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      My love of fairy tales primarily revolved around Beauty and the Beast, and I'd never considered writing more retellings until my sister-from-another-mister (aka my sister-in-law), Dana, mentioned her love of Cinderella.  If not for her, the world would have ended (well, the Beastly world anyway).

      While Dana may have been the catalyst that caused the fairy tale continuation, there are others who help influence it.  From the bottom of my heart, I thank Meg, Karen, Amber, and Heather for their invaluable critique reads.  Their feedback helped shape the story. Ulva, the super-amazing editor, who's been with me since almost the beginning, deserves a round of applause for smoothing out my rough writing edges, and my proof posse (Dawn, Jackie, Mirjam...you're the best team ever!) for catching all the little things I never see.

      Finally, I thank my ARC team and all the fairy tale readers who can't resist another retelling.  Without all of you, I wouldn't be writing.
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      The Tales of Cinder are based on the original Brother’s Grimm fairy tale, The Little Glass Slipper, with hints of The Ash Tree Girl by Marie de France.  These old tales were often very dark and filled with some kind of “you better be good, or else” kind of morals.  So, of course, I kept the Tales of Cinder  dark, reimagining Cinder’s journey of suffering and determination to reach her eventual happily ever.  Hope you enjoy!
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      Magic can have deadly consequences.

      When the sudden and suspicious death of Eloise’s mother points to forbidden magic, Eloise is determined to bring her mother’s murderer to justice. She will stop at nothing to find the killer…even if the clues lead right to the palace gates and the prince’s manservant, Kaven. He is irrational, volatile, and prone to knocking women off horses. Given his personality, it should be easy to find the proof she needs to place him in irons.

      However, when dark magic is used, nothing is as simple as it seems, and Eloise is about to learn that nightmares often hide behind fairy tale lives.
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      The sudden baying of hounds startled the chickens at my feet.

      “Hugh?” I called, shaking the grain dust from my apron.

      “Here, Miss Eloise.”  Our groomsman appeared from the stable, leading Sugar by her reins.

      “Does that sound like hunting dogs?”

      “It does.”  He nimbly leapt onto Sugar’s back.  “I’ll go warn the hunters away.”

      As Hugh rode down the rutted path leading away from our small estate, I turned toward the two-storied house I called home.  Smoke curled from all four chimneys, but with the hint of spring in the crisp air, I knew the fires wouldn’t be necessary for long.

      Letting myself into the kitchen, I inhaled the warm yeasty smell of the bread dough Judith was kneading.

      “Were those hounds we heard?” she asked.

      “Yes.  Hugh went to warn the owners off.”  I shrugged out of my cloak and hung it and my apron by the door.

      “It’s been happening too frequently in recent years.  The king should remind people that he cares about these lands by visiting them more often.”  Judith, who’d been with our family since I’d been born sixteen years ago, knew just how infrequently the king left his castle.

      “I’m sure he has bigger concerns with Prince Granger’s negotiations in the north,” I said.

      “What could we possibly need from the north?” Anne asked as she set a tray with a tea service for three.

      “My guess is wool,” Judith said.  “In those colder temperatures, the herds probably have thicker coats.”

      While they spoke, I inspected the tray for something to eat.

      “I was about to take this to the sitting room,” Anne said, noting my interest.  “Mrs. Cartwright requested you join her and your sister in there.”

      “You know Mother would be upset if she heard you calling her that,” I said.  “You’re supposed to use her given name, Margaret.”

      “In her presence,” Anne said with a small smile.  “Elsewhere, I’ll respectfully use her title.”

      I followed Anne from the kitchen, glad that Mother had selected her out of the many who had applied for the position.  Already a widow, Anne was only two years older than me and didn’t want anything other than security in life.  Something Mother wanted for Kellen and myself.  Something I had no interest in if it came in the form of a husband.

      From the study, I heard the soft murmur of Kellen’s voice as she read to Mother.  She paused when Anne and I entered the room.

      Mother reclined on a settee by the window.  Although the sunlight gave her pale skin a healthier glow, the blankets that covered her body and pillows that propped her head bespoke the true state of her well-being.  Yet, as much as Mother lived the life of an invalid, her gaze still alertly found mine.

      “Hounds again?” she asked.

      “So it seems,” I answered, taking the seat near her.

      Kellen shut her book and looked at me.  My twin was my opposite in almost every way.  Her straight ebony hair contrasted with my wavy golden tresses.  The startling blue of her eyes, as well as her pale skin, held no warmth, whereas my golden tones were reflected in the warm hazel of my gaze.  While I was quick to let the world know every emotion I felt, she held everything inside.  I also towered over her petite frame by four inches, which I never used to my advantage.  I never had to because Kellen and I didn’t fight.  Ever.  Our differences did not make me love my sister less.  No, I loved her more for each one.

      I leaned forward and placed a kiss on my mother’s soft cheek, surprising her.

      “What’s that for?”

      “For giving me a sister instead of a brother.  She would have been beastly as a boy.”

      “I would have been too small to be beastly,” Kellen said evenly.  “And tormented for my manly inadequacies.  The only safe thing Mother could do for me was make me a girl.”

      Mother snorted, a smile ghosting her lips, our banter amusing her as I’d hoped it would.

      “Speaking of manly attributes…did either of you notice any of interest when you went to market?” she asked.  “I’d rather hoped there would be callers soon.”

      I gave Kellen a side glance.  She kept her gaze focused on Mother.

      “What?”  Mother asked, catching the look.  “What happened?”

      “Nothing of importance, Mother,” Kellen said.  She looked at Anne, who’d been preparing our tea, and accepted the first cup for Mother.  The milky brown liquid was laced with medicine.

      “I won’t drink that until you girls tell me what happened,” Mother said.  The surly note in her words made me smile.

      “Well, we know it’s not Father who gave me my temper,” I said.

      “You’re right,” Mother said, relaxing visibly.  “It is better to nurture kindness in every thought and deed than to let even a cinder of anger smolder in your soul.  For it only takes a cinder to start a fire.”  Then, she looked at me, love reflecting in her gaze.

      “A fire can easily destroy what it took a lifetime to build.”

      “Or the face of a shopkeeper’s son,” Kellen added.

      Mother made a pained expression.

      “Oh, Eloise, what did you do?”

      “I tested the sturdiness of the blacksmith’s newest frying pan.  I’m happy to report the smith was quite pleased with the results.”

      “You hit a boy with a frying pan?”

      “Well, if you must put it so brashly…yes.”

      Anne made a small noise and quickly excused herself.

      Mother stared at me for a moment before taking her tea from Kellen and drinking it down in several long swallows.  She handed back the cup and closed her eyes.

      “I’m ready for the full adventurous tale, my darlings.”

      Kellen and I shared a smile and launched into a recounting of our market visit from the day before.  We embellished a few places for entertainment purposes, but never so much as to veer from the truth.  The truth being that, years ago, Kellen and I had gradually gained a reputation of sorts with the boys in town.  My quick to ignite temper had earned me the nickname of Cinder while Kellen’s abidingly cool exterior had earned her the name Snow.

      “When Carver lobbed a ball of muddy snow at Kellen, I grabbed the pan to block it; but my aim was off.  While the ball splattered us, the pan hit Carver with a resounding gong that gained the attention of just about everyone on the street.”

      Mother snorted a laugh and held out both of her hands without opening her eyes.  The tea always made her tired.

      Kellen took one, and I took the other.  Mother’s thin fingers felt so frail in my own.

      “I have been blessed with two beautiful, headstrong daughters who not only know how to care for themselves but for others, too.  Your beauty is not in the texture of your skin or the shine of your hair.  It’s what’s inside each of you, and it’s how you influence the world around us.  You are my sun, Eloise.  And you, my moon, Kellen.  Both lights shine brightly and fill my life with joy.”

      She gave our hands a gentle squeeze.

      “You would fill my life with more joy if one of those thick-headed miscreants had caught your fancy, though.”

      She peeked at us from under the lashes of one eye before closing it again.

      “I hardly believe a miscreant—”

      “Or a band of them,” Kellen added.

      “—is what you had in mind for our future spouses,” I said.

      Mother sighed.

      “Too right you are.  A handsome man with a good heart and steadfast loyalty, like your father, is what I hope for both of you.  Go now.  I need to rest.  Anne dosed my tea again.  Tell her this concoction tasted like shite from the yard.”

      I choked on my laugh while Kellen shook her head.

      While Mother rested, we took the tray to the kitchen.

      “How is she today?” Judith asked.

      “The same,” Kellen said.  “Dying.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Judith said, not put out by Kellen’s bluntness.  “Some of us just take longer going about it and don’t see it for what it is.  The end comes for all of us, Kellen.  It’s what we do with the days we have that matters.”

      Kellen nodded and grabbed her cloak.  I did the same.  Side by side, we walked down the hill toward town.  Just before the path met the larger road, we took a small walking trail to the right and started the trek up the rocky incline.  Neither of us spoke until we reached the top.  There, we stood near the edge and looked out over Towdown.

      “Mother received a letter from Father yesterday.  He’s due to return soon,” Kellen said.

      Mother hated when Father had to leave.  However, given his profession, he left often.

      “I don’t blame him,” Kellen said when I didn’t speak.

      I turned to look at my sister.

      “For staying away,” she clarified even though I knew my sister well enough to guess most of her thoughts.

      The world might see Kellen’s steady, light blue gaze and bland expression as being unfeeling.  But, I knew better.  I saw her expression for what it was.  A mask to hide the pain.  It hurt her to see Mother like this…almost as much as it hurt Father.

      Wrapping my arms around Kellen, I stared down at the rooftops and the lazy spirals of smoke hazing the air.  The din from town didn’t reach us, and the wind kept all but the barest hint of smoke from the air.  Just beyond the rooftops, I could see the glimmer of white stone in the sun.  The castle.

      With a sigh, Kellen placed her head on my shoulder and wrapped her arms around my waist in return.

      “Mother knows we all love her deeply.  That’s why she hired Anne,” I said.  “She hopes we will leave when the time is right.”

      “Since marriage appeals to you as little as it appeals to me, I doubt either of us is going anywhere,” Kellen said.  “Having Anne here hasn’t changed that.”

      “Mother’s hope will continue, regardless.”

      Kellen lifted her head and stepped away from me.

      “What does the future hold for us?” she asked.

      “Spinsterhood, most likely.  Nothing too terrifying,” I said.

      The faint pounding of hooves drew our attention.

      “We’d better get back,” she said.

      I followed her down the familiar trail.  By the time we made it to the stable, Hugh had already unsaddled Sugar.

      “Was there any trouble?” I asked.

      “None.  The hounds don’t belong to hunters.  They belong to the Crown.  It seems the Royal Retreat is due for a visit.”

      Kellen and I shared a look.  I could barely recall the last time the rambling estate, a bit further up the hill, had been used.  It had been at least five years ago.  Neither Kellen nor I had gotten a glimpse of the royal entourage during the king’s week-long visit then.  We’d been strictly forbidden from leaving our small estate.

      “We must tell Mother,” Kellen said.

      Judith was absent from the kitchen, but a small roast spit over the fire said she would return soon.  I inhaled deeply.

      “Stop smelling dinner, and tie your shoes,” Kellen said without rancor.

      “This is why you’re four inches shorter.  You don’t appreciate your food, so you don’t grow.”

      She snorted, and I knew I’d amused her even if her face didn’t show it.

      Anne was sitting quietly in the corner, reading from a primer, when we entered the parlor.  She left us to wait for Mother to wake.  It didn’t take long for her to open her eyes and smile at us.

      “Did you watch me sleep long?” she asked.

      “Ages,” I answered.  “One doesn’t often see a sleeping princess.”

      Her smile widened.

      “Speaking of royalty,” Kellen said.  “It seems the hounds belong to the king.  He has finally decided to visit his Royal Retreat.”

      The Royal Retreat was more than just a massive stretch of land north of Towdown.  It was also the name of the sprawling home the royal family used when they wanted some time away from the castle.

      “This is not good news,” Mother said, looking concerned.  “It would be best if you stayed out of the woods while the king is in residence at the retreat.”

      Most mothers would be excited for a chance encounter with royalty, especially since we lived on royal land and were allowed to hunt it when others were not.  Not our mother.

      “I cannot imagine needing two homes,” I said, trying to distract her from her worry.  “It’s not fun cleaning one.”

      “Do you honestly think His Highness cleans anything?” Kellen asked.

      I grinned.

      “Certainly his privy.  It wouldn’t be fair to ask someone else to do that.”

      Kellen nudged me with her elbow, and I realized what I’d said.  Mother used nothing but a chamber pot that Anne, Kellen, or I cleaned every day.

      “They would rob him blind,” I added smoothly.

      “How so?” Kellen asked.

      “Come now.  It’s obvious.”  I paused for a moment and glanced between Mother and Kellen.  “His shite is gold.”

      Mother burst out laughing, and Kellen shook her head.

      “Eloise, I hope that you find your beau soon.”

      “Why is that, Mother?”

      “Because you’ll soon outswear him.  A lady shouldn’t speak so.”

      “Too right.  But, any man worthy of my interest will need to take me as I am.  Filthy mouth and all.”

      Anne knocked on the open door, calling our attention.

      “There is a delivery boy,” she said.

      “Send him in,” Mother said.

      Anne disappeared, and a few moments later, a youth walked in.  He was dressed in neat trousers and a coat that was just a tad too short for his wrists.  A common sight for growing boys.  His gaze swept over the three of us, and he removed the floppy red cap with a gold emblem on it from his shaggy dark head to give a precise, small bow.

      “Can we help you?” Mother asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.  I have a delivery for Mrs. Cartwright.”  He lifted the small, brown paper-wrapped package he held.

      “I am she,” Mother said.

      The boy came forward.

      “A coin, Kellen,” Mother said.

      Kellen gave the boy a copper in exchange for the package.  With a bob of his head, he returned to Anne, who I knew would see him out.

      Mother smiled in excitement as Kellen handed her the package.  The gifts that Father always sent made his absence less cruel.  Each one let us know he was thinking of us.

      “I should wait until he returns to open it,” she said.

      I grinned.

      “At least, until yours arrive,” she added.  Her eyes never left the package.

      “He sent yours ahead of his arrival for a reason,” Kellen said.  “Open it.  We want to see what it is.”

      Mother didn’t need any further encouragement.  She tugged the string free and removed the paper to expose a small, cloth-covered box.  We all gasped when she removed the lid to reveal a gold encased emerald pendant strung on a delicate gold chain.

      “Your father’s latest venture must have done very well,” Mother said, breathlessly.

      She lifted the chain and let the pendant dangle in the sunlight.  It almost seemed to glow with a light of its own.

      “It’s beautiful,” Kellen said.

      “Help me put it on.  I want your father to see me wearing it when he returns.”

      Kellen stood and helped Mother ease the chain over her hair then rearranged her braid prettily to lay over one shoulder.

      “There,” she said, moving back.

      The sunlight, streaming in through the window, reflected against the stone; and an unnatural green light flashed in Mother’s eyes briefly as she looked at me.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “You’ve never been more beautiful,” Kellen said when I hesitated.

      She smiled and blinked heavily.

      “I believe this gift overexcited me.  I need to rest for a bit.”

      She didn’t rest, though.  She exhaled loudly, her lids half closing.

      “Mother?” I said, standing to touch her face.  “Mother?”

      She didn’t respond.

      “I don’t think she’s breathing, Eloise,” Kellen said softly.
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      “Anne!” I screamed as Kellen put her head on Mother’s chest.

      Anne came running into the room, her skirts lifted to her knees.

      Kellen straightened, looking at the woman.

      “I can’t hear her heart beating.”

      A moment of silence gripped the room, and a heavy weight settled on my chest.

      The expression on Anne’s face shifted from fear to grief to a carefully composed mask.  She went to Mother and set her head to chest for a moment before facing us.

      “Your mother’s gone,” she said softly.  “We all knew the tincture wouldn’t work forever.  Your mother, most of all.  She asked me to give each of you a message when the time came.”

      She stepped close to Kellen and wrapped my sister in her arms.

      “You are my moon.  When you look at the stars, know that I’m watching you and love you always.”  Kellen didn’t wrap her arms around Anne in return, but it didn’t stop Anne from pressing a kiss to my sister’s temple.

      My throat ached when Anne released Kellen and looked at me.

      I welcomed her hug, and her message from my mother.

      “Take care of your sister,” she whispered.  “Your light will need to burn brightly for both of you in the days to come.  Know that I love you.  Always.  Know that I am with you when the sun touches your skin, and hear me in every songbird’s voice.”

      I hugged Anne in return.

      “Thank you.”

      When she was done, she sent us from the room.

      “Send Judith to me.  We will care for Margaret.”

      Kellen and I didn’t speak as we went to the kitchen.  I didn’t have the words necessary to break the numb state of disbelief that entombed my mind.

      “Mother is gone,” Kellen said calmly.  “Anne will need your help bathing her.”

      Judith stared at us in shock for a moment before she went running.

      Kellen went straight for the door, and I followed in her wake.

      We found Hugh was in the stable, oiling the leather fastenings of the carriage.

      “Mother is gone,” Kellen said.  “You will need to fetch a coffin.  We will bury her the day after tomorrow.”

      Hugh removed his hat, his expression filled with sorrow.

      “My condolences, Kellen.  Eloise.”

      I nodded at him, took my sister’s hand, and led her down the drive to the path we always took when we needed to escape, even just for a moment.

      Neither Kellen nor I spoke until we reached the ridge.

      “It wasn’t time,” Kellen said in a flat voice, her eyes dull.

      I stared off in the direction of the castle, my mind still numbed with a reality it seemed unable to process.  Mother was dead.  Gone forever.  She was the reason we both still lived at home.  The reason we never entertained thoughts of marriage.

      She’d been sick as long as I could remember.  A weak constitution many a learned doctor had said.  Yet, I’d thought she would live as long as any other because we cared for her so well.  Kellen and I had both expected to care for her until our hair turned grey with age.

      In a single moment, everything had changed.

      “What will become of us now?” Kellen asked, almost as if reading my mind.

      I wrapped my arm around her waist and held her as she set her head on my shoulder.  I hurt more for the pain I knew she struggled to contain and thought of Anne’s message from Mother.  Kellen needed me to be strong.
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      The front door slammed.  I jumped at the loud noise, and Kellen looked up in surprise from the needlepoint she was pretending to do.

      Since we’d returned from the ridge the day before, a hush had stolen over the house.  No sisterly banter.  No echo of Mother’s laughter.  Nothing but sitting and waiting to lay Mother to rest.  No one would call on us during the seven days the house was in deep mourning.  We’d ensured our privacy to grieve by draping the front door with black, as was custom, to warn away callers.  After seven days, the gossipmongers would start to arrive to offer their condolences and glean what information they could from our misery.

      Feeling the spark of my temper ignite at the loud intrusion, I stood and went to the hall.

      The sight of Father standing in the entry, shaking out his jacket stunned me.  He turned to find me staring at him and smiled widely, his eyes lighting with joy.

      “Eloise!  There you are.  Come see what I’ve brought you.”

      I stared at him in confusion at the very typical greeting.  Surely he’d seen the black draping on the door.

      “Father, did you not—”

      Kellen’s hand settled on my shoulder.

      “Hello, Father,” she said.

      “Kellen, my heart.  You look lovelier every time I return.  I brought you something special.  Just what you need.”

      He reached into his coat and withdrew two paper packages.  Kellen’s was a small square.  Mine was long.  At least the length of my forearm.

      “Let’s sit in the parlor so we can open them,” he said.

      Kellen’s fingers twitched on my shoulder.

      “Perhaps your study, Father,” she said as he started toward us.

      “Nonsense.  The parlor is where you always open gifts.”

      I glanced at Kellen, unsure what to do.

      “He’s not ready,” she said softly.

      I stepped forward to intercept him.

      “Father, there’s something you should know about Mother.”

      He stopped to place a kiss on my cheek.

      “She has died, Eloise.  We have not.  She would not like us to act like we did.”

      With a fatherly pat on my shoulder, he walked around me and entered the parlor.

      On a higher level, I knew what he said was pure truth.  Yet, his words fell like a hammer to my heart.  A whisper of noise and twin intuition told me Kellen still stood just behind me.

      “Remember, some are better at hiding what they truly feel.”

      I nodded and took her hand.  We entered the parlor where Mother was laid out in her best gown.  Father stood looking out the window, less than an arm’s length from her.  He didn’t acknowledge her presence at all when he turned to look at us.

      “Go on, then.  Open them,” he said, gesturing to the packages on our chairs.

      I dutifully picked up the package and sat to wait for Kellen to open hers.  I always made her go first.

      She removed the string and opened the paper to reveal a silky, red ribbon.

      “Thank you, Father.  It’s beautiful.”

      I opened my package to find a small, bareroot tree.  There were no shoots coming from the single stem, but it did have a few nubs that promised branches in the future.

      “A pear tree,” Father said when I glanced up at him.  “You had a sweet tooth when I was last home.”

      I smiled slightly, remembering how I’d tried to talk Judith into making sweet pastries.

      “Thank you, Father.  These gifts are lovely.”

      “As are the two of you.”

      He inhaled deeply and tucked his hands behind his back.  It was a pose Kellen and I knew well.  The pose he used to deliver news he knew we wouldn’t like.  Such as his departure.

      “You are of an age now,” he began.  “Old enough to make your own decisions and to care for yourselves.”

      My stomach dropped to my toes as I feared that this wasn’t a departure speech but a proposal discussion.

      “I expect now that your mother has passed on, it won’t be long before you’re married and gone from this house,” he continued, unaware how the callously delivered words twisted my stomach.

      “That being the case, I see no reason to delay my next venture.  I will leave tomorrow.”

      I couldn’t decide if I was relieved he wasn’t trying to marry us off or angry that he seemed barely affected by Mother’s death.  Until he’d mentioned it, I hadn’t been sure he’d even noticed.

      “We bury Mother tomorrow,” Kellen said.  “You cannot leave until after that.”

      “Of course.  Of course.  We should see her to her final resting place near dawn.  She loved watching the sun come up.”  For a moment, something crept into his gaze.  Something real and alive and in pain.  With a flash, it was gone again.

      “I will tell Hugh of our plans and see you at dinner.”  He strode from the room without a backward glance.

      “If that is love,” Kellen said, “I want no part in it.  Ever.”

      I captured her hand in mine and waited for her to look at me.  When she did, I saw her careful mask was slipping.  Anger reflected in her gaze.

      “We don’t know what he’s feeling right now.  And what he felt for Mother is but one kind of love.  Mother showed us another.  Never forget hers.  Or mine, Kellen.”

      She nodded and pulled away.  I let her go, knowing she needed her space.

      While she went to her room to regain an iron-fisted control over her emotions, I went to the kitchen.  Judith and Anne were making pastries.

      “Those look fancy,” I said, dipping a finger in the lemon curd and earning a swat on my hand.

      “They were fancy before you marked them.”

      I snorted and licked my finger.

      “I only marked the one.  Since it offends you, I’ll remove it.”  Judith lifted her spoon menacingly as I reached again, and I laughed.  It felt good.  But it only lasted a moment before the pain crept back in.

      Holding my hands up in surrender, I backed away from the table.

      “Did Father return with the lemons?”  They weren’t a common item this side of the Dark Forest, but he was quick-witted with his trading.

      “No.  I bought them at market.”  Judith’s humor fled as she wiped her hands on her apron and looked away from me.  “Mrs. Cartwright was known by many even if she didn’t leave the house.  People will come to pay their respects, and we will have refreshments that will give the gossips something to talk about.”

      I hated the idea of opening our home to any visitors.  Gossipmongers, all of them.

      “If we offer them nothing, maybe they won’t stay,” I said.

      Anne clucked her tongue.

      “You’re smarter than that, Eloise.  That will be the first bit of information they’ll slaver over.”  She assumed a gossipy pose and changed her voice.  “‘Can you believe those girls.  They didn’t offer us one bit of refreshment.’”  She lowered her pitch to a snide whisper.  “‘Not surprised.  With their father gone and their mother ill, they likely ran about like heathens.’”

      “Your mother wouldn’t tolerate that,” Judith said.  “Neither will I.  She raised you well.  Two fine young women who know how to be proper young ladies.  Her one hope was that you’d both marry well.  I won’t let lack of refreshments dash her dreams.”

      No matter how much I wanted to deny it, I knew there was truth in her words.  And, as greatly as I hated the idea of catering to the gossips, I couldn’t allow them to say anything negative about Mother.  Not now.  Not ever.

      “You’re right.  Can I help?”

      “No.  Go spend time with your father.  You never know how much you’ll have.”

      I nodded and left with my cloak.  A sweep of the yard turned up no trace of Father or Hugh.  I stood by the chickens, wondering where the pair might have gone when I heard a faint, muffled thump and scrape.  Following the noise through the trees to the west, I spotted Hugh in a small clearing not far from the house.

      Sweat glistened on his pale, white torso as he worked dirt and stone from the shallow pit forming in the ground.  I’d never seen him that unclothed before.  But then, he’d never had to dig a grave for us.  I swallowed hard and quietly turned away to leave him to his task.

      Back at the house, I continued my search for Father and found him once again in the parlor, standing beside Mother.  With his back to me, he stared out the window, and I took a moment to commit this instant to memory.  It would be the last time I would ever see them together.

      His once golden hair had lost much of its yellow at the sides, and new lines creased the corners of his eyes.  He also looked a bit leaner than the last time I saw him.  He’d always been a trim and fit man, not gaining girth around the middle like so many others his age.  When he was here, he would carry Mother to and fro as needed.  When he was away, he said he often loaded and unloaded merchandise.  Better that he complete the tasks than pay someone else.  It was his work ethic that influenced Kellen and me and why we willingly labored alongside those we employed, unlike many of the pampered girls of our means.

      “Father,” I said softly so as not to startle him.  “I saw Hugh in the clearing to the west.  It’s
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