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  The Legend




The Crimson Moon rises only once in a generation — every thirty-two years. To the eye, it looks like any other moon, yet astronomers say that through a telescope, you can see the faint crimson pulse within it. From Earth, we see only a pale moon in the sky, one we have watched a hundred times before — but in our hearts, we feel the difference. We feel its promise: that our sufferings have purpose, that even through the world’s cruelty, there lies a meaning we may one day understand. 
To our people, it is no omen of dread, but a blessing — a gift said to come from the ancients themselves. Children born beneath its glow are believed to carry extraordinary fortune; marriages sealed that night endure with unshakable love; and those who feast and dance in its light are promised long life, prosperity, and joy.
In the weeks before its ascent, the world changes. Bright red ribbons appear everywhere — tied to doors and windows, braided into the hair of women and girls, pinned to the lapels of men. Lanterns painted scarlet and gold hang in the streets. Banners ripple from rooftops, and bells chime at dawn to remind us of the approaching blessing. Markets overflow with ripe fruits and sweetmeats dyed crimson: pomegranates, cherries, honey cakes dusted with red sugar — each said to carry the moon’s favor.
Neighbors exchange tokens — scarlet threads or charms carved from rosewood — as symbols of goodwill. Even strangers greet one another as friends, for the festival is a season of peace: old quarrels are laid aside, debts forgiven, and new bonds formed in the spirit of the moon.
On the night itself, bonfires blaze in every village square, casting sparks like stars into the dark. Music fills the air — drums, fiddles, pipes — and the people dance in circles until dawn. Tables groan under the weight of roasted meats, spiced wines, and breads tinted red with saffron and berry juice. Lovers steal kisses beneath the glowing sky, and families lift their children high to catch the first rays of the moon.
“It is said that when the Crimson Moon shines, she looks down and chooses someone special, and then its full light falls upon that person like a crimson veil. It matters not if they are a child, bride, wanderer, or beggar — that soul is then marked for greatness, blessed above all others. And so, the people wait with open hearts, watching the heavens, praying for the special touch of her radiant gaze.”






  
  Chapter one
How cruel the curse that haunts my beloved. Each day, I see the weight press heavier upon him, shadows stealing the joy from his smile. I grieve for him in silence, for though I hold him close, I fear he drifts farther from me with every passing moon.— from the diary of Elois Alvyran 


The Château d’Alvyran stood like a sentinel on the southern cliffs of Provence, its weathered gray stone turrets rising above acres of gnarled olive trees and wild rosemary. Ivy climbed the façade like a memory too stubborn to die, and the scent of salt and thyme clung to the air. A sea wind whispered against the leaded-glass windows, carrying with it the sighs of an old world that refused to be forgotten. 
Inside, in a room that might once have been a solar and now served as a private study, two men sat facing each other across a heavy oak table etched with runes long faded into the varnish. An elaborate chessboard carved from dark walnut and inlaid with alternating squares of ivory and obsidian sat between them. Its pieces were miniature works of art—hand-carved in alabaster and jet. The white queen wore a gown of flowing stone lace. Rearing on its haunches was the black knight, all tension and menace. Each piece had a soul of its own, and when moved, gave off a clink like glass.
Antoine Alvyran sat in a high-backed chair upholstered in cracked green velvet, his dark suit tailored but unadorned, his silver hair brushed neatly back. Though his face held the handsome lines of a man who had once commanded a room with ease, his eyes—storm-colored, intelligent—now gave the impression of someone half-lost in thought and half at war with time.
His opponent, Francois Dorlain, a plump man with fine boots and the demeanor of a scholar who preferred art to war, leaned forward and moved his bishop with a quiet confidence.
“Still insisting on the English Opening, Antoine?” Francois murmured. “I would have thought you’d grow tired of such conventional maneuvers.”
Antoine’s fingers hovered over a knight before selecting a pawn instead. “Conventional. But steady. Predictable.” He nudged the pawn forward. “And sometimes that’s what wins.” 
Francois chuckled softly. “Ah, yes, did you tell me your son, Joaquin, is returning soon?”
“In a week,” Antoine replied, staring at the board, though his eyes seemed elsewhere. “His studies in Toulouse are complete. He’s now an avocat—a barrister, as the English would say. I imagine he’ll come back full of opinions and arguments to match.” 
“He hasn’t been a boy for a long time,” Francois said with a knowing smile. “I’m sure he’s been his own man for quite some time now.” 
Antoine made no reply, only moved his knight, taking Francois’s bishop with a flick of the wrist. A simple move, but clean. 
They played in silence for a moment, the crackle of the fireplace behind them offering a soft punctuation to the sound of chess pieces moving. A porcelain clock on the mantel ticked steadily beneath a faded oil painting of a woman in a lavender gown.
A knock interrupted the stillness.
The door creaked open, and Matteu, a servant in a crisp black uniform, entered with a tray of tea and fruit. He bowed slightly and set the tray beside the table before speaking. “Pardon the intrusion, Messieurs. I wished only to remind the master that the Crimson Moon will rise in just three months. The villagers are already preparing for the festival in Sombresage.”
Antoine’s hand froze above the board.
The room went still. Even the flames in the hearth seemed to dim.
The servant, sensing something amiss, bowed again and retreated without another word.
“Ah, yes, the Crimson Moon festival. Has it been thirty-two years already?” Francois asked. “The villagers love to celebrate the Crimson Moon. The legend is that under the Crimson Moon, old wounds heal. Lovers find one another. Children born under its light carry peace in their souls. The rivers run clear, the trees bear fruit, and the past—no matter how cruel—is softened by its light.” Francois made a move on the chessboard. “Yes, such a time of joy and blessing.”
Antoine’s face had gone pale, his gaze locked not on the board, but on something far beyond it. His fingers curled slightly as if holding back tremors. Despite his composure, he was noticeably shaking.
Francois’s jovial tone faltered. “Is something wrong?”
“No,” Antoine said too quickly, and then, softer, “No. Just a reminder I hadn’t expected.” He picked up his glass to take a sip. The glass dropped from his fingers, shattering on the floor. He rose slowly, collecting himself with the precision of a man trained never to betray his true thoughts. “Perhaps I am tired.”
Francois set his piece down gently. “We’ll finish another time.”
Antoine nodded. “Yes. Of course. Forgive me, old friend. I’ve let my mind wander too far tonight.”
Francois stood, adjusting his coat with a glance toward the windows. “Some things should stay buried, Antoine. But under the Crimson Moon, even the past becomes forgotten, as if the light of that moon washes it all away.” 
Antoine did not answer. He merely walked his guest to the door, offering a tired but gracious smile. He rang the small brass bell beside the door, and within moments, Matteu appeared. “Please see Monsieur Francois out,” Antoine said quietly. “And tell the staff to prepare his carriage.” 
Matteu bowed. As he led the guest away, Antoine added, “My apologies again. Good night, my friend.” 
As Francois departed down the stone corridor, his footsteps echoing faintly, Antoine returned to the board and stared at the pieces, two kings still standing, a fallen queen at the center. 
He did not touch them. He simply stood there, listening to the wind against the glass of the window.
Antoine moved to the tall, arched window of the chess room and stood there long after Francois’s footsteps had faded into the silence of the château. His hand rested against the cold stone of the casement as his eyes lifted to the sky, where the horizon still clung to the last blush of twilight. Above the trees, a pale moon had risen, swollen, heavy with light, as if it also bore a secret.
The moon tonight was only a harbinger. But soon, it would bloom into something red and, for him, something terrible. He exhaled slowly, watching the fog of his breath against the glass.
Before the crimson moon rises, he must marry. Elois had whispered with her last breath, her voice wet with blood and sorrow. A witch. Not one of my cursed kin, nor of yours. She must be neutral, strong, and kind, or he will not survive his thirty-first year and will die before the Crimson Moon rises.
Antoine closed his eyes.
“I’ve done everything I could to protect him,” he murmured aloud, his voice barely above a breath. “God forgive me, but I’ve also lied to him by telling him everything was fine.”
He turned from the window and walked through the long corridor of the west wing, his footsteps soundless on the ancient rugs that lined the stone floors. “I know he knows everything is not fine.” The candle sconces lit his way, casting his shadow in wavering fragments along the walls. At the far end, he paused before a door. Cherry wood lacquered to a deep shine, untouched by time. Mariette, the maid, was the only one to come in here besides him. She was told to dust the room every day.
His hand lingered on the brass handle before he opened the door.
As he entered, the scent of honeysuckle hung faintly in the air.
Elois’s chamber looked exactly as it had twenty years ago. Pale gold drapes half covered the windows, the moon spilling silver light across the neatly made bed with its white lace coverlet, delicately embroidered with flowers. 
Old perfume bottles, hand mirrors, and a silver hairbrush holding a few strands of her raven hair still scattered her dressing table.
Her writing desk sat in the corner, with a book still open to the last page she had read. A single dried rose lay atop the pages, its petals curled and fragile. A pair of soft shoes rested beside the hearth, and on the carved mantel, three ivory figurines of saints stood silently watching.
Antoine crossed the room, careful not to disturb a single thing, and lowered himself into the armchair beside the fireplace—the one she used to sit in while reading aloud from her poetry books.
He sat there in the silence. He did not move. The room held its breath around him, and the chair beneath him seemed harder than it had a moment before.
His shoulders curved like a question mark, the knuckles of his right hand tracing the deep grooves worn into the wooden armrest—marks left by the same hand, year after year, in this same chair.
“I never told him,” he whispered. “I should have. But how do you tell a boy that a curse runs through his veins? That everything good in his life is borrowed time?”
He looked toward her bed and then beyond it, as if through the veil of the world.
“Elois, what would you have me do now?”
The air shifted. Softly. As if a breeze had passed through a closed room. He looked up and there she was. His wife.
She stood by the window, bathed in the light of the rising moon. Her figure was slender and regal, draped in the lilac nightgown she had worn on the last night of her life. The long, dark hair fell loose around her shoulders, gleaming like silk. Her face was the same: gentle, knowing, ageless, but her eyes now held a depth no living eyes ever could. A glow rimmed her form, not harsh or ghostly, but warm, like candlelight behind thin linen.
Antoine’s throat tightened as it always did when he saw her. 
She smiled faintly, the same smile that had once calmed his storms. “My darling Joaquin is returning soon. Antoine, you must tell him.”
“I don’t know what to do,” he confessed, running a hand down his face. “I’ve tried to protect him from everything. I don’t know if I can tell him.”
 Elois stepped closer, close enough that the ache in him quieted—close enough that the air no longer felt quite sufficient. “You need to find him a wife,” she whispered. “You know what I told you. The Crimson Moon is coming, and he is in his thirtieth year. It is time, Antoine. It’s time to break the curse.”
Antoine looked at her, helpless. “Where am I to find such a woman? A witch, but not of your house or mine? One strong enough to match him and kind enough to love him?”
“You will find one,” she said, reaching out as if to touch his face. Her hand hovered inches above his skin. “I know you will, my love. You will find the perfect wife for our son.”
Antoine closed his eyes.
When he opened them again, she was gone.
Only the moonlight remained.
And the echo of her voice, lingering. 
Antoine rose from his chair and crossed to the window. Beyond the glass, the moon rode high, casting the valley in a pale, unearthly glow. The forest stretched dark and endless, the jagged line of the cliffs cutting the horizon like a scar. 
Below, the village of Sombresage lay still at the forest’s edge, its chimney smoke drifting upward in slender gray ribbons, the moonlight washing over rooftops like a blessing—or a warning. Mist clung low over the fields, shifting in ghostly waves that reminded him too much of the shadows inside this castle. 
After a long silence, he murmured, half to himself and half to the lingering presence he always felt near. “I suppose all I can do is try—hope that I can find her. I’ll send word to Sombresage that I am searching for a wife for my son. Perhaps the one you asked for will be there. I don’t know what else to do.”
A whisper stirred in his ear, the voice soft but unmistakable. “She will be there . . . though you may not see her. You will have to search to find her.”
Antoine closed his eyes, weary. In life, Elois had been steady, practical, with both feet on the ground. In death, her ghost spoke only in riddles, as if the veil had made her a stranger. Still—whether or not he understood her —what mattered was finding the woman meant for Joaquin. Without her, the curse would claim his son within months.
Antoine straightened, his reflection caught in the cold glass beside the moon.“Then I will find her,” he vowed. “For his life depends upon it.”






  
  Chapter two
I once believed love would find me and stay, a constant flame against the dark. But love is not a feeling one can trust—it is the will to remain when the heart trembles. And because the heart trembles so easily, true love is rare.— from the diary of Elois Alvyran  


The village of Sombresage dozed beneath the soft hush of a sunlit afternoon. Golden light spilled through the tangled branches of walnut and birch, casting long shadows over the moss-covered stone cottages and cobbled lanes. Bees hummed lazily between the lavender stalks growing wild along the fences, and somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once, then fell silent again. 
Ester Marshek stepped carefully over a crooked flagstone as she walked the familiar road to the baker’s shop, her linen skirts brushing the tops of her boots. A blue cloth lined the basket on her arm, which was empty, but she could already smell the faint, sweet scent of fresh rolls carried by the breeze.
Sombresage was not a large village, but it was old—older than the roads that twisted through it and older still than the names carved into its stones. The village had survived plagues and wars, harsh winters and poor harvests, and still it clung to its quiet rhythm. Today, that rhythm was ordinary: a pair of children chasing a hoop with sticks, Madame Elvine hanging out laundry behind her ivy-covered house, and old Monsieur Talbert asleep with a pipe in his teeth on the bench outside the wine shop.
The village was already preparing for the Crimson Moon festival, and at every door a red ribbon hung, welcoming friends and the blessings of the moon.
A sharp tremor rattled through the cobblestones, quick and insistent. The pounding grew louder, echoing off the stone walls until Ester caught her breath—the unmistakable thunder of a single horse racing into town. 
Ester turned her head instinctively. Down the road, a rider was approaching at a brisk pace, his long dark coat flaring behind him, the hooves of his horse clattering loudly over the stones. He bore the look of someone with a message to deliver—urgent but not panicked.
A few people paused in their tasks. Heads turned. Curtains shifted.
The rider reined in near the village square, where the tall notice board stood between the smithy and the well. Without dismounting, he drew a scroll from his satchel, tacked it to the board with a swift, effortless motion, and tipped his head to those gathering around before turning his horse and galloping off the way he had come.
A cluster of villagers drifted toward the board, drawn like moths to a flame.
Ester hesitated. Curiosity flickered in her chest. “What could that be?” she murmured, mostly to herself. “The governor raising taxes again is more than likely.”
Her feet kept moving toward the bakery. The rolls. She needed the rolls.
The bell above the door jingled softly as she stepped inside, her head brushing against the large red ribbon that hung in the center of the door. The warmth of the oven wrapped around her like a familiar shawl, and the smell of honeyed crust and toasted grain filled her senses.
Gaspard, the baker, was sliding a tray from the hearth, his broad face ruddy from the heat. “Ah, Mademoiselle Marshek,” he said, brushing flour from his hands. “Right on time. The rolls are still warm.”
“Thank you, Gaspard,” she said, setting the basket on the counter.
The bell jingled again.
A man stepped inside—one of the mill workers from the edge of the village, still coated in flecks of sawdust and bark and the smell of freshly cut timber.
Gaspard glanced up. “What was that rider about, Jacque? What did he post?”
The man grinned and wiped sweat from his brow. “This message is from the north. The Alvyran estate. Word is, the Marquis d’Alvyran’s son is returning, and the marquis is seeking a bride for him.”
“A bride?” Gaspard chuckled, pulling a cloth over a cooling loaf. “What, do they think she’ll come wandering out of the forest like a fairy tale?”
Jacques shrugged. “Stranger things have happened. The notice says she must be of excellent character, strong yet kind.”
Gaspard’s eyebrows lifted. “We have a village full of strong women.” He laughed. “Some are kind, but strong and kind together. I have yet to find one myself.”
Ester said nothing, her hands tightening slightly around the edge of the basket. A bride. For the Alvyran heir.
She gave a polite smile and handed Gaspard a few coins. “Thank you again. The rolls smell wonderful.”
And with that, she stepped back into the sunlit afternoon, the scent of bread clinging to her clothes. “Hah, typical,” she muttered to herself as she descended the two stone steps to the road. The sun caught the edge of her dark braid as she glanced toward the small crowd still loitering near the notice board. “The great Marquis d’Alvyran has a son, and now he’s trying to find him a wife? What’s wrong with the son? Can’t he find his own?”
She shook her head, amused and unimpressed.
“Maybe he’s a fat, ugly brute with a fondness for brothels and the occasional goat.” A laugh escaped her, sharp and unladylike. An old man passing with a sack of flour gave her a startled glance.
She didn’t care.
“Ester!” called a voice from across the square.
She turned to see Yvette and Ameii hurrying toward her, their faces flushed with excitement and the sheen of gossip. Both girls were younger than Ester by a year or two, full of hopeful sighs and wide eyes, with hair pinned in fashionable styles with too many ribbons.
“Did you see it?” Yvette asked breathlessly. “The notice?”
“I heard about it,” Ester said dryly, adjusting the basket on her hip. 
“They’re looking for a bride!” Ameii squealed. “For the Lord’s son!”
Ester gave them both a long, unimpressed look. “Have you ever seen him?”
They blinked. “Well, no.”
“Then how do you know he’s not a dwarf?” Ester asked with a straight face. “Or an ogre?”
Yvette gasped. “Surely not.”
“Maybe he’s addled. Maybe he drools all day and bangs on tables, groaning about birds and wind and what he had for breakfast.”
“Oh dear,” Ameii whispered, her eyes wide with half-delighted horror.
“Or maybe.” Ester leaned in, lowering her voice. “Perhaps he doesn’t even exist.”
Ameii looked genuinely alarmed. “But the sign said—“
“Yes, yes,” Ester waved a hand, “that’s what the sign says. But who wrote it? And why would we believe a man on a horse tacking up parchment like it’s a market bill for turnips?”
Yvette sniffed. “Well, I don’t care. I want to get out of this village and see the world.”
“You’ll get out of the village,” Ester said, “and you’ll end up trapped in that cold, crumbling castle, married to a man who’s either too old or too mad to give you children. Or worse, one of those pale nobles who likes to speak in riddles and stares at walls for hours.”
Yvette crossed her arms, but not before a flicker of doubt crossed her face.
“I’m just saying,” Ester added, “be careful what you wish for.”
“Don’t listen to her,” Ameii whispered to Yvette with a grin. “She just doesn’t want us to meet the Lord because she wants the son for herself.”
Ester burst into laughter and shook her head. “He’s all yours, I promise. I have to get these rolls home before they go cold.”
She turned on her heel and walked off toward her cottage, the warm bread perfuming the surrounding air. Behind her, the two girls lingered, whispering and giggling again, though more cautiously now, as if some part of them feared she might be right.

      ***The Marshek cottage sat at the edge of Sombresage, where the woods grew thicker and the road turned to soil. It was a modest dwelling, built of old timber and mossy stone, with a low roof and narrow windows that flickered gold from within. Wild herbs crowded the garden gate—sage, thyme, lavender—and the scent of them curled through the air, mingling with the wood smoke from the chimney. 
Inside, the house was warm and cozy, filled with the comforting clutter of a home long-lived in. Bundles of dried plants hung from the beams above the hearth, and a row of earthen jars lined the mantle, each labeled in Grandmother’s spidery hand. Shelves covered the walls; some held books, others held jars of salves and tinctures, and still others held polished bones, feathers, or stones that hummed faintly in certain kinds of moonlight.
Ester stood at the wooden table, setting out the supper plates. The rolls had cooled but were still soft, wrapped in cloth beside a pot of stewed root vegetables and salted meat. Her two younger brothers, bright-eyed and restless, hovered near the hearth where Grandmother stirred something into her tea that glowed faintly blue.
The door creaked open with a gust of evening wind, and Lucien Marshek stepped inside, smelling of horses and earth. His hair curled damply at his collar, and leaves flecked his cloak.
“Well,” he said, hanging his hat on the peg, “I imagine you’ve heard the news by now.”
“If you mean the notice tacked up by the well, yes,” Ester replied without looking up. “Apparently, a Lord’s son can’t find a wife the ordinary way, so now he’s sending out horsemen to do it for him.”
Lucien chuckled, settling into his chair. “Lord Antoine will come to Sombresage in two days to meet any eligible girls. You could speak to him.”
Ester raised a brow. “I think Grandmother should talk to him. I’m sure she’s more his type.”
From the hearth, Grandmother let out a laugh. “Flatterer.”
“He wants a wife for his son,” Lucien clarified.
“Sure, he does,” Ester muttered, dropping into her chair. “Well, that’s fine with me, but he can look somewhere else. I’m not interested.”
Her mother, thin, frail from health problems but sharp-eyed and weary from years of worry, set down a bowl of broth in front of her and gave Ester a long look. “Do you know what this could mean for us? For your brothers? For your name?”
Ester frowned. “What does my name have to do with any of this?”
“You’re not getting any younger,” her mother said flatly. “You’ll end up alone and bitter.”
Ester looked around the table. The fire crackled. The boys whispered to one another behind their hands. Grandmother watched her with quiet amusement.
“I’d rather be alone,” Ester said, “than belong to someone I’ve never met.”
“It’s your duty,” her mother snapped. “We’ve worked hard to keep this family respected. Do you think the other girls in town won’t try? Do you think this chance will come again?”
Ester leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “He won’t pick me.”
Lucien reached for the bread basket. “At least try. At least meet the man.”
Ester groaned, dragging a hand down her face. “Fine. I’ll see him. But if he turns out to be a drooling hunchback with a bad temper and breath like spoiled onions, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
Her grandmother chuckled softly. “Then you’ll have practiced patience—and I’ll have proven right that love comes in curious wrappings.” 
They all laughed, except Ester.
The flames snapped behind the grate, throwing shadows across the cottage walls, and outside, the wind rustled the trees like something shifting in its sleep. 

      ***Two days later, the bells of Sombresage rang. Usually, they rang only twice a year, once for the spring feast, and once when something unusual stirred the bones of the village. Today was the latter. 
Linen banners and sprigs of rosemary, freshly tied and hung from posts and windows, festooned the square. Young, unmarried women from the village lined up along the edge of the village green, wearing their best dresses—some pale blue or soft pink, others crisp white or earthy green. With ribbons woven into their braids and cheeks dusted with berry stain, the women exchanged anxious glances, their eyes wide and hands fluttering.
Ester had not joined them.
She stood near the baker’s stall, half behind a cart of apples, arms crossed. She’d told her father she would come, and she had. That was all she had intended to do.
The buzz of the crowd stilled as a ripple of sound approached from the far road, hooves striking stone, steady and unhurried. Then he came.
The Marquis Antoine Alvyran.
He rode a striking black horse with a gleaming coat, its harness adorned with polished silver buckles. The man atop it cut a figure both elegant and commanding. Noble lines tailored his dark coat of fine velvet, trimmed in deep charcoal; his gloves were soft gray leather. His hair was silver, swept neatly back, and his posture was straight as an old blade. Though older than most of the fathers present, he carried himself with such restrained power and bearing that the girls visibly straightened as he drew near.
Excitement whispered through the crowd like wind through wheat.
He dismounted slowly, handing the reins to a boy without a word. Then, he turned to the row of young women and began what must have seemed to them the most important procession of their lives.
Ester watched as he moved from one girl to the next, offering each a gentle smile and a slight bow. He spoke with each of them, asking their names, who their fathers were, and whether they enjoyed tending the garden or playing the piano, or helping their mothers keep house. His voice was smooth, deliberate, and respectful. Each girl leaned in, eyes wide and hopeful.
Yvette giggled nervously when he complimented her hair. Ameii curtsied so low she nearly toppled over. A few older villagers whispered to each other, watching him with narrowed eyes and thoughtful frowns.
Ester watched in silence.
She could see him evaluating them, not with condescension, but with precision. Some girls were quite pretty. All of them were sweet and proper. Any of them, she thought, might make a good wife for a man of means.
He was polite. Even warm. But something in his eyes remained distant, always calculating, always seeking. She could tell none of them was what he was looking for.
He lingered a moment after speaking to the last girl, hands clasped behind his back. The silence in the square stretched. He looked around as if searching for something, or someone he sensed but couldn’t see. Ester ducked lower behind the barrel.
Finally, Lord Alvyran turned to them all. His voice carried gently but clearly. “You are all so beautiful,” he said. “And kind. And strong in your own ways. It would be difficult for any man to choose among such grace.”
A hopeful flutter passed through the row.
“I will return to Sombresage in two days,” he continued, “and I would like to speak with you again—more privately, in the days to come. Until then, I thank you for your time. It has been a genuine pleasure to meet each of you.”
He bowed low, almost courtly, then turned and mounted his horse once more.
The moment he rode away, the air broke like glass.
The girls burst into hushed murmurs and soft laughter, some disappointed, others more hopeful than ever. Mothers consoled or whispered strategies. The villagers drifted from the square, returning to their shops and homes, though with many a backward glance.
Ester pushed herself from the cart and shook her head.
Two days. Two more days of sighing and sash-tying and hopeful girls pretending not to compete with one another.
She turned to leave, clutching her basket to her hip.

      ***The hooves echoed for some time behind him before the forest swallowed the sound. By the time Château Alvyran rose from the dusk like a memory carved in stone, Antoine’s heart felt heavier than when he had left that morning. 
The great iron gates groaned as they opened, and the horse’s steps clicked against the courtyard stones, now glistening with dew. Lanterns had been lit on the castle’s outer walls, flickering orange behind ancient glass. The servants moved about inside, preparing for the return of the heir. Joaquin would arrive tonight.
Antoine dismounted slowly, handing the reins to the waiting stable master with a nod of thanks. He did not go through the front door.
Instead, he entered through a side corridor, his boots whispering along the worn runner, and climbed the narrow staircase he had climbed a thousand times before. He paused outside the door to her room. His hand rested on the knob for a long while before he pushed it open.
The scent of honeysuckle greeted him.
Her gloves rested on the dressing table beside a faded portrait of Joaquin as a boy, his solemn eyes too old for such a youthful face. The fireplace was unlit. 
Antoine sat down in her chair and leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands clasped.
“There was no one,” he said softly. “Not one.” His voice was hoarse, hollow. “Not like you said there would be. Not like you told me he needed.”
He dragged a hand through his hair.
“I did everything you asked. I looked, waited. Elois, I’ve held this cursed thing together without you for twenty years, but I can’t lose him. I can’t lose him, not now. Not when he’s finally coming home.”
The air changed.
The temperature shifted ever so slightly, and then — she was there.
Elois appeared just to the side of the hearth, her form materializing like moonlight slipping through fabric. “Antoine,” she whispered, her voice as warm as it had ever been. “My love, keep looking. She was there; you have time. The Crimson Moon is several weeks away.”
He stood, not daring to move closer, afraid she might vanish if he breathed too deeply. “What do I tell Joaquin?”
“Tell him the truth,” she said. “Tell him he must marry.”
“What if he refuses?” His voice cracked.
“Don’t let him,” she said with sudden urgency. “His life is in the balance. But Antoine, she must be the right woman. If she is not the one, everything will turn into a tragedy.”
Antoine laughed once, dry and bitter. “Is it not already a tragedy?”
Elois’s eyes softened. “Not while there is still hope, my love.” And then she was gone.
The moonlight filled the space where she had stood, empty and pale. Antoine stared at it for a long time, the weight of her absence pressing down on him more than her presence ever had.
He turned toward the window. Below, the forest stirred in the night. And somewhere on the road to the Château d’Alvyran, his son was coming home.






  
  Chapter three
I pray that one day my son will find a love unbound by duty, a love that stirs the soul as mine once did. I wish for the curse to be broken, and for my son to find his heart's true love. If fate grants him this, then perhaps all my sorrow will not have been in vain. —from the diary of Elois Alvyran


The great doors of the manor groaned open, and Joaquin stepped into the familiar hall. The servants hurried forward, faces alight with relief and joy. Some bowed, others clasped his hands or patted his shoulder as though welcoming back a prodigal son. Their warmth eased the stiffness in his bones, though weariness dragged at him like lead. 
Antoine appeared at the top of the staircase, his presence commanding even in age. “My son,” he said, his voice thick with pride. “You are home.”
Joaquin ascended the stairs, weary from the long ride, and greeted his father waiting at the landing. Antoine drew him into a brief embrace—warm but restrained—before guiding him toward the study with a hand on his shoulder.
Inside, the fire burned low, its glow catching on the gilded spines of books and the faded embroidery of old tapestries. Shadows gathered in the corners, flickering with each shift of the flame.
“Sit, Joaquin,” Antoine said quietly, his voice carrying more weight than a command. He himself did not take a chair but stood by the hearth, gaze steady, hands clasped behind his back.
Joaquin lowered himself into the high-backed chair, the leather creaking beneath his tired frame. The ache of travel lingered in his bones, and for a moment, he longed only for rest. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. 
“Father, I have ridden a long way. Might this wait until morning?” Just then, Matteu slipped in with a tray. The savory aroma made Joaquin’s stomach tighten. “Thank you, Matteu. I am starving.”
“The cooks prepared your favorite,” the servant said as he set down the dishes. “Meat pies and steamed cabbage.”
Joaquin managed a small smile. “Tell them they are wonderful.”
Matteu inclined his head and withdrew, leaving the warmth of the food between father and son.
“No, we cannot wait.” Antoine’s tone softened, but his eyes stayed intent. “The time has come for you to take a wife.”
Joaquin blinked, half in disbelief, half in irritation. “A wife? Father, I am not ready for marriage. My life has only just begun. Why the sudden urgency?”
His eyes softened, the surrounding lines deepening. “Because I have lived half my life without your mother, and I would not see you do the same. She wanted you to have what we once had, Joaquin—a bond that anchors you. Not loneliness, nor duty alone.” 
Joaquin stiffened, a chill brushing the back of his neck. He knew all too well what his father meant. Elois’s ghost lingered still in these halls, a presence both tender and restless. He had grown up beneath her watchful silence, knowing her love had not left with her body.
Weariness dragged at him, but unease as well. Joaquin finished his food and set down his fork, then leaned back. “You and Mother have been discussing my return, I see.”
“Of course. She wants the best for you,” Antoine replied evenly.
“Even so, Father, I cannot do this tonight.” Joaquin’s voice was steady but strained. “I will hear you out, I promise—but I need rest first.” 
Antoine placed a hand on his shoulder, gentler now. “Very well. We will speak more tomorrow. Sleep and regain your strength.”
Joaquin rose, bowing his head slightly. “Good night, Father.”
“Good night, my son.”

      ***Joaquin sank onto his bed, exhaustion pressing down on him heavier than his travel-worn boots. His father’s words clung to him like smoke — marriage, a wife, urgency he did not understand. The very thought of it made him even more weary. He lay back, closing his eyes, hoping for dreamless rest. 
But then the air shifted. Coolness brushed his cheek, familiar as childhood. When he opened his eyes, she was there. His mother. Elois. Her form shimmered faintly in the moonlight, her face both radiant and sorrowful.
“Welcome home, my son,” she whispered.
His throat tightened. “Mother . . . it is good to see you again.”
She touched her hand to his brow, though he felt only a whisper of cold. “Your father is right — it is time for you to marry.”
Joaquin sat up, frowning. “Why? Why this sudden demand?”
Elois hesitated, her gaze dropping as if the truth weighed too heavily to speak. “Because it is for the best. Please consider it seriously.”
“May I not meet her first? At least know the woman before I am bound to her?”
Her voice wavered. “There is no time. I wish it could be different, that you could fall in love as your father and I did . . . but time is not kind to us now.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I know you don’t, and I’m sorry for that. Your father will explain everything to you tomorrow,” she said softly, sorrow in her eyes. “I promise we will find the perfect wife for you. Believe it, no matter what happens.”
He studied her face, luminous and familiar. “You have never failed me, Mother. You or Father. I trust you both. But I’d really rather find her myself.” He paused, a smile tugging at his lips. “But tell me — when I see this woman, how shall I explain that my father and I are sorcerers and that the ghost of my mother lives with us?”
Elois’s lips curved in amusement. “As I told you, my sweet child — we will choose the woman most suited to you and to your life . . . ghosts, magic, and all.”
“She will have to be an extraordinary woman,” Joaquin murmured.
“She will be,” Elois promised, her form already fading. “We have little time, but she will be perfect for you.”
He groaned, pulling the covers over his head, too tired to think further. Sleep claimed him at last, even as his mother’s last words lingered like a blessing in the room.

      ***The forest outside Sombresage was old, older than the village, older than the carved stones in the churchyard, older than memory itself. It breathed with ancient rhythms: moss blanketing twisted roots, light breaking in golden shards through high green canopies, and the ever-present murmur of leaves whispering secrets in a language no man remembered. 
Ester Marshek moved through it as if it were part of her. Her boots left little trace on the mossy ground, and her fingers brushed the undergrowth with ease, collecting wormwood, bellflower, and a few stubborn nettle leaves that would serve in binding spells.
The forest calmed her—the hush of leaves, the scent of pine—but every thought pricked like a thorn. She shifted her basket from one arm to the other, muttering under her breath as if she could shake off the voices of her family. 
The conversation from the night before had clung to her like burrs on her hem.
“Why weren’t you there?” 
“Do you care nothing for your family?”
“This is your duty, Ester—it’s our chance.”
She had crossed her arms and told them plainly: “I will not ruin my life just so we can afford better bread. If it’s money we need, I’ll work at the bakery or scrub floors at the apothecary. But I’m not being auctioned off like a goose at market.”
Now, deep in the green hush of the forest, she could finally breathe.
She set her basket down on a flat stone and took a few steps back. Drawing a circle with the toe of her boot, she whispered an incantation in the old tongue. The wind stilled. Her body shimmered faintly and vanished.
Several feet away, she blinked back into sight, landing softly atop a fallen log with a satisfied smirk.
“Better,” she muttered. “Still too slow.”
Next, she shifted her stance and murmured another spell. Her shape blurred, rippled—and then dissolved into the form of a fox. Her silver fur gleamed in the morning light, and her sharp eyes blinked once before she shifted back to herself, breathless.
That one still took more out of her than she liked to admit. “I’ll practice more later.”
She bent to gather more herbs, careful not to crush the soft blue petals of the moonwort—when a distant sound made her freeze.
Hoofbeats and the whinnying of a horse. 
She stilled. The sound was faint, deliberate, a single rider.
She resumed gathering herbs casually, pretending not to notice.
Moments later, a dark horse stepped through the dappled trees, its rider reining in gently as he caught sight of her.
He sat tall in the saddle, eyes sharp beneath his brow. Though dressed in an ordinary riding suit, a quiet authority clung to him—weighty, yet not unkind.
Ester rose slowly, clutching her basket of herbs to her chest. The rider looked scarcely more than a handful of years older than she, with dark hair brushing his shoulders and eyes the startling blue of a summer sky. When his mouth curved into a curious grin, heat rushed to her cheeks.
He swung down from the saddle in one smooth motion, his gaze fixed on her. Wonder flickered across his face, as though she were some unexpected discovery, and lingered there the longer he looked.
“Hello,” he said at last.
“Hello, sir,” Ester replied, not unfriendly, but cautious.
“I am Joaquin Alvyran,” he said, inclining his head with quiet confidence. “And you?”
“I’m Ester Marshek.”
At her name, his brow lifted. He studied her more closely, as though the syllables themselves stirred some old echo. “Marshek, are you kin to Pierre Marshek?”
“He was my grandfather,” she said, her tone even. “I doubt you knew him.”
Joaquin’s face softened, memory tugging at the edges of his expression. “My parents spoke often of him when I was a boy. They called him a good man—and a better warlock. Their friend once, before he grew restless, and they sought a quieter life. They always said he was brilliant, reckless, and proud. I often wished I might have met him.”
“Yes,” Ester replied, measured and unreadable, “but that was a long time ago.”
“Yes,” he echoed, his voice lower now, touched with something unspoken.
She felt the weight of his gaze—curious, assessing, almost tender in its quiet intensity. For a heartbeat, she thought he might look away, but he didn’t. The air between them thickened, as if the forest outside had gone still to listen. There was something disarming in his silence, something that made her pulse quicken against her will.
“Strange,” he said. “How swiftly the forest itself seems to pale beside you.” 
A warmth crept up her neck, and she hated he might see it. “I sense you are a sorcerer,” she said, narrowing her gaze, though the warmth that curled around him unsettled her. “I wasn’t aware the Alvyrans still held magic.”
“Not much anymore,” he murmured, stepping a little closer, “but I sensed something as I rode. Strong. Focused. Having a curious nature, I thought I’d investigate—and found you. You were practicing?”
“Yes,” she said, forcing her voice to remain even.
“What, exactly?”
“Disappearing. Reappearing. And some shape-shifting.”
His lips curved faintly, as though the thought intrigued him more than it should. “How is it working?”
She shifted her basket in her arms, refusing to drop her gaze. “The vanishing is too slow. The shape-shifting drains me.”
Joaquin studied her for another long moment, eyes bright as though he could see beyond her words. The silence felt heavy, alive. Finally, he said softly, “Perhaps I can help. If you’re willing.” 
She hesitated, then nodded. 
He stepped closer, gesturing for her to watch. With a fluid motion, his form shimmered, compressed, and melted into a sleek red fox. The creature’s bright eyes lifted to her, gleaming with a spark that felt unmistakably his. Then, just as swiftly, the fox dissolved, and Joaquin stood before her again, composed and smiling faintly.
“The trick is not to force it,” he said, his voice low, intimate. “Magic doesn’t like to be ordered. You ask it. And if it trusts you, it comes.”
“I can understand that.” A small, wry smile tugged at her lips. “I’m the same way.”
Something flickered in his eyes, amused and knowing. He nodded, the corners of his mouth curving as though her words pleased him.
Ester drew a breath, narrowing her eyes as she stilled herself. She mimicked his gesture, willing her thoughts into silence. The forest seemed to pulse with her heartbeat, and then, with a whisper like leaves turning in the wind, her form gave way. A silvery fox stood where she had been, wide-eyed at her own success.
Joaquin laughed softly, a sound warm enough to melt the chill of the forest. “Well done.”
She shifted back, breathless but smiling. “It worked. And I don’t feel as if I am tired.”
“Of course it did.” His gaze held hers, the words carrying more weight than instruction alone. “You’re more powerful than you realize. But all magic needs guidance. You understand it because you are it, Ester Marshek. Remember that, and it will come to you as easily as breath.”
She stared at him as if he had just revealed some secret of the world. “This is so simple, but I never knew.”
“You come from a family of warlocks,” he said. “I would think you had training from a young age.”
“My father is a warlock, but he doesn’t practice—and he never told me why.” Her gaze flicked toward the distant shadow of Castle Alvyran. “My mother is not a witch. Only my grandmother has taught me—potions, runes, healing. Anything else I’ve had to piece together on my own.”
“Your father is the son of Pierre Marshek?”
“Yes.”
Joaquin’s expression shifted, as though some old story had just taken shape in his mind. “I may understand why your father doesn’t practice.” He glanced briefly at his horse, then back at her, eyes steady. “Would you allow me to help you with a few things?”
Ester’s fingers tightened on her basket. She didn’t know what to think of this man. He was kind, warm—and far too interested for her comfort. Worse still, her heart betrayed her with a pull she could not welcome, not when she knew he was looking for a wife. “I’m not sure,” she said carefully.
“Let’s try your disappearing and reappearing,” he urged, his tone gentle, coaxing.
Her caution wavered against the temptation of learning. To have someone teach her—truly teach her—was a lure she could not resist. “All right, what should I do?”
“Show me how you usually attempt it.”
She drew a circle in the earth with her toe, whispered the words, and vanished—only to flicker back a few feet away. “Do you see how slow it is?” she asked, frustration lacing her voice.
“I do,” Joaquin murmured, stepping close enough that the warmth of him unsettled her again. “Try it once more. But this time—don’t think of vanishing. Think only of where you long to be. And I don’t think you need the circle.”
Ester drew a breath, her lashes lowering. “The center of the glade, near the twisted rowan root.” She exhaled.
The air quivered with a shimmer and a soft pop, and she was gone—reappearing in the exact spot she had imagined.
Her lips parted in astonishment, a gasp slipping free. Joy lit her face.
“Good,” Joaquin said, nodding. “Again. Keep the rhythm. Don’t rush—just feel it.”
She tried again. Vanishing from the rowan root, she reappeared near the mossy boulder. Then again, at the edge of the stream. Each jump was smoother, quicker, the pause between flickers shrinking with every breath.
Joaquin moved in a slow circle, eyes never leaving her. “You see? Magic likes momentum. The more you trust it, the more it trusts you.”
By the fifth try, she was darting through the clearing in silver flashes, leaving wraithlike echoes of herself in the air.
At last, she stopped before him, breathless, her cheeks flushed, her eyes bright with exhilaration. “That was incredible.”
A smile curved his lips, soft and warm. “You’re dancing with the forest now.”
The words loosened a laugh from her, light and unguarded. “Thank you—thank you so much.”
“You seem as if you may be a great deal like your grandfather.”
“I loved my grandfather very much.” Her voice faltered, and before she could stop herself, tears stung her eyes.
“Is there anything else you would like help with?” he asked. “I’m having a wonderful time teaching you. I don’t know any other magic users besides my father.”
“My air runes are weak,” she admitted.
“Let me see.”
She stepped back and lifted her arms, whispers spilling from her lips. Pale symbols flared briefly in the air before collapsing into nothing.
“Ah, you have the ability—you just need more understanding.” Joaquin crouched, drawing a sigil in the dirt with a stick. “You hold your wrist too stiffly. Loosen here, and the rune will linger.”
Ester frowned, caught between irritation and curiosity. He was too close, too intent. Yet against her will, she copied his gesture. The symbol flared brighter this time, hovering a breath longer before it dissolved.
“You see? Not every bond is a chain. Some are strengths. Try again.”
She drew the rune once more, this time relaxing her hand. The mark burned steadily, humming in the air as though it breathed with her. “I’m understanding. Just ask, and it will answer.”
“That’s right,” Joaquin said warmly. “You’re really quite amazing.”
Ester looked away, steadying her composure. “I know you’re looking for a wife.”
He frowned. “Who told you that?”
“Last week, your father sent a messenger to Sombresage announcing he wanted a wife for his son.”
“He did, did he?”
“And yesterday he came himself to meet all the eligible women.”
Joaquin’s brows rose. “That’s remarkably interesting. I returned only last night from Toulouse. I knew nothing about this. Did you speak with him?”
“No,” she said simply. “I didn’t go to the gathering. I’ve no desire to marry a man I’ve never met. I should at least have an introduction before I commit to something so permanent. Wouldn’t you think?”
Joaquin laughed—rich, low, and sincere enough to make her pulse stumble. “Yes, at the very least. And if you ask me, a man should have the same right to choose his wife. Don’t you agree?” 
Her lips curved before she caught herself, and she folded her arms tightly across her chest. “Is that how your parents married? Did his father simply choose someone for him? If that’s how sorcerers find wives, it hardly seems the most effective recipe for happiness.”
His laughter came again, shaking through his shoulders, softer this time, like he was letting her in on a secret. “Perhaps one day he will tell you how he chose his wife.”
Ester gave him a doubtful look, though her eyes betrayed the faintest flicker of curiosity. “Will you walk with me?” he asked.
“I shouldn’t.”
“I won’t hurt you. Please.”
Something in his tone tugged at her, and before she could protest again, she found herself walking beside him along the stream. He pointed out herbs he recognized, and she named them, explaining their uses in healing.
“I like you, Ester Marshek,” he said at last, his voice low but steady.
“That’s flattering,” she replied dryly, though her pulse quickened, “but don’t get any ideas. I appreciate your help with my magic, but I’m not marrying you.”
“At least we’ve had our introduction,” he countered with a glint in his eye.
They walked in silence until they reached his horse, contentedly cropping the grass. Joaquin turned to her; his expression softened. “Just remember—not all bonds are chains. Some are roots. Lifelines. They strengthen us more than we could ever be alone.”
Her lips curved into a small, reluctant smile.
“My father used to tell me that when I was a boy,” he went on, “and I think I’m finally understanding.”
Joaquin stepped back to his horse, placing one boot in the stirrup before mounting with effortless grace. 
“I hope to see you again, Ester Marshek. This has been most delightful.” He tipped his head in a courteous bow. “Good day.”
She watched as horse and rider slipped into the trees; the forest swallowing them until only the rustle of leaves and the faintest shimmer of magic remained in the air.
Ester shook her head and bent toward her basket. “Sorcerers, always strange.”
And yet, when she turned back to her practice, the glade no longer seemed the same. The shadows pressed closer; the wind whispered through the branches—whispered of roots, of lifelines. She lifted her hand to draw another rune, but her fingers faltered, her thoughts tangled in bonds she had no wish to claim.






  
  Chapter four
I have seen love bartered for coin and power, as though hearts were things to be traded. However, love is a wild, sacred thing—no one can bend or purchase it. To force it is to wound it, and in the wounding, curses thrive.— from the diary of Elois Alvyran


The great doors of Château Alvyran swung open with a groan, and Joaquin burst into the main hall, his boots striking the marble with barely contained energy. A wide smile lit his face—so rare in these shadowed halls that even the servants stared. 
Antoine, just shrugging off his coat after his morning walk, froze mid-motion. His brows drew together. “Son, why do you look as though you’ve just won a war?”
Joaquin turned toward him, radiant. “I’ve just found my bride! She’s perfect!”
Before Antoine could respond, Joaquin bounded up the stairs two at a time, his laughter echoing against the stone. “Perfect! Absolutely perfect!”
Antoine stared after him, coat still in hand, his face gone pale.
“And I picked her myself, Father,” Joaquin called back from the landing, his grin broad. “Don’t you want to hear about her?”
Antoine swallowed hard. “Of course I do.”
“Then meet me in Mother’s room.”
In his mother’s room, Mariette, the slender housemaid with kind eyes, was dusting. She glanced up as Joaquin entered, her curtsy neat but softened by familiarity. 
“Good morning, sir. The room is clean, and I’m sensing the lady is in good spirits today.”
“Good,” Joaquin said with a wink. “She will be when she hears what I have to tell her.”
Mariette tilted her head curiously but said nothing, drifting off toward the east wing. Joaquin knew Elois had never shown herself to the servants, and they, being the good people they were, tolerated what they believed to be eccentricity and grief from her death.
Antoine followed his son into the chamber, shutting the door softly behind him. The moment the latch clicked, the air shifted. The scent of honeysuckle thickened; the atmosphere became charged like a storm about to break.
Joaquin moved to the center of the room, arms outstretched as though to embrace the unseen. “Mother,” he said, voice trembling with emotion. “I found her. And she’s perfect.”
From the dusky light by the hearth, Elois appeared, gliding forward with the grace of moonlight. Her eyes, as always, found her son first. “Joaquin,” she whispered, joy softening the glow that clung to her form. “Are you certain? Who is she?”
“She’s Pierre Marshek’s granddaughter,” he said proudly.
Elois gasped, her hands coming up over her mouth. She turned with wide eyes toward Antoine. “Antoine—don’t you see? That’s perfect.”
“Yes! She’s strong, powerful, and stubborn as a mule. I helped her with some magic she was struggling with—she picked it up in moments.” Joaquin’s smile shone like sunlight through shadow.
Elois’s lips curved, tender and fond. “Did she agree to the marriage?”
Joaquin chuckled. “Mother, I didn’t propose in the forest. I just met her.” His gaze drifted toward the window, with the woods stretching beyond. “She is delightful, though. She gave me an earful this morning—told me she knew about my needing a bride, and that she wouldn’t marry me.” Joaquin glanced at Antoine. “Father, it seems you’ve been busy in Sombresage while I was gone.”
“Yes, well, that was one thing we needed to talk about this morning.”
Elois’s laughter chimed softly. “So like Pierre. He let no one speak two words without putting in five of his own. And always contrary.”
Antoine’s laugh joined hers, though it sounded tight, strained. “That settles it. I’ll speak to her father tonight. We’ll arrange the wedding this weekend.”
“Father—slow down,” Joaquin protested, turning to him. “Let me court her properly.”
But Antoine’s expression had shifted; the lightness gone. He fixed his eyes on his son with grim intensity. “Son,” he said quietly, “there is no time to court. This must happen right away.”

      ***The library at Château Alvyran was a cathedral of silence, a tomb of knowledge built from old oak and older secrets. High-arched windows filtered the pale light of a colorless morning. The books stood like sentries, their spines cracked, edges frayed, titles etched in curling scripts of forgotten tongues. The air was thick with the scent of vellum and beeswax, tinged with the fading trace of dried lavender Elois had once insisted would keep the moths at bay. 
Antoine sat at one end of the walnut table, posture precise but weary, a ledger open before him, though his eyes did not move across the page. He held himself like a man used to commanding, yet there was something brittle in the stillness of his hands.
Across from him, Joaquin leaned back in a high-backed chair, one leg crossed over the other. He swirled a glass of wine he had no wish to drink, the garnet liquid catching the light like blood in a goblet.
The silence stretched taut as a drawn bow.
Antoine’s gaze shifted to the windows, where clouds pressed low and strange, bruised across the sky. 
“Explain to me, Father,” Joaquin said at last, “why I must rush into marriage and cannot court Ester properly.”
“Some things set themselves in motion,” Antoine replied, closing the ledger with deliberate care, “whether or not we are ready.”
Joaquin studied him in silence, the weight of unsaid truths pressing down like the walls of the château itself. He exhaled slowly, running a hand through his dark hair, eyes distant.
“You are speaking in riddles more than mother.” He said, exasperated. “But tell me this: how am I to explain this urgency to Ester without sounding like a madman? I tell you now—she will not agree if she is pressed.”
Antoine’s voice was tight. “Her temperament doesn’t matter. She has to.”
Joaquin leaned forward, his tone sharpened with heat. “Yes, it matters. I will not have her dragged here by force. I will not have a bride who hates me because I cornered her into marriage.” His voice softened, almost pleading. “Especially not Ester.”
For a moment, Antoine’s mask slipped
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