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    To the butchers who forge a peace out of lies, and the peace that must become a butcher to survive the truth.

      

    


​PROLOGUE: THE BRINE AND THE PITCH

The Lowlands, 1382.

The air in the farmyard was thick and still, tasting of damp wool and the mineral scent of imminent rain.

Guillaume Worthy sat on a low, three-legged stool near the stable entrance. The waning twilight of the Lowlands was gray and flat, turning the world into a landscape of charcoal and bone. He was fifty, but in this light, wearing a heavy leather apron, he looked eighty—a man carved from old oak, scarred by too many winters and too many secrets.

His gnarled, soil-stained hands moved with practiced, mechanical precision. He was stitching a heavy leather draft harness, his thickened fingers fumbling with the stubborn needle.

Shree-shree-shree.

The sound drifted from the barn. A rhythmic, aggressive scraping. It was the sound of a whetstone meeting a long blade, and it made the hair on Guillaume’s neck stand up. It wasn't the sound of a boy sharpening a harvest tool; it was the sound of a soul begging for an excuse to bleed.

"At the stone again, Jean?" Guillaume murmured. He didn't look up, but his grip on the leather tightened, a tiny explosion of latent force that cracked the harness.

He didn't want fire. He didn't want the knightly duty. He wanted peace. He wanted the spit-roast he was planning, and a house for his niece Beatrix that didn't smell of old smoke. He wanted "Worthy" to mean something.

Thump-clop. Thump-clop.

The thudding reached him first. A rhythmic, heavy uneven gait. A horse that was tired, or weighted down. Guillaume froze, the needle hanging in the air. He knew that rhythm. It was Patience, his sturdiest mare. But she was moving too fast for a horse returning from a peaceful mission, and too slow for a horse carrying a living rider.

A new scent cut through the gray twilight, replacing the damp wool with a sharp, chemical sting of Pitch and Brine.

Guillaume stood up, the harness falling unheeded into the mud. He stepped into the center of the yard, his weary eyes narrowing. Patience emerged from the tree line, her coat white with lather, her chest heaving with exhaustion. Her large eyes were wide and rolling, fixed on a terror that lay somewhere behind her.

It was the burden that stopped Guillaume’s breath. Roped to the high pommel of the saddle was the box. Posed to appear like it was holding the box, was a body–pale and lifeless.

The pine was green, fresh-cut, smelling sharply of resin and the cold, wet earth it was made to hold. A thick coating of black pitch covered the crate, still tacky and reflecting the bad light like a wet bruise. Frayed hempen ropes were wound tightly around the wood planks, cinched with a brutal, clinical finality that suggested whatever was inside was not meant to be free.

The horse stopped three paces from him, her breath pluming in the cold air. The box gave a soft, heavy thud-crunch against the pommel—the specific, sickening sound of crystalline rock salt shifting against something solid.

Guillaume didn't scream. He didn't run. He felt his center of gravity drop, an instinct he thought he had buried seizing his limbs. The Farmer flickered like an uncertain flame. He stepped forward not with a fumble, but with the precise, effortless grace of a man who spent twenty years pulling men from horses. He didn't reach for the messenger; he caught the box.

The weight was staggering. He set it on a low bench near the stable door. The pitch on the lid had been violently pried open, leaving jagged, bone-white splinters.

He didn't smell the damp earth anymore. He smelled only the cold salt, the pitch, and the faint, copper tang of old blood.

Guillaume reached out, his soil-stained hand hovering over the lid. For twenty years, he had tilled the Lowlands to keep this very box from arriving. He had called himself Worthy and prayed for rain. But Guyson Malvoir did not deal in prayers or silver.

His fingers gripped the splintered wood. With a slow, grinding wrench, he pulled the lid fully back.

The box was filled to the brim. It was packed with coarse, grey-flecked industrial rock salt, used as a preservative.

Guillaume Worthy looked inside.

He didn't blink. His expression didn't change. A single neighbour, coming to the yard to inquire about the horse, stopped dead when she saw Guillaume’s face.

His weary, gray eyes simply went flat. The twenty years of labor, the love for Jean and Beatrix, the pride in the harvest—all of it seemed to evaporate, leaving only the clinical, lethal calculation of a man who commanded three hundred lances at Poitiers. His posture shifted; the worthy farmer was extinguished, and in his place stood a machine of architecture and iron.

He stared down into the salt, absorbing the receipt for his old life. He didn't make a sound, but his left hand, buried deep in the shadow of his leather apron, clenched into a perfect, white-knuckled fist around a length of discarded chain.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One: The Summer of Lavender Honey
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July, 1382. Worthy Farm.

The air in the Lowlands was thick and golden, tasting of wild thyme, fresh-turned earth, and the mineral tang of honest sweat.

If the world outside Worthy Farm was a dark landscape of spite-towers, plague-groves, and Commissioners of Array licensed to bleed the poor, Guillaume Worthy’s land was a sanctuary. He had spent twenty years bleeding into this gray earth, turning a desolate stretch of low marsh into a thriving pocket-kingdom of peace. He had done it not with steel or high justice, but with relentless, muscular labor. He had traded the title of "Sir Amaury" for the name "Farmer Guillaume," and for a glorious, brief moment in the high summer of 1382, it felt like the best bargain he had ever made.

Guillaume Worthy was working the low field. He was in his element. He was a newly tamed bear of a man, built from old oak and scarred by a lifetime of hard geometry. He stood at a commanding six feet, his frame battle-hardened and thick. He had no need for a knight's heavy plate armor; his chest and shoulders were clad in a heavy linen tunic stained with the dirt he loved. His close-cropped head of hair, once black, was now a uniform shade of iron, matching the thick, sprawling beard that masked the rigid scars on his jawline.

He was currently clearing a massive, stubborn oak stump that had defied three years of fire and ax. He wrapped a heavy iron chain around the root-ball, his gnarled forearms—the muscles defined and thick like old rope—flexing as he tightened the links. He didn’t use an oxen team. He squatted low, set his center of gravity, and pushed. He became a biological machine of force, the veins in his thick neck bulging, a low, tectonic growl escaping his iron-coloured beard. With a sickening CRACK, the final taproot snapped, and the stump lifted from the earth.

Guillaume stood up, heaving for breath, wiping sweat from his close-cropped head. He looked across his field and felt a rare, genteel accomplishment. He had people working for him–good people–and he protected them well.

Near the barn, the other farmhands were tending the midday stock. Guillaume had curated this small band from the wreckage of the surrounding manors. They were especially loyal for it.

Wat, the eldest hand, was at the tack-room door. He was short, bandy-legged, and smelled permanently of horses and ammonia. His face was a map of cynical grunts, and he walked with the uneven gait of a man who had broken every bone in his body twice over. In spite of his painful joints, he was quick with a smile, or a jape. Guillaume loved him like a brother, though he was loath to show it.

Giles and Maud, a married couple Guillaume had rescued from a Mummy Dust gang near Lincoln, were stacking fresh hay. Giles was a giant, silent aurochs of a man, his left eye clouded with a
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