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After the death of his wife and son, Jorick dreams of escaping his small-minded village, but he doesn't have the money. When Malick, a mysterious foreigner with a heavy purse and "eccentric" lifestyle, offers him a job, it seems like the answer to his prayers. The work is simple: tend the livestock and stay out of the house until sundown. But the easy money comes with a steep price. Something is draining the herd dry, and the truth hidden behind Malick’s closed doors is more horrifying than any local legend.

As Jorick is drawn deeper into Malick’s dark world, his own family becomes the target of a madness he helped unleash. When a final, brutal tragedy lands on his doorstep, Jorick must choose: die a broken mortal or strike a final deal with the devil to become a monster himself. Revenge is within reach, but in the shadows of the Amaranthine world, immortality is never a gift—it’s a debt paid in blood.

Deal with the Devil tells the origin story of Jorick, the hero of the Amaranthine series.
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Jorick woke in the semi-darkness of pre-dawn, his mind still heavy from dreams. He reached beside him in the bed, fingers seeking the warmth of his wife, but found emptiness. Panic flamed, then settled as memory returned. She wasn’t there, would never be there again. She was dead, like their son.

At least they aren’t alone in heaven.

If heaven even exists. Though his parents believed the vague word of priests and a holy book, Jorick wasn’t so sure. If there was a mythical being watching, controlling, why did he do so many bizarre things? What good came from taking Griete? Or Pelgrin. At just four years old, what had he done to deserve death? What life had he known? What sin could he be punished for?

Unless I’m the one being punished.

He threw the thought away, but it echoed long afterward, like it always did, like it always would. He’d spoken of it once to his mother. Her reaction – a gasp and a tongue lashing – had been enough to stop him from broaching the topic again.

If there is a heaven, my mother’s unquestioning faith will get her through the door.

With that thought, he threw aside the curtains and slid out of bed. Though the sun wasn’t up yet, the world was stirring outside. People woke to feed animals, to start breakfast, to ready for the day’s work. 

What I wouldn’t give for a day to do nothing but read.

But he couldn’t afford such luxury, so he stood and dressed in the dark, only lighting the lamp when it was time to tame his hair. Long and thick, it hung to his shoulders like a patch of night. He knew he should cut it, or have his mother cut it, but he was busy, and it wasn’t important, hadn’t been important since Griete died. 

He washed his face and sighed. The worst of it wasn’t that he was a mournful broken-hearted lover, no, the worst of it was that he wasn’t. He’d loved her in his own way, cared for her, still missed her, but he’d never been ardently infatuated. She was comely enough, with red hair and golden-brown eyes. No, it wasn’t her looks that were at fault, nor her intelligence, nor even her personality. It was just...well...he’d never been able to put his finger on it, to justify it to himself or his mother. That was how he’d ended up marrying her. His mother had pushed the match. When he tried to wriggle out of it, she’d asked, “Why? What’s wrong with her?”

His answer had been painful, but honest. “Nothing.”

“Then what objection can you have? She’ll make a good wife, and you’ll learn to love her.”

“Or not,” he’d suggested. 

His mother had studied him through narrowed eyes. “Why? Is there one you’ve given your heart to?”

“No.” In truth, none of the women stirred him enough to pledge forever to. A roll in the hay, a week, a month, sure, but longer...

“Then there’s no reason you can’t marry her.”

He’d tried to sound selfless, “She deserves a man who loves her, who takes care of her, who gives her a happy life.”

But... “Then be that man,” was his mother’s only answer.

So, though there was no passion behind it, he’d tried. He’d been faithful to her, he’d given her a son, he’d done his best to be all the things a husband should be, and still God had taken her. Still, he’d struck her down for Jorick’s own sin: the sin of not loving her.

Not only that, his conscience whispered. 

He winced at the guilt and wished for the millionth time in his life that he could escape. Far away from the small area, and the small minds, and the drudgery of your whole life hanging off your shoulders. Where everyone knew everything you’d ever done, everything you’d ever said, or thought, and held it over you. He wanted to go somewhere beautiful, interesting, exciting, somewhere without the crushing threat of being washed away by the sea. When Griete died, he’d thought about it. He’d packed a bag, and looked towards the ocean, but he didn’t have the money for transport. He could work as a sailor, of course, but it wasn’t his strong point. He knew more of farming than sailing on a ship, and the gruff seamen he’d met had very little patience. No, his only chance was to buy passage and, with the poor seasons they’d had lately, he was lucky just to be able to eat, to make sure his parents and siblings could eat, let alone afford something more.

But when this settles, when I’ve had time to save some money, then I’ll go, and I may never come back.

An evil memory stirred. Three years gone, he’d had the chance to go. His mother had helped to care for an injured sailor, the son of a captain. His recovery was slow, and even then, he had to wait for his ship to come again. When it did, his father offered Jorick half priced passage as a thank you. Jorick had the money, but only enough for one of them. He’d made up his mind to use it for Griete, then to offer work to cover his own passage and that of Pelgrin, but when he told his wife she’d stared at him.

“Are you possessed by madness? You are no sailor!”

“I could learn,” he’d told her.

“Not before they’ve thrown you overboard. Besides, you cannot take a two-year-old child on a ship! Such a trip is dangerous and he would surely die!”

He’d tried to explain that he’d make sure of Pelgrin’s safety, that he wouldn’t allow anything to happen, but Griete’s response had been, “You cannot make such promises. Enough of this. Our place is here, Jorick. Our home is here.”

“Our home could be anywhere we wished it to be. We could-”

“Enough!” she’d shouted, her face contorted with anger. “If you want so badly to go, go. But Pelgrin and I will stay here. Perhaps whatever shore you land on will hold a woman you can finally love.”

There was bitterness in her words, begging for reassurance, but he’d refused, stormed from the house. Later, as he sat at the tavern, drowning his fury in a mug, he’d wished with all his heart that he’d never been married, never been chained and fettered, never been trapped.

If only she would disappear.

And two years later, she did, not so much disappear as die a miserable death in the sick bed, only hours after Pelgrin. 

Your prayers were answered, his conscience said. If that isn’t proof of God, what is?

But it wasn’t proof of God, only of a devil who gave you what you thought you wanted.

With a disgusted grunt, Jorick tugged his boots on. He didn’t have time for this. He’d promised his mother he’d help her today and, though she’d inquired about a single task, she’d have a list of “while you’re here” jobs for him to do, too.

The sooner I get started, the sooner it will be done. Before she has time to start matchmaking.
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“Rutger’s daughter has grown to be quite pretty.”

Jorick groaned inwardly and ignored his mother’s comment, his attention on his task.

Not to be ignored, she pressed, “Have you seen her lately?” 

With a sigh, Jorick surrendered and looked up. His mother stood framed in the sun, her jet black hair pulled back, a few loose tendrils floating around her face. She had the rosy cheeks of a woman who’d seen work, and her dark eyes twinkled with mischief. “Have you seen Rutger’s daughter lately?”

“Nay, it’s been some time,” he admitted reluctantly. He couldn’t even conjure a face.

“She’s quite pretty. She’s been manning her father’s stall at the market these last months.”

Jorick broke into a grin. “Well, that explains it. Tryne handles negotiations with the sellers. I’m sure she’s appreciated Rutger’s daughter’s good looks, though.”

His mother propped her red knuckled hands on her hips. “Amusing, as always, but it will do you no good. You can accompany your sister to the market today.”

Jorick didn’t bother to hide the groan this time. “Is that really necessary? Tryne is more than capable of walking there and back all by herself. She’s never needed escort before.”

“These are dangerous times.” His mother’s eyes twinkled. “You never know, but that a masculine escort might save her life. Hup, hup. When you finish that, you’ll go with her, and be sure to note Rutger’s daughter, won’t you?”

As if I have a choice.
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Jorick walked next to his sister, down the crooked lane. Her hair, as black as his own, was pulled up, while her eyes sparkled. It was the same gleam his mother had. The shine of a woman who’s up to something. 

Like mother like daughter.

And she was like their mother, just as he and their younger brother were. They all had her dark hair and deep brown eyes, though both Jorick’s and Tryne’s were so dark they looked black. Night eyes, their father called them. Dark as shadows. 

The kind of shadows that hide monsters.

With a grumble, Jorick shifted the bin of vegetables in his arms. It wasn’t the weight of the produce, or the kilometers from his parents’ farm to the market, it was that he had to go at all.

“We should have brought the cart,” Tryne said, misinterpreting his anger. “I only judged that being as large as you are...”

“It’s fine,” he snapped, noting her amused smirk. 

“At least we have something this year. After the last poor harvest, I was afraid we’d starve.”

“I wouldn’t call this year bounteous,” Jorick said.

“No, but better at least. It may be years before our bellies are full again.”

Though said cheerfully, the words held an uncomfortable truth. Jorick didn’t reply for several minutes, what was there to say? He finally broke the silence by changing the subject, “Are you in on this lunacy?”

“Trying to find you a wife, you mean?” The joke slipped from her eyes. “No, I’m not. I told Mother to leave you be. You’ll find a new wife when you’re ready. But you know how she worries after grandchildren.”

“Then I suggest you get started.”

Tryne laughed. “I’m only fifteen. I have a few years left until then. I can’t help it if you were so anxious to be born you had to come years ahead of the rest of us.”

Though it was a family joke, they all knew the truth that lurked under it. There had been children in the eighteen years between himself and her, but they’d either died in the womb or after birth. Yolente had made it to three before she’d drown in the river. Jorick was ten at the time, and well remembered the horror of it; his mother’s screams, the heavy patient way his father tried to comfort her, holding in his own grief. 

After that there’d been a space with no children, as if his mother thought that trying again would incur the wrath of God. 

A God that refuses to save me from matchmaking.

Jorick sighed. “You’re not too young. It happens all the time.”

“I wouldn’t say all the time, but enough. I’ll have a husband and babe when I’m ready, not before, and you should do the same.”

“In that case we can go home, because I’ll never be ready for a husband.”

She juggled the basket to jam her elbow in his ribs. “You know well what I mean. Rutger’s daughter – Lijisbit is her name – is pretty, but she’s no more than eighteen, and a quiet thing, easily frightened. I don’t believe you’d be a good match.”

They slowed as they entered the edge of town, heading toward the market at the center. Jorick lowered his voice, trying to keep the conversation as private as possible. “To be honest, I have no memory of her, except a vague sense that she exists. I’m sure I’ve seen her and taken no notice.”

“Why would you? She’d have seemed just a child to you. But be kind to her for Mother’s sake this once? I’ll tell Mother how uncomfortable you both were, and perhaps she’ll come to a new plan. Not that her next choice will be much older. ‘Tis trouble to find a woman near your own age who is unmarried but not widowed, and comes not with the baggage of another’s children. You’re a good man, brother, but I fear you don’t have the patience for such a readymade family.”

“True enough.” Though he missed Pelgrin, his eagerness to learn and his excitement at life, the thought of replacing him with another man’s child felt wrong.

They fell silent as they made their way to the market. Tryne expertly steered them through the crowd, holding her basket aloft above the heads of the people. Jorick glanced past her, to the assemblage. Many he recognized, some he didn’t. Of those he did, most he knew by name. That was the difficulty with living in the same place from birth to death. There was very little mystery. One knew each man’s secrets, remembered their childhood follies, and could name at least three hearts each had broken. 

“Jorick!”

Tryne’s voice called his attention. He hurried to join her, and a girl he assumed must be Rutger’s daughter. She had carefully coifed red hair and pale skin. Her large brown eyes reminded him of a frightened animal, ever watchful for a predator. 

“Lijisbit, this is my brother, Jorick,” Tryne was saying.

The young lady nodded. “Yes, we...we’ve met before.”

Jorick wracked his brain, trying to place the slender figure. She shifted uncomfortably, eyes down and mumbled, “He was Pelgrin’s father?” Jorick flinched and she rushed on quickly, looking to him for the first time, “I used to mind children sometimes, in the market, so their parents could shop freely.”

Of course. She was the child who minded the smaller children when no one else would. 

“I am sorry for your loss,” she added, looking away quickly, cheeks pink. “The same sickness took my grandparents.”

“Then I am sorry for yours as well.” He forced a smile, then shot his sister a look that said she’d suffer for this later. 

Lijisbit wiped her hands on her skirt, eyes down as she whispered, “Will you...will you be at the hedgerow orations tomorrow?”

Before Jorick could question, Tryne answered, “Aye, we all will.”

And then he understood why his mother was so excited for this match. The girl was reformed, as his parents were. It was a dangerous religion, one declared illegal by their Spanish monarch, Phillip II. Since he’d left Brussels seven years ago, practitioners had slowly gotten braver, including the public sermons Lijisbit had mentioned. But bravery was no match for the inquisition. It had been some time since anyone had been publicly murdered, still he’d never forget. Through the eyes of a younger man, he saw their neighbors, Katheline and Anslem, both near his own age at the time, and with a newborn. Anslem’s screams still rang in Jorick’s ears, shriller and shriller as the flames engulfed him. They’d made Katheline watch and then they’d buried her alive. Shovelful after shovelful of dirt. She hadn’t begged like so many others had, instead she’d lain in the grave as if already dead, her eyes vacant, her mind gone to a better place. And what was their sin? What crime had they committed to deserve such punishment, to leave
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