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Chapter 1




Collette’s hand migrated to her bodice where she concealed her short, drop-point hunting knife. She crouched low and peered through the bushes at a carriage parked by the road. 

The two glossy black horses swiveled their large, soft eyes in her direction. Their nostrils flared and their satin manes shimmered in the pale light when they stamped and snorted. 

They tossed their heads at her and made their matching silver-studded harnesses jingle, but the driver didn’t notice. Collette hunched lower and held as still as death. Her fingers tightened around her wooden knife handle. It fit perfectly in her hand and her fingers had polished the wood to a rich amber shine from long use.

Blood had seeped around the blade where it met the handle. That blood had turned black over time and left the only trace of the people to whom it had once belonged.

The driver glanced over his shoulder toward the coach window where a stream of muttered curses drifted from inside. The coach rocked on its creaky axles and made the horses fidget even more.

Without warning, the door slammed open and banged the compartment wall. It would have banged shut again, but an enormously fat man lunged from inside and shoved it back. He lumbered out of the carriage, stumbled trying to unfold the step, and nearly toppled on his face.

Collette snuck closer at the sight of him. His coat and breeches shone with fresh, new red velvet. Gold trim decorated his lacy sleeve cuffs. A man this rich had no business lingering alone in the woods in this day and age.

The Plague left plenty of the survivors as hungry and desperate as Collette. Hunger drove her to extreme measures and made her cold, dangerous, and single-mindedly determined.

She’d finished the last crust of bread she’d been saving more than three days ago. Not even that satisfied the maddening, endless hunger. It no longer gnawed at her insides. It had long since spread to every corner of her being and morphed into insanity.

She snuck a little closer and eyed the man’s pudgy thighs and buttocks. One coin gathering lint in the bottom of his pockets would buy a small loaf of bread or a piece of cheese to keep her going. 

Just a few more inches and she

could tackle him into the bushes, finish him off, and then roll him for any coin or jewelry he might be carrying. Then she could slip away unseen before the driver even got out of his seat.

The rich man cast a wary scowl around the woods and Collette huddled lower behind the bushes, but he didn’t see her. Her grimy, tattered dress, filthy arms, smudged face, and matted dark hair camouflaged her perfectly in the forest background. He wouldn’t have been able to see her even if he’d been looking right at her.

He stumped a few paces into the undergrowth, hitched his trousers down as far as his knees, and pointed his waist toward the nearest tree. A tinkle of droplets striking fallen leaves pattered in the stillness.

Collette’s heart leapt and she started to draw her knife. She put out her foot to pounce when, out of nowhere, a snap of twigs popping surprised her from her left. In a blinding whirl of speed, five men exploded out of the thicket and closed on the half-dressed passenger. 

Collette flattened herself as low as she could go, but not before she caught a fleeting glimpse of a tall man with curly brown hair trailing down past his ears. A neat goatee framed his face. 

He charged his petrified victim, raised a glistening dagger on high, and then both men went down and disappeared in the undergrowth. Five more men attacked at the same time, but the first robber had already dragged his victim out of sight.

The coach driver whirled in his seat at the first sign of disturbance. As soon as he saw the brigands closing on his unfortunate patron, the driver seized the reins and whipped the horses into a gallop. They reared and plunged shrieking down the road to vanish around the corner.

Collette clamped her hand tight over her mouth to stifle the faintest hint of breath, but nothing would silence her pounding heart. Deadly quiet fell over the woods. It stretched her nerves to the breaking point.

A satisfied sigh shattered the tension as the bearded assassin straightened up and adjusted his shoulders. He wiped his dripping blade on his trousers and stood back to survey his handiwork.

His companions gathered around him. Two men picked themselves up off the ground where they had been restraining the passenger for slaughter.

“Rich pickings, Mathieu,” one of them remarked.

The bearded man shrugged and stuck his weapon back into his belt. “Unless he left his purse in the coach, as a rich man does. Check his pockets, Pierre.” His companion doubled over the unseen corpse. “No, not that one. Here.”

Mathieu folded at the waist and he and Pierre did something out of Collette’s sight. She started to rise to get a better view and then corrected herself. She couldn’t let them see her.

“See?” Pierre pointed out. “He has lipstick on his collar. He must have had a woman in the coach with him.”

“That explains why he took so long getting out of it.” The third man swatted Pierre’s elbow and grinned with his tongue in his cheek.

“So he definitely didn’t leave his purse in the coach,” Pierre fired back and the two guffawed loudly.

Mathieu did not laugh. “If he is associating with jezebels and harlots with the Plague afoot, he’s too big a fool to trust with any money so we would be right to relieve him of it. Ah, here it is.”

He produced a small leather bag that chinked and jingled in his hand. He tipped it into his palm, passed the coins around to each of his comrades, and put the rest back in the pouch before pocketing it. 

Pierre’s eyes gleamed admiring his takings. “Brilliant, Mathieu! You always find the best and richest sources.”

“This one could have been better.” Mathieu muttered under his breath and leaned over the body again.

The sound of tearing cloth reached Collette’s ears and Mathieu reappeared winding up the gold braid from the passenger’s coat.

The others watched him finger it with a pensive expression on his face. A peaceful smile twitched the corners of his lips while he gazed at the golden threads.

From her hiding place, Collette measured the man down to the inch. His comrades surrounded him all facing inward with him at their center. He must be their leader or the nearest thing these brigands came to having one.

The refined cut of Mathieu’s clothes suggested that he came from money, but scuffs on his knees and hastily mended tears in his shirt sleeves told Collette a different story. These men had been living rough for a long time and their jokes about their victim’s fate told her that they liked it that way.

Of all the desperate folk robbing and killing on the roads during these fateful times, only one group chose the life for the fun of it. She read the proof written all over these men, especially Mathieu.

They were soldiers returned from the war. They had gotten the taste for blood and liked it. They took advantage of the chaos and lawlessness of Plague-torn France and turned to brigandry. They robbed and killed for sport and profit, unlike Collette and her kind who did it for sheer mortal necessity.

“So?” Pierre prompted. “What’s our next target, Mathieu?”

Mathieu waved the gold braid toward the third man. “You go scout the road ahead, Antoine. See what you find and report back to me while we mop up here. Once we check the area and make sure it’s clear, we’ll join you and move on to another part of this forest. Go along now.”

Antoine departed at an easy jog. Mathieu went back to regarding the body and tilted his head to one side. He bobbed out of sight and some more fabric ripped down near his feet. 

He came up twisting something shiny between his fingers. It caught the light in a way that the braid didn’t. “What do you have there, Mathieu?” Pierre inquired.

“A little crucifix. The pig kept it concealed inside his shirt. This little piece of gold cost him a pretty penny, I’ll wager.” Mathieu huffed under his breath. “He really was too idiotic to live—consorting with whores in Plague-time, all the while clutching our precious Lord and Savior to his breast in the hope of Eternal Redemption and expecting the crucifix to save him from his recklessness. Now he’ll face his reward without it, either way.”

“It’s just as well for him the harlot didn’t see it there or she might have gotten the wrong idea.” Pierre brayed with laughter again.

His other companions joined him in the joke, but Mathieu only made a face. “Loose women love nothing better than to confess their sins to a churchman and then get on their knees to do their penance, believe me.” He pocketed the crucifix and turned away. “Let’s search the area and catch up with Antoine. I am liking these woods less and less by the minute.”

The men fanned out through the trees. They moved away from Collette, but instead of slackening her vigilance, she drew her dagger the rest of the way from her bodice. She took a firm grip on its handle and held it in front of her, ready to use it at a moment’s notice. If these men found her, she didn’t want any unfortunate delays to stop her from defending herself.

Once she made sure they had moved completely out of sight, she cast a hasty glance behind her. A clear stretch of forest extended into the shadowy trees.

She checked the men’s position one more time and crept backward away from the road. She forced herself to move slowly and deliberately. She placed each foot with meticulous care so she didn’t make any noise that could attract the men’s attention.

She crawled away until she buried herself in the deep undergrowth. Only then did she stand fully upright and re-conceal her knife under her clothes. She set off at a fast clip to put as much distance as possible between herself and the scene she just witnessed.








  
  
Chapter 2




Collette staggered a few paces and stopped to clear her vision. She tried to make out the path ahead, except that there was no path. She blinked the fog out of her eyes and stared into trackless forest surrounding her on all sides. She had no earthly idea where she was—not that it mattered. 

She lurched a few more steps and her knees gave out—again. She had been wandering in these woods without food or sleep for weeks. Now she fainted every time she managed to pull herself upright.

She avoided roads even though she would be more likely to find a target to rob there. When she saw people, she hurried in the opposite direction. She never went near any village or hamlet and she wouldn’t go to a town to save her own life. She’d seen enough of what went on there.

She squinted into the trees struggling to focus, but every direction looked the same. Fatigue and weakness kept nagging her to lie down and never get up again. She had to do something, but what?

She struggled to her feet and toppled forward a few more paces. Sheer stupid inertia kept her on her feet. She drifted into unconsciousness again, but her senseless legs kept stumping one in front of the other.

She returned to her senses still staggering ahead with no idea how she got there. As soon as she asked the question, her body stopped of its own accord. Once it did that, it didn’t seem able to set itself in motion again.

She inhaled a shaky breath and started falling, but instead of landing flat on her face as she expected, her left leg caught her. She didn’t understand how, but she was walking—or at least moving forward in an upright fashion even if she couldn’t properly call it walking.

The trees thinned just here for some reason and she lumbered into an open space. This time, she made herself stop and squinted at her surroundings. She had to concentrate hard and command her eyes to focus to understand what she was seeing.

A fence as high as a man’s head rose before her. It had been constructed of tree trunks and concealed whatever structure held it together. It enclosed acres of land running the full length of the area from forest on one side to forest on the other. Several thatched house roofs peeked over the top and smoke drifted from the chimneys.

Fortified beam towers at key positions gave a full view of the whole area, both inside and outside the fence. The instant Collette blundered into sight, men in the four nearest towers rushed to their parapets, aimed their drawn bows, and bellowed at her.

“Stop where you are! Don’t come any closer or we’ll shoot! Turn around and go back where you came from. You aren’t welcome here. Take another step and we’ll drop you where you stand!”

Collette frowned up at the men trying to understand what they meant. She took several seconds to fully comprehend what was going on.

None of those men wore armor, helmets, or any other kind of military attire. They wore the rugged, handmade clothing of ordinary village people and the archers seemed to belong to different age groups. Some seemed to be as young as teenagers while others had grey hair and wrinkles.

She could even see smudges of mud and soot on their faces as though they’d just finished tending their livestock before they went on watch to guard the village.

More men swarmed up the ladders to join the archers on the watchtowers. They held rapid, murmured conversations about her while the newcomers grabbed more bows, nocked their arrows, and took aim at Collette.

Were those new men giving orders for the archers to shoot…..or to hold their fire? Was that the reason they hadn’t shot and killed her yet?

Could they even see her from up there? Could they see how filthy and emaciated she’d become from grubbing around in the dirt, stealing and killing for a few mouthfuls of bread, and sleeping in the bushes to hide from people?

She wavered and almost lost her balance again when she glanced behind her toward the forest. Her mind reeled as she pieced together everything that brought her here. No roads or even forest paths led to this.... this stockade. It existed apart, completely disconnected from the world.

So how did this little fortified village wind up here? 

How long had they been living here without anyone finding them? It could have been years—decades even. They could have been living here very nicely since long before the Plague struck.

“Walk away!” another archer roared. “Turn around and walk away right now! I don’t want to shoot you.”

His voice sounded even louder even though she hadn’t moved. The noise startled her out of her wits and she jumped so badly that she almost fell over again. Just for a second, she seriously envisioned herself turning around and walking back into those woods, the woods where she had spent the last four months sinking to new lows just to stay alive.

She only had to think about it for a split second before she knew she wasn’t going anywhere. She couldn’t.

She faced the fence.

“Get back!” a different archer bellowed. His higher-pitched voice sounded younger than the first deep, rumbling one. “I’m warning you!”

“Please,” she quavered. Could they even hear her? Did she make any sound or was her parched throat too hoarse from lack of use?

Three more archers added their voices to the chorus. “Take one step nearer and we’ll drop you right there!”

“Please.” She dared to call a little louder and her voice cracked with desperate anguish. “Please help me.”

“Back away from the fence!” Two men yelled at once. “Walk away now if you want to live!”

The archers’ shoulders strained holding their strings at full tension. One of them might release accidentally and then all of them would shoot at once.

“I can’t!” she shrieked. She definitely heard her own voice now and the sound of her own agony made tears spring to her eyes. She couldn’t go on and she couldn’t go anywhere else. Whatever happened to her, it would happen right here. “I’m starving already. If I’m going to die, I might as well die here because I’ll only starve in those woods. Please. You can see I don’t have the Plague. Please help me. I have nothing…. nothing left….”

The crushing weight of despair and tragedy welled up in her heart and she burst into tears—not because she was going to die. Death would come as a relief from her struggles and losses.

She cried for every horrific thing that happened, not only to her but to everyone in this terrible Plague, the living and the dead.

She collapsed onto her knees, and the next thing she knew, she was falling, falling through space with no sense of up or down. Was this what dying felt like? Was that awful pain in her chest the arrow piercing her heart?

Strong hands took hold of her and carried her away to a black void empty of all light and sensation. Somewhere all mixed up in the confusion, she detected the rough sackcloth of a monk’s habit, but she wasn’t sure anymore what was real or imaginary.

She came to her senses lying on a bed. A small open window next to her gave a sweeping view of a towering blue sky. It stretched far away with not one blemish in sight. It rang high and clear all the way to Heaven. It invited the anguished soul to drift up there in the angelic reaches where love and light and glory reigned.

All was perfect and orderly in that sky. Nothing could ever go wrong as long as that sky blanketed the green Earth with its perfection.

For the first time in months, Collette allowed herself to relax into the splendor and matchless beauty of that flawless, limitless sky. It enchanted everything beneath it under a pall of loveliness suspended out of time.

Her brain switched back into gear and she started to remember the other things going on under that sky, but she pushed them out of her mind. She didn’t want them to cloud the illusion. She wanted to stay here, insulated by that blue from all the ugliness and misery that hovered just out of sight.

She would have stayed there a lot longer, but a cheery voice startled her. “Ah, you’re awake. That’s wonderful.”

Collette whipped around to find a plump, young woman leaning over her. The woman’s ivory skin and lustrous blonde hair glowed with the full, ruddy shine of health and undisguised happiness. 

This woman couldn’t be more than twenty years old, which meant she and Collette were the same age, but they couldn’t have been more different. The woman’s immaculately laundered dress and brilliant green eyes gleamed with vitality, prosperity, and compassion—all the qualities Collette had abandoned long ago. 

The sight took Collette aback. When had she seen a face like that—how many months or years since? She couldn’t remember.

The woman held a rough wooden bowl under Collette’s nose. It wafted steaming vapors into Collette’s nostrils. The scent of roasted meat made her head spin. “Drink this,” the woman urged. “You look like you need it.”

Collette eyed the bowl sidelong. She didn’t dare to touch it in case this turned out to be a cruel trick. She didn’t want to drink it or even smell it if these people only planned to turn her out on her own to starve. She would rather just skip the reprieve and stay a hunted animal. At least then she would know who and what and where she was.

That unmistakable smell of species and roasted meat stung her nose and the sight of the woman’s beaming countenance snapped Collette back to reality. She heaved off the bed quickly enough to make the woman jolt back.

Collette raked her hair out of her face and took a more critical view of her situation. She wasn’t floating in the heavens of dreamy perfection. 

She was on Earth with its Plague, its squalor, and its human depravity. That was the world she had to deal with. Sailing in the blue sky would only trick her into letting her guard down. It would leave her exposed to whatever these people planned to do with her. 

She allowed her senses to widen and take in her surroundings. She was in a village. One glance through the open window at her side told her all she needed to know. 

She could see the stout fence between the walls of timber beam houses dotting the area. Voices rose and fell out there. A sow with a litter of piglets at foot trundled past Collette’s window.

The smell of smoking wood, manure, boiling soap, and cooking food floated through the window and came from inside this house. The house was a typical one-room hovel with a hand-sawn wooden table and benches in the middle, a stone fireplace to one side, and this bed built into the wall under the window.

So the villagers had brought her inside. Her heart started racing now that she found herself in such close proximity to people. She spent so much time and put so much effort into avoiding them and their dwelling places. She wasn’t sure she wanted to change that, now or ever. These people must have dodged the Plague completely if they were living like this. 

Just then, a child laughed right outside the wall next to Collette’s head. For a fleeting instant, the sound transported her back in time to the home village of her childhood before the Plague struck. 

That child laughing was her sister or her brother or her cousin. Her parents would be working somewhere out of sight and all was right with the world. This village might be any village in Europe before the Plague.

Collette’s mind reeled as rules of existence as she knew them rewrote themselves into a different reality. What if the Plague never happened? What if she had dreamed it all? 

She would walk out that door and step back into that blissful memory where everything was peaceful and prosperous and happy. She would forget that anything terrible could happen and she would dwell there, disembodied but still dreaming it was real—forever.

This house might be any house and that woman might be any woman. Collette just had to remove the Plague from the equation.

The smell of soup wafted from the cauldron hanging over the fire to fill the one room. The door stood open to the dirt lane outside with another identical house just a few feet away. 

This was the most typical village imaginable with the voices of men, women, and children rising and falling out of sight.

The woman’s beaming countenance formed the last and most conclusive piece of the puzzle.

These people really were living that dream. They were living without the Plague. They lived in a magical world where the Plague never happened. They had to be for any child to laugh like that.

What would it be like to live in that fantasy? What would it be like to erase from her memory the horrors that Collette had witnessed and go back to that childlike state before she ever found out such things were possible?

The longer she hesitated staring at everything in slack-jawed shock, the wider and more ecstatically the woman smiled. She waved the bowl farther under Collette’s nose and raised her blonde eyebrows in a tempting way.

Collette resisted, but that smell overpowered her. In a rush of hedonistic abandon, she snatched the bowl and scalded her tongue dumping the soup down her throat. No food ever tasted so good. She guzzled it all in ravenous mouthfuls and then wolfed the chunks of meat and potato at the bottom.

The whole climactic experience ended in seconds and left Collette breathless and dizzy. Her hand holding the empty bowl fell on the coverlet and she blinked around her, dazed, while she caught her breath.

The woman’s mouth split to reveal a row of gleaming teeth. “That’s better, isn’t it? Here, let me help you loosen those so you can get more air.”

She put out her hand to Collette’s bodice strings and Collette snapped alert when she saw the woman’s fingertips gliding dangerously close to the knife hidden there.

Without thinking, Collette slapped that hand aside with all her strength to stop it from coming any closer. The woman reared back gasping in surprise and her kindly smile evaporated.

The instant it happened, Collette realized the magnitude of her error. These people had saved her life—or tried to—and she repaid them like this. She couldn’t remember anyone, even from before the Plague, showing her kindness and compassion the way this innocent, well-meaning woman just did.

Collette dropped her gaze to her hands. The empty soup bowl lay overturned and discarded on the coverlet, disdained and rejected just like all the woman’s kind gestures.

“I’m so sorry,” Collette croaked. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

Those deceitful words meant nothing. They fixed nothing. Now these villagers would throw her back into the woods where she belonged. She would die there. She would die the death she deserved.

The woman recovered instantly and her angelic smile burst across her face. “Poor thing! You’ve had a hard road, I’ll wager.” She crossed to the fire and swiveled the iron hook aside to take the pot off the heat.

Collette hardly dared to look up. “Not as hard as some, but I guess you don’t know about that living here. There are plenty of people worse off than I am.”

“Oh, I know all about it,” the woman called over her shoulder while still bending over her work. “We know all we need to know about what goes on outside.”

“How could you if no one goes in or out?”

“We hear things.” The woman straightened up and dried her hands on a rag. “We hear enough to know we’re better off staying here. There isn’t anything out there that we would want to leave for.”

She barely finished speaking when a man rounded the corner and strode through the open door. He wore beaten canvas pants, a loose linen shirt untied at the collar, scuffed work shoes, and the sandy hair hanging loose to his shoulders looked like he didn’t bother to cut or even comb it very often.

He walked in without a word of introduction, cast a casual glance at the woman, and then turned his attention to Collette. Her feverish mind magnified every detail of his appearance and behavior. 

Her first glimpse of him reminded her of an ox plowing ahead with its head down and its eyes half-closed. 

His startling green eyes transfixed her in the brief instant when he examined her directly with an unvarnished stare. They laid bare everything before them and left nothing concealed. Those eyes divined objects and ideas and dimensions beyond and behind her with no definite reality in themselves.

Just as abruptly, he turned aside and broke the spell. He didn’t seem to be looking at her at all even though he couldn’t possibly be looking at anything else. 

In fact, he seemed to be looking at nothing. He didn’t seem as though he ever looked at anything. He moved through space on some invisible trajectory that pulled and directed him from outside himself. Thinking or considering or deciding didn’t enter his head. He simply acted. He never questioned his actions because whatever he did would be right as long as he just kept on his stolid, mundane way.

He sauntered to another open window. He turned his back to it, rested his hips against the sill, and picked an apple out of the bowl at his elbow.

He rotated it between his fingers, but even as he examined it and judged it and checked it on every side, he didn’t seem aware that it ever existed. 

Nothing existed for him even as he understood and measured all there ever could be to be aware of. Information and impressions soaked through his skin and hair and even through his very bones. He didn’t need to use his eyes to see.

He took a small knife from his belt, cut the apple in half, and bit into it. He scanned the room as he chewed, but he didn’t acknowledge Collette, the woman, or anything else. He went back to being a blind, senseless animal whose whole world revolved around chewing the food in his mouth.

The entire incident took a handful of seconds before a different man walked through the door. He had to duck under the lintel before he drew himself up to his full height and his monk’s habit gave him the appearance of girth.

He squared his shoulders and faced Collette and she realized that his girth was an illusion, too. Instead of a fat paunch encircled by the rope around his waist, his midsection narrowed to make his chest and back look even bulkier. That loose-fitting habit concealed a hulk of muscle that dwarfed Collette by a mile.

He definitely looked right at her and he didn’t look away as the first man did. The priest definitely took in every detail of Collette’s filthy appearance, her dark hair matted to a rat’s nest around her head, the dirt and dried blood caked under her fingernails, and her dress torn to shreds and stained beyond recognition by muck and nameless gore.

His eyes dipped to the overturned bowl at her knee and he burst into a smile as radiant as the woman’s. “Good morning! I am Frere Baptiste. I can see Eugenie is taking good care of you. You’re looking better already.”

Collette glanced at the woman. That must be her name. Eugenie. “Thank you for bringing me inside. I know you didn’t want to and I wouldn’t blame you if you left me out there to die. This is no time to take chances.”

The priest shrugged. “As you said, we can see that you don’t have any sign of Plague on you. You’re skin and bone, but we can fix that. Once we do, you’ll go back to being the beautiful woman that you are.”

For some unaccountable reason, Collette’s gaze snapped to the other man. He still leaned against the windowsill with his legs crossed at the ankles, but she discovered him watching her with those unfathomable green eyes.

The priest’s words seemed to come only from the other man. The priest only served as this man’s mouthpiece. Was that why they brought her inside—because she was beautiful?

“After you regain your health,” the priest went on, “there remains the question of what you’ll do then. I suppose you have no home or family you could go to?”

Collette looked down at her hands. The empty bowl lay on the coverlet where she dropped it. It indicted her for neglecting it. “I have no home and I have no family—not anymore.”

“Lost in the Plague, I suppose.” The priest heaved a sigh. “It’s the same story everywhere. Perhaps in time the Plague wagons will remove the bodies and then you can return.”

“There’s nothing to return to. The villagers set fire to the house to stop the Plague from spreading to the rest of the village. I have no home any longer to which I can return.”

“I see. Where was this village that you came from?”

“Are you going to throw me out?” Collette blurted out. “If you are, I would rather know now. I don’t want any confusion about what’s going to happen to me.”

“We do not force anyone out. Once someone comes inside, they are free to stay if they wish. If they value so highly that which lies outside the fence, then we would not have them stay at all. If, on the other hand, they see the value of staying and are willing to forsake that which lies outside, they would be committed enough to be one of us and they are welcome. The choice is theirs to come or go and we do not help them to make it.”

“You make it sound as though people are coming and going over the fence all the time.”

His manner changed in a blink and he broke into his beautiful, disarming smile again. “You are the first, now that you mention it, but that is the position we take, should anyone come over. It was so before the Plague.”

Collette didn’t soften so easily. So she was right. They had been hiding here for a long time. “And yet you have archers posted threatening to shoot anyone who comes near. That doesn’t sound much like leaving the choice to someone to become one of you.”

She chanced another sidelong peek at the other man. He had his head up and stared directly at her. Nothing in his direct gaze gave the slightest indication he would ever look away or could look away. He consumed her with his whole attention and took in every word.

“You can understand we feel the need to discourage anyone from coming inside,” Frere Baptiste replied. “There are many who would come inside if we let them, not to join us or to contribute to what we have built, but to burn it down and slaughter us all.”

“Why did you bring me inside, then?” Collette asked.

“That is as may be, but now that you’re here, it’s your business if you stay or go. In the meantime, you will stay in that house next door. They can accommodate you and there isn’t room here.” He waved around him, but Collette didn’t see anyone besides Eugenie who might take up so much space.

The instant Frere Baptiste got the words out, the other man pushed himself off the windowsill and left without a word. Both Baptiste and Eugenie looked after him and then Baptiste nodded to Collette. “If you need anything at all, you have only to ask. Eugenie will help you move next door, but the residents are expecting you, so you can go whenever you feel ready.”

He bowed at the waist, cast a hasty smile at Eugenie, and walked out.

Collette stared through the open door where the two men disappeared. A steady stream of traffic passed back and forth beyond the opening. Cats, horses, oxen, children, and even a mother duck with her brood of ducklings marched to and fro in front of Collette’s eyes. Voices talked and laughed out there. They rose and fell in a chorus of lively music. 

The sudden squall of a baby crying blasted through the window next to Collette’s head, the window that Frere Baptiste indicated when he pointed next door. That sound punctuated more than anything else the optimism and surreality of this place. That cry voiced the hopes and promises of the future already written inside the fence.

How many hopeless, desperate, agonizing cries of babies had Collette heard since she left her own home behind? She long ago gave up counting, but none sounded like this. None carried on the wind calling humanity back from the brink of calamity and challenging people to look forward instead.

Eugenie crossed her line of sight and Collette started back in alarm, but Eugenie wasn’t coming near the bed. She opened a chest and took out a long dress, held it up, and smoothed the skirts. “You can change into this before you go over to Thérèse’s house. That one you have on is about done. I’m sure Baptiste is over there arranging things for you, but there’s no hurry. No one expects you to recover as quickly as that.”

Collette lowered her eyes back to the counterpane. Her own sudden movement jolting away from Eugenie and now her exhausted slouch made the knife point jab into her ribs. She had to get rid of it before anyone discovered it. Better for these people to think her a poor, pathetic Plague victim than for them to catch wind of what she had really been up to.

She knew only too well the fate that awaited her outside the fence. She wasn’t dense enough to mistake the chance they had given her by bringing her inside. If they gave her the choice to come or go, that was no choice at all.

They would never give her that choice if they knew what she really was. The knife burned a hole in her skin even now. It damned her before the villagers’ goodness and compassion and naivete. If they lived their days in blissful ignorance that anyone could be as rotten and corrupt as she was, it would be too soon.

A large shape passed beyond the window and Eugenie looked up. “There he goes. He’ll be talking to Thérèse now.”

Collette followed her gaze to Baptiste stooping to enter the house next door. “He seems kindly enough for a priest.”

“He is. He has a heart of gold. He’s a true man of God, unlike some churchmen who are the opposite if you get my meaning.”

Eugenie laid the dress across the bed next to Collette and Collette did her best not to recoil at Eugenie’s nearness. Eugenie didn’t notice. She turned aside and went about her work, talking all the time. “Everyone in the village relies on him for comfort and sustenance. He’s truly a shepherd looking after his flock. We’re fortunate to have him.”

Collette looked away, but that only brought her face to face once again with the open window. She would be going out there in a little while, out into the hustle and bustle of village life with all its challenges, big and small. “If he’s as good as you say, that explains why he decided to bring me inside.”

“Oh, he had nothing to do with it,” Eugenie called over her shoulder. “Renee was the one who made the decision.”

“Renee?” Collette’s eye skipped over the empty room. “That other man who was here?”

“The rest were all for leaving you lying in the field until you either perished or crawled back to the forest. Renee was the one who told them to bring you in.”

“He told them? Is he your leader, then?”

“Leader!” Eugenie burst into full, musical laughter. The sound clanged on Collette’s ear and startled her again. How could these people laugh this much if they knew about the Plague? “We have no leader. He’s only very highly thought of among us. He’s the only one brave enough to go outside the fence.”

“Does he? He must be brave.”

Eugenie settled down on a stool by the fire, pulled her mending basket close to her ankle, took out a shirt, and ran a piece of thread between her lips. She grimaced at Collette over her shoulder and her cheeks and eyes shone with glorious delight talking about Renee. “I mean, others will go outside the fence, but only as far as the trees over there. None dares to venture to the next town the way he does.”

“Does he really hazard to go as far as that?” Collette blinked toward the other window where the man had chewed his apple so complacently She could still see him from her position on the bed. “I wonder if he can be fully aware of the danger if he puts himself and all the rest of you at such risk.”

“He only does it for our sakes. He goes to collect iron for the forge and medicines from the apothecary and the like—and only when we desperately need them. He has an agreement with the blacksmith in the nearest town. Renee takes what he needs and leaves our goods in trade without engaging any person directly. I don’t know how he does it. Honestly, sometimes I think he lets the townsfolk believe we’re a colony of lepers. That would be just like Renee.” Eugenie burst into another gale of trilling laughter before she bent over her mending. “No one ever yet caught Renee taking any unnecessary risks. He’s far too calculating and astute for that.”

Collette didn’t know what to say. The man she watched chewing that apple didn’t strike her as calculating or astute—not at all—or prudent or clever, either, for that matter, as Eugenie seemed to think.

Instead, Collette drew her thoughts back to the problem of disposing of her knife without getting caught. She started to turn away so Eugenie wouldn’t see her shifting the weapon’s handle into position. She muttered under her breath without thinking, “I’m sure he makes a good husband for you.”

“Renee—my husband! What on Earth made you think that?”

“But he….” Collette waved toward the window and faltered.

Renee certainly made himself at home here. He didn’t knock or greet Eugenie when he entered. He helped himself to what he wanted and left just as easily.

“Renee has no wife,” Eugenie went on. “So far as I know, he’s never even courted.”

For some reason, Collette’s stomach spasmed at this news, though why it should, she didn’t understand. She couldn’t imagine why any woman would want to turn the head of such an ox except for the vanity of getting him to notice her or to notice anything.

“Are there many eligible girls in the village that he could court?”

“Oh, there are plenty who would love nothing better than to turn his head.” Eugenie blushed and dipped her own eyelashes. “If he even notices them, he doesn’t show it. Renee keeps to himself.”

Collette barely managed to mumble, “I’m sure he does.” That soup had gone to her head along with everything else. She couldn’t come up with a coherent reply if she tried. Her eyelids weighed a ton. She barely succeeded in holding them up.

Her blurry gaze slid back to the window. Frere Baptiste exited the house next door, turned, and walked off with a determined tread, but he didn’t see her watching him. The smells and sounds of village life smeared into a river of vibrant life bubbling and flowing past her.

Fatigue hauled her down on the bed where she was before. She ended up gazing at the blue sky and it cast its spell over her mind. She dwelled in it, in the happy netherworld between the reality she knew and a dimension where the Plague had never been. 

All those people were still alive somewhere, somewhere out there in the big, happy village that was Europe. They were going about their daily village lives none the wiser that their alternate selves had suffered such a heinous fate.

Eugenie kept making her steady circuits of the house, but she didn’t talk. She kept her distance and left Collette to herself.

Collette’s eyelids sank. Just before she drifted off, she twisted onto her side facing the wall. She stayed conscious just long enough to tug the knife from her bodice. She kept her eyes closed and, by moving her arm as little as possible so as not to attract Eugenie’s attention, she stuffed the knife between the straw mattress and the wall.

She would have to find a better place to hide it. She couldn’t let on to these villagers what she’d been doing with it. As soon as she got out of this bed, industrious Eugenie would come bustling around airing the sheets and fluffing the mattress. She would find the knife if Collette left it here.

Once Collette got it out of the house, she would find a way to destroy it completely. Right now, though, she couldn’t keep her eyes open for anything. She fell headlong into a black slumber devoid of dreams.








  
  
Chapter 3




Mathieu inched forward to peek over the rise. A fringe of trees separated this little hill from the expanse of green around the fence. This position gave him a full view of the entire village inside the perimeter. 

Golden evening sunlight shone over the idyllic scene. Men herded cows and sheep from the fields behind the village. Calls and moos and bleats floated on the still air as the villagers drove the animals toward their folds for the night. The voices of women and the shouts and cries of children drifted from this house or that. Smoke coiled from the chimneys.

“Magnificent!” Antoine breathed in Mathieu’s ear. “However did you find it?”

“No roads going in or out,” Pierre observed from Mathieu’s other side. He tossed his dark hair out of his eyes and squinted at the forest on either side beyond the stout fence. “It would be sheer luck to find it.”

Mathieu didn’t answer. The view transported him back in time to a distant memory of a different village but identical in every important detail.

A flood of sensations whisked him into the village itself. Women and children called from open doors and men waved good night as they parted for their homes.

Mathieu understood only too well what awaited him when he went into one of those houses. He knew the rush of emotion when he saw the smiling faces greeting him and welcoming him. He knew the overwhelming relief and comfort, the heavenly ecstasy of belonging to that world.

“You don’t know it’s rich,” Pierre remarked. “Rich in dirt and sweat. That’s what I see, but no gold.”

Antoine prose on his elbow to point at the fields beyond the houses. A few cows still grazed out there, but they were still inside the fence under the archers’ protection. “Livestock and goods can be traded for gold.” 

“So now you’re a stock merchant?” Pierre fired back. “Livestock carry brands and goods bring questions you’d rather not answer. Gold keeps its secrets.”

“This village is a perfect target,” Antoine insisted. His eyes lit up as he surveyed not just the defenses but the houses inside. “It’s miles from anywhere and completely hidden from witnesses. We can do what we like and take all the time we like. Once we get inside, we can set up in one of those houses and live like kings while we dispose of the goods.”

“Live like peasants, you mean.” Pierre pointed down the fence line toward the watchtowers. “They have archers posted. We won’t be able to get inside with such a small band of men as we have. We wouldn’t get anywhere near the fence.”

Antoine cracked a grin. “That’s simple. We set fire to the fence. That will bring the cottagers running. We can attack in the confusion and be inside before they know what happened. What do you say, Mathieu?”

Mathieu tapped Antoine’s arm without taking his eyes from the scene. None of the archers was even looking in the direction of Mathieu and his men. “Pull back to the woods. We’re too exposed here.”

The other two joined him and crawled backward down the hill to the trees behind. Mathieu lost sight of the village beyond the rise, but it still haunted him with smells and images long forgotten.

When the trio reached the undergrowth, Mathieu woke from his trance to focus on his companions. “You go on down the road, Antoine, and roust the rest of our men and horses. Don’t bring them here. That would only alert the cottagers to our presence. Take them to the old farmhouse we scavenged last week. Stay there until Pierre and I catch up with you.”

“And the prisoners?” Antoine asked. “Should we take them to the farmhouse, too?”

“Let them go.”

Pierre jumped a foot in the air. “Let them go! They’ll report us to the nearest constable. We would do better to eliminate them.”

Mathieu shook his head. “Even if they could find a constable to report us, they won’t be able to find us. None of them knows about the farmhouse, and by the time the constable came to look for us—which is debatable—we’d be gone. Release them near the town and they’ll go their own way and be grateful for their lives.”

Pierre frowned at him. “This isn’t like you, Mathieu, leaving witnesses to go carrying tales on us. What has gotten into your head all of a sudden?”

“Any delay slows us down from coming back here and taking this village, which is richer than any other mark we’ve seen.” Mathieu waved behind him. “Go, Antoine.”

Antoine dashed off and vanished into the trees, but Pierre only scowled deeper. He waited until Antoine disappeared before he grumbled under his breath. “This village can’t be any richer than the farmhouse and that was a glaring disappointment. We’d do better in the town and it only takes an instant to dispose of the prisoners. I cannot tolerate you taking such risks, Mathieu.”

“Never mind that,” Mathieu hissed under his breath. “No one knows this place exists. Once we move all our operations here, no one will be able to find us. We can get rid of the villagers and use their village as a base. We’ll be able to strike anywhere in the surrounding countryside and retreat back here when we finish. We’ll disappear off the map and no one will know where we went.”

“That doesn’t justify the risks. These dirt farmers might have pigs and horses, but they won’t have anything more valuable. We’ve always stayed light and mobile. What do we want with a base, anyway?”

“Didn’t you see that dullard leading his wagon home from the town?” Mathieu asked. “These people are trading with the townsfolk under cover. I would bet they have more than they show. Think of it. Once we have a base no one knows about, we can prospect all the gold we want. We can go for richer targets on the thoroughfares that we never dared to attack before because we had to stay concealed in this rotten forest. We’ll be rich—a lot richer than we could be without a base.”

Pierre still glared, but at least he started to soften. “If you say so, it must be. You’ve never steered us wrong yet, Mathieu. I trust you, but I still don’t like it. I didn’t turn brigand so I could assault barricaded walls and get shot at by archers.”

“Come on,” Mathieu told him. “We’ll fall back to the farmhouse. Then we can put our heads together about how to defeat them.”

He and Pierre turned at the same time. Pierre preceded Mathieu deeper into the trees, but the moment Pierre turned his back, a crushing blow hit Mathieu from behind. It slammed into the base of his skull and blasted a splitting rocket of pain through him. He tried to hold himself up, but his knees failed.

He felt himself falling and tried to call out for Pierre, but Mathieu couldn’t see Pierre anywhere. The world dissolved before his eyes and then it evaporated to nothing.








  
  
Chapter 4




Collette opened her eyes and looked around. The room and the surroundings hadn’t changed. Eugenie smiled at her from the other side of the table where she worked cutting up some meat. The iron pot bubbled on its hook. The symphony of noises drifted through the window from outside and a blacksmith’s hammer rang cheerfully through it all. 

Those sounds woke the sleeping spirit of Collette’s past. She wasn’t in the forest anymore. She wasn’t sleeping in the bushes or under logs. The village sounds commanded her to get up and join them, to become part of them.

She propped herself up on the mattress. The very first thing she noticed was that her knife was gone. It no longer dug into her ribs every time she moved. That pinching sensation always made her feel safe and protected. She stiffened in alarm that it wasn’t there.

Then she remembered everything. Eugenie’s dress draped across the bed. The knife lay hidden behind the mattress. Eugenie would have had to wake Collette up to find it there.

Still, Collette didn’t feel comfortable without it. The driving need to get rid of it pushed her out of bed. She cast a last backward glance at Eugenie, turned her back, and started unlacing her bodice. She shucked out of her old, ruined dress and put on the one that Eugenie gave her.

It was a plain, brown linen work dress as simple and homemade as all the rest of these villagers’ clothes, but also like everything else around here, it was impeccably clean and it looked like it had never been worn before.

Eugenie carried her cutting board to the fire and scraped her meat into the cauldron. She kept her back to Collette, too, and pretended not to see until Collette finished putting the dress on. 

Collette wadded up her old dress, put it on the table, and flashed a blushing smile at Eugenie. “Thank you.”

Eugenie whipped around and her rosy countenance burst into a beaming smile. Her eyes twinkled with fun as she put down the cutting board and picked up a bucket of water. “You’ll want to wash your face and comb your hair before you meet Thérèse. She can’t stand sloven.”

For a moment, the two women smiled at each other in mutual understanding. They understood each other and Collette understood this world. Collette became a village woman like any other when she put on Eugenie’s dress. She knew the rules and behaviors that made her a part of this world.

All the time she faced Eugenie, the knife kept burning a hole in the back of her mind. The knife drew her away to concentrate on the bed. 

She got busy tugging the coarse, handwoven linen sheets into place to make it up when she noticed smudges of blood and muck where she had just been lying. They would have had a fresh, new, beige color, but her old dress had left a dirty imprint on the bedding.

She pulled the sheets away at the corners. Leaning over the mattress to free the far corner gave her the perfect cover to retrieve her knife.

She barely slipped it into her bodice and got it concealed before Eugenie bustled to her side. “Let me do that.”

“No, I want to help in any way I can.” Collette attacked the sheets with fresh vigor. She bent low to plump up the mattress. She used the opportunity to adjust the knife’s position inside her clothes. When she faced Eugenie, she could smile at the woman in comfort and safety.

Collette balled up the sheets and handed them over, but Eugenie wasn’t looking at her. She stared through the window. “There goes Thérèse.”

Collette followed her gaze to a tall, spare woman coming out of the house next door. She held her strained, veiny neck very long and straight and tight and she pinched her lips in a sharp, severe line. She wrinkled her nose when she surveyed the village and her legs stumped the ground as she walked away.

As Thérèse passed the window, Collette spotted a baby propped against Thérèse’s shoulder. Thérèse rotated the opposite way and the child’s bright, blue eyes met Collette’s. They shot to her core and she experienced another convergence of forces aligning. Something in those eyes knew her and recognized her, but that was impossible, wasn’t it?

She recalled another baby staring at her with the same stark expression, but that baby had hazel-green eyes. Everything else about it was exactly identical, down to the deep, knowing recognition in its gaze.

The baby’s echoing cry lanced into Collette’s brain and swept her back to that other village, her home village lost in the mists of time.

“She’ll put you to work. Don’t tell her you want to help out wherever you can or she’ll make sure you never get any sleep. No one enters her house without being conscripted into service.” Eugenie examined Collette on the side. “Did you work in your old home?”

“Oh, yes! I always helped my mother in the house and I practically raised my younger brother and sister. I even helped my father in the fields when I had time. I helped him bring in the hay and I helped him butcher the stock at slaughtering time. There was always something to do.” She laughed in spite of herself. How strange it felt to laugh. Perhaps this place and Eugenie’s infectious nature were rubbing off on her. 

“That’s all right, then. You’ll do well at Thérèse’s. She can’t stand idleness and sloth. Anyway, it looks like she’s gone out for a while so you can’t go over there now. You have a few hours’ reprieve. You can put your feet up while I finish these.”

Collette laughed again. What had gotten into her? Still, the idea of anyone putting their feet up in this village or any other struck her as so ridiculous she couldn’t help it.

She pictured herself as a grand lady, wigged, powdered, and bedecked with pearls and lace. She imagined herself reclining on a couch while the villagers scurried around waiting on her every whim. That would be just the sort of house guest to turn Thérèse green with fury.

This Thérèse didn’t sound like much of a personable person, not at all open and welcoming and rosy like Eugenie. Nonetheless, Collette would be staying in the woman’s house as a specially invited guest. Collette supposed she should be grateful for that.

She was grateful. She was unimaginably thankful to be inside this fence with an indefinite invitation to become part of this village. Only a fool would turn up her nose at that. She would gladly work to earn it and being part of this village meant work anyway. Any village meant work.

As Frere Baptiste said, anyone who valued that which lay outside the fence was welcome to it. He was dead right about that.

Eugenie woke her from her thoughts again. “Are you hungry? There’s more soup in the pot.”

Collette was hungry, but with the promise of a continuing supply ahead, her gaze migrated back to the window. Something pressed against her heart, something much more demanding than the gnawing hole in her stomach. “As a matter of fact, I was thinking I might take a walk around the village—just to see what it’s like before I spend the next six years up to my elbows in Thérèse’s wash bucket.”

Eugenie laughed out loud. She shot Collette a wild grin and her eyes twinkled with mischief. “Well, go on, then. Take a good look around as it’s likely to be your last.” She laughed as riotously as ever and Collette took her cue to leave.

She stepped outside into the scene she’d seen through the open door. People and animals buzzed around her and their voices swallowed her. She stood still for a moment fighting to take it all in.

Then, for lack of anywhere in particular to go, she took off walking. She veered away from Eugenie’s house and buried herself among the many buildings.

No one paid any attention to her. They were all too busy with their laundry, their chores, chopping wood, tending their animals, and talking to each other. Was she even real? Was she a ghost? Maybe all these people were ghosts. Maybe she really did die of starvation in the forest and came to her senses in some version of the afterlife.

Maybe all these people were the souls of those who had died in the Plague. They’d come to live in a heavenly village where peace and happiness reigned for all eternity. No, it couldn’t be that. The knife wedged tight against her ribs told her otherwise.

She pulled up short amongst another cluster of houses. They all looked the same with the same timber beam construction, thatched rooves, the same doorways, and the same smoky chimneys. 

It really was the most ordinary village except that ordinary no longer existed. If it was ordinary, the Plague should have devastated it along with every other ordinary village on the continent. No one would be laughing or happy or generous in an ordinary village.

None of those considerations were getting Collette closer to disposing of her knife. She had to think. None of the houses would work as a hiding place or as a permanent option.

When she still didn’t see anything promising, she made up her mind to study this village more closely. She would have to familiarize herself with it sooner or later.

She took a bearing on the nearest guard tower and forged deeper into the village. By following the line of towers, she traced the fence to where the village itself ended.

Acres and acres of fields stretched green and lush almost out of sight. Boys and girls laughed and played tending cows, sheep, and horses while the animals grazed.

The fields gave way to forest in a faint, dark rim at the very edge. The fence ran away out of sight on both sides with miniature figures pacing back and forth in each tower. The villagers left nothing to chance nor any inch of their territory unguarded.

That ruled out throwing the knife over the fence into the bushes. She hoped to destroy the knife, but burning it would be impossible with so many archers on watch. 

She didn’t see anywhere within the fence that she could go without being seen by someone. The blacksmith’s hammer clanged in the background. She wouldn’t be able to get near the forge with him around.

She turned in a complete circle to survey the entire expanse. This insulated little world, the tidy fields, the compact houses, the placid animals—it all presented a scene out of a child’s daydream. 

No one could ask for a more bucolic, enchanted, utopian scene. The sun graced the whole with blessed warmth and contentment. Time stood still and another wave of vertigo carried Collette out of herself.

This must be where good people went when they died. They went to a place of peace and plenty, a place where everyone had enough and people helped and supported each other. 

In that faraway land, they welcomed the destitute stranger and shared their bounty without resentment. The children laughed and played and worked and thrived with no sense of the other world, the filthy world of horror and corruption.

Even the animals lived a life free from care or danger. They went about their business munching their mouthfuls of grass. They never did anything in a hurry or even looked at a stranger with anything close to fear or suspicion. Their soft, calm eyes told Collette that they knew and accepted that they were destined to die to feed these people.

Even that formed an essential part of the majestic inevitability pervading the whole village. These animals lived a charmed life as long as it lasted. 

When it ended, it ended with serenity and compassion that gave meaning to their lives. They didn’t die for nothing but contributed in their own way to the overall destiny of the place. Their deaths made this blessed existence possible for everyone, man and beast alike.

Everywhere she looked, she beheld every living thing occupying its own position and purpose ordained by Fate, circumstance, or design. Each person or object or creature followed its celestial path to fulfill its role in this divine system.

Only Collette stood apart. Out of all these hundreds, only she did not belong. She didn’t have an assigned place in this system, but she also actively worked against it. The knife digging into her chest proved that beyond doubt.

The knife spelled destruction. The knife spelled murder and plunder and brigandry. The knife tore and dismantled everything this village sought to achieve. 

No wonder the villagers treated Collette as a ghost. She wasn’t real to them. She would never be real to them as long as she kept the knife with her. 

As long as she even thought about defending herself against some unforeseen circumstance, she might as well leave this village and go back outside the fence where she belonged. The villagers would continue their blessed lives and forget she ever existed.

She stood still in the center of all that commotion and bustle. It revolved around her while she stayed frozen and blocked at its core. This was her moment of decision. She could come or go. She couldn’t do both. 

The knife she clung to for life all these months repelled her from the village. It demanded that she go back to the forest where the knife would lead her to do its bidding. It demanded blood and she would have to feed it to satisfy its thirst for death. She couldn’t let that happen. She spun around and marched back through the village the way she came.

This time, she searched it in minute detail. She blinded herself to its beauty and its tranquility and she completely ignored everyone she passed. She blocked out everything but the one compelling need to get the knife out of her bodice without being seen.

She discarded one option after another. Under the pigs’ water trough, between the stacked firewood logs, behind the central water well—none would hide the knife well enough.

She halted in the village center and rotated all the way around one more time. Despair and desperation threatened to shatter her into a thousand pieces. The knife and the forest called her back to them. She fought them, but their power overcame her will. A broken scream of anguish rose in her throat, but not even that could break the knife’s power over her.

People walked back and forth around her. They talked and laughed as though she was never there. A man and a boy crossed her line of sight. They both sweated and strained pushing wheelbarrows loaded with bricks. The little boy’s barrow hit a stone and tipped over right in front of Collette. The bricks scattered at her feet and the man stopped to help the boy reload them.

It would be so easy for Collette to go and help them, but she couldn’t or wouldn’t move. In any case, she didn’t. She wasn’t part of this village. She belonged to that world outside the fence, the world of blood and death and hate and fear. It claimed her as its own.








