooth and rosy, seemingly untouched by Darkling hands. Awestruck, she glanced up at him; he looked just as relieved as she felt.

      “Are you all right?” she whispered.

      “It is I who should ask you.” He looked rather pleased with himself. “That wound was fresher than the bite mark on your neck, and it wasn’t horrible. I don’t want to hurt you, is all.”

      “You won’t. It isn’t possible.”

      It was a lie, they both were well aware, but in the moment she forced herself to believe otherwise.

      Two kinds of instincts raged within her body now—between fear, and something equally as powerful—pulling at her subconscious with the force of two stallions, charging in opposite directions. One was her instinct to run as far as she could from him. The other stoked the twinkling embers within her, urging her to consume him as wholly and with as much passion as possible.

      As if prompted by the sudden, forceful pulse of adrenaline, Lilac reached up to cup his face between her hands.

      His unnatural eyes widened.

      Then, she pulled his face toward hers.

      In a besetting surge of brimstone and smoke, he was on top of her. This time was nothing like the slow-building fire she’d experienced back in the grotto. Lilac let him into her mouth, and he kissed her back with a molten madness that destroyed all hesitation in its path—a kind of chaos, one hundred and ninety-two years in the making.

      It was urgent. Furious.

      The tips of his fangs dragged roughly against her lips as his tongue teased against hers. When she dug her fingernails into his shoulder to pull back and gasp for air, he didn’t blink once, instead distracting himself with her jawline, down her neck until he reached her wound. Her wince quickly turned a soft purr as he slid his tongue delicately around the edges of the bite mark, careful to avoid his own teeth touching her in the process—

      Then, he was gone.

      “Garin?” Her eyes fluttered open. Lilac scuttled back against the pillows, embarrassingly yanking the hem of the tunic down over her knees.

      “I can’t.” He stood, bending over the edge of the bed, trying to catch his own breath. “It’s just—it’s wrong.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “This,” he snarled, his fingers shaking visibly. His fangs, now fully sprouted, glinted against the firelight. “All of this. I’m the delivery boy. Your courier on the way to the throne.” As if speaking to himself, he sneered at the ceiling. “We won’t fool anyone. I can’t have you.”

      The back of her neck prickled as she tried to process the scathing words flowing from his mouth.

      “Is this about Sinclair? I thought you understood that I would never want to be wed to him. I could never. It’s true, he repulses me—”

      “No, it’s not. I know you’re smart enough to turn him down.”

      “Right, so what’s the problem?”

      “How do you know you are any safer, any better off with me than him? And you’re reckless,” he said, speaking with his hands as if he didn’t quite know where to put them. “You’re this crazy woman full of chaotic energy, Lilac, you’ve the discipline of a child and it’s foolish, continuing to put yourself at risk—"

      “Putting myself at risk?” Lilac leaned away at his sudden, simmering rage. “I’m safe with you, you’ve proved it time and time again.”

      “Does it matter? I frighten you.” He was prowling like an animal now, lips lifted into an annoyed snarl at her bewilderment. “You’ll only trust me so long as I’ve got this curse, these invisible shackles that’ve made me safe. Because that’s the only thing that’s kept me from harming you this entire time, right? Unless you forget what I did to your beloved’s bodyguards.”

      He crooned so softly he could have been romancing her. Through the threat in his voice, she could tell he was trying to scare her again.

      “While Sinclair was busy groping you against your will, I decapitated the first guard with my bare hands. I drank from the blood flowing freely from his veins, and then hurled his severed head at the second guard who’d fled. It broke his spine upon impact.”

      Fuming, Lilac wanted to get up and punch him; instead, she stood—and surprised herself and began to cry. She sunk her nails into per palms. He was being vindictive, to what end? “Must you speak of that as if I’m not here?” she hissed. “Why are you saying all this, where is it coming from?”

      “Because I want to prove to you that you cannot humanize me with your feelings,” he said, desperation cracking his voice. “No matter how badly you may want to. You can’t fall for the good in me and ignore the dark. I am one of the creatures your kingdom hates and I always will be. Despite my brokenness, I’m still a monster, princess. One you cannot fix.”

      He stared down at her exposed, healed throat. He would kill her; it’d be the end of the Trecésson line, then and there. After all they’d been through, he wouldn’t make her suffer. He couldn’t.

      But his mouth continued to move over his fangs. “The night we’d met, I’ll admit it was Adelaide’s curse that stopped me from biting you. However, Your Highness, in all the ways I crave you right now,” he muttered, bending to speak against her forehead, “neither hell nor high water could stop me from having my way. The entire Breton Cavalry could come for my head, and yet… yet, just a taste of your exquisite blood from the vein would be worth it.”

      “Why haven’t you?” she challenged.

      His mouth pulled into a hard line as he struggled with his composure. Instead of answering, he hung his head.

      “I wish not to fix you,” she said softly. Only to… To what? To love him? “You won’t push me away by scaring me. I’m afraid of a lot of things. I’m not the bravest woman, nor do I pretend to be her. I feared all of the things in Brocéliande, yet, I came at her with all I had.”

      The vampire studied her carefully. At least he was listening.

      “None of this was a concern to you when you tried to trap me at the inn,” she scoffed. “Or when you dragged me to your Mine.

      So, if you want to talk about the guilt of being a monster, by all means.”

      Her breaths came in deep snarls now. “The shapeshifter I’d found in our kitchen was executed, beheaded right in front of me.

      Since then, my own parents have rarely looked me in the eye. I was told I wasn’t allowed into any of the towns, forbidden from setting foot outside the castle grounds for fear their cursed daughter would be seen. To this day, everyone sees my reign as a horrible omen, and I’ve carried that for years, Garin.” She swallowed her tears. “Just as you’ve carried Adelaide. What I’m saying is… We all have demons, but we can’t hold onto them long enough for them to turn us into monsters. And for one godforsaken moment,” she tried—and failed—to keep the waver out of her voice. “What about the things I want?”

      She felt a stab of guilt the moment the words were out. It wasn’t up to him, or anyone, to give her the things she desired. She only said it because he was very much part of what she wanted most—and she hoped he took it that way.

      Garin absorbed the shock of her fury willingly, his face unreadable as he took in her wild hair, glistening eyes, and flushed cheeks.

      “I am afraid of you.”

      Lilac placed both palms flat against his bare chest. His skin felt cool and flushed at the same time. “Of the things I feel.”

      “Don’t,” he groaned.

      She removed her hands, forcing them at her side. She told the truth, but her words were just the tip of the dagger. She was afraid of what they’d become—of the way she couldn’t imagine her life without his friendship. Afraid of the way she was tempted to leave the kingdom forever if it meant staying here, with him. He’d said the past was hers, that he’d had nothing to hide.

      Deep in the darkest corner of her soul, Lilac wanted now and the future, and everything in between.

      “If you want the same things that I want, then I don’t get it,” she croaked. “And if you don’t, then please—”

      “Stop,” he said firmly, shrinking the gap between them. “I would love to be everything and anything you want, princess. But you’re here on a mission to change who you are, the magic in you, with a simple potion or utterance of words. You’re purposefully placing yourself in the way of potentially dark, dangerous magic just to fix some trite ailment—”

      Lilac’s cheeks burned. He’d never voiced any concern over that before. “Trite?” she growled.

      He mirrored her action and tried to place his hands upon her shoulders, but she only shrugged away. “Back in Cinderfell, when you mentioned a powerful witch in Paimpont, I too got excited. Like a fool, my initial thought was that I would ask her to try and lift my own curse. But then, I realized that I would rather keep it. My curse keeps you safe.”

      Lilac shook her head vigorously, about to say that she would never, ever ask that of him.

      But she stopped herself. Wouldn’t she?

      “My point is, if you cannot live with the shard of darkness that rests within you, then tell me, princess… How will you live with all of mine?”

      Lilac stared at Garin, and he returned her gaze wordlessly.

      “What is a curse to you, might seem a blessing to others,” he said quietly.

      She took a gentle step back, not out of fear or regret, but to process. For many years, shed tears, and the spaces between, she’d wanted nothing more than to rid herself of the curse that had alienated her from the rest of society. From her family.

      So why did it suddenly feel like choosing the witch meant losing Garin?

      The thought was almost too much to bear.

      “Kiss me.” The words flowed effortlessly from her lips.

      “Lilac.” He pulled away, gently sweeping her aside and taking a seat at the edge of the bed.

      Lilac sighed, pivoting on her heel and placing herself between his legs. “Then bite me. Undress me. Anything that will help me understand just what it is I am feeling for you.”

      At this, his eyes searched hers furiously. Then, as if testing himself, he hesitantly rested his hands upon her hips. “And what is it exactly, Your Highness, that you think you feel?” Irises suddenly cold steel under his lashes, he gave a sharp laugh. “And tell me, what has possessed you to offer yourself to a vampire in that way?”

      “I know that I am afraid,” she breathed. “Of everything. But not of this. Not of you.”

      And although she knew it wasn’t true—for how could she not feel fear—for the first time, it was the crippling humanity in him, and not the monster, that frightened her.

      She straddled her long legs over his lap. And although it was a lie, it was also a blazing truth. Despite everything in her upbringing telling her this was horribly, unforgivably wrong, the most fucked up act of royal anarchy she could ever commit—

      She wanted this. Him. For as long as he’d want her, and maybe longer still.

      She inhaled sharply as his fingertips dug into the small of her back; Garin leaned forward and parted her lips with his.

      Deepening their kiss, her tongue found his briefly before she knocked him back onto the bed. Right or wrong, she owed it to herself to give in. To give herself the things she wanted, for herself and no one else.

      Forgetting her etiquette entirely, Lilac’s skin prickled as her slender form under the thin tunic fit perfectly against his. It seemed she couldn’t quite kiss him deep or fast enough to accurately express the frantic need within her.

      Deftly, he flipped them both over so that she lay under him. In the fluid motion, her tunic was caught in the blanket; part of the hem hitched up above her navel. Feeling the cold draft over her legs, she instantly reddened and moved to pull the cloth back down—but Garin caught her wrist. Her arm was especially tiny in his long, clenched fingers; he surveyed her face hesitantly, as if his own hastened movement had shocked him as well.

      Panting slightly, the vampire lifted his eyebrows with a softened expression, as if to request permission.

      Lilac released her tunic. Bunching the material in his own hand, Garin gingerly hoisted it over Lilac’s head.

      The vampire peered fixedly at her now. His gaze fostered a silent calm, as if the turmoil within his shell of a monster had finally splintered—or else, become so complete that it no longer flickered any glimpse of sanity at the seams. The awe moved into something resembling an insatiable madness as his gaze passed slowly over her breasts—trailing lower, lower still—then back up again. He stealthily climbed over her, planting his lips upon her collarbone, kissing along her burning flesh until he reached her healed bite mark.

      Her breath hitched when he hovered above the skin where Piper’s teeth had broken through. Pausing there, Garin seemed to scrutinize her veins with his nose; even then, a small noise of anticipation escaped her throat only when she felt his fingertips pleading the insides of her thighs.

      At the sound, he immediately pulled back to rest his brow against her shoulder. “Princess.” His voice was pleading.

      Lilac propped herself up, cheeks reddening further as she yanked the sheets halfway over her bottom. “Did I do something?”

      “No, not at all. You belong to the kingdom,” he breathed. “I’m bringing you to the witch as promised. If I’m to keep you safe, then I can’t… This in particular is incredibly reckless. Your head needs to be clear for your coronation.”

      “But do you not want—”

      “You know what I want,” Garin interjected darkly.

      Lilac bit her lip. Crown or no crown, she knew what she’d wanted. In that moment, she wanted nothing more than to offer herself up to the Darkling before her. To the creature who so willingly risked his reputation and life for her, his own adversary. Even then, she knew Garin would never try to underwhelm the ruler she was meant to be. Unlike the bowing, scraping servants and the severe, cold scholars and the distant king and queen… Garin was the first to treat her in a way that felt like home. Not as royalty, and not a Darkling sympathizer, either, but as a person worth a damn and more, regardless of her beliefs. It had nothing to do with whether or not he obeyed her orders—she doubted he ever would—and everything to do with the way he looked at her. The things he expected of her.

      Garin rose on his arms to glance almost warily down at her. Pinned by his gaze, she slowly ran her palms along his shoulders down his arms, marveling at the graceful, deadly power knitted into the tensed muscles there.

      “Then,” she began, then hesitated.

      “Anything. Anything else.”

      “Kiss me, for now.”

      Pressing her arms into the blankets, the vampire bent to press his lips to hers once more. Beneath him, all the luminosity within her fractured under all that was twilight and shadow.

      It would do for now.

      Embers dancing in a slow-burning fire, they kissed until Garin’s slowly worsening hunger became too much of a distraction for him. Eventually he collapsed beside her, a smoldering heap of rubble and ash.

      Garin wrapped an arm around her waist to pull her up against him. There was no protest whatsoever; in fact, his cool skin felt wonderful against her sweat-beaded limbs.

      Suddenly, he propped himself halfway onto one arm and stared down at her. She thought he would tell her something she half longed to hear, half feared.

      Instead, his brows stitched together in apprehension. “I’ve corrupted you, princess.”

      A wry smile formed upon Lilac’s lips. “I did that to myself, a long, long time ago.”

      He pulled the blankets up and over the both of them for her sake. “You’re impossible, Lilac of Brittany.”

      Eyelids leaded with exhaustion, she grinned wildly to herself as the fire before them danced in rhythmic approval.

      Never in a million years did she think lending herself wholly and completely to the dark would feel quite like this.
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      A frantic whisper tickled Lilac’s ear, impeding her much-needed slumber. Two hands gripped her shoulders, jostling her awake. “Lilac. Lilac.”

      Garin shifted beside her, his pants and shoes already on. He pressed a bundle of now-dry dresses and undergarments to her chest, then shimmied into his black tunic.

      She groaned into the crook of her arm and shielded her eyes from the firelight. “What time is it?”

      “Dusk hasn’t fallen yet, though the sun is setting.”

      Brushing him away, she cradled her bundle of clothes and curled her toes up, further into the warmth of the sheets. “And? What of it? We’ll wait an hour more for dark.”

      “No,” Garin fumed. “I’ve been trying to tell you. A guard is here. A castle sentry, it sounds like. One of your father’s.”

      As his words registered, sickening wakefulness gripped her. Eyes bulging, she stifled a gasp and tripped over herself leaping out of bed. The clothes padded her fall, and she looked up at a scowling Garin from her hands and knees.

      “Have they found us? Sable and Jean, they must’ve realized who we are—”

      Garin shushed her. “No, I don’t think so. Not yet, anyway.” He cocked his head to listen. “He just arrived, and it seems he’s here for town rounds. This would be just our luck.”

      Lilac strained her own ears but heard nothing. She scrambled to her feet and tiptoed to the door, pressing her ear against it. The conversation was audible, but much too muffled to make out. “How many?” she mouthed.

      But he was staring at her then. Blushing, she belatedly realized there wasn’t a speck of clothing on her body. Hastily, she shifted to show Garin her side instead—though she wasn’t sure why, since he’d seen it all the night before.

      Garin rolled his eyes at her bashfulness. “Only one, from the sound of it. Now, would you get dressed?” He slipped the baldric belt over his shoulder, then removed her dagger from it and turned to place it into the slip of her own belt hanging on the chair.

      With his back to her, Lilac leapt back to her clothes and rifled through them, extracting and donning undergarments before pulling on the white-and-red shift. Despite the fear thrumming through her veins, she smiled. It was the dress she’d originally left the castle in.

      She’d return in the same shift, though a changed woman.

      After gathering the rest of her things into her sack and sliding it onto her shoulders, she fastened her belt onto her waist. Garin watched her with a mixture of adoration and annoyance, as if he’d feared she was being too boisterous.

      “May I?” she mouthed, swinging a hand toward the door.

      “If you absolutely must.”

      As she passed him, he snaked an arm around the small of her waist. “If you reveal our whereabouts prematurely and the guard discovers us, I’ll have no choice but to kill them all.”

      The warning murmured against her temple made her shudder, but his words rang true.

      “I won’t,” she whispered hazily as he pressed his nose into her hair.

      The vampire grinned before releasing her. “It’s my duty to protect the precious cargo. I wouldn’t test it.”

      Careful not to make a sound, Lilac twisted the knob and left the door ajar, just enough to hear. Voices floated up from below.

      “—put the kettle on?” Jeanare was asking. His voice was strained, as if spoken through a taught smile.

      Sable, on the other hand, sounded far less determined to make their guest feel welcome. “Well I don’t think the gentleman plans on making himself at home, dear. Do you, sir?” The first two words to her question were harder.

      A new, gruffer voice grunted condescendingly. “That won’t be necessary.”

      “Suit yourself,” Jeanare replied lightly. “And if not, I could do for some tea myself.”

      Lilac couldn’t help but grin. She imagined Sable’s imperturbable husband jostling in the kitchen while Sable leered them both down.

      Heavy footsteps plodded below, breaking Lilac’s levity and freezing her. The steps passed beneath them as the guard moved to the gathering room or kitchen; she wasn’t sure which was directly below the attic bedroom.

      “As you know, we’ve been scouring the towns and surrounding farmland since the princess was discovered missing,” continued the guard. “She was last spotted with a vampire.”

      “A vampire?” Jeanare’s voice cracked. “We haven’t seen them in these parts for a good five years or so.”

      “And we certainly wouldn’t be here to entertain you, had a vampire been through here,” snapped Sable.

      “That is true. Would you say you’ve seen anything strange? Out of the ordinary?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      The creaking of cabinet doors was followed by a faint clink.

      Garin placed a precautionary hand on Lilac’s shoulder. “I’ll rip his head off. He won’t feel a thing—”

      “Absolutely not,” she whispered back, frantically positioning herself between him and the doorknob. “What is your obsession with severing limbs?”

      “I suppose I find it more satisfying than snapping necks,” he bristled back. “We don’t know how long he’ll be. And if he coerces them into talking, they’ll admit that they have visitors—visitors whom they haven’t suspected anything of, and therefore give them no reason to lie about.”

      She shivered involuntarily against him. Even when he didn’t mean to be, he was absolutely and utterly magnetizing.

      Behind her, Garin stiffened abruptly. Then, a crash rattled the wood beneath their feet, followed by Sable’s scream.

      Before Lilac could gasp, Garin clamped a firm hand over her mouth.

      “Funny,” came the guard’s voice, louder now. It was gruff, almost hoarse, as if he’d been straining it. “You say you haven’t seen anything strange. I’ll ask you one more time!”

      “N-no,” Jeanare insisted. “We haven’t!”

      “There’s a reason you can’t seem to find the kettle—” Something metal clashed to the floor. “It was already over the fire!”

      “We—” Jeanare began, but the sudden sharpness of his wife’s tone cut him off abruptly.

      “I don’t appreciate that tone under my roof. Put your filthy hands on my husband again and I won’t hesitate to report you to the king,” she warned, a slight tremor in her voice. “As Jeanare said, it’s been an uneventful day—just as it has been for the past forty-odd years here. We both couldn’t sleep last night so I put on a kettle and we had tea. I simply forgot to put it away. I’m not sure what perturbs you so greatly.”

      Lilac frowned, throwing a puzzled glance in Garin’s direction. Sable was already lying for them.

      “And just how long did sleep evade you?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said,” growled the guard, “How long did sleep evade you? How long were you awake before returning to slumber? Or is it typical for you to spend the entire day in your nightgown?”

      “Perhaps twenty, thirty minutes” Sable answered curtly. “Oh, I don’t know. We made tea and went back to bed, for God’s sake.”

      “So, you won’t mind if I search the house?”

      After a few seconds of silence, the guard’s croaking laugh floated up the stairwell. “I don’t understand why you insist on feeding me alibi after rotten alibi. Your neighbors down the lane informed us that your fireplace was on for a few hours last night after they thought they’d heard a man screaming for help. The sheep were fussing. Someone was here.”

      Garin let out a soft guttural snarl behind her.

      “If I find anything, it’s straight to gallows for you both. Dishonesty during interrogation is a crime!”

      A single, grating footstep at the base of the stairwell was the last thing Lilac heard before Garin spun her away from the door. As he swept her behind him, the couple’s outcry downstairs faded into susurration.

      “Garin,” she groaned, digging her nails into her elbows. Her stomach twisted. She knew what he would do, regardless of what she thought.

      “Stay behind me and be quiet, please.”

      “But—”

      “Now.”

      With no choice but to obey, she scurried behind the wooden table and squinted her eyes, dreading the bloodbath she wouldn’t be able to stop.

      The door creaked open. Eyes widening, even the guard looked shocked to see Garin standing there.

      Lilac recognized the man immediately—the receding hairline and cinnabar beard gave it away even before she could focus in on him.

      Even at his middle age and with his ale belly, Renald towered over both of them. He frowned down the length of his nose at Garin, who flashed him a contemplative smile.

      Lilac shrunk behind his square shoulders while details of the guard’s life flashed before her own eyes: his young blonde wife, barely a few years her senior. Their two strawberry blond twins, both boys. With a sickening twist of her stomach, she regretted remembering at all.

      “Good evening, sir,” Garin drawled almost hungrily.

      Renald gaped for a moment before composing himself; he probably never expected to find someone in the first room he searched. Just as Lilac had at the inn, Renald likely sensed something was off about the man standing before him, unable to place a finger on what, exactly.

      Lilac tried to move unnoticed behind Garin and less in view of the guard, but the gesture only drew his attention.

      “Your Royal Highness.”

      “I can explain everything, Ren,” she said hurriedly, trying to keep her tone even. “Just stay calm—"

      But Renald wasn’t listening. Swinging his club for an arm, he swept Garin aside, but the vampire blocked his way again in a flash of movement.

      Renald blinked at his speed. “Out of my way, boy,” he grumbled. “I’ll deal with you later.”

      Before Lilac could blink, Garin had him by the front of his robe and was dragging him out of the room. She stood frozen, openmouthed at their thumping descent down the stairs, followed by an enormous thud that shook the house. Quickly hoisting her sack of belongings over her shoulder, Lilac bolted out to see Garin holding Renald against the front door by the front of his robes, blocking the only entrance—or escape. From somewhere in the hallway, Sable shrieked.

      “Boy?” Garin’s baritone was deadly, and he stood a little straighter; never did he sound less a boy. “I could be your great grandfather’s great grandfather, so I’d show some respect if I were you. And if you touch her, I’ll kill you where you stand.”

      The guard began to thrash, his red face turning blue. Still, he managed to mouth, “What—are—you?”

      “Why, Monsieur Guard, you don’t know?” At the guard’s gaping stutter, Garin sighed with irritation. “I’m—"

      With Garin blocking her sight, Lilac wasn’t sure what happened next. All she knew was that he abruptly stopped speaking and released Renald. Then Garin staggered back clutching his stomach, revealing a blood-tipped halberd in guard’s trembling hand.

      Lilac watched what followed as if in slow motion, unflinching, somehow expecting him to respond with the swift accuracy he had when she’d plunged her own dagger into him. But he didn’t. His features snarled in confusion, and he steadied himself against the vase table perched beneath the front window—the window, through which the fiery glow of sunset poured.

      Immediately, the left side of his face began to sizzle, the same way it had under the heat of Sinclair’s sword. He roared, pushing off the table to spring back at Renald before he could raise the blade again. Garin knocked the halberd to the floor before resuming his grip even tighter on the man’s airway.

      “You…” the guard choked out helplessly. “But you—”

      “Don’t be thrown by my eyes, mortal.” Garin shifted his grip to Renald’s jaw. “I am still every bit the Darkling you were warned about.” The gravel in his voice hinted at a creeping madness. “Garin Austol Trevelyan. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      His name. His birth name, which he'd previously refused to reveal, gave him strength when he perhaps had none. Lilac leaned against the stairwell, trying to remember the last time he’d had something to drink. The turnover of redness in a vampire’s eyes was three days post-meal, so they probably couldn’t go more than that long without eating without growing weak. Garin’s turnover could’ve been even shorter, for all she knew, since he thrived on cold blood.

      Renald’s face broke out in beads of sweat, a glistening layer over his bulging veins. His eyes grew glassy, darting—but they stilled when they met hers. “Your High—ness,” he gargled over Garin’s shoulder.

      Bile rose in her throat. She had witnessed other creatures at the mercy of Garin’s terrible wrath before, but none of them that she’d known personally—with the deserving exception of  Sinclair.

      Without releasing the crushing pressure upon Renald’s throat, Garin reached over his shoulder and unsheathed his sword.

      The guard moaned miserably.

      She knew she shouldn’t. She knew it was the only logical thing left, the only thing Garin could do to avoid them getting caught. But she couldn’t help it.

      “Garin?”

      But before she could tap him on the shoulder, the vampire whirled on her—and she gasped. The left side of his face hadn’t healed much at all. As if struggling to pull the fibers of his skin back together by some ancient magic, the wound had formed a rough circle, with the center still charred raw. A small pool of blood, black against his tunic, had spread to the left of his navel.

      “No. We’re not doing this again.”

      “You can’t kill him. Your face—” She reached toward it, but he jerked away.

      “I’m trying to help, princess.” He sounded exasperated more than angry, but his piercing glare had begun to lack sanity.

      At his sudden, almost submissive tone toward her, Lilac felt three other pairs of human eyes suddenly pin onto her. Renald, Jeanare, and Sable stared, as if they’d somehow forgotten her presence in the commotion. The revelation of Garin’s identity was probably near irreconcilable with her meek request for mercy upon Renald, and the familiarity of his response.

      Still there was no time to explain.

      “The only way we’re going to get out of here is if I take care of him,” Garin hissed.

      But he loosened his death grip on Renald, grabbing instead the material of the guard’s hood before kicking the halberd far out of his reach. The vampire shifted so that his own body barricaded the door.

      “Why must you kill him?” Lilac said hurriedly, glancing back at the trembling couple. Sable and Jeanare clutched each other against the hallway wall.

      “Are you insane? Even if we release him, he’ll report our whereabouts to your parents—shut up,” he growled at Jeanare, who had let out a loud sob as his wife helplessly held him. “Move from that spot, and I’ll start with you two instead.”

      “So, you’re afraid of witnesses?” Lilac pressed, trying to buy them all time. This was the side of him she feared, but she was even more afraid of what his answer would be. Garin, who was very by-the-book in an unconventional way, would not spare the life of any witness, including the gracious couple who had hosted them overnight. She might buy them time, but ultimately the decision would be his.

      “Can you entrance them to forget?” she offered.

      Garin groaned. “You know it doesn’t work that way, it’s why I never entranced them in the first place, remember? I’m weak without blood. I can’t even heal right, especially not from sunlight.” He jabbed a finger toward his face and grimaced.

      “But—”

      “Say I do as you ask me. Are you really willing to risk the enchantment failing, and their memories resurfacing within the next few hours? They’ll report us, and it’ll still leave a trail. If we’re caught, whether by your father’s men or Sinclair’s, we won’t make it to Ophelia or the castle in time.”

      She swallowed hard through the palpitations. He was right. She needed vampire speed, and it’s not like Renald’s sentries would allow Garin to deliver her just because he was faster. She couldn’t spare the lives of Renald, Sable, and Jeanare and ensure an unrushed, discreet visit to Ophelia. It was impossible without Garin’s stamina, power—whatever it was he got from blood.

      Unless...

      She wasn’t absolutely sure, but couldn’t hers replenish him enough to properly entrance three humans? Even if the blood did not come directly from the vein… Did it work that way? Draining Sinclair’s guards had certainly energized him.

      “Use mine.” The words escaped from her mouth before she had fully processed the notion, but once spoken, there was no turning back. She stood tall and proffered her wrist. “You can have mine.”

      Garin’s sardonic grin morphed into a frown. Then, his frigid eyes narrowed in on her.

      “Your Highness.” Renald’s timid interruption brought Lilac out of Garin’s eyes. The guard’s voice shook with bewilderment. “What is the meaning of this? H-how can you reason with him?” His gaze drifted to his captor beside him, then back to the princess. “He cannot be trusted.”

      “I know he can’t, but—"

      “You know, do you?” The vampire raised an eyebrow, while Renald frowned at the exchange between the two.

      Lilac shot a look at Garin, then returned her pleading eyes toward the guard. He’d known her parents since she was a child. If she could convince him everything was fine, then maybe he would cover for her—especially since he was her father’s friend.

      She drew in a deep breath, hoping the vampire had it in him to keep his mouth shut for once; Garin’s silenced glare would only last as long as it would take him to find something cutting to say.

      “I’m fine, Ren. It’s fine. He won’t harm you.” She continued, encouraged by the redness in Renald’s face fading to a slight pink. “I’ve requested his aide, and he’s protected me through Brocéliande. Isn’t that right?”

      She knew she shouldn’t have given him the space to reply as soon as he opened his mouth.

      Garin wasn’t interested in sharp remarks, or in playing nice. Instead, he dragged Renald by the neck toward her. “Absolutely, Your Highness. You’re clearly the authority here. You choose. I kill the witnesses, problem solved. Or, I try to entrance them, and you risk giving up everything for their trivial lives. Your call. Taking your blood isn’t an option.”

      “Garin, please—" She broke off at Renald’s snarl.

      The guard’s mouth had pulled into a hard line, face twisted with disgust. He’d known her since birth. He could see right through her, through her and Garin’s familiarity.

      “You…” Renald’s disbelief turned to anger. “It’s true then,” he spat. “It’s been true all along. You dare make a mockery of the king and queen by galivanting with this abomination. With this demon!”

      She shook her head. It was all she could do.

      “Yes,” the guard roared, scowling at the tears now flowing down her face. “Meanwhile you have the entire kingdom fooled, thinking you’ve been taken hostage because your father is fool enough to think you’d never run away. You’re a traitor! You don’t know half the resources wasted—even some lives lost—in search for you. You dare.” He struggled against Garin’s hold as his plump cheeks shook with fury. “You don’t deserve the title of Queen.”
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      Renald’s towering anger was a devastating personification of the village riots. Of all that Lilac feared would come from her ascension with her ability still in possession.

      Disgust, disappointment, scorn. All that she should’ve been used to by now, but never would be.

      She blinked in disbelief as the guard shook uncontrollably. Maybe he’d have a heart attack, she thought almost hopefully. Then he wouldn’t have to endure Garin’s fury.

      On the other hand, the vampire seemed unaffected. “Oh, Lilac will become Queen, my good friend. There is nothing you can do about that,” he said mildly, keeping his iron grip on Renald. “I’ll make sure of it, if it’s the last thing I do.”

      Renald stopped straining to get to Lilac, but the rage never left his expression. “’Tis a shame, then.” He locked cold eyes with the mortified princess. “Then, may your reign be forever cursed. The kingdom and clergy will see you for what you are. A wicked woman. A traitor. And a vampire’s blood whore.”

      Garin opened his mouth to add his two cents, but Lilac silenced him with a blazing scowl. How easily, how quickly someone she’d considered family could turn on her. It made her insides burn with rage. She wanted to hear what else the bastard had to say—what he’d probably wanted to say, all this time.

      Renald spat at her, and a foaming globule landed near her feet. “Was being forced to watch that stupid wolf die, not lesson enough?”

      Hands guided by humiliation and rage, Lilac reached for her dagger and stepped forward to slash at the guard in one swift motion. She didn’t think twice.

      Unexpecting her retaliation, Renald shrieked and recoiled against the wall. After a moment, he cautiously sat up, shielding his one arm defensively over his face while checking the rest of his body for injury. Only when he gasped and held a hand to his left cheek did Lilac realize where her blow had struck. A spreading splotch of blood painted a river line of red down his jaw and neck.

      The mild injury seemed to be causing Garin more trouble. Jaw clenched, the vampire tore his gaze from the blood, now dripping down Renald’s arm as he tried to stop the flow. Garin grimaced at Lilac, torn between confusion and desperation. His hands shook.

      Perhaps some of the tempest within Garin now stirred within her; perhaps it was the spellbinding forest that had ensnared her sense of right and wrong.

      “Finish him,” Lilac demanded, not recognizing the madness in her own voice. “Then, entrance Sable and Jeanare.”

      In a flash of black, Garin fell upon Renald. Sable and Jeanare stumbled backward at the sight, reminding Lilac that not all the humans had witnessed the inglorious sight of a vampire feeding. Before she could order them to, the pair retreated down the length of the hall and into the kitchen. Lilac trudged along, though there was no way to get away from the animalistic scream that followed. By the time she collapsed on the kitchen floor next to the hearth, eyes clenched shut and palms pressed against her ears, the gut-wrenching screams had ceased.

      She jumped when a finger prodded her shoulder. It was Sable. To her surprise, sympathy instead of fear was etched in the deep lines of her face as she crouched before the princess. Her eyes were full of a strange compassion. From behind his wife, Jeanare eyed the princess, gripping the countertop for support. He looked as if he were about to faint.

      “Princess Lilac?” Sable said, apprehension warping her voice into trepidation.

      “Y-yes,” she replied grimly. She pressed her fingers to her temples, struggling to ignore the horrible gulping sound that echoed down the hallway. “It’s me. I’m her.”

      Since leaving the castle, it was her first true encounter with citizens who knew who she was, and they were already afraid of her. She sniffled.

      Sable searched her face. “Is it true, what everyone used to say? About the discovery of… the way they discovered your Darkling Tongue?”

      Of all the things to bring up. Lilac shrugged away from Sable’s hand.

      “Mr. Trevelyan,” Sable suddenly snapped, looking intently over the princess’s shoulder.

      Garin stood in the hallway entry. Hair plastered to his forehead with sweat, he sauntered into the room, mouth ruddy and hands tinged pink, as if he’d tried his best to wipe the mess off his face in haste. At least the crater in his cheek had finally healed.

      “The name’s still Garin,” he replied, eyeing Sable wearily. “Is… there something I can help you with?”

      “Are you capable of entrancing properly now?”

      Crossing his arms, he frowned. Probably at the woman’s astute lack of fear. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Yes or no,” Sable prompted sternly. She snapped her fingers when a curious noise was uttered by Jeanare. It silenced him immediately.

      “I suppose so.” Garin scratched his head. “I can’t promise it’ll stick, but I should be able to do so more efficiently since I’ve…” he glanced sideways at Lilac. “Eaten.”

      Large eyes flitting impatiently between Garin and her husband, Sable sighed. “That will have to do. Garin, I need you to take care of Jeanare—and by that, I mean his memory. Remove his memory of this whole affair.”

      “What is the meaning of this, dear?” The old man’s voice quivered in the background.

      Sable looked pointedly at Garin. “Now, please. In the other room.” She nodded to her right at the timber-lined door frame leading into the west wing. “Not to worry,” she added, when Garin glanced apprehensively at Lilac on the floor. “I merely wanted a kind word with her Highness. We’ll be here. When you’re finished, please have him head to bed.”

      After a long moment, Garin nodded. He didn’t need to corner Jeanare, for the man had already done that to himself. Jeanare cowered between the wall and the kitchen counter as the vampire approached him swiftly, taking him by the wrists. Jeanare fearfully locked eyes with Garin, who whispered something ever so softly in his ear. In a matter of seconds, an odd calm swept over Jeanare. He sighed contentedly, nodded, and trailed Garin into the west wing.

      Lilac shuddered, watching them retreat into the dark. She turned to Sable when they were alone.

      She tried to sound polite, but defensiveness still crept into her voice. “I—we really don’t have a lot of time. What is it you want with me?”

      Sable pursed her lips then sighed, as if to brace for her own question. “Did you know Freya?”

      Immediately, Lilac scooted back and stumbled halfway to her feet. “Pardon? I don’t…”

      “Freya,” Sable persisted. “Strawberry blond locks, messy curls.” She suddenly lurched forward, gripping Lilac’s hands. Tears glistened in the woman’s eyes “My Freya,” she whispered, fine lines in her face illuminated by the torch light. “She was a wolf woman. A shifter.”

      Lilac struggled to swallow past the lump that had formed in her throat. No.

      No, no, no.

      “Your Freya,” was all she could manage.

      “Mine. My only child.” Sable produced a sigh of defeat at Lilac’s tormented grimace and released the princess’s sweating palms. “Remember the story from last night, about my first love? His name was Luzio. There was another reason my parents forbade me from continuing to see him. A reason I wasn’t so keen to reveal with Jeanare walking around.”

      Hesitantly, she picked at the frilly material on her nightgown. “Barely an adult myself, I’d fallen pregnant with Luzio’s child. In her fury, my mother and father ordered me to stop seeing him. As soon as my daughter was born, I gave her up; back then shifters weren’t allowed to reside in the towns, and even if we hid her, it would soon become evident what she was—and that I was her mother. I refused to risk her getting caught only to be slaughtered, at least that’s what I told myself.”

      The woman’s silent strength had faded to the picture of misery. “Your Highness, I chose a comfortable, safe life over what was most important. Over my own daughter.”

      Lilac suddenly couldn’t breathe in deep enough. She swayed slightly, but Sable managed to catch her at her shoulders. “She’s dead,” Lilac uttered, wringing her hands. “Freya is dead.”

      Strangely, Sable relaxed. Her grip upon Lilac’s shoulder’s lessened and firey demeanor simmered. She stroked the top of Lilac’s hand. “I figured as much when I didn’t hear from her. I only wanted confirmation, dear. Confirmation other than usual town gossip, I mean.” She cleared her throat, removing her arms from Lilac to wipe her own tears. Sable wrapped both her arms around herself. Even if she’d suspected Freya’s death, the confirmation of such clearly took its toll.

      The responsibility of that night had always weighed in on Lilac, but not nearly as much as it must’ve for her grieving mother. Guilt bubbled up from her burning gut.

      “It was my fault,” Lilac blurted in a soft half sob. “That night it happened, I went down to the kitchen to get a drink from my father’s stash. That’s where I found her. She was a wolf then. We were both shocked when we discovered that we were able to converse with each other. Someone overheard us, and that’s how we were caught.” She wiped the corners of her eyes with her dress sleeve and spoke to Sable’s feet, unable to meet her gaze. “All she wanted was food for her young. Maybe if I hadn’t gone downstairs, hadn’t spoken with her, she would’ve remained undetected. I tried to help her, Sable. I’m sorry.”

      With a sad smile, Sable pivoted to face the hearth, still clutching her arms tightly around her chest. “That is where you are wrong, Your Highness. You are not to blame. The fault is all mine.”

      “Please, Sable.” Why would she shoulder the blame? “Please don’t say that. I owe you my apologies, and so much more.”

      The woman stared on and continued as if Lilac hadn’t spoken. “You don’t understand. See, the only reason she went to forage at your castle in the first place, was because I turned her down.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “That morning, t-the morning of your birthday, she arrived on my doorstep. It was the first time I’d seen my daughter since relinquishing her, but I immediately knew who she was, the woman on our porch. You’d know your own daughter. She had the same frizzed hair as Luzio. Strawberry hair like mine. Her eyes were desperate. Ravenous. They were a wolf’s eyes.”

      Sable shuddered. “I wouldn’t let her in. Jeanare was home at the time, and I was much too ashamed. I didn’t want him to see. From our doorstep, Freya told me she’d lost her seamstress position up in Rennes when the townsfolk became suspicious of her; she was able to keep her Darkling nature hidden for a number of years, but folks began to talk after realizing her consistent absences on days after the full moon. Once the rumors spread, she had to leave and couldn’t return to the city. She and her two young boys—my grandchildren I didn’t know existed ‘til then—were forced to flee into the forest to escape the possibility of execution.”

      The woman’s gaze was hollow; no matter how badly she wanted to, the princess couldn’t stand to look away.

      “All she wanted were rations for her young… My own grandbabies. And I turned her away before my husband could hear the commotion.”

      “So, she came to the castle.” Lilac’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, her throat suddenly dry. The picture of solemn desperation—the enormous pride Freya had swallowed to ask for help—burned in her own memories surfacing now. Her birthday had always been announced by town crier. Freya probably knew there’d be copious leftovers after the soirée. Suddenly, she felt sick.

      “Yes. Your Highness, I thought she might go to the kingdom to appeal to the king. I didn’t know she had it in her to try and steal, straight from the castle.”

      “He doesn’t know, does he? Your husband, I mean.” Lilac rocked on her heels. Hearing Freya’s backstory and meeting her mother, both were equally intriguing and painful.

      Sable shut her eyes briefly. Almost pleadingly. “Nor shall he ever. He knows about Luzio, but nothing of the child we’d conceived. I couldn’t do that to him after sparing him the truth after all these years. Plus, Jeanare and I could never have any of our own.”

      Swallowing hard, the princess looked down at her hands; her nail beds were red from her picking at them. “What became of her sons?”

      “All these years and I haven’t been able to locate them. I fear the worst.”

      “I’m sure they’re alive, Sable.” Lilac tried to sound reassuring but bit her lip before speaking further; she had no inkling if they were alive or not, and Sable didn’t seem the type to entertain false hope. “Children are resilient,” said the princess resolutely. “They have the strongest will of all.”

      But Sable just shook her head and looked into the fire again. “It’s the Low Forest that I fear for them the most. I don’t know that the faeries would be any more merciful than humans.”

      She recalled Cinderfell, ignoring the twisting sensation at her core. Poor Sable, who’d had to live with either possibility that her grandchildren might’ve been imprisoned and tortured by the Fair Folk, or made a prize kill by humans. By someone like Sinclair.

      “So, have you been unable to track their scent, then?” Lilac spoke more hopefully than she felt. “Perhaps they decided to leave Brocéliande altogether.”

      “Track their scent?” Sable’s silver brows lifted in understanding. “Oh. Oh, you thought… I’m not the shapeshifter, dear.” She reddened but pressed hand against her chest as if relieved by the news herself. “Oh, heavens no. That was Luzio.”

      “But aren’t you… You aren’t a shifter?”

      Before Sable could open her mouth, a faint shuffling noise interrupted her. As it grew louder, Jeanare stumbled into the kitchen from the west wing entryway. Irises glazed over, he smiled sleepily before stooping into a steep curtsy before his wife, nearly toppling all the way to the floor. Then, he continued across the kitchen, the gathering room, and into what Lilac assumed was the east wing.

      “He’ll be all right, won’t he?” Lilac asked.

      “I’m sure he will,” Sable answered, retreating to the cupboards with a sigh. “Our bedroom is in that general direction, so he’s at least on the right track. It’s nothing I haven’t seen after he’s indulged himself with his favorite brandy, I’ll tell you that much.”

      Surprising herself, Lilac giggled.

      “So sure of being mortal, are we?”

      Both women jumped. Garin stood against the wing door frame, arms folded neatly over his chest. Seeming to have recovered from the sudden seriousness of doing away with Renald, he threw Sable a half smirk.

      “Pardon?”

      “You’d have to have at least a smidgeon of creature blood in your veins in order to carry his child.”

      “I’m human, at least compared to the likes of you, vampire,” Sable shot back. “And just so you know, humans and shifters can produce offspring. The creatures are more or less mortals themselves, except for those couple unfortunate nights a month.” At Lilac’s bewildered expression, she scowled. “Oh, I don’t think either of you are in any position to speak ill of my and Luzio’s relationship.”

      In effort to change the subject, she straightened and swung open the nearest cupboard, withdrawing a loaf-sized wicker basket. She showed it to Lilac with an apologetic smile. Its contents sat snugly wrapped in layers of cheesecloth. “It’s not much.”

      “Why, thank you. What is it?” Lilac eyed it warily.

      “Some provision for your journey, dear. Your friend there will have to seek nourishment elsewhere; he should be full for now, anyway” she muttered, regarding him bleakly. “But this should last you on your journey back to the castle. For your coronation, which you will be attending.”

      “Speaking of,” Garin said. “We’ll need to get going. The sun’s set.” He gestured at the nearest window, where the last rays of sun had disappeared below the horizon of treetops.

      Sable nodded and motioned to the door down the hallway. “Very well, then. After you.”

      Lilac led the way to the front room, followed closely by Garin and then their hostess, who still carried the basket. Though she did her best to look away from the bloodied mess on the floor while they approached the entryway, she couldn’t help but peek. Besides, her father’s friend’s death had been her decision. She had to face that.

      Lips a mottled blue, his corpse lay crumpled on the floor. A bit of blood pooled under each cleanly slit wrist. What little amount of relief she had left washed over her; Garin had spared Sable a repeat of the gruesome dismemberment at Sinclair’s campsite. Lilac felt a light warmth prickling her neck and spun; trailing her, Garin stalked into the room, quietly observing her. He was probably trying to gague her reaction. Despite the shudder that shook her shoulders, she gave him a reassuring grin.

      He passed her and scooped up Renald’s body as if the dead weight of the built Breton soldier was nothing at all. He turned to Sable, inadvertently smacking the corpse’s head against the wall. “Do you happen to have an older pile of hay or straw stubble laying around out there?”

      “Yes,” Sable replied reluctantly. “Just out back.”

      “Thank you, most gracious madame.” Without warning, he reached over and slid a hand into Lilac’s sack, grinning as he removed it just as quickly, ignoring her suspicious glower. “I’ll be back.” He swung the door open and vanished, corpse in hand, into the night.

      The leftover sunglow above the horizon was tinged with the blue of twilight, casting a muddy haze upon the shallow hills. The porch boards beneath Lilac’s feet creaked with warning as she stepped out into the biting air. A single white horse stood obediently next to the gate, contemplating Sable’s vegetable plot with yearning. Shrugging the cloak further onto her shoulders, Lilac took a deep breath and turned to face Sable who had been watching her intently from the doorway.

      “Sable,” she started awkwardly. “I am not sure whether to thank you, or to apologize to you first.”

      Taken aback, the woman seemed to blink her own thoughts away. “For what, Your Highness?”

      “For everything.” She wasn’t particularly accustomed to apologizing for anything, but she needed to do so for this woman. For Freya’s mother. “For bothering you last night, for the mess on your floor… I-I’ll be sure to send funds for any reparations, right away. I’ll cover that, all of it and more.”

      “Princess,” Sable interjected, squinting. “None of that bothers me. But, may I ask… What are you doing visiting Ophelia?”

      Lilac’s expressive brows rose in surprise before she could catch herself. She’d forgotten Garin’s exasperated mention of the witch when they’d dealt with Renald. Despite her age, the woman didn’t miss a beat.

      “She’s a bit eccentric, you know. Most magic folk keep to themselves, but Jeanare has spotted her coin tossing at the Olde Crow. Right in the middle of town!” Sable chuckled softly. “Can you imagine that? Gambling at the pub. With the men. I’ve got half the mind to join her one day.”

      Fingering the embroidery at her sleeves, Lilac gulped, unsure of how to answer. She giggled nervously.

      The woman studied Lilac. “Not a beauty tincture; you don’t need it… Besides, you could have had any simpleton deliver that to you at the castle for any enormous fee,” Sable continued, tapping her lower lip with her finger. “I also doubt it’s for a love potion of some sort. You don’t seem to have any issues in that area. Although, I don’t know that vampires usually take much interest in mortals, at least in this way. Not especially when your family caused their suffering.”

      “It’s really nothing,” she insisted, face reddening at the woman’s shameless probing. She cleared her throat to buy herself time to think of something she couldn’t have delivered. “I’m actually interested in having my fortune done.”

      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous.” Garin’s boisterous voice boomed from behind them. He’d emerged from the dark so silently that she hadn’t heard him approaching. “The princess wishes to get rid of her ability to communicate with Darklings so that the townsfolk will fawn over her again. Much like they do the Le Tallecs.” Whistling casually to himself, he passed them and sauntered in the direction of the horse.

      She stared open-mouthed as he walked away. Now dressed head to toe in Renald’s spotless white and red guard uniform, he retrieved the reins from the fence and began whispering quietly to the animal, who paid him no mind.

      “Thanks for the clarification,” she muttered. How could he humiliate her that way—just because her personal choice went against his own agenda?

      How dare he.

      Something brushed her arm, and Lilac almost flinched away. “What,” she groaned at Sable. “You too?”

      Instead, the woman pressed the small wicker basket into her hand. “My dear,” Sable said firmly, releasing the basket. “There is an old saying. That any good ruler will build an empire with the same stones that were thrown at them.”

      Sable stepped back, though her stern look gripped the princess. “If you ask me, that wretched Le Tallec boy cannot become king,” she insisted with sudden urgency. “Not if my grandsons and all alike are to have a fighting chance. They may be Darklings… However, they were my family all the same. I would do things differently, if given the chance.” The grief in her eyes was overwhelmingly evident.

      Lilac felt the slew of apologies bubbling up again as guilt burned her hollow chest. “Sable, I don’t know what to say.”

      “I wish many things for you, princess.” Sable gave a sideway glance at Garin, who leaned idly against the garden gate as if he weren’t listening. “The crown, certainly. But I do hope you decide to turn your pain into power.”

      “I’ll help you find them,” Lilac said quietly as Sable shuffled toward the house. “I’ll organize a search.” With each Darkling promise she’d made, the weight of her words had only increased. Finding and meeting Freya’s sons would make her feel terrible, gut-wrenching things—of that she was sure. But sooner or later, it would need to happen. She owed it not only to Sable, but to herself.

      Sable didn’t reply until she reached the porch. When she turned back, all traces of kindness had faltered. “Man's fire is what brought this forest to ruin. But only fire can make it whole again.”
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      After the door closed behind the old woman, Lilac stole one last glimpse at the original Trevelyan farmhouse. Briefly, she wondered what it would be like to retire from society on that porch. To hide away, a farmer’s wife. A simple life, lived not under the pretense of perfection, nor stifling poise of high society. Above her now, the same pinprick tinsel asters winked from the deepened gloaming.

      Then, she remembered who the property had belonged to and scowled. Without a single word she strode past Garin as he stroked the horse’s snout, and made her way down the dirt path.

      When he didn’t follow, she pressed on, using the forward momentum to distract her from the whirling thoughts. Despite Sable’s unwavering kindness—or maybe because of it—Lilac wanted nothing more than to get on with the last of their journey. But Garin couldn’t be more wrong. She didn’t want to be loved like the Le Tallecs. The dislike she held for the family had turned into loathing during her journey. Considering their beliefs against the creatures of Brocéliande, they were no different than her own parents. Worse, even. But the terrible actions based on those beliefs were what set Sinclair’s family drastically apart. The king and queen had only become more outspoken against the creatures since her incident with Freya, and much of their legislation might’ve even been inspired by the Le Tallecs’ infectious loathing—of that, she was almost sure. Sinclair and his father were ruthless in killing creatures every chance they could justify, and no one dared question it.

      The last thing she wanted was to be like them. In any regard.

      But her townspeople would never accept her as their queen with her curse in place. That was why she needed Ophelia.

      So why, despite her dignified resolve, did each step further down the dirt road suddenly felt a smidge less certain?

      The path eventually forked in two directions, so she halted. The path to the right wove through countryside, dirt stomped flat by the hooves of numerous workhorses. Squinting into the mixture of sunlight and dusk, Lilac could see that it led through the hills that made up the remainder of Sable and Jeanare’s property. In theory it would, based on the amount of travel evident in the dirt, pass right through the town.

      The path to the left curved along the outskirts of the trees. A small wooden sign indicated this path led to Fenfoss Pond, which Ophelia’s letter had indicated would be near her home. By locating the pond, they should happen across the witch’s cottage with minimal trouble.

      Then, they’d be on their way back in no time. It would be a long journey with no rest, but at least they’d be at the castle by morning. Then—

      Then what?

      Before she could decide, the muffled plod of hooves snuck up on her.

      “Running away again, are we?” Garin halted beside her. “Come on now, princess. I think we both know by now how that plays out.”

      The mare beneath him gave a satisfied harrumph.

      “No. I’m not running from anything, Garin.” Her reply was almost defensive as she spoke to the fork in the road. “I’m just trying to figure everything out.”

      Garin dismounted and stood beside her, arms crossed contemplatively. This time it wasn’t his wolfish grin that unsettled her. The creamy white and red uniform that Renald had worn rubbed her the wrong way—the man she had feelings for now wore the clothes of a man who she’d ordered to death.

      The vampire squinted at her. He then sighed and pulled her into his arms. She resisted for a moment before feeling herself melt into him. She couldn’t help it. Burying a soft sob into his chest, she inhaled. His familiar scent washed over her, and whether it further deluded or cleared her mind, she couldn’t discern.

      Behind them the horse scuffed its hooves.

      Her eyes shut tightly, and she was unable to stop a shudder as his wry grin—and the perfect teeth behind them—pressed against her hair. “Princess.” He inhaled slowly. “Do you remember what I said to you last night?”

      She gulped at the memory, of which there had been so many moving parts. There were plenty of things said between them—particularly the pieces of their argument that served as precursor to the things that were unsaid. Her ears grew warm.

      “Bits and bobs,” she muttered.

      Garin didn’t wait for her to draw up an answer. “Lilac, I meant everything. All of it, especially the parts about you being crazy. But it doesn’t mean my disposition changes. Part of me thinks what you’re doing is—”

      “Is what?” She pulled back just far enough to glower up at him.

      “I don’t know. Imprudent. A little impulsive—though there’s no shock there. Erm, what else—unethical.” He shrugged against her. “We both heard what Kestrel and Sable said of Ophelia.”

      Lilac scoffed. She never thought she’d see the day he’d complain about a lack of ethics. “What of her?”

      Garin sighed in defeat. “My thoughts are my own. Either way, I’ll be there to watch over you. It is my duty to see you to this witch safely if you must. And to deliver you to your parents in one piece.”

      Suddenly, Lilac wiggled out of his grasp. She wasn’t quite ready to face the reality that would come after Ophelia—her parents, the castle, becoming queen. All of it seemed so far away, a different world that didn’t fit with the vast wilderness of the woods before her.

      Or with the vampire holding her.

      She inhaled deeply upon realization of her timeline. The long-burgeoning questions she’d been avoiding began bubbling to the surface. What would become of them? Of Garin? Her pulse slowed. Where he would deliver her, he wouldn’t be able to follow. He couldn’t just wait for her in the shadowed shelter of her tower; there would be handmaidens and seamstresses bustling through her room, ensuring she was perfect for the event. Plus, he had his own coven and Laurent’s investigation to attend to.

      “I know you have no real reason to help me,” she said softly. “And I am grateful for all of it. But this is something I need to do.”

      Garin was silent, but his jaw clenched firm.

      “Trust me?” pleaded Lilac.

      “As you wish.” He adjusted the reins in his palm before offering his free hand out to her. “We’re practically there.”

      “Don’t you mount first? You’re steering.”

      “What kind of scoundrel do you take me for?” He threw her an astonished grimace. “Yes, I’m steering, but regardless… ladies always come first.”

      In contrast to her experience with Sinclair, Garin hoisted her up, then carefully followed. She scooted back to make room, and they settled into the hollow of the mare’s back with ease. She wrapped her arms around him gently, relieved he did not comment on her equestrian expertise, or lack thereof.

      “Are you ready for the last bit of our journey?”

      Before Lilac could answer, the wind changed direction. A thick stream of billowing smoke gusted into the air around them.

      Orange flames towered in the distance, silhouetting Sable and Jeanare’s farmhouse.

      “That’s not their house, is it?” she shouted against the winds, prodding Garin ferociously in the back. “Is it? We have to go back!”

      “They’re fine, princess. It’s the haystack on the hill behind it.” He shook his head in pity, tongue against his teeth. “’Tis a shame. Poor drunken palace guard and his torch. Must’ve stumbled into the dry brush. What a horrific accident.”

      Lilac nodded numbly. He’d burned Renald’s corpse. Within the span of less than a week, she’d gone from utterly useless princess to reluctant damsel. Now, she was a fugitive possibly wanted for murder—and more.

      She turned to the road ahead as rain began to fall. Squinting in discomfort, she looked up to see clouds covering the stars. With a forlorn sigh, she leaned into Garin, whose bulk protected her from the worst, and he nudged the mare into motion. Within moments the rain lessened, but the dark ony deepened as they trodded along the trees.

      Lilac couldn’t seem to get comfortable on the mare’s wide back and kept shifting. The mare, in turn, kept snorting, until one too many shifts finally caused the mare to sidestep in alarm, throwing the princess too far to the right. Lilac clung to Garin’s arm to stay mounted, and he rolled his eyes as he calmly reached back to right her.

      “You know, one wouldn’t expect someone like you to be so jumpy around a horse,” Garin said after clearing his throat. “If we had more time, I’d teach you to ride the comfortable way.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Like this.” He tapped both legs on either side of the horse. “I can only imagine how unbearable riding side saddle is.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes widened as what he implied registered. “I don’t… I mean, I can’t.” She was probably the only person of European peerage or royalty who didn’t know how to ride in either position.

      “Uh, sure you can. Anyone can.”

      “Well, I was never taught. My parents didn’t want me outside the royal grounds much. By the time I was old enough for lessons, I wasn’t even allowed at the stables.”

      The horse slowed a bit, and Garin swiveled his head back as if to check if she was joking. “That’s horrible. You mean, after what happened with Freya?”

      Lilac nodded. “Could you not say her name, please?”

      “Who’s name? Freya’s?”

      She sighed, half grunting in annoyance. There was something unfamiliar, behind the gentle teasing in Garin’s voice, that struck her the wrong way this time. It was… Pity. And she didn’t want any of it, especially not from him.

      “Careful, or you’ll upset the horse. Look, princess. I know it’s difficult some days. Painful, even. But, burying what happened isn’t going to make you feel any better in the long run.”

      “Thank you,” Lilac replied sardonically, though she couldn’t help it when her cheeks bunched into a smile. “Monsieur Darkling, I appreciate the life advice. I’ll be sure to remember that the next time I plan on putting myself through something as traumatic.”

      “You helped me realize it. I’m only returning the favor.” He gave a one-shoulder shrug, back to give her hand a light squeeze.

      “It’s fine. I had a comfortable enough castle life, and I got out now and then. My mom’s rose hedges were always nice at night.”

      “Comfortable enough,” he echoed. There was an edge to his voice now, as if a lump had formed in his own throat and the only way to dislodge it was with sarcasm. “May I ask you something?”

      She only tightened her grip around him and nodded against his back.

      “Why, curious mortal, do you fight for the crown of a kingdom who despises you?”

      Taken aback, she bit her tongue to keep from replying defensively. Lilac refused to let his natural irreverence derail their tender moment. She thoughtfully chewed her lip and pulled her hood up, deciding to bury her cold nose into the back of his shoulder in response.

      “You haven’t any idea in the slightest, do you?” Garin’s voice rumbled as he lowered it, as if the trees to their left were listening in. “The type of magic you wish bestowed upon you is fickle and can be dangerous in the hands of even the most experienced of wielders. You could end up injured, or worse.” Silence filled the air, thickening it. His voice lowered still. “Do you know what that would do to your kingdom?” He paused to clear his throat. “To me?”

      Lilac swallowed a sullen laugh. Her kingdom might even rejoice. But, to him?

      How long had her plans to consult Ophelia bothered him? Lilac’s chest rose and fell in uneven waves. It was a good thing she’d withheld the truth about her journey until their encounter with Kestrel, or else she might have never reached Paimpont.

      Lilac didn’t respond immediately, instead withdrawing into her own thoughts. Luckily, Garin didn’t seem to mind.

      It was never her place nor intention to fraternize with the creatures of Brocéliande, much less the head of the vampire coven. Yet, here she was, either making a fool of herself or dancing with a disastrous sort of fate.

      Despite Garin’s evident fondness for her, his perception of her parents and the Le Tallecs had remained the same. And, oddly enough, she never felt the need to try and change his mind.

      They both closed the last half league in contemplative silence.

      Finally, they emerged from the path that trailed the outskirts of Paimpont, the putrid smell of rotting greens preceding the Fenfoss Pond. As Ophelia’s note had foretold, the spring trickled into a sizeable basin with a dilapidated cottage perched on its far edge. Through the bare trunks of trees to their right, Lilac could barely make out the manicured hedges of a large estate—the Le Tallec property—towering over the town. She shuddered involuntarily.

      As if in agreement, Garin gave a guttural growl that vibrated through her chest. “Any closer to that den of butchery, and we might as well set it ablaze,” he muttered.

      Ophelia’s abode was a crooked, circular building with a coned roof of tightly packed straw, shaped much like the red-capped mushrooms that grew in abundance in the surrounding thicket. Curls of smoke rose from the clay chimney, opalescent in the moonlight, while tendrils of dark ivy clung to the rough siding. As expected with such proximity to the Low Forest, an unfamiliar array of exotic flora blossomed haphazardly in the unkempt grass.

      Several of the plants at their feet shimmered, some reflecting the warm yellow light shining from the cracks along the bottom of the stout door. Three shallow steps, flanked on either side by a colony of glowing blue toadstools, led up to the entrance.

      As Garin directed the horse around the muddy pond, Lilac’s pulse began to quicken. She was rightfully nervous—and ready to meet the witch, she thought, abruptly correcting her self-doubt. She tried not to think of what she was about to do. Garin halted them a short walk from the doorstep, leapt down from the horse, and effortlessly lifted her off.

      Lilac paused and looked down at herself. Her clothes had dampened from the rain, and the skirt of her dress crumpled from riding.

      “Ugh. How do I look?” She glanced up at him with a grimace, half expecting the disapproval he’d expressed during the ride to show evident on his face.

      Instead, there was only a burning curiosity in his eyes—almost the same expression he’d worn while lecturing her for trying to stab him through the chest back at Sinclair’s camp, though much softer this time.

      In a familiar gesture, he grabbed both of her hands, then bowed to press his lips to the back of each. She didn’t flinch away.

      “Marvelous as usual. Like you were born to reign a kingdom.”

      Lilac nodded warily, bracing herself for the chiding remark or warning glare meant to deter her plans with the witch.

      But Garin only studied her.

      Suddenly, Lilac was even more aware of her imperfections—the way her lips bunched up discontentedly on one side as she chewed nervously on her cheek, brows knitted above her deep-set eyes. The way shadows of perspiration had already formed under her armpits in the humid air. The further they’d gotten into their journey, the more sure of herself she’d grown—though, less certain of her resolve.

      “If you say so,” she murmured, adjusting the sack further onto her shoulder and facing the cottage, whose smoke swilled invitingly. But then, she spun back on him, eyes bright and desperate. “Garin?”

      “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” he offered. “Your people will favor you as you are. They must.”

      She only shook her head. “Please trust me to make the right decision for myself. I can’t fix my parents’ mistakes if I don’t become queen.”

      “I know nothing of this witch,” he admitted, gazing past her at the cottage door. “There seems to be a spell up that keeps sound within those walls. And she lives right on the edge of the Low Forest.” He nodded toward the shadowed beech trees across the pond. Not even moonlight reached past the entanglement of thickly wound branches. “The kinds of ingredients she probably has access to, we just don’t know what kind of outlandish magic she’s tied up in.”

      There it was. His fear was founded in his own experience with witches—understandably so.

      Although his words were meant to instill caution, they stoked her determination, blotting the last of her self-doubt. She stood tall. “I have to do this, Garin. You can come in with me, if that would make you feel better.”

      He clicked his tongue thoughtfully and gave a rough laugh. “I don’t think the details of her selfless invitation included bringing a vampire along.” He patted the horse’s rump next to him; the animal remained oblivious as it continued chewing on the cat tails lining the pond. “She and I will keep watch out here.”

      Lilac glanced out into the darkness. Just past the cottage lay the main stretch of cobblestone road, filled with sentries. “Out in the open, like this? What if someone sees you?”

      Before she could take her next breath, Garin snaked his hands daringly around the small of her waist. He kissed her tenderly.

      “And if someone sees this?” she teased against his lips.

      “I wouldn’t mind. But for you, I’ll make them disappear.” He stepped back. “Go on, then. Ophelia awaits.”

      The finality in his voice made her uneasy. “What scares you?” she asked. It was a general enough question.

      A desperate sadness had found its way into his eyes, into depths even his devastating grin could not reach. He reached up, almost hesitantly, to pluck a crumpled leaf from her hair. “Your fearlessness, princess, is what frightens me.”

      In three steps, Lilac was in front of the door. Before she could knock, the door opened and closed, swallowing the princess whole.
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      Garin

      
        
        Forget Eden, I would bite the apple

        if the colors of my lover were not there to furnish paradise

        All the sweetest fruits would wither and rot

        after I had tasted her plum-tinted lips

        Even the bruises she collects

        bloom tiny lilacs across her knees

        And rainbows were not conceived

        until her amethyst eyes glimmered in the sun to refract them.

        Her body laid bare

        shows pale flesh that pools over her hips

        as if the morning sky had been folded and tucked against her form

        So give me shame

        Give me pain

        Give me the curse of growing old

        As long as you will give me her colors.

        -Lilith, by Maya Caulfield

        

      

      After watching for another minute, still unable to hear anything, the vampire tethered the grazing mare to a log buried halfway in the mud. Then, he sat on it.

      The princess stirred in him the same contradictory twist of hunger and desire that he’d long ago felt for Adelaide. Stronger, even. But if he’d followed Lilac into the hut, he would’ve been tempted to ask Ophelia if she knew of Adelaide’s whereabouts; the witch community was especially tight-knit, and he assumed they at least knew of each other. To what end his digging might lead, he didn’t know. At all costs, he wished to avoid doing or discovering anything that would jeopardize what he had with Lilac.

      And he’d lied. Nothing was more frightening than knowing he’d fallen for the human princess.

      Almost nothing.

      Groaning inwardly, he plucked a cat tail grown too heavy for its stalk and dunked it headfirst into the water, watching the ripples extend above the murkiness.

      He’d spent countless nights wondering if the constellations would one day align, allowing his and Adelaide’s paths to cross. She would be in her mid to late seventies now. A small part of him hoped she might reveal herself to him, wherever she was in the world; he imagined their reunion—cradling her nimble, weathered hands in his eternally sturdy ones. He imagined explaining everything while they wept together—Adelaide for her long-dead family, and Garin for every ounce of destruction and pain he’d caused her.

      On his darker days, when his hope would wane, he would pray that her absence wasn’t a sign that she was no longer alive, but rather, an indication that she simply harbored hate for him so strong that it surpassed any sliver of ardency left.

      He was well aware he didn’t deserve her mercy. Perhaps she would keep her promise and kill him if he dared hunt her down—a notion that hadn’t exactly bothered him… before he’d met Lilac. Despite all he had done, what plagued his imagination for close to two centuries was the possibility that the woman he once loved, who had loved him back, might never forgive him.

      That notion was the most terrifying of them all.
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      Upon entering, a cloud of musk and spice overwhelmed Lilac. The interior of the witch’s hut looked more an overstocked tea shop or a poorly organized herbal apothecary than a place of magic.

      Behind a weathered oak desk against the wall sat a woman who paid the princess no mind. Absently tossing her long, black tresses over her shoulder, the witch remained fixated on a piece of parchment. It obscured most of her face as she held it against the firelight. Black painted nails on the opposite hand drummed impatiently against the wood.

      Refusing to appear as intimidated as she felt, Lilac gritted her teeth and made her way to the upholstered chair in front of the desk. She had to turn sideways to maneuver between several short shelves, which housed an array of jars with things suspended in green liquid. Holding her breath as she passed, she tried her hardest not to peek at what they might exactly contain. Past the shelves, a dozen cloth-lined wicker baskets were strewn about upon a bearskin rug, each filled with a variety of mushrooms peeking out of their tops. Between a basket crammed with the sponged heads of black morels and another of scrumptiously creamy bulbs, a basket of the brilliant red mushrooms caught her eye.

      “My fungi collection is off-limits, thank you very much.”

      Jumping at the sound of her voice, Lilac hastily took a seat opposite the witch.

      Without lifting her gaze, the woman muttered at the piece of paper while tracing over it with her pointer finger. The material of her black shawl shone iridescently as she moved her arms in the firelight.

      “It’s a shame, isn’t it?” she murmured. Her Parisian accent was thick as molasses. “If those imbecile Parliamentarians across the channel want to catch their Witch of Dover,” she seethed in a mock falsetto, “they’ll need to find a new caricaturist.”

      With a huff of contempt, she tossed the paper away, and Lilac’s gaze followed it until it rested on the floor. A rough illustration of a severe woman with long hair and sharp eyebrows framing a round face stared back at her below thickly scrawled letters spelling out, Witch of Dover, Wanted Dead or Alive.

      When Lilac looked back up, the witch was staring at her. The back of her neck prickled with heat, as the witch had been glaring her way from the poster, and in real life. Frozen, Lilac momentarily forgot what she was going to say. The witch’s eyes turned up at the corners, a swimming concoction of ochre and midnight so swirling that Lilac couldn’t tell where one color began and the other ended. Her eyelids were rimmed in soft gray, and gold specks of glitter ran halfway down her rosy cheeks, tapering off like the tails of tears.

      Kestrel and Sable had made Ophelia sound like a haggish wench with an addiction problem. Though she very well could’ve been, the woman before her was far from any kind of hag. She couldn’t have been past her early-thirties at the most.

      “Good evening. I—I’m Lilac.”

      “I know who you are. I’ve been expecting you. Took long enough.” She procured a white mug from the cabinet behind her, then bent to pull a basket from beneath the desk and onto her lap.

      “Why are you fidgeting?” Ophelia snapped over the basket lid, sniffing at a palmful of dried red herbs before dropping them into the mug.

      Lilac stopped tapping her heel against the floor. “Nothing at all, I’m just… It’s only that I don’t have much time.”

      “You’re right.” Wood scraped against wood as she scooted the chair back. “I do hope you’re not traveling on foot,” she said, standing and crossing the room to retrieve the kettle that had been hanging in the fireplace. “Or you’ll never make it back for your ceremony. And before you inquire, no I don’t do that portaling shit. I don’t know why mortals think our magic works that way.”

      “I’ve got a horse, thanks,” she replied, purposefully leaving out Garin’s involvement. Anyway, I don’t mean to be rude at all, but I don’t think I’ll have time for any tea. Is the process—”

      “This is the process. It’s already begun.” The dry herbs fizzled on contact with the scalding water. Then came a waft of fuchsia-colored steam, immediately followed by a loud bang and puff of red smoke.

      Lilac realized she’d been watching the whole ordeal with her jaw slack. She closed her mouth and gulped. “You know why I’m here, then?”

      “Please. What more could the princess want? What more, but to be freed?” She laughed darkly, and Lilac found the sound strangely pleasant. “And it was I who’s been expecting you. People pass through my cabin all the time with their ridiculous requests. Except now, of course… You’re a special case. Otherwise, I’m closed for business until you’re found,” she said, scathingly quoting in the air.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I’ve refused to entertain any mortal in their frantic state of despair while your parents’ army infests the streets outside. Usually I wouldn’t care but it’s been bad for business, not to mention distracting, and therefore, unwelcome.” She pursed her lips, leaning back in her chair. “They’re searching for you. In case you didn’t know.”

      “I’m aware.” Lilac’s cheeks reddened at Ophelia’s accusatory tone. “People come to you, though?”

      Ophelia rolled her eyes and nodded slowly as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. Her slender hands fanned over the piping mug, causing the cloud of thinning pink steam to disperse. “From time to time, you mortals need a little magic to nudge the humdrum of life in the direction of your favor. An offer of goods or funds in exchange for a spell or blessing. Most times, their issues are simple. Flourishing garden crops that won’t grow. Curing a cow who won’t produce milk. Making someone’s wife’s hair grow overnight. Men—their wishes are far more frivolous,” she added dryly. She pivoted to extract a burgundy decanter and crystal cup from the bottommost shelf of her cupboard.

      Lilac observed in half awe, half annoyance as Ophelia worked meticulously, setting the glass down to fill it with a clear, bright green liquid. She bent to scrutinize the amount, then produced a small, silver spoon, upon which she placed two dazzling blue cubes. The last of her ingredients, apparently, was a pitcher of water. Ophelia held the spoon suspended above the green liquid and proceeded to trickle the water over the cubes, which had started to glow.

      “Then—mind your jaw—there are situations that call for more nefarious solutions. For these, my customers present me with rarer curiosities. Ones that cost more or are much more dangerous to procure.”

      “From the forest? Things from the Low Forest?” Lilac asked in a whisper before she could stop herself. The witch had obviously been there, given the strange collection of ingredients surrounding them.

      Ophelia shrugged, but the glint in her ochre eyes answered for her. “From the places that provide a deadly challenge… or quite the adventure. But sometimes, it is necessary for me to gather such ingredients myself. This past winter, I was running low on eggshell powder. Not just any egg, you see, but one plucked from a Peregrine nest off the Dover cliff tops—often basked in lightning, those work best for my most potent enchantments,” she explained. “I nearly succeeded, but not before a wayward local spotted me. Hence that atrocity.”

      Upset she’d been reminded of the illustration, Ophelia snatched the Wanted sign off the floor and calmly began ripping the parchment into shreds. “Fortunately, a kind philanthropist decided to donate to my cause recently, so I am well prepared to do your bidding—whatever the remedy may be.”

      Lilac leaned forward, hung up on an earlier part of the conversation. “Curses? Like… an assassination?” She couldn’t help her curiosity, or the thoughts of Laurent—and Sinclair—that popped fleetingly into her mind.

      Ophelia chuckled into her hand. “At the end of the day, your fickle villagers are the ones cursing each other. I’m merely a catalyst. And goodness gracious I don’t do murder,” she gasped, clutching the lace at her chest; Lilac couldn’t tell if she was being genuine. “It would be horrible for business. No, no, no. My involvement mostly concerns much simpler affairs. Fertility aid, love potions, and curse removal.”

      Glancing pointedly at Lilac, she pushed the white mug forward. “It’s cooled enough to drink.” At the princess’s grimace, Ophelia waved a hand. “Well? Would you like my help or not?”

      Lilac hesitantly leaned forward to sniff. Instead of lurching in disgust, her stomach growled. It smelled wonderful. “What is that?”

      “Popping Scarletbloom. Well, the tea of its leaves, obviously,” Ophelia replied, almost proudly. “Most comparable to the tastes of jasmine and honey, and generally safe to consume. That is, if the drinker isn’t under any sort of enchantment.”

      “Then why are you giving it to me?” Lilac demanded, pulling back from the mug. “We already know that’s the case. What’ll happen?”

      “You’re so sure of yourself, for someone who has no idea how our magic works. This,” Ophelia snapped, tapping the mug, “is my protocol. By enchantment, I’m referring to any hex, blessing, jinx, or curse, so on and so forth.” She leaned forward, eyes twinkling. “If a person is enchanted, the Scarletbloom in their system will singe their eyebrows off. Don’t ask, that’s just what it does. If that’s the case, what we’ll need is a disenchantment ritual for you.”

      “And if that’s not the case?” Lilac frowned, confused. But that was the case—couldn’t they skip the part about her eyebrows getting singed, and move on to the second step?

      “All it means is that you’d receive a different kind of remedy,” Ophelia said lightly. “In a way, magic is no different than medicine. We have certain treatments for specific ailments; if you confuse them, consequences could be disastrous.”

      “I’m not… sure I’m following.”

      Ophelia gave an impatient snort. “If your Darkling tongue is the result of an enchantment—in your case, a curse—then, we strip the magic, yes? And if it is not the result of an enchantment, then we add magic to remedy your unwanted ability.”

      “And by drinking this,” Lilac said, prodding the mug, “I become the queen with no eyebrows.” Maybe there was a potion for hair restoration.

      “Drink up. Then, we’ll see.”

      Cupping its warmth, Lilac sniffed nervously as she lifted the mug to her nose. Honeydew, and warmth. Clarity.

      Whatever it led to, it smelled like magic and freedom.

      As Lilac readied herself, straightening in the seat, Ophelia twirled something thin between her fingers. It was a short wooden stick with chunks of purple crystals crudely formed at one end. Humming to herself, she dipped it into the green liquid, stirring the crystals around.

      “Is that part of it, too?” Lilac asked, eyeing the green concoction nervously. The sickly hue looked far less appealing.

      “You must be joking. The cost of faerie’s sugar here is increasing by the year, and I don’t have a princess’ means to fund my indulgences.” Ophelia shrugged, lifting the glass to her lips and smacking them in satisfaction. The liquid glimmered in the firelight. “It’s a wormwood spirit—a specialty of the Low Forest. I prefer to save it for special occasions, and what better way to celebrate servicing the princess? Bottoms up.”

      Lilac took a hesitant sip while Ophelia did the same. It was delicious. Before she knew it, she’d finished the entire thing in four gulps. Her stomach tingled hot, then cold. She slapped her palms over her eyebrows in panic, ready to smother any sudden flames.

      But nothing happened. Nothing at all.

      Ophelia’s lips spread into a grin. “Intriguing.”

      “How long should it take?” Lilac demanded. Sick dread filled her stomach. “It’s delayed.”

      “Its effects are immediate, You Highness.”

      Ophelia studied her, tapping a single black fingernail against the side of her nose. “It’s likely one of those anomalies of nature. Like blond parents producing a dark-haired child.” She shrugged. “Nothing too unusual.”

      “So, my Darkling Tongue… isn’t a curse?”

      “No,” Ophelia answered, sounding mildly shocked herself. “Apparently not. You came out… not wrong, for that isn’t the word. Different.”

      “No.” Lilac gripped the chair arms, unable to process the implications of what any of it meant. “I am not like you,” she spat harshly, unable to swallow the nauseating disbelief. “In any way. I’m human.”

      “I never said you weren’t,” the witch replied dismissively. “As I said, an anomaly.” She leaned back once more to rummage in the cabinet behind her. The doors creaked wide open, and Lilac caught a glimpse of dozens of misshapen bottles filled with potions and powders.

      Reeling, Lilac sat back and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “Don’t go pouting now, princess,” Ophelia said, her voice echoing slightly into the bowels of the cabinet. “There’s still a cure. The tonic you require is actually much simpler than anything designed to remove another practitioner’s magic. Ah, there we go.” She turned back to Lilac, something tiny concealed in her palm. “Magic removal usually requires a disenchantment ritual—which, you were correct upon requesting, because, let’s face it, we’d believed you were cursed. But now we know, all you’ll need is this; easier for me, and quicker for you, I might add.”

      Ophelia unfurled her fingers to reveal a thumb-sized vial of swirling gold liquid, extending her arm across the table so Lilac could see. “In fact, I made a small batch recently. They’re handy to have in stock.”

      “A batch?” Lilac inspected the vial. Although the witch held it perfectly still, the shimmering gold inside thrashed and swam, as if waiting to be released.

      The witch nudged the cabinet doors open further to reveal a row of four identical vials suspended by a rack. “It’s probably my third or fourth most-requested tonic. It’s on the pricier end, sure. But you’d be surprised what folks are willing to part with when matters are desperate.”

      Rage suddenly consumed Lilac. She hadn’t gone through everything—encountered ogres, korrigans, faced Sinclair, been drowned by Morgen, captured by vampires, and nearly imprisoned by the Fair Folk—all for some commoner’s cure.

      “So, you mean to tell me,” she fired, palms prickling, her voice even raising, “that someone’s previously consulted you to remedy a Darkling Tongue?”

      The witch blinked. “Not at all. You’re my only. But my customers come in all the time requesting to change certain traits. Traits they were born with. Things they dislike of themselves and wish to modify. For example, if a brown-haired lass fancied a man with an affinity for blondes. Very easy solution.” Ophelia tapped the side of the vial.

      Born with?

      “Yes, but that isn’t… I mean, I was expecting some sort of, I don’t know. Incantation. A ritual. An offering to the moon or something.” Something more solidifying, putting an end to her near-lifelong heartache. It couldn’t—shouldn’t— have been that easy.

      Irritation flashed briefly across Ophelia’s moon-shaped face. “You’re upset because you feel I have contorted, reduced your circumstances to something trivial. But this is precisely what you’re looking for, is it not? A cure, a quick one, and by any means?”

      “I—”

      “You and I both were under the impression that your unwanted ability was the result of a third party’s sinister magic. Through my tried-and-true trial, this was proved wrong and thus, it is not so. Contrary to what you believe, you have not been duped. Princess Lilac,” Ophelia said dispassionately, clasping her fingers, “the Darkling language is etched in your blood through some peculiarity—a random deviation in nature’s usual course. It happens from time to time; there are babes out there born with two heads or no genitals, princes; you could’ve even been born a troll or shifter or a witch. To me, you’ve won the luck of the draw, all circumstances considered. So, this,” she snapped, tipping the vial sideways. The liquid went haywire. “This is how you rid yourself of it.”

      “And how exactly does it work?” Lilac said, her voice cracking.

      “All you must do, is envision the trait you dislike most about yourself. Concentrate hard, then drink. It acts almost instantly.” Ophelia set the container on the desk in front of Lilac.

      Lilac stared hesitantly. It didn’t sound very promising. Ophelia had just upended everything she’d believed for nearly half her life. She’d never considered anything else, and all the new information was nearly too much to swallow. Ophelia was a gambler and an addict, after all. She was drinking faerie liquer in front of her as they spoke; the witch was delusional at best.

      But Ophelia leaned forward, looking very much sober, and furiously rubbed her temples. “I’m going to have to take one of my own headache elixirs after this ordeal—look, you can either take it, or you can leave it here and be on your way. Whichever you choose will not perturb me in the slightest.”

      Biting her lip, Lilac exhaled in surrender. She was running out of time, running out of time she already didn’t have. “Fine. I’ll take it,” she said, reaching for the vial.

      All this way, for a bottle the size of a swig of brandy.

      But the dazzling cure was yanked out of reach. “Not so fast,” she purred, the gold glitter under her eyes shimmering. “I’d forgotten my own formalities in all the commotion; first, what have you brought me?”

      Lilac’s face reddened, but only for a moment. She silently thanked the Brocéliande heavens for their encounter with Kestrel as she reached into her sack. The black drawstring pouch was still intact—and, as far as she could tell, so was whatever the bag contained.

      Ophelia’s mood seemed to perk up when Lilac handed it over. “You brought me a parting gift after all.” Reaching into the pouch, she withdrew an amber ball of leaves. The witch gasped, displaying the most emotion she had since Lilac’s arrival. “Love in a cage? These aren’t even in bloom yet…” Thrice, she turned the bundle in her palm to examine it. “But how did you…”

      “An acquaintance said you were fond of them,” Lilac explained, gauging the witch’s incredulity as a good sign. She had no clue what on earth love in a cage was, but knew she should be careful with revealing the details of her trip—including contact with the Fair Folk and fraternization with vampires—to Ophelia.

      “But these plants only grow in the Far West, across daunting seas. Unless…” Fingering the leaves, she squinted at Lilac as if seeing her for the first time. “Did Kestrel happen to mention how we met?”

      Her throat went dry. “How did you kn-know,” Lilac stammered, astonished.

      “I suppose not, then.” Ophelia held the bundle in her palm and delicately peeled each leaf back to reveal a glistening golden berry. Love in a cage. Lilac had seen a number of rare and exotic fruit in her lifetime, but never before had she seen this.

      “In the deepest reaches of the Low Forest is Cinderfell, the nest of the Fair Folk, so to speak. There, they covet an enormous orchard, where they grow plants, ferns, and trees from just about every climate on earth. Every fruit and vegetable you can think of, a literal Garden of Eden.” The witch crossed her arms and once-overed Lilac as if gauging her trustworthiness before continuing.

      “Years ago, I’d mustered the courage to explore the Low Forest for the first time when I stumbled upon this very orchard. Intending to forage and escape with my newfound ingredients, I happened upon a young faerie boy choking on a cherry pit. The sound was wretched, there was no mistaking it. No one was around, but I figured letting the brat succumb and risk someone witnessing it would do me more harm than good.” She grinned appreciatively. “After I saved him, Kestrel appeared. Turns out, the boy was Kestrel’s son. Do you know the deep shit I would’ve been in, had I chosen to let him die? Just when I thought the king of the Fair Folk would smite me, he gifted me a berry, just like this. One from his personal garden. It was magic, and ever so powerful.”

      Ophelia’s ochre irises glinted as she sniffed the fruit once more, then tucked it safely into her bosom.

      “What do, erm, faerie berries do?”

      “Never you mind.” Ophelia waved her off, suddenly scooting her chair back with a grating creak. “Let’s have you on your way back to the castle, shall we? You have a ceremony to attend.” Smirking, she pressed the tiny bottle in Lilac’s hands.

      The sensation of butterflies warmed Lilac’s stomach. Right. She nodded in agreement and trailed the witch to the door.

      Lilac turned to her, a small lump forming suddenly in her throat. “Thank you.”

      “No, dear. Thank you—for this.” Ophelia patted the berry, now concealed at her breast.

      As Lilac adjusted her cloak before pulling it tighter around her shoulders, Ophelia’s gaze flickered down for a brief moment before returning. “Intriguing dagger you’ve got there.”

      “Oh, this old thing?” Lilac patted it over the scratchy wool. So now it wanted to behave. “It, er, has a mind of its own. My father had it handed down to him, from who knows who, or when.”

      “Very well.” Seemingly pleased with her answer, Ophelia sighed and wrapped her porcelain fingers around the doorknob. But she paused there and threw the princess the most peculiar look. “Before you depart, your Highness, may I provide you with a bit of unsolicited advice?”

      Lilac cleared her throat. More advice. “You may.”

      Without even trying, the witch seemed to look right into her soul. “What is different is not necessarily dark, and even then, darkness does not equate to wickedness. Even then, I’d rather be perceived as wicked than weak, any day. Women are part heaven and hell, Lilac. It’s a hindrance meant only to bring us power in the end. You’ve made it through the woods in one piece; I’d say you’re capable of wearing both shadow and spark equally well.”

      The princess’s throat tightened further. “That’s so generous of you, Ophelia, but I admit I had help from kindred passersby.”

      “Ah. So, it seems that cursed little gift came in handy, after all.” The witch winked, gently flicking a sharp black nail across Lilac’s nose. “Chin up, princess. Or else, the crown slips.”

      Just when Ophelia gripped the knob once more, a barrage of knocks shuddered the door. Three firm, solemn raps upon the worn mahogany.

      Garin was so impatient. He’d probably wanted to check on her. Half embarrassed, Lilac opened her eyes wide, and she exchanged a feigned look of alarm with one of confusion from Ophelia. The witch yanked the door open, revealing the vampire backing down the steps in a flash of the white and red uniform. The witch groaned, rubbing a hand over her eyes. “Not another one of you! I specifically instructed—”

      “Excuse me, Ophelia? I…” He’d simultaneously spoken out so that her words drowned the start of his timid inquiry.

      But he trailed off. It was all Garin could manage before he turned rigid. His jaw fell slack.

      Lilac watched what little color he had drain quickly from his face.

      To her left, Ophelia let her hand fall and opened her mouth—but upon spotting Garin, Ophelia too, became motionless.

      Two more words were uttered at once, shattering the glacial silence.

      “Garin?”

      “Adelaide.”
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      Garin ducked under the third vial of violent purple flames that tumbled in his direction. A look of fatal rage had gripped the witch once she’d laid eyes on him; as if by instinct, she grabbed a handful of what looked like empty spice bottles from a rack nailed to the back of the door. With a globule of spit into it, the first bottle came alive with a sparkling flame, and Adelaide fired it at her former lover. The illuminated bottle exploded into a violet plume of fire and ash upon impact at his feet.

      “Adelaide!” Garin stumbled back and batted grass off his front. “Let me—”

      “Keep my name and everything else of mine out of that mouth, you bloodsucking bastard,” the witch shrieked into the wind, which had picked up as soon as her fury ignited. It whipped her hair into a black vortex around her face, suddenly abating when she whirled back to the house.

      Lilac could only watch numbly, leaning against the horse for support. Ophelia had been Adelaide all along. She’d sat across Garin’s former flame only minutes ago. Now, she and Garin were dodging the witch’s fireballs.

      Garin started towards her but a ball of purple flames imploded between the two of them, singing the thicket of cat tails that the horse had been munching on. Lilac stumbled backward, losing her balance when the animal retreated in fright. She threw her arms out and caught herself on a nearby tree stump, barely saving herself from the sodden pond bank.

      “And stay away from her, too,” Adelaide spat from her stoop, a batch of new bottles tucked in the crook of her arm.

      “She has nothing to do with this,” Garin shouted back, knees tensed to dodge the next barrage of purple flames.

      “The princess? What are you doing here with her?” Ophelia then whirled on Lilac. “I should turn you into a toad then boil you until you pop! I don’t care who you are.”

      Retreating, Lilac ran her fingers over her belt and felt instinctively for her dagger hilt. The blade clamored violently in its shaft as Ophelia lurched her arm back, a sparkling bottle in hand.

      There was a sudden blur of white; Garin had dashed across the bank to put himself in front of her. “Adelaide, don’t,” he growled at the witch. Then, added bleakly, “Please.”

      Adelaide’s upper lip curled into a snarl. “You dare demand anything of me?” Without hesitation, she whipped another bottle their way. Garin frantically scuttled back, cursing when he barely made it out of the way again.

      “I told you the last we spoke,” Adelaide roared, “if you dared seek me out, I’d destroy you.”

      Garin righted himself, his previously perfect, tousled hair now a tangled mop atop his head. His jaw was set, nostrils flaring; Lilac could tell he was trying with every ounce of effort in him to reign his own emotions in. He adamantly shook his head in protest, loosening a couple twigs in the process. “That’s ridic—you go by an alias, for god’s sake! You’ve warded your cottage walls, I had no idea—”

      “Liar!” Adelaide screeched. “You’re here, aren’t you? In the cold, hard flesh. I uprooted what little I had left and spent years away, trying to reinvent myself, all to forget you and everything you took from me. Moving back was obviously a mistake on my part. How was I to guess just years later, you’d show up with your new toy, who just happens to be the princess.” She spat on the ground, laughing cruelly. “You can both rot in hell.”

      Clutching her stomach with one hand, dagger in the other, Lilac fought the roiling waves of nausea flowing through her. The adrenaline made it extremely difficult to focus on anything but the sickening fear that he’d planned it all along; even if the smallest voice of reason reminded her it wasn’t likely. Garin couldn’t have known where she lived, or that Adelaide was still alive—and how did she look so young, unless that was an illusion, too… Could he? Could he have known?

      Had he, he wouldn’t have waited for Lilac to come along, or any other excuse into Paimpont.

      Ears burning, she considered taking the distanced mare and doing what she could to ride far, far away.

      “Adelaide, listen,” Garin pleaded. “All of this is my fault. Not yours. Not Lilac’s. My mistakes are my own. They’re unforgivable. But now that I’m here, I need to tell you—”

      But he didn’t get to tell her.

      The vampire broke off mid-sentence. He lurched forward in two unsteady steps, as if someone had given him a rough pat on the back.

      He rattled a cough from deep within his chest.

      His frown was barely visible, even in the clear moonlight. Confusion mottling his features, he squinted and brought his fingers to his chest. When he pulled them away, his entire hand was slicked with black.

      In the second it took for him to collapse face-first into the grass, both the princess and witch exchanged glances. All animosity between them fizzled abruptly, and their voices joined in unison for a single, anguished shriek that rang out into the dead of night.

      The sound then faded along with Lilac’s vision, as if she continued to watch the unfolding scene in slow motion and from behind a filthy, judging chapel window.

      Explosions rang out in the distance—and her shaky knees gave way.

      A pair of hands seized Lilac under the arms before she hit the grass. Two soldiers she’d recognized from the castle had bolted into the clearing, brandishing longbows. A blossom of purple fire immediately erupted on the chest plate of one, knocking him down as Adelaide screamed her wrath. The downed sentry never rose again.

      It was a cold sensation against her throat that jostled Lilac back to alertness. Blinking the fog away, she spotted the slumped form across the clearing. It was Garin, still face down in the reeds. Two poles protruded from his back—unmistakable arrows, their barbs deeply embedded in his flesh. Had they been the normal Birchwood arrows the kingdom often used, he would’ve pulled them out and laughed in their faces by now. These were different.

      Blessed Hawthorne bark. Harmful to Darklings, but deadly to vampires.

      Lilac writhed away from the frigid blade pressed against her skin, but in an instant, it was replaced by one of the calloused hands that constricted her.

      “It’s her!” A tinny ringing filled her ears when Sinclair’s unmistakably boisterous tenor boomed from behind her. He pulled her against him, breath reeking of tobacco when his mouth brushed against her ear. “Your flagrant disregard for your kingdom has grown rather tiring, Miss Trécesson,” he whispered. Then, he shoved her down to her knees and put his blade again to her throat.

      “You dare.” Forcing herself to stare ahead at the cottage, the deepening night grew glassy as she blinked the tears back. She refused to look at him as he circled her, his knife still pointed at her throat.

      “Your unattended romp through the woods has extended the kingdom’s threshold of what is and isn’t acceptable quite considerably, dear Lilac.”

      Adelaide gave an unintelligible shout from across the marsh, followed by a flowing string of expletives. Several fallen soldiers lay unmoving in the muddy bank, while a remaining trio of them encircled her. This time, they held flaming arrows at the ready. Adelaide held a sparkling glass bottle above her head threateningly.

      “Throw another, and your entire hut goes up in flames, witch!” The soldier in the center pivoted to aim his bow directly at her straw roof.

      Eyes bulging in the witch’s direction, Lilac cleared her throat repeatedly. Surely Adelaide, who haughtily ignored her, was powerful enough to spellcast—whatever it was called—the soldiers and Sinclair out of the way. But the witch remained oblivious.

      “One of you,” Sinclair directed at the guards behind them. “Hold the girl.” He stepped away, allowing one of them to take his place.

      The guard shifted apprehensively, wrapping his sausage fingers easily around the kneeling princess’ bicep. “Shall I tie her, sir?”

      Lilac willed herself not to blink when Sinclair placed himself in front of her, bending as if she were a child whom he wished to look in the eye. His, to her horror, lacked what little sanity they’d shown before. His prized platinum hair had gone awry, ends sticking out sideways like a haystack that'd been bleached of color.

      “What do you think, Your Highness?” he murmured unblinkingly. When she didn’t speak, he shook his head at the sentry. “I doubt the bitch would be so stupid to try to run from me twice, now that the abomination isn’t here to help her.”

      “How did you find me?” Lilac spat through her teeth.

      “When Renald failed to report, the guards went to his assigned area and followed the breadcrumbs to a lovely little farm out east.”

      Lilac’s pulse accelerated, but she held her jaw steady as Sinclair studied her reaction. He couldn’t know Sable and Jeanare had assisted them, hosted them for a night. They’d be executed on the spot.

      “On the way to resume our search in Paimpont, we noticed strange lights out in the marsh. You can thank the hag for that.” He rested a cold, calloused hand upon her cheek. “It led us here, and now we’re together. All just in time for coronation, then our own little ceremony.”

      “Never.” Revolted, she jerked out from under his touch.

      “Men,” he barked behind her. “Bring the prison wagon ‘round. And make sure those arrowheads are buried in the bloodsucker, then get him and the witch secured in the wagon. Make haste!”

      Two sets of footsteps tromped away—more guards at Sinclair’s command.

      Adelaide stomped and screeched, protesting shamelessly from across the marsh. “Take them and leave me be,” she yelled. “They were paying customers. I want nothing to do with them, or the lot of you.” Like a caged animal, she bared her teeth at the encircling soldiers. “I’ll find your wives and enchant them to eat your children!”

      Sinclair ignored the exasperated glances that the archers threw his way. A horse-drawn carriage with iron-barred windows rolled by and halted next to Adelaide’s hut. “Take her,” he commanded. “We’ll release her once the ceremonies are over. If she’s cooperative in her interrogation, that is. It would be so helpful, for a husband to know just what tends to make his beloved stray.”

      The two guards from the wagon hopped down and drew their swords, creating a tighter circle of five around Adelaide. Helpless and outnumbered, the witch’s gaze flitted between Sinclair, Lilac, and the guards—two of whom still aimed flaming arrows at her hut. She dropped the bottle and jerked toward the nearest trembling soldier waiting to shackle her, causing him to seize and stumble over himself. With a sharp laugh, she rolled her eyes and stomped out of the guards’ circle, seeing herself into the carriage. One of Sinclair’s men followed closely behind her until she clambered inside, while the others turned to fetch Garin.

      Lilac watched in mute horror as they kneeled to yank his arms out from under him. After doubly securing his wrists behind his back with thick shackles, they tossed his body in after Adelaide, then mounted their own horses. Garin’s stolen horse was then secured to the back of the carriage.

      “Let’s go.” The guard at Lilac’s elbow removed his own set of chains from his belt, but Sinclair made a noise.

      “She’ll ride with me.”

      “Sir—”

      “Leave her, Arwen. Anything else she tries will only count against her.”

      Growing heated now, she yanked away from Arwen. “Count against? You have no right to tally against me. Once I’m queen—”

      The corner of Sinclair’s mouth turned down in pity. “Perhaps you don’t know,” he chided, “quite how this works. There’s enough evidence of treason against you to have your entire family locked away. I’m only here searching for you because it is my duty, otherwise I’d be completely fine with you being lost to the Darklings forever. Your chance at becoming monarch has long sailed. You’ll now be my queen. The queen consort, technically.”

      Consort, she thought, blood boiling. Never.

      “Treason? You left me for dead with a vampire!”

      “That vampire, though? That one there?” In a fit of rage, he suddenly reached down and gripped Lilac’s chin. Instinctively, to save her own spine, she allowed him to forced her face toward the wagon. “The one that kidnapped you back at my camp? Taking him to bed is an odd way of showing contempt.”

      Anger and confusion flashed over Lilac’s face before she could catch herself. She’d skipped a beat for less than a split second, but it was enough for Sinclair to notice.

      “Did I forget to mention? Sable and Jeanare send their well wishes.”

      “What did you do with them?” Lilac demanded.

      “They’re safe at home. For now, until court calls for their arrest and execution. That will be fun to watch, no?” He held his hand out to her while Arwen led the last steed closer before mounting the driver’s seat of the carriage. “Come now.”

      She swallowed thickly, her throat locked. Thanks to Garin, Jeanare had no recollection of their visit, and Sable couldn’t possibly have said anything. Unless it was urgent. Unless it was to spare their lives.

      “Never.” Lilac’s lips trembled as she spoke in quiet fury. “I’ll have your head for this. My parents would never agree.”

      “But they’ve already welcomed me into your family, my sweetheart.” He raised his eyebrows, as if in disbelief that she could think otherwise. “You made your stance quite clear when you disappeared, which I now know was of your free will.”

      Lilac began to shake, her skin crawling with both hot and cold. It was all she’d ever wanted—to become the queen. The witch’s letter had suddenly inspired her seek freedom, made her believe she could become a leader her parents and kingdom would be proud of. After her time in Brocéliande, her hopes and dreams for reform included the Darkling community as well.

      Now, none of those aspirations would come to fruition.

      Sinclair sighed pityingly once more. “You poor, tiresome little thing. You’re not in any kind of trouble. Not if you comply. Your parents and your kingdom—our kingdom, awaits. Come now.”

      Lilac stared numbly at the Marquis’ outstretched palm. Behind him, the expanse of marsh suddenly appeared vast and empty. A soft breeze tangled the waterlilies in the reeds and ruffled wisps of her hair, which no longer smelled of lavender sprigs, nor of Garin. This feeling, the gaping void in her chest, was agonizing. It was familiar and foreign all the same. She was the furthest thing from an untamable, feral flame; no, she was but an ember in a sputtering fire.

      For the first time since she’d escaped into the Brocéliande wilderness, she felt small.

      Insignificant.

      And alone.

      Managing to nod, Lilac detachedly placed herself into the very arms that had once pinned her down so that their owner could attempt to take everything he’d wanted and more. Despite how hard she fought, it seemed that he would succeed in the end, after all.
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      For most of their journey, they traveled the main road that Lilac had first been so careful to avoid. Winding around the denser parts of the forest, traveling that way would have cut her trip on foot considerably, by a few days at least; at the steady trot maintained on horseback, they’d be there by sunrise. They only resumed a woodland journey when they came up on a crowd of townsfolk; Sinclair directed the driver around, probably wishing to avoid drawing attention. Until then, Lilac had forgotten that a handful of prominent villagers and shopkeepers were invited to witness her ascension, too. She was thankful for the dark, and that any travelers who might’ve seen her probably either didn’t notice or care enough to inspect the miniature royal caravan further while navigating in their late-night stupor.

      Lilac half hoped a random ogre would appear to smash the carriage, inadvertently setting them free. She rode sitting as far from Sinclair as was possible with two riders occupying a single saddle, only grabbing at his robe when their horse jerked unexpectedly from a rat in the road. He remained uncharacteristically silent during the ride; Lilac wasn’t sure whether she should’ve been grateful or concerned. Perhaps he hoped that she would tip off at some point and break her spine, relinquishing the throne to him once and for all. The creatures of Brocéliande remained strangely quiet as they passed through, save the occasional rustling foliage and proclamation from the owls.

      A pair of front guards on horseback quickly led the haphazard caravan, one with a torch and the other with an arrow at the ready. The carriage driven by Arwen came next, followed by Renald’s steed and two more archers, Sinclair and Lilac, and then a final rearguard. They plodded along in orderly fashion, pausing only once to let the horses sip from the creek. Depending on which way the path turned, what little moonlight filtered through the trees illuminated Adelaide’s wild-eyed sneer between the bars on the rear window. As much as she loathed Sinclair, Lilac was thankful he hadn’t made her ride with the unstable witch.

      Just when her head began to teeter upon her shoulders at the sway of their horse’s rump, eyelids grown unbearably heavy, a quad of familiar brick turrets pierced the treetops ahead. The fortress appeared black against the gentle violet of early dawn. For the first time in what seemed like ages, Lilac would be awake to observe the magnificent sunrise.

      If only the circumstances were different.

      The cart jerked to a halt in front of them so abruptly even Sinclair seemed caught off guard; yanking the reigns, he steered their horse off to the side to keep from running into the carriage. Yawning, Lilac observed they had emerged to the right of the castle, behind the queen’s rose hedges and her bedroom tower. They stopped in front of two low grated windows flanking a shallow flight of stairs leading down to an iron-wrought door. The dungeon exit.

      Sinclair dismounted the horse and snapped his fingers. “Get them inside. We don’t want anyone seeing her with these vagabonds. After today, hopefully she won’t have to deal with them ever again.”

      Under his watch, the guards followed suit and retrieved a glowering Adelaide, whose hands now hung cuffed in front of her. Garin’s limp form swung from the other guard’s shoulder when he emerged from the carriage. When the last guard approached Lilac, she kicked, missing his helmeted head by centimeters.

      “Don’t you touch me.” She gripped the leather saddle for support and carefully swung her right leg back, catching her balance as she lowered herself onto the grass.

      Lilac had been through the dungeon a few times, but only to sneak out to her mother’s rose garden between guard rounds. Now, she was a prisoner herself. Tears welled in her eyes. In a daze, she followed the guards and their prisoners into the dank, stone hallway, almost ducking beneath the low ceiling. Cells had been hewn into the rock on either side of the hall, now reminding her chillingly of the vampire mine. Several prisoners stared blearily from behind bars as the group passed by before leaving them in darkness again. One man reached through the bar as they approached, but a guard knocked his hand aside, and the man cowered away with a whimper.

      With a squeaky groan, one guard opened a cell to the right and gestured Adelaide into it. “You get the only cell with a window, witch. Consider yourself fortunate.”

      Ophelia spat in her guard’s face before being slapped and shoved into the cell so hard that she slammed into the back wall. Reeling she slumped to the floor beneath the dungeon window, an opening about the height of a palm that spanned most of the cell wall. Lilac’s father had once told her it had been carved to bring airflow to the prisoners.

      The guard carrying Garin shoved past Lilac, tossing him to the floor in the room opposite Adelaide. His head smacked the stone floor with a loud crack, the arrows still buried deep in his flesh. Lilac stifled a sob.

      “Something the matter?” Sinclair’s voice drawled lazily in her ear.

      “Is he…”

      “Alive? I mean, in the undead sense, sure. But not for long.”

      Sinclair nodded to the guard behind her, who grabbed onto her arm. Grinning, he approached the facedown vampire. He placed his foot upon Garin’s back and grasped the arrow shaft closest his heart. Leaning over the vampire body, Sinclair shoved downward and gave it a violent twist.

      “Stop!” Lilac lunged forward, straining against the guard. “Adelaide,” she pleaded, tearing her gaze away and peering through the cell opposite him—but the witch only watched Sinclair in stoic silence.

      Everyone, including the other malnourished prisoners, glanced questioningly at Lilac’s outburst.

      “They haven’t done anything wrong,” she blurted. “Garin hasn’t done anything but help me on my way to Paimpont. I’d ordered him to.”

      “Blasphemy,” Sinclair uttered, gripping the arrow tighter and narrowing his eyes. “You’re clearly a traitor—”

      “No,” Lilac insisted angrily through her tears. “I only… I wanted to be a more suitable queen. And my visit to the witch—”

      “The name’s Ophelia,” she snapped from her cell.

      “My visit with Ophelia was only to benefit the kingdom. To benefit you. I want to be an obedient spouse to you, Sinclair,” she lied. “One you won’t be ashamed to walk beside.”

      “That’s odd,” Sinclair replied dubiously. “Considering you’ve despised me since the day we met.”

      Wrong. She’d disliked him since the day they met; she’d despised him after he’d assaulted her. She hated taking on such a subservient pretense, even in her lies… but she’d do anything to save Garin.

      “Despite what you might think of me, I’m not stupid, Sinclair,” she explained slowly, aware of the witch’s eyes now on her. “Though the news of giving up my role as monarch wasn’t easy to hear, I agree it would be better to reign beside you than not at all. In Paimpont, Ophelia created a draught for me. To get rid of my Darkling Tongue for good.”

      Sinclair watched as Lilac pulled the small vial from her pocket. Every eye in the room shifted from her to the golden liquid, glinting in the torchlight.

      “That’s not possible. You can’t—” Scoffing, he spun to exchange glances with the small crowd of guards and chained onlookers, but no one else seemed to share his amusement. “Can she do that?”

      Fingers shaking, Lilac took a deep breath and pulled on the tiny cork stopper. She froze, every hair on the back of her neck raising. Despite everything, despite all the obstacles she’d barely scraped past for the measley remedy… Suddenly, the last thing she wanted to do was take the potion. She knew deep down, and perhaps it’s what she should’ve known all along, that using her ability to help Brocéliande would mean more to her than salvaging her own reputation.

      But at this point, she’d do anything to save Garin’s life. Even if it meant sidling up to the real kingdom’s monster.

      In one fluid motion, she raised it to her lips and swallowed the contents in one gulp. It tasted like strawberries and sunlight, made the soles of her feet tingle hot—then cold. She shut her eyes, waiting for something more tangible to happen. When nothing did, she reopened them in confusion.

      Sinclair was staring hard at her. Eventually, his expression softened. “Incredible. A show of faith from my bristling bitch of a bride.”

      What a fucking compliment.

      Lilac squared her shoulders. “As I said, the vampire was only involved because, upon meeting, I ordered him to take me to Paimpont. It was either he’d do that, or I would have him swiftly executed. He helped me, and for that, I’d like to let him live. Both he and the witch,” she added hastily, feeling Ophelia’s furious glare.

      Sinclair’s hand hesitated on the arrow shaft. But instead of thrusting the Hawthorne deeper and into Garin’s heart as she’d feared, Sinclair dug his heel into the vampire’s back for leverage and yanked both out.

      “I’ll spare him an immediate death. He should wake in a few minutes’ time. Luckily, witch,” he said, turning to Adelaide after exiting and locking Garin’s cell door, “you’ll get a front row seat to the fiery demise. You seemed to have it out for him at the marsh. Well, here you go.”

      Horrified, Lilac and Adelaide both followed his gaze. Through the narrow window in Adelaide’s cell—which opened to the east, just as her balcony had—the sky was brightening. Garin’s cell sat directly across from it. The bars were impossibly stout and thick, and there was no source of blood, dead or warm, for him to draw strength from—and even if there were, it surely wouldn’t provide him enough strength to break free. There was no escape for him, no shadowed corner to recoil into. The sunlight, albeit in a narrow strip, would eventually cover every corner of the cell over the course of morning.

      “But—”

      “But what?” Sinclair answered, poorly masking the impatience in his tone. “Shall we get rid of him now? I’ll stake him myself, if you’d like.”

      She silently shook her head and willed herself not to gag.

      Not only had she ingested the potion for no reason. She’d failed to save him. Despite their rough start, Garin had protected her throughout her entire journey—and this was how she’d repay him. Death—a final death, perhaps one not even the two most powerful women in the kingdom could prevent. Another execution she could not stop, this time of a Darkling—a man—she loved. Through the hot tears, she glanced at Adelaide, who’s ochre eyes glimmered distantly with their own remorse. The witch finally spared her a slow, meaningful glance.

      Please, Lilac begged silently. Anything for him.

      Sinclair grunted to acknowledge the guards. “Gentlemen. This is where we leave you. Keep a close eye on these two. Well, the witch, after the vampire’s gone. He shouldn’t be trouble for much longer. Princess?” He held his arm out jovially. “Let’s get you to your tower, shall we? The kingdom awaits.”

      But Lilac wasn’t listening. Like Ophelia, she didn’t utter a word.

      She was distracted, burrowed between fragments of imagination and memory.

      Garin, she thought as forcefully as she could while Sinclair pulled her out of the dungeon, up into the quiet and dark castle.
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      Although the fireplace in the main hall crackled, on the verge of sputtering and surrendering to the coming sunlight, the stone walls stood mute, drawing a frigid dampness into her bones. Passing servants either did a double take, or blushed and scrambled the opposite way as she numbly allowed Sinclair to pull her through the back hallways and past the main entrance. She was accustomed to the wary stares and, before her journey, would resort to sheepishly ducking out of the way as quickly as possible. This time, she firmly met each and every one of their gazes.

      Her parents weren’t among the surprised crowd of spectators, but she expected no less; they were likely in their own tower being prepped and primed themselves. She wondered if they even knew she’d been found.

      No, of course they knew. Their daughter’s prolonged absence was no reason to forego or skimp on pre-coronation formalities, she thought to herself bitterly. She forced her shoulders back and cocked her chin a bit higher. No matter the morning’s outcome, she would not give Sinclair or his family the satisfaction of her defeat.

      A show of emotion was as good as surrender. And she was done surrendering for a lifetime.

      The last room they had to pass was the kitchen; Hedwig looked as if she’d seen a spectre when they’d turned the corner. Eyes wide as a saucer, she clutched her heaving chest and bent to retrieve the drying rag she’d dropped.

      Lingering behind just a second, Lilac could only stare apologetically.

      Later, she mouthed to the shaken cook, whose bottom lip trembled in agreement.

      “Back to work, Harriett,” Sinclair said, before ushering Lilac upstairs.

      Her tower bedroom was just as she had left it, save her now-discarded expanse of haphazard escape rope, and the lack of pungent burning hair. Although she’d hoped to find her mother or at least her father there, a pair of older handmaidens waited instead, springing to their feet at her arrival. Sinclair left her with a revoltingly moist peck on the cheek, which she hadn’t had the energy to dodge.

      She was ushered into the room, in passing catching a glimpse of herself in her vanity mirror. As she stared at her reflection, she knew no amount of powder would suffice in masking the fading purple splotch on her jaw, nor the shadows beneath her penetrating eyes. The hair atop her head was a crow’s next, though at least the ends of her mangled braid were no longer matted with dried blood. Still, she stared on, a slow smile tugging up at the corners of her mouth. Lilac liked the look of being pretty, but it wasn’t anything like the glow of being ravaged by the forest that had swallowed her whole, then spat her back out. She was a survivor, and she’d wear ugly like a minx shawl if that meant letting it show.

      Lilac barely managed to mumble one-word answers as the silver-haired maids awkwardly inquired about her wellbeing. The only thing she cared to speak up about was her dagger, insisting that they wrap it carefully in its original leather shawl and place back in her bedside drawer. They then coaxed her into the tub and washed her hair, scrubbing vigorously at her fingernails and tear- and grime-streaked cheeks.

      Once upon a time, the warm water and lavender suds would have soothed all off her woes. But her mind was back in Garin’s cell, banging against the bars of regret as he lay motionless beside her. In her mangled desperation to convince Sinclair to believe the lies she’d fed him, she’d consumed her only bottle of Adelaide’s draught without a second thought or moment to prepare. Had it even worked? She couldn’t force her brain to form any words in the Darkling Tongue on demand, but instead of taking that as confirmation the potion had done its job, she realized dispassionately that she no longer cared.

      All she could focus on was Garin.

      As time passed, Lilac’s stomach knotted further. How much longer until daybreak? What were her options? Were there even any options left? Could the witch help him—would she? Oddly, her disdain toward Adelaide slowly disintegrated, as she hoped with all her heart the witch would find it in hers to help the creature she so despised.

      After squeezing Lilac into a laced bodice, the maids helped her into a sweeping white and gold gown, complete with diamonds around her neck and topaz on her ears. It seemed an eerie ode to the canary yellow dress she’d worn on her birthday so long ago. One maid held out a dainty white pillow with her tiara, gold with emerald and pearl trimmings, resting on top. With a prolonged sigh, she picked up the symbol of all she was about to surrender—and all she would obtain.

      No.

      Suddenly, she pulled away from the bewildered maid, who was in the middle of braiding her hair, and strode out onto her balcony with the train of her dress sweeping out behind her.

      “Your Highness!” the maids squeaked in unison. The plumper one rushed out after her, peeking anxiously at the ground below as she clutched her bonnet, hooked nose wrinkling with concern. “Be careful, please. Your guests are filling in across the bridge. No one should see you before the ceremony.”

      Lilac ignored this, her eyes glued to the horizon. The tip of the sun was visible, but not quite over the trees yet. I

      t wouldn’t be long now. It would rise enough to char him, inch by excruciating inch.

      No, she thought again firmly, this time using the rising hysteria to her advantage. Of course, there was something she could do. Even if it was something as miniscule as providing a distraction for the guards, just long enough for her to make a last dash for Garin and Ophelia. She’d find the extra ring of cell keys buried somewhere in the dungeon, or she’d coax them off a guard.

      She bit her lip.

      “Ladies,” she called out, letting the tightness in her throat cinch her voice. “I’m feeling rather ill.”

      “Your Highness,” one trilled from behind her, while the other nearly tripped over her own curtsey. “Would you fancy a cup of tea?

      “Or something to eat? You must be famish—”

      “No,” Lilac snapped poshly. “I’d like the both of you to leave me be until after the ceremony; your overbearing urge to please me only nauseates me further. And don’t,” she added, feeling more horrible with every poisonous word, “do not wait on me from outside my door. It’s stifling in here. I need some room to breathe.”

      Following an impressive double curtsey, Lilac waited until the door shut behind them before rushing over to her knapsack. She made a note to apologize to them later, but only after everything was said and done.

      When she’d found what she needed and stowed it away in her bosom, she hiked up the ends of her gilded dress and bolted out of her room, down the stairs as fast as her bare feet would carry her.

      She peeked around the corner; as she’d expected, the grand entrance was now clear and the first floor of the castle mostly empty, except for the guards who usually covered the inner dungeon door. Everyone had joined the crowd out front, waiting for her ceremony to begin. She held her breath and listened intently; by the distant voices floating into the kitchen, she could tell the guards were still at post—and, as usual, not paying attention to a damn thing.

      Lilac found it without trouble; the kitchen firewood was stacked in the corner between the pantry and the wall, as it had been for as long as she could remember. Even better, it had recently been replenished—the pile was almost as tall as she.

      Now was her chance, the one and only she’d get to save Garin. Heart thundering in her chest, she reached down the front of her dress and pulled out the tiny matchbox.

      She glanced left and right, her fingers trembling so terribly that she’d come close to dropping the box while trying to ignite the sticks. The first one she drew broke in half; the second fell out of her hand and was lost in the soot and sawdust at her feet.

      She took a long, deep swallow of air to calm her quaking joints. As she slowly expelled the air in a conkorriganed breath, she struck the third match—the tiny flame igniting as fast as it died. Cursing under her breath, Lilac tossed it into the wood stack.

      Before she could reach into the box for another, a burly hand landed on her shoulder. “Princess?”

      Her heart nearly stopped—then sank.

      She hastily stuffed the matchbox back into her bosom and spun slowly.

      The blurry lone guard behind her blinked concernedly. “Your Royal Highness?” he said timidly, his cherub face reddening when she spun on him. He hastily removed his arm from her shoulder. He was younger, probably younger than her. And new. “Are you well?”

      Lilac sniffed, the tears coming hot now. She eyed the guard, even considering knocking the wind out of him for a fraction of a moment. He was barely taller than her, she could take him. The only thing stopping her was knowing an act of violence—one more disparaging scandal—would surely remove her from the royal picture for good. Then, her journey through the woods, and Garin’s death, would surely have been for naught.

      “I’m just nervous, is all.” She wiped her tears with the back of her hand. Though no one would ever know it, every last drop of her tears was for the vampire in the cell.

      “My apologies, Your Highness,” the guard said, shifting awkwardly. “They’ve sent for you, and I didn’t find you upstairs in your room. But if you’d like, I can tell them—”

      Lilac shook her head to stop him. “I’m ready.”

      Silently, she took his arm.

      She was ready. To take her position, to rid the Le Tallecs of the power they’d abused time and time again. This time, they’d be held accountable for a wrongful Darkling death. They’d pay.

      As they climbed the east tower stairs, up toward the keep, the pair froze. A loud rumble was heard from down below.

      “Fire!”

      Fire.

      The word, bellowed by multiple guards all at once, rang from the dungeon door, across the grand hall, through the kitchen and up the stairs. Choking back a sob, Lilac covered her ears with her palms and bolted ahead of the bewildered young guard.

      Garin was gone.
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      Adelaide

      Adelaide sat under the window, ankles tucked beneath her. Squinting hard, she ran her hands along the floor in search of another minuscule rock or piece of dried mud to flick at Garin’s head. When he hadn’t moved in the minutes after the arrows were removed, she’d started to worry. Then, the vampire began to snore audibly—something she didn’t miss in the slightest. She then whispered a pretend incantation in gibberish, watching the guards outside her cell shift uncomfortably until they finally decided to take post outside of the dungeon doors.

      For some “fresh air.”

      The next pebble hit the vampire square in the forehead, and with a loud snort he jerked awake. Sitting up, his expression changed from one of confusion to apt fury when he noticed the bars. Then, his gaze fell upon Adelaide. In a blink he was at his cell door, hands braced against the rusting constraints. They wouldn’t budge.

      “What have you done? Why am I in here? And where’s the princess?”

      She might as well let him burn. “Nice to see you, too. I’m trapped too, genius. They jailed us, then the Le Tallec runt took her into the castle. The ceremony should begin soon. Within the hour, I’d say.”

      Garin groaned and cradled his head in his hands.

      She crossed her arms, leering at him. “That’s all I get, then? After all these years, no ‘hey, you look great’?”

      “I was hoping to skip the dungeon small talk, but yes, you do, Adelaide. You look rather lovely for your age, in fact.”

      Adelaide bristled at the compliment. “And, aren’t you going to ask me how?”

      Garin sighed. “I’d love to know your skincare routine. It’s obviously the most pressing matter at hand.” With a grunt of frustration, he slammed his head against the bars with force that would have instantly crushed any human skull.

      “I did the Faerie king a favor,” she answered, ignoring his sarcasm and posing deftly with her chin in her palm. “In exchange, he gave me a magical fruit, and with it I wished for every decade in my aging process to match one year’s time. Of course, basic skincare counts. Milk and honey baths, calendula serum, sticking to my marsh and keeping out of the sun…”

      “That last one is my secret as well. Works wonders.”

      “Does it now?” Adelaide said, twisting her torso to glance back at the brightening window behind her.

      Garin’s jaw fell slack, and all traces of mirth instantly vanished.

      Serves him right, Adelaide thought grimly. He had absolutely no right to pester her with his senile sarcasm.

      He examined the window and then turned to examine his cell. Upon finding no shelter, he whirled back to Adelaide. “Bugger me.”

      As if on cue, the first thin beams of sunlight slipped through the narrow window. The line of light illuminated floating dander at the front of Garin’s cell. Adelaide watched with indifference as Garin failed to step back in time.

      A spiral of smoke drifted from his exposed knuckles. Releasing a guttural roar, he clutched his hand to his chest and scooted to the back of the cell.

      “Fuck,” he mumbled, sucking on a knuckle as if it would heal him faster.

      Adelaide suppressed a grin.

      “They can’t do this,” he bellowed at the slowly encroaching strip of sunlight. “This is inhumane!”

      “Oh? And the things you’ve done to others weren’t?”

      “This isn’t the time,” he said, pacing like a caged animal. “Can’t you use your shawl? Cover the window up?”

      “This,” she said, holding her arm out, “is silk from an Orb Weaver, dyed with squid ink.”

      “What happened to your fox fur?”

      Adelaide raised a black brow. “You always loved that piece on me. And off me,” she added sweetly, ignoring his scowl.

      “Adelaide,” he snarled.

      “Alas, the sun would burn right through this one, I’m afraid. It is much too thin.”

      He glared, his lips curled away from his teeth as if he were about to say something cutting. But then, the vampire slumped to the floor against the far wall in defeat. “I’m sorry.”

      “What was that? I couldn’t quite hear you.”

      “I said I’m sorry.”

      She looked up, finally. “Save it, Trevelyan.”

      “For everything,” he continued quietly. “For hurting you—”

      Her perpetual scowl suddenly did a poor job at concealing her emotion.

      “Hurting me? You killed my parents. My sister—” Her voice broke. She stood abruptly, angrily blinking through the beginnings tears that wouldn’t flow and no longer caring about the state of her appearance, nor the shawl hanging half off her shoulders in disarray.

      She yearned for this day. Watching the sunlight burn right through him would be a treat.

      “I—”

      “And don’t you say you didn’t mean to,” she shot back, waves of long-suppressed anger surging in her heaving chest. “Nobody ever means to do anything that dreadful, do they? No one is that evil, and I refuse to believe any creature I once loved was. But it doesn’t erase the fact that it happened. I allowed you into my life at the denial of my parents—yet this happened to them, at your hands.”  

      Every bone, every aching joint in Adelaide’s body ached to destroy him as she strode toward the gate. She held his desperate gaze steadfast, gripping the bars with her slender fingers. “My family’s demise might have been my own doing, vampire, but it is you who deserves to burn.”

      “Adelaide,” he said, shaking his head helplessly, “I have nothing to say to defend myself. That much I know. I made a horrible mistake. You told me to never follow you. I respected your wishes, only hoping we’d eventually cross paths. Now, I wish I’d been brave enough to seek you out. I had no idea you were only at the edge of the Paimpont.”

      “Your lot doesn’t belong in that poor town,” she seethed. “Not after what you did to it. It wasn’t a mere vicissitude of nature, Garin. Your coven committed murder. Catastrophe.”

      “I take full responsibility for all of it,” Garin said, his eyes shifting darkly in the remaining shadow. He spoke hurriedly. “I’m not asking you to save me. Just know, the day of the raid, I asked you to meet me at our grotto as soon as I learned of Laurent’s plans. It was so out of character for him, I was taken aback. I was a coward and didn’t know how to tell you the truth—all I knew was that you needed to be as far from the village and your farm as possible. Somewhere safe. When you were on your way to the meet me, I went to your parents’ house hoping to finally introduce myself and inform them, but your father instantly knew what I was. In trying to defend your sister and mother, he picked up a blade much too big for him, and he struggled with it. I tried to calm him and retrieve the weapon, but he fell back and slashed his hand on a hearthstone. Then we fought.”

      Adelaide had her eyes shut. Whether she closed or opened them, all she could see was the bloody disarray before her. She was a terrified and furious young woman back in her mother’s kitchen once more. He’d lost control.

      Garin shuddered. “I couldn’t help myself, Adelaide.” His eyes bore searchingly into hers. “I am well aware of the pain I’ve caused you. It doesn’t—shouldn’t mean anything to you. But I am sorry.”

      By now, the sunlight was just moments from reaching his outstretched legs. She waited for him to yank them back, but instead, he seemed mesmerized by the light. “I can die peacefully now, though,” he murmured. He closed his eyes, his anguished features rearranging to something like peace.

      Adelaide clenched her fists. No. He wasn’t getting off that easy.

      “You fancy the princess,” she said, calm as her tensed throat would allow.

      He frowned, jerked from his reverie. “That doesn’t—”

      “Oh, I wasn’t asking. Simply stating fact.” Furiously sniffling the rest of her tears away, she coldly returned to the back of her cell. “You’ve been stuck between groveling for my forgiveness and chasing a moronic affection for the mortal monarch. Watching that struggle is far more entertaining than seeing you suffer for a mere five seconds in a ball of smoke and flame.”

      At this, Garin peeked a single eye open. He folded his legs away from the sunlight, buying himself a few minutes more.

      Suddenly, he glanced up. “Speaking of smoke… do you smell that?”

      Adelaide took a deep breath. There was no time for his deluded ponderings. She’d make the right choice, or spend the remainder of her long life regretting the decision. Either way, now was the only time to act.

      “Guards!” she suddenly shrieked, her soul-shattering shrill causing Garin and all the other drowsy inmates to startle. When there was no answer, she stuck a hand into the lace at her bosom and pulled out one last, tiny glass bottle, concealed where no man dared check.

      Garin barely had time to turn his face and recoil toward the wall before she spit into the bottle and chucked it at Garin’s cell door. The deafening explosion rocked the entire dungeon, the familiar flash followed by brilliant violet smoke. A thick smattering of dust and rubble rained down from the ceilings, drawing an uproar from the prisoners. Finally, a loud shout and the clang of iron-wrought doors banging open sounded from the far end of the hallway.

      “You’re mad!” Garin exclaimed through the clouds.

      But as the stomping boots of castle guards mixed with their confused calls in the thick layers of smoke and upended dungeon dust, Adelaide shut her eyes tight and concentrated before uttering the words she never thought she’d hear herself say.

      “I forgive you, Garin Austol Trevelyan.”

      She didn’t need to see through the smoke to guess what would happen next.

      Guttural screams echoed through the dungeon. Screams of a fire, and screams for their lives. Then, through the smoke, drops of liquid scarlet splattered across the toes of her black boots. Her wicked smile only grew wider.

      His blood curse was one problem, but the sunlight was another. Cackling madly to herself, she pulled the ball of leaves from her pocket. Garin would owe her.

      The vampire and the newly appointed queen would both owe her for as long as they lived.

      “Long live Her Majesty,” she whispered, before allowing her eyelids to droop once more. Grinning madly, she sank her teeth into the glistening berry.
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      Throughout the first few minutes of introductions and formalities, Lilac stared ahead, fingers numb and insides empty. She didn’t even bother with the pretend smile she’d mastered in her years spent captive. The surge of crippling fear that had plagued her through Brocéliande was replaced with a searing, slow burning guilt.

      Looking down at the foreign royalty, ambassadors, and members of clergy seated in the front row, then at the gathered villagers behind them, there was an unreal sense of futility. It was as if her journey into the forest had never occurred to begin with. She would be forced to marry Sinclair, be crowned his consort; what had become her only option was the very one that never should’ve been an option to begin with.

      And Garin—Garin, she thought, her chest hollow and throat constricted, had suffered a horrid fate no one deserved.

      With her Darkling Tongue gone and Sinclair as monarch, she would never be able to make the impact that she’d intended to as queen. The dream she’d had of inciting peace amongst the Darklings and humans had never felt more important to her than in that moment—when it was no longer a possibility at all.

      She stared emptily into the trees, hoping they would reveal to her a path forward. A path to revenge.

      Beside her, Sinclair cleared his throat to grab her attention and jerked his head toward the Cardinal, who was reading out the coronation prelude: a lengthy, repetitive monologue that glorified Lilac’s family and confirmed one’s genealogical validity of the right to rule.

      Behind them, her parents watched warily alongside the duke and Vivien. Her mother, paler than usual, had yet to acknowledge her, while her father hastily looked away when she caught him examining her. In contrast, the duke and duchess watched with scrutiny.

      Lilac ignored them.

      At least the villagers hadn’t brought any angry signs or pitchforks… none that she could see from that distance, anyway. It was probably due, in part to how quickly word had spread of Sinclair’s ascension to kingship in the same ceremony.

      When it came time for the priest to give his rite of blessing, the king and queen took their symbolic seats upon the pedestal behind them while The Le Tallecs took their seats off to the side. She and Sinclair were then prompted to turn around, Sinclair standing slightly ahead of her; the high priest would face them and have his back to the crowd while they recited their oaths to everyone. In the moment, she was relieved that Sinclair stood in front of her, acting as a sort of barrier between her and everyone else while her mind raced.

      Just one kick. A maddening jolt of hysteria rose into her chest, making her ears ring. He would simply tumble off the battlement to an instant death below. She could regain her title as monarch, then.

      Wasn’t that how it worked, since she was apparently so expendable?

      When the bell tower chimed, an older gentleman donned in white emerged from the keep door to their left. A silver-plated bulb hung from the end of a thin chain in his hand, dusting the air with stifling frankincense and myrrh as he swung it back and in forth in unison with his cadence. Behind him, the holy procession followed—first, the priest with his golden, jewel encrusted chalice, hood concealing his face in a billowing purple robe. Behind him trailed a servant who cradled two crowns atop a wide, velvet pillow, and last came the scribe, dutifully carrying the scroll containing a transcription of the very Oath they’d take, and the quill they’d sign with—pronouncing she and Sinclair Le Tallec rulers together.

      Lilac couldn’t hold her composure any longer. The tears came freely now. Pretending to be bothered by the blinding morning sun, she glanced down through her damp lashes so no one would see—especially the priest, who took his position directly in front of them.

      She had failed. She’d failed her parents, who were minutes away from handing centuries of tradition and reign over to the Le Tallecs. She failed Garin, who’d perished in vain—and all because of her. She’d failed Freya… And, least surprisingly, she’d failed herself.

      “All rise in honor of Lord Sinclair Le Tallec and Her Royal Highness, Lilac Trécesson.”

      Lilac froze with her head down. She had gone mad after all. The priest had spoken, and he sounded almost like Garin—save the musty Latin accent.

      Only when a strange choking noise emitted from Sinclair did she dare peek up to meet a pair of shockingly youthful eyes, shadowed and visible only to the pair in proximity. The priest smiled from depths of his purple hood, and beside her, Sinclair let out a disbelieving snarl.

      “Impossible.”

      It was impossible. With that, she agreed.

      Upon closer inspection, she noted the way the dangling sleeves draped over the priest’s arms. His black boots peeked out from under the robe, as if its original owner was perhaps stouter, and considerably plumper. This left his wrists and large hands exposed; there, his skin was smooth porcelain instead of the painful raw char he’d acquired upon his cheek just yesterday, near the Trevelyan farmhouse window.

      The priest’s solemn smile grew into a pompous grin when she blinked stupidly, the residual tears plopping and soaking into her laced bodice.

      It was Garin—wickedly handsome as ever, standing in broad daylight. His perfect teeth glinted in the sun as he spoke.

      “Been quite the morning, hasn’t it, Your Highness?” Garin’s voice lilted in his forged diction. “A mysterious kitchen fire, then all that commotion in the dungeon.” He clicked his tongue thoughtfully and winked at Sinclair. “Shame there weren’t more guards on post. You both should consider hiring a royal fire brigade.”

      Fire? She inhaled sharply. Her plan had worked. But how on earth did he manage to escape if she was unable to carry out the rest of it?

      Lilac suppressed a tremulous giggle with difficulty.

      Sinclair’s face reddened further. “You,” he breathed, so low that Lilac barely heard it.

      Garin, of course, picked it up loud and clear. He lifted a curious brow. “Something the matter, Your Grace?” he chimed. “Anything to add before we proceed?” Then, quieter. “It’s normal to feel apprehensive, you know. Bit of cold feet?”

      Sinclair’s hands shook, balling into purpling fists. Lilac thought he might hit Garin. She almost wished he’d try. Surely that’d spark a bigger scandal than her Darkling Tongue. She could hear the town crier now.

      Marquis punches priest! Priest maims marquis!

      However, shake as he did, Sinclair’s feet remained firmly planted. If he attempted anything at all, Garin would kill him in the blink of an eye and be gone before anyone knew what’d happened.

      “Very well.” Garin’s voice then rose so all could hear. “Ladies and gentlemen, His and Her Majesty. We are here to mark the end of one successful Trécesson era, and the momentous birth of Lord Le Tallec and Her Royal Highness Trécesson’s kingship. They will both drink from this coronation chalice, as all the kings and queens of Brittany before them have done. They will drink to good health, to each other, and to their blessed reign upon this earthly kingdom. Finally, by reciting the Coronation Oath, they shall complete their royal ascension.”

      Meticulously, the vampire drew a violet cloth from his robe pocket and wiped the brim of the chalice, back and forth slowly, just as all priests would while performing the Eucharist. Lilac sank her teeth into her bottom lip to keep from giggling at Garin’s supreme solemnity. She couldn’t quite comprehend just what was unfolding before her very eyes.

      Maybe he’d toss Sinclair off the rampart for her.

      “All those in favor, please hold your tongues. If anyone stands in opposition, please speak now.” His voice boomed, carrying through the still morning, across the battlement and down to the crowd gathered below. Lilac shifted uncomfortably, knowing over half the townsfolk who attended had probably come to support Sinclair.

      “Very well.” Garin sidestepped Sinclair, shuffling in his robes until he stood before Lilac. “Your Royal Highness,” he said, extending the chalice to her.

      She cradled it in her trembling hands, resting her fingertips between the gold filigree and emerald patterns while Garin remained stoic. Bowing to him, she took a small sip of the wine. A Bordeaux blend, she realized, taking a moment to grin into the cup before righting herself and returning it to him.

      Garin returned her bow before turning and placing himself in front of Sinclair. His hands returned to the cloth, swiping the chalice mouth once more before handing it to the livid marquis. Instead of sipping, Sinclair tipped his head back, emptying the entire glass and eyeing the priest with disdain.

      Garin placed the empty chalice upon the servant’s pillow and retrieved the larger crown—Sinclair’s. Grasping it firmly, he looked from one to the other.

      “Both of you, raise your right hand.”

      They did so.

      “Please answer my questions wholly and truthfully. Loudly, so that the audience and reaches of our kingdom may hear. If either of the participants feel or prove they are unable to answer, this immediately marks their forfeiture of the position. Are you ready?”

      They nodded.

      “Do you solemnly promise and swear to govern the people of this Kingdom of Brittany, and the dominions thereto belonging, according to the statutes in Breton Parliament agreed on, and the laws and customs of the same?"

      Lilac and Sinclair answered in unison. “I solemnly promise to do so.”

      “Will you, to your power, cause law and justice in mercy to be executed in all your judgements?"

      “Yes, I will,” Lilac said, but her answer was partially drowned by a wet, strangled cough from Sinclair. She looked over in surprise and found him red faced, neck taut as he struggled to swallow.

      “Yes,” he managed through a gag. “I will.”

      A slew of quiet murmurs could be heard from the audience, and his parents shifted behind them, but he only cleared his throat scowled before repeating himself boisterously. “Yes, I will.”

      Lilac gulped nervously as Garin began the next question.

      "Will you, to the utmost of your power maintain the laws of God, the true profession of the gospel and religion established by law, and will you preserve unto the clergy of this realm, and to the churches committed to their charge, all such rights and privileges as by law do or shall appertain unto them, or any of them?"

      “All this I promise to—”

      “Blood!” Sinclair suddenly moaned, flailing his hands and batting them at his robes. “It’s everywhere—” He abruptly dropped to his knees, where he retched, but nothing came up.

      “My Lord,” Garin said, forehead wrought with concern. He backed away, and both the incense holder and servant followed. “What is the matter?”

      “Darkling! Vampire,” he shrieked. Oblivious to the audible gasps from the audience, he tore off his robes to reveal a sweat-drenched undershirt. His mother gave a small scream of despair.

      Vivien stood abruptly, nearly tripping over her gown in her haste. “Sinclair,” she quipped through her teeth. “Dear, can I fetch you anything? Water, perhaps?”

      “I don’t—What’s happening to me?” His voice grated against his throat; he inspected his fingertips frantically, turning his palms this way and that, as if his mother hadn’t said a word. Then, he looked up. “You did this,” he bellowed at the priest.

      He glanced flittingly between Garin and Lilac before lunging for her throat, blue veins bulging from his outstretched hands. “You prude bitch!” he roared for everyone to hear.

      Lilac froze in shock, relief, and humiliation. Fortunately, the guards behind him were faster; two arms snatched her back, while the guards wrangled Sinclair to the ground.

      To her surprise, the king stood with his hand on his sword hilt, preparing to defend her while the queen white-knuckled the chair arm for dear life. Armand’s chest rose and fell in devastation, and the duchess sobbed and shrieked at the guards now manhandling her monster of a son.

      “Remove him,” Henri demanded firmly, above Sinclair’s ongoing vulgar accusations. “Remove him!” he repeated, loud enough for the rest of the audience to hear.

      Sinclair was wrestled into the keep while his father trailed close behind. Vivien could not stop shaking her head; instead of immediately following, she threw an apologetic glance toward the king and queen. Lilac almost jumped, startled, when the duchess gripped her wrist in passing.

      Her face twisted with remorse, but the words that slipped from her pursed red lips were anything but. “Enjoy that crown while it’s yours, dear,” she whispered tightly, low enough for only Lilac to hear.

      Suddenly, Lilac couldn’t stop herself from shaking. She didn’t have time to formulate an appropriate response before Vivien disappeared into the keep. A firm hand clamped onto her shoulder, causing her to jolt.

      Behind her, Garin nodded breathlessly to the king, giving her shoulder a discreet squeeze. “How shall I proceed, Your Majesty?”

      Henri’s quivering mustache looked as if it would detach in the wind. “Well? Let’s get on with it, then. Grant our future queen her the crown. Do it now!” He nodded at Garin and took his seat. “I need a goddamn drink,” he muttered into the queen’s ear.

      Garin nodded, taking his place back at the front of the battlement. Lilac faced him and raised her hand, willing herself to refocus despite the storm of whispers that had sieged the audience below.

      “Your Royal Highness,” he read from the shadow of his hood. “Will you, to the utmost of your power, maintain the laws of God, the profession of the gospel and religion established by law, and will you preserve unto the clergy of this realm, and to the churches committed to their charge, all such rights and privileges as by law do or shall appertain unto them, or any of them?"

      “All this, I promise to do.”

      After bowing once more, Garin removed a small, weathered book from his robe pocket. It was a miniature copy of the Holy Bible—a soldier’s Bible, battered and dulled, perhaps over the span of centuries. Her breath caught in her throat; it was probably the copy he’d brought into battle all those years ago. Beside it, a smattering of miniscule red and white crumbs sat between the indents of his fingers.

      Lilac’s eyes widened. Adelaide’s scarlet mushrooms. She’d helped him, after all.

      Garin cradled the pocket-sized book within his palms in front of her. Trembling harder than ever, with a deep breath, she placed her right palm upon it while taking extra care not to touch the crumbs.

      “Repeat after me,” he prompted slowly, each word carrying the weight of the world. “The things which I have here promised, I will perform and keep...”

      As he spoke, Lilac eyed the sprawling forest. Through the glens and the grottos, and the trenches of the Low Forest—something was happening. The wind of the wood picked up, visible first in the Brocéliande canopy, then carrying on and upward toward her with a flurry of fluttering beech leaves in its wake. The gale first enveloped Garin, who took no notice. Then, it vortexed briefly around Lilac.

      With one breath, she couldn’t stop herself from shaking‚ and with the next, a sense of assurance and affirmation seeped into her stomach like warm honey. Shoulders pulled back, she lifted her chin so that she spoke to the crowd instead of the floor, and answered in a voice that was clear and unfamiliar.

      “The things which I have here promised, I will perform and keep.” She gulped, and then added, clearly pronouncing every syllable, “I pledge to do so for the entire Kingdom of Brittany, including the Forest Brocéliande before me, and for both the magic and mortal realms contained therein.”

      For Aife and her korrigan clan, Lilac thought silently. For Freya, and her children, whom she’d one day find. For the mixed families like Sable’s, caught in between kingdoms, love, and loyalty.

      For Garin.

      “So help me God,” Garin finished, over the susurration from the crowd.

      “So help me God.”

      With the closing line, Lilac’s voice reverberated in her skull, and she froze immediately. If she hadn’t known she’d answered in the Darkling language, the immediate uproar from the villagers below confirmed it. To her utter shock, her mother and father got up to stand beside her.

      “Stand tall, for Christ’s sake,” her mother snapped through her smile, pinching the small of Lilac’s back. More surprised than ashamed, Lilac re-squared her shoulders and straightened her jaw. Adelaide’s tincture hadn’t taken effect, after all.

      “Your attention, please,” Henri boomed, clutching his sceptre as if for dear life. He stared down at the villagers; remarkably, most did quiet, though half looked afraid and the others, on the verge of violence. In front of the crowd of commoners, the noblemen and clergymen exchanged glances and shifted nervously.

      “The woman before you,” Henri said, clearing emotion from his throat before he continued, “our daughter, is now the sole heir to my throne. Must I remind all of you, my own reign was never without fault, nor was my father’s reign before mine. I implore you to consider this as we proceed. Anyone who dare interrupt Lilac’s signing of the Oath shall be silenced by law.”

      Hearing her parents speak in her support for the first time in years was simultaneously painful and exhilarating. Noises of discontent could be heard throughout the crowd, but Lilac willed herself to ride the adrenaline. Somewhat confident in her course of action and intention, she knew all would one day benefit. She would win them over yet, through credence instead of fear.

      The king nodded at the scribe, who scuttled forward to proffer her the enormous quill. Heart pounding, Lilac took it from him and marveled at the scroll the scribe had unraveled before her. She dipped the nib into the ink jar and scrawled her name upon the vacant line.

      Garin turned to the crown bearer next. With a brief glance at the smaller crown meant for her, a subtle smile spread upon his lips. Then, he gestured for Lilac to come forth. When she bowed forward, he placed Sinclair’s crown—larger, the one that had always been hers, by right and by blood—gently upon her head.
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      As expected, Lilac spent her first week as queen in and out of meetings. Simple matters of formality, these were not the meaningful negotiations she’d once imagined; instead, there were brief—but many—introductory meetings with foreign ambassadors and representatives of allied kingdoms, including their wary French neighbors. Swanky sultan or mustache-twidling king, all seemed a tad too eager to meet the brand new and alarmingly progressive queen of Brittany.

      Saved by the grace of happenstance, the Le Tallecs were banished indefinitely to their Paimpont estate. After the ceremony, it was discovered that, along with the unfortunate kitchen blaze in which the remainder of the season’s wood stash had perished, the dungeon was partially in ruins due to another spontaneous inferno. These conditions were apparently unsuitable for Sinclair to remain in for observation under physicians’ watch. For the sake of tending to the most pressing matters at hand, Lilac temporarily allowed Armand to remain head of the armed forces while she settled into her new position. Sinclair, however, was stripped of his title as Marquis—along with any hope of taking his father’s place.  

      Otherwise, the only other immediate concern plaguing her kingdom involved two runaway prisoners who’d escaped from the dungeon—a young man and woman—after the fire had engulfed the lower cells on coronation morning. Posters were distributed by the town criers of Paimpont, Rennes, and the other surrounding villages. Lilac gladly obliged in allowing the guards to stick a few on the castle interior, especially after noting that the caricatures of those in question looked mysteriously nothing like Garin or Ophelia, whatsoever.

      By the end of the week, she decided she would consult with her advisors on how to tactfully announce the lifting of her father’s law—or resumption of her grandfather’s law, depending on how one looked at it—leading into the uncomfortable discussion with the topic of Laurent’s death. She’d initially intended to approach them about it right away; however, upon further reconsideration, she realized it might benefit her to consult the Darklings about it first. If Kestrel had been right about one thing, it was that the general human populace did not often appreciate surprises that failed to benefit them directly. For the time being, she would develop her plans in private until the time came to act upon them.

      She did, however, take Friday morning to request for several bushels of the finest buckwheat and rye to be deposited in her room. The Fair Folk would be watching from the shadows, after all, and she preferred them to know she fully intended to make good on her promises to the Brocéliande community, first starting with the porridge-loving korrigans.

      Surviving the first week of meetings on minimal sleep and copious amounts of tea, Lilac wasted no time when Friday evening rolled around. The mere notion of a birthday supper or coronation feast frankly horrified her, so she shot down her mother’s half-pleaded requests immediately. Once she managed to convince her parents to let her be, and after proving she wasn’t ill, with child, or transformed into a Darkling herself, she promised she’d be ready to discuss her business in Brocéliande soon enough, and simply required rest.

      Lilac darted up the staircase fast as her aching legs would allow, a hefty bundle of pastries from the kitchen in hand. Once in her room, she finger-brushed her braids until all the hair pins clattered onto the floor and bathed quickly before donning a fluffy white robe. Knowing her next task entailed organizing meetings with the forest representatives and informing the royal council of her goals without causing a complete uproar, she found the confines of her tower more comforting than usual.

      Following her ceremony, Garin had been swept away by the crowd of attendees swarming into the entrance hall to congratulate her. The last she saw of him, he’d been chatting jovially, hood pulled up, with a couple of clergymen from the audience. Vampires, she’d thought to herself in disbelief. It made sense for them to be experts at working even the most scrutinous of crowds. Or maybe that was just Garin. Whatever lies he’d fed them, they devoured right out of his palm—even if it made no sense that a gentleman as young as he had somehow proven qualified to exist in the priesthood… much less ordain the new monarch.

      Lilac was on her third coffee cake when a set of knocks rapped at the door. She groaned mid-bite, hurriedly yanking her robe strings taught. A flurry of crumbs tumbled off her chest as she untangled herself from the duvet.

      “Yes,” she managed politely, swinging the door open just a crack.

      A large bouquet of white star-shaped flowers with green and yellow centers floated in the shadowed doorway. A woman’s voice croaked from behind it. “Good evening,” it said, before the bouquet shakily dipped into a curtsey.

      “Why, thank you.” Lilac hastily grabbed the bundle of flowers—and exhaled in relief. It was the shorter maid who’d helped her on her coronation day. Her cherub cheeks tightened into a taut smile.

      “I apologize for bothering you at this late an hour, Your Majesty,” she puffed. “These were just delivered for you. I didn’t want you to enjoy them any less.”

      Lilac smiled graciously through the confusion. “Don’t worry about that, madame. Thank you kindly. Did you manage to see whom it was? Or was it the courier?” She frowned. “does he deliver this late?”

      “Please,” the maid said, her color deepening. “You may call me Yanna. And neither, Your Majesty. It was left at the gate before the fortress had been secured for the evening, but none of the guards saw who’d deposited them there. We’ve inspected the bouquet, they’re just flowers—lovely ones, at that. The parcel attached was addressed to you, though.”

      A sharp current ran through her chest. She hadn’t heard from Garin since the ceremony. Her week was so hectic, it had served as ample distraction for her unresolved feelings for him. A small part of her still hoped he’d appear sooner than later. “Thank you, Yanna,” she whispered, unable to bury a wistful grin.

      Yanna curtsied again. “The morning, then, Your Majesty?”

      “The morning,” Lilac repeated, still smiling when the maid retreated into the dark hallway.

      Yanna and her maid counterpart were incredibly sweet, but at the thought of Garin, Lilac was also reminded of Piper. Where in Brocéliande, or the world, could she be? Would she return? The wild desperation in the girl’s eyes was something she would likely not forget. Briefly, she wondered if the former handmaiden would ever consider returning to the castle, and take advantage of the anonymity that came hand-in-hand with her new, near-unrecognizable identity.

      A sudden breeze broke her train of thought, causing her to turn. Flames still crackled in the fireplace, but one of the balcony doors was open a crack; answering Yanna probably welcomed a draft into her room. Placing the flowers on her vanity, she rushed to shut them—then paused, her hands on the knobs. She pulled the doors open wider and stuck her head out. The air smelled of clinging dew on leaves—yet, the crispness of a reluctantly receding winter—just as it had on the night she’d decided to run.

      Le foret Brocéliande. Once foreboding, the magical trees now rustled in earnest.

      A sound behind her made her jump, causing her to slam the doors too quickly. A tall, dark figure stood hunched at her vanity, prodding at the bouquet.

      “A few days without me, and I’ve already been replaced?” Garin stiffened and stuffed his hands in his pant pockets. “Who’s sending you flowers, and at this late an hour?”

      He’d once more acquired an all-black soldier’s uniform. She wasn’t going to ask.

      Fighting the urge to throw herself at him, she only shrugged in reply. It was an odd sight indeed, such a roguish creature against the gilded Baroque backdrop of her bedroom.

      “How are you... How did you get in?” whispered the princess. She hadn’t invited him. But Garin threw her a patronizing smile, and through her miraculously functioning exhaustion she realized Sinclair had brought him into the dungeon. If that wasn’t the moment the castle threshold was opened to him, it certainly would have been one of the members of clergy who’d ushered him in.

      Garin folded into a solemn bow. He scanned her once over appreciatively. “This is a new look for you. Well rested. I like it.”

      “I wish I’d known to expect you.” Lilac motioned at her robe. “I’m a bit underdressed at the moment.”

      “I was about to remark that I’ve seen you in worse, but good God, who trained you in etiquette, a squirrel?” He squinted, surveying her crumb-dusted robe and bedsheets amusedly. “Allow me to assist you, Your Majesty.”

      Crossing the room, he picked the remaining pastries off the duvet and deposited them upon her armoire. Then, he grabbed each end of the blanket and gave it a rough shake. A cloud of pastry flakes dispersed onto the floor and carpets. He stared at her, jaw hanging.

      “You dare question me,” she retorted, chin held high. “I’ll bask in my crumby mattress if I please. Now tell me, just what are you doing here, Sir Garin? And—” She hiccuped. A lump caught unexpectedly in her throat, hampering the delivery of what she thought was a clever reply. She busied herself with taking a seat at the edge of her mattress, smoothing her gown and remembering how close she had come to losing him in the dungeon.

      “How?” Her voice broke when she looked up at him again. It was all she could manage.

      “Magic,” he said simply.

      “The Witch of Lupine Grotto,” Lilac guessed.

      His only answer was a smile that barely reached his eyes.

      She fiddled with the silk drawstrings on her robe, distracted by them all of the sudden. “What became of her? Is, erm… Is that where you were the past few days?”

      Garin laughed. “With her? No, heavens no. I was taking care of business at the Inn. The old hag seemed disappointed I was alive, and Lori almost wrung my neck. But my barkeep position is still secured so…” He cleared his throat, stuffing his hands in his pockets again. “But no, Adelaide disappeared after we broke out of the dungeon. She’s around. Somewhere.”

      Lilac’s surge of suspicion was instantly blotted with gratitude. Regardless of the past, she couldn’t hate the witch now. “Well,” she remarked with a clear of her throat. “Love is quite a powerful thing.”

      “Forgiveness,” he corrected. “Forgiveness is powerful. And a small golden fruit, apparently.”

      Lilac’s eyes widened. “Was it a golden berry? So, what, she wished for you to walk in sunlight, and it just happened?”

      Garin glanced at her sideways. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. She threw one of her exploding saliva vials at my cell, and the next thing I knew, I was free. We had nowhere to escape within the dungeon halls, at least without the guards cornering us again—and the first floor of the castle teemed with sentries dealing with the kitchen fire, so we were forced outdoors. I was sure I’d perish, then.” He smiled to himself, as if remembering the miraculous moment. “But I didn’t. Then, I found priest Liege.”

      Her eyes bulged. She’d never stopped to think of what’d happened to the actual priest.

      “Don’t worry,” Garin laughed. “I entranced him. He thinks he’s the stable hand for now.”

      Lilac nodded gratefully. Tiredly. It all made sense. Kind of. For now, she was just thankful to have him here.

      Suddenly dizzy, she scooted back further onto her bed. The memories of Brocéliande were overwhelming. It was like she’d escaped to another world entirely. She might need a week or two more for it all to sink in. Or a lifetime.

      Garin reached into his pocket and produced a small white object—Kestrel’s note. “Well, now that you are queen, I can open this old thing.”

      She recalled the faerie king telling him it would reveal the answer to something he’d wanted to know. In their urgency to distance themselves from the madman as quickly as possible, Lilac had forgotten all about it. “You haven’t read it yet?”

      “I thought I’d give it a few days. He’d warned that if I opened it before you were officially coronated, it would self-incinerate.

      I didn’t feel like testing it. Not with it stored here, anyway,” he added, tapping it against one of his trouser pockets. “Right, then. Ready?”

      “I suppose.” She blushed. “But you don’t need to open it in front of me, if you don’t want to.”

      “There’s nothing left for me to keep from you, Lilac.”

      The open solemnity in his eyes made her look away. “That’s fair,” she mumbled. “What do you think it says?”

      “Well, it’s from Kestrel, king of lunatics. Who knows? To be completely honest I thought it was going to tell me something about Adelaide,” he admitted. “For years I’ve searched, for no reason other than my wish to apologize and explain everything to her. So, it could be just that. Or, it could involve Laurent.”

      In all the commotion, she’d forgotten that it was Laurent’s death that indirectly led to them meeting in the first place.

      Garin plucked the seal off and unfolded the piece of paper. His expression remained unreadable.

      “And?”

      At first the vampire didn’t answer. He ran his fingers through his hair. Then, he crumpled the parchment into the smallest ball he could and flicked it into the fireplace. “It was the duchess’ name. Vivien, right?” He scowled disbelievingly.

      “Yes, that’s her. But what does it mean?”

      “Nothing I haven’t already speculated,” he said distantly into the flames. “At the same time I would’ve never expected her, but her husband, instead. The bastard’s hunted me for years.”

      At Lilac’s impatient scowl, Garin turned back to her. “It was the duchess. She murdered Laurent.”

      Lilac shot up in bed, nearly smacking her head on the nearby bedpost. She shuddered, recalling what Vivien had said to her in passing at the ceremony. It had shocked her in the moment, but it also didn’t surprise her; she’d always figured the Le Tallecs envied her parents, but who didn’t?

      “How?”

      Garin shrugged, seemingly unmoved. But by now, Lilac knew him, knew he defaulted to carelessness in his times of concern.

      “Does it matter how? What’s done is done.”

      Lilac breathed through her building fury. All those years of underhand remarks from the duchess, and the way they’d taken advantage of her family controversy after her Darkling Tongue was discovered. Enough was enough. “I’ll have their heads.”

      “It’s fine,” he reassured her, running a palm over his face. “This is my battle, not yours.”

      “It’s not, it’s—”

      “Lilac,” he said gently. He crossed the room and gathered her fists in his and pinned them firmly in her lap. His closeness quelled her hysteria, as it always had. “Listen. Trust me, you don’t want to stir tensions at the start of your reign. Imagine what everyone would think if your first order of business was to have the duchess executed? Now is not the time to make enemies.”

      Annoyance surged up, heating her ears. Of all times, now the aggressive, proactive vampire encouraged her to lay still, now that he finally had answers?

      She wouldn’t. Not if it meant the Le Tallecs, or the Fae, or anyone else treading on her. “I think I understand what you’re trying to do,” she said slowly. “But you don’t need to do this, Garin.”

      “What is it that I’m doing?”

      “Don’t scare me. Don’t coax me away from what could hurt me by frightening me.” Her gaze was loving, but steadfast. “Advise me. Guide me. But don’t scare me out of doing things.” That was a part of her she’d left buried deep in Brocéliande.

      “I’m not.” He lowered his voice and tightened his grip over her hands. “At least, I don’t mean to. I want to protect you. But you shouldn’t draw more attention to yourself right now. Not after our little display at the ceremony.”

      “What display? You’re the one who decided to pull the theatrics. You’re the one who posed as our royal priest. You poisoned Sinclair,” she hissed, matching his hushed tone. “That wasn’t me.”

      “Look, ‘poisoned’ is a rather strong word. But I’m only telling you this because humans aren’t the only ones watching,” he said, his voice dropping even lower. “After the ceremony, I only went to the Inn knowing you’d be safe here. I was curious to hear what others were saying. The interruption of your ceremony is the talk of the town—both in the High Forest and your surrounding villages, Paimpont and Rennes specifically. Which means the Low Forest is already buzzing with rumor.”

      “So? What of it?” Lilac’s neck began to prickle. “We knew that’d happen. Kestrel was the one who ordered you to ensure I became monarch.”

      “Yes, but no one besides Kestrel and his jury knows that. There isn’t one person in the country who hasn’t heard about Sinclair’s episode—which, I’m sure the Fair Folk will learn was my doing, if they haven’t already figured it out by now.”

      Garin placed a palm upon on her cheek. “Nothing is wrong, princess. I’m simply ensuring that you’re informed. The world is full of reasonable monsters and dastardly humans, and vice versa. When you look at it that way, there’s really nothing left for you to prove to anyone. You don’t have to do it all alone. Leave the blood and chaos to me.”

      Ignoring his last comment, Lilac nodded. Her mind raced a mile a minute. “You know, after everything… I don’t mind what my people think of me. Not anymore. The tincture Ophelia gave me was supposed to erase the one thing that drinker disliked most of herself. The thing I wished I could change, more than anything. It obviously didn’t do what I’d intended… But I think the tincture at least wiped my self-doubt,” she explained.

      She had pondered this extensively the past few nights; it was the only explanation for the sudden conviction she’d felt during her ceremony.

      But at Garin’s worsening expression, she groaned exasperatedly. “What about this do you find so funny?”

      Garin’s sardonic grimace had only grown wider as she continued to speak. “Now you’re grasping at straws,” he said. “The potion did no such thing; first of all, if there were potions for trivial things like removing one’s hesitancy—God help humanity, the world would be doomed. But no, Lilac. The bottle she gave you was a placebo.”

      She blinked twice, then jerked her hands out from under his. “What?”

      “Ophelia told me before she departed, she said something about liability—who knows. What she did give you was some raspberry vanilla liqueur with a dash of evening primrose honey. Oh, and tons of caffeine. Loads of it. So, no, you weren’t cured of anything. You were, however, completely wired.”

      The urge to vomit threatened to bring up the cakes and meringue. Unsure if she should be proud or furious, Lilac opened her mouth to comment how all of it had been a waste of time—but at the sight of the creature kneeling before her and the glittering crown resting on her bedside table, she closed it again.

      “Well, I opened my note from Kestrel,” Garin said. The corners of his eyes were taut. “Now, it’s your turn.”

      “I don’t have one. Thank God.”

      But he stood to retrieve the bouquet from her vanity. “Who else would send the new queen the flower of death as a coronation gift?” he asked, sniffing the flowers delicately. “These are White Lilies.” He sauntered over to her and violently shook the bouquet.

      “Garin, stop that, you’ll ruin—”

      A tiny golden envelop fluttered from the petals and landed in his outstretched hand.

      Her mouth fell open. She snatched it out of his hands, then hesitated with her fingers on the lapel. “You know what?” She opened her side table drawer and tossed it in next to her now-behaved dagger. “No.”

      “No?” Garin gave a dubious grimace. “That’s from Kestrel. It reeks of him. No one ignores his letters. And I doubt sending congratulatory notes to the human monarch is common behavior for him, or anyone from the Low Forest for that matter.”

      “I understand, and I will open it. But not tonight. Not right now.” She patted the bed beside her, wiggling back against a pillow. “If it’s true what they say, of the faeries taking advantage of returned favors, I don’t want to know what it is they want. Not yet. I’ve had quite enough enchantment for a few weeks, if not a lifetime. Haven’t you?”

      Almost hesitantly, he climbed onto the mattress beside her. Closer up, she could see that something was off. Beneath his grey eyes, the dark circles that had made him look every bit undead as he was, were gone. And maybe the sun had returned some of his color, if it was even possible. When she reached out to grab his hand, his whole body stiffened.

      She loosened her grip and didn’t push further, somehow knowing that whatever he concealed wasn’t nearly as dramatic as a magical ex-lover, or a murderous past. “Something’s bothering you.”

      “The ability to walk in sunlight isn’t all Adelaide’s forgiveness granted me.”

      “What else, then?”

      “It’s unimportant.”

      “Obviously not.” She sidled closer to him, her own stomach in knots. “Tell me.”

      “Lilac,” he groaned, leaning away halfheartedly.

      Hearing him call her by name instead of her royal title made her chest tingle. Names held a sort of power. There had been a certain intimacy in learning Garin’s real birth name at the farmhouse. In one swift motion, she positioned herself in his lap. She hesitated, waiting to see if he’d resist. He didn’t.

      She leaned forward to plant a gentle kiss upon his cheek. “Then show me, if you won’t tell me.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      She bit her lip. “Perhaps it’ll help if I share something with you first. Would that be all right?”

      She took his silence as a yes.

      “I went to Ophelia—to Adelaide—to be disenchanted. For half my life, I’d believed I was cursed… that maybe, my parents had upset the wrong witch or warlock, even if they’d always denied it. What she gave me—or said she’d given me, anyway—wasn’t a disenchantment tincture at all. She performed a test. My Darkling Tongue was never the result of a curse to begin with.”

      He shifted under her touch. “That doesn’t make any sense. What could it have been?”

      “A random occurrence was what she called it. I’m an anomaly. There was no enchantment to remove in the first place.”

      The most curious expression washed over Garin’s features. He opened his mouth to comment, then seemingly decided against it. Lilac withheld a grimace, first wondering what it was he protected her from now—but she, too, pushed the thought from her mind. The moment was too perfect.

      “For what it’s worth,” he offered instead, “I am sorry it worked out this way, especially after everything you’ve been through. You still have your ability.”

      “I’m not sorry.” Lilac ducked, burying her smile into Garin’s neck, and the aroma of nightfall filled her head. Her answer was slow and sure. “Because now I know what to do with it.”

      He pulled back to glance at her thoughtfully. “Nyns yw unn yeth lowr.”

      Her heartrate accelerated. What did he say? Did he just—

      As if reading her thoughts, Garin gave a boisterous laugh, his eyes a sparkling slate. His fingers traced lightly along her jaw. “My parents’ home tongue from Cornwall. It means, ‘One language is never enough.’ Your Darkling Tongue is a gift. Don’t let others fault you for it. Instead, use it to your gain.”

      Lilac nodded and inhaled deeply once she’d remembered to breathe. “Will you tell me now? I haven’t forgotten,” she said, managing a rueful smile.

      In answer, he only pressed his lips to hers—first

      hesitantly, then furiously, deeply, as if there wasn’t enough time in his endless existence. When Lilac turned for air, he moved his attention to her ear with an unfamiliar recklessness. Eventually he reached her jaw, mouth inching lower still.

      Garin removed himself only to whisper chillingly in her ear once more. “Memento mori.”

      She gripped at his shoulders and didn’t have time to do anything but gasp when his teeth gently split the skin above her collarbone. The searing pain she’d felt when Piper bit her was absent, or perhaps beneath her notice.

      The vampire pulled hungrily from her, and the queen fearlessly gave. Lilac was unaware of time passing, if at all. When her consciousness finally began to slip, she yearned to lean even deeper into their deadly embrace.

      Then, just like that, the pressure was gone.

      Garin stared down at her, mouth ruddy. He blinked wearily at her through his thick lashes. His eyes were wild, pewter—deep as dusk, and luminous as the stars.
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      “Au Revoir, Monsieur Rabelais. Have a marvelous evening.”

      Vivien lurched back, tugging the thick brass ring on her enormous oakwood door. Her husband was out on business; of course he was. He’d told her it was a matter of routine politics, but deep down she knew he was out somewhere, a few glasses of brandy deep into a whore.

      Lips pursed, she forced the infuriating memory of the princess’ ceremony out of her mind. She didn’t need a dozen physicians circulating in and out of their estate to tell them that Sinclair was a perfectly healthy boy. Whatever it was that induced his manic episode, she knew he wasn’t mad. Nor was he sick, despite the slight fever he had now.

      And even if he were, it’d still make him a far better ruler than Lilac. The girl had something to do with her son’s ailments, she knew for a fact. Not a single soul on earth knew of her plan, nor of her whereabouts on the eve Laurent was murdered… not even her husband, and certainly not Sinclair. Following the ceremony, Armand had withdrawn further into himself than usual, suggesting only for her to consult the local witches—namely, their impious neighbor Ophelia, who’d mysteriously gone missing just before what should have been Sinclair’s crowning. She and Armand had spent days consoling the insufferable king and queen at their châtueau, and it was all for nothing.

      Vivien dug her heels impossibly into the marble, and the door finally gave way with the third pull. Swinging it open, she leaned out into the night air. The biting remnants of winter were finally gone, and the milder late-Spring breeze tasted of wildflower. It was, if she said so herself, the perfect soirée weather.

      However, she and her family were forbidden from enjoying any social freedoms until further notice from the queen. The queen’s guards sharply eyeing her from either side of her outer doorway had made sure of that.

      The nerve of the outright bitch.

      “But Madame,” came a rasping voice from behind her.

      “François,” she replied, forcing her widest, most amorous grin from the doorway. She peered at doctor Rabelais, who held his briefcase hesitantly at the bottom of the interior stairwell. “I insist. You have the night off. Go home to your family.”

      François stroked his silvering beard. “I live in Paris. Her Majesty ordered my presence of one week while your son is on medical observation. I won’t have a carriage ready until then—”

      The duchess waved her hand. “Ah yes, but I’ve already called one for you. It should be here any moment now, but in the meantime, you may wait on the courtyard steps.” She nodded as he crossed the parlor and made his way out onto the porte-cochère. “That’s right. Out you go, now. Merci, and good night.”

      Groaning, Vivien rubbed her tired eyes once she managed to wrangle the door shut. The entire week, their pristine home had been full of imported physicians and local alchemists she’d already lost count of, filing in and out of her poor son’s upstairs bedroom. Now that the last was finally out, she wouldn’t be letting any more back in.

      She pressed her back to the cool oak door and closed her eyes. A hot bath and glass of cognac was in immediate order while her son slept soundly upstairs. “Godwin,” she barked.

      Godwin didn’t come. He’d probably gorged himself on supper leftovers and fallen asleep, again. The lazy cretin.

      A sudden rustling could be heard from the next room over. Frowning, she made her way into the dining room—and slipped on something. Vivien cussed, barely catching herself on the edge of the table before her face hit the marble floor.

      It was slicked wet with something thick. Red.

      “Madame.”

      She looked up, unable to utter a word. A pale hand reached out toward her, fingers twitching. Godwin lay crumpled on the floor, his rotund body wedged halfway beneath the table. His other limbs seemed to be twisted at ungodly angles, wrapping around the chair legs. She noticed his neck last; every guttural inhale was accompanied by an exhaled spurt of blood from his throat. His jugular was mangled beyond recognition. It was a miracle he was still conscious.

      “H-help,” he sputtered, blood and saliva dripping from his mouth, dappling the bearskin rug under him.

      Before she could muster a reply, he slid backward—

      Yanked like a ragdoll, as if he weighed nothing at all.

      A black leather boot came down on his neck at an angle, and in an instant Godwin was gone. His glassy brown eyes bore unseeingly into hers.

      Vivien opened her mouth, attempted to release the wail building up inside. But she was frozen. Trembling, she shifted back onto her rump and pushed herself back against the wall, further smearing the trail of her servant’s blood.

      The boots began making their way around the long table, slowly. Tauntingly.

      “Stay away!” Vivien finally shrieked, startling herself. With an abrupt rush of adrenaline she stumbled to her feet and bolted for the parlor, not bothering to look back.

      A tall figure leaned against the oak front door. A man. She squinted by the flickering torchlight and gasped—it was the priest from the coronation ceremony. His face was smattered with blood, and so were the fingers that he drummed against one another.

      Before she could yell for the guards, he was behind her, one hand wrapped tight in her hair and the other wrapped around her wrist. Her other limbs were free to kick and flail, but that made no difference; his grip was immovable.

      Ignoring her pleas, the priest sniffed at her wrist and let his eyes roll back. Then, he cleared his throat. “I’d like to propose a toast.” He paused and dragged her to the door. “This sort of thing doesn’t feel right without an audience. Know what I mean?”

      He effortlessly swung both doors open and lifted her out onto the porch. As soon as they were in view of the guards, Vivien began to scream for her life—but both sentry and the doctor, who’d perched himself upon the top step, remained oblivious.  As if under a spell, they stared on in mild interest despite her shrieks.

      “Don’t bother.” The priest started over in front of their new audience, jostling Vivien silent. “As I was saying. I’d like to propose a toast. To all of the Darklings who’ve perished at either the carelessness or cruelty of human hands. To my maker, Laurent Beaulieu… May he rest in peace. Never again will we suffer under your family’s ignorance.” He raised her wrist, which had turned purple from his vice-like grip. “And to Lilac, my beloved.”

      Vivien’s eyes bulged.

      “Long live the Queen.”

      He sank his fangs into the duchess’ wrist, fingers twined in her hair as he forced her to watch. Just before she slipped into darkness, he dropped his voice just above a whisper.

      “And God help anyone who disrespects the Queen.”
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