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FOREWORD
 
No knowledge of the Noble Dead Saga or related works is necessary to read and enjoy these stories. They are written for fantasy enthusiasts in general and not just for our established readership. Readers new to this world can step into it through any of these short works.
Tales are organized into “collections” where all stories therein share a theme and/or premise. When one or more link together, subsequent stories will mention “sequel to…” on their covers to guide you. Even so, each is self-contained enough to be your first adventure into this world.
 
—Barb & J.C. Hendee



THE FORGOTTEN MISTRESS
 
I am called Elena.
I live in a manor not far outside the thriving village of Pudúrlatsat along the Vudrask River, and I am happier than I’ve ever been in life.
Four moons ago, I freed the lord of the manor, Stefan Korbori, from a nightmare set upon him by an undead sorcerer who had killed both Stefan’s wife and small son. After their deaths, the sorcerer cast a curse to keep Stefan forever inside his home. My lord had been trapped there for years with only myself and a few rotating servants for company. The rest of us could come and go as we pleased, but Stefan would die should he set foot outside the manor.
He was not a man to remain locked away from the world, and he’d been going mad.
I found a way to free him, to let him out into the wide world again.
And he was grateful… and everything changed.
The manor had come back to life. Stefan officially named me his housekeeper even though, in my early twenties, I was too young for such an office. But I knew how to run the house, and he allowed me to hire more servants and a well-reputed cook.
I oversaw a flurry of cleaning and polishing, and I opened the windows to let in the air and light.
I could barely contain my joy.
As Stephan’s wife had been dead for several years, I’d taken her place in many ways. Her large room was now mine even though I slept in Stefan’s bed almost every night.
The servants did not call me, “My lady,” as that would have been improper, but they did call me “Mistress Elena,” and they followed my instructions as they would have obeyed the true lady of the manor.
To show his gratitude to me for freeing him, Stefan ordered me fine dresses in light colors. He liked to see me in colors such as sunflower yellow and sky blue. I am small with wheat-gold hair that I often leave loose and hanging down my back. No one would call me beautiful, but I have often been called “pretty.” I understand the difference.
My lord did not love me, but he valued me greatly, and I loved him enough for us both.
We were happy, and this was our state of existence upon a night four moons after I’d freed him from his curse.
He’d spent the day riding out to one of the villages under his vassalage to check on the early autumn crops. Upon arriving home just past dusk, he walked into the main hall of the manor in time for his supper. I had a fire burning in the large hearth, and he smiled at the sight of me in a dress of light green muslin.
“Is that the new gown I had made?” he asked.
I smiled back. “Yes. Thank you.”
Although the years he’d suffered trapped inside the manor and falling into madness had taken a toll on him, he was still a handsome man in his mid thirties with thick sandy-colored hair and clear blue eyes. He wore his face clean-shaven to show his even features. Only the lines around his mouth hinted at the pain he’d suffered… and his missing left hand.
Several years ago, to test the power of the curse, he’d put one hand outside the front doors. His hand had begun to melt away and later had to be amputated at the wrist.
At the time, this had devastated him. It didn’t seem to matter now, as he had adjusted and was thankfully right-handed.
“Shall I call for supper?” I asked.
He nodded, stripping off his single glove with his teeth and going to the fire.
I followed him with my eyes. “Would you like wine or ale?”
“Weak ale, I think. I’m thirsty.”
Quickly, I walked through the archway of the main hall and down the passage into the kitchen. Putting my head through the door, I saw Maisy, our portly cook, placing a small plate of sliced cheese on a large tray already laden with food.
Beatrice, who held the title of “first maid,” was waiting to take the tray. She was a tall, thin girl with mouse-brown hair, but she had remained with Stefan and me during the dark times of his curse when everyone else had left. She was loyal to him, and I considered her my closest friend.
“Our lord is ready,” I said from the doorway. “He wants no wine tonight. Bring a pitcher of light ale instead.”
Beatrice nodded. “I’ll be right in.”
I hurried back to the hall to let Stefan know we could be seated. He always sat at the head of the long oak table, but instead of placing me all the way at the other, he liked me to sit right beside him so we could speak easily.
“How is the harvest in the Dachau village?” I asked.
“Good. So long as we have no flooding from the autumn rains, I think the wheat harvest will bring a profit.”
Beatrice entered carrying a tray that was almost too heavy for her, but I fought the urge to get up and help her. During the days, Stefan liked me to function as his housekeeper, but at night, he wished me to play the part of his lady; I knew he’d frown if I rushed to help one of the servants.
So I remained in my seat beside him.
Beatrice managed to balance the tray, carry it over to the table, and set it down. Then she poured him a mug of ale and set out the fine supper I had ordered of pheasant roasted with apples, fresh bread, greens, and sliced cheese.
Stefan nodded his approval. He liked pheasant roasted with apples.
Once dinner was laid out, Beatrice vanished from the hall. After Stefan and I finished dinner, we moved to the other end of the table to play two games of draughts, and then we headed up to his room for bed. Beatrice would return later to clear the remnants of dinner away.
Since the removal of Stefan’s curse, we’d fallen into this same comfortable pattern. He was quite busy during the days trying to make sure everyone knew he was once again the active vassal who would help the peasants in his fiefdom with any problems or disputes—and that he was keeping a sharp eye on the harvest. At night, however, he wanted peace and a good dinner and my company.
I made certain he had those things.
As the two of us entered his room, I noted how different it was from only a few moons before. The window and its curtains were open, allowing in the fresh air. New tapestries had been hung, and the bedposts and tables had been polished.
Closing the door behind me, I said, “This new gown you ordered laces up the back. Should I call a maid to unlace me or will you do it?”
Turning, he laughed once. “You’d turn me into a ladies maid… with only one hand?”
The sound of his laugh was like music to me. There was a time when he would never have joked about his hand.
I smiled back at him. “I’ll call a maid.”
“No.”
Then he was behind me, and with one hand, he slowly unlaced my gown.
I pulled it from my shoulders and let it drop to the floor. This dance was nothing new to us, but some things were different. In addition to making jokes, he’d never spoken sweet words before I’d removed the curse… and now he did.
Turning me around, he touched my cheek. “I have never known a face as pretty as yours.” Leaning down, he touched his lips to mine. “I would be lost without you.”
I drew a sharp breath. He didn’t use the word love, but he knew what I needed to hear. I cared nothing for being told I was pretty, but I lived to hear him say he would be lost without me.
This was my home, and my place was at his side.
He pressed his mouth against mine with more hunger, and I returned the kiss.
I always returned his kiss.
·····
The next two days followed the same pattern. I had several on-going projects to help repair the state of the manor, including supervising some of the servants in cleaning the cellars. I was worried about the roof, as it had not been repaired for years, but every time I mentioned it to Stefan, he frowned at me and offered no input. The same thing happened when I told him that the beds in the two guestrooms needed to be replaced and that mice had chewed holes in several of the larger rugs.
I managed the basic house accounts, and I ordered all the food and paid the servants, but of course Stefan would need to arrange payment for expenditures like a new roof or cherry wood beds with mattresses. I assumed he was simply busy, and he’d get to these things in the winter when he had more time.
As this second workday came to a close, and I needed to prepare myself for supper, I went to my room to wash and change. I loved this room. I knew only too well that it had once housed the Lady Byanka, Stefan’s wife, as I had served as her personal maid. But she had been kind to me and would not want him to be alone, and I was mistress of the house now.
There was a lovely dressing table of dark wood and a matching wardrobe in which to hang my gowns. That night, I chose a gown of sky blue that Stefan especially liked and went downstairs just as he arrived home. I met him coming up the passage from the front doors, and we walked into the hall together.
“Maisy has baked a fine salmon and red potatoes,” I told him as we neared the great hearth.
He nodded and then, in his usual fashion, pulled his single glove off with his teeth.
“You’ll need to arrange for a larger supper tomorrow night,” he said. “I just received final word in the main village that we have two guests and their attendants arriving. I’m sorry I didn’t give you more notice.”
“It’s all right. I can make arrangements and order food from the village in the morning. Who is coming to visit?”
He spoke the next words as if we were discussing the weather. “Luciano Jovanovich, a wealthy merchant from Enêmûsk, and his daughter, Coraline. The daughter is to be my new bride.”
I stood in place as if I hadn’t heard him correctly.
Though I normally kept my face in a near perpetual smile, he’d blindsided me so completely that my shock must have shown.
He frowned in annoyance and waved his right hand through the air once.
“I’ll not have any of that, Elena. The marriage means nothing to me. I haven’t met the girl, and she’s not even of noble blood. While I was away from the world, the rents diminished every year, and my coffers are nearly empty. Coraline’s father wants her to have my title, and I need her dowry to repair the manor. It is a business arrangement. It won’t change anything between you and me.”
I couldn’t seem to move my feet, and breathing was difficult. If his money was nearly gone, why had he allowed me to hire more servants? Why had he ordered me new gowns?
“You must have known this was coming,” he said in apparent confusion. “I’m free now, and I have to marry for money. There is no other way.”
When I still didn’t speak, he stepped closer. “Elena, this will change nothing between us.”
Nothing except that you will have a wife and the manor will have a new lady.
Finally, I found my voice and managed to whisper, “I’ll have dinner brought in.”
I was halfway to the arch when he said my name again, and this time, when I turned around, he appeared slightly uncomfortable.
“Of course, Coraline will be living here,” he said. “You’ll need to move out of Byanka’s bedroom and find something for yourself in the servants’ quarters. You won’t mind, will you? You only use that room to store your things anyway.”
I felt as if I’d been kicked in the stomach, but he didn’t seem to view anything he was saying as very important. Perhaps to him it wasn’t. I didn’t know how to fight someone who had no idea he was destroying my world—and someone who controlled my livelihood.
“No,” I managed to answer. “I won’t mind.”
·····
The following day, Beatrice’s face turned white when I gave her the news.
“Oh, Elena,” she breathed.
I stopped her before her pity moved me to tears. “There’s much to be done. Once I get my belongings moved, you’ll need to prepare the new lady’s bedroom and a guest room for her father. I’ll speak with Maisy about meals and go into the village to arrange for deliveries.”
In this manner, I somehow made it through the day. I handled one task after the next until dusk approached, and I was in the main hall doing a final check of the flowers on the table.
Stefan walked in wearing a burgundy tunic, black pants, and high polished boots. He looked very fine. I wore a gown of sunflower yellow, but for some reason, I’d pinned up all my hair.
“Is everything ready?” he asked. “I think I heard horses approaching.”
“Yes.”
I couldn’t bring myself to meet his eyes. He didn’t seem to notice.
“We should go out and greet them,” he said.
Without a word, I followed him down the passage, out the front doors, and into the courtyard. He’d not been wrong about hearing hoof beats, and indeed a small retinue was being ushered through the gates by our guards. A man and a woman were leading what appeared to be several servants on horseback and six guards in chain armor. My eyes went instantly to the woman, but she wore a cloak with her hood up.
Stefan and I stood before the doors as our visitors approached and the man in front dismounted and pulled back the hood of his own cloak. In his mid-forties, he was handsome with dark hair, dusky skin, and a goatee. Beneath his cloak he was richly dressed in a silk tunic. He wore jeweled rings on four fingers of his left hand. I knew he must be the bride’s father, Luciano Jovanovich.
Opening his arms, he embraced Stefan like an old friend. “My lord Stefan. So good to see you again.”
So, the two had met, and I wondered when this had happened.
Luciano turned, stepped back to the mounted woman, and reached up to help her down. “May I present my daughter, Coraline.”
She pushed her cloak back over her shoulders, and then her hood as well.
Standing beside me, Stefan gasped.
I couldn’t breathe.
She was beautiful… no, more than beautiful. She was exotic.
The front of her glossy black hair was held back with a small silver tiara. Pale, flawless skin and perfectly proportioned features surrounded lavender eyes that appeared slanted… with a touch of kohl at their outer corners. She was nearly a head taller than me, and her figure was slender. Like her father, she wore no gloves, exposing long, delicate fingers.
“My lord,” she said in a rich voice, bowing her head slightly.
Stefan appeared unable to answer. Then he stepped forward and took her hand carefully in his, lifting it to his mouth.
“My lady,” he breathed, though they were not yet married, and she didn’t yet share his title.
Finding his manners, Stefan suddenly turned back to Luciano and said, “You must be tired and hungry. My guards will see to housing your men. Come inside, and I’ll have you taken to your rooms. Dinner will be served shortly in the main hall.”
Forgotten, I remained back near the front doors. As Coraline noticed me, her eyes narrowed slightly.
Stefan finally remembered my existence.
“This is my housekeeper, Elena,” he said. “She’ll show you to your rooms. Should you require anything, simply ask her, and she’ll see it done.”
My housekeeper.
I wasn’t sure how much longer I could endure this.
·····
Dinner proved equally humiliating with Beatrice and I playing the parts of invisible servants, carrying food and pouring wine. Stefan didn’t look at me once. Although he and Luciano chatted about crops and the wool trade, Stefan’s eyes often moved to Coraline.
She wore a sleek gown of deep red with a plunging neckline and a diamond pendant around her neck. She appeared to hang on Stefan’s every word.
As I leaned over the table to collect a plate, Luciano looked me up and down with apparent approval.
“I compliment you on your taste, Stefan. It’s been impossible for me to find such pleasing help in Enêmûsk.”
To my shock, Stefan laughed, as if Luciano had said something amusing. I kept my eyes on the plates and ignored both men. But when I had to look up, I was startled by the anger on Beatrice’s face… to the point that I feared she might do something foolish.
When the two of us returned to the kitchen for dessert, we found Maisy putting the finishing touches on plates of plum tarts with heavy cream.
“Almost ready,” she said.
In a huff, Beatrice stomped across the kitchen and drew a pitcher of sweet dessert wine from a cask.
“Perhaps I’ll stumble and pour this into one of their laps.”
“Don’t do anything,” I insisted. “You may have forgotten what your life was like before coming here, but I’ve not forgotten the things you told me.”
Some of her anger faded as she looked at me. Her face was narrow, and her lips were thin. She’d once fled a father who beat her, and then she couldn’t find work in the village. She’d only come to me in the “cursed manor” out of desperation. At the time, I had been glad for her help. Now, I was glad for her friendship.
“I’ll not have you dismissed on my account,” I said.
She nodded curtly and then tilted her head. “Why do you think she’s so old?”
“Old?” I repeated in surprise. “She’s hardly old, Beatrice.”
“She’s older than you, mid-twenties at the least. Don’t fathers in their class marry the girls off as soon as possible?”
I hadn’t noticed before, but for all her exotic beauty, Coraline did look to be in her mid-to-late twenties. Beatrice was right in that most fathers seeking a connection either between noble families or with noble families—as Luciano was doing—tended to offer their daughters by the age of seventeen. Coraline could be a decade past that.
Maisy put the dessert plates on the tray and glanced at me. “You’d best take these in.”
She didn’t appear happy about the situation either, but there was nothing any of us could do about it. I’d never quite realized before how powerless I was. I held the keys to every door in the manor and managed the house accounts and servants. I had seen to all Stefan’s needs, and I’d begun to view myself as irreplaceable.
I wasn’t.
It was a rude awakening.
Beatrice and I carried the plum tarts back to the hall and served them with fresh goblets of sweet wine. No one at the table even glanced at us, and Coraline still hung on Stefan’s every word.
·····
Stefan and Coraline were married in the village three days later.
The following day, Luciano departed back for his home in Enêmûsk. He took his guards and all the servants he’d brought except for Coraline’s personal maid: a thick-waisted, middle-aged woman named Olga.
On that first day with Coraline settling in as the lady of the house, I both dreaded and expected her to call for my presence so that she could explain any changes she wished in the running of the manor. Apparently, her own mother had been dead for some years, and so she must have been managing her father’s wealthy household in Enêmûsk. Of course she would have her preferences for how things were done. I assumed she’d take over planning the menus with Maisy and likely ask me to turn over all the keys.
However… this didn’t happen and, after a few days, I realized Coraline had no interest in the running of the manor. I wasn’t sure what she did all day, but she left management of household duties—along with the keys—entirely in my hands. I found this so odd that I finally went to the kitchens to speak to Maisy.
“Has her ladyship expressed displeasure with the menus?” I asked. “Has she offered any preferences? I’m sure the food she was accustomed to in Enêmûsk must be different.”
Maisy hesitated. She was a good-natured woman with a round face and red cheeks—rather what one would expect in a cook. But I knew she was capable of cooking much more complex meals than what Stefan normally preferred.
Her long pause caused me to shake my head in confusion. “Maisy?”
“I…” she began, and then lowered her voice. “I don’t think she knows how to give proper orders to a cook… or anything about running a great house. I asked her about which sauce to serve with last night’s trout and she got… huffy. Told me to discuss such things with you.” She paused again. “I’ve never known a lady in any house who didn’t want to give the last detail of the menus.”
I hadn’t either—though my experience was limited. Lady Byanka had been most particular, but perhaps Coraline was different. Perhaps she and her father had left everything to their staff.
If it bothered Coraline that Stephan’s housekeeper was a pretty young woman who wore muslin gowns, she never showed it beyond that first instant in the courtyard when her eyes had narrowed. Maybe Stefan’s manner toward me had convinced her I was no threat.
And I wasn’t.
Coraline slept in his bed every night, and during the day, Stefan barely noticed when I entered a room.
He was in love, for the first time, I think.
His first wife, Byanka, had been dear to him, as she’d connected him to the royal family, but she had been stout and plain and sensible. His feelings for her had been more of an affectionate nature than anything else.
Me… me… he had needed.
But not anymore.
Now, he followed Coraline with his eyes wherever she went, and he made excuses to come home early so he could be with her.
I began wondering how I might leave this place, find a position elsewhere, and still be able to survive. The thought brought me pain, as I loved my home—I loved Stefan—but I wasn’t sure I could remain here as the housekeeper.
Strangely, though, not everything was terrible.
Almost immediately, Stefan had men working on the roof, and I was glad of this. In addition, when I’d first had to change rooms, I’d been at a loss. Beatrice had asked me to come and share a room with her. As first maid, she enjoyed a slightly larger room in the servants’ quarters—with two small beds.
Out of little more than impending loneliness, I’d accepted her offer, and it proved to be a blessing. My mother had died giving birth to me, and I’d been raised by my father. I found living with another woman to be comforting. The two of us sometimes lay in our beds and whispered to each other halfway through the nights.
I realized I wasn’t alone.
·····
Life at the manor continued in this fashion for about a moon. I waffled between finding a way to leave and finding a way to allow myself to stay. Then things began to change.
While Beatrice and I were serving supper one night, I noticed a tension between Stefan and Coraline that hadn’t existed before. Their words were polite but short, and he no longer followed her face with his eyes.
After pouring their wine and making certain they had anything they required, I returned to the kitchen. Beatrice had already had a long day, as we’d decided to wash and iron all the curtains in the manor, and she looked exhausted.
“Go on up to bed,” I told her. “I’ll clear the dishes from the hall when our lord and lady are finished.”
“Are you sure?” she asked, but she sounded hopeful.
“I’m sure. You go on.”
With a grateful nod, she headed off, and I stayed for a while to help Maisy scrub pots. When I thought enough time had passed that Stefan and Coraline would have gone up to bed, I left the kitchen and headed down the passage. As I neared the archway, slightly raised voices made me stop.
“Again?” Stefan asked, sounding angry. “You’ll sleep in your room again?”
“As I said,” Coraline answered in her rich voice, “I am weary.”
“You’ve been weary for four nights. Your place is with me.”
Out in the passage, I tensed and tried to silently retreat from what I should not have heard.
Only a moon into the marriage, Coraline was refusing to sleep in Stefan’s bed. I knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t accept that lightly. Byanka had never refused him. Neither had I.
“I was told you were a noble, a lord,” Coraline said. “In Enêmûsk, noblemen treat their wives properly, like rare porcelain. I will not be treated like some harlot ordered to your bed whenever you please.”
A moment of silence followed, and then to my shock, Stefan said, “Of course. Forgive me.”
I was far enough down the dim passage that Coraline didn’t see me when she emerged and headed up the stairs. Almost immediately, Stefan came out and for some reason, his head turned my direction. He saw me, and even from a distance, I could see the troubled pain in his eyes.
“Elena,” he said simply.
Did he expect my pity? I had none to give.
Turning, I walked back toward the kitchen.
·····
In middle of that night, I was awakened by a scream and sat up in bed. A breath later, Beatrice did the same, and another scream echoed through the manor.
It was heart wrenching… and consumed with terror. I knew the voice only too well.
It was Stefan.
Still coming to my senses, my thoughts slipped back to the worst days and nights of his curse, when he had screamed like an anguished mad man. I rushed out of bed and to the door, wearing nothing but my night shift. This was different. I’d never heard him scream from fear before.
With Beatrice on my heels, I ran out and down the passage and turned a corner. The servants’ quarters were on the upper floor of the manor’s east side so the sun would wake us early. The family bedrooms were on the north side. As I ran, the screaming stopped.
By the time I reached Stefan’s door, a small crowd had already gathered in the passage. Maisy, two of our house guards, Coraline, and her lady’s maid, Olga were all there. Beatrice was right behind me. Coraline, wearing a silk dressing gown, struggled with the door but it would not open. No sound was coming from the room.
“Elena!” Coraline cried. “Do you have the key?”
She’d never spoken to me as anything other than the housekeeper, and even under the circumstances, I was surprised by her familiar address.
That didn’t stop me from running to her.
I always wore the key to Stefan’s room around my neck, for he often kept his door locked while he slept—an old habit. Pulling the cord over my head, I quickly unlocked the door, and Coraline pushed past me into the room. I had no idea what we’d find inside.
Stefan was not a man to scream in fear of anything. He was more likely to kill anything that threatened him.
“My love,” Coraline cried.
Stepping in behind her, I saw Stefan with his back pressed to the wall beside his window. His eyes were wide in an ashen face, and his mouth still gaped as Coraline ran to him.
“What… what is it?” she begged, grasping his hand.
I went in next, watching her face. Something in her voice caught my attention, something that rang false, and the concern she expressed for him didn’t reach her eyes.
Suddenly, Stefan seemed to see her and realize she was touching him. He pulled his hand from hers long enough to point near the bed.
“It was there,” he whispered hoarsely. “Horrible… a dead child with his throat cut. He said… he would walk inside me and drain my life.”
Coraline glanced past me at the others gathered in the doorway and back to Stefan. “Oh, my dear,” she said loudly enough for everyone to hear. “Do you still see him?”
Stefan blinked as if confused. “No, of course not… but he was there!”
I knew one of the guards fairly well, a levelheaded young man called James with reddish hair and green eyes. Even at nineteen, he was a steady sort and very little rattled him.
“James,” I said. “Help me get our lord to bed.”
Without hesitation, he came to me.
Stefan appeared exhausted and didn’t object much as he was coaxed back to his bed. Once beneath the blankets, he closed his eyes.
Coraline silently waved everyone else outside into the passage, but she didn’t dismiss anyone.
Instead, she looked at me and sighed softly. “My father promised me that he was cured of his madness, that it was behind him. I had hoped rather than believed.”
Again, I could barely believe she was speaking to me in this familiar way, and I was stunned that she would mention “madness” in front of Stefan’s guards and servants.
“It is behind him, my lady,” I answered carefully. “Perhaps he suffered a vivid dream.”
She nodded. Her face was awash with pity that again did not reach her lavender eyes. “Yes, I’d heard that he often mistakes dreams for what is real. Did he not spend years believing himself to be trapped inside this manor?”
All the others gathered around listened to her words intently. What was she doing? She made it sound as if Stefan had fancied his own curse.
“He was trapped, my lady,” I said.
She nodded again, no longer looking at me. “You are loyal. That is good. Everyone return to your beds. I will sit with him for the rest of the night.”
Beatrice and I glanced at each other, but there was nothing we could say. Everyone began to disperse and head back for their own beds, and still I couldn’t help the uncomfortable feeling that I’d just been part of a show for the benefit of the household. Beatrice and I were the last ones to leave, but when we stepped around the corner, I tapped her shoulder and we both waited a moment.
Turning, I peeked around the corner and back down the passage to see what Coraline would do. She stood outside of Stefan’s door with her head tilted, perhaps listening to the fading footfalls of the staff. Then, as if satisfied she was alone, she pulled Stefan’s door closed and walked down the passage to her own room.
She slipped inside and closed her door.
Something was very wrong here, but I had no idea what.
·····
Stefan was tense the next evening at dinner. While I was in the hall serving their meal, he didn’t speak of his experience the night before. But when I returned later to clear the dishes, I heard him begging Coraline to stay with him that night.
She refused.
As with the night before, I waited in the shadows of the kitchen passage as he left the hall and went upstairs first. Moments later, she came out and headed for the stairs, and I quietly followed her. I had to admit she was magnificent tonight in a dark purple gown with her lovely black hair pushed back by the silver tiara.
“My lady?”
Turning, she appeared mildly surprised to see me. “What is it?”
I touched the cord at my throat. “Perhaps you should take the key to our lord’s door? If he has… difficulty, your room is much closer.”
She frowned. “As housekeeper, you should retain the keys. It is best to keep them all with one person.”
“Then perhaps you could counsel him not to lock his door?”
Her expression of irritation deepened. “It is not my place to counsel my husband on his private matters, nor is it yours.”
With that, she swept up the stairs.
Why would she not want the key to his room if he was having difficulties with nightmares? I slept on the east side of the manor, and by the time I could arrive, the entire household would be awakened.
Unless she wanted the entire household awakened?
No. I shook my head and pushed such thoughts away. If I were to suggest such a thing, even to Beatrice, I would be seen as a jealous, jilted woman looking for trouble where none existed.
·····
That night, the sound of screaming broke through my sleep.
This time, I woke instantly and ran for the door without even waiting for Beatrice.
By the time I reached Stefan’s door, Guardsman James, Coraline, and Olga were already there. Other servants were arriving. I unlocked the door as fast as I could, but once again, Coraline pushed past me, soothing Stefan with sweet words that all rang false in my ears.
He was worse, sitting on the floor with his arms around his knees, babbling about a headless ghost threatening him with a cold death.
One of the upstairs maids standing in the doorway looked openly frightened at the sight of him.
“Is he going mad?” she whispered to James.
James didn’t answer and again helped me move Stefan back to the bed.
Before Coraline could say anything, I spoke directly to James. “Our lady needs her sleep after last night. Will you stay and sit up with our lord?”
He nodded instantly. “Of course.”
I looked to Coraline. “My lady?”
A flicker of something passed through her eyes as she seemed to realize I’d circumvented her.
“Has this guard been in service at the manor long?” she asked. “He is young. Does he know what to do when his lord falls into a bout of madness?”
Again, that word… madness.
“James is fully capable of protecting his lord,” I stated.
“Very well,” Coraline agreed, still watching me as if I’d done something unexpected.
Everyone went back to the bed, and James remained with Stefan.
·····
The next night, Coraline claimed a headache and did not come down for dinner. Her maid, Olga, put a tray together and carried it upstairs. Stefan sat at the table alone while Beatrice and I served him. His face was pale, and he ate little.
In spite of everything, I couldn’t help feeling pity.
This all felt like a long nightmare that had ended and was now returning in a different form.
When I came back to gather the dishes, he was still sitting at the table.
“My lord?” I asked. “Can I bring you anything else?”
Before Coraline’s arrival, I’d called him by his name, but not anymore.
He lifted his eyes to my face and breathed, “Elena.”
A warning bell went off inside my head. He was tense and lonely, and his beautiful new wife was shunning his company. Standing there, I realized that if he asked me into his bed, I would refuse. Pride was a trait I’d never truly considered, but it rose up inside me with a vengeance. Even if he should dismiss me and send me packing off into the night with nothing, I would not serve as some secondary replacement.
“Leave the dishes where they are,” he said. “Come upstairs and stay with me tonight.”
I shook my head. “No.”
He started, taken aback. “No? Why?”
“You know why.”
Standing up, he gripped the edge of the table with his one hand. “I don’t mean… I won’t ask you to…” he trailed off and took a breath. “The apparitions appear only when I’m alone. So long as someone else is with me, they may not. I’ll sleep in the chair, Elena. I won’t touch you. Just… don’t leave me in there alone.”
At this, it was my turn to be taken aback, and my pity for him returned. I had spent years caring for him, pulling him back from the edge, and I was convinced that he was not returning to madness. Something else was happening here.
“All right,” I said. “Stay here a moment, and let me tell Beatrice.”
The utter relief on his face embarrassed me. I’d never seen him afraid like this before.
True to her character, Beatrice didn’t even blink when I told her I was going to sit up with our lord.
“Good,” she said. “See if you can find out what’s going on.”
So, I wasn’t the only one who wondered what was happening.
A short while after, Stefan and I walked upstairs together, as we had done many times before, and retired to his bedroom. I didn’t lock the door. That way, if there was a problem, James could enter quickly.
“You take the bed,” I told Stefan. “You’re exhausted. I’ll sleep in the chair.”
Looking at me, he sank down onto the edge of the bed. “I’m seeing ghosts, Elena… They are horrible, still in the form of their deaths… sometimes headless… and they speak to me, threaten me. I’m not imagining them. They have been in this room.”
He spoke the last with such vehemence that I believed him and couldn’t help whispering, “Oh, Stefan.”
At my words, he flinched and held out his good hand. There was no lust in his face, only pain and fear, and I went to him, pulling his head against me.
“I won’t leave tonight,” I promised. “I’ll stay with you.”
As I was holding him, the door opened… and there stood Coraline.
“What is this?” she asked, speaking directly to Stefan. “I am indisposed for one dinner, and you call a servant into your bed? What kind of man are you?”
I froze for a few breaths, and then I let go of Stefan and stepped away.
He stood up. “Coraline, please. She is only sitting with me as James did last night.”
It sickened me that he was pleading with her, making excuses for himself to her. He’d never have allowed Byanka or me to question any action or decision he made.
“I know exactly what she’s doing here,” Coraline hissed at him, and then she turned her lavender eyes on me. “Go to your room. I’ll not be humiliated in my own house.”
For all her righteous indignation, I felt no anger or passion from her. I couldn’t help thinking that she simply wanted me out of the room. Still, she’d gone too far, and I expected Stefan to order her away. But when I turned to him, he looked stricken.
I knew how desperate he was not to be alone tonight, but he didn’t argue with her. He didn’t say anything.
“My lord?” I asked in disbelief.
“Go,” he whispered to me.
With my face flushing, I rushed past Coraline and out into the passage.
I wanted to leave this place, for he no longer deserved my loyalty or anything else from me. And yet…
Coraline was up to something. For some reason, Stefan appeared to be teetering on the edge of madness again, and instead of helping him, she was somehow trying to use it to her advantage. What was she after?
I had to know.
·····
That night was the same as the night before, with the household awakened by Stefan screaming. He babbled of a grotesque apparition, this one diseased with boils. Everyone in the manor was on edge, and I feared that soon the new servants I’d hired would begin to leave.
The following morning, I walked into the village on the excuse of errands, desperate to get out of the house. The manor was situated among heavy trees a good distance from the village, down a wide path with a bridge that stretched over a creek. Still, I normally enjoyed the walk as it gave me a little much needed time to myself.
And today, I needed time to think.
As I approached the edge of Pudúrlatsat—which was almost large enough to be considered a town—my spirits lifted slightly. There was no darkness here, only a community that bustled again with commerce and livestock and an abundance of fresh fruits and vegetables.
“Morning, Elena,” called Mershan, our tanner, as he headed for his shop near the river. “How are you?”
His hands were forever red and cracked from his choice of profession, but his smile was open and sincere.
The question somehow caught me off-guard; I didn’t want to answer but didn’t wish to lie.
“Hungry,” I said, smiling back at him. “I’ve not eaten breakfast. Do you think Mistress Jenna will have any warm rolls left?”
“She might, but you’d best hurry off to her shop.”
Mistress Jenna was one of the most skilled bakers along the river… or so the crews of regular barges up and down the waters had told me. I could not say this myself for certain, as I’d only been away from Pudúrlatsat once and for only a few days. But I did know that her breakfast rolls were delicious, and so I walked the main path through the village until I reached a cheerful shop with a red and white awning and a few tables and chairs set out front.
For mid-morning, a surprising number of people were gathered outside. Several stood up as I approached, and their anxious faces made me stop.
“What is it?” I asked.
An aging widow named Appicotta came to me quickly. “It is true?” she asked. “Is our lord slipping back into darkness? Has he become a danger to himself… or others… again?”
I tensed at her words. “Where did you hear that?”
She blinked and stepped back. I was known for my gentle disposition. Everyone at the tables was watching us, listening to us.
“Where?” I insisted.
“I… I think from Mistress Jenna.”
Striding in among the others, I went straight to Mistress Jenna as she set a cup on a table, but I fought to calm both my voice and manner.
“Jenna, where did you hear such rumors of our lord?”
She shifted her weight uncomfortably between her feet. “Yesterday… from the new lady’s maid, Olga. It is not true?”
“No,” I stated flatly. “It is not.”
I knew she wouldn’t believe me and neither would anyone else here. Suddenly, I wasn’t hungry anymore, and I turned away, walking swiftly toward the river.
Not only was Coraline doing everything possible to convince everyone in the manor that Stefan was losing his hold on reality, but now her maid was visiting the village and spreading gossip that he was a danger to himself and perhaps others.
I was frightened for the manor… and for Stefan.
What did anyone here know about Coraline and her father, Luciano? Had Stefan bothered to learn anything other than that they were rich?
I knew they had a home in Enêmûsk, but that was all. My thoughts flowed and continued to return to the same word.
Enêmûsk
As I thought, I walked between the clusters of huts spreading along the Vudrask River to both sides of a landing where barges stopped every few days. These barges were the life-blood of commerce in northern Droevinka. Each village all along the river kept a small shed close to the landings, large enough to house at least four mules, and the villages paid for their feed and care. However, no village had the same mules for very long. These animals were necessary for pulling goods up river, so if a vessel came through with exhausted mules, the barge master was welcome to trade out for fresh ones. This system served everyone.
Nearing the landing, I saw a familiar barge in the process of docking. Three men with poles worked carefully together to guide it in. When my gaze stopped on the man who hopped to the landing to tie off, I had a moment of crystal clarity.
I knew what to do.
As I approached, he straightened, and his eyes locked on my face.
“Cooper,” I said simply.
He was about thirty years old, with a broad, slightly flat-featured face. His hair appeared to be dark brown or even black, but he wore it cropped so close to his head it was hard to tell which. He wore boots, tan breeches, and a loose shirt of faded blue. His sleeves were rolled up, exposing the sinews of his hardened forearms.
Besides Beatrice, Cooper was the only other person I considered my friend. Though stoic, taciturn, and easily annoyed, he’d once helped me when I’d badly needed help. He’d been kind to me when I’d needed someone to be kind.
“What’s wrong,” he asked without a greeting.
“Are you heading west to Enêmûsk?”
“Yes, why?”
“Can I come with you?”
He took a step back, as if caught off guard, and then stammered, “You want to leave here… and come with me?”
I nodded. “I need to find out more about a family there.”
This appeared to confuse him further—though I was being perfectly clear—and he shook his head.
“What family?”
“The family of my lord’s new wife.”
His eyes widened. “Lord Stefan took a new wife?”
I’d assumed he’d have heard by now, and I would have preferred not to be the one to tell him. He knew only too well of my prior relationship to Stefan. To my shame, Cooper’s face filled with pity.
“Oh, Elena.”
He sounded just like Beatrice. I needed no one’s pity.
“Will you take me?” I asked.
Still absorbing the situation, he frowned. “You’re seeking information about the bride’s family?”
“She’s trying to convince everyone that he’s still mad, that he is a danger to himself.”
“Is he?”
“He was fine until she arrived.”
At that, I could see Cooper’s face closing up. The sight was painful. Like almost everyone else, he probably thought me a jealous, jilted mistress.
Stepping closer, I touched his sleeve.
“Please, Cooper. There is something very wrong here, and I’m not just worried about Stefan. This woman has some kind of power over him, and I’m worried about the people in the manor and the village should she gain power over them.”
He glanced down at my fingers on his sleeve.
“I’m not given to fancies,” I added. “Will you take me?”
Looking away, he sighed. “You know I’ll take you.”
·····
Cooper had only a small cargo exchange to complete, so I wasted no time in running back to the manor and preparing to leave. Though I did plan on bringing a few things, I wasn’t as concerned about packing so much as whisking Beatrice off to our room and giving her careful instructions. Once we were both inside, I closed the door and told her of my plans.
“Tell Lady Coraline that I’ve gone to Kéonsk for supplies that cannot be purchased locally. Tell her this is something I do twice a year or so. I don’t want her knowing I’ve gone to Enêmûsk.”
Beatrice nodded but appeared worried at the prospect of me leaving. “What do you hope to find out?”
“I don’t know, but we need to know who she is. For all her money, she doesn’t behave like a… lady. We can’t fight her blind, and all we know is that she’s trying to make everyone think Stefan is losing his mind.”
“What do I tell our lord?”
She and I both knew that if I told him I was leaving, he might stop me.
“Get him alone somehow and tell him I’ve gone off for a few days to find a way to help him… as I did once before. Tell him not to say anything to Coraline—and hopefully he won’t. We both know he won’t believe that I’ve gone to Kéonsk for supplies, so it’s best to be as honest as possible.”
I rushed over to grab my travel bag.
“Then tell him he must give orders that James is to sleep in the chair in his room every night until I return. He must do this no matter what Coraline says. Can you convince him?”
“I’ll try,” Beatrice answered, and when I stared at her, she straightened. “Yes. I’ll convince him.
On impulse, I embraced her. I’d never done that before, but it was such a relief to have someone to count on besides myself.
“You’ll be home soon?” she asked.
“As soon as I can.”
·····
By late afternoon, I sat at the back of Cooper’s barge as it drifted down the Vudrask River on a steady current. Though the vessel and cargo business belonged entirely to him, it took three people to manage the barge. His two hired men were positioned at the front with wooden poles, and their job was to keep us from drifting too near either bank. Boxes and crates of cargo were stacked in the center. Cooper stood at the back with me, gripping a long pole.
“How far to Enêmûsk,” I asked. I’d only been outside of Pudúrlatsat once in my life, when Cooper took me upriver to Kéonsk.
“Downriver on a good current, about two and a half days or less, depending on how many stops we make,” he answered. “But the city isn’t positioned directly beside the Vudrask, so we’ll need to make a short journey inland.”
I hadn’t expected that and feared he would think me ignorant of the lay of our country, but he didn’t seem to notice.
“It’s not far,” he went on. “I normally rent a team of mules and a wagon for cargo transport, and I can make it from the river to the city in less than half a day.”
I nodded, and we fell into a comfortable silence as I raised my face to the sky.
Droevinka was almost always overcast, and in early autumn it often rained, but the day was fine, and the sun peeked through the clouds ahead. After the past moon inside the manor, I felt almost guilty about the peace and relief spreading over me. It was good to be outside under the open sky. But soon my thoughts drifted to what I would do when I reached Enêmûsk.
First, I’d need to find out where Coraline’s father lived. Then somehow, I’d need to learn more about Coraline herself. Who was she? What did she want? Since she had married Stefan for his title, I couldn’t see any advantage in her casting his sanity in doubt. I clung to the belief that if I could answer that one mystery, I’d understand what she really after.
And perhaps I could stop her.
“Look there in the rushes,” Cooper said, breaking through my anxious thoughts.
Following where he pointed, I saw two large geese with three goslings in a nest. It was a sweet sight, though brief, as the barge floated past. I smiled up at Cooper.
“It must be pleasant to see such sights all day.”
“It is.”
“That must be why you chose this way of life, instead of roofing houses or shoeing horses.”
He stared down at me for a moment, as if I’d said something important.
“It’s all I know,” he finally answered. “I grew up on the water, as this barge was my father’s. Now, he and my mother own an eatery in Kéonsk. I winter with them, as it’s too cold to sleep outside on the river… but yes, I think I would lose my wits if I had to stay in one place all day, every day.”
That was by far the most personal thing he’d ever said to me. I wasn’t certain how to answer, and thankfully, he didn’t seem to expect me to.
About an hour before dusk, we docked at a village, and the barge hands began tying off while Cooper stacked two crates and hefted them both.
“We’ll spend the night here,” he said, “but I have some business to conduct before supper: one delivery, one sale, and I need to buy apples if there are any to be had. Apples are always in demand in Enêmûsk at this time of year.”
I stood up, wondering if I could help, but the crates he carried looked too heavy.
Barge masters like Cooper earned their livings by several different means. Sometimes they were paid to transport and deliver goods. But for the most part, from what I understood, Cooper bought cargo in one place and then sold it for a small profit where the item was scarcer. Goods such as cloth, thread, pottery, and cookware were needed in the villages, while fresh fruits and vegetables were needed in the cities. Small taverns were always in need of casks of ale or wine.
The trick for Cooper was to buy low—without cheating anyone—and sell later for a profit—again without cheating anyone. Barge masters were only successful if they were viewed as absolutely trustworthy. From what I’d seen back home, everyone trusted Cooper, and he conducted a good deal of business in Pudúrlatsat.
“Can I help?” I asked.
He didn’t answer at first. Like me, I don’t think Cooper was accustomed to depending on anyone else. Then he set the crates down and pulled out what looked like a bound journal from inside his shirt. A thin stick of paper-wrapped charcoal was tied to its spine.
“Do you know how to keep accounts?” he asked.
That struck me as a foolish question, as I’d kept the manor’s accounts for years, but I simply answered, “Yes.”
“I try,” he said, “but I’m not as skilled as my father. Sometimes I forget to write down what I paid for a purchase and then I can’t calculate the profit later.”
For some reason, his request pleased me, and I took the journal from his hand. Perhaps I gained a vain pleasure in feeling needed, and the prospect of keeping Cooper’s accounting books made me feel necessary.
“I would be glad to keep today’s accounts,” I told him.
Cooper hefted the crates again and headed off into the village with me following. Both his hired men remained on the barge.
It was a grubby little place with a mix of wattle and daub dwellings and shabby shops, but several people saw Cooper coming and paused to greet him.
“Cooper,” an aging man called, showing no teeth when he smiled. A younger man and little girl trailed after him.
“Patrick,” Cooper answered. “You look well.”
I noticed that both men and the girl were staring at me. Though their faces were clean, they were dressed in homespun wool that had seen more than a few washings. I realized I was wearing my sky blue gown, and the little girl was looking, in what appeared to be wonder, at my hair.
Cooper noticed as well and appeared at a loss before he lifted his chin my way. “This is Elena.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” I added, with a smile for the girl.
Patrick, the toothless old man, chuckled. “Sorry to stare, dear. We’ve just never seen Cooper with a woman before. Made us wonder if the world might be ending.”
Cooper flushed in embarrassment. “I’ve got your leather,” he growled, changing the topic. “It’s in the top crate.”
Old Patrick’s head bobbled as he nodded. “Come along to the shop, and I’ll get your money.”
We followed him to a faded cobbler’s shop. Once there, Cooper opened the crate and showed Patrick the contents.
“Four silver pennies,” Cooper said. “Three I paid for the leather and one for the transport.”
Patrick was satisfied and counted four coins into Cooper’s hands.
Lifting the accounts journal, I was about to record the transaction. When I looked at the pages, Cooper’s messy scrawl could hardly be called accounts. Nothing was organized into proper columns, and I couldn’t see rhyme or reason in almost anything he’d written down.
I decided to wait before making any additions.
“I’ve got a crate of wool to sell,” Cooper put in, “and I’m hoping to pick up some apples to sell in Enêmûsk.”
The younger man with Patrick—possibly, his son—nodded. “Abigail’s trees produced well this year. She’s got some to sell.”
And so, I followed Cooper around the village—becoming the focus of much staring—as he sold the wool and paid for three barrels of apples.
“I’ll send my men up for the apples in the morning,” he told a plump woman named Abigail who lived on the outskirts with a small orchard.
“My thanks, Cooper,” she called us as we left.
With that, he and I walked back toward the river.
“These people are fond of you,” I said. “You do them a good service.”
He grunted in a non-committal fashion. “Did you write down the numbers?”
“Not yet. Your book is such a mess that I didn’t know where.”
He didn’t argue, and once we were back on the barge, he set about arranging supper while I laid the journal before me and started with a blank page. With my neat handwriting, I began anew in making columns for sales, purchases, and delivery fees—organized by item and amount—and only then entered the evening’s transactions.
I noticed the wind had picked up a bit and dark clouds were rolling in, but I didn’t think much of it.
When Cooper returned with plate of dried fish, flat bread, and some purple grapes, he crouched to see what I was doing.
I moved the journal closer to him.
“This is how you want to keep accounts,” I said. “Then you’ll be able to keep track of your profits or losses… on the whole and by item or service.”
First squinting at the journal, his eyes then widened as he asked, “You wrote that with a piece of charcoal? That looks like something from a high paid scribe.”
No one had ever commented on my handwriting.
“You didn’t have to do that for me,” he added.
“Oh, I love to keep accounts,” I admitted. “Truly, I could do this every day.”
His straightened up and looked at me once again as if I’d said something important. “Could you? Could you do that every day?”
His intensity alarmed me, and I wasn’t sure what he was asking. “Of course. I’ve kept the manor accounts for years.”
Somehow, that seemed the wrong thing to say, and his expression flattened as he looked away. “You’d better eat.”
·····
I fell asleep in surprising comfort that night. Cooper had made me a small tent at the back of the barge, in which he laid out a bedroll. After telling me to lie down, he covered me with two blankets as if I were a child, but I let him. As I closed my eyes, I told myself not to take advantage of his kindness. It was just so rare to have someone looking after me that I couldn’t help enjoying it.
The day had been long, and I don’t remember anything else until I was awakened by the sound of heavy rain beating on the tent’s canvas. I had no idea what time it might be, but I guessed it was deep in the middle of the night, and voices carried over the pounding rain.
“Quick! Tie down that side.”
I crawled from the makeshift tent, holding onto one blanket to shield me from the rain, and stood up to look over the top of the cargo. Dim moonlight through the clouds barely showed Cooper and his two men struggling to set up another canvas tent on the barge’s front end. They had one side tied off and were working on the other.
From the size of the small shelter, only two of them would fit inside. Cooper ushered his men in out of the storm, and I wondered what he would do for himself. While watching, I’d let the blanket slip back a bit, and the front of my hair was soaked before Cooper turned and saw me.
“Elena!” he called, “Get under cover.”
“What about you?” I called back.
He shook his head and pointed at my shelter. Did he plan on remaining outside in the rain?
“Come here!” I called.
The torrent began pounding so hard that I had difficulty seeing him, and I drew the blanket forward to cover my head. An instant later, a strong hand gripped my arm, and I was pulled down into the cover of the tent.
“You’ll catch your death,” Cooper said as he crouched beside me.
“So will you.” Except for my hair, I wasn’t wet, but my teeth were chattering from the cold; weather changed quickly in Droevinka. “Don’t you have another canvas?”
Water dripped from his close-shaven head. “No, only the two. We’ve never needed more.”
I scooted back as far as I could into the tent. “Then you’ll have to share mine.”
Crouched there, he froze at the invitation, and I thought he was going to refuse.
“For goodness sake, Cooper! You can’t sleep out in a storm.”
With his jaw set tightly, he crawled in, though his shirt was already soaked through.
He couldn’t spend the rest of the night like that.
“This blanket is still dry,” I said, lifting the one I’d left in the tent. “Take off your shirt.”
The suggestion appeared to shock him. “No.”
I couldn’t help rolling my eyes, as I’d had no idea he was such a prude. “My father raised me from an infant. I swear I won’t faint at the sight of a man without his shirt.”
For some reason, I mentioned my father, and not my years with Stefan.
Perhaps Cooper realized how ridiculous he sounded because he finally unbuttoned his shirt, pulled it off, and let me cover him with the dry blanket. I could see his relief at the sudden warmth.
“What about you?” he asked.
“I wasn’t out there long. My hair took the worst of it.”
He startled me by attempting to dry my hair with the corner of his blanket. After that, there was little we could do besides lie down and try to share the bedroll. It struck me as odd that he appeared far more uncomfortable with the situation than I was. Shifting his body, he put part of the blanket over me.
“You warm enough?” he asked.
“Yes.”
Closing my eyes, I listened to the sound of the rain on the canvas, and that was the last thing I remember of the storm.
I woke the next morning with my head on his upper arm. I felt the warmth of his body as I opened my eyes, and for an instant, I was lost, and confused, wondering where I was. Then everything came rushing back.
He was already awake and watching me.
“You all right?” he asked.
I was thirsty and a little stiff, but I nodded. “Yes.”
“I need to get up. I just didn’t want to wake you.”
How long had he been awake?
Quickly, I moved off his arm and sat up halfway so that he could crawl out of the tent. He hesitated halfway, as if he didn’t want to leave yet.
“I need to check for damaged cargo,” he said, “and my men still need to fetch and load the apples. Would you mind waiting to eat breakfast until we untie and shove off?”
“Of course not. You check for damage, and I’ll get everyone breakfast.”
·····
The following midday, we pulled into a small trading post with numerous docks for barges, all of which were more than busy. We’d made several stops along the way, and each time Cooper had gone into the various villages, he’d taken me with him so I could keep his accounts. Though a part of me was ever anxious to reach Enêmûsk, I couldn’t help feeling as if I’d magically stepped into a different life. The manor was a distant dream, and I was now a young woman who lived on the river and managed Cooper’s accounts.
That feeling dissipated when we arrived at the trading post.
Cooper announced that we’d reached the road to Enêmûsk and he was going to rent us a wagon and two mules. Once he’d managed this and events were in motion, I decided to stand back and stay out of the way.
This proved a wise choice.
He and his men worked swiftly, unloading over half the barge’s cargo and stacking it carefully into the back of the wagon. The day before, I’d changed into a spare dress from my travel bag—the sunflower yellow—and it was still clean, so I donned my cloak.
Once Cooper had the load tied down in the wagon, he looked at me from atop the wagon’s bench. “Ready?”
I hurried in, grabbed his extended hand, and he pulled me up onto the bench. Both his men remained behind to guard the barge.
Cooper flicked the reins.
The dark, heavily forested road to Enêmûsk stretched out before us.
“What are you going to do once we get there?” he asked.
“Find where Coraline’s father lives. She’s not what she pretends to be.”
“And what if she is?”
“She’s not. I need to find out what she wants. Once I have a weapon against her, believe me, I’ll use it.”
He took a brief, sidelong glance at me. “I believe you.”
·····
As Kéonsk was the only other city I’d ever seen, I had nothing else with which to compare it. But the entire area in front of Kéonsk was open—large enough to hold a vast yearly fair.
Enêmûsk proved to be quite different.
The road leading up was dark due to massive trees with their branches above intertwining across to almost touch each other. I couldn’t help an eerie feeling creeping over me, and I missed the open sky of the river.
“Almost there,” Cooper said, as if reading my expression. “Look up ahead. You can see the gates.”
I peered ahead, but it seemed to me that if we were nearing the city, we should have come out of the trees well before now. Then I saw the wall… and the front gate… and a line of people and wagons waiting to go in. As we drew closer, the road met a narrower one stretching both ways around the city wall, but the forest had been allowed to grow up its outer edge.
“It’s nearly impossible to siege,” Cooper said. “There’s no place to set up an army out here. Of course factions have tried, as the princes of the great houses are always at each other’s throats. But Enêmûsk has never fallen.”
He said this as if we were simply chatting, and he was not explaining the world at large to me. As always, I appreciated his kindness.
Within moments, we pulled up at the end of the waiting line. Six guards in yellow tabards—the colors of the Äntes—appeared to be collecting money before letting people into the city.
“A small toll,” Cooper explained. “Basically a tax to help pay the soldiers’ wages.”
“We paid no toll to enter Kéonsk.”
“No, but merchant taxes are lower here. All cities are different.”
I absorbed this, realizing how sheltered I’d been in Pudúrlatsat. I really had no idea how the world worked.
The line moved along quickly, and soon, a young guard with a birthmark on his left cheek looked up at us.
“Cooper,” he said with an instant grin. “It’s been a while. Are you hauling any tobacco?”
“Not this time, Jerome,” Cooper answered, digging a small pouch of coins out of his pants’ pocket. Then he glanced at me, hesitated, and looked back to the Äntes soldier. “But I have a delivery for a wool merchant named Luciano Jovanovich, and I’m not sure where he lives. Do you know?”
I froze on the bench. I hadn’t expected him to actively help me with my task.
Jerome shook his head. “No, I don’t… wait, I think Miles’ father deals in wool.” He stepped back, looking beyond the wagon’s rear, and called out, “Miles, do you know a Luciano Jovanovich?”
I turned on the bench and looked back.
A middle-aged guard with a ginger beard was taking money from a family behind us. Their rickety wagon was piled high with crates of live chickens. The older guard trudged up to Jerome and frowned.
“Why?” he asked.
Jerome blinked in surprise at the man’s tone. “Cooper wants to know.”
Miles folded his arms, and I wondered at his reticence.
“I’ve a delivery for him,” Cooper repeated, “and don’t know where he lives.”
After a moment, Miles finally nodded. “Southside merchant district, three blocks west of the Purple Rose Inn. Whitewashed house with dark blue shutters, and big enough for its own stable. You can’t miss it.”
It seemed that Miles knew exactly where Luciano lived, but I still wondered at his hesitation.
“My thanks,” Cooper said, paying Jerome and clucking to the mules.
As we passed through the city gate, my worries over Miles’ frown vanished. We’d barely arrived and Cooper had already overcome one challenge for me.
“Thank you,” I told him. “That was quick thinking.”
He didn’t answer as he was suddenly maneuvering the wagon through a bustling city. We rolled into a poor district of shabby dwellings with small kitchen gardens out front and a variety of livestock milling around. People were selling fruits, vegetables, and questionable-looking sausages on rickety, rolling carts.
Looking ahead, I saw a compact, four-towered castle above and beyond the smaller buildings. Prince Rodêk of the Äntes was the current grand prince of our nation.
“The closer we get to the castle, the more affluent the neighborhoods,” Cooper said.
“Do you know this Purple Rose Inn?” I asked, and then put one hand over my nose, as the smell of manure, refuse, and those questionable sausages grew thicker in narrow streets.
“Yes.”
“Good. Just drop me there, and I can find the house. You have business to conduct, and we can arrange a time to meet later. ”
Pulling up the mules, he stared at me. “You think I’m letting you go to Jovanovich’s by yourself? From what you’ve told me, he arranged the marriage with Lord Stefan. Whatever his daughter is after, he’s probably the one who set it up.”
I didn’t like being spoken to as if I were a child. And unlike when he’d covered me with the blankets, right now, I didn’t appreciate his masculine over-protection.
“I’ve no intention of seeing or speaking to him personally,” I answered somewhat sharply. “He’s already seen me and knows I’m Stefan’s housekeeper. I plan to speak to his servants on the ruse of seeking a position in the household. Servants tell their own things they’d never tell anyone else.”
Cooper took that in and nodded slowly. “That’s good… I can use that.” Then he clucked to the mules and got us rolling again.
“You can use what?”
He didn’t answer, and I had little choice but to sit there.
The deeper we went into the city, the more its smells thinned, and soon, I took my hand from my nose. As Cooper had told me, the quality of homes and shops improved as well. I did notice that even fine brick houses had vegetable gardens and strawberry patches out front. This was a contained place, with nothing but heavy forest outside. Farther in, shops and small businesses quickly outnumbered the homes.
“We’re in the merchant district,” Cooper explained. “Only the very wealthy live here. Your lord must have landed himself a rich bride indeed.”
Though that sounded like a jibe, I refrained from casting him a dark look. After all, he was taking me where I needed to go.
“There’s the Purple Rose,” he said, pointing.
He reined in before a lovely, two-story building of tan brick. Vines of purple roses grew through the latticework of its front terrace. In spite of this, it did not strike me as a friendly place. A well-dressed, elderly couple sat on the terrace, sipping from goblets, and the woman—a gray-haired matron in an emerald green gown—glared at us as if two people in a mule-drawn cart should have arrived at the servants’ entrance.
Cooper obliged her, clucked to the mules, and turned the wagon west. He continued for three blocks, and at the sight of the whitewashed house with the blue shutters, I nearly gasped.
It was enormous; the house and adjoining stable took up half the block. There was no front gate, and none of the nearby houses here appeared to have such. Cooper drove the wagon in beside the stable, out of view, and set the brake.
“Let me do the talking,” he said, preparing to climb down.
I stopped him with a hand. “What is that supposed to mean?”
He was beginning to sound like Stefan—giving orders and expecting me to obey without question. I had to accept such behavior from Stefan, but I was not about to put up it from Cooper.
“I asked you to bring me to Enêmûsk,” I clarified, trying to keep an even tone, “not to conduct my task for me.”
Sighing, he gestured to the stable. “What you said about house servants is doubly true of stable hands in a place like this. Most are bored and bitter and think they should be doing better in life. Ask any about his master or mistress, and he’ll tell you more than you want to hear.”
I hadn’t known that, and I took my hand from his arm.
“Let me ask about a job mucking stalls,” he added. “That way, you won’t even have to be admitted inside the house.”
Though I wanted to take matters into my own hands, I also wanted to succeed, and his idea made sense.
“All right.”
“Come with me and try to look like my downtrodden wife,” he said.
“Your what?”
“Just do it.”
There he was giving orders again. But I bit back a retort and followed him to the stable. The bay front doors were open, exposing stalls along both sides. A distinguished looking man with silver hair was giving orders to two stable boys when we entered.
All three of them looked at us. I did my best to appear downtrodden.
“Pardon,” Cooper said. “Didn’t mean to interrupt, but I’m looking for work and wondered if you need another hand. Anything… mucking stalls, or carting manure, or whatever you ask.”
The sliver-haired man glanced at me and back to Cooper with no expression at all. He walked over to us, but I sensed he was a guarded man.
“You know horses?” he asked.
“Yes, sir,” Cooper lied. “I worked a public stable in Kéonsk as a boy, but lately, my wife and I have fallen on… hard times.”
The flaw in his plan was obvious when the man glanced at me again, at my well-tailored yellow dress, and then back to Cooper. We didn’t look like a couple who’d fallen on hard times.
“I cannot hire new help without asking my master,” the man said, “and he is away at present.”
Sensing we were about to be dismissed, I blurted out, “What is your master like? Is he good to his servants?”
The instant those words left my mouth, his face darkened. “Why would you ask such things about my master?”
“If I’m going to work for him, I’d wish to know what he’s like,” Cooper put in quickly, casting me a frown.
“I haven’t even offered you a job,” the man said, and he motioned with his head. “Get out. I’ll not stand here gossiping about my master.”
In spite of my bluntness, this was seemed an overreaction to our questions. I started to panic at losing my best chance for information.
“Please, sir, we meant no disrespect,” I pleaded. “We are only concerned with finding a good place, a place we might stay. Please consider my husband for a position.”
The silver-haired man appeared to be done with us. “Out, now,” he ordered, “and don’t come back asking any more questions.”
His voice had altered ever so slightly, and I thought I heard an edge of fear in it.
Cooper took my hand and pulled me out of the stable and back to the wagon. I wanted to shout with frustration. Now the stable workers knew our faces, and we’d lost our best chance for information.
“Well, that didn’t work,” I whispered, taking out my frustrations on Cooper. “Thank you so much for the help.”
“You spoke up too soon,” he accused. “I told you to let me do the talking.”
Growing angrier, I was working up to a proper response when the stable’s side door opened and one of the lads slipped out. He walked right up to us, and up close, I saw fading bruises on his face and neck.
“Do you still want to know about Jovanovich?” he asked Cooper, spitting the last word with hatred.
He looked to be about fifteen, and his eyes were hard. The silver-haired man might fear his master, but this boy hated him. I wondered about the bruises.
Cooper didn’t answer and eyed the boy cautiously.
I, on the other hand, spoke up. “Yes, we want to know.”
“Five silver pennies, and I’ll send you to someone who knows everything.”
“What makes you think we have any money?” Cooper asked.
“Because you’re not looking for work.” The boy glanced at the wagon and then me. “That dress would cost me six moons wages. You’re looking for information.” He held out his hand. “Five sliver pennies.”
That was a good deal of money—more than the price of Patrick’s year’s worth of leather for his cobbler’s shop—and I didn’t have it.
Cooper took out his pouch.
“You can’t,” I whispered, for I didn’t care to be even more in his debt.
Ignoring me, he paid the boy.
“Go to the Iron Boar, a tavern on the outskirts near the front gate, and ask for Marta,” the boy supplied. “She’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
With that, he glanced back at the stable and then took off up the street.
“Where are you going?” Cooper asked.
Clutching the coins, the boy called over his shoulder. “I’m never going back in there again.”
A moment later, he vanished down the next side street.
Cooper and I looked at each other, and for the first time since beginning this journey, I felt a waver of fear. What were we about to find out?
“Do you want to go to this tavern?” Cooper asked me, perhaps feeling the same trepidation.
The question surprised me considering the amount of money he’d just paid for the information.
“I don’t have a choice.”
·····
It didn’t take us long to find the Iron Boar, but by then, late afternoon had set in and unpleasant smells permeated the city’s outskirts. I tried to keep my hand off my face as Cooper pulled up in front of the tavern and scowled at a broken shutter and a door nearly falling off its hinges. A few men in filthy clothes, all of whom appeared to be drunk, sat or stood leaning against the outer front wall.
Cooper hesitated and looked to me. “Maybe I should go in alone. I can speak to this Marta.”
I shook my head and climbed off the wagon’s bench. “No, I’m coming.”
We didn’t even know if this Marta existed. For all we knew, the stable boy had taken Cooper for five silver pennies by rattling off the first tavern that came to mind along with a made-up name.
Cooper dropped off the wagon, wary-eyed, but didn’t try to stop me as I headed for the door.
Inside the place was dim but surprisingly neat with ten small tables and a variety of painted stools and chairs. There were only a few patrons sitting about at this time of the day, and most of them were either smoking pipes or eating bowls of soup. Perhaps the two drunkards outside had come from up the street.
A broad-shouldered man in a near-white shirt and black apron stood behind the bar. He was about fifty years old with deep creases around his mouth.
“Welcome,” he called to us, and the friendly expression on his face reached his eyes.
I smiled and went right to him as Cooper followed.
“Hello,” I said. “We were hoping to speak with a woman named Marta. Is she here?”
A flicker of uncertainty passed through the barkeep’s eyes. “Marta? Why?”
At least he’d confirmed she existed.
“We were sent,” I answered, and when he still didn’t offer any help, I added, “Please. It’s important.”
Exhaling through his nose, he looked across the room at a woman wiping down a table near the front window. “Marta… some people to see you.”
The woman turned. She was also around fifty and very thin—especially her face and hands. Lank graying hair escaped from her braid and hung past her cheeks, but I could see a quality in her… something in the way she moved that suggested that she’d not been wiping down tables her entire life.
Still holding her rag, she walked to the bar with small, even steps and looked me directly in the eyes.
“Forgive me. Do I know you?” Her voice and diction were cultured, and up close, I could see that she might have once been lovely.
The angry stable boy had told Cooper and me that this woman would tell us anything we wished to know. I decided to be direct.
“I’m looking for information about Coraline Jovanovich.”
The reaction was instant. Marta sucked a breath and held it as she gripped the closest stool, perhaps to keep from falling. The friendly barkeep lost his friendly expression.
“See here!” he barked. “You can’t come in and ask her about—”
“Why?” Marta interrupted in a whisper, her eyes on me again. “Why do you want to know?”
Cooper remained silent, and my instincts told me to keep being direct.
“Because she married my lord, and now she is trying to convince everyone that he is mad… that he is a danger to himself. He refuses to doubt his bride, and so I must do it for him.”
The barkeep leaned silently on the bar with his big hands. Marta drooped a little lower though she still kept her intense eyes on me. She then quickly glanced around at the few patrons in the place and slowly stepped back to the end of the bar, waving me to follow.
I did so, hearing Cooper coming behind me. The barkeep joined us, moving around the end of the bar and reaching out to the thin, now trembling woman.
“Marta,” he said softly. “You don’t have to do this.”
She didn’t acknowledge him. Neither had she even looked at Cooper.
Leaning closer to me, she hissed, “Bride? Is that what she calls herself? A new bride?”
I didn’t know how to answer, and suddenly, Marta grasped my hand as pain filled her face.
“You love your lord?” she asked. “You are loyal to him.”
“Yes.”
“Coraline is no bride. She is a widow. She was married to my son.”
I stumbled back one step. Cooper held me up as I reeled.
A widow? That wasn’t possible. Stefan would never marry a widow, no matter how rich she was. He was particular when it came to women, and I knew well of his prejudices. Then the real importance of the word “widow” struck me.
Coraline had married Marta’s son… and the son was dead.
I didn’t need to ask her any questions.
“I don’t know where they came from,” Marta whispered, and open hatred altered her cultured voice, “she and that whore-son father of hers. I tried to find out before the wedding, paying anyone who knew anything. I learned they were descended from a traveling band of Móndyalítko… and that’s where she got her filthy powers.”
Her voice rolled on in that hate-filled whisper. “My Nathaniel was always fragile, always an imaginative boy. Some thought him strange, but he was sweet until she came. I tried to stop it. I did everything I could, but he was smitten. He married her… and then she called up the ghosts… told everyone he was mad… a danger to himself.”
“Elena…” Cooper said quietly behind me.
Drool ran from one side of Marta’s mouth as her fingers curled and dug into the palms of her hands. “She killed him… killed my darling boy! Took our house… our wealth… and gave it to that whore-son father.”
This was getting out of hand, and I needed to stop it. Before I could move, the barkeep gently took hold of Marta as the woman babbled “sweet boy,” over and over.
Several of the patrons were staring.
“Shush, Marta,” the barkeep whispered with such kindness that I wished I knew his name. “Stop… and rest now.”
To my surprise, he picked her up and carried her through a curtained doorway beyond the bar.
Without turning, I reached up and gripped the back of Cooper’s hand where he’d been holding me, and neither of us said a word. I knew this wasn’t over.
A short while later, the broad-shouldered barkeep returned and looked at me as he sighed. “Did Coraline really marry your lord?”
I only nodded, and he sighed again.
“You mustn’t take what Marta says to heart,” he warned. “She’s had a hard time of things. When her husband died, her son, Nathaniel, inherited their family wool business. They lived in a big house in the merchant district, but Nathaniel was… strange, sometimes hearing and seeing things there weren’t there. When he married Coraline, it seemed to get worse, though I don’t know if being married was the cause or not. He kept saying he saw bloody or headless ghosts.”
This was all too familiar, and breathing became difficult.
“How did he die?” I managed to ask.
“He went to the Vudrask with Coraline and her father to pick up a shipment coming in on a barge. Just past dark, he walked a ways down the shore and threw himself into the river. Coraline and her father were outside the trading post when it happened, and a number of people had seen them there. Much as I’d like to blame them, they had nothing to do with it. The boy wasn’t right in the head.”
“But Marta believed her son when he said he’d been seeing ghosts.”
Taken back by the question, he didn’t answer for a moment. “Don’t get me wrong. Coraline and that father of hers are as black-hearted as they come. After Nathaniel’s death, poor Marta learned that the will had been changed. Coraline inherited everything… the business, the wealth, the house… all of it. Marta was thrown out with the dress on her back.” He paused, and then said, “I was a friend of her husband’s, and I took her in. She’ll always have a place here.”
I was still trying to take in everything he’d related when Cooper spoke up.
“So… Coraline and her father have only lived in that fine house for a few years? They’ve only been wealthy for a few years… and only because Coraline inherited her husband’s business and money?”
The barkeep nodded. “Poor Marta. Again, you can’t pay attention to some of her ramblings. Those two Jovanovichs deserve to hang for what they did to her, taking her home, but Coraline didn’t cause Nathaniel’s death.”
Still gripping Cooper’s hand, I suddenly wanted out of this place. This kindly barkeep might not believe Marta, but I did.
“Cooper,” I said, turning to him, “I need to get home. Can you take me back to the river, tonight in the dark, before we’ve sold your cargo.”
Without hesitation, he cocked his head toward the door. “We leave now.”
·····
Once outside the gates of Enêmûsk, we rolled down an uncomfortably dark road toward the Vudrask. The dense tree branches above blocked most of the three-quarters moon, and the darkness around me matched my mood.
Cooper and I hadn’t spoken since leaving the tavern. I was still days away from the manor, and everything I’d heard from Marta was swirling around inside my head as I tried to make sense of it.
Cooper finally broke the silence. “So… Coraline is marrying men with a history of madness and talks them into changing their wills. Then she somehow gets rid of them and shares the spoils with her father.”
His blunt, calm words helped me focus. On the surface, his assessment summed up Marta’s description of what happened to her son, but there were still many questions. For one, how exactly had Coraline managed to get Nathaniel to throw himself into river?
That made no sense.
Secondly, what did she hope to gain from Stefan, for his situation was quite different from Nathaniel’s?
Shaking my head, I asked, “Yes, but why Stefan? Since he’s neglected the fiefdoms for years, he has little money left after catching up, and the manor belongs to Prince Rodêk. It houses whoever is named vassal of Pudúrlatsat.”
Beside me, I could hear Cooper breathing as he drove the mules. I couldn’t see his face clearly, just the outline of profile in the dark.
“I think Coraline already has what she was after,” he answered. “And now I think she’s working on what her father wants.”
Puzzled, I didn’t interrupt his line of thought and waited for him to continue.
“She has a title now… ‘Lady’ Coraline… and she’s become noble. Pudúrlatsat has a dark history, and not many among Rodêk’s inner circle would want that vassalage. Should anything happen to Stefan, she would live in the manor until he could be replaced. Her father isn’t noble, but now that she is, what if she pleaded her case to Prince Rodêk? Her father might be allowed to take over for Stefan. The dead lord’s beautiful young wife is still in mourning, living in their home, and her father appears perfectly capable of managing the fiefs and collecting rents. I think the prince would be relieved at both solving the problem of a new vassal and looking generous to the widow at the same time.”
I drew in a sharp breath as her likely goals became clear.
“The vassalage might be poor now due to Stefan’s neglect,” Cooper finished, “but it could be very profitable if run with a firm hand. And … I’m certain Luciano would use a firm hand.”
Though everything he said made sense, I still couldn’t see the answers to several questions.
“What about the apparitions?” I asked. “Stefan has little imagination, but he described them in detail. Nathaniel also saw ghosts. How is Coraline—?”
“Calling them?” Cooper finished. “You don’t really believe she’s sending ghosts after Stefan?”
His condescension stung more than I expected. “How do you explain what he’s been seeing… suffering?”
“Maybe she’s drugging him… some herb or something that causes hallucinations… and then she’s placing suggestions in his mind.”
“Oh, Cooper, are there such herbs?”
I was so relieved by his explanation that I didn’t even care if he thought me ignorant.
Pulling up the mules, he turned his head in the darkness. “Yes, there are. I’m sorry if I sounded… You’re so clever at so many things that I sometimes forget you’ve spent your whole life serving in that manor.”
I didn’t want to talk about myself. I wanted to figure out the rest of this threat to my lord and home and the people of Pudúrlatsat.
“So how did she kill Nathaniel, if she was seen around the trading post when he went down shore and jumped into the river?”
Cooper shrugged, and I felt his shoulder brush mine.
“Maybe she or Luciano hired someone to push him in, since nobody saw it happen.”
Such logical explanations should have occurred to me. I had simply been so convinced by Stefan’s account that I’d believed Coraline was capable of somehow summoning the dead.
Cooper had made me see more reasonable options. Unfortunately, my relief was short-lived.
“So, we have their motives and possible methods,” I said, “but Coraline is a murderess and a confidence trickster, and she’s living with Stefan and Maisy and my dear Beatrice, and if she decides to act before we return, she’s only a heartbeat away from handing Pudúrlatsat to her father.”
Fear and despair washed through me.
“What do we do?” I asked.
Cooper clucked to the mules. “Get back there as fast as possible.”
·····
The return journey was a blur and at the same time seemed to take forever. Traveling upriver was slower, as the barge had to be pulled against the current by mules. Even without making stops along the way for business, Cooper had said it would take at least three days to reach Pudúrlatsat.
We didn’t speak much. My mind was too busy grappling for the best way to stop Coraline. And I feared that I would arrive too late.
When we finally pulled in at the docks of Pudúrlatsat past dusk of the third day, I was at a loss while watching Cooper tie us off. It felt wrong to simply thank him and walk away after all he’d done. But I had a bad feeling he’d want to come to the manor with me, and he couldn’t. How would I ever explain his company?
He reached a hand out to me. “The barge is secure. You can step off.”
I didn’t move, and as usual, I said the wrong thing. “I’ll make sure you are paid the five silver pennies you gave that stable boy.”
His jaw twitched. “Is that a dismissal?”
Both his hired men shifted to the other side of the barge, trying to look busy. Without knowing why, I suddenly felt miserable.
“Of course not. I just… I wanted you to know you’ll be paid back.” I took a step toward him. “I have to get to the manor and find out what’s happened. It will look odd if you come with me.”
Dropping his hand, he glanced away, though all the tension faded from his face. “I know.”
“I can’t offer you enough thanks for everything. You are a true friend, and I don’t have many.”
He didn’t look at me. “I got you back here as fast as I could. Go and find out what’s happened.”
He was making this easier than I expected, and I was grateful. “Stay here tonight,” I told him. “I’ll come tomorrow to tell you everything.”
With that, I stepped past him, left the river behind, and hurried into the village. A part of me wanted to look back, but I didn’t.
Quickening my pace, I reached the village’s midway point, illuminated with tripod braziers, and turned inland. As I trotted beyond the village’s bounds, the roadside trees thickened, and it grew harder to see.
The land rolled slightly but wasn’t sharply hilled. Soon, I reached the wooden bridge with railings that spanned a stream running over a rocky bed. Though the bridge was small, it was sturdy and wide enough for two horses to cross abreast. Once across, I headed onward and my destination appeared after two more curves in the road.
While the manor wasn’t considered a proper keep, the square building was two stories of fortified stone. This far from the borderlands, there was no need for more. A large barn with a peaked shake roof sat off to one side with a smaller barracks built up against it. The latter was where our scant number of guards lived and slept. A low stone wall encircled the grounds, and the road curved by a side path leading up to its large iron gate, which was always open.
I hurried through the gate and courtyard to the front doors, wondering what I would find inside. As I opened and entered those front doors, voices drifted from the hall.
I wished I had time to go upstairs and change, but I knew I couldn’t. I had to find out what had transpired in my absence, so I walked down the passage to the archway of the main hall.
When I reached it, I froze. It was suppertime, and three people sat at the long oak table: Stefan, Coraline, and Luciano Jovanovich.
My first thought was fear of why Jovanovich was here.
My second was relief that Stefan still lived, and I wasn’t too late.
Jovanovich faced my direction, and I took in his sly handsome face, his sleek dark hair, and his goatee. He smiled at the sight of me.
“Ah, the pretty housekeeper. I wondered where you’d gotten off to.”
Coraline’s back was to me, but she turned her head as she answered. “She’s been in Kéonsk purchasing supplies.”
Her lovely hair was pinned up tonight, and she wore a gown of purple velvet.
Still frozen in place, I wondered if Stefan would shout at me or give me away. I hoped Beatrice had somehow convinced him to play along. Thankfully, he kept silent, but I took a good look at him.
His face was gray, and his eyes were ringed with blackish, purple circles. He looked ill and almost lost at his own table, as if afraid to speak.
Ignoring both Jovanovich and Coraline, I spoke directly to Stefan. “My lord, I brought back the new cloak you had tailored. I know you were anxious to see it. It’s in the courtyard with all the crates. If it doesn’t suit you, I can send it back on the returning barge.”
His expression blanked at first, as if he hadn’t understood me. Of course I was lying, but I expected him to at least pick up on the fact that I wished to see him alone. After brief hesitation, his eyes cleared as he rose, and a hint of the Stefan I knew appeared to return.
“Yes, thank you. I’ll inspect it now.”
“During dinner?” Jovanovich asked in mild surprise.
“Yes,” Stefan repeated. “As Elena says, it will need to be returned if it’s not suitable.”
I swallowed back any sigh of relief as he came toward me. Neither Coraline nor Jovanovich appeared to find anything amiss. I turned and started down the passage as Stefan fell in beside me. We both remained silent as we reached the front doors.
He opened them, and we stepped outside into the courtyard. I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath until he closed them behind us. Then I grabbed his hand.
“Come with me,” I whispered urgently. “We need to run!”
For once, he didn’t question or argue. He let me pull him across the courtyard, through the gate, down the road and across the bridge. He seemed as eager as I to flee the manor.
When we reached the village outskirts, I drew him through the trees to the shore of the river.
Alone there, I felt we could finally talk.
“She’s trying to drive you mad,” I said, “or at least to make you look mad, and then she’s going to murder you.”
In the darkness, he leaned closer, and moonlight caught in his eyes. “Am I not going mad?” he rasped.
“No, you are not.”
“But… no one else sees the ghosts.”
I wondered if Coraline had found a way to counter my instruction about James sleeping in his room.
As quickly as I could, I told him everything from the moment Cooper and I had left the Jovanovich stable in Enêmûsk and gone to see Marta at the Iron Boar. I watched a myriad of emotions cross his face from shock to disbelief… to anger.
“A widow?” he repeated “descended from a traveling band of Móndyalítko? And they’ve only been wealthy merchants for a few years?”
“Only after driving Coraline’s husband mad with visions of ghosts… and he drowned when no one was watching.”
Stefan’s breathing was harsh now. I knew this was a lot for him to take in, but he should have investigated much deeper before marrying Coraline for her money.
Suddenly, he appeared lost again.
I knew he must be exhausted and, only now, awakening from a nightmare.
“Elena… what should I do?” he asked.
“You’re not going back to the manor… not yet at least. I don’t know what she’s capable of, so we’re going to hide you in the village tonight. Tomorrow, the guards will be searching for you, and I’ll try to catch James and a few others I know to be loyal. We can plan from there.”
He gripped my hand. “I’ll sleep in the village?” he repeated, as if I’d thrown him a lifeline, and he closed his eyes. “No ghost will come tonight?”
“No ghost.”
I was glad for his agreement, but I wanted to impress the seriousness of the situation.
“I’ll find a safe place,” I added, “and many of the villagers would gladly put us up. But you must stay hidden until I’ve arranged help from your guards. So long as you’re alive, the vassalage is still yours.”
It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all I had. Unfortunately, I never had the chance to put any of it into practice.
A silky male voice spoke from the trees. “How correct you are, my dear. So long as he lives, the vassalage is his.”
I couldn’t help gasping as Jovanovich stepped from the trees.
Stefan’s hand instinctively dropped to his hip, but he never wore his sword at dinner.
Jovanovich’s smile was cold as he spoke to me. “How thoughtful of you to bring him to the river… among the trees… in such a private place. I had been wondering how to manage that myself.”
“I’d have managed, Father,” said a second voice beyond him, and Coraline emerged into view.
In the darkness, her pale skin glowed as moonlight struck it through the leaves and branches overhead.
Stefan’s whole body tensed at the sight of her. “Deceiver!”
She laughed. “You took long enough to realize that.”
His harsh breaths grew deeper, but he held his place, watching them both.
I wondered if he could take Jovanovich with no weapon and only one hand. I’d have to handle Coraline, so I drew her attention.
“What trick did you use?” I asked. “Did you feed him some herb to addle his wits and whisper horrible visions in his ear?”
For the first time, she appeared genuinely surprised, and then she laughed again. “Feed him herbs? I thought you were the clever soul in that house.” Stepping forward, she lifted both arms. “I have no need of herbs to addle his mind.”
Before I could speak again, she closed her eyes and raised her arms even higher.
“By the old way and the power of the mists,” she murmured, as if speaking a poem, “I summon you from the gray between.”
I stood beside Stefan with no idea what to do as the air beside us shimmered as if a sweltering heat filled the dark.
Stefan saw it and his eyes widened. “No!”
A transparent form appeared… a large man in a tabard with a red gash across his throat and a bloody hole in chest.
Stefan stumbled backward.
“Don’t be afraid,” I cried. “I see it too.”
He stopped.
Jovanovich hadn’t moved and was still smiling his cold smile.
The soldier ghost turned toward Coraline, and the hatred on his face was even more startling than his visage. He rushed toward her, but with her eyes closed, she murmured something else, something I couldn’t make out. The ghost came to a sudden halt and slowly turned back toward Stefan and me.
Coraline’s mouth moved, but it was the ghost who spoke in a hollow, unrecognizable voice.
“And now I see you,” it said.
Fear choked me. Somehow, Coraline could call spirits from the other side and take over their incorporeal form, even to seeing through their eyes. That was how she’d tortured Stefan. She’d called and possessed ghosts one by one and then passed through the wall of his room when he was alone.
She must have done the same to her young husband, Nathaniel, and then she had…
The ghastly figure rushed forward, this time under Coraline’s control, and smashed into Stefan, vanishing inside him. His face contorted in pain. One of his feet shifted back toward the river, though he appeared to struggle in holding his place.
“Coraline, stop it!” I shouted.
Stefan’s body twisted around as his other foot slid toward the river’s edge. She was inside him, forcing him toward the water. Without knowing how to get the ghost she controlled out of Stefan, I quickly crouched and clawed the ground in the dark until I found a stone.
I charged Coraline, ready to break her head open. She couldn’t control a ghost if she was dead.
Something blurred between us.
I felt a sharp crack across my face.
Stumbling back, I managed to stay on my feet, and Jovanovich stood in my way.
Stefan was almost to the river’s edge.
“Make her stop!” I shouted at Jovanovich.
My cheek stung where he’d struck me. Then something glinted in the moonlight. I dropped my eyes to see a dagger in his other hand.
“Sorry, my dear. I had looked forward to you serving as my housekeeper, but we can’t have any witnesses.”
As he charged, I tried to swing with the rock. He caught my wrist, jerked me around, and held my back up against his chest. I saw the glint coming and realized both Stefan and I were going to die this night.
I hadn’t saved him. I hadn’t saved Beatrice or Maisy or the people of Pudúrlatsat.
The blade never touched me.
I felt Jovanovich jerk away from behind me, but whatever had caused that knocked me forward. When I fell to my knees, I scrambled away and turned. At first, I couldn’t see what was happening.
Cooper stood a few paces away as he shoved Jovanovich off of himself and took a hard swing. I heard the crack as his fist connected with the slender man’s jaw, and then he grabbed Jovanovich’s dagger hand, twisted it, and drove the blade through his opponent’s throat.
The movements were all so fast and sudden.
Jovanovich gagged once as he toppled, and when his back hit the earth, he lay there with his eyes locked open.
“No!” a hollow voice wailed.
Coraline’s eyes widened in horror. “Father!” she screamed, running toward him.
I had no pity for her, and spun to go after Stefan, but I didn’t take a step.
He stood facing all that had happened instead of the river. A transparent, colorful form tore out of his body, and the soldier ghost reappeared. It glared toward Coraline in hatred, but she didn’t see it from where she crouched beside Jovanovich.
“Father!”
Free from her control, the ghost rushed at her, and smashed into her, and vanished.
She screamed again, lurching awkwardly to her feet, and she had less resistance than Stefan. In an instant, she stumbled while gagging, and then she sped into a tripping run for the river’s edge.
I heard the splash as Stephan spun to look. Without thinking, I started after her on my hands and knees.
“Don’t!” someone barked behind me. I was lifted to my feet and held in a tight grasp. “She’s gone.”
I looked back to find Cooper behind me. When he finally loosened his hold, we went more carefully to the river’s edge and looked into the current.
I saw nothing but the flowing water shimmering with moonlight. Coraline was gone. Then I heard Stefan choking, and when I turned, he sank to his knees.
Cooper hurried to kneel beside him.
“My lord,” he said more gently than I would have expected. “It’s over. Let us take you home.”
·····
Upon returning to the manor, I left Cooper in the main hall as Guardsman James helped me take Stefan upstairs. Not long after, with the help of Beatrice and James, I tucked Stefan into his bed.
Stefan hadn’t spoken during the return, but as I pulled away to let him rest, he grabbed my hand.
“I won’t forget, Elena,” he said. “I won’t ever forget what you did tonight… what you did for me.”
I nodded.
But he would forget. He would soon forget, just as he had before. Looking into his eyes, I felt nothing for him, nothing for a man I had once loved more than my own life.
“Sleep now,” I said. “I’ll leave James and Beatrice to watch over you.
I glanced at Beatrice, and she nodded. I knew she’d stay with him, but it was still good to have her as my friend, always ready to help.
So tired, I could barely make it down the stairs, I went back to the main hall and found Cooper waiting by the fire. He turned to watch me approach, and I had no idea what to say to him.
He’d gone against my wishes and followed me tonight. He’d probably hidden outside the manor and trailed Stefan and me to the river. But how could I fault him, for if he hadn’t…
This night would have turned out quite differently.
“Thank you, again,” I said simply. “I seem to be forever thanking you.”
With the firelight behind him, his skin glowed with warmth. I liked his sturdy arms and his broad face and his short, dark hair. I liked the honesty in his eyes.
“What are you going to do now?” he asked.
The question caught me off guard, but one thing I knew for certain. “I don’t belong here anymore.”
“Where will you go?”
I wished he would stop asking questions. “To the village for now. I’m sure I can stay with old Appicotta while I seek a new position. Some greater or lesser house might need a housekeeper.”
His right hand trembled slightly, and he blurted out. “You could come with me,”
“With you?”
Rapidly, he reached into his pocket and took out a small ring, holding it in his palm. It was polished silver with a light blue gem. He held it out.
“I’ve been carrying this around for days,” he said. “It was my grandmother’s, left to me. I offer myself, my business, my world in a life on the river. I love you. There is no one for me but you. There never has been.”
I stared at him, unable to say anything. My gaze dropped again to the ring, to what it represented, at what he was offering.
I love you.
In the past, many people had thought me a fool. I realized that I would be a fool if I refused Cooper’s offer… refused him.
“Will you?” he asked. “Will you come with me, tonight?”
Slowly, I nodded.
He exhaled suddenly and sagged as if he’d been holding up a barge with that one hand instead of the ring
“Let me go up and tell Beatrice,” I said. “I owe her that.”
He closed his eyes briefly. “Of course.”
Watching the relief on his face, I pictured our coming years together on river, with him selling goods and me keeping the accounts, and the both of us drifting on the current from place to place. I would finally be home.
“Cooper,” I said.
“Yes?”
“Thank you.”
I always seemed to be thanking him.
·•♦•·
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