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Prologue

 


Everything died eventually.

Bethal learnt this at an early age, just like every other child in the community. Sheep and chickens provided meat, crops were grown and then cut down. Trees and flowers withered when the days turned colder.

But there was also birth. Fields and forest bloomed in the spring. Eggs hatched, and lambs took their first faltering steps. The world continued, a constant cycle of life and death.

Bethal might understand this, but there were times when it still hurt. There was the deep sorrow when the community burnt the bodies of departed Aunts and Uncles. There were tales of killings, from across the fields. There were the search parties, heading to the edge of the Mire even though there was little chance of finding anyone alive.

And then there was Rainbow.

Uncle Sarum wasn’t one for keeping dogs, but over one summer Bethal and her sisters wore him down until he agreed that looking after a pet would be a worthwhile lesson for the girls. Just so long, he said, that he had nothing to do with the mutt.

Even though her sisters did their share, everyone agreed that the dog really belonged to Bethal. He’d always look up when she entered a room, and only Bethal could calm him when he started his frustrated yapping. With her Uncle’s help, she built the dog a kennel, and it was Bethal who took him for walks, and pulled him close even when his fur was sodden and stank of mud from the fields.

She called him Rainbow, and nobody argued.

When Rainbow slipped and damaged a leg, Bethal carried the dog back to the house, her dress such a state that Aunt Hallen had no option but to cut it up for rags. Bethal refused to leave Rainbow’s side, and when Uncle Sarum said the break was one of the worst he’d seen, hot tears stung her cheeks. There were other injuries, and Rainbow whimpered and shook. Even though she fought the obvious as hard as she could, Bethal knew what must happen to ease the poor creature’s suffering.

Uncle Sarum wanted Bethal to watch, but Aunt Hallen over-ruled him. She gave Bethal a mug of warm milk while Uncle Sarum took Rainbow away, trying to hide the blade under his coat. But when he returned, there was blood on his boots, and the coppery smell tore at Bethal’s heart even as he told her that Rainbow was in a better place now.

And Bethal told herself that she had to believe her Uncle’s words.
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The window by Bethal’s desk was open, but there was no breeze, and the schoolroom was too warm. Maybe that was why nobody felt like working. Miss Letia had set them tasks before leaving for the other room, where the younger girls did their studies, and the minute her back was turned the chatter started.

Bethal pulled a fresh sheet of paper from her desk and doodled as she listened.

“What do you think of the new hand?”

“What, that scrawny one with the stupid beard? Doubt he can even pick up a fork, let alone use it.”

“No. He’s Joran’s cousin, got in bother over in Rydell, so they sent him here. Not him. The other one. Came in a couple of days ago.”

“You mean the one who doesn’t talk? Keeps himself to himself? Don’t trust him. Damaged.”

“Looks pretty good to me. Dark and mysterious.”

“And a raging maniac, I reckon. You know why he wears long sleeves all the time? Scars, all over his body. That’s not normal, right?”

“You been spying? How big is he?” A smattering of giggles filled the air. Bethal forced herself to join in, just in case anyone looked over.

“More importantly, can he use it?”

“Charrel!”

“What? He’s been around, right? Must have a bit of experience. And scars or no, you can tell he’s got a firm body. Could be fun.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“Why not? Bet he can do more than the boys round here.”

Bethel kept her sigh to herself. It was all so predictable‌—‌whenever the others started talking, it came back to the boys.

“Yeah, but you’d swive anyone.” Bethal glanced over. That was the kind of comment that could go either way. But Charrel smiled.

“Got to have a hobby. Besides, how are you going to know what’s good if you don’t experience the bad too?”

“But not with a stranger. He’s not a boy.”

“He’s dangerous, I tell you. Scars all over, never smiling, keeps himself to himself‌—‌he’s trouble.”

“Maybe he’s been hurt. You know, maybe it takes him a while to open up.”

“Unlike Charrel.”

“Like a beautiful flower!”

“Flowers only have one stalk each, though.”

The insults, good-natured though they were, were spoken in hushed tones. It would be one thing for Miss Letia to discover the girls were not working, but another altogether for her to overhear such comments. Bethal glanced at the door, but it remained closed.

“I reckon Gilla’s got a point, though. Maybe he’s got some deep secret. Maybe he’s‌…‌he’s really rich, and he’s having some kind of identity crisis.”

“Or he’s a killer. There was another body in the Mire yesterday.”

“That was last week.”

“No, another one. The Uncles want to keep it quiet, but Jerron was there, working the Far Field, saw them bring the body back. Wasn’t too far in the Mire proper, so one of the hands went and got him. Face all cut up, only recognised him because of a tattoo. This hand said he was from the north, always causing trouble.”

“Not any more. So you reckon our stranger did for him?”

“Did us a favour, I say.”

“Maybe he’s on the run. You heard what happened over by Little River, right? Or that family down Redridge way.”

“That never happened!”

“Did too! My Uncle told me. Said it was someone they’d taken in, sheltered and fed them, and then he slit their throats as they slept.”

“This your same Uncle who told you that you shouldn’t pee in the river because it would make the water goblins angry?”

“That was when I was a scrag. Doesn’t mean he’s wrong about this.”

“Doesn’t mean he’s right, either. Anyway, what if this stranger’s a spy?”

“Who’d be spying on us?”

“We always bring in a good harvest, right? Maybe he’s checking out how we do it. Or maybe he’s going to disrupt it.”

“Maybe he’s an errant.”

The talking stopped. The only sound was Bethal’s pen scratching the paper, and that stopped too as she turned, her face aflame.

She hadn’t said that out loud, had she?

They all looked at her. Some shook their heads, but others sneered, or rolled their eyes.

“More likely to be a bloody water goblin.” Bethal only just caught the words, but everyone else heard them too, and there was a rough whisper of laughter.

Bethal looked down at her desk. Ink had pooled under her pen, and she lifted it before it spoilt the line-drawing.

She sensed rather than saw someone approach, or maybe it was the rustling of a skirt. A shadow fell over Bethal’s paper, and she wanted to cover it with her hand, but it was too late. It had already been seen.

She glanced up, saw Gilla looking at the drawing, her head shaking. In the background, Bethal heard the soft roll of voices, quieter than before. She felt that there would be eyes darting her way, but she didn’t want to look. She didn’t want to know.

“You’re a good artist, Beth,” Gilla said. “But you need to get your head out of the clouds. It’s going to be your time soon, right?”

Bethal shrugged. “Probably.” She didn’t want to talk about this, not right now.

“Yeah. You’ve had your own room for a while, so it’s got to be coming, right? Time to move on. So you’ve got to let go of these stupid fairy stories.”

She pointed at the figure on the paper. He‌—‌and it was most definitely male‌—‌stood strong, a sword on his belt. His long hair flowed past his collar, and his muscles bulged. Bethal knew her drawing had been influenced from those old books, the ones Aunt Hallen called ‘fripperies and nonsense’, but Bethal thought the character had a classic nature, a strong purpose. Maybe she’d drawn the face too severe, but surely the world for such a man would be a serious place.

Miss Letia had encouraged Bethal’s artistic leanings, despite her Uncle’s insistence that she concentrate on more useful learnings. But wasn’t he artistic too? He’d carved the bird that sat on the shelf over Bethal’s bed, hadn’t he?

Bethal wanted to argue with Gilla, but the girl spoke sense. So Bethal nodded, and pulled the paper from beneath Gilla’s hand. She opened her desk a crack and slid the picture of the errant into the dark, where it nestled with the other drawings.

The schoolroom door opened. With a rushed intake of breath, the girls dipped their heads and picked up their pens. Miss Letia swished in, her skirt flowing from her thin waist. Bethal pulled her work-book closer, and stared down at the page.

But her friend still hovered to one side, caught like a rabbit in one of Uncle Sarum’s torches.

“Gilla, why aren’t you at your own desk?”

“Sorry, Miss Letia.” Gilla’s face reddened as she hurried away. Bethal heard a snort from Charrel.

“I was helping her,” Bethal said. “It was my fault. Gilla was stuck, so I offered to help.”

The schoolmistress took a breath, raising her breasts. For someone who was the wrong side of thirty, Bethal thought Miss Letia still an attractive woman, although there were times, like now, when a weariness covered her features. But that was only to be expected, after all she had gone through.

“Thank you for helping, Bethal, but maybe, Gilla, you should have paid more attention earlier. And there’s no need to look like that, Charrel. Even from here, your workbook looks suspiciously empty. Less daydreaming about boys, and more application to your work, if you don’t mind. Now, let’s have a few more moments of silent concentration.”

Charrel mumbled an apology, and Miss Letia nodded. She made her rounds, bending over and talking quietly to each girl. Bethal didn’t listen in‌—‌this wasn’t idle chatter, after all. Instead, she concentrated on the problems in her book.

The schoolmistress wore a subtle fragrance that day, and Bethal caught the aroma as Miss Letia approached from behind, so it came as no surprise when the woman appeared by her side and spoke.

“You might want to reconsider the second problem, Bethal.” Miss Letia extended a delicate finger and pointed. “Remember what I said about compounded interest.”

The numbers by Miss Letia’s finger jumbled in Bethal’s mind, and she bit on her lower lip. “Maybe‌…‌maybe if I started over,” she said, taking a clean sheet of paper from the pile on her desk.

“Clear paper, clear mind.” The schoolmistress smiled at her own oft-repeated phrase. “But don’t overly concern yourself, Bethal. I’m sure you have a lot on your mind at the moment.”

Bethal kept her eyes fixed on her desk, conscious of how the pen shook in her grip. And when Miss Letia laid a hand on Bethal’s shoulder, it was all she could do to stop from crying out.

“But if you want to talk about anything, I can make time after lessons. I’ll do whatever I can to help, Bethal.”

Bethal wasn’t sure if she muttered a ‘thank-you’ or not, but then Miss Letia was gone, over to one of the other girls, leaving Bethal staring at the blank piece of paper, virgin-white. Her pen hovered, and for a moment she was tempted to draw her errant.

But Gilla had been right‌—‌she had to stop with all that nonsense. She was‌…‌she was leaving soon. Nobody had said anything definite, but wasn’t it obvious? Even Miss Letia knew.

Bethal gripped her pen tight and focused on her work.
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The day ploughed on. Bethal struggled through her numbers, but perked up when it came to letters. Miss Letia had them writing poetry, and this was always a favourite of Bethal’s. Of course, after her earlier outburst, she was careful to avoid anything that might smack of errants.

But they never left her mind for long.

Of course they didn’t exist. They were the stuff of old stories, or fictions like the river goblins. But the tales spoke to Bethal, maybe because‌—‌because there was something right about the idea. Stories of wanderers who would help the downtrodden, travelling from community to community righting wrongs and freeing those in dire straits, all these stories spoke to how things should be, to how people should act.

And so, as she wrote her rhymes for Miss Letia, Bethal’s mind was filled with the wonderful characters from those stories of wish-fulfilment. There was Dark-Hood, his face always shrouded in shadow, driven to save others after his own disfigurement. Or the Wanderer, in the guise of an old man with a stick, a teller of tales around campfires, but there was strength in those old bones, and the stick a fearful weapon when wielded to punish evil. Then there was Red-Mist, a young woman who had broken the shackles of her community’s expectations to take up arms, first leading a rebellion against those who dominated the surrounding area, then travelling on, hiring out her services when the actions were morally acceptable.

Recently, Bethal had heard talk of one going by the name of Rogue, and while this could have been a normal man, the story-tellers imbibed his tales with the patina of the errants. This Rogue was a subtle man, capable of hiding in plain sight, both imposing and forgettable. He’d bide his time, observing and learning all he could of a community’s problems before striking with sharp, lethal intent.

Errants, every one of them. Champions of the people. Righters of wrongs.

And the stuff of stories. As violent as the tales were, they were for youngsters. Bethal could still remember the fire in the grate and the book on Pranna’s knee, the older girl’s voice drawing Bethal in just as much as the drawings on the page.

And Bethal had shared the stories with Reani, out on the stoop when the evenings were warm enough. Bethal was only a couple of years older than her little sister, but she’d taken to reading fast, and the older girls were more than happy to let Bethal tell the stories while they played and talked amongst themselves. One of them would occasionally take over reading duties, but Bethal didn’t like that‌—‌it meant she had to do another duty, usually one involving hard work.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
STO RY

A DOMINIONS





OEBPS/errant_full_greyscale_inverted.png
W.IAIN
MINIONS STORY

THo

[





