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Dedication
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For every reader who loves a dusty trail, a loaded revolver, a locked coffin, and a hero brave enough to laugh when the night is trying to kill him.
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Prologue - The Crate from Transylvania
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In the mountains beyond Bistrita, rain ran black through the chapel yard, and the villagers would not look at the iron box unless someone forced them. It came up from the cellar under ropes, prayer cloth, and the groan of two horses that wanted no part of it. Gold climbed the lid in old vines. Silver nails held charms around the seams. Under the metal, something scratched once, gentle as a fingertip on skin.

Baron Viktor Draven stood beneath an umbrella held by a servant with shaking hands. He wore a dark traveling coat, polished boots, and the patient smile of a man who had already purchased the law. The priest blocked his path with a Bible wrapped in oilcloth. 'Some treasures are prisons,' the old man said. 'Some doors are built to stay shut.' Draven thanked him for the poetry and ordered his men to lift harder.

Mara Voss watched from the trees with mud on her hem and two silver knives under her coat. Her father had died guarding that cellar. Her brother Tomas had vanished after taking Draven's coin to guide strangers through the pass. She had arrived one night too late, and shame had followed her more faithfully than any horse.

The question was not only what was inside the box. Mara already knew enough family history to fear the answer. The question was why Draven wanted it moved now, after generations of silence. The chapel had been cracked by winter storms. The old village had lost men to debt and hunger. Draven had waited until poverty made guards cheap and holy warnings sound like superstition.

The wagon rolled before dawn. One guard joked that if the crate held a devil, at least the devil traveled first class. By morning, the guard's boots stood beside the road, upright in the mud, empty and wet. No blood trail led away. No hoofmarks crossed the ditch. The men stopped laughing, but they kept driving because Draven paid in gold and fear punishes the poor before it touches the rich.

Mara followed. She had no army, no blessing, and no proof any court would hear. She had a stolen map, three pages from her grandfather's journal, and the certainty that old blood was moving toward the sea. If Draven meant to carry the coffin west, she would cross the ocean with it. Evil had patience. So did she.
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Chapter 1 - The Ship That Carried a Curse

[image: ]


The ship Mercy of Saint Anne left the European coast under a dirty gray sky, and by noon the crew had begun pretending the crate in the hold was only expensive furniture. Men whistled while they worked. Men laughed too loudly at poor jokes. Men made wagers on whether America had streets of gold or only louder thieves. None of them asked why Draven's servants chained the box to the ribs of the ship.

Mara moved among them under the name Mary Vale, a widow's niece with a plain bonnet and a talent for keeping her eyes down. She carried no luggage except a small trunk and no weapon except the knives sewn into its false bottom. Every hour, she listened near the cargo hatch. Sometimes she heard the hull. Sometimes she heard chains. Once, while the sea lay calm, she heard a child's voice humming inside the iron.

Captain Nathan Vale did not like Draven, but he liked payment. He studied the sealed papers, the cargo mark, and the nobleman's smooth signature. Agricultural machinery, the papers said. The captain tapped the lid with his pipe stem and watched frost bloom around the mark. 'That box stays chained until we see American dirt,' he muttered, 'and if it sings again, I am buying a farm without a cellar.'

The men wanted to know how a box could sweat cold in warm weather. Draven's answer was money: extra wages for the crew, extra rum for the officers, extra threats for anyone who asked the same question twice. That was how the curse traveled. Not by magic alone, but by the old human habit of accepting payment to stop noticing danger.

That night a sailor named Jory Bell climbed below to relight a lantern and came back white around the mouth. He swore something had breathed behind him. The others mocked him until a second lantern failed and the horses began kicking in their stalls. Draven's men locked the hatch from the outside. Mara noticed they did it quickly, like men who had practiced fear.

Before dawn, Jory disappeared. His hammock swung gently though no wind touched it. His cup sat full beside his boots. A smear ran down the cargo stairs, dark in the lamplight and already drying. Draven called it desertion. Captain Vale called every man to deck and counted them twice. Mara said nothing. The crate had crossed the first water, and hunger had learned the ship's shape.
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Chapter 2 - Whispers Below Deck
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By the second week, no sailor slept with both eyes closed. The sounds below deck changed as the night deepened: wood creaking, rope sliding, then soft voices rising through the planks. The voices never shouted. They called men by names only mothers used. They promised forgiveness. They asked to be let out.

Elias Finch tied a charm around his wrist and tried to smile while his fingers trembled. 'My mother has been dead eleven years,' he told Mara near the galley door. 'Last night she told me she was cold.' Mara took the charm, saw the cheap tin cross stamped on it, and returned it gently. 'Tin comforts the hand,' she said. 'Silver comforts the blood.'

The how of the attack became clear to her. The creature did not need to break the lid every night. It reached through memory first. It used grief like a hook, loneliness like a key. Sailors who missed wives, children, brothers, or mothers lingered too long near the hatch. Draven had not brought only a predator. He had brought a hunter that understood sorrow.

Draven found her near the hold after midnight. His candle burned straight though the ship rolled hard. 'You are far from Bistrita, Miss Voss.' Mara's hand slid toward her sleeve. 'So is your master's coffin.' For the first time, his polite mask thinned. Not enough to show fear, but enough to show annoyance. He warned her that the ocean had no churches, no family graves, and no witnesses worth keeping alive.

Mara answered by cutting his glove with the tip of her silver blade. The blade smoked against his skin, but Draven did not cry out. He only looked at the wound as if it belonged to someone poorer. 'You are not the thing in the box,' she said. 'You serve it.' Draven smiled again. 'Everyone serves something.'

The captain locked the hold until morning. It did not help. At sunrise the crew found scratch marks on the inside of the hatch, too high for a man crouched below and too deep for human nails. Mara copied the cargo papers before Draven could burn them. The false name still read agricultural machinery. She almost laughed. Something was being planted, yes, but not crops.
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Chapter 3 - The First Bite
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Elias Finch was found alive behind the water barrels, curled on his side with his shirt stiff from sweat. Two small wounds marked his throat. No blood pooled under him. No bruise showed struggle. He opened his eyes and asked for his mother in a voice that sounded older than the ship.

Captain Vale ordered the doctor called. The doctor pressed a hand to Elias's brow, named it fever, and reached for laudanum. Mara stopped him with one sharp word. She held a silver coin near Elias's skin. The young sailor bent backward so violently the doctor dropped his bag. Smoke rose from the coin's edge, and Elias began speaking in a language Mara had heard only in funeral prayers.

That was when the crew understood the sickness could spread. They no longer whispered about one missing sailor; they counted their own throats. Men moved closer to daylight. Men sharpened knives they did not know how to use. Men asked what silver cost in America and whether bullets could be made from a wedding ring. The terror was becoming practical, and practical terror was the kind that changes a town before it reaches one.

The crew backed away. Some crossed themselves. One man drew a pistol, but Captain Vale slapped the barrel down. 'No lead in my sickbay unless I say so.' Mara kept the coin pressed close enough to hurt but not kill. The thing inside Elias cursed her grandfather, her father, and her brother by name. Then Elias wept, because the sailor was still alive somewhere under the hunger.

Draven came last. He stood in the doorway with concern painted on his face. 'A tragic illness,' he said. Mara looked at him over Elias's trembling body. 'A traded soul.' The captain heard the difference between them and finally believed neither medicine nor discipline would save his ship.

They bound Elias with rope soaked in salt and silver dust scraped from Mara's knife guard. Through the day he begged for water. Through the night he begged to be released. Before dawn, he told them the box was awake and did not like the sea. The words should have comforted no one, yet Mara felt a grim sliver of hope. Things that hated something could be driven toward it.
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