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Epigraph


The Unholy Kingdom of Mercia
32nd Year of the Rohit Era
A long time after the rain turned






Part One

Cathedral
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“Cathedral,” Galahad whispered as he peered up at the mouldering edifice. It was mossy, cracked, and slick with natural ooze. Rainwights had left long claw marks in the stone. The roof had caved in, but that could have happened a century ago. Earth was taking a long time with her revenge. 
The structure didn’t sing “destiny” as he approached. It didn’t seem to have anything to say at all. It was as dead as the mossy cars that lined the street.
This would be the best part of his day. The time when the treasure might still be inside. For three years he’d led his friends in search of the lost cache of the Long-haired Priest. The legendary treasure of crystal, magic, and sword—or so the stories went.
Three years to bring him to this moment of possibility. This precipice.
He was ready for this quest to end, but after so much disappointment, it was hard to summon any optimism.
“Grand, innit?” Elaine said at his side, her voice smoke-burned and half-slurred from day drinking. How Galahad loved her crooked grin with her bottom two front teeth missing, scarred brow, and twice-broken nose. A cigarette glowed orange between her fingers and her eye makeup had the smudged look of having been applied yesterday.
“Guess it was once.”
“I can believe it, yeah. That’s a place for a dead priest’s treasure.” She whistled through the gap in her teeth. “You really found it. Always knew it’d pay to have some brains in the crew.”
“Wouldn’t say I’m the brains. Maybe the reason.”
“Not sure that’s different.”
“If I had any brains, I wouldn’t be out of the capital’s shelter.”
“Obviously. But it’s all relative, right?” Elaine flicked her cigarette; it sparked as it struck a piece of rubble. “What about me then?”
The beauty. The humour. The life.
But he couldn’t say any of that.
“The, uh, the heart,” he offered.
She slapped his arm, laughing. “You’re a fucking prick. The heart? What the fuck does that mean?”
Embarrassment burned his cheeks. He looked away so she wouldn’t see the shade they’d turned. “I dunno… The early starts, the long hikes, the disappointment… the danger—none of it’s so bad when you’re there to cheer me up.” He cleared his throat. “To cheer us up, I mean.”
“Aww.” Elaine cocked her head, voice thick with mock sincerity. “That’s absolutely sickening, you freak.”
He’d said too much. Fucking hell. It was the adrenaline from finally finding the cathedral. Deciphering the Long-haired Priest’s nebulous riddles had him on a high that opium would struggle to match. This wasn’t the time to embarrass himself. They were working.
A step forward. Blood thrummed in his ears. These moments were what life was all about. Excited and defeated. Hot and cold. Heart thumping, skin tingling. Every clue pointed to this cathedral as the resting place of the Long-haired Priest’s cache.
Just like the last time, at the old shipyard. And the time before, at the mausoleum. Even now, Lance and the others were investigating another lead, on the border between the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia and the Sceptre of Wessex.
He looked back at Elaine and she gave him a wink, urged him forward with a nod that made his stomach twist. Today he’d tell her how he felt. Late in the evening, after some drinks, when the celebration or commiseration lulled and he could catch her aside from the others. His days of cowardice were behind him. Today he would tell her.
Stone crunched under his boots as he entered the half-collapsed cathedral. What remnants of the pews were pocked and rot-dark. The air was musty, even without a roof. The far wall of the building curved. Galahad guessed this was where priests would promulgate their sermons. Elaine was right, it was grand. Must have been quite a thing to see the Long-haired Priest up here, shouting about the big He in the sky.
As Galahad pushed aside a heavy slab of debris, his pessimism faltered. This place felt right. The holy site; the majesty of the location. If the Long-haired Priest’s cache was to be found anywhere, it would be here.
Fingers fumbling with excitement, he shoved back more of the wreckage, unearthed a wooden hatch—splintered but intact.
“Anything to get excited about?” Elaine called as she wobbled, trying not to trip on the rubble.
“Yeah…” Galahad said over his shoulder. “Yeah, I think there is.”
The hatch groaned when he tugged on its iron ring. With a second pull, the wood cracked and peeled away. He kicked the splinters in, peered into the hole. It stank of old air and damp stone. The hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention. It was dark down there, but he could see the floor below and it was near enough to drop down.
The dust that plumed as his boots hit stone made him cough and his eyes sting. He covered his face with the sleeve of his black denim jacket and squinted into the gloom. With a flick of his wrist, he lit his lighter and held up the flame. It barely added any illumination, but it was enough.
He’d found it.
The lost cache of the Long-haired Priest.
The legends said it housed crystal, magic, and sword, but Galahad thought he knew what was really down here. Time to find out if his guess held true.
Before him was a row of plastic chests, vanishing into the dark. He approached the first with reverence. This was it. Dust so thick it slid off like a grey blanket when he lifted the lid. Inside were huge plastic bags: a technology lost to the world long before this treasure was hidden.
With trembling fingers, he opened the first bag. Anticipation fluttered in his gut, making him queasy. He almost couldn’t bring himself to look, but when he did a flood of relief washed away his nerves. It was filled with salt. His hunch had been correct: this was the rumoured crystal. Chest upon chest stuffed with 5kg bags of pink salt crystals. The Long-haired Priest had relished in misdirection.
There would be a festival in the village when he brought this home. After three years of searching, he’d finally found it. Relief, pride, and a touch of sorrow fought inside him. He’d miss studying the esoteric ramblings of that priest. In a way, he was saying goodbye to an old friend. His eyes stung as tears welled but he wiped them away before they had a chance to fully form.
Finally the residents of Wickerton could afford the materials to build a permanent shelter to protect them from the rain. They would no longer have to cower under a patchwork of canvas.
Replacing the salt in the chest, he delved further into the stone chamber.
Salt was not the only thing said to rest in the Long-haired Priest’s cache.
Sarcophagi sat in indents along the walls. This must have been a crypt. These people buried their dead beneath the building in which they prayed. A curious custom.
Galahad came to the final chest. This one made of steel, an alloy they’d rediscovered in the capital, though they were forced to trade with The Bright Crown of Northumbria for the ore. There were scratches around the clasp, as if a lock had once fastened it, though he saw none there now. The chest screeched with rust as he opened it, making his ears ring. Inside were two wooden boxes. One long and narrow, the other square. Carefully, he lifted them, closed the chest, then laid the boxes on top.
He opened the square box first. The inside was elegantly upholstered with red velvet. Nestled there was a single vial of a liquid the colour of whisky. Curious, Galahad took the vial and popped the stopper, gave it a sniff. Peat, oak, a distant hint of stone fruit. Whisky from before the rain turned and the old world fell. From before rainwights walked within the Earth’s storms.
There was barely a sip’s worth, impossible to share. With a shrug, he tipped the vial to his lips. The whisky burned tongue and throat with delicious fire. It made him cough, but it was worth the pain. The depth of flavour was astounding. Harsh and beautiful; a summer rainstorm in his mouth. Lightning in a bottle.
That truly was magic.
The sound of boots against stone told him Elaine had followed him.
“Can you believe it?” he called over his shoulder as he unclasped the next box. “After all this fucking time. It’s real. The myth of the Long-haired Priest was no myth at all!”
This box held a sword and scabbard. No riddles here. It was a sword, plain and simple. Though the box was elegantly lined, like the other, and the ebony scabbard was finely detailed with an intricate pyrographic script, the sword itself had no special flourish in its making. It was straight, double-edged, and though it was longer than an arming sword, it was still light enough to wield one-handed.
“Elaine? I said, ‘Can you believe it?’”
“Spooky down here.” She hugged her elbows, pantomimed shivers.
“It’s a crypt,” Galahad said.
“Think there’s zombies in these coffins?”
“Sarcophagi.”
“That a kind of zombie?”
“A kind of coffin.”
“Oh… boring.” She lifted the lid to one of the plastic chests, made a clicking sound with her tongue. “Hey, you were right. It’s salt.”
“Wasn’t going to be rubies.”
“Shame. I like red stones. They go well with my wardrobe. Ooh, the salt’s pink though.”
“Everything you wear is black.”
“Look who’s in a glass house shitting out the window now, eh? Lemme hold that.”
Galahad passed her the sword. “Not much to it.”
“Balance is perfect. Not a speck of rust. That’s weird.”
“It was stored well,” Galahad pointed out.
“Even so. It’s been down here a century at least.” She swung it, cutting the air with a faint whup. “What kinda steel don’t rust after a hundred years?”
Galahad took a few steps towards the light at the entrance when a wave of vertigo struck him. That whisky must have been stronger than he’d thought. One sip and it had him off balance.
“Give me a leg up?” he asked. Elaine tossed the sword unceremoniously onto the lid of a chest, then knelt and put out her hands for him to use as a foothold. He searched for purchase on the rough stone opening. Something warm seized his hand. He recoiled, almost lost his balance before he realised someone was helping him up.
“I always knew you’d find it.” A man’s voice, oddly wistful.
Galahad squinted into the light.
“Percy? Ain’t you in the south?”
“Dead end. Thought you might need a hand.” Percival flashed a flat smile that didn’t reach his eyes. He looked exhausted. Must have travelled long hours to catch up with Galahad and Elaine all the way out here. They had been at this hunt too long. Already they’d lost Fay to drink and smoke in the capital. After this, Galahad planned to have a nice long rest. No more treasure hunting; not for a while, at least.
The edges of the hatch were rough on his fingers, all wood dust and poorly sanded stone. Percy’s incongruous appearance had him rattled. He was supposed to be in Wessex with Lance and Gwen. With a grunt, Galahad scrambled the rest of the way out of the hatch, briefly caught his breath on the dusty stone. “It’s down there, you know. Chest after chest of salt.”
“Just like you said.”
“Innit just. How’d you find us?” After the gloom of the crypt, the sunlight made him blink.
“Pale Adam pointed us in the right direction. Saw you leaving the capital.”
Pale Adam—always an eager hand if there was money on the table, but as loose lipped as they came. Galahad could hardly blame him for talking; it would have been like trying to blame the sea for wetting a beach.
“You bring fresh horses? Can’t see my raggedy bugger dragging my cart with all this.”
“Course we did.”
“We?” Galahad patted chalky grey dust from the sleeves of his black denim jacket. His eyes were adjusting now. And there, two silhouettes beyond the rubble. He shielded his eyes, squinted. They came into focus.
“Lance…? Gwen?” He climbed and stumbled his way out of the cathedral, a broad smile on his face. He embraced his friends in turn, then stepped back, happy but confused. “What are you doing here?”
Scrabbling and swearing and the sound of brittle stone crumbling as Percival helped Elaine out of the crypt.
“You were right about the salt?” Lance said, trying to spit out the blonde hair blown into his mouth by the wind.
“Sure. Was wrong about the rest, though.”
“Remind me what you thought the ‘magic’ was?”
“Books. Knowledge of some kind. Thought the sword would be tools. Maybe knives. The salt was always the real treasure.”
“Too true.” Lance nodded. “A real treasure. They’ve trouble with it in the south, you know. The Fucking Duke needs salt for his men and they’ve not enough manpower to pull it from the sea.”
“They’ll want a trade deal with the Bright Crown.”
“And risk every shipment travelling through the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia? Not likely.”
“You’re looking well,” Gwen interjected. Her white-blonde hair reflected the sun so zealously it made Galahad a little snow blind. Sometimes people mistook Lance and Gwen for twins, with their blonde hair and lean physiques, but in truth, they’d never met before Gwen came back from the circus three years ago.
“Er, thanks. You look good as well, I guess.” And she did. Bright-eyed and smiling. No sign of the exhaustion he’d seen in Percival, or that he felt in his bones. That wasn’t right. If they’d ridden up from Wessex, they should all be knackered.
“It’s a matter of scale,” Lance intoned, carrying on where he’d left off before he was interrupted. “What’s a bit of salt, really, to some village bumpkins?”
“It’s everything. You know it is.”
A loose stone scraped against tile. Galahad whipped his head round. Too slow. The tip of that plain sword burst from his stomach; it was still sharp after years of disuse. He stared down at it, eyes disbelieving. There was no pain. Not at first. For several long seconds, all he could think was, Elaine. They can’t get to Elaine. And then the pain bloomed as blood spread like an ugly butterfly on the belly of his shirt.
Percival whispered in his ear, “Sorry, brother. Lance frightens me.”
Lance continued talking as if nothing had happened. “We’ve got a better offer. A price you wouldn’t believe. Enough for a fresh start. We can buy houses in a city where you can actually see the fucking sky! If you really cared about your family, you’d have convinced them to leave that shithole town behind years ago.”
It hurt when Percy withdrew the sword. The blade snagged on the way out, tearing through his intestines, ripping the wall of muscle that protected his stomach. Galahad went cold all over. Polar sheets writhed beneath his skin. On his knees now. Pounding in his ears.
Lance drew a long knife, walked calmly to him. Galahad strained to raise his arms in surrender. Overhead the sky was free of clouds, but in the distance there was a storm brewing. Black as Elaine’s hair. He hoped she’d ran when Percival had taken the sword. That she was safe.
Perhaps he should pray to the great He in the sky, like the Long-haired Priest had all those decades before.
Elaine’s battle cry answered his novice prayer and Galahad’s heart tore in two. She wasn’t built for force like Fay, or for acrobatics like Gwen. She was a leaf in the wind. A poisoner; a spy.
“No…” Galahad croaked. He was already dead. There was no saving him. Her sacrifice was pointless.
Still she came, knife like a needle swishing in an arc towards Lance’s neck. Gwen moved with her usual grace, forearm up to block Elaine’s swing, feet dancing to bring her within reach. Percival turned, raised the sword with resignation. But the women were already away. Elaine was furious, eyes demonic red. What she lacked in training and strength, she almost made up for with fury. Almost. Gwen was an artisan of death, blocking and feinting, her breathing steady. All Galahad could do was watch, blood pouring from his stomach like a waterfall. His forehead chilled.
Percival closed his eyes, lips moving inaudibly. Then he stepped towards the women, a finality in the way he hefted that dull sword.
Lance put the sole of his boot on Galahad’s shoulder, pushed him over with the slightest force. The thrumming in Galahad’s temples drowned out the sounds of combat. His vision faded to a black vignette. Lance crouched beside him, cocked his head as if examining a painting rather than watching his friend of many years bleed to death.
“We really are sorry, you know. But we have to do what’s best for us, yeah? This isn’t the world you read about in those books of yours, mate. It’s fucked. And we gotta do fucked shit to survive.”
“So you cut a deal with the duke… fine…” Galahad’s mouth filled with the overwhelming taste of iron. A trickle of wet on his chin, then the skin went numb. “But why like this?”
Lance shook his head. “Come on, man. You’d never have let us take the salt. You care too much for that shithole town.”
Galahad’s eyes rolled into the back of his head; he struggled to focus on Lance’s petite features. With the last of his strength, he lifted his head, locked eyes with the traitor.
“Please… Let Elaine go… She… She won’t be trouble… Please, let her go…”
“You poor sod.” Lance drove his knife through Galahad’s neck. “She’s already dead, mate.”
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Someone had snuck into the room while Fay was sleeping and replaced all her muscles with stones. She was fixed in place, mouth ajar, breathing like a hot dog. The drifting smoke lent a sense of movement to the purple and red cushions, the chipped walls, the somnambulant strangers giggling between drags. 
She was floating on silk, somewhere in the underbelly of New London. An incongruous name for a city that was neither new nor anywhere near the old capital. The shelter was new, though. Built after the rain turned. And this was the capital now.
The dim windows preached twilight, though it was hard to tell under the city-wide stone marquee; the perpetual gloom the locals called protection. There was something she was supposed to do… wasn’t there? Her mind rummaged for lost information. An appointment. It had been important.
With a rush of sobering adrenaline, she remembered.
It was her turn to pay off the city watch.
“Fuck!”
She sat bolt upright. The room lurched, then her stomach did the same. Her extremities were numb. She was too far gone for this. It was Friday night and the watch was unpaid. Captain Smallcock would be waiting to give her an earful. Probably try his luck at getting her into bed. Oh, she was wrecked but she wasn’t desperate enough to go there again.
Thumping sounded from outside the room. Boots on wood. On stairs. Coming up the stairs.
The door burst open. Well-tailored uniforms dyed with woad. Neatly polished boots. Short batons raised and ready. They came down with thwacks and thwups and “Please, please no,” as a young boy’s brow was split. That’d leave a scar.
Fay was on her feet and she didn’t know how. She grabbed for her knife. It wasn’t on her belt. She wasn’t wearing her belt. She wasn’t wearing anything save her knickers and shift. And there was Captain Smallcock, hands on hips, sneering at her like she was a fresh bag of opium. Fuck, what she wouldn’t give for a—
“What am I gonna do with you, eh?”
“I dunno, man. I was literally about to mission it.”
“Gonna ‘mission it’ into the fucking past, were you?”
“Huh?”
Captain Smallcock rubbed his thumb against his index finger. A sign that meant “coin” but fuck knows why. “Your protection, Fay. It’s overdue. No protection means, well”— he gestured to the bloody chaos around them—“this, I guess.”
“Fucking hell, Smallcock. Can’t be more than an hour late. You need to chill, man.”
“For the last time, it’s Halcock.”
Fay frowned. “I’m sure it was small.”
“And it’s not an hour. It’s a full day.”
“No, no, no. Fuck that. Cash is due Friday. It’s always due Friday.”
“Exactly, you brain-fried junky. It’s fucking Saturday.”
“Oh shi—”
The captain backhanded her across the face. Blood in her mouth. It tasted overly acidic; had she been eating properly?
Her neck popped at a blow from the other direction. Then the captain got his baton out, jabbed her stomach. She retched, burped. A lance of pain across her chin. Teeth vibrating. A soft landing: silks and cushions. She scrambled for purchase, pushed herself up, spat blood and part of her inner cheek she’d bitten off. It splattered on one of her favourite cushions.
“I’ve got the money, man. Lemme get it.”
“I’ve had enough of your shit. Not worth the hassle anymore.”
“This ’cos I called you Smallcock?”
One of his men giggled.
“It’s honestly not that small, I swear. I’ve seen smaller. Well, I haven’t seen smaller, but you hear rumours.”
The next strike took her in the jaw. The sound of it ricocheted before being swallowed by the carpet of cushions. Fay’s eyes rolled. She’d been beaten before, but it wasn’t the kind of thing you got used to in a hurry.
Air shifted as Captain Smallcock whipped his arm back for the next strike.
“I can pay extra,” Fay pleaded. “Double! I’ll pay double!”
The captain hesitated.
Using her moment of respite, Fay crawled to where her bag lay half open, contents spilling from its mouth. Fuck, where was it? The money from the latest River Boys job was here somewhere. She paused. Her silver rings were gone too. And her tobacco. And her fucking weed!
“Shit.”
“I’m waiting.”
It was hardly surprising that Fay had been too wasted to notice someone rummaging through her things, but it hurt to think someone from the den would steal from her. From her. It wasn’t that she was particularly well-loved, or that there was an unbreakable camaraderie in the den. But, damn, was nobody afraid of her anymore?
She reached under her bag, felt her clothes, belt, sheath. There, the handle of her knife. At least the thief hadn’t taken that.
“Absolute bastards.”
Gwen would have spun with dextrous acrobatics. Elaine would have fired a poison dart secreted up her sleeve. Galahad… well, he wouldn’t have gotten himself into this mess in the first place. But Fay simply stood. Nothing rushed about it. She stood and turned to face Captain Smallcock. Didn’t even hide the knife. Held it proudly before her. Blood dribbled down her chin.
“Now, Fay… Don’t be stupid—”
[image: image-placeholder]Blood never washed off as quickly as she’d like. It lined the sink, watery red and silty black. Soapy suds up her arms for the third time. Her fingertips were still stained pink. She was sure of it. It just wouldn’t come off.
There was something wrong with her. A curse, maybe. When she washed her hands, she couldn’t stop until her skin was sore. When she wrote, she scratched each letter over and over, sometimes tearing the paper. Twisted thoughts came unbidden like waking nightmares. That was what led her to opium. To the sweetness of its numbing cloud. She’d known it was no solution, but she couldn’t help herself. Without the poppy, her own mind turned against her. Better to waste her life in an opium den. To have some peace from this curse.
And now she had to leave for good.
What a fucking mess.
While she dabbed her hands dry she wondered if their redness was from the blood or the furious washing. Thankfully, her day clothes had survived unstained, but she’d dumped her bloody shift in an alley behind the den.
Even through the haze that clouded her mind, she knew she’d gone too far. There was no joy in knifework. Killing was an indelicate way to solve a problem. Such a waste of years of carefully cultivated muscle mass and memory. Usually she fought bare-handed and without fear. But there’d been so many of them… She’d panicked…
Knife cleaned and sheathed, bag slung over her thick shoulders, joint rolled and tucked behind one ear—she’d pilfered the weed from the pockets of a watchman—it was time to go. It wouldn’t be long before someone came looking for Captain Deadcock and his equally dead men. She’d hike down to Littleford, second largest of the three great cities of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia. The shelter was a collage of rusting iron and ancient plastic panels. Not as safe, but at least the city saw sparse patches of sunlight.
It was a shame to leave these dark alleyways. Fay loved the quality of the weed and the pay the River Boys offered. Not to mention the safety of the looming stone that kept away the rain and the apparitions that came with it. Still, she’d known it couldn’t last forever. Too much of a good thing.
She stepped into the gloomy lamplit streets, sparked her joint, strolled vaguely south. Small steps. An easy pace. If she hurried it would only draw attention, and she didn’t want to get a headrush by jogging while she smoked.
The weed tasted like pineapple. A thin line of tobacco to help it burn. The wooden roach had been a gift from Pale Adam, one of the den’s founders, and added a faint taste of oak. Perfect.
But even the best weed wouldn’t help her once the opium bled from her system. She’d gone through mild withdrawal before, so she knew what to expect, but she’d never been on such a binge. This was going to be hell.
Sunlight stung her eyes as she stepped out from New London’s awning. She was in the wild now. Exposed to the rain. She kept a bivouac in her satchel; it could hide her in an emergency, but it offered little protection if the rainwights found her.
The withdrawal crept up on her as she travelled. Arms itching, then tingling, then insects crawling under her boiling skin. Her forehead chilled to ice. Several miles south of the city she found she could walk no longer. There she swerved off the road and hid herself in a patch of bushes. Later she remembered them as thorny bastards, but her skin was so sensitive that even the downiest leaves would have scraped like needles. It was hard to breathe. Her biceps, thighs, and calves felt like someone had punched them. As if she’d been pummelled all over. Her head was a mess. The surrounding leaves twitched and spiralled, warping impossibly. By the time she started throwing up, she’d lost all sense of time and place. She belonged to the opium now. Trapped in the void of its revenge.
By some mercy, she blacked out, but when she came to, the ordeal wasn’t over. The sky was dark; that was all she knew of time. Hours blended into each other and still, her condition worsened. The moon and stars vanished. There was no sensation other than dizzying pain. And that crawling beneath her skin that made her scratch her arms until she felt wet beneath her fingernails.
What a fucking day.
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Galahad awoke under a blanket of the beating sun. The dried blood that coated his throat, chest, and arms cracked painfully as he sat up. His head pounded. The sun warped his surroundings. The pain in his throat was incredible. A raw, steel-shavings kind of pain. He reached his fingers to his neck; felt the faintest ridge beneath the caked blood: a scar. 
He felt as if he was waking from a coma, almost expecting to see the plain sheets and shining instruments of a surgery. But no, he was still outside the cathedral. It was dawn now, from the position of the sun, but otherwise the street was unchanged. Vines and shrubs and weeds all the same length they were before. Dandelions loosed their seeds in the morning breeze. The air was hot and lifted them up, up, carrying their legacy into the sky. A pile of salt nearby told the story of a bag splitting as it was loaded onto a cart.
His hands were black and red; tanned fracture lines webbed them as he flexed his fingers.
He was alive.
It was impossible, but he was alive.
“How…” He mumbled, turning his hands this way and that. Flashes of memory came with each pounding of his headache. That plain sword through his gut. A dagger through his throat. Lance’s face, straining to remain passive.
You poor sod, she’s already dead.
Elaine was gone. Why had she rushed to his aid? His life wasn’t worth hers.
He couldn’t be expected to live without her smile.
Abandoned on the ground beside him was the dull-grey blade. Blood flaked off it, leaving no tarnish. A few feet behind lay its ornate scabbard; the wood had been scratched by the gravel, no longer so pristine. Perhaps Percy hadn’t been able to stand the sight of it after what he’d done. Galahad hoped that was the truth of it. He deserved every ounce of guilt. No pity for that bastard.
He took the sword’s grip in hand and felt the weight, ran a finger down the flat to feel how oddly smooth it was. Warm in a way steel rarely was, even under the beating sun. With his sleeve, he buffed out the remaining marks and cleaned off the blood. It left the blade immaculate, though gave it no polish. A matte steel, plain and perfect.
It was his now.
With fumbling fingers, he slid the blade home in its scabbard; he didn’t have the strength to attach it to his belt.
Part of him never wanted to rise. He could stay here and let the sun take him, playing the events over in his mind, wondering how faces he loved so dearly could betray him. Already he was dangerously dehydrated. It would be so easy to lie down and drift away into that hot black void. To die lingering on their betrayal.
Without conscious thought to move, he found himself on all fours, crawling over crumbling tarmac, spurred by instinct and thirst. Grit in his palms. The scabbard growled as he dragged it along with him, worsening the grazes on the wood. His throat stung so violently he couldn’t bear to swallow. He needed water; a whole lake of it. Needed to submerge himself and let his dry skin soak it up like a sponge.
Through blurred vision, he scanned the street. Bloodier than a battlefield—not that he’d seen one. There was no sign of Elaine’s body. But all this blood couldn’t have come from him, could it?
On he crawled, following a blurred memory from the previous morning. A shallow stream outside town, hidden in a copse of trees. He threw himself over the lip of a ridge, twigs and leaves snarling in his hair as he rolled to splash into the ravine below. Face sideways, mouth half-submerged, he lapped at the water, tongue flicking out. Each drop was life. It tasted incredible. The musty, floral additions from algae and decomposing leaves did nothing to diminish the refreshment.
Drinking from within the shade of the surrounding trees, Galahad felt his strength return. His headache eased enough to allow space for questions. For wondering. The feeling of slick steel through his windpipe lingered. Not a dream, though in his disorientation, it felt like one.
The cathedral… the Long-haired Priest…
The big He in the sky used to bestow miracles, but this felt like no miracle.
Galahad had been betrayed before, but it had never stung like this. Never had the betrayal been so great or dealt by those so dear to him. Their faces swam in his vision, melting and red and taunting with their passivity. His life had been nothing beside a treasure of salt.
Nothing.
His clean hands strained as he clenched them, his blood carried away by the stream. He thought of Wickerton, of home, and clenched his fists harder.
Years wasted searching for a treasure he’d meant for his family. For the village. Galahad barely cared for himself; they could hurt him all they wanted. But the thought of his Ma and Pa going without made him furious. Wickerton was a place of poverty. Abandoned by the Unholy King and left to rot in the hinterlands to the north. Good people lived there. Tough people who strung up canvas shelters, then rebuilt them after they were torn down in the rain. They were a people living always in the panicked throes of survival.
All he’d wanted was to ease their day-to-day hardships. Wickerton needed a bit of help. The funds to construct a permanent shelter of their own. Plastic panels that didn’t block the sun like New London’s stone roof. Relics from the old world. Treasure in their own right. He wanted his mother to step outside their home and feel the sun on her face and know she was safe. He wanted to give his people a chance to live without fear.
And his friends had murdered that chance.
And then they’d hurt Elaine…
The pain was too much to bear. It crushed him. A tightness in his chest so fierce he feared for his heart. But beneath the pain a flame of anger flickered. He cupped it, nurtured it, let it bloom. The anger grew with haggard breaths. He punched the stream, splashing himself with cool water.
The wind moaned as it cut through the trees. It sounded as if it was in pain.
Wait.
That wasn’t the wind.
[image: image-placeholder]When he found her, she was barely recognisable. A limp body, laying on her back on the hot black road. What skin was still bare had been burned in the morning sun, but most of her was covered in a macabre sunscreen. As painted with blood as he’d been himself. But her wounds hadn’t chosen to heal themselves in the night. Torn strips of her blouse bandaged her shoulder, arm, stomach, thigh. That blouse had been snow-white. Now every scrap was stained crimson.
He rushed to her side. Her eyes were closed and her skin was cold but her chest gently rose and fell. Panicked energy filled Galahad, his hands fumbling with nothing to do. He needed to help, but how? He’d never felt so pathetically useless in his life.
“Lance told me you were dead.” His voice sounded like a whimper.
“I am,” Elaine croaked.
He tried to squeeze out some tears but his headache redoubled and his eyes stung. So parched it felt like he was forcing out salt crystals, lacerating his tear ducts. The only salt they’d gained from this trip.
“No,” he told her. “You live.”
“You’re dead too, silly. If I’m alive, how can I hear your voice?” She smiled sweetly. Eyes fluttered beneath closed lids.
“I’m far from death. Open your eyes.”
“It’s too bright.”
She was right. The morning sun beamed directly onto her pink and red face. “Hold on.” After fastening his new sword to his belt, he took off his black denim jacket, then his shirt as well. Both were soaking wet and still a little bloody, but what did that matter anymore? Grabbing some old plastic bins, he pulled one to either side of Elaine and pinned his clothes under the lids, which he weighed down with stones, forming a small canopy and placing her into shade.
“Better?”
Her eyes fluttered open. It looked like she tried to frown but hadn’t the strength.
“They’re going to pay for this,” Galahad said.
“Oh, I doubt that…” She reached a limp hand to his neck; a light fingertip traced his fresh scar. “What magic is this?”
“There’s no magic here.”
“Maybe the Long-haired Priest’s god decided to spare you.”
“If a god was to save one of us, it would be you.”
“That’s funny.” Again she smiled. “You’re funny. Save me… who would ever? Nobody’s worth saving in this world.”
“Don’t say that. You’re worth more than most.”
“Too sweet, Galahad. All chivalrous. Don’t forget you were born with a different name.”
“We’re all born nameless.”
“Get me some water. I don’t want to die with a scorched throat.”
Galahad expected to find his horse slaughtered, but the scraggly thing was untouched, happily grazing a few feet from where he’d left it. His saddlebags were fastened tight. The cart, however, was nowhere to be seen.
“Sorry to leave you tacked up overnight. God, you need a brush.” He patted his horse’s neck and the beast nudged him affectionately. “If you survive much longer, we might have to give you a name.”
His two water canteens were hot from the sun, but they sloshed encouragingly as he unbuckled them.
He returned to Elaine, administered water, then foraged two thick sticks and set about making a stretcher with his shirt and denim jacket as the lining.
“What you doing?” Elaine asked.
“Can’t do much for you here. Need to get you to the next town.”
“Can’t do much for me there neither.”
Galahad ignored her, cutting holes in his shirt to thread the sticks through. It wasn’t going to be enough. He needed more fabric.
Elaine lay a warm hand against his bare stomach. The muscles contracted, sharpening the criss-crossed lines on his skinny form.
“Scars… Did I sleep for months?” she whispered.
“You’re delirious.”
“And your eyes… were they always…”
“I need your jacket.”
He pulled it off her as gently as he could manage. Black denim, like his, except his was far more patched and resown. Galahad’s jacket was a treasure from the world before; Elaine’s had been tailored in New London itself. Beneath the jacket she wore only a black brassiere, the remains of her once-white blouse already torn up to bandage her wounds.
Looking at his creation, Galahad doubted it could hold a person’s weight—even Elaine’s. They were surrounded by crumbling houses, but any old sheets would have rotted away a century ago. Besides, he didn’t have time to waste the day digging through rubble and moss. Not without the safety of cover. His tarpaulin had been on the cart.
If it rained, they were dead.
Carefully, he grabbed Elaine by the shoulders and pulled her onto the stretcher. Then he picked up the handles at one end and set off, dragging her in the direction of the closest canvas town.
“Two hours to Barrow,” he told her. “Or about that. We’ll see what kind of speed I can maintain.”
“A ghost in a barrow.” Elaine’s voice had turned light and dreamy, almost childlike.
“Not a ghost. Not yet.”
Galahad whistled for his horse and it trotted over, falling into step beside them. How much easier this would be if Elaine could ride, but in the state she was in, getting her on the horse would probably kill her. He would have to drag her there himself.
[image: image-placeholder]Rainwights arrived centuries ago, appearing in every downpour, visible only in the way raindrops curved around them. Humanoid but misshapen. Fingers too long. Teeth sharp as broken glass. When their hunger for human flesh was sated, they dragged folk screaming into the storm. Some said those taken became rainwights themselves.
That was the turning of the rain.
Now nowhere was safe outside the few sheltered cities that were built before the old world finished falling. The making of such grand shelters was lost to time.
The only other settlements were the waystops—canvas towns where travellers could stop and rest their horses along important trade and courier routes. Barrow was a waystop, protected by a patchwork of canvas, strung up with a complicated series of ropes. If one sheet was ripped or torn, it wouldn’t bring the entire shelter down with it. If the patches were well made they could even last weeks, unlike wood which could splinter and decay after a single powerful storm. Rainwights had difficulty finding purchase on treated fabric.
But in the end, nothing lasted.
Two men sporting white wyvern shoulder patches on their new-spun jackets stood guard at the road into the canvas town. Both stood well within the awning of the patchwork shelter, yet they still looked nervous to be so close to the open air. Their eyes widened at Galahad’s approach. Travellers were rare, and he must have looked a state.
With peeling lips, drooping eyes, and a quiet voice, he asked after the town’s doctor. Now that he was stopped, it was a struggle to stay upright. His impossibly healed body seemed to have little interest in holding itself up. He couldn’t guess what the guards must think of him; even his wretched horse looked little better.
“Get in, mate,” one of the guards said as another ushered them through. “Physician’s down that way. Past the old graveyard. Wee cottage, thatched roof. Keeps one of the old signs out, as is the way, so you’ll know her.”
“Can your physician handle a scalpel?”
“Aye, Doctor Laurent knows some about herbs and all.” The guard nodded towards Elaine, passed out on the stretcher. “Though by the state of her you might be wanting the wizard.”
“I don’t think it’s come to that.”
The last thing Elaine needed was a charlatan in a black robe stuffing her nose with dried rosemary and chanting in a dead language.
Thankfully, when they found the physician, there wasn’t a trace of rosemary in the air. Doctor Laurent’s clinic had an encouraging antiseptic smell. Various bottles and beakers lined asymmetrical wooden shelves the physician had clearly put up herself. The bed in the examination room was covered in a clean white sheet. By the time they manoeuvred Elaine’s limp body onto it, the sheet was covered in blooming patches of red like spilled ink on parchment.
“Would have been better to get her here sooner,” Laurent said. The wrinkles around her eyes deepened as she set to work. Though she was old enough to be Galahad’s grandmother, her hands were steady as iron.
Galahad shrank back, found a stool to sit on. Even shoved as far as he could into the corner of the room, he still felt in the way.
“Didn’t have much choice.” His voice was gravelly and it hurt to speak. “Sorry, you have water?”
“Out in the waiting room. Don’t be long. A lot needs doing and I’m yet to grow a second set of arms.”
Galahad staggered to the waiting room, helped himself to a glass of water, drained it, helped himself to another. He repeated this three times, but his thirst couldn’t be sated. The water’s surface shimmered with his trembling hand.
His sword grew heavy at his waist. This was no place for such a weapon. He unslung it, propped it against the table that held the jug and glasses. The fine ebony scabbard had taken a century’s worth of battering since it had come into his possession.
When he returned to the examination room, the physician was cutting away Elaine’s clothes with a big, oddly shaped pair of scissors.
“I, uh—”
“What’s your name, boy?” Laurent interrupted. She’d fastened her greying hair back in a tight bun and rolled up the sleeves of her gown. Water splashed as she frantically washed her hands in a porcelain basin before turning back to her patient.
“Galahad.”
“Sure it is. All right then, Galahad, you’re gonna stop flapping around by the door and help me save this young lady, okay?”
“What do I do?”
“Wash your hands. Arms too. Lots of soap now. I’d tell you to throw a gown on but may as well stay shirtless as you are.”
Galahad did as he was told then stood awkwardly, unsure what to do with his arms or where to stand. “Is she going to make it?”
“Over there, other side of the bed.” Laurent pointed where he should stand, handed him a clean muslin cloth and a bottle that smelled like saline. “Clean her up. Gently does it.”
For the first time, Galahad took in the magnitude of her wounds. Death by a dozen cuts. Her body was a mass of purple bruises and black-scabbed lacerations. There was anger in the way they’d beaten her. A viciousness absent in the way they’d treated Galahad. Where he’d been assassinated, Elaine had been thrashed to the edge of death. Cuts, shallow but numerous—the work of Gwen’s quick knives. And there, the imprint of Lance’s boot across her ribs.
They had all been friends for years. More than friends.
How could they have done this?
“Come on now!” Laurent snapped. “I can’t stitch nothing if I can’t see for all the blood.”
“Sorry.” Galahad rushed to comply, wiping gently at Elaine’s wounds, applying more saline to the rag when necessary. “Won’t this hurt her?”
“Sure, if she was conscious.” Laurent stitched each cut in turn, then examined the bruises. “Two broken ribs. Broken finger. Several fractures across her left leg. Severe trauma. Internal bleeding.” She tutted loudly. “Might have to go.”
“What? You’re going to take her leg?”
“I could open her up, try and fix everything before she bleeds out… Which I must say, I’m highly unlikely to do. Or we can face facts now, take the limb, save her life. She won’t be walking on that leg again either way. You her husband?”
“Friend.”
“Then it’s my decision, not yours. Though I’ll give you the courtesy of voicing your opinion.”
Galahad nodded. “Take it then. I know enough field medicine to understand how little I really know about your craft.”
Laurent ignored him, selecting a bone saw from one of her tables of tools. “Check the brazier. Get it hot. We’ll need to cauterise the wound and it takes a minute to get everything up to temperature.”
“Of course… Yes, of course.” Galahad rushed back to the waiting room, bent over the brazier and found it dead and cold. Damn it. There was a bag of coal nearby and a small tin bucket of kindling so he set to work lighting the brazier, coaxing the flames over the coals, stoking the fire to an angry blaze, then down to the air-distorting heat of sitting embers.
It was ready.
He jogged back through to the examination room to ask which tool Laurent needed heating, then came to an abrupt halt when he burst onto a scene of red.
The bed was soaked, floor slick with blood trickling towards the drain. Laurent, a mad scientist from some campfire tale of horror: arms stained red and black, eyes wide, lip curled.
“What the fuck have you done?” Galahad demanded. He reached for the grip of his sword, found it missing.
“Saved her life, maybe. I’m sorry for the ruse but it was no good you being present for that.”
“But… but the wound… She’ll bleed to death!”
“I’ve sutured her arteries and stitched the wound closed. That should be enough. No point increasing the risk of infection to burn what needn’t be burned.”
As he forced himself to look, Galahad realised the bandage covering Elaine’s stump of a leg did seem to be holding the blood at bay.
“If what you say is true, then we were lucky this was the nearest town. We were lucky to find a surgeon as capable as you, Doctor Laurent.”
“Bah. Might be way out in the hinterlands but this is still the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia. If there’s one thing you can say for this place, we preserved a great deal more of the old sciences than they did elsewhere.”
Galahad sat heavily on the stool in the corner. He felt so weak, empty like the hollowed-out husk left behind by a spider.
“When will we know?” he heard himself ask, his voice detached and far away.
“I’ll want to watch her for the next forty-eight hours. There’s a recovery room next door if you want to give me a hand.”
Galahad nodded, meaning to get up and help, but he was suddenly taken by the sensation of endless falling before sleep took him. A black well. Dreamscapes drifted into focus, twisted and wrong, and he found himself chased from nightmare to nightmare by faceless simulacrums of his friends. But they couldn’t hurt him now. Lance had lied. Elaine wasn’t dead and neither was he.
They wouldn’t get away with this.
Already he’d sacrificed too much for that salt.
They owed him a debt.
And he’d be sure to collect.
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Her forehead was cold as a dead woman’s. No moisture in her lips. Eyes closed and unmoving. But her chest still rose and fell; silent, shallow breaths. Laurent busied herself over her patient, but Galahad didn’t believe she was really doing anything for her. The appearance of aid. A damp flannel for the girl’s pale forehead; a booster shot of morphine; changing bandages that peeled away barely tainted. 
“She’s been asleep a long time.” Galahad’s own eyes were drooping though it was the middle of the afternoon. “Are you keeping her sedated?”
“All I’ve given her is a steady, low dose of morphine. She’ll wake up when she’s ready. The body needs rest if it’s to recover.”
The scar on Galahad’s throat tingled with a faint heat; he ran a finger over it absently.
“Does it always, doctor?”
“Hm? Always what?”
“Need rest. Do people sometimes just… heal? Maybe if they need to… if… Sorry, forget it. I’m not making sense.”
“Not sure I understand your meaning but certainly people heal at different rates. Never without rest, though. Everyone needs that.”
Galahad ran a hand through Elaine’s hair; it was still greasy from the road. She should have looked peaceful, lying so still, but there was the faintest tightening of muscles along her brow that made him wonder if she was trapped in a nightmare.
“You said you’d watch her for forty-eight hours. It’s been that.”
“Come now, that’s the kind of thing people say when they visit the wizard. You know real medicine can’t afford to be so precise.”
A sawn-off leg and a poppy elixir. More stitches than on Galahad’s patchwork jacket. Floating halfway between a woman and a corpse.
Real Medicine.
Galahad found himself whispering “please” over and over, but who was he talking to? To whom did he beg? The only person to hear was Laurent, and she’d already done all she could.
“Come from the Bright Crown?” Laurent asked. Galahad gave her a frown, confused. “That prayer. They like their gods in the Bright Crown.”
“I’m Mercian. Don’t know any prayers.” He paused, then asked, “Do you?”
“All physicians know prayers, but we keep them to ourselves. No good for common folk.”
“What are they for?”
“All sorts of things, I hear. In the Bright Crown, at least. But our prayers? Ours are to keep us from going mad, boy. To anchor us between the blood and death.”
“Do they work?”
Laurent turned to him, an enigmatic glint in her eye. “Not that I’ve heard of.”
Galahad sat with that a moment, pondering on the nature of this strange custom and wondering why it had suddenly emerged from him in this moment. It drew his thoughts to the Long-haired Priest and that skeletal cathedral. It must have had more of an effect on him than he’d realised. Certainly he felt a connection to the priest, after all these years searching for his treasure. More than once, he’d wondered who the priest had really been. How he’d lived. What a “sermon” contained. If the devotees had cheered as the priest took his place at the head of that grand building.
Without meaning to, he fell asleep again.
This time, he awoke in a bed.
The sheets were thin and soft and so white, but the rest of the room was dim. It took him a moment of blinking to realise he was still in the recovery room, in the bed beside Elaine’s.
“She’s sleeping,” Laurent’s voice came from the dark.
“What time is it?”
“Past ten. No sense waking now. Don’t worry, I’ll be here all night.”
“We can take it in shifts,” Galahad said. “You need sleep as well.”
“Who’s the doctor here?” In the dark, Galahad thought he made out the line of a smile on the older woman’s face. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll sleep in the morning. Dawnlight won’t bother me none.”
[image: image-placeholder]The first thing he saw was Elaine’s eyes. Then her weak smile. Then a flash of something that looked like guilt. But he should be the one to feel guilty. He was not the one to have lost a leg.
The first thing she said was, “The salt… I’m so sorry.”
“Forget it,” he said. In his lap lay his denim jacket and some unspooled thread. He’d fallen asleep while trying to salvage the old thing. “We’re both alive, what else matters?”
The smile returned to her face, tongue poking between her missing teeth.
“Your eyes… What happened?”
“You said that before.” It wouldn’t surprise him if they were still bloodshot, drooping and bruised.
“Haven’t you looked in a mirror?”
“I haven’t left your side.”
“Go find one.”
Galahad pulled on his half-mended jacket and pushed himself into a sitting position. Laurent was still slouched in her chair opposite. The poor physician had fallen asleep, head lolling, snoring faintly.
“She was like that when I woke up,” Elaine said.
“Pushed herself too hard.” Galahad shook his head with disapproval. “Elaine…”
“I know. My leg. Not something I wasn’t going to notice now was it?”
“Are you—”
“Never had much use for the left one anyway. And I’ve still got a stump.” She tried to smile as she spoke, but there was no hiding the wan undertone. “Reckon I’ll get a pegleg. I’ll be fine. Can’t say anyone was interested in me for my legs anyway.” With a wince, she pushed herself up, hissing when her hospital gown brushed her stump. “How long has it been?”
“Four days.”
There was that shadow of guilt again. She worried at her lip with her top front teeth.
“They’ll be in the wind by now. I’ve kept you back.”
“Don’t.”
“No, it’s true. I know you, Galahad. You’ll have wanted to chase them down. Nothing mattered more to you than getting that salt for Wickerton. And here I ruined it. Now our families remain in danger. Scraping by. No money. Their livestock will be whittled away by rainwights. It was an honourable dream, to want something better for our home.”
“I was a fool.” He slid out of bed, flinched as his bare feet touched the icy tiles. There must be a mirror in here somewhere. He wanted to know why Elaine kept going on about his eyes.
“You’re not. No, you’re not.”
Where the examination room was an organised mess of tools and trinkets, all on shelves and tables and locked in cabinets, here the room was mostly empty save the row of five beds, each with a chest at their foot, a few scattered chairs, and a sky-blue chest of drawers at the far end from the door. His feet slapped as he padded over to inspect the drawers.
“Maybe… Maybe there’s still time?” Elaine said. “If you leave me.”
“I’m not leaving you.” Galahad pulled open the top drawer, lifted the towels inside but there was nothing hidden beneath them.
“No point staying now. I’m alive. Down a leg, but alive. None of that’s gonna change whether you stay or not.”
“Got money to pay the physician, have you?”
Elaine looked away. Perhaps if she’d been in better health, she would have blushed. “Well, do you?”
“For now. Lance and the others left my horse, didn’t touch my saddlebags. Guess there was fuck all point once they had the treasure.”
There was nothing in the other drawers but more towels, bandages, sutures. Galahad closed them up and walked back to his bed, slouched on it, met Elaine’s eyes. Her gaze bore into him and he realised she wasn’t looking at him but staring at his eyes. It was really starting to make him self-conscious.
“Besides,” he said, “thought you’d want to come with me.”
“What, on my one leg?”
“There may be little hope to retrieve the salt, but that doesn’t mean we can’t take what we’re owed.” Galahad tightened his fists.
Lance’s pretty face swam, unsummoned, into his mind’s eye, and his blood pumped hard in his chest. Then there was Percy, the man he’d thought his closest friend. And Gwen. He’d never been particularly close to her, but she owed her life to Elaine’s parents. Made him sick to think she’d repaid them by nearly murdering their daughter.
A trio of traitors. A trio of friends.
“You don’t sound yourself…” Elaine fidgeted her hands in her lap.
“Salt can vanish, sold and shipped, but wealth can’t. We’ll find them.”
“What if we don’t? Or what if we find them and the money’s spent? You can’t steal back a house. Listen to yourself. That’s not a Galahad plan. It’s wispy as fuck. It makes no sense.” Elaine winced, sucking in air through her teeth and bracing herself. For a moment she panted, eyes closed, then carried on as if nothing had happened. “Getting yourself killed won’t help Wickerton.”
They’d already tried to kill him once and failed. He touched the scar along his chest. It was so faint it was almost undetectable to his fingertips. If it wasn’t for those markings, he might have believed the whole thing was a dream. But scars didn’t lie.
“There must be a mirror around—” He trailed off, realising exactly where he would find one.
With a grunt, he heaved himself back off the bed, and jogged over to the bathroom. One didn’t always find running water in canvas towns, but Laurent’s surgery was well-equipped, and though the bath was a simple bronze tub, the sink had a working faucet directly below the bathroom mirror.
Automatically, Galahad ran the tap, splashed water on his face. He felt disjointed. As if caught between two dreams. The water helped, cooling his skin. It gave him something to hold on to. A sensation so real it grounded his thoughts. Then he looked up at the mirror and saw a pair of golden eyes blinking back at him.
No, not golden, exactly.
They were the colour of whisky.
“Crystal, magic, and sword,” he whispered to his reflection. “Fucking hell…”
[image: image-placeholder]Laurent’s prices were fair but Galahad wasn’t a rich man. After a week of the physician’s hospitality, he was forced to leave. Elaine still wasn’t fit for the road, so they found a local inn called the Boatwright Arms. But even at only a halfsilver a night (and two draun to stable his horse) they would be destitute before long. Each tick of the old grandfather clock behind the bar was a reminder of their money slipping away.
Still, for now, Galahad could spare a draun for a pint of ale.
“It’s very rude to get yourself a drink without offering your crippled companion anything,” Elaine said, leaning her elbows on the sticky table.
“You’re not to have ale till you’re off the laudanum.”
“Says who?”
“You know who and you know she’s right. There’s water if you’re thirsty, and if you’re hungry, you can wait till they’re serving meat and veg.”
“Bah. One pint won’t hurt.”
“It’d hurt my purse,” Galahad mumbled.
“What’s that?”
“I said, ‘Shut up or you’ll lose the other leg as well.’”
“Very rude.” Elaine laughed, tonguing the gap in her teeth.
The grandfather clock donged four times.
“There you are.” Elaine nodded in the direction of the bar. “Up you get. Time for a roast.”
Galahad checked his purse, made a nervous tutting sound. “We might have to share.”
“No way. I need the protein.”
“We’re going to run out of money before you’re ready to travel.”
“Make some then.”
He took a long draught of ale, wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve. “Wasn’t much on the town notice board.”
“Hmm. I could make good money on my back if it wasn’t for, well, you know.” Elaine lifted her stump and waved it back and forth. Laurent had cut away the leg of her jeans before operating; now it ended abruptly in a mass of bandages. “Then again, maybe I could charge a discount rate?”
“You’re in no state for that.”
“Tsk. I was joking.” She rolled her eyes. “Kinda. You get some cuties in these backwater towns, though. Have you noticed? Farmer boys with their broad shoulders. Yes please!”
Galahad didn’t think he’d really looked at anyone since they’d arrived in Barrow. Ever since the cathedral, he’d been lost in a daze of anger, regret, guilt. Somewhere in that maelstrom, disbelief still resided. He couldn’t picture a single face. Not the stable hand, none of the other patrons. Even the proprietor at the Boatwright Arms was a blur of generic features. Looking up, he took in the man properly for the first time and saw he was more distinct than he’d given him credit for. A pair of bent spectacles rested on his heavy nose. His shirt and vest were old but well-cared-for. Every wrinkle on his face told of a smile or a laugh. The man had more piercings than most: a silver ring through his eyebrow, several studs in each ear, a ring through his septum, and one lobe was stretched wide by a wooden disc the size of a marble.
“I feel like I’m losing touch with the world around me,” Galahad said. “That I’m… separated somehow. Severed. A ghost whose body inexplicably still lives.”
“Fuck me, that’s dramatic. You ain’t a ghost. Lucky to be alive is what you are. And lucky to have two fucking legs.”
“Sorry.”
“It’s whatever. Get dinner in.”
Galahad made do with bread and butter while Elaine devoured her roast. Under the table, he pulled the strings on his purse, counted his coins three times. If Elaine wasn’t ready to leave in the next few days, they weren’t going to have enough money to purchase the supplies they needed for the road.
If only there was a way for him to make a quick draun. Back home he’d helped with the horses: calming them, brushing them. But that would hardly be of use now. He knew the basic sword forms, but he wasn’t confident enough to hire himself out as a sellsword. He could ride well but his horse was too knackered to run messages. There was nothing else to lean on. There was a strawberry farm nearby that might be looking for extra hands to help with the harvest, but the money from that would strain to cover the price of their room each night. No, he had to think of something else.
There had to be some way of making—
“I can ride,” Elaine said, breaking his train of thought. Her voice was more serious than before. “Won’t be walking for a while, but I can ride. Was hoping you’d give up on your ideas of hunting them down, but I see that look in your eyes ain’t going anywhere. You should leave me behind really”—she held up a hand to stop him interrupting—“but of course that would be too sensible.” She rolled her eyes. “So, fine. I’ll ride. Let’s march off to our deaths, or whatever. I’ve nothing better to do.”
Galahad squinted at her, studying her expression. “It’s strange. Always thought you were the more impulsive type and I was the pragmatic one. We’ve switched.”
“It’s not that I don’t want the treasure back. Or revenge, for that matter.” She shrugged. “But why get killed over it? Maybe my last experience with our friends has made me anxious about facing them again. Can’t think why.”
“You won’t have to face them. I will.”
“Sweetie, you don’t even know how to hold that sword.”
That wasn’t true. Lance had taught him.
“I’ll practise on the way to the capital.”
“The capital? Not Wessex?”
Galahad shook his head. “They took the duke’s money but that doesn’t mean they took root in his city. They could be in the Bright Crown for all we know. Or even across the channel. We start with the one who sold us out. Pale Adam can redeem himself by pointing us in their direction.” Galahad stuffed the last of his bread in his mouth. “If I fill our supplies, are you fit to ride tomorrow?”
“Sure. That scraggly horse got a name?”
“Not yet.”
“Then I think I’ll call him Peaches.”
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The “help wanted” sign in the tavern’s window was yellowed and curled but the proprietor was yet to take it down. The main structure of the building had stood for hundreds of years, though the roof had been recently rethatched. Nothing survived the fall of the old world without generations of dedicated protectors. One of the city’s sparse transparent patches of plastic lay above the inn, bathing it in a heavenly spotlight. This was The Green Man, as told by the sign flapping in the wind; its hinges cried out for oil with each swing. 
Fay needed work and this would be as good a place as any. She was past the worst of the withdrawal, though she was still shaky, and disorientated, and her forearms were scabbed red of her own doing. Not to mention the incessant cravings.
With her hand covered by her shirtsleeve, she turned the handle and let herself in.
The inside was surprisingly bright. Pale wood floorboards reflected long trails of sunlight let in by the tall windows. A scattering of round tables with rickety chairs filled the room with a generous walkway from the door to the bar. Despite the abundance of natural light, each table still bore its own burning oil lamp. There were no customers yet, though it was only midday. A lone barman leant over a bar stained dark with varnish, perusing the labels on a row of bottles, each filled with golden liquid.
“That whisky?” Fay asked, walking up to the bar.
The barman’s head jerked up in surprise, as if he somehow hadn’t heard her heavy feet enter. “My goodness, I was miles away. No, not whisky. Brandy.”
“Shame.” Fay pulled out a barstool and took a seat. She picked up one of the bottles and turned it in her hands, admiring the attention to detail on the label. It had clearly been recently made, though the printing techniques were incredibly advanced. The barman reached out a nervous hand.
“Uh, uh…” he stammered. “That’s actually quite expensive.”
Fay shrugged and put the bottle down. “Fancy label. Where’s that printed?”
“The continent. Are you a connoisseur?” He gestured at his temple as if to adjust a pair of spectacles he wasn’t wearing.
“Of brandy? Nah. It’s beer for me. Friend of mine never shuts up about ink and paper. He’d go mad after this. The label’s printing, it’s like nothing they’d do in the capital.”
“Well noticed. It’s a Roman brandy. They’re taking such leaps over there. Dedicated to the arts, they say, and what finer art is there than the beauty extracted from grapes?”
Fay whistled through her teeth. “Weren’t kidding about the price, hey? Wouldn’t keep something like that out on the counter.” The barman tensed, making Fay laugh. “Don’t get twisted, that ain’t a threat. I know how I look but I’m no bandit. Saw the poster in the window. Still hiring?”
“Oh… uh, yes! Yes, we are!” The barman nodded. “Though it would be serving drinks, cleaning, running food… That sort of thing. We haven’t the funds to invest in full-time protection.”
Fay gave a toothy grin that took more of her energy than she’d like to admit. “Not when you spunk all your profit on Roman brandy.”
“What I mean is, this town’s not a bad place. This isn’t the capital, you know. Folk around here are decent to each other. Mostly. Wouldn’t make sense financially, you see, to hire a doorma—Uh, doorperson.”
“Bar work is fine.”
“Pay is a piece a day. Silver, that is. You’ll have a room on the top floor. Staff meals served at five and three. See there? You can read a clock, right? Sundays we’re open only for lunch but there’s still lots to do. It’s an easier day but you’ll be expected to work.”
“I like to keep busy.” She needed to. An opium pipe fits well in idle hands. When she left the Round Table, she’d wanted nothing more than to drift away, numb her mind. But the waking nightmares kept coming, stabbing with a ferocity dreams never could. Visions of hells she hadn’t thought herself capable of conjuring. Sometimes she wondered if a demon had hold of her. Surely nothing else could excuse these thoughts.
The opium helped, but when she sobered, the curse returned with renewed vigour. Her mind was tearing itself apart. Torturing her. Expelled from the haze of New London’s underbelly, she needed to find a new way to cope.
“Great then! Welcome to The Green Man!” The barman reached out to shake her hand. “Name’s Smith, by the way. Shall I show you around?”
[image: image-placeholder]The Green Man was a fucking battlefield.
The clock mounted on the back wall had barely struck five, but already Fay found it easier to believe Smith could afford to import speciality items from the continent. She’d never seen an establishment so rammed. Men and women stood shoulder to shoulder at the bar. Every table filled. In the back room, several large parties had pushed tables together. Wine and brandy flowed like water and none of it was cheap.
“Checkback table five!” Smith yelled as Fay rushed past him carrying three plates on each arm. Her heart was hammering, cheeks flushed, brow damp. She didn’t know how she was supposed to hold all this information in her head. Dump the plates, give the chefs the two orders she’d taken, checkback table five, clear table nine, back to run the six glasses of wine for table fifteen waiting on a tray at the bar, take a food order from table one, then onto the bar to help Smith pour drinks, then—
One thing at a time. First she had to dump these plates.
“Roast chicken and the duck breast, table four,” the sous-chef called as Fay burst into the kitchen.
“Fuck sake.” She dropped the plates she was carrying into the sink with a clatter. “I can’t, table five needs a checkback.”
“Take ’em on the way.”
“Right. Fuck sake. Right.”
This wasn’t a battlefield after all. Fay knew how to handle the clatter of blades, the screams, the smell of copper in the air. But this… who in their right minds would put themselves through this every night?
Service was over. Thank fuck, it was finally over. Fay sat with Betty, one of the other servers, on the back doorstep, staring at a tower of old crates and the herb garden beside them—mint and sage growing in the meagre sunlight trapped behind the inn. The customers had left, but The Green Man was no quieter. The chefs sang and laughed as they cleared down the kitchen and drank their fill of ale as they did so.
“Ye did fine,” Betty told her before taking a greedy drag of her cigarette. Her floppy fringe was slicked over her forehead and her cheap, charcoal-based eyeliner was smudged as all hell.
“I made so many mistakes.”
“Only small ones.”
Fay dropped her head into the butts of her hands. Adrenaline surged out of her, leaving behind the silt of fatigue. She was in good shape. Nothing she’d done that night should have worn her out this much. But the fucking stress of it had her trembling like a wet-trousered teenager fresh out a shield wall. At least the evil in her head was quiet, but she could feel it stirring, like a snake shedding its skin in the back of her cerebellum.
“I need my fucking pipe.”
“Christopher keeps a big box of sativa in the pantry.”
“Not that kind of pipe, Bets.”
“Betty. And Smith don’t tolerate that shit. Do what ye like, long as it don’t affect your work. But that shit always affects your work—know what I mean?”
Fay sighed, flicked the remnants of her cigarette off the end of her roach, then pulled out a rolling leaf and her smoking tin.
“Grab us some sativa will you then?”
The two women moved further from the inn. Not to be disturbed by the rowdy chefs who were finally finishing up, stumbling into Littleford’s cobbled streets to break the silence of the early hours.
“What ye running from?” Even in the dim glow that stretched from The Green Man’s windows, Betty’s sclerae were snared in red webs.
“Myself.”
“Not easy to do. Hard work’ll do the trick better than poppy.”
“Poppy worked fine.” Fay scratched her forearm and instantly regretted it when she was rewarded with a burning pain. Fucking opium. After another long toke, she said, “But that was no way to live.”
“Can’t imagine it was.”
“It like this every night?”
“Only the weekends.”
“It’s the weekend already? Shit. That’s a week clean.”
“Welcome back to the world of the living.”
“It’s horrible. Everything’s too bright and I’m covered in fleas.”
“Yeah, well, beats wasting away till there’s nothing left of ye.” Seeing Fay’s expression, she continued with, “It’ll pass. Trust me. Few more days and you’ll feel better than you have in years.”
“Dunno about that…”
“Here it comes. Lemme guess, ye’ve seen blood and battle and ye can’t unsee it?”
“Never been squeamish ’bout the fight. You believe in curses? Or demons?”
The sweaty server shrugged with a cock of her head. “I don’t like to presume I know the world.”
“Well, there’s something in me. Something bad. It… I see things. No, that’s not right. That makes it sound… Fuck. It’s like these impressions in my head. They press, heavy as iron, right here,” she tapped the back of her skull, “like water out a spigot. Except it’s all this… fucking foulness. When I rinse my hands, I can’t stop. When I turn a doorhandle, my fingernails dig into the grooves around the knob. Sometimes I gotta scratch here on my palms, and look, see how they’re red? See the scabs? I can’t help any of it.”
Betty breathed a long sigh, smoke pluming under her cute double chin.
“That’ll sure make the poppy more appealing.”
“Lost me my trade, my friends, my home. Worst thing to lose was my sense of purpose. I don’t know what the fuck I’m for anymore. You get that, Betty? You know what I mean?”
“Well ye did fine tonight. That’s a start, eh?”
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On the road west to New London, Galahad and Elaine stopped at the coastal ruins of the old city of Cambridge. The sea air was thin there, battling with the thick foliage for dominance. It was a quiet place, free from the touch of man. A forest of vines and mouldering brick. Of weeping willows and old stone lions. Deer flourished, and so did the lynx who hunted them. 
Stripped and overtaken by nature as the ruins were, there were still some treasures to be found, and Galahad knew how to unearth them.
“Sorry I can’t help with that,” Elaine said as she watched Galahad shift stone with his bare hands. She didn’t sound sorry, sitting as she was with ruins for her bench, patting Peaches’ withers and feeding him from her outstretched hand. “What you expecting to find under there?”
“Jewellery. Watches, maybe. Sometimes the expensive ones can still be salvaged. There’s an old shop under here. Basement’s been sealed off since the town fell.”
Elaine giggled as the horse snuffled in her palm.
“Actual treasure? You mean you’re not looking for an old book that’s only valuable to some eccentric collector from the continent? Or dusty old wine nobody wants to drink? Or—”
“Or a fortune in salt?” Galahad finished for her. He wiped his brow on the back of his jacket sleeve. Hard to say if he was sweating more from the heat or the work. “No. Just old-fashioned plunder.”
“That’s not like you.”
“Sure it is. I’ve kept us fed, haven’t I? And sheltered? You all tease me for hunting grander treasures, but I’ve never turned away good money.”
He paused, a cloud drawn across his brow. Teased. It should be past tense now. The Round Table was no more. Gone with it were all his dreams. And his friends.
“How come we’ve never been here before? Passed this way more than once.”
Galahad gave an exhausted wave that encompassed the masses of dusty stone surrounding them. “A lot of work for a slim chance at a payday.”
“Thought it was a sure thing?”
“Oh, it’s definitely a jewellery shop, and it’s definitely untouched, but I don’t know if you’ve noticed—now, this is pretty advanced stuff, so don’t feel bad for missing it—but the fucking roof’s caved in.”
“Shut it, numb nuts.”
Galahad lifted another massive stone, threw it aside. It clunked as it landed. The pile he’d thrown it on wobbled dangerously but held.
“Point is, everything’s probably smashed to bits.”
“Never knew you were so stacked.” Elaine affected a damsel-esque tone, clasping her hands beside her head. “Oh, Galahad. How brave and strong you are!”
“Fuck off.”
Elaine giggled. “But seriously, those rocks look heavy as shit.”
“They are.” He could hardly blame her for not helping, but that didn’t mean he was any happier about shifting the rubble alone. With a grunt, he threw another small boulder aside. That satisfying clunk again. This one split when it landed, the second half rolling off with its own ideas.
Maybe Elaine was right. He’d never lifted stone like this before. He pulled his jacket off and threw it aside. Underneath, his arms were flexed and tense. Skinny things, but there was more definition in them than he’d realised. Life on the road must have toughened him up.
Piece by piece, he excavated the hidden basement, until finally, when the sun was beginning to wane, he kicked in the remnants of a wooden trap door and revealed a stairway leading down.
“How’s it look?” Elaine asked, a touch of eagerness in her voice.
“Promising enough.”
He flicked open his lighter, lit one of the pine pitch torches he kept in his saddlebags, and headed down into the dark.
“Get me something pretty,” Elaine called after him.
“Anything to distract from your face,” he called back.
The flames licked and grumbled as they lit the long-unopened tomb. The far end of the room was blocked off by dust and rubble where the ceiling had caved in—unfortunate, considering how sturdy these old basements usually were—but the rest of the room was sound and well-preserved.
There was a collection of desks and drawers, all crammed in on top of each other. Old chairs too, giving the impression that a few people worked down here once. Perhaps an appraiser? A horologist? Despite his penchant for research, there was much Galahad still didn’t know or understand about these old buildings.
“Not as creepy as the cathedral.” He’d meant the words for Elaine, but the quiet of the room stole his confidence, and they ended up a whisper.
He pulled open drawers, holding his torch to the side, careful not to drip flaming pitch on the treasure. First he found necklaces. All silver. Some with red gemstones. If he was lucky, they were rubies. Then came bracelets. These dangled strange charms that didn’t look all that valuable—then again, silver was silver. Next were rings, and here was the gold. Diamond too, in some. None of the drawers were full, only a few pieces in each, but they would be more than enough. Galahad stuffed his pockets greedily, moving from one drawer to the next with precision and care.
As he gathered his treasure, he kept a mental tally of the approximate value. The bracelets would go for a silver piece or two each. The necklaces between three and six silver. The rings ranged from four silver all the way up to… well, one of them might even fetch five crowns if the stone was real. All in all, his find had to be worth close to fifteen crowns, but he’d likely take ten for a quick sale.
Not a fortune by any stretch, but it was still good money. Enough for food and lodgings for a month, all things willing.
A strange sense of foreboding crashed over him as he approached the stairs to leave. The moment was too reminiscent of the cathedral. Of reaching up to find Percy’s waiting hand. That confused elation upon seeing his friends, soon replaced by fear, sorrow, and anger.
And pain. The pain of steel tearing through him.
His hand strayed to the grip of his sword. The one that once speared him. It should have killed him.
He closed his eyes, took a deep breath.
“What’s the hold up?” Elaine called down. Ever impatient.
“Just enjoying my peace and quiet before I have to put up with you again.” It took considerable energy to give his voice the appearance of being cheerful. He indulged a second more of steeling himself, then climbed back up the stairs.
No Percy today. No surprises.
Sunset had fallen in the few minutes he’d been underground and now everything was tinged violet with dying light. Elaine’s black hair, iridescent in the sun, was now drab and matte, seeming to draw in the life from around it.
After stabbing his torch into the rubble to keep it aloft, he took a seat on one of the more stable piles of stones, then threw a necklace to Elaine. She caught it, turned it over, inspecting it close to her face in the low light.
“It’s ruby,” Galahad told her. “Like you wanted.”
She put it on immediately, continued to hold the pendant even once it was secure around her neck. The look on her face was disarmingly sweet, but Galahad wasn’t fooled.
“What do you think, boy?” she said, giving Peaches a gentle pat. “It’s a big one, too. Think I pull it off?”
“It looks just fine on you.”
“I was asking Peaches.”
Galahad sucked on his lips, took a deep breath that desperately wanted to be released as a sigh; he denied it. 
“We’ll be good for money for a while. Should carry us through, at least. Until this business is done with.”
“Till we’ve made the streets run red with our revenge!”
“Revenge is pointless. It gains us nothing. We’re just reclaiming what we’re owed.”
“There’s honour in revenge. You like that shit, don’t you? It’s chivalrous.”
He shook his head. “That’s not how it works.”
A breeze ran past, agitating the flickering torch. The fire barked at the disturbance, then settled to a slow burn. Elaine’s gaze was captured by it; she seemed unable to look away.
“I never get scared, you know?” Her voice was suddenly maudlin, uncharacteristically serious. “Never ever. Not about anything. But I was so scared that day. I was crying for you. Well, I would have been, if I’d had any water for tears. Even though I knew I was next, that I was gonna die lying in the fucking sun with a dry mouth and a burnt forehead and all kinds of wet leaked out of me. Still I couldn’t stop thinking about you. How stupid is that? You! And you were fine! But I thought… Kept thinking you’d died feeling sad and confused. That scared me more than anything. More than dying myself. Your voice when they turned on you… Kinda pathetic but in a sweet way, you know? Really turned my head over.”
“You weren’t sad or confused for yourself?”
“Yeah, I guess…” She slumped her head in her hands, pouted. The ruby around her neck glinted in the torchlight. “Not like you, though.”
“I didn’t see it coming. Not at all. Doubt I’ll ever really trust anyone again.
“See? That’s sad.”
“Except you.” He offered her an earnest smile, for once not caring if she took it. “And my parents, I guess.”
“Eugh. Here we go.” She rolled her eyes. “Don’t trust me. I’m still just Elsie Cobbler. Still just the wee girl with her hand in everyone’s pockets.”
“Never stole from me though,” he reminded her.
“Sure I did. You just never caught me.”
They both grinned and Peaches nickered, as if wanting to be in on the joke.
“Wish you could see your eyes right now,” Elaine said after a moment of silence. “Gold as a crown and bright as the moon.” She looked up at the black mass of the clouded sky. “Well, the moon on a clearer night than this.”
Galahad followed her gaze, felt a chill move over him.
“Better set the tarps. Clouds like that could break any moment. Don’t wanna be caught in the rain.”
“Too true. I’m not dying now. Not when we’ve traitors to kill.”
“Elaine!”
“What?” She held her hands out. “It was only a joke.”
But the creases around her mouth and eyes told a different story. Galahad saw the vengeance in her. The need to avenge her missing leg as much as reclaim their stolen salt.
Blood could only bring more blood, and there wasn’t any sense in that. But still… he understood the hunger. If he let himself think about what their friends had done, he felt the anger rising. Dwell on it too long and his heart beat a red drum, thump th-thump th-thump.
And when that rhythm took over it made his hands clench.
Set his jaw.
Made him think of doing terrible things.
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The sight of New London left no mystery as to how the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia earned its epithet. Stone loomed like a sprawling grey cloud, held aloft by pillars. A giant marquee that encompassed the entire city, and all two million who called it home. It was curved, domed to direct the rain over the awnings. 
Beneath the shelter, dwellings were crammed together in the gloom. The streets were lit by lamps whether day or night. In many places, the city had swelled to the very edge of the awning, the poor shoved nearly into the insidious rains.
Archers in azure livery emblazoned with the white wyvern of Mercia walked the awning, nervously fingering yew longbows as they watched alternately for dark clouds and signs of approaching raiders. But there were no raiders on the horizon that day. Only a one-legged rider trotting beside a man in black doing his best to avoid showing he was struggling to keep up.
If Elaine knew how the stitch in Galahad’s side pained him, she’d demand they stop. But they were so close. The shelter of New London loomed ever larger, promising safety, a chance to sell the jewellery they’d scavenged, and a bed for the night.
And food. Oh, if there was one thing Galahad missed about New London, it was the food.
The archers barely glanced at them as they made their way in along the eastern path, Peaches’ hooves clip-clopping to an excited rhythm. He could smell the city now, and few places took care of horses so well. Folk were entranced by them: creatures rare and huge and beautiful. In a world where travel was limited and perilous, some folk could go years without seeing a horse. The bare sight of them was a treasure.
Once they were safely within the city’s bounds, two young lads came running up, begging to feed apples to the horse.
“Sure, do as you like,” Galahad told them. “He needs to put on some weight. Look at the state of him.”
“Ain’t ya bin feedin’ ’im, mister?” said the older of the two boys.
Elaine spat to the side. “Oh, he feeds the horse all right. Didn’t save any bloody food for the two of us though, did he?”
“Gross! Summa that went on my shoes, miss,” said the younger.
“It never did. Go on, get out of here. Unless you’ve apples to spare for a one-legged stunner as well?”
The older child swallowed hard, visibly straining to drag his gaze away from Elaine’s bandaged stump.
“She’s winding you up,” Galahad said in a warm voice he modelled after his father’s. “Go on now. Peaches thanks you for the apples. Look how happy you’ve made him.”
On cue, Peaches gave a happy little nicker.
The boys ran off, giggling and trying to trip each other up as they dove between the eddies in the crowds.
“Ah, the Unholy Capital. All roads lead back here, eh?” Galahad said.
“If you’re even considering quoting from one of those old fucking stories again, my knee’ll be having a conversation with your shrivelled nutsack, mate.”
Galahad grinned and walked on, gently leading Peaches by the reins while Elaine slumped back and took in the sights.
The streets of New London smelled almost too richly of spices. Even here, far from the markets, pepper and cinnamon and cloves ruled the air. It was always strange to see children playing in the streets. Folk wandering about their business with such nonchalant calm. One could almost be tricked into believing the stone above was decoration.
After the garrison, blacksmiths, and the decorous Messenger’s Guild, they passed a busy branch of the banking house Michaels and Shah. The wall of the bank bore a freshly plastered poster; a woodblock print of King Rohit, styled to look gloriously Arthurian.
“See,” Galahad said with a nod to the poster. “You’re the deviant. This kingdom is one of chivalry and legend.”
“And bloody sycophants.”
“Big word for you.”
“Shut it, bookworm. My stump’s burning. I’m not in the mood.”
[image: image-placeholder]After stabling Peaches (much to the horse’s delight) Galahad took Elaine to buy a crutch so she could walk without having to hug his shoulders for balance. It wasn’t hard to find a carpenter in the city. The shop was open to the street, tables and tools spilling out to block the walkway. Sawdust covered the cobbles for twenty feet in either direction, muffling the footsteps of passersby.
“Yeah, I can do a crutch easy,” the carpenter said, eyeing Elaine to get a sense for the length it needed to be. “Got cedar if you’re on a budget. Or ash if you’re looking for a hardwood.” He rummaged around, shifting planks of wood about. “Got oak, teak—maybe don’t go for teak.”
“I want a pegleg,” Elaine said in the childish tone she only used when she knew she was being unreasonable.
“Your stump needs to heal first.”
“I don’t wanna fucking hop everywhere.”
“Tough shit.” Galahad turned back to the carpenter, smiled apologetically. “Sorry. She’ll have the cedar. Won’t be using it long, apparently.”
“This is bullshit,” Elaine said as Galahad lowered her onto one of the carpenter’s stools.
“It okay to leave her here?”
“You won’t fucking dare,” Elaine said.
“Don’t worry, she’ll be fine,” the carpenter assured.
“Thought I’d find us a room while we wait.” Galahad looked at Elaine’s desperate face. She folded her arms, scowled. He sighed. “And the markets aren’t open all day. We have supplies to replenish.”
“But I love markets. You’re not going to the fucking markets without me.”
“Maybe next time.”
“Firecracker, that one,” the carpenter said with a chuckle.
Galahad nearly told him to fuck himself, swallowed the words before they could make it out of his throat. Maybe it wasn’t the best idea to leave Elaine here after all.
“Fine,” he relented, “I’ll wait with you. But you’ll have to hop quick after.”
“Won’t be all that long,” the carpenter said. “It’s an easy job this.”
“See?” Elaine said.
“Though if you’re wanting it treated, you’ll have to come back tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” Irritation crept into Galahad’s tone. “No, no. We need it today.”
“Can’t make it dry any faster by wishing.”
Elaine gave a hurrying wave of her hand. “I’ll have a pegleg soon enough. Fuck the wax.”
“It’s an oil,” the carpenter corrected.
“She’ll take it untreated.” Galahad wanted to be done with this brash craftsman and see to the rest of the day’s chores.
Mercifully, the man worked as quick as his boasting had claimed, and not half an hour later, a modicum of independence was returned to Elaine. She took to it at once, hopping through the streets of New London so quickly Galahad was forced to keep a brisk pace to match her. Each tap of her new crutch striking pavement sounded so loud that Galahad wondered if she wasn’t slamming it down extra hard on purpose.
“That’s a good noise,” she said, answering his unspoken thought as they turned onto an unusually empty street; here the tapping of her crutch echoed freely.
It felt subterranean beneath the neverending stone. This deep in the city there was no stray beam of natural light. The ever-burning lamps lit the streets well but lacked the filling warmth of the sun. It didn’t help that the stone walls of the city were stained black with soot. The pavements sparkled horribly with a sheen of damp. Every shadow danced. A breeze seemed to come from nowhere, howling between the cramped buildings. It tousled Elaine’s dark hair and she spluttered as she spat it out.
“You don’t have anything to prove,” Galahad said, sensing she was pushing herself too hard.
“I’m just excited to get to the market.”
“Right. Of course.”
There were several markets burrowed in the belly of New London. This was the Stowe Bazaar, or simply, “Canal Side Market.” Day and night meant little as the oil lanterns burned and so the market was perpetually packed. So noisy it confused the senses, made it hard to smell the richly burnt air. Patrons and vendors alike bustled shoulder-to-shoulder and nobody gave care for a one-legged girl struggling to make her way through the aisles.
“Galahad! Help!” she called. A fleck of fear and not a hint of sarcasm.
He squinted, trying to pick her out of the crowd. She’d been right beside him and then…
Bodies ebbed and swelled in confused waves. As the tide dipped, he saw her panicked face. She had never looked so fragile. It twisted his heart. The tide rose and she vanished again.
Galahad pushed through, not caring how roughly he forced his path.
“Get aside!” he snapped. “Aside, for fuck’s sake!”
Then a sweaty, stubby-fingered hand flailed through the smoke. He snatched it. Gripped tight as hell. Pulled her in toward him. She flattened against his chest, buried her head in the silver scar at his neck.
“You’re okay,” he said, resting a hand on the back of her head. He didn’t dare stroke her hair, but he let his hand rest there a moment, holding her tightly to him with his other hand. “Where’s your crutch?”
Then he saw it, trampled on the ground.
With the crowd so thick, it would be too dangerous to bend and try to pick it up. Instead he kicked it, sent it skimming across the floor, under feet where it tripped a child who instantly began to bawl. Galahad helped Elaine traverse the mass. He kicked the crutch again. They repeated this until they reached the edge of the market. The crutch skidded out into open air and Galahad balanced Elaine against a wall to catch her breath while he fetched it for her.
When he straightened, rescued crutch in hand, he saw she was hiding her face, tilting towards the wall. As she took the offered crutch, he caught a glimpse of her puffy eyes, the thin line of her mouth.
He reached out to put a supportive hand on her shoulder, to tell her it was okay to feel rattled. But she pulled away, faced the heaving mass of the market and screamed.
“Cunts!” she yelled. “Fucking inbred toad-dicked shit-sniffing cunt-botherers!”
She trembled. Knuckles white, cheeks red. Her breathing came too quick and shallow, as if ragged with fear, not anger.
Galahad felt useless, standing and watching. His lips glued themselves shut. His throat shrivelled. He never knew what to say to her when she got like this. When the anger took her. The Round Table were an eclectic band, but if there was one trait they all shared it was a temper. Except Percy, he never raised his voice. Whether that was cowardice or patience was hard to say.
“Elaine…” he finally managed. But that wasn’t enough. It was barely anything.
She reeled on him, red-faced, stamping her crutch. “That market stinks anyway.”
“It does.”
“We’ll go central, to the royal market.”
“No.” He grabbed her arm as gently as he could. “It will be the same everywhere. Let me grab the things we need.”
“And leave me out here?” There was that fleck of fear again. So unlike her. Falling into the depths of helplessness. Galahad knew that feeling, if for other reasons. When truth was too heavy to shift. When it crushed you. Plummeting into the deep with no way out. She needed a buoy of purpose to hold onto. But he had nothing to give her.
“I’ll be quick,” he said.
She gripped his hand tight as a banshee. “You ain’t leaving me.”
He took a deep breath, met her eyes. If they got any puffier they would burst, but she didn’t cry; her face remained fast with anger.
“Okay, then. Let’s do this another way.”
After guiding her back to the wall, he took her crutch and stashed it on the ground. Hopefully it wasn’t worth stealing.
“What you doing?” Elaine asked, now more curious than angry.
“We’re going in together,” Galahad told her. “And nobody is going to push us around.”
He bent his knees and helped her climb onto his back, arms around his neck, head poking over his shoulder. It was hard to get a solid position with only one leg for her to support herself with, but they managed it.
“Better not tell Peaches,” Elaine said. “He’ll get jealous.”
Galahad grinned and waded back into the Stowe Market, barging aside all who stood in their way. It was hard work, pushing through, but he was empowered by the sound of Elaine laughing over his shoulder.
[image: image-placeholder]By the time they made it to an inn they were both exhausted. A long trek to the west side of the city. Miles of Elaine’s crutch tap-tapping on the paved ground. Still, better to have the walk done. Pale Adam’s wretched opium den was on this side of the city and it made little sense to stay a night on the east side, only to have to waste time changing inns in the morning. This had been the smartest way to do things, though it was difficult to convince his throbbing calves.
The inn was called The King’s Bridle; it was a squashed terraced affair that had once been half of a single house. A lot of New London was like this: old houses chopped up into smaller houses and flats. When there was no way to create more space, dividing what they had was the only way to increase the city’s capacity.
After getting settled in their room—which was more spacious than he’d expected given the size of the establishment—they spent a while drinking in the bar. This time Galahad didn’t argue when Elaine ordered a cider for herself. She deserved it, even if it was no good for her still-raw stump.
They drank for hours, chatting aimlessly and deliberately avoiding difficult topics. There was no mention of the cathedral, or Galahad’s golden eyes. Nor of Elaine’s lost leg, or their friends’ betrayals. Not even of home, of Galahad’s parents fretting each night over whether their lone remaining child was safe; if he still lived.
They talked of none of that, but the weight of it was present with them, lingering in the backs of their minds. And the later it grew, gradually everything became eclipsed by the rising duty of the next day. Of what Galahad would have to face.
Tomorrow he’d pay Pale Adam a visit. Tomorrow his hunt for the Long-haired Priest’s salt began anew.
[image: image-placeholder]It didn’t seem right that they’d left Fay in a place like this. Sticky floor covered in ash-stained cushions. Passed out revellers half-obscured by a cloud of opium smoke. Galahad remembered how she’d scrub her hands after every fight, how she organised her pack just so, how she cared for steel better than his own mother had cared for him—and his mother had not been lacking. But this place was a fucking mess. An exit point. A den for those who’d fallen off the face of the Earth.
If it had been up to him, he’d never have come back here. But this was where he’d find the wretch who’d sold him and Elaine out to the others.
“Where’s Pale Adam?” he asked the runner at the door. A kid no older than twelve with dirty cheeks and a twitch that betrayed the beginnings of addiction.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the kid said, bobbing left and right. “Who’s asking?”
“Tell him Galahad’s here.”
The kid guffawed, wiped his nose on the back of his sleeve, then bounded off. A moment later, Pale Adam appeared, cheeks the same colour as the wisping smoke.
“Fay’s gone, I’m afraid,” he said, dry washing his chapped hands. “Had a run-in with the watch. Can’t say where she went. South, I think. Somewhere they won’t bother to look for her.”
Galahad grabbed the front of his stained shirt and threw him into the hallway.
“Jeez, what the fu—”
A palm to his nose. Kick to the shins. Pale Adam dropped too easily, panting. The man was high already and it was barely time for breakfast.
“Tell me everything you know about Lance’s plans and I’ll spare your life.”
“Fuck, man, you broke my nose!”
“Elaine lost her leg because of you, you miserable prick.”
“What? Wait, what the fuck?” Pale Adam blinked in confusion, his eyes hazy and sluggish.
“What?”
“Huh?”
Galahad glared at the man prostrating himself on the grubby floor. He seemed genuinely confused at the accusation. But then again, addicts know how to seem earnest when it suits them.
“You sent Lance after us,” Galahad explained. “He stabbed us in the back, took the treasure, nearly killed us both.”
“Please, please.” Pale Adam held up his palms. “I never did. I did nothing of the sort. Fucking hell, that’s an accusation. You really think I’d— There’s no way. Not me. I’m a shit and a half, Galahad, but I’m not a fucking snitch.”
“Convenient that Fay isn’t here to corroborate.”
Galahad took a step towards him and the man flinched.
“Wait! Oh, man. Just wait. What am I supposed to have told that slimy prick? I never liked him, you know? Would’ve never given him nothing easy, can tell you.”
“You told him where to find us. That I’d found the lost cache of the Long-haired Priest.”
“Okay, now. But here’s the thing. How can I have told him something I never knew?”
Galahad paused. “You knew.”
“Look, mate. I still don’t know where you’ve fucking been. I definitely didn’t know last I saw Lance, which was…” He looked behind him, a desperate expression on his face.
“Couple months back,” a woman’s voice called from the smoke.
Galahad considered for a moment, leafing through his memories as carefully as he would an ancient tome. Now that he thought about it, he had no memory of telling Pale Adam where they were going. Not this time. When they’d searched the old shipyard, Pale Adam had arranged for a horse switch to keep them from having to overnight on the way. But he’d known nothing of the cathedral.
“You really didn’t tell him anything?”
Pale Adam shook his head and winced; he still clutched his bleeding nose. Galahad believed him.
“I’d apologise for the nose,” Galahad said, “but you probably deserved it.”
“No arguments from me.”
“Do you at least know where Lance is now?”
“Winchester. Everyone knows that prick abandoned us for the Fucking Duke. Left his debts unpaid as well. But judging by your expression, you already knew that.”
“I was hoping for specifics. Winchester’s thirty miles across for fuck’s sake.”
“Yeah, yeah. But Lance makes a lot of noise.”
“Fine.” It would have to do. He’d hoped for more but there were other ways to find someone, even in a city like Winchester. “And you don’t know where I can find Fay? Could use her help on this.”
Pale Adam shook his head, looking more pathetic than ever.
As Galahad turned to leave, the addict groaned, then said, “Wait. What about Gwen? You looking for her?”
“She isn’t with Lance?”
“Fuck no. She’s here.”
“You’re certain?”
“Aye, saw her not two days past. Won’t be here long though. She’s back with Nielsen’s Menagerie. They’re not far. Posted on the west side.”
“If you’re lying, I’ll be back to break your fingers.”
“Wouldn’t lie to you, Galahad. Not when I know you pay so generously.”
Galahad rolled his eyes, then flicked a draun so it pinged off the idiot’s forehead.
“What? Not even a halfsilver?” Pale Adam called after him.
“I’m on a fucking budget,” Galahad grunted over his shoulder.
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Two weeks since Fay last filled a room with the sweet and pungent aroma of poppy’s tears. Cravings still rang in her skull like watchmen’s bells, but the withdrawal was fading into a blurred memory she’d be glad to forget. If only she could shake this knife-edge tension, this tightness in her chest. Her nerves were flayed and useless. But even through her precarious sobriety, she was starting to get a taste for the chaos. 
It was hard work in The Green Man, but Smith looked after his staff, and she couldn’t deny it was rewarding when everything came together. The thrill of executing perfect service. Drop off mains at table nine, checkback two, clear six and eight, kick in a chair as she walked past, swing onto the bar to pull a pint, don’t forget to fucking smile, that’ll be three draun, yes, I know it’s expensive but we’re a fancy fucking joint, crash into the kitchen, swear at the chefs, grab more plates—she was in the fucking zone.
Never thought she’d dance this smoothly without blood on her knuckles.
“Killing it, Fay!” Betty winked as they passed each other and she reversed into the kitchen.
“You too,” Fay said, but Betty was already gone. That girl weaved between tables with all the agility of a city cat. Only Gwen had smoother footwork. Though Gwen was half her size, so if anything, Betty’s effort was more impressive.
As Fay slid onto the bar to pour drinks, she wondered where her old friends were now. If they were still on the hunt, or if Galahad had finally given in and accepted the truth. That there was no treasure. Maybe there had been once, but nothing valuable stays hidden for a hundred years. Not in this world of plunderers and relic seekers. Still, Fay missed the Round Table. She missed the infectious aura of hope Galahad wore like a wide cloak he wrapped around his friends.
She lost focus for a moment as she spun, back-to-back, with Smith. The glass of wine she was carrying brushed against the back bar, pulled itself free of her hand. Fay cursed as she reached for it. Her hands were quick but wine glasses are fragile and the thing snapped in two as she grasped for it, spilling wine and a few drops of blood as the jagged glass bit her fingers. She flailed at the jab of pain, reflexes from years of combat betraying her as she took out half the wine glasses dangling on the rack above. For a second it rained glass. Then silence. From somewhere in the crowd, a man shouted, “Wheeeey!” and the inn erupted into raucous applause.
A taut string snapped.
Before she knew what she was doing, Fay careened into the kitchen, dripping blood from her limp right hand as she went. Past the startled chefs. Slammed through the rear door. Fell to her knees in the herb garden. Oh, the poor fucking basil. Then she heaved one huge sniff, expecting all her stress and shame, magnified a thousandfold by late-stage opium withdrawal, to burst out of her in a torrent of tears. But it didn’t. Her eyes watered, stinging like winter wind, and that was all.
This was pathetic. It had only been a few glasses. Smith wouldn’t care. Nobody else was hurt. Her reaction was the most embarrassing part.
“I don’t know what came over me,” she said as she heard the inn’s rear door swing open behind her. No doubt Betty had been sent to check on her.
“It’s no joke, jonesing for the poppy,” came a gruff voice, followed by the clink of a flint lighter. Not Betty. That was Christopher’s low drawl. The head chef.
“Won’t they need you?”
“I’ve time for a fag.”
She felt him come up behind her, though she didn’t hear his footsteps. Only thieves and killers walk without making a sound. She wondered which he’d been before he took up a different kind of knife work.
“Betty told you then.”
“Aye, but she wouldn’t have had to.”
“Smith know?”
“Smith knows everything in this place. Shit,” he said, dry-spitting a strand of tobacco that’d gotten stuck to his lip, “he knows everything that happens in this city, at that. Which means he knows you ent using. Not since you’ve been here. Though anyone would know that from one look at ya.” He paused to nurse his smoke. “You should take a couple of weeks off. Get your head straight. Purge your system.”
“No,” Fay said, her simmering stress suddenly returned to the boil. “I can’t. I need to keep busy.”
Christopher shook his head, long beard bobbing comically under the net he wore. “Not for shit you don’t. After, sure. Not now. You’re in no state. Don’t worry about Smith. He’ll let you rack up a tab. Take it easy before you snap. This is a critical time. Push too hard and you’ll end up back where you started.”
“It’s too much. I’m too weak.”
“That’s bull.” Christopher stubbed out his cigarette, slapped his knees before rising. “You’re so close to a new way of living, Fay. It’ll be worth the pain.”
He moved silently again, then the inn’s rear door groaned at having to perform its sole function.
Fay was alone. Trembling. Pathetic.
If her old enemies could see her now.
[image: image-placeholder]The streets of New London were never truly quiet, and never truly dim. Reclaimed technologies kept streetlamps burning in the city centre, and with constant light came constant custom. Night markets and lime-lit mummers. When she was staying at the den, Fay would often take midnight walks, picking up food or drugs or sometimes people. But the bright and noisy New London night hadn’t yet breached Littleford. Here the night was still a place of quiet solitude, and there were patches of dark between the streetlamps.
She knew she should turn back, return to The Green Man and see to the cuts on her hand. Drink some water. Sit with Betty and talk about her pain until it hurt a little less. But her feet had other ideas. They carried her onward, clopping softly on the cobbled streets. Her steady pace pumped cleansing night air through her lungs. Tired though she was from her shift, she felt like she could walk for hours. At least night air never did anyone any harm.
“Oi, bruiser,” a hushed voice called from an alleyway aglow in the flickering orange of firelight. Fay stopped, blinking. “Shit. Sorry, miss. Thought you was a geezer.”
The way he inflected on the word “miss” made it almost sound a question.
The man in the alley took a drag from the cigarette hanging from his mouth; he squinted against the smoke puffing into his eyes. From an open door behind him, more voices were chatting and laughing, though with a muted restraint. Afraid, perhaps, of offending their neighbours.
“Don’t see many about this time of night,” the man said conversationally when Fay continued to stand in silence. “We’ve a game going, if it strikes your fancy?”
“What kind of game?”
“Cards.”
“Betting money?”
A slow nod. “Just draun.”
“They all drunk?”
“Saturday night, isn’t it?”
She was about to walk over and join them, but then she hesitated, back foot rocking on the sandy dirt road. There was a faint smell on the air. Pungent and oddly sweet. They were smoking opium in there. Her throat ran suddenly dry; she wet her lips. The scent alone was intoxicating. Dizzying. A clawing need racked her, dragged her forward one more step. Then another.
That’s far enough.
“Nah,” she said with great effort. “Maybe next week.”
The man spat on his own shoe, tried futilely to kick off the phlegm.
“Ah, fuck. No worry, miss. Say, you got tits under there or no?”
“Man could lose his teeth saying a thing like that.”
“Nothing lecherous meant by it. Just curious is all.”
Fay sighed and shook her head. “I’m wearing a binder, mole-brain.”
The man shrugged, flicked his cigarette away, and slipped back into his oddly bucolic gambling den.
[image: image-placeholder]It was during her third week at The Green Man that Fay finally began to feel a sense of normality. The cravings wouldn’t completely fade for months yet, if ever, but the withdrawal was gone. Her body felt weak, hollowed as if she’d fought off a particularly nasty flu. But she was free of the opium’s vice. Each day she grew a little stronger. The inn kept her well fed and Christopher’s sativa saw her sleeping like a tot. Already she thought of her colleagues as friends, and almost felt like she belonged. Even her cursed visions had been subdued, though they still struck in quiet moments, filling her with guilt at the wretchedness her own mind could conjure.
Towards the end of that week, the stranger arrived.
Fay was polishing glasses to the side of the bar when the door swung open and a man strode in with more purpose than any drunk. Ordinarily she paid little attention to The Green Man’s customers. A cursory smile, a glancing assessment to check they weren’t trouble, that was all most needed. But this man caught her attention from the first.
He was clothed entirely in new-spun, but it was fine stuff. Clean too. A thick woollen cloak like that could only be Northumbrian. Boots cobbled by a Wessexian artisan. Green shirt and ruddy leather jacket of the recent fashions in New London: high collared, too many buttons, cut just below the knee—which was a good few inches too long as far as Fay was concerned. The man was wealthy, but that wasn’t unusual in this part of Littleford. What was unusual, though, was the way he carried himself. He strode up to the bar, slapped a ledger down in front of Smith, flicked a mess of blonde hair from his eyes, and said, “Been riding too fucking long for you to have forgotten my usual, Mister Stiller.”
“Get many forgetting that, do you?” Smith replied as he pulled a frothy pint of the widow ale. They always carried two casks. One was the widow ale, brewed in the village by the Widow Perkins. The other was usually a New London import. Always with some strange name that sounded like it was supposed to be a pun but didn’t quite make it.
Everyone knew the widow ale was the best.
The widow ale was the best everywhere.
“Always try to give me wine in the capital,” the stranger said.
“Won’t catch us doing that down here.”
“No, I suppose I won’t.”
Smith passed the man his beer, then jabbed his finger on the ledger. “This what I think it is?”
“Oh, my manners.” The stranger pulled off his woollen cap, held it to his chest as he gave a contrite little bow. “Is it still appropriate to do business here?”
Smith shrugged. “Only cost my legs if we took this in the back.”
The stranger shot a look at Fay, then at Betty, who Fay hadn’t noticed peeking around the door to the backroom. She vanished as the stranger’s gaze played over them.
“If there’s any in this town don’t know I take the king’s bounties then they’ve not had their eyes open,” Smith said. Fay supposed that meant she hadn’t had her eyes open then, because this was the first she was hearing about it. As busy as The Green Man was, and as high-class its customers, it had seemed there was more money running through the place than could be accounted for. This went some way to explaining things. “Don’t hide the money from none neither. I appreciate your prudence, but I don’t skim. Ten percent’s the going fee.”
“Very well.” The stranger opened the ledger with the relish of one who loves their job perhaps too much, then spun it around for Smith’s perusal. “Might have trouble filling this one.”
“I don’t see the… Ah, yes.” He leaned closer, squinting at the scribbles of ink. Then, to Fay’s surprise, he chuckled. “Trouble filling it? Doubtful. But they’ll have trouble bringing in a bounty that don’t exist, I imagine.”
“Regardless, the bounty’s set at fifty crowns. Find the boy and we’ll double it.”
Fay dropped the glass she’d been polishing.
Smith continued as if nothing had happened, asking logistical questions, and pointing at things in the ledger. He’d gotten used to her breaking glasses and knew the reason for it. But Fay’s hands no longer trembled for lack of opium. A hundred crowns was a staggering sum. Enough to get her settled in Littleford. To kickstart the new life she desperately wanted to lead.
That fool Galahad was in the wrong line of work. A few jobs like this and he might be able to accomplish his mad dream of building a permanent shelter over Wickerton.
“What’s this?” Fay said, interrupting the negotiations.
“Fairy tales,” Smith said dismissively, not bothering to look at her.
“Missing persons,” the stranger said. “Some lord’s nephew’s involved, hence the sum.”
“Don’t bury the lede, Rasmus.” Now Smith turned to her. “Bounty’s for the head of the Cotswold beast and the boy safe. More likely lynx got him. Won’t be nothing left of him by now.”
Fay didn’t know what the Cotswold beast was supposed to be, but Smith was right, the boy had likely been eaten by lynx or bear. Or he’d been caught in the rain.
“I could do with a hundred crowns.” Fay was already spending the money in her mind. Maybe she could even move her family out here, buy a little house in one of the poorer districts and fix it up.
“Ninety,” Smith corrected. “Broker takes a cut.”
“Where’d he vanish?”
“Not far. To the west some,” Rasmus said, pointing ambiguously at the wall. “With three others, but it’s Lord William, heir to the Marquess of Rugby, who’s on the writ. Left a half-wrecked camp. Blood spattered around but not bucketfuls.”
“It been raining out that way?”
“Not at the time.”
Fay bent to collect the broken glass, dropped the shards in the glass bin behind the bar. “What makes this lord think it was a ‘Cotswold beast?’”
“Asking a lot of questions,” Rasmus said, sizing her up with eyes the colour of spring clouds. “Don’t look like much of a server.”
“I’m not but I want to be.” Fay flicked her eyes at Smith to gauge his expression. If taking on a bounty would risk her job, she wouldn’t do it. Money was nice but this place was giving her the kind of stability she needed to get her life back together.
“Cut of this’d be worth more to me than an extra pair of hands,” Smith said, easily reading her train of thought. “Not that I don’t appreciate the work you’ve been doing,” he added with a wink.
“What’s this job pay if the beast’s a lynx and the nephew’s a corpse?” Fay asked Rasmus.
“Thirty crowns if you can bring the body back for burial and the lynx’s pelt for mounting.”
“I’ll take it.”
Rasmus cleared his throat. “Can guarantee it’s no lynx. Be mindful of that before you set off.”
“Why so sure?”
“Saw the tracks myself.”




Part Two

Circus







Fifteen Years Ago


Rain were fallin’ real hard. It  drum-drummed on the canvas. Other kids was scaredful, but not Galahad. It put him to jumping and twirling. All fulla energy. In his dance, he stumbled to the edge of town. There was the awning. And the beyond. And the rain.
He swallowed hard.
But he wasn’t scared. No, mister. Never.
There was someone else here. The tailor’s boy… Jean! That was it. He was a big kid so he wasn’t scared neither. He were standing at the edge—the very edge—under a green tarp. Long arms tried to grab him. They tried so much. They stretched so straining.
Stupid ghosts.
Galahad laughed and spun around. He got kinda giddy when it were stormin’.
Gwen came running up to Jean, all smiles and red cheeks. She was a big kid too, ’cept Galahad was nearly taller than her.
“Careful, Gwen!” Galahad called. “It’s stormin’ like hell!”
“Gwen?” she said, looking back at him and laughing. “We playing round tables again today?”
Jean put his arm around Gwen’s waist like Pa sometimes did with Mumma. Gross. When Galahad was big he wouldn’t touch any girls.
“Eh, now! Get back from there!” Old Mrs Cobbler came jogging up and huffin’ and puffin’. There was bread mix smudged on her apron. Galahad wondered if he could nick a roll if he swung by the Cobbler’s place. Maybe he’d see if Elsie finally wanted to play Round Table. She had to come around some day. Weren’t right for her to be using the stinkin’ name her parents give her.
Jean pulled his arm away, mussed his hair, hunched his shoulders. Gwen went all red as tomatoes.
The storm were really somethin’. Grass looked grey beyond the canvas and even greyer under it. Wind went “woooeeooo!” and “wutsshhhh!” and hammered the Goddard’s gate ratatattle; that latch were always comin’ loose.
“Get back here you little shits!” Old Mrs Cobbler was mad as heck and all wobblin’ as she jogged. “Ain’t none s’posed to be out in a squall like this!”
“It’s fine, Mrs Cobbler,” Gwen called over the wind. “They can’t reach us. We’re being careful—”
A sound like a loosed bowstring.
Old Mrs Cobbler screamed so loud it rang in Galahad’s little ears.
The green tarp fell away.
It happened so fast.
The tarp should have drifted down, loping and slow, but it never did. As soon as the guy lines holding it snapped, the tarp was whipped away, torn and shredded, thrown into the storm beyond. The big kids were left standing in the pouring rain—standing in it! Their hair was all wet like they were just out the bath, and their eyes were wide as heck—but it can’t have been from fear because big kids ain’t scared of nothing.
Those stretching arms grasped them. Groped at them. And now Galahad saw more than the arms. He saw the rainwights. The ghosts what turned the rain against them. He saw the outlines of their hollow faces. He saw raindrops dart around their claws. He saw the shape of them and it was horrible.
“Gwen!” he screamed as Jean shouldered her hard. She flew, stumbled, rolled nearly out of the rain. And then Old Mrs Cobbler was there and dragging Gwen free. But she didn’t stop. Even as Jean was dragged out into the rain, Old Mrs Cobbler kept going, she did. She charged in, effin’ and jeffin’, and beat at the ghosts with her dough-crusted hands.
“Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck,” Gwen said over and over, even though that was a bad word she weren’t s’posed to say.
Galahad imagined himself running out with Old Mrs Cobbler. Him and her would get Jean back. They’d be brave and then they’d be heroes. They surely would. ’Cept he didn’t move. His feet was all heavy and his toes were suddenly real cold, kinda numb. His tummy didn’t feel too clever. Jean was getting smaller, getting further away; he was fighting like a cornered hound but the hands were just too many. They were everywhere. Long, grasping fingers brought Old Mrs Cobbler to the ground, tore out fistfuls of her hair, sliced a line across her cheek and there was blood comin’ out of it all horribly.
Colder and colder. Galahad was numb as winter. His insides were getting smaller, shrinking on him and making him tight.
But here came Old Mr Cobbler and everything was going to be all right. He was a strong bugger and he’d get them back. He charged in and damn the ghosts. He smacked them aside, shattering outlines in the rain. They were like smashed glass surrounding him and he roared like big old bear and stamped through the squelching mud.
Oh, he was going to get them back. Old Mr Cobbler could do it. There were so many hands, but that didn’t matter. So many ghosts. He was out of breath now, drooping from the weight of the rainwights. Shake them off! And where was Jean? Galahad couldn’t see him no more for all the rain, but he couldn’t be far. No, he wouldn’t be far. Old Mr Cobbler was going to bring him home.
He just had to pick himself off the floor first.
He’d start moving again in a second.
No, never mind the blood. Old Mr Cobbler was a strong bugger.
Gwen just sat there staring at her hands. But there was only mud on them.
And rain.
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This book had been his father’s:  Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. The first story of Arthur that he’d read. The start of all of this. The beginning of the Round Table.
Galahad fingered the pages, felt the coarseness of the paper. The book smelled old but there was life in it yet. A relic from before the rain turned. Printed and bound so beautifully it had survived the ages. A thing meant to last. Meant to survive and travel and make its way to him. As if it were a gift from the past to the future. The magic of a book; of a thing well made.
“You’ve read that one,” Elaine said. She had her mouth full of apple but that didn’t seem to slow her chatting.
“Yes. Many times.”
“Was it your dad’s?”
He nodded.
Elaine said, “My dad kept books but I never read them.”
“I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”
“You know, I think they’re at the Weavers’. In that big box for keeping books and sheets and whatever else. Candles, I think.”
“Still don’t call it home, huh?”
She shrugged. “Was only ever somewhere I was staying.” Her mouth drew into a thin line and she fell quiet. Thinking about her parents, though she’d never admit it. Galahad gave up talking to her about them years ago. He felt a touch of guilt, even though she’d been the one to bring them up. Now she was maudlin.
One day nobody who dwelled in Wickerton would have to worry about losing loved ones to the rain.
“Come on,” he said, replacing the volume in its nook in his bag. “I want to pay a visit to the Violet.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Why are we bothering with this?” Elaine asked, her crutch tapping on the cracked stone pavement as she hopped along beside Galahad.
“Because I like to have a plan.”
“We do have a plan. You’re gonna fuck Gwen up real good, take her cut of the treasure, and get her to tell you where the Fucking Duke’s put Lance up.”
“That’s not a plan. Those are our goals. A plan contains details. It has redundancy.”
“You’re a redundancy.”
“Focus on your hopping or you’ll fall and break the other leg.”
Elaine laughed sarcastically.
The streets grew wider and less crowded as they made their way towards the city centre. These estates belonged to merchants and lesser nobles. A ring of wealth circling the palace at the city’s heart. This is where they’d find the former violet, selling flowers to lords.
Beyond New London’s awning, wildflowers grew in abundance. They littered the meadows and hills in scattered patches of colour, breaking up the verdant monotony. But they were a treasure in the city where there was no sun to feed them. Living idols to a god none there remembered. Their impracticality only made the rich love them more, and they fetched unbelievable prices.
But flowers weren’t the only thing Katherine the Violet sold.
“Oh dear, what happened to you?” she said as a bell rung to signal Galahad and Elaine’s entry to her shop. Some of the flowers in the arrangement she was working on were already beginning to wilt. A lipstick-marked glass of red wine sat on the counter, though it was barely midday.
“Bet you can guess,” Elaine spat. The two of them had never got on.
“I meant him.” She nodded towards Galahad. “Remembered you being cuter.”
“The last few weeks have added a few years.”
“I’m sure.” She gave an odd smile.
“On the way out, aren’t they?” Elaine gestured to the floral arrangement with her crutch, almost losing her balance as she did so.
“Day-old come cheap. Sell at full price if they’re mixed with fresh.” She took a sip of wine and gave a self-satisfied smile. “Always think of your margins.”
“Skinflint,” Elaine said under her breath.
“Excuse me?”
“Ignore her.” Galahad stepped forward and picked up one of the loose clippings from the counter. It was a rose stem, slanted thorns protruding from the green. He thumbed one, feeling the prick. “I need news on Gwen.”
“Pretty blonde Gwen? What of her?”
“She’s back with the circus.”
“No, sweetie, she owns the circus.” She clipped a healthy looking rose, then slid it into the centre of her arrangement. “You can have that tidbit for free.”
Galahad chewed his bottom lip. It wouldn’t be easy to take back what Gwen owed if the money was already spent.
“She swinging again?”
“This is all below my paygrade, to be honest. What do you really want to know?”
“She owes me. Need to get to her.”
“Payment first.”
He clunked a cheap linen purse on the counter. Katherine the Violet pulled the drawstring, checked the contents.
“You’ve weighted this with pennies.”
“True, but the silver’s there too.”
“She has her own caravan, aside from the other performers. Her act finishes at seven, but the show goes till eight. You’ll be fine to walk through their camp unmolested.” She gave Elaine a meaningful look. “You’ll want to go alone, Galahad.”
“I’m not a fucking cripple.”
“Sweetie, look in a mirror.”
“I’ll fucking—” Elaine lunged at her, lost her balance, dropped her crutch, and in a furious panic pulled herself up onto the counter. She knocked the vase as she crawled towards the informant-cum-florist. It shattered. The flowers spilled. Katherine the Violet giggled uncontrollably until Elaine backhanded her across the face. “I’m not a fucking cripple!” she yelled, spittle flying into the other woman’s face. “I’m gonna cut your—”
Katherine the Violet headbutted Elaine in the face.
“Collect this animal, please,” she said, rubbing her forehead.
But Elaine wasn’t done. She grabbed fistfuls of Katherine the Violet’s dress—appropriately floral-patterned—and yanked her over the counter. She clamped her teeth on her neck and Katherine the Violet yelped.
Galahad stepped in, dragged Elaine off her.
“Holy-fucking-shit,” he said, propping Elaine against the counter so he could collect her crutch. “You need to calm down.”
“Don’t tell me to calm down. You haven’t lost a fucking leg, have you?”
“No, but this isn’t making anything better.”
Katherine the Violet clutched her bleeding neck. “Crazy fucking bitch.”
Elaine spit a glob of blood on the floor. “No one can tell me what I can’t do.”
“Come on. We’re going.” Galahad forcibly planted Elaine’s crutch in her hand.
As they turned to leave, Katherine the Violet said, “No you don’t. What about my payment?”
“You have it.”
“I need a secret too. Don’t you dam the flow of information, Galahad. That’s not how this works.”
He sighed. “Your wine’s fake.”
“Beg your pardon?”
Galahad nodded towards the half-empty bottle on a shelf behind her.
“The label wants you to believe it’s from Santan, a far-off and exotic kingdom of the continent. But it’s a forgery. Your wine is from the Sceptre of Wessex. The ink is wrong. In Santan they hand-paint their labels with water-soluble inks, but your label’s been batch printed. See the vibrancy in the red of the lettering? Oil-based ink for use with a printing machine. Can’t be worth more than a silver piece.”
From Katherine the Violet’s expression, it was clear that she’d paid far more than a lone silver. She swallowed hard.
“Very well. Fuck off with you, then.”
The bell above the door rang as they made their exit.
“Was that true?” Elaine asked, teeth still stained with Katherine the Violet’s blood. She was clearly struggling to keep up, but Galahad refused to slow down unless she got past her stubbornness and asked him.
“Of course.”
“You’re not ditching me, you know. I’m serious. Stop acting like I’m a child.”
“We’re not going to talk about what happened in there?”
“I can’t stand that woman.” She wiped her mouth on her sleeve.
“You scare me sometimes.”
“Never claimed to be a princess,” she said. He narrowed his eyes. “Oh, please. I didn’t bite that hard. The blood made it look worse than it was. Stop trying to change the subject. I’m not made of glass. I can help with Gwen.”
“I don’t mean to be patronising, but there’s a certain reality to losing your leg that I don’t think you’ve accepted. You’ve made it clear you haven’t lost any of your bite. I get it. You want to brawl and fuck and drink just like before. That’s fine. But Gwen isn’t tame like the Violet. If you go for her throat, she’ll slit yours before you can even move.”
“You’re not listening. I don’t care. It’s my choice. You gotta let me get myself killed. I’ve never been quick or strong or smart like the others, and you’ve never babied me before. Shit, can you remember how many times I’ve nearly died trying to fight someone out of my league? I’m not changing for the lack of a stupid leg. I’m coming with you. That’s end-fucking-of.”
Galahad looked away so she wouldn’t see his smile.
“Fine then,” he said. “But if Gwen cuts you up, I’m gonna say I told you so at your funeral.”
“Mate, if Gwen sees us coming then you’re as dead as I am.”
[image: image-placeholder]To kill time before the circus show, they decided to check Peaches had settled in nicely at the stables where they’d left him. It was a long walk there and back, but the pair needed some way to pass the time that would keep their minds from wandering.
Galahad didn’t want to think about their upcoming confrontation with Gwen. The drumming of revenge grew louder in his chest, and it needed no further fuel. His clenched fists itched to paint in purple and black: repayment for what she did to Elaine. But that lust sickened him. He was seeking the fortune he was owed, he reminded himself. Only that.
There was nothing to gain from revenge.
It was early afternoon, but even with the lines of oil lanterns, the streets were twilight gloomy. Again, Galahad wondered how they could have left Fay in this depressing city. Looking back, he suspected all she’d needed had been someone to give her a reason to stay with the group. They let her drift away, enchanted by the simplicity of the opium dens. At the time, Galahad had barely given it a thought. He’d been consumed by his own sickness. His addiction to the hunt. His elation at having finally solved the clues left behind by the Long-haired Priest.
His obsession had blinded him to many things.
The rhythmic tapping of Elaine’s crutch came to a halt.
“There he is.”
They’d arrived at the stables. Sure enough, the grooms had taken good care of Peaches. He’d been freshly brushed, re-shoed, and his stable had plenty of hay. The place was so well-maintained that the overbearing smells were the musty odour of horse and hay, and not at all of manure.
“How you doing, boy?” Elaine stole a carrot from a basket of vegetables hanging on a fence, left for feeding treats to the stabled horses. She giggled as the scraggly gelding snuffled it up straight from her hand. It was beautiful to see her softer side for once. But Galahad found roughness beautiful too. All of her was beautiful. Rough and soft and biting. Broken nose and missing teeth. Compassion wrapped in wickedness.
“The fuck you staring at?” she said.
A dark angel that had stolen his heart.
“Nothing.” He looked away.
He should tell her. With what they had planned for tonight, he might not get another chance. But he was too afraid. It was clear she didn’t feel the same. She never had. Never would. Not once had she salivated over a man with any resemblance to him. And it was often that she commented on the men she saw. Muscled and bearded. Men who worked with hammers or axes. Not skinny things obsessed with stories and treasure and building an impossible shelter over their pathetic hometown.
“You know, you’re actually kind of pretty,” he said before he could stop himself.
Elaine stared at him, taking altogether too long to reply before mumbling, “Gross.”
Galahad ignored the warmth of his cheeks reddening.
“Right… Must be the low light playing tricks on me.”
The two stared at each other.
“You’d be alright if you didn’t forget to eat all the time,” Elaine said, looking at Peaches instead of at him. Then she added, “I guess.”
“I don’t forget. I can’t bloody afford it.”
Another stretch of silence.
Peaches nickered, nudged Elaine with his snout.
She cleared her throat. “We got enough for a cheeky pint? Be good to take the edge off before tonight.”
Galahad felt the weight of his purse. After paying for their rooms and covering Katherine the Violet’s toll, the coin that was supposed to last a month was already diminished enough to give him pause.
“We might have to share.”
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They arrived late to the circus show and took seats at the back, as near to the exit as they could manage. Elaine wanted to remain in the pub and watch the clock, but Galahad didn’t trust the timings given by Katherine the Violet. Better to be there in person. 
Nielsen’s Menagerie was as impressive as Galahad remembered. Not least because its performers belonged to the short list of professions who worked between the safety of the sheltered cities.
In a way, it was surprising that residents of the capital would risk attending a show. There was nothing to protect them now but the thick canvas roof of the big top. But the circus hid that reality. The audience entrance faced the city, with a sheltered tunnel extending well under the awning. At no point would New Londoners see open sky above them.
They certainly hadn’t been put off tonight. The huge tent was packed and the audience excited. Mostly families with children. A few groups of teenagers. Staff were selling roasted nuts and hotdogs at the entrance and the smells of cured sausage and spices were thick beneath the canopy of the tent. A decadence of lamps and mirrors lit the proceedings, and everything took a reddish hue from the tent’s fabric.
Not long after they took their seats, Gwen emerged to a wave of applause. A group of teenage boys with ringside seats cheered the loudest, and she blew them a kiss as she strode to meet the silk ropes hanging from the ceiling.
At the sight of her, Galahad’s insides tightened. Though she looked the same as she ever had, there was no warm recognition. Instead, he felt sick. Hot with her betrayal. It was as if some demon wore her skin, twisting her beautiful visage into something putrid.
He found himself reaching for his sword, but of course it wasn’t there. He’d left it at The King’s Bridle. Though there were no laws against carrying arms in the capital, anywhere expecting children present would forbid entry with a blade.
“Are you okay?” Elaine asked as Gwen readied herself between the two draping silks.
Galahad realised he was breathing oddly. A huffing staccato. He forced himself to calm, unclenched his fists. Elaine didn’t seem herself either. Her eyes were too wide and she was chewing her lip obsessively. Perhaps this had been a bad idea, but it was too late now. They’d come this far.
Though she’d travelled with the Round Table for the past three years, Gwen hadn’t lost any of her acrobatic talent. She moved up the two trailing lines of coruscant silk with a force that gave the impression that the silk itself was dragging her up, a spider reeling in its web. There, suspended in the centre of the big top, she began to contort in a slow suspended ballet. Five hundred pairs of eyes watched with rapt attention as she spun and twirled and twisted with no less grace than she carried on the ground.
“Forgot how good she was,” Galahad noted.
“All right, steady on.” Elaine folded her arms. “It’s just a bit of silk.”
Gwen crawled and scissored her way higher, almost reaching the top of the circus tent. Then, with a jolt that made Galahad’s breath catch, she dropped. Like a spinning sycamore seed, she fell back to the centre of the arena, then kept on falling, plummeting towards the floor with lethal velocity. At the last moment she came to an abrupt halt, the silk wrapping itself around her ankles to suspend her, upside down, only inches from the floor.
The applause was deafening.
“Shame,” Elaine said, with a yawn that was certainly faked. “For a second there, I thought she might have done our job for us.”
After several more minutes of impressive aerial acrobatics, Gwen extricated herself from the silks with a graceful flip, landed on her feet, and bowed at the crowd’s adulation. She wore a satisfied smirk and flicked her pale hair back with a flourish as the applause continued. Despite her poise, there was no hiding the sheen of sweat on her forehead.
Galahad sank into his seat as Gwen’s gaze lighted past them, but there was no recognition in her eyes. They were lost amongst the crowd. She moved on quickly, waving to each section of the audience in turn.
“There, she’s taking the far exit,” he said. “Look, that’s where the jugglers came out.”
The applause from Gwen’s exit rolled into the trumpets announcing the next act, distracting the audience and performers alike from Galahad and Elaine’s clumsy attempt to follow. Everyone’s focus was kept on the stage as firebreathers emerged, spurting flames over the crowd to oohs and aahs.
“It’s the leg,” Galahad told the confused ticket monitor as they passed her on their way out. “It hurts her in the evenings. Better get her home.”
But as they came out of the entrance tunnel, they took a hard left and slipped into the dark of the night.
“It’s my leg, is it?” Elaine hissed as she hobbled along beside him while Galahad steered them around the big top and into the chaotic assembly of wagons and tents that made up the true guts of the circus behind.
He chose not to answer.
It was another warm night. Summer was often this way. A suffocating heat that stretched for months, then vanished as winter’s cold cloak fell. In old books, the narrator spoke of spring and autumn as mild seasons of change. Days where the sun was just so and the wind was gentle enough to trust it with a tower of cards. Back then rain was only water droplets falling from the sky. Now spring and autumn were violent changes of the guard. This oppressive heat would last till October before plummeting to freezing in the space of a fortnight.
Tonight the air shimmered with the kind of late heat that made Galahad uneasy. The suffocating pressure that augured the coming of storms. So far it had been a dry summer, but the storms always came. There was no escaping it. Before winter struck, the storms would come.
He sniffed the air, trying to pick out the scent of rain. But all he could smell was hotdogs burning on the grill. He had time. The last he’d seen the sky it had been clear and the air had been light and fresh. If a storm was coming, it wasn’t here yet.
Still, he didn’t like that feeling of pressure.
“There.” He nodded in the direction of a wagon set aside from the others. One of the largest. Freshly painted and with new wheels, too.
Right after he spoke, a faint light struck beyond the wispy curtains that covered the cabin windows. A match. It flickered, then gave way to the brightness of an oil lamp. Galahad cocked his head; he thought he could hear Gwen humming, though it was hard to be certain over the cacophony coming from the big top behind them.
“Now’s the time,” Elaine whispered.
“Yeah…”
Neither moved.
“Sure you don’t want to wait out here?” Galahad asked.
“I’ll break your fucking nose in a minute.”
“Understood. Keep close then. Don’t make a noise. Got your knife?”
She nodded.
“Then let’s go.”
Galahad drew his own knife, kept low, muffling his footsteps and his shadow. Elaine tried to do the same but struggled. She was not as graceful on her crutch.
At the door, Galahad took the handle, turned it silently, then pushed his way inside.
Along one end of the caravan was a corner of suede-upholstered benches. There Gwen had her back to them, rummaging through some kind of satchel. Though the door had made no sound, her head cocked slightly, as if straining to listen.
A faint phut and a dart appeared in her neck. At the same time, Elaine lost balance and collapsed into the caravan.
“Fuck it,” she said.
Gwen ducked as she spun, loosed a throwing knife. As she saw who’d entered, her eyes widened in disbelief. It was the first time Galahad ever saw her miss. Her knife went wide, thudding into the caravan’s wooden wall. Losing little momentum, Gwen loosed a second, didn’t miss. It thudded into Galahad’s right thigh, dropped him to one knee as another struck him in the shoulder. Elaine’s knife came spinning from behind him, but hers wasn’t built for throwing and it clattered harmlessly off into a corner.
Gwen reached for a fourth knife, but her fingers fumbled, the blade slipped, dropped to the floor painted with faint drops of blood where she’d cut herself. Elaine’s poison was taking effect, making her sluggish, disorientated.
“Wha’ you… tuh me…?” she garbled, sinking to the floor in a messy sprawl.
“Should have gone south with Lance.” With a grunt, Galahad pulled out the knife that had sunk into his shoulder; his jacket was going to need another patch. The pain made him grit his teeth so hard he feared they would crack. He left the one in his thigh where it was.
“Lucky you brought me after all,” Elaine said, pushing herself up so she was seated on the floor with her back to a cupboard.
“You… This isn’t real…” Gwen’s eyes rolled and her head lolled.
“Don’t worry,” Elaine said. “She’ll be able to talk properly once the toxin sets in. It’s the onset that’s all floopy.”
“Youvvvv killed… me.”
“No. It’s just a tranquiliser,” Galahad said, then glanced at Elaine for confirmation. She nodded.
He felt awkward being at a different level to the others, but he couldn’t crouch with this knife in his leg. A rush of pain as he gripped the handle. He felt dizzy, suddenly weak and oddly hungry. It was all he could do not to yell as he pulled it free, cast it aside. A dark patch bloomed on his trouser leg.
“I saw you die.” Gwen took deep breaths between each word, but Elaine was right, already she wasn’t slurring like before.
“I didn’t care for it,” Galahad said, crouching with a wince. “I want my share. Elaine’s too.”
“Salt’s sold. Money’s gone. Lance took everything.”
“Everything? Explain this then.” He nodded vaguely towards the big top.
“You knew where I came from.”
“Sure, but you were just an acrobat.”
“And now I am again.” Her eyes fluttered and rolled as if in ecstasy.
“Rumour is you own it.”
“That violet bitch can fuck herself.”
“Spill, Gwen.”
She grinned wide, showing a tongue that was faintly yellowed. Her cheeks were an odd colour too. Whatever Elaine had dosed her with was taking a toll.
“My family owns it, dumbfuck. Nielsen’s Menagerie. Never bothered to learn my name, did you? I’m not fucking Gwen, I’m Hege Nielsen.”
Her eyes rolled all the way back, lids fluttered, and she passed out. Galahad checked her pulse. No, she wasn’t passed out. She was fucking dead.
“Elaine.“ He growled her name. “You’ve killed her.”
“Oh, ha ha. Fuck. Must have gotten my poisons mixed up.”
“Are you serious? How are we supposed to find Lance now? Didn’t you hear her? He betrayed her too!”
“You might not remember this, but she was the one that cut me up and left me for dead. She’s the reason I’ve only got one fucking leg. Forgive me if I don’t shed a tear.”
“That’s not what I meant. If Lance betrayed the others, we need to find him or we won’t see a penny of that treasure.” He paused. “Did you kill her on purpose?”
“No. But it shouldn’t matter if I did. It’s my right.”
“You could have waited five minutes.”
“It was an accident!”
He’d never felt so conflicted as he did looking down on the body of his old friend. Still angry and guilty for it. Elaine was right: that Gwen had also been betrayed didn’t erase what she’d done. Years of friendship. A bond forged over shared love and trauma had come to this. A brief struggle in a caravan. No more chance of apology, of explanation. Forever, he’d wonder why she’d turned how she did. An acidic taste rose in his mouth, so powerful it was a struggle not to spit on the chipped yellow paint of the caravan’s floorboards.
This was a mistake. He should have let it go. Taken his second chance at life and ran. There was always work as a courier. Well-paying work. In the three years he’d spent searching for the lost cache of the Long-haired Priest, he could have made a small fortune carrying the king’s word on the open trail between New London and Littleford.
But too late for thoughts like that now.
A shushing sound came from without the caravan. A wave of tumbling grain in the distance that grew steadily louder as it swept across the landscape.
Without a word, Galahad closed and bolted the window shutters.
It was coming.
It passed overhead. The pitter-patter drumming of the storm against the taut canvas that protected the circus’s wagons and tents. It lasted only a moment. A line snapped with a twang. The canvas collapsed. Rain thundered over the roof of the caravan.
“That’s not good.” Galahad took his knife and sliced off his bloody trouser leg. He pulled open cupboards and storage containers until he found Gwen’s—Hege’s—wardrobe in a chest under her bed. He tore a blouse to strips and tied a rough bandage around the wound. “I’ll need your help with my shoulder.”
“We’re fucked.”
“Doesn’t matter. Give me a hand.”
“We’re trapped.”
“Doesn’t fucking matter. Nobody’s going to come out here with the—“
Something heavy slapped the roof. Then the splintering growl of claws on wood.
Much more quietly, Galahad said, “Just help me with my shoulder.” And this time Elaine complied without argument.
“Nothing we can do but wait it out.”
And hope they don’t break through the ceiling.
“Uhnn…” Gwen’s head twitched and a run of drool dribbled down her chin.
“Didn’t check her very well, did you?” Elaine hissed.
“No… She had no pulse, I swear,” Galahad whispered back. He didn’t know why they were bothering to be quiet. The rainwights clearly knew they were here.
More banging on the roof. The wind whipped and snarled. The caravan shook.
“What did you do to me?” Gwen mumbled.
“One of Elaine’s poisons. I don’t think she knows which.”
“Useless fucking woman.” Gwen’s eyes fluttered open. She blinked as she focussed on the state of her caravan. “Is that rain?”
“Shelter came down.”
“Roof’s reinforced. Should hold a while. Not forever, but a while.”
“Fantastic,” Elaine said dryly. “All trapped here together. How cosy.”
“Put that away,” Galahad said, and Elaine slipped the dart she’d been fingering back up her sleeve.
“How’d you do it?” Gwen asked. “Why aren’t you dead? And what’s up with your eyes?”
“None of that’s your concern.” A particularly violent gust rocked the caravan. “Where’s Lance?”
“Winchester. Where d’you think?”
“Specifically. How can we find him?”
Gwen shrugged. “Fuck if I know. He’s gone, Galahad. The treasure’s spent. Move on. That’s what I did. Percy, too.”
“Well, you might feel differently if he’d cut you up and left you for dead.”
“Revenge is ugly on you. Percy’s next, is he? What will you do, throw him out of the library window?” Her eyes rolled again, cheeks still pallid. The lamplight reflected off the sweat on her forehead. “Lance was right, you know. If you really cared about your family, you’d get them out of that shithole town.”
“I’m not here for revenge. Only my share.”
Gwen gave a chuckle that trailed off into a wet gurgling sound.
“Good, good, good. You’d struggle with revenge. Oh, you wouldn’t like it.”
Another odd chuckle.
Without warning, Gwen lunged. A flash of polished steel in her hand. Galahad brought his arms up to meet her, but his form was clumsy. He’d never been trained to fight with a knife. As Gwen reached him, he took an instinctive step backwards, tripped on Elaine crouched on the floor behind him, fell out of reach of Gwen’s swipe. The still-addled acrobat overbalanced as her knife met air, then yelped as Elaine leaned forward and sliced her Achilles tendon.
Time seemed to slow as Gwen careened sideways, collided with the door. The force of her collision rattled the door’s latch ajar. It swung open. Gwen fell into the clutches of a dozen groping arms. Those too-long fingers could have been nothing more than a trick of light striking rain if it wasn’t for the red lines blooming on Gwen’s exposed skin. The tooth marks that appeared on her neck.
Without thinking, Galahad reached for her, but Elaine held him back, wrapped around his legs.
“Get that fucking door shut,” she said through gritted teeth.
After he slammed the door closed, Galahad slid to the floor, panting. His hand was wet with rain. It didn’t seem right that it would feel just like any other water. Cool against his skin; it could have come from tap or lake.
“Won’t be an investigation when they see the rain took her,” Elaine said. “That’s a stroke of luck.”
Galahad was still panting, wide-eyed and shaken.
He hadn’t meant to kill her.
That wasn’t what this was about.
He put his head between his knees and tried to ignore the fresh onslaught of thumps against the door.
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There was something macabre about covering their tracks. Cleaning the blood from Gwen’s caravan. Setting things that had been knocked aside back in their place. Pocketing the few coins they found stashed in a drawer. Constructing a tableau that told of a tragic accident. Another life taken by the rainwights. 
Shortly before dawn, the rain petered out. They snuck out of the caravan, paying no heed to the footprints they left in the mud. The ground was so heavily turned it was impossible to distinctly make out one track from another.
Galahad couldn’t make himself look at Gwen’s body, half-eaten and torn apart. Glimpsing it in his peripheral vision was harrowing enough.
At least the rainwights had fed instead of taking her. It was worse to be taken. To become one of them. That’s what happened to those whose bodies were never found. If you believed the stories, and Galahad did.
After fleeing the circus, they made their way around the perimeter of the city, entering in one of the poorer districts where houses had already been built against the edge of the awning. Some were even overhanging, now dripping with rainwater, wood splintered and battered.
The clouds were lighter now, tinged with ruby. Almost as if they were wet with blood. On the far side of the city, the sun would be rising over the horizon. Here on the west side, they saw only sunset. Some lived their entire lives without ever seeing either. And that was considered good fortune. A privilege of those who could afford central housing. A gift of the Unholy King. How sad, that they never even knew what they were missing.
When Galahad reclaimed his treasure, he wouldn’t hide Wickerton under a blanket of stone. He wouldn’t build a dark prison. No, he’d link transparent and translucent plates of plastic, like in the affluent parts of Littleford. A sturdy collage that didn’t turn away the sun. At least, not completely.
The people of Wessex didn’t know how lucky they were, living under a great canopy of unbreakable glass. That they could wake up each morning knowing they were safe as they felt the sun on their cheeks. Galahad had felt each of those before, but never the two together.
That was his dream. Sun and safety.
They walked in silence as they made their way back to The King’s Bridle. When they arrived, they found the door locked.
Of course.
“Fucking great.”
Galahad sat in the street, ran his hands down his face. The streetlamps flickered, unaware of their inadequacy.
“Can you help me down?” Elaine asked. She hissed as he did so, clutching at her stump. A dark stain spread over her bandages.
“Are you okay?”
“Course I am. I’m not the one who’s just been stabbed.”
Galahad blinked. He’d forgotten. Hours had passed and he hadn’t received any proper medical attention. He should be in agony, especially after walking all this way.
Twisting his shoulder, he found no pain. Only a strange tightness, as if his skin didn’t have enough stretch in it. Fresh skin, not yet accustomed to the elasticity required of it.
With his fingers, he pressed on his thigh bandages, massaged the point where the knife went in; he felt nothing. Carefully, he unwrapped the bandages, found only flaking, dry blood, and the faintest silvery scar.
“It’s happened again,” he said. “I’m fine. Tired, but not hurt.”
“Never believed in magic. Never even really believed your stories about undiscovered treasures. But I guess I was fucking wrong, eh? You’ve got some kind of sorcery you’ve been holding back. Wish you’d share. Would be nice to regrow my leg.”
“I don’t have any magic. I’m not sure that’s even what this is.”
“Of course it is! Look at you! Look at your fucking eyes, Galahad, like two polished crowns.”
“There was a vial of whisky in the mausoleum.”
“Kept that quiet.”
“Wasn’t enough to share. Just a sip’s worth.”
“Oh, sure, sure.”
“Didn’t even think about it, just knocked it back. Curiosity, you know? The salt was the crystal. The sword was the sword… Assumed the whisky being the magic was metaphorical. That it must be some incredible vintage, or maybe the Long-haired Priest used it in his religious services.”
“A libation.”
Galahad looked up sharply.
“I’m not a total idiot.” She cracked a grin, though it felt a little forced. As if she was grimacing over the pain in her stump. “Besides, I’ve spent enough time with you. Picked up a few things, haven’t I?”
“Well, anyway, how was I supposed to know it would do this to my body?”
“Best you drank it. If you hadn’t, we’d probably both be dead.”
They were quiet for a moment, sitting in the gloomy street. He might have been imagining it, but Galahad thought he could smell the hint of rain-wet grass on a breeze whipping through the canyons from beyond the city’s edge.
It was oppressively quiet at this early hour of the morning. New London’s lamps never dimmed, but most residents still followed the lead of the unseen sun, relying on the grace of the king’s horologists to keep the public clockfaces true.
Eventually, Galahad said, “I was wrong to try to keep you from coming.”
“I know.”
“I did need you tonight.”
Elaine grinned a little more earnestly. “I know.”
An abrupt schunk from behind made Galahad jump, but it was only the innkeep sliding back the bolt on the door.
“Oh, bugger me. What you doing out here?” he said as he swung the door open and propped it to keep it so. “Guests’ curfew is eleven. Didn’t I say?”
“Sure, but we seem to have missed it,” Galahad said.
“Not many places keep a party going to this hour.”
“We were delayed by the rain.”
“Rained, did it? Fancy that. What a fright it must have give yer!”
“Is breakfast included?” Elaine asked. Her cheeks were pale as bone and the stain on her bandages was darkening. She needed some proper attention.
Galahad helped her up, and the two hobbled inside while the innkeep ushered them in with a flustered wave of his arm.
“Can do yer eggs. Can do yer bacon. Can do yer hot bread.”
“Everything,” Elaine demanded. “Everything you can do, we want. We’re starving.”
“Right you are.”
Once they were seated, the innkeep vanished, whistling a drinking song his patrons must have gotten stuck in his head the night before.
“Your bandages,” Galahad said with a nod to Elaine’s stump. “I should change them while we wait.”
“Out here in the bar?”
“Can’t see us getting you upstairs, can you? It’s not like he’s going to have customers at”—Galahad glanced at the grandfather clock behind the bar—“five thirty in the morning.”
Elaine recoiled in her chair as Galahad motioned towards her. There was fear in her eyes and she shook her head almost imperceptibly.
“What?”
“Don’t want you to,” she said. “Don’t want you to see.”
When Galahad peeled back the bandages, he realised why.
Laurent’s neat sutures had been pulled open, along with the thin repairs Elaine’s body had made so far.
Blood dripped on the sawdust that covered the inn’s floor.
This was more than Galahad could handle.
“You need a real doctor,” he said as he did his best to clean the reopened wound.
“Can we afford one?”
“Maybe. A cheap one. Gwen had a few crowns.” He almost choked on her name.
A clatter from behind the bar, then, “Big He, give me strength!”
The innkeep came waddling over, carrying two plates of steaming sausages, bacon, fried eggs, and toast. Judging by the marks of black grease on everything, it had all been cooked in the same giant skillet. He set the plates on the table before falling backwards into a chair and wiping his brow with a handkerchief.
“Can’t say we get much trouble in here,” he said. One look at Elaine’s stump had his brow shiny with sweat again, so he wiped it once more. “She’s in a right bad way, she is.”
“We know. Any doctors nearby?”
“There’s the wizard down the street. Brown’s his name.”
“Any doctors?”
“Not close. Nearest’d be Welles, but his surgery’s a good twenty-minute walk away, and begging yer pardon, but she don’t look in no condition to walk.”
“Just wrap it up, I’ll be fine.” Dark rings beneath her eyes. A brave smile that wasn’t fooling anyone.
The innkeep started mumbling under his breath. He got up, fetched a wooden box from behind the bar, lay it carefully on the chair he’d been sitting on, and flipped the clasp. Inside was an assortment of medical supplies. The supplies were basic, but better than anything on Galahad’s person.
“For emergencies,” the innkeep said, producing what looked like a regular sewing kit. The thread was undyed and not particularly fine, and the needle was straight and wider than desired, but it would have to do.
Galahad reached out to take the needle but the innkeep brushed his hand away.
“Not with you shaking like that. I’ll do it, lad. Calm yer nerves with some rum and get stuck into that breakfast.” He tutted loudly as he crouched before Elaine’s bleeding stump. “You’ve had quite the morning, eh?”
“Quite the night,” Elaine amended, then let out a yelp as the innkeep pushed the needle through her skin. “Fuck me, at least tell me your name before you stick it in!”
“Griffiths is my name but I’m used to hearing ‘Innkeep’ if I’m honest with yer.”
“I’m Elaine.”
Griffiths nodded. “I heard when you booked in. And brandy-eyes here is Galahad.” He wiped his brow on the back of his sleeve, leaning in close to see what his fingers were doing. “My son loved those stories too.”
“This idiot fancied us treasure hunters,” Elaine said. “The grail, you know? All that shit? Only went along with it because Elaine’s prettier than the name my mam gave me.”
“Treasure hunters, eh? Dangerous business. Ought to be more careful with a wound like this. Keep as you are and it’ll never heal.”
“Thanks, Dad.”
“Don’t tease him when he’s sewing your leg up,” Galahad said with a mouthful of bacon. It didn’t seem right to be eating while his closest friend, and the love of his life, was having her stump of a leg sewn up beside him. But he was just that fucking hungry.
“Give us some of that rum.”
“You can have some bacon.”
Elaine sucked air in between her teeth, her face contorting with pain. She frowned down at Griffiths. “Hey, how much longer is this gonna take?”
“Halfway done,” he said.
“Fuck me. I’m gonna pass out.”
But she didn’t. She stayed awake and fiery tongued for the entire process. It was immediately after the final bandage was tied off, that she fell unconscious. Once Griffiths packed away his tools, and washed his hands, he and Galahad carried Elaine upstairs and put her to bed. They left a glass of water and a bottle of laudanum on the bedside table in case there was nobody there when she woke up.
Back in the bar, Griffiths poured them each a hefty glass of rum, then lit a cigarette. He was staring into space, a glazed look in his eyes.
Galahad found it hard not to feel guilty about the trouble he’d brought the man that morning.
“Here.” He slid one of Gwen’s crowns across the bar. “For another couple of nights? And for your trouble?”
“That’ll do.” But Griffiths didn’t look away from whatever image he was seeing in his mind. He took a long drag of his cigarette, tapped it, missed the ashtray by a hand’s length. He didn’t seem to notice or care. “Haven’t seen a thing like that in a while. Takes me back. Don’t suppose yer going to tell me the truth of what you were up to neither?”
“Settling a score, I suppose. Trying to take back what we’re owed.”
“How’d that work out?”
“No richer and a woman’s dead.”
“Was she a bad sort?”
Galahad shrugged. “Treacherous, arrogant, greedy.” He paused, chewing on his lip, the sting of salt in his eyes. “But she was also talented. Passionate. She had a keen eye and I’ve never met someone who could cook rabbit stew like she did.”
“Guess that’s the way of most folks. Even the worst sorts are special to somebody.”
Galahad remembered the sneering look Lance had worn when he’d pushed the knife through his throat. The sickening glee with which he’d said, “She’s already dead.” A lie that served no purpose other than to make Galahad’s last moments as miserable as possible.
True evil might not exist outside of stories, but Lance was close enough that Galahad would feel no guilt at ending his life. This wasn’t about revenge. But when the moment came, he had no doubt he would take it.
“Didn’t mean to kill her. Even after… She was happy to let me die, I guess. Shouldn’t feel guilty. Pointless, isn’t it? But it was an accident. Rain fell, and—Fuck. Having the choice taken away is what’s gnawing at me. Does that make sense? I feel like I killed her before I could choose to. Maybe it would have gone that way anyway. Maybe that’s the only way things could have ended. But the fucking rainwights got her first.”
“Next time maybe figure out your intentions before you confront them. I know what it’s like to deal death without agency. Now that’s a shitty feeling and all.”
“Next one didn’t mean it. I believe that. His hand was forced… But his was the hand that stabbed me in the back.”
“Well, which is it? Revenge or justice?”
Galahad drained the last of his rum, thinking of his family back home, running for shelter every time they felt the faintest drop.
He thought of the old Cobblers.
Of every near miss and fright.
The canvas line snapping tonight was a reminder of how easily disaster could strike. He was on a time limit. The longer it took him to find the money to get a permanent shelter built, the greater the chance he wouldn’t have a home left to protect.
Justice? Revenge?
All he wanted was to keep his family safe.
“Enough blood has been spilled over this already.”
Griffiths nodded. He tried to take a drag of his cigarette, but it had gone out. As he struck his lighter, he said, “Now you know. No hesitation. No accidents. I don’t think yer a bad man.”
“You don’t know me. Probably shouldn’t be telling you any of this. Suppose I should threaten or bribe you to keep it all to yourself, except I haven’t the stomach for more violence, and I haven’t the purse for bribes.”
“Might not have the comfiest beds here at The King’s Bridle, but I can guarantee discretion.”
Galahad flicked his eyes over the clock behind the bar. It was seven in the morning.
“Doesn’t look like I’ll be sleeping.”
“Can’t say I’m a stranger to drinking through the day, if you need a partner. Of course, you’ll have to pay for yer booze. My charitable nature can only stretch so far.”
Galahad grunted in response.
[image: image-placeholder]Several hours later, Galahad sat by Elaine’s side, replaying the events of the night in his mind. His memories were a mess of chaos and confusion. That wasn’t how he operated. He was supposed to be meticulous. Before the Round Table set out on a hunt, he’d spend weeks researching, fact-checking, theorising. This whole endeavour had been a shambles, spurred too eagerly by anger at what his friends had done.
What Lance had done.
He’d had too much to drink. Soothing at first, it lowered him gradually into an insidious melancholy. His thoughts echoed. His arms felt cold but his forehead tingled with sweat.
“Got a fag?” Elaine asked, voice groggy. He wondered how long she’d been awake for, watching him wallow by her bedside.
“Griffiths has baccy,” he told her. “I’ll grab you some in a minute.”
“Please, I’m dying for a smoke.” She smiled weakly, pushed her tongue through the gap where her teeth should be. “Bet you wish you’d left me with Laurent now, don’t you?”
“No, but I’m going to meet Percy on my own.”
“Hard to argue anymore, I guess. Can’t shake him down with me bleeding all over the place. Bit embarrassing, to be honest. Even if I did save your arse.”
“I’m not saying you can’t come. But I’m meeting him alone. I don’t want to spill more blood than necessary. He knows where Lance is, where our treasure is. That’s what I’m doing this for.”
“Lost your taste for revenge?”
“When Percy stabbed me in the back, he whispered an apology, said Lance scared him. I believe him.”
“Sure, but the key part there is that he did, in fact, stab you in the back, right? Would you have murdered your oldest friend in cold blood out of fear for your own safety?”
“Percy was never the bravest. If we’re murdering people for cowardice now, the streets of New London will be black with blood.”
“Wouldn’t make much difference if you ask me.” She pushed herself up onto her elbows, reached for the glass of water on the bedside table. It had been sitting out so long that little bubbles floated in it. “Where to, then?”
“Littleford.”
“How’d you figure?”
“Gwen said he was at the library.”
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The camp hadn’t been preserved well. Only specks of ash remained of the fire. Rain had washed away all tracks. At first, Fay wondered if the map Rasmus had given her was inaccurate, but then she found what traces remained. A splintered tent peg. Discarded strands of white fletching. A soggy neckerchief. Nothing of use. 
This land was all meadows and forest and rolling hills. The deserted camp was smack in the middle of a lush green field: a great forest to the north, stream to the west, hills to the south. The placement was no less reckless than Fay expected from spoilt, naive teenagers. She was more circumspect, hiding her bivouac thirty paces from the dead camp, in the shade of two embracing weeping willows with the stream to her back; the soft babbling calmed her mind.
Summer was at a lull. Black clouds hung over her—the worst of portents. The wind was brisk out here, even sheltered as she was, so she set a fire going and rolled up some indica to ease the train of her thoughts into motion.
All of Albion was wild in this age, beyond the sparse sheltered cities. But here in the Cotswolds, Fay found a particularly ancient kind of wildness. The old cities had now lain derelict so long they’d returned to nature, forests sprouting up through tarmac and stone, but this place was forever untouched. Rolling hills of an old and weary beauty. Forests with roots that grew deep indeed.
If anywhere could hide monsters, it would be a place like this.
But the notion was still absurd.
With too much space to think, her mind began to turn on her. Struck by dark images. She shook her head, trying to shake the visions. They started bloody, as they often did. Then grew worse. The intrusive thoughts were like ants burrowing through her brain. Her stomach contracted and she was nearly sick.
“No!” she said aloud, standing up too quickly and suffering a dizzying headrush.
The visions did not abate.
“Get out!” She gripped her head, swung from side to side, took deep puffs of indica. The numb crept from her belly to her fingers, puff by puff, until her thoughts slowed enough to be corralled.
With her head against the trunk of one willow, she panted and heaved. Her head spun but the visions quieted. Horrid ideas still sprang to-and-fro in the back of her mind, but they were dulled, unformed. Manageable.
What she wouldn’t give for her pipe.
She swayed, then half-collapsed, catching herself with a fistful of willow branches. Now the indica really took effect. Everything slowed to the deep green of pulsing calm. Though she was barely able to stand, it was time to get to work.
Rasmus had told of blood spatters around the camp, indicating whatever had taken the boys had come upon them there, likely at night when they’d have no chance to flee. The one advantage of their pitch location was that during day nothing could creep up on them. Especially not something large enough to leave tracks that could be mistaken for some kind of monster. This “Cotswold beast.” Unless…
Through squinted eyes, Fay scanned the treeline. It was only a few hundred yards away. A bear could cross that in seconds, running full pelt. She knew there were grizzlies in the wilderness that separated the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia from the Bright Crown of Northumbria. It seemed plausible they could have migrated here as well.
She took another drag of indica, stumbled, righted herself.
If the boys had been distracted, foolish enough to set no guard, then maybe the dark of night wouldn’t have been necessary. That opened certain options. A bear would be unlikely to attack in the dead of night. If anything, it would have plundered their food stores, perhaps run off with some salted trout. Wolves were even less likely to attack a camp. Especially if a fire was lit.
The most dangerous thing out here would be other people. Bandits stuck to the highways, but Fay had heard rumours of rough types living wild in the shelter of Albion’s denser forests; types who wouldn’t baulk at parting rich kids from their supplies… But the supplies had been present when the marquess’s squires had arrived to clear the camp. The lads were missing. Blood on the grass. And the tracks… No, this was definitely the work of some kind of beast. Not a monster, but something just as large, and hungry, and dangerous.
[image: image-placeholder]Betty had warned her not to come.
“Your progress is delicate,” she’d said. “Don’t risk it on a mad hunt.”
Fay hadn’t understood what she was worried about. There was little chance of her stumbling across an opium den in the windy Cotswolds. What better way to ensure her sobriety than to put herself in a situation where relapse was impossible?
It had seemed selfish. Betty was prioritising their newfound friendship over Fay’s recovery. But now that she was out here, curled in her bivouac, she realised her mistake. It was the solitude. The sheer space her thoughts had in which to unwind and tangle. To scratch maps that led to poppy’s tears. She’d known her work at The Green Man had kept her occupied, focussed, but she hadn’t realised how true that was. Out here there was nobody to talk to. Nobody to sit with and share a smoke. No respite from her inner self.
And she was screaming for the pipe.
[image: image-placeholder]Smudged tracks in the forest. Large ones. Long-clawed ones with a tuft of greyish hair wedged between the imprint of a pad. The fur matched the colour of a lynx, but the tracks were too broad and too deep. This creature was huge and heavy and its claws didn’t retract when it walked.
Galahad would have been better suited to this bounty. There wasn’t much that man couldn’t track. If he had a singular skill, it was his eye for detail. He noticed things. Some of that had rubbed off on Fay over the years, but his was the talent. Ciphers were his light reading and he walked a spoor as easily as a cobbled road.
With a heavy glug from the canteen of spiced rum that hung from a cord at her hip, Fay continued into the woods. The tracks didn’t last long, soon ruined by the mulch. Sheltered from the rains the forest floor may be but fallen leaves and twigs and the rummaging of squirrels had no trouble seeing to trails.
There, another tuft of hair, snagged on a bramble. And here, the faintest imprint; five toes. Definitely not a lynx. Or a wolf.
A brisk wind rustled the canopy and the hairs on the back of Fay’s neck stood to attention. She hugged her arms to her chest, feeling colder than was possible at this time of year.
It was nothing but superstition, she knew, but she had the distinct feeling of being watched.
Succumbing to her instincts, she checked behind her, spun in a slow three-sixty, scanning the broken lines of the trees. But of course there was nothing there. No flash of grey amongst the brown and ochre and reflective green of wet moss.
Tightening her hand, she found it wrapped around the hilt of her knife. Should have brought a proper weapon. Something made for facing beasts instead of dirty alleyway fights.
Hours must have passed in the dank and the gloom and the deliciously sweet smell of the forest because eventually the light began to fade. Fay realised how exhausted she was; how her feet were soaked through, chafed between the toes; how her ears rang with fatigue. The smart thing to do would be to head back to her bivouac and try for a solid night’s sleep. The problem was an arrow had just thudded into her shoulder.
She blinked at the arrow, mind sluggish through the haze of indica. The shaft was fletched with brilliant swan feathers.
“Fuck me, Bill. The warning shot!” came the unmistakable call of a young noble lad—though his accent didn’t match his diction.
“What’s wrong with it?” another lad answered, this one from further away.
“It’s only stuck in his fucking arm!”
Fay grabbed the shaft and gave it a gentle tug. The pain made her grit her teeth but the arrow gave with little resistance as she pulled it out a quarter inch. A bullet point, probably. At least she wouldn’t have to push it through.
The boys were running at her now, kicking up the mulch and making a racket. The one who’d shot her kept shouting, “Hold fast, mister, we’re coming!” But Fay had no intention of letting these young nobles-turned-bandits tend to her shoulder, and probably empty her pockets while they were at it. In one heavy action, she grabbed the arrow two-fisted and dragged it out of her. Blood ran from the wound like water from a broken fountain. Dizziness struck her, made her sway. Everything was exacerbated by the damn indica she’d been toking through the day. It numbed the pain some, but her movements were slow and black spots flashed across her vision.
She took shelter behind a tree, crouched, pulled off her leather jacket, her shirt. The jacket had slowed the arrow but not enough to stop it digging a good two inches into her. With blood-grubby hands she tried to tear her shirt into strips for bandages, but the fabric only twisted and stretched. Her right arm was deadened and almost useless; she could summon no strength to it.
By the time they found her, she was only half-conscious. Their footsteps skidded to a stop, followed by panicked cries. They crowded her, prodding and cursing. The forest was sketched in confusing grey smudges. She couldn’t make out one lad from another.
“Hey, hey, hey!” one of them kept shouting, clicking his fingers in front of her face; presumably trying to keep her conscious through sheer irritation.
“This is bad, Bill, what do we do with him?” the one who’d shot her said. He looked younger than the others. Just a kid.
“I think that’s a she, Errol,” a third lad said.
“Bandage…” Fay mumbled. “Shoulder…”
“Can’t be a lass. Got no tits on ’im,” said a fourth voice, joining the debate.
“They’re strapped down, see, like the King’s Guard.”
She was bleeding out and they were talking about her fucking tits; she was definitely going to die.
“Band… Ban…”
“What do we do with her then?”
Absolute idiots.
“Fuck if I know.”
Stupid cunts.
Then the second voice again—the one they’d called Bill—who’d been quiet since they’d caught up with her. “Shut up and stand aside. First we have to stop the bleeding. Then we need to get her to camp. Craig, run back and prep clean water, find the iodine, and the poppy’s tears.”
Fay tried to mumble, “No poppy,” but all that came out was a grunting moan.
The sound of tearing fabric. Pressure on her wound.
“You know, I see it now,” the fourth lad said. “That is a lass.”
A spike of pain dimmed the grey to black, and as Fay slipped away, the last thing she thought was, idiot fucking children.
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The ruby glow of sunlight filtering through linen. A soft bedroll beneath her. Cushions propping up her head. She was in a strangers tent, more spacious than her bivouac. Through the tent’s open door came the aroma of brewing tea. Outside, the lads were chatting in hushed tones, perhaps trying not to disturb her rest. Aches waved through her body, and her shoulder burned with an odd sensation, both hot and cold, tingling and numb. 
“Don’t worry, you’ve nout from the poppy in you,” said a calm voice she recognised as Bill’s. His face came into focus above her, smiling wanly. More handsome than any noble brat deserved to be, his hair fell in a charmingly overgrown mess around his ears; a blonde so dark it was almost brown.
“You heard me.”
“Hard not to. You were mumbling it over and over. All you’ve said for two days.”
Fay shifted, trying to sit. And here came the pain. It swelled up through the hot chill in her shoulder; she gasped. Bill caught her and shoved a soft pack behind her to prop her up.
“You’re William of Rugby, aren’t you?”
“I’m an heir, not a knight.” He sighed. “But yes. Call me Bill.”
“Your dad’s looking for you.”
“Lords have been known to grow attached to their heirs.”
She felt around her wound delicately. There was a mushy poultice beneath her bandages, and she could feel the pull of sutures. “What is this?”
“A blend of extracts and dried herbs. Supplies we brought with us and things from the field. Peppermint extract from the king’s chemists. That’s the warm chill, the numbness. Nothing sinister. It’ll keep the wound clean as it heals and manage the pain what little it can. Poppy would be better, but…” He shrugged, gave her a pointed look. “You took the bounty then?”
“Writ promised good money. Wasn’t expecting to be shot.”
“Errol feels wretched about that.”
“Good.”
“He’ll want to apologise once he realises you’re awake.”
“Will he fuck.”
Bill gave an understanding smile. “I’ll tell him you’re not strong enough for visitors.”
“Was I really out for two days? From an arrow to the shoulder?”
“Day and a half, I suppose. This is the second morning. Arrow went in under your clavicle, punctured your shoulder muscle. Lucky it missed your subclavian artery.”
“Writ never said you were a doctor.”
“The sons of lords are sent to the Académie des Sciences Profanes. Anatomy is part of the syllabus.”
“Of course. How could I forget,” she said.
He shrugged. “Maybe my training saved your life.”
“Don’t get carried away, it’s just a shoulder wound. I’m still weak from…” She trailed off, not wanting to admit the trouble she’d gotten herself into with opium, though the noble brat clearly already suspected. Changing the subject, she said, “They think you lot were eaten by a monster.”
Bill gave a humourless sniff. “My father is too superstitious.”
“There’s something out here though. Don’t pretend there isn’t.”
The boy’s eyes glazed over as he stared at the linen wall of the tent. The sun must have passed behind a cloud because the walls no longer glowed. “True enough. There’s something out here.” He blinked, returned to the moment. “I’ll show you when you’re in better shape. Then you’ll understand why Errol was so quick to shoot.”
“I thought he missed a warning shot?”
“Shh, you should rest.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Who are you?” Bill asked. It was dark beyond the tent walls now, save for the flickering orange of a campfire.
“I told you,” Fay said. “I took a bounty back in Littleford.”
“Didn’t give me a name though.”
“Fay. How soon can you be ready to leave?”
“I’m not a coin purse to be plucked and carried off.”
“No. You’re a boy with a worried father.”
“Don’t bullshit.” He rubbed his shadow of stubble with an irritated look, as if reminding himself it needed shaving. “We’re doing important work out here. More important than anything the Marquess of Rugby would have his heir attend to. May the gods forbid a lord’s son actually make himself useful.”
“I don’t think you realise how dangerous it is out here. It’s a miracle all four of you are still in one piece.”
His lip curled and lines formed around his eyes that hadn’t been there a moment ago; he was struggling to hold back a grin.
“What’s so fucking funny?” Fay asked.
“Nothing. Only I’m probably the one person in all of Albion who knows exactly how dangerous these hills are.”
“You mean the beast…”
“Don’t get too comfortable with the singular, Fay.”
And there his eyes went twinkling again. The bright colour of freshly peeled tree bark.
Though she tried, Fay couldn’t get more out of him before sleep took her again.
[image: image-placeholder]Two days of rest and Fay’s shoulder still throbbed with every movement. At least her energy had returned, and Bill had promised to guide her through the forest tomorrow. Today she’d been left alone in camp again, as the lads went out on whatever business they had in the forest. They all took bows, though Fay noticed Errol held his oddly, as if the weight of it no longer felt right in his hands. He was always tugging down his flat cap to shade his eyes from her.
The third and fourth boys had been introduced as Craig and Rakesh. The first hard-browed and overly talkative; the second uncommonly tall with the same dark skin as the royal line. None but Bill had made any effort to speak with her, and she was happy for things to stay that way.
Everything was wet, but it hadn’t rained. Dew hung in the air, droplets shining on every blade of grass. This camp was better placed than the one they’d abandoned, nestled in a forest clearing, tarps strung above the tents for a second layer of protection. The camp was bright and airy and still smelled of brewing tea. Fay helped herself to her third cup of the morning.
It was a peaceful moment, sitting by herself, breathing in the steam from her enamel mug. For a while she believed she was staring into space. Then she realised what she was really staring at.
The medicine box.
It would have been heavy to carry all the way out here. Especially without horses. Solid wood, brass hinges and clasps. Sturdy enough to protect the vials and bottles inside. The wood was painted with a dark lacquer to keep moisture out the grain. On the lid was a fine engraving of a rose, the lines filled with pale red paint.
Fay could stare at it for hours, convincing herself she was entranced by the beauty of the wood, instead of its contents. But that was a lie. Inside that box was opium. Both her relief and her doom. Here she was, alone with her greatest adversary.
The glass was cold against her fingertips. She was only looking. Only feeling the damp of condensation. Watching the dark syrup shift in its enclosure. It could be thick and expensive honey. But it wasn’t. It was a bottle of laudanum prepared by the king’s chemists. The label said so as clearly as the bitter scent. Because the bottle was unstoppered now. Just to have a small sniff. To check the contents were as described. To… Ah, and that taste. There was honey in there after all. A faint sweetness bullied by the harsh bitterness of poppy’s tears and the throat-burning of alcohol distilled with medicinal intent.
One sip, that’s all.
Only a guilty sip.
Fay lay back on the hemp mat as that awful bliss rose up to consume her. Muscles she hadn’t realised she’d been tensing relaxed. She sighed. Above her, sunlight sketched shadowy patterns over the ridges and curves of the tarpaulin. She was wretched but she didn’t care. Shame squirmed uselessly in her belly. When the laudanum lost its edge, and she fell from this cloud, that shame would grow wings with which to swaddle her. But that would come later. After the tingles and the itches and the quiet euphoria.
She’d even missed the nausea.
[image: image-placeholder]The others were gone longer than she’d expected. Long enough for Fay to come down and grow restless. When they finally returned, they came in an anxious rush. Bill arrived first, skidding into camp and kneeling before the medicine box.
Fay’s chest tightened. He knew. Somehow he knew what she’d done.
But no, now came the others, two carrying the last. As the lads ducked under the tarp, Fay recognised the limp boy as Errol. He was unconscious. Pale cheeks. Blood smeared on his loose wool shirt. His brown hair was a mess—his flat cap lost somewhere in the woods.
“What happened to him?” Fay asked, unable to raise her voice above a croak.
“Fuck sake. Where is it?” Bill said, frantically sorting through the case.
Craig and Rakesh lowered Errol to the hemp mat, Rakesh muttering in the king’s language as they did so. Now that he was closer, free of shadows, his wounds were clear. He’d been sliced and opened. Something had tried to get at his insides.
With a huff, Bill smacked the medicine box away, spun around to tend to Errol. He dropped a collection of bottles, tools, and thread on the mat.
“Where’s the fucking bandages?”
“Here.” Rakesh pulled some clean white strips of cloth out of one of their many satchels and handed them to Bill. He snatched them without acknowledgement and set to work treating his friend.
“Can’t find the fucking laudanum so we better hope he doesn’t wake up.”
Fay slipped her hand into her trouser pocket, wrapped her fingers around the bottle she found there. They didn’t need it. Errol was sleeping soundly. He wasn’t in pain.
She repeated that in her mind; a mantra to assuage her guilt.
First Bill cut away Errol’s clothes, leaving his torso bare. The wound across his stomach was wide but with all the blood it was impossible to tell how deep. Then came the rag Bill used to clean the wound. But the blood was too quick. Each futile wipe was instantly undone as more pumped out of the boy’s gut.
“Stupid boy,” Craig said, worrying his lip with his incisors and dry washing his hands as he looked on helplessly.
Rakesh kept muttering in the king’s, eyes closed; perhaps he was praying.
Bill swore, wiped his brow on his sleeve, fumbled with his suturing kit.
Fay gripped her bottle more tightly, wishing she could take just a tiny sip to dull the edge of frantic horror.
Errol opened his eyes and let loose a confused, frightened scream.
Colour drained from the world.
“Sh sh shhh, it’s okay,” Rakesh said, pushing Errol’s hair away from his eyes. “You got hurt, but you’re okay. Bill’s patching you up so hold still. He knows what he’s doing. None better to do the work. You know that.”
Errol screamed again, teeth gnashing so violently he’d be lucky if he didn’t chip them.
“Fuck! He needs the poppy’s tears!” Bill yelled without looking up from his messy work. “Where’s my fucking laudanum!”
Fay swallowed a lump in her throat, looked off to the side, then made the mistake of flicking her eyes back to the others. Craig caught her eye and she saw that he knew. But the lad, oldest of the lot, didn’t say anything. He simply held her with his gaze, refusing to let her go. She couldn’t look away. Even as Errol screamed again and Rakesh shoved a leather belt into his mouth to bite on, Craig continued staring. The weight of his gaze fed her shame, fattening her guilt until it was too much to bear.
Fay took the laudanum from her pocket and set it on the ground beside Rakesh. Craig gave her a shallow nod, face stony, then said to Rakesh, “There’s that laudanum. Better get a spoon.”
Errol’s face flushed as he bit hard on the leather between his teeth.
Watching Rakesh administer a sizable dose of laudanum brought the sickly taste of jealousy to Fay’s mouth. She was despicable. Errol might be minutes from death, and there she was envying the spoonful of laudanum Rakesh had to force between his lips. This addiction was a sickness. One she’d been a fool to think she’d escaped.
After Bill finished suturing, he cleaned and bandaged the closed wound. Then he took a water skin and strode away from camp. Craig set a pot boiling to sanitise the bloody rags while Rakesh sponged sweat from sleeping Errol’s brow. Nobody said a word.
Fay pulled herself to her feet and followed Bill into the forest.
She found him scrubbing his hands, kneading soap into his palms with his fingernails. His hands were already clean of blood.
“I think you’re good,” Fay said, though she knew too well what it was like to scrub and scrub and still feel tainted.
“No. Under my fingernails.”
“A brush helps.”
He turned to look back at her, his expression dark.
“You’re sick,” he said with the cold manner of a doctor.
“What happened to him? You found it, didn’t you?”
Bill patted his hands dry on a towel that hung from his belt. He might have the accent of a noble but standing there in his shaggy new-spun woollen jumper, undyed shirt, and walking trousers, he didn’t look like one.
“First you beg for us not to feed you poppy’s tears, then you steal it when left to your own devices?”
“I’m an addict.”
“But you’d quit,” he said, understanding.
“Two weeks.”
He shook his head. “That can’t be fun.”
“Tell me what’s out there.”
“Guess you could say you’re even now.”
“If I’d wanted to get even I’d have poked a hole in his shoulder myself.”
“You know, I believe that,” he said, nearly managing a smile. With a sigh, he massaged his temples. “It’s been a fucking day and it’s not even noon.”
“He’ll get through it,” Fay said, though she had no idea if that was true.
“I’m not coming back with you. Our work is too important.”
“It wasn’t a request.”
His eyes briefly flicked to her bandaged shoulder, no doubt wondering how much of a threat she was one-handed.
“Come.” He nodded away from camp, started walking deeper into the forest. Fay followed, senses alert for trickery.
The trees thinned as the land tilted and they stomped up a stubby hill. At the top was a scattering of lonely stones. Bill took one of these for a chair, easing into it as if limestone was soft as hay. Fay tentatively took a seat next to him. The stone wasn’t soft at all, and the chill of it crept through her butt, making it feel uncomfortably like her seat was wet.
“For centuries humanity has been pinned under these”—he gesticulated half-heartedly in the direction of the capital, unseen beyond the horizon—“shelters, these prisons. What do we know of the world anymore? These unmapped wilds and ruins?”
“Is this the short version?”
“There’s only one way to tell this or it won’t make sense.” He gave her a look as if daring her to interrupt. She said nothing. “Records from before the rain turned are slim, but what was preserved was preserved well, copied, cherished. We could have lost so much more than we did. Imagine a world with no encyclopaedias? Without the legends of King Arthur? In preserving the Library of Dead Scholars, the ancestors of Littleford did something as great as the deeds in the very myths they preserved.
“Because of them, we know what animals should roam this archipelago. We know lynx, bear, and wolf were rare or vanished. That they are newly returned and thriving. And thank the gods that they are, because what else would cull the rampant boar?”
“We could do without the lions though.”
Bill nodded before continuing.
“We also know the myths of our forebears. As I mentioned, we know Arthur… We know of mermaids and demons and the big He in the sky. The word ‘wight’ we use when we call those spectres rainwights.
“So we know what should be here and what is new or returned. And we know what was once thought to be here, then later abandoned as myth.” Bill levelled a stare at her, his eyes serious and sparkling. “I don’t think so many of those old stories are as mythical as our ancestors believed. At least, not anymore. Perhaps, like other species who’ve returned, they were repelled to the edge of non-existence. Forced to hide in the rarely trod marshlands and hills. In the dark of wells and forests too thick to stride. No more do they need to hide.”
“Then the Cotswold beast is… something old?”
“We don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “Not everything is documented. But I believe so. This isn’t our first research expedition.”
Fay sniffed incredulously. “That’s what this is?”
“Why do you think Errol was so twitchy with his bow? He thought you were here to hunt the very thing we’re here to study.”
“An explanation would have gone down better than an arrow.”
“Would you have listened?”
“What am I doing now?”
“We found a knucker in the Lakes, recorded it for a week before we lost its trail. A farmer spotted a freybug crossing his fields, east of the capital. A sooterkin was born to a young woman in Newnham; it wasn’t easy keeping the fuss from that down. This beast, it’s something I’ve no name for. But you wouldn’t be entirely wrong to call it a bear or a wolf. It’s larger than either, of course.”
“Five toed. Claws aren’t retractable. A lot of weight on the front legs; large shoulder muscles, maybe?”
“You’ve seen it?”
Fay shook her head. “I found tracks. And tufts of grey hair—thicker than lynx.”
“It didn’t even attack; not really. Errol got too close and it batted him aside. Was just protecting its personal space. Claws are so damn sharp. Idiot boy. He was too young to bring, really. It was his brother that was meant to come, but he got caught in the rain making a trip back from Littleford. Horrible affair, but these are the risks we take to travel.
“Errol was adamant he was coming with us. I think this was his way of honouring his brother’s memory, completing his promise to us, coming out here to study this creature. Felt so sorry for the kid it warped my judgement. Sixteen is too young for this kind of work.” He nodded to Fay’s bandaged shoulder. “That’ll be my fault too.”
“We’ll both live, so no harm. Kid’s learned a tough lesson but it’s one he won’t forget. He’ll be a cautious man for the rest of his days.”
“Here.” Bill unfastened something from around his neck and dropped it into Fay’s hand. It was a silver pendant in the shape of an oak, ornate and new-forged. The leaves were tiny emeralds. “Take this with you. Might as well be dead. Don’t plan on going home and it’s easy enough to take a new name.”
“If a bloodied camp didn’t convince your father you were dead, I’m not sure a pendant will tip the scales.”
“No, probably not. But he’ll pay you for it. Not much, maybe, but something. For your trouble.”
“This supposed to be compensation for my shoulder?”
“If you like.”
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No moonlight pierced the tarpaulin strapped above the camp; the only light the amber glow of cooling embers. Three of the would-be researchers slept soundly, while Errol, who had not woken since the laudanum put him out, slept with syncopated wheezes and a faint but constant moaning. But at least he lived. 
Fay crouched near the centre of the camp, senses tuned to their limits. She was so focussed on her hearing that every rustle from the forest crackled with an almost metallic bite. It was well that her hearing was good, because her eyes were useless in the dark, picking up little more than fluttering shadows that may not have really been there at all. She was still for a long while, measuring her breathing, listening, waiting. Making certain the others were dead to the world. Subtlety wasn’t one of Fay’s strengths, but she could be quiet when she needed to be.
At that moment she would do anything if it led to more opium.
Her mental curse was flaring up. Blurred images flickered behind her eyes. Things she never told anyone about. Dared not even think them in the front of her mind, lest she somehow take ownership of them. Instead she pushed them back, deep, to the wild and distant part of her they came from. Terrible acts and scenes so strange and disgusting they could only have escaped from the underside of the dream world. They could only be nightmares.
But here she was awake.
She dug her nails into her palms, scratching at the already reddened skin. It helped. Gave her something to focus on, to obsess over. But it was only as effective as casting a single cup of water onto a roaring bonfire.
Opium, though, that would do the fucking trick.
And here it was. Safe in a wooden box with brass hinges that didn’t scream at the thought of opening. The bottle was still mostly full; so effective was the solution that Errol needed only a teaspoonful at a time. Fay wasn’t taking anything away from him by having the occasional sip. If she was careful, nobody needed to know.
She tipped the bottle to her lips; a waft of alcohol and spices and the overpowering bitterness that almost made her choke as the tincture went down. Then she quickly replaced the stopper, shoved it back into the medicine box.
“You’re not well.”
Fay jumped at the sound of the voice, soft though it was. Bill crouched behind her, his expression a mystery in the dark.
When Fay didn’t respond, Bill continued.
“There are treatments, you know.”
“Not for me.” She wanted to tell him why, to explain the plague of thoughts that came unbidden. But she didn’t have the courage. Not in herself, or in him. How could anyone understand the things she saw weren’t of her own will? If she told him, he’d only think her worse than he did already. No, she was bound to live a wretch.
“I might not be an expert, but I doubt it would be hubris to suggest I’ve studied such things more than you.”
“You want to remedy my use of the poppy without understanding that this is already my remedy for something far worse.” And there she’d said too much. This conversation was making her feel guilty and she didn’t need that; not on top of everything else. But there was no way to exit without running into the woods alone.
Here came the laudanum. Warmth ran through her veins. Her skin tingled with that comforting itch. A weight grew in her head; it lolled and her eyes drooped.
“You’re pathetic.”
“I’m none of your concern,” she said, though her retort was weakened by the way she slurred her words.
“Never known someone so strong be so weak.”
“Oh, we all are.” Fay lay back, arms behind her head as a pillow. She sighed. It felt fantastic. And deeply wrong. “Why else would one carve great muscles of their form? Unless they needed to disguise some weakness?”
“How very prosaic. That’s the poppy talking, I suppose? Because I know you’re not stupid enough to believe that.”
“No lordlings wear muscles like mine. Why would you have to? You have mmmmen to be big boulderrrrrs for you.”
“Look at yourself. You’re useless.”
“You’re useless.”
Bill ran a hand down his face in frustration. He still hadn’t shaved that stubble and the shadow was thickening into a short beard.
“How can you know you’re a hopeless cause if you refuse to tell anyone what’s ailing you?”
“You don’t care.”
“I do.”
“Little lorrrrrrd.” Fay giggled.
“For fuck’s sake. Whatever it is, it can’t be so hopeless. Tell me now. Let me try, at least, to help. I’m only a stranger. What do you have to lose?”
And she was so damn high that she actually told him.
[image: image-placeholder]Fay woke with a start, heart hammering.
Fuck, had she really told him?
As she wrenched herself from the numb dunes of poppy sleep, she realised three things. First, she was alone in the camp with Bill and a still-unconscious Errol. Second, she desperately needed another swig of laudanum. And third, her hands were tied behind her back.
Yes, she’d really told him.
“It was only a joke.” As she croaked out the words, she realised how dehydrated she was; her throat burned and her mouth tasted like she’d been gnawing on her tobacco stash.
Bill watched her carefully as he fed her some water. He said nothing.
“I was high as shit. I didn’t know what I was saying!”
“You knew.”
“It’s not me! I don’t want to think those things! There’s something inside me!”
He shook his head. “There’s nothing inside you, Fay.”
“Please, a sip of medicine. Before the thoughts come back. I only need a sip.”
“I’ve decided to help you, but you’re not going to like it.”
“No, no, no…”
“Your condition isn’t unique, and it’s no demon either. I’ve heard of such things in my studies. There are treatments.”
“Is… Is it painful?”
“Yes.” He paused, looking at her the way someone would look at a puppy with its paw stuck in a bear trap. “But not in the way you mean. It requires talking.”
“Save me…”
“I’m trying to.”
“That wasn’t for you.”
He smiled. “I know.”
“Please, I’m begging, don’t keep me like this. I can’t stand it.” The way her wrists were bound didn’t stop her fingernails from reaching her palms. She dug in, scratched away.
“If I untie you, you’ll take more laudanum.”
“You can’t bind addiction out of someone.”
“No, of course not. But I’m going to try this talking therapy and it won’t work if you’re on the nod.”
It sounded absurd. You couldn’t cure a curse by simply talking about it. Could you? But then, in the old legends Galahad loved so much, spells were cast by speaking words of power from long dead languages. If the creatures of myth were real, perhaps the magic was too.
“Fine, talk away.”
“I’m not the one who does the talking.”
“Then how do you cast the spell?”
He laughed, though not cruelly.
“It’s not magic. Just logic and patience. There are techniques I can teach you. Ones to give you more control over your mind. To repel these intrusive thoughts.”
“And you believe that will cure me?”
“No… No, I’m sorry. There’s no cure. Only management. But right now, your head is a battleground. These thoughts, obsessive and intrusive, the ‘nightmare’ images, as you say, they are running your life. But they don’t need to. You can learn to live with them. To take away their sting, their power. If you’re lucky, one day they might be no more than whispers. No more than the ghost of a curse. You can live in peacetime.”
“What you’re saying sounds ridiculous.”
“I know. But trust me. I’ve seen it practised, and seen it work. As I said, I’m not proficient in the techniques. But I do know the basics. I can get you started.”
“Do it then. Get started with it. I don’t want to be trussed up any longer than I need to be.”
[image: image-placeholder]After thinking he knew some spell, the reality of what he intended was rather disappointing. The advice boiled down to “just don’t think about it.” If things were so easy, she would never have struggled in the first place.
“You’re not listening. I’m not telling you to ignore the intrusive thoughts.”
Fuck. Maybe she should have been paying more attention.
“Right now you fight them day and night. And I see that. You are a warrior. Look at you, Fay, so strong. Of course you’re a fighter. But you can’t slit the throat of a thought; no matter how evil it might be.”
“It’s not so easy to think, ‘it doesn’t matter, move on,’ when they’re in your own head.”
“Is that what I instructed you to do?”
“That’s how I heard it.”
“Then you aren’t paying attention.”
“This therapy is a joke.”
“I’m not laughing.”
“You never do. Moody bastard.” She wriggled in place, trying to find a position where her shoulders didn’t burn from being yanked backwards. Her wrists were chaffed and sore and she’d only been tied up for half a day. The others weren’t even back yet.
“You must stop fighting. Call a ceasefire. Allow the intrusion. Step aside and let the brutes do as they will. Disown them. They’re not you—as you told me yourself. Don’t latch on to them and don’t dwell. They are transient horrors, and you are nothing more than a waystop. Is an innkeep culpable for the deeds of any soul who passes through their lodgings?”
Fay gave a humourless sniff. “Oh, it’s that easy? What a fool I’ve been, struggling for years when I could simply step aside!”
“Yell at me if you like, but—”
Errol gave a wheezing cough and opened his eyes.
“What the fuck am I still doing here?” he said, though his words were little more than tonal wheezes.
“You got lucky,” Bill told him, leaving Fay to stew on his words while he saw to his friend.
When he gave Errol a spoonful of laudanum, Fay strained so hard her bindings dug painfully into her wrists. She tried to throw herself over to them, wriggled clumsily, collapsed with her cheek against the rough weave of the hemp mat.
“What’s up with her?” Errol asked, his tone almost guilty. Perhaps he worried the arrow he’d stuck in her had driven her mad with infection.
“She’s sick,” Bill told him. “But don’t worry, she’s getting better.”
[image: image-placeholder]Usually it would take more than a couple of doses to trigger opiate withdrawal, but Fay’s body was still enslaved to the stuff, so here it came again: the sweats, the aches, the desperate craving. It wasn’t as bad as before, but it was still fucking horrible. What made it worse was that it was all wrapped up in the guilt and shame at what she’d done. She was supposed to be clean. She’d been doing so well. Yet here she was again, vision creeping with geometric hallucinations, brow wet and tongue dry. Disoriented and nauseous.
Never again, she told herself, over and over.
Never again.
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Library







Ten Years Ago


Only fourteen more pages and Galahad was finished. He peeked over the top of his book, eyeing Percy and the wad of pages pinned beneath his thumb. More of a slip than a wad, now that he looked at it. More than fourteen though, that was for sure. Had to be twenty at least. 
He was going to win.
The pressure was distracting. After returning his eyes to the page, the words revolted. They were against him. Traitors, rallying for Percy’s cause. They jettisoned their meaning, running naked across the page. Three times he read a sentence without gleaning anything. But he would not press on without those words. That would be cheating, and Galahad was no cheater.
“What is it?” Percy said without looking up from his own copy of Le Morte D’Arthur. His was freshly off the Sceptre of Wessex’s new printing enterprise, the spine glued in a way that creaked with each page turn. Galahad preferred his ancient folio, though it did make his palms sweat every time he touched the sacred tome.
“Nothing,” he replied. “Just checking.”
They were reading at his family’s kitchen table. A kettle simmered gently on the stove. Every few seconds the sound of splitting wood came through the open window.
“Are we racing again?”
Of course. They were always racing.
But what he said was, “If you want.”
“I prefer to go at my natural pace. To sit with the words.”
“Yeah… Of course. Obviously. Me too.”
Galahad chewed his lip, quietly brooding. Now he felt like Percy had already won and neither had even finished their volume yet. At least, when he turned back to the page, he found the words were back on side. Soon after, he finished reading, slammed the book closed with a satisfying snap, lay it on the huge kitchen table before him.
There were more exciting stories than these. He’d read books with prose that tickled and shocked like his favourite wool jumper. Books that nourished like a hearty roast dinner. Books that grabbed him by the collar and whipped him into worlds unknowable. He’d read of metal machines, and the towering canyons of the old cities. Of monsters. Of Love. Of rain that brought only joy, never fear.
But there was something special about the stories of Arthur.
All others he’d read were either truth or fiction. But Arthur existed, somehow, in a liminal state between the two.
In Arthur’s world there existed dragons, and wizards, and swords swallowed by stone. But he also existed in this world. He pinned the two together, creating a doorway to let in all manner of myths.
When he read stories of Arthur, Galahad felt given permission to believe. And it set his mind wandering. He was never so free as when he lived amongst these pages.
Percy finished too, placing his volume opposite Galahad’s.
“Fine,” he said. “You win.”
“Yes!” Galahad couldn’t help but grin. He knew it was stupid—they were getting too old for such games—but for now, it still made him buzz. It was innervating, to know you’d done a thing well.
It was then that Galahad’s father came in the front door, took the hissing kettle off the stove.
“Thought you’d leave it whistling, eh?” his father said.
In truth, Galahad had been so absorbed by his book that he hadn’t even heard it.
“Sorry, Pa.”
“No worries. How was your book?”
“We’re only reading about Arthur again.”
His father nodded as he stirred sugar into his tea. “That always was your favourite.”
“We’re researching. One day we’re going to look for the grail!”
“They’re just stories, my boy.”
“Not the grail,” Percy corrected. “But one of our own. A treasure to rebuild the land.”
“We’re gonna build a shelter, Pa,” Galahad said. “To protect the town. So… So nothing bad ever happens again.”
His father walked over and crouched beside his chair, bringing him to Galahad’s eye level. He squeezed his shoulder and pulled a face full of concern.
“Hey now, I know it was a difficult thing for a boy to see—everything with the Cobblers—but it was just an accident. A rare one, thankfully. You did the right thing, staying put. You know that, right?”
“I know,” Galahad said, his voice small. “But if we had a shelter like Littleford then nothing like that would ever have happened.”
“Now where have you been hearing stories about Littleford?”
Galahad bit his lip, looked away, cheeks reddening. He’d caught himself out. He only knew about Littleford’s shelter because he’d been earwigging at the door when Jim the courier had been round drinking with Pa. He’d known it was wrong but he couldn’t help himself. A courier in their very home! Drinking with his old pa! This was a man who carried the king’s word across the deadly wilds. So brave and noble—almost as much as the knights of the round table themselves. He had a big chestnut horse with three white socks and Galahad’s father had shoed the beast for free, on account of Jim bringing a newspaper all the way from Wessex for him. Galahad hadn’t been allowed to see the newspaper, but he’d had a peek when nobody was looking.
He’d taken too long to answer now and his father had a stern cross of lines struck across his face.
“I heard of it washing pots, Mr Farrier,” Percy said with no hint of the lie in his voice. It was believable enough. Percy’s family owned the village inn. One of them, anyway. It wasn’t uncommon for waystop towns to have a handful ready to accept travellers from the road.
“Did you now?”
“I hear a lot when I’m working. Hard not to, you see.”
“I’m sure it is.”
His father looked thoughtful for a moment, then took a good swig of his steaming tea and walked halfway to the door. “Well, I’ll leave you to your ‘research’ then. As long as it’s just for fun, you understand?” And his voice turned serious again. “You won’t step outside the canvas, will you? Promise me that, eh?”
“I promise,” Galahad said. It would be true enough for years, at least, and he figured that meant it wasn’t much of a lie, even if he did one day plan to leave.
“Good to hear.” His father nodded, took another sip of tea, then went back out to chop wood in the garden.
“Thanks,” Galahad said to Percy, once they were alone. “I’d have been mucking the stables for a week if they found out I’d been earwigging again.”
“No problem. It’s true, you know. I hear all sorts when I’m washing pots.”
“Really? Anything I don’t already know?”
Percy shrugged, an energy coming into his demeanour. He leaned forward across the table, smiling mischievously. “Ever heard of the Long-haired Priest?”
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Littleford was an unusual city, straddling the old world and the new. Where the shelters for New London and Winchester had been built as the old world fell, using technologies long lost, Littleford had been pieced together over the better part of a century. Originally a canvas town, of sorts, it grew around the resources of twin rivers, space to build, and the library. Over the years, the canvas was replaced by a collage of plates: plastic, iron, even some unbreakable glass like that which protected Winchester. Scavenged relics repurposed as a sprawling shield against the storming sky. It was the blueprint that ignited Galahad’s dream for Wickerton. 
It was an impossibly tantalising lie.
“Wow,” Elaine exclaimed. They’d just ridden under the lip of the awning, Peaches’ hoof falls thu-thumping on the dirt track. “It’s so bright… and the colours!”
The patchwork of shapes left a distinct imprint on the ground. Square shadows under iron; red highlights from translucent plastic; beams of sunlight, warm and soothing.
“I forgot you’ve never been.”
“Sent me to the Barrens last time you came.”
“I hardly sent you.” Galahad tugged gently on Peaches’ bridle as he led the scraggly thing through the unfamiliar streets. The horse seemed excited, if not a little nervous. “There were jobs that needed doing. That happened to be yours.”
Elaine sniffed, swinging her head from left to right. “What do I smell?” She sniffed again. “Something meaty, I’ll bet. And delicious!”
“We’re not far from Evernight Market here. We can go, if you like? After we stable Peaches and find somewhere to stay.”
“Sure, sure. Sounds great. Can we afford lunch though, that’s the question?”
“Depends how much our room costs. Our purse isn’t light but we’ve nothing coming in.”
“Looks a fancy place. Is it all like this?”
“Pretty much. In the centre, at least.”
“I’ll tell my stomach to stop growling then.”
Galahad felt a pang of guilt. She’d lost a lot of weight since the Cathedral. Too much. She almost didn’t look like herself. Her round cheeks had inverted and her collarbones had made exhibitionists of themselves. She was still beautiful, of course. But he did worry about her.
They needed to stop and recuperate. A fortnight, at least. Good food and rest until she regained her strength. The problem was, they had no money.
“Easy, boy.” Galahad shushed as he brought Peaches to a stop. He left girl and horse in the road to press his face up against the glass of the tavern they were about to pass.
“Way too fancy,” Elaine called.
He ignored her.
In the window was a line of five old wine bottles being used as ornamental candle holders. The glass of each was a dark green, darker than was usually manufactured in Wessex—the wine-capital of Albion—but it was the labels that really caught his attention.
Two were relics, that was clear. The paper was yellowed and peeling and the spotlight of sun the tavern enjoyed had faded all traces of ink. The other three were newer. Products of the continent. Two were printed in much the same fashion as Wessexian printers, but the ink looked thicker. A different kind of oil, no doubt. And the lettering was plain, elegant in its understatement. The words were indecipherable. Not English, or Welsh, or Gaelic. It wasn’t even French. This wine must have travelled thousands of miles. A rare and exotic artifact, displayed so nonchalantly at the mercy of the sun.
“By the big He in the sky…” he whispered.
“Come on, man. We can never afford this place.”
Galahad looked up at the sign hanging above the door: The Green Man. A reference to Arthurian legend. He felt a tingling in his hands and feet; it spread to the back of his neck. A feeling as if fate were reaching out and tickling him all over.
This was where they had to stay. Nowhere else would do.
“This is the place,” he said.
Elaine threw her head back in exasperation. “Not the bloody labels again.”
“The label tells us a lot about a piece.”
“Kill me now.”
“Not when I’ve put so much bloody effort into keeping you alive. Let’s get Peaches stabled and come back. We’ll figure something out once we know what we’re in for.” He gave her a smile full of false confidence. “It can’t be that expensive. It’s still only an inn.”
The Green Man was that expensive.
“Sorry, did you say six silver a night? For a twin room?”
The barman, who’d introduced himself as Smith, nervously adjusted his spectacles. “Quite a reasonable rate around here.”
Galahad’s heart sank. This was the place. They had to stay here. He needed to find the innkeep and ask him where he sourced his wine!
“Is the owner around?”
“You’re talking to him.”
The man couldn’t have been past thirty. Only great fortune or great tragedy put one so young in possession of an establishment as fine as this. Seemingly reading his mind, or more likely his expression, Smith said, “I’m older than I look. I have good skin.”
In his purse, Galahad found six crowns, five silver, a halfsilver, three draun, and a penny. Not quite enough for a fortnight, and that would leave them no money for food. Small fortunes vanished fast.
It was no good. They’d been running on scraps and savings for far too long. They were supposed to be rich by now, not scraping by on plunder and stolen gold.
As he chewed his lip, wondering if it would be worth moonlighting as a courier, he glanced back at Elaine, saw those bottles silhouetted in the window, and was struck by an idea.
Percy might not have his share of the Long-haired Priest’s treasure, but he had treasure of his own. He’d picked up a case of Santan wine a few months back, when they’d searched the old shipyard. Or had that been nearly a year ago now?
The wine had been hidden down in the cellar of a collapsed sailor’s bar. A decade past, the old shipyard had burned through a storm. The fury of a lightning strike. Those who fled the blaze had been torn apart by rainwights. None escaped. The place had been abandoned since, leaving the story of the shipyard’s fate in open view. In ash and bone and splintered wood. It was a sad tale, the end of that shipyard, and Percy had been the only one to find anything of real value inside.
Of the few possessions Percy would have made the effort to cart across country when he moved down here, his case of Santan wine was one of them. Galahad would feel no guilt at taking it from him. After all, Percy was lucky he wasn’t there to take his life.
“Can pay you for a week now, but we’ll likely need to stay for longer.”
“That’s not exactly how this works.”
“No, but we can earn more. The bottles in the window… You’re a wine expert?”
“Not just wine.” Smith picked up a glass and polished it absently with a clean rag “Got something interesting in that satchel of yours?”
“I’m a treasure hunter.”
“Fancy way of saying you’re a beggar.”
“Not me.”
“Not him,” Elaine confirmed from where she was seated by the window, taking the pressure off her serviceable leg.
“If I can get you some continental wine, intact, well-preserved, what would you say?”
“I’d say it better be good for drinking,” Smith said, folding his arms.
“Not from before the fall. It’s maybe a decade old? I have a lead.”
“In theory, that could buy you a few nights. As long as it’s up to standard.”
“What about a case of it? Still sealed. Labels are hand-painted in a Santan script.”
“This is a very specific lead.”
“How much?”
Smith whistled, took a moment to think on it. “Since you’re clearly an expert, I’m guessing you know exactly how much something like that’d be worth. I’d say it could fetch twenty crowns without much trouble, though I don’t know that you’d find them here.”
“Know a buyer in town who’d take it off my hands?”
“Sure, but now I’m intrigued. Bring it to me first and we’ll see what we see, eh? If I’m not interested, I’ll give you a name.” Smith poured brandy into the glass he’d just polished, held it to his nose and sniffed. Galahad caught a glimpse of the label as the innkeep secreted it back beneath the bar: another treasure from the continent. “Better give me a few crowns for now, though. Can’t say I trust a story like that.”
“I wouldn’t either,” Galahad said, feeling a sense of loss as he slid three gold coins across the bar—enough for six days. That left a little over three crowns as a buffer. If he couldn’t get his hands on some more coin by the end of their stay, they’d have to spend the rest of their money on provisions and camp in the wilds.
It wouldn’t be the first time poverty had driven them from civilization, but Galahad hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Even for seasoned travellers, open land was best avoided.
[image: image-placeholder]Where New London’s markets were dingy confusions of spices and simmering chicken—one of the few meats that could be cultivated in the limited space beneath the city’s shelter—Littleford’s Evernight Market was fresh and airy. The market made no secret of the orchards to the east, or the ready supply of mutton left to graze on the hills to the west.
Here there were spices too, but they were zestier. With help from generous measures of sugar, cinnamon and ginger transformed apple into a sweet and fiery dessert. Mutton stew simmered low, casting out moisture in favour of a thicker, richer gravy, ready to seep into the folded trenchers it was served in.
New London’s crowded streets—houses built to the very roof—trapped odours in the air, made the markets eye-stingingly musty. But here a pleasant breeze carried fragrances down the rows, out into the streets beyond.
Evernight Market wasn’t only a place to buy a hot lunch or a new-spun woollen coat. It was a place to be. To wander through without hurry. A place where purses lightened every minute.
“I don’t like the look of that,” Elaine said a little too loudly as they passed a stall selling fresh cuts of oxtail and liver. Red meat was rare in Wickerton too.
“You’ll offend someone if you’re not careful,” Galahad warned her.
“Don’t care. Looks rank.”
“It’s good food.”
“Can you buy me a hat? A fancy one?”
“No.”
“Oh, please? One of them that I can tap the brim up and say things like ‘Not today, sugar.’”
“Not today, sugar.”
“Oh, get fucked.” Galahad was sure she’d have folded her arms if she didn’t need the one tightly gripping her crutch. “Sometimes I think I should have learned to mend shoes with my da.”
“Cobblers don’t get to play with poisons,” he reminded her.
They came to a stall selling blades and arrows and strongly wound cordage. Galahad slowed, his eye caught by the fine handiwork. His belt knife could do with replacing. It had served him well, but he’d failed to repay the favour, and now it was chipped and faintly rusting.
“Get me one too,” Elaine said when she saw him inspecting the knives.
“Depends on what we can afford.”
“They’re well made so the knives are eight silver,” the market vendor said, unashamed to have been listening in. “Arrows be three to a halfsilver and they’re even better made than the knives.”
“And the cord?”
The vendor shrugged. “Depends how long you want it.”
“We just need knives,” Elaine said. Then to Galahad, “We can afford a crown and four, can’t we? They do look well made, and I seem to have lost my belt knife…”
“New London Steel,” the vendor promised.
“Might impress the tourists from Wessex, but not us,” Galahad said. “What’s this pattern?” He held up a knife with a lovely marbling on its handle.
“Cork. And that one’s antler,” the vendor said with a nod to Elaine.
“I like it. Good weight.”
Galahad fiddled with the string of his coin purse, thinking about the money inside and wondering how far it would have to stretch.
“We’ll take that one.” He gestured to the knife Elaine was admiring and set the cork-handled one back on the cloth-covered table.
“It’s an extra silver for a sheath,” the vendor said as Galahad counted out his coins.
“She doesn’t need one.” He dropped eight silver coins into the man’s waiting hand and gave him a nod to signal their interaction was concluded.
As they walked away, Elaine said, “Not getting one for you?”
“Nothing wrong with the one I’ve got,” he lied. “Shall we get something to eat? Not feeling too tired, are you?”
“Yeah, let’s get some food. None of that weird looking meat, though.”
“Will you eat mutton?”
“I’ll eat anything if it’s covered in gravy.”
“Perfect.”
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Legend said the Library of Dead Scholars was old even before the rain turned and the world became a place of scratched stone and mouldering skeletons. Truly a relic of ages. A place where knowledge might find eternal life. 
It was the most incredible piece of architecture. Not as grand as the palace of the Unholy King, perhaps, but its features were more thoughtful. Ingenious and delicate. And, unlike the palace, the Library of Dead Scholars was lit by the sun. A perfect tesselation of plastic sheets, all transparent, bathing the gothic structure in one of a city’s most valued resources: light.
The library’s features had served as the inspiration for many of the finest buildings constructed over the last century. Nothing like this had survived the chaos after the rain turned. Not in the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia, at least.
Guards stood watch in starched Mercian livery: blue with yellow trim and the white wyvern on their chests. Their presence was mostly a formality. A statement from the city, saying, “This site is under our protection. These books are worth defending.” One of them nodded to Galahad as he entered through the newly replaced hardwood double doors.
All were required to stash their weapons at reception, so he’d left his sword at The Green Man, along with Elaine, who’d supplied a fresh round of complaints that morning. Eventually she’d been persuaded to rest so her wound might heal. Much to Galahad’s relief.
This he had to do alone.
Despite the amnesty on arms, he still wore his old, chipped knife; a right protected by the king’s law. Galahad had no intention of breaking the institution’s hallowed armistice. Neither would Percy. Of all the splintered Round Table, they were the two who truly understood the value of this place. This kingdom was said to be unholy, but Galahad doubted you could find more earnest worship anywhere in Albion than in the Library of Dead Scholars. Nowhere would be better suited to interrogate his old friend.
As large as the library was, there were limited places Percy could hide. Galahad checked the two main reading rooms nearest the main entrance, found nothing but a few quiet scholars and trolleys stuffed with books. After checking thoroughly that he hadn’t missed him lurking in some corner, he made his way to the history section, found in a building linked via a gloomy underground passage the librarians didn’t seem to know how to safely light. It wasn’t long before he found him reading by lamplight, alone and cut off from the rest of the library.
When Percy saw who it was that had disturbed his peace, he let out a strangled gasp almost like a whispered scream.
“No… no…” he stammered, cheeks pale. He looked as if he was about to be sick.
Galahad took a seat opposite, rested his hands on the low wooden table. The room was spacious and circular; its walls were dominated by books, and the rest of the room by tables and chairs. There was a staff desk where, presumably, fetchers would take and deposit requests, but it was currently unmanned.
“Surprise.”
“Y-you’re… I mean I—”
“You stabbed me in the back. A bit gauche of you to be so literal.”
“Fucking hell, Galahad, you have to know how sorry I am.” He looked around awkwardly, but there was nobody to help him. Their voices didn’t even echo, the sound devoured by the padding of the books.
“I’m sure.”
“Elaine… did she?”
“I kept the sword.” Galahad ignored Percy’s question. Better if he didn’t know Elaine was alive. No reason to risk information making its way back to Lance. “The one from the mausoleum. The one that did this.” He lifted up his shirt to reveal the thin white scar he still wore below his sternum.
Percy leaned forward, took off his glasses and squinted, seeming to forget he saw better with them than without. “But that’s been healed for months. Years, even.”
“Where’s Lance?”
“Hey, listen, he d-double-crossed everyone. I didn’t see any of the money from that salt. N-not a penny. He fucked us, Galahad. Please.”
“Tell me where he is and I won’t break your legs.”
Percy looked around again, but it was still only the two of them.
“Gwen! She might know! They were always c-closer than…” He flicked his eyes down and to the side, worrying his lip with his incisors. “I did a shitty thing, but I always loved you.”
Galahad gave a mirthless laugh. “Fucking hell, Percy. Muffle it a bit. You’re embarrassing yourself.”
“Please…”
“Gwen’s dead.”
His eyes widened and he leaned back in his chair, as if preparing to run, but not quite daring to actually move. “You didn’t…”
“Rainwights got her. Tore her to shreds. It was an accident.” Galahad unsheathed his knife and lay it flat on the table before him, not breaking eye-contact with Percy as he did so. “Just a freak accident.”
“I really d-don’t know where he is. I swear it. I’d t-tell you if I knew.”
“I don’t believe you. I think that even with him down in Winchester, and me sitting in front of you, you’re still more scared of him than me.”
Percy nodded, his eyes shiny with tears.
“You look pathetic.”
“We c-can’t all be brave like you.”
“No, but you were supposed to be smarter than this.”
“I-I don’t think you’ll hurt me.”
“Would be more convincing if you weren’t stammering.”
Percy lay his hands flat against the table, stared down at them, measuring his breathing. When he looked up again, he seemed to have mustered some control.
“What’s really fucked here,” Galahad said. “Is that you didn’t just betray me, or Elaine. You didn’t just ruin years of work for all of us, including yourself. You have two sisters, man. You have a mother and father. An uncle. Three cousins, is it? You’ve more family in Wickerton than I do.”
“Four cousins. And a nephew. Lilly gave birth.” Percy’s voice was flat, as if reading from the history book that lay abandoned on the table before him.
“Rain take you, how do you sleep at night?”
“Not well, but I sleep. There’s no point letting regret consume me. I did wrong, yes. I am contrite. But what else can I do?” He shrugged stiffly. “I don’t know where Lance is. I have no treasure. All I can do is move on. Make an honest living for once.”
“We were making an honest living!”
“Chasing after myths and fairy tales?”
“Which turned out to be fucking true!” Galahad was shouting now. He stood up, his chair groaning as it skidded across the lacquered floor.
Percy bowed his head. “What’s done is done. I’m glad to see you alive. I mean that. You will always be a friend to me, whether you can forgive me or not.”
“Forgive you?” Galahad found himself snorting at the absurdity of the notion. “The closest I can manage is to pity you. Now tell me where Lance is. I don’t believe for a second that you don’t know.”
“Whether god or witchery spared your life, it seems a waste to throw it away on this madness.”
Galahad steadied his breathing. He could feel that his cheeks were red, and he had to consciously unclench his hands and teeth. More calmly, he sat down again, pulled in his chair. “You’re trying to distract me.”
“Only because I’ve nothing for you.”
“Forget Lance then. You owe me.”
“I told you, I didn’t see a—”
“Fuck the salt. I want your wine. The case you found in the old shipyard, back in 334? Or was it 332? We let you keep it because you were so enamoured.” He leaned closer, his eyes bearing into Percy’s “It’s time to share.”
“I don’t have it anymore.”
“You make a poor liar.”
“It’s not for sale.”
“I’m not asking you to fucking sell it to me, am I?”
Percy folded his arms. “I think I can sit here and wait you out. Eventually someone will come, and I can tell them you’ve been threatening me under the armistice.”
“Pretty sure I can threaten you and they don’t give a fuck. As long as none of the violence happens on property, what do they care?”
“Enough to restrain you while I leave unmolested. You’ll never see me again.” Galahad opened his mouth to reply but Percy held up a hand and barrelled on. “Yes, I’m sure you could find me. No doubt you could find anything given enough time. You’ll definitely find Lance. You don’t need me for that. But I don’t think you’ll hunt me down. If you really wanted to hurt me, you wouldn’t have cornered me here. I think you chose this location so you could make credible threats without the burden of having to follow through. You’re a good man, Galahad. That’s not a weakness. It’s the best thing about you. But it does mean you’re going to let me go.”
“I’m having that wine.”
At that moment a red-cheeked fetcher came running down the stairs too fast, skidded to a stop by the staff desk, looked around as if surprised to find only two people down there. She offered them a smile and an awkward wave, said, “Sorry, we’re short-staffed today. If you need anything, just let me know.”
Percy rose slowly from his seat, watching Galahad all the while. His hands were shaking so he clasped them together. “Thank you, but I was just leaving. I think my friend here might be interested in this though. He’ll stay awhile to give it a peruse.” He slid the book he’d been reading to Galahad. “Goodbye, old friend. It’s good to see you well. I really am sorry.”
And he left.
In his wake the room felt larger. Colder. Somehow emptier, despite the addition of the bubbly fetcher. This was neutral ground. A place where parley should have been possible. And yet it hadn’t gone how he’d expected. He’d learned nothing, and Percy’s debt was left unpaid.
Galahad slid the book closer. It was a fabric bound hardback from before the rain turned. A history from history. Many books that had been initially rescued eventually degraded over the centuries, but some survived. Not all paper was created equal in the old world. These words must have been special enough to warrant a higher care to preservation.
The book was about the Roman Empire. Not the one that existed now, that dominated the East, but the ancient empire whose legacy had survived millennia and apocalypses. An interesting read, no doubt, but not one that could help him now.
He pushed out his chair to leave, then hesitated, an idea coming to him.
“Do you have anything on whisky?” he asked the dutifully waiting fetcher. “Or the Long-haired Priest?”
He’d read everything published about the exploits of the Long-haired Priest, of course. Knew the tales almost as well as he knew the old legends of King Arthur. But he’d always studied them as an arcane map. Every word coloured by his desperation to uncover the hidden lost cache.
Now that he’d found it, his fascination was refocussed. He wanted to understand the very thing he’d uncovered. He was certain the whisky had saved his life. Changed his eyes. Altered his physiology in a way that let him heal impossibly fast. But he didn’t know how. Or why. Or if the miracle could be repeated.
And what of the sword? So plain and unadorned. Almost suspiciously so. Without a speck of rust. Clearly it was valued, to be given such a delicate scabbard, and to be interned with the other treasures.
There were mysterious yet to be solved.
He may have lost the salt for now, but he wasn’t done with the Long-haired Priest.
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There was nothing here. The fetcher had brought him several books on whisky but they were all centuries old and spoke of it only as a well-enjoyed drink. Mashed grain was fermented, then distilled. The process seemed simple enough. They mostly used barley, which was still in common use today, especially in bread and beer. Nothing esoteric or supernatural. Just grain. 
The fetcher only found one book on the Long-haired Priest but assured him she could unearth others. The filing system at the Old Library was obtuse and time consuming. Galahad assured her that wasn’t necessary.
As expected, he was familiar with this volume. A biography written two decades after the Long-haired Priest’s death, but generally considered one of the more reliable accounts. The author had been a young follower of the priest, and so had been present for many of his later exploits. It was this volume that had first introduced Galahad to the series of riddles and enigmatic clues that eventually led him to that ruined cathedral.
To the treasure that was his by right.
As he flicked through, nothing stood out to him. The familiar words were comforting, like seeing an old friend for the first time in years. But there was nothing new here. Crystal, magic, and sword. The treasure was never referred to any other way. It was—
Wait. What was this?
“The rocks that beg a prize both grand and dear;
A blade whet sharp and waxed by humble hands;
These drops that bite and sting: a panacea.
Gifts stolen, snatched from skylit hallowed lands.”
He’d read the verse before, of course, but taken it for metaphor. Reading it now, it appeared disarmingly literal. A kind of wax could explain the matte finish and lack of rust on his blade. But then, Snatched from skylit hallowed lands…
The Bright Crown of Northumbria? An entire kingdom that somehow survived with no permanent shelters, if the rumours were to be believed. Truly a skylit land. But so was Wessex, beneath their dome of glass. And who knew how bright other kingdoms might be, on the continent across the channel? Or further north, in the secretive Empire of the Thistle and beyond?
Galahad closed the book and sat for a moment in silence, turning this new information over in his mind, examining it from every angle as he would a physical relic. As he was mulling it over, his eyes strayed over the pile of books stacked on the table before him. Subconsciously, he scanned the titles and the words “Scotch Whisky” caught his eye.
Scotland, the old name for the land that spanned the Empire of the Thistle and the Barbed Wire Highlands. Galahad didn’t know if it was a hallowed place or if the settlements within that mountainous region were sunlit, but perhaps he’d find some answers there.
One day he would have to see the beauty of the north for himself. But not before he’d finished what he’d begun. Not before he found Lance and extracted the treasure he was owed.
[image: image-placeholder]Back at The Green Man, Galahad expected to find Elaine in bed, resting what remained of her leg. But she wasn’t. She was down in the bar, mug of beer in hand, showing off her stump to a bloke who looked like at least one of his parents had been a bear.
“Eyyy!” she said when she saw him enter. She raised her beer in salute. “Didn’t find him then?”
“You shouldn’t be drinking,” he replied, struggling not to grind his teeth. He wanted to ask her how she could be so irresponsible, but he knew she’d spot his jealousy. So he kept quiet, resorted to acting standoffish as he sauntered to the bar, on Elaine’s free side, and gave Smith the nod that universally meant, “Give me something strong and don’t talk to me about it.”
“Who’s this geezer?” the bear growled in a baritone like aged honey.
“Oh, that’s just Galahad.”
What a state she was in, wobbling on her stool so badly she had to clutch his knee for balance.
Galahad thanked Smith for the glass of what smelled like vodka he set before him. He took a sip, leaned over the bar so Elaine would have to swivel away from the bear if she wanted to talk. It didn’t work. She giggled, slapped the man’s massive bicep.
“I found him,” Galahad said stoically. “At the library.”
Elaine sighed, apologised to the bear, and swivelled round. “Really, eh? Where’s the wine then?”
“Negotiations broke down.”
“Should have brought me. I could have headed off his escape.”
“I thought you were resting. Like you should be.”
“She’s okay, mate,” the bear interjected.
“Shut up, man. This is private.” Galahad drained the rest of his vodka, eyes watering as he swallowed a cough.
“Me and the lady were having a con-ver-sa-tion.” The bear said the word “conversation” as if he was trying it out for the first time.
Galahad gave Smith a nod that universally meant, “Another,” and simultaneously, “Can you believe this guy?”
Smith complied, but as he slid the glass to Galahad’s waiting hand, whispered, “Don’t make trouble in my bar now. This isn’t that kind of establishment.”
Galahad puckered his lips, took steady breaths to try to calm down. It wasn’t the bear’s fault that he was in a foul mood. Nor was it his fault Elaine had decided to drink and flirt when she was supposed to take her medicine and rest. But Galahad was pissed off and looking for someone to take it out on.
“Is it possible to speak to you in private?” he asked Elaine, then drained his second drink. This time it didn’t burn so fiercely, his throat still numbed from the first.
“Oh, please. I’m having fun. Ryan’s alright, aren’t you?” She patted his stupid leg.
“You’re drunk and this is serious.”
“Lay off it, mate,” the bear said. Fair or not, Galahad wanted to smash his teeth in.
“You’ll have to take me tomorrow. We’ll get him together.” Elaine grinned and flicked a dart into her hand; it appeared as if from nowhere, then vanished just as smoothly. However much she’d drunk, it wasn’t enough to dull her muscle memory.
“Fine,” Galahad said, defeated. “Whatever. I’ll talk to you when you’re sober.”
“Hey, wait!” She grabbed his sleeve as he tried to walk away. “Why so moody?”
“I just… Don’t worry. Whatever.”
“No, don’t be like that.”
“I just thought you’d take this seriously. For once. While I’ve been out trying to take care of things, you’ve been here—“ Galahad waved disapprovingly in the bear’s direction.
“Right barrel of laughs you are, mate,” the bear said.
The last of Galahad’s nerves snapped.
“If you don’t stay out of this, I’ll knock your fucking teeth in.”
The bear stood up and was somehow even taller than he appeared sitting down.
“Outside,“ Smith commanded before things could get out of hand. “Now.”
“Fine by me.” Galahad smirked, though his guts turned over, threatening to ruin his trousers. This wasn’t like him. He didn’t pick fights. Especially not with men who could crush his windpipe one-handed. He asked himself what he had to fear from two thick fists when a blade through the chest had barely left a scar, but it didn’t help the sick feeling in his stomach. His hands still trembled as he followed the bear out into the street.
It was late afternoon, but the lamps weren’t lit. Everything glowed a dim shade of ruby. The street was mostly empty, but what few pedestrians there were all stopped to watch the setting of the stage. The bear strode into the middle of the road, pulled off his shirt, and thumped the tessellated slabs of muscle he called a torso. Galahad followed with his head down, removed his patched denim jacket and threw it aside. He kept his shirt on.
Elaine came hobbling out of the inn. For a moment, Galahad thought she was going to try and break up the fight, but that wouldn’t have been like her at all. Instead she sat on a hitching post and said, “Never had two lads fight over me before,” with a sick kind of relish.
“Now, I’m an honourable guy,” the bear said. “You’re too big for your boots. Got a little vexed. Bitten off more than you can chew, eh?” He opened his arms wide in entreaty. “We don’t gotta do this. We can go back in and you’ll get a round in. We can smooth it over with words, like. Be civ-uh-lised about things. I’ve got no beef with you.”
“I’m having a bad fucking day.” Galahad put his fists up.
“Like that, is it?” The bear looked from Elaine to Galahad, took a step closer and spoke quiet enough that only Galahad could hear. “You think getting your face messed up’s gonna make her fall for you or what? I can see it in your eyes, mate.”
“Didn’t step out here to chat.”
“Just wanna fight, huh?”
“You don’t know what we’ve been through together. She needs to rest that leg, not waste time flirting with brutes and drinking cheap rum.”
“Think she’s plenty old enough to know her mind. If she wants to drink and flirt that’s hardly your business. Seems like you could do with giving her a little more respect.” He cracked his knuckles. “And rum ain’t cheap here. I should know—I’ve been paying for it.”
“Hey, is there gonna be a fight or ain’t there?” called a teenage boy who’d stopped to watch.
“There is,” Galahad shouted back.
“Well fucking get to it then!”
“Hey!” Elaine clapped her hands, then put them around her mouth to amplify her voice. “I’ll fuck the winner, eh? How’s that for motivation?”
She winked, giggled, then stuck her tongue between the gap in her teeth.
Galahad managed to say, “You can’t be ser—“ before the bear’s great fist crushed into his jaw with the force of a charging bull. He flew backwards. The wind was knocked out of his lungs as he landed and skidded over the dusty dirt road.
“Sorry, mate,” the bear said as Galahad nursed his jaw. “The lady’s spoken.”
With a grating click, Galahad snapped his jaw back into place. He’d known he was outmatched, but he hadn’t expected the bear to punch like that. Quietly, he prayed to what sparse gods he knew the names of that the healing whisky hadn’t worn off. With that kind of strength, there was a very real danger of this man killing him.
The bear seemed taken off-guard when Galahad stood and brushed himself off. Perhaps a wiser man would have stayed down and conceded the fight. But Galahad was riled up, and he wasn’t going to back down without throwing a punch.
He raised his fists again.
“I wasn’t ready that time.” He spat blood. “Let’s go.”
The bear’s next swing didn’t land.
Galahad ducked, sidestepped, deflected one blow with a grazing block. He wasn’t well trained in hand-to-hand, but he’d sparred enough to learn his footwork.
A feint to the side. He risked a jab, fell short, tripped, only just managed to duck and roll away from the next heavy swing. The bear was going easy on him, holding back some of his power. Beating a man to death over a bar disagreement wasn’t a good look, and the bear could achieve it with a single punch if he wasn’t careful.
Galahad could use that hesitance to his advantage.
But there was no stopping the next blow.
Again, the bear pulled his punch, but his fist still came down on Galahad’s head like the falling moon, laying him out prone and dazed. Blood trickled from his mouth from where he’d bitten his own tongue.
“I’d probably stay down,” the bear advised. But now Galahad was riled up, frustration set afire by adrenaline and anger.
There are ways the winner of a brawl can still lose, and Galahad was petty enough to bear the necessary pain. He was going to make this brute beat him to a horrifying pulp. 
“That’s because you’re a fucking coward.” His words came out lispy over his swollen tongue, but he didn’t care.
The bear sighed. “You’re not the first skinny guy who’s picked a fight with me trying to prove a point, you know.”
“I didn’t start this.”
“It’s not a crime to talk to a friendly girl down the pub.”
“It’s not like that.”
The two men circled each other, each with fists up in a defensive posture.
“I think it is. Coming in all moody and throwing a tantrum because she’s blowing off a bit of steam. Trying to baby her because she got hurt. Fucking look at yourself.”
“You don’t understand.”
“Ill-um-in-ate me.”
Galahad dived forward, threw a punch at his opponent’s chin. The bear batted his blow aside, slammed an open palm into his chest that sent him stumbling back and gasping for air. He was toying with him.
“Stop fucking around.” Galahad paused to take laboured breaths. “Just fight me.”
The bear rolled his shoulder, shifting his weight onto his favoured foot. Galahad’s reflexes kicked in and he raised a hand, caught the incoming fist. The slap of knuckles on palm. His arm locked and didn’t buckle. The bear was as surprised as he was, eyes pulling wide as he realised what had happened.
“That’s not possible…” The brute’s huge arm bulged as he strained to push through his grip. He held firm. His own muscles jutted out, seeming to grow before their eyes, hardening and moulding, almost popping out of his skinny arms.
Galahad twisted his hand, straining his opponent’s wrist. At the same time, he swung with his free hand, struck with an open palm. The slap echoed off the walls and roof of the street.
“What the fuck?” the bear said. Then he drove a huge fist into Galahad’s face. It was like being hit with a boulder.
Galahad was on the ground, spitting blood. He choked as he swallowed one of his own teeth. He tried to hold up a hand to call an end to the fight, but all the strength fled his arms. A limp ragdoll all stained with strawberry jam. Gasps came from some of the onlookers. The teenager who’d been so eager to see them fight said, “Oh no, man, no. That’s too much.”
Vision clouded black and red. Galahad felt the shadow of the giant loom over him.
“Oh fuck,” the bear said. “I ain’t never meant to kill him.”
Galahad wiped his face on the back of his arm, tried to clear his eyes enough to see. When he spoke, the words came out garbled over his swollen tongue and missing teeth.
“I’m fine. You ain’t killed nobody.” Onto his knees, trembling. His eyes wouldn’t focus. “That was a hell of a punch.”
“A winner!” Elaine cried with a clap of her hands, though her enthusiasm seemed to be forced.
“Think I’ve lost my taste for it,” the bear said, rubbing his reddened knuckles, a bright handprint on his cheek. “You two have some stuff to sort out. Ain’t getting in the middle of that.”
He shook his head, then turned and lumbered off.
Elaine hobbled over to where Galahad was collecting himself, anger plain on her features. “Great. I could have got some and you scared him away!”
The sensation of his teeth regrowing hurt more than when they’d been knocked out, but it didn’t stop him giving her a bloody smile.
“Oh, please. Are you serious?” Elaine continued. “What’s gotten into you today? Never seen you act like that before.”
What was he supposed to tell her?
That the sinking helplessness of betrayal had set a fiery temper in him?
That he’d loved her for so long in secret that his love had developed twisted growths and now it was shaped wrong?
That coming back from confronting Percy to find her flirting with that beast of a man had felt like another betrayal?
He felt an ownership over her, and even as he told himself how terrible that was, he couldn’t shake it. They were supposed to be together. In a way, it didn’t matter if she loved him or not. Because this wasn’t about love, or romance, or sex, in the end. It was about partnership. They were the two who’d been betrayed. They were all that was left of the Round Table. Each was all the other had and he couldn’t bear to lose an ounce of her.
Admitting it to himself made him feel sick.
He was wretched.
Lance may have failed to kill him, but the Galahad that knelt in the blood-stained dirt wasn’t the same Galahad who’d gathered his friends three years ago to seek their fortune. He was changed, irrevocably. And not for the better.
Not knowing what to say—feeling dizzy and grossly euphoric—he grinned up at her. There was something cute about the way her face scrunched up with anger. The way she tried to slam her crutch down with each step, as if stomping her feet.
He told her as much and she blushed.
They stared at each other a moment longer: Galahad on the ground, Elaine looking down at him.
“How long?” was all she asked. As if she’d never noticed how he looked at her. How he stared when she wasn’t looking. How he coveted every word she gave him.
“Always.”
“You could have said something, you idiot.”
“I didn’t know what to say,” he admitted.
“Well, you lost the fight, so I can’t fuck you now.” She smiled, poking her tongue through the gap between her teeth.
“Want me to fetch him back?”
“That would be great actually.”
They both laughed, the tension breaking, and Galahad felt a spark of something from her that he’d never felt before. He could see it in her eyes. She was thinking about his words, looking at him in a new light.
All he’d had to do was tell her. All these years he’d only had to tell her how he felt and let her decide if she felt the same. And he’d known it too. But he’d been too nervous. Too afraid of losing friendship as well as love. He felt ashamed to do it this way. To finally expose himself through a show of childish posturing. But at least it was done.
There was no hiding now.
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Elaine slept peacefully, snoring like a horse. Galahad propped the window open and drew back the curtains to let in fresh light and air. He bathed with cold water, not wanting to wait until the inn roused so some could be boiled. His hair was getting unruly, flopping messily almost past his eyes. What clothes he carried with him were worn and in desperate need of a wash as well.
After dressing, he put his spare clothes into the laundry basket hoping they’d be washed and dried in the sun while he was out. Already it was too hot to wear his denim jacket, so he left that too. The poor thing needed stitching. Again. But he hadn’t had the time or energy to do it. Before he left, he placed a kiss on Elaine’s forehead, and whispered an apology.
She’d be livid when she awoke to find him gone. But he couldn’t risk bringing her. Not with her leg how it was.
Tonight would be the third of the six nights their room was paid for. If Galahad couldn’t track Percy down soon, they’d be without a roof. Elaine was never going to heal by sleeping rough and scavenging.
Four days to find Percy in this sprawling city of shadows and spotlights, and reap his compensation. The wine might not be his by finder’s rights, but he was surely owed it.
First he visited the library, asking questions and paying for answers from his dwindling purse. There he learned that Percy was a frequent guest, though he’d guessed that already. More useful was the knowledge that he left in the same direction each day, heading east, then north. Galahad didn’t know Littleford half as well as New London, but he knew that was the direction of Elsfield Market.
The market traders had stiff tongues, loosened only when Galahad made token purchases of their wares. It took patience to sift truth from lie. The trouble with paying for information is that nobody will ever tell you they don’t know. They’ll always try to offer some tangential rumour, or simply make it up. Usually it was possible to spot the truth, but it took extra attention. The key was in their eyes, their bearing. A bought truth will always flow less freely than a bought lie, stoppered by guilt or uncertainty. Nobody wants information to come back to hurt them.
Eventually the picture of Percy’s routine began to come together. He would pass through the market early, on his way to the library, then again in the late afternoon, on his way back. He arrived each morning from the north and left that way each evening; so wherever he was staying was likely in the ill-maintained residential districts on the fringes of the city. Not the kind of place Galahad would expect to find Percy. Though it was likely all the traitor could afford, considering his recent fortunes.
Galahad walked for hours. Littleford wasn’t as large as New London, but it was still a good twenty miles across. And unlike New London, it was growing. At the fringes, it tapered into a canvas-covered shanty town where families too poor to afford to expand the city’s permanent structure were forced to reside. Galahad didn’t walk as far as that. Percy might have fallen on hard times, but if he was so poor as to be living under canvas, he would have simply returned home and access to the library be damned.
It was safe to ignore the cramped terraced housing. Percy might have been staying here for weeks, but he was still a visitor. A patron of the library taking cheap accommodation to the north. He’d move on once his study was complete. To make an honest living, as he said.
Galahad searched for inns, hostels, cheap flats above general stores. Anywhere a lone traveller might find refuge. He searched until his calves ached and his feet felt weary to the bones. At each place he stopped, he asked the locals for information that might help him. He gave Percy’s description so many times he grew fatigued with the words and began to mix them up.
“No, no. Sorry. Brown eyes, brown hair. Often wears glasses. He’d be taller— He’d… Sorry. He’d be about a hand shorter than me. No, not dressed the same. Smarter. Not like the… like a nobleman, no. He’s in town for the library… Yes…”
Hours wasted searching and he was no closer. A few half-hearted claims of recognition. An odd tale of a man who matched Percy’s description bringing a lost dog back to a blind potter. A tailor who claimed he’d made a terrific sale—two blazers, four shirts, two pairs of trousers, and some woollen socks he imported from the Bright Crown—only to have the patron return three days later begging a refund on half of the wares. After watching a performance of tearful pleading, the tailor had relented. He still wasn’t happy about it.
Whispers and rumours, that was all. Nothing concrete. Nothing actionable.
Exhausted and numb, he returned to The Green Man.
The bar was busy, but this time there was no sign of Elaine. Galahad wondered if she was even here. Perhaps she’d lifted some silver from his purse and gone wandering on her own.
They hadn’t had a chance to talk since yesterday afternoon and he wasn’t sure where he stood with her. Last night they’d played cards and put a few cheap drinks away but they’d kept the conversation light.
They’d gone to bed early, both so tired they were able to do little else but yawn and nod their heads. Then this morning he’d left without waking her. Hopefully she got the sleep she needed and actually rested today.
He knocked gently before letting himself into their room.
“Huh?” Elaine rolled over in bed, bleary eyed with a trail of drool at the corner of her mouth. “Oh, it’s you.”
“It’s good to see you resting.” He pulled off his stinking shoes and left them by the door, then came and sat beside her on the bed. “How are you feeling?”
“Fine. A little weak. Think I’m hungry.”
“You’re always hungry.” He shifted his weight uneasily. He knew what he had to say, but saying it was another matter. “About yesterday…”
“Hold up, you haven’t told me where you’ve been.”
“Hunting.”
“Without me?” she said with mock indignation. Then, “Don’t worry, I don’t care. Felt you leave this morning.”
“You were fast asleep.”
“Maybe I dreamt it then.” She poked her tongue through the gap in her teeth and grinned. “Catch him?”
“Might be too late. Could have scared him off.”
“Wouldn’t leave the library behind, would he?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. Not sure I know anyone anymore.” He paused. “Except you.”
Elaine mimed being sick. “Gross. Freak.”
“I shouldn’t have acted how I did yesterday.”
“Yeah, probably not.” She shrugged. “Never knew you had it in you.”
“Not sure I did before. Ever since the cathedral I’ve felt… angry? Helpless?” He considered for a moment, reaching out to that flame that still ebbed and danced in his gut. “Violent.”
“That’s it, then? Just feeling violent? That’s all?” An air of disappointment to her voice.
“You know that’s not all.” He took a deep breath. For some reason his hands were shaking. “The way I feel about you… It’s more than a friendship. That wasn’t the right way to express it… I shouldn’t have— I was being controlling.”
“You could never control me.”
“No. I know that. But it was shit of me to try.”
Elaine nodded. “Not just yesterday. You’ve been telling me what I can and can’t do. Telling me I have to do this or that to get better. Never thinking, ‘Hmm, does Elaine want to get better? Does she want to sit around staring at the empty space where her best leg used to be? Or is she actually her own fucking person and maybe she might want to come with me and kick the shit out of some traitors?’”
“I’m sorry.” He hung his head. “I worry about you.”
She scoffed. “You worry about everything.”
“I like to have a plan.”
“What was your plan with me then? Say nothing for, what, fifteen years? Then get the shit kicked out of you by a guy twice your size in a desperate bid to get my attention?”
Galahad cracked a weak grin. “That’s about it, yeah. Did it work?”
“Guess you’ll have to wait and see.”
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The next day Galahad woke Elaine before he left. 
“I’m going looking for him,” he told her. “Scouring the northeast side of the city. There’ll be a lot of walking. I think you should stay here and rest, but it’s up to you.”
She faked a gasp. “Oh, Galahad! Are you inviting me out with you?”
He rolled his eyes. Subtly. “If you like. But I’d rather you rested.”
“Fine. Off you go.” She shooed him towards the door. “I quite like it here now. One of the servers told me about a secret stash of sativa they keep in the kitchen. And it’s her day off today. She’s going to smoke with me all morning.”
Galahad gave her a warm smile. “That’s good. That’ll be great. It’ll help with the pain.”
“That’s what I was thinking. Better leave your purse so I can buy a good lunch. I need to get my strength up, you see. Can’t have me wasting away.”
And after smoking she’d be ravenous.
With a nod, he counted out a mix of silver and halfsilver coins and left them on her bedside table. It was good she had an appetite; she really did need to replenish her strength.
“You’re right,” he said. “This is better.”
Then, with a nod and a smile, he left.
As he walked through the dusty streets of Littleford, he thought of the Round Table and its original meaning. All equal, nobody sitting above the rest. In the years he’d led the group, he’d forgotten the lessons of Arthur.
Perhaps that was why they’d turned against him, knowing he would never have listened to their concerns.
He trekked through the city, asking shielded questions of unhelpful strangers, analysing their responses. Sometimes the movement of the eyes gave away a misdirection. A lie. With each person he spoke to he was sure to watch their hands, the way they held themselves. Perhaps he was overly suspicious. There was little reason for a stranger to lie to protect Percy, that he knew of, but it paid to be meticulous. He’d learned that lesson many times over.
“Yes, he was here. Left yesterday evening, he did. In a big hurry, oh yes.” The barmaid stopped, narrowed her eyes, brain ticking over as she slowly realised that perhaps a man leaving in a rush at night might not want his movements given over to the stranger that came calling for him the next day. The knuckles of her clasped hands turned white—she was gripping them too tightly.
“Did he take his things?”
“Weren’t much to take, really,” the barmaid said in a more careful tone. “I’d say he’s vanished, you’re out of luck.”
“It’s just that he left without settling his debt.”
“What now?”
“I’ve had dealings with him that ended improperly on his part,” Galahad said, trying to keep the details vague.
Suspicion filled her eyes and she said nothing.
“You’re sure he left nothing behind that might cover his debt?”
As the barmaid hesitated to answer, the front door swung open, ringing a tiny bell. It pulled Galahad’s attention enough for him to reflexively check over his shoulder. A shadow swung towards him, then something heavy crashed into his face and sent him sprawling to the floor. Everything blurred.
The attacks came in quick, panicked strikes; some only clipping him, others slamming home. A hollow thwack as his assailant whacked him repeatedly against his skull, his shoulders, jabbed him in the kidneys.
Galahad scrambled on the floor, trying to get his bearings. The room wouldn’t stop spinning. Aches spread across his body, and his head pounded like a cannon.
He rolled onto his back, gasping. His eyes stung, rolled into focus. Percy stood over him, clutching a length of scrap wood two-handed as if it was a greatsword. He trembled, face stretched wide in shock at what he’d done. But the fucker had no right. He’d done as much and worse before. The least he could do was dispense with the guilty act.
“Oh gods,” the barmaid said. Her voice all high and cracking. “Oh no. Oh fuck. Have you killed him?”
“He’s fine,” Percy said. “Get some rope.”
Galahad tried to sit but the movement set everything spinning again. That pounding in his head. Right at the back. Rhythmic and sharp. He clenched his teeth.
There was nothing he could do as Percy bound him, dragged him to his room, and trussed him to a chair that smelled intoxicatingly of varnish.
If there was a single member of the Round Table Galahad was confident he could best in hand-to-hand combat, it was Percy. But the element of surprise is an advantage that can sway even the most uneven of matches.
He hadn’t stood a chance.
The spinning room settled as his concussion faded and his bruises healed. Throat dry and choking. Vision clear. His stomach felt empty and his tongue tasted foul as the morning after a night of rum. The ropes around his wrists chafed in the heat.
It was a small room, most of the space taken up by an immaculately made bed. A cramped writing desk beneath a window that let in barely enough sun to be worthwhile. The chair he was tied to belonged to that desk. Percy stood looking down at him, Galahad’s sword in hand. He hadn’t said a word.
“What now?” Galahad asked. The words clawed his throat on the way out. “Gonna stab me in the back again?”
“I’d prefer not to.”
He spat on the floor, expecting his saliva to be full of blood, but it came out clear.
“Disgusting,” Percy said.
“Proprietor of this place doesn’t mind a spot of kidnapping then?”
“One of the very few benefits of being forced to rent in such an awful neighbourhood. As long as you pay for any damages, I don’t think they care.”
“Thought you were out of money?”
“I was careful not to break anything.”
“Except a few of my ribs.”
“Which, remarkably, seem to have healed.”
“Must be losing your mind. Gone crazy with guilt.”
“What we did was unforgivable. I admit that. But Galahad, this quest for revenge won’t bring you peace of mind.”
“Justice. Not revenge.”
“Is there any difference when the blood’s done being spilled?”
Galahad met his old friend’s eyes, saw the guilt and sorrow overwhelming him.
“Why’d you do it? Never thought you were brave, but shit, didn’t think you were so truly spineless.”
Percy took off his spectacles and cleaned the lenses with his shirt. He moved with a habitual motion; a calming ritual.
“Lance frightens me.”
“Said that before. It’s not enough.”
“When he came to me, I was outnumbered. It wouldn’t have made a difference either way. He knew where you were, what you’d found. The decision was made. What would have been the point in sacrificing myself for nothing? For nothing at all?”
“We could have fought him.”
“And lost.”
“We’ll see.”
The heat was unbearable; sweat dripped into Galahad’s eyes. Percy rubbed his temples before returning his spectacles to his face.
“Please… I don’t want to murder you here. Give it up. Let me let you go.”
“Let you?” Galahad chuckled. “Still a coward. At least own what you’re doing here.”
“Obviously I can’t untie you if I think you’re going to hurt me.”
“I don’t care about you, but I’m taking that wine.”
“No.” Percy closed his eyes, looking genuinely pained. He ran a hand through his hair, not caring how he mussed it wildly. When he looked back up, his sclera were marred with red spiderwebs. “I give you the chance to walk free, beg you to take it, and you continue like this is a game? Worse, a joke?”
Galahad shook his head. “Not a joke. Just thought someone should show you what courage looks like.”
Percy levelled the sword at his throat. His hand was shaking.
“I don’t know how you’re pulling this trick, coming back from the dead, but I’ve searched you and I know this room. No secret compartments. No mirrors. There won’t be any more tricks.” Percy’s eyes begged him to relent. “Last chance.”
Percy cocked the sword back ready to swing. Ready to lop Galahad’s head off with a single stroke. Others talked of him rising from the dead, but in truth he’d never died at that cathedral; mortal wounds rendered impotent by the whisky’s gift.
There would be no rising from a severed head.
He closed his eyes, braced for the end. He felt no fear. Only a deep disappointment in the man he’d once loved as a brother. And somewhere, helpless frustration; the irritation of having lost a game he’d been sure to win.
Percy swung.
The pain was immediate. The blade was sharp and bit clean, but Percy was a frail man. The Long-haired Priest’s sword lodged at the base of Galahad’s neck, snarled in a mess of shoulder muscle and bone.
Percy released his grip on the sword, staggered back, eyes wide. His jaw trembled.
Blood seeped in a warm fountain. It started to cool by the time it reached Galahad’s nipple, coagulating into gruesome stalactites. Every second the blade hung there was an eternity of agony. The pain was so sharp it felt electric. A sizzling static, as much frothing with discomfort as it was with pain. Any splinter begs to be removed, and this was the worst splinter.
Cold spread from his fingertips, through his veins, up his arms, sank into his shoulders, slithered in tendrils towards his guts and heart. He wondered if he was dying after all. Perhaps the whisky’s touch was running thin. Or perhaps he couldn’t heal with this waxed steel embedded in his flesh.
And now came fear, arriving late. Not of death itself but of what he was leaving behind. The tasks he’d left unfinished.
He couldn’t go now, with promises left unkept. The people of Wickerton still living under nought but canvas. The treasure that had cost so many sleepless nights to find, squandered by a traitor.
He clenched his fists, focussed his attention on the blade, desperately tried to channel what healing he could muster to the wound.
The blade shifted as his muscle closed behind it.
He couldn’t go now…
The sword tilted, gravity beginning to take over.
He couldn’t…
The sword clattered to the floor. 
Not without saying goodbye to Elaine.
Frost settled on his skin. A sickly wet sound as his shoulder tried to close. A cold python wrapped around his heart; the beating slowed. Dumdum. Dumdum. Dumdum. But then another sound ruined his concentration. A disorganised counter-rhythm from the pub below.
Tap-thump. Tap.
Wood on wood. A lurching, uneven rhythm coming up the stairs.
Percy cocked his head.
Galahad closed his eyes, wishing he didn’t recognise that sound. He could no longer hear his heartbeat, drowned out by the tapping and Percy’s laboured breathing.
Tap-thump. Tap, lumbering down the hallway.
It paused, then continued, growing closer until it came to a stop outside the door.
As the doorhandle began to turn, Percy scrambled for the sword on the floor, then held it towards the door with a trembling hand.
The door swung open.
There was nobody there.
“What is this?” Percy muttered. He briefly flicked his gaze back to Galahad, as if afraid by some sleight of hand he’d freed himself. But Galahad was still as tightly bound as before. He shrugged and a spurt of blood squirted from his shoulder. From the wound that was even now sewing itself back together. Tendrils twining and knotting and playing as they embraced. Satisfying stitches pulling tight. It felt as good and true as freshly tied boot laces.
But Percy was too distracted to notice the magic happening. He took careful steps towards the door, sword outstretched. Then bravely into the corridor, looked left, then right. Galahad wanted to ask what was happening, but his voice box was a broken mess.
Some fly or mosquito buzzed at Percy’s neck. He swatted it, irritated, but when he pulled his hand away it wasn’t a squashed bug between his fingers, but a tiny dart, its needle thin as goldfish bone. He frowned, turning it in his fingers.
“That’s two,” came a voice Galahad would recognise at the end of the Earth. And as Percy collapsed, eyes rolling into the back of his head, Elaine hopped clumsily into view.
Galahad strained to speak over the barbed wire in his throat. His voice came out strained and metallic, but intelligible. “Is he dead?”
“On his way.”
“Fucking hell.”
“Thought you’d be happy for the rescue. Again.”
“How’d you find me?”
She shrugged, leaning heavily on her crutch. “You’re not the only one who can find someone when they need to.”
“You followed me, didn’t you?” When she didn’t answer, Galahad said, “Can you save him?”
“Why would I?”
“Because he doesn’t need to die. And he knows where Lance is.”
[image: image-placeholder]The antidote wasn’t gentle. As Galahad’s shoulder finished stitching, the red marks on his wrists fading to nothing, Percy writhed on the floor. They kept his hands unbound to prevent him pulling his arms from his sockets. He was no threat to them now.
Sweat sheened on his forehead. Lips flaked and eyes helmed with dark, veiny rings. His spectacles lay broken nearby. When the seizures ended, he lay on the floorboards, panting, and stretching out his trembling muscles. He looked pathetic.
Having been freed by Elaine, Galahad crouched before his old friend, knife in hand. He wet his lips as he chose his words.
“You’ve made this much more difficult than it needed to be.”
“W-what the fuck are you?” Percy stuttered, once again the snivelling wretch. “Not a man, for sure.”
“I’m tired of this back and forth. I’m not going to kill you, Percy.” To drive home the point, he sheathed his knife. “I may not be a good man, but I can at least be a better one than you. So here’s my threat. My promise. If you tell me where Lance is, I’ll protect your family. I’ll protect everyone back home, just as I swore I would. But if you don’t tell me, I’ll still find him. You will only cost me time and there will be no asylum for your kin when I bring shelter to our people.”
“You’d never turn away innocents.”
“Maybe that would have been true a month ago. Not anymore.” Galahad slammed his fist down into Percy’s nose. A stream of blood poured out. “Where’s Lance?”
Percy tried to stem the flow. It was futile. His nose was broken; it would be bleeding for a while. Galahad grabbed him by the hair.
“Where’s Lance?” he repeated.
“Winchester!”
“No shit. Give me details or I’ll start knocking out teeth.”
“This is better than leaving him to die?” Elaine said, leaning against the doorway.
“He’s u-unreachable,” Percy stammered. “Under the d-duke’s protection. It’s hopeless.”
“Details.”
“All I know is he didn’t trade the salt for money. He got land, a job, a title. Baron of some district or other. He dines with the Fucking Duke and walks his gardens.”
“A barony? For the salt? That can’t have been worth more than two, maybe three hundred crowns? Enough for a few houses… but a whole district? Are you fucking with me?”
“No, I swear!” He put up his hands. They were stained red. “It was special. More valuable than you realised. The pink colour, it means something. It’s said to have magic properties. Folk tales, of course. But it’s rare as myth. The duke has an old book in his personal library; it tells of a place in the far east, beyond the continent. Unreachable with the world as it is now. That treasure is one of a kind. It’s worth a fortune. Worth a barony.”
Galahad stood, his mind spinning like a cartwheel. He’d never considered that he’d missed something Lance had found. This was his speciality. He was the one who planned their quests. The one who spent hours and days locked away in libraries, researching old tomes, deciphering clues. Lance was a sword. How could a sword be so clever?
Elaine hobbled further into the room, her crutch tapping dully on the wooden floor.
“We really going to let him live?” she said under her breath. “What if he comes for us?”
“He won’t. Too much of a coward. Besides, he knows he did us wrong. My guess is he’ll disappear and make a better job of it than he did the last time.”
Elaine chewed her lip. There was a splash of colour in her cheeks, below the fog of dark powder that enshrined her eyes. When Galahad looked back at Percy, he found he was also staring at Elaine, perhaps anticipating another poisoned dart. 
“What’s his title? Where’s this barony?”
“I don’t know. I…” Even as Percy answered him, he didn’t take his eyes from Elaine. “Wait, I overheard him. I swear I did. Stockbridge! That’s it! Please… My family… My sisters!”
“If you’re lying, I’ll find you and cut out your tongue.”
Percy nodded. “I know, I know! I’m telling the truth!” His eyes flicked to Elaine and back. The wretched man looked petrified.
An astringent odour made itself known over the coppery stench of blood.
“Is that piss?”
“I’m sorry.” Percy hung his head, scrabbling about on the floor. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”
“I can’t watch this,” Elaine said.
“Step outside then.”
But she didn’t move.
“We’ve been friends for years,” Galahad said. “More than friends, really. Closer to brothers. I’d never have betrayed you, Percival. Not for any money. Not for fear.”
The other man nodded. “I know. I fucked up. But when they came to me we were only going to split the treasure fairly. Your dream is— Do you know how much a plate of strong plastic costs these days? There’s a reason Littleford stopped growing decades ago. Why poorer districts like this have so many sheets of cracking, rusted iron. This place will be a canvas town in a few decades. There’s no saving Wickerton. But we could have saved our families. Moved them out of danger. That was all it was supposed to be…
“But Lance’s plans changed. I was so fucking scared and confused, and it was all a rush. He told me to… Well, then that sword was there. And I thought of my sisters. And I looked at Lance’s face. And I just… It wasn’t really a choice at all, in the end.”
“You’re pathetic.”
“I know.” He hung his head.
Galahad stood, brushed down his clothes. Covered in his own blood again. This jacket that he loved so dearly wasn’t going to last much longer. It almost felt symbolic. The days of relic hunting were fading to memory as the threads of his jacket finally disintegrated. As he straightened, something felt off about the weight at his hip. On the left hung his sword, cleaned and safely sheathed. But on the right… Where was his knife?
He turned. Too slow. Percy was up with improbable quickness. He stumble-ran for the door, seemed to change his mind halfway there, and threw himself at Elaine with an animalistic growl, knife angled towards her heart. Galahad leapt forward, tackled him to the ground. Elaine yelped and fell back, steadying herself against the wall.
Straddling him on the floor, Galahad punched the traitor’s face. Once he began he couldn’t stop. Over and over. What was this fury welling up from his strained heart? It took several seconds for him to see the hilt of the knife protruding from Percy’s stomach. The glazed look in his eyes. The paleness of his cheeks.
“No…” Galahad grabbed his sleeves and shook him, but Percy was staring at Elaine. As the light left his eyes, a queer expression crossed his face, and he whispered something unintelligible.
Silence followed. A lump grew in Galahad’s throat and his breathing came faster, more ragged. A traitor he might have been, but that man had been one of his closest friends. An ally through so many dark times. He hadn’t been a bad man, not really. Just a fucking coward who allowed himself to be bullied into doing something terrible.
Despite it all, his death was a loss that settled over Galahad with a spine-drooping weight. He needed to be outside. Fresh air and space to walk. To get away from the stench of piss and blood and death.
“Why?” Galahad muttered, then again, louder, grief and frustration confusingly bound with satisfaction. He didn’t know how to feel. Didn’t know how he wanted to feel. But below everything else, he knew he felt sick.
Elaine took a step closer, crutch tapping on the floorboards. “Don’t bother with regret. This is how it’s done. Justice, revenge, whatever. We make them answer for what they did to us.”
“But he was cooperating… Why would he…”
“You made a deal and we’ll honour it. We’ll take care of his family. Amnesty shouldn’t extend to traitors. It’s sad, but he got what he deserved.”
But he had been more than a traitor. He’d been a friend.
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It was raining. The five sat together, huddled around a fire that had long since dimmed for lack of fuel. Beyond the safety of the tarpaulin, eerily human shapes circled them through the trees. Raindrops carved their shapes, curving and twisting over nothing. 
Fay knew their shelter was expensive. No noble would set out without the best protection from the rain—even these idiots—but she could have done without the practical demonstration. It was still only a tarp, and accidents happened.
“Never seen them so close,” Craig said, his bluster muted.
“You don’t get used to it,” Fay replied.
It was surreal, being this close to rainwights. Years since she’d left Wickerton, and she still wasn’t used to it. Growing up in a canvas-protected village, there’d always been shadows skulking at the edge of town. But it wasn’t the same as seeing them close enough to make out the way their fingers elongated into claws. 
Must have been worse for the noble lads. You never saw rainwights in the capital; not unless you strayed to the very edges of the shelter, and what business would the sons of lords have with a district poor as that?
Rakesh muttered something in the king’s language and scooted backwards as the wind whipped a splash of rain under the canopy. In the moment before the rain fell, it described a reaching arm, fingers outstretched towards the boy.
“Nobody’d blame you for pissing yourself,” Craig said to him.
“Nearly did,” Rakesh admitted. “Lucky I went before it started coming down.”
“I have,” Errol said. He was doing better after several days of rest, but he still wasn’t mobile, propped up in a sitting position against a bundle of travelling backpacks. “Not that I’m scared. It’s the drugs.”
The other lads laughed at that, a much needed release of tension. But the reminder made Fay lick her lips and itch at her palms with her fingernails. A red circle on each hand. It was so wrong to be jealous, yet she was. A ripped open stomach seemed a fair price for laudanum administered twice a day. Sometimes she fantasised about hurting herself. Just enough to earn the laudanum.
But that was her sickness.
She was stronger than that, and Bill was helping. His stupid talking therapy was actually working. The results were only slight, but the intrusive thoughts had lost the edge to their sting. She was learning to let them pass through. To exist alongside them. To recognise that those words and images weren’t her, but unwanted visitors. Transient horrors that she disowned. One day she wouldn’t even feel the need for opium anymore. She would be free. Or near to it.
One day.
“They can’t gain entry, can they?” Bill asked; he was still staring at the spattering of droplets where the splash of rain had made it under the tarpaulin.
“Not as long as the canopy holds.”
“Pray for easy winds,” Rakesh said, though the winds were already fiercely turbulent, creating violent waves that flapped along the tarpaulin. Maybe he’d been making a joke, but this time nobody laughed.
The rain lasted all morning and much of the afternoon. By the time it ended, everyone was exhausted from anxiety. Craig had developed a tremor in his left hand and Rakesh hadn’t said anything for hours. These kids weren’t cut out for life outside the safety of the city. Better to be in the dark than the rain. Nobody knew that better than country folk from canvas towns.
After she’d left Galahad’s Round Table, she’d meant to live out the rest of her days under New London’s indomitable stone. Nothing ever turned out how she planned.
“How are you doing?” Bill asked, catching her aside from the others. His tone made it clear what he was referring to.
“I’m fine. The worst has passed. Again.” She gave a pointed look around the camp. “I doubt I’ll be with you much longer.”
“Not tempted to stay and see the beast?”
“Am I fuck.”
“No sense in keeping you then. You’ve got my pendant. I’ll take you back to your camp tomorrow, as long as the rain holds off.”
“If my shit’s been wrecked in the storm, I’ll be holding you responsible.”
“And you’d be right to, I suppose.”
[image: image-placeholder]They left shortly after dawn. The sky was cloudless and sunlight played off the still-wet mulch that lined the forest floor. They would have made a sorry sight, if anyone had been around to see them.
“Will you be okay?” Bill asked while Fay packed away her bivouac. “Remember our sessions.”
“Right, yeah. I’ll be fine. It’s whatever.”
“I’m serious. Let me give you a signed writ. If you’re worried, or if you ever find yourself struggling, you can take it to the Académie des Sciences Profanes. Master Patel will offer far better treatment than I was able.”
“You did fine. The techniques you taught me are helping. Really. It’s no magic cure, but it’s helping.”
“You’ll get there.”
“Sure. Maybe.” She didn’t know if that was true, but it was possible.
Fay stood, wincing as she slung her backpack—bivouac neatly packed away—over her shoulders. The arrow puncture was healing nicely but it would be tender for a while yet.
“Well, it’s been great. Maybe hold the arrows next time you see a stranger, eh?”
After they said their goodbyes, and Bill traipsed off back to his camp, Fay stood and stared at the shuffling canopy of the treeline. She withdrew Bill’s necklace from her pocket, fingered it absently. The metal was smooth. Cold. It was an expensive piece. But compared to the bounty, the trinket was nearly worthless to her. Somewhere in that forest was a beast whose pelt would fetch her fifty crowns.
Forty-five, Smith’s voice echoed in her mind. Broker takes a cut.
Enough to move her family out of Wickerton and into one of Littleford’s poorer districts. It wasn’t as lofty as Galahad’s dreams, but it was more than he’d ever muster trawling through ruins and rubble. Fay could return to The Green Man with a lighter heart, knowing her family were safe, and close. Maybe Elaine would even come back to live with them, like she had after she lost her parents. Fay still thought of her almost like a sister.
One hunt for a new life.
But no, Bill would be distraught if she killed the beast. She wouldn’t break her promise.
With a sigh, she turned away from the forest, checked the tightness of her shoulder straps, and set off in the direction of home. Because The Green Man really did feel like home now. Her time away had made her long for the comfort of that place. The warmth of being wanted, of being useful. She missed Betty’s smiling round face, Christopher’s crackling-fire baritone and comically netted beard. Even Smith had a charming way about him that Fay would be glad to see again.
She marched east. Littleford wasn’t far, as these things go, but it would be a long day of walking to avoid sleeping rough an extra night. Still, she’d left early. It was possible. All it took was one foot after the other.
The misty grey dawn thickened to a foggy grey morning. Clouds swam and heaved, making the fog seem like the trailing skirts of wispy giants. Visibility was piss poor. Years spent in Galahad’s company had made Fay adept at navigation. Half the time she knew north by gut. But not now. In the thick of the grey, even Galahad would have struggled to point the way. She couldn’t even see the fucking sun.
Since her feet had been pointing east when she set off, she continued trekking onwards, hoping her gait was straight and true. There was little else for it. Travelling in fog wasn’t wise but standing in it was less so.
It was after several hours of walking, the fog now thinned enough to see a good hundred metres ahead, that Fay felt the cool touch of wetness on her cheek.
She stopped. Tensed. Cocked her head, listening, sniffing. A pitter-patter. Petrichor.
Rainfall.
In all her time spent in ruins and wild places, Fay had never been caught so unprepared. It was her fault. If she’d bothered to read the signs, she’d have realised rain was coming. Could have set up her bivouac in a hidden place to wait out the storm. But it was too late for that. All she could do was run.
Canvas towns were rare so close to one of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia’s three great cities, but farmsteads were common. They needed to be, to feed millions of hungry mouths. A dangerous trade, exposed to the rain, but they had ways of protecting themselves. Finding one was Fay’s only hope.
So far, the rain was only spitting, but Fay could feel it worsening. The first few drops fell in solitude. Quiet things that could have almost been imaginary. Then the tickling drum. Then a gentle shushing.
There, a beacon in the gloom. A square of light, fizzing and distorted. And another. Three more. Fay ducked her head and sprinted full-pelt, taking in huge lungfuls of stinging mist. The squares of light resolved into windows, illuminating brickwork and thatch and a broad wooden shelter. A woman stood beneath the shelter, lantern aloft, staring into the rain. Fay had never seen anything like it before. Farmers truly had iron nerves to shame the most battle-hardened soldiers.
“There is!” the woman shouted. “Loretta, there’s someone out there!”
Another woman appeared at the farmhouse’s doorway, said something that got snatched by the wind as the storm truly broke and rain collapsed in sheets.
At the prospect of shelter, Fay barrelled onwards. Her stomach burned with a fierce stitch. Around her, shapes materialised in the rain. They were only outlines. Suggestions. The rain curved and swerved around them, describing twisted human shapes. Arms outreached to her. The impression of fingers tugged at her sleeves. Beneath the wounded wails of rain and wind, a chittering scatter of whispers rose. Like crickets tuned too perfectly, and too loud.
Screaming “Fuuuuuuck!“ at the top of her lungs, Fay dove for the shelter. But her bag snagged, yanked her backwards. Hands enveloped her. She was so close. Close enough to see the worried lines on the lantern-wielding farmer’s face; her muddy wellingtons—a treasure from before the rain turned.
“The paratempa!” the woman yelled.
The other was already sprinting forwards, a long pole over her shoulder.
Fay tried to stand but it was impossible. The rainwights dragged her backwards, carrying her into the dark of the storm. Away from the promised safety of those glowing windows.
“Help!” she cried.
To her surprise, the second farmer, Loretta, surged into the rain. Instantly she was tangled in reaching arms, hands, oddly lonesome faces emerging from sliding raindrops. Then the sound of a heavy latch actuating. A great whoosh that could have been angel wings spreading. But it wasn’t wings, it was Loretta’s paratempa. The gigantic umbrella sprung open with ease, scattering the rain, and shattering ghostly limbs in a smattering of mist and flecks.
“Dig in!” Loretta yelled to Fay as she took heavy steps towards her. The wind caught beneath her paratempa, threatening to wrench it from her hands, or snap its spokes, or lift her into the sky, but Loretta held on.
Fay dug her fingers into the mud, wishing for claws. Pain flashed through her tendons and knuckles. The rainwights were unimaginably strong. If they wanted they could surely pound her up like baby food. But instead they kept dragging her, barely slowed by her efforts.
She didn’t want to find out where they were trying to take her.
Loretta took heavy steps. One after another. Finally, she lurched forward and the paratempa’s shadow swung over Fay. The rain abated immediately, leaving Fay panting on the soggy ground, blinking up at the dark outline of her saviour.
“Get up, woman!” Loretta shouted into the wind. “Before we get blown away would be nice!”
[image: image-placeholder]Nobody survives the rain. It was a fact Fay had seen written in blood a dozen times over. There were always rumours, of course. Shared at the back of New London bars by drunken mouths at the latest hours. But nobody actually believed them. Not once they’d seen rainwights with their own eyes. There was no way to fight a thing with no form. No fear.
But there she was. Alive. Panting and trembling as she fumbled to keep hold of her hot mug of tea, a woollen blanket around her shoulders. A crackling fire radiated warmth that was a little too hot on her left cheek and elbow.
The farmhouse was low-ceilinged. Cosy. Decorated with ornately carved knickknacks and furniture. Only the heavy bolts across the closed window shutters betrayed the fact that they were sheltered by reinforced walls. A two-person fortress in the middle of nowhere.
“Never seen a big lass like you shaken up so,” the woman who’d first spotted her said. She was working over a huge old stove; a delicious smell wafted from the pot she tended to. Like Loretta, she wore a hardy outfit for working the farm, all thick new-spun wools. Fay wondered if they were shepherds.
“Give her a break, Hazel. She’s a city girl,” Loretta said. She was sitting opposite Fay and kept rubbing her hands together, then holding them out to the fire. Her muddy wellies sat abandoned by the door.
“N-no.” Fay pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. “I’m from a canvas town.”
“Get used to the rain out here.” Loretta threw more wood on the grumbling fire, stoked it with a poker. “What’s your name, canvas girl?”
“I should be dead.”
“Now that’s a funny name,” Hazel said. She bent to kiss the top of Loretta’s head, then turned back to her cooking, humming softly to herself.
“Fay Weaver.”
“Much prettier,” Loretta said with a demure smile.
Not the name she was born with but the one she’d been given, thanks to Galahad and his obsession with those stories. Her birth name didn’t feel right anymore. As if it belonged to a different person. A sweet girl who’d never known the feeling of blood wetting her knuckles.
“Were lucky rain was all you had to worry about.”
Fay blinked, looked up from her tea. “What?”
Loretta waved a hand vaguely in the direction of the Cotswolds, and the forest where the noble lads had made their camp. “The beast. Don’t tell me you were stumbling around out there at night and you’ve not heard of the bloody beast!”
“I’ve heard of it… You’re saying it’s caused trouble?”
“No, we call it the Cotswold beast because it brings flowers to the houses of those with newborns and sings sweet songs to grazing sheep.” She gave Fay a look like she was an idiot. “Yeah, of course it’s fucking dangerous.”
“Took the Goddards’ girl last month,” Hazel added without turning away from the stove.
“Nasty business that was. Poor girl. Fifteen years old. Only that. Wish the thing had taken her whole, but it left all the bottom of her. Can you imagine that? Your young lass is missing then you find half of her discarded like the broken end of an old doll.” She shook her head in disgust. “No parent should go through that.”
Fay rubbed her temple, feeling a headache coming on.
“I didn’t think it left the hills.”
“Then you’ve been lied to,” Loretta said, absently jabbing at the fire again. “Whoever sent you out here didn’t want to scare you out of the job, I reckon.”
“I was meant to kill the thing.”
Hazel laughed so hard she dropped her spoon into her simmering stew.
“Oh, drat! Bugger it!”
“Need a hand?” Loretta asked, her tone sweetening in a flash.
“I’ve got it. It’s just a bloody spoon.”
“Have I been conned?” Fay asked.
“Depends how much money they offered, I suppose,” Loretta said.
“And how good you are at killing,” Hazel added.
“Yeah, I suppose that too.”
“I can kill,” Fay said. “When I have to.”
“Can’t say I doubt that,” Loretta admitted. “But the beast… It’s something else.”
Bill hadn’t mentioned the beast hurting anyone. It was possible he didn’t know.
“This girl, was she the first?”
“Oh, no. Not by a long way. Folks’ve been going missing for enough years that I’ve lost count.”
“Worse is when they don’t go missing,” Hazel added.
“And it takes our sheep.”
“It used to.”
“We lost one Monday.”
“That was before we finished the palisades.”
“Your confidence continues to astound me.”
“Wish it was infectious.”
“Someone has to be realistic.”
“Can’t get much realer than big fuck-off spikes.”
Fay flicked her eyes from one to the other as they traded verbal blows across the room. It had been a long time since Fay had seen a couple bicker so comfortably. They reminded her of her parents. In turn that made her think of home, and the sagging patchwork canvas that daily threatened to remove its protection from the town. That’s why bright-eyed Galahad formed the Round Table: to get their families somewhere safe. Yet here Fay was, walking away from the opportunity to see a portion of their dreams wrought true.
“Everyone knows this?” she said, interrupting her hosts.
“Everyone round these parts.”
“And if, say, someone came looking for the beast? Perhaps they were curious, wanted to study it. If they stopped anywhere around here, they’d be told the same? That it’s a man killer? A monster?”
“It’s honestly a feat that you got so close without hearing a story or two,” Loretta said.
“I travelled off-road.”
“Not wise for someone unprepared for the rain.”
Fay narrowed her eyes, ran her tongue over her teeth. She’d broken noses of folks less condescending than Loretta. But then again, she did save her life. She did wade into the rain with nothing to protect her but a paratempa—and those unwieldy giant umbrellas were hardly famous for their reliability. Fay couldn’t begrudge her a touch of arrogance. Anyone who dared live a farmer’s life was entitled to more respect than a washed-up piece of muscle like Fay.
“I have a bivouac. Rain came on quick.”
“It’ll do that if you try to hike through fog.”
“I’ve had a trying few weeks.”
Loretta grinned, showing two missing teeth and a sudden change in demeanour.
“Don’t tease the guest,” Hazel called over her shoulder.
“When’s dinner ready?”
“Now. Set the table, would you?”
As Loretta lay plates and cutlery and a jug of what smelled like fresh apple juice out on the farm table, Fay asked Hazel about the girl who’d gone missing and turned up torn in half.
“Can’t say she wasn’t careful. The Goddards are a cautious bunch. Doesn’t make it any easier, I suppose, knowing you did everything right. Took her from right outside their house, far as anyone can tell. There was blood, you see. On the grass.”
“And folks just live like this? They accept that a monster roams the hills at their doorstep? The king’s never sent soldiers to cut it down? Why aren’t there stories of it from Winchester to the Empire of the Thistle!”
“Oh, sweet canvas-town girl, who would care that doesn’t live here? How does everyone live with spectres in the rain? How did you accept that your town was protected by nothing but strung up sheets of fabric? An ephemeral way to live, if ever there was one.”
Fay chewed on that for a moment. It was true. Rumours spread fast when people felt a connection to them. If the local lord had been caught with his hand down a stable girl’s knickers, or if someone from an outer district swore they spotted rainwights creeping under the awning, or if someone claimed a curse on a local inn…
But who cared if some beast roamed the open country down south? Who cared if girls went missing from farmsteads that didn’t even belong to canvas towns? If you never left the city, then rumours from without New London may as well have come from across the channel for all the relevance they had. The only reason Fay had heard of the beast herself was because the Marquess of Rugby’s son was involved.
It was horrible, thinking of all the people who’d been killed in anonymity.
And there was Bill, following the beast around with his notebook and three idiots in tow. They’d been out there for months now. Since before the Goddard girl had been killed. They could have stopped it, but they didn’t. Bill was happy to let it kill as long as he got his data.
He’d be furious if she slew the beast. But what was one supposed to do with monsters? A thing like that couldn’t be allowed to roam free. Gripping her mug more tightly, she vowed to put the creature down.
It wasn’t about the money.
It was her duty.
At least that’s what she told herself. As if she’d ever bought into that shit before.
[image: image-placeholder]Fay stayed one night with the shepherds. They fed her well, and of course it was mutton. They told stories of the beast which all ended in blood. They gave her a sofa to sleep on, and the blankets were of warm and well-made wool.
It was a calming night but her heart still cantered from the panic she’d felt in that storm. Even as she was falling asleep in the pitch dark of the locked-down farmhouse, she could still feel those fingers crawling over her. It had been an odd, chilled sensation. Both tangible and not. Ethereal and gripping. And ever the same question rose up, though each time she discarded it unanswered.
Where had they been taking her?
[image: image-placeholder]The shepherds woke her early having sex that wasn’t any quieter for being hushed. It was the giggling that roused her, coming from the open door to their bedroom. Then the gasps, the rustle of sheets sliding against each other. A wet sound Fay didn’t want to think too carefully about. She pulled the blanket over her head and burrowed into the cushions, but it made little difference. She was awake now. May as well get up.
With a groan, she half-fell off the sofa and staggered to the open-plan kitchen. Tea. She needed tea. The stove was huge and imposing and Fay didn’t have any idea how to operate it. She looked around for a smaller wood burner but there wasn’t one. Seemed a waste to fire up such a massive iron apparatus just to use a hob. Then again, if you’re going to leave strangers unsupervised in your house, you have to expect them to help themselves to tea in the morning.
Whether they didn’t hear her rummaging and cursing as she got everything lit and going, or they simply ignored her, it wasn’t until after the kettle was boiled, the tea brewed, and Fay was sat at the farm table, that Hazel appeared.
“Oh, you’re up,” she noted, adjusting her jumper.
“Hope you don’t mind.” Fay nodded towards her steaming mug of tea. “Some for you on the side.”
“Brilliant. That’s just the ticket.”
“I’ll be leaving early.”
“Wait for the mist to clear, at least.” Hazel sighed with a tut. “Save someone one day and they off themselves the next.”
The tea tasted bitter. Over-brewed. Fay had left the leaves to steep too long, zoning out, her mind a-wander. They drank it with goat’s milk back home, but the shepherds didn’t seem to have any.
No point finishing it really. She pushed out her chair, stood, scratched at the angry red sores on each of her palms.
“I’ll plant a flag when the job’s done. At the edge of the forest. I’ll use a shirt, I guess. One of those from the Stowe Bazaar where they tie it in knots and dip it in dye. Easy to spot, what with the colours… You’ll let that family know, won’t you? The Goddards? Put their minds at ease?”
But Hazel only gave an awkward smile as answer, before Fay grabbed her pack, brushed the creases out of her shirt, and left.
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Clear river water ferried islands of algae at a placid pace. Puffy ducklings swam in a neat line behind their mother. Two moorhens bickered over some tidbit at the bank. And trout swam aimlessly to-and-fro. The river was as bucolic as any in the wilds. 
The people of Littleford cared for what little they claimed. Here they sacrificed safety to provide for nature. The patchwork shelter ended several feet from the river. Where a rickety bridge of wooden planks and iron bolts provided crossing, a bridge of corrugated iron linked the two sides of the shelter above. Galahad and Elaine sat on the riverbank, pulling grass and watching the current. Beside them was a case of wine, lying on its side. A fortune in waiting. Some from the town gave them questioning looks, perhaps thinking them mad to sit outside the safety of the shelter. But to travellers like them, this was as safe a place as any.
“You forgot about what I might want.” It was the first thing Elaine had said in ages. “Again. You shouldn’t have made me give him that antidote.”
“I don’t understand.” Galahad pulled another clump of grass. Percy would have liked this place. He loved to fish. Not only for food, but also to pass the time. He’d sit for hours with a rod and a book and a little box of snacks.
“With all this.” She gestured vaguely. “They need to fucking pay.”
“When we were at Laurent’s you wanted me to leave you.”
“I was in shock, miserable, wallowing in defeat.” She nudged him with her elbow. “Besides, I knew you wouldn’t really leave me.”
“I shouldn’t be so predictable. It nearly got us killed.”
“Good news then, I don’t think you are anymore. Fighting over me. Sneaking off on your own. Making twisted threats… You’re darker than you used to be. Chaotic.”
“Should have told me you were out to kill them.”
Elaine didn’t reply.
“It’s only Lance left. Fuck knows how we’ll get to him past the duke’s men.”
“We’ll figure it out.” She paused. “I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d try to stop me.”
“It’s done now, I guess. Won’t try to stop you when it comes to Lance.” He tightened his fists. “If anyone deserves to die, it’s that fucking prick.”
“Now you’re getting it.”
“Even if it feels pointless now. We can’t steal back a title. All that’s left is revenge.”
“Might as well take what we can get then.”
Trout bobbed for insects on the surface, rippling the water. Galahad watched them, thinking how much simpler their lives were.
“Whatever we do, this is fucked. Our home is in danger and I promised to save it. My work won’t be done, revenge or no. Back to the books. This land is tattooed with ruins, but folk say everything of worth’s been plundered or rotted away. Maybe they’re right.”
So much about the world he no longer understood. Whisky that can turn eyes and seal wounds. A sword that didn’t rust. For months he’d heard rumours of strange happenings across Albion. A slow, creeping return of the unknown. In many ways, the new world mimicked the old. What had been thought myth centuries ago had only been truth for a time forgotten.
“There’s so much left to uncover,” he continued. “Secrets worth more than any cache of salt. The new world is uncharted beyond the safety of the cities.”
Elaine lay her head on his shoulder, said, “You’re such a freak. Could have made good money as a courier in this time, you know? If helping folk back home’s so important, try running letters for a year or two.” She paused as if to let him speak, though they both knew he had nothing to say to that. She poked him in the ribs. “You like it. All of this.”
“Nobody likes bloodshed. How could I possibly have sought betrayal? Or the death of my friends?”
“You love it. It’s never a normal job. Always something mysterious and dangerous. Something ancient. You want those stories of old magic and monsters to exist so you seek them out under the guise of hunting fortune. I see your bullshit, Galahad. Such a perfect, noble knight; seeker of the grail.”
“Didn’t think you read the books I lent you.”
“Course I read them.”
“Kept that quiet.”
“Couldn’t have the others thinking I knew how to read. That would have fucked my reputation, wouldn’t it?”him
“And if there are monsters and magic in the world? Am I a fanatic or a prophet then? The rainwights are monstrous. There was nothing like them in the world before. How else can I heal so quickly now if not by magic? There are things we can’t explain that we’ve each seen with our own eyes. There’s more out there.”
“Whatever you have to tell yourself to get back to your books,” Elaine said, dismissing his words with a wave of her hand.
“Does that mean you won’t join me? Where will you go once you have your revenge?”
She shrugged. “Didn’t say that. Got nothing better to do, have I?”
They sat beside the river for hours. Old memories and plans for some imagined, distant future sketched in soft words. Eulogy and condemnation both for the friends they’d put in the ground. They pulled it all out. Guilt, anger, longing, hope. Conflicting feelings snarled together like a child’s messy, unbrushed hair. Their words a comb they ran through over and over, splitting the threads, tugging at knots until Galahad could say he simply remembered them, and that was enough.
It was dark again by the time they made it back to The Green Man. Galahad carried the Santan wine under one arm. If he’d almost forgotten he was covered in dried blood, the looks they got when they entered soon reminded him. Thankfully, it was midweek, and the bar wasn’t as busy as it could have been.
Without wasting a moment, Galahad strode to the bar and dropped the case of wine down on the darkly varnished wood.
“My days,” Smith said, abandoning the rum bottle he’d been dusting and rushing over to inspect the case. “You can’t just plonk that down out here!”
“Nobody’s looking,” Elaine said.
“Everyone’s looking. Haven’t you seen the state of yourselves? I don’t even want to know what you had to do to get this.”
“Neither do we, to be honest,” Galahad said.
“Don’t you want it then?” Elaine reached for the case, as if to slide it away from the innkeep’s grasp.
“Didn’t say that.” Smith batted her hand away.
Bending close to inspect the case, he pushed his hand up his cheekbone, as if adjusting a pair of spectacles he wasn’t wearing. “Betty!” he shouted at the top of his lungs.
A moment later, the fat server with the tiny nose appeared, red-cheeked from running up and down the inn. Her mousy hair was all askew in a way that made her look ineffably competent.
“Grab the bar, will you?” Smith said at her approach. “I’ll be busy for a bit.”
“Who’ll run food?” Betty replied patiently.
Smith waved a less patient hand. “Get one of the kids to do it.”
“We only have them at the weekend.”
“Damn.” Smith pinched the bridge of his nose. “Is Henry in?”
“Yeah, but—”
“He can manage on his own for a couple hours. Not busy, is it?”
“Fine, I’ll let him know.” And the server vanished back into the bowels of the inn.
“’Scuse me mate but is she gonna be back soon?” a man loitering at the other end of the bar said. “Only I’ve been waiting five minutes already.”
“What you having?” Smith said with a broad smile and not a hint of irritation.
“Pint of widow ale.”
As Smith pulled the man’s pint, froth and amber liquid shooting into the glass in burbling spurts, he gave a nod towards the stairs and said to Galahad and Elaine, “Get it out of sight, would you? My room’s got ‘Publican’ written on it in place of a number.”
When they got to Smith’s room, they found it was locked.
“Fantastic. I was hoping we’d get to stand in the hallway for a bit,” Elaine said, leaning heavily on her crutch. “Love these carpets.”
Galahad smiled, rolled his eyes.
“Ah, yeah,” Smith said as he came puffing up the stairs, then down the hallway, doing a strange half-jog that can’t have been faster than walking. “Sorry about that. Forget I keep it locked. Can’t have patrons poking around. Don’t often get light-fingered types in a place like this but blast if our clientele aren’t nosy. Always wandering around, looking at things, touching them, moving them around. Can’t stand it. It’s like they think they’re back at home.”
“Take it as a compliment,” Elaine said. “Must be because the place has such a homely atmosphere.”
Smith paused, key in the lock. He blinked at her. “The Green Man isn’t ‘homely,’ dear. It is sophisticated and put-together.”
“My mistake.”
Once they were in and Smith lit his lamps, Galahad saw the room was half-office and half-bedroom, cluttered with furniture and everything in use. Smith gestured to a paper-covered desk as they entered, then swiped away a swathe of the papers so there was room for Galahad to put the wine case down.
“Right. Business.” Smith dry-washed his hands then pulled a chair over and sat in it.
Without asking, Elaine sank down on the bed, started rubbing her lone whole leg.
“Finally,” she said. “I’m all tense.”
“Cash and trade then?” Smith continued, ignoring her.
“As long as the terms are favourable,” Galahad said.
“I’m sure we can come to an agreement.” Smith set to work more closely inspecting the case, opening the lid and producing one of the bottles, holding it up to the light and squinting. “The item is certainly as described. Dated year 328. Santan indeed. You can tell it’s genuine from the—”
“From the printing techniques, yes,” Galahad finished for him. “I imagine from the taste as well, though of course we haven’t tested that.”
“Lest I forget we have a connoisseur in our midst.”
“He’s not a connoisseur, he just likes old shit,” Elaine corrected.
“I believe you yourself estimated its value around twenty crowns,” Galahad said to Smith. “Should we start negotiations around that price?”
“Did I now?” Smith adjusted his collar, again tried to adjust his imaginary pair of spectacles. He tutted, rummaged on the desk, produced a corporeal pair which he polished, then slipped over his nose. “No, that doesn’t sound like me.”
“You did,” Elaine said.
“And you can see it’s worth it,” Galahad said.
“Right. Yes. Well.” Smith licked his lips, hugged the bottle to his chest, as if afraid to let it go.
“Six silver a night, this place. Why don’t we call it two weeks lodging and thirteen crowns up front?”
Smith brightened, sensing the opportunity for negotiation.
“Two weeks stay and five crowns up front and you’ll have breakfast and dinner served gratis each day.”
“It’s not gratis if we’re paying for it with collateral.” Galahad stroked the thin beard he’d grown in the past weeks. He really needed a shave. “Two weeks, the meals, drinks on the house, and ten crowns.”
“You must be joking. I’ve seen how much that girl can drink! You’re trying to mug me in my own bleeding bedroom.” Smith slid the bottle he’d been holding back into the case, folded the lid closed, sighed faintly as he took in the sight of the complete set. “You’ve got me by the pips with this one. Such is the curse of the collector, I suppose. We must do what we must for the causes we love!”
“Don’t need to get dramatic about it, just give a fair price,” Elaine said.
“Two weeks, food and drink included… seven crowns,” Smith said. “And at that price you’re basically fucking me. You do realise this?”
“The offer as stated,” Galahad countered. “But make it five crowns and if anyone asks after us, even indirectly, you’ve never heard of us. Total discretion. And if we ever need a favour that seems out of the ordinary or esoteric, you’ll help us, no questions asked.”
“Deal!” Smith cried.
They shook hands and Smith counted out five crowns from his purse.
“Pleasure doing business with you.”
Galahad nodded in response.
“Be sure to come to me first if you pick up any more interesting trinkets, eh? Of the alcoholic variety, I mean.”
“Of course.”
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“What’d you fuck the deal for? He was gonna give us seven crowns and you know he’d never have talked either way.”
“Sometimes it’s good to put a little slack in your bartering. Hard to put a value on the benefits of gaining someone’s confidence and loyalty.”
“Hard to? Two crowns, that’s the value. That’s what you’ve lost us.”
“It’ll come back around. This is how you build connections. You can’t be cutthroat all the time, else you have nobody to turn to when you need help. Now we’ve got a place to stay, money in our pocket, and a friend we might come to rely on one day.”
“Too much future thinking for me.”
Galahad grinned. “That’s why you need me to be the brains.”
“If you call me the fucking heart again, I’ll break your shins.”
He sat on the bed beside her, threw his purse on the bedside table, pulled off his boots. His head swam with exhaustion. Only hours earlier his neck and shoulder had been cleaved by his own blade. Now he was hale, only wisps of energy remaining. The magic that kept him alive did nothing to spare him from fatigue. Or pain.
“I’m too tired to undress.”
“Sleep in your clothes then.”
“It’s too bloody hot.”
Elaine sighed, rolled her eyes dramatically. “Such a crybaby.” She swung herself into a sitting position, tucked her fingers under the hem of his shirt. The tips of her fingers were oddly cold, even in the heat of the summer evening and their suffocating room. She lifted up his shirt and he brought his arms up with her. Once she had it free, she batted at his shoulder with the mass of cloth, cleaning off his flaking blood. “The state of you.”
Her hand slid down his bare back to the bottom of his ribcage, just to the left of his spine. There she traced a short line. Galahad brought his own hand up to the scar below his sternum, felt the faint ridge. Two scars from the same wound. The sure killing blow had barely left a mark.
“Never seen scars like this. It’s almost silvery.”
Galahad shivered at her touch.
“Sorry, does it hurt?” she said.
He shook his head. “Your hands are cold.”
“I have bad circulation.”
Galahad turned to face her and for a moment neither said anything. Elaine’s eyes were a deep mahogany in the lamplight. There was something almost predatory about the way she stared at him, mouth slightly ajar. Her thin lips glistened where she’d recently wet them.
Then, without straying from his gaze, she reached for his belt, fumbled open the clasp. Galahad tensed at her touch; it was suddenly harder to breath. She undid his buttons, gripped his jeans.
“Come on then. I can’t help if you sit like that.”
He swivelled fully onto the bed, lay down and arched his back so she could remove his trousers. They snagged at his thighs, then again at his ankles, and Elaine couldn’t stop giggling as she tried to drag them off him.
All the hairs on the back of his arms stood to attention. The smell of her sweat made his heart race and already there was a building in his crotch. He measured his breathing, trying to stay calm. Elaine finished pulling off his trousers so casually, then whipped off his socks. Just a friend helping out another. Old friends that could never be anything more. He shouldn’t let his imagination get away from him. To ruin this friendship would leave him with nothing.
He started to feel embarrassed, blood turning and rushing to his cheeks instead.
“What’s with you? Come on then, I need help too.”
With a surprisingly steady hand, he took the hem of her shirt between his fingers, then lifted it over her head. She’d gotten so thin. He still wasn’t used to those twig-like arms; the lines of bones from collar to waist. Her once-plump breasts now tight domes that barely sagged. She was still covered in the bruises Gwen had given her. Faint blotches of brown and purple that refused to fade.
“My marks are uglier than yours,” she said.
“That’s not true.” Galahad ran light fingers across a bruise on her collarbone, down a mostly healed graze on her sternum, around the lower curve of her breast to trace a purple nebula.
She gave a little shiver, unbuttoned her jeans, shrugged them off—pausing to carefully lift them over her bandaged stump—then turned back to Galahad and put a hand on his chest.
“All ready for bed,” she said, meeting his eyes.
“Right.”
She leaned a little closer, added pressure to her palm flat against his chest. Her hand was clammy.
“Still golden. Your eyes are so striking now. Not that they weren’t nice enough before.”
“They used to be nearly as dark as yours.”
He shuffled closer, lay one hand against her waist, the other still tracing lines below her breast. So desperately he wanted to move up and grip her, to squeeze, to kiss her lips. But something held him back. It was clear now what she wanted. What they both wanted. But still, he couldn’t seem to do it.
“I love you.” He nearly spat the words, desperate to get them out before he changed his mind. A wave of nausea struck him, fading almost as quickly as it came. A spike in his heart rate. A caught breath. It left him with a dizziness he couldn’t shake, but also with relief. He’d said it. Clear to her face. It was done. No more cowardice.
“Obviously.” With the back of her fingers, she stroked his cheek, down to his chin. “You need a shave.”
Galahad waited, heart hammering.
She leaned in, lips an inch from his. Heat radiated from her neck, sweat evaporating to an intoxicating scent. It pulled him closer. Irresistible. As their lips brushed, he felt his dick harden, uncurling in his boxers.
“Do you love me?” he asked, knowing it was weakness.
“Let’s find out.”
She pressed her lips to his.
He breathed in deep through his nose as they kissed. She slipped her tongue in his mouth, ran it over his teeth. They fell sideways on the bed, barely enough space to fit the two of them entwined. Heat grew between them. Sticky sweat and desperation. Galahad slid his hand down her body till he felt the heat of her. He tugged at her knickers and they came off easily, Elaine helping with an arched back and a wriggle of her hips.
Before he touched her, he pulled off his own underwear.
Naked together and embraced.
Her pubic hair was springy to the touch. She rocked her hips as he lightly brushed her soft hair, barely tickling her. His lips moved to her neck, bit not so gently. Now he could smell how wet she was. He began to massage her. Gentle circles.
She gasped, scrambled to take his cock in hand and pumped vigorously. He snatched her wrist. “Be gentle.”
Elaine’s eyes widened and she gave the smallest nod. Maybe her cheeks reddened, but it was hard to tell in the light of burning oil. Whatever embarrassment she’d felt didn’t last long.
“Yes,” she gasped, rocking her hips so violently he kept slipping off and losing rhythm.
To him, she was water under the beating sun. He needed to drink her, to lick her, to taste her. Down the ridges and curves and bruises of her body in a ladder of kisses.
Halfway down, she jerked and let out a pained hiss.
“Fuck!”
“Sorry, what happened?”
“My stump! Careful of my fucking stump!”
“Sorry.” His shoulder must have brushed against it. Hard to remember in the heat of things that she was still wounded. They shouldn’t be doing this at all. And he was exhausted. They needed rest, and medicine, and a good meal. But in that moment, more than any of those things, they needed each other.
Down her stomach more carefully. Gentle flicks of his tongue. Then wet kisses, slightly acidic.
She left him there barely a minute before she grabbed him by the hair and pulled him up.
“I want you in me.”
He moved to climb on top of her, but she flipped him over, climbing atop to straddle his thighs. She stroked his dick, her nails patterned with chipped black polish.
“You realise in the stories Elaine was Galahad’s mum?” she said, tying up her black hair.
“Fucking hell, why say that now?”
She shrugged, grinning wickedly. “Dunno, just popped into my head.”
“Would you prefer I call you Elsie?”
“Fuck no. Hate that name.”
She braced herself with her arms as she lifted herself over him. Galahad took himself in hand, positioned his tip at the mouth of her. Then she lowered herself, pushing him inside, and let out a moan that echoed through the walls of the inn.
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It was good to keep busy. Good to stay ahead of herself. Her arms were itching but she ignored it. Today her intrusive thoughts were all bloody, and that was fine. She could handle the bloody ones. It was good practice, if anything. She let them in. Let them blow through like an unwanted draught. And then they faded. Waned to a black, anxious numbness. It didn’t work every time. And the thoughts were still there. She still saw everything they forced on her. But it was like a snake bite without venom. Painful, yes, but not lethal. No lingering injection of shame and fear. 
Fay had a good enough idea of where to find the beast’s den. Wasn’t hard to work out once she had the location of the would-be naturalists’ camp, and the direction they returned from when that idiot boy Errol had gotten his stomach opened.
Deeper in the forest, the brush of the floor thickened until Fay was wading through a sea of neck-high nettles. A forest within a forest. She tucked her hands into her sleeves, pulled up the collar of her leather jacket as far as it would go. The last thing she needed was to spook her quarry with a nettle-sting yelp.
Her knife sat heavy on her belt. Not for the first time she wished she’d brought some other weapon. She might be stronger than most men, but there was little doubt the beast was stronger. She would have to set a trap.
There was a musty smell on the air here. Not foul, exactly, but thick and damp. Like a dog fresh from splashing in the lake.
Fay slowed, crouched, moved from nettles to a clear space behind a broad oak that had infiltrated the beechwood. She wondered how large a beast would have to be to tear a grown girl in half. Even a grizzly would struggle.
Galahad would have come with a plan. Detailed and written down in his delicate script. But Fay rarely thought so far ahead. Her thoughts ran more clearly in the moment. So often she’d been saved by her finely trained reflexes and brute strength. Now she would have to rely on her cunning instead.
A pit of spikes covered and baited. That would take down any beast, monster or no. But Fay had no shovel, nor the time to fashion a dozen sharp spears. Safe to assume the Cotswold beast was too big to lure into a deadfall. She had no poison; no arrows to tip with it.
Crouching behind her oak, she opened her backpack and took inventory. She had her bivouac. Some dried meats. Her blankets. Spare clothes—including the colourful shirt she’d promised to use as a flag. An old compass that had lost its magic—she kept forgetting to remove it from her pack. Oh, a bag of weed she had no memory of; it was dry but in good nick. Most of this stuff was useless to her, but she could fashion a snare with her bivouac’s guy lines. It wouldn’t hold the beast for long. She’d have to come in close to finish it with her knife.
Not a perfect plan, but it was worth a try.
When she was finished setting up, she baited the trap with the last of her rations, then retreated to the nettles. She lay down, concealing herself as much as possible. There she watched, breathing shallow, hardly daring to blink. And she waited.
And she waited.
And the sun set.
And the air grew cold.
And eventually, she fell asleep.
“Fuck,” she muttered, squinting in the dark of night. The cold had roused her. It had seeped right through her. Stung her bones. Set her muscles rigid.
That musty smell of dog still filled the air, though in the cold it had a lighter presence.
The forest was still. Almost silent.
Little moonlight made it to the forest floor, and though her narrowed eyes made out faint shapes and lines in the dark, she couldn’t see as far as her baited snare. For a moment she wondered if the beast had come and gone as she slept. But no. Even if her trap hadn’t held the beast long, the noise of it breaking free would have roused her.
From her pack she retrieved her blankets, curled into them, pulling them tight around her. It was high summer, so the night was mild, but even a mild night can chill without layers. Just as she was falling back to sleep, her half-closed eyes picked up a flicker of orange.
A spark of adrenaline brought her immediately to full consciousness.
A light in the forest. An open flame.
Memories of old stories came flooding in. The will-o’-the-wisp. That mischievous flame who led lost travellers astray. The jack-o’-lantern. Unlike most old stories, which only Galahad believed or had even passing interest in, the will-o’-the-wisp was known and respected by all of the Round Table. Percy had seen one once, out east near the Anglian coast, in a gloomy marsh. Ever rational, ever the sceptic, if Percy said a thing was true, then only a fool would doubt it.
The flame bobbed, swept left, then right. On the return swing it illuminated the bark of a beech tree, and beside it the face of a man.
Fay shrugged off her blankets, rolled them back into her pack, careful not to make a sound. That wasn’t a will-o’-the-wisp. It was Lord-fucking-William, out at night, lighting up the whole damn forest with his presence.
“Craig?” Bill hissed, still swinging his flaming torch around. He was holding it too far forward, blinding himself as much as he was lighting his way. “Rakesh?”
So he’d been separated from the others. Smart thing to do would be to find his way back to camp, wait for them there. But Bill carried on. He stumbled through the forest, tripped on something, swore as his hand brushed a patch of nettles.
He was going to get himself killed.
Fay stood, padded silent footsteps towards Bill. Even as she grew within metres of the lad, he didn’t notice her approach, concealed as she was by the night and her careful feet.
“You lied to me,” she whispered in the dark.
Bill jumped, dropped his torch. The flame sputtered but did not go out.
“Fay, you can’t be here,” he said, clutching his chest as he retrieved his fallen torch.
“The beast isn’t confined to these hills.”
Bill’s face grew serious. “We’re studying things you couldn’t understand.”
“A girl was killed. I can understand that. She was fifteen.”
“You know well the predators that roam the wilds. Likely a lion took her. Or a bear.”
“Bears don’t tear people clean in half!” Fay grabbed him by the lapels and slammed him against the trunk of the nearest tree. “With all your money you could have had this thing put down months ago. Is your stupid fucking book worth sacrificing lives? Or do you not give a shit because the victims are all commoners?”
“Hold on now, hold on! You would think so little of me after the time we’ve had together?”
“I don’t know you.”
“Clearly not. I’d never—”
A guttural growl drew their attention to the dark beyond the torchlight. Fay loosened her grip on Bill’s lapels. The sound came again, so deep it thrummed in her chest.
“Now you’ve done it,” Bill said. “We’re dead.”
A shape emerged from the shadows.
The humped shoulders and stubby legs of a bear; the elongated, bendy body of a cat; the long snout of a wolf, tapered almost like a bill. Its coat was a thick, shaggy grey. And its lips were pulled back in the snarl of an animal ready to fight.
“Why so afraid? I thought it wouldn’t hurt a fly?”
“We’re too close, you ignorant thug. There are pups in her den.”
Fay was about to ask what the fuck he was doing out here in the black of night then, when the beast interrupted with another low rumbling from its throat. It stalked forwards, shoulders undulating, head bobbing.
“Don’t move,” Bill said in a low voice. “Try not to look like a threat.”
The Cotswold beast stalked forwards, sniffing heavily at the air with that oddly flat snout.
“Easy, girl.” Fay released Bill, held her hands up placatingly towards the beast. “We’ve all had a long day. Let’s not overreact.”
Its nose led it to the meagre scattering of dried meat on the ground. After huffing around it for a moment, it bent to eat.
“Back off slowly,” Bill warned. “Don’t startle her.”
The snare triggered with a shwush. The noose tightened around the beast’s massive neck. She reared up, thrashing from side to side.
By some fortune the guy lines didn’t break.
But the branch they were tied to did.
A wrenching krruughk of green wood tearing and the beast was freed. With its hind leg, it scratched at its neck, trying to remove the noose.
“Now! Run!” Fay called, but when she glanced over her shoulder, she saw Bill’s torch already a hundred metres away, vanishing into the night.
That fucking boy.
She sprinted after him, jumping over formless shapes underfoot. It was reckless to run in the dark, with roots and branches and old stumps to trip her, but she had no choice.
In the clearing behind them, the Cotswold beast snarled and barked, scratching at the noose in irritation. It seemed to have little interest in giving chase, preoccupied with this new annoyance around its neck.
Fay’s stomach lurched and she ate dirt.
“What the fuck?”
She wiped wet leaves from her face, scrambled for the purchase to pull herself back to her feet. The earth was damp and gave way too easily. There was something in the gloom behind her. Something that had snagged her foot. Something softer than root or branch or stump.
Fingers seeking in the dark. Mulch, leaves, a moth that fluttered briefly around her hand before spinning off. Then the unmistakable touch of wool. A jacket. It was cold as the body that wore it. Too dark to tell who it might be. Nothing more than a feature of the busy forest floor.
Bill had been calling for his friends when she found him. This would be Craig. Or Rakesh. Errol wouldn’t have been strong enough to wander. And if any of them had learned to respect the creature they studied, it would be him.
Behind her, the Cotswold beast yapped a final time, then went quiet. Fay hadn’t run far but already she could see nothing of the clearing where she’d set her trap. The only thing she could see with any clarity was Bill’s torch, growing smaller in the distance, flickering each time he passed a tree.
The beast was somewhere in the dark. Fay flattened herself against a tree, quieted her breathing. With any luck the light and motion of Bill’s torch would distract the predator, draw it deeper into the forest. There was no fortune for her here. That boy was dead; the beast was unkillable. She would have to return with a band of militia. Or knights of the crown. This land may be wild but it would belong, if only under a technicality, to some lord or another. Perhaps they could be convinced to actually fucking protect the realm like they were supposed to.
A loping shadow in the dark and the sound of heavy panting. The Cotswold beast bounded past invisibly, chasing after the noble’s flame. Truly an idiot, that boy.
“Drop the fire, William,” she muttered to herself. “You’re running with a fucking beacon in your hand.”
Against all her instincts for self-preservation, she followed.
She tracked them for what felt like hours, following the beast’s musk; then as dawnlight began to filter through the canopy, prints in the mulch. At first she’d expected to come across Bill’s broken body within only a few minutes, but as she continued to follow the bloodless tracks, it became clear that wasn’t going to happen. For whatever reason, the Cotswold beast hadn’t run him down. It had chased him. Followed him in the dark. Stalked his movements with incredible patience. If it had been hunting, he’d be dead. Instead, it must have been curious. And cautious too. Watching him as he had done to it so many times. Making sure he posed no threat to her litter.
Then the beast’s tracks simply turned away.
A few paces further on, Fay saw why.
The noble lads’ camp was much the same as the last time she’d seen it. Tents obscured by foliage; tarp above to repel the rain; Errol resting by a dwindling fire. Even without checking, Fay knew the tents were empty. Craig and Rakesh were lost to the forest. To the beast.
And there, poking at that fire with a stick, face slicked with sweat, was Bill.
“Your friends are dead. The beast is a man killer. You’re coming back with me.” She stated the facts plainly and without emotion. The time to make requests had passed.
Bill hung his head, staring into the embers.
“This is all wrong.”
“True enough. By rights we should be dead. Come on, start packing.”
Bill frowned and poked harder at the fire, disturbing pathetic sparks.
“It’s not lighting again,” Fay said. “On your feet. The beast let us live but she could easily change her mind. Linger too long near her nest, or den, or whatever the fuck you call it, and we’ll be asking for trouble.”
“All wrong…”
Fay could see she wasn’t going to get much out of him, so she started to do it herself. No point taking the tents when they had no pack animals. Littleford wasn’t far, after all. But Fay had learned her lesson from her last trip back east. The first thing she took down was the tarp, rainwater sloshing off as she tilted it to undo the first guyline. She was just rolling up the tarp ready for packing when a tiny voice, scratchy with dehydration, spoke up.
“What do you mean, our friends are dead?” It was Errol. There was a flush of colour in his cheeks. Looked like the rest had done him good, though he wouldn’t be fit to walk for days yet. If not weeks. They’d have to carry him, fashion some kind of stretcher.
“Tripped over one of their bodies. Don’t know which. Gets dark in that forest at night. Likely the other met the same fate.”
“No, no, no.” Bill clutched his head and rocked from side to side. “She wouldn’t.”
“Rich kid thinks the world is his playground, doesn’t realise dangerous animals aren’t toys; you wouldn’t be the first.”
“They weren’t supposed to be there,” Bill said. “Why would they wander off like that? I tried to stop them… to catch up but… It was so dark. Damn it! They knew she was protective of her litter!”
Errol hissed in pain as he pushed himself to sit straighter, then said, “I know why. Thought I was out so they weren’t careful. It was Craig. Said he had a buyer. Five hundred crowns for one of the pups.”
Bill took his head out of his hands but didn’t say a word. He stared at his wounded friend, eyes growing wider and wider, threatening to pop right out of his skull.
“That’s too much,” Fay said. “Ain’t nobody paying on the other end. They were conned.” With a pang of shame, she recalled the promised hundred that brought her here. That had been too much as well. Suspiciously generous. One could usually count on a writ dispensed by a courier with the wyvern mark, but the sum should have given her pause.
“He was going to… sell one of the pups?” Bill said at last, wheezing the words as if he’d forgotten how to breathe.
“That’s what he said.” Errol winced again as he shifted position. “Told Rakesh the deal was sound. Probably wouldn’t have told anyone if he’d had a way of transporting the pup on his own. He needed an extra pair of hands.”
“And Rakesh just… No, he wouldn’t have…”
“I don’t know. They left together. Who can say what was going through his mind? Maybe he was going to try and stop him.” Errol shrugged, then pulled a pained expression as if he regretted it. “Guess we can’t know now.”
“Rakesh wasn’t stupid.” Bill paused. “Or greedy.”
“This is a conversation we could be having on the road,” Fay said, clapping her hands. “Get to it. Won’t ask again. Essentials packed away. I’ll fix a stretcher for Errol. If you’re not packed by the time I’m done, I’ll tie a rope to your ankle and fucking drag you back to Littleford, you understand?”
“Yeah…” Bill stood, kicked dirt over the fire he’d been fruitlessly aggravating. His voice was cold and monotonous. “We can go. Everything’s fucked here anyway.”
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They awoke entwined. Still naked. Their lone sheet half draped across them and half trailing on the floor. It was a miracle neither had fallen from the narrow bed in the night. 
Galahad yawned and scratched his foreskin.
“You awake?” he asked.
“Shh,” Elaine replied without opening her eyes.
He ran fingertips down her arm, traced a vein on the back of her hand. Then he followed the line of her hip, the bone protruding more than it used to. Smooth skin around her navel. An arrow of muscle pointing down. With his fingertips, he followed the natural lines lower—
“Get off,” Elaine grunted, swatting away his hand. Her eyes fluttered open and she grinned wickedly. “Oh, no. Oh fuck, no. Don’t get that look in your eyes.”
“What look?”
She stuck out her tongue and mimed being sick. “Gross, man. You look like a puppy. Sickly sweet. I’ve got chills. Get out.”
And she shoved him off the bed.
With nothing to break his fall, Galahad hit the floorboards hard, pain shooting through his funny bone.
“Fuck sake.” He brushed himself off, horribly aware of his nakedness as he stood and crossed to sink onto his own bed. “What’s wrong? Did I… do something?”
She waved a hand. “You did fine. I’m sure. I mean, we were pretty drunk. It’s mostly black for me. A bit of pumping. A bit of tongue, eh? You use a lot of saliva. Maybe too much.” She cocked her head, pouted. “Maybe not too much. Hard to say.”
“We weren’t drunk. I wasn’t. When could you even have had a drink?”
“Details. It was an emotional day. We were tired. I took a double dose of laudanum.”
“I thought that was all gone?”
“I kept some back.”
“You were high? What, the whole time? When you—“
“Yeah, hard for me to walk without it, to be honest. Still pretty painful. I’ve got a whole leg missing, if you hadn’t noticed.”
Galahad looked at his hands hanging limply in his lap, next to his dick, also limp in his lap. It seemed strange to be having this conversation with his dick out, but he hadn’t the strength to get dressed.
He should have guessed at something like this. Of course she wouldn’t sleep with him if she was sober. He was a fucking idiot.
“I was joking about the blackout,” she said, perhaps seeing his pensive expression. “I remember. It was fun. You were great.” She gave him a thumbs up; somehow that was worse. “Sorry, this shit makes me awkward. I don’t really do the whole romantic thing.”
“Right, yeah. I knew that. I guess I just thought… You’re right, it was an emotional day. Think I’m still rattled, to be honest.” He pulled on some clothes, unable to look in her direction. Her bare torso felt accusatory. “I’m gonna see if there’s bath water.”
Lost in thought, he washed in cold water, then went down to the bar, unable to bear facing Elaine again. Smith lent him needle and thread to patch his jacket. Despite his efforts to save it, the relic wasn’t going to last much longer. Still, sewing the rips closed had a calming effect. The work was rhythmic, taking just enough focus to dull his other thoughts.
When he finished, he threw the jacket back on and sat quietly by himself.
Their relationship would never be the same. At least not to him. His love for her had been an imagined thing. A dream that raised his hairs and pumped his heart and made his skin tingle whenever their hands touched. Never more than the faintest tickle. A reaching from fantasy to reality. Now a heavy aching set deep in his chest. The painful weight of truth. He couldn’t shake it. Couldn’t change it.
Fuck it.
He left The Green Man and set off for the market.
The chaos killed time. Shisha hookahs and bright fabrics and delicious tea. What little coin he found in his pockets dripped away as he kept himself distracted. He ate until his stomach hurt. Argued with a tailor over the cost of giving his jacket a more thorough restoration. Visited Peaches at the stables and gave him a good brush and an apple—though he didn’t need it, the stable hands were spoiling him well enough already.
Before he knew it, day was fading into the long grey of a summer evening, and he found himself sitting by the riverbank where he and Elaine had sat only yesterday. It felt like weeks ago.
“You look lonely.” A feminine voice, soft and unfamiliar. To his surprise, the woman stepped out from the safety of Littleford’s shelter, her footsteps crinkling grass as she came to sit beside him.
“Got no money on me.”
“That’s a shame, but I’m not actually a prostitute.”
“Why else would you be talking to a strange man sitting by the riverside?”
The woman pulled her knees up to her chin; her diaphanous orange dress was muddied at the bottom. She was tall and skinny, wearing extravagant and immaculate eye makeup. Colourful and covered in jangling jewellery, bangles and dangling earrings. Her brown hair reflected reddish in the setting sun.
Not one thing about her was reticent of Elaine, yet he couldn’t help thinking of her as he listened to the stranger speak.
“It’s prettiest in summer. Further down there’s a weeping willow. When I was a kid, I always wanted to jump and grab the drooping vines, swing out over the sparkling water. I was never allowed, obviously. Nobody steps outside the awning. Not even here, where it seems so safe.”
“Rain can come down quick and hard. Trust me, I’ve seen it. Seen the bad side of it.”
“You’re not afraid.”
“I’m used to it.”
“It’s not so scary.” She took a deep, stuttering breath, flattened her dress over her knees. Galahad realised she was living out a fantasy. That she’d looked longingly at this riverside for years. Only now, when she saw a stranger sitting here as casual as he liked, did she find the confidence to come down herself. She was using him to bring her courage. For that, he didn’t blame her. Looking up to see the unfiltered sky was a wonderful thing.
“Gosh,” she said. “My heart’s racing.”
She stretched out her arms, wafting perfume over him. An anxious sigh, as if she was torn between wanting to stay and wanting to flee.
“You’d be surprised how normal it can become.”
“Where are you from?”
Galahad blinked, blindsided by the question. “A canvas town up north. You wouldn’t know it.”
“Not local. I could tell by your accent.”
“Never thought it was strong. I’ve been all over.”
“It’s not, but it’s noticeable.” She shuffled her feet, stretched again.
“You don’t have to keep sitting here if it’s making you nervous.”
“If I go, I’ll miss my chance. When will I be here again?” She closed her eyes, breathing heavily through her nose. Her perfume was so strong she likely couldn’t smell anything else. “It’s magical.”
“Can I ask you something? Since you’re here.”
“Sure. If you don’t keep me talking I’m going to start thinking about the fact there’s no roof above us right now, and then—“ She shuddered. “Yes, just ask me!”
“I’ve been in love with this girl for the longest time. I think she’s known for a while, but neither of us ever said anything. We slept together last night, and I guess I got carried away… I don’t know. This morning she seemed to want to go back to how we were before. As if it never happened. Just friends.”
“Wow, you just open right up, don’t you?”
“Never seen a reason not to.”
“Did I miss the question?”
Galahad sighed. “Is that the end of the line? If you sleep with someone and there’s still no feelings, that’s pretty much the death of it, right?”
“Seems like she’s the one you have to ask.”
“But generally. Humour me. That’s not a great sign, is it?”
“Sex can put up as many boundaries as it breaks. It does strange things to us. It can certainly awaken someone’s true feelings, but not always. It’s not everything. I don’t really know what you want me to tell you. If she says you’re a friend, what else can you do but believe her?”
Galahad squinted at the buildings beyond the far bank. A collage of ancient structures and new builds. Old brick, stone, wooden shacks.
“Okay, what about this then. If I can’t stop loving her, and she doesn’t feel the same way, is it unethical to stay in each other’s lives? Is it wrong to try to be friends knowing I’ll never be content with that?”
“Maybe it would be easier to just talk about rainwights.”
“Please?”
“Look— Wait, what’s your name?”
“Galahad.”
“Look, Galahad, you’re asking all the right questions, you’re just saying them to the wrong bloody woman. Go back and have a chat. An open one. Clear the air. Sounds like this girl’s straightforward as they come. Ask her plain or you’ll regret it.”
“Right. Thanks.”
“You’re not going to do it, are you?”
“Not a chance, but I appreciate the advice.”
“Suit yourself.”
[image: image-placeholder]Even in the tail end of twilight, The Green Man glowed with natural light. Kissed by the moon. It was strange to see such an old building lit naturally, as it was meant to be. In New London, stone and thatch knew only the flickering glow of wick and oil.
Inside, the inn was bustling. Noisy revellers filled every table; the astringent odours of beer and sweat hung thick in the air; a flautist played quick and merry and a little drunkenly. Galahad made direct for the bar, caught Smith’s eye.
“She been down?” he asked.
“Betty checked on her not two hours ago and she were sleeping sound,” Smith said as he pumped ale into two glasses at once. The man didn’t look the slightest bit flustered at his roaring trade.
Galahad gave him a shallow nod and made for the stairs.
Their room was quiet. Dark as any in the capital, facing away from skylight and streetlamps and the window covered by thick curtains. For a moment he stood, blinking, hoping his eyes would focus, but they never did. There was simply no light for them to find.
He crept forward a few paces, trying to make his way to his bed by touch and memory. Inevitably, he stubbed his toe, swearing under his breath.
“Galahad…“ Elaine’s voice was weak. Not the mumbling of one just woken but the fragile tremble of fever.
“Elaine? Ow, fuck.” He fumbled in the dark until his fingers closed over the splinters of wood provided as lamp lighters. Taking one, he retreated out of the room, lit it from one of the already burning lamps, then cradled the flame back to light the hand lamp in the room. “There, a bit of light.”
It was hard to tell if her skin was pallid or if the lamp light was tinged with a deathly glow.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“I feel weird.”
She was shivering, but it wasn’t cold. Galahad carried the lamp to her bedside table, lay a hand on her forehead. Hot. Clammy. “I need to check your leg.”
“No, no, no,” Elaine protested, but there was no discussion. If her wound was infected…
He unwound her bandages, held the lamp close to illumine the stitches and fresh scabs. It looked much as it always had. Being no doctor, it was hard to tell if infection festered beneath. “I don’t know what I’m doing,” he admitted.
“Then get someone who does.”
Back home in Wickerton, if someone needed help in the late evening, one would go hammering on Doctor Jones’s door until the old geezer opened up. Here in Littleford, doctors didn’t sleep in their surgeries. Instead, he’d have to fetch a night nurse and hope they were well-trained.
Rushing down the stairs, Galahad grabbed the arm of the first server he encountered; it was that young, plump woman with mousy hair and a nose too small for her face. “It’s Betty, right?” he said, remembering her name. “Where’s the nearest surgery?”
“Ye what, sorry?” she seemed dazed. He’d broken her concentration.
“I need the night nurse, damn it!”
She sighed, already tugging off her apron. “Not far, but lords, ye’ll never find it.”
“Thank you,” Galahad called as the server scampered off, leaving him standing rather helplessly in the corridor, arms hanging long and limp, with nothing to do but wait.
[image: image-placeholder]The night nurse wasted no time. He was a wiry young thing with big spectacles and features too shrewish to carry them, but he spoke with confidence and used enough words Galahad didn’t understand to set his fears at ease.
“You were right to call for me,” he said after concluding his diagnosis. He was working his way through a briefcase that contained vials and boxes and a strong smell of aniseed. “She’s a local infection in the wound. It’s been sutured twice, no? The second time was sloppier. Wasn’t cleaned properly. Did you do it?”
Galahad shook his head. “A well-meaning stranger.”
“She should be fine with treatment, but by the king himself you better keep her rested. Don’t you let her walk around pulling stitches.” The night nurse produced an incredibly ratty plastic sheet which he inserted beneath Elaine’s leg. Next came an assortment of surgeons tools. Three vials. Some gauze. Fresh bandages. An entire medical kit, it seemed, pulled out and laid on the bed in a meticulous order.
“What are you doing?”
“Working. You, ah, might want to wait outside.”
“I’m not leaving her. What the f—“ He caught himself about to swear at the poor nurse, bit his tongue. This man was a professional; he should treat him as such. “Please, what are you going to do to her?”
“All these stitches need out. I’m going to have to reopen the wound, give it a thorough clean, properly close her up again. Should be able to clear the infection, apply some antibiotic ointment, but of course she’ll need to take penicillin for a week—a week, mind, no less. Don’t worry, I’ll administer a good analgesic first. I’d give her a local anaesthetic, but I’m not allowed. Don’t even have a key to the cabinet.”
The night nurse grabbed a bottle of laudanum and poured a generous dose into Elaine’s mouth. She swallowed the rank liquid with no complaint which was so unlike her it caused Galahad to really worry.
“This is safe?” he asked in a very small voice.
“Safe as it can be. I know what I’m doing, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Galahad…” Elaine croaked. Her eyes were already glazing over but she was still cogent enough for them to also show a sparkle of fear.
“It’ll be fine,” Galahad said. “The man knows what he’s doing. He’s got all sorts of tools.”
“I don’t like it.” Which was her way of saying, “I’m scared,” without having to admit it.
He knelt beside her bed, took her hand, gave it a squeeze. “I know. I’ll stay with you.”
“How’s that laudanum coming on?” the nurse asked.
“I’m feeling cloudy.” Her eyes rolled back and when they came down the fear was gone. “Doesn’t hurt now. Oh, but it’s weird. My leg is itching.”
“I’ll scratch it for you,” Galahad offered.
“No, silly, it’s gone. It’s just a cloud.”
Galahad shot a concerned look in the nurse’s direction.
“Don’t worry, it’s normal.” The night nurse finished arranging his tools, began snipping away at Elaine’s stitches. “Phantom limb. This can happen with amputations. There’s no harm to it.”
“Feels weird,” Elaine said. Her voice was sliding into a childlike tone, high and airy.
“It will do, I’m afraid. But you seem a tough woman, you can deal with weird, right?”
Galahad nodded and squeezed Elaine’s hand harder.
“The next part might hurt a bit, okay?” the night nurse said. “If it’s really bad, you tell me and we’ll give you more painkillers. Nod if you understand.”
Elaine nodded.
The night nurse pulled open her wound.
Elaine’s back arched and she screamed, “Fuck you!”
The night nurse hesitated. “Should I stop?”
“Keep going you cunt!”
Shaking his head, the night nurse set to work.




23


The Round Table existed between the underworld and normal society. Fay was used to handling negotiations with the less reputable sorts they dealt with; her size, demeanour, and sometimes her reputation did the talking for her. But when they needed something from straight folk, or merchants, or even nobility, the torch was passed to the other members. Bare muscle did little to ease negotiations with those who only understood strength measured in standing and articulation. 
So it was that she felt trepidation as she approached The Green Man, Bill shuffling behind her. He seemed more nervous than she was. Kept taking one sweaty hand off the stretcher to wipe it on his shirt, clearing his throat, then failing to speak.
First duty when they reached the town was to get Errol settled with a doctor. Second was to grab some food from the market—and a mug of spiced wine which she drank too quickly. But after that, there was no delaying the inevitable. She had to cash in her writ and turn Bill over to Smith to be sent back north to his waiting father. What worried her was that they’d never discussed returning with only the noble boy, and the beast still living.
“Don’t tell me that’s him?” Smith said when they were barely through the door. The Green Man was quiet today, only a few drinking in a table near the window, chatting excitedly in quiet voices over a card game Fay didn’t recognise.
“It’s him.” Fay grabbed Bill’s sleeve and dragged him over to the bar. “Beast’s still out there though.”
“Hm.” Smith adjusted his phantom spectacles. “Didn’t see things shaking out like that.”
“I know. What’ll I get for him?”
Smith shrugged. “Hard to say. Question is whether the main goal was the boy safe or the beast dead.” Then, with a cursory glance in Bill’s direction. “No offence, lad.”
“None taken. I know my father.”
Smith stroked the light stubble on his chin thoughtfully. “Tricky, tricky. Usually I’d pay up front, take the proof of bounty off your hands and deal with the courier myself. But I don’t want to catch myself short changed.”
“The boy’s alive, isn’t he? That’s worth something, at least.”
“Sure, something. But what? That’s the question.”
“The boy banks with Michaels & Shah,” Bill said. “I’ll cover whatever father doesn’t pay. In the name of expediency.”
Smith looked him up and down. “Good enough for me. Fay?”
“Ninety in my pocket today? Fuck yeah.”
“On one condition,” Bill added, turning to Fay and lowering his voice. Not so quiet that Smith wouldn’t be able to hear. “Don’t go hunting her. Give those pups a chance. She didn’t kill that girl, I promise.”
“It was no bear.”
“Let me handle it. Please.” The desperation in his eyes betrayed how much he cared for the beast.
“People are dying.”
“I won’t leave them undefended. Trust me. I’ll fix this.”
Fay chewed her lip, conflicted. She’d given her word that she’d hunt the beast. But when Bill asked her to trust him, she found she did. Even after his mistakes in the field. The boy might be an idiot, but he was one of the smartest men she knew.
And the beast had let them go, she couldn’t deny that. It could have mauled them both that night. Could have torn through their camp and taken Errol too. But it hadn’t.
Perhaps Bill was right, and there was more to the story than she realised.
“If I hear of any more incidents,” she said, locking him in eye contact. “I’ll put together a hunting party faster than you can tie your boots.”
“You won’t. There’ll be no more. I swear.”
Fay sighed, then acquiesced with a nod, hoping she wouldn’t regret it.
“Then we have an arrangement,” Bill said, raising his voice back to normal speaking volume and reaching out to shake Smith’s hand. “Where do you want me then, innkeep? Am I to be placed in chains while we await the king’s man?”
“Nothing so drastic.” Smith poured three glasses of whisky, perhaps intended as celebratory, and slid one each to Bill and Fay. “You’ll have a room for the night. The courier’s yet to leave town so we can have you with him in the morning. He’ll get you back to the capital in one piece, you can be sure of that. Though I guess you’re no stranger to the dangers of travel, eh?”
Once Bill’s room was seen to, Fay returned to her own. It had only been a matter of days since she was last there, but it still felt strangely abandoned upon her return. The air was cooler than in the rest of the inn. With the curtains closed, the room was steeped in gloom. Fay opened the window, bringing in light and fresh air. Her newly full purse clinked heavily when she threw it on her nightstand. She lay back on her bed, fingering the necklace Bill had given her. She’d tried to return it, since she’d claimed the bounty after all, but he wouldn’t let her. It was hers, he said. A memento of a time she had no desire to remember. But at least it felt good in her hand. Cool metal and the smooth of the gem. She ran her fingers over it, found the sensation relaxing, and despite the afternoon sun streaming through the window on the coattails of chatter from the street, she fell asleep.
[image: image-placeholder]“Another, please.” Galahad slid his empty glass across the bar. Smith grabbed a whisky bottle off the shelf behind him without looking, then poured a generous double measure while taking payment from another customer with his free hand. Without even speaking to him, Smith noted the drink in the book he used to keep track of staying guests’ tabs, then moved on to the next man waiting at the bar. The efficiency was astounding. It was like watching a shrewd fiddler improvising. Or a pickpocket flow through a crowd.
The only problem with Smith’s rushed finesse was it left Galahad with nobody to talk to but the bottom of his empty glass.
Elaine was in a bad way and it was his fault. He shouldn’t have let her push herself like this. She’d tricked him into thinking of her how he always had before… indestructible, uncontrollable. That wildness that made her so beautiful. A perfect illusion that could never be ill. Could never be weak or crippled. Of course she should limp across the country at his heel, dealing revenge with poisoned darts. That’s what Elaine did.
But she wasn’t that woman anymore.
Indestructible Elaine was upstairs gripped by fever, rot festering in the stump where her leg should be. All his fault.
Maybe she couldn’t accept it yet, but he had to. Otherwise she was going to get herself killed. She’d tell him it was her right. And that was true. But Galahad didn’t fucking care. He wasn’t going to let her kill herself. If that made him selfish, so be it.
He went to take a sip, found his glass empty. Through blurry eyes he caught Smith’s attention. “One more.” And another double measure materialised in his glass.
“Go easy,” Smith said. “I can tell when a man can take his drink, else I’d have cut you off already, but you’re skirting the line. Don’t forget what kind of place you’re in.”
Galahad nodded, rubbed at his face and eyes, trying to sober. “Yeah… sure…”
He glanced around at the rabble in the room. No, not a rabble. The patrons were noisy in their drunkenness, gorging on heaped roast dinners, singing along to the band that played in the corner—the flautist and box-drummer drowned almost entirely by the chorus around them. But they weren’t a rabble. They were well-dressed merchants. Scholars from the library. Professors from the academy. Some military folk, but all officers. A small table of colourfully dressed eccentrics who’d paid more attention to their hair that night than Galahad had in his life. Artists, probably. And there, coming through the door now, more musicians. One carried a guitar case, which he held aloft to a chorus of cheers.
These were Galahad’s people.
At any other time he’d have been thrilled to be in such company. He could move from table to table, sinking into long discussions about varied disciplines, learning, staring in awe at the fingerwork of the musicians. But not tonight. Not when he was all black and charred inside.
With a shake of his head, he turned back to the bar. Betty rushed from the kitchen, carrying too many plates to count. Fay lumbered down the stairs. Smith used his entire forearm to pull all four ale pumps at once, laughing like a kid winning at conkers.
Wait, what the fuck?
Galahad whipped his head around. In his drunkenness, the room took a second to catch up, spinning to a stop. It was really her. Fay stood awkwardly at the foot of the stairs, tucking in her broad shoulders to avoid jostling anyone on either side. He hadn’t seen her in months. Not since before the betrayal at the Cathedral, back when the Round Table had still felt like a family. When he’d let her down by leaving her in Pale Adam’s opium den. She was one of the few friends he had left in the world. And she was here.
“What the fuck…?”
He waved to grab her attention. She frowned, cocked her head as if she didn’t recognise him. Then she leaned forward, squinting. “Galahad?”
She joined him, climbing onto the stool to his left, and motioned for Smith to serve her a pint of widow ale. “You look like shit.”
“Well, you look great,” Galahad countered. Then added, “Better than when I last saw you, at any rate.” She’d been too zonked to say goodbye, and he’d left her in that smoky room. The sting of that guilt had not faded.
“I’m getting better. Trying to. It’s not easy.”
Galahad nearly managed a smile but gave up partway through. “That’s good. It’s really good news.” He nodded, chewing on his lip. Why did he feel like he was about to cry?
“Are you alright, man?”
“Not really, no.” He massaged his face, stretching his skin into contorted shapes. “Elaine’s upstairs fighting this infection… Where do I even start?”
“Fuck. Is she okay?”
“Yeah, I think so. She’ll be fine. Doctor got to her in time—nurse, I should say.”
“Last time we spoke you were off looking for that Long-lost Priest’s treasure again. You were obsessed with that old story.”
“The lost cache of the Long-haired Priest. Yeah. I found it. Hundreds of crowns worth of rare salt, hidden in a secret mausoleum.”
“Fuck off.”
“I will not.”
Fay took a long draught of her pint, then patted him on the back. “Go on, then. Seems we have a lot to catch up on.”
It took him longer than it should have to tell the whole thing. He kept getting tangled in his words, having to retrace his steps and try again. Wasn’t easy recalling what Lance and the others had done. Or how Gwen and Percy had died. Been killed. Murdered. It had been a bloody few weeks.
When he finished, Fay sat for a moment, taking it all in. She probably wouldn’t believe him about the whisky, but that was fine.
“So you’re going down to Wessex? To what? Fight the Fucking Duke’s army single-handed?”
He shook his head. “I’m not stupid. Don’t know what I’ll do.”
“Forget it, I reckon.”
“Nah, can’t do that.”
“Never could let something go once you got it in your head.”
“They’re still counting on me back home.”
“Nobody actually believed you were going to put a roof over Wickerton. You know that, right? If you’re looking for a sense of obligation, you won’t find it there. Folks like to humour you, but it was always a dream. Just a dream, man.”
“If we’d stuck to salvaging, we could have collected the materials we’d need ourselves by now.”
The guitarist joined the flautist and box-drummer, along with a singer who’s sparkling tenor cut neatly over the cacophony of the crowd. Together the music became whole. A singular tapestry that brought an unexpected hush over the bar as the patrons paused to listen.
Fay continued with a hushed voice, leaning in closer.
“Good stuff was all salvaged decades ago. You know that. It’s locked up in the capital. Heck, there’s probably enough plastic panels in the vaults of Michaels and Shah to build three new cities. You had the right idea going after money. It was just a stretch too far. Set your sights lower. Move your family here.”
“Never wanted to run away.”
“Yeah, that’s why you’ve not been back in, what, four years?”
“Only three.”
“I’ve just done a job that’s put ninety crowns in my pocket. Ninety. For a few days work.”
Galahad let his eyes linger meaningfully over the bandages around Fay’s shoulder. When she saw the direction of his gaze, she started scratching at her palms; that had always been a nervous tic of hers.
“It’s not for me,” she continued. “I’m done with that kind of work. For good this time. Let myself get sucked in by the promise of coin. That won’t happen again. But for you? Galahad, if you need money, there are better ways. If you don’t want bounty work, sign up as a courier. You’ve more than enough experience. At some point this bull-headed treasure hunting becomes an indulgence.”
“What kind of bounty pays ninety crowns?”
[image: image-placeholder]Fay expected her story to excite him, to innervate the Galahad she remembered. But when she finished, he seemed more pensive than ever, holding his face in his hands, frowning at the bar with puckered lips. He even mumbled to himself, as if working through a complicated sum.
“And this beast…” he said, eyes clearing somewhat as he looked back up at her. “You could mark it on a map?”
“I promised Bill she’d be safe.”
“No, I—”
“You’re back! You’re back!” Betty came slamming into her, wrapping her arms around her neck and nearly throttling her. “Sorry to interrupt. Only, I just got off shift and I couldn’t wait any longer.”
“You’re not closing?”
Betty shook her head. “Not tonight. Oh, ye have to tell me everything! When you’re free, of course.”
“Galahad won’t mind, will you?”
But he hardly seemed to be listening, eyes flicking over images only he could see.
“Galahad?” Fay tried again. “I’m going to catch up with my friend now, yeah?”
“Oh, sure.” He blinked, rubbed his eyes. Someone should tell him to slow down on the drink, but it wasn’t going to be her. “Sorry, I’m being rude, aren’t I? Fucking hell. I just… You go. I’ll be better conversation tomorrow.”
“It’s fine, man,” Fay assured him. “You’ve been through some shit. It’s genuinely good to see you. I’d love to catch up with Elaine too, once she’s feeling up to it.”
“Yeah…” Galahad tried for a weak smile. “That’d be nice.”
Betty took Fay’s hand and led her out back. Little moonlight made it through the panels above tonight. The garden was a crisscross of shadows from the twin light sources of the inn and the streetlamps. No sooner had they stepped outside than Betty was lighting a cigarette with a dramatic inhale.
“Gods, I needed that.” She paced around the garden, too full of energy to sit. Her cheeks were flushed in a way that brightened her face, and her hair was so perfectly askew it could have been intentional. “Nothing like the first drag after a busy shift.”
“You look nice tonight.”
“I look horrendous. See, I’m all sweaty! Anyway, how are ye? There’s some colour in your cheeks. Was worried, if I’m being honest with ye.”
“Bit of a bumpy journey, but I’m fine.”
Betty puckered her lips, squinting down at her. “Well you’re safe and back.”
“Got paid. A hundred crowns, near enough. I’m done now. It’s a barmaid’s life for me.”
“You’re not getting out of floor shifts that easy.”
Fay grinned. “You know what I mean.”
Betty finally stopped her pacing and sat down next to her. “Know it ain’t been long, but I missed ye when ye were away.” She placed her hand upside down on Fay’s knee; Fay took it, entwining their fingers. Fay’s were long and rough from work, Betty’s soft and stubby.
Her heart began to flutter.
“Dunno how you pick anything up with these tiny things,” Fay said, giving her hand a squeeze.
“I’m trying to flirt with ye and ye make fun of my hands?”
“I wasn’t making fun… I like them. They’re cute.”
“I’ll bet. Only part of me that’s small, eh?”
“Not true, there’s your button nose.”
Betty wrinkled the nose in question, her face breaking into a smile.
“You’re terrible at this. Truly awful.”
“I wasn’t prepared. I didn’t think you… that we… I thought we were friends.”
“We are,” Betty said, squeezing her hand a little tighter. “But we don’t have to be only that.”
“Are you asking me to be your girlfriend?”
“Steady on. We haven’t even kissed.”
“Well, maybe we will.”
And they sat there smiling at each other, giggling at the silence, until Betty grabbed the front of Fay’s shirt, and pulled her to her lips.
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It was impossible to reach Lance. 
In a way, that was good. Imperatives created structure. Restrictions were essential for problem solving. Without them, Galahad’s mind ran too freely, unable to latch onto anything in the forest of possibilities.
If Lance was well-protected in Wessex, the only option was to ambush him beyond the safety of the duke’s reach. He could wait and watch and hope, but that was messy. Much better to orchestrate their meeting. Fortunately, he had the perfect bait: himself.
This much of a plan he’d been toying with before he heard Fay’s story. Now the rest of it formed clear as a courier path before him. If he allowed word of his location to fly to Wessex, Lance would come for him. Of that he was sure. But Lance had no concept of fairness or honour; he’d bring soldiers. No more than a platoon. The man might be without honour, but he was not without pride. To bring an entire company to run down a lone swordsman would be less a show of force, and more a show of fear.
Galahad couldn’t fight three dozen armed men with nothing but his waxed sword. But if there was truth to the rumours of this monster, perhaps he could lead them, like the pied piper, into the maw of the beast.
“Heard you broker writs and bounties. Guessing you keep messenger birds?” he asked Smith towards the end of the night. It had been a busy service, but the bar was now empty save for a server scrubbing down the tables with a wet rag dabbed with sweet-smelling ointment. Some kind of treatment for the wood.
“What do you need to get out so expediently?” Smith’s demeanour shifted. No longer a proprietor serving a guest; now a man in full ken that he held something of value.
“It’s probably better if you don’t know.”
“Pigeons are marked. It’s the law. Anything sent with ’em carries my name. So it’s best if I do, actually.”
“That makes things more difficult.”
“Sending something unpleasant?” The innkeep folded his broad arms.
“Only arranging justice.”
Smith barked a laugh. “A trap, you mean?”
“You have me cornered.”
“You’ll find it’s best to speak plain with me.”
“It’s as you said,” Galahad relented. “A trap.”
“This have something to do with that poor girl upstairs?”
“All I want is to let the bastard know where I am. Or rather, where I’ll be. Shouldn’t be hard to preserve your innocence, marked birds or no.”
“Ain’t bringing him here.”
Galahad shook his head. “The Cotswolds.”
“Oh, aye. Saw you talking to Fay.” He paused, considering something. “You’ve been drinking.”
“I’ve sobered up.”
Smith removed his spectacles and polished them with the hem of his shirt. “I could send a bird for a crown.”
“You’re overcharging me because you know my purse is full.”
“Got to make a bit of that money back somehow.” Smith cracked a grin as he put his spectacles back on. “Message would have to be vague. Some anonymous traveller told me of a man of your description hiding in the Cotswolds. Heard he was wanted. Heard some fella might know him. Something like that.”
“I’m not wanted, I’m dead as far as Lance knows.”
“That’s easy enough to fix.”
“A crown then.” Galahad offered his hand. Smith cocked his head, considered for a moment, then shook on the deal.
“Bird’ll fly in the morning. Won’t take more than an hour to reach the duke’s dovecote. Give it the rest of the day for the message to get through the web of bureaucracy and find its way into this man’s hands. You can work out the rest.”
It would take Lance a day to pull some men together, then a couple of days to ride out. That gave Galahad a window of a few days to get prepared. This could work. Even without the beast, the hills and woodland were the perfect environment for guerrilla tactics.
He’d need a bow. Poison. Rope.
Time to travel light. To bend the Cotswolds into a trap of his design.
That night he sat by Elaine’s bedside, watching her sleep. There was little sense of peace in her features. Her eyes rolled behind closed lids, and her breathing came in gasps. There was a sheen of sweat on her forehead, so Galahad dabbed it with a damp cloth. Her black hair was a matted mess from all her restless writhing.
The medicine should take effect soon. That’s what the nurse had said. A few days to quell the infection. A few days more to ensure good health. Galahad would have to ask Fay to tend to her while he was gone. The nurse had been insistent the course of treatment was not to be stopped until the bottle was empty.
“I’m leaving for a few days,” he told the sleeping woman.
The love of his life.
After years of friendship, they’d finally come together. He still recalled the taste of her. The warmth of her body beneath the sheets. The way her smell changed when she began to sweat. And he remembered her laugh. How she’d poke her tongue through the gap in her teeth and grin wide.
“I’ll get Fay to check on you… Give you your medicine and stuff…” Though he was alone, he felt his throat begin to close; his eyes stung. “Fucking hell, look at the state of me.”
She wouldn’t want to see him like this. Mawkish and fawning. No, she’d want him to be strong. To push it inside. To use fear and love as flint and tinder to light the fire of revenge.
“Don’t worry. I’m going to fucking kill him.”
Before he climbed into his own bed for a restless night, he quietly went through Elaine’s things.
Any reasonable person in possession of deadly poisons would employ a robust labelling system. But Elaine was not a reasonable person. Galahad gave a long sigh as he fingered through the various vials and bottles in her bag. He should be thankful they had labels at all. One was marked with a bold “X” followed by a drawing of what looked to be a witch’s hat. Another read simply “deadening”. A third read “inside green from the local plant”—whatever that meant.
After some consideration, Galahad took the bottle labelled “deadening” and one labelled “black frog”. He planned to take one of her pairs of leather gloves too, but found they were far too small for him. How she managed such dextrous chemistry with her stubby fingers he’d never know; she had a gift.
[image: image-placeholder]In the morning, he left early for the market and returned with his purse a few crowns lighter. Most of the money had gone on his new bow: a fine maple recurve. The last bow he’d owned had a draw weight of thirty pounds, but he was surprised to find he now had no trouble drawing forty-five. He took the increase in power as an auspicious omen. So far, things were going well.
Back in The Green Man, he found Fay beginning her shift, tying an apron around her waist, a box of cutlery in need of polishing on the bar before her. Service wouldn’t start for another hour or so, but the place was always open for guests.
“It’s weird seeing you in this environment,” Galahad noted as he took a seat at the bar.
“You saw me here last night.”
“You know what I mean.” He gestured to the box of cutlery. “Working for wage and lodgings. Living in Littleford, city of scholars. Was a time when this could have been my path.”
“Jealous?”
“Maybe, yeah. Wish I could stop longer and pick Smith’s brain about those bottles in the window.”
Fay smiled. “Should have seen the whisky he had out when I first arrived. I thought of you straight away.”
“Brandy, not whisky,” came Smith’s resonant baritone from where he’d appeared at the door to the kitchen. “Genuine product of Rome. Not worth as much as your case of Santan, mind.”
At Smith’s arrival, Fay bowed her head and busied herself polishing.
“So this is the label-loving friend?” Smith continued. “Should have put two and two together.”
“A quick and clean method to establish authenticity. Anything that lets me bypass a bloodsucking appraiser is an essential skill.”
“Too true, too true.” Smith made to adjust his spectacles, unaware they were folded up and stuffed in his breast pocket. “She’s on her way, by-the-by.”
Galahad gave him a nod. “Thanks. I won’t tarry long.”
“Good. Can’t have you distracting my staff.”
“Sorry. I’m just saying my goodbyes.”
“Right you are. I’ll leave you to it.”
“What was that about?” Fay asked once Smith had slipped back into the kitchen. Through the closed door, he could be heard yelling something at the chefs, followed by a round of laughter.
“Nothing. I have to go away for a few days.”
“That a new bow? Looks expensive.”
“It is and it was. Can you do me a favour? I know we haven’t seen each other for months, and we didn’t part in the best way… I’ve been such an idiot at times, blinded by the hunt, but I still consider you a friend. And Elaine’s hardly at fault—”
“Spit it out, man.”
“Will you look after her? While I’m away? She has this special medicine, for her infection. She has to take it every day and she has to keep taking it until the bottle’s empty. That’s what the nurse says. Don’t let her stop before it’s empty. No matter what, no matter how much better she’s feeling.”
Fay narrowed her eyes, put down the cutlery she’d been polishing.
“What have you done?”
“Promise me you’ll care for her.”
“Obviously I will, but—”
“Can’t hang around, I’m afraid. I’ll be back in a few days. A couple of weeks at most. The room’s all paid for.”
“Galahad, what—”
Her words were cut off as the inn’s door swung closed behind him.
A shadow flickered overhead. It was a man, bent over cleaning the transparent panels, a great big paratempa strapped to his back. A dangerous job, but one well-paid. You wouldn’t find a community expense like that in the capital. King Rohit only spent tax money on watchmen and chemistry. On his esoteric experiments.
But what else could be expected of a king?
Galahad checked his supplies as he set off eastward through the town. Ebony scabbard at his hip, bow in hand, satchel over his shoulder. In the satchel was his new rope, Elaine’s poisons (the bottles wrapped in leather), a book, his journal, and light rations. He also carried his belt knife, a quiver of arrows which he was sure he hadn’t fastened to his belt properly, a rain-treated woollen cloak across his shoulders, and his lighter which clinked against his coin purse in his pocket. His only shelter was a tarp balanced and drooping over his satchel; it wouldn’t fit anywhere else.
For a walk through town he felt overburdened, but for several days trekking through rough country, he was packed light. No backpack, no heavy boots. No axe or sleeping bag. He would have to hunt and gather for most of his food. Nothing he wasn’t used to. It pained him to leave Peaches behind, but a rider is too easy to track. For this he had to be invisible.
He was heading into the wild, to find the den of the creature Fay called the Cotswold beast. To finally face Lance. To repay every ounce of his treachery.
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Five Years Ago


From the heat in his palms, Galahad knew they would blister. Each hollow meeting of the training swords sent a shudder through his arm. His bones ached. Still Lance would not relent, coming at him with a swiftness through the meadow. Laughing as he struck. The newest member of the Round Table always wore a smile when he had a sword in hand. 
“How are you so good at this?” Galahad asked after Lance scored another strike—a jab to his shoulder. Another ache to join the others. If they kept this up, he’d be purple with bruises.
“Practice.”
“Really?”
Lance slowed his footwork, lowered the tip of his ash wood sword. His forehead shone with sweat—at least Galahad was giving him a workout.
“My father. He was strict on my brother and me. Was a captain in the king’s army. Fought against the Bright Crown, skirmishes in the north. Got himself wounded.”
“That’s why you’re here,” Galahad said, nodding. Though Wickerton saw a good flow of outsiders, they were only ever passing through. It was rare that a new family came to settle, as Lance’s had a year previous.
“It’s part of it.” Lance looked cagey, then continued. “He should have got a stipend from the crown: all officers do if they’re wounded in action. But they say he froze. That he just stood there as his brothers and sisters fought around him. That’s close to desertion. He was lucky to get away with dismissal, if the claims are true.”
“Are they?”
Lance shrugged. “Father says he doesn’t know. Can’t remember. It’s all blurred.”
Galahad bit his tongue, not wanting to say the wrong thing. A soldier’s honour wasn’t something to question lightly. He raised his training sword and Lance echoed his stance. They circled each other again. For weeks Lance had been trying to drill some semblance of swordwork into him; nothing stuck.
When Galahad had used swords before, it had been with broad swipes and fury. Mostly, he’d lived by luck. And by the support of his friends. Having Fay at your back in the melee counted for a lot. But Lance’s techniques were new to him. Quick jabs and fanciful circles. He fought one-handed and favoured lighter swords. So much of his swordplay happened in the feet. In the dancelike flow and feint. That was where Galahad was found most lacking. He could move quiet in the brush, but beyond that his feet were hardly nimble.
“Fuck it!” he said involuntarily as Lance landed a strike to his sternum unchallenged. The vibration of the blow rang in his chest. His teeth hurt. “Does he want you to follow in his footsteps?”
“No, actually.” Lance gave a wan smile. “Lost his taste for the crown, I suppose. And the sword. Can’t even touch one anymore. Think he regrets teaching me what he has… But it’s too late now. Can’t unlearn a thing, can you? And I’m good at it.”
As if to illustrate his point, he nicked Galahad’s shin.
“That one hurt.”
Lance smiled.
Galahad shut his mouth. He’d been half-hoping that keeping Lance talking would distract him, but the only person he seemed to be distracting was himself. Focus. He hadn’t scored a single hit today.
When Lance shifted his weight, Galahad saw the feint and compensated. He brought his sword up, parried, pressed the second of advantage to step inside his reach and shove him off-balance. He moved with him as the other man tripped, swung diagonally down at his shoulder. But Lance’s sword moved up to meet him. Somehow he regained his balance, turned the advantage back around. Now Galahad was on the back foot, blocking where he could, taking blows on the leather vambraces they wore for training.
Galahad searched for an opening, found none. His forearms stung more loudly than the aches that wracked his body. He was wheezing. Exhausted. He could smell his own sweat and he was chafing in several places.
Lance never stopped smiling.
The ash wood swords clattered together. Lance fought with a wild blend of technique and grace. There, a practised move. Then after a heavy swing. A moment of hesitation and now it was Galahad’s reach that was compromised. Lance punched him in the heart, but it was only a light blow. Another distraction. His sword came down. This time not with a clatter but a meaty thwack.
The next thing he knew, Galahad was on his back. Grass tickled his ears. His head pounded like a ten-pint hangover. “I think I’m done for the day.”
“Fair enough.” Lance bent to collect Galahad’s training sword, then offered a hand to help him up.
They had a small audience watching from the town. A handful of kids between the ages of nine and fourteen, all with wide eyes and grubby trousers. When they saw Galahad and Lance turn back, they scarpered, running off to hide.
It wasn’t only children who were intrigued and disconcerted by their jaunts beyond the awning of Wickerton’s canvas shelter. The Round Table had made pariahs of themselves in recent months. None of them really cared. The residents of Wickerton would understand eventually. When they realised they were doing this for them. Risking their lives to make the town a safer place for everyone.
“I’ll get you one day,” Galahad said, as Lance offered his shoulder to lean on.
“I’m sure you will.”
But his voice betrayed his lack of faith. Lance always won. That was just the way of things.
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Rain was in the air. Galahad could smell it. But he couldn’t hide beneath his tarp and pray it held. There was work to do. Before long Lance would arrive with soldiers in tow. If he wasn’t ready, he’d be dead. 
The rolling hills and woodland of the Cotswolds were tranquil. Sheep grazed happily. Wild horses galloped in the distance. Small lizards basked in sunlit spots atop mounds of dry earth; one of them was missing its tail.
There was no sign of a beast. Nothing out of the ordinary. No lynx scat or the heavy trails that marked the frequenting of boar.
Ahead was a larger stretch of woodland. Cover for him. Room to set traps and control the environment. Cordage strung between trees to violently dismount riders if they chased him through the woods. Setting a pitfall took most of his first day, what with digging the pit, sharpening sticks to fill it with, covering it with fallen boughs. Instead of hiding his camp away in some thicket, he strung his tarp in the canopy, providing a sheltered shooting perch as well as a precarious bed.
With his environment bent to assist him, he turned to his armoury. Even with gloves, he was terrified of Elaine’s poisons. Fear made his hands shake, which made him more afraid, and his tremors only worsened. He dipped arrowheads gently and from a distance, setting aside those that carried poison, not to be confused with those that remained clean-tipped. He didn’t know enough about the poison to know if it was safe to eat game he hunted with it. These bodkin heads were made for war, but rabbits went down easy enough anyway.
But all the preparations he could make were secondary. The beast was the greatest trap he could set. He had to find its den.
On his second day in the Cotswolds, he delved deeper into the forest. Recalling Fay’s story, he expected to find the creature in the thickest part. He had to be careful to keep his presence unknown, else he’d risk threatening the pups. A poor end to his quest to be torn apart by a wild beast with no witness. To simply vanish in the forest.
It was little solace to think Lance may still wander into the beast’s territory. That Galahad’s plan might prove posthumously lethal. More than revenge, he wanted closure. He craved it. Needed to look the traitor in the eyes and force the excuses from his lips.
As he searched and seethed, steadily fanning the anger that enflamed his belly, quietly anticipating the coming satisfaction, he found some curiosity to spare for the tale Fay had spun him. Long he’d suspected the world beyond the safety of the sheltered cities was not as it once was. That the turning of the rain wasn’t the only way the world had changed as the old ways collapsed. But he’d been yet to find proof.
There had been clues, of course. Unidentified sounds from beyond the light of his campfire. Twilight glimpses of odd shapes. The echoing calls of hunting beasts that matched not wolf or cat. He’d even seen the trickster lights. The bobbing flame of will-o’-the-wisp.
But he’d never seen a monster like the one Fay described. A true monster, straight from the old stories he cherished. Proof that folklore spread then lost, then found and lost again, held truth that revealed the world they lived in now. Proof they shared this archipelago of crumbling stone with myths and monsters.
He yearned to find it. To study it. Fay described the young Lord William as a foppish brat, but Galahad would give a hundred crowns for a peek at his journal. To leaf through the fruits of months of research.
The air smelled of standing water. There must have been a pond nearby, or perhaps a shallow, static stream. As Galahad pushed onwards, the smell only grew stronger. What was that? Musky and astringent. Almost like—
He paused, cocked his head, straining his senses. Beneath the rustling of the canopy was a sound like a big cat purring. A huge cat. So deep and resonant, it was almost imperceptible and came from everywhere at once.
With his back to a tree, he scanned the broken vision of the forest. The vertical stripes of bark flickered, creating a distracting sense of movement.
The beast was near, he was sure of it.
Then a yip from thirty feet to his left made him jump. He clutched his heart. All over his skin felt icy from the rush of adrenaline. Mercifully, the sound came from downwind. Another yip, followed by a friendly growl. Then that deep purring again.
Galahad crept forward, keeping low, thighs burning. He pushed aside a floppy fern and froze.
In the clearing before him was a family of monsters.
It was as Fay described, to the detail. Until that moment, Galahad suspected she must have been confused. That the Cotswold beast was a rare white bear. Or an oversized lion suffering from mange. Small pockets of lions persevered in the wildest parts of the countryside. They did well in old cities, fond of the elevated perches the ruins provided.
But these were no lions.
Grey furred, shaggy like an old English sheepdog. Shoulders that hunched and swung as they moved like a bear’s would. The rest of them was distinctly canine, paws detailed with non-retractable claws. Except for their faces. Daggered cat’s eyes sat piercingly above the strangest snout, flattened almost like a bill, but with a squishy canine nose at the end and rows of sharp teeth. The pups were stranger still. Their fur was not yet shaggy; it gleamed in the light that broke the canopy. There was an oily quality to them, like six giant grey otters. They bounced and pounced upon each other, yipping and growling while mother watched, purring contentedly.
A beautiful family of beasts.
The unknowing co-conspirators to his revenge.
No, not revenge. Justice.
He still told himself this was for Wickerton. For his family. That he would reclaim the stolen treasure. But with the salt gone, dissolved into land and titles, it was time to admit there might be nothing left to take.
Still crouching in the bushes, he tightened his fists and ground his jaw.
The distinction that had once been so important no longer seemed to matter. Whether justice or revenge, he was here for bloodshed.
He would make things right.
[image: image-placeholder]Galahad spent the morning checking his traps and steeling his nerves. Everything was set to funnel Lance’s entourage towards the Cotswold beast’s territory. Already he felt guilty for the innocent lives he was wasting. Lance’s soldiers deserved to carry no part of his debt, but such was the way the die had been cast.
The waiting was unbearable.
Morning hours burned with careful scouting of the perimeter. Galahad devised a series of watchpoints: trees of particular height and angle to maximise his vision of the surrounding countryside. But at each one he saw nothing. Not even the mirage-like shadow of a force creeping over the horizon. The hills slept, long grass swishing in the wind. The whole time he was mocked by the bleated chorus of the neighbouring sheep.
He didn’t realise how nervous he was until lunch came and he found he could barely eat. His stomach roiled like the sea at storm: an incredible sight Galahad was one of few score men in the country lucky enough to have seen with his own eyes. Back when his eyes were dark, not gold. Each time he wiped his clammy hands, they were sticky damp a moment later. His mouth was dry as sun-bleached dirt.
Finally, in the middle of the afternoon, he spied movement on the southern horizon.
First came a standard, bobbing to the gentle rhythm of a trotting horse. Then the bearer emerged, followed by the first line of soldiers. They were all on horseback. Good. In the natural disarray of the forest, he’d have an advantage against cavalry. Footsoldiers didn’t canter blindly into rope traps.
Galahad watched the approaching troop, counting two dozen mounted soldiers, plus the standard bearer, and two horses riding alone at the rear. It was too far to see which, but Galahad was certain one of those two was Lance. The fucker would never put himself in the front line. Even during his betrayal, he had Percy and Gwen handle the bloodiest parts.
Once the riders were close enough to make out the golden dragon on the flapping red standard, Galahad dropped from his perch in the canopy and crept into position. It wasn’t long before he realised the troop wasn’t going to naturally stray into his traps.
He’d prepared for this.
From a concealed vantage, he shot an arrow into a treetop filled with roosting songbirds. They scattered in panic and one of the foremost riders pointed to the fleeing birds, called something to the others. The troop changed direction, heading for the site of the disturbance, and directly towards his taut rope lines. What he hadn’t planned for was the troop slowing. It would be easier to spot the ropes at a trot than a canter.
“Fuck sake,” he muttered under his breath, repositioning in the undergrowth.
Sure enough, the troop found the first of his ropes. Then the second. Galahad was too far to hear what they were saying, but he watched them in turn dismount and cut down his traps.
While this was happening, the sudden rearing of a horse broke the quiet of the forest. A man cried out. Something heavy hit the ground. Then frantic hoof falls. Galahad squirmed through the bushes, desperate to see what was happening.
There. It was his pitfall. The damn horse had seen it and baulked. Its rider had landed winded, but safe, on the ground at the edge of the pit.
None of his traps had worked. And now they knew he was in this area.
Perhaps soldiers were harder to snare than conies and deer.
Galahad inched closer. He was still a good hundred and fifty feet from where the troop had come to a stop. The conversation between the soldiers reached him as a garbled mess, but he could now make out some few words between. It didn’t help him.
Then he saw Lance.
The traitor remained mounted while soldiers searched the area on foot. He scanned the trees with a frown. At one point his gaze drifted over where Galahad lay in hiding, but he showed no recognition. He was a coward to ride up here with a score of men instead of facing Galahad alone. To try to crush a personal dispute with the force of the army he now had behind him. Lance the nobleman. The baron. He would bleed just the same when Galahad slit his throat.
A better archer might have tried a shot from his position. None of the cavalry were heavily armoured, and Lance least of all. He wore vambraces and greaves and his torso was protected by a red brigandine. But he wore no helm. Leather riding gloves in place of gauntlets. Arms and thighs and neck all open to assault.
But Galahad was no archer. He could hit an unsuspecting rabbit from thirty feet about five times out of ten. But a target of the same width at one hundred and fifty? It was possible, but foolish. An attempt would only give away his position.
There was a light breeze, rustling leaves in the direction of the beast’s den. He wondered how sensitive those long broad snouts might be. If even now the fiercely protective mother could smell the sweat of men and horses. That monster was his only hope.
His ears pricked as Lance barked orders.
“Scouts move out. We know he’s near, let’s not waste time!”
Four men broke away from the main group. These wore no armour and the horses they left behind were saddled light. Even their swords were shorter. Closer to long, single-bladed daggers than true swords. They stalked away from the troop in a cross pattern, carving out the points of a compass with their footsteps. Galahad pulled back, latching his gaze to the scout who’s trajectory would bring him closest.
Then he waited.
He allowed the scout to pass him, staying hidden by tall ferns. Then, he followed. At two hundred feet, the troop were nothing more than colourful shapes scattered by the flora. At three hundred feet, they were invisible.
Now was his opportunity. He drew his belt knife and crept up behind the scout. At the last moment, the man spun, dagger drawn. Perhaps he’d felt the heat of him or heard the faint crunch of dry leaves.
Galahad rushed him, slammed his knife into the man’s throat. With his free hand, he grabbed the arm that held the dagger, kept it away from his body. The scout was a slim man but muscular in the way of hard work. Still Galahad met little resistance as he pushed him to his knees. The man’s eyes widened, mouth ajar. No sound came out with Galahad’s blade interrupting his voice box.
He dropped the scout to die on the forest floor, wiped his knife on the back of the man’s red livery.
Twenty-five left. And Lance.
Moving through the forest, Galahad stalked the next scout. He dispatched this one with an arrow from close range. Again, he took the throat to keep the man from screaming. This time with less success. The man started gurgling as he went down and Galahad was forced to stab twice more to rush his exit from the world.
The poor lad couldn’t have been older than eighteen. Just a kid. He didn’t know what he died for. Had no part in Lance’s betrayal. May never have even heard of the Long-haired Priest. Or Wickerton. Hell, this was probably the first time he’d even been beyond Winchester’s glorious glass shelter.
Such a waste.
There was no time for guilt, but Galahad couldn’t help stopping to stare at the corpse of the teenager. Rainwights weren’t the only reason life on the road was so dangerous. Bandits were few but vicious. Galahad first killed years ago, when he was only fifteen, and ever since not a year had gone by without having to kill again. But it had always felt somehow justified. Self-defence, if not the defence of others. Always striking down some evil with his blade. This was different. That boy hadn’t been evil. He was just a soldier. A boy working for his wage.
Galahad’s guilt turned to anger. This was Lance’s fault. He was the one that dragged these soldiers here. The coward who refused to settle this matter face-to-face. There was no turning back now. Not for any of them. He’d come too far. It was time to settle his debts. He would reclaim the fortune he was owed. And yes, he would take his revenge.
A frantic shout brought him to his senses.
They’d found the body of the first scout.
“Fuck.”
Galahad sped through the undergrowth. He was far enough from the main body of the troop now that he could move more quickly without fear of being spotted. As more soldiers fanned into the dense woodland, ferns and nettles up to their chests, Galahad grew more confident. His traps may have failed but now he regained the advantage.
He was a ghost in the forest.
Two more he struck with arrows; Elaine’s poison had an acute convulsive effect that made Galahad sick to use it. He threw aside his tainted arrows. Steel bodkins would do well enough. Next he came upon another of the scouts. This one a woman; so short he almost didn’t spot her creeping through the ferns. A brief scuffle and he put her down, forcing his belt knife through her sternum by slamming the butt of his palm repeatedly against its pommel.
He circled around, skirted the failed pitfall that had halted his enemies’ procession. He drew an arrow, sighted the standard bearer. With a twang he loosed the string. The arrow took flight, flexing as it cut through the air, then buried itself almost to the fletching in the standard bearer’s armpit. The man didn’t even fall from his steed. He clutched what little of the arrow protruded, crying unintelligibly. It took him far too long to die. Even in death, the rider didn’t fall.
“Don’t fuck around!” Lance yelled. “Don’t try to take him alive. Put him down!”
A rush of disturbed leaves.
Galahad spun in time to see the fourth scout come charging from the ferns. This man was older. Heavily muscled and bearded. Looked more like a wrestler than a scout. He went for a low tackle. The impact knocked the wind from Galahad’s lungs. The two tumbled to the ground, the scout yelling, drawing the others to them.
As he fought for his life, wrestling with the scout in the mulch, Galahad felt a wetness on his cheek. Warm blood spilled over his hands. He relaxed, his work done. But the wrestler didn’t slow, didn’t relax his throttling grip.
The world spun as Galahad struggled to catch up with the information his senses were feeding him.
The blood was his own.
The scout sat up, wiped his face on his sleeve, then wiped his long dagger on the same sleeve. Blood showed up dark, almost black against the red of the fabric.
Galahad lay still. He could feel the wound in his stomach knitting back together. It was a slow, unpleasant process. It felt like there were worms inside him, writhing around, blind and hungry.
“Fucking got him!” the scout boomed. “He’s a goner.”
The moment Galahad felt his kidney sew itself back together, he swung his knife up into the unsuspecting scout’s stomach. Then again. And again. Over and over, patterning him in shallow punctures that put him down before he had a chance to realise his mistake.
Nineteen soldiers left. One officer. And Lance.
His bow had broken in the fall, so he kicked it across the ground and unstrapped his quiver. No use carrying dead weight. After cleaning his knife, he sheathed it, and drew his sword instead. The blade that had once belonged to the Long-haired Priest. It barely shone, no matter how he turned it in the light; a waxy matte finish, but sharp as glass.
Soldiers bore down on him from every direction.
Pain in his stomach as he turned to run; streaming blood tickled his skin. A few minutes rest and he’d be hale. Half an hour at most. But he had no such luxury. With a single leap he crossed his pitfall, tearing his wound apart even as it tried, desperately, to stitch itself together.
Some soldiers scrambled to mount their horses; others simply charged on foot. Galahad did his best to lose himself in the undergrowth, staying low, scurrying through a short green forest. He didn’t care for the nettle stings striking like matches against his bare cheeks and hands. His body expelled the poison almost instantly, the pain fading and inconsequential beside the stabbing flare in his gut.
The Cotswold beast lay ahead. Her den and her pups. It was time to trigger his plan.
Though he was sure of his direction, the forest all looked the same as he was rushing through it, so it took him by surprise when he found himself stumbling into a clearing, face to face with a scraggly grey pup.
Fuck. This wasn’t how he’d planned it.
The young beast yipped three times, hopping from side to side like an excited dog. It was cute, in a way.
Behind him, soldiers burst from the thick of the forest, weapons drawn. The first had that excitement in their eyes. That eagerness for accolade. To be the one to strike the killing blow and earn whatever reward had been placed on the back of his neck.
The air was heavy with musk.
A low growl rumbled through the ground, reverberated between the trees, seeming to come from everywhere at once.
The soldiers stopped at the sight of the pups. The creatures were the size of full-grown wolves, though they had the unmistakable look of adolescence, and their snouts were stubbier than their mother’s.
“The fuck are—” the first soldier managed to say before a giant paw swept him aside. He went flying, crashed into a tree. His spine cracked like a branch.
“Oh shi—” the next one said before he, too, was smacked aside. A faint spray of blood across the mossy forest floor. Shining red dots stark against the deep green.
“Wait, I didn’t—” Galahad said, holding up his hands in surrender, before the Cotswold beast struck him just like the others. Air rushed out of his lungs and around his face. His vision tumbled. A flash of green and brown, rolling into itself. Then the scent of nettles. Then black with a crunch. He was broken.
He groaned, unable to move. His body confused itself in its haste to register a calamity of signals. Pain came as patches of numb, of tingling, of shock. Then, slowly, it began to harden. To catch afire with the points of a thousand needles. Still he couldn’t move, couldn’t scream, yet his body spasmed, and writhed, and when he finally lost consciousness, he fell into an endless well of agony.
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For a moment, Galahad thought his eyes were damaged. That he’d healed wrong. 
Where usually the forest was verdant greens and browns, everything sparkled in shades of blue and gold. But as he came around, he realised it was only witching hour, the low light playing tricks on him.
Hours must have passed. The pain had faded to a dull ache that covered every inch of him. His skin was strangely cool. Tentatively, he sat up. He was enveloped in nettles. Droplets rained down as the nettles shook from the disturbance and he realised his skin wasn’t just cool, it was wet. He was soaked through.
It had rained while he was asleep.
Even hidden by the nettles, it was a miracle he’d survived.
He stood and slicked back his wet hair. Then he stretched his arms and legs, testing them. They were fine. His old jacket had finally met its end, but his body was whole. It was with sadness that he shrugged off the rags of his jacket and cast them aside. A part of him wanted to say something, to give the garment the eulogy it deserved. He tried to tell himself it was only a jacket, but the truth was, it felt a part of him. An ancient treasure rescued from the ruins of the old world. A symbol of his trade: treasure hunter and relic seeker.
But standing in his new-spun shirt and jeans, the pinkish remnants of rain-washed blood covering his torso and hands, he didn’t feel like a treasure hunter anymore. Somehow that life seemed very far away. He wasn’t sure he liked what he was becoming.
Back in the clearing, he found another body. But only one. The last of the scouts.
There was no sign of the beasts, or of Lance’s troop. Or of Lance himself.
It was not the carnage he’d expected to find.
Possible, perhaps, that rainwights had dragged the bodies away. But they preferred live prey. The beasts must have fled. The troop as well. They’d be hiding in a camp somewhere, sheltering from the lightly spitting rain. It was no longer heavy enough for rainwights to form, but city folk never understood that.
After collecting his sword from where it had fallen, he scanned the clearing for clues. It was almost too dark to pick up tracks, but years of practice had sharpened his eyes. The soldiers had fled, retracing their steps. Galahad followed. Before he reached the area where he’d set his failed traps, the tracks swerved off towards the edge of the forest. Here he read the story of the troop coming back together. Bootprints turned to hoof prints as soldiers remounted.
A shape like a bundle of rags caught his attention. It would have been easy to miss in the fading light. Distorted but human. A corpse abandoned in the woods. It wore no red livery of Wessex, and it looked too short to be a soldier. Or an adult.
Approaching, he saw it wasn’t a child and sighed in relief. Still, the boy was young enough to call it a tragedy. Couldn’t have been older than eighteen. A noble’s son from the cut of his clothes. Perhaps he belonged to the group Fay had interacted with. One of the boys in her story had a name from the king’s language. Galahad clicked his fingers, trying to remember, but the name wouldn’t come to him.
The noble had met a gruesome end. Half of him was missing, entirely torn away. His shirt ended in shreds. Teeth marks were left in his dark skin. Poor bastard. No doubt the Cotswold beast got him. Strange, though, that she wouldn’t do the same to the soldiers he’d led to her den.
Looking up, he saw a blinking light in the distance. He had to rub his eyes to be sure he wasn’t looking at a will-’o-the-wisp. The faint sound of a horse’s neigh confirmed it was the troop.
He left the poor noble lad’s body behind and crept up on the unsuspecting camp. Through the dark, moss muffling his feet. Thankfully the flora here was mostly ferns, and he didn’t have to worry about being stung. Though there were enough midges out for the end of witching hour to irritate his skin anyway.
From his new vantage, the central bonfire of the camp was still partially obscured by tents. Around the perimeter was a rough circle of floating lights: guardsmen carrying torches. The flames created faint orange spotlights as they reflected off the white underside of the tarp that protected the camp from rain.
Galahad sniffed the air, sensed the pressure around him. They were right to shelter for the night. The clouds weren’t finished with their release. More rain was coming.
The camp had a wide perimeter. It shouldn’t have taken much space to sleep two dozen soldiers, but they had brought too many luxuries. Individual bivouacs, a stable area for the horses. Lance and his captain stood in an improvised command centre, complete with a table carrying a map weighed down with stones, engrossed in some discussion. Lance wore dark rings around his eyes, and he was holding himself up with his arms propped on the table.
The extra space spread them thin, and the cramped rows of tents obscured their vision. Galahad shuffled in close, scouting their numbers while staying cloaked in the shadow of the forest. He counted one less soldier than he expected. Another lost to the trees, or the rain, or the beasts who’d failed to wreak the carnage he’d hoped for.
The air smelled of rain. His plans may have so far failed, but Galahad still had Lance away from the safety of the south. This camp had Lance trapped as much as it protected him. Without this shelter, they’d be at the mercy of the rainwights.
Galahad’s eyes wandered to the central pyre. They’d built their fire big tonight. Perhaps out of fear of the beast, hoping the flames would ward it away. The tarp would be waxed, proof against rain. Some waxes burned like lamp oil, though judging by how high the pyre already climbed—the tarp showing no signs of smoking—this was the kind of wax that would struggle to take a flame.
Fire wouldn’t help him then.
It was as he was considering cutting the guy lines that the rope slipped around his neck. He started with a jolt, but it was already too late. The noose was pulled taut. Harsh rope bit into his neck and the next thing he knew he was being dragged along the ground by his throat.
“I said to kill him on sight.”
Galahad was dumped beside the pyre. He tried desperately to dig his fingers under the rope, but it was no use. He could barely breathe and only just managed to wriggle around enough to see Lance standing over him, looking down with the same sadistic pity he’d worn back at the cathedral.
“Yeah, yeah. I know,” replied the guard who’d snared him. He must have left his torch behind so Galahad didn’t notice him approaching. Not stupid, this one. “But since he was right here, I figured why not. Thought you might want to get something out of him.”
“There’s nothing I need from him except a swift death. He’s already been far more of a headache than he ever should have been.”
“Right you are. Morris, give us that spear?” The sound of a spear swishing through the air; the slap of a wooden shaft against skin.
“Good weight to this,” the guard mused. “Not regulation, is it?”
“Wife got it for me,” a guard Galahad couldn’t see replied—no doubt the one called Morris. “Birthday present.”
“Never usually one for work-related gifts, but sheesh, this is nice.”
“Corporal Jameson?” Lance snapped.
“Right, yeah.” Jameson cast the end of the rope aside, lessening the strain on Galahad’s throat. Galahad got his fingers around the loop and pulled, loosening it enough to gasp. He managed one lone breath before Jameson rammed the spear through his shoulder.
“Fuck, I was aiming for the heart.” Jameson laughed. “That’s why I’m a cavalryman. Better with a height advantage.”
“Jump and try again,” Morris suggested.
Lance’s captain stepped forward. “Fucking hell. The two of you!” And with no fanfare, he rammed his arming sword through Galahad’s stomach, then just as briskly wrenched it free. It really fucking hurt. “Burn the body.”
Galahad’s head lolled forward. He was pinned to the ground by the spear through his shoulder. His breathing came shallow. In his gut, he could feel sinew reaching lazily to pull itself back together. He was exhausted. He was done.
“No!” Lance commanded. “Rain take you, man. Not under the tarp. We’ll be smelling him all night.”
“Well, we can’t take him out of camp while it’s raining,” the captain said.
Sure enough there was a gentle patter of rain striking the tarp, increasing in speed. A calming kind of static.
“Just get rid of him as soon as you can.”
“Bit macabre to leave him there,” Jameson said.
“Put a sheet over him if you can’t stand the sight,” Lance said. His footsteps retreated.
Someone threw a light cloth over Galahad; once again he was lost in the black. But he didn’t lose consciousness. Not this time. He took shallow breaths, focussing on the pain in his abdomen, forcing himself to stay awake. To feel.
With gritted teeth he took it in, communed with his body. He ignored his shoulder, focussed only on the stomach wound, imagined it knitting together. Visualised his insides stuck and fast. Sealed and seaworthy. If he could heal this wound… Damn his shoulder and neck and his bruises. If this one wound could heal…
And he felt it. Flesh stretching and winding. A lethargic crawl. All the impetus of a snail. Minutes passed and still he lay there slumped, dripping on the grass. Thirst comes on quickly when you’re losing blood. His mouth dried, then his eyes began to sting. Finally his stomach sealed enough to stem the flow. To preserve what little moisture remained. But still he wasn’t healed. Still the pain pulsed and throbbed in his gut. No longer leaking but far from fixed.
A disassociation came over him. It was with an odd detachment that he wondered on his mortality. The puzzle of it; the mystery. How long could he last like this? How much could his body heal before it gave way? On just how little water could this flesh-machine run?
Soon he’d have his answers.
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The surgery where Errol was being looked after was all varnished wood and medical aromas: aniseed, ethanol, antiseptic. Twenty-four beds on site. Any overflow went to the next nearest doctor’s, or one of Littleford’s hospitals. Two nurses tended to sleeping patients. Beige curtains between the beds provided only a modicum of privacy. 
“I don’t mind it here,” Errol said. The boy was doing well, sitting up with pillows stacked behind him. He smiled easily. The nurse at reception had told Fay he’d eaten all the food they’d given him.
“You’ll be well enough to travel in a few days.”
“They tell you that or is it a guess?”
“They told me.”
Errol nodded, an odd look in his eye. Almost as if he didn’t want to leave.
“Where will you go?” Fay asked.
“I don’t know.” His shoulders fell. “My father’s only a baronet. We’re a tertiary house and I’m no heir… I’m afraid I won’t shrug off the scandal as easily as Lord William. My family might not want me back.”
Fay noticed the group’s leader was no longer simply “Bill.”
“I’m glad you’re going to be okay,” Fay said, and meant it.
“I’m still sorry for what I did.”
Fay rolled her shoulder, feeling the tightness of fresh skin. The wound was healed enough that she no longer wore a bandage. “Don’t dwell on it. I’ve had worse.”
“Weird being without them now. Got to be our own little family. Still can’t believe the others are gone. Craig… Rakesh…” He shook his head. “Pair of idiots. The beast is gentle enough, but she’s still a wild animal. A predator.”
“She’s been terrorising the hills. Picking off farm folk. A teenage girl was taken.”
“No. Not her. She wouldn’t.” Errol was entirely genuine, even hurt at the accusation.
“That’s what Bill said. Not sure I believe him. He’ll have heard the rumours. But his research was too important.”
“You’re wrong. She’s territorial, yes, but she’s a piscivore.”
Fay furrowed her brows at the unfamiliar word.
He sighed, said, “They eat fish. Her den’s close enough to the river to feed, but far enough to keep her pups safe. She’s a good mother. She’s no danger.” Errol winced as he shifted position on his cot, clutching the wound dealt by the very creature he defended.
“Better you believe it, I suppose. Better to be ignorant than deceitful.”
“If you’re so certain to call this beast a monster, why have you returned without its pelt?”
“Can’t say I like my chances alone.” But that wasn’t the truth of it. She was no coward. It had been Bill who convinced her to leave the creature be. He always seemed so earnest when he spoke; that gilt-sold-as-gold charisma of the noble born. Her trust in him was diaphanous, yet somehow held her to his word. “Made Bill promise the farmers would be protected,” she added. “Else I’ll be putting together a hunting party and we’ll make those hills safe, one way or another.”
Fay scratched at her palms. Only faint red circles remained. She’d been better lately, but this conversation was working her up. The image those sweet farmers planted in her mind swam in unbidden. That poor girl. Torn in half, they’d said. Left for her parents to find…
“Will you visit again?” Errol asked, clearly eager for a change of subject.
“Why? You lonely?”
“The nurses don’t have much time to chat.”
“I’ll stop by if I can, but you’ll be gone in a few days.”
“Right…” He looked at his hands, fidgeting in his lap. “Yeah, I’ll be gone…”
[image: image-placeholder]When Fay returned to The Green Man, she found Smith admiring a new import on the bar. This time it was some kind of confectionary, packed in a wooden box with sheets of tissue paper. An overwhelming aroma of rose wafted as Smith disturbed the tissue.
“Didn’t go with him then?” Smith asked without looking up.
“What’s that? With Galahad? Nah, I’m here for good. Can’t leave you shorthanded again.”
“Surprised you let him go alone, is all. To face that thing. What with the way you described it.”
“To face…”
She blinked as it all came together. The way he’d gone pensive after she’d told her story. How troubled he’d been that there was no way to reach Lance. No wonder he’d acted cryptic and sombre when he left. That fool was going to lead Lance to the Cotswold beast. He was going to get himself killed.
“Fuck. He can’t be so stupid!”
“Had me send a message to the Sceptre of Wessex, then he rushed off to the Cotswolds.” Smith popped a cube of something dusted with white powder into his mouth. He chewed as he continued speaking. “Sorry. I assumed he told you.”
“That fucking moron.”
“Who’s a fucking moron?” Betty asked, sweeping into the room with a tray of fresh candles to set out on the bar tables.
“Galahad.”
“Sorry, Fay. Weren’t trying to keep it from you,” Smith said.
“Don’t worry about it.”
“Why do I get the sense you’re going to do something to make me worry again?” Betty asked. “Ye’ve only just got back.”
“I’m right here. Don’t worry.”
“No you’re not,” she answered. “Can see it in your eyes. You’re far away, running after that damned idiot!”
“No. I’m staying put. He can sort his own mess out.”
There was no point chasing after him when it would take her all of two days to trek back out. Three if she was slowed by the rainclouds painting the sky grey.
Betty crossed the room and kissed her cheek.
“I don’t believe you for a second.”
Fay made for the stairwell, not wanting to have an argument about something she hadn’t even had time to sort out in her head. “Better see that Elaine gets her medicine.”
Despite the open window, there was a stuffiness in Elaine’s room. The air thickened in the way it does around sick people. Even the sunlight slinked in with gloomy hesitance.
The girl woke as Fay entered, eyes blinking groggily.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to disturb you,” Fay said.
“I was so bad, bad, bad.” Elaine’s words slurred and ran together. She might be awake but she wasn’t fully present. The fever in her leg was yet to release her.
“You’re on the mend now though, eh?”
Fay sat beside the bed, scratched absently at her palms before administering Elaine’s medicine with the teaspoon on her bedside table.
“Yuck. Yucky. Why not the good’n, huh?”
Fay gave a wan smile, pushed back some of her old friend’s hair. Too often she thought the same: why not a drop of laudanum? A drag from the opium pipe? Why not?
“I’m so sorry, Galahad. Don’t be sad.” Elaine reached a hand towards Fay’s face, then dropped it down heavily on the bed.
“It’s not Galahad. It’s Fay. He’s… He’ll be back soon.”
“Off killing. Killing Lance. That’s the end of it. Almost. Almost the end. Hah!” Her eyes rolled, then seemed to regain some clarity. “Fay? Oh, it’s you. My fake sister. You look so well. Very handsome.”
“He’s put himself between an army and a monster.”
“Silly, silly boy. You’ll have to save him, hah.”
Fay sucked in her lips. “If I left now I’d be too late.”
“Ride! Ride like a bugger! You can’t leave him on his own. He’s too clever to be smart. He’ll get himself run right through. Right through.” Then she made a squelching sound and mimed a sword bursting from her chest.
“Haven’t had a horse since I left the Round Table.” She spoke softly, stroking Elaine’s hair again, shushing to lull her back to sleep. “You know the trouble to get hold of one in the cities. It’s too late. Heck, even with a horse it’s probably too late.”
Elaine’s eyes unfocussed, fluttering half-closed. Almost at a whisper, she said, “There’s a good boy in the stables.” A smile spread across her peaceful face. “Fast boy Peaches.”
[image: image-placeholder]Fay held the glass bottle so long it grew warm in her hands. Brown and viscous, the laudanum should present an unappealing prospect, yet it called to her. Her mouth watered, chest tightening. To look upon it was intoxicating. It drew her.
It had been wrong for her to take it. She knew this. Felt it as a pressure in the back of her head. A voice whispering shame over and over. But this time she’d had no choice. Galahad needed her. That idiot was going to get himself killed and she could help. But not if she was weakened and distracted by her cravings. This addiction was ruining her life. She knew she needed to shift it. But here was the truth of things. To think she was at her best was a lie. She’d only take a sip. A couple of sips. Just enough to settle her trembling hands. To dull her intrusive thoughts. To become the mercenary she used to be, one final time.
[image: image-placeholder]Fay rode over a landscape of shifting colours. The horizon glowed fire red and shadows lengthened all around. Grey clouds above threatened rain. She would never usually ride under clouds like these, but she’d stopped at Loretta and Hazel’s farm to borrow a paratempa. The device was strapped to her back in place of a sword. What did it matter to go unarmed? Her fists were used to rough work.
When the rain broke, she loosed the paratempa, the giant umbrella bursting like a sail. Wind caught in it, dragging them backwards. It slowed poor Peaches to a canter, then a trot, but still the horse powered on. Elaine had been right: this horse was a good boy.
Outlines of rainwights stuttered around them, reaching in with half-formed arms that vanished under the protection of the paratempa.
Into the Cotswolds, over rolling hills. There, the great forest. Home of the Cotswold beast. Resting place of foolish Craig and impressionable Rakesh.
Beside the forest was a wide camp. Tents and fires and a huge tarp over the whole thing. A display of naive arrogance. Worse than the noble lads. No one used to travel beyond the safety of the cities would set a camp this way. Lance was more of an idiot than she gave him credit for.
But what was that? A shadow at the forest’s edge. Something huge emerging slowly. Prowling forward. A predator focussed on the hunt. In the low light and the shelter of the trees the creature was nought but black shapes. Lines that described a fierce power.
One thing was clear despite the dark.
That wasn’t the beast she knew.
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Time lost its meaning under that blanket, abandoned in the camp. Left there like a heap of waste. The throbbing agony and the dark coalesced until he was aware of little else. Still the rain fell. When all other sounds were drowned by the ringing in his ears, he could still hear the  pitter-patter of rain on tarp. The sound of life. Of hope. The soldiers wouldn’t dare move him as long as the rain fell.
By now they’d assume him long dead. A corpse covered by a blanket. Nobody would be set to watch him. They hadn’t bothered to take his sword.
For once, he had no plan. There was none to be had, other than to hope. To pray, as the Long-haired Priest would have said. Pray to the big He in the sky.
After an unknowable amount of time lying still, his body painfully pulling itself together, Galahad flexed his hands. He rolled his neck. He tested his muscles. This was the time to act. From now on he would only grow weaker. Already he was plagued with dizziness. His stomach had sealed as if he’d never been stabbed, but there was still a spear through his shoulder, and his body cried out desperately for water.
He leaned forward and shrugged off the blanket. The firelight was a blazing sun; he blinked as his eyes adjusted. Nobody was paying attention to him. Most were looking outwards at the rain. No, not at the rain, exactly. At the shapes moving through it. The horribly human shapes suggested by bending raindrops. Invisible wraiths, stalking back and forth like caged cats.
He took to his feet and gripped the shaft of the spear run through him. It was stuck fast. His body had healed around it as if it were only a giant piercing. Removing it might be dangerous, but he couldn’t fight with a pole sticking out of him. It would have to come out.
With teeth grit to stop from screaming, Galahad pulled on the spear. At first he felt only a tugging, a stretching of the new skin. Then that tugging turned to tearing and the shaft shifted. It inched out, dragging blood and ripped skin away with it. Despite his stiff jaw, he yelled out with the pain. A single expletive that echoed under the low tarp.
The spear came free and he shrugged off the remains of his torn shirt, leaving him panting topless by the fire. Seventeen pairs of eyes turned to him. He drew his sword. For several moments nobody moved, then Lance yelled at his men, and the nearest soldier swung.
[image: image-placeholder]Fay brought the scraggly horse to an abrupt halt. Someone was yelling in the camp. There, by the pyre. That was Galahad! He threw aside a bloody spear and drew his sword. He was shirtless, stomach flexing with runs of muscle that hadn’t been there a few months earlier.
At the commotion, the great monster emerged from the forest. It slinked into the open, thousands of scales shimmered in a wave, reflecting moonlight. Definitely not the Cotswold beast. Not the one she knew. It was saurian. Low-bodied and yellow-eyed. But it was also oddly feline, prowling on padded paws, and though scaled, it had a leopard’s face. Its bifurcated tail swished as angrily as any barnyard cat’s.
It could be a cockatrice… Or a manticore… No. Those didn’t seem right. It had no aspect of rooster or lion. She wished then that she’d studied alongside Galahad. He would know this creature by sight and know how to face it. But she’d never shared his interest in old myths. Even with it standing before her she barely believed in it.
She remembered Bill’s insistence that the Cotswold beast was a peaceful creature. That it never hurt that missing girl. Errol’s insistence that it fed on river fish and only struck at large mammals out of self-defence… They’d been right. The real killer stood before her, bearing down on the camp. On her old friend. And everyone inside was too distracted to notice.
[image: image-placeholder]The first soldier to reach him was a woman with saffron hair, blade swinging early. Galahad skipped backwards, swinging his own grey sword. But not at the soldier. He struck at the tarp above him; the one strung dangerously low, close enough to risk catching alight from the pyre. Close enough to slice with this blade that never lost its edge.
The charging soldier skidded to a halt, tumbled over in her haste.
A great tearing sound and the soothing pitter-patter turned to a deafening husshhhh.
Rain fell around him.
Ghostly arms grabbed at his bare torso.
Galahad cocked his head back to the sky, opened his mouth—so parched it burned—and drank.
[image: image-placeholder]Only now did the limits of the paratempa present themselves. Fay was trapped upon her horse. To dismount would be to sacrifice Peaches to the rainwights. Out of the question. But on horseback, she had no way to fight this monster. This not-manticore. Half crocodile; half leopard. There was no doubt this was the killer plaguing the nearby settlements. This was the monster that tore young girls in half and didn’t eat what it killed.
“Fucker!” she yelled, waving an angry fist in the monster’s direction. But her words were stolen by the wind. The creature pounced. A flaming torch fell. The monster reared up, a red torso in its mouth. Then it slammed the soldier on the ground, placed a paw on the man’s legs, and snapped its neck to the side, cleanly tearing the man in half. It chewed the meat in the side of its mouth, before swallowing and moving to the next live prey.
Nobody in the camp noticed, the soldier’s cry swallowed by the cacophony of the rain and the yelling as soldiers circled Galahad with blades aloft. Just like Fay’s next cry, as she screamed at the beast to turn and face her instead.
“Go fast, Peaches.” She spurred him into a sudden canter as she retracted her paratempa. Peaches responded adroitly, carving through the rain towards the camp of soldiers. The poor horse was clearly scared, snorting anxiously as it felt rain on its back. Damn it, Fay was frightened too. But she’d come this far to save her friend. She’d made a promise to Loretta and Hazel to end the killings. Time to stop hiding and follow through on her word. She’d broken her sobriety for these steady hands. Sacrificed herself to the embrace of the poppy. One last time… that was the truth of it… One last time…
She wasn’t going to waste it.
She fastened the retracted paratempa onto Peaches’ saddle as she rode. Bursting under the canopy of the camp, bruises from rainwights’ fingers all down her arms, she leapt from the saddle, rolled, picked up the fallen sword and torch from the half-eaten soldier, and turned to face the giant, reptilian leopard.
Peaches nickered and bolted into the beechwood.
The monster growled.
Fay held up the arming sword and growled back.
[image: image-placeholder]No one dared come near.
Galahad stood in the rain, calm as steel, regaining his strength. Some few rainwights managed to form enough in the narrow downpour to grab at him, to snap. He batted them away, though some drew blood. Bruises formed and faded beneath their invisible fingers.
The safron-haired soldier stared with horror. Galahad stared back. There was fear in her eyes. They’d all seen him run through and struck down. Now here he stood, hours later, still breathing. Only another faint white scar on his stomach; his shoulder stitching whole before their eyes.
“Captain!” the soldier cried. “Captain!”
“I see him.” The captain strode over, Lance following in the man’s shadow. Both stopped well short of the tear in the canopy. Everyone feared the rain.
Steam hissed at Galahad’s ankles where rain struck the bonfire.
“He’s one of them,” the captain said in a level tone. “That’s the only explanation.”
“A… A… Sir, you don’t mean—”
“Look at the hands grabbing him! But so feebly! It’s only show. He’s a rainwight. That’s it. Haven’t you heard the fucking stories?”
“I don’t know, sir.”
“Excuse me?” the captain snapped.
Behind them, Lance faded back with small steps, separating himself from his soldiers. Several had gathered now. Half a dozen stood within ten feet of Galahad, weapons drawn. None dared inch closer.
“He just looks so real,” the soldier replied. “That’s flesh, to be sure. Never seen a rainwight form flesh like a man.”
“Ever seen a man shrug off Wessexian steel? Ever seen a man stand unafraid in the pouring rain? That’s no man.”
Galahad couldn’t help but grin at that. At least, he tried to grin. The expression came out as a pained tugging at his lips. A sickly grimace that made each soldier take one step back. Lance took two.
Galahad chased them with a step of his own, slashing at the tarp above. Then another step, another cut. Rain poured more fiercely around him, and he had to feint to the side to avoid the clutches of a fully formed rainwight.
Even with his years spent travelling the wilds, to stand face-to-face was unheard of—if the thing before him now could be said to have a face. It was only the impression of a man. Rain bending and dripping from its invisible form. When it opened its mouth, its jaws bent wide and deep. He might have been imagining it, but Galahad thought those teeth looked sharp. Long, vampiric points.
No sooner had he stepped out from the rain, than the soldiers moved in for combat. First came a huge man, muscled like a stallion, his brick-like jaw clean-shaven. Great slashes with his sword, forgetting all technique in the heat of the moment. Powerful swings, impossible to parry.
Galahad skipped backwards. The tip of the brute’s sword cut harmlessly through the air. As he dodged, he slashed another hole in the tarp. The brute pulled up short, his arm flailing as he aborted a swing that would have cut through the rain. Galahad wasted no time with a clean jab to his throat. The brute bent, clutching his leaking neck.
There was no time to finish him off. Already more soldiers were upon him. The saffron-haired woman who’d been first to face him after he rose, and another soldier, this one a young boy with a boxer’s nose. The woman came with sword raised in perfect form; the boy attempted the same, though his hand shook and his stance was sloppy. They came from either side, capturing him in a vice of two blades.
Galahad slashed upwards to create another pocket of safety. Already he’d cut pillars and a wall of rain. Obstacles that broke up the soldiers and stopped them all rushing him at once. He might be stronger than he’d ever been, and able to heal impressively fast, but there was little hope in facing down a dozen soldiers. Not if he fought fair. The rain was his best advantage.
The woman risked thrusting the tip of her blade into the rain. Galahad dodged, turning his body aside. When the sword pulled free unscathed, the woman’s confidence grew. Quick footwork brought her forward. Her sword sung as it cut rain. A diagonal downward slash. Galahad parried, his instinctive footwork carrying him backwards three steps, into the range of the other soldier.
The young boy breathed so heavily Galahad could hear him even over the growing racket in the camp. Clearly terrified, he jabbed forward with little impetus or aim. The boy’s blade pierced Galahad’s shoulder, drew blood. Then he hesitated. Galahad spun and took the boy in the skull. A crack and a line of red. He followed through the motion, spun to parry another swing from the woman.
A muffled flump as the boy collapsed behind him. Galahad turned slightly to avoid tripping over the body the next time he had to spring backwards.
Now the soldiers grew more confident. Ten encircled him, including the captain. Some dared hop through the narrow showers, looks of elation on their faces when they made it through unharmed.
On the far edge of camp, three torches seemed distracted. They bobbed back and forth, as if the guards were sprinting to avoid something. In the dark behind them, movement disturbed the peace of the night. But Galahad had no time to wonder at what was happening over there. This fight required his total focus.
“All together,” the captain called. “On my order. No wild slashing, for fuck’s sake. Run him through. Remember your bloody training. He might not be a man, but we know he bleeds. Clean cuts to put him down.” The soldiers tensed their sword arms, tightening the circle. “Then stand aside so I can cut off his head.”
[image: image-placeholder]Fay didn’t know what the fuck she was doing.
For the first time in her life, she deliberately ran into the rain. Immediately she was gripped by hands. Apparitions of sharp faces. She felt their breath on her cheeks and realised with horror that these things breathed.
The leopard-monster swung a paw towards her, scattering the rainwights in a splashing mist. She lifted her sword, swung and rolled, dived under the creature’s belly. There she was sheltered from the rain. She stabbed upwards, but the monster reared away.
[image: image-placeholder]A deep roar rumbled under the shushing rain.
Some of the soldiers twisted their heads to check behind them, trying not to take their eyes off him as they did so.
“What the fuck was that?” one of them whispered.
“Stay focussed,” the captain said.
“Sir, what if it’s—”
“Eyes ahead. The beast ran from us, you fool. It wouldn’t dare come near the camp.”
Another grumbling roar, so deep it vibrated through Galahad’s ribcage.
“It’s coming,” he said.
“Oh fuck,” one of the soldiers muttered under their breath.
“I see it!” another said, pointing.
Still the light from the pyre and torches made it impossible to make out more than lines and motion in the dark.
“Ready!” the captain yelled, desperate to regain control of his men. “Sight target!”
“Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck—”
Before the captain could give his command, Galahad slashed upwards. This time, instead of a single slash, he drew a cross, then a star, cutting a wide circle which the rain plummeted through.
“Fucking madman…” one of the younger soldiers muttered, her face pale, as Galahad was swallowed by a sudden crowd of rainwights.
They bit him, feasting in a frenzy. He was dragged this way and that. Jostled in the crowd. His skin was so numb from the rain and constant battering that he barely felt their strangely wispy teeth carving into his flesh. Still, he struggled. He slashed and batted them away, but the crowd was thick. Even as he stumbled towards the edge of his prison of rain, he lengthened it with further slashes. Joined it to his original wall. And his pillars. He carved a long, wide line through the centre of the tarp. Half the soldiers were trapped on each side. He kept cutting, and struggling, and wiping blood and rain from his eyes until, with the sound of tearing canvas that haunted the nightmares of all canvas town children, the rainwights finished his job and tore the tarp asunder. The two halves fell limp, draping over the camp and exposing the pyre, much of the tents, and all of the soldiers.
What followed was bedlam.
[image: image-placeholder]“No, no, please! Fucking hell!”
Fay rolled free, sprinted through the rain, was caught by a playful paw that sent her sprawling face-down in the mud. No sooner had rainwights started pinching and grabbing at her, than the leopard monster batted her to the side. Left then right. The monster was fucking with her. Playing as a grainstore cat would with a captive mouse. Each time the rainwights reached for her, it batted them aside. Sometimes offering a gentle growl: a warning to keep their hands off its toy.
What a success this was. She’d come to save her friend and he didn’t even know she was here. He could be dead already. And she was soon to follow. Barely enough time to gasp a breath before she was slammed back into the mud. The reptilian leopard would drown her by accident before it decided to eat her. She was halfway drowned already, thoughts foggy and blurred. Fingertips numb. With what little energy remained, she crawled towards the shelter. She didn’t know what safety it could offer, but it was the only thing she had to aim for. The only bastion of hope, meagre as it may be. Inch by inch she crawled, constantly batted back into the mud. Grabbed by rainwights. The occasional lance of pain as sharp teeth slipped past the monster to sink into her thigh.
She was almost there. A hand outstretched. Desperate. Fingers as claws that dragged her onwards. Just a little further. A few more inches…
A great tearing split the air. Soldiers screamed. The monster snapped its head up.
The torn tarp sagged to the ground.
[image: image-placeholder]With the pyre doused, the dark of the night came into focus through the rain and steam. Now Galahad saw the monster in the shadows. It wasn’t the flat-snouted canine he’d seen tending her pups, yet he knew what it was from the first. It’s likeness was recorded in hand drawings, millennia old, repeated in his treasured books. But it wasn’t supposed to be so large. The drawings must have depicted juveniles. Perhaps there were simply no survivors of adult sightings. Looking up at it now, that wasn’t hard to believe.
It was an arassas. A stollwurm. The scaled face of a cat at the head of a low lizard’s body. Where he expected reptilian claws at the ends of the feet, however, were cat-like paws. The creature was huge, and monstrous, and it was playing with the limp body of some poor soldier submerged in the mud.
Arms outstretched, he basked in the rain, breathed heavily the sweet petrichor. The rainwights that had crowded him a moment ago had dispersed to feast. Some few hands still clutched for him, but he shrugged them off. Soldiers frantically fought at nothing. Hard steel cut easily through rain, but what did the rain care? Sharp-fingered hands still groped in the dark. Men and women were dragged away, some still kicking and writhing, others limp and unconscious. One by one they vanished into the dark, into the unbroken storm.
Some few survived, sprinting into the forest. Among them was Lance, and a handful of red soldiers. But not his captain. He was on his knees, trying to pull the long-fingered hands from his face. His eyes were ruined and bloody. There was no hope for him.
The beechwood’s summer canopy was perhaps thick enough to hold off the rain. Nature’s shelter, patchy and inefficient. But it was all they had now. Before running to join them, Galahad put the wailing captain out of his misery with a broad slash across his neck. The action was light and easy. Killing had never been so natural.
Strong hands grabbed his biceps, squeezing hard enough to bruise. The momentarily distracted rainwights turned back to their forgotten quarry. They pulled at him as he marched forward.
The arassas batted half-heartedly at its unmoving toy, no longer satisfied with the entertainment it provided. It looked up at Galahad with moon-shaped pupils. Excited for a hunt. To play.
It leapt at him. He tried to dive, but the rainwights held him in place until those big paws knocked him down. He gasped for breath and swallowed mud. There was barely any pain, only discomfort. His nerves were exhausted. He didn’t even have the strength to be afraid, only irritated that this monster would hold him back from the closure almost within his grasp.
Lance could not escape tonight.
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Fay lifted her head, coughed up silty red phlegm. She had no business being alive. The rain drumming on her back had eased. The storm was raging itself out. Up on her hands and knees. She spat twice more, rubbed her face and eyes. The rain lessened even further, slowing as suddenly as the storm had arrived. Rainwights tried to grab her but the spitting rain lent them no physicality. Incorporeal shapes so faint they could have been a trick of the mind. 
But they were only one aspect of the danger she was in.
The saurian leopard should have been chewing on her legs by now. But it was gone. Its huge presence had vanished from behind her. She struggled to her feet. The monster wasn’t hard to find. There it was, pawing at the ground. At a topless man, writhing in the mud.
Galahad.
Fay called his name but the wind snatched it from her.
She tried to charge forwards, but her legs were all boneless and she careened face-first into the mud.
“Fuck it!”
Up again, on hands and knees, spider-crawling forwards. By some miracle, her pocket wasn’t full of broken glass. A tough bottle. She unstoppered it, took a swig of laudanum without even thinking of the dose. It barely mattered now. Death was such a certainty she couldn’t muster any fear of it. Or was that the work of the poppy already inside her? She’d lost track of how much she’d taken. Lost track of time too. Now she was losing track of herself, veritably swimming through mud towards the monster that already nearly killed her.
She called Galahad’s name again; this time his gaze flicked towards her. The monster let him to his knees before it flattened him again. It bent low over its front legs, tail swishing, huge nose sniffing and snuffling.
There was no flash as Galahad raised his sword. It was an odd blade, matte and grey where it should have shone in the moonlight. He waved it to no avail, new muscles tightening across his body. And his eyes. In the grey-dark mist and spitting night his eyes glowed like lit lighters. Two flames set in stony cheeks.
The laudanum went down easy and spread a numb warmth in her belly. It tingled over her skin. No… had that been there already? When she was clean she’d even missed these itches. She scratched at her arms, fighting off a wave of nausea. She didn’t dare wonder how much she’d taken. Too much.
What a pathetic wretch she was. How naive, to think she was free. She’d never be free of the poppy. It was a part of her now. 
Somehow on her feet. She had a sword in hand. It was covered in mud. With a blink she lost time. The monster was right in front of her, tail swishing over her head. She swung and missed, fell to her knees.
There was nothing she could do as the monster bent and took Galahad in its mouth. It shook him with a violence that made her stomach turn. She was sick in the mud, harsh poppy’s tears and ethanol and whatever bitter crap they mixed with it for their elixirs.
It left her trembling and euphoric.
With a final flick of its muscular neck, the monster threw Galahad’s body. He travelled fast. She blinked and lost track as he vanished into the forest. A dull scatter of crunches as he collapsed the branches of a tree.
The monster ignored Fay as it padded around and loped into the woods to chase its game. It didn’t even seem to notice she was there. She’d tried to save him, but she was helpless. She’d made no difference at all.
[image: image-placeholder]Now the pain returned. It came crashing through the numb bruises like a brick through a window. Galahad was disorientated, crumpled in the dark. A broken doll slumped and unmoving. Miraculously, nothing seemed to be broken. Nothing major, anyway. A few ribs, two fingers, his left ankle, and his nose. He was bruised and bleeding—both inside and out—but he was still whole enough to stand. If he could just summon the energy, he could still fight.
One of his lungs was punctured. That was the worst of it. For half a minute his breathing was ragged and sloppy, until his lung knit itself back together and painfully purged the fluid that had leaked in. He coughed blood and rain and earthen phlegm.
A growl escaped his lips as he used the beech tree he was slumped against as a prop to push himself up. Again he tried to focus his healing, this time on his ankle. Without that he was useless.
The arassas came bounding through the trees. Galahad held his breath. It was searching for him, sniffing heavily, huge pupils darting this way and that.
The forest was still.
Then a clumsy footstep. The snapping of a branch. A muttered curse.
Galahad closed his eyes and thanked the carelessness of Lance’s soldiers. The arassas bounded off in the direction of the noise, happy to continue its game.
His ankle made a sound like a grinding mill as his bones snapped back together. The pain almost brought him to his knees but he stayed firm, hugging the trunk of the beech tree. He had to keep his ankle up to let it heal. A few more moments. Grit teeth. Eyes closed. Heavy breathing, making full use of his freshly healed lung.
“Galahad?”
His eyes sprang open at the sound of his name. A figure staggered towards him, drenched in mud. At first he didn’t recognise her.
“Fucking hell, Fay. You can’t be here.”
“Well I am, arsehole. Thought I’d save your life.”
“Doing a fucking awful job, if you don’t mind me saying.” He spat blood to the side, then Fay followed suit. “You hale?”
“I’m standing, aren’t I?” Screams from deeper in the forest. Fay squinted in their direction, wiped her mouth on her sleeve, and said, “Not gonna give it up, are you?”
“Think I’ve come too far for that.”
“Sure. But killing Lance isn’t going to help your family.” She paused. “Or mine.”
“It might.”
“You told me yourself, the salt is gone.”
Galahad took a deep breath. An aching pain throbbed in his ankle as the repositioned bones sealed their fissures.
“I thought that’s what I was after. It’s what I’ve been searching for, right? Years wasted hunting for treasure. But now that I’m here—in the wet and the mess of it—I wonder if I really believed I’d get that salt back…” He clenched his fists; his knuckles turned white. “Even after I learned the fate of the treasure—years of our lives traded for a fucking barony—I still couldn’t walk away. I needed to face him. To lure him here.”
“That was a stupid fucking idea.”
“I see that now.” A horrid clack as he shifted one of his broken fingers back into place. “But sometimes you have to follow through with your ideas. Even the bad ones.”
“Do you know your eyes are fucked up?”
“Yeah… not just my eyes.”
He gasped as his body wrenched one of his ribs home. There was something satisfying about the throbbing pain of healing tissue. Of muscle regrowing. Marrow expanding. But fuck it made him hungry. His lips flaked with dehydration.
More screaming as the arassas found another victim.
“Maybe that was him,” Fay offered with little conviction.
“I’m not giving this up.” He started to stagger into the forest. “Come if you like. Or go.”
Without answering, Fay followed at his shoulder.
They prowled through the forest, bearing down on the commotion. Hunting the arassas. Galahad set a brisk pace, but he didn’t rush. He restrained himself, eager as he was. This was his chance. Life or death. Failure or retribution.
They drew close enough to see the monster through the trees in the canopy-scattered moonlight and the few still flaming torches. Its chin was stained and dripping. Eyes wide black circles. Tail flicking and twisting playfully as it pounced from one soldier to the next. A man faced it now, bravely holding its attention, flashing his torch before its face. Three others flanked it with jabbing blades, but the monster kept twisting away and none could pierce its flesh. 
Galahad stopped twenty feet away, held up a hand to bring Fay to a halt at his shoulder.
“What—” she began but he cut her off with a hiss.
A rustling in the dense forest. The shifting sound of something large moving between the trees. Nobody else seemed to have heard it, distracted by the slaughter. He cocked his head. A faint, aspirant sound beneath the wind. Panting. Then a hint of a musty smell. Fay wrinkled her nose and gave him a meaningful look. He nodded.
The Cotswold beast was somewhere in the dark, moving towards them.
“We go around,” he whispered. “Carefully. I see Lance. He’s running on his own.”
“No. You go if you have to. These people don’t need to die tonight.”
“But they will.”
“Get your fucking revenge, Galahad. Leave me to slay the monster.”
He hesitated for a moment, then vanished into the night, leaving behind the strengthening odour of wet dog.
[image: image-placeholder]Fay raced the Cotswold beast through the beechwood, following its panting and the loping thuds of its paws. A moment later they broke into a clearing together. The reptilian monster turned, hissed with a sound like white rapids. Its face was bloodied, dripping. All around were the scattered bodies of soldiers. Their red livery disguised the brutality. The tableau could almost have been the final scene of a mummers play. The quiet ending of a tragedy.
Then the titans clashed.
The dog-like beast slammed into the scaly leopard, closed its bill-shaped jaws behind the monster’s shoulder. The leopard wailed and thrashed. Strong as those jaws looked, they couldn’t hold on and the beast was thrown off. She lost her footing, tumbled over. So much force behind the throw. So much strength rippled through every inch of the scaled monster.
Now they circled each other, hissing and barking. Then growling as they sized each other up. Both hunched their shoulders, lowered their heads to pounce. When they clashed again the ground shook. The nearest trees rattled as their leaves were disturbed.
Fay could only stand and watch.
There was no difference she could make here.
Surely no one left to save.
But motion in her peripheral contradicted her. There were some alive. Two crawled, injured, across the ground, desperately trying to escape. And there, at the edge of the clearing, another two hid with their swords raised. They’d been the ones fighting the leopard a moment ago, the third of them murdered by the monster in the bare seconds that had passed since Fay had first caught sight of the clearing. Their eyes were wide and they were frozen. Too frightened to rush in and join the battle; too proud to flee into the night. There was a fifth movement, in the clearing, dangerously close to where the two titans scraped and nipped at each other. A man wearing a lieutenant patch—probably in command, now the captain was dead. The brave bastard was side-stepping closer, torch in one hand, sword in the other. His face was set like new-fired clay. Resolution creased his features.
Brave, yes, but he was about to get himself killed.
The titans fought so fiercely, flattening the ground beneath them. Neither would even have to turn their ire to the lieutenant for him to meet his end. No matter how fast he was on his feet, he couldn’t evade that mad scramble of hulking forms.
With a rumble, the Cotswold beast fell. Before she could right herself, the monster was upon her, jaws around her neck, biting three times as it sought a solid purchase.
No… she was losing. She was going to die.
Fay felt an immense and unexpected sadness push up through her sternum. It settled in her lungs, choking her. It even made her cough. Her eyes stung.
Such a beautiful creature. After everything, she felt kinship towards it. And she’d promised Lord William—promised Bill—that she’d look out for it. There was responsibility there. She was the reason the beast’s guardians were absent. She had to do something.
The lieutenant beat her to it. He leapt forward, stung the monster’s tail with his sword. He jabbed swift and fierce, puncturing a line of holes; at first black, then green rose to fill them.
The tail swished, snapped, slapped the lieutenant to the ground. And as it did so, it broke off. A clean break, severed with an invisible axe. The tail dropped and the monster kept biting. The beast wailed, sounding more like a puppy every second.
Fay slapped herself, struck her own cheek so hard it rang out above the growling and wailing. Focus.
Back to the moment.
With a deep breath, she charged, her found sword raised. She hated these things. If folk weren’t prepared to put up their own naked fists, then they shouldn’t be fighting at all. But tonight she was willing to make an exception. To fight this monster with her bare hands would be folly beyond pride.
She swept the blade before her. It bit into hard scales, tore the smallest line of green. The monster barely seemed to notice. Fay tried again, this time inverting her grip and jabbing down into the cut she’d made. The sword sunk in. Four inches of cold steel. Now she had the leopard’s attention. It yowled, hissed, sprang away, and narrowed its eyes at her in an expression that looked horrifyingly human.
“Fuck off,” Fay said. The monster hissed back.
The Cotswold beast scrambled to her feet. She was weak, head bowed. Kept trying to lick her wound but she couldn’t reach.
“You’ll be okay,” Fay assured her, even though she knew the animal couldn’t understand. “You’re a tough girl.”
But there did seem to be some understanding there. Not of the words, but of the sentiment. The giant dog-like beast turned its gaze on her and there was some glint of recognition. Of solidarity.
The monster pounced, bearing down on Fay. Too late to dodge, she closed her eyes and braced for the crunch of huge, spiny teeth. But it never came. Instead a loud yowl and more thudding of huge forms rolling across the ground. She opened her eyes, saw the Cotswold beast had leapt in to save her. Now it gripped the monster by the neck, shaking it like a dog with a toy.
Not wanting to leave things to chance, Fay charged towards where the beast held the monster to the ground by its neck. It yowled and writhed, almost slipping free. The beast’s jaws weren’t built for gripping prey like the monster’s were. Fay remembered what Errol had told her: They eat fish.
It wasn’t a killer.
But she was.
With a grunt, she slammed her sword into the monster’s eye. Through the jelly to the hilt. It took several shoves to push it in but she managed it, forcing the steel spike into the creature’s brain. It went limp. A hiss of escaping air, and then it was silent.
Fay staggered back, panting. Her hands were slick with oily green blood. She wiped them on her trousers.
The Cotswold beast panted with her. The fur of her neck was red and matted. Fay hoped she wasn’t too badly hurt, but it was hard to tell through the dark and the mess. She lowered her snout, nudged Fay’s shoulder gently, sniffed her hair with a deep snuffling sound.
Fay caught sight of the lieutenant rising to his feet. He was clutching his ribs—perhaps they were broken—and using his sword like a walking stick.
“Leave it,” she called, seeing him go to raise his blade against the beast. “Not this one. She won’t harm you if you stand back.”
The lieutenant lowered his sword; beneath the twisting of pain, there was relief on his features.
With a final snuffling that tickled Fay’s ear, the Cotswold beast bounded off into the woods. Behind the lieutenant, his few surviving soldiers tentatively crept back into the clearing.
“Leave her be,” the lieutenant said to his men, halting their attempt to circle Fay. “She’s not here for us and we’re not here for her. Not fucking worth it.”
Fay shook her head.
With a grunt, she wrenched her sword free of the carcass. It trailed viscera on the mulch before she hacked away at that scaly neck. She’d need a trophy as proof of what she’d done. Closure for those who’d lost loved ones to this monster. Though now that it was dead, she saw it wasn’t really a monster at all. Just another animal, like the Cotswold beast. It was sad to end a thing so rare and strange, but she couldn’t regret the justice in it for that poor girl. Torn in half and not even eaten… Someone had needed to stop this thing.
The soldiers didn’t seem to know what to do with themselves, standing awkwardly, all clutching wounds of one kind or another.
“What of Baron Stockbridge, would you say?” the lieutenant asked, desertion in his eyes.
“Dead, I’d say. If not now then soon enough.”
“That’s not a man that hunts him, is it? Some kind of…” The lieutenant waved his sword in the general direction of the fallen monster. “More like one of these, right? A thing of the hinterlands? A thing men best not trouble with?”
“I’d say.” Fay nodded. She was beginning to wonder something similar about Galahad herself. “Or near enough. Go home, lads. And count it a miracle that you have the chance.”
“Aye, think we will at that.”
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By the time he closed the distance, his wounds were nothing more than scratches and bruises. Still shirtless, carrying his matte grey sword, he chased Lance through the forest. The other man was quick on his feet, and made the most of his head start, but Galahad was in better shape. Especially now, fortified by the changes the whisky still wrought on his body. Each time he healed he grew stronger. Bones reforging tough as steel. It had only been a sip, but it didn’t show any signs of wearing off. This was him now. 
Galahad was nearly on him when Lance tripped. The traitor recovered quickly, swinging himself up from the ground, cheeks blotchy and forehead slick. But the chase was over. Galahad came to a stop, met him eye to eye.
Lance drew his sword.
“What are you?” He paused to pant, supporting himself with a hand on his knee. There was fear in his eyes. For the first time, Lance didn’t look sure of himself. “Not a man.”
“All I wanted was the salt.”
“Well it’s gone.”
“I know. Sold for a title. Do you never think of home?”
“Every night.”
“Was it hard? Betraying me? Or the others?”
“Do you need to believe it wasn’t?” Lance seemed to regain some of his strength. His breath came more steadily and he straightened his posture, sword extended ready for combat. “Because that would be a lie. It tortured me for weeks. Before and after. I cried that night, though the others didn’t see. Cried till my head pounded and only spiced rum would make it stop.”
“Bullshit.”
“Believe what you like.” He spat on a fern.
“No one could do what you did if they felt the slightest empathy.”
“And what have you done?”
That gave Galahad pause, remembering Gwen’s last moments in the rain, the warmth of Percy’s blood, all the young soldiers he’d lured out here to die.
In that moment of distraction, Lance attacked. The growl of steel on steel, like a small dog yapping angrily, over and over as they made their exchange. Galahad parried with deft urgency, retreated with agile footwork. Lance was the better swordsman, and they both knew it, but Galahad was stronger. All he had to do was defend until he found an opportunity to exploit his strength.
They broke apart, circling each other. Galahad’s forearm hummed with the shock of the collisions.
“You’ve gotten better,” Lance said. “Sloppy, but quick.”
“Even if you cut me I won’t fall. This is how it ends for you.”
Lance rushed in with a precise flurry. There were names for these moves. With such deliberate and practised forms there had to be. But Galahad didn’t know them. He threw some strength behind his parries, smacked Lance’s blade aside. Anger prickled beneath his skin. His temples pulsed hotly, teeth grit and breathing heavy.
“You are such a cunt,” he growled.
“I don’t regret it. You can’t blame me for looking out for myself. That’s all anyone can do, in the end.”
“I fucking can.”
Another clash. This time, Galahad managed to snatch enough momentum to go on the offensive. He swung at Lance’s neck, overreached, realised too late his mistake. The opening had been a feint. A hot and cold flash along his side. The bite of steel.
He stumbled, clutching warm blood trickling from above his hip.
“We were one,” he said. “The Round Table. Stronger together. Fighting for a better life. And we found it. I found it! That salt could have changed hundreds of lives. Including your parents, your little brother!”
“Leave Tom out of this.” Lance lowered his sword slightly. Ready to parry, but not actively on the attack. His eyes turned dark. “My family are safe.”
“What about mine? Percy’s? Gwen’s? Fuck, what about Elaine? You really never gave a shit about any of us. Years we travelled together. Cooked and laughed together. Slept side-by-fucking-side.”
“Why so quick to forgive the others?”
“They’re dead.” If that news shocked Lance, it didn’t show on his face. “But Elaine’s alive. We both survived your fucking betrayal.”
Lance frowned, raised his sword an inch.
Galahad continued: “You left her for dead but I found her, dragged her to the nearest doctor. She pulled through. Even now she’s fighting fever from the wound, but she’ll make it. Lost her fucking leg, though. You took that much from her.”
He took a quick step forward, keeping his sword readied, but didn’t swing. Lance skipped back without breaking eye contact. He stared intently, confusion in the creases around his eyes.
“I don’t understand. Her… Her leg? What?” His brow loosened and his cheeks softened as realisation spread into his features. “Oh… Ha ha! Oh, I see.”
“What?” Galahad didn’t like the look in his opponent’s eyes. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled. Something was wrong.
“No.” Lance waved a dismissive hand. “It would only upset you.”
With another quick step forward, Galahad swung a hard upward strike.
Lance slipped away to his left, and as he did so, said, “Didn’t wonder how we knew where to find you?”
Distracted, Galahad followed through too much on his swing, stumbled, then felt the kiss of steel across his right bicep. He spun away, narrowly avoiding the return swing.
“Pale Adam will sell anything for opium.” As he spoke, the fresh cut on his bicep stretched to close itself. “Hard to even blame the wretch.”
But it couldn’t have been; he hadn’t known.
Lance shook his head, a glint in his eye.
“It was Elaine.”
A hole opened up inside him. His bones were suddenly heavy. His head thick with disbelief. This had to be another of Lance’s lies. It had to be… And yet…
The stink of antiseptic.
Fatigue and a sore throat.
He was dizzy, back in Laurent’s surgery—
Elaine’s eyes. Her weak smile. A flash of something that looked like guilt.
“The salt… I’m so sorry.”
Galahad stood as Lance ran him through the stomach. The traitor tried to pull the sword free for another strike, but Galahad dropped his sword, grabbed his arm and held him fast. They were face to face. Close enough to smell the brandy on Lance’s breath. There was a faint, yellowish glow reflecting off his cheekbones. Impossibly, it seemed to be the glow from Galahad’s eyes.
“What an idiot,” Galahad said with bloody teeth. “Letting you take me off guard.”
“The truth can disarm us all.”
“You’ve always been a liar.” Galahad tried to smile but there was no confidence in it. The emptiness inside him swelled. And more memories came unbidden. A thousand odd looks caught in the corner of his eye. Sad smiles he hadn’t understood. Guilt… she’d been carrying guilt all this time. Even when they… When they…
Lance tried to shrug free but Galahad’s newly muscled arms held firm. The sword bit as it was jostled in Galahad’s gut, but by now pain was a dear friend to him. He knew pain. No longer feared it. He allowed it to pass over him and didn’t lessen his grip.
“Didn’t seem right to tell you before,” Lance said. “To let you die knowing she betrayed you. Of all people. The misery of it. Thought I’d let you go in peace, tell you she was dead. Give you some closure.”
“You tried to kill her anyway.”
“She was naive. Thought we could take the salt and walk away. As if you’d ever let that happen. As if you wouldn’t have hunted us down and… well, how did the others die?”
“They…” Galahad’s eyes lost focus. He didn’t want to remember, but he couldn’t close off his recollections. Gwen’s half-devoured body in the wet mud. The tiny dart in Percy’s neck. She’d been covering for herself, trying to silence them before they could give her away. “No… That’s…”
Fuck.
That was it.
She wasn’t after revenge. Of course she wasn’t. Elaine only cared for money, booze, sex. A reluctant chemist who’d rather indulge in hedonism. You couldn’t spend revenge. But protecting her false innocence… that was worth killing for. That’s why she’d tried to convince him not to pursue them. And why she’d led with poison once he did.
“You cunt,” Galahad growled. Letting go of Lance’s arm, he drew his old belt knife and stabbed the fucker in the gut. Lance gasped; his eyes turned glassy. Galahad stabbed him again. Then again. Over and over until the two collapsed to the floor, Galahad still attached by the sword through his midriff.
Lance turned pale as bone.
“I want my money,” Galahad said, almost as an afterthought. He straddled the dying bastard, panting for a breath that wouldn’t come clean until this damn blade was removed. It was impossible to tell whose blood was whose anymore. As Galahad pulled the sword free, a new fountain of red dripped down over Lance’s stomach, mingling with the blood pumping from the dozen knife wounds.
“It doesn’t exist,” Lance said with blue lips.
“Never met a poor baron.”
“Can’t give you my land. Can’t… my title. What else… have I?”
“Anything!” Galahad’s chest heaved with each ragged breath. His voice sounded strange to his own ears, rough and animalistic. The voice of some man beast. “There must be something! Anything!”
He slammed his fists against Lance’s shoulders. The man let out a faint cry, though he had no strength left to fight.
“Nothing… There’s nothing.” Red teeth in a gaunt, pale face. “That’s what you win. Nothing… Nothing at… at…”
“Cunt.”
Galahad slammed his belt knife through Lance’s right eye, knowing full well the man was already dead. Then he stood on shaky legs, collected his sword. The dark forest swirled around him. All sense of place and time left him. He was adrift. His vision swept in and out like waves at sea.
Lance had a flask strapped to his hip. After wiping it down with a rag, Galahad drank from its contents. Brandy. It burned his throat, helping his thirst not at all. But it was something. His body needed something to replace the materials it had lost. This was all he had.
Fuck, he was dizzy. Bats swarmed around him.
He stood for a long time.
He walked for a while.
He might have slept on the roots of a tree.
Eventually he awoke to a snuffling at his ear. And there was his horse, stinking damp from the rain but otherwise unharmed. The poor thing was all tacked up and scragglier than ever. He licked Galahad’s cheek, checking he was alive.
“I’m here. I’m here.” He gave Peaches a pat on the muzzle. “What a good boy. Help me up, eh? We’ll find you an apple back in town.”
[image: image-placeholder]By the time dawnlight gilded grass and leaf, Galahad broke out into a field with the blinding sun on the horizon. Here he found another figure, alive, sitting in the grass atop a shallow hill, watching the beauty of the sunrise. Beside her, impossibly, was the severed head of the arassas. He joined her, Peaches clopping along behind.
“Any water?”
Fay passed him her canteen and he drank the whole thing in a single blustered gulp, spilling water down his chin.
“Food?”
She passed him some cured honey pork, which he nibbled at more tentatively.
“That’s Elaine’s.” He nodded at the bottle in Fay’s hands. She was turning it over between her fingers. It was half-empty.
“I don’t think she needed it.”
Fay didn’t mention the dried blood on his hands, arms, chest, stomach, and legs, and he didn’t mention the fact that she was supposed to be off the poppy.
“Get what you wanted?” she asked.
“No, but I got what I came for.”
“Then why so fucking glum?”
Galahad didn’t answer, just nibbled at the honey pork.
“You let him get to you too easily.”
“This isn’t an easy thing to shake.” He hesitated then, a thought coming to him in a rush that made his weary head spin. “Did you leave because of this? Did they come to you?”
“Nah, you know why.” She waved the half-empty bottle with a clumsy hand.
“Come on now. Don’t lie to me after all of this.”
She shook her head. “I wouldn’t lie to you, mate. He’s made you paranoid.”
“He said Elaine told them where to find us. She led them to the treasure.”
Fay shook her head. “Nah, fuck that. She wouldn’t.”
He took a deep breath and was reminded of a score of aches across his body. “I don’t think he was lying. Not this time.”
She leaned back on her arms, sprawled out on that sunny hillock. Dawn was in full swing now, gold ripening to streaks of warm yellow. The new day was here to dry and crisp the macabre mess strewn throughout the forest. It had been a bloody night.
“Remember one thing,” Fay said. “Didn’t think much of it at the time. Wasn’t thinking much of anything back then. That day Gwen and I took the horses to be stabled. First night in town for months… Fuck, I can’t remember the details.”
“We’d been delayed by rain.” Galahad remembered it clearly. “Our tarps still needed to be hung and dried. The two of you stabled our horses. Gwen slipped—wet shoes—thought she’d broken her nose but it was only bruised.”
“That memory’s something else, man.”
“Just spit it out.”
“Gwen came right close to me in the stables, eyes wide and— What’s the word? Enigmatic? Started asking weird questions. ‘How much d’you think a house in Winchester costs? Be nice to live under the glass, eh?’ Didn’t say nothing about hurting anyone, but she grabbed me all intense, got too close, too quick…”
“She didn’t slip, did she?”
Fay shook her head. “You ever see that woman slip? Wet shoes or no.”
“Should have twigged that. I’m supposed to notice details.”
“You were high on your own wit. Buzzing that you’d finally figured out where that lost treasure was hidden—not that I believed you.” She leaned forward and hung her head between her knees. “Maybe I should have thought more on it, but truth is I didn’t want to. Felt guilty that I’d pushed her. Never been violent when it wasn’t needed but I was in such a way. All I wanted was to shove my head in a cloud of opium and forget about everything. So I did.”
“Thanks for being a friend, even when I was shit.” Galahad ignored the way his voice cracked as he spoke. “Should never have left you there. I know I let you down, but I’m glad we found our way back to each other.”
“Sure. Yeah…”
“What is it?”
“You be okay riding back on your own? I’ve still got shit to do out here.”
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The monster’s head was too large, too heavy. Carrying it was a chore. Fay managed several hours of red-faced and hot-lunged trekking before she thought to drag it behind her. With no rope to hand, she was forced to fashion simple cordage from the pliant branches of a weeping willow. It was basic, but it held. All the way out to Loretta and Hazel’s farm. A smudged trail of red marked the route she’d walked: wet grass wicking blood from the severed neck. 
The flag refused to fly in the calm breeze. A mandala hanging from a beechwood pole. Nothing but a damp shirt and a broken stick, but they would do. This was what she’d promised. For a time she’d doubted she could keep her word. But a promise is a strong thing. They often come around.
Hazel saw her from a distance. She raised a hand to shield her eyes from the dawn sun, then stood perfectly still. No wave to welcome her. When Fay grew close enough to see Hazel’s expression more clearly, she saw her eyes were wide and staring, transfixed by her gruesome trophy.
“It just you?” Fay asked.
“She’s in the house.” Hazel didn’t look away from the severed head. Her voice was distant and flat. “Putting a pie on.”
Fay turned to look at the head. It didn’t look any less fearsome in the light of day, though its scales now shone beautifully. One of its eyes was half-open: a dark slit in a gold halo. A shudder ran up her spine and she turned back to the farmer.
“Don’t know why I brought this, to tell the truth. Figured you might want proof. That the families who’d lost someone would want to see… To know for sure. Ugly fucking thing, now that I look at it.”
“You… What is it?”
Fay shrugged. “Monster, I’d say. My friend had a fancy name for it, but it didn’t stick with me. Some kind of lizard cat. Liked to play with its food.” She paused, sucked in her lips. “Guess monster ain’t fair. It’s just an animal, like anything else. Like us even, I reckon. But it was fucking vicious.”
“It’s a killer.”
“So am I.” Fay dropped the willow branch leash to the ground. “Do what you want with it. Burn it. Mount it in the nearest town square. I don’t care.” She wiped her brow, grease and mud mingled with the sweat. “Any chance of a cup of tea? It’s been a long night.”
[image: image-placeholder]When Fay closed her eyes she felt the sensation of falling. Bats swarming. The faintest pulsing red in the dark. Adrift.
The mug she was holding warmed her hands.
She opened her eyes, blinked as they adjusted.
“Fuck, I nearly fell asleep.”
“You do look tired.” Loretta had her hair down for once, ringlets falling over her shoulders. Hazel made a racket as she cleaned away some of the mess in the kitchen.
“So there were two?” Hazel asked, coming to join them by the fire with her own steaming cup of tea. She squeezed in beside her partner on the sofa. Fay had an armchair and three cushions to herself.
“More. The beast had pups so there must be a male somewhere. Who knows what else is out there.”
“This one that was doglike—the Cotswold beast—it’s been seen. This thing you killed is new to us.”
“Saw it bite someone in half, just like… Well, it’s definitely the one that’s been troubling you. The other was shy. I don’t think she would attack without reason. Noble lads seemed to think the same. They were idiots, sure, but they knew about these animals. I’d trust them on that.” She closed her eyes again, but only briefly. It was a struggle not to sink back into the falling black. “Should have trusted them sooner, maybe. Do me a favour, will you? Make sure no one goes after the dogs. The real Cotswold beasts. They’re just trying to survive out there. It’s not their fault they grow so big.”
“We promise,” Hazel said, glancing sidelong at Loretta for confirmation. “I mean, we’ll try. Can’t speak for the local farms, but they’re all good folk. Reasonable folk. That trophy of yours is powerful proof.”
“Thank you.” Fay nodded and her eyes almost fluttered closed again. “That would mean a lot.”
After two long hours of chatting beside the fire, the farmers offered Fay their bed to rest in. She accepted gladly. Her body was so heavy she could barely drag it through to collapse on the mattress. The thought of trekking all the way back to Littleford was untenable. A nap would help.
She was asleep as soon as she hit the pillow. Though her dreams were troubled, they were deep.
When she opened her eyes, they stung at the sudden onslaught of sunlight. Strange. She felt as if she’d slept long enough that it should be evening by now. Something warm was pressed against her back. She turned and caught a face full of strawberry blonde hair. It was Hazel, facing away, curled around her partner.
The farmers were in bed with her. It was their bed, after all, though it was odd for them to have climbed in with her with the sun still out. And why hadn’t they woken her, if evening was approaching and they were tired?
Fay sat up, careful not to disturb the other sleeping women. She yawned, stretched, felt no less groggy for it. Loretta gave a single, loud snore and Hazel giggled.
“You’re awake,” Fay whispered.
Hazel turned over, delicately unhooking her arm from her partner. She mimicked Fay’s yawn, said, “I tend to wake early.”
“Huh?”
“You were out like a light. Didn’t want to wake you. Looked so peaceful, and seemed like you needed it.”
“Still feel like I could sleep for hours.”
“That would be something. Must have been asleep nearly a full day already.”
Fay glanced at the window, turned her hand over in the warm light. The early golden blaze of summer morning. She hadn’t slept till evening after all.
“I slept through the whole day?”
“And the night.”
Loretta snored loudly again, this time coming to an abrupt stop as the noise of it woke herself up. She turned around with reddening cheeks, rubbed her bleary eyes.
“Time is it?” she asked.
“Dunno yet. Feels late,” Hazel answered.
It did. The light coming through the window was thick and warm. Not the cool, tickling light of dawn. They’d missed sunrise.
“We took your trophy to the town square,” Loretta said to Fay. “Yesterday afternoon. Put it all to rest.”
“Sorry for stealing your bed.”
“Got a bit sweaty in the night, but it wasn’t so bad. We don’t mind sharing.”
“Will you stay another day?” Hazel asked. “It’s my turn to cook and I love cooking for guests.”
“Sorry, I shouldn’t. Though I’ve kept some promises, I’ve broken others, and I better not waste time making amends. Besides, I’ve got a friend I’m worried to leave alone for too long.”
Hazel tugged her hair back with the smallest flash of irritation. “Suit yourself. You will come back one day, yes? Someday soon? I want to show you my famous hotpot.”
Fay smiled, gave a shallow nod, then gathered herself to be on her way.
[image: image-placeholder]The look on Smith’s face could have split stone. Galahad stumbled forward, slumped into a chair, waved to the empty room. There were no customers to be turned away by his ragged appearance, a fact that failed to lesson Smith’s anger.
“Shouldn’t be coming in here like that.”
“Had little choice.” He’d bathed in a stream on his trek back to town, but he was still shirtless and his trousers were stained in ways that couldn’t be removed. “I did try to wash.”
Smith sucked in air harshly through his teeth. “Look like shit.”
“Some food would set me right. And something to drink.”
“I’m going to regret sending that letter, aren’t I?”
“Don’t seem like a man who’d regret making money.”
“Here.” Smith slid a glass of water onto the bar, along with a dish of peanuts. “Have that then get upstairs and sponge yourself down. I’ll put some breakfast on and bring you out some fresh clothes.”
Galahad nodded. “Thank you, Smith.”
The innkeep’s expression didn’t soften, but he returned Galahad’s nod and vanished into the back.
As Galahad cleaned himself, he found webs of new silvery scars, and some wounds still struggling to heal. He was covered in a carpet of purple bruises, and both the sword wound in his stomach and the spear wound in his shoulder were still scabbed and furious.
True to his word, Smith prepared him a hot feast of sausage, bread, grilled tomatoes, and mushrooms. He washed it down with a steaming cup of tea and three entire carafes of water. When he finished, Galahad almost felt human again. Though he still desperately needed sleep, his body had at least replenished some of what it had lost. His two stubborn wounds quickened their healing once the food settled in his stomach.
There. He was whole again—or near enough. His legs still throbbed from the constant walking. His eyes still drooped over heavy bags. But he was clean and fed. As ready as he was going to be.
No more delaying it.
Time to visit Elaine.
[image: image-placeholder]“You’re awake,” he said as he hung awkwardly in the doorway.
“You’re back,” she answered.
For a moment, neither spoke.
Elaine was sitting with her back propped up by pillows. There was colour in her cheeks, an almost rosy blush. Galahad must have imagined it, but he thought her cheeks looked plumper than the last time he’d seen her wasting away in that bed. No longer so gaunt, so wraithlike. A step closer to the sunny, chubby woman he’d loved— He’d… That he’d…
“Did you take your medicine? All of it?”
“Yes. I was good.”
She was good. And she looked it. Innocent in a way that was strangely off-putting. There was no curve to her smile. The gap in her teeth went unbothered by her tongue. She didn’t wink at him or smirk. Instead she shuffled on her bed, minutely adjusted the fold of her bedsheets.
“He’s dead,” Galahad told her.
“Right.”
A breeze disturbed the curtains at the window. The long summer morning was giving way to another sweltering day. Burning heat, then rain. Scorching sunlight, then storms. The unending cycle of summer. The relief of autumn seemed so distant.
“He always was a liar.” With all he’d drunk at breakfast, somehow Galahad’s throat was already dry again.
“That’s true.”
Another pause.
“Yeah.”
A longer pause.
Galahad stepped further into the room. He didn’t want to do this. To have this conversation. It was pointless. Would solve nothing. Yet it couldn’t be avoided. He had to know for sure. To hear it from her lips. And give her a chance to explain herself. To give her a chance to break his heart…
With a deep breath, he spat it out.
“So you knew. You were part of it.”
Elaine looked at her fidgeting hands, worried her lip with her teeth. She shook her head. It was hard to tell with her head bowed, but it almost looked as if there were tears in her eyes.
“I broke Pale Adam’s nose for selling us out.” He let that dangle there for a minute, the silence widening the room. “Please, say something.”
She didn’t reply. Her hands fidgeted more furiously.
“You’re not going to say anything? After all of this, you’re just going to sit there and ignore me?”
Another question answered with silence.
“So that’s why you killed them,” he continued. May as well be speaking to himself. “To keep them from outing you. Probably would have done the same to Lance too, if you hadn’t been sick. And then what? I’d have never found out? We’d just continue on as if everything was fine? Could you have really kept that secret? Forever? For fuck’s sake, will you just fucking say something!”
“You have to love me,” she whispered. “Please. You always love me. You’re the only one.”
“Oh, get fucked you lying cunt.”
He crossed the room in a flash of anger. Fist raised, heart pounding in his ears. He grabbed her by the front of her blouse, the fabric damp with several days of sweat. He lifted her one-handed. Faces so close, breathing heavily over her. He ground his teeth. The smell of her plummeted to his stomach and made him nauseas. Too much. Attraction and venom and wanting. Wanting to fuck her, to fucking smash her face in, to kiss those pale lips, to push that dark hair out of her eyes, to tell her everything was going to be okay, to tell her to fucking die.
For a moment, the inertia caught him and he thought he was going to strike her. That he was going to bring that fist down into her beautiful face, knock out some of her remaining teeth. But he didn’t. He just held her there beneath him, panted angrily, growled at her, then threw her back down on the bed. She sniffed as if about to cry, but that was all. She pulled her knee up to her chin, hugged it, looked aside. He couldn’t tell if she looked guilty. If any of those twisted lines on her face were remorse.
“A lot of people died for your bullshit.”
“Galahad…” She choked and bit her lip. Her face was all red now. She’d never looked so small.
He just shook his head. And he walked out. And he slammed the door behind him. And he left the fucking woman to her misery.
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There it was, just as she’d left it. 
The Green Man stood as timelessly as ever. Centuries old and still as solid as the day it was built. The very institution was a treasure: a relic of times past. No wonder it had drawn Galahad when he’d needed a place to stay. He’d spent his life searching for treasures like this.
Fay stopped and stared at the inn, realised she recognised the horse hitched outside. Galahad got back safe, then. Her feet were weary and she needed a bath. Her stomach was growling. But she waited for several minutes, watching the sleepy stacked stone. Worms wriggled in her belly and her palms were too damn hot. She was nervous.
Few things could have this effect on her, but the thought of disappointing Betty made her feel like she was sinking into mud. She couldn’t stop imagining how her face would twist when she heard what she’d done. A broken promise is a terrible thing between friends. And they were more than friends, weren’t they?
She could tell herself she’d had no choice all she liked. That she’d needed a steady hand to help her friend. To save lives. But that didn’t make it true. Betty would see through her. She’d wanted to take that laudanum. Craved it. No excuse could change that.
Her palms were red. Arms patterned with scarlet fingernail marks. Things had been too hectic for any intrusive thoughts to break through, up until the walk home. Bill’s techniques still helped. Even walking alone, feeling miserable and guilty and wretched. But those techniques were no cure. A horrid thing lessened is still not tranquillity.
She needed to keep busy. To sink into the hustle and bustle of honest work. To unburden the shame that was insidiously devouring her from the inside out. She needed to tell Betty what she’d done. One deep breath and then she’d do it.
Fay jumped as the door to the inn swung open.
Betty stepped out, carrying an A-board over one arm and a stick of chalk in her free hand. When she caught sight of Fay she looked around wildly for a way to unload herself, then chucked the A-board on the ground, and threw her arms around her.
Her neck smelled strongly of rose, and slightly sweet. She must be trying a new perfume. It blended with the hibiscus scent that lingered around her hair. The entwined florals gave her something of an otherworldly aura.
When she pulled away, she looked up at Fay with her pretty round face, dark eyes shining, and her lower lip trembled.
“Had the most awful dream ye died,” she said.
“Not me. I slayed a dragon.” She couldn’t muster any pride.
“It really was most awful.” Betty leaned in to press her lips against Fay’s. Instinctively, Fay leaned away, and Betty’s kiss was given to the air between them. “Oh, I’m sorry…”
“No… That wasn’t wrong. I just… I have something to tell you.”
Betty’s eyes creased and Fay found her throat had closed up. She couldn’t tell her. It was simply impossible. Her body wouldn’t let her.
“Should I be worried?” Betty backed off an inch, a mile, opened a chasm between them that could only be sealed with honesty.
A deep breath. Fay counted to three with closed eyes, then blurted it out as quickly as possible. “I stole my friend’s laudanum. Finished it off. I’ve been high again.”
“Ye stupid woman.” Betty’s voice was sharp but not unkind. A tear ran down her cheek. “No girl with smarts would give her heart to an addict.”
Those words hurt.
“I know. I want to get better. Dunno why I keep fucking up.” She looked away, staring at a patch of shadow beneath a corrugated iron panel. “Really don’t want to lose you. If it’s not too late already.”
“I don’t think it’s too late. But ye know the answer better than I do.”
“I promise—”
Betty cut her off with a wave of her hand. “Promises mean shite. There’s your first problem. Don’t promise me a thing ye have to do for yourself.”
“Then… let me prove myself, at least?”
“Ye were honest about slipping, that’s important. If ye’d lied, there’d be no trust.” She patted Fay’s arm, gave her a smile that was more earnest than she deserved. “But come now, ye look awful. Let’s get ye washed and dressed, and we can talk everything through later.”
[image: image-placeholder]Fay couldn’t believe he’d just… left her. If one thing was immutably true in this world, it was that Galahad loved Elaine. And yet he’d abandoned her here. His anger had burned up his love. Such is the power betrayal has over hearts. When trust is gone, love is gone. Like Betty had said, if Fay had lied to her, and she’d found out, there’d have been no hope left for them. How could Elaine have been so stupid? She may have hid it better than he, but Fay knew she loved him too. They would struggle apart. Those two were meant to come as a pair.
“Why you staring at me like that?” Elaine said. “Don’t be getting ideas.”
“You wish.”
An awkwardness hung between them. Fay had brought her up some sliced apple as a peace offering while she apologised for stealing her laudanum. Now it was browning, untouched, on her bedside table, the half-empty bottle beside it.
“I said it’s fine. Don’t worry about it. Wasn’t gonna take it anyway; it makes me feel funny.”
“Right. No, yeah. That’s good. I’m glad we’re okay.”
“But you’re still acting like a fucking weirdo.” Then, in an imitation of Betty’s accent, “Did your girlfriend dump ye?”
Fay ground her teeth at Elaine’s poor mimickry. She always did this. Whenever she felt awkward, or that there was something serious to be said, she’d push people away by acting thoroughly vile. She revelled in it.
“Please don’t be like this. Not now. I’m too fucking exhausted to deal with it.”
“Fine.” Elaine leaned on the three pillows propping up her back. “Spit out whatever you have to say.”
“Why’d you fuck him over? I know you don’t give a shit about anything. But he cared about you. Never seen two people more fucking co-dependent, and you weren’t even together.”
“’Cos he’s too smart. Or thinks he is. Was gonna waste our money trying to use his big brain. There was potential in that treasure. I could see it. My brain’s just small enough, you know? To see what’s there without getting distracted by my own ideas. Build a shelter over Wickerton?” She scoffed. “With what? Plastic costs a fortune and there’s less of it every year. But it’s no trouble to move. Don’t have to be a fucking baron to move to Wessex, eh? Houses ain’t cheap, but we could have shared. Got all our families together. Made a start, or something. I don’t know. His dreams were gonna throw away our opportunities. Wasn’t any way to make him see that… Problem with not being smart though, is cunts like Lance can take advantage. Didn’t see that coming, I’ll admit. Galahad wouldn’t have fallen for that… No fucking way.”
“Could have just talked to him.”
She rolled her eyes, said, “Really think he would have listened?” in a tone that made it clear how ridiculous a notion it was.
“Yes. Of course he would. To you, he would. Fuck sake, Elaine. He’d always listen to you.”
The other woman went quiet, adjusted her bedsheet. She seemed to avoid Fay’s gaze. “Well it’s done now, innit.”
“Hard to say.”
“Uh uh. You know him. Dead set. He’s to the wind now. Won’t see him again. By the time he stops seething, he’ll be too proud to come back.”
Fay didn’t answer; she knew Elaine was right.
A knock at the door interrupted the awkward silence.
“Yes?” Elaine called. A tiny knife dropped out of her sleeve and she held it with the blade toward her body, the back of the blade resting on her index.
The door opened and Smith entered.
“Sorry to disturb,” he said, adjusting a pair of silver-rimmed spectacles. “Someone’s asking for you, Fay.”
She tensed. “For me?”
Smith stepped aside, revealing a young lad who should really be in bed. Bandaged midriff, pale cheeks, wispy fluff on his chin in need of shaving.
“You didn’t visit,” Errol said, looking down at his hands where he was clutching a flat cap to his stomach. The design was one sold at the market here in Littleford.
Fay relaxed with a sigh. “I’ve been busy.”
“Yeah… well…” He fidgeted more forcefully with his flat cap, chewing his lip and refusing to meet anyone’s eye.
“Sorry, Errol, can I help you with something?”
“To be honest with you, I’ve got nowhere else to go.”
“Home. You have a home and worried parents.”
He shook his head. Fay realised he wasn’t chewing his bottom lip at all; it was quivering and his eyes were glassy. When he spoke again, his voice was hoarse.
“Letter came by courier. It… It came with a receipt for a money transfer and instructions to stay away. ‘This house is in dire enough straits without your tomfoolery, my son,’ it said. Father doesn’t want me back. Not until I can ‘Come back a man.’”
“I’m not sure what you want from me,” Fay said.
He shrugged. “Like I said, I didn’t have anywhere else to go.”
Smith put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I’m afraid we’ve not any work going, but I can ask around. Hard to find something suitable for a young noble… But we’ll see what we see, eh?”
Errol nodded, finally placed his worried hat on his head. He straightened, wiped his eyes on the back of his sleeve. “Thank you, sir. I’d appreciate that. Though I shouldn’t think I’ll be up to working for a while yet. Might you have a room for me in the meantime? I can pay.”
“Sure. We’ve space for you.”
“You don’t mind, do you?” he asked, turning to Fay. “If I stay here?”
“As long as you don’t touch another bow, I don’t care where you stay. But here’s as good as anywhere else, I guess.”
“You don’t want to get in with us,” Elaine said. “We’re a mess.”
“Sorry.” Errol bowed his head politely. “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure?”
“I’m Elaine.” She paused then, eyes flicking to the side. For a second it looked as though she was going to correct herself, but then she said, “I guess we’re the spare parts, huh? Can’t say no to a lost kid. Don’t know what you want to be doing with us though.”
“Well, we could start with a round of drinks?” He seemed so nervous. “I’ll get them.”
“Now we’re talking.” Elaine reached for her crutch.
“You still need rest,” Fay said. “Both of you.”
“Get fucked, Sis.” Elaine got up somewhat clumsily, flashed Errol a sly smile.
“You’re sisters?” he asked.
“No,” Fay said.
“I don’t—”
“I’ll get pulling those drinks, shall I?” Smith said, vanishing from the doorway.
“Don’t worry about it,” Elaine said to Errol, crutch tapping as she hopped to the door. “You’ll figure it out.” Then, as she practically chased him from the room, she called back to Fay, “Come on then. Don’t be a fucking killjoy.”
“I’m coming.” Fay paused a moment, listening to the footsteps and crutch-taps. She stared at that bottle of laudanum, sitting beside the plate of browning apple slices. The bottle stared back at her, the dark liquid a magnetic void, drawing her closer. And then it was in her hands. The cool of the glass. The faintest hint of that pungent aroma.
What would a sip matter? Nobody would miss a sip.
Somehow the bottle was unstoppered. And now the smell hit her with full force. Foul as it was, it drew her, raised her hunger. She began to salivate.
No…
She paused, bottle tipped halfway to her mouth.
Not again.
She was stronger than this.
If she could kill a fucking monster, or whatever that thing was, she could break free of this horrid prison throttling her life.
The stopper went back in.
The clink of glass against wood as she set the bottle down unspoiled.
“Fuck you,” she whispered, then turned, and found Elaine leaning in the doorway, grinning like a fucking halfwit.
“Proud of you, Sis.”
“If you don’t stop calling me that, I’m going to tell our new friends your real name’s Elsie.”
But that only made her laugh. She gave a conspiratorial wink.
“I better quit it then. Come on, the beers are getting warm. Or cold. Or whichever one it is we don’t want them to be. I can never fucking remember.”
“All just beer, ain’t it?”
“Yeah, guess so. But either way, if you don’t come now, I’m gonna drink your pint.”
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He couldn’t face going home. Not like this. He was laden with shame. Failure ate away at him. It stalked his dreams. When he wasn’t dreaming of blood and battle. Or of monsters in the night. Or of Elaine’s sweet face, wet with silent guilt. 
That final betrayal hurt the most.
And yet he still felt guilty for leaving her.
Time and again, he told himself to forget her. To move on. That no one would blame him for what he did. Leaving her there, still weak and unused to navigating the world with only one leg. You’re not supposed to abandon someone you love. But he couldn’t bear to fucking look at her anymore. She made him sick.
It had been a handful of days. He wasn’t counting the sunsets. Out in the meadows by himself. There was a kind of peace there. A stillness that gave him room to think. Too much, perhaps.
The question of what was next snaked through the trauma of the past weeks. There was no longer a treasure to seek. No longer Elaine to love. No hope to save his home. He had nothing, wanted nothing, was nothing.
“I’m fucking nobody,” he said aloud.
His stomach grumbled.
Rabbits sprang across the meadow so plentifully that if he threw his knife he’d likely catch a meal. But what was the point? Why eat? Imagining the feeling of meat between his teeth made him shudder. The thought drew his hand to his knife’s sheath at his belt. With a pang of sadness, he found it empty. For a moment he’d forgotten he’d left his old knife behind to rust in the beechwoods. Just another missing piece of him.
But he still had his sword. And the spark of that whisky running through his veins.
His consolation prizes.
“Not easy to track, you fucking sad act.” Fay’s familiar voice rang out behind him.
He didn’t turn but hunched his shoulders in a gesture that showed he wanted to be left alone. He prayed she’d simply walk away. Please leave him be.
But no. Here she was, sitting heavily beside him in the long and tickly grass. The green was patchworked with blonde and yellow: kissed by the sun.
“Worried about you, man.”
“Just fucking leave me alone,” Galahad mumbled.
“Yes, you’re very dark and depressed, I know. But a long time ago I was falling into a deep, swallowing greyness and all I wanted was for the people I love to fuck off and leave me alone. I was wrong. And they were wrong to leave me. Let’s not either of us remake those mistakes. Like you said back in the Cotswolds, we’re still friends. After everything we’ve been through. Can’t shake something like that off so easily.”
“Still on the poppy?”
“No. This time it’ll stick.”
“Right, sure.”
Fay scratched at her palms. They were bright red but she was smiling.
“I miss her.” His voice cracked. He wasn’t going to cry. He wasn’t.
“I know, man.”
“But I can’t forgive her. I keep trying… I can’t…” A tear tickled his cheek.
“Come on, time to stop moping.”
He sniffed, wiped his face, let Fay help him to his feet. As he stood, he steadied a wave of dizziness. The meadow was beautiful, he realised. It was filled with colours. Flowers and bees and spinning leaves.
“Clear skies in every direction,” he said, squinting out to the northeast. Towards home. “Good weather for walking.”
“There’s cottage pie in the kitchen today. Goes great with a pint of widow ale.”
“Not for me, I think. Thank you for trying, but I’m not coming back with you.”
“You don’t have to see her. If you need time—”
He shook his head. “It’d take more than time to fix this. Better start walking, I think.”
“You can’t mean to go off on your own.”
But he was already tightening his pack about his shoulders, walking away, leaving the last of his friends behind.
[image: image-placeholder]Wickerton’s patchwork of canvas sagged heavily. It loomed over the waystop town, casting all things in shadow. Galahad stopped two hundred metres away and stared. His parents were under that canopy. And the families of his friends. Percy’s sisters… and parents.
He had a duty here. At least for the Weavers he had good news: Fay was well. Better than the last they’d heard of her, at least. But the Weavers would also want news of Elaine…
The next few steps were so heavy they hurt. His feet cramped and his stomach followed. Not only were his hands clammy but his forehead too. Even his neck seemed to sweat with anxiety. He couldn’t do this.
He forced the next few steps. Wickerton grew larger with each one. A bloated marquee. One of the panels on the southwest side was torn and drooping. He hoped nobody had been hurt when it fell.
“Galen? Young Galen Farrier?”
Galahad turned with surprise; he hadn’t heard that name in years.
It was Patrick Brewer, landlord of The Riverman. Percy’s father. He was beaming at Galahad as if they were old friends. He supposed they were, in a way. Though Galahad had been barely a man when he’d left. The innkeep had a worn paratempa strapped to his back and charcoal stains on his knees.
“Not so young anymore, I guess, eh? Where the devil have you been all these years? Gods, your mother will be happy to see you.”
“What are you doing outside the shelter, Mr Brewer?”
The innkeep patted the small cart he was dragging behind him. It was filled with wood, ready for chopping. “Missus needs fuel for the burner. Never minded the odd trip in the open air. Nothing like what you lot do, though.” He squinted, peering around Galahad as if expecting to find someone else there, despite him standing alone in the meadow. “Say, haven’t brought my boy along, have you? Been a while since he’s visited. Not so long as you, though, I’ll wager.”
Galahad’s throat closed and he couldn’t answer. He could only shake his head, look to his shoes. Something dark must have flashed across his face, because Mr Brewer went quiet himself.
“I’m sorry,” Galahad managed at last. He tried to swallow the lump in his throat but it wouldn’t budge. “I’m just really fucking sorry.”
“No… You can’t mean—”
Without thinking, Galahad unthreaded his purse from his belt and shoved it into Mr Brewer’s hands. It was all the money he had left in the world.
“He wanted to make sure his sisters were looked after. He was thinking about them, at the end.”
Mr Brewer stared at the purse in his hand as if he’d never seen one before.
“I should go,” Galahad said, and started striding off, not daring to look back.
When Mr Brewer called after him, it sent a shock of cold through his guts.
“Was there a fight? Was it… I mean, was it the rain, or?” The poor man could barely get the words out, choking back tears he’d hold the entire day. He wouldn’t let himself cry. Not when he had his wife and girls to think of. That’s the kind of man he was. The kind that tried to be strong for others, no matter the cost to himself. And Galahad knew those tears would carve him up inside for every minute he held them down.
“We found it, Mr Brewer. The treasure we were always looking for. Know that.” He wet his lips, took a deep breath. He would not lie to this man. But he would have to talk around the truth. “It was betrayal that took him. The greed of another. I should have worked harder to keep him safe.”
He left before the other man could speak again, hurrying off through the meadow, goosegrass and thistle clinging to his legs with each long stride. And though he knew Mr Brewer wouldn’t cry that day, tears ran down his own face. Slow at first, then streaming at a pace to match his jog.
[image: image-placeholder]A week spent wandering aimlessly, until his feet brought him to the capital. To the gloom. For the first time in his life, he didn’t loathe the dark. He sank into it, and drank heavily, and all became a blur of oil flames and shadows. He stumbled down the streets, not caring if it was day or night. Dark alleys with the gruff voices and the prick of steel in the small of his back. He broke fingers and took purses and laughed his way into the nearest pub. More ale. Numb lips and a headache that never quite arrived. A familiar broken nose came close, pale cheeks, sunken eyes. A face that spoke his name. Rough hands that carried him. The smell of stale smoke soaked into fabric. No. Let him go. He wriggled free and fled. He ran till the echoes of his footsteps were lonely. Crouched in the dark, he crawled and hid. It was cold here. Summer couldn’t reach so far to the centre of this city. This cave. Rats on the floor. Pitter-patter. Rats on his legs. He shook them off. Back to his feet. These streets were pale stone and few were cracked. Every house was clean and whitewashed. How the rich attempted to replace the sun. They didn’t know what they were missing. He was sobering. Needed to find another pub but these streets were too straight. He was almost in the palace now. And this was where the lords lived. And the ladies. And all the little waistcoats. And…
“Oh, my-my. The state of you.”
A familiar voice. A woman. Through his stupor he couldn’t remember. On his hands and knees he couldn’t see. The pavement was cool and rough against his palms. He felt as if he were sinking into it. As if it were clay.
“Let me help you.”
She lifted him, strong arms beneath his shoulders. He found his feet. Walked with her in the dark. His head lolled on her shoulder. The overpowering smell of flowers. Of… violets.




Later


The pegleg was everything she’d hoped for. The pale ash wood had been treated with a dark oil that made it shine; almost black to match her wardrobe. It wasn’t hard to keep her balance and it made a satisfying  tip-tap along the stone floor. Sure, everyone could hear her coming, but she hadn’t exactly been taking anyone by surprise on her crutch either.
Every day she thought of Galahad. She knew where he was. Or close enough, at least. Up in the capital. He hadn’t invited her. They hadn’t been in the same room since that day… She’d been so stupid. So fucking stupid.
Everything was ruined.
Nothing was the same.
Never would she have thought to find herself in the Library of Dead Scholars. Or any fucking library, for that matter. But here she was, nose in a bloody book, of all things. She’d been reading for hours already and her eyes were puffy and strained.
She didn’t come here every day, but she came often. It made her feel closer to him, lessened the pain of his absence. But though she’d begun to cherish her time in that cold, cavernous maze, that wasn’t the reason for her patronage. Oh no, she had important work to do. Galahad and Percy—may the big He rest his treacherous soul—weren’t the only ones who could do their research.
Elaine’s eyes unfocussed. Too tired to continue. She made a note of her page in her journal—because a journal was the kind of thing she owned now, apparently—and closed the book. It was an old book. A tome, they called it. That was when a book was so big and old and heavy that it was too special to just call it a “book” anymore. Seemed like a book on the inside though, so that’s what Elaine called it, and leather cover be damned.
“Secret of the Thistle.” She mouthed the words more than said them. It had taken her six weeks to find this book. She’d lost count of her failed attempts. Of all the old histories that led nowhere. The new volumes all speculation and superstition. But this was the real deal, she was sure of it. A first-hand account of the north, written after the rain turned.
After months of research and preparation, it was time.
Her bag was packed.
Peaches was saddled.
Her pegleg was everything she’d hoped for.
It was time to leave, to journey into the north. The far north, where no one dared travel. To the Empire of the Thistle.
And there awaited a promise of whisky.
A promise of fucking magic.
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