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Embers We Struck

Foreign to You, Book Two

Jeremy Martin


Norsewood

Finn Hail: fledgling hunter and son of Niall Hail. A reincarnation of the First Hunter; fate unknown. 

Niall Hail: a madman who obsesses over resurrecting his lost love. Lead hunter.

Elinica Hail: mother to Finn, wife of Niall; deceased.

Garth: former lead hunter. Plotted against Finn and the fianna; deceased.

Jay Alder: Finn’s childhood friend; deceased. 

Marshall Luth: a witty youth of Norsewood who has lived secluded from the town. Skilled with a bow. 

Hazel Golding: a vicious huntress who is infamous for her cruelty. 

Noah Golding: twin brother to Hazel. Mute. 

Roisin: a new council member who speaks for equality. 

Willow: a woman who assisted newly transformed fianna; deceased.

The Forest

Adelaide: Maiden of the fianna and a reincarnation of the First Maiden. 

Caleb: guardian to the Maiden and mate to Anna; deceased.

Anna: guardian to the Maiden and mate to Caleb; deceased.

Ull: a devoted follower of Adelaide, serving as her general and current protector. 

Efa: a warrior of the fianna with a burning hatred for humanity. 

Baglan: a priest of the fianna, preaching the wisdom of the Stag. 

Other

Stag: god of the Forest, believed to possess magical blood; deceased.


The Tales So Far…

In the Forest live the fianna. Deer that become human when the seasons change. Some fianna get stuck between forms in the midst of their shifting and become ferals. These creatures kill for the opportunity to ease a fraction of their constant suffering. Legend has it that whenever the feral threat swells, the Maiden, with snow-white fur, is born. Said to be the precious daughter of the Stag, the deity of the fianna, the Maiden is meant to cure the ferals of their illness and bring peace back to the Forest. 

Finn Hail is a hunter of Norsewood, a vocation deemed unsavory by the citizens, and is tasked with entering the Forest to kill ferals that wander too close to human territory. Standing alongside him is Jay Alder, Finn’s childhood best friend.

Finn is caught within the fold of the hunters, due to his father. The lead hunter, Garth, threatens to kill Finn’s father, Niall, and unveil his secret unless Finn obeys his commands. Finn knows that if the town would hear of Niall hiding the body of his lover, Finn’s mother, in their basement, his unhinged father would be put to death.

Meanwhile, in the Forest, the Maiden is born. Becoming human for the first time, Adelaide is attacked by a feral. During the assault, Adelaide saves the feral and turns it back into a fianna who she knows by the name of Caleb. He leads her back to the fianna village, a settlement gifted to the fianna by the humans, where she meets another familiar face, Anna, who is the mate of Caleb. 

After a massive invasion from the ferals, Adelaide and her people are forced to flee from the Forest and seek solace in the human town. During this attack, Finn and Jay are caught within the fianna village, trying to quell the threat. Unfortunately, after receiving a wound to his gut by a feral, Jay dies.

Back in Norsewood, Adelaide is told by the human council that her people will be protected as long as she continues her pilgrimage to find her god. But she must be accompanied by a hunter. Finn, reeling from the loss of Jay, is forced by Garth to aid Adelaide into the Forest. Garth holds Jay’s corpse hostage, using the myth Niall believes in against Finn: that the blood of the Stag, the fianna deity, could cure any illness. Even death. 

Thus, Adelaide and Finn work together to find the Stag. After the duo captures a feral and changes him back into a human, Finn recognizes the man as someone who was hanged for his crimes years ago. Before they can take the man back to town, he is killed by the ruthless Hazel Golding, an infamous huntress who has a mysterious fixation on Finn. 

One night, Adelaide follows a trail of lilies out of the human town and happens upon a clearing filled with glowing lilies and a girl who looks just like her. Before the mysterious girl stabs her, she gives Adelaide cryptic messages. Later, Finn sees a white doe being chased by ferals through the Forest. Assuming it is Adelaide, Finn chases after her but is soon overwhelmed by the creatures hunting Adelaide. A boy from Norsewood rescues the two with surprising skill with his bow. Finn recognizes him as Marshall Luth, a boy whose father passed not too long ago. 

They continue their quest and discover another town deep within the Forest. There, Adelaide shifts into a doe and calls upon her god. The Stag appears before Adelaide, attempting to lead the Maiden back into the Forest. Finn, desiring the Stag’s miraculous blood, shoots and seemingly kills the god of the Forest. 

When Adelaide wakes up, Finn tells her the Stag found them and offered up his blood as a cure to the ferals. Finn gives her half of the blood he received from the god, and the two part ways. 

Back in town, Adelaide witnesses her protector and friend Caleb turning into a feral and killing humans within Norsewood. Anna, attempting to stop her mate, is killed by Caleb. Adelaide, acting on a promise she made days before, ends Caleb’s life so he will no longer suffer. Amidst her suffering, Adelaide attempts to take her own life, but fails.

Finn returns to the hunter’s lodge, hoping to find where Jay’s body has been hidden. Upon his arrival, Garth attacks Finn to gain the blood, belittling the boy for believing in fairy tales while confessing the body of Jay Alder has been burned. Niall, not in defense of his son, kills Garth and demands Finn give him the blood of the Forest god. Feeling betrayed by his own father, Finn throws the blood to the ground, destroying his father’s last hopes of resurrecting his love.

The human council decrees after the attack done by Caleb that all fianna are to be treated as traitors to humanity and are exiled to the infested Forest. Adelaide and Finn are taken with the rest of the fianna into the Forest where a horde of ferals awaits, killing hunters and fianna equally. Adelaide, Finn, and Marshall flee from the chaos and find the home of the Stag, the grove. There, Adelaide and Finn are confronted with the truth of their pasts by their god. They are the first fianna (The Maiden) and the first human (The First Hunter) to have ever been created, both being reborn over and over as punishment for the sins and love for one another in their first life. All souls within their world are caught on a cycle of life and rebirth. The Stag tells Finn that Jay was implemented within his cycles to pull Finn away from Adelaide so that she would eventually return home to him. The Stag was displeased with Man because it was not fully his own creation, but from the aid of Nature and the tree in the grove. 

Finn, enraged at the schemes of the Stag, takes a knife and plunges it into the god’s heart. The ground cracks beneath them and they both disappear. Adelaide and Marshall flee the Forest as trees fall and the earth shakes. There, Adelaide looks upon her arm to see black veins. Signs of turning feral. She declares to Marshall that a war will be waged, one between the humans and the fianna, and she disappears back into the trees. 

★

And so, a year has passed since the god of the Forest was killed by the First Hunter…


One

A Devil

There is a section of the Forest no dignified animal will dare cross. Only the crows and vultures fly above the circle of decay. Trees wither and droop, the earth spews black tar, and yellow skeletons garnish the terrain. Rabbits give no more than two sniffs before knowing one more hop into this region would be unkind to them. Snakes slither briskly into the dark and murky undergrowth. Rats, fat from gorging on corpses, rush through the weeds, occasionally taking snaps at the creatures bound to the trunks of trees by vines. 

These creatures belong in this muck and decay. They are beasts of death: ferals.

They hiss and groan at their restraints, vines and roots pinning them to the rancid mud, desiring to ease their suffering by inflicting it onto others. The reasoning for ferals is a loose one. Their bodies are a combination of two species, deer and human, and they do not mix well. Their agony will not let them focus on one target, neither man nor beast, so they kill endlessly, hoping for a moment of relief to cure themselves since no one else will come to their rescue. 

It is no accident that at the center of the miasma is the foulest being—a devil. 

The fiend resembles a deity that once governed over this land. His body, much like the ferals, is a structure of stag and man—fur the color of the darkest sins, wrapped around human limbs, ending at hooves, claws, and hollowed facial features. Antlers, dripping blood like a knife wound, creak and flex as they grow and break from the devil’s brow. Whenever the devil catches a glimpse of himself in the tar, in the murkiest of water, he sees a human face that makes his insides clench with emotions long forgotten: the face of a boy. 

The devil is hunched over one of his many captives, claws pressing against the feral’s head, the tips easing between bone and delicate organs. Beside the devil is a successful trial. A feral that surpassed all of the others. A chief amongst drooling beasts. The chief stands beside his master, hands held behind his back with human grace. He does not lash out and destroy his brother feral, nor does he whine in pain, but just silently observes the process that created him. He watches a devil practicing his craft. 

The creature stationed by the devil can no longer be classified as a feral. It has evolved.

When the devil’s patience wanes at his current trial, a female feral, he growls and sinks his claws deeper, scrambling the vitals inside the skull. 

The first and only chief, having witnessed the devil’s frustration before, steps away, letting his master tear at the corpse. When he is through, the devil’s anger has transformed the feral until it no longer resembles man or deer. The chief is patient, pulling another whining victim from the vines and offering it before his lord.

This time, when the devil begins sinking his claws into a new feral, the recipient does not cry out. It bares its teeth in defiance, but otherwise accepts the additional pain. As the devil digs about, an audible snap resounds before the courageous feral goes limp.

Seconds later, eyes open. One eye humanly blue, the other fianna gold. 

Another is born, another harbinger of destruction. 

Another general in the devil’s army.

The devil is forgetting how to talk, how to form words, but with what little memory remains, he tells the ferals, tells the blackened earth, “There will be death. 

“There will be revenge.”


Two

Marshall

It’s been one year since Finn Hail killed a god.

When people talk about the end of the world, there’s a finality to it. Everything ceases to exist, nothing really matters, everyone dies. No one hears about the crops dying from drought or increased pests. Or the sheep that spawned uncontrollable fevers that led to entire herds being put down. Or how, stranger even, no new babies have been born in a year. Pregnant women have lost their infants to miscarriages or given birth to stillborn. The weather has become moody and dramatic, soaring between parching highs and frost encrusted lows from one day to the next.

No one thinks about the apocalypse being all these trivialities adding up.

A thousand tiny changes keep us on our toes. We have to either adapt or go mad. 

Which I personally don't appreciate. I’m not good with change. I’d be content for everything to just go up in flames or have the sea swallow us whole. Every little tweak is another stab to my gut, slowly bleeding me out over the months.

If I ever see Finn again, I’ll personally thank him for all the shit that has gone haywire. I don’t know enough about Finn’s life to judge him, but it’s because of his uncontrollable anger that I’m on top of my barn’s roof, patching up holes left behind by the recent hailstorm. 

I wipe at the sweat pouring down my forehead because of course today couldn’t be one of those pleasantly cool days. I look out at the trees in the distance, something I try not to do, and wonder where Finn or Adelaide could be. Are either of them alive? With our small cottage behind Norsewood and near the Forest that wraps around the human territory, I have hoped, foolishly, that one of them might come and find me. Explain what the hell went on with our world, why I was left behind.

“Make sure you don’t fall,” Mom shouts at me from the ground. She shields her eyes from the sun as she stands in the shade. 

“Solid advice, Ma. Solid.” I, being the procrastinator I am, would have considered paying someone to fix the roof, but money has been tight around the farm recently. The nanny goats that dawdle around Mom haven’t given enough milk for their kids let alone the two of us. The hens haven’t laid eggs in weeks. Our only success is our tiny garden, but it soon became a secret discovered by the local critters. Some nights, when I am plagued with nightmares or stress, I sit outside with a gun and watch over our vegetables because this is what has become of my life.

On those nights when I can’t sleep, I constantly remind myself that I did try to stop Finn. I wasn’t worthless in the whole ordeal. I tried to run to him, shout for him to stop. But it was too late when I saw the ground open up like a hungry maw and consume both the Stag and Finn Hail.

“Don’t fall, honey!” Mom repeats, seemingly unaware of the warning she gave me moments ago. Because change struck everyone and everything one by one. When it hit Mom, I was helpless. All I could do was watch.

Mom has always been eccentric, always a little “off” to other people. She didn’t care if we were in the middle of the market or marching through the streets in the snow; she would sing her damnedest. Her songs were always about what we were doing, each one special because you would only hear it once and never again. She didn’t care if others stared, didn’t add their whispers to her melody. She was always scattered in numerous directions because “like the prettiest of birds, you just can’t keep her grounded,” as Dad used to say. He didn’t keep anything pretty in the house except for my mother.

When Dad died, it became obvious the wildflower that was Mom only thrived under his gentle care. With my eye (yeah, singular. I’ll get to that) vigilantly watching for anything altered, I spotted the shift too late. Mom’s memory flies about with the vigor she once did. Thoughts and moments are constantly running away from her, robbing her of family recipes and leisurely killing her. It makes sense, dying as the memories go, because who is someone if not the moments they’ve collected? When they leave, are they even the same person? 

Like I’m sure Dad had to, I learn each day to love every new face that makes up Mom.

“I will try not to fall, Mom, thank you,” I say as I hammer down a plank of wood. I have no damn idea what I’m doing or how to fix a leak in a roof. I know I could go into town and ask someone for advice, but I’m too lazy, and I don’t feel like listening to everyone moaning about their own issues. “I think I’m going to take a break. Why don’t you go check out the garden?” I offer her. 

She is quiet for a moment. “But you only just started?” 

I wipe my brow. Of course, that would be the part she wouldn’t forget. “Yeah, I know, but I need more supplies from the barn.” I crawl over to Dad’s old rickety ladder and ask Mom to hold it while I gently climb down. Earlier today, one of the goats maliciously knocked over the ladder while I was on the roof assessing the initial damage.

Halfway down, Mom tells me, “You are getting a little chubby. It’s probably because you are taking too many naps.” 

Okay, but what else is there to do when the world is ending, and we are slowly waiting to die? Nap. “This isn’t hurtful whatsoever,” I tell her when my two feet are on the ground. 

I cross my arms and glare.  

Mom’s eyes squint as she smiles, a feature that will never change no matter if the world decides to stop spinning. “How about I make us some breakfast? I should start feeding you better, so you don’t get so stocky.” She pokes at my stomach. I don’t tell her we already had breakfast because honestly, I could go for round two. 

“Again. Not hurtful at all.”

“A little honesty from your mother is good for growing boys.” She kisses my cheek and leaves the shade. “Make sure you feed our lovely ladies. They’ve been waiting patiently.” 

Our “lovely ladies” are four brown and white nanny goats that are notoriously nasty. The black-and-blue marks I have from them are numerous. They look at me with their beady black eyes, and I feel their evil. With the unpredictable weather, the grass isn’t as lush and their bellies not as full, so they are extra rude.

They are probably going to eat me. When one of them cries out, I jump and pace into the barn. The nannies pop into their stalls one at a time, each giving me a shout and command for attention and food. As I get a scoopful of grain for them, I count all the empty stalls. No matter my feelings on my murderous goats, it does sadden me to watch our interspecies family dwindle. Selling one means saving the rest, if just for another week. 

One more reminder of change. 

I climb up into the loft for a bale of hay. I take stock of how many are left, trying to determine when I need to make a trip to Norsewood. I pick up a bale for the girls, and as my muscles strain, my head begins to swim with dizziness. I drop the hay and press my hands against my forehead, but eventually, the sensation rocks my entire body, making my knees wobble. 

I slip off the patch from my right eye before the barn, the loft, my life, melt away to nothingness, and press my palm against the flower that blooms from the socket.

★

I should take a moment to confess. Parts of me have changed. Not desirable pieces. Not ones I would make public.

For one, I have these wild visions. Like dreams, but I’m lucid, able to move about without any delay. It isn’t like that time I ate a few mushrooms with the kids in Norsewood. That had been a sluggish nightmare of images and regrets. I know what it feels like when my mind is being altered, slowed down, bogged with a weight that is unnatural. 

But this is different.

There are always fires. Flames from hell feasting upon Norsewood, upon the Forest, upon the world. Hunger so infectious I feel it pinch my gut. Initially, the first few times I saw this alternate Norsewood in these nightmare-like trances, I was overcome by fear, by the destruction around me. Corpses are thick on the ground, covering up every bit of soil. Each step I take is on someone’s body, on their limbs and face. It is inevitable. Wolves, bears, hawks, and much more sinister creatures feast on the blackened flesh. The sky, thick with smoke, blocks out the sun’s light.

Sin and flames destroy the soul, destroy the earth, a voice will say. It comes from nowhere and everywhere at once, surrounding me like the wind. 

The vision throws me about, but eventually, I see past the broken walls just recently erected for the protection of Norsewood, over the ditches dug to trap ferals, and toward the bonfire that is Norsewood. Already, I feel my hold on this world, on this vision, wane. The closer to the center of Norsewood, the hazier the details get. 

Because there a devil of flames and sin rests. 

But before I can make it through the northern gate, the tug to wake up, to return to the loft, is crippling. From my vantage point, I view the being in the flames and gore, devouring corpses and ruin, limbs coated in black fur, bleeding from endless wounds, scavenge through the wreckage for more sustenance. Antlers, crooked and stained with soot, reach into the sunless sky, dripping blood onto the crumbling streets. Was this the afterbirth of this creature, all this destruction? Or did the desolation summon it here?

The beast, aware of my presence, turns its massive head. Human eyes stare, wide open and lined with vacancy. Mouth, slightly agape, flashes rows of rusted-like daggers.

It reaches for me. 

The beast’s fingers circle around the entirety of me closing in, in, in. I push against them, fighting against the depleting space.

A devil that was created, a voice whispers to me, too benevolent in tone to be the fiend before me.

The beast squeezes as I scream.

Become my arrow. The voice echoes in my mind, battling through the pain. 

Slay the devil.

★

When I resurface in the barn, I gasp for air, for something to fill my lungs that isn’t smoke or rot. With terror, I find a figure resting on the hay bales across from me. My heart slams as I scramble back, my eye taking longer to collect the features of the intruder. I find my eyepatch, pulling it over the lily haphazardly, wincing as several petals crunch under my haste.

“Do you know what it looks like? When you’re sleeping?” The voice, while familiar in pitch, still causes my panic to overflow. The figure points to my face. The right side. “The flower.” When she leans forward, a sliver of light from the patchy barn room illuminates the deceptively harsh features of Roisin, with her short-cropped hair and her tight facial features. Since the passing of Pasel, the oldest of the council members, Roisin has stepped into the fold. She is stern, harsh, brutal, but beneath that, off the stage of town hall, she is gentle. It is too early to know which is the act: the kindness or the viciousness. Are we both sheep and does she merely wear the skin of one? 

“I’m a drooler, I know,” I say, trying to calm down. “Thankfully, I don’t snore, so I have that going for me.” 

She grins, unbothered by me, my sarcasm. More importantly, she is not fearful of me. 

Of the lily that has replaced my right eye. 

Roisin is the only person to know such an abnormality plagues me. After once finding Mom in town, she returned her to our tiny farm where she found me, lying in the field, lost in a dream, lily drinking in the sunlight. When I awoke, Roisin was there, curiosity powering each of her questions.

How did this happen? 

I don’t even know. Days after I watched Finn slay a god, a little tidbit I did not inform Roisin of, I had a dream. Similar to the visions I have, but less clear. In the dream, I was being torn apart by some unknown creature. When I woke up screaming, blood running down my face, I found the lily had replaced the prior resident of my right socket. 

How is it attached? 

This detail is vaguer, and far more disturbing. Of course, I’ve tried to remove the flower like someone might a wart or a blister, but each tug can be felt deep within my skull, the vines tangled around the bone, stubborn and unwilling to be unrooted. I even attempted to shear off the petals, the stem, but taking scissors to the plant invoked pain similar to skewering myself with a pitchfork.  

The most troubling question Roisin posed was, Why?

Why did I have a flower growing out of my skull? I have no idea. Being the first potted flower of a person is kind of exciting. 

Roisin is a researcher at heart. She continues to visit my mother and the farm, seeking me in the garden or finding me hidden away in the barn. After she found me unconscious the second time, she nearly summoned a doctor. Fearing what that would entail, I confessed the oddities of these blackouts, to where my mind travels. She brought a journal and pen the next time she visited, jotting down each “vision.” Because they aren’t always about death. Sometimes they are of people, things, places. 

One day, I found Roisin running down the dirt path to our home, her clothing and hair coming undone. Very un-Roisin. At the sight of her, annoyance tickled the back of my throat. I didn’t want this woman showing up, involving me in shit I didn’t care about. If it didn’t affect Mom, it didn’t involve me. 

No matter how many times I told Roisin what I wanted, and more importantly, what I didn’t want, she would just ignore me, too caught up in her own world. 

“You see the future,” she had explained with what little air she had left. After a glass of water, Roisin led me out into the pasture and opened her journal on a fence post. She pointed to a bookmarked page that had several sentences underlined. “You dreamed there would be an accident at the wall, that someone would be killed by an unfastened log. One of the workers, Dragg, was killed this morning. But that isn’t the only occurrence. Last week, the Thorn’s roof caught fire. Like you dreamt. Two days ago, one of the children was missing their cat. A cat with orange fur and two white paws. Do you want to know where I found it? Caught in a shed, two doors down. Just like you saw.”

That had been enough to convince Roisin that I was worth her time. Now she comes every week with tea and bread for Mom, and a journal waiting to be filled for me. From what I know, she hasn't told a single soul of our conversations. Of her studies.

Yet, like everyone, she has motives that keep her visits frequent. 

“What did you see this time?” Roisin asks, pulling me from my thoughts. Her questions are never too prodding, too invasive. Even if they were, I would tell her anyway. I trust her, regardless if I think it is a good decision or not. 

“The usual. Everyone taking naps out in the fields. Norsewood decorated with bonfires. Dark creatures in the middle of it all eating humans. No biggie.”

Roisin taps her pen against her knee. From her point of view, I’m sure this recurring imagery is unsettling. Her belief would point her in the direction that this is a foretold event. And it isn’t a pretty one. She doesn’t comment, but I know from her sighs that the repetition troubles her. 

I try not to let it trouble me. I try not to hold any stock in anything she keeps stored in the leather-bound book. 

She extends a mug that leaks lazy steam from the top. I take it gratefully and relieve my dry throat. “Did you see her?” She speaks softly, deliberately. Each question is optional when she asks. 

Her. 

Adelaide.

Maiden of the fianna.

I respond with a shake of my head, lily petals caressing my cheek. 

Roisin gives me a tight smile and a nod. Roisin is transparent about her intentions of finding Adelaide. A girl who disappeared from the world a year ago. She believes the council can be reasoned with, that there might be a way to heal the wounds cast upon the fianna. She, without ever voicing it, knows that the town is slipping into the control of the hunters. And worse, Niall Hail. With each day, the infamous man is shifting Norsewood into a place unrecognizable. With the construction of a new Forest settlement and the walls standing guard around Norsewood, Niall has pushed his distaste of the fianna upon the people. It wasn’t a hard task though, since all Niall did was confirm and validate their fears of the unknown. 

Aware that I’m not keen on her companionship, Roisin stands, dusting off strands of straw. “There will be a meeting tonight, at my house. Some of the council members will be attending.” Was she intending to hide these gatherings from Niall by not holding them in the town hall? “Once again, I would like to extend an invite to you.” 

I’m shaking my head before she can even finish her sentence. “I’m not one for politics.”

“Suit yourself.” She descends the ladder until only her head is visible to me. “Sitting up here won’t change anything.”

I grit my teeth when the throbbing that viciously beats against the back of my eye returns. “Why do you even care?” The pain makes the question far more aggressive than I intend it to be.

Roisin does not shy from me, just gives me a smile, dim and a little sad. “You might not believe in yourself, but I think there is something spectacular you can do. What if that vision is true? What if we could prevent it?”

“If it comes true”—like the others have, I don’t add because that means I would believe in the impossible—“it doesn’t matter what you do. Everyone will be dead.” I want to add here that putting her faith in me of all people is a terrible idea. I watched Finn die, I could do nothing when my father was killed, and I can barely keep Mom alive.

I can’t protect the world; I can’t even save a few stinky goats. 

“Just because something looks impossible doesn’t mean it is. Doesn’t mean all hope is lost.” Before she disappears, she tells me, “Maybe, soon, your dreams will have less fire.” 

I remember the face of the beast resting in the middle of Norsewood, of the face that was all too familiar. What would Roisin say if I told her I know this devil exists? 

That I knew how he was made.


Three

Hazel

Noah was always more beast than me. 

My brother sways on his feet like a drunkard, his throat straining with words he will never speak. His hands clench his head, holding together his throbbing skull. When he knocks over one of our lamps, one of our only possessions that came from our foster mother, I snap at him to be quiet, to lie down.

Lost in his anguish, Noah continues. I clamp onto his wrists and pry his hands away from his face. His eyes meet mine and my stomach rolls with shame and an uncontrollable surge of disgust. One eye is the color of a freshly forged dagger, blue silver, while the other is gold like an apple. 

Eyes of the fianna. 

A knock sounds at our door. “Niall wants to see you,” a voice, trying to be deep and commanding, announces to me. He sounds like one of the nameless boys that joined the hunters in hopes it would make their dicks grow. And he didn’t yet know his place.

“Busy,” I bark. The little shit should be grateful for a mild response because the curses rolling through me right now would make his grandmother weep in the grave. 

“He said now.” The knob shakes as it turns as the little shit presses his luck. I hear the lock tumbling. 

I kick out with my boot, smacking the door shut. I’m rewarded with a surprised yelp on the opposite side of the wood. “I swear to whatever god you pray to, if you don’t fucking—”

Noah’s nose jets out blood, red further staining the floor and my bedsheets.

“What are you doing in there?” the disembodied voice asks, still trying for authoritative but landing around puberty-stricken youth. 

“I’m fucking—” But Noah coughs and there is more blood on my pants, the walls, everywhere. With his hands clotting his nostrils, his apple-golden iris watches me in panic. The amber color of the fianna breaks into the white of his eye, leaking into inhuman territory. 

The boy raps his knuckles against the door consecutively. “I have orders from Niall Hail to bring you—”

I shout, scream, make a noise that resembles an angry bear when anything fiddles with her cubs. Since Niall’s return to glory over the hunter’s guild, younger people are flooding through the doors, desiring the morphing status from villains to gods that the hunters have received. Showing their loved ones, their peers, that they have what it takes to look at demons and smile back. They aren't killers, just babes with stomachs full of their mother’s milk. They’re fake. 

With a jingling of keys, the door swings open, and I thrust the heel of my boot into the stomach of whoever has the fine notion to mess with Hazel fucking Golding. My foot connects with the recipient, whipping the boy back out into the hallway and against a wall. I crouch in front of him and pluck off his stupid hat, part of Niall’s new fashion choice for the hunters, and toss it down the hallway. “Excuse me, but what the fuck do you think you’re doing?” The boy’s lips flop open like a fish, but I press my finger, roughly, against them, quieting him. “I actually don’t give a shit what you think. If you ever find yourself between cutting off your own balls or entering my room, go with the former. Trust me. What I do to you will be far less enjoyable. Mmkay?” I take the ring of keys from his clenched fist. “Which one is mine?”

He blinks, unable to comprehend such hostility. “My f-father is—”

“I don’t care who squirted you out. Which key is mine?” 

After he points at a key smeared with blue paint, I remove the metal and toss the remaining against the boy’s head. I return to my room and slam the door shut, jamming a chair beneath the knob just in case.

Noah, squatting in the middle of the room, has stilled. I hold my breath as he turns. Because I am a reflection of Noah and any ailments that he displays live in me. His abnormalities are mine. His sin is my own. 

Now both of his eyes, puddles of sunlight, expose a secret shared between the two of us. If anyone saw these eyes, the eyes of a fianna, they would know that neither Noah nor I are human. 

★

“Your pups need tighter collars,” I tell Niall in place of a greeting when I enter his rank office. 

He sits behind the desk that originally belonged to him, and then Garth, and now to him again. Both men have eerie similarities, but in the end, Niall is smarter. While I don’t doubt the authenticity of his insanity, he once told me, “If they think me crazy, I’ll show them crazy.” 

If Niall isn’t slithering in the shadows of the room hidden behind his bookshelves, he is here, at this damn desk, writing endlessly for hours. Notebooks obese with his chicken scratch act as paperweights, table coasters, and obstacles to trip over. Only once have I ever been interested in the man’s thoughts, and what I read from one notebook was enough to repel me from the rest. Notes on dissection of human and animal bodies, their anatomy, studies on blood, birth, process of decay, and so on. It would be impressive if it were anyone other than Niall Hail. 

“You could learn to play nicely,” Niall chastises me like a devout father. Which is humorous because since his own son, Finn Hail, disappeared over a year ago, I haven’t seen the man shed a single tear or even offer up a kind word on the boy’s behalf. I lost a cat when I was a kid and at least had the sympathy to ask someone if they saw it. And that’s saying a lot. “They are good little soldiers. They look up to you, you know.”

“They aren’t needed,” I hiss, my annoyance floating to the top. “Without ferals to feed them to, their heads are swelling up with arrogance bigger than their dicks.” The ferals have done the world’s best vanishing act. Unless they burrowed under the dirt or fled deeper into the trees, there shouldn’t be anywhere in the Forest they could hide that well. Yet, they pop in and out just to attack us and agitate the hunters. 

Niall doesn’t need anyone else. He can cut off all the extra fat from the guild and be fine because he has me. But the money collected from the council for each new member is too enticing to the greedy man. He schemes, he waits, and he lets his empire of wealth grow. 

“There are several that show promise.”

I yawn. “No.” 

“I’d be careful none of them prove to be your better,” he tells me without looking up and just scribbles along.

He slices at me with the words, aware how the fire burns in me. “If they prove better than me, feel free to kill me so I don’t suffer.” 

“Your manners are atrocious. I heard you harmed poor Evon for following my orders?” Niall puts down his pen, closes his book, and folds his hands beneath his chin.

I cross my arms. “He thought he could barge into my room. I corrected his behavior. If you choose to keep lap dogs around, someone has to train them.” 

The man sighs in exhaustion. “Enough with the theatrics, Hazel. I have a letter I need you to deposit in the fianna village after you visit Pinestone.”

“I can’t go today. Noah isn’t well.”

He shrugs. “I can have one of the ‘pups’ look after him. You will be going today.”

“The fuck you will. No one goes near my room.”

“Must you be so loud? It’s either you or one of them. I would like for us to continue to trust and rely on each other, but there are plenty of hunters that would benefit greatly from your favor and position in the guild. Many would appreciate the protection such a spot gives.” He holds out his letter, eyebrow raised.

Every word not said out loud, the intentions that simmer beneath. Noah is safe within these walls. Our sins are hidden under the cruelty of the hunters. 

I snatch the letter, the paper scrunching under my impulsive anger. Niall studies his dark arts, but he’s a scholar on how to pull at my strings. My pride being challenged causes me to act, predictably to him, without thought. 

“What am I supposed to do with this?” I ask bitterly.

Niall wipes at his nose. “Pick up the supplies from Jackal in Pinestone. He should also have reports on the town’s progress, but you can just toss those.” I look at his desk and see he’s crafting up a fraudulent transcript of Pinestone’s progression. “Then, nail that to one of the homes in the fianna village. Any one of them will do. I would tell you to not read it, but you tend to do the opposite of what is asked. Make sure it’s visible.” He waves his hand in dismissal.

“I would love nothing more.” I show him the key stolen from Evon. “This better be the only one.” 

Niall shakes his head in exhaustion, not answering me, but receiving the message clearly. 

Closing the door behind me, I pry open the note with my free hand, scanning the contents like Niall knew I would. 

We will consider your offer.

-Maiden. 

★

Norsewood was once the center piece to lavish farmlands, emerald-green grass, and rolling fields of wildflowers. It was an extension of human excellence that crept out of town. Niall, when he proposed garnering further protection for the people, knew how robust the fear of fianna and feral spread throughout Norsewood. A fear that allowed Niall to breach the once sacred truce between man and beast and begin cutting into the Forest. Initially, it was to be one wall that encased Norsewood—a sturdy structure of wood and stone. In addition, came the second. Ultimately, a third and final wall was built. 

The land between each barrier has been trampled upon, torn up, and altered beyond recognition. The farmlands were repositioned behind Norsewood, with the promise that when the Forest was conquered there would be enough land for generations to come, and the grass was mashed into mud.

A temporary unsightliness was welcome to the hope of future glamor.

I proceed through all three guarded gates without a question. A smug little prick of a huntress had once demanded proof I was leaving town on Niall’s orders. After I fired an arrow into her shoulder, threw her off the wall, and opened the gate, no one has since probed my comings and goings. 

Beyond the walls, I step around the stumps of trees left behind by the lumberjacks who, by the authority of Niall, collected lumber for Pinestone’s birth. Each tree that fell was another statement that no longer did we cower in fear because of myths and legends. The human species is rising above.

That is when Noah will be safest. When there isn’t anything left to compare us to. 

A road is carved through the fianna domain, packed down with dirt and lined with river stones. I, being intelligent, don’t travel out in the open. I know as well as Niall that if I become an open target, the other hunters will certainly strike. The ruthlessness I wield has not made me many friends over the years, fortunately. Instead I move through the shadows and the Forest foliage.

Sprinkled between the trees are single-manned wooden stands with vigilant hunters stationed at the tops, preening over their rifles while following the squirrels that tumble about. I creep between the stands, slipping beneath the hunters’ feet with them unaware. No matter what the Forest births, I am the most lethal. I throw rocks about and snort and bay like a beast, just to fuck with them a little. 

It goes without saying that none of them finds the girl in the leaves below. 

Coming upon Pinestone is like finding a fairy-tale fortress, not a village. Walls are topped off with sharpened stone and sticks, and every bend is fashioned with a lookout tower. A thick ring around the town has been cleared of all shrubbery and vegetation to provide those patrolling higher visibility. 

Maliciously, bodies are hung outside the town by merciless novice hunters. The fianna unfortunate enough to be caught in traps or taken down by bullets become ornaments after suffering interrogations. To further divide hunters from everyone else in Norsewood, Niall allows the hunters their cruel tendencies and games.

Keeping with my stealth, I choose my own entrance. I throw a grappling hook over the wall and scale up the vertical surface, enjoying the strain. Feet secure on the rampart, I see there has been no progress on Pinestone in several days. Niall convinced the council that the town was near completion with foundations for individual homes and detailed blueprints of the street layouts. There are only tents draped over sticks, hunters milling about, and no buildings to be found.

I drop to the ground, passing the loosely tied-down tents. Those without color-coordinated tarps like red for health-related inquiries, green for food and storage, and blue for the command center are makeshift homes for the hunters and workers. I slide my razor over the ropes of numerous tents, smiling when I imagine what the next good gust of wind will do to them.

Arriving before the largest of the tents, the only blue one, I find two hunters standing guard, their faces pinched like they haven’t taken a proper shit in weeks. 

“You do know you’re guarding a tent, right?” I say before passing the flaps. Inside, I find the hunter in charge of Pinestone behind his desk using a scale and pen to create detailed measurements for a future hunter’s lodge that he aspires to be in charge of. He cares a lot more about this place than anyone else.

“Ms. Golding,” he says with a smile that must be misdirected. It’s highly likely that whenever we’ve met before, I wasn’t kind to him. That’s kind of my thing. 

“Jack, right?” I have completely forgotten the kid’s name, but I fire off the one that tickles my memory.

“Jackal,” he corrects me. 

I wince dramatically. “Yikes. Probably wish it was Jack, huh?” 

His smile continues, its vigor not lessening. “I enjoy my name. I am understanding you are here for some provisions. And an account of the town?”

I hide the fact that I’m aggravated by his constant cheerfulness. His grin is out of place in this shithole. So, I just give him a shrug. 

“Is it just you?” he inquires. 

Is he referring to Noah? Not having my brother by my side is like a winter without snow; people notice. “Problem with that?”

“Of course not. I’m going to guess you aren’t collecting the specimen for Niall. Would be awfully hard to handle it by your lonesome.”

I hold up my hands in confusion. “I’m fine on my own. I have no idea what you’re jabbering about. I’m picking up shit and I’m leaving.”

Jackal rubs his chin while he twists his lips in thought. “Niall will want to know of its condition, I’m sure. Also, you can’t leave without trying Oxen’s stew.” 

I do not acknowledge the offering of food because no. “Thanks, Jackal. Doesn’t sound like it pertains to me.” But Jackal is already up, walking past me with his stupid grin.

Wanting to get this day over as quickly as possible, I swallow my vexation and follow him. Popping out of the tent, I see him waving and chatting with each person he passes with infuriating positivity. Hearty slaps on the back that make him look comical, and several “good jobs!” litter his interactions. I study him as he moves about, looking for a crack in his armor. No one is this joyous all the time. He may be only ten or so years my senior, but he commands the operations around the settlement with surprising ease.

Distracted by how much I dislike this man, I don’t see the cage until it is before me. The bundle of fur and blood crammed into the space looks harmless, if not already dead. When I kick the edge of it with my boot, the creature inside hisses and attempts to twist itself around to see its assaulter, but the space is too tight.

“It’s a feral,” I say. Jackal nods. Niall has been studying them dead, just as corpses. He still believes he can find a way to resurrect his dead lover from the grave. He is searching for magic within complex science. “Why is this one alive?”

“Niall wants one still breathing. I don’t ask questions.” He winks in a “You know how it is” gesture that is too comradery for my taste.

I crouch, looking at the beast. “Why is it so…?” I study the feral until I see that one of its arms has been cut off, the stump infected and buzzing with flies. The smell floods my nose with enough strength to make me nearly gag. A hunk of wood is jammed into the feral’s mouth, a rope keeping it wedged in place. 

“He doesn't care what state the beast is in, so we made sure it was worn out,” Jackal tells me, that smile on his face. “We don’t get to have fun with the others, so this was a nice treat for the gang.” 

“By others, you mean the dead subhumans you strung up?” 

Jackal nods with excitement. “You’ve already seen them!” Since I was never one for hiding my emotions, Jackal finds my response written across my face. “Come now, Hazel. You are the most feared huntress in all of Norsewood. You’ve killed more than a hawk has mice. No need to look so judgmental. The boys need to let off steam somehow.”

“A wolf takes pride in her kill. A fox is proud of her abilities.” Men like him, those with extreme ideals and notions, cling to Niall. He gives them permission and justifies their cruelty.

“I am very proud of my work. Because of me, there are less subs to terrorize our homes. These devils mean to kill our young and our wives. Me and you are the same.” He’s so stupidly unashamed of his ignorance. 

The truth of the words bounce off my hollow heart. I have no delusions that I am fucked-up. But I am not this fucked-up. And when you’re this low on the totem pole of human morals, those small differences strike harder. 

“Better watch out. Soon Niall might need a new number one.” Jackal sparkles with cruelty. Like he knows. Like he sees how those words dig into me.

This is what the world does to those who are different.

When I close my eyes, I can see Noah hanging from a wall; I can see hunters like Jackal laughing and cheering as he is killed. Men like our father, who tried to cleanse the world of his sin.

“Hazel, are you—?” 

A hand on my shoulder—

throwing me against the wall—

I lash out, reaching for—

the dagger he held above Noah—

I press it into his throat, the edge sharp and—

“Hazel!”

I blink and find Jackal beneath me. My knees are pressed into his shoulders, my knife breaking skin. His smile, so infuriating, is gone.

I lean into him, and the dagger bites farther into his lightly bearded throat. “Don’t ever lay a hand on me.”

Getting off Jackal, I leave behind Pinestone and rest on the fact that I am not the worst of humanity. I’m not as sinister. I do all this for Noah. 

To protect him. 

I pat my pocket, feeling the crinkling of the note still folded inside.


Four

Adelaide

I spit wads of blood onto the cave floor, the splatters bouncing off the rocks around me in sharp detail. My teeth, my tongue, every part of me, seems to be lined in the substance. My hair, uncontrollably long and stringy, is sticking to me. My limbs rest loosely in their joints, unwilling to settle into this form, ready to shift at any instant. Cautiously, I tally ten toes, ten fingers, a nose, a mouth, and so on, until all my human parts are accounted for. Rough rope chafes my wrists and ankles, making the skin as raw and tender as the inside of my mouth. 

Even in the absence of light, I know black lacey veins curl delicately about my skin, aiming to be intricate and lovely.

A whistle expands within the cave, pressing into the stone. When the sound dwindles, I send a low whistle in response, knowing it will carry to its destination. 

Ull tepidly appears from around the bend, his masculine figure blurred by the never-ending shadows. He unties the binds at my wrist and ankles and wraps soft cotton around the red skin, bandaging it up without saying a word to me. He touches me with the knowledge that he can’t harm me. Softness is replaced with quick, confident actions. Ull passes me a cloth that I use to wipe the residue of blood from my skin, but I won’t feel clean until I bathe.

“How long?” I ask with a scaly voice. Even the tiniest of whispers evolves into a shout inside the stone tunnels. 

“Three days,” Ull replies.

I hide my shock, my disgust, by tying back my hair, peeling thousands of strands off my skin. Helping me stand, Ull directs me back out of the cave and into the dusky evening air. My eyes adjust quickly, but my heart seizes at the sight of the trees and the flowers and life. While those three days passed like a breath, my body has yearned for the Forest, wasting in agony.

I leave the cave behind and seek running water. Finding a lazy flowing creek, I ask Ull for his knife. Brandished at his hip is one of his prized possessions—a blade he looted from his first kill. The man had been an ugly hunter who had said uglier things.

Grabbing my coiled hair, I rest the blade against the strands and begin to saw back and forth until all that is left are soft curls brushing my collarbone. Ull does not comment as I hand the knife back to him and begin disrobing. Even when I’m naked, he does not avert his gaze. He knows this body is meant to be as free as any other, not bound and covered. Nothing to be ashamed of. 

Yet, damn my human emotions. I can feel every line his eyes take as they search me for cuts and wounds. It would be childish and ignorant to deny that this body and this form desires Ull. His brown hair, kept pulled back in a balled mass, frames his stubbled jaw and hides the nasty scar that replaced his right ear. It is a primal attraction that continues to torturously twist my insides, but I have never listened to its squeamish cries. Maybe one day, when we are truly ourselves, Ull will be my mate. But not now. Not in this body. 

I will not choose him with a human heart. 

I dive into the water, dropping beneath the surface and shocking my body with the water’s sharpness. Reemerging, I watch Ull place a fresh set of clothes onto the pebbled shore. 

My heart, no matter how cold the water is, throbs at the gesture. 

“It’s getting longer,” I say over the hum of the water’s flow. Ull has remained by my side within the past year, refusing to abandon me. Effortlessly, he has gained my trust, my vulnerability, until anything I fear is processed through him. He feeds into my desire for security, guidance, and support. He has found my weaknesses and built himself around them.

I run my fingers through my hair, giddy with the change. 

Ull, his eyes never ceasing to appraise his surroundings, grunts in agreement. “Last time, you were gone for a day.” Time is not as crucial to the fianna, to the wild, but some things are inescapable. It has been a year since I last saw Finn and the fianna deity. A year that my body has been fighting to cleanse itself of the disease simmering within. While I’ve seen fianna shift into ferals instantly, my body is losing its battle unhurriedly. 

Three days, Ull tells me. Three days I was unconscious. Three days my body shifted and turned into something terrifying, malicious, uncontrollable.

A feral.

“Did anyone question where I was?” I scrub at my numb skin with fingers too frozen to bend. I take fistfuls of the sandy bands to scrub at my skin. 

“They naturally assume that everything you do, you do for them. They trust you without fail. That, and Baglan took every opportunity to spread his…good news.” 
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