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To all those who needed a little room to grow.








  
  Prologue


The village of Hesperen erected a new gravestone on the night it all began; a tiny wooden cross nailed together from fragments of the boards of a porch, where the humidity had eaten the steps away and the rain-drenched wood would suck a foot straight through. The jagged splinters of it reached like the claws of the death god to pull his victims down. 
They had carved a name into these stolen boards, outlined with chicken scratch doodles of suns and stars and accompanied below by a stretch of numbers. It was not the numbers that stood out on the wood that night, it was the distance between them. Too thin. Too short. The life lived not in the date of birth or in the date of death, but in that tiny line between the two.
That tiny line that made up only 13 years, on the tiny cross beside three identical crosses. Three gravestones. Three lifelines cut too short.
The villain stood at the graveside the longest, a shovel in one hand and a half-finished carving of a toy boat in the other. Dirt clung to his black shirt and gloved hands and blood speckled the edges of his sleeves where the boy had grabbed for him, before his last breath stole him away into stillness. A bundle of dead flowers hung around his neck, the only pop of color against the shadow that became him. When the whipping mountain wind untangled the thread of them, he let the flowers fall and did not watch when they became dust.
It was only when the sun took its final bow—when it shined for the last time on a day where the boy was alive—that the villain set the bloody toy at the base of the gravestone, dropped the shovel to the ground beside it, and left the boy behind. 
It was at the base of the mountain, in the ghost town that had once been the most well-loved village in all of Prodosia, that he returned to his Rogue soldiers.
“It’s time,” he said, a declaration and a demand rolled into one. “We need to arrange a meeting with the princess.”






  
  The Tea Party

Eleanor


The morning arrived gently on the day it all began. 
The sun splashed the sky with a watercolor of rose and gold and painted her bustling, vibrant city in all the vivid shades of sunrise. The merchants set up their stalls in the marketplace, the maids scurried about to their morning duties, and the doors of the bookshop down the street jingled merrily open. Eleanor dared to spare herself enough time to watch life inflate the well-rested lungs of the Citadel, and waited in her window for Julianne to arrive.
It was music, this morning chaos. It sang to her on the breeze, distant from her place so high in the castle but loud enough to sink into her skin and color her with the gentle blush of pride and peace.
Prodosia, she thought, like a sigh. Home.
A knock sounded out behind her, alongside a gentle, amused voice. “Your Highness?”
A smile bloomed on her lips before she had the chance to turn. “Jules.”
The door creaked open and Julianne entered, chuckling. “If you hang any further out that window, Elle, you’re going to fall.”
“Then catch me,” Eleanor teased, feigning a fall out the window. Julianne took her by the arms to guide her away and, with one swift look around to be certain they were alone, she pulled her into a kiss. 
Eleanor could live on mornings like this alone. She could have nothing else to eat or drink and she’d be sated with this alone, with the echoes of the town square in her window and the gentle breeze of Julianne’s breath against her cheeks. 
“You have no time for falling, princess,” Julianne chided through her kiss-drunk smile. “You have a tea party to attend.” 
“Yes, yes, I know.” She let Julianne take her to her seat at the vanity and stared up at her in the reflection, glittering in the morning light. Julianne nudged her head downward and, in lieu of the sight of her, Eleanor drank up the gentle scratch of her maid’s fingers threading through her hair, stringing blonde locks into braids. 
“We’ve got the table all set up in the garden,” Julianne said as she worked, in that wonderful way she always spoke, like every sentence was a tale in its own right. “We have your lilies, of course, and the hydrangeas. I even had the baker make those blueberry cookies you like so much.”
Eleanor hummed her thanks. Her white lace gloves flashed pink in the morning light. An accurate color, she thought, to encompass the sweetness in her chest. She turned her head, against Julianne’s protests, to see her maid again, and to take in the golden glow of the sunrise in her dark oak eyes.
“Oh Elle.” Julianne smiled through her exasperation. “What will they ever do with a girl like you?”
Eleanor grinned. “Make me queen.”
Julianne turned Eleanor’s head back to their reflection in the vanity mirror and pressed another kiss to her scalp. “Then,” she said, “I’ll rule beside you.”
The other maids burst in then, startling the two of them apart. One last giggle bubbled up inside Eleanor at the embarrassed blush of Julianne’s cheeks. 
The maids scurried around their princess, painting her cheeks rose and her lips ruby while Julianne finished weaving together Eleanor’s loose braids. She pulled away to pick through her princess’s jewelry, and the distance ached beneath her ribs.
Her heart, it seemed, walked away without her every time Julianne left.

      [image: ]There was a new face at the table that morning. 
Julianne and the other servants had assembled a table on the edge of the castle garden, cast in the rainbow reflections of the stained glass greenhouse windows and dappled with morning sunlight between the many towering willow trees. Across the small table were three towering cupcake stands, embellished with golden vines and pastel flowers and covered on every tier with tea sandwiches, pastries, and cookies.
The first to sit was a woman in red. Eleanor, having not expected an unfamiliar face at the table that morning, assumed she had simply missed a wedding and curtseyed politely to the strange new figure. Her theory was proven all the more true when the lady nodded back, curt and anxious, and Eleanor stopped a moment longer to look her over. Her hands laid folded over each other, draped in gloves half a size too large. Her red dress was a deeper crimson than Eleanor would have chosen, especially for something so simple as a tea party, and her necklace was too simple and too silver to match it. 
A new bride, then. Someone unused to nobility.
Eleanor chuckled, nodded for Julianne to fill her cup, and sat beside her.
“Hello ladies! I’m glad to see you all here,” she greeted, passing her eyes from the woman in red to ladies in blue, yellow, and green. Eleanor herself wore a pastel watercolor of lavender and blush. “You’re all welcome to anything on the table, as always. You know this song and dance.”
The lady in blue took her fan from her side and cooled herself with it, stirring up the air despite its chill. “I must say, you look lovely, dear princess.”
Eleanor blushed. “And you, my lady.” She gestured across the table to the lot of them, in all their lace and frills. “You all look stunning.”
An eye or two flicked to the woman in red, but no one brought any more attention to her. When the other ladies took to chatting and gossiping, Eleanor turned herself to the one in red and said, gently, “I love your gloves, darling. Are they new?”
The woman in red hesitated, curling her fingers inward as if to cover her hands. “They are, yes. I intend to have new ones made soon, as these don’t fit as well as I’d like them to.”
“Of course, of course.” Eleanor laid a hand on her wrist and smiled. “I’m sure we’re close to the same size, though. I’ll lend you a pair of mine if you wish.”
She brightened a little, something deep in her eyes reading like hope. “That would be lovely, princess, but I couldn’t…”
“Oh, it’s no bother. I have a collection, you know?” She gestured to her own hand. “I’d give you these if I wasn’t wearing them already.”
“Oh, no no, that’s alright, princess.” She tugged on her gloves, trying and failing to fit them more snugly to her hands. “I… I’ll just have to go in tomorrow.”
“Go to Miss Harper’s shop, beside the bakery. Tell her I sent you, and she’ll have you done up in no time.” She passed the sugar to the woman and grinned at the bright ‘thank you’ she received in return.
“She’s right! Miss Harper’s is the best in Prodosia.”
“Yes, of course she’s right.” The lady in blue leaned back to fan herself. “The Princess knows every corner of the Citadel like the back of her hand.”
Eleanor chuckled politely and waved her off. “Yes, well, I’ve explored it enough times.”
“Have you ever been any further?” the woman in red jumped in, an eagerness underlying her softened voice. “Further than the walls, I mean.”
“Of course I have,” Eleanor shot back with no small measure of defensiveness. “I’ve gone out for picnics and horseback rides and the like. I’m not trapped here, darling. I can leave.”
“Yes, but…” She shuffled, squeezing her sandwich so jam stained her white gloves, and Eleanor quickly regretted offering up a pair of her own. “Have you been further?”
“To the Outskirts?” The lady in blue lowered her fan to stare straight at the woman in red, all but gobsmacked. “Who would ever—”
“Darling,” Eleanor interrupted. “I’m sure that’s not what the lady meant. Right, miss?”
The woman in red shrank back, eyes sliding to her plum-stained gloves.
“Darling…” Eleanor turned to face her more directly. “I appreciate you may be new to nobility, but of course you must understand the dangers of a place like the Outskirts.”
“The dangers,” the woman echoed, somewhere between a question and a hiss. “Right.”
“Dangers,” the woman in blue copied, “like the Rogues, of course, and the… the demon boy—”
“Finnek Dagon,” the ladies hissed like a curse. 
The woman in red kept her head down, biting slight pieces from the edges of her smushed sandwich. The gentle breeze swam between them much harsher now, if only for a moment. It acted like a barrier between the two of them, distancing them much further than the few feet of space. 
Across the table, the air wooshed into a swirl around the woman in blue, who only half cared enough to hide her glare.
“It’s nearly the anniversary,” Eleanor put in, carefully shifting the topic from the woman in red. She set her tea cake down to lean further into the table, inches closer to them. “What a day that would be,” she mused, “if we took the demon down on the anniversary of Fiona’s execution.”
“What a party you’d throw,” the lady in green added, her own attempt at levity.
“To capture the scaled demon,” the lady in blue spat, keeping her eyes trained on the woman in red, “We’d be dancing for weeks.”
The lady in green raised her teacup in a mock toast. “Hang his gloves from the castle doors as a reminder.”
The woman in red squeezed her hand tighter around her sandwich and clasped her free hand tightly enough around her teacup to nearly crack the porcelain of it.
“It’s almost shameful, sometimes,” the lady in yellow mused. “I look at my gloves and can’t help but…”
“Ours are for beauty, darling.” The lady in blue snapped her fan shut to point it at her. “For cleanliness. We have nothing to hide, like the demon does.” 
Eleanor laughed and raised her hands. “We have no scales, ladies. See?” She pulled a glove carefully off and showed them all her clean hand. “No claws or malformations. We are not of the same kin as Dagon.” 
The woman in red stared hard at Eleanor’s bare hand, her own fingers clutching at the tablecloth in what Eleanor thought was echoed disdain for their shared foe. 
“We have nothing to worry about,” she went on, replacing her glove and taking up her teacup once more, “so long as we keep our heads on straight, there is no chance of any of us becoming like those creatures of the Outskirts.”
The other ladies hummed and nodded their assent, save for the woman in red. Eleanor opened her mouth to address her, to put a name to her hesitation, when the lady in yellow chimed in again, “Enough talk of demons and spectres. There is a celebration to be had.”
Again, the ladies politely cheered, and the woman in red lifted her glass in agreement. Eleanor settled herself back in her seat and rose a glass of her own. “To the king,” she addressed, feeling the first note of sourness on her tongue as she said it. “A happy birthday.”
“To the king,” the ladies agreed, gladly helping themselves to the desserts.
Eleanor spared a look at Julianne, standing in the corner preparing a second kettle of tea. She, too, had her eyes on the woman in red, but there was more curiosity in her look than there was irritation or fear. There was a puzzle in her head she was visibly trying to solve.
“Of course,” the lady in yellow mused, startling Eleanor and Julianne out of their respective ponderings, “there is the king’s ball tonight. We must wrap up early, aren’t I right?”
Eleanor waved her off. “Everything has been set up for that already. All we need time for is getting dressed.”
The ladies laughed. 
“And you, of course, must be needing more time than us,” the lady in blue went on, hushing herself as if telling a secret. 
“Well, yes, it is my father’s birthday. I will look my best.”
“Of course, of course, but… is there not someone else you must be dressing for?” The lady in blue fanned herself and set her tea down gently to lean forward. “Is there not a certain prince you ought to be impressing?”
Julianne and Eleanor looked up in sync, startled out of any further musings about the woman in red. Eleanor coughed. “I beg your pardon?” 
“Prince Rosamund, of course! I heard he’s come to visit from Avamar. I assumed… perhaps wrongly… he was intended to be your next suitor.” She took a dainty, intentional bite of a tea sandwich, allowing the other girls to soak in the information.
“Avamar?” the lady in yellow gasped. “I didn’t think they’d…”
The lady in green tapped her with the tip of her fan. “Oh, hush, darling. We mustn’t begrudge the princess her choices.”
Eleanor stuttered, tea gone cold in her hands. “I… I apologize, but…”
“Oh!” The lady in blue covered half her face with her fan. It did nothing to hide the flicker of mischief in her eyes. “Is that not news I was intended to know?”
Eleanor met Julianne’s eyes in silent question. What does she mean?
Julianne gave only a slight shrug in response. How should I know?
“Well, yes,” Eleanor excused, “but that’s… I fear that is something you’ll have to wait to see, madame.” She winked over her tea cup. “You wouldn’t want to spoil all the fun.”
The lady in blue relented, hands held up in surrender. “Of course, Your Highness. As long as it isn’t the demon you’re fancying, I’d back you up with any suitor.”
Eleanor scoffed a laugh at that. “I appreciate your vote of confidence.”
The woman in red pushed back from her seat and stood, drawing the conversation into silence. “I agree with what was said earlier,” she said, abruptly. “We should all depart early. There is… much to do.”
Eleanor and the other ladies exchanged amused glances. “Of course.” Eleanor grabbed for her cane and moved to stand. “Much to do, indeed. Thank you, my lady, for the reminder.”
The woman in red nodded sharply. Her face was drawn tight into what almost looked like a mask, like a shield over her face keeping something down. Eleanor chuckled a little at her rigidity, and blamed it on the discussion of Avamar.






  
  The Ball

Eleanor


To say that Eleanor was unused to ballroom dances would be to border on treason on the best of days. She had grown up on this dance floor and in these gowns and glitters. Beneath the shimmering chandeliers and velvet drapes, she was a swan among ducks. She was the center of attention on the worst days, and the shining jewel of the kingdom on the best. 
The performance she gave to every ballroom was her declaration to the world of her intelligence, her grace. Her feet found their places in every dance and her hands twined themselves perfectly into the creases of her partners’. Eleanor Madden knew how to dance.
She stood atop the steps of the balcony staircase, a vision in pink. Her dress had been stitched up weeks ago specially for this day, a waterfall of fluffy blushing tulle, and her favorite rose-embellished crystal cane had been picked as its match. Her jewelry, too, had been set aside for her days before, but she’d been given a new piece by the time she returned to her room from the tea party, with an order from the king to wear it. The maids tossed aside her previously selected jewelry and made their adjustments to work the vivid green of the new piece into the many pastel pinks and pearls of her outfit.
She smiled despite it, and tried not to let the weight of that heavy emerald necklace feel like it was choking her. She was here now, in front of all of them, and one small shift couldn’t ruin her dancing.
From her place atop the staircase, she beamed down at the fluttering and swirling of the dancers and the golden glittering of the chandeliers. A hush fell over the crowd at the first sight of her, and she curtseyed gracefully before taking her first step down the stairs. Countless eyes turned to her, as if appraising their priceless jewel, and she flicked hers solely to Julianne. Her maid, her lover, stood waiting patient and grinning at her from the bottom of the staircase. 
Eleanor widened her smile purely for her, another silent communication of theirs, and watched Julianne’s eyes sparkle before she had to shift her gaze away. A sparse crowd formed to greet her when she reached the bottom, offering compliments on her hair, her gown, her earrings, her necklace.
One among the crowd was a new face, chiseled and smooth and all too much like a prince. Eleanor curtseyed to those around her and turned, with carefully hidden reluctance, to this newcomer.
“I take it you are Prince Rosamund,” she addressed. 
He smiled at her, in that false way her suitors often did, and flicked his eyes to her emerald necklace. “The one and only.”
Eleanor pressed silk-gloved fingers to the necklace, startling his eyes back up to her face. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, dear prince.” 
He bowed gently to press a kiss to her knuckles. “The pleasure is all mine.”
Somewhere in the crowd, Julianne was undoubtedly cringing. Or laughing. Or both. It was a small comfort, but Eleanor felt herself warm ever more at the thought of it. She gently took her hand back and tried for her best flirty smile. “I received your gift, as you can see,” she redirected, gesturing again to the emerald sitting pretty on the throne of her collarbone. “It’s a beautiful piece, Prince Rosamund.”
“For a beautiful woman,” he finished for her. She blushed despite herself. “Now, I’ve been told you are quite the dancer. Would you mind…” He offered a hand, and she took it. She could dance. She knew how to dance.
Julianne stepped up beside her and gently took her cane, freeing both her hands for their movement. She nodded a silent thank you and let the prince guide her to the dance floor. 
They started off slowly, in a waltz. The prince spoke softly, the way all her previous suitors had at first, and showered her in compliments and praises. “Your gown is stunning, princess. I never thought pink would pair so well with emerald, but you make it sparkle.”
He brushed a lock of her hair behind her ear and ran his fingers over her pink ruby rose earrings and their dazzling emerald leaves. Another grin spread across his face. “A nice touch,” he said, dropping his hand back to its place on her side. “Are roses your favorite flower?”
She thought, distantly, that her last suitor had been much better at flirting. “They are one of my favorites, yes,” she admitted, with all the smoothness she could. “A close second to lilies.”
“Ah, of course.” The scent of campfire prickled beneath his cologne, and his breath carried a hint of mint when he spoke. “A woman of taste, I see.”
“Indeed, I am.” She threw him one last flickering smile and gratefully allowed the dance to shift them away from each other, onto their next partners. Julianne lingered on the edge of the crowd, holding a golden plate of hors d'oeuvres and watching Eleanor perform with all of her usual awe. Eleanor gave her a subtle wink, another silent communication, and watched her shine brighter with it. Then, she turned to her new partner and tried her best to catch Julianne in the reflection of his eyes.
The dance took her around the floor, swaying from partner to partner. She excitedly fell into sync with each of them. Back and forth and spin. She knew this dance better than she knew her own name.
This partner sent her to her next, who whispered a compliment about the pearl embellishments on her bodice. She thanked him graciously and returned the compliment for the embroidered flowers on his folded collar. Then, again, she was transferred another step across the dance floor, into another set of arms.
She fell into the rhythm as easily as breathing, taking pride in her performance, and the whispers it struck up in the crowd of her grace. It was her father’s celebration, so surely she shouldn’t have taken so much joy in pulling the attention to herself, but he always liked to show her off anyway. She was an extension of him, as far as he was concerned and, while on the dance floor, Eleanor didn’t care what he thought. She was dazzling, and he was sitting on the sidelines. All eyes were on her. She called that her own little victory. 
They would remember her tonight.
She twirled back into the waiting arms of the prince and let him guide her through the last verses of the song, dipping and swaying and leaning where he led her and adding her own flourishes where she could. It was only when the music slowed that he pulled her close and grinned wolfishly. “You’ll shine like a sapphire in Avamar.”
It was only then that she was reminded of the end goal of her dance—the inevitable conclusion of every failed courtship. He wanted to take her away.
The music kicked back up into its final crescendo and he threw her away into another spin before she had the chance to prepare herself. Away. They want to take me away.
The stress of it sent her head spinning faster than her body, and she reached with her one free hand for her cane, forgetting again that she had been stripped bare with the lack of it.
How strange, the way she lost herself so quickly. She had almost forgotten she was dancing.
The prince pulled her back and she stuttered a sharp breath to recompose herself. He cared not for her breathlessness, instead narrowing his eyes on the emerald collar he had adorned her with. She tried and failed to steady herself against him, but the sight of his eyes on her throat sent the spinning of her head into a horrible feeling of falling.
It was familiar by now, the weight of eyes on her throat and hands too tight in hers. The weight of greed, of ownership. Of the spark all the stories had talked about, the fluttering in your stomach feeling, that burned her more than it warmed.
Of something she’d never be able to give back, whether or not she wanted to.
Now, it can’t be said that Eleanor didn’t try. She had tried. What princess wouldn’t? She had given kisses, given dances, given her hand for her suitors to hold, but she could never give them that spark. She could never feel her flesh light up at their touch. Could never feel the fire across her lips, across her face, when they kissed. Could never whisper sweet nothings she’d drawn from her heart, rather than from the books she had studied on courting and marriage and love.
She could never give them what Julianne gave her, and they could never give her anything at all.
Another wave of vertigo overtook her, and her foot caught on the prince’s. She stumbled, thought again that she was falling, and came back to herself entirely enveloped in his arms. The shock of the feeling—the burning of him against her, even through her silks and gloves and corset—startled her enough to make her flinch before she had time to remember the glitter and the gold and the crowd. She pushed away from him, still not recovered from her dizzy spell, and tripped backward into another pair of dancers.
The music shrieked and stopped and the waltz slowed into stillness.
Heat did flush her face now. Not the butterflies in your stomach sparkling embers of love, but the raw, dark burn of embarrassment. Eleanor knew how to dance as well as she knew her own name, but she knew this as well. She knew the scrutiny. 
Prince Rosamund and Julianne at once came from out of the crowd, trying together to help her up. Julianne whispered something that would have been a comfort, had Eleanor been able to hear it over the sound of her own heart in her ears, and offered her back her cane. 
Their hands brushed together again then, and there it was. That feeling. The warmth of skin against skin like a spark, igniting gentle, rose-colored flames inside her. She swore she was glowing with it. 
It was a beacon, she thought, for the crowd. A testament to her difference. A torchlight on Julianne, and a hundred razor-sharp glares pointing to her. 
They wanted to take her away.
Eleanor could have lived on moments like that morning alone, on the touch of Julianne’s hands against hers alone, but she wasn’t given that luxury.
And Eleanor Madden was never alone.
“May I get you some refreshments, Your Highness?” Julianne offered, acting her part in front of the crowd but still broadcasting her care in the softness of her eyes, in that way she spoke without speaking, let’s get you out of here for a moment.
Eleanor gathered herself again and pinned down her breath to make it steady. “I’m quite alright,” she soothed, accepting Prince Rosamund’s offered hand to pull her back to her feet. “Apologies, I only… I think I need a little air.”
The prince nodded and stepped away, looking more than a little perturbed, and Julianne gestured to the open doors. Eleanor brushed her off, a silent request to stay where she was. Julianne accepted gracefully.
Eleanor was glad for her cane, most certainly not for the first time, as she made her way to the exit. She gave reassuring nods to everyone she passed, carefully guiding all eyes back to their partners and coaxing the music back into its rhythm, all the while white-knuckling the grip of her cane and cursing the hem of her dress for catching on it. The king gave her a look as she passed him, one that spoke of distaste and danger, and Eleanor did her best then to keep her eyes on the doors.
The air was ice cold and angry when she left, but she was glad for it. If nothing else, it cooled the lingering burn of the prince’s eyes on her neck. Besides, she was sure enough of Julianne’s skill in braiding that she had no worries about the wind undoing her hair, so she had no more to worry about than the chill.
The doors lead out to a stairway, which she inched her way down in an effort to further herself from the noise of the party. She wandered along the pathway outside for only long enough to let the peace of the night steady her spinning mind.
A moment longer, she promised herself, and she’d go back. She’d dance, as she always did, and she’d smooth talk her suitor and maybe this time it would work out—or maybe she could scare him away, like all the others, and he’d leave her in peace, in Prodosia, with Julianne.
Just a moment longer. Just a moment to breathe.
Then, she’d dance.
It was the space between that moment and the next that the shadows around her shifted. One became a woman, another a man, and a third was nothing but hands around her mouth and stomach, dragging her into the darkness between the trees. She cried out, but the sound of it didn’t pass the rough flesh of the hand, let alone the wind and distance to the ballroom doors. 
She swung clumsily with her cane and clipped the shadow man in the side, making him jolt away with a muffled grunt. It was nothing more than a moment of distraction before he managed to wrench her makeshift weapon from her grip and wield it as his own.
She tried, instead, to kick away from her captor, but managed only to twist her ankle in the mud. At her incessant wriggling and thrashing, the shadow at her back moved his arm from her waist to her throat and bore down.
Eleanor wished, nonsensically, that she hadn’t worn her gloves to this particular event. Her nails would be sharp enough to draw blood, enough to startle this spectre away. Instead, she pulled with dulled claws and slipped against the slick wet of the earth, as the shadows pulled her further from her home and the dizzy sparkles of her vertigo flooded her vision.
The castle lights glittered between the pastels of her crystalline cane, held up between the thumb and forefinger of the shadow man and, in a blur behind it, was Julianne. She was frozen and alone at the ballroom doors and looking with increasing desperation around the pathway. Looking for her.
She hoped, in the last slipping seconds of awareness before the darkness took her away, that Julianne wouldn’t stay outside too long. It was getting cold out…






  
  The First Day

Eleanor


Of all the places she would have expected to wake up, an ancient wine cellar was decidedly not one of them. It was a cold, cobwebbed room of brick and wood, locked up by tall, rusted bars and lit by distant sunlight and a single flickering torch. 
She was sure she was a sight to behold, in her muddy ball gown with a scratched emerald around her throat and a practical bird's nest of twigs and leaves in her hair. She folded and unfolded her stained silk gloves, if only to busy her fingers, and pressed herself against the crisscrossed wood of the shelves behind her. 
A guard sat tall outside the locked bars of the wine cellar, tapping his foot and scanning over the same pages of a book once, twice, three times, as if only pretending to read it.
Eleanor cleared her throat, and did her best to wring the anxiousness from her voice when she asked, “Can you let me out?”
The dim light of the torch allowed her view of no more than his profile, lined by a crooked nose and a stern frown. He shook his head.
A little noise squeaked out of the back of her throat. She refused to call it a whimper. “Why…” She choked on another waver. “Why not?”
His fingers clenched around the corner of the page, crinkling the paper. Eleanor pressed further into the shelves until she was certain she’d have x-marks on her back from the sharp wood of them. “Be patient,” he demanded, and turned the page.
“Patient? For… for what? What are we…”
He closed the book with an echoing thunk and turned to face her, swift enough that she flinched despite herself. “Do you ask this many questions at the castle, princess?”
She opened her mouth, as if to retort—yes, in fact, I do—but could not find her voice.
“I will not open this door for you, Madden. I said be patient, so be patient, and stop pestering me.” He pointed the book at her, and the way he held it made it look like a weapon. “I’m here because I was least likely out of everyone to kill you, but that doesn’t mean I won’t. So, princess, it is in your best interest to stay silent. Understood?”
Again, she searched for a response.
The Rogue guard eyed her for a moment longer, then settled back in his spot to read again, apparently satisfied with her silence. Eleanor moved slowly, cracking ice from her bones as she stood. She had to grip the shelf to steady herself in lieu of her cane, but did her best to push down the discomfort of it. 
“I…” Her voice was stunted in her mouth then, but she held tighter to the shelf and strung her words up on golden string. “I am the future queen of Prodosia,” she hissed. “I will not take being locked away like a dog.”
The guard looked up into the darkness, closed his book, and laughed. Laughed.
“Don’t you dare—”
“A dog? Is that really—” He barked another laugh. “Gods, they said you were foolish, but…”
He stood, and all her falsified courage sloughed away.
“You’re not caged because you bite, princess. You’re caged because we need you, and we can’t afford to let you run away. Believe me, if any of us had any other option, you’d stay on your high horse up in your castle.”
“If you had another option?” she asked, her curiosity for once outweighing her fear.
“Yes, if we had any other option, we never would have chosen you. Not in a million years, Madden. You think you’re a dog, princess? You’re worse.” He pressed his long face between the bars and spat at her feet. “At least a dog is wanted.”
She stepped back, her twisted ankle buckling under her, and crashed into the criss-crossed shelves. The guard laughed harder. 
Eleanor refused to let herself fall back to sitting. She strung herself up again to stand tall and hid her quivering lips behind a dirty hand, clinging tight to whatever pride she was still able to grip under the lashings of his laughter.
Behind the guard, someone cleared his throat.
The laughter stopped.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
The guard stepped away and straightened himself, embarrassment making itself evident in his wide eyes and red cheeks. “Sir…”
“Step away from the cell,” the voice ordered again. The guard pulled back, away from his place wedged between the new speaker and Eleanor, and revealed the dark shape of a boy. 
Charcoal hair. Abyssal eyes. Spotted skin. 
Finnek Dagon.
Eleanor pressed herself further into the shelves. Her breath was a fog in front of her, each exhale hiding the demon from view for instants at a time before clearing, revealing him again, like his form was a heartbeat. In and out. In and out. In and out.
He held her cane in front of him, leaning two hands gently against it. It contrasted so strangely against his outline, light against darkness. Color against his black and white exterior. 
The boy glared at the soldier. “Your shift ends in ten. Consider this an early break.”
“Sir…” the guard began.
“I’ll take it from here.” The boy’s black eyes burned at the guard, and he wilted beneath them. “Goodbye,” he hissed, the word more a command than a salutation, and the guard scurried off like a rodent from an owl.
Dagon turned his attention to his prisoner, and Eleanor shrank further into the corner. Her ears picked up only the rush of blood in her ears. “You’re Finnek Dagon.” It was meant to be a question, but it came out as a statement.
The boy nodded. “And you’re Eleanor Madden.” He reached a hand through the bars, offering it to her. “Pleased to make your acquaintance. Apologies for the rough welcome.”
Her eyes stuck to his hand. Gloved, but human. No obvious talons. No scales. No marks of evil. 
Just skin. 
“No.”
The demon flinched. “No?”
“Leave me be.”
He blinked, as if startled, then stepped away. His head bowed, contrite, and he nodded so slightly she thought he must only be nodding to himself. “Of course,” he replied, his voice purged of the roughness he’d addressed the guard with, but still fashioned into something carefully flat. “Would you like your—”
“No,” she said, before he finished. Then, she noticed him holding up her cane again, and cringed inwardly. Her fingers stretched out unwittingly beside her, reaching out for the familiar weight of it—the only thing close to normal in this gods-forsaken place—but the demon only nodded again and set off with it in his gloved hands.
Eleanor opened her mouth to protest, to ask for it back, but took too long to find her voice. Instead, in her silence, the demon vanished back into the shadows with her cane, and she was once again alone. 






  
  The Rogue

Eleanor


It was only a matter of minutes later that another of the Rogues entered, but Eleanor found herself so unaccustomed to the cold and the silence that each second stretched into its own eternity. 
By the time the redheaded woman appeared, Eleanor had nearly lulled herself back to sleep—or, rather, teetered on the edge of passing out. It was only when she cleared her throat, sharply and louder than was strictly necessary, that Eleanor snapped back to attention. 
“Oh, ah, hello…” She stood, tripping ever so slightly on the edge of her dirty dress. 
“Hello,” the woman said shortly. She was tall and strong, her shoulders set like a knight, and her mouth thinned into a stern line like the king’s. Her bright eyes held a glare that spoke of something deep, and Eleanor found herself taking half a step back, pressing her spine into the wood of a countertop. The woman made a notable effort to stay silent for a tense moment thereafter, moving stiffly and twitching her lips as if actively fighting her words. Her hands jumped up to the bars, and though the dark of the morning still allowed Eleanor little more than shadows to piece her actions together, the jingle of keys broadcasted her intentions clear enough.
A dangerous little flicker of hope sparked in her core. “Are… are you letting me go?”
The woman scoffed a laugh and pulled the cell door open with enough force that the rusty hinges squealed in protest. “Just come.”
“Come where?”
“With me, princess.”
“Well, yes, I…” She found herself toying with the pearls of her dress, fingers numb from the cold but nails sharp enough to pick one off. “Where are we going?”
“Where I tell you to go,” the woman snapped. “Come on.”
Eleanor held tighter to the countertop and wished to shrink back onto the brick floor, to sleep, and to wake up in her own room, without any of this—
“Would you rather stay here?” The woman moved to close the door. “Fine. Stay, then.”
“No! Wait, I—” She reached out, one step closer to the woman and to the bars. One step closer to the Rogues who trapped her there. “I’ll come. Just… just wait.”
Stress crept like poison to her brain, and the room was spinning again. Eleanor inched forward in the unsteadiness of it and gripped the cold bars of the cellar door to keep herself upright. The woman scoffed. “By the gods, here. He gave me this for you.”
Eleanor forced her shaking eyes to steady long enough to catch on a wooden cane, held stiffly out to her. She took it with little hesitation, wishing for the familiar weight of her own aid in her hand, but glad nonetheless for the stability. “Who…”
“Take a wild guess who, princess.” She pulled the rusty door open again and waved her forward impatiently. “Come on.” 
Eleanor shook her head. “Why not my own cane?”
“It’s not like yours is subtle. This will make you safer.”
“Am I… in hiding?”
“You’re a Madden. You’re hardly the golden girl of the Outskirts.” She smiled stiffly and gestured Eleanor forward. 
Eleanor managed half a step before feeling her heart catch on the word. “Outskirts?”
“Yes. We’re going to the Outskirts, princess.”
There was something cruel in the way she said it, like she had predicted the reaction it would spark and was lavishing in it. Eleanor stumbled backward again, narrowly avoiding tripping on the uneven stones of the floor. “You cannot…”
“Don’t be a coward.”
“Don’t you dare! You are speaking to a royal!”
The woman turned, white-knuckling the bars of the cell door. “I’m speaking to a little girl who doesn’t—” She cut herself off, closed her eyes, and muttered a sharp curse. “I apologize, princess. You won’t be harmed. We only need to show you something.”
Eleanor jutted her chin upward, tucking her hands behind her back in a mock display of royal austerity—if only to stop them from shaking. “I will not accompany you to my death.”
“You won’t be harmed,” the woman repeated with a hiss. “You are a royal, you are visiting villages within your rule. This is not a death sentence. It is—” She closed her eyes again and forced another breath. “It is naïve to assume danger without reason.”
“Without reason?”
“Yes, princess. Without reason. Have you ever visited the Outskirts?”
“I—”
“Have you heard anything of the Outskirts from the mouths of anyone from them?”
“How dare you—”
“You have two options,” she interrupted, voice hardened and lashing. “You can stay here, in your muddy ball gown, and wait until we think of a better plan than he—”
She stopped. Took a breath.
“Or,” she said, carefully, “you can come with me, you can visit the people of your kingdom, and you can go home.”
Hardly a choice, either way. Freeze here or bleed out there. Die in a cell, alone, or…
If she left, she could…
“Home?”
“Yes, princess. We don’t want you here anymore than you want to be here.”
“Then why—”
“Because we need your help.” 
There was something tender in her voice now. Something almost desperate, beneath the carefully tamed anger. “Help?”
“For my part, I think this was all a foolish idea, and I don’t trust that any of this will get through to you. Maddens aren’t ones for giving helping hands.” She sighed and hung her weight on the open door. “But,” she went on, “Finnek seems to believe in you, and I trust his decision.” She looked Eleanor up and down and amended, “mostly.”
Eleanor wanted to scoff at that. She wanted to bite back.
All she had was a sinking, swooping, falling feeling in the pit of her stomach, like the world had dropped out from under her. 
She swallowed. “What do you need from me?”
“For now, we just need you to observe. We need you to see the reality of your kingdom outside the Citadel walls.”
“And then?”
“Then,” the woman echoed, “we hope—he hopes, at least—that you will find somewhere in that royal heart of yours the conviction to help us save them.”
Save them. Voices and footsteps muddled into music outside. “Save them? Save them how?”
She sighed once more, a thorough mix of exhaustion and contempt on her face. “I can’t tell you that yet. You have to see first.”
“In the Outskirts?”
“Yes, princess. In the Outskirts.” She swung the creaky door all the way open and stepped aside to gesture her through. “Now,” she said, “are you coming?”






  
  The Outskirts

Eleanor


The Rogue woman had offered Eleanor something to change into, though Eleanor could hardly define what she provided as clothes. She dressed herself—an uncomfortable adventure in the dinky room they’d offered her for privacy—in a stiff brown tunic and worn black pants. She resembled a farmer’s son in the outfit, but couldn’t protest that, at the very least, it was clean, warm, and dry. The mud had seeped into every layer of her gown and undergarments, and left her with a chill even after she’d redressed.
She caught sight of the demon outside the back of their little safehouse, walking up a row of dingy carriages and speaking stern orders to their drivers. He paused for a moment beside one and turned back to look precisely at where Eleanor and the Rogue had stopped. He raised his eyebrows, a silent question. Everything alright?
The Rogue woman huffed and waved a hand dismissively. It did not seem to soothe the demon, but he returned to his instructions regardless. The Rogue woman gestured Eleanor into a carriage in the middle of the row, and locked the door behind when both of them sat in their places. It was an oddly large carriage for the two of them, but Eleanor was glad for it. It gave enough space for her to tuck herself away on one half of the carriage, while the Rogue woman spread out on the other.
It was there, after the horses were spurred into motion, that the woman finally introduced herself as Esme. 
“Finnek told me to be kind to you,” she explained as she covered the carriage windows, “that’s why I’m giving you my name. Not because I trust you.”
“Right. Esme.” She fiddled with her scratchy clothes. “And you’re closing the windows because…?”
“Because I don’t want you to find your way back here. Some of them may have faith in you, but I don’t.”
“Evidently.”
“So,” she said sharply. “When you’re gone in three days time, I’d rather you didn’t return to our Refuge. Hence, closed windows.” She thudded back down, draping herself across her seat. “Deal?”
A deal with the devil, her mind supplied. “No deal. Not until you tell me what you need from me. Does this help you asked for not require—”
“Oh, by the Gods, princess! I told you, I am not the one who will explain that part to you. All I need from you today is to hush and follow me.”
Eleanor wanted to snap back at her, but the words took too long to formulate, and the duo fell back into silence. Esme bowed her head to peek between the curtain and the carriage window, and hummed to herself. 
“You know,” Eleanor managed after a minute, “if the demon told you to be nice, you’re hardly succeeding.”
“He told me to be kind, he did not tell me to be nice.” 
“What’s the difference?”
“Kindness is something you Maddens are incapable of.” She smiled sharply at Eleanor, that dark look in her eye like she wanted to say more. “Niceness, by the definition of the castle, is a performance used to gain trust. I do not want you to trust me.”
“You want my help but not my trust?”
“Precisely.”
“That isn’t—”
“The others want you to trust us. I don’t think you’re capable.” 
Eleanor turned her head, chin high and lips pressed together, but felt her face flush hot. You Maddens. She had never liked the name. The only connection it gave her was a tenuous line of blood relation to the endless, towering portraits of kings and queens on her walls. 
It was not her mother’s name.
Esme stopped herself again on the first syllable of another insult, closed her eyes, and leaned her head back against the carriage wall. There was something like guilt in the movement. “I think, for both our sakes, it would be better if we stop talking until we reach the village.”
For once, Eleanor agreed.
She spent the rest of the ride in silence, running her fingers over the well-worn grip of her new wooden cane, and wondering whether or not she’d be able to unlock the door to the carriage before Esme got to her.
Either way, she didn’t try. 
And the carriage rolled ever onward.

      [image: ]She did not die when the carriage door opened.
Looking back in the moments after her feet hit the earth, it finally clicked how foolish it was that she had feared this so much. There were no villains to attack her, no fire to consume her, no arrows to bury in her flesh. There was only her, flinching back from the suddenness of the sunlight in contrast to the dark of the carriage, alongside the few villagers watching from afar as she quivered, and Esme, impatiently tapping her boot in the mud.
She stepped down, leaning hard on the wooden cane for balance, and did her best to hide the shaking of her body. 
It was an odd thing to feel, this sense of horrific danger in a place that was so intensely beautiful. Beautiful, of course, not in the way that the castle was, not in the stained glass windows and wide marble halls, but in the glow of the sunlight on the earth, smiling between tree leaves and dappling the melting snow and newly sprouting grasses with light. It was the bees and the peace and the life in the silence, where the Citadel had been bustling and shouting and not quite…
Not quite…
Still, she was afraid. The juxtaposition of peace and terror froze her in her place outside the carriage until Esme, with surprising patience, nudged her arm and gestured her onward, introducing her to a group of villagers as Kalliope.
“She’s a friend of Finnek’s. She’s here to help out a little for the day, alright?”
As much as Eleanor loathed being called any friend of the demon, she was glad and confused in equal measure for how it seemed to make the villagers relax. 
“C’mon,” Esme urged, and the two of them headed off away from the villagers, down into the mouth of the village of Olefal. Esme led her begrudgingly through the buildings, explaining each of them to her as if she had never heard of them. The farm, the forge, the church, the inn, the pastures…
It was at the last of the list that they finally stopped, observing from afar as three identical teen boys chased each other around the field while a woman of twenty years looked each of the cows over, one by one. Her face grew more and more grim with each cow she inspected, until finally she called the boys into the barn and vanished out of sight. 
Esme offered Eleanor a piece of bread she had tucked away into her satchel. At Eleanor’s hesitation, she clarified, “You didn’t eat this morning, princess. You’ll pass out if you don’t get something in your stomach.”
Eleanor still refused to take it.
“By the Gods,” Esme muttered, taking a chunk of the bread and stuffing it in her own mouth. “See?” she said, through the mouthful. “Not poisoned.”
Oh, and Eleanor’s stomach ached. It was hardly a meal fit for a princess, but it was something. It was anything. 
She had been so unused to the feeling of hunger.
Still, she had enough fear and spite in her left that she turned up her nose at the offer, and Esme pulled away with a mumbled, “Suit yourself.”
She did not eat all the bread, though. Eleanor took note of that. She had still left half of it wrapped up in her bag, saved for Eleanor, even as she eyed it with hunger of her own.
They left Olefal at midday, traversing off to the next village. At this one, Esme made her tour much more brief, gesturing vaguely in the direction of each building and bringing her to watch a group of women shape pots and plates out of clay, and a brother and sister carve cups from old logs. They sat with the latter group for a moment and listened to the brother, a dark-haired, round-faced boy of 18 years, tell a tale of magic in the distant lands they’d travelled through, and of the knights of Avamar that lost his sister her arm. 
At the mention of Avamar, Eleanor found herself swaying again, reminded violently of Prince Rosamund and the ball and Julianne. 
Oh, Julianne…
They left soon after, to explore the next village. And the next. And the next. 
Among it all, there was the demon. Dagon eyed her warily at every stop, any time he seemed to think she wasn’t looking. She’d meet his eye with a glare every time, and he’d look away. His face was always a solid mask of softness, his voice always gentle and reassuring, and his touch, however rarely he offered it, always made the villagers collapse, as if with relief. 
Eleanor ruminated on the possibilities of magic, like that which the woodcarver boy had mentioned in his stories. Distant memories of similar tales returned to her. Tales of sorcerers and warlocks and energy vampires. 
Maybe that was what the demon was doing, then. Was he taking something from them? Was that why they always walked away much quieter when they left him? 
She sat back and observed—loath to dirty her own hands—while Dagon helped a group of children plant wildflower seeds in a pygmy plot of land beside the jeweler’s house. The butterflies and bees were already fluttering around them, as if in anticipation of the flowers they were to grow. A bee landed on a young girl’s hair, and the demon gently scooped it up with one gloved finger and allowed it to buzz away. 
It was a strange thing, to watch something so terrible be so gentle. He was everything she didn’t expect.
He wasn’t pale, like she’d expected him to be. She’d thought he’d be sickly and thin, with spindly limbs like a spider. Instead, he was tan, almost bronze, and set with subtle muscles like that of the blacksmiths or the farmers. Muscles that spoke of hard work. 
His hair was different, too. It was far neater than any of the stories said. She’d always imagined him with a birds-nest of black on his head, but his hair was well-combed and healthy, flopping to either side in short, loose curls. 
And then there were his hands. She’d expected him to be a brute or a trickster—though she supposed the latter was still an option with those hands—but he moved like an artist. He was gentle and practiced, where Eleanor found herself fumbling with every slight task Esme busied her with. 
He stoked a fire in the heart of their final village and sat around it with Rogues and villagers alike, nodding along as a bard led the group in a song. 
Eleanor didn’t sing. She sat stock still and watched, aching from her day of travel and dizzy from hunger and stress in equal measure. She didn’t dance when the others got up and began to spin each other. 
She found herself staring over the flames at Finnek Dagon, tapping his foot, singing along, and smiling gently. There was dirt on his arms and sweat in his hair, despite the chill in the air from the final weeks of winter. There was a heaviness to his limbs that spoke of exhaustion, and stiffness like pain when he moved to clap along to the beat. 
He did not break his performance of goodness that night. 
No one harmed Eleanor. No one fought. No blood was shed. 
There was something terribly wrong about all of it. Something that made that horrible falling feeling overtake her and set her world spinning yet again. 
Or maybe that was the hunger. 
Whatever it was, it knocked her off the log she had made her seat, and smudged the colors of the fire into abstraction. 
The singing stopped then. 
In the slurred silence which followed, she missed it. 






  
  The Night

Eleanor


Night fell like dirt over a pine box, scratching along until the dark became endless and suffocating, and she was once again alone. 
The room she was given was spacier and more comfortably furnished, but no less a cell. She picked at the blanket she was given, a worn cotton quilt, and peeled it back to shimmy herself beneath it, shivering all the way from cold and repulsion alike. 
Her body ached and her skin prickled from the lost warmth of the fire. The memory of how she had ended up back at the Rogues’ hideout was lost to her, but vague hints lingered: the creaking of carriage wheels, the silence in the wake of the lost music, and the voice of the demon beside her, telling her to “wake up. Princess, wake up. Oh by the Gods, dammit, wake up!”
The phantom touch of him wriggled against her skin—the warmth of his arms around her, carrying her into the room, and the gnarled skin of his hand when he’d taken off his glove to check her temperature. 
The demon had left her canes propped up against the edge of the bed frame: both her new, worn wooden one and the freshly cleaned pink and green crystal she’d been captured with. 
Captured. 
She wouldn’t forget that. They had taken her from her home, from her comfortable room and clean clothes and food and Julianne. 
They were villains. This performance of goodness wouldn’t change that. It wouldn’t change what they had taken from her.
She turned to her side, and the bed frame creaked in protest. The sound of it was like a scream, and she threw herself flat onto her face to fold her pillow up over her ears at the harshness of it. 
Stupid, she thought, for the millionth time that day. Stupid princess getting kidnapped by stupid Rogues from a stupid ball for stupid…
She went on like that for a long enough moment that she called it an hour, though, with her head turned down into the pillow and the sun already lost in the sky, she couldn’t truly tell. It was only when the mattress shifted with a new weight beside her that she pulled herself back upright, scrambling and clutching the blanket as if to cover herself, though the only thing she truly intended to hide was the running of the tears on her face. 
Across from her, now standing from the shock of Eleanor’s reaction, was a young blonde girl. She clutched a tray of tea closely to herself, shaking hard enough that the porcelain jingled. 
“Who are you?” Eleanor asked with more vitriol than she had intended. “Why are you here?” 
“I’m just… I thought you might want some tea.”
Eleanor eyed the platter, then the girl—a girl so much like herself, with blonde hair like sunbeams and a gentle dapple of freckles on her rosy cheeks—and gave a huff in response. 
“You—you don’t have to take it, if you… my mom taught me how to make it. It’s some of hers. She grows herbs, you know? She’s a seamstress, but she likes to… well, that’s not…” She took a break to steady herself. “Do you want any?”
“No,” Eleanor said sharply, and the girl flinched at the sound. 
She shook harder, and her face twisted up with tears. “Oh,” she said, strained. “Okay. I’ll… I’ll just…”
She sniffled and turned to scurry out, tea platter still quaking in her hands. 
That horrible, evermore present sinking feeling opened up in Eleanor like a vast empty chasm and dangled her over it. It sounded like the pattering of dancing footfalls and the excited storytelling of the woodcarvers.
It sounded like her, and the sharpness of her words, and the little whimper the girl released when she ran away.
It hurt. It hurt. 
Then, she saw him. 
The girl ran to him outside the room, and he stopped, startled, before bowing to take the platter of tea from her—stopping the cups from shaking off the side of it. When he spoke, Eleanor expected to hear the same harsh coldness as she had in the cell, like the sound of the Finnek Dagon the stories warned about, but instead he sounded… soft. His performance still hadn’t faltered, his mask still unbroken. 
It bore the same worried cadence from her vague memories of the carriage-ride back from the Outskirts. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t intend for any of this…’
“Hey,” he soothed. “Hey, Amelia, what’s wrong? What happened?”
The girl murmured something too quiet to make out, and Dagon’s eyes shot up to Eleanor. His face crumpled with something that looked like—but couldn’t be—pain. Guilt?
Eleanor held her breath. 
The girl threw herself at him, crying into his arms, and the demon went eerily stiff for a moment, as if…
As if the stories were true, and the touch did burn him. As if she was correct. Of course she was correct. She had to be correct…
She thought of the fires he and his Rogues had set that had blackened the streets of the Citadel. She thought of the images of him carved into her mind, standing over the graves of children he had killed, signing his name across her kingdom in the ink of all the blood he had shed. She thought of the claws beneath his gloves and the scales under his sleeves and the darkness of his eyes that consumed, like she had always been told it would.
He was a villain. 
Finnek Dagon is a villain. 
But then he seemed to will himself to soften, and if the touch did burn, he made no show of it. Instead, he opted to embrace the girl and whisper something to her. The girl calmed at the sound of him, and the world went terribly unsteady under Eleanor again. 
It was then that the man guarding her room remembered himself, and the door shut hard in her face.
In the last seconds she could see of the hallway, Dagon glanced back up at her, an unreadable mix of emotions—weariness, and hurt, and guilt, and some level of frustration—rumbling under that impossible softness in his eyes. 
She laid back down in the silence and tried hard not to think about any of it.
Julianne, she thought. I just need to make it home to Jules.






  
  The Medic

Eleanor


When she awoke the next morning, at the first rays of sunlight and the distant four-chimed ring of the castle bell, a platter of bread, eggs, and fruits had been left on her bedside table. Figuring it would be difficult to poison grapes of all things, and still feeling the wooziness of her hunger strike, Eleanor chanced a bite. 
When, after ten minutes, she didn’t find herself vomiting or seizing or otherwise showing signs of having been poisoned by the oh-so-ominous grapes, she popped a few more into her mouth and dared a few further bites of bread. 
The floorboards creaked outside her room and she expected, on instinct, for her maids to come scurrying through, doing up her hair and arranging her morning bath. Instead, the movement passed, and she was once more in silence. 
She stilled where she sat, staring at the door for a time far too long to be considered healthy, expecting… anything.
Something. Some movement. Some speech of passing servants or clinking of knights armor. 
Instead, she was accompanied by a cricket chirp and a far-away creak of a closing door. She slipped out from under her blankets and changed into the new set of clothes the Rogues had left beside her bed. These clothes, at least, were softer than her scratchy potato-bag of an outfit from the day before, and were gentle shades of blue and violet, rather than dirt-brown. 
She figured, in a better scenario, she’d call them pretty.
A dainty necklace and a set of earrings had even been left beside them, carefully displayed on a beautiful, albeit slightly squashed, white satin pillow. Eleanor sat beside the bed to inspect them, carefully running her fingers along the crystal-embellished bows of the earrings and the scuffed silver rose pendant of the necklace.
They didn’t match. If one of her maids had suggested this pairing of jewelry, Julianne would have laughed them out of the room. Eleanor wore them both anyway, and opted not to let herself think too long about why.
After dressing herself, she sat in silence at the chipped chair of the vanity and took to stretching out her stiff ankle and working through the dirt and tangles in her hair. She attempted a braid, much like Julianne often did for her on days she would be busy with rough work like ballet and horseback riding lessons. It always kept those ruthless stray strands from her eyes perfectly, even through all the movement.
She managed a loose tangle, which fell out of shape with one head-shake. It was on her fifth attempt that she settled, which was still loose and somewhat lopsided, but was the closest approximation to a braid she had managed thus far.
How Julianne had managed it perfectly every time, she would never know. 
She sat in the silence after that, staring at that space beside her reflection in the mirror where Julianne should always be.
It was three hours after Eleanor woke, in the
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