

[image: Cover image Last Rank]






To Anke


Thank you for nothing
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Coincidence


“A remarkable concurrence of events or circumstances without apparent causal connection.”


Fate


“The development of events outside a person’s control, regarded as predetermined by a supernatural power.”


Well, which is it?










PART I THE MAID AND THE COUNT





[image: ]













CHAPTER 1
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- Jake -


JAKE DIDN’T REMEMBER a lot of things about his mother. She had never been the doting kind. One thing he remembered though, was a bedtime story she used to tell him, when he had been mean to the servants.


Once upon a time lived a Count in the darkest part of the great forests to the north. He was cruel and terrifying and possessed by a grotesque demon. Every now and then, he would visit the villages and towns of the lands he owned. Then he would devour the children who had been naughty to satisfy the hunger of his demon.


Well, Jake didn’t know about eating children, but to reach his goals, he had done plenty of cruel things. He had played so many terrifying schemes that sometimes he could indeed hardly imagine a more befitting depiction for himself. He had not expected, however, how easily people believed that a bedtime story had become blood and flesh to haunt the lands of Kestoria for real.


“You are making that face again,” Nathaniel said in his annoying voice.


Jake glanced at the figure of a man the demon pretended to be, lounging on the opposite bench in the carriage.


He was towering tall and had scrawny limbs, almost too long for being comfortable in the limited space. As always, he was dressed entirely in the finest black garments and had his black hair neatly slicked back.


He looked like a deadly spider waiting for prey to get trapped in his net, sitting so still it wasn’t humanly possible.


Jake wouldn’t. He knew Nathaniel meant to upset him in some way out of boredom, but Jake wasn’t in the mood, and he was upset enough already. They had been on the road too long. His shoulders were stiff and sore from travelling.


He looked back out the window. Red satin curtains lined the hazy glass. Way too fancy for Jake’s taste. With cushioned benches, golden embroidery, and dark wood interior the whole carriage was too fancy. But that was necessary for the appearance, so he’d made sure to win the vehicle in a rigged game of cards a few nights back.


Up ahead, the little town came into view. It lay between soft mountain tops and rich forests, peacefully quiet like a painting of a fairy tale in a children’s picture book. To the south was a lake, the castle oversaw the small houses and farms in the north.


It stood tall like a fortress, with long brick-built walls, yet it somehow felt like a family home. One side was overgrown with plants, olive-green tendrils crawling the building onto the roof. On the other side, the castle’s delicate gold ornaments were evident even from the distance.


“I hope the Baron has as much money as you say he does,” Jake grumbled. It wasn’t uncommon for men of power to put a glamour to show while their subjects suffered famine.


The memory of the town of New Hamsville they had recently visited, where the Lord wouldn’t even offer sickbeds to his people dying from a horrible disease, darkened Jake’s face.


“Contrary to what you might believe, I do not enjoy it when you are in a bad mood, so leave your thoughts be or say what’s haunting you already,” Nathaniel remarked indifferently.


“Liar,” Jake said.


The demon smirked.


The carriage rattled when they reached cobbled streets instead of the muddy forest paths they had been traveling. First houses passed by the window. Jake glimpsed at people stopping their daily chores to ogle their high visitor. A butcher’s shop, a hairdresser, a clockmaker, a blacksmith – the little town seemed to run well in business, no sick children dying on the streets either.


Jake allowed himself a deep breath and eased his tension. He would already like Burgate better than New Hamsville.


“Are you clear on your role?” Nathaniel asked.


Jake looked at him with a frown. “Are you?” The demon hated to act like a servant. “I don’t want any more men or women crying their broken hearts out at our departure. You are to stay away from them. All of them.”


The demon’s smirk turned wider. “I cannot help it. The lover’s game is the easiest way to make people trust you enough to spill their secrets. You should try.”


“Stay away from them!”


Nathaniel rolled his coffee-brown eyes. They were the one thing about the man that looked human. The one thing Jake detested the most to look at about him. It was a constant reminder of what Jake had lost and what he stood to lose should he fail. The country. Family. His life.


“I wish you would let me play the role of the Lord for once. How much fun that would be.” Mischief glimmered in Nathaniel’s eyes.


“And how much ruin. You destroy everything you touch,” Jake snapped.


Nathaniel fluttered his lashes innocently. “Such is the purpose of my existence.”


The carriage slowed down, having arrived at the castle gates. Slowly, it rolled about the spacy forecourt where the Baron’s servants stood gathered for the welcome.


Jake leaned back in his seat, closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. He recalled his goals and purposes and repeated his story like a prayer, like a spell to enchant himself. Like he always did.


Not like he had ever forgotten them even for a second, but still. He saw the steps he needed to take before him like moves in a game of chess – gold, pawns, weapons – until every piece was in place for a quick win. Then everything would return to what it should have been, and Jake would be free of his curse.


When he opened his eyes again, he was somebody else.


***









- Elly -


The Count of Malinwood.


People said he was a horrible monster. One story was he had slaughtered an entire village because he hadn’t liked the food they had served there. But not with his hands, no, he was more sinister than that. He had cast a curse on the lands and people alike until there was nothing left but the horrors of death and devastation.


Another said he devoured children. He haunted the nights and stole them from the shadows he was part of when no one was looking, and they would never return.


And on and on the people talked.


To Elly, he looked like an ordinary man. He was tall and had a slender statue with broad enough shoulders. His brown curls glittered in the sun and a neatly trimmed beard dusted his chin.


He seemed too young to have committed all the horrible deeds the people said he had. No shadows clung to the carved edges of his face. No touches of sinister magic seeped out of the sleeves of his doublet. He had no claws and no fangs.


But there was an air around him – the way he moved and talked – that was something else entirely. More like a King than a Count, with a sense of authority better not to be questioned, that left one a little bit scared and awed at the same time.


Next to him, the Baron with his crouched back and bad hip, looked like nothing more than the crooked old man that he was. His arms trembled as he greeted his visitor.


Together the men marched past the line of servants, gathered in front of the castle for the welcome.


“Don’t stare like that,” Elaina whispered to Elly and giggled like a child. “We’ll have enough of him later.”


“How indecent. You are married!” Elly whispered back. But even if she was not married, maids like them had nothing to do with a Count besides serving him.


Elaina only giggled harder. She twisted a loose strand of her copper hair around her fingers as she angled her entire slim frame to spy at the Count.


“Hush, girls,” the head maid scolded with a strict look.


As soon as the Baron and the Count turned around the corner, the bellied woman returned to repeating the orders she had been pleading the last few days over and over already.


“The Baron wants you on your best behavior. Every need of the Count is to be satisfied. And if he asks you to bark like a dog, you better grow ears and a tail as well. Are we clear?” the woman said sternly.


The girls nodded.


“Now, to work!”


Elaina and Elly left the servant’s line first. They hurried into the castle, down the arched corridors, and upstairs to the quarters prepared for the Count.


It was the finest room on the second floor with a good view over the village. They inspected the chamber again to ensure everything had been put in place properly. Even if they had done that the very first thing in the morning and the last thing the night before.


“Do you think he really eats children?” Elly asked, rearranging flowers on the table in the middle of the room. She didn’t believe in the supernatural, but one did not have to possess magic to do horrible things.


She was a little scared to come face to face with the man.


If it wasn’t for the good money paid, she probably wouldn’t have agreed to serve the Count during his visit. Her father’s business hasn’t been going too well lately, and the bonus for those few days of extra work would help greatly.


“Are you out of your mind? Of course not. That’s just people talking,” Elaina said. She brushed the blanket on the wide canopy bed straighter as it already was and stared at it with an odd grin. Then giggled again. “I’d not mind if he’d devoured me, though.”


Elly wrinkled her nose. She could not quite enjoy the tease. Elaina was married and knew what she was talking about, while Elly was not.


Not yet, in any case.


The girls finished their round just in time. As they closed the creaky door behind them, the Baron led the Count down the corridor towards the chambers.


The girls bowed deep while the men passed.


Elly couldn’t help but be curious about the man who had the whole village on their toes ever since the notice of his visit had come. She glimpsed at him from the side. When she accidentally caught his eyes, her breath stuck in her lungs.


She hadn’t ever seen such unnatural blue eyes – the color of the finest summer sky, clear as a crystal. They were beautiful yet deep, thoughtful, and burdened by shadows too heavy for such a young man.


The way he looked back at her had her entranced. It was a soft breeze of late summer whispering promises of adventures in her ears while her heart trembled, knowing their dangers.


Only Elaina’s elbow to Elly’s side had her stop staring. With heat in her cheeks, she forced her eyes to count the fuzz on the carpet the girls had missed to clean up properly.


The door closed with a sobering rattle. A strange tension she hadn’t noticed crawling up on her released Elly’s body.


What a mistake. Already. A maid was to be as unremarkable as the furniture, not staring at their masters like they were a piece of rare candy.


But there hadn’t been many occasions to practice such behavior since the Baron seldomly had guests, and it had been only last winter that Elly had ended her training period as a maid.


Elaina took her stand-by position as she was assigned the first shift. She wouldn’t stop twisting her copper hair around her fingers and grinning to herself with dazed eyes.


Elly shook her head, then found her way down to help in the kitchen.


A rich banquet would be held in the evening to celebrate the Count’s arrival. And it had to be the best, just in case there was any truth to the rumors.


Elly’s mother and other castle cooks had been preparing since the early morning. And the strain was obvious. Her round cheeks were flushed, some strands of golden hair had loosened from the long braid at her back, and the skirts were stained.


Elly sneaked up on the woman to spy for any samples to taste.


“I hope that hunger of yours dries up soon, otherwise, you’ll end up round as a barrel, and no man will want to marry you anymore,” the woman scolded as soon as she realized her daughter’s presence.


She smacked Elly’s fingers from the plate on the long counter, filling about half of the kitchen room. Cooks and other servants hustled along the narrow space in between. Every free space on the refined marble interior was filled with dishes in various states of finish, filling the hazy air with delicious scents.


“Oh, let the poor girl be, a little bit more flesh on her hips would do her good,” the cook next to Elly’s mother defended her.


Elly grinned and stuck the piece of sweet potato she had stolen in her mouth. “Besides, father said he already has someone to be my husband.”


Finally.


Elly couldn’t wait to marry and leave the monotonous life in the small village behind. As much as she loved the quiet of Burgate, her eyes craved to see a sunrise over an unknown horizon. As much as she enjoyed twaddling with everyone about everything she had known all her life, she was excited to talk about new things with new faces.


Elly’s mother frowned with a deep worry Elly could not understand. She pressed her lips to a thin line for a second before she spoke. “Yes, so he said,” she remarked then simply and turned back to work with a sour expression.


“I will write every day. I promise,” Elly meant to comfort her mother. “You won’t even notice I am gone besides all the additional food you’ll have left to spare.”


To that, the older woman gave a soft smile, but the sadness did not entirely leave her grey eyes. “Now put your hands to work. There is still a lot to be done,” she said over her shoulder.


Elly playfully saluted like she had seen her brother David do on his last visit home to confirm the order received. Her mother laughed at that.


Satisfied, Elly turned to the kitchen counter. She brushed a strand of her blond hair aside and rolled up the sleeves of her uniform before preparing the food’s adornment.


Of course, she could cook, she had learned from the best teacher possible, but on days like this, she liked the more challenging task of carving beautiful flowers out of vegetables better.


When her cheeks flushed, it was because of the heat from the blazing kitchen furnace, not because she imagined the Count enjoying the dishes.










CHAPTER 2
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- Jake -


JAKE HAD NEVER understood the reasoning behind the sitting order on great tables. He had never understood the need for great tables in the first place.


When he had been little, he had sneaked around the castle often, much to his mother’s dismay. On one such voyage, he had observed one very particular fine dinner. Jake couldn’t remember names or faces, just that they must have been important people because the biggest dining room had been chosen.


The guest on the one side of the table had needed a servant to speak for him across the room to the man on the other end. He had not managed to raise his voice loud enough to be heard above the chattering of side guests, who had of course been needed to fill all the seats of such a great table.


Utterly ridiculous.


The Baron had only one dining room and he did not have many more fine guests besides his family to fill seats. The table was still great enough for Jake to feel uncomfortable about conversing with the man sitting exactly on the opposite. He wondered if that hadn’t been the Baron’s intention.


The tension could not be fully covered by the politeness the man and his family had put on display the entire day, which increased Jake’s suspicion even more.


“I hear you travel a lot?” the Baron’s eldest son to Jake’s right asked. He gave a strained smile.


“Indeed,” Jake said. “There are not many places in this kingdom I haven’t seen yet.” His eyes darted to the map of Kestoria painted on the side of the dining room wall. It must have cost a fortune; the roads sparkled in gold, and every town or village was marked with a different gemstone.


Such a waste of money.


“How wonderful,” the Baron’s son said. “I used to travel a lot myself, but lately, my father has required a lot of assistance in the castle.”


Jake glimpsed at the Baron. He was indeed an old man with grey hair, a grey beard, and a bad hip, but his mind was still sharp. Jake guessed that the son rather was greedy to take over the reign.


“What was your favorite place?” Jake chose to ignore the comment for diplomatic reasons. He couldn’t afford to get on the wrong side of either of the men until he knew what he was dealing with.


“There is not one specific, all the lands are beautiful. If I had to choose my favorite place though, it might just be this little fleck of earth.” The man tapped his hand on the table like he meant this seat in specific.


So, the Baron’s son hadn’t traveled much at all. Otherwise, he would have known how not-beautiful most places were. “It is indeed a rich land,” Jake said, trying not to look strained.


“How is your home? I’ve never heard much about it.”


No wonder. It did not exist. It was as made up as the rest of Jake’s story. “It is rich in ores and its business. A small stretch of land along the mountains to the northern borders,” he said.


“And you do never miss it?” the Baron’s son said.


Jake regarded the man with a smile, well aware that the question ought to have been another. “I sometimes do, but I know all is well. Rutger van Hoellen, the man I left in charge, has my deepest trust. He knows me very well and has not made one decision yet, I would not have made so myself.” That much was true.


“And you never thought about settling down?”


“Many times,” Jake lied. “But it seems I am too picky when it comes to women.”


To that the Baron’s son laughed and gave his wife and family a look of fondness Jake hadn’t expected the man capable of. Maybe his judgment had been wrong. Perhaps the son wasn’t greedy for power after all, just worried about his sickly father.


“On another note,” Jake said, not liking where this conversation was headed. The idea of happy families knotted his stomach with the guilt of ruining his own. “I sadly have to say that on my travels, I’ve not just seen thrilling places but also a great deal of misery.” Plenty of places, sometimes whole villages, still hadn’t been properly rebuilt, even though the war was long over. “I hope it stays away from your peaceful lands as far as possible.”


The Baron’s son took a sip from his cup of wine, poorly hiding a face indicating that Jake himself might have brought trouble. “Yes, I’ve heard that not all the land is as blessed as our town.”


“Doesn’t it sometimes make you wish to share your fortune?” Jake said carefully, despite the Baron’s son’s evident distaste. “I personally have wondered if building better roads wouldn’t improve the trade throughout the kingdom.”


“Aren’t you just thinking about easier travels for yourself?”


“Perhaps.” Jake chuckled, satisfied the Baron’s son had thought the intended connection himself.


Jake had tried other approaches before in his talks but had learned that no one believed a noble Count to be genuinely good-hearted. And the odd rumors he had heard about himself would have rendered selfless arguments unbelievable anyway.


“The mining in my lands produces enough useless stones as byproducts to cobble all the streets throughout the kingdom twice, probably. I just thought: Why not gain an advantage of that?”


“That’s the purpose of your visit? To offer us stones in exchange for money?” the Baron’s son asked, not even trying to mask his disproval.


“Of course not.” Jake forced a laughter. “Do you think me mad? The purpose of my visit is a visit.” And gold. “As I said, there are not many places in the kingdom I haven’t seen yet, but your town was one left.”


“I see,” the Baron’s son said. He quite obviously doubted Jake’s defense. And he had to admit, it was a weak one. He hoped the Baron himself would need less creative arguments to let go of his riches. And he would be easier convinced to do so.


“In the future, I plan to sail. Have you ever been to the oceans?” Jake tried to save the evening.


“Just once.”


“Is it true that people in the coastal towns only have fish to eat? I’d hate that. I’d have to starve myself to death then.”


The Baron’s son shook his head. Jake didn’t know if it should have been an answer or an expression of distaste about Jake’s jumpy way of leading a conversation. In any case, he would do better to leave it be for the night.


“I certainly have to admit, I favor such hearty dishes better,” Jake said, stuffing a big piece of meat in his mouth to underline his argument.


***


The Baron retreated early that night, excused by the pain in his hip, without giving Jake much of a chance to talk. Instead of a servant, his son accompanied him to his chambers, and Jake suspected he would be the source of conversation between the two men all the while.


“You dislike fish?” Nathaniel teased. “I better tell Rutger to cease his beloved fishing then.”


“I am in no mood,” Jake said grimly. His head ached, and he longed to sleep a whole night in a proper bed for a change.


The men walked up the stairs to Jake’s guest room together.


“Find me something to drive the Baron and his son apart if the need should arise,” Jake said. If the old man was too influenced by his son, Jake couldn’t risk letting that become a problem. This move was one he needed to win. All the following steps greatly depended on money, he wasn’t sure he could swindle elsewhere.


Nathaniel grinned. “Are we about to destroy a happy family?”


“Just get at it.”


“Seeing you fall off your high horse thrills me every time.”


“Shut it.”


Nathaniel laughed to himself. It was a disturbing sound that only held malice instead of joy.


Jake clenched his teeth. How he hated it when that demon was in high spirits. It was the best moral compass. Whatever action Nathaniel liked best should not be taken, but sometimes Jake had no choice.


“Welcome back, my Lord,” the maid greeted with a warm smile when they arrived at the room. She was a bony girl with red-ish hair.


Jake didn’t know much about maids, but surely, they ought to wear their blouses cut higher. That woman had clearly taken the liberty to rearrange the Baron’s assigned uniforms. Hers looked more like the dresses the light girls tended to wear at the establishments Nathaniel liked to dwell in at times.


“May I assist the Count in fulfilling any desires?” she asked.


“Certainly not,” Jake answered.


He strode past her in dire need of space apart from Nathaniel, vanishing behind the closing doors. But much to Jake’s dismay, he heard footsteps behind him after the lock clicked shut, and he turned with a sigh.


Instead of Nathaniel, the maid had followed him into the room. She played at her red hair and tilted her head with a smile. A rather charming one, Jake had to admit grudgingly, that left her intentions to little imagination.


“You’ve heard the rumors about me?” Jake said, voice free of any emotion.


“I suppose so,” the girl sang, closing the distance. She flattered her eyelashes unfittingly shyly while she slowly wandered her fingers up Jake’s arm. His eyes followed the movement while he drew a noisy breath.


“Good.” He fixed her eyes in place with a stare of ice. “Then you know if you dare touch me again, you will lose more than just a hand,” he snarled between clenched teeth.


The maid dropped her arm. Her eyes widened, and the smile vanished from her face.


“Now get out of my sight, you wench,” Jake added, and the girl turned and fled.


A moment, Jake remained staring at the closed door with a grim face. Then he locked it properly and pushed a shelf in front of it, just in case.


He didn’t particularly like using his questionable reputation like this, and he didn’t particularly like scaring people off like that either, but he had found fear was more helpful than asking politely for privacy, and a threat was always the fastest way to get him out of unpleasant situations.


Jake opened the window. Chilly air flooded the room and cooled his head. It still smelled like winter.


Being engaged by a woman was not one of those unpleasant situations per se; actually, it was not unpleasant at all. If it had been that other girl with the blond hair and curious green eyes, he might have let himself be swayed maybe. Something about the way she had looked at him still lingered in his mind.


No, he’d not.


Because unpleasant was everything that came attached. Strings that clung, promises he couldn’t give and questions he couldn’t answer. He had decided to let it be altogether a long time ago.










CHAPTER 3
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- Elly -


A LETTER FROM Elly’s brother David arrived that day. He had left for the capital city of Kestoria to be one of the King’s soldiers a few years ago, despite her father’s pledges to stay and take over the family business. Elly missed him dearly.


David wrote often, and she enjoyed every word of it. He always told about strange cities and people Elly liked to daydream about. So, she did while preparing dinner in her mother’s stead. The woman was working her shift at the castle, where Elly would go later as well.


“You seem chipper today,” her father said in his usual, grumbling voice. He was a sturdy man with grey streaks in his thinning hair.


Elly gave him a smile, and he smiled as well. The wrinkles around his brown eyes curled, lifting some of the exhaustion from his worn face.


They ate together and discussed the day’s happenings as always. Many words were spent on the exertions people in the village went through to get a glimpse at the Count or hide their children away from him. Only few about plans for the pending wedding, it was hardly enough for excitement to catch on.


Then came the rumbling about his struggling business as usual and Elly spaced out. Her eyes wandered out the kitchen window where the sky was turning orange.


After clearing the dishes, she hurried to get dressed, and little later, Elly arrived at the castle for her shift.


“Finally! I thought you’d gotten cold feet and wouldn’t come after all!” Ricarda welcomed her, restlessly shifting from one foot to the other. She was a girl Elly’s age, she had grown close with during training.


“I think I am still early,” Elly mumbled more to herself.


“Best of luck!” Ricarda said, already over her shoulder on her way down the corridor. Her long brown hair flowed like a cape after her. Elly envied Ricarda a lot for them. No matter how much attention Elly paid to hers, they never grew like that.


“Wait! What ...”


The girl was already gone.


Elly had hoped to receive some advice, reassurance, at least some kind words of encouragement. The fact that Ricarda couldn’t be gone fast enough, couldn’t be a good thing. Maybe there was some truth to the rumors after all. Perhaps the gossip was true for once, and the Count was really some creature of the night.


Or the girl just meant to rush home in time to prepare dinner for her husband. Nothing out of the ordinary, Elly calmed herself.


She took a deep breath, steadying her nerves.


For a long while, nothing happened. Elly stood on stand-by, nodded greetings to passing guards on their rounds, and lit the candles in the corridor when the sun disappeared behind the mountains in the distance.


Eventually, a man came. He was about a head taller than Elly with pitch-black hair and coffee-brown eyes. Everything about his appearance was neat and in place. He wore a black uniform tailored to his built with a perfectly straight collar, and polished boots.


The way he moved was odd, too precise, as if he really thought about every single step he made.


“What business do you have with the Count?” Elly asked after bowing politely.


“Oh, dear little maid, I can announce myself,” the man said. His voice was just as odd as his posture. Somehow too high and too low at the same time. And he did not announce himself at all. He knocked once on the door and then entered without answer.


Elly’s heart skipped a beat. She was responsible for preventing such rude behavior and had failed at it.


A moment later, the Count followed the odd man outside. Again, Elly bowed deep. This time, she did not dare look at him directly. Thank God he didn’t seem upset about the sudden disturbance.


“The Baron wants to see me. You may wait here,” the Count said, his voice a rough rasp.


Elly nodded. Her heart hammered in her chest as if about to jump out of it.


She waited for the men to disappear out of sight before she entered the room for some tidying up.


The head maid had instructed her to do so only when the guest was absent. But there was not much to tidy up. The room looked much like she had seen it before; prepared to the finest, but rather untouched. There was hardly any luggage.


Elly settled to exchange the burned-down candles for new ones and ensured enough wood for the fireplace. It was late spring, but the nights could still be cold sometimes here in the mountains. Then she went about closing the shutters of the high windows for the night. She wasn’t tall enough to reach properly on her own, so she pushed a chair in place and climbed it.


Suddenly, the door rattled open, and the Count came back in.


Elly startled and nearly fell out of the window before catching her composure and forcing a straight face.


“That was quick,” she said before she could have stopped herself, heart racing. “I apologize,” she hurried to explain. “I had not expected you to be back so soon, I will be finished in a minute.”


“Take your time,” the Count said, unexpectedly kind. Elly thought for a second there he made a face about to offer her help, but that would have been impossible. He dropped his arms, which had twitched up as if to catch her, had she fallen.


While Elly closed the remaining shutters, the Count took off his jacket and tie and threw it over a chair. He brushed his hand over his rather haunted face in what looked like an exhausted gesture.


Elly assumed he might be tired – he looked tired – and wished to sleep soon. “Shall I prepare the bed?” she asked.


The Count stopped to look her up and down with piercing eyes, then raised an eyebrow. His face went through a variation of emotions Elly couldn’t place before it settled on a scowl.


Elly’s hands balled to fists. She had offended him already. Had that shadow over there just moved?


“Quite bold. Are all of you lot that eager to jump in my bed?” the Count said.


Elly’s breath caught. Heat shot to her cheeks and through her body. “No, my Lord, that is not – I –” God, what the hell had she just said?


“P-please forgive me, I am soon t-to be wed. I cannot give you my virtues,” she stuttered, falling into the most profound bow she could manage. “Please punish my inappropriate behavior any way you see fit.”


The head maid would throw her out with flying colors.


“Rise your head,” the Count said. His voice had an odd touch to it. “I am not to punish a proper upbringing.”


Elly didn’t quite dare to. How could she have made such an indecent indication? She had not meant it that way.


“I assumed – that other girl – never mind. Rise your head.”


“My deepest apologies,” Elly said again before she finally dared to. Awkwardly stiff, she put the chair back in place at the table. Then she prepared the bed for the night, with shaking hands and a bright red face, and wished to turn to air.


The Count observed a painting on the wall all the while. Fully turned away, he held his arms crossed behind his back.


“Is there anything else I can do for you?” Elly asked when she was done. The heat of embarrassment dwelled off too slowly, her voice was still shaky.


“Depends,” the Count said after a long moment of hesitation. His eyes were guarded when he turned to looked at Elly. “Do you know about economics?”


“No, my Lord,” she said.


“Politics?”


“Only the gossip.”


“Well,” he said, as if debating with himself. His eyes darted the room before looking at Elly again. “Do you know how to play chess?”


“I am afraid not.”


“Then you may leave for the night,” he said. Again, Elly thought of recognizing an odd touch in his voice, but she couldn’t place it.


***


In the morning, Elly’s nerves had settled, and all that was left was the heavy feeling of her tired body. No one had bothered to inform her that Elaina would not come for her shift, since she had been removed from work. Elly had only found out when she had asked a passing guard about it, two hours after her shift should have ended.


She had brought breakfast for the Count and cleaned it away already, both in utter silence. And the movement had been good. But now she had been standing there for about half an hour, waiting for the Count to finish dressing. And it didn’t look like he was going to be done soon.


“Forgive me, my Lord, I do not mean any impudence but are you certain you do not need any assistance?” she asked again.


The shadow of the Count behind the dressing screen halted for a second, but there came no answer, and Elly suppressed a sigh.


Maybe her father had been right, maybe she wasn’t meant for that kind of work. She was not an impatient person, but she was not her serene mother either.


“Do you do this a lot? Dress other people, I mean,” the Count said.


Elly tilted her head. “No, my Lord, usually not. But I’ve helped my father a few times when he had been too drunk to do it himself,” she answered more honestly than would have been necessary and bit her tongue. The lack of sleep really didn’t do her well.


“Your father drinks a lot?”


About the same as every man did, sometimes more, sometimes less, Elly thought. “Is that a thing that should concern you right now?” she answered instead. “You are quite late.”


“And you are quite rude.”


“My apologies.” Within an instantly quickened heartbeat Elly bowed, although the Count could not see her do so either way.


Finally, the Count stepped out from behind the dressing screen and handed Elly a pile of his night clothes to be washed. Then, he stepped in front of the window to regard his reflection and pulled the tie straight. “Would it be odd to say I hate this kind of clothing?” he said.


Elly mustered the man. He was a sight to be reckoned. Straight lines and broad shoulders in finest garments, just his uncomfortable face would not quite fit his appearance.


“Odd? Yes.” Every man and woman in their right mind would dream about wearing such fine clothes at least once. That grey jacket alone probably cost more than all the dresses Elly owned together. “But I suppose it would be honest,” she chuckled.


The Count looked at her with a wrinkled nose, and the smile on her lips died. “My apologies!”


He frowned. “Did you just laugh at me?”


“I would never!” she couldn’t say fast enough.


Although, she just might have. Her face paled. She clenched the clothes in her hands tight to her chest. Like Elaina, she would be removed from her duties after her first shift. And the money her father’s business had needed so direly would not be.


Elly lowered her head. “I sincerely apologize for my inappropriate behavior.”


“Enough with all that bowing already,” the Count dismissed her. “Rather, tell me what would be entertainment for the evenings in this town.”


Elly straightened hesitantly. “For you, my Lord? I don’t think I would know. But I am sure the Baron will happily offer any entertainment you ask of him.”


The man was not too fond of extraordinary revels anymore in his old days, but surely, for the young Count, he would make an exception.


“I am sure he would,” the Count said. “But what does this town have to offer otherwise?” He gestured towards the window through which the rooftops of Burgate gleamed in the morning sun.


“A beautiful scenery, I suppose,” Elly said after a moment of thinking. A walk around the lake Ritchmond this time of the year was one of Elly’s favorite things to do in her precious little free time.


The Count raised an eyebrow.


“I wouldn’t know about any more ... social methods of spending time, I am afraid. My father prefers the old Hilker’s bar if that’s the type of entertainment you want.”


He raised his second eyebrow, then he frowned again. “Your father does have a problem with drinking, doesn’t he?”


Elly sucked in a breath. “He does not!”


“Every time you mention him, it is concerning alcohol.”


“Only because you keep asking weird questions.”


Elly shrieked back the moment she had said the words and held a hand in front of her mouth, holding it forcefully shut so as not to betray her again. At this rate, she would not only be removed from work and lose her father money, she would most likely also lose her head.


The Count laughed.


The unguarded sound was of amusement, not anger over Elly’s unpolite behavior, and it startled her. She didn’t know what to make of it or the unfamiliar feeling it provoked in her stomach. It had all her worries melt like butter in a frying pan.


A knock sounded from the door. A moment later, the Count’s odd servant stood in the middle of the room and put a smile to display that gave Elly goosebumps.


“You may leave now,” the Count said, back to being all matter of fact. “As you wish,” Elly mumbled.


The frying pan of cold reality hit her in the face, and she had to stop herself from fleeing.
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