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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  THE TWO KINGDOMS BOOK 1:


  THE GARNETSWORD





  “The Garnet Sword is an extremely emotional and heart wrenching book, in all the good ways… When I cry during a book, I take this as a sign of a well-written story and fully developed characters. Aurora and her story definitely fit this description.”




  Katie Seely




  Night Owl Reviews




  





  “Intense! Without a doubt. Riveting, action packed from beginning to end, this one came to the get-together and brought the party :) I was pulled into the story from the start. The world building was FANTASTIC. It is clear the author had everything worked out for the world, characters and the story. Nothing was out of place… Enemies? Maybe, but oh so hot! Rock it, Ms. Aubrey!”




  Seriously Reviewed




  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  FIRST NIGHT:


  FOUR FAIRY TALES RETOLD





  “Aubrey’s prose and storytelling is lush and rich with imagination; her heroines are strong-willed, and believable. There are elements that horror fans will appreciate (The Woodsman’s Daughter and Ella of the Ashes are especially leaning toward the horror genre). Having read another one of her stories that appeared in the erotic vampire anthology Blood Surrender (She), one can see that imagery and landscape are important in this author’s work.”




  Belle Rose Reviews




  





  “This is definitely a story you tuck yourself into bed reading after you have read the innocent and watered down version to your children!”




  Simply Romance Reviews




  





  “First Night: Four Fairy Tales Retold offers a delicious perspective to fairy tales never intended for children. Ms. Aubrey serves up a lusty helping of courageous women and fascinating men who understand intimacy, love and loyalty. It was a nice opportunity to revisit stories sparkling with Ms. Aubrey’s fresh characters and steamy visuals.”




  Patrice F




  Joyfully Reviewed




  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com





  First Night: Four Fairy Tales Retold




  The Two Kingdoms Book 1: The Garnetsword




  Table of Contents




  Long Ago and Faraway




  





  A Fox’s Tale




  (A Bluebeart Variant)




  





  The Blood of the Queen




  (The Goose Girl)




  





  Urban Fantasy




  





  Mia of the Redwood Lake and Green Unfurled Fern




  (An American Selkie Story)




  





  West of the Moon




  (The Story of a Beauty and of a Beast)




  For the beast within…may he never be completely tamed.




  A FOX’S TALE


  A BLUEBEARD VARIANT





  The Bluebeard tale has its variants in many parts of the world. According to folklore scholar Terri Windling, in her excellent article BlueBeard and the Bloody Chamber, these tales are cautionary tales for brides in how to prepare for marriage. “It’s a gruesome cautionary tale about the dangers of marriage (on the one hand),” Windling tells us, “and the perils of greed and curiosity (on the other)—more akin, in our modern culture, to horror films than to Disney cartoons.” The horror element of Bluebeard has always attracted me, and though I come from a long line of strong women who knew how to take care of themselves, I always come at these stories with a bit of a feminist spin. In most of the traditional stories, the young woman is saved from the murder wrought by the transgression of her brothers. In my version, it is her sisters who come to her aid in defeating a monster of a man who would see them all enslaved in his bloody chamber.




  This version is based upon an English variant of the Bluebeard tale, Mr. Fox. Even though times have changed, we still have the deep longing to be desired above all by a demon lover, the bad boy, the vampire, the one whom we are not supposed to find ultimate happiness with. This Fox is no different, but to survive the horror of the Bloody Chamber, we must keep our wits about us and rely upon the strength of women to do so.




  Once upon a time, in a land of dark mountain lakes and deep, damp forests of pure green and mossy brown, there lived a widow with three young daughters. The widow, Isela by name, had lost her husband at a very young age, she had loved her merchant husband very well, and his loss had affected her deeply. So she took their three young daughters and lived in a cottage at the edge of that deep and dark forest. Where she raised them as children of the wood, away from the prying eyes and praying hands of the world that had taken their father from them.




  Isela’s three daughters, Anne, Lisette, and Miranda, grew tall and strong, gathering and chopping wood, growing everything they needed for their sustenance in their woodland garden just outside of their cottage. The sisters loved each other dearly, and all three had gifts they inherited from both their late father and grieving mother: Anne had a pure, clear singing voice that could melt the hearts of even the most evil demon; Lisette painted tiny, elaborate forest scenes on acorns that seemed to bring luck to those who carried them in their pockets, and Miranda seemed to bring the world to life with her touch. Each of the plants in her garden thrived under her touch, bearing fruit with great duty and devotion. Each of the sisters entertained their very melancholy mother with their particular gifts: Anne’s singing could bring a smile to her mother’s face; Lisette’s acorns always seemed to lighten her heart just a bit with their scenes of faraway lands, and Miranda’s roses and foxgloves were so beautiful that Isela ached to touch them, crushing them to her breast in pure joy.




  One day, a wealthy traveler, on his way home from visiting a foreign land, came upon the beautiful cottage in the woods. Inquiring politely for directions for the easiest route across the dark forest, Anne invited him in for supper, telling him that it would be dark soon and the woods at night were not a place for a stranger alone.




  The man, Mr. Kitsen by name, was a tall, handsome fellow with deep, dark eyes and dark, russet hair which swept across his shoulders and curled at the ends. He wore fashionable clothing, carrying his wealth and station quite well. For the first time in a long time, Isela was charmed by someone other than her daughters. She smiled, then chuckled at Kitsen’s tall tales and bade Anne to entertain them with her lovely voice. She clapped with delight at Anne’s rendition of even the most plaintive of bard songs, and even danced when Kitsen pulled a fiddle from his saddlebags. That night, Isela asked Kitsen to stay and camp in the barn, which he happily agreed to do.




  When the daughters woke in the morning, they found their mother lifeless in her bed, as if she had simply died from happiness in her sleep. Grateful that she was reunited with their father in heaven they buried Isela, with Mr. Kitsen’s assistance, under her favorite rosebush in the garden.




  Anne, being the eldest of Isela’s three daughters, took on the responsibilities of caring for her two younger sisters. Mr. Kitsen would come and visit on his travels, and soon, asked Anne to be his wife. Overjoyed, the sisters began preparations for Anne’s wedding, their happiness taking some of the pain of their mother’s death out of their hearts.




  The village priest married Mr. Kitsen and Anne and much celebration occurred. When the time came for the bride and her sisters to join Kitsen at his great manor home, Miranda went to their mother’s grave and knelt, laying a single white rose there. At that moment, a beautiful red bird landed upon the rosebush underneath where the grave stood, and sang the most beautiful, sorrowful song Miranda had ever heard. Immediately, she knew she could never leave her mother alone there, so she agreed to stay behind. Lisette, not wanting her little sister to be lonely, agreed to stay as well.




  With great fanfare, and promising a visit very shortly, Kitsen and Anne made their way across the forest to his home. That night, Miranda had a very strange dream: she was alone, in the forest, in a clearing of beautiful trees and a babbling brook. A cottage, very like her mother’s, sat at the edge of the clearing. She felt a beckoning into the cottage, and as she moved forward, she noticed that the birds had stopped chirping. The forest was strangely silent, and Miranda kept moving. As she pushed open the heavy wooden door to the cottage, the fire in the hearth roared insistently.




  Her sister Anne sat at the hearth, staring at the fire. Miranda watched as Mr. Kitsen entered the cottage, moving past her and to Anne. Smiling at her, his face was illuminated by the fire, catching his handsome features in pale gold, yellow, and orange. His russet hair glowed the same color as fire, and his hands moved up to Anne’s waist. Anne sighed under his touch, and deftly Kitsen unlaced the bindings of her corset. Where his fingers traced, his lips followed. Rooted to her spot by the door, Miranda tried to move, but was fascinated by the tableau.




  Kitsen soon freed Anne of her clothing, and the beautiful young woman stepped gracefully out of her wedding gown, standing naked by the fire. Flames and light licked her body, and she raised her hand to Kitsen. Taking her hand, he kissed and licked his way up her hand, to her wrist, to her arm, to the hollow of her neck and throat, tracing down to her breasts. In response, Miranda felt her own nipples pebble under her nightgown. Turning Anne in his arms, Kitsen’s eyes found Miranda’s, flames reflected in the darkened pools. He kissed Anne then, his eyes not on his beautiful bride but upon her youngest sister.




  Miranda woke with a start, her heart racing, her blood pounding between her legs. In the forest, outside of her cottage, a lone red bird sang long, plaintive songs. As Miranda turned over in her bed, she wondered why this bird sang only at night.




  * * * *




  Each day their sister was gone, Lisette and Miranda missed her terribly, but knowing their sister had been happy to marry such a handsome and wealthy man, providing not only for her but for them as well, the girls took some consolation from that.




  Three months after the wedding, Anne died suddenly in her sleep, as their mother had done shortly before. Grief-stricken, Kitsen arranged for the girls to come and bury Anne. As they were ready to leave, Miranda went to tend the flowers at her mother’s grave; the red bird who sang so lovingly for her three months earlier came to visit once again. Singing a plaintive song, the red bird brought tears to Miranda’s eyes, and she knew she could not leave her mother, even for her sister. So Lisette agreed to go to Mr. Kitsen’s grand manor house to make arrangements for the burial of their sister. Shortly after her arrival, in their grief, Mr. Kitsen asked Lisette to marry him, to which she agreed. This second marriage was more subdued than the first, as the family’s grief reflected both the loss still of Isela and Anne.




  Sadly, Miranda made the long journey back to her cottage, without her mother and her sisters. Her grief was so great that she understood her mother’s longing for her father.




  As she turned out the candle before retiring for the night, she could hear the sound of a faraway bird singing a sweet song that reminded her of her mother and sisters… “Lovely Anne, what do I see when I so long for thee? I see nothing but the sun, which makes dust, and the grass, which looks green…” remembering her sister’s beautiful voice in her head, Miranda cried herself to sleep.




  When sleep at last claimed her, Miranda dreamt again of the lonely cottage in the silent woods. As she came to the cottage, like she had dreamt before, she could hear no sound coming from either inside or out in the forest. Pushing open the heavy door, she saw a white cloud enter the fireplace, and take the shape of her dear, departed sister Anne. As lovely as she appeared in life, the specter of her sister had a haunted, wide-eyed appearance. Soon, as Miranda watched, Kitsen entered, leading Lisette gently by the hand, setting her by the hearth. As he had done in Miranda’s previous dream, he kissed Lisette gently, eased her out of her wedding gown, and laid her carefully on the hearth. Firelight danced on Lisette’s nakedness, danced in Kitsen’s eyes. As Kitsen made love to Lisette, his gaze stayed on Miranda. Each thrust, each caress left a pounding thrum upon Miranda’s skin, as if her body was in Lisette’s place.




  Again, Miranda woke with a start, and she heard the song of a red bird far away in the forest. She trembled, for the look in Anne’s eyes had unsettled her deeply, and she did not know why.




  The next morning, she awoke to the sound of pounding on the door of the cottage. Jumping up in only her dressing gown, she ran to the door to see who was making such a frightful racket. Throwing open the door, she was amazed to her twice-wed brother-in-law, his black hair wild, his eyes ragged with tears. “Oh, dear Miranda, I fear once more there is terrible, dreadful news!” he cried, tearing at his clothes.




  “Mr. Kitsen!” she cried, inviting him in, “what has gotten you in such a state? And where is my sister, your wife?”




  Collapsing at her feet, Kitsen began to sob. “My beautiful wife, Lisette, fell off her most gentle horse and broke her neck… I fear she has joined your blessed mother and my sweet Anne in Heaven!”




  Miranda collapsed to the ground in a heap of her own, shocked by this most horrid news. First her mother, then her two sisters…what kind of misfortune had God rained upon her family to ply such sorrow upon her gentle head! How much more could she suffer so? Fresh, new tears streamed from her eyes. Mr. Kitsen was not unsympathetic. “Dear, dear Miranda, we only have each other now,” he said, patting her hand, “and I am sure your mother would not want you here alone. You must come home with me, and help me bury our beautiful Lisette…”




  Agreeing that this was perhaps her best possible solution, Miranda agreed to make the journey with Mr. Kitsen. She was heartbroken, as was he, and surely their broken hearts could comfort one another. The first night they stayed by the river, and spoke of their lost loves: Mr. Kitsen of his fond memories of his two beautiful wives; Miranda regaled him with tales of their strength and beauty and how lucky she was to have such wonderful older sisters. “I only pray,” Miranda said to Mr. Kitsen, under a nearly full moon, “that if I someday have children, they be as beautiful inside and out as my sisters.”




  The night after, they took separate rooms at an inn on the edge of the wood in a clearing that was quiet. A faraway singing trilled upon the night air… “Sister Lise, lovely Lise, what do I see when thy heart has long gone? I see nothing but the moon, which makes glow, and the sea, which hides in the gloaming…”




  Miranda came to a clearing in the wood. There was a woodland garden there, with many lovely plants. The innkeeper’s wife, a tiny, bespectacled elderly woman, took immediately to Miranda, recognizing her sadness. “My poor, poor dear,” the old crone said, reaching up to touch Miranda’s tear-stained face, “I want to give you something for your journey,” she said, and Miranda followed her out into the garden, under the light of a near full moon. Reaching under a clump of purple flowers, the old woman put her stores into a leather pouch and placed it over Miranda’s neck. “Purple foxglove,” she said, her eyes somber, “to ward against the evil that comes with things so beautiful…for you never know when it might come in handy.”




  On the last night of their journey, they camped once again by the river in a clearing of the woods. Gazing up at the wide expanse of bright moonlight, which blotted out the stars, Miranda thought she could hear the faint singing, faraway, of a plaintive red bird. She watched as Mr. Kitsen built a fire for warmth against the cool chill of the river air. “Aye, me…” Kitsen said, sitting next to Miranda with a deep, mournful sigh, “they say the moon lights the way for the dead across the forest when it is white in the night sky,” he said.




  Tears spilled down Miranda’s cheeks as she thought of the spirits of her sisters finding their way to heaven in the bright, white light of the moon. She leaned to Kitsen for warmth, and he put his arm around her. “Dear, Mr. Kitsen,” she sighed, “you have been so good to me. What would I have done had you not been here to grieve with me?” Looking up into his dark eyes, she could see the reflection of moonlight on the water dancing there, making his eyes look clear and hollow. Everything reflected there, the light, the water, and Miranda’s face. Leaning forward to comfort her, Kitsen’s lips brushed against hers, in the gentlest of touches. Moving from her lips to her cheeks, his kissed away the tears she cried for her lost loves.




  Laying her down on the soft ground, Kitsen caressed her face with his strong fingers, his lips following his hands. A deep, powerful longing filled Miranda’s soul, that she would never be loved again, that everyone she had loved would pass into the next world without her telling them of how she truly felt. Gazing up into Kitsen’s dark eyes, she knew that she would no longer live through someone else, by God, but live like there would be no turning back. She had always thought him terribly handsome, dreamed of him night after night, and in her grief, she turned to his comfort. Shyly, she raised her hands and placed them on his chest. He seemed pleased, and then dipped his head to touch her lips with his. He kissed with soft, caressing kisses, tracing from her lips, her jaw line, her neck, her throat; he kissed the place where her ear attached to her neck. Her hands slipped from his chest to his head, curling into his hair. How soft it was, hanging from his head in soft waves.




  His tongue danced along her throat, tasting her, breathing in her scent. Moving his hand along the gentle slope of her hip, to her waist, and resting upon her breast, he rolled her nipples between his fingers, Miranda moaned low in her throat. Shards of fire slammed from her sensitive breasts to her belly. Instinctively, she spread her legs, pressing up against the hardness, needing the strong planes of his body. She was not such an innocent that she wasn’t aware of the specific hard thing pressing against her, but was a little surprised at the intensity of her yearning for that hardness pressed against her soft flesh. Squeezing her breasts, he moved from one to the other, then back again. His mouth dipped low, nuzzling her on the way down, until his mouth fastened upon one nipple, wetting the cotton blouse she wore. Her breasts swelled up against the rough fabric, one nipple under his mouth and the other rubbing against the tips of her corset.




  Moving his hands back and forth, he deftly slipped a hand under her corset and began to undo the laces. Her breasts spilled out into the cool night air, hardening even tighter. His mouth closed over one and she writhed under him, unable to control the moan that escaped from her lips.




  Trailing back against her throat, his mouth came down on hers. He kissed her hard, thrusting his tongue in and out of her mouth. His hand moved down the length of her leg, pushing up her skirt and petticoat. Tracing circles up her thigh, he pressed his hand between her legs, spreading her folds. She felt as if she were melting under his touch as a rush of sensation poured down her thighs.




  A jawing emptiness coiled inside of her, deep in her belly, deep in the center of her body. Pulling her folds apart, he slipped the pad of his thumb against her clit, flicking it again with his fingernail. If he hadn’t been on top of her, she would have bolted off the ground from the sensation sparking through her. Over and over, he pressed his thumb down one end, flicking his fingernail over her again, coming up the other side. She heard whimpering in the trees, and realized, somehow, that those cries were hers as he rolled her between his fingers, and then started with his thumb again. Tension coiled inside of her, rising from the center where his hands were on her, through her belly, her hips, down her thighs and she felt as if she were splitting from the inside out. Shards of pleasure exploded and she felt if she were shattering.




  He slipped his fingers inside her, stopping just short of the membrane that guarded full entrance. Her flesh clutched at his finger, convulsing around them, hard, then fluttering, the intensity fading slowly as he pushed his finger, pulled it out, dragging it across her slippery flesh. His lips traced back to hers, gentle, teasing, coaxing her tongue out. Timidly, she pushed against him, and he groaned, deep in his chest, sounding very satisfied. “Sssh, my darling,” his whispered, pressing kisses to her hair, her eyes, holding her close. He moved his hand to her face, pulling her to his kiss. She could smell her scent upon his fingers, splayed along her cheek. “Dearest Miranda,” he whispered, in the night sky under the wide expanse of stars, “out of our shared grief is born a new love, and I will cherish you forever. When we return to my home, I shall make you my wife.”




  * * * *




  They buried Lisette immediately upon returning to Kitsen’s grand house.




  Immediately after the funeral, Kitsen insisted the priest marry them, which he did, returning to the rectory with a large pouch filled with coins.




  Miranda marveled at the house her sisters before her had called home. Set high on a thick, dark mountain, and surrounded by the sea on three sides, the ocean welcomed her with a great tempest. Cold, dark rain called from off the craggy shore pelted the grand old house, and after the sorrow of the burial and the joy of the wedding, Kitsen sent the servants home and taking Miranda’s hand in his, he began to walk the long corridors of the house. He showed her all of the rooms, the vast libraries with dark bound leather books; room upon room filled with great treasures and golden trinkets, lovely statues of opaque marble in every shade; tapestries and paintings of great hunts, of women and children, and happy scenes of family life. Miranda was content there, happy to be the mistress of this wonderful home.




  As they walked along, they came to a locked room at the very top part of the house. Kitsen became quiet as they neared the room, so quiet that Miranda noticed immediately. “This room…” she asked when they stopped in front of the thick wooden door.




  Kitsen placed his palm flat on the door. “This room, you must never enter,” he said, his thoughts and his eyes very far away. “You have run of this house, as you are mistress now, but I beg you, do not ever enter this room. It is here that I am able to be alone, and have my own thoughts and desires revealed.” Moving his hand from the door, he placed his palm on Miranda’s upturned cheek. “Promise me, my dearest, that you will honor my wishes.”




  Miranda looked into Kitsen’s glittering eyes. “Anything you ask of me, dear husband, I will do.”




  Smiling, Kitsen brushed his lips against hers. “You are the bride of my heart, and it would simply break if you do not honor me so,” his voice was strangely urgent.




  “Let us depart then, husband,” Miranda said, turning her back on the old door. “This place distresses you so. I will honor your request.”




  Leading her down the stairs and to their bedchamber, Kitsen closed the door behind them, locking it. He watched with hooded eyes as Miranda moved across the room, going to the window. Rain thudded against the window, sliding down in rivulets to the edge of the stonework, pooling at the edge of the house. As she gazed out the window, Kitsen came up behind her, his hands upon her waist. “Will you undress for me?” His voice rumbled through her.




  Moving her hands to the bodice of her dress, Miranda felt as he turned her to face him. Remembering the feel of his hands and mouth upon her only the night before, her hands trembled as desire slammed into her. Unlacing the bodice, the boned garment slid to the floor. Her breasts, freed from the bonds of the bodice, swelled under Kitsen’s gaze. The sensation and feel of her puckering nipples against the satin of her chemise caused her pussy to clench in response to the touch.




  Nodding for her to continue, Kitsen backed up to the bed, and sat.




  Slipping her chemise over one shoulder, then the next, Miranda held the silky garment to her breasts. Kitsen’s eyes raked over her as she let the garment fall, exposing her breasts to the candlelight. Cool air washed over her, causing the puckered buds to tighten even more. The ribbons that held her skirt together were next as Miranda unlaced them, the skirt joining the chemise in a puddle on the floor. She stood in front of him, naked, her body bathed in candlelight.




  Reaching for her, Kitsen pulled her to the bed, his eyes fastened upon her breasts. “Lie on top of the pillow,” he said roughly, “and put this one,” he handed her another, “under your ass…”




  The roughness of his voice urged her on. The pillow under her brought her glistening sex into full view, ready for his inspection. She felt exposed to the cool air, to his ravenous gaze, to her own desire for him. Crawling the length of her legs, he posited kisses on the balls of her feet, then her arches, up her calves, tracing circles with his tongue on her thighs. Parting her with his fingers, he pushed his face inside of her, his tongue spearing up one side of her clit, down the other. Miranda arched up against him and he brought his hands around her hips, holding her down. Over and over he laved at her with the flat side of his tongue, and then speared inside of her. Tension coiled inside of her and Miranda was helpless under his onslaught. She came under his tongue, her body splintering.




  Moving quickly from her pussy, Kitsen crawled up the length of her body, holding his cock in his hands. He rubbed the tip against her sensitive flesh and she cried out, pressing against him, his weight upon her keeping her in place. Guiding himself inside of her, he pushed against her resisting flesh. She was tight, hot, and wet, and he fought to go slow, to give her time to adjust to his length, adjust to his width.




  Underneath him, she squirmed against his hard length. The heat of him threatened to tear her apart and the sensation of being stretched, of being split, became too much for her. Still, he pushed on, until he felt the thick skin of her membrane stop him. His mouth came down upon hers, his tongue pushing in, pulling out, pushing in. Her tongue followed his, moving in and out of his mouth. When his tongue was fully inside of her again, he pushed past, tearing the skin.




  Miranda cried out against his mouth, her eyes widening. Kitsen stopped moving, giving her time to adjust, kissing her deeply, and murmuring to her. Soon, her hips moved restlessly against him, and he began a slow, languid rhythm that built inside of her, and when she cried out again, he joined her, his seed pouring out in an endless rush. As he gathered her into his arms, Miranda felt oddly sated, and oddly comforted, even though she dreamt that there was a woman crying somewhere very far away in the top floor of the house.




  * * * *




  He had made love to her three more times during the night, her body thrumming with need, his desire for her seemingly unquenchable. When she woke, hair tousled and his hands upon her, he had entered her from behind, his rhythm hard and pushing her nearly off the bed. He came inside of her, slick and creamy, collapsing on top of her, his head buried in the cloud of her hair. “I will never tire of you,” he mumbled against her, sliding out.




  Miranda heard the trickling of water beside the bed and before she could react, a hot sponge touched her sensitive flesh. With great, tender care, he cleaned her, and then slipped a finger inside of her. Her flesh protested again the invasion, but soon numbing warmth seeped from her. “You will be sore, my love,” he said, “This will soothe you.”




  Warmth spread from inside of her pussy, to the tops of her thighs, and down to her knees. Her belly contracted slowly, and then relaxed. Scooping her into his arms, he set her gently on the settee by the window, placing a kiss on her forehead. She watched, dreamily, as he stripped the bed, pausing to look at the bloodstained sheets. Bringing them to his nose, he inhaled deeply.




  Through her dreamlike state, Miranda felt a tickle of something in her belly. Why would Kitsen take such pleasure in her virgin blood on the sheet…




  Her eyes were heavy, falling shut, as she could have sworn she saw his red tongue slip out of his mouth and, like he had done to her clit the night before, lick and suck at the stain there. Again, from somewhere in the back of her mind, tickling her ears, she could hear the sound of plaintive singing as sleep claimed her once again.




  * * * *




  “My darling,” Kitsen said, entering their dining room, holding a rather large set of keys, “there is trouble, I fear.”




  Miranda looked up from the tea she was pouring. “Oh?” she said, putting the teapot down on the table. It was morning, and they were about to enjoy breakfast on the terrace of the grand house. The sun shone, drying up the remnants of the heavy rain that had lasted their wedding night and well into the next two days.




  Kitsen’s mouth was set in a grim line. “Two of my ships sank and I must travel to the harbor on the other side of the mountain from here to see what can be salvaged. I hate to leave you alone, my beautiful bride, but duty calls me.”




  The seriousness of his tone made Miranda suddenly nervous. Her eyes moved to the large, heavy ring of keys he held in his hand. “You’re leaving now…” she said, her voice hollow.




  “Yes,” Kitsen answered, his voice tight, “but you shall fear nothing in my absence, my love. I am entrusting you with the keys to every room in the house. I barely gave you time to explore before I had my hands upon every inch of your lovely young flesh,” one hand moved to her cheek, “and you became mine.” He leaned forward, kissing her softly.




  As he kissed her, he placed the keys in her hand. They were heavy and cold to the touch. Parting, he smiled. “These will open every door. Explore to your heart’s content, dearest, however,” his eyes shone with a bright light as he gazed upon her, “the room at the topmost height of the house, at the tip of the stairs, please do not enter. It is the one thing I ask of you. Can you do that for me, my darling girl?”




  Nodding, Miranda put the keys on the table. “Of course.”




  Pointing to the keys, Kitsen separated them, until the lightest one stood out. “This is the key to my room. You will have no need of it, but it is here.” Standing, he placed his hands on her shoulders, and kissed the top of her head. “My dearest love, I shall return in two days,” he said.




  And then, he was gone.




  * * * *




  Oh, how she missed his presence in the house, from the moment he had left her on the terrace. Her loneliness in the grand old house knew no bounds. The house itself was quiet, death-chamber quiet, and Miranda’s heart sank. All of the love shared between herself and Mr. Kitsen had kept her grief at bay, but now that his presence no longer filled her, she felt it at the edges of her heart, threatening to spill inside.




  She tried to walk the grounds of the house, but the wind was cold and even the sea offered no respite. She moved into the lush garden, but still the sense of despair filled her. As she was moving across the courtyard, she heard it.




  A woman’s voice, faraway and filled with longing, sang a song that Miranda had never heard before. Reminding her of a low, plaintive song of grief, she felt her heart swell as she moved inside of the house. The voice sounded closer.




  The keys Kitsen had given her were heavy on her wrist. As she moved up the stairs, the voice in her head grew closer, and closer. She moved to the library, placed the key in the lock. The singing seemed further.




  Moving through all of the rooms in the house, Miranda opened each of the doors swiftly, turning each key. As she did so, the voice seemed further and further. She had searched all of the rooms when she came to the bottom of the stairs. The voice, so beautiful, so plaintive, called her forward. Miranda’s eyes trailed up the stairs to the darkened door of her husband’s private chamber. It was the only room she had not searched.




  One foot moved up the stairs, then the next. The singing grew louder.




  Another flight of stairs passed under her feet. The singing grew louder.




  Reaching the door, Miranda took the golden key from the ring. The key slipped into the lock like a knife through butter. Like a cock through slick pussy.




  The lock clicked and the door opened.




  There was silence.




  The door creaked open further, as if on its own volition.




  Miranda stopped at the threshold. A sickening smell assaulted her. She knew the smell. It had been present in her house the morning her mother had died in her sleep.




  Moving forward, Miranda slipped into the room. It was dark and her eyes had trouble adjusting. As she moved forward, her shoe slipped on something and the world was off kilter. Falling on her back, she stared up to the ceiling. Something dark had splattered along the white ceiling, and her eyes cleared.




  Her hands grasped at the floor, slipping against a thick, coagulated substance under her fingers. Raising her hands, Miranda looked at the darkness staining them, her eyes wide. There was so much blood, so much blood…




  Scrambling to her feet, she could see the dark stains all over her dress, her hands, dripping from the ceiling. Backing away from the gore, she felt herself bump something hard. Turning, her eyes found the perfectly preserved face of her sister, Anne, staring back at her. Anne’s once lovely, translucent skin held a grayish pallor, thick, and pasty; her dark red hair styled and coiffed up on her head; blood stained her wedding gown. Next to the thing that had been her sister, hung on a wire, was the body of her sister, Lisette, wires holding the body up, posed as if in prayer. Lisette’s eyes were sewn shut, as was her mouth; her lovely blonde hair plaited with black ribbons and love knots. Next to Lisette’s body, another young woman’s remains were nailed to the wall with thick, iron spikes. Other bodies, in similar fashion, lined the wall, their once lovely features held up in grisly display.
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