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      Some of the words used throughout the series: Devoured by Dusk, are dated. Here are some definitions to help you along.

      Maiden - an unwed virgin woman

      Handmaidens - a female attendant

      Mayhap - perhaps

      Mislike/Misliking - dislike

      Keep - strongest portion within a castle

      Garderobe - a medieval bathroom

      Castle Steward - in charge of the daily runnings of a castle

      Betrothal - engagement to be married

      Intended - the person one is intended to marry

      Union - wedding

      Soothsayer - a person that can see the future

      Intoxicant - alcoholic or hallucinogenic beverage
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      A Beast So Broken features the following themes that some might find troubling:

      - A woman wrongly accused of a crime.

      - Medieval hierarchies that are dated.

      - Survival situations.

      - Talk of women being mauled(a brief scene of violence at the end).

      

      That being said, I hope you enjoy!

      

      Lark
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      ANYA

      “Hurry!” Eileen called back. “Or we’ll miss it!”

      Anya walked with the grace of a woman above her station. Although she would never be noble-blooded, no one would ever mistake her for a peasant.

      Eileen did not share in her worry.

      “If you don’t hurry, we’ll miss the knights as they come down the Wayfarer’s Road,” Eileen pleaded, her black hair falling wildly over her large brown eyes.

      Anya didn’t care to see the knights as they passed. They’d kick up dirt and soil her dress, and it wasn’t often her father allowed her the luxury of a new gown. As it was, he had only been so generous due to the harvest festival and her age of eligibility being reached.

      She scanned the crowd, hoping to spot her intended, Domeric. As the eldest son of the village miller, he had been expected to take over his father’s granary, but when he achieved knighthood at just twenty-two years old, his life took a turn, and he left for three years to serve the realm.

      Upon returning, his mother had seen to his betrothal, approaching Anya’s father with the intent of securing her hand. That was two years ago, when she was just seventeen.

      Although she’d expected her father to secure her a match, one so exceptional was indeed a pleasant surprise. Domeric wasn’t just comely, he was strong, brave, and came from means. She was elated with her betrothal, and had been counting down the seasons until their union since their engagement was announced. Now, there were only two left.

      Lundwood Peak buzzed with excitement. Peddlers scrambled to set up their wares as people trickled in to celebrate The Dusk of Evening Sun. Anya could only remember three harvest festivals in her nineteen years as it was an occasion celebrating twice the average crop yield, the last celebration having taken place five years prior.

      Thousands of villagers and townsfolk from throughout western Heartlands were expected to attend the fair, promising optimal trade. As a blacksmith, Anya’s father did well enough, but during times of peace, his sales lulled and were now growing stagnant. The harvest festival would see his inventory diminish greatly, and they would live in excess for several months thereafter. Perhaps it would make her father even more generous with her union.

      The wind blew gently, causing her red tresses to dance despite the constraint of her decorative ribbon. The last thing she wanted was to look like a disheveled child, but the wind was something she had no control over.

      The thunder of hooves sounded in the distance. There was no stopping Eileen as she hiked up her dress and dashed to catch a better glimpse of the knights.

      Long ago, she would have done the same.

      Anya chuckled as she watched the wayward girl, hoping that time wouldn’t change her as it had so many others. The two became best friends at six, when they were forbidden from speaking to one another. Eileen’s father, the village baker, had never shown her ill-will, but Eileen’s mother’s smile grew tight whenever Anya was around, and her own father discouraged them from playing.

      They were never given a reason for the feud, and at six, they didn’t care about repercussions. The forbidden element of their friendship only served to strengthen their bond.

      Which was stronger than that of blood.

      They were an odd pairing, Anya, the hopeless dreamer, and Eileen, ever clever and good with a bow, but as their friendship grew, their parents soon realized there was little they could do to keep them apart.

      “And she’s off.”

      Anya turned to see the pretty face of Lady Esther Weist.

      Not a year ago, Esther would have spent the evening with them in merriment, but life has a way of twisting unexpectedly. Now she was married to a lesser nobleman and was often busy with the affairs of running her husband’s estate.

      Anya bobbed a curtsy. “Well met, Lady Weist.”

      “Oh, shove off!” Esther grabbed Anya by the elbow, dragging her towards the merchant stalls.

      “Why, Lady Weist⁠—”

      Glaring at her, the noblewoman said, “Enough of that. It’s Essie to you, and don’t you forget it. I haven’t.”

      No, she hadn’t. And she never would. Essie didn’t have it in her to act haughty, especially given how her betrothal came about.

      Her father had served as castle steward to Lord Aldus Highland, as had his father and grandfather before him. A little over a year ago, he discovered the lord’s own brother had hired bandits to kidnap Aldus’s son and heir, Cregor. He saved Cregor from his ill-begotten fate, but died while doing so.

      It was a terrible ordeal, but in the end, Esther gained a lord husband for her loss, and now she was the Lady of Charlemay Keep, married to Lord Bonnifer Weist.

      “Have you seen Gwen or Maryil?” Anya asked.

      Essie sighed, rolling her eyes. “No, and I’d rather not. They’ve been chattering as of late.”

      Anya gave her friend a weak smile. Ever since Essie had been dubbed ‘Lady,’ Gwen couldn’t control her jealousy. Instead of serving smiles and well-wishes, as the situation called for, she served hot chatter and snide glances.

      Essie dug into her purse, pulled out a coin, and handed it to her attendant. “Be a dear and see if you can find a proper intoxicant.”

      As soon as the servant was out of sight, Essie pulled Anya close, just as she had countless times when they were girls. Though this time felt far different.

      Being huddled next to her newly refined friend was odd, and she wondered what had Lady Esther forgetting her manners.

      “You must be careful, Ani,” Essie whispered in her ear.

      Startled, Anya looked at her friend, whose smiling face exuded joy. Her eyes were a troubled storm, though. Dark and full of worry.

      “And what should I be careful of, sullying your reputation?” Anya said, very aware of how they would appear to onlookers. They were no longer children, and it would be wise for them not to appear as such.

      Essie’s grip tightened around her arm, her warm breath washing over her neck. Something was wrong. Essie had always been Anya’s most level-headed friend, so to see her acting like this, so afraid, sent a chill up her spine.

      And the words that poured from her friend’s lips told her she had good reason to be afraid.

      “Maidens are being murdered.”

      Unable to contain her shock, she blurted, “What are you talking about?”

      It was rare that Anya ever knew fear. Her life was idyllic, straight out of a storybook. Lundwood Peak was a safe place to grow up, and she knew nothing of hunger. She was doted on by her father, and her intended was as handsome and kind as they come.

      What Essie was suggesting was ridiculous. Murder was rare and punished with a fate worse than death: exile. To even mention the word was an ill-omen.

      Essie’s eyes darted away, her grip releasing Anya. She was a picture of poise again. A lady of the land.

      “Oh, look, it’s Lady Esther!” Gwen approached with Maryil, a dubious smile playing on her full lips. “What brings you to this peasant affair?”

      Anya sighed. Gwen’s inability to accept Essie’s good fortune with grace made every interaction with her uncomfortable.

      But Gwen had always been one to envy, which seemed ridiculous considering the amount of attention she got. She was a beautiful woman, with honey-blonde hair, striking blue eyes, and a voluptuous figure that provoked stares from all the boys in town. Sure, Essie had a title, but it didn’t bring her happiness.

      “Well met, Gwen,” Essie greeted, taking on the solemn tone of Lady Esther. “It’s good to see you as well, Maryil.”

      Maryil bowed, a demure smile gracing her lips. She wasn’t nearly as offensive as Gwen, but she followed her spiteful friend around like a puppy.

      Maryil’s father hailed from Gryndar, a blessed land across the sea. He came to Dreyléon to trade and stayed when he fell in love with Maryil’s mother.

      Although tall like her father, Maryil’s skin was a shade lighter due to her mother’s fairness, and her eyes were hazel, which was unnatural for the Gryndari, though quite striking.

      Gwen sniffed the air, scrunching her upturned nose. “Does anyone smell periwinguin?”

      Why can’t she just put her claws away?

      Periwinguin was a nasty smelling flower that grew around Charlemay Keep. There was no getting rid of it, and its scent often lingered on Essie, to her great consternation.

      Anya didn’t hear how Essie responded. She was too busy dwelling on what the lady had said. Maidens are being murdered, were her words, and her tone was not one of jest.

      There had been a few mishaps as of late, a young woman set upon by beasts in Hader’s Pass, a similar incident in Melgrin, but they weren’t murdered. The bountiful harvest had animals coming to graze upon the excess crops, and because the land had produced so much, farmers were less inclined towards scaring them off. Bigger beasts were making these animals their prey, attracting them closer to farms and the outer edges of the villages, where they were more likely to happen upon people.

      But you could hardly call that murder.

      “Oh, look!” Maryil pointed toward a cluster of stalls, her eyes lit with excitement. “A soothsayer’s tent!”

      Gwen cast an annoyed glance at Maryil, but Essie’s interest was piqued.

      “Let’s go!” Maryil grabbed Gwen’s arm as a child would, a gesture that made Anya smile and Gwen grimaced.

      As much as Anya was ready for the next stage of her life, which meant the constant constraint of her emotions, it was strangely comforting to see Maryil so excited and full of childish joy.

      Gwen rolled her eyes, pulling away from her friend. “It’s rubbish.”

      Lady Esther smirked. “But we must.”

      Anya would have loved to have her palm read, but she had very little coin as her father had not been so open-handed as to allow for reckless spending. “Speak for yourself. I have but two coppers.”

      “But I have more, and as the Lady of House Weist, I command you to accompany me to see what our futures hold.”

      Anya smiled, wondering what exactly the soothsayer would say about her future. Of course, there would be mention of Domeric and their children together. Perhaps the sayer would tell her how many they would have. It wasn’t unheard of for a knight to aspire to father seven children, a lucky number to those sworn to protect the realm. It sounded exhausting, but she would do anything for her intended.

      The four of them descended to the tented stall, many of the villagers bowing before Lady Esther. Jealousy stabbed at Anya like a thorn, but she vowed never to be hateful like Gwen.

      The wives of knights and millers were not bowed to, though she could amass considerable wealth. On top of Domeric’s good standing, her father had never sired a son, or any other child, so it was likely that one of her children would apprentice to become a smith and eventually take over her father’s shop.

      Eileen rushed to meet them, red-faced and out of breath.

      “Were they as gallant as you’d hoped?” Anya asked, brushing the girl’s hair from her face.

      Anya loved Eileen’s wild charm. Her friend didn’t care so much about what others thought, and she put very little effort into looking comely for the village boys. Because of this, she was refreshingly honest…and innocent.

      “Their horses are near twice the size of Master Jessup’s!”

      Gwen smirked and let out a condescending sigh. “That’s not so big. Master Jessup’s horses are bred for speed.”

      Why must she be so rude?

      “Still,” Eileen said, her face bright with excitement, “they were marvelous to watch.”

      Gwen scrunched her nose. “You’ve made a mess of yourself.”

      The girls chuckled. They knew Eileen didn’t care if dust caked her dress and hair. She’d much rather be in a tunic and trousers, but her mother would never allow for it.

      “And what fun is this?” Eileen asked, staring at the tent.

      “Essie...I mean, Lady Esther has been most gracious and has offered to treat us to a fortune-telling!” Maryil said, beaming at the stall.

      “Is that what I’ll be doing?” an aged voice croaked.

      A hunched figure hobbled out from the tent flap, yellow-skinned and sparse of hair. She wasn’t just old; she was ancient, and not at all pleasant to look upon.

      Lady Esther approached the woman, palms upward as a show of peaceful intention. “If you could be so kind⁠—”

      “Cut yer courtesy and show me yer coin,” the hag snapped, thrusting a plump hand with unkempt nails at Essie.

      “Would five coppers be sufficient for five fortunes?” Essie asked as she pulled coins from her satchel.

      The hag coughed, her hand shaking as she waited for the coins to drop. “Five coppers? Ten would be better and a silver would be best.”

      “You’ll get five coppers, or you’ll get nothing at all,” Essie replied firmly. “It’s not like you have anything better to do.” Essie gestured at the villagers and townsfolk, who were clearly more interested in the food stalls.

      The hag’s fat tongue worked its way in and out of her mouth, like a fat worm, around broken teeth, strings of saliva dripping down her chin. “Ye want a copper’s worth of fortune. Fine. But ye may not like what ya hear.” She pocketed the coins and disappeared into her tent.

      “One at a time,” the hag bellowed.

      Maryil moved forward, but Gwen cut her off, entering first. She closed the flap behind her, and a moment later, cursing sounded from inside the stall.

      “Gwen, a born diplomat,” Essie scoffed.

      When the tent flap finally opened again, Gwen stood as if in a daze, white-faced and grim.

      “How was it?” Maryil enthused.

      Without a word, Gwen shoved her aside, walking off towards the village, away from the festivities.

      “I wonder what’s gotten into her?” Eileen said, watching their pretty friend stalk off.

      “Must be she didn’t like what she heard.” Essie smiled. “Mayhap she’s going to marry some aged lord, getting that ladyship she so desires.”

      No one dared respond, but Anya was pretty sure they all knew that Gwen would be fine with an aged lord. They weren’t long for this world.

      Maryil went next, eventually exiting the tent with a confused expression. Then came Eileen’s turn, and although she looked solemn upon leaving, she didn’t appear too bothered by what had transpired inside.

      “Your turn, Ani,” Essie said, shoving her towards the tent.

      Anya sucked in a breath, and despite the nagging feeling in her gut, entered the soothsayer’s lair, hoping for precious information about her beloved.

      Strange and foreign odors assaulted her nose, making her skin crawl and her hair stand on end. A tallow candle sat burning on the table the ancient woman sat at. Countless slips of paper lay crumpled around the stall.

      “Hurry—ain’t got all day.”

      Anya took a seat across from the soothsayer. Then, reality hit her, stealing her breath away.

      Perhaps she should be afraid. Chances were, the woman was from the Dusklands, a land rife with sorceries. Merchants like her weren’t often allowed to push their wares in the Heartlands, but laws and guards relaxed during The Dusk of Evening Sun.

      Don’t act like a child…

      “Yer name?”

      “Anya Tibalt, daughter to the village blacksmith.”

      “What is it ya want to know?” she croaked.

      Her mind went to Domeric, but she couldn’t bring herself to say the words.

      “It’s love, isn’t it?”

      “Pardon?”

      “It’s what all girls want to know. Who they will marry? How many younglings they’ll have? It’s what ya want, isn’t it?”

      Anya smiled at the hag, then downcast her eyes. “I am a maiden promised, and I already know who I will marry, but you are correct. I’d like to know more about my love and our future together.”

      “Gimme yer hand.”

      Anya didn’t want to give her anything. Something about the woman set her on edge.

      “Hurry now. Ole Gammy ain’t gonna hurt ya.”

      With great reluctance, Anya obeyed, closing her eyes as she did so, wanting the encounter to be over with. Almost immediately, she felt a bite.

      Anya opened her eyes to a pearl of blood on her fingertip. Aghast, she tried to grab her hand back, but the woman’s grip tightened.

      “What are you doing?” she gasped.

      “It’ll just take a second,” the hag said, setting the small blade she used to prick Anya aside.

      Anya watched in horror as the old woman pressed the blood from the pad of her finger into a bowl on the table, finally releasing her hand after collecting three drops.

      She wanted to run from the tent and be done with whatever wickedness was at play, but her curiosity got the better of her.

      The woman threw stones, feathers, and powders into the bowl, then lit the mixture on fire.

      Purple smoke danced, twisting into wolves howling, trees, a mountain, the moon, a ship, a pool of silver, sickness, a river of blood, horsemen riding…

      Then darkness descended upon the room like a heavy shroud.

      Anya held her breath, wanting to shrink away, afraid to draw attention to herself.

      And just when she thought she’d suffocate, the tallow candle came to life again, illuminating the soothsayer’s sickly face, turning her from vile to sinister.

      The hag squinted, her tongue ever moving.

      This is no true woman, Anya thought.

      The hag’s chin waggled like a heavy coin purse, one bigger than Lady Esther’s even.

      “Well, ain’t that interesting,” the soothsayer mulled.

      “Ain’t what interesting?” Anya asked, growing anxious.

      “And ye want this love o’ yers, aye?”

      “More than anything!”

      “And yer worried 'bout yer da, without yer ma around. Yer worried about him alone, aye?”

      Dread coiled in her gut like a snake. Anya had never met her mother as she had died during her birth. And it was true that she spent long hours worrying about her father and what would happen to him once she left, being alone and without a companion. But she hadn’t told the soothsayer those things, and they wouldn’t be easy to guess.

      “Some people ah easy ta read. Especially girls. They are given so few choices in life, ye see. But ya ain’t them. There’s a fork in da road fer ye.”

      “Oh,” was all she could say in return.

      “On the one path, ye marry a handsome lad, tall and able. A knight, gifted with a plot of land ta raise yer children upon. On the other, ye marry inta darkness.”

      Anya’s breath caught in her throat. Darkness?

      “Which will it be?” the hag asked.

      “I…I want to marry the handsome knight. I want to marry Domeric!”

      “Then ye don’t gots much time. Be at the Highland barn at the edge of the pastures. Ye won’t want to dawdle. If it’s a knight ye want, ye must be there before the dancing begins.”

      Panic seized Anya. It was daft to think being at that barn would have any effect on her life or whom she would marry, but the hag knew about her mother and her worries, which she had no business knowing. What if she was right?

      Anya tried to remember what time the dancing started, but it had been so long since the last harvest festival that she couldn’t be certain.

      “But…doesn’t it start soon?” she said frantically.

      “Then ye better hurry.”

      Anya sprinted from the tent without saying a word to her friends. She knew it was unwise to trust anyone suspected of being from the Dusklands, but it was better to be safe, and there was no way she wanted any part of marrying darkness. If the sayer was correct, she’d make it to the barn, and her destiny would fall into place. She’d marry Domeric, and her life would truly begin. Just as Essie’s had.

      And if it was all a sham, she’d have something to laugh about with her friends.
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      Determined to make it to the barn and avoid a dastardly fate, Anya dashed through the festival toward the Highland fields, gasping for breath as stitches seized her side.

      The sun was still high, but the wind was picking up, causing her hair to break free from its ribbon. It had been over seven years since she had last been inside the barn, and seeing it filled her with dread.

      Why am I here? Anya asked herself, wanting to retreat to the festival. But she knew her reservations were silly. She’d simply go into the barn, stay for but a moment, then leave. That way, darkness could be avoided, and she’d have something to laugh about with her friends.

      Perhaps one day she’d even tell Domeric about her foolishness. He’d be amused, speaking in grand tones as he passed the story on to their children, and eventually, their children’s children.

      She walked towards the dilapidated building, determined to put the foolishness behind her so she could go back and join her friends. Inevitably, Domeric would ask her to dance. She had been rehearsing her gracious acceptance, but having worked up a sweat, she didn’t know if she wanted Domeric to see her this way, let alone press himself against her.

      Sunlight made it mere inches past the barn’s half-opened door, casting the interior in darkness. Standing at its entrance, she couldn’t help but feel as though she were being watched. That there was some sinister presence feeding on her fear.

      Don’t be silly. Everyone is at the festival, and you would be too if you weren’t so superstitious, she told herself, though her fear did not dissipate.

      A sudden chill startled her, causing goose prickles to rise on her arms. In some ways, she was still very much a child. Just like Eileen.

      “Hello?” she called, hoping to be met with silence.

      Her wish was granted, though she was no less afraid.

      A sour smell hung in the air, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t alone. That something was ready to pounce.

      Still, she forced herself to step further into the barn and stand at its center. She didn’t come all this way to leave anything to chance.

      Do I have to stay until the dancing begins or can I leave now that I’ve entered the barn? Surely, I’m not expected to stay here all night.

      A shuffling sounded from the corner, causing her heart to race.

      She squinted into the dark. “Wh-who’s there?”

      This is silly. It’s probably a mouse.

      “Come closer,” a man’s voice called.

      A strong urge to run overwhelmed her, but she was immobilized by fear. She squinted in the voice's direction, but could see nothing.

      “Please, I won’t hurt you. I need your help.”

      Anya swallowed, sucking in a deep breath. “Who are you?”

      “I’m someone who was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and I just want to go home.”

      She blinked, trying to see through the darkness to no avail.

      “Open the barn door further, and you will see that I am just a man,” the voice said.

      Why do I care to see that he’s just a man? I should run, she told herself. Instead, her legs carried her to the door. She opened it the rest of the way, allowing sunlight to flood the far corners of the room.

      A man was kneeling in a cage, a mess of hay surrounding him. Dark of hair and bare-chested, with thick cords of muscle lining his arms, he didn’t look like any man she’d ever seen before. Unable to help herself, she walked further in to get a better look.

      “What are you doing in there?”

      “I’m here by mistake. I got a little drunk and acted rather foolish. I see that your hair is set nicely. If I could borrow one of your hairpins, I would be forever grateful.”

      No man should be caged in a barn. If he were suspected of a crime, he’d be at the town’s holding. She knew the lord overseeing Highland Manor. Cold, ardent, a staunch man of the law. Surely he would do no wrong. There must be good reason for the man’s imprisonment. Perhaps the lord was being summoned right now.

      He grabbed the bars, and Anya watched in awe as light danced across his muscled flank. He wasn’t at all refined or noble. He was primal. And oh, so beautiful in his savageness.

      She forced herself to look away.

      “Please, I don’t have much time,” he pleaded.

      “Are you worried you’ll be sent up the path?” she asked. “To face Judicium?”

      “No! I just need to get back to my family.”

      Anya sighed. “I’ll make sure the lord is made aware of your imprisonment, but I can do you no boon.”

      She turned to leave, but a growl stopped her in her tracks.

      Oh, no! What have I gotten myself into?

      Glowing green eyes stared at her from the entrance.

      “I’ve heard a few maidens have been mauled in the neighboring towns and villages. Release me, and I can help you!” the man pleaded. “I can protect you.”

      A huge, black beast stepped into the barn, teeth bared. It was a wolf, bigger than any she had ever seen before, and no doubt capable of tearing her flesh from her bones.

      “You haven’t much time! Give me a hairpin to open my cell door. I’m much larger than you and far more intimidating. A creature like that wants easy prey.”

      The beast snarled again, saliva dripping from its jaws. Essie’s words came to her: Maidens are being murdered.

      More likely set upon by this beast.

      With little choice, she knew she had to obey, hoping that the wolf would pick the large man as its meal over her.

      She made it to the cage, and the man plucked a hairpin from her hair, fit it into the lock, and popped it open. In a flash, he was free from his imprisonment, positioning himself between Anya and the wolf.

      “Come now, Dalla,” he said, and the wolf padded to his side, nuzzling his hand.

      Confusion washed over Anya. It was then that she realized just how foolish she was.

      She quietly stepped into a shadow, pressing herself against the wall. A pitchfork stood just a few feet away, but she wouldn’t be able to grab it in time, let alone wield it.

      The man turned to her and smiled, but there was no warmth to his grin. He was tall, his well-muscled chest telling a story of a life of labor. He was one part gorgeous, one part mysterious, and wholly dangerous.

      “Thank you for reuniting me with my pet,” he said, taking a step towards her. “Now I’m going to have to ask you to take my place in the cage.”

      Anya’s heart stilled in her chest, and for a moment, she feared she would die of shock. She had been tricked, and now the man was looking to cage her like an animal, but she would have none of that.

      She darted towards the door, hoping to catch him off guard, but the man was swift and moved to block her path. Balling her hands into fists, she pounded on his chest, tears welling in her eyes.

      “No, no, no—let me go!” she begged, but in a moment he had her lifted over his shoulder.

      “Unhand me!” she demanded. He paid her no mind.

      What if he rapes me? What if he renders me unfit for marriage?

      Instead, he thrust her into the cell and locked her inside.

      “Please. I’ll tell no one of your escape. Just let me go.”

      “Can’t have you calling the guards on me,” he said, staring at her through the bars with eyes of silver so unique, she thought she was seeing things. “You're lucky, really, with all the dangers as of late. You'll be well enough until someone finds you.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Her eyes burned as waves of tears rushed down her cheeks. “Are you scared of getting sent up the path?”

      At that, he let out a melodious chuckle. “You think me fearful of exile? I'll have you know, it would take more than a cage and a couple of guards to get me up there.”

      He smirked, revealing a set of charming dimples. He was gorgeous, more so than any man ought to be. His high cheekbones gave way to a chiseled jawline. The tiniest divot enhanced his chin. Almost as a reflex, her hand snaked between the bars to his muscled chest. He tensed at her touch, grabbing her wrist and squeezing just enough to make her wince. Then, he reached for her hair, threading through the strands. Apparently, he found what he was looking for and plucked out her remaining hairpins.

      “In the Dusklands, redheads are said to hold great power.”

      She wasn’t surprised he was from such foul lands, but his handsomeness was indeed a shock. She’d always believed anyone hailing from the west would be gray of skin with fangs for teeth.

      “You'll not let me go, will you?” she whispered.

      “No, but trust me when I say that you'll be safer in here.” He lifted her hand to his lips, kissing her knuckles as a gentleman would.

      Part of her hated him. Another part was charmed. His bare chest should offend her, yet she couldn’t stop herself from touching him. His gentleman’s kiss was a mockery of courtesy, and yet she was captivated. Entranced. Beguiled.

      Fear needled Anya, and she knew she had mere moments before the man walked out of her life.

      “How will I get out of here?”

      “Oh, I imagine the guards will be around shortly. I was to be drawn and quartered, but I think you'll avoid that fate.”

      Then he walked off without so much as another glance back over his shoulder.

      Drawn and quartered? That can't be right. No criminals were ever sentenced to death in the mainland. That was a fate only the Cold Stone King in the North could issue, after one was exiled.
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        * * *

      

      ELRIC

      Elric hurried from the rickety barn he had been kept in half the night and throughout the morning. The cage had been stronger than he’d expected, disallowing him from escaping. It was by some miracle the girl happened upon him, for surely he’d be dead by nightfall otherwise.

      Having smelt her fear, a pang of guilt stabbed at his conscience, but he had other worries at the forefront of his mind.

      He had to move quickly, or else his fate was sealed. Drawn, quartered, burned. That’s what they’d do to him.

      “Come, Dalla. We haven’t much time.”

      The woman had bought him a chance, and if he were recaptured, he wouldn’t get another.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      ANYA

      “You released a murderer!” Lord Aldus Highland’s thunderous voice shook the tiny room.

      The muggy heat of the small space was made worse by Anya’s festival dress, which had become tattered and smelt of sweat and hay. The five other people surrounding her didn’t seem to notice.

      She’d spent hours caged in the barn, until well into the evening when the lord’s men entered to see to the prisoner. When they found her there instead of the dark stranger, chaos ensued.

      And that’s when she knew the Dusklander had been caged for far more than just drunken debauchery, though the beast had already told her as much.

      It was several hours into her interrogation, and she was exhausted, afraid, and not entirely sure what was going to happen to her.

      “Whatever would possess you to go to the barn in the first place?” Lord Highland raged. “During festival nonetheless!”

      Anya had tried to tell him countless times what had happened, but the aged lord never listened. Instead, he cut her off, answering the questions himself—wrongly. And then he’d repeat the process again, always shouting the same wrong answers at her and adding more false details. She was amazed he could still speak.

      A slight man entered the room and approached the lord, whispering into his ear.

      Lord Highland nodded gravely. “Yes, send him in.”

      Her heart sank as her grief-stricken father was sent in, his broad, robust form now reduced to that of a cowering beggar.

      “Brunder,” Lord Aldus barked, “I assume you've heard the chatter.”

      “Yes, my lord,” her father said respectfully. “I don't know what's gotten into her.”

      Anya’s anger flared. If they’d only give her a chance to speak, she'd be able to clear this up, but as it was, every time she tried to say something, Lord Highland yelled, making her cry harder. It was impossible to get a word in.

      “Please, if you could be so kind as to release her to me⁠—”

      “Release her to you!” Lord Highland bellowed. “She let a murderer out of his pen! A man who was to be judged, as is his right, now roams free.” Lord Highland’s long finger extended towards Anya. “The blood of his next victim is on her hands.”

      How had this happened? She had gone to the barn intending to secure her future with Domeric. Instead, she was being reprimanded in front of her own father and a room full of Lord Highland’s minions.

      Her father grew bold, straightening his posture, his chest rising and falling with angry breaths. “A murderer? Who is this murderer? Why haven’t we heard of him?”

      The lord downcast his eyes, his shoulders slumping. “When we’d first happened upon the bodies, we hadn’t realized the victims had been murdered. They were mauled, mangled…it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. By the time the evidence of human involvement presented itself, it was too late. The festival was upon us.”

      Waves of guilt threatened to engulf Anya as Essie’s words haunted her. Maidens are being murdered, her friend had said, and she hadn’t listened.

      She’d never intended to do harm. She was scared by the soothsayer’s words, is all. And now…she shuddered, thinking of what this could mean, not just for herself, but for her town and the neighboring villages.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      Lord Highland waved his hand, and Domeric, her intended, was escorted into the room. Her heart leapt at the sight of his exhausted face. Surely he’d see through this folly.

      He had to.

      His golden hair caught the lantern light as he walked straight up to the Heartlander lord. He was so beautiful. So strong a man that no one could compare. And he was hers.

      Anger lined Domeric’s handsome features. “I demand to know why you're interrogating my intended!”

      She would have fallen in love with him at that moment if she hadn't loved him already. His warm brown eyes were ablaze with contempt, his white skin reddened with anger. He was a knight, her hero in every sense of the word, ready to come to her aid in times of dire need.

      Lord Highland sighed, shaking his head with disgust. “Your intended released a caged maniac from our custody. Then she let him soil her and toss her in a cage when he was through.”

      An audible gasp sounded throughout the room.

      It was a lie. A foul, vicious lie. But Anya was smart enough to know that people were easy to manipulate. This was the first time Lord Highland had said that.

      All she could do was sit there, shocked, mouth gaping at the audacious claim.

      All eyes turned toward her. His lie was all it took to convince them she was just as evil as he had made her out to be.

      Then again, perhaps she was. After all, she’d unleashed a killer. One that could strike again at any moment.

      Domeric's face grew pale as he mulled over the lord’s words. She wish he’d say something. Anything. But he just stood there looking confused and disappointed.

      It was her father that finally broke the silence.

      “Ani—what have ya done!”

      “No!” She found her voice. “That's not the right of it!”

      Lord Highland circled her, heels clicking as he walked. “It's well known that maidens often lose more than they should during such festivities. The merriment goes to their heads.”

      “No!” she cried out.

      “I'm just as surprised as you are, really. The boys in town would be too scared to sully the daughter of the blacksmith. As it turns out, murderers do not share in their fears.”

      Domeric looked at her, cocking his head to the side as though seeing her for the first time.

      Anya looked around frantically at the men. “Please, that’s not how it happened. You have to believe me.”

      Without another word, Domeric left the room.

      “It can’t be!” her father bellowed. “It can’t!”

      Lord Highland's thin frame never stopped, never slowed. He circled like a vulture waiting for its prey to collapse.

      “I wasn't soiled!” Anya pleaded. “Just ask Essie! She'll tell you! We saw a soothsayer!”

      A unified gasp sounded throughout the room.

      “She told me if I wanted to marry my intended, I had to go to the barn in the Highland pastures.”

      “A soothsayer, you say?” Lord Highland's voice sounded grave. “Akin to the devil?”

      The devil, that forbidden word. Long ago, talk of such religious figures was banned in all the mainland territories due to warring. Now, she was being told that the soothsayer she saw was akin to an entity she was prohibited from speaking of. Which would undoubtedly make things worse for her.

      “I didn't know!” Anya pleaded.

      “Why was this 'soothsayer' allowed at the festival?” her father raged.

      “We had heard of one slipping in and sought to remove the foul entity, but she was already gone when we located her stall,” Lord Highland said. “We get them every harvest festival, coming over from the Dusklands. With so many merchants, some get through. Most are fakes. This one must have gained some influence over your daughter.”

      “No!” Anya choked back a sob. “She had no control over me. She merely told me I had to go to the barn.”

      A thin smile crept on Lord Highland's face. “And you listened. Thus control.”

      “She told me I had to go there in order to marry Domeric!”

      “And yet you freed a murderer and let him soil you.” Lord Highland continued circling, his eyes never leaving her.

      “No!” she insisted. “He never soiled me! He put me in the cage. I saw his bare chest. That is all.”

      She glanced around the room at the men staring down at her with scorn. All except her father, whose face betrayed his disappointment.

      He doesn't believe me, she realized, and suddenly the weight of the situation seemed to punch her in the gut.

      This could be the end of my betrothal.

      Lord Highland looked to Anya’s father. “Your daughter will stay with me for the time being, serving in my household.”

      “Serving you?” her father growled.

      “Would you rather her caged and imprisoned?”

      “Caged? For succumbing to a boy's charms? How many women would we be imprisoning if that’s all it took?”

      “Oh, but you are forgetting the fact that she let a murderer loose from his pen.” Lord Highland turned to glare at her. “Seven maidens have already succumbed to his malice. If any more women are found dead, the blame will lie with her. I’m posting extra guards on my grounds in hopes she’ll lure him from hiding.”

      Anya was oddly comfortable being used as bait.

      “Seven murders?” her father said, his face now milk-white.

      “Yes. He's accompanied by a black beast. We’d caged the man, which we hoped would draw the creature out, but the guards were called away due to trouble at the festival. The victims of the monster were torn limb from limb before being eaten by the man and his pet.”

      Maidens are being murdered, were Essie’s words.

      Anya felt sick. Lord Highland was right. The man she had saved was accompanied by a beast unlike any she had ever seen, that came at his call. Bile filled her throat, and suddenly the room started to spin.

      “Surely, you can't think Ani had intended any of this,” her father said, wiping sweat from his bald head. “She used to play with your own children.”

      “Surely I can!” Lord Highland hissed, but Anya struggled to make sense of his words. Maidens are being murdered, played through her mind, again and again, taunting her.

      Was the caged man really that savage? His beast surely was.

      Another knock sounded at the door, and a servant went to answer it.

      In stepped the tall frame of Duggard Premril, white-faced and dour. He had once been a master-at-arms, but age now saw him as somewhat of a groundskeeper.

      He clutched his hat to his chest, his head bowed in respect to his lord.

      “What is it?” Lord Highland snapped. “Can't you see I'm busy?”

      Duggard sighed, his eyes sorrowful and hollow. “I'm sorry, m'lord. There ain't an easy way ta say dis.”

      “Then just spit it on out!”

      “A girl's been found—like tha others.”

      The room grew quiet. It was as if everyone was too scared to breathe.

      Anya mulled over the words, hoping she misheard Duggard. Though deep down, she knew the truth.

      Maidens are being murdered.

      After a long silence, Lord Highland said, “Who?”

      “Name's Gwen.”

      Whatever color was left in Anya's face drained as the words tumbled from Duggard's mouth. Numbness washed over her.

      This can’t be real. It must be some sort of sick joke. There’s no way that…that…

      It was her fault a killer was on the loose, and now her friend was dead. Gwen died because of her, and nothing would ever change that.
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      ANYA

      Anya scraped refuse from Lord Highland's kennel as the sun sat high in the afternoon sky. The laughter of children echoed from the courtyard, reminding her of when she played here many years ago.

      She was alone in her misery. No less than she deserved. If only shoveling shit could somehow right her wrongs.

      But some things you can’t atone for.

      The death of her friend sent her reeling, making her chores comforting as she accepted them as penance. She knew there was no end to this wretched fate, that her maidenhood was now over and would no longer end in a blissful union. Whether her folly was innocent or not, it had grave consequences. For her and for others.

      “You must be more thorough,” the amused voice of Kayla Highland chastised. “I'd hate for Bella to have to sleep in filth again.”

      Two maidens accompanying Kayla giggled, watching on with mischievous eyes. They wore dresses Anya would never have the luxury of wearing, made from the finest fabrics and stitched by some of the most skillful seamstresses in the Heartlands.

      Anya did her best not to acknowledge them. Nothing she did would ever please the lord’s daughter, who was as privileged as they come.

      It wasn’t enough that Kayla was born the daughter of a high lord. She was also beautiful, graceful, and full of charm, though toward Anya, she had more prickly thorns than any rose was known to have. Once, they were girlhood friends
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