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Chapter 1
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Tired—she was so tired. Her body, already weakened by the birth of her son six months ago, was barely held together by her thin, tight skin. The illness eating away at the rest of her made every step excruciating, but Aurelie refused to stop, barely even stumbled. Little Brys didn’t even wear her down, though the baby, bundled in warm rags, slept in his mother’s bony arms the whole time. 

Before long Aurelie stood in the woodland clearing—as arranged. 

And with her were the two people who would now take her youngest child away. As arranged. 

Aurelie didn’t even know their names, as they’d never conversed with her directly, always using a heavily cloaked old man for their mouthpiece. But they must have something darkly magical about them, the dying mother thought, because they’d always left a vague yet insistent impression of terrifying grandeur in her, the nature of which she could never really articulate, let alone comprehend. But that sort of thing didn’t matter now. A vague rumbling among the trees’ roots startled her, and she had to pause, blinking and gazing around for a moment. The rumbling also paused, but when it resumed, it seemed more distant, more felt than heard. And for a second or two, Aurelie feared for herself and her baby. What was that? Anger? The wood was angry? Swallowing, she forced herself to look at the figure standing before her.

“Is the boy asleep?” the mouthpiece asked.

Aurelie nodded. “I fed him some of that milk you gave me.”

“Good. He’s not hurt, I assure you. Merely resting.”

Aurelie looked down at the little bundle, her heart, already broken in a hundred pieces, barely responding to the inevitability of what would come next. All the same, she gazed at Brys’s silent form once again with as much love—as she understood it, anyway—as she could manage, whispering promises she knew too well she’d never be able to keep. But perhaps, in his new home, the boy would, in some way, enjoy the fulfillment of his birth mother’s promises. It was a desperate hope Aurelie had always nurtured in her breast, however, but it must account for something. 

To their credit, the silent couple and their ancient mouthpiece allowed Aurelie her final moments with her child. They stood in solemn stillness, swathed in muted sunlight and floating dust motes, waiting with utmost patience till she thought it the right time to hand Brys over.

“Here, then,” she said, stepping forward and holding out the baby. It seemed to take no more than half a second for her arms to be emptied of their burden, Brys’s weight replaced by the weight of a small bag of money. Around them the wood rumbled its fury again, and Aurelie would have bolted from the scene had she the strength to do so.

“Thank you,” the mouthpiece said, bowing reverently to her, the slumbering child now cradled against his chest. “Now go in peace, dear woman. Be at rest.”

Without another word, he turned around and walked to the waiting couple. A murmured exchange followed, and Brys was handed over to the woman. Aurelie saw none of their faces. The woodland clearing was hardly lit to begin with, the sun’s light barely managing to filter through the tangled canopy of leaves above. Calling the place a clearing was rather odd, to be sure, but it was still the best lit area of the wood, the ground underfoot clear of rocks, undergrowth, or even a random root or tree stump. The strange couple also wore long, heavy cloaks of a purple so dark, the shade appeared black even in the streaming light, and the hoods effectively hid their faces in deep shadows. Only the woman’s hands could be seen when she reached out to take Brys from the mouthpiece. None of them even appeared to notice the wood’s protests. Aurelie at first hesitated, watching the new parents take over the responsibility of raising her poor son, something she couldn’t quite pin down tugging restlessly at the fringes of her dying mind. Maybe it was nothing more than the logical effects of a brain long lost to the constant barrage of ineffective medicines and natural tonics in a vain attempt at staving off the pain and the awful feeling of a burning kind of rot taking over her insides. Whatever the reason, Aurelie felt a vague sort of fear—not toward the angry trees around her, but toward the couple. 

There seemed to be something more than the intimidating grandeur there, something that went well beyond her normal capacity for comprehension. Aurelie had to sigh heavily at the thought. She’d never been blessed with keen intelligence, she reminded herself. If she felt something mildly unsettling about her child’s adoptive parents, it was because she was nothing more than a half-starved, ill-educated woman who had no capacity to fully interpret the world around her.

As the mouthpiece continued to interact with the couple, Aurelie knew she’d already become invisible and unimportant to the trio. The transaction had gone through without trouble, and she could sever all ties to the physical world now, convinced her child would be safe and cared for. 

The walk back to her decrepit old cottage seemed like a meandering trek through mist and cold. Perhaps it was her illness warping her perceptions again, and perhaps it was the fact she was now really, truly alone. Husband, gone—disappeared at sea two years ago. Three children, gone—dead by five years of age from illness brought on by hunger and cold. Aurelie? On her final days, the jingle of money in the purse she carried nothing more than a reassurance she’d be properly buried next to her children. 

Brys was fortunate, and the fact he was a bastard child had always been a mark of cosmic irony surrounding his birth. Aurelie always found a certain grim humor in the boy’s prospects, of Brys surviving his birth mother and even father—a bloated squire of repugnant morals, who shadowed Aurelie despite her poverty and then forced himself upon her after she rejected him one too many times. 

Little Brys would never know about his mother or his father, and despite her heartbreak, Aurelie found comfort in the fact that an innocent boy would be allowed a chance to undo the black mark of his birth. As she threw wood into the fireplace, Aurelie daydreamed of Brys as a young man, of his character, his intelligence, and his happiness. Before long she fancied herself at her son’s side, watching over him, delighting in his exploits and cheering him on, no matter what he turned his mind to, as long as it was good. She laughed and cried with him, shouted her triumph and mingled her voice with his. She preened with maternal pride at the strong, handsome youth he grew up to be, though she couldn’t see too far out and determine his heart. Pure, true love was something that, even in her daydreams, eluded her.

She sat before the fire all night long, watching the dancing flames without seeing, her mind a thousand miles away, chasing after a healthy, happy boy with her blood in his veins. And for the first time in what felt like an eternity, Aurelie smiled.

Within a fortnight, she lay peacefully next to her children.

* * * *
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Brys glanced up from his books at the quiet knocking. 

“Come in,” he called out, a touch miffed at being interrupted in his studies and having his academic fantasy world disappear in a puff of smoke at the worst possible time. Still, though, he was polite enough not to display childish behavior, even toward the servants.

The door flew open, and one of the maids appeared, bearing a tray of food and hot drink. 

“It’s three o’clock, monsieur,” she said with a quick and smooth curtsy before sailing into the room and setting the tray on the table standing between two windows. 

“Oh. Uh—thank you.”

The girl turned to face him, bobbed another curtsy, and vanished. Brys took a moment to compose himself—the sudden and rather radical shift in his mood leaving him disoriented—as he stared at the tray of food. His mid-afternoon snack had just reminded him of something rather important, and from irritation, his mood shifted to anxious joy. A quick and guilty glance at the shut door, and Brys was on his feet, hurrying to the tray and muttering silly little pleas under his breath.

“Please be there. Please be there. Please be there...”

He stood by one of the windows now and peered out, eyes darting everywhere as he scanned the garden next door. Curtice was expected to pay his cousins a visit that week, but Brys didn’t know what day the young man was supposed to make an appearance. He’d only overheard the excited conversation between Yvette and Rodrigue, and that was really the extent of his connection with the family next door. Since Sunday, anyway, Brys had taken care to look out the window—this one, specifically—to see if Curtice was there. Regardless of the length of time Fortune allowed him for a glimpse of the other boy, Brys would be satisfied and wouldn’t utter a word of complaint. 

The stone wall separating Brys’s home and the family next door was old, weathered, thick, and high, but Brys’s bedroom was happily situated so that his windows allowed him to see past the wall, past the tall plants crowding his parents’ garden, and the roomier, more sedate landscape of their neighbors’ home. There were still branches from nearby trees interfering with Brys’s view, but the annoyance was peripheral and quite minimal, and he’d spent a great deal of time standing before the same window, peering out, heart thundering and skin turning cold as expectation gnawed away at him. 

Light voices raised in cheerful conversation reached his ears, and with a surge of delight, Brys quickly unlatched the casements and threw them open, so he could see and hear without trouble. At long last.

He could see nothing from where he stood at the moment, and he assumed everyone loitered closer to the wall. A disappointment, but he’d take what he could get. 

“Only last week,” a familiar voice said, laughter in the words. 

“And she said yes?” Yvette prodded. She sounded quite breathless at that, and Curtice let out a pleased little sound.

“She said yes,” he replied, and Yvette—apparently Rodrigue wasn’t there with them—let out a loud, girlish whoop of triumph. 

“I knew it! I told you she’ll say yes! Well, cousin, when’s the wedding?”

Wedding? Brys blinked at the word and then frowned. What wedding? As though reading his mind, Curtice spoke again in an excited, breathless stream of words.

“In three months. Mama wants this to be a big event...”

“Well, it’s a wedding, idiot. Of course it’s a big event. You deserve no less, you know.”

Curtice laughed, and Brys wished he could see the other youth, so he could read more into Curtice’s expressions and all that. Not that he’d ever been blessed with even a mere glimpse of Curtice, of course. Heaven knew how many times he’d tried ever since that fateful day three years ago when he’d heard Curtice’s sweetly cheerful and carefree voice distinguishing itself in conversation with others. Brys’s interest at first had been piqued by Curtice’s effervescence—a truly admirable quality Brys knew too well he himself had been deprived of—before such interest developed into something deeper that Brys simply didn’t at first have the words for. And, no, not once had he seen the young man or his cousins—only heard their voices over the wall. 

The conversation carried on, but he stopped following it despite allowing the two voices flood his senses passively. His thoughts were fixed elsewhere, confusion and amazement vying for prominence in his head. 

Curtice was getting married? To a girl? Brys didn’t expect that—not in a million years would he have even considered something like marriage in relation to Curtice. Surely he’d heard incorrectly? Was there any way for him to confirm things without marching next door and demanding answers and landing himself into big trouble with his parents and their neighbors? 

“So will you bring Sophie around, so we can all fuss over her? She’s an absolute darling, by the way, but you already know that.” Yvette laughed.

“I wouldn’t be proposing to her if she wasn’t.”

Brys’s frown deepened as he listened again. The conversation shifted to Sophie, Curtice’s bride-to-be, and all her virtues, which, apparently, were infinite. Brys decided then he didn’t want to know more about the woman who’d stolen Curtice’s heart, so he turned his full attention to Curtice’s voice—the tone, the cadence. Even if Brys wouldn’t focus on the actual words being spoken, he could easily tell Curtice’s happiness, which must be beyond all measure. Brys had heard the young man several times before, and Curtice had always been a very amiable creature who was prone to loud bursts of laughter and rambling jokes or accounts of anything pleasant and enjoyable. As far as Brys could remember, Curtice had never been one to complain or fret or vex his cousins with petulant demands, which was perhaps the main reason why Curtice had long stolen Brys’s heart. In fact, one of Brys’s favorite fantasies involved his marrying Curtice and spending a long lifetime together, with nothing but color and laughter marking their days together. 

A pang shot through Brys’s chest now, and despite the sudden stab of pain, he couldn’t find it in himself to abandon the window. Leaving the window and shutting the casements against Curtice meant a permanent severing of the fanciful connection between them, after all. And Brys wasn’t sure he was ready for it. 

Unfortunately for him, though, the severance was rather required.

A sharp knock on the door broke through the confusion in his increasingly muddled brain, and a servant peeked inside at his stammered command to enter.

“You’re needed outside, monsieur,” the girl said.

“Thank you. I’ll be there presently.”

Once again alone, Brys was forced to glance back out at the garden next door. The voices had receded a little, which meant Curtice and Yvette had moved away but still remained in the garden, chatting happily. Brys sighed as he reached for the casements and pulled them shut, glancing regretfully at the garden and feeling his spirits droop at what he knew to be the finality of his infatuated eavesdropping where Curtice was concerned. 

Without much thought, he moved to the tray and drank his tea. He’d have to finish things off on his return from whatever it was his parents had planned for him. The tea might be cold by then, but it didn’t bother him. Given his mood, he didn’t expect to care much.

* * * *
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It had been remarked before just how obsessed the Lajoie family was with tea. Brys had heard it several times in the past, always from his nurses and then governesses before M. Desforges took over his education when Brys turned fifteen, just five years ago. 

The family drank tea far more than the English, it had been said. They swam in the stuff, even bathed in it. Alcohol, coffee, and even cocoa didn’t seem to exist in their world. Water didn’t really count despite the abundance of supply, thanks to a well in the family’s forest-like grounds. Brys was even required to drink tea five times a day, always using the same blend of tea leaves his parents had long claimed to be extremely beneficial to his health, thanks to the tea’s unique properties. All the same, having been raised on it, Brys never gave it much thought despite his nurses’ and governesses’ joking observations. 

It was only too bad those same nurses and governesses were horribly fragile in health, and each of them succumbed from a terrible, wasting illness in some form or other, all despite the fact that every one of them had had their fill of the same tea blend as the family. Brys Lajoie had never learned more about each life lost because at the first signs of illness, the woman in question was abruptly released—though with a generous final pay, Brys understood—and then disappeared from the boy’s life for a stretch of time. In the interim, a replacement would be hired, and just as life settled down to a regular rhythm, Brys would hear about the previous nurse or governess’s passing. 

He’d always thought it an overly protective move on his parents’ part, sacking the poor, ailing women at the first sign of trouble, but M. and Mme Lajoie would never be deterred. 

“You’re our only child, Brys,” his mother had once said in her usual firm and oddly detached manner, “and we refuse to take chances on your health. We’ve lost far too many family members in the past from disease of every kind, and such losses need to end with ours. We must overcome, and if it means keeping you close, feeding you what we’re shown to be the best possible food for your needs, so be it.”

“You’ll thank us soon enough,” M. Lajoie piped up, his voice and manner a perfect match for his wife’s. “When you turn twenty, perhaps twenty-one—you’ll understand our meaning and learn to appreciate our efforts.”

And that reference to Brys’s future, particularly his age, was yet another curious little puzzle Brys once mulled over but eventually dismissed as nothing more than a very particular brand of indulgence he could only expect from his parents. One’s majority at that day and age had always been the age of twenty-three, according to one of his governesses when he once asked her about it. In Brys’s case, it was twenty or twenty-one, and in his early adolescence, at least, those numbers felt so distant and nebulous—an abstract concept he couldn’t quite wrap his young mind around.

At any rate, those conversations with his parents once upon a time had already turned to nothing more than memories Brys had learned to regard with glib indifference. His parents were recluses with a mania for good health and longevity, particularly when it came to their one and only child. Each to his own, as his nurses used to say, and Brys learned to embrace his parents’ eccentric turns. 

As he walked out the back door and took the footpath toward the southern gardens, Brys took comfort in the familiar environment of a lush, wild garden surrounding his house. Flowering trees, flowering shrubs, and simple flowers randomly shooting up from the well-tended earth had long been his reality, a man-made escape from the rest of the world, he’d realized a long time ago. It wasn’t enough that the Lajoie home—really an old, great house bursting with history and character—would be shut up from the world with the erection of thick, high walls as old as the house itself. A lavish, crowded garden would be contained within those walls, jostling for space and sunlight and even proper attention from the residents of the great house. 

Brys remembered one of his governesses saying once that the Lajoie ancestral home and its forest-like environment were purposefully created to be a unique, controlled world isolated from a larger, vastly more unpredictable one. He’d chided her about it, of course, and joked about her overly romantic sensibilities, but the woman merely smiled at him and carried on with their lessons for the day. 

The southern gardens were located at the farthest point of the grounds, and there Brys found his parents pacing idly about in the small “clearing” meant for long, quiet moments spent in contemplation or reading or quiet conversation. It was one of three such places specifically set aside for that purpose, in fact, with an area of about twenty feet in diameter cleared of the usual plants save for thick grass on which anyone could sit or lie down comfortably. There was also a stone bench roomy enough for two people, flanked by two stone urns overflowing with vivid, purple flowers. 

On Brys’s approach, his parents paused in their movements and glanced at him before exchanging looks. After what passed for a silent conversation between them, M. Lajoie drew himself up and regarded Brys with a sharp nod.

“There’s no need for a preamble,” he said at last, moving his hands behind him and squaring his shoulders. “Brys, you’re to be married to young Laurent Veilleux. And since you’ve recently turned twenty, your mother and I believe it’s best to see to this now than later.”

“As soon as in a fortnight, in fact,” Mme Lajoie appended, her features as stony as the bench she sat on, though her tone was almost—delighted. 

“Indeed. We neither of us is getting any younger, you know, and such delicate matters need to be overseen while we can still advise you and ensure your future happiness,” M. Lajoie said after the briefest exchange of looks with his wife.

“The two of you will make the most beautiful pair of husbands, and I, for one, refuse to have it any other way.” Mme Lajoie somehow managed to spare Brys the faintest shadow of a smile upon saying this. 
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Chapter 2
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“Is this even lawful?” 

“Of course it is. And you know very well this family needs this union. Oh, do stop glaring at me like that, child.”

Laurent Veilleux was positive his face was this close to bursting into flames. All the same, he took a deep breath and tamped down his spiraling panic. “But what about my studies? I thought you wanted me to take the cowl.”

Mme Veilleux regarded him with a brow raised high. “I thought you detested the idea.”

“Well—I don’t now. I’m perfectly fine with disappearing in a monastery if it means I’m able to continue my studies.”

“What on earth is the point of burying your nose between the pages of your books, Laurent, when it’s not even necessary for you to keep your position in society?” Mme Veilleux, who sat back in her ornamental chair—the one so intricately carved and yet so rigid and straight that Laurent had always wondered if it was originally meant to be a throne—and spread her hands around her, indicating their immediate environment. “You’re born into wealth, my dear. You’ve got far more money than half of your titled peers combined. You don’t need to do anything—aspire to religion or even academic things, let alone lift a finger for work. You’re even the luckiest one in the family, being the youngest and the one with no expectations burdening you.”

That much was true, and Laurent grumbled inwardly. He was the youngest of a brood of four, with his oldest brother already taking over their father’s title and everything it entailed. His oldest sister and second-born had married exceedingly well and was now too busy giving her doting husband babies. Thankfully she loved being a mother and enjoyed looking after her children. The third-born, a young man, had gone off, wandering the world, his ambitions lying in discovering new places and writing giant tomes about them. Laurent, at twenty, was still idling about, unsure of his own grand plans for his life. And he wasn’t in any hurry to settle on a specific course, if he were to be honest about it.

Well—until now, that is. But not once did he even consider marriage to another young man a possibility. Perhaps a few years down the line, yes, but certainly not now. 

“Why the urgency?” he asked after a moment’s uncomfortable silence. He sat across the way from his mother, suddenly aware of the strange and rather cold design of the room. His mother’s private room. It might not be the same size as a typical salon, it surely had the look and coldly pretty feel of one. “Why spring this on me all of a sudden?”

Mme Veilleux didn’t answer right away. In fact, she took her time forming her response, from what Laurent could see, but he refused to be cowed by what her behavior implied. And any hesitation—especially if it was defined by a great deal of quiet thought—never implied anything good.

“You’re aware of the long-standing feud between our family and the Lajoies,” she said, resting her hands primly on her lap. Rather dimly, Laurent couldn’t help but notice the way they sank and vanished in the thick, voluminous skirts she wore. “It’s a quarrel that’s gone on through a full century, and it’s high time it ended.”

Laurent scowled. “I don’t understand...”

“All right, let me go back,” she replied with a little sigh. “I’m jumping far ahead of myself, it appears.”

Laurent could only nod his assent, still scowling.

His mother, apparently, had been exchanging messages with the current M. and Mme Lajoie for the past year. They only had one son, whose hand they hoped to offer in marriage as a sign of goodwill and a willingness to end the feud. By joining their families, there would be hope for future generations, and all the grief and the blood that had been shed through the years would remain forever fixed in the past. Dark, shameful incidents good only for historians to record, and for descendants to learn valuable lessons from.

“Bloodshed?” Laurent echoed, blinking in shock. “Did you just say bloodshed? As in—war?”

“In a way, I suppose, but not out there in the fields with swords or guns and cannons. Subterfuge, more like.” Mme Veilleux paused, her usual placid features creasing in pain. “Assassinations. The knife, poison, staged accidents. You’ve grown up reading a number of horrible, torrid, fantastical adventures. Such fiction has solid grounding in fact in one way or another.”

Laurent’s shock turned to horror. “You mean—both sides participated in those?” When his mother nodded, the pained expression still marring her porcelain-perfect features, he let out a breath and sank back in his chair. “And this marriage I’m supposed to have with this Lajoie boy is supposed to end a century of hate between our families.”

“Don’t be sarcastic, dear. It doesn’t become my youngest darling to be so cynical.” Mme Veilleux laughed at that, her voice clear and ringing like crystal bells despite the dark nature of their conversation. “Attempts have been made through the years—recent years, anyway—of a peaceful resolution to this ridiculous and tragic feud. Unfortunately the Lajoie family has been dwindling, with each generation putting out less offspring than the one before it. There’ve been rumors of a family curse or a toxic bloodline of some kind, even rumors of someone from our family from two or so generations ago making a pact with the devil to ensure their decline—silly, romanticized stuff, of course—but the physical marks of a dying family are there. With young Brys, they’ve reached the end of their bloodline.”

She paused and sighed, gazing around her again, her features now a study in grim placidity. “I can’t wrap my head around such a thought,” she said at length, her voice dropping to a murmur, almost. Laurent found that he needed to lean forward and rest his elbows on his knees in order to catch his mother’s quietly spoken words. “Of a family dying out completely like that. Whatever the cause of the feud, Laurent, and whoever had begun it—a hundred years of fighting and lives lost aren’t worth the stupidity of such quarrels. Children have lost parents, siblings. Then the hatred is stoked in their breasts, and the cycle repeats with more lives lost. But with any luck, you and Brys Lajoie would come together and sire children down the line with the help of herb masters, doctors, and even alchemists if need be, and your union will surely be blessed. Both families can only benefit from it.”

Laurent had to admit he’d never heard of the bloodier elements of the Veilleux-Lajoie feud. He’d only been taught about the families’ long-standing animosity, but it had never been explained in greater detail, and perhaps there lay the mistake. Or maybe other factors had been involved in his indifference. He’d never felt the effects of such a pointless tragedy, after all, and by all accounts, none of his aunts and uncles had, either. Everyone, as far as he knew, lived long and healthy lives, quite happy and prosperous—an extremely ideal picture of a family blessed. He still knew nothing about the Lajoie clan other than what his mother had just shared with him, but he found he didn’t really care. 

“So they—like you—are quite desperate about this—marriage,” he said at length, irritation edging his words again. When his mother glanced at him with a light of anger in her eyes, he frowned more deeply. “Mama, I understand the purpose of this union. I do, truly. But how on earth can you expect a feud to end by forcing two people, who’ve never met and who might not be compatible at all, into a permanent union? Wouldn’t that only make things worse? I mean—especially when they end up hating each other instead?”

“Betrothals for political gain have been the norm in court for centuries,” she replied loftily. “And arranged marriages between powerful families outside the aristocracy are also not so rare. We might be gentry, Laurent, but so are the Lajoies. We both of us enjoy a rich heritage, of titled ancestors and moneyed gentlefolk from way back. If you want to consider this a political move, so be it if it eases your mind. But be aware the terms have been drawn up, and both families are satisfied with them. The church has been chosen, the priest and bishop in agreement with all of the arrangements. All that’s left is the ceremony itself. What comes after is up to you and your husband.”

Laurent gaped at her. “You moved quickly,” he stammered, face flaming again. “I can’t believe it. Brys Lajoie and I never even get to have our say in this?”

“No. You don’t. And you will not question me on this.”

Laurent’s brain had turned sluggish, it seemed, as he failed to keep up with the moment. Mme Veilleux suddenly stood up, swept up to him in one grand movement that caught him by surprise, and bent down to cup his face with a hand. With a startled hitch of his breath, Laurent felt the iciness of his mother’s palm against his heated cheek.

She peered down at him with wide, unblinking eyes—brown as the earth, shadowed by thick lashes, made all the more vivid by her bloodless complexion. She was a renowned beauty, her features like that of a doll in precision and perfection, her dark brown hair a mass of wild curls she sometimes chose to leave loose around her shoulders, which only further enhanced the whiteness of her skin. A study in unsettling extremes, Laurent suddenly realized, with dark starkly set against light—and Mme Veilleux’s manner a perfect match for her odd, otherworldly beauty. 

“You’ll marry Brys Lajoie, Laurent,” she whispered. It was a gentle kind of whisper that made Laurent’s skin prickle. He couldn’t help but sense a quiet, subtle danger in her words. “You’ll do this for us—and for them. Your father and I raised good children. Generous children. Fortunate children. It would do you well to extend such fortune to a young man who’s now alone in his own family—a family teetering on extinction. Both our families through a hundred years have had our hands soiled with each other’s blood. Think of it. Not one of us is innocent in these sordid events, and before one dies off completely, it’s for the best of all involved to make reparations now. Undo all those years of death and look forward to a brighter future for everyone. As for you and your husband, well, allow yourselves time to learn about each other and find common ground. Perhaps love will come of that. Perhaps not. But I’ve seen arranged marriages flourish while marriages done out of love flounder.”

“You said I’ve no expectations. Isn’t this one?”

“Your oldest brother has taken care of that already. And what have you been doing with your life, pray? You’re twenty. You’re still dragging your feet over your future prospects, and I’ve all but given up on you in that regard, my dear. Jacques was already out, scouring the globe, and publishing his books at your age.”

Laurent tried not to roll his eyes. “If Papa were alive, I’d have a say.”

“That much is true. He’d allow you a chance to speak up, but he still has the family’s best interest at heart. He might accede to your protests, or he might not, but he’d listen all the same. At any rate, the heavens rest his soul, he isn’t with us any longer, and the burden of making difficult decisions now rests on my shoulders.” Mme Veilleux sighed, but neither her expression nor her tone changed. “Give this marriage a year, then. Is that a good enough compromise to you? Marry the boy, try to be a good husband to him, and allow him to be a good husband to you as well. If things don’t work out in twelve months’ time, well—there’s no help for it.”

“Shouldn’t it be better to avoid that to begin with? Can I at least spend time with Brys Lajoie first and see whether or not this will work?” Then Laurent remembered what his mother had just said about terms being drawn up and agreed on, arrangements with the church, etc., and he let out a frustrated little sound. “Never mind.”

A small smile that didn’t reach her eyes curled Mme Veilleux’s mouth, and she didn’t wait for Laurent to speak another word. Not that he had anything to say to that, anyway, so she stroked his cheek again and pressed a kiss in his hair before straightening and moving away to stand by one of the windows. Laurent had just been dismissed, and there was no need for him to linger. He wouldn’t have been able to, given the disorientation that now took hold of him. In another moment, Laurent was hurrying down the hallway.

* * * *
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“And why should this bother you? Look at me—I’m married, and I’m fucking you.” 

“Among others, you mean.” Laurent snorted and rolled onto his back to glare at the ceiling. The post-coital haze had long dissipated, and his mood plunged again despite enjoying a throat full of Gregoire’s semen just a minute or so ago. “You’ve never cared about your marriage, let alone your wife, you idiot.”

“Yes, well—duty, family, and all that fun stuff.” Gregoire laughed, stretching languidly like a contented cat beside Laurent. He then sighed and turned on his side, propping his head on one hand. With his free hand, he idly ran a finger back and forth over one of Laurent’s nipples, eyes darting once to the rapidly stiffening nub before meeting Laurent’s gaze again. “You, at least, get to marry a man. Things will be a great deal more adventurous for you. Who knows? He might end up being the kind who’ll take to a three-way romp wholeheartedly.”

“I’m not one for three-way romps, as you call them. No. There’s something wrong about this, and it’s driving me mad. Mama—she might be a soft-hearted type, but she’s never been one to push something as extreme as this on any of us. I can’t put a finger on why I suspect something more is happening.”

“Ha! Indeed! Given just how long it’s taking you to do something with your life, I’m really not all that surprised she’s sprung this on you. Granted, her excuses might be flimsy and ridiculous, but her desire to see you wed and, hopefully, productive and grounded as a result, is quite sound. Believe me, friend, all parents I’ve met put forward the same tired, boring argument.” 

Gregoire paused to flick long strands of straw-gold hair back over his shoulder. Why the man refused to have his hair cut and fuss with its length and the tedium of having it tied back constantly with a ribbon was beyond Laurent. But Gregoire had always been a bit of a dandy in so many ways, and he took an obscene amount of pride in his looks, though Laurent had never thought of him as classically handsome. Striking, yes, but certainly nothing memorable or worth a second or third glance. All the same, Gregoire Caisse was an old school friend and, now, what some would lewdly refer to as a “fuck-friend”, and his appeal lay in his confidence, of which he had in spades. 

He’d also been one of those who truly, sincerely couldn’t care less about the course his life was taking, so long as he was able to enjoy his frivolities along the way without any trouble. From what Laurent understood, Gregoire’s wife, Annette, knew about his dalliances with both men and women, and she enjoyed her own as well. It had been arranged and agreed on when the marriage terms were being drawn up, and the couple had been given some time to talk to each other in private before the wedding. Gregoire had emerged from the conversation triumphant and all but crowing his victory to the world. Beside him, Annette smirked. 

Laurent played those moments in his head as he continued to frown at the ceiling. He remembered wincing at the sight of his friend and his bride-to-be moving around with an air of cold, sly contentment during their betrothal party. Laurent wouldn’t be surprised at all if both of them were busy marking future bed partners along the way. Gregoire and Annette were surely a perfect match, and they truly deserved each other.

Laurent, however, couldn’t shake off the simmering unease that had taken a hold of his gut when his mother announced his own betrothal. No, he was no romantic by any stretch when it came to love and marriage, his current arrangement with Gregoire very much a testament to his own views as well. He’d also lost his virginity at seventeen and had since seduced a few wide-eyed boys without a stirring in his conscience. But while he wasn’t as cold and calculating as Gregoire and Annette Caisse, he still didn’t mind the idea of marrying for love. The problem simply lay in his not being ready to take vows yet, no matter how many practical reasons for the union would be laid at his feet. Or how many practical ways he could manage a loveless marriage, for that matter. He’d yet to meet someone worth tying the rest of his life to, and considering the quality of the people in his social circle, he sometimes wondered if he was quite doomed to be a perpetual bachelor unless he moved like his restless brother, Jacques, and met a man at some far reaching corner of the world. 

He thinned his lips as he pondered. This was going to be a nightmare, he was sure, and no matter how he turned things in his head, he still came up with one ugly outcome after another. He only wondered how Brys Lajoie was taking the news. 

“While I know it’s too late to back out now, have you ever asked for an interview with the lucky groom?” Gregoire asked. He raised one brow when Laurent turned his head to regard him quizzically. “The way Annette and I had that—most productive—interview before the big day. You and Brys Lajoie can talk and agree on an arrangement. A survival plan, if you will, that’d make your marriage a lot less—painful.”

“Everything’s already arranged and set to go, fool.”

“I know that, fool,” Gregoire replied, laughing. “It’s really no different from what Annette and I went through. It isn’t as if you’re trying to escape. You just need to meet the man you’re expected to spend your life with for one measly interview.” 

Laurent shook his head, sighing irritably now, and waved his hands before him. “No, I’ll be too angry when the moment comes. He might be too angry as well—maybe more so than I will. We might end up coming to blows.”

“Well—shouldn’t that convince both sides of the madness to back down and cancel the wedding?”

“Oh, sure. Wait till we’re both bruised and bloodied before doing something about it.”

“Better to be bruised and bloodied now than after everything’s made official, right?”

“Try telling my mother that. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Lajoie family feels the same way she does. They’ve got everything to gain in this marriage. Mama? A clear conscience.” 

And there lay the mystery as far as Laurent could see it. Mme Veilleux was known to be a woman with a big, loving heart—a touch naïve in some ways, but she also had her limits, and simply offering up her youngest as a sacrifice like this wouldn’t be something she’d treat lightly. She was a doting mother, to be sure, but she still kept a distance from her children in a few odd ways that never escaped Laurent’s notice. Just about everything she did, almost every decision she made, had always been—practical. Perhaps there was an adequate amount of sweetness and affection involved, but she was more of a pragmatist in many things, not a starry-eyed romantic all the time. She surely had a very pragmatic reason for the unexpected union, and whatever it was, Laurent couldn’t help but suspect he wasn’t going to like it. 

“Ah, monsieur,” Gregoire murmured, leaning close to kiss Laurent. “You’re overthinking things again. A terrible, terrible character flaw of yours, I’m afraid.”

Laurent’s eyes fluttered shut against the kiss, a shiver coursing through his body when Gregoire spoke against his mouth, tongue flicking out now and then to lick across Laurent’s upper and lower lips. 

“Something needs to be done about it, I’m sure,” he breathed, his words terminating into a sharp, rattling breath when Gregoire’s finger breached his hole, the burn of the sudden entry jolting Laurent’s relaxed body as familiar spikes of fiery pleasure tore through him. He’d say more, but when Gregoire fucked him with two spit-slicked fingers this time, all coherent thought strayed into the bog of mindless pain-pleasure. 

Within moments, Laurent was held down by Gregoire’s mouth, his cries muffled against his friend’s tongue as it lodged itself as deeply as it possibly could, and his hips undulated wildly, desperate to ride Gregoire’s three well-oiled fingers all the way to full completion. 
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Chapter 3
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With a sigh, Brys spared his companion a dour sidelong glance. It was a puzzle, to be sure, that his old tutor, M. Desforges, would continue—and with his parents’ permission, at that—to act as Brys’ chaperone of sorts. Brys had already finished school under M. Desforges’s strict supervision two years ago. Anything following those lessons in his adolescence were nothing more than a passionate pursuit to Brys, and that included botanical studies. He’d long developed a love for flowers but didn’t pursue a structured education concerning them. Having grown up surrounded by such a wildly varying collection of so many breeds in his own backyard he’d been very content as things stood until his world expanded to a more careful study of plants under M. Desforges’s tutelage. Being an only child, learning independently had also become second nature to him, and having an old man shadowing him even now simply rankled.

He was twenty years old, for heaven’s sake. A young man now. And yet, whenever he stepped outside his parents’ walled retreat, he was always escorted by the old gentleman, and no amount of arguing or pleading with his parents could sway their overly protective stance on Brys’s well-being. Yes, even when he was only taking a quiet, contemplative walk through the rambling footpaths of his youth in hopes of clearing his muddled and conflicted mind. The last thing he surely needed was company.

M. Desforges had been with the family even before Brys’s birth, he’d been told. But while he didn’t step in as Brys’s tutor till the boy turned fifteen, he’d always hovered quietly and steadily in the background, blending in with the shadows, one might say, watching and waiting. The old man had his own room in the servants’ wing of the great house, and he’d remained inconspicuous for the most part—so much so, in fact, that Brys often forgot M. Desforges was around, even when the man had taken over tutoring duties. 

The strange creature flitted about like a shadow. Of medium height and a thin build, M. Desforges didn’t really distinguish himself from anyone else, physically, though he’d proven to have a remarkably brilliant mind. He was the one responsible for introducing Brys to botany, in fact, literally from the very second he stepped in to take over the boy’s education. From there on, the two of them would be seen wandering through the wild, colorful garden of the Lajoie home, spending time indoors only when the weather wouldn’t allow it. 

From him Brys learned plant taxonomies, and he’d also learned to distinguish scents and plant health through those scents. All other lessons typical for young boys his age were secondary, and Brys’s parents had always been quite lax about that.

“You’re born into money, darling,” his mother would always note. “You don’t need all the heavy learning shoved down young gentlemen’s throats in order for you to go about your way in the world. Everything you see here will be yours when we’re gone, and there’s far more than you can hope to use up even if you were to live to a ripe old age.”

“Your path has always been different from the others,” his father sometimes appended. 

Oddly enough, he never bothered to explain further about that differing path, and Brys, having nothing of any significance bothering him, would shrug things off and go about his business. He was, indeed, fortunate to be born into money and privilege, with nothing but the idle, pampered life of a gentleman ahead of him. At the very least, his studies made good use of his time, of which he had plenty. 

Unfortunately, now that he’d learned of his betrothal, what time he wished to spend on his own, lost in anxious thought about his future, was ruined somewhat by the presence of his old tutor. 

“Are you sure you need to stay with me, M. Desforges?” he asked after a moment’s silence. “I can find my way back home, you know. I’ve wandered through these footpaths several times before.”

Granted, he’d spent those times escorted by his governesses, who’d cleverly used those excursions in the course of their lessons about the natural world in addition to art and the inspiration offered by the bucolic countryside in the hearts and minds of creative geniuses. Not once was he allowed to walk those footpaths in idle pleasure, but he didn’t care. As long as he could deviate from the mundane from time to time, he’d take what he could get. Besides, he was also much younger then, and he’d also enjoyed the women’s company, given how loving they’d been toward him. One might even describe them as maternal, in fact, and Brys had always taken immense delight in their devoted attention to him. 

How things changed so drastically in only a handful of years...

“I understand, Brys, but I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to leave you to your own devices,” the old man replied in his usual calm, quiet way. “It’s no trouble at all, staying with you.”

Brys sighed and dropped his gaze, shoving his hands in his coat pockets. He neither stopped nor slowed down, even when his spirits drooped at the stifling nature of his tutor’s company. 

“I don’t understand,” he grumbled, not at all caring what M. Desforges would say to that. “I’m twenty years old, for heaven’s sake. I’m not a child.”

“No, indeed. You aren’t, my dear boy. But you are the last of a dying line. Your parents might be a touch melodramatic in their concern for you, but you surely can’t blame them, given your family’s history.”

And the threat of the Lajoie line dying with him was the reason for his unexpected betrothal to the youngest son of a family with whom the Lajoies had had a long, horrific feud, one that lasted a century, Brys had been told. He couldn’t help but sigh dejectedly again, kicking a small stone and barely noting the way it vanished in the grass a few feet away with a soft, dull thump. 

“That’s no excuse,” he retorted without looking up. “It’s embarrassing, being coddled like this. It’s—I don’t even have any friends my age, you know. It’s as if my family doesn’t want me to interact with the rest of the world. I mean—that garden, that wall, and now a chaperone everywhere?”

The soft sound of a throat clearing was his only answer, and Brys left things at that. He couldn’t help how he felt at the asphyxiating hold that was burdening him more and more, his pending nuptials to a young man he didn’t even know making things even worse. No, he’d never been given a chance to experience life. And the more he pondered, the more he suspected he wasn’t ever meant to touch the rest of the world in some form or other outside academics or even that walled garden, that he was being groomed for no other purpose than that dreaded marriage to Laurent Veilleux. 

Even the reasons behind the betrothal sounded rather odd—extremely archaic, even, meant only for nobility and aristocrats. Political, Brys couldn’t help but append in his head. The marriage sounded terribly political and joyless, despite his parents’ appeal to his love for his family. Yes, he was the last of their line, and this was desperately needed as a means of mending fences between two antagonistic families who’d lost so much through the years. The Lajoie bloodline, in particular, suffered the worst hit, what with the dwindling numbers and all. Even if the union turned out to be the final act done by a Lajoie, it would be a magnificent offering of an olive branch, undoing years of enmity with the most sacred and blessed alliance. And the line could finally disappear with dignity befitting them, while the Veilleux family would sing their praises till the world’s end.

It was his parents, in fact, who’d started the ball rolling, communicating regularly with Mme Veilleux. She’d received their friendly overtures and even the goodwill gift of a bottle of perfume—a rare concoction, M. Lajoie had described it, made to their specifications in hopes of winning the lady’s good opinion and opening her heart to their family’s plight. A thoughtful and even bittersweet olive branch, if Brys were to stop and think long and hard about it despite his aversion to the idea of an arranged marriage.

With a deepening frown, Brys reminded himself there was simply no way out of it. The terms had long been drawn up, and arrangements made with the church. Even his age at twenty wasn’t a stumbling block, as his parents had argued that arranged marriages took place between adults older than he all the time. No one batted an eye, and that was that. 

He eventually gave up the struggle and let out a heavy, resigned sigh. It took some doing, but he managed to drag himself out of the gloomy quagmire he’d found himself in and tried to look at things from a more promising and positive angle. His thoughts slowly drifted toward his intended groom.

“What does he look like?” he asked, breaking the silence.

“Whom are you talking about, my dear boy?” To his great credit, M. Desforges didn’t sound upset or hurt by Brys’s grumpiness. 

“Um—Laurent Veilleux. I’ve never seen a portrait of him anywhere—not even a miniature’s been sent to me.” Brys paused. “Would that be something done, though? I mean—when two people are betrothed, do they send each other images of themselves as tokens or gifts?”

The idea sounded awfully romantic, Brys quietly appended, and he felt his face warm at the thought. He raised his eyes and stared ahead, his mind now awhirl with all kinds of mental images of Laurent Veilleux. 

“Well, to answer your first question, I’ve never had the honor of meeting the young man,” M. Desforges replied, a hint of amusement in his voice. “I doubt if your parents have, either, since your betrothal all took place through countless letters and private messengers. As for your second question, I know of some families who’ve done such a thing, but it isn’t a tradition on the whole. It’s a very sweet and promising one, however, and I quite like the sound of it.”

The footpath they’d taken led them through a sparse woodland—sparse in the sense that trees and undergrowth were quite few, allowing plenty of sun to light the ground and reveal all kinds of smaller yet no less fascinating plant life. If Brys were there for study, he’d have happily lost himself in inspecting and examining just about everything he clapped his eyes on. The light filtering through the widely spread branches and leaves was also quite diffused, providing the wood with a soft, almost spiritual kind of illumination. Brys caught gently and gracefully floating motes in the slanted sunbeams, and he marveled at the serene and otherworldly beauty of the scene. 

An occasional bird would break the silence with its high trills or a distant flapping of wings. Brys took care to fix his attention on all of those little things because they soothed him and helped him take to the massive changes of his situation with an easier mind than before. He couldn’t help but wonder as well if his future husband was inclined to quiet nature walks like this, and if so, perhaps they could find common ground there. Love could still bloom between them despite their awkward introduction into each other’s lives. 

M. Desforges had settled back into an introspective silence beside him as well. 

Brys had long lost track of time, so that when the figure up ahead solidified into view, he felt as though he’d been asleep for days. It was a strange impression, to be sure, but the figure emerging from the vague shadows of distant trees appeared as though in a dream. In fact, it didn’t seem to come out of the shadows but rather emerge from the sunbeams dappling the wood as though the sun and the wood had given birth to the figure. And there was something curiously magical about the way the figure—really a small old woman in peasant dress—neared him and his tutor quietly, as though her feet didn’t touch the ground. 

She also seemed to be lost in her own reverie, startling herself back into the moment when she was only about thirty feet away. Her steps momentarily faltered, her head snapping up, and her ancient, milky eyes blinked in surprise. 

Brys touched his hat and inclined his head in greeting. 

“Good day to you, Madame,” he said.

She didn’t answer him right away. In fact, she stopped in her tracks completely and stared at him with unnerving interest. Without speaking a word, she raised her head and sniffed the air, moving her face left to right and back the whole time. Brys had stopped as well, surprised by her odd behavior. Beside him, M. Desforges let out a small huff but said nothing. 

“Young M. Lajoie,” the strange old woman finally said, her voice low and rough, as if she hadn’t used it in years. No, Brys had to correct himself; her voice sounded like branches rubbing against each other.

“At your service, Madame.”

She cackled now, her wrinkled features creasing even further till they all but melted into more wrinkles. Rotting and gapping teeth marked her grin, and it was then when Brys realized she carried a basket filled with herbs in one hand. With her other hand, she gestured at him with skeletal fingers. When she took several steps forward, closing the gap between them, Brys almost stumbled back with a small cry of horror.

The old woman looked more like a shrunken, crooked old tree. The wrinkles on her face were the rough lines of old, dry bark. Her nose was a dark knot in the wood, her mouth and eyes the only human-like features on her. Her hair, wild and spread around her, looked like thick cobwebs tangled with the long, stringy branches of weeping willows. Her hands and fingers were nothing more than creaking branches with gnarled tips. And rather than float or move as though she sailed through air, she actually surged forward with an odd smoothness in her lower limbs, which Brys was relieved remained covered by her long, tattered gown. Judging from the way the ground was disturbed behind her, Brys suspected her legs and feet were really roots that clung to the earth in order to propel the body forward.

“You’re not who they say you are, young Brys,” she said in between short bursts of brittle laughter. “You’re a scourge. You’re death under all that youth and beauty and innocence. You’ve been turned a terrible, wretched weapon.”

“Be off with you, witch!” M. Desforges suddenly cried out, stepping forward and planting himself before a speechless Brys. He raised a hand up, palm out, and the old tree-woman’s laughter broke, dreadful gasps now rattling her dreadful form. “Go! You’ll not taint the boy with your dark magic!”

The old tree-woman all but crumpled in a writhing ball on the woodland floor. She doubled over, wracked with breathless coughs, her basket tumbling to the ground. 

“What’s happening?” Brys demanded once he recovered from the shock. “What are you doing? Stop it!”

“No—go and run back, Brys,” M. Desforges retorted, turning his head to glare at Brys over his shoulder. Not once did he move or ease his stance. “Go now! You’re in danger here!”

“But...”

“Run, damn it! Run!”

His mind caught in a haze of horror and confusion, Brys turned around mechanically and bolted down the footpath in the direction of his home—and the safety of everything familiar. Amid the roar of his blood in his ears, he heard the old tree-woman call out to him.

“There’s a cure! You may still escape the danger! Heed the wood!”

Then came what could only be described as a wild quarrel between M. Desforges and the old tree-woman as their voices rose in a tumultuous roar in a language alien to Brys. Even with his loud pants and the crunch of woodland debris underfoot, he could still catch words shouted, but they were of a different tongue from what he’d learned. No Latin, no Greek, no Italian, or even German—it seemed to be a long-dead language, but what was the most shocking was the fact that both Brys’s tutor and an otherworldly old tree-woman knew what that language was. 

Brys ran through the rest of the wood and eventually broke out into the bright sunshine and the gently undulating, grassy terrain of the countryside. From where he was, he could see his parents’ house a bit of a distance hence, the walls and the upper floors and gabled roof softened by a midday haze. 

Without breaking his pace, he darted toward home, almost collapsing at the massive iron gate in front upon reaching it. Resting one hand against the elaborately decorative bars, Brys glanced back and found himself alone still. Whatever his tutor was doing, he hoped it wasn’t worse than a virulent row between two people who, apparently, knew each other. Or, perhaps, M. Desforges knew the old woman? He certainly behaved accordingly, even calling her a witch and saying something about dark magic, which Brys now wondered about.
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