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 Part I—The
Rooster


Chapter One

 


“When night’s dropping down

Over village or town,

And your life’s light is starting to
fade.

 


In your new wedding veil,

Wrapped in shroud you shall sail,

Under The Rooster’s blackened
shade.”

 


Rain lashed the craggy headland of Ivor’s
Bay, a sure omen of Death’s approach. Leira Auberon fixed her gaze
on the gray horizon, The Rooster’s song vibrating against
her lips as she watched the sea. It was difficult to make out much
beyond the white crests of the churlish waves. But Leira’s eyes
strained for something darker, a spot of inky black sailing into
view. The catafal was pulling into port tonight. And tomorrow when
it left Ivor’s Bay, she was going to be on board.

 


“Neither child nor gran,

Woman nor man,

Can escape Death’s greedy touch.

 


So when the Bride comes for you,

What else can you do,

But embrace The Rooster’s
clutch.”

 


She sang through the rain, her words
overpowered by the whistle of the wind. The weather was bad, but
Leira knew that wouldn’t stop the ship from making its time.
Nothing ever did. The catafal pulled into Ivor’s Bay every six
months, as it did for each port in the Kingdom of Agrestis. Death
never waited, so the catafal couldn’t afford to waste time—there
were always new bodies to collect.

 


“For amidst the golden dawn,

Over fields ‘live and strong.

The chanticleer calls its morning song.

 


But when your body’s mere a husk,

To the sea’s murk you must,

When the Black Cock crows at dusk.”

 


Leira pushed orange hair from her face, one
hand shielding her eyes from the rain as she peered at a far-off
speck.

“There, on the horizon!” she called, as if
she was talking to someone and not sitting on the headland by
herself. Every inch of her was soaked through, but the black mark
in the distance was a sight warm enough to keep the shivers at
bay.

The catafal came without exception to every
port in Agrestis, a regular rotation to pick up shipments of the
recently deceased. This time, Ivor’s Bay had three bodies to offer,
along with the usual payment required of the ship’s service. Leira
had witnessed many barters during her lifetime, villagers arguing
over the cost of everything from eggs or oil to wild berries for
the sun festival held during the Bay’s hottest days. But never once
had she seen anyone haggle over the catafal’s prices. The cost of
sending the dead to the Ascypt wasn’t something one argued
about.

Leira watched the ship until she was sure it
was, indeed, the black sails she hoped for. Then she climbed to her
feet and ran down the grassy embankment, her heart alight with
anticipation. One more day, and if any luck—if Death’s luck—pitied
her, she would be free of Ivor’s Bay forever.

She slid across a patch of grass, wobbling
for balance and laughing as her bare feet glided down to the
muddied road. The edge of her skirt was splashed with brown muck,
and she swished the linen as she ran, giddy with the knowledge of
the ship’s approach. Being cold and wet didn’t matter. Not with
The Rooster so close.

One more night in this village. Leira’s
hopes had been dashed before, but she refused to give in to any
sinking doubts. If, tomorrow, she watched the ship depart from the
same meadow where she had waited for its approach, she would allow
herself the misery of disappointment. For now, her spirits would
not be weighed down by the possibility of failure.

Leira veered toward the riverbank, the hard
rain churning the waters and turning the current violet. This was
the type of water to be wary of. Far more dangerous than the swell
of two days ago, when the river was nothing more than a soft,
burbling brook. Two days ago, when the river was certainly not the
kind of place one struggled to stay afloat in.

Definitely not the kind of place where one
went and got himself killed.

Leira slowed her movements, sparing the
river an irritated glance as she picked careful steps along the
embankment. The sight of the catafal had bolstered her mood, and
she was eager to do something nice for the family she was soon
planning to leave. Most plants were dead during the months of the
moon’s reign, but a few hardy varieties bloomed even in the misty,
cold-drenched days of half-dark. Leira’s mother loved fresh
flowers. A handful of stems was not much, but at least it would
serve as proof of Leira’s well-wishes before she disappeared.

Following the river as it wound between the
sparse trees of the Bay’s forest, her feet squelched into the mossy
mud. When she spotted a small patch of yellow blooms close to the
bloated river’s edge, she knelt down to pry out a handful of
stems.

“What are you doing here, Blood Face?”

Leira stood, spinning on her heel to
confront the snarling voice. She didn’t like being caught unaware,
and though she wasn’t startled by sudden noises, she was annoyed by
being snuck up on. Turning, she saw three figures standing by a far
tree, their combined width enough to fully block her path back to
the road. The rain, and the swollen rush of the river current, had
masked their approach. Now, their heavy cloaks masked their
identities as well, though Leira didn’t need to see their faces.
She recognized Bremen’s voice and could easily guess the other two
were his sister Unzel and their closest confidante, Joseph.

“I’m on my way home from watching the
catafal,” she said. She wouldn’t tell them she was picking flowers.
They’d trample them underfoot to spite her. “What about you? Get
lost again? I know it’s hard to remember where home is whenever
you’re more than ten paces from your front door.”

Bremen stepped forward, his thick frame dark
and looming.

“You’re not allowed to be by the river,” he
said. His voice was sharp, like a knife pointed straight at her
chest. “You might get ideas.”

“Ideas such as pushing you in?” She kept her
own voice innocent, unaffected. He would only be worse if she tried
to appear sad. “I never thought Pif would be stupid enough to drown
in the river. But I can well imagine it for the likes of you.”

Bremen spat at her skirt, an effect that
would have proved more appalling if it weren’t raining so hard. One
more reason to be glad for the pelting drops. No one much liked
rain in Ivor’s Bay, despite how often it frequented the village
greens. But Leira enjoyed the feel of water on her skin and the
quietness that accompanied stormy skies. Up on the headland, the
world had consisted of nothing more than Leira and the approaching
ship. She wished she was still there, comforted by the catafal and
the wind pushing it toward her. At the very least, she wished the
rain had succeeded in keeping Bremen and his companions far from
her sights.

“We should push you in, murderer,” Unzel
scowled from behind her brother.

Leira flushed. “I am not a murderer,” she
said. She’d already explained what happened here two days ago.
She’d told her family, Pif’s parents, and just about every other
person in the village. But no one believed her. No one ever
believed the stories she told. She often wondered if it was because
stories were meant to be make-believe. There was an abundance of
lies passed between the lips of her fellow villagers. And yet, the
deceptions were so often better believed than any true words she
could spout.

“You killed Pif!” Unzel cried, the agitation
in her voice so genuine it caught Leira off guard. She wouldn’t be
surprised to learn that Pif and Unzel had shared a few forbidden
trysts in the thin cover of these trees. Pif had trysts with any
girl he could get his hands on. He hadn’t even shunned Leira when
it came to romantic interludes—so long as their meetings were kept
a tight secret—and Leira got good payment for dealing with his
fumbling hands.

“Pif killed Pif.” Leira placed her hands on
her hips, defiant. “He tried to be a sneak, knowing full well his
attempts to frighten me would fail. He waited until it was dark,
hid his face, and called himself a robber. I told him to step
aside, else I’d push him in the river. He didn’t step aside. So, I
kept my word. It’s not my fault he didn’t give up the ruse and tell
me who he was. Nor can I be to blame that he spent his whole life
near open water and never bothered learning how to swim.”

Leira hadn’t hated Pif. But she wasn’t sorry
about his death. He’d been trying to scare her—the same way people
had been trying to scare her since she was a little girl. For
nearly the whole of her eighteen years, Leira had bested their
efforts. Pif was stupid to believe such an idiotic attempt would
bring him victory. She’d warned him what would happen if he didn’t
leave her be. He should have known better than to think she
wouldn’t follow through with her threat.

“I don’t believe you, Blood Face,” Bremen
said. He took another step toward her. Leira would fight him if she
had to. She’d done it before. But there were three of them today,
and those were not odds she was comfortable with. If they attacked,
she might end up under the current before she could even approach
The Rooster’s decks.

She thought again of the catafal, that
wondrous ship coming to collect the Bay’s newest bodies. Leira had
been trying to escape her village since she was fifteen. But Pif’s
death had changed her escape from a dream to a necessity. The
villagers didn’t like her. They never had. They didn’t trust a girl
marked with a stain, the kind she likened to a blush of cherry wine
covering half her face. A stain they likened to splatters of
blood unwashable from her sinful skin.

Blood Face. She’d been told on more
than one occasion that her existence was itself a stain—upon her
family, and upon them all. Stupid superstitions. Her face was no
more a mark of bad tidings than was the catafal soon pulling into
port. But the villagers of Ivor’s Bay found omens in everything,
and they had long since marked her as a curse to be avoided.

Leery stares, cruel names, and the
occasional charged scuffle were the brunt of what Leira had always
dealt with around her home. But now the curse had proven itself.
She’d brought Death to the village. She’d given the Bride a new
husband, and the villagers swore it meant she would be happy to
provide Death with more. There would be no end to her wickedness.
No end, until some graceful soul brought about her own.

Leira wasn’t any more afraid of Death than
she was of Pif’s poor attempt at playing a menacing robber. But she
rather enjoyed being alive, and leaving Ivor’s Bay was the only way
she would manage to stay so. She needed to get aboard The
Rooster. She needed to escape on the wind of Death’s sails
before someone held her underneath the river’s icy
current.

“It’s cold out here,” Joseph piped up from
the rear of the group. “Let’s turn back. My toes are frozen. I’d
like to warm them by the hearth.” Joseph had never been friendly to
Leira. But he was level-headed, and she admired him for that. Most
of the people in Ivor’s Bay were fools. Joseph was one of the few
exceptions.

“I have no fight with you,” she added to
Joseph’s complaint. She took a step away from Bremen, careful not
to appear as though she was cowering at his closeness. She would
never cower before the presence of someone like Bremen. He was not
worthy of it.

“She deserves punishment,” Unzel said. She
nudged her brother’s shoulder, urging him on. “Don’t let her get
away.”

Bremen stood, indecisive. Unzel’s grief must
have been the catalyst for this hunt. Yet Bremen wasn’t eager to
act upon his sister’s desire for vengeance. He didn’t want to have
murder on his own hands. Or he didn’t believe Leira would die as
easily as Pif.

Unzel nudged him again, and Bremen let out a
soft growl as he pulled something from his pocket. Before he even
unbuckled the leather casing, Leira knew what it was. She took
another step back, keeping distance between herself and his blade.
So much for not wanting murder on his hands. Unzel had probably
convinced him that killing Leira would be a deed well done.
Unfortunately, Leira knew most everyone else would agree.

“It’s not worth it,” Joseph said. He stepped
back, turning in the direction of the village. Unzel called after
him, but he didn’t pause. Leira watched him hurry off in the rain.
Then she moved further back and stepped on something thin and
uneven. Her balance shook for the second time that afternoon and,
just like the first, Leira’s moment of uncertain teetering gave way
to a joyful grin. She moved her foot, kneeling quick. In the time
it took Bremen to glance behind his shoulder, she snatched up the
loose tree branch and brandished it before her, ready for a
fight.

Leira wasn’t allowed a knife, and the three
she’d nicked over the years had all been confiscated by her father.
Yet as much as the sharpness of a blade was handy to keep nearby,
necessity had forced her to learn other skills. A long time ago
she’d discovered that a stick makes a fine weapon to defend against
attacking fools like Bremen. Sticks hurt. And she could get a good
whap at him long before his blade came anywhere close to her
skin.

Bremen turned to face her again and paled
when he took in the sight of the branch. Leira wasn’t only known
for being a demon unable to feel the proper fearing meekness of an
innocent soul. She was also known to be a ruthless attacker when
she had something to even out the fight.

With one end of the stick held close to her
chest and the other stretched forward in preparation of a strike,
Leira offered Bremen a flirtatious smile. She was not as poised or
pretty as the other girls in the village. Right now, she probably
looked like something of a drowned rat. But pretty or not, the
effect was the same. Bremen’s hand wavered, stilled—and dropped to
his side.

“Come on, let’s go,” he muttered to his
sister. He pushed past her, forgetting all about Leira as he headed
for the road. Unzel lingered, her eyes fierce with loathing. But
Unzel was a wispy thing, and while Leira had no great bulk to her,
years of running, climbing, and handling a stick had given her taut
muscles Unzel would never in her life possess. Leira swaggered
toward the other girl, stick outstretched. Unzel shuffled back a
step, and then with a final huff of indignation stalked off through
the mud.

Leira waited until the three were out of
sight before she let the stick fall to the ground. Her smile fell
with it, and she turned further into the forest, ignoring the patch
of yellow flowers as she took the long route back into Ivor’s
Bay.


Chapter Two

 


She headed east, circling the edge of Ivor’s
Bay until she reached the village death-house. If there was one
place Leira was assured of peace, it was here. The death-house was
always unattended unless a body was being prepared. Yesterday,
Pif’s family entered, their faces drawn as they carried in the
corpse of their son. When they left, they took only the clothes he
no longer required, and a bloodied sack containing the young man’s
severed feet. They would not be back today. No one would return
until the catafal’s crew came to collect the goods within.

Leira checked the perimeter of the building,
ensuring no one was nearby to see her slip inside. There were
enough cold stares directed her way already—she didn’t need anyone
witnessing her visit here. But aside from Bremen and his lot, no
one else was lolling about in this weather. Leira waited a few
beats, listening hard for approaching voices or steps. When all
remained quiet save the rain, she ventured in.

The interior of the death-house was small
enough to be considered more shack than home. The first room was
empty except for two tables and three white-wrapped heaps on the
floor lining the far wall. The back room, she knew, was stocked
with clean shrouds, barrels of Briostal solution, carpenter’s saws,
and rags for cauterizing and cleaning the bloodied stumps of the
deceased’s legs. It was not a welcoming place, and no one spent
more time here than they had to. The villagers of Ivor’s Bay were
too afraid of Death to stay in her abode for any significant length
of time.

Leira’s fingers ran across the wood top of
the nearest table as she walked to the far wall, her eyes trailing
along the floor between the three white heaps. One old man. One
middling woman. And one young fool who should have never
underestimated Leira’s ability to tell the truth.

She lowered herself to the wood-slatted
floor, next to the body she knew belonged to Pif. He was completely
wrapped, covered head to severed ankle in a tightly wound shroud of
wet, gauzy white. The shape was that of someone lying under a
sheet, until the abrupt lump at the end of the legs. All bodies had
their feet severed shortly after death in Ivor’s Bay. Leira
wondered if other villages held the same custom. Here, it was
believed this was the only way to keep restless spirits from
getting up and wandering around the village—especially if the body
had a long wait before the catafal came to take it away.

Pif was lucky in that regard. He’d died only
days before the catafal’s arrival, while the old man next to him
had been lying cold and stiff since about two weeks after the ship
last pulled out of port. The Briostal solution their shrouds were
soaked in kept the bodies well-preserved. But Leira thought it’d be
far nicer to set sail than to be stuck in this shack for months.
The death-house didn’t even have a hearth. In the coldest days of
the year, the bodies could grow their own coat of ice.

She considered the timing a stroke of luck.
But Pif wouldn’t see it that way. If he could speak to her now, he
would have no pity for her situation, and Leira couldn’t blame him
for that. To be honest, she wasn’t sure things would have been
different had she known who it was trying to scare her that night.
Would she have left Pif on dry land if she’d been aware it was him
hidden behind the dark mask? If he’d continued to push at her, he
probably would have ended up in the water regardless. She claimed
it was the secret of his identity that caused Pif to die. In truth,
it was his stupidity for testing her patience.

“If I’d known how much trouble you’d cause
me, I never would have pushed you in,” she muttered. She didn’t
feel sorry for Pif. There were twinges of pity for his family and
the friends like Unzel who would mourn his loss. But Leira didn’t
have sorrow to spare for idiots. If things were reversed, Pif would
be celebrating her demise along with everyone else.

Thinking about the possible ways Pif might
have survived their encounter wouldn’t bring him back any more than
warming his corpse by a blazing fire. Yet even if his body weren’t
in need of a hearth, Leira was. She hunched into herself, a pool
forming on the rough wood floor as rainwater dripped from her hair
and skirt. She stared at Pif’s body for a while longer, and then
retreated to the back room in search of a blood-stained rag to mop
up the evidence of her visit.

Outside the back door, she could see that
what little light the sun gave through the heavy clouds had faded.
Dusk approached early at this time of year, but she didn’t realize
she’d been sitting in the death-house for so long. No wonder she
was cold. If she didn’t get home to warm herself soon, she’d be
guaranteed a trip on the catafal, anyway.

She returned to the front room and mopped up
the puddle of water. With a cold sniff, she gave Pif’s body one
last glance before returning to the back to hang up the rag for
drying. As she slipped the linen onto its hook, the front door of
the death-house swung open. Leira paused, stepping lightly to the
back door while she listened to the unexpected newcomers.

“Three this shipment. Barely. One’s only two
days gone.”

Leira didn’t want to deal with the trouble
of explaining her presence at the death-house, so she kept one hand
on the handle of the back door, ready to dash into the evening’s
dark. But it was unlikely anyone would come into the back room just
now—and it would be better to wait for more noise before she risked
opening a creaking door.

“Three, that all?” one of the voices said. A
female voice. Deep and smoky, her eastern dialect languid and
laughing. “Hardly seems worth the stop. Should have waited until
the next round.”

“And keep the bodies here?” The first voice
who had spoken was a local. The carpenter, probably. Or one of his
apprentices. “Are you mad?”

“The Briostal works for a long time,” the
woman said. Leira glanced at the barrels of preserving solution, a
liquid mix that all the shrouds were soaked in before they were
placed around a corpse. “Wouldn’t make much difference if they were
here for six months or sixteen. They’d stay fresh as the day they
were wrapped.”

The villager’s voice raised nearly a full
octave in its indignation. “You speak as if these are pieces of
meat to keep for hungry days,” he said. Leira imagined him
scowling. She rolled her eyes at his outlandish anger. “Instead of
souls trapped in bodies, awaiting release at the Ascypt.”

The woman sighed. “They’re facing eternity.”
She sounded bored of the explanation, and Leira wondered how many
times she’d given it before. “I doubt it much matters if they have
to stay here a little while longer before facing it.”

Leira smiled. The villager muttered
something under his breath, and then three pairs of feet shuffled
further into the room.

“Not that it matters, anyway,” the woman
said. She sighed again. “Wildfye’s in the midst of a fever spread.
Gave us fifteen. Suppose it all works out. Come on, let’s get these
loaded up and on the ship. The captain’s awaiting his payment. You
don’t want to anger the Hedgehog, do you?”

“No,” the villager agreed. His annoyance
curtailed into wary acceptance. “We don’t want that.”

The three started loading the corpses, and
Leira used the cover of their noise to leave the death-house. The
conversation she’d overheard had rekindled her excitement, and she
ignored the chill of the still rainy eve as she ran to the
boardwalk.

Ivor’s Bay was not a tiny village, but it
was small enough to house only one inn and a single dock for any
vessel larger than a fishing skiff. The lone dock was where the
merchant ships pulled in to sell wares, or where the officer ships
from the capital town of Dortmunia’s Peak came to deliver royal
decrees. Leira had already attempted to sweet-talk, buy, and even
fight her way onto these ships. Dortmunia’s Peak was her goal—the
biggest town in all of Agrestis, the one place she might halfway
blend into the crowd and make herself a quiet, meager living free
of the ridicules she’d suffered her whole life at home.

No one had been willing to take Leira as
passenger, neither by ship nor carriage nor even a rickety ass’s
cart. Locals disliked her, and foreigners were put off by the stain
on her face—or their suspicions of why a young girl was so
desperate to travel alone. The catafal was her last chance. If she
couldn’t book passage on a ship as feared as The Rooster,
the only way she’d ever get out of Ivor’s Bay would be to set off
on foot.

Leira wiggled her bare toes, desperately
hoping it wouldn’t come to that.

The boardwalk was lively with the catafal in
port. Shipmen hoisted supplies, and crew members disembarked from
the main deck to spend a few hours on solid land. The night was
dark, but in the glow of torchlight the black wood and black sails
of the ship loomed like shadows. Most of the local villagers stayed
away from the dock when The Rooster was in sight. The only
ones not foolishly fearful enough to face the ship were the
hardened fisher folk who dealt with the catafal every time it
pulled into port.

Leira stared at the magnificent sight of
Death’s ship, hoping the Bride would prove unprejudiced by giving
her blessing to a girl with a stained face.

Of course, it wasn’t Death Leira needed to
convince. The Rooster had its own captain.

“What are you doing here?”

The question came for the second time that
day and was accompanied by a jerk to the arm as someone twisted
Leira away from the spectacular view. She swung around, hair flying
until it hit her brother in the chest. Ansel frowned, pulling her
close to him as he steered them away from the dock. She could smell
spirits from the tavern on his breath, though he never let the
drink go to his head unless he was dancing the night away at a
marriage feast.

Leira wrenched her arm away from his
grip.

“I came to watch the catafal,” she said.
“There’s no rule against that.”

Ansel’s frown deepened. “Why in all of
Agrestis would you want to spend your time watching The
Rooster?”

Leira didn’t respond. She didn’t need to. A
moment of reflection was all it took for Ansel to understand her
motives. Her brother was the only one who knew of his sister’s many
attempts to escape the village. The siblings were not exactly
close. But Ansel was the nearest thing Leira had to a friend. And
the only person she could trust not to blab her plans to their
parents.

“Leira,” Ansel said once he’d realized what
she was up to. He shook his head, the curls a full deep, coppery
shade darker than her own looser strands. “You don’t want to leave
on that ship. Not while you’re still alive.”

Leira rolled her eyes. “There are plenty of
living beings who work aboard the ship, Ansel Auberon. And I don’t
want to live on it forever. I’ll ask for a position and serve my
appointed time until I can disembark in the capital.”

“It’s not the type of place for a young
girl,” he said. He grabbed her sleeve, tugging her alongside him as
if she were a child, not a girl of marrying age capable of being
well on her way to motherhood.

“I’m not afraid of the ship or its crew,”
she said.

“I know,” Ansel replied. “But you should
be.”

“What is there to fear? It’s just a ship.
They’re only men and women.”

Ansel stopped, twisting Leira again so she
was once more facing the dock.

“How about that?” he asked. He pointed
upwards, and Leira followed the line of his finger to the ship’s
deck. Much of the catafal was lost in shadow, but a few bright
lanterns provided enough light for Leira to make out exactly what
he wanted her to see.

The catafal’s captain. The Hedgehog.

It was not tradition that the catafal be a
black ship, though the solemn shade did well to mark the vessel so
other ships would know and respect its presence at sea. Indeed, it
was only this particular captain that brought a black ship into
rotation when he took over the job of running the route. There were
as many tales of the Hedgehog as there were of the catafal and the
Ascypt combined. Polite society said nothing more than that his
fierce and unusual form made them uneasy. Drunken tavern talk
revealed many theories as to why such a freakish creature existed
at all.

He was not a real hedgehog, nor any other
creature that couldn’t be classified as a man. It was the suit he
wore, armor he was never seen without, that gave him his
fascinating identity. At all times, the captain of the catafal was
outfitted in a full-body work of iron, the metal cast in
impressions of legs and human torso combined with the huge, quilled
back and snout-nosed helm of a hedgehog. The sight was a menacing
one, and if the stories were true, it was a dangerous one as well.
Leira had heard many a time that the quills on the captain’s back
could raise, ready to impale any attacker who dared leap at him
from behind.

The Hedgehog was no doubt a foreboding
beast. But he was also a curious one. Of all creatures, why had the
captain selected a hedgehog for his constant sigil? Indeed, what
was the point of being someone so intriguing on a ship as
unadventurous as the catafal?

“I don’t care what you say,” Leira told her
brother. “I’m not afraid of the Hedgehog any more than I’m afraid
of you.”

“If you learned to feel a little fear,
perhaps you wouldn’t get in so much trouble,” Ansel muttered. His
eyes flashed with something that veered despairingly close to
disgust before he lowered his gaze.

“I want a spot on that ship, Ansel,” she
said. She wouldn’t let him lecture her on how she failed at being a
good villager because of something she couldn’t help. “I need one.
You know it as well as I do. Mother and Father know it, too, though
they’d never admit it was so.”

Ansel was four years Leira’s senior,
apprentice mapmaker to their father and already engaged to one of
the local girls. In a year or two, he would be a father of his own,
and Leira knew his life would be less burdened without such a
problematic sister nearby. She wished she could stay to see her
nieces and nephews born. But Ansel’s betrothed disliked her, and
she had a horrid suspicion the woman would be less than willing to
let her precious children visit their disturbing aunt.

Leira shared one thing in common with the
Hedgehog, at least. Neither one of them was wanted. Not here in
Ivor’s Bay.

Ansel clicked his tongue against the roof of
his mouth, his expression pained, and Leira knew she’d won their
argument. Even if he’d never seen the urgency of her request
before, her brother could understand her need to leave after what
had happened with Pif. Leira saw the discomfort such a realization
brought to his golden-brown eyes that were so alike her own. If
he’d been happy to see her leave, she’d be saddened. Knowing he was
hesitant to let her go made her heart light—and her decision all
the more firm.

“You’re soaking wet,” her brother said at
last. He put a more kindly arm around her shoulder as he started in
the direction of home. “Let’s get you warmed. Mother will have a
fit if she sees you like this. I’ll wager she makes you wear
grandmother’s smelly old house clothes again.”

Leira scrunched her nose. “Last time she
made me wear them, I was attacked by a swarm of mosquitos attracted
to the stench. I was bit so many times the healer thought I had
spotting sickness.”

“This time, it’ll be even worse, I reckon.”
Ansel smiled. “And I’m going to laugh through every minute of
it.”


Chapter Three

 


Leira did not have to wear any old rags.
Sneaking in while her mother was distracted with supper, she
slipped into her spare skirt and laid her sopping clothes by the
small fire in her room. She ate with her family—undergoing a brief
scolding over the wet state of her hair—and afterwards spent the
rest of the evening in her father’s study poring over his maps.

The Kingdom of Agrestis was comprised of
seven major shipping ports, and the catafal stopped at them all.
The Rooster’s journey always began in Dortmunia’s Peak,
before the black ship traveled to Mutabille, Ruthen’s Bloom,
Wildfye, and then Ivor’s Bay. After the ship set sail from her
village, it would move next to Kenthill, Carris Isle, and finally
up to the Frost Ridge—and the Ascypt—before starting its loop over
again.

Their kingdom was a circular one, and the
maps Leira’s father drew were beautiful in their smoothly curved
designs. But the drawings were inaccurate. The lines her father
crafted were too soft, the circle of the kingdom too perfect.
Ivor’s Bay alone was depicted without its rocky crags and uneven
shoreline. Her father’s mentor—an old mapmaker named Greencoat—had
often told him as much. But the people of Ivor’s Bay did not care
for accuracy. Most of them never left the village, anyway. For
them, maps were a curiosity—a way to spend a few coin for a pretty
drawing to hang above their hearths or gift to their children for
playthings.

Greencoat’s talent as a mapmaker had been
largely wasted on mentoring her father. But growing up with annual
visits from someone not born and raised in Ivor’s Bay made Leira
grateful for his never-ending patience with the head of the Auberon
household. Indeed, it had been Greencoat who first proposed Leira
herself leave Ivor’s Bay, a suggestion made when she was only four.
The old mapmaker knew what the young one never fully
comprehended—that Agrestis was far bigger than the puny village
they called home.

“I will leave here,” Leira whispered to
herself in the dim light of the candles kept far away from the
table full of parchment. “One way or the other, I will get away
from this dreadful place.” She rolled up a map her father would not
miss, a keepsake she would use to remember the bit of beauty he
added to the dreariness of Ivor’s Bay. Then she slunk back to her
room and laid down for sleep.

The morning was solemn for most of the
village. Pif’s family had boiled his bones, and once the night’s
fast was broken, the stark white remnants of the young fool were
placed into the stonework of the village square. Locals gathered to
watch the ceremony, the bones settling into the cobbles alongside
the feet of other villagers’ past. One day, they would run out of
space to fit in the bones of any more bodies. But by that time,
Leira imagined the oldest bones—those of the very founders of their
village—would be so ancient no one would mind laying new feet
overtop them.

Leira watched the ceremony, too, though she
did so from the hidden shadows of a tree to the rear of the village
square. From atop her perch, she saw Pif’s mother crying as the
woman carefully laid her son’s bones in the softened mud of his
chosen spot. The family studied the patch of ground, memorizing its
precise location so they wouldn’t ever forget which bones belonged
to him. Leira had seen such a thing happen with others. As strong
as their grief was now, eventually their memories would be hazy,
and they’d walk overtop the bones without a downward glance.

Future carelessness didn’t detract from the
family’s current mourning, however, and Leira wished she could get
closer to the ceremony to partake in her own form of mourning as
well. But she wasn’t welcome in the square. So, she watched from
above until the procession moved to the tavern for a drunken
celebration of life.

When the families were out of sight, Leira
climbed down from her hiding spot. She itched to get a final look
at where Pif’s bones had been laid into the still soft ground. But
the square was public, and she’d said her private farewells
yesterday in the death-house. Besides, she had more important
matters to attend to. The catafal would be leaving today. She
needed to get herself a spot on board.

She made her way to the dock, wondering if
she’d have to board the ship in search of someone to talk with.
When she reached the boardwalk, however, she found several crew
members on land loading cargo. They were easy to spot. While local
villagers favored lighter hues—dressing in whites and creams, soft
browns, grays, and the occasional yellow-dyed wool—the uniforms of
the catafal crew were darker and starker in contrast. They weren’t
forced to wear all black. But blacks, rich blues, dark grays, and
even the deepest shades of red, brown, and earthen green were on
display—their saturated hues vibrant next to the bland washout of
her own outfit.

“Get a move on, all of you.”

Leira turned in the direction of the
familiar voice and watched as a woman approached a group of
lounging shipmates. She shoved one in the shoulder, berating his
laziness while the others laughed as they continued their work.
Leira recognized the woman’s voice from yesterday, from the
death-house where they loaded the corpses. She was tall,
straight-backed and muscled, her frame slight but curvy in her
close-fitted jacket and breeches. Her skin was dark, and her thick,
gray-streaked hair hung in a plait down to the small of her back.
She studied the crew with eyes wide and laughing, even while her
lips remained in a straight, severe line.

Leira waited until the lazy crew member
toddled off to do his work. Then she hurried forward to reach the
woman before she disappeared onto the ship.

“Excuse me!” Her feet clattered against the
wooden planks of the dock as she ran, her speed over-enthusiastic.
The woman watched her approach, her expression dubious as Leira
pulled herself to an abrupt stop a foot short of sending them both
crashing into the water.

“Can I help you?”

“Yes.” Leira pushed hair out of her face and
straightened her shoulders so she stood only an inch or two shorter
than the older woman. “I’m looking for a job. On your ship.”

The woman appraised her, taking in the mark
on her face before she surveyed the rest of her form.

“It’s not my ship,” she said after a moment.
Her tone was not unkindly, but it was dismissive. “And this is not
an ordinary ship, girl. Maybe you don’t realize what we do
here. We’re not selling wares.”

Leira cocked her head to one side. “If I
were stupid enough to confuse the catafal with a merchant ship, I’d
ask you to kindly keel-haul me this very minute.”

The woman smirked. She looked over Leira
again, crossing black-gloved hands over her chest.

“You’re a smart one,” she said
appreciatively. “But I don’t have a job for you. We’re pulling out
tonight. I’m sure another ship will replace The Rooster soon
enough. You can try there.”

She started to turn away, and Leira
blundered forward, needing to keep her attention.

“Why is it called The Rooster?” she
asked. She’d always wanted to know, and while this wasn’t the most
appropriate time for the question, asking it had the desired effect
of keeping the other woman engaged.

“A ship’s got to have a name, doesn’t it?”
the woman said. She licked her lips as she stared at the catafal’s
black sails. “Most everything does. I’d wager even you’ve got
one.”

“I’m Leira,” Leira said. She bowed her head,
but the woman didn’t seem impressed by her meekness.

“I’m Elsie,” she replied. “And what
difference does any of it make? Would it be better if we were
sailing on the Elsie’s back? Or if the Leira pulled
into port to carry away the dead? The Rooster is as good a
name as any, I’d reckon. Wouldn’t you?”

Leira smiled. “I suppose you’re right. Black
roosters are rare. And much more intriguing than a ship named after
some love-addled girl.” Her smile widened the more she pondered it.
The Rooster. And the Hedgehog. She couldn’t imagine finding
that sort of combination anywhere else.

“Right so,” Elsie said. She let out a low
laugh. “You’ve got more sense than most of these villagers, at any
rate. Still,” she sighed. “I don’t have a position for you.”

“Please,” Leira said. She reached a hand
forward and grabbed hold of Elsie’s arm. The older woman looked
down at the pink-tinged skin covered in scrapes and cuts. “I don’t
have another option. The other ships won’t take me. I’ve already
tried.”

Elsie took a step back. Leira wanted to keep
her hold, but she let her arm fall to her side.

“I don’t take kindly to strangers touching
me,” the woman said. “And I can’t imagine we’d want you on board if
no one else is willing to give you a chance. You must be a clumsy
oaf. Or a fiendish one.”

Leira’s face flushed. “I’m not a fiend,” she
said. She drew back with a defiant step. “And I wouldn’t have
believed the catafal to be so picky as to deny me a chance based on
assumptions of the common idiot.”

She twisted about, furious and defeated. If
there were no jobs for her on The Rooster, she would have to
leave the village on foot. That meant provisions, and nicking some
kind of knife. A stick wouldn’t do her much good in the hunt for
supper. Plans raced in her head, filling in the emptiness of her
latest denial. She was used to being alone. She would bear this
rejection as well as she’d handled the many that came before
it.

The list of things she would need unfurled
like a parchment scroll in her head, preoccupying her thoughts so
completely she paid no heed to the doughy warmth of a person
ramming against her shoulder.

“Watch where you’re—oh, it’s
you.”

Leira stopped, the sneering voice dripping
through her thoughts like poison. She glanced over her shoulder to
see Bremen approaching, his fists clenched. There were others
around, but no one interfered as he drew nearer. No one would. Not
with Pif’s ceremony less than an hour’s length behind them.

“I have no fight with you today, Bremen,”
she said. “I apologize for our collision. Leave it at that, and let
me be.” She kept her words quiet but cold. She didn’t want to fight
him, and she had no stick to keep him at bay. Yet even still, she
would not beg his forgiveness in order to keep him in a peaceful
mood.

“You were lucky yesterday, Blood Face,”
Bremen said. He pushed up the sleeves of his shirt, his head
lowered like some charging bull. “But I’m not feeling quite so
generous anymore.”

She wanted to laugh at that. As if he’d ever
been generous. Yesterday, he knew he would be defeated. Now, he
could see she was defenseless. What a difference a small change in
situation could make. Suddenly, he was brave as anything, and she
was deserving of every punishment he had to offer.

Leira stood her ground, the way she always
did. Ansel told her time and again that she was as idiotic as the
others for it, and that she would be far better off if she’d turn
tail and run. He was right, in some ways. But not in the ways that
mattered to her. In those respects, running would accomplish
nothing but making her ashamed of her own actions. She felt shame
enough for the other people in her village. She did not want to
feel it for herself as well.

“What are you going to do, cut me in the
middle of the boardwalk?” she asked. She hedged her bets, drawing
on facts she could never confirm. “The villagers might let you do
it. But the catafal crew will not. Do you think the Iron Hedgehog
would take well to an unarmed girl being sliced open before his
ship?”

Bremen paused, his eyes snaking to the black
ship bobbing in the nearby waters. Leira had no reason to believe
the Hedgehog would give the slightest damn about what happened in
this insignificant village. But Bremen was as stupidly
superstitious as everyone else here, and he would not easily invoke
the wrath of the captain of Death’s ship. He would not risk being
cursed by the Bride.

Leira was glad to see his foot falter, but
his hesitation didn’t last long. With a low rumbling of breath,
Bremen fixed his eyes on Leira’s. He stepped forward once more,
closing the gap between them.

“I wouldn’t want to waste my blade on you,”
he hissed. He pivoted to the right, as if he were going to turn
away. But then he twisted back, arms jutting forward to give her
chest a hard push. She stumbled, trying—failing—to keep her
balance. Staggering back, she landed with a painful scrape on the
rough, splintered wood of the dock.

Bremen let out a bellow of laughter, and
Leira glared up at him, ignoring the warmth blossoming on her hand
where she was sure she’d soon find blood. She opened her mouth,
searching for a scathing retort to wipe the smile from his ugly
lips. But before any witty remark formed in her mind, a blade far
bigger than his own swooped around Bremen’s front and came to rest
against the tip of his inner thigh.

“Think it’s funny to push down girls half
your size?” Elsie said in a low, husky voice over his shoulder.
Bremen was technically taller than her. But the older woman was
vastly superior in every other respect, and it showed.

“This doesn’t concern you, ma’am,” he said
in a wavering voice. He kept his gaze hard on the blade point.

“Since it’s my knife threatening to slice
you open like a fresh catch of fish, I’d say it concerns me well
enough,” Elsie replied. She pressed the tip of the steel blade into
his leg. Bremen gasped, and Elsie smiled.

Leira smiled, too.

“Now,” Elsie said. She pulled back the
blade—far enough to expose the red-stained tip. “Apologize to this
here lass, or you’ll have more than a pinprick to deal with.”

Bremen swallowed. “I’m not apologizing to
Blood Face,” he said, though even Leira could hear there was no
conviction in his words. She made her way to her feet, sparing a
short glance at her hand. It, too, was streaked with blood,
splintered by the shard of wood still stuck in her palm.

“What was that?” Elsie said. She moved the
blade close to his skin again. This time, a little higher than his
thigh. Leira grinned as Bremen’s eyes widened. He swallowed again,
and then mumbled an incoherent apology before Elsie finally let him
go.

They watched him scurry off, Elsie shaking
her head as he disappeared around the side of the village inn.

“A normal occurrence,” she said. It was not
a question, and when Leira nodded, Elsie nodded as well. “I could
fit you on board.” She turned to Leira. “But only as a shroud
tender. You’ll have to help around the ship, whenever and wherever
we need you. And you’ll have to care for the bodies when we get
closer to the Ascypt. Does that frighten you?”

Leira laughed. “Frighten me?” The idea was
preposterous. “What could possibly be frightening about a lump of
limp, cold flesh?”

Elsie stared at her, her lips slowly inching
up into another smirk.

“Talk to me once you’ve had an
unenthusiastic lover or two,” she said.

Leira considered her. “I know they can go
limp. But do they go cold, too?”

Elsie’s smirk broke into a deep, mirthful
laugh. She shook her head at Leira, and then took her injured
hand.

“Tend to that,” she said. “And pack your
things. We leave at dusk. With or without you.”

She released Leira’s hand, tucked her knife
into her belt, and walked down the dock.


Chapter Four

 


Leira tended to her wound, washing the cut
and wrapping clean linen tight to staunch the flow of blood. Then
she packed her things, picked some flowers for her mother, and
scratched a note for her brother to find. She waited, poised by her
window to climb out as soon as she heard someone enter the house.
No one came home, so when the sun was low over the horizon, she
slipped out the front door and made her way back to the dock.

The day was overcast but dry, the cool air
mild in the absence of yesterday’s damp. It rarely got cold enough
for the rain to turn to flakes of white in her village. Mostly,
Ivor’s Bay was full of rain and fog, the occasional patch of bright
days bringing with them so much joy from the locals even Leira’s
tormentors largely let her be. Leira enjoyed the clarity of a
bright day. But she never minded the rain. Gray was a soothing
color, soft like fresh-spun wool. She watched the smoky hue of the
sky as she edged the village, letting the evening’s quiet ease
settle into her bones.

She’d been successful. She’d obtained a
position on the ship. Now, she would ride with the crew of the
catafal until they landed in Dortmunia’s Peak, where she could
start her new life. A simple life. One in which she didn’t need to
prepare herself for being drowned in
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