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			The Reaping

			Edér’s soul hung in the balance. He could go to church for the first time in ages and face that look, that look of Father Bylmer’s when you’d done something wrong and he folded his arms and frowned with such deep disapproval that you thought his jowls would melt right off his face. Or—he could never go to church again and surrender his soul to the eternal spite of the gods. He was nearly within sight of the temple now and eternal spite was sounding better with every step. Behind him, a sun the color of cooling molten iron crested dimly over the hills. That’s what was passing for dawn lately.

			Maybe he’d get lucky and the temple wouldn’t be there anymore. Maybe they brought in a tiny Godhammer bomb while he was away and blew that up, too, and all he’d find there was a few stones and the smoking, empty robe of Father Bylmer, sleeves still crossed in disapproval. Edér smirked at the thought but found that it turned in the pit of his stomach. Cursing, he hastened his stride.

			He rounded the crooked fence line of the Rask farm, untended and barren in the years since Osgod Rask had gone off to war and presently occupied by a tribunal of hunching ravens that jeered and called after Edér as he passed. He resisted the urge to swipe at them and chase them off, knowing they’d only come back in greater numbers by the time he returned. Up and off to his left, he could see the steeple poking up from behind the Rask house, and his breath caught in his throat for a few steps until he could see whether the lantern burned above the belfry—the Candle of the Endless Dawn that was to be kept aflame all hours of the day in honor of the god that, until recently, brought the dawn to the world.

			No light came from the lantern.

			By the time Edér reached the front door, he was moving at a half-trot, his heart pounding, his stomach churning with the foul secretions of guilt. With a deep breath, he pulled back one of the heavy oak doors and stepped into the narthex. 

			The church was dark inside, lit only by dull rays that crawled in through the eastern windows like wounded soldiers. Edér saw no sign that anyone had been here since he’d set out for Road’s End. It was the day of Gaun’s Reaping. Any other year, the room would’ve been packed, the Eothasian faithful sitting shoulder-to-shoulder and standing in the aisles, refusing to come to a later service that wasn’t blessed by the dawn, the air billowing with sermon and incense and the whispers of parents begging their children to sit still.

			Alone there now, the echo of his heavy boots bounced through the empty room and came back to him like the footsteps of strangers and it put him on edge. He had the sensation of being somewhere he wasn’t supposed to be, as though at any moment someone might come barging into the room, pointing at him and screaming “Thief!” With a timidness he was not proud of, he crept toward the shrine at the far end. Surrounding the shrine on all sides was a circular panel of unlit votive candles, unreplaced since the last service. Had he ever seen it without a single candle burning? Edér could swear he smelled a trace of candle smoke…

			“Did you wish to light a candle?”

			Edér yelped. He jerked his head around to see a redheaded boy in a priest’s robes step into the room from the adjoining cell, and he wondered for a moment if there was a way to explain his yelp in a way that would make it less damaging if this story got out. The boy could not have been more than sixteen, his voice breathy and unreliable in pitch like a faulty flute, and he clutched at his robes on either side below the waist as one would a long skirt, holding the fabric just high enough so the bottom would not drag. The boy was familiar, but Edér couldn’t put a name to him.

			“Father Bylmer around?”

			“You’ve been gone, then?”

			“Me?” Edér shrugged. “Just a few weeks. Seeing my parents off.” He hadn’t been to church since before the war.

			“Father Bylmer departed abruptly. About a year ago.”

			Edér winced, sure he was caught. But if the priest was suspicious, he didn’t show it. Edér decided keeping the boy distracted was the wisest course. “Abruptly, you said?”

			It had happened mid-sermon. Father Bylmer had stood behind the silver pulpit at the front of the room, preaching trust and patience in uncertain times (or it might have been compassion and forgiveness in uncertain times—the young priest couldn’t remember which), and his voice had gotten quieter and quieter until he was simply standing there, staring out at the congregation. Then he’d torn off his vestments like they were choking him and cast them on the ground and left them there. Walked right out the door, the same way Edér had come in.

			“Whenabouts was that?” asked Edér.

			“The day after the Godhammer news.”

			“You uh, you look familiar, but—”

			“Raedulf, sir. Weyfrith’s boy.”

			“Raedulf. How about that. All grown up.”

			Edér last remembered seeing Raedulf at the market with his mother years ago, standing no higher than her waist, clinging to her leg with one hand so as not to lose her in the crowd while the index finger of his other hand was buried knuckle-deep in his nostril. Wasn’t quite what he was looking for this morning.

			“Where is everyone?” he asked.

			“For the dawn service? We finished it.”

			“Finished it?” Edér glanced out the eastern windows to confirm that the dawn was in fact still there.

			“It’s been moved up. I thought it’d be best. Now we call the dawn instead of waiting for it.” He attempted a smile, but it looked wrong, like his cheeks were too heavy to lift all the way.

			“That’s why?”

			“Yes, sir. And...”

			“And?”

			“If the service finishes by sun-up, the worshippers don’t have to worry.”

			“About what? Being seen by other villagers?”

			Raedulf nodded, avoiding eye contact.

			Edér exhaled and looked around the room as if to find some sense in some corner of it. He looked back at the boy, whose sleeves hung well below his hands and whose scrawny frame seemed to droop beneath the weight of his robes.

			“And it’s just you here now? You’re the only priest?”

			Another quiet nod.

			There were many things Edér had wanted to ask Father Bylmer. Fear of the answers had led him to put it off. Putting it off had led him to put it off further. Now he’d missed his chance. He shuddered to think what the boy’s story might mean for the answers. Standing there now in that empty chamber, he realized how much he’d been looking forward to the routine of the service, the comfort of familiar faces and rituals. Instead, it seemed there were some things that would take some getting used to.

			“You, uh, you mind if I ask you some things? About Eothas.”

			The boy shook his head, but there was an unease there, a discomfort. Edér knew the look. He’d seen it on the faces of the other Eothasians he’d served with—soldiers marching to repel an invasion led by the god they worshipped.

			“That’s...that’s all right. Some other time.” Edér smiled halfheartedly and patted the boy awkwardly on his bony shoulder. Then he walked out.

			◊ ◊ ◊

			Edér hadn’t gotten far before he plowed over two soldiers coming around a corner. His neck had been twisted halfway around, watching the belfry and the unlit lantern as they edged out of view. The first soldier, stout and stub-limbed, had been caught so off-balance that he toppled backwards into his companion, and the two of them dropped in a tangle of arms and legs. 

			The second soldier’s hand was immediately on the hilt at his side, and with his other hand he tried to shove the heavier soldier off of his torso. “What in blazes?”

			Frantically, he tried to draw his sword, but his arm was pinned and he couldn’t bend his elbow. He looked up wide-eyed at his assailant again, but then his eyes seemed to focus for the first time, and his look of panic was replaced by one of bewilderment.

			“Edér? That you?”

			“Daeg?”

			The other soldier, still facedown and struggling to rise, turned his head around. “Oh. Hey Edér.”

			Edér squinted. “Wilger? Hey.”

			“What’d you knock us over for?”

			Edér shrugged. “Keep you humble.”

			He rolled Wilger off of Daeg and brought Daeg to his feet. Then the two of them both tried to give Wilger a hand up and they flung him so hard he almost tumbled over the other way, and he had to wheel his arms backwards like a short-bladed windmill to keep his balance. 

			“Good to see you fellas made it back. Spotted your dad not too long ago, Daeg. But these days, I see people’s families, I’m afraid to ask.”

			Daeg nodded. “I’m the same. I ask the gossips instead. Thing is, sometimes they ain’t reliable. One of ‘em told me Wilger here got burned black by beams of light coming from the eyes of Waidwen himself. Imagine my surprise when I seen him at the inn getting thrown out for scaring the girls away.”

			Wilger scowled, pointing a finger at Daeg’s chest. “Was just one, and she misheard me.”

			“Oh yes, misheard.”

			“All I asked was if she could handle a long talk.”

			The other two laughed at this, and Edér’s eyes teared up, even though he hadn’t laughed all that hard. He wiped his eyes with a dirty hand and the dirt made it worse. 

			Daeg seemed to take notice and his smile quickly faded, as if reminded of something. “Hey, I wanted to tell you. I was sorry about...”

			“Oh. Don’t worry about it.”

			“I just mean...well that can’t be easy.”

			“It’s not. But we all lost people.”

			“I know I said I talked to gossips, but—”

			“It’s all right. You don’t have to say it.”

			“I don’t believe none of it.”

			Edér could only nod. Questions about his brother and what standard he marched under had surfaced after the war, although the same could be said of all the Eothasians who’d enlisted—himself included, he suspected. But those who weren’t alive to defend themselves got the worst of it. They left Gilded Vale as heroes, but became deserters and backstabbers as soon as word of their death had gotten out. By the time the worms had had their fill of them, they were cruel servants of Eothas who’d ridden alongside his incarnation and butchered hundreds of patriotic Dyrwoodans.

			Edér and the soldiers spent a while catching up on war news: who was dead, who was probably dead, who would be dead soon. It was as many words as Edér had exchanged with them in a dozen years (his closer friends being among the dead and missing), but he was surprised to find it relieved him a little, to talk to these men who understood. He’d been so caught up in the moment that he realized he’d neglected to ask the obvious. He nodded toward Daeg’s scaled armor.

			“Expecting a fight?”

			“Preventing one, we can help it. We’re with Lord Raedric’s men now. Sent us to watch over the Reaping. Make sure the new rules are enforced.”

			There were many new rules. It was no longer Gaun’s Reaping, for starters, Gaun being an aspect of Eothas. It was just “the Reaping” now, but there was already talk of changing the name further. The Lord and Lady of the Harvest were no longer permitted candles in their crowns, and the Dusk March would likewise have no candles, which meant it would be little more than a line of people walking in the dark. Songs had been rewritten, prayers removed. And on, and on.

			“They really need soldiers for all that?”

			“Do now.”

			A week ago a fight had broken out at the inn. It was all anyone was talking about. An Eothasian had been in the middle of it. In Gilded Vale it was impossible to hear an unbiased account—some said he leapt at another man, unprovoked, some said he was set upon by three surly drunks who bullied him. By all accounts, the altercation ended with a shard of glass, long and thin like an icicle, being pushed through one of the men’s throats by the Eothasian, who was then beaten to death by two other men while the innkeeper and the other patrons watched. Those men were pardoned by the magistrate, quicker than the innkeeper could clean the blood from the floor.

			“You should think about joining, Edér. Help keep the peace. Raedric needs good soldiers.”

			“Wouldn’t hurt to let folks know where you stand, either,” added Wilger.

			“How’s that?” Edér scrunched his face like someone passing a cesspit.

			Daeg slapped Wilger across the chest with a dull clank. “Folks know where Edér stands.” He rolled his eyes. “Still, wouldn’t hurt to let Raedric know. He ain’t so high on Eothasians these days. Ain’t called for any purges yet, but ain’t condemned them ones in other towns, neither. Talk of that infant plague’s got him all twitchy. First sign of it here, he’ll do what he can to get right with the gods.”

			The “infant plague,” like most anything discussed in Gilded Vale, was a rumor. There were as many names for it as there were wild-eyed yokels to tell the tale. It had begun not long after the war, and already many saw it as the dying curse of a vengeful god of rebirth. Most of the stories stunk of an idiot’s embellishment. Babies with extra eyes and scaly skin. Babies whose cries would summon monsters that would carry them away in the night and raise them for their own. Babies born knowing a word that could drive a person to madness, that was always the first word they spoke.

			The truly frightening stories, though, were the subdued ones, the ones too miserable to be entertaining. Stories about babies who made no connection to their parents, who would not make eye contact or cry or laugh, who were thought to have been born without a soul. It was these stories that kept the folk of Gilded Vale awake at night and gave them pause when provincial boredom caused their minds to drift toward thoughts of copulation. 

			Edér nodded, forcing a smile. “I’ll give that some thought. Well, it was nice running into you fellas.”

			“See you at the Reaping.”

			“Sure.”

			Edér had no intention of going to the Reaping now. He had fond memories of going as a boy, of eating contests and bawdy song lyrics he’d made up with his brother and stolen gulps of ale from unwatched glasses. This thing that Daeg and Wilger described, this was something else. The shed snakeskin of a celebration. A reminder of everything it would never be again.

			He hurried along the road, hoping to avoid other chance encounters. The morning had barely started and already he’d had all he could handle of the village news, and he began to think what’s the longest you ever slept for and do you think it’s possible for a man to sleep through two nights and the entire day between? A thick morning fog had swallowed up the vale and negated the feeble sun. He walked on gray dirt past dull brown wheat fields shorn bald for the harvest, and he thought about animals he knew of that sleep straight on until spring and wondered what the secret was.

			When he’d made it home he latched the door behind him, and he gave serious thought to pushing something up against it in case someone came calling while he attempted to sleep his way out of this unpromising day. It was still dark inside—what little light had squeezed in through the shutters seemed to have tired itself out before it managed to illuminate much of anything. He pulled a lantern off a hook near the door and lit it, and his surroundings faded into view as if recalled from memory. There in front of him was the dining table he’d helped his father and brother shape from a fallen alder tree they would later realize (too late) was home to a colony of stinging ants. Behind it, casting a spidery shadow, was his mother’s spinning wheel that she would run even when there was no wool on the spindle because her right leg had become restless and she didn’t want to let on that anything was wrong with it, even though her husband and boys all knew. Up above, dangling from the walls on all sides were a dozen worn tools and implements that had been hung and re-hung there since before the births of both Teylecg boys, that had witnessed the beginning and end of the family’s days together. The sight of it all brought a flood of intrusive thoughts, and Edér was starting to regret having lit the lantern at all.

			The morning sun had done little to chase away the wet chill of the previous night. He knelt by the firepit in the center of the room and transferred the flame from his lantern to a fresh bit of kindling. As the flame spread and its orange light flared, he noticed Thuris’ pawprints still etched in the dirt in manic clusters next to the pit, where he liked to spend his evenings. Both Edér’s parents had tried to convince him to keep the big hound in Gilded Vale, at least in part, Edér suspected, so they’d be free of his early morning assaults, and in truth Edér had very much wanted to keep him. But ultimately he’d insisted on sending Thuris across the sea with his parents to a safer country. Edér imagined him now on the ship to Aedyr, chasing rats and slobbering, the two things he was good for.

			Still bleary from a restless night’s sleep and fatigued from the journey back from Road’s End, he plodded into the only other room in the house, half-dragging his feet, and sat on the side of his bed, where he began tugging off his boots. The room was small, and without meaning to he found himself looking at his brother’s bed on the wall opposite. The bedding on it was undisturbed, made some time ago when his mother still expected his return. Over time the dank valley air had given the blankets a musty odor, but neither Edér nor his parents had the heart to do anything about it, preferring instead to learn to ignore it. It was, after all, just one more lingering odor in a house that sheltered animals from time to time in the harsher seasons. Beneath the bedding an indentation was still visible where his brother had tended to sleep, and it looked to Edér like a ghost might be lying there. 

			Catching himself, he redirected his gaze out at the fire through the empty doorway. He finished with his boots, extinguished his lantern, and sprawled out on his bed, pulling the blankets up over his fully clothed body. His eyelids sank and he drifted off. He dreamed of a pleasant supper with his family, which, if it wasn’t meant to be a nightmare, might as well have been one. 

			◊ ◊ ◊

			He woke sometime in the afternoon, unrested, roused by lingering dew trickling off the thatched roof and into one of his nostrils, which caused a minor fit of snorting and coughing. Through baggy, half-lidded eyes he looked around at his surroundings and decided he couldn’t stay. He found himself trudging back towards town and the festival he hoped would take his mind off things, although he suspected it probably wouldn’t.

			Among the many reasons Edér had not wanted to go to the Reaping, it was in the town square—adjacent to the temple of Eothas. He didn’t need the reminder, nor did he care to chance running into the boy priest again. He was grateful to have made it out of there the first time without the boy asking him to come to one of these new pre-dawn services that he imagined as a funeral you go to every week for the rest of your life.

			The town square was transformed since he’d come upon it this morning. Cloth streamers dangled from the great oak in the center in oranges and golds, swaying there listlessly in the breeze as though they themselves no longer had the heart for celebration. A pair of minstrels stood beneath them on a ramshackle stage, puffing air into homemade woodwinds. There had been four of them once, but the war had taken two, including the singer. The two remaining had not learned enough about music to compensate for the losses, and so they merely played the same parts they always had, harmonies without a melody, and the music wandered anxiously through the air like a lost child. Casks of wine and ale had been brought out and lined up on the near side of the square, a sacrificial vanguard for a horde of townspeople thirsty for an evening of forgotten troubles. Already Edér was surveying the casks from afar with the bloodlust of a conqueror, and he liked to imagine that he could smell their fear.

			Attendance was disheartening, but it was a festival for Eothasians—maybe it was to be expected. At its peak, the festival would have been swarming with revelers, the sounds and smells of merriment wafting to the farthest edges of town. At the moment there were perhaps twenty people there, standing quiet and rigid with drinks in their hands as though waiting for permission to celebrate. Along the perimeter stood a handful of soldiers, sour-faced and calling out when they saw rules violated, and something about them made Edér think of ravens.

			Edér made his entrance to no fanfare—no shouts of recognition, no invitations to join a conversation, no one friendly passing him a full mug. He made eye contact with Daeg, who was standing lined up with the other soldiers, and waved to him, but Daeg only acknowledged it with a noncommittal I’m-on-duty nod. Edér scanned the crowd over and over again, hoping to find someone that was more than an acquaintance to him, but most of these were faces he barely recognized. He’d have been more at home talking to the boy priest. He retreated to the casks, snatching up a mug for each hand from a stack of empties, and made a beeline for the nearest tap. It didn’t much matter what liquid it poured at this point, so long as it blurred things.

			Up on a nearby hillside a small group of families came within sight of the festival. They stood there observing it a moment and then turned back.

			As Edér filled his second mug, he downed the first, and then while refilling that downed the second, and the motion reminded him of a fire brigade dousing a burning building and he thought that sounded about right. Refilling the second again, he turned back to the party and stood awhile, considering it. The ale sloshed in his otherwise-empty stomach, and soon the festival no longer seemed as unfriendly as he’d first made it out to be. He approached strangers and near-strangers and made small talk with them, and at first this always seemed to go well. But after the pleasant topics became exhausted, the conversation would take a wrong turn and Edér would ask about someone who wasn’t there and it would turn out they’d never be there again, either because they’d died or they’d given up their faith or both, and it wasn’t long before Edér found himself running out of people to talk to. For a while he stood watching the minstrels instead as they played some hollow version of what sounded like “On! On Till Morning,” imagining the parts they couldn’t play and wishing he knew how. 

			Somewhere in the background, an inebriated man had begun arguing with a group of soldiers. “It ain’t a Reaping if we don’t crown a lord and lady!” he insisted, poking a soldier in the chest. The soldier punched him with an armored fist, and the man crumpled to the ground. Two other soldiers dragged him out while festivalgoers nearby turned away for fear of drawing their attention.

			Edér was staring up at the minstrels and mouthing the words when he felt a hand on the back of his arm. He turned to see a woman, about his age and shorter than the base of his chest. He thought he recognized her, but it was starting to get dark, and that part of his mind was submerged beneath a hazy volume of ale tonight anyway.

			“Don’t even think about it. They don’t need a singer that badly.”

			Edér laughed for the second time that day. “Elafa.” 

			She was different than he remembered. A bit plumper, though even in his present state he knew better than to say so, and something about her eyes. But he knew her now for her freckles and her crooked smile and her nonsense-free braids. She’d never put much effort into presenting well, but she was fiery and he’d always had a weakness for that. It hadn’t lasted long but it never did with girls like that, and he often found himself missing it even though he knew it had worn him out.

			“Been here long?” he asked.

			“No, I had some things I needed to do first. How about you?”

			Edér held his mugs in front of his face with unsteady hands and eyed the level of ale in each, attempting to calculate an answer.

			“Guessing that’s a yes.” She looked around and sighed. “Things are different this year. I wasn’t sure I was gonna come.”

			“Me neither. Almost didn’t.” His eyes searched the meager crowd.  “Still not sure I did.”

			“At this rate, you won’t be sure tomorrow, either.” She nodded at his mugs.

			“You want one? Where’s my manners?”

			“Thanks. I’m all right. I came for the people mostly. And the songs.”

			“Whichever songs these are.”

			“Ha! Whichever.” Her nose crinkled when she laughed. He’d always liked that.

			“Heard they changed the words this year. Not supposed to say things like Eothas or Dawnstar or Gaun. Guess it doesn’t much matter when nobody’s singing.”

			“Maybe that’s best. Don’t think I’m ready to hear different words.”

			“Wouldn’t mind some of the old ones though.” His eyes stayed on hers for an extra breath. She didn’t look away. A good sign. The empty feeling in his stomach gave way to fluttering excitement. “You want to sneak away from here? Go off somewhere, just us two?”

			He knew immediately it had been the wrong thing to say. He could see her face harden, doubts and worries creeping into her features.

			“You know, I just...I just got here. I really should go and greet people. Good seeing you.”

			Before he could think of anything to say in protest, she’d slipped away. He turned again toward the stage, if only to seem as though it was by choice that he was standing alone again in the middle of the plaza. He thought he recognized “Silver Strands of Daylight” and he deposited his mugs on the ground and began to clap along. He was the only one, but one of the minstrels gave an appreciative nod and that made him feel like keeping up with it.

			As he clapped, he felt the presence of someone drifting up alongside him, and he looked over to see the young priest smiling and watching the stage, too. “‘Silver Strands of Daylight,’ isn’t it?”

			Edér nodded. “Think so.”

			Raedulf began clapping along. “Someone should be singing this. Why is nobody singing?”

			“That’s what I said. But there’s all these new words now.”

			“Well to blazes with the new words. All I know is the old ones.”

			“You been drinking, Raedulf?”

			“On Gaun’s Reaping? I’d be an embarrassment to Eothas if I didn’t.”

			“Well good. I like you this way.”

			“Do you sing?”

			“Not that wouldn’t make your ears fall off. You?”

			The minstrels finished a verse and launched back into the chorus, and when they did, Raedulf’s voice rose up and joined them. 

			“Silver strands of daylight bloom o’er the eastern sky!”

			The minstrels were so stunned that both stopped playing, and one dropped his pipe and had to snatch it up again. But Edér kept clapping, and Raedulf sang on.

			As awkward as his voice had been in speech, it was fluid and effortless in song. Conversation stopped. Heads turned. One by one, the crowd all joined Edér, clapping and stomping, even a few of the soldiers. The musicians pulled Raedulf onstage with them and joined back in.

			“Silver crown of Eothas, rising as foretold.”

			At the sound of “Eothas,” the soldiers stopped and looked at each other. Then, reaching for their weapons, they waded into the crowd, shoving aside villagers too enraptured to recognize the threat.

			“By and by the Dawnstars fade, bowing in reply.”

			A quiver entered Raedulf’s voice, but he did not stop, emboldened perhaps by drink or by something that he thought in this moment might be worth his life. The minstrels apparently had no such feeling and had both quit mid-phrase. Edér was late to realize something was wrong, and by the time he turned, several of the soldiers had closed in, and now he was the only thing between them and Raedulf as he finished the refrain.

			“Eadnung’s bell and Modegund’s and Sargamis’ tolled!”

			Everyone had fallen silent now. One of the soldiers moved to push Edér out of the way, but he shoved the soldier’s mailed arm aside and spread his own arms wide. All five soldiers stood there in front of him now, each well shorter and slighter of build than he, looking at each other, waiting for someone else to go first. He recognized Daeg and Wilger among them.

			“Daeg? You really doing this? He’s a priest.”

			“We gotta take him, Edér.”

			“Where? Jail? He sang a song. You used to sing it, too.”

			“You know what he did.”

			“Well you can’t have him.”

			Daeg held his blade out at Edér’s chest. His hand was shaking, and he had to use his other hand to steady it.

			“You can’t stop five of us, Edér.”

			“Bet I can stop two or three.” The other soldiers hesitated.

			Glass shattered behind them. The soldiers turned back to look, and one of them found that the jagged end of a broken wine bottle was now pressed against his throat by a short woman with a frightening gleam in her eye.

			“I got this one here, at the very least,” said Elafa. “Probably more.”

			Others in the crowd moved in, surrounding the soldiers, none of them armed with anything more than a rock or a beer mug. Edér stared straight at Daeg.

			“Tell you what. Why don’t you boys take the night off?”

			“Lord Raedric won’t—”

			“Far as you’re concerned, none of this happened. Clean slate for everyone, on account of this being a party for the god of redemption. But hey, that goes for you, too. No one’s gonna tell Raedric that you five couldn’t keep a group of unarmed, drunken villagers under control. I don’t think you’re gonna get a better deal than that.”

			Daeg glared back at him and raised the point of his sword to Edér’s neck. Then he let it drop to his side and exhaled, shaking his head. “Fuck all, Edér. You shoulda stayed out of this.”

			“Go home, Daeg. By morning you’ll be laughing. Tomorrow night I’ll buy you an ale.”

			The soldiers filed out, casting I-dare-you glares at the festivalgoers. When they were out of sight, the band was struck up again, and the crowd sang and clapped and danced and someone brought out candles for the Dusk March and it was like the Reapings of years past. 

			Something had rekindled in Elafa, and after the soldiers’ departure she stayed closer to Edér and teased him about his dancing and slugged his arm when he joked. They sat next to each other on casks as the party wound down, Edér drinking wine dregs from a bitter vintage that had stained his teeth crimson, and she teased him for that, too. Seeing that people were clearing out, Edér hopped down off his cask, then stepped in front of Elafa and put his hands around her waist.

			She looked at his hands with narrowed eyes. “You making your move?” 

			“Helping you down. About time to head home.”

			“Don’t tell me you lost your nerve.”

			“Tonight was…overwhelming.”

			“That’s what I mean.” She put her arms around his neck. “I think we need this. After all that. I know I do.”

			He hoisted her down off the cask and stood looking at her. Still holding her. “You trying to trick me?”

			“If I am you already fell for it.”

			“This ‘cause I helped out that priest?”

			“It’s ‘cause you’re the same as I remember. Don’t see that much.”

			“So I didn’t have to help him?”

			“Don’t overthink it.”

			They went to her house—her parents were away, she said, and it was far closer to town. The place wasn’t much different than his, though it didn’t smell of wet animal fur, which Edér felt helped his chances. 

			The night had gotten cold. They lit a fire and dove beneath the blankets on her bed and clung to each other shivering and giggled through chattering teeth until the tremors stopped and his hands were warm enough to touch her bare skin without causing her to shriek (though he hadn’t let that stop him in the meantime). She wrapped a leg around him and he liked the weight of it there. He was well out of practice and he warned her as much, but he apologized afterward anyway and promised to make it up to her.

			She sat up behind him now, his head leaning against her abdomen, her arms slung across his chest. “I did need this tonight,” she said.

			“Doesn’t have to be just tonight.” He’d expected to sound sincere but was surprised to find the tone wasn’t right for it.

			“Don’t be noble on my account. We both knew what this was.”

			“Maybe we gave up too fast, first time around.”

			“Or maybe we’re just missing better times.”

			“I’m not done with those yet.”

			She pulled him up and kissed him, and he made a brief-but-earnest attempt at making it up to her before passing out.

			When he woke it was to the sound of Elafa’s voice, but not next to him. It was coming from outside, where it was still dark. The shutters muffled the sound and he couldn’t make out what she was saying, but there was another woman out there. Older. An argument, sounded like. The door opened and Elafa came in alone and she walked to the far end of the room past the glowing embers of the firepit and set something down, then stood there, looking at it.

			Edér got up and donned his trousers and walked over to her, squinting, his head beginning to throb in protest of the night’s debauchery. “You all right?”

			She wasn’t startled; she seemed to have heard him approach. She took a deep breath. “Edér, I…”

			He looked down over her shoulder and saw that it was a cradle she was standing over. It was the first time he’d noticed it. Inside he saw a bundle of cloth and tiny hands and...

			“Boy or girl?” he asked.

			“Boy. Edér, listen…”

			“No, I...I’m happy for you. Doesn’t have to change—”

			“Edér, please don’t—”

			“Elafa, it’s all right.” He put his hand on the small of her back. “‘Less of course the father’s gonna break down the door and—”

			“You don’t want this!” The suddenness of the outburst made him withdraw his hand. Sober now, or sober-ish, he could see the lines in her face the ale had smoothed, the capillaries it had faded into the whites of her eyes. He tried to imagine what it would be like to be a young woman raising a child by herself, trying to feel normal, having to have this talk with every man she met.

			“Not sure what I want, these days. Maybe this is a good thing.” He walked to the foot of the cradle and reached into the bundle, taking the infant up in his arms and drawing it to his chest. The baby didn’t wake. Its breath was deep and even. 

			The breath. There was a phlegmy rattle to it. At first, Edér thought it might have been sick, but then he looked down at its face for the first time. The mouth hung limply open, layered with bubbles and caked with dried spittle that ran nose to chin. The bubbles swelled and popped and contracted with the tiny gurgling breath. And then he saw that the eyes were open, that it hadn’t been asleep at all. They stared straight out, glassy, empty, fixed on nothing at all. It was a look Edér had only ever seen on battlefields among the fallen, and the thought caused a reflex that made him quickly set the baby back down. He held his hands out and patted the air as if in apology, or perhaps to reassure himself that there was distance between he and the thing in the cradle that was as dead as it was alive.

			“Sorry, I didn’t...I...I wasn’t expecting—”

			“You didn’t come here for this.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

			“Just never seen it before, is all.”

			“We got what we wanted. Brought back some good memories. You don’t have to stay.”

			“That’s not how I—”

			“I’d rather you didn’t.”

			Edér looked at her and tried to find the right thing to say, but every time he was about to speak he caught himself, knowing it would come out sounding like a lie. And maybe it would have been—he couldn’t say for sure. His thoughts were mostly selfish and he knew that and it embarrassed him. He wondered if he was the person he thought he was. In the end, he managed only a nod. In a few hours this would only be a memory. He had all his days ahead of him to find something that was more what he needed. He gathered up his things without a word, dressed, and left. 

			On his way back home he passed the Rask farm again, and the ravens were still there even at this hour, and they called out after him as he passed and this time he did swipe at them. They barely flinched, and now they would always remember the slight.

			Farther down the road he caught the glint of armor in the moonlight and made out the form of a soldier headed towards some of the outlying farms. He recognized the stubby silhouette and bobbing, birdlike gait as belonging to Wilger. Wilger lived on the other side of town. He wasn’t on his way home. Edér sped up and caught up to him.

			“Heading home?”

			“Edér, blazes, what are you—? You’d better go back to your house and stay put.”

			“Aw, don’t be sore at me, Wilger. I was looking out for you and Daeg as much as that boy. Second you laid a hand on him, that crowd would’ve had it in for you.”

			“You don’t get it. Raedric’s been informed. We sent riders.” 

			Edér had the feeling of standing at the edge of a high precipice. He stopped there and the ground wavered beneath him and his lungs seemed to shrivel. “You told him? That wasn’t real bright, Wilger. Where’s Daeg?”

			“We’re supposed to go to all the houses where Eothasians live. Tonight. Raedric sent half the garrison so we can hit most of the houses before word spreads. Any sign of the faith, we’re taking it and burning it. Any resistance and we’re supposed to arrest ‘em and take ‘em to the Hold. Anybody missing, we hunt ‘em down.”

			Edér could feel the blood surging in his veins, crashing at every extremity. He considered what they might do to a baby like Elafa’s if they found it. Could he go home now, forget this all had happened? Start his life anew in the morning? He swallowed, waited for his breath to steady.

			“Guess I better head home, then. Night, Wilger.” Edér slapped him across the back and reversed direction. 

			“Edér, don’t you live—?” Wilger started to call out, but Edér was already too far gone to hear him finish. As soon as he was out of sight, Edér was moving at a full sprint. He saw shiny black outlines of mounted soldiers crawling along the roads in the distance like giant insects, and he hurdled fences and ran through farms with his body ducked low, praying he wouldn’t catch their eyes. He rolled his ankle after hopping the tall fence around the Bonner farm and fell to the ground, cursing and staggering back to his feet, limping as fast as he could manage without losing his balance to close the rest of the distance to Elafa’s house. He could see it now, and somewhere over the hill beyond, he heard the clink of shuffling armor and the soft plodding of hooves in the dirt.

			Arriving breathless at her house, he jerked open the door and closed it quickly behind him, setting the latch. Elafa sat facing him in the glow of the firepit, nursing her baby. She looked up in alarm. 

			Gasping for air, Edér could barely get out the words. “...have to… hide. Soldiers.”

			She looked around the room, shaking her head. “I don’t think there’s a good place here. They’d see us.”

			“Not us. The baby.”

			Suddenly Elafa understood, and terror poured onto her face. “The woods? We can run.”

			Edér shook his head. “No time.”

			“What then?”

			Four hard knocks sounded at the door. Elafa’s eyes went wide. Edér reached out for the baby in her arms. “Here.”

			Another four knocks. “A moment!” she shouted, pleasant as she could. She passed the baby to Edér, and he took it beneath its lifeless arms and it hung there in front of him like a sackcloth doll. He looked at the wretched thing and as he cradled it he wondered for a brief instant if his god could have done this.

			“In the name of Lord Raedric, open this door and stand inspection!”

			He scanned the house as Elafa hurried to the door. There was only the one room, and the room offered few options. They would check the trunks and the crates and look out the windows to see if anything had been pitched. He’d be better off hiding it behind his back.

			Elafa pulled the door open and a soldier that had been about to push it open from the other side came lunging through instead, nearly tumbling forward. It was Daeg. Edér wondered if he’d picked this house on purpose, and whether he might mean to help or hurt them. Another soldier, the one who’d called through the door, filed in behind him and shuffled to one side. His face was difficult to make out in the light but he had a thick mustache and a curved nose that looked to have been broken more than once. He stood almost a full head taller than Daeg, and he had the bearing of a longtime professional guard. Both soldiers had swords drawn.

			“If I’d have known you boys were coming, I’d have cleaned first,” said Elafa.

			“Cleaning’s what we’re here for,” said the taller soldier, looking at a carving of a morning star that hung just above the door. “All the corpse-worshipper clutter.” He looked at Elafa for a reaction but she only gave a polite smile.

			“You fellas mind? We had a nice thing going here.” Both soldiers jerked their heads over to see Edér sitting up in bed, naked to the waist and tucked beneath a sheepskin blanket. Daeg fumed.

			“This is ‘cause of you, Edér. Hope it was worth it. Now stay over there and don’t interfere.” He gestured with the point of his sword to make his meaning clear. 

			The soldiers rummaged around, upending containers and confiscating anything remotely related to Eothas, including Elafa’s only lantern, for which she scolded them. The mustached soldier seemed to take pleasure in the power of it, but Daeg appeared more wounded than spiteful, glancing often at Edér to rebuke him with a silent shake of his head. The cradle drew questions but Elafa passed it off as an heirloom. In all the soldiers had a small pile of objectionable items, which the mustached soldier swept up into one of Elafa’s boxes before making for the door.

			Daeg gave Edér a stern look on his way out. “Get home. You ain’t there by dawn, I can’t make any promises.”

			“Night, Daeg.” Beneath Edér’s right knee and hidden beneath the blanket, Elafa’s baby had begun to twitch silently, perturbed perhaps by the temperature or the lack of air. Edér pinned it carefully with the back of his knee, holding his pose until Daeg turned away, but Daeg lingered there as though he sensed something, and when the baby twitched again his eyes went right to it. Edér glanced at the mustached soldier on his way out the door and then back at Daeg, and he shook his head at Daeg and waved him off. Don’t do this. 

			Daeg approached anyway. “What’ve you got under there?” Gesturing again with his sword. The other soldier stopping in his tracks.

			Edér chuckled nervously. “You sure you wanna know? Already humbled you twice today.”

			Daeg slid the tip of his sword beneath the edge of the blanket and lifted it slowly, and a baleful look came over him.

			“Aurochs’ shadow. Tell me that ain’t one of them—”

			“Let it be, Daeg.”

			“Sorry, Edér. Can’t help you no more.”

			Edér nodded slowly. Then, with a quick twirl of his hands, he wrapped the blanket around the edge of Daeg’s blade and seized it. Daeg tried to jerk it loose, but Edér wrenched it from his grip with a twist and a sharp pull. It came free easier than he’d expected, and the force of his tug sent it clattering to the ground at the side of the bed. 

			Wasting no time, Edér scrambled to his feet and flung the blanket over Daeg’s head. He pounced on Daeg, dropping him backward onto the ground, and began to pummel his head, wishing he could go easier on him. On the mattress behind, he could hear the baby drawing even, sludgy breaths, exposed and unaware.

			A heavy object came crashing into the side of Edér’s head, knocking him over sideways. The other soldier stood over him, Elafa’s box in his hands. He cast the box aside, spilling its contents, and went to draw his sword, but Edér had him by the ankles before he could unsheathe it and his knees buckled beneath him as he toppled forward.

			From where he struggled with the soldier, Edér could see Elafa across the room looking for a weapon. They’d taken her family’s hatchet and Daeg’s sword was across the room, and Daeg was crawling for it now. He’d make it before she did. In front of her, though, Edér spotted the iron kettle that hung steaming above the firepit. 

			“Elafa!” 

			Edér motioned toward the kettle with his head. Seeing what he saw, she nodded. She unlatched it from its chain, snatching it up with two potholders. 

			Edér grappled with the mustached soldier, trying to keep his arms pinned to his sides, buying her time. Daeg was reaching for his sword. As soon as he had it, they’d be dead. Elafa darted across the room and lunged for Daeg’s outstretched hand, slamming the kettle down on top of it as he grasped for the hilt, pressing the hot iron firmly against his flesh. Daeg shrieked. She quickly clamped a hand over his mouth, fast enough, Edér hoped, that no more soldiers would come running. The stench of burnt knuckle hair permeated the room.

			A hobnail-booted stomp on Edér’s bad ankle freed the larger soldier from his hold. He took Edér by the neck and scalp and bashed the side of his head into the table again and again. Edér could feel something wet and warm trickling from his ear.

			Elafa had gotten hold of Daeg’s sword now, and that seemed to get the mustached soldier’s attention. He brought Edér’s head down upon his knee and flung him into the wall. 

			Edér could see only blurry shapes now. The soldier drawing his sword. Elafa edging back, holding Daeg’s sword in front of her with both hands. The soldier laughed and it echoed dully in Edér’s ringing head. Edér groped around on the floor, looking for something he remembered the soldier dropping. He could hear swords colliding, Elafa’s breathing. His hand closed around a wooden handle, and he staggered up to his feet.

			He ran at Elafa’s opponent grasping the hatchet the soldiers had confiscated. His head was clearing. He could see her now, backed all the way to the wall, the soldier looming over her. He ignored the throb of his ankle. Nearly in striking distance, he raised his arm to swing. 

			Then he felt his leg catch on something, and he was airborne. The hatchet flew from his grip and landed on the floor as he bounced and came to a skidding halt, scraping his arms against the dirt. He looked back to see Daeg’s good hand clutching his ankle. He cried out in frustration and kicked at Daeg, trying to spring himself free, but Daeg held on. 

			Edér looked back at Elafa, who held her blade in front of her with waning strength. The tip sagged low. Her face had tightened when she saw Edér fall, but she kept her gaze on the big soldier. Her body rocked with each breath. The mustached soldier would want to finish her quickly, Edér knew, while he still had just the one opponent. His next swing would be the last. Edér could see the force of it in his cocked arm, the intention to overpower.

			At the moment the soldier started to swing, Elafa fell to her knees and dropped her guard, and it looked to Edér like her legs had given out. He shut his eyes, waiting for the terrible sound of metal hewing flesh. 

			He heard the swing, but no impact. He looked again to see that the blow had sailed just over her braids. The miss had thrown the soldier’s body out of balance, bought her a precious instant. Edér watched her aim her blade beneath his scaled tunic and thrust upward through his gut with the last of her strength. It took a second push to bury it all the way. Choking on the upwelling of blood, the soldier swiped feebly at the blade with his free hand for a moment before dropping to the floor, still. 

			Caught in the shock and relief of the moment, only now did Edér see that Daeg had climbed back to his feet in the meantime. The hatchet was in his left hand. His shattered right hand he kept close to his side, the back of it now charred black. He was advancing on Elafa, who had braced one foot against the fallen soldier and was trying to dislodge Daeg’s sword with spent arms. Edér got to his knees, used the foot of the bed to try and get up. The room was a chorus of heavy breathing.

			“Come on, Daeg,” said Edér, his chest heaving. “Enough.”

			Daeg paused to chuckle, his voice raspy and bitter. He looked back at Edér. “If only. Things ain’t so simple no more.” He took another step toward Elafa and raised the hatchet. Her sword was still stuck fast. 

			Edér filled his lungs and charged with a speed Daeg was not prepared for, catching Daeg’s wrist at the top of his swing. His momentum carried Daeg into the wall. With his right hand, he pinned Daeg’s left against it. With his other, he seized Daeg by the throat.

			“Drop it!” 

			Daeg struggled, but his right hand would not clench. He could only paw at the hand that was crushing his windpipe. His other hand still clung to the hatchet.

			“Daeg, drop it!” Less a command than a plea now. Daeg sputtered and grunted, but his jaw jutted with resolve. He would not drop the hatchet. Elafa rushed up to help, trying to pry it  out, but his grip stayed firm. She abandoned the effort and went back for the kettle instead, but in that time, Edér saw his face, already drained of blood, tinge blue. Daeg’s eyes bulged and his body went limp all at once, the hatchet falling and his back sliding slowly down the mud wall as Edér released his lifeless body. 

			Edér stepped back and sunk down onto the bed where he sat awhile, catching his breath, looking numbly at his surroundings, at the man he’d thought might become a friend. Next to Edér, the baby breathed and stared out, cut off from the world around it, and it seemed to him that their breathing in that moment had the same pace and sound and they were breathing collectively as one being. 

			◊ ◊ ◊

			They washed off the blood and grime in a bucket of well water Elafa had drawn earlier that day. Edér left her to hide the damage and to keep watch over her child. On one good leg he carried each body, one at a time, through pastures and farmland he could hardly see, staying away from the road. Every few steps he paused to listen for patrols. He had to half-push, half-roll the bodies over the taller fences and let them drop to the other side, and he liked it less than any chore his father had ever assigned him. He dragged the bodies into Osgod Rask’s cellar, where he hoped the smell would remain confined for a time. Before leaving, he told Osgod’s spirit (assuming he was dead) that he’d brought him a couple of scarecrows, and that no thanks were required for the favor.

			By the time he returned to Elafa’s for the second time, she had the place looking almost like it’d looked before they’d performed two sloppy killings there, and he was duly impressed and he told her so. Experience, she said. Small, distracted laughs, then a long pause.

			“You got a place you can hide till this is over?” he asked.

			“Don’t think it’ll ever be over. Even after they look for the soldiers. Every time there’s a knock, could be Raedric’s men. One day it will be.”

			“We run, then. Defiance Bay, or New Heomar.”

			She didn’t answer.

			“Elafa?”

			“Not ‘we,’ Edér.”

			“You’re not going out there alone with a baby. What are you thinking?”

			“I’ll manage. I’ve traveled enough. And I know the route I’m taking. You’re gonna stay in Gilded Vale. Tell my parents what happened, where I went. What to tell the soldiers when they come knocking.”

			“We’ll meet later, then. Pick a spot.”

			“Edér, you could do anything you wanted to in life if your skull wasn’t so blazing thick. You’re a nice man. Do me a favor. Stay here. Meet a nice girl you can drive crazy with your misguided gestures. Stop pretending this is more than it is.”

			“How do you know it’s not?”

			“I know you better than you do. Not that that’s hard. I look into your eyes, you know what I see? Loyalty. Obligation. I see a man who’s looking at me but seeing a version of me from days that have passed. I don’t need that. You wanna help, you help me out of here. Then you go home.”

			Edér just looked at her, hoping the right words would come to him, but they never did.

			◊ ◊ ◊

			It was still dark but Edér could hear snuffles and the shifting of iron-shoed hooves. Daeg and the other soldier had tethered horses just off the main road. They were fit and sturdy, a couple of Selona bays. He watched them for a while from a safe vantage point. When he was satisfied no one was nearby, he untied them and pulled them off into the brush, where Elafa waited, carrying her child and a pack. She had enough to get her to New Heomar, where she had family she thought would take her in. The baby she’d secured to her torso with a cloth wrapping that would free up her hands. Edér offered to help her up onto the saddle of the nearest horse, but she had to know she’d be able to do it with all she carried. It took a few tries. He busied himself packing the saddlebags and tethering the second horse to the first. Between the two he expected they’d get her there or close to it. 

			The possibility of roaming soldiers hastened his work, and when she was ready he sent her off without much of a goodbye. He followed her trail a ways and then began erasing it with a leafy branch, and when that was done he looked at the blank dirt where the trail had been and felt as though the night had not been real.

			He stood there looking out at the main road, deciding something. He thought of home and he felt nothing, and he understood there was nowhere he could go now that would be familiar to him. No place that wasn’t a worn-down effigy of itself in better times. He thought a good long while about leaving. Then he looked up at the color of the sky and thought it might be dawn soon. He scanned the horizon for soldiers, listened for their heavy footfalls. Detecting no sign of them, he began to hobble down the road towards the temple. He hoped he’d be there in time to help Raedulf call the dawn.
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