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			Every time I give a talk and use the word sapphic, there’s a handful of delightful queer nerds whose heads snap up like I’ve uttered the shibboleth they’ve been waiting for.

			This book is for you.
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				Wild marjoram: Steep fresh leaves in boiling water for a tea that will dispel melancholy and bring peaceful sleep.

			

			TANSY

			The cat woke her up, batting an insistent paw against her cheek.

			“You horrid thing,” she said to it. “I was having a perfectly nice dream.”

			Gray light was only just starting to seep in through Tansy’s little attic window as she pulled on her linen shift and petticoat, the cat watching with luminous yellow eyes. A brown woolen overdress came next, the hem embroidered with a motif of marigolds, and a white kerchief for her neck and shoulders. Then a pinafore, white cap, and finally stockings and a pair of sturdy brown boots.

			Outside, the goose honked.

			The cat sprang from her bed with a gentle thump and led the way down the narrow attic stairs.

			She lit the fire in the kitchen, her cold fingers clumsy as she fumbled for the tinderbox, then went out into the damp morning to fetch water from the well.

			The cat followed her, picking its way carefully down the garden path. It was soot-black, with lamplike golden eyes that seemed to watch her every move.

			“Don’t you have anything better to do?” she asked it. “Surely there are mice to be caught.”

			But she was grateful for the company.

			Back inside, she filled the black iron kettle and hung it over the fire to boil for Lady Aster’s tea. She took the crock of milk from the larder and splashed a little into a dish for the cat, who lapped it up.

			“You’re welcome,” she told it.

			

			—

			Lady Aster’s bedroom was stuffy, the dusty scent of old lavender hanging heavy in the air. Tansy set down the tea tray, and Lady Aster stirred in her sleep, muttering a word that sounded like anhelion.

			“Good morning, ma’am,” Tansy said brightly.

			She opened the curtains and the room was washed with morning light. It was very much an old lady’s room. Lace doilies. Mahogany furniture. Gilt-framed paintings of flowers and meadows on the walls.

			Nearly everything was embroidered with leaves and flowers and vines. It was how Tansy passed the long evenings after Lady Aster retired to her room, stitching neat rows of greenery on every piece of fabric she could find. She brought real plants inside from the garden too, flowers and bunches of herbs. Nothing made a house feel more like a home than the presence of green, growing things.

			Lady Aster’s eyes snapped open, watery but sharp. She lay still for a moment, taking in her surroundings, then sat up in bed. Tansy rearranged the pillows to make her more comfortable.

			She was a small woman, shrunken with age. Her white hair was escaping from the silk bonnet that she slept in, giving her a slightly loose, disheveled look. Tansy poured the tea and passed the cup and saucer to Lady Aster, who took it with a brief nod of acknowledgment.

			“I’ll be back in a bit to help you dress, ma’am,” Tansy said.

			Lady Aster didn’t respond, just sipped her tea and stared moodily out the window at the grassy meadow and beyond it, to the wide stretch of ocean, gray in the morning light.

			Tansy bobbed a curtsy and returned to the kitchen.

			“She’s not feeling chatty today,” she remarked to the cat.

			The cat ignored her.

			Tansy sighed. “Neither are you.”

			The chickens were more talkative, loudly demanding their breakfast while the goose watched from his nest under the blueberry bushes. Tansy fed them, then collected six brown speckled eggs from the nesting boxes and stowed them in the larder.

			Bread dough on to proof. More water on the fire for washing up. Then back upstairs to help Lady Aster dress in her stiff dark brocade skirts and a whalebone corset. The old lady said nothing during the process, just sat still and expressionless as Tansy pulled her hair back into a rather severe-looking bun and pinned a black velvet cap to her head.

			“I don’t know who she’s trying to impress,” she told the cat later on as she stood on the back stoop, brushing her teeth with a rosemary twig dipped in salt. “It’s not like we ever get visitors.”

			But she felt guilty for saying it.

			The rest of the morning was spent on the usual chores. Tansy emptied the chamber pots. Scored the bread and popped it in the oven to bake, soaking the thick wooden oven door in water and sealing it with leftover bread dough. Once Lady Aster was settled in the sitting room, she went back upstairs and stripped the old lady’s bed and turned the horsehair mattress, sprinkling the underside with wormwood and chamomile to keep the bugs away. She took clean sheets from the linen chest and remade the bed, then carried the old sheets outside and washed them in a giant kettle with hot water and lye soap, bashed them with a wooden beetle, then spun the water out on a post before hanging everything out to dry on the hawthorn bushes.

			She spent a pleasant half hour tending to her herb garden and gathering plants to make a new batch of dyes for her embroidery thread. Sorrel root and madder for red, buckthorn and agrimony for yellow, nettles for green, and privet berries mixed with alum and salt for blue. Toadweed made a better blue dye, but she only ever found it growing among the wild grasses that surrounded the cottage, and try as she might, Tansy had been unable to cultivate it in her own garden.

			She had a melancholic feeling, like she was missing something she couldn’t quite remember. She felt that way quite often—the feeling was so familiar to her it had become comforting.

			The scent of crushed greenery seemed to fill her lungs, until she thought she might burst.

			Perhaps she was homesick.

			Don’t be ridiculous, said a dry voice inside her head. This is your home.

			She put a fond hand on the gray stone of the cottage as she went back inside and heard the house creak gently in response.

			

			—

			She dusted Lady Aster’s collections. The shell room first, glass cases filled with seashells of all shapes, colors, and sizes. They were beautiful, but the room felt sad in a way Tansy couldn’t quite explain.

			Probably because these shells all come from places you will never visit, the dry voice observed.

			The doll room next, all painted faces and glass eyes, blank and expressionless and stuffed with sawdust. Tansy never lingered here—the glass eyes seemed to follow her around the room.

			A bell rang somewhere in the house.

			It was time for Lady Aster’s walk.

			The third collection would have to wait.

			

			—

			Lady Aster firmly believed in the power of fresh sea air, and every day she walked slowly from the front door to the garden gate and back again, an exercise that usually took all of three minutes.

			Tansy accompanied her, although she wasn’t sure why her presence was necessary.

			It’s certainly not for your conversational skills, the dry voice in her head commented.

			Tansy cleared her throat. “It’s…it’s a lovely day,” she ventured.

			Lady Aster sniffed dismissively. “Rain is coming,” she said.

			Tansy gazed out at the blue skies and fluffy white clouds. It didn’t look like rain to her, but what did she know?

			The goose burst from the blueberry bushes and rushed at Lady Aster, honking and beating its wings, its neck arched aggressively.

			“Shoo!” Lady Aster said, frowning at it.

			The goose hissed at her and bobbed its head, but it retreated back into the blueberry bushes, glaring at the old woman with baleful eyes.

			Lady Aster pinched her lips and disappeared back into the house.

			Tansy secretly admired the goose. She would never dream of standing up to Lady Aster like that.

			Lady Aster always took a nap after her walk, retreating up the creaking stairs to her bedroom. She wouldn’t be back down until teatime.

			Tansy finished the last of the dishes, hung up her apron, and slipped out the kitchen door into the afternoon sunshine.

			The goose watched her from the blueberry bushes, but it didn’t hiss or honk. It always saved its rage for Lady Aster.

			She followed the garden path to the low stone wall and opened the little white picket gate, which groaned on its hinges as she stepped through. She turned to look back at the stone cottage draped in ivy. Windows peeked out from under the thatched roof, the bright green door cheerful and welcoming. It was utterly charming, surrounded by foxgloves and marigolds nodding in the breeze, under a brilliant blue sky populated with snowy clouds.

			The cottage was her home. A comfortable home. A fine home.

			So why does it feel so good to walk away from it? the voice inside her head asked.

			The black cat leaped onto the gatepost to watch her go.

			“I won’t be long,” she assured it.

			It turned away from her and disdainfully licked a paw, as if to communicate that it did not care if she came or went.

			The cliffs were a short walk away, through wild green grasses undulating in the strong ocean breeze. Buttercups, corn cockles, and harebells nodded their prettily colored heads, and a kind of peace spread through Tansy, despite the ache in her chest.

			The meadow ended abruptly, as if it had been cut with a knife, revealing white cliffs and, far below, foaming white waves and deep blue ocean. There were no paths down. No sandy beaches or hidden coves. Just cliffs, on and on, as far as the eye could see.

			Brisk, brine-scented winds came sweeping up from the sea to buffet her. She didn’t dare get too close to the edge—the very thought of it made her stomach plunge. But it was exhilarating just to be close.

			Wisps of hair came loose from her bun, and she turned her face up to the sky, feeling the warmth of the sun as the salt-drenched air filled her lungs.

			A perfect day.

			The ache in her chest grew stronger.

			What good is a perfect day if you have nobody to share it with?

			She gazed up at the clouds sailing overhead like white fluffy castles and wondered what it would be like to explore them.

			She imagined they’d feel soft underfoot, like a dandelion puffball.

			What kind of people would live in such castles?

			She wished she could talk to someone about it. But there was only Lady Aster, and she was never interested in conversation.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” she scolded herself. “Nobody lives in the clouds.”

			She took another deep breath and felt a hitch in her chest. She wouldn’t cry. Not on a beautiful day like today.

			“I can talk to the cat,” she reminded herself. “That’s something.”

			The faintest scent of lavender reached her, and she felt a familiar tugging inside, as if an invisible thread connected her to Lady Aster and the cottage, and it was reeling her back in. But something deep and wild inside her urged her to stay, just for a little longer. She closed her eyes, feeling the push and pull of it.

			The air grew cold and damp, and the wind picked up.

			Blinking, Tansy realized that the sky had turned dark, with heavy clouds threatening rain. Weather could be so changeable by the sea.

			A fat drop landed on her cheek.

			“The linen!” she gasped, and turned, hitching up her skirts as she raced back to the cottage.

			She made it just in time, yanking the sun-scented fabric from the hawthorn bushes and stumbling toward the front door with it all bundled in her arms.

			As she crossed the threshold, she glanced up at the brass plaque mounted on the green front door:

			Oubliette

			It was a strange name for a house. Why had she never asked Lady Aster what it meant? Perhaps she would tomorrow.

			The cottage felt even cozier with the rain thundering down outside, welcoming her in with its familiar dusty lavender scent. Tansy cut up onions, carrots, and turnips to serve with a joint of mutton for supper, humming quietly to herself as she added fresh tarragon and dill to the pot. She was pleasantly tired from her walk, and it felt good to be warm and dry. The house creaked and settled around her, as if it were glad that she had returned.

			Lady Aster wasn’t up from her nap yet, and once the vegetables were bubbling on the stove, Tansy went into the sitting room, armed with her feather duster.

			The fire crackled and popped gently in the grate. The room was gloomy and dim now that the weather had turned, but she held off lighting the lamps—the castor oil had a sharp smell that gave her a headache.

			She ran a finger along the spines of books, feeling their leather bindings and embossed gold letters. There were no novels, or plays, or books of poetry. The books contained mostly rather dry histories of wars between various kingdoms Tansy had never heard of, going back hundreds and hundreds of years.

			Still, buried deep in one of these dreary historical tomes, she had discovered something. A tale of a brave knight who had rescued a princess from a tyrannical overlord.

			Tansy thought often of this knight. About how grateful the princess must have been. About the conversations they might have had on their long journey back to his kingdom.

			A particularly loud pop from the fireplace made Tansy check that no sparks had leaped out onto the hearthrug, but there was nothing there except the cat. It yawned, displaying sharp white teeth.

			The old lady would be awake soon, and Tansy still hadn’t dusted the third collection room.

			It was her favorite.

			Wooden shelves lined this room, holding neatly positioned glass globes. Each one was about the size of a small cabbage and had a solid wooden base to stop it from rolling around.

			Inside each globe was a tiny world, perfect and precise.

			Some featured a building, or a street. Others just a room. Some were whole sweeping landscapes, with mountains and rivers. One showed crooked streets opening onto a crowded marketplace, and Tansy could almost hear the hustle and bustle of it—the cries of vendors, the smells of strange and wonderful foods.

			She didn’t know who had made the globes—it could well have been Lady Aster in her younger days. She didn’t dare ask, even though she longed to know more about them.

			Not all the globes had people in them, but most did, tiny faceless figures. One of Tansy’s favorites was a sunny seashore, with a low seawall and cheerful little boats bobbing on the water. A woman in colorful petticoats was selling strange pink fruits from a painted cart, and Tansy had spent many hours wondering what they tasted like.

			She often saved the third collection room for last, taking her time dusting each globe. She liked to imagine herself adventuring inside each miniature world, meeting new people and making friends. It had been so long since she went anywhere. She couldn’t remember anything other than the cottage, and the meadow and cliffs nearby.

			One shelf held multiple replicas of the cottage—the Oubliette. They were all slightly different. One had an unfamiliar garden, and another was surrounded by close forests. But there was one that was identical to the real Oubliette. It looked so real, in fact, Tansy often found herself looking for the white goose or waiting for the black cat to appear.

			She picked up the globe. It was surprisingly light, the glass so thin she was afraid of crushing it in her hand. Tiny specks of foxglove and marigold were scattered around the garden. Holding it up to the light, she tried to peer into the house through one of the little windows, but all she could see inside were shadows.

			She turned it over to see a brass plaque on the base, with #1 engraved on it.

			She put it back and examined a different one. A throne room hung with banners, with knights in shining armor lined up along the walls. Was one of them the knight who had rescued the princess? The brass plaque on the bottom was engraved with #22.

			Floorboards creaked overhead, and Tansy started. The globe slipped from her fingers and fell to the floor.

			Miraculously, the glass didn’t shatter.

			She bent down to retrieve it from the woven rug, her heart pounding.

			“Is it broken?”

			Lady Aster stood in the doorway, her mouth a thin, pale line. The cat was there too, winding around the hem of Lady Aster’s stiff skirts.

			“N-no, ma’am,” Tansy stammered.

			“Are you sure?” Lady Aster’s voice was cracked with age and cold as stone.

			“I’m sure, ma’am. I’m so sorry.”

			“Foolish girl. Your head is full of straw.” The old woman’s eyes were fixed on Tansy, cold and glittering.

			Tansy bit her lip, trying not to cry. For a moment, she wished with all her heart that a knight in shining armor would come and whisk her away.

			She took a deep breath and carefully replaced the globe on the shelf.

			Ridiculous. She wasn’t a princess, and she didn’t need rescuing.

			But it would be nice to have someone to talk to.
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				Mistletoe: Can reopen old wounds. Wear a garland of mistletoe to open the gates to the underworld.

			

			MERIT

			The air was thick with smoke and the coppery smell of blood. It got in under Merit’s helmet, making her eyes sting. The ramshackle guard tower at the edge of the village had fallen, and Commander Hale wheeled his horse around to face the squadron.

			“You know the drill,” he barked. “Find new recruits, and kill all who resist. No mercy.”

			The night was cold, and Merit’s breath came in clouds. She felt sick with dread. Would she ever get used to this? Her brothers and sisters seemed to relish these recruitment raids, spoke of them with eager anticipation.

			She swallowed, her mouth dry.

			“In the name of the Unmaker!” roared Commander Hale, clashing his sword against his shield.

			“The Unmaker!” the other knights shouted in response.

			Merit heard the waver in her voice and hoped nobody else had.

			Cries of alarm sounded as people woke from sleep. There was a salty, fishy scent in the air—this seaside village was known for its oysters and pearls.

			They’re here. The Carrion Knights are here.

			Merit touched her fingers to her helmet, felt the smooth ridges of the skull mounted on it.

			Monsters. That’s what they were.

			She could see it in the eyes of the people whose villages they raided. Terror. The Carrion Knights were the stuff of nightmares, clad in black iron and leather, skull helmets leering.

			Villagers, with children clutched in their arms, fled to hide in the nearby forest as smoke began to curl from thatched roofs.

			Merit headed for a house with an open door, knowing its inhabitants would have already gone. She ducked under the lintel where a bundle of herbs hung to ward off bad spirits.

			Inside, she half-heartedly looked in cupboards and under beds. There was no one there, but she went through the motions of searching. She tried not to look at the pile of mending, hastily abandoned on the dirt floor by the hearth. At the child’s toy on the windowsill.

			Other knights enjoyed this. They sought out those who tried to run and made them pay. They smashed windows and overturned tables, laughing as homes burned and the new recruits sobbed.

			Merit gritted her teeth. It’d be over soon. Then they would go back to Crow Hall. The new recruits would be sent to the crèche, and the knights would have double rations to celebrate a successful raid. She would sit side by side with her brothers and sisters, listening as the others boasted of their courage and ruthlessness.

			Eventually, they would all sleep, satisfied that they had honored the Unmaker the best way they knew how. And Merit would lie awake, deep into the night, darkness and silence eating away at her until there was nothing left.

			Through the screams and clashing of swords and crackling of flames, she heard a noise. Something small, but close. An intake of breath, very nearly a sob.

			“Unmaker’s balls,” Merit cursed under her breath.

			She thought about leaving. About slashing an X on the front door with her sword to indicate that the house had been successfully searched.

			But if someone checked…If another knight discovered that she had let a recruit escape…

			Merit closed her eyes. It was not worth thinking about.

			She yanked aside the curtain that separated the two small rooms of the hut.

			The child couldn’t have been more than five years old.

			His face smeared with soot, eyes wide with terror. Dressed in a gray nightshirt that had been patched and mended many times. In a clenched fist, he held a knife—a small one, the kind that was used for shucking oysters.

			“Get back, fiend!” the child yelled, brandishing the knife.

			Merit had to admire his courage. There weren’t many who would face a fully armored Carrion Knight, and he was just a little slip of a thing. She could kill him with a single blow.

			He would make a good knight.

			She remembered another child, many years ago, crouching by the muddy bank of a river by a pile of stones, looking up at her with frightened eyes.

			Are we monsters?

			Merit felt bile rise in her throat as she readjusted her grip on her sword.

			She didn’t remember her own recruitment. The training program helped them forget. All she knew was Crow Hall. It was easier that way.

			The knife trembled in the child’s hand, but he pinched his lips together, jaw set.

			Take him, she told herself. In the name of the Unmaker.

			But she could not. Shame crept into her heart, and she stepped away from the door.

			“Run,” she whispered.

			The child did not move.

			Merit swallowed and reached up to pull off her skull-shaped helmet. Cool night air touched the sweat-soaked braid coiled on her head, and she suppressed a shiver.

			The child didn’t look comforted to see her without her helmet. His eyes grew even wider as he took in the crooked scar that ran from Merit’s brow to her chin—a souvenir from a childhood sparring accident.

			Merit saw herself reflected in the child’s eyes.

			Monstrous.

			“I said run,” she growled, and feinted forward, startling the child into action.

			The knife clattered to the floor, and the child turned, quick as a rabbit, and scurried for the door.

			A black-gloved hand caught him by the scruff of the neck.

			“Not so fast, little brother,” said the knight in the doorway.

			The point of Merit’s sword hit the floor. Her heart was pounding, and she was afraid she might be sick. Who was this other knight? With their skull-shaped helmets on, they all looked the same. How much had he seen? Did he know she had tried to spare the child?

			The child squirmed in the other knight’s grasp. “Sir Merit,” the knight said, tugging off his helmet. “It’s been a long time.”

			Relief flooded Merit.

			Sir Valiant.

			How long had it been? His little boy’s face had broadened into that of a man—strong-jawed, with flinty eyes. But Merit would know him anywhere. Valiant had arrived at Crow Hall shortly after Merit. It was Merit who had showed Valiant how to be a good recruit. He was the closest thing Merit had ever had to a friend. When Merit woke in the darkness, sweating and trembling from another nightmare, it was Valiant who had spoken words of comfort to her, whispering so as not to wake the other children in their dormitory. He told her secret stories of bravery and adventure, chasing away her visions of a dark lord laying waste to everything. Of course, as soon as the preceptors had realized their closeness, Valiant had been sent away to train at Wolf Hall.

			Valiant wouldn’t tell anyone about her moment of weakness. She could trust him.

			“Portentous times,” he said, almost conversationally. “The blood moon. The salt rain. The augurs say the Unmaker will return soon.”

			Merit nodded, her mouth dry.

			“A war is coming,” Valiant said. “Sooner than you think. Finally, we will make those false lords in the Bright City pay for their heresy.”

			A shiver ran over Merit. The Carrion Knights only ever raided small villages in order to recruit new soldiers. But she too had heard rumblings of an assault on the Bright City, Valla’s capital. She had hoped they were just rumors. But Valiant wore the black armbands of a junior commander. He would know if there was any truth to it.

			“This is no time for weakness, Sir Merit,” Valiant continued. “The augurs predict another blood moon in a matter of weeks. They say that a great sacrifice in the name of the Unmaker is required to enable him to return to us.”

			Weeks. They were going to attack the Bright City within weeks. Merit glanced at the boy still struggling to escape. He would give in, eventually. They always did.

			“Valiant, he’s just a child,” she said softly.

			“So were you,” Valiant said. “So was I. So are all the recruits. But look at us now, Merit. We are strong, steeped in the glory of the Unmaker. Don’t you feel his presence?”

			Merit suppressed a shudder. She felt it.

			She hated it.

			Valiant watched her for a long moment, his expression difficult to read. “You’re weak,” he said at last. “You were always weak.”

			His words stung, but she knew he was right.

			“You won’t tell Commander Hale, will you?” she asked, pulling her own helmet back over her head. It felt like climbing inside a cage.

			Sir Valiant gazed at her for a long moment before he spoke. “I won’t have to,” he said at last. “I am strong. I am loyal.”

			Merit sighed. “I’m trying,” she said. “I just—”

			Valiant interrupted her. “You are weak.”

			She didn’t believe he’d do it. She didn’t bother adopting a guard stance, not even when he lurched forward. She didn’t raise her sword or even brace herself against Valiant’s thrusting blade. He knew the exact point where her armor was weak. Of course he did. He was wearing it too.

			The black sword sank deep into her gut, as cold as ice. Sir Valiant froze, his blade still buried inside Merit. She could hear the hitch in his breath. Could feel the tremble in his sword arm.

			Then he withdrew, the sword sliding out of her with a sickening wet sound.

			“I am loyal to the Unmaker,” he said in a low voice.

			“Valiant,” she gasped, tasting blood in her throat.

			She looked down to see sticky darkness soaking through her black surcoat. She suddenly felt very cold.

			Her legs went out from under her, and she sank into nothing.

			

			—

			She woke sometime later, surprised to discover that she wasn’t dead. Her mouth tasted of blood and ash. Everything was quiet. She sat up and glanced down at the place where Sir Valiant had stabbed her, her vision limited by her black helmet. Her tunic was wet with blood. The room spun around her, and she closed her eyes for a few moments, taking deep breaths.

			The village was silent, save for the crackling of flames and the distant lapping of waves on the nearby seashore.

			They were gone. The knights had taken what children they could find and left.

			Carrion Knights were trained to look out for one another. They were brothers and sisters in arms. Nobody ever got left behind, unless…

			Shame flooded through Merit, her heart thudding dull and uneven in her chest.

			Unless you weren’t a knight anymore. Unless you betrayed your brothers and sisters. Disobeyed an order.

			Let a potential recruit escape.

			She should have taken the child.

			But she knew in her unsteady heart that if she were given the chance again, she still wouldn’t go through with it.

			Couldn’t.

			She was no Carrion Knight.

			Valiant had left her to die, and she deserved it.

			Through the scent of smoke and blood, Merit could smell something else. Something musky and earthy, like the bottom of a compost heap.

			She opened her eyes.

			A little dog was sitting in the doorway of the hut.

			It was not a fierce-looking dog. It was gray and scruffy, its fur matted into spikes. Dark eyes watched her curiously from beneath tangled eyebrows.

			“Bugger off,” she said, her voice weak in the silence.

			The dog wagged its tail.

			What kind of Carrion Knight was she? Even a mangy dog did not fear her.

			It was too small to be a wild dog or a hunting dog. Someone’s pet, perhaps, although it didn’t look at all well cared for. A stray scavenger, without a pack.

			Just like her.

			Merit’s mouth was dry. She didn’t know how long she’d been unconscious. But the villagers would be returning soon, to grieve their lost children and try to piece their lives back together. If they found her, a wounded lone Carrion Knight, they would show her no mercy.

			She had to leave.

			And go where? asked a jeering voice in her head. The Halls of Order are closed to you now. Better to die at the end of a blade, even if it is a reaping hook or an oyster knife.

			The dog whined and sprang to its feet. Probably hoping for an easy meal.

			Merit gritted her teeth. She wasn’t ready to die. Not today. She reached for her sword and used it as a crutch, levering herself to her feet. She needed to find somewhere safe, away from other people. The beach was too exposed. A stream, perhaps, to bathe her wound. Somewhere she could rest. She knew how to survive in the woods; it was part of her training.

			She staggered outside, coughing from the smoke of the burning huts, and headed for the cover of trees.

			The dog followed, trotting patiently at her heels.

			“I’m not dead yet,” she muttered to it. “So back off.”

			She pushed through dense undergrowth, keenly aware of how much blood she was losing and how unsteady she was on her feet. She felt gray and hollow, her fingers and toes numb, her vision blurred at the edges.

			She stopped and leaned heavily against a tree as her head spun.

			The dog grew agitated, trotting away, looking over its shoulder at her and returning.

			“Great news,” she told it. “You might get your dinner after all.”

			The dog nipped her gently on the ankle.

			“Have some manners,” she said. “Wait until I’m properly dead.”

			It barked, loud and insistent. The part of Merit’s brain that had been taught to unquestioningly follow orders sparked into life.

			“Okay, okay,” she said. “Just a bit farther.”

			The dog led the way this time, finding a trail that was easier to walk along. The forest around them grew thicker and more tangled as they headed away from the sea, and the scent of dark loam and wet boughs cleared Merit’s head a little. A slice of moon overhead filtered silvery light down through the forest canopy, illuminating the dog on the path, although everything else was shadows.

			What was she doing, following a stray beast through a forest at night?

			But she kept going as the undergrowth became dark and thorny, turning from green and brown to black and gray. The rustling sound of night creatures faded into silence.

			“Where are you taking me?” she asked the dog.

			The dog, predictably, didn’t answer.

			They passed a jumble of mossy stones, too smooth and evenly spaced to be natural. An old wall, now in ruins. The wound in Merit’s side throbbed sickeningly, and her vision blurred for a moment.

			There was a house in the forest.

			Something that had once been a house, anyway.

			It looked like no one had been near it for centuries.

			Thorned vines choked the gray stone, penetrating paned glass windows. The thatched roof had long since disintegrated, leaving a ragged skeleton of rotting wooden rafters.

			Merit shivered. She could smell sulfur and gravedust.

			The front door was completely rotten, dissolving under Merit’s hand into spongy wet splinters and ancient flakes of green paint. The dog’s ears lay flat against its head, and it let out a little whine as it sprang over the remains of the door and vanished into the gloom.

			“Wait,” Merit said, staggering through the debris.

			Inside, the stone floor was uneven and slimy with age and muck. Some kind of bioluminescent fungus emitted a dim, greenish glow, revealing nothing but shadows.

			“If you think this a good place to recuperate from a mortal wound,” Merit said to the dog, “then you are sorely mistaken. On the other hand, if you are looking for a place to stash my body so you can consume it at your leisure, then congratulations.”

			She could have sworn the dog rolled its eyes at her before trotting up a crumbling stone staircase.

			After a moment’s hesitation, Merit followed.

			She made it to the first floor and peered down a dark corridor. The plaster walls were sagging and spattered with mold, the woven rug underfoot waterlogged and rotten. The scent of mildew was so strong, it even drowned out the dog’s compost-heap odor.

			They went up another flight of stone stairs. Here, a part of the building had collapsed, and moonlight poured in, washing everything pale and colorless. The light glinted off something in a corner, and Merit bit back a yelp as she saw two eyes staring at her, unblinking.

			Glass. They were just glass. Belonging to an ancient-looking rag doll, its face crusted with lichen, its chest split open and leaking a sludge that might once have been sawdust.

			“You have terrible taste in houses,” Merit informed the dog.

			The dog whined, its tail tucked between its legs.

			“Then why did you bring me here?” Merit demanded.

			The dog slunk down the corridor and stopped before a door, letting out a sharp, high-pitched bark.

			This door was swollen with moisture, but it was still recognizably a door. Merit put her shoulder against it and shoved hard.

			The impact made her wound explode with pain, and for a moment she saw stars.

			But the door swung open, revealing a room that was, miraculously, mostly dry.

			It appeared to be a workshop of some kind. Piles of ancient-looking books and charts. A long bench cluttered with odd pieces of equipment, things with dials and notches and gears. Strange things in clouded jars. A glass globe on a wooden stand. A human skull, the pale leering twin to Merit’s helmet.

			And another door.

			This one was made of stone and had no keyhole or handle. Its surface was pitted and scarred with age, but she could still make out the symbol carved on its surface.

			A sunburst.

			Merit’s heart quickened.

			The mark of the Unmaker.

			She carried the same mark on her left palm. It was smeared with blood and filth, but still recognizable, the raised white scar almost glowing in the moonlight.

			Every Carrion Knight was given the Unmaker’s mark when they became a full-fledged knight. It was a badge of honor. Of courage.

			Merit could still remember the heat of the iron brand, the scent and sizzle of burning flesh. She remembered tears welling in her eyes and biting down hard on the inside of her cheek to stop them from falling.

			She’d been a coward even then.

			She balled her hand into a fist.

			The dog scratched at the door and let out a whine.

			“It doesn’t go anywhere,” she told it. “This is the external wall of the house, and we’re on the second floor.”

			The dog ignored her and scratched again.

			Merit sighed. “Look,” she said, reaching out to push against the door. It didn’t budge.

			“See?” she said to the dog.

			The dog barked, a sharp command.

			A wave of dizziness came over Merit, and she put out her other hand—her left hand—to brace herself against the door. Her pulse throbbed in the scar on her palm, and the huge stone slab made a grinding sound as it swung inward on invisible hinges. Crumbling plaster and lichen showered down from above it, revealing only blackness beyond.

			The door bore the mark of the Unmaker, and she had opened it with the matching mark on her hand.

			A cold, hollow feeling grew inside her.

			“Why did you bring me here?” she asked the dog in a trembling voice.

			All her life, she had dreamed of the Unmaker’s return.

			Not the way the other knights did. They longed for it, spoke of it in reverent tones. When the Unmaker returned, the Carrion Knights would become lords of Valla, ruling over all. It would be a time of greatness and glory.

			But Merit wasn’t like the other knights.

			Her dreams were haunted by a dark shadow, tall and robed, with a spiked crown rising from its brow. In Merit’s dreams, the Unmaker returned and everything fell to ruin. The air was filled with the scent of burning flesh and the wails of the dying.

			The doorway yawned before her.

			Was it a test?

			A trial?

			Could she prove herself here? Win back a place in the Carrion Knights alongside her brothers and sisters?

			Is that what she wanted?

			Of course it was. The only other option was death.

			The dog trotted through the door and vanished.

			“Wait,” Merit called after it, then felt foolish.

			She couldn’t go back to the Halls of Order, and she wasn’t ready to die.

			What other choice was there?

			She took a deep breath, then plunged into the darkness.

			

			—

			It was cold inside. Not the damp cold that came with ice or snow. It was the dry cold of ancient stone. The cold of an empty tomb, the bitter scent of corroded metal heavy in the air.

			“Hello?” Merit called. Her voice sounded strangely muffled, like she had her face down in a pillow. There was no echo, and she couldn’t get any sense of the size of the space she was in. She looked back over her shoulder, but there was no sign of the doorway she’d come through or the rotting house she’d left behind.

			She scuffed a foot against the ground. It didn’t feel like dirt, or grass, or stone. It was solid, but it felt like…nothing. Stretching her hands out in front of her, she took a few tentative steps forward, feeling for walls or trees—anything.

			But her hands met only black emptiness.

			Was she in a tunnel?

			Maybe it’s not a test, she thought. Maybe I’m dead. I lost too much blood and I died.

			She felt oddly calm at the thought. Carrion Knights were no strangers to death—she had watched her brothers and sisters fall during raids and even in training sessions. Death was inevitable.

			She stood still, her senses straining for…anything.

			But all was blackness. The only sound the regular hush of her breath and the softer, faster breathing of the dog.

			The dog. Where was the dog?

			She sank to her knees and groped around in the dark for it, growing more and more panicked.

			“Dog?” she said, her voice shaking in the suffocating silence.

			Something cold and wet touched her palm, and she flinched before realizing it was the dog pressing its quivering nose against her fingers. She let her hand move along its coat, the wiry matted fur strangely comforting. She could feel the dog’s heart beating. Feel its lungs expand and contract with each breath. Could smell its pungent, musky odor.

			“You’re alive,” Merit said, the darkness swallowing each word as she spoke it.

			Maybe she was too.

			The dog let out a little huffing sound and took a few steps before stopping. Merit leaned forward to keep her hand on its fur. The dog moved again.

			“Okay, okay,” Merit muttered. “You seem to know where you’re going. Lead the way.”

			The dog led her through the darkness for what could have been minutes, or hours, or days. Time didn’t seem to work normally anymore.

			Then the dog stopped, a tremor rippling over its body.

			Something was different. At first, Merit couldn’t pinpoint what it was. Had it grown colder?

			And then she heard it.

			A third breath.

			Rasping, trembling.

			She couldn’t tell if it was close or far away. At first it seemed to be ahead of her, but then she heard it again coming from the other direction. Had she somehow gotten turned around?

			The dog whimpered, and Merit felt her childhood nightmares crowd in around her.

			She unsheathed her sword, holding it out before her and turning in a circle. But the blade connected with nothing.

			The breath was right by her ear, so close that she could feel the movement of air against her skin. It was soft, shuddering, and freezing cold. Merit’s skin broke out into gooseflesh at the closeness of it. She could feel the longing in the breath. The hunger. Icy fingers brushed her jaw, guiding her head toward it. It felt intimate, as if this unseen figure were about to kiss her.

			A low, rumbling growl sounded from the dog. A warning.

			Instinctively, Merit jerked her head away and heard the swift snap of teeth closing, right where her face had been just moments ago.

			Something snarled in the darkness. Not the dog. Something else. Something wild and broken and ravenous.

			She ran.

			Carrion Knights were not trained to flee. Merit had been taught to fight. To face every challenge without fear. To choose death over defeat.

			But how could you fight darkness itself?

			She could hear the panting of the dog ahead of her and followed blindly. There was something ahead. Merit didn’t know what it was, but it wasn’t darkness. The dog quickened its pace, and Merit stumbled after it, her fingers finally connecting with a stone door, and she staggered through it.

			Did the creature in the darkness slip out with her? Shadows crowded the corners of her vision, but they cleared quickly.

			She was back in the old house, except this time everything was different.

			It felt like another world.
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			It was daytime, bright light pouring in through a high window, outside of which Merit could see blue sky and scudding white clouds.

			Perhaps she was dead after all.

			Although the wound in her side was still pulsing with pain.

			The dog looked significantly more cheerful, its ears perked up and tail held high. It glanced over its shoulder at Merit, expectant.

			The corridor was the same, but different. It was dry now, and bright, and smelled faintly of lavender.

			“Huh,” Merit said.

			There were other doors, all closed, each with a numbered brass plaque on it. She turned to look at the door she had come from, but behind her was just bare wall, clean and whitewashed.

			More than anything, though, this house felt different. Merit knew that houses couldn’t be alive, but she couldn’t think of a better way to describe the feeling. It was as if the house were somehow aware of her presence.

			“Did you put a spell on me?” she hissed at the dog.

			The dog didn’t respond, just shook itself, then trotted off down the corridor. Merit followed, moving silently the way only a Carrion Knight could.

			A floorboard creaked on the floor below her, and she heard a muffled voice.

			Wherever she was, Merit knew she wouldn’t be welcomed. Carrion Knights never were.

			She stumbled down the stone staircase, which now had a polished timber banister. Her wound throbbed, and she gasped in pain.

			Another flight of stairs, and then the dog led her through an old-fashioned kitchen hung with drying herbs and out into blinding brightness.

			She tasted the salt on the air before she could see anything. It wasn’t like the copper-salt of blood, or even the sulfurous scent that came with portentous salt-rain. It was fresh and sweet, and for the first time she really hoped that she wasn’t dead.

			She sank to her knees and felt soft grass beneath her palms.

			The dog licked her cheek, and Merit blinked as her eyes adjusted.

			A neat garden, with rows of vegetables, chickens scratching contentedly, and a small orchard behind the cottage.

			It wasn’t the same house. This one was neat and charming, ivy-clad with a thatched roof and smoke curling from the chimney.

			But it was the same general shape as the gloomy damp ruin Merit had come from. It had the same bones, the same gray stone.

			There was no dark tangled forest here, just a rolling meadow of wildflowers, undulating in a stiff sea breeze. Beyond that there were sheer white cliffs and the ocean, far below. A sparkling deep blue, moving like a live thing, it somehow made her feel calm and terrified at the same time. She felt a prickling in her eyes and turned away from it.

			She saw no roads. No settlements. Just this one little cottage, all on its own.

			What was she going to do? She wasn’t strong enough to travel. And she couldn’t exactly knock on the cottage door and ask for food and shelter.

			Carrion Knights didn’t knock on doors. They broke them down and took what they wanted.

			When whoever lived in that cottage saw her, recognized her for what she was, they would scream and flee. Or maybe, seeing how weak she was from her injury, they would attempt to finish her off.

			The dog let out a little yip of encouragement.

			“I can’t,” she told it. She suddenly felt overcome with weariness.

			There was a small collection of outbuildings crouched behind the orchard. Perhaps there was somewhere she could rest for a while, without being noticed by the inhabitants of the cottage.

			“Fine,” she said to the dog. “But you have to stay quiet.”

			The dog wagged its tail.

			The adrenaline that had fueled Merit’s journey through the dark void had drained away, leaving her weak and trembling. The wound in her side felt slippery and agonizingly painful, and her knees kept threatening to go out from under her. One of the outbuildings was a shed, dilapidated and clearly unused. It would have to do.

			Just as she reached it, the back door of the cottage swung open, and Merit dived into the shed so as not to be seen, suppressing a grunt of pain. The dog trotted calmly after her.

			The shed was empty, and it was clear no one
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