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      For all of us who have a fascination with water

      And the more obscure fairy tales

      But specifically Rosamund

      For the Tricky Pixie version

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        ‘The night it is good Halloween,

        When fairy folk will ride,

        And they that wad their true-love win,

        Miles Cross they maun bide.’

      

        

      
        ‘But how shall I thee ken, Tamlane?

        Or how shall I thee knaw,

        Amang so many unearthly knights,

      
        The like I never saw?’

        TAM LIN CHILD BALLAD 39I

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The rain drummed incessantly against the windows of the castle keep for the fifth day in a row. It showed no signs of stopping, either, demolishing all Janet’s hopes of escape from the circle of ladies and young misses that giggled and gossiped relentlessly.

      Janet stabbed her needle violently into the handkerchief she was trying to embroider with a border of vines, narrowly missing her finger, and sighed.

      After days cooped up indoors, they had run through all the tales fit for gently bred ladies, and now some of the younger girls had switched to local folk tales, myths, rumors, and what the villagers called haints. Janet hid an eye roll as Margaret wittered on, enjoying her audience.

      “—And now they say that Carterhaugh is haunted!” Lady Margaret gushed, clutching her embroidery to her chest. All the other ladies in the sewing circle gasped with the horror of those with delicate sensibilities.

      Janet ground her teeth.

      The storm had most likely prompted the tale; they hadn’t had a storm so long nor so wet in nearly seven years, the same time as the tragedy. With the nearly constant roil of war in Damaslar somewhere, it was only natural for such stories to crop up around abandoned or ruined homesteads, but Janet had a sore spot about Carterhaugh.

      “Margaret,” Janet finally said, cutting off the girl’s long ramble about hellhounds with flaming eyes that prowled the property. “Do be quiet and stop spewing that bile. You know very well Carterhaugh is not haunted.”

      Margaret drew herself up straight, her pale face heating up. “How do you know? Sam Greenwald was passing that way just last week, and he saw something move in the mist! And if it wasn’t a ghost, what was it?”

      This time, Janet did roll her eyes. “Some tramp, of course, or someone hunting. But Carterhaugh isn’t haunted.”

      “No one knows that for certain! When I think of what happened there, the family killed in that horrible fire and the boy drowned, why⁠—”

      “You won’t malign the Lane family in my presence,” Janet ground out, her dark eyes flashing. She made it quite clear she expected that to be the end of the matter.

      Margaret pressed her lips together but said nothing. How could she? Janet was the daughter of the Earl of Anandale, and Margaret’s father a mere baron. But all that afternoon, as the rain drummed the windows of her solar and the rest of the girls sewed in resentful silence, Janet couldn’t get her mind off Carterhaugh.

      She and the Lanes’ son had been nearly the same age, and they had played together as children, getting into mischief and all manner of scrapes on the hills and dales between Carterhaugh and Anandale. They had been close, both only children, and spent as much time as they could together.

      It wasn’t all mischief. Sometimes they had wandered just for the sake of exploring, or fished in the river with their father’s guardsmen, or helped Janet’s mother with her garden. Nigh inseparable, they had been. She even recalled confidently declaring as a small child that she would marry Tam when they grew up. It felt as though her future always had Tam Lane in it.

      Until the wars had come to their corner of Damaslar.

      Janet stood abruptly, left her failed embroidery, and departed the solar to seek out her father. He was in his study, reading.

      His gray hair shocked her, as it always did. He lived in her childhood memory as a tall and sturdy man with a head of bright blond hair. She wondered where the years had gone.

      “Janet,” he said, taking her brown hand, part of her mother’s Cadruissi heritage. The earl had met and wooed Janet’s mother when he had been very young and squiring for an older brother who had eventually died on the battlefield. When he had become the Earl of Anandale, her father had married her mother and brought her home to be Anandale’s countess. She had been gone three years from the influenza.

      Janet suspected that was what had turned his hair so gray.

      Winding her braids around the fingers of her free hand, she asked, “Papa, what has become of Carterhaugh?” Her braids had come down from their pins again, and at this point in the afternoon, she gave up on putting them back.

      “It’s empty, abandoned.” Her father shrugged, glancing at the map of the surrounding lands on the wall of his study. To the southeast of Anandale, Carterhaugh remained marked as a holding of the Lane family, even though all the Lanes were dead or gone.

      “No one owns it?” Janet pressed.

      “I don’t suppose so. Why?”

      The words came out before she could stop them. “I want it.”

      The earl raised an eyebrow.

      “As… a dowry.” Janet slid her eyes away, glancing out the window of the study into the drizzle outside. “It’s good land, and….”

      Her father squeezed her hand. “I know,” he said quietly. “I miss them, too. You’re not worried about it being haunted?”

      “Ugh, spare me,” she muttered.

      He laughed. “All right. If you want Carterhaugh, it’s yours.”

      She looked up in shock. She had been expecting a far longer battle.

      He smiled. “You’ve asked for little enough for a dowry. Seven years is long enough for a holding to pass from one family to another. I’ll send the necessary papers and money to the capital to be witnessed. It will be a part of your marriage settlement.”

      “Thank you, Papa,” Janet said, and threw her arms around his neck.

      He laughed and stood to hug her properly. “Does this mean you will make up your mind about all the suitors that come daily knocking on our door?”

      Janet hid her look of disgust in his shoulder. “Perhaps.”
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        * * *

      

      The suitors were nuisances. She was her father’s only child, and a girl besides, so she must marry to secure the estate. And Anandale was a fine property, with plenty of fertile farmland and good, loyal tenants, and many lords wanted that to increase their holdings.  Younger sons wanted the title that came with it. For those assets, it seemed, any number of men would put up with a headstrong and half-Cadruissi wife, and they had camped on Anandale’s doorstep and filled their halls to prove it.

      But she’d rather not marry someone that “put up” with her.

      At the high table for supper, Janet stared into her wine glass and, not for the last time, cursed the laws that put estates into the hands of husbands. She was capable and smart; she knew she was—didn’t she always assist Old Ivar with the accounts? Hadn’t she helped the captain of the guards organize the keep and drill the soldiers when it looked as though a disagreement between neighbors on their border would explode into open warfare? It hadn’t, but they had been prepared to defend their land, and had put away enough food to last a siege.

      In Altesia, they let women inherit and run their own land. They don’t have to wait for a husband to take ownership of it. She swirled the dark red vintage her mother had put down and sighed.

      The new countess sniffed, her long nose and turned-down mouth indicating her disapproval. Janet reluctantly straightened.

      The earl
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