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      Torvald

      

      It was a moonlit night, as it always seemed to be when I came to the house of my future wife. Outside, the stately two-story home looked orderly with its rows of symmetrical windows. Inside, one window glowed, keeping vigil.

      I approached the door, pulling off my hood, always hating to disturb the grief of the occupant. The family would be terrified to see me until I could make them understand.

      I knocked, gently. My body felt an unseemly tremble of anticipation.

      The door opened. A servant, young and apprehensive, looked at me with wide blue eyes. She seemed to go witless at the sight of my frame, just over six feet if one didn’t count my darkling horns.

      "The missus is--busy," she stammered. "It's very late."

      "She has just lost a daughter, hasn't she? I am Dr. Madsen. I'm here to help."

      The girl looked back into the shadows of the house. "Mistress, did you send for a Dr. Madsen?"

      Of course she had not. No one ever sent for me.

      The lady of the house appeared, clearly not at her best, her eyes puffy and her dress rumpled. She was a fairly pretty, dark curled and freckled woman of fifty or so, and I thought her daughter would probably have a winsome face. That was all I asked for these days; I had no choice in the matter but it seemed a gift from the gods when I felt a real attraction to my wife and not just a coarse lust.

      "He says his name is Dr. Madsen," the servant girl was babbling nervously. "He just appeared; I've never seen him before, and maybe I should have sent him away."

      "I know you are probably not in the mood for strange men," I said. "I know you're grieving. But I am here for one purpose: to give your daughter a chance to speak and to see that justice is done."

      "You're a darkling," the woman said, a little nervous.

      "Worse than that, I’m afraid,” I said. "My mother was a darkling; my father a demon. They left me with a curious set of talents. I was called here, tugged by my magic, and I can heal your daughter."

      "Rosalind is dead! She is beyond the reach of all but the darkest magic..." The woman half-shut the door, making a show of doing the proper thing, but I knew she would let me in soon enough.

      "Do you know who killed Rosalind?" I asked softly.

      "They say it was highwaymen...but..."

      "Highwaymen killing a young woman is not the sort of murder I usually deal in," I said. "Usually, it is someone else. Someone closer."

      Her eyes grew wide and then, she looked at me like we were co-conspirators. This woman was shrewd.

      "Go to bed, Jane," she told the housemaid, who was lurking well back. The girl looked happy to be dismissed.

      Now the door opened for me and I was led into the house. The front parlor was lit with several candles, the glow illuminating the coffin in which a young woman rested, covered in flowers.

      My future wife.

      There would be no funeral, I knew. Only my seventh wedding.

      "Can you name the man who killed your daughter with surety?" I asked.

      "No, not the specific man, but I know the crowd. She was running about with some well-to-do young men who were somewhat above our station. Of course, it wouldn't be unwelcome for Rosalind to marry a man with a title…” She looked at me warily again, as if catching herself. I didn't see an older gentleman around so I suspected she was a widow, always a sad and difficult situation for a human woman. Despite her fear, she was appraising my clothing and thinking better of me because it was of fine quality.

      "It must be a highwayman," she murmured. "Why would anyone else kill my only child?" Grief overwhelmed her fresh, and she turned away, covering her face with a hand. She was wearing black mitts, for mourning, and the house was very cold--saving firewood.

      “The sort of murders I am called for usually don’t make much sense,” I said. “That is why I come.”

      I felt for the widow as she shook her head, not wanting to believe that a man in her community could take a life. I had learned that, although rare, such men lurked in plain sight, hiding their true natures behind a hollow charm.

      "I can bring your daughter back to life," I said. "It is not dark magic, exactly. There is a price to pay, however."

      "What is the price?" she asked, fraught with hope.

      "I will explain everything, and then you can decide if you give permission," I said, but I already knew what the answer would be. We mortals will do almost anything to defy death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Torvald

      

      In a rush of secrecy, I was given permission to take the girl's body to the spare bedroom and do what I must with her. Her mother was hardly holding back the tears.

      "She'll come to very soon," I assured her. "She will probably remember nothing of her end, but will be the girl you remember. I will treat her with the utmost care. Go rest, and I'll tell you when she wakes."

      "My Rosalind..." She nodded, still clearly worried, as any sensible person would be, for I had told her how her daughter's fate would entwine with mine.

      She left me with Rosalind and shut the door behind her. I had a single lantern to work by. The soft light made her look as if she were merely sleeping.

      I never judged my wives based on this moment. No one was at their best while dead. Still, a trace of some expression lingered on Rosalind's face, as if she had been arguing with the Grim Reaper as she went.

      That's new, I thought.

      She did indeed resemble her mother, not conventionally pretty but quite nice to look at with her thick wild brown hair, freckled nose and cheeks, and features both cute and sharp. This suited me well. I didn't need the most beautiful of wives.

      It was easiest if they were sweet, delicate creatures who accepted their inevitable second death with grace and peace. There was nothing worse than losing a spirited woman who didn't want to go.

      I did like a spirited woman...but Grandfather warned me that they were best avoided.

      The best women are gentle, nurturing creatures. You must protect and care for them with every fiber of your being and bring them what joy you can. It's the best way to overcome your demon bastard blood.

      So far, he was right.

      I tried to stay as clinical as possible as I opened my tool bag and then started to unfastened her best dress. She was dead weight, cold, and I knew any spectator would be appalled at the sight of me removing her clothes, but to me, she was not dead yet. She was just temporarily out of body. Still, she could not give me permission herself, and I tried to touch her as little as possible.

      I took out the ink, mixed with my blood. My warmth and life.

      The thick ink was brushed onto her skin. I must start from the core of her, the thatch of light-brown hair between her legs, and then my brush traveled upward into branches that spread across her chest, connecting to her stomach, heart and lungs. The tree was the perfect symbol to mirror the blood vessels and assure that my magic flowed through her and kept her alive.

      Once the tree was painted on, I took out a needle and started the painstaking process of tattooing the ink into her skin, using the techniques Grandfather had showed me so long ago in my own way--how marks of blood could become marks of spirit, used to control--or to give life.

      It took a long time; I had never timed it, because time meant nothing when I was casting the spell. I just wanted to win this fight with Death.

      Her mother never checked on us, so I guessed she had fallen into sleep. She probably hadn't slept since her daughter's body was found.

      "I'm sorry, Rosalind," I said gently, for this was all I could offer her.

      I put my hand on the bruises at her throat and I softly brushed my lips to hers, blowing a puff of my breath into her.

      Always, this brought the soul back into the body, and started the heart and lungs working again, but she would not wake for hours yet. The body took some time to recover from death and fully revive.

      However...

      Rosalind suddenly spasmed.

      I pulled back.

      She tossed her head and her whole body bucked, and her mouth opened to gasp out one name: "Count Green!"

      "Is he the one who did this to you? Count Green?"

      "Count--Green--did this--," she ground out through raspy, weary lungs, and then she collapsed against the pillows, still as she had been.

      I was stunned into silence myself.

      No woman I revived had ever named her murderer right upon waking, but Rosalind seemed angry, like she was clawing her way toward something and had been halted by this man, and even in death she wouldn't suffer it.

      So her murderer was some entitled count. Had he left town? It was possible that he was so assured that no one would suspect a man of his title that he would do as he pleased, and if so...

      Well, I knew my next order of business and it would be a task I would greatly relish, to extract justice now rather than later.
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      Rosalind

      

      I woke with the sense that I had been asleep for a very long time, almost reluctant to leave my cocoon of dreams, and my mother was watching over me.

      "Rosalind...!"

      She said my name tearfully, and that was how I knew I must have been ill, although I had no memory of it. Sometimes fevers could come on very suddenly. I tried to think of the last place I had been, and stirred up the memory of a dance at Duval House.

      "Mother...it's all right. Was I sick? I feel very odd and weak…”

      “Rosalind…” She put her arms around me and clung to me a moment, and it scared me. Then she pressed my hand to her warm cheek. Her eyes were wet, and she looked as troubled as I'd ever seen her. "You're awake now, thank god. Are you hungry? Dr. Madsen said I should try and get some food into you as soon as possible."

      "A little." I sat up, feeling the frailty in my arms when I pushed myself up. My hands looked quite pale, almost bluish at the fingertips. I rubbed them together, trying to warm them up. “Who is Dr. Madsen?”

      “He saved your life. I’m sorry. The price was high, but…”

      “Where is Dr. Jurgens?”

      “He couldn’t treat you, but Dr. Madsen showed up just in time,” Mother said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, Mother, I’m sure you don’t have to keep apologizing. We’ll figure out the doctor bill somehow or other. We’re hardly helpless. I know you’re proud, but I’m going to take care of you.” Of course, like any woman who had been born into wealth and then lost her fortunes, Mother didn’t like the idea of her daughter working, but I was starting to make money with my paintings and I rather liked it.

      At this, she bit her lip and pressed her handkerchief to her mouth, smothering the expression.

      “There’s no need for that anymore,” she said, sounding a little strangled. “In exchange for saving your life, he wants to marry you, and he must marry you, for you will need…ongoing treatment to recover.”

      I wondered if I was still feverish and hallucinating. Last I remembered I was having a delightful fall holiday with my friends, gallivanting around with the visitors at Duval House, and now I was to be married to a strange doctor?

      “Surely we aren't that penniless! We have things we could sell! And I’ve been selling my portraits. I suppose Count Green would have paid me for his when it was done.”

      “I think Count Green had other designs,” Mother said darkly.

      I looked to the window where I had been working on my latest portrait. I had sketched out all of Count Green's rather handsome face, and captured his coloring in a miniature. Once I was well enough to get out of bed--

      But I didn't see the canvas on the easel.

      "Mother, where is the portrait of Count Green!?" I asked, when she came in with the bowl of soup.

      “I'm sorry, dear Rosalind, but…you will be married and should not have a portrait of another man. Your--your illness has shown us there is no time to waste. Tomorrow you are to marry Dr. Madsen."

      Mother looked very troubled, and on the verge of tears. This was entirely unlike her.

      “I’m to marry this man I’ve never met,” I repeated.

      “You must.”

      “Why!? Mother—listen to yourself! This doesn’t make any sense. You’re sounding very strange. Did you have a few drinks? Some of that old ‘medicine’?”

      “I am not sure how to explain it to you delicately,” she said, choosing each word carefully. “You might hate me for it. You were dying, and…he came, and…well, I think it is something best explained by a husband to a wife, and every woman must be a man’s wife eventually.”

      I was feeling my stubborn nature rear its head. “Well, I hardly need to get married when I can make my own way. Our friends would help us get back on our feet while we repay the doctor bills. I know you don't like to accept charity and neither do I, but it's better than marrying a stranger! I’m not doing this. I’ll wait out whatever troubled idea is tormenting you.”

      "Dr. Madsen is not your usual doctor," she said. "You are the only payment he can accept." She patted my shoulder before rising to tend to the fire. She was turning her back on me to hide her tears. "Please, eat, Rosalind...try to get stronger for the wedding. We must make haste.”

      “If you want me to get well, you should probably stop telling me such ridiculous ideas!” I exclaimed as she left. “I swear…,” I muttered. “The old dear’s gone batty.”

      I loved my mother, but she was very much a lady, and she considered me somewhat of a rebellious girl for wanting to have a career. We butted heads frequently, and she must have made some bargain to get me settled down. Dr. Madsen probably had a reasonable income and she wasn’t thinking of much else.

      I would get out of this. If Mother was too proud to lean on our friends, well, I wasn't. I knew I could pay them back before long, as I was starting to attract paid clients for my portraits. Maybe most women didn't became artists, and just got married instead, but I wasn’t going to be like other women.

      Well, if I almost died, maybe she's not thinking straight. I sighed. I suppose she's hoping for a son-in-law and grandchildren now, but I'm not suited for any of that!

      I threw off the covers and tried to get out of bed, but I was so weak that even heaving myself out of bed was a great effort. I could feel my fragility, and the cold floors seeping through my stockings. I had no strength, no inner warmth.

      I made my way to the window where I worked, and the canvas where I started painting Count Green was gone. With a chill I realized that I didn’t see any of my paintings around. My paints were gathered up hastily, almost as if someone had been upset while trying to tidy them.

      Now I started rummaging around every corner of the room until my head was spinning and I had sit down. My panic was spiked by betrayal.

      Did Mother do this? She got rid of all my paintings?

      She always did want me to get married and stop pursuing this…

      I whirled to the door, wanting to storm down the stairs and demand answers, but I was shivering and dizziness spun in my head.

      All right, fine. Get rid of my paintings; see if I care. I get better all the time and I’ll just make more. I was getting downright in a fury.

      I packed my art supplies in my little trunk until it would barely close and tucked my sketchpad under my arm. I could always find a pencil or pen, at least, to draw something--whether I married him, or ran away—as I fully intended to.

      I looked at my small collection of dresses hanging in the corner. I needed to get dressed. If only I wasn't so weak...

      I tried to heave open the window and see if I could flash a signal to my friend Anne, who lived down the road but close enough that we could see each other's lanterns at night. At least to show her that I was up and about. But the window was so heavy, it felt like the sash cords were broken. I had no strength.

      Discouraged and anxious, I fell back into bed. I pulled the covers up to my nose, trying to get warm again.

      Well, tomorrow morning, if I was to be married, my friends and cousins would be here, and if Dr. Madsen was the slightest bit awful, one of them would surely help me escape. I was the poorest of all my acquaintances, and they wouldn't have much to lose by helping me. I was sure a traveling doctor couldn't do anything about it if Anne or Ilse let me hide away in their spare room for a bit. Mother might be upset, but probably not for long.

      I suppose the only trouble is if Dr. Madsen has some sort of magic...

      And maybe he did, if he was able to heal me from a terrible illness. But old Grandmother Holte is a witch, so I could always turn to her for help if I got into too much trouble. The Holtes all seemed fond of me.

      Having made the best plan I could, I succumbed easily back into sleep, and woke in the morning to the sound of horses.
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      Rosalind

      

      I struggled out of bed to get dressed before Mother could come and help me. I wanted to prove I could manage these things, although my knees wobbled when I crouched to open the chest of clothes, and my arms struggled to heave open the lid. The only way to get my old strength back was to keep trying, after all.

      I tossed a clean shift and ruffled petticoat on the bed, and then made my way to the wardrobe to get my sturdiest traveling clothes.

      I pulled off my mitts to start getting dressed and stopped cold.

      I had lines of dark blue ink on the backs of my hands. They formed the shape of bare tree branches and the line trailed up from them under my sleeve. I licked my finger and tried to rub them off, but they didn’t even smudge.

      What is this?

      I felt the blood drain out of me. They were tattooed into my skin. I was marked forever. Who would do this to me? They looked like some sort of spell.

      Are these marks the magic that Dr. Madsen used to heal me?

      But it was worse than that. Much worse.

      I pulled off my shift and my entire body was marked--and elaborately so. The design of a tree spread across my entire chest, branches spreading up my breasts and around the front of my ribcage. The trunk trailed down under the waist of my drawers. I lowered them and the roots spread as far as the branches, around--and terrifyingly close to--my most intimate parts, spreading down my thighs. I peeled off the stockings and they reached my feet, as by now I knew they would, making a network on my entire body.

      I was marked all over. I could never show anyone the backs of my hands again. I could never marry anyone else; what would I say to any future suitor?

      I could hardly breathe from terror. This was magic. It must be. But to what end? Had this saved my life from the illness? Had Mother consented to it? Did Dr. Madsen mark my naked body while I lay unconscious, his hand an inch away from my nipples and the thatch of hair between my legs?

      I quickly dressed, finding fresh reserves of strength, and managed to heave open the window. Cold air rushed in, and I shivered. I had to get to Anne's house and see if she could take me to see Grandmother Holte, but even the village witch wouldn’t be able to remove tattoos; I was sure of that.

      I now knew that Mother must have been so scared for me that she made some terrible bargain.

      I'll fix it. I'll manage somehow. I just won’t marry him or anyone, which is what I had already planned.

      Our house was fairly grand, a constant reminder of the fortunes we once had. Mother sometimes talked of renting it and running an inn, but we
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