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​Chapter 1 — The Last Hunt
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The forest accepted them with the hollow quiet of a church after the candles have burned down. Boughs interlaced above like ribs. The last bruised light of evening hung in the needles and dripped away, and the horses’ breath steamed in pale ribbons that unraveled behind the column of riders. Sir Alaric kept his mount just off the lead, where he could see and not be seen too much—close enough to catch the laughter, far enough to keep his face still.

“Tonight,” Corvin called, lifting a hand in mock benediction, “we carry home glory fit for a king’s vault.”

“Glory and proof,” another answered. “A horn that outshines the moon.”

They spoke as men speak when wine warms their bellies and the song is almost finished, a brashness that wants the last note to be held forever. Alaric let it wash over him, as if the sound could fill the hollow undecided place inside his chest. He had polished his armor twice in the hour before dusk, not for the shine but for the small ritual of it—the order, the sense that if his hands moved in certain ways the world would agree to their pattern.

A true knight makes the world agree. He had believed that since boyhood, when he learned that a softer word than others could turn a mare’s rolling eye, that a steady seat and a well-timed pull could turn the flood of a river away from a ford. He believed it now because the alternative was to admit he had been mostly luck and hunger, and luck goes thin in winter.

“They say the creature drinks dew and dreams,” Dame Mera said. Her laugh was a knife’s ringing edge. “How obliging of it to come down to the streams like any common beast.”

“They say a lot of things,” Corvin replied. “I’ve heard it hurls curses with the same voice it coos lullabies.”

“I’ve heard,” Alaric said, surprising himself, “that it frightens no one until you try to catch it. Then it becomes everything you fear.”

“Poet,” Mera teased. “Careful, Alaric. The creature won’t be won by pretty metaphors.”

“I don’t intend to woo it,” he said, and the words were iron he tried to pour into a mold, but the mold stuttered, wavered, as if the forest itself breathed too close to his ear.

He had never seen a unicorn. He pretended in boyhood, as all boys did, making horns of birch and charging the fields, making their sisters laugh and scream. He had heard the old women murmur that unicorns came only to the pure of heart, and he had rolled his eyes at that as he grew older, as if purity were a purse someone else had lost and he had no interest in returning it.

But he knew the shape of hunger. The lord’s table was a long way from his name, and the lord liked trophies. To come back with a horn would put Alaric’s seat closer to that table for a long time. Valor, the old songs called it, and he believed valor had to look like something you could set on oak and admire.

They passed beyond paths that the foresters kept. The hush deepened into something that wasn’t silence so much as listening. It was, Alaric thought, like walking into a room where two people have just stopped whispering. The horses noticed first: ears pricked, steps careful, a collective pause as if a command had been given but in a language they couldn’t speak back.

“Do you feel that?” he murmured, to no one and to his own breath.

Mera glanced over, read his face, and for once didn’t smile. “The birds shouldn’t be quiet this time of year,” she said softly.

Corvin only raised his spear higher and made a sign against witchcraft. “On,” he said. “On. It knows we are here. Good.”

Alaric’s hands tightened on his reins. He told himself that what gathered in the air was only the promise of achievement, of something finally within reach. He told himself fear and wonder wear the same cloak if you see them in gloom. He told himself a dozen small hard things until the stillness ahead of them drew tight like a bowstring.

They came to the stream. The water went grave-dark under the ferns, quivering with the last light of evening. Hoofprints pressed the far bank, delicate as pressed flowers. They were not like deer or boar, not like anything Alaric had tracked in childhood. The cleft was too clean, the edge a calligraphy stroke. He found himself ashamed of his own boots, muddy and blunt.

Corvin lifted a hand for the column to halt. The horses stood breathing slow and loud in the uncertain light. The spearmen fanned out, careful as good thieves. Mera nocked an arrow and smoothed her fingers down the shaft, twice, the way she did before a shot that had to count. Alaric eased his sword from its sheath because that was what the moment required, though the leather cried out softly at the parting as if reluctant to be a party to this.

Moonrise lifted between the firs, a pallid coin shaken loose. The stream, the ferns, the white of his own knuckles—everything took on a luminous edge, as if lit from within. Alaric felt the hairs rise on his arms under the mail. He heard someone say a prayer. For a heartbeat he thought it was himself.

She stepped into the water with a sound like wind through silk.

He had expected a creature to match the tales told by drunk men: too large or too small, horn like a scythe, eyes like fire or diamonds. What came was something that made the words in his throat scatter and hide. She was white the way starlight is white, which is to say every shade the night can contain. Her mane fell against her neck in ripples that remembered the ocean. Her horn—long as his forearm—caught the moon and braided it into itself, and the braid ran down her spine to the tuft of her tail. The water came around her knees as if unwilling to wet her.

Alaric understood, with a suddenness that was almost pain, the old women and their murmurs. Purity, he thought, and then flinched at his own presumption, because this was not the cold glass of moral tales. This was sanctity the way a body is sanctified when someone loves it—a thing made real and tender by being seen.

The hush became a question: Are you going to break this?

Corvin hissed through his teeth, a sound that had meant strike a hundred times before. The spearmen shifted. Mera’s bow trembled at full draw.

Alaric’s horse moved under him as if the saddle were water. A childhood habit took his hands; he loosened his knees, breathed down his spine, and the mare settled. He did not raise his sword. He only looked, into the black-silver of the unicorn’s eyes.

They were not human. He knew that. But they were not not human. They held the wide, fathomless clarity of the sea seen from a cliff—the sense that if you stepped forward, everything you have ever been would be both lost and found.

“Now,” Corvin said, and the word cracked the world.

The unicorn turned her head slightly, as if she had overheard a lover’s name and did not know if it belonged to her. Then she moved, not with the panicked flight of deer but with the inevitability of moonrise itself, shallow spray casting beads of light. Mera’s arrow loosed. Alaric did not see if it flew true; his mare lunged, trained to the hunt’s first surge, and his sword rose because that is what swords do when horses move and men have told them to all their lives.

He told himself even as the blade came up that he intended to strike not at her, but at the shadows closing in behind her, at the nets unseen. He told himself the swing would be a warning, a ward, anything but what he knew it was.

Steel struck with a sound that was entirely wrong.

It wasn’t the clatter of metal on bone or the wet thud of muscle parting. It was a bright, flinching chime, the breaking of something that should never be broken: the candle in a chapel, the promise in a child’s chest, a ring stamped under heel. The horn shattered. It didn’t snap clean. It burst, shedding a spray of luminous shards that lit the air like fireflies and then went out, one by one, as if shamed by their own falling.

She screamed.

It was not a horse’s scream. It was not the cry of a woman. It was both and neither, a sound that opened him from sternum to throat and showed him his own heart beating, foolish and red, in a place where it could not be saved. The mare stumbled in the stream, catching herself. The spearmen shouted triumph. Corvin whooped. Mera’s bowstring sang again, a little wild with the thrill of it.

“Down!” Corvin cried. “Down before she curses you!”

Alaric saw her fall to her knees, the splashed water muddied and pearled with blood where the horn had been. She shook her head, dazed, and in the movement her mane flung moonlight across the ferns. He saw—because he couldn’t not—that the base of the horn still glowed, a single stubborn thread of silver fire, like a candlewick that refuses to die after the wind has tried.

He slid from his saddle into the stream, the cold taking his breath. Somewhere a spear hit the trunk of a tree with a hollow thunk. Someone cursed at the deflection. He was ankle-deep, then knee, the current pushing insistently, as if the water knew better than he did where he ought to be.

“Alaric!” Mera called. “Watch yourself!”

He did not answer. He had a sense, absurd and irrefutable, that if he spoke he would say something that would change his life forever, and he did not know what that something would be.

The unicorn lifted her head. The moon made a crown of the wet threads of her forelock. Blood ran in a pale line down the slope of her face, not red but something paler, like the color of dawn before it commits to rose. He had time to think, I did that, in the clear, stunned voice a man might use to describe the position of stars that have always been there. Then her gaze found him.

The cheer behind him dimmed in his ears. The forest seemed to lean in, all the firs and their sharpened blackness, and the ferns with their unfolding hands, and even the small creatures in their burrows, listening. Her eyes were not angry. That would have been easier, almost welcome, because anger would have meant a world that made sense. They were not forgiving, either, not yet. They were full—full of pain, yes, and a fierce, bewildered intelligence that tried to understand him. He had never been looked at like that, as if comprehension were an act of mercy, as if she were trying not to hate him and hated herself a little for the effort.

He felt the shape of his name change in his own mouth.

Corvin splashed up beside him, hand outstretched to seize one of the glittering shards that had fallen to the stones. Alaric’s arm moved without order. He caught Corvin’s wrist, reflex more than thought, because some part of him understood that the thing broken belonged to the one broken, and to touch it without leave would be a second sin piled atop the first.

“What in God’s name, Alaric—” Corvin snarled, jerking back. “She’s down. Take your trophy and be done.”

Alaric’s sword hung stupidly from his hand, heavy as regret. The blade ran with water and a smear of pale light that wiped away under his thumb. He felt empty of explanations, hollowed so thoroughly by that scream and those eyes that when he looked down he half-expected to see river running where his ribs should have been.

“Do it,” Mera said from the far bank. Her voice was harder now, not teasing at all. “End it before she does something you can’t live after.”

Something you can’t live after. Alaric looked at the unicorn again and realized that the thing he could not live after had already happened. It sat in his chest like a stone that used to be bread.

He took a step forward, not toward her throat but toward her gaze, because if the world was going to be broken then he wanted to be broken by looking at the truth of it. The current tugged his knee. The cold bit his calves as if to keep him awake. The unicorn braced herself, trembling, the muscles in her neck quivering with the effort of keeping her head up. The torn base of her horn gave another little spill of light, stubborn and tender as a winter candle.

“I am sorry,” he said, and knew the words were insufficiently shaped to hold what he meant. They were paltry coins dropped into a temple’s offering box when a life was required.

Behind him a laugh rose, disbelieving. “Apologies to a beast,” someone scoffed. “Hear that? Alaric begs forgiveness of venison.”

“Shut your mouth,” Mera snapped, and Alaric loved her for it for a breath, and then hated himself for needing even that small comfort.

The unicorn flicked an ear at the laughter. Her eyes returned to him. He had the strangest sense that the forest itself leaned closer to see what he would do, as if trees could be witnesses, as if the world’s old laws were waiting to be told which way to tilt.

He lowered his sword.

He did not kneel. He wanted to, but pride held his spine straight, and there was perhaps a cowardice in that, and perhaps a seed of something else: the half-formed understanding that what he owed could not be paid in gestures alone. He stood in the stream with his boots filling and said, voice steadier than he expected, “If you must curse me, do it with justice.”

The unicorn’s breath came out in a misty plume. She blinked slowly, like a woman weighing a thought to see if it will hold. Then, with a motion that was both animal and abraded grace, she tried to stand. Her foreleg slipped. She faltered, and without thinking he stepped forward, hand lifting as if to steady the unsteady, as if he had done this a hundred times for colts in spring.

Her skin was warm where his fingers would have closed, warmer than any horse he had handled, warmer like the pulse of a hand taken in reassurance. He stopped just shy of touching her. The not-touch became its own touch, an ache he felt in his bones.

Her gaze slid down to his hand and back up. He saw the intelligence again, the attempt to comprehend the shape of the man who could do this—who could shatter and hesitate, triumph and grieve, who could stand soaked to the thighs and look as if his heart had lost its map.

Over his shoulder the hunters’ voices collided, rough-edged with impatience. “Alaric,” Corvin said, warning and plea. “Don’t play priest. Don’t forget why we came.”

He had not forgotten. That was the trouble. He remembered too clearly—the lord’s table, the nearer seat, the nod of approval he had craved because it looked so much like love from far away. He remembered, and the memory seemed thin against the rawness of the creature’s pain and the way the forest had held its breath for her arrival, like a congregation for an altar’s unveiling.

The unicorn lowered her head a fraction, not submission but appraisal. The base of the horn glowed and then dimmed as a wave of shiver took her. He saw, impossibly, a shape try to surface beneath the familiar lines of horse: the suggestion of cheekbones, the idea of a mouth that could speak his name. It was only a flicker, the sort of thing you could dismiss later, the way a man dismisses the face he thinks he sees in fire. But it threaded through him and left something trembling.

He did not know what he would have done if they had been alone. He did not know whether he would have dared to reach the last inch, to set his palm against her warm, wet cheekbone and say a different set of words, words that started with mercy and ended with an oath he had never been taught. He did not know, and then the choice was taken.

A spear hissed from the left—thrown by a young man eager to claim a share of the boasting later—and struck stone, sending chips up like sparks. The unicorn startled, not with a scream this time but with a snort like a swallowed sob. She lunged, slipped, found her footing, and in that opening of space between them Alaric felt the future he had nearly reached swing away like a door on a broken hinge.

Corvin surged forward, eyes knife-bright, reaching for the fallen shards that still lay among the ferns like spent stars. “By right of the hunt,” he said. “By right of—”

“Leave them,” Alaric heard himself say, and his own voice sounded strange to him, like a bell rung under water. “They’re not yours.”

“Not mine?” Corvin barked a laugh. “And whose then?”

Alaric lifted his chin and did an unwise thing. “Hers,” he said.

Silence fell again, different now, rawer. It had in it the dry rasp of bracken and the hot flare of men embarrassed for a comrade they no longer understood. Mera’s bow lowered a fraction. She looked between Alaric and the unicorn and then away, as if struck by the nakedness of something she had not meant to witness.

The unicorn’s eyes did not leave his. He held that gaze and felt himself be measured and found wanting, and then, mercifully, found not discarded. He did not know how he knew that, only that he could breathe again without it hurting quite as much.

Then she moved. Not to flee. Not to attack. She took one forward step through the stream and stood so close he could see the individual hairs of her muzzle, the wet beading on each, the tremor of exhausted muscle under satiny skin. He smelled something that was not horse and not flower and not anything he had known—clean and bright and a little like the first cut into a winter apple.

She lowered her head until the ruined base of her horn pointed to his heart.

Alaric did not raise his sword. He did not step back either. He stood and received the presence of her, the intimacy of proximity that a moment before would have been unthinkable. A breath passed, then another. The world balanced.

Behind him Corvin swore softly, as if faced with a sacrilege he could not name. The young spearman who had thrown muttered apology to his own eagerness. Skittering, a vole returned to its burrow. The moon lifted one more finger’s width.

Triumph, he thought with the cool, precise clarity that sometimes arrives in the same breath as ruin. This is what triumph would have looked like: a horn on oak, a lord’s smile. And then he looked into her eyes again and felt the poison working, not killing, but curing him of the need to make a trophy of something that had been alive.

His own triumph curdled into shame so swiftly it made him sway.

“I am sorry,” he said again, because sometimes words have to be said twice before they admit themselves into the world. “I did not know what I was breaking.”

This time he thought he saw it—the barest softening at the corner of her otherworldly gaze, the almost-human flicker there that said: I know you did not know. It was not forgiveness. It was the distance at which forgiveness begins.

The horns of the hunt sounded then, far off and echoing, a call taken up by others who had found nothing and wanted to share the joy they assumed was here. Corvin straightened like a man considering the shape of a story he would have to tell at a fire. Mera pressed her lips together and slung her bow across her back.

“Take something,” Corvin said to Alaric in a low, urgent voice. “Before the others come. A shard at least. Don’t ruin this for all of us.”

Alaric’s gaze flicked to the glittering fragments among the ferns. They were already dulled, dew catching light better than they did now. He thought of hands closing on them, weighing them, setting them down with meat on a board. He thought of setting down instead the thing that had just then taken root in him and found he could not.

“Go,” he said to Corvin without looking away from the unicorn. “If you want your story to be clean, go. Leave me to make mine true.”

“You’re mad,” Corvin breathed, and perhaps he was, if sanity meant never allowing in the idea that a person can be remade in an instant by the look in another’s eyes.
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