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THE FORGOTTEN LORD
 
When most people look at me, all they see is a fool with a pretty face. To be fair, one can hardly blame them. I could have had any man in the village of Pudúrlatsat—as an honest husband to cherish me.
To their surprise, I threw away my honor to become mistress to the manor lord: Stefan Korbori. Worse, I did it within several moons of his wife’s death. Who wouldn’t see me as foolish and heartless?
But I am no fool.
And I am not heartless.
He was alone, and he needed me, and I loved him.
Fortunately, life is not as bad as I’ve just made it sound.
Only a few scant years ago, I was shunned by nearly everyone for my perceived transgression, but then I was instrumental in saving our village from an unnatural blight. Now, I can walk through the village among a sea of smiles and nods, and if anyone still judges me, they hide it well. Such was the case on an early evening ten days ago.
I’d left the manor and was making my way toward the open-air market near the river to purchase some fish and vegetables for my lord’s supper before all the market stalls closed.
“Evening, Elena,” old mistress Apicotta said to me as she passed by carrying a bundle of firewood.
“Good evening, Apicotta,” I answered in kind, smiling back.
I was never one to hold grudges, and many of the smiles on the faces of villagers I passed seemed genuine, especially on the faces of men. I wore a soft gown of sunflower yellow, with my wheat-gold hair loose and falling over my shoulders.
Although I’d grown up here, instead of finding it tame and familiar, I’d always thought it to be a fine place… well, almost always; there had been a period when it had come near to facing a dark end. But that time was past us now, and the village of Pudúrlatsat—almost large enough to be considered a town—bustled again with commerce and livestock and an abundance of fresh fruits and vegetables.
I continued my walk between the clusters of huts spreading along the river to both sides of a landing where barges stopped every few days. These barges were the life-blood of commerce in northern Droevinka. Each village all along the 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.
Taller wooden buildings stuck up at the village’s center behind me. Along the road out the west end was a full stable with a smithy, and just shy of the smith was our large common house.
I thought nothing serious would ever again change here. I believed I had gone as far as I could in having helped to save my home and the people who lived there.
I was wrong.
On that evening, I looked toward the river as an eastbound barge docked at the landing. I stopped cold at the sight of three passengers who stepped off to stretch their legs.
The first two were a man and a woman of middle age. I did not look at their faces right away, as I couldn’t take my eyes from their clothing. They both wore gray robes that reached just below their knees, with breeches beneath that were nearly hidden by tall, walking boots.
I had seen such clothing before… only once.
The woman stretched her arms downward, toward her toes. Her cowl was pulled back, and she wore her brown hair in a bun at the base of her neck. She was short and stocky, with a no-nonsense expression on her round face.
The gray-robed man beside her was tall and spindly and slightly bent, but he didn’t appear far beyond forty. He appeared equally glad to be off the barge.
Cooper, the stoic barge master, glanced at me, and I nodded to him. It normally took three people to manage a barge, especially one heading east. One was needed to lead a team of mules on the south side of the river, and the other two remained on the barge, using long poles to keep the vessel from bumping into the bank as it was pulled against the slow current. So, Cooper and one of his hired men were on the barge, while his other hired man began unharnessing their mules. But I did not think on these things long, as that was when I took note of the third member of the trio… and something about him caused my heart to slow.
He was young, in his early twenties like myself, but his hair was white and straight and hung down past his shoulders. His features were narrow, and his lips were thin. He was dressed exactly like his companions, except his robe was midnight blue.
He stepped from the landing to the soft ground.
“How much longer do you think this journey will take?” the woman asked her companions wearily, straightening and putting both hands against her lower back.
“Depends on where you are going,” I answered brightly, walking up and smiling.
“We’re on our way to Kéonsk,” she said.
I didn’t need to wonder why she hadn’t asked Cooper about the travel time. He was not known for conversation with his passengers and tended to view them as a necessary burden.
“Then you don’t have far to go,” I offered. “Kéonsk is only two days up the river.”
“Thank all the deities,” the gray-robed man said, sighing and pressing both hands to his back as well.
“Are you sages, from the Bela Annex?” I asked, and watched the flicker of surprise pass across all their faces.
“Well… yes,” the woman answered. “I am Domin Miderra, and this is Master Favel.” She gestured to the middle-aged man beside her, and then to the white-haired young man in dark blue. “And this is Journeyor Quentin.”
I let my smile widen, but my thoughts were turning. “I am Elena. Welcome to Pudúrlatsat.”
“You know of the sages?” Master Favel asked in some confusion.
“I do. A young woman passed through here several years ago, a journeyor named Wynn Hygeorht.”
The surprise on their faces turned to shock, and for the first time, Journeyor Quentin spoke. “You met Wynn Hygeorht? She came this way?”
“Yes,” I answered, but gave him no more. Wynn Hygeorht had done a good deal more than pass through. Did any of these sages exceed her in knowledge, in power? I was hungry to know. However, I simply maintained my smile. “Will you be spending the night here and press on in the morning?”
I already knew the answer. Cooper always spent the night here on his way through to Kéonsk, though he and his men slept on their barge once they’d finished with any cargo exchange.
“I fear so,” Domin Miderra answered, glancing back at the barge with regret.
“Perhaps you should sleep in our common house,” I said, as if it didn’t matter to me one way or another. “You’d be more comfortable, and I could arrange for a hot meal.”
“Oh, that is kind,” she responded in clear relief. “If it’s not too much trouble.”
“No trouble at all.”
She turned around. “Quentin, gather our packs.”
I assumed he had a first name, and I thought it odd that she addressed him by his surname when not using his title. Perhaps he preferred his surname? But then Domin Miderra looked back to me.
“I am getting too old for such long journeys,” she said. “Young Quentin here seems no worse for the wear at all.”
This comment gave me an opening for the question I’d been longing to ask. “Why is his robe dark blue? Journeyor Hygeorht’s was gray like yours.”
If they found the question strange, they didn’t show it.
Master Favel reached out for his pack and answered, “There are five orders of study in the guild. The domin and I are in the order of Cathology, preservers of knowledge. We’ve been sent to Kéonsk, as a favor to your prince, to help catalogue newly unearthed state documents… thought lost in a fire some years back.” He gestured to Journeyor Quentin, who was now holding two other packs and staring at me. “He is with the order of Metaology. He’s along to provide protection.”
I had no idea what any of that meant, but Journeyor Quentin was not visibly armed—not even with a dagger that I could see. So what kind of protection did he provide? Even though he was the youngest of the trio, from the moment I’d first looked at him, something about him had pulled at me… an unexplainable instinct that he might be beyond useful.
I simply didn’t know how yet.
“What is Metaology?” I asked.
All three sages shook their heads as if the question were far too complicated to answer—or at least to the likes of me, the pretty fool.
“Did you say something about a hot meal?” Master Favel asked.
I smiled again.
· · · · ·
It was dark by the time I had purchased my short list of items, seen to the comfort of our three visitors, and started back toward the manor. I felt guilty for having been away so long, but I knew that once I’d cooked my lord’s supper, I’d need an excuse to return to the common house.
Quickening my pace, I reached the village’s midway point, illuminated with tripod braziers, and then I turned inland. As I trotted beyond the end of the village’s bounds, the roadside trees thickened, and it grew harder for me to see.
The land rolled slightly, but it wasn’t sharply hilled, and I was accustomed to walking between the village and manor. I sometimes made the trip several times a day. Soon, I reached the wooden bridge with railings that spanned a stream running over a rocky bed. Though the bridge was small, it was sturdy and wide enough for two horses to cross abreast.
At its center, I again wondered how I might slip out of the manor later—unnoticed—and go back to the common house. I wanted to talk in private with that blue-robed sage. There was something about him… something familiar, even though I’d never seen him before. How could I lure him outside, alone, without seeming obvious?
Once across the bridge, I headed away from the river, and my destination appeared after only two more curves in the road.
While the manor wasn’t considered a proper keep, the square building was two stories of fortified stone. This far from the borderlands, there was no need for more. A large barn with a peaked shake roof sat off to one side, with a smaller barracks built up against it. The latter was where our scant number of guards lived and slept. A low stone wall encircled the grounds, and the road curved by a side path leading up to its large iron gate, which was open.
There were never any guards on duty out here. The villagers were certainly no threat, and so long as my lord had the fiefdom’s twice-yearly taxes sent on to Kéonsk, no outsiders ever bothered us. None of the other nobles ever came here willingly.
I made my way to the manor’s doors, but as soon as I slipped inside, I knew something was wrong.
Beatrice, the young scullery maid I’d hired last summer stood in the entryway as if waiting for me, and her face pale was filled with fright. She was the only servant now living in the manor.
“What is it?” I asked instantly. “Is my lord ill?”
We used the word “ill” whenever he fell into one of his black moods.
Beatrice was tall and thin with mouse-brown hair. She nodded once and glanced at the doors behind me as if she longed run for the bridge.
Coward, I thought. “Where are the guards?” My lord still kept a few guards for appearance, but they had almost no duties beyond collecting taxes.
“The guards?” she repeated. “Out in the barracks, I think. I don’t know. My lord just… he started wailing, and it was awful… and I came down to wait for you. He went quiet a little while ago.”
The poor girl was nearly useless.
I held out my purchases. “Take these to the kitchen and store them. Then go down to the cellar and draw a small pitcher of the red wine from the Enêmûsk. Bring it to me.” I was already heading for the stairs, but when I looked back, she hadn’t taken a step.
“I can’t read,” she said, her voice rising in panic. “How do I know which cask is from Enêmûsk…” She trailed off, perhaps on the verge of saying “my lady” and then stopping herself. This had happened with past servants as well, who never knew what to call me. I might be mistress here, but I was certainly not my lord’s wife. At least the villagers had stopped calling me his whore.
“Just draw a pitcher of any red wine and bring it up,” I said, heading onward. “And don’t worry. I’ll be there to take it from you. You needn’t come inside the room.”
I hoped that last part would calm her enough to make her move more quickly.
How long had my lord been in a bad way?
Taking my skirt in both hands, I hurried up to the second floor and down the passage to his room. Putting my ear to the door, I heard nothing—which could be a good sign or a bad one depending on his state of mind. When I reached for the latch handle, however, to my surprise it was locked. He rarely locked his door.
This didn’t matter, as I wore a key around my neck.
Pulling the cord out and leaning down, I unlocked the door and stepped in.
“Stefan?”
At first I didn’t even see him. As always, the fire in his bedroom hearth was blazing, as he never seemed able to get warm. The air inside smelled rank and stale, and I often longed to open the window. Two of the tapestries previously on the walls lay on the floor in tatters. A small table had been knocked over. A porcelain pitcher was shattered, and the bedding from the large four-poster bed had been torn off and left in a pile.
Movement beyond the bed caught my eye, and I hurried around it to find him sitting on the floor.
“Oh, Stefan,” I breathed, kneeling down.
Though in his mid thirties, he looked older. He had once been strikingly handsome, with thick sandy-colored hair and a clean-shaven face to show off his even features. Now, the color of his unwashed hair was difficult to distinguish, and I had been unable to coax him into shaving for weeks. Once, his eyes had been bright blue, but some time ago, they’d gone dull and blood-shot.
Though his black moods had been coming upon him more and more often, I could see this one was especially bad. He held a dagger gripped tightly in his right hand. His left hand was missing, amputated at the wrist several years ago.
“Give me the dagger,” I whispered, reaching out to pry his fingers loose, but he wouldn’t open his hand.
“Leave me.”
I knew for certain, no matter what he said or did, he did not want me to leave. He couldn’t take a step outside the manner, and I was all he had left. He was the forgotten victim of a curse.
At a knock on the door, he jumped slightly.
“It’s all right,” I said, getting up. “It’s only Beatrice with some wine.” I went to the door and cracked it to see the terrified girl standing outside holding a clay pitcher. I never could understand why the servants feared my lord. He behaved like a mad man sometimes with his wailing and destruction of the furniture, but he’d never hurt anyone… well, at least not any of his servants. He was capable of murder, but few people knew this besides me.
“Thank you, Beatrice,” I said, taking the pitcher and closing the door again.
I found a pewter goblet on the floor. After wiping out the inside, I poured some of the wine and went back to kneel beside him.
“Sip this.”
To my relief, he put down the dagger and took the goblet. For the first time since I’d entered the chamber, he looked at me.
“Elena?”
“Yes, I’m here.”
After one swallow, he set the goblet on the floor. “Help me to die.”
I stared into his bloodshot eyes and couldn’t speak. He’d never asked this before. I knew he was in despair, but even at his lowest points, he’d never talked about escaping his fate by death.
I shook my head.
The despair on his face flashed to anger as he grabbed my wrist. “Then what good are you? You say you love me, but you lie! If you loved me, you’d help me.”
His grip hurt, and I couldn’t break away. Should I have told him about the sages? No. I feared giving him false hope—and thereby ultimate disappointment.
Putting my free hand over his grip on my wrist, I said, “Bring your wine and come downstairs. I’ll have a fire built in the main hall, and then I’ll cook your supper. I bought a fat salmon and red potatoes. We can play draughts after you eat.” I tried to draw him up. “Come with me.”
Salmon was one of his favorites, and he still enjoyed playing draughts. Often, if I could get him downstairs, he would come back to himself. Of course he was never happy, but if I tried hard enough, I could sometimes keep him from being unhappy.
“No,” he whispered. “If I was half the man I once thought myself, I would go downstairs and walk out the front doors and let this,” he held up his left wrist with the missing hand, “happen to the rest of me. But I can’t. I’ve tried to force myself.” He shook his head slowly. “What a coward I am.”
“You are no coward,” I argued. “You are cursed. It is not your fault.”
“Isn’t it?” he asked with an edge of hysteria. “Then whose fault is it?”
I had no answer, and our eyes locked again. Unwanted memories rushed up inside me of how we had both come to this state. And as we sat there, lost in a moment of silence, I felt certain that his memories rose too, and our memories echoed each other’s, along with our losses.
I had lost a father. He had lost a wife and son… and then he had lost his freedom.
Was it his fault?
I didn’t believe so. He had acted as almost any man would when threatened.
My thoughts kept moving back, before the horrors even began… before Vordana arrived…
· · · · ·
I was just a girl, struggling through the trying years of my teens, when Stefan Korbori and his wife, the lady Byanka, first came to Pudúrlatsat. Lady Byanka might not have been beautiful, but she was blood kin of the Äntes and the favored second cousin of Ivanova, half sister to Prince Rodêk. And Rodêk was the reining grand prince of Droevinka.
I was in awe of Lady Byanka, but I began to worship Lord Stefan from the first time I saw him.
He sat on a black horse in the courtyard, in his chain amour but without a helmet. I’d never seen anyone quite like him, with his height and bearing and his handsome, clean-shaven face. Though I was considered the prettiest girl in the village, he didn’t notice me. He had eyes only for his wife. I liked this about him.
The arrival of a new lord always caused anxiety in the fiefdoms, but he quickly proved himself fair and just, listening to any legitimate problems of those who served him and dispensing justice only when it seemed necessary.
My father thought well of him.
My mother had died the night I was born, but my father, Captain Geza, had been in charge of the manor guards—serving whichever lord was assigned there—for most of my life. However, he and Lord Stefan soon founded a different relationship from any I had seen before between my father and one of the noble lords.
“If he leaves for a better assignment,” my father told me, “he says he will take us with him. My advancement is tied to his now.”
I had mixed feelings upon hearing this news. I loved my home and harbored no desire to leave it. At the same time, I was flattered that Lord Stefan expressed a wish to keep us at his side.
Though my father’s position was officially Captain of the Guards, he and I had always shared a small house in the forest behind the manor. He tended to arrive early for his duties, and then set the night watch before returning in the evenings. Stefan had no objections to this arrangement.
All seemed well, and then—if possible—things improved even more when Lady Byanka asked me to become her personal maid. She related that her own maid had not wished to come to Pudúrlatsat, and so she was in need of one. I wanted this position more than I could express, though I had no knowledge of the duties of a lady’s maid.
“You’ll find it easy,” she said, looking at my hair, which was piled on my head that morning with a few curled tendrils hanging loose. “I see you are naturally gifted. You need only to assist me in dressing or bathing… or doing my hair. I will teach you anything else.”
Soon, I knew exactly what to do. I enjoyed serving my lady—and I worshipped my lord from afar. Before long, they had a beautiful son. I was allowed to hold him sometimes, and the world seemed perfect.
I was ignorant of events as they occurred on the evening that everything changed.
I walked out into the courtyard as three visitors arrived outside the gate, and they were stopped by one of my father’s men. I was on my way to the village on an impulsive errand for my lady, so my thoughts were otherwise occupied. Dusk was not far off, and I was in a hurry.
As I trotted closer, one of the newcomers at the gate caught my attention.
He was unusual in appearance. As he dismounted from his horse, I saw he was of medium height and slight of build. Unarmed, he wore a shin-length umber brown robe that swished when he moved, and it was tied closed by a scarlet cord. He had clearly been traveling, but there was not a speck of mud anywhere on his boots or clothing.
Around his young face of twenty or so years hung hair as white as an old man in his final days. It lay unbound across his shoulders, reaching to mid torso, and glowed vividly in the fading evening sun. He certainly wouldn’t be thought handsome, with his thin-lipped mouth and deep set eyes, but he would be counted as striking.
He glanced at me as I passed by, but I didn’t notice a thing about either of the two guards with him.
I did stop briefly to look back to see my father coming from the barracks to greet these new men—and to politely inquire what they wanted. As captain of the guards, my father was like a wall between my lord and nearly everyone else.
So, as always, I left such matters to him, and I hurried on toward the village, hoping the shop I sought would still be open. My lady had suddenly decided she would want a bath that night, and we had discovered she’d used up the last of her soap.
In my eagerness not to disappoint her, I’d forgotten all about the visitors by the time I reached the bridge.
I did manage to procure the soap, and I was soon on my way back to the manor. It was dark by the time I arrived. The first inkling that something was wrong struck me when I saw there was no guard at the front gate and the courtyard was empty.
Though eager to return to my lady, I knew my father always posted a front guard at night. I decided to make sure he knew the gate was unguarded. I checked the barracks first without finding him, and then I trotted to the barn to see if he was there. The front doors were open, and I walked inside as I had done many times before.
Two steps in, I stopped. Hanging candle lanterns illuminated the scene before me.
My father and two of his men all turned my way.
Three dead bodies lay at their feet: the white-haired visitor and his guards. Both guards’ throats had been cut and blood pooled around their heads. The white-haired man had a jagged hole in his chest, but there almost no blood on the floor of the barn… as if he’d been killed somewhere else.
No one spoke for a long moment, and then my father simply said, “Elena.”
He was pale and his breaths were shallow. He’d been a soldier in his youth, but he never spoke of those days. In all my life, I’d never seen him use his sword.
My spell of shock broke as he turned to his men. “Take the bodies into the forest and bury them where they won’t be found. Then take the horses out, unsaddle them, and drive them off. If anyone asks, we’ve had no visitors from Kéonsk. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir.”
I knew they would do whatever he asked. No one told me to leave, and I stood there as they loaded up the bodies, leaving only bloodstains on the floor. In a short time, I was alone with my father.
He glanced at me and then began to pace. If possible, he was even paler than before, and I could tell he was beyond shaken.
“Father?”
Had I not walked in on this grizzly scene and caught him in his current state of mind, I do not think he would have ever told me what happened. But I had walked in, and I had seen the bodies.
“You cannot speak of this,” he said.
“Speak of what? What has happened?”
“My lord killed a rival… Vordana, the white-haired one. He came claiming be a replacement as steward of the fiefdom and… and Stefan ran him through. Then Stefan ordered me to kill the guards and hush all news of visitors today.” He choked on his last words, as if they hurt.
But I felt differently. “This man, this Vordana, he claimed he was here to replace our lord as steward?”
“Yes.” My father glanced back at me, perhaps wondering how I would react. “He carried a letter from Baron Buscan.”
I picked up a bucket. “I’ll get some water. We need to clean up the blood.”
After that, a whole moon passed and nothing happened.
Of the people who spent time inside the manor, only my lord, my father, and myself knew of the events of that night. We awaited any investigation from Baron Buscan, but none came. It was as if Vordana had never existed. I soon began to wonder if the letter he had brought might have been forged… or for some reason, Baron Buscan did not wish to pursue the matter.
I didn’t care which. I cared only that my lord was safe. I began to relax, and I could see Stefan beginning to relax. Only my father had been changed, unable to recover from being ordered to kill those two guards.
Then the world shifted again.
Several hours after dinner one night, I was just heading upstairs to help my lady into her nightclothes when I heard her scream. The sound was terrible, filled with more pain than my ears could take in.
Before I took a step, Lord Stefan came running from the main hall. He didn’t even seem to see me as he bolted past me up the stairs. Coming back to myself, I hurried after him. Lady Byanka was still screaming, and I followed the sound of her voice to the open doorway of their son’s room. Stefan was already inside.
Lady Byanka stood by their son’s bed, ripping at her own hair.
From the doorway, I could see the child… or what I believed had once been their child.
The little face and hands were shriveled husks above the covers, and his eyes were open but dried and sunken. He looked like one abandoned in a wasteland to die of starvation and thirst, and all that remained was a dwarfish, withered old man.
Byanka cried out like a mad woman. “I hear the guards whispering… of the visitor who came that night. What have you done to us?”
When Stefan reached out to give her comfort, she shoved him and began howling again.
I pulled back and slipped away, mourning both their sorrow and the loss of their child. But neither of them would want my pity… not him and certainly not her. Also, I hoped that if she were left to herself, she would finally turn to him for comfort.
She did not.
In the days that followed, her state remained unchanged. She must have loved that child so much. I began trying to help her, but she would no longer let me do her hair. Instead, she wandered the passages, weeping and talking to herself.
Dark rings soon appeared around her eyes, followed by lines in her face, as if she were aging. This was more than sorrow, and Stefan expressed to my father that he now feared some unknown plague was spreading among us.
My father took this seriously. He closed the manor to outsiders and kept his guards out of the villages as much as possible.
Lady Byanka continued to wane over the next three days. No matter how much water or broth she drank, she suffered from a terrible thirst. When she finally died, Stefan wept, crouched by her bedside where she lay as withered as his son had been.
I felt numb. I longed to help him, but there was nothing I could do.
Within another moon, the peasants and animals of Pudúrlatsat began dying.
Crops and trees withered as well, and because of this, I began to doubt that we faced a plague. My father still followed Stefan’s orders without question but wouldn’t look his liege in the eyes.
One day, they both rode out to an outlying village of the fief. When they returned, Stefan strode to the main hall with a face like thunder, and I slipped outside to find my father in the barn. He told me they had found the other village healthy and thriving. Only Pudúrlatsat suffered from this mysterious blight.
My father had no comfort to offer his lord, and I realized this was up to me.
I walked back to the manor, opened the doors, and I found Lord Stefan writhing on the floor, just inside the entryway.
His left hand was nothing more than a rotting pulp.
Turning my head, I cried out, “Father!” Then I dropped to my knees.
“He was here,” Stefan whispered. “Vordana was here.”
I went cold, fearing that my lord had gone mad.
My father and several guards got him into bed, and then Father made the hard decision that the hand would have to be amputated and the wound cauterized. He ordered me outside. I wanted to protest. I was much stronger than he realized, but I would not argue with him.
Afterward, I sat with Stefan for days and nights, trying to get him to take sips of water and broth. His eyes were glassy, and he seemed aware of very little.
Then one afternoon, as I was trying to get him to swallow a spoonful of water, he looked at me—truly looked at me.
“Elena?”
That was the first time he’d ever used my name.
“Drink this,” I answered.
Reaching up with his good hand, he pushed the spoon away. “You found me on the floor?”
“Yes.”
“He was here, inside the manor. Vordana was there. He spoke to me.”
Though weakened, he didn’t sound remotely mad.
“Do you remember what he said?” I asked.
A pause followed, and he gazed upward at the ceiling. “Every word.”
I didn’t speak, and after another pause, he began to whisper, almost like reciting a litany.
“He said to me, ‘I can maintain my watch here just as easily behind a puppet, but for my broken life, yours is forfeit. You remain in the manor and, by my command, if you step beyond the threshold, you will die in that instant. You will do whatever I instruct but always while locked within your stately cage. I will drain your town and land as I need to sustain myself. When they are gone, I will turn to you and your household’.”
I sat frozen and believed he had seen Vordana. Such words could never have come from Stefan.
“I put his words to the test,” he whispered. “I put my hand outside the door.” He raised the bandaged stump of his wrist. “I am cursed, Elena. I caused the deaths of my wife and child, and I brought a curse on Pudúrlatsat.”
“No! You have done none of these things! You acted as any lord would to protect your place, your position. He did this… is doing these things. Not you.”
Stefan rolled his head on the pillow and stared at me. On that afternoon, for him, I finally began to exist.
The days continued to pass, and the village continued to slowly die away. Crops failed. Livestock wasted to nothing. People grew old before their time. Soon, the manor guards began to slip away in the night.
My lord remained trapped inside, a prisoner in his manor. The servants began to avoid him. He talked to himself and stopped bathing and sometimes waved his stump of a hand in the air. Then the servants too began slipping away in the night.
I almost never left the manor anymore except to go into the village to find fresh food for my lord. But those brief trips were also how several of the villagers noticed that I appeared unaffected by whatever was happening. My fresh, unlined face became the cause of some suspicion. At the time, I was much too preoccupied to realize this.
As of yet, the blight had not infiltrated the manor—except for the deaths of Byanka and the child. After their deaths, perhaps it was part of Vordana’s punishment to leave the great house for last.
With the servants and guards abandoning Stefan, he was more alone than ever, and I worked as hard as I could to fill the void. My father’s duties were doubled, as he now rode to all the outlying villages to check on them. I do not think he noticed how much time I spent with Stefan, who was still recovering.
My father blindly considered me “the nurse.”
But something was slowly changing. With Stefan unable to leave the manor—and his family gone—he grew hungry for anything to fill his days. I began devising a combination of amusements or duties for him, such as games of draughts, along with bringing him the reports from my father on the state of the villages and of any problems to be solved, and he began spending his mornings writing out his decisions or rulings. Thankfully, he was right- handed.
He began looking into my face more and more often.
I knew he did not love me. He had loved Byanka partially for the position and status she’d gained him. I could gain him nothing. But… he saw me.
One night, I was in his bedchamber, helping take off his shirt, and when I looked up, I could see pain and longing in his face. I knew it wasn’t me he wanted, it was only something, anything to allow him to lose himself for a while, to forget.
On instinct, I rose up onto the tips of my toes and touched my mouth to his.
That was how it started.
Somehow, word soon got out that I was sleeping in Stefan’s bed. This news, combined with my apparent immunity from the blight brought a mix of hissing slurs and open hostility. Who could blame them? Lady Byanka had only been dead a few moons, the lord of the manor mysteriously refused to step outside the front doors, and I appeared to be playing mistress of the house while everyone else’s lives and livelihoods slowly withered away.
My father was shamed by my actions, but he stood by me.
For a short while, having me seemed to help Stefan make a modicum of effort—on his own—for getting through the day, but it didn’t last. How could it? I was no substitute for his freedom… and I could not assuage his guilt over what was happening to the village.
Before long, he began sinking back inside himself, spending his evenings in the main hall, in a chair before the hearth, staring into the fire in silence. One night, no matter what I did, I could not coax him into eating his dinner. He would not respond or take his eyes from the flames.
A fierce anger gripped me—over what had been done to him.
Grabbing my cloak, I fled outside into the darkness, and I ran down the curving path and across the small bridge. At the outskirts of the village, I stopped and looked into the thick trees.
“Where are you?” I shouted. “Leave us alone! Whatever was done to you, you brought it on yourself!”
“Did I bring murder upon myself?”
I whirled around, looking back down the path towards the bridge.
He stood there, only a few paces away, bathed in moonlight.
The sight of him shocked me. I couldn’t help it. His previously fair skin was as gray as Byanka’s and the child’s when we had buried them. His shin-length robe was soiled all over, as were his boots and bloodstained shirt. Stark white hair hung out of the cowl in dirty, lanky clumps. His eyes peered out from sunken sockets. A small brass vial, perhaps some strange token, hung around his neck on a chain.
Though his visage was repulsive, for some reason, I wasn’t afraid. Perhaps I was beyond fear.
“You sought to take his place,” I flung at him. “You… who are not fit to clean his boots. What did you expect him to do?”
He smiled, and the sight chilled me.
“Say whatever you will. I will do you no harm… yet. You nurse him, coddle him, keep him alive. You are useful to me. Go on coddling him, prolonging his suffering. I like to watch. You have convinced me to drain the village more slowly, to take my time. But when all life here is gone, I will come for him… and for you, and then you will know what it means to suffer”.
He looked beyond me towards the village.
“Slowly.”
Without intending to, I turned to follow his gaze toward Pudúrlatsat. The people there might revile me, but it was my home.
When I looked back, he was gone. And then I was afraid. I never told anyone that I had seen him or what he’d said to me.
The next day, I began to feel the first hint of despair.
Was there nothing I could do? I hated feeling helpless, and yet I was. My father ceased to ride to the outlying villages so often, and he began staying closer to home. He also insisted on conducting an evening walk through the Pudúrlatsat village every night to check on the people. Perhaps he felt helpless too and wished to do something, even though there was nothing either of us could do. My father had never been one to turn his face from pain or suffering. He spent so much time outside the manor that his skin began to age. In empathy, I took to making these rounds with him, walking at his side, and my lord’s sweet-natured wolfhound, Shade, often joined us. I think the poor creature was lonely, as Stefan had long since ceased to notice her. But my father appreciated her company and saw to her care.
It was on one such walk that I spotted our salvation.
The schedule for arriving barges was surprisingly regular, and I’d forgotten there was one likely due that evening. As I strolled through the village beside my father, I noticed that Shade had suddenly vanished, and I wondered where she’d gone. Then we rounded a corner near the smithy, and my father stopped at the sight of three strangers and an unfamiliar dog.
Shade, the old wolfhound, was with them, clearly trying to make friends with the other dog.
I took in the sight of the visitors.
The one nearest to me was a tall, pale woman. Her long hair was black with blood-red tints that glowed beneath the light of a street brazier. She wore a cloak, but I could see a sword through the front opening. She also wore an amulet around her neck that appeared to be made from bone. A man, only slightly taller than her, came next. He too wore a cloak, and he had it pulled closed, so I could see little about him below the neck. His hair was white-blond and a green scarf covered the top of his head. His skin was darkly tanned, and even from where I stood, I saw his eyes were amber.
The third member was less exotic, but still… a young, rather pretty woman with wispy, light brown hair and olive skin. Her cloak was open, revealing that she wore some kind of gray robe that reached below her knees. Beneath the robe she wore breeches that were almost hidden by walking boots.
Their dog was enormous, resembling a wolf with silver-blue fur.
My father approached cautiously to greet them, but I was completely fixated on the tall, pale woman.
I knew who she was. Word travels on the wind in a nation like Droevinka, and I had heard tales of a white-skinned woman with blood-red tints in her black hair… who wore a sword on her hip.
She was Magiere, hunter of the undead.
Without letting a hint of recognition show, I smiled and led them to the common house to spend the night indoors. My thoughts were churning. At the manor that night, I talked my father into assisting me, into helping me force Stefan to listen. Then I went back to the common house, and I brought these three visitors and their great, silver-blue dog to the manor. To my surprise, Stefan spoke to them. He told them everything that had happened with Vordana—some of which, I heard for the first time.
After his story, the hunter was reluctant to help someone she considered to be a murderer, and I fought to contain my anger at her unfair sentiments. In the end, when she decided to help the village, my relief was beyond words.
In fact, it was so great that I don’t recall much of what was said after that, but I did remember Wynn Hygeorht pondering my lord’s curse. She used the words “Tôlealhân” and “will craft,” and then she claimed that Vordana had placed a “hàs” upon Stefan. I stored all those words in the back of my mind.
The next day, I ran down to the village and told everyone what was happening… that a hunter had come who would be going after the cause of our blight—and that she would need to be paid. For once, no one hissed at me or called me foul names. Instead, their eyes widened in hope, and they hurried to gather what money they could.
I brought it all to the hunter, but she refused to take it. She took money from Stefan, but she’d take no money from the village.
I did not understand this strange woman.
The night of the hunt, my father insisted I stay inside the manor with Stefan, and he made me promise I wouldn’t leave, so I was not witness to anything that happened. Instead, I waited in silence, which was terrible, closing my hands so tightly my knuckles turned white.
But the strangers I had helped engage proved victorious.
Afterwards, I was told that it had been Wynn Hygeorht, and not the hunter, who vanquished Vordana. He had pursued the sage into the smithy, and she’d somehow torn the brass urn from around his neck and tossed it into the coals.
Yet, when she told me this story, something about it felt wrong, as if she’d left out large chunks. I knew she was lying about something… but I didn’t care.
The curse on the village had been lifted. It was over.
Sadly, for Stefan… it was not. His curse was different, imbedded deeply inside his mind.
He was still trapped inside the manor. And this was not the only tragedy to follow our victory.
The hunter and her companions left the following morning, and that night, my father and a boy called Tenan were found dead outside the village. My father’s neck was broken, and Tenan’s throat torn open. We never learned how this had happened to them.
I was alone in the world and had no one… except Stefan.
· · · · ·
And so, two years later, the village had recovered completely. The people were grateful to me, but Stefan had deteriorated into this shadow of a man, sitting on the floor, leaning against his bed, and begging for death.
My love for him was undiminished, and I wished that I could tell him about the three sages now sleeping in the common house, about my plan to lure the blue-robed one somewhere alone so I could question him, see if he could unlock this curse that was slowly destroying my lord.
I don’t know what made me focus entirely on that one sage among the three. Call it instinct, but he was the one with whom I wished to speak. Then… with a jolt, I realized why he had seemed familiar even though I’d never met him.
He reminded me of Vordana.
His features and manner and clothing were different, but he was a slender man—with a young face—and long white hair. I was surprised at myself that this had not occurred to me before, and I remembered something else Wynn Hygeorht had told me on her visit here… something about a sorcerer—Vordana—having placed the curse on Stefan, so only another sorcerer could remove it.
No wonder I felt drawn to that white-haired, blue-robed sage. But I still feared telling Stefan about him.
It was possible the sage knew nothing, and I was only fixating upon him because he looked like Vordana and exuded an aura of mystery. He could be useless.
So, I kept silent on my plans.
“You are over tired,” I whispered, leaning close to Stefan’s ear. “Take another swallow of wine and come to bed.”
His bloodshot eyes were so bleak, and when the muscles in his jaw tightened, a flash of panic rushed through me.
Before I could move, his hand shot downward, and he grabbed the dagger again, whipping it toward his left wrist. I had only the span of a breath or two in which to act, and I knew I could never wrest the dagger away from him by force.
Instead, I did what I always did and let instinct take over. I slapped him… as hard as could. I am small, but I’ve lifted and carried my whole life, and I hit him hard enough to hurt him.
Without an instant of hesitation, I swung back again, cracking against his mouth with my knuckles, causing sharp pain to my hand.
I didn’t care.
I wasn’t sure what to expect, but he appeared too stunned to even roar at me in anger. His mouth gaped. After years of my quiet care, he probably couldn’t believe what I’d just done. But I wasn’t finished.
Grabbing his right wrist, I ordered, “Get up!”
He stared first at me and then at the dagger still in his hand, and a hint of awareness crossed his features, as if he was finally coming back to himself and realized what he’d just been about to do.
“Up,” I repeated.
By way of an answer, he dropped the dagger. It bounced once off the floor with a loud thud, but I slipped around him and pulled him after me onto the bed.
“Lay down.”
He obeyed me like a child. I’d never tried this tactic before, and had only resorted out of desperation, but I was surprised at how well it worked—at least this once. I’d caught him off guard and forced him away from the edge.
Quickly, I gathered up some of the bedding lying on the floor and helped him get settled. Then, I knelt on the bed beside him. Once he was finally resting on his pillow, I tried to reach out to soothe his head, and he pulled me down against his chest, holding me there so I couldn’t move.
“Don’t leave me, Elena,” he whispered. “No matter what I say, no matter what I do.”
“I won’t,” I promised. “You know I won’t.”
Even as I said this, I wondered how I could get away from him and slip back down to the common house.
But he didn’t let go of me, and he didn’t fall asleep. Instead, he kept his arm tight, and he went on whispering of his fears and his sorrows late into the night. I clung to him and listened. By some hours later, I was exhausted, and I couldn’t help closing my eyes, just to rest them a little.
· · · · ·
When I woke up, Stefan was sleeping beside me. For a moment, I was confused, feeling that I’d forgotten something wildly important. Then I jumped out of the bed and ran to the window, pulling back the heavy curtain over the closed shutters.
Through a crack in the shutters I could see bright daylight. It was morning.
Cursing myself, I fled the room, ran down the stairs, and out the front doors. I did not stop running until I reached the village and burst through the doors of the common house, panting for breath.
It was empty.
Turning, I ran back outside and down to the river landing, and there I stopped, choking back a sob.
The barge was gone.
The sages were gone.
· · · · ·
After a half day of self-recrimination, I realized that I could not simply give up. I had stopped Stefan from attempting to kill himself, but how long until he tried it again? Would I be able to stop him the next time? I doubted the same tactics would work twice.
Slowly, I came to the only remaining choice.
I was the one who had lost my chance… so I had to take it back. Domin Miderra had said that she and the other two sages were going to Kéonsk to help catalogue some recently unearthed state documents thought lost in a fire. In all honestly, I didn’t fully understand what this meant, but I could reason two things. First, it meant the sages could probably be found at the castle in Kéonsk, as this would most likely be the best place to store such documents, and second… if this was such a complex task that someone of importance in Belaski had learned of it and asked the Bela Annex sages to help Prince Rodêk, it would not be a brief task.
I knew exactly what I had to do, and yet all my instincts rebelled against it. I would have to leave Pudúrlatsat for a minimum of five days, probably more.
How would Stefan function without me? Part of this was my own fault, as over the past few years, I had made him dependent upon my care. In the end, I knew I had to leave on the next east-bound barge, and there was no other choice. I began making ready.
I couldn’t tell him about my impending journey. For one, he would demand to know a good deal more information than I was willing to share—at least at this point. Also, he might not let me go, even if I hinted at seeking a way to lift his curse. He might not love me, but he had come to need me, and I wasn’t willing to give him a choice in my departure.
So, I wrote a short letter to him, explaining that I had gone on a brief journey and that I hoped to bring him back some welcome news. I promised him that I would return soon. I did not specify where I had gone, as I feared he might go far enough as to send guards after me. I kept the letter inside the bodice of my gown and showed it to no one.
I knew I’d need money, but that was no hindrance. For years, I’d had full access to the manor’s small treasury, as I was the one who paid the servants and ordered supplies. So, I took what coins I needed, and I hid them in my gown as well.
From memory, I knew roughly when I might expect certain barges to arrive, but given the nature of cargo exchange, these schedules varied slightly, so I made excuses to go into the village several times a day to get a glimpse of the landing.
Four days after the sages’ departure, I walked into the village to see a barge at the landing. My throat filled with hope, and I hurried to the river. You can imagine my disappointment when the thick-muscled barge master turned around, and I saw that it was Cooper… coming back from Kéonsk.
He would be heading west now, down river.
My face must have shown my feelings because he frowned.
“What’s wrong?”
I was surprised that he’d spoken. Cooper had never been one for talking. But his words made me really look at him for the first time. He was about thirty years old, with a broad, flat-featured face. His hair appeared to be dark brown or even black, but he wore it cropped so close to his head it was hard to tell. He wore thick boots, tan breeches, and a loose shirt of faded blue. His sleeves were rolled up, exposing the sinews of his forearms.
“Elena?” he pressed.
I was equally surprised that he knew my name. I knew his name because he did a lot of business here, but he’d never shown any interest in anyone beyond cargo exchange.
“I… I want to go to Kéonsk,” I answered. “I’d hoped this was a barge heading east.”
“Kéonsk?” His frowned deepened. “Why? You’ve never stepped foot outside of Pudúrlatsat.”
This entire conversation was beginning to unsettle me, but for some reason, I blurted out. “I want to find those sages… to talk to them. One of them might be able to do something to help my lord.”
By now, everyone knew something unnatural had happened to Stefan, via which he was trapped inside his own manor. But if Cooper was heading down river, his barge was of no use to me.
I took a step back and half turned to walk away.
“Wait,” Cooper said.
I stopped.
“If you want to go to Kéonsk, I’ll take you,” he offered. “It’s only two days up river.”
I blinked. “You’ll go back now? Without having unloaded any cargo downriver? Why?”
“I’m in no hurry.”
That was hardly an explanation, but I suddenly didn’t care. I could feel the time passing, and I feared the next time Stefan fell into darkness.
“I can pay you,” I said. “Whatever you ask.”
He glanced away again, as if embarrassed.
“When can we leave?” I asked.
“Soon as you’re ready.”
I took a few quick breaths. Was I really going to do this? I nodded to him. “Let me go and get my things. I’ll be right back.”
I ran back to the manor and slipped quietly up to my room. Though it was a fine spring day, I changed into a red wool dress and donned my cloak, as it could be cool on the barge at night. I hid my money in the pocket of my cloak—keeping back a small silver coin—and I gripped the letter I’d written in my hand.
At this time of day, Stefan was usually in the main hall, so I crept down to the kitchens and found Beatrice. This next part would not be easy.
She looked at my cloak. “Are you going back to the village? It is a warm enough day outside.”
I held out the letter and showed her the silver coin. “I want you to wait until just before darkness falls, and then give this letter to our lord. Do understand? If you promise to do so, I’ll pay you with this coin.”
Her eyes widened. She would not wish to get close enough to Stefan to place anything in his hand. I didn’t trust the guards with such a task. But in spite of her fear, if Beatrice made me a promise and took this money, I believed she would follow through.
“Give him a… why can’t you give it to him?”
“Because I am leaving for a few days, to try and find a way to help him. Just give him this letter and make sure he eats at least once a day. I will be back soon.”
I held out the letter and the coin. The piece of silver was worth more than she earned in a year.
“Promise me,” I said.
Slowly, she took both items. “I promise.”
I nearly flinched at the dread in her voice.
But I didn’t wait. Turning, I fled the manor and hurried back to the landing. Cooper and both his hired men were waiting for me, and they had a set of mules hooked up.
As I reached the landing, Cooper’s eyes searched my face.
“You mean to do this?” he asked.
“Yes.”
He reached out with one hand, “Careful stepping on.”
I looked at his outstretched hand. Then I took it.
· · · · ·
I was almost ashamed of the quiet peace that settled over me during the following two days. One of Cooper’s barbs back home had been the truth: I had never set foot outside of Pudúrlatsat, and as a result, I expected to feel somewhat daunted on the entire journey up the river.
But it wasn’t like that.
I felt safe on the barge with the world drifting by. The mules pulled us at a steady pace, as one of the hired men led them while Cooper and his other man stayed on the barge using long poles to steer us away from the bank, but Cooper also acted as my caretaker and guide, pointing out spots of interest along the way. I had never thought him capable of so many words. He took care of everything, and fed me meals of fruit and dried fish. At night, he made a private little tent for me at the back of the barge, and he produced several warm blankets. It felt foreign to have someone else taking care of me.
Still, I was relieved after two days when he pointed ahead and said, “See up there. We’re nearing the west entrance of Kéonsk.”
As we drew closer, the anxiety I’d been expecting to feel rose up in full force. Kéonsk was the largest and oldest city in Droevinka, and I knew some of its history.
The politics of here were different from other nations. Rather than being ruled by a hereditary king, Droevinka was a land of many princes, each one the head of a noble house that ruled multiple fiefdoms. But they all served a single grand prince, and a new one was elected every nine years by the gathered heads of the noble houses. At present, Prince Rodêk of the Äntes was in rule.
However, the unlanded house of Väränj was a notable exception to the other houses who all had a chance to place the head of their house as grand prince. Descended of mercenary horsemen in service to the first invaders of this region, the Väränj served as the royal guard and city contingent for whoever held the throne—and they protected the castle located in Kéonsk. In turn, they were denied the opportunity to put their “prince” on the throne or establish a province of their own.
The Väränj alone served as the law and the peacekeepers in Kéonsk—serving whatever prince happened to currently hold the throne there. This gave them a kind of power awarded to no other noble house.
Cooper guided the barge up to the busy docks, among other barges, and I readied myself to step off onto the landing. I had come this far, and Stefan had already been alone for two days. I would waste no time.
Half turning, I looked at Cooper, feeling more gratitude than I could express. “I don’t know how to thank you enough for all your kindness.”
He seemed taken aback and unable to answer.
“Are you sure you won’t take any money?” I asked. “Even a few coins to pay for the food I’ve eaten?”
For some reason, that was wrong thing to say, and his face closed up. “Keep your money.” Then he handed me a large, empty basket. “Take this. You’ll need it to get into the city.”
Confused by both his manner and his offering, I simply took the basket, thanked him again, and stepped off onto the landing.
A short path led straight forward to the huge arch and rounded wooden gates of Kéonsk’s west entrance. Guards in varied light armor manned the entrance, but they all wore the bright red tabards of the Väränj, marked with the black silhouette of a rearing stallion.
I walked up to the gates, uncertain what would happen next.
A young guard with a shaved head and no helmet raised his hand to stop me, but it seemed a casual gesture of protocol and no more. Then, he took a better look at my face, and like most men, his manner changed. He became more interested.
“Your business, miss?” he asked.
My business? Did I need to give a reason for entering the city? Then I realized why Cooper had handed me the basket, and I held it up.
“Just here to visit the market. Gathering supplies I cannot get at home.”
He didn’t motion me past. Instead, he stepped closer. “Home? Where would that be?”
I didn’t see why he needed to know this, but I couldn’t risk being rude. I did need him to let me inside the city. “Pudúrlatsat.”
“Pudúrlatsat?” he repeated in surprise. “That’s two days west. What’s a little thing like you doing traveling alone?”
My anxiety grew. Was he going to keep me standing out here?
“She’s not alone,” said a deep voice from behind, and I turned to see Cooper walking up. I was ashamed at my relief at the sight of him.
“Cooper?” the guard said. “Is she with you?”
It seemed reasonable that they knew each other—as often as Cooper traded goods here.
The guard glanced down at me and then up at Cooper again. “You must be doing a better business than I realized.”
“Just let her pass,” Cooper growled, and finally, the guard stepped aside.
I didn’t hesitate and hurried forward, with Cooper walking beside me.
Now that we were inside the archway, I suddenly resented having required his assistance, although I wasn’t sure why I was so bothered. “You didn’t need to do that. I could have gotten past him.”
“Yes, I could see how well you were doing,” he answered dryly, and I fell silent.
We entered an open cobblestoned market area. It was noisy and bustling, with scores of booths and carts selling everything from endless variety of foods to brightly colored cloth to beeswax candles.
The press of people began to unsettle me, and I moved closer to Cooper.
“Grab the back of my shirt,” he said as he stepped slightly in front and made a path for us. I clutched a handful of his faded blue shirt.
“Where to?” he asked.
I could see the towers of the castle from where we now walked. “I think there,” I answered, pointing. “The domin said that she and Master Favel were here to help catalogue some recently found documents, so I assume such important papers would be kept at the castle.”
We passed beyond the market and entered a district of inns and taverns, and I tightened my grip on Cooper’s shirt. In spite of the mass of merchants and bargemen and city dwellers, to me, it seemed the most common inhabitants moving in the streets were soldiers. Most were small patrols of Väränj, but there were occasional groups wearing the light yellow tabards of the Äntes.
I would not ever wish to live in such a place, and I felt an unwanted stab of homesickness.
Cooper led me directly toward the city center and the gates of the castle. While the gates were open, a dozen Väränj soldiers in red tabards blocked the courtyard’s entryway, and more of them patrolled the ramparts and walls.
Now this I had anticipated. While I had not expected to be challenged at the gates of the city, I knew the castle would be guarded, and I had rehearsed a short speech over and over in my mind. I walked right up to the nearest guard.
“Pardon me.”
He looked down, and this one did not seem remotely affected by my face—which was both a relief and a mild concern.
“I have a message from Enêmûsk for the sages who arrived several days ago,” I said quickly. “Might I be escorted inside to speak to one of them?”
He frowned. “From Enêmûsk? Who sent the message?”
“I cannot say, only that it is important.”
This was risky, but Enêmûsk was the home city of the Äntes, and the sages were here organizing state documents. After a moment, the soldier glanced over at a younger man standing just inside the courtyard, and he nodded once. The young guard turned and trotted off toward the castle.
I nearly panicked. I’d expected to be escorted inside where I might have a chance to speak to Journeyor Quentin in a more isolated setting. What if the young guard was going to fetch one of the sages… and he brought back Domin Miderra or Master Favel? Would I be expected to speak to them out here? Either of them would recognize me, and I certainly had no message from Enêmûsk.
However, even while worrying, I remained acutely aware of Cooper standing behind me. He’d gone far beyond the call of duty in getting me this far, and I felt compelled to let him get back to his life. Turning around, I saw him watching me with narrowed eyes, and I stepped closer to him.
Before I could speak, he said quietly, “You handled that guard better than the one at the front gates. I’d no idea you were such a skilled liar.”
For some reason, his words stung. “That’s because I expected to have to lie my way into the castle.” Then I stopped myself. I did not need to explain myself to him. “You should get back to your barge. I can’t begin to thank you for all the help, but I can find my way from here.”
He glanced up at the courtyard and all the Väränj soldiers milling around. “I can wait.”
I breathed out through my nose. Really… he was the most difficult man to manage that I’d ever met.
Footsteps sounded, and I turned to see the young guard coming back. He was alone, but he said to the older guard, “Captain says it’s all right.” Motioning me forward, he said, “This way.”
The tension in my shoulders eased slightly. “I’ve no idea how long I’ll be,” I whispered to Cooper.
“I’ll wait.”
With little choice, I left him there and followed the younger guard through the courtyard and then into the castle. At least I’d been brought inside.
A few steps into the entryway, he made things even easier by asking, “Which one of the sages do you want to see?”
“Journeyor Quentin, if possible.”
“Which one is that?”
“The youngest one, with the white hair and blue robe.”
The guard nodded. Apparently, I did not strike him as a threat to castle security because he led me onward without hesitation, down the right-side passage. We passed servants and other guards, and he took me into a stairwell leading down.
One floor below, he stepped out into another passage with numerous open archways that appeared to be cellar storage rooms. Walking down the passage, he peered into a few archways before stopping at one. “Messenger for you.”
I walked over and stood behind the guard, looking into a room filled with boxes and a table turned into a makeshift desk. A glowing crystal inside of a glass lantern provided light. Journeyor Quentin sat behind the desk. He stared out at me. “You?”
I shook my head at him once in warning.
At first he said nothing. Then he stood up. “Thank you, guardsman. I’ll take it from here.”
The guard nodded and walked away. I waited until he reached the stairs.
Journeyor Quentin stood by the desk. His blue robe was somewhat wrinkled, as if he hadn’t taken it off for days. “You have a message for me?”
He looked exactly as I remembered. His facial structure was different from Vordana; though his features were narrow, they were less angular, and his eyes were not as deeply set. But his build and hair were strikingly similar. I wondered why he was alone in here, and where Domin Miderra and Master Favel were working.
Suddenly, after coming all this way, I was at a loss.
“No… I’ve no message,” I stammered. “I came for… I need your help.”
He frowned. “My help?”
I was so afraid that he was about to send me away that I stepped through the archway into the cluttered room and launched into my story. I told him everything… well, almost everything. I told him what he needed to know about Vordana’s first death, the curse on the village, the curse placed on Stefan… and the aftermath.
He listened with an unreadable expression until I reached the part with Wynn Hygeorht, and then he came closer to me, his interest becoming intense. Even while talking, I remembered that he hadn’t noticed me back in Pudúrlatsat until I’d mentioned her name. Something about this was important. I simply hadn’t figure out what yet.
When I finished, I was breathless, and I looked at him in wild hope. “My lord is a man who needs the outdoors, who needs to be in charge of his own lands, who must see the sky above and feel the ground under his feet. He is losing himself locked away behind the same walls.”
Quentin appeared uninterested in this final impassioned speech. “You say that it was Journeyor Hygeorht who destroyed Vordana in the end?”
Again… he was back to Wynn. “Yes,” I said quickly. “Vordana wore a brass urn around his neck, some kind of arcane device, and she managed to tear it off him and throw it into the coals at the smithy.”
He turned away from me. “She is a legend,” he whispered.
“A legend?”
He nodded. “She has traveled all over this continent, and now gone back to our own. She has been to the Elven territories here and up to the mountains of the Pock Peaks, where she carried out texts that were centuries old, maybe older.”
I needed to bring his attention back to him giving me some information to help Stefan, but my instincts told me to stay with the topic of Wynn Hygeorht as well. “In describing the curse, she used the words ‘Tôlealhân’ and ‘will craft,’ that Vordana had placed a hàs upon Stefan. Do those words mean anything to you?”
“A hàs?” he repeated, and his brow furrowed. “Yes… it means this Vordana had power. A hàs is a command buried deeply in the victim’s unconscious mind until the person believes that the effects of disobedience are true.”
“She also said that because a sorcerer laid the curse, only another sorcerer could lift it.”
To my astonishment, he shook his head. “No, she’s not completely correct in that. The only way to remove a hàs is to make the victim believe that it has been lifted. If he or she utterly believes the hàs is gone, as much and as deeply as the victim believed it was real, then it will have no effect.”
I stiffened. “So, if I make Stefan believe the curse is gone… then it will be?”
He breathed out through his nose. “If your lord lost his hand, this hàs is buried deep. Something drastic, something shocking would need to occur to convince him on the level of which I speak.”
Standing there, taking in the sight of his hair, his slender build, his intense expression… I suddenly knew what had to be done. I knew how to lift the curse, and a rapid plan formed in my mind.
After only a moment or two of formulation, I told him what I was thinking, what the two of us might do, and then it was his turn to go stiff.
“No,” he answered. “If we do this your way, no one can ever know. It would need to remain a secret… lest your lord hear whispers of the truth and begin to doubt.”
I wanted to scream at his selfishness. He wanted fame. He wanted to be a legend like Wynn Hygeorht. But I kept my temper and asked calmly, “Can you think of another way?”
He was silent for a moment and then shook his head. “No.”
“Then we must try my plan!” I had not come all this way for nothing, and now that I was so close, I would not give up. “Do you think Journeyor Hygeorht became a legend by only attempting tasks that would bring her fame? No! She helped my village for no other reason than to help it. That is how one becomes a legend. If you follow in her ways, if you travel and accept any challenge, any adventure that finds you, that is how your name will become known.”
His eyes were locked on my face, considering my words, and then he glanced at the makeshift desk. A piece of paper, halfway filled with words lay there, but the ink was already dry, as if he’d given up writing well before my arrival—as if the task held no interest for him.
A second realization hit me. He was bored.
He was not the same type of scholar as the other two.
“Where are Domin Miderra and Master Favel?” I asked, changing the subject abruptly.
“Upstairs. Cataloging the important documents. I was writing… or trying to write a report for Domin Tilswith, the head of the annex in Bela.”
“So, you have few duties here now that your superiors have a hundred guards for protection?”
He didn’t answer—and I wondered again what sort of protection he was capable of offering.
I leaned forward. “Come with me. Take up this challenge. You may not be able to speak or write of it here, but you can once you get back to Belaski. No word would ever reach my lord from there. Please… Quentin. You are out in the world now, away from the guild, with adventures awaiting you. Don’t waste this chance.”
Something in his expression changed, and I knew I had him. He looked at the glowing crystal on his desk. “I’ll need to gain leave for a few days from the domin, and your plan is more complicated than you think. We’ll need to purchase several items, and a good umber robe with a scarlet cord won’t be cheap.”
“I have money.”
He strode to the desk and took the crystal from the lantern. “I’ll need to gather some alchemical components from my room. We’ll need to make this a good show… a show that your lord will believe, but you’ll be the one who has to convince him it is real. Can you do that?”
“I can do anything you tell me.”
· · · · ·
By evening, we were on the barge, moving downstream back toward Pudúrlatsat. On one level, the ride back was far less pleasant than the ride up, as Cooper had not been pleased when I emerged from the castle with a blue-robed sage and then told him that Quentin was coming with us—after he and I completed a few errands.
Cooper had nothing to complain about. He’d known from the beginning that I was going to Kéonsk to speak to the sages. He should hardly have been surprised that I was bringing one back with me. Still, he fell back into his previous stoic self and barely said a word on the journey down river other than to give his two men orders.
When traveling downstream, all three of them rode on the barge using their poles. We made good time, arriving in Pudúrlatsat the following evening.
I could barely contain the joy and hope growing inside me, that Stefan might be free before the mid of night—so long as Quentin and I could make him believe absolutely.
Cooper guided the barge up to the dock with practiced ease, and Quentin immediately grabbed his pack and stepped off onto the landing.
As I was about to follow, Cooper finally spoke to me.
“Elena, wait.” Then he paused. “Why exactly is that sage here? What is he going to do?”
After all he’d done for me, I felt Cooper deserved the truth. “He’s going to try and help me lift the curse from Stefan, to set my lord free from the manor.”
“Free from the… You believe he can do this?”
“I do.”
Cooper’s expression shifted first to frustration and then anger. “And if you succeed, do you think you’ll still be as valued, as necessary, once Lord Stefan is set free?”
Did he think I hadn’t already considered that?
“It doesn’t matter,” I answered. “He deserves to be free.”
As with so many things that came out of my mouth, these words left Cooper taken aback. He ran a hand over the top of his head. “Elena, if you need…” Trailing off, he turned away. “I’ll be back in a half moon or so.”
“Thank you again, Cooper. For everything.”
I stepped off the barge and followed Quentin.
· · · · ·
Upon reaching the manor, for once I was glad of the careless, lazy guards—who were probably in their barracks drinking ale and playing cards. There was no one in the courtyard. Through the darkness, Quentin and I easily slipped past the gate and around the east side of the manor without being seen. We’d already planned to go in the back entrance that led into the kitchens, as Stefan never went there. Once there, we could get Quentin’s costume prepared, and then I could go to the main hall and set the stage.
“Wait,” I whispered to him as I cracked the back door and peeked inside. I saw no one in the back entryway. Nodding, I slipped in, and he followed.
We walked quietly into the kitchens, and there, Beatrice stood by a basin, washing a few dishes. She looked up, right at us. At the sight of Quentin’s long white hair, her eyes widened, and I rushed forward.
“Oh, Beatrice, don’t be afraid. He’s here to help us. But you can’t tell anyone. You can’t ever tell anyone.”
I’d decided earlier that we were going to have to take Beatrice into our confidence, as we would need her assistance at several points. But I had judged her character and found her trustworthy. She might fear Stefan’s madness, but she was loyal.
To my mild surprise, her fear of Quentin faded instantly, and she turned her attention to me. Something in her face had changed… become more grown up.
“You’d better get to the hall,” she said. “Our lord is beyond angry. Two days ago, he went into your room and smashed your dressing table.”
“Did you give him the letter?”
“Of course. He tried to make me tell him where you’d gone, but I didn’t know.”
“Has he fallen… ill since I left.”
“No, he’s just been angry.”
That was some good news. If his rage at me had kept him from falling into despair, I could not see it as a bad thing.
I looked back at Quentin. “If Beatrice helps, can you get ready without me?”
He handed me the strange crystal. “Yes, as long as the archway to the hall is as shadowed as you say.”
“It is.” I turned to Beatrice. “This is Quentin. When he tells you, guide him to the shadows just outside the main hall and then hurry back to the kitchens. When he returns to you, slip outside with him, and take him to the house I used to share with my father.”
Our old house stood empty, and I knew it would be a good place to hide Quentin until I could get him on a barge back to Kéonsk.
“He’s going to help me free our lord,” I added. “Will you help?”
Something in Beatrice had changed. Perhaps a few days of watching Stefan suffer and being responsible for him had altered her. “You know I will.”
I smiled and hurried down the passage, nearly running for the main hall. Upon reaching it, I tossed off my cloak and tried to smooth my hair. The red wool travel gown I still wore was dusty after five days, but I knew now that events had been set into motion, I had no time to go upstairs and change.
As I walked through the archway of the main hall, I could hear the fire crackling in the great hearth, and Stefan sat facing it—in his usual wooden chair. I could only see the back of his head.
“Stefan.”
He jumped up at the sound of my voice and whirled around.
He looked both better and worse than the day I’d left. His hair was filthy, and he still hadn’t shaved. He looked somewhat thinner, as if he hadn’t been eating. But his eyes were less bloodshot, and his expression was alert and dark at the same time. I could not remember the last time I’d seen him truly angry.
He took a step toward me, and I held up one hand.
“Wait,” I said.
He stopped and spat out, “Five days! Five days, Elena! I have been sitting here alone.”
“I’m sorry.” And I was. “But three sages, like Wynn Hygeorht, came though the village on their way to Kéonsk, and after they left… I began to think. I followed after them. I hoped one of them might know how to lift your curse.”
If I told him that I’d returned as the queen of Belaski, I don’t think he could have been more incredulous.
“You went to Kéonsk by yourself?” he asked. “That place is guarded by Väränj soldiers. Do you know what could have happened to you?”
After my announcement, that his main concern was my safety only strengthened my determination not to fail.
“Did you hear me?” I asked. “I went seeking an answer to lifting your curse… and I found one.”
He shook his head. “What?”
“It’s true.” I took the crystal from the pocket of my gown. The warmth from my hand caused it to glow. “I told them of your plight, and I begged for help. They gave me a device that will call the dead and compel the spirit to do my bidding.” I stood straight, holding out the crystal. “I will call Vordana and force him to release you.”
I knew that Stefan would not believe me—or at least not entirely—but I rejoiced at the flicker of hope that crossed his eyes. He had not completely given up yet. There was still a bit of fight left inside him. Then his face closed up.
“Elena…” he said. “You cannot believe that small crystal will call up the spirit of a twice dead sorcerer. Those sages only wished to be rid of you.”
“You weren’t there. They had magics and spells beyond my imagining.” Of course this was a lie, but he wouldn’t know. “And they wanted to help you. This crystal will work.”
He stepped closer with his eyes on the glowing crystal, and I walked across the hall to the long—unused—table in the center of the room. Going around to the far side, I faced the arched entryway. I hoped Quentin had had enough to time, and that he was waiting in the passage outside the hall.
Cautiously, Stefan came to join me, but now, his eyes were curious, and I knew I couldn’t stop or give him an instant to begin to doubt.
Setting the crystal on the table, I leaned over and placed one hand on each side of it.
“Keep silent,” I said, closing my eyes. “The sages told me what to do, but I need to focus.”
I could hear him taking quick breaths beside me. The moment was right. Though Quentin did not lack in imagination regarding theatrics, he was no wordsmith and had left the next part to me.
“By the light of the crystals that dwell in the earth,” I began, “by the air in the night wind, by the fire that burns in the hearth, by the water in the river that rushes past, I call upon a spirit in the darkness.” I opened my eyes and shouted. “Vordana! I call upon you! You will appear now!”
I’d been expecting the flash, as Quentin had warned me about the alchemical powder he was going to use, but he’d said nothing about the noise. A loud popping sound exploded in the archway, followed by thick smoke.
Stefan stood transfixed as the smoke cleared, and there stood a horrible visage in a filthy, umber-brown robe tied with a scarlet cord. The shin-length robe was soiled all over, as were his boots, and a large-reddish spot stained front of his shirt. Stark white hair hung down past his shoulders. His face was smeared with black, charcoal slashes—which were intended to hide some of the differences in his features.
Beside me, Stefan gasped.
The visage clawed outward with his hands as if trying to strike out at the fading smoke.
“Who calls me?” he hissed in a low voice.
“I do,” I said walking around the table.
Some of the smoke cleared, and the visage stared at Stefan through the thin cloud that remained.
“You…” he snarled in the same low voice as if in recognition—and I had to credit Quentin for his acting skills.
Stefan’s eyes were fixed on the visage in a mix of shock and horror. I felt bad about that, but Quentin had said that we needed something drastic.
And in this moment, Stefan saw Vordana.
“You will release him from his curse,” I ordered. “You will remove all traces of the hàs so that my lord is free to leave this manor.”
“No!” the visage cried, twisting his face and curling his lips back. The effect was more frightening than I’d expected.
“You will,” I countered, “or I will not let you leave this place. My lord is already in despair as things stand. Your presence here won’t matter one way or the other. No matter what you do, unless you free him, I will keep you trapped here… as you trapped him.”
The visage looked around itself, as if in terror of the prospect of being trapped as a spirit inside these walls.
“No!” it wailed.
“Release him!” I shouted back.
Slowly, the visage turned back toward Stefan. Both of them stared at each other, one in the center of the hall, the other in the shadows of the archway.
“I release you from the curse I once swore,” the visage hissed. “It is gone, and you are free to leave this house. No harm will come to you.”
I whirled toward Stefan. “Is it gone? Can you feel that it is gone?”
He was breathing even harder now, and his eyes were wild. “Yes… something has changed.”
The smoke had almost dissipated, and I walked back to the crystal, placing my hands on both sides of it again.
“Then you are released,” I told the visage, “back to whatever realm from which you came.”
Another loud popping sound exploded in the archway, followed by more smoke. When the smoke began to clear, the visage was gone.
Stefan was trembling and still taking fast breaths.
“You are free,” I said. “Go out and look at the night sky.”
If Quentin was wrong, I was sending Stefan to his death, but I was not backing down now. This was his one chance at a life, possibly the only chance he’d ever have.
“Go,” I said. “The curse is gone.”
He stumbled around the table, still shaken from all that had just happened, but I could see from his face that he believed Vordana had just been inside this room. Without hesitation, Stefan walked swiftly toward the entryway, heading for the front doors.
I followed him, nearly running to keep up, and when he reached the doors, he jerked them open… and he stepped outside.
I held my breath.
He walked out into the courtyard, safe and whole. Nothing happened.
In unspeakable relief, I went after him, stopping a few paces behind. He tilted his head back to see the stars, and then, slowly, he turned around, looking at me in wonder.
“Elena,” was all he said.
I smiled.
I told you I was not a fool.
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