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      The sun shines brightly as I make my way down to the main square, but there are ominous dark grey storm clouds on the horizon that suggest we may be in for a much more bitter day than the initial forecast suggests.

      It hasn't deterred most of the town from turning up to the weekly market, and the sounds of bartering and arguments over whose bread is better fill the air, along with the scent of salty fish from the coast and sickly sweet smell of fruit that had been out in the sun a little too long.

      I keep my head down as I weave through the people and stalls to get to my destination. I don't have the coins to be distracted by the various wares of the townspeople, even if I wish I did.

      "Morning, Beatrice," Mrs Potsworth says from behind the vegetable stall. "The usual?"

      I nod. "Please."

      "I have some radishes fresh in, if you want 'em. I remember your Da loved 'em when he was a kid. Thought you might too."

      I give her a sad smile as the grief stang despite Da having been gone for years. "If you have a few to spare." I don't particularly care for them, but Da did love them and eating them always makes me think of him.

      "They're on the house." She puts them into a paper bag and drops them on top of the rest of my vegetables before handing it over to me.

      I fish out the coins from the skirt of my dress and give them to her. "Thanks."

      She nods in return.

      I turn away, only to be stopped in my tracks as a shout comes from the front of the square and the people around me start pushing forward.

      "What's going on?" I ask Mrs Potsworth.

      She sighs. "It's the Golden Moon next month, they'll be asking for people to head up to the castle to work at the ball."

      I look over to the large castle sitting halfway up the mountain. Even from here, it's an ominous sight, with huge turrets reaching into the sky and dark stone weathered over centuries. The grey clouds feel as if they're closing in around it, only adding to the eerie effect.

      "Listen to me, Beatrice," Mrs Potsworth says in a serious voice. "You were too young to remember it last time, five years is a long time in the life of you youngsters, but whatever you do, don't you or your brother go up to that castle for the Golden Moon."

      I frown and look at her. "Why not?"

      She shakes her head. "It's dangerous. Let us say no more of it."

      I want to question her more on the subject, but I can tell from the set of her face that she isn't going to reveal anything else. I wish I could remember the last Golden Moon, but I was sixteen at the time and struggling to get by after Da died.

      I say my goodbyes to the vegetable seller and make my way back through the square, only pausing to admire some of the fabrics the dressmaker has on display. I can't afford any of them, but that doesn't stop me from looking and dreaming of the day I can wear a fine dress and not have to make the same vegetable stew for me and my brother every day.

      The sky darkens and a few spots of rain patter against my skin. I look upwards, seeing that the storm clouds have gotten much closer than before.

      I pull up the hood of my cloak and turn in the direction of home, hurrying through the throng of people who seem determined to stay in order to hear about the Golden Moon even if it means getting rained on.

      There's a part of me that wants to find out more about it myself, even with Mrs Potsworth's warning about going up to the castle still ringing in my ears. I don't think she'd give it to me for no reason, but it only raises more questions. And I don't know anything about the residents of the castle. I tried to ask Da about it when I was smaller, but he'd always grow tense and refuse to talk about it. Eventually, I learned to stop asking.

      The rain grows heavier and I have to pull my skirt out of the way to avoid dragging it through a growing puddle. My shoe isn't so lucky, and I discover there's a hole in it somewhere. I almost stumble, but manage to right myself without spilling my bag of vegetables.

      I'm soaked by the time I get home, and hating that I don't have many spare clothes to change into. The warped wooden door creaks loudly as I push it open and a boisterous dog appears, her tail wagging wildly.

      Despite my current state, a smile spreads over my face. "Hey, Pip."

      She lets out a small bark.

      "Let me put these down and then I'll say hello to you properly," I promise, kicking the door shut behind me as I make my way inside.

      Water is dripping from the ceiling where Bastian is supposed to have fixed it, but for all of my brother's positive attributes, being good with his hands isn't one of them, and I fear our house will fall down before he properly gets it fixed, but we don't have enough money to pay someone else to do it either.

      I set the vegetables down on the wooden table that serves as our everything, and turn my attention properly to my dog. She's a shaggy thing, with a grey coat that sheds far too much, but I love her all the same.

      "Have you been a good girl?" I ask as I rub her head. Her fluff stands on edge in response but her mouth hangs open with her tongue poking out of the side of it. She pushes her head back into my hands in order to get more fuss, which I happily oblige in doing.

      My feet start to tingle from the damp of my shoes and I have to push my dog to the side so I can take them off and place them by the fire to dry. Once that's done, I'll have to see if I'm actually able to mend them.

      I pat Pip on the head one last time before getting to my feet. I head over to the cupboard where we keep our money to drop the meagre remains of the coins I took with me to the market back inside.

      The moment I pull open the drawer, my world starts to spin. We don't have much, but we do have enough to put a roof over our heads and food in our bellies.

      Except that now, all our remaining money is gone.
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      The stew bubbles on the stove, but I can't focus on the fact we're going to have hot food tonight. I'm too busy biting the skin of my fingers and trying to work out what could have happened to our money. We need it in order to live, and I don't know what we're going to do now it's gone. Bastian has his job, and I do a lot of fixing and mending of clothes for those too busy to do it themselves but are in possession of a little coin, but it's going to take more than we make to replenish our resources.

      And I just know Bastian is going to blame me for losing it.

      The door opens and Pip raises her head, but doesn't rush over to the door like she does to greet me.

      A crash of lightning lights up the doorway and Bastian standing there with a couple of boxes in his hands. The rain is coming down faster than before, the storm well and truly underway, and it looks darker than it should be given that it's still only early evening.

      "Sister," he says.

      "You should take off your jacket and dry it by the fire," I tell him, going over to take the boxes from him.

      He nods and shrugs it off, throwing it over the washing line without bothering to unfold it properly. He kicks off his shoes and leaves them haphazardly in front of the hearth. I bite my tongue and don't tell him that he should take more care of his belongings if he wants them to be dry in time for work tomorrow, but I know he'll just get at me for nagging.

      I place the boxes down on the table and give the stew a stir.

      "How was work?" I ask.

      "It was work," he responds. "I'm going to quit tomorrow."

      “You can't." Some of the stew splashes over the top of the pot and onto the floor.

      Pip is out of her bed in an instant, sniffing at the spilt piece of carrot as if it's a gourmet meal.

      "Of course I can. It won't take me more than a week to find something new," Bastian responds.

      I bite my lip and consider whether I want to tell him about the missing money. I know I have to, but it's whether now is the time.

      "Bastian..." I take a deep breath. "You can't quit your job, and I'm going to have to do more mending. Our money is gone."

      "Of course it's gone," he responds. "That's what happens when you spend it."

      I blink a few times, trying to work out precisely what's happening. "We spent it?"

      "Well, I spent it." He waves towards the boxes.

      "On what?" My voice comes out as barely more of a squeak as I try to work out precisely what's going through his head for him to think that was a good idea. The money was supposed to be our safety net, it's all that was left after Da died.

      "A dress for you, and a suit for me. Fine clothes, none of these rags." He plucks at his shirt.

      "You did what?" I stare at my brother, trying to work out why he would want to do something like this.

      "We can't turn up to the Golden Moon wearing these clothes," he points out.

      "We shouldn't be going to the Golden Moon at all," I counter.

      "What do you know of it?" Bastian leans back in his chair, seeming not to care in the slightest that he's put us in a strenuous position.

      "Just that people say it's dangerous and not to go."

      "Those people are fools," my brother spits out. "And they just want to keep us poor so we're there to build their walls and mend their socks."

      I stand there, not really knowing what to say.

      "The Golden Moon will give us an opportunity to finally take our places in the world. Places we deserve." The way the firelight dances across his face makes his statement somewhat more sinister than they should be. "You should look at your dress," he says.

      I hesitate but end up making my way over to lift the lid off the box. And not just because Bastian expects me to look, I'm also curious about what's inside. A deep red gown with black lace sits within. It's far fancier than anything I've ever worn before, but I'm not entirely sure I would have chosen it for myself.

      "So?" Bastian prompts. "What do you think?"

      "It's beautiful," I say. "I'm just still not sure what the Golden Moon is or how it's going to help us when we have no money."

      "I wouldn't concern yourself with that, sister," he responds. "Just focus on keeping the house and returning any of the mending projects you have. I don't plan on us coming back here after the Golden Moon."

      I frown. "But this is our home." I put the lid back on the box. I'm half tempted to peek into the other one to see what he got for himself, but I think better of it.

      "Think of it, Beatrice. There'll be no more of that horrible vegetable stew. We'll be able to eat roasted meat and freshly baked bread."

      I glance at the bubbling pot of food, feeling awful that it's what I'm going to have to serve him. It's often bland and boring, but I don't think it's awful.

      "What do we have to do for the Golden Moon?" I ask as I spoon some of the stew into bowls and give one to him. He may have a distaste for it, but if he wants to eat tonight, then that's what he's going to have to have.

      "We're to go up to the castle as guests," he responds. "That's all."

      "And that's going to solve all of our money problems?" I ask.

      "All of our problems," he responds. "They'll go away overnight and we'll have everything that we're due."

      I frown, not really seeing how any of that is possible, but sensing that he believes it. I don't ask any other questions, mostly because I don't believe Bastian even has the answers, never mind that he's going to give them to me if I ask.

      I take my own bowl of stew and sit in one of the chairs. Pip scampers over and lies down at my feet, a warm fluffy reminder that I always have someone beside me.

      The two of us eat in silence, but that does nothing to stop the questions racing through my mind. I have no idea what Bastian has gotten us into by saying we'll attend the Golden Moon, but I suppose it's too late to worry too much about it. We're going to find out either way.
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      Everything about the dress Bastian got for me feels foreign. The laces are too tight and the skirts are too heavy, though I'm guessing that's because I'm not used to either of them.

      "What do you think, Pip?" I ask my dog.

      She cocks her head to the side and studies me intently as if she's actually considering my question.

      "I feel ridiculous," I tell her. I open the wardrobe door and look into the mirror on the inside of it. The dress doesn't suit me, and if I have to hazard a guess, I'd say it was made for someone shorter than I am. At least the lacework is beautiful, and I don't think it's going to be too uncomfortable to wear for the evening.

      I open the jewellery box that is the only thing of my mother's I have left. I don't remember her, and most of what she left us was sold when Da was still alive, but there's a pair of wooden combs within the box that I can use to pin my hair in place. No one is going to mistake me for a lady of high birth, but I have to admit that Bastian is also right, I do look better in this dress compared to the one I normally wear.

      I run my hands through my light brown hair, teasing out the tangles and getting it into some kind of manageable state, though I'm not sure how well I actually manage. It only takes me a few minutes to pin my hair in place, with a few loose curls to frame my face.

      "Now it's your turn," I tell Pip, crouching down by my dog and combing through her coat with my fingers until she looks somewhat presentable. A single scrap of lace still rests in the box, and I attach it to her collar as a bow so she also has something fancy to wear. I'm sure it's an unnecessary touch, but it makes me feel as if she's playing the part.

      There's nothing I can do about the fact I only have a length of twine to use as a lead, but it's better than losing her.

      "All right, I think we're done," I say to her.

      She cocks her head to the side and studies me intently.

      "You can look at me like that all you want, but I don't know any more about what's going on than you do." I push open my bedroom door and step into our living space, unsurprised to find Bastian already waiting there.

      "Finally," he mutters.

      "I'm ready on time," I protest.

      He looks me up and down and gives me a nod of approval until his attention reaches Pip. "You're not bringing the dog."

      "I am bringing Pip," I counter. "You said you didn't intend for us to come back here after tonight, I'm not leaving her." I have no idea what exactly the Golden Moon has in store, but I'm not risking leaving Pip behind.

      "Fine. Just don't let her get in the way. If she ruins this for us..."

      My fingers tighten around the makeshift lead. "She won't."

      Pip presses herself against my legs as if she knows she's being talked about. I hope she doesn't understand how unreasonable Bastian is being.

      A knock on our front door makes me jump.

      "It's the carriage," Bastian says. "Count yourself lucky that we don't have to ride in the stagecoach with all the others going up to the castle tonight."

      "Why don't we?"

      "Because I arranged better for us," Bastian responds as he opens the door.

      A sallow-looking man on the other side bows to each of us in turn. "I'm here to escort you to the castle."

      Bastian simply nods and strides past him to climb into the carriage. I follow, offering the man a smile. "Thank you."

      He nods. "It is an honour, My Lady."

      I resist the urge to point out I'm not a lady, and that his cravat is probably worth more than the dress I'm wearing. Instead, I focus on getting Pip into the carriage. She lets out a whine as she looks at it, which I assume is because the steps are too high for her to jump up by herself.

      I bend down and scoop her up into my arms, placing her on the floor of the carriage. She still doesn't look particularly happy, but at least she's in.

      My skirt catches on one of the steps and it takes me a moment to unhook it so I can climb up to join Bastian and Pip. My hand shakes as I take my seat and the footman closes the door behind me. An odd feeling settles within me, but I'm not sure what's causing it.

      Bastian leans back in his seat, looking as if he's been taking carriage rides like this his entire life and not as if this was the first time. Pip doesn't look so sure. I lean down to stroke her gently, hoping it'll soothe whatever nervousness she's feeling.

      "I don't know why you insisted on bringing the mutt," Bastian mutters.

      "She's our family, I couldn't leave her behind."

      "She's a dog."

      Pip growls at him.

      "Shh," I tell her. "He doesn't mean that."

      From Bastian's expression, I'm not so sure, but while he's chuntering about the fact I've brought Pip, he hasn't actually stopped me from doing it.

      She finally settles down, putting her paws beneath her head and watching us both with wary eyes. I take the chance to look out of the window, watching the town as it passes me by and fades away until it's replaced by the darkness of the woods.

      Nerves worm their way through me the further we get from our home. I don't have many possessions, but I have none of them with me besides the combs in my hair. I hope that when Bastian says we won't go back there, he doesn't mean that we won't be able to collect our things, but he's acting strange tonight.

      The moon appears between the trees and I gasp. There's a yellow hue to it that almost looks like it's shimmering gold. I don't think I've ever seen it look like this before, but as it's been five years since the last Golden Moon, it's possible I've just forgotten.

      There's something magical about it, which does something to dispel the nerves. How can anything go badly wrong on a night like this?

      We pass through the woods and head towards the winding road up to the castle. Without the trees in the way, it's possible to see all of the other carriages making their way to our destination. The gold light of the moon bounces off the gleaming wood and materials of them all, making it a wondrous sight. I try to count how many there are, but it's impossible to. Every time one of them goes out of my range of vision, another replaces it. It's strange to think that other people may be looking out of their carriage windows and seeing ours the same way I can see theirs.

      Bastian isn't anywhere near as interested in the journey as I am, seeming as relaxed as when we first set off. It does make me wonder whether he knows more about what's going to happen when we get to the castle and it's putting him at ease.

      I wish it gave me the same kind of confidence. I hate not knowing.

      Pip lets out a small whine, as if she can sense the direction of my thoughts. I reach down and pat her, which seems to help. I don't know what has her so on edge, but I don't like it. Maybe it's the magic of the moon.

      The carriage starts to bounce up and down as we approach the drive of the castle and the smooth road makes way for pebbles. I reach out to steady myself against the side of it, already wishing for this part of the journey to be over.

      It isn't until the carriage pulls to a stop that I realise we're actually here, at the castle Mrs Potsworth told me to avoid, and the one that always makes me feel as if there's something ominous about it. I can't explain where any of the feelings come from, but now we're here, they're out in force.

      The footman opens the door and Bastian descends first.

      "Come on, Pip," I say, picking up the rope and heading towards the door.

      I'm careful not to catch my dress again on the way out of the carriage and then lift Pip down. She pushes against my legs, probably uncomfortable with being in a strange place. I don't blame her. I'm nervous myself.

      The castle is even more imposing up close than it is from the town. A warm glow comes out of the front doors and I feel like it should be inviting, but something about it isn't, even if I can't put my finger on what that is.

      I step backwards, everything within me screaming that we should turn around and never come back.

      Bastian has other ideas and propels me forward with a firm hand on my back. "Remember to smile, Beatrice."

      "For who?"

      "Everyone," he responds.

      My eyes widen. Something about this isn't right, and I dread to think what it could be.
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      There are servants everywhere, more than I would have ever imagined considering the fact we never see anyone from the castle in town. How they're getting their food and other goods is beyond me, but I'd remember people like this. All of them are beautiful, and all move with grace that I don't think I've seen from any of the people I grew up around.

      The serving girl in front of us leads us to a pair of double doors. "This is the ball, My Lord, My Lady," she says, dipping her head to each of us in turn.

      "We just go in?" I ask, grasping Pip's lead tighter as I wait for her reply. The dog is doing her best to stand in my shadow, making me a little worried about whatever it is making her feel like this is a necessary way to act. Something isn't right about this place, I just don't know what it is.

      "Of course. Help yourselves to any of the food and drink," she replies.

      "Would you tell Lord Fallmartin that Bastian and Beatrice have arrived," my brother says.

      The girl's eyes widen. "Of course. I didn't realise who you were, My Lord. You should actually be entering through the second door. Let me show you and please accept my apologies."

      I frown, the confusion setting in even more with her reaction.

      I don't dare voice my thoughts, already able to picture the look Bastian will give me if I do.

      "You're forgiven," my brother responds as if he's been doing this his entire life.

      The girl hurries down the corridor and comes to a stop outside a second set of doors. I'm not sure why it matters that we enter through these ones and not the others, especially when they're so close together, but I don't ask. It seems rude to potentially insult our hosts.

      "Please, enjoy the ball. I will inform Lord Fallmartin that you're here." She dips her head and disappears, leaving us in front of the doors.

      "What's going on?" I ask my brother.

      "We're being treated as the honoured guests we should be," he responds, holding his head up high and seeming as if he was born for all of this. To hear him speak, he thinks he has been.

      "But why? We're nobodies from town."

      Bastian grabs hold of my arm and pinches it a little too tight. "Never say that again."

      "You're hurting me," I say through gritted teeth.

      "I'm serious, Beatrice. Never say that we're nobodies again, do you understand? Here, you're Lady Beatrice."

      "But why do they believe I'm highborn? What have you done?" No one is going to believe him while we're dressed like this. Our clothes are better than the ones we usually wear, but they're not going to let us pass as highborn.

      "You'll find out soon enough," he mutters ominously.

      I twist my fingers through Pip's rope, feeling a little steadier from the way the hemp feels between them. The slight burn of the rough fibres against my skin helps centre me, and I can feel as if I can think clearly.

      Bastian doesn't seem to have any such concerns about the situation and strides forward, throwing open the doors and revealing the ball within.

      I suck in a breath as I take in the room in front of me. Opulent doesn't even cover it. The light from dozens of mounted candles flickers through the air, illuminating a huge ballroom. Down each side are tables laden with food, all of it looking as if it's fit to feast a king with.

      And then there are the people. While my dress is finer than anything else I own, I can tell it has nothing on the fabrics the people in this room are wearing. They even outshine the best fabrics the dressmaker in town has. The gowns are intricate with full skirts of many colours, while the suits are just as finally made, with rich cravats and crisp white shirts.

      Everything looks as if it's straight out of a dream, and I don't fully understand how I'm walking into it.

      Or why these people think I'm a lady when I'm well aware that I'm not.

      Pip stays close to my heels, not venturing out to investigate anything around us. I'm glad no one has insisted on taking her away from me, though a quick look around the room reassures me they're not going to change their minds. Several other dogs seem to be accompanying their owners in the room. I'm not alone in wanting canine companionship tonight.

      A servant comes forward with two golden goblets on a tray. "Courtesy of your host," he says to me.

      Bastian reaches out and takes one of the goblets, indicating for me to do the same.

      "Thank you," I say to the server. I look down into the cup, unsurprised to discover that it's some kind of wine.

      "Drink up," Bastian says, already downing his cup before setting it back on the tray.

      I hesitate, but he gestures for me to hurry up. I don't particularly want to drink it all, but I can see from Bastian's face that he's not going to stop until I do.

      I raise the goblet to my lips and take a sip. The wine is surprisingly sweet, and goes down easier than I think it will. I was expecting something like the homemade wine that Da used to make which was always bitter and never tasted particularly pleasant to me.

      It's a surprise when I discover that I've drunk it all, and I place the goblet sheepishly back on the tray, hoping the servant doesn't think it was unladylike of me to act in such a way. He doesn't seem to have much of a response, and disappears back from where he came.

      Bastian offers me his arm, and I slip mine through his. It's odd to be so formal, and I'm not really sure how I should be acting, especially with so many strangers in the room. I'm not sure precisely what is happening here to celebrate the Golden Moon, but everyone seems to be having a good time.

      Pip trots along beside me, seeming a little more at ease, though I can still tell that she's nervous. There's a hesitance to the way she's moving that isn't normally there and I hate to see her like this. It's not like the boisterous dog I know and love. Hopefully, once we're back home, things will be better.

      Except that Bastian is convinced that we won't be going home.

      I look at my twin brother from the corner of my eye and try to work out what's going through his head. His honey-brown curls match mine, but are shorter, making him appear boyish, but the set of his jaw undoes all of that. He looks determined, though I'm not sure about what. I wish he'd talk to me. We used to tell each other everything when we were children, but everything changed a few years ago. Or maybe it was before that. When Da died. It's like he discovered something about himself that he didn't feel like he could share with me.

      "What are we supposed to do?" I whisper to him.

      "Mingle," he responds. "Talk to people."

      "About what?"

      "Whatever they want to talk about, Beatrice," he says, his exasperation coming through his voice. "This is a chance for us to better ourselves, don't ruin it for us."

      "I'm not trying to," I respond. "I just don't understand what's happening."

      "You'll know soon enough. I wish that girl had found us Lord Fallmartin already," he mutters.

      "Who even is he?"

      "It doesn't matter," Bastian says.

      I'm about to argue with him when the doors we were originally shown to open and a group of people are ushered inside. Most of them are wearing simple party clothes, dresses with bell skirts and smart shirts with black ties. Even if I didn't recognise some of them, I'd guess these were people from town and not more of the affluent guests who are dotted around the room making small talk.

      Which is exactly what Bastian wants me to do. I don't know why we used a different entrance than the other people, but it can't be a good thing.

      I step towards them only for Bastian to pull me back.

      "You're not to talk to any of them," he instructs me.

      I give him a tight smile. "Very well." I don't like it, but clearly he has a plan. I just have to hope he returns to being the brother I love dearly after it's been enacted, rather than this nervous version of himself who keeps making demands but doesn't explain them. It's becoming somewhat exhausting to deal with.

      I unhook my arm from Bastian's and drift over to one of the food tables, examining the array there. I don't even know what half of the dishes are, other than more impressive than I could ever dream of making at home.

      "A little overindulgent, don't you think?"

      I jump at the sound of the man's voice, and Pip lets out a protective growl. "I'm sorry," I murmur.

      "Is that an apology or are you asking me to repeat myself?" the man beside me asks. He can't be more than twenty, with short dark hair, a handsome face, and more lace on the sleeves of his jacket than I have on my whole dress.

      "An apology," I respond. "This is my first time at an event like this."

      He nods in understanding. "I remember my first time too, it was like nothing I'd ever experienced before. Do you have a name?"

      "Beatrice," I respond.

      "Beatrice," he says. "It's pretty. And suits you."

      "Thank you? I think. I've never really thought about if my name fits me."

      He chuckles. "Well, it does. I'm Marcus."

      "It's nice to meet you," I say.

      Pip pops her head around my legs and Marcus' eyes light up. He crouches down. "And who might you be?"

      "This is Pip," I say. "It's her first time at one of these events too."

      "It's good to meet you, Pip," he says, holding out his hand.

      She steps forward and sniffs at him before pushing her head into it.

      "She likes you," I say needlessly.

      "That's good for me, I've heard dogs are excellent judges of character," Marcus responds. "Do you mind if I talk to your mistress again?" he asks my dog.

      Pip just gives him a blank look, but he takes it as an affirmative and stands back up.

      "I didn't know if I could bring her, but I didn't want to leave her at home," I admit.

      "I think she's an excellent guest, and probably much better at conversation than some of the stuffy old lords in here," he says.

      I laugh. "I'm not sure you're supposed to say that." A quick look around the room does have me wondering who he's talking about, not one of the nobles appears to be any older than he is.

      "Perhaps not, but it's the truth." His eyes twinkle as he says it.

      "I don't know any of the stuffy old lords to be able to form an opinion."

      "Then you should count yourself lucky. As would I, if you'd agree to a dance," he says, holding out his hand.

      I stare at it for a moment. "I don't know the steps."

      "I can teach you," he promises.

      "What about Pip?"

      "Do you have someone you can leave her with?"

      My gaze slips to Bastian who is talking to two men who very much look like the stuffy old lords Marcus is talking about, only younger. "My brother," I respond.

      "Ah, excellent."

      I nod, not entirely sure I want to leave Pip with Bastian, but also not wanting to insult Marcus. And there's more to it than that. Bastian has made it clear that I'm not to embarrass us, and that we've come to the ball in order to better our position and our family. Which means I need to do everything that would be expected of someone here. That includes dancing when asked, and not making a fool of myself.

      I take a deep breath and head in the direction of my brother. He'll look after Pip if it means getting what he wants from me. I'm sure of it. And if I get to dance with a handsome stranger, then I suppose it's not the end of the world. Even if I'm still nervous about exactly what we're doing here and what my brother is planning.
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      The dance floor is almost full, though a quick look around confirms that there aren't any of the other townspeople on it. They're probably worried about the same thing I am and embarrassing themselves by not knowing the steps.

      I don't know why I've agreed to this. I have no idea what I'm doing and while dancing with someone could be seen as me obeying Bastian's instructions, there is a part of me that's concerned about looking like a fool.

      "It's an easy one," Marcus promises, holding out his hand.

      I look at it, not knowing what I'm supposed to do.

      "Put your left hand on my shoulder, and your right hand in mine," he says, his tone kind and understanding despite my cluelessness.

      "Oh." I step closer and do as he asks, tingles spreading through me as he places his free hand on my waist. We're barely touching, but this feels different than the country dances I'm used to.

      The music begins to play, the musicians creating a pure tune that is nothing like I've ever heard in the town.

      "Step back with your left foot," Marcus says.

      I do as he suggests, and he steps forward.

      "Now the right. Then repeat, just go where I lead."

      I nod and follow his instructions, surprised to find that it causes us to glide around the floor. "How do you know how to do this?" I ask.

      "Years of dance lessons," he responds.

      A slight flush of embarrassment rises to my cheeks as I realise I've more or less just admitted that I haven't had that kind of upbringing. Which is explicitly something Bastian told me not to do.

      "I would have much rather learned how to do useful things," Marcus continues. "I couldn't even sew on a button if I lost one."

      "It is quite simple," I respond.

      "Maybe. But I've never been taught, I wouldn't know where to start. Are you ready to spin?"

      "Spin?" I repeat, my eyes widening.

      He nods. "Under my arm. I'll guide you." He lets go of my waist and raises his other hand.

      I turn, my dress flaring out as I do. I stumble a little as Marcus steadies me, but I doubt anyone other than him noticed.

      He continues to guide us around the dancefloor, but we don't really talk much as I'm too focused on keeping steady on my feet. I know this is the kind of thing my brother is expecting me to do at the ball, but I don't really understand why.

      The music comes to an end and Marcus lets go of my hand, stepping back to give me a bow.

      I do my best to imitate the other women around me and dip into what I hope is a curtsy. The waist of my dress digs in a little uncomfortably, reminding me that it isn't the right size.

      "Would you like another dance?" Marcus asks.

      I hesitate for a moment. I don't think I can manage another, but I also don't want to be rude. "I think I'm a little dizzy."

      He nods in understanding. "Then perhaps you should allow me to escort you for a drink?"

      "That would be good." I slip my arm through his and allow him to lead me towards the refreshments table.

      We're about to get there when I freeze at the sound of Pip barking.

      I let go of Marcus' arm and spin around, instantly spotting Pip. From her stance, something seems to have spooked her, but I can't tell what from this distance. I hurry over to where Bastian is trying to hand her off to a servant, an agitated expression on his face.

      The man reaches out for Pip and she growls before snapping at him.

      "Pip!" I call, but she ignores me, not taking her eyes off the servant. There's something about him that she doesn't like, but I don't know enough about what's happening to make a judgement on what it could be.

      She growls again and this time the servant reacts, opening his mouth and hissing.

      My eyes widen at the sight of two protruding fangs, and my blood runs cold as I realise what it means.

      Vampire.

      I thought they were the stuff of legends. Scary stories shared with children around campfires, only to be chased away by freshly baked bread smothered in garlic butter. That had been before Da died. Before it was just me and Bastian scraping by and trying to do what we could to survive.

      I look around to see if anyone has noticed the exchange. I snatch the rope back from Bastian, and Pip runs to hide behind me, her whole body trembling in response.

      The servant's fangs retract. "I must apologise, My Lady," he says with a dip of his head, acting as if he's apologising for something normal. "I don't know what came over me."

      I open my mouth to say something before realising I don't know what I possibly can. I have more questions than I know what to do with racing through my mind, including whether what I just saw was all in my imagination, a product of the evening and the wine I've already drunk.

      "It's fine," Bastian says for me. "Don't let it happen again."

      I blink at my brother, trying to work out what he's thinking.

      "Lord Fallmartin sent me to find you and bring you to him," the servant says. "Both of you."

      Bastian nods in what appears to be understanding. "Very well, lead the way."

      The servant turns on his heels and starts to walk off.

      I grab hold of Bastian's arm. "We can't go with him."

      He pulls his arm down, breaking my hold on him. "Of course we can. You heard him. Lord Fallmartin has asked to see us."

      "I don't know who that is. But that man scared Pip."

      "I told you not to bring the dog," my brother responds through gritted teeth. "It's your fault you didn't listen."

      "Bastian, that man is..." I trail off, realising I don't want to say it out loud in case I imagined it all.

      "Is?" Bastian prompts.

      I clear my throat. "He's a vampire."

      "Of course he is."

      I blink a few times. "You knew?"

      "We're going with him, and you're not going to embarrass me," he says, taking hold of my arm and pulling me in the direction the servant has already disappeared. "In fact, I think it’s best if you don't say another word."

      I open my mouth to protest, but I think better of it when I see the expression on Bastian's face.

      Somehow, despite the fact I've just witnessed a vampire for the first time, I feel more like my twin is the most dangerous person in the room.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/rothorne_logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/lg_hobar_boxed_set_1_6x9.jpg
HOUSE>"

\LAQD"
\ROSES/.

*_BOOKSIS &

o
EAURA GREENWOOD






