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  Prologue


The smell of iron and sulfur permeated the air as the newly dead rotted from fresh to stale on a hot Monday morning. The townsfolk of a rural village that traded wool and produced honey were no longer of the living. They sat, lay, or hung on the ground, at the trees, by the river, or in their homes with cuts, slashes, and wounds that were inflicted by swords, axes, and other bladed weapons. 
Supported by his cane with double serpent carvings, Radulf knelt beside a man who seemed to be a farmer judging from his calloused hands. He laid his large pack down and searched its contents. A palm-sized needle, a foot-long saw, and a knife with a flat blade appeared in his hands. He tore the farmer’s tunic open with his bare hands and examined the skin around the upper chest area with his one good eye. Using his knife, he punctured a hole in the middle of the collar bone and made a straight incision down to the line of the hip. Then, a pair of parallel cuts were made from the man’s shoulder to the waist. Probing with his blade, he lifted the skin apart and folded them on each side, opening the cadaver.
Out of thin air, a tiny olive-colored hand appeared on Radulf’s shoulder and pulled itself up. The hand belonged to a foot-tall beast with the head and twirling horns of a goat. It hoisted itself upright on his shoulder, revealing a man’s torso, balancing with its two donkey legs.
“Are you done yet? Starving here.” The tiny goat-man’s stomach growled.
“Patience is a virtue,” Radulf reminded it.
“That is true if I were a man, but I’m a goat that is also a man,” he yawned. “So no virtues in this goat. I only want my food.”
Ignoring the beast, he began sawing the rib cage of the dead. The good organs, worth salvaging for medicines and rituals, went inside a jar filled with a light-brown liquid reeking of garlic and rotting cabbage. The unusable ones rotted next to the body.
Radulf packed the blades back and sealed the jar. “This is done. You can have it, Bapholin.” After pushing himself up with his cane, he then moved to the next body.
The beast jumped to the dead’s face and opened its big mouth, revealing numerous tiny white teeth, similar to those of goosanders. White tendrils of smoke escaped the nostrils, ears, mouth, and eyes of the dead and entered the goat-man’s dark hole within his bestial mouth. When the deceptive tiny beast finished, it burped, satisfied.
“Where’s the next . . .” It snapped its mouth shut and then growled.
“Problem?” asked Radulf.
Without responding, its hands transformed into hooves and galloped ahead on all fours. Its snout and glowing eyes focused forward.
“Bapholin where are you—blasted,” he shouted. He hurriedly pulled himself up with his cane and followed the tiny goat.
From corner to corner, the beast traversed over the dead, winding past market stalls, barrels, wagons, and more. It traveled past the church, the school, and the town hall, finally stopping at a small inn.
Out of breath, Radulf caught up with the beast, now growling at the front door. “What was that exhausting run for?” he exclaimed.
“There’s someone inside.” Bapholin was at the door like a guard dog.
“Impossible. The wards are all complete,” he reasoned. “Neither the boatman nor the Cloak can enter. If this is one of your antics, I swear—“
“When I say someone is inside, someone is inside,” it roared.
Ready with his cane, Radulf gently pushed the front door open and stepped in.
A man had been pinned to the walls by three arrows in his torso. Beside him, another man, maybe his brother judging by their similar faces, was lying on the table with a cut right on his side. But neither moved nor showed any signs of living.
“I . . . do not understand.” Bapholin started sniffing around the room.
“Everyone’s dead. You owe me for that exhausting run.” Radulf made his way to the corner, hovering over a plump woman with hollow brown eyes. She lay on a straw pallet with a blanket wrapped around her body.
“I know it’s here,” growled the beast. “I can’t be wrong. We know the difference.”
“Right. I suppose you do,” he added. “Maybe you sensed a tree or a flower. There’s life in that, isn’t there?”
“You dare mock me, human?” Two voices escaped its mouth, both man and beast.
He laid a hand on the pale skin of the woman underneath the sheets. Her icy temperature competed with his own. “Oh no. I don’t dare that at all.” His nose sniffed nothing of the ferric smell of blood around her, or the process of decay.
It checked on the dead. “Life was here. It was here,” it defended.
Resting his cane aside, Radulf lifted both of her eyelids. Red veins almost covered the whiteness within. Then, stinking breath escaped the woman’s mouth as it was stretched, but no breath came in nor out. When the inspection didn’t satisfy Radulf, he took the blanket off and began pressing his hand all over the body. Building frustration clouded his mind. He ripped the dead’s worn-out dress, displaying a fully naked carcass.
Bapholin sniffed the dead woman. “What are you on about?” it asked.
He caressed every square inch of it. “This woman is dead, yet there are no signs of wounds, bruises, or stabs anywhere. It’s odd,” he explained.
“Perhaps she died of illness.”
“I presumed as well. But her body left no sign of fever or disease. Also, I cannot sense her soul. Others you have not devoured, I do, just not hers.”
A whiff of something caught the beast. It checked the woman’s head, then moved to her breast and then her belly. Its small, bushy tail wagged.
“What? Do you suddenly want to do it with the dead? Didn’t figure you for that type.”
“No, you disgusting old fart,” barked the goat. “She’s with child.”
Radulf’s one brow rose above the strap of his eye patch. “Yes, I had assumed so, considering her breasts and heftiness,” he stated.
“The child is alive,” it announced.
His face went blank; his posture, rigid. The next moment, quick, fast reactions took over him. His flat blade cut through the mother’s fat. Care and consideration flowered within each inch he sliced—precision was key. Blood oozed out, but it didn’t bother his purpose, nor hampered his singular vision.
“You’re delivering it?” Bapholin stood on two legs and crossed his transforming arms over his chest.
“What do you suggest then?”
“Kill it. Then feed me its soul.” Its tail wagged again.
“You can have all the dead here,” he urged. “But this living creature. This beautiful creature will live. He or she will grow. And you will never eat them.”
Its eyes dilated, and then it snickered. “It’s already dying. His soul is leaving. And . . . it is a he.”
The baby’s head peeked as more flesh and skin were removed. “No. No. He will not die.” Radulf continued the delivery as his mouth chanted a spell, and the dead seemed to rouse from their sleep.
Bapholin’s eyes grew dark as it shook its head. Its hands transformed into hooves as it stood on all fours. “Crazy old man.” It galloped away from the ongoing labor and continued with his feast outside.






  
  1
William, 16 years after


Standing with one foot on a crate, a bearded man in a blue doublet strummed his lute while he sang. Another man in red fiddled his viola and sent air kisses and winks to the ladies. With the allure of her curves in an airy dress and a loose, open bodice, a girl danced along with her tambourine. The three performers roused a growing crowd in the city square to the beat of clapping hands and stomping feet. 
At a nearby butcher shop, William heard the music playing and simply released the pig’s foot he held and headed out.
He squished through the gaps between the mass, making use of his lanky frame. “Excuse me. Sorry. Coming through,” he said as he stumbled up front.
The man in blue carried the song while the one in red kept his eyes on the ladies as they purred with every note he sent their way. He laughed lightly at the stupid looks of the women. He thought love and attraction made people weird and dumb. But something about the music and the air lifted his spirits and everyone around him. Sure, the song and dance was enthralling and exciting, but that was it. Nothing more. He would never be that stupid if he ever found someone who was talented and—
‘Beautiful,’ thought William to himself.
A girl, maybe a few years older than him, leapt and twiddled her feet over the cobblestone ground like she alone mattered. Not the lusty stares of other men, the adoration of the elders, nor the cheers of the children disturbed her playful movements. Each rhythm of the high notes and beats of the low tones intertwined with the shake of her hips and the wave of her graceful yet strong arms and legs. It was as if an angel had gone down from the heavens and basked in the sun’s radiance, letting them all take a peek.
“Nice beat huh?” a tiny voice said to William’s right.
Without looking, he answered, “Yes it is. A great beat.” He tossed coins where a few notes and coins already were in an open viola case.
The girl noticed his appreciation and winked at him. William sort of blushed and felt his knees wobble. She danced a few steps his way before thanking others who had showered them with even more coins.
They played and played until the audience had doubled its size. And when the man in blue seemed satisfied, his rhythm changed. The two followed his lead. Suddenly, their playing went faster. The notes were heart thumping and blood pumping. They fiddled their strings vigorously, their faces adorned with the addiction of music and sweat, and their bodies trapped in movements of harmony and vibration.
“You know what else is a great beat?” asked the tiny voice.
“What?” William asked aloud, unable to tear his face away.
“Your father’s fist when he gives you the beating of your life.” Bapholin propped on his shoulder with a tiny scowl on his goat face.
He shook his head. “It’s only two shillings. I have enough money for the rest.”
“What if the cost increased? What then?”
“But I watched them perform. I have to pay them something,” he reasoned. It was an impulsive move, but he did enjoy the performance. Plus, having the girl wink at him was priceless.
“We came here to buy supplies for your father. Not squander coin and see the show,” interrupted the beast. “Now move your lazy bum and get to the supplies.”
William wanted to tell the beast off, but decided against it in fear of retaliation when it would tell his father. He begrudgingly left the town square as it exploded with a roar of whistles and applause. He had figured they had done something spectacular for the last part of the show.
At the marketplace, he made his way into the food stalls and picked up ingredients for cooking. He then went to a shop selling trinkets of oddities: bracelets fitted with bones and gems, blades with animal parts as hilts, and jars filled with various organs, and more.
The lady in the store met with him. “Oh, how are you my dear?” she asked, wiping her hands clean on her apron over her plain brown dress.
His pink lips stretched to his ears as his dark brown eyes flicked to Elise—a reflex he'd always had with her. He'd visited her shop with his father since he could walk and talk. Having never known a mother, he'd only observed them through his neighbors' children. He'd noticed they varied greatly: some were fat and talkative, others skeletal like him; some meek and fragile, others heavy and aggressive. Yet of all he'd seen, he decided that if he ever had a mother, she would be like Elise.
“You really like this wench don’t you?” Bapholin hopped from his shoulder and landed on one of the pots that had white beans in them.
“I’m fine Elise. Thank you for asking,” he replied, trying his best to ignore the goat-man’s comments.
“Did your father need supplies again?” she inquired with a kind smile and sparkling blue eyes.
“Why else would we be here? Certainly not to see you,” chided the beast, lying down on rat balls, yawning.
“Yes, please,” William answered promptly.
After years and years of practice, he had learned not to be surprised by the goat-man’s comments when other people interacted with him. Reacting to even one would only incite unwanted questions such as: Who are you talking to? Did you say something? Or William’s favorite; child, are you seeing demons? If only they knew how living in the Howe household required keeping secrets out of necessity, for not anyone could easily comprehend what goes on inside.
Elise produced a sack from under her wares and began packing them in small clay jars and used paper. “He isn’t coming today?” she inquired.
“For a woman, your observations can be astoundingly astute,” commented the beast.
“He left this morning for the mountains again,” answered William. “Picking up Edelweiss and lilies.”
Her shoulders slackened as she placed a tied number of red twigs in the sack. “It’s that time of the month, isn’t it? I do hope he takes care travelling.”
“Has something happened?” His brows met.
“You didn’t know? The Ameries’ eldest hasn’t come home for two weeks already. At first, they thought he was in the forest, camping, hunting. But after days, they were worried he hasn’t come home or sent for word. His father and some of the soldiers went looking for him in the place he usually hunts. All they found were his clothes, cot, and rotten food. Nobody has any idea where he went off to.”
Bapholin yawned another mouthful and airy release. “So some nobody is missing again. What’s new about that? You know what could be great? You. Missing. Now that’s certainly news for me.”
“Do you think this is like the others?” asked William earnestly.
Earlier that year, a nine-year-old boy vanished. His parents assumed he was playing with friends, but after sunset, no one had seen him; his playmates claimed he was home sick. In truth, no soul encountered the child that day except his parents, who saw him only that morning. Weeks later, the same fate befell two siblings. Believed to be visiting an aunt, they were never seen by her—or anyone else—save their father, who had seen them off that morning. This pattern repeated every few weeks or months: children vanished without a trace, leaving no sign of struggle, blood, or body. One moment they were there; the next, gone.
“The soldiers cannot make heads or tails of it. I hope it isn’t but…most likely it is.” After tying the sack secure, she handed it to him.
He placed a small bag of coins on the table and took the sack. “I hope nothing has happened to him.” He untied the knot and inspected it. After checking chicken brains and sage petals off his list, he found a dagger wrapped in a fine leather holster.
“I really wished you didn’t do that in front of me,” spoke Elise in an answer to William’s puzzled look.
“What is this?” He lifted the dagger from the sack. The bronze hilt with an etching of a serpent coiling around it seemed to call to him.
“A gift from me to you.” She smiled brightly.
“This is really—I can’t—this fine leather and the carving—I cannot take this. This is too much, too grand for someone like me. I’m sorry. But I can’t take this.” He held it back to her.
She placed her hands on his and tightened his grip on it. “This is why I didn’t want you to find out. Take it. Whoever or whatever is doing this, I’ll have a bit of peace knowing you’ll be protected.”
“Take the damn thing,” howled the beast. “Fighting with that is better than your girly fists. Look at you, you need one. Badly. And we both know that your father isn’t going to give you any. Or even if he did, a bread knife is the best deal you’re going to get.”
She pleaded with a slight nod of her head.
William sighed. “All right. But please don’t tell my father about this.” He took the dagger and strapped it around his hips.
“It will be our little secret.”
“Thank you Elise.” He found it hard looking straight into her eyes.
“The pleasure is all mine.”
With a casual wave, he went for the exit and walked off.
“That was awfully nice of her, don’t you think? Coming from someone looking that wretched,” mouthed the beast, appearing again on his shoulder.
“Would you shut up already,” hissed William. “Why do you hate her so?”
“I don’t hate her. There’s just nothing to like about her,” it explained. “And besides, hating takes too much energy. I have no time for hating.”
“Then quit your comments about her. It isn’t nice,” he said. “She’s been nothing but good to me and my father. The least you can do is—“ As he turned to the beast, he bumped into someone. He lost his balance and fell on his bottom.
A thin-framed man in red robes stood with a displeased grin. “God doesn’t want stupid boys like you wandering the streets with his head in the clouds.” His diamond eyes pierced through his spectacles, commanding respect and position.
William could only bring his head lower and avert his eyes. “I apologize sir.”
“I have no time for this.” The man gave a last look before he turned and left.
Gripping the sack in his hand tighter, he pulled himself up from the ground and patted his bum and trousers, removing dust and dirt. “I really don’t like priests. They’re creepy and scary, don’t you think?” he mumbled.
When no one answered him, he looked to each of his shoulders and then to the ground. “Bapholin? Where are you? Bapholin?” He searched around him, but all he could see were the glum smiles and tired looks of the people out shopping. “Great. Leave me alone again in the middle of conversation. As if I didn’t look stupid enough talking to an invisible man-goat,” he said in exasperation.
“I don’t think you look stupid,” said a soft female voice.
“Trust me. When that goat talks to me, I look even more stupid,” he blurted out involuntarily as he turned and saw a child a good ten feet from him.
With her frosting blonde curls tucked in a blue bonnet, the little girl stood in her white gown and silver bodice. She stared at him with a placid face. Her eyes were of crystal blue that made her fair skin glow even more. “I’m sure it isn’t as bad as you think,” she answered.
“Wait. You saw that?”
“Saw which one? You bumping into the priest, or you having a fight with your pet?”
“You see him?” He watched her with a confused look.
She batted her eyes nonchalantly. “Him? Isn’t it supposed to be an it? It’s a small, brawny goat, isn’t it? Or is it a man? I’m frankly confused.”
“How can you see him? You’re—this is impossible. How can you?”
“I have eyes don’t I? They are for seeing.” The girl shrugged, turned, and started ahead.
“Wait!” As if pushed from behind, William walked a couple of steps, then ran for her.
When the little lady turned a corner, he turned a corner. She crossed a bridge; he followed right behind. To William, the mystery of Bapholin was simply part of his family's legacy—a secret known only to the Howes, incomprehensible to outsiders. Thus, someone who could see, and perhaps understand, the annoying goat was both bewildering and thrilling. So when she entered an abandoned home outside town, doubt never fazed him as he continued his pursuit.






  
  2
William, House


He barged into the house, through the front door and stopped in the middle of the living room. It stank of rodent feces and rain-dried lumber. He placed a careful foot forward, now wary and conscious of the new environment. He had never seen or known of this house. The cracked walls and creaking floorboards seemed to have lost their strength from neglect and changing weather. The old benches and tables inside might topple at a touch of weight on them. As he wandered through the hall and into the kitchen, strands of blond hair swooshed at the corner of his eye. He turned exactly in time to see the girl’s feet disappear into a room ahead. He quickly followed her inside as a wide space with dirty crates, portraits, and chests covered with dusty sacks welcomed him. 
“Where are you?” he said softly, rounding a crate to see if she was there. But nothing was there but dust. “I don’t want to bother you. I only need to know why you can see him. I’ve never met anyone who could see Bapholin, other than my father.” He lifted a chest big enough for her to hide. Clothes of red and blue greeted him, but no little lady.
“Please. I only need to talk—“
When he pressed the chest shut, the air around him cooled to a temperature close to winter, but the atmosphere felt heavy enough that clouds could form and rain would pour in. His arms instantly wrapped around his body. He wore only plain brown trousers and a light tunic, not even a doublet for a proper young man. His thin body shriveled from the cold, wishing for the heat of the afternoon sun.
Right when he stood to leave, the slivers of sunlight peeking through the shut windows changed into a blood-red hue. His feet led him near the windows, near the rays of crimson light. He held his hand up against it, and found it was the same as any light, but no heat carried over as the sun’s blaze like he had expected. Squinting, he pressed his forehead closer to the windows, peeking through the openings. But as soon as his head touched the cold dry wood, a loud thud came from outside the room.
The side of his face pressed on the closed door. His ears patiently waited for another sound. When he had dismissed it as a cat or rat causing a ruckus in the basement or above the roof, he left the room. But another sound drummed below, making him stop yet again. Then, after a while, footfalls followed. Huge and full. When the sound came at him constantly, five seconds apart, instinctively he went back into the room and positioned himself behind a crate. He knelt on one knee and with a good covered view of the door.
He was convinced the sounds were either human or a large animal. The owner of the house perhaps, or a squatter? The sound grew louder and stronger. Whatever it was, it was coming closer. Would it be a passerby or someone who needed to be alone or something? If it was any normal person, why did William feel the need to hide? It was not like he broke in, the door was open. And clearly there was nothing to steal—not like he was a thief. Why was his heart beating faster, the hair on his skin standing up, and all thoughts inside his head screaming for him to leave the place? What was going on?
William couldn’t take the suspense any longer. To hell with curiosity, the need to flee and leave this place overwhelmed him. He approached each of the barred windows in front of him, pushing, testing it if it budged. It took him a while before he finally found a board loose enough to pry open. Problem was, it was closer to the door, where the sound was getting louder and stronger. He suddenly didn’t care about the distance. Getting out was more important. His fingers reached for the wooden plank nailed on the window and pulled. With three big huffs, he managed to pull it out of the window and stumble a couple of steps back. More red light streamed from the outside as the sound immediately stopped. Silence ruled again.
Curiosity tickled the back of William’s mind, wanting to see what had made it stop. But as soon as he noticed the opening he had made was too small for him to pass, his fingers immediately wrapped themselves around the next plank and pulled. He could always control his curiosity a lot better than most people. The nails fastened to the ends of the planks were tighter than the ones before, almost impossible to wrestle open. But William heaved and pulled, determined to let the piece of wood loose. Bits of scratches appeared on his palms as he pressed on the wood and pulled even harder.
Taking a quick break, he placed his right foot against the wall and pulled again. When one of the nails showed signs of rising, he put more muscle into it, grunted, and finally yanked it out. The inertia caused him to topple and fall on the floor. At the same time, the door slammed open, a five-foot large object wrapped in white flew from the door and landed on top of him. It was heavy, but soft. When he ignored the pain shooting from his back, he realized he was face to face with another boy fast asleep. His eyes bulged as it took every instinct in his body telling him not to scream. After a moment of quiet panic, he recognized that long bridged nose, those girly lashes, and that slick blond hair.
It was his good friend, Garret Talbot. He was the child of the Talbot household, the fifth son of the Earl of Shrewsbury. He liked Garret most among all the Earl’s children for he was unlike the other young nobles—he wasn’t nasty or domineering. Conversations with him came easily and naturally.
Just as William had the inkling to shake his friend awake and ask him what he was doing resting here, a dark boot appeared in the corner of his eye. And then the shouts in his head that screamed for him to leave returned. His fast beating heart thrummed over his ears. The man who owned the boots walked from his side and around, looking from Garret to him under his friend. William thought if this man was responsible for kidnapping Garret, it might be best not to be here. But what could he do? He had already seen him and most likely he’d stop him if he tried to escape. So he did the next best thing to do.
Nothing.
He shut his eyes, relaxed his whole body, and minimized his breathing so that his lungs didn’t expand too much when he took air in.
William felt the man move closer to him and Garret. When its feet were right next to his face, he couldn’t resist opening his eyes, but by just a tiny bit. Dread and confusion made him feel smaller than he thought possible. The man wasn’t really wearing dark boots. His feet rivaled the blackness of a raven’s feathers while coils of smoke snaked around his skin.
The weight was suddenly lifted from his chest as he immediately shut his eyes. A hard thud sounded behind him as the floor vibrated. He could only discern that the man tossed Garret aside like he was made of paper, making him cower in his head, figuring out how strong the man could actually be.
As thoughts of escaping slowly dwindled from his mind, a brush of cool air passed over his face, causing his body to tense. His left hand was buried around his back as he felt the fine, hard leather of his dagger’s hilt. As he planned an attack in his head—if ever the situation had called for it—a hard, icy, and chilling grip held his jaw. His eyes flung open.
Staring right back at him was a dark face of a man. No. It wasn’t entirely a face. It was a head composed entirely of black matter with depth, contour, and shapes that somehow replicated a human face. It had two dark pits where its eyes would have been as it seemingly stared right at him. The more William’s sight adjusted to the dark, the more he learned that this wasn’t a man. It was a shadow. A living, breathing shadow.
“AAAAAHHH,” screamed William.
The shadow screamed back with a monstrous howl, tightening its hold on his jaw. When its fingertips dug deep into his skin, he released his dagger from its holster and slashed it across the shadow’s face. The shadow recoiled back and covered its face with its hands, shouting from the pain.
William staggered to stand and walk over to where Garret was. When he was right next to him, he repeatedly and softly slapped and shook his face. “Garret. It’s me, William. Get up. Garret. Wake—“ A strong force held him by the arms and threw him across the room. He landed in the middle of chests and crates as his limbs were scraped by their sharp corners.
The shadow howled from its victory toss, stretched its arms, and started towards him.
With adrenaline masking the pains in his body, William forced his limbs to push himself up while holding the dagger in his hand clumsily for defense. When the shadow came in close distance of him, he swiped it up, down, and across, daring the shadow to come closer. The shadow bellowed, darting its limbs forward and back.
After a few missed forays, it made a grumbling noise and extended a hand in the air. Its black arm swelled, curled, and bubbled, changing into a full length dark sword. It raised its sword-limb into the air and hacked it down. William defended with his tiny dagger, but the length and strength of the sword made him release his weapon and hopelessly take a gash at his arm. The shadow raised its sword in the air again and slashed it down. William plucked a plank from the side and blocked it. But the blade broke it into pieces and swiped his shirt and parts of his skin.
He instinctively threw what was left of the plank on the shadow’s face and ran to the side. But after three steps, a piercing pain shot through his left calf, making him trip and fall flat on the floor. His eyes bulged as he clawed his way forward, eager to leave. But he couldn’t move. He looked back. The shadow had pinned him with its sword right through the flesh of his leg.
The shadow towered over him with its black body and created another sword from its other hand.
His eyes locked on its two pits, he whispered with quivering lips, “Please, let me—AAAAAHHH!!!”
It had punctured its free sword right between his shoulder and chest while howling in delight. A snicker passed across the shadow’s face as it wobbled its blade, stretching the wounds wider, playing with his bleeding muscles. Crying out, William blinked back tears as blood gushed from his injuries.
The shadow bent down, so its blank face was right above his. Immediately, he felt lightheaded as if his body had been robbed of its strength and will. The adrenaline pumping in his veins seemed to diminish, replaced by a cold eternal calm. His eyes flicked to the side, where the sword stuck through his chest. Bits of white light escaped his open wound and glided right at the sword, disappearing into the body of the shadow. His breath began to shallow as his capacity to cry out withered. His legs began to feel numb, as did his arms.
Right when his body craved for sleep, a dark hand wrapped around the shadow’s neck, yanked it away from William’s ailing body, and flung it across the room.
Another shadow had appeared.
His attacker immediately got off from the ground and charged at the new shadow. It swung its sword across and met a newly formed axe from the intruder. His attacker started squealing, talking in a language and a form that had no comprehensible words. The second shadow replied with the same unintelligible babble, flinging looks and gestures at William and a sleeping Garret.
If William had the strength, he would have moved from where he lay, taken Garret with him, and escaped while they were distracted. Or he would have stabbed one in the back and kicked the other. But he could neither do those things, nor could he yell for help. He was spent.
Weapons returning to regular arms, the two shadows stopped bickering and made their way to him.
It was his time. William’s head motioned to his right. “-elp…pleaz…hel…” he breathed out into the darkness, into the shadows that clung to his deathly hour.
One shadow stopped right before Garret and the other walked in his direction. When the footfalls of the second shadow ended at William’s face, a dark, deep voice said, “Grimnir, defile.”
The shadow on Garret squealed in terror as it flew in the air and hit the wall. The second shadow turned back to the source of the first’s terror when the intruder hacked its arm with a scythe.
A man in dark robes held a six-foot tall iron rod, decorated with skulls and bones. At both of its ends was a crescent moon blade pointing in opposite directions; if it was viewed from afar, it was shaped like an almost circle with a cut right through its center. One of the blades shone silvery white and the other a blacker shade of ash.
The severed arm on the floor quivered as the shadow screamed with a vengeance. It raised its still-working arm and changed it into a sword. Charging, it flung its makeshift blade across. The intruder blocked with its scythe, sidestepped, and hacked the white side of his weapon on the shadow’s leg. As the shadow released another howl, the man twisted his weapon in his hands and beheaded his opponent. When its head fell from its body, it and all of its other parts burst into ashes.
Howling, the second shadow had recovered and leaped onto the man with two axes from its limbs. The man blocked the first strike and stepped back. The shadow didn’t let down, striking, swinging, and charging. When the man’s back tapped the wall, the shadow cried in near victory as it slashed its double axe down on him. But its blade only hit the floor, flinging bits of wood across. The shadow turned from left to right, wondering where the intruder had gone. As it stood straight, the man fell from the shadows of the ceiling and landed with its scythe slashing through the shadow’s body. The second the man’s blade connected with the floor, the shadow burst into a fog of ashes.
The heavy air that weighed on the room dissipated as the red light from outside disappeared.
As the man released a breath, his scythe glowed and changed into an iron key hooped in a large silver ring. He gazed at an unconscious Garret before coming to a wheezing William. “It has been a while since I’ve heard a soul-cry. You’re lucky I was tailing the other katen, otherwise I would have come later,” he said.
William stared at the tall man, sensing a familiarity in him. Because of the robe that cloaked him completely, he could not see much of his features, only his perfectly sculpted chin and pinkish thin lips. “Who are—“ He coughed the rest of the question, blood bubbling in his throat.
The man’s lips pursed. “You do not know me? Yet you called for me? How can—ah… Your family must have hidden knowledge from you. I suppose knowing is dangerous. Especially when you live out here in the open.”
Knowledge? What was he saying? He tried to speak, but an insistent coughing came out instead.
The man stared at William for moments and then smirked. “You remind me of someone, but I can’t seem to recall who. Never mind. I suppose you know not of any spells yet.” He reached a hand in to a shadow on the ground as it passed through and appeared where William’s dagger was. He gripped the hilt and plucked it from the floor, passed it through the shadows, and held it in front of him. He opened his mouth as an ancient language escaped his lips, full of stuttering and crackling of the tongue.
It reminded William of the chants his father did under the basement or sometimes outside of their house. He had asked once what it was about, but he was greeted with another round of beatings. From then on, he knew well he should keep his mouth shut when his father did something he didn’t quite grasp.
At the end of his chant, the man kissed the blade with his pinkish lips and returned it to William’s holster. “I bestow you my blessing. Now you can defend yourself properly,” he said.
“Who,” William managed to say.
He knelt down and whispered, “I am your patron. Your Bringer. Your herald. I am Death.”
“Death?” His eyes shone in glee and excitement, though he didn’t know why.
“Yes. Now sleep, my child. You need to recover.” Death placed a hand on his forehead as a calming and soothing presence washed over William. He felt the clutches of sleep and exhaustion wash over him.






  
  3
Queen Mary, Cathedral


Queen Mary I was on the kneeler with her head bowed down and her chin touching her clasped hands. Her grace and majesty overflowed in her black floor length gown and a bodice decorated with rubies and diamonds. The light from the afternoon sky seemed to bless the queen through the windows of the cathedral as she prayed for herself, her kingdom, and her people. She lifted her head and gave a yearning look at the crucifix, and ended her prayer with the sign of the holy trinity. 
She rose onto her feet and turned to a thin-framed man in full red robes with a red biretta on his head, kneeling before her. “Cardinal Lawce, I had never thought the church would send you.” Her pencil eyebrows perked up as her puffy lips moved to one side.
Cardinal Lawce stood by her acknowledgment. The jeweled cross laced on his neck and his diamond-grey piercing eyes both shone against the golden light of the sun. “Neither did I Your Majesty. Though may I say, you are looking most splendid,” he said.
The queen’s three ladies-in-waiting gathered to her side and fell behind her as she walked forward to the cardinal. “Your Eminence, I am sure we have more important discussions ahead of us rather than useless exchange of flattery.”
“As always, Your Majesty cut to the chase,” said Lawce with a smile.
“You know I dislike wasting time. Especially my time.”
“Then may I have a word in private Your Majesty?”
“Walk with me then.”
He bowed and offered his elbow. Mary slipped a hand in between as they started out of the church and into the castle grounds. Her ladies followed three beats behind.
“Your Majesty, the Pope sends his thanks for returning Catholicism as the national religion once again,” said Lawce. “You have our utmost gratitude.”
“No thanks necessary, Your Eminence. I only undid the blasphemy inflicted by my ghastly father and continued by my ever loyal half-brother.” Her tone turned to a blade, cutting through the words she spoke.
A wry smile came onto his face. “As for your request for help to properly set and return Catholicism to your kingdom, the clergy will be arriving late next week.”
Her left brow rose. “I do not understand. I thought Your Eminence was supposed to be that help.” She stopped in the middle of the field of grass and faced Lawce.
“I am a man of God Your Majesty, but you know my talents aren’t suited for reformation and rebuilding what once was.”
Mary’s eyes darkened; her thoughts fleeted to a darker side, where no common man dared unravel. “Then this could only mean it’s about the demons.”
“Yes and no. Though the Pope did say I am to investigate katen movements, I am afraid there is a bigger issue than that.”
She flinched at the word katen when the cardinal had spoken of it. She disliked the term and preferred the word demon; the way bishops and other clergymen coined it. For that is what they are—evil corruptors of human souls. “What is it then?” she asked.
“Settlers,” his voice grew lower and raspier. “Ever since the start of this year, settlers have been increasing in number. They have been roaming around our lands more frequently and have been spreading their demonic powers.”
“How can that be? Haven’t they been given their own land to live in?”
“Most of the older ones stay at Telios,” answered Lawce. “But the younger tend to explore more and extend their reach further than they are allowed to, breaching treaties and contracts in different countries. Their motives are unknown as every kind has a different sense of malice and deviousness. But we assume that their goal is but one…” As Mary raised a brow, he added, “The desire to rule over us.”
“Then I trust the church is doing all there is to quell this starting war?”
“The church has sent emissaries such as me to places where the threat is sighted,” stated Lawce as they started moving forward again.
“And the Bringers? What do they have to say about this?” she asked, clutching Lawce’s arm again.
“Inconclusive. Some think it is only natural, others think it should be stopped while others care not.”
Her eyes narrowed. “What would you have me do then? Seeing as the only power you may require does not wish to rally under your banner?” A quiver escaped her lips.
“Perceptive as ever, Your Majesty,” said Lawce with a grin. “I ask for your cooperation in this matter, lending your soldiers to the fight whenever need be. And any help you may impart. Of course, I shall lend my services to your cause as well.”
Her eyes fluttered in glee. It was another chance to be in the grace of God. Another chance she could put her motherland back into His arms of mercy and prove their worth as children of the Lord. As the fight against the Protestants ensued, then so would the fight against evil begin. “Your Eminence, I think I may just have what you need. The very existence of which these settlers live on shall crumble beneath our feet.” Triumph, justice, and a hint of wickedness showed in her wide grin.
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William, House of the Musicians


“Iwill bet three shillings,” were the first words William heard when he awoke, staggered upright and gasped for air. Flashbacks bombarded his head of Garret, the shadows, and Death. He snapped his attention to himself, patting his arms, chest, legs, and back, pressing for pain and inspecting his wounds. Though covered with bandages, the wounds felt healed and itching, not the usual after pain and soreness he’d expected. 
“Looks like the nugget-head’s awake,” said a man with a golden hoop through his left ear and a curly short brown mane for hair. He was the same man who played the viola in the town’s performance earlier.
“Raise you then,” said the other man with a bandana sitting opposite the table. The man who played the lute tossed money next to a pile of cards and smiled teasingly at his opponent.
In a plain dress, the girl who danced with the tambourine entered the room carrying a basin of water in her arms. Her black curly long hair swayed to the sides, creating shadowed silhouettes against the light from the fireplace. “Do not tease him Paolo. He has yet to recover from his wounds.” She sat in a chair right next to William, who lay on a bench, and placed the basin on the floor.
“Who are you? Where am I?” asked William, looking around a plain room with only tables and benches and large chests near the door outside.
“I am Isabelle,” said the girl with a mixed accent, hinting at a bit of Spanish and something else. “That tall one with the bandana on his head is Mikael, my brother. And that loud obnoxious one is Paolo, my cousin.”
“She meant loud, obnoxious and devilishly handsome,” corrected Paolo. He dropped his card on the table and collected all the coins that had stacked up in the middle of the table.
“Are you cheating?” asked Mikael to Paolo. “You know I hate cheaters.”
“I do not cheat my dear cousin. I am simply the best at card games in the whole of Egypt.” He waved his hand joyfully as if celebrating his title as the best card player.
Mikael slammed his fist down on the table. “Again. And this time, I deal.” His hands collected the cards and started shuffling them.
“Your death cousin,” he smiled mischievously.
Isabelle sighed. “Do not mind them. When they play cards, they tend to be overly dramatic about it.” She immersed a damp cloth inside the basin of water and reached for William’s arm, but he snapped it back.
Fear roused in his eyes, gripping his arms tightly and looking at Isabelle accusingly.
“Do not worry. I am here to clean you. I will do nothing to hurt you,” she said softly, stretching her hand towards him.
William looked at the hand, then back at her dark brown eyes. He sensed something different about her, the same way he sensed something different about his father compared to other people. With a nod of his head, he placed his arm at Isabelle’s palm and tried to ease the tension in his body.
“That wasn’t so bad was it?” She patted his arm with the cloth, cleansing the parts where it wasn’t covered.
He shook his head.
As she continued above his arm and the next, she said, “You are in the town’s inn. We found you lying in an alley on our way here. Do you have a name?”
“William,” he croaked.
“Do you have a house? A mother or a father?”
He nodded. “A father.”
“If you have a father and a house, then that means you are not a beggar. If you are not a beggar, then what were you doing in a dark alley, pounded and looking like a dead dog?”
‘In the alley? I was attacked by shadows and Death saved me. Was that all just a dream?’ he thought. Then he lied and said, “I was robbed and I fought back.”
“A nugget-head, in a doll’s body challenging a thief,” joked Paolo. “We never get one of those these days.”
“Paolo, stop,” said Isabelle.
“Is that yours?” Mikael pointed a chin towards a sack in the corner of the room.
“Yes sir,” answered William quickly. “I purchased it at the market.”
“Weird taste you have there. Wonder what you’ll do with mandrake roots and dragonfly wings,” he stated. “Are you sure you were robbed?”
“Yes sir.”
“Hmmm,” he sounded. “No one was around when we saw you. Nobody would have noticed you if it not for my sister’s keen eyes.”
Isabelle placed the cloth on the basin and stood up. “That is that. I will be cooking now, you may continue washing yourself if you want.” She stretched her arms and walked towards the other door.
“Cooking?” asked William.
“For supper,” she answered. “I make the best lamb stew.”
His eyes bulged.
“Is something wrong nugget-head?” asked Paolo. “You don’t like lamb stew very much? I can say I feel the same way when Isabelle’s making it.”
“No stew for you then,” grumbled Isabelle.
“Oh come on dear cousin. Don’t be so sensitive.”
William dragged himself from the bench and dressed in his tunic and shoes. “I’m sorry, but I have to go. It is very late and my father will be angry. Thank you for your help. I am most grateful. I will find a way to repay you. Thank you.” He crossed the room and rushed out the door.
“See what effect your cooking has on men,” joked Paolo.
Isabelle glared at him.
“Gin,” screamed Mikael. “Finally!” His hands grabbed the stacked pennies and hugged them into his side.
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