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FOREWORD
No knowledge of the Noble Dead Saga or other related works by us is necessary to read and enjoy any of these stories in “Tales from the world of the Noble Dead Saga.” Any reader new to this world can step right into it through any one of these short works.
Tales are organized into “collections” where all stories therein share a theme and/or premise. Most tales are not sequential and can be read in any order. When one or more link together, subsequent stories will mention “sequel to…” on their covers to guide you.
These short works can be your first adventure into our world or something to tide you over in the wait for the next of our novels to be released.
 
—Barb & J.C.



CAPTIVES
Three days after Chemestúk village nearly burned to the ground, Julianna walked through the wreckage with Nadja, the village zupan’s wife, as they scavenged for anything left that might still be of use.
“Oh,” Nadja breathed. “How could this have happened?”
 None of the huts still smoldered, but the few that remained partially upright were little more than blackened shells. Julianna couldn’t allow herself to mourn yet—or to feel much of anything. But she was glad Nadja had come down here with her. 
At the old stone keep up above the village, Nadja’s husband, Zupan Cadell, had gathered all the survivors in attempting to ensure their safety. But he’d given Nadja and Julianna permission to make a quick trip down to see what they might recover.
A few bodies with smashed skulls still lay within sight, but so far, it had seemed too risky to send enough people down—who’d need to spend a good deal of time out in the open—to bury them.
Julianna looked away from the blackened huts to her companion. 
In her mid forties, Nadja could still be called pretty, even beautiful. With shimmering dark hair and a dusky smooth complexion, she was lithe and slender though well-figured in a red dress tied at the waist with a wildly patterned, orange paisley sash. She was of the Móndyalítko, a vagabond people who traveled the land living in wagon-homes. But back in her youth, Nadja had married Cadell before he became the local zupan, and she now helped him oversee the keep and its five attached fifes.
Julianna adored her.
In contrast, Julianna had recently turned twenty. She viewed herself as too tall and gangly, with long straight hair a shade somewhere between dark blond and light brown. She’d been orphaned as a girl, and later, Nadja had taken her in. Julianna now often wore red dresses—but only because she admired Nadja so much.
It was strange how the color of a dress had mattered only a few days ago.
“I don’t think we should enter any of the half-burned dwellings,” Nadja said. “A number of villagers are still unaccounted for. They might have hidden inside during the raid and burned to death.”
Julianna didn’t see how charred bodies could be any worse than those with smashed skulls. Closing her eyes, she quickly opened them again for fear of picturing those remains or the horrors that had taken place here while she had been living safely up at the keep.
For now, she simply tried to make sense of what had happened here… and why.
From what she’d pieced together, about a moon ago, Prince Rodêk of the House of Äntes—the current reigning grand prince of Droevinka—had left the royal castle in Kéonsk to see to a matter in his family’s home in Enêmûsk. He’d left his prime counselor in charge, a baron called Buscan; while the prince was away, Buscan had been assassinated. 
No matter which of the noble houses was currently in power, soldiers of the House of Väränj always guarded the royal castle and grounds at Kéonsk. Apparently, Baron Buscan was hated by many of the Äntes, but they still accused the Väränj of allowing him to be murdered. 
The Väränj were proud, and in turn accused the Äntes of murdering the counselor to bring shame on them and distrust from the other houses. Fighting between these two houses broke out inside the city of Kéonsk and began to spread.
Of course the villagers of Chemestúk knew nothing of these events—nor did they care about pride or power struggles between the noble houses. Then five days ago, soldiers in the light yellow tabards of the Äntes had ridden through and conscripted every man in the village between sixteen and forty. They even entered the keep and took Nadja and Cadell’s son, Jan—who was in his mid-twenties and a state of fine health. 
Just the thought of Jan trapped into conscription made Julianna want to weep. At the time of his abduction, she’d thought nothing could get worse than the prospect of Chemestúk losing most of its men… and what awaited those men.
She was wrong.
Two nights later, soldiers from the House of Väränj dressed in chain armor and bright red tabards had come riding in with torches, shouting about the people here being “traitors” to the land. They began setting fire to the huts and killing people at random.
Between the conscriptions of the Äntes and the following massacre launched by the Väränj, a village of over two hundred people was now down to forty-seven, consisting of women, children, and aging men.
 “I don’t see much of use,” Nadja said, looking at the charred rubble that marked another lost home. “And I can see this is upsetting you.”
“I am well,” Julianna answered, trying to sound as if she meant it. “And if we can scavenge a few more cook pots, we’ll be able to fix larger meals in the keep’s kitchen.”
In spite of everything around them, Nadja smiled. “My strong girl. We’ll keep looking.”
Julianna followed Nadja’s advice and didn’t enter any of the half-burned dwellings. After digging through rubble until nearly dark, they found only one usable teakettle and two cast-iron pots. 
“We should start back,” Nadja said, “or Cadell will begin to worry.”
Carrying their meager finds, the two women turned to follow the road up the forested dome hill to their home. The old fortress disappeared from sight for a short while as they pressed along. When they finally reached the top of the rise, Julianna was glad for the sight of the solid keep. 
The surrounding forest had been cleared away for some thirty paces on all sides of the decayed stonewall encircling the grounds. Judging by some of the wall’s taller sections and fallen stones lying about, it had lost half its height. Its gate doors were completely gone. 
The keep was simple, barely a huge block of stone with one half tower, or turret, sprouting from a forward corner, and the place was more than a bit worn with age. Moss grew between lichen-spotted stones on its lower half. To one side of the grounds was an undersized stable while the other held a small barracks with a clay chimney. 
Julianna knew most people would look at this place with utter dismay, but for her it offered safety and food and warmth and love—things she had once lost and never thought to regain.
To her, the old keep was a haven.
 “What did you have in mind for dinner?” Nadja asked as they trudged toward the broken gate. “I think the children are growing tired of lentil soup. Perhaps we should cut into one of those hams we’ve been saving?”
Julianna didn’t answer. Instead, she held up one hand, half turning and looking back. She thought she’d heard something.
“What was that?” she asked.
Nadja fell silent in listening. The sounds came again… the voices of men coming up the road behind them, numerous voices.
Looking back toward the keep as if gauging the distance, Nadja whispered, “Run!”
· · · · ·
Jan was thirsty.
He and the other men taken from Chemestúk were kept in a tight group  surrounded by Äntes soldiers as they’d slowly been moving west. The soldiers stopped at every village along way, taking men wherever they saw fit. They gave no thought or pity to the women, children, and elders left behind.
Due to his attire and coloring, Jan stood out like a bright stone in a stream of gray pebbles. He resembled his mother to a striking degree: slender, with even features and hair that hung to his shoulders in a wild, unruly mass. His dusky complexion contrasted with the milk-pale men around him. Unlike their drab clothing, he wore russet breeches with high boots and a sea-green baggy shirt with the cuffs rolled halfway up his arms—and he sported three silver hoops in one ear. As a zupan’s son, on the day of his conscription, he’d been allowed to gather a few belongings, so he now carried his violin in its case.
Evening began setting in as the sun dipped low.
“Make camp!” called out a voice from the front of the line of marching men.
Jan breathed in relief, hoping that meant a ration of water. Over the past few days, he’d paid attention to anything said around him, learning what he could. The men in charge were a Captain Oakes and a Lieutenant Braeden. Apparently, they’d been appointed with the task of gathering men to be taken back to Enêmûsk to reinforce the city’s forces in case the Väränj decided to lay siege. 
Oakes was a stocky man in his late forties, with peppered hair and a long moustache. He was business-like in his manner and appeared determined to fulfill his current task to the best of his ability. Braeden was younger and clean-shaven, tall and well built, and sported a perpetually arrogant expression, as if his current assignment was well beneath him. 
Both men wore chain armor, swords, and the light yellow tabards of the Äntes.
By Jan’s count, over a hundred and fifty conscripts had been taken. He and the others with him were herded into an open meadow and allowed to crouch down. Some of the soldiers began building fires and setting camp, but a number of them were left to watch over the conscripted men. Looking around, Jan searched for a possible way to slip away and vanish into the trees before anyone noticed him gone. He could not stop thinking about his father and mother… and Julianna left alone, without him, back at the keep.
He had no intention of being taken to Enêmûsk and trapped inside a walled city—so he had to get free before getting that far. As of yet, he’d seen no chance to escape.
“Have you seen Cherock?” someone whispered beside him.
Turning his head, Jan realized he was crouched beside one of the keep’s guards who’d been taken along with him back in Chemestúk. He thought the man’s name was Klayton.
“Cherock?” Jan scanned behind them. Cherock had been the man in charge of the keep’s few guards and been with Jan’s father for years. Jan knew him well. “No… I don’t see him. He was near the back earlier.”
Just then, a commotion pulled his attention left toward the tree line, and three Äntes soldiers emerged—two of them dragging a man by his arms.
Jan rose a little, trying to see what was happening. The man being dragged was Cherock.
“Get your hands off me!” Cherock was shouting. “You’ve no right!”
The soldiers kept dragging him until he was close enough that Jan could see the mix of fear and anger etched on his face. Lieutenant Braeden came striding toward them. 
“What is this?” he demanded.
One soldier holding Cherock answered, “We caught him trying to escape, sir.”
Braeden looked Cherock up and down in open disgust. “A deserter?”
“I’m no deserter,” Cherock argued. “My place is in Chemestúk. I was assigned there by Lord Malbek himself.”
Braeden didn’t acknowledge that Cherock had spoken. Instead, the lieutenant glanced around until his gaze stopped near a wagon and fixed on a small upright log and an axe that the soldiers sometimes used to split wood.
“Bring those over,” he ordered, pointing.
Jan went cold, and Cherock went wild, fighting to break the grip of the men holding him. He failed. 
A stout Äntes soldier carried over the axe and the log, setting the log upright on the ground.
“Execute him,” Braeden ordered.
“No!” Klayton shouted, straightening up next to Jan. 
No one even looked their way, and Jan held his tongue. He needed to get himself out of here, and there was nothing he could do to help Cherock.
The lieutenant finally turned to address everyone watching. “Your prince is at war,” he called out. “Desertion is a crime and will be treated as such.”
Jan realized he was setting an example.
Cherock was dragged over and forced to his knees. His head was barely pushed down on the log’s upward end when the axe swung high and came down. Cherock’s head rolled off in the meadow’s grass as blood spilled over the log’s top.
Lieutenant Braeden walked away, as if to see to his next duty, having finished with this one.
Jan was struck hard by the reality that slipping off into the woods and trying to run was no longer an option. 
· · · · ·
Julianna’s legs were longer, and she ran ahead of Nadja, reaching the keep’s doors first and opening them.
“Inside, quick,” she whispered as Nadja caught up.
Both women were soon inside and running for the main hall, skidding to a stop in the archway and looking inside. The hall was a large, open space taking up nearly half the main floor of the keep. Stairs circled up along the left wall and matching ones went down below to the right. The original fire pit in the hall’s center was filled in with floor stones, and a hearth large enough to stand in had been added to the back wall.
Zupan Cadell stood by the blazing fire, a barrel of a man in his late-fifties with pale skin, fading freckles, and cropped red hair flecked by gray. He always wore brown trousers and a brown shirt.
“Cadell,” Nadja panted. “There are men coming toward the keep.”
“Soldiers?” he asked in alarm. “How many?”
“I do not know,” she answered, leaning forward and trying to breathe. “We only heard their voices.”
“I know,” another voice said from the archway. 
Looking back, Julianna saw young Gideon standing there. He was about twelve and quite skinny, with crooked teeth and hair that stood up in the front. But Julianna had always found him quick witted.
“What did you see?” she asked.
“I was up on the wall,” Gideon answered, “and I saw about twenty men coming with swords and axes. But they aren’t wearing tabards of any color.”
Zupan Cadell was already striding toward the archway. “Nadja! Julianna! Get everyone below. You know what to do.” 
Indeed they did, and as the two women quickly and quietly spread the alarm, all the villagers now living in the keep made a run for the kitchen. 
As there was no way for the walls or gate to be rebuilt or reinforced, Zupan Cadell had decided to try and use the decaying state of the keep in their favor. The downward stairs in the main hall led to a cellar of seven good-sized storage rooms, along with what had once been a prison hold. 
Anyone invading the keep would almost certainly go down and search there. However, the kitchen was positioned near the back of the main floor. At the back of the kitchen, just inside a short passage leading to the back doors, was a narrow door that opened into an equally narrow stairwell. This led down to a few small storage rooms once used by the cooks here—in the days of the keep’s glory, when noble vassals had entertained guests.
Cadell’s plan was that should any band of soldiers or deserters come to plague the keep, everyone here would hide in these less obvious lower storage rooms. He’d had food and water and a few weapons stored down there.
When he’d first explained this to Julianna and Nadja, he expressed that any raiders would believe the old place abandoned. With luck, they would ransack the main floor, the upstairs, and the main cellars and then leave. Cadell was gambling on them not paying attention to a narrow, non-descript door near the back beyond the kitchen.
Of course this plan had several flaws—and risks—but it was still better than remaining openly visible and attempting to welcome any invaders in a friendly fashion or to try and fight them, as either of those options would most likely result in Cadell, the boys, and the few aging men being killed and the women being abused.
Besides, Julianna had not come up with anything better, and no one was willing to abandon the keep. Everyone here had been informed of exactly what to do. As a result, it took a surprisingly short time to get everyone through the kitchen and then into the narrow stairwell, descending below.
In addition to Julianna, Nadja, and the zupan, there were forty-seven people to hide. Julianna found herself toward the front of the group in following the zupan’s lantern while Nadja brought up the rear. The stairs emptied into a small rectangular space. 
Zupan Cadell stopped to take a lantern from the wall and light it from the flame of his own before handing it to Julianna. After that, he stepped onward, making room for everyone to follow. The space contained a door to the left and to the right while the wall straight ahead appeared to be a dead end. 
Julianna opened one door and Cadell the other. Silently, villagers filed off the stairs and entered one room or the other. Julianna took refuge through the door on the right. Blankets, water, dried foods, and several crossbows had been stored along the walls.
This far down, it was nearly impossible to hear anything in the keep above.
“Now what?” Julianna asked.
Nadja entered and took a place beside her. “We wait.” 
· · · · ·
Later that night, as Jan crouched by a fire, he tried to keep apart from the other Chemestúk captives. He wasn’t going to be able to help them, and he didn’t want any false expectations raised.
After watching Cherock so callously beheaded, he could only think about himself… and his parents and Julianna. Closing his eyes, he pictured himself in the main hall of the keep, eating warm bread and drinking tea and teasing Julianna.
When she’d first come to live with them, she’d been a gangly girl in a filthy dress who had been living on the charity other peasants. Nearly five years later, she’d grown into a lovely young woman with silky hair and an endearing matter-of-fact countenance. 
In all his life, Jan had only possessed two real skills: playing the violin and making women fall in love with him. He was very good at both.
Julianna had refused to fall for his wiles and, after a time, had become his… friend. He’d never once thought of her like a sister, but he’d come to care for her. She was the only woman he couldn’t charm, though she saw him every day. For some reason, this meant more to him than he could explain. He missed her so much his chest ached.
And with all the chaos in their world right now, Jan’s family needed him. 
No matter what he had to do or who he had to hurt, he was getting away from these Äntes soldiers.
Looking around, he noticed Captain Oakes nearby, overseeing the final touches of the men setting up his large tent.
“Captain,” Jan called, standing up.
Several guards posted near the conscripts turned in surprise, and one dropped his hand to the hilt of his sword.
Captain Oakes, however, squinted through the darkness and came walking over. By the light of the campfire, he took in Jan’s green shirt, longish hair, and silver rings. Without waiting to be addressed, Jan held up his violin case. 
“Do you think the officers would enjoy some entertainment with dinner?”
Oakes glanced at the violin. “You’re the zupan’s son from Chemestúk, the tzigän?”
Jan kept his expression still, not wincing at the verbal slight. “Tzigän”
translated into “vagabond thieves.” His mother’s people called themselves the Móndyalítko—“the world’s little children.”
Somehow, he managed a smile. “I can play music, do card tricks, read palms… and I’d much rather entertain you and the officers inside the tent than crouch out here in the cold.”
To his surprise, Oakes smiled back and motioned him forward. “Come on, lad. I don’t blame you. This is all a nasty business.”
Jan blinked. Were those last words some kind of apology? Did the captain regret tearing men from their homes and families? If he did, he’d made a good secret of his feelings so far. Not an able-bodied man had been left behind. Or perhaps as the son of the vassal of Chemestúk, the captain simply thought Jan deserved better treatment?
Jan didn’t care. He had caught the captain’s attention and, once inside the main tent, he might win some trust to make himself appear as nothing more than a Móndyalítko entertainer who required little supervision. He wasn’t certain what he might be able to do with that trust… but it was a start.
Oakes led the way through the open tent flap.
“I’ve brought some entertainment,” he announced. 
Inside, Jan saw Lieutenant Braeden and five other men. With the exception of Braeden, he didn’t know their ranks or their names. 
The youngest man looked pleased upon seeing the violin case. “Music?” he asked. “Are you any good?”
“My mother seems to think so.”
Except for Braeden, the men laughed, but their tone was good-natured.
Jan almost couldn’t believe the friendly treatment he was receiving, as if these men were in denial of their actions… in denial of Cherock being thoughtlessly killed for nothing more than trying to return home.
A few regular soldiers carried in a table and chairs unloaded from a wagon outside, and Jan realized the captain and lieutenant meant to dine in some style. Within moments, goblets of wine were poured, and a plate of fruit was carried in and set upon the table, and Captain Oakes handed Jan a goblet. 
“Have a drink first. Then play us something lively.”
The wine was good, and Jan drained the goblet. Something lively? In only a short time in here, he could see these men—except for Braeden—wanted to laugh. They were eager for their own escape… to pretend they were not destroying families and condemning a large number of men to death should it all come down to fighting the trained soldiers of the Väränj.
If his actions could win their trust, Jan was only too glad to oblige them. 
He spotted two daggers on the table near the fruit plate. Perhaps later, he could pocket one without being noticed. Opening the case, he took out the violin, raised it to his shoulder, and retrieved the bow with his right hand. 
More food was carried in as the officers sat down to dine, and Jan began to play.
The first song was a jaunty piece more suited to a large room occupied by people who wished to dance. However, it was complicated, requiring a good deal of finger work, and Captain Oakes watched him work the bow and strings, eventually nodding in approval.
Jan kept this up until the men nearly finished with dinner and then added his voice to the strings. He sang a bawdy tale about a village strumpet who found herself “with child.” Each stanza recounted her unsuccessful efforts to pin the deed on yet another man.
By the time he finished, Captain Oakes was laughing out loud, along with the other men—except for the lieutenant. Braeden sat with a politely pained expression, as if the entire evening was beneath him.
“Very good!” Oakes called, still laughing.
“Can you do card tricks?” another man asked.
“I can.”
In truth, this suited Jan, as it got him closer to the table. He pulled a tattered deck from the violin case, and he had a feeling these officers would prefer something simple. For a while, he just played “hide the queen,” by placing three cards face down—including one queen—and he moved them around on the table, letting the men take turns trying to keep visual track of the queen and pick her out. Sometimes he palmed and replaced the card. Sometimes, he left it in and allowed one of the men to point her out, to keep them from being discouraged. No money changed hands, and he focused more on keeping the men entertained.
“Can you show me how you do that?” one asked.
“Ah, no,” Jan answered. “I’d be giving away the secrets of my mother’s people.”
Captain Oakes just watched, but he appeared grateful for the diversion. Jan was offered food and more wine.
The earlier soldiers who’d delivered the table and chairs returned and started clearing away the remnants of dinner. The officers got up and made room for them. Jan remained seated as the men he’d just been entertaining began talking amongst themselves. 
However, one of the regular soldiers came close, eyeing him in a less friendly fashion than the officers.
Jan swept his hand across table, and the fanned out cards slid smoothly together. While the soldier looked on in brief astonishment, Jan had already swept one of the daggers away behind his sleeve with his other hand. When he dropped the deck back into the case with the violin, it was easy to slip the blade up his sleeve.
The dinner gathering began breaking up and the officers left the main tent. Captain Oakes glanced at Jan with an expression of mild regret. 
“Sorry, lad, you’ll have to sleep outside with all the others.”
“Of course,” Jan answered. “Thank you for the wine and chance to play.”
Oakes waved his thanks away. “I should be thanking you. It was good for the men. As I said earlier, this is a nasty business.”
Indeed, Jan thought dryly as he took up the violin case, careful not to let the dagger slip out of hiding. On the walk back toward one of the campfires to sleep on the ground, he wondered what he had really gained tonight. Besides stealing a dagger and possibly winning the captain’s appreciation, he was no closer to getting away from these Äntes soldiers than he’d been at dusk. 
Surely, he must possess some skill, some talent he could use to escape. But what?
His mother’s people had trained him in their ways, and he was a decent pickpocket. However, a palmed dagger wouldn’t do much good against trained soldiers with swords.
He was adequate at card trick and reading palms. He was highly skilled at playing his violin and making women fall in love with him, but surely there must be something more? He’d always thought well of himself, and he could not be boiled down to those few capabilities. 
Had he been lazy?
Mulling over his pathetically limited skills, he could see no way to use any of them to help him escape before the Äntes reached Enêmûsk… where he would find himself trapped inside a city wall.
· · · · ·
After spending the night and the next day in a crowded storage room below the keep, Julianna wondered what their next step might be. She was on the verge of asking when Zupan Cadell pushed through the crowded little room to the door and stepped out into the open passage.
“We need to find out what’s going on above,” he said.
There were about twenty people in the room, including Nadja and young Gideon, and everyone listened in silence. When Nadja rose to join her husband, Julianna followed.
“What if all the men are still here?” Nadja asked, “and maybe one or more happen to be in the kitchen when one of us steps out and is instantly seen? We will have given ourselves away.”
Julianna knew she was right, but they couldn’t stay down here forever. Sooner or later, someone needed to check the main floor.
“Perhaps…” Cadell began, hesitating. “Perhaps someone can go up without being seen.”
Nadja shook her head. “What do you mean?”
Cadell sighed and glanced away. “There is a hidden passage inside the keep, down here. It leads up into a dead end… with a spy hole looking into the main hall.”
Disbelief flooded Nadja’s lovely face. “And you never told me? Did you tell Jan?”
He shook his head once.
“How did you know?” Nadja went on, her dark eyes moving back and forth while absorbing this information. Julianna kept silent for now, just listening. 
“Lord Malbek knew and he told me,” Cadell answered, sounding deeply embarrassed. He and Nadja did not keep secrets from each other. “I’d almost forgotten, as I never thought we’d have need of it. When we first arrived, the place was so bleak and dark, I didn’t think to burden you with any more secrets about this place… and as time went on, it didn’t seem important.”
“Well, it’s important now,” Julianna put in to move this along. “One of us needs to use this passage to see what’s happening.”
“I’ll go,” Cadell said.
“You?” Julianna breathed. 
The zupan was aging, his waistline thickening, and he sometimes puffed when climbing stairs. Nadja was still slender, but Julianna knew that she was beginning to have to problems with her knees—pain and stiffening. Either one certainly could take the passage up to spy on the main hall, but Julianna saw another option.
“I could go,” young Gideon suggested.
Julianna turned to him, noting his crooked teeth and cow-licked hair with fondness. He was brave but just a boy, and upon seeing the situation upstairs, comprehending all aspects of the situation would require adult thinking and adult decisions.
“No, I will go,” Julianna said. “I can do this without being heard or noticed and bring back a report.”
Nadja went pale. “Should you be caught… I cannot… I cannot think of what might happen to you.”
“I won’t be caught,” Julianna insisted. “How could I be? Not if this passage works the way the zupan says. I’m quiet and quick on my feet, and you need someone old enough to understand anything seen.” 
The zupan was silent for a moment and then picked up a lantern. “Come with me.”
Nadja appeared to bite back further arguments as Julianna followed Cadell down the rectangular passage toward the dead end. Upon reaching the wall, she expected him to stop, when—to her amazement—he appeared to walk into the wall.
But he didn’t vanish. He stood there in plain sight, inside the wall.
“Come, my girl,” he said. “There’s no real trick.”
As she drew closer in following him, something strange caught her eyes. The dead end wall appeared to separate from the sidewalls, and she found herself looking through an opening beyond which the zupan stood.
The stones of the wall beyond the zupan had been perfectly lined up with those of the passage’s sidewalls to create the illusion of a solid wall blocking the way. She now saw the side passage ahead to the right beyond Cadell.
He stepped out, and she stepped in.
“I don’t think you’re in any danger,” he said, handing her the lantern. “But keep quiet when you reach the top, and leave the lantern on the stairs. You’ll be at the back of the main hall. There is a small hole that looks like only a crack between the stones from the outside.”
She nodded. “I won’t be long.” 
Gripping the lantern’s handle, she turned in and made her way up the stairs. The climb felt long, but she stepped slowly and lightly, hearing the voices of men before she even reached the top.
“I told you I’d find us a good spot,” a deep voice growled. “What could be better than this? The kitchen’s well stocked and the ale casks are full.”
At the top of the stairs, where the passage leveled out, she set down the lantern and crept toward a spot of light ahead. There at the hole, wider on her side than the crack in the pocket of stone, she leaned in to peek through the wall. 
Exactly as the zupan had described, she was at the back of the main hall with a full view of the room. What she saw made her stop breathing for an instant.
About twenty filthy men had taken all the bedding and blankets down from the upstairs rooms—including her own—and spread them in front of the great hearth. Hams and wheels of cheese and a cask of ale had been taken from the kitchen and placed on the long wooden table.
As Gideon had mentioned, the men wore no colors of any house, but they were armed with short swords or cutlasses or axes. Unshaved and unwashed, one of them tore off a piece of ham with his fingers and shoved it into his mouth. 
Resentment bubbled inside Julianna. She and Nadja had been saving those hams.
The largest man sported a shaved head and a full beard. He wore a leather hauberk and a sword, and he swaggered when he walked, going to the ale cask and drawing himself a mug. 
“Didn’t I tell you?” he challenged, and she recognized the same deep voice from a few moments before. “I found us a right good spot.”
“That you did, Argyle,” answered the man chewing the ham. “We can live like lords here. No sense in us trying to go home now. I got nothing to go home to.”
Julianna went cold. They planned to remain, to live here? They were probably deserters who had once been conscripted. She counted the hams and cheeses on the table, knowing there wasn’t much more food in the kitchen. Once that was gone, these men would start looking for more. Sooner or later, someone was bound to open the narrow door behind the kitchen and see the stairwell. 
At present, these men had everything they could want at their fingertips, but how long would that last?
They weren’t ransacking the place for valuables. They were moving in.
Turning, Julianna hurried for the stairs, grabbed her lantern, descending quickly to tell Cadell and Nadja what she’d seen.
· · · · ·
After a long day’s forced march, Jan stumbled behind the man in front of him, as the contingent entered a village. Women, children, and elderly men scurried aside to let Äntes soldiers and their conscripts pass. 
Jan assumed their younger men had already been taken. He expected Captain Oakes to lead the way out the village’s other side and find an open spot down the road to make camp. 
Instead, the captain took them down a side path, through about a hundred paces of trees, and stopped in front of a large two-story manor surrounded by a wall. Guards at the gate opened up, and to Jan’s surprise, the soldiers began herding the conscripts through. He found himself walking through a vast courtyard of light-colored tan stone. 
The manor was constructed from the same tan stone, and as Jan had never seen anything like it before, he assumed the stone had been shipped in from elsewhere long ago. The courtyard was so large that even with all the soldiers, their horses, and the conscripts, there was plenty of room to move about. An unfamiliar man beside him began to breathe heavily, as if in fear.
Jan looked at him. “What’s wrong?”
“This is the lieutenant’s family home. We’re only one day from Enêmûsk. What do you think they will do with us there? Put us up on the wall to take the first round of arrows?”
Jan had no intention of finding out.
He watched Captain Oakes and Lieutenant Braeden dismount and pass off their horses. Carefully, he moved through other conscripts to get as close to the manor as possible. The front doors opened and four women in fine gowns came out. A middle-aged woman with a kind face nearly ran to the captain, gripping his hands in affection.
“Brother,” she said, smiling. “I heard you were coming through here, and I came to visit Gisele in the hope of seeing you.”
The captain pulled his hands from hers and embraced her with both arms, lifting her feet off the ground in a most undignified manner. “Margareta. What a surprise. But you shouldn’t have risked the roads right now.”
Two of the other women greeted two other officers, but Jan’s attention shifted sharply to the fourth woman. A lovely creature in a pale blue gown, probably not yet twenty, she had shining red-gold hair hanging to the small of her back. Her eyes were the same pale blue as her gown, and her skin was flawless.
With her slender, white hands clasped against her stomach, she walked to Lieutenant Braeden and bowed her head. “My lord.”
He nodded in return and didn’t touch her. 
“Is all ready for tonight’s banquet?” he asked.
“Yes, my lord.”
Captain Oakes walked over and grasped one of her hands, raising it to his mouth. “Ah, Gisele. I always said Braeden would marry the most beautiful woman in Droevinka.”
Her face broke into a smile, as if hungry for his approval—or perhaps any approval.
As opposed to being offended by the captain’s familiarity, Braeden’s expression shifted to one of pride. Jan was good at reading faces, and he understood the situation instantly. The lieutenant had no love for the girl, but he was proud to have her as his wife, as a possession.
And with that thought, Jan saw a way to use one of his talents to set himself free. It was risky, but in being only one day outside of Enêmûsk, he was willing to try anything.
How could he gracefully get himself inside to entertain at the banquet?
His mind was racing when Captain Oakes spotted him and solved the problem.
“Oh, Jan, come here,” he called. 
Jan did.
 “This one is quite good with that violin he carries,” the captain told his sister, and then he turned back to Jan. “Would you to consent to play for us? If you do, I’ll try to find you a place to sleep inside.”
“It would be my pleasure,” Jan answered.
Glancing towards the lieutenant, he found Gisele staring at his face. She looked away and then couldn’t help looking again.
Braeden frowned.
“What do you say, lieutenant?” Captain Oakes asked. “Should the ladies have some music tonight?”
“Whatever you wish, sir,” Braeden answered tightly. “I am your humble host.”
The lieutenant was hardly humble, but Jan didn’t care. With access to Gisele, the next part would be easy, and anything after that was up to fate. 
· · · · ·
Down in a storage room below the keep, Julianna reported what she’d seen in the main hall. Zupan Cadell went pale and Nadja’s mouth was tight as they both listened. Everyone in the room heard the truth, and Gideon’s mother, Sari, took in the news with bleak eyes.
“Will this never end?” she asked.
She was young to have a twelve-year-old boy, and when he was born, she probably hadn’t been much older than he was now. Her husband had been conscripted by the Äntes.
“Perhaps…” Zupan Cadell began, “perhaps it is time we slip upstairs, go out the back, and abandon the keep, at least for now.”
Sari looked up sharply. “And live in the woods like animals? Sleeping in the cold?”
“Nizhyn Village is only a two day walk,” he answered. “We could head there.”
“And what if it no longer exists?” Nadja asked quietly. “What if the Äntes conscripted men from there, and then the Väränj burned it to the ground. We’d be little more than victims out on the open road, and we might arrive in Nizhyn to find nothing waiting for us.”
 Cadell fell silent. Nadja was right—on several counts.
“We have to find a way to make the men upstairs leave,” Julianna said suddenly.
Everyone looked at her. 
“How?” Cadell asked.
“I don’t know… but for twenty years, this place had such a dark reputation that the Äntes couldn’t get anyone to remain as vassal.” She looked into Sari’s eyes and added, “We all remember.”
Sari nodded. “The ghost.”
Cadell frowned, as if they were wasting time. “What ghost?” 
Julianna glanced at Nadja. There had been a ghost in this keep, the victim of horrifying events over twenty years past. Nadja had managed to get rid of the ghost while Cadell was away, and she’d never told him about it. Neither had Jan or Julianna. 
At the time, their zupan had had more than enough on his plate.
“Just stories, of course,” Nadja put in quickly, “but there were a few unexplained deaths, including a young lord throwing himself from the tower. The place was said to be haunted.”
Julianna sighed, wondering why she’d even brought this up. “Well, we can’t conjure up a ghost.”
“We don’t need to,” Nadja said. “We only need make those men upstairs believe.”
Listening intently, young Gideon asked, “You mean dress someone up in torn sheets and paint their face white? Have that one wave their arms and scream and scare the men? I’ll do it.” 
Nadja smiled at him. “No, that isn’t quite what I meant.” 
The zupan appeared put off—almost annoyed—by this entire discussion, as if he wanted to start planning something serious, but then Nadja began to speak again, pouring out the threads of an idea that caused him to put his hand to his mouth while listening.
Julianna felt her heart beating faster. Could it work?
“We need to do more than frighten them,” she said. “They have to believe themselves in true danger.”
Still hesitant, Cadell finally sighed. “I might be able to help with that.”
Julianna inched in on Nadja, speaking as quietly as possible. “You’ll be the one up the secret passage, inside the room with the spy hole. Will your knees be all right if you need to move quickly?”
For the first time ever, Nadja looked at Julianna in something akin to anger. “My knees are fine.”
Julianna glanced away, sorry she’d asked.
“So… if we do this,” Sari began, “how do we start?”
The other villagers in the room looked to Cadell for an answer. Once a decision had been made, he was never long in taking action. Stepping between a few of them, he picked up two burlap bags of apples and dumped out their contents, leaving only the empty bags in his grip.
“Gideon, get a few of the boys to come help me search the rooms, around, behind, and inside any crates. We need to start hunting.”
· · · · ·
Jan played nothing lively that night at dinner.
Inside the main hall of the manor, he walked around the table where the officers and their sisters or wives ate and he kept up a string of beautiful, slow songs, filling the place with a haunting, melancholy air.
Every time he passed Gisele, he could see her struggling not to look at him, and he timed each pass near her with the most heart-aching strains of a tune. Throughout the meal, Braeden all but ignored her, except when he chastised her choice of brook trout instead of silver salmon for the fish course. 
She apologized.
As dinner ended, one of the lower officers suggested a game of cards, but the captain hesitated.
Motioning Jan over, Oakes asked, “I think the men would like to play cards on their own for a while, so they can place bets. Would you mind entertaining the ladies? Maybe show them a few of your tricks?”
The man was probably not remotely aware how condescending he sounded, but Jan couldn’t have been happier. This was easier than he’d expected.
“Of course. Tell them I’ll read their palms.”
“Oh, my sister would enjoy that. Thank you.”
Not long after, Jan was seated near the hearth with Margareta, Gisele, and the other two women—whose names he quickly learned were Brenna and Camille. The latter two were married to Äntes officers and had traveled here with the captain’s sister. Jan thought it would be easy to grow fond of Margareta, who possessed a warm spirit. He didn’t think on this for long, however, as Gisele was his target.
“And have you actually traveled with the Móndyalítko?” Margareta asked him, leaning forward in her chair. 
“Nearly every autumn of my life. My mother and I join her sister’s family, and we roll through the towns and villages putting on shows.”
“How romantic,” she sighed. “I’m sure most of the village girls swoon at your feet.”
Jan blinked at her honesty. Most women of her rank didn’t pay such compliments to men of his status. But he recovered quickly and flashed her a smile. “I fear they do.”
She, Brenna, and Camille laughed. Gisele only smiled nervously, her eyes still moving over his face. 
“So, can you tell us our futures?” Margareta asked.
“I can. Who would like to go first?”
He hoped it would not be Gisele, as he wanted her to continue watching him in action for a little while. She was starved for love and approval, and he needed to make her aware of her hunger.
“I will,” Camille said, pulling her chair closer to his. Then suddenly, she seemed to grow hesitant and asked, “Can you really tell the future?”
For the first time, he took her in. She wasn’t as young as Gisele, but she was only in her mid-twenties, with rich brown hair and a round face. 
“I’ve been told I have a gift,” he said, avoiding a direct answer.
She lowered her voice. “Can you tell me… will I have a child soon? I have been married two years, and nothing has come of it. It is… painful for me. I so want a child.”
Despite everything, Jan forgot the room around him. For a few moments he even forgot Gisele. He could see what Camille’s question had cost her to ask in front of the other women.
Reaching out, he grasped her hand, running his finger lightly down the inside of her palm. “I see a boy,” he said. “A young boy with brown hair like yours, running to you. You are a good mother to him, and he loves you.”
She put her free hand to her mouth. “Truly?”
Jan nodded once.
Normally, when pretending to read palms, he was nowhere near this specific, but this situation was different. He needed to put on quite a show, and she was clearly in pain. Perhaps believing the child would come might help ease her mind… and a child would come. He hoped so.
Margareta was watching him with a thoughtful expression. “Gisele,” she said. “You go next.”
Turning his chair toward Gisele, Jan extended his hand. “May I?”
Trembling slightly, Gisele held out her hand, and he took it, turning it over and running his fingers slowly and lightly across her palm. She drew in a quick breath at the sensation. 
“Do you have a question?” he asked, leaning closer to her.
“No… I… No, just tell me what you see.”
He kept moving his fingers lightly over her palm. “I see great love in your future and adventure, a life you never thought possible, with joy in every day.”
“Oh,” Brenna said. “Perhaps the lieutenant will take you with him on his next assignment? I wonder where you will go.”
Gisele’s face clouded at the suggestion. 
Jan could see that she barely knew her husband and didn’t care to know any more. Women of her station were usually viewed as chattel by their parents, bargaining chips in marriage to strengthen alliances between families. As a result, they were guarded carefully until such a marriage was arranged. This poor girl had been sold off to the cold, arrogant Lieutenant Braeden. 
Jan knew that what he had planned for this night would greatly injure her—and possibly ruin the rest of her life. 
But that didn’t stop him.
“You see love?” she asked.
“Yes,” he breathed.
Across the hall, the men were still playing cards.
· · · · ·
Late in the night, with Gideon right behind her, Julianna paused at the top of the stairs where the closed door emptied into the kitchen. Nadja had already taken the secret passage from below and was heading upwards in a different stairwell. Julianna and Gideon’s part in the plan was more dangerous—and somewhat distasteful—but they’d both agreed. 
Each one of them carried a wriggling burlap sack, and Julianna tried not to think about what was inside.
Putting her free hand to the door’s latch, she whispered, “Ready?”
“Yup,” Gideon answered from behind.
They’d waited until this late hour in the hope that the invading men had consumed enough ale to fall asleep by the fire in the main hall. Still, Julianna cracked the door slowly and peeked out, both looking and listening.
“Seems clear,” she whispered.
Stepping out into the small passage, she turned left into the kitchen. It was empty of people, but a cask of ale sat atop a butcher-block table, causing her to breath in relief. The men hadn’t taken it yet.
Passing off her wriggling bag, she told Gideon, “Hold this for a moment.”
“What are you doing?”
“Something Nadja asked me to do.”
Finding a heavy knife, Julianna pried off the cask’s lid and drew a good-sized pouch from her pocket. Opening the pouch, she dumped its dried, powered contents into the cask and then replaced the lid, making more noise than she wished by pounding it in place.
“What did you put in there?” Gideon asked.
“I don’t really know. It’s a ground herb Nadja gave me.”
Taking back her wriggling bag, she led the way onward, deeper inside the keep until they reached the archway of the main hall. Careful to remain outside, Julianna peered around the edge. All the men were sleeping, snoring at various levels, their bodies scattered about on the floor, on top of the bedding they’d dragged down. Asleep, they didn’t look quite so fierce.
Both she and Gideon knew not to speak and give themselves away. Their part in this was simple but critical, and they had to wait for the exact instant. So they crouched, listening to the snores in waiting—and waiting. Julianna was beginning to worry that something had gone wrong on Nadja’s end when the first wail rang out.
It was loud and long and like nothing she had ever heard before.
Gideon flinched beside her, glancing about in alarm. 
The second wail rang out, and the men on the floor began stirring, rolling onto their hands and knees.
“What the…?”
The second wail faded, and a voice carried through the air, hollow but filled with a mix of pain and rage.
“Out, defilers!” the voice cried. “This place belongs to the dead! The last lord who refused to leave finally flung himself from the tower.”
The bald leader was on his feet, looking all around, but even Julianna—who knew—could not tell from which direction the voice was coming.
It sounded nothing like Nadja.
“For your crime of invading this haven of the dead, you will be punished,” the voice droned on. “You will be plagued by rats, and your food will never pass through your stomachs. It will be expelled from your bodies until you die.”
The eerie quality of the voice was so unsettling that Julianna found herself wanting to run, and Gideon’s eyes were wide.
All the men were on their feet now, hands moving to weapons, but it was still impossible to tell from where the voice came.
“Rats!” it cried. “You will be plagued by rats.”
Upon hearing their cue, Julianna and Gideon leaned out as far as possible without being seen and dumped the contents of their bags. Around twenty panicked rats ran from the archway into the hall, straight for the men—who began shouting. 
“Rats!” one of them called.
“Over there! More! Get ‘em off the blankets!” 
A few men swung with their weapons, trying to hit the racing rodents.
Julianna and Gideon did not stay to see the rest. Gripping their emptied bags, they whirled and ran for the kitchen. She reached the door first, pulled it open, and shooed Gideon inside. Only when she’d followed and pulled the door closed did Julianna take a full breath. 
She heard no one coming after them.
“Down,” she whispered.
Gideon didn’t need to be told twice and hurried down the stairs.
At the bottom, Julianna stopped him. “Tell the zupan what happened. I’m going to Nadja.”
Without waiting for an answer, she ran to the dead end wall and passed through. Halfway up the stairs beyond, she began to pant but kept pressed onward until she reached the top.
Nadja knelt on the floor before the peephole, her red dress spread all around her legs. Looking back at Julianna, she held a finger to her lips. Julianna crept forward and knelt down. Nadja’s expression was distressed, and she tilted her head toward the spy hole.
Julianna peeked through.
A few rats lay dead on the floor, but the others had scattered, and the men were arguing.
“I say we leave now,” a wiry man with no armor insisted. “I’ve heard of this place. I’d forgotten, but I have. A young lord threw himself off a tower some years back in these parts… and folks say he was plagued by the dead.”
“By the dead?” Argyle scoffed. “So you’re going to let a few rats run us off at some voice, likely a skulking peasant?”
“More than rats,” a middle-aged man in chain armor put in. “We’ve been over every inch of this place. There’s no one here… alive, that is. I say we pack up.” 
“We stay!” Argyle roared and, putting one hand on the hilt of his sword, he waved the other about the hall while slightly lowering his voice. “You want to leave this keep and go back to robbing beggars on the road? I don’t care if the place is haunted or not. I won’t let some screaming voice and a few rats chase me out of here. What about the rest of you?”
Almost shamefaced, the other men began agreeing with him. One cut off a fresh slice of cheese, and a few others began bedding down again.
Julianna sat back in near despair, whispering, “We failed.” 
“Not yet. You put the herbs into the second cask of ale?”
“Yes.”
“Good. They should break into that by tomorrow night. Then they’ll have bigger problems than vermin.”
· · · · ·
As the men continued playing cards in the manor’s hall, Jan approached the captain and leaned down. 
“Might I go outside and answer the call of nature?” Jan asked. “I swear I will return straight away.”
“Of course,” Oakes answered. 
This was hardly a kind concession, as even if Jan should try to run, he’d never get past the courtyard gates.
“How are the ladies doing?” Oakes asked him.
“Well, I think. When I come back, I’ll show them some card tricks they might enjoy.”
Oakes nodded and turned back to placing a bet.
Jan started for the archway out of the hall, but Gisele stood to one side of it, stretching her legs and watching him. As he passed her, he slowed long enough to whisper, “Make an excuse to leave and meet me outside the kitchen door.”
Though he hadn’t seen the kitchen, most manors such as this always had a back door for deliveries. At this point in the game, he wasn’t worried. 
Gisele’s blue eyes flooded with shock and then excitement—just as he knew they would—and she nodded almost imperceptibly.
He walked out of the hall and stopped a serving girl coming toward him. “The kitchens? I’ve been sent on an errand.”
She pointed down a passage. “That way.”
With a nod of thanks, he followed the passage, walked through the kitchen—ignoring the surprised faces of two cooks and three scullery maids—and went out the back door. The night air was cool but not cold, and he waited, though not for long.
The kitchen door cracked open, and Gisele stepped outside. 
He’d chosen this meeting place because now five people had seen him walk out, only to be followed moments later by the mistress of the house.
Gisele walked toward him—lovely and sheltered, naïve and lonely—and he had to push down all regrets over what he was about to do.
“Jan,” she breathed in wonder as she stepped close enough for him to touch. 
He took her hands in his own and whispered back, “You are so beautiful… and kind and gentle. I can see so much in your eyes.”
Her expression filled with longing, as if she wanted him to keep talking, to go on lavishing praise and approval upon her. Braeden must be a black-heart to have done this to his young wife.
Instead of saying more, Jan leaned in slowly, giving her every chance to pull away. He gently pressed his mouth to hers. Though she flinched at first, her mouth then moved clumsily against his, as if she’d never been kissed with any kind of softness.
Pulling back, he said, “Come away with me, tonight. My father is the vassal of Chemestúk Keep. You won’t ever have to do without. I can take care of you, and in the autumn, when my mother and I go to travel with the Móndyalítko, you will come with us. She will love you as I do.”
He saw the effect his words had on her as she pictured a life with him—someone who praised her and thought well of her, with a mother-in-law who would love her. Adventure for a few moons of the year on the open road with the Móndyalítko… and best of all, she could leave behind the hollow life she currently lived.
“Will you?” he asked.
“How will we get the guards to open the front gates?”
That was a more intelligent question than he expected.
“You are the lady of the manor. Have your husband’s guard not always followed your orders?”
She blinked several times, thinking and then nodded. “Yes… yes, they have.” 
“Then order them to open the gates.”
Jan knew full well that the guards would never allow Braeden’s lady to leave the grounds in the middle of the night with some dusky stranger wearing three rings in his ear. But he had no intention of ever taking her that far. As long as she believed it was possible, that was all that mattered.
“All right,” she said, as if waking up from a dream. “I’ll come with you… anywhere with you. Take me away from this place.”
Jan faltered for an instant, but his parents and Julianna were alone in the middle of a civil war.
“Would you give me something to keep close to my breast?” he asked.
“What?”
“A lock of your hair.”
Tears sprang to her eyes, and she kissed him again. 
Crouching down, he pulled the dagger from where he’d been keeping it inside his boot, and he cut off a small lock of her hair, holding it between his fingers.
“Go pack,” he said. “When you return, we’ll find horses. Don’t let your husband or the captain see you.”
With a joyful nod, she ran back into the house. 
Jan waited long enough for her to get upstairs, and then he re-entered the manor himself, walking past the shocked kitchen staff again and continuing on to the main hall. The men were still playing cards, and he went to the lieutenant and leaned down.
“A word out in the passage,” he said quietly.
Braeden frowned, but didn’t appear eager to be seen arguing with someone of Jan’s rather uncertain status here—not quite a servant and not quite a guest. Rising, he followed Jan out into a wide passage where the stairs to the upper floor were a few paces to their right.
“What do you want?” Braeden asked, as if uncomfortable even speaking to Jan.
“I’ve just talked your wife into running away with me. She’s upstairs packing.”
Braeden’s expression flattened in shock and quickly hardened with rage as he stepped backward. “You dare you make such a—”
His words broke off as Jan held up the lock of red-gold hair. 
“A number of your kitchen staff saw me walk outside,” he said. “Lady Gisele followed, and they saw her re-enter… shortly followed by me.” He dropped his voice even lower. “Take me outside right now, order your guards to open the gates and let me go, or I swear I’ll make sure everyone here knows your wife agreed to run off with some tzigän
scum rather than stay here with you. You’ll be a laughing stock.” 
Braeden’s face turned ashen. There was only an ornately sheathed dagger on his belt, and he pulled the weapon. 
“Unless I kill you here.” 
Jan still held his dagger by the hilt, its blade flat against his forearm. In a quick back-step, he spun it point-out before himself. 
“No doubt you’ll best me,” he said, “but not before I yell loud enough to bring everyone running, and I’ll make sure they know why we’re fighting.” He paused. “And your lady is about to come down those stairs with her bags packed.”
The muscles in Braeden’s jaw were twitching as he stared in Jan in hate, but Jan could also see his mind working. The one thing Braeden could not abide, could never allow, was a wound to his pride. He cared nothing for Gisele, but he would probably rather die than have word get out that she’d agreed to run away with Jan.
 “All you need do is let me go,” Jan added, “and no one will ever know what happened tonight except you, me, and Gisele.”
“Don’t say her name!” Braeden hissed, but he glanced at the stairs nervously.
He believes me, Jan thought. He knows she’ll be coming down any moment.
 With another hiss through his teeth, Braeden tilted his head toward the front doors. 
“After you,” Jan whispered, for he wasn’t about to let the man get behind him with a dagger. 
Together, they left the manor and headed for the gate. A few soldiers straightened at the approach and passing of their lieutenant, but not one of them would say a word without being spoken to first.
“Tell the captain you took pity on me,” Jan said. “I have a feeling he might understand.”
“Don’t speak to me.”
As they reached the gates, a sound from behind caused Jan to turn. Gisele came running around the side of the manor and stopped cold at the sight of her tall husband by the gates with Jan. She wore a cloak and carried a traveling bag.
She stood staring.
At the sight of her, Braeden’s face filled with hatred again, and Jan tried not to think of what would happen to the girl later… and over the following years. Instead, he pictured Julianna’s face.
“Open up,” Braeden ordered his guards.
His men obeyed.
Without looking back, Jan ran through the open gates and down the road.
· · · · ·
The following night, Julianna and Nadja crouched inside the secret room, taking turns watching through the peephole in the stones. In the main hall beyond, the new cask was on the table, and the men had been drawing mugs from it.
“Not long now,” Nadja whispered.
“What will it do to them?” Julianna asked. 
She knew Nadja would never poison these men—or at least not kill them. Nadja was no killer, no matter what the situation. 
But the answer never came. 
Instead, as Nadja watched from the peephole, she said, “One of them is turning green. It’s time.”
Taking a long breath, Nadja let out a wail.
Julianna could barely believe the sound, loud and long and otherworldly.
“Get out! This place belongs to the dead,” Nadja cried in that voice too deep to be her own. “Your food will no longer sustain you.”
An instant later, Julianna heard the sounds of retching begin below.
Pulling back, Nadja motioned Julianna to the peephole. Looking through, she saw a number of men on their knees, vomiting all over the floor and the bedding, and she realized Nadja must have used a purging herb. Julianna had heard of such, but she herself had little knowledge of herb lore.
More of the men began retching violently.
Then Julianna saw that Argyle was not bent over. He was not even tinged green. Had he not tasted from the new cask yet? He stood looking around in anger and suspicion.
“Someone else is here,” he mouthed so quietly that Julianna only read it on his lips. 
Turning, he strode from the hall. 
Where was he going? Would he start searching again? If so, how long before he opened the door beyond the kitchen?
Standing quickly, she whispered, “I’ll go tell Cadell this has started. You stay and watch. Hopefully, they will leave this time.”
She fled down the narrow stairs, but upon coming out at the bottom, she ran across the rectangular space between the storage rooms. Everyone down here was still hiding inside the two rooms with the doors closed. No one saw her as she dashed up the stairwell to the kitchen, desperate to reach the upper door before Argyle.
At the top, she didn’t hesitate and slipped out the door, going straight for the butcher-block table and picking up the heavy rolling pin that she and Nadja used to make pie crust.
With the rolling pin in hand, she hid behind the open archway between the kitchen and the inner passage. Her plan was half mad, but it was all she could think of. When Argyle walked through, she’d swing hard, hopefully cracking his skull with the first blow. She was no trained fighter, but the rolling pin was as solid as a cudgel, and she was fairly certain she could crack a man’s skull with so heavy a weapon.
After that… well, she’d think about that later. Zupan Cadell could come up and help her drag the body downstairs. Argyle would simply vanish. Without him, the other men would leave.
Swift footsteps were coming, and she pressed her back against the wall. She’d only have one chance at this, and she knew it.
His wide form passed through the door, and she took a step forward and swung. Unfortunately, he’d been walking faster than she calculated, and she only clipped the back of his head, hard enough to hurt, but not do much damage. 
Roaring in surprise, he whirled around, and they locked eyes. Up close, his shaved head was filthy, and his beard was flecked with bits of food. His shoulders were broad inside his leather hauberk, twice as wide as her own.
He had not drawn his sword, and it was still sheathed on his hip.
Though he’d been momentarily startled, that passed quickly, and his upper lip curled back. 
“A girl,” he spat in derision. “I knew it. That was you calling through the wall somehow?” His deep-set eyes moved up and down her red dress. “I’ll make you sorry for poisoning my men.”
Panic flooded through her. Sucking in a loud breath, she wailed at him, trying to pitch her voice exactly as Nadja had done, and a loud, unsettling sound exploded from her mouth.
It startled him, and he stepped back.
Knowing she had only an instant, still gripping her rolling pin, she dashed through the kitchen for the back door of the keep, shoving it open and nearly flying outside into the night air. She could hear him coming behind her. A part of her knew this was foolish—running blindly—but she could think of nothing else, and her long legs had served her well in the past when she’d needed to escape.
She ran around the corner of the keep, and then around the side of the single turret, scrambling over the rocks, unsure where she was even trying to go.
To her horror, she could hear him gaining.
And then… she heard a grunt and a thud.
Juliana didn’t stop. She only slowed in glancing back and then slowed more.
Argyle lay among old fallen wall stones long covered in creeping weeds, and he was struggling to get up. He didn’t know the grounds as well as she did in living here for years, and he must have slipped on or tripped over some of the rubble.
Instinct took hold, and she ran back at him.
Just as he saw her coming, and his eyes widened…
Juliana slammed the rolling pin with both hands against the side of his head. 
This time she heard a loud crack on impact. She drew back to bash him again—and she missed as he flopped to one side. Quickly retreating, before he could grab her ankle, she thought to turn and run again. But he only lay there, not moving, and she finally crept closer.
When she saw his open eyes, even in the dark, she almost bolted, but his eyes didn’t blink. They stared across the damp earth the other way.
He was dead.
Julianna stood there panting for a few moments, trying to come to grips with the fact that she’d just killed a man. Then she wondered what to do with the body.
A thought struck her, and she raised her eyes to the top of the turret. From where he lay, it looked as if he’d fallen… or thrown himself, just as that last young lord who’d refused to leave this place. Stepping back, Julianna left him there and she walked back inside, slipping through the door leading to the storage rooms below. 
Sometime in the night, the men must have found Argyle’s body, because Nadja came down to announce that they had all packed up and left. 
· · · · ·
The days passed quickly, and Jan almost never stopped moving as he headed east. He rested no more than he absolutely had to, thinking only of his parents and Julianna. Along the road there was little to eat, and he drank water from streams, or even puddles.
When he realized he was less than half a league from Chemestúk, even in exhaustion, he broke into a jog, finding strength in the knowledge that he was almost home. 
As the edge of the village came into sight, he slowed, first in disbelief and then alarm.
The sight of a blackened hut filled his vision, and he kept walking forward until he could see it all. 
The place had been burned and two bodies with smashed skulls lay out in plain sight. No one had buried them… suggesting there was no one left.
Looking up to the keep, he whispered, “No.”
He broke into a run.
· · · · ·
Julianna walked through the courtyard of the keep, still trying to come to terms with the fact that she had killed a man. Worse, she wasn’t sorry, and if she were given that night to do all over again, she’d have acted the same. Perhaps that bothered her more than anything.
Life at the keep was returning to normal in a sense, but everyone was worried about their lost men, and she couldn’t stop thinking about Jan, about what might be happening to him, what he might be suffering.
The zupan had announced that tomorrow, they would all go down into the village and begin the clean-up… and to bury their dead. He’d been so set on keeping everyone hidden, on protecting them, but now he seemed to realize it was time to move forward.
Julianna wondered if it was even possible to move forward.
With a sigh, she was about to walk back inside the keep, when movement caught her eye. Looking out through the broken gate and down the road, she saw someone running toward her. She froze, ready to sound the alarm… when she noticed the green shade of his shirt.
“Jan?” she said to herself.
Running through the gate, she closed the distance rapidly. He slowed, and she stopped when they were barely a few paces apart. She wanted to throw herself into his arms, but they had never even touched that much before. He looked terrible, thin and filthy. Worse, his eyes were bleak, and more, they were haunted. She’d never seen him like this.
 “Oh, Julianna,” he said, even his voice sounded different. “Are my parents…?”
It hit her then that he must have come through village, and he’d been taken before the massacre. 
“They’re all right,” she answered quickly, closing the distance one more step. “Both are inside, along with… what’s left of… everyone. Your father has been hiding those who survived.” 
Then it truly sank in that Jan was back—and safe—and she looked down the road beyond him. 
“Did you… did anyone else escape with you?”
He dropped his gaze and wouldn’t look at her.
“No,” he choked. “I was only able to… and I had to do something… awful… to get free.” 
She’d done something awful too, that she didn’t want to tell him.
A voice spoke from behind. “Whatever you did, you did what you had to do.” 
Julianna spun around.
Nadja walked out the broken gate, taking in the sight of Jan with an expression beyond relief. “My son.” Her gaze turned to Julianna, “And my girl. You are both safe, and that is all that matters to me.” Motioning them toward the keep, she said calmly, “Dinner is ready. Both of you come and eat.”
 Julianna found this statement absurd. Jan had just returned, and Nadja had hardly welcomed him or asked him anything. Although Julianna could not, Nadja should be hugging him, holding him. 
Then again… perhaps Jan did not want to be hugged or questioned? Maybe he simply wanted to be with his family again and let everything else wait?
Jan’s expression was unreadable, but he reached out for Julianna with his right hand. For once, he wasn’t trying to charm her or use his wiles for his own amusement. He seemed desperate for something to hang onto.
Reaching back, she took his hand, grasping it firmly, and led him after Nadja into the keep.
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