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For my grandparents.


What are my words but your words? My story but your story?
May your memories live on through the pages of this book.
I love and miss you both dearly.









[image: A map titled ‘Rhaškan Empire’ shows the Kingdom of Ordobav, Vigary Kingdom to its east, and Balkisk Kingdom to its south. The forest of Mavetéh is in the centre of the map, with Eskravé to its south. North of the forest is Valón, with Orlon Clock and the Yahadi Quarter both marked. The Leirit river runs through both the forest and the city. To the north west, in the Orzegali mountains, Naška Slova is marked. In Balkisk Kingdom, south of the Jašni river, its capital city Vyš and the forest of Szaj-Nev are both marked. Vigary Kingdom's capital city Lei is in the far north east of the map. An arrow indicates that the Kingdom of Agamere is off map in the west.]











Twenty-two letters to start with.


He engraved, quarried, and weighed,


exchanged and combined—


and with them formed all of creation


and all that He was destined to fashion.


. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


From here on in consider


what a mouth can’t utter


and what the ear can’t hear . . .


Sefer Yetzirah (Book of Creation)


Circa Third to Sixth Century AD, trans. Peter Cole
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One











CHAPTER
1



The forest ate the girls who wandered out after dark.


Once the sun sank below the horizon, the villagers closed their doors and shuttered their windows. The dim, tinted orange glow of tallow candles became the only wash of light spilling onto the streets. Inside the houses lining the dirt roads, families gathered. They told stories in hushed tones, animated by hands making shadow figures in the candlelight. Braided bread cooked slowly in ovens and stoves boiled stock and vegetables for supper.


In one such house, a woman sat on her knees, elbows leaning on the window’s edge as she gazed out to the barren street. Over the line of sturdy stone houses, the shektal bell rang. Her skin prickled hard with goose bumps. The bell sounded every night save the Sabbath, and every night its warning melody, signaling curfew, crawled inside her skin.


She focused instead on the cool touch of the window. When she breathed, fog weaved like a spider’s web on the glass, crawling up and wide. She drew her finger up the pane, then looped it around and around to paint a flower on the window.


“Malka.”


The voice was as warm as the candles puddling light into the room.


“Baby, please get away from the window. I don’t like when you linger near it.”


“Yes, Imma,” Malka said, pushing from the ledge. She fell into her mother’s waiting arms and rested her head between the bones of her chest. Malka’s hands tightened around Imma’s waist, too aware of her mother’s sharp ribs and protruding collarbones.


Imma grasped Malka’s cheeks between her cold, brittle hands. “It’s time to light the yahrzeit candle.”


“Without Abba?”


“Your father is on another Rayga hunt. You know how that goes. He’ll either join us halfway through supper or stumble in at sunrise stinking of wine.”


Imma gently rubbed her calloused thumb along the gash decorating Malka’s cheek, half scabbed over but still bruised. The flickering candles made Imma’s eyes, normally the bright green of spring leaves, a hollow forest dark. Imma’s gaze softened, for she knew what had made the gash in her skin. Who had made it. Shame clawed up Malka’s throat, but she swallowed it down.


Malka gritted her teeth. “The men should not have a Rayga hunt while the mourner’s prayer is being sung in every household in Eskravé.”


Imma tucked a curl behind Malka’s ear. “To them, vengeance is a mourner’s prayer. However unholy you may think it is.”


In the kitchen, Malka’s two sisters stood against the small, rectangular wooden table decorated with an embroidered cloth and the intricate copper plate meant to catch the dripping candle wax.


Hadar, the youngest of the siblings at only eight years old, grinned at Malka as she and Imma entered the room. Her smile was all crooked teeth, brown eyes doe-like in a way Malka hoped she would never outgrow. When a piece of Hadar’s raven black hair fell into her face, she puffed her cheeks to blow it aside.


Malka chuckled, having done the same many times with her unruly curls.


Her other sister Danya, five years younger than Malka at eighteen, held the match in her hand. Where Malka and Hadar’s hair was unruly and black like Abba’s, Danya had gotten Imma’s curly golden locks which fell gracefully around her face.


Danya stretched out her lanky arms. “Would you like to light it?”


Malka gripped the match and stepped close to the candle. As she struck the match against the tinder, she held her breath. This part was always sacred to her—the creation of light as divine, the transition from everyday life to the holy.


She began to sing.


The prayer was soft, familiar. It rolled off her tongue like honey, words shaped by memory and heartbreak. Malka could hardly believe there was a time when she lit the mourner’s candle less often. A time before the woods began its haunting, and the monster, its hunger.


A monster which had become so feared, her village had affixed it a name: the Rayga.


With each word sung, Malka remembered the faces of the girls claimed by the woods, and the monster within:


A young girl of five, too caught up in her game of chase with her twin brother to notice the sun’s last rays falling through the burly copse of trees.


A woman of twenty, who stole away to the woods with her lover to escape the watchful eye of her parents, and in her lust, did not see the day slip to night.


A grandmother of seventy, who fell asleep by her husband’s grave, situated within the forest’s grasp.


And Chaia. Taken a year ago. The anniversary of her loss prompting the burning of the mourner’s candle tonight.


The prayer turned to ash in her mouth.
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Later that night, Malka sat on the floor of the bedroom she shared with her sisters as they made paper cuttings to decorate their house for Bayit Ohr, the upcoming winter festival of lights. It was a quiet night, as they all had become once the curfew bell rang. Only the faint rustle of trees in the wind and the crackling of dim fires broke through the weighty silence.


It was on these still, quiet nights Malka remembered Chaia most. The silk brown of her hair, always brushed into smooth waves, falling to her shoulders. The mischievous glint in her eye as they would escape into the night to tell haunting stories. During the day, they each had their duties; but once the sun set, they were free to talk about anything and everything under the dark cover of the sky and its glimmering stars.


“I know you miss her,” Hadar said, bringing Malka out of her reverie. The graphite she had traced onto her paper bled through the page, ruining it.


Malka set her ruined paper cutting aside and swallowed any grief with it. “Everyone misses her, Achoti. It’s a time of mourning for the village.”


“But you miss her most,” Hadar responded. She smoothed her thumb on the edge of a cut she had made, perfecting the shape. Her creation was already beautiful, with patterns of stars, moons, and intricately cut block letters lining the paper. Vines of ivy wove around the letters like pillars, shaded by half-sketched lemon trees. Malka imagined what it would look like once it glistened with color, vibrant as the stained-glass windows on Eskravé’s shul when the sun peered in through the glass.


Even Danya’s paper cutting was beginning to take shape—the sketch of an oak tree with its impressive root system shaped into the letters of the ancient Yahadi holy language.


The beauty made Malka long for the Eskravé of her childhood. Like the Rayga, the villagers also gave the woods a new name when it soured: Mavetéh. Into death.


But that was not always what Malka knew it as. Before it was Mavetéh, it was called Kratzka Šujana in her language, named for the forest’s elder trees and their thick, gnarled branches.


“It was not always like this, you know,” Malka said, remembering Kratzka Šujana. “The curfew and the mourning.”


Hadar licked the graphite smeared on her hand. “What was it like?”


Malka patted her leg, beckoning Hadar. Her sister smiled big and settled into Malka’s lap. Malka wrapped her hand around Hadar’s curls like the vines of ivy on her paper cutting.


Eyes closed, Malka pulled forth the shaded memories of a vibrant Eskravé, known to her only five years before, where birds sang their melodies, and the breeze carried the hum of violins from the shul during evening services. When Imma would take Malka and Danya to a meadow in Kratzka Šujana and teach them about the flowers sprouting there. Danya, only thirteen, would hold the basket in her arms as Malka plucked the flowers. They would pick marigold and foxglove for Imma’s medicinal uses, and woad and madder for Chaia’s parents to use as fabric dye.


Eskraven villagers took pride in the goods they made—from clothing and furniture to food prepared according to Yahadi law. Families in Eskravé went back generations, and trade specialties carried down through bloodlines.


Chaia had hated the unchanging nature of her village, the clear path it paved for their lives, but it was something Malka cherished.


“I wish I could pick flowers, like you both did.”


Malka brushed a kiss on Hadar’s forehead. “Hopefully you will soon.”


“Do you think Abba will ever find the Rayga?”


“The men have certainly invested enough alcohol into their Rayga hunts. Better be worth something,” Danya responded, eyes still fixed on her own craft.


Malka glared at her. “There’s no use speaking like that in front of our little sister.”


Danya rolled her eyes, still focused on her meticulous brushstrokes. “Malka, you have to be kidding me. Hadar isn’t sheltered from the fact that every man comes back drunk from their heroic Rayga hunt. Especially not when one of the men is Abba.”


“That doesn’t mean—”


The loud bang of the front door slamming shut rattled the wooden beams in their room. A deep, raspy laugh filled the air, which left the argument dead on both sisters’ lips.


“Stay here, I’ll go see if there’s news,” Malka said.


She lifted Hadar from her lap, closing the door behind her as she left the room.


In the kitchen, Abba sat defeatedly on a creaky wooden chair. Imma bent over him, wiping at the dirt clinging to his cheeks and around his nose.


In the back corner of the room, their hearth blazed, flames licking a suspended iron pot. The boiling water growled and spilled over the lip, sizzling when it slapped the hot coal beneath.


Malka ran to it, adjusting the trammel hook so the pot hung higher off the heat.


“How was the Rayga hunt, Abba?” Malka asked over her shoulder.


“Nothing,” Abba spat, running his hand through his hair. “Not as if we ever get to stay and search long, a bunch of women these men are. One sound and they go running.”


“Did you collect any of the herbs I asked for?” Imma asked, squeezing out the dirty rag into the bucket by her side.


“It was dark. I couldn’t tell the difference between black perphona and the poisonous plant I brought you last time.”


Imma’s face fell before frustration tightened her jaw. “I told you, there’s a bright white variegation that runs through the black perphona. Devil’s alphonsa is completely black.”


“You try finding the time to wander around Mavetéh and stare at plants, No’omi!”


Abba said the forest’s name like a slur. Malka shivered, wondering if the woods could hear its name said with vitriol in the darkness.


Imma brushed her wet hands on her apron, decorating the stained white cloth with streaks of muck. “We’ll have nothing by the month’s end without that herb. Sick people are showing up at our door every day now. I’m going to have to start turning them away.”


Eskravé was never a wealthy village, but it wasn’t a poor one, either, before Kratzka Šujana became Mavetéh. But the forest’s curse brought more than the fear of stolen maidens to Eskravé. In the months before the Rayga took its first maiden half a decade ago, a wickedness had descended upon the forest. Felled trees rotted before woodcarvers could shape them, animals became rabid and inedible, and many plants began to shrivel and die. They had chalked the change up to an unusually long winter—until spring came without its normal growth, and her village could barely make use of Kratzka Šujana at all.


Then, they found the first woman’s body.


Abba tapped his fingers on the table. “Then make the trip south to Szaj-Nev with the traders and get more there.”


Szaj-Nev might be free of monsters, but it was not an old-growth forest like Kratzka Šujana, and black perphona struggled to grow there. Though Mavetéh had shriveled up many of the plants that had once grown beneath its trees, pockets of black perphona remained. A blessing from Yohev, Imma called it.


“Maybe I should just go into Mavetéh,” Imma said. “It would not be so dangerous if the sun has not yet set. I would know what to look for. It would be quick.”


Malka’s chest seized. She imagined the blackened copse of trees, gouging into Imma’s chest and squeezing her heart until it burst like an overripe plum.


“No,” Malka said fiercely. “It’s not worth the risk.”


“Listen to your daughter, No’omi. She speaks sense.”


Imma crossed her boney arms. “There’s no sense to any of it. We go into Mavetéh, we die. We avoid it but spend all our resources getting materials and food from farther places like Szaj-Nev, only to use them up combatting this strange sickness. And after all that, what is left? Just enough for the Church to collect in tithes.”


“Those damn tithes.” Abba stood with a huff, the splintering wood groaning under the shift in weight. He knocked into the table, sending the yahrzeit candle they had lit for Chaia tumbling to the ground.


Malka yelped, hands flying to her cheeks as she and Imma danced on the flame to extinguish it. She fell to her knees, collecting the spilled ash in her palms. Cradling it like something precious.


“Oh, quiet, Malka.” Abba pinched the space between his brows. “That headstrong girl got what she deserved.”


Malka stared at Abba. You’re wrong! she wanted to retort. You didn’t know her. But Abba was already red-faced and agitated. She didn’t want to worsen his mood. Not with her sisters in the next room. She tried to even her breathing, but tightness still caved in her throat.


Hadar’s shriek interrupted the heated silence between them, causing Malka to jolt. The ashes she had cupped in her palms spilled to the ground once more.


Both sisters came into view. Hadar ran to Imma, clinging to her legs and burying her face in Imma’s wool skirt. Her words were muffled, but unmistakable.


“The Paja is here.”


Danya wrapped her arms around herself, but it didn’t hide her full body shudder. “We heard their drums from our window.”


Malka’s stomach coiled. Already?


Imma cursed. She hurried around the room, smothering the fire after using it to light a lantern.


Abba gripped Hadar’s arm. “Wait in your room with Danya.”


Danya scoffed. “Abba, I am old enough to come—”


“You’ll stay with Hadar.” His firm tone made Malka flinch.


Danya opened her mouth to speak, but hesitated. With a sigh, she decided against it and nodded instead.


Relief teemed, knowing how rapidly Abba could snap, how his eyes could sharpen like an arrow, setting sight on his target. Malka had felt the pierce of it too many times.


“Malka, get the spices from the back.”


Imma’s request drew her attention.


At the back of their house, she grabbed the large key hanging on a nail by the door. The icy weather hit her like a fist. It pinched at her skin, which puckered a soft pink across her nose and knuckles.


Snow lightly fell from the swollen clouds above, casting a white film over the treetops in the distance, made even brighter by the glistening moonlight. The fog pulled down into Mavetéh, like even Yohev’s own sky was victim to its dangerous draw.


Malka’s heartbeat quickened, and she refocused on the locked trunk. It was dark, and in her haste, she had not procured a candle. Only the soft light from the back window and the reflective brightness of the snow guided her hand. The key hit against the lock a few times, made difficult by the lack of light and the chill stiffening her soot-covered fingers. Malka hauled the trunk open, and a few flecks of snow fell lazily to the ground.


The scents overwhelmed her. The rich musk of frankincense, the sickly sweetness of goldenmase. Though they kept the spices for the tithes separate—outside so they would never be tempted to use them—Malka couldn’t help but remember how the scent of goldenmase once filled their house. Imma used it for everything. Hot, golden baths which soothed her muscle aches from long days hunched over gardening; a salve of Imma’s own conception that helped her inflamed, cracked skin in the winter; and the dried stems of the plant that sweetened their apples as the scents and flavors baked together in the oven.


She filled the sack with jars.


Malka jogged to the road to join her parents, jars clinking inside the sack. They walked in tense silence, interrupted only by the brief greetings of their neighbors as they continued toward the shektal, the village center and marketplace.


“Three months!” a voice admonished behind her. It was Minton, the village metalsmith who made their Shabbos and yahrzeit candle holders. “Do they think we are made of grain and spices? That we don’t have our own mouths to feed?”


“Something must be wrong,” said Masheva, his wife. Her voice was hoarse, like she had recently woken. Imma had given her a sleeping draught to help with her nightmares, and Malka hoped it had soothed her sleep. The Paja’s interruption couldn’t have helped.


They drifted ahead and Malka strained to hear Masheva. “Do you think there’s trouble within the Church?”


The Order of the Paja was the Ozmini Church’s creation, charged with tithe collection across every Ordobavian village. For as long as Malka could remember, the Paja had come to Eskravé. Collections used to be yearly but now were unpredictable and more frequent than their resources allowed. Only three months had passed since the last collection bled her village dry. Malka had had to soothe a crying Hadar to sleep while hunger cramped their bellies for weeks afterward.


On the shektal steps stood an unfamiliar man, at ease despite the firm clasp of his hands behind his back. He was draped in robes the color of stained wine, hair hidden underneath a golden squared cap. Gold prayer beads looped through his belt. There was something sinister about the dip in his smile, the way his lips tugged back enough to catch a glimpse of his yellowing teeth. Malka shoved her trembling hands further into the folds of her skirt to hide them.


Next to him stood Lord Kašpar Chotek, a wealthy Ozmini landlord who owned half of the houses in Eskravé and managed the village’s formal municipal business, including the market dealings. He was dressed in his work regalia, but his hair was disheveled. He must have readied in a rush.


Fear bubbled in Malka’s chest as her nerves built. She thought of the collection three months ago, when scant resources prevented them from satisfying their tithe requirements and golden Yahadi necklaces were taken to be sold as consequence. A comforting symbol to her—the small flame representing eternal light—melted down to nothing.


What would they take now?


“We are sorry to disturb you at this late hour,” Chotek began. “The weather, as you can imagine, has made travel difficult. We offer a warm welcome to the Order of the Paja, led by Father Brożek, after the long journey they have made from Ordobav’s western border.”


His words sounded rehearsed, curated carefully after years of practice. He spoke like the noble he was, clear and distinguished in his native language of Kražki, no doubt accentuated by the priest’s presence at his side. Kražki was the language of nobility and municipality. Over the past few decades, it had even become the language of church administration instead of the ancient Jalgani script.


Malka could speak Kražki, but the smooth vowels were made harsh by her Kraž-Yadi tongue—the language most Yahad in Ordobav spoke. She remembered her first interaction with Chotek, how her mouth felt clotted with honey when she spoke Kražki, how her tongue could not find the right place to rest for her words to take shape.


You’d have a beautiful voice, he had said to her once. If your people’s language wasn’t so barbaric.


To this day, Malka found ways to avoid speaking Kražki.


Cold bit the air. Malka snugged close to Imma for warmth, having forgotten her wool cloak in her haste. She blinked tears from the wind, attention drifting toward the priest’s accompaniment—a mix of knights, administrators, and peasants who made up the Order. Her eyes caught on a tall man with bronze hair and golden eyes who held a horse’s reins taut.


Unlike Father Brożek, this man was dressed plainly in a white linen tunic and trousers. A sheepskin cloak the color of drenched earth hung around his shoulders, matching his leather boots that were more mud than shoe.


He caught her staring and winked.


Heat prickled up her neck. She glanced away, embarrassed.


The priest continued. “It’s a harsh winter and it will be harsher still. It is hard work for your landlords to maintain this village and keep your markets busy. But our Heavenly Father, Triorzay, has given you shelter from the cold through the outstretched hand of the Ozmini Church. He has watched over you despite not leaning to His will. It is time to give back.”


Two men rolled out several empty barrels from their wagons. The Ozmini bursar followed them to observe and count the transfer.


The villagers began to form lines, passing down their jars to empty into the bins.


They had enough to fill the first barrel, but not the second.


Brożek’s yellow teeth came out again. A predator ready to strike in the shadows. His lips curved up, creases the sharp teeth of a portcullis. “Perhaps there’s been a mistake, Chotek.”


Despite the chill, the noble wiped a bead of sweat caressing his forehead. “I’ll see to it they are punished, Father.”


The gathered crowd of Eskraven villagers, hands empty of their herbs and spices, now held only a steeling breath. Punishment to the Ozmini lords meant eviction or criminal convictions, an upending fate for any Yahadi family.


From the silent crowd came a voice—Masheva. “Please,” she begged, shuffling closer to the steps. “I know the women and I have some more jewelry we can find. We can make up the amount.”


Malka’s hand fell to her chest, feeling the cold press of her own pendant necklace. She was grateful for its hiding place under her clothes, chain hidden by her thick, raven curls.


Father Brożek raised his brow, the bushy white as untamed as his wily grin. “So, you admit you have purposefully hidden from the tithe?”


Masheva paled. Her mouth opened, but no words came.


Minton laid his calloused hand on his wife’s shoulder. “It’s not our fault, Father.”


“Fault?” Father Brożek spread his arms, cupping the crowd between his palms. “There is no one else you can blame but yourselves.”


Minton worked his jaw. To his side, Masheva gave a timid shake of her head, her fingers digging into the underbelly of Minton’s wrist.


“It’s the woods.”


Masheva closed her eyes. A rush of murmurs from the villagers.


Imma set a protective hand on Malka’s arm.


In the Paja’s past visits, no one had mentioned Mavetéh. Maybe it had been the fear of not being believed, or the terror of legitimizing the curse with its public incantation. Malka didn’t know.


Despite the nervous energy of the crowd, Minton did not relent. “Inside the woods is a monster, evil and bloodthirsty. It has taken our women and corrupted much of the forest. That is why our resources have dwindled.”


Tinkling laughter glided its way around the Order.


“A bloodthirsty and evil monster?” the priest mocked, tilting his head.


Through the crowd, Malka sought Chaia’s parents. In a moment she found them, huddled together toward the back. The ache in her heart grew every time Mavetéh was mentioned, worsened now that Minton had given voice to it so boldly. She could only guess Chaia’s parents were dealing with a similar pain from losing their child to Mavetéh—like a tender scab reopening.


Chaia had always been all sharp teeth when the Paja appeared to collect tithes, especially when their visits became more frequent. One time, a knight had purposefully spilled over a wheat barrel, making a group of Yahadi villagers drop to their knees to pick up the grain. Chaia had berated the knight for his vile behavior and earned twenty lashings as a result. She took them in stride, only gritting her teeth. She did not cry even when the rope split her skin and her dress spoiled deep red.


Her pestering didn’t relent after that, only emboldened. She had begun to question how the Paja delivered the tithes—where they went after the knights loaded the barrels into the wagon and whipped their horses into their speedy canter. She gathered more welts before the first were fully healed.


Malka blinked the memory of Chaia away, swallowing the tightness in her throat.


Father Brożek raised his brow at Chotek. “Perhaps we should remind these Yahadi villagers what happens to those who disgrace and mock the Church, Kašpar?”


The priest motioned to one of the knights with a flick of his hand.


The knight seized Minton’s shoulders and jostled him forcefully to the steps, tearing him from Masheva’s grip. He fell to his knees, tripping on the stone.


“We do not steal from Triorzay. We sacrifice for Him. You live on Church-sanctioned grounds in Ozmini-owned houses and will follow our rules.” Father Brożek addressed the crowd. “You all will do well to remember that.”


The priest nodded to the knight, who unsheathed a cleaver from his belt. He snatched Minton’s hand and splayed it on the ground.


Minton begged in a mix of Kražki and Kraž-Yadi. The two languages fought each other—the push and pull of soft and strong vowels. Tears rolled down his face.


Malka’s heart sped, pounding in her ears so loudly Minton’s cries dimmed. Imma left her side, moving instead to cover Masheva’s sobs and hold her back.


With one swing, the cleaver cut through Minton’s hand with a pop. He screamed, loud and guttural. Malka couldn’t forget that scream, the way it echoed through the square, shaking even the canopy of leaves in Mavetéh.


It was a dirty cut made with a dull blade and pieces of his fingers lay limp, held only by lingering sinew, the bone bloodied as it stuck out from his fingers. Spots of crimson decorated the ground. The wind blew, carrying the scent through the air—metal and rust.


Bile rose in Malka’s throat, and she moved in time to empty herself on the dirtied snow.










CHAPTER 
2



The next morning, the sun did not rise.


It hid behind dense clouds and fog, leaden with heavy moisture. The wind rustled through the trees, blowing the front wisps of Malka’s hair from her kerchief. She wiped at them with the back of her fist, pulling a piece from her mouth. The bag tugged at her shoulder, and she shifted its weight to the other side for some relief.


Sleep had been fruitless. She tossed and turned throughout the night, eyes stitched open with images of Minton’s mutilated hand and his blood splattering over stone. When dawn shone in though her window, she had sighed and finally slipped from bed.


She began her routine early, filling her bag with the medicinal tonics Imma made for the villagers. Imma used to charge extra for delivery, but the strange sickness spreading around their village had left fewer people able to rise from their beds or leave their houses. It was a type of consumption illness which whittled its victims away until nothing of them was left. Cases had begun to crop up a year ago in Eskravé but had worsened in the last six months. They attributed the sickness as another symptom of Mavetéh’s curse, since a handful of men from the Rayga hunt were the first to catch it.


So Imma made exceptions to her fee, and Malka delivered them at daybreak.


In the quiet dawn, Malka swore she heard Minton’s pleas in the howling wind, brushing thunderously against her ear.


She shook the sound of him away and stepped to the door, knocking on the wood which had gone concave from the heavy winter.


“Peace and light, Malka,” the shektal meat carver, Chanoch, greeted her when he opened the door. His daughter Yael, thin and boney, had always been prone to terrible illness, but her condition had worsened severely after developing symptoms from the consumption sickness a week ago.


“Peace and light,” Malka responded, digging into her bag. “How is Yael’s cough?”


Chanoch frowned, the creases on his forehead deepening. His beard caught a few drops of snow, glistening as they melted into his graying hair. “Getting worse. Yesterday, when she awoke, we found blood on her pillow.”


Malka’s throat tightened. “I will let my mother know.” His broad figure was made small by his grief. “Do not lose hope yet, Chanoch.”


He smiled tiredly, the bags under his eyes murky pools. “Thank you, Malka.”


She handed him a glass bottle from the bag. “Make sure she takes all of it and follows with some food. I’ll be back tomorrow.”


The wind howled again, sweeping the tails of her skirt as she headed back to the dirt path. The lingering snow on the ground was caked with mud and crunched under her boots.


Beyond the jagged canopy of houses, Malka could hear the murmurs of her village livening as another day unfurled.


After they threw Minton back into the horror-struck crowd, the Order had declared they would remain in Eskravé until twice the tithe could be procured in full. Faces of sorrow had overtaken the villagers, the lit torches making their tears gleam in the night.


The Paja had erected magnificent tents alongside the shektal, though many forced their way into Yahadi houses when the weather began to slip at night. The villagers could say nothing, for they did not own the houses they occupied. Instead, they crammed together to make space for the members who demanded beds and warm meals, who rummaged through their cabinets for food they did not have. Malka was glad her own house, far on the outskirts of the village, went unnoticed.


“Malka!”


She twisted her neck to see her friend Amnon jogging to meet her.


“Peace and light,” he greeted, lips curving into a smile. He was vibrant against the overcast morning: his eyes green like the darkest juniper, hair the color of oiled frankincense glimmering in the sun.


“Peace and light, Amnon.”


“You’re out early.”


He appeared boyish, red from the cold filling his cheeks, nose scrunched as the snow landed like freckles across his skin. It was exactly how he had looked when they were younger, chasing each other through the woods.


The woods. Mavetéh. Minton.


She swallowed the taste of copper. “I couldn’t sleep.”


His eyes lost their glimmer. “I heard about last night. I’m sorry you had to witness that.” He raised his hand as if to console her but decided against it.


“I’m glad Danya stayed with Hadar. She’s so stubborn I thought she would sneak out anyway. But I’m glad she didn’t have to see that. I don’t think I will ever forget.”


Even though only the eldest child could accompany their parents to each shektal announcement due to crowding, Malka knew Danya would betray the rules without a second thought. She had done so once—snuck out after Malka had left with their parents and hid behind a market cart until the vendor kicked her out. Malka still remembered how loudly Abba had roared, how red his face had bloomed.


“How is Minton?” Amnon asked.


“Resting. But Imma says he will never regain the use of his right hand.” A terrible fate for any smith.


“I will pray for his speedy recovery.” He eyed her bag. “Do you need help with that? I’ve finished my morning chores.”


Malka opened her mouth to protest but decided against it, knowing Amnon’s determination to feel helpful. Instead, she passed over the bag, rubbing at the dull pain in her shoulder.


They continued down the path, weaving through the houses and streets until there were only a handful of tonics clinking in the bag.


“I should’ve been there,” Amnon said, kicking the mud at his feet.


Malka settled her hand on his shoulder. “It is a blessing you were not. Believe me.”


“I could have—”


“You could have what, Amnon?” Malka dropped her hand. “Stood up against the Church yourself? Talked back to Father Brożek? That’s exactly what Minton did, and you know what happened to him.”


Amnon ran his fingers through his hair. “I wish I had been there to cover your eyes. To shield you from the violence.”


“Then it would be me consoling you through the nightmares instead. Either way, we do not win.”


“I only want to protect you, Malka,” he said softer, letting his thumb trace the vestiges of the bruise on her cheek. “Have you given anymore thought to it, at least?”


Malka closed her eyes. Mavetéh’s curse had stolen the rest of her youth, leaving her flush against the expectation of marriage and motherhood. But Malka couldn’t imagine leaving the house with her sisters yet or leaving Imma to care for patients without her. Not when the Rayga captured lives in the night and illness raged.


“Not yet,” Malka responded softly. “But I will. When things get a little better here and I’m not needed as much.”


Amnon’s smile didn’t reach his eyes, but he nodded.


“Is your brother back from Valón?” Malka asked, desperate to change the subject.


“Got in early this morning,” Amnon responded. “Abba was happy.”


Valón, Ordobav’s capital city, existed in her mind as a fantasy, drenched in color by stories from Eskravé’s merchant traders like Amnon’s oldest brother Micah, who bought wool materials from Valón’s renowned spinners and sold them to the southern villagers who traveled to Eskravé’s marketplace. Micah had told them stories of grand buildings painted in every color of clay and the shul Bachta—the greatest synagogue in Ordobav—with its stained-glass windows and spiraling tower. It had long been known to the outer Yahadi villages as a place of safety and refuge, its Yahadi Quarter flush with thriving businesses. It had its own municipality, the Qehillah, where Yahadi leaders wrote up laws for the Yahadi Quarter. Some even served in the king’s court.


Even Baba, her grandfather, had shared stories of the city before he passed a few years ago. As a prominent healer, he often helped with Valón’s brutal sick seasons, bringing back tales to a wide-eyed Malka. A street vendor adorned with many colorful hats juggling his produce; a Fanavi woman’s delicious, sweet bread which filled the whole street with its scent; fire-lit torches flying through the air as a parade crossed the sprawling hilltop castle.


She had swallowed the stories like plum juice, her curiosity as constant as its sticky sweetness on the roof of her mouth.


Though, as with most sweet things, rot rode in on its coattails.


Addicted to the saccharin, Malka still dared to ask, “Does he have any new stories?”


Amnon sighed. “It’s been months since he shared anything. I don’t even bother asking at this point.”


Her shoulders sagged, but she could only blame herself. The memory of her mistake gnawed at her again. Micah’s last few stories had been a smooth balm over the worsening state of the forest’s curse, and she had pushed too hard, asking what she knew she shouldn’t.


The Maharal and his magic.


He was more myth than man to Malka, a Valonian rabbi revered and reviled for practicing a contentious Yahadi mysticism known as Kefesh. Whenever Malka asked about the Maharal, Baba unfurled his stories like allegorical, century-old tales, told in the same way the sacred Yahadi scrolls revealed their lessons and commands. They were never grounded the way his other stories had been, and almost never mentioned Kefesh. It was as if Baba did not want to place the Maharal in the present, as someone still existing and practicing a magic her village declared forbidden, even if the city didn’t.


Only one of Baba’s stories mentioned Kefesh so boldly: the Maharal’s creation of his golem, a voiceless creature crafted from mud and stone and animated with prayer. The creature, of course, became as unwieldy as Kefesh itself. It terrorized the Yahadi Quarter and murdered an innocent boy in cold blood. All the while, the Maharal could do nothing to tame the beast he had created. A warning to Malka—not even a rabbi was exempt from the dangers of the mysticism.


Yet, every time Malka attended services or sang her people’s ancient prayers, thoughts of Kefesh flittered across her mind, untamable as a bleating sheep adrift from its shepherd. It frightened her, that the holy prayers she chanted with devotion could also evoke such violence. It made her want to know more than Baba was ever willing to tell, to make sure she never fell victim to its ensorcellment.


So, when she asked Micah if he had heard anything about Kefesh, she was not surprised when his lips had thinned in response.


Of course not, Malka. It’s forbidden.


There were no stories after that from Micah, and soon the rest of the merchants’ stories ceased the same way Kratzka Šujana became Mavetéh: slowly, then all at once.


“Maybe it’s on purpose,” Amnon considered.


“What is?”


“That our traders are disparaged and forced to cut back their trips to Valón. Maybe the Ozmins are making it hard for them to afford traveling on purpose by increasing the tithes, so we stop coming to the city altogether. It would make sense since they hate us. I mean, you saw what they did to Minton.”


Malka gritted her teeth. “Yes, I did see.”


“I’m sorry, Malka, I didn’t mean—”


He sounded like Chaia, brazen and ready to make wine from water; to conjure up a connection when there was none.


It made her spiteful. Made her mad with grief again.


A scream pierced the air, cutting off whatever apology Amnon had begun.


They hurried back toward the main road, breathless. When Malka caught sight of Sid, the bread maker’s daughter, struggling against a tall and jaunty Paja knight, her skin ignited in a cold sweat. Sid’s cheeks were flushed bright red, and white rings had formed around her wrists where the knight held them firm.


“You have taken as much bread as we have to give, Ctihodný,” Sid heaved, the knight’s honorific heavy on her tongue. “Please, let me go.”


“Perhaps you can give me something else I want,” he said, leaning close to whisper in her ear. A whisper so dark, it drained the color from her face.


“Pick on someone else, Ctihodný,” Amnon said, mocking the honorific. “If we could not pay your tithe, it should be no wonder we can’t feed your bottomless appetites.”


The knight dropped his grip on Sid, his attention, and now his ire, directed toward them instead. “What did you say, Medvadi?”


The slur sliced through Amnon and Malka both. One they were not used to hearing in their Yahadi village. It meant betrayer of God. Though whose God, Malka had never been certain.


Worse yet, it was the same knight who had raised the cleaver to Minton’s hand. He had been emotionless, even as Minton’s blood stippled his cheeks like glimmering rubies. Even as he smeared it across his face with his palm, unbothered.


Malka wanted to bottle Amnon’s words and make him drink them back, to save him a fate like Minton’s.


“Amnon, please,” Malka pleaded, tugging on his arm.


Amnon gritted his jaw, pulling away from her. “I said—”


“He said that if you are hungry,” Malka interrupted, “he has fish to give.” She ignored Amnon’s glare. “He told me he deboned a large trout. You won’t find fresh trout as delicious as the ones his family catches from the river Jašni. They are the first to go at every market.”


The knight raised his brow. “If you say the trout is the best, it seems only fair he prepare one for my supper every evening. You can do that, can’t you?”


The infernal taunt lingered in the air.


With Amnon’s puffed chest and surly gaze, Malka thought he would defy the knight again. But much to her relief, he sighed and reluctantly murmured his agreement.


“Good.” The knight brushed the crest on his tunic, stroking the lion from its head to its tail. “And, boy?” He wrapped his fist into Amnon’s tunic. “Don’t ever speak to me like that again.”


He swung his other fist into Amnon’s cheekbone, the force of it hurling Amnon toward the ground. Malka dropped to her knees in an attempt to catch him, and winced as they struck the frozen earth.


“Václav, the priest has summoned us,” another knight said as he approached. “If you’ve had your fill of bullying weak Yahadi men, that is.”


When Václav took his leave, Malka turned her attention back to Amnon, tracing her thumb along his swelling cheekbone. Thankfully, it didn’t look broken. She wanted to curse him, strike him herself for antagonizing the knight. But relief overshadowed her anger.


“Are you alright?” she then asked Sid, who was rubbing at her wrists. Malka couldn’t look away from the bruises flowering on them, similar to the marks banding her own wrists—made not by a knight, but her own father, drunk from a Rayga hunt.


“Yes,” Sid said. “Damn them. They touched all the bread for the Sabbath, their hands caked with mud and who knows what else. We’ll have to throw it all out!”


Amnon stirred in Malka’s arms, grunting as he stood with Malka’s support. “I’m sorry about them,” he said, wincing. “If it’s any help, I could bring my brothers as extra hands. I am not particularly graced with skill in braiding, but I can leave an oven spotless.”


“Thank you, but we will manage.” Sid rubbed at her wrist again. “You’re brave, Amnon.”


Amnon’s lip curled as his face brightened. Malka sighed, knowing those two words flowed through him like wine. He would not regret his brazen actions after that praise.


“Come,” Malka said, grabbing Amnon’s arm. “Let Imma check your injury.”










CHAPTER 
3



A fortnight into the Paja’s stay, Malka was certain they would never satisfy the tithe. Every time they came close, a fevered hunger overcame the knights, and they would eat and eat until their bellies ballooned and they left Yahadi cabinets ravaged. Her days assisting Imma grew longer as more Yahad fell ill, often never leaving the cramped room in their house where they treated patients.


Hands slick with thyme oil, Malka fell back against the hard wood of her home’s exterior, tucked under the side awning shading her from falling snow. Imma’s workspace had been hot and stuffy with sickness, causing her to sweat despite the deep winter. When a soft breeze rustled through the air, she welcomed the sting.


Minton’s hand, despite Imma’s fastidious care, had become infected.


That morning, he had come to their door with Masheva at his side, the creases of her forehead drawn taut with worry. He was hot with fever, hand swollen red and oozing yellow pus. Asked to prepare a disinfectant oil, Malka had dutifully gone to the kitchen, muddling thyme into paste with a stone, and heating it in oil while Danya put a cool cloth over his forehead. When she began to apply the salve to Minton’s hand, she had faltered. The feel of his wound reminded her of the blade splitting his skin, tearing flesh and bone. When Malka swallowed, it had tasted metallic.


“Go, Malka,” Imma had said when she noticed Malka’s shaking hands. “Danya and I can handle this.”


Malka was not new to injury. She had stood by Imma while she treated burns, helped when childbirth required extra hands. She washed blood from her hands like clockwork. But this injury . . .


She breathed deep, the scent of healing herbs and burning fire centering her. She began to walk, something that had always helped her clear her head, despite the cold stiffening her legs.


Hoping to avoid any knights, Malka chose to walk along the edge of the village, closer to her house and farther from the shektal. It was barely past noon, and the sun held at its zenith. Though a block of houses still separated her from the cusp of the forest, the handful of hours until nightfall were a comfort. Her village didn’t know how close women had to be before Mavetéh lured them, so they erred on the side of caution, marking the last row of houses as the border for women to venture.


Across the road, Malka caught sight of a group of Paja members lounging against a tree stump, felled in desperation when Mavetéh’s trees could no longer provide for them. Malka attempted to shrink herself so they wouldn’t notice her, but one of the men caught her gaze anyway. He had bronze hair and bright gold eyes. The same Ozmini man, Malka noted, that had winked at her during Father Brożek’s speech.


He called out, and Malka darted her attention anywhere but at the tree shading them. He shouted again, and Malka’s stiff legs moved toward them before she could think better of it.


“Peace and light,” she said, the traditional Kraž-Yadi greeting rolling off her tongue.


The man smirked. “Peace and light.” His Kraž-Yadi was softer than it should’ve been, words muddling together. He switched to Kražki. “I remember your face in the crowd, that first night.”


“Are you going to introduce us to your friend, Aleksi?” The woman sitting next to Aleksi punched him teasingly. She was beautiful. Her eyes river blue, hair like the forest’s shade. She had a pale, rounded face, and it fit well around her smirk. Her decorated apron was much more intricate than Malka’s, the vermillion embroidery peeking out from her hefty wool cloak.


“I caught her staring at me during Father Brożek’s speech.”


Malka flushed. “I was not staring.”


His smile grew, slightly crooked. “I think your blush says otherwise.”


She fought the heat pooling to her cheeks again, but it was fruitless.


“What’s your name, girl-who-didn’t-stare?”


Malka thought about leaving without another word, but she knew the consequences of disobeying the Paja.


Aleksi’s smile exaggerated his rounded, well-fed cheeks.


“It’s Malka,” she said finally, lengthening the vowels of her name to better suit his mother tongue.


Satisfied, Aleksi leaned back, bottle dangling between his fingers like a loose fruit from a tree. A scar ran up his arm, still pink around the edges. “Malka, this is my little brother, Bori, and our friend Rzepka. Of course, I’m Aleksi.”


Bori appeared only a few years younger than Danya, and a copy of his brother, but youth still tugged at him, rounding his cheeks and lightening his voice when he greeted her.


“Pleased to meet you, Malka,” Rzepka said. She nabbed the bottle from Aleksi’s hand and held it toward her. “Want some?”


Malka shook her head.


“Maybe it’s against her religion,” Bori said, shrugging.


Aleksi flicked Bori’s head but raised his eyebrow. “Is it?”


“No.” She regarded Aleksi. “You’re drinking at noon, and that does not sound particularly pleasing.”


“Then stay until evening,” Aleksi said, a grin spreading across his face. “Are you not curious to learn the life of those of us in the Order? We have travel tales that would blow those wool socks off your feet.”


“I get my fill of travel tales from our Yahadi merchants.” She did once, anyway.


“Ah, yes, your market made for people too lazy to venture to Valón for their goods in the first place. The Yahad, middlemen as always. Tell me, Malka, do they hike the prices as high as they say for those southern travelers? It’s all anyone talks about, how the Yahad get rich from usury.”


“Perhaps she’d be more interested in stories of Valón, Aleksi,” Rzepka suggested. “After all, the Yahadi merchants only know the marketplace. That is, if they ever glance away from their shiny Ordon coin.”


Malka gnawed on her lip. She thought of Baba’s death, which took his tales of the capital city with him, of the merchants like Micah who no longer shared their stories.


Perhaps it would not be so bad, to hear what they knew. To get a taste of that sweetness again.


“I can’t stay long.”


Her answer pleased Aleksi. He draped his arm around Rzepka, plucking the bottle from her hands and taking a swig. “What bad company we are! Come sit, Malka. Enjoy this wonderful view of the forest canopy and watch how the snowflakes dance.”


The snow soiled her cloak as she settled on the ground, the thin woven blanket already damp. The umber embroidery on her own apron darkened as it wetted.


“Hard to believe we’ve been here a fortnight.” Aleksi raised the bottle. “Thank Triorzay’s Grace for wine to keep the boredom at bay.”


Rzepka stole the bottle from Aleksi’s grip. “You are always bored, Aleksi, if your throat doesn’t burn with alcohol or your mouth isn’t on some woman’s neck.”


Aleksi clutched at his chest. “Rzepka, such insults before noon?”


Rzepka rolled her eyes. “So, Malka, how do you keep yourself entertained around here?”


“Imma and I are healers. As you can imagine, we have enough people to tend to that our days are filled.”


“My mother is a healer, as well,” Rzepka responded. “In fact, she’s now the royal healer.”


Malka straightened. “Really?”


“Yes. Have you heard the story of King Valski’s son, Evžen, and his miracle birth?”


Malka knew the Ordobavian prince’s birth was special, but not why. Only that it warranted a city-wide festival each year. Eskravé’s merchants had long given up any trips to Valón the week of the celebration, since most vendors sold out of their goods before Eskravé’s traders could purchase them.


“I haven’t.” It was only half a lie.


“Well,” Rzepka began. “When Evžen was born . . . let’s say it was a terrible birth. He came out of the queen with his cord wrapped around his neck. His face was so blue, many thought him already dead. He could not be roused from slumber, even with the most potent herb under his nose. My mother, pregnant with me, was a miracle healer in Naška Slova. People made trips through the northwestern mountains to be healed by her. King Valski had heard of her abilities and brought her to Ordobav’s palace. After an hour with my mother, his eyes opened wide.”


“What did your mother do to save him?”


“She healed him as she would’ve anyone else . . . only, she heard a whispering in the room, and a hand guided her own as she fed herbs to the prince.”


“Saint Celine guided her,” Bori added. “She wanted Evžen to live. And that’s why we have the Léčrey celebration every year on the prince’s birthday, to commemorate the miracle of his birth and the blessing of a saint on the continued Valski rule.”


“Another blessed day with wine and dancing,” Aleksi said, stealing the bottle from Rzepka and taking another swig.


“We live in the New Royal Palace now. It is where I was born, after the king offered my mother employment,” said Rzepka.


“I don’t understand. If you live in the palace, why are you here with the Paja?”


Rzepka smiled. “It is my duty. Triorzay’s guidance of the Ozmini Church has given me so much. When Archbishop Sévren asked for me to join the Order for a few years, it was something I felt called to do.”


“You’ve been away for years?”


“It is not as bad as you think. The road has become a home of its own.” She motioned toward Bori. “He has grown up on these missions.”


Rzepka lifted her sleeve to scratch at her wrist, revealing a scar along her forearm. Curiously, in the same location as Aleksi’s puckering scar.


“And this is my last tour with the Paja before I go back to Valón,” Aleksi said proudly.


“What will you do after?” Malka asked.


“I am open to what the world has to offer. Maybe I’ll take up the mandolin and entertain. I’ve always been good with my hands.” Aleksi smirked suggestively.


“You are too free willed for your own good,” Rzepka admonished.


“I prefer to spread my wings than tie myself down.” He raised his brow. “Well, at least in this context.”


“Didn’t you talk about going to Lei?”


Malka squinted. “Where?”


“Lei,” Rzepka said again, but slower. “The capital of the Vigary Kingdom?”


Right. Malka didn’t know much about the other kingdoms in the Rhaškan Empire. Vigary sat too far northeast for local trade and didn’t promise enough specialized materials to warrant the strenuous journey for Eskraven merchants. Malka only knew the northern cities in the Balkisk Kingdom, including its capital Vyš, as they were closest to Eskravé from the south.


“Maybe I’ll go to Vyš instead,” Aleksi said. “See what the king’s brother is all about. I heard he wears a robe embroidered with human bones. That, I would love to see.”


“I’m sure in Duke Sigmund’s dreams he wears a robe of the king’s bones instead,” Rzepka teased.


“What do you mean?” Malka asked.


Aleksi quirked a brow. “You don’t get out much do you, Malka?”


Malka played with a loose thread on her cloak. “I’ve never left Eskravé.”


In her village, letters addressing political matters went straight to Lord Chotek; any other letters were read to them by a handful of merchants, like Micah, who were literate in the spoken languages. Mostly, though, news traveled by mouth. And rarely did it reach Malka’s ears.


“The king and the duke disagree on many things. Sigmund doesn’t like that the Church plays an important role in the empire. Valski sees the vitality of keeping God close to the law. But there is a reason Valski is king, and Sigmund is not. If Triorzay wills it, it will be true. And Valski’s only son was born a miracle. You’d be hard pressed to find a clearer sign about who’s right and who’s wrong.”


Malka scrunched her brows. Separating the Ozmini Church from the empire felt impossible. They had been entwined for generations. The idea of someone as powerful as a duke—the king’s brother, no less—critiquing the Church’s role in politics shocked her.


Most of what Malka knew of imperial politics had come from Chaia. She wished her here now to make her less foolish.


Rzepka swatted Aleksi. “Enough about politics, Aleksi. The poor girl is growing paler with each word you say.”


“Then let’s finish this bottle instead,” He stretched out the wine to Malka again. “Drink, Malka. To celebrate new friends.”
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Her head buzzed, a lazy smile decorating her face. The wine had relaxed the ache in her bones, her face flushed warm despite the chill. Malka leaned back on her palms, her legs folded on the snow-damp blanket.


“So, Malka,” Aleksi prompted, drawing Malka out of her languid haze. “The things the Yahad say about the forest.” He stared beyond her to Mavetéh’s impending canopy. “What do you make of them?”


The blood drained from her face, the warm coat of wine fading, causing her to shiver. “Minton spoke the truth.” She recited to them the nursery rhyme Eskraven mothers had created to teach their children of the forest’s curse:


The forest billowed awake, leaves like teeth and blood for sap, and swallowed its first woman whole. Beware the blanket of darkness, for the forest always demands its toll.


“That’s so silly, Malka. A children’s rhyme! If the forest was eating women, I’m sure we’d know. Valón borders the same woods, just on its northern side instead of the south.”


“It isn’t a lie,” Malka responded, wine emboldening her. Imma would surely swat her if she were here. But she couldn’t help her defensiveness.


She thought of Chaia, her death bruised by these Ozmini travelers who denied Mavetéh’s power. Who could not even speak the language of the village from which they demanded payment. Her own people, upended by the tragedy of Mavetéh’s souring. The women whose lives were taken by the same forest that had once given them life.


“It’s hard to tell with you Yahadi people, I must admit,” Aleksi said.


“Why do you say that?” Malka asked.


Aleksi shrugged. “Your Maharal, for example.”


“What about the Maharal?” Now the wine less-so emboldened her, as it did make her queasy.


“What came out about him six months ago . . .”


Malka shook her head. If the merchants had brought back news, it never got to Malka.


“Huh.” Aleksi kicked around the empty wine bottle with his foot. “Well, a Yahadi woman came to confession with a long-held secret. She had witnessed the Maharal kill an Ozmini bride right before her wedding to use her blood for his spells.”


“He claims he played no part at all,” continued Bori. “But as we Ozmins say, a witness’s eyes tell no lies.”


“When they searched the rabbi’s house, they found her blood bottled in his basement. He was supposed to have a trial, but he fell ill. They’re holding him in Valón Castle while he recovers.”


While the Maharal had not escaped Kefesh’s corruption in his creation of the golem, he himself was never depicted as murderous, not even by Baba—he didn’t steal blood for spells. He was too venerated, too sacred.


But she had learned men could snap like twigs and become something unrecognizable. All it took was a night hunting for the Rayga. Perhaps Mavetéh had lured the Maharal inside its nefarious thickets and changed him like it had Abba.


Only, if what the Order said was true, Mavetéh’s curse had not touched Valón in the same way. She began to pick at the skin on her nail, troubled with this new information.


A breeze riffled through the air. Malka crossed her arms to keep her warmth close, but the sun barely held beyond the horizon, making space for the clouds to pull in the night.


The night. The Rayga’s awakening.


Reality pummeled her.


She stumbled from the ground, palms sinking into the damp earth as she balanced herself, slightly dizzy. “It’s almost dark, we have to leave.”


The three exchanged an impetuous glance.


“So?” Aleksi asked.


Bori elbowed him, understanding dawning. “Ah, remember, Aleksi, the woods will eat us if we don’t!”


“Aleksi, you must understand I am not lying,” Malka pleaded. “We must go.”


He winked again, like he did when she had first caught his eye. “Very forward, Malka.”


“You’re not listening.” She focused on Rzepka. “Please, leave. You have not seen what this monster does to the women it takes. Go back to your tent for the night.”


Rzepka was silent for a moment, eyes darting from Mavetéh to Malka, uncertain.


“I appreciate your concern, Malka. But as you said, this . . . creature has only taken Yahadi women. We are protected by different Gods, and mine has not let me down yet.”


Malka knew the implication of her words—that Yohev was a false God. It was the same story many Ozmini travelers spread when they remarked on their synagogue. When they criticized the shape of their symbolic flame necklaces.


Rzepka could be stubborn, but Malka wouldn’t. She ran.


She arrived home out of breath and cramping from the wine. Imma was waiting for her, and pulled her close as soon as she crossed the doorframe. Imma’s warm scent of chickweed and spiced honey enveloped her, and a hot tear fell to her shoulder.


“I’m sorry I stayed out so late.” Fear crept its way up her neck, and Malka shook in her mother’s arms.










CHAPTER 
4



Hushed voices woke Malka gradually. With a yawn, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. It was early still, the sun hanging low and casting a hazy red glow through the window.


Hadar curled further into her. She was a deep sleeper, and when she snored, the gap between her two front teeth peeked out from her parted lips.


Malka kissed her forehead, warm and sticky from sleep, before slipping out of bed.


The creaking floorboards greeted Malka’s weight as she tiptoed from the bedroom.


Danya and Abba were hunched close in the kitchen. Their conversation silenced when Malka entered the room.


Her sister’s face was pale and drawn with worry. Her coarse brows creased together, arms holding herself. Thin-lipped anger tugged Abba’s face as he began to lace his boots tight with white knuckles.


“What’s wrong?” Malka asked, then noticed the absence in the room. “Where’s Imma?”


“She left.” Abba kicked his spare boots off the bench by the door, making Malka wince. “That damnable woman.”


Danya added, “We think she went to pick black perphona from Mavetéh. Minton’s infection had drained the last of our stock. But, Malka, I didn’t think she’d—”


“Only your mother would think she could outwit death.” Abba unhooked his dagger from the wall.


Malka’s heart pounded, her head spinning like it had from the wine. She wouldn’t have done that, she wanted to believe. But she knew Imma, how heedlessly she’d risk her life if it meant providing better care for her patients.


Danya removed her cloak from the hook. “We’re going to go find her.”


Malka realized then Danya was already dressed. She had snuck from their room without waking her, without saying anything.


But Malka was the eldest sister. When Kratzka Šujana became Mavetéh, it was Malka who spent her days with Danya and Hadar when Imma was busy with patients and Abba began to hunt the Rayga with the other village men. It was she who shielded them when Abba returned from the woods and vomited his drinking behind their house. She who taught Hadar how to make paper cuttings, how to drag the blade across the paper to avoid jagged lines, how to mix paints to create the colors of the forest’s trees.


“You didn’t wake me?” she asked meekly.


Danya gave her a pitying look. “Malka, you have not been well since the incident with Minton in the shektal. I’m just—I’m of age, Malka. I can handle this. Take a break from it. Go back to sleep. We’ll come back with her. I promise.”


“Abba,” Malka pleaded.


Abba attached the dagger’s sheath to his belt. “Danya is right. You’ve barely done your chores. Danya says you’re stumbling in No’omi’s workroom. Your eyes have been as glazed over as a honey cake.”


“I’m fine!” she cried out in desperation. When Hadar stirred in the next room, Malka winced.


Abba clutched Malka’s chin. She gasped as he yanked her close, until his breath was hot on her face.


“How dare you speak back to me, Malka? You may be of age, but you are unwed and still live in this house. You heed my orders.”


He let go, but the phantom grasp of his fingers dug into her skin.


She stared at the floor and didn’t look up when Danya muttered an apology and the door shut, leaving Malka alone.


Tears stung her eyes, and she pressed herself small into the corner.


The tendrils of light caught on a glass crystal hanging from the ceiling, transforming the deep scarlet of the morning sun into a spectrum of colors across the floorboards. Malka extended her hand, and watched as the colors illuminated her skin.


She thought of a time kinder to Eskravé, when she and Danya would twist the crystals around their fingers, let go, and try to catch the fluttering light in their hands. Abba had laughed, his touches kinder. Before he turned to the bottle to deal with the nightmares Mavetéh gave him on the Rayga hunts. Imma’s skin had glowed with youth, pigment blushing her cheeks as she prepared dinner for the Sabbath.


Oh, the smells. If she closed her eyes, she could still imagine the salted fish on her plate, the sweetness of apples with goat cheese, honey, and almonds. Pastries filled with jam, chocolate, and dates. Even the terrible, syrupy red wine Imma would press to Malka’s lips on holidays.


Hadar yawned loudly from the other room, and Malka wiped her tears. She would not let Hadar see her like this. Her sister, who was too young to enjoy life before the shadow of Mavetéh. Too young to remember the sound of every household in Eskravé chanting the Sabbath at the same time, like a choir song.


“Malka?” her youngest sister intoned, peeking in from the hallway.


“Good morning, Achoti.” Malka pushed herself from the wall. “Come here.”


She held her sister in her arms, throat tight.


Only a few moments could’ve passed before the galloping of horses sounded from outside. Through the window, a group of Paja members—all men—sped down the otherwise quiet street. They were a blur of red and purple, their robes stark against the dour dawn.


Her gut tilted. They were headed in the same direction as Danya and Abba.


Abba was already in a foul mood this morning, his anger on the verge of rupturing. One wrong word from him and who knew what the Paja would do to him or Danya.


“Lock the door behind me, Achoti,” she told Hadar, then put on her cloak.
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Snow crunched under Malka’s feet as she trailed behind the Paja. Through the gathering fog, the cluster of Paja members in their bright cloaks began to curve right. They picked up speed, and soon Malka had to run to keep them in sight.


By the time Malka had caught up with them, there had been some kind of commotion. The neighing of horses was silenced by their masters, the scream of swords drawing from their sheaths sliced the air.


Malka slowed, hiding herself behind some shrubbery, and attempted to squint through the pockets of leaves. She could make out Father Brożek, tall on his horse. When his animal spooked at something, the priest tamed it with a kick.


Two knights flanked him; one, Václav, who had antagonized Sid and given Amnon his yellowing bruise. Aleksi was also there, his face pale as the fog which enveloped them.


Across from them, two knights held a woman in iron clutches, golden hair spilling from the hood of her cloak.


Imma.


Malka’s hand flew to her mouth.


Every eye was trained behind Imma, to a spot on the ground obscured from Malka’s view. Legs shaking, she stood on her toes, shifting to a wider gap in the shrub.


Bile burned her throat.


From this distance, Malka was spared the details of the Rayga’s newest victim. Yet even she saw the scrape of teeth separating skin from bone, the blood staining the snow like crushed cherries. The woman’s leg fell unnaturally, bent outward at the knee. It took a minute before Malka realized she knew who the victim was—the dark hair and mutilated red robes.


Rzepka.


Malka squeezed her eyes shut. If only Rzepka had listened to her pleas, there wouldn’t be another body so soon after the last.


My God has not let me down yet.


Malka didn’t know Rzepka’s God, but she knew Mavetéh. It had defied the prayers she said each night. She did not know the lengths the Rayga would go to devour its women.


When she opened her eyes, Rzepka’s body had been shrouded.


“What have you done, Yahadi woman?” Father Brożek dismounted, pacing toward Imma in measured, confident strides.


“I did nothing,” Imma said fiercely. “It was the Rayga, the monster we have warned you about. It’s taken another victim.”


The knight twisted her arm, and she cried out.


“Did you think you could go unnoticed? That we were not alerted when a Yahadi woman snuck away early in the morning with nothing but her cloak and a bag of Yahadi witch supplies? We were always going to find you.”


No, this was wrong. All wrong.


Malka pushed through the bush, crying in opposition. She succeeded in garnering their attention, all eyes flicking toward her. Her heart pounded wildly, and her legs had numbed where she stood, shoes heavy as boulders on her feet.


When Imma called her name, a knight shoved cloth into her mouth.


“She’s telling the truth, Father. I warned Rzepka yesterday—” Malka pleaded, circling her arms around herself.


“Are you saying you are her accomplice?” Father Brożek raised his hand, motioning for Václav to restrain her. Before the knight reached her, Aleksi stepped forward.


“Malka was with me all night,” he said, crossing the gap to stand close to her. “Whatever the witch did, she did alone.” He bent down and whispered in Malka’s ear. “Stay quiet if you want to live.”


Aleksi had given her a cover, a way out. No one would bat an eye at an Ozmini Paja member bedding a Yahadi girl during one of their visits. It had happened before, many times. Too many times. But a cover was nothing if it meant Imma was charged with a crime she did not commit. It meant nothing if Malka had to watch her in pain.


Václav licked his lips. “Father, you know their history with our people as well as I. There’s no doubt this was a sacrifice. Look at the blood staining her hands.” He splayed Imma’s hand wide for all to see. It was stained crimson.


Malka hadn’t noticed a crowd gathering around them until the gasps filled the air.


“It seems, once again, an Ozmini woman has been subject to Yahadi cruelty,” said Father Brożek.


“She is not cruel at all,” Malka sneered. “She is a healer. She was trying to help her!”


Aleksi covered her mouth with his hand. It was salty with sweat.


Father Brożek raised his brow. “And it is exactly a healer witch who would know how to cast your foul curses.” He addressed Imma. “Which holiday bread will her blood be used to make this time? Tell me, is her death worth the taste?”


Malka shoved and shoved against Aleksi, but he held her firm. Her tears soaked his palm.


“We’ve been so accommodating of your religion,” the priest continued. “Not only have you failed to meet your tithe, but you have taken an Ozmini woman to sacrifice. May she be with Triorzay now. You’ll die a death worthy of your sin and have no one left but the devil to beg for mercy.”


The words slapped Malka like needles pressing into her skin, each sharp point drawing blood.


She thought she was screaming, but no sound escaped her lips. Aleksi’s fingers dug into her ribs to keep her planted. Malka wondered if his fingers would bruise her skin. If they would remind Malka of this moment, when she watched the knights drag Imma away, her scraped knees tracking blood in the dirt.


No matter how weak Malka felt, her hunger-whittled muscles no match for Aleksi’s strong grip, she couldn’t lose Imma.


Malka jutted her elbow in Aleksi’s side with all her might. He grunted and doubled over, allowing Malka to pull free.


“Wait!”


Father Brożek turned, but it was Imma who found her eyes. They were resolute—the same brave face she had seen many times. She was going to let this happen. Let the Paja kill her and leave Malka and her sisters to light yet another yahrzeit candle.


“What if I can prove she was not the one who killed Rzepka? That we have no use for her blood?”


“And how would you do that?”


“This creature—what we call the Rayga—it is real.”


“Must I remind you, girl, of what happened the last time the Ozmini Church was taken for a fool?”


He didn’t need to. Malka could still hear the crunch of Minton’s fingers. “Let me bring you the Rayga, this monster. I will prove my mother is innocent, that we are not liars.”


The words settled in her bones like smoke, suffocating. But she couldn’t live in a world where Imma didn’t. Couldn’t let Hadar grow up without knowing her loving touches or gentle hands braiding her hair for the holy days. Not when their father had swaddled a wine bottle instead of his children.


Father Brożek jumped from his horse and strolled toward Malka until they were a hair’s breadth apart. She could see the creases along his mouth, the gentle scar he had across his nose, the raised skin puckering in the cold. He smelled thickly of eucalyptus and the cedar oil the Ozmins used at their churches.


“If you say the Rayga targets women,” he eyed her up and down, “what hope should you have of bringing it to me?”


Malka faltered, for it was true. What hope should she have when the Rayga had taken any girl who wandered too close to Mavetéh?


“I will accompany her.” Amnon emerged from the amassed crowd; the sleeves of his fisherman’s tunic were still coated in fish innards. Malka wanted to kill him and his valor-driven tongue.


“No, you won’t,” Malka snapped.


“It’s the only way you have a chance, Malka,” he said gently as he approached. “Let me protect you from the Rayga. Men go on their hunts all the time, and they come back. If this is the deal you will strike, let me help you see it through.”


Malka recalled Abba, and the hollow bags under his eyes, how he reeked of the manta plant each night.


Men do not come back from Mavetéh, Malka thought. Only shadows of them do.


She didn’t want to see sense in Amnon’s proposition, but he was right. No women who wandered close when night fell were safe. She couldn’t fool herself into thinking Mavetéh wouldn’t consume her. That it wouldn’t be her body next, chewed and splayed on the ground. Yet the men had not been successful in their hunts, either. What choice did she truly have?


Václav bellowed a laugh behind them. “You know what they say about a man who speaks louder than the force of his punch? He is a dead one.”
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