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Dedication
   
I was inspired to write this quirky little book after listening to Sarah Beth Durst charm an audience about cosy fantasy on a panel we shared at Phoenix Fan Fusion last year. I wondered aloud if it was possible to write a Demon Cycle cosy mystery. Sarah told me anything was possible. 

So take a cookie, curl up, and let’s see if she was right.
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1

Backaches and Butter Cookies

350 AR

The first deep chill of winter had fallen over Tibbet’s Brook. Selia’s knees broke the news, waking her from slumber. A familiar ache, like an old foe she’d thought she’d laid down for the count.

Of course, the corespawned cat was curled atop Lesa’s legs. Lesa complained Cookie pinned her down, but Selia would gladly exchange a little tossing and turning for a personal leg warmer.

Twenty years ago, it was normal to feel the day’s weather in her joints before opening her eyes in the morning. She always knew when to take her umbrella and leaned on it when she was alone, even if she was too proud to show the pain when folk were looking.

Seventeen years ago, Arlen Bales – who’d run off into the night more than a decade earlier and was widely presumed dead – rode back into Tibbet’s Brook with magic wards tattooed on his flesh and turned the whole town on its ear.

Bales brought warded weapons that could kill demons, but refused to share them with any borough whose Speaker wasn’t willing to step into the same demon-filled square where Tibbet’s Brook once staked criminals for the demons to feed upon.

Selia had been on the shady side of seventy that year. Fit for her age, she still had to pay local lads in butter cookies to cord wood and fill her firebox. She’d had a long life filled with more than her share of pain, and had little to lose as she picked up a spear and walked right toward a demon misting up from the Core.

She stabbed just as the coreling materialized, the result a flash of light as the weapon punched through armour once thought impregnable. Wards along the spear activated, draining some of the demon’s own magic to power the killing glyphs along the spearhead.

Selia felt struck by lightning as she held onto the shaft. Bales called it ‘feedback magic’, but whatever it was, the power shocked through Selia, filling her with strength and vitality. Her knees stopped aching, her hands, even her back.

The effect was temporary, but there was no mistaking it. More powerful than a week of sleep and a pot of coffee, it felt as if she’d shaved away a year off her life.

It wasn’t just her. The other Speakers who went into the night with her felt the same shock of vitality. Some, like her, had wanted more.

Selia went on to lead the town militia in hunting all the corespawn on Brook lands. That nightly feedback magic worked a change in her body, sloughing off years and wrinkles like scabs gone dry. Soon she was a woman of forty again. Of thirty. It seemed she had her whole life to live over, a chance to correct the many mistakes gone by. She found love and fought demons, past and present.

The years of peace since then had been a gift. One Selia treasured, despite the price. Without demons to kill, her unnatural youth was fading. Not overnight, but neither was she ageing at a natural rate. Selia had aged a quarter-century in the last decade, if her knees were anything to go by. Her long yellow hair was faded, streaked with grey, and she wasn’t as strong as she once was. Soon her hands would ache so much she’d weep on cold nights, and her back would not forgive her if she sat for too long.

Still, the demons were all but gone, and Selia had spent her renewed youth laughing and loving as her truest self. If she had borne the pain in her joints when she had every cause to be bitter, surely she could bear it now. Tibbet’s Brook used to be full of dark secrets, but the worst of them had been shown the light. The careworn lines of her face were returning differently, now showing the imprint of smiles, and laughter, and toe-curling joy.

Beside her, Lesa still slept peacefully, even as Cookie cracked open an eye, watching. Selia’s wife was powerfully built, but she, too, was softer than she once was. The militia had disbanded, apart from readiness drills once a season. Lesa taught spear and shield to children in the schoolyard now, a safeguard in case the demons should ever come again.

Selia remembered the lust they felt during the war, charged with magic and bodies hard from fighting. Now they were doughier, and the heady, aggressive couplings of their beginnings eased into warm snuggling that soothed the aches in her knees away. She let their bodies ease together for a moment, then kissed Lesa’s shoulder and pulled away.

Lesa squirmed in pleasure at the kiss, groping blindly behind her, eyes still closed, in a playful attempt to pull Selia back into bed. Cookie didn’t like that, leaping indignantly down from her perch atop Lesa. She was Lesa’s cat at night, but in the daytime, Cookie knew who she worked for.

‘Sleep in, lazybones,’ Selia told Lesa. ‘It’s Seventhday. But sleep won’t fire the oven and melt the butter.’ She bent, giving Cookie a scratch behind the ears. ‘Mice in the cellar ent going to catch themselves.’

Selia had never been able to lay in bed once her mind began listing the day’s chores. She slid her feet into cold slippers, padding to the wardrobe for her housedress before she slipped quietly from the room, Cookie at her heels.

Her rapid ageing might be a burden to Lesa one day. The girl had only seen thirty-six summers, while Selia was at the close of her eighty-fourth. For now, she remained robust, but at this rate she would be showing the fullness of her age in less than a decade. Lesa would spend her middle years caring for Selia, only to face her own grey winters alone.

But there were more immediate concerns. As the cat went to the cellar to visit her box, Selia took her axe and went out into the cold yard. Soon the local youth would be lingering, looking for chores in exchange for butter cookies. Her knees ached and she would feel the work later in her back, but Selia understood now what a gift it was to be able to split her own wood, and they would have to pry the chore from her wrinkling hands.

The work limbered and warmed her, and she finished feeling stronger than she began. She piled wood high in her arms, filling the stove, the baking oven and the firebox. A warm house would be kinder to her knees.

She fired the oven first, then kindled the stove and put the kettle on. Cookie emerged from the cellar while Selia was sweeping the floor. Splotched black, white, and grey, Selia could never decide if Cookie looked like a white cat who rolled in the ashes, or a black cat who fell in the flour tub. Around her snout was a tea stain the golden brown of a perfectly baked cookie. In her jaws was a mouse. The cat padded proudly to Selia, laying it at her feet.

‘Ay, that’s my good girl.’ Selia bent to give Cookie a good long scratch, then swept the rodent into her pan. Before she disposed of it, she broke a leaf from the catnip plant, bruising it with her fingers and rolling it into a ball she tossed just out of reach. A reward for a job well done. She smiled as Cookie pounced.

The house clean, Selia scrubbed her hands, laid out the fresh vittles Cookie had earned, and started on the dough. Her recipe was three ingredients and simple, letting the butter and sugar do most of the work.

The secret was chilling the dough before baking. It was beyond the means of most folk in the Brook, but the well on Selia’s property was deep, and ran blessedly chill. There was a pump right in her kitchen, another task that kept her strong. She filled a pan with water so cold it made her fingers ache, setting the dough plate to float atop the cold water before covering it.

The kettle was boiling by then, and Selia took her first cup of tea to the table with her knitting.

Selia’s father Edwar had brought a chiming clock with him from Miln when he moved to the Brook. It sat on the mantel, but Selia didn’t need it for the cookies. Seventy-five years of baking had given her a sense beyond time – how long to chill the dough, how hot the oven should feel, and when to pull perfectly golden cookies from the heat. She stole one for Lesa and one for herself, then set the rest on the windowsill to cool.

The crock on the table was yesterday’s batch, gone from soft and warm fresh from the oven to crumbly, buttery perfection. Selia took the crock and went out onto the porch, looking out at the local children, many in their Seventhday best, lingering near her yard.

‘Who wants a chore?’ Selia called, and immediately the casual pretence was dropped as the children swarmed her porch, knowing the fastest would get at least two cookies – one up front and another set aside for when the chore was done. Bigger tasks could get even more.

Kids in town treated Selia’s cookies like credits at the General Store, often traded and re-traded several times before they were finally eaten. The parents in town were usually happy to let the young’uns help the Speaker for cookies.

‘Walk needs sweepin’.’ Selia held up a cookie, and hopeful hands were thrust forward. Jilly Square got that one.

‘Horses need tendin’.’ More hands shot up, and Selia let the Sugar sisters have it. The animals loved those girls – probably because of the cubes of sugar they kept in their pockets from their mam’s farm – and the feeling was mutual. Caring for the horses meant exercising them, and those girls loved to ride.

Message delivery went to the Digger boys. The three of them would race to see who could deliver theirs and get back for a cookie first.

‘Five cookies left!’ Selia called, when the chores were all given out. ‘Who thinks they deserve one?’

The remaining children pressed in close.

‘Won the sheaf of paper at the schoolhouse for being the best at reading,’ Goldy Shearer said. She had seven summers, and had struggled with her letters just a year ago.

‘That does deserve a cookie,’ Selia agreed, placing one in Goldy’s hands.

Esek Square, who had seen eleven summers now, stretched his hand high like he was trying to touch the sky. ‘Got a whisper!’

Selia squatted, ignoring the ache in her knees. She reached around her head to pull her grey hair away from an ear. ‘Tell it here, boy.’

‘Jan Dyer did his business on the stairs to Hog’s tavern,’ Esek whispered.

Selia laughed out loud. Folk were always mad at Hog about something. ‘I start punishing folk for that, whole town would need a trip to the woodshed.’

‘Not just piddle this time, Speaker,’ Esek said. ‘Made mud, too. Store security caught him and broke his arm, even though they make mud on folk’s property all the time when someone ent paid Mr Hog. Mrs Dyer is sore, somethin’ fierce.’

That was more serious, and earned Esek a cookie. She made a note to talk to Keri Dyer and get the full story.

Children saw more than adults gave them credit for, and always had news, or gossip to share. 

‘Fenny took a sheet from Widow Cabbage’s laundry line.’

‘Tailors were shouting again last night, with Jeni and her new baby in the next room.’

‘Cooper’s hound got loose, again. Ran halfway across the Brook and killed three of Tam Pasture’s chickens. Pasture wants satisfaction, only Cooper ent got enough credits to pay.’

All of it was good for a cookie. Seeing the Brook through their eyes kept Selia in touch with her home and the people she served. Folk thought the Speaker’s job was about justice and leadership, and sometimes it was, but Selia thought of it more as keeping the peace. Teaching folk to settle their own disputes, instead of coming to ask the Town Speaker to rule on every petty squabble between ornery neighbours.

That last was a work in progress.

Lesa was up by the time Selia went back inside, and they had tea together before going to services, discussing the morning’s gossip. Cookie found a sunny spot of floor by a window and curled up for the first of many naps. Corespawned cat worked only as much as she had to.

‘Want me to come stand behind you while you speak to Hog?’ Lesa asked after hearing what Esek had said. ‘Can’t let store security go around breaking folks’ arms. Know where that kind of behaviour leads.’

‘Ay,’ Selia said. ‘I’ll have a talk with Rusco once I’ve got the facts, but you looming behind me with your arms crossed will just get everyone’s back up. Ent a one of Hog’s bully boys would dare lay a hand on me.’

‘That happens, whole Brook would rise up, you didn’t lay them out flat yourself,’ Lesa agreed. ‘String that old cheat up like he deserves and run the rest of store security out of town.’

‘Don’t want that either,’ Selia said. ‘Nothing good comes from a mob, and you know it. This town’s had its share of troubles, and to spare. Things have been quiet these last years, and that’s how I aim to keep it.’

‘Ay, maybe.’ Lesa dropped her eyes as she bit into her cookie. Selia knew Lesa blamed Hog for the long, hungry year her family had when she was young. Demons burned their field, and Hog wouldn’t lend them credits to replant. Selia had always made sure no one starved, but Lesa’s mam and da were too proud for charity, and it took the family years to recover.

‘Lived in Tibbet’s Brook before and after Rusco Hog came to town,’ Selia said. ‘Things weren’t better before. Folk still went hungry. Still had feuds with their neighbours. Only now, instead of fightin’ with each other, they can all blame their problems on Hog.’

Lesa blinked. ‘So he ent a cheat?’

‘Never said that.’ Selia winked at her before biting into a cookie still soft from the oven, decadently chewy and buttery. ‘But the town has a way of putting him back in line every once in a while. Now finish your tea. Time to put on our Seventhday best.’
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The road to the Holy House up on Boggin’s Hill was bustling as usual for Seventhday services. Most hadn’t seen a demon in over a decade, but folk remembered, and were sure to praise the Creator for it every week.

They were greeted at each step with tipped hats and dipping chins. Some simply said ‘Speaker’ and offered right of way, but others brought well wishes, small talk, and their problems.

Always their problems.

She used to think of it as a burden, like everyone in town was a knot she needed to tie, untie, or cut in half. But times were harder then. Now she saw them as they really were: well-meaning folk who just needed someone to turn to for common sense advice sometimes.

Tam Pasture was waiting on the road and fell into step beside her and Lesa. On the other side, Cooper appeared, carefully out of reach. His hound was nowhere to be seen.

‘Speaker.’ Tam tipped his hat. ‘Ms Lesa.’

‘Speaker.’ Cooper tipped his hat. ‘Ms Lesa.’

‘Chicken’s worth three credits,’ Selia said without preamble. ‘That’s nine, total. Hog pays a credit for a pheasant. Cooper, put that hound of yours to work paying the debt instead of letting him run loose.’

The men blinked, momentarily losing step, but Selia continued apace until they recovered and sped to catch up.

‘Hog pays three credits for a slaughtered chicken, and it’s a cheat at that!’ Pasture said. ‘These were live layin’ hens, Speaker!’

‘Can’t just go off hunting for weeks on end, Speaker,’ Cooper protested. ‘We got barrels to make! Hog’s been orderin’ up a storm, and he’ll go elsewhere I’m late again.’

Selia nodded. ‘Both know you got that hound for your boy, Cooper. Expect he was the one let it off the leash. Your elder boys know how to handle a hound, Pasture?’

‘Better’n some.’ Tam glared at the other man.

‘Perfect. They can teach Cooper’s boy to pay his debt.’

‘Ay, why should—!’ Tam began, but he cut off as Selia met his eyes.

‘Runnin’ out of patience, Pasture,’ she said. ‘I see your boys in town same as Cooper’s, idle hands milling around the General Store between plantin’ and harvest seasons, just waitin’ to get into trouble. Few weeks of hunting will do them good, and maybe teach those boys to get on with each other, so the next time there’s a problem, their families act more neighbourly.’

The men dropped out of line after that, but there were more. Selia’s cookie whispers gave her early insights to some, but others she solved on the spot. She’d watched most everyone in the Brook grow up from squawking babes. Sometimes she knew them better than they knew themselves.

Tender Harral was waiting outside the Holy House. The crooked staff of his order was carved with wards, and in the war the Tender had shown the corespawn a ferocity that startled, coming from such a gentle man.

Like Selia, the feedback magic that had brought his body back to its physical prime was fading, but he was younger than her, still robust, albeit with thinner hair and streaks of grey in his beard. The wide sleeves of his robe were rolled up forearms as thick as tree branches. It gave comforting evidence that Selia’s accelerated ageing would slow when she reached her natural age. But pain had been a constant companion in her sixties. What would it be like in her eighties? Would it break her?

‘Spent all night on today’s sermon, Speaker,’ the Tender said.

‘Reckon it must be something,’ Selia said mildly. Harral was a good man, a good Tender, and a steady vote on the town council, but his sermons usually left a lot to be desired.

‘It’s about greed,’ Harral said. ‘Did you know that Rusco—’

‘Excuse me, Tender.’ Selia kept her voice kind. ‘I need to speak to Coline.’

Coline Trigg was the town Herb Gatherer, and in truth Selia didn’t need to speak to her, but Selia didn’t need to hear Harral’s sermon twice. She greeted Coline and went into the Holy House, taking her usual place in the front pew. Coline sat on Selia’s left, Lesa on her right, a warm comforting presence, content to stay quiet and let the women gossip.

Coline had always thought magic unnatural. She was decades younger than Selia, but looked older. Coline was a gossip and a busybody, but there was no one better to set a broken bone or sew up a demon wound.

Her cures that didn’t involve a visible wound were less effective, usually some awful tasting tea and a lecture on the behaviours that made one sick in the first place. Coline loved a lecture even more than Tender Harral. Even Selia wasn’t sure the teas actually helped, or if folk just convinced themselves they felt better to escape more lectures.

‘You treat Jan Dyer for a broken arm?’ Selia asked.

Coline blinked. ‘News really does travel fast. Ay, and I’d swear by the sun it was store security that did it, even if Jan’s got some tampweed tale about falling off a ladder.’

‘You know what they were feuding about?’ Selia asked.

‘Keri was happy to tell me while she berated her husband for having dye for brains,’ Coline said. ‘Hog marked up some ingredient Jan needs to make blue dye for his denim, but he also pays less for dungarees without it. Says folk like the blue.’

‘Skimmin’ off both ends, that’s Hog all right,’ Lesa said.

Coline leaned in close, dropping her voice. ‘Not to tell tales, but Hog’s new bride came to me last moon, sicking up every morn.’

‘Oh, ay?’ Selia asked.

‘Either Hog’s daughters are trying to poison her, or she’s got a babe on the way,’ Coline said. It was half a jest, though both women knew Hog’s hard-working daughters didn’t care for their da taking a new wife half their age.

Others filed in and took their seats, nodding to the Speaker when they were settled. Jeph Bales and his clan; the Cutters; the Marshes; the Pastures. Everyone sat in the same pews each week. Changes were rare, usually following big events like weddings, deaths, and births. Selia could remember when the room used to be divided by gender, but times had changed and the Holy House had grown a bit in her eighty-four winters.

Selia had been attending services here all her life. The ritual familiarity let her mind drift as her body sat, stood, and knelt along with the others in the room. It gave her time to think, until the sermon started.

‘Should a man be judged,’ Harral demanded, ‘by the credits in his pocket, rather than the quality of his character? Should we put pursuit of credit above our friends? Our families? Our own best interests?’

‘Hog must’ve raised the price of Tenders’ robes,’ Coline said under her breath, and Lesa bit back a snigger.

Selia wanted to laugh, for surely it was something equally petty that had the Tender vexed enough to preach about greed, but not enough to come to her. Still, a troubling theme was emerging, and it wasn’t the first time this had happened.

She looked over to where Hog’s family normally sat, but Seventhday was also market day. Just about everyone in town had come to services, except the person who needed the sermon most.
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Some folk left straight away when services ended, rushing to open tents and carts already waiting in the square for market day. Others lingered, including some of the borough Speakers, gathered to discuss the news of the week.

Jeph Bales was there with his eldest living son, Jeph Young. The younger Bales was attentive to his da, and it was clear Jeph was fixin’ for the boy to succeed him as Speaker for the outer farms. Jeph was a fine Speaker, but the job meant a lot of trips around the Brook, and already the younger Bales was taking that on, representing his ageing da.

The men were discussing the winter tax, mostly used to keep the roads ploughed so none of the boroughs was cut off from the rest of town when the snows came. It was a perennial debate among Speakers, like talking about the weather.

‘Speaker.’ Jeph Bales spread an arm to make space in their circle, inviting her to join them, but Selia spied Jeph Young’s wife Jeni née Tailor standing a few strides away, back turned for decency as her new babe suckled. 

Creator forbid the wise men of the town council have to witness that.

‘A moment, Speakers.’ Selia held up a hand. ‘I see a babe that needs holding.’

She and Lesa broke off from the others, followed quickly by Coline. They gathered in a protective circle around mother and child.

‘Speakers.’ Jeni dipped up and down with surprising grace, never letting the infant off the teat. She’d yet to see thirty summers, but this little bundle was her fourth, and she had a practised hand.

‘Strong latch,’ Coline commented. ‘Going to grow up big and strong.’

‘Strong, ay,’ Jeni said. ‘We’ll see about big. Bales men are made of wood, but they ent tall, and I’m barely bigger’n a squirrel.’

‘Get that from your mam,’ Selia said. ‘You da is tall enough.’

Girl looked like she’d bitten a lemon, and Selia knew why. Her father was Stam Tailor, who never had an impulse he could control. ‘Hear you’re stayin’ in town?’

‘Ay, Speaker,’ Jeni said. ‘Hog put in an order for a half dozen unsight cloaks. Mam and Maddie made the cloaks, but needed me to come and do the wardwork.’

Warded cloaks weren’t strictly necessary anymore. The greatwards kept corelings off most lands, and the town militia had done for the rest. Few had even seen a demon in the last decade. Folk coveted the cloaks anyway, and Hog charged dearly, especially to settlers come to town with city gold in their pockets and not enough sense to realize they were paying triple.

‘Good of you to throw in,’ Selia noted. An order like that would go a long way to replenishing all the debt Stam had run up at Hog’s tavern.

Jeni shrugged. ‘Ent a thing. Mam’s offered to take turns minding the babe, and I’ve a steady warding hand.’

Selia nodded, having seen her work. ‘A cookie told me there was some shoutin’ last night?’

Jeni dropped her eyes. ‘Ay, but it’s nothin’ new, Speaker. Da’s been stayin’ in Hog’s security barrack since Mam kicked him out, but he came back last night beggin’ for a place to stay. Reckon Hog showed him the boot, too.’

‘Can’t imagine why,’ Selia said mildly, though of course she could imagine a dozen reasons why. Selia had known a few drunks over the years, but Stam was the worst of the lot.

The infant let go of the teat, eyes glazed and content. All the women moved in, brushing their hands clean, but Selia stepped up quickest. ‘Mine.’

No one protested. For decades, she’d been known as Selia Barren, who made the whole town her children, because she could not have her own.

It wasn’t entirely true. Selia always wanted children, but her marriage had been one of convenience, and survival, for a pair of Square folk. Bil was no more interested in touching her than she was him, and their few fumbling attempts for the sake of a babe hadn’t taken root, when they managed it at all.

She cooed and rubbed noses until the little darling drifted off to sleep, and kept the babe in her arms as she returned to the councilmen with the women in tow to talk town business.

‘Speaker.’ Keven Marsh was Speaker for Soggy Marsh. He was a tall and handsome fighting man, softening like the rest of them, but still firmly in middle age. His granddaughter Ami was at his heels.

Selia didn’t need cookie whispers to put this one together. Ami was old enough to promise, and she’d always shined on Darin Bales. Selia and his mam both thought it was a good match, but were content to let it evolve on its own. But Darin had been gone a year, and his last letter didn’t make it seem like he would be coming back soon – if ever.

‘Need help finding a match?’ Selia asked.

‘Read my mind.’ Keven dropped his voice too low for his granddaughter to hear. ‘Ami’s a good girl, but not a lot of suitors who ent cousins in the Marsh. Hog’s got her working in the tavern, slinging ales in a low-cut dress. Only a matter of time before someone tries to take advantage.’

Selia looked at the girl. Keven meant well, but Ami was old enough to have a say. ‘You like working the tavern, Ami?’

Ami shrugged. ‘Beats standing up to your knees in muddy water, swatting skeeters and plantin’ rice.’

Hard to argue that. ‘Hog make you wear a low-cut dress?’

Ami’s eyes flicked nervously to her grandfather. Selia had no patience for that. ‘Out with it, girl.’

Ami practically jumped, eyes snapping back to Selia. ‘Sorry, Speaker. Hog ent mentioned it. Just … get better tips that way.’

Keven’s face turned so red Selia thought it might pop. She heard Lesa snigger into her hand, and bit back her own laugh. Men were so precious about these things.

‘Cholie Bales.’ Selia dropped her voice so her words were just for Ami. ‘Boy’s got twenty-two summers, and spends more time at the tavern than you do. Time he settled down. Bales farm is prospering and needs hands, and barley fields are nice and dry.’

‘Thank you, Speaker,’ Ami said.

‘Run along, now,’ Keven told her. ‘Council business.’

‘Noticed some empty pews in the Marsh section,’ Selia noted as Ami ran off. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Market day in Southwatch, as well,’ Keven said. ‘Watches are paying double what Hog’s offerin’ on rice, so some folk are attending services there so they can work a stall.’

‘Hoo-ie,’ Selia breathed. ‘Hog ent gonna like that.’

‘Wern’t elected to worry about what Hog likes,’ Keven said. ‘But ay, he’ll be steamed.’

‘Hog didn’t like what we were asking for corn last harvest,’ Jeph Bales joined the conversation without preamble. ‘Paid us, ay, but then he bought land over the winter, and hired hands to plant his own this spring. Don’t be surprised if he does the same to you.’

‘Man’s got some stones doin’ that to a Speaker,’ Keven spat. ‘Ought to put a torch to those fields, Bales.’

‘Thought the town council was the law, Marsh.’ Selia let a bit of Old Lady Barren creep into her voice even as she rocked the babe in her arms. ‘Not that we were above it.’

Keven turned a delicious shade of red, bowing and tipping his hat again. ‘Just salty talk, Speaker. Reckon Hog won’t find rice paddies as easy as plantin’ corn, anyhow.’

‘My cookies tell me Hog ent figured out corn yet, either,’ Selia said. ‘The woodbrains he’s got working that farm made a mess of the planting and have been tripping over their own feet ever since. Ent going to have corn enough to make a difference this harvest.’

‘Ay, but Hog ent one to quit,’ Jeph said.

He wasn’t wrong. It had been nigh forty years, and Hog was still trying to figure out the trick to Selia’s butter cookies.

‘Hog already owns just about everything north of Southwatch!’ Raddock Lawry approached slowly, leaning on his cane, but asked for and would accept no help. His body had slowed, but his eyes remained alight with passion. ‘Still he tries to bleed us!’

‘Robbing more than credits in Fishing Hole!’ Raddock Lawry, the decrepit Speaker for Fishing Hole, had lost so much of his hearing he’d taken to shouting everything at the volume he needed in return. ‘Going after our cradles, too! With your blessing!’ He stabbed a finger at the Tender.

‘Fani Fisher has twenty-three summers,’ Harral said. ‘More than old enough to promise, no matter what her parents think. Talked to her, myself, Raddock. She wanted the match.’

‘Wanted the richest man in the Brook, anyway,’ Coline muttered, too low for Raddock to hear.

Selia felt the familiar cold ache in her fingers as she curled them into a fist. She knew where this was going, and prayed Raddock would let it go.

‘Hog may look young as a spring buck, but he’s got fifty winters on that girl!’ Raddock’s shouting was drawing notice, heads turning as folk left the Holy House grounds. ‘It’s a perversion!’

‘Selia,’ Lesa murmured, too late.

‘Ay, is it, now?’ Selia took a step toward Raddock, her voice as loud as his. ‘I’ve as many years on Lesa as Rusco Hog does on Fani Fisher. Is that a perversion, too? Lots of folk got younger when they fought in the war. Will you condemn everyone who stood up for this town when night came for us?’

‘Lots of folk got young, ay, but Hog’s the only one of you to stay young!’ Raddock barked. ‘That’s the perversion! He still gonna be suckin’ on this town like a skeeter in a hundred years?’

He wasn’t wrong. The unnatural youth of everyone else who fought was fading, save for two men, who never seemed to age a day. Selia wanted as much as any to know how Rusco was doing it. Perhaps she should just look him right in the eye and ask when she went to see him later.

‘How is he doing it?’ Jeph asked. ‘No one’s seen so much as a sign of a demon since they attacked Darin more’n a year ago.’

‘Some folk say he’s got a demon chained up in the cellar of the General Store,’ Keven said, ‘and he’s been milkin’ it like a cow all these years.’

‘Nonsense,’ Selia said. ‘The General Store is slap in the middle of the biggest greatward in Tibbet’s Brook. No demon could survive on it.’

‘It …’

All the Speakers turned to look at Jeni and she paled at the sudden attention, words catching in her throat.

‘Went and got our attention, girl,’ Selia said after a moment. ‘Might as well spit it out.’

‘Greatward wouldn’t affect a demon once it’s dead,’ Jeni blurted. ‘Aunt Renna said demons keep some of their magic after they’re killed. Krasians use the bones to make magic jewellery and the like. Might be Hog’s got a dead demon he butchers a little at a time.’

‘Creator preserve us.’ Harral drew a ward in the air. 

It was a good thought, and one Selia hadn’t considered before. ‘Good girl. Owe you a cookie.’

Jeni might be a woman grown, twenty years from her days of lingering by Selia’s house hoping for a chore, but the smile that broke out on her face made her look ten summers again.

‘Search his cellar,’ Keven said.

‘On what grounds?’ Selia asked. ‘None of the things we just named are crimes.’

‘They should be!’ Raddock shouted.

‘Hear, hear,’ Harral said. ‘It was one thing for the Creator to make us strong when the demons came for Tibbet’s Brook. It’s another to flout the laws of nature, or bring even dead corespawn onto the forbidding.’

‘Ay, maybe.’ Selia’s stomach churned at the thought of Hog sectioning a demon like a Solstice pig to harvest the bones. ‘But that means a proper meeting and a vote to change the charter.’

‘We have a quorum.’ Raddock thumped his cane. ‘Call order and we can have it done right now.’ Legally, he was correct. It was how he got the nickname ‘Lawry’. The six of them voting together could indeed make law. But it didn’t sit well with Selia.

Or the others, it seemed. ‘That how it’s gonna be now?’ Jeph Bales asked, loud enough for even Raddock to hear clearly. ‘Secret votes that conveniently exclude the Speakers who might be affected? Today it’s demons, ay, but tomorrow it might be a new tax on barley, or fishing licences. Ent gonna change the charter on a Seventhday morning whim.’

‘And might be we don’t have to,’ Selia said. ‘My da was Speaker before me, and said most of a Speaker’s job was just getting folk to talk to their neighbours.’

‘Expect Hog’s going to up and tell you how he’s stayin’ young with nothin’ but your Speaker’s stare?’ Keven asked incredulously.

‘That look’s got you to spill more than once, Keven Marsh,’ Selia noted. ‘And no, I don’t think he will. But reckon I can learn a lot from how he dodges the question.’
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Jeni was a mother four times over, but still she followed Selia and Lesa back to their house, as eager to collect on a cookie as any young urchin in town.

Lesa took a turn holding the babe while they walked, making faces and telling jokes to the glassy-eyed little darling. Lesa didn’t yearn for children as Selia had, but she liked them well enough, provided she could hand them back to their parents any time she wanted.

‘That was a good thought you had,’ Selia told Jeni. ‘About Hog having a dead demon on ice.’

‘Can’t live on the Bales farm without picking up a thing or two about ward magic,’ Jeni said. ‘Ent a better teacher in the world than Aunt Renna.’

‘You think that’s how Hog’s doing it?’ Selia asked. ‘Drawing on demonbone to stay young?’

Jeni considered. ‘Don’t know anything for sure, but I reckon that’s the simplest explanation.’

‘And the simplest answer is usually the right one.’ Selia nodded.

They went inside and Lesa put the kettle on while Selia set a plate and the cookie crock in front of Jeni, waiting until there was a warm cup in front of her before asking more questions.

‘Stam drinking again?’ Selia herself had arranged the match between Jeph Young and Jeni Tailor, as much to get her away from her da as anything. Sent her to live on the Bales farm in hopes she and Jeph Young would get along.

‘Did he ever stop?’ Jeni asked.

‘For a while,’ Selia said, ‘when the militia had demons to fight.’ Feedback magic had been a better high than Boggin’s ale or marsh water. She remembered the reckless way Stam had fought, desperate for another hit.

‘You happy up there on the Bales farm?’ Selia asked.

‘Ay, Speaker,’ Jeni said. ‘At first I was just glad to be away from Da, but now …’ Her sigh seemed one of genuine contentment. ‘Kids’re growin’ up like weeds, and Jeph Young’s as good a man as any in the Brook.’

‘Ent that sweet,’ Selia said. ‘What do you think will happen if I try to arrange a match between your brother-in-law and Ami Rice?’

Jeni snorted cookie crumbs. ‘We got Boggin’s ale up on the farm, Speaker. Reckon the only reason Cholie goes to Hog’s is to moon over Ami. Reckon a match would suit him just fine.’

‘Run along now.’ Selia gave her a second cookie, smiling as Jeni’s eyes took on that childlike covetous gleam.

‘Never goes away,’ Lesa said, as Jeni left with her prize. ‘Old Lady Barren still makes the best cookies in the Brook.’

‘Pfagh!’ Selia waved the thought away. ‘Bales raises his kids right, though. Tough, but ent a mean bone in their bodies.’

They changed into their market dresses and went out again, baskets in hand. Selia’s house was just off the square, and the street was abustle with folk come to shop.

When he first came to the Brook after being run out of the Free Cities for a cheat, Rusco Hog hated market day. ‘Once a week?!’ he’d cry. ‘And just barter? No money?!’

He’d set out to change that, opening the General Store and introducing store credits instead of open barter. He went around the stalls at the end of market day, buying excess stock the vendors were all too happy to sell, even for slimmed profit, or none at all. Hog then promptly marked the product back up and sold it all week at the General Store. And since he would only buy and sell in credits, soon he was setting the rates for everything, always with a profit to him on both ends.

Now even vendors selling directly took payment in store credits, and of course Hog made money there, too. They even moved market day to Seventhday to keep up the traffic.

No one would accept payment from Selia, however, and with some she had learned not to offer. Folk in Tibbet’s Brook provided for their Speakers. Soon their baskets were full of fresh milk, bread, cheese, and produce.

Selia had her own currency, paying children in cookies to run the baskets home for her, and for whispers. Like Jeni Bales, there were plenty of adults in town who used to run for Selia’s cookies as children. Lots of them would offer whispers even now, in hopes of a cookie.

Inevitably, anyone passing through the marketplace found their way to Hog’s General Store and Tavern, which took up the entire north side of the square. Three floors, with accommodations for visiting Messengers and their wagon teams. Traders were more common now as the Brook continued to grow and prosper. With the demons all but gone, folk didn’t need to hide behind city walls to survive the nights anymore, and the Brook had a reputation as a place good folk could come to settle.

Hog even sold ‘settling packages’ with everything a new family might need to start fresh in Tibbet’s Brook – including a healthy debt to the General Store.

Selia left Lesa to finish their shopping as she went inside to see what she could learn.

‘Morning, Speaker.’ Fani Fisher dipped a curtsey as Selia entered. Rusco’s daughters and grandson sweated long hours at the store, especially on market day, but Hog’s pretty new bride’s only job seemed to be smiling and greeting folk as they came in.

She did it well. Fani had bright eyes and a smile to light up a room. Now that she knew the girl was in a family way, Selia wondered how she’d missed the shine of her hair, or the way she strained the laces of her dress.

‘Morning, Fani,’ Selia said. ‘Your husband around?’

Fani flashed that brilliant smile. She never tired of reminders that she was married now, and to the richest man in the Brook. ‘Ay, Speaker. Back room. This way.’

She escorted Selia to the back of the store, as if she hadn’t been there a thousand times before Fani Fisher was so much as a bulge in her daddy’s trousers. Dasy and Catrin, Rusco’s daughters, were behind the counter. Both nodded to Selia.

‘We’ll take it from here, Fani,’ Dasy said. ‘Go back to looking pretty at the door.’ Catrin snickered.

The sisters meant it cruelly, but Fani only smiled. ‘Don’t be jealous of your stepmam, now. You two put a little effort into being pretty, you might have found husbands before you dried up.’

‘Night, girl!’ Selia’s voice was a horsewhip that made young Fani jump. ‘I have half a mind to wash your mouth out with soap for talking to your elders like that.’

Fani paled, dipping a low curtsey. ‘Sorry Speaker.’ When Selia didn’t press for more, she fled back to the entrance.

‘Little skink’s got another thing comin’,’ Dasy growled, ‘if she thinks she can push us out just because she’s got Da by the short hairs.’

‘Hold her down for you,’ Catrin agreed.

Selia raised an eyebrow at them, and both women blinked, suddenly remembering who they were talking to.

‘Ent really going to put hands on her, Speaker,’ Catrin said. ‘But you see how she pushes us.’

‘Saw you lot push first,’ Selia noted. ‘Girl’s got a mouth on her, ay, but you’re the ones gave her something to talk back to. Think on that while I have a visit with your da.’

‘Ay, Speaker,’ they said together. 

Selia was about to go around the counter when there was a commotion up front.

‘You’re not allowed!’ Fani cried. ‘Hog banned you from the store!’

Selia turned to see Stam Tailor shove past Fani, nearly knocking her sprawling. ‘I just need to talk to him!’

‘Not again,’ Dasy groaned. ‘Cat, fetch Da. Security!’

Catrin moved behind the counter as four of Hog’s bully boys appeared, converging on Stam from all sides. Selia remembered what happened to Jan Dyer, and moved to intercept him before they reached him. The man had a wild, desperate look in his eyes. If Fani was right and Hog had cut him off, it wasn’t hard to guess why. Selia had seen folk go cold off the drink, and knew what it could do to a body.

‘I was friends with your mam, Stam Tailor.’ Selia stepped into his path. ‘Think she’d be proud of you, now, shoving girls that get between you and your next drink?’

‘Ent here to cause trouble.’ Stam continued to advance. ‘Just need to speak to Hog.’

Selia stood her ground. Stam came nose to nose with her, but he’d served in Selia’s militia, and knew better than to put hands on her like he had Fani. He pulled up short. ‘This ent town business. Between me and Hog.’

‘You disturbing the peace on market day makes it town business,’ Selia said. ‘You got three women at home doing your sewing while you’re here making an embarrassment of yourself.’

‘It’s all right, Speaker. Got this.’ Hog appeared from behind the counter. ‘Stam wants to talk, we’ll talk. Outside.’

Selia didn’t think Stam was much safer with Hog. His sleeves were rolled up, and that was usually the last thing he did before forcibly ejecting some rowdy drunk from his tavern. Hog hadn’t fought in the war, but he was a big man, barrel chested with legs like tree trunks and forearms like logs.

The desperation never left Stam’s eyes, but he came to the same conclusion, especially with store security all around him. He gave ground as Hog advanced, backing him all the way to the door and out onto the porchfront.

A crowd of shoppers had gathered to watch the scene, some going to the windows to see what happened next. ‘Ay, this ent a Jongleur’s show!’ Selia barked.

Everyone started at that, and store security took it from there. ‘You heard the Speaker!’ Lary Cutter brought his enormous hands together in a crack that could be heard anywhere in the store. ‘On about your business!’

The onlookers dispersed, but Selia kept her place by the door. She might need spectacles to read at night, but her ears were still sharp.

‘Please, Rusco,’ Stam begged. ‘Let me come work for you again.’

‘You little pissant,’ Hog growled. ‘You think you can steal from me, and then come back begging for your job?’

‘Didn’t steal it!’ Stam insisted. ‘Search my shop, my barrack … Night, search me! Ent got it!’

‘Even you ent stupid enough to hide it someplace as obvious as that,’ Hog said. ‘Can’t go searchin’ the whole Brook, and you know it.’

‘Just sell me a bottle of marsh water, then,’ Stam begged.

‘On what credit?’ Hog demanded. ‘You’re in the red at the bar, and if you had any in paper, you’d be buying direct from the Marshes.’

‘On account of Speaker Selia being right inside,’ Stam said. ‘Maybe I should talk to her. Tell her what you been—’

‘Ay, that tears it,’ Hog growled. Selia stepped out onto the porch in time to see Rusco grab Stam by the collar and dunk his head in a rain barrel. Stam came up sputtering, but Hog forced him back down again, then pulled him up, coughing and half blind as he was hauled to the steps and tossed over them to land hard on the cobbles.

‘Sleep it off!’ Hog shouted. ‘You’re banned from the store for a year, and that includes sending your women in to buy for you!’ He turned, coming nose to nose with Selia, and pulled up short.

‘First your men break Jan Dyer’s arm, and now you’re banning the whole Tailor family because Stam’s a cow’s back end?’ Selia asked.

Hog painted a guileless smile on his face, a look Selia had seen take in many trusting fools over the years. ‘Let’s talk in my office.’

He led her through the shop, looking not at all chagrined at what he’d just done. Folk eyed him as he walked, expressions a mix of respect and fear. This little scene would be the talk of the town before day’s end.

They went to his office, which Hog unlocked with a warded key from a ring chained to his belt. The door was thick goldwood banded with steel, and the lock was warded silver. Selia would bet her spinning wheel there was a bit of demon horn or bone under the metal of both key and lock. Jeni wasn’t the only one who’d studied wardcraft with Renna Bales.

‘Come in! Come in!’ Hog said as the door swung open. He stepped back, allowing Selia to enter the room. The store was cold on purpose to keep food fresh longer, but two fireplaces kept Hog’s office delightfully warm, helping drive the winter ache from her joints.

‘Ent a social call, Rusco,’ Selia said, coming in and taking her customary seat.

‘Doesn’t mean we can’t have a drink while you give me a list of who’s mad at me now,’ Rusco laughed, going to his personal bar. ‘Last Messenger brought some good Angierian apricot brandy.’

Selia wasn’t prone to excess drink, but she did enjoy a brandy from time to time. Her da had been a Messenger before settling in the Brook. He’d collected spirits from all the Free Cities, and Rusco knew it. He knew everything it took to make a sale.

‘Let’s start with Dyer,’ Selia said.

‘Ay, all right.’ Hog took a pair of crystal glasses and gave each a generous pour. ‘Ice?’ he asked, already knowing the answer. He dropped a cube into his own cup, passing over hers.

‘Neat,’ Selia confirmed. She didn’t like her drink watered and Hog knew it, but ice was a luxury few in the Brook enjoyed, and he couldn’t resist showing off.

‘Dyer tell you he punched poor Lary full in the face when security caught him shitting on my steps?’ Hog set the glasses on a polished silver tray, though it would be easy enough to carry them by hand.

‘No,’ Selia admitted.

‘Course not.’ Hog brought the drinks over. ‘Folk love to play victim, Selia. Never admit their side in things.’

‘Ay, maybe,’ Selia said. ‘Reckon that includes you, too. But there’s a difference between a young man with a shiner, and a grey beard with a broken arm and a business to run. Security can’t restrain themselves, and that’s on you.’

‘Ay, all right,’ Hog allowed. ‘How about I send Jan the dye he wants, and a boy to help Keri while he mends?’

Selia nodded. ‘And the Tailor girls?’

‘Got nothing against them,’ Hog said. ‘Need their business much as they need mine. They’re welcome to buy food, pins, cloth – whatever they like, just no spirits that are gonna make their way to Stam.’

‘Fair enough,’ Selia agreed. ‘What’s this about him stealing?’

‘Keg went missin’.’ Hog’s expression didn’t change. ‘Stam was the last one to see it. Claims he don’t know where it went, but …’

‘Ay.’ Selia gave her brandy a sniff, awakening memories of sitting on the porch with her da at the end of a long day. ‘Don’t reckon I’d believe that either.’

‘Every time Stam gets drunk and shows his arse, whole town blames me,’ Hog said. ‘Even gave him work, so his tab didn’t ruin his family, and this is the thanks I get? Don’t mind sayin’ I’m out of patience.’

Selia nodded. ‘Ent alone there.’ She raised her glass, and Hog raised his to match. ‘To Fani. Think she’ll have a boy?’

‘Creator willing.’ Hog smiled as they sipped. ‘Nothing slips past you, does it, Speaker?’

She chuckled, taking a drink. The brandy was excellent, tingling her tongue but smooth in the throat; sweet and fruitful, but not enough to hide its potency. Hog might try to cheat everyone else in the Brook, but never Selia. She was still his best hope to keep folk from stringing him up once every few years.

Selia eyed him, trying not to covet Rusco’s youth. He carried himself like an older man, but his body, his face, were those of a man in his early thirties. ‘How are you doing it, Rusco?’

Hog smiled that guileless smile at her. ‘Doing what, Speaker?’

‘Staying young, while the rest of us get greyer every day,’ Selia said.

‘Man can’t take care of himself?’ Hog asked. ‘Hard work and clean living …’

‘Cut the demonshit, Rusco.’ Selia tossed back her second mouthful more forcefully.

Teeth showed in Hog’s smile, the guileless look replaced with something more predatory. ‘Do you really want to know?’

‘Half the council thinks you’ve got a dead coreling on ice down in your cellar,’ Selia said, ‘and they’re ready to search the place, so ay, I want to know.’

‘March them in right now.’ Hog looked smug. ‘They can search the whole cellar, so long as they pay for anything they break the seals on.’

Selia sat back, letting her stare do the bulk of the work for her. ‘Stam’s smart enough to hide things off site, but not Rusco Hog?’

Hog shrugged at that, as much as an admission as he was apt to offer. ‘Been practising my warding,’ he admitted. ‘Making trinkets, mostly. Little tools I can sell at the store. You were killing corelings for months before it had you back in your prime. Takes a lot of magic to make old folk young. Turns out it don’t take nearly as much to keep ’em that way.’

‘What kind of trinkets?’ Selia asked. ‘And what’s powering them? Demon bone?’

Hog looked at her a long time. ‘Reckon I need to show you sooner or later, if I want to start selling magic knickknacks behind the counter.’

Selia snorted. ‘Ay, that’s undersaid. Raddock tried to call a vote just this morning in the Holy House to make whatever it is you’re up to against the law,’ Selia said.

A vein in Hog’s forehead throbbed at that. ‘Businesses got a right to have trade secrets.’

Selia allowed a hint of a smile. ‘Long as they’re legal, ay. Stopped him this morning. Ent right to have a secret vote to change the charter without all the Speakers present. But you can bet the store it’s comin’ next council meeting. Reckon he’ll have the votes if you don’t offer up an explanation.’

Hog scowled, but didn’t argue right away. ‘Still tinkerin’ Selia. This ent ready for town gossip, council or otherwise.’

Selia knew he was wavering, and kept her face neutral. ‘You take me for a gossip?’

‘No, you just collect everyone else’s,’ Hog said, ‘buyin’ whispers for cookies.’

‘If you want a cookie for your whisper, Rusco, that can be arranged.’

Hog laughed at that. ‘How about the recipe?’

‘Gave it to you years ago,’ Selia said.

‘Left something out, and we both know it,’ Hog said.

Selia raised an eyebrow. ‘Offering me the secret to living forever in exchange for a baking trick?’

‘First one was easier to figure out on my own,’ Hog said. ‘Ent some nightwolf, Selia, whatever folk might say. Ent got a demon in the basement, and I ent killed anyone. If Stam Tailor or Jan Dyer gets a broken bone now or then, it’s because of their choices, not mine.’

Selia fixed him with a stare that wilted even Hog’s smile. ‘Show. Me.’

‘Ay, all right,’ Hog stood. ‘You’ll like this.’ He moved to his bookshelf, sliding a few books aside to reveal what looked like a bare patch of wall. He pressed a panel at a precise spot and it came up like a fulcrum, giving him room to slide another panel aside. 

Selia loved wooden puzzle boxes, and Rusco knew it. She watched with interest, wishing she could try to solve it herself. A third panel moved, this one revealing a shadowed nook where another silver lock shone dully in the darkness. Another of his ‘trinkets’. Rusco took the warded key from his ring and when he turned it, magic flared briefly across the symbols before the click. Hog lifted one meaty hand and slid the entire bookshelf aside on hidden wheel tracks to reveal a set of stairs descending into darkness.

Selia let out a low whistle. ‘How many summers you been hiding that?’

‘Ent hiding anything, Selia,’ Hog said. ‘Don’t need permission to build a cellar on my own property. Lots of folk see the big one under the shop. No one knows about this one but you and me.’ He winked. ‘It’s where the good stuff is.’

‘Ent I fortunate,’ Selia said.

Hog’s smile seemed genuine for once – the thrill of sharing a secret carried alone for too long. ‘Got your spectacles?’

‘Always,’ Selia said, pulling them from her belt. In her militia days, the symbols etched around the eyes of her helm allowed her to see in wardsight, witnessing the world not with light, but through the glow of magic that all living things emanate. Selia hadn’t been willing to give that up when the fighting was over, and she wasn’t alone. She’d warded her own pair, but she knew Hog did brisk business selling warded spectacles.

They didn’t come to life right away. Sunlight burned magic off, and the spectacles didn’t let Selia see past the light from Hog’s office window, which was cutting down the steps.

‘Got to pay your fare, you want a look downstairs,’ Hog said.

Selia huffed. ‘Chill the dough for at least an hour before you bake. Two is better.’

Hog stared at her a long moment. ‘You’re telling tampweed tales.’

Selia shook her head. ‘Makes the dough less sticky, the cookies hold their shape better and get that flaky texture. Taste better, too.’

‘So all this time I could have just …’ Hog shook his head.

He put on his own spectacles and headed for the steps. ‘This way.’

Hog descended, disappearing into darkness, and for a moment Selia wondered if it was safe to follow him down. Hog really might have a hungry demon chained up, or a half dozen armed security.

‘Demonshit,’ Selia muttered. She trusted Rusco Hog about as far as she could throw him, but he wasn’t stupid. More than a few shoppers saw her go into his office. She lifted her skirts away from her feet and went down the steps. She jumped at the sound of a chain being pulled, and turned to see the great shelf sliding back into place with a click, blanketing them in true darkness.

Selia clenched her fists. Instinct took over, and she pivoted back to face Hog, guard up and ready for a fight as she waited for the ambient magic to rise in the darkness and activate her spectacles. After a moment it did, and she saw Hog waiting patiently, quite alone and unthreatening. 

In magic’s light, the aura around him was bright, full of youthful vigour but tinged with the wisdom of age. Emotions were hard to read in the swirl of colours, but Selia had learned from experience what it looked like when someone was readying for violence. Hog’s aura was calm, and hers calmed in return.

In addition to Hog’s aura, the glow of magic was all over the secret cellar, filling Selia’s vision with more input than she could quickly interpret, delivered in colours she had no names for.

‘Takes some getting used to,’ Hog said. ‘Even I need a moment, and I know where everything is.’

Selia’s eyes soon adjusted, seeing protective wards all over the walls. Wards of resilience and silence, in addition to the standard demon forbiddings. Like Selia’s spectacles, these drew power from the ambient magic drifting up from the Core, catching and repurposing it before it reached the surface to be burned away by the sun during daytime, or power the town’s wardnet at night.

This room was warded to be impregnable, and give no sign of its very existence. If Rusco did attack her – or anyone – down here, no one above would hear a corespawned thing.

There were mundane treasures – gold and gems and expensive spices Hog always claimed were in short supply, charging dearly for. Casks of seed rice and fine spirits. More wealth than Selia had ever seen, or even imagined.

But it was the magic that had her attention. Boxes of small, warded items, each glowing independently. She picked one up, a slender rod with a light ward on one end, and more symbols etched along its length. She scanned the wards and saw the break in the net. There was a sliding panel to fix the connection. She clicked it into place, the net activated, and the light ward came to life, casting a powerful beam in the direction she pointed the rod.

After adjusting to the darkness, the sudden flare was blinding, and she gave a cry, snapping her eyes shut and clicking the rod off.

Rusco chuckled, and Selia noticed he’d thrown up an arm to block the light. ‘Ent funny, Rusco.’

‘It’s a little funny, Speaker.’ Rusco went over to the box, holding up another rod, identical to Selia’s. ‘Light rods. Never need a torch or lantern again. You go ahead and keep that one. Study it all you want.’

‘What good is it, when I’ve got my spectacles?’ Selia nevertheless pocketed the item, wanting a closer look at the device in the privacy of her own home. 

‘Can’t read a book in wardsight,’ Hog said. ‘Or tell colours apart. Can’t spot a stain on the carpet, or look into the shadows under the bed in daytime.’

Selia nodded, admitting to herself that the item was indeed useful, even as her expression offered Hog nothing.

Hog was unperturbed, picking another item, a palm-sized silver box he offered to her. ‘Fire starter. Good for everything from pipes to bonfires.’

Selia flicked the hinge open, revealing a raised metal heat ward that immediately turned cherry red, then white hot. Selia waved a hand over it, feeling the intense heat, but the little box remained cool in her hand.

‘That ward’s hot as firespit without oil, wick or spark,’ Hog said. ‘Can’t blow it out, or douse it. Even works under water.’

‘Sounds like a great way to burn down the barn,’ Selia said, trying not to sound impressed. ‘Why are you showing me this?’

‘Because they’re about to go on sale,’ Rusco said. ‘Giving you a preview so you don’t look slack-jawed like the yokels when I roll out the new stock.’

‘You’re too kind.’ Selia knew it was more than that. Hog would charge a fortune for these, and folk would pay it, even if all they could offer was more debt in the store ledgers he could hold over them.

But it was all a distraction. These were trinkets, not the real power in the room. She turned, walking toward the back of the storeroom, past workbenches full of Hog’s books and tools. He might be driven by greed, but she couldn’t deny Rusco was brilliant, and as hard a worker as any she had ever known.

Three great barrels sat at the far end. In wardsight, Selia could see the fluid inside, so alive with magic it was like staring into the heart of a flame. ‘Is that …’

‘Ichor,’ Hog finished for her. ‘Demon’s blood. Tried making things out of bone like the Krasians do, but it was too much work. Every bone’s a different size and shape, and you have to cure them and do the work by hand. Found it was easier to just squash ’em and catch the ichor. Put a little thinner so it doesn’t congeal and keep it out of sunlight, it’ll last forever. This batch dates back to the war. Store security ent caught a demon in years.’

Selia squinted as he spoke, trying to learn something from his aura. She was better at it than most, and could tell when average folk were telling a lie or holding a secret. Some folk were harder to read than others, and Hog was hardest of all.

He went over to a bench and picked up a box he opened to reveal dozens of slender glass tubes, each glowing with a thin line of ichor at its centre.

Selia took the wardlight out of her dress pocket, examining the rod more closely. There was a cap at the end, and sure enough when she removed it, she found an identical tube of ichor.

‘Enough to get everyone hooked on these little trinkets,’ Selia said, ‘and you own the only supply of ichor when their magic fades.’

‘Ent young because I made some pact with the king of demons, Selia,’ Hog said. ‘Young because I’ve been down here every night working. Why shouldn’t I make a profit on it?’

‘Livin’ forever’s more than just a profit, Rusco,’ Selia said. ‘And you still ent told me how you’re doing it.’

‘Ent gonna live forever unless the demons come back,’ Rusco said, ‘and I don’t want that any more’n you. Got enough here to last a good while, and it can do more than just Jongleur’s tricks.’

He hesitated barely a moment, but for Hog that was a tell. Selia’s eyes narrowed as Rusco reached into a pocket, producing a silver cylinder small enough to close a fist around, but large enough to accommodate one of the tubes of demon blood.

‘Works best with silver,’ he said, ‘though you can make do with bronze. Expected gold to be the best, but it wasn’t.’

He was stalling. Selia saw it in his aura. Even now, he wasn’t sure he wanted to tell her this next part.

‘Out with it, Rusco,’ she said.

Hog nodded, opening the cylinder and inserting a fresh tube of demon ichor. He held it out to Selia. ‘Try this one.’

Selia took the item, trying to puzzle out its purpose from the wards etched along its length in Rusco’s distinctive script. She was a fair warder, but nothing like this. At last she saw it. The cylinder had a sliding panel like the light rod to complete the wardnet, and she clicked it into place, activating the net.

The effect was immediate. A familiar tingle ran up her arm, along with a rush of energy and euphoria. For a moment the sensation was overwhelming, her body stiffening and twitching as if in the throes of sexual climax.

And then, all too quickly, the feeling passed. Her feet felt firm on the floor again, catching her wavering balance. But that wasn’t all. Her joints stopped aching. Her tired back strengthened. Little pains she hadn’t even known she was carrying lifted away.

She dropped the cylinder in shock.

‘You don’t have to age either, Speaker,’ Hog said quietly.
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Selia was quiet on the walk back to her cottage. Lesa knew the signs when she got like this, and didn’t press until they were back inside with their cups of tea. Cookie leapt onto Lesa’s lap, curling up and purring. It was always like this when Lesa was around, even though it was Selia who fed the ungrateful beast. She supposed she couldn’t lay blame. Cuddling was Lesa’s specialty, and Selia certainly took her share.

‘Hog wasn’t forthcoming, I take it?’ Lesa asked at last.

‘On the contrary,’ Selia said. ‘He told me more than I expected.’

‘Oh ay?’

Selia filled her in about Jan Dyer and Stam Tailor. Lesa busied herself with a cookie, but her expression was sour. ‘Sack of dye and a lad to work the vats is a slap on the wrist. Ent gonna restrain security the next time, and in the meantime, it keeps folk scared.’

‘Ay, maybe,’ Selia agreed. ‘But maybe if Jan was a little more scared, he’d come to me instead of making mud on doorsteps and taking swings at security.’

‘And Stam?’ Lesa asked.

‘Hard to blame anyone but Stam for the fixes Stam gets into,’ Selia said. ‘But something there doesn’t weave tight. Wouldn’t put it past Stam to steal a keg, but you saw him this morning.’

Lesa nodded. ‘Looked like he quit cold and got the shakes.’

‘Ay,’ Selia said. ‘Would he look like that if he had a secret keg to tap? Even Stam can’t put away an entire keg overnight.’

‘Maybe he hid it somewhere and was afraid of getting followed to it.’

‘Maybe,’ Selia agreed.

‘Can tell you’re dancing around the real secret,’ Lesa said after an overlong pause. ‘You don’t go quiet over the usual town foolery.’

Selia chuckled. ‘Know me too well. Hog’s got a secret, ay. Been using demon ichor to make magic trinkets. Says it’s what’s keepin’ him young.’

Lesa’s nose wrinkled in disgust. ‘You believe that?’

Selia shrugged. ‘Good an explanation as any.’

‘Where’d he get it?’

‘Says he caught demons in the war and squashed ’em in a press,’ Selia said.

Lesa turned slightly green. Selia wanted to tell her the rest. She had no secrets from Lesa, but for once, she held back.

Would Lesa want Selia to stay young for her? Would Selia be doing it for her, or for herself? Was it fair use, or flouting the Creator’s will, as some on the council believed?

Rusco had found a way to be all but immortal. Jeorje Watch, too, continued to defy the passage of years. The Speaker for Southwatch had nigh fifty winters on Selia, yet still had the body of a man in his prime.

What would those two make of this town, without her to keep an eye on them?
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3

Nothing Good Ever Happens at the Tanner Farm

350 AR

Selia lay awake in the dark long after Lesa passed out next to her. Snuggling eased her tension sometimes, but the corespawned cat had planted himself between them on the bed, and didn’t take the hint when shoved at.

When she did finally succumb to exhaustion, she was plagued with dreams of selling her soul to Rusco Hog. She pulled herself out of the nightmare with an act of will, waking to a heart thumping in her chest and skin sheened with sweat despite the cool air.

The blackness between the shutters had gone to lavender, but dawn had not yet come. Lesa still snored contentedly beside her, but sleep eluded Selia whenever there was yarn to untangle.

She slipped from the bed, but the cool air did not hurt her knees, or make her hands and back ache. She felt strong, yet somehow unclean. This wasn’t the righteous strength of defending the town from demons. It felt like a cheat. There wasn’t enough ichor to keep the whole town from the ravages of age. What gave her the right?

She got up, wriggling into a dressing gown. Of course now the corespawned cat followed, hoping for an early morning snack. He was in for a disappointment. She put the kettle on, going about her morning routine in near darkness until the sky lightened further. She thought of Hog’s light stick, and his fire starter, but she left them untouched, along with her spectacles. She navigated the dim house by the mundane means that had always served her, kindling the fires the old-fashioned way.

The tasks were so ingrained her body went on memory, allowing her thoughts to wander as she whisked butter and sugar, slowly mixing in flour, then rolling it out and pumping cold water to chill the dough.

What did Hog want? Not to share immortality with her, surely. What he wanted was to open his little ichor magic shop without running afoul of the town council. He hadn’t committed any crime Selia knew of, but that wouldn’t matter to Tender Harral or Jeorje Watch, and Selia didn’t think it would take much for them to sway four more votes and have the council shut him down.

Hog was Speaker for Town Square, but left most of the job to Selia, which was how everyone liked it. All he really wanted was his vote on the council, and a chance to advance his interests.

Yet this wasn’t some land permit Hog was after, but the right to sell demon blood. He needed Selia’s vote, because where she went, others followed.

The cookies were still baking when she was startled from her thoughts by a heavy pounding at the front door.

Selia opened it to find Tam Pasture with his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. His shirt and hair were damp with pungent sweat. It was miles to his farm, out on the edge of the Brook. Tam was a strong young man, but anyone would have needles in their chest, running all that way.

Selia felt the vein in her forehead throb. The last time Tam had shown up on her front porch like this, his news turned the whole town on its ear.

‘Come in.’ Selia opened the door and guided him to the table, putting a cup of cool water and a plate of cookies from yesterday’s crock in front of him. ‘What has you trying to break down my door just after sun-up?’

‘Came to fetch you first,’ Tam drained the water cup, and Selia was ready with the pitcher to refill it, ‘’fore I tell the Tender to sound the great horn.’

‘The horn?’ Selia’s blood turned cold. The horn was only used for demon attacks. It hadn’t sounded in years. ‘Demons attacked your farm? Everyone all right?’

‘No and no,’ Tam said. ‘Young’uns went out with the hounds this morning and found a body on the Tanner farm.’

‘Night,’ Selia growled. Nothing good ever happened at the Tanner farm. ‘Demon attack?’

Tam nodded.

‘Who was it?’

‘Can’t say, Speaker,’ Tam said. ‘Moment we confirmed the kids weren’t tellin’ tales, I set off runnin’.’

Selia didn’t need her warded spectacles to know he wasn’t telling all, but it was enough. She nodded, taking her cookie crock to the front porch. It was early yet, but Esek Square was already milling nearby. He came running when he saw the crock in Selia’s hands. ‘Run up Boggin’s Hill and tell the Tender to blow the horn,’ she said, giving him a fistful of cookies. ‘Demon attack out on the Tanner farm. Find runners to ask the other Speakers to meet me out there.’

She went back inside. ‘Take your ease a bit while I go upstairs and change, then fetch the horses from the stable. We’ll head back together.’

‘Ay, Speaker,’ Tam said.

Selia was about to head upstairs when her nose crinkled. She turned to her oven, seeing it coughing smoke into her clean kitchen.

‘Corespawn it.’

For the first time in more than seventy years, she’d burned the cookies.
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Selia hadn’t put her armour on since the attack that nearly killed her six seasons ago, when demons had come in force to kill Darin Bales. There hadn’t been a need. No one had seen a demon in the Brook since that night.

The armour had belonged to her father before she’d had it hammered to fit her. Fine Milnese steel, only Rusco had a suit of equal quality. Selia took meticulous care of it, and it was oiled and ready as she pulled it on.

‘Expectin’ trouble even after sun-up?’ Lesa asked. The armour was warded for fighting demons, who could not abide the light of day. Before Selia could answer, Lesa reached for her own suit of boiled leather.

She was right. Wearing armour in daylight was excessive, but Selia felt safer under the cold plates. If there was a place in all the Brook that was cursed, it was the old Tanner farm. ‘Can’t be too careful.’

Tam had Buttermilk and Sunup saddled and ready when they reached the stable. Tam knew his business and the animals were fed and tacked.

Selia hand-fed a sweet apple to Buttermilk, stroking her muscled neck and leaning close to whisper in her ear. ‘Heavy load today, love, but I know you’re strong. Extra honey in your oats tonight.’

Tam climbed into the saddle behind Selia, as Lesa mounted Sunup. Selia wasted no time, trotting Buttermilk through town and kicking her into a gallop as soon as they were on the open road. Lesa kept pace, and the long-legged mares ate the miles. Before long, the Tanner farm came into sight. Tam’s wife was in the yard, wringing her bonnet over a body with a tablecloth thrown over it.

Already children and hounds had trampled the scene, but at least they hadn’t moved anything. Selia took hold of the tablecloth and yanked it away in one quick motion, gasping at the sight.

‘Sorry for not tellin’, Speaker,’ Tam said. ‘Reckoned you ought to just see for yourself.’

‘Ay,’ Selia said absently. The ground felt like water beneath her feet.

‘Guess Hog ent going to live forever, after all,’ Lesa said.
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Selia had mothered everyone in Tibbet’s Brook in her time, serving as Town Speaker for the better part of fifty years. She’d softened over the decades, but not so much that she’d forgotten how to be hard for the good of her children.

Rusco Hog lay on his stomach, his unnaturally young face turned to the side and contorted in a look of pain. Blood soaked his collar from claw marks on his face, and there were other lacerations on his body. The skin around the wounds had turned a sickly yellow. There were clawed footprints in the yard, blood mixing with the half-frozen dirt.

‘Reckon he had it comin’,’ Lesa spat in the dust.

‘Show some respect,’ Selia snapped. Lesa recoiled, looking hurt at the sharp tone, but Selia didn’t soften it. Rusco had been both ally and enemy for nigh on fifty winters. He’d reshaped the Brook like no other, and even Selia couldn’t say if the bad outweighed the good in the final tally. Folk lived leaner before Hog came. For all the debt, resentment and anger, there was prosperity, too. Full bellies and jobs for idle hands. Now he was gone, and Creator help this town while his accounts were being settled.

Her own feelings, more complex, could wait.

Like Rusco’s guileless smile, Selia put on her ‘times of trouble’ face, showing folk what they needed to see. Strength, warmth, courage, empathy, and determination.

She knelt in front of Tam’s young children, warming their hands with her own as she looked them in the eyes. ‘Sorry you had to see that. Sorry anyone needs to see something like that. Reckon you’re going to be seeing it a lot in your heads in times to come, and that’s going to be hard. Road to wisdom is hard, sometimes. But it’s good for you to remember what a demon can do, and study up on your warding, ay?’

The children nodded, and lit up when they saw Selia had cookies for them. ‘Run off home and stay there until your elders say so.’

‘Ay, Speaker, thanks.’ Tam looked relieved. ‘Din’t know what to say to them, really.’

‘Get the hang of it after a few hundred times,’ Selia said. ‘Creator willing, you’ll never need the practice. Gonna hunt this demon down like a rabid dog.’

‘Creator be praised,’ Tam said.

‘Any idea what Hog was doing out in these parts last night?’ Selia asked.

‘Core if I know, Speaker,’ Tam said. ‘Hog bought the old Tanner farm years ago. Had a whole feud with Grandda about it. It’s a lotta land, but some of it’s bog that ent much good for crops, and the soil on the rest is pretty rocky. But then the demons dug that crazy ward on the property, and it’s been fallow ever since. Heard he offered to sell it to Renna Bales when she moved back to the Brook, but she din’t want it.’

Selia wasn’t surprised. This place was more prison than home to the Tanner girls. Just as well to let the elements have it. The farmhouse – little more than a hovel to begin with – had a caved roof and looked ready to pitch over at a strong breeze. The barn had collapsed entirely.

The fence around the fallow fields was busted in several places, and the wardposts hadn’t been maintained in over a decade. Only thing still standing was the ramshackle outhouse on a low rise at back of the yard, which somehow still stank after all these years.

Harral arrived first after blowing the horn. The Tender was an accomplished horseman, no doubt from riding from one end of the Brook to the other, bringing blessings to those too sick for services, prayers for those who passed on, and support for those in need.

Not far behind, Keven Marsh trotted his horse up the road, followed soon after by Jeorje Watch, Speaker and Tender both for Southwatch, Tibbet’s Brook’s largest borough.

Having seen one hundred twenty-two winters, Jeorje was the oldest man in the Brook by more than fifty years, but he still looked like a man of thirty. Like Selia and others, feedback magic during the war had shaved the rough edges of age from him.

Like Hog, those winters had never returned to Jeorje.

Twenty years ago, the man had been nearly skeletal. Now muscles strained against his black suit and stark white shirt. Watches eschewed colour in their clothes, in addition to sugar, caffeine, and alcohol.

A few wisps of white had been replaced with a full head of thick brown hair. Jeorje’s warded cane hung from his saddle like a spear. Selia remembered how he used to beat corelings to death with it, and knew firsthand how a blow from it felt.

She was pleased to see him come alone, as was custom – but not rule – for council meetings. Southwatch had ostensibly put their militia on reserve at the same time as the rest of the Brook, but they mustered more often, and continued to recruit.

Sometimes, Selia wondered if Jeorje was just waiting for her to die before attempting to take over the Brook. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d attempted such a thing, and if he wasn’t ageing, Jeorje could afford to wait.

How was he doing it? Demon blood, like Hog? Selia found that hard to believe. Watches were zealots, and Jeorje was Tender and true believer, both. Demons were unholy. He wouldn’t use demon blood that way.

Would he?

‘Selia.’ He nodded, deliberately omitting her title.

‘Jeorje.’ She gave her head a slight dip in return.

Next came Brine Broadshoulders, who spoke for the Cutters. The big man’s long strides easily kept pace with the cart carrying Meada Boggin who spoke for Boggin’s Hill, and Coline Trigg. Jeph Bales had the farthest to travel, but he arrived ahead of Raddock Lawry. They could hear the old man halfway down the road, shouting over every bump of the cart’s wheels.

Soon all nine of the Brook’s remaining town council members were gathered before Hog’s body. Selia had preserved the scene as much as possible. Even with the ground half-frozen, the demon had left a clear trail away from the body, clawed prints disappearing into the overgrowth.

‘Night.’ Harral drew a ward in the air. ‘Never wanted this. Always prayed for Hog to see the error of his ways, not …’

‘Creator wills as the Creator will,’ Jeorje said. Kinder words than Selia expected. Jeorje had always disdained Hog for a moneylender and purveyor of vice.

‘Creator knows he was a trial,’ Meada said, ‘but he was one of us, no matter where he was born. Demon did this …’

‘Then we’ll do the demon,’ Selia finished.

‘Shallow cuts.’ Jeorje squatted down to examine the body more closely. ‘Not enough to kill a big man like Rusco.’

Coline Trigg was getting on in years, and Selia understood well the pained breath the Herb Gatherer blew out as she knelt beside the body. She pulled on thin lambskin gloves and reached out to check Hog’s eyes, mouth, fingernails, and skin. ‘Wasn’t the claws that killed him. It was the venom. These are swamp demon wounds.’

Selia had already come to the same conclusion from the yellowing around the wounds. Swamp demons had venom glands in their nail beds, coating their talons in a toxin that could paralyse or kill their victims. A slash across Rusco’s face had putrefied around the edges, likely delivering the venom right to his brain.

‘Swamp demon?’ Keven Marsh said. ‘What would a swamp demon be doing all the way out here? Swampies stick to wetlands, and there ent any water on Tanner land, apart from the well and the rain.’

‘Beggin’ your pardon, Speaker, but that ent so,’ Tam said. ‘Some of those demon tunnels collapsed a few years back. Flooded by brook seep, I reckon.’ He pointed. ‘Land gets all boggy about half a mile that way.’

‘Might explain what a swampie was doing out these parts,’ Jeph mused, ‘but not why he wasn’t et. Ent like a demon to make supper then walk away from the table.’

‘Had a warded knife in his hand!’ Raddock pointed with his cane at the item that had fallen from Hog’s grasp.

‘Could have scared the demon off,’ Brine mused.

‘Little knife like that against a long-limbed swamp demon?’ Selia was doubtful.

‘Ay,’ Keven agreed. ‘Swamp demon would have just paced out of range and waited for the venom to do its work.’

‘Something else must have scared it off,’ Meada said. ‘Dawn?’

Coline shook her head, still examining Hog’s body. ‘Don’t think so. From the look of things, he’s been dead most of the night.’

‘Swampies don’t like to dry out,’ Keven said. ‘Might be it went to the bog for a soak and didn’t make it back before sun-up.’ 

‘Ay, might be.’ Jeph didn’t seem convinced, and neither was Selia. Nothing seemed to weave together.

‘Better question,’ Jeorje said, ‘is what was Rusco Hog doing all the way out here, alone, in the middle of the night?’

‘Hog’s owned the property for a hound’s age,’ Jeph said. ‘Ever seen him out here before, Pasture?’

‘No, Speaker,’ Tam said. ‘Store security, sometimes, when settlers try to squat the land, but don’t reckon I seen Hog out this way in years. Nobody been out here, really. Not since …’

He trailed off, and there was a silence for a moment before Jeorje said what they were all thinking. ‘Not since the corespawn built a hive, not a mile from here.’

‘Anyone check his pockets?’ Jeph asked.

Selia shook her head. ‘Left it for Coline so nothing was disturbed.’

‘Always the fun jobs,’ Coline grunted, but she complied, searching Hog and producing a handful of items. A wardlight. A fire starter. A warded necklace and spectacles.

‘No keys?’ Meada asked.

‘No keys,’ Coline confirmed.

‘Hog always has his keys,’ Brine said.

‘Had them yesterday when I saw him,’ Selia said, ‘same as ever, attached to that chain on his belt.’

‘Took a slash to the hip.’ Coline pointed to the torn clothes and flesh. ‘Belt’s ripped in two. Might be the keys are around here, somewhere.’

‘Or they might be in a demon’s belly,’ Harral noted.

‘You reckon it ate the keys and not the man holdin’ ’em?’ Brine sounded doubtful.

‘Once the body’s gone, I can set the kids to lookin’,’ Tam offered. ‘If they’re lost in the weeds and dust, we’ll find ’em.’

‘Whole crock of butter cookies to anyone who does,’ Selia said.

Tam chuckled ruefully. ‘Spend a bit of time lookin’ myself, if that’s on the table.’

‘Said you saw him yesterday, Selia,’ Jeorje noted. ‘What did you talk about?’

Selia cursed herself for even mentioning it, but others already knew where she’d been. ‘About how store security broke Jan Dyer’s arm. About why he fired Stam Tailor.’ She offered Jeorje a cold smile. ‘About why he ent ageing like the rest of us.’

The other Speakers looked at their feet at Selia’s bluntness, but Jeorje didn’t take the bait. ‘And what did he say?’

Selia had said enough. She wasn’t ready to share all Hog’s secrets. Not until things made more sense. ‘Clean living.’

‘Phagh!’ Raddock spat on the ground.

‘Any hint of what would have brought him out all this way?’ Jeorje asked.

‘Not a thing,’ Selia said. That was true, at least.

‘Never liked the man,’ Jeorje said. ‘Brought sin and usury to our town, and that’s for the Creator to reckon, but no man deserves to die by corespawn. See that now, even if I was blind, once.’

It was as close to an apology as Jeorje had ever given, and Selia was happy to accept it. ‘What say we meet back here at dusk, and hunt that demon down?’

[image: Paragraph break image]

The rest of the day was no easier. They brought Hog’s body back to the Holy House cold room, and then his daughters and new bride needed to be told.

Fani looked decidedly green as Selia broke the news, but she had looked green to begin with. Girl was scared, and it was easy to guess why.

‘I don’t believe it.’ Dasy crossed her thick arms.

‘Da can’t die,’ Catrin said. ‘He’s gonna live forever.’

‘Body’s up at the Holy House, if you want to see for yourself,’ Lesa said.

‘What was he doing out on the old Tanner farm?’ Dasy asked.

‘No one’s got a clue,’ Selia said. ‘Was hoping you might shine a light on it.’

‘Search my pockets, Speaker.’ Dasy gave a helpless shrug. The three women glanced at each other, but Fani and Catrin had nothing to add.

‘All of them looked worried,’ Lesa said when they left the store.

‘And why not?’ Selia asked. ‘None of them have Hog’s strength, or his vision. Dasy and Catrin are hard workers, but without their da to mind the books and enforce collections, a lot of folk are going to squeeze out of their debts. Fani may be sicking up, but lots of girls sick up and never make it to term. Bet she ent mouthing off to Rusco’s daughters now.’

‘None of them cried, though,’ Lesa said.

‘Ay,’ Selia agreed. ‘Noticed that, too.’

No one did, really, once the news was out. There were questions aplenty, and outright cheer from a few. For many, Hog was their source of livelihood, and there was real fear of what they would do next, but few seemed at all saddened. So far as Selia could tell, not a tear was shed for the man himself in the entire town.

Pasture’s kids never did find Hog’s keys. Dasy and Catrin had copies of all but the warded ones. With Rusco gone, Selia might be the only person in the Brook to know about Hog’s secret cellar.

That evening she mustered the militia at the Tanner farm, scouring the bogland out back, but they didn’t find the swamp demon, or sign of its passing. Corespawn tended to reappear at dusk in the spot they dissipated at dawn, but swamp demons could lope at an impressive clip when they were on the move, and that left a wide area to cover.
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4

Threads Don’t Make a Picture

350 AR

Selia was tired in her bones when she and Lesa got back to their house in Town Square. It was nearing dawn, without so much as a demon track to show for it.

Whatever rush of strength had come from the taste of demon’s blood Hog had shared was long faded. The ache was still gone from her joints – perhaps for another week, or perhaps this one last winter if she was lucky – but hours in her armour and the saddle had still taken a toll.

‘Getting’ too old for this,’ she muttered, rubbing her back as Lesa helped her out of her breastplate.

‘I’ll put the kettle on and fill the hot water bottle,’ Lesa said.

‘What would I do without you?’ Selia asked, kissing her.

‘Go back to living alone and bitter?’ Lesa suggested.

Selia gave a swat, but Lesa was too quick, laughing as she stepped out of reach. She fetched the hot water bottle to put under Selia’s back in bed, then kissed her and was asleep in moments.

Selia felt as tired as she’d ever been, but everything she’d seen and heard in the past two days came at her in a rush the moment she lay down. She envied Lesa, whose conscience let her rest when the day’s work was over.

Selia’s work was just beginning. She’d collected threads from all over town, but they didn’t make a pattern.

She should have told the council. About Hog’s secret cellar. About the demon’s blood. She was duty-bound to tell them, and what did Hog’s secrets matter now that he was gone? But something just didn’t fit, and she wasn’t ready to tell tales until it did.

That was why she’d kept quiet, she told herself in the darkness, and not the knowledge of the barrels of demon’s blood that could ease her back and take the ache from her joints for a hundred years.

From her favourite perch on the windowsill, Cookie watched Selia with eyes that seemed to glow like a demon’s in the dim light. Sometimes it felt like the corespawned cat could see right into her soul.
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Selia gave up on sleep before long, ignoring the ache in her back as she had in the decades before she first tasted magic. Pain was an old nuisance, like Raddock Lawry in council, and she had never let it stop her before. At least her joints had stopped aching … for now.

Cookie paced around her as she fired the kettle and the oven, making dough and setting it to chill. She took her tea in the spinning room, working the pedal steadily with her foot as she twisted the threads into the wheel. If only she could as easily bring order to the threads in her mind.

Lost in thought, she nevertheless rose on instinct when the dough was ready for the oven, and again when the heavenly smell wafting through the cottage was just right. She took the cookies from the oven, the surface of the dough laced with a perfect golden sheen, and set them to cool. She took a hot cup back to the spinning room, losing time again. The tea had gone cold by the time she remembered to take a sip.

‘Rather wake up next to a warm Selia than a cold water bottle.’ Lesa’s words startled Selia so much she nearly spilled tea on herself.

‘Night, girl!’ Selia snapped. ‘What are you thinking, sneaking up on me like that?’

‘Din’t sneak,’ Lesa said. ‘Tromped right up to you. I need Old Lady Barren’s permission to walk around the house?’

Selia blew out a breath, letting the tension flow from her body as Lesa came over and kissed her forehead. ‘Know what it means when you get out of bed and start baking at demon’s hour. You ready to talk about it?’ 

She wasn’t, so Lesa pulled up the extra chair and put her strong arms around Selia, crushing them together. Like the kiss to her forehead, Selia relaxed into it, and took what felt like her first full breath in hours.

Then she wept. Wept the tears that no one, even his own kin, had for Rusco Hog. He’d never been a good man, but neither was he a villain. Folk never really saw how the good he’d done for the town balanced out the bad.

Mostly.

‘Know you and Old Hog got on better’n most,’ Lesa said when Selia came back to herself, ‘but it’s queer to see anyone cryin’ because that old cheat got killed by a demon.’

‘Ent an easy thing,’ Selia said, ‘to see someone every day for fifty years, then shrug it off when they’re gone.’

Lesa nodded. ‘Be a while before I find out, but I reckon you’ve got a point. Sorry. Din’t mean any disrespect.’

Selia cupped her cheek, kissing her gently. ‘Course not, girl. Rusco Hog was a liar and a cheat, ay. But honest word, the Brook’s a better place than it was before he came along.’

‘How much of that was Hog,’ Lesa asked softly, ‘and how much was Speaker Selia, guiding her children through tough times?’

Selia smiled a bit at that. It’s true she never gave credit to herself for the Brook’s prosperity. It just wasn’t her way. ‘That ent what’s botherin’ me.’

‘Then what?’ Lesa asked.

‘Hog was killed, all right,’ Selia said. ‘But I’ll bet my Speaker’s gavel it wasn’t a demon that did it.’

Lesa froze. There hadn’t been a murder in Tibbet’s Brook in almost twenty years, and that, the first in Selia’s lifetime. The idea that one of her children in the Brook could not only take to murder, but fabricate a demon attack to cover it up was … monstrous.

And yet.

‘Walk me through this,’ Lesa said after a moment. ‘Saw the claw marks, same as you. I know what swamp demon wounds look like.’

‘We both do,’ Selia said. ‘But only the one on his face really bled. Collar was soaked, but the other wounds just oozed, like they came after he was already dead.’

‘Swamp venom to the face is no little thing, Selia,’ Lesa said. ‘Coline said that was what killed him. Demon could’ve scratched him up after his heart stopped.’

‘Ay,’ Selia agreed. ‘So why wasn’t he et? Big body like Hog’s is full of wet meat. Hard to believe a swamp demon walked away from that to look for water.’

‘Maybe Hog tastes awful,’ Lesa suggested, and Selia snorted.

‘Maybe,’ Selia said, ‘but swamp demons attack with both forelegs. Every one of Hog’s wounds, and the tracks leading away, were left front foot.’

Lesa blinked. ‘Din’t notice that.’

‘Don’t think anyone did,’ Selia said, ‘Folk who believe a story tend to ignore inconvenient facts. And why shouldn’t they believe it?’

‘Why didn’t you?’ Lesa asked.

‘If it was a demon, why couldn’t we find it?’ Selia went on as if Lesa had not spoken.

‘Ran off into the marsh?’ Lesa said.

‘So a swamp demon with one front leg kills the richest man in the brook, and instead of eating him, runs off with his keys to hide?’

‘Ay, when you put it like that …’ Lesa rubbed the back of her neck. ‘Why didn’t you tell the council?’

‘Because I don’t know who done it,’ Selia said. ‘Not a body in Tibbet’s Brook can say they ent been taken to wrath by Rusco Hog.’

Lesa blinked. ‘You sayin’ you think it was someone on the council?’

‘Don’t think anything of the sort,’ Selia said. ‘Just haven’t ruled it out.’
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Selia hadn’t ruled anyone out, and that was the problem. Where to start when everyone in town had a motive?

Butter cookie whispers and morning rounds only added to the list. Folk were eager to gossip about Hog, but none of the stories were neighbourly. Marshes and Hog were in a feud over selling rice to Southwatch. The Watches considered Hog a purveyor of sin, but even they needed the General Store sometimes, and Hog was always gleeful in overcharging them.

Even Tam Pasture had been seen shouting at Hog just last week over payments on a loan to fix his busted fence.

‘Something’s bothering Keri,’ Lesa noted as they passed through the square.

Indeed, Keri Dyer was pacing in front of the shop, wringing her bonnet. Like a lot of businesses, the Dyers depended on Hog buying their product. This couldn’t be a good time for her. Hog had promised to send blue dye and a boy to work while Jan mended, but with his passing, those promises didn’t mean much.

Selia moved to speak with her, but Keri caught sight of their approach and went back inside, wiping her eyes.

‘We’ll stop in to check on her later,’ Selia said. ‘Keri doesn’t like being crowded when she’s been crying.’

They went to the General Store next.

‘Wasn’t sure you’d be open,’ Selia told Dasy and Catrin when she got to the counter.

‘Da always said folk depend on the store being open,’ Dasy said.

Selia tipped her head. ‘Sure he’d be proud to know his daughters got their work ethic from him.’

The girls straightened a bit at that. ‘Town needs to know nothing’s changed,’ Dasy said.

‘Nothing?’ Selia asked.

‘Ledgers ent changed, she means,’ Catrin said. ‘Folk can trust their credits are safe. Dasy and me will keep business as usual.’

‘And Fani?’ Selia raised a brow.

‘Sellin’ apples older than their marriage.’ Dasy looked ready to spit.

‘Da never even gave her a set of store keys,’ Catrin added. ‘That fishbrain can’t count past her fingers. How’s she going to manage stock?’

‘Tender Harral’s got the wedding papers up at the Holy House,’ Selia said. ‘Don’t matter how wet the ink is, or how bad she counts. Reckon he’s got your da’s will, as well.’

Dasy nodded. ‘I know my da. That marriage contract’s got a clause to keep her from takin’ what’s his – and ours.’

‘Might be,’ Selia agreed. ‘Just have to wait and see.’

Selia passed the Tailor women on her way out of the store. Jeni Bales, with her mother and stepmother. Three women bonded over the shared trauma of Stam’s public – and private – embarrassments. They’d turned his failing tailor shop into a thriving business, even as Stam sought other kinds of work from Hog.

Like Keri, the women looked worried as they delivered their order of warded cloaks. Dasy and Catrin said the ledgers were unchanged, but folk had to be fretting they wouldn’t honour – or even know about – all of Hog’s handshake deals.

As Selia left, she saw Stam lingering by the steps, perhaps wondering if Hog’s passing meant the end of his ban. 

‘You’re looking better, Stam,’ Selia noted. Three days without a drink and the wild look was out of his eyes, the shake gone from his hands. He was no longer pale and sweaty.

Stam bobbed his head. ‘Feel better, Speaker. Sorry about causin’ such a ruckus on market day. Wasn’t myself.’

‘If we’re speaking honest word, Stam, that was the real you,’ Selia said. ‘Been drinking and acting the fool since you had eleven summers and I caught you sneaking your first ale behind the ring toss booth on Solstice.’

Stam flinched at the words, but he nodded. ‘You’re right, Speaker. But not no more. Gonna be better.’

‘Heard those words from you more times than I can count, Stam,’ Selia said. ‘Any reason why folk should believe you this time?’

‘Had nowhere to go, Speaker,’ Stam said.

‘Ay?’ Selia asked.

‘Women all joined against me,’ Stam said. ‘Pushed me out of my business, my bed, my own home. Dun’t want me sleepin’ anywhere near them or Jeni’s baby in the common. My own grandson, and I ent welcome around him! Spent all my time at Hog’s, instead. He had rooms for folk who work security part-time. Then I got banned there, too. Realized all of a sudden I had nowhere to go. Know the square’s wards are strong and there ent demons on the streets anymore, but sleepin’ in an alley at night still ent somethin’ I’d recommend. Tends to change a body.’

Selia understood. Her cottage was supposedly safe at the centre of the greatward, but she still kept her house warded and checked them before barring the door at night.

‘Want to change,’ Stam said. ‘Ent too late.’

‘Never too late to change,’ Selia said. ‘I carried a bitter heart for fifty years, but I found a better way. You can, too, if you stick to your promises.’

Stam nodded. ‘Ay, Speaker.’

‘Said you worked security for Rusco,’ Selia said. ‘Anything you can tell me about what he might have been doing out by the Tanner farm?’

‘No, Speaker.’ Stam only hesitated a moment, but Selia felt it. ‘Ent been out there in years, not since we broke up the demon’s nest and collapsed their tunnels.’ The words had Stam’s usual deep pitch, but the timbre had changed.

She opened her mouth, ready to press, but just then the Tailor women came back out of the store, and Stam’s attention left her. ‘Excuse me, Speaker.’

Selia let him go. If he did mean to change, fixing his relationship with his family was the right priority. Her questions could wait a little longer.

‘Speaker.’

Selia turned to see Keri Dyer, Jan’s wife. In her fifties, Keri was fit as any greying woman in the Brook, arms thick from working the dye paddles. But there were dark circles under her eyes, like she hadn’t slept, and she looked pale. ‘Something I need you to see.’

Selia followed Keri down Dyer’s Way. The back alley behind Jan’s shop stank so badly from the dye vat exhaust that most folk avoided it, unless they needed a quick shortcut and didn’t want to be seen. ‘Taking Dyer’s Way’ had become shorthand in the Brook for sneaking around.

Keri passed Selia a scented cloth to tie around her nose and mouth, and Selia took it gratefully as they walked past the waste vats to a set of cellar doors that opened to a stairwell descending into darkness. It reminded Selia all too much of Hog’s secret cellar, but she did not allow her sudden tension to show as she passed Keri and went into the shop basement.

Keri pulled the doors shut, putting them in darkness as Hog had. Both women had warded spectacles on, and Selia’s vision in the magical spectrum came to life, filling the room with vibrant colour and more information than she could see in the light.

Unlike Hog’s cellar, there was little magic in Dyer’s basement, just the tiny life you can hardly see – spiders and insects, bacteria and mould. It made the one bit of real magic in the room stand out like a beacon. Selia moved toward it immediately, with Keri following.

The item was wrapped in cloth, but Selia could already see – and smell – what it was.

‘Went to let the cats out this morning and smelled something awful out back,’ Keri said. ‘Saw smoke in the shadow of the vats and found this smouldering. Threw a rag over it before the sun set it ablaze.’

Selia undid the cloth wrapping, revealing the severed left front leg of a swamp demon. The knobbed skin was a mottled greenish brown, scorched from indirect sun. It was lucky Keri found it when she did. Once the sun reached the shadow, it would have burst into an intense flame that would have left little evidence behind – likely what whoever left it there had wanted.

There was blood on the talons, red gone to flaky brown. Their size and shape matched her memory of Hog’s wounds too closely for coincidence.

‘Jan know about this?’ Selia asked.

‘No, Speaker.’ Keri looked like she wanted to sick up. ‘Folk say it was a swamp demon that clawed Hog?’

Selia pursed her lips, giving a short nod, and Keri let out a little moan. Selia put a hand on her shoulder, squeezing. ‘Know this is hard, Keri, but I need to ask. Where was Jan, night before last?’

‘Home with me,’ Keri said. ‘I think.’

‘Think?’ Selia asked.

‘It’s the sling and cast on his arm, you see,’ Keri said. ‘Jan can’t sleep right in the bed, so he’s been sleepin’ in the cosy chair in the common. I went to bed early like always, and slept the night through. Tired this week, doin’ the work of two.’

Selia rubbed her fingertips together. ‘So he could have gone out after you retired.’

Keri’s face screwed up in pain. ‘You don’t think he … Oh, Speaker. Jan’s got wood for brains sometimes, but I don’t think he …’

She didn’t finish, breaking down at last. Selia was ready, holding her while she sobbed. ‘S’all right, Keri. No one’s accusing anyone. Lots of folk use Dyer’s Way to sneak. An arm left behind your shop doesn’t prove anything. Let’s keep this between us two, for now, ay? Do you reckon you’re in any danger?’

Keri sniffed, shaking her head. ‘Jan’s never raised a hand to me, and he’s only got one, now.’

Selia squeezed her tighter. ‘You feel otherwise, you come to my house, day or night. You hear me?’

Keri nodded. ‘Ay, Speaker.’

‘Things are going to be all right,’ Selia said, convincing neither of them.

‘How’s that, if we got a killer in town?’ Keri asked.

‘Because I’m going to figure out who did it,’ Selia said, rewrapping the arm and putting it in her thick shopping bag. ‘Sure as the sun rises.’




[image: Start of image description, An array of of wards across the top of the page, end of image description]

[image: Start of image description, A black and white sketch of a cradle on rocking legs, end of image description]

5

Closest Thing to a Friend

350 AR

Young Esek Square was waiting around on Selia’s porch when she got back home.

‘Tender stopped by, but you wern’t here,’ Esek announced. ‘Asked me to wait and fetch him when you came ’round.’

‘He say what for?’ Selia asked.

‘Somethin’ ’bout a test he meant?’ Esek said.

‘Ay, good boy.’ The schoolmam in her wanted to teach the boy ‘testament’, but there were enough people gossiping already without adding to it. ‘Fetch a cookie from the crock on the table, first. You can have two more when you come back with the Tender.’

Esek was in and out of the house faster than a hound after a stick. Selia heard Lesa yelp from the kitchen.

‘Thorry, Mith Thkware!’ Esek said through a mouthful of cookie. ‘Thpeaker thaid it wath ok!’

Lesa chased him out the door, but she wasn’t truly vexed, and she and Selia shared a laugh as the boy dashed up the street.

‘Kettle’s on.’ Lesa gave Selia a kiss. ‘Want a cup?’

‘Always,’ Selia said, feeling the warmth of the house envelop her as she stepped inside. ‘Tender Harral will be by in a tick. I expect to talk about Hog’s will. Mind taking your tea in the spinning room once he arrives?’

‘Why would he come to you?’ Lesa asked.

Selia shrugged. ‘Reckon there’s something in there folk might not like.’

‘Think there’ll be a clue about your theory?’ Lesa asked.

‘Ent a theory anymore.’ Selia reached into her satchel, producing the demon’s arm, carefully wrapped to protect it from the sun. ‘Got the murder weapon.’ 
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Selia sipped her tea, wondering what Harral wanted to discuss. The will might have insight into who killed Hog, but Creator knew there were plenty of folk with motive regardless. When Harl Tanner and Cobie Fisher were killed in the Brook seventeen years ago, the list of folk involved numbered only one. This time around, it was like asking the cats which one et the nightingale. Whoever done it, they all wanted to, and there was nothing to gain by fessing up.

The only thing really in question was how Hog’s estate would be split among Dasy, Catrin, and Fani. Might be it was one of them did it, but Selia wasn’t expecting any last acts of generosity from a notorious miser like Rusco Hog to point her to another culprit.

Tender Harral came by half an hour later. One of his duties at the Holy House was acting as town record keeper, listing marriages, deaths, and births. Still, it was curious that Hog would go to him when there were other notaries in town, most of them in Hog’s own employ.

‘You and Rusco never got on,’ Selia said, when they were sat with their tea and cookies. ‘Curious he’d trust you with his last will and testament.’

Harral chuckled. ‘Ay, that’s undersaid. Asked him the same question.’

‘Did you now?’ Selia asked. ‘And what did he say?’

‘Had you figured out a long time ago, Tender,’ Harral said, doing a fair impression of Hog’s voice. ‘One of them fools who actually believes in his own snake oil. May not like you, and I know you don’t like me, but when you swear by the Creator to keep a man’s last will safe, sealed, and secret, I believe it.’

‘Sounds like something he’d say, all right,’ Selia agreed. ‘And folk are more likely to abide, hearing it from you. But why are you here and not with his next of kin?’

‘Hog said I should come to you first,’ Harral noted, ‘if something should happen to him.’

Selia blinked. ‘Why me?’

Harral shrugged. ‘Because you’re Town Speaker, and featured in the document.’

‘Oh, Ay?’ Selia asked. ‘Rusco leave me some headache he didn’t want to deal with?’

‘He left you fifty thousand credits, Speaker,’ Harral said.

Selia nearly spilled her tea. ‘What?’

‘Fifty thousand credits to Speaker Selia Square, to be used, at her sole discretion, for the good of Tibbet’s Brook and its environs,’ Harral recited.

Selia let out a low whistle. Fifty thousand credits might be a drop in the bucket of Hog’s ledgers, but it was easily enough to make her the richest woman in the Brook outside of Hog’s own family.

‘What’s the catch?’ Selia asked.

‘No catch I can see,’ Harral said. ‘Apart from “For the good of the Brook”. Got any thoughts about what you’re going to do with it?’

Selia raised an eyebrow. ‘Ent putting it in your collection basket, if that’s what you’re asking.’

Harral didn’t have the decency to look ashamed. ‘Holy House could do a lot of good with that money.’

Selia ignored him. Harral would undoubtedly use the credits to help folk in need, but already she was thinking bigger. Something to strengthen Tibbet’s Brook for generations. A new schoolhouse, perhaps. Or a public library, like they had in the Free Cities.

But that was getting ahead of herself. ‘What about Dasy, Catrin, and Fani?’

‘Even split between Dasy and Catrin,’ Harral said, ‘with twenty thousand credits to Fani.’

Selia nodded. ‘More than fair. Girl would be a fool to contest it.’

‘She’d have gotten more, if she had a child,’ Harral noted.

Selia raised a brow. ‘Oh?’

‘An even three-way split, with one third to the child,’ Harral said.

‘Might want to check in with Coline Trigg before you break the seal, then,’ Selia said. ‘Told me this past Seventhday that Fani’s been sicking up. Mentioned it to Hog, and he knew. Hoped it was a boy.’

Harral nodded. ‘That’s good to know. Thank you, Speaker. She’ll be my next stop.’

‘Anyone else mentioned?’ Selia tried to hide her interest.

‘No, Speaker,’ Harral said, ‘But there was one more thing Hog left you.’ He opened his satchel, taking out a slim package wrapped with wax paper and twine.

‘Thank you, Harral.’ Selia set the package aside, pointedly not opening it in front of him. ‘Do let me know if Fani or Rusco’s girls cause any fuss when the will is read.’

Harral took the hint, finished his tea and excused himself. Lesa heard him go and came out of the spinning room. Selia nodded to the door and Lesa went to it, dropping the bar as Selia untied the package, finding a smooth polished box and an envelope.

Hog had been greedy, but he liked his luxuries. Everything he kept for personal use was fine quality and made from the most precious materials. The vellum he used even for personal notes was so labour intensive to make, it was more expensive than most anyone in the Brook could or would pay for. Likewise, the sealing wax was flecked with gold and pressed with Hog’s platinum and diamond signet ring. Everywhere, reminders of his wealth and power.

But wealth and power hadn’t saved him in the end. 

She broke the seal with a butter knife, opening a letter written in a smooth round hand.

Selia,

You and I ent much alike, but we ent much different, either. Both like to do for ourselves, and hate asking for help. Like to see things orderly. Don’t just see the town as it is, but as it ought to be.

You understood me, Speaker, even if you didn’t like me. You stood up for the town when I got too greedy and acted the fool, ay, but you stood up for me, too, when folk wanted to get their pitchforks and run me and mine out of town.

I don’t like a lot of folk, it’s true. Respect even less of them. But I always had both for you, Selia. You’re the closest thing I’ve got to a friend in all the world, and the only person I trust. You’re wiser and stronger than me, Speaker. Always were. You’ll know the right thing to do, and actually do it.

Take this to the outhouse when you’re done reading. Don’t tell anyone.

Rusco

It was a tragedy, for a man as brilliant as Rusco Hog to live in the Brook for over fifty years, and never make a true friend. She wondered if he even knew what that meant.

The closest thing I’ve got to a friend in all the world.

A drop spattered against the vellum, and before Selia realized she was weeping again, Lesa was at her side with a hankie. ‘All right, Selia?’

‘Fine, don’t fuss.’ Selia took the hankie and quickly soaked the moisture off the vellum. Rusco himself said to get rid of the letter when she was done reading, but it was the last thing she had of him, and she wasn’t sure she could give it up, just because the old crook was afraid someone might catch him admitting he cared.

‘What did he say?’ Lesa returned to her seat and picked up her cup.

‘Said I was his only friend in the world.’ Selia dried her eyes with the hankie. ‘Left me fifty thousand credits.’

Lesa coughed, throwing a thick forearm over her mouth to keep from spitting tea all over the table.

‘Ay,’ Selia agreed. ‘Even I’ve got motive, now.’ She lifted the box that had come with the letter. ‘Fifty thousand credits, and this.’

Only it didn’t seem to be a box after all. The polished wood was seamless, and when she tapped it against the table, it sounded solid.

‘He left you a hunk of wood?’ Lesa asked.

‘Course not,’ Selia said. ‘It’s a puzzle box.’

‘Ay?’

‘My father had one, when I was young.’ Selia ran sensitive fingers along the polish, searching. ‘Brought it with him from Miln. Gave it to me when I was knee high. Took me years to figure out how to open it. Had a candle fire in my study maybe twenty years back. Saved the house, but the box was ruined. Wanted to replace it. First and only time I ever asked Rusco for a personal favour.’

‘Bet that wasn’t easy for you,’ Lesa said.

Selia chuckled. ‘Knew I might regret it, but I had to try. A year went by, then two. Messengers came and went, but no box. Thought Hog had forgotten. Then he calls me to his office one day feigning town business, only to reveal he’d tracked down the artisan who’d made the original. She’d sadly passed on, but her children continued the business and remembered the making of the boxes. Hog commissioned a new one just for me.’

‘Bet he charged you through the roof for that,’ Lesa said.

‘My da left me money enough,’ Selia said. ‘I don’t spend or need much. I’d have paid anything for that box, and Hog knew it. He was a legendary haggler, and I grit my teeth for it.’

Selia turned the box this way and that, twisting, pushing, pulling. ‘My gift to you, Hog said. Edwar was a good man and raised you to be the same. Least I can do is give you back a bit of his memory.’

Lesa laughed. ‘That’s even scarier.’

Selia nodded, still examining the box. ‘Thanks, I said, but I’d rather pay. I know better than to owe you a debt.

‘No debt, Speaker. Hog acted genuinely hurt. Looking back, perhaps he really was. A gift, free and clear.’

Lesa raised an eyebrow, and Selia snorted. ‘Didn’t believe that either. Lot of folk take gifts from Rusco Hog, then find a hidden string. Ent right for one of them to be Town Speaker. Told him I wanted to pay all the same. Hog didn’t like that, but he agreed, then proceeded to haggle the price down as skilfully as he did up. Time we were done I reckon I ended up paying half what he paid himself.’

‘Nice of him to remember,’ Lesa said, nodding at the box on the table.

‘Ay. Hog had a heart, even if he worked extra hours to keep it hidden.’ Selia finally discovered the hidden release, revealing the box’s hidden seam so she could slide it open.

The box was nearly solid, save for a small, velvet-lined depression the precise shape of the familiar, warded key that sat in its centre.
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Selia sat staring at the key for a long time. Had Rusco known he was in danger? Had he hidden the key just before he was killed?

That didn’t make sense. The note was dated weeks ago, close to the time Hog had married Fani Fisher. Selia had seen the key on him two days ago. That meant this was a copy. Not a premonition of his death, just the sober action of a careful man.

No one knows about this one but you and me, Hog had said of his secret cellar. With the key in her possession, Selia could march in with the town militia and confiscate the barrels of demon’s blood, dumping them out in the sunlight to burn before the council could argue or folk set to fighting over them.

Magic could speed a body’s healing, but Coline wouldn’t touch demon blood. Selia might keep them and learn how to use the power to help others, but she didn’t trust herself not to use it selfishly, much less the rest of the council.

Or she could do nothing, and hope whoever had stolen the keys didn’t know about the cellar.

Not a risk she was prepared to take.

But something still didn’t fit. Why was Rusco out at the Tanner farm? Who killed him? It had been almost two days. If the culprit had his keys, they might have already made off with the demon’s blood, if that was what they were after.

Or perhaps it was more worldly treasure that had taken someone to violence against Rusco. After all, even the plain keys on that ring could open half the locks in the Brook. Most folk used simple bars for their doors at night. Like many things Hog had in abundance, locks were something few in the Brook could afford.

She looked at the letter again, wishing Rusco had been her friend in truth and not just spirit. That he had told her something that could help her bring his killer to justice.

Then she saw it.

‘Take this to the outhouse when you’re done reading,’ she said.

‘Ay?’ Lesa asked.

‘Rusco’s letter.’ Selia passed it to her. ‘It’s the last thing he says.’

‘Last thing is not to tell anyone,’ Lesa noted, reading quickly. ‘Broke that right quick, din’t you?’

‘Can’t trust you, can’t trust anyone,’ Selia said, and relished the smile Lesa gave in response.

‘So Hog’s big secret is that he cared about you.’ Lesa shrugged. ‘What’s it matter now?’

‘That isn’t the secret,’ Selia said. ‘I just said it. The outhouse.’

Lesa smiled helplessly.

‘Tanner farmhouse roof was caved in,’ Selia said. ‘Barn collapsed entirely. Only thing still standing …’

‘Is the outhouse,’ Lesa caught on.

‘Harl Tanner used to be terrified his da would take him to the outhouse,’ Selia remembered. ‘Thought that was just what the Tanners called taking kids to the woodshed for a whipping. Found out years later it meant locking them in the outhouse overnight as demons stalked the yard.’

‘Night.’ Lesa looked shaken at the thought. She knew what it was like to be out in the night with demons, but she was always armed with spear and shield. ‘Putting a defenceless kid out in the night like that … Corelings would smell ’em. Come clawing at the outhouse wards.’

‘Ay,’ Selia said. ‘All night long. Best a body could hope for is a long night of flashing lights, explosions of magic, and demon shrieks.’

‘Or a ward fails and they get et,’ Lesa said.

Selia nodded sadly. ‘Reckon anyone would take a whipping over that. Still didn’t stop Harl from growing up and using it on his own family in turn.’

‘Last place anyone would want to look,’ Lesa said. ‘Still stinks. Outhouse no one’s used in nigh twenty years.’

Selia nodded. ‘Noticed that, too.’

‘Maybe Hog made it stink on purpose to keep folk away,’ Lesa guessed. ‘Reckon your new key unlocks Hog’s last treasure? Something to explain away all the questions?’

‘Put your armour on.’ Selia got up and started unbuttoning her dress. ‘Only one way to find out.’
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The Outhouse
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The afternoon shadows were growing long by the time Selia and Lesa made it out to the old Tanner farm.

The Sugar sisters had been exercising Buttermilk and Sunup, the horses saddled and stretched when Selia and Lesa came out, armed and ready for business. The girls spoiled the horses, feeding them cubes of sugar in addition to their oats and apples, but Selia couldn’t fault them for it. Exclusive riding horses were a luxury few could afford, but when night fell, Buttermilk and Sunup’s work was a lot more dangerous than ploughing a field. Selia’s last horse had been cut apart by a mimic demon. She wouldn’t deny Buttermilk a little sugar.

Selia’s house was at the centre of town, so there was no hiding it as they rode through the street in arms and armour. But while folk might not weep over Hog’s death, no one wanted a demon stalking the neighbourhood. There were no questions, only gratitude for the protection. Selia mustered the militia at the edge of the town greatward and sent them to scour Soggy Marsh – the most likely place a swamp demon would be drawn to.

She didn’t expect them to find anything, but it was good cover as Selia and Lesa split off from the others once they were off the greatwards.

Town Square and some of the larger farms and communities had shaped their homes, fields, fences and paths into the shape of wards so large they could only be seen from tall watchtowers. These giant symbols drew ambient magic and worked a forbidding to protect anything within their lines. 

In the years since the greatwards were built, folk had begun to cautiously venture out at dusk and even full night as necessity demanded, but it was still the norm for most folk to be inside at sunset, doors locked, shutters closed, wards checked. Even after a decade without a demon sighting of note – and never on the greatwards – the memory of coreling attacks was fresh in the minds of all but the youngest in town.

This meant that by the time they reached the outer farms, there was no one watching the road. The old Tanner farm was the perfect place to hide something, if you weren’t afraid of the dark.

They set a portable warding circle and staked the horses behind the crumbling farmhouse. The light was dim, but enough that the wards of sight on their helms had yet to activate. The outhouse stood as a lone silhouette in the indigo gloaming, scarring the horizon like a demon’s ragged horn.

How many generations of children had been locked in that evil shack, left to scream with none close enough to hear their cries? Magic was drawn to and shaped by human emotion, it was said. Perhaps that was why Selia felt such foreboding as she approached.

Lesa was feeling it, too. Girl was normally brave as a bull, but she hung back, letting Selia lead the way. She put a kerchief over her face like Keri Dyer. ‘Place smells like a demon shat on a skunk.’

‘Language,’ Selia scolded, but she was breathing through her mouth and fighting nausea as she pushed open the door and flicked the switch on the wardlight Hog had given her, shining its beam inside.

A worn bench, cracked and splintered, with two holes just large enough to sit a bottom without falling in. Flies buzzed in the pit, and the smell was as bad as Lesa said.

‘I’m not digging around in there,’ Lesa choked.

‘Ay, me neither,’ Selia agreed. She withdrew, blowing the stink from her lungs and sucking in a clean breath of the cold night air outside. Had she read the letter wrong? Was it just wishful thinking that Hog might offer up a clue from the next life?

Then, in the sweeping wardlight, she noticed the little path that rounded to the back of the outhouse. Drawing a deep breath, Selia followed as it curved sharply down into the ground, all but invisible from other angles. At the base was a ramshackle door, no doubt for the removal of accumulated waste.

Selia tried the handle, but it was stuck. ‘Kick it in.’

Lesa wrinkled her nose, but she walked up to the door, then took a measured step back, setting her feet. ‘Owe me new boots, if these ones won’t come clean.’

Selia grinned, though she knew Lesa couldn’t see it in the fading light. It was nearing full dark now. ‘Promise.’

‘Good ones,’ Lesa said, ‘not—’

‘Corespawn it, girl! Kick!’ Selia barked, and Lesa drove her armoured heel forward harder than an angry mule. Selia had seen her break a demon’s back with that heel. Even a strong door would have broken, and this was little more than old, warped slats against a wooden jamb.

But the door didn’t budge, and instead of smashing through as expected, Lesa took the full force of her own blow and was knocked heavily onto her back, screaming as she clutched her leg. ‘Son of the rippin’ Core, that hurts!’

Selia rushed over, looking her in the eyes. ‘I’m here, Lesa. I got you. Don’t you worry about a thing. You hear me?’

Lesa’s wails cut short, and she met Selia’s eyes. ‘Is my leg broke?’ she asked tearfully.

‘Deep breaths while I have a look,’ Selia said. ‘If it is, we’ve both had worse.’

‘Ay, back in the war when there was magic to heal us up quick,’ Lesa said.

‘For you, maybe,’ Selia said, as she inspected the leg. ‘In my day we healed the way nature intended.’

As she spoke the words, full darkness took the land, and her helm’s wardsight activated. In the spectrum of magic, Selia could see right through to the bone and the pain throbbing in Lesa’s aura along the limb.

‘Reckon it hurts like the Core, but nothing’s broken,’ Selia said.

Lesa relaxed a little, breathing through the pain.

‘What happened?’

‘There’s another door behind the first one,’ Lesa groaned. ‘Felt like steel.’

Only one man in town could afford a steel door. Selia went back to the outhouse, inspecting closely in wardsight. There was a dull throb of magic unusual for an inanimate object. She followed its flow to a centre point on the door next to a gap between the uneven boards. Sure enough, the board at the centre slid easily aside into that gap.

Selia slipped the warded key into the revealed crevice, turning it with a satisfying click as a wave of power went through the door. With only the barest tug, it swung silently open, revealing steps descending into a deep basement even her warded eyes couldn’t see from this angle.

‘Whole town’s riddled with spooky cellars,’ Selia groused. ‘Ought to be a law against it.’

‘You’re the Town Speaker,’ Lesa let out a gasp of pain, ‘anyone’s gonna make a law, it’s you.’

‘Ay, fair and true,’ Selia said. ‘Be a dear and wait here while I nip down and have a look.’

‘Core I will.’ Lesa attempted to get to her feet. ‘Ent lettin’ you—’ Her words cut off with a gasp of pain as the leg buckled beneath her.

‘You going to protect me when you can barely stand up straight?’ Selia demanded. ‘Night, girl, you won’t even make it down the steps. Wait here and give a shout if anyone comes. Might need to beat a quick retreat if there’s something dangerous down there.’

Lesa wasn’t happy about it, but she nodded. Selia slung her shield on her back and picked her way down stone steps with a sturdy metal handrail.

It took a moment for her warded eyes to adjust to her new surroundings. Underground, natural flows of magic drifted along the floor and walls, creating an effect not unlike a light fog. She was standing at an intersection of tunnels. There was something familiar about their shape and … ‘Night.’

‘What’s that?’ Lesa called down.

‘Nothing.’ Selia marvelled at how easily the lie came to her. This wasn’t some secret basement Hog had dug. These were demon tunnels. Cut into the living rock fifteen years ago, when a coreling prince came to Tibbet’s Brook, looking to make the town his personal abattoir. Militia had filled or collapsed some of the tunnels, but they ran too far and too deep to explore or seal off, entirely. Hog must have found these, and put them to use.

Selia rolled the shield off her back and onto her arm, extending her spear as she moved to explore one of the tunnels. There was a growl and a clank of chains up ahead, and she stalked in, ready for a fight.

There was none to be had. Instead she found a chamber that looked half like Coline’s operating room and half like a warding shop. There were jars and vials of chemics and a rack of warded tools, with active workbenches around the room.

But it was the table at the room’s centre that held Selia’s attention. Bound to the table was a swamp demon the size of a two-spring buck, crisscrossed with chains and muzzled with a lattice of warded steel. The creature shone with magic, its aura overwhelming the rest of the room like a Solstice bonfire.

The creature spied Selia as well, thrashing and rattling chains, its cries muted by the cage holding its jaw closed. Its left arm had been surgically removed, with a tube inserted in the main vein, slowly draining its ichor into a collection jar that shone with magic. 

‘Oh, Rusco.’ Selia sighed, lowering her spear. ‘Had to disappoint me one last time, ay?’
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Selia stared at the struggling demon a long time, trying to fit the pieces together.

One piece, this demon’s missing arm, was hidden in Selia’s cellar in a locked box so Cookie couldn’t gnaw on it and turn into something unnatural.

Keri Dyer found the arm on Dyer’s Way, where someone had left it to burn.

‘Might be a tampweed tale,’ Selia murmured. Keri acted worried that Jan might have killed Hog, but she could as easily have done it herself.

But Dyer’s Way wasn’t the only place in Town Square to hide a thing. Why draw attention to themselves at all?

There was seed rice in Hog’s other secret cellar, and some of the Tanner land was flooded, perfect for rice paddies. Keven Marsh had made threats at the idea of Hog undercutting Jeph on barley. Might he have come here to confront Hog for doing the same to him?

Then there was Stam, the most obvious culprit, having fallen out with Hog just before his death. Hog said Stam ‘stole a keg’. Selia had assumed it was ale, but he might have meant one of his barrels of demon ichor.

Or Hog might have been lying, too. Creator knew it wouldn’t be the first time, even to her.

‘Ent hiding a demon, my arse,’ Selia spat on the floor. Spitting to make a point was a filthy habit for too many in the Brook, but sometimes it was justified.

Who else knew? Store security must have dragged the demons here at some point. Rusco might have managed it himself, but even he wasn’t stupid enough to risk that when he had plenty of hired muscle.

Dasy and Catrin? Maybe, but Selia didn’t think so. Hog was too protective of his daughters to involve them in something like this, and unlike him, they weren’t getting any younger. Hog had always loved his daughters, but he’d never been proud of them.

Maybe he thought it better to start over with a new bride. Might be he meant to change his will again, when Dasy and Catrin – unwed and childless – died of old age.

Reason enough for the girls to kill, before that happened.

But Hog had no friends in the Brook. Might be Tam Pasture found out what was goin’ on down the road and took to wrath. Or one of Hog’s other security who knew the secret. Night, was there a body in all Tibbet’s Brook that didn’t have a reason to want Hog dead?

A crash broke Selia from her reverie, and Lesa gave a terrible cry. Selia turned from the chamber and raced back down the tunnel.

Lesa was collapsed at the base of the steps and her aura was dim and flat. Auras were usually alive with emotion, a never-ending wave of information, too complex to read in more than the most rudimentary ways. Even sleeping, auras were active, telling the story of dreams written in raw emotion. They only went flat when a body was unconscious.

The door above was closed, and there was no one else on the steps or in the landing. Selia had lost track of time, thinking in the demon chamber. Lesa must have tried to follow and fallen down the steps.

‘Fool girl.’ Selia dropped her spear and shield, skidding to her armoured knees in front of Lesa. There was a dent in her helmet that was almost certainly mirrored on her skull, and if her leg wasn’t broke before, it surely was now. Her neck wasn’t broken, and she was breathing, but her face was covered in blood that flowed warm with magic, only to cool as it dissipated. Her aura was dimming.

‘There, dear.’ Selia pulled off her gauntlets and slipped the dented helmet free from Lesa’s head, digging out a clean kerchief to press against the wound. ‘I’ve got you. Don’t you worry, now.’

Did she have her? Any fool knew head wounds were the most dangerous type of injury. Selia knew the soothing words to say, but they were far from help, and she didn’t think she could carry Lesa back up the steps.

A sudden rush of footfalls was her only warning as someone jumped her from behind. They reached around to grab her chinstrap in one hand and her helm in the other. With a heave, it was torn from her head in a flash of pain.

Instantly, the room went dark as pitch. Without the wards of sight on her helm, Selia was blind. She reached for the pouch with her spectacles.

Her unseen attacker didn’t allow that, punching her full in the face as she turned and rose from her knees.

Selia was knocked back, but didn’t lose her footing, rising into a crouch with her fists up. Her father Edwar had been a Milnese Messenger, guild-trained in fighting to defend himself on the road. He began teaching Selia what to do if a man tried to lay hands on her eighty years ago, and she had not forgotten.

Her opponent was male, from the sound of the grunted breaths. Not a giant, but bigger than most. Taller and heavier than Selia, no doubt with better reach. Worse, it was likely that while she was in the dark, her opponent could see in wardsight.

It was a great advantage, but it was not every advantage. With her guard up, her opponent took the bait and tried to hook her in the ribs. Selia let her armour absorb the hit, but pretended to fold from the blow, squatting down and pivoting into a right hook of her own that took the man square in the jaw.

He stumbled back, but Selia knew where he was now and caught his shoulders, driving an armoured knee between his legs, once, twice. She shoved him upright before delivering a heavy push-kick right to the solar plexus.

There was a crash as the man hit the ground. Selia snatched the wardlight from her belt and flicked it on, aiming right at his face.

‘Stam Tailor you good for nothin’ son of the Core!’ She strode in while he was momentarily blinded, delivering heavy kicks to keep him down and take any remaining fight out of him. Only when she was sure he no longer had the strength to threaten her did she look for her helmet and risk the distraction of putting it back on her head.

‘Wasn’t enough you killed Rusco?’ Selia cried. ‘Trying to add Lesa and me to the list is more than enough for the council to see you put down like a rabid hound.’

‘Din’t kill Rusco!’ Stam curled into a little ball, holding one hand out in submission. ‘Gotta believe me, Speaker! Know I been a burden on you – on everyone in this town – but ent a killer. Saw the door was cracked and din’t know Lesa was on the steps when I barged in. Only meant to pull your helmet off so you wouldn’t know it was me.’

Selia scowled. Stam’s excuses always seemed plausible, but looking back over the years, few of them proved true. ‘What were you doing here, then?’

Stam let out a choked sob. ‘Just came down hopin’ …’

Selia picked up her spear and circled, giving him a stinging whack across the back. ‘For what? To suck on Hog’s pet demon like a piglet on the teat?’ He tried to rise, but she swept his legs out from under him.

Stam went full foetal, arms curled protectively around his head. ‘Ay, all right! I wanted a taste! But I din’t kill anyone!’

Selia pointed her spear at him. The wards of sharpness were drawing power in the ambient magic. If she thrust, there would be no resistance to the foot-long blade at the end. ‘Then why did you attack me, after my helmet was off?’

‘You were in front of the step!’ Stam cried. ‘Just tryin’ to clear the way!’

Selia found that hard to believe, and yet, looking at his aura, he seemed to be telling the truth. Reading auras was an art Selia had never mastered, but it took a lot of self-control to lie and not have it show to anyone used to warded vision, and Stam Tailor never had a second of self-control in his life.

‘Look at me,’ Selia demanded. ‘If you didn’t kill Hog, do you know who did?’ 

Stam uncurled and looked up at her, making no effort to rise. He held his hands out placatingly – they both knew he had no defence against a warded spear. He was wearing one of the standard warded helms Hog gave his security, and no doubt saw the anger in her aura. ‘No, Speaker. Swear by the sun!’

Again, no sign of a lie.

‘How did you know about this place?’

‘Worked store security!’ Stam said.

Selia looked back to Lesa, her aura slowly dimming as the blood flowed. ‘Take off your belt.’

Stam didn’t hesitate, and obediently put his arms behind him for Selia to bind. Once he was secure, she took his warded helm, leaving him in darkness as she rushed over to Lesa.

Every militia member kept a little medicine kit with their armour, and Selia’s had plenty of bandages to tightly bind the wound on Lesa’s head and help her set the broken bones. She put Lesa’s shield under her shoulders to keep her head elevated and breathing passages clear. Lesa remained unconscious, but at least her weak aura was no longer dimming.

Selia went back to Stam, unceremoniously rooting through his pockets. He had a warded knife, but most folk did, and – more conspicuously – one of the short silver cylinders Hog used to suck magic directly into a body. What he did not have was Hog’s keys.

She squatted and put the helm back on Stam’s head so she could look him in the eye. The weight of her armour brought the familiar ache to her knees. ‘Let’s say for the sake of argument I believe you. Who else knows about this place?’

‘Half a dozen in the whole town,’ Stam said. ‘Not even Dasy and Catrin know. Hog had some of us catch demons in the early days and haul ’em down here. Used to reward his favourites with a vial of demon’s blood now and then.’

‘That what this is for?’ Selia held up the cylinder.

Stam nodded. ‘Ay, Speaker. Hog never gave enough for us to stay young like him, but it eased aches and pains, healed wounds and sickness, and the high …’

Selia wanted to kick him again. ‘So why aren’t the others here with you?’

‘Ent no way to get in without Hog’s keys,’ Stam said. ‘Believe me, I’ve tried.’

That, Selia believed.

‘What were you and Hog arguing about, the day he died?’ she asked. ‘What did you steal?’

‘Sometimes Hog took some of us with him to guard his back and help move the demons from their cages.’

Selia felt her face go cold. ‘Night, boy. You tellin’ me there’s more than one?’

‘Ay, Speaker,’ Stam said. ‘Six, I think.’

‘So you stole demon’s blood?’ Selia asked.

‘No, Speaker,’ Stam said. ‘The night Hog cut off the swamp demon’s arm, there were six of us pinnin’ it down. Nicked the arm on the way out, figuring he wouldn’t know who did it.’

‘But Hog ent as stupid as Stam Tailor, ay?’ Selia said more than asked. ‘Figured it right out?’

Stam dipped his head. ‘Ay, Speaker.’

‘Hog was killed with the left arm of a swamp demon,’ Selia said. ‘That’s a big coincidence.’

‘Creator my witness, Speaker,’ Stam said. ‘Hid the arm in a safe place, I thought, but it was gone the next day.’

‘Who knew you had it?’ Selia’s hands curled into fists.

‘Din’t tell anyone, Speaker,’ Stam said. ‘Wanted it all to myself.’

That part was easy to believe. That swamp demon arm had more magic than a hundred of Hog’s tiny ichor vials.

Selia looked at the cylinder in her hand, and a thought occurred to her. She opened the wardlight and took out the vial of blood, putting it in the cylinder and wrapping it in Lesa’s fist. She moved the switch, and power leached from the blood and into Lesa. Her breathing strengthened, and her aura brightened, but she did not wake.

‘Need more,’ Selia mumbled. She got up and went to the room with the swamp demon, taking the collection jar and letting hot ichor spurt from the tube onto the floor. She didn’t bother with replacing the vial, simply sticking Lesa’s hand with the cylinder directly in the foul liquid.

This time, the response was immediate and powerful. Lesa gasped in a deep breath, eyes opening. Her aura turned bright, and the fractures in her bones fused instantly.

‘Night, I feel strong as a horse,’ Lesa said as she sat up.

Selia embraced her. ‘Creator be praised.’

Lesa put her clean hand on Selia’s cheek. ‘Wasn’t the Creator who saved me. It’s always Old Lady Barren.’

Selia laughed, kissing her. ‘Always will be, if I have anything to say about it.’

‘What happened?’ Lesa asked.

Quickly, Selia filled her in. Lesa had night strength now, a temporary surge of inhuman muscle that would fade with the morning light. She easily grabbed Stam by the belt binding his arms behind his back and hauled him to his feet. ‘What do we do with him?’

‘Take him with us, for now,’ Selia said, raising her spear and heading back up the tunnel to Hog’s … laboratory? Demon torture chamber? Ichor factory?

Stam caught the look in Selia’s eyes, and his aura paled. ‘Now, Speaker, no reason to be hasty …’

Selia wasn’t listening. She knew what Stam, desperate and addicted, was thinking. The words didn’t matter. He would say anything in this moment. She strode up to the struggling swamp demon, growling and thrashing impotently against the warded chains.

With a smooth, powerful thrust, Selia buried her spear in the demon’s heart and twisted hard, shredding the organ. As she did, the wards on the spear flared like festival crackers, draining the demon’s magic and repurposing it. Some of the excess ran up the shaft and directly into Selia.

She, too, was filled with wild, inhuman strength. The pain in her knees and back vanished in an instant. Other aches, accumulated slowly over the years, remembered themselves to her by their sudden lack. With it came a euphoric rush that Selia could well understand being addicted to.

‘NO!’ Stam cried, pulling hard against Lesa’s grasp. The girl was wise to him, and easily kept control, slamming him into a wall until he stopped acting the fool.

The demon’s shriek was muted by the muzzle as Selia kept the blade in, jerking it from side to side, making sure it had no time to heal. All the while, power flowed into her, shaving away years like curls of wood from a whittling knife.

When the demon’s thrashing stopped, its aura went blank. Unlike surface creatures, whose auras winked out upon death, demon flesh evolved to hold magic like plants hold sunlight. Even dead, it was a well of magic that could be drawn upon for years.

Selia turned, striding out of the room to head for the other tunnel. There were shallow cells dug into the rock, just deep enough for a shackled demon. They stank of rotting meat and demonshit. Some of the corelings had severed arms as well, healed over save for valved tubes, like the tap in a keg.

It all made sense. Hog was feeding them, letting the creatures heal and regain their strength so he could continue bleeding them for ichor to fuel his experiments. The fresh excrement was dumped into the outhouse above, creating a reek that would dissuade any who didn’t know the secret.

Hog really was trying to live forever, using demon magic to keep death permanently at bay.

‘It didn’t work,’ Selia muttered, using Rusco’s warded key to open the door to the first cell, which contained a wind demon with its wings staked to the wall. ‘It never works.’

Stam began panicking again. ‘Speaker, please! Ent just bein’ greedy! Magic can heal the sick and injured! Make tools that can help folk live better lives! Look what it did for Lesa!’

Lesa slammed Stam against the tunnel wall again, blowing the breath from him. ‘Son of the Core’s got a point, Selia. I might’ve died just now.’

‘Ay,’ Selia said. ‘And I couldn’t just set by and let that happen. But you see where temptation takes folk. Stam ent the only one addicted to magic. If he ent lying, Hog’s killer is still out there, probably waiting for the tea to cool before coming back for all this.’

She raised her spear, and Stam let out a desperate wail. ‘Can’t just kill ’em, Speaker! Think about the town!’

‘Am thinking of the town, Stam Tailor,’ Selia said. ‘Need to remind you what demons done to Tibbet’s Brook? What they tried to do? Been eatin’ our kind for three hundred years, and now they’re driving folk to murder.’

Another thrust, another rush of magic, and the wind demon was dead. Selia did the same to the flame demon in the next cell, and the field demon next, even as Stam wailed.

‘At least let me kill one!’ Stam begged. ‘You’re no better than Hog, hoarding it all for yourself!’

Selia barked a laugh at the idea. ‘This is for your own good, Stam.’

The next cell held a wood demon so large it didn’t have room to stand. Its legs were folded, chained to the floor so it could not rise. How many years had Hog kept it bound like that? Killing it seemed a mercy.

By the time she got to the last cell, Selia was buzzing with magic. She felt she could tear the cell door out of the stone wall with her bare hands. Inside was a rock demon, similarly folded into a permanent foetal position. Its obsidian carapace was thick, and the hate in its large black eyes gave her pause.

Then she thrust, extinguishing the hate by putting her spear right through the eyes and into the demon’s brain. She twisted, scrambling the meat within as the body twitched and went still, aura going flat.

Selia allowed herself to bask in the rush of magic, knowing it was likely the last time she would ever feel it. For one more night, she had mad strength, and meant to put it to good use, dragging all these demon carcasses and barrels of ichor up into the yard to burn away in the morning sun.
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What We Do
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The click of a key turning in the lock at the top of the steps had everyone looking up. Selia gave a silent signal to Lesa and they split up, hiding behind support pillars at the intersection of the landing, as Stam must have when he snuck up behind Selia.

Selia left her shield on her back, readying her spear. The space was too tight for open melee, but she was so charged with magic she wasn’t afraid. Anyone coming down those steps was in for the fight of their life.

Breathe, she told herself. Feedback magic could heal a body, ay, and shave years away like stubble, but there was a darker side. It latched onto emotions and intensified them. Love, lust, and laughter, but also hatred, anger, and despair. For one charged with magic, a longing look could quickly become animal rutting, and to the Core with vows of fidelity. A simple argument could turn to murder. How many times had she needed to pull magic-drunk warriors off each other during the war?

With an effort, Selia relaxed her grip on the spear, silently setting it against the pillar. She could not trust herself with it against Rusco’s killers.

There were two of them, trying to sneak as they carefully shut the door behind them and crept down the steps. The first had a warded crank bow, the other a proper Brook longbow. Both items glowed with embedded demonbone, nocked and ready to fire.

It didn’t matter. When Selia and Lesa, both charged with power, made their move, they were swifter than rabbits after a pot of black tea. They were on the pair before they had time to react, twisting the bows from their hands. Lesa flipped her opponent over onto his back and fell on him in a perfect pin. Selia tried the same move, but her opponent was wise to it, sidestepping to steal Selia’s leverage and deny a hold.

Selia’s eyes narrowed, and her temper, usually under tight control, flared under magic’s influence. She threw a simple jab, but with her enhanced strength, it was enough to end the fight. The woman – she saw it was a woman now – yelped as her head knocked back, and she dropped to the floor.

‘Speaker, no!’ Stam cried, and Selia got a better look at the girl.

‘Jeni Tailor?!’ Selia was by her side a moment later. The girl was dazed, barely conscious, and her nose was broken.

Sun can’t rise soon enough. Magic made her lose her temper. Magic hurt this girl. She couldn’t wait for dawn to burn it away from her and set all Hog’s supply aflame. In the meantime, she needed to help Jeni. Selia took a charcoal stick from her warding kit, drawing a Siphon ward on Jeni’s palm. She gripped the girl’s nose between a thumb and forefinger, holding it straight as she touched the ward with her other hand.

Immediately, some of the excess magic Selia was holding drained away. It hurt, like sticking her hand in boiling water, and after a moment, she pulled away.

It was enough. Jeni’s eyes cleared. ‘Bales.’

‘What’s that, girl?’ Selia asked.

‘Jeni Bales, now.’ She eyed her father, still tied up, but there was no love in the look. ‘Ent a Tailor. Ent been a Tailor for a long sight.’

‘That would make you …’ Selia looked at the other intruder. ‘Jeph Young! When I tell your da …’

‘Jeph din’t know anything until tonight,’ Jeni said. ‘Just came to help me.’

‘Help you what?’ Selia demanded. ‘Steal kegs of demon ichor?’

‘Course not.’ Jeni looked horrified. Her aura turned a sickly colour. ‘Here to clean Da’s mess, as usual.’

‘Can we get up now?’ Jeph Young asked.

‘Quiet, boy,’ Selia snapped, turning back to Jeni. ‘You kill Rusco Hog? You have his keys.’

Again that sickly colour in Jeni’s aura, but this time the disgust was turned inward. ‘Din’t mean to, Speaker. It was an accident!’

Selia sighed, rolling back and letting the girl rise. Lesa did the same to Jeph. Bales men were sturdy, but they weren’t large. Lesa had pounds and inches on him.

‘Maybe I could get untied now too?’ Stam asked.

Jeni spat at the ground in front of him. ‘None of this would be happening, if not for you. Ought to lock you down here when we’re done.’

‘What did I do?’ Stam asked.

‘Stole the swamp demon’s arm,’ Selia guessed. ‘Jeni found it, and killed Hog with it.’

‘Women in our house were always invisible to Da, ’less he wanted something,’ Jeni said. ‘Easy to listen in on his secrets and find his hiding places while he slept things off. Been doin’ it all my life.’

She looked Selia in the eyes, both of them seeing each other’s aura in wardsight. ‘You know what Da was like when he was on the drink. Whole town knows. Gambled what he didn’t piss away at the bar. Kept us in poverty, and made life the Core. Constantly humiliated, Mam did all the work at home, not to mention the tailoring Da was too drunk or absent to do. She had to hide every credit, and Da was always ransacking the house looking for anything he could trade for a drink.’

Selia nodded. ‘I know, girl. That’s why I suggested you go live with the Bales clan.’

‘Ay, fine for me, but it left Mam alone with that monster.’ Jeni’s growl made her father flinch. ‘Bad as he was on marsh water and Boggin’s ale, he was worse when he got on demon magic. Got better for a while when he was sleepin’ at Hog’s. Mam and Maddie and I knew he was up to no good at night with store security, but it was nothin’ to do with us.’

She turned, looking Stam in the eye. ‘Until he up and got himself fired, and came back to haunt us again, bringing a demon’s arm into the sanctity of Mam’s home.’

Selia crossed her arms. She didn’t want to see little Jeni brought up on murder charges, but neither could she just let this go. ‘What happened?’

‘Thought if I could just … put it back,’ Jeni said, ‘Hog might think it was all a misunderstanding and give Da his job back so he could live at the barrack again.’

‘How’d you know where he got it?’ Selia asked.

‘Da steals anything he can when he comes home,’ Jeni said. ‘Mam used to send me to follow him and find his hiding spots. Followed Da out to the Tanner farm once. Knew where the secret door was hidden.’

‘You didn’t have a key,’ Selia noted.

‘Din’t need one,’ Jeni said. ‘I wasn’t even old enough to promise when Renna Bales came to live on the farm with little Darin. Aunt Ren taught all of us magic and wardcraft, and I listened close. Tricked the wardnet on Hog’s door into thinking it was complete, and it popped right open. Went down to leave the arm somewhere, but then I saw what Hog was hidin’, and knew I couldn’t keep quiet. I was runnin’ before I knew it, up the stairs and out the door …’

‘Where Hog caught you,’ Selia guessed.

Jeni nodded. ‘Had me trapped against the door, and he was angry. Told him to back off, or I would go right to you.’

‘Bet he didn’t like that,’ Selia guessed.

‘No, Speaker,’ Jeni agreed. ‘Grabbed me, and I swatted at him with what was in my hand.’

‘The claw.’ Selia blew out a breath.

Jeni nodded. ‘Cuts on his face wern’t deep, but they turned angry colours in wardsight. Managed to push by and tried to run, but he pulled his knife and chased me down. Hit him a few more times and made him drop the knife, but couldn’t stop him from tackling me to the ground. Had his hands around my neck, face all puffed with rage, but the venom worked quick. He dropped before I went black.’

She tugged open the collar of her blouse, and the bruised handprints were easy to see in wardsight.

‘Night,’ Selia swore.

‘Din’t want anyone to know.’ Jeni buttoned her collar back up. ‘Hog was too heavy to move, so I covered it up best I could. Ground was frozen hard, so it was easy to sweep away my footprints and leave a trail with the demon claw. Creator my witness, Speaker, din’t mean to kill him.’

‘Why take his keys?’ Selia asked. ‘Why come back?’

‘Took the keys so no one else could get down there,’ Jeni said. ‘Not till I could confess to Jeph Young and we could come back and finish the job.’

‘What job?’ Selia demanded.

Jeni’s face hardened at that. ‘Told you I ent a Tailor anymore, Speaker. I’m a Bales. Killing demons is what we do. Wasn’t going to leave them down here to keep causin’ trouble.’

Selia eyed her a long moment. ‘Good girl.’
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Till the Sun Sets
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With help from Jeph Young, Selia and Lesa hauled up the barrels of ichor and the demon carcasses – even with night strength, the rock demon took all three of them to budge. Jeni watched over her father, taking cold satisfaction at his pitiable wails as the sun rose and set it all ablaze.

‘What happens next, Speaker?’ Jeph Young asked. Selia could tell he was worried, glancing at his wife with fear in his eyes.

‘Council meeting, I reckon,’ Selia said. ‘Tell them I found out what Rusco was up to, experimenting on demons. Swamp demon got loose from his little laboratory and killed him. End of story.’

‘What do I say?’ Jeph Young asked.

Selia raised an eyebrow. ‘Why would you say a corespawned thing? Ent got anything to do with you or Jeni.’

Jeph Young nodded. ‘And if Stam don’t stick to the story?’

‘Stam breathes a word of this,’ Selia said loudly, ‘Lesa and I may just remember who jumped us in Hog’s cellar and nearly killed her.’

Stam nodded, looking more relieved than threatened. ‘Ay, Speaker.’

[image: Paragraph break image]

‘So that’s it,’ Selia told the council a day later. She felt a decade younger, and looked it in the face, but her hair was still grey, with just a hint of yellow at the roots.

‘And you didn’t see fit to share any of that?’ Raddock cried.

‘Nothing to share, ’til I went and had a look for myself,’ Selia said. ‘Telling you now, without delay.’

‘Ay, now that you’ve already acted,’ Jeorje noted.

‘I don’t need the council’s permission to kill demons,’ Selia said. ‘It’s in my mandate as leader of the militia. You sayin’ I should have left them alive? Kept Rusco’s experiments going?’

‘Course not,’ Jeorje said, realizing the position she was manoeuvring him into. ‘Rusco Hog was a burden on this town. Expect none of us are surprised he turned to abomination.’

‘Reckon he’s not the only one in town chasin’ eternal youth,’ Jeph Bales noted. Jeorje was eighty years his senior, yet looked younger by decades.

Jeorje scowled. ‘Ent turned to darkness for it, boy, but that don’t mean I owe my secrets to you.’

Selia wanted to believe that. Jeorje was a Tender, a servant of the Creator – or so he claimed. But it wouldn’t be the first time the corespawn had compromised his loyalties.

‘Still suspicious.’ For once Raddock said what they were all thinking. Of course, he immediately turned it back on her. ‘Like this surprise inheritance Hog left you.’

‘Left to the town, not me,’ Selia corrected.

‘At your sole discretion,’ Jeorje noted.

Selia shrugged. ‘Don’t need Rusco’s money for myself. Already know how I’m going to spend it.’

‘How’s that?’ Keven Marsh asked, but everyone leaned in to hear.

‘Going to look at those suffering most from dealings with Hog, and spend the majority buying up and forgiving their debts. Rest will go to the schoolhouse. Town’s growing, and we got to grow with it.’
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Selia’s back was straight and strong as she led a team of militia into the cellar beneath Hog’s office, confiscating the barrels of demon ichor. They made a bonfire of them in a ditch just outside Town Square that sent putrid clouds of black smoke into the air.

‘Over now, at least.’ Lesa slipped her hand into Selia’s as they watched it burn. ‘You going to be all right?’

Selia didn’t need to ask what she meant. Lesa knew her better than anyone alive. 

Killing the demons had shaved years off her body, but Selia knew all too well that the effect would not last. In a year or two, three if she was lucky, she’d be where she was last week, back and knees aching, hands afire. It would quicken then, ageing perhaps five years for every one that went by. She’d be well into her nineties by then. What would happen when she reached her natural age? Would she drop dead? Collapse into dust? Or simply live out the rest of her years?

A part of her, the part that whispered doubt and despair, worried Stam was right. It didn’t have to be this way. She could have kept enough ichor to stay young for decades more. Enough to heal the sick and injured.

But not enough to keep everyone young. Not enough to heal everyone. And who was she, or the Tenders or Herb Gatherer or the town council itself to decide who was worth breaking the laws of nature?

‘Still gonna love me when I’m dry as a raisin, and need you spoon me gruel and carry me to the privy?’ Just saying the words hurt. What a burden she would be.

Lesa’s hand squeezed tighter. ‘Oh, Selia. That’s what’s got you worried? You were already ageing when we got married. Knew what I signed on for. These years together have been a gift. Won’t mind givin’ somethin’ back when your winters catch up. Reckon you’ll be bakin’ cookies and scolding fools to the end, but even if I need to carry you up the steps and wipe your bum like a babe, ent gonna love you any less.’

Lesa moved closer, laying her head on Selia’s shoulder. ‘Love you, Old Lady Barren. With you till the sun sets, and aim to find you when my own night comes.’

Selia choked, feeling tears run down her face. She hoped the militia would just think it was the ichor smoke.

‘Love you, Lesa Square.’
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Selia wouldn’t let go Lesa’s hand on the walk home. They bathed together, scrubbing the demon stink from each other, then went back to bed midmorning to make gentle – and not-so-gentle – love.

Lesa fell asleep soon after, and Selia watched her breathe for a time before she put her housedress on and went to make the day’s batch of cookies. It wasn’t until the cat came up from the cellar with a mouse in her jaws that Selia remembered what she had hidden down there.

The demon’s arm, carefully wrapped in heavy cloth, still rich with magic.

Selia considered taking it right outside and letting it burn with the rest, but something stayed her hand. It was one thing to farm demons like livestock chasing eternal life, and another to keep a bit of magic hidden in case of emergency.

Jeorje wasn’t ageing either, and wouldn’t say how. Selia couldn’t guess how he was doing it, or swear by the sun Jeorje was above doing the same thing Hog did, keeping demons hidden someplace in Southwatch to make ichor like honeybees.

Sooner or later, she’d have to look into that mystery, as well.
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