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  Mom and Dad, thanks for never giving up on your strange girl.

I love you.
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  Author's Note


This book is a work of fiction, and all characters, scenarios, and events are imagined. However, it does explore themes of grief, abuse, pregnancy loss and trauma. There are also references to, but not described, instances of rape and sex. The author has approached these topics with care and respect, aiming to shed light on complex emotions and often unspoken struggles. 
Reader discretion is advised, as individual reactions may vary. If you or someone you know is affected by similar issues, please seek support from a trusted professional or helpline:
	 U.S. National Suicide Prevention Hotline: 988

	 U.S. National Maternal Mental Health Hotline: 1-833-852-6262

	U.S. National Abuse Help Hotline: 1-800-799-7233

	U.S. National Mental Health Hotline: 800-273-8255



The author sincerely hopes that readers have not experienced the hardships depicted in this story. For those who have, please know that you are not alone.






  
  Chapter one
The Journey Begins


Jean shifted, clutching the leather strap of her satchel tighter over her chest. She could hear her heart beating in her ears as the line in front of her inched forward at an agonizing pace, echoing the same worried, 'they'll stop you; they'll stop you' repeatedly. The guards' distrusting gaze did nothing but make the rhythmic fear scream louder.
"Next!" a guard barked.
Again, Jean stepped forward as she pulled her hood tighter over her head. Her fingers brushed against the horns under her headscarf, spiking her worries before she inhaled deeply. "It'll be different this time," she muttered. "They've no cause to stop me this time…"
She lifted her gaze slightly as she saw the guard's boots before her. Slowly, as she allowed herself to look over the man, she realized that his hand was on the hilt of his sword and his eyes had narrowed. Their eyes met, and his became slits as he saw her crimson skin.
"Curseborn," he sneered, the word dripping from his lips like venom.
Stay calm. Don't show him it bothered you.
Jean straightened up, swallowed past the lump in her throat, and said, "I'm visiting family in Blackrock."
The guard didn’t answer, instead leaning toward another soldier. They whispered, their faces unreadable, before the first one turned back. "Your kind don’t travel freely. State your real purpose."
The crowd murmured behind her. She could feel their stares burning into her back, whispers of "bad luck" and snide comments about livestock cutting through the buzz.
Her grip on the satchel tightened. There was no turning back now.
After a moment, Jean sucked in another breath. "I'm traveling to visit my uncle and aunt in Blackrock. Their youngest has grown ill, and they've asked me to come and tutor him while he's home. I've got all the documents needed: the work visa, the letter asking for aid—"
"Hand it over, then." The guard thrust his hand out, a bored look thinly veiling the contempt on his face. "Hurry it up, you're holding up the line."
Jean glanced back at the crowd, ducked her head, and rummaged through her satchel. From a worn leather book, she pulled out a thin sheet of paper and a letter. Her uncle's signature stood out, scrawled hastily across the page. She placed them into the guard's hand and, silently, lifted her blue eyes to the sky.
Solaris, the sun god, never seemed to listen… but now was as good a time to pray to him as ever.
The droning whispers behind her only made her worries grow as the guard scanned each document painstakingly slowly before he finally tossed them back to her. "If it's a forgery, it's a good one. My suggestion: stay out of Zanther until you're forgotten… Jean Cassy. We'll be sending word to Blackrock that we'll require a letter permitting reentry."
What relief Jean had faded at his words, and she stammered, "I-I'm sorry? You can't bar reentry—"
"We will do what we want, husk." Once more, the guard's voice rose above the crowd. Jean knew he was doing this only to cause a scene as she clutched her papers to her chest. "You are only barely a citizen of Zanther due to whatever unfortunate couple it was who bore you." He then leaned in, his breath hot as he whispered, "Be glad we're allowing you to exit. Now… leave before I change my mind."
"Move it, cow!" a man said sharply from behind her. "You're in my way!"
Jean stumbled forward, caught the pages once again, and then hurried from the first gate. 
A couple of people spat at her as she passed them, one mother clutching her son as though shielding him from a leper, and Jean pulled her hood even tighter over herself. Over and over, she murmured, "Almost out. One gate left, almost out."
She hated being the center of attention. It was a despicable thing, and as a curseborn, it only brought trouble. If detained, that'd delay her trip to Caxton, too. It'd be a tremendous mess, and others would assume she was a criminal for even a simple misunderstanding.
The courtyard between gates was just as busy as the first section, though this time guards were waving people through dismissively. It was the people wanting entry through the Great Wall of Zanther who had to wait, though Jean was detained a second time to verify that she hadn't slipped through unnoticed.
When she finally stepped out of the city, Jean inhaled deeply. It'd been years since her last visit to Blackrock, and it was a breath of fresh air to escape the stifling city. Now, though, she faced the journey through the nation of Yegreydal and into Dusnar.
With each step she took, spanning over several days, Jean focused on her goal. She needed to see her cousin. He was ill, his parents were both working, and there was no other person to tend to him. Initially, Jean's adoptive mother protested as there were other cousins to watch, but the pleading nature of her Uncle Flick's letter eventually won her over. In the back of her mind, Jean wondered why Adriata had been so reluctant to allow her to leave. They hadn't visited Blackrock since Jean was 8, and a decade was quite a long time. Aunt Anca had written before, Jean remembered seeing her letters, but they never came up in conversation. Even her Uncle Flick's notes, which were often addressed to Adriata under the guise of Aunt Anca, earned their place in the fire pit. Regardless, it was an overwhelming urge that made Jean beg to leave Zanther and trek across the country.
She'd expected her adoptive mother to say 'no' the moment Jean suggested the land route. Instead, she had offered a quiet prayer to the traveling twins, Drisis and Ireus, and wished her luck on her travels.
Jean reached Garren's Stand, the final checkpoint in the nation of Yegreydal, earlier than she had assumed. Its tall walls were intimidating, further punctuated by the large five-rayed star on the highest tower. The symbol for Solaris glistened in the rapidly setting light, as though Solaris knew Jean had arrived. Each amber inset around the star also shone weakly, and Jean muttered a half-hearted prayer to the pantheon as she stepped beneath orange and yellow banners.
A variety of people milled about the central courtyard. Many wore amber jewelry on their person. It mimicked the amber around the star of Solaris, and those individuals, though they didn't speak to Jean, glowered at her from where they sat. Absentmindedly, Jean reached for the amber pendant beneath her shirt, her fingers curling around it as she scanned the courtyard for a place to sit. The only available spot was near a squat stone building at the far end. A small group had already gathered there, huddled close to the glow of a lit brazier. Jean drew in a slow breath.
While sitting with other Solari worshipers was unpleasant at best, interacting with Kingsmen would guarantee that she'd either be reborn a curseborn once more or that she would meet an early grave. The two factions got along as well as oil and water, and she was in the middle of it.
Slowly, Jean moved to the brazier closer to the Solari temple. One man there shuffled his jacket to show his blade. The woman beside him, and the three young children, shifted to be out of sight. Each brazier that Jean approached met her with the same open hostility. Another group was so callous to call her a 'witch', but Jean didn't respond.
She'd been called far worse things before, by many other people. Being called a witch was the least of her concerns, anyway.
When she finally sat beside the Kingsmen temple, she pulled her journal out. A half-finished sketch of a small lizard stared at her, offering a welcome distraction from the heretics nearby. Still, Jean's curiosity grew, and she allowed herself a glance at the symbol on the temple.
A three-peaked mountain stood prominently above a small band of thorns. 
She vaguely remembered her aunt wearing a pin with the same thorns, but that was a wreath instead of a band. All of Jean's tutors had said the Kingsmen claim that their god, HaMelech, was a being of three parts. That never came up during dinner conversations, and Jean didn't care to ask. It was a load of rubbish, and anyone who thought otherwise was a fool. No one knew Solaris to be present either.
Jean shook her head to clear it of the blatant disrespect for Solaris, muttered a half-hearted prayer, and returned to her illustration.
Eventually, Jean lifted her head. The avatar of Solaris was quickly setting, shooting rapidly from the zenith where she had last seen it. People were shifting uneasily and someone relatively close by murmured, "The caravan hasn't made it yet… do you think everything is okay?"
In the distance, to punctuate the worries, was a single, haunting laugh that cut like a knife through the air.
Silence fell over the crowd before several guards shouted. Jean's eyes snapped to the winch as a group of four struggled to lift the portcullis and a large caravan surged through. Dogs bigger than Jean led the group in a dead sprint. Following the dogs were the wagons and carts, running travelers, and a huge clockwork suit that walked backward behind them. It lit up the night and the forest outside of the fort and, as it fired its devastating weapon, more of the chittering laughter rang out before it fell away. Emblazoned on its chest was the Kingsman symbol, though this time it was a sword driven through the wreath of thorns. Armored knights shared the emblem as well, though their tabards bore various symbols such as apple trees, obsidian stones, or lions' heads. Several people wearing pins with the wreath of thorns and a dove followed behind on horses as well.
As the group entered, Jean shied back against the stone. 
Few people looked at her as they passed, though she was sure it was because of the shadows that shrouded her. As she sat, however, she realized the hair on the back of her neck beginning to prickle.
The gates began closing as a cacophony of howls and otherworldly laughter rang through the air. Around her, mothers grabbed their children and any person with a weapon grabbed it with white knuckles. Jean's hand found its place on the repeating crossbow on her hip. She gripped the crossbow tighter, subconsciously checking the crystal's winding to ensure she had six shots before needing to reload. 
Jean watched the gate fall shut just as the clockwork knight fired two more shots into the darkness. It briefly illuminated lithe forms that scattered from the light before it grew silent.
After a brief pause, the camp cautiously resumed its activities.
As Jean watched the gate, movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention. One dog had left the pack and was sniffing the gate with raised hackles. It growled, the sound loud enough to ring through the courtyard, before it paused and lifted its head. Jean sucked in a breath. It locked eyes with her before trotting in her direction.
Jean shifted a bit. These dogs were large enough to take down a bear, she was sure. While its ears perked in curiosity, she certainly didn't want to be eaten.
Before Jean could stand, a sharp whistle rang from where the Kingsmen guard had set up their bedrolls. One of them, a thin man with dreaded black hair, had turned towards them. He watched the dog for a moment before he whistled once more. "Nettles! Here!"
Nettles paused for a moment, his floppy ears focused on the man before he shook out his coat and made his way to Jean. She didn't move as he approached, his enormous nose sniffing at her foot, then her knee, arms, and finally her face. He was such a large dog that a single breath caught Jean's hood and knocked it from her head. Nettles' inspection left Jean's horns and head cold, but she remained still. She knew he could hear her heart pounding in her chest, though his brown eyes revealed nothing but a gentle curiosity. He touched his nose to one of her horns before he sat down, whined, and pawed at her leg.
Slowly, Jean shifted and then reached out. Nettles whined again before he bumped her hand with his nose. His tongue lolled as she pet his fur and scratched behind his ears, which made her chuckle. "Look at you… you are a big softie, aren't you?"
She didn't pay attention to the people around her as she pushed her journal from her lap to dote on Nettles, who was panting as his tail wagged vigorously. It wasn't until someone stopped behind the dog that Jean looked up.
The knight from before had come over, his arms crossed over his chest. A bit of a smile had crossed his face but, aside from that, he seemed serious. Jean shifted and stopped. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to distract—"
"No, no, it's alright. You've done nothing wrong. I'm more annoyed that Nettles didn't obey." The man shook his head and then scratched Nettles' ear. The dog's tail wagged harder, and the man laughed. "I'm surprised he came to you."
Jean stiffened slightly and looked down. She pulled her hood up. "Ah… I see."
Her quiet answer earned a soft hum, and the knight looked at the sky. Then, he looked at Jean. "Nettles doesn't like many people, is what I'm saying. Nothing about who you may be or what you may look like. You're the first person I've seen him come up to like this." He scratched Nettles's head again and tilted his own. "He's an excellent judge of character, and his disobedience tells me that you are someone who has a way with him. Dogs are usually less affected by perception than people are." Another little smile flickered over his face before he patted his leg. "Come on, Nettles… it's time to rest. If you're joining the caravan tomorrow, miss, I suggest you do the same: we're leaving by first light and will not be stopping until we reach Last Hope. It's a long walk, and I'd hate for you to fall behind." He nodded at Jean, who offered a little smile back, and then lightly pulled on Nettles's collar. "Have a good night. I do not doubt that we'll likely see you again, given Nettles' perception of you."
The dog huffed, licked Jean's face, and trotted off behind his master.
That certainly was a strange man… but Jean couldn't help smiling slightly at his kind words and interaction. It'd been a while since anyone spoke to her like a person, outside of her adoptive mother Adriata, and even longer since someone had complimented her interaction with animals. Positive conversations were rare, too; curseborns rarely had luck in being seen as people, much less good at something. As much as Jean hated to admit it, a tinge of pride welled up in her chest as she returned to her sketch.
Maybe, just maybe, she could use whatever animal-handling skills she had in Blackrock.
That night, the laughing demons outside of the gate screamed in the darkness. This was the closest that Jean had been to chitters, and even their invisible shapes brought fear to the forefront of her mind. Quietly, Jean pulled her cloak around herself to cut the biting chill and haunting calls from her bones.
Jean awoke to a light nudging. She opened her eyes to find that she had fallen over while she slept, as her cloak was the only thing that kept her warm that evening. It wasn't light yet, which meant the avatar of Solaris had yet to rise, but Jean knew deep in her core that it was only a matter of moments before it would be fully bright. She sat up, slowly, and looked around to find that it was Nettles who had been bumping her arm.
He nudged her hand, and she briefly ran her fingers over his coarse fur, before she pulled herself upright. Her satchel was still securely around her shoulder while her journal lay on the ground. She brushed it off and placed it in her pack, grabbed a handful of nuts from her bag, and looked around.
Nettles had wandered to the knight from before, who had shouldered a bow with no string. He was chatting with a man who wore a crystal-powered backpack with a large ram's head, which was accentuated only by the ram's head gauntlet he wore… no.
Jean narrowed her eyes before she realized that the gauntlet was the knight's arm, which was a bronze prosthetic. The two were speaking to a woman on horseback who pet Nettles's head as they chatted. After a brief moment, the knight with the prosthetic shouted, "Gates are lifting as soon as light hits the ground! If you're leaving Garren's Stand for Last Hope or beyond, it's time to go!"
The courtyard, which had been lazily milling about, suddenly broke into a buzz of activity. Parents loaded sleeping children into carts, men armed their boltcasters, and guards (Solari and Kingsmen alike) prepared themselves to surround the gathering caravan. Jean kept to the outer edge of the caravan, her hood low and her satchel pulled close. She avoided the knots of travelers chatting near the carts, their laughter sharp as broken glass. Every step felt like walking a tightrope, one misstep away from falling into their scrutiny. As she did, she watched Nettles' ears perk slightly, as though he knew she was there, before he looked back at his master.
From beside her, one of the young men muttered, "Great, a husk."
She cautiously looked at him to see that he was glaring in her direction. His soft words stung, and Jean pulled her hood tighter over her head to shadow her face. Though her fingers were still visible, she could at least attempt to hide herself.
There was little time to move as the man continued to mumble, prompting the surrounding others to glare in Jean's direction. She did her best to straighten up. It was a weak attempt to show that it didn't bother her, as she had to focus on leaving.
The first light of the sun peaked over the trees while she thought. The knight with the clockwork arm barked out a couple of orders and the portcullis lifted, slowly, to allow the group to race into the sunlight and toward the only checkpoint in Bleak Hollow.
Last Hope.






  
  Chapter two
Bleak Hollow


As the caravan raced through Bleak Hollow, there was only enough time for Jean to recognize that the hard, packed ground beneath her feet was the only path cut within the trees. 
Pine trees and twisted cypresses stood about sixty feet from the road, their shadows stretching toward the edges. Grasses grew wild and thick, threatening to smother anything that dared venture into the untamed forest. Jean couldn't see anything within the trees, but the prickling at the back of her neck told her something was there.
It was quiet, deathly quiet, aside from the sounds of feet and wheels on the dirt. Not even the babes with their mothers made a sound. 
Jean swallowed, her eyes darting around as they walked. There were no birds, no animals, and only the feeling of being watched convinced her that there was life around them.
"We'll take a brief break for lunch once we reach the first checkpoint," a knight said lightly. Jean jumped at the sudden noise, as did those around her.
The knight offered a faint smile. "Sorry. It won't be a very long one, as we need to keep going, but our travels will allow us to rest for just a moment before we do so."
A brief murmur of agreement echoed through the gathered company, and then silence rang again.
As they slowed down, Jean found she had no way to move away from the caravan to eat in peace. They remained huddled together, silent, as they hurriedly ate. Nettles and his master, along with the four other big dogs, circled the group to keep an eye out for danger, while the clockwork knight and the man with the prosthetic arm focused on the woods to either side.
The only form of protection between the caravan and the forest was a short earth wall. Jean took what comfort she could from the wall as she slowly ate, all the while scanning the forest. Once everyone had settled, there was a soft bird note or the hum of a bug from time to time. It made Jean jump as she choked on a piece of dry bread, the sudden sound of her cough forcing the rest of the group into a disapproving murmur. It was further punctuated by a child making a soft sound of distress and his mother shushing him fiercely.
Those in the caravan looked around nervously before they went back to eating. Only Jean continued to look around. After a couple of moments, the birdsong hadn't continued to her right. She shifted slightly, slowly grabbing her boltcaster as she scanned the tree line.
Should she say something?
Noise should have continued from there; there wasn't a reason for it to remain silent unless…
Jean looked down at her boltcaster to ensure she had readied it, just catching the soft sounds of Nettles growling nearby. 
Maybe she wasn't going crazy. She should tell them there was something there, right? Though… no one would believe a husk like her.
As Jean's throat tightened, a burst of movement from the forest caught her off-guard.
Lithe, gaunt rabbit-like creatures darted from shadow to shadow as a low mist rolled in. Simultaneously, ominous clouds blotted out the sun and plunged the group into eerie darkness.
Then the laughter began. 
It was low, whooping, that grew into cackles and hollers that sent the caravan into a frenzied panic.
Mothers screamed as they grabbed their children and climbed into their wagons. Men struggled with their weapons, their cries of panic mixing with the baying of the large dogs that echoed through the darkness. Still, the chittering didn't stop.
Jean scrambled back as several of the demons launched over the earthen wall, their mouths oozing black bile that sizzled as it hit the ground. One launched towards Jean, and she lifted her boltcaster. With a quick movement, a bolt sprouted from its chest and it screamed.
Another took its place as Jean struggled to her feet. The surrounding people were panicking and knocked her down again, this time leaving her vulnerable as the mass ran and panicked.
Jean curled into a ball to protect her head as feet stampeded around before burning spread through her ankle. She screamed, reflectively kicking, and her foot struck something solid. When she looked, a small rabbit with black bile was standing before it got caught in the stampede.
Did it bite her?
Jean's mind raced a million miles a minute as she struggled to stand again, the burning growing worse. Chitter venom was practically a death sentence: if the venom didn't spread and kill her, an inquisitor would. 
She had to hide it.
She stumbled as the pain crescendo before she found her fingers had clutched coarse fur. Beneath her hands, muscles contracted and rippled as she realized it was Nettles beside her. He snarled, snapped, and backed up, teeth bared and hackles raised, as the chitters lunged.
Jean caught her footing just as Nettles shot into the fray, followed by a golden arrow that sent the demons screaming. She didn't waste time looking to see where the arrow came from, instead slipping into the crowd as they tried to move away from the chitters.
As soon as Jean did, someone shouted. The hair on the back of her neck began to tingle and prickle just as another shimmer of gold, this one falling around the caravan, caught her attention. It felt like bugs running up and down her body, a stronger response than usual, before Jean realized that the arrow had caused this feeling, too: it was some sort of magic. 
Her eyes flashed to the people around her and then the gold, which solidified into a large golden dome around them. Chitters launched towards it before Kingsman knights would catch them with swords that glowed golden, or magical arrows pierced them. The clockwork knight also unleashed its devastating golden light, striking large swarms of chitters before aiming somewhere else. 
Now that she was safe, Jean quickly crouched to check her ankle.
There were two punctures in her boot. They both oozed the same thick, black spit that the chitters had running down their faces, and they stung horribly. Jean stared at it for a moment before she hurriedly pulled her headscarf off and tied it over the wound.
The air was cool on her head, and she did not doubt that, if people were paying attention to her, the two little horns poking out of her black hair would disgust them. With that brief thought, Jean's worries returned to the wound on her ankle. Her scarf did nothing more than add additional bulk to her boot, but it was at least a distraction from what it could be. She'd need to look at it closer, possibly when she reached Blackrock. She sucked in a breath and allowed herself to return to reality. It was deathly silent again.
Any sign of chitters had vanished completely. They'd scattered the moment the clockwork knight fired its light into their ranks, their whooping and cackling fading as quickly as they had. There was no way those creatures were natural- they had to be dark ethereals, demons, at the very least.
The knights and other Kingsmen wearing thorns with a dove circulated through the group to check for injuries, while other members of the caravan double-checked their families. Jean slowly reloaded her boltcaster, swallowed hard, and lightly waved off a Kingsman. "I'm alright."
"Are you certain?" the other woman asked. "Please, my job is to be sure that you and the others in this group are in good health to make it to Last Hope. Do you need to ride in a wagon, or do you need water?"
"I said I'm fine," Jean snapped. She pulled her hood over her head. "Don't worry about me. Others had injuries."
She ignored the Kingsman woman, doing her best to hide under her cloak. While a small part of her felt bad for making the woman jump, the rest of her refused to slow down this journey and cause more panic. It was just a little bite, after all… that wasn't bad, right? It could all be rumors that a chitter bite was so horrid. Besides, she couldn't risk showing the healer, even if it didn't guarantee her fate: the rest of the group would notice and report her instantly to those at Last Hope. It would seal any execution that awaited her.
Jean fell into the caravan once again. The healer and others circulated through the crowd and offered herbs, soft murmurs and, in rare cases, magical healing that made Jean's skin crawl. Finally, after several long minutes, they hurried through Bleak Hollow again. 
It was hard to keep up after only a handful of minutes. The burning in Jean's ankle spread with each step, causing her to grip her satchel tighter. People didn't look at her, their own panic at the forefront of their minds, and it brought only a sliver of comfort to Jean. Then she'd take another step and have to bite her lip to keep from crying. Still, the fear that someone would report her to the Inquisitors once they reached Last Hope was enough to make Jean keep going, even with the pain. 
Near nightfall, they reached the imposing fortress of Last Hope.
Its walls were massive to keep the chittering demons out, while a tower with Solaris's symbol and the other gods in the pantheon overlooked a ravine with an icy stream that surrounded it. As soon as the winter snow melted, the moat would be heavily flowing once more. The rough-hewn stones radiated a chill as the caravan entered, and the Kingsmen moved in to guide people through, directing them with quiet efficiency.
Solari guards then surrounded the caravan. Jean shrunk back as one of them, different from the rest, approached the man with the ram's head gauntlet. This Solari guard had pearlescent white armor, shadows hiding his face beneath his cowl, and a sword that sparked as though threatening to ignite. Each flicker of fire made Jean's stomach sink and nausea grow, especially as he said, "You have bitten among you."
"They're under our protection until the sun sets. I've had this conversation with you and any other inquisitors enough times to have memorized the treaty," the Kingsman said smoothly. He looked over the crowd. "My dove healers have already administered treatment to the injured: there is no need for your… judgement."
The inquisitor scoffed slightly and studied the crowd. "You make this claim, but we know your Kingsmen are lying snakes." He shifted and then addressed the crowd. "Good and faithful Solari worshipers!" His voice boomed, ringing through the fort. "The chittering demons bit some amongst you within these woods, spreading their darkness through you and forcing out Solaris's pure light from you! Fear not… for Solaris rewards those who walk willingly to his chosen. The chitters have defiled you, bringing you close to becoming like her!"
Jean found all eyes on her as the inquisitor pointed at her, making her shrink back.
"Do you wish to be reborn as a child of darkness? Or… shall those of you injured by the chitters, who cannot receive aid by the magic of Solaris's might, allow him to bring you to a new life of rebirth?" The inquisitor looked over the crowd again, his voice growing ever-so-slightly gentler. "Our surgeons are waiting if the wounds are too much for simple sunlight; Solaris will welcome you regardless of what may come."
He said nothing more as people moved forward. Children left their mothers and formed the line with adults who had been bitten. Each person approached the Inquisitor slowly, and he inspected their wound. Then, he'd direct them back to the group or gesture to the temple of Solaris. Those who entered the temple gave cries of pain after a few quick moments, but that did not deter the masses. It was a messy parade punctuated by the falling shadows and Jean, who wanted nothing more than to avoid any scrutiny, soon found herself on the outer edge of the gathered caravan. 
While amputation was an offer, it wasn't extended to curseborns. It was a waste of materials and only kept her kind alive longer.
With that thought, Jean took a deep breath and slipped away from the group. She was near the shadows of the wall when a sharp "Halt!" caught her attention.
Two guards approached; their pikes lowered. "What do you think you're doing, curseborn? Back with the others."
"Please," Jean whispered. She swallowed, glanced at the caravan, and then looked at the guard. "I… was cleared already. They inspected me and said I was fit to enter the remainder of Last Hope."
"Did they now?" one retorted. He grabbed Jean's arm. "I don't suppose you would argue if we confirmed their inspection?"
Jean opened her mouth as a gurgle rose from the center of the town. Silence fell over the group and a sickening smell of burnt flesh and blood filled the air. Jean dared a gaze back to see the Inquisitor had ignited his sword and was systematically beheading those deemed infected beyond saving. Panic set in as Jean looked back at the guards. "No… No, I wouldn't… though… can it wait, please? It was a long journey, and I've yet to… use the facilities. I'm bursting, and… and I would hate to cause problems for the inquisitor. Solaris looks down on us as is, I'm sure it'd be worse if I were to piss myself and on the shoes of his chosen."
It was a horrible excuse, but Jean had nothing more to cling to.
The guards looked at each other, their noses wrinkled, and then the one holding Jean pushed her away. "Just like a husk to soil themselves… Fine, but you're to go into the stable with the rest of the livestock."
Jean stumbled back, barely stopping herself from crying as her weight pressed down on her injured foot. Pain shot through her ankle and up her spine, making her head swim. She blinked rapidly, then quickly turned away from the guard. "Thank you."
"Beat it," the guards spat.
She could feel their eyes following her as she approached the enclosed stable where the caravan horses would be placed. It was there that she sunk against a wall, panting through the pain, and then slowly took off her boot.
Two puncture wounds on her ankle stared back at her. They were black and oozed grey from pussy bile from the chitter, and thin black tendrils were running up her leg. She stared at it, fingers shaking, and then pressed against the wound.
It spurted blood and then the oozy mixture. Jean's vision faded and she inhaled sharply. There was no way she'd be able to keep up with the caravan with this injury, even if she tried, come morning. Slowly, Jean pressed on the injury again. The pain made her vision grow black once more, but she forced herself to do this repeatedly to clean the injury out. Each time, she smelled a bitter aroma wafting from the cut, as if it had been infected for days, not just a few hours.
As soon as Jean only received blood, she tightly bandaged the wound and slowly put her boot back on.
It didn't feel any better, but she could slowly stand and move further into the stable before the horses were brought in.
After the horses settled, and Jean had found an unsoiled section of straw, she caught sight of the dark-skinned knight and Nettles again.
The large dog had his nose to the ground again and was sniffing beside where Jean had originally looked at her wound. Then Nettles lifted his head and locked eyes with her. His tongue lolled, and he trotted to her while his master followed behind. Jean shifted slightly and scratched the dog as he approached. She didn't look at the knight, who had crossed his arms for a moment before he sat down beside Jean and pulled a canteen from his hip. "Are you thirsty?"
"No, thanks," Jean replied. She looked at the knight from the corner of her eye and then scooted over slightly. "Aren't you going to go rest with the other Kingsmen?"
"Eventually." The knight took a drink of water and tightened the cap again. He watched the caravan horses and then looked at Jean. "Aren't you going to go rest with the other Solari?"
Jean gave a dry laugh. "I think they like my kind even less than we like Kingsmen."
"We? You subscribe to the feud as well, then?" The knight raised an eyebrow as he shifted to get comfortable. "For someone who seems so observant, I'm surprised. The only argument the Kingsmen have with Solari is about who the real God of this plane is… but that certainly is not an excuse for open combat in areas."
He offered a faint smile before he held a gloved hand out. "I'm Captain Rolandus of Apple Ridge. You've met Nettles, of course."
The curseborn woman looked at him, paused, and slowly took his hand. "Jean Cassy."
This was a change. Kingsmen rarely interacted with Solari worshippers, and the interactions of this knight in a friendly manner, though nice, were suspicious. Still, Jean slowly relaxed as Nettles laid down with a huff and put his giant head in her lap. She lightly brushed over his coarse fur, studying him, before she looked at Rolandus again.
He had taken a pipe from his breast pocket and was smoking quietly. As soon as he realized she was watching him, he cleared his throat. "I'm sorry, nervous habit… I can put it out if you'd prefer."
"No… that's alright."
Jean watched him smoke for a few moments and then rested her head against the stable wall. There was no sound except for the light breaths of the animals and the knight beside her, all of which was a lull that prompted Jean's mind to wander. Rolandus shifted slightly and her eyes snapped open. He paused as he stood, his face growing gentle. "I'm sorry, I was going to go set up my bed roll… You know you are welcome to stay beside the Kingsmen camp this evening, right? You don't need to stay here in the stable if you'd rather be beside others."
"And let the Solari see me?" Jean asked. "I have enough problems already; I don't need my people thinking that I'm a traitor."
The knight tilted his head. After a moment, he asked, "Jean… are they really your people if they treat their horses better than you?"
Jean jerked her head back.
The conversation wasn't one she had considered having with anyone, let alone a knight who seemed far too interested in her thoughts. It seemed rather suspicious that he was asking her questions and trying to get her to join the Kingsmen now. The Inquisitors, and high priests, in Zanther always warned the populus of Kingsmen trickery. They wanted nothing but to dethrone Solaris! Jean was lucky that her aunt and uncle never spoke of religion when she was there, but even their silence made her worried. Besides… even if they were right, worshipping the Usurper HaMelech resulted in death within the nation of Yegreydal; it was Solari run, and these Kingsmen were toeing a line. Now, as Rolandus spoke, she looked away. "You won't convert me so easily."
Rolandus' eyes widened. "No, that's not what I meant—"
"Enjoy your evening, Captain Rolandus. Good night."
Jean looked away from him and Nettles huffed before he settled once more. After a brief pause, Rolandus's steps retreated.
That night, Jean grew more and more worried. Each time she opened her eyes, it felt like something was watching her from the shadows. She pulled her cloak tighter around her to block the chill before she turned over and curled up beside Nettles, who sighed and shifted to get comfortable as well.
Finally, as dawn approached, a horrible scream rang through the air.






  
  Chapter three
Chitters


Jean struggled to her feet as the sounds of a panicked crowd grew. Nettles lurched upright, growling, and padded to the stable entrance. The horses pranced nervously, looking at one another as Jean slowly put weight on her bad leg and followed the large dog. 
Outside, people with lanterns ran through the Solari group. The scream had died down into soft sobs and a thin, broken, "My boy!" rose above the crowd. Jean held onto the stable door as the cacophony of worried people grew and finally the voice of the Inquisitor rose above the din.
"What is going on?!"
"He's dead! He's dead, and he was fine when I last nursed him!"
As the sounds traveled to Jean, her stomach turned. If a child died through the night, randomly, people would look for something to blame. They always did: if there wasn't an answer, they'd find one. Unfortunately, even though chitters were an option, Jean was the best scapegoat in the fort.
She held onto her satchel strap and took a shaking step into the darkness. Unlike before, where the shadows brought her comfort, nothing but worry and dread filled Jean. She swallowed back the pain and limped towards the gates, ever mindful of the crowd demanding answers.
From the Kingsmen side of the fort, she could hear them praying. It was a contrast that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up and her skin crawl, making her want nothing more than to escape this fort and get to Blackrock sooner. The guards were distracted, which allowed her to make it to the darkest section of the courtyard beside the gate with little issue.
The portcullis was shut, its thick bars the only obstacle between Jean and her escape.
It had taken far too long for her to get here, especially as she heard someone crying out into the darkness about a curseborn witch. The adrenaline spiked and Jean looked around.
All she needed was a gap to slip through… Her eyes traveled to the winching system, and she sucked in a breath. It was going to be too heavy, but maybe, just maybe, the fear she had would help her. With that thought, Jean slipped to the winch and used her full strength to turn it. It stuck, refusing to budge, before finally it gave a soft creak and Jean hit the ground as it moved. She did this twice more, praying that the growing mob covered the noise, and looked back at the bars.
It wasn't big enough.
Jean squeezed her eyes closed and forced the winch again, this time managing to lift the portcullis enough that she could slither under it on her belly. It hurt to stand on the other side, her ankle burning now and sending pain up her spine, but Jean pushed that away. She pulled her boltcaster from her hip, aimed it through the bars, and shot the rope holding the portcullis. 
While it'd cause problems for the traveling caravan, it also prevented anyone from following her out or letting anything in.
She pressed her back to the stone wall, reloaded her clip and wound the crystal, before she took a deep breath.
Solaris's avatar would rise soon, and there would be no fear. Until then, she'd have to walk.
Jean took two cautious steps and her ankle gave out. She fell forward with an outstretched hand, but her fingers didn't touch anything. She began to somersault down the riverbank, her hubris her downfall as she had forgotten the dry moat, before she finally came to a standstill, inches from the stream.
That only caused the pain in her ankle to grow worse.
After several moments, Jean sat up and double-checked her belongings. It seemed like everything was still there, her extra bolts included, which allowed her a single breath of relief before she slowly climbed out of the ravine and towards the woods.
The shadows seemed longer here, this time stretching towards her before they'd retreat as she looked in their direction. Jean shifted, looked around, and continued.
As she walked, the feeling of being watched filled her again. It wasn't until she could not deal with the pain any longer than she stopped, her eyes closed as she sucked in a breath and then looked around. The sun hadn't risen, and she thought it would have.
With nothing more to do, Jean pressed her back to a tree and held her boltcaster. She could at least wait for it here, sheltered from any prying eyes.
Her paranoia mounted with each moment as she watched the shapes of barren trees shake in the wind. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a small light, and she stared at it before she rubbed her eyes.
It must be a hallucination. 
The last time she thought she saw any orbs like this was when she was small, and it was an imaginary friend. At least, that was what her adoptive mother always told her. Adriata never put much stock into things like that, nor was she an incredibly doting mother. The only saving grace was the realization that Jean didn't enjoy actual school, and so she allowed her to study in the forest. Too much stress, she had said, going with other children. Perhaps it was a stress-induced vision; it certainly would make sense, given Jean's aptitude for worrying. Jean watched it bob closer before she offered a weak chuckle. "Osmond… I don't think I've thought about you since I was young… Look at me, I'm losing it." It had to have been caused by the pain.
Osmond moved closer, and Jean sighed. Even imaginary company was welcome at this point.
When Jean opened her eyes next, it was still dark. Osmond had gone, and she was alone in the woods. A thin mist rolled through the trees and Jean, as she looked at the sky, felt her heart sink. The sun should have risen. Why didn't the avatar of Solaris rise?
She looked around, slowly, before she caught sight of Osmond. 
He was bobbing near a thicket where a lithe rabbit laid hunched. The rabbit stared at her, eyes locked on her face, as it placed one paw in front of the other. Jean's mounting worries grew as it snarled, exposing two long teeth that dripped with bile. It froze, nose twitching, before suddenly leaping towards Jean.
Reflexively, Jean swung her boltcaster.
The creature hit it with a solid thud, and Jean struggled to her feet. Her ankle hurt worse, and she sucked in a breath. She hit it hard. It was dead, right?
To her horror, the creature slowly stood up and shook itself off.
It locked eyes with Jean once more and then laughed.
A single bolt silenced it.
Jean breathed shakily, looking around as something else picked up the laughter, then another, and finally an entire pack of chittering calls rang through the forest. Jean lifted her boltcaster and swung it before a large chitter, this time bipedal with a sharpened bone, shot through the undergrowth towards her. Another small group with javelins appeared as well, but Jean wasted no time in running. Her ankle sent agony through her, forcing her to go slower than she'd like, and she turned back to see the chitters were gaining on her.
She fired the boltcaster once, removing one threat.
Desperately, she scanned the trees for a break. Osmond floated near the loudest section of the woods, but as Jean realized that he didn't steer her wrong with the chitterling that was stalking her, she allowed herself to swerve in that direction.
The slight course change didn't come with problems, though, as another chitter lunged out of nowhere with a knife.
The bile burned as it entered her arm, the knife blade sinking deep into her upper arm, and Jean, with a cry, struggled to keep going.
Osmond stayed beside her this time. Part of Jean wondered if he was helping her or if he was helping the chitters, but she didn't allow herself any additional time to think about it.
Jean's side cramped, and her left arm had gone numb from the pain. All she could do was keep running, the cries of the creatures just a step behind her pushing her forward. She broke through the tree line and tumbled down a steep bank, landing in a small grove.
The chitters had to be right on her trail as she could hear footsteps gaining on her faster than she thought was possible while she forced herself through the tree line.
A spear whizzed past her, grazed her already useless arm, and sent another jolt of agony through her. The throbbing in her arm, even with pressure applied, caused her to stumble over a log; she caught herself before looking back. They were gaining on her, and it wasn’t simply small ones anymore: a large, wolf-shaped chitter with goat’s horns had joined the rapidly approaching group.
Jean struggled to her feet before catching sight of a branch. 
It was just low enough that she could climb, even with her arm and ankle. She had nothing left to lose, so she climbed up the tree. As she did, she brought her foot down as hard as she could on the first branch she used. It cracked, convincing her that there may be enough breakage to the load bearing portion to save her, and she scrambled higher.
She didn't stop until she was at least fifteen feet in the air, clinging to the trunk and shaking.
The chitters below her began to cackle and circle the tree while the one with goat's horns sped up and rammed it. Jean held tighter to the trunk before a headache washed over her. Between her arm, her ankle, and her head, Jean was lucky to cling to her perch. 
Sucking in a breath, she looked around before she caught sight of a figure around her height in the undergrowth.
Jean narrowed her eyes to try focusing on the humanoid shape coming through the mist. To her horror, she saw a yellowed, gore-stained skull grinning back at her. It shared the elongated form of the deer skulls in Zanther's taverns, yet concluded with a predator's snarl. Two magnificent antlers were on its head, and sitting between the antlers was a large, unblinking black eye with a white pupil. 
Nausea flooded Jean as she recognized it as the Eye of the Dragon, the deadly eye that rose once a year to bring about chaos and heighten carnal urges. Now, as it focused on her, panic and fear mounted in the curseborn as she dug her nails into the bark. 
The skull lifted and two tiny white pupils followed the gaze of the eye. Now, as it was closer, Jean could see rotten hide and flesh hung off of what she once thought was a man, instead revealing a nearly skeletal form of a chitter... or, at least, what looked like one.
In its clawed, gnarled hand was an ebony staff. It glistened with a cruel contempt, outshining the rancid blood that dribbled over polished bone.
As Jean stared, the Eye of the Dragon narrowed in on her. The creature carrying the staff let out an unholy wail; the sound echoing both a thousand screams and the silence of nothing as its thin muscles twitched and pulsed with far more strength than its emaciated body should have. Black mist rolled up from around it, spreading through the air and towards her.
The sound pulsed through Jean's skull, sending one hand to cling to her temple while the other haphazardly attempted to hold on to the tree. All the while, she felt watched. It was like a hot breath brushing her neck, the feeling of a predator before its jaws clamped down on its prey.
The fog grew thicker and hid the chitters beneath her until only one hulking form remained. Jean

      ***
      ***
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