
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Praise for Cobweb Bride

“. . . Nazarian writes clean and true prose . . .”

—Publishers Weekly

“Set in an alternate Renaissance Europe, this series opener by Russian-born Nazarian combines the stylistic manner of a folktale with the trappings of an epic fantasy, one driven by compassion rather than heroics. . . . Fans of period fantasy and those who like stories that feel like fairy tales should appreciate this skillful novel by the twice Nebula Award-nominated author of Dreams of the Compass Rose and The Duke in His Castle.”

—Library Journal

“I really enjoyed the rich, complex and highly unusual storytelling in the Cobweb Bride. Nazarian does an excellent job of painting the Renaissance world of her alternate reality and bringing in interesting twists of fantasy to the story. . . . Everything about this story that was fresh and new. I loved the premise it was built on and I loved the story itself. The characters are rich, multi-dimensional, and so easy to get to know and identify with. I am really looking forward to reading the next book in the trilogy when it comes out and in finding out more about what happens to the characters that still have a mission to carry out and how the story eventually resolves by the end of the trilogy. I recommend this book to readers of YA, lovers of fantasy, alternate-history, and alternate-reality. It was a terrific read.”

—Tracy M. Riva, Midwest Book Review

“Cobweb Bride is astonishing and captivating; a lush fantasy of imagery and magical realism. The visuals are illustrated by the author’s lyrical and metaphoric writing. Every chapter and scene revels in this mortal coil, surrounded by an expansive collage of characters immersed in a plot as rich and decadent as a Verdi opera. . . . The vibrancy of Ms. Nazarian’s writing is sheer kaleidoscopic visualization. The folkloric-fable twists and turns recount shavings from the mythos of Hades and Persephone without boring you with a full-blown serving of predictability. The romance is as subtle as it is grim, with glimmers of hope taking us further to our doom—perhaps. . . . The overall tone is introspective, hauntingly quiet with elements of horror-fantasy that are as provocative as the works of Tanith Lee and Storm Constantine.”

—Patrice, Romantic Historical Reviews, a 5-Star Top Pick
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For all those who have gone before . . .
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Cobweb Bride Trilogy

Book One

Vera Nazarian
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In the absence of Death,

In the presence of Death,

Only one thing remains,

It is Love.
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Chapter 1
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He came to them in the heart of winter, asking for his Cobweb Bride.

He arrived everywhere, all at once. In one singular moment, he was seen, heard, felt, remembered. Some inhaled his decaying scent. Others bitterly tasted him.

And everyone recognized Death in one way or another, just before the world was suspended.

––––––––
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But Death’s human story began in Lethe, one of the three kingdoms of the Imperial Realm.

It was evening, and the city of Letheburg reposed in amber lantern lights and thickening blue shadows. At some point there had been a silence, a break in the howling of the wind, as the snow started to fall.

The silence preceded him.

Flakes of white glimmered through the frost-blurred glass of the myriad windows of the Winter Palace of Lethe. In moments the snowflakes turned into armies. They piled and compounded, stretched and distended into geometric symmetry. Folding into garlands of impossible gauze veils, they appeared at last to be the faint and vaporous spinnings of a sky-sized ice spider casting its web upon the world.

While the pallor and the darkness grew outside, Death was arriving within—inside a bedchamber permeated with illness, the boudoir of the old Queen.

In silence he formed out of the cobwebs of the gilded crown molding near the ceiling, the dust motes of desolation, and the fallen shadows in the corner. All these tiny bits and pieces of the mortal world rushed together to shape him.

He began as grey smoke. Then, darkness deeper than soot. His form solidified into a man, gaunt and tall, clad in black velvet like a grim Spaniard. He wore no cape, but somehow his face was hooded, as though a veil rippled between him and anyone who might look.

The first to notice him was the woman sitting in a chair at the foot of the great bed, farthest away from the fireplace—a regal middle-aged woman in a heavy brocade dress of deep green. She saw him and gasped, forgetting her stoic demeanor.

At the woman’s reaction, the distinguished man with silver at his temples, standing next to her—leaning as he had been, for hours it seemed, over the bed and its decrepit occupant—turned to look. And he was taken with paralysis, able only to stare.

Finally, the fading old creature who lay in the bed—ethereal as a desiccated fairy, sunken in layers of soft winter mahogany fleece and cream silk—turned her clouded gaze in the direction of the presence.

“Who are you?” the seated woman in the green brocade asked at the same time as the man leaning over the bed exclaimed, “Guards!”

But the old woman lying in bed merely rattled the air in her throat and lifted a gnarled trembling finger, pointing.

There was profound relief in that gesture, a final offering of the self.

But the one who stood before her—before them all—did not respond. Moments gathered around him like the fluttering yet unfailing pulse-beat in the old woman’s throat.

And then, at long last, he spoke.

“No.”

With a clanging of metal, guards came running into the chamber. But they too seemed to lose urgency, and lined up at the doors watching with transfixed faces.

“No,” he repeated, in a voice as distant as the falling snow outside the window. “I may not have you. . . . Instead, I must have my Cobweb Bride.”

“Who are you?” the woman in green tried again. Underneath her formally coiffed hair, the color of dark tea, bright drops of faceted yellow topaz sparkled in her earlobes, reflecting the flames. Tiny pearls sat in the intricacy of her collar lace. But her voice was dull, without inflection, for she knew very well who it was.

“Death stands before you,” he replied with a softness of the final breath.

“Have you come to take from us Her Majesty, my Mother and our Queen?” whispered the man who had summoned the guards. He wore expensive velvet garments of deep mourning and had a stern face framed by dark hair with its beginnings of grizzle, undisguised by a powdered wig. There was no need for ceremonial formalities in this bedchamber—at least not today.

“No, Prince,” Death replied. “I have come for my Cobweb Bride and none other. No one else will I take unto me until I have her at my side.”

“What does that mean?” said Roland Osenni—he who was indeed a Prince of Lethe, and who would have been King in the next three breaths had they been the old Queen’s last.

“A Cobweb Bride?” echoed Lucia Osenni, the woman in the chair, who was the Prince’s wife and consort, and would have been the new Queen. “Who is this Cobweb Bride, and where might she be found, to be delivered unto you?”

Meanwhile, the old Queen, Andrelise Osenni of Lethe, let her hand drop on the coverlet. Skeletal fingers twitching, she lay gurgling, drowning in her own spittle, the death rattle in her throat an unrelenting rhythmic sound.

“Oh God, have mercy!” Princess Lucia stood up in reflex at the awful new sound, and came forward to stare at the dying Queen, wringing her own hands clad with heavy gold rings. She clenched her fingers so hard that the metal and jewels cut into her flesh. Pain shot through her, clean and sharp. Pain, cleansing the mind.

But there was to be no clarity and no death that night.

“Bring to me my Cobweb Bride. Bring her to the gates of Death’s Keep that stands in the Northern Forest. Only then will I grant relief and resume taking your kind unto me. Until then, none shall die.”

And as the voice faded into echoes of cold stone, so did the form of shadows and black soot, until only mortals were left in the room.

Did they imagine it? Had it been a flicker of the mind, a waking dream?

The crackling flame in the fireplace cast a golden-red glow upon them all.

And the old Queen’s death rattle continued.

––––––––
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Death’s second stop was simultaneous, yet many leagues away, to the north.

Evening twilight encroached with blue and indigo upon the whiteness of the frozen Lake Merlait. It was a scene of slowing battle between the forces of Duke Ian Chidair, known as Hoarfrost, and the armies of his neighbor, the Duke Vitalio Goraque. Neither side as yet had the upper hand.

Winter wind howled in fury while heavy cavalrymen and horses struggled in a slow melee, immense metal-clad knights bringing broadswords and maces down upon each other, to cleave and bludgeon. Joined with the screaming wind in a discord were the clangor of iron and shouts and groans of agony as the wounded and the slain soldiers piled upon the whiteness. Footmen slipped and moved between the feet of the great warhorses, and long pikes pierced chain mail and mail plate, butting up against the ice.

There were places where the ice had cracked. Here, men and beasts had fallen through into the gaping blackness, the sludge water thick and slow underneath the ice. The dead and the living had intermingled, and common blood stained the top layer of the ice with dark red; pale rose in places, deep as burgundy in others.

Then, all of a sudden, the wind died.

Except for the ringing metal and human cries, there had come silence.

With it came horror.

One beheaded soldier continued to move. His severed head together with its helmet, eyes still blinking, mouth distended into a cry, rolled into the gaping hole in the ice, sinking into the breach. But the headless torso, now blind and staggering, continued to wield the sword, and to swing it wildly.

Behind him, another soldier, wearing red and gold, Duke Vitalio Goraque’s colors, was pierced through the heart with a long pike. Instead of collapsing, he froze in place for several long shuddering moments. Then, as the one who struck him down stared in disbelief, the soldier took hold of the shaft and pulled it out of his own chest, shouting in agony. And he continued to fight, while blood darker than his tunic poured out of his wound in a spurting fountain.

A few feet away, a knight in an over-tunic surcoat of palest frost-blue—its color blurring into the surrounding ice in the intensifying twilight—decorated with the ornate crest of Duke Hoarfrost, fell from his warhorse from the impact of a great broadsword blow. He fell upon the ice and through it, for the burden of his plate armor weighted him down as though he were an anvil.

The knight sank, screaming, while the sludge blackwater closed over his head, seeping into his under-tunic and all the crevices with a shock of excruciating cold. And he continued screaming silently with all the force of his lungs that collapsed and then filled with the ice water while he was being consumed by universal agony of cold fire and impossible stifling pressure. All his muscles spasmed, and yet his heart did not shut down instantly from the shock.

His heart went on beating, slow and stately like an ice drum, then slowing down gradually, as though unwinding mechanical gears. While his blood—now as cold as the water in the lake—crawled through him sluggishly. And still the knight descended, flailing his limbs in the absolute darkness and cold while his mind chanted a prayer to God for an end that would not come.

Eventually he hit the bottom of the lake, thick with mud. He lay there, unable to move from the weight of his armor and from the constricted and frozen muscles of his body; unable to breathe and suffocating without end, yet not losing consciousness. His face, now invisible to any other living being, was clenched in a rictus of horror, and prayers were replaced with madness.

Directly above him—no more than fifty feet through the freezing waters, upon the ice crust surrounding the breach through which he had fallen—the battle went on. But it had taken a turn of unreality.

Men on both sides continued to strike mortal blows, but their opponents faltered only briefly. Many of the slain picked themselves back up from the ice and continued fighting, even though they were soon drained of all blood. Others stood or lay howling in unrelieved pain from deadly wounds and mutilations, neither losing consciousness nor life.

“Sorcery! By God, this is dark witching sorcery! Fall back! Fall back!” Duke Vitalio Goraque cried, thrown into sudden mindless terror by the realization of what was happening around him. It did not matter that he was surrounded by a solid circle of his best knights and henchmen, while behind him rode the loyal pennant bearer, holding aloft the red-and-gold banner with the Goraque crest. It did not matter that they had advanced such a significant distance across the frozen lake, and were more than halfway to the western shore that marked the outer boundary of the lands held by his enemy, Hoarfrost.

None of it mattered. The red Duke attempted to fight his way back from the middle of the frozen lake to the eastern shore where his reserve detachments waited.

On the other end of the lake, a mere ten or twenty feet from the western shore, flew the pennant of the palest blue, now obscured by evening murk, with the crest of Chidair. Duke Hoarfrost himself, Ian Chidair, sat on his tall grey charger like a rock, while continuing to swing his broadsword at the enemy knights.

Next to him fought his son, Lord Beltain Chidair, protecting his father’s formidable back. He moved, deep in a berserker fury, demonic and terrifying. No matter how tired he had to be at this point, few dared to approach the young knight who had never been defeated in combat.

The few remaining Chidair knights at their side were dull with exhaustion. None had yet noticed the peculiar consequences of what should have been mortal strikes, attributing it to the enemy’s tenacity—after all, Chidair had been pushed back into retreating to their own shores of the lake. And the cessation of the ice wind against their numb faces was merely perceived as a blessed minor relief.

But then they saw in the distance near the heart of the lake that Duke Goraque’s forces seemed to be regrouping and then retreating east.

It made no sense. Why was Goraque retreating? He had the upper hand!

Though evenly matched in general, the battle had been hardest upon Duke Hoarfrost’s army, especially in these last minutes. The only explanation for the uncalled-for retreat of Duke Goraque’s men was that they must have been deceived by something in the growing dusk. Or maybe they were unwilling to continue the battle at night.

“Accursed cowards!” Duke Hoarfrost exclaimed, panting hard. With a great backhanded blow he delivered a killing strike to the neck of the last Goraque knight within sword range before him—a strike that should have severed collarbone and ribs and cleared the immediate area of any remaining opponents.

The knight did not fall but slumped forward in the saddle to lie against the neck of his warhorse from the impact of the received blow. Blood spurted down the front of his already ruddy surcoat as his heart pumped the life-liquid out of the damaged body. Within moments he will have drawn his last breath.

Himself near collapse, breathing in shuddering gasps of exhaustion, Duke Hoarfrost turned his back to the defeated enemy and addressed the pennant bearer of his House.

“Laurent . . .” he spoke between breaths. “Raise the banner to its fullest. . . . We will now rally to strike them and drive them—”

He never finished. Because in that moment a long dagger was lodged and twisted with surprising force in his lower back near the kidneys, deep to the hilt, in that vulnerable spot right between the mail plates. And a moment later a broadsword point struck him higher, between the ribs, running in through the heart and out the front of his chest cavity. The point of the sword was stopped only by the hard inner surface of the chest plate.

Then the blade was withdrawn.

Searing agony.

An instant of vertigo, that should have been followed by instant oblivion.

But Duke Hoarfrost, Ian Chidair, mortally pierced twice, remained alive. And alive, he screamed in impossible pain.

He screamed, while blood came spurting out of him, from his back and his chest, from the hole near his kidneys, and past the clenched jaws and into his mouth so that he tasted his own serum and bile, choked on it, while his lungs were filling rapidly so that he was now drowning.

And yet, slowly Duke Hoarfrost turned around. Staggering in the saddle, he faced the slain knight who once again sat upright in his own saddle, and who held a broadsword covered with Hoarfrost’s blood. The dagger remained lodged in Chidair’s back.

“No!” Beltain, his son, cried. “No! Father! Oh, in the Name of God, no!”

Duke Hoarfrost gurgled, unable to breathe. And then, with a supreme effort he threw himself at the enemy knight.

The two of them went down from the impact. Neither one cared any longer that to be unseated meant they would likely be unable to rise up and mount again—that it meant sure death.

What difference would it make when they were dead already?

Or, undead.

For neither of them could possibly be alive.

The impact of two bodies collapsing against the ice resulted in a slow fissure, then a growing crack. Their warhorses stumbled, yet managed to regain footing and scrambled away to a safe distance, while all around, the Chidair knights backed away, leaving a perimeter around the collapsing ice.

Down the incline and into the churning sludge the two fallen men slipped, weighed down by the immense poundage of their armor, still grappling with each other as the thick waters closed overhead, bubbling.

Within moments there was only stillness. The ice pieces gently bobbed on top of the sludge.

“Holy Mother of God . . . have mercy upon your loyal servant Ian Chidair and receive him unto your bosom,” Beltain whispered, crossing himself. He removed his helmet in grief and in final honor of his fallen Lord father. In the dark, his eyes were without an end, places leading only into hell; his hair, like filaments of the night.

Some distance away there were various sounds of retreat. Goraque soldiers returned to their own side of the lake, while straggling figures of Hoarfrost’s men started to fall back to the place where the Duke himself had just sunk in the waters so near the shore.

In the darkness it was not clearly visible that some of these men should not have been walking upright. Indeed, many did not realize their own condition, feeling only numbness and winter closing in, and attributing it to the circumstances of battle. From the shores came the reserve troops, soldiers carrying torches to illuminate the scene of battle, for at last it was true night.

“Soldiers of Chidair! All of you now my men—good, brave men,” Beltain continued, his face illuminated with the angry red flickering of torches. “I promise to you, his death will not go unavenged. I now count on your loyalty to—”

But his words tapered off into silence. Because in that moment the ice at the shore of the lake began to shudder, and then was shattered violently from the inside . . . out.

It was broken by the blow of a metal-clad fist emerging from the lake itself.

The fist was followed by an arm, and then another. The two hands tore and pounded at the ice, until it cracked and shattered, and the hole widened, became the girth of a man’s body, then wider yet. At last a human shape burst forth, sputtering and gasping, then throwing up water mixed with blood upon the shore.

He stood up, the waters coming up to his waist. Then, bracing himself with his arms he crawled out and lay upon the surface at the edge of the hole, clad in mail and a soaked darkened surcoat that should have been faint blue, the color of frost.

He had lost his crested helmet underneath the ice of the lake. But the hair plastered to the skull with ice water was unmistakably that of the Duke Hoarfrost, Ian Chidair, Lord of the west lands of Chidair within the Kingdom of Lethe.

He lay twitching upon the ice, while lake water and the last vestiges of his own blood came pouring out of the fissures in his body. And then he slowly raised his head.

Illuminated by the torches of his own soldiers, a pale bloodless face of the man they knew and served looked at them impassively.

He was like a god of Winter, white with a bluish tint. The water was freezing into true ice upon the planes of his face, rimming his brows and hair with dead crystalline whiteness.

Duke Hoarfrost stood up, while many, including his own son, reined in their mounts to move away, and foot soldiers took an involuntary step back and unto the shore, away from the ice.

“Father?” Beltain Chidair whispered, his voice cracking. “Are you my father? Are you . . . dead?”

And the man before him parted his frozen lips, and then spewed forth more brackish water and the last taint of living blood. He then moved one awkward hand behind him to pull out the dagger from his back.

“My . . . son,” he croaked. “I . . . don’t know.”

––––––––
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Death’s third stop was intimate, and once again no time had elapsed.

In a poor house with a badly thatched roof, no attic and a drafty ceiling of old wooden rafters—one of the most decrepit dwellings in the village of Oarclaven, in the Dukedom of Goraque, which in turn lay within the Kingdom of Lethe—an old peasant woman lay dying.

She was Bethesia Ayren, possibly older than the elm tree growing in the back yard. She was a widow, the mother of two sons one of whom owned this house, and the grandmother of one grandson and three granddaughters. It was a rather small family, as peasant families went.

Bethesia had been beautiful in her day, with cream skin and bright auburn hair that was long and soft as goose down, and shimmered as apricot silk in sunlight. She wore it loose once or twice when a maiden, and it had caught the eye of a passing lordling’s handsome son. As a result, Bethesia was made to braid her hair tightly, cover her head with discreet cotton, and was married soon after to Johuan Ayren, a solid young man of a respectable village family.

Very quickly after that she gave birth to a handsome boy. Bethesia’s husband was a kind and fair man, and he took the boy and treated him as his own. Eventually a second son was born, and this one resembled the father in his plainness and kindness.

By the time Bethesia and Johuan grew old but not quite decrepit, the older son, handsome Guel, had prospered and married an apple orchard owner’s daughter who bore him a healthy son, and the three of them had gone to live in the large town Fioren, just south of Letheburg. It was the second son, Alann, who had remained with Bethesia and his father, to care for his aging parents. Johuan died shortly after, and there was no one but Bethesia and Alann to tend to the crumbling house and the small plot of land with the field and the vegetable garden.

Alann took a wife then, and she resembled his mother in many ways. Niobea was a beautiful woman from Fioren who had the mixed fortune to work as a lady’s fine seamstress. She married poor Alann Ayren because no one else would have her after she too had caught the roving eye of her lady’s son and could not avoid his even more roving hands.

In the lady’s household Niobea had been taught how to read in order to entertain the mistress at her sewing, and thus acquired a fine taste. Niobea gave long and elegant names to her peasant daughters as they were born almost one right after the other, with not a son in sight.

The eldest daughter, whose father may or may not have been Alann, was called Parabelle. She was fair like a field of flax, and delicate like imported porcelain in the fancy town shops. Her hair was rich and bountiful, a sea of dawning pallor with a hint of amber and gold—several shades lighter than her grandmother’s had been, but of the same glorious texture, falling like a cloak around her when unbound. Her body was slim and well proportioned, and as she approached womanhood she stood nearly as tall as her father. Even when she worked in the field at Alann’s side, the sun was kind to her. It ripened her apple-golden, and her skin did not lose its fresh elasticity, or its delicate sheen. Belle was beautiful indeed, and they came to call her thus. Additionally she was obedient, humble, intelligent and soft-spoken—a perfect daughter and granddaughter, loved dearly by all.

The second daughter came two springs and a half later, plain and dull, and was given the name Persephone. It was as though all beauty, all the life juices have been wrung out of Niobea in the birthing of Parabelle, so that none of it was left over to imbue Persephone with energy.

Percy was a sickly child, somewhat dull-witted and slow, likely to stop her work and stare at shadows, at nothings. She was darker, her hair of an indeterminate color somewhere between brown, black, and ash. Her skin and face were anemic pale—not frail in a lovely way, but unhealthy. She burned readily in the sun, unlike her older sister, and soon enough would be peeling and covered with red welts. Eventually they made her wear an additional cotton scarf in the field, to cover most of her face and her neck, not to mention shirts with extra-thick long sleeves.

Percy was also stocky, with a straight waist that would never be willowy, leaning to fat, and clumsy like a dog let loose in the house. She broke crockery every other day it seemed, so that her mother Niobea sometimes cried just looking at her, for she knew that to get her a husband might be an impossible task. Worst of all, Percy was a willful child, and would ignore tasks she had no heart for. “Good for nothing,” Niobea called her, “a clod, a stubborn idiot girl.” And Niobea prayed for a more graceful child next time.

Indeed, because nature always seeks a balance, beauty returned to the family. The third daughter came three summers later during the autumn harvest, and she was an angelic child who promised to be as beautiful as the eldest. Niobea spoke a prayer of thanks and named her Patriciana.

Patty was not as exquisitely beautiful as Belle, but she made up for it in vivacity and energy. A child with ruddy cheeks and curly chestnut locks, before she was old enough to work she ran around the house singing and wailing and laughing. And she tormented old Bethesia with stories and questions, until Belle would gently scold her while her mother would hide a smile and give her an apple and tell her to run and play outside.

Often, as little Patty came outside after the mild scolding, Percy would be working in the vegetable patch, and she would wave and beckon. And as soon as Patty settled down next to her ungainly dirt-covered older sister, Percy would resume pulling the carrots and pruning the spinach leaves, appearing so intent on her task. But eventually, without fail, Percy would launch on a strange tale, usually filled with frightful creatures and mysterious happenings, all of it told in an oddly compelling voice, and using root vegetables like puppets, for colorful props.

They grew together thus, until Belle was eighteen, Percy sixteen, and Patty an energetic thirteen year old.

It was then that their grandmother’s time drew to a close, and Bethesia lay dying.

Evenings came early in winter, and ailing Bethesia was laid out in a corner bed, as far away from the drafts as possible, and wrapped in several old woolen blankets. The fireplace had been lit early, a mixture of dry and sodden logs and twigs crackling and sputtering angrily with smoke, as the wind outside howled and gusts of it came tearing down the filthy chimney. The windows were shuttered tight but it was not enough to keep out the winter cold, so Belle—now a willowy maiden, beautiful despite the grey homespun dress and work-calloused fingers—went around the house and stuffed additional bunches of folded rags in all the crevices and along the windowsills.

“Why is it so dark, child?” suddenly came from the bed in the corner, as Bethesia spoke in a faint rasping voice. “And why is it so quiet?”

Belle stopped her task and came quickly to her grandmother’s side.

Lying against the lumpy pillow covered with faded cotton that was worn thin from endless washings, Bethesia’s wrinkled face had turned white-grey. Eyes the color of coals reposed deep in sockets of bone and skin, and her withered hands had been bent into gnarled claws by arthritis. Belle held them now, feeling the cold fingers. They were like branches of the old snow-covered elm outside.

“It is dark because a storm is rising,” Belle said gently in a melodic voice. “I’ve lined the shutters tight and lit the fireplace.”

“Gran, can you not see the fire?” a younger voice sounded, as Patty came forward from her place at the wooden table where she was mixing buckwheat flour batter and peeling stale turnips for their evening meal. Patty’s bright eyes and cheeks were warmed by the light of the flames, and her nose had a smear of dirt from the tubers she’d been cleaning.

Their mother, Niobea, a gaunt, middle-aged woman, sat in another chair in the corner, holding a long piece of homespun that she was quilting with precise deft movements of a seasoned seamstress. “Might as well light us a candle, Patty,” she said. “It is too dark.” 

Niobea’s greying hair was concealed by a simple woolen scarf, where it would once have been decorated with a lace bonnet. There was no more lace to be had, and the last of it, left from her younger days, yellowing and tattered, was stored in an old treasure trunk underneath their bed.

The front door opened with a blast of ice-cold, just as Patty went to rummage in the cupboard for another precious tallow candle that they used only for special occasions. A man’s tall broad-shouldered figure came inside, followed by a smaller figure. Both were carrying loads of kindling and both were dressed in tattered straw-stuffed coats, and had their heads wrapped in homespun scarves underneath his hat and her shawl.

Gusts of frozen wind and swirling flakes came after them, and the fireplace crackled loudly in protest as the wind from the chimney found a sudden new outlet.

“Argh! Brr!” Alann exclaimed, slapping his mittened hands together and stamping his burlap and cotton-wrapped feet to shake the snow off him. Then, turning to the figure behind him, he said: “Quickly, shut the door now, Percy!”

Niobea frowned. “Stop making a mess, Alann. Wipe your feet before you take another step. And you too, girl.”

Percy, swaddled in the only woolen shawl that the sisters shared between them when taking turns going outside, clumsily shifted the bundle of kindling from both hands to one. She then used her shoulder to slam the old wooden door behind them, lifted the bolt and drew it in place.

“Ah, that’s better!” Alann said as he put down his bundle on the beaten earth floor near the door and started to scrape the snow off his wrapped feet. “There’s an early blizzard gathering, you know, wife. Good thing I stocked up on the hay and the flour. Put the extra blanket on the horse too, just in case, in that drafty barn.”

“Good,” Niobea said. “We can’t afford to lose that horse.”

Percy meanwhile dumped her bundle of kindling on top of the rest. She untied the woolen shawl, and underneath it was another cotton one that she kept on, since the inside of the house was chilly despite the lit fireplace. She hung up her coat and shawl and the mittens on the rack in the corner, received her father’s hat and coat and hung them up, then crouched down on the floor and started to wipe her own feet and the snow-sodden bottom of her burlap skirt.

“Why is it so dark?”

From her narrow bed in the corner, Bethesia spoke. Her voice was louder this time, tremulous and somehow frightening.

“What is it, mother?” Alann said. “What’s wrong?”

“So dark!” repeated the old woman, and then moaned.

“Oh, blessed saints . . . Patty, the candle, now!” Niobea said anxiously.

“Oh,” said Patty, who’d gotten distracted by the new arrivals and now hurriedly resumed rummaging through the cupboard.

Percy stood staring at her youngest sister’s quick panicked movements. And then she wiped her forehead tiredly and said, “I thought we used the last candle for All Hallow’s Eve.”

Patty stopped, turned around, her mouth falling open.

Niobea frowned. “You’re sure, child?”

In that moment the wind outside rose with a banshee scream, rattling the shutters, and then all of a sudden there was absolute silence.

Not a gust. As though someone had torn all the noise from the universe. It was so silent that everyone paused involuntarily, listening.

And in the silence, old Bethesia’s breath came rasping.

“Mother!” Alann said, feeling a sudden ill premonition. Forgetting his sludge-covered feet he took the steps to cross the small room to his old mother’s bedside.

“Oh, Gran!” Belle said, the same premonition bringing terror to her eyes.

Niobea stood up, dropping her needlework, and she crossed herself.

“Granny!” Patty exclaimed.

Percy remained standing near the door. She had grown absolutely still. And while the others had all their attention focused on the grandmother, Percy was looking to the shadow in the corner, the thickening of darkness at the head of the old woman’s bed.

Percy blinked, while cold filled her, a cold beyond all colds, beyond Winter itself.

The cold of recognition.

Because she knew that shadow. She had seen it before, in the indigo twilight, lurking beneath the trunks of the thickest oldest trees in the forest, at the edges of the lake where the shore sloped into nothing just before it touched the water.

The edges of things contained traces of it. The endings.

Most recently it had slithered in her grandmother’s dark irises and then sank away into the pupils, appearing then dissolving, as though not wanting to be caught just yet.

And now here it was, fully formed in the thickness of shadows.

Percy was not surprised at all. She looked at it blankly, and wondered why no one else in the room had bothered to glance in that shadowed corner at the head of Bethesia’s bed, why no one else seemed to notice this thing for which she had no name.

“So . . . dark and . . . quiet,” Bethesia whispered, her breathing coming laboriously.

“Oh, God!” Niobea said, trembling, coming to stand before the bed, while Alann put his hand on his mother’s cold and clammy forehead.

“Ah . . . Alann . . .” Bethesia breathed, each intake of air a great harsh shudder. Her shallow chest rose and fell.

It was interminable.

“She is going . . .” whispered Niobea. “No time to get the priest. He wouldn’t come in this storm anyway, not for us.”

“Silent, woman,” Alann said in carefully controlled anger, not wanting to raise his voice so near the old woman, and yet wanting to yell, to scream. “Don’t speak this way, Niobea, don’t speak a word, if you must. Belle, Percy, someone get water!”

“Yes, I . . . I’ll heat some water in the kettle,” Belle said. And she turned hurriedly to refill the kettle from the clay water jar.

“Look in the back there on the second shelf,” Niobea whispered. “I’ve saved a small box with dry tea. Make it, now.”

“Yes, Ma.”

“Aaaah. . . .” Bethesia moaned.

“Oh, God in Heaven, have mercy!” Alann held the skeletal hands of his mother, stroked her forehead. His strong rough-hewn face was contorted, and he was biting his lips.

They stood thus, long moments filled only with the regular sound of harsh breath issuing out of the old woman, while Patty and Belle searched for the box of tea, and the kettle water boiled.

Niobea pulled up a bench to the bedside, and made Alann sit down, while she sat next to him.

The fire crackled, and Percy took several steps forward, ignored by all, until she stood near the head of the bed and faced the shadow.

Up close, it had no face. There was neither shape nor texture to it, only a sense of non-being so pronounced that it stood out.

“Who are you?” whispered Percy—so softly that her mother barely raised her head, then looked away again. Niobea had taken a tiny holy icon of the Mother of God from its nook altar in the corner, and now she held it gingerly in her hands, reciting a voiceless prayer with her lips only.

The shadow remained silent.

The kettle had boiled and Belle poured the water over a small sprinkle of precious dry tea leaves in a large wooden bowl. She stirred it with a wooden spoon until the water turned the color of amber, then even darker, and a faint barely pungent vapor curled from the surface.

Long moments passed while the tea cooled somewhat. Belle poured it into a mug over straining cloth and passed it to Alann who attempted to lift Bethesia’s head up just enough so that he could tip the mug at her lips.

The old woman lay passive, a doll. She did not make any attempt to part her lips or swallow, so that the warm tea dribbled down the withered skin of her cheeks, ran down her chin and throat and soaked her thin cotton nightshirt.

“No . . .” she gurgled eventually, her voice faint as a feather. “Let me be, son. . . . See, it stands here waiting for me . . . My time . . . at hand. How quiet. . . .”

Patty frowned, looking around then, glancing at the silent shutters on the windows, and the barely crackling fireplace.

“It really is odd,” she whispered. “Why has it gotten so quiet?”

“What, mother?” Niobea said gently, “What do you see?”

At which point Alann began to weep. He hid his face against the old woman’s chest and his form shook silently.

“I see it,” Percy said, responding in her grandmother’s stead. “There’s a thing of shadow that is standing right here in the corner, near Gran’s head. I’m not sure what it is, and it does not seem to be frightening or even moving. It’s like a strange sentinel.”

“Hush!” Niobea exclaimed, turning to her middle daughter with anguish and outrage. “How dare you say such things, horrible child, and at a time like this! Have respect for your poor grandmother!”

Percy looked directly in her mother’s eyes. “But,” she said. “But I can see it!”

“Get out!” Niobea screamed. She was trembling, clutching the icon of the Lord’s Mother wrapped in their best cotton towel, so that it nearly dropped to the floor.

Percy’s eyes were great and dark and liquid.

While Belle and Patty stared at their sister in silence, she turned away slowly. And then Percy walked to the corner rack where their coats and shawls hung. Moving as though in a dream, she took the only woolen shawl down from the peg, wrapped it around herself, then took her ragged coat and put it on.

What are you doing, child?

But no, she had only imagined it. The words seemed to ring in her mind, soft, kind, even though no one had spoken. They were the words she wanted with all her heart to hear, from someone, anyone. Words that would have given her a reason to pause.

Had it been another time, maybe her father would have spoken them. He was always the kindest, and he seemed to notice things a bit more than the others.

But now Alann was made insensitive by grief, his face hidden in his dying mother’s chest, oblivious to all around them.

And thus the words were not spoken at all.

And Percy did not pause but pulled up the bolt and then parted the door a bit, feeling the evening twilight and the icy cold rush in all at once.

She stepped outside in the quiet, closed the door securely behind her, and made sure it was sealed tight. Knowing that no one would bother to look back to watch her passing, she did not want them to grow chill—not from her own carelessness.

Then Percy stood on the porch of their house, bathed by an impossible silence. There was no wind, only peculiar gentle snowfall. In the twilight the snowflakes came in delicate clumps or individually, crystals from the sky. They dusted the white ground with a fresh crisp layer, and they sparkled on the branches of the old elm tree in the backyard and the thatched roof of the barn beyond which lay their tiny field, and across the street, the neighbors’ houses. They landed on her eyelashes and swept her cheeks.

The world was suspended.

Percy stood there like a dolt, having nowhere really to go, and indeed no will to do anything. She then slowly lowered herself on the ground and sat down in a lump right in front of her father’s house, feet tucked underneath her, wrapping the burlap skirt tightly to keep out the ice and tucking her hands in her sleeves since she had forgotten her mittens.

She froze gently and watched the snow.

Something strange was happening, and it had to do with the shadow in the corner, the one that had stood sentinel over Gran’s head.

Persephone, strange girl, knew somehow that, although tonight had been her grandmother’s time, yet at the same time it had not—would not be. For she knew with a certainty that death was not going to claim her, or anyone else for that matter.

Neither this night, nor the next.
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Chapter 2
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Death’s fourth stop was magnificent and most distant of all, to the south, in the heart of the Realm. And, as with all the others, not a heartbeat elapsed.

The Silver Court was the Imperial Seat of power of the Realm—the capital and the center of all things. Neither a full-fledged city nor a proper citadel, it retained elements of both, incorporating splendid structures of the grand Imperial Palace, three immense cathedrals, including the Basilica Dei Coello, numerous galleries, lyceums, ornamental gardens, and outlying estates.

Situated at the exact meeting point of the three kingdoms—Lethe, Styx, and Morphaea—the Silver Court was officially its own entity, and the three kingdoms surrounding it sprawled outward like subservient petals from its neutral core. In theory this ensured that the Emperor could never play favorites among the vassal kingdoms. In practice, the kingdoms of the Realm eternally vied for imperial privilege and attention, and could only be united against a common threat to the south, beyond the foreign borders—a chronic threat issuing from the Realm’s grand neighbor, the Domain.

The Silver Court of the Realm took its name from the grandiose silver-trimmed Hall of the Imperial Palace where the Emperor Josephuste Liguon II and the Emperors before him held the most splendid balls in the world. The Hall’s lofty ceiling was painted by the great Fiorello into a scene of Heaven where each cloud had not merely a silver lining but was coated completely with a paper-thin sheet of pressed silver, and where the Figure of God shone with the purity of this metal while the beatific Angels wore silver halos.

Gold had been deemed too much of a worldly metal by the ancient Emperor whose conceit this Hall had been. And unfortunately, since silver tarnished so easily, the whole of the grand Hall had to be polished and restored every season by a cadre of Imperial Silversmiths.

From the ceiling were suspended a hundred chandeliers of transparent crystal, while more crystal hung in garlands on the walls that were the color of deep burgundy.

The Emperor Josephuste and the Empress Justinia held court while seated upon silver thrones trimmed with burgundy velvet, and the light of a thousand candles shone upon the mirror-polished wooden mosaic of the lacquered parquet floor.

It was the depth of winter now and the roof and overhangs of the Palace were covered with the ermine coat of snow. Within the walls the myriad corridors were a hive of mayhem as servants of every rank sped about on their tasks. For, tonight was the great Birthday Feast of the Infanta, only beloved daughter of the Emperor, and all of the nobility were invited, including select foreign royalty.

Outside the Palace the wind howled, swirling snowflakes into a haze of whiteness, and the darkening sky was the color of faint mauve twilight and milk. Aristocratic carriages arrived one after another at the gates, met by liveried servants who seemed permanently fixed in bowed stances from their non-stop genuflecting and from the relentless cold.

Today the Infanta turned sixteen, and would make her social debut as a grown Princess of the Realm and no longer a child.

The Infanta, Claere Liguon, was a slight and sickly creature, and her ailments were so plentiful and frequent that she was almost never seen in public at all. Tonight she was to put in a brief appearance as the clock struck eight, and then, after a dutiful hour of hearing out the Court’s congratulations and receiving gifts, she would once again retire to her living quarters and immediately to bed where she spent most of her time.

The Silver Hall was filling with noble guests as Peers of the Realm arrived in elegant haste yet with a proper semblance of nonchalance—dukes and baronets and marquises and counts and minor lordlings accompanied by their bedecked spouses, all having surrendered their winter furs and capes at the Palace foyer into the accommodating hands of imperial liveried lackeys.

The Chamberlains had grown hoarse from announcing His Lordship so-and-so and Her Ladyship this-and-that with every breath. The great long gift table on the side of the hall was overflowing with garishly sparkling wrapped boxes, containers of all shapes and sizes, chests, baskets, trinkets, trifles, and curiosities. There were numerous clockwork toys, for none could rival the clockmakers of the Realm for their skill with the delicate timepiece mechanisms—armies of windup miniature horses of lacquered wood and ivory bore upon their backs tiny metallic knights, and reposed on platforms in military lineups; delicate copper and gold birds with jewel eyes perched within filigree cages; porcelain courtier dolls wearing full crinolines or jackets of lace and crimson silk stood in various poses of suspended half-life.

Meanwhile, gossip bounced like champagne bubbles around the hall.

“Can you imagine the poor sickly dear finally venturing forth into le haut monde on her sixteenth birthday?” the distinguished and well-preserved Duchess Christiana Rovait of Morphaea uttered in a stage whisper, fanning herself and inclining her grand-wigged and powdered head closer to the equally grandiose head of the Countess Jain Lirabeau whose northern estate lay within the same kingdom.

“Oh, tonight is going to be very interesting,” the sultry Countess Lirabeau replied in a softer voice. She was young and beautiful and yet powdered so that her skin was fashionably wan and matte as porcelain, while her lips were a shock of delicately outlined crimson. Her wig stood up a foot and a half over her head, its ringlets meticulously arranged and strings of pearls winding through the silver locks. “I dare say the Infanta will be coddled as always by her Imperial Papa, and then rushed off out of sight. That’s when the real excitement will begin. His Imperial Majesty has more pressing matters in the form of Balmue-flavored politics. The envoys of the King of Balmue are here. Look, there, toward the back near the Duke of Plaimes and his gawky son—see those four men clad in silver and sienna brown? Those colors they wear are shades of Balmue. And if I am not mistaken, there are enough secret sympathizers in the Silver Court to make things very interesting indeed.”

“Interesting and quite tense—goodness, is that the wind I hear outside? Interminable blizzard. Now, what of the outcome of the confrontation between the Red and Blue Dukes tonight? Any news on that? Oh, how I do adore Lethe’s chronic military antics—or what passes for such, directly under the nose of their poor Prince Osenni. He is not here, is he? No, I dare say not—not with the old dear Queen Andrelise so very indisposed.”

“I am certain all of Lethe stayed home. We are stuck with our own, and most of Styx. They even brought His youthful Majesty King Augustus Ixion. There he stands, the poor boy, surrounded by grave old men. Most depressing, I dare say, if he is hoping to get more than a moment with the Infanta. But then, one is never too young to start planning royal connections.”

But the Duchess Rovait barely deigned to glance in the direction of the very young and newly orphaned King of Styx, a thin, anxious-faced youth of no more than fourteen, overdressed in pearl-embroidered crimson and black velvet, bewigged like a gilded doll, and surrounded indeed by distinguished “advisors.” Royal children did not interest her, and neither did political puppets, and she was apparently more interested in discussing Lethe.

“Goraque’s retinue is noticeably absent,” the Duchess Rovait continued. “And as for Chidair, Lord knows he is a strange fellow, and is not to be expected to be present, not even with all of Balmue knocking at our gates.”

“Yes, Duke Hoarfrost would much rather pummel his neighbor than an actual adversary,” remarked Jain Lirabeau mockingly. Her eyes glittered remarkably tonight, with belladonna-enhanced dark pupils, under the thousand candles of the Hall. And, oh, how well her cornflower blue crinoline dress offset her porcelain pallor. . . .

“Now, Vitalio Goraque, on the other hand, he would have been here no doubt—”

“Fie! That is absurd! How could he manage to be here on the same night as the battle? Were he to ride breakneck and put three horses to lather, he’d still make it to Court only by morning, at the earliest.”

“Oh, no you misunderstand, my dear,” said the Duchess Rovait, laughing. “The very notion would be ludicrous, just taking into account the distance between here and there. And indeed, no man is expected to forgo the military pleasures for any other enterprise. What I meant was, Goraque is a true man of Court—even if the rest of Lethe leaves much to be desired in that respect—and he would have been here, if such a thing were achievable.”

“In that case, I do see what you mean, Your Grace. Though, indeed, a man of one court does not equal a man of another. They cannot hope to rival the refinement of Morphaea with its urban splendors of Duorma—Letheburg’s Palace is nothing to Duorma’s Palazzio. We breed nobility, lofty and true, I always recall, when I am back at home up north, or when I visit your own idyllic estate, or when I attend the gracious court of His Majesty Orphe Geroard. Nothing but the Silver Court itself will ever exceed the courtly pleasure of sweet Morphaea.”

“Yes, and now you flatter and tease, my charming dear girl—but, do go on in this precise manner, with such delightful exaggerating!”

“Well, only a little!”

In that moment of their rapturous native reminiscence, a slim, dark nobleman approached the Duchess and Countess. He bowed deeply before them, interrupting the splendid stream of gossip with his sudden presence.

“Ah, my dear Vlau! I am perfectly flabbergasted to see you here after all!” exclaimed the Countess Lirabeau, and even the white sheen of powder could not conceal a sudden blooming of rose color in her cheeks. “For some reason I didn’t imagine for a moment that you were seriously planning to attend. But you are here, and I am . . . gratified!” With a flutter she turned to her more matronly companion, saying, “Your Grace, may I introduce the Marquis Vlau Fiomarre?”

The Marquis bowed again, his impeccable elegance of movement so pleasing that the Duchess Rovait could not help but allow her gaze to linger on the young man’s willowy frame clad in somber black. His serviceable, but badly fitting wig was almost carelessly under-powdered, revealing at the edges his real hair with much of its natural darkness showing, gathered behind him in a queue. But none of it mattered, for his shoulders were wide and his eyes black, disturbing with their intensity. His eyes affected her with a thrill, for despite her maturity, the Duchess was not immune to male charms.

“It is a pleasure, Your Grace. And well met again, My Lady Lirabeau. My deepest thanks for your most kind references in my admittance to this Imperial Assembly.”

The Duchess Rovait dropped her fan so that it dangled on a satin tassel at her wrist, and then picked up her lorgnette and trained it at the young man. “Fiomarre,” she mused. “Why do I know this name? Is that one of the south-east provinces?”

“Almost correct, Your Grace,” he replied in a somber voice, focusing a gaze of his beautiful, disturbing eyes at her. “It is a small Styx principality to the south and west of here, bordering with Balmue. We grow grapes and olives, Your Grace. That is, my father’s lands grow these crops—”

“Aha!” Christiana Rovait said, as her brows swept upward and her lorgnette dropped back on its golden chain. “Now I recall, young man, Fiomarre cognac! I knew it sounded familiar. Wonderfully virile, dare one say it—erotic stuff.”

For the first time the Marquis Fiomarre’s serious face allowed a faint trace of a smile to soften his expression—but only for a moment. And he bowed once again, acknowledging the Duchess’s blatant compliment.

There was a lull in the chatter as noteworthy new arrivals appeared at the grand entrance of the Silver Hall.

“The Right Honorable Lady Amaryllis Roulle of Morphaea, the Right Honorable Lady Ignacia Chitain of Styx, and the Right Honorable Lord Nathan Woult of Morphaea!” a Chamberlain announced.

And the Silver Court turned to ogle the newcomers, for these were three of the most dashing and popular of the younger set, and together they called themselves the League of Folly.

Lady Amaryllis was a slim tall beauty with black hair and pale delicate skin—a dark antique pagan goddess. Tonight she wore a brilliant scarlet gown trimmed with black velvet and braid of the exact deep ebony shade as her hair that, unfortunately, in all its resplendent glory, was fashionably concealed by the powdered pallor of a tall wig. Lady Amaryllis had the tongue of a wasp and the sharpness of an angry fae, but also knew how to be so charming that she was everyone’s darling, and ruled the Silver Court like the Faerie Queen herself.

At her side, Lady Ignacia Chitain wearing jade green, paled into insignificance, despite her equally marvelous wig and powder concealing what was known to be radiant auburn hair, and a fair flawless complexion.

Finally, came the young Lord Nathan Woult dressed in silver velvet. His own disdainful elegance, a pristine metallic wig over midnight hair, and pale bloodless features, made him a fitting consort to the unspoken Faerie Queen of the League of Folly and the Silver Court.

“Trouble is here,” said the Countess Lirabeau, glancing at the newcomers.

“Ah, poppycock,” the Duchess Rovait retorted, once more lifting her lorgnette to examine the elegant newcomers, and Lord Woult in particular. “These are lovely children, my dear, and you must learn to observe them as such. They are a fair source of entertainment.”

“They are wicked!” Jain Lirabeau said in a loud whisper. Somehow it coincided with a general lull in conversation and was thus heard all the way down the Hall. Realizing her own blunder, the Countess bit her lower lip and sighed.

“Wicked? Who is wicked?” Lady Ignacia exclaimed with a giggle, while Lady Amaryllis said, “It must be us, my dear.” And, without changing the expression of her haughty blank face, she headed straight for the Countess Lirabeau’s group.

“Now see what you’ve done,” the Duchess Rovait said in affectionate frustration. “We must now deal with les enfants terribles.”

“Your Grace!” Lady Amaryllis curtsied deeply before the Duchess. She then repeated the curtsey, but lingered mockingly, before the Countess. And then she paused before Marquis Fiomarre, seeing him for the first time. Dark capricious eyes observed another pair of dark eyes of unusual intensity.

“My sweet girl,” the Duchess Rovait said with fondness, nodding in acknowledgement. “You are wicked indeed, as Jain informs us, and none of it is news. But here’s a lovely young man straight from the country of wines and cognac, and you must be kind to him. May I present the Lady Amaryllis Roulle—the Marquis Vlau Fiomarre.”

Fiomarre barely touched the delicate gloved hand of Lady Amaryllis and, bowing, brought it near his lips without making contact, in a semblance of a courtly kiss.

Lady Amaryllis lifted one dark perfect brow but said nothing, for his vacant nonchalance struck her somehow. So very few—indeed, close to none—would forgo the opportunity to press their lips firmly upon her gloved hand. She had never seen this young man at court before, and his manner was more aloof and distracted than she was accustomed to observing in the male sex, especially where it concerned their attentions to her.

Other general introductions followed. Lady Ignacia chattered about the contents of the overladen gift table of the Infanta and fanned herself with a pretty contraption of sandalwood and satin and feathers. Minutes slid away while the grand Silver Hall continued to fill to bursting with the crème de la crème of le haut monde.

At last the Chamberlains cried for silence and announced the full roster of names, pedigrees, and titles of the Emperor and Empress. And then trumpeters stood forth clad in crimson and silver livery, and they played the processional that announced the arrival of the Imperial Pair.

The morass of nobility parted, making a wide pathway through the middle of the Silver Hall, and the double doors on the opposite side opened wide, revealing two life-size doll-figures of regal splendor.

His Imperial Majesty the Emperor Josephuste Liguon II, frozen in a dramatic pose at the entrance, wore a heavy gold brocade jacket and trousers, Imperial Epaulets and red sash, and the Medal of the Crown and Cross that covered his small chest like an ornate buckler of spun metallic lace. His greying head and bald spot were concealed underneath an impeccable powdered wig of spun silver, and his white-gloved fingers rested like perched doves against the pommel of the ceremonial Sword of State and his wide gilded belt.

Standing next to the Emperor in an equally poised manner was Her Imperial Majesty the Empress Justinia, a similarly petite creature in a gown of many layers of satin and brocade, of a color that was warm golden like a blazing fireplace, and yet silvered through and through with fine metallic thread. The silver wig of the Empress was piled nearly two feet high and topped with a golden coronet from which hung garlands of pearls and topaz. Around her pale throat rested a choker necklace of emeralds, diamonds, and rubies clustered thickly like a colorful bouquet of impossible value. A matching ring of similar stones sat on her gloved index finer, and similar heavy earrings hung from her lobes.

The Emperor had a washed out face and pale brows enhanced by powder and rouge and kohl, while the Empress was likewise wan underneath her layers of Imperial makeup. They stood posed like dolls while the court gazed upon them in awed silence, and then after an appropriate time they stepped forth into the Silver Hall and walked like dancers across the aisle vacated by the court toward their thrones, flanked by two rows of bedecked Guards of the Chamber.

The Emperor sat down first, with a slow awkward movement, and then froze in that position, while the Empress took a moment longer to unfurl her bulging crinoline skirts while two Ladies-in-Attendance came forward to fold and rearrange them at her feet.

Finally the trumpets blared again and then Josephuste Liguon II uttered in a high-pitched voice, “We declare the Festivities Open!”

Immediately the trumpets went mad with fanfare and the musicians placed all around the Silver Hall joined in with lutes and violas, with cymbals and drums.

They were signaling the entrance of the Infanta.

“Oh, here she comes, the poor dear,” the Countess Lirabeau whispered, while the Duchess Rovait trained the full power of her attention and her lorgnette upon the grand doors.

Next to them, Vlau Fiomarre stood and watched the doors intensely, his dark soulful eyes unreadable, while Lady Amaryllis threw several irritated and ignored glances in his direction as she exchanged barbs of wit with the sarcastic Lord Woult.

As the fanfare died away into silence, the Chamberlain announced: “Presenting Her Imperial Highness, the Infanta Claere Liguon, making her Debut as the Grand Princess and Heir of the Realm!”

The Infanta, all in winter white, entered the Silver Hall. She was thin and shallow-chested, with arms like twigs, and her small pinched face nearly drowned under the elaborate monstrosity that was her powdered silver wig sprinkled with diamonds and pearls that created the illusion of a sparkling snowdrift from a distance. Delicate curled ringlets of hair rested sadly against her bony sagging shoulders. Her smoke-grey eyes appeared great and luminous in the hollowed sockets, encircled by darkness of exhaustion or disease, and were her only feature of beauty.

The Infanta moved slowly, taking uncertain steps that lacked grace but disguised her shortcoming by the care taken in each placement of small tiny-heeled slippered feet, one before the other, as though she were counting the paces in her head. Indeed, maybe she was. Maybe she measured and timed each pace and each shallow breath, and each flutter of her weakling heart and lungs.

The Infanta walked the length of the Hall and paused before her Imperial parents. Clutching her crinoline skirts, slowly she curtsied—first before her Emperor Father who gazed at her enchanted with an adoring smile, then before the Empress her Mother, who smiled and nodded.

Then, the Infanta walked several steps forward and a silver chair was brought for her, which she took almost with gratitude, folding her skirts around her feet and placing her impossibly thin white-gloved hands in her lap. The pre-arranged placement of her chair had assured that she was thus seated in the center of the Hall, half-turned to face her Imperial parents and also turned to face the crowds of the nobility.

The Gift Ceremony was about to commence.

“Happy sixteenth birthday, my dear child!” said the Emperor. “May this be the beginning of greatest joy! We love you dearly and we all wish you well in your youthful entry into the ranks of the world. Now, the Silver Court would like to express their great adoration for you and to honor you with Gifts on this Great Occasion.”

The musicians around the hall struck up a gentle stringed melody while from the grand entrance of the hallway entered a line of beautiful child pages dressed as fanciful fae in wispy delicate silk and gauze, and carrying the edges of a long white carpet that they unrolled as they moved. Behind them came more children holding filigree gilded baskets filled with cut hothouse blossoms of various pale hues which they scattered along the white carpet and threw into the crowd of courtiers lining the aisle on both sides.

Soft gasps of pleasure, female giggles and exclamations were heard as the blossoms and petals rained upon the Silver Court.

“Ah!” Lady Ignacia squealed and moved back a step, nearly falling into the arms of the Marquis Fiomarre. A great white carnation struck her in the face, followed by the cream petals of pale winter roses that rained upon her wig and stuck to her exposed décolleté, then slipped down the layers of her crinoline skirt.

The Marquis obliged her by reaching out a somewhat stiff hand to hold up her elbow, while Lady Amaryllis gave a charming peal of laughter and exchanged a superior look with Lord Woult.

“Careful, Marquis,” Amaryllis Roulle said. “For you will only have the flowers to blame for an untoward caress.”

The Marquis Fiomarre had not been paying her the least bit of attention all this time, and now he turned the soulful dark gaze of his eyes to Lady Amaryllis. Then he glanced back to Lady Ignacia whose gloved elbow he continued to hold absentmindedly and now released with abruptness as though realizing the impropriety. He said in a somewhat stumbling manner, “I beg pardon of Your Ladyship, I meant no offense. . . .”

Lady Ignacia continued her breathless giggling, while Lord Woult turned his handsome head closer to the dainty beauty of Lady Amaryllis and whispered, “I see we have a country buffoon.”

Lady Amaryllis’s lips trembled in sarcastic rapture. “Yes, apparently there won’t be much sport. It is too easy.”

Fiomarre did not show any indication that he’d heard the exchange. He now stood stiffly at a polite distance and watched the procession.

The child pages swept the length of the hall and emptied their baskets at the feet of the seated Infanta, strewing the most fragrant and delicate petals directly closest the hem of her resplendent white dress. Then, like fae creatures they ran back and disappeared, while in their place came a lovely solitary boy, no older than seven. He was dressed all in white and silver, his face and hands and long platinum-flax hair dusted in silver powder, and his lashes and brows silvered to highlight his pale grey eyes. The Snow Child walked the length of the white carpet, stepping like a dancer upon the strewn flowers, and carrying before him a white silk cushion upon which rested a coronet encrusted with so many diamonds that they eclipsed the metal and it was impossible to determine if the crown was silver or gold.

Pausing before the Infanta he kneeled delicately and waited, his head inclined before her.

“My dear,” the Emperor Josephuste said. “Behold Our Gift of the Imperial Crown. May you take it and wear it at all Court occasions until it is your time to succeed me and wear my Medal of the Crown and Cross, at which point you will be free to wear any other headdress as is befitting an Empress of the Realm.”

The Infanta paused for an instant while the Silver Court made a collective “ah” of admiration.

In that moment, outside the Palace came a sudden strong gust of gale-force wind which rattled all the windows, and then just as suddenly there was perfect silence. The wind died away into oblivion, yet no one inside paid the least bit of attention to it. For they all watched the Infanta as she reached out and took the Imperial Crown with slightly shaking hands, and then she placed it on top of her wig. Immediately the Snow Child stood up and readjusted the Crown so that it sat just right, and the Court “ah”ed once again, for now that the Crown was elevated nearer the chandeliers it shone like a cluster of stars.

“I thank You dearly, Your Imperial Majesties, my Father and my Mother,” said the Infanta, speaking for the first time, and her voice was hollow and faint, that of a child, in the new silence. She rose and curtsied deeply before the Imperial Thrones, then lowered herself down once again with barely perceptible difficulty. She would stay in the seat for the remainder of the evening, for the other gifts and well wishes would be from the rest of the nobility, and would not warrant more than a polite nod of acknowledgement.

“Line up for the Presentation of Birthday Wishes!” cried the Chamberlain. At this point the Snow Child disappeared along the length of the white carpet and at the far end of the carpet nearest the entrance a line of nobility formed. All present came to stand in the queue to have a chance to express their well wishes and congratulations to the Infanta. At the head of the line stood the young King of Styx—the only non-Imperial Royal present—then the highest-ranking aristocrats, dukes and marquises of the three kingdoms, followed by counts and viscounts and baronets.

“Time to speak a pretty word or two to the dear child,” the Duchess Rovait said as she moved with a grand rustling of skirts into the line of well-wishers. The Countess Jain Lirabeau tapped the elbow of the Marquis Fiomarre with her fan, and he blinked, then nodded shyly, and with a peculiar expression that may have been confusion, he followed her into the greeting line.

Lady Amaryllis stepped forward just behind Fiomarre, and stared at his tall back and well-proportioned shoulders. She also noted his slightly trembling hands.

“How wildly provincial,” she turned around and whispered to her accomplice Lady Ignacia.

“A wager?” retorted Lord Woult who stood just in back of them. “Fifty standings on the Marquis stumbling when he bows before her.”

“No, I do believe he will remain upright, but I insist he will stutter,” hissed Lady Ignacia.

“I say his voice will crack, and he will start to cough,” Lady Amaryllis snickered. “Fifty standings, and you are on, my dear Nathan.”

“This is wicked precious, and he will do at least one of these things or otherwise make a fool of himself!” Lady Ignacia whispered. “I can’t wait! Now the tedium of this night will surely be alleviated. Oh, how I adore wagers as a cure for everything!”

“Thank heaven for such prime fodder for our wicked fun,” Lady Amaryllis replied, stealing another glance at the pleasing form of the young man before her.

The line advanced quickly. Each noble lord and lady bowed or curtsied before the Infanta and whispered a word or two of greeting accompanied by a range of smiles—from the sincere, to the formal courtly, to the ingratiating. Claere Liguon’s small pale face was also frozen into a courtly smile that evolved more and more into a rictus of tension and eventually became a poor grimace of exhaustion.

“Happy Birthday, Your Imperial Highness!” they all said.

“May your future be filled with pleasure and delight!”

“This day is a glorious holiday for the Realm!”

“Your beauty and kindness grow every year!”

“No words can express our fondness of Your Imperial Highness!”

“You are the dearest most lovely Grand Princess in the history of our proud nation!”

The Infanta listened to them, nodding gently, repeating the words “thank you” in a faint whisper. At some point she was taken with a fit of coughing, and the old grand dame who was congratulating her in that moment went into a sympathetic fit of flutters, wringing her own hands and offering a silk handkerchief which the Infanta took with gratitude and placed against her lips momentarily, then lowered it to her lap.

She then continued to nod and smile faintly, but her facial expression now resembled the emptiness of a corpse.

“Oh, the poor dear is not holding up very well,” Jain Lirabeau whispered to the Duchess ahead of her, as the greeting line moved rather quickly and they neared the Infanta. One or two more lords and a lady in front of them, and it was now the Duchess Rovait who curtsied elegantly and stood before the seated Infanta, speaking something warm and genuinely kind to the Grand Princess.

The Marquis Fiomarre took yet another wooden step forward as the woman before him, Jain Lirabeau, now swept a deep curtsy and her voice carried as she spoke her greetings. His heart had grown cold as ice, and his extremities too were cold, like the winter outside, despite the pleasantly maintained warmth of the Silver Hall.

He should turn back. He could do it, simply fall back out of line, and walk away—but no, he should simply walk forward and proceed to speak the greeting, as everyone else, and nothing would happen. Such an easy thing he could do, just keep walking forward and go through the motions as everyone else. . . .

Like everyone.

Another instant, and the Countess Lirabeau was done, and the moment was at hand. His moment.

Vlau Fiomarre stood before the Infanta.

The world had stilled around him, around them, and he heard a distant rush of something in his temples. He looked at her, seeing only great silver-grey eyes looking up at him tiredly, barely registering him as a passing shadow before her field of vision.

He looked and saw the true pallor, the greyness of her skin up-close, barely concealed by powder. He saw the weight of the glittering whiteness that was her wig and Crown. And it was that last thing, a cluster of diamond snow stars, that he focused on, that reminded him of his purpose as he stood, his lips parting not with words but upon a silence, while his right hand reached to the folds of his black velvet jacket, and with a long-practiced movement drew out a small sharp thing of steel.

That dagger had been in the family Fiomarre for generations, and it was the same one that had been used more than once for acts of ultimate honor.

And now, Fiomarre felt its grip, ice-cold and sure. And in silence he plunged it forward, taking an additional step, closing the distance between them, taking hold of her pale exposed shoulder and thrusting the blade into her. It was at that touch on her shoulder that she started, made a sound of surprise, awakening, and then, the next instant the steel was inside her like a lover, striking her directly underneath her shallow left breast as she gasped.

The rest of the moments elongated and became dreams.

The Infanta’s faint cry; a second gasp coming in unison from all throats in the Silver Hall.

Then, long and short distorted screams all around, a clatter of armor from the Imperial guards as they moved in too late; the feel of merciless hands upon him as he was taken in a vise of iron and then dragged backward, beginning to cry out, on top of his lungs, “Death to the Liguon! Death to the Deceiver and his filthy Line!”

Clamor and madness and again terrible silence—for as Fiomarre cried out, he was dealt blows on his face, blows on his chest which took his breath and silenced him momentarily, while he panted in fury, in exultation, knowing now that he had accomplished what he had dared only in his dreams, and that Fiomarre was revenged at last and he could die with honor. . . .

But the silence had come because the Infanta stood up now, slowly, trembling.

She stood, hands upraised in a gesture that was a question and surprise, while the dagger of Fiomarre was lodged up to the hilt in her chest, and a crimson stain bloomed from its centerpoint like a winter rose. The stain increased, blood running down her chest in rivulets, making patterns of red icicles on her dress, her crinoline skirt, while she looked down on it, eyes great and filled with strange new life, a sharp awareness, as though in death she had come to be fully alive for one acute final moment.

The Infanta’s lips were parted, and they mouthed a silent “why?” while a tiny trickle of red came at the side of her lips, to slide gently down her white cheek.

And then because she yet did not crumple, did not fall as expected, the physicians who had been summoned and who had come running in seconds, stood a few steps away from her in odd expectancy, while the Emperor and Empress stood also, having gotten up from their Thrones like broken gilded puppets.

There was a circle of emptiness around her.

The Infanta stood while her blood continued to empty out of her chest. Her gaze was clouded with pain yet did not lose its impossible intensity as she searched the crowd and then found him and stopped to look at him. She looked at the one who had struck her this blow, who now stood restrained by many guards, stricken in his own way. He was watching her in return, in horrible wonder, as everyone else in the Silver Hall.

The Infanta took a step toward him, stepping in a puddle of deep red—her own blood. “Why?” she said softly. “What have I done to you?”

“Die, Liguon!” he whispered hoarsely. But when the guards on both sides of him threw him to his knees, she raised her hand in a stopping gesture.

“No,” she said in a loud strong voice the like of which had never before issued out of her. “Do not yet kill this man as he had tried to kill me. I must know why he did this thing, why he hates me so. He must live until I know.”

And then her upright position faltered, at which point the physicians rushed to support her, to check the wound in her chest.

One doctor wanted to pull forth the dagger, while another prevented him in terrified silence, knowing that the dagger was also a precarious safety plug over a hole that contained unknown internal damage, and that its dislodging could cause a final bleeding.

And yet, thought that same doctor, how was it possible that this was not a fatal wound? For it was right at her heart, and yet the Infanta lived. “We must take her to her quarters, tend to her, quickly now!” he and the others muttered.

But in that moment the Infanta’s small hand reached down—while they fussed over her, holding her up, trying to make her lie down, trying to carry her, or feeling her brow, her pulse, her throat—and she pulled out the dagger from her own chest.

Blood came gushing out, the last vestiges of it; rich like wine. And in unexpected terror they attempted to stop it, putting up ripped pieces of her skirt, holding bunches of fabric at her chest against the flood, against the inevitability.

And yet she lived, and her breath seemed to have stilled, but she watched them. One of the doctors listening to her chest exclaimed suddenly, in horrified awe, “Her heart! It has stopped!” 

“But no, it cannot be!” the others said.

There was absolute quiet in the Hall, and the winter wind had long been silenced outside, as though swallowed by a void.

And she shook them off then—shook off their useless touches and ministrations, and threw down the bloodied crumpled rags, and got up.

The Infanta stood in the Silver Hall, covered with her own life blood, red upon white, while her heart had stopped many moments ago, and her lungs did not fill with breath unless she consciously willed it.

There was no need for heartbeat, or for breath, now.

The Infanta stood before them, dead and yet living, and their hands shook while they crossed themselves, in terror.

“I will see the Birthday Gifts now,” she whispered.

––––––––
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The man came riding like the wind. He swept through the darkness of the village Oarclaven, waking Percy from her freezing sleep as she sat on her father’s porch.

He wore red and gold, muted by the night, and yet the design of his livery and the pennant he bore was recognizable as the Duke Vitalio Goraque’s own colors.

“Neither side wins!” he cried. “It’s a riot, but neither side wins! Witchcraft and unholy abomination is upon us!”

And as people started to come out of their houses, the messenger’s hoarse voice continued railing and dissolving into echoes as he receded along the streets, on his way to the heart of the Dukedom, the Castle Goraque.

Percy got up, stomping her wooden feet, not feeling anything in her frozen extremities—were these her toes, her fingers, or some other’s?—just as the door behind her opened and her sister Patty’s face peered from the inside, silhouetted against the fireplace glow.

At the same time the neighbors from two houses down opened their door, in turn causing old uncle Roald from directly across the street to step out into the cold in nothing but his long nightgown and sleeping cap. “Heh? What was that about?” he bellowed, sending the dogs to barking and thus waking up the rest of the neighborhood as surely as the messenger had managed to disturb only a portion of their slumber.

Percy’s father was now standing behind her, his face shadowed, and his large palm on Patty’s tiny shoulder, moving her gently out of the way and stepping onto the porch.

He saw his middle daughter and came awake, it seemed. “What’s this? Go inside, girl, you’ll freeze . . .” he whispered hoarsely, his voice leached of all strength by tears.

Percy obeyed, gratitude welling within her—despite a wall of winter-ice atrophy that seemed to have grown solid, taken hold of her flesh (death had latched onto her but did not consume). She had dreamed as she sat in the cold, it seemed, dreamed of unresolved moving shadows and delicate white cobwebs. And now she slipped past her father and sister into their dwelling, into the firelight and the stilled death and air only slightly warmer than the winter outside.

Out in the street the neighbors continued conversing. She heard their familiar voices talk of Ducal armies and battles fought on ice in the dark. But all she could see was her mother Niobea’s stonelike form, sitting at the bedside of Gran, holding the icon of the Mother of God at her breast, while the same shadow stood in the corner.

That and her grandmother’s rhythmic death rattle.

It would not stop.

––––––––
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Hours later came dawn, but no respite for old Bethesia. Only the winter sun had risen, turning the sky milk-grey.

Belle and Patty had fallen asleep in their chairs, and Niobea seemed not to breathe as she sat with her eyes closed, as the dawn seeped in through the slits in the poorly shuttered windows.

The fire in the hearth had burned down sometime in the middle of the night, soon after Alann had gone to fetch the priest after all. The priest’s residence was on the other end of the village and he would probably show up only after it was light.

Percy sat at the table, watching them all, hearing Bethesia’s regular dying breath, until her thoughts clouded with weariness and she was hallucinating.

Or so she thought. Because the shadow of darkness seemed at times to move like vapor and then again be frozen in repose as a human figure, never looking at her or anyone else but the old woman, watching and waiting.

As the light outside deepened, there were harsh sounds of metal and many horses—heavy cavalry. The Duke’s knights were returning.

Niobea looked up once, slowly, her gaze drawn to the windows, but she did not go to open the shutters. This was an ongoing wake and death was in the house. Or so she thought.

Belle came awake with a start. Her first look was toward the old woman in the bed, but no need to ask—the labored breathing could be heard from across the room, dissonant solemn music. And so she moved and stood up, shivering, and then gently came to stand at Niobea’s side.

“Should I start the fire?” she whispered.

Niobea wordlessly nodded.

Outside in the street, under a silent dusting of snow, Duke Vitalio Goraque’s army continued their clanging march home.

––––––––
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Alann came back with the priest just before noon. Father Dibue was a large man with a craggy face, coarse ruddy skin, and a jutting chin. He wore his hood tight over his face and underneath there were many layers of grey shawl. His mittens were thick and barely worn, and his woven belt held a number of key rings and pouches.

“Ah, blessed Mother of God!” Niobea exclaimed at the sight of him. She quickly stood up, losing balance for a moment from having sat still all night long.

“Bless you, my daughter,” the priest replied in an automatic and habitual monotone. “Make room now,” he added, stepping forward to lean over the bed.

He stared in silence, punctuated only by the old woman’s breathing, then straightened and said, “Rejoice, Alann. Your good mother is not of this world much longer, and a finer place awaits her clean soul. She is fading even as we look upon her.”

Alann cleared his throat.

But it was Niobea who again spoke. “She’s been fading thus since last nightfall, Father, and it does not look like she will be taken into the Arms of the Lord any time soon.”

Father Dibue cleared his throat, wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, then began removing his coat and shawls and mittens. Underneath he wore the dark wool robes of the parish. Belle stepped up to receive his articles of clothing and hung them up carefully on pegs near their own.

“Sometimes,” Father Dibue said, “though everything is in the Lord’s Hands, undoubtedly, there’s the urgent need to administer the Holy Sacrament of the Last Rites. Otherwise, the humble servant of the Lord lingers, such as now, waiting for grace, for absolution.”

“Then proceed, Father, I beg you,” Alann said.

The priest nodded and reached for his bag.
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Chapter 3


[image: ]




He was numb and cold as winter.

Ian Chidair, Duke Hoarfrost, had no blood inside of him. It had drained completely from his body by the time he walked up the sloping incline of the shore and stopped before his men.

The soldiers stood holding torches against the heavy blue twilight, some mounted, many on foot. His son, Beltain, sat on his warhorse.

They had grown silent, all of them. It was peculiar to observe the stricken expressions on those nearest, and the hastily concealed signs of the cross that swept across the ranks in pure animal reflex.

“Father? Are you my father? Are you . . . dead?” his son had asked him.

And Hoarfrost had to pause and think, his mind sluggish and devoid of emotion as though he resided in a waking dream.

“My . . . son. I don’t . . . know.” The words came with uncustomary difficulty, forced and hissing, because his chest was constricted somehow—indeed, frozen like a side of meat.

Ian Chidair realized that he was not breathing and made a conscious effort to inhale, so that he could form words, so that he could speak. But as his chest expanded that first time, his lungs were burning, seemingly on fire, endlessly so, with . . . ice; they had stiffened in rigor mortis.

Or maybe it was the simple action of cold upon water. Each intake of air caused him to fight against a new crust of ice that filmed over the insides of his lungs, and each ballooning of the membranes was breaking that ice, over and over, so that there were permanent razor-shards inside him. . . .

Along with the everpresent ice there was pain. At first it was raging mortal agony, foremost in his mind. But then it too had grown numb in the cold—in particular when he was first submerged in the icy waters of the lake. He didn’t know cold could burn so. Cold burned with an inferno without end, and then it . . . receded. And thus pain became secondary, a constant sensation of remote horror that simply slipped in the back of his mind and lurked—for now.

Or, maybe pain was just a memory, and was not there at all.

Duke Hoarfrost pumped his chest in and out, or did something that caused a movement inside of him. Something; he was not sure what. He could hear the cold air swishing through the holes in his flesh, a soft hiss. It was almost curious to consider it, to listen. . . . Too bad he was so stiff, so cumbersome—he had never remembered being so peculiarly solid and heavy before, as though he was not made of meat but granite.

Am I dead? he thought, for the first time voluntarily, directly. But it was a lazy thought, a dreamlike passing thought with no emotion attached to it. And so he did not give it more than cursory attention, let it pass on into the void with other insignificant filaments of images and dream-fragments.

As though he had mused out loud, Beltain, his son, spoke.

“What has happened, father?” he whispered. It was unclear whether he was afraid to speak up in a full voice or if he was unable to do so from the shock.

“What has happened to me?” the Duke echoed. He listened not to Beltain but to his own words. Somehow he found it now easier to speak once again, to form words on the exhalation of breath, as though the practice of pumping his own lungs was merely an old rhythm he could reclaim so that it was again becoming a habit. Inhale, exhale, his mechanism was working like clockwork.

And then he shook himself like a dog with great sudden strength that was not inhuman but merely impossible, considering the condition of his body. And he sent bits of water and ice flying around him. He flexed his arms, stomped his feet, his torso covered in iron plate and wet tunic.

“Am . . . I . . . dead?” he said out loud, practicing, as the air hissed out of his chest.

And suddenly there was an unexpected answer.

A man stepped forward stiffly, from among the ranks of his foot soldiers, and he said in an equally wooden, stone-cold voice. “My . . . Lord. You’re not the only one. I fear me, I’m dead too.”

He pulled off his damaged helmet and showed a head wound that could not belong to a man walking upright. Hair clotted with blood at the left side of his temple showed broken bits of skull and brains pouring out of him in rivulets, freezing against his bluish-white face.

There were groans and exclamations in the crowd.

Beltain pulled his warhorse up tight, for it started to snort and roll its eyes in terror.

And then, one after another, more men stepped forward. They removed hauberks and shirts, parted chest-plates, raised sleeves and lifted helmets. What was revealed could not be called a proper nightmare. For no human history had the words in any language to describe the carnage done to a body that is dead and ravaged and void of living fluids, missing limbs, with stilled organs and lack of movement, yet which continues supporting the living soul.

There were old legends, tales told to scare the young, of the blood-drinking vurdulak and vampir, the God-forsaken undead who rested in their coffins during day but rose at night to walk the darkness in order to appease an unholy hunger. Other legends spoke of incorporeal ghosts, skeletal creatures that would not rest, of ghouls and shades and bodies possessed by demonic forces, of drowned maidens that devoured men, of hoary forest spirits that lurked below the roots of ancient trees and swallowed the living beneath ground.

Yet there was no mention of men who simply would not die, would not leave their mauled and broken bodies, no matter how terrible the damage was. Men who could not leave the trappings of flesh, meanwhile imbued with the ability to feel every bit of pain and think the same fallible thoughts—neither good nor evil, merely ordinary human.

And now, the scene on the bank of the lake was that of military disaster. Soldiers had all broken ranks at this point, the living shying away in terrified suspicion from those around them they deemed dead, when sometimes it were themselves. Men looked closely at those nearest them, at themselves, at their noble Lord and his son.

Some wept and embraced like brothers, forgetting mortal shame. For, in the torch-lit winter night, next to a field of recent battle, this was a time of intimacy. Tears came from what remaining fluids their poor broken bodies still held in reserve. Tears flowed and froze against cold dead skin—for some, their last tears, for when their internal water was depleted the dead body would process no more. And they did not know it yet; if they did, would they save their tears?

Suddenly, in a loud rasping voice, Hoarfrost said, “Enough!” His timbre was different from the first attempts moments ago; it was now fixed in that new mode, as though the peculiar voice came as a result of turning machinery, hand-cranked gears. And it was once again strong and sure, as it had been when he was alive and cantankerous with passion.

In a steady inevitable motion, like ice transforming water, the tall, heavy-set man raised his massive hands above his head to signal for attention.

And then, turning his body still awkwardly to face his dazed son, he said: “My horse, Beltain. Bring me my horse. Now!”

There was a moment of pause, during which decisions were made that would change everything—or not.

“My . . . Lord,” Beltain replied, after a deep shuddering breath of winter air. “I know not what has come to pass here, with you, with all of them. But I am yours, and . . . I obey.”

With those words, Beltain turned to the knights at his side and gave the command. In moments the Duke’s great charger was brought forward. The noble war-beast had escaped the cracked fissure of ice earlier while its master had not been so lucky. And now the horse snorted in confusion, for it could smell nothing but fresh blood and brackish lake water from the man-shape of his former master that now stood before it. And when Duke Hoarfrost neared the horse and mounted, it neighed in sheer terror, but stood its ground. Even the weight of this rider was different, heavy as an anvil.

“Listen to me, my men!” exclaimed Hoarfrost, sitting in the saddle like a boulder. “Something terrible has come to pass this day, this night, to you, to myself, to all of us! If it’s Goraque sorcery, as I suspect, then—as God is my witness—I will find this sorcery and uproot it! Vitalio Goraque will pay for what he did this night!”

The soldiers cheered weakly, most still staggering barely on their feet.

“What’s this? Are you men or drunken wenches?” Hoarfrost roared in his usual command. “Dead or living be damned! Form rank, all of you! And we march home!”

And they complied, coming to attention, lining up in their proper order the best they could. Beltain took his cue, and so did the other captain knights. Under their orders the army started to come back together, despite everything. In fact this normalcy helped.

Yet while they picked themselves up, and cavalry then foot soldiers started to advance back inland away from the shore, torches flickering orange, there were still moans and hushed whispers. Quite a few men had to carry each other, due to severed body parts, torn off limbs, for there were no crutches for so many. Some of the most seriously dismembered had to be carried alongside their own heads; the heads looked on sadly, eyes unblinking, mute—for they were separated from the throat and larynx and the nerves severed—and yet, somehow, they were aware.

It was the stuff of nightmares.

Hoarfrost took his usual place at the lead of the cavalry vanguard, with Laurent his standard bearer at his left side, and Beltain on the other. There was uncustomary silence between them, indeed among all the ranks, punctuated only by creaking metal armor and footsteps crunching over the fresh powder of snow. They started to turn onto the road leading deeper into Chidair territory, heading North.

Just before they turned onto the deeply rutted stretch of roadway leading away from Lake Merlait, sounds of a mild commotion carried from the rear of the marching columns. Apparently a messenger was heading their way from the enemy’s side.

Within seconds, the messenger appeared, dressed in the red and gold colors of Goraque, galloping with a white banner aloft in one hand.

Hoarfrost signaled to stop their march and half-turned in the saddle to watch the new arrival. The Duke was without a helmet and his wet hair was completely frozen to his scalp in a wild bramble-tangle, with a light dusting of snow, while his skin was matte with a crystallized sheen. His eyes, gradually freezing in their sockets, had difficulty turning, so he simply turned his neck.

Beltain appeared not to look at his father directly, but threw occasional glances sideways at him.

The messenger was a young slip of a boy. Yellow-corn hair, a frost-bitten face and pale eyes in the torchlight stared in wild desperation as he brought his horse up short, then bowed his head in greeting and delivered his message.

“The Duke Vitalio Goraque honorably requests a truce of the Duke Ian Chidair,” the boy said breathlessly. “Due to unknown circumstances and unknown terrible forces, a strange curse has come upon his men. This may be very hard to believe but no one on the Goraque side is able to die, not even the mortally wounded. My master the Lord Duke Goraque suspects sorcery or a curse, and swears upon his honor that he is willing to continue this conflict at some future date.”

“Harumph!” Duke Hoarfrost said, watching the messenger with unblinking dark eyes.

The boy blinked but that was the only indication he made of being terrified.

“So, tell me, young soldier, is it true, this crazy thing your Duke claims?” Hoarfrost continued.

The messenger gathered himself up proudly, and then said, “Yes, my Lord, it is all true!”

“And why should I believe you?”

“Because, my Lord, I see now that this curse has fallen not only upon Goraque, but upon your own men!” the messenger exclaimed. “As I rode here just now, past the army of Chidair, I saw it, my Lord. I saw everything. The dead march alongside the living. It is the exact same thing in our own ranks.”

“Hah!” Hoarfrost said. And then he turned his head fully and trained the intense look of his fixed dark eyes upon the boy.

“Look at me, soldier . . .” the Duke said. “What do you think? How do I look to you? Think you I can dance a cotillion or a gig? Well?”

Placed in a difficult situation that was getting worse by the minute, the young boy apparently decided, to hell with it. “I beg pardon, my Lord,” he said. “But—but I think you’re dead, M’Lord. You look blue and white with cold, like no living man but a corpse. And yet, dead though you might be, begging pardon and all, I think you could dance a fair swell gig, I would bet my shirt on it!”

In reply Duke Hoarfrost roared. At the first sound of his deep thunderous voice the messenger started, shifting in his saddle involuntarily. But the roar was laughter.

The Duke laughed and shook, like a Winter avalanche, ice clinking against armor plate. Finally he quieted, and nodded to the messenger. A difficult crooked smile remained on his face, but it was grim and edged with sorrow. “Well said, soldier boy, well said. Your honesty does you honor. I appear indeed to be a walking corpse, run through by another man who should’ve been dead—for I had killed him first, and had I not turned my back on him, my heart would be beating now. Maybe the Lord has decided to punish me in my moment of arrogance. But—never mind.” He paused. “And yet I am oddly glad to hear from you—all of this. Because I see now that this is not Goraque’s doing, none of it, but something greater than either of us. So, I agree to his offer. Tell him—we are under truce. Until we come to the bottom of this, all of it, the dark sorcery or curse of hell, we will set down our arms and return to our lands. Now, go, tell him my words. Oh, and be sure to tell him that I am dead. The Chidair corpse sends his greetings and his regards! What a wonder, eh? Now, go!”

And the Duke again began to laugh, starting out soft then harshly, his perforated body whistling with air.

The messenger nodded his head in a crisp salute, and turned his horse and galloped away to relay the message, quickly disappearing into the bluish-shadows and the sweeping line of the Chidair army in the direction of the lake.

Hoarfrost raised his gauntleted hand, stiff and creaking as a frozen haunch of meat, and the stalled army once more resumed movement.

They were heading North, home.

––––––––
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The Winter Palace of Lethe echoed with the death rattle of the old Queen Andrelise. All night it resounded, into the dawn hours and the following day. It filled the mind of Prince Roland Osenni and—he had no doubt—the mind of his wife Lucia.

No matter what room he entered, Prince Roland could just hear it at the edge of his auditory sense, the endless breathing, in and out, as though an anvil lay upon his mother’s chest. The weight was pressing down, down, choking her, and yet she breathed. . . .

He could no longer be in that chamber of unending death.

Being there made him want to scream and do violence to her, to himself. Nor could he concentrate upon any other daily routine.

Instead he walked around the halls and corridors aimlessly, startling the Palace serving staff. Or else, after locking himself in his personal quarters for most of the waking hours, he paced like a caged beast back and forth along a narrow long stretch of room.

Princess Lucia shared two of his meals this day and they ate in grim silence, served by a cadre of impeccable servants who moved in such a funereal hush so that not even their trays clanked; nor silverware or bone china.

Finally, during supper, Roland could not stand it. He opened his mouth, but his wife preceded him.

“What—does Your Highness think?” Princess Lucia said, raising her gaze from the contemplation of a plate of sawdust-tasting soufflé before her. “Was that creature, that man-apparition in her chambers, really . . . Death?”

“Hell be damned if I know,” the Prince replied, watching his own plate of beautifully presented delicacy that tasted like dried straw. Was it soul-sickness and a trick of the senses, or had food indeed become unpalatable?

Her Highness might have dropped her patrician jaw at such language in the dining room at any other occasion. Today she merely observed him.

“I don’t know,” he repeated. “I only know this is interminable. And it sounds callous for a son to say such a thing, but I wish Her Majesty would pass along already. She is in agony, my mother is.”

“I agree.”

The Prince looked up. His wife was looking at him, and her eyes glistened, were full and dark with moisture, reflecting the bright candlelight.

“There must be . . . something that can be done,” she continued.

The Prince frowned. “What do you suggest?”

“Oh no, God in Heaven, no!” Princess Lucia hurried to negate any notion of acts of a dark nature that her words might have planted. “I would never imply such a horror as you might think I mean, no. Indeed, how could Your Highness think I ever could? I love her as much as you, with all my heart—”

“Then what?”

The Princess took a deep breath so that her lace quivered around her décolletage. “Your Highness will not like it, I expect. But—I must say it. You must send for Grial. She is the only one who can help, give us guidance.”

Prince Roland put down his silverware with a clank. “I will not tolerate the endless chattering and malodorous concoctions of that witch! Not here, not ever again!”

“She’s not a witch! She saved your son, Your Highness. He would not have been born living, and you know it.”

“The priests at Holy Mass and my physicians saved my son!”

“No. Without Grial, he would never have passed out of my body safely. I would have been dead too.” The Princess’s expression began to take on a feverish intensity.

“Lucia . . .” he said at last, this time softly. “I do not want her here. I know you and everyone in this blessed world likes her, and it may be uncharitable of me, but—what she is, everything about her disturbs me. It is unnatural—unholy.”

“My beloved, it is merely very old. Please, I beg you. She is harmless, a truly good woman. Let her come and speak to us. You already have your priests reading the Mass, and surely the Lord in Heaven is magnanimous enough to allow a genuinely kind woman’s folk ministrations down here on earth alongside the holy prayers of his priests.”

There was a long pause of silence, during which Prince Roland could surely hear his mother’s agony-rattle twelve rooms away, drilling at his mind, his sanity. He could hear it resounding in the china and the polished stone of the floor.

“Well, then. Let her come tonight,” he said while ice settled in the back of his throat. “Only this once.”

––––––––
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Grial was shown into a small room of the Palace. She was a middle-aged townswoman with very lively dark eyes, dressed in what could easily be described as unwashed rags, with unruly and brittle witch-hair—ash and silver and black all intermingled into an uncombed mess barely contained by a knotted multicolored kerchief—so it was no wonder the Prince considered her an unholy sorceress from the forests. However Grial was merely from the depths of another sort—the narrow refuse-alleys and cobblestone streets and grimy filth of poverty.

Grial had prospered somewhat in the recent years from her unusual midwifery and healing skills, and not less from her even more uncanny ability to foretell events and interpret signs of things to come. But to admit need for such extreme services was not easy—most came to her in clandestine supplication, and she assisted with matters that were deemed beyond hopeless by the doctors and clergymen. Healing warts and easing women’s bleeding was rote; healing the mind and easing sorrow, now that was a real feat. They paid her well enough so that she could first open her own stall in the markets of Letheburg and then buy a storefront and put up a shingle—though she never seemed to manage a new dress or pair of clog shoes.

Anyone else in her position would have been driven out of town. But Grial was not the typical fortuneteller or herb-and-sorcery woman who spoke in cryptic omens, scowled, and kept to herself. Indeed, Grial was an oddity because, except for her dandelion mess of hair and infernally grimy clothes, she was so normal—a cheerful and sociable personality, a gossip, and seeming to be in all places at once over town, friendly to everyone and with an impossible memory for human detail. Wherever you turned in Letheburg, there was Grial, in the markets, sticking her nose into bake and tobacco shops and taverns and arguing with the old and young men who lined up around alehouses, chatting up priests and merchants, waving in good cheer to whores and fine matrons alike whether they knew her or not, and acting in general as if all of the city was a tiny village of no more than ten folk and she knew them all as good neighbors.

Such was Grial. So, why then did the Crown Prince of Lethe find her so unpalatable, nay, terrifying?

The answer lay in himself. Roland Osenni did not trust things or people that seemed too good to be true. When Grial saved the life of his newborn son, he was grateful as any man would be and paid her handsomely as only a prince could. And yet, he had never forgotten the intense look of her dark eyes as she watched the mother and the child lying abed after the difficult birth. He remembered it because he did not understand it, was unsure what was underlying her expression. In that moment her eyes were so dark, so other, it seemed to him, despite her warm true smile. They roiled with deep shadows of the forest and old things lurking just underneath the surface. Later, when he considered what it was that he saw, he realized it was power, surging, barely contained.

Power that should not have been.

That was so many years ago. And now. . . .

When Prince Roland and Princess Lucia entered the room, Grial rose hastily enough to be respectful, yet Roland thought he saw a shadow of mockery in her movements, in the very slant of her back as she bowed before them and the posture of her wiry tall frame as she stood up.

Grial was not an old woman. Or, at least she appeared not to be. Despite having been around for as long as he could remember, she was ageless or stuck in the ripe middle years, with a rather supple figure and smooth albeit dirt-mottled skin of her face and throat. Her face could be called attractive (if he could forget the power surging behind the surface of those eyes). Her hair—he simply could not understand how it could be so frizzy, so unkempt, as though she knew nothing of a comb. Thank goodness she kept it covered, more or less.

“Grial!” Princess Lucia exclaimed, jolting the Prince out of his unsavory ruminations. The Princess approached the townswoman with sincere joy and took her grimy thin hands in her bejeweled own. “My heart is gladdened to see you, Grial!”

“And mine leaps in my chest, much like a wee baby deer, Your Highness,” Grial replied. Her voice was deep and sonorous. “And speaking of wee babies, how is the young Prince John-Meryl doing? What is he, seven years and ten months and four days now, Highness?”

“Oh, he is a fine and sturdy young fellow, yes, but how did you remember?” Lucia smiled fondly and in amazement.

“Indeed . . .” Prince Roland spoke for the first time.

Grial turned to face him. “Now, how could I forget that child?”

True enough, the Prince thought, slightly mollified. She would not forget assisting a royal birth.

“A child with such squinty but fine pale blue eyes when you could see them open and with silvery specks, and cheeks with four dimples no less, and that ruddy newborn skin with just a smidgen of jaundice around the neck and forehead which cleared up fast, all things be praised!”

Prince Roland felt a wave of cold fear wash over him, returning. . . .

“But I carry on so, forgive me, a doddering magpie, Your Highnesses,” Grial said with a faint smile. “Your son’s a precious angel to dwell upon, but I know you have something else to discuss here, and that’s why you called me over, not to hear my pretty voice, eh? So, out with it!”

No one else but Grial would have the crazed cheerful audacity to speak so to the liege Lord and Heir of the Kingdom. And no one else would get away with it.

Princess Lucia looked at her husband, and joy once more slid off her face, replaced by chronic anxiety. It was as though she was wondering which one of them should begin.

“It is Her Majesty, the Queen Andrelise,” he said, beginning to pace. “She is . . . my mother is dying.”

“Ah . . .” said Grial.

“The point of the matter is,” Princess Lucia said, taking a few anxious steps also, “she has been the same for more than a day now, the same unchanging state of severe near-death. I’ve never in my life seen anyone like that—someone who was so ill, so far gone, and yet who is still . . . here, in the world of the living.”

“Last night,” the Prince said, “there was a man here. No—not a man. A being. He was dark, all dark. Empty, like a void. And he appeared out of nowhere in Her Majesty’s bedchamber, just at the moment when she appeared to be going at last. But there was no sense of wickedness emanating from him, no deviltry. It seemed he was merely—not there.”

“He spoke . . .” said Lucia.

“Yes, yes,” Grial interrupted suddenly. “Death was asking for his Cobweb Bride. I know all about that.”

“How did you—” began the Prince.

“Oh, it’s all over the markets and the streets,” Grial said with a chuckle. For some reason such an ordinary thing as a chuckle seemed to lighten considerably the psychic thundercloud that had come to press upon them at the memory of the dark being of the night before.

“It seems, some guard or servant talked to their cousin or sister or two . . . or three. And now everybody’s talking about what happened in the Palace, Your Highnesses. Everyone’s wondering whether it’s really Death that he was, or merely a bad scary dream that somehow happened to a crowd of tired people gathered ’round a deathbed.”

“It wasn’t a dream,” the Prince said coldly.

“Oh, there’s no doubt it was real,” Grial said.

“So then . . . you think he really was there? Death was there in the mortal flesh?” Lucia said.

“Who else? Not the Headless Horseman, that’s for sure.” Grial snorted. She rubbed her nose with the back of one hand, then rubbed her palms together, and finished the gesture by wiping them on the apron front of her dirt-covered dress.

“Then what do you suggest we do?” the Prince said, watching her movements with distaste and irritation. “We have no understanding of his demands. I’ve asked my advisors, consulted with the archbishop himself. Who or what is this Cobweb Bride? Where is she? How do we satisfy him? And is it indeed true that he, Death, has somehow suspended the natural act of dying of Her Majesty?”

Grial arched one dark brow and craned her head to the side so that her mane of frizzy hair spilled forward along one shoulder. Still craning her head she raised a hand and suddenly pointed a finger at the ceiling. “What’s that?” she said.

The Prince and Princess followed her finger and craned their necks to stare up at some gilded frieze work and ornate crown molding near the ceiling. “Where? What?” they both asked.

“That’s what I mean,” Grial said with a satisfied smile and dropped her hand.

The Prince and his royal consort stared at her in complete confusion.

“I know as much as all that,” replied Grial. “My point is, Your Highnesses, you can only comply with what Death seems to be demanding from you—indeed, from the whole world—in plain speech. He says he wants a Cobweb Bride. So, you must do all within your power to give him one.”

She paused, watching them meaningfully. “Think, what is within your power? Why, the ability to command your subjects. So, command away. Tell them all that Death wants a Cobweb Bride. Tell them that, since obviously a Bride is a woman, and as a common rule rather young, then all the young women of the Kingdom need to pay heed. Now, Death mentioned something about a Keep in the Northern Forests, didn’t he?”

“Why, yes, I believe he did!” Princess Lucia exclaimed.

“Well then, so we have at least that much. Death’s a gentleman, and indeed, since he takes all of us and all of what is ours in the end, he must have amassed quite a fortune—enough to buy a Keep or ten, not to mention a castle or a city or a whole realm, or all of them. Thus, we know where the Cobweb Bride must end up, after all is said and done. To the Keep she goes, lucky girl—well, not so much lucky, but you know what I mean,” Grial said.

“Yes, I follow you . . .” said the Prince pensively.

“Don’t follow me, follow this track of thought, Your Highness,” Grial said. “And so, the next thing you must command of your people is that the young women—the ones who are willing, that is, for you are not one of those foreign despot beasts to insist things be done against the better will of their loyal subjects—those willing young women must all congregate to the Northern Forests and search for the Keep, so as to present themselves before the Deathly Gentleman as potential Brides.”

Grial smiled brightly and again started rubbing palms against the apron and the front of her dress, which probably explained why it was indeed so dirty and grease-stained.

“A fair solution, Grial,” Princess Lucia said softly. “But I am a little confused as to how any woman might be willing to do such a thing. . . . To go and face Death! For, whatever else could it entail, this being a Cobweb Bride, but being dead? Whoever would be convinced to willingly go to her death?”

“And a fair question you raise, Your Highness,” responded Grial. “The solution seems to be already at hand, and it’s Death’s own doing. No one can die. Neither Her Majesty the old dear, nor any soldier, nor beggar, nor anyone. And some desperately need to be dead, as you can see. Because to be dead is not such a bad thing when it is your time to be dead, to be relieved of pain and suffering. And so, there must be plenty of loving and kind-hearted young women in the Realm, who are willing to do this thing to help out those who are in need, those whom they dearly love.”

“But that’s not being willing!” Princess Lucia said. “How can you call that willing? It is a sacrifice of oneself.”

“And indeed it is. But it does require a will and a choice and a decision to proceed . . . does it not, Highness?”

“Enough,” said the Prince suddenly. “I have decided. I know what must be done, and no, I am not a despot, but I do command my subjects.”

He looked at the humble yet not so humble woman before him. “I didn’t expect you to be of any use to me in this, but of all the others you alone gave me the reasoning I needed.”

“I am so glad!” Princess Lucia said, looking at her husband, then clasping her hands together in an odd combination of chronic neurosis and relief. “We must of course reward this good woman, do you not think, my dear—”

But Prince Roland Osenni was looking at the strange one, the wild witch with brittle hair and intense dark eyes that saw through him and to the other side. She, unlike everything else in this Realm, it seemed to him, looked in that moment so much alive.

––––––––
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Percy watched in silence, huddled in a corner of the room farthest from her grandmother’s bedside, as the Last Rites were administered, prayers spoken, and the priest packed up and left in a hurry, carrying in his purse the added weight of Alann Ayren’s few coins in payment.

Father Dibue had been called away and his services were now required by several others in the village. It had always been thus, it seemed; the priest never lingered overlong in their poor household.

“She shouldn’t be long now, my son,” Father Dibue had said to Alann gently, as he headed out the door. “I will pray for her soul and for this house, you may be sure, tonight, and on the morrow. Now, be sure to let me know when her time comes. . . .”

“Yes,” Alann had replied in a wooden voice. He knew it was futile to point out to Father Dibue that nothing seemed to have changed. The priest was gone soon enough, and at least they’ve had the Last Rites for Bethesia—as though that merely involved packing a reticule for a long trip, and she was all ready to embark.

It was late afternoon, and after a brief meal of bread and onion barley pottage—the usual winter swill that no one seemed to properly taste, today in particular—the vigil continued.

Niobea rose in silence from her seat at the table and immediately returned to the old woman’s bedside, while Patty and Belle proceeded to clear the dishes and Percy carried the blackened pot with the remaining pottage back over to the fire.

Occasionally, past the grating sound of Bethesia’s harsh breathing, they could hear their neighbors outside. And now and then Alann, sitting in his chair, raised his head to stare at the closed shutters when their voices carried too loudly.

At one point, there were particularly loud squeals and then female screams coming from about three or four houses down. The squeals and screams continued for long moments, piercing to the ear and bizarre, until other noises came to the fore—those of closer neighbors opening their doors—and of course there was the deep bass of old uncle Roald from across the street as he roared “Blessed Saints in Heaven! What’s going on?” 

Alann got up, his expression troubled. “That’s Mistress Marie Doneil’s daughter, I think? She’s got a squeaky voice. She must be hurt.”

Sitting near the stove Belle furrowed her brow and said, “Pa, I don’t think that’s Jenna Doneil. May the Lord forgive me, but it sounds like a real pig squealing. They’ve got two as of last month.”

“That’s right,” said Patty. “I’m sure that’s a pig voice, Pa. Though, Jenna could be a pig too, when she’s in a fierce mean mood—”

“Hush!” Niobea interrupted. “Don’t be rude, child, not now, not before your grandmother.”

But the screams, squeals, and general mayhem outside on the street continued.

“I’d best go look,” Alann said. “Maybe someone really is hurt and they need help.”

“I’ll go with you, Pa?” Percy said softly. Her tone of voice was tentative, as though she were afraid of her father’s reaction. What if he said no, rebuffed her now?

But Alann looked at her and nodded.

And so Percy and her father dressed in overcoats and wrapped themselves against the cold and went outside into the grey-white daylight of early evening.

The sky was slate, slowly going dark blue. There was no rough wind, only light snowfall, and yet, a peculiar menacing chill filled the cold air. Their footsteps crunched on the frozen ground over freshly fallen powder that managed to obscure the deep ruts made by army carts and heavy footprints of soldiers and hooves of cavalry horses that had passed here early in the morning.

Alann, with Percy in tow, joined a couple of neighbors as they were heading around the street bend.

“Good evening, Mister Ayren!” said a tall bundled man.

“Same to you, Mister Jaquard. Any notion what’s happening over at the Doneil house?”

“No idea, but it sounds bad.”

As they walked, the screams came stronger. Percy shuddered from the strange rending sensation she got every time the high-pitched squeal sounded. Someone was in agony. . . .

The Doneil house was a narrow two-story, with the bottom being the livestock room, while the family lived upstairs. They were a somewhat odd lot, the Doneils. There were always underfed chickens running around in their low-enclosed front yard, and often a sheep or goat pair or other livestock boarded inside, for lack of a barn. The Doneils sold eggs and tanned leather and sometimes, when there was a cow, they were the local dairy shop.

A small crowd of neighbors had gathered in front of the house, and there was animated talk, much gesticulation and several people making sings of the cross, while the screaming inside continued.

As Alann approached the closest one to ask, young Faith Groaden, who stood near her father began to cry, sobbing uncontrollably. “Poor pig!” she managed to get out, in-between shuddering sobs.

“Butchering didn’t go too well,” the neighbor from the crowd said to Alann. “Really strange, if you ask me, but that’s the pig squealing. Been squealing like that for a long time. Wouldn’t stop! We got here, and the Doneil girl came out, and she was all a mess, crying and stuttering. I say she’s daft, but she says the pig’s been cut, but it’s refusing to die. Her old man did the butchering and supposedly he’s still in there. Doing God knows what to that pig. Taking a horrible long time, if you ask me.”

In that moment a girl in a kerchief and woolen house-dress came running out of the front door of the Doneil house—the daughter, of no more than twelve years. Her face was contorted and red from weeping, covered with tears and snot and a general mess, and her sleeves were pulled up to her elbows, heedless of the cold, while she clutched her hands and wrung them, then beat her fists against her sides and periodically bent and straightened her knees as though straining to jump out of her own skin. Her apron was red and blood-splattered since she usually assisted her father. As she came out, Jenna Doneil started screaming again, shrill and insane, at the top of her voice.

“It ain’t dying! It ain’t! Oh God, Our Father, it ain’t!”

“Argh! Dammit! Get back in here, girl!” From the inside a male voice roared. Nicholas Doneil could be heard banging inside, heavy dull thuds against wood and metal, the sound of crashing, while the infernal squealing continued.

“Are you all right in there, Nick?” a neighbor yelled. “Need some help?”

“Damned pig! Cursed beast! Won’t shut up!” Nick replied. His voice was gruff and it was obvious that something was wrong indeed. Nick Doneil was usually a quiet solid man, did his butchering cleanly—if such a thing could be said—and yet never had he sounded so out of control as he did now.

Jenna Doneil wailed in reply, getting down on her knees and pounding her fists against the ground. There were smudges of pink where her blood-stained fingers touched the snow. “No, Pa! Please, no! No more, Pa! It ain’t dying, no! Don’t hurt it no more!”

“Shut up, idiot girl!” her father roared again. “Stay out and let me finish this!”

“I’m coming in, Nick,” again said the neighbor. But those standing closest put a hand on his sleeve to stop him, making silent “no” gestures.

Inside the house there was a heavy thud sound, as though a huge object was thrown.

The squealing suddenly stopped. “There!” Nick yelled triumphantly. “Bashed its head in, that should do it. Got no face now, pig. No face, no mouth to squeal, you stubborn damned beast.”

Jenna was still whimpering, panting and wiping snot from her cheeks. Shuddering, she turned her head to stare at the doorway of their house.

And then from the inside came another grunt and a loud stream of curses from Nick. “What the devil? Why are you still standing?” he was screaming. “What in all the unholy hell? Die, you goddamned—”

“Someone get the priest,” a woman neighbor muttered. She leaned forward to raise Jenna up and embrace her, leading her away from the front door. “Where’s your mother, child?” the woman asked. “Is Marie hiding as usual, upstairs when the butchering’s happening?”

“Yes, Ma’am . . .” Jenna sniffled.

“Well, I don’t blame her,” the woman said. “Don’t blame her one whit. And you should be up there with her. Your Pa shouldn’t force you to do the bloody work with him.”

“I don’t like it, Ma’am . . .” Jenna whispered.

In that moment there was a shadow at the doorway and Nicholas Doneil slowly came out of his house and just stopped. He seemed to stagger once, and his hands hung limp at his sides, powerless like rag-stuffed sleeves of a scarecrow. He was covered in blood up to his elbows, and all of his apron was red. His face, in contrast, except for the splattered droplets, was pale and drawn.

Everyone froze in silence and turned to stare.

“It won’t die . . .” he whispered. Then, louder, “Pig . . . It won’t die!”

Signs of the cross travelled the crowd in waves.

Alann’s strong hand reached to clasp Percy’s small frozen one. It was shaking.

––––––––

[image: ]


Things got worse as the evening wore on. Father Dibue was having a particularly hard time of it. By the time he got to the front yard of the Doneils’ place, he was hunched over, and he’d seemed to have lost or forgotten his shawls somewhere, so that his woolen hood slipped down constantly, revealing his scraggly head. He carried his bag with him as an afterthought.

It turns out he’d just come from the bedside of a boy who’d been stabbed in multiple places on his body, in a brawl. They were mortal wounds, and there was nothing the holy priest could do but speak his prayers and watch the blood pour out despite the bandages set by the old local doctor.

Except that, when the blood was all out of him, and the heart fluttered and stopped, the boy still lived. He lay, pale and cold, watching the priest and the doctor and his family gathered all around him—watching them with frightened, occasionally blinking eyes.

So now, Father Dibue, having said the Last Rites, and then having said all the prayers in his arsenal, with the family kneeling at his side, had to admit there was nothing more that he or anyone could do. It was in the Lord’s hands now.

When he got to the Doneil’s house, he was tired. Soul-sick and weary and, possibly for the first time in his life, frightened. The face of that boy just wouldn’t leave him—those pain-darkened eyes, the anemic skin, completely bloodless, the silence of a stopped heart! The boy lay there, surrounded by sobbing kinfolk, and when he’d turned to go, the boy was getting ready to sit up. . . .

This had to be deviltry. Something terrible was in the air.

Father Dibue stared at the sizeable crowd of village folk that had gathered in front of the Doneils’ place in the thickening twilight, and it did not bode well, not at all. The muttering and the hushed talk, and the signing of the cross going on, and several women and children crying.

Just as he approached the small picket gate, there was a loud commotion sound from behind him. And as Father Dibue turned to stare, there were torches and riders in the distance, coming down the bend of the road from the east and south.

“Father Dibue! May the Lord be praised, you are here! There’s unholy goings-on!” someone cried from the crowd in front of the house, noticing him, but then everyone was staring at the approaching lights and sound.

Down the road came five riders. Four of them carried torches, and by their flickering orange illumination that dispelled the twilight, it could be seen they were wearing the Royal livery of Lethe. The fifth one wore the livery and the additional cape of a Royal Herald.

What in the world was a Herald doing, riding out in the cold dark, so late in the evening? Usually the Royal Proclamations were made on the morrow, and hardly ever past noon, so that the Heralds had time to make the rounds of the countryside and return before dark. This must have been something urgent indeed.

And why so many guards for one Herald? These were difficult times, true, with the ever-present threat of a major foreign war and many smaller internal skirmishes going on, such as the Goraque and Chidair matter, all of which made the roads generally unsafe—but four guards? 

The riders came to a hard stop seeing the smallish crowd in front of the Doneils’ place. Both horses and men were panting from exertion. “What village or town? Is this Oarclaven?” the Herald cried in a ringing voice, gathering his powerful breath.

“Aye, it is,” the crowd answered with many voices.

“Hear Ye, O People of Oarclaven in the Kingdom of Lethe!” he began reciting the usual preamble to the news. “It is a Matter most Serious and Grave, directly from His Royal Highness, Roland Osenni, the Crown Prince of Lethe, speaking on behalf of Her Majesty the Queen Andrelise Osenni of Lethe.

“A Royal Order and Decree is as follows.” He unrolled a parchment scroll and the Royal Guards closest to him drew their torches nearer for better illumination. The Herald cleared his throat and began to read. “Death has stopped! There is no more death! No more dying! No relief from pain for us mortals—woe to us! Death refuses to do his work until he is given his Cobweb Bride. If you know of such a Bride, or if you are She in the Flesh, you are ordered to comply immediately with Death’s wishes and attend him in his Keep in the Northern Forests—do so for your Queen and Country!

“As for you, People of Lethe, if you have daughters of marriageable age, you have the chance to be greatly rewarded and honored. At least one of your daughters must choose, on behalf of Queen and Country to give herself up as a possible Cobweb Bride of Death, and must travel immediately to the Northern Forests in search of Death’s Keep. Daughters of Lethe, heed this Decree! If you are chosen by Death, your family will be honored and rewarded with a thousand Lirae, a Noble Title, and a fair parcel of land. You, Cobweb Bride, will be remembered as a Heroine of Lethe! This is effective immediately, bearing the Royal Seal of the Kingdom of Lethe in the Greater Imperial Realm.”

The Herald went silent and began rolling the parchment back together.

As he completed his task, the gathered crowd murmured and whispered in half-voices. The Decree was insane. It raised more questions than provided answers. But before any of their voices became louder and more belligerent, the Herald signaled to his guard, and two men drove on forward, then his own horse, followed by the two guards to bring up the rear. Without another word they thundered north and then again eastward along the curving road, on their way to the next nearest town of Tussecan, still in Goraque lands.

For one long moment Father Dibue stood petrified. He then pulled at the heavy chain hanging on his chest and the great cross, straightening it. And then he lowered himself, kneeling in the snow. Head inclined, he recited the Lord’s Prayer out loud, and one by one those of the villagers who noticed him, also knelt, until the street was filled with folk in prayer.

A few feet away, Alann came down on the cold snow, on his knees, making a grunt of pain, because his right foot and knee were bothering him as they had been since last year when he took a hard fall in the slippery muck of their barn. The thickly bundled smaller shape of Percy huddled at his side.

Percy shivered as she knelt next to her father. She appeared to be in prayer as everyone else, head lowered, arms folded, but inside there was silence and strange glimmerings of thoughts. . . .

Father Dibue finished leading the prayer, then rose heavily, everyone else following.

“What is to be done, Father? What does this mean?” everyone was asking, crowding around the priest.

“Who is this Cobweb Bride?” 

“What does it mean that Death has stopped?”

“Well, it’s just as that Doneil pig wouldn’t die!” a man exclaimed suddenly. “Well, that explains it!”

“But what is it? Is it a curse?” several women asked.

Father Dibue raised his arms for silence. “The Lord only knows what is happening, in truth, my children,” he said. “But in my great sorrow I must admit I’m not surprised by the Royal Decree of Lethe. What I’ve seen today with my own eyes was impossible. As I walked here, I was even then unsure how to think of it, how to explain it to myself. But now things are somewhat clearer. Take my word that I have seen men who should be dead and are not. Men with deadly wounds and broken bodies. It is unholy and terrifying and we must do all that we can to obey the Order.

“Do not try to spare your daughters, or to conceal them, for in doing so you will only be prolonging this hell on earth for all of us, indeed, for our immortal souls! If Death will not take us, then neither will the Lord! Our souls are doomed to remain here instead of finding solace in the Heavenly Realm in His bosom and under His wing!”

There was much commotion in response. Several women and not a few men began to weep, and children were sniffling.

“No!” one young girl suddenly cried out—almost a woman, and obviously of an age to marry. “Oh, father, mother, I beg you, I cannot go, no, I cannot! I don’t want to die, oh, I beg you!”

“No! Oh, please, no!” another young woman exclaimed, and Percy recognized Bettie, a pretty girl from several houses down, only a year older than her, as she was consoled and held back by her two burly brothers.

The street erupted into chaos. In the twilight, screaming young women were seen scattering around the street, some held or pulled along by their mothers, and others being embraced.

A torch or two came to life, and in the flickering light the terrified faces of all were revealed, familiar faces blue with cold, smeared by weeping—men, women and children.

“Percy!” her father exclaimed, pulling her by the hand. In the flash of torchlight, Percy noticed, from what could be seen of his bundled face, his expression was grim and tragic, his eyes dark and bottomless, and she did not know what it meant.

In silence they quickly ran down the street toward home.
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Chapter 4
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The Infanta, Claere Liguon, sat motionless before a great window in her Imperial bedchamber. She was straight-backed and her shallow chest did not rise with breath. She still wore the magnificent birthday crinoline dress of white and the crowned wig of silver thread and pearl and diamond, though the front of her dress was stained deep crimson that was slowly drying and turning black—she would not allow them to remove it—and her skin was the color of the grey sky outside.

Indeed, after the initial mad scuffle by the doctors to get her to a bedchamber, she resisted all help. She had allowed no one to touch her and instead stayed for several interminable horrifying hours in the Silver Hall, pacing before the table laden with Gifts from the Court. As she moved back and forth, occasionally putting her cold sticky fingers—what was it that made them so sticky?—on the shining objects, a slick trail of her own coagulating blood formed on the shining parquet floor, and her delicate slippers were soaked. She had trailed the blood here from the place near the center of the hall where the silver chair still stood, the spot where she had been stabbed. In that spot on the floor was a large thickening crimson-black puddle that no one dared to clean up.

After about an hour of watching her, watching the impossible spectacle before them, the petrified courtiers slowly regained a measure of something, if not sanity, and started to slip away one by one. The Emperor and Empress sat on their Thrones like two sacks—boneless, powerless, devoid of will and ability to think—from the shock. As the Hall emptied, except for the most essential attendants, they continued to sit, long past midnight, while the candles in the hall smoked, sputtered, and burned down. In only an hour or two, it was to be dawn. . . .

Eventually, as the nature of the dark in the windows started to change and the Silver Hall took on a hue befitting its name, the Infanta stopped pacing and pronounced that she wanted to be taken back to her quarters.

As she passed the Imperial Thrones, she curtsied before her devastated parents and then continued, as though this was but another ordinary audience. The grand doors were opened before her; she was gone. And yet they sat, Emperor and Empress, as the sky outside bloomed and the light filled the windows. They could not move—not yet, not ever. . . .

And now, here she was, in her bedchamber. Despite the early hour, an army of Ladies-in-Attendance, surgeons, priests, and other Imperial serving staff hovered around her in futility.

The Infanta’s great smoky eyes were trained outside the window, looking somewhere beyond the delicate curtain of snowflakes that obscured the morning world with winter lace. Her hands were folded delicately in her lap, and for the first time ever she looked at peace, like a subject of a grand painting, stilled in an evocative pose for the ages, to be viewed and admired by future generations.

Now, of course, there would be no future generations stemming directly from her. In the unlikely event that the Emperor and Empress produced more children, there might be cousins who would one day in the distant future find a yellowing portrait of the Infanta dressed in splendid white, with a crown upon a silver powdered wig, archaic in its splendor, and eyes of dark receptivity in a pinched grey face. She would be frozen thus for eternity, for as things were now, Claere Liguon was never again to grow or age, or indeed change. . . .

It is possible that these and other thoughts tumbled through everyone’s mind in those long excruciating hours of early dawn and morning. Lady Milagra Rinon, bearing the honor of First Lady-in-Attendance to the Grand Princess, stood trembling in her fulfillment of the task of Attendance, only a few steps away from the chair in which the Infanta now sat.

Lady Milagra’s long-fingered hands were clutched together in a bloodless grip of terror, so as not to fidget upon the front of her plum-colored brocade dress or, God forbid, to call any attention upon herself now. And yet, oh, how she needed to be called upon to do something! Soft-spoken, with lovely unblemished skin of a deep olive hue and rich black hair underneath the platinum wig, Lady Milagra was a daughter of a fine noble house from the southern regions of the Realm, in Morphaea, where her family held lands very close to the border with Balmue. When the Emperor decided to honor her father the Marquis Rinon, one of the privileges granted was the acceptance of Lady Milagra into Attendance at the Silver Court. It might have seemed an odd choice considering how exquisitely beautiful and stately she was, and how much of a chance existed for her to outshine the bland Infanta. But Lady Milagra proved herself to be very loyal, self-effacing, and the perfect companion for her Imperial charge.

When the Infanta was attacked by the villain the night before, Lady Milagra was in the crowd of guests, and she had seen it all, screamed and wept along with most of those present and recognized the reality of the mortal blow. That her Princess walked and lived now, was a terrifying and incomprehensible thing. Lady Milagra had not been to bed that night, and the slow cold and shaking and shivering had overtaken her long before dawn when she finally followed the Infanta and her retinue into her chambers. And now, still wearing her ball dress, having had not a drop of food or drink or a moment to relieve herself, her face smudged and exhausted, she stood on her last reserves. Nothing was to be done while she was in Attendance—she could neither be excused nor ask to be excused, nor be noticed without the Infanta’s initiative.

And the Infanta was dead. Though she occupied a chair and looked out the window, it appeared more and more that she would never make another request of her again. Thus, Lady Milagra prayed in silence for strength, for something, anything to happen, to deliver her and the rest of the Ladies-in-Attendance.

The other four Ladies Attending were also present—the red-headed and tiny Lady Floricca Grati of Styx, the blonde Lady Selene Jenevais of Lethe, the voluptuous and dark Lady Liana Crusait of Morphaea, and the youngest, Lady Alis Denear, also of Lethe. They all huddled together as a group, agonized and more frightened than they had ever been in their lives, only making desperate eye contact with each other and the others present in the chamber. Their usual tasks and duty would have been completed for the night many hours ago, and they would all have been in their beds asleep.

“Your Royal Highness,” Doctor Belquar, the Imperial head physician was saying to the Infanta. “If I might only inquire as to how Your Highness is feeling? Is there . . . pain, by any chance?”

The balding middle-aged physician’s voice was pitched in a peculiar high register, deferential and far softer than it had been with any of his other fine patients, even the Emperor himself. Indeed, how did one speak to a patient who was not supposed to be alive? A patient who was drained of the blood humour and stabbed in the heart—which was now stilled and probably as cold as the air in room. . . .

The Infanta’s head did not turn, and she continued to stare out of the window, unblinking. However, she replied politely, first making a peculiar effort to expand her chest, so as to inflate her motionless lungs in order to exhale air upon which words would be formed.

“No pain.”

The doctor watched in horror coupled with professional curiosity the physics, nay, mechanics of her speech-making. For it was as though a mechanism was engaged, like that of an artfully created doll, for her to recreate the living act of breathing and speaking.

She had been thus for hours. All questions were answered in short easy phrases after some noticeable delay. And she never looked away from the window.

“It is wonderful that your Highness is not in discomfort, but maybe a glass of water or some hot tea would be helpful for the physique—”

Again that mechanical ballooning of the chest, the intake of breath, and she replied, “No, thank you. I am not thirsty.”

Doctor Belquar looked behind him with frustration and made eye contact with a colleague, Doctor Hartel, a young brown-haired assistant and, in a manner of speaking, his professional rival.

“A hot bath with salts . . .” whispered Doctor Hartel.

But Doctor Belquar shook his head negatively.

“Perhaps, a light application of leeches. . . .”

“Are you out of your mind?” Doctor Belquar hissed. “The royal patient . . . has no blood, would you bleed her more. . . ?”

A few steps away, a breakfast service had been brought in, and it lay untouched upon the small table. The servants stood at attention, most of them looking directly ahead of themselves, so as not to be found staring at Her Royal Highness.

The great canopied bed of the Infanta was also untouched. The feather pillows had been plumped and stacked, and velvet coverlets had been turned down for the night. But when she was offered a chance to lie down, the Infanta refused, most vehemently of all—if shaking her head back and forth and saying “no” over and over in a monotone could be considered passion.

In the opposite far corner of the grand bedchamber stood two bishops and a host of priestly attendants. There was a non-stop soft hum of spoken prayer and wafting incense, but because the physicians had been given supreme authority in the matter, the on-going Mass was relegated to the back, so as not to disturb the unpredictable and precarious condition of the Infanta.

At about eleven o’clock in the morning, the Empress Justinia was announced, at the same time as she unceremoniously walked into the room, forgetting or discounting all Imperial protocol. The Empress had changed out of her eye-blinding splendor of the night before and wore a simpler gown of warm cream and pearl, and a plain powdered platinum wig. Her face was drawn with exhaustion and, lacking the usual artifice of makeup, revealed wrinkles and an unhealthy color, while her dark brown eyes were sunken and reddened around the lids.

Empress Justinia walked past the priests and the breakfast service and the Ladies-in-Attendance and the doctors. She stopped in silence before her seated daughter.

“Claere . . .” the Empress said. “Claere, my child, can you hear me? It is your mother. Look at me.”

A pause. Even the whispering of prayers ceased.

The Infanta made that familiar-by-now effort of breathing. And then, slowly and stiffly she turned her head away from the window and toward the Empress.

“Your Majesty,” she said. Her face was serene and blank.

The Empress suddenly burst into weeping. Her face contorted and she immediately covered it with her hands in a last vestige of protocol, for it was said nowhere that the Empress can be seen to weep in public.

“Mother . . .” Claere said. And she reached forward with her right hand, just barely touching the arm of the Empress with her fingertips.

Her touch was cold as the winter outside.

The Empress could not suppress a shudder and then was immediately horrified at her own reaction. She exclaimed hoarsely, “Leave us, all of you! Begone from this chamber and give us privacy.”

The servants and attendants did not need to be told twice. The Ladies-in-Attendance fled in gratitude. Even the priests shuffled out in a measure of relief, and the two attendant doctors bowed their way out, casting pointed glances at their patient before the doors were shut behind them all.

Mother and daughter alone remained in the room.

The Empress still felt the aftereffects of that shudder of continued terror and revulsion, mixed with tenderness and anguish. But now at least she could allow herself normal human emotion without a facade of decorum. Justinia Liguon forced herself at first, forced her body to make that initial motion, and then her loving instinct broke through and she took the steps and closed the distance between her child, taking the frail Infanta in her arms, holding her with a force that she may never have allowed herself before, but now—none of it mattered, did it? Nothing could hurt her daughter again—now she squeezed and rocked and held on tight to the cold wooden thing in her arms. . . . And there was no more doubt.

She embraced a corpse.

And as the full realization came to her in that instant, the Empress broke down completely, became a thing of liquid pain without bone and muscle, and sobbed and sobbed, her face red and contorted, her tears and imperial snot running down and staining her cheeks and the cheeks and hair of the dead thing in her arms. At the same time, the drying red stain on the front of the Infanta’s gown, crushed against her chest, was now smeared all over the Empress’s cream dress, and it did not matter. . . .

None of it mattered.

“Mother. . . .”

The corpse was speaking to her. No, no, her daughter was speaking to her! In the same instant her fury at herself broke through the tumble of horror that was the dislocated contents of her mind. The Empress felt a strange expansion of the wooden chest against her own, and an intake of air, and then, the words came again, rattling softly against her own chest, like a sympathetic drum, flesh to flesh, living to dead.

“Please don’t cry on my behalf, mother.”

“Oh God in Heaven and Blessed Mother of God! You’re all right, child, yes you are, you are!” the Empress said, her own breath coming in gasps, lips against her daughter’s cold forehead and soft hair—her hair at least was still the same, soft, delicate, sweet cobwebs. . . .

“What has happened to me, mother? I don’t know.” Claere said. “I don’t think I am the same. No. I know I am not. I should be . . . dead.”

“Oh God, no, hush!”

But the Infanta was indeed no longer the same submissive creature, for she put her cold stiff hands against her mother’s shuddering warm chest and she pushed her away, gently but firmly.

“No, mother. I am sorry, but I am—not alive. There is no pain, no . . . anything. I no longer feel the world. My fingers—numb—all of me. Not sure how else to describe—but I am . . . As though I am locked in a room with thick walls and thick glass windows, and I am looking out at you and everything through those impenetrable windows. Nothing touches me from . . . your side.”

“Oh God! Claere, my little dearest, dearest one, but how could that be? How, oh how? You are here, you are here with me and you are alive, and—”

“When the knife entered me, it hurt. But only for a moment. Terrible pain, then it dissolved into nothing. Something—I felt something recede and it was like a blink of the eye. I was not, and I was pulled inside out and then. . . . And then, I was back. Like this. Locked inside that thick room, feeling nothing.” 

“What he did to you. . . . He will pay, oh how he will pay!” the Empress exclaimed in a sudden fury. “The damned hellspawn of Fiomarre who . . . hurt you. He will be tortured and his family will be brought down at last, and even their memory will be rendered into dust—”

In that instant the door of the chamber opened, and even as the Chamberlain hurried to announce His Imperial Majesty, the Emperor himself walked in, followed by a tall dark bearded man of advanced middle years, with a steady willful gaze who was the Duke Claude Rovait of Morphaea, dressed in travel clothes that showed signs of his having travelled in haste.

The Emperor had also changed from his blinding formal splendor of court to an everyday coat and jacket of deep velvet. His face, scrubbed of makeup, was of an unhealthy color, and wrinkles showed readily. His wig sat almost crookedly over his balding pate, as though donned in a hurry, and his cravat was hastily tied.

“My child . . . There you are,” Josephuste Liguon II said in a weary tremulous voice. “How . . . How do you feel?”

At his clumsy words, the Empress once again broke out into desolate weeping.

But the Infanta turned her blank face toward her father and she said, “Your Majesty, I am . . . fine.”

The Duke Rovait took the moment to bow. “Your Imperial Majesties, Your Imperial Highness,” he said in a deep voice, speaking with greater gentleness than might have been expected from his thick frame. “Most profound pardons for interrupting. I am newly arrived from my Letheburg visit—having attended the Prince and Princess and Her Majesty’s bedside—with news of some great import, but first I offer my sincerest condolences at your . . . pain.”

“There is no pain,” the Infanta said again. And her mother, who had in the last several moments gone from silence to crying to silence again, burst into a new fit of weeping.

“Claere, child . . .” the Emperor said. “It is—well, the news the Duke has delivered to me, is something that must be told to you.”

“It pertains to Your Imperial Highness’s present . . . condition,” added the Duke.

The Empress stopped crying and froze, staring at the Duke and then her consort. The Infanta merely turned her face slightly from one to the other, as though she were swiveling a doll’s head along a neck that was nothing more than a wooden dowel.

“Well, go on, repeat what you told me,” said the Emperor with a grim expression.

The Duke inclined his head and proceeded to tell a strange unbelievable story of what had come to pass in the Kingdom of Lethe the night before. He spoke of the apparition of Death, of the demand for the Cobweb Bride, of the old Queen who would not die, and of the armies of the marching living and dead that had returned, all to a man, from a near-slaughter to their respective Dukedoms of Goraque and Chidair. He spoke of the Royal Decree that had been proclaimed, compelling all eligible maidens of the Kingdom and beyond to go forth and present themselves to Death as potential brides. He had ridden hard upon the request of the Prince of Lethe, having put at least four horses into lather, and had arrived to personally warn the Emperor of what was happening.

“There is no more dying, anywhere,” he concluded. “As of last night, the moment of the Apparition and the Demand.”

“It must’ve happened just before the attack upon our child . . .” the Emperor mused.

“Then . . . I am dead indeed,” Claere Liguon said softly.

“No!” the Empress exclaimed.

But the Emperor shook his head, his eyes dark and so very old. “She is but at the mercy of Death now. Suspended between life and the . . . other.”

The Duke cleared his throat. “Indeed. Not only Her Imperial Highness—hundreds, nay thousands of others are also suspended thus. Until this infernal Cobweb Bride is found and brought to the Northern Forest and presented before Death.”

“What can be done?” whispered the Empress. “This is unbelievable and I just don’t know if—”

“Your Imperial Majesty realizes, of course, that the world must be returned to its natural course. The dead must be allowed to proceed on to the next world.”

“But—” the Empress said. “If—if so, then, Claere will really die! She will leave us! No, it cannot be!”

“Indeed. But—” the Emperor said, his brow twisted with a frown.

The Duke watched them both, and observed the blank face of the Infanta.

“Then I must be allowed to die,” she said suddenly. “It is not natural that I am . . . like this. I am dead.”

“Oh, but Claere, sweet child, no! You don’t know what you are saying, this is just impossible—” the Empress began.

But the Infanta ignored her. “What—what can be done to find this Cobweb Bride? She must be found. I—I must find her.”

And then, for the first time, an almost living expression came to her grey wan face. “What if I am the Cobweb Bride?” said the Infanta. “If I am she, then I must present myself before Death and allow him to choose me. Indeed, it makes good sense—since I am no longer one of the living, then it must be that I belong to him.”

“Oh God, child, what are you saying?” the Empress exclaimed, putting her hands to the sides of her face, as though to frame the horror of her expression.

The Emperor meanwhile started to pace the chamber. His face was grim, while conflicting thoughts labored for dominance inside him.

The Duke Rovait continued to observe with some concern. Then, clearing his throat once more, he said, “I suggest that a similar Imperial Decree be proclaimed by Your Imperial Majesty, in regard to the Cobweb Bride. An edict that would bind not merely Lethe but all three Kingdoms of the Realm. I will personally convey your ultimate decision to my own King in Morphaea, and His Majesty King Orphe Geroard will comply immediately.”

“Argh!” exclaimed the Emperor, putting a hand against his temples, squeezing hard, as though he could tear the weight of the decision out of himself. “If we do this, then we condemn my child to certain death. If we don’t, then the world is—the world is not right, is—is—”

He roared in anguish and continued his pacing.

“I do not envy Your Imperial Majesty’s grave decision,” Claude Rovait said. “But—think of the greater balance, the greater good—”

“Greater good?” the Emperor roared once more, his voice no longer thin and wavering. “What greater good can there be when my child—my life—when she is gone? How can the world remain, the sun shine? Indeed, will it shine? How can the world go on? How?”

“Father, please . . .” The Infanta’s soft measured words came like a balm of reason.

Slowly, and stiffly she took several steps forward and reached out to the Emperor her father. A cold wooden limb moved and it was her own. Her hand. With it she touched him on the cheek, an act that would have broken all protocol—but now she was no longer the same retiring and sickly Claere, and she could do such things with impunity, she could dare to do such things and more.

“Proclaim the Edict, Your Imperial Majesty, My Father. It is the only thing to do. And I am going to do the only thing also. I will find Death and he can have me. One way or another. As a Cobweb Bride or as a mortal woman.”

“Claere! No, child, there must be another way!” The Empress began to wring her hands.

But Claere, dead and cold like the grave, like the winter outside, wore the most living expression in her eyes.

And at last the Emperor conceded. Nodding, he said to the Duke, “It will be done then. My beloved child will be taken from us in one way or another, but at least I will not go against her final will. So few get the chance in this life to know the true final will of the ones they cherish.”

“My final will . . .” Claere said softly. “Yes, it is. And there is one other thing. The man who struck me this mortal blow . . . I must see him now.”

“He will be executed tomorrow,” said the Emperor fiercely. “The Fiomarre son will die as his father had before him, a traitor. Their family ends with him. His mother shall be stripped of their rank and the lands will be confiscated and absorbed into the Imperial Crown.”

“No.”

They looked at her.

“No,” the Infanta repeated. “It is a portion of my final will that this man first come and speak with me, so that I can understand why he did this deed. Besides, you know he literally cannot die now. You can only ruin his body, with him still inhabiting it, a macabre horror that I beg you not to enact. Thus, instead, I must take the chance to understand him.”

“What is there to understand, dear child? A horrible wicked traitor! He is an abomination and will be punished as befitting his crime. How can you even endure to look at him, the beast?” her mother said.

“And yet I must see him, if I am to have eternal peace,” the Infanta repeated. “Please. . . . Now.”

And with those words she turned around, turned her back on them all without being dismissed, heedless of Imperial protocol, and returned to her chair near the window.

Protocol did not apply to the dead.

––––––––
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Niobea stood at the bedside of old Bethesia, listening to her death rattle that had become the heartbeat of their home. A large basket filled with food and covered with a kerchief was sitting on the tabletop, next to a folded shawl.

It was the early dawning morning of the second day. The night before, Alann and Percy had come home in a rush with the news of the Royal Decree, and suddenly it all made sense. At least now Niobea knew why Bethesia was like this, why she was on the verge of going and yet would not leave the world.

Niobea also knew with a sickness that ate at her soul that she had to part with at least one of her daughters. The Decree left no doubt that someone of marriageable age had to go, and she would not be able to face the village if she withheld her daughters. All night they could hear the voices of their different neighbors and the sounds of weeping outside, as mothers grieved.

Alann had been of no help. After telling her what he learned, he gave Niobea one dark look of sorrow, then went to his mother’s bedside and stayed there for several moments, then surprisingly went directly to bed.

Percy had stayed back in the room. After putting a kettle of water to boil she huddled in silence near the stove, watching Belle peel tubers for the next day’s meal, and Patty sift old flour. They were all inordinately quiet after having heard the news.

“Well?” Niobea said suddenly addressing them all. “What is to be done with you, children?”

Silence.

And then, “I suppose I must go . . .” Belle said in a faint voice. Putting down the knife and the vegetables, she sat looking at her mother. “I am . . . the eldest and most marriageable.”

Niobea stared at her fair oldest child and then her lips began to tremble, while liquid pooled in the corners of her eyes, blurring her vision.

“Ma?” said Patty. “Maybe—maybe I ought to go? I am young but, well, I think I am old enough to be a bride. . . .”

“No, what are you saying, idiot child? You are a little baby still, no! And may the Lord be praised for that!” Niobea exclaimed.

Percy looked at them all. She then threw a glance at her grandmother dying without end. And she glanced at the everpresent shadow in the corner.

And then she got up, and steeled her heart and her facial muscles. “It’s all right. I’ll go,” she said in a dull voice. “Tomorrow morning.”

There was silence.

And then Niobea looked at her middle daughter, and though tears still brimmed in her eyes, the pressure at the back of her throat lessened considerably. “Well, it’s settled then,” she said curtly.

And that was that.

Percy paused for a moment, because there might have been something else any one of them could have said to her at this point. But they did not. Neither Niobea nor Belle. Not even Patty. And Alann was in bed in the other room.

And so Percy muttered, “I’m going to bed now. So that I can get an early start.”

Niobea had nodded then, and finally, as the girl was about to head to her corner, she said, “I’ll pack you a basket.” 

It was the most she was going to get from Niobea. And the most that Niobea was able to give.

This morning however, Niobea, who had spent a sleepless night, got up in the pre-dawn dark and, tormented by pangs of guilt, put together a basket of their best, including all that was to be their dinner that coming day, two fresh loaves of oat bread, a jar of raspberry preserves, and a small bag of dried raisins that had been a precious gift from a distant relation earlier that autumn. She did not know what it was, why the guilt ate at her so much—but no, she did know very well. It was guilt at the relief that Percy had granted her, relief that she was not about to lose either one of her two favorites.

And then Niobea thought about something else and returned to her bedroom where Alann was sleeping like a dead man—or possibly pretending to be asleep—and she pulled out the trunk under their bed that contained her ancient yellowing lace, a few books, and all her treasures from the better days of her youth. There was a shawl there, woolen and fine-spun, yet thick and folded over, then sewn together in a double layer for warmth, one that she never used, considering it too fine for their present life.

But now, she knew exactly how it was to be used. Niobea sniffed the shawl one last time, drawing in the memories of the past with one moldy whiff of mothballs and violets and then folded it on her bed and replaced the chest underneath.

In the dark she took the shawl to the kitchen and left it lying next to the food basket. All the while, a few feet away Bethesia continued to breathe, making the horrible death rattle, as though to reassure Niobea that everything was indeed proceeding as it should.

––––––––
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When the milky grey dawn light started to seep in through the cracks in the drawn shutters, Percy rose from her narrow bed alongside the wall, near her sisters’ beds. She had thought she would not sleep that night from the cold terror and emptiness that had gripped her as soon as she had announced her decision to go. But at some point in the darkness she had fallen into a deep bout of unconsciousness, so at least there was something.

But now she was fully awake; worms of worry and fear crawling through her empty stomach.

What had she volunteered for? This was insane! The realization struck her full-force in the morning, and she considered waking up Alann and Niobea and then falling down on the floor before them like a baby and just weeping and begging to be released from this. But the next instant she thought, then Belle would have to go in her stead, and how fair would that be? Nothing about any of this was fair. But because Percy was going to be missed least of all, for that alone it was her duty to go.

And so Percy steeled herself against the fear and instead took a deep breath, drawing in courage together with the morning chill. Then she went to use the chamberpot, washed her face from the bowl in the corner, and got dressed.

As she put on her usual clothing she thought of what she was about to do—go outside into the snow and just . . . keep walking. She had no idea where she was to go. She was certain that very soon she would tire and then freeze to death, probably this very night. Maybe that’s what it meant to be a Cobweb Bride? Whatever it entailed, death was the key factor there, the one inevitable factor. Even if she was not the one eventually chosen, she would still very likely be subjected to the winter cold and the eventual death from exposure to the elements. . . .

Bethesia’s death rattle breath intruded upon Percy’s grim thoughts as she quietly moved about in the corner getting her socks and thick underpants and all her warmest clothing. As she listened to the breath, it occurred to her that she was doing it for grandma. She was going to relieve her of this unending agony, by God! And for Belle! She was doing it for Belle so that Belle could have a life and get married and have a family of her own. And she was doing it for her mother Niobea, so that she would not lose the two daughters she truly loved. And she was doing it for Alann, her father who would be proud of her in the end, proud that she did not live in vain, and that at least she tried. . . .

And then a sudden realization of crystalline clarity came to her—she could go through the motions and “die” out there in the cold, but she could not die, because death had stopped! No matter what was to happen, cold, starvation, hardship, she couldn’t even die now! None of them could!

And for some reason this one insane thought made Percy feel much better. She was, like the rest of the world, suspended in a bubble of life and thus immortal, at least for the moment.

What a strange dizzying thought. . . .

In the kitchen, Niobea was bustling with her back turned to her, the kettle had boiled, and a warm mug of apple cider-flavored bark tea sat on the table, waiting for her. Right next to it was a huge basket and a wonderful folded woolen shawl that Percy recognized vaguely as one of her mother’s heirloom treasures.

“Good morning, child,” Niobea said, with her back still turned. “There, it’s all for your journey. The food should last for at least a week if you ration it out properly, and then, Lord knows if you might come upon an . . . inn or an eatery, or some kind soul with food to share.”

“Ma!” Percy said in amazement, “I can’t take your best shawl!”

Niobea turned to look at her. There was a look of intensity in her moist glistening eyes. “No daughter of mine is going out in public looking like a beggar,” she said coldly. “The shawl’s very warm, and you’ll need it out there.”

“Thank you, Ma . . .” Percy’s voice became a whisper.

“Now, eat well, and be sure to drink that warm tea, child. Then we’ll see you on your way . . .”

And so it was that Percy sat down to eat one of the heartiest breakfasts of her life, which included a whole egg scrambled with onions, potatoes crisp-fried with sunflower oil, a large crunchy pickle, and a warmed thick slice of bread slathered with butter and jam.

While Percy was eating, Belle had risen from her bed, followed by Patty and finally Alann. The two sisters stood with backs propped against the walls, as though trying to disappear into them outright, watching their third sister, while Alann stopped in the middle of the room, frowning.

Suddenly Belle began to cry. She then muttered, “I’m so sorry, Percy!” and ran off into her parents’ room.

Patty too stood with quivering lips, watching Percy.

Percy swallowed another bite of eggs then said, “Stop it, Pat. Nothing to weep about, you just watch, I’ll be back. There’ll be a fancy noble maiden chosen as the Cobweb Bride, I’m sure, and the rest of us ordinary girls will get to go home.”

At those words Patty broke down completely, became a mess of uncontrollable sobbing, and rushed out of the room after Belle.

“Daughter,” said Alann suddenly. “You don’t have to go. When was this decided, last night? Why wasn’t I told?”

“You were abed,” Niobea said. She had a peculiar expression on her face as she turned to her husband.

“It’s all right, Pa,” Percy said. It was getting to be easier and easier for her to insist on going, now that they were actually giving her reasons not to.

“I mean it, child!” Alann continued. “You are not obligated to do the duty that should fall, by all that’s fair, to an older daughter.”

“Alann!” Niobea exclaimed. Suddenly she looked agitated, and had dropped the cover of the pot she was handling. “It’s already settled, say no more, I beg you!”

But Alann’s frown only deepened and for once he stared directly back at his wife with intensity. “How was this settled, wife? Did you make her feel obligated to volunteer? Is that what you call settled?”

“How dare you!” Niobea’s voice rose a notch.

“Ma, Pa, please!” Percy suddenly cut in. She then looked back and forth between her glaring parents. “Everything is fine, and I am going.”

“Decree be damned, girl, you can stay here and let them all go to hell around us!” Alann said, his eyes reflecting the angry licking flames of the hearth fire.

How I love you, if only you knew, Pa, how much I love you. Now, of all times, your words give me joy. . . .

With a burst of hope and pride, Percy set down her spoon, emptied the dregs of her mug, and got up. And suddenly a smile broke out on her lips.

Alann and Niobea watched her, both stilled in a strange combination of horrified anticipation and remorse.

Percy went to get her overcoat and put it on in the quiet of the crackling firelight and the death-rattle music coming from her grandmother. She bent down, wrapped her feet in a second layer of socks and slipped her feet into the bulky woven snowshoes. Last of all she approached the table and took the shawl. With care and awe she unwrapped it, was assailed with a faint musty smell and the scent of flowers; and then she drew it over her head and wrapped it tight around her throat and tied the ends together.

The shawl draped itself with immediate luxurious warmth around her shoulders and reached all the way down her lower back and hips. It would serve her more than well as an extra protective layer against the cold wind.

Percy stood up straight, pulled her old mittens out of the coat pocket, drew them on, and then took hold of the heavy basket filled with food.

“I am ready,” she said.

There was a pause.

Alann came up to her and took hold of her in a bear hug. He kissed her forehead and she felt the power and love in his arms and it gave her an extra resolve, added to her strength.

“May the Lord watch over you, child . . . my Persephone,” her father said softly into her hair.

When Percy was finally released from the embrace, Niobea was holding the icon of the Mother of God. She took a step toward her middle daughter, and she raised the icon and held it near Percy’s forehead.

“Bless you, child . . . Go with the Lord.”

“Thank you, mother, father,” said Percy. Suddenly there was the beginning familiar pressure at the back of her throat, a storm roiling to burst. And so, instead she turned her back on them quickly and went to the front door. She did not look back as she drew the bolt, opened the door and slipped outside into the world of cold grey dawn.

––––––––
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“Take this away. I am dead and have no more need of food,” Duke Hoarfrost said to the servant who had brought in the morning tray up to his bedchamber. Usually he’d reach eagerly for the mug of strong tea and down it for the invigorating heat, the warmth, then begin on the toast and pungent herbed bacon. But now—

“Yes, M’Lord.”

“When you are done, have my son attend me.”

“Yes, M’Lord.”

He barely turned his head to watch out of the corner of his stiff eye the movements of the man who bowed and began removing the service with an unreadable expression.

Hoarfrost was standing before the great window overlooking a vista of Northern forestland and just a slice of the Western hills in the distance that marked the edges of the Chidair holdings. The winter morning sky was grizzled and dull. Occasional black streaks of hunting hawks moved in silhouette against the vapid sky.

The night before they had returned to the Chidair Keep, a strange nightmarish army comprised of soldiers both humanly alive and no longer so—an army of men and living body parts. The cheers of the townswomen and children and the old men who greeted them soon turned to sobbing and cries of terror as they saw their loved ones returning in pieces or as walking corpses. As the day faded into twilight the wailing resounded non-stop, hushed only by the coming of the cold night and the snowfall.

But Hoarfrost continued hearing it, the music of winter and grief and passing. It filled his mind with dislocated pain and a confused jumble of thoughts. Even as he rode into the courtyard of his ancient family holding, followed by his subdued son and the remaining men of his retinue, the ghostly weeping echoed in the stones of the Keep, in the crowns of the evergreens growing alongside the road.

Later that night, he refused supper. And he did not sleep, of course. Bodily functions had ceased together with bodily needs; there was only the tedious sensation of imprisonment in this physical shape that no longer fully served him, no longer connected him via the senses to the world.

As the fire burned low in the fireplace of his bedchamber, he forced himself to bend, forced his stiff muscles to assume the proper shape, and then he sat down in the deep padded chair and watched the fading of the flames until the room was thrown into complete dark. He was not tired. It was merely simpler to sit than maintain the subtle balance to remain standing, for with the cessation of life in his tissues the interesting notion of physical balance became more relevant. Living bodies balanced naturally, automatically, while he had to make a specific effort, as though maintaining a juggling act with several separate weights—head, arms, legs, torso.

His bed remained untouched. His clothing, except for the outer armor, was still the same as the day before, decorated with drying bloodstains and torn in many places where the steel had entered his flesh. . . . Why bother removing it?

And he merely waited.

He waited, not sure for what, sitting there, knowing no drowsiness, no weariness—nothing, in fact, for his body had become a distant and thick layer of something between him and everything else around him. When dawn began to seep in past the shutters and the thick brocade curtain, he again made the supreme effort of straightening himself in order to rise. With measured steps he moved to the window, drew the curtains apart, opened the shutters, and just watched. . . .

He watched the coming of the light.

––––––––
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Beltain was awakened out of an abysmal deep sleep by the touch of a wide palm against his shoulder—gentle yet firm, and familiar. His old valet, Rivour, was shaking him lightly, whispering, “My Lord, very sorry to wake you, but your father wants to see you.”

Beltain groaned, taking a deep waking breath, immediately feeling the post-battle soreness, the numerous bruises around his ribs, and the fierce sting of minor gashes and scratches that covered most of his body and face. Then, slowly he turned on his back in his warm large bed, moving carefully to stretch his muscled hands up past the coverlet. He flexed his battered swollen fingers with difficulty and pushed his dark brown hair out of his face.

“Damn . . . it’s too early,” he said hoarsely, yawning wide until something painful tugged at his jaw—another cut ending in a bruise. His brow gathered into a frown. And then, as the realization of everything came to him, “Oh, God . . .” he said.

Although he’d been weary to the bone, all sleep fled as his mind engaged, filled with clarity, and with it came terror. . . .

His father. His father was dead.

The battle. They were all dead, yet they were not.

He remembered everything—the fighting drawing to a close, the strange silence and then the ending of all that was ever normal with the world. He saw his father fall and die and then come back, a frozen creature of ice, breaking out of the lake, then coming to resume his command and riding home in the torch-light, their homecoming, the sounds of weeping all through town. . . .

Oh, God. . . .

Beltain sat up in bed, ignoring his injuries, swept his longish hair out of his face once more, then rested his face, its well-formed planes and lean angles, in his large hands and took in a shuddering breath, then smoothed his brow.

Rivour observed him with concern on his wrinkled face.

Another breath and Beltain pulled himself together. He turned the focused gaze of his slate-blue eyes to his friend and confidante of many years. There was enough resolve on his earnest face to push back the shadow of uncertainty that lurked in the background of his mind.

“How is . . . my father?” Beltain asked.

Rivour shook his head. “Hard to say, my Lord. He . . . speaks, moves. But—”

“But he is not exactly himself. I know.”

“Is he . . . ?” The unfinished question hung in the air between them.

“I don’t know,” Beltain responded. “I don’t understand any of this—deviltry or God’s curse or whatever it is. But while he is able to command, it is my duty to obey him as a son.”

“I understand, M’Lord.” Rivour nodded, then proceeded to lay out fresh clothing.

“Ah, by Heaven, I wish there was time for a bath . . .” Beltain muttered as he rose from the bed, still wearing the same tattered and stained tunic and longjohns that had gone under his knight’s armor the day before.

Rivour observed his condition and the fouled bed with distaste, and again shook his head. “A bath would indeed be appropriate. Why did you not call me last night to help you out of this?”

“I don’t remember. . . . I think I came here and passed out. After all that happened.”

“Ah. . . .”

Beltain used the chamberpot, then poured cold water from a pitcher and leaned over the basin in the corner to wash his face. As ice water came in contact with his sensitive skin, he grimaced and cursed.

“I’ll call up a bath, you are in no condition to go anywhere,” said Rivour.

“But if he expects me—”

“No matter. I’ll come up with something to relay to His Grace, to stall him for an hour. For the moment you need a physician’s attention and that bath.”

And with those words Rivour exited the bedchamber in a hurry.

––––––––
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An hour later, after a brief soak in a tub of scalding-hot water, followed by the application of salve and bandages in many places over his body, Beltain was cleaned up, dressed in a comfortable shirt, jacket, and trousers worthy of a duke’s son, and then made his way through the Keep to see his father.

“Where have you been, whelp?” Hoarfrost greeted him, the cheerful nature of his words marred by the wheezing measured sound they made and the accompanying strange mechanical rumble of his chest. Duke Ian Chidair stood before the window of his chamber, silhouetted against the bleak daylight. The air in the room was thick and heavy, and Beltain recognized a faint sweet scent of putrefaction.

“Forgive me, my Lord Father,” Beltain replied as he took several controlled steps to approach him. “I came as fast as I could. My wounds—they needed to be cleaned—”

“Your wounds!” Hoarfrost roared.

And Beltain realized what he’d said and how it sounded . . . here and now. And so he bit his lip and remained quiet, while the Duke neared him, smelling of brackish lake water and old blood.

Hoarfrost slowly circled his son who stood looking straight ahead of himself, stiff as a post and taller than his bulky father by only half a head.

“Wounds, eh?” muttered the Duke, craning his neck only, while his face remained motionless and grey-white, and his eyeballs sat still in his eye-sockets like glass marbles.

“I am . . . sorry,” whispered Beltain.

The dead face drew very close.

“Look at me, boy . . .” he hissed. “You see a dead man, don’t you?”

Silence.

And then, “I . . . don’t know, my Lord.”

“You lie!” exclaimed the animated corpse. “You always did lie poorly, which is a credit to you, my boy. But come now, don’t be afraid of your own father now. . . . Am I dead to you?”

Beltain inhaled a shallow draft of the putrid air. “Yes . . . I believe you are dead. I saw you fall, Father, I was there. Yet somehow you are still here, just as all those other men who were struck mortal blows yesterday.”

“Ah, yes. . . . What a riot it was. Ugly and treacherous. A true day of death, and yet. . . .” Hoarfrost slowly turned away from his son and again approached the window. “You know I cut him down first,” he mused. “That knight of Goraque who then struck me in the back when I turned, thinking him done. He struck me. He should have been dead. The bloody whoreson killed me after he was killed already, killed and dead and—”

“I know,” Beltain said. “I watched it happen. Forgive, my Lord, that I was only a span of a horselength too far from you to stop him. Forgive me. . . .”

“So, what am I then? What am I? A specter or a skeleton?”

Beltain lowered his gaze down to the level of his father’s chest and waist, but now his eyes were taking in the grisly torn tunic and blood-clot stains and—he had to look away again, anywhere else, safe, anywhere.

“Well, whatever I am, I might be full of holes but at least I have all my limbs. Did you see some of those other poor bastards, coming home in pieces? Eh, did you see? Now, that’s a real hell of a way to go, or should I say, not go.”

“Is there something I can do for you now, Father, some way I can alleviate your . . . pain?”

Hoarfrost made a sound like a grunt, and more air escaping his chest added a polyphonic hiss. “There’s no pain, boy. At least that’s a blessing. No, nothing you can do for me anymore. I feel—if you can call it that—like a barrel filled with piss-flat beer. Just a weight of stone. Can’t smell or taste anything, though I’m sure this body of mine’s beginning to reek.”

And then Hoarfrost expanded his chest and let out the air in a deep bass roar. Beltain almost jumped at the sound of it.

“Argh!” the Duke bellowed, then raised his hands squeezed in two fists to shoulder level and higher, moving stiffly until they were at the level of his head. And then he started to chuckle softly.

The chuckles became guffaws. Whistling with air, Hoarfrost laughed, while his son watched him in silent horror.

“I feel damned nothing!” Hoarfrost cried. “And now that I think about it, it’s not a bad thing, to feel nothing! I like it! No gout, no back or gut ache, no battle bruises, no hunger, no thirst! Not even the smallest desire to rut with a wench!”

He turned to Beltain with a crooked broken attempt at a smile. His dark eyes burned with a strange stilled intensity in their sockets that somehow managed to be more frightening than anything else about him previously. “Well, boy, look at me, and tell me I don’t cut a fine figure! Oh, and don’t for a moment think that since I’m a reeking corpse you are the new Duke around here. Not so fast, whelp! For as long as I still move and can open my mouth to speak my will, you still owe me fealty.”

Beltain raised an earnest gaze of wounded pride. “You are my Lord and Liege, Father! Have I ever not obeyed you? How can you doubt me! I swear I am yours now and always. I don’t understand this, whatever has happened to you, to our men, but I know that when you speak, I will obey—for as long as you are able to command. I can have no claim while you are in this world.”

“Ah . . . Good, boy, very good. In that case you and I have an excellent understanding. Indeed, you and I, yes—we’re going to have a real time ahead of us, the time of our life, you might say. Because whatever this is, it makes us invincible. And you know what that means?”

Hoarfrost suddenly brought his fisted right hand forward and through the old glass of the window.

As the glass shattered, letting in the freezing cold winter air from the outside, Hoarfrost laughed, and then continued smashing his fist like a hammer against the razor shards.

Beltain watched his father with an unreadable expression.

Even without the outside air, the world had grown very cold.
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Chapter 5
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In the first bluish glimmer of dawn, Percy walked slowly down the narrow rutted street of Oarclaven, past neighbor houses. Her bulky well-wrapped feet crunched against the fresh powder of snow that covered the road with a deceptive blanket of smoothness. The basket of food made an uncomfortable weight in her mittened hand.

There were a number of neighbors who were also up and about at this early hour. She could hear voices coming from the shuttered windows and see thin slivers of light between the wood planks from breakfast hearth fires being lit. Smoking chimneys filled the cold air with pungency.

And then, as she turned the corner and approached the Doneil house where the worst of yesterday’s excitement had taken place, there was Jenna Doneil. She was coming down their porch, wrapped up in many layers against the cold, carrying a small travel sack.

Percy paused momentarily, then raised her hand to wave at the girl.

Jenna looked up, froze for an instant, then hurried down their snow-covered front walkway to meet her on the road.

“Morning,” Percy said, pausing to stand before the Doneil house. “You heading where I think you’re heading?”

“Yeah . . .” Jenna nodded. “Pa and Ma say I have to go and be a Cobweb Bride, if he takes me. . . .”

“Yes, same here.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Neither do I,” said Percy. And then, added. “But, are you sure you’re of an age to be a bride? How come you have to go? I thought you’re a whole year younger than my little sis Patty.”

Jenna raised her swaddled white face and there was a fierce expression in her eyes. “I am old enough,” she said in a defiant twelve-year-old whisper, as though anyone from the house could hear her. “I got breasts already. Well, some. . . . And anyway, my parents think I’m old enough, cause Pa was gonna have me be promised to Jack Rosten’s second son by spring so that they could get the bull and the two sheep.”

“Oh, now that’s a shame.” Percy started walking again, and Jenna trailed after her, matching her strides. “The Rosten boys are trouble, aren’t they? And the second son, what’s his name?”

“Jules.”

“Right, Jules. He’s not that much older than you.”

“He’s gross. . . . And he has crooked buckteeth and he pulls my skirt and always pinches me here an’ there. I’d rather die than go with him. But Pa says I have to. . . . And besides, I am afraid to stay in our house now, after yesterday—you know.”

“I see,” Percy said, thinking of the poor squealing pig from the night before and whatever happened to it, and indeed not daring to take that path of imagination any further. As they passed the main street there seemed to be a number of other girls and young women headed variously up the roads.

“Do you think they are all going to be Cobweb Brides?” Jenna said.

“I don’t know. It’s possible many of them are.”

“Are you . . . I mean, do you know where . . .” Jenna began, then grew silent momentarily. “Do you know where you’re supposed to, well . . . go?”

Percy turned her head to look at the girl at her side. She pursed her winter-chapped lips, licked them to warm against the unrelenting dryness of the ice air. “We’re supposed to head north, is what we’re told. Into the Northern Forests. And then we look around for Death’s Keep.”
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