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      Layla Ricker chewed her lower lip and prayed her father wasn’t dead. Barefoot, she bounced on her toes as dying grass scratched at her calves, her fingers twisting strands of her hair until they knotted like thread in a broken spindle. Spanning the horizon in each direction was a wall of trees, leaves shivering in the bitter wind. Thunder rolled along in the distance and goosebumps ran up Layla’s arm. Like a blanket, she wrapped her arms about herself to fend off the cold and fear.

      It should be too late in fall for storms.

      She hated it here, on the Wood’s edge. The sight of the forest made her stomach clench in dread. Maybe it was the knotty trunks, or the way all the shadows beneath the canopy looked like knives, but whatever it was, Layla stayed at least a dozen leaps away from the treeline and muttered more prayers, this time grudgingly including Oli, her brother.

      Oli and their father had been gone into the Wood longer than ever before, having left Watchful the morning of the previous day. Right now, the sky was full of darkening clouds, but Layla thought it might be a bit past midday. That meant it had been a full day, a night, and a half a day again since they’d left. Pa had never been in the Wood all night long before. In fact, as far as Layla knew, no one else had either. Mama said it was “too dangerous and too stupid” to do. But yesterday, Pa had marched off with Oli and a dozen other hunters and their dogs, the largest pack hunt anyone had ever seen. He wasn’t planning on coming back until breakfast the next day. Which would have been breakfast today.

      They were late, and late wasn’t good.

      Layla turned around, trying to spend her energy somehow. The land sloped gently upward for a dozen bow shots or so: busy farmland coloring the world in yellows and browns. Eventually the gentle slope turned to a sharp cliff face, at the top of which Layla could see houses of wood and stone sitting stoically on top of the hill. If she looked at it just right, she could make it look as if the houses were rising high into the sky. Her house was one of them, and Layla squinted to see if she could spot Mama through the kitchen window. Mama would be watching the forest’s edge too. She was too stubborn to come down here, but Layla knew she’d be watching all the same. She always grew more stubborn when she was worried.

      And the two of them wouldn’t be the only ones watching. The whole town would have their eye on the treeline, though it surprised Layla she was the only one watching this close. She knew the Wood was scary and all, but shouldn’t there be other daughters, other mamas, all waiting around for them to come back? There were plenty of fieldhands who kept stopping, leaning on their tools and wagging fingers towards the Wood while they talked to one another. But that was about it.

      A twig snapped, and Layla spun back around, her breath quickening as she searched the trees. She didn’t know if they’d emerge from here exactly, but Pa said she had good instincts, so Layla figured she’d guess right. She swallowed spit that pooled beneath her tongue. Why did her throat feel dry if her mouth kept making so much spit?

      “C’mon,” she mumbled.

      Nothing happened.

      The breeze kept blowing, making her legs shiver beneath her dress. She could smell the rain coming now, could feel pressure on her temples that told her it was going to be a bad one. Not just rain, but “one hell of a damnable storm”, as Pa would say. But it was too late in the season for storms.

      “C’mon,” Layla said again, her words hardly audible. Her nose began to run with snot, and she wiped it with the back of her hand. “Come back.”

      Another twig snapped.

      Layla turned to the right, certain now that’s where the noise had come from. She stepped towards the sound and heard another snapping, then the rustling of tree branches. She ran towards the sound, getting closer to the Wood than she’d like, but for a moment she didn’t care. There was sound, life, from within the Wood. And nothing, nothing, ever emerged from the Wood except the hunters that went inside.

      Which meant that if she was hearing a noise⁠—

      A blur of motion burst from behind a large patch of brush beneath a white oak. It was all flailing limbs and flying cloak, but Layla could recognize her older brother anywhere. Fifteen and gangly, with curly black hair to match her own, though with skin a few shades darker, like Mama’s. He tore from the Wood’s edge with a cry, falling in a rolling heap to the grass, gasping for breath as Layla ran over.

      “Oy! Ya all right?” It was stupid to ask. Before she saw it, Layla could smell the blood, the sweat, the piss. Even she knew those smells all mixed together was bad. Oli lay on his back, chest arching as he tried to suck in breath. His cloak was torn, his chest and legs and face all splattered with blood, and his bow was missing.

      And he was alone.

      Layla stood there, frozen as Oli writhed for another moment, gulping air as if he’d been drowning. And then, when air had filled his lungs, his eyes burst open to the sky above and he screamed.

      And Layla screamed too.

      It wasn’t long until a crowd formed around Oli and Layla, a mass of bodies squirming like maggots on the outer edges of Layla’s tear-blurred vision. They were the field hands, mostly, but others were coming now too, and Layla prayed Mama would be one of them. Oli thrashed about, crying out with wide eyes that couldn’t seem to see her. Layla fell to her knees, close enough she could feel the warmth of his skin. But what could she do? Her hands opened, closed, opened again. Helpless to do anything but watch and fear and cry.

      “Out of my way!” It wasn’t Mama’s voice, but an old man’s, cackly with age and impatience. “Move. Now!”

      Evanvalt was a priest of the Order of Deōs, with skin which may have once been light and fair but had grown leathery and spotted from years beneath the sun. He smelled so strongly of garlic and sweat that Layla involuntarily leaned away as he burst through the crowd and knelt frantically on the other side of Oli.

      “Get back!” Oli cried, worming himself away from the priest and into Layla, staining her dress with blood.

      “What happened?” Evanvalt said, his hands reaching forward and probing along Oli’s head and chest before Oli could protest further, his knobby fingers coming away red.

      Layla knew she should stop crying and tell Evanvalt whatever would help him save her brother, but tears only flowed faster from her eyes, her chest stuttering as she tried to catch her breath.

      “Poor lad came skitterin’ outta there,” a woman said, finger pointing toward the Wood. “Been manic ever since. Ain’t much else to tell.”

      Evanvalt grunted, and wispy strands of white hair fell around his ears. He muttered to himself, eyes half closed, “Erkooda, feelia, ambalia . . . Yeolasi. This is bad.”

      Bad. The word thudded in Layla’s mind, and every time she sucked in a desperate breath between tears she could hear it repeated over and over again.

      “Get back,” Oli said again, but it was weak, and Evanvalt paid no heed.

      Layla was vaguely aware of the world shifting around her, people squawking and moving. But it was all she could do to stay upright, the fingers of her hands entangled in her brother’s hair, though she wasn’t sure when that had happened.

      “Oliver!” Mama. Layla opened her eyes and watched as her mother flung herself on the ground above Oli’s head, tears matching Layla’s own flowing over her cheeks. But her eyes were firm, fixed on Oli even through the tears.

      “Oliver, what happened? Where’s your father?”

      Oli screamed. It was loud and bloodcurdling, his back arching as if the very question had brought him unfathomable pain.

      “What happened, Priest?” Her voice demanded answers of the priest, but her eyes stayed fixed on her son.

      “Your husband happened,” Evanvalt growled. “He got the Stražar riled up and⁠—”

      “To my son!” Mama snapped, looking up and eyes flashing dangerously at the priest for a heartbeat before turning back to Oli.

      Evanvalt shook his head. “Many things, Orelda. Bear claws are the worst of it, I think. But his mind has been rattled too, and the vines have leached his blood . . ."

      “Can you . . ." Mama stopped, biting her lip hard enough to draw her own blood. Oli grabbed her wrist, pulling her downward toward him. She put her forehead to his, her tears falling into Oli’s eyes, the blood from her lip falling into his hair.

      Can you save him? That’s what Mama wanted to ask. It’s what Layla wanted to ask. But Layla couldn’t say the words, couldn’t stop crying long enough to catch her breath.

      Evanvalt looked at Layla, his eyes twin black dots holding her dirty reflection. Those eyes had always made Layla want to squirm, to crawl inside of herself. They were the eyes of a priest: holy and sacred, pronouncing judgment every time they fell on her.

      “I can save his body,” Evanvalt said, speaking to Layla as if she’d asked the question. “But Deōs alone can save the mind.”

      Thunder rolled and Oli screamed again, his breath billowing out with such force that Mama’s hair rustled with it.

      “Demons,” someone said.

      “Not Viemones,” Evanvalt said, standing. “Thanks be to the Maker, no Viemones. I’ll stabilize him here, but we’ll need to get him indoors soon. You,” he pointed at a thickset man with soil-stained trousers. “Fetch a long blanket and bring it here. Everyone else, back away. I need room.”

      Layla hadn’t thought he’d meant her, but Mama scooped her up and dragged her backward along the grass. “Let ‘im work,” she said into Layla’s ear. “Only the Maker can save ‘im now.”

      Evanvalt stood above Oli and breathed in deep, his hands moving to his sides like tools at the ready. Below him, Oli jerked about on the ground, though Layla wasn’t sure if it was in pain or horror. A fresh wind of energy surged through him and his screams roared so loud Layla wanted to hold her fists to her ears, but she clung to her mother instead. And then, slowly, words rolled from the priest’s mouth as his hands rose upward, fingers moving in complex patterns in the air above Oli. “Elmes itkavo Deōs dioforce Nema elmes mi en vroma . . ."

      It began to rain. A pitter-patter of icy drops, like a hundred little warning bells. A few of the watchers scattered then, yet most stayed. Layla and Mama didn’t move, their eyes locked on Oli. Evanvalt never faltered, just continued to pour out words whose meaning Layla couldn’t fathom. The rain picked up, becoming a steady sheet of water blanketing them, but unable to smother the priest’s chant.

      Oli wasn’t screaming anymore, and he wasn’t writhing about either. He looked like he’d fallen asleep, his chest rising and falling, eyes closed and mouth open to the rain. Evanvalt kept going, fingers dancing as if he sewed a complicated stitch to mend a bad tear in a tunic sleeve. The priest kept his eyes closed, but Layla could see them twitch when he said certain words, as if this holy power caused him pain.

      The rain came sideways now, and Layla shivered beneath the onslaught when a shadow moved across her, bringing with it the scent of death strong enough to cover the smell of garlic and holiness. She looked up to see Anej standing beside her, one hand stroking his long red beard and the other holding the bowl of a pipe overflowing with rainwater. He was a velk, which might as well just be called “a giant”. Twice as large as Papa with his head as high as ceiling rafters and eyes Layla tried never to look at, the velk scared her. Mama held her tighter, but neither of them moved away, and eventually Layla turned back to Oli.

      Where is Papa?

      The thought snuck into Layla’s mind, unbidden. She knew the answer even as her mind asked the question. How often had she been told to stay away from the Wood? Told it was dangerous, that the world inside was cursed and could kill? Every time her father had gone inside, he risked his life. And when he’d begun bringing Oli, he’d been risking his son’s life as well.

      Evanvalt stopped. It was sudden: one moment his arms and lips were both wagging, the next his shoulders went slack as if exhaustion had yanked them back down. Above the wind and rain, he called out, “Where’s that blanket?” Men shuffled about, but no blanket materialized.

      Anej stepped forward and Evanvalt gave him a sour look.

      “Oy, if it’s all the same to you, Priest . . ." Anej said.

      Evanvalt looked to Orelda, who gave a stiff nod. “Gently, Velk,” Evanvalt warned. “Very gently.”

      Anej gave a nod and placed his pipe between his lips, then knelt and scooped Oli into his arms with exaggerated caution. When he turned, Oli looked the size of a babe against the giant’s chest. Mama stepped forward, hands coming up to caress her son’s face.

      “Priest,” she said, placing her forehead against Oli’s. The rain watered down the dried blood now so it ran in streams off Oli’s body. “Tell me.”

      “He’ll live,” Evanvalt said, gesturing for Anej to get moving.

      Mama’s next breath was heavy and ragged as Anej carefully pulled away from her, starting toward the hill. “How do you know? Are you sure?”

      “I’ve stopped the bleeding, inside and out,” Evanvalt said, walking alongside the velk, his voice getting louder as the rain continued to pick up. Layla could hardly hear. “But I’ve told you, I can do nothing for his mind.”

      Orelda walked beside the priest, Layla following as if dragged by an invisible line. The rain had turned the ground to mud, and their boots squished, leaving deep prints with each step. Except for Anej, his boots still managed to thud down, splashing water and mud up to Layla’s waist and leaving craters that quickly filled with rainwater.

      “What do ya mean about his mind?” Mama demanded. “Don’t toy with me now—tell me plainly.”

      The priest stayed silent for a long time as they trudged uphill, heads down against the battering rain. To Layla, it felt like they were mourning, as if this were a funeral procession happening beneath the tears of God. Lightning flashed and thunder rolled over them a handful of heartbeats later.

      “His mind,” Evanvalt said, hand waving in the air as if searching out the right words. “I could . . . feel its brokenness. It won’t easily mend, Orelda. He’ll need prayer. Peace.”

      “What do we do? How . . . how do we heal ‘im? Tell me! The Maker . . . he must do something!”

      “Get him into the temple,” Evanvalt said, slowing his steps and turning to Mama. He ran a hand over his head, pulling back wet wisps of hair. “I’ll write a letter recommending him to the abbey in Arason, if you’d like.”

      “He’d never⁠—”

      “Or I can work with the magistrate to apprentice him to one of the trades. Just, for the Maker’s sake, Orelda, keep the boy out of that damn Wood.”
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      ELEVEN YEARS LATER

      A shiver ran up Oli’s spine as he crept along the forest floor. Orange and brown leaves rained to the ground around him, knocked free by the squirming vines above. His boots crinkled leaves and crunched small sticks, but it was his growling stomach he feared would give him away. A few paces ahead of him, his hound crouched low and silent, his reddish-brown sides gently heaving, his breath misting in the early winter air.

      Although Oli couldn’t see the hound’s muzzle, Tuck’s steady tail meant his eyes had trained on something Oli hadn’t yet seen. Squinting, Oli tried to discern what had the dog on edge. His eyes scanned the crevices of rotting tree trunks and the shadows of the thick underbrush, but he saw nothing. Everything was barren, quiet. The sun was high and plenty of light illuminated the world around them, a benefit of the trees shedding their leaves in preparation for winter. And still Oli couldn’t make out whatever had made Tuck’s ears stand straight up.

      Oli’s eyes flickered back to Tuck, whose haunches slowly rose and muscles tensed.

      He was about to pounce.

      Trusting that Tuck’s nose knew better than Oli’s own eyes, Oli set his footing and lifted his yew bow, fidgeting with the arrow’s fletching until he got it just right. Carefully, Oli extended his arm and pulled the bowstring back, still unsure of his target. Oli watched the forest ahead, keeping Tuck on the edge of his vision.

      And then he waited.

      In the stillness of the moment, the sounds of the Wood gently permeated Oli’s mind. Birds chattered from above, twigs snapped in the distance, rodents rustled leaves behind him, distant howls echoed from the far northeast. It was equal parts beauty and terror to be inside something so alive.

      Breathe, Oli thought, feeling a muscle in his arm twitch with the strain of holding the bow taut. He silently cursed his picky hound, who always waited until⁠—

      Tuck sprung forward, barking and yapping as his paws slipped on loose soil and fallen leaves. But in a blink his paws found purchase and then his barks were echoing off tree boughs as he raced towards a hollow stump twenty paces away. He became a blur, a furious storm of fur and teeth and spittle.

      Oli didn’t try to think. If he had, then this moment, and his food, would be gone for good. His body simply reacted, years of memory tweaking his movements based on the still images his mind collected with every pound of his heart.

      Something with grayish fur moved to the right of the stump and Oli’s arms jerked toward it, letting the arrow loose. Relief flooded his muscles, and he released the breath he’d been holding. Even before Tuck’s barking quieted, Oli knew he had gotten whatever it was. He could feel the arrow hitting its mark, as if part of his soul had gone with it. In the end, he wasn’t surprised when Tuck brought back a plump rabbit with an arrow sticking out of its red-stained fur.

      “Good boy,” Oli said, keeping his voice quiet as he scratched behind the hound’s ear. Then he repeated his words, but this time in a language Tuck understood, “Dolbrye.”

      Tuck panted, tongue lolling from his saliva drenched mouth, and watched as Oli removed the arrow and placed the dead rabbit in the empty leather sack on his hip. Blood had dripped on the ground at his feet and gently soaked into the soil until it had disappeared, gone as if it had never existed. An ever-present reminder that the Wood was not his friend. It was a maw, attempting to suck in all life.

      Oli led Tuck away a dozen paces from where they’d been standing, sending the brown vines above retreating to the perch they’d been descending from. Oli shivered again, twisting about, checking all around him. If he didn’t keep moving, then the Wood would find a way to trap him. It was as much a hunter as he was.

      And just as much alive, too.

      “This ain’t enough, old boy,” Oli said, thinking about his mother and sister as he patted the near empty bag. There had been one too many scarce meals lately, with nothing more than small shreds of rabbit in a salty broth. But he and Tuck had been stalking the Wood for hours already, and this was the largest thing they’d seen yet.

      Oli’s eyes drifted to the east. Deeper in the Wood there would be more game and bigger animals. It was also as good as a death sentence to make a habit of going too far. Might as well pick a fight with the magistrate and his men, at least their spear points would make for a less painful end. Oli sighed, then gave the dog a gentle nudge west, doing his best to keep up as Tuck bounded away.

      Tensing his voice, Oli called out to Tuck, “Diomok.”

      It was a command, from the Language of the Wild, the language passed down from one Stražar to another, generation after generation. It meant, home.
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        * * *

      

      The village of Watchful sat upon a large hill a few good bow shots from the treeline of the Wood. The hill gently rose up on its south-eastern edge, a winding dirt road like a muddy vein of life running through to the top where three massive homes stood tall, guardians of the township catching the light of the setting sun. The three towering mansions on top stood more tall than wide, made of clean-cut stone darkened with age and covered with vines which wrapped themselves around doorways and windowsills. Vines that didn’t try to strangle people of their own accord. Normal vines, Oli supposed. The other three sides of the hill were rocky, with the north-western side being a sheer cliff so tall an arrow shot from below may not have been able to reach the top. Below the hilltop mansions stood modest buildings made of wood and looking far more weathered, though they had to be half as old. Smoke rose from the chimneys: gray swirls rising above the homes like incense, while the fires within fought off the dry cold. Oli cupped his hands to his mouth, letting the warmth of his breath bring color back into his palms. He almost longed to be back among the trees where the wind didn’t pierce his skin so easily.

      Almost.

      Oli made his way south through wheat and potato farmland, eyeing the fieldhands as he went. More than once, he had “grazed” the edges of the field, and he may find himself doing that again this year. But his mother abhorred stealing more than starving, and so Oli kept on without stopping. They occasionally passed alongside thick fences looking as if they intended to keep out an invading army, behind which Oli and Tuck could hear the baying of sheep and bleating of goats, loud and pathetic. Each of the animals would be tied up and penned, their lives spent caged up in the shadow of the Wood and its Call.

      Once, Tuck would’ve run about and barked at the fence and bothered the fieldhands. Now, many years into his life, he puttered alongside Oli, tongue lolling and tail wagging. Even as long as he’d been around though, Tuck still drew glances from everyone within eyeshot. He was the only free animal in all Watchful proper, everything else had been caged up and behind walls to keep them from bolting off into the Wood. The Woodsmen, traditionally called the Stražar, bred the hounds to resist the Call. But Oli was the only woodsman who still lived in town. The rest were hermits, coming into town to either trade or drink. That made Tuck an oddity, the only four-legged creature running about freely for miles at least.

      Oli made his way to a lone building east of the Russett's barn where, for most of the year, it was downwind from the rest of town. Modest, though sturdily built, the home of the tanner was something of a mystery to the eyes. It was a building that, when seen from a distance, appeared off. The doors felt wrong in proportion to the roofline, the windows too long, too thin. It wasn’t until someone got close to those double-sized doors and windows that they’d realize this home was out of scale, built for a velk.

      No smoke rose from the chimney, nor was there movement from inside the open windows. Instead, all the life was outside on the grassy lawn. Animal skins hung on drying racks, a low fire slowly dried meat into jerky, and animal bones lay piled in a bucket nearby. There, standing upon a patch of dirt, something like a man stood—if you took a man and spread him out twice as wide and nearly twice as high. Anej was a velk, a giant from the mountains in the east, beyond the Wood. His arms were as thick as felled trees, and his back wide enough to shoulder a boulder. Wherever he stepped his boots left an impression as large as one of Oli’s own strides.

      “And there ya are,” Anej’s gruff voice called out to Oli, his knife working deftly to cut through a deer’s hide. His hands and wrists were soaked in deep red blood that complimented the massive mane of orange-red hair covering his head and face. The velk had tamed his beard into a braid so large Oli could’ve used it as a blanket, but the hair down his neck flew about freely in the wind.

      “Oy,” Oli called back. Tuck dashed forward, yipping and panting around Anej, passing along his own greeting.

      “Bring something in, have you?” Anej said, eyes flashing to the sack over Oli’s shoulder. “I've got jerky for you to take as well. Fresh cuts too.”

      Oli gave Anej space as he worked, dropping his leather bag on a scarlet stained table, then looked over to meet Anej’s sidelong glance. The giant’s eyes were a story of themselves, with one a deep and unnatural blue, while the other looked . . . broken: a shattered black iris on the otherwise white eye like splattered ink on a canvas. And yet, despite logic, the velk could see well from either of his eyes, as if he were unaware he should be half-blind.

      “Aye, I’ve brought in a little game. Nothing like that beauty there though. Who bagged it?” Oli said, eyeing the doe Anej worked on and not failing to be impressed at the deftness of the velk’s hands. It wasn’t natural, the way the giant moved more nimbly than Oli despite having hands twice the size.

      “Don’t ask questions you already know the answer to. It ain’t pleasant for either of us,” Anej said, carefully peeling back the pelt from the muscle and bone.

      “Don’t be like that,” Oli said. “Come on, out with it.”

      Anej shrugged, not pausing his work. “Larz brought it in this morning. Only now gettin’ to it though.”

      “I don’t believe it,” Oli shook his head. “That incompetent oaf didn’t bag no beast like that, ain’t no way. He couldn’t stick an arrow into a stump at five paces.”

      “Told you not to ask.”

      Oli snorted. “Well, next time lie to me.”

      There weren’t many like Oli and Larz any longer. They were the Stražar, and they had become a dying breed. Some of the old tales, of the kind everyone still shared and no one believed, tell of a time in which everyone who lived in Watchful walked the forest floor, knew the Language of the Wild, and heard the Call of the Wood. Now though, there were less than a dozen of the hunters left, and those were fading fast. Most, like Oli, kept to the outskirts of the Wood where the game was scarce but the terrors were fewer.

      Only there ain’t game like this in the outskirts, Oli thought, eyeing the doe and imagining the pounds of jerky that would come from it. Not anymore, at least. Oli walked over as Anej turned the doe about, pulling with firm but careful tugs to separate the pelt from the rest of the corpse.

      “I haven’t even seen something like this in the outskirts in a few months at least, not since the potato harvest this summer. Where’s Larz finding these?” Oli said.

      Anej stopped then, rolling his shoulders which cracked and popped. With a sigh he looked out at the Wood, his black-shattered eye moving slowly along the treeline. The view was unobstructed by the grasslands between Anej’s cabin and the forest’s edge, and the treeline could be seen spanning the entire horizon. “Larz says he went deeper.”

      Oli snorted. “So he didn’t tell you where he really found her? Figures, the selfish prick.”

      Anej kept silent as he went back to pulling the pelt free from the rest of the doe, placing it quickly over a drying rack. Then he stepped over to a wooden bowl large enough to bathe a child and rinsed his hands free of blood.

      “Don’t know ‘bout that,” Anej said finally. “But I think there’s some truth to it. He’d have to go further east if that’s where the game is, aye? Beyond the Wall, I’d think.”

      Oli scratched his beard and looked away to avoid the giant’s gaze. Anej shrugged and stepped inside his home, his boots creaking on wooden floorboards so loudly it almost drowned out the sound of Tuck sloshing water from a bowl Anej kept beneath one of the tables for him.

      Oli tried not to think about what Anej had said, about Larz going further east. His imagination betrayed him though, and he couldn’t help but see that dreaded wall in his mind, beyond which lay both horrors and food. The Wall was the barrier separating a dangerous world from a truly terrifying one. It had been over eleven years since Oli had seen it last, a blur of stone as he fled the Wood, leaving his father and a dozen others behind.

      His own fault, Oli thought, his eyes having drifted off to the distant treeline. He got his own self killed.

      From here, where the hill began to rise, Oli could see over the nearer trees. He thought he could see where the treetops turned from brown to green, though his mind might have been playing tricks on him. Beyond the Wall, the Wood did not change with the seasons. All year round the leaves were green, the air warm. But whatever dark magic kept the world unchanged also twisted the beasts. They grew bigger there, thicker of fat and muscle. Aggressive. Hungry.

      Anej reappeared a moment later, a small bundle of jerky wrapped tight with twine in his hand. “Here’s your portion from the last haul. It ain’t bad but . . ." Anej trailed off.

      “But,” Oli said, taking the offered bundle. “It’s not enough.”

      Anej shrugged. “Might be best if you brought back somethin’ like her.” He gestured to the doe’s pelt, stretched out to dry. “Like as not, you may best have a word with Larz, eh?” The velk looked upward, bushy eyebrows arching. Then he sniffed in the air. “I’d gamble on a heavy and long winter if I were you, Woodsman. And you’ve a few mouths to feed, so you’ll need more than a brace of hares if you want enough pelts to trade and meat to eat. We’ll have merchants any week now, with stores enough to see you through.”

      “Aye, if I have enough to sell that is,” Oli said, shifting about uncomfortably. He tread this same line of thinking day after day. “And if I do go into the Deep, and if some horror in there takes me and gives my blood over to the soil, then who’ll feed my sister and ma?”

      “Best not to die then, I’d think.”
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      Léonie Baudelaire, Princess of Trevelar, stood upon the roadside with her hands firmly on her hips. A dozen curses threatened to erupt from her tongue, but they remained held back by a lifetime of tutoring in the brutal arts of courtly etiquette. And so she settled on nothing more than a scowl.

      Her carriage wheel had broken.

      A solid wood spoke had somehow snapped in half, making this the twelfth delay on a long and cursed journey. All about her a whirl of attendees flittered like mosquitoes: maids trying to make her comfortable, guards setting up a perimeter around the caravan, and a dozen others aimlessly looking at the broken wheel and discussing at length what to do about it.

      “M’lady,” a voice said from beside Léonie. “A word?”

      Léonie turned at the sound of Amandine’s voice, giving the aging courtier a glare which would have withered a lesser woman.

      “Speak,” Léonie snapped.

      Amandine’s perpetual frown deepened, and Léonie wondered if her tutor would give her a tongue lashing then and there, but mercifully Amandine simply raised her chin and said primly in her thick, courtly accent, “Night is coming upon us, I think. This . . ." she waved at the wagon and the gaggle of people all about, “ . . . situation will not be solved before dark. As head of this expedition, you may be wise to give orders for the servants to set up our camp.”

      Léonie nearly growled. Through gritted teeth she said, “We are hardly an afternoon’s ride away from Spectare. We are this close, no?” Léonie held up two fingers so tightly together the slight tremor in her hand made them touch.

      Amandine showed no reaction. Even after weeks of hard travel, the woman remained as calm and poised as if standing in the ballroom of a galleria. Her lightly lined face had not aged a day, though Léonie was certain this trip had robbed herself of whatever youth she had possessed before they began.

      It wasn’t fair.

      Amandine stared at Léonie, her expression both chiding the princess and yet communicating a profound respect. Respect paid, Léonie knew, to her title and not herself.

      “Bah!” Léonie threw up her hands and turned away from her broken carriage and the insufferable woman. She needed room to breathe, room to think. There was precious little space in her life on even the best of days, but traveling made it worse. Even as she walked away, guards flanked her on every side: four ever-present walls made of man and steel. They had broken down near the top of a small hill, with plenty of sightlines and not a tree or bush for miles. She doubted any assassins or enemies lurked about, and yet her guards suffocated her with their presence nonetheless.

      She would have preferred her enemy right in front of her, sword in hand, rather than a thousand trifles pestering and nagging her unto death. Our kingdom burns and we are plagued by broken carriages.

      The grassy meadow on the hilltop stood knee high and alive with little insects and wildflowers. Perhaps too many little insects. The pests appeared to be everywhere, and Léonie suspected she knew why. It had been miles since she had seen a bird in the sky or any critter scurry along the ground. And where the predators were vacant the prey flourished. Over the last day of travel it had become an impulse for Léonie to see what was missing from the world, which appeared to be anything that flew in the air or scurried along the ground, and was larger than a mud beetle. It confirmed her suspicions, justified her mission, and gave her a glimmer of hope. Though, it did also give her pause regarding the caravan's own horses. What would happen to them?

      “M’lady,” a gruff voice said from behind.

      Léonie startled, not realizing how lost in her thoughts she was, or how far she had walked. She twisted about, realizing she had gone two hundred paces from the rest of the caravan and had begun climbing the next hill. A long trail of wagons, carriages, and horse-mounted troops stretched out before her, and from their direction marched Captain Thibault. The perimeter of guards parted to let him pass. As always, the captain’s hand rested on his sword pommel. He looked every part the future general as he approached her: his beard neatly trimmed and his eyes focused. Hardly in his mid-thirties, the Court rumored him to be quite the rising star.

      “Yes?” Léonie said, rolling her shoulders back and lifting her chin. It was all she could do to appear regal.

      “If I may, I thought I would offer to escort m’lady for a time. I think it prudent to discuss the nature of our plans for the evening.” He bowed as he spoke, his chainmail clinking.

      “Our plans are to get ourselves to the town of Spectare and within walking distance of Vromia as soon as possible. That is something we could accomplish tonight, no?”

      The captain met her eyes, his dark brows furrowing on his pale face. “M’lady, it is perhaps more . . . prudent for us to establish camp before nightfall. Our animals are skittish and your carriage⁠—”

      “Leave it.” Léonie snapped.

      “M’lady?”

      Léonie stepped toward the captain, her accent thickening as her anger rose. “You remember why we are on this journey, no?”

      “Of course, Your Highness, I merely⁠—”

      “And you remember that my lands are ravaged and my people are dying, no?”

      “Yes, Your Highness, I⁠—”

      “Then you shall have no qualms about leaving the carriage where it lies. It means nothing to me, and it should mean nothing to you. Understand?”

      Thibault looked more than a little annoyed, but he breathed in deep and kept his calm. “M’lady, it is not only the carriage. Night is not the safest time for our caravan to travel. There are Yelmes about. Our rangers spotted them again, some leagues west of here. If we weren’t certain before, we can be now: they follow us.”

      Léonie turned her back to the captain, her eyes squinting in the direction of the treeline they had escaped that morning. “Dark Ones? On our trails this far from Turris Regis?”

      “Yes, Your Highness. If we break for camp we can set up a perimeter and⁠—”

      “Get us to Spectare as quickly as you can, Captain, and we shall have a far better position to defend ourselves.”

      The captain’s mouth twitched, but he gave a curt nod. “I’ll have your carriage emptied and left beside the road, m’lady.”

      Léonie waved a hand dismissively. “Ensure my books are not left, Captain, nor my sword. I shall have more need of those than of my wagon, I am sure.”

      “Yes, m’lady.” With a bow, the captain strode off back toward the caravan, calling out orders as he did.

      Léonie sighed. They had brought twenty wagons and carriages, dozens of soldiers, cooks, maids, and servants . . . for what? She cursed herself for having let Amandine come along. The woman understood nothing about travel for war, for urgency.

      Father needs a weapon. It was a thought Léonie had had a thousand times over. He needs a weapon and I shall deliver it even if I have to cross Yeolasi’s river. But he needs it now.

      Léonie put her hands back on her hips and looked up towards the darkening sky, her imagination conjuring an image of the temple back home. There would be parishioners there, lighting incense and praying beneath the watchful eyes of the priests. Prayers and incense would be ever-present in the temple now, a never ceasing parade of the weak and frightened living in the shadow of the end of the world.

      “Tell me,” she said curtly to the clouds, “Whose side are you on?”

      The clouds returned no answer. After a moment, she trudged back towards the others, wondering if Deōs still heard prayers.
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      As the sun made its way down toward the horizon, Oli and Tuck stalked up the dusty lane in Watchful proper. Oli’s mind whirled like the dust storms of summer, his dirt-stained fingers fidgeting with the bag of dried meat. The old velk was right, and Oli knew it. He didn’t have enough pelts and meat stored up for the winter, and things were already scarce. If he didn’t do something soon, there wouldn’t be enough to go around when the snow began.

      People passed by, trying not to trip over Tuck who dashed about through the street, narrowly avoiding more than one hastily thrown kick. Oli couldn’t say how many people lived in Watchful exactly, but perhaps a hundred and a half, maybe two. It was a busy place with folks running around and making a commotion about this or that. To Oli, it formed a comfortable sort of loud. All around him, the people he’d known his whole life did what they’d done for as long as anyone could remember. Their hands created the thrumming sounds of doing: milk was turned to cheese, holes in boots and skirts were mended, wood was carved, bread was baked, iron was beaten and shaped, all in an interconnected web of noise, sights, and smells.

      It was all familiar, including the side-eyed stares thrown Oli’s way. Most didn’t take too well to the Stražar or their hounds. The Call drew all the animals into the Wood, which meant few souls born and raised in Watchful had seen any beasts, wild or domesticated. About the only way to see something with four legs was to work one of the ranches. But the cattle there became so crazed, living under the sound of the Call, that they were dangerous in the extreme. The sounds of their frantic bleating and mooing were like the cries of children in the night, and if the breeze blew westward to carry the noise up the hill, there’d be a whole host of restless sleepers.

      So most treated Oli and Tuck with a tolerated suspicion. Tolerated because traders came yearly for, above all, the pelts from the Wood. They were, Oli was told, finer than anything else the traders could get their hands on throughout Trevelar. Which made the Stražar valuable enough to keep around, even if it was at arm’s length.

      Oli stopped at a small cottage with solid walls and a roof which hadn’t leaked in weeks. It also hadn’t rained in weeks, so Oli’s painstaking work with pitch and shingle likely wouldn’t be tested until the first snow. The window shutters were closed and smoke gently ascended from the chimney. Without so much as slowing his pace, Oli pushed open the door and stepped inside as the reddish-brown blur that was Tuck, shoved past his feet, nearly toppling him.

      “Oy, gonna kill me, dog!”

      “Oy,” a female voice called out from inside, “Close the door won’t ya! Lettin’ in a draft.”

      Oli kicked the door shut, then pried off his boots and socks before he could be called out for dragging dirt and mud inside. He sighed as his feet touched the warm floorboards, smoothed from years of Ricker feet, and stained with a million tiny memories.

      Though the outside was as plain as the homes to its left and right, the inside of the Ricker home was a testament to Watchful’s propensity to draw to itself those who didn’t belong anywhere else. All one large room with two lofts to either side, the cottage was a flurry of colored rugs, animal heads mounted to the walls, and rough-hewn shelves filled with knick-knacks and totems from all about the world: not only the kingdom of Trevelar, but from the Bada Republic to the north, and Velik to the east.

      At the fireplace, tending carefully to a stew smelling of vegetables and earthy herbs, was a woman twice Oli’s age and from whom he took his looks, including his darker skin and lanky form.

      Orelda didn’t turn as she said, “And how is my favorite son today, eh?”

      Oli snorted. “Midland to south, I’d say. This chill is comin’ on quick, and I can’t seem to nab anything bigger than a stuffed rat.”

      When Orelda turned, her thick braided hair bobbed above the open stew, her hand still twirling the ladle around the pot. “Aye, but look at ya. Back home, alive, and without a scratch on that beautiful face of yours. That’s enough for today, Oliver.”

      Oli shuffled about, putting away his things and letting his body and mind settle into the patterns of home. “And tomorrow and the next day? It’s not enough, and ya know it. Anej mentioned traders will be here soon. If I don’t⁠—”

      “That old oaf of a giant don’t know nothin’,” she said, waving a hand dismissively as she turned back to the stew. “Before he stumbled on into town we did just fine, me and your father. Even in lean years, we made it. Just be cautious and stick to the Wood’s edges and we’ll be fine.”

      Oli fell into a creaky chair at the table beside the fire. From there he could see the firelight in his mother’s eyes and the cracking of her dried lips. He sighed, not wanting to argue but knowing there was more to be said. Instead, he watched his mother for a moment. She was beautiful, and still of marrying age. It was a mystery she hadn’t found another husband after Oli’s father had died, and perhaps someone with a bit more coin, too. To Oli, it made her stronger, as if her singleness stood as an act of defiance. A way to say to Watchful, to the world, that she had power on her own. She was strong on her own.

      “I might not be stayin’ on the Wood’s edge for long,” Oli said, voice growing quiet. “There’s no game, Ma. And, like it or not, you and Pa never had a winter without a deer hide or two.”

      His mother stayed quiet for a long time, with nothing but the small crackling of logs and Tuck’s loud panting from the corner breaking up the silence. She had a way of setting her jaw, lips creasing downward, which made Oli unsure if she were ready to fight or admit the hard truth.

      “Well,” she said after a time, “ya ain’t gotta go it alone. Before ya do somethin’ rash like that, I could⁠—”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “Oy. No. Ya ain’t goin’ in there.”

      “Before you were born, your father and I⁠—”

      “You’ve told me, and I don’t care,” Oli leaned forward wiping his hand in the air as if he could swipe away her words. “Pa’s judgment wasn’t ever the best, or he wouldn’t—” Oli cut off the words before they could go further, but he’d said enough.

      Orelda’s cheeks flushed and her lips drew to a line. She released a sharp breath through her nose a moment later, nostrils flaring like a boar about to charge.

      Oli coughed, his own cheeks growing warm. “Ma . . . I⁠—”

      “Oy, I know it. Ya didn’t mean it, did ya?”

      Oli sat back, biting the inside of his cheek.

      “‘Course ya didn’t. Yet here we are, you spittin’ judgment at the very man you’re the spittin’ image of, all the way down to how ya throw them words about.”

      “Ma, really, I’m sorry, I⁠—”

      “Hush.”

      Oli had enough sense to listen, and his shoulders slumped as he breathed out, forehead dropping into the palm of his hand. He felt too tired for the sparring. Too tired, too hungry.

      “Well, we can talk about that later,” Orelda said with a wave of her ladle. Drips of stew splashed along the wooden floorboards, peeking Tuck’s interest. “You're stressed about money, eh? Well, your sister has been busy of late, maybe this winter each of us can do our part.”

      Oli perked up. “It’s settled then, she’ll be workin’ for Mister Yigguns?”

      “Don’t know if it's settled yet, we’ll find out soon. If the rumors be true, they’ll be payin’ a sight more than that pittance ol’ Thatcher sees fit to have me scramble for. I swear if he mumbles one more thing ‘bout ‘the responsibility of good indebted folk’ I’ll strangle his hide myself.”

      “It’ll end one day. Won’t be long now. Just . . . what? Another winter, then⁠—”

      “Then I’ll be free of that toad of a man and his beckoning. I mean, the nerve of him to be takin’ advantage of a distressed widow when⁠—”

      The door opened, and a thin framed figure slid inside and kicked the door shut as both Oli and Orelda called out, “Shut the door!”

      “I know it already! Can’t ya give half a moment?” Oli’s little sister, a woman of nineteen now, dropped the hood of her cloak and kicked off her boots, her eyes hard and her mouth turned down into a scowl. Her cheekbones were high like their mother’s, but her bright brown eyes and wide ears were their father’s.

      Orelda kept turning the stew, her face unchanged as she saw her daughter, but Oli noticed a subtle droop in her shoulders as if she already knew what was to come.

      “Well,” Orelda said, turning back to the pot. “Tell us, Layla, how’d it go?”

      “How’d it go?” Layla slapped a bare foot against the plank floorboards. “I’ll tell ya ‘how’d it go’. That slimy, no-good, dirt-eating, mud-licking, son of a roach is screwin’ me over!”

      “Mister Yigguns?” Oli asked, cocking his head to the side.

      “What?” Layla asked, looking at him, her full head of curly hair bobbing around her face and falling into her eyes. “How stupid are ya? No, not Mister Yigguns, but that sick little Windsun Tote. He’s makin’ darn sure ain’t no one be hirin’ me, and I’m ‘bout ready to get my fingers around his slimy little throat and⁠—”

      “Enough,” Orelda warned, eyeing her daughter. “Won’t do no good makin’ no death threats ‘round here.”

      Oli looked at his mother and raised an eyebrow, her own threats lingering in his mind.

      “Well,” Layla continued, “If we don’t do somethin’ it’ll be us whose graves get dug this winter. We can’t be livin’ without no coin and⁠—”

      “Oh stop it, child,” Orelda said, standing straight up to reach for bowls on one of the shelves. “Ain’t no graves being dug this winter. We’ll be fine.”

      “Well, from your lips to the clouds, Mama, but don’t be blamin’ me if I ain’t sharin’ your faith.” Layla said, shaking her head and kneeling down to pet Tuck who’d come to her, belly up for scratches.

      “And Deōs hears, I’m sure,” Orelda said, scooping stew into bowls.

      Oli scratched his beard, head cocked in confusion. “I don’t think I’m understandin’ at all. You sayin’ Windsun doesn’t want you working?”

      “Aye, he wants to take me for a tumble in the sheets instead,” Layla said in a huff.

      “Layla,” Orelda chided, placing steaming bowls of stew on the table.

      “It’s true, Mama!” Layla pulled a chair free from the table, falling into it.

      “So,” Oli said, the word coming out slow and long. He had a strange nagging in the back of his mind, similar to the feeling of following a game trail and waiting to be ambushed by Maker-knows-what. “Windsun don’t want you to work ‘cause he wants you to ah . . . well . . ."

      Layla sighed, rolling her eyes looking ready to curse the Maker for having to deal with a brother so thick. “Windsun wants to marry me, Oli. He’s asked me so many times that half the town thinks we’re already rollin’ ‘bout in the hayloft.”

      Orelda tutted in frustration as she sat, but Oli kept going before she could cut in. “Windsun is Gregor’s boy, eh?”

      “Aye,” Layla said, grabbing her spoon and greedily taking bites. “Ain’t a boy no more, though.”

      Oli paused. The Tote family lived in the nicest of the mansions on the top of the hill, called the Warden. Gregor Tote was the Magistrate, tasked with collecting taxes and overseeing the town guard, small as it was. Around Watchful, the Totes generally had their way, and to their credit they didn’t often push too far. They kept an odd sort of peace between the Hilltoppers and the rest of Watchful.

      “So he’s tryin’ to starve ya out? Keep ya from work ‘til you finally go on and marry him?”

      “Aye, that’s the thick of it.”

      “But, I mean . . . you?” Oli quirked an eyebrow.

      Layla’s eyes flicked with flame that was, probably, a reflection of the fire light. Her reddened cheeks weren’t a trick of light though. She leaned forward, jabbing a finger at her chest. “Aye, me. Ya think that’s so crazy, Oliver Ricker? Do ya? I ain’t the only one here who sees it, eh? Just ‘cause you off frolickin’ in your fancy forest out there dancin’ with wolves or whatever don’t mean your sister ain’t growin’ on up and turnin’ them boys’ heads and⁠—”

      “Woah, now,” Oli said, but Layla only grew louder.

      “Some of them boys now wanna tie the ole’ knot, but⁠—”

      “All I was tryin’ to⁠—”

      “Enough,” Orelda wielded her spoon like a spear, pointing its stew laden tip at each of her children. Her voice was sharp, her eyes sharper, and both Oli and Layla closed their mouths. Orelda sighed a moment later, leaning back and dabbing the sides of her mouth with a small cloth. “Layla’s probably right. Windsun got his eyes on your sister a few months back and ain’t lettin’ it go. Even come knockin’ round here more than once. He knows things are tight, Oli. Probably thinks if your sister can’t work she’ll say ‘yes’ to his fancies. The Totes ain’t hurtin’ for no coin, that’s for sure.”

      “He’s treatin’ me like a backroom whore,” Layla said, and Oli thought he caught as much shame as anger in her last word.

      “Well, I’ll be . . ." Oli said, leaning back and running a hand through his hair. “Didn’t think none of those Hilltoppers would think twice ‘bout one of us. Seems . . . well . . ."

      Orelda shrugged. “Windsun’s the youngest of the Tote boys. His brothers married respectable types already, and two even left Watchful to do it. I don’t think nobody’s got their eyes on Windsun much. He can probably be with whoever he chooses, I think.”

      “And he wants what he wants,” Layla said. “Even if he got me, which he won’t, then he’d probably drop me like a gnawed bone when he was done. I ain’t no fool, there’s no weddin’ at the end of whatever he wants, not really. And I ain’t the first one he’d done this to either. Same story with Priss down the way. Maybelle too. Promises, promises, promises, then he’s bored and moved on.”

      At the word “bone” Tuck whimpered a bit, and Oli grabbed a bit of meat from the stew and dropped it on the ground for him. “And there ain’t no work in the fields?” he asked.

      Layla shrugged. “I’ll ask again, but there’s already too many workers and not enough harvest. And before anyone asks, I’ve been askin’ about work up and down the hill. Ain’t much about, and Windsun has put a word about town, and ain’t nobody wanting to pick no fight with the magistrate, especially before winter.”

      Oli nodded again, his mind racing as he leaned forward and began to slowly eat his stew. Inside, emotions stirred up in him, but he kept his expression flat. He conjured up an image of Windsun in his mind, trying to remember the last time he’d seen him. It had been awhile, Oli was spending more and more time in the Wood, and less around town. Quietly, though, he promised himself he’d make time to find Windsun soon enough.

      “Oy,” Orelda snapped, hand gently slapping Oli’s own. “No.”

      “What?” Oli said, leaning back.

      “You keep your fists to yourself, Oliver. I see what your mind is thinkin’ and you can’t fix this problem by breakin’ a nose. We’ll wait it out. Windsun will give up soon enough, I’m sure.”

      Oli spread his arms out to the side. “Oy, I wouldn’t think of it, Ma.”

      Layla snorted. “Well, either you were thinkin’ ‘bout knocking Windsun flat, or you were thinkin’ ‘bout puttin’ an arrow through his eye.” She looked distant. “And ya know, I’m fine with either, if ya ask me.”

      “Layla,” Orelda said, exasperated.

      But Layla only shrugged.
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      Layla chewed her lip as she watched Oli leave, a breeze slipping into the Ricker home before the door closed. Orelda pointedly didn’t watch. Even as Tuck pawed the closed door and whimpered, she kept her eyes firmly on the fire as if the burning wood had something to say.

      She hated Oli leaving, which made Layla hate Oli leaving.

      “I’ll clean up,” Layla said, rising with a sigh.

      Orelda blinked and looked at her daughter. “Oy, I can do it.”

      Layla didn’t bother to reply, just grabbed the bowls and spoons and carried them to the water bucket beside the fire. A brown and orange stained rag hung on a small hook mortared into the stones around the hearth. Layla took it, dipped it into the murky water, and began wiping off the spoons one by one. There was little stew on anything, the Ricker family having been careful to lick every drop away, but Deōs says all dishware, clothes, and even bodies were to be cleansed by water regularly. That’s what the Order taught, anyway. Though, sometimes Layla wondered if the Maker cared about such things. Was it possible a divine being could consider the mundane to be holy?

      She turned and asked her mother.

      Orelda looked at her, one eyebrow raised. “I suppose he might. Who knows what Deōs really thinks.”

      “Well if it is, I’m not sure I wanna be all that holy.”

      “Mmm,” Orelda smiled. “We should get Evanvalt to clean our dishes then. Pretty sure he thinks he’s holy enough for us all.”

      “Let ‘im,” Layla said, tossing the rag back onto its hook and then leaning against the mantle near the fire. The heat felt good on her cheeks and hands, and she knew the fire wouldn’t burn for too much longer. They didn’t have the wood to spare to keep the flames high through the night. “Or maybe Oli should do it, eh? Wasn’t he supposed to be sent off to an abbey or something?”

      “Oli would have made a terrible priest.”

      Layla snorted. “I don’t know, he’s crotchety enough to be one of them.”

      “And what do you know of ‘them’? You ain’t never met one, other than Evanvalt.”

      “Have you met any others?”

      “Oy, of course. Before Evanvalt there was Piyon who was, if you can believe it, even more ancient.”

      “Than Evanvalt? How?”

      Orelda shrugged, the corner of her lips twitching in a faint smile. “Not sure they ever die. Just become more wrinkled.”

      Layla shook her head and then stepped toward the bed she shared with her mother, sitting on its edge. “And what was this Piyon like?”

      Orelda thought, her finger and thumb rising to scratch at her chin the way Oli did when he was thoughtful. “Crotchety.”

      Layla laughed, the sound ringing itself loose from her gut. “I told ya, Oli would fit right in.”

      Orelda smiled. “No . . . I don’t think so.”

      “And why not? I could see him growing into one of them wrinkly old hermits. And besides, he keeps to himself so much he’ll probably stay celibate too.”

      “Maker, help me.”

      “Well then,” Layla said, leaning forward. “Why wouldn’t our little Oli make a good priest, eh? I could see it.”

      When her mother looked up, Layla saw clearly the lines around her eyes, deep with a lifelong mixture of laughter and sadness. “Oli is many things, Layla. But a priest is not one. He just isn’t . . . I don’t know . . . content.”

      “Content?”

      “Piyon, Evanvalt, they’re both content. They have what they have, and they’re fine with it.”

      “Sustained off garlic and prayers.”

      “Whatever sustains them, they’re pleased enough with it. They don’t really want anything.” Orelda gestured with her hands, casting shadows on her chest that looked eerily like claws.

      “But Oli . . ." Layla began.

      “Your brother wants everything.”

      “That ain’t fair, Mama. I mean, he worries that any day now the whole world will be scorched like the last Epoch War, and if we don’t have enough jerky sittin’ in our cold box we’ll all collapse into dust. But other than that, he seems fine.”

      “He’s anything but fine.”

      “He’s fine, Mama. And we’ll be fine too.”

      Orelda stood and walked toward the bookcase near the door. She reached out a long finger, brushing the spines of each of the books in turn. “Your father wanted everything too. It’s where Oli gets it. He would pour over these books, looking for . . . somethin’,” she shrugged. “And when he’d thought he’d found it, he went for it with all he had.”

      Layla said nothing. Her mother never talked of her late husband. Sometimes it felt like she pretended the first nine years of Layla’s life had never happened, as though Layla and Oli had never had a father at all.

      Orelda continued. “He was . . . hungry. Never satisfied. I liked it, at first. When he came to town everyone feared him, a learned man who wanted to become a Stražar of all things.” Orelda shook her head. “A Stražar . . . the Hunters of the Wood. Your father was obsessed. Followed them around until finally he just up and became one.

      “He could read, read! And yet he wanted to learn the Wood.” Orelda dropped her finger back to her side. “I didn’t push gettin’ Oli into the Temple. Maybe I should’ve, but he didn’t want to go and your brother is thick in the head when he wants to be. And, well, those priests would’ve taught Oli his letters.”

      “Sounds wonderful,” Layla said, scanning the books on the shelves. They had taunted her, tortured her, all her life. Existing so closer to her, holding secrets upon secrets, without a single living Ricker who could read them.

      “Maybe, but I figured if he learned his letters and all, then eventually . . ."

      “He’d read these books, and then find whatever Pa had.”

      Orelda nodded. “Then I’d lose him too. We’d lose him.” Orelda looked down, her eyes heavy and dark. “We’d lose him to whatever mad thoughts took your father. The same obsession is there, lurking inside that boy. He’s his father’s son.”

      “Why didn’t ya just get rid of the books? Ulian would probably buy ‘em, or one of the Hilltoppers.”

      Orelda twisted a finger through the braid of her hair. “Because I’m a fool, that’s why. Now I’m goin’ off to bed, and you might as well too. I’ve a busy day tomorrow.”

      “Aye. I’ll be off to Rossetta’s in the mornin’. Hopin’ she’ll have work for me.”

      “Just keep your distance from the Wood.”

      “Mother, please.”

      “I’m just sayin’. Good practice to give reminders, I always say.”

      “I’ve never, ever, heard you utter those words.”

      “Nonsense,” Orelda said, walking toward Layla and pulling off her dress. “Now toss me my night dress, eh? I’m freezin’.”
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      Watchful had two taverns and neither was particularly worthy of a song. The Downwind sat nearer to the bottom of the hill and was frequented by the strange and poor. The door hung cockeyed, the thin glass windowpanes glowed with a dirty-yellow light, and the smell of sweat and beer wafted out to greet Oli as he walked toward it.

      The other tavern was within spitting distance of the mansions at the top of the hill. Oli had never been inside.

      He shoved the door of the Downwind open against the will of its rusty hinges, and kicked the heel of his boot against the doorframe, so as to leave a little dirt outside. The taproom should have been spacious, but tables and chairs crowded it so much that even when it was busy, the place felt dead. Oli grunted as he squeezed and shimmied himself around nicked tables and irritated field hands murmuring over half-filled mugs, trying to make his way towards the bar.

      Off to the side, a healthy fire burned inside a brick hearth, but only hot enough to warm half the room. Lanterns hung from chains looped around the rafters, drifting to and fro as the breeze from the door hit them, scattering shadows over tables, card games, and dirty faces.

      Familiar faces, most of them. Familiar, but not friendly. No one called Oli’s name nor smiled up at him as he made his slow trod through the tavern. As usual, Oli only lowered his
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