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      Dark clouds, swollen with rain, hang over the sails and rigging of the H.M.S. Waterlily, the ship that has been my home for the last four and a half months. As much as I resent those clouds for the seasickness they promise in my future, I also welcome them. With their heavy covering overhead, I can stand on deck and enjoy the faint comfort of the salt air instead of hiding from the searing sun below.

      Faint comfort truly is the best way to describe it. The deck rolls under my feet, sodden planks threatening to tip me end over end, sending legs and petticoats flying for the amusement of the cadre of sailors whose heavy, leering gazes only leave my shoulders to eye the other women aboard. In truth, I don’t know whether such a simple act could knock me over anymore. Dark strength coils in my limbs, still unfamiliar to me. Sometimes, when my hand snaps out with unnatural speed, or I cross a room in a heartbeat instead of a few slow breaths, it feels as though someone—something else has taken control of my body. Four and a half months since we set sail in late December, and I am still no more used to my own abilities than I am the swaying of the sea.

      “Land ho!” the youngest of the sailors bellows from the crow’s nest.

      A welter of activity begins around me—men shifting ropes, tying knots, talking to each other in brogues so thick my London-trained ears can barely believe they are speaking English. I peer at the gray horizon. After all the stories I’ve heard of the New World, I expect our arrival to be drenched in burning golden sunshine as we approach a coast so lush with life it calls to mind Eden more than anything that truly exists in our fallen world. But the sea ahead looks so much like the dove-colored waves I left behind, and I can barely pick out the vaguest humps of shadow on the horizon as land.

      I blink quickly and turn away. Before that fateful ball, I wouldn’t have been able to see a thing other than the fog, and we need to blend in if our plan is to be of any use at all. Better not to look, so no one has any cause to wonder what I am seeing.

      Unfortunately, my gaze lands on Elizabeth, smiling coquettishly as she leans over the shoulder of Fergus, a fire-haired sailor she’s decided to amuse herself with for the length of the trip. My heart beats a staccato rhythm against my breastbone, and I hurry across the deck toward her.

      “Little sister?” I say as sweetly as I can manage around my fear. “Did you not hear the boy’s cry? We approach land.”

      Elizabeth cuts the brilliant blue eyes she inherited from Father at me sharply, silently warning me to leave her be. I have been after her about Fergus almost since we set foot on the ship, and she’s quite tired of hearing it. Surely, though, she understands whatever dalliance she struck up with him has to end before we reach the New World.

      “Little sister?” Fergus says curiously, his Irish accent blurring most of the letters together into a single sound. “Forgive me, I assumed—”

      He has assumed what nearly everyone assumes: that Elizabeth, with her dancing golden curls peeking out from her cap and her lilting laugh, is the heir to the Wentworth barony, and I am her dark younger sister, whom she brings around to be kind. It’s a notion Elizabeth rarely troubles herself to correct. In truth, I have ceased trying years ago. I prefer to stand by her side rather than in the center of attention.

      Elizabeth covers her mouth to hide a sweet laugh. “Lady Sarah has a year on me, it is true. Alas, she has the younger face.”

      “Now, I wouldn’t say as such.” Fergus grins at Elizabeth as if there’s no one around to see the two of them, as if they do not both know Elizabeth’s fate as soon as we disembark.

      “We really must change,” I insist. My voice sounds shrill to my own ears, and I almost wish to shake my head at myself as Elizabeth does.

      “And in that year, she learned worry,” Elizabeth says playfully. “I must indulge her, but this will not be our last goodbye.

      “I’ll wait for ye.” Fergus winks—truly winks!—at Elizabeth before turning back to his work.

      I slide my arm through Elizabeth’s and begin walking toward the narrow trapdoor which will allow us below decks before she can risk her reputation any further. “What are you thinking? Any of these men could elect to stay in the colony once we reach it, and you would be ruined.”

      “Fergus has wives on two continents,” she replies flippantly. “He doesn’t wish to see me after this voyage any more than I wish to see him.”

      “An upstanding choice.” My acerbic words taste bitter, but Elizabeth needs to understand. “Once we make land, we will be under intense scrutiny. No longer will there be all of London society to distract from us.”

      For all the good that does us, I think. Though I seem to be treating our escape with more of the gravity it deserves, I cannot lie to myself. I would have given almost anything to stay in lovely London, attending balls and sharpening my skills, rather than trudging out to the colonies. Even rumor can’t disguise the hard work that awaits us on the other side of this journey. Our easy lives lie behind us. I can only hope to stop missing them someday.

      “Jamestown is larger than ever,” Elizabeth says as we squeeze our skirts through the hole in the deck. Privately, I thank the Lord that farthingales are no longer the style. We would never have been able to navigate the ship with cages around our hips. “I’ve heard the colonists number nearly a thousand.”

      “Far fewer than several hundred thousand.” The steps of the ladder creak ominously under my embroidered leather shoes, a gift from Father at the last Christmas that didn’t find us on a galley like this. “Elizabeth, our survival depends on carrying out these contracts.”

      “Do you think I don’t know that?” Her voice slices through the gloom below decks more sharply than the guttering candle in the lantern. “Who secured us the contracts?”

      “You did.” I lift my skirts over a puddle my unluckily sharpened nose informs me is not seawater. “However—”

      She stops abruptly in front of me, meets my gaze, and takes my shoulders in both her hands. “You trust me, don’t you, Sarah?”

      I take a deep breath. When I woke, scared, ill, and alone, on my first day in this new life, Elizabeth was the one beside me. When she confessed to me what she believed she had become however many days before, I didn’t run. Growing up without a mother and with such an absent father as we had, we spent so long as each other’s only companions. Though there are a few other women on the ship with similar contracts around their necks, we will soon be that again–alone together.

      “More than another living soul,” I admit. “Though perhaps I shouldn’t say that now.”

      “Another unliving soul?” She laughs.

      My skin crawls with gooseflesh at how easily she admits that, but I still let her slip her arm back through mine and lead me to the cabin we’ve been sharing with two other tobacco brides for the whole long trip from England. Our future awaits.
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      Fergus helps Elizabeth, now wearing her second-finest gown, into one of the rowboats going to land with a sly smile. I pull my hood further over my head and pray the slowly lightening clouds linger long enough that we might get inside before we start to burn. The chiffon rimming Elizabeth’s sleeves—and already melting in the salt air, as I told her it would—won’t protect her a whit.

      “One of you must deliver this to Sir Thomas Forrest, Esquire,” the captain says sternly, studying each of us in turn as if trying to guess which woman wouldn’t be silly enough to drop the wax-sealed scroll in his hand overboard on the short trip to shore.

      “I’ll safekeep it,” Elizabeth offers brightly.

      After another moment’s hesitation, the captain relents. Elizabeth tucks the scroll inside her kirtle, tight against the under-bust corset she insisted the colonists would appreciate seeing. My nerves hum. Elizabeth took the scroll to quickly mark herself as important to Sir Thomas—but I trust her. Perhaps being important will grant us additional goodwill instead of just shining attention we can’t bear up under.

      The sailors lowered us to the surface of the sea with a splash, and we were free from the threat of Fergus. A pair of burly oarsmen rowed in long, powerful strokes. Jutting out from the riverbank was a dock much like those from home, but the closer we drew to the new world, the stranger it looked. There were no pebble beaches, only humps of grayish mud leaking into the brackish water. The town crouched back from the dock and within a wall, not of mannerly gray-white stone, but of felled logs prickling equally with their own sharpened tips and the iron noses of cannons. A forest loomed not far behind it, dark and threatening all the worst stories I’d heard of the colonies and the primitive men that lived here. Worry prickled along my skin. I didn’t know how Elizabeth and I could have survived in London, but perhaps disappearing to the New World wasn’t so clever an idea after all.

      The rowboat judders to a stop at the dock. Two men peel off the small group waiting for us and help the sailors tie it down. Young, strapping men who look more like the sailors we just left than the gentleman-planters we’ve been told to expect when leaving London. Indentures, perhaps. Thankfully, Elizabeth only smiles politely at the one who offers her his hand out of the boat. I should trust her. She has been right about all the sailors staying with the Waterlily, and she knows when to show restraint. I put my worries aside and let the young, German-looking fellow help me ashore.

      My first step onto dry land feels like a blessing from the Lord above. I nearly weep when the ground stays put under my feet instead of trying to tumble away.

      Elizabeth curtsies deeply. “May I make the acquaintance of Sir Thomas Forrest, Esquire? I have a missive from the captain.”

      An older man, his shoulder-length curls shot through with gray, adjusts his slightly unfashionable but beautifully embroidered cloak and steps forward. “I am he.”

      Elizabeth turns slightly aside, then turns back with the scroll in her hand. Internally, I applaud her modesty. Sir Thomas plucks the scroll from her palm and breaks the seal with a crude knife, then studies the contents.

      “Before us today,” he reads, “stand Lady Sarah Wentworth, Lady Elizabeth Wentworth, Lady Felice Kennard, and Miss Winnifred Dunne, by charity of the fine men of Jamestown and grace of the Virginia Company for their safe passage. The maids will be quartered in my home and tended by my wife until such a time as one of the men who paid their passage sees fit to take them as a wife.”

      The crowd—overwhelmingly men, I realize with a small, unpleasant jolt—murmurs amongst themselves as they look us over. How do Sir Thomas or the Virginia Company expect to divide four women amongst three times as many men? I don’t intend to be passed around between them.

      Elizabeth naturally has none of my worries. She flutters her long, pale lashes like the governess Father fired after he found her with his valet and smiles a demure little grin. As always, the men take notice. What little attention is cast my way turns to her, as does the larger portion given to Lady Felice. She might only be the daughter of a baronet, but she has a lovely, fair face and red-gold hair under her cap. Miss Winnifred, who seemed sweet if self-contained on the voyage over, draws very few eyes without a title, regardless of how she might look.

      Sir Thomas clears his throat and gestures behind him. “My wife, Mistress Margaret, will escort you to our house. Keep close. The streets turn to mud this time of year.”

      Mistress Margaret steps forward in an equally fine, and equally unfashionable cloak, then reaches her hand out to us.

      “Ouch!” Elizabeth yelps and smacks some of the exposed skin of her neck.

      I stare at her, wide-eyed, begging for any reason why she might behave so ridiculously.

      “Something bit me.” Her voice is pitiful and accusatory. She studies a reddish stain on the palm of her glove.

      Sir Thomas sighs heavily. “Mosquitoes. You will become accustomed to them, in time.”

      The heavy, wooden gates of the fort swing open, beckoning us on that ill omen into whatever our future might hold.
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      Mistress Forrest leads the pack of us into the walls at her husband’s instruction, and Jamestown unfolds before us. Fortunately, none of the men follow. The small welcoming party seems to be all the fanfare the colonial town can muster, and now even men in want of wives need to return to their work.

      “This is our main street,” she says with a vague gesture.

      More of that gray mud churns underfoot in a narrow lane that would barely have dared to claim the title of road at home. Elizabeth takes one look at it and drapes her skirt over her arm, exposing inches of the kirtle underneath. My hands itch to correct her hold, hide a bit more of her, but the squelch of Mistress Forrest stepping onto the path encourages me to do the same instead. Mistress Forrest’s cloak and dress, cut a bit shorter than propriety would have allowed in London, swish back and forth to reveal her shoes. Utilitarian clogs, with duly metal toes and blocks of wood that keep her tender feet up out of the muck. My leather shoes grow cold and pinching after only a few steps.

      A whitewashed wooden church greets us, its culminating cross tilted at an odd angle. Two men hammer new thatch onto a hole in the roof, sweating in the midafternoon heat.

      “Father Buck performs all our services,” Mistress Forrest says. “Some of the men have not upkept their attendance as the Lord expects, and one of your duties as a wife will be ensuring they attend at least the Morning Prayer and Evensong on Sundays.”

      I nod, privately thinking that the men have failed to upkeep a great many things since moving to this wild place. The ones working on the roof have no hats to hide their hair, and one has doffed his jacket to expose not just his doublet but his sleeves as though the whole of Jamestown can’t see him. The few people also on the street seem barely better dressed. A pair of women, likely indentures, wear their dresses draped higher over their arms than Elizabeth. I can see slivers of off-white linen, certainly the chemises that should’ve been hidden beneath their kirtles. Even Mistress Forrest’s own shortened skirt would have drawn the eye in London. Though I do note that nearly everyone wears clogs much like hers, seemingly a universal concession to the bogginess of the land.

      “The storehouse.” Mistress Forrest indicates a long, low building. Stretches of daub connect the visible boards of the frame and peel up slightly at the corners. “In there, we keep all our communal supplies. It was that you could get a meal inside, but our fortunes have improved such that most meals are taken in family homes.”

      I’ve overheard a whispered conversation between Lady Felice and Miss Winnifred on the voyage over about the long, totalizing famine the colony suffered. That was almost a decade ago now, but clearly, it still marks the people here. Miss Winnifred is worried about another because barely a tenth of the colonists have survived, but Lady Felice is sure tobacco will keep us in fair wealth. I hope she is as right as she is confident.

      “This is our home.” Mistress Forrest strides past a low stone well and up to a single door in a row of houses so tightly clustered that I can’t tell if they are built very near each other for space or share walls. She unlocks it with a single heavy key and allows us inside.

      The Virginia Company representative in London had been quite clear that Sir Thomas is one of the wealthier men in the colony. He is a councilor in their nascent government and has survived from nearly the very first. Elizabeth has, on the long voyage over, often daydreamed to me about the luxurious house we’d surely stay in when our time in the swinging hammocks of the Waterlily was done. I’d thought her optimistic, but even I can’t keep a tiny frown from puckering my brow as I take in our environs for the coming weeks.

      Wood planks lay on the very dirt, barely cleaner than the mud we’ve left. An H-shaped chimney of clay and straw splits the two rooms. On one side, the roughest kitchen implements gather around the fireplace. Crockery the likes of which our scullery maids would’ve been embarrassed to use for their own meals hangs from the walls. On the other, a dining table lies empty except for a remarkably fine piece of lacework, half-finished, and a Bible. Something between a ladder and a set of stairs leads to an additional story.

      “You’ll all sleep in the garret,” Mistress Forrest says. “The second story is for Thomas and I. You will help with the meals and the cleaning—and I would help well, as my word carries weight in this town. A successful housekeeper is more valuable than gold in the New World.” Something in her face softens as she looks over us. “A living is a hard thing to claw out here, but all the more rewarding for its difficulty. And though the men may seem uncivilized, there are gentlemen below the surface yet. You will find your ways. I’ve knit a pair of stockings for each of you and left them on your pillows. Settle in, and I’ll see you for dinner shortly.”

      With that, we are dismissed, expected to rustle ourselves up the steps on our own. While Elizabeth continues to stare around the small house in dismay, I take the lead. The second floor proves just as sparse as the first, and the garret even sparser, save four beds of straw and four sets of stockings on the lumpy pillows they bear. I set my portmanteau on one and look up at the thatched roof. A bit of sunshine peeks through in dusty shafts, too thin and weak to burn.

      The more I see of Jamestown, the more I think I understand it. Here, there are none of the pretensions I often find so tiring in London. There is merely hard work, and those willing to do it. I will miss the days spent amusing myself in Father’s library for the sheer pleasure of turning pages, but I know how to work. During our occasional lean periods, when Father was away at his business too long, I found myself in the kitchens or halls, scrubbing and cooking with the rest. Mistress Forrest is right—there is honor in difficulty. I can make a life here. And I intend to.

      I don’t fail to notice, however, that Lady Felice and Miss Winnifred take the beds as far from mine as they can and then shift them further still, leaving myself and Elizabeth alone on one side of the garret.
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      That night, I stir from a restless and uncomfortable slumber to the creak of wood. The third step down, which I noted on my ascent would give away any intruders. I blink my eyes open and peer through the unlit gloom as I couldn’t have before my transformation.

      Elizabeth’s golden curls appear at the top of the stairs, the rest of Elizabeth close behind. She holds her shoes in one hand, obviously trying to soften her steps. I frown. What is she doing out of bed?

      As she draws nearer, the answer becomes obvious in the crusted crimson around her lips. Blood—a feast of it, judging by how much she has spilled. And she hasn’t even bothered to clean herself before returning to the home we sleep in. My pulse gallops.

      “You must be more cautious,” I hiss when she is near enough that I am certain not to wake the women on the other side of the garret.

      “I was hungry,” she says laconically, slowed with her meal like Father after a great feast. “Would you have preferred I eat something in here?”

      

      “Someone,” I correct. “And you know I would not. But your mouth—”

      “Looks as if I’ve painted it.” She flicks blood away with her tongue as she sheds the heavy kirtle she has alone covered her chemise with. “These people have too many other concerns to trouble themselves with superstition.”

      People with a great many concerns are the most likely to be superstitious, I think, but all my clever arguments dissolve as her mouth turns the gore warm and delicious once more. Hunger gnaws at my guts. We have survived the voyage very carefully on rats, of which there are plenty, and the occasional fish. Enough to keep us alive, but certainly not enough to thrive. I have suspected that Elizabeth supplements her diet with Fergus and one of the cabin boys but have been unable to prove it. Now, with fresh human blood set in front of me for the first time since we fled London, a dark part of me wonders if she hasn’t had the right of it.

      No. I have learned to deny a great many hungers in my life, and this is simply another. I swallow the ravenous pit of myself down and marshal my thoughts.

      I shouldn’t like to give them reason to wonder if superstitions might be worth their time after all.”

      Elizabeth exchanges her chemise for a white linen nightgown with a delicate froth of embroidery around the neck and wrists. “The list of things you shouldn’t like would rival the Bible for size.”

      I can’t hide my shock at her blasphemy, and it only makes her laugh.

      “I’ll prove you worry too much,” she says gaily, then raises her voice to slightly above the nonexistent whisper only our keen ears can pick out from the general nighttime hum. “Felice, Winnifred, you sleep next to a pair of vampires.”

      My heart crowds into my mouth, well on its way to escape. My skin turns to ice. Elizabeth has used that word, a few hours after she first woke up with this curse, and I told her never to do so again. We are demons. Monsters. Unliving things that ought to be in the cemetery yard rather than seeking husbands. But to name us so truly turns my stomach indescribably.

      “You see?” She gestures at the still-sleeping forms of our companions. “They haven’t leapt out of their beds with torches.”

      “It remains—”

      “Perfectly all right,” Elizabeth says with a note of finality. “We didn’t travel all the way to the colonies to continue to hide like rats. I know how to handle these people, and I’ll trust you not to interfere with my diet.”

      She lays down on her mattress, pulls her coverlet over her shoulders, and shuts her eyes. The conversation is over, but I continue to stare at the unfamiliar garret ceiling for many long minutes after Elizabeth’s breaths have evened with sleep.
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      “Here you are, Mistress Forrest,” I say as I hand the lady of the house a bowl of cornmeal I have spent far longer than I expect grinding. My arms ache, but it is the sweet pain of hard work and knowing what I’ve done will become bread—or, if we’re lucky, cake.

      She takes the bowl delicately, as though even brushing my fingers would infect her with something. “Admirable work, Lady Sarah. You have your leisure for an hour.”

      I curtsy and leave the sweltering kitchen, dabbing at my forehead with a handkerchief as I go. Elizabeth shoots me a frustrated look from the open door to the back garden. She remains bent over a butter churn, flecks of pale cream dotting her skin. Mistress Forrest seems to have felt the same unnamable something that warned Lady Felice and Miss Winnifred away from us on the ship. It’s only lunch on our second day in Jamestown, and already, we’re assigned the tasks that keep us far from the rest of them for as long as possible. I return as comforting a smile as I can to Elizabeth, then leave through the front door of the house.

      The dusky smell of mud and half-salt water that perfumes the air here greets me instantly. As does the sun, no longer hiding behind clouds. I tug on a pair of too-formal gloves to protect my hands and adjust my kerchief. Still, the nape of my neck and the slivers of skin between glove and sleeve sear as if I will burst into flames at any moment. I haven’t, yet, but I don’t intend to test it.

      I wouldn’t have tried my luck outside the house at all, except that my stomach is beginning to eat itself in its desperation. I can resist the allure of the forest no longer.

      I traipse along the muddy street, my shoes growing quickly sodden once more. Perhaps on my return trip, I will see if the storehouse Mistress Forrest has indicated will give me any of those clogs. Neither my skirts nor my toes can endure this much longer.

      Past another row of connected housing, this a bit less well-made than that we’re staying in, I find the gate out toward the rest of the New World. The points of its logs jut into the sky, and two burly men wearing breastplates emblazoned with what Sir Thomas said at dinner last night was Governor Yeardley’s crest stand before it. They eye me suspiciously. One of them puts a hand on the butt of the bronze pistol strapped to his hip.

      “Pardon the intrusion.” I curtsy. “I have business east of the town.”

      “What business?” the one on the left asks curtly.

      Slaking an ungodly hunger. But I can’t tell these upstanding men such a thing. Thinking quickly, I say, “Mistress Forrest gave me my leisure, and I would like to acquaint myself with my new home.”

      The one on the right snorts. “You’re more likely to get yourself killed.”

      Sir Thomas warned us, at the dinner table last night, of the savages that control the woods beyond Jamestown. The Powhatans.

      “Is that not my own business?” I ask. I wouldn’t lie to these men, not truly, and that leaves me with few options other than trusting their charity.

      They exchange a look. The deep lines on their cheeks speak to hard times they have endured, here or at home. They are the sorts of men who don’t go about taking or indulging pointless risk.

      “I didn’t pay into this shipment.” The leftmost one shrugs and grabs one end of the equally thick log that bars the gate shut. With a sigh, the rightmost one joins him, and the heavy logs swing apart.

      I curtsy to them one last time and hurry out. Were I as fragile as I once was, I might worry more about their lackadaisical approach to a lady’s safety. Now, though a small part of my mind wonders if Elizabeth engaged in a similar conversation last night, I think of little more than the welcome embrace of the trees ahead. The sun beats down on me, searing what little skin I have left exposed, and those mosquitos I have already grown to resent buzz in clouds over the exposed marshland. In the forest, everything will be cool and quiet.

      In the forest, I will be able to hunt.

      I set foot in the shade. My neck and wrists cease burning as if I’ve doused them in cool water. I exhale in relief. Hiding from the sun in London had been little trouble at all. In flat, uncrowded Jamestown, I will have to invest in longer gloves and heavier hats. For now, I shed my shoes to feel the earth between my toes and tuck them into my apron.

      As I draw in my next breath, those so-called mortal concerns melt from my mind. The salt stink of Jamestown barely reaches out here. Instead, my nose fills with tempting scents like violets, fresh clover, leaves warmed in the sun. The trunks I stand between look nothing like those from home. Instead of the pale, pocked bark of a beech or the familiar darkness of a hawthorn, I find myself surrounded by giants that look like clusters of living veins or thick cords. Their tangled roots stretch and dominate the dirt in tripping knobs and clusters. A burst of frustration pulses through me. Were I in England, perhaps even in our country manor, I could hunt with perfect ease. I know every inch of those grounds.

      But I have devoured so much of Father’s library because I hunger for the world beyond the walls of our manor. Hard work might carry me through this new world, but so too will I need to rely on my curiosity. Every new discovery is a chance at new pleasures, not merely an obstacle between who I am and who I once was. I lay my hand against the strange trunk of this foreign tree and murmur, “Thank you.”

      I might not know its name yet, nor what makes it look the strange way it does, but it shields me as well as any familiar ash tree would have. I want to love this tree, as I had loved the ashes at home. With that curiosity closely guarded in my heart, I let my feet carry me deeper into the forest.

      More strange plants pass me by. Tall, yellow flowers that twist their faces to pockets of sun, slumping sprigs of tiny white blossoms, ferns that spread their fronds like angel’s wings to expose tall, brown stalks in the center. Each, I greet and thank for what they give me. Sweet smells, bursts of color, a laugh as they tickle my shins. Birds sing foreign songs in the branches, and I repeat their songs when I think I have the knack of them. The birds reply happily in kind, and I truly smile for the first time since I realized we would have to leave London. Of the two of us, Elizabeth has the better voice. In his kinder moods, Father would describe mine as “sweet,” but I know that’s merely a softer way to say “unpolished.” Colonial birds don’t mind, though, and I sing with them as I creep through the forest.

      Once I have enough of my footing that I’m sure I can give chase without mistaking a root for steady ground, I turn my senses to the hunt. The birds overhead are too dear to eat, and they would barely make a mouthful. Smaller mammals scrabble by underfoot, reminding me of voles or martens. Too much trouble to capture for how little they, too, provide.

      A stronger smell catches my nose. Hot, fresh blood pumped by a strong heart. Soft paw pads crunch over fallen leaves, another predator in pursuit of a meal. I turn and take up pursuit almost before I’ve finished discovering its existence. The dark hunger inside me swells, consuming all rational thought. I become one with the swampy, sodden earth, the strange, swaying ferns. Familiarizing myself with the terrain has done little. The curse has reshaped me into the perfect killer—I need nothing more than myself, a fact Elizabeth seems to understand far more instinctively than I do. The forest disappears under my feet as the smell takes on new dimensions. Damp fur, not unlike the scent of a terrier I once had after his runs in the rain. My prey’s prey, a deer just a few shades off from familiar. The plants both animals crush underfoot as they travel.

      I pause behind one of those veined trees and peer ahead. A deer stands in a clearing, but my interest lies closer. Red fur bristles out of the greenery, and I realize I’ve been hunting a wolf. Britain has chased the scourge from our isle, but I still know the stories of the damage they cause. A single wolf can mean ruin for a whole village, if hungry enough. Can I truly face such a thing?

      The hunger roars, and doubt dissolves. I’m cursed to kill; it’s only right I kill killers. One breath, a bunching of my muscles under my skin, and I dive through the air.

      My shoulder meets the wolf’s, and we hit the underbrush together. The deer flees. The wolf swings wildly. I throw my hand up to block the blow instinctively. Claws shred the sleeve of my dress, but it feels only like being brushed with a cluster of twigs. Foreign instincts course through me. I know to pin the paws aside with one hand, to muzzle the snapping snout with another, though my fingers strain to encircle it. The wolf meets my gaze, its yellow-orange eyes startlingly aware. It’s spent its life the stalker in the brush. It knows what being stalked means.

      Something deep inside me aches. For a moment, I think it might be stronger than the hunger. But I bury my face in the wolf’s throat, my needle-sharp fangs sliding neatly free of my gums, and pierce its flesh.

      Blood gushes over my tongue. I can taste the deer the wolf must’ve eaten, the foreign herbs and grasses that came with the animal as well. A life in these woods, learning them as I had so briefly tried to. My one taste of human blood is lost to memory, but animals have always spread out before me like this, a tapestry of life in taste. I lower myself more comfortably onto the wolf’s body as its struggles weaken. Soft fur cushions me. Strength pours into my limbs, invigorating me like no sleep or human meal ever will again. I drink this place, this creature, this life as deeply as I can and fold it inside myself.

      I pull back when there’s nothing more. The wolf lies limp beneath me, those knowing eyes empty. I swallow, and that ache in my chest redoubles. Tears dribble down my cheeks in burning trails. I shut its eyelids carefully, with two fingers, as I saw our vicar at home do when we lost Mother. Then, I open my mouth to say grace over my meal.

      No words come to me, just as they didn’t on the ship. I know half a dozen prayers of gratitude, but those holy words scorch my tongue now. And, in truth, I don’t want God looking down on me anymore. I have left His domain, and any gratitude I have now is between myself and the creatures I kill.

      I lay my hand on the wolf’s chest, just as I did the strange tree, and muster all the ache into two simple words. “Thank you.”

      Some of the pain passes away from me, into the wolf or the world, I can’t be sure. But I take comfort in the awareness in the wolf’s gaze. It has killed a hundred times to survive. Perhaps, before the transformation, I was the deer. Now, the wolf and I are the same. I fix my dress, clean my mouth with some precious fresh water from my waterskin, put on my shoes, and make my way back toward Jamestown.

      As I approach the edge of the forest, I spot another figure walking down the road to the gates. Alone here, I don’t hesitate to indulge my improved sight. The figure resolves into a man with dark hair tied back away from his face and eyes as green as the grass underfoot. He has a strong chin, a thoughtful brow, and a neatly groomed mustache. The knowledge that he is the handsomest man I’ve seen since landfall shivers through me.

      He pauses and turns toward the forest. I freeze. This is a mere flight of fancy—no man can hear me shiver from a hundred yards, much less see me amongst the trees–if he did. But this man looks for a moment as if he expects to be able to see something here. His gaze dances over the very patch of foliage I stand within and does not stop.

      With something unnervingly like a shrug, he turns back toward Jamestown and continues on his way.
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      The bronze church bell sings over the street, crowded for the first time since our arrival in Jamestown a few days ago despite the spitting rain. Elizabeth and I walk arm-in-arm, behind the pairs of the other two tobacco wives and Mistress Forrest and Sir Thomas.

      Elizabeth scowls up at the sky, her soft blue eyes still heavy with sleep. “I had thought the colonies would have more pleasant weather.”

      “Be grateful,” I murmur, “that we need not endure the sun and holy ground.”

      “I can only hope this social gives us something to truly be grateful for,” she replies.

      While I would attend service and attempt to compel Elizabeth regardless, she has been easily won over by Mistress Forrest’s announcement that we will meet the men who paid our passage, our prospective husbands, at a social held after Morning Prayer. For that, she donned her finest kirtle, pale green wool embroidered with twisting vines and minuscule rosebuds about to burst. The rain has, at least, warned her away from gowns too sumptuous to wear appropriately to church. She still shines like a jewel, as she always does. My own toilet takes second place—I can’t hope to interest men with my looks beside her, and Lady Felice and Miss Winnifred want increasingly little to do with us. Elizabeth and I have to dress each other alone, listening to the other women giggle and chatter.

      The shadow of the building swallows us, and my pulse speeds. Mistress Forrest and Sir Thomas enter the church. Lady Felice and Miss Winnifred enter the church. I take a deep breath. Elizabeth’s grasp on me tightens.

      We enter the church.

      The aching, acidic burn that has plagued us both since waking up in this new life starts in the soles of my feet, as it always does. Knowledge fills me: I am not meant to be here. A thing like me is intended to stay away from this place and the safety it grants. Acid crawls up my legs as we follow the group into the Forrests’ pew, only second back from the pulpit. Sir Thomas allows the rest of us first, then sits on the end. I take my seat on the hard, wooden bench. The burn dulls the impact of the gulfs that quickly form between the two halves of the household we’ve smuggled ourselves into. Lady Felice, Miss Winnifred, and Mistress Forrest press up against each other on the far end. Sir Thomas leans almost indecorously over the arm of the pew on the other side. Elizabeth and I sit alone, an island of pain. The acid reaches my knees, then my gut.

      As the bells cease clanging, Father Buck, a cassocked man perhaps a decade younger than Sir Thomas but nonetheless weathered, takes the pulpit and begins the opening prayer. Words of confession and absolution fill the air. My ears burn just as my legs do, holy safety and promise torturing me for what I’ve become. Only the years of practice and repetition allow me to give the right answers at the right times. Only Elizabeth’s white-knuckled grip on my hand keeps me from losing myself to the pain. Readings and prayers slip past me without a thought. The two spreading burns meet in the center of my chest, where my heart once beat, and consume me utterly.

      “That we may evermore dwell in Him, and He in us, amen,” I murmur along with the rest of the congregation.

      At the altar, Father Buck finishes breaking the communion bread. The rest of our pew stands. I have to accept the body of Christ on my liar’s tongue, and then I will be free of this agony. Elizabeth and I stagger to our feet with them and proceed down the aisle. Distantly, I notice the roughness of the pew-wood under my hand. Unfinished, like so much of this colony. Splinters bite into my palm without breaking my impossible skin.

      Somehow, I find myself standing before Father Buck. I lower my eyes, hopeful it looks like a gesture of penitent respect, and offer my cupped hands.

      “The body of Christ keep you in eternal life.” He places the fragment of cornmeal bread in my palm.

      “Amen.” Devilish dexterity makes it easy to tuck the blessed morsel into my glove while seeming to place it on my tongue. Father Buck knows nothing of the eternal life I’ve already been granted, and he never could.
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