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Chapter 1

 

The mansion lay nestled in the bosom of the Singing Hills, where it curled in on itself like a slumbering dragon. The hearth fire warmed the stones and glowed a merry orange in the windows, turning them to the eyes of a beast preparing for slumber. Mathilda Marquande, matriarch of Marquande Mansion, was relaxing before the fire with a book, half-lying across the divan with her ankles elegantly crossed. Her dressing gown was new, handmade specifically for her by her maid, who was excellent with a needle and learning to be better still. She had picked the fabric herself, a lush and shimmering rose color, thick enough to keep her warm on the chilly nights.

The color was also close enough to the hue of blood that the stain from when Mathilda had pricked her finger with the sewing needle was barely noticeable. The learning process, after all, was not painless.

Beside Mathilda, her elder daughter Violaine stood before the fire, combing her long blond hair until it shone orange in the firelight. Aliette, Mathilda’s younger daughter, sat practicing her embroidery. Her stitches were tiny and perfect, and she never pricked her own finger. Nor did anyone prick it for her. She, unlike the maid, was not lazy and did not need to be taught.

The smell of fresh-baked bread hung in the air. The maid was also a fine cook. Although she had burned a loaf last week. The burn Mathilda had given her in response still kept her awake at night. She would not make that mistake again.

The floor had been polished to a shine. Every corner was free of dust, every crumb meticulously swept up, every window scrubbed until the glass held the illusion of being open to the air. Despite her flaws, the maid did excellent work.

The maid was not downstairs with the rest of the family. She shivered three stories up in her drafty attic room, with not even her usual ragged quilt to wrap around herself for warmth. She stared out her own small window at the dark hills. From here, she could not see the road that snaked through those hills and led up to the front door of the mansion. She was left to imagine it for herself: the royal carriage in the distance, the tinkle of the bells that graced the horses’ bridles, the handsome prince with his charming smile. He would arrive at their door at any moment. Tonight, the Marquande household would be graced with a royal visit.

If fate was kind, Elle would be long gone before then.

She opened the window, and shivered anew at the bite of the chilly air. She hoisted her rope out the window and secured it to the sill—the rope she had made from the remains of her quilt. She had mourned the loss of the quilt; it had been her mother’s. But it wasn’t as if she had bedsheets she could tie together for this purpose, and any stolen scraps of fabric would be missed. Let alone a length of rope.

She had tested different knots in the fabric until she was sure they would hold her weight. Now the former quilt had knots running all the way down its length, footholds to aid in her escape. She squeezed backward out the small window, feet first, sucking in her stomach and finding herself grateful for how her stepmother kept her half-starved. She held her breath until her feet found the first knot.

She didn’t let herself look down. For think about the age of the quilt, and the probability that it would break under her weight. She only quested downward with her feet until she found the next knot, and the next. When she froze halfway down, the window too far above her and the ground too far below, she looked down at her bare arms. She focused on the scars there, the same set of initials over and over. The sight gave her the strength to keep going.

If she fell and broke her neck, well, there were worse things than death.

This wasn’t her first try at escape. The first time, the cook had alerted Torin, her watchdog. The cook was a pinch-faced woman, always scowling, always stingy with the scraps. Lazy, too, insisting that Elle do her work for her more often than not, no matter what other tasks Elle had before her or the impossibility of getting everything done in one day. She was nothing like the short and plump cook her father had hired before his death, who had always tossed the young Elle a wink and a cookie or two when Elle had scampered through the kitchen. This new woman had been her stepmother’s choice. Elle hadn’t realized until it was too late that she was probably also in the prince’s pocket.

The second time she had tried to escape, she hadn’t realized Torin had increased his vigilance after the first attempt. He had been watching the front door. She had never seen him, had never suspected until the wood of the door had sprouted hands to hold her in place by the wrists and ankles.

The third time, she had tried to climb the roof, as if she were still the child who had grown up with free run of the mansion. She hadn’t taken into account all the strength she had lost in her years away, or the lasting toll her injuries had taken on her, or simple weakness from poor sleep and lack of proper food. She had fallen—thankfully only to a second-story section of the roof, and not all the way to the ground. Although she had wondered, in more than one dark night, whether a deadly fall might not have been kinder in the end.

As it was, she had only broken her ankle in the fall. For the next several weeks, until it had healed enough to hold her weight, she had dragged herself through the house on hands and knees to get the scrubbing and sweeping done. Her stepsisters had made a game of seeing how many chores they could assign her on the second and third floors, just for the pleasure of watching her crawl upstairs.

Her foot strained downward, but found only empty air. She held her breath and let herself drop. She landed with a soft grunt after dropping only inches. Her bare feet sank into the dew-dampened grass.

She turned her back on the hated walls of what had once been her home, preparing to flee into the night—

And froze at the tinkle of bells.

She peered around the corner. The prince was just stepping out of his carriage. The moonlight gleamed off a single perfect blond lock that fell across one eye.

Once, she had thought that lock of hair was the most romantic sight in the world.

She held her breath as she darted into the shadows of the nearby trees. The prince knocked on the door. He wasn’t looking her way.

If she could only make it to the road, she would be free.

She didn’t think about how conspicuous she was in her rags, or how far her bare feet could take her. She couldn’t allow herself to think about it. She thought only of reaching the road. Anything else, and despair would swallow her.

She darted through the trees and risked emerging into the open. The road gleamed ahead of her, the gravel glittering silver in the moonlight.

When she glanced over her shoulder, she didn’t see the prince anymore. He was probably inside, making small talk with her stepmother, graciously pretending not to notice her stepsisters’ flirtations. Any moment now, he would ask one of her stepsisters to fetch her. Any moment now, the Marquande household would realize she was gone.

She darted across the grass and pushed past the neatly trimmed hedge. The hedge’s sharp twigs scraped against her arm, drawing blood. When she pulled her scraped arm in toward her body, the twigs followed. They lengthened into thick coils that spread up and down her arm and quested toward her neck.

Thorns sank deep into her flesh, drawing blood.

No. Not him. Not again.

Torin stepped out from behind the hedge. His square face, as usual, showed no expression.

Behind him, the prince grinned, his teeth flashing whiter than the moon.

“How obliging of you to get a head start on our game,” the prince purred. “You must have already suspected what I had in mind for tonight.”


 

Chapter 2

 

The prince—easier to think of him that way, easier not to let herself remember that she had once not only called him by his name but whispered it in the dark—looked down at her with blue eyes that twinkled in amusement. His face had a chiseled jaw that belonged on a marble statue. Many a lovelorn maiden had written poetry about the golden waves of his hair. The moonlight fell across him in a caress, as if it loved him. Perhaps it did not dare not to love him.

“I’m tired of finding you cowering away in your attic room,” he said to her. “It’s so… easy. Sometimes I want a challenge, you understand?”

She had never cowered. Not once.

She lifted her chin to him, and did not give him the satisfaction of an answer.

“Tonight,” he said, “you will give me a challenge. You will give me a chase. To make it more interesting, I’ll give you an incentive. If you get away, I’ll let you go—for good. And to make it a little more fair, I’ll even give you a head start. You have until the count of one hundred.”

He nodded over his shoulder to Torin. “Let her go.”

The thick branches retracted, the thorns scraping down her skin as they slid back into the hedge. A moment later, it was nothing more than an ordinary hedge again. Torin, as always, was expressionless.

“Well?” Impatience twisted the prince’s perfect features. “You should be happy about this. You wanted to run, didn’t you? That’s what you’re doing out here tonight, isn’t it?” His lips twisted in a sneer. “So run.”

But to run would be to give him what he wanted. And she had given him what he wanted too many times in her life already. She stayed where she was, her bare feet planted in the dewy grass.

The prince shook his head slowly. “Oh, Elle. Haven’t you learned by now? I’ll get my entertainment from you one way or another. If you won’t entertain me by running, you’ll simply have to do it a different way.” He leaned in, his voice taking on a softly intimate cast. “Do you remember what you used to do for me in my dungeons, Elle? How would you like to be on the receiving end this time around?”

It was the glint in his eyes that did it. The glint she remembered from all those days in the dungeon. It was the memory of what that look led to, the memory of dark laughter, of darker blood.

Or maybe what did it was the small spark of hope. If she was only fast enough… if the prince kept his word…

Freedom. There wasn’t much she wouldn’t do for a taste of it, for the merest chance at it. Including humiliate herself in front of the prince yet again.

She ran.

Behind her, the prince let out a low, delighted chuckle.

The gravel road bit into her bare feet. She ignored the pain. She had endured far worse. This time, she didn’t need to look down at her scars to remind herself of that. The sound of the prince’s laughter behind her was enough.

Had he started counting yet?

She ran from darkness into darkness. The road was only a faint glow ahead of her, moonlight on gravel, growing dimmer as the moon passed behind a cloud. Her lungs heaved. She was no longer the child who had run joyfully through the mansion grounds. She was not the girl who had left her home with her heart buoyed by dreams. She spent her days on her knees scrubbing, or hunched over the mending, or cooped up in her freezing attic room. She was weak. Broken.

Her ankle, which had never healed quite right, ached with every hard footfall. Soon, she knew, the ache would become the sharp bite of pain. She forced herself onward anyway.

Behind her, footsteps. She didn’t need to look over her shoulder to know the prince had begun his chase. He couldn’t possibly have finished counting to one hundred yet.

She leaned down and picked up a handful of gravel without breaking her stride. She tossed it into the bushes, then veered off the road in the other direction, into a stand of trees. A moment ago, she had cursed the cloud that stole the moonlight away. Now she thanked it. Without the moonlight, it would be as hard for the prince to see her as it was for her to find her way.

Behind her, the footsteps turned in the opposite direction, chasing the thrown stones. A second later, she heard him yell, then curse. She imagined thorns biting into royal flesh, and bit back a grin.

“Torin!” the prince snapped in a voice of royal command. “Light!”

Elle ducked behind a thick tree trunk and froze. But no light came. “It goes against the spirit of the thing, doesn’t it?” came Torin’s impassive voice.

“This is my game,” the prince said. “We play by my rules, not yours. Light.”

But Torin’s magic couldn’t create something out of nothing. How could he create light from darkness?

She found out a second later.

The night was not utterly dark. All around her, fireflies blazed to life before fading out again. When she was a child, she used  to catch them by the dozens. Now she peered out from behind the tree in time to see four fireflies swell monstrously, bulging in places their small bodies were never meant to bulge. Arms burst out to either side; legs hurtled towards the ground.

And then the fireflies were gone, and in their place stood four liveried men holding orange torches, their faces as empty as Torin’s.

Two of the firefly-men marched forward down the road. One turned in the prince's direction. The fourth turned toward the trees. Toward Elle.

If she ran, the light would fall on her. If she stayed, she would be spotted once the firefly-man reached her.

She bent and dug a fist-sized rock from where it was nestled against the root of the tree. She lobbed it at Torin’s head.

It caught him in the temple. He yelled. But the fireflies’ light did not falter; their illusory bodies did not waver. She cursed to herself.

And of course, her attack had given away her position. Something struck the ground next to her with a soft piff. She squinted down and saw the slim shaft of an arrow illuminated at the edge of the orange light. Was he shooting arrows at her? Was that his game, to hunt her like a deer?

If only an arrow would strike her through the heart.

If she had thought there was a chance of that, she might have stepped out and let him put an end to it. But she knew him better than that.

As the firefly-man marched implacably forward, she turned and darted away.

The firefly-man ran after her, casting his glow over her. Her shadow stretched ahead, impossibly long and spindly, monstrous.

A sharp, sudden burning in her calf. A faltering step. She didn’t look, didn’t want to see the arrow protruding from her leg. She forced herself forward, her muscles convulsing around the shaft. She wouldn’t make it far like this.

But her fear wouldn’t let her stop, and neither would her pride. She ran.

Cold crept out from the wound, where burning pain had been a moment ago. Numbness followed in its wake. It crept up to her knee, down to her foot, leaving her with an empty and distant tingling where true sensation should have been. She couldn’t feel the grass underfoot anymore.

Poisoned arrows?

Of course, poisoned arrows. When had the prince ever played fair?

She missed her next stride, and sprawled forward on at the feet of a tree. She stared up at the branches, as if she could will herself up its trunk. As if the branches would reach down and cradle her, shield her, save her.

The footsteps behind her were unhurried now. First the firefly-man, casting his glow down on her. The prince followed a second behind. She heaved herself onto her back in time to see him stop at her feet to loom over her with a delighted gleam in his eye. Torin looked on from a few paces back, his face revealing nothing.

“Well, well, well,” crooned the prince. “Look what I caught in these woods. You are far more beautiful than any deer, but not half as graceful, I’m afraid.” Silver gleamed in the darkness—a knife, twirled between his fingers. “You’re no deer, but I could still gut you like one.”

“Poisoned arrows,” she spat. “I always knew you were a spineless coward.”

Or at least, that was what she tried to say. But Torin was prepared. He knew insults did not please his royal master. His magic caught her words in midair and transmuted them. Her spineless coward became masterful hunter.

She turned her glare on Torin. He looked past her as if she didn’t exist.

“Why, thank you,” said the prince. “I’ve always thought so, myself.” His knife ceased its twirling; he gazed thoughtfully down at the blade. “No, gutting you would end the fun. I’ll mark you as mine and let you go—assuming I can find any space left on you to work.” He knelt and ran his silken fingers down the scars along one forearm.

She yanked her arm away from him. Before she could complete the movement, a root pushed free of the dirt to wrap itself around her wrist. Torin’s doing.

The prince’s fingers crept upward with intimate slowness before pausing just above the crook of her elbow. “Ah,” he breathed. “How have I not made use of this place before?” His fingers caressed her skin in slow circles. “Your skin is so soft. Fit for a princess.”

He hovered the knife above the small patch of skin, but he didn’t cut, not yet. The prince always did like to savor the anticipation.

“It’s a beautiful night,” he said over his shoulder to Torin. “So quiet, so peaceful. I would hate for her to spoil it with her screams.”

Torin answered with a single curt nod. A thick root sprang up to wrap itself around her mouth. She bit down savagely, and got a mouthful of bark and an aching jaw for her trouble.

“That’s better,” the prince said as he made the first cut.

Elle screamed into the root gag as the blade came down in the familiar pattern. Two diagonal slashes, a horizontal line between. The letter A. Then the biting curve of a C. A.C. for Alexandre Casteril.

Prince Alexandre, youngest of the Casteril line, the king’s only child, heir to the throne.

Once, he had been her royal husband.

Once, for a short time, she had been a princess.

When Alexandre was done, he blotted her blood away with an embroidered white handkerchief, then sat back to admire his work. “Torin,” he said, “I’d like to hear her sweet voice now.”

The root vanished back into the earth. Elle knew better than to scream.

Alexandre leaned down over her, close enough for his breath to warm her face, close enough to bite. Close enough to kiss. “Tell me what you think of me,” he purred.

Elle, who knew how this game was played, set her jaw and said nothing.

Alexandre narrowed his eyes at her until they were mere slits glowing firefly-orange in the night. “Tell me,” he ordered, “or I’ll find something else to cut.” The knife came up between their faces, the tip of the blade tracing a delicate line up her jaw. “You don’t really need both eyes, do you? Not to work as a maid.”

Elle swallowed. He saw it and smiled. “Tell me,” he repeated, “what you think of me.”

“I hate you,” she spat.

But Torin, once again, was prepared. His magic turned her words to a breathy I love you.

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” he said, wiping the blade clean with his handkerchief. He stood as the root unwound itself from her wrist. “The memory of your sweet screams will need to last me a long time, I’m afraid. I won’t be able to come around much for a while. Thank you for giving me a memory that will make the waiting easier.”

She didn’t ask what would keep him away. Nor did she dare to hope his words were true.

“The poison will wear off by morning,” he said. “You’ll need to take care of the arrow yourself, but you’ve dealt with worse. Once your leg is working again, though, you’ll want to hurry. You wouldn’t want to start your chores late, or your stepmother will be most displeased.”

With that, he turned and walked away without a second glance. Torin followed.


 

Chapter 3

 

Before

 

The walls of the cathedral were dressed in red roses, the floor strewn with them, the light through the windows red-tinged as it reflected off rose petals. Elle had heard there were ten thousand red roses, that the royal servants had stayed up all night counting them, that someone who looked carefully would be able to see those servants’ blood staining the thorns. The thick floral fragrance swirled through the vast space and caressed Elle’s nose. It smelled like dreams. It smelled like her future.

Elle focused on the roses, because if she looked at the crowd instead, she might pass out. She had never seen this many people together in one place before. It was said that citizens had accosted royal couriers in the streets, demanding to know if they carried invitations to the royal wedding. Elle had even heard stories of one neighbor murdering another for their invitation, although surely that story was an exaggeration. What was not exaggeration, though, was that the wedding was the most talked-about event in Elle’s lifetime. The wedding of Prince Alexandre, King Tyrus’s only son, the heir to the throne.

The prince’s wedding. Elle’s wedding.

The music started, the deafening melody ringing through the vast cathedral. Elle let out a tiny yelp. The crowd turned their heads as one to stare at her, in anticipation of her walk down the rose-strewn aisle to her future waiting at the white marble altar.

Elle clutched her father’s hand, her sweat dampening his skin. “I can’t do it,” she whispered in his ear.

Her father smiled up at her, a carefree twinkle in his eye, as if they were alone at home before the hearth. “All these people came here to see you, my dear,” he said. “Would you disappoint them like that?”

Elle’s chest constricted. “That’s not helping.”

Her father squeezed her hand. “Just think of all the good your kind heart can do as queen,” he said. “Think of the difference you’ll make to the kingdom.”

“But what about the Prince?” He was waiting there, at the altar, his face angled away from her. She couldn’t look at him too closely, or she would surely lose her nerve.

She had never spoken to the man in her life. And now she was going to marry him. What would he think when he got his first glimpse of her? Would he be disappointed?

“I’m sure he’ll love you,” her father said with another squeeze of her hand. “Everyone does.”

As another wave of dizziness overcame her, she quickly looked away from the prince. She closed her eyes and thought about being queen. She thought about the beggar children she had seen in the streets on the way here. Once she sat on the throne, she would be able to do more than toss them a few coins from her purse.

That thought gave me the strength to take the first step.

Her father led her slowly through the roses, offering her a steady arm in case she stumbled. It would be a miracle if she made it all the way to the prince without tripping over this dress and making a fool of herself. It was all froth and lace, billowing out to all sides like the white-capped waves of a stormy sea. Lace and ribbons trailed behind her like a sweet fragrance. So many ribbons; so much fabric. Any moment now, her feet would tangle up in it all, and the prince’s first clear sight of her would be her scrambling red-face to her feet.

But she leaned on her father, and didn’t trip.

Her stepsisters sat near the front of the cathedral. Elle’s gaze went to them without meaning to. Aliette sat with her arms crossed and her lips in a pout, not even bothering to hide her jealousy. Violaine stared off into the distance with a thoughtful look, no doubt scheming on how to get into Elle’s good graces now that it was clear Elle really was going to become queen someday. It had taken her a long time to accept it. She had thought it should be her.

And there between them was her stepmother, watching Elle with a proud smile. Tears of happiness dampened the corners of her eyes. Of course she was proud—she had arranged all this. She had originally wanted it to be one of her own daughters marrying the prince, but the prince’s representatives had met with all three of them and had chosen Elle. Who was Mathilda Marquande to argue with their choice? And after all, she would still receive her new title, and access to the crown, so it suited her almost as well.

They had reached the front of the cathedral. It was time to let go of her father’s arm and step forward. Time to step up and meet her destiny, and hope destiny didn’t flinch away at the sight of her. She fumbled for her father’s hand, gave it one last affectionate squeeze, and let go.

She kept her eyes on her feet until she was standing directly across from the prince. She told herself it was to keep herself from tripping, but she knew it was fear, plain and simple. But she couldn’t avoid looking at her husband-to-be forever. She cast a shy glance upward, and prayed she wouldn’t see disappointment in his eyes.

Her breath caught. The prince was as perfect as the rumors whispered, as perfect as the legends said. He was a statue come to life, with eyes like captured sunlight and a single lock of hair that fell down across one eye. And when he looked at her, she saw his eyes lit from within, eager, drinking her in. There was no disappointment there. No flinch of disgust.

He smiled, and the radiance of that smile warmed her from within. The quick wink he gave her nearly did her in.

Her jealous stepsisters had told her she was the luckiest girl in the kingdom. She had been too nervous to believe them. But now, finally, she did.

The priest’s words were a blur. She spoke when he bade her to speak, but she barely heard what her own mouth was saying. The crowd, too, seemed to fade away. There was no room in her world for anything but the prince’s eyes.

Those eyes devoured her hungrily, until a blush pinked her cheeks. But underneath that hunger, the light of his happiness was plain. He liked what he saw. He was happy she would be his queen.

And then he was slipping the ring onto her finger, his fingers brushing hers, sending a jolt of pure lightning down her spine. His touch was a whisper of silk. The warmth of his hand was a ray of pure sunlight.

The priest’s next words were the first words she had heard clearly since first laying eyes on the prince. “You may now kiss the bride.”

The touch of his hand had been only a prelude to what she felt when his lips found hers. Lightning seared through her body, so fierce she imagined herself lit up with it. Surely the crowd would notice. Her lips parted involuntarily, opening to his warmth.

Sharp pain seared through her lower lip. Her eyes flew open.

She tasted blood. As the prince pulled back, she saw a smear of red on his teeth. He had bitten her.

She took an involuntary step back. The prince’s hand found hers, and he laced his fingers through his, pulling her closer. He smiled for the crowd. The glint of red was gone.

“You’re bleeding,” he said in a low voice, his hungry eyes sweeping over her once again. “You should take care of that. It would be a bad omen for the kingdom’s first sight of their new princess to be marred by blood.”

There was no hint of anything but affection in his eyes as he flashed her that same perfect, charming smile.


 

Chapter 4

 

Elle didn’t wait for the poison to wear off. She wrenched her hands behind her to pull the arrow shaft from her leg, biting her lip to hold in the mewls of pain as the barbed shaft came free. She had no fear that she would bleed out—Alexandre wouldn’t have left her to handle the wound herself if there had been any danger of that. He wouldn’t risk losing his favorite toy. She should be so lucky.

Sure enough, whatever poison was responsible for the numbing effect also seemed to slow her bleeding. There was an initial gush, but it faded quickly to a trickle. The blood congealed on her skin, hardening into a scab with unnatural speed.

Elle watched the wound close. Then, leaving the arrow behind, she dragged herself on hands and knees across the rough forest floor toward home. Her numb leg dragged behind her, slowing her down. But better to crawl back now on one working leg than wait until the poison wore off and risk her stepmother or stepsisters waking before she returned. The scrapes she was accumulating on her hands and knees were better than she would get if she didn’t have hot water waiting for tea when they woke. As for her tattered rags, there wasn’t much she could do to them that hadn’t already been done.

When her slow and painful crawl finally brought her back to the front door, she saw the prince’s carriage still there. The horses shook their heads restlessly at the sight of her, and nosed at her like they were searching for carrots.

She shook her head at them. “Sorry, fellows. You probably eat better than me these days.” Grasping the doorframe, she hauled herself to standing, placing all her weight on her leg. She eased the door open a crack and listened.

The warmth of the hearth drifted out from the mansion, followed by the faint tinkle of Aliette’s artificial laughter. “Oh, Prince Alexandre,” she cooed. “You have such a sense of humor.”

“And everyone knows a man with a good sense of humor prefers a woman who can match wits with him,” came Violaine’s voice. “A pity you were dropped on your head as a baby, or you might qualify.”

Aliette sputtered. “I… oh, how dare you, Violaine! I was not!”

“Now, now, girls,” Mathilda said in the buttery-smooth tones she used only for company she wished to impress. “The prince didn’t come here to listen to you squabbling.”

“No,” Alexandre agreed, “I came for this delightful bread. Which of you lovely ladies baked this loaf?”

Elle had—and had burned her fingers pulling it from the oven, too. But Violaine quickly jumped in with, “I’ve been trying to improve my baking. I’m so glad you like it.”

“Let me fetch you another slice,” said Mathilda—which meant she would be heading for the kitchen, in the opposite direction of the front
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