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Why Yes, Bluebeard, I’d Love To


j. m. butler


ARE YOU READING that book again?” Anna nudged Emeline with her snow-pink slipper.


“Apparently.” Emeline glanced up from The Inimitable Jeeves to see Anna, her amazingly wealthy and generally bored friend, standing over her. Such intrusions happened regularly. Lying on the floor in the back of the seating area with one’s legs against the wall often resulted in interruptions, but it relieved the tension in Emeline’s back and left her feeling marvelously refreshed.


“There are thousands of other books published every day. Why not read some of those?” Anna gave Emeline her patented “there’s something about you that needs improving” look, complete with crossed arms and half-shaded eyes.


“I do. But sometimes it’s nice to return to the familiar.” Emeline rolled up and made her way to the muffin display case. Anna was always finding things to improve about people.


Silas, the Chipped Mug’s owner, stood behind the counter. He was exceptionally young to own and run his own coffee shop, particularly one with such impeccable design. On the outside, it looked like a typical cafe, with brick walls and a forest-green awning. On the inside, it was as if it had been plucked from the Arabian Nights, with thick carpets woven in intricate designs, ornate wallpaper in burgundies, golds, and ceruleans, and even a few nonworking hookahs and incense bowls.


Oddly, the cuisine bore little resemblance to the decor.


It was also strange that there were so few regular customers. In addition to being quite handsome, with loose, dark curls and twinkling brown eyes, Silas baked the best muffins in all of Walter County. The thick blue apron and the white collared shirt with sleeves folded at the elbows were not enough to hide the fact that he was exceptionally well muscled. Maybe that came from lifting all that flour and sugar.


He set aside the mug he had been polishing and leaned forward. “A good morning to you, ladies,” he said with a bright smile. “How can I make your morning better?”


Emeline rewarded him with a matching smile. “Good morning, Silas. Well, I’d love a strawberry-banana shortcake muffin and a cup of green tea.”


“Ugh. The same thing?” Anna groaned. “Why don’t we go to the Spotted Tiger and try something exciting and new.”


“Eh.” Silas frowned slightly. “I’ve got everything the Spotted Tiger’s got and more.”


“Don’t worry, Silas. I’m in love with your strawberry-banana shortcake muffins.” Emeline kissed her fingers.


“That’s promising,” Silas said.


“Emeline, this is sad,” Anna said. “I could predict you like a bad nineties rom-com.”


“I’ll wait for Ryan Reynolds to sweep me off my feet, then.”


“Wrong decade, love,” Silas said.


“Oh. Then who am I waiting for?” Emeline asked.


“If it must be someone other than me, then Tom Hanks, perhaps?” Silas half lifted his shoulders. “Richard Gere. Maybe Timothy Dalton.”


“Oooh, I’d wait for him. He played James Bond too. I could have romance and adventure.” Emeline picked up a small stir straw.


“You could,” Silas agreed.


“Silas!” Anna smacked her hand against the faux marble counter. “You’re not helping.”


“I may be of better service if you order something.” Silas winked at her.


That wink was enough to soften even Anna. “Oh . . . surprise me.” Anna turned back to Emeline. “Sometimes you must throw your arms open and take in the universe. Seriously, Emeline, can you imagine how incredible your life would be if you said yes to everything?”


“Oh yes. Everything. I’ve heard of that. It includes things like jumping off cliffs and not thinking for yourself.” Emeline handed Silas a ten-dollar bill and motioned for him to keep the change. “Saying no isn’t a bad thing.”


“Come on. You know people don’t ask other people to jump off cliffs.”


“You know, even if there was a one-in-seventy-billion chance that that would happen, it would happen to me.”


“Why haven’t you entered the lottery, then?”


“Because it would be bad news for the universe if I was this incredible and rich.”


Anna rolled her eyes. She accepted the orange frappé with green froth Silas offered her. “How about a wager?”


“Hmmm, you’re in a betting mood today, are you?” Emeline took a bite of her muffin. The flavors exploded in her mouth, warm and buttery, tart and sweet. “Whoever came up with the idea of combining strawberries and bananas in shortcake was a genius.”


“Thank you.” Silas bowed his head. “I’m glad you approve.”


“If you go twenty-four hours and say yes to everything that comes your way, then I’ll donate twenty thousand dollars to your charity, Helping Paws.”


Emeline’s mouth fell open. “What?”


“Ah, now I’ve got your attention.” Anna sipped the strange frappé and managed an artful smile. Smacking her lips, she gave a contented sigh. “That tastes like new experiences.”


“Twenty thousand dollars?”


“Well, to your charity. I think it might be illegal for me to pay you directly. Look.” Anna pulled up an app on her phone. “See? I’ve transferred the twenty thousand into an account right here. If you fail, then it’s going to go to . . . what’s a charity or organization you hate . . . Oh! The Ku Klux Klan! Wait . . .” She frowned. “If you fail, I’d rather not ruin my own reputation. Umm . . . what if I transfer it to a kill shelter?”


“Anna, you wouldn’t.” Emeline gave her a stern look. “You’re right . . . how about Rich and Proper, a charity that teaches rich people to appreciate their wealth and the finer things in life?”


“Any chance I could benefit from that charity?” Silas asked.


“Looks like you have to be worth at least five million to even get in. Twenty-five thousand is the lowest donation amount. All right. No problem. Twenty-five thousand it is.” Anna tapped her screen a few times. “Voilà.”


“You’re just that determined to get me to hug the universe.”


“Yes!” Anna clapped her hands together.


Emeline stared at her for a moment. Anna was odd, eccentric, and prone to being overcritical, but she didn’t lie. More importantly, Helping Paws could really use the money. “You’re serious about this.”


“Absolutely. You make it through, and I’ll see to it that the Morning Gale Post features your charity and all your wonderful work as well as the twenty-five thousand dollars. Plus this will be great publicity for you. I hope you do meet someone charming today. Wouldn’t that be the most awesome how-we-met story?”


“Are you doing all this because you want to set me up with someone?” Emeline demanded, her eyes narrowing.


“Again?” Silas shook his head.


“You’ll see.” Anna laughed and folded her hands. “Emeline, would you like to try a pumpkin kiwi chia kale shake with soy milk?”


Emeline rolled her eyes. “You’re not starting me off easy, are you?”


“Hey, we could go down to Thai Smile and try spiced tarantulas or live octopus.” Anna tapped her fingers to her cheek and smiled.


Emeline grimaced. “You’re going to make me earn this, aren’t you?”


“Pumpkin kiwi chia kale shake with soy milk?” Anna’s smile broadened.


“Where are we even going to get that concoction?” Emeline asked.


“Right here.” Silas raised his hand.


“All right, fine.” Emeline glanced at Anna sidelong. “Anna, would you like to pay?”


“I’d love to.” Anna removed her billfold again. “See, that wasn’t so hard.”


Silas passed her a thick green-brown smoothie with black speckles. He grinned, his mischievous brown-black eyes twinkling. “Enjoy.”


“You’re too kind.” Emeline took a sip. The thick, chalky mixture struggled up the straw and filled her mouth with a strong bitter-and-oversweet-tart combination. The pumpkin and the kiwi dueled for dominance while the kale punched its way down the back of her throat. A few other flavors she couldn’t even identify made her eyes water. “Oh, good night!” She grimaced. “That’s a special kind of vile.”


“I’m so proud of you!” Anna hugged her. “This is going to be fantastic. And I promise you, you’re going to meet someone really splendid today.”


Emeline wiped her mouth. “I knew it!”


“I promise he’s stunning. An absolute one-of-a-kind. Now . . .” Anna gave her a mischievous smile and wrinkled her nose. “Would you like to go for a walk down by the old Victorian bridge on the edge of Grete’s Woods? I’ll tell him to meet you there?”


“Fine.”


“Okay, good. I’ll see you soon!” Anna hurried away, the silver bells on the door jangling loudly as she left.


“You know, your problem isn’t that you lack adventure or spirit or the ability to try new things,” Silas said. “It’s that you don’t always see the opportunities in front of you.”


“Yeah, I suppose so.” Emeline snapped a picture of the smoothie.


So much happened in life, it was hard to know exactly what one missed.


“You don’t have to do this whole say ‘yes’ to everything to have an adventure, you know. You could just say ‘yes’ to other things.”


“True, but where else am I going to get an easy twenty-five thousand dollars? There are hungry puppies and kitties to think of.” Emeline took another picture, dropping the smoothie into the trash. “Did you intentionally make that disgusting?”


“It needed no help from me.” Silas grinned. He cleared his throat. “Would you . . .” He paused, his cheeks reddening as if he was rethinking something. “Would you like to hire me to cater your birthday party this summer?”


Emeline arched an eyebrow. “Et tu, Silas?”


“Hey, business has been slow.” Silas smiled crookedly. His gaze softened. “Besides, I’ll take any excuse to see you.” He shook his head and coughed. “Of course, if it turns out this fellow’s the one for you, I’ll cater your wedding. Or if it goes badly, I’ll cater your funeral. I mean . . . um . . . not that I want you to get hurt. That didn’t come out right.” He laughed nervously. “Don’t you hate it when bad things happen to good jokes?”


Emeline chuckled. “Don’t worry, Silas. I know what you meant. You’re a good friend.” She didn’t actually know what he meant or why he was so flustered, but she didn’t want him to feel uncomfortable.
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EMELINE SAUNTERED OUT of the coffee shop and took the long path toward Grete’s Woods. It was a nice morning for a walk, the air warm for late April. Only a few billowing clouds marred the clear blue sky, and dozens of larks and sparrows heralded her with song. A panhandler on the corner of Cinder and Prince asked for a handout, so she gave him her last ten dollars, and a little girl in a red-and-white-checked dress asked her to play a round of hopscotch.


By the time Emeline hit the edge of the city, the wind had picked up, bringing with it a faint chill. Thankfully, she had dressed for walking. Her periwinkle cardigan warded off the coolness, and her jeans were fitted enough to be stylish without chafing. Lady’s slippers and buttercups blossomed in the ravines along the roadside and among the scattered trees; her favorites were the dark patches of trillium and mayapples.


Plucking one, Emeline hummed to herself. Had there ever been a better day for a walk? The only downside was that her cell reception worsened the deeper she got among the trees. It was nearly an hour later when she received a text from Anna. The message had a photo, and she clicked accept to download. But the connection was so weak, it listed the estimated time for completion to be almost three hours.


“Would you like a new phone, Emeline?” she muttered. “Why yes, yes, I would.”


“You are Emeline?” a strange voice asked.


Emeline looked up. “I am.”


She was still a half mile from the old Victorian bridge in Grete’s Woods where she was to meet her date, but an unusual man strode out of the woods anyway. He was quite striking in appearance, wearing a double-breasted charcoal suit. His eyes were light gray, and his features, from what she could see, were quite handsome. Most striking of all was the massive blue beard covering all of his lower face. And not just any blue. No. A blue as deep and as lush as if someone had melted sapphires to color it.


“Hello,” the man said. His voice was deep and throaty, almost musical in its richness. He removed his charcoal fedora, revealing even more cobalt hair. He bowed. “It’s a beautiful day, is it not?”


“Definitely.” Why would Anna bother with sending a picture? All she had to say was he had blue hair.


“May I ask you a question?” the man asked.


Emeline nodded. “Hmmm, yes.”


“Will you marry me, Emeline?”


“Pardon?” Emeline’s eyes widened.


“Would you marry me, Emeline?” the man asked again.


This stranger had the slightest hint of an accent that shaded his vowels and drew out his r’s.


Emeline folded her arms and smiled slowly. “Well . . . Anna certainly isn’t playing fair, now is she?”


“Pardon?” The man frowned slightly. He straightened.


“You’re Anna’s friend, right? The one I’m supposed to meet?” Emeline asked.


He nodded. “Yes, Anna! Dear, sweet Anna. Of course I am.” The man smiled, the skin around his eyes crinkling. “Forgive my boldness. It’s just that you are stunning. I cannot resist you. Please marry me, Emeline.”


What a joke this was. Did Anna really think she would be that easy to throw off the scent? Well, she would show Anna. Emeline’s smile broadened. “Why yes, I’d love to.”


The man’s eyes brightened. “Excellent! Come with me, beautiful one. We shall be married at once.”


Emeline laughed. “Well, of course we will! Why wouldn’t we be? Now, what’s your name, sweetheart?”


“Bluebeard.”


“Wow. Bluebeard. Really. That’s . . . that’s imaginative. I would never have guessed that. Is that your first or last name?”


“Yes!” Bluebeard placed the fedora back on his head. He held out his arm. “Shall we?”


“Oh yes, let’s.” Emeline looped her arm through his. He smelled like cologne with a faint touch of mildew. “That beard is absolutely brilliant. What brand do you use for your dye? Can I touch it?”


“Certainly.”


She dug her fingers into his beard and shook it hard. “Oh, now, that is gorgeous! You must give me your secret.”


Bluebeard nodded as if uncertain what to say. Then he pulled her hands down. “It is genetics, I suppose.”


“So your beard is naturally this color. Will our children have blue beards, then?”


“Perhaps.”


“Even the little girls?”


Bluebeard’s mouth worked for a moment, but then he smiled. “That is not how it works, my dear.”


“Oh, but it is. There’s nothing wrong with being a bearded woman. I knew one. Although my favorite thing about her was how poised and calm she was. I’m sure it took a lot of practice. And—”


“Let us visit our new home. Shall we?” Bluebeard gestured toward the wooded path that turned off from the main road. The conifers, maples, oaks, and elms obscured most of it from sight. Already the new leaves were thick enough to mask the forest in all shades of green.


“Lead on, you blue-bearded devil, you.” Emeline removed her phone, snapped a selfie next to him, and then thrust it back into her pocket. “I can’t wait to see the magnificent palace that awaits me.”


“It’s more of a château.”


“Well, if a château is the best you’ve got, so be it. I suppose I can make do.”


“You are quite a fine lady indeed.”


“You have no idea how fine I am.”


Bluebeard opened his mouth to speak and then paused. Emeline patted his arm. They walked on for a while longer. Bluebeard had little to say, much to Emeline’s surprise. And they did not follow the path to the Victorian bridge. Not that that bothered Emeline. She had seen the bridge many times. But after another hour of walking up and down hills straight into the forest, she began to grow weary. Her slim flats were practical enough for short walks, but not for this.


“How much farther?” she asked.


“You are getting tired?” Bluebeard stopped. “Would you like me to carry you?”


Hmmm, that was even more out of her comfort zone. Emeline hesitated. “You’re sure you won’t drop me?”


Not that it mattered. She had to say yes.


“You are but a feather in the palm of my hand. I swear it.”


“All right,” Emeline said, a little more hesitantly.


Bluebeard lifted her up. He was obviously a good sport. Emeline wondered how much Anna had paid him. His strong arms encompassed her and held her to his barrel-like chest.


She laughed nervously. “We should enter the North American Wife-Carrying Championship. I bet we’d be a cinch to win. Then I’d be worth my weight in gold. Or beer. I can’t remember which it is.”


“You’re already worth your weight in gold to me.”


“Oh, go on.” Emeline feigned coyness. “Well, you certainly are silver tongued.”


“I am quite gifted of tongue.”


“Aha. Yes.” Emeline patted his shoulder. This was awkward.


Bluebeard carried her at least a mile farther. The fallen leaves rustled beneath his feet, some damp and some crisp, making a constant shooshoosh sound. It was nearly noon before the path brought them to the front of a large château. It had once had pale-blue paint and black-and-white trim, but now all had faded. The southern portion of the roof was buckled, and nodules of mold grew in clusters around the indentations. Most of the roof had shifted somewhat to the east. A large tower curled up from that east side, the stone fastened tightly together and covered with a thin layer of dull green moss, and the chimney cut through the center. A smaller westward tower jutted out, but it only went up partway. All in all, the château was a slanting mishmash of angles.


“Oh . . . how charming,” Emeline said. “Why didn’t Anna recommend this place for the Halloween bash?”


Bluebeard chuckled. “Oh, I do not celebrate Halloween.”


“I think you should know I don’t have any money, and any money that I might come into wouldn’t even be enough to fix that roof,” Emeline said. Something felt off. But was there something seriously wrong, or was it just her?


Of course, her phone still wasn’t working. A glance at the screen revealed the signal was even worse. The message from Anna was 64 percent downloaded. Why wasn’t there a read-only option? Stupid phone.


“What difference does that make, my love?” Bluebeard flung open the door and then bowed. “I do not desire you for your money. I desire you for you.”


“Well, me is pretty fantastic, thank you very much. You’re getting a real bargain.”


“Indeed I am.” Bluebeard smiled through his beard. His teeth were quite white beneath all that blue. “You have made me a very happy man, Emeline.”


“I do aim to please.” As Emeline started to turn, he caught her hands in his.


“You please me already.”


“My, what strong hands you have.” Emeline laughed nervously. She’d noticed it before when he was holding her, but now as she studied his hands, she saw they were massive and had long, thin scars.


“The better to hold you with.”


“Hmmm . . . and what a quick wit you have.” Emeline smiled.


“My tongue and my wit are both equally sharp.”


Emeline laughed again, a little uneasily. “Back to that tongue. Let’s wait until after the honeymoon starts, eh, big man?” She was going to get Anna for this.


“Very well. I must go make preparations for our wedding.” Bluebeard removed a large metal circlet from his pocket. How that fit in there Emeline had no idea. He took her hand and turned its palm upward. “What is mine is yours. Go wherever you like.” He draped a circlet of keys over her palm. With a stern look, he added, “Except the West Wing. Do not enter the West Wing under any circumstances. Do you understand?”


Emeline gripped the keys. “I do.”


“It’s important, my love.”


She nodded her head wryly. “I’m sure you’ll have to kill me if I sneak a peek.”


“I’m glad you understand.”


“Oh, I do.”


“Then I will see you soon.” With that, Bluebeard adjusted his suit, bowed again, and turned on his heel.


“All righty, then.” Emeline waited until the great oak door slammed shut and then lifted the circlet of keys. “Well, well, Emeline, would you like to see what’s in the West Wing? Why yes. Yes, I would.”


Emeline swung the keys around her wrist and started up the sagging grand staircase.
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IT WAS QUITE AN EXAGGERATION to refer to this as the West Wing. Even with her limited knowledge of architecture, Emeline doubted that a single half tower on the west side of the house could truly count as a “wing.” Then again, they were all playing a game. It was best to stay in the spirit of the adventure.


Emeline continued to twirl the keys as she went up the stairs. The aged steps creaked, each one groaning and squeaking with a slightly different voice. A few even shuddered after she moved off them.


If she had been more of an artist or a romantic, this house might have left her with a more positive impression. It was obviously quite old. The stair railing had intricate designs carved into it, and the faded blue-green wallpaper boasted what was likely an impressive damask pattern. The carpeting—if this wasn’t mold beneath her feet—could have been any color. Even white. It was so badly discolored. The scent of rot grew stronger with each step, and a faint drip-drip somewhere indicated water leakage.


“I don’t suppose you winterized your pipes, did you?” Emeline said aloud.


The landing before the West Wing creaked and groaned as she stepped onto it. Ragged fibers suggested there had once been some sort of rug. The rank scent was even worse here, but it had an almost fruity undertone. The staircase curved upward and continued on to the next floor, but this was the only stop-off point on the west side.


“West Wing,” Emeline muttered. “More like West Room.”


She fished out one of the keys and inserted it into the rusted lock. The key stuck as she twisted.


“Lucky me, I’ve got more keys.” Emeline removed it and attempted another with a triple-crossed heart in the handle. It didn’t go in at all. The third, a tarnished silver key with a skull, also failed to go in. The iron key had too much rust and residue to be used, and the fifth, with its six spikes protruding in all directions, was clearly not right. She whistled a little tune as she continued searching.


A black striped lizard stuck its head out of a nearby hole in the wall, his slick tongue flicking in and out. “Come to hear my song, did you?” Emeline grinned.


The lizard darted back into its hole. Apparently he wasn’t such a music fan.


At last, her palms a little sore from the twisting and covered in rust dust, she found the right key. A thick black one with two teeth on the end that was far heavier than it looked. It settled in, and when she gave it a firm twist, the tumblers fell into place, and the door jolted open half an inch.


“Perfect.” Emeline slid the ring of keys over her wrist and pressed her hands to the door. Its wood was black and soft, and it opened with the deepest, heaviest creak Emeline had ever heard. A horrible scent rushed out as if eager to escape.


“Oh, Morpheus, what is that?” Emeline fanned her face and peered inside. Her stomach lurched, and it was all she could do to keep from vomiting right there.


For not celebrating Halloween, Bluebeard had the most elaborate and realistic death chamber Emeline had ever seen. It was almost as good as the Horribly Haunted House in Baltimore, which had reputedly used actual corpses in its macabre tableaux. Blackened blood streaked the walls, mingling with green and black mold. Small congealing pools of blood dripped and drained across the floor, settling into the dips and crevices. Fifteen high-backed wooden chairs lined the water-damaged walls. In all but two of the chairs sat headless women clad in velvet or silk gowns, their heads sitting beside them on small octagonal tables nearby. Their hands were all folded before them as if in contemplation, and on each of their left ring fingers was a lovely sapphire ring. The gowns and bodies were in various stages of decomposition. A couple were little more than skeletons. Some were far . . . meatier.


The woman beside the two empty chairs was recent enough that despite the stench and swelling, Emeline could see that she had hazel eyes and had likely been a dancer.


“Okay . . .” Emeline kept her hand on the door. “Either this is in terribly bad taste, or . . .”


The other side of that statement was quite unappealing.


Anna wasn’t above ghoulish—or expensive—pranks, but this was extreme even for her. Besides, how could anyone have set this up? True, it hadn’t taken much persuasion to convince Emeline to agree to the bet, so arguably Anna and this Bluebeard could have set up the entire prank long ago.


“Wonderful.” Emeline removed her phone and recorded a panoramic view. Her stomach twisted. “You know, Anna,” she said, “if you invested this sort of time and money into the shelter, we wouldn’t have budget problems.”


She finished the picture and paused. The phone and the keys fell from her hand.


A rat was nibbling on the foot of one corpse. Its nose twitched as it kept its shining eyes fastened on her.


Bile rose in the back of Emeline’s throat. “I don’t suppose you’d eat a rubber or latex corpse, would you?”


The rat cocked its head. Then it returned to nibbling.


Obviously not animatronic. This was not a prank.


Scooping up her phone and the keys, Emeline hurried out, telling herself she had to remain calm. The door locked behind her. “Keep calm, yeah,” she muttered, jamming the phone and keys into her cardigan pocket. “Calmly get out of this place!”


She raced down the staircase, desperate to escape before Bluebeard returned. If it turned out that this was a joke, she’d get even with Anna in the most epic way possible. In fact, if she survived, she might do that anyway. As she struck the bottom landing, the front door squeaked open.


Bluebeard stepped inside. “My darling!” He spread his arms wide. A large bag hung from his left hand.


Emeline stopped short. “Sweetheart,” she said with far less enthusiasm.


Bluebeard offered her the bag. “A little something for my beautiful bride.”


“Oh, you shouldn’t have.” Emeline accepted it, avoiding the temptation to run. Perhaps another alternative would present itself. Forcing a smile, she peered inside. “Oh! A dress . . . and a ring.” Inside the brown paper bag were an elegant blue velvet gown and an all-too-familiar sapphire ring. “However did you guess my size?”


“I have my ways.” Bluebeard smiled, his white teeth shining beneath his beard. “And now that I have given you something, do you have something for me?”


“Hmmm . . .” Emeline raised an eyebrow. “I’m afraid I’ll need some time to—”


“The keys, dearest love,” Bluebeard said. “I meant the keys.”


Emeline moved her hand back when she realized that both her phone and the keys were covered in sticky bits of blood and mold. She clapped her hand over her pocket. “Oh, that’s not much of a gift, you ridiculous man. Ahh!” She forced a laugh and pecked him on the cheek. “You give me this gorgeous dress and a lovely ring, and you think all I’m going to do is give you some rusty old keys? I think not! I have just the perfect gift for you. But it’s at my house. So I’ll just pop over and fetch it, and then I’ll get changed, and we can have that beautiful wedding you were talking about, all right?”


“There’s no need.” Bluebeard held his hand out again. “Just give me the keys.”


“Don’t you want a present from me?” Emeline asked.


“Your presence is all I require.” Bluebeard motioned for her to hurry up. “Now come along. There is much to be done.”


Emeline thought that it might make him more suspicious if she continued to refuse. She nodded and pulled the keys and her phone free. She wiped them on her cardigan. “I tell you. This place is so dirty. I was up there on the south side and just dropped everything. After we’re married, we’ll have to give this place a good once-over, let me tell you!”


With a rusty rattle, the keys settled back in Bluebeard’s broad hand.


Bluebeard scowled, his brows knitting together in dark fury. “You were in the West Wing.”


So much for secrecy. Emeline’s first instinct was to cower, but she forced herself to stand straight and meet his gaze. She had to play for time, come up with a plan, get him off balance. False bravado was better than none. “I don’t appreciate your tone.”


“You went into the West Wing,” Bluebeard said once again.


His hands clenched over the ring of keys, his knuckles whitening. “There is blood from the chamber on these keys.”


“Oh, calm your beard, Sasquatch.” Emeline folded her arms. “Of course I went into the West Wing. Why wouldn’t I?”


“I specifically told you not to.”


“Which is why I had to. But don’t worry about it. Your secret is safe.”


“It was not your time yet. There is so much yet for us to experience. Was. Now it cannot be.”


“Well, don’t sell yourself short, darling. Corpses don’t have to kill a mood.”


“But I must kill you now that the secret is out.”


“I promise I won’t tell anyone.”


“You’re correct that you will tell no one. The dead can—”


“Oh, don’t be so predictable.” Emeline grimaced. “That’s so overdone, even for someone like you. ‘The dead tell no tales.’ ‘Two can keep a secret if one of them is dead.’ Well, guess what? If I come back from the dead, I promise you, I’ll have a lot to say, and I’ll tell everyone. If you don’t kill me, I’ll keep quiet.”


“This is beyond tragic.” Bluebeard struck his hand to his forehead. “Previously, I have not been forced to kill my other wives until after the wedding night. That we must deny ourselves that great pleasure is the greatest heartbreak of all.” He jerked the front door shut and slid its three heavy bolts into place. “You will die a virgin.”


Emeline choked down the panic rising within her. “That would be a tragedy. So why let that happen? There are, after all, alternatives.”


Bluebeard pulled a black covering from a whetstone in front of the staircase. He then removed a cutlass from the wall and began sharpening it.


“Hmmm . . .” Emeline pursed her lips and glanced back at Bluebeard. The cutlass blade whirred and sparked on the whetstone. This was bad. Incredibly bad. Time for a change of plans. “Listen, before you kill me, I need to get my soul in order. Can you give me ten minutes?”


“You must not leave the château or attempt to escape, or I will be forced to punish you further.”


“Well . . . dying is more than enough punishment for me. I’ll see you shortly.” Emeline bolted up the stairs, into one of the unlocked rooms, and practically tore her phone from her pocket. As the screen flicked on, the picture Anna had sent was downloaded, along with the message Here’s someone I think you’d like saying yes to. Would you like to meet him at noon on the other side of the bridge? The picture was of a charming-looking guitarist with curly brown hair and dark gray eyes. He had a strawberry mark on his left cheek. Stupid phone.


Emeline texted back. Get police to Grete’s Woods five miles from Walter County Line. Old château fair distance from main road after old Victorian bridge turnoff. Emergency. Killer with blue beard. Not joking. The little white icon flashed and flashed, loading and loading but never sending.


“Come on!” Emeline smacked her phone against her hand.


The message still sat there, the circle running around and around. There wasn’t enough signal to make a call either. She was going to have to get higher. Maybe if she reached the roof.


Emeline opened her Emergency Dial app and punched in 911. The voice messaging service clicked on and calmly asked her to state her emergency and leave the GPS on her phone turned on until help arrived.


“Yes,” Emeline said, drawing in a steadying breath. She couldn’t rush this. It wouldn’t do any good if her message was garbled. “I’m in Grete’s Woods about five miles from the Walter County line. It’s an old château in the middle of the forest about half a mile from the old Victorian bridge turnoff.” She paced back and forth across the stained wood floor. “I need emergency assistance. There are thirteen dead bodies here, and I think that the murderer is about to kill me too! The GPS is on, but the trees are obscuring the signal, I think—please come immediately!”


She pressed 9 to end. The automated voice assured her that as soon as a sufficient signal was restored her message would be delivered.


The door slammed open, punching the wall with a sickening thud. Bluebeard stood in the opening. He was framed in cold silver light, the freshly sharpened cutlass in his right hand.


“What are you doing?” he demanded.


“Hey! I still have five minutes!” Emeline said sharply. She jabbed her finger at him. “Get out of here.”


“You’re trying to escape, but you’ll find that you have no signal here.” Bluebeard grinned wickedly.


He then closed the door and pulled a large wooden block from the wall. It struck the floor, bloodstained and cracked.


“Now come. It is your time.”


Emeline stared at the glinting cutlass and the bloodstained chopping block.


“Kneel. I will be swift,” Bluebeard said.


“Hold on. Hold on.” Emeline lifted her hand, darting another glance at her phone. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to tell me why it is that you’re doing this.” Perhaps if she got him monologuing, the messages could finish sending.


Bluebeard did not blink as he stared at her, his eyes grim. “You lost that right when you betrayed me.”


“Your standard of betrayal is very low, isn’t it?”


“Your time is finished, treacherous woman. Now kneel.”


“You know . . . I think I’m going to risk a heftier punishment—and run for my life!” Emeline darted across the room to the door. It didn’t matter if it was just a closet. It had to be safer. She jerked the door shut behind her.


It was a closet. A tiny closet. Thin shafts of light peered through the ceiling and cracks in the wall. Up above, a great opening yawned between large beams that supported another floor.


The door jarred, and the knob twisted.


“Little maiden, let me in!” Bluebeard shouted.


“Yeah, not by the hair of my chinny-chin-chin, you freak!” Emeline jammed a fallen board into the hinges. Pulling herself into the rafters, she clambered upward.


Down below, a few more blows shattered the door. Bluebeard tore it apart. “Get back here!”


Emeline scurried along through the beams, pushing through cobwebs and dust bunnies, startling mice and lizards that scattered in every direction. She caught a glimpse of the landing through the slats. Swinging around, she dropped through. The hole wasn’t as large as she thought. Rotten wood, plaster, and wallpaper rained down on her.


Staggering up, she steadied herself on the banister. Then she ran to the top of the staircase. There were two more doors here on the north side, but that was it. The first one was locked. So was the second. Wherever the door to that other tower was, she couldn’t see it.


The door below slammed open again. “I’ll pluck out your eyes, cut out your tongue, and slice off your ears!”


“If you stuffed my mouth with garlic, you could keep me from coming back as a vampire,” Emeline said, drawing herself up to her full height.


Bluebeard slowed his pace as he advanced up the stairs, cutlass extended. “You have nowhere else to run.”


Emeline pushed on one of the doors. “I’ve killed giants, you know. And if you kill me, then my curse will fall upon you.” She struck a dramatic pose and pointed. “Eye of newt and toe of dog,” she started, kicking the door with each syllable as if it was part of the incantation. “Double toil and stubble, cauldron roil, cauldron bubble—”


Bluebeard laughed coldly. “Is that the best you’ve got? I fear no curse. Do you know why?”


“Nope.” Emeline spun about and kicked the weakening door one last time. The knob crashed through the rotten wood, and the door swung open.


Running inside, she slammed the door shut and turned to find herself in a shabbily furnished bedroom. She set her shoulder to a nearby dresser and shoved it against the door, along with a rotting armchair. The dusty vanity strewn with cobwebs proved more difficult. But she dragged the mirror over and shoved it between the door and the dresser.


When Bluebeard hit the door, the mirror cracked.


“Hey, you’d better be careful about that!” Emeline shouted. “If you break that mirror, you aren’t going to find out if you’re the fairest of them all.” She caught sight of a cutlass on the wall. Racing over, she seized it and wiped the cobwebs away. “Of course, you’ll also get seven years’ bad luck. Not sure which one you’ll hate more.”


“Open this door at once!” he commanded.


“Give me one good reason why I should.” Emeline slid over next to the window, the glass of which was dry and cracked.


“If you open this door, I will swear my love to you and embrace you one last time. Indeed . . .” His voice softened. “If you open this door right now, I will even kiss you.”


Busy scooting a chair to the window, Emeline paused. What sort of freak was he? “Oh, true love’s kiss? Well, who can say no to that? Half a second. I’ll have to break the mirror in front of the door to let you in.” A few swift cracks with the cutlass’s leather hilt left an opening wide enough in the window for her to escape.


No sound came from the hall.


Emeline stuffed down fears that he had guessed her plans and was waiting on the other side of the window. This was her only chance. She clambered out onto the roof.


As she had seen from the ground, the roof was in abysmal condition. Holes gaped at intervals, and the shingles were well worn in the best spots. Large globs of mold and fungus grew in thick patches. Fortunately, the roof wasn’t a straight shot down on either side. It had sections where it was flat, others where it was seamed with tiles, and even more intervals where dormers and garrets jutted out. Emeline eased to the edge and peered over. It was more than a thirty-foot drop.


Glass shattered, and Bluebeard leaped out through a dormer. Steadying himself on the roof, he brandished his blade, madness glinting in his eyes and sunlight glistening in his beard. “I should have known better than to trust you.”


Emeline whipped around. “I’m armed now. So back off, or I’ll run you through.”


“I fear nothing you can do, because in an age long ago I was cursed by sun and moon and stars to never have a marriage that lasted more than three cycles of the sun.”


Emeline backed away. She held her own blade in a defensive position. If only she had known that that fencing class in college would have proved more practical than volleyball. “Have you ever considered that you might be the reason none of your relationships work out?”


“If it wasn’t I who killed them, it would be something else far more horrific.”


“Maybe you should stop getting married, then,” Emeline said.


Bluebeard drew closer. “I am compelled to do so. And because of your treachery, I will neither kiss you nor speak sweet words to you as the life drains from your body.”


“I’m devastated,” Emeline said. The sound of an engine cut her off.


A bright-pink Range Rover barreled down the path, kicking up pine needles and dirt in a steady stream. It screeched to a stop in front of the château. Anna leaped out, the engine and lights still on. She waved her arms. “Emeline! Emeline! Are you all right?”


“There’s a crazy man with a blue beard trying to chop my head off—this is what happens when you say yes to the universe, Anna! There are crazy people in the universe!”


Turning, Emeline brought the cutlass up in time to counter Bluebeard’s blow. It sent painful vibrations all the way through her arm. She leaped out of his path.


“I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry!” Anna wailed.


“Come back,” Bluebeard bellowed as he circled the chimney. “Your time has come, vile woman!” He then pointed his blade at Anna. “And as for you, interfering wench, you’re next. Married or no, I’ll cut off both your heads.”


“Ahhh!” Anna screamed, covering her mouth.


“Anna, you’re utterly useless. Did you call the police?” Emeline demanded.


“Emeline, look out!” Anna pointed, her hand shaking.


It wasn’t necessary. Emeline could clearly see the blade slicing straight at her head. She wobbled and staggered to one side before sliding to one of the dormers. Flinging her arm up, she seized a handhold and struggled up. “Tell me you did something!”


“I told Silas— Watch out! Oh, Emeline!” Anna shrieked.


“Oh, lovely. Maybe he can cater my death. I’d kill for a glass of lemonade. Or maybe some crab puffs!” Emeline ducked again.


Bluebeard came in hard and fast. The shingles splintered and cracked under his feet, setting him only slightly off balance. Emeline ducked behind the chimney and ran to the other side. None of the trees were close enough to the roof for her to climb down.


“I’ll go make sure the cops find us!” Anna shouted. “Stay alive!”


“I plan to.” Emeline darted to the edge. One of the shingles crumbled. She staggered back, falling. Her cutlass spun out of her grasp and spiraled down to the ground. The slippery, muddy shingles flattened beneath her, causing her to fall over. With a frightened shriek, she dug her nails into the roof.


Bluebeard advanced, chuckling cruelly.


Finding a loose shingle, Emeline wrenched it free and threw it into his face.


With a sharp yelp, he fell back. Emeline stood just as Bluebeard got back to his feet. He growled at her, flecks of wood and mold clinging to his once-immaculate suit.


Emeline’s mind spun with panic. There was one possibility left. On the other side of the roof stood a tall pine tree. It was a good several feet away from the château, but maybe if—


Bluebeard swung the cutlass again. Ducking, Emeline squatted, then ran. Her feet slid and her balance wavered.


“Get back here!” Bluebeard roared.


It was all sliding and dodging and flashing blades. But somehow she made it over the top, slid down the edge, and leaped out. For one incredible moment, she was floating through the air. Then, boom! Pine needles, branches, and clinging, gripping, and falling.


Somehow her knees hooked onto a branch and she stopped. By instinct, she seized the branches and twisted herself upright. For what felt like an eternity, she hung there, breathing in deep gasps of cool spring air.


“Emeline! Look out!” Anna’s voice sounded nearby. How had she gotten back? Sirens wailed and bright lights spiraled through the firs.


Relief flooded her. The police. Emeline released a pained breath, but as she looked up she saw Bluebeard crash into the branches above. Somehow he made it while still holding his cutlass. His weight shook the whole tree.


“You will never escape me,” he growled, leaping down to the next branch. “Your blood must yet stain my blade.”


Emeline twisted around and dropped. Bluebeard followed. All she could see was blue, pine, and silver as she fell hand over hand in the most controlled manner possible. She tore through the last branches, landed on the soft soil, and seized her fallen cutlass.


Bluebeard dropped nearby in a flurry of needles and pinecones. He waved his cutlass over his head. “Run all you like, but you’ll never—”


A silver pie plate sliced through the air and struck him in the head. For a moment, he staggered. Then he collapsed.


Apple pie and cinnamon sugar crumbles spilled all over the ground.


Emeline looked over her shoulder, surprised. “Silas?”


Silas ran up alongside her, another pie at the ready. Raspberry, from the smell of it.


“Are you all right?” he asked.


“Um . . . yeah, all things considered. What are you doing here?” Emeline didn’t know what else to say. The police officers descended upon Bluebeard.


“I heard you were in trouble, so I came as fast as I could,” Silas said.


“Oh, Emeline! I’m so sorry.” Anna flung her arms around her neck and burst into tears. “I had no idea. I don’t know what happened to Peter, but this is not what I had planned!”
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