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Part One

Village Greensward

The Start of All Things.




[image: ]
One

Demons and Departures.

“Where do you think you’re going, Sorrel.”

As Mr. Lewis heaps his rotund frame into my path, I shrink beneath my Pox cloak. The owner of the Gauntlet Public House is a mountain with a bald summit, and there is no going around, over, or through him, especially not for a barmaid like me. Keeping my eyes on his scuffed boots, I tuck the satchel of medicine I prepared under the folds of what covers me from aching head to tattered slipper shoe.

“I am to send word to the grain miller—”

A cresting of bawdy laughter and thumping fists cuts off the lie. In the glow of the lanterns, the pub’s main door is just twenty lengths away, but the maze of rough-hewn tables is a congested landscape of sweaty, drunken clientele and faded-rose working women. With my employer blocking my escape, I can’t even get to those obstacles.

“I have cleaned the hourly rooms,” I offer by way of a toll to pass. “And I washed the pints for the tender, and the flour sacks have been brought in—”

“What about the stairs?” He pulls up the waistband of his sackcloth pants with the effort worthy of a stump removal. “And the sheets.”

“I have brought the sheets in from the clotheslines and they are folded.”

“The stairs, then.” As another round of laughter explodes, Mr. Lewis points a pudgy finger over my shoulder. “You have to earn your room and board. I don’t run a charity.”

He reminds me of this at every turn, and if I am cast out from this place, I have no family, no money, and no prospects.

“You are very generous, Mr. Lewis—”

“I am too generous.” He sniffs an inhale, as if he disapproves of himself. “Get your broom then. You don’t need to be out and about when things are busy here.”

“But the miller needs to know the order for tomorrow’s flour. It won’t take long—”

“He always comes here after his wife serves him that bad food of hers. Without my ale, his gout would cripple him. You will tell him then.”

“I can be right back—”

“Why are you still talking. And you’ll sweep behind the bar, too.”

I glance across at the tender, a perpetually cross man who is not going to want me back there.

Beneath the folds of my cloak, I fist the satchel in my hand. “Yes, Mr. Lewis.”

Turning away, I reenter the back of house through the archway, and tell myself there’s still time to get to Mare, if I make quick work of the duties. The elderly woman suffers without what I give her, especially in the cold and the damp of this interminable autumn, and I wasn’t able to get free this morning. As I picture her in the nest of blankets I’ve made for her, fragile as a baby bird, I pray she’s warm enough.

Bypassing where I sleep under the stairs, I go to the next closet. After I stuff the satchel into a pocket, I grab whatever handle comes to my palm, and mount the worn steps to start at the top—

A young man who’s been lodging with us throws himself into a thundering descent as he pulls on his gray waistcoat. The tails of his untucked shirt bounce, and he’s whistling under his breath, having clearly enjoyed his lusty pursuits.

“You missed a spot,” he mocks as he pushes me aside.

He’s been with us a week, having come down from Prosperitus, the royal seat of the East. His city ways have been the subject of provincial awe, and it’s clear he enjoys the deference. The ladies have certainly enjoyed his coins.

I wonder when he’s leaving so I don’t have to do his sheets.

Arriving up top, I swear that Mr. Lewis lies in wait for me to have an unoccupied moment, and as I draw the broom from balustrade to bare wall, there’s no loose dirt to sweep onto the next lower step. What there is plenty of is the muffled sounds of coupling. The grunts and theatrical moans ripple out from the closed doors of the ladies’ rooms, and it’s a relief to make progress so that I can’t hear them anymore.

Sallae Mae, the women’s unofficial madam, appears at the bottom with a charge. She’s got blond hair that tumbles down her back, but with thirty years and four of hard living, there are lines on her face and a cynical twist to her smile and voice. The man leads the way, and as he ascends, I stop what I’m doing and try to make space for him to pass. Though I lower my eyes, I recognize his riding boots. They’re very fine, with polished spur nubs that shine silver. It’s one of the mayor’s sons—

“Will you get out of the way,” he mutters at me.

I try to become flatter against the wall as I remember attending his wife on the birthing bed last month. The son he’s so proud to have is only alive because of me, and that means he and I have a dangerous, unlawful secret.

I tell myself that’s why he hates me … that’s why so many of the villagers hate me.

In his wake, Sallae Mae wafts past me in a cloud of perfume. Though I help her and the others on the sly with treatments for their various difficulties, none of them ever acknowledge me. But it’s better than the active shunning.

Loneliness is about so much more than solitude.

As I resume my needless duty, the stiff straw head of the broom whisks over boards smoothed like river stones by countless footfalls. The Gauntlet has been a fixture of my village since before the Great Containment, or so they say, so it’s got to be centuries old. I certainly feel as though I’ve been here forever, each night and day exactly the same, the grinding repetition a false sense of infinity.

With every step I descend, the time I’m being forced to waste is like someone screaming in my face. The medicine in the satchel is the last of the root I have prepared, and the pain reliever is more precious than any safety of my own. I tell myself that Mr. Lewis will soon get tied up with the other villagers, and that’s when I can—

A resounding clap cuts through the pub’s din, and I jerk my head up.

In the entry, standing in the pouring rain, the milkman, Mr. Cavenish, is holding up a cowbell that’s covered in blood. In his other hand, a fistful of animal innards drips a gruesome stew down his pant leg and onto his knee-high boots.

“Demons!” he yells as he comes inside. “The Fulcrum is failing and they are coming for us!”

People duck as he swings the gore around and stumbles over to a table. In the yellow light of the oil lanterns, his face is a grotesque distortion—but worse is what he’s saying, our collective, unspoken fears made manifest.

“Hunting in the gloaming, stalking us at night! She was snatched from the herd, her stomach clawed open—”

Villagers gasp and recoil as they’re speckled in the face with blood, and he wheels on another group who have traded forced joviality for the very sincere horror that’s been under all our awareness lately. “The demons are out of the Fulcrum and they’re hunting us—the Dark King returns! It is his star that has appeared in the sky!”

I trip down the stairs, called by the confirmation of what we’ve all been worried about since the first of his herd was killed. But I make sure that I stay on the fringes as the alarmed hush that follows is broken with someone speaking up.

“There are wild animals in the forest. Many things will attack a—”

“The carcass was set at the south,” Mr. Cavenish spits. “What animal slaughters cows at exactly the north, the east … and now the south! I warned you when this started two weeks ago! I told all of you! The wall that surrounds us will not hold—”

“Enough!” Mr. Lewis barks.

In the silence, clues tie together around a reality that surely will sink us—the slaughtered cows, the strange footprints … the pall of darkness that’s all around our village. The others are thinking the same thing, I can tell by the hunched shoulders, the lowered heads.

This is probably the only accord I will have with them, not that they’d care I’m scared, too. Probably more than they are.

“Magic is in use,” Mr. Cavenish lashes out. “The Fulcrum has weakened because of it, and the demons are harbingers of what is to come! The Dark King rises!”

Shrinking beneath my cloak, I step out of the lantern light. Not that anyone has noticed me.

Not that any one of them could point a finger at me without incriminating themselves.

“Get him out of here,” Mr. Lewis says with exhaustion.

As he sweeps his hand toward the exit, a couple of men jump up from their frozen stupors, and Mr. Cavenish returns to his ranting as he’s taken by the elbow and dragged back out into the cold rain.

“Magic has been used in violation of the law and all of Anathos will die because of it! You know this—”

Mr. Lewis himself closes the door and puts his boulder body against it. Though I’m careful to stay out of sight, it’s clear he’s looking around for something. I pray this is not the night I’ve always dreaded, the night when I’m banished, finally.

“We could go to the Sooths,” someone suggests. “They’ll know—”

“I already went,” somebody else cuts in. “They will not speak of—”

“G’on now,” Mr. Lewis interrupts. “Finish your ales. Next order’s on the house.”

This revives the mood a little, but he’s got to make them stay or he’ll lose the profit for the rest of the night—as opposed to them bolting home to their wives and children and securing their windows and doors. As Mr. Lewis waddles from table to table calming nervous chatter, I seize the opportunity. I scuttle off, shove the broom into the closet, and disappear through the empty kitchen and the rear exit.

Outside, the rain falls from the churning, restless sky, and the night feels like it’s not just come early this evening, but is a season in and of itself. When I hear talk and a clanging, I whisper down the back of the Gauntlet and peer around the corner.

Mr. Cavenish is being walked along the main street, and the men with him are not being rough. The innards are no longer in his hand, but the bell remains. The soulful sound it makes is like a countdown, and I think of the deteriorating wall that surrounds my village. Even in its decline, the mortared stone bulwark is tall as the Gauntlet’s thatched roof and thick as a mead barrel. Still, I find myself wondering if those creatures whose faces and teeth have yet to be seen can climb. Or fly like dragons.

Maybe the balas in the moat will give us some protection.

For my two decades of life, I have stayed cloistered inside Greensward’s wall, only venturing out to gather the plants and roots I need. Otherwise, I don’t even leave the pub unless I have to. I’ve never felt safe, even within our village, and as I think about what’s stalking us? The news from the other territories on Anathos seem like forest fires of danger ready to consume me: There’s been talk of animals, and even people, being attacked in the settlements that ring the various royal courts. I’ve heard so many fearful whispers at the end of the night, travelers sharing that which they refuse to acknowledge in the light of day.

The milkman is right. We are being hunted here, the wall that protects us both a defense and a target. But he’s wrong that the Fulcrum has been weakened because of magic. I’ve been wielding a sliver of that sacred energy my whole life, and I refuse to believe there’s been any bad repercussions—and everybody in this pub who ignores me feels the same way, too. Even Mr. Cavenish.

They hate that they’ve had to rely on me, but though I am a shunned orphan, I have learned one solid truth: There’s nothing people will not do for their family.

No, the cause is something else.

And that’s what we need to fear, even more than the demons, which are but the preamble to a much more deadly enemy.
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Two

A Mouse Among Rats.

I wait for the trio of men to get farther ahead of me, and then I ghost along in their wake, following the eerie clanging of the cowbell. My cloak soaks up the icy rain as if parched for cold water, and beneath my ratty leather soles, the cobblestone lane is slick as a mossy riverbed. The row houses that crowd up on both sides of our main thoroughfare have their shutters tightly shut and their doors bolted for reasons other than the bad weather, but their chimney flues are open, tendrils of smoke eaten by the wind.

When a distant creaking travels to my ears, I glance over my shoulder. The bridge that crosses our moat is being hauled up, and when the planks lock into place at the squat towers, the pair of sentries descend from their duty. That the men head to the Gauntlet is no surprise, and I wish they would stay where they were.

For all the good they could do with their pitchforks.

They are just civilians, like the rest of us. Our village is on the very fringes of the Prosperitus territory, and there are no royal guards here, for we are but a worthless trading post. That’s why our wall is unrepaired and we have no protectors.

We must take care of ourselves.

Refocusing on my own journey, the lane before me is cast in a palette of grays, and wisps of fog curl and flatten in the downpour like restless phantom limbs. All I hear is water, dripping off roofs, splashing underfoot, tapping on my hood. Except I’m listening for other things. I’m looking for … other things. It’s unlikely the sentries missed an entrance through the front. What if a demon came over the top? What if they possess dark magic, so that which is solid is nothing but air to them? And how did they get out …

Just as we have our wall, the continent of Anathos has the Fulcrum. The difference is that the latter was conceived to keep things inside and it was supposed to last for eternity. The Book of Time provides us with the story of the Great Containment, how after the Dark King gathered up and perverted the natural magic of the continent, and used it to subjugate the populations of all the compass points, the Savior came and rescued our ancestors from torture and tyranny. Working in secret, she extracted the tiny quantums of energy still left in the landscape, and then she seduced the evil overlord into a fissure in the ground and created the swirling force field that imprisoned him and his army of demons—

I stop and look over my shoulder.

Then I glance to the sky. With the cloud cover, I can’t see that star that appeared months ago, so bright that it eclipses any others in its vicinity. I have to agree with the others. Its presence carries a portent of doom, somehow.

When I twist back around, Mr. Cavenish and his escorts turn a corner and disappear out of sight. For an instant, I feel like I’m the only one alive inside our wall, everybody else dead, the tedious, lonely life I trudge through gone and replaced by something so much worse. Anxiety seeds along my nerve endings, my hands and feet blooming with numbness, and I try to reach through the wave of panic and cold chills to connect to the world around me. I, too, have a turning, churning core, and I fall into its whirlpool of dread and terror at the slightest topple—

I shove my hand into my cloak’s pocket and feel the bundle of herbs.

I can’t afford to stop, and I certainly can’t turn back.

Scurrying forth, my eyes bounce around at all the doors that are closed to me, all the windows covered. With each house, I pierce the veil of the clapboard walls and see inside. Never have I gone through the front entries or been welcomed as a guest at the meal table—I’m always snuck in the back, brought inside in secret, used for their purposes.

After which, I am worse than a stranger. I’m someone they know to their soul and wish they didn’t—

My feet freeze once again. It’s hard to figure out what’s a genuine warning instinct and what’s fear. But when a shadow in my wake shifts away into the fog, I know my eyes do not deceive.

Something in the street is tracking behind me.

I tremble under the cold weight of my cloak, and feel cracked nails prickle the skin of my nape, a warning that I’ve never felt before—

Hide.

That word, spoken in that assertive voice, takes the place of any other thought in my brain and all of the rushing anxiety in my blood. Throughout my life, the command has haunted me, as if it’s the proper name given to me by whoever birthed and then abandoned me here.

Grabbing fistfuls of sodden wool, I set in to an escape, all kinds of horrendous creatures with fangs and claws populating my mind and leaping free of my imagination to pursue me. Except maybe the threat is more prosaic than a demon. I’ve overheard stories in the pub of traveling men who seek to inoculate themselves from the Pox by a rutting. Even though I wear the drape for a different reason, I can’t escape what it means to everybody else.

All the lanes in my village channel into the market square, and if I can make it that far, there are places to hide in the empty vendor stalls, and also a watchman who makes rounds. He might help me because he has a daughter, and if I scream, perhaps I sound like her?

And I am not unarmed, I guess. I have my little knife tucked into my waistband, and through the jostling of my sloppy strides, I find the hilt with my hand and don’t waste time looking behind me again.

As I sense the presence fall into the chase, I trust the instinct more than my eyes in the darkness. Closer to the square. Closer. Closer—

The figure that steps out in front of me is such a shock that as I wheel my arms and skid on the cobblestones, I do what must never be done.

I look directly into the eyes of the bulky, bearded man who blocks my way.

Following a split second of recognition, a blast of energy goes through me and I am blinded. Then I see the farrier not as he is this night, in the rain, in the lane, but at the moment of his death: His craggy, bearded face is burned on one side, the flesh blackened as meat cooked on a spit, the cheekbone a blaze of bright white in the midst of the wounding, the roots of his molars rivers of enamel that feather into his exposed jaws. Likewise, his eye is gone from its socket and his hair is melted onto his skull. He is gasping for air and then not—

The agony he’s in floods my senses, my own face in indescribable agony, my lungs burning as if I’m breathing fire, the smell of smoke and cooked muscle coring into my nose. My body goes limp, my heart flickering before stopping as well, his death something transmitted into me, through me.

As he catches me in the midst of my collapse, his rough hands bite into my upper arms, and he keeps me from spilling onto the wet lane like something out of an upended basket. I feel myself get yanked into the shadows, and when he pulls me up to his chest, the unwounded side of his face comes into unbearable focus: The features are as he appears currently, no wasting from age, not even a change in the length, color, or thickness of his bushy beard.

His death is not far from him.

He does not know this, however. And this is not why he’s captured me in the darkness.

“The bairn is dying …” he says in his gravelly voice. “You must come to my newly born son. Now!”
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Three

Wherein I Break the Law.

The farrier and his family of seven live behind his shop just off the market square, but he doesn’t dare bring me in the front. Though time is precious, and the stink of his fear is a roar in my nose, he scuttles me down an alleyway strewn with dirty hay and manure to the back side of his combination workshop and house. His cracked and black-stained hand trembles as he grips the iron ring of his stout door, and I glance over my shoulder to see if we’ve been followed.

No one. Nothing.

I can’t sense the stalking presence anymore, and I tell myself I was confused and it was just the farrier coming for me. The lie holds no logic as the danger was approaching from the rear, but sometimes I’ve got to construct a reality I can live with.

“This way,” he says.

As I step through, he shields the entrance into his home with his hulking body, but it’s not to protect me. I’m the last thing he wants in his house, and he’s making sure nobody sees me, even though no one watches back here—

The smell is terrible. Fresh blood, old sweat, horse hooves, and melted metal. The kitchen is a mess, with chicken bones sucked clean of meat and gristle scattered across a planked table and the remnants of stew molded into the bases of tin bowls. Bladders of drink are lined up, but going by the acidic whiff of him, I’m betting they’re full of mead, rather than milk or water for the children.

“He’s down here.”

The farrier’s boots thunder over the floorboards, his weight like that of the steeds he shoes, and he makes no apology for the state of his home. Then again, that’s women’s work to him.

As he rips back a tattered curtain, the first thing I see are the young ones. Four daughters are clustered together in ragged clothing, their pale faces dirty, their hair tangled and matted. All under five, born each year since the farrier took this wife. He killed his first one on the birthing bed, too, the fetus refusing to vacate the womb and souring inside of her.

There is also an older girl, one of teenage years, and I recall that she’s a niece he took in at some point for labor. She has a gaunt appearance, and she puts a thin arm around the children. She shows no interest in me, her fearful eyes only worrying about where the farrier is, and I don’t need to know how many beatings she’s had under this roof. It’s all in the way she hunches her shoulders and lowers her head.

I don’t look any of the children in the eye. I already cannot bear what I’m seeing and don’t want to know their futures.

I turn to the pallet in the corner. The young woman lying twisted as a rope on the bloody blankets is soaked with sweat and breathing in shallow pants. Her swollen lower body is fully exposed, her knees wide, the umbilical cord still tying her to the blue infant that lies waxen and motionless between her thighs.

The farrier speaks: “The laboring lasted most of the day and—”

I hold my hand up. “Silence.”

I want to slap him for forcing this breeding once again. I have memories of her before he claimed her as his birthing chattel, a girl of my own age, carefree and lovely, her dark hair streaming behind her as she danced with her sisters in the sunshine in the village square. Now she’s here dying like a plow horse used too hard. And he will go on and get another to raise these unwanted daughters of his, and more importantly give him the son he wants, because he has the money to do so.

And if that one dies, he’ll just return anew to the well of young girls.

Kneeling down at the pallet, I brace myself and look at the perfect little face of the infant. The eyes of the boy are open, and as I stare into them …

Nothing. No sensation, no images. I’m doing what others perform easily, meeting the pupils of someone else.

A familiar sorrow runs through me, filling my veins with a sour despair. I have to try to help the bairns, even if I hate the fathers—even if it means I am breaking the law and risk being flailed raw in the town square. When I was abandoned as an infant, a stranger cared enough to save my life. It’s my calling to do the same, the only legacy I have to live up to.

Besides, even though their families will never acknowledge me, and they themselves will disdain me for being a scur, or the lowest of the lower class, my loneliness abates when I stare out of my hood at the children I’ve saved. As they go and live their lives, I know that they are alive because of me, and in this, they are the babies I will never have.

Though they shun me, I love them. And mourn them when I arrive too late.

“What of my son?” the farrier demands hoarsely.

I shake my head, and he begins to weep. He doesn’t bother to inquire after his wife, and that brings me back to attention.

As I shift up to her, I want all the demons to come find him. “Elly?”

Her full name is Ellyne, and hearing her nickname seems to bring her around. Her lids lift and tears spill out and run down her temples. She hasn’t the strength to speak, and as I take her hand, it’s hot as a brand. I do not meet her eyes. Me feeling her death is not going to help either of us—

She murmurs something I cannot catch for the grunting grief of her drunken, rutting murderer.

“You must hang on.” I gently stroke her stringy hair back. “I can get you medicine on the morrow.”

And I can do something else for her. If she’ll let me.

“Leave us,” I command her husband. When he just stands there, sniveling, I glare out from under my hood. “And take your children with you. They have already seen too much.”

The farrier wipes his nose on his dirty woolen sleeve. “So you can bring my son back?”

“No, but I will seek to ease your wife.”

My tone is such that the young girls quake in their clutch, and though the farrier is above me in sex and station, he’s too dumbfounded at my temerity to respond.

“Go,” I snap.

With a dismissing hand to his progeny, he shoos off the gifts he finds worthless for they haven’t a penis among them, and the lot scramble to their feet. The niece, who has red hair, puts a protective arm about the sisters, and as they squeeze past his girth, she looks back at me, her facial expression older than the sea.

What her eyes must be showing makes me feel ancient.

“Feed them something,” I order him after they’re gone. “And not that mead you buy with your coppers.”

There’s naught to sustain a fly in that filthy kitchen, and fates damn him, someone must charge him with his neglect.

The farrier skulks off, no doubt going for those bladders of fermented honey, and that he doesn’t pull the heavy drape back into place for privacy enrages me.

I jump up and yank the folds across the doorway.

Back with Elly, I take her hand once more. “You must pass your afterbirth.”

She’s too weak so my words are naught but air, and I know what’s coming next because I’ve seen it all before. Within a day, she’ll be claimed by the infection that’s already taken root in her womb, yet I’m going to forage for her anyway.

And that is as far as I will go. She has suffered enough in this life, and if I save her from the grave, it will be no kindness to her.

“I’ll ease your pain,” I choke out.

Going inside my cloak’s cold, damp folds, I withdraw my little knife from its leather slide at my waist. I’m tempted to do horrible things with it.

If that brute had no testicles, many problems would be taken care of.

Instead of going after the farrier, I tremble as I saw through the gray, rubbery umbilical cord. Then I grab whatever stained blanket I come in contact with and pull a cover over Elly’s privacy. She moans as the rough wool brushes her bloodied skin, and I murmur something soothing. Then I look once more at the bairn. Such perfect features, the little nose and wing of a mouth, cheeks that were full enough so that it should have survived. My vengeance is such that I’m glad the farrier’s been denied what he craves, as if sons are the sole things of worth. Yet his quest for the only kind of offspring he cares about will continue to cost my sisters in our village their lives.

There’s a tunic by the pallet, torn in half as if Elly ripped it in her laboring. I wrap the cooling bairn in the folds, and entertain a fantasy that I will bury the remains properly, in the Resting Place. But it’s been a long, long while since any of us dared to go that far outside of the wall.

I don’t know what will happen to this precious vessel, which has leached out its spark of life already. The same is true for Elly’s body, and the distress I feel is deep enough that the pair of them might as well be of my own blood. In all my isolation, I find that my sentiments adhere to the villagers easily, though none have ever claimed me.

“My girls …” Elly whispers.

Putting my knife away, I focus upon her lax mouth. There’s a broken front tooth that is new.

“I’ll ensure their safety.” I take her hand again, her blood and sweat fusing our palms as I make my vow. “They’ll go to the Sooths.”

The Temple of Sooths is known to take in abandoned females. The girls and the niece will be safe there with those prognosticators that I don’t believe in. At least their wall is solid and strong.

“He will never … allow that.”

My eyes move up to the tip of Elly’s nose. “You are aware of what I can see, yes?”

“Yes,” she says weakly. “And what … you can do. But death … is not always … a curse.”

I shut my lids, aware that she and I are of agreement. I will not save her in the way I’m able. “Take ease then. The torment from him will not last long now, and when his time comes, I’ll make sure your lovely daughters and his niece are taken in at the temple.”

There is a flare of surprise from her, but it doesn’t last. “Promise … ?”

“I promise upon my beating heart.”

Going back inside the wet folds of my cloak, I take out the satchel I prepared earlier. Mare needs the herbs. Elly needs them more. They’re supposed to be brewed as tea, but there’s no hope of that. I wouldn’t trust the farrier, and I can’t stay here much longer. Someone could walk in, perhaps with news of what happened at the pub with Mr. Cavenish.

Now is not the time for me to be found next to the birthing pallet of yet another dying woman.

Lifting up the hem of my cloak, I go through the layers to reach my underskirt. With my knife, I cut a square of the thin cotton the size of my hand and make a table of my knee. After I open the satchel’s neck, I empty all the dried flakes onto the center of the square. Then I bundle it up and use the little bag’s tie to close the corners.

“I want you to put this in between your back teeth and chew.” I lean in, and help her open her mouth. “This will soothe the pain.”

I adjust the shape into a flat wedge, and push the medicine off to one side, so that it doesn’t block the back of her throat. Closing her jaw, I hope that she holds the wad in place. With the herbs undiluted, they are going to be potent and I don’t want her choking if she loses consciousness—

The relief that comes over her is quick and carries with it a brief aura of light. For a moment, I think she’s leaving us, and with my word given, I will not stop the process. But no, the flare is a lie my mind creates because with her easing comes my own.

As she slips into the sleep that will hold her dear until her heart stops, I brush a tear from my eye, and realize I have marked my cheek with her blood. This feels right.

I gather up the bundle in the tunic, and rise to my feet.

I find the farrier at his planked table full of bones, the scatter of white sticks an allegory for all the consuming, the breaking, he has done in the calendar days and nights he has had upon Anathos’s once-hallowed ground. He’s got a bladder to his mouth, and has dribbled his beard with his haste to suck on the teat that muddles his mind.

The girls are nowhere to be seen, and I imagine they have a hiding place somewhere close by, a refuge outside of this domestic hell. That niece is going to watch after the sisters well, and I hope the farrier’s fate with the hot fire in his forge happens very soon.

“You will come to me in two hours,” I say as I place the dead bairn on the table, on the bones. “I will have herbs for her, and you will administer them.”

It’s too risky for me to enter here again, even in the darkness. I don’t care about him, but those girls must be protected from my presence. Especially after what Mr. Cavenish brought to the Gauntlet tonight.

The farrier passes his meaty paw down his face with defeat. “She is still alive, then.”

“Yes. And you will do right by her.”

I bend down and stare across at him from out of my hood. As I meet his stare once again, like lightning splitting a tree, I am struck anew by his suffering, and I breathe in his hot pain with a nasty satisfaction.

The voice that comes out of my mouth, comes up from my soul, vibrates between us, deep and low. “I will know if you do not.”

The fear that sparks in his bloodshot eyes is the leverage I have over them all. In the daylight, in the safety of lanterns and numbers, the villagers shun me, but they’ve come to me. Each one, in their own way, has sought me out for unlawful things, and been witness to a strange and troubling miracle.

So even though the dance with death is my only distinction, they assume there are others I could wield against them.

I’m perfectly content to have this man worry about what I can do to him.

With my message received, I straighten. “Dispose of your boy properly as you did not the wife and daughter you first lost. And know that at the moment of your death, no matter where I am, or what I’m doing, I will know—and I will rejoice.”

I don’t tell him to mind being around that hearth of his. Don’t warn him that there will be an accident, soon. Say nothing about the flames that will claim his flesh first and then his life.

I leave as I came in, sneaking back out into the freezing rain and the dangerous night. I’ll have to see Mare tomorrow. With a full pub and the hour being late, there will be tables to wipe down, messes to clean up, tankards to wash. But none of that, and even my elderly patient being left without help through the night, is what’s on my mind.

Another side of me, one that’s mostly hidden and that I don’t recognize as myself, has broken free, and like a horse bolted from a stall, there’s no easy way to get the anger and vengeance back under control. It’s just so hard to see the same thing played out, over and over again.

And to be used and discarded in my own fashion, just like these other young women.

As I retrace my route back to the lodging house, I almost hope I cross paths with whatever stepped in behind me. Though I ran from what stalked me earlier, my own truth cannot be ignored.

I am one of the things the villagers fear in the dark.

And with me in this mood, they’re right to be afraid.
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Four

A Stranger Arrives.

The pub is especially loud. The village men are waving their tankards around, their heads flipping back as they project their laughter like cannonballs at what Mr. Cavenish’s intrusion forced them to confront earlier. The air is thick with the stench of sour sweat and pungent ale, and as I skate over and pick up another empty tankard, I check the door. Since I returned, I’ve been able to sneak into my hovel under the stairs a couple of times and prepare more of the chews that will help Elly.

That husband of hers better show.

Grimly turning away, I weed back through the tables and chairs, which take up most of the floor. The bar runs down the far side, and I go to the end of its pitted, stained counter, adding my lot to the dozen or so I will have to clean before the end of the night—

There’s a shout, and a crash of chairs falling over. Then an explosion of laughter, as three men who can’t walk straight start to navigate toward the exit.

“Don’t just stand there, get the mop,” Mr. Lewis says.

He’s emerging from the doorway in the corner, the one that opens into his private quarters. In all his grumpy disapproval, he is the opposite of the wife he lost a couple of years ago. I tried to save her, but didn’t catch the timing right. I might believe he resents me for this, but the truth was, he didn’t like me even before he became a widower.

“Yes, Mr. Lewis.”

The mop and bucket are behind the bar, and the tender, who’s yanking at the barrel pulls like he wants to tear his arm out of its socket, glares at me as I enter his territory. He is the one person I take no offense at when he shuns me. He doesn’t like his job, doesn’t like the pub, doesn’t like Mr. Lewis. Doesn’t like anybody or anything.

There’s a water pump and a drain right by our employer’s private door, and I steer the bucket with the mop into place under the spigot. The iron grip is warm as my hand as I throw my shoulder into the work of—

“Aye! Do it!”

“Do it—”

“—it!”

A chant starts up, and then the chatter calms a little. Sallae Mae casts a flirty glance at the sweaty, bearded man who’s called out to her the loudest. She’s wearing a sky-blue dress that’s so low-cut, a deep breath would fully expose the top half of what she barters with, and that long blond hair of hers is a peekaboo shawl around her bare shoulders.

“A copper, then,” she taunts as she goes over to him, lifts her skirting and plants an arched, stocking foot between his legs on his chair seat.

When the coin is in her hand, she holds it up and the customers hush into murmurs. With every eye in the place on her, she tucks the penny into her cleavage and sashays over to the bar. The tender looks as though he’s about to quit, but he ducks under the counter and produces a thin glass on a slender stem.

“Thank you,” she says with an exaggerated curtsy.

“Those aren’t cheap,” Mr. Lewis mutters.

Sallae Mae holds the flute high as she sits herself up on the bar. “Neither am I.”

I’ve seen this parlor trick before—well, we all have, but the men like to watch her take a deep breath and I don’t care about her respiration—so as she clears her throat, I take advantage of the crowd settling. Pushing my bucket over to where those drunken departures spilled several tankards, I flop my dirty mop on the floorboards. Over on the bar, Sallae Mae opens her mouth and projects a high note at the glass. The tone pierces like a knife into the ear, and she goes even higher and louder. Higher. Louder. Higher—

The glass shatters with a spray that shimmers in the lantern light.

The gasps and cheers are loud and prolonged, as if she’d lifted a plow horse up over her shoulder. Sallae Mae is delighted with the attention and stays right where she is, holding the slender stem while she fluffs her hair—

The front entrance opens.

What comes inside sucks all the sound and air out of the pub.

The man of war stands over six lengths high, at least. His heavily muscled upper body is clad in a drape of corroded mesh and a padded black leather surcoat, and his thick legs are wrapped in black leather as well. He has a dirk at his hip, a dagger upon his opposite thigh, and over his shoulder, the thick handle of a broadsword is within ready reach.

Nobody moves, not even Sallae Mae to slip off the bar.

He takes a single step forward and shuts the cold out with a clap. His hair is long and black, a braid on both sides keeping it out of his face. He’s clean-shaven, his jaw square and pronounced, his nose straight as an arrow. I’m careful not to meet his eyes directly, but my peripheral vision tells me that one has been lost to battle, a scar slashing down through his brow and continuing to his temple, an opaque whiteness staring out into the world. The injury does nothing to diminish the power and authority of him, however—or the sexual charge that rolls off him like lightning.

He possesses … a brutal beauty.

And the working women clearly recognize the virility of him. All around at the tables, they plume in a way that has nothing to do with their profession. The men, on the other hand, don’t seem to be breathing at all.

Mr. Lewis loops his suspenders, which have been hanging loose, up onto his shoulders. His voice is tense as he says, “Well, what d’ya want, then.”

Like he’s very much done with that door opening up to bad surprises tonight.

The warrior scans the pub slowly, and the drunks shift in their seats, making me think of a restless herd aware that a hungry predator has entered the grazing pasture.

As we all wait for the man to speak, I wager that most are thinking what I am: No royal insignia. So he’s a mercenary looking for somebody, and when he finds them? There’s going to be bloodshed.

“A room,” he says in a low, resonant voice. “And some food.”
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Five

The Dream of Horses.

“Take it to him. G’on then.”

At the bar, the tender’s command to me is impatient and he shoves a tin plate in my direction. There’s a wedge of bread, a hunk of cheese, and a roasted turkey leg on it. All of the food is cold, having been prepared over day in the kitchen by the cook and myself. I’m surprised the tender isn’t delivering. He hates dealing with combustibles, but Mr. Lewis doesn’t want me near the eat or drink because of the Pox. I only deal with empties.

Glancing over at the mercenary, I don’t want to go near the man, either. He’s dampened the establishment like a fierce winter storm, dropping the temperature, causing us all to hunker down into ourselves. The pub has emptied out, most of the drunks stumbling off out of self-preservation, the women banished upstairs by Mr. Lewis.

Much to their disappointment.

Our employer is planted at a nearby table with two shepherds and a farmer, and he’s listening in on me and the tender while his suspicious stare stays locked on the mercenary. When he nods impatiently in the man’s direction, and then glares at me, I know I have no choice. Not that I’ve ever really had one.

“Yes, sir.”

I dry my hands on my cloak. They shake as I take the plate, and the already hushed voices get quieter as I begin the trek through the tables. No doubt the men want to see what gets eaten. Me or the food.

The mercenary has finished his tankard. It sits at his elbow, empty. As I approach, I feel his stare on me and I become the mead, something he drinks in. I keep my eyes on his hands, noting the healed scratches, the calluses. He’s missing the first sections of both pinkies, and I wonder how he lost them. I picture him captured, someone with a blade threatening him.

If that’s how the mutilations happened, I also imagine whoever it was didn’t survive to tell the tale.

“Thank you.” His voice is surprisingly soft, and I pick up on an accent. “I am hungry.”

Coming back to attention, I realize I’ve just been standing in front of him, and I place the plate on the table. When he doesn’t move to take the food, I’m forced to lean over and push the meal toward him. Up closer, his chest is massive under the leather and steel of his fighting garb, and his arms seem thick as tree trunks.

Is he from Prosperitus? I doubt it. From what we’ve heard here, King Rehm the Just keeps strict control of his populace, and mercenaries aren’t allowed inside the territory to disturb the order.

Well, most of the territory. A transgression here in our village wouldn’t be so much excused as irrelevant to the King.

I clear my throat. “Would you care for more ale—”

“I would, yes.”

He holds out the tankard instead of letting me pick it up. I’m careful not to make contact with him as I take the weight, but he moves his forefinger at the last moment. The stroke over my thumb is a shock, something sizzling between our flesh.

“I’ll keep using this particular tankard,” he says softly. “If you don’t mind.”

In a trance, I turn away, and I can feel his eye on me as I return to the bar. When I put the tankard in front of the tender, the man recoils as if it’s contaminated, and I know what he’s thinking. I’ve already been sacrificed to disease, and he doesn’t like the idea of touching anything I have unless it’s been washed first.

“He wants to use this one,” I explain.

“Then you fill it.”

Shuffling behind the bar, I take a cloth and cover my hand so as not to be accused of contaminating the drink. Then I draw the ale from the barrel’s base, and too soon, I’m back over at the table. The mercenary nods as I place the serving by the plate, and as he shifts to the side, I jump out of range on instinct.

Although given the size of his shoulders, there is no out of range for him.

He stops in mid-motion. “You have nothing to fear from me.”

The copper he takes out and slides forward makes a rasping noise over the rough wood planks. Everything about him seems very loud. Then again, he’s sucked the sound out of the rest of the continent.

“For you,” he tells me.

I shake my head and back away just as the pub door opens. Everyone except the mercenary looks to see what is arriving. What else is arriving—

The farrier steps through and locates me with ease through the subdued stragglers, his big belly turning toward me like it’s homing in. I glance at the winding clock over the bar. At least he’s on time.

“Friend of yours?” the mercenary asks me.

“Enjoy your meal.”

I duck my head, even though it’s covered by my hood, and hustle off for the back of house. No one stops me, not even Mr. Lewis.

Out by the stairwell, I bend down and spring the latch on my crawl space’s panel. Squeezing through, I orient thanks to the light that filters through the gaps in the steps overhead. I have a sleeping pallet that I keep scrupulously clean, and an array of cloaks that hang from pegs I have driven into the underside of the staircase. Then there’s my worktable, which is little more than a discarded board I have set on two stacks of bricks.

A collection of small earthenware pots contain various unguents, and my pestle is filled with dried leaves that I’ve not had time to continue working with. The collection of wads I have managed to prepare for Elly are bundled in one of my collection sacks, and I grab the medicine.

Reemerging, I confront the farrier, pressing the satchel into his meaty paw. “She must have a fresh one of these put into her mouth every four to five hours. Tell your niece to do it. I will bring more on the morrow.”

He looks down at the little bag as if he’s never seen one before. “And I shall bury my son at the Resting Place—”

“I care only about your wife who still lives. This will change her pupils so I’ll know whether or not it’s been given to her—”

We have an audience. Both Mr. Lewis and the scarred mercenary who brought the storm inside with him are standing in the archway. The plate I delivered is in the man of war’s left hand and he holds the heavy pewter weight laden with food as if it’s but a leaf.

“Take him to number eight,” Mr. Lewis orders me.

The farrier drops his head and lumbers away like something that should be in a forest, not inside a pub or lodging house. Mr. Lewis makes room for him to pass. The mercenary does not. Him, the farrier squeezes against the dirty wall to get around.

“Yes, sir,” I say.

Gathering my cloak, I start to walk up the stairs, and as the warrior falls in behind me, I imagine he’s not led very often by another. My employer stays below, watching us, but not because he’s protecting me. He’s curious to find out, as the others are, what this killer in my wake will do to me as a way to judge what might come in their own direction.

The Gauntlet’s second floor is a cave-like hallway of closed doors that’s illuminated by oil lanterns that have stained the ceiling and walls with smoke residue. I go straight ahead, and given the sounds of moaning and creaking beds, I gather that business continues apace, in spite of our newest lodger. I blush ferociously as I take him down to the last room on the left, and I feel his presence looming behind me, the floorboards protesting under his weight, the soft jangle of his weapons and chain mail like the hiss of a coiled viper.

Though he brought the cold in with him, he makes me think of fire: At the moment, he is banked and contained, but the potential for destruction is never far, and I tell myself that it’s because of this latent threat that my body is aware of every move he makes.

Yet I’m not afraid, for some reason. I feel … alive.

When we get to the door, I go to open it for him, but a long arm extends over my shoulder to push the panels wide. He smells like leather, metal, and cedar soap, and I breathe in deep as I stare into the darkness of the room he’s been assigned. Only a slice of restless, golden light spills inside, and even still, he walks right in. The fact that he doesn’t know what’s awaiting his entrance seems not to worry him in the slightest. Then again, anything with a wink of self-preservation would get out of his way.

As he turns around, the illumination from the hall bathes him, and nothing else. He’s not just of the shadows, he’s tamed them.

“Are you not coming in?” he asks as he sets his plate and tankard down out of sight.

“Why would I …” I clear my throat. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Or has that villager already engaged your services?” I feel his eyes traveling down my cloak. “Never mind, I can wait while I eat my meal.”

With a frown, I struggle to understand. “The farrier? I have no business with him—”

“Didn’t look that way.” He shrugs. “There’s no need to be shy about our professions, is there? I do what I do best for pay, so I don’t judge others for the same.”

Someone orgasms across the hall, as if to back up his point, and all I can do is stare in disbelief at the mesh covering his chest. Incredulity aside, when I consider all the illegal things I’ve done, I guess it’s far better to be thought of as a whore than risk anything even close to my truth.

“I’m glad you understand,” I mumble.

“So you come back. When you’ve finished with him.”

Lifting some of my cloak up, I lean in. “Do you not know what this is?”

“Of course I do. It’s a Pox cloak.”

Measuring the power of his body, and his long, flowing hair, I shake my head and think of the way Sallae Mae and the other women stared at him with hunger that hadn’t been faked for effect.

“Whyever would someone such as yourself pay for something … like me.”

His nostrils flare as he breathes deeply, and when he closes his eyes, his head falls back a little, as if he’s savoring something. “Meadow flowers. Sunshine. And … a fresh, mineral spring in a basin of crystal stones.”

He relevels his face, and his voice is something altogether different now. It caresses me: “You smell of a freedom I once had, a long time ago. How could you not be beautiful.”

Before I can respond, he extends his hand. The copper piece he put on the table downstairs is in the center of it. “Take this. And come back.”

In the pause that follows, the loneliness that’s always defined me mixes with a need I’ve never felt before. I’m a virgin, utterly untouched, and up until now, my spinsterhood has always been the least of my concerns. Standing with this stranger? I suddenly find myself wondering what the sexual act is like.

And I decide that just once, I might want to share my body, especially with him—

“No,” I say sharply. “I’m not coming back here.”

“Why?”

I blurt, “I don’t know you.”

“You can call me Merc.” He bows. “And you are … ?”

“As in mercenary?” And no, I don’t want to know what he’s called. He’s already too close, no matter the physical distance between our bodies. “Your name is your job?”

“Precisely. So what does that make yours?”

“I am Sorrel.” I lift my chin even though my face is hidden under my hooding. “That’s my name.”

His voice softens again, and I feel the syllables he speaks flowing over my skin. “Like the horses that run wild and free by the ocean.”

My eyes flare wide. “What … ?”

“I have been to all the corners of Anathos. And some places no one should go. The most beautiful sight ever I saw was of the coastline where the wild horses hoof over the surf, and the ocean spray becomes their mane and tail.”

My dream. The one I have told no one about.

Abruptly, my head aches, and for reasons I’ll wonder of later, I stammer, “Sometimes I have visions in the night of horses that run on the beach … their hooves pound through the surf and their manes tickle my face while we race along the ocean’s edge …”

He holds the aged penny between his thumb and forefinger, the stub of his pinkie cocked. “They have no black upon their coat, nor white. They are pure copper, and when the sun shines upon them, they gleam as this coin did when newly forged.”

And then he speaks my name: “Sorrel.”

When I refocus, he’s right in front of me, having moved without sound. I want to meet his eyes so badly I shake, but I keep my stare locked on his throat.

“Take this.” He presses the copper into my palm and curls my fingers into a fist. “For your services down below. We will see about what comes later.”

As I unfurl what he’s wrapped tightly around the coin, I’m confused. It was tarnished, but now the metal gleams as if freshly minted … exactly like the coats of those horses I visit in my dreams, and struggle to recall during my waking hours.

“What magic is this,” I whisper.

“There is no magic.”

My eyes lift to his lips, and everything disappears. The light behind me and the darkness around him, the Gauntlet and my village, the territory of Prosperitus.

Anathos itself.

“You lie.” My words are mostly breath. Which is a curious feat, for there is no air in my lungs.

“Look at me,” he commands. “You can’t really see anybody without meeting their eyes.”

Something in his tone awakens me out of the stupor, and I drop my stare to the copper. It abruptly appears as it was before, the surface dingy and dull.

“Never,” I mumble. “I will never look at you.”

“Is my injury so ugly … ” His hand rises, as if he’s brushing his scarred cheek. “That it disgusts you.”

“No.”

“Now you lie,” he drawls. “Both my eyes work quite well, you know, in spite of what the one appears, so my ugliness is well familiar to me.”

“I’m under a Pox cloak,” I snap back. “Your physical appearance and any of its imperfections don’t matter to me.”

“So look at me properly and prove it.”

By way of response, I hold the penny out. He does nothing. “Take this back.”

“It’s yours.”

“No, it’s not. And I’m not going to be indebted to you or anyone else.”

“The services that earned its worth have already been tendered.” He sweeps his hand off to the side. “My meal and ale have been delivered quite readily. And I have been delivered to this room.”

I drop the coin, which bounces on the bare floor. It’s still chiming as I leave him in the darkness by himself.

Yet I am the one who is alone as I flee everything that he wants, and all I must deny:

Hide.
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Six

My One and True Friend.

“Sorrel, your desire to cheat Death of its due is going to be the death of you.”

It’s the following morning, and I ignore that haughty proclamation for the pretense of stocking a small hearth with more hardwood. The kettle is almost ready, and I have the last of my dried unslee leaves in the base of a tin mug. As I measure the dwindling stash of oak logs, I know I need to gather more when I go harvesting outside the wall.

“Did you hear what I said,” the former Lady Marehomen of Prosperitus demands.

“Stop deflecting.” From under the hood of my cloak, I glare across my shoulder. “You’re going to drink all of this, and you’re not going to care if it’s bitter.”

“I will drink some of it and I will complain the entire time.”

Over on the pallet, my elderly friend, Mare, lies swaddled in mismatched blankets that I’ve collected from the lodging house’s stock and snuck out to this abandoned shoe shop. Lying there, so frail, so drawn, she’s as an infant newly born into the world, incapable of caring for her most basic needs, relying on me to come when I can. Every time I show up here, I run the risk that we’ll both be discovered, but she’s a burden I can’t put down. No one else in the village will care for her, and my conscience carries enough already.

I also happen to like her tart company.

“I am not here upon Anathos’s soil for much longer,” she says. “Why must you prolong my agony.”

My friend’s words slice through me. She was not my first stop on this glum and cold daybreak. I went to check on Elly and didn’t get farther than the back alley behind the farrier’s quarters. He was loading her body onto a cart, his daughters and niece hovering in the doorway as if they all wished they could follow her into her grave.

Assuming he even bothers to dig her one.

“You are quiet today,” Mare observes.

“I am not, and you know this brew is just for pain relief.” I glance back in her direction again. “Although I suspect your griping about the taste gives you a vital hobby. If you stop, you’ll expire on the spot.”

Her dismissive hand betrays the high station she once enjoyed, and I imagine jeweled rings on her fingers and her nails painted. “You will miss me when I am gone.”

Leaning into the crackling flames, I wrap up my hand in my cloak’s long woolen sleeve and still feel the heat as I take the brewing kettle off its iron arm. As I pour, the dried leaves swirl about in the tin mug and I imagine her ashes scattering in the wind.

I have to clear my throat.

“You’re still drinking this,” I repeat roughly, knowing that as I’m unable to treat my own pain, I soothe hers with a vengeance whether she likes it or not.

And she doesn’t.

During the steeping, I pass a glance over the shabby interior. My only friend lives in what used to be the cobbler’s shop before he moved closer to the village square. The shelves that once held the maker’s inventory are the rib cage of the structure, lining all the walls. Here and there, pairs of shoes that were left behind are covered in dust, the fine layers buffering their contours just as the pilled blankets I pile on Mare bury her own aged body.

“So whatever have you overheard at that ratty establishment of yours?” she says.

“The Gauntlet is not mine.” I stir with a dented spoon. “And there is no news.”

“You lie, girl. Have there been any more slaughtered cows?”

Swallowing a curse, I shake my head and wonder why I told her anything. Then again, fear is like water. It will find any gap to penetrate for its expression.

Mare sniffs. “Well, that is a yes if ever I have heard one.”

“I’ve said nothing—”

“So another demon has struck.”

Between one blink and the next, I see Mr. Cavenish standing in the pub’s doorway, bloody intestines in one hand, that mournful cowbell in the other. “We don’t know that’s what—”

“Is there something else out in the forest that is both brutal and intelligent—or do you
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