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      Rite of Blood and Masks

      With their betrothals announced, Beatrice and Linc are trying to do their best to stay away from one another, but even in the short time that Beatrice has been at court, the bond they've made is too strong for either of them to actually ignore and they keep finding themselves pulled back together. Despite their desires, Linc promises Beatrice that he'll always be there to help her, and they agree that though it will be difficult, the two of them can be friends with one another and nothing more.

      During a wedding dress fitting, Bastian tells Beatrice that she looks beautiful and the two of them briefly talk about why they're at court, including Bastian's ambition. Beatrice admits that she doesn't actually mind being there, and that it is a better life than the one they left, but isn't blinded by Bastian's attempts to tell her that's what he was after too. He offers to organise a dinner where she can meet the mysterious prince she's betrothed to, for which Beatrice is grateful.

      Beatrice has a meeting with Lord Fallmartin, which makes her a little on edge especially as they haven't spent any time one-on-one since her arrival at court. Though as she tells Linc, he's never actually been cruel to her and the worst thing he's done is secure her betrothal. While in the meeting, he makes it clear that he'd much rather work with Beatrice than against her, and refers to Prince Lincoln by name, causing Beatrice to realise that she's betrothed to the person she'd actually like to be with. Once she realises, she heads straight to the private room in the library where she asks Linc if he's a prince. He reveals that he is, and that he thought she knew. The two realise that they're betrothed to one another and kiss passionately.

      Now knowing they're betrothed, Beatrice enjoys the All Hallow's Ball where the King announces to everyone the betrothal. It quickly becomes clear that everyone was already aware that she and Linc were interested in one another, she's just the last to know.

      Linc visits the Rothorne apartments for dinner, where it's clear he has the approval of Lord Fallmartin and the disapproval of Bastian. Lord Fallmartin seems to approve of Beatrice's political acumen and involves her in the decision for her ladies-in-waiting. He also assures her that he has no intention of anything harming Linc as endangering her marriage isn't advantageous to House Rothorne.

      Bastian's wedding comes along, where Linc and Beatrice are encouraged to spend time together. Beatrice gets nervous about the blood drinking part of the ceremony for when it's their turn. She confides in Linc once they're alone and he suggests that the easiest way to combat that is for them to make sure that it isn't their first time on their wedding day. Beatrice bites Linc and asks him to bite her in return. The two of them get carried away, and start to go further when they're alone, only to be interrupted by Bella.

      Bella reveals more about her first marriage, including the fact that she was deeply in love with her former husband before she came to court. She also reveals that she chose to marry Lord Vermouten instead of reentering a betrothal with another House on the suggestion of Lord Fallmartin, and even if House Vermouten has a low standing at court, she doesn't regret it. Beatrice also learns a little more about Lady Ermentrude and the motivations of House Tufflion entering into a marriage contract with House Rothorne, though she becomes suspicious of Bastian's new wife in the process.

      At Bastian's wedding, Linc and Beatrice attempt to leave before the feast, but Lord Fallmartin stops them, suggesting that they return to witness it if they want to play political games. He promises them that they won't be subjected to a feast at their wedding for fear they'll embarrass their respective Houses with their opinions.

      If you want to read a recap of books 1 & 2 in the series, you can find it here: https://books.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/hobar-whb
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      I make my way in for breakfast with Pip jumping along beside me, full of excitement to start her day. I lean down and scratch the top of her head, glad that she's having a good time in our new home. It may have taken some getting used to for me, but I'm certainly not as opposed to staying here as I once was.

      No one else has arrived in the dining room, so I take my seat and wait for one of the servants to bring me a goblet of blood.

      Another servant appears with a bowl of food for Pip. My dog sits down and looks up at me expectantly, her tail thumping wildly against the floor, but after a little bit of training, she knows to wait for my signal before eating.

      "Good girl," I tell her.

      She pounces on her bowl, eating with a little more sloppiness than I'd like, but I can't win everything. I turn my attention back to my own breakfast. She's not the only one who likes getting better quality food every day. Though I do tend to eat mine with a bit more decorum.

      The door opens, and I look up, smiling at my cousin as she makes her way inside. "Good morning."

      "You're far too bright for this time in the morning. Can't we go back to when you were moping about your upcoming marriage?" Bella asks.

      "I prefer it this way."

      "Of course you do." Instead of going around to her side of the table she comes over and sets a book down beside me. "Here."

      I frown as I look at the book. I'm used to getting them from Linc, but this is the first time Bella has shown any interest in my reading habits. "What is it?"

      "Consider it an early wedding present," she says cryptically.

      "Thank you." I go to lift the cover and she puts a hand on it.

      "Here isn't the place. Read it somewhere private."

      I start to say something but am cut off by the doors opening again, and this time Bastian walks in.

      "No wife this morning?" Bella asks him sweetly as she makes her way to the other side of the table.

      "She's still abed."

      "Probably worn out from all of your attention," Bella says.

      I grimace. "Shall we not talk about that?"

      She raises an eyebrow at me. "Perhaps we should talk about you and the Prince instead."

      I clear my throat. "Carry on."

      Bastian gives me a curious look but doesn't say anything as he drinks his morning blood. That's probably for the best. I don't think he'd have been nearly as amused as Bella if he'd been the one to catch me with Linc.

      "It would be nice if Lady Ermentrude joined us for breakfast," I say.

      My brother doesn't respond, making me hope that his wife is all right and he hasn't banned her from interacting with us or anything like that. Perhaps I should make an effort to invite her to have tea with us.

      The door opens again, and I rise to my feet as I notice Lord Fallmartin striding into the room. I glance over at Bella, who seems a little confused too, which reassures me that this is something unusual and not just something I'm not aware of.

      "Ah excellent, you're here," he says, not making it entirely clear which of us he's talking to.

      I retake my seat and reach down to scratch Pip's head, glad she's here.

      Lord Fallmartin gestures to one of the servants and they bring him a goblet of blood, making it clear that he's joining us properly for breakfast rather than just visiting.

      I turn my attention back to my food, but I can't really taste any of it with the worry that's currently going through my head over what my father is doing here. I know I should be able to relax, especially as he's made it clear that he's not going to do anything that will impact my betrothal to Linc, and both Bastian and Bella are already married to people of his choosing, but I'm still a little worried.

      "I wanted to talk to you about next week's ball," Lord Fallmartin says.

      "I didn't realise there was one," Bella responds, the most at ease around him having known him the longest.

      "It's for Beatrice and Bastian's birthday," Lord Fallmartin says.

      "Our birthday?" I squeak.

      Lord Fallmartin nods. "It is traditional to have events to celebrate important moments in the lives of one's heir, and as you are the future princess, and Bastian's twin, I see no reason that it shouldn't be a joint celebration for both of my children."

      Across from me, Bella is doing a poor job of covering her surprise, but he doesn't seem to be paying any attention to her.

      "Is a ball really necessary?" Bastian asks. "It will be expensive."

      "It's nothing that the House Rothorne treasury won't be able to handle," Lord Fallmartin responds. "And with Beatrice's wedding next month, we need to make sure that everyone knows the station we're inhabiting."

      I swallow hard. This is about showing off to the rest of the court that I'm the one marrying into the royal family, nothing more than that. I glance at Bastian, but from his expression, it doesn't seem as if he's come to the same conclusion.

      "It will also be a good opportunity to properly introduce you both to allies of House Rothorne. As you become more accustomed to the way court works, you'll find such introductions invaluable," Lord Fallmartin says.

      "Surely anyone who is worth my time will make sure that they're known to me," Bastian says. "I'm the heir to one of the most important Houses at court." He puffs out his chest.

      "One of the most important," I say quietly. "Not the only one."

      The surprise on his face suggests he's never really thought about it.

      "Beatrice is right," Lord Fallmartin says. "And we're only one of the most important Houses because we've spent several hundred years amassing the wealth and connections to become that. The sooner you both start making those connections, the better."

      Bastian leans back in his chair, clearly unimpressed by the turn of events.

      "If there is anyone you wish to invite, you should let me know," Lord Fallmartin says. "An invitation is naturally extended to the royal family, and to the notable Houses, but if there is a personal connection you'd wish to invite, then I would be happy to oblige."

      "Perhaps the Vermatchis," I respond, thinking about Marcus and how much he might enjoy being able to spend some time with Lord Luca at the ball. Or perhaps they'll be able to sneak off to the library. If the ball is in my honour, I doubt Linc and I will be able to make use of it.

      Lord Fallmartin nods. "I wasn't aware you knew the daughter."

      "I don't really," I respond. "I've met Lord Luca a few times, he's a fine dancer." I resist the urge to add that he's close with Marcus, even though that would be a point in favour of inviting them.

      "Very well. I shall send an invitation. I was also hoping to invite Lord Wentworth," Lord Fallmartin says.

      "Should I know him?" I attempt to recall the crests. "Wentworth is a blue crest with a bird of some kind, right?"

      Lord Fallmartin looks pleased. "Yes, indeed. He has a head for numbers, and is one of the reasons the royal family is as wealthy as they are."

      The realisation sinks in that he wants to invite him because of the potential advantages of forming a business partnership. It's an interesting way to look at invitations for social events, and even if I'm not entirely sure how to make the most of it, it's something I should definitely consider when I'm the one sending out invitations.

      "Is there anyone you wish to invite?" Lord Fallmartin asks Bastian.

      He shrugs, a sour expression on his face. "Not particularly. It's not as if I can dance with who I want."

      Lord Fallmartin ignores his sulking and turns his attention to me. "I also wanted to talk to you about your tutor."

      "My tutor?"

      "You said you wished to continue in your history studies," Lord Fallmartin says. "I've employed a tutor to work with you on that. He'll also be helping you with reading, writing, and arithmetic. If there are other subjects you discover that you wish to learn more about, then we can discuss those in the future. I've also arranged for him to teach Bastian at the same time."

      My brother sits up straighter. "What?"

      "You're my heir," Lord Fallmartin says, taking a moment to eat some of his food. "There are things you need to know how to do, and it's time you learned. The tutor is coming to teach Beatrice, so he can come to teach you too."

      "I don't need a tutor, I'm not a child," Bastian says.

      "You're acting like one," Bella mutters under her breath.

      I smother a laugh, doing my best not to show my amusement on my face. That will only make matters worse.

      "Neither is Beatrice, but she sees the advantages of learning," Lord Fallmartin responds off-handedly. "Your first lessons will be tomorrow afternoon, I expect you both to be there on time." The way he looks at Bastian makes it clear that he's not aiming the statement at me.

      I'll have to rearrange my time in the library with Linc, but I think he'll understand, especially when it means that I'll be able to understand more of his books at the end of it. As much as he says it doesn't bother him, I know he'd prefer it if we could read some of his favourites together and then talk about them.

      "Thank you," I say to Lord Fallmartin.

      He gives me a surprisingly genuine smile and finishes his breakfast, while Bastian stews in his seat at the end of the table.

      Lord Fallmartin rises, and we all do the same.

      "Bastian, you should attend my morning meetings with me," he says, barely looking at my brother before sweeping out of the room.

      Bastian scowls at the instruction but downs the rest of his blood and stalks after Lord Fallmartin.

      "Well, I guess we know who Uncle Gerard's favourite is," Bella says, leaning back in her chair.

      "What do you mean?"

      She rolls her eyes. "Please, don't play coy. I know you're smarter than that."

      "I'm not his favourite."

      "I think you'll find you are," she responds. "No one plans a ball in a week without a good reason to."

      "He said that was for Bastian."

      "If it was for Bastian, then he would have mentioned it the moment the two of you came to court," she responds. "He's known when your birthday is the entire time."

      I open my mouth to protest, but close it again when I realise I don't know how to.

      "You're marrying a prince, and you've clearly said something that impressed Uncle Gerard, so now you're the favourite," she says.

      "I'm sorry."

      "Why? Do you think I care?" Her voice cracks slightly as she says it.

      "Yes." It's a risk to say as much, but after she caught me with Linc, I think we've gotten to a place where it's safe for me to. "But I don't think it's that he's forgotten you. He suggested you as one of my ladies-in-waiting."

      She gives me a curious look. "Is that so?"

      "Yes. And I know I would like that." I feel surprisingly nervous asking her, even if this isn't the official way to do that. "I'm going to need someone who will tell me the truth of things."

      Bella laughs. "You're not wrong about that. But to be clear, I'm not sitting outside any doors while you and the Prince have your fun."

      "No one is going to be sitting outside our door," I mutter.

      She raises an eyebrow. "You'll probably find that there's at least one guard there at all times, whether you want there to be or not."

      "That doesn't sound good."

      She snorts. "You didn't seem to care that someone could walk in on you during Bastian's wedding."

      A flush rises to my cheeks. "We got carried away."

      "Mmhmm. And no doubt you'll get carried away more in the next few weeks too."

      "We've not done anything more." And there's a part of me that's disappointed by that, but I don't want to admit that to Bella.

      "It doesn't matter to me whether or not you have," she responds. "What's the worst that could happen? Rumours that you're sleeping with the Prince won't do either of you any harm, and considering the chances of you getting pregnant are low to begin with, that's hardly going to be an issue. It's not like he's going to deny the child is his even if you do."

      "I hadn't thought about that," I admit, realising that court would be so much worse if I had a child to look after at the same time. There are already enough people I care about here for me to worry about playing the political game.

      I reach down and touch Pip's head.

      Bella shrugs. "Like I said, it's not likely to happen. There are people at court who've been together much longer than you have and they've never had a child. You're hardly going to be an exception."

      "But I could be."

      "I suppose so."

      "Are there things I can do to stop it from happening?" I ask, certain that there will be, I just need to find out what they are and do them.

      "I'm sure there are, but that's not something I can give you any advice on. Beyond not performing the act that can get you pregnant."

      "Right." I look down at my empty plate and consider that. I don't really know enough about it to be able to make a decision. If I'm lucky, Linc will know. But if not, I'm sure he can ask questions I can't.

      "I should get going," Bella says. "I have an appointment with the dressmaker."

      I nod as she gets to her feet.

      "And I'll be your lady-in-waiting," Bella says. "But I want the most important position."

      I laugh. "I don't think Lord Fallmartin would let me give you anything less."

      "That's because he knows what's good for him." The small smile on her face makes me hope that she feels a little better about seeing me as Lord Fallmartin's favourite. I'm sure it's only a temporary status anyway. Either Bastian or one of my cousins will do something that means his attention will turn away from me. And I can't say I mind, even if I'm currently reaping the benefits of Lord Fallmartin's favour. Having a tutor to help me better understand the skills I'm going to need to survive here and to be the best wife to Linc that I can be.

      I finish my breakfast and put the book Bella left me under my arm. I'm curious about what's inside, but I need to take Pip out on a walk before I go to meet Linc in the library, so it's just going to have to wait until I'm there, even if I'm intrigued now.
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      I nod to Eric as I make my way to Linc's private room, glad that the bodyguard seems to like me. Or more accurately, he doesn't actively dislike me. Considering how much time he's probably going to spend escorting me and Linc around once we're married, I can only assume that's a good thing.

      I push open the door and step inside, letting out a satisfied sigh at the crackling of the fire and the warmth that exudes from the room. It truly is a haven away from the bustle of court. And now there's an extra person in the House Rothorne apartments, I need it more than ever.

      Linc looks up from his book and smiles at me as I make my way over to him. I lean in and press my lips against his, enjoying that there doesn't have to even be a moment's guilt that this has to end.

      I sit down beside him on the floor and stretch out my legs. The pillows and blankets make it a cosy place to sit, and I like being able to sit so close to him.

      "What's the book?" Linc asks, tapping the cover.

      "I don't know," I admit. "Bella gave it to me and said it was an early wedding present, then told me not to open it."

      "Curious."

      "It is. She's never given me anything before, and she was very adamant about me not opening it while I was at breakfast. What do you think it'll be?"

      "I've no idea. I don't know Lady Isabella," he says. "Does she have any particular interests that you know about?"

      I frown. "Actually, I don't. She's only just started telling me about herself." I hope that changes as we get to know one another better.

      "I guess there's only one way to find out what's inside." He taps the cover.

      I nod and crack the book open. The first page is mostly filled with drawings and a few annotations and a blush rises to my cheek as I start to make sense of them. I swallow hard.

      "What is it?" Linc asks, leaning over my shoulder. "Oh."

      I try not to let my embarrassment show. I go back to the title page where the words The Lady's Guide To Pleasure are written in a large cursive font.

      "Unexpected," Linc murmurs.

      "I might have accidentally let slip that I don't know what I'm doing," I admit as I flip to the next page, realising that there are a lot more drawings than just on the first page. Including some things that I've never even thought of. "I guess she did say that it was a wedding present."

      "At least we know why she didn't want you to open it while you were there," he says.

      "She could have told me not to open it around you too," I murmur.

      He gives me a curious look. "Why can't you open it around me?"

      "I don't know, isn't it strange to?"

      He shrugs. "Well, if you want me to do that to you, then we should be able to look at an instructional drawing about it." He taps his finger against a drawing of a man with his head between a woman's legs.

      I swallow hard and try my best not to think about it.

      "Beatrice?"

      "I'm fine," I murmur, my voice coming out frustratingly squeaky. "Is it hot in here?" I pull the neckline of my dress away from my skin, but I know it's all in my head and just a reaction to the thoughts I'm having, and pulling my clothing away isn't going to make it any better.

      "We can stop looking," he says, reaching out to take the book from me.

      I put my hand over his to stop him. "It's fine. Just, why am I the only one affected?"

      "Who said you are?" He takes my hand in his and presses it against the front of his breeches.

      He's hard beneath them, which only makes me feel warmer, though in a much more pleasant way. Not really knowing what else to do, I run my fingers against his length through the fabric.

      Linc groans and closes his eyes. "Maybe reading the book is a bad idea."

      "No, I don't think so." My voice comes out raspy. "It was fun before Bella interrupted us."

      "It was," he agrees, swallowing hard and barely looking like he can think straight.

      "Then maybe we should..."

      He pulls my hand away from him and takes the book in one swift movement. It's so fast that I barely register lying back until he's hovering above me. Linc leans in and captures my lips with his, kissing me deeply. It's full of need and desire, making me feel like I'm about to explode from the inside.

      I wish I could blink and my dress be gone. I want to feel his hands against my skin even if I'm not entirely sure what it is that I want him to do with them.

      He breaks the kiss, moving down until he's at my throat, his fangs brushing against my skin. My own are poking out and cutting against my bottom lip, but I don't care.

      "Linc," I murmur.

      "Mmm?"

      I push him back so I can sit up. "I don't know what I want."

      He raises an eyebrow.

      "I mean, I do know what I want, but it's all kind of blurry and I'm not sure what to make of it," I admit.

      He nods and sits up. "Sorry, I should have thought."

      "There's nothing to be sorry for," I respond. "It's just that when I say I don't know what I'm doing, I really don't know. And that makes me a little confused."

      He nods. "I mean, I don't really either. I know what I want to do."

      "Drink my blood?"

      "I want to be close to you," he responds earnestly.

      "Bella also said something about pregnancy," I say, shuffling backwards and hoping that I'm not about to destroy the mood.

      "What about it?"

      "I'm not ready for a baby," I blurt out. "I know that it's not likely to happen for us very quickly, if it ever does, but I don't want one now, and not likely feels...dangerous to toy with."

      "Ah. I can't say I've thought about it."

      "Have you ever been in a position where you could make a child with someone?"

      "No."

      "Then I suspect that could be why," I say. "Do you want children?"

      "I've not thought about that much either. I wanted to avoid marriage completely and never had any intention of going into the villages and siring dhampirs. I suspect that Father would prefer it if we didn't have a child before Marcus does, if at all. It would only complicate the line of succession."

      "Is there even one? Can't your father say who he wants to be his heir?"

      "Yes. And Marcus will be able to appoint his afterwards. But if Marcus, Agnes, and I all have children, it'll likely split the royal line into fragments, and the court with it. Even House Rothorne will be split. Who would they support? Our child, who would be half-Rothorne, or Marcus' child who would still be part-Rothorne."

      "All right, so for our safety, it's best not to have a child, at least until we can be certain that we're ready and that it's safe to do so."

      "I think so."

      I let out a relieved sigh. "I was thinking it would be harder to make the decision."

      "Maybe because it's not something either of us have had to talk about before," he says.

      "But what do we do now? If I don't want to get pregnant, then there are things we can't do." I look at the closed book.

      "Yes."

      "That's disappointing," I admit. "I wish I understood more of it."

      "I think that's why Bella gave you the book," he says. "Perhaps if we read it, we'll find the answers. I could also write to Agnes and see what she can recommend."

      "Is that not strange?" It's odd enough talking about this with my cousin, I can't imagine how it will feel for him to write the words to his sister.

      He shrugs. "Maybe. But unless you have someone else we can go to for this, Agnes is our only option."

      "Agnes it is," I respond. "Hopefully, she'll have some advice for us."

      "I hope so. Because I don't want to disappoint you."

      I reach out to cup Linc's face in my hand. "You couldn't," I promise. "Besides, I have nothing to compare against. And no knowledge at all besides some overheard whispers and some vague comments from Bella." My gaze slips back to the book. At least I have a way to change that. I never thought I would be the person who finds my answers in books, but that's probably because I could barely read before coming to court.

      "We'll figure it out," he promises. "Maybe I should write to Agnes now."

      "You don't have to."

      "Yes, but the sooner we know, the better," he responds.

      "True."

      He leans in to kiss me and gets up, presumably to get some paper so he can write to his sister. I try not to feel too awkward about that, especially because I don't know her, but we need to ask someone and it's not like either of us has anyone else to go to.

      I look over to the book again and grab it. If Bella doesn't know anything about not getting pregnant, then it's unlikely that there'll be anything in the book, but there is certainly other information that I'm finding myself in need of, and it can't hurt to try and read it here, where I can ask for Linc's help if I can't make something out.

      My cheeks heat at the realisation of the kind of help he could give me when it comes to understanding what's inside the book, but I tamp it down. I need to be able to think about this logically and in a way that isn't going to get us into more trouble down the line.
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      I take a deep breath as I approach the drawing room. I'm not sure where I expected my lessons to be taught, but this doesn't feel like the right place. I step inside. The man waiting for me is younger looking than I expect him to be, but mostly because I'm still adjusting to the youthfulness of vampire court. It's impossible to tell anyone's age just by looking at them.

      "Lady Beatrice," he says, bowing deeply.

      "Good afternoon," I respond, realising that I don't know his name.

      "I'm Mr Foccett, your Lord Father has assigned me as a tutor to you and your brother."

      I nod. "Thank you, I'm looking forward to getting started." I make my way over to where a small desk has been pulled up to one of the chairs and take a seat. There's a second one on the other side of the room which I suspect is for Bastian.

      "Lord Fallmartin says you're particularly interested in history," Mr Foccett says.

      "Erm, yes. My betrothed has taught me about some of the basics," I respond. "He's the one who got me interested." Although now I've said that, I realise it isn't entirely accurate. I sought out the library to learn more about the past of Castle Sanulieon and the vampires who live here so that I can survive better. That act just happened to bring me to Linc, who then indulged me. But that's more information than my new tutor should know.

      "Ah, Prince Lincoln, I believe?" he checks.

      "Yes." I look down at the desk, trying not to feel too self-conscious about the situation.

      "Excellent. If you have any particular facet of the past you wish me to focus on, then you should let me know. Lord Fallmartin has outlined what he wishes you to know about, but has also instructed me to answer any additional questions you might have."

      I nod, already a little overwhelmed by the whole situation. I want to know so many things that I'm not sure where to start, or if the questions I want to ask are the right ones.

      "Do you know when Lord Bastian is going to get here?" Mr Foccett asks.

      "I'm sorry, I don't know his itinerary. He wasn't at lunch."

      "Well, he will have to catch up when he gets here, I thought we could start with some writing practice." He reaches into a folder and puts a sheet of paper on the desk in front of me. There are letters on the page almost too faint to make out. "You should trace the letters," he instructs.

      "Is that all?"

      "It is a start," he responds. "Once I have more of an idea about where you're up to with your letters, we can work on something different."

      "Oh." I pick up the quill and start to do as he says, tracing the shapes and thinking about the way my hand moves across the page to make them. As much as I want them to be perfect straight away, several of my lines wobble, and they don't look neat the way I want them to.

      I try not to let myself get too frustrated and take a deep breath before doing the next one. It's going to take some doing, but I know it'll be worth it in the end.

      The door finally opens and Bastian steps inside.

      "You're late, Lord Bastian," Mr Foccett says.

      "I'm here now," he responds.

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes at my brother. I know he's focused on power and growing it and doesn't think it's worth spending time learning about all of this, but he's wrong about that. We have to understand the system to survive in it.

      Mr Foccett sets Bastian off on the same exercise he has me doing, supervising us both as we go through the motions. When I'm done, he produces a second sheet. It's tedious going, and I find myself wishing I already knew how to do this, but there's no point dwelling on that when I don't know.

      By the time a servant enters with a tray of tea, my fingers are stained with ink, but I feel like I'm finally getting somewhere, even if that involves a frustrating amount of repetition.

      "Lord Fallmartin would like to speak with you," the maid says to Mr Foccett.

      He nods. "Of course. I'll be back." He disappears, and the maid sets down the tray, following him out of the door.

      Bastian groans and leans back. "If I have to trace another row of letters..."

      "It's necessary," I respond.

      He sighs and runs an ink-stained hand over his face. "I feel stupid. My wife can read and write, but I have to sit and learn it like a child."

      My heart aches for him. "I know. I find it frustrating too," I admit. "But we didn't learn this as children, so we have to learn it now, even if it's annoying."

      "You're so much better at being patient with this kind of thing," he says.

      "Maybe. But that doesn't mean you're not going to get it," I assure him. "You're smart, Bash. You'll be reading and writing in no time."

      "I know. And I don't want to have to employ a secretary to help me with all of the paperwork needed to keep House Rothorne running. How will I know that they can be trusted if I can't read what they're writing?"

      "That's a good reason to learn," I assure my brother. "And you'll feel better for it."

      "I know you're right. I just can't believe that we have to do this when we're adults."

      "Be angry at our parents for that, not at Lord Fallmartin," I say, realising as I do that it's the first time I've ever defended our vampire father, especially at the expense of the parents who raised us. "Our mother knew who our real father was, and even if she wanted to protect us, she could have done better at preparing us for all eventualities."

      "I'm surprised to hear you say that," Bastian says, looking at me for what feels like the first time.

      "I'm surprised to be saying it," I respond. "But it's true. She knew there was a chance we could end up here, and she should have made sure we were prepared. Though maybe she intended to, but died before she could."

      "You're a far more forgiving person than I am, Bea."

      "Then maybe you should try it, you might not be so angry all the time if you can find it in yourself to forgive people once in a while."

      "Have you always been this wise?"

      "Yes. You just rarely like listening to me," I point out.

      He laughs. "I'll do better at that."

      There's a part of me that isn't convinced that's true, but I keep quiet about it. He's spent so much time angry that it's nice to have a conversation with him where he's not being, and I intend to make the most of it, even if I doubt it's going to last.

      But there's at least a month's worth of shared lessons ahead of us, which means it's better for there to be peace between us than not.
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      There's lots of chatter around the room as the seamstress and her assistants do their work. I feel like a pin-cushion when they have me standing on the platform, moving me around so they can make sure that my dress fits right and seeing where there should be alterations. It's such a change from having to do sewing and mending for other people like I used to when we lived in the village, and sometimes I'm not entirely sure what to make of it.

      The door opens and I look up to find Lady Ermentrude heading inside. I smile at my brother's wife, not having realised she also has a fitting.

      "Lady Beatrice," she says.

      "I think Beatrice is probably fine at this point," I say. "You are married to my brother."

      "And you are about to become a princess," she reminds me. "We should all be addressing you properly."

      "Perhaps not in our own home. Should things progress the way we wish them to, I imagine we'll be in one another's lives for a long time to come." Which would be easier to think about if I had any idea who she was as a person.

      "Lady Beatrice, would you mind turning?" one of the assistants asks me.

      I do as she asks, making sure to keep my arms raised so that I'm not making things more difficult for her. And don't stick myself even more full of pins.

      "Beatrice it is," Lady Ermentrude responds. "But perhaps you can call me Trudie."

      "If that's what you wish."

      "My mother never let me shorten it," she says as she disappears behind the screen to remove her dress so she can be fitted properly. "But Bastian sometimes refers to you as Bea, so I think it might be acceptable now I'm in House Rothorne."

      "I believe so. I still call him Bash sometimes."

      "Bash," she repeats. "It suits him."

      "I suppose so." I've never really thought about it, but that's because Bastian has been Bastian to me my entire life, whereas she's only just met him.

      "Turn, please, My Lady," the assistant asks me.

      I do as she suggests and she pins something in place that I think might be a sash.

      Lady Ermentrude leaves the screen behind and takes a position on the other platform. Several of the seamstress' assistants swarm around her, helping her into the dress they've designed for her.

      "This is my first time wearing the House Rothorne colours," she says, looking down at the black and red dress.

      "They suit you," I respond, though it's partly a lie. She's a little too pale for the black, and the red almost looks too bright on her. But she doesn't need to hear that when these are the colours she's supposed to wear now. And anything is better than the ghastly green and yellow she's forced to wear for House Tufflion.

      "Thank you." She beams. "I wish I had some rubies to wear with it."

      "I don't have any either," I assure her. "No one will think it's strange that you don't."

      "Yes, but you'll likely get some. The Prince is sure to get you an extravagant gift for the ball."

      "I don't know about that." And I also don't know whether I want Linc to get me anything extravagant. It doesn't really feel like a me gift.

      "I do. It will be expected of him. He's the Prince, and the ball is to honour you. If he doesn't get you something impressive, it will be considered a slight against our entire House."

      "Oh. I didn't realise."

      "How could you? You're so new to court that it's no surprise that you don't know the way things work." The way she says it is a little bit more dismissive than I'd like, though there's truth in what she's saying. I am new to court and I'm only just learning how things are working. I wish I knew whether it was considered bad etiquette for me to ask Linc about a potential gift to see what he says.

      "You're done, Lady Beatrice," the assistant working on me says.

      "Thank you," I respond, stepping down and heading behind the screen so she can help me take off the dress.

      It doesn't take me too long to be back in my normal clothes, which is a relief even if they are far more ornate than anything I used to wear before coming to court.

      Lady Ermentrude's attention is now firmly on those attending her, and I feel somewhat relieved. I'm not really sure what to make of her. Maybe the feelings are just to do with the fact she's now married to Bastian and I don't know how to properly deal with that. It's not like I want my brother's life to revolve around me, but for a long time it was just the two of us against the world, and now it isn't.

      Not that I can really talk. I've spent a lot more time with Linc over the past couple of months than I have with Bastian.

      I shake my head and leave the room, trying not to let myself dwell on it too much. Whoever Lady Ermentrude is will become clear in time, and then I'll know what to make of her. Or at least, that's what I'm hoping.
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      Pip seems to know that we're heading outside the castle, at least from the way she's bouncing along as if she's having the time of her life. Though she probably is having the time of her life. She's had good food, gets so much fuss, and has the servants at her beck and call even more than I do. Though I'm not naive enough to think that's for any other reason than because I'm Lord Fallmartin's daughter. Hopefully, the servants at the palace will be as amenable to her presence, even if the Queen might not be.

      I try not to dwell on that. Everything that Marcus and Linc have told me about the King's wife has me nervous about meeting her. In theory, she should be my ally as a fellow member of House Rothorne, but I'll also be Linc's wife, and from what he's said, the Queen isn't really a fan of his. Or more accurately, she doesn't like the fact the King kept a human mistress and Linc is a constant reminder of that.
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