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Prologue




“Are you certain you know where you’re going?” Julian asked. His hands were buried deep in his pockets, lowering the waist of his slack pants. It was late in the day, and the shadows made the trees look tall and thin. The summer air was crisp with the threat of autumn, and the ground was soft. To their side, the swollen river rushed past the banks below. Elias kept his eyes forward, scanning the ground for a distinct burst of small, white flowers on long, dark green leaves.

“Why? Are you lost?” Elias asked, sarcastically. Elias and Julian had spent sixteen and seventeen years exploring these woods. They were as familiar as their home.

“No, but when you steer me aimlessly for as long as you have, I have to wonder who I’ve put my faith in as a guide. You won’t even tell me where we are going.”

“To the river,” Elias repeated. Behind him, he could hear Julian grumble, and smiled at his victory.

In truth, there wasn’t a specific spot Elias was certain he would find the plant, but he knew that Meadowsweet favored wet ground with full sun, and the riverbank was their best bet.

“You’re free to go and leave me to collect your mother’s medicine alone,” Elias reminded. “She already prefers me.”

“But if I go, who will save you from the bears?” Julian jested with mock concern. Elias ignored him, watching the ground closest to the water.

Julian Payne was the only child of a farmer. Luther Payne, his father, moved to town a few years before Elias was born, and he was still considered an outsider to most. Elias’s grandmother, Merry, was the most notable exception.

As a child, Elias’s opinion of Julian was contentious. Julian was like any other child; he played games within the town square, with the additional tendency to appear randomly at his home as well. Whenever his grandmother felt inclined to invite the Paynes to dinner, Julian would be there, in a space normally reserved for his older brother, Gent, and his younger sister, Walda, sitting at their table and basking in front of their hearth. And even that would be no matter if it weren’t for Julian’s natural talent for ruffling his feathers.

Despite being older than Elias, he rarely played with Gent, except to make Elias jealous, whispering fake secrets, Julian was a master at using Elias’s curiosity to draw him into some prank. He had once spent an entire day looking over his shoulder when he knew Elias was spying and speaking in whispers whenever Elias was just out of earshot, just to bait his curiosity. When Elias, at last, bit and demanded to know what he was hiding, Julian spent hours swearing him into secrecy through elaborate rituals and ceremonies, only to reveal that there was a hole in the back of Elias’s trousers.

Another time, Julian told him about a pit he had discovered in the woods that lead to an underground cavern. According to the tale he told, before he had the chance to descend and explore, the sound of approaching bandits forced him to hide and watch in secret as they reburied the entrance under several feet of dirt. Julian took his time describing the bandits, whose numbers were many and appearances each more gruesome than the last, until the final scoundrel sounded more monster than man—long scraggly hair, the texture of mud, a hooked face that seemed to cave in upon itself, bulging eyes like a frog’s and fingers twice as long as it’s palm.

The cavern, Julian reasoned, must lead to the bandits’ treasure. His only issue was he couldn’t remember the exact location it had been buried; he had been forced to leave before the bandits spotted him, and the spot was otherwise unmarked. But if they split up and dug in separate parts of the woods, they would be able to find it.

Elias agreed eagerly, and the two spent their evenings walking through the woods to discuss potential spots, then retrieving their spades, dug separately.

It was nearly a full week before Elias saw through the trick, and that Julian was passing off a well that was being dug as his own work.

Elias had his tricks as well. When tasked with passing a shopping list to Julian for a barn his family was helping the Payne’s build, Elias discreetly added stripped varnish to the list. Julian spent the entire day searching for the last item, only to discover that there was no such thing. Another day, Elias ground rose hips into an itching powder, then scattered it on the sill of Julian’s window, so the wind would blow it into his room at night. Julian was scratching at himself for a week, before finally taking it upon himself to wash his linens in the river.

There were parts of Julian he admired as well. He was adventurous, willing to climb higher trees and explore deeper woods. He was intelligent. Even though Julian pestered him beyond all measure, Elias still found he preferred his company over his absence. And he appreciated nature, although in his unique way. While Elias preferred learning the names and uses of the plants and trees from his grandmother, Julian favored the mystery and chaos of the wild.

The two spent most of their childhoods locked in a duel, and, as a result, spent more time with each other than anyone else. By the time they were grown, they had studied one another like an artist studies the painting they are desperate to duplicate.

Elias slowed his pace, sacrificing his lead to walk beside Julian. “Shouldn’t you be on the road with your father by now?” Elias asked. “I thought you were making one of your monthly trips, leaving your poor, sick mother all alone.”

Julian scowled, ducking around a low hanging branch to rest against the tree’s trunk. “It’s only a head cold, Elias. And we don’t leave until after dark,” he said, ignoring the sun already beginning to set.

Elias scoffed and approached the rocks overlooking the water. Once a month, like clockwork, Julian and his father would visit his Uncle, who ran a seminary in the city. “Traveling at night the way you do, it’s a wonder you haven’t met every highwayman in the countryside. You’d be better off returning now and getting on the road while there’s still twilight.”

Julian chuckled, catching up. “Maybe we’re the highwaymen that other people run into. You’ve heard what they say about Payne men.”

Elias ignored him, and the two traveled upriver to one of the branching streams. Normally, the water only came as high as their waists, but heavy rain had brought the water’s height up tremendously. The stream was deep enough to swim in and hurtled toward the river with a roar.

The bank they were on was elevated, with a ten-foot drop before the water level that let Elias stand above and inspect. Elias strained to look across to the other side, where the ground was wetter.

“It’s too dry here,” Elias said. “Meadowsweet grows best where the ground is muddy. We’d have better luck on the other side.”

“The water is too wide to cross here, and it’ll be quite a ways until we’re anywhere better,” Julian said, distracted with a fallen branch. As he spoke, he stripped the smaller branches away until the wood was mostly straight. “Come now, there must be some other leaf you can think of.”

“None in season,” Elias said.

Julian tossed his stick back and forth in his hands to test the weight. “Do you remember when we used to play pirates?”

“As boys?” Elias asked. Their parents disliked the way their children valorized the maritime criminals, which only made the rumors and stories they did hear more enticing. They even created aliases for themselves, based after famous pirates.

“You always hated playing the navy captain,” Julian said, chuckling.

“That’s because you always made me,” Elias said. “We were meant to take turns.”

“No, we switched when the other got caught,” Julian said, mischievously. “And you could never catch me.”

Elias rolled his eyes. He walked away, starting down the path. It would be a long walk before they would find soil wet enough to grow Meadowsweet.

Out of nowhere, a stick flew over his head and landed onto the ground in front of him. Elias flinched, then spun around as Julian cackled. “Draw your weapon, Captain Elias Low,” Julian said. “Fight me like a man.”

Elias pressed his tongue against the inside of his cheek. “The only reason I never caught you was because you cheated.”

“All real pirates do,” Julian said.

Elias laughed, despite himself. He glanced over his shoulder at the stick Julian had tossed him. It was thinner, with less preparation. Small branches were still sticking from the sides and it had a curve at the end like a harvesting knife. He knelt and picked it up, approaching Julian.

“Resistance is futile, Captain,” Julian said, jumping atop a fallen log. He was already taller than Elias, but the added inches along with his elongated, important posture made him tower over his friend. He brandished his “sword”, sweeping it grandly in front of him then jabbing forward in a mock strike.

“You’ll never steal my treasure, Julian Le Grand,” Elias replied, taking a defensive stance.

With a sweep of his “sword”, the two were quickly engaged in a battle, dueling with practiced parries. Julian leapt backward from his perch, keeping pace with one hand behind his back, after the style they had heard pirates used for balance and to intimidate their foes.

They dueled, skirting the edge of the stone that hung ten feet above the river until they could feel the spray on their skin. The sound of rushing water matched perfectly with their imagined seaside test of wills.

Elias’s sword was knocked from his hand by a particularly wide parry, landing off to the side, and Julian lay his against the top of Elias’s chest, taunting. “It seems I’ve taken the upper hand, Low.”

“Unfair,” Elias yelled. He tackled Julian, who abandoned his blade as well, and they wrestled with one another until they hit the ground, laughing and rolling about in the dirt. Elias was full of adrenaline and a separate feeling he couldn’t quite understand. All he knew was that he wanted their fight to continue as much as he wanted to win, and held back any finishing maneuvers.

His hesitation gave Julian the upper hand, however, and he quickly found himself pinned against the ground, hands held above his head while Julian straddled his chest. “It seems I win again, Low.”

“Piss off,” Elias said, laughing and struggling against his captor. When it was clear there was no use, he stopped, panting heavily from the exertion, while Julian loosened but didn’t release his grip. The ocher color of Julian’s eyes were swallowed up by his pupils, and Elias’s reflection within them.

They watched one another, until Julian looked upward and his face fell. He stood up, releasing Elias, who pushed himself onto his elbows.

“It’s getting dark,” Julian said. “We should head back.”

“We haven’t found the flower yet. And there’s still an hour or so until dark,” Elias said, which was almost true. The sun had reached the lowest part of the sky, just above the tree line, creating a false sunset, and the forest was dim. But there would be at least an hour until it was truly dark.

“I’ve already snuck away from my father,” Julian said. “I shouldn’t worry him any longer.”

“Come on now,” Elias said, standing up. He straightened his clothes, knocking the dirt loose. He looked across the water, just barely making out a cluster of pale flowers. “Look, there. I think I can see it, on the other side of the stream.”

Julian looked back at him, expression soft and quiet, as though he were watching a skittish animal from a distance. The expression made Elias’s stomach do flips.

“We don’t have enough time to walk all the way around,” Julian said.

“Well, what if we swam?” Elias asked, walking toward the edge and peering down. They had swum in the stream before, and the river leading to it, but never when the water was this deep or rushing this fast.

“You’re not nearly strong enough a swimmer,” Julian said.

“Am too,” Elias rebutted.

“You’d be washed out before you even had a chance to paddle.”

Elias snorted, then leaned over the edge again, calculating the distance. When they were children, the drop had been as high as a mountain. Now, the water had risen to close the distance.

“What if I dove in?” Elias asked. “Would you join me then?”

Julian’s face fell. “Don’t do that.”

“What?” Elias asked. “Are you worried for me? Or scared of the jump yourself?”

He took a taunting step backward, setting his foot so his heel was dangling over the edge. Julian jerked forward, as if to stop him. Elias laughed.

“Step away, Elias,” Julian said. “We need to go.”

“No,” Elias said. He couldn’t stand the idea of leaving, not when he had just begun enjoying himself. It was rare for them to spend time together as they once had. They were newly made men. There were too many responsibilities. Too much work. Gent was as bossy as ever. His mother grew older every day. He wanted a break. He wanted to wander the woods, looking for flowers his grandmother had taught him to use. And, when he was honest with himself, there was no one else he’d rather be with, even if they spent their time prodding one another.

“Elias,” Julian said, practically pleading now. Elias froze, ashamed of himself when he saw the genuine concern on Julian’s face. He shifted his weight back to solid ground, only to feel it lurch. The dirt crumbled under his heel. He slipped, falling backward. For a second, the world slowed to a crawl. He tried to right his balance. No luck. His vision flew upward. His back landed against the water.

The pain came first; a shock across his body just like he had been tackled, but stronger. When that flash faded, the cold swept in to replace it, and the rush of water crashing into itself.

He was underwater. He swam, but he couldn’t tell which was up or down, and the currents turned him so much he couldn’t orient himself. The impact had emptied his lungs, but he didn’t dare try to breathe.

He was going to die. That was the thought, racing through his head as fast as he was moving, struggling to reach the surface as his body sank.

He heard a rush, as something else dropped in. Something swam toward him, twisting him around until he was looking at a face. In the dark water, a pair of yellow eyes met his, sharp like a dog’s. A heavy hand grasped his bicep. Elias struggled, but it was undeterred, and carried him through the water until he burst through the surface. Suddenly the world was loud and airy again. Elias blinked the murk from his eyes as the creature dragged him along. When the water cleared from his eyes, Elias saw Julian, facing away from him as he swam diagonally toward an embankment.

Julian hauled him onto the shore, Elias grasping and pulling himself as soon as he could, until he lay dripping on the ground.

Julian grabbed Elias around the shoulders, holding him tight enough that his fingers dug into the muscles of his back. “Are you okay?” he asked.

Elias breathed deeply, inhaling drops of stinging water through his burning nose, but he nodded. The ground was slick and cold, and he was drenched head to toe, which made him shiver.

“Here,” Julian said. He removed the jacket he had been wearing and wrung it out, before handing it over. The fabric was damp, but the barrier against the wind and spray helped to warm him. He could still smell Julian’s musk in the material, beneath the river water.

Julian had jumped in without even pausing to remove his clothes. Elias could only imagine how much the jacket must have weighed in the water, and yet he had handled himself with ease. Had the sudden surge of strength come from his panic, or something else?

He pictured those yellow eyes he had seen in the water and shook his head clear.

Julian looked out, scanning the distance. Elias tried to stand, only to buckle from a shooting pain in his leg.

“Careful,” Julian said, returning to ease him to the ground again. Julian pulled back the wet fabric of his pants and looked over the ankle. “Does it hurt?”

Elias nodded, still wincing. He tried to flex his foot, but the shooting pain returned.

Julian reached out and knocked Elias’s shoulder gently with the back of his hand. “What were you thinking, messing around the edge like that? You know you’re not a good swimmer.”

“I’m sorry,” Elias said, his voice low and quiet enough that even he could hardly hear it, and Julian immediately softened. He bent down, taking Elias’s hand in his own and holding it in his palm, until the shaking stopped.

“You scared me,” he said. “I shouldn’t have shouted at you, but you scared me.”

“I’m sorry,” Elias repeated. Julian looked so handsome in that moment, the stubble he had developed as they grew up forming a respectable coverage along his jaw, which was tight with concern. His eyes were soft and caring, with water dripping from his flat hair down the sides of his face.

He was so close, and Elias was so emotional, and Julian’s hand on his burned like fire down to the bone, and the weight of his jacket on his back, rough, wet wool against his skin…

Without thinking, Elias kissed him.

It was awkward. At first, Elias could only press his mouth against Julian’s, without any form or intent. His eyes were closed, but he could feel Julian go stiff. Then Julian’s mouth opened, allowing Elias in further. His head turned slightly so their lips found one another’s curve.

The world shrunk away, sound dimming just as it had when he had found himself underwater. It was as though a blanket had been tossed over them, isolating them from the outside. All he could feel were the parts of him touching the parts of Julian: their hands but also the brush of their knees, the place at Julian’s side where his other hand had found itself drawn, their lips and the brushing of their noses.

Underneath his hand, Elias felt Julian tense. Julian bristled and pulled away. With one hand, he held Elias back. His eyes were shut, and his jaw was tense, like he had tasted something bitter.

Before Elias could say anything, Julian had stood up and turned away. All the warmth that had come from their kiss vanished, and the previous ache returned, along with a brand-new sting.

“I’m sorry,” Elias said. “I shouldn’t have done that. It was wrong. I’m—”

“Stop,” Julian said. His voice was loud, and sharp. He had hunched over obscuring himself in some contorted pose. It was difficult to see, with the water dripping in Elias eyes and the dark shadows of the forest cast by the rising full moon.

Elias breathed heavily. He tried to think of what to say, but every attempt seemed inadequate. He stood up, only for Julian to thrust his arm out, keeping him away, while his body was still turned. His back looked wider, and Elias thought he could see a mess of dark hair through the sheer material of Julian’s wet shirt. “Don’t. Don’t come any closer.”

“Julian, it doesn’t mean anything. It was a mistake. I—”

“Stop,” Julian snapped. There wasn’t anger in his voice anymore, however. Just so much hurt, bound up and ready to burst that it nearly sounded the same. “Just stop.”

Elias obeyed, standing to the side, and waiting for Julian to compose himself in the shadow. It could only have been a few moments, but the time stretched on for what felt like hours of anticipation and worry. Every terrible thing Elias had wondered about himself came to the surface.

Finally, Julian threw his hand against the tree, knocking down a cascade of leaves and detritus. “I have to go. My father is waiting,” he said.

“Now? No, wait. Please, let me explain.”

“I have to go,” Julian said, taking off in a run.

“No, no please. I’m sorry,” Elias said. He tried to stand, eyes watering from the pain.

Julian was fast. Before Elias could get his footing, he was beyond reach. Julian looked over his shoulder and for a split second, Elias thought he saw those yellow eyes again, like gold in the sun. Then he was gone, and Elias called after him until his voice was raw from competing against the rushing water.

Elias tried to limp after him for a bit, exacerbating his injury, until exhaustion and dizziness took him, and he collapsed to the ground. He drew the wet, wool jacket over his shoulder for warmth, and brought his knees close to his chest.

The sound of distant howling woke him before he had the chance to notice he had been sleeping. By then it was pitch dark, and his ankle was swollen and hot. He cautiously stood, and limped home to meet his concerned sister and mother, who sat him beside the hearth until the feeling returned to his toes. Elias watched the fire lick and spit, wondering how long it would be before the entire town knew his secret.

It was to his relief, then, when the senior Mr. Payne returned from a particularly long trip alone, with news that Julian had chosen to stay with his Uncle, to help him with a construction project in exchange for an education. An empty relief that numbed all other feelings, and left Julian Payne to lurk only in the guilty corners of his mind.
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Elias parted the low hanging tree branch blocking his path, smearing tree sap and dew on his hand as it swung back into place behind him. A stiff breeze blew down through the thinning leaves and he braced as he inspected the familiar woods beside his family’s property.

It was nearly autumn, and the crisp hand of the overcast sky was enough to send anyone inside to a roaring hearth. It seemed unfair that when the season was already shortening the days to a matchstick length, that the clouds could rob them of what lingering sun remained.

His bearings confirmed, he continued onward. He had grown up in this land, and he knew the woods as well as he knew every acre of their property; from the thinned portion closer to town where people collected firewood to the denser trees up north, near the river where water was plentiful and rich nutrients from the river fertilized the soil, and even so far as the fields beside the merchant roads that led into town from the larger city.

Elias kept his eyes on the ground and hurried forward. The sooner he found what he was looking for, the sooner he could return home. The sooner he returned home, the more time he’d have to prepare for the harvest festival tonight, and his evening with Gailen.

Unfortunately, the odds of finding what he was looking for were slim: the trees partially shaded most of the forest floor, but he kept an eye out nonetheless. It wouldn’t be the first time he had been surprised to find something growing where it shouldn’t. In fact, he was counting on it since the plant was out of season this late into autumn.

The woods began to clear as he neared their neighbor’s farm. The trees here had been felled recently to make repairs on a damaged barn, leaving plenty of sunshine and space for smaller bushes and grasses to spread out. Elias searched in earnest now, scanning the surroundings until he found it: a cluster of dry, yellow flowers at the end of thin green stems peering out from a crowded thicket.

He pushed another bush out of the way and inspected the plant with more care. It was moderately sized, three feet tall although it had begun to wilt from the change of weather. The stem was about as wide as his finger, but it branched off into clusters of thin, stem-like leaves. At the ends were yellow flowers, forming a canopy at the top, which had begun to fall away, ready to seed.

Dill. Just like his grandmother had taught him, in the very field she had told him to investigate.

“Dill needs full sun,” she had said, grinding the end of her cane into the grass until it left a thin hole, “and fresh ground. The new clearing beside the Brooker’s is just the spot. It’s been a warm autumn, which gives us a good shot of a wild crop still remaining. Get a couple good stems for your sister and we’ll have the sheep’s stomach bug cured by morning.”

Warm autumn, Elias repeated to himself, then readjusted his threadbare jacket to block a breeze. He had felt a chill for weeks now, but who was he to say what an herb would think was warm. And his grandmother had a knack for these kinds of things.

If there were any noteworthiness to Elias’s family name, it came from his grandmother, Merry Hughes. She was a midwife, delivering more than half of the town’s children, while the other half had been delivered by her daughter and only pupil, Elias’s mother. These days, the only time she left the family farm was to travel down to the village for the monthly meeting amongst the heads of family, and yet she was still the first to know if a field was ready for planting or if a sow was carrying a litter. People gave her a wide berth, but those with any sense kept track of where her eyes lingered. If she looked suspiciously at a roof, it tended not to last the following rain without reinforcement, and she knew exactly what herb to use to cure any ailment, man or beast.

Elias pulled the plant wholesale from the ground. It wasn’t long for this world anyway, once the frost came in for good.

He stood up, shaking the loose dirt from the roots that had come with the plant, and then looked around.

He had spent a lot of time in this part of the forest as a child. It had been more wooded then, trees thick enough they could crawl from one to another without the branch breaking under their weight.

Would they still support him, he wondered, if he climbed them today? He was over twenty years old now, much heavier than when he was ten, although still fairly lean. But the trees had grown too, even if he outpaced them.

Elias headed back toward home before his memories could turn toward people. He was too busy for such things. He had an engagement later, and the days were short.
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Elias’s family farm was built on an incline. Their home was at the highest point, close to the packed dirt road that led to town. At its lowest point was the densest parts of the forest, as well as a stone wall as tall as Elias that discouraged wild animals from wandering too close to the sheep.

Wooden fences divided the rest of their acreage into smaller pastures, on which the sheep grazed in a careful schedule to avoid thinning the grass too much. When the fields were left to recover, his grandmother would plant nasturtiums, oregano, and strawberries to fill the space with flowers, aromatic leaves, and berries. When the sheep returned, they would feast on the fresh variety of plants like exotic treats.

In the largest of these pastures was a barn, built into the incline so that it had two floors, each with their own entrance at opposite ends. The bottom floor was where the sheep slept and took shelter from the weather, while the top was used for storage: stockpiles of grain and feed, timber and fresh hay, as well as old farming supplies that would be cycled out through the seasons. Inside, the top floor looked over the bottom from a loft, with a ladder to allow movement within. The wooden structure had been built with precision, but age and poor weather had warped the wood and left chips in the boards, letting cracks of light sneak through, as well as rain.

To the east was his grandmother’s cottage. It had been built for her by his grandfather long before Elias was born, a short way off from the main house but with a window that gave her easy view. Where the main house was two stories tall, the cottage had only four walls and a round, tin chimney through the roof. Around it, she had built a thriving vegetable garden on the flattest portion of their property, surrounded by a fence to keep the sheep from grazing on her seedlings.

The slow climb back up the hill gave him ample time to watch as his brother Gent set a half dozen red apples up on the fence posts. The fruit were small, none bigger than his fist, with an immature discoloration across the skin. When Gent was done, he grabbed their father’s old musket from where it was propped up against the boards and began loading it with gunpowder.

Among his siblings, Gent was the only one who had any real memories of their father, but Elias had heard that he was a fearsome shot. In Gent’s hands, that history lived on.

Elias stopped to watch, curious.

His brother flashed a glance in his direction from the corner of his eye. He dropped an iron ball down the barrel of the gun and tamped the powder down. “Is that the weed you were sent to find?” he asked.

Elias nodded. “Should you be wasting food for target practice?” he asked.

“They’re rotten. Birds got to them while they were on the tree and cored them. No waste here,” he said. He walked along, counting his steps until he was a good five or six yards away, then set the rifle to his eye and fired. The apple farthest to the left flew off the post, while the blast cut through the air like a hot knife.

Up at the house, Elias saw the shutters close. He didn’t see who closed them, but he bet it was Gent’s wife, Leah. She was the only one who’d be in the house at this hour.

Leah was still nervous around the rest of them, despite living with them for nearly half a year. She was pregnant, and she’d grown larger every day he’d known her.

She didn’t like when Gent practiced his shooting, insisting that the noise made the baby upset, while Gent insisted that keeping his skills sharp would keep the baby safer than anything else. Considering how jumpy the musket made the sheep, Elias sided with the baby.

“Walda’s waiting for you in the barn,” Gent said, pouring more powder down the barrel of his gun. He was careful not to let any spill, turning his back to the wind to keep the stream from being set off course. The gunpowder he had was precious and expensive. Still, he insisted on practicing, even if he was already the best shot in town by a landslide. “Better get the weed to her quick.”

Elias nodded again and hurried past while Gent was still reloading. He was only somewhat certain that Gent would wait until he was out of the way to fire.

One of the barn doors were already open, letting light and air into the stuffy space. The floor was covered in straw, some fresh and some old and moist. The interior of the bottom floor was split into two pens, in which the sheep could be filed into at night, with a path down the middle where the shepherd could walk without watching their step.

His sister was curled up in the pen to his right. She was gently stroking a sheep lying in her lap. The animal had been sheared the previous month, so her fluff was replaced instead by pale, pink skin and a dusting of curled fur.

Walda’s face lit up as he walked in, breaking into a goofy grin. “You found it?”

“Right where Grandma said it’d be,” Elias said. He knelt beside her, holding the plant gingerly in front of the ewe’s face. She was making low bleats of discomfort, and made no attempt to eat the dill he was offering.

The stomach bug was likely not serious in nature. Still, they would keep her separate from the rest of the herd for the next few days to keep it from spreading. The dill would help with her digestion, alleviating some of the discomfort.

Elias adjusted the angle he was holding the plant, at first lowering it, so that it was closer to the ewe’s mouth, then higher, like it was dangling from low branch of a tree. Neither tempted her.

“You’re moving it around too much,” Walda said. She took the plant from him, and ripped off a stem no longer than her finger, then held that out by the ewe’s mouth. She stroked her head and waited, encouraging her to eat until, at last, the sheep gave a timid bleat and took a bite. Walda was quick with her fingers, letting go before she was bitten, then broke another stem off of the plant and held it out.

“There you go. Finish this and you’ll be all better,” she said.

Elias watched, squatting to avoid the musty barn floor. There wasn’t a good way for him to help and he had plenty of other things he wanted to do, but it also felt wrong for him to leave. A sick sheep was never something to take lightly, but this one had put the entire family ill at ease.

It had been less than a year since his mother had passed away, the first in a series of tragedies. Over the summer, they lost nearly half their flock, including their ram, to a particularly nasty virus. It happened quick, with the fever and shakes setting in after it had already spread, leaving them to do catch up. They had done their best to save the rest of the flock, but the loss had been significant. Their only hope was to make it to lambing season, when their numbers would be refreshed.

Gent had been living with his wife’s family a ways up the road when the disease began. Now that he was back, Elias could feel his judgement at every turn.

“Mr. Payne came by a while ago,” Walda said. There was a familiar uptick in her voice that let Elias know whatever she was about to say would be more amusing to her than to him.

“Social call or business?” Elias asked, although recently a third option had been added to the possibilities. Luther had recently injured his leg. An accident while plowing one of his fields left him with a deep gash in his left leg. The bones had already been set but Luther still dropped by from time to time to have Merry redress the wound, look at it, and make sure it would heal properly.

“A bit of both,” Walda said. “He wanted to borrow some of our tools for the week, so he can cut the wheat and make hay.”

Elias furrowed his brow. “How is he going to cut wheat with an injured leg? He can barely stand.”

Walda smirked mischievously, eyes downcast to the feeding ewe.

“Julian will be taking over those chores.”

The mere mention of his name was enough to stiffen Elias’s joints, and he felt a slice of dread in his chest, like a cold nail under his skin.

It had been two years since Elias had last seen Julian Payne. He’d heard stories of his time with his Uncle, often just before he excused himself from the room, but the two had never been as close as sharing the same town since that night.

The sound of gunfire startled Elias. He adjusted his posture, so he balanced easier in his squat, while his sister cooed over the nervous sheep. “What have you heard? When will he be arriving?”

“He arrived this morning,” she said. She pulled another stem off and fed it to the ewe, who was happily eating again now that she had been reminded of her hunger. “The trip was easier than expected. Auspicious weather.”

Elias clenched his jaw but tried to play it off. The last thing he wanted was to give his sister any sign that this actually bothered him.

“Good for him. Was he with his father then?” Elias asked, but Walda shook her head no.

“Mr. Payne said some of the neighbors had already invited him out this evening,” she said. “He had to rest and prepare.”

At that, Elias blanched. No doubt that meant he was going to the harvest festival, just like Elias was planning to. Although now, he was second guessing his plans.
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