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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 sequentially, 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 VILLAGE
 
I had been married for four days, and sometimes, I still had to remind myself.
Only a week past, I’d been the young mistress of Lord Stefan Kobori, the vassal of Pudúrlatsat. I had also overseen the running of his household. Then suddenly, I was the wife of a barge master named Cooper, and I found myself traveling west down the Vudrask River.
I was happy.
Cooper had offered and I’d accepted, and given my previous circumstances—too long and unpleasant to recount—I knew I’d made the right choice. Although Cooper and I had not spent much time together, I had liked him before, and when he asked me to marry him, I realized that I loved him.
So, I’d packed my things and left the manor, throwing away my old life and embracing a new one. Three days later, we were married.
Four days after we’d sworn our vows, I sat at the back of the barge, wrapped in my cloak and looking up at the gray sky. Early autumn, when the rains normally came was upon us, but the day was clear and only a little windy. Cooper stood over me holding a long pole, and my gaze turned up to him.
“Elena, are cold?” he asked me.
I smiled, “No, I’m fine.”
At thirty, he was eight years older than me, with a broad, slightly flat-featured face. His hair was dark brown, but he wore it cropped very close to his head. I’d never seen him wearing anything but boots, tan pants, and a loose shirt of faded blue—I think he owned three of those shirts. His sleeves were often rolled up, exposing the sinews of his hardened forearms.
He was stoic and somewhat prickly, but he had a good heart.
Looking toward the front of the vessel, he called out, “Harlan, veer left. There’s a shallow bottom ahead on the right.”
Though the vessel and cargo business belonged entirely to Cooper, it took three men to manage the barge. His two hired men, Gregor and Harlan—twin brothers—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. At night, we set up a tent at the front and a tent at the back.
Cooper and I took the one at the back. The two of us now shared the business, and my job was to keep the accounts. But again, I sometimes had to close my eyes and quiet my mind and try to absorb my stark changed in circumstance. Of course I was glad. I had made the right choice.
I had.
With the exception of my father, I’d never had a man who loved me, who truly loved me for myself. Although Cooper never showed his feelings for me during the day, he was much more open in the night, whispering to me of how he’d loved me from afar for years, and how he’d never dreamed I’d share my life with him.
I knew that in part, he loved me for my pretty face and mass of wheat-gold hair—but only in part. In the nights, he called me capable and brave, and I’d never before known his high opinion of me. He made me feel valued, and I wanted to feel valued.
Still… not everything was perfect.
First, while a free life on the river might sound romantic, I’d not considered several elements with a long-term view. Before I knew of Cooper’s feelings for me, I’d taken two short trips on this barge. As I’d never traveled before then, sleeping in a small tent for a few nights and eating dried fish and grapes for supper seemed part of a great adventure.
However, I’d spent my entire prior life living indoors with a proper kitchen and a wood stove for heating wash water, and after only several days into my new life, I began to wonder when I’d have the opportunity to cook us a warm dinner or take a bath or wash my clothes. As mistress to Lord Stefan, the only clothing I owned consisted of muslin dresses in soft colors: sunflower yellow, pale green, and sky blue. They were not warm, and none of these dresses remained clean for long.
Second, Cooper didn’t speak much during the day, and neither did Gregor or Harlan, and well… they were all men. At the manor, I’d spent much of my time in the company of my friend, Beatrice, and the manor cook, Maisy. It felt awkward at times to live only in the company of men. I’d not given that prospect enough thought.
Third, and this bothered me most… our marriage had been strangely rushed and kept as a private matter. I knew that both Cooper’s parents were still alive and they owned a small eatery in Kéonsk—which was a three-day journey up river from my previous home in Pudúrlatsat. Cooper wintered with them, as it was too cold to live on the barge during the worst months. I’d suggested that instead of heading downriver to remain on Cooper’s trading schedule, we could go upriver so he might introduce me to his parents, and we could put together a proper wedding with his family. Both my parents were long dead, and I had no family. I liked the idea of becoming part of his.
He’d said no.
He claimed that he was already late for appointments with several of the villages downriver, but I’d seen his face, and I knew it was more. Either he was ashamed of my past as the mistress of a lord or for some reason, he didn’t want me meeting his parents before the marriage, and I couldn’t tell which.
I knew that as soon as the weather turned cold, we’d be heading to Kéonsk to live with them for several months, but he didn’t wish to be married there.
He took me instead to the large city of Enêmûsk, and we went to the courthouse, and Gregor and Harlan acted as our witnesses. Cooper had given me a lovely ring, silver with a light blue gem, and I didn’t regret our hasty wedding. I simply wondered why he wished for us to already be married before I met his parents.
“Look ahead,” Cooper said to me, pointing.
Coming out of my thoughts, I realized we were further down the river than I’d ever traveled, almost to the border between Droevinka and Belaski. “What am I looking for?”
“A large village, called Mistelbach. We’ll spend a few days here.”
“A few days?” So far, we’d not stopped anywhere for more than a night—even our wedding night at Enêmûsk—but the prospect of staying put for a short while was not unwelcome.
The corners of his mouth turned up slightly, almost like a smile.
“What is it?” I asked.
“You’ll see.”
All three men worked to skillfully pull the barge up to the dock, and then both Harlan and Gregor stepped off without unloading a single crate. I was surprised. It was late afternoon, and there was still time to conduct business before dark.
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, 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, everyone trusted Cooper.
“Are we not delivering any cargo?” I asked. “Do I need to bring the accounting ledger?”
“Not now,” Cooper answered. “Just pack up what you’ll need to stay overnight.”
Harlan flashed me a friendly smile, as if he knew something I didn’t. Of the two hired men, I preferred him. Though Harlan and Gregor were twin brothers, both with round faces and sandy blond hair, Harlan was better natured, and he smiled more often.
Yet for me, the situation grew more and more mysterious. I did as Cooper suggested, and I packed a small bag, and I followed the men off the barge.
We entered a bustling village, almost large enough to be a town. A number of people waved to Cooper and called greetings. He nodded in return. More than a few of these villagers glanced at me curiously.
The place struck me as surprisingly prosperous. Most of the dwellings were built from wooden boards, as opposed to the usual wattle and daub, with neatly painted front porches. We passed through an open-air market, and the scent of fresh bread wafted on the air. The aroma made my mouth water.
Harlan and Gregor both made their excuses and parted ways from us. They began wandering among the stalls.
Cooper pressed onward, and we entered a line of shops with colorful awnings. Until this past year, I’d never set foot outside of Pudúrlatsat. More recently, I’d seen a number of villages in my brief travels with Cooper, but I’d never seen anything quite like this.
“What a cheerful place,” I commented.
“I thought you’d like it,” Cooper answered.
He led the way to a two-story building with a sign hanging high over the front door that read The Beechwood tavern. After opening the front door, he called out, “Sophie? Roland?”
I followed him inside.
Numerous tables and stools filled a large room with a hearth in the back wall. A polished bar with more stools stretched almost the entire distance of the wall to my right. There was a curtained doorway at the far end of the bar.
“Cooper is that you?” a female voice called back.
The curtain parted and a stout woman, perhaps a few years older than me emerged at a quick, purposeful pace. She wore a sensible, well made wool gown, and her dark hair was pulled back in a tight braid. The sound of young voices exploded from somewhere behind her.
“Mama! She took my apple!”
“Mine has a bruise!”
The woman turned, “Give me two minutes peace!” Then she added. “Matilda, give your brother his apple and get yourself a new one.”
Turning back, she held both hands out to Cooper. “Where have you been? We expected you last week.”
“I know. I was delayed.” They seemed to know each other well. Stepping to one side, he touched my arm lightly. “I’d like you to meet my wife, Elena.” He glanced down at me, “Elena, this is Sophie. She and her husband, Roland, are good friends of mine.”
Sophie’s eyes widened in what appeared to be shock as she took in the sight of me. “Good Gods,” she exclaimed. “Where did you find the likes of her? She looks like some nobleman’s daughter.”
I had no idea what to say to that.
Sophie’s face broke into a broad smile. “Roland! Get out here!” she shouted.
The next thing I knew, she’d crossed the floor and nearly lifted me off the ground in an embrace. “Don’t mind me. You are most welcome here. We just never thought our Cooper would get married to anyone, and well you… you’re quite a surprise.”
Cooper appeared slightly embarrassed at some of the things she said, but then a great bear of a man with a full beard came through the curtain. “What’s all this ruckus? I’m trying to get the stove lit.”
“You’ll never believe it,” Sophie told him. “Cooper says he’s gone and married this little bit of a thing.”
The bear of a man stopped in his tracks, staring at me. “No?”
“Well, if you two don’t believe me, no one will,” Cooper said, shifting weight between his feet.
Sophie hugged me again. “This calls for a celebration.”
·····
Not long after, I began to feel much better. I only wished that Cooper had told me about his friends beforehand and he’d prepared me for what he had in mind.
It seemed there was a large guestroom upstairs, and we would be sleeping in privacy, in a bed, for several nights. Even better, I was to have full use of the kitchen stove and wash tubs in the morning so that I could heat water and do all the laundry I liked.
By the time darkness had fallen, Gregor and Harlan had joined us in the common room of the tavern—and were both roundly embraced by Sophie—and then Roland closed the place down for the night, and he’d launched a small celebration.
A little girl about five years old and a boy about four had joined us well. We drank small goblets of red wine and ate roasted pheasants cooked with sliced apples, warm bread, and mashed potatoes with gravy.
After a week of dried fish and grapes, it was the most delicious food I’d ever tasted.
More though... this little gathering was what I’d wanted when I’d suggested getting married in Kéonsk. I felt like I was being welcomed into a family.
“Why didn’t you tell me what to expect here?” I whispered to Cooper in a spare moment.
“I wanted it to be a surprise.” He hesitated. “I know this past week hasn’t been easy for you, and I wanted you to see there’ll be more to our life together than sleeping in the tent and eating cold food.”
I blinked. I had no idea he’d even thought of these things. Reaching out, I touched his hand. “You are a good man, a thoughtful man.”
He glanced away. I knew he didn’t accept thanks or praise easily.
That night, in the privacy of our room, I took off my dress and showed him how much I appreciated his kindness. Afterward, he held my face and stared at me in wonder.
But later, as he slept beside me, I lay awake, thinking on what I might do for him in return, how I could be of more use … how I could make his life easier.
Soon, I had an idea.
·····
The next morning was a busy one—in the best possible way.
After a quick breakfast, Cooper and I went down to the barge, and he told me we would spend the morning re-organizing some of our cargo, and then we had business to conduct in the afternoon.
I gathered up all our dirty clothing and made my way back to the Beechwood Tavern.
When I arrived and entered the kitchen, I found Sophie already heating several large pots of water. She’d dragged a large washtub to the center of the floor.
“Oh, thank you,” I said. “You didn’t need to do all that.”
“I’ve got things to wash too. I sent the children to the market with Roland.”
The next few hours were spent scrubbing clothes and hanging them on lines out behind the tavern. Sophie was a bit loud and blunt, but I enjoyed her company. There was nothing false or hidden about her. She showed every emotion on her face.
This soon proved helpful to me when she eyed my sky blue muslin dress on the line… and then the sunflower yellow one. “You wear these on the barge?”
“They’re all I have. My life was quite different before.”
“It must have been. Don’t you have any wool clothing at all?”
I shook my head. “Perhaps I should try to purchase some?”
She looked me up and down. “Wait here.”
After she left the kitchen and passed through the curtained doorway, I heard her go up the stairs and then come back down. She re-entered the kitchen carrying two wool dresses, one of dark red and one of deep plum.
“Believe it or not,” she said, “when I first met Roland, I was about your size. These have been worn a bit, but they’re in good condition, and I know I’ll never be able to wear them again. You might as well take them.”
Neither of the dresses appeared “worn” at all. They both looked almost new. My heart jumped at the prospect of two warm wool gowns, in dark shades. “Oh, Sophie, you must let me pay you for them. Those are fine dresses.”
She waved me off, and then foisted the gowns into my arms. “Wouldn’t hear of it. No one is using them.”
I wasn’t certain what to say. I was unaccustomed to generosity. “Thank you.” Then, I wondered if she could help me with the plan I’d hatched in the night. “Sophie, while the clothes are drying, I wondered if you could help me with something else.”
“With what?”
“I want to purchase two things… and I’m not sure where I might buy them.”
·····
At mid-day, I headed back to the barge carrying my newly acquired wool dresses and two purchases: a small cauldron and a standing iron hook that could be placed over a fire. I was so happy, and I couldn’t wait to show everything to Cooper.
For the first time since our marriage, I’d begun to feel like I had some control over my daily life, and that I would be able to make more of a contribution to Cooper’s life than simply keeping the account books.
Nearly bursting with excitement, I found him on the barge re-stacking some crates. Harlan and Gregor were both there helping as well. As I came down the dock, Cooper saw me and straightened. He seemed on the verge of greeting me when his eyes dropped to the burdens in my arms.
“What’s all that?”
I smiled. “Sophie saw that my dresses weren’t suitable, and she gave me these. They’ll be much warmer and more practical. I like the red one best.”
While I didn’t expect him to smile back, I did think he’d be pleased. But he frowned. “What do you mean she ‘gave’ them to you? Like charity?”
Taken aback, I felt defensive. “Of course not. I offered to pay her, but she wouldn’t accept.”
His mouth fell open. “You offered to pay her? If you’d needed warmer clothes, you only had to tell me. My wife doesn’t need charity from our friends.”
Stunned, I was trying to think up a proper response to that when he pointed to the cauldron and iron hook.
“And what are those?”
Thinking the purpose of these must please him, I tried to smile again. “They’re for cooking. At nights, we can build a fire on the shore, and I can cook us warm suppers, fish stews, boiled chicken, lentil soup… anything you like.”
Harlan and Gregor both perked up at this news, but Cooper’s frown deepened. “Where did you get them? More charity from Sophie?”
“No, I purchased them in a shop. Sophie took me, but I bought them myself.”
“You bought them? With what money?”
Now, I was becoming angry. Did he think me destitute? “I drew a wage for overseeing the housework in the manor, and I have some savings. I brought it all when I packed my things to leave with you.”
Harlan and Gregor turned quickly back to their work as Cooper’s face darkened.
“Whatever is the matter with you?” I asked him, somewhat exasperated. “I thought you’d be pleased at the prospect of warm dinners.”
His expression flickered, and he took a long breath. “I am… of course I am. But, you didn’t marry a pauper. We have plenty of money. If you need anything, if you want to purchase anything, just tell me. You don’t need to spend your savings, and you don’t need charity from anyone.”
I shook my head in confusion. Could he really be so proud? “For goodness sake. No one thinks you a pauper. Sophie was only trying to be kind, and as far as my savings… what’s mine is yours. What difference does it make who pays for a cauldron and a hook?”
But he seemed only more displeased by my answer, as if I wasn’t listening to him. “Just tell me if you need anything. I’ll pay for it.”
My excitement was well gone by now, and I stood there wondering how well I understood this man I’d married.
·····
After a quick lunch, I set up the small tent that I shared with Cooper. Then I vanished inside and changed into the red wool dress. It fit me surprisingly well. I brushed my overly abundant mass of hair and wound most of it into a braid.
The dress was warm and comfortable, and it was good to get my hair out of my face.
When I stepped from the tent, Cooper glanced over at me and did a double take, but his expression was no longer disapproving. Perhaps I looked a little more like a barge master’s wife.
As his mood seemed improved, I asked, “What is our business this afternoon?” It would be hours until our laundry was dry, so I was at his disposal.
He already had two large crates ready to carry into the village. “First off, we’ll deliver these bolts of muslin to Mistress Dunbarton. She has a little dress shop and she likes to spend winters getting gowns ready for the following summer.”
That sounded a pleasant task, but I was surprised by the size of the crates. Cooper was unusually strong, and he had to use his legs to heft them.
“Both of those are filled with bolts of muslin?” I asked.
He grunted an affirmation.
Mistress Dunbarton must be a fast seamstress if she planned to go through all that cloth in a single winter. Maybe she had a hired seamstress as well? I fetched the bound journal—with a thin stick of paper-wrapped charcoal tied to its spine—that we used as our transaction book. Inside, I’d created neat columns for sales, purchases, and delivery fees. Whenever Cooper purchased something, I recorded the price so that later, when he sold it, we could keep track of the profits.
Unfortunately, I hadn’t been with him very long, and he was not the best bookkeeper, and I had no idea what he’d paid for half the cargo currently on the barge. That situation would resolve itself the longer I was with him.
“I’m ready,” I told him. “Lead on.”
He stepped onto the dock, carrying both crates, and I followed him back into the village.
“You might brace yourself,” Cooper said as he walked, carrying the heavy crates. “Mistress Dunbarton can be difficult. She’s not pleased with much, and she says whatever she thinks.”
In the early days of my being mistress to Lord Stefan, I’d dealt with the older women of Pudúrlatsat calling me a whore to my face. I was fairly certain that Mistress Dunbarton couldn’t say anything I hadn’t heard before.
“But she’s a good customer,” he went on, “and of all the bargemen, she deals only with me.”
I nodded.
We made our way past the neat wooden houses and the market and into the row of pretty shops. He went to the front of one with a yellow awning, and I hurried to open the door for him.
“Mistress?” he called, stepping inside.
The front room was cluttered with tables, chairs, cloth, thread, and pin cushions full of needles. At the far side stood a three-tiered screen, and the moment I entered, a tall, broad-shouldered woman stepped out from behind it carrying a partially finished dress. Her hair was gray and wound up in a severe bun at the back of her head. Her face was lined but her blue eyes were sharp, and her expression struck me as one of perpetual disappointment.
“Cooper,” she barked. “Where in the seven hells have you been? I expected you a week ago.”
He set both crates on the largest table and then lifted the top one so he could set them side-by-side. “I know. I was detained. This is Elena, my wife.”
Her sharp eyes moved to me, and she made a “harrumph” sound in the back of her throat as she approached us. “Well, you’re here. Let’s see what you brought.”
She did not speak to me, but I didn’t expect her to.
Cooper had a hammer on his belt. He took it off and pried the first crate open. It was filled with colorful bolts of muslin cloth, green, blue, red, purple, and orange. Mistress Dunbarton nodded once. “Good enough.”
From her, that struck me as high praise.
Then… he opened the second crate. Inside were neatly stacked bolts of light tan, undyed muslin.
“What is this?” she demanded.
Cooper looked up. “What you ordered.”
“You know perfectly well it’s not! I ordered only four bolts of undyed cloth. The younger women don’t buy dresses without a little color. Only a few of my older patrons want plain clothing. Where are the rest of the colored bolts I ordered?”
Cooper went still, and I thought Mistress Dunbarton might do well to alter her tone. “Elena,” he said. “Hand me the accounts book.”
Growing worried, I handed it to him. His jaw was so tight. Wasn’t he the one who’d warned me that she could be difficult?
Paging back toward the beginning of the book, he landed on a messy page—written well before my arrival.
“I have your order here, one crate of dyed bolts in various colors and one plain.”
“I don’t care what you wrote down!” she snapped. “I know what I ordered. I’m not paying for cloth I can’t use or for the delivery fee.”
Cooper’s dark eyes flashed in anger, and I feared he was about to say something he might regret. I’d seen him in difficult bargains before—worse than this—and I’d never seen him even come close to losing his temper. I wondered if the earlier near argument with me was still bothering him.
“Mistress…” he bit off slowly. “I paid for this cloth, and I hauled it all the way from Kéonsk. I remember the day you ordered it, and I wrote down exactly what you told me.”
“Then you need to get your ears checked,” she said.
“Mistress Dunbarton,” I cut in, finally saying something. “Once we finish this current run downriver, we’ll be going back to Kéonsk for the winter. Perhaps you could pay us for the crate of dyed cloth and for four bolts of the plain, and we can take the rest back and exchange it? We’ll be back again in early spring, and you should have plenty of cloth to keep you busy until then.”
Her head swiveled in my direction. She studied me. “Well… if that’s your answer for this mistake, I suppose it will have to do.”
“Cooper?” I asked.
His jaw was still tight and his eyes were still angry, but he nodded once, handed me the accounts book, and then pulled four bolts of plain cloth from the crate.
After taking the book back from Cooper, I quickly wrote down the number of plain bolts left inside the crate. “There are twelve remaining, and we will exchange them for you.” I held the book in front Mistress Dunbarton and handed her the charcoal. “Could you please sign beneath this, so there is no confusion in the spring?”
She studied me again, and made the same “harrumph” sound, but she signed the book. “I’ll get my money box.”
Cooper didn’t say a word.
A few moments later, she paid him for the cloth and the delivery fee, and we headed back outside with Cooper carrying the single crate.
A few steps down the street, I exhaled in relief. “You weren’t joking about her being difficult. She is one of those people who likes to be in the right.”
He stopped walking.
I looked up at his face to see he was still angry.
“Elena,” he said between his teeth. “I’ve been dealing with these people for years, since before my father passed the barge and the business down to me. I don’t need you interrupting with compromises to please people like her. You’re with me to keep the accounts, and I handle the bargaining. Do you understand?”
At both his tone and his words, I felt myself go pale. We were in the street with people walking past, and I didn’t care. I had had enough.
“Interrupting?” I repeated loudly. “Do you remember what you said to me the night you proposed? You said, ‘I offer myself, my business, my world in a life on the river.’ You made me believe that you were offering me a partnership in your business and in your life. Now, it seems I can’t purchase a simple cooking pot without asking your permission first!”
“I didn’t say you needed permission.”
Turning to face him, I squared off with the accounts book in one hand and the other clenched into a fist at my side. “I’ve spent the last five years of my life as mistress to a lord. I couldn’t talk back. I couldn’t show tears. Everything I did, I did to please him because I had to. I married you because I loved you, but also to escape that kind of life, and I won’t be bullied anymore!”
As soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted them. Although I hadn’t meant to, I’d just compared my husband to Lord Stefan.
Cooper stood still a few breaths longer. Then he turned and walked away, heading back toward the barge.
I let him go.
·····
I walked around the village by myself for a while, miserable and alone.
I’d been so certain that I could be a barge master’s wife, that we’d have many happy years ahead of us, and I’d ruined everything inside of a week.
How could I have spoken to him like that? How could I have compared him to Lord Stefan?
Drifting slowly through the market, not really seeing anything or anyone, I realized how much of a change our marriage had brought to Cooper’s calm, settled life. He was accustomed to being in charge. Though I still thought my solution in the dress shop had been correct, it must have been shocking to Cooper to have me step in and take over like that.
Leaving the market behind, I walked past the neat rows of houses toward the river.
Looking ahead, I saw Harlan and Gregor coming toward me.
Harlan stopped a few paces away and shook his head. “I’d leave him be, Miss. When he gets like this, it’s best to just leave him be.”
“Did he kick you both off the barge?” I asked.
They glanced away, embarrassed.
I smiled weakly at Harlan, but I don’t know if he saw it, and I walked past them. Even if my marriage was over, the least I could do was go and apologize for some of the things I’d said.
When I reached the dock, I saw Cooper sitting on one end with his back to me.
I went to him and crouched down.
“I’m sorry,” I said simply. “That was an awful thing for me to say.” I paused. “And I should have been more mindful in the dress shop. This barge does belong to you, and so does the business, and you’re accustomed handling the bargaining on your own. I shouldn’t have spoken up like that.”
His head turned toward me, and I was taken aback by the sadness on his face. “Now you shame me,” he said. “You’ve nothing to be sorry for. You did nothing wrong and you said nothing wrong.” He looked back out over the river. “You may even have saved me a good paying customer. I want you to feel that what’s mine is yours. I want you to take part in everything.”
“Then why were you so angry?”
“Before your father died, he was the captain of the manor guards, and then you were with Lord Stefan. Whether you know it or not, you’ve lived a life of some privilege. Now you’re on the river with me, sleeping in a tent, freezing in those thin dresses, and I didn’t even buy you new ones. I don’t know what I was thinking, asking you to become part of this. I’ve just been feeling… out of control, and today, it was too much.”
Our marriage wasn’t over. He’d been worrying that he wasn’t enough for me.
“Oh, Cooper, I don’t want to be anyplace other than where I am. But you have to let me be helpful and to figure out how a few things are going to work here for me. Can you do that?”
Reaching over, he gripped my hand. “I’ll try.”
·····
The next few days in Mistelbach were a revelation for me. Cooper and I delivered more of the goods that we’d transported. We sold wool and casks of wine and treated leather. We bought late season fruits and vegetables that we could sell in Enêmûsk and Kéonsk. In my spare time, I cooked in Sophie’s kitchen or I played with the children—of whom I quickly grew fond. Cooper and I spent every night in our own room beneath warm blankets, and the luxury of it brought even more pleasure.
But the whole time, I still pondered at how I’d spoken to him that day in the street—and how he’d spoken to me. Had I ever spoken in that manner to Lord Stefan, it would have destroyed his value of me forever. In truth, had I spoken to my father like that, it would have caused irreparable damage to his view of me.
Apparently, with Cooper, we could shout at each other and say whatever we were thinking at the time, even hurtful things, and then later, we could both say we were sorry and explain ourselves, and move on as if nothing had happened.
I found this state of affairs rather… liberating.
For the remainder of our stay at the Beechwood Tavern, only one other event caused me trepidation. Sophie and I were in the kitchen, making apple pies, and I could see she had something on her mind. I decided to wait and let her share it when she was ready.
As we placed two pies into the wood-burning oven, she finally glanced at me and said, “Cooper told me that you’ve not yet met his mother?”
Of all the things she might have said, this was not something I expected… but she had my attention.
“No, I haven’t. I will soon. As soon as we finish this run downriver, we’ll head for Kéonsk for the winter.” Something in her voice made me ask. “Have you met her?”
“Yes. Didn’t Cooper tell you? He and I have been friends since we were children and his father owned the barge. Cooper and his mother sometimes came downriver. Our parents were all friends, until mine both passed of a fever a few years back.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
“It’s all right now, but his mother is… well, you’ll meet her soon enough.”
“She’s what?”
Instead of answering, Sophie took my hand. “If you and Cooper ever want to winter here with us, you’d be most welcome. I’ve so liked having you here, and you’re good to the children, and I’ve never seen Cooper so happy.”
Although it was kind, I couldn’t help wondering about the reason for this rushed and somewhat impassioned offer. “Of course I would enjoy wintering with you. Is… is there a reason that we should?”
“No, no.” Sophie shook her head. “I just wanted you to know.”
After that, she’d say no more on the subject, but the conversation left me uneasy.
·····
On the day we were scheduled to leave, I took a trip to the market, and I stocked up on food supplies. Cooper’s idea of “stocking up” was to purchase a small barrel of dried fish. I learned from Harlan this penchant of Cooper’s was not driven by thrift, but simply because he hated to think about meals or take the time to shop for anything else. Perhaps he spent so much time bargaining for the business that he was weary of it by the end of the day.
I bought fresh trout, eggs, butter, an urn of goat’s milk, lentils, onions, potatoes, dried basil, late season tomatoes, flour, cheese, tea, and several loaves of bread. We already had fruit on the barge.
Our good-byes to Sophie, Roland, and the children were surprisingly painful, and yet I was grateful to have become a part of their circle so quickly. There were hugs and promises to see each other soon.
Then, we boarded the barge, Cooper pushed off, and the original quartet of us was once again drifting down the river’s current.
Sitting at the back, I looked up at Cooper standing over me with his pole, and I marveled at the strange luck that had tied me to this man—and him to me. I was becoming more aware that we didn’t know each other well, but time would remedy that.
The air had been growing colder each day, as winter was not far off. I was glad for the wool dress on my back. Between it and my cloak, I was more comfortable. In the afternoon though, it began to rain, and Cooper set up our tent and told me to get under cover. He said that he and the twins were used to working in the rain.
I knew this must be true.
Inside the tent, I didn’t see much of the scenery we passed, but the world outside did appear to grow darker. When the rain stopped, I emerged to see the forest on each side of us had thickened to the point of long, moss-covered branches reaching out over the water.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“We’ve crossed the border where the river takes a turn north into Stravina.”
“Stravina?” We were in another country. I could hardly believe it. “Do the people here speak our language?”
“This close, most of them do, but once we get farther in, don’t worry, I speak Stravinian and Belaskian.”
Cooper spoke two other languages? I seemed to be learning more about him every day.
Not long after this, Gregor turned from the front of the barge and called, “Trading post ahead.”
Cooper looked down at me. “We’ll stop here for the night. There’s no village, just a small trading post, but it’s safe.”
Safe? What did that mean? Then I realized that there had been evenings when Cooper and the twins pushed on into the night so that we could dock in a populated area. Perhaps he feared thieves if tied off somewhere along the river and spent the night on our own.
Several docks stretched out into the river—half filled with other barges. Harlan and Gregor guided our barge along side the nearest one to an open spot, and I looked around.
There were a few small buildings that appeared to be dwellings, a few others that looked liked storage sheds, and a large faded building with a trickle of smoke rising from a single chimney. Rough-looking men walked the docks. Some of them went in or came out of the large building. A number of the men had dogs at their sides. I knew some bargemen kept dogs, but Cooper did not.
“Can I build a fire along the shore?” I asked.
“I’ll do it,” Cooper answered.
As we made our way down the dock and onto the shore, I saw a wide road stretching into the trees, and there was a clearing to one of side of the road. Inside the clearing was what looked to be an unusual encampment, a collection of wagons with small houses built on top—like rolling homes. There were horses grazing on scant grass at the outskirts of the camp and chickens pecking the ground around the wagons. Perhaps fifteen people milled about the camp. Some of the women were putting vegetables into a large pot hanging on a hook over a fire pit built in the center of camp. Everyone was dressed in bright colors of scarlet or royal blue or purple, and most wore bracelets or rings in their ears, even some of the men.
At the sight of them, Cooper stopped walking. “Elena, you stay away from that camp. I mean it.”
I had no idea why he thought I’d venture over at all, but he sounded so stern, I couldn’t help asking, “Why?”
“Those are Móndyalítko, gypsies.”
“Really?” Now I was curious. “You don’t like them?”
In my life, I’d met only two people with possible ties to the Móndyalítko, and they had both been dangerous, but they had neither looked nor lived anything like these people.
“They’re vagabonds,” he answered. “Parasites. Stay away from them.”
I found this somewhat hypocritical on his part. Weren’t we vagabonds? I suppose Cooper would have more likely described himself as a traveling merchant. Still, I was learning to choose my battles with him carefully, and this one was certainly not worth fighting, so I put it from my mind.
He found a clear spot along the shore and built us a small fire. I went to the barge, gathered an arm-load of supplies, and went back to the fire to make dinner. Using a sharp knife and a wide board from the top of a broken crate, I boned the trout and cut it into chunky pieces. Then I chopped onions and potatoes. Once that was finished, I placed the iron hook over the fire and hung cauldron. I made tea first and poured it into an urn with a tight fitting lid—while making a mental note to buy a teakettle at the first opportunity.
After rinsing out the pot, I heated more water and dropped in the trout, potatoes, and onions. I added some basil. When the fish and vegetables were cooked, I added a little flour and goat’s milk to make the chowder creamy. Then I sliced bread and called the twins to dinner. The barge was only a short distance away.
“Bring bowls, mugs, and spoons,” I called.
They both came quickly, and Gregor brought a few small crates for us to sit on.
Cooper had been gathering more firewood, and he came to join us. I passed out mugs of lukewarm tea, bowls of steaming chowder, and slices of bread.
Upon taking one bite of the chowder, Harlan closed his eyes and said, “Oh, Miss. I’m so glad you’ve joined us.”
“I think you can call me Elena,” I answered, but I smiled.
Cooper wolfed down his dinner and nodded. “Good.”
I realized he was not terribly interested in food and tended to view it more as fuel than as something to be enjoyed, but I didn’t mind. At least he’d eaten decently. After dinner, as I began to clean up, darkness fell.
Gregor wandered over to the trading post, and Cooper and Harlan remained by the fire chatting about the next few stops. It seemed we only had two more before we would start back upriver—where we’d have to be pulled against the current by mules.
I’d finished washing the dishes and had put everything away on the barge and was walking back to the fire when Gregor came out of the large trading post. I fell into step beside him as we approached the campfire.
“There’s a game going on inside, Cooper,” he said. “Looks promising.”
Cooper looked over, “Are they drinking?”
“Yup.”
“How long?”
“Long enough, and they’ve all got money.”
Cooper stood up. “Harlan, douse the fire.”
Harlan jumped to do as he was asked, and when the flames were fully out, Cooper motioned me to join him. “Come on.”
Puzzled, I followed him, and the four of us went to the large trading post and passed through the front door. The first thing to hit me was the smell, and I couldn’t help putting my hand to my nose; the mixed odors of pipe smoke, burned stew, dog urine, and unwashed bodies permeated the air.
The vast, open room was filled with tables, men, and dogs. A long bar covered one entire side of the room, and shelves behind the bar were cluttered with jars, urns, and small casks. The floor beneath the shelves was lined with larger casks. Several men behind the bar were haggling with other men standing in front of it.
Cooper ignored all this, and he didn’t seem to notice the smell. He scanned the tables until his gaze stopped on five men playing cards. There were numerous tankards on the table.
He studied the men for a few moments, and then turned to Harlan. “You’ll watch out for Elena?”
“You know I will.”
Cooper looked down at me. “Stay with Harlan.”
“What are you going to do?” I asked, more puzzled now.
“Play cards for a while,” he answered.
With that, he walked over and spoke to the men at the table. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but after exchanging only a few words, he sat down.
“Don’t worry, Miss,” Gregor said, standing to my right. “He’ll come home with a good deal more money than he brought.”
I was stunned. “He’s a gambler?”
Both Harlan and Gregor shook their heads adamantly.
“He’s no gambler,” Harlan said quietly. “He only plays with men who are well into their cups, and he never loses. That isn’t gambling.”
I absorbed this for a moment. No, perhaps he wasn’t a gambler, but it appeared he was someone who fleeced weaker or impaired men for their money. I wasn’t sure what I thought of that. It somehow seemed immoral—or at the very least unfair.
Several men at a near-by table glanced over at me, and Harlan glared at them. They looked away.
I became self-conscious at being the only woman in the place. Along our travels, I’d seen other women on barges. I’d even met a few who owned barges. But apparently, none of those women were here tonight.
“Come to the bar and I’ll buy you a cup sweet wine,” Harlan said.
With little else to do, I followed him, and Gregor sauntered over to watch Cooper play. I had a feeling we were going to be here a while.
The bar had no stools, probably because this was a trading post and not a tavern, so once Harlan ordered our drinks, he and I stood while I sipped at a cup of wine and he had a mug of ale. I had no idea what we’d do with our time once our drinks were finished. Harlan certainly spoke a little more than his brother, but not that much more.
I wondered if this trading post had a teakettle to sell.
When my wine was half gone, the door opened, and I glanced over. Three people came inside, two men and a woman… all Móndyalítko. The men had dusky skin and dark curly hair down to their shoulders. They both wore daggers on their hips, and they looked about warily, as if expecting trouble. But the woman caught my interest the most. She was perhaps forty years old, with long black hair just beginning to show a few strands of silver. Her face was unlined though. She wore a sleeveless dress of royal blue that laced only halfway up her bosom, but she wore a long-sleeved, low-cut white blouse beneath it that exposed her collarbones and some of her shoulders. She had bangles on her wrists and silver rings in her ears.
I found her lovely.
A number of men watched them come in, but no one spoke to them, and they walked smoothly, rather like cats, over to the bar. The woman spotted me almost right away, and she stopped a few paces away.
I held out my hand. “My name is Elena, and I must say I’m glad to see another woman in here.”
Surprise crossed her features, and after a brief hesitation, she closed the distance and took my hand. “I am Marika.”
She spoke Droevinkan with a slight accent I couldn’t place. Up close, I could see that her eyes were lavender.
I had some of my own money in the pocket of my dress, so I said, “Would you join me for a cup of wine?”
Carefully, she moved up beside me. Both men with her stiffened, watching Harlan, but Marika waved them off.
Harlan’s face however shifted to alarm, and he glanced over wildly to see if Cooper was watching us. “Miss Elena…” he stammered.
Cooper wasn’t watching. He was absorbed in his card game, and I ignored Harlan. Marika, however, followed his gaze across the room to Cooper.
“Is he yours?” she asked me. “That stern-face one?”
I pondered the wording of her question. “Yes, I suppose he is mine. He’s a good deal of trouble, but I do love him.”
All caution vanished from her face, and she smiled at me. “I would enjoy a cup of wine.”
For a moment, I thought Harlan was going to swallow his own tongue, and I couldn’t fathom what the fuss was all about. But Cooper had gone off to amuse himself and left me for the most part on my own—as Harlan didn’t count much as company. I saw no reason why I couldn’t do something interesting, and speaking to Marika struck me as beyond interesting.
Both of the men with her moved to a place a short distance down the bar and began haggling with one of the men behind it over purchasing some tea and ground oats.
Marika stayed with me. Once she had her own cup, she sipped at it, and we began conversing easily of small things.
“Are you heading up river or down?” she asked.
“Down for two more stops and then we head east to Kéonsk for the winter.”
She nodded and took a good swallow of the wine. “We’ll head north in a few days, further into Stravina. There are a number of towns along this road where the people have coin to pay for entertainment.”
“Entertainment?”
“That is how we earn our living, playing music, telling fortunes, feats of magic.”
I found this fascinating. Cooper had called them parasites, but it seemed they worked for their money just like we did.
“Miss Elena…” Harlan said in my ear.
I wanted to swat him away when I realized Cooper had seen us and his entire body had gone stiff. Marika followed my gaze, and at the sight of his face, she looked back and smiled again. “I fear it’s time we left, but I do thank you for the wine and the welcome. Tomorrow, let me repay you. Come to my wagon, the one with the blue trim, and I’ll tell you your future.”
For some reason, my heart jumped at her offer. Could she tell my future? If so, I badly wanted to hear it.
Over at the card table, Cooper stood up.
Marika moved away from me, toward the door. “Come and see me,” she said.
The two men followed her with their purchases.
Slowly, Cooper sat back down, and Harlan sighed in relief.
·····
The night crawled on slowly. As predicted, once I’d finished my drink, there was little for me to do—and I didn’t see a teakettle anywhere behind the bar.
“How long can Cooper go on winning before someone at the table gets angry?” I asked Harlan.
“Oh, he won’t win every hand. But when he loses, he won’t lose much.”
Again, this seemed rather… calculated, and I was beginning to wonder if Cooper did anything that was not calculated, but I also couldn’t stop thinking about Marika and her offer to me.
“Do you think Cooper would mind if we went back to the barge? It’s been a long day.”
Harlan perked up at my suggestion. Perhaps he was tired of this vast, smelly room too. “No, Miss, I don’t think he’d mind. You stay right here.”
Quickly, he slipped between the tables and chairs over to the card players, and he leaned down to speak in Cooper’s ear.
Cooper nodded in response, and Harlan came back to me. “Let’s go.”
The instant we were back outside, I took a long, deep breath of fresh air. “Oh, that’s better.”
“Agreed,” Harlan said. “Most of those men aren’t too fond of bathing.”
“All the pipe smoke was worse.”
The night was dark, with only a half-moon. I could just make out the small buildings around us, but I could see the docks and the river more clearly. When Harlan started for docks, I stopped him with my hand.
“Did you hear Marika’s offer to me?”
He tensed. “What about it?”
“We’ll be leaving first thing in the morning, and I’d like to go to her wagon. I’d like to hear my future.”
“You don’t believe in all that, do you?”
I had seen and lived through a number of unexplainable things in my life, and I had learned to discount nothing.
“Perhaps I do, but I’d like to at least hear what she has to say, and I’m sure she’s still awake. Will you take me to their camp?”
He wavered. I knew he’d grown fond of me, and he’d very much appreciated the dinner I’d cooked, but his face closed up. “No, Miss. I can’t. Cooper would have my head if I took you to see those gypsies. I hate to think what he’d do.”
Did he fear Cooper? In recent days, I’d felt a number of unexpected emotions toward my new husband, but I’d never once been afraid of him. I opened my mouth to speak again, and Harlan cut me off.
“Don’t ask me to do this. Please.”
I relented and fell into step beside him.
As we approached our barge, I couldn’t help asking, “Why does he hate them so much? Have they done him wrong?”
Harlan appeared much more relaxed now that I’d stopped pressing him, and his face grew thoughtful. “No, I don’t think he’s ever had any dealings with them. It’s his mother. She has very set ideas about things, and she calls them ‘indecent’. I think a lifetime with her might have rubbed off on him.”
A cold feeling passed through my stomach. This was the second somewhat unpleasant hint regarding Cooper’s mother. “You and Gregor know Cooper’s parents?”
“Course we do. We winter in Kéonsk too, but we don’t stay with Cooper’s family, and I don’t spend any more time there than I have to.”
He seemed to realize he might have shared too much because his face closed up again.
We’d reached the barge.
“You’d best get some sleep,” he said. “I’ll be in my tent at the other end, but I don’t think anyone will bother us.”
I nodded. “Good night.”
We each went to our respective ends of the barge, and I disappeared into the tent I shared with Cooper. I didn’t sleep though. I didn’t even remove my cloak or my boots. I sat on our blanket fully clothed, and I waited.
Time drifted by, and soon enough, I heard the sound of even breathing from the other end of the barge. Slipping out from my tent, I stood and peered over the top of the cargo. Harlan was out of sight and still breathing evenly.
Silently, I stepped onto the dock and made my way to shore as quietly as possible. At this hour, there was no one else about. Everyone was either asleep or inside the trading post.
Once on land, I walked faster, heading to the clearing to one side of the northern road. There I could see a campfire still burning. Several people sat around it, including both of the men I’d seen earlier. One of those men stood up as I approached, but his expression was not unfriendly.
“Is Marika still awake?” I asked.
He studied me for a moment with his dark eyes, and then motioned me forward with one hand. I followed him through several of the gypsy wagons, and he led me to one with blue painted trim. The near side sported a window, and I could see light glowing through the glass.
The man pointed to three steps at the back of the wagon, leading up to a door.
Taking this an invitation, I ascended the steps and knocked. “Marika?”
Almost instantly, the door opened, and she looked out at me in surprise. “Elena? What are you doing here? It’s late.”
Glancing back, I saw my escort was gone. Still, I spoke quietly. “I know… but we’re leaving in the morning, and at present my husband is occupied, and I so wanted you to tell my fortune.”
I sounded like a silly, babbling girl.
She tilted her head. “I cannot tell your fortune. I can only read your future, and it will show me an important event your life. I can tell you what I see, and I can counsel you, but that is all.”
In a way, this disappointed me. Perhaps I was a silly young woman who wished to hear that she’d made the right choice and that she would be happy.
But when Marika stepped aside to let me enter, I did.
The interior of the wagon appeared very much as it had in my imagination. There were two bunks built directly into the left side wall, with a table at the back—also built into the walls—and two chairs. The right side wall contained a set of closed cupboards. The one window had lace curtains, and colored bits of glass on strings hung from ceiling. I found it all quite comfortable, considerably more comfortable than the barge.
“Come and sit,” she said. “You seem troubled.”
Was I troubled? Maybe I was.
“I haven’t been married long,” I said, following her to the back of a wagon and sinking into a chair. “And I didn’t know my husband well beforehand. We are both still… learning a good deal about each other.”
She listened.
“I suppose I wanted to know if we’d made the right choice,” I continued. “If we will be happy.” Even speaking of these things to another woman made me feel a little better.
“I may not be able to tell you that,” Marika said, “but I can look into your future and tell you what I see.”
There were no crystal balls on the table.
“Thank you,” I said. “And thank you for being so kind.”
She shrugged. “It’s easy to be kind to those who are kind to me.” Settling in her chair, she added. “I need to hold your hand.”
Without hesitation, I gave her my hand, and she closed her eyes.
I had no idea what was about to happen, and for a few moments, nothing happened. Then, without warning her entire body twitched, and her jaw clenched. She twitched again, harder this time, and gripped down on my hand.
Alarmed, I somehow managed to keep from jerking my hand away, and I watched her face. She was breathing hard and her body twitched several more times, but she didn’t speak. She almost appeared in some sort of trance.
It probably did not go on very long, but it felt like an eternity.
Finally, she opened her eyes and stared at me. Then she pulled her hand away from mine and gripped the table. “You have fought against true darkness,” she said. “You’ve seen things most others have not.”
It was true that I had fought against darkness. For years, Lord Stefan had suffered under a curse cast by an undead sorcerer, and I’d found a way to lift the curse. I’d later fought a woman who could call up ghosts and force them to do her bidding, even to the point of murder.
But I had not come here to speak of these events.
Marika was still breathing hard.
“What did you see?” I asked. “Please tell me.”
Whatever she’d seen had both shocked and upset her, and now I began to grow worried. Was there tragedy ahead for Cooper and me?
Perhaps I should not have come here.
“Give me a moment,” she said, clearly trying to gather herself. “I cannot explain what I saw. The future can yet be changed, and I have no wish to change yours.”
This calmed me slightly.
Then she leaned forward, and her voice grew more intense. “You must listen to me, and you must do what I say. Soon, the people of Tetovo Village will beg for your help, and whatever you do, you cannot refuse. No matter what it costs, you must help, or they will be lost. Do you understand?”
“No, I don’t understand at all.”
“I cannot say more, but trust me. When they ask for help, don’t refuse.”
“What of me and Cooper?”
She stood up. Her head nearly touched the low ceiling. “Forgive me. You must go now.”
Frustrated and feeling more lost than when I’d arrived, I stood up as well. For the sake of good manners, I knew I should thank her… but thank her for what? She’d told me nothing of use.
I started for the door.
“Elena,” she said from behind me. “I am glad to have met you.”
·····
Sometime after the mid of night, I lay sleeplessly beneath the blankets inside our tent. I’d returned without Harlan waking or noticing me gone.
But it was so cold outside that I’d taken off my boots and gone to bed fully clothed. Then I’d draped my cloak on top the blankets. Before long my body heat had warmed the blankets, and I grew more comfortable.
Still, I couldn’t sleep.
Soon, the people of Tetovo Village will beg for your help, and whatever you do, you cannot refuse.
What did that mean? It meant nothing to me.
Closing my eyes, I tried to still my mind when I heard voices—Cooper’s and Gregor’s—followed by footsteps on the barge. A moment later, Cooper crawled inside the tent, shivering.
Pulling back the blankets, I drew him under the covers, and then I moved halfway on top of him, trying to help him get warm.
“You stink,” I whispered.
He did. The stench of the trading post had permeated his clothes.
“Do I?” He gripped me tightly with both arms. “You smell good.”
“How much money did you win?”
“Enough to make it worth my time. Not enough to make someone desperate enough to come after me.”
Again… so calculated.
Soon, he stopped shivering and one of his hands began stroking my hair. “It’s nice to have someone warm in here.”
“You need to sleep.”
Apparently, he agreed because he rolled me over and pulled my back into his chest. His breathing grew even, and I knew he’d fallen asleep.
I tried to join him in oblivion, but my mind kept going back to Marika.
·····
The next morning, Cooper said there was no time for me to build a fire and make tea or cook breakfast, so I sliced some bread and cheese and then cut up a few pears.
Still, Harlan and Gregor seemed pleased, as it was a change from dried fish. Cooper wolfed down what I handed him without even looking at it, and then he untied the barge.
All three men used their poles to guide us back out in the current, and before I knew it, the trading post—and the gypsy encampment—vanished behind us. The air was cold and damp, but it wasn’t raining, and I sat at the end of the barge watching the dark, moss-laden trees slip by. Unseen crows cawed from somewhere overhead, and the forest was so thick I wondered if it would even be passable on foot.
“Don’t worry,” Cooper said, standing over me with his pole. “We’ll be past these dark trees by mid day. Much of Stravina is beautiful.”
I smiled up at him. This forest did not lack beauty. It was simply . . . dense.
The morning passed quietly, and my thoughts often turned again to Marika. I wondered about her and about what it would be like to roll from village to town in a wagon, entertaining people with music and fortune telling and feats of magic. With the exception of being somewhat insecure, it didn’t strike me as a bad life.
Near mid-day, I felt the world overhead begin to lighten, and I realized the trees on each side of us were thinning in number. Soon, the forest gave way to open farmland and rolling hills.
I’d never seen quite so much open space.
The barge drifted on.
As dusk settled in, I looked to the north side of the river and saw neat rows of grape vines growing as far as the eye could see. They were well tended, with large clusters of purple fruit waiting to be picked.
“Lovely,” I commented. The sight seemed to suggest order and careful planning.
Cooper frowned as he scanned the vineyard. “Those grapes should have been picked by now. Perhaps they started in a different field. I hope they have enough ready for us to carry.”
“You hope who has enough?” I asked, wondering who “they” might be.
“Oh… we’ll be stopping just ahead. These villagers have grown grapes for a hundred years. I come through at this time every autumn, buy as many as we can carry and then take the grapes to our final stop, Golognè, a town with a number of wine makers and merchants.”
“Oh.”
Again, I was struck by the balance of production and transport—of which I had now become a part.
Gregor turned from the front of the barge. “Almost there,” he called. “I can see the docks.”
The sun set as we pulled up to an empty dock and tied off. Peering north in the fading light, I saw a small village set a distance away. Beyond the village, I could see heavily forested hills. Someone must have cleared the land for vineyards a long time ago.
“We won’t go in tonight,” Cooper said. “It’s too late. We’ll go in the morning.”
In a way, I was relieved, as this meant we could make camp right away.
“Can we have a fire?” I asked. “I’d like to make tea and something warm for dinner.”
Harlan and Gregor perked up at this news.
Cooper nodded. “I’ll find some wood.”
As he got a campfire started, I made several trips between shore and barge, gathering up what I needed.
Once I had the hook and iron pot over the flames, I made tea and again poured it into the urn and sealed the lid shut. Then I diced up onions and tomatoes and put them into the pot with water and lentils and basil.
Harlan and Gregor carried over small crates so we could sit around the fire. There were no other barges in the dock and no villagers in sight. It felt as if the four of us were the only people in the world.
“The stew won’t be ready for a while,” I said. “Lentils take a while to soften.”
Both the twins nodded as Cooper came to join us.
I sliced up the last of the bread and slathered the pieces generously with butter. Then I poured mugs of tea. We all seemed content to sit around the fire, eating bread and drinking tea while our dinner bubbled away over the fire.
“How much did you win last night?” Harlan asked Cooper. “Were those men as drunk as they seemed?”
Cooper offered a rare but short laugh. “More.”
He entertained Harlan and Gregor with several stories of how he’d fleeced the card players in the trading post. I found the stories somewhat amusing, but for the most part, again, I couldn’t help feeling that he’d been taking advantage.
Finally, well past full darkness, I stirred the thick stew and found the lentils to be soft.
“Gregor, please pass me those bowls,” I said.
Moments later, we were alternately blowing on spoonfuls of lentil stew and putting the spoons into our mouths.
At the first taste, Harlan closed his eyes in contentment. “Cooper, you should have gotten married years ago.”
With his eyes closed, he didn’t see the annoyed look Cooper shot him.
But Cooper held his bowl up and nodded to me. “This is good. I’d never have thought to buy tomatoes or onions.”
Coming from him that was high praise, as he normally didn’t notice what he ate.
We finished dinner in a comfortable near silence, and then everyone helped clean up. I looked forward to getting a closer look at the vineyards tomorrow and helping my husband to purchase as many crates of grapes as we could carry downriver.
Once the fire was out, and we headed off toward the barge to go to bed, I looked up at Cooper.
“Oh, I forgot to ask. What is the name of this village?”
“Tetovo,” he answered.
I stopped walking and even in my cloak, I felt cold. “What did you say?”
He glanced back and frowned. “Tetovo.”
·····
The next morning, after a restless night, I dressed in the plum-colored gown Sophie had given me and then I brushed out and braided my hair. My stomach was in knots, and I wondered what I might have to face this day, but I also tried to reason with myself.
Marika must know this area and all the villages well. What if she had no ability to tell the future and had been surprised by my late-night visit and had simply spoken the first village name that came into her head? She’d certainly convinced me that that she’d seen… something and had gotten me out of her wagon quickly enough.
Perhaps I worried over nothing?
“Are you all right?” Cooper asked, taking down our tent.
“Yes, of course.”
Harlan and Gregor stayed with the barge while Cooper and I started off toward the village. As I walked, again, I tried to reassure myself that nothing of note might even happen here, and I should concentrate my efforts on helping to purchase grapes.
Ahead, I saw a collection of wattle and daub huts, but the thatched roofs all looked new and the village was well kept. We passed a smithy on the outskirts, but I did not see any sort of market. The place appeared too small to host one. Everyone probably grew their own crops and raised animals and used the money they earned from selling the grapes to purchase seed and feed and anything else necessary for daily life.
As Cooper and I stepped into the main path down the village, two aging women emerged from a dwelling and looked at Cooper in what appeared to be open relief.
One of them turned and called down the path. “It’s Cooper!”
Cooper stalled in surprise.
Other people came running from between dwellings or out of doors. As they hurried toward us, something struck me as odd, but it took a moment to put my finger on it.
The villagers consisted of older or middle aged men, older women or middle-aged women, a few young women, and children.
There was not a single man under the age of thirty-five.
Then, I heard a dragging sound and looked to one side. A young man, perhaps twenty, came from between two dwellings. He dragged his right leg, then hopped on his left, and dragged his right again. He wore a large black patch over his left eye.
“Oh, Cooper,” one of the old women breathed. “Thank the gods you’re here. You’re the only one who might help. Do you have Harlan and Gregor with you?”
She didn’t seem to notice me, but I didn’t mind at all. Clearly she was in great distress about something.
Cooper looked all around. “Where are Bronson and Ives? Where are all the others?” His eyes widened in alarm. “Is there civil war rising? Were they conscripted?” He looked to the young man with the eye patch. “Werner, what’s happened?”
Several people began speaking at the same time, but Werner did not. He glanced between me and Cooper with his good eye. I thought perhaps he had once been handsome, as his features were even and narrow, and his hair was thick and dark, but the large eye patch covered nearly a quarter of his face.
“Slow down,” Cooper ordered. “Someone tell me what happened?”
The same older woman took a long breath. “Werner, you tell him.”
Everyone fell silent and looked to the young man with the eye patch
“No…” Werner tried to answer. Then his voice grew stronger. “There were no conscriptions. They… we went through the veil. Only I came back.”
For a moment, I thought he’d said “vale,” but his pronunciation was slightly different, and it seemed he’d used the term “veil.” I didn’t understand.
The villagers watched Cooper with expectation, waiting for him to speak, but he shook his head. “What?”
“The veil,” the old woman repeated, as if Cooper hadn’t heard correctly.
“Forgive me,” I put in, speaking for the first time. “What is the veil?”
She finally appeared to notice me, and Cooper motioned with his hand. “Alma, this is my wife, Elena.”
“Wife?” Alma repeated, and then shook her head as if this didn’t matter. “The veil between worlds,” she told me.
I was no more enlightened than before, but I could see Cooper growing uncomfortable.
“Alma,” he said, “we’ve come to buy grapes and get them downriver. If you need my help with something, tell me straight.”
“Tell you straight… ?” she stammered. “Get them back! Our young men have gone through the veil! All of them. We’ve almost no one to bring in the harvest, and the grapes will be frozen on the vines soon.”
An older man stepped forward. His face was heavily lined, but his blue eyes were clear. “I’m sorry, Cooper. Alma has been waiting for you to arrive. She is over eager.” He paused. “You must know of the veil, where the little people come through at times? We all know where it is, but we know to avoid it, to give it a wide berth.”
He glanced away and then continued. “Bronson and some of the young men have been restless of late, wanting more than a life of hard work… here. About a moon ago, a peddler came through spilling tales about gold and treasure on the other side of the veil. He hinted at first, and the… the boys started paying him to tell more. He must have left the village with most of their coin. I didn’t know. I didn’t find out until later.” His gaze shifted to Werner.
“We went through,” Werner whispered. “And saw… the other side. There was no gold or jewels, just a dark forest, and not far in, we met the horned one. He took us. After a few nights, I tried to get away. I almost made it back to the veil and he caught me… crushed my foot and took my eye. Bronson came from nowhere to help me, and I… I got through.” His voice cracked. “I left him there… and all the others.”
The more these people spoke, the less I understood what they said, but two things were clear to me. First, within the past moon, they’d lost all their young men. Second, somehow, they expected Cooper, Harlan, and Gregor to get these young men back.
My mind slipped to the exact words Marika had spoken.
You must listen to me, and you must do what I say. Soon, the people of Tetovo Village will beg for your help, and whatever you do, you cannot refuse. No matter what it costs, you must help or they will be lost. Do you understand?
Without even realizing I’d made a conscious decision, I believed her. I believed she had seen into the future.
I assumed her saying the village would be lost meant that without their young men to help with the heavy work and the harvest, the village would soon lose its livelihood and the people would begin to suffer, and then finally to starve.
At the same time, I had no wish for Cooper to cross some “veil” into the “other world” and face something called the “horned one.”
Still, Marika said that she could not give me more details because she feared changing the future, so she’d seen that somehow, we had saved the village. She’d given no indication of whether or not we had survived, but if I believed her… and I did, we could not refuse these people.
“Several other barges have come through,” Alma said, “and we’ve asked for help. But as soon as the barge masters heard we had few grapes harvested, they left, as if we were already forgotten.” She stepped closer to Cooper. “You’re different. You always have been. We knew you’d help us when you came.”
Cooper’s expression of discomfort only grew more pronounced. “Let me speak to Werner alone.”
The expectant villagers seemed confused by this request, but Cooper didn’t wait. Reaching out, he nudged Werner off to one side.
Werner hopped with his left leg and dragged his right. The leg seemed intact, but he couldn’t put much weight on it.
Without asking permission to join them, I followed, and the three of us were soon a short distance away, near the side of a dwelling.
Almost instantly, Cooper’s expression of discomfort vanished. His eyes went hard and flinty. “Where are they, Werner?” he demanded quietly. “And what really happened to you?”
Werner’s eyes went wide with what appeared to be shock. “I wasn’t lying! We went to the veil. I can show it to you. We went through, all eight of us, and we began to search the forest there. The horned one found us and he took us to his encampment… among the little people, the gnomi. He said that we would stay with him and be his sons. Bronson refused, but there were so many of them, and they had weapons, bows with arrows. They wouldn’t let us go. A few nights later, I saw a chance and I ran… I told you what happened.”
Cooper breathed softly through his teeth, and his hard eyes turned regretful. “I can’t help if you won’t tell me the truth.”
“Cooper…” I began. “What if he is telling the truth? We cannot just leave these people without their young men. I only see three young women among the group, and the older people can’t bring in the harvest with so little help.”
Cooper looked down at me. “You can’t possibly believe this?”
His tone suggested that I’d better answer in the negative, so I didn’t answer at all. Instead, my mind raced for a way to make him stay and help.
“Please,” Werner begged. “I’ll take you through myself. This is all my fault. I urged Bronson and the others to go through. I wanted to find gold, wealth, anything that would change our lives.”
My husband shook his head slowly and turned away. He walked back to Alma and the others.
“I am sorry. Werner won’t tell me anything of use. I suggest you get the truth out of him, but I can’t help.”
The villagers, even the children, stared at him with bleak eyes.
“Do you have any grapes to sell?” he asked.
Alma shook her head. “We’ve already sold what little we were able to harvest. We’ll have more in a few days.”
“I can’t stay.” He motioned to me. “Elena.”
With that he started back toward the river.
I cast a helpless look at Alma. “I’ll see what I can do,” I said quietly, and then I nearly ran after him.
·····
By the time we reached the barge, I could tell he was angry. I knew he’d expected to load up on grapes here—to sell at our next stop—but more than that, it went against his nature to abandon people in need. How could I get him to change his mind?
“Wait!” I called as he strode ahead of me to the barge.
“Don’t start,” he said, and then he called to Harlan. “Untie the ropes. We’re casting off.”
“What?” Harlan asked in confusion. “Where are the grapes?”
I caught Cooper’s arm and tried to hold him. “We must help these people. They know you well enough to know you’re a good man. We can’t leave them like this.”
He glanced at my hand on his arm and then down to my face. “I can’t help if Werner won’t tell me the truth. Bronson and the others are most likely long gone. Did you hear a few grains of truth in Werner’s story? That they wanted… more? Something happened, and they set off on their own. Werner was injured and had to come back, and he made up a wild tale.”
While his assessment certainly sounded rational, I had seen many impossible things in my life, and I had learned there was more in this world than what most people viewed as rational.
“Can’t we at least go to this veil and look?” I asked. “Let him take us and show us where he claims they went?”
Cooper and I stood on the dock beside the barge. Slowly, he pulled his arm from my grip, reached down, and gripped my waist. An instant later, he lifted my feet off the ground and set me on the barge. Then he stepped after.
“Push us off,” he called to Gregor.
I had lost this battle
But I’d not lost the war.
·····
We passed much of the day in silence, drifting down the river.
At one point, Harlan did ask, “If we’ve no grapes to sell, is there any point pressing on to Golognè?”
It seemed Cooper had already considered this, as he answered readily, “Some of the wine merchants will be expecting us. We should at least explain what’s happened.”
While that made sense to me, I hardly listened.
My mind was on other things.
First, a childhood memory surfaced to the front of my thoughts. Although I knew nothing of any mythical being called “the horned one,” I had heard stories of the little people, sometimes called the gnomi. Before my father had become captain of the guards for the Pudúrlatsat manor, he had served in the regular military for house of Äntes and had traveled all over the country.
When I was a girl, he’d told me a story of his own youth, in which he and several soldiers had been patrolling a thick forest in the north. Upon making camp at night, they were set upon by small men—only the height of my father’s thigh—with long hair and long noses and strange wizened or deformed features.
“They were the gnomi,” he said.
“What did they want?” I had asked him.
“Apparently, they wanted our food,” he answered. “We were outnumbered and that is what they took from us.”
He said these gnomi had seemed frightened, as if they wanted nothing to do with human men but had little choice in the moment. He also told me that some of the older soldiers knew more about them and called them a “superstitious lot.”
My thoughts kept returning to that phrase.
More, I mulled over and over the exact words that Marika had spoken.
No matter what it costs, you must help or they will be lost.
She never once mentioned Cooper or Harlan or Gregor. Only me.
The day wore on and by the time we reached Golognè in the late afternoon, I had constructed a plan.
Cooper appeared somewhat relieved that I’d not continued to press him about helping the villagers we’d left behind… who we seemed to have forgotten. Had I thought any continued efforts on my part would have swayed him, I’d have kept on with my campaign.
But I knew better. Once he’d made up his mind, there was nothing to be done.
Instead, I worked on making camp while he walked into the town to speak with several merchants. As he would not need me to keep the accounts for transactions, there was no point in me going with him.
Harlan and I built a fire on shore while Gregor set up our tents. When no one was paying attention to me, and I was gathering things from the barge to make supper, I crouched behind some crates and packed a small bag. Then I used my piece of charcoal to write a short note, which I folded and put into the pocket of my cloak.
Then I continued on with my normal evening work.
We’d eaten the last of the bread, but I had stored all the leftover lentil stew, and I simply re-heated it. Then I sliced some cheese and apples.
When Cooper came back, he glanced at me a few times, almost as if he expected an ambush. I only asked him how his talks went with the wine merchants.
“They were disappointed,” he said. “And I think a little worried. Tetovo supplies a good deal of this town’s grapes.”
He said this matter-of-factly, but his words made me more aware that the tragedy in Tetovo could have further reaching ramifications. This only steeled my decision to follow through with my plan.
It was dark by the time we finished supper. The men were tired, so we cleaned up, put the fire out, and went to bed a little early.
Inside our tent, Cooper held me up against himself. “Tomorrow morning, we’ll hook up a set of mules and start back up the river.”
Traveling upriver would be more difficult than drifting down. A team of mules would have to pull us. Harlan and Gregor would spell each other to lead the team on one side of the river, while Cooper and whoever was left on the barge would work the poles, keeping the vessel from being pulled too close to the shore.
Almost every village all along the Vudrask River kept a small shed near 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 though with exhausted mules, the barge master was welcome to trade out for fresh ones. This system served everyone.
A large town like Golognè often hosted twenty or more mules.
Narrow paths had been cleared on both sides of the river as some villages were built on the south side and some on the north side. Sometimes, if a team of mules was pulling on the north side and an upcoming village—with a mule shed—was on the south side, a barge master had to lead the weary team onto the barge and ferry them across in order to trade them out.
Lying beside Cooper, with my face pressed into his chest, I nodded. “Tomorrow, I can spell Harlan and Cooper on the shore. I don’t mind leading the mules.”
“We’ll see.”
My ability to lie so easily almost shocked me. I had no intention of being anywhere near the barge by tomorrow.
Still holding me, he fell asleep, and I waited for his breathing deepen and grow even. Then I rolled out of his arms, as I sometimes did in the night to get more comfortable, and I waited for him to stir.
He did not.
Carefully, I crawled from the tent and left him sleeping. I removed the note from my pocket, unfolded it and used the side of the cooking pot to hold down a corner of the paper. I made sure it was in plain sight. It read:
Dear Cooper,
Forgive me, but I had to go back to Tetovo to try and help the villagers. I have a plan that should work. Please pick me up on your way through.
Love,Elena
It was a ridiculously simple note given the circumstances, and I knew it, but there wasn’t anything else to say. I’d tried for his help in this, and I’d failed.
After securing the note, I went to where I’d hidden my packed bag between two crates, and I retrieved it.
Then I stood at the edge of the barge, looking down at the dock, and a wave of indecision passed over me. I wondered about the personal repercussions of what I was about to do.
I did not even know the people of Tetovo. They were nothing to me.
I could hide this bag again, pick up the note, crawl back into the bed with Cooper, and do nothing to endanger my marriage or my life. But… I believed I had a solid plan and that I could save an entire village from ruin.
It would be wrong to put my own needs first. Everything inside screamed that remaining here and doing nothing would be wrong.
I stepped off the barge, carrying my bag.
Moments later, I was hurrying east, at a trot, down the narrow cleared path on the north side of the river.
·····
Even after trotting all night, it was nearly mid-day before I reached Tetovo, and I decided it might be best for now if I was not seen. Cooper would be coming behind me, and even though I had a full night’s head start, for now I thought to keep my presence here on a need-to-know basis.
Slipping inland, I passed through a vineyard and then came up at the back of the village, and I pressed up against a dwelling, peering out into the main path. Looking further east, I saw a few of the villagers out in the east-side vineyard, picking grapes, but it was clear there were many more grapes than these people could harvest before the frost set in.
My resolution only grew.
A dragging sound caught my attention, and I saw Werner coming in my direction, hopping on his left foot and dragging his right. His expression was pensive.
After waiting until he’d almost reached the dwelling that I hid behind, I leaned out.
“Pssssssst! Werner.”
At the sight of me, he stopped in disbelief. Then he hopped-dragged himself over and looked around. “You’re here? Where’s Cooper? Did he change his mind?”
I let him run out of questions before I spoke. “I came alone, but I have an idea, and I think I can get your men back.”
The growing hope on his face faded. “It’s just you?”
That stung, but I ignored the insult. “Trust me. I have a plan and I’m willing to help.” Glancing toward the forest behind us, I said, “Can we hide among the trees and talk?”
He hesitated for only a breath or two and then nodded. As of yet, no one else had spotted me, and we hurried for the trees. He could move surprisingly fast over a short distance.
Once settled out of sight and crouched behind some bushes, I relaxed a little.
“Elena,” he began. “I can’t let you go through the veil. You have no idea what’s over there. I need strong men like Cooper and Harlan and Gregor.”
Though somewhat surprised he remembered my name, I was undaunted. “Aren’t your friends all strong, young men?” I asked. “It didn’t do them much good, did it?”
His gaze dropped to the ground. “We should not have gone with the horned one. He asked us to come with him, and we did, thinking we’d find treasure. Instead, he took us to his camp, and we were surrounded by the gnomi.”
Perhaps without meaning to, he’d hit on the proper topic.
“Did the gnomi want you to stay?”
In some surprise he raised his head again. “No. There was an argument. They wanted to send us back. But in the end, they did as the horned one wanted… and he wanted us to stay.”
This was the answer I’d expected, but I still knew nothing of this horned one.
“Why would he want eight human men?”
Werner’s expression waxed thoughtful behind his eye patch. “In truth? I think he was hungry for other company. I think he had long grown tired of the creatures… the little people in that camp. He looks more like a tall man, only with antlers.”
I absorbed that and nodded.
“Listen to me,” I told him. “We will not get your friends by force. The gnomi must want to let them go. For that, I think they will need to be frightened, and you’ll have to help me.”
“Frightened?”
Nodding again, I began to speak, and I told him everything I had mulled over on the previous day. I spilled out my plan in detail, and as I spoke I watched his interest grow.
When I finished though, he eyed me almost warily. “Why would you do all this to help us?”
I had no answer. I could hardly tell him that a gypsy had looked into the future and told me that I had to.
“Are you willing to try this or not?” I asked finally.
He rocked back on the heel of his left foot. “Yes. I’d try anything.”
“Good. Take me to this veil.”
·····
The walk through the forest took longer than I expected, and by the time Werner related we were getting close, I realized I was hungry and growing tired—as I had traveled all night, and long since eaten the few food supplies I’d thought to pack.
Still, I pushed such things from my mind and tried to ready myself for what would come next.
Besides, my curiosity was piqued.
“It’s just through those trees,” he said.
I heard the sound of water before I saw anything, but then we stepped into a clearing. A wide creek rushed to one side of us, but directly ahead, I saw a waterfall behind a wide stone ledge. There was no foam or violent spray. The fall itself was calm with only a sheer line of water running about the width of two men lying head to foot.
“The veil,” Werner said.
Suddenly, the name made sense to me. When I thought of a veil, I pictured fine lace over a lady’s face. The thin line of water reminded me of a lady’s veil.
And yet, now that we were here, Cooper’s sensible voice began to penetrate my belief—causing me to waver.
“So,” I asked. “We step through that line of water, and we’ll find ourselves in another world?”
Werner turned to study me. “I don’t know if it’s another world. It looks different and those who live there are different.” He paused. “Oh… and I forgot to tell you something else. I was only there for two days by my reckoning, but when I returned, a half moon had passed. Time must flow differently as well.”
I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. Cooper would most certainly come to this village after me. How long would he wait?
Werner seemed eager to get started. “Now what?” he asked.
“We need to get ready. I’ll have to change my clothes.”
Hefting my bag, I vanished back into the trees, took off my cloak, and unlaced the wool dress I wore. Opening my bag, I pulled out my fine gown of sunflower yellow. I put this on and laced it up the front. Then I unbraided my mass of hair and shook it out. Taking my brush from the bag, I brushed my hair for several moments before using my fingers to mess it up slightly and make it look as full as was possible.
When I stepped from the trees again, Werner’s mouth fell open.
“Oh… you look … you look…”
I smiled, relieved that he couldn’t finish a complete sentence. I hoped my appearance would have the same effect on whoever lived across the veil.
“Your turn,” I said.
He came right to me, and we both crouched down. Reaching into the bag again, I pulled out several more items I’d brought with me. I was quite tired by that point, and it struck me as almost funny that this was not the first time I’d helped disguise a man to make him look like a ghost.
A slightly difficult moment followed. “I’m sorry,” I said, “but for this to work, you’ll need to take off the eye patch.”
He hesitated. “You won’t like what you see.”
“I’ll be fine. I promise.”
After another pause, he reached up and took it off. Pity washed through me, and I touched his arm. His eye had been completely gouged out, leaving a jaggedly, scarred socket.
“Does it hurt?” I asked.
“Not much. Not anymore.”
He seemed relieved that this was my only question. I went to work.
First, I lightly dusted flour all over his face. Once his skin was pale to the point of white, I used rouge on his lips to make them red. Then I took some black mud and smeared it under his eyes to create a contrast.
Leaning back, I nodded in approval.
“How do I look?” he asked.
“You’ll be terrifying. I think we’re ready.”
Glancing at the waterfall and back, he said, “It just hit me that we’re really going to do this. I don’t know you at all, but I thank you. Thank you for coming back.”
“Don’t thank me yet.” I stood up, deciding to leave the bag behind. “Do we just walk through?”
“Yes, we can step onto the ledge from this side without going into the creek.”
It was then that I realized I might have waited to do Werner’s face until we passed through to the other side.
“Cover your head completely with your cloak, or you’ll ruin your disguise.”
“What about you?” he asked.
“I’ll do the same.”
He led the way, and I followed. Upon reaching the ledge, he stepped onto it and reached back for my hand. “Are you sure? We could both end up trapped over there.”
I swallowed. “I’m sure.”
We both lifted our cloaks to cover our heads. He jumped through first, and I followed, spending only an instant passing through the thin veil of water. My cloak was wet on the other side, but I was dry.
Then I noticed the darkness around. We appeared to have arrived in the middle of the night.
Werner lowered his cloak, revealing his make-up had not been marred. In the darkness, he looked even more frightening—which was good. I stepped up beside him and cast my gaze all around. Nothing was the same.
A sea of endless, nearly black trees surrounded us on three sides. Their trunks and branches were gnarled and twisted. Even the insects humming in the night sounded foreign, their pitch too low and hollow.
Turning, I looked behind me but I didn’t see the waterfall. Instead I saw a shallow cave.
“Werner?”
“Don’t worry,” he whispered. “I ran right into it and fell out the other side of the waterfall.”
Well, at least the path in and the path out were in the same location. I hadn’t thought to wonder about that before.
“Can you find the encampment?” I asked.
“Yes, I think so.”
He looked up at the night sky, and when my gaze followed, I saw the moon. It appeared to be the same moon as our side of the veil. Perhaps we were not in another world after all.
Then he started into the twisted trees, and I followed.
Going was a bit slower here as the forest was dense, and Werner had more trouble with his hop-drag method of walking.
Alone here with him here, I couldn’t help asking, “How did this horned man crush your foot?”
He stopped. “He clawed my eye out with his hand and then stomped on my foot. I felt the pain like an explosion… but then Bronson was there, pulling him back and somehow, I stumbled through. I crawled part of the way back to village, and my eye socket bled so much I thought I might die.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry.”
“Why? You didn’t do anything.”
“No, but I’m sorry it happened.”
“I was greedy. I deserved this. I was the one who urged the others to come through, and now they suffer because of me.”
“No one deserves that. And we’ll get the others back.”
We began walking again through the dense, twisted forest. I let him lead while I mulled over his account of this horned man, who was capable of violence. Thankfully, I had no plans for anyone to become engaged in any sort of fighting. I was no fighter.
Well, not in the literal sense.
Sounds in this forest seemed to carry, and I heard the singing well before I saw the camp. At the first hint of the strains, Werner slowed, and we lowered our heads, moving along closer to the loam-scented ground.
He stopped speaking entirely and began using his hands to motion our direction.
Finally, he dropped to his knees and crawled up behind a fallen log. Seeing light on the other side, I crept up and peered over the top.
It took a few moments for me to absorb the scene on the other side. A large bonfire blazed in the center of a circular clearing. Chairs of every make and size had been placed nearly everywhere in sight… all around the fire, up on top fallen logs, strapped to low tree branches. I lost count of all the chairs as I took in the strange smallish beings sitting inside them.
As my father had told me, most of them would be about the height of a man’s thigh—when standing. They all had wild, snarled hair that grew outward and halfway down their backs. They wore pants and vests but no shoes. Some were thin, and some were stout. Some had long noses. Some had bulbous noses. Their features were recognizable, but wizened and not quite human.
Many of them carried small bows and quivers of arrows on their backs.
The gnomi.
Nearer to the fire, I saw seven young men with varied expressions. Some appeared bleak, and some frightened. Two of them looked angry.
And finally, my eyes moved to the creature who stood behind them, watching them carefully. He was taller than any man I’d ever seen. Though his chest and arms were bare, he wore pants and boots. His face was the same as any normal man, but there the resemblance stopped. His ears were covered in short, coarse-looking, brown hair, and they were pointed like a stag’s. The same coarse short hair covered his head, and a rack of antlers sprouted from behind and above his temples. I wondered how he could even hold up his head.
Every one of the gnomi was singing in a language I did not know, and an instant of panic hit me.
“Will they be able to understand what we say?” I whispered almost inaudibly in Werner’s ear.
“Yes, all of them understood us, and when they spoke, we understood them.”
“Oh.” I breathed in relief. My plan would fail utterly if I could not be understood. “Are you ready?”
He nodded, and I dropped my cloak.
Even though he’d offered his consent for us to begin, I crouched there for another moment, gathering myself, preparing myself, knowing that once I started, there was no turning back. Then I launched straight up. Gripping my skirt, I leaped up to the top of the log and hopped down into the camp.
The singing stopped. All eyes turned to me.
My sunflower yellow dress glowed by the light of the fire, and my hair floated around my shoulders. I’d hoped to appear ethereal.
Perhaps I’d succeeded.
Pointing at the young men, I pitched my tone clear and strong. “I have come for them.”
All of the gnomi in their chairs were horrified and stunned. The man with the antlers took a step toward me, but in turn, instead of backing away, I took a step toward him.
“Stay where you are!” I ordered. “I am Coraline of the Móndyalítko, and I have power you cannot imagine. Release these men or I will cause suffering. And if you harm me, another of my kind will come... who will give no warning.”
A number of the gnomi were on their feet now or jumping down from trees, whispering wildly among themselves. I had once known a woman named Coraline who possessed the power to call up ghosts, and so for this night, I took her name.
The seven young men were on their feet as well, their bodies taut, their faces awash with confusion.
The horned man only stared at me. His voice was low and calm and threatening. “And how do you propose to make me suffer?”
I heard him clearly, and yet I was not sure if he’d spoken or the words had sounded in my mind. My courage wavered, and I struggled to call it up again.
“I’ve no intention of making you suffer at all,” I answered and my hand motioned over the crowd of small ones. “I will make them suffer. Without their help, you are powerless.”
The whispers of alarm rose, and a stout, short gnomi with a bulbous nose called, “Aronon! Let them go.”
Again, I understood him clearly but could not remember if he’d spoken. It didn’t matter.
Aronon.
I had a name for the horned man.
“Yes, Aronon,” I continued. “Let them go or I will call upon my powers of Tôlealhân, of will craft, and I will place a hàs one by one on the others who live here.”
Gasps sounded. I had hoped the gnomi would know the words for will craft and for the hàs: a curse set deep inside the mind.
It seemed they did.
My voice rang out. “I will curse each one of them so they are trapped inside the circle of this camp. If they put a hand or a foot outside, it will wither and rot and have to be cut away. If they step outside the circle, their bodies will wither and rot, and they will die in agony.” I turned, staring at the small beings who stared back. “And once you are cursed, once you are trapped, I will call upon ghosts to plague you here.”
The horror on their strange-featured faces grew.
“Aronon!” several of them cried. “Let your new sons go!”
The horned man only gazed at me in derision—and hatred. “She can do nothing. I sense no power in her.”
“No?” I challenged. “Do you remember a young man who came with these?” I pointed the seven young men from Tetovo. “An eighth one who tried to escape? You punished him. You tore out his eye and crushed his foot. He bled to death.”
“What?” one of the young men gasped, stepping around Aronon and speaking directly to me. He was muscular and had been wearing an angry expression when I’d first peered into the camp. “What are you saying?” he asked me. “Werner is dead?”
I turned back toward the log. “See for yourselves. He is only the first of such ghosts I will call.”
Closing my eyes, I raised my hands, “By the old way and the power of the mists,” I chanted loudly, as if speaking a poem, “I summon you from the gray between.”
On cue, Werner spouted up, standing behind the fallen log. He was a terrible visage in the firelight with his white face and red mouth and jagged socket where his other eye had been.
“Who calls me?” his voice echoed.
I gave him credit for better acting skills than I’d anticipated. “I do. To face the one who murdered you.”
Werner focused on Aronon. “Killer! Those who serve you will suffer.”
However, the muscular young man cried out in what sounded like pain, and he turned toward Aronon with an expression of such rage I thought he might attack. I hadn’t planned for Werner’s appearance to have that effect.
Thankfully, in the same instant, all the gnomi rushed Aronon in panic, and I could hear them shouting and demanding that he let his new sons go free. In the span of a breath, Aronon was surrounded by clamoring small beings.
“Let them go!” they cried in chorus.
I didn’t wait.
Rushing to the muscular young man’s side, I said quietly. “Werner isn’t dead. Run!”
He looked over my head, and I glanced back to see Werner motioning with both hands. “Run,” he mouthed.
None of this was lost on the other men, and when the one beside me bolted, the others followed, nearly flying over the log.
I ran after, jumping over the log myself to find the muscular man had stopped and was gripping Werner’s arm. “Oh, your eye,” he said.
“Bronson, go!” Werner answered. “I’ll try to keep up.”
The din behind us hadn’t lessened, and six of the young men had already vanished into the twisted trees. Bronson looked down at Werner’s foot and then grabbed his arm tighter, pulling him along.
We ran—or as least moved as quickly as we could. Bronson was apparently as strong as he looked because he half carried Werner and was still able to keep up with me.
However, not long into the flight, I realized I was uncertain where I was going, and I dropped behind them. Werner must have possessed a good memory and sense of direction, and he kept pointing which way to go.
I waited to hear the crashing sounds of Aronon coming behind us, but all I heard was the hollow buzz of countless insects and the three of us panting.
As we stumbled out of the twisted trees and into a clearer area, I almost couldn’t believe it when I saw the cave. The other young men were ahead of us, and two of them turned to look back.
Werner was holding onto Bronson, but he waved with his free hand. “Ives, go! You’ll come out at the waterfall.”
One by one, they disappeared into the cave, and Bronson half dragged, half carried Werner after.
“Elena, just run,” Werner panted.
I could see he was nearly exhausted, and I wouldn’t leave them. Instead, I moved to his other side, to try to help, and as I did, a hand reached out from the trees and gripped the top of my hair.
I felt myself jerked backward by a force of impossible strength, and the next thing I knew, my feet were off the ground, and I was staring into a human face with the ears of a stag. His eyes glowed with hatred.
“Trickster,” Aronon hissed, as if accusing me of mass murder.
I didn’t see his mouth move.
Wildly, I somehow managed to kick out with my right foot and catch him hard in the stomach. He gasped, probably more surprised than anything else, and let go of my hair. Hitting the ground, I tried to scramble backwards, but he roared and his hand whipped down after me again.
It never landed.
Something whizzed over my head and connected with Aronon’s face—with a cracking sound. He stumbled backward.
I saw someone over me, holding a tree branch, and I thought Bronson had come to fight. Then my eyes moved higher, and my heart nearly stopped.
It wasn’t Bronson.
It was Cooper.
He dropped the branch and grabbed my arm, jerking me forward. Ahead, I saw Werner and Bronson disappear into the cave. Cooper and I ran after. I didn’t have time to wonder how he’d come to be here.
I just ran.
This time though, I did hear the crashing behind us, and when we reached the cave, I couldn’t help glancing back.
Aronon was almost on top of us. I knew he didn’t want Cooper. He wanted me.
At the entrance, I saw Cooper lift one foot, and as he was slightly ungrounded, I pushed him. His eyes widened, but he hadn’t been ready for my hard shove, and he vanished through the wall.
Only when he was safe did I jump through myself.
Water hit my face, and a glint of sunlight hit my eyes…and then again, something grabbed my hair from behind.
I couldn’t help it. I screamed.
In the waterfall, Cooper caught me from the front, and something glinted past my head, landing with a hard but wet sound. Another roar sounded behind me, and then the waterfall sprayed red, and the grip on my hair let go. I fell forward, stumbling into Cooper.
Harlan stood beside us on the ledge, gripping a bloody axe in both hands. He must have hit Aronon’s arm.
I couldn’t take it all in, and I’d been on my feet too long.
The world began to spin around me, and the bright light of day began dim.
Then it went black.
·····
When I opened my eyes, I was lying in a bed in a strange room.
My husband sat beside the bed in a chair with his face in his hands.
“Cooper?”
His hands came away, and he looked at me. He said nothing, and I had no idea what to say. What could I say? I’d abandoned him to save a group of people I didn’t even know. Could I explain my reasons? Would he understand?
Finally, I said the only thing that really mattered. “You came after me.”
“I had to,” he whispered hoarsely, and his tone told me how much I’d hurt him.
I’d never wanted to hurt him. I’d only wanted to help someone else. “I had a plan. I had to try.”
“You could have told me.”
“I tried to tell you.”
He went silent.
“Will you forgive me?” I asked.
“What choice is there? I can’t do without you anymore.” He paused. “I only wish I knew you better. All those years when I watched you from the barge, thinking on you, I might have been making someone up… someone inside my head. You’re not what I expected.”
“Neither are you.”
Slowly, he nodded. “Promise me, that from now on, if you decide that you have to act on your own, you’ll make me listen. You’ll make me come with you.”
“I promise.”
·····
The next day, I had recovered enough for us to set off again. I had been thanked so many times by the villagers that I grew eager to leave.
But I’d learned a number of things. Apparently, even though Werner and I had only spent a short time through the veil—long enough to get the gnomi encampment and back—four entire days had passed out here.
Cooper, Harlan, and Gregor had not missed me, nor read my note, until the following morning.
Then they’d rented a team of mules as fast as possible and come after me, not arriving until evening.
Several of the villagers showed them the veil, and they’d quickly found my wool dress and my bag. Cooper had gone through alone, leaving Harlan and Gregor to spell each other to either help or fight anything that might come through—depending on what came through.
However, once on the other side, Cooper realized he had no idea where to go and that if he got lost, he could forever lose me.
He decided that no matter what happened with my plan, in the end, I would make a run back for the veil. So he decided to remain there for a while. Shortly after that, the young village men had come running from out of the twisted trees. As I said, time seemed to work differently on both sides.
I tried not to think too much on all I had seen—nor worry that I’d made an enemy of the horned creature who lived through the waterfall. Instead, I focused on Tetovo having its young men back again, hopefully in time to bring in most of the harvest.
Cooper considered staying long enough to take one barge load of grapes back to Golognè, but he decided against it. The weather was turning bitter, and it was time for us to head to Kéonsk… and for me to meet Cooper’s parents.
Werner, Bronson, and old Alma saw us off at the dock, and as I waved to them from the river, I knew I’d made several friends, and it pleased me that in this new life, I would see them again and again.
As I sat on the barge, the world slipped past on both sides of me. Gregor was on the north side of the river, leading the team of mules, while Harlan and Cooper were positioned at each end of our vessel, navigating with their poles.
Cooper stood over me as I huddled in my cloak, and I looked up at him.
He was stoic and somewhat prickly and hard to know. I was much less predictable than he’d expected. Some people would call us foolish for having married so quickly without truly knowing one another.
I didn’t find us foolish. Not at all.
·•♦•·
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