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Part One

Wine







Feeling for Thorns

[image: image-placeholder]

Whisky was the burning heart of it, but on reflection she shouldn’t have drunk so much of it in the library. Great stacks of books fancied themselves walls as they bulged and swirled around her. Elaine couldn’t focus as the serif print leapt about the pages she was studying. This hadn’t been her best idea, but at the time there’d seemed a logic to it. Books about whisky; flask full of whisky. Symmetry. 
She grabbed the table to keep from sliding off her chair. The sound of other patrons turning pages echoed, abrasive. She’d drunk too much. Time to leave.
Tomorrow she’d do the library part sober.
The street was lit with slanted beams of sunlight. They played over Elaine’s face as she stumbled towards the docks in search of more booze. Warm flashes every few steps. If things had been different she could have stayed in this city, made a life in the Empire of the Thistle. Hundreds of miles from home, and from every mistake she’d made, and from him. Sweet, naive Galahad. Angry and vengeful, covered in blood and rain and fury.
As she’d lain there half dead, he’d raised his fist to strike her.
Months later, part of her was still waiting for his fist to land.
But she couldn’t stay. The Long-haired Priest’s treasure of salt was lost forever, but she’d come seeking something greater: healing whisky and waxed blades. The magic of the north. A way to protect their home town.
She was going to bring Galahad’s dream to him.
And whisky was the heart of it.
[image: image-placeholder]“Get me a tall one!” Elaine demanded. “The one that comes pale like straw and has that yucky silty bit at the bottom!”
The chestnut-haired man who’d offered to buy her a drink gave an uncertain nod, then turned for the bar, leaving Elaine at the table with one woman and two men. She didn’t know their names, but they’d been kind enough to each have different coloured hair so it was easy enough to tell them apart.
“How’d you lose your teeth?” the youngest man said. He had strawberry blonde hair and a wispy moustache she reckoned he’d never shaved in his life.
“Got knocked out, didn’t they.” She burped, reached for her glass, remembered it was empty, then pushed it out of reach.
“Ignore him,” the woman said in a thick continental accent Elaine couldn’t place. She twirled her blonde curls around her finger and gave the lad a sultry look. “He’s too young to know how to talk to gorgeous women.”
“Why’s he so flustered with me then?” Elaine said. The others laughed, but Strawberry Blonde looked away, cheeks flushing.
“Here you are, girl.” The nice chestnut-haired man plonked a tall glass of straw-coloured beer on the table. Elaine grabbed it and took a swig. Sour and malty; it made her face screw up. “Don’t you like it?”
“Nah, it’s grand. Bit sour though, ain’t it?”
“Guess so.” Chestnut took his seat again, passed Blonde the wine she’d asked for.
“Where’s my fucking porter?” asked the final man, oldest of the group, his red hair flecked with grey.
“Oh, shit. I forgot it,” Chestnut said.
“No bother, I’ll go up in a second.”
“I’ll get it.” Strawberry Blonde got up from the table, his cheeks still a little red. “Need to take a piss so I’ll hit the bar on my way back. Everyone else is good for drinks, yeah?”
A chorus of half-arsed affirmations. Strawberry Blonde nodded to the table in general, then waddled off towards the toilets.
“Wee boy shouldn’t be drinking so late,” Elaine said. Red sniffed, unimpressed.
“He’ll be fine. Gotta learn sometime.”
“Not a lot of locals in here, are there?” Elaine gave the room a brief glance. “Except you, Red.”
“I do business with merchants off the ships. Deals go down smoother with a glass of the black stuff.” Red looked over his shoulder, as if expecting Strawberry Blonde to be back already, but the boy had barely made it through the crowd.
“Don’t look much like a merchant,” Elaine mused.
“Well, you don’t look much like you can read, but there we have it.”
“Hush now,” Blonde said. “You’re going to give Scotsmen a reputation for bad manners.”
“I heard whisky was the best thing to drink up here,” Elaine said, fishing for clues. “What do you make of that?”
Red narrowed his eyes and sized her up before replying. “Aye, we’re famous for it. Hardly call the piss you distil down south whisky.”
Elaine shrugged. “Not really my drink. But maybe that’s ‘cos I haven’t tried true scotch yet.” They didn’t know she’d been sipping it all day. The bottle she’d filled her flask with had been purchased at a store in Eidyn’s central square. “What do you recommend?”
“Finish your beer first and we’ll see.”
“I’ve a friend who swears by it. He says it’s like magic.”
Red gave an expression like a candle being blown out.
“Does he now?” Chestnut said, leaning his elbows on the table. “Prefer spiced rum myself.”
“Know what? I think I’ll get that porter in.” Red pushed his chair back and gestured for Elaine to stand. “You’ll give me a hand now, won’t you?”
“She’s only got one leg,” Blonde said.
“Got two hands though, hasn’t she?”
Elaine stood, put a hand on Blonde’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, it’s no trouble. Always happy to help old folks when they’re too frail to carry their own glass.”
Red ordered his porter, then as the bartender was pulling the pint, he leaned on the bar and whispered in Elaine’s ear, “I know what you’re looking for. Best keep it quiet from the others though, eh?”
“Ooh, very mysterious.”
“I’m serious. Let’s finish our drinks. Act casual. Leave when I do and I’ll take you to someone who can give you what you want… For a price.”
It was difficult not to rush her drink knowing how close she was to the magic she sought. But she could play a part when needed. She sipped and laughed and flirted with everyone at the table until Red finally faked a yawn, stretched, and declared he was leaving. Elaine waited until he’d left, then blinked her bloodshot eyes and said, “You know, I think I better hit the hay as well.”
She rushed out to the dimly lit docks, caught sight of Red already down the street, turning onto a road leading back into the city. She hobbled after, cursing him for not waiting.
“Try to keep pace,” he said as she caught up.
But he didn’t slow for her. He rushed off and Elaine was forced to jog haphazardly after. She could only assume he was punishing her for the jab about his age. If he led her to someone who could explain the secrets of the magic whisky, then he could drag her there by her hair for all she cared.
A sharp corner. An empty street. The tip of Red’s cloak visible for a second before it vanished down an alleyway. Elaine sighed and hurried on.
The alley was impenetrably dark. She felt her way forward as her eyes strained to adjust. If she hadn’t filled her belly with so much booze then this would have been easier.
“Red? You’ve gone too far ahead. I can’t run that fast. If you haven’t noticed, I’m missing a fucking leg.”
There was no answer.
Elaine shook her head, cursed the man, spat on the ground.
A clumsy boot scuffed the cobblestones behind her.
She stopped, cocked her head to listen. Nothing. But she could feel a presence creeping closer. Big men, she imagined. At least two of them walking abreast. She couldn’t remember where she’d secreted her darts, but that didn’t stop a pair finding their way into her hands.
If that idiot got her mugged she’d give him a pounding when she caught up with him.
Three more steps, drunken senses straining. She had cloth wrapped around the foot of her pegleg to muffle it, but even so, the tup tup as she walked was the loudest sound in that narrow alley.
A dark shadow blocked the exit. Was that Red? Come to save her from these dockside cutpurses? No. Wait. The shadow held a blade. And the cloak was wrong. Darker.
They had her pincered. 
“Not polite to creep up on a girl. An’ you’ve made a mistake with—hic—this one.“ The impact of her words was somewhat dulled by the way she slurred each into the next like honey from a dipper.
“This girl’s been asking dangerous questions,” came a gruff male voice behind her. “Now you get dangerous men.”
“Doesn’t feel right to jump a cripple,” said the shadow blocking the exit.
Elaine threw her darts.
She turned side on as she did, sending one thudding into the shadow at the end of the alley, and the other indiscriminately behind her. The alley was narrow enough that a dart thrown unseen still found a home. A dull jab and a grunt. The poison would take twenty seconds. The men would live. Probably. Better than they deserved, but Elaine didn’t walk around with lethal poison on her darts without good reason.
The ripple of cloaks in the dim light gave the appearance of giant bats skulking nearer. Her count had been wrong. With two down, there were two more figures in the alley with her. They charged, arms wide and grasping. She backed away, twisted her stupid ankle, fell and whacked her tailbone. At least in falling she escaped their grasp.
Elaine scrambled for another dart, but this time they were harder to find. Not this pocket. Not that one. Strapped to her—
One of the men crawled on top of her. His breath stank of sweat and his cloak of spilled beer. His beard felt damp as it brushed against her cheek. She turned aside.
“Get the fuck off me.”
He pinned her arms to the cobblestones and sank his weight on her chest, trapping her.
“Stick her quick so I can get back,” the man atop her growled. His partner came into view with a dagger in hand. Elaine swallowed. The man’s eyes were obscured by his hood. A plate of darkness where his face should be.
“I said get the fuck off me!” She leaned forward and bit. Her teeth sank into the rough and musty flesh of the bearded man’s neck. Though she’d lost a few incisors, her canines were surprisingly long and sharp. She dug them in, drawing horrid-tasting blood. The man jerked but she held firm. The force of him struggling tugged at her teeth and her gums ached. But she wouldn’t let go.
“Stick her now! Get it done!” the bearded man wailed, but his hooded companion hesitated. Locked as they were, he was as likely to stick his companion if he tried.
Elaine writhed and worked another dart into her hand. She thrust it under the ribcage of the man atop her. He recoiled, stung, and she released her bite. Free on the ground. The bearded man scrambled back, clutching his bloody neck and panicking over the pinprick in his midriff. Twenty seconds and he’d be out. Once he was out, she’d slit his throat. Fucker.
The hooded man turned his shadowed face on her. She wondered what she’d see if the alley was suddenly lit. Fear, maybe. Because something made him hesitate long enough for her to stand. She stared at him, blood dribbling from her mouth. Her head pounded with the first signs of her coming hangover. She needed to throw up, but later. No time for that now.
The man raised his head to speak, but Elaine wasn’t interested. She flicked her wrist and sent a poisoned needle into his shadowed face. He lunged at her, but the paralytic toxin was fast acting and he seized mid-stride. As he collapsed, his hood fell back. Even in the dark of the alleyway, Elaine recognised the hard lines of his face.
“Oh, Red.” She tutted, shaking her head. “Now why would you rush a defenceless young maiden in a big dark alleyway like this, huh?”
Red’s eyes were fixed wide and fearful. A twitch at his lip made Elaine think he was trying to talk, but the toxin wouldn’t let him.
“Sorry, no more talking for you.” She drew her belt knife—sharp and clean of poisons—and drew it across his throat. He let out a weird groaning wheeze but didn’t move. Still conscious as his blood poured out of him, unable to do a thing about it.
Elaine panted, catching her breath, wiped her sleeve across her face. What a mess.
“Stupid cunts.” She stepped over Red’s body, leaned over the bearded fucker who’d straddled her. “You enjoyed that a little too much, I reckon.”
She cut his throat and watched the blood bubble up. Two dead. Two unconscious. That would do.
In her drunken stupor, she nearly forgot to clean up before she fled the scene. She sought out her darts and needle, wiped them dry, slipped them back into the pockets and pouches and secret places where they lived. There was nothing she could do for the bodies, and she didn’t care to anyway. Two were still breathing. For now. They could tidy up their friends if they ever woke up.
Elaine rubbed her chin with her sleeve again, trying to scrub off the resistant flakes of blood.
Through the dark streets, she hobbled back to the inn she’d been staying at, collected her things, and fled into the night with Peaches trotting along beside her.
She couldn’t stay in the city anymore. Red’s reaction to her mention of the whisky should have been a warning. His hurry to remove her from the pub. She remembered that gruff voice in the dark: This girl’s been asking dangerous questions. That hadn’t been a random mugging in the alleyway. She’d pushed at a secret and they’d tried to kill her for it. There would be others.
She would hide in the hills. Perhaps a smarter woman would leave the empire, ride home to safety. But Elaine wasn’t leaving. These people had a magic that could protect Wickerton from the rain forever, and she was going to take it from them.
Galahad had to forgive her after that.
He had to.
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The flowers were all in shades of black. Katherine had taught him their names: hollyhock, petunia, iris. And here, a black tulip—he’d known that one before. Up close was a purplish tint to the petals. Hints of blue. When they caught the oil lamp light, sprinklings of violet. A tribute to his host. She was watching him with that flat wide smile as if she were holding back a laugh. 
“This is what you do with the skills I have taught you?” Katherine said.
“I think it looks quite beautiful.”
“Of course you do. You are allergic to colour. Galahad, so dark. A man of the shadows. So mysterious. Oh, how he broods!”
“Shut it.”
“I have never and will not.” Katherine sidled up beside him, bringing with her a bundle of blazing suns. Chrysanthemums, rich as flame. She stuffed them in the centre of his arrangement, a glint in a dark pupil. Galahad wondered if she knew how those flowers resembled the sun. If she’d ever seen it with her own eyes.
“You set a fire in my arrangement,” he said.
“Nonsense. The contrast is vibrant. It’s thrilling.” She pursed her lips, put a finger to them, thoughtful. “But perhaps something to soften…” She grabbed two handfuls of a rough grass: a mellower burnt orange. Now fire spread to burning, to charcoal. She was right, it did soften the arrangement. But of course it looked better. “There. Less funereal.”
Not that anyone would waste a luxury like flowers on a funeral.
“It matches the season now, I think.” Galahad reached for some more decorative grass. This almost white with a hint of yellow. A lighter shade of wheat. It had a vague earthiness to it whilst remaining perfectly decadent. He slid in a few clumps, set them just so. There. It looked almost good enough to sell.
Katherine clapped in excitement. “Yes! Look how good you’ve done! We’ll put this out today.”
“Put it out? Are you sure it’s ready?”
“I’ll make a couple of small alterations, but yes, otherwise it’s delightful. As you say, it fits the season. Moody and autumnal. Just like you.”
For over a year he’d taken advantage of Katherine’s hospitality. A dead weight dragging her down. He didn’t know why she’d put up with him for so long, but the thought that he might at last be useful to her, in some small way, filled him with pride. More than he’d admit.
“Are we eating out tonight?”
Katherine cocked her head, grinning. “Are you asking me to dinner, Galahad?”
“Well, I finally sold that old clock so I have some money.”
“You should stop wandering the ruins. It’s not safe.”
“Do you worry for me?”
“I do, actually. I’d be rather sad if you got chewed up by a lion.”
Galahad waved her words away. “Lions aren’t nearly as common as city folk think.”
“Rainwights are.” She let that hang for a moment, then said, “Besides, I miss you when you’re not here. I’ve got used to the company, poor though it might be…” She smiled at her joke but it fell flat, half-hearted.
“Never saw myself settling under the stone.”
“Are you going to disappear one morning? Leave me alone and confused and wondering if I said something wrong, or if the wild called too loudly and pulled you away from me?”
“Should I lie and say no?” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “You know who I am.”
“I’ve changed my mind. I don’t feel like dinner tonight after all.”
“Katherine…” He reached for her arm and she shrugged him off.
“No. Why don’t you go back to your precious library, hm? This obsession is a sickness. But I’m no doctor, so I’ll leave you to it.”
“I appreciate everything you’ve—”
“Oh, fuck off! It doesn’t matter. Really, it doesn’t. See? No tears on these cheeks. I’m perfectly intact.” She fluttered her eyes, showing off the turquoise powder that dusted her lids, the dark liner, those lashes lengthened by expensive mascara. It was true, her makeup was immaculate. Everything about her was immaculate. That was her way.
Galahad left, slamming the door behind him. He hurried through the gloomy streets of the capital, chest knotted with frustration. How quickly things unravelled.
The library at the Académie des Sciences Profanes was ever a disappointment. It didn’t have what he was looking for. His old motivation had died with the rest of the Round Table. The lost cache of the Long-haired Priest was gone. The ruins of Albion were picked clean. Treasure hunting was a dead vocation. The only questions left to answer were those of the whisky that had saved his life and stained his eyes. The waxy sheen that kept his blade forever free of rust—and sharp. The magic of the north.
But even if he could find those answers, it wouldn’t help Wickerton. He’d vowed to protect his hometown, find a way to build a permanent shelter from the rain. After years of working towards that singular goal, his journey had ended in failure. It was over. And he could never bear to show his face back home again.
So why couldn’t he let it go? Why did he continue to trawl through dusty tomes and ancient ruins? He still spent hours reading old myths: folk tales of monsters and wraiths. Katherine was right, it was an obsession. His one constant. Without it, he didn’t know himself.
He thought back over the past year spent with Katherine. He’d been happy, in a way. Content. They’d been friends on and off for years, after a failed attempt at dating when they were each too young to know better. When they’d met she’d still been working as a violet, selling the sensation of her skin to wealthy men and women—and making a fortune doing so. Enough to open her own flower shop. Elaine had always hated her. Perhaps because of how she flirted with Galahad… No, why would she care? Elaine didn’t give a shit.
But Katherine did.
He stopped. Halfway to the Académie; halfway from home. His thoughts spun like a loom. The memories of this year were warm. He’d been in a dark place when Katherine found him on the streets of the capital. The darkest he’d ever been. This past year should have been bitter and cold as he sunk lower into despair and loneliness. But she’d brought him back to life. He wasn’t himself. Not the man he’d been before. But he could smile again. Turning on his heel, he marched back to Katherine’s flower shop.
The bell rang as he burst through the door.
“What are you doing back here?” Katherine said as she looked up. Anger softened by confusion.
“I don’t need my books. I want to take you to dinner.”
“We’ll only argue.”
“It’s okay for friends to argue.”
“Is that what we are? Are you putting words to this now? Making a cage of them to bind me? Keep me at arm’s length?”
“Not intentionally, I… I reached for a word and I found one, that’s all.”
She shook her head, lips tight. “You’ve always treated me this way. Wrapping me in paper to save for when you’re peckish. I am not some flapjack you can keep at the bottom of your bag, knowing I’m there if you need me.”
“Don’t pretend you love me, that your heart is all wounded.”
“Of course I don’t love you. Don’t be stupid. And don’t try to misdirect me!”
Galahad sighed. “So what if I’ve thought of you that way, on occasion? It’s how you think of me as well. This isn’t what either of us would have chosen, is it? But that doesn’t mean there’s no fondness here. Let’s be honest, since we’re going to argue either way. Let’s bring it all out and—”
The bell above the door rang and a gentleman enjoying the last months of middle age came in, squinting through a glasses prescription too weak for his eyes.
Galahad and Katherine froze. Their argument suddenly awkward and public and silly. Blood rushed to Galahad’s cheeks. He tried to shrink into the shadows, but they were occupied by great stacks of flowers, wilting in the unwholesome oil-lamp light.
The customer took a lackadaisical circuit of the shop, inspecting the arrangements with a glazed look. When he reached the counter, he said to Katherine, “It’s my anniversary, actually. My wife does love flowers.”
“I see.” Katherine was all smiles. “Any particular preferences? Or perhaps a favourite colour?”
The customer shook his head.
“Right, then.”
Katherine foisted a pleasant, if uninspired, arrangement on the man. An inoffensive palette of pastels with a sweet aroma. He paid with only half a minute’s grumble about the price, then left in the same unhurried manner in which he’d entered.
“Turn that fucking sign around,” Katherine said. Galahad did so, revolving the open to closed, and locked the door for good measure.
“There’s no sense pretending,” Galahad said. “Neither of us would have chosen this.”
“You make it sound tragic. Is my company so awful?”
“Not at all.” He took a step towards her. Not too close. Not daring to invade the invisible maelstrom that swirled around her. “I like you a lot.”
“This is a good thing between us.” She jabbed her finger at him. “Not some punishment. I’m not expecting a proposal, but I think I deserve more than to be called ‘friend’ and offered a cold shoulder.”
“You do.” He hung his head. “I’m sorry.”
“Good.”
He wanted to take another step towards her, reach out and brush her hair behind her ear, lean his forehead to hers and try to find the smell of her beneath the crowded aroma of flowers. But he didn’t. It was true they were more than friends. Perhaps it was true they needed each other; two collapsing pillars, each kept upright by the weight of the other. He doubted it was healthy. He had no one else.
“So you won’t go wandering the ruins again?” She closed the gap between them, put a palm flat against the centre of his chest.
“Can’t I make you feel safe and wanted and still take my trips to the ruins?”
“No.”
For a year he’d held onto his old dream like a sailor overboard clinging to driftwood, praying it wouldn’t rain. But that dream had died months ago; what he held was a corpse. It was over, he just hadn’t admitted it yet.
“It’s hard,” he said, and found his voice came out scratchy like dry twigs snapping. “To let go.”
“I know.” Katherine shushed, ran a hand through his hair, left a wet kiss on his cheek. “But you have me. And I have you. We can pretend that’s enough.”
[image: image-placeholder]Naked in each other’s arms. Even in Katherine’s bedroom, the air was laced with the scent of flowers. Of roses, in particular. And a touch of lavender. It was morning. Sunlight should have been falling through the windows, but instead only a single streak of silver crept in from the nearest streetlamp. They dimmed them at night this close to the city centre. Where some districts of New London never slept, the wealthy craved the restful dark.
Galahad ran a finger from Katherine’s navel up the side of her breast. Her skin was dry and faintly rough, exposed to the cold air. He should set the fire to warm the room, but that would mean getting up and he couldn’t bear the thought. His finger travelled higher, found her collarbone, her cheek, circled behind her ear. She wriggled and giggled and pulled herself closer to him.
“That tickles,” she said, rocking her bum against his leg. “Better not have got me pregnant.”
“Hey, I only did what you told me.”
She shrugged and her shoulder nudged him in the chin. “I can’t be held responsible for the things I say when we’re together.”
“Are you sure you even can? Get pregnant, I mean. Wouldn’t it have happened by now? What with your—”
“With me being a whore?” She laughed. “It would be hard to fall pregnant doing the things a violet is paid for.”
“Sex isn’t your expertise then,” he said with a cheeky grin.
“Oh, you know what my expertise is.”
“I fear I’ve forgotten.”
She stroked him lightly with her fingernails, turned to kiss him with a smile, flashing her white teeth. They were all there. No gap like Elaine had. And she bore no scars either. Both her legs were tangled with his. Her skin was darker than Elaine’s, though her hair and eyes were lighter…
Galahad caught himself, refocussed on the moment. He was here with her. With Katherine.
“Hm…” She smiled wickedly. “I’ll have to show you later. I think you’re spent for now, dear.”
They dressed and went downstairs to the flower shop. Katherine never opened earlier than ten, but deliveries would arrive soon after the sun rose beyond the capital’s awning. Couriers that cost a fortune and pushed up the price of flowers to levels only the very wealthiest members of high society could afford.
Though it couldn’t have been much past eight, Katherine poured herself a glass of wine. She offered some to Galahad, but he was trying to cut back. Trying to find peace in sobriety. To settle his mind.
A knock at the door, right on time. Katherine unlocked it and let the courier in so she could drop bundles of flowers on the counter. The courier had a short paratempa strapped to her back. Not much larger than a regular umbrella, though it would certainly be sturdier and heavy as hell to carry all day. Galahad never liked travelling with those things. The benefits were outweighed by the burden of carrying them. Rain rarely came on so quickly one had no opportunity to strap up a tarpaulin for shelter. Then again, couriers didn’t have that option if they meant to make their deliveries on time.
“Quick today,” Katherine remarked.
“Left before the sun was out. No sense waiting. Ain’t more likely to rain in the dark than the light now is it?”
But there were other dangers in the last hours of night. The coming sun brought desperation in those beasts which relied on the moon to hunt.
“Got post as well today,” the courier continued. She slapped a letter on the counter beside the flowers.
Katherine sighed and reached for her purse. “How much extra do I owe for the letter?”
“I paid three silver for it up in Brigantine. Though it’s addressed to a Mr Farrier, actually. I’m guessing that’s you?” She turned to Galahad.
“That’s me.” His voice lifted, almost as if it were a question. There it was, his name scratched in tidy loops above Katherine’s address. He frowned, trying to remember who knew he was here. The handwriting was too neat to be Fay’s and he hadn’t heard from her since they’d parted a year ago.
“Five silver okay?” Katherine asked, handing over some coins to the courier. Galahad would have to pay her back. That was an obscene amount of money to spend on a single letter.
Galahad heard the courier talk briefly with Katherine about next week’s deliveries, then leave, rattling the bell above the door. Katherine started organising the fresh flowers, sorting them ready to be arranged, laying out scissors and wire cutters and ribbons.
“What’s it say?” Katherine said, her tone measuredly casual.
“I haven’t opened it yet.”
“I can see that. Go on then. What’s wrong with you?”
He ignored the letter opener Katherine proffered and tore the envelope open with his fingers. Inside was a crumpled slip of paper. While the writing on the envelope was relatively neat, this was an untidy mess. Somewhere between a child’s scribble and legible script. The kind of hand that belonged to someone unused to writing—or someone in a rush. At the bottom was a smudged thumbprint, blackish red. Blood.
“What the fuck?” he mouthed more than whispered.
Galahad,
I fucked it. I come up here looking for that whisky and now there’s these big fuckers following me. They thought they could jump me but I have ears, you know. Probably only still breathing ’cos they didn’t expect much fight from a chubby one-legged rat like me. Anyway, I’m sending this as insurance. It’ll have to be relay, so I don’t know how long it’ll take to get to you, but today’s the 1st of June. If I’m not back in a couple months I’m probably in trouble. Don’t like asking for help but if you’ve any love left for me, I think I need you.
(Sorry about the cost of the letter. I’ll pay you back, I guess. Just gimme some time to figure out how.)
Elaine.
Then, below that, in an even messier hand: Forgot to say, I’m in Eidyn. Please come.
Galahad stared at the letter. At the thumb-smudge of blood. The name at the bottom.
“It’s from Elaine.” He tensed, anticipating an argument. There was no love lost between Elaine and Katherine. Even removing him from the equation, their dislike of each other ran deep. “She’s in trouble.”
“Of course she is.” Katherine rolled her eyes, started arranging flowers with violent jerks that made the petals shiver in annoyance. “What’s she telling you for?”
“I don’t know,” Galahad said, treading carefully. “I haven’t spoken with her for months.”
“Why do you care if that woman’s in trouble?” Katherine snapped.
“I don’t.” But he did. By the curling of the paper between his fingers, it was clear he did. He couldn’t help but grip it as if he were afraid it might fall to pieces if he didn’t hold tight enough.
“Your eyes tell me you’re lying.” Her hand slipped. The tinkling shower of shattering glass as her hand burst through the display vase. Water splashed over the counter. Flowers scattered in a mess of green, stems bent and broken. “Fuck!” Red trails down her hand. Little cuts, thin and painful. Galahad made to inspect her hand, to clean the cuts, to help. She shooed him back. “I’m fine. Fuck off.”
“It’s hard not to care at all. To stop caring about someone when you cared so much for so long. Even when they betray you, doom your dreams, lay a road for you to pave with blood. I know it’s twisted but I can’t help it. I don’t want her to be in danger. In pain. What kind of man would I be if I did? But that doesn’t mean I want anything to do with her. It doesn’t mean I’m happy this letter arrived.”
“But you’ll still go to her, won’t you?”
He hung his head, knowing it was true. There was no rationalising it. No way for it to make sense. That fucking bitch was ruining everything again. He cursed her for burdening him with this letter. But of course she had. She knew he’d answer her plea. That he’d need to. Once that letter was opened, his fate was sealed.
“Will you let me help?” he said, reaching for Katherine’s hands again. “Those cuts need cleaning.”
She held her hands out to him, looked away. Perhaps he was supposed to think she didn’t like the blood, but he knew what she really couldn’t bear to look at was him. He caught a glance of her face. Her eyes were wet, but no tears fell. She wouldn’t let her makeup smudge. Wouldn’t let him see her vulnerable.
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It wasn’t until later that Galahad took in the other part of the letter. Elaine was in Eidyn, the capital of the Empire of the Thistle, searching for the final secrets he’d been unable to find. That he’d abandoned. She’d seen him heal from impossible wounds, perhaps she believed the whisky could even regrow her leg. Perhaps it could. Typical of Elaine to be so selfish. To seek a treasure with the intent to help only herself. 
He lashed out at the wall, thinking it a hollow shell of paint and plaster. A dry crunch as his hand crumpled against solid stone. He hissed, swore, shook the bones in his hand back into place. Sometimes the healing hurt more than the injury; this was one of those times. But at least the pain lanced his anger. Gave him focus and calm. It helped him think.
“It’s not enough to break my heart? Now you must try to knock down my house as well?” Katherine was in the doorway watching him with worried eyes. He’d come here to be alone, to collect himself. She must have heard his fist striking the wall. Must have known what it meant. He never used to be this helpless at controlling his anger, but ever since he’d been betrayed outside the Long-haired Priest’s cathedral, this fury had writhed in him, wild and untameable. It frightened him.
The sight of Katherine dulled his anger like two damp fingers pinched about a wick.
“Sorry,” he said, cheeks flushing. “She has no right. She…”
“And yet she has.”
“It’s not only about her. I think she found something up there…” Vague and non-committal. Even now he didn’t trust Katherine with certain truths. She knew how he healed—or guessed—had seen glimpses of it in their time together. But she knew nothing of the whisky. Or of his ancient, unrusting blade. If she’d pried, he would have told her, but she never did. It had been easier for them both to keep certain barriers well-fortified. Until now.
“How else could she make herself irresistible than to wrap herself in the obsession that’s kept you from me this year?”
“You haven’t always been present either.” He rubbed his knuckles as they finished healing. “I don’t want to argue again.”
“Neither do I.” She sighed, shoulders slumping. “She gets under my skin.”
“Mine too. I hate her. I’m so fucking angry at her.”
“But you still love her.” Her voice didn’t waver.
Galahad didn’t answer; he didn’t have to.
“Yuck.” She stuck out her tongue. “You’ve read too many old legends. Nobody really loves like that.”
“Maybe it’s not love then. Maybe it’s just a sick obsession, like you said. Doesn’t change much at the end of the day.”
“Suppose it doesn’t.”
“For what it’s worth, you’re a better person than she is.”
“I’m much prettier too.”
Probably true to most eyes. Katherine’s face was symmetrical and even, cheeks soft, brow hard. Her breasts were full, shoulders delicate, hips curved. And her voice… precise and crisp and melodic as birdsong. Elaine’s face was a mess of scars and missing teeth and smudged makeup. Her one remaining leg was too short for the rest of her body. Dark hair never brushed, cut unevenly. And her voice was rough as coals. Yet she was ever the more beautiful to Galahad. Every bit of her. Even her scars, inside and out.
In that moment he nodded, gave Katherine a smile, said, “You’re quite probably the most beautiful woman under the stone.”
“Untrue, but flattering.”
“I don’t want us to fall out. We’re more than friends but we’re not in love. Not in that way. We never could be. But that means what we are, whatever you call us, should be more flexible. There’s a plasticity to our relationship. It doesn’t depend on perfection, or love, or tranquillity. It can weather rougher seas than romance could. I don’t want to lose you.”
“You really know how to talk to a lady.”
“I’m serious. Whatever happens with me and Elaine, whatever I do next, I hope there’s a place for us in each other’s lives. I’d be sad to think this is the last I’ll see of you.”
“That would make me sad too.” She stepped into the room. Closer. Squeezed his shoulder. “When are you leaving?”
“In the morning. Just need to finish packing my things.”
Her hand slid up his neck, scratched lightly behind his ear, twirled his hair around her finger. “We’ve got all night then…”
[image: image-placeholder]It would be a long journey but Galahad always travelled light. Sword strapped to his hip in its ebony scabbard. Knife sheathed on the other; a replacement for the one he’d left buried in Lance’s face. A single backpack slung over his shoulders containing his tarp, provisions, and essentials for the wilds. Over the years he’d learned what he could cut to keep the weight as low as possible. Usually he tried to travel in summer since warm clothes and blankets added weight, but this time he had no choice. Summer was fading. By the time he arrived in Eidyn, autumn would be here, and often she had fangs as sharp as winter. He was travelling north, too. Up into the brisk winds and ragged mountains of the Empire of the Thistle. He took a heavy woollen cloak, olive green to blend with the hills. It would have to serve as coat and blanket; he couldn’t afford to carry one of each. Then, begrudgingly, a single woollen jumper in his pack. The only food he carried was rice and oats. A kilo of each. He’d have to resupply when he passed through the Bright Crown of Northumbria. Even so, he would be rationing his meals.
Taking one last look in Katherine’s long bedroom mirror, he realised he was wearing entirely new-spun. For years he’d treasured the relics he picked up on his adventures with the Round Table. Now those days were behind him. Friends and relics both. More a man of his time than he’d ever been: wearing new-spun, living under the stone of the capital.
“You look like a courier,” Katherine said. She moved forward as if to embrace him, then thought better of it and backed away, hugging her arms to her chest instead.
“Take that back.”
The mask of a smile. “You look great. Very heroic. She’ll be thrilled.”
“You know I have to go.”
“I’m allowed to be petty. Grant me that, at least.” Her hands slid down to her hips. Galahad inclined his head, pursed his lips. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you look nervous.”
“To be honest, I am,” he admitted. “Never trekked so far. Not half as far, come to think of it.”
“They’re wild types up there, I heard.”
“I doubt those stories are true. The further news has to travel to reach the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia, the wilder and more distorted it is when it arrives.” He wished he felt as sure as he sounded.
“That must be it. You’ll be fine.”
Time to go. He turned from the mirror and Katherine stepped out of the doorway to let him pass. But instead he went to her, whispered goodbye, rested his forehead against hers. He kissed her cheek, their faces hovering for a long moment; heavy iron drawn by a lodestone. Then their lips met. She smelled of ethanol and rose, some expensive perfume manufactured by the king’s chemists.
“Why do I already feel like I miss you?” Katherine’s voice was crushed to a whisper by their proximity. “Stupid. Why should I care about an idiot man?”
“You shouldn’t.” He pressed his lips to hers one last time. They were dry and smooth. “But I’ll miss you too.”
At last to the doorway. The first steps of the longest journey he’d ever taken.
“Galahad?”
“Yes?” He turned back and saw the flicker of a grin.
“If you find magic up there, bring some back for me?”
[image: image-placeholder]The wind was brisk and fresh. For all he’d miss the heat of summer over the coming weeks, there was nothing like a lungful of autumn air, cool as water from a natural spring. The light of the turning seasons dappled the meadows to the north of New London. Not the sheer gold of summer or winter but the bronzed light you only found at this particular time of year. The sun ripening to match the colours of the fallen leaves decomposing in great sheets wherever patches of trees broke the open vista.
After twenty minutes of walking, he stopped and looked behind him. Only from without could the true size of New London be understood. It golloped up the horizon, the black and grey of soot and stone. And shadows. A patina of tents and drapes stained the northward side as the city burst its confines. The population was growing but there was nowhere left to live. No way to extend the great stone roof. Whatever technology had been used to create the capital was a thing of history.
He turned north and carried on hiking, walking the very courier route that allowed Wickerton to exist. The foot-and-hoof-worn route that ran up into the Bright Crown, to Brigantine, and ever on, he hoped, to the Empire of the Thistle itself.
***
The road provided unwelcome time with his thoughts. 
He took a detour to avoid his hometown, trekking far enough west to keep it from his horizon. It added a day and a half to his journey, but ultimately it saved him the time he would have lost if he’d been recognised passing through town. After years away, his parents wouldn’t let him slip through without a fuss.
Then there were Percy’s parents. His sisters. Full of unanswered questions and the lies he’d given. One look from them could wound him in a way a sword would struggle to match.
From there, he stayed off-road. Travelled through rough terrain. Climbed mountains and stood at their peak, wind whipping his cloak; a giant olive flag. He could see for miles up there. Clouds drifted beside him, looking oddly heavy as they sagged over the peaks. He walked through one, then panicked at the wetness in the air. At the sensation of weak fingers pulling at his cloak. Hundreds of fingers wriggling like worms. Like snakes. Nipping and pulling but not formed enough to drag him down. After that, he made sure to steer clear of any low-hanging clouds swallowing the peaks.
Trade was open between the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia and the Bright Crown of Northumbria, though sometimes pointless skirmishes arose over the no-man’s land between the two. Land no monarch wanted, but which neither would relinquish. Forests and grizzly bears and mossy ruins: nothing worth spilling blood over. Soldiers from the Bright Crown were unlikely to trouble him, but he hadn’t the energy to explain his story if asked, so he maintained his westward course, hiking parallel to the courier route and avoiding the major cities.
Eventually he swung east again to stop at a canvas town that reminded him a little too much of home. There he bought a dubious map of the north—apparently the work of a Brigantine cartographer—as well as food supplies to last him the second leg of his journey. Onwards, to the Empire of the Thistle.
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Fay was preparing for battle. 
Boots laced tight. Armour fastened. Her hands shook despite the shot of rum she’d downed for courage. She reminded herself to breathe, settled in that chair before the mirror. They were in Betty’s room on the top floor of The Green Man inn. As Fay struggled with her warpaint, Betty came to her side.
“Do ye need help with the eyeshadow? Here, let me do it. Close your eyes.”
Betty bent over and dabbed powder on Fay’s eyelids.
“Elaine always just rubbed it on with her thumb,” Fay said, eyes closed tight. “I don’t understand these little brushes and sponges.”
“Well ye have me for that.” She put the back of her hand against Fay’s forehead. “Are ye well? Forehead’s clammy.”
“It’s nerves.”
“Come now, it’s only dinner.” Betty giggled. The click of her eyeshadow’s clamshell closing. The pop of some other makeup related device. “Keep them eyes closed.”
“It’s not only dinner. It’s a formal dinner.”
“But ye know Bill and Errol.”
“If it was just them I wouldn’t be worried.”
Fay dug her fingernails into her palms. The faintest touch of wet told her she’d worried them so hard she’d made them bleed. The coping methods Bill taught her last year had helped with her intrusive thoughts—the waking nightmares she called her curse—but she couldn’t control these compulsions. She still dug her fingernails into her palms when anxious. Locked doors thrice. Scrawled over her letters when she wrote, leaving her script jagged and mad. But she could live with those habits. She was no longer at war with her own mind. That was what mattered… though skirmishes still broke out.
“There.” Betty pulled away, the silk of her dress rustling. “Open your eyes.”
“Ugly,” Fay said to her reflection.
Betty ignored her, brushing down the ripples in Fay’s dress. “Ye do look darling in this.”
“I’m the wrong shape for it.”
Betty tutted. “Nonsense.”
But the mirror agreed with Fay. A warrior stared back at her. Hard browed, broad shouldered, webbed with old scars. She had no business wearing a dress like this, with expensive powders on her cheeks and nose and eyelids. For the first time in years, her russet hair was long enough to tie back in a bun.
Betty continued, “Now what do I have to do to get ye out of that binder and into a brassiere?”
“Don’t think Bill needs to see my tits, to be honest.”
“It would do wonders for the shape of the dress.”
“Thought you said the shape was fine?”
“It suits ye, but the cut was designed with the intention of some curves up here.”
“The binder stays.”
“Suit yourself.”
Fay had never spent so long getting ready for anything, and still she felt underprepared by the time they left. Betty had made her take off her boots, slipping flat shoes on her feet instead. They tapped with each step on the cobblestone streets of Littleford. Unused to wearing so little in the turning autumn weather, Fay shivered as they walked to the hall.
“I think we’re early,” she said, hugging her bare arms.
Betty cocked her head, her pastel blue fascinator jiggling with the motion. Fay had managed to avoid being adorned with one of those decorations, though it looked beautiful on Betty, highlighting the softness of her face, the perpetual blush in her cheeks.
“Not early. We’re fine,” Betty said.
“Maybe we should have brought some money. I should go back and—“
“I’ve plenty in my purse. But the dinner is paid for, ye know this.”
“They’ll probably turn us away at the door.”
Betty sighed. “Errol will be there, so ye’ll have someone to talk to.” She took Fay’s hand and squeezed it. “And I won’t abandon ye. Ye’ve no need to worry.”
Fay fidgeted with a stupid frilly bit of fabric hanging off her dress. It had been over a year since she’d touched opium, but she craved it often. Every week. Whenever her ever-present anxiety reared too confidently. But the thought of it also made her sick. Something had changed in her after that last time. After she’d ridden into the storming night and met with blade and monster. All that blood. Galahad’s revenge. She’d taken too much that night; she’d known it at the time, but in the months since it had only become clearer. Without the adrenaline rushing through her, she would have been sprawled on the floor. Galahad didn’t see how sick she’d been before he found her sitting on that ridge, watching the sunrise. Now when the cravings struck her she felt nauseous. Felt the slick of blood between her fingers. Head spinning. Mouth dry and stringy.
But even so, the cravings persisted.
Fay stopped then, in the middle of the street. Her arms hung like two logs. “I can’t do it.”
“Tell me what’s up, will ye?”
“I just don’t feel like I belong at this thing. That’s it.” She shrugged.
Betty produced a lighter from her clutch bag, lit a pre-rolled joint, and took a drag. “What about me? Do I belong?”
Fay studied her face in the halfway light of the streetlamps blended with what little dusk penetrated Littleford’s patchwork shelter. She was about to answer when a voice interrupted from behind.
“Didn’t want to wait for me?” Errol, polished from shoe to tie, looking more a noble than he had in months.
“Thought ye’d already left,” Betty said.
“Couldn’t decide which cufflinks to wear.” He’d settled on two silver teardrops. Plain. Elegant. “Nervous?” he added with a nod to Fay.
“Mind your fucking business.”
Betty placed a light hand on her arm. “She’s a tad stressed.”
“Well, you both look radiant.”
“Shut your fucking mouth,” Fay said.
“I wasn’t taking the piss.” Errol grinned, rubbed his hands together. He carried on walking and Fay found herself following. No escape now. When it had just been Betty, she’d allowed herself to be vulnerable. Now Errol was there, she forced herself to push her anxiety aside. To tamp it at the back of her mind where it fizzed and gnawed.
Fay took the joint as Betty offered it. A deep drag. Hot smoke in her lungs. Even before she exhaled, she felt herself unwinding.
“Indica,” she said, eyelids growing heavy.
“Yeah. Figured it would be better. For ye, I mean. Hard to feel anxious with this stuff.”
The indica settled like a warm blanket. The colour of her mind shifted: turquoise, flecks of green. A gently flowing river. She breathed deep. Her fingertips were light but the rest of her was heavy.
“Oh no,” she said. “It’s so far.”
“No farther than it was a moment ago,” Errol said.
“You’re fucking wrong on that account.”
“Looking forward to seeing Bill?”
“Are you?”
Errol peered down at his polished shoes. “I don’t know.”
“Same.”
“He won’t be the man you met in the Cotswolds. Not after a year at his father’s side. He’s not like most noble heirs, but he’s still his father’s son. There’s a side to him you haven’t seen.”
“I saw glimpses, even then. In the hills.”
“I’m just happy for the posh food,” Betty said, stretching her hand and wiggling her fingers to signal she wanted her joint back. “And the chance to dress up fancy. Don’t come around often for folk like me.”
“Wait till you try it before you thank him,” Errol warned. “It’ll definitely be fancy but that doesn’t mean it’ll be nice.”
“Who cares?” Betty waved her joint around, the glowing end leaving a trail in the evening gloom. “As long as it’s expensive, that’s good enough for me!”
[image: image-placeholder]It was strange to see a fine hall hunched beneath Littleford’s shelter. In New London, the same would stretch to merge with the stone above. This city was not nearly so populous, or cramped. A day’s ride could take you between the two, but culture shifted over those three-dozen miles. Even in opulence, Littleford was a simpler place.
The skeleton of the building was old indeed, though it had been repaired and built-upon in many places. A relic from before the rain turned; Galahad would cart it away if such a thing were possible. Gurning grotesques decorated the stonework beside carved vines and old crests that had mostly worn away. The doors were new, painted wood with big round knockers.
Two gambeson-clad guards stood watch at the gate. They kept their eyes dead ahead, refusing to spare Fay’s party the most cursory glance. It felt rude to ignore them as they passed, but that seemed to be what was expected.
The hall was vast and brightly lit. The glass and silverware shimmered as the many oil lamps flickered. Most guests were already seated: the men in wool waistcoats, or Jodhpuri suits, while the women wore shawls over elegant dresses, or colourful saris, mehndi in delicate patterns on their hands. It was loud, chatter echoing harsh and sibilant off the domed roof. The building had once held some affiliation with the Library of Dead Scholars, but Fay had never been inside the library so had no way to compare the two.
“Huh.” Errol made a sweeping gesture that encompassed the room. “Bit of a poor show tonight. Sorry about that.”
“What do ye mean?” Betty asked.
Errol nodded towards one of the many wine bottles dotted around the long tables, dark glass stark against the bleached tablecloth. “Cheap offerings. No champagne. Where are the canapés?”
“What’s champagne?” Betty asked.
“And what the fuck are canapés?” Fay added.
“Delicacies of the wealthy.” Errol gave the room another scan, squinting as if the lamps were too bright. “Servers are thin on the ground. Food will take an age to come out. And what if one needs a refill?”
With a sigh, he led the two women to their appointed seats. Errol had a personalised nameplate denoting his. Fay and Betty only had “Guest of Lord William” on each of their nameplates. Their seats were all in a line, which was fortunate because the table was so wide that it would have been a struggle to hold a conversation across it.
“I suppose I’m too used to the capital,” Errol said once they were seated. Fay started picking up each piece of cutlery in turn, trying to decipher why she’d been given so many different spoons. “Can’t expect the same level of decadence in Littleford. Even for lords.”
“What does ‘master’ mean?” Fay asked, studying his nameplate.
“It means I’m above a commoner, but I’m not high-status enough for a proper title.”
“Above commoners like us, huh?”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“It’s what they mean, though.“ Meaning everyone else in the dining hall. Fay adjusted her dress, but no matter what she did, it wouldn’t contour evenly to the shape of her body. It bunched and sagged and stretched in different places. Whoever had made it hadn’t expected someone with Fay’s body shape to dare to try it on.
As she gave up on adjusting her dress, Fay looked up and caught sight of Bill, sitting at the high table. But he wasn’t Bill tonight. Not in that navy Jodhpuri suit. He was Lord William, seated beside a man whose resemblance was such that it could only be his father. The Marquess of Rugby himself.
“There he is.” Fay indicated Bill with a nod.
“Oh, fuck.” Errol’s cheeks lost their colour.
“What?”
“My father’s here. On the end of the high table. What the fuck is he doing there?”
“Has he seen you?”
“He’s pretending he hasn’t.” Errol stared at the square of tablecloth fenced in by his army of cutlery. “I haven’t heard from him. Not for this entire year. I didn’t even know he was in the city.”
“What he did to you was disgusting.”
“Maybe. Sometimes I think about confronting him. About sending a letter, or… or riding up there and cornering him in person. But every time my purse runs empty, I go to the bank and the teller reads me my balance… How can I confront him when I’m still taking his money? He pays for my rent. My food. When I buy us all drinks after you come off a late shift, it’s not really me buying them, it’s him.”
“I told you I’d help you look for a job.”
He reached to adjust the flat cap he always wore, realised it wasn’t there, then lowered his hand. “There’s nothing I’m any good at.”
“Who gives a shit? Do a job badly then.”
“Poorly,” Errol corrected.
“I’ll see if there’s any openings for a snarky cunt, shall I?”
Errol’s lip curled—almost a smile.
“Ye can have Fay’s job,” Betty said. “She’s a shite barmaid anyway.”
“Fuck you very much,” Fay said.
A server rushed in, puffed up his chest, then bellowed to the room, “The Right Honourable Lord and Lady Longwell!”
“Odd bunch we’ve got,” Errol said as the two latecomers strode in, clearly embarrassed to be searching for their seats in a full room.
“What’s wrong with them?” Betty asked.
“Nothing wrong, exactly. An odd mix. The pair who just entered are Sir Curtis Longwell and his wife Lady Longwell. He holds a baronetcy—like my family—but they were announced as if they held peerage.”
“That’s why your father’s at the high table,” Fay said. “Some folks must have had promotions.”
Errol shook his head. “Never seen Father at the high table unless we were hosting. It’s as if everyone’s been moved up a step on the hierarchy. Maybe because there’s so many people missing. After all, what’s the point in holding peerage in New London if you have to risk the rain to travel for a dinner?”
“Can’t say I relate,” Fay said, fussing with her dress again. “Time I spent in New London I was whacked out on opium and sleeping on a pile of cushions on the floor.”
Betty put her hand over Fay’s, gently rubbed her thumb against the back of her hand; it was soothing.
“I’m okay,” Fay assured her, hushing her voice as the latecomers took the vacant seats opposite. “It’s beginning to feel like history now.”
Sir Curtis Longwell squinted up and down the table, checked his nameplate twice, then puffed out his moustache.
“I think it’s starting,” Errol said in a stage whisper. The ringing of steel on glass echoed around the hall.
Fay hadn’t realised there were going to be speeches.
The Marquess of Rugby led proceedings, speaking first and last, with various other nobles standing to address the room when they were called for. Fay zoned out, barely hearing the gaggle of sonorous drawls. Taxes, grain, shipments. The concerns of a class burdened with the luxury of status. She wanted to whisper to Betty but didn’t dare with everyone so rapt: silent save the current speaker. When Lord Rugby thanked the room and sat, the food was finally, mercifully brought out.
“Am I dribbling?” Betty asked under her breath. “I’m so hungry I can’t stop it.”
“You’re not dribbling,” Fay said. “No, wait, a tiny bit there.” She dabbed at Betty’s chin with a napkin. Then to Errol, “Bet you’re glad you sat with us, huh?”
But Errol wasn’t paying attention. He was staring into space. When his food was placed before him—an overly wide bowl of steaming chana aloo masala—he didn’t seem to register it.
“Errol?” Betty prompted, grabbing a handful of paratha, which had been deposited at intervals across the tables. She dipped it in her curry.
“Sorry.” Errol pinched the bridge of his nose. “Weren’t you listening to any of that?”
“Not really,” Fay admitted.
“The king’s gone too far with the taxes. People will starve.”
Fay shrugged, spooning curry into her mouth. It was sweet and buttery with a citrus tang and enough spice to warm her tongue. “Never thought about things like that. Always been on the road.” She paused, considering. “Or in the underbelly.”
“This will affect you. It will affect Smith and The Green Man.”
“Is it so bad?” Betty asked.
“More soldiers. More spears. All to fight an imaginary war.”
Fay froze with her spoon halfway to her mouth. “What are you on about?”
“King Rohit has grown paranoid this past year. Already he’s raised taxes twice. This will be the third time, and the steepest raise. He fears the Bright Crown. Yes, there are rare skirmishes in the unclaimed belt of land at our border, but that’s only posturing. Who wants a wild stretch of nothing but brambles and wolves and lynx? It’s been years since there was real conflict between us. Open trade between our countries keeps us both thriving. History will record us as allies. But Rohit sees enemies in every shadow. He’s going to break our country with this obsession. This dinner is bordering on the seditious. The right eye might see it as treason. I see now why so many nobles have braved the outside world—it would have been dangerous to host it in New London.”
“But nobody said anything against the king,” Fay said. “I heard that much.”
“It was unvoiced, but it was spoken. There are fractures in the nobility.”
A hand clapped down on Errol’s shoulder, then Bill leaned forward to speak. “I’m sorry. I knew there would be discussions, but I didn’t realise it would be this… sobering.”
“Bill, this is really bad,” Errol said. “They’re talking about challenging the king!”
“Relax.” Bill grinned, charming and confident. “It’s all drama. The king will listen to his peers.”
“The king has no peers.”
“Of course he does. A few dukes and marquesses must equal a king, no?” He waved a dismissive hand. “Whatever the exchange rate, we have him matched here.” Turning to Fay, “How is the rest of your evening? Is the food to your liking?”
“It’s delicious.”
“I love it,” Betty said.
“The wine is cheap,” Errol said.
“Stop worrying.” Bill squeezed his shoulder. “We’ll make him listen. Everything will be alright.”
“Why did you invite us?“ Fay asked.
“I wanted to see you again. And this must be Betty?”
“It’s a pleasure.” Betty shook Bill’s hand.
“I’ve been rude, haven’t I?” Fay worried her raw palms. “Should have introduced you.”
“We did meet, I believe,” Bill said. “Briefly. She helped me with my room when I spent a night at The Green Man.”
“I remember ye.”
“Are you doing well?” he asked Fay.
“I’m fine.” She wondered if he could tell how awkward she felt. If her cheeks were red or he’d noticed her scratching her palms. She knew she looked wrong in this dress. Out of place. She was drawing odd looks from around the room. Perhaps her presence was a disturbance Bill had been tasked with removing.
“We don’t have to stay. There will be more speeches after dinner and they’re not going to get any livelier.”
Before Fay could answer, an outburst from across the table interrupted their conversation.
“It’s a disgrace!” Sir Curtis Longwell was shouting. He bashed a hand on the table, rattling cutlery and glasses. “They have us opposite commoners! Common muck!”
“These people are my guests, Curtis,” Bill said, his voice stern. The baronet’s lip twitched at the sound of his forename, absent of any honorific.
“We may not be the wealthiest house, but we deserve more respect than this!” Sir Curtis Longwell slammed his hand on the table again. People were looking, whispering amongst themselves. Several pointed at Fay and made no effort to hide it. “Look at the state of this one? What business have you putting a thing like that in a dress?”
“Shut ye fucking mouth.” Betty slammed both hands on the table, leaned forward, though the table was so wide she still would have struggled to reach the man.
“You’re hardly any better,” Sir Curtis Longwell continued. “Clearly we needn’t worry these new taxes will have the common folk starving.”
The table shook as Fay leapt to her feet. Sir Curtis Longwell paled. The hall went silent.
Everyone was looking at her.
Fay’s fists were clenched so tightly they stung. She looked down and saw she held a table knife in one; she must have snatched it reflexively. Betty said her name, trying to calm her. The knife slipped from her fingers, clattered on the table. Across the hall, a lady spilled wine down her dress.
“You’re not better than us,” Fay said to Sir Curtis Longwell. “None of this is real. No amount of fancy food or expensive fashions can stop you from being a cunt.”
The baronet’s jaw dropped.
“Right,” Bill said as he grabbed Fay by the arm. “We have to go.”
Two servers started making their way towards them, though at a pace that suggested they were hoping the situation would resolve itself before they got there.
“You should know better than this, Rugby.” Sir Curtis Longwell sneered.
“You will address me as Lord William.” Bill’s voice was cold, words forced through gritted teeth. If Sir Curtis Longwell had been intimidated by Fay’s outburst, it was nothing compared to how he flinched at Bill’s tone then.
The others started to get up from their seats but Bill grabbed Errol by the shoulder and shoved him down. “Stay. No need to stain your reputation as well.”
But Errol shrugged him off, stood with a prideful tilt to his chin. At the end of the high table, his father’s eyes bulged.
“Let’s get out of here.”
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The four made their way back to The Green Man. To the comfort of the smell of hops, the dim glow of just enough oil lamps, and Smith’s steadfast demeanour behind the bar. When asked if he was worried about the taxes, he shook his head and said with a wan smile, “Perhaps we should talk about it in the morning.” 
Ominous though his words felt, Fay didn’t have the energy to press him.
The bar was mostly empty tonight, save a few regulars playing dice at a table by one of the front windows.
As soon as they were settled with drinks, Betty began rolling a fresh joint of indica. Fay relaxed her shoulders. Her heart was pumping to a parade drummer’s rhythm.
“Do the honours?” Betty offered her the joint. Fay sparked it with Betty’s lighter, leaned back in her chair. Muscles unclenched throughout her body.
“You never contacted Master Patel,” Bill said, a note of accusation in his tone.
“Things have been much better.”
“You were struggling in there. Even before that arsehole’s interjection.”
Fay scratched at some sticky dried beer on the table. “I was doing okay.”
Bill held out a hand, beckoning for the joint. Fay passed it over. He took a deep drag, eyes closed. “Father’s kept me on a tight leash. Wasn’t sure I’d get to talk to you properly. Whatever else, I’m glad we get to catch up.”
“Well, here we are.”
“Here we are,” Errol said. He folded his arms, looking moody.
“All dressed up in the fucking pub,” Betty said.
“So?” Fay took the joint back. Her hands weren’t nearly steady enough yet. “How have you been?”
“Busy. Trapped. Fine,” Bill said. “Few weeks after I got back to Rugby it hit me. Took me out for a month or two. Felt so guilty for losing Craig and Rakesh. I was worried for Errol. And for you. It was a dark time. But I worked through it. Lately I’ve mostly been bored, cooped up and under watch. I’m itching to get out on another expedition. But it’s not the right time. Now with all of this.” He waved vaguely in the direction of the dining hall they’d come from. “Father needs me at home. As much as I have my own plans for life, I’m aware of my responsibilities. Sometimes it feels like the more power you have, the less free you truly are.”
“Ye can shut the fuck up,” Betty said. Errol snorted cider out his nose.
“That’s fair,” Bill said. “But I do have responsibilities. I mean to see to them. The wilds of Albion will wait a few years. Say, is that friend of yours around? The one who knows his myths and labels? I’d been hoping to pick his brain. Thought he might fancy a patron, if he’s interested in continuing some of my work while I’m otherwise engaged.”
The table went quiet. Fay hadn’t heard from Galahad since he left Littleford over a year ago. It didn’t take long for rumours to snake their way down from the capital. When Elaine heard he was staying with Katherine the Violet, she threw a plate across the room. Fay could have explained the situation, started from the beginning, but she didn’t have the energy, so she said, “We haven’t spoken for a while.”
“A shame.” Bill clapped his hands. “Never mind.”
“I can carry on your work.” Everyone turned to look at Errol. “What? I need a job.”
“Absolutely not. I haven’t forgiven myself for what happened to you in the Cotswolds. I should never have let you come.”
“Maybe I was too young then, but I’ve learned my lessons. I won’t repeat my mistakes.”
Bill shook his head. “Too dangerous. For you and others.”
“You could give him a fucking chance, Bill,” Fay said.
Bill raised an eyebrow, sipped his ale. “Surprised to hear you vouch for him after what he did.”
Fay’s shoulder still felt stiff in the cold, the old arrow wound throbbed as she remembered it. “Maybe don’t put a bow in his hands. But he’s right, he’s not the same kid he was a year ago.”
“And what’s he been doing for a year? Drinking and feasting and bothering the young women of Littleford?”
Errol bowed his head, turning his glass back and forth. “I’ve been trying to find work. There’s none around. Nobody has coin spare for an apprentice.”
“He really has been looking,” Betty said. “And he’s helped around here when he never had to. Didn’t get paid none for it.”
Bill pursed his lips. Never had he been more the stoic nobleman. “You know the work I do. Probably better than anyone. And you still think you’re the man for the job?”
“I don’t know about right men and wrong men,” Errol said. “But I can do what you tell me and I’ll take it seriously. Unless it’s my father you’re worried about?”
Bill gave a mirthless laugh. “No. If anything, pissing off that old bastard—no offence—is one of the few points in your favour.” He took a deep breath, closed his eyes as if trying to concentrate. “Oh, fuck it. Fine then. But don’t come crying to me if you get eaten by something with large teeth.”
“If I do,” Errol said, now smiling, “I’ll be sure to make notes while it eats me.”
“You’re not really gonna leave us to chase monsters, are ye?” Betty asked. “What about your room upstairs?”
“Guess I’ll move out. Don’t exactly have much in the way of possessions up there. Been living pretty simple.”
“You have four coats,” Fay said.
“Is that a lot?”
“Too many,” Betty said.
“If you saw my wardrobe,” Bill said with a wry look. “You’d never look at me the same way again.”
“But really,” Errol said. “You’ll let me do it?”
“If it’s what you really want. It won’t all be fieldwork. The position is for a researcher. I’ll be expecting diligent notes, a thorough understanding of my bespoke notation system, tens of hours of reading in preparation. If we’re lucky we might have you out there by the new year. Likely nine out of every ten rumours will lead nowhere. You’ll be chasing myths, and most aren’t real. Then of those few that are…”
“I understand. I still want to do it.”
Fay got up to help herself to the bar, lined up a row of shot glasses, and free poured room temperature vodka across them. “Guess this is your leaving drinks then,” she said. “Gotta move onto harder stuff.”
“None for me,” Bill said, holding up a hand.
“You’ll drink what you’re given.”
Betty got up and draped her arms around Errol’s neck. “Gonna miss ye.”
“Stop. You’ll make me cry.”
“Don’t be a baby,” Fay said, carrying the shots of vodka to the table on a round wooden tray. After a year of practice, she was able to make it without spilling a drop.
“This past year could have been the worst of my life but having you as my friends made it bearable.”
Betty gave him a kiss on the cheek, then straightened up, squeezed his shoulder.
“Too sappy for me,” Fay said, knocking back a shot. “Drink up.”
“I’m glad you’ve been looked after,” Bill said. “If you can be ready by morning, there’s space in my carriage.”
“You rode a carriage from the capital?” Fay asked.
“It’s reinforced, has a deployable shelter, and paratempas in slots on the inside of the doors for emergencies. My family has three, though they don’t see much use. Pointless taking horses on the capital’s awful roads.”
“I’ll be ready,” Errol said. “Despite my four coats,” he looked at Fay sidelong, “I really don’t have much to pack.”
“Last night in Littleford then,” Betty said with a raise of her eyebrows. “Got a secret sweetheart you need to visit with kisses and farewells?”
“No.” Errol shook his head, slid one of the vodka shots to his side of the table, though he didn’t drink it yet. “Everyone I need to say goodbye to is right here.”
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A change came over Littleford, and with it The Green Man grew steadily quieter. The travellers were the first to vanish. Then the locals came less often. It wasn’t long before only the regulars remained. And the lone permanent resident in the rooms above, now that Errol was gone. But the change wasn’t limited to the walls of The Green Man. It could be seen on every street. It could be felt in the tension in the air, the pregnant anticipation before rain breaks. But this was a different kind of storm. 
More watchmen on the street, along with soldiers, their pale blue livery jackets marked with the white wyvern of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia. Loyal to the king. Soldiers who had travelled from the capital, braved the rain to walk the streets of Littleford. Maintaining order in the most perverse sense of the phrase.
Back home in Wickerton, the collection of the king’s taxes was a communal affair. The king taxed the town and everyone pitched in according to their means. It wasn’t something Fay had ever had to think about. But here in the city, things were different. Each business had its own tithe to manage, paid to the local lords, who in turn paid the king. The system fractured the community. As the ambient fear grew, folk turned individualistic. Everyone was trying to keep themselves free of the tax collector’s notice, starting in fear at each knock at the door.
“This can’t last,” Fay said to Betty. Three soldiers were interrogating a spice merchant at the edge of the market. The poor woman was trying to explain that she’d already paid taxes in the capital, but the soldiers weren’t having any of it.
“But it will,” Betty said. “For a while.”
“The king will back down. It’s too much. People can’t pay this.”
“The only quality more destructive in a ruler than greed is paranoia.”
The spice merchant yelped as one of the soldiers knocked her to the floor.
“Hey!” Fay shouted, stepping forward. Betty grabbed her arm, held her back.
“No,” she hissed. “Don’t get involved. Let’s just get what we came for.”
One of the soldiers turned to Fay, while the others pinned the woman to the floor.
“What was that?” the soldier said.
The spice merchant looked up at her, fear in her eyes. Fear and a spark of hope, now dying, like a spit ember, its glow fading in the dark.
Fay bit her tongue too hard and tasted iron. “Nothing.”
“Obstructing men of the white wyvern is akin to treason,” one of the soldiers restraining the spice merchant said.
“No obstruction here. I was mistaken.”
“What business have you in the market?” the first soldier asked.
“Just our morning shopping.” Betty tugged at Fay’s arm, leading her away. “Vegetables and the like. We’ll be on our way. Bless the king.” She curtsied, head bowed. The soldier grunted, waved them on.
“Wait!” A fourth soldier emerged from the market as Fay and Betty turned to leave. This one wore a chevron beneath his wyvern shoulder patch. Some kind of officer. Fay thought he might be a lieutenant. “You were mistaken, eh? What was the mistake? Did you think us mere watchmen? Or did you recognise this thief?”
“No… Neither. It was a reflex. Nothing more.”
“A reflex? You’re used to interrupting the king’s men then?”
“That’s not what I—”
“Your fists are clenched. Are you readying for combat?”
“I promise I’m not.” Fay unclenched her fists, let her shoulders drop, tried to make herself seem smaller than she was; not an easy task for one as broad as she. “I used to be a mercenary, that’s all. When I hear a scuffle, my body reacts. Like how your cock would get hard if a naked woman were to walk through the market. Wouldn’t mean you were about to drop your drawers and rut in the street.”
“Oh fuck,” Betty whispered. One of the soldiers snickered. The lieutenant tongued one of his back teeth, then made a tutting sound.
“What a picture you paint, woman,” the lieutenant said. “You are a woman, yes? It’s not immediately obvious either way.”
“I am.”
“Or near enough,” the first soldier said. The others laughed at that as well. Fay supposed their words were supposed to sting, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. She knew how she looked and she liked her body. It wasn’t by accident that her arms were thick with muscle and her breasts were bound tight. She might be able to shatter a man’s jaw with her bare hands, but she was still a fucking woman. Betty could attest to that.
She took a step away from the men, but the lieutenant whistled and she stopped.
“Did I say to leave? Stay where you are till we’re finished here. I want to make sure you’re truly free of objection.”
The spice merchant’s stuttered sobs for mercy cut off when the first boot connected with her ribs. She choked. The three men kicked her in a series of horribly soft thumps with no rhythm to guide them. The lieutenant watched Fay and Betty, making sure they in turn watched the beating.
“Anything to say?”
Fay shook her head, lips drawn tight.
“Nothing at all?” the lieutenant prodded.
In a cloud of kicked-up dust, the spice merchant’s wails silenced. No more coughing or choking. No more moans or pleas. Just the bated breath of the crowd and the scuffling of boots. There was blood on her chin, her shirt, soaking into the parched earth. Flecks of red already darkening as they dried.
“Bless the king,” Fay said. The words tasted bitter as charcoal.
The lieutenant grinned, tugging at a burn scar on his cheek. “Go on with you then. Fuck off before I change my mind.”
Fay and Betty hurried into the crowd. Though she was finally able to look away, Fay couldn’t shake the image of that woman’s body crumpled at the market’s edge. No… not a body. She’d been alive. Just unconscious. That was all. It had to be.
A stickiness under her fingernails. Fay checked her palms. Scratched to hell, red and sore. Bleeding.
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“Fuck the king,” Fay said. Though she’d muttered the words barely loud enough for Betty to hear, the other woman still shushed her. And she was right to. They needed to be careful.
The memory of the spice merchant faded as adrenaline drained from her system. Fay pushed her guilt aside. Let it drift away like pipe smoke through an open window. There had been nothing she could have done. She’d fought groups before, but never four of the king’s men, ready and armed. And even if she’d been victorious, cut those soldiers down in the street, what then?
Fay wished she could help everyone. That she could put up her fists and banish every one of these soldiers with their white wyvern livery. That by sheer strength of muscle she could bend the world. There had been a time when she’d almost believed she could. When her fists had answered every problem, opened every door. But like silt she’d sifted to the bottom of New London. It had almost killed her.
That wasn’t who she was anymore.
So she let go of her guilt. Allowed the blame to fall on the soldiers, not on her.
There was still joy to be found in the aisles between the stalls. A fiddler played an old folk song with an upturned hat before him. The hat was filled with coins but nobody inched forward to swipe them. A woman served a hungry queue from a great clay pot, simmering sweet and aromatic; her sign proclaimed a discount to help through difficult times. A man tending a newspaper stand read to a small crowd who couldn’t afford to purchase a paper for themselves.
“Everyone’s coming together,” Betty said.
“It’s not enough. People will still go hungry.”
“But it’s something.”
That was true. It was a candle in the dark. Hope overflowed on the streets of Littleford, smothering the fear and despair wrought by the king’s men. It made Fay believe, for a moment, that the people could overcome this.
As they walked, they filled their bags, working down the list Christopher, the chef, had given them. They chatted as they walked, conversation turning to happier thoughts. To a future both imagined and impossible, where everything was picturesque and they lived in comfort, a black cat sleeping on the porch beside them. Perhaps they’d be farmers. Live like Loretta and Hazel. They could even be neighbours.
By the time they entered The Green Man, they were both giggling over a comically shaggy dog they’d seen waddling down the street. Fay wiped a tear from her eye, sure her cheeks were bright red. She was so distracted that it took her a moment to notice the atmosphere in the room. To realise every member of staff was seated in the bar: three chefs, two servers, two housekeepers, and two weekend helpers. Their chairs faced Smith as he stood before the bar to address them.
“Good, you’re back,” Smith said, hands on his hips. His face was drawn with dark lines; he couldn’t have slept much. “We’ve been waiting to start.”
“We only went to the market,” Betty said, though that much was obvious from the bags they carried.
“Just take a seat.”
Fay and Betty followed the instruction. Their chairs screeched as they dragged them into position. Christopher flashed a smile but his heart wasn’t in it.
“Right.” Smith cleared his throat, adjusted his spectacles, returned his hands to his hips, and surveyed the room. “Yes. Right.” He leaned back against the bar, his gaze straying between each member of his staff. “I’ve been putting this off for a while, but it’s time we got everything out in the open. Figured I’d get you all together so we can, uh, so we can discuss things as a group. As a family. This place couldn’t have run these past eight years without you. Made some good memories here…”
“You’re not losing the place, are ye?” Betty asked. Everyone turned to look at her, then back to Smith, awaiting his answer.
“Not exactly. The extra money we bring in from brokering bounties helps smooth things out. Trouble is, we’ve no bloody customers. Nobody to serve. No drinks to pour, no food to prep. I’m trying to keep this place going, but I just don’t have anything for you to do. Right now I can afford the tax, but I can’t afford to pay everyone. Some will have to stay on, to keep the lamps burning and serve what few customers we get. The rest… I’m sorry.
“Nobody has to worry about losing their home. Those of you who lodge on site are welcome to stay as long as you need. No charge. It’s not as if I’m going to need the rooms. But I can’t pay you if there’s no work.”
Betty raised a hand. Smith nodded in her direction.
“Who stays and who goes?”
“Christopher stays as sole chef. Then I figure we need two others. One to serve out front and the other to tend rooms, help out with back-of-house stuff. I’ll be doing a lot of shifts myself, but I can’t be in two places at once.” His shoulders sagged. “Been trying to figure a fair way to decide, but to be honest there’s nothing fair about it. Just the way things are.”
“I’ll go,” Henry, one of the servers, said. “If that makes things easier. My father does accounts for Lord Baldon. We’ll survive.”
“Very good, Henry.” Smith nodded. “Anyone else want to make my job easier by volunteering?”
Silence for a moment. Then Millie, one of the housekeepers, spoke up.
“Let Sandra stay. I don’t have a kid or nothing. I’ll find my way.”
At that, Sandra burst into tears.
The room seemed darker than when they’d entered. The air prickled with cold. Fay was suddenly very aware that winter was coming. It would be a long one. There was nothing she could do here, but she could be needed elsewhere. Back home, where folk struggled at the best of times. She made the decision then. It was time to return home. Time to face the families of the friends she’d lost.
“I’ll go,” she said, voice solemn. “My family lives in the north, by the border of the Bright Crown. If things are really this bad, then they’ll need me. More than you do, at least.”
“I need ye,” Betty whispered. Fay bowed her head, covered her face with her hands. Betty met Smith’s eyes. “I’ll go as well.”
“No,” Fay said. “You have to stay.”
“Like fuck I do.”
“Might not be food back home. Things could be tough. And it’s a several day trek through open country. Are you prepared for that?”
“I’ll shit myself, aye, but I’d do anything for ye.” Betty took her hand, gave it a gentle squeeze. “Wherever ye go, I go too. And ye can’t fucking stop me.”
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Almost a month in the wilds. Galahad’s face was rough with new growth and his fingers blackened with dirt. He was losing his sense of time. Of place. Out here the hills and meadows were beautifully endless. He could breathe and stretch, almost forgetting the anxiety at the heart of his mission. After so long in New London, he’d forgotten how healing the wilds could be. This was where he belonged, not in the damp beneath the stone. Each morning he awoke to fresh air filling his lungs and birdsong rousing his ears. 
He travelled with his eyes open. Knowing now that at least some of the old myths were true, he was ever watching for signs of magic. For lights in the dark, the shifting trees, an unexplainably foreign paw print. But though his eyes were keen, he’d seen nothing yet.
When the sun was abed, its lingering light purpling and dim, Galahad stopped by a clear pond atop a hill. He drank, washed his face. With no trees for shelter it was too dangerous to set camp. There weren’t even any sticks to prop up his tarp in an emergency. But the water was so clean, the view magnificent, and he’d been walking for hours already. He would stop for five minutes, chew on some dried meat, then hike down the mountainside in search of a place to stop for the night.
He was watching the still water and the deep horizon beyond when he noticed a rippling disturbance.
He leaned forward, wondering if he might have the chance to catch a fish. At the pace he’d travelled, he hadn’t had much chance to add wild foods to his rations. He’d stuffed himself on the last of this year’s blackberries, chanced upon a patch of feral carrots, and he’d caught a rabbit last week, but that had been it. A fish would be welcome.
Something pale as chalk brushed the surface of the pond.
Galahad leaned closer still, narrowing his eyes for focus. Even from a glimpse, he knew it was no fish. The creature broke the surface again. A complex shape, articulated in uncommon ways. The next time it surfaced, he realised there was a human familiarity to it. He glimpsed a face, smooth and white and toothless. Hands smaller than a doll’s. A smooth torso, lacking the distinction of a mammal.
With a splash, the creature burst from the pond into the half-light of dusk. It was impossible to tell if it was glowing or simply so pale that it appeared to. It twisted in the air like a wind-blown ribbon. It was all tail and fin beneath the shoulders, but it had humanoid arms with four-fingered hands. Though the face was too smooth and stretched to be human, it had the correct features arranged in the right order. Two muddy eyes, slits for a nose, and a mouth that wasn’t only absent of teeth, but of lips as well. The creature couldn’t have been longer than one of Galahad’s legs, though it appeared even shorter since it was always curling and twisting.
A staccato of splashes as more creatures broke the surface to dance suspended in the air. Galahad didn’t dare move, even to attend to an itch below his eye. He slowed his breathing, chest rising shallowly. Whatever these things were, they were beyond his understanding of the world. A thing he’d never encountered in all his reading. A kind of faerie… Not pix or puck or nymph, but a cousin of theirs, perhaps? They might be sirens, but they weren’t singing. And this pond was no sea.
One of the faeries shot into the air like a moonlight arrow. Galahad gasped, startling them. All at once they plunged back into the water. Bright as they were, they vanished the second they were beneath the surface, as if the water was a portal to some other reality. A moment later, even the ripples were gone. Galahad was left squatting in the dark by himself, wondering if what he’d seen had been real or a half-dream brought on from exhaustion.
With a whispered goodbye, he left the pond. His head remained thick with the vision of those pale things snaking through the air. He decided to take their appearance as a sign. A gift of encouragement from the wilds. An invitation to proceed with his journey. He was still in the Bright Crown, so perhaps it was a message from Velinfar, their god of rivers and lakes. Though there were so many gods of this land, and he knew only a handful of them. Perhaps the fae even had their own pantheon. Such things were outside his area of expertise.
Down the hillside, through a valley. There, a forested mound. Sparse trees but enough to set a camp.
In his solitude he ruminated on what he trekked towards, the crackling fire accompaniment to his turning thoughts. Elaine. After all this time he was going to see her again. Or find her dead.
Selfish of her to call on him. Foolish of him to answer the call.
She had hooks in his heart and they pierced deep. All his memories of her had turned caustic. Tinged with the hindsight of her inevitable betrayal. Every smile she’d given him was a knife in the back. That blade bursting through him. Pain from his teeth to his fingernails.
And still he couldn’t let her go.
He sat there lost in thought, picking through memories that cut him when he tried to handle them. Working through the mess of his feelings. He’d avoided confronting them for a year. Had hidden in drunkenness, and the dark of New London, and Katherine’s bed. Maybe he’d convinced himself he’d moved on. That he’d buried the whole ordeal so deep it could never be exhumed. Well here it was. All the poison he’d packed down. With thoughts of Elaine came everything else he’d been avoiding. Percy. Gwen. Lance. Even the guilt at leaving Fay in that smoke-filled den.
It was too much.
His thoughts were too loud.
He gripped the sides of his head and pressed.
It was time to let it go. Hiding hadn’t worked; wallowing was no better. Instead of soaking in this stale torment, he had to let it drain. To filter it and pour it away. He had to start fresh, with a clean mind. A clean slate. The past was spent. He’d done things he regretted. Been hurt, damaged in ways that had left deep cracks in his id. Worst of all, he’d given up on Wickerton. No more. He had to find himself again. Remember his purpose.
With a deep breath, he sat a little straighter. He was hiking to a land of magic. A place where they distilled whisky that could heal a man and waxed swords so they’d never rust. If he was going to find a way to protect Wickerton, it would be in the Empire of the Thistle. Perhaps one day he would thank Elaine for bringing him there.
[image: image-placeholder]Tales of Arthur usually centred him, but tonight his mind wandered, failing to take in the familiar words. He was trying to read his copy of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the one volume he took with him everywhere. It was a tale of chivalry and folly. Of loyalty over bravery. But more importantly, it had been a gift from his father. Holding it made him feel closer to home, no matter how far he travelled.
Galahad read by his fire, turning the pages with one hand while he ate pigeon meat and rice with the other. He sucked the grease off his fingers after each mouthful. The meal was simple, but on the road even simple foods can be delicious. He was careful not to touch his folio with greasy fingers.
Eventually he sighed and put his book away, then took out his notebook instead, flicked through old entries. The pages showed a growing excitement as Galahad uncovered clues leading him to the lost cache of the Long-haired Priest. He’d been so happy then. Never had he believed so ardently that his dreams were about to be realised. There was an innocence in these old scribbles. That boy had no idea the same hands that made these notes would be put to such dark work. His revenge had left a deeper scar than any other. Except, perhaps, Elaine’s betrayal.
And there she was, front and centre in his mind again. She was inevitable, now that the dam was broken. But he was used to that. Used to thinking of her often and with pain. For years she’d occupied almost as much of his thoughts as his studies had. The old longing was still there, beneath his anger and disappointment. But it was tainted, like tulips drunk on a sickly dye.
He remembered her face.
Instead of fighting it, he let her sit in his thoughts. Hair blacker than raven feathers. Bottom front teeth missing. Round cheeks and a crooked grin. The scar that cut a notch from her eyebrow.
He took his notebook up again, turned to an empty page, and began to sketch.
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In this part of the city the final panel of the shelter was a square of orange plastic. It tainted the light that made it through, casting a fiery glow on the dirt track, the thatch roofs, and Fay’s natural leather jacket. The shelter’s end was abrupt. A line where the light changed and the dirt track became yellowed grass. Where the safety of home opened onto an endless world of danger. Open land where rain could fall, bringing rainwights and their long claws. Sharp teeth. Fierce grip. Fay still remembered the feeling of their hands wrapped around her. They’d dragged her into the storm with such force. Even now she sometimes wondered where they’d been taking her. What would have happened if Loretta hadn’t sprinted for her, paratempa aloft, and saved her. Would they have made her one of them? Twisted into something monstrous by the storm? 
But it wasn’t Fay who hesitated at Littleford’s border.
“You okay?” Fay asked. Betty’s hand was clammy and her feet wouldn’t budge.
“I’m fine. I just can’t seem to take another step.”
“I’m here.”
“I know ye are.”
“I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“I know ye won’t.”
Fay smiled patiently, said, “You don’t have to come. If it’s too much…”
“I’m fucking coming. There’s no chance I let ye do this alone.” She pulled her tote bag up her shoulder, though it was already firmly secured. Fay carried the bulk of the weight in a seventy-litre backpack. “How much warning will we have? Ye know, if the rain comes.”
“Enough. Don’t worry.”
Betty bent down, squinting at the azure sheet of sky beyond the shelter. “I can see clouds.”
“Not rainclouds.” Fay took a step toward the awning, Betty’s hand in hers, leading her to freedom.
“What’s the difference?”
“They won’t try to kill us.”
“Very good.” Her feet still wouldn’t move. “Remind me why ye don’t travel with a paratempa again.”
“Too heavy. Galahad doesn’t like them.”
“I’m not sure I like that friend of yours.”
“Neither am I.” The last time she’d seen him he’d been a mangled simulacrum of the man she knew. An old puppet. An abandoned shell. Then she’d let him go. Just as he’d left her in New London’s underbelly to drown in pungent smoke, she’d let him tumble into the crystal bottom of a whisky glass. Into the clutches of “that harpy” as Elaine put it. She’d always think of Galahad as a friend, but for now, the thought of seeing him made her sick. Perhaps there was too much of a mirror in those golden eyes of his.
Betty took a deep breath. A step forward.
“Nearly there,” Fay said. Fewer than a dozen steps to travel from the orange to the green.
“Don’t ye let go of my hand now.”
“I never will.”
Three more steps. Stop to breathe. Four more. Stop to hyperventilate. Another four.
“I’m going to be sick.”
“No you’re not. One more step. Leap and get it over with.” Fay was already standing with sun on cheek, the breeze snapping at her trim auburn hair.
“By the big He and all the gods of the Bright Crown and the fucking Unholy King while I’m at it!” Betty closed her eyes so tight she creased crow’s feet into her cheeks. With a shallow growl, she jumped. As soon as she left the ground, she lost confidence, tried to flounder back the way she’d come. But Fay had her hand. She yanked the woman with her considerable strength, pulled her out into autumn gold and the sweet smell of dew. And into her arms.
“Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no,” Betty said, going limp.
Fay held her up, arms under her armpits. “Stop being silly. You’re fine, see?”
“Ye hurt my wrist.”
“Don’t be a baby.”
Betty found her feet, turned one cheek to soak in the sun. “That feels nice. Like the warmth of a fire but… nourishing.”
“Walk a few steps and take a good breath of fresh air.”
[image: image-placeholder]Over the day of walking, Betty made attempts to hide her anxiety. None were convincing. She fidgeted and drained their water and blamed dizzy spells on their fast pace, though Fay knew she was used to being on her feet. It was a rare reversal to see Betty so at the mercy of her fears, nerves manifesting in a twitching physicality. It pained Fay to watch her struggle, knowing there was nothing she could do to help. Reassurance only goes so far when a fear has grown in size and strength to swallow a person whole. Sometimes it can even make things worse. Time and patience were the only salve. Eventually she’d become accustomed to the outside world. Nobody can maintain such a heightened state of fear forever. 
Late in the afternoon the sky darkened early with great grey clouds. Betty’s fidgeting grew more restless. Her forehead shined with sweat and the hand Fay held felt like a frog fresh from a pond. Betty kept opening her mouth, breathing oddly as if she were going to speak, then saying nothing.
“Spit it out,” Fay said when she grew tired of watching Betty squirm.
“Those above. Those are rainclouds. Don’t ye tell me they ain’t ’cos I can see ’em.”
Fay nodded, staring up at the dark sheets. “Not ready to burst yet. Was hoping to get a few more miles underfoot before the daylight dipped, but we can stop if you want.”
“Don’t say it like that. There’s nothing strange about being afraid of a gathering storm. That’s perfectly natural!”
“Looks more like a heavy shower than a storm,” Fay said, still squinting at the clouds. “But you’re right, it’s natural to be afraid. Tell you the truth, it scares me every time. We can stop. Safer to be ready early. You’re not wrong about that.”
Together they set their tarp between three trees and lay a blanket beneath to sit on. The ground was cold and numbed Fay’s butt even through the padding of grass and blanket. She set about gathering sticks for a fire while Betty sat with her nerves in the centre of their camp.
“It’ll be coming soon,” Betty called to Fay beyond the tarp. “I can feel it now. It’s in the air. It’s down here with us in the pressure and the tickling. Get under here! You’re gonna give me a heart attack.”
Fay came back with a smile and a bundle of kindling.
“Won’t burn for long,” she said as she set the fire spitting with a click and chink of her flint and steel lighter. “Hopefully it’ll see us through.”
“I feel cold all asudden.”
“No shelter and walls to trap the heat. Temperature drops quick before a storm.”
“Thought you said it weren’t a storm?”
A great shushing wave sped in from the horizon. The pair watched the wall of rain swing towards them as the clouds shifted above. The deafening patter of droplets drumming against their tarp.
Betty recoiled, cowering like a cony. Every now and then a smack from above disturbed their shelter: rainwights striking their defences.
“They can’t get in,” Fay said, voice low and solid and sure as mahogany. But they both knew it was a pleasant lie.
“Ye really live like this?” Pale-faced Betty stuttered. “A whole village with nothing but sheets of linen to protect ye?”
“It’s different at home. The canvas is higher, more durable.” Fay paused to take off her jacket and lay it over Betty’s shoulders. “But yes. Many people live like this.” 
A gust of wind whipped through camp; their fire howled at the intrusion.
Betty stared at the embers, shivering. Fay rubbed her back, hoping the other woman wouldn’t look up and see the figures that prowled, almost dancing, in the rain. The long-fingered hands that reached for them, collapsing into nothingness as they stretched too far beneath the shelter. But Fay’s prayers went ignored. Betty looked up. Even above the din of the downpour, Fay heard Betty’s breath catch.
“They can’t reach us here,” Fay said. “Don’t worry. I’m with you.”
“They’re howling. It’s horrible. I can’t stand it.”
“That’s the wind.”
“It’s not! It’s them! I know it!”
A claw, invisible save the way rain curved to avoid it, lunged at them. Betty recoiled, scrambling back and Fay was forced to grab her lest she run into the rainwights’ clutches on the other side. She wrapped her in her arms, squeezed tight, held her still. Betty screeched, writhing, trying to break free. Breath erratic, chest heaving. She was heavy, but Fay was strong in the way of a well-worked plough ox.
“Calm. Calm. There’s nowhere to run.”
“I should never have followed ye out here. Gods, I should never.” Her voice was almost too strangled and panicked to make out the words. Then something broke in her. She sobbed, wailing like a child who’d lost their dinner to a thieving street cat. Fay held her while she cried. There was love in the flexing of her muscles.
The wind really did sound like rainwights howling. The shushing of the storm had an anger to it.
Betty kept struggling even as she cried. Hysterical with fear. Fay felt the familiar sinking weight of guilt. She shouldn’t have let Betty come. This was too much for someone who’d lived their entire life under the unquestionable safety of Littleford’s plastic and iron shelter. But now they’d come too fucking far. Trapped halfway between Littleford and Wickerton. And only one tarp between them. Betty was stuck on this journey now.
Pain as Betty sank her teeth into the muscled flesh of Fay’s arm.
“You have to calm down. Please, my beautiful, you’re going to hurt yourself writhing—“
A whiplike twang. The tarpaulin sagged. Their fire went out.
Without pausing to think, Fay shoved Betty to the ground, smothered her with her own body. Finally Betty went still. Flat against the grass, there were bare inches between Fay’s back and the slack tarp rippling with the assault. Their shelter was held precariously by only two lines of cord. Fay stroked Betty’s hair, whispering that everything was going to be okay. But Betty had passed out, peacefully unconscious.
[image: image-placeholder]By the time the onslaught relented, Fay’s shoulder was hot from the friction of the rippling canvas. In a daze, she took down the remains of their shelter, thankful she kept spare cord in her pack.
Betty didn’t stir until Fay shook her awake.
“Come on. There’s a forest nearby. Tree cover adds a layer of protection. It’s what animals use and they survive just fine.”
With a weak nod, Betty rose and followed Fay onward. She kept her head bowed, moved in a slow somnambulism, as if a part of her was still afraid to wake.
They hiked through the long, wet grass, light fading around them.
“I fucked up,” Fay said. “I’m sorry.”
“Ye can’t control the rain.” Betty’s voice was small and scratchy.
Neither spoke again until they reached the forest.
The shimmering of dripping water decorated the gloom between the trees. The canopy was a fire of yellows and oranges, but the leaves were mostly yet to fall.
Colour hadn’t returned to Betty’s cheeks. She’d fidgeted as they’d walked and kept having to stop to unwind the breath caught up in her chest. She broke her silence once Fay had strung up the tarp with fresh cord and set a crackling fire.
“Is it safe?” she asked. “This place we’re going?”
“Wickerton? Safer than here.” Fay checked the pan simmering over their fire. Rice and cured sausage and garlic. Flavour spread as the sausage grew plump with water; the rice turned an appetising shade of red. “Not as safe as I’d like. That was the whole point of the Round Table. The crew I used to travel with.”
“The ones who left ye behind?”
“They knew there was no shifting me.” She stirred the pan. The rice was puffed up, the water almost gone. Nearly ready. “You didn’t see me then. It was bad. The hopeless kind. And look at the size of me. Who’s gonna disagree with all this?”
Betty tutted. “I don’t like them.”
“That’s fortunate,” Fay said. “Most of them are dead.”
“Galahad should have looked after ye better.”
“Think a part of him’s dead too.”
A moment of silence moved between them, like the passing of some great beast.
“Can I tell ye something?” Betty said. Fay inclined her head in a way that prompted her to continue. “I’m scared.”
“I shouldn’t have brought you with me.”
“Did ye bring me or did I follow? Ye can’t choose the things I do. Mistake or no, I’m my own woman.”
“But I knew what it was like out here. I don’t know how to tell you how sorry I am. Galahad would always tie two cords at each point to give redundancy. I’ve always been lazy about it.”
“You’re just trying to improve my opinion of him.”
Fay forced a weak smile. “I respect him. Even now. Besides, I left him, too. After everything that happened, I let him wander off to drown in New London’s darkness. We failed each other. But we’re still friends in our hearts.” Fay took the pan off the fire, closed her eyes in frustration when she realised she’d burnt the rice. “I don’t want you to be scared when you’re with me. I’ll protect you. Even in the rain, with our shelter down, I’ll never let them take you.”
“Put your arms around me when we sleep tonight. And hold tight as ye can. Please?”
“I’ll hold tight,” Fay said. “I promise.”
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Wickerton was smaller than Fay remembered, the canvas shelter more fragile and the people thinner. A shared timidness pulled the town tight. The low-hanging tarp was more insulating than the shelters of New London or Littleford. It muffled the sound of Fay’s heavy breathing as she strode under it, Betty almost skipping to keep up. Everyone looked pale. There were few on the streets to greet her, even though it was nearly noon. It had been so long since she’d been home that she wasn’t sure if the town had always been this empty, or if they’d lost too many to disease, bandits, and rainwights. Even as she pitied the folk who still lived there, her eyes stung at how she missed the damn place. 
There was her old house: a stone cottage with a thatched roof and grey fabric patches above. Ovoid shadows told of pockets of rain yet to be shaken off. Her mother had brought her spinning wheel outside to spin in the fresh air and what little light filtered through the shelter. Making the most of the last warm days of autumn. Her father would be in his workshop weaving; the family business Fay had discarded, along with the name her parents had given her.
Betty reached for her hand, but Fay yanked it away reflexively.
“Sorry,” Fay said. With a deep breath she took Betty’s hand, interlacing their fingers. Fay’s were longer; a spider curled around its prey.
When her mother saw them, she smiled and waved, then continued spinning. Pain twisted in Fay’s chest as she realised her mother didn’t recognise her. A few steps closer. Her mother’s eyes lit with uncertain hope. Then a grin as her suspicion crystallised.
“Fiona?” she called in an unsteady squeak, getting up from her spinning wheel.
“It’s me, Ma.”
Seanan Weaver ran to her daughter, slammed into her with a force that would have sent a smaller woman tumbling. Betty barely managed to snatch her arm to safety in time.
“You never bloody write.”
“I’m no good at writing.”
“Is Elaine with you? Are you both well?” her mother asked, rubbing her arms and fussing over her.
“Elaine’s away. I’m sure she’ll visit when she’s back.” If Elaine had any sense she’d stay in the Empire of the Thistle. However things were in the north, they had to be better than here.
“It’s been years since we’ve seen any of you! Your father and I have been so worried. Ever since that Farrier boy told the Brewers what happened with… By the king, it doesn’t bear thinking about. And letters came. Pretty young Hege and that old swordsman’s boy…” She shook her head, looked off to the side, eyes wet. “It’s just so awful. To lose a child. Hasn’t this town been through enough?”
Fay shushed her mother, pulled her in for another hug. “I’m here, Ma. I’m fine. You don’t have to worry about me. It’s over. I work in a pub now. I’m a barmaid. Can you believe it?” Smith would take her back in a heartbeat, once the taxes came down and trade began to flow again.
Her mother sniffed, burying her face in Fay’s shoulder. It never stopped feeling strange, towering above her, even though she’d been the taller since she was fourteen years old. She got her size from her dad. He should have been a smith or a soldier, not a weaver. But he loved his work and wouldn’t leave it for anything.
“Better let me fetch your father before you get settled.” Her mother turned for the workshop, froze halfway, staring at Betty as if she’d only just noticed her. “Oh…”
“Ma, this is Betty. She, uh—” Fay glimpsed the expectation in Betty’s eyes. “She’s important to me.”
Betty sucked in her lips, face cold for a moment before she broke out in a smile to shake Fay’s mother’s hand.
“Pleasure to meet ye.”
“Oh! An accent! Have you travelled far?”
Betty shook her head. “Picked it up from my mother. Lived in Littleford all my life.”
“It’s lovely. Like you’re singing!” Fay’s mother embraced Betty, squeezing her tight. Betty shot Fay a pleading look.
“Hold on,” Fay’s mother said. “I’ll fetch your father and be back in a mo’.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Dinner was pea soup and a crust of bread. Fay only felt hungrier once she’d finished.
“Has it been bad?” she asked, knowing that it had been. Things were bad everywhere.
“Even before the king’s collector came to tell us the taxes were going up,” Fay’s father said. For such a big man, his voice was soft, barely filling the room. “Fewer merchants on the road to the Bright Crown. Fewer coming down, too.”
“Was a skirmish not far from town,” her mother said. “Couldn’t hear it but we could see them going at each other. A dozen men and nobody died. But even so, it sent a caravan about-turn.”
Her father nodded, fidgeting with his spoon and bowl—both empty. He’d shaved his head since she’d last seen him; he looked older, eyes squinting as they struggled to bring the world into focus.
“And the taxes?” Fay asked. “You’re managing?”
A moment of silence. Betty put her hand on Fay’s leg under the table; the pressure was comforting.
“Some are and some aren’t,” her father said. “But it only takes a few for the town to come up short. Nobody’s doing so well that they can cover the deficit.”
“A lot of the younguns been leaving.” Her mother clasped her hands on the table, such worry in her eyes you’d think she was talking about her own children. “Would never have heard of it in my day, but I suppose desperation makes one bold. Who knows how far they got. If any still live. Some went north and others south but if you ask me there’s nowhere worth risking the rain for.”
That felt like a jab. Fay had made a life of risking travel across open country. For a time, anyway. Perhaps it had always been a foolish choice. But it brought her to Betty. And to her job at The Green Man. Would she have found the modicum of control—of peace—that she now had over her life if she’d stayed in Wickerton all these years? She didn’t think so.
“When’s the next payment due?” Fay asked.
Another awkward silence. A cat Fay didn’t recognise slinked in from the sitting room, licking its lips. With a stretch, it settled beside her mother’s chair.
“We’re already late,” her father said.
Her mother looked up at the ceiling, as if praying to one of the gods they worshipped in the Bright Crown. Or perhaps the big He in the sky. “The king’s man will be here any day.”
Fay’s hands pulled into fists on the table.
“I’ll talk to them. When they come. I’ll sort this.”
Her parents paled at the tone in her voice.
“Ye’ll do no such thing,” Betty said.
“That’s a smart girl you’ve brought home,” Fay’s mother said. Her father took a deep breath as if about to interject, then shook his head and returned to scraping the bottom of his bowl.
“Someone has to talk. It should be me. I won’t be bullied.” Fay bowed her head, frustrated; she tightened her fists so hard it shook the table. “There are ways to find money. All we need is an extension of the deadline.”
“We’ve already had one,” her mother said. “Can’t say they haven’t been fair.”
“None of this sounds fair to me.”
“It’s not the soldiers’ fault,” Betty said. “Don’t forget that.”
Fay chewed her lips, scratched her palms, tried to measure her breathing.
“Not with my fists. I understand.”
[image: image-placeholder]Gasping in the night. Panic. Something was wrong.
Fay groped in the dark for Betty’s hand. Found it cold and sticky with sweat. She squeezed. Betty’s chest pumped in the dark. Her back arched, rocking the bed. Not knowing what to do, Fay shushed softly, said, “What is it? What happened? Hey, Betty? Betty, you’re dreaming.”
With a gentle shake she roused her love. Betty gasped, moaned, said, “I can’t see!” 
“We’re in Wickerton,” Fay said. “Remember? This is my old room. My family home. There’s no light here at night.”
“Your room. Right.” She twisted, as if trying to look around despite there not being a drop of light to see with. “Was I dreaming? It felt real. Their fingers on my arms… Slimy and cold and sharp.”
“Shh. You’re okay.” Fay stroked her hair and Betty settled, though her breathing still came in anxious gasps. “They can’t reach you here.”
“I feel like they’re in here. In the room.”
“It’s only us.”
“I need the light.” Her voice was ragged with desperation. “Please, Fay. I need to see!”
Fay swung out of bed. The floorboards were cold and rough against her bare soles. She grunted as she leaned across to her bedside table, fumbled for her lighter. It wasn’t there.
“Fuck sake. Where is it?” She groped for her bag, rummaged inside, touched metal. She couldn’t tell if it was just the cold or if it was wet with condensation. That familiar clink as she flicked it open. Thumb against the rough of the flint wheel.
Richkk. Richkk. Richkk.
The flame lit.
“No monsters,” Fay said as she moved the lighter in a slow arc. “See?” She lit a candle on her bedside table, then got up, walked around to light one on Betty’s side as well.
“I thought I knew the risks. But they seemed so distant. Not real. I knew what walked the rain. I’d seen them. But our tarp was never going to snap, was it? We’d never get caught in the rain unprepared. I was safe with ye. My mam always told me I was a naive wee girl.”
“It’s never what you expect the first time. Nothing can prepare you for facing them. The way they look up close. When you see how—”
“Human they are.”
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Mother and Baby
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Freyja had never been one for babies. Children, yes. How cute they were once they were old enough to babble and toddle. Little people dressed smart for a feast day. Tiny hands out begging for another toffee apple. Cute enough to pinch their noses. But babies? Smelly little things, really. They were fine, she supposed, but too wrinkly and floppy. 
How wrong she had been.
Looking down into the eyes of her new babe, she wondered how she could have ever been so blind. Her baby was beautiful. His dark eyes shone like polished volcanic stone.
“Can we call him Galen?” she asked Rylan, her love. Last week she’d spied him whittling a birch wood ring, the kind given as a promise of marriage. She’d kept quiet. No need to spoil the illusion of surprise.
“We can call him whatever you like,” Rylan Farrier said with a broad grin. He was dirty from the stables. Grease and hay and somehow a smudge of mud on his cheek, but he never seemed to care.
In only a few days of holding her babe, little Galen, in her arms, her whole world had changed. The patchwork of rippling canvas overhead that had kept her safely protected her entire life suddenly looked flimsy, as if it might collapse at any moment. And it had. Usually the edges. The Weavers were always replacing bits of the canvas that had been torn in the storms. But now… It all felt one gust away from falling.
“Are you quite well, my love?” Rylan asked. “Your eyes haven’t glazed like that in a while.”
“It just occurred to me how precarious our life is here. How precious a thing we’ve been entrusted with.”
“We’ll keep him safe. I know it’s foolish to tell a new mother not to worry but see my faith and borrow some for yourself.”
“Aren’t you worried?”
“How can I be when I know he has the best mother in the world?” He kissed her forehead, his stubble rough on her soft skin. He smelled of horse and for once she didn’t hate it. “We’ll teach him everything he needs to know. He shall have books. Yes, we’ll teach him letters early and he can learn everything there is to know about the world.”
“Books? Those old stories of yours? What good will those do?”
“Oh, so much. You’d be surprised what’s in those tomes.”
“Shall I read them too?”
“Yes, of course! I always wanted you to but you never showed interest.”
“You’re not getting him on a horse, though.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He winked and she elbowed him in the ribs.
“I’m serious. He stays here. No riding in the wilds for my boy.”
“Don’t worry. I’m done with that stuff. It was one thing to risk a quick ride now and then when I was young and only had myself to worry about, but now I’m a family man. Gotta start thinking about how much danger I’m putting myself in. Don’t wanna leave the little guy without a father.” He paused, took a deep breath. Was that sheen on his forehead sweat or a trick of the light? “Or you without a husband.”
Freyja sucked in her lips, widened her eyes, made a strangled squealing sound. Though she’d known it was coming, she’d been caught unprepared. She hadn’t thought he’d propose today. Not now, just days after their sweet angel had been born. Her with hair a mess and baby sick down her shoulder. Him in the state he always was after a morning at the stables.
She clapped a hand over her mouth, Galen nestled in the crook of her other arm. It was hard to tell if the boy was asleep or not. His eyes were half open but he kept making snuffling sounds she would have sworn were baby snores.
“Well?” Rylan prompted. “What do you say?”
“Huh?” She blinked, so caught off guard she’d forgotten to give him an answer. “Yes! Oh, absolutely yes! Of course it’s yes, you idiot.”
Tears ran freely down her face.
[image: image-placeholder]Galen cried when the ceremony began. Such perfect timing, as if he knew the moment his squeals would cause the most disruption. Freyja took him from her mother’s arms, clutched him to her bosom, soothing with bob and shush. Rylan couldn’t stop laughing. His eyes sparkled with happiness. When he placed the ring on her finger, their little boy burped, and Rylan laughed even more. Joy bubbling up on the surface. Freyja wanted to laugh too, but she found her eyes bunched and overflowing. Too much emotion: joy, longing, a strange nostalgia that stretched into the future and spanned their sealed forever. This was their day, and it was perfect.
[image: image-placeholder]“Really, Rylan? He’s too young!”
Her idiot husband flashed his stupid grin and her bloody useless heart melted into a warm puddle. What a tragic mistake to marry such a charming man.
“He’s fine, Freyja. Look at him! He loves it.” He continued to beam, gestured to their child patting the nose of the patient horse which had bent to sniff his cute little face. “See? He’s safe.”
“I know you’re excited to teach him how to carry on your work, dearest, loveliest, oh-husband-of-mine, but he is five years old!”
“Horse won’t hurt him. I’ll not leave them unattended.”
At that moment, Galen whipped his hand back and bopped the horse’s snout with an open palm.
“Galen!” Freyja snatched up her boy and he giggled his tiny imitation of his father’s laugh. The horse seemed unbothered, snuffling once then looking around for someone to give it another fuss. Rylan obliged, patting its withers.
“Been too long since this old lad had seen a farrier. Poor thing. Got his hooves nicely trimmed and clean now, though.” The horse snorted and nuzzled its head towards him. “Fresh set of shoes. You’ll be sound.”
“That’s a lovely story, dear,” Freyja said. “But Galen’s still too young to be shoeing horses. At least wait until he’s out of single digits.”
Rylan gave a relinquishing sigh. “Suppose you’re right. I only wanted him to get a look at them. It’s good for kids to meet them young. Form a bond with them.”
“That’s fine. Just… keep him safe, okay? He’s tiny and precious.” She hoisted Galen to stop him slipping from her grip. The boy was getting heavy. “Aren’t you?” she said to him. “My teeny tiny precious boy.”
“Not teeny tiny,” Galen said. “I’m…” He frowned staring at his hand, then held it up with all his fingers splayed. “I’m this many! That’s big!”
“Of course. My mistake. You’re a big strong man, but let’s get you inside, shall we? It’s time for your milk.”
[image: image-placeholder]Galen had been reading for hours. There was nothing unusual about that by now, but today it worried Freyja. Yesterday, they’d lost young Jean and the Cobblers to the rain. Her poor boy had seen it all. Ever since, he’d done nothing but read. Hiding between the pages of that old myth he loved. All kings and knights and chivalric duty—whatever that meant.
Freyja had tried to understand, but she’d never made it through the entire book. Perhaps things would have been easier if he’d been obsessed with horses, like his father. They were beautiful, majestic creatures, even if their size and power frightened her. But these books… At times like these he should talk about his feelings. He needed to vent, whether he knew it or not. He needed his mother.
“How are you doing, sweetest boy?” she said, sitting beside him where he was hiding around the back of the house, back to the wall, butt in the patch of dirt where Freyja had failed to grow a small patch of flowers in the shade.
Galen looked up, red-eyed and timid. Yes, what he’d seen had affected him more than he’d admit. “I just want to read today.”
“That’s okay. You can read. Maybe I can sit with you a bit?”
“It’ll be pretty boring if you don’t have a book.”
“Should I get one?”
“You never read, Mumma.”
“Not never.” Not often, though, it was true. No matter how wondrous the tale, reading made her restless. “Why don’t you tell me about this one then? Are you reading about King Arthur again?”
“No, Mumma. It’s new. Pa got it me. A merchant come through town, he did. He were on his way to the Library of… the Library… Um, it’s all the way in Littleford!”
“That’s very far away. The merchant must be very brave.”
“He is!” His little face lit up and Freyja felt an unexpected chill run down her back. “Merchants and couriers are so brave but treasure hunters are the bravest! The Knights of the Round Table go seeking for the grail, you know! That’s treasure hunting too! And the one who finds it is called Gal, just like me!”
“Slow down, little lamb chop. What’s this book Pa bought you?” She hoped it hadn’t been too expensive.
“It’s a new printing! Someone wrote it up in the Bite Crown!”
“The Bright Crown.”
“Oh, yeah.” He pursed his lips, annoyed at his mistake. Poor thing hated to be wrong. Eight years old and he thought he had to know everything. “Well anyway, it’s written like a story but it says it’s based on a real man. A priest with long hair and he goes around casting spells and fighting wrong’uns and he gives gold to people what can’t afford bread!”
“Sounds like an interesting man.”
“Yeah, but it’s just a story. I wanna read about the real guy.”
“I’ll keep an eye out for books about this priest when the next merchant rides through.”
“Will you? Thanks Mumma!”
He seemed to be easing into the conversation now, his book upside down and splayed across his lap.
“Galen… About what happened yesterday. In the rain.”
“It were awful… I saw it all. Do you think Mr and Mrs Cobbler will be coming back, Mumma? Maybe they just got a little lost in the storm is all.”
How she wanted to lie to him.
“I don’t think they’ll be coming back, sweetie.”
“Poor Elsie. She’ll be all alone.”
“Are you good friends? I don’t know that I’ve seen you play together.”
“I ask her but she always says no. Sometimes she laughs at us, but I don’t think she means it nasty. Percy don’t like her, but she’s not so bad. And she has nice hair, all black like the night sky.”
“And when have you seen the night sky, little man?” Freyja made her voice appropriately stern.
He swallowed. “Um. Never, I guess. Only a peek, maybe.”
“I heard the Weavers are taking Elsie in, so you won’t have to worry about her being alone.”
“They’re good folk. They’ll take care of her.”
“They will indeed. Seanan is about the loveliest lady I know.”
“No, Mumma, that’s you.”
“Little charmer.” She ruffled his hair and he pulled away, desperately trying to set it back exactly so. “Is there anything you want to talk to me about? Anything that’s been on your mind? It doesn’t matter what it is. You know I’m always here for you, right?”
“I know, I know…” He pouted at the book in his lap, as if looking to it for help.
“What is it?”
“I wish I coulda done somethin’. I shoulda, really.”
“You did absolutely the right thing by staying put. You hear me? Absolutely. The Cobblers would say so too, if they were here.”
If they weren’t torn to pieces in the rain. Or worse, dragged away to… to what? She restrained a shudder, imagining what the rainwights did to those they dragged away.
“I’m too small,” Galen said, squashing his cheeks with the butts of his palms. “But I shoulda been braver.”
“You were plenty brave.” Freyja paused, wondering if that was the right thing to say. She’d never seen a thing like he’d witnessed. Didn’t know how to soothe the trauma of a nightmare she struggled to imagine. She rarely saw rainwights, preferring to hide indoors when rain beat on Wickerton’s canvas shelter. They were grotesque to look at. All the more frightening for the impossibility of their shapes.
“When I’m big and grown I won’t let anything bad happen to nobody.”
“I’m sure you won’t.” She hugged his shoulders. “But you know what? There is something you could do to help. Elsie’s going to be having a really hard time, and she might need a friend. She’s got lots of grownups around her, but we don’t always know to say the right thing, now, do we?”
Galen shook his head.
“Maybe you should see if she’ll talk to you, hm? Or perhaps you could sit with her? She might like that. But don’t push it, okay? If she wants to be left alone, you have to respect that.”
“That’s a good idea, Mumma!” Galen slammed his book shut and handed it to her as he jumped up. “Maybe she’ll finally want to play Round Tables!”
“No, sweetie, that’s not—”
“She’ll need a new name… Hmm…” He pinched his chin, frowning in exactly the way his father did when he was mentally working through a problem. “I could even let her pick her own!”
“Galen, you must remember—”
“Thanks, Mumma!” And he was already running off, almost skipping with excitement.
Freyja rubbed her temple, whispered, “Give me strength.”
That boy of hers. Blinded by his heart. Such sweet intent, clueless though he could be.
Freyja sighed as she watched Galen running off, feeling an odd mixture of pride and anxiety.
“Look out, Elsie. My boy’s coming for you.”
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He was in the Empire of the Thistle now. There had been no wall. No sign. No obvious border to cross. But he had clearly left the Bright Crown behind. The terrain had developed gradually into heather-carpeted hills and mounds that followed into a wide steppe, then into a pine forest. It was gloomy beneath that raggedy canopy, though compared to the dark of New London it was bathed in sunlight. He thought he could hear the faint sound of spitting rain deflected by the waxy spines above. If the rain grew heavier, the forest could not protect him. It made him nervous. 
At the edge of the forest, he stopped and took out his tarpaulin, strapped it up between the final towering pines. He’d shelter here until the rain petered out. Not worth risking the open air when any moment could bring the storm, and the rainwights that would materialise with it. He might not be as vulnerable as a regular man, but no amount of healing could save him from being pulled apart and eaten alive. 
The sky broke and sheets of swarming grey crashed to Earth. It distorted Galahad’s view beyond the forest. Onwards were more hills of heather but he could barely see the first crest. The rain came with a deafening susurrus; a million upended bags of rice. As predicted, the rain had little trouble piercing the canopy, though it did so patchily. The drumming on his tarpaulin was irregular and not nearly as heavy as the deluge beyond.
While he watched the rain, he chewed on a stick of venison jerky and sipped from his water bottle. A sad lunch, but he was trying to ration the supplies he’d picked up on his way through the Bright Crown of Northumbria. He didn’t know when he’d next have the opportunity to restock.
Rainwights shifted in the downpour. The ghostly outlines of people with too-long fingers walking with a loping strangeness, as if the rain was attempting to mimic human form but couldn’t quite get the proportions right. Maybe that was the truth of it: there were no rainwights; they were the distorted avatars of the storm. A single, malevolent entity who had torn apart the old societies of humankind. The hands of a beast that travelled in clouds and roared on the tail of flashing lightning…
But Galahad didn’t believe that. He’d been amongst them. Felt their groping hands, clumsy in their autonomy. Felt their razor teeth on the flesh of his arms, his legs. He’d seen folk not eaten but dragged away. Taken to lose their meat and become no more than shapes in the storm themselves. That was what he believed. The rainwights had been people once. Maybe they still were, trapped in this half-life. Stranger things had proven true.
He leaned forward, watching how the rainwights prowled. Some had noticed him and were pacing back and forth at the edge of the forest. One reached an arm towards him and it scattered, patchy under the pines. Even without his tarpaulin he’d probably be safe at the base of one of these trees, though he wouldn’t want to test it.
A darker shape moved, caught his attention. Something solid. Too tall to be a grazing sheep. Galahad held his breath, watching the shape stride towards the next hill. It looked almost like a person. If it was, they wouldn’t last long. Even now rainwights were closing in, hands outreaching, elongating: waterfalls of claws. Always seemed like they should make some noise when they did that, letting out a moan of hunger, but they never did; rainwights were forever silent, save the natural howling of the storm.
The shape kept moving. Barely twenty metres away, but still so hard to make out through the haze. Was that crunching sound boots on heather? As the rainwights reached for the stranger, their hands collapsed. Where they should have torn and cut and groped, they simply fell away. Harmless water showering the ground. The stranger climbed partway up the hill, then stopped. Turned. Looked back at Galahad, face obscured by the hood of their baggy poncho. And now, sunlit and glowing on the hillside, Galahad saw it was definitely a person, living and whole and breathing.
A person walking in the rain.
“What the fuck?” he whispered.
A gust of wind shook the rain, distorted the view of the hill. The figure disappeared, leaving Galahad to wonder if they’d ever truly been there at all. Even after the rain petered out, the remnants dripping heavily through the waxy needles, he stared and wondered if his eyes had deceived him. As he inspected the memory, it began to lose its shape. He doubted himself. Perhaps he’d been walking in solitude too long. It was possible he’d drifted off as he waited out the rain. That must be it. Sleep took him at strange times on the road.
[image: image-placeholder]Wet heather squeaked as it scraped against the legs of Galahad’s jeans. He strode onward, making the most of this respite from the rain. These hills made him nervous, but if he didn’t take risks he’d never cross this open country.
As if in taunting answer to his thoughts, the next breeze came with the faint tickle of drizzle. He tilted his head, felt the threat of rain on his cheeks, then began to hurry.
The rain had returned already.
There were trees ahead. More pines. Enough to give cover and provide anchor for his tarp. Even alone and with the spitting rain he refused to sprint through the open meadow. To run full pelt would be an admission of helplessness. It would let the fear in. So he forced himself to walk; quick strides that ate heather and had him panting under the trees before the rain broke.
The evergreen pines made a waxy shield that kept the light rain from the ground, and his head, so he carried on under their protection. He tugged a corner of his tarp from his bag, ready to whip it free.
As the rain quickened, he saw a structure ahead. An old, tall building of ochre bricks. He jogged for it, pushing the limits of haste before the fear crept in. Raindrops broke the canopy. Fat, heavy ones that spun as rainwights tried to force their shape upon them.
He dove under an arched doorway, through a courtyard, under another arch: this one with a roof.
Thunder rolled in the distance, though he’d seen no flash of lightning.
His refuge was a castle of sorts, unlike any he’d seen. The colour of the brick was one distinction. Not the solid grey stone of Mercian castles. And the cut of them was different too. It had clearly stood a thousand years, by how the weather had shaped and rounded the brick, and yet it looked more in the style of the late years before the rain turned.
The open-air courtyard became a static blur of ragged rain. And here they were. Rainwights. Stalking shadows. A trick of the light that shimmered through the gaps between raindrops. As ethereal as they appeared, Galahad knew their grip was strong as a hound’s jaw.
He settled back, slumped against the wall, panting. A sniff became a chuckle, and as he rocked his head back, brick dust showered over him. That only made him chuckle harder, petering out into a sad wheeze. The thrill of it didn’t stay long. The flush of adrenaline faded, left him hollow.
There was a lone toad-flax flowering in the courtyard. He could just make it out through the rain. Like a cascading waterfall of buttercups. It was beautiful. It made him think of Katherine. She was the one who’d taught him its name, after all. Not a plant he’d paid attention to before her training. It had no use in field medicine or salads. If a thing had no use to him, he wouldn’t even bother with its name. Katherine had changed that.
Now he was thinking about her, up here in the true wilds. Holding her in mind when he could have been holding her in his arms.
A shape shifted on the other side of the courtyard. Too dark to be a rainwight. At first he thought it was the figure he’d seen wandering in the rain before. But then he squinted, leaned closer. No, this person wore no cloak. They were crouched, picking at the ground with knobbly-fingered hands. Whoever they were, they were clearly unwell. Sick from exposure. If there hadn’t been a courtyard of rain to cross to reach them, he’d have wrapped them in his cloak. Started a fire to stave off the chill. Even in relatively warm weather like today’s, being soaked through could be lethal.
He waved to them, caught their attention. They looked up, stared at him.
“Are you well?”
They didn’t reply, continued to stare. Galahad couldn’t make out what they were picking at on the ground. Damp supplies perhaps. Smoked meats. Whatever it was, they sucked their fingers after each morsel. The poor wretch had food, at least.
The flash shower lessened and the stranger came into sharper focus. Their skin was grey. Eyes too wide, bulbous even. Teeth too sharp. Fingers too long. Skin too grey. And their hair… Red and thick and not hair at all but a loose flap of skin that wrinkled like a soggy cap when they scrunched it. Whatever they were picking at on the ground, they worked into that red cap, as if they were smearing muddy fingers through the folds.
No. Not muddy.
That was blood.
Bright red, that wrinkled pate secreting some milky sap to keep the blood from drying.
The creature drooled as it watched him, then stood and almost seemed a naked man but for the wrongness of its limbs. Every part of it was too long, gangly like a hairless monkey. It smiled wide. An expectant grin. Excited at the thought of fresh meat. In its hand was a stone; it rubbed its thumb against it tenderly. Then threw it. Struck Galahad between the eyes. A ringing in his head. The sloppy sound of bare feet padding through mud and rain.
Galahad’s vision flashed deepest black, then returned vignetted. His forehead was wet, bleeding. The pitching strength of the monster’s long arms was immense. He staggered back a step, found the wall behind him. There was nowhere for him to run.
It took entirely too long for him to remember his sword. He drew it, held it up near his head like a club, ready to swing. If your opponent was another swordsman, you wanted your blade poised. Against a thing like this, he wanted to swing with all the power his coiled biceps could muster.
Perspective shifted as the thing grew close and Galahad wondered how he ever mistook it for a man. Seven feet tall, though it would have been more if it would stand straight; every part of it was bent and gangling, even its back folded in the centre, as if its spine had an extra hinge. It drooled like a mastiff, grinning all the while, wrinkled red pate shifting as it waddled. Galahad’s hand shook on the grip of his blade.
The thing reached for him. He swung. His waxed blade found flesh. Despite all the strength in his swing, it only bit a notch in the thing’s arm.
The creature flinched, hesitated as it sized him up. It never stopped grinning.
“I know what you are,” he said to it, as he plundered his many hours memorising old books. Old myths that turned out to be as real as death waddling towards you in the pissing rain. “A redcap. A powrie.”
The stories promised a powrie could be warded off with holy words. But they were few and thin in the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia: the big He in the sky was all but forgotten.
The powrie grabbed for him, long fingers like spider legs as they wrapped around his arms. Such strength. It pulled close, embracing him, smothering him, dragging him to the ground with its weight.
The only gods Galahad knew were those worshipped in the Bright Crown, and of those only a fragment of the pantheon. He spat gods’ names at the creature between curses as he tried to wriggle free. “Velinfar!” and “Helygmor!” but the powrie seemed unconcerned at the hallowed titles. It enveloped him, pushing him into the mud, suffocating him. Not for the first time, he wondered what suffocation would do to his body. He knew he could heal from cut or burn or bludgeon, but he still needed to eat. To drink. To breathe. Panic rose in his gullet like bile as he squirmed for air.
His fist was still closed tight around the grip of his sword, but the powrie had his arms pinned. He focussed, tried to slow time and forget about that impossible next breath. The powrie was strong as a beast, but Galahad was stronger than most. He strained, heaved, grunted as he pushed all his effort into his right arm. It lifted. An inch. Then two. The powrie made a horrid gurgling sound, shifted its weight to pin his arm again. But in that moment there was a split-second where the pressure on Galahad’s other arm lessened and he raised that too. Far enough for his elbows to lock. For the moment he forgot about his sword, pushed with all the strength in his biceps. The powrie was heavy and strong but since he’d drunk the Long-haired Priest’s whisky, Galahad’s muscles had torn and healed stronger over and over until even he didn’t know the limits of his own strength.
Weight shifted. The powrie gurgled. Galahad rose up far enough to rock, to swing all the weight above him and free his arm to drive an elbow back into the creature’s face. Then he was free of it. Another elbow strike. He took his sword, slashed backwards. The powrie scuttled away, into the spitting rain. It found another stone, fingered it fondly, then flung it. This time Galahad was ready, he flicked his blade up to parry, missed, the stone still struck him between the eyes, reopening the graze that had already healed.
“Fucking thing.”
Sword up like a club again. The two watched each other, panting.
If the gods he knew wouldn’t slow this thing, then steel was his only option.
It came at him again, ducked with surprising litheness under his blade, shouldered him into the wall. A huge hand grabbed his head, smacked it against the brick. Three times. Thwack, thwack, thwack. Brick dust crumbled over him. He jabbed with his sword. Found belly. Jabbed twice. He grunted, vision dizzying. The powrie wailed, stomach leaking. Its skin was like gambeson, but it could be punctured. With enough force, he could kill this thing. As long as he didn’t pass out first.
The blows to the head had left him dizzy. The powrie split in two, the image shuddering. It came at him with those quick, gangly arms. He swiped his sword in a wide arc, trying to account for his blurred vision. It didn’t help. Claw-like nails met his chest. Red lines. The powrie backed off, taking another stone. It struck him between the eyes again with that supernatural aim. Galahad dropped to one knee. His eye stung from the blood leaking into it.
Heal, damn it. Not fast enough.
Seeing him weaken, the powrie ran at him. It leapt, arms wide, ready to envelope him again. To drive him down to suffocate in the mud he could still taste. At the last moment he thrust his sword, speared the fucker in the air. The strength of his arms and the powrie’s falling weight brought the blade tip deep into its gut. Galahad twisted for good measure, somehow holding the entire creature in the air by his sword alone. Then threw it to the side. It rolled, all the more spidery as its limbs flopped askew.
He wasted no time, strode to it, stabbed his sword through its chest. Again through the neck. Then under the arm. Each time it wailed, thrashed. Then with the last it mewed with a lonesomeness that briefly gripped Galahad’s heart before he swept his sword down like an axe. A final killing blow that split skull and spilled the monster’s brains upon the patchy grass beneath the sheltered arch.
It took him several minutes to catch his breath. When he did, he looked down at the slain monster in disgust. It was a pathetic thing in death. Ugly and twisted. A part of him remained tense, expecting it to rear up of a sudden. To snap at his ankles. But it didn’t. It lay still as the crushed grass around it.
He fumbled in his pack for the map he’d picked up in the canvas town he’d stopped at. If it could be trusted, the capital wasn’t far. A few hundred metres to a tall ridge. Then a small wood. Then the city. Close enough to drag the powrie’s carcass behind him. He might get some money for it. Simple cord around his shoulders, then tied to the creature’s wrists and ankles, which he also bound together. Trussed up like a hunter’s kill.
Before he left the courtyard, he checked the body the powrie had been picking over when he arrived. It was clearly human, but that was all he could tell from the state it was in. Man or woman, old or young, he couldn’t say. He felt like he should bring some talisman to identify them with; some trinket to bring closure to whoever mourned them in Eidyn. But there was none; they would have to remain unknown in death.
The dead powrie didn’t weigh as much as a full-grown stag. With the life drained from it, it gave his broad shoulders little trouble.
On he walked.
As he puffed over long strides, he wondered what the Empire of the Thistle would be like. How different from home it could be. Whether he’d be able to integrate quietly. Couriers came this way, so the locals should be used to outsiders. But the stories that came back were sparse and conflicting.
He made it over the ridge on his map, more heather whipped his ankles, the next wood already on the waves of the horizon. No land here was flat.
Galahad started as a voice interrupted his thoughts.
“There’s no letters in that bag o’ yours.”
A man stood a handful of metres away. He held a bow casually at waist height. Though no arrow was nocked, Galahad didn’t doubt he could draw and shoot in the space of a breath.
“I’m not a courier.”
“Aye, that’s plain. What brings an outlander up these ways with nothing to deliver?” The stranger’s eyes flicked to the dead powrie. If he was shocked at the sight of it, he didn’t let it show.
“You have light feet to sneak up on me.”
“You were daydreaming. Could have come up whistlin’ to the birds and you wouldn’t have noticed.” He scratched his chin. “What you doing with that goblin?”
“Selling it, I hope. You get many like this round here?”
“Oh, aye. There’s no telling what you’ll find between the hills. The Keepers might take it for a few coin. They’re in the centre o’ town. Any one’ll be able to point you the right way. Might wanna change your clothes first, though.”
Galahad looked down at his sodden clothes. He hadn’t realised how filthy with mud, and grass, and blood he was. “Guess I could do with a bath.”
“You’re not wrong, but that’s not what I mean. You’ll want to change to local clothes.”
“Are outsiders not welcome in the city?”
“Welcome? Aye. Wanted?” He cocked his head. “Maybe less so. Wouldn’t hurt you none to blend in.”
“I appreciate the warning.”
“And stay clear of the highlands, eh. Folk are friendly enough down here—more or less—but highlanders won’t take kindly to a lost lamb from the south.”
Galahad thanked the man and moved on, over the ridge, through the wood. There were remnants of crumbling stone between the trees. There, a wall. Here, a twisted fence. The forest had grown around the ruins of suburbs; a part of the city sacrificed long ago.
When he broke from the trees, he came at last to Eidyn, the capital of the Empire of the Thistle. His jaw fell open. He stared. Of all the rumours and tales of the north, he’d never heard the truth of the place.
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Up and away from Galahad the city rose on a mighty hill. The houses growing older, sturdier, culminating in a true castle which had stood guard over the city for a thousand years. The city was majestic, breathtaking, and yet he barely glanced at it. His eyes were drawn to Eidyn’s protection. Not a mass of heavy stone, like New London, nor a sheet of indestructible glass, like Winchester, nor even a patchwork of salvaged materials, like Littleford. No, Eidyn was shielded from the rain, impossibly, by a collage of slanted wood. 
As he walked the streets, dragging the powrie behind him, he noticed drains designed to catch the rain as the floating wooden roofs funnelled it down. It was an open design that let in sunlight as much as it let in water. Birds flew under and between the slanted wooden panels without a care. Some had even made nests under them. It shouldn’t be possible, yet the evidence was plain before him. He wondered what prevented rainwights from tearing the structures down. Even as he walked beneath the many layered shelters, each with gaps to let through light and air, he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing.
There on the outskirts the buildings were a mix of new and old, but all sturdy and built with a sense of pride as obvious to an observer as the stone of their walls, the thatch of their roofs. The tarmac roads had been torn out to form wide dirt paths. Some folk set up stalls outside their houses, hawking wares. A bearded man sang his prices to passers-by; on his stall lay folded linen tunics of a pale grey. The man wore a tartan kilt about his waist with a fly plaid over his left shoulder; the colours were more muted than Galahad’s reading had led him to expect.
“Did you say just a halfsilver for these tunics?”
“Not for you.” The man leaned over his stall, making it clear Galahad wasn’t welcome. Whether this animosity was because he was an outlander, because of the wet and bloody state of him, or because of what he dragged behind him wasn’t clear.
“Sorry,” Galahad said automatically, already backing away.
“Aye, you will be.”
Galahad tried for a placating smile and continued towards the city centre. Now he noticed the attention he was drawing. The locals stared openly, some with scowls, others with frowns of confusion. Their eyes lingered on him, barely glancing at the mangled monster he trailed. As if a southerner was more grotesque than the thing he’d slain. Everyone wore new-spun—no relics here—though the cut and designs were often simpler than in the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia. Where Mercian tailors desperately clung to vestiges of fashion from before the rain turned, making jeans and fitted jackets and long coats, in the Empire of the Thistle folk had been glad to return to simpler styles. Many wore one-piece tunics with jackets layered for warmth. Some men wore kilts, and the women longer skirts. Flashes of tartan decorated simpler outfits. Furs were not uncommon.
The hunter he’d met outside the city had been right: if Galahad wanted to blend in, he’d need to change his clothes. Perhaps on the far side of the city, closer to the port, he’d receive a warmer welcome. But strolling in from the south, he seemed to have broken some unspoken rule. As if he’d crashed a noble’s dinner by sneaking in the servant’s entrance.
Sure enough, the further he delved into the city, the fewer stares lingered on him. He even noticed other foreigners. Folk who’d sailed from the continent for trade or diplomacy. The dirt road became a cobblestone path. Here was the oldest part of the city. Walls and houses centuries old. The folk here were wealthier too. Flashes of tartan became more common in the dress of those he passed. Woollen jackets more similar to the formal wear of New London than the simple furs and linens of the common folk on the outskirts. This part of the city was less residential. Instead of hawkers, tradespeople ran their own stores, complete with painted signs and carefully arranged window displays. Most importantly, this district was flush with hospitality. Pubs and inns and even a teashop all catering to the expensive tastes of the wealthy foreigners passing through. It wouldn’t be difficult to find lodgings, though being able to afford their prices might be another matter.
“Excuse me?” he said, stopping a woman wearing bundled layers of finely tailored wool; the fashion was clearly foreign. She was so blonde her eyebrows were invisible.
“Hvad?” The woman frowned, flicked her eyes over the sorry state of him.
“Sorry. Can you understand me?”
“Ja. Of course.” A strange accent. She must have travelled a long way to be here.
“Do you know where I might find the ‘Keepers’?”
“You did not think to ask a local?”
“They don’t seem to like the look of me.”
“I do not like the look of you.”
Galahad tried to smile, but he was so exhausted it came out twisted. “Look, it’s been a long journey. I just want to get rid of this stinking thing so I can get cleaned up. Could you help me out?”
“The Keepers will not deal with an outlander.”
Galahad pinched the bridge of his nose and took a deep breath, trying not to lose his grip on the last rags of his patience. “I’ll deal with them. Just point the way.”
The woman did, pointing in a vague direction. “You will not miss it. The building is…” She struggled for a moment, chewing her tongue. “Imposing. It is imposing.”
“Thanks.”
“Selv tak.” She hurried off before he could ask her anything else.
Galahad set off in the direction the woman had pointed. It took him down a street which he thought was now moving away from the city centre. He checked the doors and signs of every building he passed, careful not to miss anything. After a few minutes of walking, he realised he needn’t have been so careful.
The building was like nothing he’d seen before. Halfway between a tavern and a castle. It was as wide as four New London townhouses, but only as tall as a Wickerton cottage. The roof was thatched. The windows were not glass but wooden shutters open to the cool breeze. The door was painted red; in places it was chipped, showing it had once been painted green. There was no sign outside, but above the doorway was a wooden plaque in an unreadable script which bore the appearance of runes.
The foreigner had been right: this place was imposing. But it was hard to discern exactly why. The tavern-like appearance should have given it a homely feel. Instead, the thought of knocking on that door made Galahad’s palms moist. For a long moment he stood in the street and stared at it. Then he walked forward and knocked. After receiving no answer, he tried the handle, found it unlocked. The door swung inwards without a creak.
The inside was also reminiscent of a tavern. Round tables filled the room, occupied by folk drinking and playing dice. Tobacco smoke drifted from long-handled pipes. There was even a bar on the far side of the room, tended by two women in aprons that would have looked more at home on a butcher than a barmaid. Everyone else wore olive cloaks. Galahad caught glimpses of the same green and white tartan decorating a pouch, a fly plaid, a cap.
At Galahad’s interruption, the room quieted. Everyone turned to watch as he dragged the powrie’s carcass into the centre of the room. The twisted thing slumped horribly on the sawdust-covered floorboards as he released its weight. With all the open windows, the place smelled heavily of outside air.
“Sorry to interrupt,” he said, trying to hide how much he was struggling to catch his breath. He winced, aware of his Mercian accent for the first time. “I heard this was the place to come.”
A long pause.
“What the fuck is that?” one of the barmaids said.
“A powrie, I believe. A redcap.”
“Ugly fuckin’ thing,” a drinker called out.
“It nearly killed me.”
“What’s an outlander wandering the hills killing monsters for?” the barmaid asked.
“It ambushed me. I was on my way here.”
“Don’t get many travel up by land.” The barmaid folded her arms. None of the patrons returned to their former conversations; they watched him with undisguised suspicion.
“I have business.”
“Aye, I’m sure you do.”
“Will you buy it, then?”
“Who said anything about buying a stinking fish person?”
“It’s not a fish person, it—”
“Aye, it’s a monster of the hills. A redcap, you say? Could be, that’s true. But we don’t buy dead monsters here, lad. We keep the peace.”
“What the fuck am I supposed to do with it then?”
The barmaid leaned over the bar, squinting at him in a way that made Galahad feel she was peering under his skin. “Leave it. We’ll catalogue it, then burn it on a rowan wood pyre.”
“You’ll really give me nothing for my trouble?”
“You’re lucky we don’t burn you with it, bursting in here like that.”
“I’m sorry. I was told—”
“Blair said you’ve outstayed your welcome,” one of the drinkers said, his voice a growl.
The barmaid, Blair, was still staring at him. Two golden pinpricks shining in the natural light that flooded through the open windows. Whisky coloured eyes. Like his.
He kept his head down, hoping no one had noticed the sign of stolen magic. Coming here hadn’t been the smartest decision, but he’d been too exhausted to think straight.
Blair stepped out from behind the bar. The hilt of a sword poked out over her shoulder. She pulled the apron over her head, and let it drop; there were flecks of blood on it. Her clothes were new-spun and simple, like everyone’s here: cowhide jacket not dissimilar to the untreated leather Fay often wore, close-tailored linen shirt, a tartan skirt of that same green and white—he saw the different shades, the lines of black, how complex a pattern it really was. She was no barmaid. This was a place where the patrons helped themselves to the spoils of the bar; she’d only happened to have been behind it when he entered.
“I’m Captain Blair Campbell of the Keepers of Eidyn, outlander, and you have some nerve.”
“I didn’t come to cause trouble,” Galahad said, backing away. “I’m new to this part of the world. I don’t know your customs. I’ll go. You won’t hear from me again.”
“Aye. That’ll be best for everyone.”
He wondered if she’d seen his eyes. If he’d find cloaked figures shadowing him as he left this place. What a foolish mistake this had been. He’d expected gratitude. Maybe payment. But he was a stranger with stolen magic in his eyes and veins. What the fuck had he been thinking?
He backed out and hurried to the central square in search of the cheapest tailor he could find. After picking up some simple new-spun trousers and tunics to replace his New London jeans and shirt, he paid for a room in a run-down inn. From the original sign, it looked as though it had once been named after some old saint. A hero of the big He in the sky. But that name had long since become faded, chipped, and forgotten. A newer, smaller sign read simply: Travellers Tavern. At two silver a night, it was more expensive than he’d been hoping to pay, but it didn’t look like he’d find anything cheaper in the city.
He would have to find Elaine before his purse ran dry.
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The tax collector was here. And not alone. A guarded wagon rolled along the trade road, tarpaulin wings extended and fastened to the saddles of mules that flanked the procession. Upright spears bobbed as the soldiers marched. All were stony faced. Many too young. 
Fay waited beyond Wickerton’s canvas awning, Betty at her side with a tote bag over one shoulder. Behind them, safe beneath the shelter, stood a gathering of the town council, wringing their hands and muttering.
“What will you say?” Betty asked as the procession approached.
“I’ll tell ’em to fuck off.”
“Remember your breathing exercises?”
“I’m calm.”
“They’ll try to get you riled up. If you swing, they have an excuse to cut you down.”
“I won’t swing.”
“Please mean that.”
The wagon groaned to a halt. A woman wearing a cocked hat and leather boots that swallowed her ankles hopped down from her seat at the front of the wagon. She brushed down her brass-buttoned navy uniform. Despite clear skies, the caravan guards tensed as the woman strode towards Fay and left the wagon’s tarpaulin wings behind.
“Won’t you let us under the canvas?” Her accent was posh enough to make Lord William cringe. “Must we talk under the clouds?”
Fay tilted her head back, squinted at the faint wisps of white that could barely be called clouds. “Not scared are you?”
“My guards would appreciate the chance to rest.”
“We’ve two inns. Plenty of space in the rooms. We should settle this quick so your people can get the rest they deserve.”
“My name is Marzena Aver, and I am a tax collector serving by the royal appointment of His Majesty Rohit the First. Am I speaking with the mayor?”
“This town doesn’t have one. I’m Fay Weaver, representing the town council, who you can see gathered behind me.”
Marzena wrinkled her nose. “Snivelling lot.”
Fay couldn’t disagree with that, so she said nothing.
“Speak then, representative. Or better yet, produce payment for the debt you owe.”
“I’d like to request an extension on the date of payment.” Fay heard herself aping the tax collector’s manner of speaking. She cleared her throat and consciously stripped the formality away. She didn’t need to pretend to be someone else to do this.
“You were already short the last time we visited. Owe us payment and a half.”
“How much in total?”
Marzena retrieved a slip of paper from her inside pocket, squinted at it. “Let’s see now… Ah, yes. 122 crowns, one silver, four draun, and two pence.”
Fay blinked. “You’re joking.”
“Rarely, if ever.”
“Give us more time.”
“I’m afraid I can’t. I have instructions.” She turned, raising a hand to gesture to her guards.
“Wait! Don’t. What are you doing?”
“Your council was warned. The punishment for lack of payment is a forfeit of your canvas shelter. A threat that was supposed to imbue the feckless residents with the impetus to pay on time. We’ll return next quarter and expect full payment in arrears.”
“You can’t tear down the shelter,” Fay said through gritted teeth. Marzena’s eyes briefly strayed to Fay’s fists, knuckles straining white against skin. “People will die.”
Marzena shrugged. “Only if it rains.”
Which it would. This was Albion, after all.
Guards strode forward, spears raised. Not one of them looked happy about the life choices that had brought them to this moment.
“What about half? Can that buy us some time?”
“Hm?” The tax collector raised a hand to halt her guards. “Sixty crowns?”
“Yes.”
There was some commotion from the council but Fay ignored them. Betty said nothing, staring at the wagon.
“I’m permitted to offer an extension in the case of half payment. If you can manage it here and now.”
“Give me a moment?”
“You have five minutes.” At another hand signal, a teenage boy who’d been fiddling with the horse tack pulled out a small sand timer, flipped it, and placed it in clear view atop the wagon’s bed.
Fay approached the council.
“We don’t have that kind of money, Fay,” her father said.
“It’s hopeless,” Widow Barley—another council member—muttered, messing her hair with both hands.
“What do you have?” Fay asked. “You must have something?”
“Sure. We have… let me see. Sixteen wasn’t it, Jordan?” Her father turned to old Mr Tanner with his white hair and one milky eye; he nodded. “Yeah, we have sixteen. And that wasn’t easy, what with how trade’s been.”
“Fetch it. I’ll take care of the rest.”
“Fay.” Her father grabbed her by the shoulder. “Don’t do something reckless. There are too many of them.”
“I’m not going to fight. I have the money.”
“Here, Mr Weaver.” Betty pulled a heaving purse from the bag she carried. It was packed with coins—nothing but gold. A good portion of Fay’s payment for bringing Bill back to his father. They’d been a heavy burden to carry these hundred miles from her room at The Green Man, but she was glad now that she had. The ninety she’d earned had been reduced to nearer seventy over the past year. And Fay needed to keep enough in her pocket to live off. But she could manage this half payment. With the sixteen from the council, that made seventy-six. Forty-six left to pay. Short of finding another lord with an heir in need of returning, Fay only knew two other ways to come by that kind of money quickly.
She didn’t like either of them.
Fay crouched on the grass, counted out sixty crowns. That left her only twelve. Enough to keep her fed for a while. If it came to it, she’d add that to the pot as well, but for now she shoved the leftover money into her pocket.
“Can you at least pay the change?” Fay asked as she straightened.
“Of course. Yes, yes.” Widow Barley said, handing over a silver, four draun, and a penny.
“Anyone got another penny?”
“Oh!” The councilwoman looked mortified. “Did I miscount?”
“Here.” Mr Tanner flicked a penny through the air. Betty caught it, hand moving like a bat swooping to catch a moth.
When Fay turned back to the wagon, she found Marzena staring at her in the way a boxer might eye their opponent as they wait for the bell to ring. Fay refused her the satisfaction of breaking her gaze. She would not be cowed by the stare of a powerful woman.
“Here’s sixty plus the change.” Fay handed the purse over.
“A month then. Call it thirty days. That’ll bring us back for Allhallows if I’m not mistaken. With fortune we may feast together.”
Fay could never keep track of the days but nodded anyway.
“I would offer to shake your hand, but I fear I haven’t the time to wait as you pry open those fists. Don’t injure yourself by straining too hard.” With that, Marzena strode back to her wagon, hopped into the seat next to the driver. “On with us then. Back for Allhallows.”
As the wagon rolled away, Fay sighed and a wave of dizziness crashed over her. She bent over her knees, heart beating as if she’d been running. She hadn’t fought. No blood on her knuckles. No tears in Wickerton’s great canvas shelter. A better outcome than she’d expected. But still a cold cairn settled in her gut. A month was all she’d bought them.
“By the big He in the sky…” her father said. “Where’d you get a fortune like that?”
“What does it matter? It’s gone now.”
“Can you get more?”
“No.” Not without returning to New London. To the dark and the soot and the musty stink.
“Then we’re fucked,” old Mr Tanner said.
Fay dug her nails into her palms, studying the anxious faces of Wickerton’s council.
“Maybe we use this month to evacuate,” she said. “New London’s growing. Canvas and wrinkled iron. Don’t know about work, but it can’t be worse than here.”
“We’re not going to the capital,” her father said.
“You won’t have a choice if they cut down the shelter. Better to be prepared. That’s how you survive.”
“This is our home,” Widow Barley said. “This is where Luke is buried.”
Murmurings of agreement from the rest of the council.
“My grandkids left four months ago,” Mr Tanner said. “What if they return and we’re gone? What if they’re in need and there’s no one here to help them?”
A younger man standing at the back of the group spoke up then. “I’m… I’m too scared.” He fidgeted with his belt buckle. “I can’t go out there. Without shelter. We’ll… We’ll all die.”
In the silence that followed, all eyes turned to Fay. It was as if a mask had been wrenched from each of them, leaving their fear bare. Fay was so used to living on the road, she’d forgotten how terrified most people were of the rain. And with good reason.
“If you won’t leave and you’ve no way to meet your debt, then what do you plan to do?”
“Sixty crowns, Fay,” her father said, his tone baffled and pleading and proud all at once. “You had sixty crowns in your purse. Don’t tell us you don’t know how to find more. Whatever it is you need to do… we’ll support you. We’ll understand.”
A month to raise a fortune. Minus the few days it would take to journey to the capital. It wasn’t long enough. She considered going to Galahad, crossing that gulf between them. But last she’d heard he was poorer than the townsfolk. There would be little he could do to help. Sell some trinkets? Make a dozen crowns, maybe. Not enough.
“Could Errol help?” Betty suggested.
Fay shook her head. “His parents send enough for him to live well, but he won’t have that kind of money lying around. Maybe Bill.” She loathed the idea of begging for money, but she’d swallow a sea of pride to save this town. She cracked her knuckles. “Guess I’m leaving again.”
Betty paled, gave a sickly smile. “Shall we leave in the morning?”
“You don’t have to come. If it’s difficult for you. I understand what it’s like to feel anxious, and after what happened on the way here…”
“I followed ye this far,” Betty said. She was almost shaking. “I ain’t letting go.”
“You sure? My parents will look after you if you stay. Won’t you, Dad?”
Her father nodded.
“Doesn’t feel right to let ye go alone,” Betty said, though resignation was creeping into her tone, a touch of relief as she allowed herself to entertain the thought of staying behind. Fay couldn’t have her breaking down in the wilds. She had enough to worry about.
“If you come, I might not be able to do what I need to. What if Bill can’t help? I might not be able to get to him. Hundreds of people live here. I can’t abandon them. If I have to burn myself to save them, I’ll do it. I don’t want you to have to see that.”
“Ye can’t mean that.” Betty put her hands on Fay’s chest, stubby fingers curled through the linen of her shirt. “Don’t let that place make ye sick.”
“I’m already sick.”
“Don’t ruin this. Ye’ve done so well.”
The next morning, while Betty slept, Fay left for the capital alone.
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Sometimes Galahad convinced himself he could find anything, given enough time. But people were tricky. Especially when they were lost in an unfamiliar city. When that city had a population of half a million and he didn’t know if Elaine was taken or hiding. If she was alive or dead. 
Eidyn’s library was a scrappy building, partially rebuilt several times over. New stone and old cement clumsily cobbled together. The inside was equally ramshackle. A patchwork of anachronisms. Modern oil lamps sat on antique wooden tables. Shelves smelling of new varnish housed books that had been old before the rain turned. Ink laid down by hand, by press, by machines the world no longer understood. The ceiling rose and curved in a dome that mimicked the sun. A fitting symbol for a city as bright and open as this. The design had an ancient, timeless feel.
Here he hoped to follow in Elaine’s footsteps; to begin with the familiarity of books.
“Can I help you?” a woman asked over the top of her glasses. Her hair was somehow askew despite being pulled back in a ponytail.
“I’m sure I’ll find my way.”
The librarian gave him a smile like a slap across the cheek. “There’s actually no entry to the stacks without registration.”
“Oh, right. Of course.” Galahad looked around for the reception desk but there was only empty space and the tiled floor. “Where do I sign?”
Another of those acidic smiles. “Registration is only available for residents. For the safety of the books, you understand. This is an historic site.”
“And taking a room at a local inn doesn’t qualify for residency?” The librarian’s flat look was answer enough. “There’s no day pass or—”
“Not for the stacks. You’ll have to use the public reading room.” She gestured to one of the doors leading from the room. “Fill in a request slip and a runner will fetch your books for you.”
He pursed his lips, trying to hide his irritation. “That’ll have to do.”
“It’s usually not too busy around this time of day.”
He turned away from the librarian and she cleared her throat, nodded toward a plinth bearing a massive ledger. So there was something for him to sign. He scribbled his name under the librarian’s aquiline gaze, then made for the reading room.
It was as confusing a jumble as the rest of the place. Tables of all different sizes and woods. Some varnished, others not. Glass panels in the ceiling allowed muted sunlight to pour directly into the chamber. Oil lamps were necessary to read by, but could be left at the ends of tables, instead of shoved up near the pages—safer for the books.
Contrary to the librarian’s assertions, the reading room was relatively busy. Over half the tables were occupied. It was clear from a cursory glance that nobody was born to the Empire of the Thistle. One woman wore a sleeved dress of a cut popular in the Bright Crown of Northumbria, with a big fur vest over the top she must have bought locally to keep herself warm. Others were harder to identify. One man might have been from across the Channel, dressed in a fine blue waistcoat. And there, two men in what Galahad thought he identified as uniforms of the Santan military, though he’d only ever read vague descriptions of the pale green jackets with fine gold stitching on the shoulders. A woman wore a sari similar to the fashions of New London’s high society, but the dyes were more muted, the patterns less intricate but somehow more precise. It had an ineffable quality to it that made Galahad suspect it was a relic. Preserved for hundreds of years, made before the rain turned.
There was nobody manning the desk where requests were filled in, but Galahad went to it anyway, took a slip, found a pencil, then paused with his lead to the paper. He couldn’t very well write “magic whisky” on the form. Elaine had vanished searching for these secrets. He had to be careful.
Then there were the Keepers to worry about. He hadn’t noticed anyone following him, but that didn’t mean they weren’t watching, waiting for him to give them a reason to restrain him. He didn’t think they were responsible for Elaine’s disappearance, but he remembered the hard look in Blair’s eyes with stark clarity. She nearly hadn’t let him go.
He tapped his pencil against the pale wood of the desk, wondering what to write. If there was some way he could pry without seeming to. Even the plain mention of whisky was a risk.
With a sigh, he decided to try something less delicate. The people here knew things about the world that eluded all scholars of the south. Perhaps he could pry at the corners of that knowledge and find the answers to some of his long-held questions.
On the first line he wrote, “rainwights: history, study of,” and on the second, “monsters of folklore: modern history, current study.”
He sat and waited. Runners flitted in and out like birds to a feeder. It took longer for them to bring his books than it ever had in the Library of Dead Scholars, but they came eventually. A runner called his name, handed him a pile of books. Five in total.
“Fill out another if you need any else,” the runner said, barely bothering to enunciate. He ran off without giving Galahad a chance to say thank you.
Of the five volumes, two were catalogued in the Library of Dead Scholars and Galahad had read them before. Neither was particularly exciting. One was an overly mystical compilation of theories about the rainwights that tried to link them in some way to the big He in the sky: the god worshipped by the Long-haired Priest whose teachings were now mostly forgotten across Albion. The links were tenuous and forced. Something about a great flood in a holy book. All full of vengeance. That was the part of the story Galahad found easiest to relate to. Whatever had caused the rainwights, wherever they’d come from, they certainly felt like a revenge upon the human race. A penance for their greed. For building too high, spreading stone and smoke and wires. Now they paid reparations for the crimes of their ancestors; the building of things they no longer understood.
The second book was a dry account on the resilience of folktales, marvelling at how such stories survived the falls of civilisations while so much else was lost. The author’s stale prose made even Galahad’s favourite subject almost unbearably dull. He had still read it twice, though.
The other three books were more exciting. Three volumes entirely new to him. Two had been written and printed here. The last was a beautifully hand scribed tome with an appearance so valuable he wondered if the runner had brought it to him by mistake. Surely such a treasure should never leave the stacks. The title read, in elegant script: The Book of the Fall: How the Rain Turned Against the World of Men.
He set the other books aside and opened The Book of the Fall. The inside was completed in a hand as delicate as the cover. The dialect was an odd mix of formal and informal and included certain constructions that tripped Galahad as he read. It forced him to move slowly, studying each sentence, each word, breathing in the distinctive musty odour of parchment. A new book made using old ways. A true artifact of this age.
It told of unnatural ebbs. Of electric fields and hidden places. The suppression of magic described with the imagery of a dam diverting a river. Myths that were, then were not. Then the sudden breaking of that dam. The anger of a storm. Magic returned. Wights, powries, beasts of the moors. Sooterkins and lindworms. Will-o’-the-wisps…
Galahad studied The Book of the Fall for hours. Some passages he skipped, or skimmed, while others he read three times over. He delved through the prose like he was shifting rubble for gold. The book spoke to him with such authority, grappling with his innate scepticism. It was hard to tell if it was an historical study or a quasi-religious text, but the rhetoric was adamant in its conviction.
It was a tale of vengeance, painting the return of magic as Earth’s retribution against its careless stewards. A planet breaking free of its chains. The idea was compelling. It would explain why monsters and magic had once been recorded so freely, before vanishing for centuries: mankind had suppressed the Earth’s natural magic until it burst forth in a violent cataclysm.
There were few surviving records from the time of the turning of the rain, or the century preceding it, but from what Galahad understood, it was a time of single-minded industry. Of electric wires carrying signals and power. There was a different kind of magic in those years. One that sucked life vampirically from the Earth. That tried to murder the green wilds of Albion. Eventually the Earth had said no more, and society crumbled before the gentle shushing of a thousand storms.
The Book of the Fall provided no proof beyond its rhetoric. No concrete facts with which to build the walls of its theories. Except one inalienable truth gave it credence: these people of the empire had found a way to manipulate a kind of magic. They brewed whisky that could make a man heal from mortal wounds. They lived under a shelter of wooden slats that should have been battered down within a week. They went walking unmolested in the rain. Whatever understanding they had of this world, it enabled them to do things Galahad would have sworn were impossible. One cannot truly manipulate a thing without first understanding it.
Did these people really understand this world? Had humanity pushed magic so far into hiding that when its confines finally snapped under the tension, it sprang back with a chaotic fury? Perhaps. But the meandering words of one scholar weren’t enough to convince Galahad, prosaic as they might be.
Finally, he set the tome aside. Wiping his brow, he found it slick with cold sweat. His mouth and throat were dry and a pounding ache swelled in his forehead. He’d been reading for far too long, but there were still two books to go through. One was a bestiary of folklore, updated to include contemporary sightings. A catalogue that may prove invaluable but wasn’t presently of direct importance—though it was useful to know how widely accepted the reappearance of monsters was here. The other was a skinny volume—more of a published essay than a book—On the Physics and Form of the Rainrisen: The Condensation of Energy-Matter and Traversal in Storms.
The text of this one was opaque, even to Galahad’s scholarly mind. From what he could glean, it was concerned with the rainwights as semi-physical entities. A study that sought to answer the old question of whether the rainwights were in the rain or were a function of the very rain itself. The prominent theory was one of a shifting between force and matter, powered by the energy inherent in a storm. Lightning bottled in the mist of clouds. Collections of sentience drifting in the dark plates above, striking earth in the forceful shapes of men. The rain curved around them not because they had a physical shape, but because they deflected the rain as a magnetic field repels iron filings.
Rainwights were both the clouds and creatures that lived inside them. A symbiosis. Charge and thought. A bonding of mind to heavy hanging static. To the anger of the storm. The Earth’s revenge.
Galahad looked up from the volume, his head swimming and throat dry. Could it be true? Consciousnesses bound to storms, dissipating and re-spinning and crackling all the while with the potential of a thunderbolt?
He shuddered, remembering rumours of the taken becoming rainwights. Of folk glimpsing the faces of long-lost relatives, half-formed in showering raindrops. He’d always suspected those stories were true, but to think those people were trapped in the sky, in the mist and clouds. An eternally painful existence.
The most chilling thought struck him then: had all rainwights once been human?
“Excuse me?”
He started as he realised the librarian from the entrance hall was hovering by his table. “Sorry, uh?”
“We’re closing up. The public reading room is only open till four.” She flashed an acidic smile. “Did you find everything you were looking for?”
“Right, of course. Not exactly.” Without looking away from the librarian, he shuffled his stack of books so that The Book of the Fall was at the bottom, then pushed them along the table towards her. “Is there anywhere else I could find information in the city? A bookstore, or…”
The librarian picked up the books and hugged them to her chest. “Depends what you’re looking for. Could try the docks. No books but there’s folk from all over. Hear all sorts up there.”
Galahad cracked his neck as he got up to leave. “Before I go, could you tell me one thing? Has a woman been through here in the past few weeks? Black hair, fairly short. One leg. Foul mouth. Mercian, like me?”
“I don’t keep track of the outlanders who come through here.”
“Of course you don’t,” Galahad muttered as he left.
He couldn’t help thinking the librarian’s comment about the docks had been a veiled hint that he wasn’t welcome in the city and should take the next ship home, but it might not have been the worst advice. You never knew what you might overhear in a dockside tavern, and other foreigners would likely be more welcoming. And besides, where better to search for clues about whisky than a pub?
[image: image-placeholder]It was barely evening but already the place was a raucous jumble. It stank of stale booze and fermenting barley. The sawdust liberally spread across the floor squelched and slipped like soggy mulch. Sailors fresh from the sea buried their noses in pints of ale. There were fashions Galahad barely recognised, well-travelled as he was. Drab cloaks and colourful shawls. Golden bangles jangling up skinny brown wrists and arms. Runic tiles on leather thongs swinging about the necks of bearded men as they laughed, rocking on their stools. And through the stink of spilled beer, sailor sweat, and wet dog, there was a hint of something rich, floral, and hot as heaping plates of roasted meat and gravy were rushed from the kitchens.
“Glass of whisky please, mate.” Galahad took a seat at the bar, kept his elbows to himself.
“Halfsilver,” the bartender grunted as he slid an eyeballed single measure to Galahad’s waiting hand.
“Does the rest of the bottle come with it?”
The bartender shrugged, as if an entire halfsilver was a perfectly normal price for a glass of whisky.
“Must be special stuff,” Galahad said. “It local?”
“What is local to you?” The bartender had a continental accent of a kind often heard in the Sceptre of Wessex. An immigrant from across the Channel. “It is Scotch all right but not distilled in the city.”
“Where then?”
The bartender checked the bottle, sniffed, wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Out west. Port Glesca.” He busied himself behind the bar but there were no customers waiting, so Galahad kept him talking.
“There’s a distillery here though, right? In Eidyn?”
The bartender shrugged. “Who, as you say, fucking cares?”
“I like to know where my drink comes from. It’s a hobby.”
“That so?” The bartender’s voice was so flat it almost didn’t sound like a question.
Galahad nodded towards a shelved bottle of rum, nestled between a spiced rum and a sloe gin. The edge of the label was visible, though it was mostly facing away. “Wessexian. Portchester Distillery. It’s their Stained Glass Rum, if I’m not mistaken, though the bottle is old. Changed their printing techniques year before last. If I had to guess, I’d say it was bottled in year twenty-nine of the Rohit Era, though I don’t suppose that means much to you.”
“The Unholy King is a poor marker to measure time, eh?” The bartender came alive at that, if only slightly. “Why are your kind not using the common calendar?”
“In New London there is no world beyond the stone.”
The bartender gave a somewhat approving sniff as he checked the bottle’s label. “What is your king’s year now?”
“Thirty-three.”
“Then you are off by one year. This one was bottled in 283 CC—five years ago. The rest you have correct.” The bartender grinned. “I should be saying to find a better hobby. This is sad for me, to think of you sitting with your drink and your labels.”
“When you’ve adventure enough in your day job, it can be a relief to have a boring hobby.”
The bartender put his massive hands on the bar, giving Galahad his full attention for the first time. “You are here to be looking at scotch labels then, eh?”
“Amongst other things.”
“There are three distilleries in the city. And others for gin, rum, vodka. Two ale breweries. No wine.” He tutted. “No. No wine. A shame. Though sometimes we have saviours from abroad.” A wicked smile. “When I can afford, I trade with them.”
“When you’re charging the prices you do, I’m surprised there’s anything you can’t afford.”
“It is not my pub.” He narrowed his eyes as if remembering he’d left his house unlocked. “And the wine they bring is very expensive.”
“Fancy giving me directions to the whisky distilleries?”
“I don’t leave the port.”
Galahad slid a silver piece across the bar. The bartender looked at it as if it were a glob of spit. With a sigh, Galahad put the silver back in his purse, then slid a crown across instead. The bartender vanished it with a sleight of hand trick so deft Galahad couldn’t help but check his purse and pockets having seen it. Everything was accounted for.
Leaning close, voice husky and low: “For a gold piece I tell you two things, eh. There is a distillery not far. Follow shoreline west. There is a shaded beach where folk play in summer. You go south from there, meet a statue of man with two dogs. You go west. There is your distillery. For second advice, I say this: bite your tongue and go home. The locals are not fond of outlanders. Especially ones who don’t stay in the districts we are supposed to. Double especially for ones who go sneaking and asking about whisky. Oui, especially they do not like outlanders asking about whisky.”
The bartender clapped him on the shoulder with a deep laugh; his massive hand almost knocked him off his stool.
“Thanks for that.”
“Don’t leave,” the bartender said. Though he was smiling like they were two friends joking, his voice was cold. “Stay for another drink, chat about outlander things. Then you leave.”
“I understand,” Galahad whispered. Then, more loudly, “Give me a pint of this ale then barkeep, if it’s so fucking delicious!”
“I promise, it is the richest you have tried! A taste like burning caramel. You just see if it is true!”
The stout the bartender pulled for him was creamy and deep and dark. It reminded Galahad of chocolate, a delicacy from the continent he’d once tried in the south. A single bite had cost him half a crown, but it had been worth it. He stayed for a while longer, drinking and chatting with the bartender, then a Santan woman who sat beside him at the bar who barely spoke English but still managed to make him laugh.
It was witching hour when he left. Light enough to find his way around the unfamiliar city; dark enough for the growing shadows to conceal his passage. Eidyn wasn’t lit like New London. Away from the docks and the city centre, there weren’t even any streetlamps. Those at the docks had been of an old design: flaming torches that would barely burn through the evening.
The bartender’s directions held true and Galahad found the distillery resting in the gloom. Boards across the windows gave the impression of it being derelict: likely a security measure. He walked the perimeter, searching for an entry point. Every window boarded. Two doors, both locked. The place was silent from every angle. Clearly they didn’t work through the evenings.
Something brushed his leg.
Galahad spun, heart galloping, senses flush and sharp; hand tight around the grip of his sword, ready to draw.
It was only a cat.
A massive fucking cat.
The creature slinked down the cobbled street as if she ruled the city, everyone living there her servants. A tabby-marked face turned back to watch him, eyes flashing in the low light. Her body was marbled brown and grey, several inches longer than any Mercian cat. She looked like she could rip a fox’s neck out with those teeth. Then she meowed. A soft, half-choked sound, as if she’d been smoking cigarettes as long as Elaine had. Unexpectedly cute coming from that half-monster cat.
When Galahad turned back to the distillery, he noticed a light was on. It was hard to tell at a glance; a faint glow coming from behind the boards. A warmth to the cracks around the window. Had that been on before? He found he was holding his breath, still and silent. Waiting.
Mwraoo!
A spike of adrenaline rushed through him, quickening his heart.
He shushed the cat, tried to shoo it but it tottered over to nudge his legs again.
“Get away,” he hissed. The cat lay down and started licking its paw.
Galahad scanned the building, saw no sign of movement. But there, the light was out again. Someone was definitely inside. Perhaps they’d heard the cat’s warning call and turned off the light to hide their presence. His neck prickled as he wondered if someone was spying down on him through some dark crack he couldn’t see.
Careful not to make a sound, stepping slowly on the smooth cobblestones, he crept away.
Night’s dark cloak fell swiftly once dusk broke. Galahad struggled to see the road before him. It didn’t help that the streets were narrow. Sloped and cramped and difficult to navigate at the best of times. He took a wrong turn and didn’t realise till he’d already trekked minutes off course. He tried to correct, found himself wandering through an unfamiliar part of the city. Glimpses of the moon slipped between the wooden shelters; the only beacon to light his way till he caught an orange flicker out of the corner of his eye. He breathed a sigh of relief. A flaming torch. He must be close to the old town now, where the streets were lit through the early hours of the night. A quick cut through this long alleyway and he’d break out into the light where he could grasp his bearings, find his way back to the Travellers Tavern.
He started down the alleyway.
His footsteps echoed off the stone, bouncing back to whisper behind him. One seemed to stumble and he spun around. That hadn’t been an echo. Someone was following, walking in time to hide their footsteps. He peered into the dark but saw nothing. They must be near the mouth of the alley, far enough behind to stay hidden. When he turned back, he saw the orange flicker snuff out and was plunged into darkness.
“Fuck it,” he whispered.
Blind fumbling: dry stone led him forward. Off-balance in the dark. The moon told him which way was up but all other directions swam together. Green and purple spots floated across his vision. He no longer heard footsteps behind him.
He tried to speed up but lost in the dark he found it was impossible. He tripped, almost went down to his knees. When he lost the rhythm of his stride he heard them. Footsteps. Close behind him now. He broke into a run, hit the fucking wall, grazed the back of his wrist, went spinning, righted himself. This way. He had it now. This was the way out.
A hot, wet pain jabbed in his right kidney.
It was a knife. Not long enough to pierce the other side. His attacker held firm, twisted, pushed him down to his knees. Fuck, it hurt. A sharp, searing pain. He grunted like an animal, sniffed like a riled horse. He would not scream. He knew pain. A year ago it had become his closest friend.
More footsteps now. He was surrounded. Five? Seven? Maybe more.
He could fight. Likely he would win. Eidyn would awaken to an alley painted red. Bodies piled together. Seven funerals and seven crying widows. Or widowers.
No. He wouldn’t do it. Not unless he had to.
So he went down. He played dead, letting out only the weakest grunt when the knife left, then greeted his shoulder, again his kidney, and then the other. The stabs were rough and without target. This was not an attacker familiar with the human body. Then came the boots. They kicked him, all of them, slamming their feet down and cursing him in their local tongue. That wetness on his cheek could be spit or blood, he didn’t know.
They left him for dead. Clothes wet with blood and his own piss. It took hours before he was healed enough to stagger back to the Travellers Tavern. Several long, painful hours, feeling every second as his insides stitched and twined and heaved themselves back into their rightful places. And all the time he lay there, all he could think was how stupid he’d been to walk into this ambush and to hope Elaine had been smart enough to move more covertly.




thirteen
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Nobody greeted Galahad as he burst into the Travellers Tavern and collapsed, trembling to his knees. The bar was silent. Not a lamp was lit. He didn’t know what time it was but it must have been late. Sawdust caught in his dry throat and he coughed, shielding his face with the sleeve of his tunic to muffle the sound. Though his wounds had healed, he ached terribly. His stomach grumbled, contracting as if it were trying to eat itself. 
It was a labour to get to his feet.
He stole a ramekin of pistachio nuts and a glass of water from behind the bar, then staggered up the stairs to what he hoped was his room. His fingers were his eyes, feeling the texture of the walls, counting the doors. He cursed himself for not paying more attention in the light. There, another short flight of stairs. Second door down. Fumble for the handle.
It took him several minutes to get a lamp lit and confirm he’d made it to his room. Most of the nuts and water had made the journey, though he was sure he’d left wet patches on the stairs. He gulped the water in a single greedy swig, then broke into the pistachios. It wasn’t nearly enough to replace the energy and fluids he’d lost through the wound and healing, but it was enough to stop his hands trembling.
They should have taken his purse. Or his sword, in its valuable ebony scabbard. Or even his cloak, fine enough new-spun to fetch half a crown in the right market. But they’d left him with everything; taken only his life—or meant to. It betrayed their intentions. Perhaps they didn’t think it mattered. Why bother with pretence when your victim was already dead? But it would take more than knives in the dark to put him down.
He’d barely been in the city a day and already he was worth assassinating. An extreme response for lurking in the shadows outside a distillery. And the attack had felt planned. They’d funnelled him into that alleyway, snuffed out the light on the far side. A complex trap to improvise without warning. No, they must have been watching him already. Perhaps he’d been overheard in that dockside bar, or the bartender had sold him out. Then there was always the chance Elaine’s letter had been intercepted.
But how he’d become a target was less pressing than who had attacked him. Quick and messy. Knives in an alleyway. As upholders of the law, he assumed the Keepers had more civilised methods, though he couldn’t rule them out. Again he remembered Blair’s hard golden stare.
Who was so protective of the empire’s secrets that they’d murder any outsider who asked questions? The distilleries? The nobility? Fuck, he needed more information.
He sat on his bed and waited for his aches to fade. He’d been stupid. Careless. This wasn’t how he liked to work. Galahad was supposed to be methodical. Precise. He was a scholar and a traveller. He should have known to be more careful. Should have disguised himself before he even reached the city. Learned to imitate the local accent. Come with a cover story to excuse his interest in the whisky.
Well, it was too late now. He’d sprung their trap and his survival would not go unnoticed. Unless he hid. Sought out the city’s underbelly and stalked his attackers from the shadows. But that would limit him too much. He could accomplish more in the open. If their eyes were on him, he knew where they were watching. He could use that to his advantage.
The bloody thumbprint on Elaine’s message swam into his mind’s eye.
They thought they could jump me but I have ears, you know.
He hoped to the big He in the sky they hadn’t found her again. Then he cursed himself for hoping that. She didn’t deserve his love. His… was that how he felt about her? This roiling, hot anger. Was that love? Or had it become something else. Fermented and boiled and decayed till it was unrecognisable as the love it had been before, but no less potent. This possessive anger. He didn’t know if he hoped she was alive because he wanted to rescue her, or because if anyone was going to fucking kill her, it would be him.
He splashed the last of his water over his face.
Damn it.
[image: image-placeholder]Knocking at the door awoke him in the morning. He was still fully dressed, clothes half dried. The room stank acidic and stale. It was unsettlingly bright. He wasn’t used to so much sunlight coming through his window. Still, it was nice to feel it on his face as he roused. A gentle warmth.
The knocking came again.
“What is it?” he croaked. His throat felt like someone had poured scalding stew down it while he slept.
“Nuts are a draun for a ramekin.” The innkeep, displeased with Galahad’s antics in the night.
Galahad sat up too fast and set his head spinning. He pulled off his cloak, dropped it to the floor, then his shirt followed. He kicked them under the bed, patted down his torso, brushing away dried blood. Faint patches of purple where bruises failed to heal. His many silvery scars shimmered in the dawnlight. There was still blood on his trousers, though it had been mostly washed away when he’d pissed himself.
The knocking came again, commanding him to open the door. He pulled it open a crack. “Sorry.” He barely managed to get the word out. “Rough night.”
The innkeep sniffed expressively, big bulbous nose wrinkling like a pig’s. “The fuck’s been going on in there?”
“Out drinking. At the docks.”
“Sounds like you’ve got a frog in your throat.”
“If I do, it’s covered in thorns,” Galahad whispered, finding the sibilance easier.
“Got into some trouble, eh?”
“At the bottom of a glass. Apologies if I disturbed you.”
“Lucky you didn’t get mugged wandering back in such a sorry state. You’ll wanna stick to the lit paths up here.”
“Right. Of course.” Standing was a trial. His legs kept wobbling and nausea circled him with predatory glee. “Please. Any water?”
The innkeep was kind enough to fetch him some water and buttered bread. While he was gone, Galahad popped open his window as wide as it would go and used a clean rag to brush himself down, cleaning any dried bits of blood he’d missed. There was still nothing he could do about his trousers, but it was the cleanest he could get without visiting a washroom.
When the innkeep returned, he refused to pass the water and bread through the crack of the doorway.
“Open up now. I’ve seen worse, I’ll bet.” But when he saw the state of him, he covered his right eye with two fingers—a religious gesture from the Bright Crown. Galahad wondered if the man was an immigrant or a convert. “On Chendrefar’s name, what happened to you?”
“Water.” Galahad took the glass and gulped, water dribbling down his chin. The bread he was more cautious with, taking small nibbles. It felt wrong to chew it. Wrong to have such a dry thing in his mouth. Perhaps he’d have to wait until the water settled before he could eat.
He sat on his bed, took another gulp of water, wiped his mouth. Difficult to lie, considering his appearance, but he didn’t want to lose his room, or to draw more attention than he had already. Whatever conspiracy had set out to murder him, he doubted it reached as far as the owner of the Travellers Tavern, but that didn’t make the man trustworthy. Observer of the Bright Crown’s gods or not, the man was still a citizen of the empire. Better that he didn’t know what Galahad was doing here.
“I tripped. In an alleyway. Think I knocked myself out.” Red-faced, he added, “Pissed my trousers too.”
“Aye, that does sound like a rough night. Be careful with those alleys, lad. Dark roads aren’t for outlanders. Stick to the light and be back before they snuff them out at nine.”
“Thanks, I didn’t know. I’ll be more careful. Don’t usually get so drunk, if I’m honest.”
“Happens more often than you’d think. Outlanders aren’t used to the strength of drink up here.”
Galahad nodded. He attempted the bread again, but his mouth was still too dry.
“Is there a lot of crime here? In the dark?”
“No more than any large city, I suppose. But they’ll spot an outlander at a glance. Even one who’s made half the effort to blend in.”
Galahad gave a sheepish smile. “I thought I’d done a good job.”
“More to being a Scotsman than putting on some plain clothes and keeping your hood up. Better to wear your heritage proudly, even as an outlander. That’ll earn you more respect. You’ll have to move careful, aye, but folk look more kindly on outlanders who recognise they are guests here.”
“I heard otherwise.”
The innkeep grunted. “We’ve a bathroom down the hall. I’ll set some water boiling.”
After fumbling with his purse, Galahad pressed a halfsilver into the man’s waiting palm. With a nod, he left Galahad alone to put himself back together.
[image: image-placeholder]By late morning he felt human again. Washed and clean. Fed and watered. Healed through. Even his bruises and aches had faded. He threw out the ruined shirt and trousers and instead wore his black jeans and an undyed linen shirt; he couldn’t afford to buy another set of local clothes, whether the innkeep had been honest about him being better off without them or not. Dark powder around his eyes to morph his features; the way Elaine showed him how to do it. He would hide under his cloak, keep the hood up, tread new ground. If his assailants didn’t yet know he’d survived their attack, he didn’t want them to find out.
He had to keep assumptions to the minimum, while acting as if the worst was true. It was possible someone had overheard him in that bar, followed him and arranged the ambush, not knowing who he was. But it was also possible they knew where he was staying. His name. His motives. He remembered the captain of the Keepers. Blair Campbell’s golden eyes piercing him. Now he knew how disconcerting it was when he turned his own whisky-coloured eyes on someone. She’d noticed, he was certain. But it was unlikely that the law would resort to a knife in an alley. If Blair wanted him off the streets, she could pluck him from them any time.
Investigating the distilleries so openly had been a mistake. He should have known, but he was impatient. Frustrated. He didn’t want to be up here in the first place. But he couldn’t bear the thought of leaving Elaine in trouble. Of all these bottled feelings left swallowed and undigested.
He left the Travellers Tavern via the kitchen, out the back door, onto a relatively quiet street. Following the whisky hadn’t got him anywhere, so he decided to try tracing Elaine’s movements.
To the docks again. A different stretch. Blending in with the sailors and merchants. The port was busier than any in the south. Surprising that so many risked the open sea; rainwights had been known to tear through sails in even a light rain. The sheltered barges that crossed the Channel were ill-suited to the high seas and were often shipwrecked by storms themselves. And those ships docked at Eidyn weren’t sheltered barges. They were great, imposing things. Galleons, perhaps, though Galahad knew the word only from books.
There was a kind of market here: a bazaar of stalls in a line down the docks. Some nothing more than blankets laid out with wares atop them. Others had tables and stands. Several were selling fresh fish, adding to the briny hint to the air. The stink of the sea was unavoidable. Galahad found it less than pleasant, though compared to the damp musk of New London, it was a refreshing relief.
He walked the market, scanning each stall, unsure what he was looking for. He stopped at a one-armed woman sitting cross-legged, weaving baskets gripped between her feet. His mother used to weave baskets like that, though the speed of this woman put her to shame. Galahad crouched to inspect her wares, different sizes and shapes of basket on a pale-yellow rug. He couldn’t help but wonder what his mother was up to now. Perhaps at that moment she was weaving a basket of her own, his father shoeing a horse in the stables. It had been so long since he’d been home, they probably wouldn’t recognise him. Years ago he’d made a promise to himself not to return until he could build a permanent shelter to protect the town. That dream had died with Lance. With the fortune of salt lost forever. But he still hadn’t been back. He loved Wickerton, but it was a painful place for him now.
“These are well done,” he said, picking up a basket and turning it in his hands. There were patterns in the weave, naturally coloured woods layered in rings and stripes.
“Yeh, I know,” the woman answered. “Halfsilver each.”
Galahad wanted to buy one, but though they were light, they would be too bulky for his pack. He reached for his purse, fingered the coins inside, contemplating.
“Can do you three for a silver piece,” the woman added, seeing his indecision.
“I don’t need three.” He took out a halfsilver, dropped the semicircle coin into the weaver’s pot. “I’ll take this one. Think it’ll make a good present for my mum.”
“Alright then.”
Galahad gave the woman a smile she didn’t return. She put her latest basket aside, immediately beginning the next.
“Hey, you notice much of what goes on down here? Happen to see a woman—”
“Don’t see much when I’m working,” the weaver interrupted. “And I’m always working.”
“Right. Don’t worry then.”
“Best baskets this side of Eidyn.”
“I don’t doubt it.”
“So tell your friends. I’m here every day except Tuesdays.”
“Where are you Tuesdays?” Galahad asked reflexively. He didn’t really give a shit.
“Drinking.”
Galahad carried on past the stalls, burdened with the basket he’d purchased. Now that the moment had passed, he didn’t know what had possessed him to buy it. A gift for his mother… Whenever he’d see her again. He missed her so much it almost brought tears to his eyes; or perhaps that was the chill on the sea breeze. Maybe this basket was an excuse. An obligation to steer him home. Now he had a thing to deliver. A reason to brave the pain of tainted memories. Of his old friends, his betrayers, their blood soaked into his hands.
Over the next couple of hours, he asked around as surreptitiously as he was able. Had anyone seen a foul-mouthed woman with black hair and one leg? Had anyone come through causing trouble and asking strange questions? Nobody was able to help. Too much churn on this shore. Everyone was passing through, head down, their own business to attend to.
There was a shift in the atmosphere. The many hawkers packed away their wares in a practised flurry. Those laid out blankets served a second purpose, as improvised sacks which the market traders used to carry away their stalls. The sailors were in a hurry, too, rushing to pull covers over the ships, then scurrying into the city. Into dockside pubs and tea shops.
It took Galahad too long to realise it was about to rain. The perceived safety in Eidyn had him off his guard. Looking up he saw the city’s shelter ended in a long, slanted awning that only covered half of the dockside path he was walking. For a moment he wondered why they didn’t build the tessellating panels further out. It wouldn’t be difficult to have them propped up by poles along the jetty. But perhaps it was intentional. A reminder that outlanders weren’t truly welcome here, even at the docks. That the shelter was to protect Eidyn, not merchants from distant lands.
The first rain fell. It was only spitting at first, but already Galahad was left standing alone. He held out a hand, felt the drops; his skin tingled. There was something exhilarating about standing in the rain, but he was drawing attention. Huddling sailors and hawkers watched him with wide eyes. He tugged his hood down, then fled into the city.
As the rain grew stronger, pummelling the panels above, it came down in narrow strips. The slanted wood panels were positioned in such a way that the rain was ushered towards drains built into the cobbled streets. Where any other city would be protected by one great shelter, here they allowed the rain to reach the ground. More than once, Galahad accidentally stepped under one of these thin showers. Water soaked through the thick wool of his coat, chilling his shoulders, cramping his muscles. But no strong, elongated fingers grasped for him. There were no shapes in the water that dripped off the wooden slats. Whatever allowed the rainwights to travel in the rain had been neutralised, leaving harmless water to pour onto the streets. It was impossible, yet he saw the evidence showering all around him. Squinting between the gaps in the panels, he spied barely formed rainwights in the sky above. Plummeting arms and jaws dissipating on contact with the wood.
Some people walked the streets in nothing but their cloaks, as he did. Others carried umbrellas of an ancient design. Not the hardy, massive paratempas couriers and farmers used for protection, but simple, spindly things; water-repellent fabric stretched over metal spokes. He felt as if he’d travelled back in time, to a simpler age when the rain was a symbol of hope and harvest. When children splashed in puddles and townsfolk sat in prayer to the big He, begging for more rain to come. A time he never thought he’d be able to see for himself, yet here was a glimpse of it. A reflection, no doubt distorted by the centuries between.
A flash lit the sky, white light rattling through the panels above. A crack like cannon fire. Galahad clutched his chest, his heart pounding, and smiled.
These people could have reclaimed so much. With protection like this, they could have filled their city with electricity. Could have reignited the fires of industry. Figuratively, of course. There was nothing left to burn. But there were ways to spin power, he’d read; ways to coax it out of flowing water. But instead, they lived more modestly than the residents of New London. They wore new-spun of ancient design. They kept to the old ways.
Galahad remembered what he’d read in the reading room of the library. Those cryptic lines about electrical fields… and revenge… Perhaps it wasn’t through choice that the Empire of the Thistle lived this way, but through wisdom. Perhaps this was the only way to live in harmony with the Earth. The only way to avoid another cataclysmic event, like the turning of the rain.
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The dark of his room. He stumbled on the uneven floorboards, legs aching from a day of heavy walking. The wicker basket he’d bought made no sound as he threw it where he remembered the chest of drawers to be.  
Facing the darkness, the hairs on his arms prickled with the overwhelming feeling that he wasn’t alone. His hand strayed to the pommel of his sword. Was that the sound of breathing? The air was wrong. It felt thick. Shared. The window was closed where he’d left it open. And a familiar smell, sweet and unwashed.
“You came,” said a voice in the dark. Hearing her voice sucked the air from his lungs.
“Elaine…”
The clink of a lighter striking; she lit the bedside oil lamp, throwing flickering shadows across her features. She looked healthy, cheeks round and blushed. She stuck her tongue between her missing teeth and grinned.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” Galahad said, breathless and flustered. “How did you— What’s going on?”
Elaine replaced the oil lamp on the bedside table. She stepped forward, her black-lacquered wooden leg making a muffled thud on the floorboards—she’d wrapped cloth around the foot to silence her steps. “You would never have come if I asked nicely.”
“You’re not in trouble? You’re…” Galahad pinched the bridge of his nose. His confusion was a brick wall. “Of course. Nothing can ever be honest with you.”
“That’s not fair.”
“I think it fucking is.”
“I needed your help so I sent for you.”
“You made me think you’d been kidnapped. Murdered, even.” He stepped forward, jabbing a finger in her direction. “Do you have any idea how worried I’ve—”
“Aw, you were worried about me?” Elaine fluttered her eyelashes and Galahad realised she wasn’t wearing her usual black powder. Her hair was tied in a complicated bun. Her clothes were undyed linen and wool, save a tartan sash over one shoulder. She’d made a much better job of blending in than he had. It suited her. Everything did.
“It wasn’t enough to ruin my life?” He couldn’t help raising his voice, cheeks flushing with anger, spittle flying from his lips as he yelled. Months of bottled anger unstoppered and frothing out in a fury. “To take away my one chance of helping our hometown? To open the door to Lance’s betrayal and leave me bloodied and close to death? Now you have to fucking drag me hundreds of miles north, get me beaten and stabbed again, for what? To help you steal secrets they’d kill us both to protect?”
“I lost things too.” She looked at her pegleg, voice meek.
“Not as much as you deserve.” He grabbed her arm, more forcefully than he meant. She writhed but he held fast. “We’re leaving. Now. Before you cause an international fucking incident.”
“Get off me!” she said. He pulled her towards the door; she resisted, straining, leaning back. “Get off, man, you’re hurting me! Hey! I’m fucking serious, that hurts!”
Elaine lost balance in her attempts to twist free. She fell, leaving Galahad gripping her bicep while the rest of her slammed into the floor.
“Be quiet! You’ll wake the innkeep!” Galahad said, releasing her arm and looming over her.
“Don’t you pinch my arm then tell me to be quiet! Rain take you, Galahad. Fucking hell. Will you let me speak?”
“You don’t get to speak. I’m dragging you home and you’re going to shut up. I’m done with you.”
“Don’t be a prick. You’ve changed. I don’t like it.”
“Wonder what happened to fucking change me? Hmm, can’t think. What could have possibly worn away the last of my patience?”
“You still care about me. Don’t pretend you don’t. You wouldn’t have come looking for me if you didn’t care.”
Galahad shook his head. “I still care. I can’t help that. But I wish I didn’t. And I don’t appreciate you twisting the knife. My heart can’t take much more of your shit. You don’t like the person I’m becoming? Who do you think is to blame?”
“Always so dramatic.” She rubbed her arm where he’d held her.
A creak from the hallway. The two froze. Galahad held his breath.
“Now you’ve done it,” he whispered.
“Me? You’re the one shouting.”
They waited several moments, listening. Another creak. Shifting weight moving down the corridor. The innkeep had returned to bed.
Elaine started struggling to pull herself up.
“Don’t,” Galahad warned. “Stay down while I pack my things.”
But she ignored him and stood. “Galahad.”
The seriousness in her tone made him glance up from the backpack he was organising.
“I’m sorry,” she said. Maybe it was just an effect of the lone flickering lamp, but her eyes looked glassy with tears. “I’m really fucking sorry. I never thought he’d go that far. It’s not an excuse… I know that. But it’s the truth. I’ve never regretted anything more. I’ve spent every second since trying to make up for it.”
“Nothing you do will ever bring Percy back. He was sorry and we killed him for it. I should kill you too. That would be fair, right?”
“Is that the justice you want?” She tilted her chin up. Now he saw she was definitely crying, silent tears trailing down her face, leaving wet tracks like snails down the wall of a townhouse. “If that’s what it takes, then do it already. I’m done. I don’t give a fuck. Put me out of my misery or forgive me, but you can’t stay this angry forever. Nobody has that much anger in them.”
Galahad drew his sword; Elaine’s eyes widened.
“Don’t call my bluff.” He levelled his sword at her exposed throat. She swallowed and her skin brushed the tip of the blade. Slowly she reached up a hand, moved the tip aside. Her chest was heaving with each frightened breath.
“You wouldn’t. Not really,” she said. But Galahad didn’t pull back his arm, his sword now balanced on her shoulder. “Put it away.”
He threw the blade aside. It bounced as it came to rest on the mattress. She stepped toward him; the muffled tap of her pegleg. He stepped closer too. Then she did again, moving inside his reach, hunching her shoulders.
“Tell me how to move forward from here,” she said. “Things can’t stay like this forever. So tell me.”
“Every time I look at you, anger burns and spits in my gut like wet wood on a fire.”
“Can you not speak plainly? Even now? Fuck me, I need a fag.” She pulled a bent cigarette from her pocket, stuck it in her mouth without bothering to straighten it. The clink of her lighter. One puff and the room stank of smoke. The yellowish grey cloud hung heavily with no breeze to disturb it. Galahad waved it aside, coughed once.
“Must you do that?”
“Want one?”
He chewed his lip, muttered, “Fine,” then took the offered cigarette. He didn’t know if his hand was shaking from anger, nerves, or hatred. Maybe this would calm him. The first drag made him cough again; it had been a while.
Elaine flashed a grin that twisted his insides. It wasn’t fair for someone to have this much control over him.
“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive you,” Galahad said.
“You’ve been wrong before.”
“Not often.” The next drag made him lightheaded. It was blissful and he wasn’t sure he could manage another too soon. He let his arm hang by his side, the ember of his cigarette dimming by the heartbeat. “Kingforsaken woman. How can I shake this urge to knock out your remaining teeth?”
“Stop talking about it and do it. If you want to fight me, I’m right here.”
Galahad said nothing. Staring at her made him sick, but he couldn’t look away.
“I’m serious,” Elaine continued. “If you need to get this anger out of your system, do it.”
“I’m not going to—”
She smacked his shoulder. It hardly hurt, striking fat and muscle through the protection of his woollen cloak. But then she smacked him again.
“Stop that,” he said. And she smacked him again. The repeated strikes stung a little more. “I’m serious.”
When she reached her hand back a fourth time, he readied to block. But as she went to strike him, instead of snatching her wrist from the air, as he’d intended, his reflexes took over. He batted her arm aside and with his free hand punched her puffy cheek. She reeled backwards onto the bed. A red line opened on her arm where she fell across the sword. A spike in Galahad’s chest: guilt? Satisfaction? Blood on his sheets. He was going to be sick.
Elaine didn’t cry out. She didn’t spit at him or curse his name. None of the things he’d expect of her. She lay limp, as if she’d fallen asleep the moment her body had been embraced by the comfort of the mattress. Except her eyes were open, glassy and pained.
Galahad looked at his fist, saw the crumpled remains of the cigarette he’d forgotten he was holding.
It was cold in that room. The fire needed lighting.
Elaine touched her cheek, flinched at the pain.
“You deserve worse,” Galahad said, but he wasn’t sure he meant it.
Blood leaked from Elaine’s arm. The cut was worse than had been immediately apparent. She was making a mess of his sheets.
“Fuck sake.” Galahad pulled the sword away from her, drove it back into its ornate scabbard. He rummaged in his bag, found his bandages and water bottle. “Hold your arm up.”
He trickled water down the cut. Long and thin, from wrist to elbow, alongside her ulna bone. Next came the bandages. Wrap around and around. Elaine hissed at the pressure but made no other movement or sound. When he finished, he let go of her arm and it flopped to her side.
“Does it need stitches?” she asked without looking up at him.
“I don’t think so. It’s narrow. That blade is sharp and thin.”
“Didn’t even feel it when it happened but it stings now.”
Galahad opened his mouth to apologise, found he couldn’t make the words come. They were dammed by anger.
“Will you let me talk?” Elaine asked.
“If you must. While I pack.” In truth there was little to put away. He travelled light and kept most things in his bag.
“We can’t leave. I brought you here for a reason.” She took a deep breath, closed her eyes. “I thought I could do it alone, but I was wrong. Figured maybe you could forgive me if I fixed things. This seemed the only way.”
“I thought you were looking for the whisky? Trying to regrow your leg.”
“My leg? No, Galahad, that’s gone. It’s healed. Are you a moron? How could I heal it when it’s not wounded?”
“I don’t know. I thought—”
“You think Elaine is just a selfish bitch.”
“Well, she is.”
“Have you been walking around this city with those golden eyes closed?” Elaine sat up, a modicum of fight returning to her features. “Haven’t you seen the wooden panels? How they anaesthetise the rain? I’ve seen their Keepers walk the storm and rainwights melt around them.”
“I’ve seen that too,” Galahad said before he could stop himself. “But I don’t see what it has to do with the whisky.”
“It’s connected. Their magic is overseen by the master blender. Your stupid fucking sword, too, with its excessively sharp blade.”
“How do you know this?”
“I’ve been studying, spying. Wanted to steal their secrets back to Wickerton. Thought I could surprise you with a great shelter like this, to make up for losing that salt. Your fortune.” She lit a fresh cigarette, took a drag. “But their cellars are well protected. Underground for a start, that makes things difficult. I can’t do it myself.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Aye, because you won’t let me fucking explain!”
“Start from the beginning, then.”
Elaine sighed, shook her head. “What’s the point if you’re going to drag me south either way.”
“Explain it and maybe I won’t.”
“By the storm’s wet cock, Galahad, this is what you’ve been searching for your whole life. I thought you’d be excited.”
“It’s a little unbelievable.”
“I’m not disagreeing, but when you’ve seen it with your own eyes and still don’t believe, that ain’t healthy scepticism, it’s pig-headedness.”
“Are you saying I have the face of a pig?”
“It’s an expression, smart boy.”
“I know that.” He pulled the string to close his bag, then put it on. Elaine got off the bed. The two stared at each other. Galahad felt drawn to her like a lodestone to iron. His hands longed to grip and stroke her skin. Lust and violence horribly entwined. He kept looking at her thin, dry lips and wondering if they would taste how he remembered.
“I have a place,” she said. “Won’t be safe here. They know you survived. I’ll explain everything if you come with me. I’ll earn back your trust.”
“Take me then.” Galahad shifted towards the door but Elaine stopped him, went to open the window instead. “Is that how you got in? Surely you can’t drop down with that wooden leg?”
“I can do whatever I want. Now shut up and follow quietly.”
With great awkwardness she wriggled into the window frame; it was barely wide enough for her to fit through, now that she’d filled out the weight she’d lost after her injuries. Then she lowered herself down by her arms, grunting and swearing under her breath, until she was as close to the ground as she could get without letting go. She dropped. Poised to land. Hit the ground awkwardly and crumpled into a rolling sprawl of limbs and wood. Galahad wasted no time, vaulting through the window after her, swinging his bag off his back, then landing with a roll, collecting his bag as he straightened.
“Fucking show off,” Elaine said, dusting off grit from her newly grazed elbow.
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At first, Galahad expected to be led to another inn. Or perhaps an apartment Elaine was squatting in. But she led him southwest for over a mile until they broke from the city and met the great hills that forever loomed over the portside capital.
“We climbing?” Galahad asked.
Elaine ignored him, hiking around the base of the hill. Into fields, veering south into a valley. Elaine’s cheeks were white as paper in the moonlight every time she glanced behind to check he was following. Pretty as a stubby elf, roaming these hills from—
He shook the thought from his head. Too easily he slipped down that road of desire.
Eventually they came to a shack. Perhaps a hunters lodge, though long abandoned. In the dark, Galahad could barely make out the shape of Peaches—his old horse—curled and sleeping under an awning that curved from one side of the building. An addition designed to keep mounts and pets protected from the rain. Galahad wondered if the wood of this shack had the same rain-repellent qualities as the wooden panels above Eidyn.
“Here,” Elaine said as she opened the door and thudded inside.
After a moment of hesitation, and a deep breath of damp night air, Galahad followed.
It was a spartan affair, consisting of a single room. The bed was little more than a cot. The fireplace soot-stuffed and narrow. There was one table, two chairs, a leatherbound notebook, a travelling bag, and not a whole lot else.
“Found this place in my second week,” Elaine said, lighting a row of fat candles on the cabin’s lone table. Once they were lit, she crouched at the fireplace and struggled to reanimate her dying fire. “From what I can tell it hasn’t been used in years. But it’s not so old. Couple of decades, maybe. Think the Keepers built it. Maybe they’re short of folk, stretched too thin to patrol this way.”
“We’re protected here?”
“Could be. Heard drumming last time it rained. On the roof. Could have just been the storm, though.”
Galahad took a seat at the table, peered at the ceiling for signs of rainwight damage; it appeared whole.
“From what I can tell, it started with the whisky,” Elaine said. The fire caught and she sighed in relief. “There we go. It started with the whisky, no magic involved. They aged it for flavour.”
“I know how whisky is made,” Galahad said, irritated.
Elaine took the seat opposite, grinned, flashing the gap in her teeth.
“I know. I’m explaining from the beginning. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” Galahad motioned for her to continue. “I can’t figure out if it’s to do with the wood they use—for the casks, I mean—or if it’s about the temperature. Or do they mix something else in with it?” She shrugged. “That’s where the magic comes from, I know that much. I’m positive.”
“Elaine, you’re getting this all out of order.”
“Sorry. I’m not usually the one explaining things. The ageing process is the magic. Not the whisky itself. The magic comes in the cask ageing. In the distilleries’ cellars. And it can do different things, too, depending on— Well, I don’t know. I saw one of their ‘recipe’ books once but I couldn’t understand a fucking word of it.”
“Do you still have it?”
Elaine shook her head and started fiddling with one of the fat candles, turning it in slow circles. “Nah. Had to leave it.”
Galahad turned the information over in his mind. It made a kind of sense. Different ageing processes could pull different flavours out of whisky. Why not different forms of magic?
“My sword,” he mumbled, more talking to himself than to Elaine. “The blade is waxed with something that never seems to come off. It never rusts. It—” He drew it then, slowly so as not to disturb the candles, and lay it on the table. Elaine’s dried blood flaked from the edge. He buffed it off with his cloak, revealing the pristine blade beneath. “Nothing stains it. It never loses its edge. The wax must be cask-aged too. And the wooden panels that protect the city…”
“Fast with aged wax. Or a lacquer. They use something similar on their cloaks. It repels water so well the rainwights can’t form.”
“But we have waxed tarps at home. They repel water just fine and the rainwights still find their way through eventually. There’s definitely some magic in it, making the wax more effective… What else can they do?”
“I know the whisky you drank takes decades to age. They don’t have much of it and it’s expensive. That vial you drank was maybe worth more than the salt we lost.”
“You’re joking?”
“I haven’t made a joke in weeks.”
“What else?”
“There’s rumours at the docks that the local sailors can breathe seawater. Hard to know what’s true and what’s just whispers, though.”
“I wouldn’t rule anything out.”
“What happened to ‘It’s a little unbelievable’?”
“I wouldn’t want to be pig-headed.”
“Of course.”
“So that’s it? You came up here for this aged wax. For Wickerton?”
“For you. For us. To make things right. Or as right as I could.”




Part Three

Whisky







Becoming a Weaver


Nothing mattered. 
Elsie was deep in the grey.
She was cold.
Her thoughts were slow and stuttered and that was still too quick.
Daddy always said you could lose yourself in drink.
Elsie wanted to lose herself but she couldn’t bear to unstopper the bottle. It reminded her too much of him. She hugged it, kissed the glass.
Rum. That’s what the label read.
Daddy’s rum.
Daddy lost himself in the rain.
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Their daughter was big. Hefty. Giant blood.
Elsie stayed away from her.
Away from everyone.
She’d lost her voice, her touch, her taste.
She’d lost the smell of Mummy’s hair.
Crawled under her bed. Wet face. Knees up.
Mrs Weaver caught her trying on her eye makeup. Elsie thought she was gonna shout at her but she never. She just said, “Oh, Elsie.”
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She glared at him to send him running, but he kept smiling, crouching before her. He gave one of the cats a scratch behind the ear.
“I know you never wanted to play Round Table before. Probably seems pretty boring to a girl like you. But I figured maybe today you’d wanna?”
More sympathy.
She was full of it. Stuffed with the sickly, sticky stuff. It made her squirm. It made her feel guilty. It made her miss her parents more. Sympathy was horrid.
“Or don’t,” he continued. “Hey, does this cat have a name?”
“You were there.”
That froze the boy, fingers curled through fluffy white fur.
“Mumma told me best not to mention that.”
“Your mumma can shut the hell up. What did you see?”
The freak blinked at her. “That’s not very nice.”
“My mummy and daddy are gone away and they’re gone for good. That’s not very nice. You’re a lucky boy and you got a stupid face.”
The boy pursed his lips, narrowed his eyes.
“It were stormin’ real hard.” He came closer, face serious. “Jean and Gwen were playing where they shouldn’t. Right up at the edge, they were.”
“Then what happened?”
“The canvas split, whoosh!” He mimed the canvas tearing, flickering fingers of the rain coming down. “Hands and arms and teeth all grabbed at them, but Jean pushed Gwen away. Saved her, most probably. She fell and hit her rump.”
“What happened to my parents, cretin boy!”
“The monsters in the rain started dragging Jean away and old Mrs Cobbler—your mumma, I mean—came running out to save him. Your pa came out after, tried to get ’em both back. Weren’t no good. The rain were too strong.”
“What did they look like?”
“Your mumma had been baking and there was all flour down her apron.”
Elsie smacked him on the forehead. “The monsters, you kingforsaken idiot.”
“Oh… Rain is just water, you know? Water from the sky, and it’s in little drops, and they go shuuuush and come down fuzzy, and the sound is like a giant rattle. Then in the rain they walk like men. They’re there and not there all at once. The rain falls in the shape of them. They’re strong and sharp.”
“Ghosts.”
“I dunno, I’ve never seen a ghost. But Pa says once the rain was empty and that was normal, but this is normal now. And you wanna know a secret?” He leaned close, pointing his finger. “I think there’s other monsters out there too. Out in the wilds.”
“No way.”
“There is and I know it. I read about it.”
“You… read it? There are monsters in them books?”
The boy’s eyes lit up with excitement.
“Do you wanna play Round Table then? You’ll need a new name. One that fits the stories.”
“A new name? I don’t have to be Elsie Cobbler anymore? You mean, I can be someone else?” She liked the sound of that. It wasn’t much fun being Elsie Cobbler anymore.
The boy nodded. “Sure can. Anyone you want. Well, from the stories.” He reached at his side as if expecting to find a bag there. “Damn it. Don’t have my bag.”
“You can just tell me ’em.”
“I’m not much of a storyteller.”
“Do your best and stop complaining.”
And he did, and she tried her best to hide how entrancing it was, and when he was finished, Elaine sat with him for hours more as they teased each other with stories of imagined monsters.




fifteen
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The sight of New London made Fay’s mouth dry. It loomed like a great blackened skeleton. The decaying heart of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia. Here she’d fallen into the numb. Into nausea and bliss. Here she’d darkened her knuckles with blood. Violence had been so normal to her then. When the city watch had burst into Pale Adam’s opium den to beat protection money out of them, she hadn’t hesitated to take up a knife. To end the fight with heavy swings. A spray of red: spilled paint over stained cushions on the floor. 
That wasn’t who she was anymore.
In this city, Fay was a wanted woman. Pale Adam would have given her up the second they’d pressed him, but that had been over a year ago. The churn of New London moved with a breathless urgency. She hoped few remembered her name. And even fewer would know her face. Especially in the part of the city she chose to make her entrance. The far northwest. The district of Rugby, where Lord William resided in his father’s manor.
Buildings were stacked to New London’s roof, making it impossible to spot landmarks from a distance. The city was cramped and claustrophobic. Fay had to find her way following poorly maintained street signs and relying on directions given by strangers.
Rugby was an outer district, sawn off to the northwest by the finality of New London’s huge stone awning. Typically, the capital’s wealth was concentrated in the centre, where the king’s palace was surrounded by a parasitic web of merchants and ambitious nobles. But of all the outer districts, Rugby was the most affluent. More and more, the capital was bursting its seams, spilling out into open land in a viscera of tents and tarpaulin. But not in Rugby. Not yet.
These streets might not be clean, but they were swept regularly. Fewer shadows curled in doorways. The streetlamps were functional, light buzzing to the rhythm of burning oil. And there, Rugby Manor. Clean-cut limestone, unpainted and smooth. In a city where space was the highest commodity, the manor straddled the width of three full houses, bloated in its opulence. The entrance was recessed from the street, forming what might have been a garden in a time where the cracked dirt knew the colour of the sky. This area was fenced off from the main street. Tall and black and spiked, with a guard standing at the doorway, looking bored and well paid.
Fay was thankful she’d bathed only a few days ago, and her new leather jacket was more presentable than her old battered one. Still, she was clearly no lady. As she approached, the guard made no sign he’d noticed her.
“Here to see Lord William,” she said with a dry, almost bored impression of confidence.
“No,” the guard said.
“Then could you send someone to tell him Fay’s at the gate?”
“I’m to remain at my post.” The guard maintained a statuesque pose, staring straight ahead.
“Then how is anyone supposed to get in?”
“I permit them entry.”
“Fuck sake. By the king’s floppy dick, man, I know I don’t look like some fancy lady, but I know him and he’ll want to see me.”
“Mayhap that’s true.” The guard didn’t budge.
“So? What’s the fucking problem?”
The guard cleared his throat. “The young lord is not to see any miscreants he met on his… sabbatical. Instructions from the marquess are precise.”
“Can I plead my case to Lord Rugby, then? I think he will—”
The guard interrupted her by clearing his throat again, this time quite violently. His eyes flicked to Fay’s, then away. “The marquess is not presently in residence.”
“I can wait.”
“He may be away some time.”
Fay massaged her temples, patience frayed as an old dishrag. She hated dealing with the upper levels of society. This would be so much easier if she could force her way inside. “Well, where is he?”
“Ahem, uh… the marquess is indisposed at his majesty’s pleasure.”
“He’s in prison?”
“He is imprisoned,” the guard said, something condescending about his enunciation.
“So Lord William, for all intents and purposes, currently resides as lord of the manor?”
The guard said nothing, his brow creased, eyes narrowing as he worked it through.
“Are your shoes clean?” he said at last.
“Cleaner than most. They’ve had a nice grass-dew bath on the way here.”
By the guard’s expression, that meant nothing to him. He whistled; the shrill sound ricocheted painfully off the many stone faces in that cave of a street. A young page appeared beside him. The boy had a wet upper lip and too much energy to keep his legs still.
“Recount this young”—he gave Fay a suspicious once-over— “woman’s appearance to Mr Silversmith and beg confirmation on our policy on visitors for the young heir.”
“Right you are, sir!” The boy sped off, scampering into the manor. 
Minutes passed. Fay tried a few more times to engage the guard, but he had fallen mute, insistent on waiting for the page who’d clearly been distracted.
Fay grew bored, and her boredom provided fertile ground for anxiety to sprout. She fidgeted, tugging at her sleeves, fiddling with the buttons on her jacket. She took out her necklace from beneath her shirt, irritated by how it felt against her skin.
“Where did you get that!” the guard boomed, statue act forgotten. His cheeks flushed red.
“Huh? This?” Fay took the silver pendant between thumb and forefinger. A delicate visage of an oak tree, the emerald leaves glistened in the street’s unnatural light. It had been a gift from Bill, originally meant as payment to forgo the bounty on his head. He’d let her keep it, even after she handed him over to his father. A memento. She’d forgotten she was wearing it.
“That’s an heirloom, you vagabond! You blackguard!”
“I told you, I’m a friend of Lord William’s.”
“You’re a street rat with the stink of the country on you! You will return this piece immediately!”
“No. I’ll keep it.”
The guard ground his jaw. He jerked forward, as if he meant to grab her arms, but stopped himself at the last moment. It was clear from the way she filled her jacket that she had the muscles to match her towering height and broad shoulders. And it was clear from her eyes that she was no stranger to violence.
“Hand it over and I’ll permit you entry,” the guard said. “For one hour. You may have elevenses with our young lord.”
“Step aside or I’ll sell it to the first hawker I find.”
“You would never.”
Fay closed her eyes and took a deep breath, so as to avoid smashing the man’s teeth in. She barged past, shoving the guard aside with her shoulder. It was surprisingly easy; the man lost his footing and only regained his balance by clinging to his spear.
As Fay stomped up the steps to the manor’s entrance, she cursed herself for wasting time. Low society, high society, in the end it was all the same. The quickest way to get something done was to force your way through and avoid all questions.
Distant piano song greeted her in the entrance hall. Here the ceiling burrowed up through the entire manor, stretching to the stone above. A display of wealth—of waste—that caused the muted music to reverberate, drowsy and melancholic. Fay spied the page with the wet upper lip on his way to forget another task. She grabbed him by the ruff of his creased shirt and spun him to face her.
“Point me in the direction of the young lord,” she said. The boy pointed in the direction of the music, wiped his face on his sleeve. Fay released him. “Fuck off, then.”
She walked the house, drawn to the increasingly loud sonata. She recognised a fragment of the melody but didn’t know where from. It wasn’t often that she heard this kind of music. The lilting keys so popular amongst those privileged to afford the space to house them. Most good pubs had bands play at the weekends, but they would bring guitars, box drums, flutes, and fiddles. They never played this kind of music. Nobody wanted to refill their empty glasses with tears.
The room that housed the piano was a chamber of intended acoustics. Each note rang with a blue trail. Shooting stars spinning about the room. Fay leaned in the doorway, arms folded, and watched as Bill played. He was straight-backed, eyes closed, face impassive. It was still strange to Fay to see him dressed like the noble he was. Pale blue trousers with a white belt (a nod to their nation’s flag, perhaps). A white shirt. Velvet waistcoat. His shoes shone as they pumped the pedals beneath the oil-black grand piano.
The music stopped; his hands stilled in his lap.
“Mr Silversmith?” he said, all decorum, cocking his head to listen.
“Miss Weaver.” Fay couldn’t help but grin at the surprise in his expression as he turned to see her standing there.
“Fay? What the fuck?” His voice dropped in pitch, loosened, lathered itself in an affected common twang. “I can’t believe Marley let you in.”
“He put up a good fight.”
“Please tell me my doorman isn’t nursing a broken nose.”
Fay laughed, entered the room, and sank into an armchair with a stupid frilly cloth draped over each arm. “He’s fine. Nose might be out of joint, but it ain’t broken.”
Bill left the piano stool, picked up an apple from a fruit bowl as he passed, and threw it to Fay—she caught it. “Is everything okay?” he asked, face turning serious as he took a seat in an armchair opposite. “Can’t imagine what would bring you here, of all places.”
“I’m not going to beat around the bush.”
“Please don’t.”
“I need money,” she said. Bill sucked on his lips. “For Wickerton. It’s the new taxes.”
Bill nodded, looking pained. “I understand, I—”
“They’re threatening to tear down the shelter. That’s my home. The town will never recover if they go through with it. People will die. Houses will be torn apart.”
“Idiots.” Bill shook his head. “Those absolute fools. Wickerton’s the only stop on the trade route to the Bright Crown. Where do they think we’re going to import our pig iron from? Our salt? Not so much as a copper mine in this wretched excuse for a kingdom.”
“With respect, I don’t give a fuck about your trade routes.”
“No, I don’t expect you do. But it’s useful to understand how nobles think in this matter. It reveals where leverage may be found.”
“Not interested in leverage. That’s your job. Money will do me fine. We only need sixty crowns to pay our debt.”
“Only sixty, she says.” Bill closed his eyes, touched two fingers to his right temple, as if struck by a sudden migraine. It was then that Fay realised how tired he looked. His face was blotchy, wrinkled, and sleepless. Pallid shades of blue and red beneath his skin.
“Your father… The guard said—”
“We likely won’t see each other again. I can’t bring myself to attend the hanging.”
“Fuck.” Fay chewed her lip, scratched at the red circles on her palms.
“I should thank you for bringing me back to him. He was a bastard more often than not, but now that his time is decidedly finite, I find myself glad of this past year together. Is that strange, do you think? He never saw me as more than his heir. Never as a son. In turn, he was always the lord of the manor to me. Distant. Almost inhuman. But now… I do think I’ll miss him.” Bill rubbed his eyes, squeezing exhausted tears from the bags beneath them. “So odd.”
Fay didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. Even silence echoed in the carefully crafted acoustics of that room.
“What happened?” she asked at last.
“Don’t know that it matters. My father was fomenting treason. Rohit found out. What can be hidden from the Unholy King?”
Fay’s stomach tightened at the casual use of the king’s forename.
“Are you safe?”
“Not likely. But I’ll weather it. The statement has been made. Twelve lords to be hanged. A disruptive cascade of succession. No sense causing further chaos, providing us heirs stay in line. I suppose I intend to. I can’t fight the will of a king. This wealth comes with duty. I’ve a responsibility to set my house in order.”
“You don’t have the money to help me, do you.”
Bill sighed. “I’m sorry, Fay. The crown seized my father’s accounts. I’m left with a staff of fifty-seven to pay out of my personal savings. We are a house diminished. Our trade routes are fucked and we earn less from our land each year.
“So fix this trade route. Help my town.”
“It’s not that simple. Whether Wickerton thrives or fails is immaterial so long as the king remains driven by paranoia. In more sensible times… yes, I could probably help you. But not now. I’m sorry for it, but you’ll have to find the money some other way.” Bill squinted at an imagined horizon, a resignation to the creases crowning his eyes. “Who knows, maybe Wickerton will survive the ensuing, and house Rugby will not.”
“I’m sorry.”
Bill stood and the armchair groaned, his knees clicked. He stretched, went to the piano, sat straight-backed, and began to play. Another sad instrumental. Slow in tempo but precise.
“What is that?” This melody was as familiar as the last.
“An old song, from before the rain turned. Some sheet music survived in the Library of Dead Scholars.”
“It’s beautiful but I don’t know what it wants to tell me.”
“It can be hard to understand a song without words. How does the music make you feel?”
“Sad.” But that wasn’t all. “Sad as if remembering something I lost a long time ago.”
Bill nodded, hands spidery across the keys. “That’s close enough, I think. Fitting for the world we live in now. There’s nothing we have in greater supply than fading memories.”
“Is Errol safe in all this?” she asked. “Have you sent him away?”
“Only to the Académie des Sciences Profanes. He’s not ready for fieldwork, but he will be. His family’s safe. One benefit of existing below the peerage, I suppose. You can sit through a seditious gathering and nobody remembers your name to the king.”
“Tell him I wished him the best, will you?”
“Stay for dinner and you can tell him yourself.”
“Maybe next time. I have sixty crowns to find.”
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Galahad was fucking gone. 
Fay stared at Katherine the Violet, choking on the overpowering perfume of lilies. She’d been certain she’d find him here. Her final hope burned away like the final stuttering of a wick. Now her only option was Pale Adam. Back to the den.
“What do you mean he left?”
“That bitch sent a letter.”
“Elaine? Is she alright?”
“Why the fuck would I care, dearie?” Katherine the Violet tied a ribbon around the flower arrangement she was working on. “She’s a parasite and you’d be better off without her.”
“That’s my sister.”
“No, she’s not. She’s a rat you took in from the street. Very kind of you, but she was always closer to a pet than a sibling, wasn’t she?”
Fay closed her eyes, took a deep breath, counted to three. She wasn’t here to argue about Elaine. “You don’t know when he’ll be back?”
“I don’t know if he’ll be back.”
“I know it’s not your fault, but that’s really fucking unhelpful right now.”
Katherine the Violet shrugged. “Would you like to buy some flowers? Or a secret, perhaps?”
“Unless you know where I can get sixty crowns in the next fortnight, I’m not interested.”
“Ooh, that’s a tricky one.”
“I’ll be staying with Pale Adam. Let me know if Gal comes back, will you?”
“You want me to send one of those dirty little urchins after you? That’s somewhat below me.”
Fay opened the door to leave; a bell rang.
“Hold on,” Katherine the Violet said. “I have a tidbit for you. It’s only a lead, so I’ll take something small in return. Something about Elaine, perhaps. Something embarrassing.”
“You’re incredibly petty for someone who acts as though they always take the high road.”
“High society, low road.”
Fay sighed. She hated having to play these kinds of games. Elaine wouldn’t give two shits about what she told this woman, but it still made her sick to feed the ego of this former violet. “What do you wanna know? Elaine’s an open book. Not much to hide. Sometimes when we go out drinking she’ll piss her trousers. How’s that? Used to, I should say. Not so much since she lost the leg.”
“Disgusting animal. And I’ll bet she didn’t go home after, did she? Yes, I can imagine her wandering from pub to pub, stinking of piss. Hah! Fine, that’ll do. You want a man named Blackcap. It’s no sure thing, but if anyone in this city knows how to bring in that kind of money—short of robbing a lord, that is—it’s him. Be warned, though. His business is… unusual.”
“Blackcap. Got it.”
“62 Everdon Road. Might want to take up lodgings at The White Dragon while you’re there. Not somewhere I’d usually recommend, but we can’t have you staying in that den, can we? Don’t want to fall back into old habits, hm?”
“You don’t know people as well as you think.” Fay slammed the door as she left.
[image: image-placeholder]The house didn’t look like somewhere fortunes were found. Even by New London’s standards, the walls were especially grimy. Fingerprint smudges littered the wide front window, their oily nature stark in the light of the flickering streetlamps. Where there should have been a window display was only a single poster. This was new, unstained and crisp.
“Blackcap Agency…” Fay sounded out as she squinted at the printed text. “Mysteries Solved. People Found. Spectres, Monsters, and the Unbelievable Investigated… Huh?”
In small print at the bottom were the numbers of the agency’s investigation licence. A sleuth. Fay didn’t know much about the law, other than how to get on the wrong side of it, but spectres and monsters… she’d seen enough of those.
She stepped back, tried to focus on the gloomy interior: a desk with a figure bent over it. She sidled through the door sending a bell ringing and the man sitting at the desk jerked his head up.
“Good morning. It is still morning, isn’t it?” There was a grandfather clock at the side of the room—beside an unlit fireplace—which the man glanced at, blinking as if he hadn’t looked up for a long time. The oil lamp on his desk was burning low, spasming like a dying moth.
“Blackcap?” Fay asked.
“Unfortunately so. Kade is fine.” He wore a long woollen coat. His eyes were dark as two pools of ink, and his well-combed and waxed hair wasn’t much lighter. On the desk was a mess of papers, pens, and a fedora in danger of falling off the edge.
“I’m Fay. The violet sent me.”
Kade sat up straight, folded his arms. “If she’s after a discount, this is the wrong way to go about it.”
“What? No. I’m looking for work.” Fay wasn’t in the mood to waste time speaking around the truth. May as well lay out her situation from the start. “I need to make sixty crowns by Allhallows.”
“Doesn’t everybody?” Kade gestured to the sparse furnishings. Beyond his desk and chairs, the grandfather clock, a crooked coat rack, and the fireplace, the room was empty. Fay noted there wasn’t a speck of dust on the floorboards. “Thought I was in trouble last year, but now… Never thought taxes would go up again so soon.”
“Katherine the Violet seemed to think you paid well. Or at least knew of a job that would.”
“Sure. When I can find the work. You saw the sign, right? Hardly have folks queuing down the street to hire the sleuth that chases fairy tales.” Kade produced a steel hipflask from his pocket, took a swig, wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his coat. “It’s water,” he said, as if he thought she was judging him. Far as she was concerned, it was none of her business if he wanted to drink all morning.
“So you’ve no work? Danger’s not a problem. I’ll take anything.”
“I’ve no doubt. Don’t need to be a sleuth to see you’re no local. Yes, I can see you’ve travelled.” He nodded towards the poster in his window. “Probably know what I’m talking about in my advert.”
Fay nodded, doubtful he’d even believe the things she’d seen. As much as Fay had the rough look of a traveller, Kade looked like he’d never stepped a foot outside New London in his life.
“I might have a couple open cases,” Kade continued, shuffling through his papers on the desk, eyes flicking back and forth too quickly, Fay thought, to possibly be reading. “Sometimes folk come to me and other times I have to hunt out the work myself. Find it in the papers. In stories that don’t add up. There can be a reward, you know.”
“Like finding a noble lad lost in the Cotswolds.”
“Sure… yeah.” Kade narrowed his eyes. “Oddly specific example.”
“I’ve done this kind of work before.” Fay gestured to the vacant chair in front of Kade’s desk. “Can I sit or what?”
“Most people don’t ask.”
The chair creaked as Fay slumped her weight in it.
“Mercenary. Bodyguard. Monster hunter,” Fay said. “I can be any of the above.”
“I already have muscle,” he said. Fay raised an unconvinced eyebrow. The sleuth could be hiding muscle under his coat, but she didn’t think so. “Not me, obviously.”
“Fine. Got any cases too dangerous to take on? I’ll take ’em off your hands.”
“If I did, I wouldn’t give them to you. I won’t be responsible for your death.” He said the last with surprising conviction.
“I’m tougher than I look.”
“I sincerely doubt that. You look tough enough to chew steel. No offence.”
“Why would I take offence?”
Kade squirmed in his chair and his voice went up an octave as he muttered, “I don’t know… I don’t know…”
“Look, Blackcap. My entire fucking town—a poor waystop town, mind—is late paying the new tax. The king’s men are going to tear down our shelter. Hundreds of people live there. If I don’t get this money by Allhallows, a lot of people are going to die. People I care about. So if you’ve got some, I don’t know, fucking dragon or something you’re sitting on, and you’re not telling me about it because you think you’re protecting me, well, either I risk my life or my entire home is fucked. So if you’re dead set on protecting as many people as possible, you’ll point me in the direction of some fucking gold!”
“Why tell me that? Fucking hell.” He sighed, bowed his head and rapped it twice on his desk. He groaned, ran his hands down his face, pulling at his skin and making it rubbery.
“There is something, isn’t there?” Fay pushed.
“You should leave. We can’t help each other.”
“Fine.” The desk shuddered as Fay stood. Kade’s fedora fell to the floor. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”
“Please don’t.”
[image: image-placeholder]That evening Fay sat in the bar of The White Dragon, drinking to numb the world. The barman had given her some kind of fruit cider, sweetened to dull the tang of fermentation. No amount of sugar could hide the stale undertaste. The cider was clouded, the sediment browning. It was strong enough to make a less wretched person wince. But it wasn’t strong enough for Fay. Kicking her opium habit was one thing, but she sure as fuck wasn’t going to start living sober. Three drinks down and already her hands fumbled as she attempted to roll a smoke. The room blurred but it didn’t spin.
Bill couldn’t help. Galahad was bloody missing. The lead from Katherine the Violet had been a dead end. Fay was running out of options. She would do what she needed to. If it meant running opium for Pale Adam, she’d do it. Whatever it took.
Sniffing powders and smoking herbs were sold openly in New London, but opium was controlled. The king’s chemists allowed its distribution only in its laudanum form. Even then, a doctor’s licence was required for purchase. Kept the price of poppy’s tears high. A year clean and Fay still didn’t trust herself around it, but it didn’t look like she had much of a choice.
Her ears pricked at the Unholy King’s name. Three men were in lively conversation across the room. One wore the uniform of a king’s man off duty, brass buttons unfastened. The others were similarly dressed, though they were missing the white wyvern shoulder patches, and their jackets were more obviously new-spun: watchmen.
“I’m telling you,” the king’s man said in a thick outer-district accent, “we’re lucky to have King Rohit. Nobody fucking gets it. Look at the stitching on this”—he grabbed the lapel of his jacket—“and we get free meals in the garrison, even when we’re off rotation.”
“That’s what I’ve been saying,” one of the watchmen replied. He took a swig of his pint, then sucked the beer that clung to his moustache. “Folk won’t complain when we send the Bright Crown running. Sure, winter will be tight, but that’s the way of things. Nobody’s willing to make sacrifices these days. Whole country’s gone soft.”
The third man belched, nodding.
The king’s man slapped his hand on their table with excitement. “Spoke to a market trader yesterday. He was whinging. Nobody buying the gloves he knits anymore. I pointed towards the garrison, told him there was a good job waiting for him. That gave him a fright—didn’t like the thought of real work.”
“Bunch of cowards,” the bearded man grumbled.
Fay struggled to tune out the three idiots. It was unsettling to think that even now the king had his supporters. All it took was some freshly pressed jackets and a warm bed to turn men into sycophants. They thought they were stronger than the workers struggling every day. They weren’t. These men were weak, turning on their neighbours for paltry comforts.
Thankfully, the men soon left, laughing and slapping each other on the back as the door swung closed behind them. The pub felt larger once they were gone. A couple of tables who’d sat quietly began to talk openly again.
Fay returned to her wallowing, took a deep gulp of stinking cider, shook her head in disgust. Ordinarily she wouldn’t have forced herself to finish it, but money was tight. 
“You want to stick to spirits here,” came a voice at her shoulder. Fay looked up to see Kade Blackcap looming over her table. His face was drawn, suspicious. “Are you following me?”
“Following you? I was here first!”
Blackcap’s brow furrowed in the shadow cast by his fedora. “This is where I always drink.”
Fay spread her hands on the table. “Well how the fuck was I supposed to know that? I came here to drown my sorrows and clear my head.”
“Ambitious to try both at once.”
“I’m a professional.”
Kade pulled out a chair, sat opposite. He glanced at the bar, nodded to the bartender who nodded back then started pouring a drink. Kade leaned over the table, almost knocking over Fay’s half-empty glass of cider.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” His voice had the texture of granite.
“I told you. I needed a drink.”
“Nobody comes to this shithole for a drink unless they’re local.”
Fay shrugged. “It was down the road and they had rooms. Bed’s free of parasites, so that’s something.”
He leaned back, checking over his shoulder; the bartender was making his way over, a glass of vodka in hand. “If you’re lying to me you’ll wish you hadn’t.”
“The violet didn’t mention you were skittish.”
Kade accepted his drink, slipped the bartender two draun, then watched to make sure the man was out of earshot before he spoke again. “She doesn’t know me.” He knocked back his vodka in one swig, stifled a cough. “I have assets to protect. Secrets to keep. You saw my sign. That’s not a joke. There are things in this world most wouldn’t believe. Just knowing about them is dangerous.”
“You’ve made your point. I’m not after you. I’m just here to drink.”
The sleuth didn’t budge. His jaw hardened as he stared at the bottom of his empty tumbler. “How many people did you say there were in your town?”
“Six hundred odd.”
Kade revolved his glass between his fingers, condensation circles trailing on the sticky wood. He pursed his lips, still staring at his glass, pointedly refusing to look at Fay. He seemed to be wrestling with something.
“What do you know?” Fay asked.
“No… It’s nothing.” He licked his lips, finally met her gaze again. “Fuck. Say I know where you might find the money you’re looking for.”
“Tell me.”
He shook his head. “It’s not a job. Someone has it, but they don’t deserve it.”
Now Fay understood his reticence. She could see the man’s conscience worming about beneath his skin. “You’re telling me to lift it?”
“I’m not telling you to do anything. But there’s a man with money he doesn’t deserve. Doubt anyone would shed a tear to see him lose it. And more to the point, I doubt the watch would come looking for it on his behalf. If you do this, don’t let him see your face. He’s dangerous.”
“What’s his name?”
“They call him Pale Adam.”
Fay laughed. A spluttering, undignified laugh, but she couldn’t help it. The prospect was too ridiculous. Kade frowned, offended.
“I’m sorry,” Fay said. “It’s just that I know him. Used to, at least. Guy is about as pathetic as you can get.”
At some esoteric hand signal, the bartender brought over the entire bottle of vodka and Kade gave him a silver piece for it. He poured himself a hefty triple measure, then offered to pour some into Fay’s glass but she shook her head. She felt suddenly sober and wanted to keep things that way.
“Maybe he used to be pathetic,” Kade said. “But not anymore. While everyone else in the city got poorer, he got richer. They say he started out running an opium den, selling to support his habit. After some incident with the watch, he got clean. Now he runs every part of the operation. Whole caravans of the poison coming in. Easy to sell oblivion to folk about to lose everything. When you know there’s no way to fix your problems, why not turn to the pipe, I guess.” He shrugged, knocked back a swig of vodka. “Seems a shame to me.”
“He still working out of the old den?”
“Sure, but now he owns the building. All three floors. Maybe the neighbouring ones too. The watch is paid off and he’s careful to stay under the king’s radar.”
Wise of him. The king hated opium.
“So he’s rich. He’s a cunt. And I know his weaknesses—of which there are many. Great. Perfect target. But I can’t take his money if it’s sitting in a vault owned by Michaels and Shah.”
“It’s not.” Kade shook his head, topped off his glass. Fay fought an urge to tell him to steady on; it was none of her business how much he drank. “Pale Adam doesn’t trust them with his cash. Says they’re the only folks more crooked than he is.”
“He sure as hell doesn’t keep it in that den. Ain’t gonna find more light fingers anywhere in New London.”
“Rumour is, he shifts it out of the city.”
“Bullshit.”
Kade shrugged. “Maybe. But you’re no stranger to the outside. Doubt it’s half as well guarded as it would be if he was keeping it here. Why waste coin paying guards when the threat of rainwights keeps thieves at bay?”
“Right.” Fay beckoned towards the diminishing supply of vodka. “Give me a top up then.”
Kade poured a significant measure into Fay’s glass, then stood, swaying slightly as he did so. “There. That’s my conscience eased. It’s in your hands now. Wouldn’t want to be in your shoes. All those lives… That responsibility…” He went cross-eyed as he replaced the bottle’s cap. “Guess I’ll take this home.”
“Not staying?”
“Lost my taste for the place. Stinks in here anyway.”
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A wet brush against his lips in the night. That smell, floral and familiar. He was dreaming, half awake. His eyes were shut fast, heavy as the lead that had replaced the blood in his veins. His skin tingled with the memory-dream-fantasy. Katherine pressed against him. Her lips light on his, her cool tongue teasing into his mouth. Pressure against his crotch. He’d fallen asleep in his clothes and now her hand rubbed the rough fabric of his jeans, tracing the hardening bulge beneath his buttons. He moaned and heard it doubled like drunk vision. A dream sound mirrored in the waking world. The dark of that hunter’s lodge. He needed to be quiet or he’d wake Elaine. Heavy breathing; hot breath on his face. Those lips again. Thin lips in a chubby face. Not Katherine. Those fingers were too short. 
Like pulling setting caramel, Galahad wrenched himself awake. Slowed by fading sleep paralysis. She was here. In the cot with him. She’d told him to take it, that she didn’t mind the floor. But here she was, pressed against him, moaning and stroking his hard cock through his trousers.
He pulled back, shoved her with his still-returning strength. She rolled, fell from the cot, hit the dusty planks of the lodge’s floor with a thud.
“What the fuck?” Galahad hissed in the night. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? I was asleep!”
“I thought…” In the dark she wiped her mouth on her arm.
“That’s not right. You’re sick in the head.”
“I’m not sick. I was… I thought you wanted me to.”
“What in the kingforsaken world made you think that?”
She looked away, a stray beam of moonlight casting the shadow lines of her most striking features. A ghost, sitting on the floor. She looked sad, though it was hard to tell for sure. “You said my name in your sleep. You were… I thought it was an invitation.”
“It wasn’t.”
Had he really said her name? Her lies had broken the trust between them so wholly he doubted the veracity of every word from her mouth. He’d thought he was dreaming about Katherine… But had it been… He rubbed his eyes with the butts of his palms, shivering slightly as the blankets slid off him. It was freezing cold in that cabin and the measly fire was almost out again.
“Well, I’m sorry,” Elaine said. “This is really fucking embarrassing.”
“Embarrassing? Are you only capable of viewing every situation by how it affects you? That wasn’t a great way to wake up.”
“Come on, it wasn’t that bad. You’re acting like I caused you some great trauma. I made a mistake. Now my face is all red, not that you can see. It’s not like we haven’t done it before.”
Elaine pulled her knee up and hugged it. She was mostly dressed, too, though it looked like she’d kicked off her trousers before she’d got into bed with him. The blanket she’d been sleeping under was bundled up by the fireplace. She pouted at it, reluctant to go back to bed.
“Fine, get in.” Galahad pulled back the blankets to let her back onto the cot. “You’ll freeze on the floor. Just ignore anything I say in my sleep, okay?”
Elaine looked away. For a moment Galahad thought she was going to refuse out of pride, but then she climbed in and he turned his back on her, hoping for a few hours more sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]Two days since Elaine brought Galahad to the old hunter’s lodge. Two days of awkward silences. Even the most benign of conversations devolved into bitterness. The only time they spoke to each other without arguing was when they were discussing their plans. Minds on the job at hand. Elaine had everything worked out, or so she said. The ageing process was conducted in cellars beneath the distilleries. Some were constructions from the old world repurposed. Elaine never saw guards, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.
She wanted to break in that evening.
“You know, after my parents died and I went to live with the Weavers, Fay became a sister to me,” Elaine said. Galahad nodded to show he was listening while he continued sharpening his belt knife. “And it was great to have a sister, but a sister ain’t like a friend. You were the only friend I had.”
Galahad opened his mouth to argue, then realised she was right. Gwen was always travelling. Lance didn’t come till later, and they were never close anyway. Percy was Galahad’s friend. Where Elaine brought out the mischievous side of him, Percy was who he studied and read with. The two sides of his personality, forever separate.
The memory of his old friend came on a maudlin wave. He lost interest in sharpening his belt knife. That would do.
“I know I can be a bit of a cunt sometimes,” Elaine continued. “But I really valued you. Please believe that. I knew you had a crush on me, and if I’d been honest with myself, I think I’d probably have had a crush on you as well… but… I didn’t want anything to change. It was scary. And we fell into a good rhythm. I thought so, at least.”
“We’re not kids anymore,” Galahad said, his voice cold. “And everything’s changed.”
Elaine frowned at her pegleg. “That’s true.”
“We do this together,” Galahad said. “Then we go our separate ways.”
“Separate? Won’t… But we’ll both go back to Wickerton?”
“No. You’ll go back. That place is tainted to me now.” Just like she was. He would always love them both, but that love had become a sour, guilty thing. Better to retreat. To hide. To burrow back into New London’s bosom. Find the bottom of a whisky bottle. And Katherine’s arms.
“I thought nothing was more important to you than protecting our hometown?” Elaine flicked open her lighter with a klingk, then snapped it closed again.
“That’s true.” Galahad took a deep, pained breath. “But it was never about saving Wickerton for myself. It’s for everyone else. That’s why I was hunting that treasure. Why I spent all those hours reading garbled, half-decayed stories about a dead fucking priest.”
“You could have shared the reading.”
“About what? The Long-haired Priest?”
“Come over here, Elaine. I need some poisoned darts, Elaine. You’ve got to fuck off to the Barrens in the West while I do the exciting part, Elaine. You never let me help with anything important.”
Galahad sniffed, incredulous. “If I’d given you a book, you would have rolled your eyes and told me to stop being a boring twat.”
Elaine pursed her lips, then popped them. “Well, maybe I wanna know now.”
“You were right. It’s boring.” Elaine folded her arms and Galahad sighed in resignation. “The world was a different place a hundred years ago. We were only just recovering from the centuries of chaos that followed the turning of the rain. If you can call how we live now recovered. There’s this gap in history from when the old world fell, then we start to get new records around the time the Long-haired Priest lived. He preached about some old god. The big He in the sky. Yes, a preacher in Mercia. Our home kingdom hadn’t earned its ‘unholy’ epithet yet. That came later, when New London grew crowded and dark. Though few copies of the holy text remain—”
Elaine rolled her eyes, threw up her hands. “This is so boring. I can’t stand it. I thought he was a pirate, or something. All that treasure!”
“Fine, I won’t tell it.”
“No, do.” She scrunched her eyes tight in mock concentration. “I’ll push through. I can do this!”
“He led his flock across the country. Up here to the Empire of the Thistle as well. Though it wasn’t an empire then, just a collection of warring fiefdoms. The Long-haired Priest was more than a spiritual leader. Some describe his followers as closer to a band of brigands than holy zealots.” Galahad shrugged. “Nobody knows what they were like. What we do know is the Long-haired Priest led them for years. And he did whatever it took to keep his people safe. He made sure they were fed and watered and clothed through winter. He took them on pilgrimages to ancient holy sites. That cathedral—the ruins we found the salt beneath—that was decaying long before the Priest set up there.”
“So why the salt?”
“Why does anyone bury treasure? Security.” Galahad paused, trying to imagine what had been going through the Long-haired Priest’s mind when he’d hidden those riches. What had driven him to raid the secrets of the north. He’d likely never know the truth, but he liked to believe the Priest had had a good reason. That he only did what he had to in order to protect his people. Just like Galahad. “But he never came back for it. That’s when he disappears from the records. The best we have is an account from one of his followers, written years after the Long-haired Priest’s death, but even that omits the ending.”
“That’s not very satisfying.”
“History is like that sometimes. You find what evidence you can and make your best guess about the rest.” Outside the sky dimmed and a chill breeze rustled the window curtains. “Come on. Light’s fading, let’s not waste it.”
[image: image-placeholder]With the sun’s ruby belly stretched across the horizon, they crept towards the city. Slinking between the streets, wooden panels above, Elaine led him to a distillery he hadn’t seen before. This one to the north side of the city, where the buildings thinned. Less dense and growing residential. The distillery was a monolith of red brick. Centuries old graffiti decorated the walls. Smears of grease. Scratches: the unmistakable claw marks of passing rainwights. Old scars from before these people erected their wooden defences. Perhaps from the first weeks after the rain turned.
“I don’t see any guards,” Galahad said, crouching in the underbrush at the edge of the treeline.
“I said you wouldn’t. Bet they’re inside, though.”
“You have no idea what’s in there, do you?”
“Not a clue. The front door’s barred and the windows are too high for me.”
“Too small for us to fit through, anyway.”
“Speak for yourself.”
They crept forward, staying low, trusting the late evening shadows to obscure their movements. The windows glowed with a yellow-white light—the building was definitely occupied. The surrounding houses were dark, lights off, curtains drawn or shutters closed.
“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Galahad said, giving the dark street another glance, checking for the twitching of curtains. He saw no movement, but couldn’t shake the sensation of being watched. “We can’t carry barrels of wax home. We need the secret to the making of this stuff. What if it takes a hundred years to age? Wickerton can’t wait that long.”
“It won’t. It can’t, they have loads of it.”
A fair enough point.
“First floor windows are large enough to fit through, but I dunno how we’d get up there. Is there another entrance?”
“I thought maybe you could climb the walls.”
“Right. That’s not happening.” He gave a helpless look around, squinted into the alleyway at the side of the building. “What’s that?”
“An alleyway.”
“No, you prick. There.”
“Dunno. Bit of an old pallet.”
As Galahad sank into the darker shadows of the alley, he felt something inside him come alive. That instinctive alertness, primed to hunt or fight.
“Got that lighter?” he asked Elaine.
Klingk.
The small flame revealed a wooden hatch, secured with chains and a hefty steel padlock: a sophisticated relic from before the rain turned.
“In the cellar, you said? Well, here we go. Can you pick a lock like that?”
“’Course I can. Help me down.” Elaine snapped her lighter shut.
Galahad put his arm out for her to hold on to as she lowered herself to the ground.
“Didn’t think I’d ever miss kneeling,” she said, sitting almost cross-legged. Her tools clinked as she set to work. “Be good if we had a torch.”
“Well, we don’t. Make do with the light you have.”
“Might need the lighter again.” She growled at the padlock as she twisted her wrists, tensed her fingers. Her hands had been allocated all of her poise.
“Will it take long?” Galahad asked.
“It’ll take fucking ages if you keep nagging.”
“Just feel exposed here. I don’t like it.”
“Don’t think about it. Guess they could be watching us, yeah, but it ain’t really our problem till they try and do something about it.”
“Very optimistic.”
“That’s what I’m known for.”
Another growl, a click, and the padlock popped open.
“Wow,” Elaine said. “I’m amazing.”
“You’re the most annoying person I’ve ever met.”
Galahad dragged the chain aside, wincing as it rattled despite his careful hand. The hatch creaked as he pulled the doors apart. Flickering yellow lit the cellar. He paused, trying to listen past his own heavy breathing. Nothing. Other than the light, there were no obvious signs of the cellar being occupied.
“Think there’s someone down there?” Elaine whispered.
“Not sure. Doesn’t have to be, I suppose. If they make a few trips down each night it’d be worth keeping the lamps lit. The light’s pretty dim. Probably only a desk lamp.”
Directly beneath the hatch was a bundle of straw, placed to break the fall of barrels.
“Shall I drop in?” he asked.
“Yeah, do it. You can catch me after.”
He dropped through the hatch.
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The straw only did so much. A stinging vibration rang in his ankles. He straightened, took in the room, one hand on the handle of his sword for security. There was no one there. 
There were rows of barrels on their sides, sleeping three high. Surprisingly little dust for objects set to rest for years. The floor, walls, and ceiling were lined with wooden planks. All the wood made the room feel like a barn, not a cellar. The wall sconces lay cold; the only light came from the far end of the room. A desk lamp flickering over a stack of books and papers.
“All good?” Elaine called.
“Seems to be.”
She dropped through the hatch without warning. Galahad barely managed to catch her and the two collapsed on the straw. Her night-black hair fell askew in his face. The weight of her. His hands were at her waist, one slipped under her cloak and jacket. Smooth skin. She was clammy from nerves; he could smell it. As she shifted her weight, he felt the dip of her belly button and yanked his hand away.
“Stinks in here,” she muttered as she got to her feet.
“I don’t mind it,” Galahad said, brushing straw from his cloak. The room was musty. Wood, peat, the astringent overtone of fermentation. He had no doubt it would smell worse above, in the main distillery.
“I see books. You’ll be happy.”
They made their way down the centre aisle. None of the floorboards yelped, though there was a low, gentle groaning from the whole floor at once. Galahad forced himself not to rush, taking care with his steps.
Reaching the far end, they stepped into an open space the size of a decent bedroom. Above the table and continuing along the walls up to where the barrels began, were shelves stacked with bottles, vials, more books, pots, corks. Tools and supplies. To their left was a set of stairs, leading up to a heavy wooden door. Brighter light peaked through the cracks: the sconces were lit beyond.
“None of this looks like wax,” Elaine whispered as Galahad picked up the first book that caught his eye. Cocktail recipes, all using whisky. After leafing through a few pages, he decided it was useless and returned it. There were other bottles on the desk: various spirits and fruit liqueurs.
“Looks like they’ve been having a party…”
“Well, if you’ve got the booze, what else are you gonna do?” Elaine started bothering the shelves, shifting vials to-and-fro and pulling things out of order. Galahad tensed his jaw, forced himself not to comment on how clumsily Elaine made her investigations. “Vials are labelled. 24YR SM AI… 1C SM CI… 12YR B OI/NI… We should take one of each, eh?”
“Two of each. Wrap them in something soft then put them in your bag.”
“Yes, boss. Wrap them in rocks then shove them up your arse. Think I’ve got it.”
Galahad ignored her, reading the titles of books, then setting them aside. An Encyclopaedia of Whisky, Whisky and Brandy: A Guide to Ageing, Oak & Cask: A Journey Through the World of Barrel Ageing. Pedestrian tripe. All well-read and none without at least one stain. Useful to have on site for staff to refresh their memories, but nothing fundamental. These weren’t books to learn from, but to reference. And none of them were preoccupied with magic.
After rifling through some papers with incomprehensible handwriting, he tried one of the desk’s drawers and found it locked.
“Elaine? I need you.”
“Aw, that’s so sweet, babe.”
“Don’t be a cunt about it. There’s a lock.”
Elaine stuck her tongue through the gap in her teeth, threw a pair of priceless vials into her bag so hard they clinked, then came over to inspect the drawer. “Gimme your arm,” she said as she lowered herself down. Out came her lock picking tools.
A minute of swearing, fumbling, and constant clicking.
“Looks old but it ain’t,” Elaine said, wiping her brow and further smudging her eye makeup. “It’s ancient.”
“More lost technology?”
“Yeah, but it’s been worked into a much newer table. Still old to us. Maybe a century.”
“Can you pick it?”
“Yeah, yeah, hold onto your dick.”
Another minute of struggling. Galahad grew more anxious. The table lamp wouldn’t have been left burning by accident. Someone was coming back. The more time they wasted fucking around, the more likely they were to be discovered.
“Can’t you hurry—”
“Got it.”
A final click and Elaine pulled the drawer open.
Empty.
Elaine scratched her head. “That’s disappointing.”
“What’s that slip of paper?”
“Oh, yeah.”
It was laid flat, browned with age, easily mistaken for the base of the drawer. It took Elaine several tries to pick it up, her fingers too dry to grip the paper.
“Uhh, it’s just an old letter.”
“Let me see.” The letter was written in a blotchy, unpractised hand. Fountain pen ink. Strange paper. Not linen or wood pulp, but a kind of plant fibre. Maybe nettle. It retained a faint herbaceous smell even after the processing it must have endured. “I can’t read this.”
“Oh, haha. I didn’t want to say. Thought I forgot how to read.”
“It’s in one of the far languages? No, it’s the local tongue. I don’t think it’s important anyway.”
He placed the letter back where it belonged and slid the door closed. Elaine grabbed his arm, pulled herself upright, and returned to the shelves. This time she moved further along, turning bottles to squint at their labels.
“There must be something here,” Galahad said. He left the desk and inspected the barrels, running a hand over their dustless surfaces. Unmistakably oak, bound with metal bands. These first were pristine, though their counterparts on the opposite side of the middle aisle were ruddy with rust. That was interesting. Perhaps they used the same wax that had been applied to his sword to keep the bands from rusting. Or those barrels could be ageing the wax. A degree of leakage, seeping through the porous wood, might be usual. The ageing wax could be preserving its own barrels even as it matured.
If only there was a way to transport one of them. Since he drank that single vial of whisky, all those months ago, beneath the cathedral of the Long-haired Priest, he’d grown stronger than he’d ever been. But he was still only a man. His strength was no more than that of a man in his prime.
“Hey, I’ve just realised something,” Elaine said.
“What?” Galahad was only half listening, distracted by the items on the desk he was yet to inspect.
“How are we going to get out? The hatch is too high to reach.”
“Oh, I’ll boost you up then…” He looked up, frowning. “Fuck.” There was no way for him to follow her. “I’ll see if I can drag something into position. Maybe I can shift one of these barrels.”
He pursed his lips. It looked doubtful. The barrels were sturdy and heavily settled in place. He looked back at the desk, thoughtful, then gave a gentle chuckle.
“What am I on about? We can use the desk chair. Easy.”
The moment he put his hands on the wood of the chair, a creak came from the floor above. He froze. Elaine, too. Their eyes met. Heart-quickening fear. Elaine’s head was cocked, listening. The seconds crawled by like the dripping of a tap that almost wasn’t leaking. Drip. Pause. Drip. Pause. Creak. Galahad’s heart flickered with a rush that brought a momentary dizziness. His mouth ran dry. They needed to get out of there, but he didn’t dare move.
“We need to go,” Elaine mouthed. Galahad nodded, then gripped the chair by the base of the seat, lifted, breath held. A step towards the hatch. Breathe. Another step.
One long creak, as if someone was shifting their weight onto one foot. Then a footstep. Then more. Coming down what must be a corridor beyond the cellar door. Coming towards them.
“Go!” Galahad hissed, striding towards the hatch as quickly as he dared. He set the chair aside, grabbed Elaine by the waist, and lifted her. She still couldn’t reach the hatch. He grunted as he lifted her higher.
“I’m not that fucking heavy,” she hissed. He threw her an inch at a time until he was hugging her knee, and she was stretching up, thighs flexed for balance. A scuff of old wood as her fingers found purchase. “Got it.”
Those short arms heaved her up, Galahad pushing from the bottom. A key in the cellar door’s lock. Turning. Clunk. The screech of hinges in need of oiling. Heavy footsteps clumping down the stairs. Elaine was up and free. Her muffled pegleg scuffed dully as she found purchase on the cobblestones. The chair clattered as Galahad pulled it into place. No time to worry about being noisy now. One foot on the chair, pushing into a leap for—
“What in the royal fuck do you think you’re doing, eh, pal?”
Galahad jumped. Splinters cut his fingers. They were slick and bloody in a second, horribly wet as he pulled himself up. The distiller who’d caught them sprinted across the cellar as Galahad struggled to make it up through the hatch. The man grabbed for his ankle but Galahad kicked out and scrambled away.
A bell rang, then was answered in the distance by another.
Out in the night air. The front door to the distillery clattered as it was thrown open. No time to glance at their pursuers. Elaine had already vanished into the shadows, fled down an alleyway. Galahad pointedly kept his gaze from straying in her direction as he took to his feet and set off running down the main street. More than one set of footsteps echoed behind him.
“Get back here!” one of the distillery guards shouted.
Galahad reached a crossroads, feinted right, then swung left instead. The footsteps behind him lagged by a moment. He carried on sprinting, perfect lungs pumping the cold air like a bellows. He took corners recklessly, sliding on cobblestones damp from condensation.
He wondered how Elaine was faring. If she’d made a clean escape into the dark. At least she carried their spoils. If Galahad was caught, she could take the whisky and the wax home. Perhaps someone could use them to figure out the process of their making.
But he had no intention of being caught.
Each sharp corner he skidded around put more distance between him and his pursuers. Another bell rang somewhere in the city, followed by a fourth from the direction of the docks. Windows twitched as he passed. Even as he ran for his life, he felt a pinch of guilt for disturbing the peace of the night.
He took another corner. Elaine was halfway down the street, doing her best to strike a brisk pace, her pegleg tapping on the cobblestones. Fuck. There was nothing left for Galahad to do but chase after her.
“Can you go faster?” he asked as he matched her pace.
“Yeah, sure. I can outrun a lion. I only slowed down so you could keep up.” She took a wheezing breath. “Of course I can’t go any fucking faster.”
“Can you climb?” He pointed to a low, tiled roof. They needed to get off the street.
“Maybe. But I’ll be fucked if I—” She broke off as her pegleg snagged on a stray cobblestone. She fell, but Galahad caught her, held her steady long enough to regain her balance. “Into the shadows. Through that alleyway.”
They ducked off the street, the footsteps behind them hounding them on. Dark shapes flickered by. Then out onto the next street. They turned. Stopped. Galahad swore, spat to the side as he caught his breath. Elaine nursed a stitch in her side.
They were trapped.
Two lines of Keepers, each four abreast, blocking their escape in both directions. And of course the distillery guards came up from behind.
A dart appeared in Elaine’s hand, but Galahad shook his head.
“Don’t. It’s not worth it.”
“We can take ’em.”
“Maybe we could. But they’re just trying to keep their city safe. I’m not gonna kill a man for that.”
“You’re soft, Galahad.”
“Put the fucking dart away.”
[image: image-placeholder]In the clarity of failure, Galahad cursed Elaine. This old love, festering yet undeniable. He should have struck her when he found her. Should have kissed her. Should have ignored her thief’s quest and dragged her home. They’d never crossed this line before.
The magic had entranced him. The not knowing was a thorn in his mind. And the promise made by Eidyn’s impossible wooden shelter… A finish that could all but end the terror of the rainwights. That could even bring New London blinking from the dark. A lone book could transform the south. Perhaps a single passage. One recipe. A text short enough to memorise, if he could only scan it up and down.
He’d been a fool.
He could blame Elaine. That was easy. But he had to blame himself as well.
It was dim in the cell, and it was cold. Galahad’s arms were rough with the chill and his throat was scorched with thirst. He was unbound, but that hardly mattered. He had no energy to move, slumped against the back wall.
“I knew you’d be trouble,” came a voice from the shadows beyond the bars of his cell. Blair Campbell, captain of the Keepers.
“You know, I thought the same about you.” Galahad came and gripped the bars. They were rough to the touch. “What are you going to do with me?”
“First, I’m going to ask you some questions. What happens after that will depend on your answers.”
“Have you hurt Elaine?”
“Now why would you ask that?”
“She has a mouth on her.”
“We’re not barbarians.” Blair dragged a bench over from the far wall; it screeched as it slid along the floor. She sat with one leg folded over the other, produced a notebook and pen from her pocket. “Now. Let’s get everything noted down, shall we?”
Galahad waited for a proper question to follow, but none came.
“Should I be talking? What do you want to know?”
“Start from the beginning. Who are you? How did you learn of our ageing process? What brought you to our lands and made you think you could steal our secrets? Where did you come by a Keeper’s blade? How is it that an outlander comes to us with eyes already burning with Scotch fire?”
“That’s a long story.”
Blair made a gesture that encompassed the cell. “We’ve time.”
Unable to think of a reason to refuse, he took a resigned breath, and began to talk.
He started with the book his father gave him. With learning of the Long-haired Priest. Then he moved quickly to the Round Table, his treasure hunting days. The loss of the fortune in salt, his gaining of the sword, and the whisky he drank. The changing of his eyes. He swept over the bloody weeks that followed, skipped to Elaine’s letter, and his decision to follow. That brought him to his first meeting with Captain Blair Campbell, his time spent researching and prying in her city. When he described the attempt on his life, Blair held up a hand to stop him.
“When was this?” she asked.
“A few days ago.”
“You didn’t think to report the assault?”
“To who?” he asked. Blair gave him a flat look. “For all I knew, I was attacked by your Keepers.”
“Are you so uncivilised in Mercia?”
“Our city watch has done worse—the king’s men too.”
Blair made a tutting sound. “I believe you. Reports of a bloody mess in an alleyway came in yesterday. No body. That’s evidence enough.”
She nodded for him to continue with his story.
“I should have trusted my gut,” Galahad said, as he finished with Elaine’s plan to break into the distillery. “I knew it was a bad idea.”
“It was thoughtless. Ignorant. Disrespectful.”
“Yes. But even worse, it wasn’t us. We’re not thieves. I don’t expect you to understand that, considering how you found us, but it’s not who we are. We were desperate. Things are bad in the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia. Our hometown is protected by nothing but a canvas shelter. The thought that you kept some magic secret from the rest of the world, that you could build a city like this and refuse to share it, that when we came here in good faith, did nothing but read in your library, ask questions in your pubs, your people tried to murder us… Something snapped. We made a mistake.”
“I empathise with your struggles. I do. But we have laws.”
Galahad hung his head, hoping she saw the honesty in his shame.
“I don’t know who attacked you,” Blair continued. “But it wasn’t my Keepers. There have been questions in parliament lately about whether it’s time to share our secrets. The tide is turning. A few small deals have been made with merchant ships. But not everyone welcomes change. Perhaps someone didn’t want you making a deal.” She closed her notebook and slid it back into her pocket. “Your restraint hasn’t escaped my notice. You could have killed the thugs that met you in that alleyway. You didn’t. Likewise, you could have made your capture a bloody affair, but you came quietly. I appreciate that. If I’d captured you myself, perhaps I’d let you slip away back home. Unfortunately, too many others are aware you’re in my custody.”
“Don’t get the wrong idea about me. I’ve spilled my share of blood.”
“I don’t doubt it. It’s quite a thing to kill a powrie in single combat. Golden eyes or no.”
Galahad sighed, predicting the turn the conversation was about to take. “You’ll let us go if we hunt something for you.”
“Sharp. But I’m not just offering your freedom. There might be a way that you can leave with what you came for.” She gave him an odd smile.
“Are you going to fuck us?”
“Not unless you make me. As I said, this country has laws. One of them allows for a crime like yours to be paid for with service. Can’t hand over our secrets to a pair of thieves, but to friends of the empire? That’s an easier sell.”
Galahad narrowed his eyes, unsure if he should trust her.
“What job could possibly pay for a clean slate and the secrets we came looking for?”
“One my Keepers cannot do.”
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Galahad and Elaine were moved to a shared room. It was an improvement from the cells, but they were still prisoners. Free to wander to the nearest bathroom: a closet-sized space with toilet, sink, and a bucket-shaped tub crammed together. There was no mirror. Instead of toothpowder, they were given a pot of paste that smelled strongly of aniseed. Elaine refused to use it, taking the small brush she was given and scrubbing in ash from the hearth in the way they would when they ran out of toothpowder on the road. 
Silence followed them, bloated with things unsaid. Galahad almost wished he was back in his cell, alone, than trapped in there with her. He couldn’t focus. Couldn’t read or write or string one thought neatly into the next. Every time he looked up, he saw her face and remembered how beautiful she was, and how much she’d hurt him. It was driving him mad.
[image: image-placeholder]Captain Blair Campbell came to them the next morning, bringing their confiscated possessions. Galahad’s waxed blade was noticeably missing.
“We’ve arranged a wagon to take you out. Better than walking and you can’t be trusted with horses. You’re still prisoners until the job’s done. The master blender wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but he agreed to let the charges drop.”
“I’ll need my sword to hunt a monster.”
“You’ll be given a weapon free of political implications. Is a sword what you’d prefer?”
“It’s the only thing I know how to use.”
“I’ll take a bow,” Elaine said.
“It’s best if you stay here,” Galahad said.
“No. You’re both going,” Blair corrected. Elaine gave a smug grin. “Walk with me while I explain.”
They followed Blair down two sets of stairs on their way to the ground floor, then out to the street where an uncovered wagon and driver waited for them along with an entourage of Keepers.
“There’s a thing in Linlithgow Loch. The locals put up with it as long as they dared, but they’ve evacuated now. Been there five years, near enough. Or that’s when folk started going missing, at least. The thing took livestock, too. And horses, if you can ken that. Some said they found a lion corpse by the loch and it wasn’t rainwights that got it. They say it only rises from the loch to hunt.”
As two Keepers helped Galahad and Elaine into the back of the wagon, Galahad asked, “Why haven’t you slain it yourselves?”
Blair muttered into the ear of one of her Keepers, sent them scurrying back into the building.
“We’re few in number. Not an easy job, or a safe one. Hard for any of us to have families. Thirty-six and I’ve no children. No man. I like it this way, but there’s many who wouldn’t. Can’t afford to thin our numbers sending loyal Keepers to their deaths. As I said, the town’s evacuated. There’s no urgency motivating us to hunt it.” She made a hand signal and a Keeper threw a rounded bundle onto the wagon, then two cloaks. “But it would be good to have that land back. There’s history there… It was an ancient place even before the rain turned. You’ll see.”
Galahad eyed the cloaks; outwardly, they appeared the same as the ones the Keepers wore. An urge struck him to lean down and feel the fabric between thumb and forefinger, but he resisted.
“You call it a ‘thing’. Do you have no name for it?”
Blair shook her head, didn’t meet his eye as she said, “Maybe you know more about these things than I do.”
The Keeper who’d scurried off returned carrying a canvas bundle. At another hand gesture from Blair, they threw the bundle onto the wagon. It clanked as it landed.
The Keepers finished loading the wagon, then two jumped up to sit with the driver; their dark olive cloaks rustled as they settled. One Keeper smacked an open hand on the wood of the wagon and the driver set the horses walking.
“Any last questions, you better spit them out,” Blair said.
“Can you feed my horse, please?” Elaine asked. “I left him hitched by a cabin in a valley southwest of the city. He’s such a good boy and he needs a scratch on his nose every evening. He’ll be scared by now, wondering where we are.”
“That’s easy enough. I’ll have him brought to our stables.” She turned an expectant look on Galahad. “Anything else?”
“Do you want us to move this thing if we can, or—”
“Kill it. It’s killed enough of us.”
As the wagon carried them away, Galahad watched Blair’s stony face harden. He turned her parting words over in his mind.
Kill it. It’s killed enough of us.
“Who did you lose?” Galahad whispered to Blair’s shrinking visage.
“What’s that?” Elaine said, thinking he was talking to her.
“Nothing. Let’s check these supplies.”
[image: image-placeholder]Though the journey took hours, it passed in a bucolic blur that faded from Galahad’s memory like a dream once they arrived. Rolling hills, grass the deep green of spinach, scatterings of heather more red than purple. Grey stone boulders strewn at the base of a pale cliff. This land was beautiful and the air was invigorating.
“We’re here,” one of the Keepers said as the wagon came to a stop beside a sheltered wooden cabin. It was not unlike the abandoned shack Elaine had found outside Eidyn, though this cabin was longer and wider. There was no sign of the loch.
“Where’s the water?” Galahad asked.
“Over yonder hill.” The man had a strong accent that was almost impossible to parse. It reminded Galahad of the way some Mercian farmers spoke. The other Keeper who’d ridden with them couldn’t have been more different: a skinny woman with sunken eyes and a voice like a wine glass singing.
“Get them settled will you, Skye?” the first Keeper said. “I’m gonna scout the area, check for any nasty business.” Then he dropped from the wagon and wandered over a ridge behind the cabin and to the south.
“You heard.” Skye dropped down, stalked around to the back of the wagon. She grabbed the nearest pack and dragged it off, grunting when the full weight of it hit her arms. With a nod to the driver, she said, “Let’s get the supplies indoors so this poor cunt can get back to his wife, eh?”
Working together, it only took a minute to empty the wagon. When they were finished, the driver turned to head back to civilisation with undisguised urgency.
“Folk are still scared of the rain then,” Galahad mused. “Even up here.”
“Of course they are,” Skye said. “That’s the only way to stay alive.”
Inside, the cabin showed less disrepair than the one Elaine had found, though it still had the feel of not having been used for weeks. Six cots were pushed against the walls, with a long table and benches in the centre of the room. A fireplace sat with fresh wood ready to be lit, and an axe for chopping more lay balanced against the wall of the cabin. A thin layer of dust rested on the floor until Elaine swept it out the door, making herself useful while Galahad unpacked their supplies and Skye lit the fire.
“Once Gavin’s back we’ll figure out a plan.” The Keeper affected a calm demeanour, but Galahad sensed anxiousness. She watched Elaine and him carefully and flinched any time he moved near the weapons. “We won’t be going down to the loch with you, but we can help you understand the area.”
“This thing lives in the water, right? As long as we can find the loch we’ll be fine.”
“Don’t underestimate it.” Skye gave him a sharp look. Faint flecks of gold drifted through her mossy eyes; gold leaf floating in an imported liqueur. Not the golden irises that the whisky had given Galahad, but he’d bet his treasured folio of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight that it was a sign of magic, nonetheless. “It’s an experienced man killer.”
“So am I,” Elaine said with a grin that showed the gap in her teeth.
Galahad shook his head wearily. “Ignore her.”
“Leave that,” Skye said.
Galahad withdrew his hand. He’d been about to unwrap their weapons to see what they’d been given. He used his foot to slide the bundle across the room to the Keeper instead. “Fine. You do it.”
Skye unfolded the bundle, revealing a sword, an unstrung bow, and several arrows. Well-cut wood, polished steel. Simple weapons built for use. Nothing stood out as impressive about them, but they would be sturdy enough for fierce combat. They would do.
The trio settled in to wait for the other Keeper’s return. The crackling fire was more verbose than the three unhappy companions. Galahad spent the time chewing the inside of his mouth and staring at Elaine while she was distracted applying a venomous oil to her darts. She moved ritualistically, the motions well-practised and natural. There was something soothing about watching her work. The satisfaction of a master making a delicate task look effortless.
Over time, Skye grew restless. At first, she sharpened her sword, but when that was done she paced the large open room. She undid her hair, then tied it back in a tight, complicated waterfall of plaits. After several hours, it became clear the other Keeper was not returning.
“Fuck. Fuck it.” Skye massaged above her eyebrows one-handed. “Where the fuck has he got to?”
“Maybe he’s been eaten,” Elaine said helpfully.
“Shut up, Elaine.” Galahad put aside the book he’d been pretending to read. “Could he have gotten lost? The light’s fading.”
“Shouldn’t have gone far enough to get lost. The loch’s visible over that ridge. Only thing I can think is he might have gone into the ruins.”
“The abandoned town?”
“No. There’s an ancient palace by the water. Partially collapsed but it’s still a grand sight. The ruins are treacherous. Don’t trust that stone.”
Galahad pulled on one of the new cloaks they’d been given, reached for the unwaxed sword he’d been allowed.
“What are you doing?” Skye kicked the sword away.
“Going after him?”
Skye gave a meaningful look to the window; darkness was sweeping in. “It’s too late. We’ll go in the morning.”
“We can’t leave him to face the night alone.”
“It’s our job as Keepers to take the course of action that protects the most lives. He knows this. He’ll expect it.”
“Crock of shit,” Elaine said, then vanished her darts to wherever she hid them on her person.
A conflict played out across Skye’s face. She clearly wanted to look for her colleague but was held back by her commitment to her station.
Galahad lurched forward, snatched up the sword before Skye could stop him.
“Go on, Gal,” Elaine said, swinging herself off her cot.
“We can’t leave him out there all night. Come with us or don’t, we’ll look for him either way.”
“I’m in charge,” Skye said as though trying to convince herself.
A loud thud on the roof of the cabin, as if a swan had dropped out of the sky.
The three of them froze, Galahad turned towards the door.
“The fuck was that?” Elaine whispered. Skye shushed her and gave the spitting fire a dark look as if she wished she could shush the flames as well.
Another thud on the roof. Elaine flinched. Skye shrank into the corner. But Galahad was fixated on the window, staring at the static twilight beyond.
“Did part of the shelter collapse?” Skye said.
“It’s here,” Galahad whispered, approaching the window. He put his face to open air and squinted at the dark. “What am I looking for? A kelpie?”
“You mean each-uisge,” Skye said. “Linlithgow Loch is no tranquil stream. But no, an each-uisge wouldn’t terrorise a whole town.”
Galahad kept watching the growing dark.
“You’re not wrong in thinking it a water spirit. But it’s not a common kelpie.”
“Can’t be that common,” Elaine said. “I’ve never seen one.”
The shadows shifted; it could have been a trick of the light.
“I’m tempted to go out there anyway,” Galahad said.
“You’ll put us all in danger,” Skye warned.
“I know. I’ll stay put. But it’s tempting.”
[image: image-placeholder]Elaine couldn’t sleep. She sat awake, picking at her nails while Skye snored. Galahad lay silent and still. As quietly as possible, she slid out of her cot and crawled to Galahad’s side. She shook him. His eyes sprang open and she covered his mouth.
“Shh. I can’t sleep,” she whispered.
“Close your eyes and try.”
“I did that. I’m freaked out. That thing is still out there.”
“Might have just been the wind breaking off part of the shelter, like Skye said.”
“I don’t think it was.”
Galahad rubbed his eyes. Hardly any moonlight made it through the open windows, but after so long in the dark, she could make out the lines of him. His brow knotted in an angry frown. “Fine. Let’s go look.”
Elaine shook her head. “I don’t wanna.”
“Fucking hell. You’re not a child, Elaine.”
“Can’t you go?”
“You want me to check if there are monsters under the bed as well?”
Elaine adjusted the way she was sitting so that she was cross-legged, her stump tucked into her knee.
“No. I already checked there.”
“Look. I’m sure we’re safe in here. If something was going to break in, we’d know about it already.”
“Guess so.” Elaine wet her lips, leant her elbows on the edge of his cot then balanced her chin on her folded arms. “Think they’ll really let us go if we do this?”
“Dunno. I trust Blair about as much as I ever trust a stranger. But I don’t think she carries as much authority as she wants us to believe.”
“That’s what I thought too.” Of course he trusted Blair. He’d trust anyone that told him how impressive he was. Oh, Galahad, so brave of you to slay that monster. Elaine knew her game. Stupid bitch. “What’ll you do if they let us go but don’t give us the magic they promised?”
“I’m not in the mood for your asinine chit-chat. Can you let me fucking sleep?”
Elaine bit her lip, looked away so the moonlight wouldn’t shine on her watering eyes.
Galahad sighed, ran a hand down his face. “I’ll go back to what I was doing before. It’s all hopeless. Forget about Wickerton.”
Back to what he was doing before… Back with her.
“Right…” Elaine crawled to her cot, climbed in, and continued not sleeping.
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“See? It was just part of the shelter.” Relief was clear in Skye’s tone. 
Galahad inspected the splintered wood. It had broken from the shelter, struck the cabin’s roof, then rolled to the ground. Odd for wood to spontaneously break in such a way. Usually he would have assumed it had been weakened by rainwights over time, but not with the incredible finish the empire employed.
“There’s nothing out here,” Galahad called for Elaine’s benefit. She was still inside the cabin, ostensibly stringing her bow, though she was likely using it as an excuse to hide until she had the all clear. Then to Skye, “Think there’s any chance we find him alive?”
“I do. Not a good one, though.”
Elaine hobbled out of the cabin, bow in one hand, the other out to steady her. She wasn’t as stable on the grass as she was on the paving and cobblestones of the city.
“Let’s go then,” Galahad said. “Keep your wits about you. Remember why we’re here.”
“Oh, I was gonna go with my eyes closed,” Elaine said. Galahad ignored her.
Even crumbling in on itself, the palace was one of the grandest structures he’d ever seen. Its highest point was almost as tall as New London’s stone shelter. The brick must have been a thousand years old; it was impressive that any of the building still stood.
But the palace was dwarfed by the majesty of the loch behind it. In the dawnlight it stretched like a gaping mirror. Placid as ice, save the ripples in the wake of a raft of pochards; the bronze-headed birds swam with little hurry, unaware of what danger slept beneath the water.
Galahad slowed his stride to take in the view. Beyond the loch was a vista of hills and trees, a watercolour of green textures. He’d already learned monsters hid in the world’s most wild and beautiful places.
The wooden door of the palace’s main entrance had long since rotted away. Stepping inside was like entering a cave, or a central New London townhouse. The air was cold, damp, and disconcertingly still. A sense of decay was wrought into the faded red brick. Piles of dust and broken bricks were common where parts of the upper floor had collapsed.
He walked through the arched entrance, out into a courtyard. The place was more of a castle than a palace. The arches, the courtyard, and the reddish brick rattled his senses into the unbidden memory of grappling with that powrie in the rain. He closed his eyes to steady his breathing, banishing the feeling of those slippery fingers.
“Weird to think folk actually lived here,” Elaine said, kicking a pebble with her pegleg.
“No sign of him,” Galahad said to Skye. “Should we check the manor house?”
“I’ll go. You two get started on the loch.”
“Sure you don’t want an extra hand?”
“No. It would only waste your time. Not likely he’s in there and there’ll be no danger.”
“Suit yourself.” As Galahad strode away, he whistled as if calling a dog. Elaine glared at him, but she followed all the same.
“Are you gonna be pissy with me forever?” Elaine asked when he let her catch up.
“No. Of course not.” He scanned the loch. It was so large it was hard to make out the far bank. He didn’t know how they’d ever find a monster in all this water. “When we’re done here we won’t have to see each other again.”
“Perfect,” Elaine said. “Just delightful.”
“Do you see anything?”
“I don’t know what we’re looking for.”
“Tracks. Scat. Blood.” Galahad shielded his eyes from the sun. “Signs left by Gavin.”
“The water’s very still.”
“It’s a lake, not a river.”
“Yeah, even so. Looks like glass.”
“Well, it isn’t.”
Elaine pulled a crumpled cigarette from her pocket and started smoking.
“Do you have to do that now?” Galahad said.
“I haven’t had one this morning. I’ll get the shakes.” She took a drag, sighed as she exhaled. “That’s better. Oh…”
“What?”
Elaine pointed along the bank. When Galahad’s eyes managed to find where she was pointing, he recognised the shape immediately.
“Fucking hell.”
It was Gavin. What was left of him. Galahad called for Skye and made his way over to the corpse, Elaine hobbling behind as she puffed away at her cigarette.
The Keeper had been eaten. Not the savage, wasteful tearing of rainwights, but a hungry feasting that had taken his flesh to the bone. All his muscle and fat were gone, leaving only the inedible guts and his stained skeleton. If it hadn’t been for the cloak, and the fact there was nobody else out here, it would have been impossible to identify the man.
Skye joined them, said, “One Mother,” and clapped a hand over her mouth.
“I’m sorry,” Galahad said.
“Showing off to the outlanders.” She shook her head. “Gavin, you fool.”
“Blair won’t be happy that we lost one of her Keepers.”
“Not your fault. He brought this on himself. A shame. Might not have been the best man, but he was strong and loyal and he cared for this land.”
Skye knelt by Gavin’s remains, reciting something in her local language, words skipping to the cadence of a poem. There was a bite to the litany, thorny as the weed the empire had made its emblem.
“He was dragged here.” Galahad pointed out bent grass and marks in the dirt. “Does the creature always feed by the bank? A defensive habit, maybe. I’ve read about this behaviour in predators. It’s to minimise the risk of losing their kill. Maybe—”
Elaine nudged him in the ribs, jerked her head in Skye’s direction. The Keeper was kneeling, eyes closed, paying respect to her fallen colleague. Galahad continued working in silence.
After it fed, the monster must have sunk back into the water. He watched the still surface, imagining something huge and toothy lurking beneath. Every small flicker of movement caught his attention, sent his heart fluttering. The hairs on the back of his neck stood erect. A chill prickled down his arms. They were being watched. Some ineffable sense screamed it at him. Run, hide, be safe.
“It’s watching us,” he said, backing away from the water’s edge.
Elaine put an arrow to her bowstring but didn’t draw. “Where? Do you see it?”
“Just a feeling.”
“He’s right,” Skye said. “We shouldn’t dally so close to the water.”
“There. The forest. Perhaps we can lure it into an environment where we have the advantage.”
[image: image-placeholder]Before Elaine could say anything, Galahad was jogging to the forest that ran along the bank of the loch and spread far into the country. Skye followed. Elaine was left alone by the water. She wasn’t going to run. The earth in this land was rich and damp and her pegleg sank an inch with each step. She opened her mouth to shout after them, then closed it again without speaking. No point giving him the satisfaction. She could make her own way.
One step after another. Following Galahad once again. He had to forgive her one day. Nobody could stay angry forever.
As Elaine made for the trees, trying not to rush and trip, movement in her peripheral vision caught her attention. Ripples on the loch. Then a shape, rising out with an impossible smoothness of motion. A woman. She was naked, long hair brushed, algae sloughing off her. Light caught her and she shimmered as if mirrored scales were hidden beneath her pale skin. For a moment she walked on nothing but air, then stepped onto the bank, prowled barefoot into the forest.
Elaine rubbed her eyes, blinked, questioning what she’d seen. She knew better than to trust her eyes after a sleepless night. But the vision had felt real. Even as the woman sparkled and floated she was as real as the crumbling palace.
With fresh haste, Elaine hurried on. Her pegleg stuck with every step but she yanked it free and almost managed a jog towards the trees, finally breaking into the musty cover of the yellow canopy. Here, leaves carpeted the ground and the wild understory slowed her progress. It was difficult to move without her bow snagging on something, but she pushed through awkwardly.
Muffled sounds reached her through the foliage. Galahad’s voice, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying. A commotion. Tearing bark. Splashing waves. A scream.
“Fuck this.” Elaine shouldered through, rushing and panting. She had to get there before it was too late. Didn’t this fucking forest know she needed to get through?
A flutter of porcelain caught her eye. Silky straight hair. The woman was a handful of metres ahead, leaning over something on the ground. Her shape distorted, fingers elongating, arms stretching, jaw distending.
“Hey, cunt!” Elaine shouted as she loosed an arrow. The monster spun, took the arrow in her chest; her chin was stained as if she’d been eating raspberries. Elaine’s poison buried deep. The monster screamed and the sound reverberated from every trunk; her voice shattered like glass.
Elaine rushed forwards as the demon woman fled. Blood on the mulch. A line of it. The red drew her eye to a crumpled rag: the thing the monster had been leaning over. Heart skipping, she stumbled to him, slid to the ground, pulled aside his cloak. Galahad’s eyes were closed, mouth lolling. He was a mess, chewed and ruined. Flesh was missing from his chest, his stomach, his neck.
“Oh, fuck. What do I do?”
The teeth marks were unnaturally large, as if a lion had charged him instead of a monstrous woman. Tendrils of healing sinew stretched and writhed, searching for something to grasp onto. They struggled to reach across the breadth of the wounds.
“You’ll be okay,” Elaine said. “You can heal from anything.”
Eyes still closed, Galahad mumbled, “This mortal armour… turned to finest air…”
A rustle caught her attention. She scanned the bushes and tall nettles. Then a great force lifted her from behind. She slammed into a tree trunk, slid to the ground and lost the air from her lungs. Her stump started throbbing with a pain that had long been sleeping. Elaine spat dirt, checked her bow: unbroken. With her back to the tree, she strung an arrow, searching for the monster. She saw nothing.
Galahad stirred, groaning and shifting as his body fixed itself. Lucky cunt.
Chest still tight and thumping, Elaine tried her best to focus. To drown out the rushing of her own blood in her ears. A hand came around the tree and grasped her mouth. In surprise, she loosed her arrow; it flew into the forest. She scrambled for another but the hand held her tight, pulling her head against the tree, harder and harder as if the creature was trying to crush her skull.
Elaine bit the flesh restraining her. She might have a few incisors missing, but her canines were oddly sharp; she bit until she tasted the slippery iron of blood. The hand didn’t flinch. It was joined by another. All the creature’s strength put to crushing her. Pressure built in her head. She thought she could feel her skull flex. Something was going to burst. Unable to work her bow, she scrambled for an arrow and jabbed it backwards. Nothing. Then she tried for the hands, using the arrowhead like a knife, scratching and cutting at those strong fingers. They were still wet from the loch.
The fucking thing refused to release her.
In desperation she bit harder, chewed and swallowed. She kicked and wriggled. Stabbed towards her own face, trying to pierce the monster’s hands. Finally Elaine’s poisons did their work and the hand went slack. She wrenched it from her face, gasped and spluttered over her lap.
The monster pulled its arms back but Elaine was on it, crawling around the tree. She snatched a pale wrist, shoved her arrowhead into veins and tendons and carved a red river to the monster’s elbow.
“You fucker!” she spat. Up close the creature was distinctly inhuman. Her eyes were too large, pupils dilated like saucers. Teeth ichthyic and translucent. Where Elaine had peeled apart her skin, fish scales gleamed beneath. Her exposed flesh was the pinkish red of trout meat. A gangly thing, fingers and toes aquatically webbed. What at first looked like breasts had no nipples and were unaffected by motion; two static lumps on the creature’s chest.
Elaine dragged herself up so they were almost wrestling, swung her arrow, aiming for the monster’s eye. But her arm completed the arc with little force. Halfway through she lost all strength. Her eyes fluttered, head nodding. So tired.
The monster slipped away, webbed feet flapping on the mulch.
Before Elaine could catch her breath, Skye came thundering out of the foliage.
“Shitting hell,” she said, coming to an abrupt stop, swinging her head around to scan the trees.
“It’s gone,” Elaine mumbled. Worried her pegleg might have taken some damage in the scuffle, she checked it for cracks: it appeared unbroken. “Check on Galahad. He’s hurt worse.”
“He’s fine.”
Elaine saw she was right, already Galahad was rising on shaky legs.
With a tensing of her thighs, and the tree for support, Elaine pulled herself to her feet and staggered to the others. She was still struggling to breathe regularly. Though Galahad’s wounds were sealing themselves closed, he looked pale as anything.
“Are you okay?” Galahad asked her.
“Better than you, I reckon.”
“We should get back to the cabin,” Skye said. “You need rest and we’re on the back foot.”
“We can still catch that thing.” Galahad cracked his neck, reached for the spot where he usually kept his drinking flask, but he’d left it behind.
“It ran. Poison didn’t slow it much.” Elaine curled her tongue and shoved it in the gap between her teeth. “Probably back in the water by now.”
“Come on. I just need a drink, then—” Galahad dropped, slumping, eyes rolling. Skye caught him under the arms.
“Back inside,” she said. “Quick. I can’t carry him forever.”
“What’s wrong with him?”
“He’ll be fine. Get moving.”
Not knowing what else to do, Elaine followed Skye’s instruction. Still shaky from the fight, she hobbled back to the cabin. Skye dragged Galahad through, lay him on his cot.
“He needs rest, water, food. He’s pushed himself too hard.”
“I thought he could heal from anything?”
“Even the best brick layer needs mortar to build a house. In the same way, his body needs the materials required to patch up his wounds. He’s not been eating well—”
“Yeah, and whose fault is that?”
Skye held up a hand in surrender. “Whatever the reason, his body needs replenishing. He’ll be fine by morning. Pass me that canteen. No, by my bag. That’s it. A bit of wine will do him good.”
Elaine dropped onto her cot, squashed her cheeks with her hands. She didn’t like seeing Galahad this way. He was supposed to be indestructible, not pale and fragile. She wanted him to get up and smile. And give her a hug.
[image: image-placeholder]“I passed out?” Galahad asked for the third time, nursing the last of his headache. The early signs of morning crept in through the window that faced the rising sun. “Limp?”
“You were exhausted,” Skye said, also for the third time. “You’re not a god, Galahad. The whisky you stole gave you a gift, but we all have limits.”
“I didn’t steal it,” he muttered. There was hardly any sense arguing the point; it hadn’t belonged to him and he’d taken it. The difference was semantic. “You should have left me. I would have been fine. Now the kelpie knows we’re hunting her.”
“It’s not a kelpie,” Skye said.
Galahad dismissed her words with a wave. “Siren then. Or whatever. Selkie, fuath, some kind of water spirit.”
“It didn’t seem like a spirit,” Elaine said. “More like a fish… a fish person. There were scales under its skin. You didn’t see it up close like I did.”
“Hm. I suppose I want it to be a kelpie because that’s easy.” Galahad scratched his beard, contemplating. “It’s something we have a name for, that I could read about and understand. Then again, so often the old myths turn out to be true in unexpected ways. Perhaps this piscine, faux-woman creature is the origin of all legends of malevolent water spirits.”
“You’re wrong, outlander,” Skye said. “Might as well say the common jackdaw is clearly the source of all legends of crows and ravens. Many things can be alike, but distinct. Magic and water flow together. It’s natural for water spirits to be as varied as the birds you hear now singing in the trees outside.”
“Oh, well. It was only an idea. You’re right, of course. Again, I wish for things to be simpler. My head’s still foggy after so many hours of sleep. The monster could be many things: rusalka, nixie, kappa.” He rubbed his temples, trying to massage his thoughts into more spirited action. “Has anyone ever drowned in this loch?”
“Of course.” A moment later, seeing Galahad was waiting for her to elaborate, Skye added, “Many people over the years. Any water as deep and broad as Linlithgow Loch is sure to claim its share of victims. No more than any other—” She broke off, frowning.
“What? You’ve remembered something.”
“There was an awful accident. Ten or so years ago. Eight drowned, three of them children. Two families were fishing, celebrating an anniversary—no, a birthday—when an unexpected storm hit. Their boats were capsized and rainwights drove them under. A Keeper rushed out in a dinghy with nothing but her cloak to protect her, but she couldn’t save them. Try though she…”
Skye trailed off, but Galahad didn’t need her to finish. He snapped his fingers. “It was Blair, wasn’t it. The one who couldn’t save them. I fucking knew there was something she wasn’t telling us.”
“What are you suggesting?” Skye said with a touch of uncertain indignation.
“She knew what was out here. Not one monster, but eight undying souls, reborn of the loch. I’ve read of this, the drowned returning changed.”
“Utopiec,” Elaine said, then shrugged when the others looked at her. “What? My mother told me a story about them once to stop me playing near the river. Too close to the edge of the shelter, she said…”
That deserved acknowledging in some way. Elaine talked about her birth parents so rarely. Much lay buried; things she’d never worked through. Here was the smallest opening as she tried to pry open her shell.
But all Galahad said was, “We’ll put them to rest.”
Then he sharpened his sword.
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Pale Adam. The person above all others Fay wanted—needed—to avoid. When she returned to New London, she’d been afraid her desperation would force her to work with him again. She hadn’t considered that he might provide the answer to her problems in a different way. But this still brought her too close to the underbelly she’d clawed her way out of. Already she felt the poppy’s hooks tugging at her. 
From outside, Pale Adam’s opium den looked no different than the last time she’d been here. Still a shithole. A blight even on a street as grotty as this, in the very worst part of town.
Teeth gritted, she dug her fingernails into her palms. They were getting bad again. Red circles scabbed and furious where she worried them constantly with her nails.
“You’re stronger than this,” she whispered to herself.
She’d been watching Pale Adam’s den—or headquarters, as it had become—for the better part of a week. She knew the faces of the regulars. One guy with a pronounced limp left particularly early each morning, returning mid-afternoon and always with a heaving hessian bag over his shoulder. Another, a girl far too young to be involved in this shit, came and went multiple times a day. She was twitchy, always checking the shadows, never lowering her hood. Half a dozen were daily regulars. Another handful came less often. Fay lost count of faces she saw only once.
One woman in particular caught her attention. She was relatively well dressed. Clean. Hair brushed and plaited in a way that had to be tended each morning else it would look a mess. She wasn’t using, Fay was sure of it. She was strictly here for business.
The woman came once a day, stayed for two hours, then left. Twice Fay had followed her; both times she’d left the city limits to the west. It would be impossible to stalk her in the open fields beyond New London, where there was nowhere to hide. But nobody left the city on a whim. If Pale Adam was protecting his fortune with the danger of the wilds, this woman might be able to lead Fay to it.
The difficult part would be convincing her to do so.
Fay shrank into her alleyway as the woman with the plaits stepped out of the den. The woman brushed down her jacket, hands protected by glossy leather gloves that might have been relics from before the rain turned. Galahad would pay far too much for a pair like those. As the woman set off down the street, Fay peeled away from the shadows and followed at a distance, even letting the woman take the next corner and slip out of sight. There was no need to hurry to catch up. The woman with the plaits only ever walked one way after she left the den.
Another turn and now they were heading westward on a main road that led almost to the city’s edge. It spooked folk to have long roads lead directly into open air, so main roads like this were all set at slight angles to accommodate another turning which hid the final hundred metres. Couldn’t have regular folk spotting rainwights lurking in the fields every time a summer storm hit.
Fay quickened her pace, careful to keep her feet silent on the cracked paving. Her shadow stretched long in the light of the streetlamps, but there was nothing she could do about that. When the woman took the next turn, Fay was right behind her. And there ahead was the city’s edge. The speckled green of the flowering field beyond. The shaded blue of the sky. Fay didn’t mind the dark in the capital as much as some, though she never quite got used to finding out the weather from the late-morning sky. It was a brisk sunny day and she’d had no idea. How many beautiful days did the people here miss? How many sunrises passed in secret? Sad to think that sunlight touched the cheeks of most New London residents for the first time as their corpses were unloaded into the funeral pyres beyond the horizon.
The moment the woman’s feet crunched over half-yellowed grass, Fay grabbed her, pinned her left wrist behind her back, slammed her against the outer wall of a house; dusty from repeated rainwight attacks wearing down the stone.
“What do you do for Pale Adam?”
“Careful of the fucking jacket,” the woman said. Fay rolled her eyes but eased the pressure. The woman bucked, trying to shrug her off, but quickly realised she wasn’t getting free unless Fay allowed it. “I’m an intermediary.”
“What does that mean?”
“A go-between. A middleman.”
“Don’t get clever.” Fay lifted the woman’s wrist higher up her back, tucking it between her shoulder blades. She winced, panting against the pain.
“I negotiate. Adam can’t move in high society.”
“You do more than that. No lord lives outside the city walls.”
“They have holdings.”
“I think you’ve secured a parcel of land for him. Bought it off a noble with no use for it and lighter pockets than they’re used to.”
“Going after Adam is a good way to have your kneecaps caved in.”
Fay gave a humourless sniff. “If Pale Adam knew I was coming for him he’d mess his fucking trousers.”
“I sincerely doubt that.” The woman squirmed, then gasped and slackened again.
“You’re gonna take me to this outpost of his.”
“You must be joking.”
“I’m dead serious. If you’re gonna waste my time maybe I’ll take your advice and smash your kneecaps in.”
“Excuse me?” came a voice from the street. A man wearing spectacles with only one lens was standing as close to the awning as he dared. “Do you fucking mind?”
“Huh?”
“That’s my house you’re up against. It’s bad enough that we live on the edge as it is, we don’t need you bringing trouble round, too.”
“Right.” Fay pulled Pale Adam’s intermediary away from the wall, keeping her arm taut and painful. “Sorry about that.”
The man with the broken spectacles seemed surprised the situation had been resolved so easily. He rubbed his hands together, said, “Ah, yes. Good. Well, that’s good then.”
“Get back inside you big-bollocked twat,” Fay told him.
The man obeyed without hesitation, whatever courage he’d summoned leaving him in a hurry.
“What are you doing?” the intermediary asked as Fay shoved her away from the city. She tripped on some weeds. Fay let her fall on her face, then yanked her roughly to her feet.
“We’re going to this house of Adam’s. Just like you do every morning.”
“It’s not a house.”
“That’s a start. What’s your name?”
“Kitty.”
“Like a cat?”
“Sure, whatever.”
“Plenty of cats in the capital,” Fay said. Kitty dragged her heels, shuffling along at the lowest rate possible without actually stopping. Fay kicked her legs out from under her and watched her take another face full of meadow. “Better dust yourself off. They’ll know something’s wrong if you turn up with a dirty jacket.”
“I’m not taking you.”
“Well, you have to go, don’t you? What’ll happen if you’re late?”
“As soon as you let me go, I’m running straight to Adam.”
“If I let you go,” Fay corrected. Kitty laughed, high-pitched and strained. “Wouldn’t be the first time I killed someone because it was more convenient than letting them live.”
“I have two kids.”
It was a struggle to keep her face straight hearing that. Even though it was a cheap trick—fuck, it might not even be true—Fay couldn’t help picturing the woman as a mother. Nobody wanted to deprive a child of one of their parents.
“Better think of them then,” Fay said, voice stony. The flat tone of a killer. Whatever doubt she felt was firmly locked inside, bubbling in her belly. “Would be a shame to leave ’em motherless.”
That brought back memories of Mr and Mrs Cobbler. Of Elaine’s parents, carried off into the storm by the groping hands of rainwights. Elaine had never been the same after that. Her entire personality changed overnight. From sweet, to quiet, to worryingly dark. She eventually found herself again. Found a new family, became Fay’s sister. But she was forever changed. Fay loved the person Elaine had become with all her wretched heart, but she wouldn’t wish that journey on another child.
“Nobody out here to see if I snap your neck,” Fay added. “Shit, who would find your body?”
“You already answered that. I’m expected. If I don’t turn up, they’ll come looking for me. Then they’ll come for you.”
“You’re awfully brave. Lotta folk start crying about now.”
“Not much scares you when you’ve spent as much time out here as I have.”
“I know that feeling.” And she knew how to break it. “Fine. Don’t show me. Let’s take a walk instead. Come on, get up.”
Fay gave her a quick boot and Kitty scrambled off the ground. Grass clung to her tight grey riding jodhpurs and dangled from her elbows. Brave she might be, but she was still frightened. It felt pointless, this charade. This play they were forced to act together. But there was really no other way. This was how the world worked.
“You don’t even have a weapon, do you?” Kitty said.
Fay shrugged. “Wouldn’t need one.”
Kitty took in her broad shoulders, the way her jacket stretched around the bulges of her biceps, the extra foot of height Fay enjoyed.
“Perhaps not.”
“Walk.” Fay jerked her chin westward, away from the city. Kitty began to walk, faster this time, apparently less anxious to lead Fay in this direction. Perhaps they were heading away from Pale Adam’s fortune. A clue unwittingly given.
They walked together for a few minutes, Fay keeping a few paces behind, Kitty never quite reaching a gait approaching normal speed. The meadow became a spacious wood and they were swallowed in it. Brown trunks, brown floor, with brown mushrooms in the earth. Browning leaves above. Autumn had dressed this wood in leathery shades of ochre. A dull fire. A bronzing of the understory.
“You’re not gonna try and undress me, are you?”
“We’re going straight through. Don’t dawdle.”
“How fast are you, I wonder? What would you do if I ran?”
“Try it and see.”
They broke out on the far side of the wood. A wild meadow, long green grass dappled with purple, gold, and orange.
“Hold up,” Fay said. Kitty kept walking. “Hey! I said hold up.”
She came to a reluctant stop, turned to face Fay who was squinting up at the sky. Wisps of cloud and nothing more. Not what she needed. But she could wait. She still had over a week until she needed to begin the hike back to Wickerton, and Pale Adam’s fortune was within her grasp. She had time enough to kill some here.
“Don’t,” Fay snapped, catching Kitty shifting to bolt in the corner of her eye. “Over there. By the trees.”
A small cluster of trees stood alone in the meadow, satellite to the greater wood, which was itself only a copse compared to the endless forests of true wild country. An alder flanked by silver birch. Fay directed Kitty to the birch with the skinniest trunk, told her to remove her jacket.
“It’s cold,” Kitty said.
“I don’t give a shit. Take it off.”
“Pervert.”
Fay threw a fist at Kitty’s jaw. The motion was casual, almost lazy, but it still sent her sprawling. Fay rubbed her knuckles. They were inflamed and dry, stinging in the cold. Kitty shrugged off her jacket, sat there with it bundled in her lap.
“Up,” Fay said. “By the tree.”
She had cord in her bag but that was for her tarp; this would have to do. She used Kitty’s fine jacket to bind her hands behind a silver birch, strapping her to the trunk like a rabbit on a skewer. The stitching on the jacket was immaculately done.
“It’s soft,” Fay said, almost without meaning to.
“Velvet. It’s expensive, so be careful. They don’t make it in the capital.”
Fay tightened the knot, straining the perfect stitches. It wouldn’t hold her if she really tried to break free, but it would keep her where Fay wanted for now.
“No paratempa, huh?” Fay retrieved her folded tarp from her daypack and strung it up between the alder and one of the birch. “Can’t have had far to go. Or you’re real stupid.”
She settled with her back to the alder tree, wishing she’d brought supplies. Hadn’t planned to stop out in the wild. She’d only brought her backpack so she’d have her tarp with her. Foolish to walk the wilds without shelter.
“We have a man that reads the weather. No rain today.”
“That’s accurate, is it?”
“Still alive, aren’t I?”
“Wouldn’t trust a thing like that.” Fay checked the sky again, a smudge of darker grey on the horizon. “There’s a raincloud rolling in. Be here by evening, I reckon.”
Kitty’s jaw shifted as she chewed the inside of her mouth.
Fay took a guess and said, “Your weatherman never said anything about the evening, huh? Figured you’d be back by then.”
“You can’t keep me strapped here all day.”
“Give me directions to this hideout. We’re halfway there already. It’s this side of the city. Can’t be too far since you’ve no shelter. It ain’t west, or you’d have dragged your heels walking this way out.”
Kitty’s eyes widened. “It’s well hidden.”
Fay got up and used her boots to clear a circle in the mulch, scuffing the ground with little kicks. Next she gathered firewood, kindling, birch bark for tinder. It was a cold day but a dry one and the fire made no protest at sparking up. Soon it crackled steadily.
“Are you going to burn me?” Kitty asked.
“Don’t be stupid.” Fay added an extra log at the side for the flames to find as they strengthened. “We’re going to sit here all day and wait for that dark cloud to drift over. And you’re going to tell me how to find Pale Adam’s hideout unless you want to still be tied to that tree when the rain breaks.”
Kitty didn’t have a response for that. The fire filled the silence, hissing as it found an errant piece of damp wood in its belly.
“Your kids, what are their names?” Fay asked, staring at the fire.
“Don’t talk to me about them.”
“You brought them up.”
“They’re young. One is six. The other is three.”
“Never thought about having kids. Lucky, I guess, since there’s fuck all chance of me having any.”
“They’ve no grandmother or auntie. Without me it’ll just be their dad.”
“He a bad guy, huh?”
“No. Not at all. He’s a brilliant, loving man. A great father.” Kitty paused. “But he’s not always a good parent. They’ll struggle without me.”
“That’s tough. Guess they’ll find their way eventually. Wonder if the kids’ll remember you when they’re grown. Three’s pretty young. A blur of pink and brown when they try to recall your face. Maybe once a year they’ll pass someone in the street with a similar scent, find themselves suddenly nostalgic and terribly sad, but they won’t know why.”
Fay poked the fire. She didn’t enjoy leveraging Kitty’s kids against her, but she’d rather this than the fire. Never had much of an appetite for torture. Rather get someone talking the civilised way. If this could be called civilised.
“I can take a message for them, if you want,” Fay continued. “Since you’re set on dying tied to that tree. If there’s anything you think they need to know? Any last words to leave with them?”
“You really think I’d tell you how to find them? Are you a fucking moron? You threaten my life and expect me to give you my children?”
Fay shrugged, sat back against the trunk of the alder. “I’m not one of the thugs you work for. Just a desperate woman. I wish no ill on your family.”
“Hah! You’re not a thug? I know who you are. I’ve heard the stories. You’re Morgan Fay.”
“It’s just Fay.”
“Not in the circles I move in. The watch is still after you, you know. They still put up posters.”
“They can keep looking.”
“Killed a dozen watchmen with your bare hands, I heard.”
“That’s not how it went down.” Fay rubbed her knuckles; they used to be calloused, but now the skin matched the rest of her hand, dry and wrinkled. In the cold her hands looked aged. Her skin no longer sprang back into shape with the elasticity of youth. She was only twenty-five but felt every year in the straining of her tendons as she clenched her fist. “But there’s truth in every rumour.”
“See. I’m not telling Morgan Fay where to find my fucking kids.”
“If you know who I am, then you know this ain’t a bluff. I’ll leave you there till the rain comes.”
“That’s the thing. Adam does know where my kids are.”
Well that fucked everything. There was no question on whether she was telling the truth. It was plain in her eyes; the fierceness of motherhood. There was no faking that.
“That’s a problem.”
“How about this: let me go and I’ll keep quiet. You can figure out some other way to get yourself killed trying to screw over Adam. I’ll stay out of it.”
“Hm. That doesn’t work for me. Best I can do is to leave you here. When I’m done, I’ll come back and untie you.”
“I don’t like that.”
“Tough shit. Fire should keep you warm at least. For a while.”
“What if it rains while you’re gone?”
Fay stood, cracked her neck, left her tarp set up, pack beneath it, fire burning.
“Your weather man said it was clear skies.”
“Come back!” Kitty called after her as Fay walked off. “Julia! Leo! Those are their names! Hey! I said those are their names!”
But Fay kept walking. She had work to do.




twenty-two
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In summer these meadows fizzed with the twitching of thousands of insects. Grasshoppers, ladybirds, moths. Lines of busy ants working for their queen. Now, as the weather cooled, the grass stood disconcertingly still. Fay wondered where all that life went as the ground chilled. She knew some birds flew south for the winter, but where did the ladybirds—with their shells like winter berries—hide all those months? 
She walked for hours, studying the ground and horizon. Years ago, Galahad had taught her how to search an area. To divide it into sections in her mind, address each one in turn. She left markers of sticks planted in the hardening earth to mark her progress. Bright ribbons would have helped their visibility, but of course she hadn’t been prepared.
Her search brought her further from the city than expected. A mile. Two. It didn’t seem plausible for Kitty to have planned to walk so far without a paratempa, but still there was no sign of the hideout. Nowhere to search but further out.
The horizon should have been starting to glow with the flushed-cheek rose of sunset, but the clouds had gathered thick and hard. Menacing and almost black. Fay felt she could hear them as they rolled in. A heavy, pressing, crushing sound. The air was plump with the pressure of a storm. It was time to turn back.
She ended up jogging part of the way as spitting flecks of rain fell. Through the narrow wood. To the birch and the alder. To her tarp, strung up and promising safety. To the jacket crumpled on the floor, stitches torn.
“Shitting hell.” Fay looked around. There, a figure sprinting away. She hadn’t got far; Fay had missed her escape by seconds. She wasn’t running towards the city, but further into the wilds. To the west. She didn’t look back, kept on running. No heed for the coming the rain. Fay couldn’t follow. The storm was picking up. Sky a sheet of slate that mimicked New London’s stone roof. The late sun was eclipsed by clouds, bringing twilight two hours early.
When rain came on in stages like this, at first wispy flecks, then thickening towards the crescendo of a downpour, the rainwights formed in stuttering failures. Disembodied arms and mouths reached for Kitty as she ran. Fingers long and claw-like. There, a leg, gone when Fay blinked. Then another.
“Fuck it,” Fay said. “Fucking fuck it.”
Kitty tripped, smacked the earth.
Without thinking, Fay started running.
She crossed the distance in seconds, skidded to a stop, batted aside a fragile claw that had been tugging at Kitty’s hair, then dragged her towards the tarp. That square patch of safety. Twisting smoke from the wet, sputtering fire trapped beneath it. She coughed as she made it under, waved aside the smoke. In the fire’s absence it was cold and soggy beneath the tarp.
Fay collapsed, panting, not certain why she’d risked her life to save this woman. A glint of hope that Kitty would still lead her to Pale Adam’s fortune. Or perhaps she was simply growing soft. That was Betty’s influence.
Wind snapped the branches like a whip and down it came, all the wrath of the storm. All earth’s fury. Here were the rainwights, whole and hungry, swarming where Fay had been moments before. They surrounded the tarp. Through their translucent forms, she caught a glimpse of the tree where Kitty had been tied, rain cascading about it. Then the spectral crowd grew too thick to see anything at all.
There were a lot of them today. This storm thronged, crushed the boundary of the tarp. Stretching hands scattered as they tried to reach beyond the rain.
“There’s so many of them…” Kitty said.
“No rain today, huh.” Fay spat into the crowd and it passed straight through the rainwights. “Do you call this clear fucking skies?”
“I was supposed to be in the city by now.”
“Still. Pretty stupid to wander out here without shelter. You see that now, right?” Fay found a pre-rolled joint in her smoking tin and lit it up. Knots in her shoulders sagged at the first toke of indica. “Where were you running to? Not back to the city.”
“Don’t toy with me. I think you know.”
“You really had me fooled. Was sure the hideout wasn’t further west.”
Kitty shook her head. “You have no idea what you’re getting into, do you?”
“Who fucking cares? Pale Adam’s a cunt and he owes me.” Fay took a long drag, let the smoke trail from her mouth before sucking it up her nostrils in a reverse waterfall. Kitty shivered.
“Don’t do that. It makes you look like one of them.” She paused, scratching at a bit of mud caked to the butt of her left hand. “Why’d you grab me? Could have left me to the storm.”
“Maybe because of your kids.” Fay passed Kitty the joint. She took it scissored between two fingers, pursed her lips daintily as she dragged.
“I don’t have any fucking kids.”
“Damn. You’re a hell of a liar.” Fay ran a hand through her hair. Greasier than it should be. She needed to stop fidgeting with it, rubbing in the oils from her hands. But if she couldn’t smoke opium, and she couldn’t scratch her palms, what the fuck else was she supposed to do to keep her hands occupied?
“My name’s not Kitty, either.”
“Figures.”
“I don’t think that’s why you saved me, though.”
“I’m tired of killing.”
“You’re not how the stories make you seem.”
“Doubt anyone is. A reputation’s just a popular lie.”
“Guess so.”
They sat in silence for a while, smoking away the minutes while they waited for the rain to pass. As the wind howled, the rainwights’ jaws extended, giving the impression they were screaming. Yearning for them.
Fay took her knife from her bag, meaning to kill time whittling a figurine. Kitty tensed when she saw the blade. Coiled as if to pounce. Then relaxed when she saw Fay take a piece of wood from the fire; it wasn’t charred but hardened from the heat.
“What you doing?” Kitty asked. Fay ignored her and set to work.
At first she didn’t know what she was carving, letting her hands move freely, dislocating her consciousness from the horrors that surrounded them. But as the carving took shape, she saw the intent buried in the wood. Saw the secret pattern her hands were following. She was carving a bird. A robin, she thought, plump and short-beaked. It would make a nice trinket for Betty. If Betty was still waiting for her back at Wickerton. If she’d forgive her for leaving without her.
“You’re talented,” Kitty said, with a nod towards the carving.
“Not really. Just a way to pass the time. I get fidgety if I’ve nothing to do with my hands.”
“No, it’s good. Maybe you could retire from mercenary life, work as a carpenter.”
“I’m already retired. I serve drinks now.”
“In a pub?”
“No, in a fucking hospital.” Fay shook her head. “Of course in a pub.”
“What are you doing back in New London, then? Why bother fucking with Adam?”
“I need the money,” Fay said. “My family does, rather. The taxes, you know.”
“Everyone’s getting fucked over.”
“Except Pale Adam, apparently.”
“Guess so.” Kitty scuffed the ground with her boot, shifting ash and earth, dirtying the soggy grass. “Must be easier ways to make tax money.”
“Know a way I can find sixty crowns by Allhallows?”
Kitty looked away, cocked her jaw as if stretching out tension.
Fay pocketed the robin carving and her hand went in her pocket with it, thumb feeling its curves and dimples. The wood was warm from being held and the friction of the knife. A present for Betty. Something beautiful; something she’d made.
“I got in a real bad way with opium,” Fay said, still holding onto her robin for comfort. The knife she put in her bag. “Must have been a couple of years ago now. My friends didn’t know what to do about it. I’d been messy for a while. Dangerous to travel with someone who’s all muscle and impulse. I was their protection, except I started more fights than I prevented. Think they were kinda glad to be rid of me when I said I was staying with Pale Adam. At least I wasn’t going to be trouble for them anymore. They didn’t realise how sick I was. But Adam did. Pale-fucking-Adam. That cunt. Kept me high even when I didn’t have the cash. Kept me out of it. Got his hook in. Could have killed me. Kind of did, for a while. Cos I wasn’t fucking living, can tell you that. Shit.”
“So, revenge,” Kitty said, nodding as if she’d heard this story a dozen times before. “Necessity and revenge.”
“A strong combination.”
“Still not worth it, if you ask me.”
“Well, I didn’t.”
“Suit yourself,” Kitty said. “But I don’t think you know what you’re getting into, picking a fight with him.”
“I can handle Pale Adam.” Fay squeezed her robin till her palm stung. Scratching at the red circle she was supposed to be leaving to heal. A deep breath: it only helped a little.
“Think the rain’s easing up.” Kitty was shivering now, arms hugging her torso. Without her jacket, she had nothing to defend against the out-of-season winter breeze.
Sure enough, the rainwights surrounding them were thinned and frayed. The crowd became a gathering, then a few last stragglers. Twilight didn’t stay for long this time of year. They called it golden hour but the gold was fleeting. The blue of night blended with the red of dusk to give that hour a purple tinge. And this was the very end of it. Moon and stars decorated the sky where the clouds had worn themselves to nothing. This was the plunge now. In half an hour the only light would be whatever the moon decided to spare.
“Too dark now,” Fay said, rummaging through the half-burned remnants of the fire to see if any wood might be suitable to light again. “Guess we’re here for the night.”
“City isn’t far.” Kitty gave her a complicated look.
“Too far to cross in the dark. Learned my lesson about taking risks out here.” Fay paused, considering a half-dry piece of wood. Too wet. Everything was fucking soaked. “Go if you want.”
“You won’t stop me?”
“Stopped you from getting yourself killed once. Won’t bother again.”
“The rain’s stopped.”
“More than rainwights to worry about out here.”
“Lions,” Kitty whispered.
Fay gave up on the fire, retrieved a thin blanket and her knife from her backpack. She’d packed the blanket because it was light, but without a fire it wouldn’t be nearly warm enough. She also slipped a bundle of gauze into her pocket. “Sure. Not likely in this part of the country, but sure.”
“If I stay, what’s stopping you from killing me in my sleep?”
Fay handed her the folded blanket. “Wouldn’t have run out to save you if I was only going to kill you myself, would I? Put this around your shoulders.”
“Won’t you be cold?”
“I’m gonna find some firewood. Stay here. I won’t be long.”
“What about the lions?”
Fay threaded her knife under her belt, stretched her arms, then crawled out from under the tarp into the damp of the meadow. Rain on her hands and knees. “I’ll be fine. I’m used to it. Still, if I’m gone a while I might not be coming back, I guess. Don’t go looking for me. You’ll be safer here. Better to shiver alone and live the night than be torn apart in those woods.”
Kitty wrapped the blanket tighter about her shoulders.
“I’ll leave my bag,” Fay said. “Nothing worth stealing in it, so don’t bother, but there’s water and biscuits. You can help yourself to those.”
“Got any toothpowder?”
“Yeah, somewhere. Feel around at the bottom of the bag. It’s in a tin. Only one in there.” Fay tapped her smoking tin through her trouser pocket. “Got my indica on me.”
[image: image-placeholder]Fay walked to the edge of the forest, then veered right, carved a wide arc through the meadow. She looped around, circling the sorry camp where she’d left Kitty. Then westward. Slow and careful steps, bending grass so it wouldn’t crunch. Even when she was out of earshot of the camp, she kept creeping onwards. She hadn’t lied when she’d told Kitty it was dangerous to walk in the dark. And it wasn’t only beasts and monsters Fay had to worry about. Somewhere out here was Pale Adam’s hideout. If it truly housed a fortune, it would be well guarded. Out in the wilds or not.
She took the gauze from her pocket and wrapped her hands and wrists. The process was almost ritualistic. It brought her back to New London’s streets. Then further, to the early years of the Round Table. Walking the long roads between civilisation, following Galahad’s clues. A simpler time. She’d known her purpose then. When she was done, Fay bunched her fists, felt the familiar pressure of the wraps. Her heart thundered.
The hideout couldn’t be far. If Kitty had thought she could run to it with rain already spitting, it had to be in sprinting distance. Fay measured her breathing as she stalked the night. Worried the sore circles on her palms. Sank down deep into herself, loosed her conscience—or tried to. There would be no time to hesitate when this began. There would be blood. In the old days of the Round Table they’d have sent Gwen on a mission like this. She could melt into the shadows, pass in and out of a place with less disturbance than wind through an open window. Nobody ever noticed her. But even in the full dark of night, shadows refused to hide Fay. They slunk around her, cloaking where they saw fit, leaving patches exposed to the moonlight. Her nose shone silvery. Her knuckles. The strap on her bag. Not hidden but dappled by this crystal light. Fay was never one for subtlety.
So this would be violent. It would be blunt and brief. All muscle and growling and surprise. Betty wouldn’t approve, but this was what Fay was made for. She’d come to think of the violence and drugs as two halves of the same draun. Her regrettable past. But maybe that was wrong. She couldn’t hide from who she was. Leave the poppy in the blur of memory, but she was born to be a mercenary. Not a weaver. Not a barmaid. Not Fiona.
She was two fists.
She was Morgan-fucking-Fay.
Anticipation made her hands tremble and her chest pound. She retrieved her smoking tin, rolled a half-length joint as she walked. A spark in the night. That sweet smoke, floral and citric. Unlike opium, indica tasted amazing. A flavour to cherish, not to bear. Her eyes fluttered, half-lidded. She held a hand in a pool of moonlight. Steady as stone.
Betty would have to take her as she was.
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Banging at the door. In the night. Frantic. 
Galahad leapt from his cot, reached for his sword but he wasn’t wearing it. He didn’t even have a scabbard for the blade the Keepers had lent him. “Fuck sake.” He scrambled on the floor, only found the sword when he nicked his palm on the edge.
“Close the shutters,” Skye hissed, slamming closed the window on her side of the room and bolting the shutters. Galahad did the same on the opposing side. Elaine took up her bow and put an arrow to the string, ready to draw for the doorway.
“What the fuck is that?” Elaine hissed. The banging continued, heavy and panicked.
“Hello?” came a voice. A man’s, crackly with age. “I beg of ye, allow me succour. I… I am terribly lost and there is some thing that stalks the dark… Its presence hounds me. With every heartbeat I await its breath on the back of my neck. Please. I am but a lost wanderer without shelter.”
Someone was trapped outside.
“He talks like you,” Elaine whispered to Galahad.
“I’m not that bad.” Galahad got up and shuffled for the door. He kept his sword arm tensed, ready to swing. Before he opened the door, he turned back to Skye. “What do you make of it?”
Skye stared at her hands, fidgeting by pinching her fingers. Weariness seemed to sweep through her, and when she looked up at him she didn’t raise her head all the way. “Don’t open it.”
“He’ll die.”
“That’s no wanderer.”
“Pray, do not argue over my sake,” came the voice from outside. “If I am to be a burden, I shall walk on, deeper into the bosom of the night.”
“There’s a castled manor over yonder hill.” Galahad raised his voice to speak through the door. Elaine flashed him a look and he rolled his eyes. “It will provide shelter. You won’t miss it, even by moonlight.”
“Then I shall be thanking ye and taking my leave. May luck be upon ye to weather this night.” His words were followed by a shuffling as the old man plodded away. When the sounds of his footsteps disappeared, Elaine shook, as if covered in ants.
“Ooh, I’ve got the shivers,” she said.
Skye nodded. “Whatever that voice belonged to, it wasn’t human. We are alone in these hills.”
“I hope you’re right,” Galahad said. “Because otherwise we’ve as good as killed that man.”
A thud at the door made all three jump. Elaine clutched her heart and Skye was up with sword in hand. The banging came again. This time instead of panicked it was furious. A rage upon the door. The hinges groaned and the whole cabin shook. As the banging paused a maniacal laugh echoed from every wall, as if a legion of old men surrounded their cabin.
“Demon,” Elaine said.
“The drowned? Could they speak like that?”
He turned to Skye but her gaze was vacant. The flecks of gold in her eyes spun like snow globes, faster and faster. A whirlpool, a galaxy.
The window shutters creaked under an unseen force. There was a pressure in the air. It felt as if the cabin was straining not to burst open and spill them into the clutches of the spirit beyond. This was a kind of magic Galahad had not anticipated. Ancient and unbounded. A maelstrom of power. But still the cabin held. The walls did not abandon them.
“I nearly let it in…”
The banging became a war beat on the walls and door.
“Run piggy wiggies or I shall blow your house down!” came a hollow chorus, scratchy and inhuman. “Flee while ye can. Scarper and yelp and burrow away. I’ll chase ye hither and thither and skin ye for my afternoon pleasure!”
Elaine covered her face but she couldn’t hide that she was crying.
“We can’t sit here and wait to die.” Galahad started to gather the essentials, threw on his new cloak, belt knife sheathed at his hip, sword still tight in hand. He made for one of the windows, meaning to try to sneak away while the demon was occupied with the door.
As Galahad’s fingers touched the bolt of the shutter, Skye jerked her head up and a single word echoed from her lips: “Stop.”
The banging stilled. The chorus dulled. The storm was over.
Galahad couldn’t move. His body was still as ice, limbs locked solid. Then at a tingling in his fingertips, he yanked his hand back from the window; he was trembling.
“An illusion,” Skye said. She tried to stand, wobbled, slumped back on her cot.
Galahad rushed to her with a bottle of water, tipped it to her lips. “What the fuck is going on?”
Skye wiped her mouth. Colour returned to her cheeks. Her snow globe eyes settled, flakes drifting lazily again. “A trickster spirit. My gift lets me see what you can’t.”
“And command monsters.”
“A trick of my own.” Skye pushed aside stray strands of hair that had come undone from her tight buns. “We should barricade the door. Illusion or not, there are things that would try to break their way inside. We need to finish this and leave. We can meet the wagon on the road. This land has become wild in the absence of my countrymen. The loch draws magic and in turn all manner of things beyond our ken. We must purge this place and settle it once again, else it will be swallowed.”
[image: image-placeholder]The grass was undisturbed come morning. There was no damage to the cabin. No storm had come this way. If the others didn’t recollect the previous night as clearly as he did, Galahad would have assumed the night’s events had been a dream. Even with confirmation from his companions, there was a sense of unreality to the memories.
“Is everyone ready?” he asked the other two.
“Not really,” Elaine said.
Skye started walking towards the loch.
While recuperating yesterday, they’d formulated the bones of a plan. There could be no surer way to slay a monster than to take off its head. Since Skye carried the only waxed blade between them, she would be the one to deal the killing blows. Elaine would slow them with poisoned arrows. And Galahad would act as both bait and brawler.
It was a clumsy plan, full of uncertainties. In any other circumstance, Galahad would have liked to spend several days in Eidyn’s library, researching and revising. But that wasn’t an option. They were stranded till tomorrow and the job needed doing.
There was the loch, beautiful as ever as it greeted the rising sun. Galahad squinted against the glare, raised a hand to shield his eyes. “What will we do if some stay behind?”
“They’ll come,” Skye said with a tone that harboured no doubt.
“If they don’t you’ll have to go for a swim,” Elaine said.
Together they approached the water, Elaine keeping her distance, bow readied. Galahad squeezed the grip of his sword and the leather creaked. They waited there, staring out at the loch, but nothing rose to meet their steel.
“Last time she didn’t come out till you were in the forest,” Elaine said.
“True.” Galahad sat on the bank, turned his back to the water. “Perhaps they’re drawn to an ambush.”
Elaine backed further away; her cheeks were pale but her bow was steady.
“I’m not turning my back on the water,” Skye said.
“Then hide, at least. I’ll be the bait.”
Skye crouched, shuffled back another metre. She was poised with sword drawn, ready to spring. Galahad watched her face, trying to find the mirror in her expression. Finally he saw a change, a tightening of her jaw, and he knew the stillness of the lake had been disturbed behind him.
The drowned rose silently. Galahad counted his heartbeats as he felt the monster’s presence grow closer. But at the moment he expected to feel its claws grasp him: nothing. Tension burned through him like slag through a mould. Every second became an age of anticipation. Surely now it would be upon him… Surely now…
With a lurch, he was ripped backwards into the chill water. No time to react. Under the surface with a whoosh. Then everything slowed. It was dark and freezing. Galahad’s skin tingled numb even as long fingers gripped him, dragging him deeper. Already his breath escaped him, bubbling up to a freedom he couldn’t reach. Sharp teeth gnawed at his limbs, but he was used to pain by now. What made his heart quicken was the way his lungs seized, straining for oxygen. There was no way to “heal” drowning. He had no protection here.
He struggled. The water resisted him like molasses. When he tried to scream, only three feeble bubbles escaped: the last of his breath. His sword slipped from his hand. Now he was furious. Desperate. Scrabbling with his fingernails against slippery, pale skin. Distorted glimpses of the drowned. Distinctly neither fish nor human. They were sad to look upon. A tragedy of flesh.
Unable to resist his body’s convulsions, Galahad took a lungful of loch water, coughed, choked. A scratch of pain down his throat; hot pressure in his chest. Then a quiet calm began to settle. He could see the other side now. Could feel that long peace hardening in his bones.
Then a word echoed through the water like the twanging of a bowstring.
“Release.”
And he was free.
The surface beckoned, but he found himself unable to summon the strength to kick towards it. For a moment he did nothing, hanging limply in the deep. Then the water above broke with a crash. A figure swam down, gripped him under the arms. He was done, drifting, but strong arms lifted him. Up they shot.
Out into open air. He tried to take it in but his lungs wouldn’t work. They’d given up. His eyes rolled and the scene blurred. He was dragged onto the bank, along the grass, dropped roughly. He rolled over, gasped, coughed a half cupful of water.
Now he took the air. He took it deep and painfully and clarity rushed to him with all its hot edges.
“Fuck.” He spat for good measure, rolled onto his back. His ears were singing vwumvwumvwum. “Think I nearly died.”
A sodden Elaine lay beside him, panting and wringing water from her hair. Kohl ran down her cheeks.
“You saved me,” Galahad said.
“Skye saved you. I just fished you out.”
“You’re a good swimmer.” He noticed her pegleg was missing. “I never knew that.”
“Swam a lot when I was out west. In the Barrens. They’ve big old lakes like this, though can’t say I remember them half as cold.”
“Well, thanks. Both of you.”
Skye’s eyes were still swirling, and she was leaning on her Keeper sword for support. Behind her, three fish-eyed faces stared from the water.
“They’ve got a taste now.” Elaine nodded to the bite marks covering his exposed flesh.
Sure enough, the drowned gathered, sniffing the remnants of Galahad’s blood dissipating further with each ripple. One lapped at the water. Five drowned swam forward and crawled out of the loch. Pale as death. Filmy-eyed. A brackish smell followed the group from the water. Three stayed behind, watching curiously. That made eight. All the victims of the fishing accident.
“Everyone get your shit together,” Galahad said, before doubling over with another round of coughs. He pushed himself to his feet, drew his belt knife. Elaine crawled for her bow. No time to affix her prosthesis. She stayed on the ground, drew her bow while sitting.
Skye stood ready with her sword as Galahad strode forward. This time he was careful not to get too close to the water’s edge. “Draw the little ones out,” she said.
“Look, it’s gonna be hard enough to stay alive. Don’t give me extra things to worry about.” He pointed his knife at the nearest of the drowned. “Better not make me lose this. I’ve only had it a year.”
With a screech like a cat in danger, the drowned attacked.
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She drew another arrow, sighted her target. One of the drowned had Galahad on the floor. This one had a masculine shape. One of the husbands. The two fathers that had drowned with their families and become something twisted at the bottom of the loch.
Her arrow flew, clipped the drowned on the shoulder, spun off wildly.
“Fucking cunt.” She’d started with two dozen arrows—half of which were poisoned—and they were rapidly dwindling. “Keep your head down! I need to aim lower!”
“Shut up and shoot!” Galahad yelled between grit teeth. His face was red from the exertion of holding the drowned from his face.
But before Elaine could loose another arrow, Skye stepped forward with an executioner’s swing. The drowned’s head rolled away.
“Watch yourself!” Elaine’s arrow sailed through the air, thudded into the chest of the drowned that was about to grab hold of Skye’s arms. There were too fucking many of them. No breathing room. Every heartbeat brought a new attack. Honourable swordsmen would fight duels in turn, but these creatures swarmed as one, lashing from every side. Elaine let her arrows fly. It was impossible to tell if her poisons were slowing the drowned or not… but she had to keep trying.
Skye skipped back as the drowned tried to circle her, leaving Galahad to the mercy of the swarm. He couldn’t even get off the ground. Four about him, scratching and biting. One looked up, met Elaine’s gaze as it chewed on skin and muscle. Disgusting thing.
“Get in there, Skye! What the fuck are you doing?”
But the little ones were out of the water now, and with four on Galahad and one beheaded, that left three toddling, childlike monsters to run for Skye’s legs. Not one of them could have reached their tenth birthday.
Another arrow. Then another. She had to clear them from Galahad. A third arrow punctured the eye socket of a drowned as it looked up. An incredible shot and who cared if she’d been aiming for its heart. The monster slumped, spasmed like a half-crushed spider.
Galahad’s face was a different shade of red now. Slick with his own blood, bright from mixing with the loch water that still soaked him. The whites of his eyes and his grit teeth stuck out in contrast to the scarlet fountain. Somehow in the melee he turned to her. Fear in his eyes. Not for himself, but for her. She felt his protective gaze press against her chest.
He cared. He cared. He had to, to look at her like that.
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She should be fastening her pegleg back on and running for her life. Her arrows were low. Not enough for all of them. Not unless she killed a drowned with every shot. And Galahad was losing strength fast. This was all fucked. No sense in waiting for the drowned to reach her.
“Run!” he tried to shout, but sharp teeth dug into his neck and the word turned into a pained gurgle.
Elaine reached for her next arrow. She muttered something with a smirk, but Galahad couldn’t hear it.
There were three drowned on him. Six bulbous, filmy eyes and three salivating mouths. They were already eating him, taking their fill. But with the fourth down, the incomprehensible mass of limbs had thinned. He could move. He slammed his belt knife into the neck of the only drowned he could reach. With a gurgling roar, he dragged his knife sideways, tugging at fishy flesh. The drowned recoiled, clutching its neck, and Galahad used the moment to roll free.
He rose to his feet, barely able to stand with his wounds healing laboriously. Too slow. This magic was an incredible gift, but it never worked as fast as he would like.
An arrow passed his hand by a whisker, slammed into the thigh of a drowned.
“Sorry!” Elaine called.
Galahad didn’t move to attack the three that faced him. He stood panting, trying to eke every second of healing from the intermission that he could. To his side, Skye swiped with heavy blows, cleaving limbs like a mad butcher. The three young drowned didn’t go down quietly, but they did go down.
The drowned with an arrow through its eye raised its head.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Elaine shouted, followed by an impressively long string of swear words.
“Leave the arrows.” Galahad wiped his face on his torn sleeve. “They’re not doing anything.”
“Well, what else am I supposed to do?”
“Halt.”
The four advancing drowned stopped mid-stride. Galahad tried to lunge at the nearest, found his own body had set like concrete. He couldn’t blink. Couldn’t breathe. His eyes began to sting terribly and saliva pooled at the back of his throat, making him need to choke, but he couldn’t.
Skye came in from the side, swinging left and right with great swoops that thvvumd as they cut the air. Swing: a head went down. Backswing: the next head fell. Four times she swung and four heads were taken clean. The drowned held so still that no blood even rose to burst from their wounds. Their bodies didn’t fall until the spell was broken and then everyone fell at once. Galahad sank to one knee. The drowned collapsed, boneless. Skye leaned on her sword for three seconds, then keeled over sideways. Her skin was as pale as the drowned.
“Is everyone alive?” Galahad asked, panting between each word.
“Is it over?” Elaine responded.
“Yeah… We’re done here.” Galahad staggered, picked up one of the severed heads. “Just let me get a trophy.”
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They had the lights on. 
The hideout was hidden, but a tangling of boughs couldn’t stop lamplight seeping out the cracks around the windows. A closed blind couldn’t stop that clear white flicker escaping into the dark. At first two glowing squares. Then a glowing line at ground level: the gap beneath the door. Fay slowed her already cautious pace, crouching in the meadow. Moonlight described a small wood. Clustered beech trees and deliberate camouflage obscured the size of the hideout, though it was larger than the simple shack it appeared to be; that much was obvious.
Someone stood beside the door, all in shadow save the glowing end of a cigarette. They were shorter than Fay, and that was about all she could tell.
Now was her one moment of hesitation. She watched that ember brighten, the sizzle of burning tobacco, then dim. A cough, light in tone. Feminine. Fay wondered if she could talk her way in, even as she clenched her fists. Toyed with the idea of intimidation. Even as she strode towards the smoking guard, she considered trying to slink through a window, as Gwen would have. As her taut knuckles struck jawbone, she forgot everything in a wave of adrenaline.
The woman dropped. Up close, Fay could make out her features more clearly. Slender. Pretty. Her hair was either brown or auburn; it was impossible to tell in the moonlight. Fay punched her again. Best not to let her speak. The woman groaned, confused, and Fay leaned close, whispered in her ear, “Don’t fucking move. Don’t make a sound. Don’t piss me off.”
Then she opened the door.
She’d been half-ready to kick the thing open, but when she reached for the handle, it turned without complaint.
Her eyes stung as she entered the room. Lamps burned on the cabin walls, and on the unvarnished table where four men sat playing cards.
“Ey up, what do we have ’ere?” one of the men said. His eyes were as red as his puffy cheeks. Of the two whisky bottles on the table, one of them was empty.
All four men turned to look at Fay.
“Don’t get up. I’m gonna take what I need and I’m gonna leave. If you stay seated, nobody gets hurt.”
“Why’d I feel like I recognise you?” one of the men said.
“That’s Pale Adam’s old fist. Fay something.”
“Can’t be. She’s dead, I’m sure.”
“Didn’t she cause trouble? Butchered a troop of soldiers in the street or summat?”
“Nah, I heard she—”
“Shut up, fuckheads,” Fay snapped. “Where’s the money?”
“I think Pale Adam would be pretty interested to learn you’re back in town.”
The nearest to her scooted his chair back and started to rise. Without thinking, Fay grabbed his chair, yanked it out from under him. In one motion she lifted the chair and swung, took the next man across the face. His head whipped around then back with sickening speed. His eyes went dull. Dead. Fucking hell, she’d killed him already. The other two were out of their chairs now. The one she’d pulled the chair out from under reached for her ankle so she kneed him in the head, threw a punch at his brow for good measure. He slumped. Certainly concussed from a blow like that.
The red-cheeked fucker was yelling his head off, not bothering with words so much as an animal growl. The two came at her at once. Now the fight truly began. Two against one can be insurmountable for some, but Fay was big, experienced, ruthless. And these guards were slow with whisky and smoke. She could take them.
Dodge. Feint left. Throw a heavy fist.
She was sluggish from the indica, but still faster than her whisky-dulled opponents. She clocked the red-faced guard but he took it like a brute, barely flinched. He was big too, now he was standing. Taller and broader than Fay: a rare thing. The other guard was a foot shorter and at least two decades older, but of all of them, he’d thought to draw his sword. The little fucker swung.
Steel nicked her shoulder. She knew she’d been touched but she didn’t feel it. The guard swung fast, left right, right left, thrust, overhead. The biting blade distracted Fay so much she forgot about the red-faced guard until his big hand closed around her mouth, his other hand on the back of her head. He twisted. The strain across Fay’s neck, her spine, was immense. She was certain her whole head was about to snap off, even as she turned her body to follow the pressure. The sword came again. A low thrust at her stomach. She swerved her lower body aside.
“Hold her!” the shorter man snapped.
“I’ve got ’er.”
“You fucking don’t. Hold her.”
Those big hands released her head, made to grab her arms. Fay lurched forwards, crashed into the wooden boards of the wall. She rolled along them, desperate to keep moving, keep free of that grip. She spun to face her foes. For a moment the three watched each other, planning their next moves. Fay needed to remove that sword from combat.
The big one came first. In for a grapple. Fay grabbed his arms. She was more a boxer than a wrestler, but her biceps flexed like two melons and she yanked the man towards her. In a quick movement she released her grip, swung a string of punches at his jaw. This was how to gain momentum, a flurry of blows that put the other on defence. But as the man’s forearms came up to protect his bruised face, that fucking sword came in again and she was forced to dodge. She wasn’t fast enough. Another bite of steel. Her jacket ripped. So did the skin beneath. The sword’s point dipped into the flesh of her side.
Fay hated fighting with weapons, but she hated a mismatched fight like this even more. She drew her knife. It was weighted wrong for throwing so she held it tight and up and wide. Readied to jab.
“Toothpick,” the shorter guard said. He swung: a standard diagonal strike. His weapon was an arming sword, short enough to wield safely indoors.
Fay stepped inside his reach. With her off hand, she grabbed the man’s wrist, stopping his swing in motion. She didn’t pause, holding the deadly weapon aside as she stabbed him in the throat. Rapid jabs, over and over, flecks of blood spurting with each strike. In seconds he went limp. Fay let him drop as the red-faced guard came swinging in, face puffy and bruised.
The blow caught her in the brow, sent her reeling. There went her momentum. Another punch caught her jaw; she bit her lip. The next straight in her chest and her heart felt like it stopped for a moment and she couldn’t breathe. She doubled over, choking on nothing. Her adversary didn’t relent. Another strike to her head. She fell to her knees. Still that breath wouldn’t come. Another blow. Her head was pounding, breath clogged. The hand that held her knife was slick with blood.
Scrabbling on the floor, she lashed out, nicked the man’s ankle. He stepped back, swearing, and as he did so, Fay lunged forward, her blade behind his front foot, caught his tendon as he shifted. Sliced. A yell of pain and they were both on the floor, grappling and spitting at each other. But Fay still had her knife, and as they rolled she cut him up. He beat her and she cut him and blood smeared everywhere until finally he went limp and Fay rolled on top. Panting, she wiped her chin and mouth; her sleeve was also soaked in blood so it made little difference.
Fay stood, leaking, eyes watering.
“Bunch of cunts.”
She tongued an ache in her mouth, found a gap where she’d lost a tooth. An acidic taste in that socket.
The door at the back of the room led to a corridor with other rooms branching off at regular intervals. At the end was a door with a heavy iron lock. Down the corridor Fay went, steps swaying, bracing herself against the wall. She passed a dormitory, a kitchen, a room full of cushions with a horribly familiar stink.
She stood before the final door, clutching the stab wound in her side. Though the lock was solid, the wood was thin. On her third strike, the door splintered and gave way. Fay stumbled into the room, catching her breath and her balance. Everything was spinning. Her arms felt long, sagging towards the floor. Her eyes widened, desperate to focus when she saw the contents of the room. This was Pale Adam’s fortune indeed. But it wasn’t coin stacked in neat piles up against the walls. Nor was it bars of gold. It was waxy paper parcels. The stink of bitter musk. Fay would know that smell anywhere.
The room was filled with opium.
“No… What the fuck am I supposed to do with this?” She kicked at the neatly stacked parcels, sent them spilling, tore a line through the paper. Pain in her side as her flesh shifted and stretched. Pain everywhere. Bruised and cut all over. Battered and aching. And here was this room of treasure. This analgesic paradise.
Fay sank to her knees, face in her hands. The acrid sweat of her worried palms couldn’t cover the stink of the drugs. She found her hands pulling parcels towards her. These disembodied claws. Already she’d lost control.
Don’t touch that. Don’t put that in your mouth. Don’t reach for your smoking tin.
Fay unwrapped a parcel. It was like a block of cheese, the waxy paper peeling away with a satisfying rip. All this pain was hers to banish. She’d lost a lot of blood, was probably dying anyway. What did it matter if she left on a blissful cloud?
It mattered.
People were counting on her.
Time to grit her teeth and get the job done.
Sold on the street, at a halfsilver per dose, only a couple of parcels would be needed to pay off Wickerton’s debt. But Fay didn’t have the time or connections to shift it that way. Offloading it wholesale would be difficult enough, if she could even find a buyer. She’d make a few crowns per parcel at the most. And these things were dense. Heavy. Squishy in her hand.
No… Put it down.
She unwrapped her hands, then gripped her knife between her knees and pulled the gauze across the blade, cutting off any bloodied sections. The underlayers were mostly clean, giving her two bandages. One of these she bundled up, shoved it into her wound, applying as much pressure as she could. She held it there as she scrambled on the floor.
There were a couple of emptied hessian sacks crammed into corners or poking out from under stacks of opium. Fay grabbed one, started filling it with parcels, throwing them in one-handed. She’d filled half the bag before she stopped herself. What was she doing? She couldn’t sell this. Her side throbbed with leaking blood. Fatigue made her head swim. Her wounds needed tending.
She got to her feet. So wobbly. The room wouldn’t stop tilting. Fay lost her balance, smacked her knee when she collapsed on the floor. She crawled from the room, down the corridor, stopped at the dormitory. Some of the cots had chests or sacks at their feet. Fay rummaged, hoping to find a needle and thread.
First she found a bottle of rum. After a healthy swig she poured the rest over her stab wound. The pain made her bark like an animal, spittle flying from her mouth. Alcohol wasn’t the best thing to clean the wound with, but she didn’t trust the water here to be clean. She carried on rummaging. Clean clothes. Polished boots. To the next chest. More of the same. Eventually she found a spool of fishing line. And a hook.
“Fuck it.”
The hook was barbed. Sticking that in herself would do no good. She reached her arms around her back and took out the pin that fastened her chest binder. The fabric went slack and Fay pulled it under her shirt, threw it aside, irritated. The pin was too thick; it was the best she had. She tied the line around it, then set to work, yelping and groaning each time she pricked herself. But it worked. When the sutures were finished, she pulled them tight, snipped the line. To finish, she wrapped her second bandage tight around her midriff.
Sitting with her back against the far wall, she took out her smoking tin, rolled a joint of indica, and lit it. A deep breath. Smoke in her lungs. Heavy and restful.
She sat for a while, smoking and collecting herself. Finding her breath. Too full of fight and pain to feel the cold. She must have looked a fucking state, wallowing in that cloud. The good cloud. The kind that didn’t try to eat her from the inside out. Maybe one day she’d find indica had become a problem for her too. Or drink. Or some powder cooked up by the king’s chemists. But she hoped not. She loved to smoke. And she needed something to numb her intrusive thoughts. Bill’s techniques couldn’t hold her together on their own.
The creak of a floorboard.
Fay leaned forward, winced as her sutures pulled taut.
Another creak.
She got to her feet, shoved her smoking tin back in her pocket, took her knife in hand, half-smoked spliff hanging from her mouth. Her eyes were so blurred from pain, exhaustion, and the sweet indica smoke, that when the shadow fell across the door, she couldn’t make out who it was.
“Kitty?” she slurred.
A snuffling; a flash of orange. It was a fox, stopped transfixed in the doorway, staring at Fay. She stared back.
“Hello, little fox.”
It ran.
Fay blinked and realised the room was bright with sunlight. Dawn had risen with the creeping slowness of a predator. Even the air tasted of morning as it blew in through the window. Dizzy with pain, she forced herself to her feet.
She staggered past the bodies of Pale Adam’s men. The one she’d concussed was missing. So, too, was the woman she’d ambushed. They must have dragged themselves back to the city in search of aid. It was fortunate they hadn’t come looking for her; she was in no state to fight again.
The meadows and gentle hills of the wilds around New London shrank as the light touched them. Fay felt exposed, wading through stillness. Clouds trailed her as she puffed her way on. The camp was abandoned by the time she made her way back. She’d hoped to sneak back still cloaked by night, but her lost hours had robbed her of the chance. Kitty must have woken with the dawn and run back to Pale Adam as she’d promised.
Fay’s bag was still here; that was something. She crouched and rummaged through it, found nothing stolen. The only thing that had been touched was the tarpaulin cover, which was missing. No loose cord littered the ground. That meant Kitty had taken the time to untie the knots of the guy lines. Perhaps she feared she might need it on her sprint back to the city. Likely she’d never cross the open meadows with so cavalier an attitude again.
Fay sat on the grass. Even though it had been covered from the rain, it was still damp. Her head throbbed. But there was no time to waste. Pale Adam would be here for her soon. Kitty knew Fay’s name as well as her face. That was a problem. She would have to confront her old friend before this was done. He wouldn’t let a slight like this go unchallenged. Even if she fled now for Wickerton, Pale Adam would follow. Though when he reached her there, would there be a town left to search?
Fay shook her head, trying to dislodge the thought. Wickerton would be fine. She was going to save it. Save them.
Everything was going to be okay.
She needed to get up and make it back to the city. Find somewhere to regain her strength, ready to confront her old friend. Allhallows was still a fortnight away. There was time. A sliver of it. She just needed somewhere safe to rest and lick her wounds.
Before she could manage to stand again, a shroud of exhaustion dragged her down, down, down.
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Panic in the confusion of waking. Her eyes were blurry, but there was light to see. Dawn. Fuck, she’d fallen asleep. Sticky with blood, aching from toe to head, she scrambled for a weapon. The footsteps came closer. A blurred figure, gilded by the dawn. Fay raised a hand to shield her eyes.
“Why didn’t you come to me?” Pale Adam said. Even his silhouette differed from Fay’s memory of him. His shoulders were broader, arms thicker. He still wasn’t a big man. Pale Adam could never fill out like her. But he was no longer the stick-thin wretch smoking as much opium as he sold.
It took her several moments to realise her old friend was waiting for an answer.
“What do you mean?”
“Did you need a fix so badly? You steal from me. Kill my people. What the fuck, Fay?”
She was pathetic, crawling in the grass before him. He stepped forward and the lines of his face emerged from his shadow. There was a new scar across his cheek, but even so he looked healthier than she’d ever seen him. He was smiling kindly.
“I don’t touch that shit anymore. I need money. For home. The taxes… Fuck. They’re going to tear the shelter down.”
Pale Adam crouched, resting his elbows on his knees.
“How much?”
“Sixty.”
He whistled. “Fuck my fingers, that’s a lot of coin. You were gonna steal all that from me? I know I owe you, Fay, but I don’t owe you that much.”
“You nearly killed me, fuckhead. You used me as a knife. A fist. You owe me whatever I say you do.”
“I’d have helped if you’d come to me. Sure, I owe you. Maybe I could have seen thirty crowns to your pocket to smooth over the past. I feel bad for how things went, I really do.” He spread his hands to symbolise his honesty. “The rest would have to be a loan… We could have sorted something out. But now? Kitty says you’ve caused a world of trouble.”
“Wouldn’t have gone anywhere near if I’d known.” Her mouth was filling with saliva; it tasted wrong so she spat. Blood. “I don’t want nothing to do with poppy’s tears.”
“You killed my people.”
“You know how I work.”
“I’d say that tips the scales on my debt, wouldn’t you?”
With a great effort of will, Fay managed to lift herself up from her hands and knees. As she tried to stand, Pale Adam took her arm and helped her.
“Say what you came to say,” Fay said. “Stick me with a knife if that’s what you came to do. I haven’t the strength to spend all morning chatting.”
“If I intended to kill you, I wouldn’t have come at all. I have people for that. Took a score of brutes to replace you.” He cracked a grin. “Why don’t you come back? Work off the damage you’ve done?”
“I’m not that person anymore.”
“That’s funny, because you look just like her. Down to the blood on your shirt.”
“Now I fight to help people.”
“How lovely.” He brushed off her shoulders. She wanted to smack his hands aside but didn’t have the strength. “Figure I owe you for before. You’re right, I took advantage. I was a shitty friend—and yes, I always saw you as a friend. That much buys you your life. Pays for the damage you’ve done to my organisation. But it doesn’t pay for a penny more. This has to be goodbye. Don’t come after me again and I won’t come after you. Or your hometown. Understand?”
Fay nodded.
“Good. That’s nice and easy then, isn’t it.”
“You’ve changed.”
“I know.”
“If I came back, would you cover the taxes? A loan, I mean.”
He shook his head. “If only I believed you were good for it. No. You’d flee the city at the first chance you got. I can see it in your eyes. You always did have honest eyes. Bloody liability in our line of work.”
With a flick of his wrist he threw a pouch that clinked as it landed in the grass before her. Inside was ten crowns. Pale Adam gave her a pitying nod, then turned his back and left her there. It took her a long while to stagger back alone. Several times she almost sank to her hands and knees. Almost had to crawl through the wet grass. But she kept to her feet. She carried on. She made it.
From the bright of morning to the dark of New London’s ever-burning streetlamps. Her feet took her the rest of the way as her mind slipped into the back of her head. There was only one place she could think of to go.
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In a quiet corner of the Keepers’ inn, Captain Blair Campbell turned the translucent tooth over in her hands, her expression pensive. 
“Would have helped if you’d warned us,” Galahad said, careful to keep his voice level. “There were eight of them. We nearly died.”
At a hand signal from Blair, the two Keepers flanking their table nodded then drifted to the bar, leaving Galahad and Blair alone. Elaine was resting upstairs, and Skye had vanished not long after they’d made it back to civilization. She hadn’t bothered to say goodbye.
“I didn’t want the truth to get out. Even today the tragedy of that accident is a wound barely scabbed. That’s why I sent you. Two outlanders. I was the only one who knew what those monsters really were. Years ago I saw them turn. Thought I could spare my countrymen the pain. Eight drowned is a sad enough tale without knowing they were trapped in those twisted forms.”
“You’re worried folk would blame you if they knew.” Galahad took a swig of his ale; a tad too bitter and an unwelcome silty texture. He missed the comfort of good Mercian widow ale. “But it wasn’t your fault. I’ve seen folk taken by the rain… Too many. No one can shoulder the blame for that.”
“You wouldn’t understand, outlander. It’s a Keeper’s duty to protect. My shame should be known. I should bear it. But I’ve kept it hidden. I’ve been a coward, and now it’s too late to change.” Blair flicked her eyes down and to the side. “But I’ll sleep better knowing they’re at rest.”
“Our freedom?”
“It’s yours. I’ve organised a public ceremony to award you some of what you came for.” She ran her eyes down a crumpled slip of paper. “A book. Two vials imprinted with healing—that took some bargaining. Two bars of wax. You may keep your cloaks. And your sword will be returned. All in all, that’s worth near seventy crowns. Bounty would have been half that again, mind, but you had a crime to work off.”
Galahad stopped turning his ale glass.
“You’re using us to make a statement about opening up to the outside world. Not everyone there will be happy with what you’re giving us.”
“Don’t worry, I have everything under control. This is how we all get what we want.”
[image: image-placeholder]The crowd was smaller than he’d expected. Fifty people, more or less, in the square outside the town hall. Finely stitched jackets and draped furs. Kilts, skirts, and wraps of different tartans. Representatives from at least two dozen clans. Galahad and Elaine were placed on a low stage to stand awkwardly while Blair made a speech. She talked of progress and duty and lamented their isolationism.
“We hurt ourselves, now,” she projected over the rapt audience. “Even as we seek to protect our beloved empire. The strongest warrior is weak standing alone. Family is vital. We all know that. So why, as an empire, have we deserted our sibling nations?”
As she continued, the crowd responded with cheers and boos and divisive calls.
Galahad tried to subtly shield Elaine from the crowd with his own body, but the only attack that came was philosophical.
The opponents were spread throughout the crowd and did their best to make their voices the loudest, but they were swimming against a changing tide. The Empire of the Thistle was tired with isolationism. It was time for them to open up. To share. And Galahad would gladly stand as emblem of that change. Anything to get his hands on their secrets. To finally hold the treasure that would transform the lives of the people of Wickerton.
[image: image-placeholder]“Peaches!” Elaine threw her arms around the gelding’s neck and took a deep breath as if relishing the smell of hay and horse. “I missed you so much, boy. Were you good for the Keepers?”
In response, Peaches stuck his tongue in her ear. Galahad grinned as she squirmed.
“Agh! Gross.” Elaine pulled away, giggling.
“You’re letting him get fat,” Galahad warned.
“Shut up. He only looks big because you’re used to him being a scraggly thing. This is how horses are supposed to be.”
Galahad turned to the stable hand who’d shown them to where Peaches was being kept. “Do you have any for sale? We’re travelling too far to ride together.”
“Yes. Yes.” The man wrung his hands and beckoned Galahad to follow him. “We have many horse, yes.”
“Nothing too expensive. I only have a couple of crowns to my name.”
The stable hand stopped. “A couple of crowns is not much for a horse, sir.”
“I know, but it’s what I have.”
“Hmm. Yes, I see. Follow. I can help you. I think so, yes.” The man led him to an open field that adjoined the stables. Wooden panels provided shelter along one edge, but the rest of the field was bathed in cool October sunlight. “These are our retirees. Too old for hard work, yes, but there’s life in them yet. They are good for young ones to get used to horses. Not too energetic.”
Five horses stood grazing in the field. All had the appearance of being well looked after with healthy coats and plenty of space to roam.
“You care for horses here,” Galahad said, inflecting to make it half a question.
“Horses are important to the empire, yes.”
“They’re special creatures. Rare in the south. But those of us who have them look after them well. Wouldn’t find a field like this anywhere near a Mercian city, though.”
“Ah. I see, yes. Are any horses catching your eye?”
“This one.” Galahad pointed to a tall chestnut beast.
“He is nineteen and in good health. He could go with you for two crowns.”
“Nineteen? You couldn’t let him go for a crown and six, could you?”
“I am afraid I could not.”
“What’s his name?”
“Uneenda. He is a very good horse.”
“Doesn’t look his age.”
“As you noticed, we take good care of our horses.”
“Very well. Two crowns. Can you throw in a bag of feed?”
“We have a deal, sir.”
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“We’ve done it,” Elaine said as the road they were walking faded to a dirt track. “Can’t believe it.”
“I’ll feel better once we’re free of the empire.” Galahad held Uneenda’s reins tighter to stop the old gelding snuffling at some suspect stain on the grass that brushed the road.
Ahead, the path cut through the woods. Galahad remembered it from his journey here. A couple of miles south was where he saw a Keeper for the first time, standing atop that hill in the rain, unbothered by the rainwights.
“Can we ride?” Elaine asked. Peaches nudged her, trotting along at her shoulder.
“Let’s walk a little further. A lot of folks were pretty angry at that ceremony. I want to keep alert.”
“They were all talk. We’re home free, Gal.”
Into the valley of pines. Deepest greens and a waxy, woody odour. Rummaging squirrels and flittering birds made it impossible to watch for movement. Their surroundings shifted constantly.
The sound of air parting caught his attention as a thin blur shot at them from nowhere: an arrow.
They’d been ambushed.
“Drop!” He shoved Elaine to the ground, took the arrow in his shoulder. He gnashed his teeth against the pain as he ripped it free—at least it wasn’t barbed.
To protect the horses from stray arrows, he ran a few paces forward, fell to a crouch, scanned the trees. There, the edge of a cloak, peeking from behind a pine. His sword rang as it left its sheath. It felt good to hold this grip again. To feel the balance of his waxed blade that never lost its edge.
Two arrows came at once, each from a different direction. One missed, the other wedged below his ribs. He threw off his cloak to keep it from harm. Better the arrows pierce his flesh.
He stumbled, pulled out the arrow in his side and let it drop to the forest floor. Peaches whinnied, reared, sensing something was wrong. Perhaps smelling fresh blood on the air.
“Fuck sake, Blair,” Galahad muttered as he crouched low, mapping the positions of the archers as he caught his breath. Three of them had revealed their positions. If he ran, he might be able to cut them down before their arrows had a chance to slow him.
A ripple of twanging bowstrings. An arrow loomed towards him, bending and blurring. He swung to knock it aside, missed, the arrow took him in the stomach. He dropped to one knee, eyes rolling. Fuck, that hurt. He pulled it out and a stream of blood followed as his body struggled to seal the wound. His insides stung horribly. The arrow had nicked his guts, spilling poison inside him.
That was the last straw.
He gritted his teeth, focussed on his stomach, forcing the toxins to rise up and leak through the pores of his skin. He strained to heal enough to speed into the trees and cut down their assailants.
Bowstrings twanged again. This time Galahad wouldn’t miss. His muscles were poised, sword back ready to swing. But before he had the opportunity to test himself against the flying arrow, a cloaked figure stepped forward and snatched it out of the air.
“Sorry,” Blair said. “They blocked our way out of the city.”
“You set us up,” Galahad growled.
“Drop.” Skye’s voice ricocheted a thousand times between the trees. Already on his hands and knees, Galahad fell prone in the dirt. A great calumph as the two horses lay down. Blair was unaffected by the command. “Here.”
The Keepers flanked him. Eight of them, all cloaked with their hoods raised. A flock of confident, swooping figures. One was being held up by another—Skye, exhausted after using her ability twice in succession.
All as one, the ambushers walked to the path, fighting their limbs each step, but losing. There would be no fight now. Keepers met them without haste, bound their hands behind their backs and pushed them to their knees.
Blair crouched before Galahad while her Keepers tended to their prisoners.
“Are you healing?” she asked.
“You fucked us, Blair. You broke your promise.”
“Up you get. More will be coming.” Blair helped Galahad to his feet and passed him his cloak. Peaches nickered, anxious, but Uneenda was snoozing on the ground. “Don’t look at me like that. I was hardly going to leave a fanatical group unchecked in my city. Everyone is safer now.”
“Won’t find me trusting you again.”
“Fortunately, you won’t have to.” She clapped him on the shoulder and moved out with her Keepers and their prisoners.
Galahad was left rubbing his eyes, grasping for a strength that wouldn’t come. He wasn’t just exhausted, he was weak. He needed water, sugar, rest. But he only had time for one of those things. After a great swig from his water bottle, he went to Elaine’s side, found her lying at the side of the road.
“Need me to help you up?”
“He got me.” She rolled over, exposing the dark stain spreading across her stomach. The broken arrow shaft sticking out.
Galahad’s forehead turned to ice. He crouched to examine the wound. Blood pumped out in bursts, counting the seconds Elaine had left. She needed help, but they couldn’t stay here. Who knew how long they had before more thugs arrived to kill them.
“Hold on. I’ll carry you.”
“Be careful.”
He tried to lift her onto his back, but she gave him no assistance.
“You need to hold on to my neck.”
“I can’t. My arms have gone floppy.” Her cheeks were the colour of bone and her eyes had trouble focussing.
“Fucking hell.”
He sheathed his sword, affixed his belt, checked he wasn’t missing anything else important. He unfastened Elaine’s pegleg, strapped it to Peaches’ saddle, then lifted her in his arms.
“I’m melting,” she said, dreamily.
“Sure.” With a whistle, he summoned Peaches to follow at his heel. Uneenda followed lazily after.
He carried her, step after step. Away from the city, into a quiet forest, to a clearing lit with pale beams of moonlight. He lay her on a bed of yellow leaves. She stayed conscious but barely cogent. Mumbling nonsense. Her cheeks were cold and pale. After checking her stomach wound, Galahad realised there was little he could do. Too deep. There was no stitching that. Not unless he put his hands inside her and stitched her organs too. He wasn’t even sure what he was looking at. A split appendix? Was that her liver? His medical training was too superficial for this. He bandaged her but it wasn’t enough.
Only one thing could save her.
He rummaged in Elaine’s bag, found it a mess of oddments and clothes. Spent makeup boxes and an open penknife that sliced Galahad’s finger, making him swear in pain and surprise.
One of the vials of whisky had shattered, wetting everything in the stink of ethanol. A fortune lost in a fall. The glass had broken into razor crumbs that nipped his searching fingers. There, the other was whole, preserved by the soft wool of a bundled jumper. It was sticky with drying whisky but undamaged. A handwritten label with an arcane acronym. He unstoppered the vial and the smell took him back to that musty mausoleum. This was the magic that saved him.
As he turned to administer the vial, Elaine came alert and trembled.
“No. No!” She tried to drag herself away on limp arms. “Please… I don’t want it.”
“What? You won’t last without it. It won’t hurt, I promise. Not much. A few moments of discomfort are better than dying here.”
She shook her head. “Don’t want it. No, no, no.”
“I don’t understand. What are you afraid of?”
Heavy breaths, shoulders rising and sagging to the rhythm. She was almost hyperventilating. Tears leaked from her eyes, catching moonlight like falling diamonds. “My leg.”
“Your… You’ll be fine.”
“But what if it grows back?”
Galahad frowned. He felt like he was trapped in a dream. She wasn’t making sense. “Then fantastic? That’s everything you wanted, isn’t it?”
“No. I mean, yes. It’s… Oh, fuck it! Why don’t you understand!”
“Help me.”
“We don’t know what that shit will do to me. Maybe it’ll grow my leg back. Maybe not. I can’t choose whether it works or doesn’t, but I can choose if I drink it. I’ve made my peace with my body. Growing it back now… Sure, I dream about it. I’d be a fucking liar if I said I didn’t. But I can’t face trying to bring it back and failing. Right now it feels in my control. Even though I know it’s not. Not really. But it feels that way. I have a tiny bit of fucking agency over the shape of my damaged body and I don’t want to lose that. I can’t. But I don’t expect you to understand that.”
Galahad leaned back, glad it was too dark for her to see the reddening of his cheeks.
“I get it.” Or he thought he did. Even if he didn’t agree. It wasn’t worth dying over.
“No, you don’t. I can see it in your eyes.”
“Fine. It doesn’t make sense to me. But I guess it doesn’t have to. Can’t force you to drink it.”
“That’s right. Stop hovering that thing near my mouth.”
Galahad was still gripping the unstoppered vial. A sip of gold. A burning panacea.
“I don’t want you to die.” His voice came out small. Childlike.
“You sure?” She shifted and winced. Her bandages were soaked through, barely stoppering the flow anymore. Time was leaking from her at a quickening rate. “Thought you didn’t give a shit about me anymore?”
“I wouldn’t be up here otherwise, would I? There’s an enduring anger in me that wishes I could not care. That wants to relish seeing you like this… But that anger is small and worthless. It burns in me but it’s not part of me. When the flame goes out, only my affection for you will remain. Charred and diminished—still smouldering, perhaps—but affection, nonetheless.”
“Is that a fancy-cunt way of saying you forgive me?”
“It’s a way of saying I might. One day.” He put the vial in her hand, closed her fingers around it. “But I can’t forgive you if you’re dead, can I?”
“That’s blackmail.”
“I don’t give a shit. You were selfish. Don’t I get to be selfish too?
“Tell me you love me and I’ll drink it.” The curl of a smile. Or was that another grimace from the pain?
“Don’t be a prick, just drink the vial.”
“Tell me.”
“You’re a cunt and I hate you.”
Elaine knocked back the whisky…
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“Peaches needs an apple,” she said as her head spun. A mote of clarity. “How do I tell if it’s working?”
Galahad stared at her with concern. Dry lips. Smudged blood drying on his chin. So much concern on his little face. She wanted to reach up and poke his nose.
“Wait… I think I feel something. It’s squirmy. Is it supposed to—”
Then a pain like nothing she’d felt stretched across her gut.
She doubled over screaming. Her insides were pulling themselves together. Oh, it hurt. That fucker had lied. It hurt so fucking much. But worse than the pain was the discomfort. That horrid, slow, stretching, tugging, spindly, sewing all together. Her tendrils interlaced; they tightened. Hot and writhing.
It wasn’t fast either.
It took long minutes. Her forehead flushed hot and cold with sweat. She arched and bowed her back, rolled over, dug her fingers into the dirt as she threw up. She thumped her fist and grunted and moaned, and in the middle of it all the thought struck her: is this what childbirth is like? But she didn’t have the chance to dwell on it further because another round of stabbing cramps crushed her insides together.
When it was over she lay on her back, panting and breathing in forest dust. Too tired to cough.
“That was rough,” she said. Her voice sounded different. Weak, yes, but softer than she was used to. Cleaner.
“You got through it,” Galahad said. He was sitting nearby, watching, but Elaine couldn’t see him. She could sense him though, looming and brooding.
“Did my leg grow back?” She leaned forward, lifted her stump. Tears filled her eyes and her throat grew tight. But she realised she wasn’t sad. She wasn’t even disappointed. These were tears of emotion stripped of allegiance. Pure, overwhelming emotion. A moment of reflection. She was changed. Healed. Whole. And her leg was still missing. What did that mean…
“Oh,” was all she said.
A tear escaped, ran down her cheek to her mouth. It tasted icky.
“There’s a way of looking at this,” Galahad said. “Where perhaps the magic didn’t regrow your leg because you’re perfect how you are.”
“You fucker. I’m going to throw up again. Fucking hell.” She heaved herself to a sitting position, still dizzy and weak. “Give me something to drink.”
He threw her his canteen and she dropped it, hands shaking.
“Sorry.” He shrugged.
“Doesn’t matter why.” She took a swig of water. It was cool and soothing despite being stale. “Gone for good now, isn’t it? Kind of liberating, in a way. No more wondering.”
She took her pegleg and tried to fasten it on but her hands were trembling too much.
“Your eyes are sparkling.”
“Golden? Like yours?” She ran a fingertip over her right eyelid, as if she might feel the change in colour. “How pretty. Can’t say I mind that.”
“How do you feel?”
“Weak. Shaky. Healthy in a sickly kind of way. You know that rush after you throw up something bad? Purged, that’s how I feel. Scrubbed and raw.” Galahad kept staring at her like she was a problem in one of his old books, as if he was trying to solve her. “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry. I thought it’d be scarier than this.”
He put a hand on her back and said nothing else for a long time.
Eventually they walked to a nearby stream to clean themselves and their clothes. Galahad kept checking on her, as if she was still mortally wounded. It was irritating, but at least he was talking to her.
“Don’t get shy, now,” Elaine said as she let her cloak drop to the ground, then pulled her jacket and shirt over her head. The cold hit her and a rash of bumps spread up the backs of her arms. “Fuck. Better do this quick.”
She crouched, unfastened her pegleg, then wriggled out of her trousers. Galahad stood fully clothed, averting his eyes like a twat.
“Not that bad to look at, is it?” she asked. The stream wasn’t deep enough to bathe in, so she crawled into the shallow flow and scrubbed herself down with a clean rag.
Down came his cloak, the gesture maudlin. He undressed with slow precision, never turning to look at her. “I’m worried this isn’t safe,” he said as he paddled in, ten feet downstream from her.
“Boring. It’ll be fine, just be quick.”
Elaine stared as he washed himself, watching how his muscles flexed, forming new shapes with each movement. He still wore the silver scar to the left of his spine where Percy had rammed that sword. There were other scars, too. Some silvery, others pinkish from before he’d drunk that whisky. From before the old cathedral and the bloody betrayal.
His hair was longer than he usually wore it, and he never bothered with a clean shave anymore. It made him look older. Wilder. Beautiful. Especially with his hair wet and slicked like dripping stalactites. She wanted to sneak up behind and bite his shoulders, remind herself of the taste of his skin.
The icy water and biting breeze banished any deeper stirring before it formed.
But still, he looked beautiful.
“Hey!” she called, causing him to turn reflexively. She grinned, flashing the gap between her teeth. His cheeks flushed red, and he turned away again. “May as well take a proper look now you’ve had a peek.”
He strode from the stream, already finished scrubbing. All they had was a pair of somewhat clean shirts to dry themselves with. After he patted himself down, he pulled on his clean outfit, though his skin must have still been damp. Better to be uncomfortable than wet and naked in this cold, Elaine supposed.
“Are you having trouble?” he asked, staring pointedly to the side of her.
“I’m fine.” Her hair was a knotted mess, but she was clean. She crawled out of the stream, not trusting herself one-footed on the slippery river stones, then followed Galahad’s routine of patting herself as dry as she could, then dressing in fresh clothes: blouse, knitted jumper, linen trousers, and her new waxed cloak. Galahad was dressed similarly, though he’d embraced the drab olive tones of the north where she was back in black, save her white blouse and olive cloak.
“It’s not, by the way. That bad to look at, I mean. You’re not.” He cleared his throat, squinted at the horizon as if tracking something of great importance. “We should get moving.”
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A few miles south of Eidyn they stopped to rest and take stock of their situation. 
While the horses grazed, Galahad catalogued the contents of their bags. The whisky was gone. They still had their soap-like bars of wax, which carried a soothingly woody odour. Presumably the same substance that lined their Keeper cloaks and the wooden shields that protected Eidyn. Rainwight proof.
The book—greatest treasure of all—Galahad kept close to his person. It was bound in green cloth, the title foiled in gold: The Maturation of Intent: Practises of Cask Ageing. The author was given as Jonathan Campbell. Elaine wondered if he might have been a relative of Blair’s, but Galahad explained that the name was a common one.
“This is it,” Galahad said, taking the book and opening it with care. “This will keep our home safe.”
The contents listed histories, recipes, instructions. Though he doubted it would provide a complete education, it would give him a good enough overview to unspool the mystery of how this magic worked. Enough to age some wax of his own. He found his throat oddly tight as he said, “I should thank you.”
Elaine shrugged. “Think I made things harder than they had to be.”
“But I’d never have come this way without your letter. I was settled. Dug in.”
The book creaked as he leafed through. It wasn’t long, but the prose was dense and the sparse diagrams were poorly printed. It would take some study to extract this book’s secrets. There was a foreword by a former master blender named Duncan Brown. No better place to start. Now…
“—and then you could—”
Galahad blinked, realising Elaine had been speaking to him for minutes. He’d been oblivious.
“Sorry,” he said. “I was distracted.”
Elaine sighed. “I’ll leave you to it.”
Galahad nodded and turned back to the book.
So much to learn. An entire new way of thinking about the world.
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“Yeah?” Elaine patted Peaches’ withers. He seemed indifferent to the new arrival. It was strange to ride a different horse with Peaches right there, but Galahad supposed he was Elaine’s horse now. “You’re coming back with me, then? Thought you were gonna fuck off to drink with your whore in the capital.”
Galahad decided to let that go.
“It will be hard. But you were right, I should go back. That place made us. Those are our people. Might not have much in that kingforsaken land, but at least we have a home. I’ll have to find a way to be around those I’ve failed. Percy’s sisters… Maybe I should tell them the truth.”
“Don’t you fuckin’ dare.” Elaine lit a cigarette, pulled smoke into her mouth; instead of breathing it in, she let the wisps drift out like a snuffed candle in a skull. After a moment she blew the smoke away and took a proper drag. “Besides, you already told old Mr Brewer half the truth, didn’t you? Ain’t that what you said?”
“Yeah… I guess I did.” Galahad finished brushing his horse, came to Peaches’ side and started brushing him down as well.
“It’ll be easier than you expect, I reckon. After a couple of days you’ll settle in.”
“Always feels like I’m being pulled in one direction and pushed in another. But I don’t think I can send you off with the recipe for this wax. We finally have a way to save our town. To build a permanent shelter over Wickerton. A shelter that will make our families and neighbours safe. Can’t let you take all the credit for that.”
“I’m going to be honest with you, Gal. I wouldn’t know the first fucking thing to do with that book. I can barely read.”
“That’s not true. You act like it is, but it isn’t.”
“Shut it, bookworm.”
They’d been walking steadily south for the past day and a half, but from tomorrow they’d be riding at a brisker pace. Saddlebags packed, horses fed and watered. Galahad gave The Maturation of Intent a brief peruse; so far he’d skimmed it, failing to internalise much of what he’d learned. But that was no trouble. The journey home would be long. A fortnight by horseback; perhaps longer. He would have plenty of time to study on the road.
There was one important thing left to do this afternoon to ready for tomorrow.
He took the tarpaulin from his pack and looked it over, muttering, “No, this won’t do.” He hadn’t travelled with a blanket, but he still had his old cloak. “You got a blanket?”
“Sure. What you doing?”
“Making coats for the horses.” He laid his old cloak out on the ground, inspecting the size. It wasn’t perfect, but it should cover most of Peaches, while Elaine’s blanket was a better fit for Uneenda. Stones made good weights to pin down the corners.
“What was wrong with the tarp?”
“Already waxed.”
He took the wax bar and rubbed it on his old cloak. Linen would have been better than wool, but the wax stuck all the same. The wool darkened with the wax and the scent of aged oak stung his nostrils. It took a long time to treat both coats, and the wax bar was severely depleted by the end. When he finished, Galahad looked over his work with satisfaction. Now all he needed was to cut some holes.
“What about their ears?” Elaine asked.
“I’m about to do that. They’re not finished.”
“But won’t the rainwights grab their ears if they poke out?”
“I think they’ll be okay.”
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He shook the book he was holding in his lap. “What does it look like?”
“Anything interesting?”
“Hm. It’s dense.” He flicked his eyes back to the top of the page. He was going to have to reread that last section; he couldn’t take it in with Elaine distracting him. “I think I understand the principle. Getting it to work might be tricky.”
“Is it the wood?”
“It’s about compounding an idea. Imprinting the whisky, or wax, or whatever, with an intention, then leaving it to mature that intention into something that transcends the physicality of its components.”
Elaine faked a yawn, pulled away from his shoulder, started rummaging in her bag. Always so much energy. They’d been walking, and riding, for a few days and Galahad was exhausted, damp, and sick of oats. Elaine only seemed more spritely the further they delved into the wilds. Perhaps it was because they were heading home. If things were different, he’d be excited to return to Wickerton too. As it was, the prospect was a pressure in his gut.
“Why don’t you put it away for a bit?” Elaine asked.
“What for?” He raised an eyebrow. She slipped the book out of his hands so smoothly he barely felt its absence. The green cloth binding vanished behind her, and when her hands reappeared, the book was nowhere to be seen. “I’m not in the mood for a game.”
“You’ve barely spoken to me the whole journey.”
“Well that’s simple enough: I don’t like speaking to you.”
“Bullshit.” She sat cross-legged in front of him. When they’d stopped to make camp, she’d removed her pegleg to be more comfortable sitting down. Now she tucked the stump of her thigh into the crook of her other leg.
“I feel angry when I look at you.”
“Thought you were going to forgive me?” She pouted and Galahad couldn’t tell if she was being deliberately childish to try to put him off his guard.
“I can’t help it if your face makes me want to chew up my own teeth.”
“Bit harsh.”
“Not really.”
Short-fingered hands in her lap, fidgeting like spiders.
“Say you love me,” she said to her hands.
“I’m no liar.”
Elaine snorted. “Everyone lies. Even you. I’ve seen it. I’ve heard it. You’re doing it now.”
“You’re lucky I’m speaking to you at all.”
Even that might be a lie, if he could bear to be honest with himself about it. Every part of her pained him. The sight of her face. The sound of her voice. The smell of her neck. The feel of her hands—too smooth for someone who lives on the road, save the pinpoint calluses on her fingertips. But it was a hungry kind of pain. Addictive. Like the burning of the king’s chemists’ powders.
“It makes me sad, thinking of you so angry at me. I thought we were working things out. That’s why I keep talking about it. To pick through it.” She rocked back and forth nervously. “Can we please start anew? I’ve changed. You’ve changed. Let’s meet again.”
“You asked me that before.”
“Yes, but now I’m asking again.” She held out a hand. “Hi, I’m Elsie Cobbler, what’s your name?”
Galahad looked at her under his brow, chewing his lip. Then he held out his hand but didn’t quite touch hers. He hesitated, thinking of what to say.
“I’m Galahad,” he said at last. He took her hand and squeezed. “But I thought your name was Elaine?”
She smiled and her newly golden eyes flashed.
“Pleased to meet you.”
“This isn’t realistic,” Galahad said. “You’ve never been this polite in your life.”
“This is the new me. Polite as a baker’s daughter.”
Galahad laughed. “Are baker’s daughters known for their manners?”
“Sure. They get up early. That means they go to bed early too. And everyone learns their bad manners after dark.” Astute and nonsensical. Typical of Elaine. Her face turned serious. “Do you think we’ll ever be okay? Not the same as before, I don’t mean that. But okay enough to really be something to each other again? Because if there’s no chance of that. Not ever. I think I need to know right now.”
“All those years we could have been something more and you never looked at me twice.”
“We were something more.”
He sighed. “I don’t think I can give you an answer. I’m sorry.”
“If you can’t say for sure, that means there’s a chance. Otherwise you’d know, right? It’s not hopeless if you have to think about it. If there’s doubt, a single wiggling worm of hope, that’s enough for me.”
“Let that be enough then. That’s all I can give you.”
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“How are you feeling?” Bill asked as he set down a tray on her bedside table. 
“Like I was torn apart by rainwights,” Fay said.
“I’m not sure it’s as drastic as that.” He smiled and the incandescent lamps grew warmer.
Fay pushed herself to a sitting position, bunching up her pillow behind her. She hated resting, wasting time in bed. Especially now, when each day she allowed to slip past was another day closer to Wickerton’s ruin. “I appreciate what you’ve done for me. I’ll leave today.”
“You’re in no state,” Bill said.
“Not denying it. But I have shit to do.”
“You have wounds to heal.”
“People are counting on me. I can’t go back with only ten crowns to show for my efforts.”
“Ten crowns is a lot.” Bill adjusted the cuff of his Jodhpuri suit. “It’s a hell of a lot to make in a fortnight.”
“But it’s not enough.”
“Sometimes we have to accept we’ve done all we can. Life goes on. You may have failed this time, but it’s not the end of everything. So they’ll tear down your shelter. There will be work to do. People to evacuate. Canvas to fix. Rest for now. You’ll need your strength.”
Evacuate… Maybe it had come to that. Bill was right, there were other ways to help Wickerton. But if she returned without the tax money, people would die. That was certain. Whether a handful or hundreds, those deaths would be on her conscience.
“Thank you for taking me in. Wasn’t sure I’d be welcome in this state.”
“Nonsense.” Bill handed her a glass of water and a tablet of medicine from the tray. She took the tablet without asking what it was. Still left on the tray was a croissant, buttered with jam. It smelled fresh from the oven. Fay’s stomach gurgled, empty.
“Any news on your father?”
Bill shook his head. “They won’t let me see him.”
“But he’s alive?”
“For now. I’ve been trying to think of him as already gone.”
“That makes it easier?”
He offered a sad smile, said, “Are you feeling up to visitors? Errol’s here. He’s keen to check on you.”
“Sure. Send him in.”
Errol looked like he’d been travelling. He was wearing familiar rustic clothes, complete with his beloved flat cap, and there was a tuft of downy hair on his upper lip. The moment he sat down he began to fidget.
“Bill said you were in a bad way.” He looked at his lap, twisting his flat cap in his hands. “Got me scared about you.”
“I’m fine. Just bruised. Hopefully you’re doing better than me.”
“Yeah… I’ve been learning a lot. Bill says I won’t be ready for fieldwork for a while, but I dunno, I think I’m nearly there.”
“If I see you with a bow, I’m calling the city watch.”
He grinned sheepishly. “I’m not taking weapons. Don’t trust myself with them.”
“Don’t be overcautious. That’s just as bad.”
“I’m studying to be a researcher. Why would I need weapons?”
“To defend yourself.”
“You don’t carry any.”
“I… No, I suppose you’re right. But I can defend myself without them.”
“I’ll figure something out.” He scratched his chin, put his flat cap back on his head. “Bill’s been teaching me to use my head to solve problems.”
There was a lull in their conversation, so Fay ate some of her croissant, relishing the warm pastry, the melted butter, the tart sweetness of the raspberry jam. Errol bobbed his knee anxiously. Several times he seemed about to speak, then closed his mouth and thought better of it.
“How’s your father been?” Fay asked, wiping crumbs from her mouth. Most of them went on the plate. That would have to be good enough for Bill.
“Oh, he’s not in trouble with the others. He’s doing fine. Better than fine, actually. He’s moving up in society. Nothing like a spot of chaos to open the door to… well, people like my father.”
“No, I mean, has he been any better with you? Have you heard from him?”
“He still pays me every month.”
“What about your mother? Does she write?”
“She wouldn’t dare.” At seeing Fay’s concerned expression, Errol shrugged, said, “Used to it, aren’t I.”
But from his eyes she could tell it bothered him.
“You’re going home,” Errol said, moving the conversation away from his family. “I’ve never visited a canvas town.”
“Not much there. Few hundred folk huddled around the road north.” Fay stared off into the middle distance, thinking of home. “Might not be anything there soon.”
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to bring you down.”
Bill came back in, face pale, didn’t speak. In his hand was a crumpled letter; he seemed to have forgotten it was there.
“What’s up?” Fay prodded.
Bill pulled up a stool, sat in it, went to run his hands through his hair but frowned when he realised he was still holding the letter. “They’ve set a date,” he said. “Two months from now.”
“Shit.” Fay looked to Errol for support, but he averted his eyes.
“They’re clearing out the Royal Market,” Bill continued. “Going to make a big show of it. Fuck. I don’t think I can go. I can’t watch.”
“I’m sure your father will understand if you’re not there.”
“What kind of son am I if I can’t be there for his last moments?”
“The human kind,” Errol said.
“Did you know, if Rohit’s grandfather hadn’t usurped Michael the Red, my cousin would sit on that throne?”
“Not Edmund?” Errol asked, astonished.
“No, Lilly. We share a grandfather, on my father’s side. I’d have been something like sixth in line, providing nobody had any more children. We’d have been safe. All of us. The whole damn kingdom.”
“The capital would still be dark. Rohit didn’t put up the stone.”
“True. Though his family packed it in. There used to be long canyons through the city, to let in light and air. Birds flew through. Pigeons roosted down the main streets. Now nothing lives here but rats. And us.”
“I never knew that,” Fay said.
“Hardly surprising. There haven’t been birds in New London for fifty years.”
“Is that the Armin family’s fault?” Errol asked, voice submissive. “If people need houses, they’ve got to be built. A million people live in this city. There weren’t nearly so many of us in Michael the Red’s time.”
“Whose damn side are you on anyway?” Bill snapped. Then, seeing Errol’s face fall, he sighed, said, “I’m sorry. Shouldn’t take it out on you. You’re right. Rohit’s line were fine stewards for a long time. Even he was a competent ruler. I don’t know what’s gotten into him. The dark, maybe. Wouldn’t be the first person to become troubled in the dark.”
Fay grunted in agreement. “It does weird things to a person. This is no way for a million people to live.”
[image: image-placeholder]Fay swung herself out of bed, stretched gingerly. When she’d first arrived, Bill had cleaned her wounds and patched her up properly, tutting at the haphazard job she’d done while he worked. After a week of rest her stitches were still tender. She was weak, exhausted, barely on the way to healing. But she was also out of time.
“Today then,” Bill said. “Think you’re well enough to travel?”
“Just need my clothes.”
Bill nodded towards the chest of drawers against one wall.
Barefoot, Fay padded across the room, pulled open the drawers. Her clothes were folded neatly. Lifting her plain cotton shirt, she sniffed it: a hint of soap. “You’ve washed them.”
“They were filthy.”
When Fay pulled the shirt over her head, she realised Bill had stitched up the holes as well—or his staff had. Next she pulled on her socks, trousers, tightened her belt, then threw on her leather jacket.
“I’m sorry I can’t afford to send some coin with you,” Bill said. “I would if I could.”
“You’ve done enough to help.”
After a brief goodbye, Fay staggered out into the gloomy streets of New London. A spill of shadows surrounded a lamplighter tending to an extinguished streetlamp. He cleaned it with a greasy rag, his cart full of oil cans to refill each streetlamp as he completed his rounds. Since the lights of New London never died, the lamplighters were sent around every six hours to ensure the continued luminosity of the streets. So much work to keep the capital lit, but no matter what they did it was ever dark compared to the light beyond. To the soothing warmth of sunlight.
Fay pulled her pack over her shoulder, then began the long walk home.




Part Four

Rainwater







Lies to a Mother at Solstice
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“I’ve seen the way my son looks at you.” 
“I don’t know what you mean, Mrs Farrier.”
They were alone for once. Winter solstice, the festival of Jul—her fifteenth, not that she could remember the first few. The town was candlelit beneath the canvas. A cluster of lanterns in the town square where once would perhaps have been a bonfire. Elaine had been standing in the shadows to the side, not wanting to be a part of the festivities, but not wanting to be alone either. Mrs Farrier had appeared beside her, cup of mulled wine steaming between her fingers, and a knowing look on her face.
“Hah. If you don’t start calling me Freyja, I’ll clip your ears.”
“He looks at everything that way,” Elaine assured her. “That’s just his look. Got a real wide-eyed stare on him.”
“It’s something else with you.” She leaned closer, conspiratorial, smiling. Her breath smelled of cinnamon, sugar, and alcohol. “What do you think? You’re nearly of an age for it.”
“He’s not asked me any questions, if that’s what you’re getting at. And he’s not likely to neither.”
“You don’t think?” Freyja said. “But he’s surely smitten. Look at your pretty dark hair. How could he not be?”
“No offence, Freyja, but why would you want your son marrying a girl like me?”
“He’s got to marry someone.”
“Flattering.”
“It would get his head out of those books.”
“He likes his books. Reading never harmed nobody.”
“Not yet.”
Elaine gave the older woman an appraising look. “If you’re looking for him to settle down, I’m not the right girl.”
“It’s not that.” Freyja sighed. “I want him to have adventures, I do. But I’m worried about him looking for the wrong kind. Do you know what I mean?”
“You don’t want him falling in love with me. People who love me end up dead.”
Before Freyja could reply, Elaine hurried off, keeping her face hard as she pushed through the outer circle of the crowded town square.
“Watch it, prick.” She shouldered a younger kid aside and he fell into a man drinking from a tankard. Ale spilled over the boy’s arm. Stupid kid.
No emotion on her face. Nobody could see her with wet eyes. No weakness.
She fucking hated festival days.
Jul was the worst. Her parents had done good trade coming into winter, everyone getting their boots fixed for the cold. Traders too, making sure their boots could withstand wet mud and puddles. So Elaine’s family had always had money come solstice. They’d feast and drink and be merry as anyone. Warm memories stripped of their heat. Her father’s big smile, his booming laugh as he sipped his rum. Her mother’s mince pies. Best in town. Even now she sometimes overheard folk lamenting their loss. “If only that Mrs Cobbler were still about. Oh, her mince pies gave me something to live for, I’m telling you!”
Elaine knew she wasn’t truly alone, but she felt it. The Weaver’s love was an empty thing come festival day. She felt a ghost when she took her place with them for the feasts. As if she’d died that day too, and only her shadow had carried on. An imposter to this family. Fake mother. Fake father. Fake sister.
The only other person who loved her was Galahad, but she could never let him know she knew. Sure, he had a nice face, and he made her smile, but he deserved better than her. He deserved a girl who weren’t all broken glass in her heart. Someone who could love him proper. If she let him in, he’d only end up cut and bleeding. Couldn’t have that. Not Galahad.
And now his fucking mother was on at her about it.
I’ve seen the way my son looks at you.
Who hadn’t? If it was supposed to be a secret, it was poorly kept.
Things were fine how they were. Elaine didn’t want them to change. She was empty, pathetic, and that was that. Galahad was the best friend she ever had. Wouldn’t do nobody any good to ruin that for some kissing and a fumble. He was more than that to her.
The one person she would never ever hurt.




twenty-eight
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The walk from New London to Wickerton had never felt so far. Fay dragged herself through the meadows and forests. Staggered over the hills. Almost gave up on the shoreline of a lake. It was the widest she’d seen. Serene and shallow, dappled with patches of reeds. She waded in. Water to her knees, chilling the aching joints. Then to her waist. The cool of the water, soothing and aggravating at once. She thought of wading further. Submerging and never rising. There was a rocky pier she mistook at first for a natural formation. But no, it housed a crumbling structure with the memory of human hands all over it. 
She couldn’t be far from Wickerton now, yet she’d never seen this lake before. Humbling to think after all these years of travelling that she could still be surprised so close to her childhood home. She wondered if Galahad knew of this place. If he’d ever sat on that pier when wandering alone. Ever looked at the peaceful water. Watched for herons, perhaps. Galahad. He was going to be so angry with her. Torn open when he saw her failure. That town meant everything to him. It meant a lot to Fay, too, but for Galahad it was his life’s work. And he was going to miss its fall. He’d never forgive himself. And he’d never forgive Fay for letting it happen.
She was about to wade in further when an osprey dived, snatched a fish. Water sprayed. Fay stared after it in wonder before it dawned on her how cold she was. Cold and numb, through to the bone. She was shaking, standing in the lake. It was nearly November, and there she was, waiting for the chill to drag her under the surface. Coward. She might have failed but she couldn’t abandon them. Someone had to be there to meet the tax collector. To tell Marzena Aver to fuck off. Not that it would do them any good.
It took a long time to warm up beside spitting flames. For half an hour, she thought one of her toes never would, that it was lost to chill. But eventually it thawed, regained its movement. She had probably been lucky.
Another half day of travel, and there was home. The town where she grew up. The town she’d failed.
Nobody came to greet her at the edge of the canvas. Everyone was at their business, shambling about the town. Fay remembered Wickerton with more energy than this. More life. It had all been drained away by the fear of what was coming.
The town centre was busier. There, finally, she was spotted. And by her father no less. He greeted her with a solemn nod, perhaps seeing defeat in her eyes. As she approached, he took off his cap, held it across his midriff, fingering the brim like Errol often did.
“Hey Dad,” she said.
“Look a state, girl.”
“Been in a few scrapes.”
“I’ll say. The girls’ll be happy you’re back.”
“I suppose they will.”
Her father wet his lips, sniffed, squinted at the middle-distance. “Guess that’s done then, eh.”
“Thought I had it for a moment.”
“Yeah… well. You did your best, I’m sure.”
“I really did, Dad.”
“That’s what matters. And that you’re home safe.” He gave her an appraising look and Fay had the distinct impression he could see her bandages and stitches and yellow bruises even through her jacket and shirt. “Well. Safe enough.”
“Did you manage to make anything here?”
He shook his head. “Not enough. Not nearly enough. No trade with the Bright Crown now.” He sniffed again. Perhaps the chill was getting to his nose; there was a pinkish tint to the tip. “Think Wickerton’s days are up. Was always a risk, weren’t it, with a town like this. Come for the prosper, oh the trade was good, but precarious to rely solely on the route.”
“I’ve given everyone false hope, haven’t I,” Fay said. “Should have let you move the town a month ago.”
“Wasn’t your fault. Neither way.”
“People are going to die.”
“Doesn’t need to come to that. We’ve had the carpenter’s lass working on the frames for paratempas and your mum and I’ve been weaving and fitting. Got a dozen ready and a score more in the works.”
“Thirty paratempas for all these people? Where will you go?”
“There’s talk of north. That seems to be the consensus.”
“North… into the Bright Crown.” Fay ran a hand through her greasy hair. “Better than the capital, I suppose.”
“Figure it’s the king that’s put us in this mess. Half the town has Northumbrian roots, anyway.”
“You’ll have to learn their ways. Their gods.”
“Might be we could do with learning the names of the gods. Might be folk were never supposed to live without them to begin with.” Her father scratched his short beard. “I don’t suppose you’ll follow.”
“I don’t know. That depends.” On Betty, on Galahad, on whether she survived these next few days.
“’Course it does.” Her father’s expression was hard to read. Pensive. Sad, perhaps. Fay wondered if he missed having his daughter home. When she was young, he must have expected to have her by his side forever. That she would learn a part of the family trade and become a weaver, or a spinner like her mother.
Her father walked her home, sticking close to her side, as if afraid she might vanish if he didn’t hold on. Out the front of the family home they found her mother fitting waxed canvas over the frame of a hefty paratempa. Wickerton was in the final stages of defeat, preparing to evacuate with no thought to holding their position. It would be a deadly exodus, Fay had no doubt. The townsfolk probably understood that too, but there was no other option left.
When she saw them approach, Fay’s mother greeted her with wordless tears and a tight embrace. She didn’t ask after the money. She didn’t need to. If Fay had been successful, she’d have come running back with a great smile, shaking a full and rattling purse. Of course she’d failed.
“How long till they’re ready?” Fay asked, nodding towards the paratempas.
“Few more days. We’ve about twenty more frames on the way, though. Think the council plan to start the evacuation on the fifth.”
“Five days with no shelter?”
“A few days should be fine.” Her father clapped a heavy hand on her shoulder. The only person she knew who could do that without having to reach up. “Our thatch roofs will give the rainwights some trouble.”
Not for long. Five days was four too many. But if they weren’t ready, they weren’t ready. All Fay could do was help the preparations and hope things came together sooner.
“And Betty?” Fay asked.
Her mother looked towards the family home.
Fay found her in the kitchen, working her mother’s spinning wheel. At seeing Fay, Betty took her foot off the pedal, lay her hands in her lap. The two women stared at each other in silence. Fay cleared her throat.
She tried to say, “I didn’t get it,” but nothing came out. The words lodged, hot and rough; stones that had been left in the sun too long. Her eyes stung, suddenly wet. She pressed her lips together, tried to get a grip on herself.
“Your knuckles are scabbed,” Betty said at last. Her tone was flat, accusatory.
“I didn’t take any opium. I didn’t fall back into old ways.”
“Ye think that’s what bothers me?”
“Isn’t it?”
“Ye left without me.”
Fay chewed her lip, stared at the oven to avoid Betty’s stern gaze.
“What was I supposed to do? Sit and wait for the king’s will to tear this town apart?” She swallowed, remembering it was going to happen anyway. “Maybe you’re right… I should have stayed, helped everyone prepare. Maybe I could have been of use.”
“That’s not what I’m saying. Ye left me. I would have followed ye anywhere. Do ye think so little of me? Am I so fragile that I can’t be trusted with the work ye do?”
Fay looked from her scabbed knuckles to Betty. “You wouldn’t like this work.”
“Says who? A mercenary can be a barmaid but a barmaid can’t be a mercenary?”
“You’ve never set foot in the capital!” Fay threw up her hands. “You can’t understand what it’s like there.”
“I’m no child.” Betty got up from the spinning wheel, round cheeks flushed with anger or hurt. Her lower lip trembled. Fuck, she was going to cry. “Ye left me here worried and ashamed. What if ye’d died? When would I find out?”
“Betty… I… I was trying to save the town. I was trying to protect you.”
“Ye left without so much as a note.”
Fay took a step towards her, winced as she pulled at her stitches.
“And ye’ve got yourself hurt as well,” Betty said, shaking her head. “No. I’m no fool. My mother taught me not to waste my time with a woman who don’t respect me.”
“Can you blame me for worrying? After our journey here, I thought—”
“Ye thought the best thing to do was to leave me alone in an unfamiliar place?”
“I couldn’t take you with me. Put you in danger with a messy job like that? No way. That’s not your world. I had a town to save, and I couldn’t have you slowing me down!”
Fay stared at Betty’s round red face, wishing she would run to her and throw her arms around her neck. But of course she didn’t.
“Fuck ye.”
Betty fled through the back door, slammed it. The crash of wood left Fay in a horridly thick silence. Then she followed.
Betty wasn’t in the garden. No wall or fence enclosed the Weaver family’s vegetable patches—growing only leafy greens that persevered under the shade of the canvas shelter. Wickerton wasn’t densely built, most houses free standing with the owners spreading out possessions and industry into the space around. Betty had run straight past. But she wouldn’t leave the safety of the shelter. There was nowhere for her to go. Maybe it was a mistake to follow. But Fay was no stranger to making mistakes.
She found her at the shelter’s awning. Not quite at the edge, crouching a few feet from the wind-rippled lip of the canvas with her head in her hands.
Fay bunched her fists, felt the raw circles on her palms stretch; they were always sore. “My whole life is fear and shame. That’s all I am. Reactive. Fighting and fleeing and trying my best. Fucking things up.” Fay paused to tongue the new gap in her teeth. A hot flush of pain. “I don’t want this to be something I fucked up, too. I really don’t.”
Betty lifted her head, said, “I thought for sure I’d lost ye. Didn’t think ye were coming back from that place.”
“I know.”
“And ye should never have gone alone.”
“I know.”
Fay sat beside her, pulled up a handful of grass, started absently tearing up the blades. “You’d really have come? You’d have trekked through the wilds, interrogated a crooked merchant, fought a band of smugglers?”
“Ye did what?” She tutted. “No, maybe I wouldn’t have. But I’d have helped ye in the ways I could.”
“Do you want me to leave you alone?”
“Never leave me alone again, ye stupid woman.” Betty shuffled closer till their arms were grazing. “We make a good team. Ye know this. Waiting tables isn’t my only talent. I’m just asking for the respect ye give your friends. Even bloody Errol! Ye told Bill to let him go off hunting for monsters. Am I less capable than that clumsy boy?”
“Not less capable… No… Errol had been outside the shelter before, though. He had experience.” She rubbed her shoulder over the scar where Errol had accidentally shot her with an arrow. “Admittedly, his performance left something to be desired.” She took a steadying breath. “It’s possible I’ve been overprotective. I’m sorry.”
“Ye can make it up to me.”
Fay smiled, leaned in to kiss her cheek but lost confidence and hesitated. She dug her hands into her jacket pockets, seeking safety in the burrowing sensation. But her pockets weren’t empty. Her fingers met the rough of carved wood still waiting to be sanded. It took her a moment to remember, then, “This can be a start…”
She produced the robin she’d carved while that storm raged about her shelter. The carving that had busied her hands and mind while she’d waited uncomfortably with Kitty. It had always been meant as a present for Betty. Perhaps even as she made it, a part of her had imagined it an apology.
“It’s a bird?” Betty took the carving, turned it reverently in her hands, though her face showed mostly confusion.
“A robin. I made it for you while I was sheltering from the rain.”
“Oh… Well, it’s beautiful. I didn’t know ye could carve like that.”
Fay shrugged. “Just a habit. Don’t do it often. Keeps my hands busy… Never really know what I’m going to carve till I hold the wood. I was thinking of you and this came out. Pretty birds, though, aren’t they?”
“I do prefer jackdaws.”
“They’re too dark for you.”
“I’m more a robin, am I?” As Betty turned the carving, Fay noticed a faint redness to its breast. Stained with blood from her worried palms. A grim, but fitting, colouration. “Thank ye. You’re right, it’s a start. But I don’t just want a trinket. I want ye to trust me, and to be honest, and to let me be a partner to ye—no matter how dangerous ye think the way may be.”
“I promise.”
“Ye fucking better.”
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The horses didn’t want to cross the river and Elaine didn’t know how to make them go. “Don’t be silly, boy,” she said, coaxing Peaches forward with a handful of dandelions. “Why won’t he step in the water?” 
“I’m not sure.” Galahad’s horse turned its head at the river, too. The water wasn’t moving quickly; it was shallow enough for a horse to cross. At its deepest point it would only come up to Elaine’s waist, and she wasn’t tall. “Maybe they smell something.”
Elaine sniffed the air. “Smells like grass and yesterday’s rain to me.”
“They have better noses.” He scratched his chin. “Maybe there’s something dead in the water upstream. Best not drink from it.”
“What do we do then? We’ve gotta get across and there ain’t no bridge.”
“There is. A little west. By the ruins of an ancient village. Likely mostly rubble now, but I’ve seen the bridge marked on more than one map. No point marking a collapsed bridge, is there?”
“Don’t know what you mean by that, to be honest, but if you say there’s a bridge, let’s go.”
The village wasn’t far. They found it nestled behind a hill that would have been impressive if Elaine hadn’t seen mountains in the north. Rubble was spread thick and mossy on the ground, but some buildings still stood. One cottage even retained most of its whitewash, though the thatched roof was a memory.
“Hey, that place looks like where we found the salt.” Elaine pointed to a gothic structure that had partially collapsed.
“It’s a church.”
“Think there’ll be treasure under it?”
“I doubt it. The Long-haired Priest was exceptional. Mostly people used these buildings for prayer.”
“Should we do one?” She walked up to the ruined church, leaving Galahad and the horses to catch up. “Think He’s watching? The big He, I mean.”
“If He’s real, then I think He’s always watching.”
“Why’d they need this place then?”
“I don’t know.”
Elaine got down on her good knee before the church, placed her elbows on some rubble and clasped her hands together.
“How’d you know to do that?” Galahad asked, but she ignored him. She had a message for this guy up there and it was nothing to do with Galahad.
“If there’s anyone listening,” she whispered, eyes closed. “Anyone big and mighty, or even small and shrewd, or half-drunk and filled with battle—anyone at all—please, I have a favour. It’s only a small thing to you, I’m sure, but if you could let Galahad—”
“Elaine? What are you doing?” Galahad said, leading the horses over. She continued ignoring him.
“—forgive me then I’d be super grateful, and I’d probably pray again because I’ve heard you like that.” She paused, pursing her lips in thought. They were on the southern edge of the Bright Crown now. They worshipped different kinds of gods here. Perhaps she was praying wrong. Maybe she should try one of these Bright Crown gods… except she didn’t know their names.
“Elaine?” He was closer now, and he dropped a firm hand on her shoulder. “What are you doing? We need to cross this river and find somewhere to shelter for the night.”
“Just thought I’d give it a go. Can’t hurt, can it?” A rush of cold spread through her as she realised she didn’t actually know if that was true. “Wait, can it?”
Galahad chuckled. “No. I don’t think so.”
He said something then that she couldn’t understand. At first she thought he was speaking in one of the far languages, but then he repeated it and she realised she recognised one of the words—Helygmor. That was one of the Bright Crown’s gods. She did know one after all.
“What did you just say? Is that a holy language?”
“Not exactly. Maybe. I suppose you could call it that. Helygmor, dal tiren. Helygmor, dal varshaen. Hun er den flotteste. Willow Mother, hold the land, Willow Mother, hold the rain. She is the most beautiful. But it’s not one language, it’s several. The Bright Crown prayers are often written this way, so that everyone in the congregation feels some ownership of them, whether their first language is from near or far.”
“That’s sweet. Wish we’d gone through Brigantine now.”
“It would have slowed us down.”
“Hardly racing ahead on these lazy boys anyway.”
“What did you pray for?” Galahad asked as they got back on their horses, brought them around to try the bridge.
Elaine stuck her tongue out at him. “If I tell you that, it won’t come true.”
“That’s wishes.”
“I’m not taking any chances.”
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They’d trekked up a mountain, deep in the Peaks of the Bright Crown of Northumbria. Elaine thought she could almost see the city of Brigantine, a smudge on the eastern horizon. But perhaps she was imagining it.
She puffed with every upward stride. Her cheeks were hot and red, despite the fierce wind that whipped and rustled her new cloak. Whatever that man was planning, it better be worth the effort. They could have stayed in the valleys. It would have been faster to walk the winding route below. Down there they could have ridden their horses—this path was too steep. Direct though it was, the way over the mountains was hampered by the angle and roughness of the terrain. And this persistent-fucking-wind.
“Come on. I want to show you something.” Galahad hurried her with a wave of his hand.
“It’s not easy for me up here, you know.” Elaine struggled to catch her breath after only those few words. “Shouldn’t we be looking to stop for the night?”
“Just hurry up.”
“Peaches says he hates it too.”
“He looks fine to me.”
Up and up they strode, until the mountain plateaued. Elaine came to a stop, leaned forward, and spat on a patch of heather.
“Oh, man.” She groaned, shaking her head. “Fuck you for making me climb that, to be honest.”
“Come on. Light’s fading. We don’t want to miss it.”
There was a pond atop this mountain. Almost a small lake and deep enough that Elaine couldn’t see the bottom. Galahad crouched nearby, his big horse grazing beside him. He patted the ground, so Elaine sat down.
As the last of the autumn light faded from red to the faint purple of twilight, Galahad pointed to the still water of the pond.
“Watch,” he whispered.
Chalky white shapes swam near the surface. Strange fish that drifted in slow circles. Their forms took shape as they swam higher, and Elaine realised they were faintly glowing.
“Mountain fish?” she wondered aloud.
“Just watch.”
With a splash, one of the creatures leapt to the air. Pale as moonlight. It twisted like a ribbon caught in the wind. Its lower half was fishlike, a finned tail, but above the shoulders it had arms and hands and fingers. Its face was smooth, pretty and porcelain. Dark eyes—not quite black—blinked as it looked around. There was wonder in its expression, as if floating in the world above the water was a treat it had long looked forward to.
Elaine clapped a hand to her mouth.
“Faeries,” she said, muffling herself.
The creatures danced in the air, suspended by some magic she’d never understand. Elaine and Galahad watched the performance, not daring to move or make a sound. It was a hallowed moment. A respite given to them by this bastard mountain. Elaine realised she couldn’t hate this oversized mound of earth and stone anymore. Not when it had given them this gift.
Without looking away, she took her hand from her mouth, and whispered, “They’re asrai.”
“What?”
“Asrai. Water faeries. I’m sure of it.”
“How do you know? I wondered about it when I hiked through here before.”
“An old story my mother used to tell me.”
She wiped her cheek and found a tear on it. That was strange. She sniffed, clenched her stomach, sucked the emotion back up. There was no need to cry. It was only a stupid memory. Only a story, and the soft sound of her mother’s voice, her face blurred by the years. Why couldn’t she remember her face? What kind of daughter doesn’t remember her own mother’s face?
Galahad’s hand was warm in the small of her back.
“Are you okay?”
“They’re beautiful,” she said. “Thank you for showing me.”
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Today they sheltered under a stately yew tree, challenging the sky to break. A good excuse to rest their horses. Elaine had given Peaches too many treats—Galahad had told her off—and now they had nothing left for him to eat, so she let him graze at the edge of the yew’s shelter. Uneenda slept in the shade.
“Must be a few days from home,” she said, her back to the yew and her arms folded for warmth, tugging her Keeper cloak tightly about her. “Won’t make it in time for Allhallows if it keeps raining like this, though.”
“I’ve lost track of the days,” Galahad admitted. “Sure we haven’t missed it?”
“Nah. A few days off, I reckon.”
They were shoulder to shoulder, huddling for warmth. Without thinking, she leaned her head against his. He didn’t pull away. She held her breath, sucked in her lips, afraid that the slightest movement might startle him.
“It’ll be nice to be home,” he said. “I think I’m ready. There’s gonna be a lot of work to do once I figure out this book. But it will be worth it in a few years when Wickerton’s transformed. We’ll be able to stand back and say, ‘We did that.’ Can’t imagine a better feeling.”
“Do you want my help? Am I allowed?”
“We got the book together, didn’t we? I wouldn’t have it if it wasn’t for you.” Thunder rolled over the countryside. “Here comes the storm.”
“We’ll be stranded till tomorrow at least.” She put her hand on his knee. “How you wanna kill the time?”
“There are still some notes I want to make.” He pulled his bag closer with his foot, then got out that stupid book he wouldn’t stop reading. Elaine didn’t know how it could take anyone two weeks to read one volume. “I’m starting to better understand the processes but—”
“We could make out?”
“Don’t be stupid.”




thirty
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The collector was here. 
Fay crouched on the floorboards while her bedroom spun around her. No matter how many breaths she took, it didn’t feel like anything was going into her lungs. Her cheeks, forehead, and palms were icy, the rest of her too hot. She was a slimy thing. Dizzy and wretched. A spidery bag of bones. That knocking at her door wasn’t helping. Neither was her father’s calm baritone, saying, “Fiona? They’re here. Riding up on the town now. Everyone’s waiting…”
Everyone.
They were all waiting for her. Counting on her. Now she had to pick herself up and go out there knowing she’d failed them. No money for Marzena. No salvation for Wickerton.
“Coming,” she croaked. Getting to her feet was a clumsy affair. Folk would think her drunk when they saw her wobbling like this. But she was sober as the sky. Clean to her marrow.
Maybe that was the problem.
She wanted a smoke, but she felt so queasy, so dizzy, that she was sure a joint would only send her spinning, catatonic and useless.
No drugs. Do it straight.
Somehow she made it to the door.
“Are you ill?” her father asked. “You’re so pale.”
“I’m sick, but there’s nothing that can be done about it. Let’s go.”
Fay recalled her breathing techniques, tried to allow the anxiety to pass through her. As they walked down the stairs she focussed on the pressure on her feet. At the bottom of the stairs, she smelled the richness of her mother’s pot of gravy, simmering on the stove. She tried to pick out ingredients from the scent alone. Onion, rosemary, chicken bones. This was a familiar place. She was safe here.
As they strode through the town, feet crunching on the dirt track, Fay counted her steps. Eighty-seven. Eighty-eight… On they went. Shadows played across the thin canvas as birds flew overhead. It was a sunny day so far, though clouds gathered in the distance. Fay had lost all morning to her nerves. She should have lain in her garden and felt the warmth from the sun fighting off the chill breeze.
It took all her will to keep herself from digging her fingernails into her palms.
Townsfolk saw her passing and waved mournfully. They knew she was a failure. She wondered if they could see how sick she was by the colour of her cheeks. If they noticed how she had to look down to check her steps to keep from tripping as the earth lurched.
“Are you sure you can do this?” her father asked. No. She wasn’t.
“I’ll be fine.” Her voice came out sturdier than she felt. She lowered her shoulders, unclenched her hands, faking confidence she didn’t feel.
Marzena was smiling when Fay met her at the edge of town. It was a kind smile, or perhaps a placating one. The king’s tax collector was both reaper and diplomat. Here to slay her home with impeccable etiquette.
“Fay Weaver,” Marzena said in greeting. More footmen stood behind her this time. A score of spears with those long blades atop. Slashing tools. Again she travelled with a solitary wagon, brought to rest a short march away. The driver looked on, reins in hand, chewing tobacco nervously.
“I have fifteen.” Scrounged together between her and the town council. Not nearly enough. Fay planted herself at the edge of the canvas, cracked her knuckles, then her neck. “Take it and go.” She threw her purse at Marzena’s feet. The collector ushered for one of her soldiers to stoop to collect it.
“I was hoping you wouldn’t be short. I do appreciate your passion.”
Steady. Keep calm.
“We could all fast for a month and still not save enough to meet your quota. What does King Rohit expect us to do?”
“Can’t imagine he’s spared you any thought.”
“You think I’ll stand here and let you make a ruin of my home?”
“Of course not. That’s why I brought soldiers. But, really, you know there’s no stopping this.”
“Won’t you give the people time to evacuate? To get their things together and leave safely?”
“Dearie, what do you think I’ve just done? Have you not already had a month?”
Marzena made a quick hand motion. Two soldiers stepped forwards. They raised their spears with casual resignation. In that moment those bladed poles weren’t weapons but tools. The soldiers didn’t adopt fighting stances; they carried no shields. The one on the right kept his face stoic. He was older, flecks of grey in his stubble, worry lines permanently riven in his brow. The other was younger than Fay but clearly a man. Regret sparkled in his eyes. His lips were puffy, the line of them flat. As he raised his spear, his shoulders stayed hunched. He couldn’t look any of Wickerton’s residents in the eye. Later he would probably avoid his reflection in the same way.
Marzena stood to attention behind them, staring straight ahead. No joy on her face, but no regret either. An effigy to professionalism, hair in a tight bun behind her cocked hat. Everything about her appearance was tight: face, buttons, boot laces. Packaged in the king’s colours.
She met Fay’s eyes.
Was that an almost imperceptible shake of her head?
Without meaning to, Fay had taken a step forward. Her fists were raised to her waist, poised halfway to a fighting stance. The two soldiers froze, looking uncertain.
“We’re only doing our jobs,” the tax collector said. “We have to do this. You know we do.”
“By order of the king,” Fay said, chewing each word like strips of old boot leather.
One of the two soldiers returned to motion. Fay didn’t mean to move, but she must have, because Betty shouted, “Fay, don’t!” and sprinted towards her.
The soldier flinched, mistaking Betty’s charge for an attack. His spear came up, whipped an arc through the air. That metal leaf took Betty in the side of her face, twisted her. A scream. She fell. Blood on the spear tip.
A colourless haze settled over Fay.
Her heart beat louder.
She wanted to run to Betty. To turn her over and check she was okay. To scream for Doctor Jones. But she stood static, staring, pushed into the back of her mind. Shoved into the rear of the cart. A passenger. All she could do was watch as a beast named Fury took the driving stick. Regret was already quickening in her chest. Remorse at her imminent actions. Inescapable. Indomitable. Indecent.
Townsfolk yelled at her to stop. Her father’s voice boomed above them all. A resonant cry resigned and anguished. He knew there was no stopping her now. Just as Fay knew. The anger roiling through her blurred her vision as fire bubbles the serene surface of water.
“Cunt,” she heard herself say. Her voice was so flat. Almost emotionless. As if she were remarking on the change of seasons. And here was her change. Her season of restraint was over. Now she was led by her fists.
The first blow was hollow.
She took the soldier in the chin with a roundhouse. He staggered. Before Fay could swing again, the other soldier jabbed at her with his spear. She caught it in her left hand, yanked it from his grip as if taking a stick from a child. The second man stumbled, confused at how easily he’d been disarmed. Fay spun the spear around, took it in both hands, and was about to thrust it through the stomach of the first when she froze.
No. She couldn’t kill this man for taking a grim job when those were the only kind going.
She dropped the spear, rammed her fist into his gut instead. His sounds were all gasps and surprise as he dropped to his knees.
“This won’t help them, Miss Weaver,” Marzena said, backing away and ushering the other six soldiers forwards. “The king’s will is always done.”
Fay answered her by using her elbow to break the nose of the second soldier. She grabbed his jacket, threw him to the ground, rammed her knuckles into his face three times, then let him drop. He fell limp, face-down in the dirt.
Now six came at once, circling her. Fay cracked her knuckles. She’d fought this many before. But never trained soldiers. Never with them all armed with spears and ready for her. Only in a melee, or hidden in dark, or with her opponents dulled by liquor. Still, she wouldn’t let them take her easily.
“What do we have to lose?” she called, spreading her arms. Though she was talking to the townsfolk hiding under the canvas behind her, she stared straight into Marzena’s eyes. “Do nothing and they destroy the town. Fight now and what? They’ll send more soldiers next time? Wickerton might be doomed but we don’t have to let it fall today!”
The wind tugged at Marzena’s cocked hat. She placed one hand atop it to prevent it blowing away, then shook her head. “Nobody’s going to fight, Miss Weaver. Why fight when there’s a chance to rebuild? Your canvas is lost today, but Wickerton lives. We’ll be back next quarter and we’ll expect payment. That’s another three months of life.”
“Look at the sky,” Fay said. Marzena did, perhaps without meaning to. The clouds were rolling in, darker than the earth beneath her feet. “Cut down that canvas and you doom everyone here.”
“Try not to kill her,” Marzena said to her soldiers. “She let Niall live. We’d be good to show her the same mercy.”
Pain in her calf. Then her opposite thigh. Spears stuck in her, little spines. They brought her to the ground moaning. Gasping. Then the circle closed, casting her into shadow. The thwup of wood cutting through air. Then a ringing in her head. She was on the ground. Blows came from every direction as she scrambled to cover her face. They barely hurt anymore. Numb and oddly hot each time they struck. It lasted too long. She was nothing but pulverised meat ready for the skillet. And then they left her.
Dully, she heard the tearing of canvas. More screams. No, more like wails, defeated and afraid. Fay couldn’t move. A numb bundle of meat. Eyes closed. Nestled in the dark, the smell of earth in her nostrils. She retained consciousness through it all. Thought of Betty. Remembered her face. Held her beauty in her heart and mind. Brought the taste of her lips to her tongue. The feel of her skin to her fingers. But the further she sank into thoughts of Betty, the more she found herself choking on guilt.
Fay was supposed to protect her. That was the one thing she was good for. What was the point of all this muscle and training?
Please live, she thought, and knew her plea was soaked in selfishness.
The scent began to change then. The musk of coming rain, sweet like cut grass, as if a godly scythe had swept the meadow. A shushing in the distance. Rain was falling, but it hadn’t reached them yet. A wet pinprick on her cheek. One more. Strong hands wrapped around her ankles. This was it. Dragging her over muddy grass and thistles. Taking her off to be changed. She’d escaped them once before. Not again.
But no… It wasn’t raining here yet. No rainwights without rain. Those were human hands tight around her ankles.
“I’ve got her, I’ve got her.” Her father’s voice. The hands around her ankles retreated. For a second she was still. The rain caught up with them, cooling the hot sting of the beating she’d taken. Big rough hands scooped her up. Rainwights tugged at her sleeves and torn trouser legs, but already they were through the door. Fay’s hearing was so distorted the door sounded like a bark as it slammed closed. The latch was ice dropping into a glass. Then everything became difficult to track, and she nodded off, too tired to deal with the rest of this day.




thirty-one
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There was home. 
Dripping wet and torn to shreds.
The canvas shelter was gone.
Galahad stopped, staring at what had become of Wickerton. Elaine paled, for once with nothing to say. Peaches nuzzled at Elaine’s head, perhaps sensing something was wrong.
“No…” Galahad felt boneless. Numb. Sagging flesh that could collapse at any moment. A weight dragged him down. He tried to speak but couldn’t feel his lips.
A crack of thunder in the distance. Storms rolling into each other. One had passed this way not long ago, but now another was on their tail. A midday dark as twilight. All the darker for what they’d found.
“How could this happen?” Elaine asked, her voice small.
“We’re too late.”
He was too late.
He’d wasted too many years fucking around. Too much energy on pointless quests. If only he’d been more focussed. Steadfast. If only he hadn’t put his trust in traitors… This was his fault. He was a fucking failure.
“Galahad?” Elaine said, tugging at his sleeve. “Galahad, there’s people in the houses. Faces at the windows, look!”
She waddled off in the direction of The Riverman, the inn that belonged to Percy’s family. Her pegleg kept sinking into the mud, giving her gait a lilt as she struggled on. This earth had gone so long without water that now it had been drenched it churned into mush. She probably would have fallen if she hadn’t been holding Peaches’ reins.
And yes, there were the faces at the windows. Pale and wide-eyed. Aghast to see strangers in the open.
But what Elaine hadn’t seen were the bodies.
Galahad stumbled forward down the main street, leaving his horse to trot after the others by itself. There were the ruins of the market. And here, a bloody body. A woman in a long coat, ready for winter. Not ready for the storm, though. Did he recognise her? It was hard to tell through the blood and torn skin. It would have been hard to say she still had a face.
Further on were children. Four together, pulled out from under the broken market table they’d been cowering beneath. They must not have been fully covered. Snatched by the hem of a shirt, maybe. Dragged out by their uncut hair.
Red and brown in a sea of death. Moving on there were too many bodies to count. The town was covered in them. And there would be more soon with the fresh storm rolling in. Many of the houses had deep gashes in their thatch. It wouldn’t take rainwights long to tear inside. Not with the shelter down.
“What happened here…?”
A cold drop of wetness on his cheek made him glance up to check the clouds. But it wasn’t raining again. Not yet. Was he crying? It felt strange. Wrong. Too much to internalise. He didn’t feel sad yet he was crying. Inside he was simply cold, emptied, void. His one purpose had been stripped from him. His home was gone. His—
“Dad…?”
He ran forward, skidded in the mud and slipped, knees stinging, hands filthy. And now the clouds broke. Rain so light it fuzzed the air. Too soft to make a sound as it fell on Galahad’s hood, his arms.
His father lay still. The rainwights had shown no restraint. It was so awful Galahad couldn’t bring himself to look. He saw blood in glimpses. Caught missing teeth and a torn-out eye in the corner of his vision. Noticed the knife clutched in his father’s hand when he bowed his head.
A knife.
Little use that would have been against rainwights.
The rain brought a greyness that smothered everything, darkening each bare surface; it made the sparse grass lush, wetted his father’s drying blood, deepened the olive of Galahad’s cloak. The cloak waxed with magic. A warm wool aegis no rainwight could touch. A shield he did not deserve.
Everything was over. He was over. Worthless as this mud.
Grief flooded every hollow inch of him. Filling up that stunned, bleak void with a winter-storming loss.
His fault. His fault. His fault.
“Dad… I’m so sorry. I should have been here. I could have stopped this.” Rocking back and forth. Why was his hand trembling like that? “Please let Mum be alright. Let her be okay. She’s in the pub. I know it. She is.”
He closed his eyes, tipped his head back to feel the spitting rain on his cheeks and lips. He tasted it: stale and grassy. Too much of him wished the cloak to fail.
The rain fell harder.
Now the pitter-patter. Now the distant crack. The faux-twilight shifting of the plates above. Now the storm, signed with a flash. And that smell. The sweet scent of rain that meant death and life in equal measure. Galahad breathed of it deeply. It filled him. He opened his eyes, saw the figures in the rain. They surrounded him, but none were close. They seemed to sense he was untouchable. They waited, watching for signs of weakness. Some tear in his defences.
“You can’t have him.” Galahad wiped his face; tears and rain bled together. He stood, walked to his old family home—the ruins of it—took the spade from the shed. The ground broke with little resistance. Long unwatered, it drank the rain greedily. It crumbled. Slopped. He shovelled it aside. The occasional rainwight reached for him, its limbs dissolving as they brushed against his cloak. He was safe. It made him feel isolated. His own private world inside this cloak.
It didn’t take long to dig the hole. Usually the dead were taken out of town to be burned or put in the ground. But this had been his father’s home. It was a good place for him to be buried. 
The rainwights around him grew agitated in tandem with the storm. Galahad could barely see ten feet ahead for all the rain. And the shapes in it. Dozens of arms reached out to snatch him but none could hold its shape. They shattered like ruined crystal, shimmered to the ground. Nothing more than falling water. How the rain used to be.
He went back to the old high street. The centre of what was once the town of Wickerton. A place where people greeted each other in the mornings; where they stopped to chat and laugh. Where his father now lay dead alongside dozens of others.
He grabbed his father’s soaking collar, pulled the body, it snagged on something. Pulled again. It wouldn’t budge. Galahad wiped his eyes, blinking at the rain-scattered image. There was the trouble. Ghostly fingers bunched in his father’s jeans. One of those fucking things wouldn’t let him go, it wouldn’t—
Galahad stumbled back, clapped a hand to his mouth. His heart dulled as if it had stopped beating. A shooting pain in his chest. Salt stung his eyes.
What he saw could not be.
A face in the rain. Hills and valleys; a complex waterfall. More human than any he’d seen before. More familiar. Those lines he’d known since childhood. That smile was the warmest. Those eyes the kindest. That was his mother, staring at him from the rain. He wanted to believe it was only a monster in her form. But blurred and unformed as her new shape was, the recognition in her eyes was clear. She saw her son.
“Mum…” The storm stole his words. His mother seemed to hear anyway. She reached for him, stretched to take his hand. Then her fingers elongated, sharpened, became bladed. Thunder cracked. The rainwight that was his mother stuttered. For a moment she was monstrous, all fangs and hunger. If he threw off his cloak, she would rip him like an old shirt for the rag pile. That’s all he had to do. Throw off this stolen magic and welcome the release.
He’d never believed, though he’d seen signs. He’d seen rainwights closer than most who lived to tell of it. He’d read those theories up in the Empire of the Thistle. And still, he’d never quite believed that a person could become one of them.
The Book of the Fall had been right.
All of them… They were all people. All had been people. The weight of it was crushing. The spectres in the rain were their shadows. Humanity was hiding from its own past. Such vengeance in these creatures. These ghosts. Whatever the fuck they were. So much anger at those who survived them.
He realised he was hyperventilating, sat, hung his head between his knees. It was too much. His mother couldn’t be one of those things… But he couldn’t deny his eyes. Not these sharp, golden eyes focussed by northern magic. When he looked back up, she was gone. Faceless rainwights swarmed the area where she’d stood. Had one of them been her a moment before?
He took his father by the collar and dragged him to his grave.
Here he was again in the rain and mud and blood. He kept ending up back here. This was who he was. Not a treasure hunter anymore. A protector of nothing. Just a worm out in the rain. The most pathetic of creatures. He squinted up at the clouds, wondering if the great He in the sky was looking down at him and cursing the worst of his creations.
[image: image-placeholder]The Riverman was packed. Heaving with sweat and spilled ale. At first he couldn’t spot Elaine, was unsettled by the mass of frightened faces staring at his entrance. Familiar and foreign in equal measure. Was that old Mr Tanner? He’d been ancient when Galahad was a boy, but there he was, lone functional eye peering at him, turning over why he recognised this cloaked swordsman.
“Galen Farrier,” a voice said. “You always did have a knack for turning up when tragedy struck.”
Galahad scanned the crowd for the source of the voice. Lena Brewer, the eldest of Percy’s two sisters.
“My parents…” he croaked back. “The shelter…”
Elaine pushed through the crowd towards him, took his hand. It was somehow warm when everything else was cold. 
“It was the tax, boy,” came Mr Weaver’s booming voice, standing beside his wife. The Weavers were safe, then: that was something. “The king’s bloody tax. Kept rising and we had no way to pay. Not with the road all but closed.”
“The king’s men did this?”
Mr Weaver nodded. “Tax collector gave us a month to pay. Came back with spears to cut the canvas. Sod’s bloody law it would rain non-stop since. We were making paratempas but…” His shoulders sagged. “It wasn’t enough.”
A young girl who’d been peering out the window pulled away then and turned to the room. “It’s still raining.”
“Not a drop on him, though,” came a voice from the crowd.
“Always was a strange one.”
“He’s bewitched, I’d say.”
“And none of you stopped them?” Galahad’s voice came out cold as the winter wind that buffeted the inn. Though he hadn’t raised his voice, the room instantly quieted. Folk looked at their shoes, bowed their heads; nobody wanted to meet his eye. “Nobody? Not one of you tried to save this town?” And now he raised his voice. Elaine stumbled as he wrenched his hand back to gesticulate wildly. “I’ve been risking my skin trudging up and down this island to save this place! For you! All of you! And you couldn’t stand up to a gaggle of king’s men for one afternoon? What the fuck is wrong with you people? Do you know how much I’ve bled for you? The things I’ve fucking done!”
“Galahad…” Elaine said. He ignored her.
“Fay tried,” Mrs Weaver called out in a strained, half-strangled voice. “My baby tried to fight and now she’s all bloodied and broken and who—” She choked back tears. “Who knows if she’ll wake up!”
“I’ve lost my parents! Who knew? Who knew they were dead in the rain? The main street is littered with bodies. The mud is stained. This is your fault. Your fault!”
A man from the crowd stepped forward, moving to restrain him, perhaps to calm him. Galahad wasn’t having any of it. He drove his red fist into the man’s cheek, sending him collapsing back onto the supportive arms of the crowd. 
“When did the tax collector come through?” Galahad demanded. But the room was quiet with fear. He was scaring them. A woman ushered a young boy out of his way. With a deep breath, he bellowed, “When! Tell me when!”
“Calm down, lad. Please,” Old Mr Tanner said. “They were here yesterday afternoon.”
Hot from his toes to his clenched fists. Galahad was shaking, the skin of his arms reddening with tension. “They rode for the capital?”
Old Mr Tanner nodded.
“I hope lightning strikes and burns this inn to the ground.”
As he turned to leave, a familiar woman he couldn’t quite place cried out, “Wait, man! Ye can’t hurt them! It’s not right. They tried not to hurt nobody. They were just doing their jobs.”
“And I’m going to do mine.”
He tried to slam the door as he left but didn’t realise Elaine was following and smacked her with the door instead. She stumbled, righting herself on The Riverman’s drystone wall.
“Galahad! Fuck sake, slow down!”
There was Peaches, under The Riverman’s side-awning where Elaine had hitched him. He’d be faster than Uneenda. Galahad untied the knot, checked the horse’s tack and his rainwight-repellent coat. All secure.
“You can’t go after them,” Elaine pleaded.
“It’s rained near constant since Allhallows,” he said. “They can’t have got far. I’ll catch up with them.”
“That’s not what I meant and you know it. This isn’t you. You’re supposed to be the good one. The only one of us with any decency! What happened to chivalry?”
“This is chivalry. Read the books again, Elsie.”
He grabbed hold of Peaches’ saddle, ready to swing himself up. Before he could, Elaine slammed into him. They fell together, rolled in the wet mud.
“I ain’t letting you,” she spat.
He rolled on top of her, pinned her down. Covered in mud and dripping. They were in the rain now, their horses watching them with concern. Ghostly fingers burst into mist as they reached for their cloaks. Elaine was panting, spitting dark hair from her mouth.
“Let’s go inside and have a drink,” she said. “I’ll pay.”
Galahad said nothing. He squeezed her arms, pushed her harder into the ground. He wanted to smash something and her face was right there.
“Nowhere has better ale,” Elaine continued. She tried to reach a hand towards him but he forced her arm back down. “Please. Just leave it. We’ve made enough mistakes.”
“Blood for blood.” Rain ran to the tip of Galahad’s nose, dripped onto Elaine’s face. She blinked. “What else can I do?”
“You don’t need a sword in your hand to mourn.”
“What do you know about it?” But she knew everything about it. They’d both lost their parents to the rain. His hands loosened on her arms. He sat up, straddling her. What was he doing? Under her sleeves, bruises would be healing before they bloomed. “I… I…”
“It’s okay. Hurt me if you gotta hurt someone. But stay here. Breathe with me. Why don’t we play Round Table? You be Galahad and I’ll be Elaine. We could read stories together. I’ll read ’em to you, if you like?”
For a moment Galahad stared down at her, panting as his anger faded. In its wake a wave rose from his gut to sweep his entire body, from lips to fingertips. A despair that touched the marrow in his bones. His parents were gone. He’d failed. Everything was over. Blank. A deep, empty, painful blank. His blood was seawater cold. His throat tight as dry stone. His eyes stung with rising salt. And in the rain, he began to sob.




thirty-two
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Fay awoke to a vision stitched and the beautiful numb. She lay on the softest bed. The oil lamps in here were mild, golden like the dawnlight before the sun—and just as gentle. She tried to reach up and touch the freshly sewn gash across Betty’s face, but someone had filled her arms with heavy stones. With… 
“I’m so sorry,” Betty said, seeing her eyes flutter open. She was smiling and crying; rain on a sunny day. “I told them not to but it was too late.”
“No…” was all Fay could manage.
She could feel it in her. Working every part of her. That familiar, horrible, perfect sensation. Her oldest friend and twisted nemesis coursed through her veins, tickled her skin. Her arms were itching.
Some fucker had filled her with opium.
“It doesn’t count,” Betty told her. It was too much effort to keep her eyes open, so Fay closed them while Betty carried on. “Ye know that, right? It doesn’t count. Ye had no say in it.”
“Doesn’t matter. I’m still fucked.”
“Don’t give up so easy.”
“I’m not giving up. I’m just telling you the truth. To make sure you understand.” It had taken everything she had to stay clean this past year. Everything. She had nothing left. No willpower. No will to fucking live. Not now she’d failed everyone. “My parents…”
“They’re fine.” Betty nodded, lips pressed together, cheeks puffy.
“But not everyone is.” Wasn’t hard to read that from Betty’s face.
“Ye have to rest.”
“Who gives a shit about me. Tell me who we’ve lost.”
“Please sleep a while longer. You need your strength.”
“Tell me.”
“Shh.” She stroked Fay’s hair, and despite herself, she sank back into the belly of sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]“Not the opium!” Fay gasped as her consciousness plummeted back into her body. She was sticky with sweat, and the fire in the room blazed fiercely, but still she shivered. It took her a moment to realise she was in the back room of The Riverman, laid out not on a bed but four tables pushed together with a straw mattress atop and far too many blankets.
“Fay?” Her mother appeared at the doorway that led to the front bar, then she turned to someone Fay couldn’t see, saying, “She’s awake!”
In moments they filed in. Her father. Betty. Even Elaine was somehow here. Perhaps she’d heard about the trouble their town was in and rushed to help. But of course she’d been too late. Fay looked away, embarrassed at her failure.
“How are you feeling?”
Fay didn’t want to answer that question. She was afraid to connect with her body, to seek out the sensations running through her. But she knew there would be no avoiding it soon. Already the fog of sleep was dissipating. She sank into herself. Pain. Bruises and welts. Bandaged cuts. And there, beneath it all, a toothy hunger. The unfurling wings of her inner demon. The longing she’d spent months pushing from her mind.
“I’m fine,” she said.
“It’s good that you’re awake,” her father said in the tone of voice he used when she used to work for the family business. “We’re moving out and it was gonna be awkward carrying you to the wagon. Not small, are you.”
“Moving… what?”
“The town. What’s left of us. Heading north. Back to our roots. For some, at least.”
Fay rubbed her temple, feeling a swirling headache forming. None of this was making sense. She was thirsty, hungry, and in desperate need of her fucking pipe.
“Sorry,” her mother said. “I know it’s a lot when you’ve just woken up.”
“They’re leaving today,” Betty said. She sat in a chair beside Fay’s bed, took her hand, gave it a squeeze with her stubby fingers. Then, quietly, “We don’t have to go with them. We can go back to Littleford. Back to our jobs. Everything can go back to how it was.” There was a desperation in her Fay found hard to bear. She must have known there was no truth in what she was saying.
“Why am I in the backroom of The Riverman?”
“You lost consciousness after—”
“No, I mean, why not in a bed?”
“They broke through the thatch,” her mother said. Her wrist was twitching; she grabbed it with her other hand to hold it steady. “The top floor is ruined.”
“Elaine.” Fay turned to her adopted sister. “How are you here? Is Galahad…”
“He’s here.” Her voice caught. “He’s not doing well.”
“Who is?” Fay said with resignation. “I need to speak to him.”
“We haven’t long before we’re moving out,” her father said, still using that authoritative tone.
“I’m not going anywhere until I’ve spoken with him.”
Her father jutted his jaw, clearly impatient, but he didn’t argue further. Elaine went to fetch Galahad, her pegleg tapping down the stairs. Soon she returned and Fay ushered everyone else from the room. Betty stayed behind, still squeezing her hand.
“You too,” Fay said.
“But I—”
“Sorry. I need to speak to him alone.”
She nodded. “I understand.”
As Betty left, Galahad sauntered in. He looked older than the last time she’d seen him, and at the same time oddly ageless. There was a weariness to the way he held himself. Strange to see him without his old black denim jacket. Now he wore an olive-green cloak over a simple wool jumper and black jeans. Smudged black makeup around his eyes in the way Elaine sometimes used to put on him. His hair was longer, too, jutting messily past his ears, and he was a while without a shave.
“Galahad, I’m so sorry,” Fay said, as soon as the door was closed.
“It’s not your fault. If anything, it’s mine. Protecting this town was my job. If I’d stayed on the trail… If I’d only ridden north a few months earlier…”
“I was here. I should have done something.”
“They tell me you did. Negotiated an extension, spent a month in the capital searching for coin, even tried to fight a score of soldiers single-handed. You did what I couldn’t.”
“It wasn’t enough.”
Galahad stepped closer, the old floorboards groaning at his advance. The sclerae of his eyes were red-webbed and half-lidded. The boy needed some sleep.
“Everyone’s heading north.” He said in a flat tone, resigned.
“But not you,” she said.
“My parents died in the storm.” He clenched his fists; his golden eyes flashed, glowing.
“Oh, Galahad… That’s… They were good people.”
“Right.” A weary sigh. “This was their home. Doesn’t seem right to leave.”
“You’d really stay alone?”
He nodded. The spark in his eyes now absent. Though they were still gold, they seemed somehow dull.
Fay pushed herself to sit, fought back a wave of dizziness. Galahad must have noticed her wobble because he handed her his water bottle.
“Never thought I’d see you so defeated,” she said.
“Nearest guess is we lost two hundred. True number’s probably higher. My parents are gone. Hard to find hope in the face of that.”
“Two hundred…” She repeated the words, unable to process what he’d told her. “But the paratempas? My family made so many.”
“Storm struck fast. Most didn’t have the chance to grab one. Some left before the rain, but I doubt they made it far. A lot of folks sheltered in their houses, thinking they’d be safe for one storm. Would have been right if it hadn’t rained non-stop for nearly three days. They burrowed through thatch, ripped people out through their roofs. Smashed windows and grabbed folk standing too close. Fire took some. Several houses burned before the rain put them out. Nobody knows how it started. An oven left burning, perhaps. A knocked over oil lamp. Could have been anything.” He rubbed his beard again, face scrunched up like he was holding back tears. “You’re lucky. So many dead and your family survived. Not many can say the same. Cherish that.”
“Right. I’m lucky” Fay took a deep breath and pain flushed through her ribs. It felt like splintered bone was jabbing her lungs; she hoped it wasn’t. “I miss the Round Table. How things used to be. What the fuck happened to us?”
“I’ll miss those days for the rest of my life.”
“Elaine is here. The three of us, together again.”
“Always seems to bring both rain and blood.”
“Not always.” She paused, scratching her arms. “What were you doing in the north?”
“Wasting time.”
“Galahad.”
He sighed. “Elaine got herself into some trouble. I went to help her.”
“You still care about her.”
“It’s too late for that as well.”
“Too late… Too late… It’s over? That’s it. And we all hold Wickerton’s funeral in the Bright Crown? I don’t want to remember a dozen gods’ names just to thank the baker for my morning bread.”
“You’ll do fine. I can give you a book.”
“Of course you can.” Fay felt fatigue circling her again. The room dimmed and her head grew heavy.
“I should let you get some rest,” Galahad said.
“I’m sorry I let you down.” It was hard to speak. Only awake for minutes and exhausted already.
“Shh.” He brushed her hair from her eyes, and before his hand was away, she’d fallen asleep. Back to the numb.




thirty-three
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Galahad nearly knocked Elaine over when he exited the room Fay was resting in. Her cheeks flushed and he shook his head. 
“You weren’t supposed to be listening.”
“I can’t help myself. Did you mean all of that?”
“Which part?” He strode through the inn, heading for the front entrance.
“You’re staying behind? By yourself?” Elaine was breathless, struggling to keep up with his pace.
“I don’t have any reason to follow the town anymore. I don’t have anyone left.”
“You have me, dickhead.”
“No one’s stopping you from staying.”
“You mean it?” Elaine stuck her tongue through the gap in her teeth, grinning while Galahad rolled his eyes.
Out into the street. The survivors of Wickerton skittered from shelter to shelter, arranging their caravan north. Rickety wagons and frightened horses. Many of the townsfolk carried open paratempas, afraid rain would fall without warning from a cloudless sky. The wind tugged at them like they were sails, sweeping people to and fro. They powered on, rushing to flee the dead town.
“I spoke to Widow Barley. The king’s men didn’t touch her farm. She’s eager to stay. Might be that some of the other farmers—Hold on.”
He left Elaine standing outside The Riverman and strode over to the half-packed caravan: a line of wagons and horses and townsfolk carrying luggage. Seanan Weaver, Fay’s mother, sat on the back of a wagon, fixing a paratempa that had already been broken from careless use. Two children played together, running and giggling and hiding from each other under the wagon. Of everyone in the village, they were the only ones wearing honest smiles. He hoped the things they’d seen hadn’t left wounds that would only emerge to trouble them years later. He hoped but had little faith.
“How’s she doing?” Seanan asked, looking up from her stitching.
“Fine, I think. She’s strong as hell.”
“That she is.” Seanan paused, settled her hands in her lap, crumpling the wounded paratempa. “And how about you?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“I’ve known you since you were a tot, Galen.”
“Fiona’s trying to shoulder the guilt for this, but it should be me. This town was my life.”
“You can call her Fay, if you like. I don’t mind. I know those names are important to you.”
“They were.” Galahad squinted at the corpse of the town. At the battered thatch and limp, shredded canvas.
“You’re not coming are you.” A statement, not a question.
“Don’t let Fay feel too guilty. Don’t let her wallow. She did more than anyone could have expected. A clean break will be good for her, I think. And that barmaid… they’re good for each other.”
“Are you trying to martyr yourself? You don’t have to stay behind, lad.”
“If I came with you, I’d bring nothing good with me. Better that I stay behind.”
Seanan nodded to where Elaine stood leaning against the front wall of The Riverman, rolling a cigarette. “She’s mine too, you know.”
“An army couldn’t keep her out of trouble, Mrs Weaver, but I’ll do my best.”
“Moving in ten!” came a man’s booming voice from further up the caravan. Several of the townsfolk carrying luggage onto the wagons hurried their pace. The man’s proclamation was repeated by someone further down, then again, more distantly from the far end. The caravan was quite a sight; impressive that it had been put together so quickly.
“You’re in a hurry to leave,” Galahad noted.
“Nobody wants to stay now, dear. After what we’ve been through… Leaving here feels like leaving the danger. And the grief.”
“Just as dangerous on the road.” He scanned up and down the caravan line, counting the wagons. “It’ll be a tight squeeze to fit everyone in. What do you have, twenty-five wagons? For four hundred refugees?”
“More like three hundred. Hundred odd left before the collector came. Mostly young ones. We’ll squeeze in just fine.”
Some of the wagons had no covering, instead relying on one of the back passengers holding up a massive paratempa. It wasn’t the safest way to travel cross country, but if the weather held, it would get them to the Bright Crown of Northumbria.
More shouting up and down the line. Townsfolk took their places. The caravan tensed, ready to launch into motion. Mr Weaver strode up carrying Fay—still unconscious—in his arms.
“Careful with her, Matty,” Seanan Weaver said. “Mind her head.”
“She’s fine, stop your worrying.”
Fay looked peaceful, dead to the world. Galahad didn’t know if he’d ever sleep that deeply again.
“I’m sure I’ll see you all again some time,” he said, shaking the Weavers’ hands in turn. “You be careful up there. Don’t get your Helygmor and your Chendrefar mixed up.”
Elaine hobbled over in a cloud of smoke.
“Didn’t realise you were leaving already.”
“You’re welcome to hop in,” Matty Weaver said.
“Nah, you’re alright.” Elaine took a drag of her cigarette, blew smoke that drifted over Fay’s face. She didn’t stir. “Feel free to come back any time. We’ll keep the town, uh, we’ll keep an eye on it.”
Seanan Weaver gave a forced smile, then leaned out of the wagon to grab Elaine’s shoulders and pull her into a rushed embrace.
“You be bloody careful, girl! I mean it!” She kissed Elaine’s forehead, cupped her cheeks. “Be good. You’re a grown woman now and you’ve got this idiot to look after.”
“Nah, sorry. Never learned how to be careful. Love you though. We’ll come visit.” She shrugged her adopted mother away, shook her adopted father’s hand rather formally, then the caravan began to move.
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“Think I’ll take a look at my old room,” Elaine said. “See what survived the storm. I’m sure I left a nice knife under my bed.”
Galahad nodded, then watched her walk off, squinting against the late-autumn sun. He thought there might have been a tear on her cheek as she turned away, but perhaps that was a trick of the bending golden light.
With Elaine gone, he walked alone down the main street. Eerily empty. He’d walked dozens of ruins in his time, but it felt different knowing this was home.
He shoved his hands in his pockets and walked with his head down to where he’d buried his father.
From his bag he took the wicker basket he’d bought for his mother in Eidyn. He laid it in the mud atop his father’s grave. His parents should be buried next to each other, but that could never be; the rainwights left no body when they dragged someone into the storm.
He looked at the empty basket, wondering what he could fill it with. It was only then he realised he carried no mementos. There was no space for sentimentality when you travelled light. He rummaged through his bag, even though he knew there was nothing, then stopped when his fingers brushed the leather folio of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. The one book he carried everywhere. His father’s old copy. He took it out and held it to his chest. It was too valuable to leave here to be dissolved by the rain, but holding it made him feel closer to his parents. This was the gift they’d given him. A love of reading. Of scholarship.
“I’m sorry,” he said. It was a poor shrine. Then it struck him: flowers.
He left the town. The boundary that had once been marked by canvas above, now visible only in the abrupt change from mud to healthy grass. Soon trees. And yes, wildflowers. He picked a handful of red campion, some oxeye daisies, then strolled a minute longer searching for something more exotic than dandelions to fill out his wild bouquet. He found mallows growing beside a sprawling hedgerow. Hundreds of years ago, a road would have been here. There were still bits of a crumbled black material poking out of the long grass; a mound ahead might have once been a line of cars, now swallowed by moss and ivy and sediment. The marrows were a brilliant purple to match the pink of his red campions. Perfect. As he picked a bunch, he popped a few young mallow leaves into his mouth as well. They didn’t taste of much.
When he returned to his parents’ grave, he found Elaine cross-legged in the mud, her head bowed and her pegleg beside her. She didn’t notice him approaching, his careful footsteps muted by her mumbling.
“Can’t say I did my best,” she was saying. “You did a lot for me and I never paid much thought to you. Don’t know where you’ve gone now, Freyja, but I hope—”
“She’s with the storm,” Galahad said. Elaine looked up, startled at the sight of him. “What are you doing?”
“Saying goodbye.” She rubbed one of her eyes; they were both red. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude on your moment. I thought you’d gone wandering.”
“Well, I haven’t.” He walked forward and laid his wildflower bouquet in his mother’s basket.
“Those are pretty.” She swallowed. “Should I go?”
“No. You can stay. You’re allowed to say goodbye.”
“Your mum was always good to me. Your dad was too. But Freyja in particular.”
“She nudged me to go to you. That day, when we were kids. After… When I found you in that barn, surrounded by cats. In a way we owe all our years of friendship to her.”
“We would have been friends anyway.”
“You think?”
“She thought we’d be married. Did you know that? She wondered what was taking us so long.”
“Should have just told her you weren’t interested.” Galahad adjusted the wildflower bouquet, unhappy with how the arrangement was sitting. “She wouldn’t have minded. Always preferred a harsh truth to a sweet lie.”
“That wouldn’t have been the truth, though.” Elaine sucked in her lips and looked away.
“You don’t have to spare my feelings. I’m over all that.”
“Didn’t you think we’d be together someday? I thought about it all the time.”
“Never gave me any sign.”
She sighed. “I thought things were complicated. Only they’re so much more complicated now. I’m wondering if maybe everything was actually simple before.”
“Well, we’re starting fresh, aren’t we? Isn’t that what we agreed? That’s simple enough.”
“There’s only so far you can get with games and playing pretend. If anyone knows that, I do. Tried to leave little orphaned Elsie behind. Tried to convince myself that it had happened to someone else. Not me. No, couldn’t be me.”
“Are you saying you don’t want to put everything behind us?”
“I don’t know. I think we need to have a conversation. A long one. It won’t be nice. We’ll argue. It’ll hurt more than any of the wounds that gave us these scars. But I think that’s the only way. If we’re truly going to move on, we have to talk it through. Dig down through the explanations and excuses. Get to the roots of everything, pull ’em up, let ’em dry in the sun.”
“You tell me off for speaking in metaphors,” Galahad said with a smile.
“Be serious.”
“Fine.” He stood, cracked his neck. “Not here, though. They don’t need to see this.”
Galahad kissed his palm, held it over his parents’ grave, upturned his hand to let the kiss fall to the ground.
“Bye, Mum,” he said, choking a little on his words. “Bye, Dad. Love you both.”
“Bye, Freyja,” Elaine said, strapping on her pegleg. She had trouble standing in the mud, so Galahad helped her up. “Bye, Mr Farrier.”
Galahad couldn’t help snorting with laughter.
“I think you can call him Rylan, now. He’d have liked that.”
“Bye, Rylan,” she whispered. Then they walked away. After a few paces, Elaine reached out and took his hand. He didn’t jerk away. Her hand was clammy, oddly cold. The magic in the whisky hadn’t improved her terrible circulation.
They walked to a brook half a mile from the skeleton of their hometown. They sat by the babbling water; Elaine kicked at it with the toe of her boot. And then they began to talk.
They started at the beginning, way back when they were children, and they worked through everything. No slight or lie was left unturned. No cheat or jab left unforgiven. As foretold, their conversation grew heated, turned to argument, to a raging fight. Both were slapped by the other. Spittle flew from their mouths as they yelled themselves hoarse. But they kept going, working their way through time and all the pain that had built up between them. The lies and resentment caused by the friction of a love untended. Two people hopelessly drawn together who resisted too long, too hard. Poison had welled in the gap they’d refused to cross. Now they lanced it, spilling venom till they ran dry. Till there was nothing left between them but the fresh breeze of honesty.
When the talking was done, they stood facing each other, chests heaving from the yelling and fighting. Galahad’s knuckles were smeared with blood from when he’d punched a tree. Elaine licked a bloody lip that had already sealed.
Galahad almost leaned forward and licked that same lip, but instead he said, “Getting dark now. We should get back to town.”




thirty-four
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The hunger stirred by the opium she’d been unwittingly fed tugged at Fay as she worked, stitching fabric for a paratempa while the wagon rumbled and trundled beneath her. A cold sweat crept from her pores. She was dizzy. Betty kept telling her to lie down. To rest until her wounds were healed. But Fay needed to keep busy. At rest, she would be at the mercy of her inner demons. 
What she felt now was only a whisper of the withdrawal she’d once endured. A little sweat and fatigue. She hadn’t shit for three days, but she could feel her gut loosening now. The dosage they’d administered without her consent had been low. A medical dose. The proper use. Soon, this would pass.
But she was weak.
Combined with exhaustion, and anxiety, and the constant ache of her tender flesh, the tug of need was almost irresistible. Twice she’d found herself staring at a pinch of opium in her palm. She must have pocketed it when she’d stumbled across Pale Adam’s stash. She had no memory of doing so. It worried her that she still hadn’t thrown it away. She could picture it now, a lump of waxy putty in her smoking tin. It was in her pocket. Warm against her thigh.
“Are ye okay?” Betty placed one of her small hands on Fay’s shoulder. “Maybe ye should take a break.”
“Do I look that rough?”
“Ye’ve been through a lot.”
“I’ll be fine. We need every pair of hands. We’ll stop soon and we don’t have nearly enough paratempas to keep everyone— Ow!” She sucked her thumb where she’d pricked it with her needle.
“Right. That’s it. Ye need a rest. Be no good to anyone if ye run yourself ragged.”
“I’m already ragged.”
“Exactly. Come on now.” Betty took her arm and eased her back onto a bundle of blankets. “I’m sorry I let them give ye that shite.”
“You tried. It wasn’t your fault.”
“I still feel bad. I’m supposed to look after ye.”
“It’s not just the drugs. These past few weeks have been exhausting. Physically, emotionally… I feel drained as a parched riverbed. All cracked and lifeless.”
“I should have come with ye.”
“No,” Fay said firmly.
“I’m not made of smoking paper.”
“It’s true I was wrong to leave you that way, but you wouldn’t have wanted to see me like that. The things I had to do.”
“I know who ye are. You’re a fighter, Fay. Expect ye always will be.” Betty looked at the next wagon down. A blacksmith in the driver’s seat, with her husband peeling potatoes beside her. Everyone did what work they could while they travelled. “Ain’t nothing wrong with raising your fists, so long as ye do it for the right reasons. Protecting these people seems like a bloody good reason to me.”
“Might be what I was made for but can’t say I’m in a rush to fight again.”
“Here. Looks like we’re coming to a stop.”
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The dark blob in the corner arose like a conscious presence in her mind. A crushing weight. She ignored it. With trembling hands she took paper, tobacco, and indica. She clapped the tin closed, threw it on the grass.
She was alone. Betty was down at the river cleaning pans, while the rest of the caravan had stopped half a mile ahead. Folk were bathing in the river before the final push to Brigantine.
She crawled forwards and lit her joint from the fire.
Sweet indica.
Her hands steadied.
Her curse had been bad lately. Unwanted thoughts spinning around and around. Accusations that felt so real as they passed through.
What if you stubbed your joint out on a baby?
What if you put your arm down that horse’s throat?
You’re sick. You’re going to rub cow shit on your gums. You’re going to try to touch—
Fay smacked her forehead so hard it made her ears ring.
“Stop it! Fuck off!”
Breathe.
She tried to recall Bill’s techniques, but it was no use; the dam was broken.
Slumped against the oak’s trunk. Her tin in her lap. It was open. When had that happened?
Her head felt heavy as she stared at the opium. 
A taste wouldn’t hurt. One smoke. She could dab some on the end of this joint…
“Fay?” Betty was there. She set down her clean pots and twisted her hands anxiously at her waist.
“I’m not well,” Fay croaked. As she spoke, she realised she’d been crying. Salt on her lips. Wet streaks down her cheeks. She didn’t know how long she’d been that way for.
“I know,” Betty said. She plucked the opium from Fay’s palm, held it before her. “Is this what ye really want?”
“No…” Fay resisted the urge to reach for it, but her hand still rose of its own accord, drifting closer. “Get rid of it.”
“Are ye sure?”
Fay couldn’t speak, so she nodded.
Betty stepped over her, held her hand over the crackling fire.
“Wait!” Fay said, panting and panicked. “Please wait.”
“I ain’t throwing it in unless ye tell me to.”
Fay closed her eyes. The draw was immense. Gravity warped around them. The forest flexed. She was heavy in all the wrong parts of her body. She needed it. A taste to settle her heart. To stop the fluttering. To quell these constant images flashing in her mind.
“Get it gone.”
A sizzling hiss and the temptation was gone. It was over. A cold flush ran from Fay’s toes to her gut. She retched but nothing came up.
“What’s wrong?” Betty rushed to her side, put a hand on her back. She calmed.
“Nothing. Just shock. Anxiety. It’ll pass.”
“You’re strong as hell, woman.”
“No. I’m weak. Always have been.” She leaned her head against Betty’s collarbone as the other woman embraced her. “You, though. You’re strong. Look at you, outside the shelter and you’re not nervous at all.”
“I’m shitting my knickers. Ye can’t tell because I’ve been terrified going on a week now and it’s starting to seem like normal. But I’m so scared. I honestly am.”
Fay licked her lips, tasted the salt of her skin.
“You know, maybe we let the others go ahead. I’m not sure I can stomach Brigantine. Another city. A new set of rules to follow. I prefer things when they’re simple.”
“We don’t have to go if ye don’t want to.” She kissed her, then rested their foreheads together. “Ye point the direction and that’s where we’ll go.”
[image: image-placeholder]Not trusting the town’s structural integrity, Galahad and Elaine had made camp in The Riverman’s garden, using old ale barrels and a fence as supports to hang their tarpaulin from. For dinner they raided the inn’s pantry and Galahad cooked cured sausage omelette over a fire. They ate it with hunks of rye bread.
As they ate, Galahad balanced The Maturation of Intent on his knee, trying to put the process of the Empire of the Thistle’s cask ageing together in his mind.
“Have you figured it out?” Elaine asked, licking grease off her lips.
“More or less. Whatever good it will do us now.” He scribbled some numbers in his notebook, crossed them out, tried again. “Thought we could use the cellar here to practise. We’ll have to put fresh tarp over the inn, of course, and find a thatcher for the roof. We can fix the rest up ourselves.”
“If we could make some of those cloaks they’d sell for good money.”
“Mm. Looks like it will take two years to age the wax. A shame there’s no local beekeeper, we’ll have to import it from the city. Getting a shelter up might be easier. We can use a combination of linseed oil and pine resin for the wood. According to the book, that combination can be matured during use. I wonder if that’s what they do in Eidyn.”
“Widow Barley stayed, so we can make whisky.”
“True. That will take even longer to age. The quickest is eight years, if I’ve done the maths correctly. A good thing to pursue, but it won’t help us in the short term.”
Elaine frowned at him. “Why do you look so glum?”
“Can’t think about this stuff without being reminded of what it could have been used for.”
“Wouldn’t have made no difference. Shit, we could have never gone to that cathedral a year ago, could have gone up north and bargained for that book and still we’d have been too late. Would have needed it years ago to save this town. That was never a possibility. Even if we’d known where to look, that Keeper woman said they never used to trade. Probably only have got us killed. This is the best things could have gone.”
“Not the best.”
“It’s not your fault. It really isn’t.”
Galahad set his bowl aside, picked up Elaine’s smoking tin without asking and fumbled as he tried to roll himself a cigarette. He wasn’t practised at this.
“You were right to stop me chasing after that tax collector,” he said. “I guess I should thank you. I would have regretted… It wouldn’t have been right.”
“That’s fine. Whatever.”
“But someone still needs to pay.”
He lit his smoke, closed his eyes as he tried to relax. He kept remembering that vision of his mother in the rain. Her face was overlaid over everything he saw. She was a ghost, haunting him, and he couldn’t stand it. Guilt and grief merged like oil and water in a shaken bottle. They swirled, clouded and chaotic as they fought to separate. He needed time to settle, to stretch his feelings out and deal with them one by one.
“What did you mean by that?”
“I don’t know. Ignore me. I’m drifting.”
“Tell me.”
The creak of The Riverman’s back door swinging open made them both jump. To Galahad’s surprise, Fay stepped out. She looked better than when he’d last seen her, though she still wore a bruise on her cheek and her eyes were weary.
“Thought you’d be alone,” she said.
“Hope we’re not intruding,” Betty added as she followed Fay into the garden.
“Look at that,” Elaine said, sitting with her pack behind her for a pillow. “The Round Table back together.”
“While Camelot burns.” Galahad smiled wanly at Fay as she sat by their fire and helped herself to the bread. Betty loitered to the side until Elaine pointed for her to fill the empty space at the fire.
“Galahad’s going to kill the king,” Elaine said.
“That’s not what I—”
“I’m in.” Fay chewed her bread, looked to Betty as if for confirmation. “We’ve faced worse. Monsters, soldiers, kings… what fucking difference does it make?”
“I was only thinking out loud,” Galahad said. “New London is a maze of stone and the Unholy King’s palace is a maze of thicker, colder, darker stone at the city’s heart. The corridors are filled with king’s guard, well trained. The king is paranoid—all his food is tested by his chemists. Even if we could get to him, killing him would destabilise the entire country. We’d bring everything down around us, and for what? Revenge?”
Elaine leaned forward and put a small hand on his shoulder.
“For your parents, Gal.”




A New London Winter
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This place had been home for a year. Now he felt like a stranger here. 
The sign for Katherine’s flower shop was lit by a flickering streetlamp that was about to sputter out. Such a thing would have been unthinkable just months ago. But the king’s paranoia had to feed, and there was nothing he wouldn’t extract money from to sate the needs of his mania. Soon New London would be even darker than it was now.
As he entered, the familiar bell rang above the door.
“Didn’t think I’d be seeing you again,” Katherine said. Her voice wasn’t as cold as he’d expected, more resigned than angry.
“Sorry,” he responded. He cupped his hands at his waist, looked down at his feet. “I got caught up. One thing led to another.”
“I suppose you won’t be staying.”
“No.”
The flower shop was almost empty. What few flowers remained were dry and dead, or wilting. There was little sense in the shop being open. Perhaps Katherine was only coming here from habit, counting the days till she’d lose the shop. It was a sad sight, those empty shelves and brittle leaves, but Katherine remained as beautiful as ever. An angel in a decaying desert.
“What’s that look for?” Katherine asked. “You’ve clearly made your choices.”
“None of it’s as simple as that.”
“I’m sure.”
“I came here with a lot to say, but now I don’t know how to say any of it.”
“Rare for you.”
“I wanted to thank you for taking me in when I had no one, and nothing, and nowhere to go. I wanted to apologise for leaving, and again for not returning sooner. I wanted to make sure you knew how much you mean to me, divergent though our paths might be.”
“I hate winter,” Katherine said. “Times are hard enough already without this barren season decimating my trade. I’m sick of heather. My pansies are wilted. Jul is upcoming and I will have to make the decision between forgoing the traditional feast and dipping into my savings. A dire time when even the price of chickens increases beyond reason. Nobody has the spare money for extravagances like flowers. I’ve missed having you here, I won’t pretend otherwise, but to be honest I don’t know how I would feed you now.” She sighed. “Back to my old life, I think. If there are even nobles left with the wealth to afford a few hours with a violet. Perhaps I’ll have to reduce my rates. I’m getting older, too.”
Galahad sucked on his lower lip.
“I didn’t realise how bad things were,” he said.
“It happened quickly. Taxes went up one time too many. Gentlemen stopped splashing on flowers to keep their partners happy. Flowers aren’t cheap and they spoil fast. I lost a lot of money.” She ran a hand along the painted wood of her counter. “At least I own the place. Can always sell and rent a cheap room.”
“But this was your dream.”
She came out from behind her counter, leaned her butt against it and looked him up and down. “I suppose you’re with her now.”
“It’s not like that.”
“Watching the two of you was maddening. Even when we were together—the first time, when it was real—you couldn’t keep yourself from staring at her. Your cheeks were always flushed when she was around. Like children.”
“I never meant to make you feel… I don’t know. Second best.”
“That’s the worst part. I know I’m better than her. I think you know it too. Hell, she fucking knows it. I’m more thoughtful, smarter, and if you’ll forgive my hubris, a great deal prettier. But honestly, none of that even needs to be said when I treat you with more respect than she ever will. And still— And yet— Rain take you!”
She dabbed her cheek with the back of her hand, mouth opening as she widened her eyes to avoid smudging her makeup. A stone sank into Galahad’s belly. He hadn’t meant to make her cry.
“Stupid,” Katherine muttered. “So stupid. What am I crying for?” A strained laugh. “I don’t even love you. You don’t love me. What’s the point?”
Galahad stepped forward and embraced her. Hugged her tight, pressing her face to his shoulder. “I get it. Everything would be so much easier if this made sense.”
She pulled back, met his eyes, then kissed him on the mouth. It was a gentle, cold kiss. Her lips were slow and meaningful.
“If you ever need help,” he said. “Find me.”
“Galahad, we both know you get in far more trouble than I do. If anyone needs help, it’s you who’ll be coming to me.”
He placed his hands on her hips and gently pushed her back. Then he retrieved a folded cloak from his bag. He’d waxed it himself before he’d left for the capital, finishing one of the two bars Blair had given them.
“What’s this?” Katherine asked, taking the cloak. Her nails were painted a pale blue. “It’s not exactly my colour.”
“This promise at least I can keep. You asked me to bring you back a piece of magic. Well, there you go.”
“Is this a strange joke?”
“It’s real. Truly magic. Or near enough.”
She gave him a subtly sardonic smile. “What’s it do?”
“It repels the rain. Rainwights can’t touch you as long as you wear it. It’ll keep you dry, too.”
“But sweet Galahad, there’s no rain in New London.”
“Sell it if you don’t want it. I don’t mind. It’s yours now, do whatever you like with it.”
“Dearie. Nobody’s going to buy a magic cloak off me.”
“Then keep it. If you ever want to visit me in the outside world, it will keep you safe.”
“If I came to visit, Elaine would put a needle through my eye.” She laughed. “But thank you. A thoughtful gift. And yes, you’re right, you promised. I’m happy for you. It looks like you finally found your grail.”
“I guess so. In a way. Didn’t turn out how I’d imagined, though.”
“What does for people like us?” She kissed him again, then threw the cloak about her shoulders. It shouldn’t have suited her, but it did.
“You look beautiful.”
“You should go.”
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