
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A. M. Dunnewin’s

––––––––

[image: ]


THE 

BENIGHTED

The Benighted Saga - Book I 

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: DARK HOUR PRESS logo 3 without border.jpg]

The Benighted is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and events portrayed in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First published in the United States of America by A. M. Dunnewin, 2013

Published by Dark Hour Press, 2016

Copyright © 2013 by A. M. Dunnewin

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles.

Published by Dark Hour Press, LLC, California.

www.darkhourpress.com

eISBN: 978-0-9983929-3-6

Cover design by Dean Samed

Third Edition

For all the benighted souls.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


She had the dream again that night.

The balcony lay before her unchanged, the high, vaulted frescoed ceiling casting a reflection on the cool pink marble floor. The city was sprawled out across the coast, stretching for miles until the royal blue of the ocean met it halfway. Steamships were sailing against the open waters, and on one of them was the ambassador.

And Harlin.

“It was wise of you to send your personal knight to accompany Ambassador Paleo,” the king’s advisor was saying, still speaking despite her silence. “The reports so far foretold of a safe and prosperous journey. Nothing but good things can come from it.”

His voice still sounded young, even in her dream. He was half the age of other men who advised kings, and unfortunately that was what the King of Correnth wanted: the eyes and ears of a younger generation. The king believed his advisor would be passed down to his heir, making the transition smoother and less hostile if it was someone closer to the Prince Royal’s age. This responsibility was granted to the man who stood before her now, his black hair slicked back away from his pronounced features, his vivid green eyes standing out against his interchangeable expressions, which were always dazzling and eloquent. The well-kept attire and elegant pose was what made Cross Lutherus the attractive image of the king’s advisor.

It was an image that looked even more flawed the more she remembered him. He understood how to use his attractiveness to distract, a handsome mask over an ugly personality. The over-expressive demeanor, the lying wit, and the calculating underhandedness all played under the skin of Cross Lutherus. Even as he remained out of sight behind her, his footsteps and the sweeping sounds of his black-and-cream coat gave away that he was pacing.

Black and cream; he never dressed outside of those colors.

She made no comment to his previous conversation. She simply looked down at her hands, at the white delicate lace wrapping around her middle fingers and crawling up to her shoulders, meeting the collar which folded against her neck. The lace formed around her frame and draped to the floor while it split in the front of her bodice, exposing the wisteria silk lying underneath. The diamonds in her earrings and crown glistened in the afternoon light, along with her hair which shone like metallic bronze. Her locks were gathered on the back of her head and pinned up, keeping her hair free from the lace collar despite the few strands hanging down in rebellion.

When she finally drew her amethyst eyes to meet his pacing form, she tried to remind him, “My father is dying—”

“Worrying won’t save him,” he replied flippantly. He stopped then, his head tilted back to admire the fresco paintings on the ceiling, his slithering smile creasing the side of his face. “We must let the order of things take their course.”

She leveled her smoldering gaze on him before turning back to the view outside the balcony. The annoyance he caused her only lasted until she caught sight of one of the docked ships. In anticipation, she folded her hands tighter together, ignoring the ramblings of the advisor who had turned the conversation to his own liking.

“Decisions will need to be made on His Majesty’s behalf, which now rest on your shoulders,” he was starting in before the large doors moaned across the open space and drowned him out.

She tried to remain still, to keep her eyes on the distant rooftops. Not until Ambassador Paleo’s crackling voice broke out that she finally turned her head to witness the ambassador’s pudgy frame strutting towards them, followed by her own knight. The minute she saw Harlin, she could tell he was already judging the environment around him. There was something in his gaze she caught, even as he stood at attention next to the ambassador, towering over the older man and never showing that something was on his mind. She turned back to the outside world, not remembering what she was staring at as she overheard the advisor exchange pleasantries with the two men.

“Glad to see you’ve safely returned,” the advisor was proclaiming, flashing his charisma at the tired travelers.

“As are we, Cross Lutherus,” Ambassador Paleo’s crackling voice answered as he bowed. “It was indeed a most promising trip.”

“And you, Sir Brien,” Cross Lutherus sneered. “How did you fare in the strange land?”

There was a pause, and she swore his eyes fell on her for a second. “I fared well,” his deep voice spoke out.

“Man of limited words. Nothing changes you.”

“Cross Lutherus,” she interrupted him, keeping her back to the men as her voice alone silenced them. “My father needs to be briefed on what’s occurred.” 

“Of course,” Cross Lutherus replied, pivoting just enough to make a small attempt at bowing before turning to leave. Only when Ambassador Paleo followed Cross Lutherus towards the doors, their footsteps marking their departure, did she finally turn to meet Harlin’s attention. He remained standing where he was, ever patient as the two men made their way out of the room. When the doors groaned shut and all was quiet, she couldn’t help running to him in order to be welcomed by his embrace. He caught her in his arms, the relief soaking in the longer she remained there with her arms around his neck and his around her.

“We’re so glad you’re home,” she whispered into his hair.

“You’ve become too used to me,” he teased, finally letting her go so she could look at him face to face. 

“What happened?” she asked, taking a small step back in case someone entered the room.

Harlin stared at her, and in his look there was a suspicion she tried not to give in to. He watched her bat her eyes, trying to stop the tears from coming forward and, seeing her shut out his silent interrogation, passed on the news. “Their physicians believe they have a cure, but the King of Bellumortis will not send them unless his demands are met.”

Her face must have fallen, for Harlin bowed his head as he withdrew from inside his jacket a folded parchment. Handing it to her, he continued softly, “There is one negotiation they want to make. The Ambassador wanted me to give it to you personally. It’s why he’s been so hopeful.”

The parchment lay outstretched between them, cloaked in its own misdoubts. She took it from him carefully and unfolded it. The written words poured out in front of her, and she retreated back to the balcony as she read, subconsciously moving away to escape the meaning of the letter.

Harlin kept the space between them out of respect for her. “It’s another marriage arrangement, isn’t it?” he asked, although his tone lingered around the edges of skepticism.

“Yes,” she answered as she looked back up and out across the sea, her fists crinkling the parchment.

“Skylar,” Harlin called out, letting his guard slip. No matter how good his intentions were, the doors behind him nevertheless opened and cut off their line of communication. Harlin pressed his lips together, only knowing his break from formality went unnoticed when the page’s voice echoed out to him.

“Sir, the king requests your presence.”

Harlin stared at the page before immediately looking back at the Princess Royal, waiting for any last words.

Skylar eyed him but could only nod to bid him away. She knew there was something in him that wanted to press forward, but Harlin only bowed in return. Then he was gone, his footfalls following him out of the room until the doors groaned shut once more.

With the parchment still in her fist, Skylar closed her eyes and rested her hand against the aching in her forehead. However, when she finally opened her eyes, the dream before her was gone. There was no balcony in front of her anymore and no crinkled parchment. Stone walls replaced the high, vaulted ceiling, darkness overlapping the frescos. Prison bars replaced the balcony, and the stench of sewage and rotting corpses replaced the smell of the city and the sea.

Skylar lowered her hand back into her lap as she stared at the far wall, the stains of past prisoners smeared on its surface. She still couldn’t open her right eye from the swelled bruising, and the left half of her bottom lip was still swollen from the cut the advisor’s ring had inflicted on her. The part of her left shoulder where the sword’s blade went through burned under the bandage, making the rest of her injuries seem like dull aches. She wanted to lay on the straw bed and sleep, but this was where the prison keepers had put her, and she couldn’t bring her body to move otherwise.

The hardness of the atmosphere was what bothered her the most. The stone, the cold, the dark. The torchlight outside her cell licked the air with its orange flame while the cell itself made her feel small, her wounds anchoring her to the floor. Skylar took a deep breath as best as she could, filling her nose with the ghastly aromas until finally she caught a hint of the sea. She tried to remember the balcony again, the lingering salt of the ocean waters filtering in upon the breeze, when the stillness was disturbed by the sliding of the cell door.

The iron bars screeched from the interruption, stinging her ears as the prison keeper entered and pulled her to her feet. He was a rough part of the darkness, a black figure with a hood shielding his face, his long coat obscuring whatever weapons he hid underneath. Groaning from the pain, Skylar stood not out of obedience but from exhaustion. His leather gloves circled her wrists, handcuffing her. He led her out of the cell towards another iron gate a few yards away on the left, and as she moved her unkempt hair fell across her swollen eye. The cream dress she wore didn’t stop the coldness of the floor from creeping up her bare feet and into her legs, making her muscles throb and unwilling to move in their agony.

Ushering her through, the keeper slid the gate shut and locked it behind her, remaining on the other side. Through the bars, he ordered her to go to the other gate. Confused, Skylar looked carefully around with her one eye, finding that the stone cage she was now in made a sharp turn to the right. She limped slowly forward, following the bend until she came face to face with another set of bars where two keepers waited for her. The hooded figures opened the gate, and only one entered. She stood before him with her bruised face and ugly wounds, the metal cuffs cutting into her wrists as the keeper shackled her ankles and then patted her down, making sure nothing was hidden underneath her dress. Finding nothing, the keeper led her through the gate, remaining on her left side while his companion joined him on her right. The chains made a rhythm as she walked, helping her to keep up with their pace despite the pain and her shortness of breath.

Skylar didn’t know where they were going, only that she had to follow the stretch of hallway. Through her limited vision, she saw them approach a solid metal door on the right, and when it opened she was faced with two torchlights revealing a wooden table with two chairs sitting on opposite sides. The keepers escorted her to the furthest chair facing the door and sat her down on it. One keeper remained standing to the right of her while the other stood at attention next to the door.

Dropping her eyes, Skylar ran her tongue across her cut lip, which stung in protest, while placing her cuffed hands on the table. It was then she noticed the split areas in the wood, the indents and red stains scarring the surface. She gingerly ran her fingers over the scars, wondering about the lives that had come to sit there before her, the ones who suffered and the ones who died. She touched the grain of the wood, remembering the door and Harlin’s screams behind it.

The metal turnstile lurched open, and in marched the warden. Skylar slowly turned her head to see him, noticing how he had been outfitted with an overly expensive wardrobe. The royal blue silk shirt brightened his gray eyes, the black leather jacket and pants reflected a commanding presence which lightened his fading blond hair, and the thick heels of his shoes collided with the ground under his heavy footfalls. The way he carried himself proved he was being paid handsomely and unafraid to show it.

“Skylar Mandolyn,” the warden mused, pulling the opposite chair out and taking a seat in front of her. “How things have changed.”

Skylar didn’t reply as she went back to studying the cracks in the wood.

“I’ve only come to disturb your little paradise in hopes that you can reach an agreement with the chancellor.”

Skylar pulled her attention from the wood. “Chancellor?” her hoarse voice broke out through her blood-stained lips.

“Cross Lutherus modified his title now that your family lost control of the throne. Personally, I think it a little too progressive, but what do I know of such things?” The warden sat back in his chair with a smile, but then she caught him eyeing her, and the expression he bore foreboded an unpleasant end. “Where is he, Your Highness?”

The question aroused Harlin’s image, his war-like elegance and code of honor almost reachable even in the dank room. Skylar blocked out the world in an attempt to savor his memory. “I don’t know,” she mumbled.

“Why do you think he’s innocent? He was found guilty, after all.”

Skylar made no attempt to answer.

“Well, it doesn’t matter. He’ll be found eventually.” The warden sat straight up as he pulled a parchment from his newly tailored coat, producing a quill pen along with it. He leaned over to place the parchment in front of Skylar, setting the pen on top of it. She eyed the pen’s metal tip as he removed an ink bottle, uncorked it, and placed it next to the paper.

“The agreement,” he started, “is that after your marriage, you will be reinstated as queen alongside your new husband. For your freedom, you will agree to honor the new king and that all decisions will be made solely through him with the help of the chancellor.” The warden couldn’t help but smirk as he added, “So really, nothing new to a woman in your position.”

Her chains chimed as she delicately picked up the pen, staring at the sharp point tip before trying to read the gibberish that was Cross Lutherus’s demands.

“Do you understand these terms?” the warden questioned as he watched her sitting hunched over the parchment. Despite the disfiguration of her face, he could tell she was trying to piece everything together.

“The King of Bellumortis’s son,” Skylar commented, remembering the parchment that Harlin had presented to her, the marriage arrangement she had crushed in her fist.

“Youngest son,” the warden reminded her. 

Skylar didn’t bother to reply. She was too caught up in remembering the rumors of Bellumortis. If the son was like the father, then her kingdom of Correnth would be run to the ground.

“Freedom will be obtained with your signature.”

Skylar eyed the warden after he spoke, then dropped her gaze back to the parchment. Dunking the metal tip into the ink bottle, she bent her head further over the paper, having a hard time concentrating. “Where is it that I sign?” she asked.

The warden was only too eager to stand from his chair and lean across the table. He felt slight pity for the wretched soul that used to be the Princess Royal, and so to help her, he drew his finger to the line that needed her signature.

There was no hesitation when Skylar gripped the pen in her fist and slammed the metal quill into the warden’s hand. The sharp point broke through his skin, sliced through his muscle, slid between his bones, and hit the wood of the table like an arrow hitting its target. The black ink quietly slipped into his veins and mixed with his blood. The fierce scream she let out was only pronounced because she had sacrificed the healing of her shoulder, whose muscles had stretched and tore around the wound when she had moved.

The keeper behind her grabbed the back of her head and slammed her face into the table. The sudden force caused a sharp crack to splinter the air as her head bounced slightly off before resting on the wood. Skylar groaned, her vision now blurry as a warm sensation ran up through her nostrils and spilled out across her lips. Opening her mouth to gasp for air, she immediately tasted the warm blood.

The leather glove pulled her back by her hair, and she was forced to sit upright. All she could concentrate on at first was the stinging pain in her shoulder moving up her neck. It wrapped around her back, stabbing her in the chest while it joined forces with the deep cut in her rib cage and the swelling around her eye. Trying to see, Skylar found the parchment was now smeared with her blood and drenched in ink. The ink bottle was knocked over from her impact with the table, and the ink oozed across the paper, soaking the words until they disappeared. She also found that the warden somehow pulled the pen from his hand and was cradling his wound a couple steps back as he seethed at her.

“You animal!” he spat, his hand shaking as blood dripped from his fingers. “That was your freedom!”

“There is no freedom,” she shot back, seething as the blood on her lips sprayed out when she spoke.

The warden’s temper flared, and for a minute he forgot his injury. He lunged at her, stopping only when her face tilted back to meet his. “I will find him,” the warden hissed. “I will find that knight of yours, and I will make sure that his pain becomes legendary, even in hell.”

Without any other reply, Skylar was dragged back to her cell. The keepers unshackled her ankles and wrists before shoving her forward, causing her to stumble and fall face first onto the ground. She cried out when her shoulder hit the stone, and even the torn flesh on her leg and rib cage cried out in horror. The bruising in her face and fingers gnawed straight into the bone, and her head swam from the nausea the pain was inducing.  All that she heard while she lay there were the bars sliding shut and the keepers walking back to their stations, the echoing of the distant gates marking their passage.

Skylar tried to move her arms, her face scraping against the dirt and stone of the floor as she tried to lift herself up but failed. She could see Harlin’s face when she closed her eye, could remember the smell of him and the way he moved. She then remembered what he had once told her.

“I can’t always protect you,” he had said, the light of the early morning falling against his back and illuminating him. She had wondered why he had brought her to the abandoned barn that morning, why they had woken up early to avoid her ladies-in-waiting. 

“There may come a time when you are all that’s left,” he continued, looking straight at her in the quiet barn with its hay and horses. 

“I might have to give my life.” His words echoed in her ears as she fell back to reality, her fingers prying at the stone floor as she breathed in the prison’s stench. 

“And with that,” his voice said as it faded, “you’ll be on your own.”

Her teeth gritted as she thought back on those moments, watching from past to present how it had all played out. In an act of desperation, her body shook as she screamed his name into the floor, wanting nothing more than for him to save her.

However, no help came to her in the dark cell. No help walked past the torchlights that casted shadows and ghosts against the walls. No help answered when the screams echoed from somewhere, a reminder that hell was not a figment of the imagination. Skylar could only remain lying there in the small pool of blood on the cold floor, thinking all hope was lost. Not until long after the pain and exhaustion softened her and sleep took over her consciousness that Harlin finally stepped back into her dreams.
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Skylar remembered the Great Hall’s transformation the evening her brother died. The electricity being replaced by candelabras glittering with candles, and the fixtures that couldn’t be replaced were dimmed out of respect for the dead. Every scrap of fabric, drape, and tapestry were discarded for the black cloths and empty spaces the darkness filled. The flowers that adorned the halls and rooms were taken out, and in their place were the lush bouquets of black roses with the red silk ribbons tied around their vases and urns in memory of blood being spilled.

The mourning ritual would last six months, Skylar was being reminded. She stood before her father in a sheer black dress that fell softly to the ground in pools of light fabric. The dress was thick around her body while the long sleeves were transparent. The neckline covered one shoulder before hanging off the other, showing her bare skin except for her hair, which was woven into a loose side braid that draped over it. Skylar refused to wear her jewelry or crown, and her eyes stood out against the red rims of her eyelids.

When she looked up to see her father, she barely caught sight of the king sitting on the throne. He was dressed in a black shirt with puffy sleeves, a black vest stitched with gold scrolls, and black pants fading into his boots. For the first time, the crown on his head didn’t glisten. Even the royal robe was replaced with black velvet outlined in gold fur. Against the backdrop of the gold throne and its violet fabric, her father sat in the darkness he was dressed in. His thick bronze hair and beard, starting to show signs of white, were dulled by his attire. When Skylar looked up to see her father, she found a black void with sad amethyst eyes.

“It is custom that after a sudden death in the royal family, security measures are to be taken,” King Savion was trying to explain, his masterful voice worn and deprived. “Especially now that you are the only heir to the throne.”

Skylar’s heart fell a little, pulling her gaze downward while she shivered under the topic of the conversation.

“The knight I’ve picked has been stationed in Almany for the past several years, fighting the Border War with the barbarians. He is not a castle guard. He knows death, war, and everything in between. It’s why I’ve kept my eye on him, and why he’s been chosen to be your knight. I need a man of experience, and an unmarried man, for he shall be guarding you without any pauses.”

“Your Majesty,” Cross Lutherus spoke up from where he stood next to the throne, keeping his eyes round and sorrowful. “It would be rather scandalous to have a knight in the continuous presence of the Princess Royal.”

“My only son lies dead on his bed. Accident or not, I am reinforcing the protocol.”

“But knights are meant for the battlefield,” he tried again. “Wouldn’t it be more fitting to have a castle guard who knows the workings of the court?”

The king’s eyes slowly met the advisor’s. “He will be a knight and nothing less.”

Both Cross Lutherus and Skylar caught the tart tone in the usually mild-tempered ruler. The advisor said nothing more, and as he turned his eyes away, he exchanged a glance with Skylar until she dropped her gaze when his lingered too long. His expression still seemed so real, so sincere, and so perfect for the situation.

“He’s been sent for,” the king droned on, “and should be arriving in three days.”

Hysteria fluttered around in her chest when she heard him, and Skylar pinched her mouth shut in hopes to keep it inside. Her eyes remained downward, refusing to meet the king’s.

“You are officially the Princess Royal now,” King Savion had continued, his voice cracking despite his attempts to stay levelheaded himself. “In due time, you will assume Brayden’s roles.”

The tears broke loose upon hearing his name. Dragging her eyes up to see her father, Skylar asked in a hushed voice, “May I please say goodbye to him?”

The king couldn’t bring himself to tell her no, so he shook his head instead, the movement releasing a tear to roll down his own cheek and into his beard.

“The late Prince Royal’s death,” Cross Lutherus spoke up for the royal, “was a brutal one. When his rifle backfired, the shrapnel hit his face, which is what killed him. It’s why he must be buried in a closed casket. His image needs to remain unflawed, and seeing him would be a memory not desired.”

Skylar had been listening, yet her attention fell to her father, whose lip had quivered and whose shaking hands had tried to wipe the tears away. “Please leave us for a moment,” King Savion declared unexpectedly, cutting Cross Lutherus from any more of his speech.

Derailed yet obedient, the advisor bowed before slipping away, disappearing behind a closed door to the right of him.

When Cross Lutherus was gone, the king rose from his throne and took only a single step towards his daughter before the grief rushed at him, forcing him to sink to his knees, weeping. Skylar hurried to his side, falling to her own knees before him. She would have tried to help him up if he didn’t wrap his cold arms around her, causing her grief to replicate his. The king sat back on his heels, holding his daughter, whose cries were starting to overpower his own.

His cold arms encircled her much like the empty corridors would later that night when she tried to go to Brayden’s rooms. She snuck through the secret passageways, the robe she wore unable to keep the chill of the hollow corridors from reaching inside her. Skylar knew because of potential security threats that the passageways always ended outside of the wing and never close to the actual bedrooms. So when she exited quietly through the painting in the wall, she rounded a corner before approaching the two castle guards who stood on either side of the entranceway to the wing belonging to the late Prince Royal. To the right were monstrous windows now draped in heavy curtains; to the left were doors leading into private rooms. At the very end facing the entrance was a door leading into Brayden’s bedroom.

Two guards were always stationed at the entranceway, ever since Brayden was old enough to have his own chambers, and Skylar used to pass them countless times when she visited. However, this time as she moved across the blue granite floor towards them, the two guards immediately crossed the entrance with their halberds. A loud clash echoed in the corridor from when the poles struck together, their axe blades and spikes glistening in the candlelight. The action was threatening in its attempts to keep her out, and she jumped a step backwards because of it.

Looking at their stone faces, Skylar would have pulled herself away if she didn’t see the windows covered and all the doors shut. Cautiously she approached the halberds, and when the guards remained firm where they stood, she softly touched the poles that acted like prison bars. Out across the hallway she looked at the bedroom door, and her heart ached to see him. His body remained in there, just out of reach, and she felt a hideous jealousy against anyone who had seen Brayden those last few hours.

“You can’t be here,” a voice broke the stillness.

Skylar quivered from the sudden intrusion, recognizing Cross Lutherus’s voice instantly. “Please,” she pleaded softly, the tears glittering in her eyes as she gripped the poles that wouldn’t move for her.

“Escort her back to her chambers,” the advisor instructed.

Skylar bowed her head, her forehead touching where the frozen poles crossed before she was dragged away screaming Brayden’s name.

In the dream she was having, her vision suddenly grew blurry, only coming back into focus when she found she was standing in her observatory looking out the window across the gardens in the late afternoon. She remembered this moment which happened three days later, after she was escorted from Brayden’s chambers. Skylar still remained in the sheer black dress, too grieved to change. Her ladies-in-waiting never brought up the subject of her appearance but simply re-braided her hair when it started to come undone. The ladies kept to themselves until Skylar finally found the courage to dismiss them for the day. While by herself, the news of the Prince Royal’s death gradually sunk in. Her mind couldn’t stop thinking about the story behind how Brayden died, and her psyche rolled around in the thoughts that something didn’t seem right. With her arms crossed, Skylar continued to stare out the window until footsteps pulled her gaze from the scenery.

She noticed then that Cross Lutherus never bowed before addressing her. “The king wanted me to announce that your knight has arrived,” he went right into explaining. “He has come fresh from the front lines at Almany. His name is Sir Harlin Brien, and he is waiting for you downstairs.”

“May I make one request while you’re here?” she asked.

Cross Lutherus shook his head, smirking a little. “I cannot help you,” he replied, and Skylar noticed his fake sensitivity was catching up to him.

“I want to see my brother before he’s buried.”

“He is not a sight to be seen,” Cross Lutherus answered, turning away. “Your father won’t allow it.”

“I would still like to see him,” Skylar persisted, following him out through the frosted glass doors and down the stairs.

“Your persistence is time-wasting,” he threw back at her, trotting down the last steps and heading straight for the double doors on the right.

“And you’re his advisor,” she replied, jogging to keep up. “Advise him. Let me see my brother, to say goodbye.”

“I did advise him, and he’s taking my advice.”

Skylar stopped in her tracks, and her voice grew small when she spoke. “But I’ll never see him again.”

Cross Lutherus stopped at the door and, turning to look at her, said quite simply, “That’s of no concern. He’s dead. No one will ever see him again.”

His words still stung long after he had disappeared and the doors had slammed shut. Skylar’s shoulders drooped from the conversation until she remembered the words he’s downstairs. Slowly pivoting around, the Princess Royal laid eyes for the first time on the man who was supposed to be her personal knight.

The stranger stood at attention near the monumental hearth that sat across from the staircase. His hands were clasped in front of him as he stared at her, his stance unmoving behind the glow of the fire that danced across him. He didn’t dress like a castle guard, adorned in gold metal and deep-violet cloth with the gold Mandolyn crest stitched on the chest. This man’s attire was of black leather, and his only indication of being a knight was the way he stood. He wore two holsters on his hips, and there was a leather strap running diagonally across his chest, revealing that there was a short sword attached to his back.

“Sir Brien?” Skylar asked.

The man bowed, his short hair holding such a deep russet tint that the fire in the hearth almost couldn’t bring the color out. “Yes, Your Highness,” he replied, his voice deep and his words precise. “I am at your service.”

Skylar approached him, her dress sliding across the floor behind her, her braid still loosely kept together and falling across her left shoulder. She realized when she drew closer that his eyes were vibrant, as deep as ultramarine, standing out under his black lashes.

“They pulled you from the front lines?” she couldn’t help but question, bewildered at what was standing in front of her.

He didn’t stare at her like others did when they recognized her amethyst eyes, knowing how ancient her heritage was. He only nodded once. “Yes, Your Highness.”

For the first time, Skylar became aware of how uncomfortable the situation would be, how inseparable they would have to become. Nervously, Skylar took a deep breath and stretched her hand out. “It is an honor to meet you, Sir Brien,” she told him, hoping her wholeheartedness would eliminate whatever taboo society had placed on her for being royalty.

The man blinked, glancing at her hand. What Skylar took as hesitation was only pondering, and as sincerely as she offered, his hand gently gripped hers in the warm handshake she had instigated. “The honor is mine, Your Highness,” he said with the slightest smile.

“Skylar,” she corrected him, relaxing against the confident grip he owned.

His smile gave way more as he replied with, “Harlin.”

His name still echoed even after his image slipped into darkness. Upon it a new dream surfaced with his name being whispered among the ladies-in-waiting while they all stood in the Great Hall awaiting the procession line that would start the late Prince Royal’s funeral. They all stood in formation: Skylar in the front, Harlin a couple steps behind and to the right so he wouldn’t step on the train of her dress, and the six ladies-in-waiting who would follow two at a time. The Great Hall was empty except for them, while the rest of the court was outside awaiting the royal family.

Although the ladies were keeping their voices down out of respect, she listened to bits of their conversation, and realized after putting some of the stray words together that Harlin had caught their attention. His duty was only ever on the frontlines of battle, and that alone made him desirable next to his newness and attractive features. Throughout their whispers, Harlin remained obediently behind Skylar, always at attention in his black-leather ensemble and weaponry. Everything was fuzzy up until then, except for the fact she had never talked to him one-on-one since their first encounter.

Upon realizing her ladies were infatuated with him, Skylar couldn’t help stealing a glance at Harlin to see how he was handling himself, only to find he was staring right at her. Taken aback and embarrassed, she quickly faced forward. However, when she heard the leather he wore squeak a little as he repositioned himself, it lured her attention back to him. Looking over her shoulder, Skylar again found his eyes meeting hers.

“So, do you hold a lot of experience in guarding?” she asked amiably, hoping to make conversation.

“To an extent.”

Skylar couldn’t think of anything else to say, and so she nodded in acknowledgement and faced forward again. She didn’t realize she was playing with her hands until the side door slowly groaned opened, causing her hands to freeze in place. She could hear the footsteps of the pallbearers even before they entered. While her body automatically straightened and prepared to be formal, her heart and mind raced each other across the open stretch between her and the door, envisioning the ghostly footfalls which were promenading outside the doorway.

The sight of the casket alone was what froze her. The guards entered through the side entryway two at a time, slowly and respectfully, the casket weighing down on their shoulders as they rounded the doorway and entered the Great Hall. The mahogany casket was adorned with a violet-and-gold sash that lay across its glossy surface, with black roses tipped in gold dust arranged in a heap on top. Skylar’s eyes grew large at the sight of the coffin, and the panic set in with the finalization that Brayden was dead.

The glacial moment of watching her brother’s casket pass by overshadowed the image of her father and Cross Lutherus walking right behind it. King Savion remained in his black-and-gold attire, Cross Lutherus in his never-changing black-and-cream. Skylar should have fallen in behind them, but the crown she wore suddenly seemed heavy, as if it alone was constraining her to the floor. Not until there was a gentle nudge on her elbow did her feet finally move, falling in line behind her father. She only realized Harlin was the one who helped her when she felt him let go before they walked through the double doors barricading the Great Hall from the main hallway. Skylar whispered a “thank you,” to which Harlin bowed his head before falling back into step as the servants came into view, lined up on either side of the hallway to pay their respects to the fallen prince.

Skylar kept her gaze on the casket and its black glittering roses, watching it drift down the hallway on the shoulders of the guards who carried him away. All eyes were diverted to the floor out of respect except for hers, which were kept on the last image she would have of Brayden. She was following behind her brother out through the grand doors when a sharp bang broke through the air and scared her.

Skylar’s left eye shot open, instantly seeing the stone wall. Somehow in between her dreams she found her way to the straw bed and the single blanket she was given, and the straw crunched under her as she shifted to see the prison bars. The door had been shut, she realized when the footsteps and rattling keys echoed away from her. Favoring her shoulder while carefully sitting up, Skylar looked at the plate and metal cup sitting on the ground by the gate. Before she could get to her feet, a shadowy black rat scurried across the floor and through the bars, hovering over the food and tasting it for her.

Already without an appetite, Skylar lay back down on the straw, drawing the blanket tighter around her and closing her eye. She was about to drift off when the screams broke through her sleepy haze. Sliding her head upwards, she opened her eye again and peered out past the feasting rat and the prison bars. In the dimness, the screams seemed demonic and tortured, human beings whose souls were being ripped out of their bodies. The screams ran through the hallways, trying to escape in their frantic swarms towards any means of freedom. The prison had no windows, so they were confined to only reaching the ears of those who were imprisoned with them.

As the chorus continued, there was one scream which stood out before them all.

“It’s coming!” the terror shouted, repeating his cries in the hope that someone would believe him.

Skylar lifted her head off the straw further as the rat scurried back to its home, leaving her alone to face the darkness shrouded against the corners of the torchlight. The lone voice kept repeating itself above the others, its pleading rising from a distant cell where its owner lost all control.
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