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When the violets are in full bloom, Corin thinks of his wife. 

His emotions have dulled over time about the whole affair, but he still misses her. The life they had planned together was simple, but good. He cannot recall a time they were unhappy, however brief it was.

He presses his fingers against a violet petal, rubbing the bloom to release its scent. “Yolantha” means violet, and he’d swear sometimes she smelled like them. He picks some violet shoots from the garden to make a wreath. She taught him how to make them once, long ago, when he was still a knight of some renown. She had placed the wreath of flowers on his head and they laughed at how out of place it looked with his armour.

Though ten years have passed, he recalls her face so clearly. Her high cheekbones, full lips, her firm jaw. Her dark, curly hair she often wove in a simple braid. Despite her noble birth, she was not a helpless maiden. As the daughter of a decorated general and the princess of a fallen people, she was very resourceful. Corin had always admired that. Her tenacity was awe-inspiring, her loyalty boundless. She never treated him like he was lesser, though he was barely of noble birth to begin with. A cousin of a cousin of a cousin—hardly better than a commoner. To her, he was as precious as a prince. Even more precious to her than the real prince.

Though there was a significant difference in their status, he did have hope they could marry. Her father liked him, and he valued her happiness over political gains. With every passing day, it seemed marriage would be imminent. But then there was the war, and there was the king, and there were so many obstacles separating them.

He still makes the honey cakes she loved so much to honour her. His cooking was simple, but she never minded. She was content to live this new life apart from everything. To shed her title and be a simple wife in a stone cabin.

But the war still caught up to them. Ten years later, these memories are all he has.

He takes a piece of honey cake from the kitchen and walks to the river. He finds a narrow bend to kneel down and dispose of the floral wreath. He places it gently in the stream, so it may float for even a moment, and watches the water overtake it. 

I hope she’s happy now, he thinks.

He takes a bite of the honey cake as the wreath disintegrates on the current of the stream. The cake isn’t anything special at all. Every time he bites into one, he expects it to suddenly taste more delicious, and he can understand her better. The cake always tastes the same, no matter how hard he tries to imagine her thoughts. Perhaps she simply liked them because she liked him so much. He’s forgotten.

When he is finished, he stands to make the short journey back to his home. One step past the brush that lines the river, a glint of silver quivers in the corner of his eye. Corin freezes in his tracks.

There was once a time he used to welcome the sight of the king’s guards. It meant his friends were near, it meant relief from himself. But their presence today can only mean one thing. They’ve come to finish what was started all those years ago. 

He was nearly killed before, but he was shown mercy at the last moment. As long as he never returned to the capital city, as long as he kept to this cottage in the Woods of Kyr and its village, his life would be spared. And Corin kept his promise. But it wouldn’t be the first time he’s been lied to.

He can try to evade the guards, but he won’t get far. He has no provisions, no weapon. It won’t take long before he is hunted down. He may as well go peacefully to his fate. Perhaps they will grant him some amnesty.

“He must be around here somewhere,” he overhears one of the knights speak. A younger voice. “There’s a fire inside.”

“I’m here,” Corin announces, raising his arms in surrender.

The knights of Kastos are just as skilled as he remembers. The words have barely fallen from his lips when he is surrounded. Ten swords point towards him in a circle, ten pairs of fierce eyes stare at him beneath visors, and Corin suppresses a laugh. Ten knights to take him down? What does the king think he’s capable of after all this time?

“It really is you,” one of the knights exclaims. Corin recognizes the voice of one of his former classmates at the royal academy, a great brute of a knight named Kyrel. “Not so favoured anymore, are you?”

His sword points closer, right over his breastbone. Not enough to draw blood, just enough to antagonize him. He antagonized Corin back then, too, and couldn’t stand the fact a nobody like himself would ever amount to anything.

Corin rolls his eyes. “Just kill me and get it over with.”

“What makes you think we’re here to kill you?” Kyrel taunts. He steps closer to press the flat of his blade against Corin’s throat. “No—the king wants you alive.”

The king wants him alive? He must want to kill Corin himself. Of course. He should have known this would be the outcome.

After being thoroughly searched, his hands are bound. He is given a horse, but the reins on its bridle are firmly held by the knight riding beside him. Not that he would make an attempt at escape at this point, anyway—that’s a sure road to death.

It has been ten years since he rode towards Torikos, but not much has changed. The trees, the roads are all the same. Every marking, every imperfection, has barely changed. The only thing that has really changed is himself. He had been different then, too, when he and Yolantha set off and vowed never to return, but he was not the same as he is now. He had hope in his heart. His dreams felt so close.

It is late afternoon by the time they arrive at the capital. The guards lead him through a back entrance of the circular city, more discreet than coming through the main gate. They don’t want his arrival to be known, but Corin is unsure to what purpose. If the king has had a change of heart, and he means to deal with Corin permanently, wouldn’t it serve him better to make it a public affair? Was it not for the sake of his image that he banished Corin in the first place?

He is brought into a sitting room in an Eastern wing of the palace. Not a dungeon, as he suspected he would be, not even the throne room to await judgement. Instead, he finds the king and queen both facing one another at a table, having tea. As though they were not waiting for him at all. 

Yolantha is beautiful as ever. Her dark hair is tied in a braid encircling her head, hidden beneath a sheer red veil. Her dark red gown compliments her greatly, makes her cheeks appear even rosier and full of life. The freckles that dust her face nearly sparkle in this light. She is stunningly radiant, the perfect picture a queen should be. Looking at her now, he cannot blame the king for taking her away from him. For taking what many considered was rightfully his in the first place. Corin will always resent the king for using his power to take what he wanted, but he can never resent Yolantha for accepting her fate and living with it.

King Starling is at the other end of the table, looking quite ordinary in comparison. He is dressed in a simple blue tunic and breeches with an overcoat of leather, like he’s about to set out on a ride at any moment. His pale blond hair has been pulled into a simple braid, tied with a blue velvet ribbon over his shoulder. With the afternoon sun hitting him, he is also radiant, shining like the beacon of hope the people take him as. For a moment, Corin can believe in the hero he has long pretended to be for his people. But if they knew what Corin knows, they would not see him the same way. 

The king glances up from the table, as though just realizing Corin is there. He sits straighter and lifts his braid so it falls down his back. He stands.

“Leave us.”

Even the king’s personal attendants heed his command, and the room is quickly emptied. When the room is left echoing with the sounds of clattering armour and hushed steps, Corin remains standing in the middle, still bound by rope. Yolantha glances at him sideways, perhaps trying to give him a covert signal, but he cannot make out her expression.

The king unsheathes a dagger from his belt.

Corin takes an involuntary step backwards, tensing. He should have known Starling would not let him be forever. He must have been waiting for an opportunity when his guard was down to be rid of him once and for all. Killing him in front of his former wife is certainly a low blow, far lower than Corin would’ve thought him capable of.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Corin snaps, resisting the urge to step back again. If he is to die, he will face his fate with honour. He will not run.

“Corin, relax,” Yolantha says, her voice calm and still. “It’s not how it looks.”

“Oh, really?” he demands, keeping his eyes fixated on the king. “You arrested me just because you wanted to chat?”

“Exactly,” Starling quips, grabbing his arm. 

In a fluid slice, the rope is cut free. It falls to the floor with a heavy sound.

“I sent invitations,” Star mutters.

Corin stares at the rope laying on the floor between them. Count on Starling to lean into the drama of the situation instead of telling him plainly what he was planning. The nerve of him. 

“Was I supposed to accept them? It was clearly a trap.”

Starling clicks his tongue. “You’re so mistrustful.”

“One of your knights put a blade to my throat!”

The king clenches his jaw, nose flaring. “He wasn’t supposed to.”

If he truly cared about giving the wrong impression, he would have chosen people for this mission more carefully. He would not have selected someone who openly hated him. Or has he forgotten all this time?

Star sighs wearily and closes his eyes. When he opens them again, there is a desperation in his eyes Corin did not expect to see. A regret, even. Is he able to feel such things? Long ago, they knew each other so well, but Corin can only see a stranger now. 

“Corin, come sit,” Yolantha says, patting the empty chair, right between herself and Starling. “That’s what we wanted to talk to you about.”

He frowns. So Starling really is having regrets over stealing Yolantha away? What good would that do now? It is not like they can undo what has been done. It would cause such a public upset, and it is too grand of a gesture for someone like Starling to ever do for the likes of him. There must be something else at work, something the king needs from him. 

He sits at the table reluctantly. All he can do now is hear them out, even if already knows the answer.

“I must apologize for the... business back then,” Star begins without looking directly at him. “I didn’t go about it well at all. However, you know how beloved Yolantha was, and... Well, your marriage was not well-known.”

“Yes, you took what was rightfully yours,” Corin mutters. “Figures.”

“You could’ve told me you were getting married.”

“You were away at war.”

“You could’ve told me you liked her before!”

“I didn’t think it was your business, sire.”

“We were friends.”

“We weren’t,” Corin insists, “and you made that clear long before all this ever happened.”

Once, long ago, Corin could’ve considered Starling his friend. In his days at the royal academy, training to be a knight, they certainly were. But then Corin was appointed to be his personal guard, and everything slowly shifted between them. Over time, Star became more distant and aloof with his growing responsibilities taking up more of his attention. Corin’s friendship became no more than an afterthought until it practically didn’t exist.

“Let’s put the past behind us,” Yolantha suggests with a bright smile. “We have a proposal.”

Corin raises an eyebrow.

“We have been struggling,” Yolantha begins, leaning in closer to speak directly to him. “For many years now, we’ve been incapable of conceiving.”

She bites her lip, and leans a little closer, just as she would whenever she wanted to propose something dangerous. Apprehension coils in the back of his spine as he begins to imagine her scheme.

“And so...” she says slowly, reaching for his shoulder. “We thought... you might help?”

Anger flares in his cheeks. As he shrugs off Yolantha’s touch, his face flushes all the way down to his neck. Out of all the things they could want from him! He did not think it was possible either of them could stoop that low.

“You want me to be your stallion?” 

“You were always my stallion,” Yolantha teases with a faint smile.

She reaches for his hand, but Corin is not in the mood to indulge her. He has been gone too long to find her ploys charming.

“I cannot believe this,” he seethes. “Both of you are so...”

He cannot even finish his sentence. This is not how he expected today to turn out, but he cannot say he is surprised, either. Of course, Starling is only willing to make peace now, so many years later, because he needs someone else to knock up his wife. Incredible. And Yolantha is just as bad, going along with this ridiculous proposal. She probably thought of it herself in order to bring Corin back to court. As if she couldn’t have thought of anything better. She had ten years!

“We aren’t sure if the problem lies with me or Starling,” Yolantha continues placidly. “So, I thought it would be nice to bring you here and test it out.”

It would be nice? To test it out? Absolutely not. He is not about to be some royal pet.

“Corin...” Starling begins.

Yolantha shakes her head. “Perhaps it would be best if we spoke alone, my dear.”

Corin glowers at Starling, irritated by Yolantha’s placations to her husband. Starling looks at Corin for an uncomfortable second before abruptly standing to leave the room. The door slams behind him with a resounding thud.

For a moment, they are both silent. The queen folds her hands into her lap, cowed. Without Starling here, Corin doesn’t feel as uncharitable. Back then, Yolantha never had a choice in the matter. Starling nearly killed Corin, and he took her away before she could fight back. How could she deny the king once they returned here? How could she allow herself the insult of deserting her people once he named her as his queen?

Now, he takes a proper look at his wife. She was barely twenty by the time they had parted, and ten years have certainly changed her. She looks older, as he suspects he does as well, but she is just as beautiful. She still looks stunning in red. This gown is a different style than the ones she wore before. The neckline scoops downwards and laces at the front with loose precision while her sleeves gather at the elbow. The loose fabric of the sleeve becomes tight around her forearm and the hem points to her index finger, where a thin cord loops around it to hold it in place.

She gazes at him with widened eyes, lips pursed as though she were shy. Were it not for his anger still churning inside him, he would feel shy as well. It has been so many years. What can they even say to each other now?

“Is this the latest fashion for all the ladies?” Corin remarks to break the silence. 

Yolantha gives him a wan smile. “As of five years ago.”

Five years. So much has changed, and he has barely seen any of it. Life in the woods is not nearly as fast-paced. 

“You look different with a beard.” 

He tilts his head away from her outstretched hand. He has been aware of his lack of appearance for the past decade, but it prickles his irritation to hear her say it. It’s not like he’s had a reason to look good, but he hates how disheveled he is compared to the handsome knight he used to be.  

“Why didn’t you accept the invitations?”

He rolls his eyes. “You expect me to just take them at face value?”

“You had to know he’d come for you eventually,” she says softly. “This can’t be a surprise to you. You know how it is—what Starling wants, he gets.”

“I see you’re taking no responsibility.”

“Would you rather stay in that forest and never see me again?” she demands, dropping her hand on the table.

He isn’t sure if that would be much better. But in this palace, there are too many memories and too many uncomfortable truths. Is it really much better to be with Yolantha now and still not have her, instead of mourning her as he was back home?

“You know I never wanted to leave you,” Yolantha persuades, reaching for his hand.

He does not shrink away from her touch this time. Her palms are softer than they used to be, but just as warm as before. His tense muscles relax at her touch, and an ache pierces him as she gently massages his hand. He has missed her. He has missed her so much, for so many years.

“But life here hasn’t been so bad,” she adds. “Starling is a good man.”

He scoffs at the statement. How dare she speak of him well.

“Well,” she says with a sigh, “at least, he has been a good husband, regardless of the past. But I missed you, Corin. I have missed you every day. I want you here with me.”

“For how long will he permit it? Once I get you pregnant? I don’t trust him.”

“I won’t let anything happen,” Yolantha assures him. “Besides, it’s good to have several children. That’ll buy you quite a lot of time.”

She gives him a wry smile. He can only roll his eyes. He is not in the mood. 

“Corin,” she says, her voice dipping low. She massages the back of his hand with her fingers. “Don’t you miss me?”

Her hands are warm and soft. She still remembers which muscles to press.

“Of course I miss you.”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“I don’t trust him.”

“But you trust me,” she affirms. 

“Somewhat.”

It is her turn to roll her eyes.

“You know I’ll protect you,” she insists. “Like I did back then.”

“You let him take you away!”

“It was the only way to keep you alive. He would’ve killed you otherwise.”

“So what? Maybe it’s better than living to see you married to him.”

Yolantha purses her lips, and exhales through her nose. Long and deep, she contemplates her next words until she runs out of breath.

“I hate it when you two fight. It’s like a part of me is missing.”

“That’s not my problem.”

“But it is. Don’t you want things to go back to how they were?”

How they were included Corin and Yolantha, together and alone. Star was never part of the equation. He was just there. He was always there, getting in the way.

“Starling is willing to give you whatever you want,” she adds with a raised brow. “Just say the word.”

“Will he clear my name?”

“He would, if you asked him.”

“I don’t want to ask him.”

“Then, I guess you’ll just live in exile for the rest of your life,” Yolantha quips with a hiss. “Do you really want that?”

“I don’t know what I want,” he protests, wrenching his hand from her grip. “It’s not like you’ve given me any time to think.”

“What’s there to think about? Don’t you want to be free?”

He sighs. Freedom and whatever this is are not necessarily the same. 

“Let him decide later,” Starling says from the doorway, ever magnanimous. “There’s no need to rush anything.”

“Don’t you know the meaning of alone?” Corin demands, his hand tensing even within Yolantha’s grasp.

“I heard yelling,” the king says with a shrug. “Don’t yell at my wife, and I won’t listen in.”

His wife. Corin could kill him. Actually kill him this time.

“You’re really pushing your luck,” he mutters.

Star raises an eyebrow. One corner of his mouth dips into an amused smile.

***
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He chooses the path of least resistance and lets the king call for a servant to show him to his room. It has been a long day and a long ride to the capital, and he would rather sleep in a bed. He would not be able to make it back home before nightfall anyway, and would have to rest at some point. He may as well accept their hospitality, conditional as it is. Not that he’s entirely sure Star will let him go easily. He wants something from Corin, and as Yolantha had said, what he wants, he gets. He won’t accept a simple “No” and send him on his way.

It takes a few turns down a hallway before Corin registers he isn’t paying attention to where the servant is leading him. That his body is making every turn without prompt. 

He had assumed he’d be sent to a guest room, not where he used to live.

His stomach twists strangely. For the first time since he gave himself up to Starling’s knights, he feels something other than anger. His old room should have been filled by now, his position taken over by someone else. Star should have moved on from him just as swiftly as he’d stabbed him and left him for dead.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Sass Everett





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





