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        The Southern Mountains of Carpathia, Transylvania

        Late April 1886

      

      

      Sofia surveyed the ramshackle inn with a sinking heart. One set of shutters, closed against the icy wind, rattled on loose hinges. The others had been nailed shut, while the roof looked ready to collapse, sagging under several feet of snow.

      The remote reaches of the Carpathians didn’t offer a deal of choice in the way of hostelries. Nevertheless, what was her driver thinking, stopping at such a Godforsaken place?

      Inside was worse. One couldn’t miss the cobwebs, and Sofia knew mouse droppings when she saw them. However, it was warm—and since she’d just spent seven juddering hours hugging herself against the cold, she’d make the best of it.

      Overhung with soaring crags of ice, the mountain pass was precipitous, following a narrow track high above a ravine. Sofia had spent the day in a state of high tension, praying that they wouldn’t end by plunging to their deaths—though her driver seemed oblivious to any imminent peril.

      His hand upon her arm was firm as he led her to the nearest rough-hewn table. “Eat. Drink. Put something hot inside, heh!” Codruț bared his teeth in an approximation of a smile. He spoke to the landlord then made haste to the door, muttering something about seeing to the horses.

      On Sofia’s entering, raucous laughter had filled the far side of the room—the men engaged in some game or other. Now, a half dozen heads were turned her way, staring unabashedly, and the innkeeper was eyeing her most beadily of all.

      Sofia supposed they didn’t host a great many strangers, and it must seem odd for her to be unchaperoned, but she was dressed modestly in one of her older travelling habits. There was nothing in her appearance to excite such boorish curiosity. She shifted on the hard bench, hoping the men would return to their dice—or whatever it was that had been occupying them.

      When the innkeeper approached, carrying a plate of something, Sofia was reminded of how very hungry she was. The last thing she’d eaten was breakfast porridge, before departure from the last inn. Some stew would be welcome. She simply wouldn’t think about who might have made it, or from what ingredients.

      The landlord gave an ingratiating bow, straining the buttons upon his waistcoat, and leering through a moustache that bore evidence of several suppers. “I am Domnul Popescu. Welcome.”

      Though the platter contained only a greasy sausage, accompanied by hard cheese and a rather unappetizing hunk of bread, Sofia nodded her thanks. She was in no position to be particular.

      “Some plum brandy, if you have it.” She looked hopefully at the bottles ranged behind the wooden bar. One of them must contain Țuică. The whole region was known for the beverage. Not that she usually imbibed spirits, but her father had always praised the local brandy, saying that it warmed one most pleasantly. At the very least, it might help the dubious-looking sausage and cheese go down.

      Her host’s eyes glinted, alighting on the reticule Sofia held in her lap. “I have special bottle.” With another small bow, he retreated.

      Sofia could almost see the fellow rubbing his hands.

      So, that was the way of it. No doubt, Codruț was receiving some sort of fee for bringing travelers to this miserable inn. Not for the first time, she wished she’d taken more care in hiring her means of transport, but she’d been so eager to press on.

      The first part of her journey, accompanied by Marta, had passed off easily: a train from Bucharest to Hermannstadt, then a coach to Sighișoara. To Sofia’s dismay, it was there that her maid had begged for them to return to the capital.

      Not that it was out of the question, but she certainly couldn’t return to the British Consul’s Residence. The grand building on Strada Jules Michelet came with her father’s position and it had been a full three months since his death. His replacement had already been more than generous in allowing her to stay while she made onward plans.

      Her finances were sufficient that she might settle anywhere: Paris, Vienna, London even—if she didn’t waste her income on fripperies. But she’d spent all her life travelling from one city to another. She had roots in none, and travel for its own sake had long since lost its allure.

      There was only one place Sofia might consider her rightful home, and that meant continuing into the heart of the Carpathians.

      Sofia had given Marta a portion of her coin and written a letter of reference, alongside a list of diplomatic residences, back in Bucharest, to which Marta might apply for a place. Loyal and honest, her maid would easily find a position.

      Pushing aside her anxiety over how she’d be received at her destination, Sofia had engaged Codruț and, the very next morning, they’d set off. Since then, she’d endured four nights of coaching inns and, like the roads, they’d become progressively more dilapidated.

      Worst of all was Codruț himself, whose aromas were as unpalatable as his habit of ejecting gobs of chewing tobacco. There was also the regularity with which he pulled up the horses to relieve himself, and without even bothering to climb down from the driver’s platform to do so!

      Oh yes. The sooner she reached her destination and bade farewell to her delightful driver the better.

      To Sofia’s dismay, as the innkeeper beetled over again, she saw that he carried not only the “special bottle”—for which she imagined she’d be paying at least three times the regular price—but two small glasses.

      The oafish man settled his behind on the other side of the table and unstoppered the brandy, pouring them both a generous glug. He gave her a yellow-toothed smile, raising his glass in the manner of a toast. “Such excellent Țuică must be enjoyed with friends.”

      His dialect was rather unusual, but Sofia’s knowledge of Romanian and German was sufficient to make out his meaning.

      “Is honor to have a lady in my tavern.” One tip of his wrist saw the contents disappear and he slapped the glass down on the table.

      The denizens across the room looked on, seeming to have nothing more pressing to do than observe the spectacle of her sampling the brandy.

      She took a tentative sip.

      “Drink all. Is the custom!” The innkeeper’s eyes were fixed upon her.

      Feeling she could hardly do otherwise, Sofia filled her mouth with burning sweetness. As the brandy travelled downward, it left a trail of embers.

      Clutching her chest, Sofia looked about her for water, but there was none—only the brandy, which her host was pouring again.

      Having gotten over the first shock, the warming sensation was not disagreeable, but Sofia was wary of taking a second glass. “Some tea now, if you have it?”

      “Tea?” The landlord frowned. “Is insult to drink anything but Țuică.”

      Sofia took a deep breath. The glasses were only small. One more wouldn’t hurt, and when Codruț returned, she’d ask him to acquire a flask of water for her to take to her room. It had been a long day, after all.

      She swigged down the contents, only to succumb to a fit of coughing. Not only her throat, but every vein in her body was engulfed in flames. Meanwhile, the landlord was smacking his lips in satisfaction, having emptied his glass again.

      “Another.”

      This time, Sofia shook her head firmly, though doing so made the room spin strangely.

      It was hunger, of course. That always made one lightheaded. Tearing off a morsel of bread, she attempted to chew.

      Where was Codruț? Surely, he ought to have seen to the horses by now—and wouldn’t he want his supper?

      Looking at her own, she decided she couldn’t stomach it.

      “I ought to retire, if you’d be so kind.” Gripping the edge of the table, Sofia made to rise, but her legs hardly had the strength to keep her upright. The strain of the day was taking its toll.

      If only Marta had stayed with her. Sofia hadn’t appreciated how much she valued her maid’s company until deprived of it. A lump rose in her throat but she swallowed it down. Melancholy thoughts tended to rise when she was tired and if Sofia had learnt anything it was that one had to be stalwart, no matter what life threw at you.

      In the privacy of her room, Sofia sometimes surrendered to tears, but there was always hope that tomorrow would bring better things. Even when one’s heart was breaking, one had to be resolute.

      “Your chamber, yes.” The landlord pushed back from the table, hoisting his trousers upward. “I show you. All very nice.”

      Sofia glanced toward the door. Though she kept the best of her jewels and her coin in her reticule, her other valuables and overnight things were in her valise. Codruț always carried it in for her.

      “Come.” The landlord beckoned. “Bed is very comfortable.” His pudgy fingers closed around her arm.

      Instinctively, she stiffened. “I can manage, thank you.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, the innkeeper withdrew his hold, but hovered close by.

      “I just need”—Sofia blinked—“my driver. You’ll tell him, won’t you? Tell my driver that I need my valise?” Her stomach lurched and coiled upon itself.

      Domnul Popescu was looming over her. “Do not worry, fine lady. All you need is here, and we keep you warm.” Momentarily, his eyes flickered to where his other patrons sat.

      Sofia’s vision refused to focus as it should but there was something wolfish in the way they were looking at her. Moreover, the innkeeper’s stare held a primitive coarseness—now levelled at Sofia’s bosom.

      A new awareness crept over her: that something was very wrong.

      Sofia’s father had always told her that her headstrong ways would get her into trouble. For the longest time, that had meant avoiding being led into gardens by unsuitable gentlemen, or drinking too much champagne—but her current circumstances surpassed anything her beloved Papa might have envisioned.

      With the bottle of brandy in one hand, the landlord clutched her above the elbow, tugging her towards the rear of the tavern.

      “You’re hurting me.” Sofia stumbled, banging her hip against a table’s corner.

      The innkeeper did not relent, or even look back at her. Nor did the men across the room come to her aid, clearly caring nothing for her plight.

      Too late, she thought of grabbing the knife that had come with her supper, although she doubted it was sharp enough to be of any use.

      “Stop! Let me go! Codruț, help!” Was it shock that made her voice so thin? She swung her reticule, but her efforts were ineffectual.

      Codruț! Was this all his work? To leave her here? To rob her? Her valise and the trunks upon the roof of the hired carriage contained all she owned.

      Was she to be murdered, and cast into the ravine?

      No one would find her.

      But Codruț could have done that at any time. Why had he waited, bringing her to this place?

      Sofia wailed in fear. In answer, the innkeeper turned and wrenched her arm, so that she pitched into his chest, assaulted by the stench of sweat and garlic.

      Gone was any hint of obsequiousness. “My brother will join us.” The landlord sneered. “But it will be to help me rather than you.”

      Sophia’s scream was cut off by the rough hand which covered her mouth.

      At that very moment, the door of the inn swung open. A flurry of snowflakes blew across the floor, carried upon the evening’s chill, and a cloaked figure filled the threshold.

      The lamp hanging from the uppermost rafters swung, sending an arc of shadow and light over a face that was both dangerous and beautiful in its perfection—as if the Fallen Angel himself had taken human form and come to claim the souls of all who lurked in this nefarious place.

      His gaze did not range the room, yet seemed to see and understand all. Tall, elegant, yet exerting great physical presence, he stood utterly still.

      Lit by fire, that gaze fixed upon Sofia and the foul hands upon her melted away.

      Whimpering, the innkeeper buckled at the knees before prostrating himself upon the floor. Across the room, the others cowered, their fear palpable, their faces betraying the shrinking of their guts. One crossed himself, his feeble voice sending up a mewling prayer.

      Those dark, commanding eyes held Sofia transfixed, his look sending shivers of heat and ice, making her wish both to flee and run to him.

      Every line of his chiseled face was familiar; this man who made her tremble, who caused her pulse to quicken and her heart to ache within her chest.

      No stranger, but her husband.
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      Sofia rubbed her neck. She’d been lying awkwardly, bent at the waist and with her cheek flattened upon the carriage seat. Pushing herself upright, she blinked against the darkness. The smell of well-polished leather told her this wasn’t the equipage she’d hired.

      Leather; and a softly spiced fragrance that stirred remembrance, though it had been five years…

      He pulled back the carriage curtain, sending a thin shaft of silver between them. Eyes of green surveyed Sofia from the opposite banquette.

      There were a great many things Sofia wished to say—words rehearsed through endless nights—but she wouldn’t begin in anger. It would only expose how profoundly he’d hurt her.

      “Drink.” His voice—laden with the accent that was uniquely his—was aristocratic and seductive.

      She accepted the offered flask, taking first a sip of water, then a longer swallow.

      They were no longer in the mountain pass but on lower ground. Snow and ice had been replaced by forest, pressing thick upon the road’s edge. The moonlight barely penetrated the dense firs. Even so, she saw pinpricks of yellow, reflected from the vision of some nocturnal creature. Then, they were gone, replaced by a flash of grey fur, racing alongside before peeling away, disappearing into the depths.

      How many hours had passed? She couldn’t recall anything beyond Constantin appearing at the tavern.

      He was frowning at her. “The telegram you sent before leaving Bucharest arrived yesterday. I hoped to intercept you in Sighișoara and make you turn back. Only by chance did we stop at that dismal inn.”

      Sofia bit back a retort. Of course, he would want to change her mind, to make her return to the city.

      “You made quite an entrance.” That, she did remember—and how frightened she’d been. Constantin had arrived when she needed him. Some part of her refused to put that down to chance.

      His expression was opaque. “They know who I am—a Roznovatu.”

      “Even so far from the castle?” Sofia could not resist the offhand remark.

      Of course, he would be known. The Roznovatus held sway over all these lands. Besides which, Constantin was not a man one forgot.

      Those eyes, and hair—ebony dark, curling above broad shoulders. Though his battle days were past, he retained the bearing of a warrior. It was said that his Turkish adversaries had dropped their swords and fled at his approach. Such stories were told because people needed heroes—but, with Constantin, one could believe…

      Little wonder she’d lost her head, her heart, her reason. She’d convinced herself of being in love.

      Constantin lounged back, extending his legs before him, though his attention remained fixed upon her. “Those who are feared are always known. They call us unholy.”

      In the midst of taking more of the water, Sofia spluttered. Did he mean to frighten her? To deter her from what she’d come to achieve? “That hardly seems⁠—”

      He interrupted. “Some say we are beyond God’s benevolence. Others that we have a pact with the devil. It is peasant superstition—but useful when one wishes to be obeyed.”

      Sofia had promised to obey, on the day he’d placed the wedding band upon her hand, but he hadn’t kept his part of the bargain. If he expected her to obey now, he’d be disappointed.

      She pulled a handkerchief from her reticule and dabbed at her lips.

      Her reticule was beside her! And her valise—upon the floor!

      Relief and gratitude were immediate. “The rest of my luggage...?”

      “Oleg and I had to persuade your driver of the wisdom of parting with it.” He leaned forward, and his scent enveloped her: sandalwood, spice and smoke.

      He spoke gently. “No one hurt you?”

      “I’m fine.” She hadn’t travelled all this way to indulge foolish sentiment nor, Heaven forbid, to attempt to rekindle his affection for her. Those hopes had long since been crushed.

      Yet, for a moment, the kindly tone of the enquiry, the slight softening, brought a rush of warm feeling, pulling her towards him.

      If he embraced her, she feared she would let him. Her lips remembered the kisses they’d once shared.

      Nevertheless, nights of tears had taught her a great deal. She needed Constantin, but to throw open her heart was a sure path to madness.

      Sofia raised her chin, wishing to remain aloof. “I could have resolved the situation myself, but I’m thankful to you, of course.” She diverted her gaze. “They wouldn’t have…that is… I’m sure they…”

      Constantin made a scoffing sound. “That den of cut-throats? The best that can be said is they will bother no more travellers.”

      The steel in his voice made Sofia afraid to enquire further. She cleared her throat. “You were gallant. I apologize for any inconvenience⁠—”

      “I told you not to come.”

      Sofia gritted her teeth. There had been several letters over the years, but none addressed to herself. Constantin’s correspondence had been solely with her father, and it was from those letters that she’d read of her husband’s return to his family estate, after some years in Vienna.

      Her father had only shared with her the salient details. After his death, she’d perused the ribbon-bound bundle at her leisure and been galled to discover that Constantin hardly spoke of her. Instead, there was mostly scientific talk—her father having an amateur interest.

      The recurring thread was Constantin’s insistence that Sofia remain under her father’s roof. A substantial sum was deposited annually. With that, her groom viewed his obligations fulfilled.

      Those heartless letters! Yet penned by the man who had promised to cherish her until only death parted them.

      She’d cast every one into the flames.

      Sofia gulped down the tug in her chest. Her grief was still raw, reaching back further in time than her father’s death. However, she would concentrate on the matter in hand.

      “I must seek protection with your family. The castle has enough bed chambers, I suppose?”

      “You cannot!” Constantin swore under his breath.

      “And I say that I shall!” Sofia let her own voice rise. “I don’t expect you to fall on your knees telling me you’ve missed me, but I do deserve to be treated worthily as a wife. I won’t be ignored!”
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      He was struck by the old unassailable attraction. Seeing her angry only heightened that.

      Not that it changed anything, but having her within reach of his arms, he was tempted to see what it would feel like to kiss her again.

      The passing years had seen her grow into her beauty, though her nose remained more pronounced than was fashionable. She’d always been different—or “awkward”, as the crueller gossips said—voicing her opinion where it was unsought, stubbornly outspoken.

      Constantin had seen resolve and an enquiring mind. She was an original, and she had captivated him.

      The present-day Sofia was breathing hard from her little outburst, sending a flush to her cheeks. The pulse beat fast at her throat.

      All these years, he’d never taken another to his bed. There was enough waywardness of that sort in his family to make the idea eternally repugnant.

      There had been a handful of others before Sofia, but none since. He saw to his own needs, and there was but one face he pictured, one set of lips he imagined caressing where his fist tugged.

      They’d shared only one night, in which he’d taken her tenderly, and then twice more rather less gently. The remembrance of it had sustained him these five years, through his own dark hell.

      When she spoke again, her voice was barely above a whisper. “I’m under no illusion that you love me, Constantin, but I wish to be part of your family, to have a place I can be sure of. I need to belong…somewhere.”

      She wanted to belong? Not to him—she hadn’t said that—but to the dynasty whose name she believed echoed gloriously through the ages.

      The irony almost made him laugh.

      Roznovatu—a name that had once inspired pride, but no longer. It was repugnant to him, sunk low, beyond redemption.

      He’d escaped, almost. His service in the army had taken him far away, and in those bloody battles he’d fought as one who would have been glad to die there, his own life given in some weighing of the scales.

      Only meeting Sofia had changed his thinking. He’d thought her his new beginning, but she was only a continuation of all that was tainted. Still, beneath his ribs he was a man. His need to care for her was more than duty—and she had come this far.

      “You may stay,” he said, at last. “But only until alternative arrangements are made. There are other branches of the family—in Sorrento, Saint Petersburg, and Paris. You’ll be happier anywhere but here.”

      She made to protest, but instead turned away—too tired to oppose him, or wise enough to know when to set aside an argument.

      “But you can forget any notion of us sharing a bed,” he added. “It would only complicate things.”

      “As if I’d grant you that privilege! I haven’t spent the entirety of these years apart simply waiting to swoon into your arms!”

      Despite all the trouble she was causing him, he couldn’t help but smile. Here was the Sofia he knew: quick with her temper and her tongue.

      A subtle change in the light told him they were emerging from the forest, skirting the valley which lay sunken beneath the shadow of his ancestral home. Far below, the mist had settled, concealing the pasturelands and the village souls asleep in their beds. Only the old church spire was visible, its bell tower piercing the vapours.

      The carriage lurched as they took the track curving upward. The air grew sharper and the trees sparser—roots twisting over stonier ground, seeking out nourishment between inhospitable rock. Another bend in the track and the fortress of the Roznovatus came into sight: built from living granite, perched high, its turrets thrust skyward, borne from the rock.

      Sofia craned forward, and he wondered what she saw. The balconies high above and arched windows gave a degree of elegance, but the walls were unrelenting grey. Only the roof gave a splash of colour—blood-dark when silhouetted against the moon, the tiles crimson in the creeping light of dawn.

      As they approached the outer wall, the gates opened and they crossed the short space to the raised portcullis of the castle itself, through into the inner courtyard. The horses whinnied, their hooves echoing, striking stone.

      Constantin jumped down then turned to offer Sofia his hand, too impatient to wait for steps to be brought. She hesitated. For all her bravado, she must be anxious, coming to this place so remote, its inhabitants strangers to her.

      A door was flung open. “Constantin!”

      The apparition that flew across the cobbles was more wraith than woman, her ebony hair wild about her shoulders. The skirts of her nightgown streamed behind, her dressing gown falling open as she ran.

      “Tatiana! What the devil? You should be abed.”

      She threw herself into his arms, burying her face to his chest. “I’ve been watching for you.” Her shoulders shook. “Something terrible has happened!”
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      Sofia bristled.

      Tatiana, was it? With her nightgown falling from one shoulder, she had the bearing of one recently tumbled. And her lips! Sofia would swear they were rouged—along with her cheeks.

      Of course, she was older than Sofia by at least ten years. At such an age, women sometimes resorted to paint to emulate the radiance of youth.

      Constantin disengaged from the woman’s hold long enough to lift Sofia down before disappearing through the great doors.

      Though Tatiana cast only the briefest of looks at Sofia, there was an unmistakable flash of triumph before she whirled about to follow.

      Well, really! Sofia picked up her skirts. She supposed, if something had occurred, she ought to see if she might be of assistance.

      Within the entrance hall, a single brazier cast shadows upon a lofty, domed ceiling and bare stone walls. The enveloping chill was acute. Multiple archways led away, shrouded dark, but the sound of ringing footsteps told Sofia those ahead had taken the stairs. With no wish to be left behind, she hurried after, relying upon glimpses of Tatiana’s nightgown, swishing above.

      Reaching the upper floor, Sofia peered down the passageway. Further braziers cast their dull flame and not far along were gathered those Sofia guessed to be servants of the castle, most in their night clothes.

      They parted at Constantin’s approach and Tatiana and she hurried after him, entering a chamber in which several candles had been lit. Around the bed, the curtains were drawn back, and Sofia stifled a cry at what she saw there.

      The occupant lay upon his back, his hair thick and dark as Constantin’s, but his eyes were fixed in their stare, towards the brocaded canopy above. Beneath his nose was a trickle of scarlet, running across his mouth.

      Constantin pressed his fingers to the man’s neck.

      A woman stood upon the far side, dabbing a handkerchief to her eyes. Her hair, threaded silver, hung neatly over her dressing-gowned shoulder. “He’s gone—sometime in the night, while everyone was sleeping. A peaceful end.”

      Tatiana clenched her fists. “Grigore deserved death many times over, Mamă, but I hardly think we can call it a serene passing.” She took the corner of the coverlet, casting it off.

      Sofia could not suppress her gasp, for the sheets were drenched scarlet.

      Constantin swore loudly. “Who was the last to attend here?”

      “It was I, Stăpânul.” From the cluster of onlookers beyond the door, one stepped forward: a woman severe in looks, her braid pinned tight to her crown.

      Those about the bed turned, and the elegant woman Tatiana had called Mamă met Sofia’s eye, nodding briefly in recognition of her presence.

      “Doamnă Albescu?” Constantin directed his imperious gaze towards the newcomer, inviting her to speak.

      “The master had another of his seizures yesterday, and was plagued with headache, but was well enough to take soup by early evening. I brought hot milk before retiring.” She nodded in the direction of the corpse. “I looked in an hour ago and found him like this.”

      Tatiana’s mother frowned. “Could the nosebleed have killed him?”

      “Have you no eyes!” her daughter set her hands upon her hips. “See above his heart!”

      Each drew closer, looking where Tatiana directed. The nightshirt was unfastened, revealing an oozing gash.

      “He took his own life!” declared the servant, making the sign of the cross upon her breast. “He chose to end his suffering—and that of others!”

      Those in the passageway began to murmur.

      “Enough!” Constantin’s voice rose in anger. “Out, all of you. To your beds, or to work.”

      Tatiana placed her hand upon his arm. “The truth is difficult, but look upon the nightstand. The instrument is there.”

      Constantin picked up the razor, still open, edged in crimson, then placed it carefully down again, his expression unreadable.

      Tatiana’s mother gave a small sob and pressed the handkerchief into use again.

      Sofia shuddered. What would cause a man to take his life in that way—incising above his heart?

      “Aunt, Tatiana will escort you.” Constantin spoke softly now. “We’ll entomb him before dusk.”

      “But, a doctor, surely…or a priest?” Sofia drew the eyes of everyone in the room.

      Constantin looked at her sharply. “Neither are necessary. My brother is dead, and when a Roznovatu dies, we do things our own way.”

      Sofia curbed the urge to retort further. Why should she care for a man she’d never met? She was Constantin’s wife, but a stranger to this household. Her opinion was irrelevant.

      Part of her wanted to flee the room, to flee altogether, to do as Constantin wished and leave this place forever. He’d made it plain she was unwelcome.

      And to be greeted by death before she’d even shed her travelling cloak! She was not superstitious, but many would view it as a sign that her stay here would not be a happy one.

      As Sofia followed the other women from the room. It occured to her that she knew Grigore’s name from the letters Constantin had exchanged with her father. He’d succeeded to head of the family on their father’s death—some two years ago.

      And now? Constantin was no longer simply a younger son, but the most important of them all, holding power not only over the inhabitants of the castle but over the surrounding lands: his title that of Count Roznovatu.

      Leaning over his brother, Constantin touched the man’s cheek. There was gentleness in the gesture, and intimacy.

      Sofia lowered her eyes. If she were a true wife, she would comfort him in his grief, but Constantin had made himself plain. He was tolerating her presence, nothing more.

      If he hadn’t felt obliged to meet her upon the road, he would surely have been here—perhaps sitting with Grigore. Something sharp struck beneath Sofia’s ribs. But for her, he might have prevented his brother’s death.
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      In the passageway, Tatiana’s mother squeezed Sofia’s hand but was too overcome to converse further, and Tatiana evidently had no desire to linger. The two returned to their apartments, leaving Sofia to the ministrations of the housekeeper and her daughter, Olga.

      They took a spiral-winding stair, and Sofia was ushered into a chamber which looked to have been hurriedly set to rights. Motes of dust swirled from recent disturbance.

      Though the fire was yet to be lit, the room’s rich palette conveyed warmth and luxury. Drapes of russet and gold about the bed were echoed in the cushions of the hearth’s chair and the heavy curtains at the room’s three narrow windows. Ample rugs covered the floor—all of Turkish design.

      As Olga knelt to attend to kindling and logs, Sofia’s trunks were brought in, and a basin of hot water.

      “You’ll take breakfast?” Doamnă Albescu asked.

      Sofia looked longingly at the bed. With all that had happened, she wished only to sleep. “Something light, later, if I may.”

      “As you like.” The woman lost no time in turning on her heel. “Olga will unpack your belongings. If you require anything else, she’ll see to it for you.”

      “You’re very kind.” Sofia pulled off her gloves and unfastened her cloak, laying it across the high-backed armchair to one side of the hearth.

      There was nothing impolite in the Albescu woman’s words, but the manner was far from respectful. Sofia was glad to see her depart.

      The maid rose, surveying the growing licks of flame with approval, then approached the trunk. “The key, my lady?”

      Sofia opened her reticule, passing it over with a smile. “There’s a black costume you might hang for me. The rest of my clothes can wait.”

      Olga nodded. “I’ll look in on you with a tray towards lunchtime, and return a few hours before dusk to help you dress.”

      Dusk? Of course…

      Sofia frowned, thinking of the man who lay in the bedchamber somewhere below—that was, if he hadn’t been moved already. Never had she heard of a corpse being dealt with so promptly. There were countries where no delay was afforded, but wasn’t that because of the heat? And weren’t they cremated, rather than buried?

      She was assailed by the memory of her father being lowered into the plot at Serban Vodă cemetary. The frost had been so hard she’d had to pay extra for the digging. Though her toes and fingers had been painfully numbed, she’d stood until the last shovel of soil had covered him.

      The thought of him alone, beneath the ground, had haunted her for weeks. She would give anything to have him return; to have her Papa embrace her again.

      “Olga, is it always so quick—the internment?”

      The woman looked surprised. “A family tradition. Some go to the lower levels of the crypt. The rest reside in the chapel.” She bobbed and left.

      Sofia stared at the closed door. She rested her hand upon the dark wood for only a moment before turning the lock.
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      The chapel was neither in the courtyard nor upon adjacent land, but beneath the castle. In procession, they descended, treading shallow stone. Constantin led, while two manservants carried the late count, sheathed in crimson velvet.

      His aunt followed, supported by her daughter, with Sofia behind.

      Beyond a door bound in iron, the ceiling was crowned by Gothic arches, though of no great height. Nothing divided the central portion of the atrium but the pillars which held the roof.     Presumably, some altar was to be found further into the chamber, but the atmosphere was altogether of a tomb, dark and silent, while the air was damp and stale.

      Sofia had no wish to think on the occupants of the sarcophagi interspersed between the columns, nor of crumbling bones shrouded in decaying linen.

      Through the soles of her feet, the chill crept upward.

      From his lantern, Constantin lit a brazier. The dancing shadow only emphasized the angles of his face and, despite the flames’ glow, he appeared pale. His eyes glittered in that strange, jumping light.

      There were no other family in residence but Constantin, Tatiana and her mother, the baroness—so Olga had told Sofia while fastening the buttons at the neck of her black taffeta. None but Sigismund—brother to Constantin’s departed father—and, being of advanced age, he did not leave his chamber.

      No servants had been permitted to attend, beyond those who carried the late Count Grigore to join his ancestors. The lid stood to one side of the casket of stone.

      Sofia’s gaze roamed to those about her. Black was not Tatiana’s colour, making her paleness appear beyond natural; almost bloodless. She caught Sofia’s eye, and the flash within that look was far from welcoming.

      Self-consciously, Sofia returned her gaze to the shrouded corpse.

      She had come with the desire to join this family, but she was an intruder. None wanted her here, and the man being mourned had been nothing to her.

      There was an audible sigh as the body was raised higher. Sofia assumed it was from one of the men, groaning under the weight of their burden, but it appeared not, for both jumped in fright. Fumbling, they lost their hold, and the body fell to the floor with a thud. The left forearm flopped out as the shrouding cloth unravelled and, to Sofia’s horror, the fingers twitched.

      Tatiana gasped, dragging her mother back.

      “Dear God!” the baroness cried. “He is alive!”

      Constantin swore at the men but they only stared in fright. Both crossed their breasts.

      “Strigoi!” whimpered one. “Este blestemul!”

      “They’re right!” Tatiana’s eyes were wild. “It’s the curse. Evil is upon us!”

      Constantin commanded the men to resume their duty, but the pair fled, disappearing up the steps.

      Sofia glared at Tatiana. Such outbursts condemned women as hysterical. She had no time for such theatricals, but nor could she ignore the evidence.  “He moved, Constantin, and he moaned. Did you not hear it?”

      “I heard only the sound of air escaping a dead man’s lungs.” His face was without expression.

      “But his hand!” Tatiana clung to her mother.

      “Limbs may twinge long after death. It means nothing.” A muscle was working in Constantin’s jaw but he gave no other indication of being perturbed.

      “I see I must do what others cannot.” Bending, he tucked the arm back within the wrappings and hoisted upward, until he had his brother over his shoulder.

      It must have taken great physical exertion, but he carried the body to the open cask and lowered it within. There was a soft thump as the bundle found its resting place.

      “Now, the lid. I cannot manage it alone.” Constantin looked first to Tatiana but, receiving no response, turned to Sofia.

      The idea of drawing closer was abhorrent but Sofia did as he asked. Taking the end of the stone slab, she lifted at his count and, somehow, they moved it into place. The final effort was all his, for Sofia was breathless, her side aching. Then, the strain was taken from her, and there was a scraping sound as the cover moved into place.

      Constantin doused the brazier and, in silence, they climbed the stairs upward.
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