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Drawing Blood



A thin, charcoal gray cat—Merliss, she called herself—sat on the long, oak plank table in the cottage of Hailaird, the cunning man. The cat’s tail hung over the side and switched back and forth in a lazy rhythm. She eyed the apprentice, Fendrel, twisting her neck an eighth of a turn to see him squarely with her good eye. The other sat deeper in its socket, an old injury.

All the shutters were open and a cool breeze trailed the morning sunlight. Bunches of drying plants hung from the rafters and swayed in the lazy river of air. Their crisp leaves brushed one against another as the plants whispered among themselves in dry, husky voices. Merliss’s ears twitched at the rough sounds. She didn’t know their language, but something about their talk troubled her. They were talking fast, their tones tremulous.

Fendrel put down the magnifying crystal he was using to study a book of herblore. A long-dead scribe, intent on saving ink and space, had made black strokes on the vellum in a tiny script. The illustrations were not much larger.

The apprentice reached toward the cat. The sleeve of his loose, linen shirt caught on the edge of a second book. His wrist slid out of the sleeve like the neck of a turtle stretching from its shell. She sensed mischief in his hand.

“Nice, Merliss. Nice, kitty.” He scratched behind her ear and then slid his fingers down to her chin.

Merliss closed her eyes and tilted her head back to give him access to her neck. Her throat rumbled with purring. She did not want to purr—best not to encourage him—but sometimes her human spirit could not suppress the cat nature, and the cat loved to have her chin caressed.

Fendrel reached lower to scratch her chest.

Merliss slapped his hand, catching the top of his thumb with a claw. She felt it rip and reinforced her disapproval with a hiss. Not a quick study, she thought. That was what he suffered the last time and the umpteen times before.

“Ow!” the boy yowled. He sucked on the wound and screwed his eyes shut.

“Coat it with turpentine and honey and then wrap it,” said Hailaird.

The old master did not look up from his task. He sat at the opposite end of the table. An array of clay jars was fanned out before him. From each he took one or more pinches of dried leaves, which he dropped into a smaller jar.

His right hand trembled and his right eyelid drooped, half-covering his green eye flecked with brown. Hailaird the king of herbs saw the world through lenses colored with dirt and leaves.

Merliss still remembered him as a young, cunning man, strong and hale as Fendrel, scouring the woods and moor in search of the rarest plants. She had raced ahead of his long gait, sniffing the foliage. He hadn’t needed her help. His gift of knowing what lay where and when it was ready crossed into the uncanny. He was a hunter who knew where the hinds bedded down before his hounds knew what scent they sought. She had learned more from him than vice versa, but he welcomed her presence all the same.

The king of herbs now tottered on his throne, struggling for a firm grip to hold himself upright. The decades weighed on him like stones crushing a condemned man. The palsy had followed an apoplexy. How long? Four or five Samhains past?

“Damn cat,” said Fendrel. “She drew blood.”

“She doesn’t like you to touch her chest.” Hailaird pursed his lips. He scratched marks on a tablet of slate with a triangular piece of chalk, working out the proper proportions for an herbal tea. “She’s warned you before. Only a fool steps on a snake twice.”

Hailaird held the chalk in his left hand. He pulled on his right ear lobe and for a moment the tremor in his right hand stilled. Merliss knew he was thinking, and not about the troubles of his apprentice.

Fendrel thrust his face at Merliss, his nose less than an inch from hers.

It startled her and she barely managed to check the cat’s instinctive response to decorate his smooth, boyish cheek with stripes.

A mischievous playfulness animated the corners of his mouth, which quivered as his lips turned up in a grin. He always seemed ready to laugh, like a teetering stack of worn coins, ready to fall. More than anything else about this apprentice that readiness to laugh annoyed her. She didn’t know why.

“I’m going to make you like me, cat.”

“Patience,” said Hailaird.

Merliss hissed, casting spittle across Fendrel’s nose.

The boy leaned back and laughed. Merliss stared at him. His blonde hair hung well past his ears and curled upward at the ends. Mirth sparkled in his cornflower blue eyes. About what did he have to laugh? A red ball of blood, like a bead of quicksilver, grew atop the gash on his thumb.

“How did she lose her tooth?” asked Fendrel.

“Ask her. They were long gone the first time I met her.”

Merliss remembered biting into a chainmail cowl and the leather-gloved hand that had torn her hold and thrown her aside. At first she had not realized the blood in her mouth was her own, not until it dribbled out.

“A strange cat, Merliss. That you truly be,” said Fendrel. “If you are a cat.”

“Now you are learning,” said Hailaird. “Observation begets understanding.”

“Has she always looked the same?”

Merliss did not appreciate being the subject of a conversation in which she could not take part. She licked a paw and scrubbed her face, feigning indifference.

Hailaird stopped his work to study the cat at the opposite end of the table. “Yes. And she’s outlived at least two masters and someday a third I’ll wager. I acquired her from the last cunning man and he from his predecessor. She comes with the cottage.” He combed his fingers through the brown hairs sparsely covering the crown of his head.

She had not always lived in this cottage. She remembered the desperate life she led upon first entering the cat’s body. How she struggled and still struggled to keep the cat at bay, lest she go feral and lose what humanity she had left. And she didn’t want to begin anew, searching out a cunning man and convincing him to trust her help. The process was too difficult without language. She had spent centuries building the relationship with Hailaird’s line. How much had been luck and how much skill? She feared there had been far more of the former.

“You’re older than the hills, Merliss.” Fendrel chuckled.

The angular shape of the cat’s head gave her a permanent scowl, which merely softened when she widened her eyes. She stopped grooming and narrowed her eyes.

“You’re not making friends, Fendrel. We’re low on thyme and foxglove. You should bind that thumb as I told you and then take Merliss to gather some more.”
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A Voice at the River



Fendrel took down jars of turpentine and honey and dabbed a bit of each on his wound. He gritted his teeth.

Merliss smiled, though no one could tell. A bit of stinging might remind the boy to respect her wishes in the future. It was amusing the way he fumbled to wrap and knot the binding with one hand, but eventually he managed it by using his teeth as a stand-in for his injured hand.

The boy slipped the strap of a leather satchel over his head. He donned a wide-brimmed hat with a rounded top and snatched his staff from its resting place beside the door.

Carved from rowan, the staff was taller than Fendrel. A silver-alloy blade crowned its head and gleamed from a recent polish.

While a cunning man or woman—gender made no difference—spent most of their time healing the sick or injured, there were other tasks to attend to. Malevolent creatures and spirits roamed the world. Some practiced dark magic; others were part of it; and some brought darkness on themselves—suicides, for example.

When dark creatures roamed near, cunning folk armed with silver and know-how were all that stood between the average person and a horrible end.

As Merliss knew from long experience, the balance of dark and light moved like the tide. For centuries, darkness had ebbed. People had become complacent, like a plump pig in a pen who doesn’t mark the coming of winter. She had heard some question evil’s existence, fools on a ship sliding toward a shoal.

She had sniffed out an ogre living in a cave beside the River Augwikka in a steep hollow no more than a league from where she now sat. At the moment, the creature seemed content with fish and the odd pig, but she had been watching it in case its tastes changed. And then there were the pookas, neither good nor bad, living in various forms. Their eyes saw much, and she cultivated their friendship.

And then there was Merliss herself, and no one knew what she was.

She believed Hailaird a good man, but he tended toward healing and his tenure had been mercifully quiet. His right arm had weakened and withered with palsy. He neglected the boy’s training with the staff. The king of herbs had always favored the trowel and maybe he should have. His breadth of herblore went unmatched among cunning folk. Still, the cunning folk bore two edges and to let one edge grow dull and rusted invited woe. What path would Fendrel follow?

Merliss bounded from the table to the bench to the flagstone floor. She would steer the boy in the right direction. No, she answered the mischievous cat in her nature, he’s not ready to meet an ogre. Finding thyme in the garden and foxglove on a hillside was boring and hardly difficult, but it would do for the moment. The cat had taught her patience in the hunt.

“No water?” said Hailaird. “There’s nary a cloud to temper the sun today and it was unseasonably warm early this morning.”

The master was a stickler for preparation. Fendrel returned his staff to its resting place. Merliss sat on her haunches beside the door. She watched him fill and stopper a yellow gourd, which joined the satchel hanging across his chest. For good measure, he also cut and wrapped a chunk of hard, yellow cheese.

Hailaird nodded his approval. Merliss trotted outside ahead of Fendrel into a warm summer day. Sunlight dappled the thin, well-trod grass in the clearing before the cottage.

A pair of brown-feathered chickens pecking the yard for worms scattered at Merliss’s approach. She had never so much as hissed at them, but the chickens seemed to mistrust her on principal. They bobbed their heads in the mindless way chickens do, watching her warily. Talking to birds was a waste of time. She didn’t understand their squawking at all.

Merliss led the way around the stone cottage to the herb garden. Hailaird tended it each morning. Mulched with straw, the garden glowed a warm yellow under the sunlight falling through a break in the canopy. The neat rows were, as always, free of weeds. She trotted down the second row and sat on her haunches beside three thyme plants.

“I know what thyme looks like,” said Fendrel. “Nor am I ignorant of foxglove.”

Meow. You know what they are, she thought, because I taught you. She moved aside to give him room to kneel. A yellow finch pecking at errant seeds in the straw drew her attention. It took all her willpower to stop the cat from stalking the bird. She didn’t have time for a mouthful of blood and feathers, but the cat could think of nothing else.

Fendrel stood and secured the flap of his satchel. “Shall we try the hills south of Pelcairn?”

Meow. She trotted across the clearing toward the trail leading to the river.

“Merliss.” Fendrel spoke with a hint of mockery in his tone.

She stopped at the trailhead and thumped her tail against the ground with impatience.

Fendrel pointed at an ancient oak at the edge of the clearing. Four men linking hands would find it difficult to encircle the tree. A hole near the base of the trunk opened into a hollow space inside. Merliss knew the tree well. It grew over a ley line. Its roots drew strength from the line and the hollow acted as a gate. The lines concentrated magical power and the gates allowed travel from one place to another.

“Did you know that oak as a sapling?” The annoying, mischievous grin quivered across his lips. Try as he might, the boy couldn’t hold back his laughter.

Merliss stared, expressing disdain as best her cat’s face allowed. As a young girl, she had crawled inside the ancient tree and marveled at its size. She turned down the trail when Fendrel was a few steps away.

She padded quietly along the narrow path, testing the air with every breath. Ferns and ivy encroached on the trail. The woods were alive with small mammals and birds. None of them threatened her—most were prey—except for the great owls nesting south of the trail. The stench from their little graveyard below the tree was like fire to her nose. The owls were fond of skunks.

The animals went still as Fendrel approached. He cursed and slapped at mosquitos biting his neck and buzzing in his ears. And then he whistled some tune that only he could appreciate.

Merliss moved faster along the trail than Fendrel and soon passed out of his sight.

The gurgle of running water announced the Augwikka River long before she was able to see it. The smell of fresh water on a hot day drew her ahead.

“Merliss,” called Fendrel. “Wait. Where are you?”

Merliss stopped a couple yards from the river’s edge. She crouched between ferns and a bed of primroses. The branches of an elder arched above her. Dappled sunlight played across ripples. The river was thirsty for rain, the spring floods a distant memory. Smooth river rocks along the bank were completely dry. Withered moss clung to the stones’ edges. A purple dragonfly darted across the water.

Hailaird complained of drought, but Merliss remembered a time when the river had died. Sheep had mired in the mud, searching for puddles. Swarms of flies, feasting on dead fish and eels, had blackened the sky.

Merliss sniffed and listened. Ambushers favored drinking spots. A puff of breeze brought a scent she had not expected. She crept through the undergrowth to the base of a willow. A wolf had marked the tree beneath a patch of yellow lichen. The urine smelled stale, a couple days old at least. A young male, she guessed, ranging north from the southern forests after leaving its pack. This bore watching.

She crept to the water’s edge, past fox prints and holes left by a deer’s hooves. A coolness welled up near the water, bringing with it the green smell of moss. She lapped between rocks, watching the surface of the central channel, ready to spring back into the woods. She hadn’t seen a water wight or a water goblin for many years, but only fools ignored dangers they couldn’t see.

“Merliss.” The slippery voice came from behind.
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Merliss jerked away from the water and twisted around in a single movement.

The stoat stood on his hind legs, his black-tipped tail curled around his paws. His shoulder rested against the willow trunk.

“Slynid.” Merliss flicked her tail in annoyance. “It’s rude to sneak up on your friends.”

“And we are friends.” The stoat twitched his whiskers. His bulbous eyes—three times larger than those of a natural stoat—twinkled.

His words could be as slippery as mud. Merliss was not always certain what he meant.

Slynid was a pooka. Pookas could assume many forms, but their large, snake eyes gave them away. Slynid preferred to live as a stoat. Another pooka roamed the nearby moor as a pony.

“Hunting or meandering?” said Slynid.

“Out with the apprentice. Can’t you hear him?”

“Oh, yes.” His tongue flicked over his sharp teeth. “He’s already frightened a coney in my direction. Good news for your chickens.”

“You don’t like feathers, remember?”

“Hmm.”

“Have you seen the wolf that marked that willow?”

“A gray transient. Youngster. Growled at me. I farted back at him.” The stoat chittered. “You’d think I was a skunk the way he ran.”

And he might as likely have pounced, thought Merliss. Irreverence was not a reliable weapon, though a pooka would have given the wolf quite a surprise.

“What about the ogre living upstream?”

The stoat chittered again. “Dud? So dense he doesn’t know it. Harmless, I think. I told him to avoid children. Don’t want hordes of angry parents tearing up the woods looking for him, now do we?”

“His presence riles my nerves.”

“You’re too quick for him,” said Slynid.

“No, I’m thinking—”

“Merliss?” called Fendrel. From the rising volume of his footfalls and rustling leaves, she guessed he had almost reached the river.

“Your master calls,” said the stoat.

Merliss growled. Pookas were the eyes and ears of their territory, but snide comments were ingrained in their nature. She had to endure one to acquire the other.

The stoat twitched his nose as he caught a scent. “Mmmm. Panic on a coney. Like sauce on a fish, eh Merliss?”

“Too much vinegar for my taste.”

“Merliss?!” Anger sharpened Fendrel’s call.

“Watch for the water goblin,” said Slynid.

“Goblin? Where? When?” This, she needed to know.

The stoat curled into the underbrush, as slippery as an eel. His black-tipped tail disappeared in the shadows among deep green leaves and he was gone.

Was he joking about the goblin? A squeal cut short told the fate of another coney.

Fendrel’s boots scraped on rocks. “There you are. Have you gone daft? You’re going the wrong way. Pelcairn is downstream.”

Meow! She had been walking the Augwikka River for centuries, but all she could manage was a very annoyed meow. He didn’t acknowledge her annoyance, which only compounded it.

The worst part of being a cat was her inability to talk, to people that is. Magical creatures, many animals, and cats were a different matter. To humans she was mute, except for one. Long ago she had lived with a cunning woman who possessed the gift of understanding magical creatures. Thanks to that woman, people knew her as Merliss. Someday, perhaps, Merliss would meet another with the gift.

Fendrel turned downstream without waiting for her. She dashed between his legs. He grunted as he stumbled forward and jabbed his staff into the riverbank to hold his balance.

“Watch it, cat.”

Merliss ignored him and trotted ahead beside the river, letting her anger guide her, until she remembered Slynid’s parting words.

She stopped. Water rippled over rocks on either side of the river, but in the center, the smooth surface recalled molten lead.

She leapt onto the bleached bone of a tree branch which lay across her path, one end submerged, the other lost in a bramble. Walking along the branch, she climbed the bank. Turning back to the river, she observed the overgrown path above the river’s high-water mark directly below her.

Water goblins rested in the depths of rivers and lakes until it was time to hunt. They eschewed salt water. Their resemblance to giant salamanders was uncanny, except for the rows of backward slanting teeth and claws. To find new hunting areas, they roamed on land for short distances between rivers. It was said they cast a mesmerizing spell with their eyes, immobilizing a victim until they could lunge from the water.

Legend said a pair escaped from the underworld through a water-flooded cave at the bottom of a deep, deep lake. Another story claimed a dark mage had transformed a pair of salamanders to take revenge on a lake-side village whose inhabitants had wronged him. Merliss did not give much credence to either tale, but she favored the latter for its more colorful plot.

She scanned the river’s surface. A water goblin’s splotchy dark green back made one difficult to spot unless it raised its eyes above the surface. After it had grabbed someone, finding the goblin was much easier. Goblins dragged their victims to the bottom, and one had only to follow a trail of blood in the water to find the goblin. She hadn’t seen a water goblin for many decades.

A gathering of dark magical creatures boded ill.

“What are you doing up there?” Fendrel stood at the base of the branch.

Merliss meowed and dipped her head toward the trail below.

“You can walk up there if you want, but it’s easier going down here.”

Fendrel clambered over the branch, shaking it such that Merliss had to dig in her claws to hold her balance. She hissed.

“Sorry.” Fendrel shrugged. “Had to get over somehow. Wouldn’t want to get my feet wet.” He took two strides downstream before turning back. “Come on, cat.” He didn’t wait to see if she obeyed.

Merliss arched her back to stretch. There was no convincing fools of their foolishness. The path was overgrown. The moor side of the river saw much less traffic than the other. The branch of a sapling locust stretched across the trail a few yards downstream. The thorns on the locust were at least three inches long. Merliss scampered down the branch and dropped to the river’s edge. She caught up to Fendrel and dashed past his staff.

“Found your good sense, eh?”

She scanned the river surface for anything suspicious. They passed a man on the far shore checking his eel traps and then three girls scrubbing and wringing clothes. The girls perched above the water on a series of large, rounded rocks. If a goblin roamed the river, such tasks would become very dangerous.

“Good day.” Fendrel tipped his hat at the girls, who answered in kind and giggled.

Merliss looked over her shoulder to see Fendrel grinning. He’d pulled his shoulders back to show off his broad, muscular chest, strutting like a gander. Typical, thought Merliss. Men and women had changed little over the past few millennia. She had once been a giggling girl, and if she cared to admit it, had found a strutting young man attractive.

They passed others along the river, some washing, some gathering water, and two lads angling with line and pole. The boys stood knee-deep in the water, their boots and socks discarded on the bank, their leggings tied above their knees.

Merliss wondered if Slynid had indeed been joking about the water goblin. He would think it funny for Merliss to waste her time searching the river in vain. On the other paw, goblins didn’t like crowds. In her experience, they preferred isolated victims they could feast on at leisure, a trait that made them very difficult to catch.

“A fine day for strolling. Don’t you think, Merliss?”

Meow. She would rather snooze in a tree out of everyone’s reach.

Presently, they came in sight of Bromley Bridge, a sturdy stone and mortar structure wide enough for two carts. The Anglii had built it—Merliss struggled to remember—some four centuries ago after conquering the Westerlands. The ancient ford it spanned had been long forgotten, and the bridge builders had scavenged enough stones from the ford to destroy it. No one living, except for Merliss, understood why the bridge had been built there and not closer to Pelcairn. They mistakenly believed the roads had followed the bridge, whereas the bridge had pursued the roads.

She heard the screams of distant gulls. Pelcairn derived its livelihood from fishing, and the gulls were feasting on the guts and scraps from the morning’s catch. Birds.

Why not get on with eating and quit squawking about it? Merliss wondered.

Merliss bounded up the bank, out of the shadows shrouding the river, and into the sunshine baking the road. She passed beneath a hackberry stretching for the sunlight. A blackberry bramble spread out behind it and grew along the forest edge beside the road.

Fendrel climbed the steep bank, employing his staff for leverage. He cursed at the hackberry branches, which clawed at his face.

The road curved through the trees to the east, rising to the wind-swept moor, where it became a level track that cut a line for the coast before following along it. Fendrel stepped onto the deck’s worn stones. Two pairs of ruts testified to centuries of traffic. He stopped and pressed his heels to the parapet. The road forked on the opposite side of the bridge, one following the river north, the other south.

Merliss jumped to perch on a capstone behind Fendrel. A horse neighed and a cart’s wheels rattled. The water below her was in shadow, smooth and dark as it passed beneath the bridge. Water swelled up in front of the bridge’s single pier and then escaped in troughs to the sides.

A dark form with wide scales skimmed the surface. Merliss leaned over the edge of the capstone. The form disappeared, weaving away deeper into the current. She decided it had been a carp. Still no goblin.
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The cart came from the north, from Pelcairn. Two tired-looking gray ponies leaned into their breast collars. A domestic breed, they shared an ancestry with the wild, moorland ponies but were more muscular and less hairy. Their rumps were mottled with white and brown splotches.

Two men sat on the bench at the front of the cart. Two more—Westerlings dressed in the dirt-stained breeches and shirts of laborers—rode at the back of the cart, their feet dangling a half-foot above the road. A tawny tarp hid whatever the cart carried.

Merliss recognized one of the men on the bench as the Lord Sheriff of Pelcairn, Sir Almain of Calfstan, the agent of the High King Gelnor’s authority. The driver was a soldier with a short sword and gauntlets but no maille or helmet. A red, three-headed eagle emblazoned his tabard. As the cart swung onto the bridge, Sheriff Almain glared at Fendrel with contempt and spared no notice of Merliss.

A silver torc at the base of his throat flashed in the sun. Merliss couldn’t see it clearly at this distance, but she knew the design of a three-headed eagle had been worked into the silver. The three-headed eagle, the symbol of Anglii, held the Westerlands under its taloned foot. A sheathed dagger with a garnet-encrusted handle hung from the Lord Sheriff’s girdle. Only his leggings were unadorned, but they were made from soft, white leather.

His long face, graying beard, and close-cropped black hair gave the Lord Sheriff the appearance of wisdom, but in Merliss’s opinion, he executed the letter of the law without compassion. The third or fourth son of a great lord far to the east, he doubtless felt frustration with his relegation to an obscure post on the wrong side of the Glurnseer Mountains.

Two riders emerged from the trees and followed the cart. They rode dun war horses, massive beasts that dwarfed the cart ponies. Each rider held a lance upright, the butt of which fitted into a strap at the bottom of the saddle. Merliss stifled an involuntary hiss. She had seen two and even three men spitted on such lances and dragged across a battlefield, but that had happened long ago in a war long lost.

The pair wore jerkins of boiled leather, gauntlets to their elbows, and open-faced metal helmets that rose to a point at the top and flashed in the sunlight. Short swords hung from scabbards at their waists.

Sheriff Almain never ventured anywhere without a mounted guard. More for ego than safety, Merliss mused, as no one during his twenty-year reign had bothered to attack him.

He must feel forgotten stuck out here for so long, she thought. I hope the guards’ brains are baking in their metal ovens.

When the cart was even with Fendrel, the Lord Sheriff raised his hand and barked an order to stop. The driver pulled on the reins. The soldiers arrested their mounts.

“Good day, Sheriff Almain.” Fendrel lowered his head. Merliss noted with approval that it was enough to show respect but not so much as to be obsequious.

Merliss sniffed and knew what lay beneath the tarp. Death, spades of it. This was not a market day, not a day for executions. A scent of sickness was layered beneath the death. Death and sickness bound together foretold troubled times ahead, as did the ogre, and the wolf, and the water goblin. Merliss licked her paw. She required a long nap to think on all of this.

“You there,” said the Sheriff, “are you that cunning man’s apprentice? Hailaird is he?”

“Yes, I am Master Hailaird’s apprentice.”

“Tell the old fool he’s lost more patients. Fisherman Garroque and his family.”

“But…but only the day before yesterday, was only the daughter sick and she was mending. Her fever had broken.”

“Do you doubt my word, boy? Shall you see for yourself?” He gestured with the sweep of his hand toward the cart’s load. “All of them stinking of rot this morning.”

“No.”

“Good. You’re not the dolt you look.”

“Where are you taking them?”

“A pit on the moor of course. To burn and bury. Where the wind will drive the poisonous ashes elsewhere. If your master had some skill, I wouldn’t have to waste this day inspecting the pits are dug properly and listening to a priest consecrate the ground.”

“Ah,” said Fendrel, clearly at a loss for words.

“Walk on,” said the Sheriff.

“Wait!” shouted Fendrel.

The men riding on the back of the cart groaned. Their task would be unpleasant enough without delays and extra time spent with the corpses.

The Sheriff put a hand on the driver’s arm before he could snap the reigns.

“You are delaying crown business, boy.”

“How did they die? A bloody cough? A fever? Was it sudden or slow?”

“Why should I know?” The Sheriff glanced skyward to check the sun’s position. “Your master attended them. They are dead. And as a matter of public safety, their bodies are due destruction. That is the end of my duty. Look for yourself if you think it will help.”

Fendrel leaned his staff against the bridge’s parapet, stepped to the cart, and flung back a corner of the tarp. Merliss wrinkled her nose. Death, puss, and rot overwhelmed a hint of daisies and cornflowers. Fendrel pressed his mouth and nose into the crook of his arm and coughed.

The Sheriff covered his nose with a lavender-scented cloth. “Damn you, boy. Be quick about it.”

The soldiers edged their horses backward. An easterly breeze saved them from the worst of it, but they were taking no unnecessary risks. The poor men riding on the back of the cart pressed their faces into their shirt sleeves.

Fendrel peered over the side of the cart and then reached inside, quickly drawing his hand back. He replaced the tarp and stepped away before gasping; he had been holding his breath.

“There’s a posy in her mouth,” said Fendrel.

“Cuts the smell, I suppose. Tell your master the news.”

Fendrel nodded.

At the Sheriff’s signal, the driver snapped the reins. As the cart passed her vantage, Merliss noted a single red rose atop the tarp. Someone cared. Fendrel watched the cart roll away. He didn’t see the war horse. The beast’s chest caught him on the back of his shoulder and sent him spinning to the ground at the side of the bridge.

“Watch your back, boy,” said the guard. The pair laughed.

Merliss hissed. Some night in the not too distant future, she promised herself, she would sneak into the stables and piss on their oats.
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Thicken the Blood



Fendrel picked himself up off the bridge deck, dusted off the knees of his leggings, and then examined the scrapes on his hands. Not a good day, thought Merliss.

“Bastards,” said Fendrel. He snatched up his staff. “Ill tidings, Merliss. Bad for Hailaird. Bad for everyone.”

Meow.

“If you’re as old as Hailaird suspects, have you seen death like this before?”

How much she had to tell: the pox outbreaks, cholera, the sweating sickness, the wars. Curse this cat’s voice.

Does he really expect me to talk? she wondered.

“Come along. People will think I’m daft. Talking to a cat.”

He set off across the bridge and north along the road at a furious walk. Merliss trotted to keep pace.

They found the foxglove without difficulty. Fendrel filled his satchel with flowers and leaves. From the hillside, they could see the thatched roofs of Pelcairn and the glimmering sea beyond. Fendrel hesitated, clearly, thought Merliss, struggling with some conflict that pulled him one way and the other. She moved toward the river, meowing every couple steps. Finally, he followed. They retraced their way home, and Merliss considered them fortunate not to meet a water goblin or the death cart on its return.

Hailaird sat at the table, working the mortar and pestle with his good arm. The fire had been banked since morning in a back corner of the hearth. The stones on the outer edge of the fireplace had cooled and Merliss took advantage, curling up to enjoy the refreshing contrast to the warm, humid air. She rested her head on her paws, prepared for a bit of wakeful napping and listening.

“He said they were all dead. The smell was terrible,” said Fendrel. “I thought I was going to wretch.”

“The heat has been unseasonable.” The pestle clunked against the table as Hailaird put it down. “How long?”

“Didn’t say. But we were there the day before yesterday. It’s not possible.”

“You don’t wish it to be possible. Did the smell come from the disease or decay?”

“Both, I would say. But far worse than any festering wound I’ve ever come across.”

Merliss smiled and thought, yes, Fendrel, based on your long life of experience.

“Hmm. Tell me what you saw.”

“Her face was ashen but with livid half-moons below her eyes. And her neck and jaws were swollen and there was dried blood trailing from her nose and the corners of her eyes. I tried to close them. I shouldn’t have done that, should I?”

“What’s done is done. Were the eyes bloodshot or clear?”

“Red.”

“Some species of bleeding fever.” Merliss imagined him pulling on his earlobe, as he always did when he felt perplexed. “But the others in the family were struck down so quickly. I don’t understand.”

“She wasn’t bleeding when we left her.”

“Nor feverish. No, it’s a new disease. Must have come over them after the original sickness abated. Perhaps it attacked the weakened girl and then spread.”

“What are we to do?”

“Thicken the blood,” said Hailaird. “If the bleeding stops, one might last long enough to recover.”

A clap jolted Merliss out of her dozing. She raised her head to see Hailaird rubbing his good hand against his palsied hand as he did whenever he arrived at a course of action.

“Yes,” said the old cunning man. “We’ll thicken the blood. Fetch down the turnip and mustard greens.”

Merliss lay her head on her paws again and closed her eyes. Fendrel rattled clay jars on the shelves. Soon the steady grinding of a pestle and mortar lulled her into cat nappery.

Her dreams were anything but peaceful. In the first, a laughing stoat leapt nimbly from the mottled back of one water goblin to another, while a clumsy ogre chased the weasel and slipped with each step on a slimy back. The next was less comforting. A young girl rose from a pallet on a dirt floor covered with rush mats. A wet bandage tied around her head covered her eyes. Ovals, the shade of pale roses, bloomed through the bandage where her eyes lay concealed. Her lips were unusually red and wet as if she had stained them with wine, and when the girl opened her mouth, Merliss woke.

She looked into Fendrel’s grinning visage. There were worse sights on first waking. The boy smiled like one who had just surprised his sister with a very clever prank.

“Having a nightmare, cat? Moaning in your sleep, you were.” Fendrel chuckled. He stood up, the leather straps for a satchel and a drinking gourd crossed in an x over his chest. He steadied his staff in his left hand.

Merliss reached her forepaws far out in front of her and stretched forward and backward.

“Come along. I suspect Merliss wishes to sleep.” Hailaird stood in the open doorway, attired likewise with satchel and gourd and a wide-brimmed leather hat with a rounded top. His guild medallion hung from a cord round his neck and rested in the center of his chest. Someday, when Fendrel completed his apprenticeship, he would travel to Corfynn Bay to be tested and earn his own medallion.

Most of the time, Hailaird kept his medallion tucked inside his shirt as it tended to get in the way of his work. Only when visiting the sick did he display it. He told his apprentices that the symbol of the guild’s confidence in his skills excited the confidence of the sick in their recovery.

Merliss followed Fendrel, her paws padding silently across the flagstones.

“Ah,” said Hailaird, “you’re to be joining us.”

The three climbed a gentle slope toward the edge of the moor, which held sway over a broad, wind-swept plain studded with rocky tors and painted purple with heather and yellow with gorse. At the moor’s edge, stunted trees bent in obeisance to the wind. Hailaird leaned heavily on his staff to ease the limp in his right leg. A silver blade crowned his staff, but Merliss hadn’t seen him swing it in anger for many years. Hailaird was a healer, not a fighter.

The three walked north, following the edge of the moor. They were bound for a sheep herder’s cottage where the mother lay sick with symptoms similar to the girl in the death cart. The herder’s name was Alerhys and his family had raised sheep for generations.

Hailaird and Fendrel walked together. The master took the opportunity to test his apprentice, asking him to name various plants they passed and recite their properties. From what she heard, there were many lessons to come on Fendrel’s path.

Merliss trotted ahead. She knew a faster way to reach their destination. Jumping through a ley gate atop a nearby tor would take her to a gate a couple hundred yards from the herder’s cottage. If she were alone, she would use it, but long ago she had decided not to share the secrets of ley travel. Locals called the gates ghost stones and went out of their way to avoid them. Some magic was very dangerous if abused.

The wind parted her charcoal fur down to her white skin. The cool air felt refreshing after the close, humid heat of the woods. She smelled the salt water and heather on the wind. Merliss never tired of the open moor. She saw freedom writ large. Only the vast expanse of the salt sea surpassed it.

Merliss topped the last hillock on the path to the cottage. Built of white stone, the square house backed onto a barn built from the same stone. The lines of the slate roofs were askew, questioning the walls’ stability. Lines of piled rocks enclosed an area in front of the barn twice the size of the house and barn together. Merliss recalled the family’s past prosperity, the largest flock in the shire, but two generations had come and gone, and fortunes sagged like the roof.

The sheep were elsewhere grazing the moor. Except for the chickens, the yard was quiet. The dog would be with the sheep. She scented the tomcat, Gweffen, lurking somewhere out of sight. Blundering into another cat’s territory was never a good idea, but this tom practiced marking with a vengeance. She reckoned he had sprayed every stone.

The cottage door faced southeast, away from the prevailing winds. South of the house, a trio of carts littered the yard. Two were missing a wheel. The third lacked both wheels and its sideboards were riddled with holes from rot. Tall stems of grass poked skyward through the spokes of the wheels. Merliss couldn’t discern if Alerhys was repairing carts for hire or trying to cobble discarded pieces into one working cart. A kitchen garden grew to the west of the barnyard. Gweffen had plenty of work, she reasoned, keeping the coneys out of the peas and beans.

She heard Hailaird and Fendrel talking at the base of the hill. She chose the long way round to the cottage door, avoiding the points of ambush among the broken carts. Walking deasil round the farmstead allowed her to keep her good eye trained on the rock wall and might have invited a pinch of luck. Goldenrod grew in the nooks and crannies the rocks afforded, out of reach from the sheep’s teeth.

Merliss rounded the last corner of the wall, making for the cottage door, when a hiss and a whining growl brought her trot to a stop.
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Sick Bed



“Gone. Away with you.” A ginger tomcat approached along the wall. His ears were flattened. He twisted his head slowly from side to side, and with his fur standing on end, he appeared to carry twice the weight of Merliss.

“Stuff it, Gweffen! Here to see your mistress. The woman is sick. I’ve no designs on your mice.”

Gweffen relaxed his stance and let his ears rise. “Oh, Merliss. Didn’t scent your peculiar stink with the wind at my back. See that you don’t touch any mice, or I’ll cut more notches in your ears.”

The magic that bound human spirit to cat gave Merliss an alien scent to other cats. They distrusted her and, she believed, feared her. On the positive side, amorous toms kept their distance. Gweffen had no such intentions. Merliss continued toward the door. Gweffen kept pace.

“Is she feeling better?” Merliss inquired.

“Can’t say. Bed won’t leave hold of her.”

“Still feverish?”

“Won’t rise from the bed when I meow for scraps.”

“Anyone else sick?”

“All of them sick? Who would feed me? Can’t live on just mice.”

She would get no useful information from Gweffen, and from personal experience, she knew one could indeed live on mice, albeit a desperate existence.

The cats waited before the door, watching the cunning man and his apprentice approach. Gweffen’s tail stroked the sill.

He’ll be the first inside, thought Merliss.

Fendrel rapped twice on the door, which opened with a jerk. Alerhys stood in the doorway. Merliss doubted anyone noticed the streak of orange slip between Alerhys’s legs.

“Master Hailaird,” said Alerhys. “Was about to send my boy Angus to fetch you.”

“How fares Gwen?” said Hailaird.

“More poorly than I’d admit.” His gaze fell to the ground and he appeared a bit lost before snapping back to the present. “Come in, come in. My manners have gone the way of the winter snow, but they come back as sure as the season.”

Merliss entered with Fendrel’s feet. Her nose wrinkled and she had to fight an impulse to scamper back out the door. Despite the open windows, a low cook fire, and a posy of wildflowers on the table, the place reeked of piss, vomit, and pus. She smelled death ripening. The flowers on the table shared scents with the posies in the death cart: cornflowers, daisies, and queen’s lace.

Hailaird swept past Alerhys, ignoring the man’s prattle. He made for a bedroom at the back of the cottage.

“We’ll need boiling water,” said Fendrel, “to brew the teas.”
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