





[image: A Land So Wide by Erin A. Craig. A blue background with a forest.]












Praise for A Land So Wide


‘With all the wit of a classic fable and the dreaminess of a modern romance, A Land So Wide is like the woods themselves: lovely, dark, and deep. I was beguiled by every word’


AVA REID


‘No one does it like Erin Craig. A Land So Wide is a dark, atmospheric love story that takes you by the hand and leads you straight into a snowy folktale’


HANNAH WHITTEN


‘Wonderous and haunting. A mystery told by firelight and shadow with all of the heart, danger, and destiny of our most timeless folktales. Erin A. Craig strikes gold again’


MARISHA PESSL


‘The Canadian wilderness has never felt so wild and untamed. Erin Craig has masterfully woven the stark beauty of nature with the eerie pulse of the unnatural, where the land itself seems to come alive. A Land So Wide is a breathtaking exploration into humanity’s unyielding drive to conquer, and the cost of ignoring what lies beyond the boundaries of the known world. This book is an undeniable triumph. Beautiful and dark and unforgettable’


SHEA ERNSHAW


‘A Land So Wide is a spellbinding journey through a landscape as beautiful as it is treacherous. With lush, enchanting storytelling, Craig crafts a world so vivid you can taste the air and hear the whisper of the trees. I was utterly enthralled from the first page to the last’


ELIZABETH HELEN


‘All hail the queen of gothic fantasy!’


MARA RUTHERFORD


‘With a setting both lushly expansive and desperately claustrophobic, Craig invents a new mythology of terror and determination. I couldn’t get enough of this romantic, tense, and thrilling tale’


KIERSTEN WHITE


‘An achingly gorgeous tale of love lost and love found, of magic and of longings unforeseen. A Land So Wide is a dazzling, sumptuous story that lingers in the imagination well after the last page’


CHRISTINA HENRY









About the Author


Erin A. Craig is the New York Times bestselling author of House of Salt and Sorrows and Small Favors. After getting her BFA in Theatre Design and Production from the University of Michigan, she stage-managed tragic operas filled with hunchbacks, séances, and murderous clowns, then decided she wanted to write books that were just as spooky. An avid reader, a decent quilter, a rabid basketball fan, and a collector of typewriters, Erin makes her home in West Michigan with her husband and daughter.









By Erin A. Craig


STANDALONES


Small Favors


The Thirteenth Child


A Land So Wide


SISTERS OF THE SALT


House of Salt and Sorrows


House of Roots and Ruin









A LAND SO WIDE


ERIN A. CRAIG


[image: Headline Logo]









Copyright © Erin A. Craig 2025


The right of Erin A. Craig to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Published by arrangement with Pantheon Books, a division of Penguin Random House LLC


First published in 2025 by Headline Publishing Group Limited


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 0354 1110 8


Maps by Rhys Davies


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP LIMITED


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk







For my dad,
 teller of stories and keeper of the very best animal facts,
 and who has taught so many people to always
 speak for the trees. I love you so.









Geographers . . . crowd into the edges of their maps parts of the world which they do not know about, adding . . . “Beyond this there is nothing but prodigies and fictions . . . there is no credit, or certainty any farther.”


—PLUTARCH, Plutarch’s Lives









PROLOGUE


THE VOYAGE BEGAN with a whispered secret and a most peculiar piece of wood.


Upon first impression, it was nothing extraordinary. Just a simple cut of log, brought back from an explorer’s journey to the new world. The whole continent was nothing but vast forests, untamed, unclaimed. Lumber was hardly a surprising resource.


But this cut, this tree, was different.


It was not oak or pine.


It was not walnut or cherry or maple or birch.


It wasn’t like anything the man had ever seen.


Impressively strong. Surprisingly flexible. Impossibly light.


Lumber from this tree could be fashioned into the finest fleet of ships ever known. It could create bridges that would span for miles. Houses and buildings and palaces. All would spring up like weeds and last for centuries.


This was a tree that could build an empire.


The man paid the explorer three times.


Once, for the cut itself.


A second time, for the explorer to show the man the exact place he’d found the trees. Together they crossed the sea, then a bay, then a cove. The explorer canoed them deep into the new wilderness, tracing the routes he’d marked on his maps, charting where he’d gone, where the trees grew.


The man had stared with wonder at the vast forest, thousands of trees strong, thousands of gold coins in the making, and a strange hunger kindled within him.


So he paid the explorer again. This time, for his silence.


The explorer, gladdened by his heavy pockets, set sail once more, now heading south. He wanted to be somewhere warm enough to burn away the memories of those trees, of the dark and wild world in which they grew. Even as he basked half a world away, sun-kissed and surrounded by swaying palms, those trees made him shiver.


Back at his home in the north, the man drew up a plan, put together a ship and supplies, gathered a crew and equipment. He thought through everything. He left nothing to chance. Day after day he toiled, driven more by that strange hunger, that gnawing ambition and greed. He wanted to be the first to conquer this new world, to bring it under his heel, one fallen tree at a time.


The man was clever. Very, very clever.


He knew that the most important piece in this endeavor was not the machinery or the blades, not the rations or the transport. The thing, the one thing that would make his schemes work, was the morale of his men.


So, when he told them of this new expedition, he instructed them to pack it all. Pack their homes, bring their wives and children, their maiden aunts, their elderly parents, their sweethearts and livestock. They were meant to bring anything holding them to the old world. They would not be returning. They were on a noble mission, a greater destiny. They were bound for glories unimaginable.


He spun the men stories and, starry-eyed, they followed after.


Their voyage was long and hard, crossing the cold northern sea, one punishing wave at a time. Sickness claimed some of the older ones. Tears flooded the nights, the children certain they’d never see land again. Doubts crept in, stalking through the crew, taking hold of the men and their women. These doubts clouded their thoughts, corroded their hope.


The man would not listen to doubts. He pressed ahead, pointing the ship west, his gaze fixed on the watery horizon. He reminded them of the wealth that awaited. He restored their dreams.


For a time.


When they did finally reach land, finally spotted the thick black slabs of rock rising high from the water like slumbering leviathans, any cheer the company felt withered away.


They stood in an awestruck line along the ship’s starboard side, watching the ancient cliffs draw nearer, silent and grim. There was a strangeness to this land, an uncanny watchfulness that set their neck hairs at attention. This was not a land to be conquered, as the man had promised. This was a land to be feared.


But the man did not heed those who wanted to turn back, who wanted to flee for the comforts of home. Instead, he pointed them up the coast, following the lines of the explorer’s maps until they reached the mouth of a vast waterway, bordered by primeval forests.


They gave one last look to the sea behind them, then entered a vast bay.


Rocky cliffs grew steeper, forming forbidding granite mountains. Blackflies and mosquitoes festered, swarming and hungry for flesh to feast upon. Bloodcurdling cries were carried upon fierce and howling winds. At night, the sky burst into shimmering flames that danced silently across the dark void.


Women clutched their children close.


Men cried and whimpered for their own mothers.


In his cabin, the man studied his maps.


He just needed to keep going, to lift everyone’s spirits long enough for them to see he’d done right. Once they saw the trees, they would understand. He was certain of it.


The morning’s sun rose red and bloody, bringing with it the promise of storms. Angers flourished and tempers flared. Wives bickered and children wailed. Roiling clouds of thunder piled high. The air crackled with doom.


They begged the man to stop, to turn around.


Grown men knelt on their hands and knees. They grabbed at his clothing. They rent their own.


Still, the man would not be dissuaded.


The first mate was the first to whisper it, that sly, sneaking, treacherous word.


Mutiny.


It lit through the crew like a line of gunpowder, racing from man to man until the entire ship was clamoring for action.


But then an excited cry rang out from the crow’s nest. The man’s oldest son, high aloft with a brass spyglass, had spotted them.


The trees.


They grew in a clustered grove along the far edge of the shore. Tall. Wide. Packed together in numbers so dense the man’s heart raced as he imagined the staggering prices he could charge.


They only needed to sail their way through a narrow channel flanked by a series of rocky peaks, and the trees would be his. The man’s spirits buoyed and he laughed aloud.


His ebullience was carried away on a sharp draft.


The sky turned black. The wind pitched sharper, and waves climbed over the bow of the ship, heralding the storm’s approach.


The mutiny would have to wait.


There was no time to turn, no time to alter course. To remain on open water would lead to a most certain death. The tree-lined cove beckoned, offering the promise of protection.


Without option, the first mate gritted his teeth and pointed for the narrows.


They nearly made it.


Just as they cleared the channel, the hull scraped against an underwater crag. The ship shuddered. Planks split apart. Brackish saltwater flooded into the lower decks. Cargo toppled over. Goats bleated in terror. Oxen and horses trampled their stall doors, fighting for their lives. Lightning flashed, and the echoing thunder boomed so loudly one man’s heart burst inside his chest.


The world was noise and darkness, blinding light and fear.


As the ship grew heavy with filling water, it cracked into pieces, throwing men, women, and children into the bay. Some swam. Some sank. All rued the moment they’d chosen to follow the man.


The storm eventually blew east, leaving behind a sky so brilliant it looked obscene.


Those still alive sputtered and pulled themselves to shore, surveying the wreckage. They took stock of their surroundings. They counted their dead.


They found the man underneath one of his trees.


At first he appeared to be sleeping.


Then they noticed the branch jutting from his abdomen, mixing its strange red sap with his innards.


His first mate touched his shoulder with caution, jarring the man awake for a moment.


“This was a mistake,” he whispered, flecking his lips with blood. “Coming here was a mistake. A mistake and . . .”


“Mistake and . . .” the first mate repeated, but the man did not answer.


With dead eyes fixed upon his grove of trees, Resolution Beaufort’s ill-fated voyage had come to an end.
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PART I



MISTAKEN


If they just went straight they might go far;


They are strong and brave and true;


But they’re always tired of the things that are,


And they want the strange and new.


—ROBERT W. SERVICE, “The Men That Don’t Fit In,” The Spell of the Yukon, and Other Verses









1


Scritch, scritch, scratch.


Even with her face buried in a sketchbook and her back turned away from the bloody business, Greer Mackenzie could still hear every bit of Louise Beaufort slicing into the hare’s pelt, splitting a bright seam down its stomach.


The flick of the knife.


The wet squelch as fur peeled away from red meat and glistening sinews.


Those cords of muscle stretching taunt, then snapping asunder.


“Last one,” Louise announced as an eagle screeched overhead, circling them in lazy, hopeful patterns. It beat its wings against currents of air, once, twice, before drifting off for a more promising meal.


The tip of Greer’s pencil dug divots into the soft paper as she doubled her concentration upon the map, forcing the noises away as she made sure her lines were tidy and accurate.


“Take your time,” she said, glancing back, regrettably, to see Louise twist the rabbit’s heart free, her fingers stained with rust-colored offal. “It’s probably our last trip out before Reaping.”


“A good one, too,” Louise commented, sounding distracted. “So many hares, and I’m sure your father will be pleased as well. Never seen this many Redcaps.”


Greer’s gaze fell on the copse of scarlet trees, standing out starkly against the forest’s green pines and yellow tamaracks.


Named after the murderous goblins found in whispered childhood tales, Redcaps were wide and squat. Their limbs spread farther out than up, as if they were monstrous spiders moving in for their prey. The red bark was thick and riddled with bulbous whorls. When it broke off, shedding jagged bits and pieces across the forest floor, a pungent scarlet sap flowed forth, raining down like blood. Gray moss clung to the creaking branches, like tufts of straggled hair.


They were not attractive trees, not by half, but the wood was surprisingly strong and flexible. Perfect for lumber, for boats and buildings.


It was what first drew Resolution Beaufort and his workers to this land: the whispers of bounty, the lure of untold, easy wealth.


Her butchering done, Louise sat back on her feet and stretched, tipping her face to the sky. Rich amber sunlight sparkled down, turning the forest around them to flame. “That’s all I want to carry back today.”


“I’ll put up the flags, then,” Greer said, pulling out the strips of cotton from her pack. They’d been taken from other trees nearly a mile back. It gave Greer a thrill to move the flags on each of their excursions, claiming more of the surrounding unknown, yard by yard, bite by bite. She loved knowing that, even though she might be stuck behind Mistaken’s border each night, there were small pieces of her remaining out in the wild, tiny scraps of defiance that would not budge, that were not subject to the Warding Stones’ pull.


The markers were made of blue-and-white ticking, their stripes bold and unmissable—perfect for warning any travelers from Mistaken that they were about to venture too deep into the forest, that they wouldn’t be able to return before sunset. Anyone who went blithely by those bright strips of fabric needed to know they weren’t coming back.


Alive, at least.


Greer tied them along these new Redcaps, careful to keep her fingers from the sap. When brushed against skin, it caused painful rashes, burning as bright as the trees themselves. She jotted the flags’ new positions along her map, adding the marks to the others running along the ridge’s curve.


She glanced at the sun’s position before turning to her friend. “All packed? Only a couple hours till First Bellows.”


Autumn had toppled heavily over the land, the night nibbling in earlier each day, swallowing up more seconds of sunshine, and leaving Mistaken in a shroud of hazy twilight by mid-afternoon. Soon the sun wouldn’t even bother to rise, leaving them in the clutched fist of unending night, trapped inside the town’s Warding Stones, hunkered down against winter’s fury.


Greer didn’t mind the cold, didn’t mind the dark, but the weight of the cove’s limits pressed down in those long stationary months, flattening any potential joys or cheer. She could already feel the serpentine squeeze of claustrophobic dread tightening around her, as binding as shackles.


She rubbed her hands over her forearms with brisk efficiency, stirring her blood as she tried to think on better things. “Are you going to the barn warming tonight?”


Louise shrugged without commitment. She tied the hare to her rucksack, letting it join two others, already cleaned. The pelt went inside the bag, but as she reached for the organs, Greer stopped her.


“Wait. Aren’t you leaving those?”


Louise’s hazel eyes darted past the flags; her face was cloudy with hesitation. “I wasn’t planning on it.” Her voice was careful, the words delicately formed. “It’s not yet Reaping.”


It wasn’t, but lacy patterns of hoarfrost stretched fingers over the little pond behind the Mackenzies’ cabin, and Greer’s breath lingered in frosty puffs even throughout the afternoon’s warmth. Great flocks of black-and-white geese had long since flown for warmer climes, and golden stalks of wheat rustled and whispered against one another, nearly driving Greer mad with their secrets. The farmers’ silencing scythes couldn’t come soon enough. The Benevolence would soon descend from their colony high up in the Severing Mountains.


Some might already be here.


Greer reached out to stop Louise, her fingers covering the bloody bits.


“Just these, then. Please?”


Irritation flushed over Louise’s face, nearly drowning out her stain of freckles.


“Louise,” Greer persisted. She could feel the discontent building between them, like a wall grown taller with every stone her friend dropped in place.


Louise pressed her lips together, and Greer could tell she was struggling to hold back a mouthful of sharp words.


“You’re right, it’s not Reaping,” Greer tried again, gently, quick to avoid confrontation if she could. “But . . . we shouldn’t give only when it’s expected. All this”—she gestured to the trees, to the rabbit—“it’s a gift. Their gift to us. We should be grateful for it.”


Louise snorted. “You sound just like Martha.”


A blossom of pride swelled in Greer’s chest—she adored the older woman who’d lived with their family since she was a small babe—even as she realized Louise hadn’t meant it as a compliment. Still, she held her gaze with firm resolution, refusing to be the first to back down.


After their silence grew thorny, Louise turned, facing the forest beyond the flags, and offered out a deep and disingenuous curtsy. “Thank you for the rabbits I had to catch and kill and clean myself. It was very good of you to let me work so hard. I’m wildly grateful,” she called out, her voice mincing.


“Stop it!” Greer hissed, disappointed. “What if they hear you?”


Louise choked on laughter. “It’s only you and me. No Benevolence. No Bright-Eyeds. There are no people in this valley for miles all around us.”


“Maybe not here, right here,” Greer sputtered, swallowing back the urge to remind her that the Bright-Eyeds were not people at all. “But there”—her hand rose toward the Redcaps, toward the flags—“they’re out there. All of them,” she added.


“They’re not real!” Louise said, laying out each word with heavy care. “They’re nothing but stupid stories to scare children at bedtime.”


Greer glanced into the deeper forest, her eyes darting as she tried to catch a telltale glimpse of eye-shine, certain Louise had just brought perdition down upon them. “You don’t mean that.”


Louise was always poking at things she shouldn’t, eager to argue, quick to show that she wouldn’t fall into line just because the rules dictated she should. She loved saying startling things to see how people would respond, only ever redacting them when given a sharp look from her older brother.


But Ellis Beaufort wasn’t with them now.


Louise licked her lips. “What if I do?”


“You’re just acting like . . .” Greer sighed, tossing the last of her words away, ready for the conversation to be over. For the first time in her life, she wished she could snap her fingers and instantly return to Mistaken. It was bound to be a miserable hike home with Louise in such a contrary and foul mood.


“What? What am I acting like?”


“A fool!” The words fell free before Greer could stop them. She reached out, intending to console her friend, hoping to smooth the abrasion over, but Louise looked anything but wounded.


She stared at Greer with a mix of disdain and pity and let out a bark of laughter. “That’s a fine accusation coming from a grown woman worrying about the monsters under her bed, leaving out trinkets and treasures, trying to buy approval. Do you ever stop to consider how foolish you act?”


“The gratitudes aren’t foolish.”


Louise shook her head, bristling. “They’re a waste! So much food and resources left to rot out in the woods. Do you know how even a fraction of that could benefit families in the village? Could benefit my family?”


“They’re not left to rot. The offerings are always taken. There’s never a single one left,” Greer snapped, though she knew she was skirting around the uncomfortable truth.


There were families in Mistaken whose gratitudes were a hardship, families who missed the extra bushel of apples, the side of venison, the bags of flour in the dark months of winter. The Beauforts certainly. But the gifts returned to the town well outweighed such a minor cost.


They had the Warding Stones.


They had the Benevolence’s favor.


No other outpost up or down the coast could claim such fortune.


Louise sighed. “There are a thousand things in these woods ready to snatch up whatever is left on the altars. Ospreys and kites, martens and lynx. Black bears. Foxes. Wolves. I . . .” She trailed off with a strangled noise of frustration. “The Benevolence is not what takes them. In all the years since our supposed truce, no one has ever seen a hint of them. Because they’re not there,” she spelled out.


“Then who is protecting us from the Bright-Eyeds?”


Louise rolled her eyes. “Those aren’t real, either.”


Horror unfurled in Greer’s stomach, making her queasy and sick. “But they . . . ! Of course they are! Martha has seen them. They killed her entire family.”


Louise had the decency to look uncomfortable. “We don’t know what killed them. We never saw it.”


“What about the survivors from the other towns? They all say the same thing. You know their stories as well as I do,” Greer said, imagining the bloody chaos, the cries for help, the sky shattering into violence.


“Stories told by the men in charge. Men who have a vested interest in keeping everyone on edge so that they’ll be better listened to, so they’ll be better obeyed. Men like Hessel Mackenzie.”


“What does my father have to do with any of this?”


Louise pinched the bridge of her nose, smearing rabbit blood across her face. It made her look wild and feral. “How do you not see it?”


“See what?” Greer could feel anxiety thrumming within her, could hear the racing cadence of both her heart and Louise’s. The air between them felt charged and heavy, like in the moment just before a thunderstorm crested the mountaintops, ready to unleash its torrents. Greer was bewildered by how quickly her insistence on today’s gratitudes had turned into such a tangled, barbed mess.


“Our differences! The way you came trampling through the woods today in a dress nicer than my Sunday finest. The way you can carelessly leave an entire dinner behind on a tree stump. The way I’ve been foraging and hunting and trying to store up my family’s winter rations while you spend the whole day messing about in that damned book of yours, doodling pictures and notes and maps that will never matter!”


Greer’s mouth dropped, stung by the harsh words, stung that they’d come from her best friend. She turned, unable to take the weight of Louise’s fervent glare, and crossed her arms, holding back the tears that wanted to come.


Only then did Louise soften. “Greer, I didn’t mean that.”


Her spine stiffened with resolve. “You said we were sharing today’s hunt.”


“I say that every trip,” Louise began uneasily. “You never take me up on it.”


“I am today. I’ll leave my share as a token.”


Louise huffed with disbelief. “Are you . . . are you in earnest?”


Though it pained her, Greer kept still.


After a long, taut moment, Louise cast the organs to the ground, letting them land near Greer’s feet. With a snarl of disgust, she grabbed her bag and stalked off.


Greer glanced back in time to see the flayed rabbits swinging from Louise’s rucksack like broken marionettes.


“Louise,” she started, but her friend had already disappeared into a thicket.


To Greer, each footfall was as loud as cannon fire, reverberating down her sternum and making her heart ache. She wished Louise would come back. She wished Louise would come and apologize. They’d lay out the tokens and go home, their friendship cleanly restored.


Though they’d certainly fought before—they’d been best friends since they were schoolgirls—the fights had always been small and incidental. Squabbles over dolls, hurt feelings on summer afternoons when the weather was hot enough to spark anyone’s temper. The week of silence after Louise learned Ellis had kissed Greer on the little footbridge spanning Curstag Creek. Greer hadn’t told Louise, because she knew it would upset her, and because, after over a decade of sharing every single thought with her friend, it felt delicious to keep one small thing for herself.


But this fight felt different.


They weren’t little girls anymore, fighting over hair ribbons or secrets.


They were grown—Greer twenty-seven and Louise twenty-two—and these stakes were higher, these words were crueler.


Still, Greer waited, certain her wishes would come true.


But as seconds turned to minutes, Greer’s hope began to wither.


Giving up, she glanced to the line of flags shifting in the listless breeze.


“She didn’t mean that,” Greer called loudly, ready to catch the attention of whoever, whatever might be listening. She sighed. “I’m sure she didn’t mean any of that.”


As if in response, the forest fell silent, the quietest it had been all afternoon.


Greer scooped up the scattered organs before ducking under the branches of the Redcaps and stepping past the flags to search for the right altar. She could tell the exact moment she’d crossed over, slipping into an untouched world, alien and new and unmarked on any of her maps.


She was the first person of Mistaken to stand upon this ground, so far from home, so far from the Stones’ hold. She took in a deep breath, basking in the sensation. But even as the wonder coursed through her, as heady as a shot of Fenneck O’Connell’s best whiskey, she noticed footprints pressed deep into the spongy moss all about her.


Greer blinked, certain the impressions were a trick of the heavy afternoon sun.


They remained.


She stooped down, inspecting them with her artist’s eye.


They’d been made by feet bare and too big.


Too irregularly shaped.


Her mouth dried as she counted just two toes per print.


Greer knew the woods around Mistaken as well as her own cabin. Her mother, Ailie Mackenzie, had taught her every kind of tree that grew there and every type of animal who roamed its depths. But she could not think of a single one that boasted only two toes.


This was it.


This was a sign.


Louise was wrong. The Benevolence was real, as were the dreadful Bright-Eyeds they protected Mistaken from.


Unable to show her friend this irrefutable proof, Greer wanted to howl in frustration.


From somewhere deep in the woods, a branch cracked, and her heart seized as she suddenly realized she was alone in the woods with whatever had made such enormous two-toed tracks.


“The tokens,” she whispered in a rush. “Find an altar, set the tokens, and go home. The Benevolence will be grateful. The Benevolence will bless your endeavor.” The words fell from her in rote succession, instinctive turns of phrase Martha had spent years drilling into her.


Greer stopped at the first fallen tree she came across, a long length of birch, its papery bark curling back to reveal spiky clusters of comb-tooth mushrooms. Their white branches were as jagged as vertebrae.


She knelt and placed her fingers along the tree, pausing for a moment of genuflection before beginning her task.


Though Martha had given her the words and ways that would be most pleasing to the Benevolence, it was Ailie who had taught Greer to offer reverence for the land and all the marvels it held. Much of Greer’s childhood had been spent exploring the wilds with Ailie. During each journey, they would find somewhere to pause for a moment of reflection. They’d kneel down, skirts pooling together, and the wind would carry away their whispers, tangling them so tightly they sounded as if they’d come from the same person.


Martha’s practices inclined more toward pageantry: laying out the viscera just so, making sure her entreaties held the appropriate note of awestruck fervor, keeping everything rigid and orderly, familiar and routine.


But Ailie had been infused with a profound sense of wonder, urged to see more, learn more, experience more. She’d believed the only way to show true appreciation was to take what was given, to wander as far as the Warding Stones would allow, basking in the world’s messy glory, reveling within it, and allowing the wild pounding of her blood to be its own sort of prayer.


Greer’s faith was a blend of both women’s teachings. She could almost feel their hands on hers now, telling her to stop and feel the textured warmth of the tree bark, guiding her as she arranged a tableau of offerings, ghoulish and macabre.


A string of intestines.


A liver.


Kidneys.


The heart.


They were covered in dirt after having been cast aside by Louise, and Greer wiped them clean as best she could. When she was pleased with the arrangement, she sat back, scanning the darker depths of pines.


She cleared her throat, feeling her voice waver even before she spoke. “With gratitude and thanks, I leave these tokens as an offering for thee.” Every hair on the back of Greer’s neck stood at attention, attuned and ready. “May they be of good use and bring you great pleasure.”


She held her breath, wondering if today she’d finally hear the Benevolence’s answer. She waited, watching for any sense of movement, any stirring however small.


But it wouldn’t be small, would it?


She glanced to the right.


The tracks were big, so, so big . . .


Then to the left.


Two toes, what has two toes?


The spruces’ trunks remained in place, unfaltering and still.


The tamaracks’ glow dimmed, and the surrounding woods grew darker.


Closer.


Was the dying light due to an approaching storm, a bank of clouds rolling down from the mountains high above? The falling night?


Was it the Benevolence?


Or, worse yet . . . the monsters they held back?


The woods waited, stubbornly refusing to offer up its secrets.


Greer kept her eyes fixed on the garish lumps staining the tree bark before her. She could be stubborn, too.


But as she knelt, waiting in a moment drawn too long, Greer felt it, the falling of the sun, the pull of Mistaken. The Stones tugged on her bones like a fisherman testing a catch on his line. Gentle for now, but persistent.


Greer had counted her footsteps today, as she always did when she slipped past the town’s boundary. Ten thousand paces, give or take. Nearly five miles. It would take her more than two hours to return. At least.


She had enough time before First Bellows.


Just barely.


She could wait a moment more.


Another minute. Surely, she could last another minute.


When the strain grew again, tugging at her with unchecked doggedness, Greer gave up and stood, certain that the moment she turned, the trees would come to life, stooping forward to snatch up her gifts.


Greer blew strands of dark hair from her eyes and rubbed her fingers together. They were smudged sticky from the offering. She’d wash them at the first creek she came across. Martha would never let her hear the end of it if she returned home looking like the butcher’s apprentice.


Now that Greer’s feet were pointed back toward Mistaken, her lungs released a breath of air, momentarily free of the incessant pressure drawing at her body. She gathered her supplies, but paused before she could roll up the map.


She’d been so proud of it before Louise’s hateful words had bitten in, poisoning its joy.


She studied the clean lines, the accurate scale, the series of checks marking each copse of Redcaps they’d come across.


It was good work, Greer knew that.


With resolve, she rolled the map into a tight scroll and tucked it into the satchel carefully. She wouldn’t let Louise taint it. She’d stop at the mill and show it to Ayaan Adair, her father’s second in command. He was certain to be pleased.


As she eased the satchel’s strap over her head, something from the periphery of her vision shifted, a pale slip of movement sliding through the trees.


Stealthily.


Soundlessly.


Greer strained her ears, baffled by the silence.


For as long as she could remember, Greer Mackenzie had heard things. Big things, small things. Things improbable. Things most impossible. The beating of wings far overhead, conversations from the wrong side of the room, flakes of snow landing upon branches deep behind her home. Sometimes she feared she could make out the heartbeats of every person within Mistaken, tiny, relentless pulses of life demanding to be acknowledged.


She didn’t know why or how, only that it was a truth she could not escape.


So why were the woods so still now?


A sudden terror staked into her middle. She could feel it pressing close, as suffocating as a damp blanket: the eerie weight of the uncanny.


Strands of her hair danced by her ear, swaying as if someone had softly exhaled just behind her, but she was too scared to turn. Too scared to see.


Something had crept up behind her, and she’d heard nothing.


The impossibility was too dreadful to bear.


Greer scrunched her eyes closed, unwittingly conjuring up images wild and fantastic. Demons and monsters too horrifying to believe. Trees that could move soundlessly through the forest like a wisp of mist. Trees with shining eyes. Trees with two toes. Trees with long, knobby fingers reaching out to scrape her bare neck . . .


“Hello, little Starling.”


Her eyes flashed open.


She’d heard that.


Hadn’t she?


A voice, low and beguiling. Just behind her shoulder. A voice, as real as her own.


Greer licked her lips. She wasn’t going to look. She couldn’t bear to look. Except . . .


When her resolve slipped and she whipped around, the forest was still, and her offerings were gone.
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BLACK CLOUDS ROLLED IN off the mountain range to the northwest, setting the world dim long before Greer stumbled out of the tree line. They hung low, seemingly close enough to pluck down, as angry as a fresh bruise.


Great drops of cold rain soon began to fall, soaking the earth and Greer’s skirts in equal measure. She could already hear the tongue-lashing Martha would give her for tracking mud through the parlor.


She passed by one of the monolithic Warding Stones—the widest of their lot, with a chunk chipped away from the top that reminded Greer of a missing tooth—and traced her fingertips over its wet surface. Red iridescence flickered across it, as if welcoming her back. She felt an instant lightening as she crossed over the town line, like the setting down of a heavy satchel after a long journey. Her muscles loosened; it felt easier to breathe.


The Warding Stones were towering shards of black basalt that appeared wholly unremarkable until sunlight hit at just the right angle. Then they shone with a red-hued luminescence. Hundreds of them dotted the perimeter of Mistaken, a gift from the Benevolence, part of their decades-long truce.


The Stones were their protectors, holding back the Bright-Eyeds from ever crossing into town. The Stones were their jailers, keeping the people of Mistaken forever bound to the land.


Giving the forests behind her one final longing glance, Greer turned her focus toward the town. Whether she liked it or not, she was home for another night.


She paused at the crest of Barrenman’s Hill, and glanced across the cove at the rocky cliffs of the Narrows and into the Great Bay. It stretched out as vast as an ocean and was just as salty. Sleek whales, dark with banded fins, were regularly seen spouting close to shore, hungry for plankton and krill. In the spring, the harbor was loud with the barks of young seal pups. Louise had even claimed to have once spied a shark in deeper waters.


There’d been a schooner docked outside the Narrows for the last two days. Its crew had ferried in much-needed supplies while the captain negotiated lumber prices with Hessel and Ayaan.


Mistaken boasted the only mill up or down the coast that cut Redcaps and turned the bedraggled trees into handsome planks of wood. Demand for these trees was so high that merchants sailed thousands of miles across the sea, facing untold perils, just to reach their remote and isolated community. As mill owner, Hessel had been waiting for this schooner’s arrival all summer, rubbing his hands with impatient glee as he pre-emptively tallied the profits.


But the Narrows were now open, and the tall masts and full sails gone.


A burr of worry dug into Greer’s middle as she surveyed the empty bay.


Just that morning, Hessel had said they were still haggling over a final price. Could they have already come to an agreement and transported the lumber across the cove?


The rain began to pound heavier. The sound was so deafening that Greer nearly altered course, leaving the village for the sanctuary of her bedroom. She could hide away on her straw mattress, covering her ears until the worst of the storm’s fury had passed and everything returned to its usual decibels.


On the other hand, if the schooner had left without buying the wood, her father would undoubtedly be home, banging about in the foulest of moods, darker than even the sky overhead. Greer winced as she imagined the sounds of that rage permeating the house.


As she stood motionless with indecision—the house or the mill? the mill or the house?—her ears pricked with a new sound.


A group of young boys was ambling down the road, careless of the rain or the puddles they stomped through. Greer took in the hems of their trousers, inches deep with splattered mud, and pitied their mothers. They carried their writing slates over their shoulders, holding on to the leather straps with a lax air, and were snickering over something from their day at school.


The snickerings stopped when they spotted Greer.


“Isn’t that Old Man Mackenzie’s daughter?” one asked, his voice hushed.


Greer heard it through the chaos of raindrops as clearly as if he were standing right beside her.


“Don’t look!” another warned. “My ma said she can see everything you’re thinking, just by staring into your eyes.”


“My sister said her mother could hold your hand and tell you exactly how you were going to die,” a third boy hissed.


This elicited little noises of astonishment from the group, and Greer’s stomach began to sour.


It was no secret that the people of Mistaken thought the Mackenzie women peculiar on even the best days. On others, their rumored talents for the impossible verged into absurdity. Even before Ailie’s death, Greer had heard her mother accused of drinking blood from a neighbor’s horse, bursting into a flock of birds, and foretelling the future. In her absence, the stories had only gotten worse.


There were never any outright accusations. Hessel’s rank on the council of Stewards and status as mill owner granted them certain levels of protection: no one wanted to anger the man who employed most of Mistaken. But the whispers still found their way to her ears.


Usually, Greer ignored them. But Louise’s hurtful words still echoed in her mind, and she couldn’t bear to push aside the boys’ mean-spirited chatter.


“Is that Benjamin Donalson I see?” she called out, raising her voice to carry through the rain, squinting at them.


The boys froze.


“I’d be cautious going home today if I were you.”


Benjamin glanced from one of his friends to another with wild-eyed wondering. “Wh-why’s that?”


“Your father knows who pinched the coppers from his purse last week. He’s bound to be on a warpath.”


The boy’s face paled, but he shook his head and stormed away, yelling at the others to follow.


It had only been a guess.


But, evidently, a good one.


Just yesterday, Jeb Donalson had been purchasing a tin of nails at the general store. On the other side of the aisle, Greer had heard him mutter under his breath, counting his coins and coming up short.


Greer smiled, watching them go.


“What little shits.”


She turned to the row of shops behind her and caught a bright flash of russet.


Ellis.


He stood under the cover of Tywynn Flanagan’s bakery awning, wearing an apron once blue but now thoroughly mottled with flour. He watched the cluster of boys scurry into the storm, with his arms folded over his broad chest.


Her smile turned to a grin.


Ellis Beaufort’s voice was Greer’s favorite sound in all the world. It was a warm, rich baritone that felt like that magic hour between Bellows, when the falling sun painted the world in shades of gold.


A Beaufort through and through, with hazel eyes and a shock of chestnut hair that burned as blazing as autumn leaves, Ellis had a loud, easy laugh and was always smiling, but never quite as widely as when he spotted Greer.


She approached the bakery, tipping her chin to stare up at him.


“Get out of that mess.” Ellis reached down and hoisted her to the raised wooden promenade that ran the length of the town’s storefronts. It kept the customers out of the worst of the snowbanks in winter and from the thick sluice of mud that plagued Mistaken during every other season.


“Afternoon,” he greeted, pressing a quick kiss to the top of her head. He smelled warm, of rising dough and yeast and the oven’s flames.


“It’s a good one now.” She tightened her grip on his hand, wishing she could grab him by the collar and pull his mouth to hers.


It had been days since she’d last seen him. They’d been caught in an endless town meeting, stuck and separated by the wide aisle running down Steward House. Greer had watched him watch her from the corner of her eye, and after the meeting was over, they’d sneaked into the shadows behind an outbuilding to steal as many kisses as they could before Ellis’s younger brothers began to shout for him.


He grinned widely, dimples winking. “How was the hunting?”


Greer hesitated, remembering the way Louise had snarled before leaving the forest. “Fine. Louise shot three rabbits. Didn’t lose a single arrow.”


One eyebrow, as thick as a freshly drawn line on one of Greer’s maps, rose. “Her aim is improving. Stew tomorrow,” he said, clearly pleased, then tilted his head. “What aren’t you telling me?”


She blinked, feigning innocence.


“I know your face better than my own, Greer Mackenzie,” Ellis said. “And right now you look as though you’re about to burst into tears. What’s wrong?”


Greer was certain her forced smiled looked as pained as it felt. “It’s nothing. It’s fine.”


His gaze was unwavering.


She sighed. “Only . . .” She stepped past him, avoiding the weight of his stare. “Louise didn’t . . . She didn’t want to leave any tokens behind.”


He made a sound of understanding. “And you did.”


“Obviously.” She tucked a curl of hair behind her ear, uncomfortable.


Ellis rubbed at his jaw, unsurprised. He’d stopped shaving as the cooler weather had set in, and the auburn stubble had grown into a thick beard. “And Louise said something hasty and stupid.”


Greer paused. She didn’t like putting Ellis in the middle of their messes. It wasn’t his responsibility to work through them, and it seemed unfair to make him choose a side. Reluctantly, she nodded.


“The pantry has been stretched a bit thin lately,” Ellis confided, dropping his voice even though the promenade was empty. “The boys are worse than a plague of locusts. Growing pains,” he added.


Rhys and Riley, the Beaufort twins, had turned twelve over the summer, entering that awkward phase of childhood when limbs stretched too long and out of proportion. To Greer they looked like nothing so much as a pair of downy goslings, tripping over their own feet as they struggled to understand the strange shapes their bodies now formed.


Guilt pooled in Greer’s belly, making her feel off-kilter and uneasy. Some of what Louise had said was true. The mill brought in fistfuls of money each summer. Greer had never gone without, had never been hungry or worn clothes patched or too small. An only child, she’d never even scrapped with siblings for her portion of dinner. It was a far cry from the Beauforts’ household.


“And . . .” Ellis trailed off, his eyes glancing to the sheets of water rolling off the promenade’s tin roof. “She’s been in a mood since the Stewards told her their ruling.”


“About letting her sit out this Hunt?” Greer frowned. They’d been together all day, yet Louise hadn’t mentioned it once. “I didn’t even know she’d presented her case. She hasn’t said anything. Neither has Father.”


With Ellis and Louise’s father’s death, grief had settled over Mary Beaufort like a thick, sticky cobweb, impossible to break free of. Her mind had always been prone to flights of whimsy, but now it wandered further away, drawn to confusion and paranoia. Strange tics riddled her gestures, and she’d often fall short in a conversation, sometimes mid-sentence—there one moment, then gone the next.


When it became clear that Mary could no longer run the Beaufort household, Louise had left school and taken the reins, to look after her younger siblings, tend to the cabin and livestock, and watch the accounts with a sharp eye. She’d turned twenty-two during the last snowmelt and, though this should be her year to run in the Hunt, Louise had confided that she planned to ask the Stewards to let her stay home, reasoning that her family needed her more than Mistaken needed another bride.


“What did the Stewards say?”


Ellis looked uneasy. “I feel like she should be the one to tell you.”


Greer recalled the look on Louise’s face before she stalked back to Mistaken. “I don’t think she wants to tell me much of anything right now.” She let out a humorless laugh. “Or, whatever she might, I’m not sure I want to hear.”


Ellis licked his lips. “They’re making her run in the Hunt.”


“But . . . that can’t be right.”


Ellis shrugged helplessly.


“Oh, Louise . . .” She studied Ellis, unsure how to read his expression. “We don’t know she’ll be found,” she began tentatively, trying to think of something hopeful to say. “She always was the best at hide-and-seek.”


A corner of Ellis’s mouth lifted, but it was a far cry from his usual smile.


“But if she is caught . . . we’ll be together,” Greer assured him. “You and me. We’ll take care of Mary. The twins, little Norah, everyone. We won’t be far away.”


For the past year, Ellis had been preparing a cabin for the two of them, building it on the back half of the Beaufort land. With the Hunt only a few weeks away, it was nearly complete, but Ellis insisted it remain a secret till after the Hunt and Joining Ceremony. He wanted the first time Greer saw it to be when she was carried over the threshold as his bride.


He nodded now, looking appeased. “Don’t let her bad mood trouble you. I’m sure she didn’t mean whatever she said, and one offering won’t make a difference anyway.”


“Martha and I picked a bumper crop of blackberries yesterday,” Greer began thoughtfully. “Perhaps I could bring some over before the barn warming . . .”


“Not tonight,” he warned. “Give her time to stew. But tomorrow, that would be a kindness I know she’d appreciate—as would I. Nothing beats Martha Kingston’s jam,” he added cheerfully. The matter was—in his mind—laid to rest.


He was so unlike her.


Whereas Greer was prone to fits of worry, endlessly fretting over mistakes real or perceived, Ellis was fast to forgive, and just as quick to forget. He reminded her of the black-and-white eider ducks on the Great Bay. They paddled up and down its breadth no matter how perilous the weather, content to ride out whatever waves might come.


Ellis poked his head out from under the awning to peer at the sky. “Storm’s likely to last awhile. There’s sourdough in the oven. Should be done soon. Come on in.”


Ellis had begun working at the bakery once his schooling ended, seven harvests ago. He’d started out as nothing more than an errand boy, wrapping orders and counting payment, making sure the barters were fair. Now Tywynn allowed him to work in the back, pounding out the dough, and even entrusting Ellis with his best recipes. Though unstated, it was common understanding that once the old baker—long widowed, with no children of his own—was ready, he’d pass the business on to Ellis.


“It’s tempting,” Greer said.


“Is it?” His voice lowered still, warm and husky with longing.


He laced his fingers through hers, tangling them into an affectionate knot. A spark of hungry warmth caught in her middle, and as he traced little circles over her knuckles, Greer suddenly forgot all about Louise.


“Is anyone else around?”


“Haven’t had a customer since noon.”


“What a shame. I suppose I should come in and buy something.”


“For Tywynn,” he reasoned, brushing his thumb across the delicate skin of her inner wrist.


Greer’s breath hitched, lodging in the hollow of her throat. “For Tywynn.” The words almost didn’t come out.


As she stepped inside, Greer was struck by a wall of delicious heat. She could hear the flames in the ovens crackling, the hiss of baking bread. The front shop was clean and tidy and gloriously empty.


Even so, Ellis tugged her to the far corner of the room, away from the large storefront window. Eyes were everywhere, and with only days until the Hunt, nothing would please the town gossips more than catching a pair of lovers in a moment of indiscretion.


Ellis traced the curve of her ear, murmuring how much he’d missed her. Then, after he gave a quick glance back out the window, his mouth was on hers.


She nearly laughed with relief as they fell against each other. Pressed between the wall and Ellis’s long, looming frame, for one blessed, heady moment, Greer heard nothing but the whisper of his breath, the deep hum of his appreciation, and the racing patter of his heart and hers. In that moment, the rest of the world washed away, leaving only the two of them behind.


“I’ve missed you, Ellis Beaufort,” she murmured as he left a trail of kisses down the column of her throat. His hands roamed along her sides, squeezing the curve of her hips, bundling folds of her skirt as if he wished to tear them away. She drew lines up over his back, tugging at his suspenders, across his scalp, her fingers curling into his hair. She wanted to hold him in place, wanted to keep this moment going.


Just a little longer.


Just a little . . .


Ellis chuckled as he broke away, giving her an admonishing tap on her nose.


“You’re going to bring Old Lady Cowen running in, making noises like that,” he teased.


Greer cupped his cheek, pleased with how his beard prickled, and snorted as she pictured the widowed seamstress bursting in, brandishing a pair of scissors, ready to snip the inflamed couple apart. “Do you ever feel like the entire town still thinks us children?”


He pressed a kiss to the center of her palm and shrugged. “I suppose, till after the Hunt, we are.”


“If we had just run in the last one”—her hand fell as a wave of bitter melancholy washed over her—“we’d be married. We’d have children of our own already. But instead. . . .” She waggled a crooked, admonishing finger at him, approximating the widowed Cowen. She bit the inside of her cheek. “It’s my fault—”


Before she could finish her sentence, Ellis kissed her, silencing her worries.


“None of that,” he said. “You were in no shape to be thinking of anything but Ailie.”


“But you were,” she countered, sinking into a pool of guilt so deep she wanted to cry. “You were ready. You could have run and found some other, a girl who doesn’t hear things she shouldn’t, a girl who isn’t strange—”


“Greer.” Her name on his lips was enough to stop the anxious spiral. He tilted her face to his so that their eyes met. “Why would I ever settle for some girl when I have you? I would wait a thousand years if I had to. Happily. Joyfully. It was never a hardship. Never,” he emphasized, squeezing her hands.


She could only stare, caught in a strong current of too many emotions. Shame and gratitude, guilt and wonder, and so many shades of love. Each demanded to be acknowledged and felt in equal measure, all fighting to come to the forefront of her inner storm.


Ground yourself.


The memory of Ailie’s voice cut through the turmoil.


When things are overwhelming, ground yourself in truths.


Greer took a deep, centering breath. With Ellis, there was only ever one truth that mattered.


“I love you.” She stood on her tiptoes, feeling strangely shy as she pressed a quick kiss to the cheek of the man she’d loved for more than a decade. “Always.”


“Always,” he agreed and a light flickered in his eyes. “I forgot to tell you: something special came in today.”


He crossed behind the counter, and Greer followed, watching him take a loaf of bread from the case and set it on a length of brown paper.


“Is that cinnamon chip?” Greer asked with surprise. It had been an age since the bakery had had the spice in stock.


“Tywynn was able to talk that merchant captain out of an entire case of sticks.” He wiped his hands on the apron. “I baked a batch this afternoon. I know Hessel is partial to it.”


“His favorite.”


Ellis hesitated. “With all the trouble at the mill earlier, I thought he’d appreciate a slice or two.”


“Trouble?” Greer echoed as a bolt of alarm spiked through her.


Though Greer was kept away from the mill’s chaos, she knew the work was hard and dangerous. The yard was cluttered with stacks of enormous felled trees and jaggedly toothed saws. The waterwheel churned constantly, never stopping, even on feast days. Great cogs and stampers whirred, and the gristmill sometimes spat out wayward shards of wood. Accidents happened—crushed legs, sliced hands, punctured sides. Hessel himself could only boast of nine fingers and seven toes, but Greer knew he considered himself lucky. Other men—men like Ellis’s father, John—lost far more than that.


“Is everyone all right?”


“Everyone’s fine, physically, I’m sure.” Ellis tied off the wrapped loaf with a bow of striped twine. “Only . . . the schooner.”


Greer remembered the empty Narrows. “They didn’t stay long.”


Ellis shook his head. “From what I heard, the captain offered far too low a price for the lumber.” He stopped, letting the words he didn’t say fill in the story’s gaps.


Greer pictured how it must have played out. Ayaan’s stony silence. Hessel’s face red with insult, then rage. “Father wouldn’t have taken that well.”


Wordlessly, Ellis handed her the bread.


Greer clutched it to her chest; it was still warm from the oven. “I’m sure he’ll appreciate your kindness.”


Doubt darkened Ellis’s eyes.


“Two weeks,” she reminded him. “The Hunt is in two weeks, and then everything is done and settled, and it won’t matter what he thinks.”


Ellis gave a faint shrug, and she wished she could wipe away every bit of wistfulness staking its claim. Melancholy never looked right on Ellis Beaufort. It hung off his features like a pair of hand-me-down trousers, too loose, too short.


But before she could offer any comfort, a roaring wall of sound rang out, thundering over the town and cove like the cry of a monstrous beast. Greer could feel the low vibrations of First Bellows rumble along her sternum. Her ears ached. Her head felt as though it would burst. It lasted exactly ten seconds, then died away.


“One hour till sunset,” she said needlessly. She fished a small coin from her pocket and set it on the counter, payment for the bread. “Do you need any help closing up?”


He shook his head. “I’ll be fine. Tywynn promised to stop in before Thirds.”


“And you’ll be at the barn warming?”


“Think it’ll still go on? Even with all this?” He gestured toward the window.


“Roibart Andersan would never let a little weather spoil a party.”


“Then I look forward to the first dance.” He leaned over the counter, clearly intending to kiss her once more.


The scent of browning bread warmed the air between them.


“The sourdough!” Ellis exclaimed and turned before pushing through the kitchen’s swinging door.


“I’ll see you tonight?”


She listened to the heavy clanks and scrapes of hot metal pans being removed from the oven. He didn’t respond, and Greer was certain he hadn’t heard her. She marveled at what that must be like.


“I love you,” she tried again anyway.


No answer.


With a shake of her head, Greer left the bakery.


When she stepped out from under the promenade’s cover, the pitter-patter of raindrops surrounded her in a blanket of deafening white noise. In seconds, she was soaked through.


“Wait!”


Greer stopped and turned, smiling. Ellis had heard her after all.


But he wasn’t on the walkway. He wasn’t on the threshold, watching her go. He wasn’t even at the windows.


Confused, she swept her gaze down the promenade, searching for anyone else who might have called after her.


“Starling.”


The word was soft and hissed and sounded wholly wrong. Wholly inhuman.


Greer scanned the road.


It was empty.


No one was there.


A tendril of unease unfurled within Greer, its barbs sharp and biting.


“We’ll see you soon, little Starling.”
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SECOND BELLOWS—two lumbering rolls of chaos that signaled just one half-hour left until sunset—rumbled as Greer opened the front door, her wool cloak soaked through and rainwater dripping from her dark braid.


Martha Kingston was in the kitchen, wrestling with an eel.


“You shan’t get the best of me,” she muttered, and cursed at the beast.


The long black body thrashed against the worktable, wriggling furiously to escape her grasp. Martha hissed as the eel snapped at her, drawing blood. Holding the squirming creature down with one hand, she sucked absentmindedly at the wounded finger, then pulled out a mallet. The battle ended with an abrupt, meaty thwunk.


“That you, Greer?” the older woman called out, sounding out of breath.


“It’s raining hard enough for a second flood,” Greer announced, hanging her cloak and satchel from a series of pegs near the front door. She kicked off her boots and shimmied free of her wet stockings. These went on the line before the hearth, joining a pinned set of Hessel’s socks and Martha’s gloves. She entered the kitchen.


“It’ll be snow by nightfall,” Martha predicted, picking up a cleaver. Her face was pink from the struggle with the eel, and the short wisps of silvered hair poking free of her bun looked like a saint’s halo. The thick blade glinted brightly before sailing in a smooth arc through the air. The eel’s head fell free, thudding upon the wooden table. “That’ll teach you to bite me.”
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