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Chapter One
 
The coach shuddered down the road, the frame rattling, the wheels wobbling, the traveler clenching his teeth. Road? Who called this a road? True, at one time it had been cleared, a few markers had been set down and traffic was generally encouraged. But obviously no one had taken the trouble to travel it and the forest had reclaimed its dominion. A sudden bounce and the traveler found himself suspended in mid-air; when he landed he was upside-down with both feet out the window. He flipped over and leaned out to scold the driver—only to have his wig snatched off by the winds. What a disgrace! In this day and age, to lose his wig, his comfort, and quite possibly his senses to investigate these preposterous goings-on. He knew he should have refused. That, or asked for more money. A few more fobs would have paid for his wig and a new road on the return journey.
“Are we close?” the traveler yelled over the din.
“Not…far…now…sir,” the coachman shouted, his teeth rattling.
“Wonderful,” he said, crossing his legs. “The sooner this nonsense is over the better. I told them this would happen, how many times have I warned them? Well, only once…but once was enough. Didn't I tell them to throw it in the ocean and be done with it?"
The coach lurched violently and lost its bearings, catapulting the driver into the thickets and the traveler head over heels. The horses bolted, screaming down the road with the coupling bouncing behind them. The coach, nearly cracked in two, settled against a tree, its wheels spinning—rather smoothly, now—in mid-air. The traveler gave a groan and hoisted himself out the window. Nothing the worse for wear, it seemed. Just a firm conviction never to trgaiavel ten miles away from his door in any direction ever again!
He dusted himself off and looked from left to right. The road continued into the woods a fair distance, but even through the trees he could see the tops of the distant castle…a few miles at most.
“It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to walk, I suppose,” he muttered. “Coachman? Where are you?”
After a difficult search, he found the coachman ineffectively clawing his way out of a thicket. He made a few gestures before the bushes and they unceremoniously vomited him out.
“My head…” he groaned.
“Pah! Your head is fine; it’s your leg that’s broken,” the traveler said. “Now come along.”
The traveler stooped down, hoisted the coachman on his shoulders and started off in the direction of the castle.
The guards spotted him a few hours later, though they didn’t know who or what he was. A large, hulking mass approached stealthily in the moonlight, too large to be a man, but too slow to be anything else. A ghost? The guards warned it to stop (it didn’t)…swore they would Count to ten (they couldn’t get past five)… announced that they were prepared to shoot—
“Fire away, gentleman, but I think you’ll find I’m expected,” a voice demanded. “Hildigrim Blackbeard, at your service. Please announce me at once.”
As the figure approached the torch lights, details of his face danced out: a prodigiously long beard, black but flecked with sparks of white; two fiery eyes, bubbling like a disturbed volcano; waves of thick hair sprouting in all directions, like the fingers of a nervous ghost. Without a word they opened the gates.
“Don’t let anyone else in or out without my explicit order,” he commanded. “Starting this moment, the entire castle is under quarantine.”
The guards nodded with terror, unwilling to comment. They knew the stories about Hildigrim Blackbeard, legendary Conjurer-Magician and Sorcerer of the Sixth Circle (whatever that meant). They heard he had walked on the moon. That he had talked to the dead. That he…that he had once been a corpse himself. Things must be in a terrible state indeed to call him here. How terrible they could scarcely imagine.



Chapter Two
 
The Count paced before the fire, thinking endless, empty thoughts. With each second that passed the situation became more dreadful. What a fool I’ve been! He told me—he warned me—I even told myself! Zounds, I should have listened…
But in general he listened to no one. As a Count he didn’t have to. He had been born to all the advantages of a title, which viewed the world as an elaborate chess game, where people, armies, even nations were so many pieces to be shuffled about. Consequences? There were no consequences, other than occasionally losing, of course. But this was far worse than losing a single match...and this was more than a casual opponent.
In a rage he tossed his wine goblet in the fire. The wine hissed as it sprayed against the flames, imitating a sinister response to his racing thoughts. It’s too late now! The game is up!
“Your Grace, he’s here—just arrived!” a servant announced, having run up the stairs so quickly his wig was on sideways.
“Excellent!” the Count shouted, racing toward the stairwell.
Minutes later he encountered Hildigrim Blackbeard himself, legs crossed in impatience, fingering a cup of tea. Steam danced out of the cup and shrouded his eyebrows. He didn’t seem happy to see the Count. And why should he? His father, the former Count of Cinquefoil, had warned him about the box. Specifically, not to go near it. Or even open the door to the armory where it was kept. And of course, it goes without saying, never to unfasten the locks. From his earliest childhood he had heard stories of the box. Not what was in it…no, they never spoke of that…but simply that it existed. An existence that planted a seed in his mind, which grew year by year, watered by his dreams and the occasional nightmare.
“You profound and prophetic buffoon!” the sorcerer shouted. “You’ve done it, haven’t you? When your father told you, when I told you, when your own common sense should have told you! Don’t you read fairy tales? The ones where curious little boys go prying in dark places that are hungry for the light? So? What do you have to say for yourself?”
The Count said nothing, his voice dry and his brain scrambled. What did one say to Hildigrim Blackbeard, especially when he already knew the answer? Of course, he didn’t know the entire story, which was worse.
“I’m…I’m sorry,” he said, head downcast.
“Of course you’re sorry; sorry for getting caught,” he grumbled. “Well, what’s done is done. Tell me what happened.”
The absolute last thing the Count wanted to do was think about it. Strange, considering it was typically all he ever thought about. His mind turned somersaults trying to penetrate the mystery behind the box. What could be so terrible, so unspoken? You couldn’t tell anything from its appearance. True, one side had been burned, and the top looked as if someone had beaten it for several hours. But otherwise, it was a simple, unremarkable box—or at best, an undersized chest. The first time he had peered in at it was twelve years ago. Like a thief he stole after his father, who had come down to the armory on some errand. When his father opened the door—only quickly enough to catch a single glimpse—he saw it. That single image lived in his imagination until last night. The night it spoke to him.
Leopold…I’ve been waiting for you, Leopold. Come and unfasten my locks!



Chapter Three
 
“It spoke to you?” the sorcerer said, eyes widening.
Leopold nodded, the voice still in his thoughts. Like no voice he had ever heard. Human—but only just. It sounded like the voice of a child swallowed up in a howling rainstorm.
“And…?” Hildigrim Blackbeard insisted.
“I didn’t mean to go there…I rarely ever go down there,” he said.
For some reason, he found himself strolling down the damp stairwell to the armory, long after everyone in the palace was asleep. In the faint flicker of torchlight he saw the door. He paused at the handle, knowing it was a foolish impulse. Surely nothing good would come—
It spoke. It asked him to open the door. Pleaded, even begged him to listen. After a moment’s hesitation he turned the handle. And there it was. Besides its battered appearance, three locks of various sizes stood at attention. A symbol was engraved nt>on each one, unreadable to him…undoubtedly magic. Then it greeted him by name. Asked him if he knew what it was.
“I don’t know anything—no one ever told me,” he protested. “I don’t even know what possessed me to come down here…I just wanted to see…”
In a tearful, almost frightened voice it said it was scared; that it had been trapped long ago. No one would listen, least of all those who knew its secret. It said he could help…that he, alone, could hear its cries swallowed up in the darkness of human thought.
“Me? How can I help? I know nothing of magic, of the secrets my ancestors kept hidden. I’m not even married.”
It replied less in words, but in a kind of melodious sing-song that promised him great rewards if he would only listen, if he would right the terrible wrongs of the past. It was such a simple thing, it suggested, to do the right thing. In fact, it would even help him.
He wanted to trust it, whatever it was. He could almost see it in his mind, a small, powerless thing. Practically a child.
“What can I do? I’ll do what I can…within reason.”
It asked for only one thing: undo the first lock. Let the rest remain fastened for now, it suggested; but the first, if unlocked, would allow it space to breathe…to think…to speak with candor.
But where was the key? His father had never spoken of such matters, nor had he uncovered any keys in his adolescent snooping. As if reading his thoughts, it said the key was hidden in the Hall of Portraits, behind the ancient portrait of the one-eyed king. 
“King Stanislav, yes,” Hildigrim nodded. “Right where I left it, all those years ago.”
“What—what happened? I still don’t know,” Leopold pleaded.
“You think this entitles to you knowledge, your act of pernicious sabotage?” he snapped, spilling his tea. “No, no, not before I know the rest of the story. Go on.”
“There’s not much else to tell,” the Count shrugged. “I retrieved the key—which was right where it said it was—and returned to the room. It begged me to continue, just one lock, a simple flick of the wrist. And so…I did it.”
The sorcerer hissed. It was just as he thought. But there was more. Once the lock was unbolted, the voice became louder, more sure of itself. It began speaking with a different accent, one Leopold couldn’t place in any specific region. But whatever it was, it sounded old. Still childish, but old.
“It told me a strange story about the movements of the stars, how they’re always watching us, guiding us, even though we can’t understand,” he continued, waving his hands. “Frankly, I didn’t understand a single thing…but I enjoyed listening. It made me feel…protected, somehow.”
“Naturally,” Hildigrim muttered. “And then?”
At the end of it all, the voice asked him to undo the second lock. One was all very well, it explained, but two…now that would show it could trust him. It wasn’t that the voice wanted out of the box, exactly. No, it just wanted certain pressures released. The locks somehow stifled it, constricted it, made it difficult to move as it wanted. The Count took pity on the creature inside the box—whatever it was—and unfastened the second lock.
“Both locks!” the sorcerer gasped. “The first and the second? I thought you merely tampered with one and ran away!”
“It was the way it asked me…like I was doing it the greatest favor in the world. It sounded so desperate. I knew it was wrong…but then again, I wasn’t sure why it was wrong. Maybe if someone had told me—”
“It’s not for you to know all the ins-and-outs of the thing, just to follow instructions,” he snapped. “Given time, and a certain maturity, you might have been told. But you couldn't wait! Well, continue.”
After the second lock, the voice changed again. It sounded even older, even stranger, but no less reassuring. Still kind, like someone he had known all his life and was simply playing a role. It told him another story, this time about the beginning of the world: how the first trees were planted by a wandering flame in order to satisfy its hunger and consume them. Very strange, and he certainly didn’t follow a word of it. And yet…
“I know you didn’t unfasten the third lock, otherwise we wouldn’t be sitting here now, would we?” the sorcerer said, arching his brow. “So what did happen?”
“The same as before…it asked me to consider, just consider, turning the key in the third lock. It said we could be friends. That it could offer me anything I wanted. It even knew about…Mary.”
“Mary?” Hildigrim repeated, uncertainly.
Somehow, it knew everything Leopold thought or felt. It seemed to know all about her, and it said, in a strange, roundabout way, that she could be his. But not without undoing the third lock. Only then could the box open and all his dreams come true. Come closer, it begged him…come closer and open the box. What good friends they would be if it could only see him and take his hand.
“That’s when I saw it,” the Count said, trembling with emotion. “With the first two locks off the lid could move just a hair—only so much. But even so, as I approached to unlock it, I saw…this eye, this terrible eye peering at me. But not human! It wasn’t human at all!”
“No, it isn’t,” the sorcerer nodded.
“My hand froze. I had already inserted the key in the lock. But I fell backwards and ran out of the room. It called after me, shouting my name. But I couldn’t listen. I just ran upstairs and hid in my bedroom.”
“And you left the key there?”
“Yes. Still in the lock. Is that bad?”
The sorcerer didn’t respond. Instead, he drained the rest of his cup and puckered his lips.
“I’m afraid we’ll have to go down there and find out,” Blackbeard said.



Chapter Four
 
It took nearly a half hour to get to the armory, as the sorcerer walked extremely slowly. Not from age, mind you, but from a studied lack of concern. Whatever had happened, it could wait. Or perhaps it was too late already? Leopold nearly went out of his mind with terror, his legs breaking into a trot every few seconds. He kept looking back at Blackbeard to encourage him to pick up the pace, but the sorcerer merely ambled forward, bowing his head. At length they arrived at the door. The Count reached for the handle but the sorcerer slapped it away.
“You wait here,” he said. “I’m afraid I can’t trust you within the vicinity of the box.”
“Wait here? But what if…”
The sorcerer raised his eyebrows. What if what? What help could he possibly offer Hildigrim Blackbeard, the greatest sorcerer in the realm? Unless, of course, he wanted to volunteer to be the first victim of the creature’s wrath when it escaped? Leopold read this, or something like it, in the sorcerer’s eyes and backed off. Without another word the sorcerer opened the door, slipped inside, and closed it softly behind him. 
The Count waited. He paced up and down the hallway, the coolness of the floor penetrating his toes, slithering up his legs, making his heart falter. Not a sound! What was he doing in there? Should he go in? At least crack open the door and take the slightest peek…?
He pressed his ear to the door. With great effort he silenced every thought and suppressed his very breathing to listen. There—faintly now—a few words. Not in any language he was remotely familiar with. Only the sorcerer spoke, a few scattered phrases, like questions. No answers followed. Nothing but footsteps, the plodding sorcerer pacing to and fro. Listening to something. Did the box speak to him, too?
A short time later the door opened. Hildigrim Blackbeard’s eyes were grim, his face as tight and expressionless as a mask.
“Well…what happened?”
“The key is stuck in the lock,” the sorcerer said.
“Stuck? Can’t you—”
“I can’t—no one can. Once inserted it can only be opened,” he said, crossing his arms.
Leopold’s eyes bugged out. He moved aside to let the sorcerer pass, watching him walk briskly down the corridor.
“Wait…did you open it?” he asked, following.
“Not yet,” Blackbeard muttered.
“I don’t understand…please, can you just explain—”
“Explain! You want me to explain?” the sorcerer thundered, turning on him. “In two words or twenty? In prose, verse, or Latin? I could talk from one hour to the next, through the entire week, and even then, I would have scarcely begun my explanation.” 
The sorcerer spun around and almost ran up the stairwell, going higher and higher until he reached the topmost tower. There, he peered off the ramparts into the distance, where the hazy mountains were touched by the first rays of light.
“Ever ask yourself how many of these you have left?” he said, almost to himself. “Any given sunrise might be your last…and who can say?”
The Count looked at the mountains, the fields, even at stray birds streaking past. What was he talking about?
“We all have a great Enemy nipping at our heels,” he answered, anticipating his surprise. “Sometimes you can see Him, just a flicker in the shadows—sometimes the merest brush of wind at your throat. But he’s there, all right. I can sense him even now.”
“A great enemy?” Leopold repeated. “Do you mean King Ivan the Fourth—the one they call Lord Hooknose? But I heard he was captured months ago. He awaits trial on an island off the coast of—”
“You fool, I’m not talking about men!” he snapped. “Men come and go. I speak of the true Enemy behind them, the one that counts out your years as so many raindrops. For they vanish just as quickly.”
“I don’t understand—”
“Which is precisely why you had no business going anywherey?ing any near that box!” he said, shaking him. “Don’t you know what you’ve done? But ah, you want to know, don’t you? That’s what kept you awake at night. That truth—the one thing you couldn’t demand as your right.”
Leopold hesitated. Of course he wanted to know, but the look in the sorcerer’s eyes…no, he didn’t want to know the meaning behind it.
“I’ll tell you what we locked away in that box, never again to be disturbed,” he said, pushing him aside. “The great Enemy himself—we locked away your Death!”



Chapter Five
 
Leopold had no response to this statement. Terror, confusion, disbelief, and finally amusement came in turn. What ultimately came out was a slight chuckle—a polite one, of course, but a chuckle nonetheless. The sorcerer glowered in rage, as if his eyes could snatch the chuckle out of mid air and strangle it cold. The Count coughed the rest away, averting his eyes.
“I beg your pardon, but I don’t quite see…how could you lock away death? After all, people still die. My own father…is dead.”
“There are many Deaths in this world, no box can contain them all,” Blackbeard said. “But the Death I speak of is yours alone, the one that has accompanied you since birth…your most faithful, if hated, companion.”
Leopold fell into a stunned silence. Surely he didn’t mean…
“Ask yourself, when was the last time you felt sick? Even a passing illness? A cough—what about that? Hmm?
“Well, I’m sure I’ve had…I can’t tell you exactly when, or how long,” he said, growing desperate.
“It all dates from the locking of that box,” the sorcerer said, grimly. “Your father had me lock it away, with great effort, some fifteen years ago. It’s in there—the very specter of Death—powerless to spread mischief. Until you came along and opened the locks.”
“Not the third! I didn’t turn that one!”
“But you might as well have! Thoughtless fool; you’ve set his release in motion now, and nothing I can do—no, not even all the powers of magic can stop it. Your Death must come out.”
The Count began spouting out excuses, empty words, until even these failed him and he began to weep. So this was it. He would die. And all because of a moment’s foolishness, a selfish desire to best his father. Look at me, papa, I can open the box! And nothing happened!
“Is there nothing we can do?”
“Everyone dies,” the sorcerer shrugged. “Even the box couldn’t hold it forever.”
“I don’t want to live forever. Just today,” he whimpered.
Blackbeard made a clicking noise with his tongue, deep in thought. This would be tricky. Death lived off its host like a parasite. Some Deaths were small; they only nibbled and pecked away at one’s life over sixty, maybe seventy years. Others were large and voracious; they gobbled it up in a few years, and in extremely rare cases, a matter of months. In general it was a relatively harmonious relationship, and Death, in order to protect its nourishment, would work hard to protect its host—blocking dangerous influences and whispering propitious thoughts in one’s sleep. His own Death (a relative wisp of a Death, he was told) had seen him throthe"ugh the most dire predicaments, when anyone else would have perished on the spot. Naturally his time would come…but he sensed he would live longer than this poor fellow, who might not see the morning.
“When it’s released, it will be hungry—ravenous,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Imagine a fast of over fifteen years! I’m afraid it will devour you on the spot.”
“Merciful fates!” he gasped.
“You can’t reason or bargain with Death,” he nodded. “It has a cunning, animal intelligence with only one purpose. It will find any way, endure any hardships, lay any traps to appease its thirst. It almost had you last night…”
Leopold wasn’t ready to accept this. No, there had to be another way. Of course: he could burn the box! Set both it and his Death aflame, if Death could burn, that is…but if it could eat, certainly it had some kind of substance. Or adopt an elaborate variety of disguises, so clever that even Death couldn’t ferret him out. Perhaps he just needed to hire an assassin, one that could intimidate even the most dreadful spirits of the supernatural world? Could Death be killed? Could even Death, in some manner, die?
“I know what you’re thinking, and no, it can’t be fooled, duped, or killed in any way you imagine,” the sorcerer replied. “Unless…”
“Unless? Unless what? Is there a way?”
Hildigrim Blackbeard paced in a circle while solving invisible equations in his mind. Mmm, yes, that could work, though it was an equally terrible proposition. But desperate times…
“Please! What is it?”
“Someone has to die…but it doesn’t have to be you.”



Chapter Six
 
Lady Mary Bianca Domenica de Grassini Algarotti was told to stand like a goddess. Having never seen one in person, she did her best impression: she stood like her mother. With her right arm bent, she planted a balled fist on her hip (her mother always did this, especially when insulted). The other hung elegantly at her side, setting off a bright turquoise gown and an ermine sleeve, which, in this weather, threatened to give her heatstroke. Nevertheless she slightly inclined her head and smiled without smiling; a smile is all in the eyes, not the mouth, her governess informed her. So her eyes shone with what happiness she could conjure up after two hours of posing for a wedding portrait, to a man she had no interest in marrying, on an eighty-five degree day, without wind, in the hottest room in the palace. The painter, a man who spoke in three languages at once, would occasionally mutter: “si, si, you look very charmante, but maybe to move just like this…oh, questa è bella!”
“Are we done very soon?” she finally asked.
“Momentito,” he nodded, making the tiniest brushstroke.
Her thoughts wandered to happier subjects, such as the day she last saw him, and what he had said to her…or rather, what he had meant to say instead of what he did. Leopold brought her a glass of champagne (some of which he spilled on his shoe), and after apologizing, asked her what she thought of history.
“History?” she asked him, with a laugh. “All of itsid? From beginning to end? Or just the moment we’re in right now?”
“Ah—no, not all of it, that would be dreadful,” he grinned. “No, I mean our history, tradition and all that. What we’re supposed to uphold.”
“I always wondered how one held up history; it seems like you would need ten arms,” she said, laughing. “Perhaps our ancestors were built much sturdier than we are?”
“I think it just sat on their heads,” he muttered. “Didn’t leave room for anything else.”
She laughed, but realized this was no idle question. He had something quite specific to ask her and history was only the start of it. Taking a nervous sip from her glass, she tried out several responses in her head. Most were shockingly forward for a woman of her age and position. So again, she thought of her mother: how would she respond? Serious, but not honest, of course; tell him what I should say rather than what I would. Just in case.
“Joking aside, I think history and tradition are all very well. It tells us who we are, doesn’t it?”
“When you look at these walls, all these portraits staring down at you…do you really see yourself?” he asked, studying her.
“Well…I see…our way of life. Not me, necessarily, but those who shaped the world. Don’t you?”
He crossed his arms and turned away from her, facing the crowd of dancers and chattering couples. She realized that this was the wrong track; she would have to be more honest, even at the risk of spilling an accidental truth on occasion. Fortunately, her mother was no longer around to object.
“Of course, we used to throw darts at them as children.”
He spun around, startled. She nodded, laughing slightly to encourage him. He followed at once.
“And what happened?”
“They never discovered us. We crept into the hallways at night. Especially at this one nasty old woman…said to be some ancient relative of my father’s. We aimed for the eyes and nose. The poor woman, within a month she was headless!”
They both laughed as the music struck up behind them. A bouncy, courtly minuet. Several couples made elegant bows and pirouetted across the floor.
“That’s what I mean,” he said, fingering a sleeve button. “This isn’t us. It’s just where we washed up, like a piece of drift wood. I never set course for ta- coursethis place. And even if we do come from the same tree, well, I can be made into something else. A frigate, perhaps, to sail off to the Colonies.”
“Would you accept passengers? Or is this to be a solo voyage?”
“I’m sure I have room for at least one stowaway,” he said.
She blushed, probably less from the champagne than the way he said it. They had met, flirted, and almost spoken of things ever since she had first come out as a girl of thirteen. But now she was engaged, her life auctioned off to another title in another land. Anything they said now was child’s play, a way of pretending the future didn’t exist (much less the past), with the present an innocent playground.
“When do you leave?” he asked.
“In two week’s time. It’s so soon!” she said, trying to sound enthusiastic—but failing on purpose.
“Two weeks,” he nodded. “That doesn’t give me much time.”
“To do what, may I ask? Are you planning a wedding of your own?” she smiled—tinged with bitterness.
“I can’t say,” he said.
As he said this he touched her arm. Very lightly, yet with tremendous force—enough to shatter her equilibrium. Her eyes swam, her heart shook, and her knees…well, it would be impolite to mention a noblewoman’s knees in public. Pleading important business, he made a bow and wandered off, disappearing into a crush of dancers. Her eyes ran after him, plucked out every last bit of his hair, his dress, his sword. It would have to last through the long, unhappy years of her marriage (and they would be unhappy, she assured herself).
“Please, signorina, straighten—elegante,” the painter chided.
Mary nodded and straightened herself. Her eyes shone even brighter now, smiling with the sudden, startling recognition that he loved her. They could never be together, not in this world…but in another? In the Colonies, like he said? Who would know them, their families, their history? Yes, she thought to herself, I know exactly what I feel about history. That it’s best left in the past.



Chapter Seven
 
“And that’s the only way?” Leopold gasped. “That’s your great plan, my one way out of this?”
“It may not even be that,” the sorcerer said, waving his arms. “It may be gloriously ineffective; this is Death we’re talking about! But yes, your one way out of this mess—which is all your doing, I don’t need to remind you—is exactly this: find a blood relation to die in your place. The family resemblance may be enough to temporarily mislead it. Then, when it has appeased its thirst, it can reattach itself and go on at the normal rate…depending, of course, on itsd. appetite and constitution. It may shave off a year or two of your lifespan, but as long as…”
Hildigrim Blackbeard paused to shoo a moth off his beard. Then, having apparently forgotten his point, simply nodded.
“A blood relation?” the prince said, almost laughing. “Who do you suggest, my mother? My aunt—her children? Ask them to die in my place? Are you mad?”
“Are you?” the sorcerer spat. “You’re the one who unlocked the wretched box! Or perhaps you’ve forgotten?”
“Why why why why why?” he wailed, holding his head as he paced in desperate circles. “Why on earth did he do it? Why didn’t he just leave my death in peace?”
“Only a father could understand,” Blackbeard said, gravely. “You were his life, his one and only son. In your early years, death nearly claimed you twice; once with a terrible fever, and the second—”
“I know, I fell from a ledge,” the Count interrupted. “I was six. I remember it very clearly. He never left my side.”
“Such is love,” he nodded. “When he sent for me, he said, I can’t lose him again. I can’t be one of those men burying his own son. I’ve seen too much of that in my time. I want him to live on, into a better age, far beyond the golden gleams of the horizon, longer than any man on earth. Poetry, perhaps. But when he said it I believed him. And I foolishly agreed to do it.”
As the full realization of his father’s words struck him, Leopold gazed into the heavens; a faint star still twinkled in the morning light. Had he really said those things? Leopold had trouble marrying the words to the man or even hearing his voice. Had he spoken it confidently, in a single breath? Or hesitantly, in fits and starts? He still remembered one evening, when, after several glasses of wine, he said he admired—not loved, but admired—his father’s work. The old man scampered out of his seat and muttered something about “needing to ring the servant.” He never returned. But now this…it said more than a library of love tokens. His father had loved him. So much so that he inadvertently cursed him for the rest of his life. Perhaps that was the reason for secrecy; saying too much can become fatal, especially when couched in the ambiguous tones of magic.
“Peruse your family tree: is there a crotchety great-grandmother or distant relation hiding away somewhere? Someone who won’t survive the week?” Blackbeard suggested. “Not that I advocate murder, of course…but as I said, someone will die, be it you or someone else.”
“There’s no one, I couldn’t imagine—no, it’s ridiculous!” he spat. “I would never have someone killed in my place, not even a convicted—”
An image flashed through his head and cut off the final word. A convicted criminal. Someone already sentenced to death, merely waiting the accursed day in the despair of a decrepit dungeon. Someone for whom death would be a blessed deliverance, especia, fnce, eslly given the manner of the execution (typically, beheading, but given the nature of his crimes, he might even expect a more prolonged demise). And there was such a person: his father’s bastard son…his half-brother, Ivan.
“Half-brother?” Blackbeard repeated. “I wasn’t aware that your father had two sons.”
“No, he wasn’t…that is, Ivan lived quite apart from us. I never knew him. I scarcely even knew he existed.”
Ivan was the result of his father’s brief affair with a Russian dancer before his birth. His father never mentioned him, and indeed, Leopold only learned he had a ‘brother’ by accident. One evening, when he had accidentally fallen asleep under a table, his father and an advisor came in, arguing volubly about someone they referred to as “Ivan the Terrible.” Toward the end of the conversation, his father threw a saucer against the wall—which shattered—and shouted, “damn him, he’s no son of mine, may he drown in the seven seas! His mother bewitched me with her gypsy arts and rotted his brains with witchcraft! He’ll never be allowed in my presence.”
Apparently, Ivan took this rejection personally. He became a notorious criminal and declared war on the entire kingdom. By the time of his capture, he was charged as an assassin, a spy, a cutpurse, a highwayman, and most unforgivably, an actor. When rumors of the trial reached Leopold’s ears the sentence had already been passed: death, without possibility of pardon, in two month’s time. It haunted him to think that this fellow—in blood, at least—was his brother. A brother he could never know. What was he like? And what might he have been like if his father had found some way to accept him?
“I don’t understand…won’t his Death stop my Death? We all have a Death, don’t we?”
“Of course, a wise question,” Blackbeard nodded. “I will attempt a spell to temporarily sever the two—he will be in a kind of limbo, between life and death. His Death will be unable to defend him.”
“I see,” the Count nodded. “And when we open the box…will it be painful?”
“Instantaneous,” he said, with a wave of his hand. “Won’t feel a thing. He’ll snuff out like a candle.”
“In that case…would he do?”
“Estranged or not, he is your brother. But do you know where he is?”
“The Royal Dungeons, in the condemned quarters,” Leopold replied. “Can we get to him?”
The sorcerer gave a slight groan, but nodded. Yes, it could be done. It probably shouldn’t be done, they would probably become wanted men themselves if they weren’t careful, but yes, he could arrange it.
“I’ll get dressed,” Leopold nodded.



Chapter Eight
 
Mary’s coach was stopped at the palace gates. Something about a quarantine, no one was allowed to leave or enter. Disguised, and unable to give her full name (which might have opened all doors and gates), she merely said she had urgent business with the Count and demanded entrance. The guards refused. The orders came from high up; she would simply hh stave to wait. In truth, they were terrified. Defying a direct order of Hildigrim Blackbeard would bring swift and terrible repercussions. Death, most likely. But there were many ways to go. They most feared a curse-transformation, which would change them into hideous, loathsome insects, leaving them to flail about helplessly until some greater beast ensnared them in its claws—
“Twenty fobs for each of you: now open the doors!” she cried, flinging the coins out the window.
As they clattered against the road, the guards temporarily forgot all about curses and Blackbeards. Twenty fobs a piece? Enough to die happy in food and drink, with a bit left over for the funeral. Trading wary glances, they stooped down to pick up the coins and waved her through.
“Say you overpowered us with swords and pistols!” they called after her.
“And that we resisted heroically!” the other added.
But Mary was no longer listening. As the coach rumbled under the gates, her thoughts focused on Leopold and if he would take her. If not, she was ruined. She had abandoned her marriage and family in one fell swoop, fleeing the estate with only a few, precious belongings and her servant’s petticoats. Not even the coachman knew her identity; she had given him a letter with special instructions to “take this servant directly to the palace of the Count of Cinquefoil and ask no questions!” Beyond that, she had no plan. She felt that he wanted her to come—he had hinted as much—but she didn’t know how to ask. “Do you want me?” was a simple question. But did anyone actually say it? If he refused now, she would have to return in shame and scandal. Her fiancé would most likely turn his back on her (not the worst part of this equation), and she would be sent to eke out her existence in a nunnery on the distant coasts of Scanda. But it was worth the risk. It was the only way she knew to ask him, and she would risk oblivion itself to learn the answer.
Once in the courtyard, she slipped out of the coach—giving a brief wave of thanks to the coachman, who refused to acknowledge her (she was a mere servant, after all)—and scanned the palace walls. She knew he lived on one of the highest floors, but how to reach him? From her own experience, servants lived in strict seclusion to a given task and floor; looking suspicious would be as productive as flashing her jewels. How thoughtless she had been! It was one thing to defy her parents and the expectations of society, but quite another to masquerade as the one thing that no amount of money could prepare her for: the life of a servant. What did they do? How did they act? After nineteen years of living among them she had never really seen one. She knew they cleaned things, arranged things, made things…and oh, they also brought things. What could she bring? A chamber pot?
“You there! Standing about like a halfwit! Come here!” someone shouted.
Terrified, Mary realized an older, very neatly dressed servant was gesticulating at her. She approached and did her best attempt at servility, which only made the elder servant enraged. The servant shook her a bit and asked her what in the world she was up to.
“I…just arrived…appointed here by my mistress, Lady Mary Bianca—”
 ata-AmznRnd="1">
“Oh, that’s nice, more deadweight!” the servant snapped. “So now I have to train you, eh? No time for that, there’s terrible business about. The young master, they say he’s taken ill—called for a sorcerer by the name of Hairygrim Redbeard. Sounds like a pirate! Come, come, hasten down to the armory, where the master was recently seen; ask if he needs anything. And then come right back, you hear?”
Mary took the opportunity for what it was: she traced a jagged path to the armory, dodging the odd servant who glared at her suspiciously. Once there, she crept stealthily past each door, listening for his voice, straining to catch a single clue—a cough, a cry, even a footstep. Where could he be? She advanced down the darkened hallway, feeling the cold stone against her fingers, stone he might have brushed against only moments ago; she was that close.
“Mary!” a voice cried.
She started and spun around. She couldn’t be sure, but it seemed to come from the door at the far side of the hall. Mary took a few tentative steps forward before replying, “Leopold?”
“Mary!” the voice repeated, more insistently.
How did he know she was here? Or perhaps he didn’t see her at all, but in his delirium he called out her name? Her heart raced to think how sick he might be. Surely it couldn’t be serious! Why just the other day, he was full of health and wit, nothing out of place. How quickly things changed…how soon she could lose everything. I waited too long, she cursed herself. I should have told him long before this wretched match! Perhaps he’s lovesick over losing me? Perhaps…perhaps I killed him!
She raced to the door, and after a quick look down the hallway, slipped inside. The door closed gently behind her and the darkness swallowed her whole. A cryptic, almost deathlike silence filled the room.
“Leopold?”
No sign of him. The room had no candles burning, and only a small window so grimy that light scarcely registered. As her eyes adjusted, she could make out a large chest in one corner of the room. Something about it seemed…familiar. She was compelled to approach it, and after a moment’s hesitation, rested her hand on the box. As she did it spoke again: whatever it was knew all about her and what she had done. Far from being terrified, she pressed closer, curious and oddly comforted. How could it know her? And what was it? Surely it couldn’t be…Leopold?
It told her many things: about Leopold’s wish to marry her and run off to the far corners of the earth where no one could find them; about her fiancé’s relief that she had found a proper match, since he, too, loved another; even about the three children she would have with Leopold, each of them destined for distinguished lives in the years to come. She drank all this in and desired more. Please, tell me more, I’ll do anything you ask! Whether she actually said it was unclear, but the voice seemed to understand. It seemed quite willing to tell her more, to even act as matchmaker between the happy couple. All she had to do is turn the key—yes, the key resting in the third lock—a full revolution and open the lid. Her fingers touched the key.
But something made her stop. A feeling that strange eyes were watching her, eyes quite at odds with the v Cds widoice’s promise. Mary studied the box but could find nothing amiss. The voice spoke again, assuring her this is what Leopold wanted. Sentences fell apart as it boomed out a repetitive, yet persuasive message: open the box—don’t delay—turn the key—let me out. For whatever reason she trusted it, even though her eyes narrowed and her fingers trembled as they hovered over the key.



Chapter Nine
 
Before leaving, Blackbeard went over three simple rules with the Count, lest he think the sorcerer was a lowly member of his entourage who followed his every command (he wasn’t—and wouldn’t!).
Rule 1: Follow my instructions exactly. Magic is precise, and can ill afford the mistakes concocted by a bungling and imprecise aristocrat. (Leopold agreed).
Rule 2: I am not responsible for any mistakes or miscalculations owing to the uncertainties of magic or your refusal to obey Rule #1. If things go astray, I am not to be insulted, arrested, or burned at the stake. (Leopold, after a slight pause, agreed to this, too).
Rule 3: If everything goes according to plan (in other words, you do not immediately expire upon opening the box), I request an open pardon, in writing, that covers any and all activities for the next fifty years affixed with your signature and official stamp.
“An open pardon? I’ve never heard of such a thing!” he protested. “Seriously, how can I pardon you for anything you might do in the next fifty years?”
“This is a dangerous country, especially for conjurer-magicians such as myself,” Blackbeard said, coldly. “Many of my order have perished for relatively innocent misunderstandings. If I had the assurance that your word rescued me from any malicious prosecution, I could sleep easier at night.”
“I…yes, I suppose I could…but the pardon of a count only goes so far,” he shrugged. “I’m hardly the king.”
“It will suffice,” Blackbeard insisted.
“Very well, we can draw it up now if you like.”
“No, we can wait until…” at this the sorcerer paused, as if reacting to a sudden pain in his chest.
“What’s wrong? Are you—” Leopold asked, jumping up.
“The key! Someone’s turning the key!” he gasped.
“The key? You mean the box? But how—”
“Just take my hand—now!”
The Count had scarcely thrust out his arm before Blackbeard grabbed it and they disappeared in a cloud of smoke.
The next thing Leopold saw was a young Fds wil suservant kneeling before the box, hand on the key, the eyes glowing with hunger—
“STOP!” the sorcerer shouted, bathing the room in a fiery light.
The servant’s hand dropped as she leaped up, eyes and mouth frozen in terror. Blackbeard wrenched her aside and began cursing her insolent thievishness; he would have her fired and beaten out of the house—the sooner the better! Leopold stared at her several times, looking at her this way and that, before it dawned on him: Mary! He shouted her name and her eyes flickered to life, focusing on the one voice she had sought through such terror and isolation.
“Leopold! I—I don’t know what happened…I heard your voice!” she stammered, frantically.
“You know her?” the sorcerer snapped.
“Yes, yes, of course I know…Hildigrim Blackbeard, this is Lady Mary Bianca Domenica de Grassini Algarotti,” he said, his voice almost quivering as he pronounced it.
“An impressive name! And what the devil is she doing here?” he thundered.
“I hardly know,” he whispered.
Blackbeard threw up his hands and inspected the box, noting the position of the key. Good, nothing amiss. They still had time; how much time he dared not even admit to himself. Days? Hours? Time enough to convince a convicted criminal that he should die for his estranged half-brother who stood for everything he had defied in life and wished to denounce from the grave?
“I’m sorry, I should have written—or found some way to tell you,” she said, approaching him.
“Yes, but why are you here…dressed like this?” he asked.
“It’s what you said to me: that you were prepared to leave all this behind. So that’s what I did. My family, my life, my marriage… everything. For you.”
Leopold’s eyes grew wide, and his arms impulsively reached out for hers. Their fingers touched, hands clasped, and he drew her toward him.
“Then you…you want to come with me? You would do that?” he asked.
“I already have. And yes, I would. Always.”
“I didn’t think you cared…at least, not enough to defy convention, to risk your standing. Whenever we spoke, you always seemed—”
“What could I say?” she laughed. “Of course I wanted to, but these things aren’t spoken—I don’t know how. Even now I’m stumbling over my tongue, trying to express feelings which have bubbled up inside me since our thirteenth year.”
“Even then?”
“There was never a time I didnared Ke ImznRemovedt.”
He pressed her to him and their lips met, hesitantly, and then greedily embraced. It was first love for both, a passion which would soon engulf them in the depths of passion and folly. Blackbeard suddenly realized what was happening and hauled them apart, saying they could make love on their own time, but this was his time—and he had precious little of that to begin with!
“Go on, tell her everything you’ve done!” Blackbeard shouted, his eyes ablaze. “About the box and your foolishness and how she nearly did you in by her sneaking around! Egad, you make quite a pair!”
Leopold told her everything he knew, which surprisingly fit into a single sentence. Of course, he had to repeat it several times, and only by the fifth time did she begin to understand (and almost faint). Mary looked at the box with horror; she had nearly opened it, nearly killed the love of her life—an act which would have ended her own! She clung to him, expecting him to be cold somehow and trying to warm his bones. But was it really…could someone’s death truly fit inside such a modest chest? Why, she would need a dozen such boxes to accommodate her wardrobe at home. For a moment she wondered who would inherit them, as she had no sisters or female cousins. The thought of her rivals getting their hands on them disgusted her (and they might—they could bribe the servants and clean her out by morning). She should have burned them before—but zooks!, what a time to be thinking about clothes!
“And you’re sure if he agrees, this half-brother of yours…it will work?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Blackbeard thinks it’s reasonable. It’s all we’ve got.”
“In that case, I’m coming with you.”
“With us? To the Dungeons?” he said, through a mirthless laugh. “Mary, I could never take you there—the things that go on—”
“I can’t stay here!” she said, petulantly. “Besides, you might need my help. I made it here all on my own, didn’t I?”
“Actually, she might be of use,” Blackbeard agreed, interrupting them. “But we need to leave at once. The box grows restless.”
They both looked at the box, which seemed just as calm and lifeless as before. Yet deep inside, something stirred and wriggled with life…the very thing that ticked away the hours until his death. They joined hands and followed the sorcerer out of the room, feeling only slightly at ease as the bolt clicked behind them.



Chapter Ten
 
The Royal Dungeons were several miles away in the heart of Old Town, where ruined walls and towers began a slow march to oblivion. They were all that remained of a lawless time when tyrants ruled desperately, were murdered impulsively, and their children fought for the throne. The New Order had swept that all aside, and now things like murder, execution, and (gasp!) torture were never discussed nor even seen, occurring in the dark, forgotten corners of civilized life. Leopold had never personally visited the Dungeons, but knew the stories of what went on insid N___at e—stories that made the chopping block seem welcome by comparison. Whatever Ivan’s crimes, he surely didn’t deserve this fate. If only he could offer him clemency, or something more charitable than a public execution. Lost in these thoughts, the Count rode silently with Mary and Blackbeard in a cramped coach that seemed to get smaller by the minute. But that was a trick of the roads, which became narrower and darker as they progressed. Strange faces peered into window, faces of anger and desperation. No respectable citizen visited this part of town unless on the most unsavory business. The Count shuddered; he certainly fit the part.
The coach came to a shuddering halt just before the Dungeon gates. Leopold looked out with trepidation. So here they were; but how to get in, or get him out? He traded glances with Blackbeard, who gave an impatient nod. His answer was simple:
“Say you wish to speak with your half-brother—to express your family’s forgiveness. You won’t be refused. Once inside, do your business quickly; if he agrees, drop this coin on the floor. I’ll manage the rest.”
Blackbeard handed him an old coin of indeterminate worth and nationality. Leopold rubbed it in his fingers, expecting it to be—or feel—magic. The coin, it seemed, was just a coin; he felt more despondent than ever.
“And if he refuses?”
“You can compel him by force, of course. That’s up to you. Otherwise, we may have to shake other branches of your family tree…”
“Wait—what about that awful cousin of yours, the Marquis of Such and Such?” Mary suggested.
“Oh, he’s not a cousin—more a close family acquaintance,” Leopold sighed. “But yes, he would be an ideal candidate. I’ve wished him dead more than once.”
“But this has to work! You have to convince him. If you can’t, then I will!” she said, clutching him.
“I’m sure he’ll do his best,” Blackbeard winced, pulling him away. “One word of advice: don’t speak to him as a count. Speak to him as a brother. It may surprise him. It might even work.”
With that he pushed Leopold out of the coach. A final look at Mary—whose eyes said more than her words—and he started off. Yes, speak like a brother…but how, when the very name “Ivan” chilled his blood? For years he had conjured him up as a boogeyman, a dark figure waiting in alleyways to settle scores with his father. Even his dreams conjured him up, the man who should have been him, whose life he had stolen. How could he push all this aside and befriend him, ask him to sacrifice himself once more so that he might live? Should he lie? No, that would be monstrous, even crueler than what his father had already done to him. But at the moment, he couldn’t think of a compelling reason why Ivan would agree to do this at all. Would he? No, he imagined not…
The guards welcomed Leopold to the Dungeon and escorted him down a dizzying series of hallways to a central chamber, where a young boy sat behind an imposing desk cluttered with boxes. The Count was shocked to find a boy here, but he seemed quite accustomed t S ac, who these surroundings; indeed, the guards soon made it clear that he was actually the one in charge. A child? The boy folded his arms and looked up at Leopold pompously, as if aware of his power and eager to watch him squirm.
“I’m the Count of Cinquefoil,” Leopold said, meekly, “here to see the prisoner Ivan…well, I’m afraid I don’t know his family name.”
“We don’t deal in names here,” the boy said, with a dismissive grin. “But I know of whom you speak: prisoner #33918, scheduled for execution in the early hours of August fifteenth. The sooner the better, I say; he’s the worst of the lot. Sign here.”
Leopold signed a dirty form as the boy fished through a box for the proper key. There were seemingly hundreds of keys, each key representing some poor soul consigned to death or darkness. The boy looked at them as so many toys, each one his personal possession which he shared with obvious reluctance. Indeed, the boy almost hesitated to hand it over, but seeing the Count’s signature (and his obvious rank) convinced him otherwise. He handed the key to a guard who escorted Leopold down another meandering and dismal hallway. Toward the end of the hall was a wooden door with five tremendous locks. The guard unlocked each of them in turn and pried open the door. It groaned hideously, obviously unaccustomed to the practice.
“I’ll give you a few minutes,” the guard gestured.
The cell was nearly pitch-black. Leopold took a step forward, squinting and blinking—but seeing nothing. Cautiously, he ventured closer, fighting his immediate instinct to run blindly away and not stop until he was safely in the coach and in Mary’s arms.
“Where—?” he said.
The door closed behind him. His heart stopped. As waves of terror and nausea swept over him, the blackness subsided, revealing shades of gray and purple…and in the corner, a ghostly silhouette. The silhouette stirred and sat upright, accompanied by the sound of dragging chains. Leopold steadied himself. There was no going back; he would have to confront him.
“Don’t look so frightened,” the figure said. “Surely you have nothing to fear from your own brother.”



Chapter Eleven
 
Leopold clenched the coin in his palm and approached the man in the corner, whose voice was nothing like the one in his dreams, rasping, “brother, you owe me your life!”
“Yes, we are brothers,” the Count responded. “So why are we meeting for the first time? You knew where to find me,” he said.
“Certain parties would have found that inconvenient, I fear,” Ivan chuckled. “Still, your—or rather, our—father was a good man. I was sorry to hear of his death. He taught me a lot.”
Leopold scowled unseen in the darkness. What was he insinuating, that his father taught him how to murder and steal? Or—and this upset him even more—did they share some secret relationship that he was unaware of? After all, his father told him nothing of the box, and even Ivan would have remained a mystery had not fate intervened. What did Ivan know? A horrible thought: had his father told him about the box, too? Perhaps he was simply baiting him, waiting for the moment to refuse him and complete his revenge? No, that was nonsense. A V ac, htend yet they way he said it…he clearly knew something more.
“You look just like him…much more than I do,” Ivan said, leaning forward. “Makes sense; you were the favorite son. I hope you haven’t come to gloat.”
“I’m not here to gloat—far from it. In fact, to be quite honest, I need your help. Not that I deserve anything from you…but if you could hear me out…”
Ivan seemed to perk up at this statement, and slowly pushed himself up, the chains rattling and scraping in protest.
“How can I help you?” he asked, somewhat mockingly. “Me, a poor prisoner in the city’s most infamous prison, and you, the Count of Cinquefoil, no less. I’m listening…”
“To put it bluntly, I’m dying,” he began, weighing his words. “That is, I’ll be dead by morning or soon after without your help. I come on the suggestion of our father’s most trusted advisor, the great sorcerer, Hildigrim Blackbeard—”
“Ha! That old scoundrel,” Ivan exclaimed. “Of course he’s behind this.”
“You know him?” the Count asked, horrified (maybe he did know!).
“I know all about him. He’s the one that introduced my mother to…but of course you wouldn’t know her.”
His mother—the Russian dancer? Blackbeard introduced them? What other secrets was the sorcerer keeping from him? The room began spinning around him, and the terrifying prospect that they shared the same mother, too, tormented his thoughts. Sensing his confusion, Ivan gave a dry laugh and explained that though he didn’t know Blackbeard personally, his mother had told him many stories—and none to the sorcerer’s credit.
“He robbed her the same as our father,” Ivan muttered, kicking his chain. “I wouldn’t trust a word he says—unless you’re paying him, of course. That’s the only language he understands. But this is all beside the point: why are you here? Don’t tell me you had a twinge of conscience and came to switch places. Though it seems my life expectancy is greater than yours at present.”
Leopold relaxed his grip on the coin. So Ivan knew nothing about the box or why he was here, though he had come frightfully close to the mark. What would his father think of all this; whom would he side with? As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Leopold could see more of his father in Ivan. That is, his father as he might have looked through a lens of cruelty and deprivation. Ivan’s eyes were sharp and merciless; they didn’t like the Count, that much was clear. And yet, they also expressed curiosity…he wanted to know as much as he could about this mysterious brother of his. Because, truth be told, Ivan had spent many sleepless nights over Leopold, wondering how and when he should kill him…
Leopold told him the story without embellishment, but minus anything to do with Mary (somehow, he couldn’t bear sharing her with him). Ivan listened like a stone, especially as he came to the part about needing a blood relative to appease his death. When he finished, the Count stood equally silent, realizing that his plea wo [t hd kill huld fall on deaf ears—as perhaps it should. What right did he have to ask a man to die for him, even if that death was far swifter than what awaited him on August fifteenth?
“So this is my once chance, eh?” Ivan finally said. “To die with honor…to become one of the family?”
“I’m not implying any such thing,” Leopold said. “It’s as simple as this: if you die I can live, and here…you’re dead already.
“Funny, I feel quite alive at the moment."
A long silence passed between them. Leopold, making his apologies, felt his way toward the door.
“Wait: I haven’t given you my answer yet.”
“Haven’t you?” the Count said.
“No…because my answer is yes. I’ll do it.”



Chapter Twelve
 
Leopold stared through the darkness in an attempt to read his eyes, which were veiled and obscure. Yet there was no mistaking his words. Leopold only managed one pitiful word in response: “why?”
“It doesn’t have to be like this,” he shrugged. “If I can escape the chopping block and do you a service, so much the better. It’s what father would have wanted.”
“Thank you…” the Count said, uncertainly.
Following instructions, he opened his palm and let the coin drop on the ground; it bounced twice and then began rolling in a tight circle.
“You dropped your coin,” Ivan said.
The revolutions began slowing enough to see the face of the coin, a detached, classical face staring into eternity. Then, with a final, drunken revolution, it crashed to the floor.
The stone beneath the coin began quivering. Ivan jumped up, fearing a trap. Had his spoiled whelp of a brother betrayed him? The stone burst loose and fell to one side, exposing an elaborate wig and bushy eyebrows.
“Blackbeard!” Leopold shouted.
“Yes, yes, no need to announce me to all and sundry,” he grumbled. “If you could give me a hand…”
Leopold hoisted Blackbeard into the cell while Ivan, retreating into a corner, saw murder and revenge. Ivan had nursed an unhealthy hatred of magicians since childhood. He knew every story about Blackbeard by heart, as they ended rather predictably: the magician betrayed an innocent, defenseless woman for money or power. Of course, Ivan’s mother was neither innocent nor defenseless, but the less he knew about that the better. Instead, she shifted blame to the magician, who gradually became the devil, bad luck, and poverty rolled in one. Ivan trusted his mother implicitly, as most boys do; even when she abandoned him and fled to Turkey, he blamed magicians. It was all their fault.
“So this is your father’s greatest secret,” the sorcerer said, turning to Ivan. “He never told me.”
“But it seems you knew my mother well enough,” Ivan muttered.
“Indeed I did…Ekaterina was a remarkable woman. If only she had heeded my advice. They never do…” he said, with a black look at Leopold.
“So now what?” the Count asked. “He’s in chains, and all the guards outside…we can’t just dance out of here.”
“No, dancing would be out of the question,” Blackbeard said, with a raise of his eyebrows. “Perhaps something more discreet?”
The sorcerer approached Ivan and with a few words and a wave of his arms (the last for theatrical effect) the chains clattered lifelessly against the floor. Ivan felt his arms instinctively, hardly able to believe his freedom—and the possibility of an even greater escape.
“Quickly, through the floor,” Blackbeard gestured to Ivan. “No guard can follow us there. Count, we’ll wait for you beyond the gates. Don’t act suspicious and leave with all possible haste.”
The door knocked.
“All done in there, Count?”
“Ah…one moment more, if you please,” he croaked.
“Visiting time’s up. Say your farewells.”
Ivan scrambled down the hole with Blackbeard behind him. Leopold watched in agony as the sorcerer slowly disappeared, first his legs, then his chest and arms, and finally, the top of his hat.
The door opened. Leopold pushed his way outside as quickly as possible. The guard nodded and squinted into the darkness, trying to discern the prisoner.
Sensing this, Leopold said a final, “God save you, Ivan,” as he left. The guard, not being terribly inquisitive, chuckled and locked the door. The key was returned to the boy who logged it into a register and repeated Ivan’s death sentence: the morning of August fifteenth.
“You’re welcome to observe his passing,” the boy said, as if doing him a tremendous favor.
“No need, I’ve said my peace,” Leopold said, wishing him a good day.
Leopold followed the guards back to the gate, but with every step he nursed a terrible suspicion that someone already knew—that his arrest was imminent. Yet the gates opened and he hastily climbed into his coach, finding Blackbeard and Mary looking just as he left them. However, there was no one else, and no sign of Ivan. Leopold panicked and almost ran out to look for him—but Mary caught him with an assuring wink. After the coach cleared the immediate neighborhood, Blackbeard took off his hat and said, “there now, I think it’s safe.”
The sorcerer stood up and lifted the seat, revealing a small compartment: Ivan, cramped and twisted beyond measure, lay inside. With a brusque gesture the sorcerer hauled him out. Ivan seemed dazed, but also elated; his pale, hard features bent into a smile as he looked around him. The Count couldn’t take his eyes off him, since in the light he bore no phy ce bis palsical resemblance to him or his father. Still, this stranger, this criminal, was more like him than any other man on earth. Ivan’s eyes met his own and gleamed in recognition. He seemed to have a similar thought—yet with a somewhat different reaction.
“There will be questions, a grand inquiry,” the sorcerer warned. “You will have to answer for the criminal’s disappearance. But first we have to save your life. So…does he agree?”
“It would give me the greatest pleasure,” Ivan said.
He smiled at each of them, including a far-too-pleasant grin at Mary, who shuddered. She would believe him when he lay cold and lifeless on the floor, but not a second before. Until then, she would watch him closely.



Chapter Thirteen
 
The coach gradually left the seedy remains of Old Town behind, crossing into the thin band of woods that separated the two. Already, Leopold could see the familiar clock tower which rose above the trees, its shadow no doubt spreading over the hills he could see from home. Everything had felt so fantastic and terrifying that it amazed him to realize how nothing had changed. The world still turned as usual, completely oblivious to the box and the creature inside it. He held Mary’s hand in his own, feeling its soft warmth, reassured that everything would continue the same forever.
“If it’s no trouble, could we stop here for a moment?” Ivan asked. “As a last request?”
Blackbeard, who had been snoozing, glared grumpily at the speaker.
“Here?” he snapped. “Whatever for?”
“It’s been so long since I’ve seen trees,” he said, gesturing out the window. “Before I die, I want to stand under the tallest pine and breathe in its scent.”
“Time is pressing, but it’s not for me to decide,” he said, looking at the Count.
“I suppose…yes, why not?” he shrugged.
Leopold signaled to the coachman, who slowed the horses. As the coach came to a stop, Ivan gave a grateful smile and slipped out of the coach. Mary nudged the Count meaningfully: follow him, her eyes insisted. Realizing that he probably couldn’t trust his half-brother any more than he could a common thief, he scrambled after him. Ivan didn’t seem particularly interested in fleeing the scene. He walked thoughtfully, even aimlessly under the trees. After a few moments he turned back to Leopold and raised his arms.
“It’s a beautiful forest…my mother brought me here as a child,” he said. “I would very much like to remain here forever. My bones, that is.”
“Certainly…it’s the least I can do,” Leopold agreed.
Ivan nodded and went back to searching through the pines, now and then squatting before one, nudging the earth. Finally, beneath a tall, gnarled pine tree, he singled out a cluster of purplish flowers. He brought one to his nose carefully…then clipped of a petal for a closer inspection.
“What is it?” Leopold asked.
“Red Monkshood, I think,” he said.
“Red Monkshood? But I thought it was—”
“Poison? Nonsense,” he said, eating a petal. “It’s quite good. You should try it.”
“Are you sure—”
Ivan ate several more petals in quick succession. Then he grinned mischievously, as if he had just uncovered a secret and wanted Leopold to guess. A cold, hard wind swept through the Count. My God, the fool had just poisoned himself! And this—this was his revenge. To know that his half-brother needed him, couldn’t live without him, and at the last second to remove even that hope from his grasp. He had planned this all along.
“You’ve just killed yourself…haven’t you?” Leopold asked.
“As you said, I was already dead,” he replied. “At least this way I die how I wanted—where I wanted. Neither you nor the king can take me out of this world. And it seems you’ll be joining me soon enough.”
Before Leopold could send him off even quicker, the sorcerer was at his side, muttering an incantation. Ivan just laughed, mimicking the sorcerer’s pose and mocking him with gobbledygook. Blackbeard stepped back, mortified; how dare he insult the sacred powers of magic, much less his trademark pose (which, truth be told, had more to do with a bad back than anything else).
“What did he take?” Blackbeard asked.
“Red Monkshood,” the Count replied, shaken.
“The devil he did! It’s not only fatal but unusually resistant to magic. His mother taught him well.”
“Yes, my mother taught me to outwit you,” he said. “I’ve had my revenge on the Count; yours will come in time. I promised her that.”
“You little halfwit, born with your mother’s tongue,” he spat. “She betrayed everyone that loved her—including you, I imagine.”
“Devil magician!” he howled.
“Should we just kill him?” Leopold asked.
“No! There’s still time. Red Monkshood is deadly—but not immediate. Take him!”
Ivan started to run away but something struck him. He careened headlong into a tree and collapsed. Leopold and the sorcerer looked around and found Mary, another rock in her hand, ready to strike.
“I knew I didn’t like him; he reminded me of those ghastly portraits,” she grinned.
Blackbeard and Leopold carried him back to the coach. Once inside, his body slumped and began convulsing, making hideous, unnatural movements. Blackbeard tried various spells, but nothing worked. This was the end.
“C kize, uoachman—ride like the devil!” Blackbeard shouted.
“There’s no time!” Mary shouted. “Can’t you just snap your fingers—spirit us all away?”
“Us, yes, but not him,” the sorcerer scowled. “It’s the Red Monkshood. He was too clever by far.”



Chapter Fourteen
 
Making all possible haste, they arrived at the palace little more than an hour later. Ivan remained semi-conscious, but Blackbeard was relieved; for some reason the poison had slowed and his vitals were stable. In the courtyard a team of servants hoisted Ivan over their shoulders and followed their master to the armory. Leopold tried to catch his breath; in a moment he would face his death as they turned the final key in the lock. Would it accept Ivan as a substitute? Or was this merely a fool’s hope, Blackbeard’s way of preparing him for the inevitable? Even now, Blackbeard’s expression betrayed doubt, or at least a flicker of uncertainty. Had he ever attempted such a spell? Some said he had been slain and returned to life through his magical arts. If so, where was his death? There were so many secrets, so much that he didn’t know…and might never know after tonight.
“I shall go in alone to prepare the box,” Blackbeard said, taking him aside. “When I give the word, open the door and have Mary bring him in. Don’t let it see you—not even a glimpse. All would be lost.”
Leopold tried to find words to respond but only nodded, and even that was a mere drop of the head. He had never felt such unbearable dread, such a profound sense of drowning. Every movement felt like the turning of hands around a doomsday clock. But he had no choice; he simply had to ignore the fear and wait.
“You’re going to be fine,” Mary said, embracing him. “He knows what he’s doing. I won’t let you go.”
Behind the door, they heard Blackbeard muttering spells…and a knocking against the box. Leopold clutched Mary. Something inside him throbbed, but it wasn’t his heart. A voice cried out for him, a voice sweeter than Mary’s and equally alluring; a voice that came from the box. It knew he was close. His mind clouded and his hand reached for the door. Perhaps it should be this way; perhaps we should be reunited, he thought to himself. Death, far from being terrifying, became blissful…suddenly he wanted to die.
“No! He told us to wait!” Mary cried, pulling his hand away.
Leopold struggled against her and tried to open the door. It called to him. His other half. His inner self. Why did you wait so long?
Mary pushed him against the wall and held him with almost supernatural strength. Leopold struggled but finally collapsed, exhausted by the strain. The call lessened and he no longer heard the words. He could only see Mary’s face, her eyes pleading with him as they drew closer. Another kiss and he crossed over, fear flooding into his veins, beating his heart. He wanted to live, to be with her, to flee this place.
He suddenly became aware of another presence in the hallway: a shadow that leaped up from the corner of his eye. The shadow was Ivan. Mary saw the look in his eye and turned—and screamed. Iva nȼy: a n shoved her out of the way and grabbed Leopold’s sword, unsheathing it before he could react. He held the blade at the Count’s chest, his pale face leering with triumph.
“I was never allowed to wear a sword,” he said. “A nobleman’s privilege… and I, alas, was not a nobleman.”
Mary threw herself at him, but he caught her and twisted her arm. She fell to her knees, writhing in his grasp. He pulled tighter, making her scream until she forced it back; he wasn’t worthy of her pain—only her blackest contempt.
“Should I break her arm…or run her through? What’s she to you?”
“Let her go. Take me,” he rasped.
“I fully intend to. But I have time for both.”
“Why aren’t you—”
“Dead? You fool, Red Monkshood can’t kill me. My mother gave me a charm to protect me against its poison. However, I did take an unusually large dose…it nearly destroyed my bowels.”
He gave a contrived laugh and released Mary, who fell heavily to the floor.
“Don’t try that again,” he said, pressing the blade closer. “I have no quarrel with you.”
“What do you have against me? I never even knew you,” Leopold said.
“But that’s just it…you never cared to know me. You would have just assumed I didn’t exist. Until, of course, you needed me to die.”
“No—I wanted to help you!”
“So magnanimous!” he laughed, angrily. “Death is not a buffet! One death serves just as well as another, and each one is equally bitter. No, this was never about me. You simply wanted to live, just as I did…but your father didn’t give me the chance.”
“And I regret his actions. But I’m not my father.”
“No, sadly not,” he said, with a note of real regret. “But you’ll have to do.”
With a single thrust he stabbed him through the heart.



Chapter Fifteen
 
Leopold gasped and slumped forward, the pain steadily magnifying until it closed around him, cutting him off. Mary pushed Ivan aside and caught him as he fell. She pressed him vize, idth="2 close, poured tears into his breast hoping that love alone could revive him. Instead, he grew limp and seemed to slink out of her grasp, his eyes flickering like dying flames, going dark.
“Tell Blackbeard that his time will come,” Ivan said. “I sympathize with your loss, but I assure you, mine was greater.”
Mary never looked up as he gave a slight bow and vanished down the hallway. Every ounce of her being expressed itself in grief and horror as his body reached to the floor. He grew so heavy! She kissed his face, his hair, anything that could warm him to life. At first he didn’t respond, but gradually, he drew a breath; his hands began grasping, catching her arm—
“Leopold!” she cried, kissing him frantically.
“Am I dead?” he whispered.
“No, keep talking!” she insisted.
The coldness in his limbs diminished; his legs pressed against the floor, pushing him up. With a shriek of joy and amazement, Mary threw herself against him. His body returned with equal force. He was alive!
“You’re back!” she exclaimed.
“But I was…I felt myself go…and yet…”
His hands instinctively felt for the wound—and found nothing. There was no wound, no sword thrust, no gash in his shirt. Had it all been a dream? If so, the memory haunted them both. She had lost him—and dragged him back from the grave. They laughed with deep, exhausted relief and kissed each other again and again.
“Zounds, what the devil!” Blackbeard shouted, sticking his head through the door. “I need quiet to conjure the spell!”
The look on their faces convinced him that something extraordinary had happened. He then realized that Ivan was nowhere in sight. Mary began explaining but the sorcerer quickly waved her off. Of course, it was all a ruse…more of her mother’s tricks. The next time they met Blackbeard would be cruel and decisive: he would no longer pity him for his mother’s sake.
“But he stabbed me—right here! I’m alive…” Leopold said.
“I should hope so!” Blackbeard laughed. “Your Death is right where I left it, locked fast in the box. You can’t die, remember?”
“I can’t? Even if—if someone—”
“Not even if a dragon incinerated you to a crisp, devoured what’s left of you, and defecated the rest,” he said. “You would live to tell the tale…even if you didn’t care to remember it.”
“So I’m…immortal.”
“For a few hours, at any rate,” the sorcerer said, tugging his beard. “But your Death will find its way out of the box. It’s imperative that we relocate Ivan quickly.”
“He can’t have gone far,” Mary said, gesturing to his escape route. “Can you cast a spell to find him—or bring him back?”
“Alas, the Red Monkshood is a potent charm,” Blackbeard sighed. “Until it passes out of his system, I cannot summon him nor follow his tracks. We’ll have to be decidedly old fashioned, I’m afraid.”
“I’ll have them lock the gates!” Leopold shouted.
His command was quickly executed. The guards assured him that no one had entered or escaped the palace since they arrived. So unless Ivan had grown wings and leaped out the window, he was still here…in any one of two hundred rooms and twice as many hallways. It could take days to find him, assuming he wasn’t particularly clever and stayed in one place. But if he toyed with them and played cat and mouse…
“Perhaps we won’t look for him at all,” the sorcerer shrugged.
“Not look for him!” Mary gasped.
“Why bother? We couldn’t possibly find him.”
“Indeed! And why not just open the box? But let me climb in, too—because I’m going with him!”
Blackbeard chuckled. He took Mary’s hand and patted it gently.
“I see you don’t trust me. Now listen…he thinks the Count is dead, which might be to our advantage. So that leaves me. Perhaps we should let him find me?”
Mary’s eyes grew wide and she nodded.
“Yes...he said your revenge would come. But how…”
“The servants talk. Spread the word that I will hold a special séance to bring back the Count from the clutches of death. Tonight, in the armory.”
“Brilliant!” Leopold said. “But do you think—”
“As long as you don’t let him leave,” he nodded, with a strange look in his eyes. “Ah—you see, the Red Monkshood must be wearing off…because I can almost predict his arrival.”



Chapter Sixteen
 
The servants repeated the news in every room, embellishing it with the art so particular to the oppressed, accustomed to murder and mayhem. By the time Ivan heard it, the Count had been ritually dismembered and his remains flung out the window; the sorcerer and his beloved were currently scouring the Countryside to pick up the pieces so they could return him to life with the help of Count Leopold III (his great-grandfather’s) ashes. Ivan knew much of the story was nonsense, but he also knew Hildigrim Blackbeard would do anything to save the Count’s life. How everyone loved him! For a moment, looking at the sobbing, crouched figure of Mary, he almost regretted his actions. But no more. The legacy of his father remained, a haunting reminder that he had been cast aside in favor of Leopold. But what made him less his son? The accident of the wrong mother?
Ivan had been ~ȼp widt here before, many years ago. His father had grudgingly invited him—in secret of course—for a brief meeting. He waited for hours in a small study while listening to his father’s voice booming from the next room. Finally, when his patience was almost spent, a servant arrived with a small package. Inside was a tidy sum of money with a short note that read: “Consider my debt paid in full. I only have one son.” What am I, then, he later asked his mother. How do I breathe, eat, wake up in the morning? Am I a ghost? Can no one else see me—do I only exist in my own mind? Should I not have existed at all?
“Men are cruel and false—never more so when they’re in love,” she said, bitterly. “You remind him of his foolishness, all the more so because you act just like him. I got the best of him…and discarded the rest.”
They were kind words, but they never healed the wound. Outside his father’s door, crouching in the shadows, his heart failed him. The voice behind the door told a humorous story to a chorus of laughter. If only he could open that door and have the laughter embrace him, welcoming him home after a long absence. My son—you’ve come home to me! He returned home in shame, knowing that he could never fulfill his revenge; how could he kill the only person he truly loved?
His father, for all his hatred, had become his ideal. A promise of fatherhood that one day could be realized, perhaps on his deathbed when he repented his rashness. A single kind word could heal a lifetime of neglect. Just to hear him say it. His mother, on the other hand, said all too much. She loved him, naturally, but it was a sickly sort of love. As a child he reveled in it, but as he matured, he felt she used him as a whetstone, sharpening her misery until it shone in the dark. They spoke of nothing else. Always his father, his betrayal, his faithless companions. Blackbeard was a recurring subject. Even more than his father, she told stories of him…why the devil should he care about a conjuring half-wit? When he was older he realized she must have loved him, too; perhaps even more than his father. Something had happened between them, and like all the others, he had betrayed her. But how? She never quite said…but something she once said gave him pause.
“I wouldn’t let him take you from me, despite his claims. You were mine, and I told him as much. The conceited fool.”
What claims did Blackbeard have on him? The answers that gravitated around this question unnerved him, and shifted his hatred away from his half-brother to the evil sorcerer of legend. They would both die tonight.
As the hours ticked away, Ivan hid in a forgotten closet just above the armory. He listened to the hum of his body in the silence: the heart that raced, the eyes that twitched, the fingers that drummed, the teeth that clenched and bit his tongue. Soon it will all be silenced. I will die just as surely as he will, as Count Leopold has already. I don’t fear the moment of death, I fear the nothingness that comes after. Nothing I have done will last; nothing will be recorded for others to read and admire. I might as well have not even existed. My father got exactly what he wanted: only one son.
At the first stroke of midnight, Ivan slipped into the shadows, scurrying down darkened hallways. No servants lingered in his path. His fingers gripped the Count’s sword, ready to drive it home, hoping the Red Monkshood disguised his plan. Though he secretly wondered if Blackbeard really was a sorcerer. He had a suspicion of magic in all its forms, especially since his mother fancied herself a sorcerrseaid…buer, too. Much of her so-called spells were parlor tricks and enchantments, more illusions than anything arcane. From his experience, only weapons and willpower exerted any true magic. Having the will to power and the means to enforce it was a proven equation. He now had both.
The door to the armory stood open, but only just. Through it, Ivan could see the sorcerer distractedly shaking a vial in preparation for some bogus spellcraft. There was nothing else in the room but a weather-beaten chest, perhaps the very chest that Leopold’s “death” was interred in. What rubbish. And where was your death now, brother? He silently opened the door a touch more and slinked through. Three steps brought him just behind Blackbeard, though the sorcerer continued on with his work, betraying no awareness of the intruder. One step more—a single thrust would do it. He took that step…waited for any clue, any hint of a trap…
He drove the sword through the sorcerer’s back. Blackbeard’s arms flung out and dropped the vial, which smashed against the floor. A thick, black smoke poured out and clouded his senses. He could faintly see the body crash to the floor and lie senseless. Ivan nudged the body with his foot, even stabbed it again for good measure. Nothing moved. The smoke soon blotted out the entire room. Ivan moved through the cloud, feeling for a familiar landmark to lead him out…but found nothing. He became increasingly disorientated, unable to tell if he was moving toward or away from the door. Panic set in, and he realized, desperately, that he had been tricked after all.
“Can you give me a hand?” a voice said, in the darkness. “I was just in the middle of something…”



Chapter Seventeen
 
Ivan swung his sword at the voice, slicing vainly through thin air. Blackbeard spoke again—now just behind him. He spun around to attack but again found nothing. The voice emerged beside him.
“How long do you plan to keep this up?”
Ivan stabbed at the blackness around him. He staggered forward, exhausted from the effort. The voice seemed right at his shoulder, but of course it might have been miles away. Coward! Devil! Ivan wanted to taunt him but the words stuck in his throat. He realized now the sorcerer would kill him without suffering a single blow in return.
“We’re not here to discuss my death, Ivan. It was yours, if you will recall, that brought us here.”
“Then kill me,” he muttered. “Either way, the Count is dead. My father has no son.”
“Nonsense; your father has two sons, both of them living.”
“Wrong, I killed him myself—watched him die in that woman’s arms. Even magic can’t change that.”
“On the contrary, it’s magic that contradicts it. Your brother can’t die until we open this box.”
“My brother,” Ivan scoffed. “In what way could we ever be called brothers? We shared nothing. And he wants me to share—no, to simply hand over my life! My death!”
“Your life for a peaceful death; a worthwhile bargain,” Blackbeard said, emerging from the fog. “We all have selfish motives, Ivan. But you had nothing to lose.”
“Yes, you call it nothing, who have been the cause of so much death!” Ivan shouted.
He impulsively slashed at the sorcerer, but the sword shattered into pieces against his head. Ivan dropped the blade in wide-eyed disbelief. This was no trickster’s illusion or carnival stagecraft. Hildigrim Blackbeard was the very thing his mother warned him against: a man of profound and unspeakable power who had to be killed at all costs. 
“And what of you?” Blackbeard asked, approaching him. “You seem rather unsentimental about murder. Did your mother teach you that?”
“My mother taught me about you,” he rasped.
“A pitiful education. Hatred is not enough, nor is revenge. Yes, I could tell you about her, things you can’t begin to imagine. The very things she didn’t want you to know.”
“You know nothing!” he shouted, terror in his heart.
“I know she used me,” he said, pushing him against a wall. “I was a book she wanted to read, nothing more. She craved the entire library.”
“Lies! You abandoned her!”
“Abandoned her—my prize pupil? The woman I planned to make my apprentice? You do realize women are forbidden to learn the arts…but I was willing to defy the Order.”
Ivan pushed him away and fled for the exit, but the fog thickened and disorientated him. Wherever he went he found himself running toward Blackbeard, whose gargoyle-like presence peered at him through the ages. Of course, Ivan knew his mother exaggerated, perhaps even lied to him about her past. But if she had even lied about him...the grand structure of his revenge would crumble brick by brick. Everything would lie in ruins.
“Are you willing to listen? Or has she only taught you to be a coward…to skulk around like a thief in the night?”
The implication stung. Choking down his impulse to run, to scream, to rip off his lying face, he listened. And word by word, it all fell into place; not lies or a grand scheme of deceit, but the simple, unremarkable truth.
“Her motives, I soon learned, were impure,” Blackbeard explained. “She didn’t want to study magic…to her it was a means to power. Her chief ambition was to ensnare men and learn their secrets. I told her she didn’t need magic for that; I told her she could have any man in the kingdom.”
“What about my father?” Ivan finally asked. “How did she—”
“She wanted him from the first,” he continued. “After various attempts, she asked me to help. Mind you, I adored the girl, but I hoped that she would merely entrance him as a kind of sport. So I agreed to act as a go-between. I introduced her as someone far more important than she was…and she did the rest.”
“Did he love her?”
“Yes, I think he did. They had a grand romance. But she followed a predictable pattern; her eye wernmznRent elsewhere, and he caught her doing or planning something. He threw her out and she came back to me…with you. Of course, you weren’t born yet, but she could no longer hide the fact.”
“I don’t understand…she told me all this, but the accent was always on you,” Ivan said. “You refused to teach her, you betrayed her to the Count, you refused to take us in. Why did she hate you so much?”
“Because I expected so much more of her,” he said, dryly. “But she had her own ideas; within a month she ran off with the Duke of Something-Or-Other, taking you and my books of magic. It took me weeks to track her down—she was preparing to flee the country. I gave her a choice: she could keep the books in exchange for you. I didn’t need the books—most of which she couldn’t read, anyway—but I did need an apprentice. She owed me that.”
Ivan waited, speechless, for her answer. He instinctively recalled the words offered many years ago, divorced from their original context: I wouldn’t let him take you from me, despite his claims. You were mine, and I told him as much. The conceited fool.
“She cried, pleaded, and abused me horribly. She didn’t want to abandon you…but she seemed equally devoted to the books. Finally, she suggested a compromise.”
Again, Ivan was speechless yet desperate for her response.
“I could have you for a year. If, in a year’s time, she had not learned to read the spells in the book, she would return them. However, on the off-chance she learned to read a hundred dialects of obscure magical cant, the boy was mine and I could apprentice him to the devil for all she cared.”
“She…she left me? To you?”
“I’ll never forget her parting words,” Blackbeard said, meeting his eyes. “They were simply, good-bye, and may the pair of you be damned.”



Chapter Eighteen
 
Ivan no longer doubted his words. He could hear his mother behind it, every phrase and accent. That loving voice that called him her own, her darling, her love…it poisoned him. He could almost taste the hatred as she spoke of her past, that insidious fairy-tale told to him night after night to torment his sleep. And he believed every word.
“I don’t remember you…any of this,” he said.
“No, you wouldn’t remember. It was before your first year. Your mother left with the Duke (whom she soon abandoned in turn) and made her way to Russia to decipher the books. I began raising you as my own…I was prepared to teach you everything.”
It’s lies, all lies, he tried to tell to himself. But that was still her, speaking through him, twisting his thoughts. She would never let him believe it. What he felt himself was difficult to explain. Betrayal and anger, certainly, but also regret, even longing. How different his life might have been growing up as Blackbeard’s apprentice. A loving father willing to teach him his secrets, instead of turning him into one. So why had he given him back? Even if his mother returned, how could he simply abandon him, knowing who she was? Blackbeard guessed his question and responded,
“She returned toward the end of the year and asked for more time,” he said, with wtastea laugh. “As if an entire lifetime could teach her those forbidden glyphs! I told her it was useless, that she would never be a magician—not without my help. So I offered to teach you both.”
“But why?” Ivan asked. “When she betrayed you?”
“Quite simply, I thought I could save her. And…I was foolishly in love. She had tremendous power over men…even when I despised her she never strayed far from my thoughts.”
Ivan understood. He had glimpsed flickers of lies and shadows, yet love always triumphed. And like so many men before him, he believed he was the one; the one she loved above all others, the one she would never betray.
“Did she stay?”
“Reluctantly, yes,” the sorcerer nodded. “Though I could see her hatching plots, unable to concentrate on a single lesson. Within a few weeks the pair of you vanished. At first I plotted to hunt her down and destroy her, a fearsome, humiliating end. But as the days passed, my passion cooled, and I decided to drive her out of my memory. It was done. Our ties were severed.”
“You never saw her again?” Ivan asked, incredulously.
“No, never.”
“And you never…thought about me?”
“Of course I did. Quite often,” he said. “But it wasn’t meant to be. Seeing you now, I regret my indifference. I never imagined you would…well, not like this. I take some responsibility for the result.”
“Do you?” Ivan said, angrily. “And is this your repentance—having me die so my wretched half-brother can live? Do you feel at peace with your decision now?”
Blackbeard grinned nervously, an unusual expression for him. He had no proper response to his question.
“I admit, revenge was partially behind it. I wanted to destroy one of her works as she had destroyed so many of mine. And it seemed you were beyond redemption, with your head on the chopping block, so to speak…”
“Why is he better than me?” Ivan demanded. “What did he do that I couldn’t do, if given the chance?”
“Who can say?” the sorcerer shrugged. “But I promised your father to protect him. The spell was merely part of it. His dying wish was that I look after him, and I gave him my word. I would have done the same for you…but it was not meant to be.”
“Because of her?” he spat. “She gets to decide my fate? A woman you knew was a fool—a woman who had betrayed your trust!”
“There’s no going against fate,” Blackbeard said, decisively. “I tried to interfere and fate rearranged the board. If I had punished her and stolen you back, there would be consequences…I had to let go.”
“So I was doomed? From birth?”
“We all are. Some just meet it sooner than others.”
Ivan laughed—a frustrated, almost panicked exclamation. All his efforts, all his studies, all his revs, st meet itenge…all for this? To fulfill the ancient prophecy of his doom? Why should he suffer while his mother—wherever she was—lived and breathed? What cruel, indifferent gods had picked him over her? Or had she ensnared them, too?
“No one is given all the pieces,” Blackbeard said, his words filling up the room. “It may seem like your brother has a complete set, but no, even he won’t finish the game. No one can win. We can only think about the moves we have and make them count. Make them remembered.”
“Remembered?” he scoffed. “By whom?”
“By those watching the game. We play for their amusement.”
Ivan thought about this and felt strangely abandoned. What move could he make that anyone could approve? His choices in life--or across the board, if you will--had all been motivated by fear, desire, and revenge. And they had ultimately finished him. His pieces were lost; his will was broken; his revenge no longer mattered. He just wanted to finish the game.
“Very well, then. Open the box.”



Chapter Nineteen
 
Blackbeard’s eyes widened. A look of approval spread over his face.
“If she’s still alive…tell her I knew the truth.”
“She lives, I’ve heard reports,” the sorcerer nodded. “I think I know where to find her.”
Blackbeard clasped him on the shoulder, which Ivan accepted but inwardly resisted. He owed the sorcerer much, but to accept him as a friend, even now, escaped him. Maybe he never could.
“Now then, I’ll conjure the spell. You won’t feel a thing…just like drifting off to sleep.”
“And what will I find on the other side?” Ivan asked.
“The only thing I remember is peace. No other sensation or emotion.”
“So you’ve been there?”
“Just for a moment. Even so, it was hard to come back.”
“Then let’s get this over with.”
Blackbeard glided over to the box and grasped the final key. Something stirred within the box. I know this is the only way, and yet I question whether it’s the right one…but fate left me no choice. The boy is right, he was doomed from the start. The sorcerer uttered the fateful words, lulling Ivan’s Death to sleep…preparing him to receive Leopold’s. Surprisingly, Ivan didn’t seem lethargic or otherwise affected. Hmm…not what I expected, Blackbeard mused. Perhaps I should…
With a moment’s hesitation, during which he replayed several key moments of his life, he opened the lock. The resulting click echoed throughout the room. Blackbeard took a step back, poised to defend himself if necessary. One never knew how a Death, trapped unlawfully for so many years, would react to its captors. It reminٯ'he room. Bded him of that old story of the Jinn and the lamp...
The box was silent. Blackbeard waited for a several minutes before staring back at Ivan, who seemed similarly unnerved.
“When does it…?” Ivan whispered.
“It should have already. I’m not sure…”
Blackbeard approached the box and uttered a few incantations under his breath. No response. He had no choice but to open the lid. Come out, come out! When it didn’t respond, he reluctantly turned his head and dropped his eyes into the darkest depths of the box.
Zounds! The Death had grown, turned in on itself, tunneled under the box to accommodate its snake-like tail. He had seen many Deaths before, but none like this…it almost lived and breathed!
“He’s ready for you,” Blackbeard said.
The Death fixed its eyes on him, which narrowed horribly. It seemed to know who he was. A voice spoke in his head—a mixture of voices, really, parodying the whimper of a child and the wheeze of an ailing man. It rejected Ivan. It wanted him. Sorcerer’s tricks were no good here. It was the Death of a single man and it would take him. And her…she would also serve its turn. Blackbeard grew cold at this statement; it wanted Mary as well! No Death could take more than one life, much less desire it.
“But why? What do you need her for?” he ventured to ask.
They are bound, it responded. The two are one. You’ve starved me and now I want both. I demand it. It told him to close the box, remove the charlatan and bring the others before it grew impatient. Otherwise, terrible things would happen.
“What…terrible things?”
It said it was now a creature of this earth. It could cause many deaths. Did he want to be responsible for unleashing such a plague on the world? He had one hour. It would sleep until then...but its hunger never slept. Before Blackbeard could protest a tentacle snapped the lid shut. The sorcerer stepped back, shaken to his core. What had he done? And what could he do, given the incredible nature of his opponent? He was outmatched, far beyond the feeble limits of his knowledge and power. There was nothing he could do.
“Should I come back later?” Ivan asked, uncertainly.
“It doesn’t want you,” Blackbeard said, blankly. “You’re free of your obligation.”
“That’s it? Just like that?” he asked.
“I’m afraid so.”
“So fate wants me to live? But you said—”
“I can’t explain…I was simply wrong.”
“Then she was right about one thing,” Ivan said, with a slight grin.
“She? You mean—”
“Yes. She promised me—you’ll be there the day he fails. You’ll watch the great Hildigrim Blackbeard defeated by his own magic.”
“I congratulate her,” he nodded, grimly. “My failure is complete.”



Chapter Twenty
 
Leopold sat entwined with Mary on a window bench, a view of the mountains and the afternoon sun behind them. They eagerly drank each other in, marveling at details they had often imagined but found even more novel in person. She cooed over his eyes, the way they shone at every angle; he rhapsodized over the gentle turn of her nose. Such were the rules of the game: not to touch or kiss, but to fondle with the eyes, exploring every curve and crevice. They no longer cared about Ivan or the sorcerer’s forebodings. This moment existed for eternity, stretching out over the mountains, effacing the petty kingdoms of earth. They ruled in solitary splendor.
“I want to kiss you,” she whispered.
“No, that’s against the rules—looking only,” he cautioned.
“May I cheat? Just a little?”
“So you forfeit? Does that mean I win?”
“If necessary, then yes. You win. May I reward you now?”
“Ah, shouldn’t we…”
“There’s no should or shouldn’t. No why or why not,” she said, leaning closer.
“But Blackbeard—”
“He can’t play.”
“Ha, I wasn’t suggesting…but what if he needs us? The spell?”
“We don’t need his magic anymore. Unless this frightens you…”
She stopped his response with a kiss. The game was forgotten. They were on the verge of falling off the seat when something sounded—a horn, a shout, a distant trampling.
“I hear—”
“Nothing,” she breathed.
“Open the gates!” several voices shouted from below.
The lovers gasped and looked down, beholding a small army of men standing at the gates. Mary shrieked.
“Zounds! It’s them—my family—they’ve found me!”
“Your family?”
“I left clues, all of them leading in the wrong direction. None of them here. How in the world…?”
Of course, she knew before she could finish the sentence. Her one confidant and the very person who could never swcoue="+0">“allow a secret: her cousin. In a careless moment she had mentioned her infatuation with the Count, and how one day, if she ever had encouragement, she might actually run away. Unfortunately, she did so in a letter…a letter that Gretchen (hateful name!) no doubt innocently produced for her father.
The soldiers loudly repeated their order. The guards refused, saying they had strict orders from the Count himself. This response was challenged with a counter-offer: produce the Count at once or they would storm the castle. Mary clutched Leopold miserably, realizing her gambit had failed. Her father had insisted that she marry the Duke—running away would only harden his determination. Without a marriage, they would be the laughing-stock of the kingdom; he would be turned away from the best houses, all because of a daughter’s foolish determination to marry the man she loved. Hardly a compelling argument to a man who only loved two things: money and power.
“Leopold, it’s over!” she whimpered.
“No, this is simple—I’ll deny everything,” he said, excitedly. “They can’t prove a thing!”
“Leopold, they know—they’ll search the palace. Perhaps even arrest you!”
“Arrest me? On what authority?”
“You don’t know my father,” she said, through a sob. “We’re ruined.”
“They’ll have to find us first! And the palace is quite big—even I haven’t explored it all.”
Mary nodded, tears in her eyes. Their time was up. So much for eternity and their private kingdom. It would vanish within the hour.
“If they marry me off to him I’ll jump from the tower, I won’t suffer another man—”
“Wait, this isn’t over,” he said, taking her hand. “No talk of killing ourselves or other men. We still have time.”
“Where should we go?”
“I know just the place—the catacombs. It’s cold and terrifying, but the last place they’ll look. Let’s go!”
She took his hand and they ran out the door—and straight into Blackbeard. The sorcerer caught them affectionately, though his eyes expressed pain and regret. They nodded pitifully in return. He came to warn them, perhaps even to suggest a suitable hiding spot.
“Yes, we know, we’re leaving for the catacombs,” the Count replied.
“Catacombs?” Blackbeard said.
“I knew they would find me, I just hoped not for a month, even a year,” she said. “Is there anything you can do…to give us time?”
“I’m sorry, I don’t quite follow…who has found you?”
“What do you mean? You heard the soldiers!” Leopold said. 
“Soldiers? Where? What’s going on?”
“Her family—they’ve come for her! She ran away, remember? But I’m not giving her up.”
Blackbeard shook his head with a foreboding laugh. Yes, why not invite a troupe of soldiers to join the party! They were about to ask why he found this even slightly amusing when Ivan appeared at his side.
“You!” What’s he doing here?” she asked.
“Unfortunately, that’s why I’m here,” Blackbeard said. “The spell didn’t work. Your death…”
They immediately understood.
“But the box…it’s still locked, right?” Mary asked, breathlessly.
The look on Blackbeard’s face left nothing in doubt: the box was open, his Death was out.



Chapter Twenty-One
 
Mary slumped against the wall, utterly broken. They could run away from her father, from the armies of the earth…but from death? And unlike her father it knew exactly where he was. She looked at Leopold, saw him dying all over again from Ivan’s hand. But this time he wouldn’t come back. She had fooled herself into thinking that love alone had saved him. Love, of course, meant nothing to death. It was implacable and unfeeling; it consumed life and nothing more. And now it was here…roaming the palace hallways. Slinking like a cat in the shadows, its eyes shining, seeking him out.
“Why didn’t it take him?” Leopold asked.
“Your Death wasn’t so easily fooled,” the sorcerer said. “Other Deaths, perhaps…but yours has a mind, a will, of its own.”
“But you said it would work! You promised!” Mary said.
“I said it should have worked—I thought I could make it work!” he snapped. “Your Death, it’s changed, grown beyond all comprehension. I don’t even know what to call it!”
“I don’t understand any of this! All these deaths and boxes and ridiculous spells!” she shouted. “You can’t let it take him—I can’t be here without him! Why can’t you understand that?”
“You may not have to,” he sighed.
Now the Count perked up, sensing a threat to Mary herself. Blackbeard took her hand (despite her reluctance) and tried to explain and apologize at once.
“My dear, I’ve failed you both, just as I failed his father so many years ago. He came to me with an impossible request. Any other magician would have denied him. But I looked into his eyes and identified with his pain…little understanding the terrible consequences of saying ‘yes.’ I never asked myself what would happen to a Death torn away from its host, a death removed from the cycle of living. If Death is not death, what is it?”
“So it’s not0">“So n“ ">
“Not exactly. Without you it grew into something dark, a creature that thinks and hates and desires. It still needs you…but it wants others, too.”
“But you said it didn’t want Ivan,” the Count said.
“It shouldn’t want anyone—it only needs you! And yet it asked—demanded—you and one other.”
“Who? Someone in my family?”
“Me,” Mary said, reading his eyes. “It wants me, too.”
Blackbeard dropped his head in silent agreement. The Count gasped, suddenly aware of the tragic consequences of his actions. Each key, each lock, seemed to spell someone’s doom. By turning the second lock he had erased her future, though the voice promised they would be together. And they would be—just not how he imagined. A moment’s curiosity had killed the love of his life.
“Blackbeard, please, there has to be something…she can’t die for my mistake. I’ll do anything.”
“It’s beyond my powers to play with death,” he said, gesturing weakly. “There are no spells for this kind of opponent.”
“It doesn’t matter, I live or die with you,” Mary said. “Let it take us…at least I won’t have to go back. At least it’s with you.”
“No, I can’t accept—"
“We’ll always be together,” she said. “I’m not afraid.”
 She kissed him and he allowed himself to give in, to believe that a death with her would be like a life together. Surely he couldn’t find her now only to lose her for eternity, the two of them swallowed up in some cosmic abyss and then spit back wherever? It had to be fate.
“But Blackbeard, wait!” he exclaimed. “This doesn’t make sense…how can my Death kill her? What about her Death? It’s not locked away in some box, is it? Can’t it defend her?”
“Normally, yes, this would be true…but we’re not talking about a normal Death. Your Death is its own creature, a force that exists in this world, able to kill anyone it likes. You may as well consider it a person.”
Leopold sank back, defeated. So that was that. Yet the answer that crushed him made Ivan perk up, inspired with a profound—but possibly foolish—thought.
“But if that’s true, can’t his Death die? If it’s not dead, so to speak? Couldn’t we just go in and kill it?”
“No, not with swords or axes or anything you can find in the palace,” he responded. “Alive it may be, but it’s still something other, something I can’t understand. t rofound”
“Then why doesn’t it climb out of the box? After all, what’s stopping it? Can’t it just reach out and kill us?”
Blackbeard opened his mouth to respond, to shoo his comments away—and faltered. He had examined the problem from every angle except the one Ivan so casually introduced. Yes, why didn’t it leave the box? The locks had tumbled off one by one. It had power beyond reckoning. So what stopped it from taking what it wanted? There was only one explanation: fear. It feared leaving the walls of its box. After all, it was born there, like a perverse womb. No child willingly left the comfort of its mother; even the pangs of hunger and the tortures of revenge were balanced by the fear of the unknown, of setting forth on its own two feet.
“Ivan may be right,” Blackbeard mused, aloud. “Whatever its power, it’s reluctant to leave the box. We can use that…but we need to know more.”
“Then let me help you. Killing is all I’m good at, apparently,” Ivan said, unsheathing the Count’s sword. “At least let me kill someone that matters.”
He offered it back to Leopold as an act of atonement. The Count took it, almost apologetically, before responding.
“I don’t want to make my father’s mistakes. Whatever happened, you’re still my brother. I hope you believe that.”
Ivan lowered his head, nodding. Leopold stole a look at Mary, who still didn’t believe it. They would never be related in her mind; his father was right to reject him, seeing this twisted imitation instead of his son. But for Leopold’s sake she bit her tongue, though swore Ivan would be forced to pay for his crimes. She would never forget the image of him standing over Leopold, sword in hand, intoxicated smile on his lips. One day that smile would be hers.



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Ivan returned alone to the room. As the door closed, he felt a thousand whispers scurry up the walls. The entire room seemed vibrantly alive, every stone and curtain quivering with life—or death, as the case may be. Only the box remained silent, the three locks lying conspicuously on the floor like slain opponents. Ivan approached and cleared his throat. It’s alive, and everything living has fear, he told himself, quoting Blackbeard. Yes, it could fear him…if he didn’t run out of the room screaming first.
The lid creaked open, just enough for a red eye to flash out. Ivan struggled to stand his ground. A tentacle peered out of a corner of the box, but just as quickly pulled back. The eyes blinked and focused on him, less fierce and interested as before.
“I’ve come to offer myself in the girl’s place,” Ivan said.
The box made no reply to this offer. Ivan pursed his lips, realizing he had to push harder.
“She’s dead. You left her no choice—she killed herself. So I come in her place.”
The eye flashed, stirring the box.
“Blackbeard will honor his promise and give you the Count…on one condition.”
A tentacle slipped out of the box, slapping lazily against the floor. In a shrill, echoing voice, the creature said there were no conditions, only demands to be met. It wanted the Count and the girl. Not him.
“But she’s gone…even you can’t have her now. We ojum2. As theffer you the Count and his brother. Me.”
The death withdrew its tentacle, flashing both eyes at Ivan. Without anger, but in a terrible voice nonetheless, it stated that the Count had no brother. It wanted the girl and the Count within the hour.
“But I…I’m the Count’s brother. We have the same blood,” he protested.
No, you do not. You are not, it replied.
Ivan lost heart and almost gasped for breath. Was this a trick? Blackbeard warned him that it would say anything to shake his resolve. It was clever, cunning, and whatever else the moment required. But this…how could it know?
“I tell you the girl is dead,” he persisted, though unnerved. “You’ll have to accept me in her place. Then you can have us both…again, on one condition.”
The creature slipped another tentacle out of the box, either with interest or irritation. It said he was in no position to state conditions, though it would humor his request. Perhaps it would also consider the substitution…if, as he said, the girl had truly destroyed herself. But time was pressing.
“The condition is this: he wants you to leave the box. You can have us both, but not in this room. Outside.”
The tentacle whipped in the air and smashed against the box. Both eyes fixed him in a deadly stare.
Unacceptable, it replied in a ghastly hiss. The Count will be delivered here along with the girl. Otherwise terrible things would happen. And the sorcerer alone would be responsible.
“Thank you, I will tell him,” Ivan said, retreating.
A quarter of an hour has passed, it rasped. Your time is almost spent.
Ivan walked backwards toward the door, watching the eyes watch him. The lid slammed shut just as he closed the door. Once outside, his legs wobbled and almost collapsed as she caught himself. The sound of his heart throbbed in his ears. If that was death…may he find the secret of eternity and live forever!
“Wonderful,” Blackbeard said, emerging from the shadows. “A perfect performance.”
“Perfect? You mean pointless!” he gasped. “Unless I missed something in there, it’s definitely not scared of us.”
“On the contrary, it’s terrified. Because now we know it’s secret.”
“It’s secret?”
“Yes, it’s not just fear—it’s something more. It can’t leave the box,” the sorcerer grinned, shaking his hands in a posture of prayer. “Locks or no locks, it’s trapped. We now have the advantage.”
“We do?” Ivan said, replaying the events in his head. “So now what?”
“We wait. Let the hour drift past.”
“And then?”
“And then we kill it.”



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Leopold sent his most trusted advisor to speak with the soldiers at the gates. Tell them anything, promise them the moon; get them to leave if possible. But the soldiers were implacable: they came for Lady Mary and would not retire until she appeared. Otherwise, they would tear down the palace walls. From a window the Count judged they could make good on their promise, especially since he had no trained soldiers to speak of. His guards were a motley assortment, cobbled together from this and that province and paid a pitiful salary. They wouldn’t put up much of a fight. Still, the soldiers might never find them. They could hide, play cat and mouse all night if need be. He would never surrender.
“I’m afraid we don’t have time for that,” Blackbeard cautioned. “If we are to fight it, we must strike now, without distractions. Surely you understand—”
“She can’t go back! They would never let us marry!”
“And that’s your greatest concern—her parents’ consent?” the sorcerer exclaimed. “With all due respect...if you survive this confrontation the displeasure of her parents and all the soldiers in the world will seem like child’s play. For the present, we need to keep you alive; otherwise there will be no marriage or anything that follows.”
“Perhaps it is for the best…” Mary said, weakly.
“But they don’t even know if she’s here! How long could they look?” he said. “Wait, say we fled to the mountains—yes, tell them we simply ran off. Send them on a wild goose chase!”
“I understand the pain and uncertainty of parting,” the sorcerer said. “So imagine parting eternally without her. This is your only chance.”
The words found their mark. The Count winced, struck the walls and muttered something unprintable about fate. He knew what he had to do. But he didn’t care to do it.
“Please, I’ll go…this won’t be the end,” she said, leaning against him.
He only nodded, unconvinced.
“But you’ll come for me? You’ll find me, wherever I am, even if they ship me to the Northern Provinces and marry me off to a pagan Laplander?”
“I…yes, though I don’t even know what a Laplander is,” he said. “But there’s no place on the map I won’t go. Even to…where do Laplanders live?”
“Have Blackbeard show you,” she smiled, kissing him. “I remember the first time I saw you…at the Vysotsky’s for my coming-out. You were dressed in that ceremonial outfit—”
“I had it burned!” he exclaimed. “A hideous creation, my mother insisted. But I remember seeing you, too. Mind you, I was fifteen then, so I felt a girl of thirteen somewhat beneath my notice.”
“And yet you still asked me jum2memto dance.”
“Against my better judgment, I suppose. How we must have danced! Very stiffly, like this…” he said, holding her in an awkward dance pose. “Somehow, we hobbled along.”
“No, we glided…I was weightless. We soared over the room. Everyone was jealous.”
“Of two children?” he laughed.
“All the girls envied my happiness,” she said, her eyes shining. “Whenever we danced and I could hold you as I’m holding you now…I never thought we would get any closer. It would be my only memory of you. If I could have seen myself now, I would have felt amply repaid for all those miserable days and nights.”
“I wish I had known…all that wasted time,” he said.
“Yes, it was very stupid of you,” she said. “But I didn’t fall in love with you for your insight. So remind me why I did...”
Their final kiss lingered, spilling into hazy memories of what was and might be. They could faintly see a life together in another land, the shadows of children and friends around them. It was so sweet, so unbearable to leave…and yet like the happiest of dreams it dissolved in an instant. Their lips and hands parted. A look of terror and longing pooled in her eyes as she stepped back.
“Come soon…” she whispered.
Blackbeard gently took her by the shoulder and led her away, sobbing quietly. Yes, Leopold had done the right thing. He knew it because the breath seemed crushed out of his body. A profound sense of darkness enveloped him, as cold and spiritless as the grave.



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
There was no spell to kill death. It had simply never been written nor perhaps even thought of until today. Only a handful of theories existed, though Blackbeard felt them wholly inadequate to the task. True, Leopold’s Death was a living, breathing creature, but still not of this earth. A simple sword thrust or arrow shot would be insufficient. It required something more, something that could slip through this world and sever the invisible thread between life and death. But such weapons didn’t exist on earth; to find them one had to gaze deep in the mirrors of infinity itself.
“What mirrors? Where are they?” Leopold asked, as if expecting to find them in the room.
“Above us…the stars. All the secrets are buried there, though few can read them.”
“But what could they possibly say about death?” the Count scoffed. “They’re just a bunch of twinkling lights.”
“By that logic the whole of civilization is a series of anthills waiting to be swept out of existence,” he countered.
“If the shoe fits,” Ivan muttered.
“Pah! If we could see all the wisdom of the universe it would blind us,” Blackbeard said, collapsing in a nearby ottoman. “We need to be led in small, cautious steps to the light. Magic allows our eyes time to adjust, until what seems lijum2 sake ‘twinkling lights’ becomes a readable script, the very language of the universe itself.”
“That all sounds very well, but how do we read it?” Leopold insisted.
“Nothing simpler: we measure the stars in the house of your birth, correlating their positions to the house of your Death. For your Death began living the day I enslaved it. The calculations will provide an answer.”
The Count traded glances with Ivan, who shrugged. In an earlier time—namely, yesterday—they would have scoffed at calculating houses and births in the cosmos. Yet much had changed since then: both had locked eyes with death, whose presence was no longer an abstract reality. It lived and breathed among them, stirring hungrily within the box. In silent assent they followed Blackbeard to the ramparts, where the stars rippled like glistening waves overhead. By torchlight he removed an instrument he called a ‘modified astrolabe’ from his cloak. It looked like a small pocket watch, except that instead of a clock face it had a series of overlapping dials, each one inscribed with unusual markings. Blackbeard claimed this particular model was over five hundred years old and came directly from the hands of Turold the Magnificent (they shrugged). Screwing up his face, he examined the stars and methodically turned the dials, calculating distances, positions, and something he called “asymmetric conjunctions.” The Count watched impatiently, but nothing emerged. The stars still looked like dancing lights to him, each one blinking from some distant outpost. Did someone tend these ancient fires…or were they left to slowly burn out and fade into oblivion?
“What does it say?” Ivan whispered, after some minutes in silence.
“Patience…I’m juggling a dozen figures in my head,” the sorcerer muttered.
The dials continued to turn, going back two degrees, forward five, until the sorcerer flipped the entire mechanism over and started anew. He bit his lip and hummed tunelessly, avoiding the question that hovered around them, writing and rewriting his answer. The Count shared a nervous glance with Ivan before the latter responded, “so? What do you see?”
“Yes, it’s very interesting…the answer is clear,” he nodded, distractedly.
“And?” the Count prompted.
“Your Death’s life is bound up in your life—and your father’s,” he explained, rubbing the astrolabe. “All the stars are in alignment. Therefore, we can only proceed with your father’s involvement.”
The brothers shared a nervous laugh. Their father’s involvement? Surely the sorcerer remembered that their father had ceased being ‘involved’ in anything? Or was that precisely the point: their father’s death had sealed his children’s fate?
“So are you saying…we have no chance?” the Count ventured.
“Not at all,” Blackbeard responded, uncomfortably. “However, what I am about to propose may not meet with your general approval. I mean no disrespect…”
“Do we have any choice? What is it?” Leopold insisted.
“As I said, we need your father’s help. It cannot die by your hands by/span>
“Yes, we’ve covered that. He’s dead, so now what?”
“Dead or living, we need his hands to slay the creature. And I mean this quite literally, I’m afraid: we need his hands.”
Count Leopold felt the world spinning around him. Only the calm, fixed stare of Blackbeard brought him back to earth. Surely he didn’t mean…not to actually go and dig up…to desecrate his corpse?
“This is magic of the highest order, and even more than that, it’s the will of the fates,” the sorcerer said, solemnly. “Your father helped me enslave the creature; his hands fastened the three locks in place. They must assist us in destroying our creation.”
“What about my hands? Who needs his when you have mine?” Ivan insisted. “After all, he’s my father; surely fate has something to say about that?”
“Your stars are in a different house, following different orbits,” the sorcerer said, with a tinge of regret. “You can’t stand in his place.”
“I don't understand...don't we share the same blood? Aren't his hands my hands?"
“Everything I know tells me so,” he said, with a shrug. “Only the stars contradict me.”
“Please, just so I understand,” the Count interrupted, pacing in frantic circles. “What you’re suggesting is…that we dig up my father and remove his hands? Or what remains of them? You want us to use them as some sort of weapon?”
The sorcerer nodded, fully realizing the hideous nature of his request.
“This very hour,” he emphasized. “It’s the only way.”



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Mary sat facing her father, whose dark, unforgiving gaze tempted her to make a desperate leap from the coach. If only they weren’t going so fast over the bumpiest road imaginable! Was this even a road? Half a century ago it might have passed for a road, but now…no sensible person would travel ten miles on it in any direction. But her father was far from sensible at the moment. The moment she appeared he grabbed her arm and threatened to confine her in a nunnery in the most God-forsaken desert on earth. How could she do this to him, to her late mother, to the reputation of their family (which had so far escaped scandal for nine generations)? How did she expect him to explain to her fiancé why she had run away? And more importantly, how did she expect to make amends for her disgraceful conduct?
Mary’s answer was simple: she crossed her arms and scowled, “do what you will.” Leopold would come for her. She had implicit faith in him and the magician; her father severely underestimated her resolve. They couldn’t make her marry him, that simpering, pretentious oaf. by/se hadNever mind that he was a Duke and had three estates of various sizes and an impeccable bloodline. Estates crumbled into worthless stones, and blood, once spilled, retained little of its original value. Love, alone, was beyond price. And she had an endless store to spend with Leopold.
“I see, you’re thinking of him, are you?” her father barked. “That no-account Count. His father was a notorious eccentric. Consorted with wizards.”
“You don’t know anything about wizards,” she muttered.
“I know they stir up scandal wherever they go! The dark arts are like a malicious worm that tunnels into the heart of family and bleeds it dry. There’s a reason your Count hasn’t made a match yet. And he’s certainly barking up the wrong tree if he intends to court my daughter!”
“Let’s not speak of it,” she said, with a pained sigh. “I’ll marry whomever you wish, whenever you wish. It makes no difference to me.”
“Of course not; you mean to escape or have him rescue you,” he said, leaning forward. “But I warn you: there will be neither rescue nor escape. I’m putting you on a ship first thing in the morning bound for Cytheria, where the duke has his oldest estate. If we can bring him to accept damaged goods—for damaged you certainly are to his family—you will be married within the week. If not…well, let’s hope it won’t come to that.”
“Cytheria?” she said, with a slight shudder.
Cytheria had long been famous for the plague of 343 (or 1291, using the old reckoning), where half the population died within a single month. Few had ever returned, as the land was said to breed plagues and ailments; even now, to say one was going to Cytheria was synonymous with “suicide.” So this was her fate, unless he could he find her in time. Or would she be already stricken—and worse still, infect him with her pestilence? The tears came quickly now, as she clutched her head and felt herself sink through the coach, the road and straight into the depths of Hades.
“Don’t be so dramatic,” he father said, lighting his pipe. “The duke needs this match as much as we do. And Cytheria doesn’t kill everyone off. Some do survive…and you’ve always had a robust constitution.”
“I can’t believe this,” she rasped. “Is my life so meaningless to you?”
“On the contrary, I care a great deal for your life; it’s certainly cost me enough,” he snapped. “When you have children you’ll understand. A family is an investment, Mary. It must be spent wisely, guarded carefully, and loaned only to those who know the value of money. Count Leopold would spend you in a spree of indifference and bankrupt the family’s position. As a father I have to think of these things.”
“So that’s what I am to you: pennies and krouck? Someone to sell for a profit?” she asked, venomously.
“That’s my right of seniority,” he said, nodding complacently. “Trust me…I know it sounds cynical and unromantic, but it’s the way of the world. I, too, was spent in my time. And I’ve come to value my price. As a woman you have tremendous value, and in time, you will come to own it. But not yet.”
“I don’t want money—I want life!” she shouted, kicking the door.
“The life you seek is imaginary. Love is like the clouds…very pretty to look at, but you’ll never reach them. Far better to buy castles and climb up towers to view them.”
“Standing on towers makes me want to jump.”
“Not without some return on my investment,” he said, exhaling smoke. “Mary, I never disguised my intentions. As the wife of the Duke Vladimir your value will increase twofold. One day you will be able to buy whatever you like: love, happiness, my head on a plate. But first you will be spent by the men who control your fate.”
The conversation was over. Mary turned away from him, looking out the dark window into a hidden world. Only the clattering coach wheels and a few branches scraping against the windows consoled her. I’ll name my own price and spend myself accordingly, she told herself. Just you wait.



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Blackbeard and Ivan followed the Count down the ancient staircase to the catacombs. The catacombs were originally part of an old temple from a forgotten civilization, which the castle neatly incorporated and rubbed out. Yet on the walls strange symbols danced out, beguiling in their exoticism and in some cases, familiarity. A young couple, obviously flushed from the summer sun, reached out to embrace one another. Elsewhere figures played instruments, hunted, and seemed to mourn their departed companions. Leopold was deeply moved, his fingers tracing their soft outlines. These people once lived here, once laughed and dreamed as I do. In the end we’re all the same; in the end we all disappear.
The group continued down a dismal hallway ornamented with swords and eyeballs to the final resting place of his father. Leopold fought off waves of revulsion as he approached the chamber. His breathing became labored, as a cold sweat fogged his brain and weakened his legs. Ivan steadied him, though had little resolve himself. He studied Blackbeard on the off-chance that the sorcerer was merely testing them. Unfortunately, the sorcerer merely lowered his head as if to say that yes, the prospect was daunting, but to defeat death required a terrible sacrifice.
“Is there any other way?” Leopold asked.
“You already know the alternative,” he said, dryly.
Leopold made a painful grimace. Only thoughts of Mary steadied his resolve. She was so young, so innocent; he couldn’t bear to see that creature do whatever it planned to do with her. He would rend the corpse to pieces if it would make any difference.
“Open the chamber,” he said.
The sorcerer pushed open the stone door—which typically required two or three men with crowbars—expelling a gust of putrid air. Leopold fell back, his head spinning; he finally collapsed in a corner, trying but unable to vomit. Ivan helped him up, encouraging him in whatever desperate words he could summon up (for he scarcely heard or believed them himself).
“Our father is no longer here—this is not him,” Ivan whispered. “It’s like a snake when it sheds its skin. It’s just a tattered remain.”
“Right, a snake,” the Count nodded, pale and shaken.
They entered the chamber, where his father lay on a stone table covered by a richly embroidered cloth. The bare oh="Iowbarsutline of his father, though somewhat shrunken, remained. Leopold felt he could lift up the curtain and see his father resting, even lightly jabbering in his sleep. A trick of the light made it seem like the cloth was even breathing. Judging the moment right, Blackbeard gently removed the cloth—a moment of terrible shock for Leopold, who almost fainted—and revealed a composed, even tranquil skeleton. No flesh or hair remained. Everything had been carefully plucked away, the bones treated or cleaned somehow, giving it the appearance of marble. For a moment the Count wondered how this could possibly be his father. Was it a corpse for show, hiding the real, hideous remains somewhere beneath them?
“Ivan is right; this isn’t your father as you knew him. It’s merely a shadow,” Blackbeard said.
“May I…touch him?” he finally asked.
The sorcerer made an obliging gesture. Carefully, but with growing interest, Leopold reached out and touched the arm. It felt like nothing; nothing human, that is. Just so much rock and stone. He ran his fingers along the rib cage, caressed the jaw, the head. It was strange doing this. He had rarely touched, much less held, his father. And now he was holding the most intimate part of him, the very network of his inner being. But Blackbeard was right: it wasn’t him. There was no question of sacrilege or horror. Leopold stared into the empty sockets, trying to imagine his father’s blue eyes set deep within.
“How do we get them off?” Ivan asked.
“Each of you take a hand,” Blackbeard said.
Leopold eagerly—and Ivan somewhat less eagerly—followed his command. The sorcerer breathed a few words of a spell. The skeletal hands gripped them in a cold embrace (Ivan screamed). A moment later, they simply broke loose of the arms. Ivan began shaking his arm wildly, hoping the hand would have the good sense to let go. Blackbeard chuckled and said something else; the hands dropped to the floor, as lifeless as before. The Count stooped down to retrieve his hand, feeling an almost parental urge to protect it.
“Now what?” he asked.
“Now we go to forge a weapon that not even a Death can ignore,” Blackbeard said, proudly. “But we must hurry…the hour has almost past. Though it cannot leave the room, it still has tremendous power.”
Almost as soon as he said it, the catacombs shook, sending small cracks slithering up the walls. In the distance, a second, even louder boom rocked the earth.
“As I said…” Blackbeard gestured. 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
The Count’s death may have been trapped in the box, but its powers extended far beyond this limited scope. Tremors shook the palace as fierce winds battered the castle walls. A storm had emerged from a crystal-clear night, as shards of lightning danced around its towering cumulus. Servants reported that someone was pounding on the armory door—or several people, by the sound of it. The blows were steady and increasing in strength. And no one could ignore a strange voice bellowing over the storm, a voice that said no particular words, but whose command was unmistakable. Let me out!
Blackbeard affected not to notice as silently skimmed over a long and elaborate spell. No, that wouldn’t do, he muttered, turning the page, searching for the one shard of wisdom amongst so many years of spell craft. He had inherited the book h="I Nfrom his former master, who had collected spells from every language and school (and some never taught in school). Blackbeard had carefully collected nearly a hundred of his own, each one a subtle variation of the original spells—the canonical collection from the original masters. Yet the times had changed, and situations that could scarcely be envisioned one thousand years ago demanded new ideas and approaches. And indeed, there was no spell for killing a Death, much less for enslaving one, which is why the latter proved so fatally ineffective. He had to do better this time.
In the distance a window shattered. The wind rushed in, lashing tongues of rain into the room and belching thunder. Blackbeard lost concentration for a moment but plunged on. It had to be here, some sliver of thought that could help him see, could light the way forward…
“Are you sure it can’t get out?” Leopold asked.
“No…otherwise it would have done so already,” Blackbeard muttered, still reading.
“It’s a bluff—it’s trying to scare us,” Ivan agreed.
“Then it’s quite effective,” the Count said, pacing the room. “But what if this ‘bluff’ tears down the castle walls?”
“Then it would kill itself, which is hardly its intention. We just need to wait…and trust Blackbeard knows what he’s doing.”
Blackbeard nodded, which was all the comfort he could provide. He knew exactly what he was doing...just not how to do it.
Outside the window, night turned into brightest day as a dozen barbs of lightning crossed hands. A heart-rending crack of thunder shook both heaven and earth in its wake. Even Blackbeard paused, recognizing a note of hellish anger and desperation. They couldn’t keep it waiting much longer.
“Very well, this one will have to do…I wasn’t sure about it earlier, but we really have no choice,” he said, pulling his beard.
“Why, what’s wrong with it?” the Count asked.
“It’s never been tested!” he exclaimed. “Theoretically, it should work…but this is far beyond the reach of abstraction. No sorcerer in recorded history has attempted what we are about to attempt. If we succeed…”
“We’ll be famous?” Ivan said.
“Infamous, more like,” he chuckled. “I might be drummed out of the Sixth Circle for cobbling together such a hodgepodge—and potentially fatal—improvisation. Much less for my role in the original spell.”
His words were punctuated by distant explosion; not a thunderclap this time…no, this was something far more dangerous. There were screams in the distance. Leopold raced out of the room and down the hallway, looking out every window, finally catching a servant running wildly past him.
“The south tower collapsed!” she screamed. “The storm is destroying the castle!”
When he finally found a window looking to the south he saw it for himself. A shattered torso remained, with loose bricks raining on the trees below. Lightning illumined the angry blackness, which seemed to brood over which tower to decapitate next. And all thit. ce. Les…for him? For his father’s mistaken intention to make him immortal?
“Stop!” he screamed to the heavens. “You can have me! Enough!”
The palace shuddered from a final crack of thunder. The rain slackened, the storm retreated, and only a thin, cold wind blew through the window. It had heard him and agreed. Now he had no choice but to honor his bargain. He walked in a daze back to the bedchamber where Blackbeard and Ivan awaited. As he entered, Blackbeard leapt to his feet and presented him with a long object covered in a red cloth.
“Go on, take it,” he said, pushing it closer.
Leopold took the cloth, which slipped off immediately to reveal a grim, stone-white sword. It was far heavier than any sword he had held before, but at the same time easy and graceful. He sliced it twice through the air as Blackbeard watched with approval.
“And this is…him?” the Count asked.
“His hands—in your hands,” he nodded.
“Even so, do you think…how can it kill death?”
“That remains to be seen. In all the histories of recorded thought, you will be the first to challenge a Death to single combat. Regardless of the outcome, we’ll have stories to tell.”
“You will, I suppose,” he muttered.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
There were no sounds coming from behind the door. The trio paused before it, expecting…something. Blackbeard placed his hand on Leopold’s shoulder and glared meaningfully. The Count opened the door, which emitted a faint groan, only a pitch or two lower than a human sigh. They ignored its message and entered the room. Blackbeard closed it behind them, knowing he had done his best, wishing he could do more, certain it wasn’t enough. Now for the waiting. Arms clasped behind his back, the sorcerer paced up and down the hall, ears straining for the ensuing melee.
The box stood silent and lifeless. Though the locks remained on the floor the lid held fast. Ivan took a step toward it, terrified and impatient. What’s it waiting for? Leopold clenched the sword, thinking about when and where to strike. Could you decapitate death? Lance it through the heart? Cut off its arms and legs? Blackbeard, of course, had been entirely mum on the subject.
Moments passed. Ivan remembered the way the death looked at him, could almost see it even now, writhing and squirming. Not seeing it again was far worse than what he imagined. It had to come out—and soon. Another step brought him within arm’s reach.
“Should I…?” he asked, looking back.
Raising his sword, the Count nodded. Open the lid. Ivan grasped it with both hands and lifted. Nothing. Only the sound of their racing hearts.
“I don’t think…it’s not here,” Ivan whispered.
“But where?”
Ivan peered into the box, squinting through the blackness to discern some clue or shape.
“I can’t see anything…”
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Leopold danced forward, ready to strike at a second’s notice. He, too, peered down, but nothing stirred within the box. Was it dead? Had the mere act of wielding the sword driven it out? A foolish hope. No, it was still in the room, he could feel it. A cold heaviness settled around him, like slithering tentacles clutching his throat. He instinctively tried to brush them off. 
“Should we—” Ivan asked.
“No, keep looking,” Leopold said.
“Maybe it found a way out?”
“Impossible, we would have seen it,” the Count said, stepping back. “Look everywhere.”
Someone knocked on the door. Blackbeard? Leopold called out but got no response. He raced to the door and shouted again, “Blackbeard? Is that you?” Against his better judgment he turned the handle. Locked! He struggled against it for several seconds, feeling the handle turn cold in his grasp. More games! Why couldn’t it just come out and—
“Leopold! Look—” Ivan shrieked. 
Leopold spun around but he was already gone. He called for him and looked wildly around the room, only to realize what he had felt at once. It had him.
“Ivan!” he shouted, swinging the sword. “Come out, you devil! Show yourself!”
A voice bubbled out of the box. Not the voice he remembered, but an angry voice, gruff with age. Drop the sword, it said. I have him. Do you want him back?
“You wanted me—so here I am!” Leopold demanded. “No more games. Show me your face!”
First, drop the sword. To come here with your sorcerer’s arts. No, you will meet me alone, unguarded, just as the fates intended.
Leopold lowered his sword. There was no subtlety here; either he or Ivan would die, probably both. No, he would kill it—it wouldn’t make sport of his life. They would die together, heroically, brothers in arms. He raised the sword and brought it swiftly down on the box. Several blows, hacking away at the side while screaming his lungs out.
“There’s nowhere left to hide! Come out—I’m your Death now!”
I don’t need the box! Drop the sword or I’ll vanish deep within. You won’t find us…but I will find her. I have ways to escape, ways you and Blackbeard know nothing about. I can slip into any corner of the palace.
“Lies! You’re trapped in there! But I’ll rip you out—in pieces if need be!”
The door knocked again, three powerful thumps. It wasn’t Blackbeard. Nothing human could pound like that.
I’m outside. Inside and out. Your friend’s life hangs by a thread. Next I go for her. Unless you drop the sword.
Leopold’s resolve faltered. Empty threats…or an evil promise? In a moment of weakness he dropped the sword.
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So this is death, the Count thought, taking a breath. One last chance: reach down a grab the sword—save your life. Or lower yourself into the box and drown in everlasting darkness. The second between thoughts stretched into days and months of eternity. A last look at the sword. A last thought of Mary.
He stepped into the box.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
Leopold fell several feet before landing in a valley of sand. Everything around him was vague and indistinct; the sky—for there was a sky, inexplicably—seemed on the point of dusk, glowing and fading. In the distance he could hear the soft roar of the sea, though all he could see was miles and miles of sand. The Count instinctively reached for his sword only to remember his purpose. He had come to die.
“Leopold!” Ivan called out.
“Ivan! Where are you?” he said, looking around.
A shape waved in the distance. Leopold ran after it, or at least as well as he could in the sand. After tripping and falling and crawling forward, it only seemed to recede on the horizon. He called out again, asked him to stop, come closer, but the figure only waved him onwards. Was it a trap? Frustrated, the Count ignored him and sprawled out on the sand. Enough toying with him already—do your worst! I’m ready to die…or perhaps I’m ready to be ready to die. He clutched a fistful of sand and watched it seep between his fingers, each grain a second of his life. Or was this death…endless waiting and expectation for an event that never came?
“It’s good to see you again; it’s been far too long,” a voice said.
Leopold didn’t respond at once. At first he thought it was a mirror—he almost reached out to touch it. But it obviously wasn’t following his movements, much less sitting down. It was him. The very likeness, looking down on him; he could even read its thoughts. His thoughts?
“I’ve ached for your presence, so many long years,” it said, with an intimate smile. “For the first few years, I only wanted that—a reunion. The two of us as one. But as time passed I grew impatient. I vowed I would kill you on the spot. Naturally, that would end us both, but no matter. I would teach you a lesson.”
“What lesson?” he asked, in a whisper. “I never chose this. I never knew.”
“Perhaps, but I’m beyond that now. Once I saw you again I felt an impulse—a temptation which hardened into resolve. Certainly I could kill you. But is that all? Couldn’t I do more than that? Couldn’t I have the one thing I was forever denied, the one thing you have as your right?”
Leopold tried to follow its words, but nothing made sense. What else could he do but kill him? His death obviously expected him to make the connection; when he stared back uncomprehendingly, it laughed and knelt at his side.
“I mean your life!” it said, flashing its teeth. “I am your Death—your other half—condemned to live in the shadow. But what if we switched places? I condemn you to the darkness, I walk in the light? What would stop me? I already live—Hildigrim Blackbeard saw to that. And now that you’re here, spae= switchedyou will remain here forever, as I was meant to. A living death, trapped in the walls of the box!”
Now it was Leopold’s turn to laugh. Surely it couldn’t go back and live—pretend to be himself? It looked just like him, even spoke like him, but to impersonate a human life? When it was dead…when it was death itself?
“Impossible! Blackbeard would know—they would all know!”
“How could they? I know you better than they do. I am you.”
“You’re nothing like me! Only in looks, not in—in what matters!” he shouted, hoping rather than believing it. “You would betray yourself, once she saw you—”
He immediately caught himself. Mary. If he went back as him, he would also go back to her; he could have her! She might never know.
“Yes, she will see me; I will rescue her from her loveless marriage. Why should she suspect otherwise? She loves me.”
Leopold leapt at it but tackled a pillar of sand. It collapsed at his touch and buried him to his eyeballs. He hastily jumped up, brushing himself off, only to find ‘him’ there, composed and smiling.
“I’ve had a long time to think this through. Blackbeard gave me a precious gift. One day, I will thank him for his pains, and complete the revenge your fake brother couldn’t.”
“Ivan! Where is he?” the Count asked, fearing the worst.
“Safe, as I promised. He will live, my faithful ally, protecting my life from those who suspect me.”
Leopold marveled at the web of lies and deceit, a masterpiece of cunning. Yes, Ivan would protect him. His true brother would never be seen again.
“But you said…he was fake. Why?”
“He’s not your brother. Surely you know that. By now Blackbeard knows it, too.”
“Blackbeard?”
“His son. The Russian cleverly passed him off as your father’s. Your father knew—or at least suspected. Blackbeard in his blindness did not.”
“Wait—please!” the Count said, scrambling toward his Death. “You can’t do this…simply take my life and be done with it! That’s what you want—what you always wanted! You can’t live as me forever!”
“Perhaps not,” it said, thoughtfully. “But I would settle for a normal human life. Good-bye, Count Leopold. Enjoy the prison you made me.”
Leopold reached out for it, trying to resttryould settlrain, plead, gain a second’s consideration, but the image dissolved into wind and sand. The taste of it coated his mouth and left him squirming on the sand, howling and choking.



Chapter Thirty
 
Ivan woke up on the floor of the armory, stunned, unable to remember anything that had happened before. Flickering impressions of the box and the creature within it swam around him, until he remembered—or thought he remembered—Leopold’s voice. It seemed far away at first, but then it seemed to whisper in his ear.
“Ivan? Ivan, it’s me…I’m here.”
Ivan looked up through the haze and saw the Count standing over him, offering his hand. He took it and fell into his brother’s embrace. Ivan knew there were questions that had to be asked, a logic that didn’t quite make sense; but at the moment he could only close his eyes. At the moment there was just relief. It was over.
“Is it…?” he finally managed.
“Yes, it’s gone. I killed it.”
“Killed it? Alone?”
“I was never alone. You were with me,” he said.
“But I didn’t help—I was useless!”
“Nonsense!” the Count laughed. “You were able to distract it while I struck the fatal blow. Don’t you remember?”
“I did? No, I don’t remember…not a thing. And the sword worked?”
“A single blow. It crumbled into lifeless dust and blew away.”
“Amazing,” Ivan said, examining the Count closely. 
Somehow, perhaps owing to his rattled senses, Leopold seemed different. That is, everything looked exactly the same, and it was undoubtedly the man he had come to know; and yet, something subtle in the way he moved or held himself puzzled Ivan. Of course, Leopold had just fought and defeated his Death. What did a man without a Death look like? And was he now…immortal?
The door opened and Blackbeard stumbled in, pale and shaking. Were they alive? Both of them? It didn’t seem possible. Even with the sword, even together, could it be done? In his heart of hearts he denied it, especially given his failure with the previous spell.
“Blackbeard…you did it,” the Count said, raising the sword. “The spell was flawless.”
“I’m speechless,” he said, with a weak grin. “And it’s dead? You saw it?”
The Count nodded vigorously, but Ivan only grinned—a sheepish, empty grin. The sorcerer took note of this. He also took note of Leopold’s clothing: pristine, with no sign of damage or gore. Not that a Death would bleed as such, but he still expected…well, that was just it. He didn’t know what to expect. Everything felt off because it was off.
“As I predicted, we made history today,” the sorcerer said, clasping his shoulder. “Once the secret is out, magicians far and wide will flock to hear your story. Even I want to hear it! But for now, you should rest.”
“Certainly. But firstlacke= swand wid” Leopold said, returning to the box.
Strangely, he picked up each of the fallen locks and secured them on the box. Why? There was no longer anything to capture or secure. Blackbeard met the Count’s eyes, who almost apologetically admitted, “I know, it’s foolish…but I would feel safer. Peace of mind.”
“Of course, no need to explain,” the sorcerer nodded. “Whatever you need to put it behind you.”
Still, as they left the room, the sorcerer couldn’t help noticing the three locks, each gleaming in the torchlight. Illogical, yes, but somewhat understandable; after all, he had never faced his own Death in single combat. But all three locks? He made a note of it and tugged his beard. Too much had happened too quickly. For now, to bed. He would sort it all out in his dreams.
“Coming, Blackbeard?” Ivan asked, taking his arm.
“Yes, of course. And you—do you feel…”
“Fine, I suppose,” Ivan said. “I really don’t remember much of anything. It just happened. I fear he did all the work.”
“No, he couldn’t have done it without you. You proved your courage and lineage today. You’ve done your father proud.”
“Do you think…he knows? That he could see me?” Ivan asked, hesitantly.
“He knows,” Blackbeard said, with comforting finality.



Chapter Thirty-One
 
As her father promised, everything had been settled quickly. Her betrothed, Duke Vladimir, promptly agreed to the terms and dowry, quibbling only over the color of his wedding cape (blue, instead of the purple her father wrote in the contract, which was hastily scribbled out). With barely a kiss good-bye, her father shipped her and a handful of retainers on a vessel bound for Cytheria. In good weather, the crossing took just six hours. In bad weather, as much as a day. But on days like today, with a red sky and relentless, razor-sharp winds, ships tended to vanish altogether. The sea tossed the boat irreverently, slapping aside the royal banners which went fluttering to their doom. Sailors prayed, the captain swore, and Mary gazed into the steel-blue masses of cloud for deliverance. If only the ship did sink—then she had a chance! She could clutch onto something and be washed up on some deserted island like that one fellow—Crusoe? Leopold would find her. In the meantime she would fashion her own utopia, a paradise of sea, sand and monkeys. Assuming monkeys could even be found in these climes.
Somehow the ship survived the crossing. Once the storm broke, the battered remains limped on, eventually sighting the coastline. Mary’s heart dropped. From her window, she could see the spires of the Duke’s castle. Her prison; her home. Her maidservant tried to distract her, telling her stories of her future wardrobe and possessions, how every woman alive would envy her spoils. Not if I’m spoiling away in them, she snapped. The island itself belied its tecke=er storierrible reputation. The rocky coast gave way to thick forests and purple hills, the air filled with strange yet beautiful sounds. Perhaps she could make an excuse to tour the area with a few trusted (mindless) servants and make a dash for it? It would take them days to find her with a good head start, and by that time Leopold…but perhaps she put too much faith in a happy ending. By now Leopold might be dead. The sorcerer was unusually grim at their parting. She knew what he said without saying: that no one could defeat death at its own game. What scared her even more was not knowing. Would the sorcerer even bother to tell her? Would Ivan? No, she wouldn’t want to hear it from him…deep down, he would secretly enjoy it.
After being greeted by the servants and a man who pretentiously referred to himself as the “Majordomo,” Mary was led up a winding flight of stairs to the tower suite. There she would await the Duke’s arrival under lock and key: her husband orders. She surveyed the suite (cramped, uncomfortable), and paused before the window, which had been fitted with iron bars. A room with a view—but little else. With a sigh she dismissed her maidservant and various hangers-on. She would nap in private.
“I trust you have everything you need at present,” the Majordomo said.
“Everything?” she scoffed. “Can I at least have a book?”
“I…yes, I believe the Duke keeps a few volumes in the library. But I fear they’re very old.”
“I’ll take them. And some wine? It’s very cold.”
“We keep a few bottles in the cellar, yes,” he said, making a grimace. “However, it’s reserved for special occasions…”
“And the arrival of the Duke’s wife isn’t a special occasion?” she asked, somewhat archly. “Please bring up a few bottles. And the books.”
The Majordomo paused for a moment but finally gave a slight bow and disappeared. Mary sized him up at once: a self-important ninny who longed to talk about himself. Only in his mid-twenties, he had ambitious plans; he wouldn’t remain a “majordomo” on this forgotten isle forever. No, eventually, someone would recognize his potential, his prodigious talent for…well, whatever it was he was good at. With the right amount of encouragement and flattery he would spill. When the Majordomo returned, he cradled a dusty bottle of wine, two glasses—but no books. Seeing her eyebrows raise, he apologized, “they didn’t survive the journey.” She laughed as he poured her a glass of wine (less than half a glass!) with only a drop for himself.
“To your marriage, signora,” he said, raising his glass.
She reciprocated and sipped the wine. Cloying and sticky, not at all her to her taste. Like everything else in this castle, she imagined.
“How long have you lived here?” she asked.
 “Twelve years, but I wasn’t born here—no, no, I’m from the mainland, the city itself!” he said, rather abruptly. “I learned my station at the Duke’s father’s estate in Belladonna. Not that anyone appreciates me; a bit like pearls before swine, I’m afraid. However, I was overjoyed to hear of your arrival last week. At last, a woman of rank and discernment. I hope you will consider me your personal attaché, a role I once performed for the Countess d’Agoult.”
“Gladly,” she smiled, draining her glass. “And when is the duke expected?”
“Ah, he wasn’t very clear on that in his letter,” he muttered. “The master doesn’t always think it necessary to inform me of his personal affairs.”
Sensing an opening, she played her hand.
“And you think he should have? That you’ve a right to?”
When the Majordomo realized he had let a truth slip, his eyes widened—but she reassured him with a gentle squeeze of his arm.
“Don’t fear. If you’re to serve me there can be no secrets between us. Gossip is the pact that binds mistress and servant; surely you observed that during your time in the city?”
Astonished by her candor, he gradually lowered his guard and “spilled,” as she predicted. Truth be told, the Duke rarely told him anything, he grumbled. If he perished tomorrow, it would be five months before the master took note of it; and even then, his burial would have to wait a full calendar year, by which time rats and other unspeakable vermin would have eaten his bones. Mary felt more than a twinge of pity for the fellow. They were both prisoners here, each one parceled off and forgotten. Perhaps the Duke would never come to collect her? Perhaps it was all for show, like the estate in a land he never visited (no more than twice in ten years, the Majordomo insisted).
“I appreciate your honesty, Majordomo,” she said. “And now, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble…could you give me a tour of the castle grounds?”
“I…naturally I would love to, signora, but he insisted—it’s one of the few things he actually said in his letter! You are forbidden to leave this room.”
“Forbidden?” she said, crossing the room. “Well then…that seems to be the last word on the subject.”
She rested her hand on the door. The Majordomo leapt up, arms waving, pleading for her to obey the master’s decree. With a smile she pushed it open, revealing a stretch of musty hallway crisscrossed by beams of light.
“Signora, I must insist…”
“No books, hideous wine, and not even a tour, a simple walk around the castle? Not even just once? I promise not to tell. And secrets between a mistress and her servant, as I’m sure you know, are sacred.”
The Majordomo faltered. It was a very simple thing, just a walk. And for her, the first person who listened to him in more than a decade. His mistress. Her servant.
“This way, signora, if you please.”



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
     The tour took them past the gardens of the castle (most of them sadly neglected, fallen into various states of disrepair) and down a forgotten path through the woods that ended in a ruined cliff stretching over an endless exfontst opanse of ocean. The horizon was utterly devoid of life, a shimmering line of white and blue. No sign of her husband-to-be, pirates (which the Majordomo said occasionally washed up on the island), or Leopold and the sorcerer. She felt completely alone. The Majordomo read her emotion and gestured to the ground far below.
“When I first arrived I came here often, comforting myself with the thought that I could escape…with one fatal step. But of course I could never do it.”
“Then take my hand; we’ll do it together,” she smiled.
“Surely you jest,” he said, fearful of this unexpected intimacy. “Besides, once you marry you’ll soon be away. He would never stay here. No one willingly stays here.”
“Is it so bad, really?” she asked, stooping to retrieve a stone. “Obviously, I’ve heard terrible rumors of a plague. But you’re still here…”
“There’s no plague,” he scoffed, shaking his head. “Many noblemen and women from the mainland came here to discreetly suffer from certain…unspeakable ailments. Their families passed it off as the plague. It’s the healthiest place on earth. You can live forever out here. And feel every minute of it…”
“Incredible!” she laughed, throwing the stone. “How deceitful of them. But aside from the isolation, it seems quite beautiful. Is there something else…?”
The Majordomo walked in agitated circles while stammering vague syllables. He finally committed to an answer, which was simply “it drives me mad.”
“Mad? You seem quite sane to me. Bored silly, but sane.”
“Of course it’s a lovely place; lovely for someone who’s had their fill of adventure, who’s traveled and explored to their heart’s content. Not someone like me. I’ve seen nothing,” he said, his head dropping. “I yearn to do some good in the world. Even to serve a proper master with distinction. But here…I’m merely waiting on death.”
“And yet I almost envy your position,” she said, seeking the shade of a tree. “You can still choose your wife. Or not marry at all. You have the luxury of being overlooked. I, however, am conspicuous, a jewel to be bought and worn.”
“At least you have worth. Not that I should be valued, signora; please forgive my prattling. I only mean to say…I wish to be of value to my employer, to someone who could recognize my gifts. Every servant desires to be made use of.”
“But I do value you, Majordomo. But what a name—Majordomo! It’s a title! Who are you, really?”
“My name is my title, signora. It’s the pride of my office.”
“I’m not going to spend day after day calling you ‘Majordomo’. I can scarcely keep a straight face. Please indulge me.”
The Majordomo couldn’t resist her pleading stare, which seemed to look upon him not as a broken armchabroken air but as a thoroughly respectable companion. Nevertheless, he broke down and admitted his given name was Lucas. Lucas Henry McDonald. Mary got up and offered him her hand, which he impulsively shrank from. Was she simply making fun of him? She laughed and insisted that she shake his hand and drop all this ridiculous formality. After all, they were hardly in the King’s Ballroom or dining in Stanislav Square. Lucas, fearing a trap and shaking in every nerve and muscle, extended his hand and felt it enfolded by her soft yet friendly grasp.
“We shall be friends, Lucas. And I give you my word, I will get you off this island. For I mean to escape myself.”
“Escape?” he coughed. “But when—how? Not before…your husband’s arrival?”
“Before—quite soon—this instant!” she insisted. “But I need your help. You of all people should know the secrets of the island.”
“I would know, signora?” he said, his heart failing him. “But I couldn’t possibly…there’s nowhere to go! Miles and miles of ocean! And no ships!”
“Yes, that’s true. But we don’t need to escape, not really. Can you keep a secret?”
Another secret? He had room for one, at best; two would split his seams, send truth gushing out every pore; he would spill at the slightest opportunity should someone ask. But yes, he nodded, he could keep her secret.
“I’m being rescued,” she whispered. “My true love will come for me, it’s just a matter of time. But I need to escape the castle—go somewhere discreet where the Duke will never find me. Any ideas?”
Lucas swallowed hard, realizing that the adventurous life and opportunities he had often wished for was here, right now, demanding an answer. And it scared the devil out of him. It was one thing to dream of living, but to actually do it, to throw everything aside for the prospect of happiness? Who was this woman, anyway? Was she mad? The way she spoke to servants and defied convention…she must have had a tremendous dowry for the Duke to put up with it. Unless he didn’t know her at all, which was distinctly possible. In which case allying one’s future with her was suicidal. Once the Duke got wind of it he would toss her out—perhaps abandon her on the island and go off to marry someone else (she could conveniently die of the plague, after all). And indeed, so could he.
“You have to promise…take me with you,” he said, in a weak voice.
“Didn’t I already promise?” she said. “You can live with us, and I’ll make sure you develop those talents and ideas of yours. Lucas, you can trust me.”
He looked into her eyes and believed her. Sane or not, she had a good heart. Amazing she had kept it intact so long.
“I know a place that might work,” he nodded, stirring up his conviction. “But it’s quite far. We’ll need to pack food and supplies. You’re up for it—a half-day’s march? Over rough terrain?”
“Lucas, I’m up for anything—and so should you!” she beamed, embracing him.
When she released him, he could scarcely think or speak. However, one thought troubled him even so: what if the rumors were true? What if the cave actually had…but no, they couldn’t be true. Like the plague it was simply one of tmply onehe colorful myths of the island. Though unlike the plague, the locals all claimed to have seen it at various times, though accounts differed on its size and appearance. The one thing they were adamant on was its location: the cave by the headless tower in the east hills. Everyone swore it lived there. At any rate, they would know soon enough.



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
Blackbeard passed a restless night full of splintered dreams. None of them bore retelling, but each one shared similar images and situations. He consistently found himself facing a tribunal of sorts, answering questions that only had one answer—the one they least wanted to hear. What was troubling him so? Hadn’t he made amends for his previous mistakes? Obviously there was still the question of Leopold: could he die without death, or would he live forever, frozen in the mask of a twenty-two year old? There were so many questions. Nevertheless, he had done what he had to do. Count Leopold was saved, Ivan was rescued, and now Mary would have to be snatched up and returned to her rightful place at Leopold’s side. Funny how each of these good deeds would meet with general disapproval—if not outright condemnation—from the powers-that-be. Hopefully they wouldn’t learn of his involvement.
After his morning toilette, where he finally saw to his neglected beard, Blackbeard went downstairs to find Leopold and Ivan in a heated debate. The subject concerned the mysterious events of last night. Ivan thought about it over and over in bed, but might as well have been asked to recall his grandmother's childhood. Surely he would remember some fragment of the melee, a stray scrap of fear or defeat? Leopold brushed his concerns aside, assuring him that without him they would both be dead. How else could he have defeated his death?
“Then why don’t I remember?” Ivan insisted. “It’s like I wasn’t even there!”
“But you were there…unless I’m a liar,” Leopold said, icily. “Is that your implication?”
“Don't be silly! My point is simply this: if I couldn’t help you then, when it most mattered, when can I help you? What use am I to you, who fainted away at the mere sight of death?”
“Gentlemen,” Blackbeard intervened, “is this really necessary? We could quibble about the how’s and why’s of the matter eternally. But the truth is clear: you were there, Ivan. You did save his life.”
“I can’t accept that in my heart. I feel as though I’ve betrayed him instead,” Ivan said, head in his hands.
“You know, many warriors remember nothing of the battles they’ve fought,” Blackbeard said, sitting beside him. “It’s all a blur, they say; that is, the ones who are honest. The others brag and boast and make themselves heroes in the grand manner. Don’t torture yourself needlessly. Besides, we have other matters to attend to.”
“Mary,” Leopold nodded, anxiously.
“That…and the matter of Ivan’s escape,” he said.
“My escape?” Ivan said, distracted.
“Yes, the word has spread and the Secret Council has been scouring the city streets for your whereabouts. Rumor has it that the current Count of Cinquefoil may be involved.”
“Pah,” Leopold said, “they can’t prove anything. Besides, why would I want to save my father’s bastard? No offense.”
“No, of course not…but you’re right, they would never guess the real reason,” Ivan nodded.
“Nevertheless, you can’t be seen; we have to get you out of the country at once. But no road is safe. Eyes are everywhere. The price on your head is significant, considering you’re the first criminal ever to escape from the Dungeons.”
“But what does this matter? We don’t even know where she is!” the Count exclaimed.
“It matters a great deal, unless we want to save them the trouble of finding Ivan and execute him ourselves,” Blackbeard glowered. “Besides, I know exactly where she is.”
“You do? But how? Magic?”
“Magic…or the palace gossip,” he said, feeling his beard (clipped a bit short, he frowned). “A soldier whispered it to a servant who told the entire castle. She’s en route to the island of Cytheria, where she will be married to some Duke—a Russian, I believe.”
“Married! She can’t be—she’s mine!” the Count gasped, leaping up.
“Blackbeard, that’s several days journey from here, not to mention the difficulty of charting a vessel on such short notice,” Ivan said. “It would take days—”
“Days? Impossible, we only have hours! Blackbeard, there has to be something you can do!” the Count raged, pacing the room, knocking into tables.
“Count, calm yourself; I’ve thought of everything,” the sorcerer said, his eyes narrowing. “This is what I need you to do: tell your servants to prepare your carriage—you’re off to Belladonna at once.”
“Belladonna? Are you mad?”
“Hardly,” he said, meeting his crazed stare. “Do it at once. It’s a ploy, of course; the carriage will go without you. The Secret Council will assume Ivan is with you and follow you there—and out of the way. Meanwhile, we’ll be speedily off to Cytheria.”
“Yes, of course; I’ll do it at once,” the Count nodded, exiting the chamber.
Blackbeard waited until his steps vanished down the hallway, swallowed up by the castle’s deep silence, before continuing.
“Ivan, I want you to go with him. But watch him closely. I fear the spell may have affected his wits.”
“Aren’t you coming?” Ivan asked. 
“No, I want to stay here. I need to examine the box. I may have to reopen it.”
“Reopen? But I thought—”
“Yes, yes, his death is gone, that much is clear,” he nodded, impatiently. “But something else…the spell may have had unforeseen consequences. I need time to study it.”
“I won’t leave his side, you have my word,” Ivan said. “However…I’m still a little confused about how to get there. No roads, no ships…”
“You know how to fly, I trust?” Blackbeard said.
“Fly?” Ivan laughed. “I don’t understand…”
“Don’t worry, you will.”



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
Lucas led Mary through the thick, fragrant forests of the island toward the hills in the east. Birds flew overhead, strange animals whistled all around them; even the trees seemed to bend in salute as they passed, curiously alive and watching. Only the plague seemed conspicuously absent. A fortunate misconception, she now realized. How quickly it would otherwise have been ruined, trees replaced with roads, towns, shops, and other places to spoil the view. It remained a fitting place for exile, a place to hide from the world and find yourself. A pity Lucas couldn’t see it.
“There, do you see it?” he said, pointing at a shape dimly visible through the trees.
“I see something…what is it?” she squinted.
“What’s left of an old tower; it marks the opening of a cave,” he said, clearing a way forward. “It gets steeper here. Take my hand.”
“I can manage,” she said, following him.
They continued through the brush, ascending step by step until they were almost above the tree-line. The tower stood out prominently now, its top curiously missing, as if removed with a single stroke. The stones seemed older than the trees or anything else on the island. Lucas knew nothing about its origins; legends said that it had been built by the island’s original inhabitants, who mysteriously left one day and never returned. A terrible flood, some surmised…others believed they simply found a better island. As they approached the tower the mouth of the cave became visible, too. Strange markings surrounded the opening, most of them obscured by vines that tangled the entrance. It felt abandoned; not even animal tracks appeared to molest it.
“This is as far as anyone goes,” Lucas said, with a grin. “You can’t get anyone on the island to so much as peep in. I figure it’s the safest place to be in caseb of a search party.”
“Why? What’s inside?”
“Oh, nothing—old legends. Probably something was once here, a wild boar or something,” he shrugged. “The locals claim a dragon lives here…you know, the type that breathes fire, hoards treasure, and comes out twice a year for prey.”
“A dragon?” she repeated. “But surely…those can’t still exist, can they?”
“
“Only in nursery tales. You know the peasant’s imagination…anything to avoid doing work.”
“Perhaps,” she muttered. “But I’ve seen things…things that would make a dragon quite reasonable by comparison. Are you sure—”
“A dragon-fly, perhaps,” he said, with a disdainful gesture. “That’s what separates us from them, my lady; the ability to use our heads. Of course, if you would rather return to the castle…”
“I’ll take my chances,” she said.
It was quite dark inside, as if even the light thought twice about intruding. Only a thick odor emerged to greet them. A deep, smoky scent…not altogether unpleasant, but strangely unfamiliar. Gradually, their eyes adjusted to reveal a large central chamber. Yet it all seemed artificial somehow, as if a discerning eye had shaped it. An overwhelming sense of habitation filled the room. But where? Her eyes ran over the walls, the ceiling, in every corner and crevice. Nothing. Even Lucas seemed unnerved, no longer striding boldly forward; his face tightened, as if stubbornly avoiding the obvious. 
“How odd,” he finally said.
He felt his way forward, Mary close behind him, reading the face of the rock. Again, it was too smooth to be natural; a conscious art went into the design of the room. Perhaps something had once lived here. Perhaps, like the tower, the cave was once the spoke of a great civilization, whose people—
He was gone. She froze, crying out for him. Were the walls alive? Had something reached through and…but no, he was still here, she could hear him groaning in the distance.
“Lucas!” she cried, the walls echoing, mocking her fear.
“Don’t…move,” he moaned. “I fell. The ground…stops.”
Mary knelt down, feeling the floor around her. As she slowly advanced her right hand went over. In the darkness, almost invisibly, the floor gave way to a cavernous pit. She couldn’t make out anything except Lucas’ voice, rising up to her with the smell—noticeably stronger now.
“Are you hurt? How far did you fall?”
“Not too far…but my back…landed on something. Don’t come.”
“Reach for my hand!Reach fohanlmost i she cried.
“Can’t…too far…”
Mary squinted desperately into the pit, able to make out vague shapes, but not enough to judge how far or even where he was. There had to be something nearby, at least a stray branch to lower down. She felt in the darkness but only found small rocks and assorted debris, as well as one thing that felt curiously like a skull. She dropped it in horror as her fingers slipped through the eyeholes.
“The floor—it’s moving,” Lucas said, dazed but alarmed.
Mary could see it, too. A strange glistening in the darkness, like thousands of small creatures scurrying beneath. The accompanying sound paralyzed her, a great dull drumming from all sides. Not just the floor but the entire room—it was alive and moving!
Mary froze, waiting for whatever was there to emerge. The terrible drumming slowed, replaced by a scarcely perceptible hum. It sounded distantly below, then moved closer, quickly surrounding her. It was now so close that she feared if she reached out…
“Ah, humans,” a voice said.
Something long and rough swept gently against her cheek. She shuddered but lacked the ability to move or cry out. The hum became more agitated, sounding from every direction. The echo of the dragon’s purr. What must have been its tail brushed across her and then vanished in the air; she could hear it swishing overhead.
“Why have you come here? To rob me?”
“No…no…I didn’t…” was all she could manage.
“You don’t smell like a thief. You smell like…diamonds.”
Mary tried to remain calm. Surely if it meant to eat them it would have done so. Unless like a cat it liked to toy with its food, torturing it by slow degrees…
“Yes, you smell soft, pure, refined…I could add you to my collection.”
“Please…” she whispered.
“And who is this one beneath me? Not so much like diamonds; it has no place in my collection.”
“Please don’t kill…”
“You don’t want me to kill you? Not even him?” it chuckled—or what passed for a chuckle without laughter. “You wish me to offer you my protection?”
“Yes, please…”
“I would keep you, but not him,” it purred, either with contentment or disapproval. “I couldn’t trust him. Only you I could trust.”
“You canize="+0">"canize=”
“Then I offer a choice: I will allow you to go and never return, nor tell others about me.”
“Yes, I promise,” she agreed, heart flush with hope.
“However, he remains with me, a sacrifice for your meddling. You have awakened me before my time…and that always makes me hungry.”
“Oh…I couldn’t…please…”
“Then you must remain with me to watch over him. Make sure he doesn’t steal anything. Then both of you may live, and you especially, as an ornament in my collection," it said, the voice scurrying overhead. "Choose quickly."



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
She made her choice. To stay there forever, or at least until Leopold washed up on the island. Though in her heart of hearts she wondered whether even Hildigrim Blackbeard could defeat a dragon. The dragon purred at her decision, moving powerfully—yet quite lightly—across the room.
“Close your eyes,” it said.
Mary did, but even through her eyelids she could see the roar of flame. A dazzling light bathed the room and when she blinked every detail danced to life. Candles (or what appeared to be candles) flickered in the corners, while rubies and jewels reflected the light into colored patterns on the walls and ceiling. Timidly, she took in the dragon's enormous clawed feet, movingly slowly up the scaled legs (encrusted with stray diamonds from its rest) to the tremendous chest, and the hypnotic, swirling neck. At the end was the head itself, which struck her as surprisingly 'human': that is, not cold and reptilian as one might expect, but with eyes full of knowledge and depth. It gave a slight ‘smile’ as their eyes connected, its head lowering closer—but still keeping its distance—to her person. The large wings brushed back like a cloak being thrown in a corner. Everything about the creature seemed dignified and aristocratic. Indeed, Mary felt quite simple by comparison.
“I trust you will be comfortable here; more so, at any rate, than you might in the castle. A foul and filthy place. Fit for rats, not a marvelous treasure such as yourself.”
“I thank you...and yes, I think I will be very comfortable here,” she said, forcing a smile.
“Are you hungry? I could hunt, find anything you wanted,” it asked, its voice trying to approximate politeness.
“Yes, very hungry; famished, even,” she agreed. “Anything you could find. But won't you be seen?”
“It's true, I don't often go out in the full light...but for you I could make an exception. However, there are ways to go unseen among your kind. I have magic far surpassing your own.”
With that the dragon spread its magnificent wings—so la rge the edges scraped both walls of the vast chamber—and let out a piercing cry. A second later the dragon vanished. Yet it was still there; she could hear and feel it brush past her, clambering down the hallway toward the exit.
“I shall return very soon. Please don't do anything foolish,” it said, the words echoing through the chamber.
She waited until the sounds of its wings vanished, then scrambled down to find Lucas. He remained frozen in place, his eyes scarcely registering her presence or anything else in the world. Mary shook, pleaded, and finally smacked him lightly to coax a response. His only response, at least initially, was “dragon...I saw a dragon.”
“Really? I didn't notice,” she muttered. “Now listen: it might be gone a few minutes or an hour, I don't know. So we have to decide. Do we make a run for it, or wait until my rescue—a rescue which is by no means certain?”
“Run for it?” he gasped. “But where...it would find us!”
“That's always a danger, but we're much smaller—we could hide in all sorts of places. Eventually, it would have to go back to sleep.”
“No, I can't...it said it would protect you—us—I can't go.”
“Can't you see we have to try?” she said. “Do you really mean to live here forever? In time it might tire of us, especially once we got sick—as we undoubtedly would in this place. Please, come with me.”
“Did you see that thing?” he said, almost crazed. “It could...in a single bite. I don't understand how it's possible...no, no, we can't go. We have to stay here!”
“Please understand, this might be our last chance. We don't know what it might do. I'll help you; just take my hand.”
Instead, Lucas collapsed into a ball and wept—loud, shrieking sobs that definitively answered her question. For a moment she thought of abandoning him to his fate. He had made his choice—she could make hers! But to leave him would mean certain death, the dragon had made that clear. With a solemn curse she struck the wall and collapsed beside him, fearing she would look back on this day a year, even twenty years later, wishing she had been strong enough.
Their failure struck even deeper as the day wore on. Hours passed and still no sign of the dragon. At one point she almost ran to the exit in a desperate, frantic effort to save her life. But Lucas moaned for her to stay and she turned back. After all, this was all her fault; it was her idea to tour the gardens, her idea to hide in the island. She could be quite selfish when the occasion demanded, but to kill a man for her own caprice?
The sound of rushing waters filled the chamber. The dragon appeared, a dark mass against the distant daylight. Everything shook as the dragon approached, each footfall a warning: something was wrong. Had it known her plan? Had it been here all along, hiding, watching? If so, then why stay hidden for hours? Lucas cowered against her, his fingers clutching her arms raw. She couldn't feel the pain; she merely squinted through the relative darkness as the shape took form, the hunterm, the r returning with its prey...
It lumbered into the main chamber and snorted. Its claws opened and dropped two figures onto the floor, where they fell heavily and rolled. Her heart stopped. A gasp escaped her that was more like a scream; even the dragon bristled. Leopold! And beside him—Ivan! She would have run to him but her limbs were frozen, numb with confusion. Ivan slowly got up and met her stare, looking both apologetic and startled. But Leopold didn't move. She waited and waited for a sign, for some small movement to tell her that he had survived the ordeal. No response.
“I found these men not far from the cave. Looking for you, it seems,” the dragon rumbled. “Do you know them?”
Wordlessly, she nodded. She never took her eyes off Leopold.
“How did they know where to find you?” it demanded, wings rising up like waves.
“He said he would find me,” she responded.
“And who else might know? When these don't return, others might come. Truly you are a treasure among treasures. But you have brought great danger in your wake.”
“There are no more,” she lied, thinking of Blackbeard—wondering where he was at the moment.
“There are always more; men come in swarms, as thick and mindless as ants,” it replied, the wings settling behind it. “You leave me with an unfortunate decision.”
“Let us leave; we'll tell no one, never again seek you out. I never meant to come here.”
“Impossible,” it hissed, raising its head. “Men always tell. They tell stories full of lies. I've heard these stories: stories about dragons hunting men, burning villages. Dragons have no interest in men. Unless they come to steal...”
Mary had heard the stories, too. As a child, colorful stories of terrible dragons that stole virgin princesses and were slain by heroic kings. She never imagined what the dragons thought of it all. As the stories cycled through her mind, she recalled one consistent detail about dragons—which, like their rapacious natures, might also be lies. She remembered their interest in games and riddles. While this, too, might be a human embellishment, perhaps she could offer a wager—a chance to gamble for their lives? Unfortunately she couldn't think of any puzzles or riddles at the moment. The dragon's eyes fixed on her--with a tinge of regret, it seemed—and made its decision.



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
“I am sorry, both for your sake and my own; I would have adored such a priceless treasure,” the dragon said, with a purr in its throat.
“Wait—before you do anything, I have something for you,” she said, desperately, buying time.
“You have nothing to offer me, little jewel,” it said, eyes narrowing. “I fear you delay the inevitable, and make my work all the more unpleasant.”
The dragon's head reared back, ready to strike in an instant. Would she feel any pain? Would the teeth devour her before her brain could catch up? Somehow, she felt it would be merciful...and that it had done this before.
“A riddle!” she shouted, bracing herself.
The dragon paused, obviously taken aback. Mary searched its features, but whether puzzled, annoyed, or intrigued, its gaze was stone.
“Do you know riddles?” it purred, the neck lowering thoughtfully. “Though I doubt you could offer me anything I haven't heard—and solved—in the course of my six hundred years.”
“And if I could? Would you consider letting us go? As a wager of sorts?” she ventured.
“A riddle for your life? That's quite foolish of you. But I suppose you have nothing to lose.”
The dragon settled down, its legs and neck sinking toward her. She trembled with fear but shook it off, steeling her resolve, hoping Leopold would rise to the occasion. Wasn't it his business to save her? He had slain his own Death in single combat and traveled across countless miles of ocean in the blink of an eye. And now, to be defeated by a dragon...and not even lift a finger in her defense?
“Very well, I accept,” it said, the voice lowering. “One riddle for your freedom, provided I've never heard the riddle before...and its mystery cannot be solved.”
“You only get one try; if you can't guess it I win, that's the wager,” she said.
“You don't sound too sure of your riddle,” it said, in what might ordinarily have sounded like laughter. Instead it fluttered its wings, which echoed hideously against the cavern walls.
“Do you accept?” she asked.
“I won't need more than one try, sparkling one,” it agreed. “Ask your riddle.”
Still, she had nothing. Nothing more than the most childish bits of puzzling she had heard growing up. The dragon was waiting. Each second that passed seemed to dance in its eyes. It knew she was bluffing. The look in her own eyes confirmed it. But it clearly enjoyed unraveling the moment. How long would she continue to play?
Listen carefully and repeat each word exactly as I say it. Don't question—just repeat. Understand?
Her heart skipped a beat. The dragon's eyes widened with her own. Blackbeard—it must be Blackbeard. But how did he know? No time for questions; she repeated his riddle verbatim.
My voice is loud and my sides are sharp. Though I am slow to be roused, I am a terrible fighter. My mother is known as the greatest of women, but she is also my daughter, pregnant with me. Men have known me to stand like a statue or rise like a mountain. What am I?
The dragon might have become a statue. Its eyes remained fixed, almost lifelessly, on her face. Not a muscle twitched or a sound emerged from its belly. After a few minutes she allowed herself to believe the impossible: it was a riddle the dragon had never heard. And better still, it didn't know the answer!
“You propose an interesting paradox: a woman who is simultaneously mother and daughter,” the dragon mused, without moving. “Though I know relatively littlativelyle about the nature and customs of men, I venture to say that what is impossible for a dragon is also beyond your modest abilities.”
“Do you forfeit?” she challenged.
“I didn’t say so...though I do question whether such a riddle has a legitimate answer. Are these mere poetic nothings strung together in the semblance of knowledge? Do you even know the answer?”
She blinked back the truth, that yes, it sounded like utter nonsense. Yet she gave a confident turn of her head, suggesting that the answer was closer than it might think. Surely if she knew the answer, a mere ornament in his sumptuous collection of jewels, then it couldn't be beyond him, who boasted a vast store of riddles and knowledge. The dragon's eyes became mere slits, either in anger or concentration she couldn't say. It remained quiet for some time; Mary stole a nervous glance at Ivan, who returned it with frightened awe. Leopold, however, remained motionless on the floor. He breathed, she could see that now, but little more. Had the dragon injured him? But if so, why was Ivan awake and from what she could tell, completely unscathed?
“I know the answer,” the dragon breathed.
Mary hesitated. She expected Blackbeard to offer her more advice, possibly another tactic for stalling. Nothing came. She was all on her own once more.
“The answer is 'ice.' Ice makes terrible cracking sounds and is incredibly sharp. It takes some time to form, but once formed, is nearly impossible to break. Its mother is water, the greatest of all the elements, yet water gives birth to ice when frozen. When frozen it can, indeed, stand like a statue or rise like a mountain. A cunning riddle and one I've not heard before, at least not told in this manner. Am I correct?”
Mary's eyes grew dim as she, too, saw the obvious answer. Of course it was right. Ice! What a stupid, obvious riddle! Was that truly the best Hildigrim Blackbeard could devise for the occasion? She was on the point of tears, ready to nod in silent defeat, when his voice returned—a single, strident syllable: No.
“No,” she mouthed, without knowing why.
“No?” the dragon repeated, its wings bristling. “There is a more suitable answer than 'ice'? I do hope this isn't some sort of trick, a desperate way of prolonging your life.”
“No, no trick, just not the right answer. Not the best answer.”
“Then tell me, my little obsidian, what is the best answer?”
Hildigrim Blackbeard remained silent. She grimaced and made elaborate gestures as if to introduce the surprising answer...but had nothing forthcoming. What else—what else could it be? Certainly it was 'ice.' What else could it be but ice! Ice froze, it bred water, water created it, it rose like a statue, it even moved—
“Oh! Yes, of course,” she exclaimed, glimpsing the answer as it flashed through her mind. “Ice isn't specific enough. The answer is iceberg.”
The dragon's eyes widened and its neck arched up. Something deep churned in its belly. Dragon emotions were not easily discerned, but this, it seemed, did a fair impersonation of anger.
“Iceberg?” it repeated, in a mocking tone. “Surely the word 'ice' encompasses iceberg. My meaning was clear.”
“No, ice is simply that—the ice on a rock, or hanging from a window. An iceberg is something else entirely,” she argued, almost believing it herself. “Only an iceberg can rise like a mountain. Clearly the answer is 'iceberg.'”
The dragon sat up to full height now, it eyes like twin moons shining behind dark clouds. The storm was about to break.
“You must honor your promise...you must set us free,” Mary said, her voice wavering.
“No. Another riddle. This time mine,” it said, in little more than a whisper.
“No, you said...one chance. That was the wager. You didn't guess the answer.”
“You tricked me. I trusted you to play fair. I should have known the fairness of humans.”
“There was no trick, just a right and wrong answer,” she persisted, inching toward Ivan. “You must set us free.”
“No,” the dragon said, lurching towards them. “You will answer my riddle."



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
Paralyzed, Mary watched its eyes as they lowered toward her face, the pupils shrinking in the light. From somewhere deep below it whispered alien sounds in a macabre incantation. It breathed loudly, waiting; Mary still waited for the riddle.
"So?" it said.
"But I...you didn't say it."
"I did. In my own tongue. We didn't specify the language."
Unfair, certainly, but perhaps no more unfair than quibbling over "ice" and "iceberg." She had no response--a mere wave of her hands, a gradual sinking to the floor. Ivan shared her resignation, trying vainly to rouse Leopold, who slumbered away. Only Lucas seemed uncertain, looking from one to another as if desiring a translation. The dragon seemed satisfied. Humans were cunning, but they were far from wise; not even the craftiest thief had liberated a single fob from his treasure. Yet a shadow seemed to darken his thoughts as he made this resolution. A reminder that someone, many long years ago, had stolen something equally precious from his horde. Someone he could almost name, though the memory was hateful...
"The answer to your riddle is sleep," said a voice behind her.
She turned to find Blackbeard at her side clutching an oversized tome of magic. The dragon shrank into a defensive posture, the eyes pools of fire, burning with hate.
r 
"You!" it hissed. "You dare return here after your shameless actions!"
"You've failed her wager and we've answered yours," he said, striding forward. "By your own laws you are honor-bound to release them."
"Your lies have made a mockery of our laws!" it said, showing its teeth. "How dare you cross my threshold? No law in the world will allow your escape--and I would break it regardless!"
The dragon let out a tremendous belch of fire. The heat alone singed Mary's hair and made her gasp for breath. Why was she still alive? Through the flames she could see the silhouette of Blackbeard, holding his book aloft, shielding them from the inferno. A tremendous cry shook the walls as the dragon unleashed fire upon fire on his foes. But Blackbeard held firm and the trio crouched in terror behind him. Mary hastened to swat out a flame that danced over Leopold's jacket. Why didn't he move? Unless he had been beaten senseless, or had fainted through sheer terror (certainly not!) he should have woken up! Abruptly, the dragon gasped and its mouth spewed a frothy saliva followed by a plume of smoke. Its fire was out; exhausted, it staggered angrily toward them, intending to crush them into blood and bones.
"Everyone--join hands! Quickly!" Blackbeard shouted.
Mary took his hand and Ivan's; Ivan took Leopold's and grasped Lucas in the other. The dragon bore down on them like vengeance itself—yet found only a circle of ash. Nothing remained of the sorcerer or the woman it called a diamond, an emerald, a gleaming jewel. For the first time in its ancient life it had been robbed of a priceless treasure. And for the second time it had reason to curse the name 'Hildigrim Blackbeard.'
"I will find him...I shall forsake my home--my treasure--to seek him out. Nothing he loves shall live."
 
* * * *
Mary found herself in a room cradling Leopold's lifeless body. But no, not lifeless. He slumbered on in a trance, his body warm and responsive. Yet he didn't wake up, no matter what she said to him, or how many times she kissed his forehead, cheeks, or lips.
"How long has he been like this?" she asked.
"That's how we got caught!" Ivan said. "We were following Blackbeard's instructions when he suddenly grabbed my arm and said, 'wait, I need to..." and collapsed at my feet. I waited a few minutes, tried to wake him up, get him moving again, but nothing worked. The dragon spotted us soon after and I had to stay with him, though I might have easily escaped. I'm sorry."
"No, it's nothing to do with you," Blackbeard frowned, tugging his beard. "Something about the box...the spell didn'e spell t work properly. I blame myself. Give him a few more hours; if he has no response--"
No sooner had he said it than Leopold blinked and turned over, muttering incoherently. Mary dropped to his side, showering him with kisses and whispered phrases of love. Her words roused him and he sat up, evidently dazed. Yet he managed to clutch her arm and nod sheepishly to everything she asked him. Amazingly, he didn't remember a thing that had happened. A dragon? No, he had no memory of that, nor of flying to the island or anything before their decision to leave.
"But no matter, I'm here for the best part," he smiled, taking her in his arms.
"I knew you would come for me," she beamed, tracing the contours of his face. "The rest doesn’t matter."
"We can congratulate ourselves on happy endings when there is one," Blackbeard interrupted. "At the moment several pressing matters remain. The king's men are still looking for Ivan. Mary's father will discover her absence and mount a similar manhunt. And now this fellow who wandered in from goodness-knows-where knows all our secrets. Who the devil is he?"
Mary hastily introduced Lucas who, after a faltering moment of indecision, bowed before the sorcerer. Blackbeard clicked his tongue; hopefully the fool knew how to keep his mouth shut.
"But the dragon—it knew you," Mary said, recalling recent events. "What did the dragon mean by your 'shameless actions?'"
"A very long time ago," Blackbeard nodded, "I attempted to steal something from his hoard. It was at the beginning of my career and I was terribly unsure of myself. I only just escaped...I rather hoped it had forgotten all that. But no matter; it's a long and tiresome story—I'll tell you another time. You both need your rest."
Mary frowned with evident dissatisfaction but left him alone; on such matters he wasn't terribly loquacious. She took Leopold by the hand and retired for food and refreshments. The sorcerer waited until the couple was out of earshot and summoned Ivan and Lucas to his side.
"Ivan, I need time to open the box. Keep an eye on him for me. Otherwise, we'll talk this evening. And you—I need an assistant. I don't know what you did or what you're good for, but I'm willing to give you an outing. So come along."
Terrified, Lucas followed him out of the room, leaving Ivan alone and grateful for their absence. He had much to think about. On the one hand, he feared Leopold had escaped death only to die once more. Had he in some manner been wounded? Was he dying even now? Yet beneath this was another fear, a fear that whenever he looked at Mary he felt...well, what he ought not to feel for his brother's intended. He deeply admired her, particularly the way she handled the dragon when any lesser woman—or to be fair, any man—would have gotten them killed. The dragon was right, she was a priceless jewel. He could never own her, or better yet, give himself entirely to her, but that was of little account. He could still protect her: from her father, from dragons, even from Leopold if it came toif it ca it. How little he knew his half-brother, particularly now, when he was truly a different person. A man without fear of death. No wonder the dragon bored him.



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
Blackbeard sat like an idol before the box. The secret was there; he had only to divine it, to tease it into existence. Where was it? An hour passed with nothing to show for it. However, his suspicions remained, the more so as the box seemed suspiciously alive. Not that it moved or made any sound—it didn’t—but something peculiar resonated about the locks. As if someone inside was trying to pry them open again.
The sorcerer ran his hand along the box, even pressed his ear against the lid. Nothing...not even a faint scraping or a thin, angry whisper. No, the specter of Leopold's death was gone. That offered a small measure of comfort. It must be his nerves, conjuring up phantoms in the shadows of twilight. And yet in some vague, unsettling way, he felt the secret was just beneath his gaze. But how to see it?
"What is it?" Lucas asked.
"Nothing I can put my finger on," the sorcerer frowned. "But it's not just me…something has changed. The way he looks at me now, sizing me up, as if I'm his competition! Me! After all I've done...I have half a mind to pack up and said good-bye to the lot of them. That is, I would, if I didn't feel so blasted responsible."
"He did seem a bit irritable," Lucas nodded. "Is there anything I can do?"
"Yes, alcohol—something potent. At once."
"Isn't it a bit early to—"
"Not for me, you fool—for a spell. Now go!"
Lucas quickly backed out and closed the door. Unfazed, Blackbeard returned to the puzzle of the locks. His pride could overlook re-fastening the locks, or even making away with the key (at least, he assumed Leopold had it; it had gone missing). Even the strange business of sleeping through Mary’s rescue could be explained in various ways, none of them conclusive, of course. Yes, he could understand all that. What bothered the sorcerer most was a stray comment which even Leopold himself cut off: calling Ivan a “bastard.” He had never done that before, even when Ivan deserved it. And it was more the way he said it, in a cavalier, off-hand manner, as if the two were complete strangers.
Blackbeard tugged on the locks, half suspecting them to snap open without the treasure inside. Failing that, he murmured a dark spell, one that if uttered too loudly could shatter the room. The lock trembled—but nothing more. A strange magic was behind this. All the stranger since he recognized it as his own. Somehow, his magic had rallied against him. Spells were concocting spells of their own, dimming his sight lest he behold the secret in their shadowy arms. There was nothing for it; he had to find the key. That meant talking to Leopold, though he doubted the Count would own up to it. But there were other ways to ask...
 
* * * *
Mary tried to hide her disappointment, though the tears shimmered in both eyes. After such a happy reunion, to find him cold, lethargic, and once more, asleep. She stroked the arm of her sleeping lover, who scarcely acknowledged her presence (a slight grunt, nothing more). Moments ago she had held him in her arms, dreaming of the forever that awaited them in the months and years to come. Suddenly 'forever' seemed a forbidding prospect. Would this be their life together: snoring, sleeping, perhaps a chaste grunt 'good night'?
"Leopold, wake up. Please," she said, nudging him. "I'm here, Leopold. We've dreamed about this for so long...at least, I have. And all you want to do is sleep?"
Leopold muttered an incoherent reply, rubbing his face. She took his hand and kissed it. Again, a sort of response, but nothing more. So much for her happily ever after. Either his affection had cooled—absence, in this case, did not make the heart grow fonder—or some part of him had died in the skirmish. What did it mean to lose one's Death? Were you still, technically speaking, a human being? She shuddered at the thought. Perhaps Leopold was gone, leaving this replica in his place? Would she still want to love him…love it? Even if it meant they could be together forever?
"Leopold, I need to ask you something. Please listen to me."
"Mmmffffgghh," he said, without waking up.
"Leopold, did something happen? Are you still...there?”
 
“Leopold?" he replied.
"Yes...you're still you, aren't you? Just tired—perhaps hurt in some way? You'll get better, won't you?"
"Leopold...is safe," he said, in a whisper.
"Does that mean you're still here, with me?” she said, leaning close. "You're still mine?"
"I have her...and he's safe," was the reply.
He abruptly turned over and began snoring. The answer seemed to echo in the room. He had "her"? Not "you"? And why did he keep going on about being safe? Safe from what? His Death? If only she had been there to help him. Ivan did what he could, but he wasn't enough—he had failed him somehow, let him suffer too much. Her poor, dear Leopold...whenever she looked at him her fears melted away. Of course it was him--there he was! Every inch of him exactly the same. But then he spoke, and though the voice was the same the words came from someplace else.
"Leopold...just tell me this. Please. Do you still love me?"
No response.
"Leopold!" she repeated, leaning over his ear. "Do you still love me? I need to know...do you love me?"
Leopold smiled in his sleep and through a kind of yawn, replied: "he's safe."
Mary turned over into her pillow and wept. What man could hear the love of his life whisper into his ear "do you love me?" and not reply? She would do anything for him, give him everythinhim everg she had to give, all for a simple reply. But even that was beyond him. He wasn't him, he wasn't anything she once knew or fell in love with. Now she had no one: no Leopold, no family, no beautiful castle on the island of Cytheria. It had all come to ruin.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
They shared a subdued breakfast the following morning. Though Leopold woke up just before sunrise and seemed full of life, he gradually declined by morning, giving listless answers to Mary and Ivan's conversation. Mary watched him as he devoured his omelet: each movement became less coherent and he often missed the plate entirely. She caught his eye once and he beamed with unfeigned delight. He even seemed about to say something, but his expression became dim and he abruptly returned to his meal.
"What do you think, Leopold? I hear Russia is quite beautiful and remote. They would never think to look for us there."
"What? Russia?" he said, his mouth full. "I don't know...yes, I suppose. When would we go?"
"Not yet, of course; you're not well, Leopold," Mary said, touching his arm, "That is, you don't feel well, do you?"
"I feel fine, just tired," he smiled. "In a few days, perhaps."
Mary and Ivan crossed glances. She recognized the same sense of fear and suspicion. And something else.
"Darling, why are you always so sleepy? You slept all night—like a rock."
"I can't say. It's the strangest thing. I feel fine when I wake up, but as I start to move around...my body, it's like lead. I feel like I have to carry it around on my shoulders...though it's my shoulders that are weighing me down. Don't know how your kind puts up with it."
"Our kind?" she laughed. "And what kind is that? Women? Do you imagine it's harder for us?"
"Ah, what? Women? Ah, no, I didn't mean...never mind, my brain is scattered. Perhaps I should take a rest. Just for a moment, to get my feet. Excuse me, dearest."
He leaned over and kissed her—a rather listless peck, she noted—on the forehead. Making his excuses, he awkwardly got up from the table and left the room. A palpable silence took his place at the table; Mary was surprised it didn't take up a fork and devour the rest of his omelet.
"Mary...I have something to confess..." Ivan began.  
Mary flinched. She had seen something in his eye, something she hoped she would never see again. And there it was, flickering across the table.
&qouot;Something about Leopold?"
"Yes,” he said, reluctantly. "When we fought it...when we opened the box...it's all a blank. I remember hearing its voice, but nothing else. When I came to, there he was, standing over me."
"So you didn't see him fight it? You didn't help him?"
"That's just it—he says I did! He says I helped him. But I don't remember a thing. It just came and went."
"So why are you telling me this?" she said, her throat tightening.
"Because I can't explain what's happened to him," he said, moving to Leopold's chair. "But something did happen. Not even Blackbeard can say what it was. It's like he's dying, even though he swears we destroyed it. I don't know what else to think. But I think...that is, I fear...we didn't kill it."
"Then how...why didn't it kill you both?"
Ivan threw up his arms in amazement. He had no answer. Only fear, confusion, and other emotions he dared not put into words. He longed to throw his arms around her and press his lips into her neck, forgetting everything he had endured and what was still to come.
"Ivan, I have to be honest. I don't trust you. You tried to kill him—you did kill him before. And now...you're still the same person."
Ivan lowered his head, feeling the justness of her accusation but wounded all the same. How could she suggest it? Didn't she see...after all he had done, risked for his brother's sake and now for her?
"I can only tell you what I feel in my heart," he said, leaning forward. "As if I've found a place here, among you...and Leopold, and even Blackbeard. My whole life it's just been me; not even my mother was ever really there. With you I have a reason to be, something to fight for. I want you to be proud of me; I want to be proud of myself."
Mary smiled despite herself. It was a guileless performance. Not at all what she expected from "Ivan the Terrible."
"So what should we do?"
"We need to help Blackbeard open the box. Maybe it's still inside--wounded, not dead, still exerting control over Leopold. If so I vow this time I'll kill it myself. You have my word."
"You can't promise something like that," she said, tearing off a piece of her half-eaten roll. "What if it tricks you again and escapes? And kills him on the spot?"
"There's three of us now. We'll be ready for him."
"I may not trust you, but I trust myself. I'll kill it with my bare hands if necessary," she said, coldly. "Very well: let's open the box."



Chapter Forty
 
Blackbearrd knew. That much was clear. How much he knew, or what action he was prepared to take was another matter. Either way, he couldn't be trusted. He would have to be killed. The others were simpler, they had reason to love the Count, and as long as he said the right things they wouldn't question. He just had to stay awake! No matter how long he slept, the mere act of moving, thinking, or even being made him sleep. Watching them from the outside it all looked so easy. They woke, ate, ran, sang, danced, fought, fell in love. Nothing simpler. Yet to actually do it, to turn thoughts into actions and go through the endless repetitions, the sheer exhaustive effort required to walk from one place to another...how did even the most resilient human endure it? He just needed time; in time he would learn to be human, to lug the weight of his body from place to place. For now, the mere thought of stepping out of bed was torture.
Footsteps. Mary entered the room, smiling her nervous smile. A profound sorrow lingered behind it. Obviously, he wasn't what she expected. He wanted to tell her, "I never expected this, either! Watching you as I did, I wanted you for my own; I would do whatever it took to possess you. And now that I have you...my body is lead, ice, of no one use to anyone!" Instead, he merely said something about falling asleep unexpectedly and hoped she had time to stay with him.
"Of course, that's what I came to do," she said, approaching. "Are you sure you're awake? I can come back--"
"Nonsense, please stay," he insisted, patting the bed. "One day, I promise, my powers will return. I won't be an invalid forever."
"I hope so. Which reminds me..." she said, sitting beside him. "You never told me what happened with the box."
He frowned; it was an unexpected question coming from her. He had answers for Blackbeard and even for that other one, but for her...so much harder to lie to her. He shrugged his shoulders and mimed an inability to express himself, hoping she would excuse him and change the subject. Yet her expression remained the same, an intent, alert stare, looking for the slightest clue or contradiction.
"I don't quite know how to put it into words...it came out, we fought it...and despite a difficult moment or two, emerged victorious."
"So Ivan helped you?" she asked, eyes searching.
"Yes—indeed! Without him I wouldn't be here at all. I owe him my life. He distracted it at a critical moment, allowing me to strike. It never recovered."
"He seems very mystified by the whole experience," she mused, looking away. "Was he damaged in some way?"
"I believe it struck him dreadfully...I was amazed to find him in one piece."
She didn't say anything at once, but he could see her searching for a way to continue. Was she suspicious of him? No, he didn't see that. Yet a deep fear gnawed at her heart, made her question something; the sorcerer must be behind it. Blackbeard asked too many questions, made her look too closely at him. WheneveÀ him. Whr she locked eyes with him, he felt exposed. Surely she could see the emptiness in those eyes, the mask that stared but couldn't blink. He had to be cautious, lest so many years of labor end before he could take her in his arms--and see Blackbeard dead at his feet.
"Can I see...the box?" she asked.
He suddenly felt wide awake. How to answer that!
"Whatever for, my love?" he replied, taking her hand. "It's empty now, of course. Nothing to fear."
"Then why did you lock it?"
"Did I? Oh yes, I suppose I did...rather thoughtless of me. Instinct, I suppose. It just felt the right thing to do."
"I know this sounds odd, and perhaps this is also mere instinct talking...but I want you to open it. I want to see inside it."
He turned away, realizing that this was a test of sorts. Damn the box! He should have burned it, thrown it into the ocean, had it shot from a cannon. Its very presence implicated him, whispered behind his back. How could he be Leopold when it remained to tell everyone he was not?
"I wish I could, but the keys, you see...I don't have them. That very night, the first night of my liberation...I flung them off the tower. I watched them sail into the moonlight and vanish beneath the tree line. Gone forever."
"But what if we needed to open it, for whatever reason?" she asked, almost desperately. "What if...something was still inside?"
He turned pale--or at least felt he did. He couldn't control his thoughts or emotions. Before this they had existed as one, a single will, a conviction. Now everything depended on something else. Though he told himself that she knew nothing, a simple question sent him spinning, scrambling, desperate to confess it all—that he was his shadow! How incredibly stupid, to be defeated in this way (and by a woman)! He knew this, felt it throughout his being, and yet whenever she looked at him and spoke...all thoughts swam away.
"There's nothing left, I can assure you. We made quite sure."
"But Ivan isn't sure. I would feel better...if I could just see. If I could know for myself."
"The key...it's gone!" he gestured. "I don't know what else to say."
"You could find it. It's out there, somewhere," she insisted, eyes searching him out. "We could find it."
"To look through the entire forest?" he laughed. "It would take days, perhaps even months! And even then…”
"It's a smÀuot;It'sall favor to ask...I want to know it's gone. Forever."
He checked an overwhelming impulse to shake her. Stupid girl—look through the forest for days and nights for a key he hid in his boot! She knew now, didn't she? She knew he was hiding something. So now he had to go through the farce of pretending to look instead of celebrating their wedding. There was no other choice; he had come too far to abandon his plans. After a few days she would see the futility of it all, and perhaps his strength would return...she would be convinced, given time. Yet just she needed time away from the sorcerer. He had to remove him.
"Then I grant you this favor, and repent the foolish impulse of throwing it away," he said, kissing her hand. "We'll start tomorrow morning...I fear the light is already declining for a protracted search."
"Yes, and you need your rest," she said, kissing his forehead. "In the morning."
He wanted to keep her with him, but already his eyes grew dim and the world of dreams tugged at his shoulders. He sank greedily into the bed, waving her off...there would be time to think tonight...time to meet with the sorcerer and ensure his cooperation. Soon...
Mary closed the door behind her and walked briskly down the hallway. As she approached the stairwell a voice whispered out of the shadows. She nodded, staring pensively toward his room.
"He's lying. He still has it...but I don't know why."



Chapter Forty-One
 
The following day Mary followed Leopold into the woods to find the missing key. They both knew it was futile, though Mary spent more time looking for 'him' as they did so. What was he hiding? Why go through this elaborate farce? What did he fear? Meanwhile, Leopold stole anxious glances at her, smiling all the while. How does she know? What does she know? Perhaps he should find it, if only to prove...what, exactly? Proving one thing would reveal another, and before long he would be forced to open the box. No, it could never be opened, they could never find it. How ever many weary hours he had to endure the sun and flies and her relentless questions.
"Anything yet?" she asked.
"No, nothing...I fear it's hopeless. Perhaps we should abandon our quest."
"So soon? Can't we keep looking? We're bound to find it, especially if you said--"
"Yes, I know very well what I said," he muttered, turning away.
Mary stared after him. This was more than a missing (or hidden) key; something quite unpleasant was behind this. He was becoming peevish, even resentful of her presence. She could see the way his eyes swept over her, as if wanting to push her into a ravine where she would never emerge. A strange elopement, searching for lies in a forest of murder and revenge!
"Leopold, ƀI've had all of this I can stand. What are you doing?" she insisted.
"What am I doing?" he said, almost laughing. "Why, I thought I was searching for this key you want me to find...or have our plans changed, my love?"
"There's no need to insult me," she snapped. "I don't enjoy playing games."
"Playing games! You think I enjoy crawling on my hands and knees looking for keys—"
"There is no key!" she shouted, pushing him. "I knew we wouldn't find it! I just wanted to see how far you go. To your grave, apparently!"
"What do you mean, no key?" he repeated, losing steam.
"You're lying! I don't know why, or about what, but everything else is clear. There's no key...or at least, it's not here. But you know where it is. Why can't we open the box?"
"Don't be foolish; I threw it away—didn't I say so? I wanted it closed forever. Please, enough of this, it's over now," he said, crossing his arms.
"Nothing is over--not when you're acting like this!" she said, grabbing him. "Listen to me—listen! Where is it?"
"I told you--"
"Why, Leopold? Can you really look at me and lie like this? As if I don't matter?"
"Mary...don't make me--"
"What? Tell the truth? Or something worse? You think I can't take it? What is it--what did you do with the key?"
"What do you want me to say? I don't know!" he said, shaking her off. "I can't think...I'm so confused and weary all the time...just leave me be!"
He stumbled away, trying to run without the strength to do so. A misstep sent him careening into a stump where he collapsed heavily on the ground. He was out. Mary ran over to him, her anger faded; she felt him all over, relieved that he wasn't hurt. No, just sound asleep.
"Why can't you trust me?" she asked, stroking his face. "I've never kept anything from you."
She kissed him but felt no response. That is, there was no warmth, no feeling of the human beneath. Just flesh. Just stone. Angrily, she began searching through his pockets, up his sleeves, anywhere he might hide an errant key. Where was it? In sheer desperation, she felt through his trousers--fighting a powerful blush as she did so (if her mother could see her now!). No secret pouches or hidden ˀes or hipockets. Noticing one of his boots was loose she removed it, shaking it out. Finding nothing she tried the other. Nothing--
Plink! Something small fell out and bounced along the ground. Her eyes widened and before she could understand what she found, her arm shot out and her fingers closed over a cold, metallic key. The key. Zounds, she thought to herself, I've found it! I've got to take it to Blackbeard!
But she couldn't leave Leopold alone, passed out in the forest for anyone to discover. So she discreetly tucked it into her clothing, hoping he wouldn't notice when he came to. When he finally did--close to an hour later--he seemed to have forgotten the entire incident. He apologized for 'dozing off' and brushed himself clean.
"No key?" he asked.
"No key," she shrugged.
"I'm sorry...it's a big forest. I was thoughtless."
"You don't need to explain. In fact, I think we've looked enough for today. Maybe it is pointless," she said, taking his arm.
"But I thought...you want to go?"
"We've done what we could. Perhaps tomorrow," she said, nudging him forward.
He followed her through the forest, though a nagging doubt remained. Why would she yield the search so abruptly when just moments ago (or so it seemed) she had been so desperate about looking, looking, looking? Her brutal insistence had made him think—for only the briefest of seconds—of doing her physical harm. Nothing terrible, of course...just a wrench of the arm, perhaps a good smack to reassert his position. Yes, she would have to learn her place. Leopold had given her far too much authority. He would correct that...but not now, some other time. When he felt better. After a good night's sleep. As they walked off, he moved his foot about, looking for the familiar stab of the key. It must have bounced into a corner just out of reach of his toes.
As they neared the palace, Lucas flagged her down, running breathlessly to greet them.
"I just came to find you! Blackbeard says a large party is approaching the castle. We've got to get you inside."
"Not my father!" she gasped.
But Lucas only shrugged, insisting on all possible haste. Once inside Leopold excused himself--"just a brief nap, only a few minutes"--leaving Mary to find Ivan and the sorcerer. Ivan found her first, dancing out of the shadows with eager, imploring eyes.
"Anything?"
She nodded but pushed past him. Blackbeard was just beyond, glowering over a cup of tea. He didn't look up but acknowledged her presence with a brusque, "we have visitors. Looking for the Count."
"We'll have to stall them. I found this."
She shook her sleeve until the key rang sharply on the table. The sorcerer hastily swatted his hand over it, eyebrows raised.
"How did you...?"
"In his boot. Now let's go. I want to see it."
Blackbeard nodded, whisking the key into a pocket.
"You," he said, indicating Lucas, "have the servants make some pretense when they come to the door. If they insist upon entering, meet them and make excuses...but above all, do not let them see the Count."
"Of course; I'm very good at this sort of thing," he said, with a bow.



Chapter Forty-Two
 
Something seemed alive in the box. Whenever she looked at it, especially since they opened it, she could almost hear voices, almost detect the slightest movement from the corner of her eye (but never when she was looking). Now that they were before it again, key in hand, she felt terrified; what would they unleash this time? Apparently Blackbeard felt much the same. He pulled his beard and narrowed his eyes, weighing this and that possibility. Yes, they had to open it, to see what remained, or what had never been destroyed in the first place. Some terrible secret had been kept, though why Leopold saw fit to conceal it defied explanation. The sorcerer looked back at the others for encouragement. Ivan nodded. Mary crossed her arms.
"And if it's in there?" she asked.
"It is in there—weakened, perhaps, but we'll find it alive," he said. "We must be ready for anything. The devil alone knows what form it will take."
"It won't escape me this time," Ivan said.
"Go on...open it," she insisted.
With a last show of reluctance, Blackbeard removed the key and inserted it into the first lock. Click. The lock swung open and fell to the floor. Mary's heart jumped. Then the second lock: click! It, too, rattled against cold stone. She seemed to hear something faintly: the sound of wind...or was it waves? Now for the third: click! Blackbeard drew a breath. The lock was removed and tossed aside. He heaved open the chest and took a step back, but nothing emerged. No sounds, no eyes, no tentacles or childish voices.
"Where is it?" Ivan asked.
"I don't know...deep inside, perhaps."
Mary pushed her way forward and looked in. There was no bottom. She seemed to be looking into a pool of water, shimmering with lights and reflecting the world above. Yet the reflection showed nothing of their world: instead she saw sunlight, clouds, and dancing seagulls. She reached inside—but Blackbeard caught her arm.
"No—it's too dangerous!" he cautioned.΀p
"Dangerous? You warn me of danger now?" she snapped.
"Please, I should be the one to go," Ivan insisted.
"You? You had your chance, and a fine mess you made of it, too!"
"Neither of you can go in—it's out of the question."
Mary started defiantly at Ivan. With a mixture of affection and guilt he stepped aside, knowing it was the wrong decision. She then confronted Blackbeard, determined to go inside and face whatever remained—to strangle it with her own two hands if necessary. He remained in front of the box, a pathetic guardian, pleading with fearful eyes.
"I won't be able to help you," he warned.
"I can help myself," she said.
"Mary, I must insist—”
"You’re wasting words with me, sorcerer. Right now, the only words I understand are Leopold and the box. And I intend to go through one to get the other. Now stand aside."
They both conceded. Blackbeard helped her into the box and cautioned her: the Death would trick her, use all means of flattery and deceit. Trust nothing. Find out what you can and return quickly. Don't risk your life unnecessarily. Think of him.
"I always think of him," she said, and vanished into the box.
"She's gone," Ivan whispered.
"Have a little faith," the sorcerer admonished, perhaps more to himself than Ivan.
It felt like slipping through the water. Something enveloped her, closed over her head, and then...she was on the shore. The seagulls, the smell of spray, distantly crashing waves. What was this? She walked toward the water, her feet sinking into the wet sand, leaving a trail behind her. Everything looked and felt so real, and yet it had to be a spell, a mere trick of the monster. She called out "hello!" A foolish thing to do, she suspected. But nothing responded.
The waves rushed out to greet her. She shivered as the icy coldness brushed against her ankles. Surely this was no illusion! She knelt down and scooped up the sand, coming up with a seashell; pressing it against her ear she heard the echo of the ocean. Everything was here, to the smallest detail. But why? Why create all this illusion simply to disguise its presence?
Scanning over the horizon--which was curiously absent of life--she heard something. Deep within the silence of the shore was a quiver of breath. It must be behind her. She would be ready--to do what, she didn't know, but it wouldn't take her without a fight. Clenching her jaw she slowly, defiantly, turned to face it.
"Leopold!" she gasped.
He was buried up to his neck in the sand, tucked away in a shadow just out of sight. She ran to him but stopped short. Of course this wasn't Leopold but it...in exactly the form it knew she would respond to. Tears welled from her eyesӀfrom her as imagined his torment, the most terrible vision in a nightmare of hell. But it's not him! It can't be! I was just with him!
"Mary?" he said, looking up. "You're...here? But how?"
"It’s not you," she said, utterly without conviction.
"Where is he?" he said, suddenly agitated. "Did he trap you? Is Ivan still here? What about Blackbeard? Did he find him, too?"
"You're not dead...he said he killed you," she said, ignoring him. "Why didn't he kill you?"
"What did it tell you? Mary, it took Ivan--it tricked me down here. I couldn't stop him and I lost the sword. Did you see him? Did he try...did he come to you as me?"
Mary fell to her knees in confusion. Blackbeard warned her: it would use all means of flattery and deceit. But this...this was beyond cruelty. She knew it couldn't be him. Yet why wasn't it dead? Did Leopold's courage fail him at the last second? Did he behold his Death and feel compassion? And if so, it remained for her to do it...she had to remove all trace of love or compassion. She had to set him free.
"He said you wouldn't know the difference, but you're here now--you did know. You knew it wasn't me," he said.
"Liar," she said, angrily. "He couldn't kill you, but I can...I've seen what you're doing to him. Killing him by slow degrees. That's the price for his compassion!"
"Mary, no! I'm here--that isn't me! He took my face, my voice, everything about me except the one thing he couldn't steal. That's still here. That's what loves you. Mary, you must believe me...surely you see that isn't me!"
Evil and callous. It would do anything to defeat her. She cursed him through tears, turning away. How could she kill him? Even to know that he was a monster, some filthy abomination assuming his likeness...she still had to strangle his throat, look into his screaming eyes and block out his pleading voice. What did she love? The man…or his looks? Could there be one without the other?
"You know I have to kill you. I have to save him. Do as you will, try to poison my mind and extinguish my heart; I'll do it and rejoice in it.”
"Mary! Listen to me; if I could have killed it I would have! I would have never left it alive; it tricked us both--just as it's tricking you! Mary, you can't--"
"Be silent and die! I won't listen!" she screamed.
And with that she reached out to kill him.



Chapter Forty-Three
 
She grabbed him--but her arms went limp at his throat. She couldn't do it. Leopold's eyes bugged out at her, his face frozen in love and desperation. I have to--he'll die if I don't! She willed herself to grab hրvim; her hands seized his throat, tried to press down, watery eyes clenched firmly shut. Just a minute or two, then I can rest!
"Mary! No! Listen!" he rasped.
Her hands flew up to her ears. She couldn't do it and hear him, hear the voice full of pain begging for mercy. She could deny him nothing. Even if he was only an ‘it,’ a thing that masqueraded as the man she loved. She loved them both: the man and the mask.
A rock...I just need one big enough to kill him. A single blow. I wouldn't even have to get close.
She looked around in vain. No rocks--at least, none small enough to move. It had planned everything, it seemed. It knew she couldn't go through with it.
A twinkle of light in the distance. She had ignored it at first, but shielding her hand from the sunlight, she focused on something bright--like a cross. Stumbling across the sand she found a sword buried in the sand. Bone white. She grasped the handle and pulled it cleanly out of the earth. It swished sharply through the air, large but surprisingly agile. A single blow...I could do that. I have at least that in me. And then it would be over.
She walked over to Leopold, sword in hand, heart pounding in every nerve. The world seemed to spin recklessly beneath her. She had to do this quickly; she wouldn't retain consciousness for a second blow.
"Mary! It's me! Come to your senses! It's me!"
"I'm sorry..."
"Mary, listen! What can I...no, wait! Mary!
She raised the sword above her head, judging the blow. It looked sharp enough.
"Mary!"
"No!"
"Mary--342! Do you remember 342!"
She stopped cold.
"What?"
"342! Our sign, remember?"
342. Once, when they were dancing, a conceited gentleman--twice her age, no less--interrupted them and demanded the next three dances. He had ancestors that went back to the Black Regime; his castle dated from 342! He said it over and over again like a mantra: "the stones are from 342! And that's nothing to sneeze at! 342!" So whenever they met Leopold made some silly reference to his hat--or his boots--or his mustache--as being from 342. She treasured those numbers, even scratching them in a tree where no one could see it. It became her way of saying what she could never confess privately to him.
She dropped the sword and collapsed by his side, heaving and choking. Once she recovered, she cradled his head in her arms, shaking from her cold-blooded resolve to kill him. And she had come so close!
"I don't understand...is this really you?" she wept.
"Yۀ="+0">&qes, didn't you know? Can't you see the difference! He's nothing like me!"
"No, he's not...but he is you. When he talks, the way he moves, it's all you. There were moments, of course...but I love you, every bit of you, I can't make distinctions."
"As long as you didn’t kiss him," he muttered.
She hastily dug him out, pulling him out of the sand and amazed to see everything whole and intact. It had done nothing to him, simply tucked him out of the way where no one would find him. Mary took him greedily in her arms and kissed him. Yes, now there was no confusion: it was him, the warmth, the life; her entire body hummed with recognition.
"You're here--you're alive! I thought I had lost you."
"I thought I had lost myself. But I knew you would find me."
In fits and starts she filled him in on recent events, though he didn't quite follow it all, especially the part about a riddle and a dragon? She tried but couldn't repeat it, her narrative interrupted by tears and peals of laughter.
"And he's there? He doesn't know?"
"No, we left him sleeping. All he ever does is sleep. I thought you were sick—even dying. Now I see he can’t exist without you.”
“And he won’t exist for long once I find him. So how do we get out?”
"Oh...well, I suppose…we just call him?”
She shouted Blackbeard’s name several times, the sound of it swallowed up by the roar of the ocean. Leopold joined in, too, but found no response. Where were they? Or perhaps he couldn’t hear them at all; perhaps only his Death knew the proper way out. Far from being upset, Mary found comfort in the thought of being trapped here with him, for ages perhaps, beyond the reach of her father or anyone else unpleasant.
“So we’re stuck?” he said, somewhat alarmed.
“They’ll find a way. We won’t be here for long. So we have to take advantage of what little time remains.”
“Advantage? But what could we do here? There’s nothing—”
“How little imagination you have,” she laughed, pulling him close.
Leopold suddenly saw the virtues of their imprisonment.



Chapter Forty-Four
 
The soldiers had entered the castle: they could be heard throughout the halls and stairwells. Shހouts and startled cries; breaking glass and thunderous footfalls; entire rooms were being turned upside-down. Blackbeard dashed through the room, looking under scattered debris for something he could use--ah, there it was! A small cracked mirror became, after a hastily muttered spell, a looking glass into the entire castle. Images of soldiers plundering bedrooms flickered to life. There was Lucas, too, seized by the soldiers; he was yelling something at the top of his lungs--indistinct in the mirror--but Blackbeard made it out to be "run, Count Leopold, they're coming!" A new image showed soldiers overturning the count's bed--with him in it--while a young boy entered the room. The boy, despite his age, seemed to run the entire operation. He waved a paper in Leopold's face and circled his finger in the air. What this all meant escaped the sorcerer, but clearly he was being arrested.
"What can we do? We can't let them take him!" Ivan said.
"This is terrible news," he scowled, pacing the floor. "I could try to stop them, but Mary...we've left her alone too long as it is."
"Then do something!”
Blackbeard closed his eyes and cast a powerful spell: two misty hands appeared over his head, rapidly increasing in size and solidity. With a final swish of his hand he cast them into the box. Eyes still closed, he waved his arms through the air, like a puppeteer trying to coax his unwilling players to life. Seconds passed into minutes; his brow furrowed, his arms raced, but nothing came out of the box.
"Well?" Ivan prompted.
"Shhh!" the sorcerer replied, arms swinging.
"Nothing?"
"I'm...yes, having some difficulty locating her," he groaned.
"Then I'm going in!"
"Fool! You'd never come out again! This is the only way."
"And what about her? What's it doing to her?"
"I can't see exactly."
"And we're standing here doing nothing?"
"It's not that simple--"
"It is for me. Out of my way!"
With that Ivan took a flying leap into the box.
"Ivan, no!” Blackbeard cried, before dropping his arms in vain.
Ivan thought he was drowning as the water swallowed him up, only to spit him out—quite dry—on the seashore. He couldn't believe it. It had created an entire world in the box, a world as far from nightmare as he could imagine. A gentle rain fell over him, broken up by patches of sun through the clouds. A faint rainbow even shimmered across the horizon. And this was prison? If Leopold's Death had been trapped here for a hundred years he would consider the sentence light. There were certainly worse prisons on earth (and he knew--he had been in the worst!).
"Mary!" he shouted, running along the beach. "Mary! Where are you?"
Nothing. He scanned the horizon, but the sand seemed to run endlessly in every direction. There was nowhere to go or hide, no tracks against the unblemished surface. They had simply been swallowed up. Unless...
He dove into the ocean, fearing it had taken her down--drowned her among the dark reaches where no one would find her. The ocean was a crystal clear, radiant blue. Schools of fish in every color swam past, undisturbed by his presence. And just beyond--yes!--he saw something. Two figures struggling amidst the ruins of an ancient temple. It had to be them! One was clearly a man, and he was seizing her--perhaps strangling the very life out of her body! Ivan swam as hard as he could, his lungs burning, desperate for breath. Not yet--just a little more--
Mary's eyes widened as she saw him. She pointed at him and said, with absolute clarity, "it's Ivan!"
Leopold turned to see, but Ivan crashed into him, hands reaching for his throat. Yet Ivan had little strength remaining; he was easily tossed off and sank helplessly to the ocean floor. Mary ran to his side, picking him up and saying "Ivan, you're killing yourself--take a breath! We can breathe here!" At first Ivan didn't believe her, fearing she had been bewitched by the Death. But clearly they were both breathing, talking, and acting as if the water lacked any substance. He took a breath—suffering an overwhelming seizure of wide-eyed panic--and exhaled.
"I'm—I'm breathing!"
"It's not water, silly! It's a totally imaginary world. You can even fly if you wanted!"
Ivan jumped to his feet, ready to strike at the impostor who smiled at him with open arms.
"Ivan! You're here! How wonderful!"
"Who the devil do you think you are? You tried to kill him!"
"No, no, Ivan, it's not him!” she cautioned. “Or rather, it is him! This is Leopold!"
"He is? Then why was he attacking you? Trying to kill you!"
They both laughed, Mary with a bit of a blush, and muttered, "killing me? Ah, we weren't fighting exactly..."
"But you were! I saw--"
"I hope you didn’t see toon’t se much!” she giggled. “But honestly, I’m perfectly safe, though I appreciate your heroics.”
"You mean—you wanted to be here, in the depths of the ocean, where no one could possibly find—"
And there was his answer. He stammered with incredible embarrassment while the smiling couple joined hands. What a foolish mistake, though perhaps he smarted less from his foolishness than the glow in Mary's eyes. But how—how could this be Leopold? He had just spoken with him!
"That's him—or it's him—or whatever we should call that creature," Mary explained. "It took his form and left Leopold in the box. That's why it's so sleepy; it’s never been in our world before. It doesn’t know how to live!”
"Leopold...this is you? My brother?"
Leopold nodded and embraced him. Ivan tried to whisper he was sorry but the words wouldn't come out. He felt like a double fool: a fool for failing him and a fool for thinking himself worthy of such a woman. And yet he still couldn't convince himself that she was beyond his reach, that he could live the rest of his life without her.
"Our father judged right in exiling me," he said. "I've betrayed you."
"And where was I to help you?" Leopold scoffed. "This is powerful magic we face here--even Blackbeard admits it. We're just men, you and I, stumbling along as best we can. But now we're together again. This time we'll defeat it."
"I wish I could share your optimism," Ivan said, shaking his head. "Things are worse than you think; as we speak, soldiers are ransacking your castle."
"Oh! My father's men?" Mary gasped.
"No, soldiers of the king—looking for Leopold. Because of my escape."
"Ah, I suppose we didn't go about that too discreetly, did we?" the Count laughed. "But where is--"
"They're taking him away--they think he's you, of course. Even if we could kill him, we'd have to fight our way through hundreds of soldiers."
"What is Blackbeard doing?"
"Not much, if you ask me. That’s why I’m here.”
"Then let's go, quickly!" Mary said, shaking them both.
"Perhaps he can find us if we surface," Ivan said.
"Ivan, wait," Leopold said, catching his hand. "Thank you for not abandoning me. I do have something to give you...in return."
"Ye"+0">&qus, yes, enough chatter--time for reunions later!" Mary urged, pushing him along.
Ivan caught a strange look in the count's eyes. A gift? Or something worse?  



Chapter Forty-Five
 
Blackbeard held his breath as he hid behind the chest. The soldiers stormed clumsily through the armory, knocking over some tables, muttering impatiently.
"Nothing here. Just some chest."
"Should we take it?"
"Nah. Take five of us. But we could take a look…”
The soldiers opened the lid and fell deathly silent. Before them was a vision of paradise: they lacked words to describe or wits to understand the contents of the box. Both of them leaned in, smelling the windy, salty vapors of the sea...at which point Blackbeard leaped up and pushed them headlong into the chest. Neither screamed; they just vanished and were never heard from again. Blackbeard removed a spyglass from his cloak and peered inside. Squinting and twisting about he verified the presence of three figures, one of which—he was fairly certain of it—was Mary herself. He invoked the magic hands and thrust them inside; moments later, Mary, Ivan, and something resembling Leopold were hoisted out. Blackbeard stepped back, fearing the Death had returned more powerful than ever. Indeed, he was about the lob the deadliest spell in his arsenal when Mary seized his arm and began chattering in rapid-fire sentences.
"What do you mean, this is Leopold?" he asked, cutting through her explanations. "We left Leopold upstairs!"
"I tell you this is him--who else should know it but me? I knew something was wrong with the other one, we both knew something was wrong, even aside from its sleeping—who can sleep through dragon's breath? It bewitched them both and came out of the box as Leopold. That's his Death running about--the one they captured!" she said, in a single breath.
"It's true," Ivan nodded. "It makes sense. Why I don't remember anything. It wasn't killed."
Blackbeard almost fell backwards, but a table the soldiers had pushed aside stopped him. Impossible. A Death that had come...to life? The most complex spell of his career had become even more baffling. Cooped up all those long years, it had formed a will, a mind of its own; it had created an entire world simply to exercise its imagination. Perhaps it had even fallen in love--as much as it could understand love--with the object of the Count's affections. And now the soldiers had it. His Death was under arrest, to face a tribunal and likely deportation (or worse). They had to intervene, find some way to explain without getting deported or executed themselves!
"Blackbeard...something troubles me," Leopold said.
"Only one thing?" the sorcerer muttered.
"The most important thing: am I alive? Obviously, yes, I'm here speaking with you...but can I be alive without my Death? Or is this...death?"
"I'm afraid that's a question for a philosopher, not a magician," he said, frowning. "However, I can assure you that for all practical purposes, you are very much alive, even without your Death. Unfortu怅*nately, so is he. But we need to get him back. He will be tried. It won't go well for him, I fear."
"Why not just let him be sentenced?" Mary offered. "Why should we risk our lives to save him? Let him be deported, imprisoned; how is that any different from being in the box?"
"Because he couldn't escape from the box," Blackbeard said, closing it gently. "Outside of the box, no ship, prison, or shackles can hold him. He will be a menace to the world...and he will return to find us. You will never be safe."
"But why? Why harm us?" she exclaimed, close to tears. "He got what he wanted—life. Killing Leopold won't change that."
"But Mary, he wants my life—and everything in it," Leopold said, holding her. "Remember, he wanted you from the beginning. He only knows what I know; he only knows that I love you."
"But can't he see that I could never love him? That he could never be you?"
"But he almost was. You wanted to believe him."
"I know...I’m sorry."
"It’s not your fault. But that’s why it wants to live. It knows that we love this," he said, stroking her face, "but doesn't understand the rest."
"I fear it understands far more than we ever expected," Blackbeard interrupted, replacing the locks. "Do you still have the sword?"
"Right here," Ivan said, picking it up.
"Good. We only know two things for certain: one, we have to kill it. Otherwise it will most certainly kill you."
"And the second?" Leopold prompted.
"I’ll tell you when we get there…”  



Chapter Forty-Six
 
Prisoner #45601, officially known as "Leopold, Count of Cinquefoil." Arrested for his role in the escape of the notorious prisoner #33918, also known as "Ivan the Terrible," real name "Ivan Liadov," though questionably related to the house of Cinquefoil itself. The prisoner has been interrogated and made to undergo certain "compliance measures" to reveal the current location of Prisoner #33918. Surprisingly, the prisoner does not respond to any of the traditional techniques: the rack, submersion, and nail pulling were all abandoned out of sheer fatigue. The prisoner insists he knows nothing of the whereabouts of Prisoner #33918 and has refused to say a single word since his arrest. Threats of further torture and immediate execution received little more than a grin. How to proceed?
Philip put down his quill and stared out the window. Truly, it was the most vexing arrest of his career, and if he didn't solve it before the King found out, it might be his last. He had no wish to end his meteoric rise through the ranks of criminal justice at the age of 11. He had so much more to accomplish! Ever since his father had allowed him to carry the prison keys at 3, he knew he was destined for greatness. Through sheer talent and a single-minded ability to bribe, blackmail, and back-stab, Philip had become the true power behind the Dungeons (pity about his father's heart attack...no one had expected him to die so soon...other than Philip, that is). So what would they say if the Count, a pampered nobleman, resisted all his methods of persuasion? They would call him openly what they called him in private: "the little boy."
And who was he, this Count of Cinquefoil? Outwardly, he seemed soft, cowardly, incompetent. Certainly not the greatest criminal mastermind in a hundred years, able to look death squarely in the face without blinking. Of course, he was the one responsible for breaking Ivan out in the first place (which added to his humiliation--he still couldn't explain how he did it). Already, the soldiers were talking: they admired his bravado; they hoped he continued to hold out. They even called him "Count" rather than Prisoner #45601. Philip suspected they were only half-heartedly trying to break him, holding back on the screws, applying slightly less pressure to his eyelids and toes.
Philip could see no way around it. Torture and intimidation was all he knew. Reason he scorned as unreliable, especially as the criminals were typically smarter than he was. But no one could outwit an Iron Maiden. He was desperate now, and might have to risk mortally wounding the blackguard to extract his information. Sometimes, toys had to be broken when they wouldn't follow the rules.
They wheeled out the Iron Maiden. Basically a sarcophagus fitted with razor sharp nails, the Iron Maiden was typically reserved for mindless torture when information was no longer an issue. Everyone broke on the Iron Maiden; prisoners conjured up secrets they scarcely even knew they kept. If a prisoner survived the Maiden's embrace he was no longer, so to speak, a human being. Survivors tended to drool and sob hysterically for the rest of their lives--which typically ended in a matter of hours. Not so Prisoner #45601. They strapped him in, set the nails in place, and slammed the lid; no screams, no cries for mercy. They waited several minutes before peeking inside. The Count was unmolested. No gaping wounds or pools of blood; on the contrary, the ingrate had fallen asleep! Philip kicked the nearest guard and displayed a worldly knowledge of unprintable oaths. He would break! Within the hour! He would wrest the knowledge from his broken corpse if necessary--but it would be found!
But the guards refused to follow Philip's instructions. They came to the unshakable conclusion that Prisoner #45601 was either a vampire or a devil; even the name ‘Satan’ was bandied about. Philip took the interrogation into his own hands, but try as he might, the prisoner remained obstinately asleep. When he finally came to, it wasn't from pain or the application of brute force; he simply yawned and asked for a chamber pot (it had been hours since his last urination).
"Confound you and your chamber pot!" Philip shouted, stomping his foot.
With a shrug of his eyebrows, the prisoner urinated on the floor. Philip felt the slightest twinge of admiration for his boldness. Truly, he had no fear ofad no fe death. But why? What did he know that the rest of them didn't?
"Listen...your death is certain now, there can be no reprieve. However, I can offer you the lesser of two evils. You death can be swift, painless...or it can be slow and protracted over many, many days."
The prisoner locked eyes with Philip, much as one would notice a fly circling one’s head.
"Very well; I offer you the same bargain," he said.
"You dare?" the boy gasped. "What could you possibly do--"
"Little fool, I am death!" he shouted. "I can kill you all with a wave of my arm. All of you—everyone in this room!—you're dead already!"
The remaining guards shrieked and ran for cover. Only Philip stood his ground...though a small, hidden part of him began to tremble. As if to make his point, the prisoner broke free of the wall and ripped off his shackles. Philip stumbled backwards, ice-cold fear gripping his heart. All warmth seemed to trickle down his leg; quite literally, as the puddle beneath him attested.
"You want information? You want that bastard, Ivan? Very well, I'll give you both—for a price! It's true I don't know where he is, but I know how to find him. You can have him—and the real Count Leopold—and that devil of a sorcerer Hildigrim Blackbeard! But the girl is mine. As long as I get her I'll spare your miserable lives. Cross me in any respect and see what happens!" 
"What...what do you want?" Philip sobbed.
"Stage my execution. Make it public, announce it throughout the city. A ceremonial hanging."
"But...a hanging? But you said...you can't...why would we--"
"To bring them here, you worm! They won't let me die, they need me. Once they learn of my execution they'll come running...right into your trap. But the girl—she's mine, remember."
"What girl? We only seek the prisoner."
"Then we understand each other. Now go bring me new clothes. And something to drink."
Philip and the guards scampered off to fulfill his request. He watched them go, like rabbits, frightened of their own shadows. All humans wanted to do was kill, torture, and destroy their brethren. They wielded death like a crude toy, mistaking its sublime power for their own magnificence. He wanted nothing more to do with death and those who worshiped it. Mankind had everything they needed without that. To have love and a lifetime to enjoy it: that was a power that defied even death. They were fools, all of them; they didn't deserve the riches that lay scattered at their feet. No matter, he would scoop it all up for himself.
He stifled a yawn. Already hin. Alreas lids were drooping, threatening to roll out of their sockets. Wake up, idiot--you've slept enough! By the gods, if these humans could drag themselves around for 12 to 14 hours a day, then he could sleepwalk through the next 6. It was a small price to pay to have her. Besides, he could see the wheels moving behind the little one's eyes; terrified as he was, he would never let them leave. Obviously many people would have to die before it was all over.



Chapter Forty-Seven
 
Blackbeard found a way to smuggle them into the city, though every soldier had specific orders: neutralize suspicious activity. Coaches were stopped and searched. Strange people were brought into makeshift tents and interrogated. The news had spread that Leopold, Count of Cinquefoil, was to be publicly executed at noon in St. Stanislav Square. Naturally everyone whispered that someone would rescue him…or perhaps a last-minute reprieve by the king. Surely a Count of the realm couldn't be executed so cavalierly, whatever his crimes...which, strangely enough, had not been released to the public. Murder? Treason? Most suspected it had something to do with love, though the Count's name had never been linked to any of the eligible women of court, which made the prospect of scandal even more inviting. She must be someone truly obscene, perhaps a sorceress—or worse, an actress! Make that a French actress performing Italian comedies without license from the king. Yes, an alliance with such a woman would cost his head and the reputation of his entire family! Better to kill him now and be done with it.
Lucas navigated the coach through the busy city streets, taking back roads to avoid the most traveled areas. Eventually he had to pass through a checkpoint; a pair of soldiers flagged him down, bayonets aimed accusingly at the coach.
"Who's in there?" one demanded. 
The windows had been magically blackened to discourage prying eyes.
"Foreign princesses, come for the annual summer ball," Lucas replied.
"That's not for some weeks yet," the guard grumbled, knocking on the window.
The door opened to reveal four beautiful women decked out in sumptuous gowns with a slight Eastern accent. They smiled and simpered accordingly, and the guard, stumbling for words, merely asked them if they were enjoying their time in the country.
"Yes, to come here is very...handsome," Mary said.
"Well then...I suppose you can pass, but be careful," the guard motioned. "This execution is bringing out all the riffraff. Keep your valuables close. In fact, I'll provide a personal escort, just to be safe."
The women exchanged dismal expressions. But there was nothing to be done: Lucas dutifully followed the soldier through the crowds, as he led them gradually away from St. Stanislav Square to the Grand Palace. Once they arrived, the soldier ordered several footmen to attend upon the ladies. The way that one looked at him...said he was handsome...she could make his fortune in a single night. He knocked politely on the door and bowed, making an impromptu speech about love, virtue, and honor, all of which he laid at her feet as tokens befitting a woman of her charm and magnificence...
But she didn't emerge. In fact, the door remained firmly--even stubbornly--shut. He knocked again, a trifle louder, and repeated his speech, albeit clipped of a few metaphors. Nothing. Perhaps they had fallen asleep? Or worse still, been knocked unconscious by a bump in the road? He suddenly imagined all the beautiful women with their brains dashed out, blood flooding the coach and smearing the windows--
Mustering up his courage, he knocked once more (no reply) and flung open the door. Princess? Hello? Are you—
Gone. The coach was empty. He looked frantically over the seats, turning this way and that, but found nothing. It was as if he had imagined the woman and her priceless words.
"You there! Where are they?" he demanded of Lucas.
Lucas feigned surprise, even going so far as to threaten the soldier for losing his passengers. The soldier cursed and gesticulated, but promised that he would find each one and return them safely to the coach. As he ran off, Lucas began looking around himself, whispering "Lady Mary? Blackbeard? Hello?"
The quartet had already become part of the crowd, their strangeness scarcely noticed among the cries for blood and mercy. They were a short distance away from the execution platform, though there was no sign of him yet. Only the noose swung playfully in the wind, more like a child's toy than a serious means of destruction.
"What now?" Leopold asked.
"As soon as he arrives I'll make a distraction," the sorcerer said, scanning the area. "It should give you a few minutes to whisk him off-stage. After that, we'll have to rely on luck and improvisation to--"
"Hey, someone pinched my butt!" Ivan shrieked. "I’ve had enough of this play-acting; change us back."
"Now you know how we feel," Mary snapped. "However, you make a tolerably attractive woman. Enjoy it."
"Better your ass than your face, which would set off a thunderstorm of recognition,” Blackbeard said. “Besides, they'll be looking for us, not a gaggle of exotic princesses. Now push forward, as close to the stage as you can. We'll need to--ah, here they come!"
In the distance, a parade of soldiers appeared with a man in a black shroud. Nothing of his face or body was visible, though it stopped just short of his legs, allowing him to march in time with the guards. The group mounted the make-shift stairs to the platform, where the noose, still quite innocently, awaited. The guards pushed his head into the noose, tightened it, and directed him stand over a trap door; when a lever was pulled, the door would open and his feet would plunge through. The fall was never enough to break a man's neck (no sport in that!), so the victim would hang there for some minutes, strangling away to the delight of the crowd. Mary felt nauseous. Growing up in the country, she was unaccustomed toaccustom the entertainments most city children took for granted, even emulated in play. What a cruel, hard world, she thought to herself. Her children would never grow up here, would never see such monstrous sights…though perhaps it was presumptuous to think of children at a moment like this?
A flourish of drums and trumpets swept over the audience. The moment was at hand. Cheers and cries of "hang him!" responded, but were soon drowned out by shouts of "mercy!" The executioners pulled down their masks, fashioned in grotesque imitation of a human skull. They moved into position, taking one final measure of the crowd. A hand was placed on the lever. His companion looked at the criminal and nodded. Now.
"Fire!" someone screamed.
Mary turned to look with the rest of the crowd. Zounds—the entire city was aflame! Waves of fire danced from one building to the next, consuming roofs and spires. The crowd dispersed in a dozen directions. Coaches were overturned in the confusion, windows broken, guns fired. Only Blackbeard's voice at Mary's ear, whispering "just a distraction," saved her from panic. She looked up and saw the stage almost completely deserted, save for a few guards and the lone prisoner, still fastened in the noose. They rushed the stage, Ivan and Leopold overpowering the guards while she pushed ‘him’ down and removed the rope. So here it was, the creature who stole his likeness, who claimed to love her. The sooner they destroyed it the better. And yet, why did it do all this? Why did it want to be him, love her, and spin such an elaborate web for something it could never have---or be?
She pulled off the shroud and almost gasped to see Leopold, exactly as he was a moment ago, smiling back at her. There was no difference: even in the eyes, she felt his presence.
"So you've come to save me? Can I interpret this as a sign of love?"
"You know exactly why I'm here," she said, dragging it up. "You have to go back."
"Go back? Where can I go? I'm here."
"Back in the chest--or to oblivion, or wherever things like you go! Now quickly, we have to--"
Suddenly it grabbed her and removed a pistol from his jacket. It held the barrel at her skull, shouting loudly for the others to notice. Ivan and Leopold froze in place. How the devil did it have a pistol?
"I won't hesitate to kill her if it comes to that," it said, pushing her forward. "I'm afraid this is all very expected of you, though I enjoyed your little fireworks. But the comedy is at an end. Time to pay the actors."
Soldiers rushed the stage, followed by the young boy Leopold had met in the Dungeons. The boy stared in disbelief at the Count; or rather, he looked from one Count to the other, trying to decipher the real and the fake one--and failing at both. Nevertheless, he ordered Leopold and Ivan arrested and taken to the Dungeons. Mary he overlooked, as the Death wanthe Deathed; however, he had plans for that one, too...all in good time.
"The sorcerer!" the Death shouted. "He was right there--find him!"
The soldiers scoured the audience for Blackbeard; he had vanished. Mary felt some small consolation at this. Blackbeard had other plans--he would find them. She just had to bide her time. Already, she could see the Death stifling a yawn, the eyes looking red and blank.
"Let's go," it commanded, marching her off.
From a distance, Blackbeard watched it all and nodded grimly.



Chapter Forty-Eight
 
The Death shoved Mary in a nearby carriage and stood outside the door, waiting, expecting to be followed. It knew that little fool wouldn’t let them simply disappear into the wilds. After a few minutes it screwed up his face, annoyed; no sign of anything, which was the worst sign of all. It yelled something to the driver and climbed in, sitting across from Mary, who squirmed to one side so their legs wouldn’t touch.
“I suppose I don’t really need this, do I?” it said, lowering the pistol.
“So what are your plans? To run off together? Live happily ever after?”
“I understand your hesitation…you don’t see me as him. We’re two different people in your mind. But it’s not so; I am him, that is, the most essential part of him. He has all the gross, material aspects…I have the mind, the heart. I am the one you fell in love with.”
“Don’t be stupid!” she said, almost spitting. “You’re just some thing that lived inside him like a parasite. You may have seen what he saw, and thought what he thought, but that doesn’t make you the same. I can read a thousand books and pretend I wrote them, but that still doesn’t make me a writer.”
“On the contrary, I am his thoughts. He can’t live without me. If you went back to him, you would notice the difference; he would be nothing, a mere shell. I gave him the words he spoke to you!”
She turned away, horrified to see him speaking these words. Settling for the vague impression of its face in the glass, she replied,
“You forget that I kissed you, told myself over and over that you were him. But you weren’t. Everything about you is cold and lifeless. When I touch him I feel alive. I could never feel that way about you.”
“It’s this body, I’ve never had to use it before,” it said, angrily tossing an arm. “Once I learn to master it there will be no coldness, nothing for you to object to. I will be him, as you’ve always known him. If you would just let me show you…”
It moved closer to her, only to be repulsed by her boot. Another inch and she would strike, her eyes warned. With a gracious shrug it returned to his seat.
“Let me ask you this, then: why do you love me?” she asked. “What about me, of all the women in the world, excites your fancy and admiration?”
“You…are perfection.”
“Based on what?” she laughed. I fUYour careful study of women? Your past relationships? What do you know of women? Hmm? What do you know of love?”
“I…I know what I feel,” it said, looking away, out the window.
“You know what he feels! That’s all you know. But you don’t understand. You don’t know what he sees in me, what made him want to—”
“Your tears.”
“What?”
“He saw you crying. In a hallway in the palace; he didn’t know why. He saw you in the shadows, alone, and wanted to protect you.”
She knew exactly what he meant. The moment opened before her eyes, the cold floor, her beating heart, the spinning room. Tears for her mother’s death, learned weeks after the event—her father couldn’t be bothered to inform her. Mary had been forced to leave the country to be shown at court, her official “coming out.” Her mother knew she was dying, however well she hid it, and begged her father to wait a few more months (she was only thirteen). Such arguments held little sway with her father, whose desire to make a profitable match had been his only consolation for having a daughter. So they left with scarcely even a good-bye to her mother, who struggled out of bed defiantly. Do as your father says, she told her, but don’t ignore the will of your heart. Could a broken heart have a will of its own?
She had never seen Leopold in the corridor, and even if he had seen her, it could have only been a fleeting glimpse. Her governess found her within minutes and whisked her away, consoling her with lies and empty words: that they would leave in enough time to see the funeral (they never did); that her mother would be so proud of her conduct at court (how could she know?); that her father only wanted what was best for her (even the governess didn’t believe it). She couldn’t remember the next time she saw Leopold, but it was probably around the time they first began speaking to one another. No longer as children, but as intimate friends, with their own language and secrets.
“And was that when you fell in love with me, too? Did you want to reach out to me—to protect me?”
“There is no distinction between us. I was there, I saw you in the shadows, I felt your pain. And yes, I loved you, too.”
“You call this love?” she shouted, waving her fist, just inches from smashing its chin. “Can’t you see what you’ve done? Do you imagine this is how men and women fall in love—marry? Through impersonation and murder?”
“Those were…necessary evils, I’m afraid. I want to start fresh, no more lies. Only the truth. You know everything now.”
“And the others? The price for our happiness?”
“I’m afraid they chose this path,” it said, growing annoyed. “I should have remained with Leopold to the end. But Blackbeard intervened. Leopold knew this but wanted to keep me locked up; he wanted life without the shadow of death. Meanwhile, I was cursed to live, to dream, to think—to see you before me. So yes, they paid the price for their greed and indifference.”
“Oh, come now! You can’t blame Leopold for his ignorance, nor for wanting to escape some monster in a box! He was a child. Children don’t make choices about life and death. Blame Blackbeard, if you will. But your revenge is misplaced on Leopold; you love and hate the wrong people!”
“Then who should I love? Who in the world loves me?” it said, angrily.
“Love is not something forced upon an unwilling objecze="+0">t,” she replied. “I might by slow degrees pity you, even wish you a compassionate end; but for now I only despise you. Ask me again in a thousand years.”
Without the slightest hint of action, it suddenly flung himself across the coach and seized her throat. She gasped and clawed in defense but its fatigue had burned away. Now single-minded rage consumed its body, giving it the strength it lacked in love. It grinned horribly, releasing its grip slightly to whisper in her ear, 
“I do love you—but unlike him, my love is not some weak-willed, puppy love. It’s savage and passionate; it is a love that defies the grave. You will know true love by the end of it, and you will never want him, or anyone else, again!”
The coach lurched to a violent halt, throwing the Death off her and against the window. The door swung open and it collapsed in a heap on the road, dazed; but just as he came to someone fired several shots into its chest. It flailed and cried out, then fell suspiciously silent.
“Lady Mary! Quickly, let’s go!”
Lucas! He was the driver—or rather, he had convinced the driver to jump into a ditch a few miles back.
“It’s not—you can’t kill it!” she said.
“Not trying to kill it, just trying to get a running start,” he said, taking her hand.
He fired one more shot at the crumpled figure and they fled into the surrounding woods.



Chapter Forty-Nine
 
Leopold and Ivan were shackled and brought not to the Dungeons, but to a smaller, less imposing prison a short walk from the gallows. The guards seemed terrified whenever they looked at Leopold, and one even said, “this wasn’t our idea; please don’t bite our ears off.” Leopold promised not to. The child came briefly to their cell to look them over, yet without the bravado he once possessed. He particularly inspected Leopold, squinting through a monocle and muttering something inaudible (it sounded like “card tricks”). Once he left, the brothers were left in pitch blackness, heavily shackled and unable to walk more than a foot in any direction.
“So we’ve come full circle,” Ivan said. “When we first met you asked to trade my life for yours. Now they’re both worthless.”
“Worthless? Surely you don’t think this is the end!”
“Isn’t it? I only worry about Mary.”
“Wherever he goes, I can find her. Don’t forget, I know him…I know what he’s thinking. I can almost see them now; that is, I can hear the wheels of a distant coach…”
Ivan let the silence build between them, but his thoughts demanded expression. For better or worse, he had to speak.
“She’s a wonderful girl. I admire her greatly.”
“You have no idea. I’ve known her for so long, but I never appreciated her as she deserved. I took her for granted.”
“No, surely not. She knows how much you love her. She’s very observant, she takes everything in. I even fear…she might have noticed my interest.”
“Your interest? What, that you have feelings for her?” Leopold said, with a slight laugh. “Why would she think that? If anything, she might suspect the opposite. You’re rather cold around her.”I never a
“Cold?”
“Yes, I was worried you didn’t like her. Perhaps you could talk to her a bit, just so she doesn’t…think you disapprove. You don’t, do you?”
“No—no! Quite the opposite. In fact, she may have cause…to think otherwise.”
“How on earth would she…wait a minute, are you saying you like her? Mary?” he asked, his voice rising.
“It’s the last thing I should admit to, but it’s there, growing in my mind day and night. Yes, she’s marvelous—I can only say this to you. You should have seen her with the dragon.”
Leopold laughed, the kind of mirthless laugh that indicated something nasty would follow.
“Unfortunately, I couldn’t see her with the dragon; you left me in that box, remember?”
 “Leopold,” he winced, “you know I never intended—”
“Do I? At the moment I’m beginning to seriously doubt your intentions! Zounds, you must have been quite disappointed when she found me. So what would you have me do? Bow out gracefully? Withdraw my affections so she can trade one brother for another?”
“And this is your response to my honesty!” he said. “These may be our last moments, Leopold; I want you to know my heart. She knows nothing of this—that’s why I tell it to you!”
“Isn’t this torture enough?” he shouted, rattling his chains. “And now I have to think of you and her together? You have my sincerest thanks!”
“Don’t be such a child, Leopold,” he snapped. “I meant this to show my loyalty to you, not my betrayal. I would die to save you both; you can’t doubt that, not now.”
“Perhaps father was right to separate us,” Leopold muttered. “In the short time I’ve known you, you’ve managed to kill yourself, kill me twice over, attempt to kill Blackbeard, and now—Mary? Say, we still have a few hours before our execution. Can you manage anything else? Is there anyone else to murder?”
“It’s not something I chose, Leopold, anymore than I chose to be the bastard offspring of your late father. But we only blind ourselves if we ignore the truth.”
“This is madness! I went from being an only child to having two brothers—or not even brothers, twins! We all seem to think alike and want the same things. But of the irony is that you’ve not even a blood relation, and he—I don’t even know what to call him!”
“What do you mean, not a blood relation? We are blood, Leopold. Our father—”
“Blackbeard isn’t my father.”
Leopold regretted it the moment he said it. But now it was out, another presence in the room, shackled to their arms and legs. Ivan’s chains rattled in response. He had nothing to say. Even the denial he wanted to lob in defense died on his lips. Lies no longer interested him, even lies to himself. He only wanted the truth.
“Does he know?”
“I don’t think so. But then I never quite know what he’s thinking.”
“Your father was right; he only had one son,” Ivan rasped, choking down his emotions. “Another way my mother sought to settles scores with the world. Always at my expense…”
“Ivan, I’m sorry…it told me. I wasn’t sure how to tell you, nor did I intend to tell you now. My anger…”
“No, you had every right to tell me. I’m a fool. I wanted the truth, but not all of it…not the part I chose to ignore.”
“It’s true, we all have too many secrets,” Leopold said. “You did an honorable thing. Here,” he said, groping for Ivan’s hand in the darkness, “let’s shake and be brothers, whatever our blood.”
Ivan took his hand shook firmly.
“But she chose me, remember,” the Count said.
Ivan gave a slight laugh.
“She made the right choice.”



Chapter Fifty
 
Blackbeard followed the coach at a distance, knowing Mary would find a way to escape, given time. Unfortunately it picked up speed, whizzing past buildings and pedestrians (at least one of whom was nearly run down). The sorcerer broke into a full sprint, only to watch the image recede further and further into the distance. Soon it would be lost entirely. The surrounding forest tended to obscure magic charms, requiring them to search every inch by foot. He trembled to think how many inches fit into the thousand and thousands of acres of forest.
“Wheels fall off, horses bolt, cable snap—do something!” he muttered through his panting breath.
Just then the coach lurched to one side and the coachman fell—or jumped—off the box. The door opened and someone tumbled out, only to be fired upon by the coachman. Had he done this? While he hadn’t consciously uttered a spell, the timing was uncanny. Had his very thoughts become magic—become will itself? For the second time this week, Blackbeard felt enormously impressed with himself.
Mary and the coachman ran off into a tangle of shops, leaving the figure splayed on the ground. Blackbeard approached cautiously. It couldn’t be dead, but beyond that, the sorcerer didn’t know what it could or couldn’t be. With a shake of its head, the Death flailed for something solid; it connected with a hand that hauled him to its feet. Its eyes widened.
“Blackbeard?”
“And you…I don’t even know what to call you. Leopold? Surely not.”
“I am all that he could ever be. He is my shadow.”
“But even like this you’re not alive. This spell—or whatever it is that brought you here—can’t last. He can’t exist here with you.”
“All the more reason to kill him, then. Not that you’ve been right about anything so far. You’re an old fool, far past your prime. In fact, you should thank me for this—”
The Death drew a knife and lunged at Blackbeard. The sorcerer deftly moved aside—so much so, that the Death fell face-first on the ground.
“You still don’t know how to control it,” Blackbeard observed. “Good thing you’re immortal; it may take a lifetime.”
“I don’t need this,” it said, tossing the dagger aside. “I just wanted it to be slow. There are so many ways I can kill you.”
Ignoring him, Blackbeard cast a holding spell: words of flame circled around his feet and blackened into a curse. No demon or spirit could venture beyond them.
“You think this can hold me?”
“I know it can.”
The Death took a step—or tried to. The circle held fast. It was trapped. 
“Impressive. But then you created me—I should expect no less.”
“You will remain here until I find the others. Then you go back.”
“Back where? Where do I belong, Hildigrim Blackbeard? Not in Count Leopold, surely?”
“No, there’s no hope of that now,” he said, trailing off.
“You’ve uprooted me. I have no home, nowhere to slink off to,” it said, with a chuckle. “I’ll make my own home, now.” 
“You know I can’t allow that. I’ve already made one mistake.”
“One?” it laughed. “Your entire life is a mistake. But always at the expense of others. Count Leopold, me, the Russian dancer, your son.”
The sorcerer’s eyes narrowed.
“Yes, you know he’s your son. You’ve had every reason to know. Of course you denied it.”
“I never deny, I question,” he replied. “And I question your motive in telling me now.”
“My motive is simply this: I want you to know—or torture yourself with the possibility of knowing—as you die. For I can see your Death. And it can see me, too. Shall I make it dance?”
“You can’t venture beyond the circle,” the sorcerer said, less certainly than he intended.
“I don’t need to take a step. I merely call on your Death…I know how to set it free. Look at it, the poor wisp of a thing. It thinks it’s trapped. If it only had eyes to see…”
Blackbeard took a step back, muttering the words of an ancient defense. The words died in his throat. The sorcerer felt an intense coldness in his chest which quickly spread through his arms and legs. He gasped and fell to his knees. A look of desperation met the eyes of the Death, who grinned maliciously. He fell forward, catching himself at the last second. Crawling away, he tried to reach…what? A heaviness pressed down on him, blurring his thoughts. His last thought was a hope that Mary could find the sword before the circle—
Blackbeard dropped at the Death’s feet. Eyes open, he stared numbly ahead at the prospect before him. What would death look like when it came? Like a long-lost friend? A hated rival? Or a total stranger, someone you wouldn’t look twice at, but who paused to ask a question—and never let go?
“Thank you, Hildigrim Blackbeard,” the Death said, looking over his body. “Now I know what it means to feel truly alive. Hatred and revenge. How deliciously human.”



Chapter Fifty-One
 
Mary and Lucas raced through the city, never looking back to observe the Death’s progress. When they finally paused for breath—more Lucas’ doing than Mary’s—they felt curiously abandoned. Could it be…it wasn’t pursuing them? Mary cautiously retraced their steps, peering down deserted alleyways and dingy shop windows. Nothing but stray cats and her own distorted reflection.
“I don’t understand…” she whispered.
“Maybe it got tired again,” Lucas said. “It’s probably sleeping it off in a gutter.
“No, it seemed different this time. I don/h2>it got tt think—” it suddenly dawned on her where it might be.
“What?”
“It went back—for Leopold!”
“The Count? But why? With all those soldiers?”
“They can’t stop it! And what can we do? We don’t even know where they took him. But it does!”
“Wait—I know—I saw them!” Lucas exclaimed. “Before he took you away in the coach! Quickly, this way!”
He led Mary back toward the gallows, and just beyond it, to a small prison with imposing, rusted gates. Soldiers ambled past, giving them a lazy gaze as they did so. Now all they had to do was get in.
“What’s the quickest way to get arrested?” she mused, pacing before the gates. “Murder, I imagine. Hmm…”
“Well, most things are illegal in this Country,” Lucas chuckled. “Even dreams are under strict regulation. Like the man who dreamed he was the king, remember? He told it all to his wife and she shared it with her hairdresser; he was in the stocks by nightfall. Soon even love will require a license and proof of—“
“Love—that’s it!” she exclaimed. “Come here, Lucas: kiss me. No…right here, the angle’s better.”
Lucas grinned stupidly. Seeing his lack of initiative, she pulled him close and kissed him forcefully on the mouth. He protested—for a moment, that is—but soon stopped thinking altogether. She spun him around and pressed him violently against the gates. Her hands pulled him this way and that, her lips traveled over his neck and to his ears. Was it possible—had she loved him all this time? True, certain things didn’t make sense with this theory, but life didn’t have to make sense all the time, did it?
“Play along, you fool! We’re trying to get arrested,” she hissed.
“What--”
“I want them to think I’m one of those women. Who else would act like this?”
“Oh, yes, of course!” he said.
He tried to play along, but had never, so to speak, been intimate with a woman. Hands he had kissed, even a cheek once, but lips? He had only the foggiest ideas about how one “made love,” though he had seen the nobles pawing at one another in the shadows on occasion. Doing his best imitation, he kissed, fondled, and in a moment of true inspiration, squeezed her breasts. Her eyes widened considerably and flashed curses and outrage. But before she could retaliate, the gates screeched open and a guard came out, hauling them apart.
“Another one! And right in front of the gates, if you please. Go on, off with you, sir!” he said, pushing Lucas away. “I’ll take this one…no doubt this isn’t your first offense. You should be quite familiar with the establishment.”
As she took her away, she shot a glance of thanks—and slight chagrin—at Lucas. For his part, he felt profound intoxication. So that’s what it was like! No wonder everyone made such a to-do about getting married. He would have to find a wife straight away, or at least once all this Death business was safely concluded. Then they could play at getting “arrested” whenever they liked!
Once inside, Mary studied every inch of the prison, spying out the likeliest place to find Leopold. It wasn’t very large, just two or three floors of cells and no more than a dozen guards that she could make out. The guard, sensing her hesitation, nudged her along.
“Having second thoughtand no mors, are you?”
“No, it’s just…I feel faint…”
She collapsed on the floor, or would have, had the guard not had the good sense to catch her. He called for assistance, and a pair of guards carried her off to a dirty sofa to recover her senses.
“She must be pregnant,” one of them noted.
“Perhaps, but doesn’t it strike you…that she looks a little…how to say…”
“Beautiful?”
“Ah yes, there is that. But not just that.”
“Young?”
“Mmm, that, too. And yet, something else…”
“Foreign?”
“Yes, yes, she’s that as well. But doesn’t she look…I don’t know, rich? I mean, noble? Have you ever seen one of them that looked anything like this?”
“But what does ‘rich’ look like? Well-fed?”
“Clearly she’s that, but look at her face, the way it’s shaped…she was born into that. That’s privilege.”
“Then what’s she doing here?”
“A run-away? Or she was abducted?” he shrugged.
“I don’t know…she could be a spy.”
“A spy? Her? She hardly blends into the background.”
“Exactly, that’s the point. Last person you would suspect.”
“You suspect her! No, I’m not convinced; I think she’s an abducted princess from Korsakovina. Freddy’s seen one before—he says they have this kind of nose. Just like hers.”
“Korsakovina? Where the devil’s that? No, she’s a local—of a good family, to be sure, but she doesn’t speak…whatever those people speak.” 
 “Care to put money on it? 500 fobs.”
“On what? That she’s from—where was it again?”
“Korsakovina. And yes, that’s my wager.”
“Done,” he said, shaking on it. “Let’s get Freddy. If he doesn’t make a positive identification—”
“He will. Look at her—she’s a Korsakovinan beauty. Too bad we had to arrest her. What was the charge, anyway?”
“No clue,” he said, walking off. “Probably for impersonating a commoner…”
As their footsteps retreated down the hallway, Mary darted out of the room and down the opposite corridor. What few guards she encountered were either asleep or playing cards. Now where was Leopold? She peered into cell after cell, but found them either empty or filled with young women like her—that is, with women of that kind, who laughed when she asked about Leopold.
“What does he look like? Is he tall? Handsome? Rich?” one asked.
“I…he was brought her earlier today, with another man about the same age.”
“Oh—so you’re looking for two gentlemen! Are you in love with them both? Do they have to fight over you? Is that why they were arrested?” another said, mischievously.
“No, you don’t understand, he’s—”
“My dear, we understand everything about men. And if your gentleman is here, you should probably look elsewhere. In the meantime, why not spring us free? We’ve been rotting in here for days when we could bebou having so much fun.”
“I really don’t think I can—”
“But we didn’t do nothing, miss!” another shouted. “So what if I picked a gentleman’s pocket? In my grandmother’s day it was a respectable trade, passed down from mother to daughter. How else are we to make a living?”
“Please, keep your voice down. The guards—”
“I know where your gentlemen are,” another woman said, coming forward. “They’ve been put in the executive suite. You won’t find them too easily. I’ll show you the way…but I can’t do it in here.”
Mary hesitated. She was probably lying. Yet she had searched every cell and found no sign of them. And truly, what would it hurt to free a few women who were simply pickpockets and—well, that other thing?
“I have your word?”
The woman nodded, slipping her hand through the bars. They shook on it.
“You’ll find the key in that cup across the room. Pathetic, I know. We’ve been trying to fish it out for days,” she said, revealing a makeshift pole.
Mary ran over to the cup and dumped out the key.
I’m going to regret this, she thought and unlocked the door.



Chapter Fifty-Two
 
The women poured out of the cell, pushing Mary aside in their haste to make as much noise—and do as much damage—as possible. Mary tried in vain to quiet them, but by now the guards were already coming. However, they no sooner entered the room than they beat a hasty retreat, as the women were hurling everything they could get their hands on, including a most unsavory bedpan.
“Let’s set it ablaze!” a woman shouted, and was quickly joined by a chorus of hellish assent.
“Come, this way,” the woman said, taking Mary’s arm.
They snuck down a hidden corridor which passed a few empty cells and ended abruptly. Mary’s heart sank. So this was a trick; there was no sign of Leopold here! Seeing her dismay, the woman gave a little smile and smacked the wall. Upon hitting a certain stone, the wall shuddered horribly. Then the stones parted to reveal—another hallway! She took Mary’s hand and led her down the pitch-black corridor, moving nimbly in the darkness.
“How can you—”
“I’ve done my time here,” she said. “I memorized every detail, in case I ever had to break out again. Or in this case, break in. Ah, we’re getting close now…yes, here it is.”
Mary reached out and felt the bars of a cell. For some reason she felt hesitant to speak, as if breaking the silence would reveal a dozen pairs of eyes in the darkness. The woman nudged her gently, and she called out “Leopold?”
“Mary!” he responded.
“Mary?” Ivan said.
“How did you find us?” he asked, reaching through the bars.
“I had some help,” she said, taking his hand. “Though I’m not sure how to get you out.”
“You’ll laugh when I tell you…but the secret is in your hand,” the woman said, guiding her hand to the lock.
“The secrete pi’ll layou mean this key? Surely they wouldn’t...”
The woman laughed. “Yes, the same key, it opens all the locks. Trust me, I’ve tried every one.”
Mary eagerly slipped the key in the lock, relieved to hear the familiar click as she turned it. The door swung open and Leopold rushed into her arms, nearly suffocating her with kisses (which she hasted to return in kind).
“The Death—where is it?” Ivan asked.
“We left it on the road; the coach overturned,” she said. “But I thought it had come here.”
“No, it’s not here,” Leopold said, distantly. “I can see it…it’s still there, on the road. For some reason it’s not moving.”
“Is it dead?” she asked.
“No…it’s just standing there. I can’t explain it.”
“How can you see it?”
“Our connection, I assume. I saw you both in the coach. I can see, hazily, everything it sees. Everything it thinks as well.”
“What is it thinking now?”
“About you. It wants you most of all.”
“We should go. It would be easy for them to trap us in here,” the woman said, urging them forward.
“Wait, I don’t even know your name. Who are you?”
“Better you don’t know,” she said. “My name has an unfortunate history. If you knew it, you might not welcome my help.”
“I welcome everything you’ve done for us. You didn’t need to help me.”
“Remember me for that, then. Let’s go.”
They followed her out of the blackness and wormed their way through the prison, a relatively easy task since the guards were occupied with the prison break. One final window remained, a slender portal that overlooked the river. The water would break their fall and provide cover in case they were spotted. Mary studied the woman as she pried open the window, looking for clues. She didn’t look ‘bad,’ as far as that went. So what had she done to make her identity and history a secret?
“Stop!” someone shouted just behind them.
Mary spun around and saw the child waving a pistol at them, apparently on the verge of hysterics.
“Which one are you?” Philip shrieked. “Are you that one?”
Leopold hesitated only a split second before responding, “yes, I’m that one.”
“Prove it,” he said, and fired.
The bullet caught Leopold right in the chest, knocking him off his feet into the wall. Mary screamed and fell to her knees at his side. Ivan leapt at the child, knocking him over and taking the pistol. Philip flailed at Ivan only to get a swift smack in the jaw. He collapsed in a heap, howling. Mary felt Leopold’s chest, horrified to see so much blood. He was dying! Whatever Blackbeard had told her, the wound was fatal—he would be dead in minutes.
“Ivan! He’s dying!”
“Impossible! Blackbeard said—”
“I know! But look!”
Ivan ran over to them, inspecting the wound (it was ghastly) and trying to speak to his brother. No response. Could the sorcerer have been mistaken in this, too?
Philip coughed and saias ghd, with evident delight, “good, it wasn’t him.”



Chapter Fifty-Three
 
Leopold looked at Mary hovering over him until she blurred into an impression of light. The sounds faded, became softer, stretching out into a single, radiant note. And then he died. Or if not died, something that felt, for the briefest of seconds, like a swirl of blackness overwhelming his thoughts. Then he woke up and felt quite extraordinary. Even his senses were sharper; so sharp, in fact, that he could hear the fluctuation in Mary’s heartbeat as she watched him stand up and the simultaneous hesitation in the child’s.
“Leopold! But I thought—” she gasped.
“I know—me, too,” he said. “But it’s like the time Ivan tried to kill me. I can’t die. Makes me wonder why I’m trying to tip-toe around the prison…”
“It’s him!” Philip said, horrified. “Or are you both…?”
“Yes, we’re both the same; you can’t hurt, torture, or kill us. But we could think of many ways to terrorize you,” he said, standing over Philip. “Now give us back the sword and kindly escort us to the prison gates.”
Philip trembled in the deepest part of his being. For all his knowledge of death he was still a child—even an infant, compared to these monsters. In a daze, he retrieved the sword and led them to the prison gates, not thinking about how he would explain this to the guards, the king, or even to himself when he came to his senses. He unlocked the gates and thrust them open, glad to see the last of them…though they would haunt him for years to come.
“Are you coming with us?” Mary asked the woman.
“No…I’ll find my way alone. But thank you. And good luck.”
Mary shook her hand and watched her go, wondering what crimes or guilt pursued her. Perhaps they would meet again?
“Where’s Blackbeard?” the Count asked. “Shouldn’t he be here?”
“I haven’t seen him since we were captured,” she said. “But no matter—is it still there? Can you see it?”
“Yes…it’s still there. Not moving at all. Waiting for us, I suppose.”
“It must be a trap,” Ivan cautioned. “Let me go first.”
“And have it kill you? No, remember what happened last time? It wants to see us divided. We’ll go together.”
Ivan agreed, however reluctantly. It took them little time to find the coach, which remained exactly as Mary had left it on a remote side street. The Death was there, too, standing with a quizzical expression before the body of some poor passerby—perhaps someone injured from the accident. Yet as they approached Mary noticed something familiar: the cloak was the exact cut of Blackbeard’s, and the hair, though glimpsed from behind, bore a striking resemblance—
“Blackbeard!” Leopold shouted.
“Ah, you’ve come at last,” the Death said. “Yes, he beat you to me. This is his reward,” it gestured.
Leopold knelt down to inspect him; Ivan stood some feet behind, face white, unable to move. The Count nodded grimly, holding the sorcerer’s wrist. Dead.
“How could he—?” Mary began.
“The same way I could kill all of you,” the Death said, flatly. “With a thought. I see all your Deaths, quivering in fear, but hungry for life. I could give it to them. Yours, especially,” it said, with a look at Mary.
“There’s only one death we’re interested in,” Leopold said, brandishing the sword. “No tricks this time.”
“No tricks? And what do you call this?” it laughed, gesturing at the circle around him. “Would you strike me down defenseless?”
“You did the same to me. And to Blackbeard, I imagine. My conscience is clear.”
 The Death glared at him, as if judging his next move. Instead it just waved his hand dismissively.
“Very well, Leopold; do your worst.”
With that it ripped open his shirt and bared its breast for the blade. Its eyes were challenging, yet behind it—or so Leopold thought—was a flicker of doubt. It knew the power of the sword. So why submit so readily? What would stop him from ending it all right here?
“Yes, do it,” Mary whispered behind him.
“If you don’t I will,” Ivan rasped.
Leopold gripped the handle tightly, judging the blow. To cut off its head or strike it dead in the heart? The heart seemed best. That is, if it had a heart…
The Death watched him with interest. Leopold began to sweat, taking a step closer, then contemplating the strike all over again. A simple stroke would do it. And yet something failed him. He hated it and wanted it dead, gone forever. He thought of Mary walking to the altar with it; he remembered being buried up to his neck in the box; and he saw Blackbeard, crumpled and lifeless a few feet away. Revenge was motive enough, it not self-preservation. Strike the blow!
He made ready to strike. Their eyes locked and he felt an overwhelming panic stifle his heart. If I kill it I kill myself. We’ll both die. Was this true? The sorcerer had never said anything about that; no, he wanted him to kill it. But no one knew what it meant to kill one’s Death. He would be the first. So was it murder? Revenge? Or suicide?
“I can’t…” he said, lowering the sword.
“Are you mad?” Mary said, almost shaking him. “You have to! You’ve seen what it’s done—what it wants to do! Kill it!”
“Mary, it’s me. It’s not something else. We’re the same…that’s why you believed it. Blackbeard split us apart, but it’s no different than twins sharing the same body. I can’t kill myself.”
“No, that’s just fear, or doubt, or whatever else you’re feeling. It’s not the truth! Blackbeard said—”
“Blackbeard didn’t know! He didn’t know any of this! Or else why did he cast the spell in the first place? He was brilliant, a genius, but this is beyond the mind of man. Death isn’t something you read in a book.”
“Give me the sword,” she said, ripping it from his arms. “I almost killed you once; at least this time it’ll be the right person.”
She approached the circle and met its stare, confident yet curious. The eyes, it was true, were Leopold’s. But beneath that? No, it wasn’t the same. She felt that before. Something was cold, alien, a figment of what Leopold should be. That’s why she could kill it. It was no different than killing a mannequin or burning a portrait. The image would die but the person, the idea, would live on. Or so sd you onhe continued to tell herself as her palms sweated and she lifted and dropped the sword. But what if Leopold was right? What if they were linked? What if she killed him simply to prove a point? Whatever her mind said, her heart contradicted. Her very nerves screamed out in protest.
“Forgive me, am I distracting you?” it asked her, mischievously. “Can I assume a different position? Go down on all fours? Anything?”
“Devil…you know I can’t do it,” she said.
“And you know he’s telling the truth. Kill me, if you must. But say good-bye to him before you do it.”
“Don’t listen to it!” Ivan shouted.
“I don’t know—I can’t know that!” she said, lowering the sword. “I see myself killing him, shoving the blade in his heart. But it’s Leopold I’m killing! I can’t see it any other way. I’m sorry…”
“How disappointing,” the Death said, with a shrug. “I suppose we’ll just wait here until the spell wears off…and then I’ll kill you one by one.”
“You can’t kill me—it works both ways,” Leopold said.
“No, but I can make you watch. As soon as the circle dissolves I’ll destroy them. Starting with her.”
“I thought you loved her.”
“We do. But I mean to have her. In death she can still be mine.”
“What does that mean?”
But the Death only smiled, basking in its secret knowledge and Leopold’s complete inability to stop it.
“Feel free to run. Try and hide—you have the entire world, after all. This spell should last a few more hours. You could cover a lot of ground in that time. Who knows, I might even need another nap after all this exertion…”



Chapter Fifty-Four
 
So it was all for nothing. Finding Ivan, rescuing Mary, despoiling his father’s grave and killing Blackbeard. He might have saved everyone the trouble and simply opened the third lock. Fate was fate, it seemed. There was nothing he could do to change it, no magic in the world he could summon to freeze the stars or change their orbits. Not even this sword…
So he had nothing to lose. He leapt across the circle and plunged the sword into its heart. It shrieked, seizing him with both arms and trying to shake him off…but within seconds the arms fell slack. Its expression changed from defiant range to a softer, almost resigned countenance. It leaned in close to him, its voice falling to a thin, raspy whisper.
“Good for you…you called my bluff. We’re no longer the same, as much as I tried…I’ve become something else entirely. I was stronger, much better than you. You’ll never be what I was.”
“I’m satisfied being less, if that’s what I am,” he replied.
“Perhaps I was too beautiful to live. I had such ideas, Leopold, you could never understand them. And Mary…she would have loved me, given time. I know it.”
“You’re wrong. But I guess we’ll never know.”
The Death frowned, running its fingers over the sword it was impaled on.
“Blackbeard’s magic. I could defeat the man, but not his craft. I knew he unnwould kill me.”
“He didn’t deserve to die,” Leopold said, his anger growing.
“None of us deserve it. And it never comes too late. Even now, I wonder what’s to become of me. I don’t remember…”
In the midst of this sentence it simply vanished along with the sword. The circle disappeared as well, leaving a tiny pile of ash around the edges. Leopold staggered backwards, his head swimming, feeling elated and nauseous. Mary caught him in her arms, wrapping her arms around his chest, pulling him close.
“You did it. You killed him,” she said.
“But am I…?”
“No, you’re alive. You’re here with me.”
“I had to risk it. I couldn’t let him destroy you or Ivan. I couldn’t live with that. Even if I had to—”
“Shhh, you won,” she said, leading him away. “It doesn’t matter now.”
“I feel like…like I watched myself die. I can’t explain…”
“You don’t have to. Now come, sit down.”
Leopold collapsed beside Ivan, who hastily took off his jacket to wrap around the Count.
“I can’t believe it’s over,” Mary said, resting her head against him. “You’re mine forever now. We can put all this behind us.”
“Yes…” he said, as his eyes turned to Blackbeard’s body.
It lay there seemingly on the verge of life, more like a man asleep than one who would never awaken. Even now, his hair caught in the breeze, and his arm, outstretched, seemed to twitch and shift its weight—
It moved. The body slowly, even clumsily, turned over and rose on all fours. The head lifted so that the eyes caught Leopold’s stare. They widened with recognition, as if seeing a long-lost friend. His expression, however, remained stern and impassive, the lips puckered as if withholding a secret.
“Blackbeard! You’re alive!” he shouted.
Mary and Ivan leapt in surprise, but were far less excited in their response. In fact, they didn’t know what—or who—he was talking to. Blackbeard remained cold and lifeless, the wind blowing his hair and clothing the way it might toss a scrap of parchment across a field.
“Leopold…I don’t understand,” she said.
“But—he’s right here! He’s alive!”
By this time Blackbeard had struggled to his feet and approached the Count, his head shaking with disapproval.
“Not how I wanted it to go at all. I apologize for my carelessness, Leopold.”
“Careless? We won! He’s dead—I killed him!”
“The Death? Mmm, quite. Good work. But the fact that you can see me doesn’t bode well in the long term.”
“That I can see you?” Leopold laughed, turning to the others. “Why shouldn’t I see you? Don’t you want to be alive?”
Mary and Ivan exchanged glances, fearing the struggle had unbalanced his mind; that, or he felt such profound guilt for the sorcerer’s death that he refused to acknowledge his end. She tried to speak but only exclaimed wordlessly, looking to Ivan for support. He merely shrugged and spit out, “Leopold…he’s not here. He’s gone.”
“Not here? But look at him!”rt. 
Mary’s eyes welled with tears, not wanting to cause him more pain. She only gestured to the body and sobbed.
“Blackbeard—say something to them!” he said, waving his arms. “Show them—”
“Leopold, they can’t see me for a very good reason. I’m dead.”
“Dead?” he repeated.
“Your Death enticed my Death to come out early; it devoured me on the spot. At least it was painless,” he shrugged. “I cast a spell with my dying breath that might have saved me, but so much for that. Now, unfortunately, I am very much on the other side. And you shouldn’t be able to see me—none of the living can,” he said, gesturing to Mary and Ivan.
“Then…then why can I see you? Because I can—I can see, even feel you. You’re right here with me.”
“Before you had no Death, but it was there, attached by an invisible thread. Now the thread is broken,” he said, hesitantly. “You have no Death to return to: you are dead without dying. The ability to die is the vital ingredient to life. So, technically speaking, you are no longer among the living.”
“You’re joking! How can you say that? Look at me…they can see me, I’m very much alive!”
“Leopold, please, calm down. You don’t have to do this…” Mary said, pulling him close.
“He says I’m not alive—that I’ve cut some thread, that I’m…what, exactly?”
“I didn’t foresee this…a regrettable lack of vision. How can I explain? Simply put, I thought if your Death was slain in this world he would return to his post. I didn’t think a Death could actually die. I simply wanted to erase what he was and bring back his essence. Or rather, its essence.”
“And he didn’t…its not here?”
“Not if you can see me. It means you’re between both worlds, a kind of life-in-death, dead without the possibility of rest. Alive without the promise of…”
Blackbeard shuddered and turned away. Leopold followed him, despite Mary’s pleas to come back, to stop torturing himself with regrets.
“What? What are you trying to say?”
“I’ve cursed you even more terribly, Leopold,” the sorcerer said, with a catch in his throat. “You’ll live forever with all the thirsts and desires of life…and never be able to quench them. You’ll become…one of them.”
“Them?”
“A Wanderer.”



Chapter Fifty-Five 
 
Blackbeard told him the terrible history of the Wanderers, poor souls unable to relinquish their hold on the living. Typically they had been murdered, betrayed, or else they were incredibly evil and couldn’t stomach the idea of leaving their power behind. When the Deaths had consumed the last ounce of their life, instead of moving beyond, the Wanderers held fast to an illusion of mortality. They were dead, of course, but they remained in this world as spirits, ghosts, wraiths, spectres, or whatever approximated their existence in life. Now Leopold had joined their ranks, but in a most unusual way: his death was gone but his life force remained, making him both spirit and mortal. However advantageous this might sound, Blackbeahe idrd warned him of the fatal consequence: nothing could give him peace, rest, or fulfillment. At night he would lie sleepless; at dinner he would polish off an entire meal in vain; at all times his throat would burn with an unquenchable thirst. Given time, most Wanderers usually gave up their hold on life, realizing that death offered compensations that no amount of grief or revenge could assuage. For Leopold, however, there was no question of giving up; he would have to go on wandering for…well, Blackbeard wasn’t entirely clear on the prison sentence.
“I don’t understand, how can I be in both places? I never changed!” he exclaimed, holding his head in fear of its breaking apart. “And what does that make you? Why are you here? Are you a Wanderer, too?”
“No, there are many kinds of spirits, those who walk the earth—as you do—and those who merely visit. I will be called away once my work here is done.”
“So that’s it—I’m lost? Congratulations: we killed your Death, enjoy being a blasted Wanderer?!”
“Naturally, it’s not that simple—”
“Not for you! You simply get called away! This is all your doing, remember? My father’s death-curse! And I have to be punished—I have to wander the earth—”
“At present, there’s very little I can do—” Blackbeard protested.
“Yes, of course, you’re dead, I forgot. You’re excused from the whole wretched affair. Sorry to bother you…”
Walking off in a daze, he was followed by Mary, who tried to take him aside, frightened at what she couldn’t understand. What little she could make out sounded confused, disjointed; that he was a ‘Wanderer,’ that he could no longer sleep or eat or find peace; that even Blackbeard couldn’t help him? Was this madness? Had they rescued him from the clutches of death simply to lose his mind in the process? Rest, he just needed rest. Everything would make sense in the morning.
“Leopold, please talk to me…stop moving for a second! I want you to talk to me!” she urged, grabbing his arm.
“There’s nothing to say, you’ve heard it already,” he said, wandering in circles. “I’m worse than dead now. I’m nothing. Everything we’ve done, all our suffering and struggles come to this—come to nothing! I might as well have opened the lock and let it out from the beginning. None of this would have happened.”
“None of this—of us being together?” she asked, taking hold of him. “And what about me? You would abandon me?”
“But I have abandoned you, Mary! I can’t mean anything to you now.”
“Surely you don’t believe that! Dead, or alive, or whatever else you claim to be, you belong to me and nothing can change that. Whatever happened, rightly or wrongly, it gave you to me. And I can’t question that.”
She kissed him, trying to anchor him back on earth, to remind him of what they fought for. For a moment, he remembered—and forgot all the rest.
“There,” she said, her eyes shining. “Did you feel that?”
“Yes…”
“Then you’re not dead, are you? You’re here, with me. With us.”
“You don’t believe me, do you?” he asked, pulling away.
“Leopold…I don’t know what to believe. Everything’s happening so fast. I just want it to end…”
“Ivan—at least tell me you understand. You believe me, right? You know what I’m saying is true.”
Ivan leapt up in haste, trying to wave off the responsibility. But his expression was more than clear: he hoped Leopold had temporarily lost hold of his senses. Mary was right, too much had happened too quickly. Blackbeard was dead; Leopold was saved. To contemplate another round of spells and disappointments was more than unthinkable, it was perverse. Frankly he wanted no part of it.
“After everything we’ve been through and now you doubt me? Now you think I’m insane?” Leopold said, angrily. “But I can make him speak—I can tell you what he says. Go on, ask me something only he would know. You’ll see!”
“Leopold, please. Haven’t we been through enough?”
“Ask me something! Go on!” he said, almost striking Ivan.
“You should be ashamed of yourself,” he replied. “That woman loves you more than anything on earth, and instead of consoling her, you spin out this nonsense, while she’s over there in tears.”
“Ah, of course, I forgot: you love her, too!” he said, with a bitter laugh. “You would like me to be mad, wouldn’t you? Well never fear, I’m a living corpse, no church in the world would marry us! So you’ll win in the end.”
The reminder stung. Mary avoided looking at him. Humiliated, Ivan said something about his mother’s favorite song. Everyone who knew her knew it; Blackbeard would have heard it, too.
“Indeed, I know it quite well,” the sorcerer nodded, wistfully. “Black Roses. A very haunting tune, especially the way she sang it. I’ve never heard it sung by anyone else.”
“Black Roses, he said,” Leopold repeated, crossing his arms.
Ivan paled. Now Mary looked at him, hoping to see contradiction, even a hint of amusement in his expression. What she did see made the tears flow faster.
“Yes…he’s right. That’s it. You couldn’t have known that. How did you…”
“He’s here, damn you. I’m not making this up. I’m sorry to inconvenience anyone.”
A profound silence fell over the party. Leopold leaned against a tree and pulled off pieces of bark. Mary watched, eyes blurred with crying, seeing happiness once again pulled from her grasp. Ivan looked for Blackbeard, expecting to discern his outline in the trees, or against the sky. He still couldn’t bring himself to call him ‘father.’ Where was he? Did he regret not knowing his son, or even acknowledging him as such? There was so much he wanted to know. As usual, his father only spoke to Leopold. Even in the afterworld the fates were against him.
“Can’t we do anything?” Ivan said. “If Blackbeard is here, what does he want us to do?”
“He’s not very big on ideas at the moment,” the Count muttered.
 “If you would give me a chance, I did come back to help you,” Blackbeard insisted. “True, there is not much I can do about your current condition, but there is a way—”
“Yes, there’s always a way. What do I have to do this time? Grind up my grandmother’s bones?”
“Please, Leopold, listen to him. In fact, let me talk to him,” Mary insisted. “Ask him what I can do. I feel somehow that I have a role to play in all this. You’ve done your part; let me do mine.”
 ackbea
“No…I can’t ask anything more of you. I can bear this alone.”
“Alone?” she snapped. “You can say that to me—to my face—when my heart is breaking in two? You really believe that? Or is it some heroic twaddle you’re spouting to protect yourself?”
“I don’t…I just don’t want to hurt you anymore. I know your pain is mine, but how much do I have to share? How can I protect you?”
“I don’t need protection,” she said, defiantly. “I just need to help you. I need you to want me to help you.”
“I do,” he said, holding her. “But at some point, I have to free you…I have to let you go.”
“Not to interfere,” Blackbeard said, after clearing his throat. “But Mary is right. She does have a role to play, perhaps the most important role of all. There is another way, a more difficult way...and it is, I fear, the only way.”



Chapter Fifty-Six
 
Mary listened with rapt attention to the silence of Blackbeard’s words. She watched Leopold’s reaction, trying to see what he heard, screwing up her eyes as if she could somehow make it all out. Leopold sat with a dark expression; at one point he opened his mouth, possibly to question something, but immediately fell silent. After a few minutes it became clear he was no longer listening, either. He had turned away, staring into the distance where the sun wheeled slowly toward the earth.
“Leopold?”
“It’s nothing…a pointless suggestion,” he muttered.
“What is? What did he say!”
Leopold only shook his head, as if shaking off the very idea of Blackbeard.
“You can’t just…Ivan, make him tell me!” she exclaimed.
“Leopold, whatever he said, you can’t keep it a secret. If there’s any way, no matter how terrible, we have to know.”
“No, it’s nothing we can do anything about.”
Mary laughed in dumbfounded amazement.
“I never thought I could dislike you, but there are times when I see your pig-headed nature,” she said, sitting beside him. “I don’t like it.”
“Better you hate me than this,” he muttered.
“Blackbeard, make him tell me!” she shouted to the air around her. “Or tell me! Surely you have some way to communicate directly?”
“Why don’t you tell her?” the sorcerer asked.
“You know very well why. It’s abominable—even for you.”
“Leopold, she deserves to know. It’s not your choice to make.”
“Then you tell her. I won’t have any part in it. I won’t make her do it. In fact, I’ll do everything I can to stop her,” he said, turning away.
Blackbeard gave a gesture of annoyance, typical of his interactions with the Count. He then walked over to Ivan—who, of course, had no awareness of his presence—and touched his shoulder.
“Forgive me, Ivan,” he whispered, “I have taken far too many liberties with you. I trust this is the last.”
Ivan made no response. ct,He simply lowered his head and swayed idly from side to side. When he looked up, however, he wore a very different expression; Leopold knew it the second he saw him. He got up angrily and walked away, muttering something about “confounded witchcraft.”
“Mary, come here; let me explain it,” Ivan said.
“Ivan, what?”
She looked at Ivan and seemed to glimpse something else just beyond him. A face that peered out from the mist, kindly and familiar. Ivan’s expression and movements confirmed what she felt. It was him.
“Is that…you?”
Blackbeard nodded.
“Forgive me for this unusual method of speaking to you. Leopold, for quite understandable reasons, wishes no part in this. But I assure you there’s no other way.”
“Yes, tell me! I know I can do something—please let me be useful!”
“Mary, you have been more than useful; you have been our inspiration,” he said, with a gentle laugh. “And yet I must ask you to make the final sacrifice…”
Blackbeard took her hand with a fatherly grasp and told her everything. From a distance, Leopold watched her face…saw the flush of surprise, shock, horror…then a firm, almost defiant understanding. She said something back, her eyes cutting over to him. They shone, not just with tears, but with love and self-sacrifice. He couldn’t let her do this. It was unthinkable. It probably wouldn’t even work. But if it did…what kind of life would she have? How many years would remain?
Mary embraced Blackbeard, who whispered something in her ear. The setting sun ignited the forest, silhouetting the treetops and the embracing pair. When they parted, Mary walked briskly over to Leopold, who wanted more than anything to avoid this conversation. Yet as the details of her face danced out of the gloom and became everything he knew and loved, he reluctantly got up to meet her.
“So he told you?”
“Yes…and I understand why you couldn’t tell me. You couldn’t ask me to do it. But you don’t have to.”
“I can’t…I can’t ask you…”
He broke down, his head falling against her breast. She held him tight, whispering words that had no specific meaning to anyone but them. The sorcerer looked on, somewhat moved himself, though he would never admit it. Now that he was dead he was beyond such things. Though, truth be told, being dead felt enormously like being alive…other than not having to relieve one’s self every half hour (a perilous symptom of old age).
“You know what I told him,” she said, stroking his face.
“Mary, no—”
“What happens if I don’t? You’ll live out this cursed existence, neither alive nor dead, suffering miserably. No sacrifice is too great to avoid that.”
“Yes, some sacrifices are too great. It’s too much to ask.”
“No, it’s very little. Then nothing can part us, no Death or magic in the world. This will be the end of it.”
“But we don’t know how long…how much time you’ll have left. You might regret—”
“Regret saving your life?” she asked, lifting his face to meet hers. “Even as a child of thirteen there would be no question, no regret. I would give years of my life to save you; I would give the very last one.”
“It’s not as dire as you might think, Leopold,” Blackbeard said, approaching them. “She might have a long life yet. We don’t know.”
“You never know,” he said. “So…how does this work?”
“We need to return to my chambers; I have spells there that can assist you. I’ll guide you as much as I can. Once the spell is cast, you will share Mary’s Death; her life’s blood will be yours, your fates will be connected. Of course, as I warned you, this will inevitably shorten her life. Perhaps by half…perhaps only by a smaller percentage.”
“But we’ll die together?” she asked.
“The same day, the same hour,” Blackbeard said, with consoling finality.
“Then it’s settled,” she said.
“Mary, this is madness—I’m basically killing you to escape my fate. I know there’s no other way, but I can’t get it out of my head—”
“Try,” she said, giving him a stern look. “Because we’re doing it. I’m giving you my life—or death—or both.”
With a defeated smile, he accepted his fate.



Chapter Fifty-Seven
 
Ivan woke up from an intense dream. His heart pounded against his chest and echoed in his ears. Yet even now, as he felt himself coming out of it, he could recall every detail, every word of their conversation. How much of it was true he couldn’t say; possibly he had concocted the entire thing. But dreams were never entirely fiction. What happened in dreams echoed in life itself, and in this case, would haunt him to the end of his days. For the first time, after so many years of failed attempts, he had spoken to his father. For the first time his father had spoken to him.
“Ivan, can you hear me?”
“Yes…is that you?”
“I’m here, but not for long. I just wanted you to know…I regret the way things turned out. I shouldn’t have given you up.”
“So why did you?”
“Your mother loved you. Perhaps she didn’t always make the right decisions, but her love was genuine. And I…I hardly knew you.”
“Did you know…I was your son?”
“Of course not; she insisted you were the Count’s. I believed her, I had no reason not to. Besides…”
“You didn’t want me.”
“No, hardly that. But those were difficult years for me. I lost many things. I might have lost you. You were safer with her.”
“With her?” he laughed.
“Even with her. You’re still alive—and you turned out quite well, despite her. I’m proud of you.”
“Of me? A criminal? A thief, a murderer—take your pick!”
“Bad choices, perhaps, born of my own bad decisions. I should have taken more interest in you. I should have known…”
“Why didn’t she tell you?”
“I assume because I had everything else she wanted: power, knowledge, reputation. Why give me you as well? It was the one thing she could deny me.”
“And why she taught me to hƀ—take yate you. So I would never find out.”
“Your mother was truly gifted—it’s why I fell in love with her. She outwitted me several times. This was her master stroke.”
“Did she love you?”
“Who can say? I once thought she did, but all her subsequent actions denied it. She loved you, that much is clear. Other men? I don’t think so.”
“So where does this leave us? You’re dead now. This is all too late to help me.”
“I hope not. I hope my love can still mean something, even from here. I hope it can help you forgive me.”
“Forgive you? How can I forgive what you didn’t know? It’s her I’ll never forgive. I wish her dead—I wish a thousand deaths on her head.”
“Don’t judge her too harshly. She convinced herself that I would destroy you. She thought her hate would make you strong, that it would protect you. And so it did…”
“Strong? Was that her intention? Or was it to torture me—your son? To make me suffer in ways that even you couldn’t?”
“I know she loved you. Twisted and selfish were her motives, but her heart in this matter was pure.”
“She made me think that man was my father. That man who despised me. Who wouldn’t even open the door. He kept me waiting there for hours…wouldn’t so much as look at me. She wanted me to go; she wanted to see me humiliated.”
“Only because she was, too. She felt it was part of your education.”
“And what might my education have been with you? What might I have learned under your guidance? You had so much more to teach me.”
“Yes…but as I said, fate had other intentions. There’s no questioning the will of fate.”
“Then why do you feel regret? Aren’t you just following directions?”
“It’s difficult to tell where choice ends and fate begins. Fate is set in motion by our actions; some we chose, others are chosen for us. In this case…I feel I had a choice.”
“I wish I could have chosen.”
“Yes, you became something of a pawn between us. Her ambition got the best of her. My love for her blinded everything else.”
“Even so, I wish I could have known you. It’s hard to see you without thinking of everything she told me. I can only see Hildigrim Blackbeard, whoever that is. I’ll never know the man you were.”
“We’re not so different, my son. You can find many of these answers within you. But I do have something for you—a book. A small way to begin your ‘education,’ as you called it.”
“Where is it?”
“You’ll find it. Soon.”
He woke up immediately after that. Leopold supported him, since he had leapt up and almost lost his footing. He looked around in a daze, feeling the cool night air under the shining face of the moon. Leopold and Mary looked at him anxiously, worried that his condition was serious, almost fearing he wouldn’t wake up at all.
“You gave us quite a scare,” Leopold said. “You slept for hours.”
“What happened?”
They explained what Blackbeard had done, which initially Ivan couldn’t make sense of. How was that possibˀ daze, feele when his father had been with him? Or had he dreamed the entire thing? Or—
But there was no need to question or understand. Death must give magicians even more remarkable powers. He would have to take it on faith. Yes, for the first time in his life, he would believe in Blackbeard. His mother deserved no less.
“Now that you’re awake, we need to go,” Mary said, hauling him up.
“Go? Where?”
“Blackbeard’s study. We’ll explain on the way.”
Ivan grinned. Of course, Blackbeard’s study. Where else would he find a book?



Chapter Fifty-Eight
 
Lucas found the party after circling the neighborhood for hours in the moonlight. He had happened upon (that is, stolen) a new coach and slipped them out of the city just before sunrise. No problem with the guards this time; they were simply waved through, though warned that “dangerous criminals” were on the loose and not to stop for anyone. Lucas counted himself extremely lucky that they neglected the customary search; it might be hard to explain the presence of a corpse that looked suspiciously like Hildigrim Blackbeard. He took the North Road through the woods following the Count’s directions to Blackbeard’s Tower. Actually, his directions were rather vague, merely consisting of “go north for 10 miles” and “look for a tower.” Lucas settled in for a long journey…at least he had memories of that kiss to fall back on.
Nearly two hours passed and still no sign of the tower. Lucas slowed the horses to a trot and inquired if he had taken the wrong road. No response; Leopold was arguing with his companions over Blackbeard’s directions.
“Are you sure he said ten miles? Going north?” Mary asked.
“Yes, ten miles exactly! He said we would see it from the road. Maybe we missed it?”
“How? We left the forest behind ages ago—there’s just fields as far as the eye can see,” Ivan said.
“Ask him again!” Mary insisted.
“He’s not here! He was here one minute, and the next…gone.”
Mary looked at the body of Blackbeard slumped lifelessly against the window. She felt an uncontrollable urge to shake him back to life, as if a good jolt could get them out of this mess.
“Can we turn around?” Leopold shouted to Lucas. “We must have missed it. I don’t know how…maybe we dozed off.”
“I didn’t,” Mary muttered.
“Of course not…forgive me, I’m just exhausted. Can I have something to eat? I’m famished.”
“Yes, here: we still have this loaf,” she said, unwrapping it.
Leopold took a tremendous bite from the loaf, expecting it to flood his senses with the crispness of the outside and the creamy softness of the middle. Yet chew after chew brought him no satisfaction or relief. Another bite and he remained hungry—even more so, since he had tried and failed to relieve his pangs. His eyes met Mary’s, who grabbed his arm impulsively and cried out: “Oh no—the curse! You can’t…”
With a sigh he returned the loaf, mentally completing her sentence. The curse and everything they were attempting assumed a new pitch of desperation. What if the΀nt y couldn’t find the tower? And even if they did locate it, what if the spell didn’t work? Did his spells ever work? Or was the nature of magic like a nesting doll, each spell opening up to reveal another curse inside another—and another? Now her life was ruined…and what could he offer in return? His love? Small recompense for a life she might have spent more fruitfully with someone else, raising children and grand-children as a celebrated matriarch. Or maybe she wouldn’t have married at all; she could have disguised herself as an actor and sailed to the Northern Colonies. She guessed his thoughts and squeezed his hand meaningfully. Regret is pointless, she seemed to say. Stop thinking about what I’ve lost and remember what we’ve gained. No more fear or separation. Lives lived, however long or short, together. He nodded but somehow couldn’t swallow it down.
The coach retraced its path while the passengers examined every stretch of field that passed the windows. Still nothing. Just fields, clouds, a stray clump of trees. Lucas slowed the horses, about to ask if they should turn back again—but shouts from the coach discouraged him. I’ll just let them figure it out…
“Leopold, there’s nothing here!” Mary exclaimed.
“I know, I know…but he specifically said ten miles. Maybe we should get out…look around?”
Mary shrugged without conviction. She asked Lucas to stop the coach and opened the door. A vast panorama of greenish-brown fields surrounded them, ending in a glorious horizon. Beautiful…but which way to go? Leopold headed instinctively toward a cluster of trees, which seemed—how could he say?—unusual. But no matter how hard he looked, or which way he viewed them from, they remained just that: a circle of trees. Nothing extraordinary about them.
“There’s no tower, no nothing around here!” Mary said, flinging out her arms. “We have so little time, and he’s toying with us…couldn’t even give us proper directions!”
“He’s never steered us wrong before,” Ivan cautioned. “If he said ten miles it must be ten miles. We’re just not looking in the right place. He said we could see it from the road?”
“Yes, right from the road—couldn’t miss it,” Leopold scowled.
“Let’s keep going, perhaps find someone to ask. Someone has to have seen it! Unless it just got up and ran away.”
They were returning to the coach when Ivan suddenly cried out. Before Leopold could ask “what?” Ivan swung him around toward the trees. Leopold squinted. Yes, a circle of trees—so what? True, they seemed to stand out at first, but now—
“Up there! Look!”
Leopold followed his finger above the trees toward the clouds. There, perched upon an invisible nothing, were two birds. They were sitting on thin air, wings tucked back, resting contentedly. But how?
“Zounds, it’s invisible!” Mary shouted, somewhere between joy and frustration. “That confounded fool! He might have told us!”
So that explained the trees. They were planted around the tower, the circle forming the exact circumference of the building. They sprinted toward the tower—Lucas following, not quite understanding why—in the hopes of finding an entrance. Leopold plunged blindly ahead, smacking face-first into the wall (it was closer than he initially judged). Once there, they began feeling all over its surface for a door, a window, something they could open or climb through. Cold stone passed under their fingers but little else; they circled the building fiveӀ plan or six times with no result. Mary cursed. Why was he doing this to them?
“I found something!” Lucas cried. “It’s…well, I don’t know what it is.”
They raced to his side, feeling along the same path. Strange: it wasn’t a door, exactly, but it did seem to be a portal of sorts, or at least a small opening.
“No, it’s a mouth!” Mary said. “Feel here, the lips…these are teeth. And here’s the nose. It’s a face!”
“And it’s moving!” Ivan exclaimed.
Who seeks entrance to the tower of Hildigrim Blackbeard?
They stared at each other, wondering which track to take.
“Ah…his friends,” Leopold said. “I’m Count Leopold of Cinquefoil, and this is—”
Alas, the sorcerer is dead. We have taken all the necessary precautions. Only those of the Order may enter.
“How the devil did it…?” the Count whispered.
“Please, let us through!” Mary insisted. “He directed us here. He’s here with us…his spirit, that is.”
Then perhaps he can tell you the password.
“Password? Now he has a bloody password? Where is he? Find him!” she said, ready to throttle the first person in reach.
Leopold looked around in vain. The sorcerer was nowhere to be seen. For whatever reason, he had abandoned them.
“When he spoke to you, did he give any clues?” Leopold asked Ivan.
“No, nothing…I could only guess…”
“Then guess! Take twenty guesses!” Mary said.
“Very well then,” Ivan said, his mind racing for a clue. Then he had it. Too simple, perhaps, but it might be just the word: “Ekaterina.”
Welcome home, master.
In a split second, the tower became visible and a tremendous door creaked open. Mary’s jaw dropped, while Leopold and Lucas took a step back, half expecting the tower to come toppling down on their heads. Instead, the door remained open while the face, looking something like a gargoyle’s, gave a beneficent grin.
“How did you know?” she asked him.
“We have a lot in common,” he said.



Chapter Fifty-Nine
 
The tower was little more than a winding staircase vanishing well above them toward the roof. There were no rooms to speak of, just a few small windows sending shafts of light crisscrossing in the darkness. They started up the stairwell, but after a few steps something shifted; that is, they soon found themselves walking down instead of up. They turned around and started up again, but within moments found themselves back at the entrance.
“Wait, let me try…” Leopold said.
He took two stairs and waited. Nothing happened. He took a third step and suddenly found himself walking in the opposite direction. The stairs had moved!
“A sick, sick joke—I hate him,” Mary muttered.
“There must be some trick to this…maybe if we take every other step…walk backwards?”
Leopold tried both and achieved the same result. Mary nudged him aside and ran full-tilt up the stairs, only to find herself hurtling toward the door. Fast, slow, backwards, sideways, crawling—the stairs sent them right back where they started. The tower was cursed in rather disparaging terms, as was Blackbeard and all forms of magic.
“I don’t know…can we even see a room up there?” Ivan said, squinting his eyes through the gloom.
“I don’t see anything up there but the roof,” Mary said. “But these stairs have to lead somewhere. Obviously to his study.”
“Why obviously? Maybe that’s the point…they don’t go anywhere, so we don’t need to go up?”
“Yes, that makes sense—for a madman,” she grunted.
Ivan paced before the stairwell trying to think like Blackbeard. If the goal wasn’t to ascend the stairwell, then what was it? Where else could they go? As he paced his foot kept slipping on a small rug at the entrance. On it was written “welcome!” in Thurgarian, a language from the East that had been adopted as a kind of thieves’ cant (which is how he learned it). What surprised him, however, was that the word was misspelled. The word should have read “Patanzavooyem!” but instead read “Patoonzavooyem!” This small error lead to an unusual interpretation; technically, it now read “hide the dirt” rather than “welcome.” Strange how language worked, turning a perfunctory greeting into meaningless nonsense.
“What’s so funny?” Mary asked.
“Oh, just this rug—it’s misspelled. If you followed its instructions literally you would have to—”
Could it be so obvious? He kicked the rug aside and revealed—a trap door. Everyone gasped. How appropriate: the tower went down, not up! Quite uncharacteristically, Mary embraced Ivan and gave him a quick kiss on his cheek.
“I’m beginning to think you’re a genius,” she said, smiling.
Ivan opened the door—no locks or magic tricks here—and revealed a stairwell leading into a dark room. They followed it down, finding a rather unkempt sitting room: a few chairs, a bookshelf, some leftover teacups and plates (scattered with crumbs, no less). A quick search of the room revealed nothing important, certainly no books of magic or anything resembling the magician’s study. Another dead end.
“Blackbeard! We’ve had enough of this! Where are you?!” Leopold shouted.
“Anything?” Mary said, to Ivan.
Ivan’s eyes ran over everything in the room, expecting more bizarre misspellings or something curiously just out of place. Here, however, nothing seemed artfully arranged; in fact, just the reverse. If he had left a clue it would have been swallowed up by the general disorder. He picked up a plate and inspected the leftovers: cheese rind, a few breadcrumbs, and an overpowering smell that lingered long after the meal.
“No doors,” Leopold shrugged. “I don’t understand…why is he punishing us?”
“It’s not punishment, surely,” Ivan said. “He simply can’t reach us. He is dead, after all. Right now, the tower is protected the way it would be from any intruder. We just have to outsmart it.”
“Ouch!” Lucas cried, pulling his hand away from a samovar. “It’s scalding hot!”
“The samovar?” Ivan said, coming over to it. “It should have gone out ageۀand s ago. But no, you’re right…”
“Magic,” Mary noted. “Always ready for a fresh cup. Now this makes sense.”
Ivan took one of the discarded cups and poured a stream of tea from the samovar. A hint of raspberries filled the room.
“You’re not going to drink that?” Mary exclaimed.
He took a quick sip. Delicious. Definitely not poison. He quickly drained the entire cup.
“Wonderful, so he left us some tea,” the Leopold said. “Did you check under the tables?”
Ivan gradually felt a little off. The room seemed to shift focus, becoming longer, deeper, brighter. The walls started to melt into the floor, revealing another wall—indeed, another room—behind it. Why didn’t the others see it? They seemed completely oblivious to the changes unfolding around them, even when the ceiling gave way to clouds that unleashed a monsoon over their heads. What kind of tea was this?
“Guys…you might want to try this,” he said, pouring another cup.
Without much prodding (though Lucas insisted he wasn’t thirsty) they each drank a cup of tea and waited for the revelation. Before their eyes, the room blew away like a dandelion, piece by piece, until all that was left was a room sparkling with green and yellow. Hesitantly, the group moved through the room—now the size of twenty rooms—looking for some sign of Blackbeard. Lightning bolts danced overhead, becoming more intense as they approached an area of the room shrouded in mist. They joined hands instinctively. Once they stepped inside, the very floor seemed to slip away and they floated onward, losing all sense of up or down, anchored only by their hands and fingers. An ancient door appeared before them, quite small, but growing larger with every step. Once they reached it Mary gave a tug on the handle: locked.
“Now what?” she exclaimed.
“Perhaps we should do the obvious,” Ivan said.
He knocked on the door three times. At first, nothing; then a sound of trampling feet. A lock clicked and the door opened.
“At last! I was getting worried,” Blackbeard said, greeting them.



Chapter Sixty
 
“Where the devil have you been?!” Leopold shouted.
The others looked in confusion at the empty door.
“Waiting for you, of course,” he said, with an inviting gesture. “But do come in.”
“Is he…?” Mary asked.
“He’s here—he’s been waiting for us the entire time,” Leopold said, angrily. “He wants us to come in now.”
“Does he?” Mary glowered. “If he was so impatient, he might have sent a guide, or at least unlocked a few doors…even told us to drink the tea!”
The group entered his study, a surprisingly large room with a round ceiling, upon which were inscribed strange symbols and a map of the heavens. A large brass contraption—somewhat resembling the astrolabe—stood in a corner, its blades and gears slowly revolving. Row after row of books were stacked against each other on bookshelves, on tables, under tables, on windowsills, and in a bathtub. The sorcerer glided along the floor, looking regretfully at this or that item, realizing his time ހ="+with them had past.
“Please accept my apologies,” Blackbeard said. “My spirit got swept away, like a small boat being tugged by the waves. I had but one place of refuge—here, in my study. But my own magic prevented me from contacting you. At least my directions were sufficient.”
“Your directions? To find an invisible tower from a moving coach!” he scoffed. “And you said nothing about the password or the trapdoor or anything else!”
“A regrettable oversight,” he nodded, apologetically. “I have many rivals, desperate men and women would who think nothing of invading my keep. The tower disappeared the moment I passed over. Few magicians could have penetrated the mystery so quickly. I’m quite impressed.”
“Don’t be; Ivan found it. In fact, Ivan found everything.”
“I’m not surprised,” the sorcerer smiled, as Ivan passed through him.
“Now what? What’s he saying?” Mary asked, impatiently. “We’ve come all this way, endured all sorts of nonsense, so where’s the spell?”
“Tell her I have everything prepared, we merely have to go through the motions. To begin, take the second book on the third shelf. You see it? Yes, the one almost missing the spine.”
Leopold translated and Mary removed the book from the shelf. The large tome smelled of another time, possibly another world. She opened the cover and found page after page full of strange characters and marks, none of it legible.
“Turn to page 326. Careful—the pages are very old.”
She turned to the page and found even more incomprehensible letters. Some of them not even letters but mere scrawls, approximations of language, if they were even meant to be read.
“But…I can’t read this!” she said.
“Of course not—nor do I expect her to,” he said, gliding to her shoulder. “I’ll take care of that. But you must repeat it exactly as I say—and I do mean exactly—for the spell to take effect. Are you prepared?”
Leopold translated. Mary nodded without a moment’s hesitation. Leopold nodded, too; he had doubts, reservations, but no other choice.
“And you’re sure this time? You’re sure this will work? No complications?”
Blackbeard nodded gravely.
“All barriers have been removed; there will be no mistakes. Now then, Leopold, take her hand.”
Leopold did so. Her fingers clenched his, pale and trembling. He gave a small smile of comfort.
“Both of you, look deep into each other’s eyes. Don’t look away for a second. Leopold, repeat after me.”
Leopold looked into her eyes and repeated the words, strange syllables that were little more than music to him. Mary listened, imagining other words as he said them. She felt his pulse through his fingers, the warm life that would soon flood through her own. So many years ago, in the long, quiet hours of the night, she would dream of him. Does he dream of me, too? Does he try to probe the secrets of my heart, secrets I would reveal—have tried to reveal—whenever we speak? Will he ask for my hand? Or simply wave good-bye as he marries another? She would then imagine their lives together…or, as much as a fifteen year-old could imagine of life. The long years of raising children and growing old were passed over for the sweet, romantic beginning. I could love him forever; I could never tir　ld ie of seeing his face, hearing his voice, telling him over and over that he was the only one I could be with. The only one I’ve ever loved. Childish musings, a mere girlish fancy. But now, as she prepared to do just that, she felt exactly the same.
“And now, your part, Mary,” Leopold said. “Repeat after me.”
She said the words, saying them but thinking her own. I can never know him enough; never wake up without marveling that he loves me, that I found him. I risked everything for him, and now I feel it was the smallest, the most inconsequential sacrifice. I would do so much more for you, Leopold. I hope you know that I’ve fled home, fought dragons, even tried to kill you so that we could stand here, hands joined, as husband and wife. Take everything I have…but give me yourself.
The words were spoken. The spell almost complete, Blackbeard rested his hand on Leopold’s shoulder and said, “now you must kiss her, Leopold. With one kiss her Death is yours. You will be married in one body, as one life twining around two souls.”
Leopold searched her eyes for a flicker of doubt or indecision. He saw happiness, laughter, children, even shadows of old age—but not regret. Death lost its sting in her arms, since dying only meant separation. They would never be apart again. He pulled her close and kissed her, watching her eyes close, feeling an unbearable lightness. Was this the spell, or simply how much he loved her? His skin tingled as he seemed to drown in her essence, her thoughts becoming confused with his own; he felt all the pain she endured as a child, the first flush of love that colored her cheeks, the strength that had defied a dragon.
“There: it is done. You are one life, one death,” Blackbeard said, pressing his hands together.
“Are you sure? Can you feel it?” Leopold asked Mary.
“Yes, I can feel it! I feel everything!”
He kissed her again and felt the same. The spell had worked. Blackbeard nodded with evident satisfaction. At least in death he had perfected the spell of his life. The Count would live, indeed, for some years to come. Mary’s line was particularly long-lived, her grandmother having expired at the ripe old age of one hundred and three. And while Mary might have lost a decade or so, he reasonably predicted their life ending just before the reign of the future Queen Lyudmilla, in approximately—
But the sounds of cannon fire interrupted his thoughts.



Chapter Sixty-One
 
Cannons? There were no windows underground, so it was impossible to tell who was firing, why, or from what direction. It just seemed very loud—and very close.
“Look into that mirror—yes, the one in the corner there, and say these words,” Blackbeard instructed.
Leopold followed his instructions and the mirror, which initially reflected the worn reflections of Leopold, Mary, Ivan and Lucas, clouded to reveal a small army with three cannons, mounted soldiers, and a screaming child. The mirror shifted to show others in the crowd: Mary’s father, looking quite irritated by the proceedings, the Duke, who stifled a yawn and consulted his pocket watch, and even Leopold’s aunt, who was supposed to be vacationing in Blackthorn, some 50 miles distant.
“We’re surrounded!” Mary said.
“How the devil did they find us?l whfont>
 Leopold said, cursing them (well, all except for his Aunt, who still terrified him). 
“Listen: they’re saying something,” Ivan gestured.
 “Hildigrim Blackbeard!” Philip shouted, trying to look more important than his size and age suggested. “We have you surrounded! You are wanted for your part in the liberation of the criminal Ivan Liadov, as well as kidnapping the Lady Mary Bianca Domenica de Grasso—”
“de Grassini,” her father corrected.
“Er, yes, the Lady Mary Bianca Domenica de Grassini Algarotti…and for cursing the Count of Cinquefoil and using him in your nefarious schemes!”
“I never trusted the man,” Leopold’s aunt said, shaking her head. “My brother-in-law was quite thick with him, led him into all sorts of mischief. And now look what’s happened.”
“Yes, but your nephew can get married to any girl he likes, curse or no curse,” Mary’s father protested. “My daughter is ruined if this match doesn’t come off! She’s supposed to be in Cytheria waiting for her betrothed’s arrival, not sequestered in some sorcerer’s tower with your blackguard relation! I warn you, if he’s despoiled her—”
“Villain, bite your tongue!” she snapped. “You’re speaking of the illustrious line of Cinquefoil, not the rot of your family tree. If anything, she’s despoiled him!”
“She has? I’ve never let her out of my sight—not once in nineteen years! She’s a pure innocent, and not until your nephew came along—”
“Not out of your sight indeed! Can you see her now, then? What’s she doing, playing with toys?”
“I assure you she is conducting herself quite demurely, at least under the circumstances—”
“Are we almost done here?” the Duke asked, stifling another yawn. “You interrupted my card game. I was winning.”
“Momentarily, I assure you,” Mary’s father simpered. “We just have to collect your bride and clear up this little misunderstanding. Look, you,” he said, turning to Philip, “can we speed things up?”
Philip assured him that everything would be resolved at once and waved his sword at the tower.
“Hildigrim Blackbeard: this is your last chance! Come out with your prisoners! In one minute we storm the tower!”
“Are you sure we should do that, sir?” one of the horsemen asked him.
“Don’t be absurd! He’s just an old fool, not even a real magician, just one of those…oh, what do you call them…”
The horseman shrugged: he didn’t know what to call him. All he knew were the stories, which were quite graphic and unsettling. If they had to take the tower by force, he would obey orders…but he would be the absolute last one to obey them. Let the others test the waters.
“Who is this Hildigrim fellow, anyway? Seems an awful lot of fuss for a magician,” the Duke said.
“No one for you to worry about,” Mary’s father said, nervously. “Just one of these eccentric noblemen who try to make a name for themselves. Perhaps we should go over the contract again—”
“You might as well tell him the truth,” Leopold’s aunt interrupted. “Far from being an eccentric nobleman, he’s one of the most renowned sorcerers still living. Very dangerous. I personally saw him take a castle apart stone by stone wit뀀Far hout moving a finger. I warned my brother-in-law (rest his soul!) that no good would come of consorting with wizards, but he told me—well, never you mind what he told me, but he wouldn’t listen. If he has your fiancee, I wonder you getting her back.”
“Ugh,” the Duke said, wrinkling his nose. “I don’t know if I want a wife mixed up with that sort. You didn’t tell me anything about this. How long has she known him?”
“Not long—I mean, she doesn’t even know him! He abducted her, remember? No, no, don’t even think—there’s no connection between them. I abhor all such scoundrels.”
“It’s not the magic I object to, you understand…but what she might know,” the Duke clarified. “I don’t want my wife casting spells on me. That could be very inconvenient, don’t you think?”
“Oh, I should think so,” Leopold’s aunt nodded. “You couldn’t think of raising a hand to her or stopping her allowance. She could…well, I think we can both imagine what she could do.”
“What?” the Duke asked, all ears.
“Heh, let’s not think of such things!” Mary’s father croaked. “Besides, she doesn’t know any magic—she doesn’t even know him, remember!”
“Why, any number of things,” she continued. “You could lose your hair—”
“Not my hair!” the Duke gasped, clutching his locks. “I spend a number of hours on it, getting it just so. My position demands it.”
“And if you continued to displease her, your teeth might go…and then your complexion…and then…”
“There’s more she could do?!”
“Yes—the most unthinkable. That is, if you want an heir.”
“Oh, I say, this is too much!” the Duke shrieked, throwing up his hands. “I don’t know about this match, she seems very diabolical. You said she was this sweet, demure, charming little creature. Now I see the stress was on the word creature.”
“No, no, don’t listen to this woman—she’s out of her mind! My Mary would never, she couldn’t possibly…we need this match!”
“You do, anyway,” the Duke sighed. “I can just as easily marry in a few years and take my time about it. I’m only nineteen. Why rush things? Good-day to you.”
“Please—think this over! She’s a charming crea—woman, a charming woman! We have money! A title! Our name in the historic registry!”
“Then marry her off to this Blackbeard fellow. Perhaps he can keep up with her. I’m too young to waste my life on a shrew. Again, good-day.”
The Duke stormed off, despite her father’s attempts to pull him back and tempt him with riches. Leopold’s Aunt giggled at their stupidity, as she typically laughed at all men. They were so easy to manage, a word here or there and they went scampering off in the right direction. Now, to see about her nephew’s unfortunate entanglement with Blackbeard. According to this hollering pipsqueak, he was wanted for three capital crimes, each worst than the last, and none of them carrying a lighter sentence than Deportation. Rubbish. Cinquefoils didn’t get deported (how unfashionable!) nor did they go to prison. If he had simply contacted her from the first she could have smoothed things over before it came to this. Whatever this was.
“That’s it, we’re going in! Men—assault the tower!” Philip shouted.
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Chapter Sixty-Two
 
At this point the mirror clouded and they found themselves staring back at their own worried expressions. Even if Philip and his men couldn’t find their way down here, they certainly wouldn’t leave in a hurry. They would probably post guards, or worse, smash the tower to pieces. He would never leave without finding them, he had too much at stake. To come all this way, survive so many obstacles—even defeating a Death itself—only to become prisoners of an petulant pipsqueak!
“Blackbeard, can’t you spirit us away? Send us off on a cloud or something?” Leopold asked.
No response. He was gone.
“Not again, not now!” he exclaimed, frantically searching the room.
“No, it’s you—you’re not dead anymore!” Mary said. “You can’t see him anymore than we can. He’s gone.”
“Oh, wonderful…”
“Wait, come here! There’s something in the mirror!” Ivan shouted.
“Don’t tell me, my Aunt insists on walking in before the cavalry,” he muttered.
“No, look quickly! I think…it’s him!”
Ivan, the only one who remained before the mirror, pointed frantically at his reflection. As they returned, they could faintly see the outline of Blackbeard hovering behind him (which of course disappeared the instant they spun around).
“Blackbeard—is that you?” Leopold asked.
“Yes, but not for long; I fear I’ve already extended my stay,” he said, his voice curiously hollow.
“There’s no way you can come back? Are you really, truly, dead?”
“I’m afraid so. Now and forever. This will be the last time I speak with you.”
“But it can’t be…you’ve done so much for us! Isn’t there anything we can do? Some spell, potion?”
“You can’t grow a Death,” he replied. “Everyone has their time, Leopold. It was written in the stars; I noticed it years ago. Not that I could read it exactly, but the possibility was there…that is, as soon as I crossed paths with you.”
“Blackbeard, if you knew this—even as a possibility—then why did you come?” Mary asked.
“For exactly that reason,” the sorcerer said, with a grin. “I’ve trained my entire life to do what other men shrank from. To accomplish incredible feats, to win glory. Not to shrink away from the light and die safely in bed! I died as a great sorcerer—perhaps the greatest that ever lived.”
“So you…wanted to die?”
“Perhaps not wanted as much as needed. I have a reputation to uphold.”
“But what if people don’t know?” Leopold asked, slumping against a bookshelf. “If you die, won’t your accomplishments be forgotten?”
“That’s why I’m counting on you. Keep them alive; tell stories. Write a book…well, have someone write a book,” he said, looking solemn. “It doesn’t have to be you.”
“Why not?” he scowled, crossing his arms. “I’ll certainly have enough time while we’re shipped off to the Colonies…”
“Nonsense, there has to be a way out of this!” Mary snapped. “What about tea? Is there any more tea?”
 “No, I’m sorry, that spell only works once,” he said, sadly.
“Forget the spell, I’m parched! I always think better with tea.”
“Wait, I have a suggestion,” Ivan said, coming forward. “Can you…can I speak to him alone?”
Leopold stood aside and gestured to the mirror, which now reflected a strangely diminutive Hildigrim Blackbeard. He seemed to become almost insubstantial, the edges of his hat and cloak blurring away.
“Father…I don’t want you to leave. Not like this. If you could bring Leopold back from death through Mary, then what about you…through me?”
“No! Absolutely not,” Blackbeard said, waving him off.
“Why not? I understand the risks—and they’re worth taking,” he said, almost defiantly. “I feel destined to do this. Otherwise, why did we meet? Just so I could watch you die? No, that’s not fate—that’s negligence.”
“I can’t accept your sacrifice; it’s too much to offer,” Blackbeard said, closing his eyes. “Don’t tempt me further.”
“And was it any less for Mary?” Ivan asked. “Why her life and not mine?”
“She was willing, but you…you don’t understand. Nor would your mother; it’s what she feared from the beginning.”
“That’s just it, I want us to find her, I want us to make her understand. I can’t do that without you.”
“I’m not sure she will ever understand,” he said, shaking his head. “She wrote her story long ago; she can’t unread the past. If that’s all I can offer you—”
“No, it’s just the beginning,” he said, close to tears. “I want to learn from you, father. To know you. Even if it’s just for a year, a few months, it’s more than I was ever given. I spent my entire life trying to know you—the wrong you. I deserve this. I’m willing to sacrifice whatever remains of my wretched life, but in return I want this; I want to be with you and not have to wonder why.”
The hazy spirit said nothing, merely floating with downcast eyes. As his hands seemed to dissolve in the reflected air around them, his voice said, “I beg you to reconsider. I would willingly come back to you, Ivan. There’s so much I want to show you. I, too, yearned to know my son—a son I never even dreamed I had. But this spell…I would rob even more of your life. Just take the book and keep me by your side.”
“A book isn’t enough,” Ivan said, defiantly. “You don’t have much time. Let me help you. I’ve never asked for anything else.”
Leopold, Mary and Lucas watched breathlessly for Blackbeard’s response. His head looked up at them—not even a head now, just a collection of vapor—and spoke. But the words were too faint and indistinct. A second later his body collapsed into mist and silence.



Chapter Sixty-Three
 
Philip ordered his men to batter down the door, though remained well in the rear of the party (he had to oversee the troops, after all). The soldiers rudely hacked through the door, which gave surprisingly quickly; they kicked it aside and stormed up the stairwell like a parade of ants. Higher and hig alher they went, swords, axes, and bec de corbins at the ready. Philip watched them spiral toward the very top of the tower, where a single door stood between them and his foes.
“Hildigrim Blackbeard: open the door!” a solider demanded.
No response. They hesitated, since something felt out of place. The door… it had no handle, keyhole, hinges, or—
“What are you waiting for?” Philip shouted up to them. “Knock it down!”
The soldiers nodded and crashed forward. What looked like a door (in most respects, that is) turned out to be a cleverly disguised window. The first dozen soldiers toppled out and landed in a pond directly beneath the tower. A few others lurched backwards and went careening down the stairwell, the clatter of arms and armor echoing horribly against the walls. Philip screamed and ran for cover, hiding behind Leopold’s aunt, whose capacious skirts looked surprisingly like his mother’s. With a sigh she crossed her arms and waited for the dust to settle. The groans and curses of soldiers provided the sole conversation for some minutes. Finally, almost losing her patience, she called out, “Leopold! Enough of this tomfoolery! I want a word with you!”
A few feet away, a trap door opened and Leopold emerged, offering a hand to hoist up Mary, who helped up Lucas, who assisted Ivan, who hauled up an extremely bedraggled-looking fellow. Leopold’s aunt squinted angrily upon seeing him, since she didn’t know exactly what she was looking at. At one time it might have been human, even somewhat handsome, but now seemed washed-out, dried-up, stretched, flattened, frozen, burned, and left to die in a garret. The figure smiled, though not without considerable effort, and made a gesture of apology.
“Forgive me for my lack of hospitality, especially for such honored guests. But I’m afraid at the moment even tea is out of the question.”
“I want nothing to do with your tea,” she frowned, stepping away from him. “Though you may not remember, we’ve met before. And I didn’t particularly care for your brand of hospitality.”
“Aunt…forgive me, I didn’t know you were in the country,” Leopold said, with an awkward bow.
“I’ve come to mop up certain matters. Your mother is worried sick; the stories she’s heard—the most alarming reports! You did something with that chest, didn’t you? The one your father warned you about?”
“I…well, I’ve been meaning to write to you, if only I had a spare moment--”
“Believe me, I’m all ears. And who are these people? Is she the one they’re looking for outside? And this one…is that him?”
“Ah, how can I begin…there’s been a tremendous misunderstanding. If we could only sit down and attempt to explain—”
“Explanations!” Philip thundered, jumping out from behind the aunt’s skirts, “Spare me your useless explanations! You’re all under arrest! The list of crimes committed today alone warrant the block! And you—wizard, conjurer, or whatever you call yourself; how dare you risk the lives of my men with your juggling arts! I have special tortures in store for you, a host of savage devices—”
Blackbeard seized his hand and held it in a terrifying grasp. Philip shouted, pulled, shrieked and twisted his body from side to side. Nothing worked. The sorcerer pulled him closer and looked deep into his eyes, eyes that reflected a total lack of understanding—and a deepening pool of dread.
“I see your crimes, l closer aittle one. I’ve crossed the bridge of death to find you. To make you account for your sins. There’s no escaping me.”
“Let…let go…” he gasped, turned pale.
“Not so fast. Your father gave me a message to take back with me. He’s been trying to contact you for a long time. Would you like to hear it?”
Philip fainted on the spot.
“Pity. He said he forgave him; that he takes full responsibility for making his son the monster he is today,” Blackbeard said, dropping the hand.
“If we’re quite done with these theatrics, I mean to have an explanation—from you, from my nephew, from anyone with the sense to give one!” Leopold’s aunt shouted, stamping her foot.
“Madame, I’m at your command,” Blackbeard bowed. “Why don’t we retire to someplace more suitable for polite conversation. I’m in desperate need to refresh myself…I’ve had quite a tiring journey.”
“And you smell like the devil!” she muttered. “Yes, very well, we’ll take the entire entourage back to town. But I mean to have a through accounting for all this business with arrests, abductions, and whatever it is that came out of that chest!”
“Everything aunt, I promise you,” Leopold said, gesturing her outside. “If we could just go someplace more private—”
“Just tell me one thing first,” she said, staring him down. “This girl behind you: are you in love with her?”
Mary pressed against him, their hands held tight. He looked back at her and nodded vigorously.
“I see,” she said, with a click of her tongue. “Then that settles it. I’ll speak to her father—not the most charming man, incidentally. We’ll have everything patched up by morning.”
“Patched up?” he repeated.
“Patched up, resolved, married. I need to have something good to write your mother about. Unless you object?”
The lovers exchanged astonished glances. His aunt whisked out of the tower, quickly followed by the pair, Lucas, and whatever soldiers could find their feet. Ivan lingered a moment longer to help his father, whose show of confidence had taken a heavy toll. His knees buckled, and only with support did he totter outside, his pale, trembling hands clutching his son’s arm.
“I fear you’ve made a fool’s bargain,” he said, with a cough. “I’ll be of little use to you now.”
“I’ll be the judge of that,” Ivan said, sternly. “Can you walk? A few more steps…we’ll get you into the coach.”
“What would your mother think, eh? Joining forces with Hildigrim Blackbeard?”
“I think she knew,” he said, with a grin. “That’s why she left me. She knew I would learn the truth.”
“If so, it was a work of great cunning, perhaps her greatest work of magic. I wonder if she—”
Blackbeard stumbled, though fell safely in Ivan’s grasp. Ivan waited until the sorcerer nodded with assurance, then they continued. Lucas raced ahead, opening the coach door to receive them. Blackbeard took a last, nostalgic look at the tower, his eyes shimmering.
“I’m afraid I can never return. I’ll have to go abroad, find a new hiding place. As a magician it’s best not to leave a calling card.”
“You mean we will. We’re have to gconnected now, remember?”
“Of course, forgive me,” he said, grinning. “I trust you’re in good health?”



Chapter Sixty-Four
 
The party retired to a large apartment in the center of town, which had belonged to one of her husbands (he wasn’t sure which one; his aunt had married twice—a third was annulled). Leopold remembered it from his childhood; they had stayed here during the Coronation of ‘43, one of the last times he had experienced illness. His aunt quickly took charge of things, marshalling Mary’s father this way and that, dismissing troops, ordering wine and dessert. Once everyone was settled with refreshments, she excused herself for a private audience with Mary’s father. He clearly wasn’t used to such treatment, especially by a woman a few years his junior (or so he flattered himself—she was a full decade younger than him). He tried to protest, but she cut him off, motioning him severely into a small room where her servants waited. Gritting his teeth, he shuffled off with an astonished look at his daughter, as if to say, “and you want these
people to be our relations!” The door closed with a resounding thud as if swallowing him up for good. Leopold couldn’t resist; he listened anxiously at the door, hearing little beyond his aunt’s calm, measured voice—but not the words she spoke.
“Anything?” Mary asked.
He shrugged pitifully. His aunt’s voice continued, with an occasional pause for someone else to speak, though he couldn’t hear any responses or objections. A half hour passed before he heard chairs scrape against the floor and feet stamp sullenly toward the exit. He hastily returned to his seat to find Ivan, Blackbeard, and Lucas deep into danishes and second glasses of wine.
Mary’s father came out utterly defeated. No one knew quite how, but he not only agreed to the match, but offered a considerable dowry—equal to what he had promised the Duke, which was extravagant to begin with! Leopold’s aunt smiled beneficently, gesturing to the young lovers. They rose reluctantly and approached. She took their hands and united them, smiling with what appeared to be heartfelt joy (perhaps more for her negotiating savvy than any true sentiment for the couple themselves).
“Gentlemen, I invite you to share my joy in proclaiming the engagement of my nephew, Count Leopold of Cinquefoil to Lady Mary Bianca Domenica de Grassini Algarotti. Their marriage date has been set for six weeks hence, at our ancestral estate in Hastings Glen. I trust you will join me in congratulating the young woman’s father in the union of our noble families!”
A series of toasts followed, all of which were grudgingly accepted by her father, who muttered into his glass. Leopold turned to Mary, his heart brimming with feelings he could scarcely contain; he took her hand and prepared to whisk her away to some private chamber, where they could—
“Ah, not so fast!” his aunt said, catching Mary’s sleeve. “I want a few words with this one…in private. I trust you won’t object?”
Leopold struggled for a moment, but realized his aunt would brook no delay. Mary laughed in her eyes before disappearing with his aunt into yet another room, behind another closed door, with goodness-knows-what being said. With a sigh he returned to his chair, where Ivan nudged a replenished glass across the table.
“Cheer up, brother! She’s yours now. And I can honestly say you deseprirve her.”
“Thank you,” he said, after taking a sip. “I can hardly believe…it’s over. I am right in saying that?”
“You’ll get no objection from me,” Blackbeard said, draining his glass. “I only hope I’m far away before you go tampering with another chest.”
“Another?” he gasped, choking on his wine. “Surely you don’t—”
“Your father was a man of many secrets. Perhaps you unearthed the worst of them, but there are others, waiting for curious, nimble fingers.”
“Oh no, I’m through picking locks!” he said, slamming down his glass. “I only have one life left to live and I mean to enjoy it!”
“Then I wish you luck,” the sorcerer said, raising his glass. “Does anyone have the time?”
Lucas removed his pocket watch, which remarkably still worked after all their adventures, and rattled off, “eight minutes past ten.”
“So late?” he mused, looking off into the distance. “Ivan, we should be going soon. We have a long journey ahead of us.”
“But you’re in no state to travel!” he protested. “Perhaps in a few weeks, after a suitable period of rest—”
“If I wanted rest I might have stayed over there,” he said, suggesting the world beyond. “No, now that my tower is gone we must make haste to find another…ah, well, no need to announce our intentions. Some things must remain mum between master and student.”
Leopold only shrugged, as if to say, “why should I care—I certainly don’t mean to follow you!” Blackbeard flicked his glass to make it ping with a musical note, and then rose from his chair, waving off Ivan’s offer to assist him.
“I trust you found everything satisfactory…with the spell and my overall performance, despite a few minor—and quite unavoidable—setbacks?” he asked.
“What? Oh yes, yes, naturally,” the Count nodded. “Very satisfactory.”
“Then with your permission I’ll have that letter now.”
“Letter?”
“Don’t you remember? At the beginning of our business, I requested an open pardon, in writing, that covers any and all activities for the next fifty years affixed with your signature and official stamp. I still require one.”
Leopold laughed, since he suddenly remembered the entire thing—and a damn foolish request it seemed at the time! Now, however, he had no compunctions whatever. He nodded anxiously and gestured to Lucas.
“Lucas, can you fetch me some paper? I’ll draw it up on the spot. Though, to be honest, I’m not sure what good it will do.”
“Let that me my concern,” Blackbeard said, inclining his head.
Moments later, the contract was drawn up, stating that, in short,
Hildigrim Blackbeard, Conjurer-Magician and Sorcerer of the Sixth-Circle and personal friend to the Count of Cinquefoil, is hereby excused of any catastrophes resulting from his magical practices for the next fifty years, only excepting any explicitly treasonous acts or transformations of the royal family. This pardon extends to all portions of the realm, even the Northern and Far Eastern Colonies, and should be honored by all loyal subjects of the realm. I hereby affix my stamp as the Eighth Count of Cinquefoil on this year of 458, in the month of July, on the twentieth day of the month.
The sorcerer looked it over with a satisfied grin.
“Excellent, this is just the thing! I thank you for your generosity, Count Leopold,” Blackbeard said, tucking it away in his sleeve.
“No, please…thank you,” he said, offering his hand. “You’ve given me far more than my life. You’ve given me a reason to live it.”
“It’s the least I owe your father, for his kindness ages ago,” Blackbeard said, accepting his hand. “But I’m delighted to be of service to the next generation. I regret I won’t be in the country to attend your wedding. In a few years, perhaps, I may look in on you….just to see how you’re getting on.”
“You will be most welcome,” he agreed, while secretly hoping it would be many years from the present.
“I hope I will be welcome, too,” Ivan said, standing up. “For brothers we shall always be, whatever the stars have to say on the subject.”
“Ivan, you will be welcome most of all,” he said, embracing him. “Take care of yourself. Write me; write us both. We will be happy to hear your adventures.”
“With all my heart,” he agreed. “Please tell Mary that I…that I wish her all possible happiness. I hope she can learn to forgive what I’ve done. If there’s anything I can do—”
“Ivan, please, it’s not worth mentioning…”
Many words in a similar vein were shared on both sides until Blackbeard, realizing that neither would give way, took Ivan’s arm and hauled him out of the apartment. A final good-bye for both and they vanished, leaving Leopold with a slight ache in his heart. Would he ever see them again? And how different might they all be in a few years, once time flowed between them and effaced the past?
“Finally!” a voice said, as arms grabbed him from behind.
“Mary?”
“Zounds! Your aunt is remarkably impressed with herself,” she laughed, spinning him around. “Wanted to know about my education, my reading habits, my thoughts on women’s emancipation (I’d scarcely even heard of the word)! And all the time, I could only think about you, about tonight and the following day and all the days and nights to come…” she trailed off, pulling him close.
“Ah, you just missed Blackbeard and Ivan. They said they had urgent business.”
“Oh? Well, I wish them well, wherever they’re going. However, I have no further business with them…only with you. Can we take a walk? A very long and private walk where no one can find us?”
“With all my heart,” he agreed—and sneezed. One sneezed followed by an even more dramatic second and third. He held his nose in alarm, then laughed.
“A sneeze! I haven’t done that in…I don’t know how long!”
“Naturally, catching a cold when I have most need of you. Say, if you get a cold, does that mean I will, too? Since we share the same…life and death?”
“I have no idea,” he said, with a slight laugh. “Should I run after Blackbeard and ask him?”
“Don’t trouble him. We’ll conduct our own experiments,” she said, entwining her arm in his. “Now quickly, I mean to abduct you. You’re mine, solely mine, and even she can’t have you. Oh—there’s her voice now! Let’s go!”
Without another word they stole off, leaving Lucas to drain his final glass in private. Emotions and sensations from the past few days ran over him, making him feel a thousand times the man he was. He had been a hero? Had his actions, however modest, juggled the dice of Fate? Yes, he believed they had. His fateful carriage ride would be remembered in ballads and broadsheets, and if someone had an exceptionally poetic mind, even on the Royal Stage. He lost himself in these and even more fantastic daydreams until Leopold’s aunt, having sized him up as a wastrel, grabbed his ear and made him account for himself. Finding himself gloriously tongue-tied, she set him to work cleaning dishes, catching rats, and other menial tasks unbefitting the protagonist of our wondrous tale. For so he persisted in believing himself to the end of his days, telling the story—in his slightly skewed, embellished manner—to his children and grand-children, until they, too, could recite it verbatim. A pity no one bothered to record it.
 
THE END
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