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          Prologue
          Lex
        

      
      On a cold, clear night, when the ice moon turned the inky sky a withered gray, the snow began to fall.

      Aleksander Haugen watched the first flakes as they swept by his lashes and settled on his nose. The feather-tickle quickened his heart, but he bit against the bucking fear, keeping his thoughts low and settled as his head tilted upward. There were no clouds in the sky. But wind—any small breath of wind—would be enough to knock existing snow from the branches of the towering white pines. He took in the eerie, pocked shine of the full moon, then focused on the trees to his either side. He stared hard at the still branches, waiting for a twist of wind or the scamp of a thick-furred squirrel. Waiting for anything to send the branches swaying.

      The only movement came from his own shivering limbs.

      Nothing swayed. And nothing fell. Until suddenly another cloud materialized from nothing—from something—hidden amid the pines. White drifted down like flakes of soap, or the dusty flour of Mrs. Wright’s bread making in the tight confines of Dom’s kitchen. Lex’s eyes caught on one of the flakes, and he watched as it twisted through the darkness, swooping and twirling before finally landing on the frozen ground at his feet. He studied its resting form, until something else fell past his face, slicing the edge of his nose. Touching his gloved hand to the cut, his eyes shifted from the flake to the heavier thing that had dropped beside it.

      Lex bent to pick up the lump of starched white. The rest of the flakes were indeterminable in their origin. Whether snow or soap or flour, he could not be sure. But the lump was unmistakable, a part of the cloud that had not been pulverized.

      By accident. Or on purpose.

      “Helvete.”

      The curse came as a visible breath of cloud, forming and dissipating all while Lex cradled the small, sharp fragment of bone in his palm. Cold air stung his sliced skin, and his shiver deepened as he recognized the skeletal shape.

      A finger.

      His heart bucked once more, and Lex stood, no longer ignoring his panic. He pocketed the bone and cupped his hands around his mouth.

      “Fanteur!” he yelled. He glanced up at the trees again, eyes straining through the moon-gray night as he tried to find a face in the branches. Nothing stared back at him, though Lex wasn’t sure that was a comfort. He called the warning a second time. Then he lowered his sights and began to run between the trees.

      He made as straight a line through the forest as he could, eyes trained ahead to watch for trunks, bushes, protruding roots—anything that might slow him down and keep him from getting back to the village. The finger in his pocket rubbed against his thigh, and he whispered a silent apology to the man he knew it belonged to.

      When loggers went missing in the winter-cold woods, chances were good they’d met an undesirable end. When they went missing in these woods, the threat was of an altogether different sort. Lex cursed himself and everyone else at the camp, all of them idiots for believing they could save their missing friend. As soon as it became apparent Auguste wasn’t coming back from the forest, Lex should have shaken his head and gone inside to sleep. They all should have. Auguste was loud, boisterous. They could have called to him from the tree line, assured that if he were alive enough to answer, they’d hear his voice clear through the brush. They should have called, listened, then lamented his death from the safety of the camp.

      The finger bone jabbed in Lex’s pocket, and he hurried his step.

      When a branch cracked behind him, he clenched his jaw, biting hard so the fear wouldn’t cloud his sense of direction. But then a sound, soft and harsh like wild breath, hissed to his right, and its closeness made him slow, turning in a circle as he scanned the trees and the shadows for the source of the noise.

      Another branch snapped, and he twisted around to face the stumbling patter of a man.

      “Peter.” With a harsh breath of relief, Lex cut through the right-hand trees to catch up with his fellow logger and friend, who was even now pushing hard against a strain in his side as he ran in the direction of Aplin Shade.

      “Is it true?” Peter asked when he caught sight of Lex. His toque was off, clutched in one hand as he ran, air whistling through the gap where two of his teeth were missing on the right side of his mouth.

      Lex nodded. “We’re almost back to the village. Do you think the others heard the call?”

      “I don’t rightly know,” Peter replied. He wiped his toque across his face, and Lex slowed so he wouldn’t leave his friend behind. “Still, does it matter?” Peter continued. “The Fanteur don’t hurt us. Not while we’re still…not while our breath is still warm.”

      Lex didn’t respond. The answer was already apparent in their hastened steps. In the past, being alive meant you were safe from sharing Auguste’s fate. But certain details rang in Lex’s head, details that kept him jogging back toward the lantern-lit village. Auguste had not been out in the woods long enough to freeze. He could have been brought down by a tree, or attacked by some rare, starved-desperate beast. But if he hadn’t been dead…if he’d still been alive…

      It meant none of them were safe in the woods anymore.

      Shouts sounded ahead, and Lex answered them in kind, urging Peter on as the village’s edge came into view. He did not often enjoy the sight of Aplin Shade. But on a night like this, the brightness of the lantern post and the waving arms of the waiting men were enough to make the dismal little village inviting.

      They broke through the trees, crossing the field and the compacted path of dirty snow that ran to the edge of the logging camp. When they reached the posts marking where the main road led from the camp to the village proper, Lex leaned against a lantern to catch his breath.

      He had less than ten seconds of rest before Chester Roy marched into view.

      “Where are the others?” the logging foreman barked. He held up his own, smaller lantern and stared accusingly at Lex.

      Lex turned back to face the woods, looking for the other men and wondering if they had heard his call. “I don’t know,” he said.

      “Damn it.” Roy spat on the ground and stomped a boot over it, digging the spit in with his heel as he looked between Peter and Lex. “What’s the point of sending you out to find that stupid child, only to have you running back here like a couple of spooked deer?”

      Lex’s cheeks burned with frustration. He shoved his hand into his pocket as he met the foreman’s gaze.

      “If you want to trade places, I’ll gladly hold your lantern for you until you get back,” he said.

      The other onlookers considered one another before taking a few, retreating steps. It wasn’t wise to taunt the man who paid your wages, but Lex had tested Roy’s patience in ways far worse than this. The foreman wouldn’t risk losing his strongest man over a quibble.

      Lex pushed off the post and stepped into the glow of Chester Roy’s lantern. The foreman’s pudgy face scrunched, ready to berate him with empty threats to cut his job—and loaded threats to cut his wages in half. But before the man had time to get riled up, Lex dropped the finger bone at his feet.

      “I did what you asked, anyway,” he continued in a quiet voice. “I found Auguste.”

      Roy looked down at the bone, the wrinkles slowly smoothing from his face. He did not bend to inspect it or pick it up from where it lay in the dirt-rut of the road. The thought of touching something ravaged by the Fanteur was a horror his unimaginative brain probably couldn’t even comprehend, so he viewed the bone fragment from afar, his silent breaths puffing visible in the dark.

      When he finally raised his head, it was to ignore Lex altogether as he instead glanced at the woods. There were other loggers still on the lookout. Others still hoping to find a mangled corpse half- buried under a tree—because for Auguste, that was the better end.

      Lex watched as Roy bit down against a quivering lip. After a few seconds, the foreman pivoted slowly on his heel, turning his back to the woods and facing the distant, looming shadow of the village’s single bell tower.

      “Ring the bells,” he said. “Get them back here now.”

      He kept his mouth steady. But he could not keep the tremor out of his words.

    
  
    
      
        
          Part I
          Dominic
        

      
    
  
    
      
        The Bells

      
      January 6, 1863

      I looked up from the pages of Aplin Shade’s only volume on property law, my eyes catching on a drip of foul-smelling wax as it rolled down the candle burning on my father’s desk. The tallow was rancid, and at some point during the last hours, its rotten scent had mingled with the tedious words of the book. Now, the smell had become so quietly overwhelming it was impossible to continue.

      Not that my inattention could be blamed entirely on the candle. I was fed up with reading statutes and regulations on property ownership. Legal books were dull, and the ones I had access to were embarrassingly out of date. When I first started as my father’s apprentice four years ago, I tried to purchase updated volumes. But neither my father nor the traveling salesmen who carted books from town to town ever took my requests seriously. Being fourteen at the time meant I hadn’t earned the respect of those salesmen. Of course, being eighteen now made little difference. Being slight—and quiet—didn’t help. Quiet men were easy to talk over. Small men were easy to push aside.

      Father saw no need for new books to address the same old problems that arose in the village. And since his death nine months ago, I’d come to understand his way of thinking. The villagers here were not worthy of fresh text and updated ideals. Books were nothing more than a waste of money, at least to someone strapped for funds and desperate to escape the village, anyway.

      The bead of wax reached the base of the candle, and I watched the slight ripple of its dissolution into the melted pool of the drip pan. Then I forced my tired eyes back to the old, outdated book.

      The village’s two farmers, brothers William and Clarence Benit, were fighting over the separation of their land. William was in the right. But despite my familiarity with the whole of my shambled collection, I’d spent my evening searching through the pages, hoping to discover some way to suggest he was wrong. If I could prove Clarence’s claim, the younger, more generous brother would pay me—the new, too-young barrister—my earned fee. If William was declared victorious in the dispute, I would get nothing for my trouble.

      The candle’s tallow was rancid. So, too, were most of the residents of Aplin Shade.

      With a tired sigh, I sat back in the chair and removed my spectacles, my aching gaze straying again to the candle with its foul wax and wick in need of trimming. Would it be worthwhile to replace the stinking sticks and try my luck anew, or let them fizzle into smoke and go to bed? If I relit new candles, it would suggest I was planning to spend more time pouring over a book I didn’t care to look at any longer. But letting the candles die and turning in meant giving up on all hope of making any coin.

      My stare trained on the guttering flame, while across the study, the mantle clock chimed. Its tinkling sound—echoed by the more sonorous strikes of the church tower tolling the distant hour—startled me, and I replaced my glasses before pulling my hunter watch from my pocket to ascertain the time. The hands ticked across the midnight hour, making my choice for me. I’d wasted enough of my night on the Benit brothers. I would snuff the candles, bank the fire, and retire to my room.

      I closed the book and pushed it to the side of the desk, aligning the spine with the desk’s edge before peeling my hand away and rising to bend over the flame.

      The rotted candle spluttered out just as the warning bells began to ring.

      Still leaning over the desk, I paused, smoke curling under my chin as slow, creeping dread slithered in through my ears. The tower bells, deeper and louder even than the church’s, did not cause me to jerk with surprise. Their alarm formed more slowly, pooling in my stomach as I listened to the strikes that were soon joined by cries from my mother and the urgent thuds of my sister’s foot on the floor above.

      Pushing away from the desk, I left the study and crossed to the rear of the house so I could peer through the kitchen window. A few blurred spots of torchlight dotted the distance, but I couldn’t make out anything of whatever commotion was happening outside. I watched the bobbing flecks until I heard Mother’s steps on the stairs. Then I moved back through the house to meet her.

      “Something’s wrong,” she said in a hollow voice. She gripped my shoulder with one hand while her other held Isadora’s. “It’s them.”

      “It’s not them,” I assured her. Mother was always anxious when the bells rang, more so than the rest of us. They reminded her too much of the night her husband died. “They announce them in the morning. Not at midnight. And besides, no one has died today.”

      “Then why are they ringing the bells?” she asked.

      I wished I had an answer for that. The bells were meant to alert the village to anything needing attention. But rarely had the alarm been used for any purpose save one: The aftermath of the Fanteur had been spotted. But never before had the bells been rung at night. It snowed in the morning, when the Fanteur’s work could be viewed in the light. And it only happened when someone was dead.

      Which made this a unique feat. No one had died today. At least not while the sun still clung to the sky. It was possible someone had breathed their last breath this evening, but even then, not enough time had passed to assume they’d already been taken. Or returned. The Fanteur didn’t move that quickly.

      “Make some tea,” I said, evading Mother’s question and trying my best to assume the role Father once took in situations like these. I turned to my sister, hoping my expression was soft. “Isadora, you can help.”

      Isadora blinked at me absently, while Mother spared an admonishing glance to the spot where my tie had been removed—always steadfast about proper attire, despite the fact we were in our own home at an hour when I should have been fully undressed and fast asleep—before she led Isadora to the kitchen.

      I stayed behind in the hall, trying to determine what I should do next. Leave the house in an effort to understand more of what was going on? Or stay locked inside, safe and warm but ignorant to the truth? If Father were alive, he would have ventured out and charged me with the task of watching over Mother and Isadora. But he was dead, and now it was left to me to be son, brother, and head of the household as well. I’d never been taught how to muddle through decisions like these. I wanted to know why the bells were ringing. But if I left my mother and sister now, it would be to Mother’s loud complaints and Isadora’s quiet anger whenever I returned.

      Standing in the corridor, I battled against my own choices until a sudden pound on the front door drew me out of my mind with such force I felt almost dizzy. My heart skittered in my chest in time with the heavy thud of Isadora dropping something in the kitchen, and soon Mother hovered in the doorway at the end of the dark hall, her voice bodiless as she appealed to me.

      “Dominic?”

      “Stay in the kitchen,” I told her. I passed an anxious hand through my hair and brushed her off with a wave she probably couldn’t see in the dark. “Keep Isadora calm.”

      Tired fear pulsed in my neck as I turned to face the door. But when the pound continued, the second strike brought with it a familiarity my distracted mind hadn’t at first noticed. The fear swept back as I strode down the corridor, and when the pound sounded for a third time, it washed completely away. With an undignified breath of relief, I unfastened the lock and pulled back the door—at the same moment Lex pushed inside.

      He ducked low under the front beam and only just managed to stand upright in the entryway, his knuckles scraping the ceiling as he removed his snow-dusted toque and ruffled his white-blond hair. In the glow of the moon through the open door, I could see his nose was scratched, a thin line of red running jagged across his pale skin.

      His eyes found mine immediately.

      “What are you doing here at this hour?” I asked. In my head, it was a pleased rebuke, but as I spoke, the words lost all edge and left only the notes of joy in their wake. Lex considered me for a few seconds before he turned back and closed the door. He bolted the lock, then looked over my head to stare down the empty corridor. “They’re in the kitchen,” I added as I followed his glance.

      He nodded. “Good.”

      His eyes lowered again to mine, and this time his body matched the motion, leaning down to capture me in a kiss. I drew into him like a compass pulled north, my arms sliding along the fur of his coat and up to encircle his neck. His cold skin was solid and steady under my touch. But the riskiness of this motion—coupled with Lex’s very presence here—was reason enough to believe he was unsettled.

      It was not hard to guess that unease had something to do with the bells.

      I was happy for a few moments of stolen intimacy in the dark hall. But my lips couldn’t shake off whatever icy disturbance had brought Lex to my door at midnight. The bells were still ringing. Their haunting echo made it impossible to rid the air of its chill.

      I pulled back, searching his eyes while our mouths remained sinfully close. “What’s happened?”

      “Auguste didn’t come back to camp at last call,” Lex said. He straightened, scrunching his toque in one hand while the other rose to play with the loose collar of my shirt. “We went looking for him. But it’s too late.”

      My brow furrowed. “Fanteur? But Auguste wasn’t dead, was he?”

      “He wasn’t when we last saw him this afternoon,” Lex said. “I don’t know what happened. It could be he died, and the Fanteur found him after. Yet…”

      He didn’t elaborate, but his lingering silence was response enough. The Fanteur snatched the bodies of the already deceased, and they usually did so only after the villagers had been given the chance to acknowledge the death. If a logger was still living at the time of his disappearance, with no chance for his body to be discovered before it was turned into snow, it suggested he was not found by the Fanteur, but taken.

      “They’ve never done anything like this before,” I said.

      Lex sighed. “No. But if they’ve begun a new method of attack, we both know why.”

      That was nearer to certainty. If our assumptions were correct, there was a clear reason the Fanteur were becoming a bigger threat. A clear reason that suggested Auguste’s death was no accident.

      “Dominic?”

      My hand dropped from Lex’s neck as I turned toward my mother’s meek call. “It’s fine, Mother. It’s Lex.”

      “Oh, Aleksander.” Mother’s voice softened, relieved pleasure giving her the strength to join us in the hall. “Come in. Isadora’s making tea.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Lex said.

      I gave him a look of apology before leading the way down the corridor. Lex was too polite to turn down the offer, even in the middle of the night and even though Isadora’s tea was never anything more than lukewarm. The two of us had things to discuss. But my mother was being far more gracious than she needed to be, given the horrendous breach of etiquette of his unexpected call at such a late hour. My curiosity about the bells had been satisfied, at least. I was certainly not happy with the explanation for why they were ringing, but I was at least content to know Lex was safe.

      Lex’s tall frame was too big for the kitchen, and he was forced to sit in order to keep from bashing his head against the ceiling. As soon as he was seated, Mother motioned for Isadora to hurry with the tea.

      “Why in all that is good are you still awake, Aleksander?” she asked, while my silent sister’s lye-scented fingers fumbled with arranging the china.

      Lex cut Isadora a careful look, cautious to speak around her volatile ears. “We were searching for a logger,” he explained.

      My mother paused, hands on the wide-planked table as she braced herself for the truth.

      “And the bells?” she asked after a moment.

      “He…” Lex took a chipped cup, the blue-hued pastoral pattern looking black in the dim glow of the table’s single candle. Eyes seemingly fixed on the pool of dark tea, he waited until Isadora’s back was turned before he spoke again. “We didn’t find him…exactly.”

      Mother poured the last of yesterday’s cream into the cup without Lex’s asking, and I watched as she stirred it in, wishing I could enjoy her easy hospitality with him, especially at such a forbidden hour. But this was not a time for romantic fancies. Not while I wondered what the Fanteur had done with the rest of the lost logger’s remains.

      “Poor boy,” Mother whispered. “So young.” Her eyes lifted, flitting between Lex’s and my own, probably thinking that Auguste was young but that we were both younger. Auguste was twenty-one when he joined the logging camp back in the summer. The same age as Isadora—though Isadora’s age seemed irrelevant now—and my senior by three years. Lex’s official contract with the camp listed him as twenty-two. He didn’t know his age for certain, but he’d once seen a copy of the ship records from when his family sailed from Norway to England before crossing the ocean to Canada’s shores. He guessed the date listed there was more or less accurate, which actually put him closer to the age of nineteen.

      My mother kept her eyes on me for a short time as she considered whatever thoughts were likely to tumble through a mother’s mind. Then she busied herself around the dark kitchen, scrubbing at absent dust until a quarter of an hour had passed and the bells at last ceased to toll.

      When quiet settled suddenly over the room, Lex glanced at the back window before his eyes shifted to me.

      “It’s over now, Mother,” I said, pushing back from the table and gathering the empty teacups. “You should get Isadora to bed.”

      My mother swallowed, her eyes still anxious as she looked between me and my sister. But after a terse pause, she nodded her agreement, taking Isadora’s hand so the two could return upstairs.

      Once we were alone, Lex’s gaze met mine across the table.

      “Let’s move into the study,” I said with a sigh. “They won’t hear us in there.”

      I left the cups in the sink and retrieved a clean piece of linen, a bowl, and a jar of vinegar from the pantry before returning to the darkened study. The hearth was dim, but a few glowing embers threw off enough light to guide my hand as I used the kitchen’s candle to try and reignite the extinguished, rotted stub on the desk.

      “They’re getting closer,” Lex said while I worked. He stepped in front of the dying hearth, not quite pacing but not quite still. I got a weak flame on the short stick, then glanced at the mantle clock that now read nearly a quarter to one.

      “Auguste…you think what happened is because of the camp?” I asked as I dropped back into my chair.

      Lex nodded. “I don’t know what else it could be. I’ve not seen anything like this in the years I’ve been here. And you said it was never a problem before.”

      “It wasn’t,” I agreed.

      The Wright family—along with every other family currently residing in the village proper—had settled here two decades ago. The Fanteur had been an ever-present shadow through the whole of those years, lurking unseen in the forest and creeping unseen into the village whenever someone died. For nearly twenty years, the disturbed arrangement had held fast. But now things were changing, and the villagers were at a loss to explain why.

      Explain. Or admit. The logging camp had increased its efforts over the past year, making quicker work of cutting trees and thinning the dense forests that surrounded Aplin Shade on all but its river-facing side. The farther into the woods the loggers pushed, the more destructive the creatures were becoming. The pattern was easy to see. But so far, it hadn’t altered any of the logging foreman’s plans.

      I leaned forward in the chair, thinking about Auguste while I placed the linen scrap in the bowl and soaked it through with vinegar.

      “What is that for?” Lex asked, already wary.

      “Your nose,” I said. I wrung out the scrap, squeezing the excess vinegar into the bowl before standing and crossing to him. When he stepped back, bumping into the mantle, I laughed. “It’s only vinegar.”

      “I don’t need it,” he tried. Lex was stubborn about wounds. He hated anything to do with medicine or its application on his body.

      “You’ll need something worse than this, if you don’t let me clean the cut,” I said. My palm pressed gently against his chest, the furs removed and the flannel underneath now warm. “I promise. It’s only vinegar. Straight from the pantry. Straight from the grocer. Nothing from the apothecary.”

      “That’s hardly sound reasoning,” Lex grumbled. “The grocer and the apothecary are run by cousins. They probably share their stock.”

      My hand made its way back to his neck, the skin milky and rough with the type of hair that still struggled to grace my own chin. Gently, I stroked my thumb along the bulb in his throat.

      “Let me help you, please?” I asked.

      Lex swallowed, the bulb bobbing under my touch as his eyes swept across the scrap of cloth. With a breath of resignation, he walked to the desk and sat so I could more easily reach his face. I followed him with a smile, perching on the edge of the desk as I brought the wet cloth up to clean the cut and wipe off the stray spots of blood—while Lex explained how the small wound had been inflicted.

      “It was Auguste’s finger,” he said as he told me about the woods. About the snow.

      My hand stayed, fingers flinching as I realized the wound had been made by the dead, stripped finger of our dead, stripped friend. Auguste and I had never been close, but the logger had been kindly enough, which was something impressive in a place like Aplin Shade. He did not deserve to die alone in the woods, his skin torn from his body and his bones crushed.

      I pressed the cloth tight between my fingertips, then pushed it harder against Lex’s skin in a pointless attempt to wash away the night’s horrors.

      “There’ll be a meeting in the morning,” Lex said once he’d suffered through the treatment. “What do you think they’ll decide?”

      “Nothing of any use,” I said. I cleared the skin and then put the linen back in the bowl before drying my hands on my waistcoat. “Not unless Chester Roy agrees to close the camp.”

      “It’ll take more than one dead logger to do that,” Lex said. “Death isn’t unusual in the camp. Even if the mode of this one is.”

      “Then we’re doomed,” I replied. I looked into Lex’s eyes—their shade like the velvety petals of a violet—and forced out the words I didn’t want to say. “The pass to the main highway might still be clear. If you quit now, went south while the roads are still travelable… You could find a better situation.”

      “Not until you can come with me,” Lex replied. He spoke without hesitation, and my chest thrummed, warm but taut as his hand found mine. I rose off the desk, drawing forward and onto his lap, while his palm curved around my jaw, fingers splaying behind my ear to spread through the ends of my hair. “I wouldn’t leave you here, Dom.”

      I tried to respond, tried to articulate how full and strained—how impatient those words made me. But I could not find my voice, and soon I didn’t need to. Lex leaned into me, and I allowed myself to be rendered happily incapable of speech. The tension of my thoughts eased as I melted into his kiss. But even still, the pluck in my chest remained, tight and cutting like the thin, red slice across his nose.

      Lex wouldn’t leave me. I trusted his word, and I loved that he was so willing to give it. Yet the longer he stayed here, the more in danger he became. We had a plan to leave this miserable village behind. Money was the only thing that stood in our way. But money was a fortress all of its own. With my fees going unpaid, and Lex’s wages halved more weeks than not, it sometimes felt like we’d never earn enough.

      If the Fanteur truly had begun turning the living into snow, it felt even less likely either one of us would ever escape.

    
  
    
      
        The Meet

      
      January 7, 1863

      Nine men went into the woods to look for the missing logger. When the tolling of the bells ceased, only seven of the search party had returned.

      Morning light streamed in foggy beams over the village streets, the banks of snow glistening as I walked to join the delegation in the village square. The meeting spot was nothing more than a small field of dead grass, the only place big enough to hold a large portion of the village population at once. Around twenty villagers were in attendance when I approached—roughly one person for every third household—with an additional score of loggers standing together at the side of the group. The news of the three missing crew members bounced among them, repeated to each person who straggled into the field.

      I surveyed the villagers and listened to their talk, my feet sliding across the snow-crunched grass while my eyes roamed over the crowd. The meeting had not yet begun, but the square was full and the villagers were restless. If someone didn’t step in soon to cool their tempers, the snow under their boots might turn to steam.

      “Good morrow, Sir Wright,” Peter Hodgson said when I veered left to meet the logging crew. Peter always called me Sir, with such cheerful formality it was impossible to recognize the title as anything but a gibe.

      “Good morning,” I grumbled in response.

      Peter grinned, while Lex stepped over to join us, a more sympathetic smile on his lips. It was not that Peter held anything against me. He only seemed to hold something against my status, as if the distinction between villager and logger meant something. Perhaps in the other towns he’d traveled through, the difference between drifters and the permanent settlers mattered. Peter certainly wasn’t treated well here. But nobody was. In Aplin Shade, everyone existed in a state of somewhat equal misery. Though, of course, Peter had his own reasons for being guarded. In a sea of pale and pallid faces, the dark shade of his skin undoubtedly affected the way he was treated too.

      “You’ve heard what happened?” Peter asked in a more congenial tone. I nodded, and he mimicked the motion. “The situation’s bad, isn’t it?”

      “I’d say so,” I said. I reached into the pocket of my waistcoat and pulled out my watch to check the time. “They’ll be starting soon. Where are Grace and James?”

      Peter laughed. “Still at the cabins, I’d wager. James wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to avoid a little more work—and get a little more time in bed with his wife.”

      I held back a sigh, annoyed that the Kealeys could be so flippant about the danger. Annoyed, and a little jealous. As it was, Lex had left my house before sunrise, returning to the camp only to turn around and trudge back for this meet. It was a waste for him to spend so much of his time traveling in the cold. His morning would have been much better spent in my bed.

      But we did not have that kind of reality, and even my fantasy couldn’t hold up against the rising noises in the square. The villagers’ talk was getting louder, and I shook off my self-pity, waving a hand in farewell to Peter and Lex before trudging a little closer to the densest cluster of residents to better hear what was said during the meet.

      As a child, I’d learned that talking only got me belittled by adults and beaten by those closer to my own age. But long ago, I’d discovered the importance of paying attention. Of listening. Everyone in this village had things they didn’t readily share with their neighbors. Whenever possible, I liked to know what those things were.

      “You woke us from sleep!” Lee Rangley shouted. He did not shout at anyone in particular. No one took responsibility for leading the conference. No one had even asked the villagers to gather. The meeting had been merely an expected follow-up from the night’s disturbing events. A congregation born of self-preservation, and perhaps a bit of grotesque curiosity. “My missus is with child. She’s in no state to be scared by such nonsense.”

      “She’ll be in no state to have her child at all if the Fanteur have their way with her.” Rebecca Gagnesy, the village doctor’s only daughter—and only assistant—gave Rangley a hard glower. “If you want to play the part of the protective husband, I suggest you stop hiding in your house and find some way to keep these creatures from attacking us again.”

      “They don’t attack,” Rangley said. He stepped up to Rebecca, trying to cow her with his wide, well-muscled width. She did not so much as flinch under his intruding closeness, an impressive stillness given Rangley’s ever-present stench from his work in the tannery. “They never attack ’cept what’s already dead.”

      “That’s how it used to be,” William Benit called from the right edge of the crowd. “We don’t know if that’s still the case.”

      The village clergyman, Pastor Marrow, stepped forward, brushing past villagers until he was close enough to place a hand on Rebecca’s shoulder.

      “We’ve lived in this village for two decades,” he said. He was a stout man, but years of preaching had taught him how to carry his voice. “In all that time, the Fanteur have never been a problem.”

      “Until Mr. Wright,” Rebecca corrected, shrugging off his touch.

      The mention of my father made me bristle, but I did not engage. No one aside from Lex, who stood like a tower in the middle of the logging crowd, even spared me a glance.

      “They didn’t attack Mr. Wright,” Pastor Marrow said.

      “No, but they crushed him,” Rebecca replied.

      My father’s life ended nine months ago. But even now, it was still hard to think about how he died—or, more precisely, what had happened after his death. Jeremiah Wright’s end had been a somewhat logical conclusion to his life. My father liked to drink, and he had been driving a carriage while under the influence of his favorite whiskey. His death had certainly been a shock. But that was mostly because he’d crashed the carriage into a tree, while both Isadora and I were seated beside him.

      After the accident, when his corpse had disappeared, I was glad for a few days to process my new reality without having to deal with my feelings about what my father had done. I tended to my own minor wound, saw to the needs of my far more damaged sister, and did my best to calm our nerve-racked mother. Those first days were as normal as death could make them. It was only once they had passed that my father’s story took an unusual turn. Because unlike all those who’d gone before him, my father’s body did not come back to us. At least not in one piece.

      Jeremiah Wright was the first villager to meet a snowy end. In the ensuing nine months, five more people had died in Aplin Shade. Eight now, I assumed. But Auguste—and the other two loggers still missing from the rescue party—were different, just as my father had been.

      “What about the loggers?” Pastor Marrow said, speaking in time with my thoughts. “Do we even know if they are dead?”

      “At least one of them is dead,” Chester Roy said from the front of the logging crowd.

      “And the body?” the pastor pressed.

      “The Fanteur got him,” Roy said.

      “And so what if they did?” Lee Rangley raised his already loud voice. “We don’t know that this is any different from the others. Wright died nearing on a year ago. That’s when the snow began, ain’t it? But we’ve had no more trouble since then. They take the dead. They no longer give them back. And what of it? Less for us to bury.”

      “We don’t know if Auguste was dead when they found him,” Peter called. “Or the others who are still missing. If the Fanteur got to them first—”

      “It means they are warning us of what they can do,” Rebecca finished.

      An uneasy murmur started through the crowd, everyone shaking their heads and trying to think up excuses to disprove her stolid declaration. They would find some reason to explain the situation, I was sure. But for now, they were without excuses to offer because they all knew Rebecca was right. They’d known it last year, from the moment my father had come back to them in a cloud of crushed bone so fine it drifted like snow from the tops of the trees. All except for the skull, which fell cracked to the ground at the edge of the spring woods, a monstrous centerpiece to ensure everyone knew what the snow really was.

      For nearly two decades, the Fanteur had been harmless to the living residents of Aplin Shade. But there was never any doubt about their potential for danger. When Father’s corpse was taken—the blood drained, the flesh destroyed, and the bones crushed—the creatures from the woods were showing their strength.

      The living hadn’t taken heed. And since that day, Fanteur snow had appeared every time someone in the village had died. The Fanteur were never the cause of the death, however. They’d never seemed capable of harming the living. Or they’d never seen a need to.

      Unless that had now changed as well.

      “What can we do?” someone in the crowd asked.

      I scanned the villagers, surveying their discontent before my gaze fell to Chester Roy. The foreman of the logging camp was the only person with the power to stop the village’s trouble. But he stood silent, terse, with no intention of making a suggestion.

      “There’s nothing to do,” Rangley shouted. “’Cept arm ourselves against them.”

      “We cannot fight them,” Rebecca said.

      Rangley gave her a sneer of dismissal. “You can’t, little miss. But I certainly can.”

      The doctor’s daughter bit back a retort and turned away from Rangley.

      “We don’t know if they can be fought,” she amended to the rest of the crowd. “They have stolen our dead for years, and we’ve never been able to stop them.”

      “Borrowed,” Emily Tremblay, the closest approximation Aplin Shade had to a schoolteacher, corrected. She sounded scared, like she was trying to convince herself of something she didn’t quite believe. “They only borrow the dead.”

      That was true. Or it had been. For nineteen years, the dead of Aplin Shade had undergone their own ritual, one the living never bore witness to. When someone died, their body was snatched away. They disappeared for one, two, sometimes three days. Then they were returned. The dead always came back to the village, mostly unaltered.

      That, too, had ended with my father.

      “Not anymore,” Rebecca said. She considered the people around her, looking for someone who might have a bit of sense in their self-serving bones. “What are we going to do? Are we going to try and fight something we’ve never even seen? Something so demonic it can steal a body from right under our noses, without us noticing until the corpse is already gone? So powerful it can then crush that corpse into snow?”

      “No,” Pastor Marrow said. “We will not fight. We’ll pray, for strength to sustain and protect us. If your father were in attendance this morning, I’m sure he’d say the same.”

      He touched her again, and Rebecca shrugged him off more violently, angry splotches of red dotting her porcelain cheeks as she stomped over to stand next to Emily.

      “Praying has never helped us before,” Rebecca said from her new position. “Help scarcely ever reaches Aplin Shade, even when the weather is fine. In the winter months, we stand no chance, and you know it as well as everyone else. There has to be another way.”

      “There is no other way,” Pastor Marrow said in a less gracious tone.

      “Yes, there is.”

      I looked away from the pastor, my heart kicking with the sound of Lex’s voice. His words were low, but everyone heard him just the same. All other eyes turned his way, while my own slid back to Chester Roy.

      “We could shut down the camp,” Lex said.

      A murmur of dissent rumbled through the loggers, a grumbling cough that soon spread to the rest of the villagers as well. But even from my spot between both groups, I couldn’t determine what the noise suggested. Agreement or argument? Hope for a third option, or only disappointment that such an option didn’t exist?

      Whatever the case, the indiscernible noises stopped at Roy. The foreman huffed, hitching up his breeches in a clear show of fury as he stepped forward to face the crowd.

      “We are not shutting down the camp!” he bellowed. It was the only thing he had any talent for. He let his voice roll through the crowd until everyone grew quiet. Then he fixed Lex with a hard stare. “Anyone too afraid of the woods can quit without their week’s wages. We’ll find real men to work our crews in their stead.”

      I held back a scoff. The foreman had hard luck finding anyone willing to work—or stay—in Aplin Shade. While other logging camps operated with three hundred, four hundred, even five hundred men, our village was lucky to scrape by with a hundred at most. Lex came to the camp over three and a half years ago, and he, like everyone else, only intended to stay one season before moving farther south. Chester Roy was lucky to have him. He was a masterful logger who also had an eye for management, and the camp wouldn’t be run half so efficiently without him leading the way through the woods.

      “The attacks will stop if we leave the forest alone,” Lex said. “If we find other means of trade.” If there were other jobs available, he would have quit the logging camp the day my father came out of the forest in a cloud of bone-ground dust. But Aplin Shade was small and isolated. The only employment that existed to anyone outside of family lines was at the logging camp—and that only because Chester Roy realized there was money to be had from young men working their way down the river in search of a better life.

      “There aren’t any other means of trade,” Roy said. “And we don’t know the attacks would stop.”

      “Yes, we do,” Lex replied. He strode forward, broad-shouldered and nearly a foot taller than the foreman. “You know it as well as anyone else. The Fanteur never attacked before we started cutting down their trees. The first snow was a warning. Last night was another. Auguste didn’t die in the woods. They killed him. They are no longer willing to stand idly by while we destroy their home.”

      Chester Roy spent a moment staring at Lex, contemplating the explanation that was as close to the truth as anyone in the village could get. But then the foreman’s face churned into a scowl, and he spat on the toe of Lex’s boot.

      “Or maybe they’re just sick of your face, Haugen,” he said. My eyes glued to the glob of spit, but Lex didn’t even acknowledge it. “I started this logging camp five years ago. We never had any problems until you arrived.”

      Lex’s shoulders rose in agitation. “I was here two years before the snow began to fall.”

      “Aye,” Roy agreed. “But you weren’t flaunting your deviance then, were you?”

      My chest constricted, heart thudding hard as I ground my teeth and dropped my gaze. I’d met Lex years ago, a month after he joined the logging camp. But it wasn’t until after my father’s death, when he helped settle our house into a new semblance of ordinary, that more than a few individuals suspected the true nature of our relationship. Unfortunately, the foreman had always been one of the few who did.

      I was not ashamed of the time I spent with Lex. And, being a barrister in a village full of deviance, I was not overly concerned with the illegality of our intimacy. But drawing attention to it in the middle of the village square would bring nothing but trouble—because Lex never backed down from a threat. He, like the Fanteur, was not afraid to prove his strength.

      Now, he crossed his arms and loomed over the foreman who was, in no way except the most technical sense, his superior.

      “If the Fanteur were unhappy with me,” he began, “they would have turned me into snow rather than Auguste.”

      “You were the one who found him,” Chester Roy said. He raised himself up to his full stature and may have even been so undignified as to push up onto his toes for a sliver of added height. “And often as not, you’re the one to complain of stolen tools. It was even your pull cart that went missing, wasn’t it? Maybe the Fanteur are using you for other purposes.”

      This time, my eyes would not remain on the ground. In a burst of frustrated fear, my head snapped up, and I did the very thing I wanted to avoid.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I snapped. My voice rang in my own ears, surprising me with its volume, and I could feel my face flush with heat as the foreman—and everyone else—looked my way. I clutched the hunter watch in my pocket, ignoring the sick swell their attention brought.

      “The Fanteur have been stealing tools since the logging camp’s first season of operation,” I said. I hadn’t intended to make so much as a sound throughout the whole of this meet. But the implication that Lex was somehow working with the Fanteur was absurd, and I could not let it go unchecked. “Do not wallow so deep in your own prejudice you fail to see common sense. No one living has ever even glimpsed the Fanteur. It’s atrocious to suggest someone might be aiding their efforts.”

      Lex looked pleased that I was standing my ground, while I pressed my feet hard into the literal ground to ward off a nervous shake. If I could wind back my watch and reverse the moments, I would probably scold myself for making so much noise. The eyes of the village raked over me, and I found it hard to take a full breath—harder still to keep up the appearance of confidence.

      “He’s right,” Rebecca said after a silence that seemed to stretch halfway to eternity. With her remark, the crowd’s eyes drew away from me, and my shoulders slumped in relief as I once again became invisible.

      “Aye, he is,” Lee Rangley agreed. “Which is all the more reason for us to fight. They’ve taken too much. It’s our village. We found it abandoned. We brought it back to life. They’ve never given us anything in return for what they’ve taken.”

      “That’s not true,” Emily Tremblay said. “They’ve allowed us to stay here without sharing the fate of the previous settlers.”

      “And now they’re not even giving us that,” Rangley argued. “Enough’s enough. It’s time to fight.”

      “Fight what?” Rebecca asked. “How can we possibly take on the Fanteur?”

      “We’re not taking them on,” Chester Roy said. He stepped away from Lex, away from everyone. “We’re not doing anything. Auguste died from an accident, whatever accident that may have been. The others are still alive in the woods, for all we know. They’ll make their way back, or they’ll die in the frost. There’s nothing more to it. And that’s the end of all this too.”

      He gave his crews a menacing glance, then turned and stalked off toward the camp. Everyone watched him leave. Then the pastor cleared his throat with an air of importance.

      “We’ll maintain a curfew,” he declared. Rebecca made a noise of disgust, but when she opened her mouth to argue, the pastor spoke over her. “We’ll station men at the village’s edge. No one save the watch will be present outdoors after eight o’clock.” He nodded, as if agreeing with his own decision, then smiled at the villagers before stepping in the direction of the church.

      The others mumbled words to one another and began to straggle away, letting the foreman’s avarice and the pastor’s empty declaration dictate their actions. No one much cared for Auguste and the other missing men. The loggers were a solitary lot, drifters or traveling laborers who made no lasting impression on the villagers’ hearts. Love did not exist in abundance in Aplin Shade. The villagers here had settled over the absent graves of ghosts, and they had done so with guilt and desperate greed alive in their souls. In a place as worn-thin as this, children were burdens, spouses a working partnership, friendship never without ulterior motive. The lost didn’t matter.

      But the trickle of funds from the logging camp did. The trade from Aplin Shade was pitiful, and other logging camps laughed at the measly output Chester Roy managed to maintain. Yet he did maintain it, and without the young men’s fresh timber, the village would teeter ever closer to collapsing in a heap of starved bodies and decaying wood.

      There was nothing left for the villagers to say. A curfew was effort enough to make them complacent. At least until more snow fell.

      I watched them scatter, hating their apathy but understanding it all too well. Aplin Shade wasn’t like other villages. It was a rotten place, rotten because of the people who founded it or the tragedy that marked it before the founders ever moved in to stake their claim. It was rotten because of something dark—something that lurked in the woods and spread its hate through the roots that ran beneath the frozen earth.

      The people of Aplin Shade simply did not care.

      The villagers dispersed into the gray day, until even Rebecca gave up and headed for her home. Slowly, my eyes moved from the thinning crowd back to Lex. We both knew the village was stepping on already fractured ice. The Fanteur’s warning should not go unheeded. But we, like everyone else, had no choice. We needed money to live. We needed money to escape. We needed to work if we had any hope of getting paid.

      So when the crowd dispersed, we dispersed with it. Back to our normal routine—to the endless struggle and forever-waning hope that we might one day leave the village and its death-snow behind.

    
  
    
      
        The Question

      
      January 7, 1863

      As soon as I was out of the village square, I veered away from the crowded footpaths and walked instead along the wide street. The dirt road was frozen hard under the snow and patched throughout with ice, and I tread slowly, my steps heavy as I worked to clear my chest of its anxious squeeze.

      This morning, I needed to call on the Benit farms. But I couldn’t bring myself to face another disappointment so soon after the meet. The role of village barrister was not one I excelled at, nor was it a career choice I’d ever wanted to make. I didn’t mind problem-solving. The constant confrontations, however, were difficult for my nerves to take. It was a family trait, one shared between me and my mother, and while I hated how alike we were, I was thankful to at least have her as a gauge. I did not want to fray myself to the point of madness, like she nearly had after my father’s death. As it was, I was worn and unsteady after the fifteen seconds I’d spent talking during the meet. To retain my own sanity, I couldn’t go from one unpleasant situation to the next so quickly.

      Thin clouds of cold fog still clung to the low sky as I wandered down the road. Most of the villagers I passed were dour and silent, ignoring the dreary beauty of the wintry morn in favor of getting back into the warmer confines of their even drearier homes. I, too, liked the warmth. But I’d often thought that if Aplin Shade weren’t so cut off in the winter months—if the village weren’t, at its core, cold and spiteful year-round—I would like the winter best of all the seasons. Even now, I loosened my scarf and opened my coat at the neck to let the air nip at my skin. Its stinging jabs soothed my nerves, cutting through the stifling heat of my discomfort.

      Cutting up between houses and passing through several dead gardens, I kept my slow, distracted pace until I reached a quiet side street containing the village printing house. The small, shabby building had once been designed as both post office and printer. Now, it was used as neither and primarily functioned as storage for Aplin Shade’s public records and its few public books. It would not be occupied by angry farmers, or by a prodding mother wondering why her son wasn’t being diligent in his work.

      The printing house groaned in welcome as I nudged open the stiff door. The building was never locked, the papers and books inside offering little interest to most. When I was a child, an elderly man had organized the stacks and shelves, hopeful others would take the initiative to grow the collection and eventually create a library. No one ever had. I myself had long ago removed the old legal texts from the shelves. But I still came here whenever I was in need of a moment of calm. I liked the papery solitude, the contents of the house mostly unchanged from the time before my family and neighbors settled here twenty years ago.

      Stepping onto the uneven wood floor, I was overcome with the smells of mildew and paper, along with the earthier scents of the animals that nested behind the stacks of rolled scrolls and heavy tomes. Whatever its original state, the printing house was now suffering from a slow, neglected decay. It was a story true for most places in this village—for most of the villagers as well.

      Two decades ago, a desperate band of sad people drove their horses north in an attempt to find somewhere to build a new life. I’d learned most of Aplin Shade’s early history from my father, and what he’d told me was that when they reached the village’s borders, the travelers had disembarked from their buggies and wagons, ready to beg for meals or trade some wares. What they found instead, however, was a newly constructed village that had been completely abandoned.

      For a fortnight, the settlers stayed in tents set out on the roads, waiting for someone to come back and explain what had occurred. When no one did, the travelers slowly moved into the buildings, taking possession of homes nicer than they ever expected—all of them furnished and some with pantries stocked for the upcoming winter as well. The village had not been wholly finished, but that seemed more a factor of time than of funds. The craftsmanship of the houses that had been erected, along with the furnishings placed within them, suggested Aplin Shade was once a place of flourishing wealth. Even the logging camp had been built in its entirety, with sleds and tools purchased for the arriving crews. But no logging ever happened in the village. Not until Chester Roy decided to bring the camp to life five years ago.

      I walked across the front room, my hand trailing along the large press that had doubtless been intended to produce local newsprint—but looked like it had never been used as anything but a table. The villagers who took over had never believed in bettering their minds or working together to beautify their land. The village had, over the course of twenty years, grown desolate and ugly. The printing house was a perfect representation of the rot that slowly infiltrated everything here.

      Beyond the counter, I stepped onto the raised platform that marked the back half of the single room and strode to the house’s rear wall, where the old village ledgers had been shoved aside and left to a fate of dusty, moth-riddled deterioration.

      I picked one of the ledgers—the last of the ledgers from the people who’d left the village abandoned—from the top of a crooked pile. Its cover was caked with grime, and I wiped it away with my hand before laying the book on the shelf and peeling it open. The ledger was half-full, and its first pages contained the normal notations of a small village. It was a record of village deaths, entries separated by weeks, sometimes months, the whole of them spread over the course of several years. The paper was soft beneath my fingers as the names and reasons for their demise fluttered past my vision, until the book naturally fell open to the last of the ink, where a thin sliver of shaved pine bark marked the separation between words and empty page.

      Most of the book was ordinary. But the ending of the ledger told a very different tale from its beginning. Its final five pages also contained declarations of the villagers’ deaths. Yet unlike the rest of the notations, these last five pages had not been filled out over the course of months and years.

      My finger slid along the bumpy surface of the pine bark as I skimmed over the written text. There were hundreds of deaths contained within the final pages of the death ledger. And they explained—somewhat explained—what had happened to those who had been building the village.

      Everyone in the old Aplin Shade had died. They had all died on the same day. And the cause of death listed for each person was the same, single word.

      Blight.

      I’d seen the page before, yet still the word irked me. Typically, it was reserved for plants, trees, crops. But it could also refer to a skin condition, or a widespread withering—a general sort of decay.

      Of course, the village had suffered the former disease as well. The forest edging the village was largely composed of white pines, tall and thick with needles that held fast year-round. Yet there were no pines in the village proper. Growing up, it was not something I noticed. But when I began spending more of my time at the logging camp, surrounded by the fresh scent of cut trees, I asked my father if he knew why the trees didn’t exist outside of the forest. He told me that in the early days of the new settlement, the whole of Aplin Shade had been dotted with dead pines. When I mentioned it to Lex the next time we were walking the edge of the forest together, he ran his hands along the bark of the nearest trunk, brow drawn and voice uncertain as he reasoned that it must have been a blight, an illness of the trees that somehow stopped at the village’s edge.

      “Two blights in the village,” I mused. “Or a single one shared between human and plant.”

      I studied the solitary word that filled an entire column, then ran my eyes down the list of unfamiliar names until they alighted on the final entry in the book. The last line was reserved for the doctor, the man who had signed off on every death in the ledger from beginning to end. Every death, including his own.

      I had not yet been born when my family arrived in Aplin Shade. But I remembered my father’s stories of how strange it was coming to the village.

      “There were no people,” he told me once, when we sat together in his study as he pretended to read through papers and snuck sips from his flask when he thought I didn’t notice. “No people, and no bodies.”

      The cemetery’s markers showed only those who had perished before the ledger’s final five pages. The rest of the people—they were simply gone.

      The new settlers were baffled. Father said everyone was rife with unease, but their confusion was probably the worst. A pile of bodies dead from some grisly attack or sweeping illness would be unpleasant, though understandable. But hundreds of recorded deaths and not a single body to show for it? That sort of incomprehension was far more horrific.

      Yet stranger than the total disappearance of whoever built the village was the first death that occurred after the new settlers took residence.

      “It was five or so months after we decided to stay,” Father said on that faraway night, his breath already peppered with drunk hiccups. “After autumn had drifted by, and the worst of the winter months was nearly past, an old man caught a bad chill and died sitting before his fire. We laid his body in his bed while we decided where he would be held until the ground was soft enough for a burial. I can’t even recall whose family he belonged to, but I suppose it don’t matter much, anyway. What mattered was the wail that man’s wife let loose the next morning when she woke to find his body missing.”

      As Father told it, panic ensued, violent fights breaking out across the village as a group of men stormed each house, destroying property on the hunt for the corpse. No one found it, and the night after the body’s theft, everyone barricaded their doors. But the next morning, the old man was returned—not to his bed, but to the cemetery where he was eventually meant to be buried. He was laid over the snow in an empty plot, naked and pale. So pale, the then-young Dr. Gagnesy took one look and apparently vomited from the unearthly sight.

      “We didn’t know what to do,” Father admitted. He gave up trying to hide his flask and took a long swig before thumping it hard against his desk. “So we did nothing.”

      The villagers stored the old man in a makeshift dead house until spring. Pastor Marrow—who at that time was not yet twenty and had only assumed the role of pastor because no other pastor existed—said a stiff, mumbling prayer during the next church service. Then everyone went uneasily about their business, trying to forget the horror that had passed.

      After the second death, a watch was put in place. After the third, when the ground was soft in the summer months, they started burying the bodies as soon as the corpses were cold. After the fifth corpse reappeared on top of its grave, the village butcher announced that the dead were so discolored because they’d been drained of all their blood.

      Someone remembered the old settlers, then. And everyone knew what it meant. A thing—or a group of things—stole each corpse from the village and took a body’s worth of blood. No one knew what had happened to the corpses of the old settlers. For the new deaths, the bodies were returned, naked and bloodless—yet otherwise unharmed. For a while, the villagers continued burying and protecting and keeping watch. But it didn’t matter. Even when posts were held at the grave site, the bodies still went missing. By unimaginable stealth. By some dark, magical force. No one could make sense of it. Eventually, everyone stopped trying.

      I didn’t know who decided to call the things Fanteur. I imagined it was a mixture of terms with French influence, meant to evoke visions of phantoms and vampires because of the creatures’ lack of physical presence, along with their penchant for blood.

      The Fanteur borrowed corpses. That was all. And that was fine. No one knew what had happened to the original settlers of the village. But they understood that the Fanteur were involved. If the blood of the already dead was payment for having somewhere to settle, the new villagers of Aplin Shade were more than willing to give their dues. The desperate didn’t have much choice in the matter. And, once they were used to it, it didn’t seem such a great payment to make, anyway.

      My fingers stroked the sliver of pine as I studied the name of the doctor who had signed off on his own death. Our village had been left a simple warning twenty years ago. How many more warnings would we be given before the Fanteur decided our chances were through?

      The others could lie to themselves and suggest Auguste had been dead before the Fanteur came. But I could not be assured of that. Because Lex was not sure, and Lex knew more about the woods and its dangers than anyone. The Fanteur were becoming more active. More dangerous. And although everyone was a target, Auguste’s death suggested a horrible possibility—that the loggers would be marked first. They were the ones felling the trees, after all. They were the ones isolated in the forest, easy to pick off and crush into bloodless snow.

      A rush of panic surged from low in my belly, and I pulled my shaking fingers away from the pine bark. Closing the ledger with a loud, thudding clap, I stepped away from the shelf, thinking about Lex and our friends as I fumbled in my pocket for my watch.

      The gentle ticking gave me something else to focus on, and I stared intently at the watch face, forcing all thoughts of monsters and snow out of my head until someone spoke behind me.

      “I thought I heard a noise in here.”

      The sudden voice startled me, but I kept still, waiting for my panicked heart to slow before I turned. When I did, it was to find Rebecca Gagnesy standing inside the open doorway of the printing house, watching me.

      “Just taking a respite from the cold,” I said with a forced smile. My heart was beating hard, and I was not happy at being interrupted. But too many people in this village were rude, and I refused to be impolite simply because I’d been caught in a quiet moment of anxious fear. “How are you, Miss Gagnesy?”

      Rebecca rolled her eyes and crossed to the edge of the service counter.

      “Do not call me that,” she said in a tone that was probably intended to be playful, but that came off flat. “I’d hate to think we’ve become such strangers.”

      The village doctor’s daughter had, at one time, been a friend of mine. Or, more precisely, a friend of Isadora’s. The three of us had played together as children and then proceeded to tease one another about growing up as we began to mature. It had been many years since Rebecca and I shared any closeness, however. I had long ago cast off my sister and her friend for companions of my own.

      “Apologies,” I said with a tip of my head that was still too formal. “I’m on my way to the Benit farms. Or I was, before I stopped in here. And you?”

      “I just came from Parkinson’s,” Rebecca said.

      My eyes narrowed in time with the syllables of the name as it left her lips. Henley Parkinson was the smithy of Aplin Shade, a decidedly repugnant fellow who had permanently mangled his foot by repeat crushing from the horses he worked with. I hated Parkinson. After the accident that took my father’s life and a good part of my sister’s mind, I brought our family’s destroyed carriage to his shop to see if I could get any money for the metalworks. The smithy had laughed at me and said the carriage was so cheaply made my father had likely bought it with the hopes it would kill us all.

      “He’s in good spirits,” Rebecca continued with a sigh, not noticing my glower or simply ignoring it. “Seems superstition has finally marked our streets.”

      “Superstition?” I broke from my glare to look at her with genuine surprise. Aplin Shade was many things, but superstitious was not among them. There was no reason for spells and emblems when everyone had proof that the Fanteur would get the dead, no matter what.

      “He’s had orders in from five families,” she told me. “Silver horseshoes, they want.”

      I scoffed. “They’ll be stringing up garlic and crosses next.”

      “They’re rattled,” Rebecca said. “They want a little protection, I suppose.”

      “They won’t get it,” I said. “Not from silver or horseshoes or any other trinkets they hang above their doors. There’s no way to keep the Fanteur at bay. They’re all fools if they don’t realize that.”

      Rebecca hesitated, her small eyes curious as they studied my face. “Is that what you truly believe?” she asked.

      The way she said it gave me pause. I did believe it—or I had, until her question was asked. Rebecca Gagnesy was smart. And realistic. She did not peg her hopes on whims or wishes. I would never have imagined she would put her beliefs into anything so fanciful as a possible protection against the Fanteur.

      Which made me curious to know why she asked.

      “What do you believe?” I responded. I watched her closely, suddenly recalling her suggestions from earlier, when she had implored the village to find some means to protect itself during this morning’s meet.

      “I…” Rebecca caught my eye, held it, then bowed her head in a show of uncertainty. When we were young, Rebecca had been as rambunctious as Isadora. But when she first started her journey to womanhood, she’d adopted a proud, graceful figure and a solid, almost austere composition. She was thought to be a fine, handsome woman in most villagers’ eyes. Yet everything about her new personality felt somehow false. Whenever she was near, I found myself questioning her every look and action, wondering if any of them were true.

      “You’ve always known you can confide in me, Rebecca,” I said, beckoning to the youthful girl I once called my friend. I did not miss the days of my childhood, except in the memory of Isadora’s wits and our father’s life. But even if I wasn’t certain of Rebecca’s sincerity now, I could hope she still clung to those cobwebs of our past.

      She raised her eyes, her mouth forming a little o while she considered what to say.

      “It’s nothing,” she ventured at last. “Only something my father said. He was…angry. After the meeting.”

      Dr. Gagnesy had not been in the square that morning. His daughter must have informed him of all that had occurred before going to the smithy’s.

      “He’s not happy about the missing men,” Rebecca said. “Or the pastor’s curfew. And he was ranting about—” She looked around, as if she were ensuring we were truly alone in the empty house.

      “Go on,” I urged.

      “He was ranting about this and that,” she said with a vague sort of laugh. “Which doesn’t mean much. My father always thinks he has the answer.”

      “What was he ranting about?” I asked. I was frustrated with her already, but I kept my face impassive, outwardly patient as I waited for the response she had so intentionally hinted at.

      When she finally met my gaze again, her dark eyes were so resolved I was sure her former hesitation had been an act.

      “The blood,” she said. Her cheeks flushed, the way they did as a child whenever she uttered something mildly indiscreet behind the hedgerows in her father’s garden. “He said they should have let him study the blood.” She kept her eyes trained on mine, prying for an intimacy I did not know how to reciprocate.

      “The blood?” I echoed. I could not keep her stare and instead looked away toward the disused printing press. “But the Fanteur take the blood.”

      “I know,” Rebecca said with another small laugh. “Which is why I put little stock in his words. It was curious, is all.”

      “It does make you think,” I agreed.

      Curious was not the word I would have chosen. Peculiar, perhaps. Or downright strange. I wondered at the doctor’s odd concerns until I realized Rebecca had grown silent. When I glanced back at her, I found her once more studying me, the prying eyes slightly squinted in scrutiny. Everyone had their secrets in Aplin Shade, myself included. I didn’t like Rebecca trying to puzzle out my personal affairs.

      With a purposeful shiver, I shifted away from her eye, checking the watch that still rested in my hand before replacing it in my pocket and pulling out my gloves. Rebecca caught the intent of my movements, and she started toward the door with another sigh.

      “I’d better be off,” she said. “I have rounds to make.” She bowed her head, then paused and offered me a cautious smile. “It was nice talking with you. Perhaps we can visit again soon.”

      I made no reply, instead waiting for her to elaborate on who she meant by we. But Rebecca only offered me a last smile before she turned, closing off our conversation as she headed into the bright outdoors. I watched her leave, irritation pricking at my neck in time with the sway of her dark skirts.

      She wanted to visit with me, but not with Isadora. The doctor’s assistant should have been used to dealing with all manner of illness. But Rebecca had rarely visited her old friend since the accident in the woods. She had not asked about Isadora once during our conversation today. She hadn’t asked about her condition at all, not since the day the doctor declared Isadora would never fully recover from the effects of the crash. My sister had once been Rebecca’s closest companion. But since the injury that stole Isadora’s voice—and most of her wits as well—Rebecca avoided our household as if it were contaminated by its own sort of blight.

      My gloved hand curled into a fist, and I squeezed it tight as I turned, glancing one final time at the dusty ledgers on the back shelf. Rebecca’s indifference was vexing. But she, too, would be nothing more than a memory once I left this village behind.

      I stared at the pine bark peeking out from the top of the ledger pages until I was sure Miss Gagnesy would be out of the way. Then I put her out of my mind as I readied myself for the upcoming unpleasantness of the Benit farms.

    
  
    
      
        The Camp

      
      January 7, 1863

      The Benit kitchen smelled like blood.

      The two Benit brothers spent their noon hours locked in the stifling room, one of the Mrs. Benits chopping meat while the farmers threw insults at one another and generally ignored all of my advice.

      For hours, I tried to make the elder brother see how selfish he was being in demanding that his younger brother disrupt his fields to surrender an unimportant slice of land. The scent of cooking blood boiled up under my skin, but I kept my composure, mediating until they both turned to yell at me instead. When the light hung low in the clouded sky, I gave up. Announcing William the victor, I left the farm with my ears full of insults and my pocket without so much as a penny in its hold.

      Walking home in the waning light of the winter afternoon, I replayed my wasteful, torturous day and wished—not for the first time—that I was more capable of being dishonest.

      “You’re too soft,” my father often said. He’d never hesitated to remind me of my faults, especially when he was halfway through a bottle of whiskey. “You’d best harden yourself if you ever want to be successful in this damnable place.”

      He was wrong, though. It was not softness that kept me honest in my work. Not exactly. I was used to telling lies regarding my own life. But those were more about hiding the truth than fabricating it. I could pretend to tolerate company I detested, or to act like a casual acquaintance of Lex’s when we were in public. Lying to clients was different. Telling someone their property extended farther than it did just to pocket their fees would be too shameful.

      And too much like the other villagers.

      My stomach was still uneasy when I arrived home, but I suffered through dinner so Mother wouldn’t fret about my eating habits and the time she’d wasted making a meal for one. Isadora never shared our meals anymore. Tonight, she sipped silently at one of the jellied soups Dr. Gagnesy prescribed, while I filled up on pea soup so I could avoid eating my slice of pigeon pie—Mother’s favorite dish to serve at our table, despite the fact the baked pigeon feet sticking out of its top made me queasy even when I didn’t already feel sick.

      I took a slice of pie, but I did not eat it. I left the food on the table until dinner was finished, then wrapped it in cloth and tucked it into my pocket before retreating to the study. The room was dark, and I did not bother to create my own light. I sat in my father’s chair, breathing through my mouth and trying not to think about blood until Mother and Isadora had retired upstairs. When the rest of the house matched the dimness of the study, I snuck outside, willing the cold to freeze away the remainder of the sickness.

      My nighttime walks away from the village were usually quiet. But tonight the air shook with distant clamor, and as I approached the end of the main road, I saw men assembling for the first hours of the pastor’s decreed watch. There were four or five of them in total, jabbing their pikes toward one another as they debated who would stand where, while a few dogs bounced in frantic excitement around their feet. The pastor was among them, and before I had time to realize my error in coming so close, he spotted me on the road.

      “Ah, Dominic,” he called, beckoning me near as if he actually cared for my company. “Come to see us in action? We’re still getting sorted. But it’ll be a fine watch once it’s going.”

      “I’m sure,” I said, doing little to hide my skepticism.

      “You’re cutting it close yourself, my dear boy,” Marrow continued. He looked me up and down, a malicious smile tweaking the corners of his mouth. “Curfew begins soon. You’re not planning to ignore it, are you?”

      “I didn’t realize the hour,” I said. I pulled free my pocket watch, as if checking it for the first time all day. “I was just making my final rounds.”

      The pastor didn’t even try to hide his smug smirk. “I’m sure,” he echoed. He ran his tongue over his tobacco-stained teeth, his smile fading with a wet suck. “You will of course be heading home soon, I’ve no doubt. None of us here will be out after curfew, sticking to the dark in order to hide our misdeeds. We have no ill company to keep this night, eh?”

      He turned to meet my gaze, but I was only able to hold his stare for a few short seconds before my eyes lowered. I was not ashamed of where I spent my nights. But I was not about to confess my secrets to the pastor so he could console me with empty prayers and solemnly gleeful assurances that I would burn for eternity because of my sins. Marrow had no qualms in titling me a deviant. Largely because he never suspected I knew anything of his own sins, like the affairs he coerced female parishioners into, including the one that went sour six years ago, ending in suicide—and an unexpected meal for the Fanteur.

      I didn’t want to deal with the fight divulging the truth would bring.

      “Of course not,” I said as I diverted my gaze. A small dog yipped at our feet, and I stepped away when Marrow began to kick at it. “I’ll be off now. Goodnight, Pastor.”

      “Give your mother and my dear, dear Isadora my kindest regards,” the pastor said even while he continued kicking at the dog, who had taken the first kick as an invitation to attack the man’s ankles. “I’ll plan to stop by soon. For dinner, perhaps.”

      Pastor Marrow was a frequent guest at our house, mostly due to the fact he was desperate for a wife. Mother was a little too old for his liking. But given the few options available in Aplin Shade, Marrow had set his sights on a younger, simpler choice. Isadora, silent as she’d become, knew better than to entertain the pastor’s attentions. But the man would not be put off by such a thing as an unwilling companion. With Father dead, our family could not survive forever on the dwindling pay I received in trying to pick up the threads of his business. The pastor understood our plight, and I was half-convinced his influence in the village had aided it. Someday, I would be unable to tend to my mother and sister without another to share the costs of care.

      I retreated back up the road to lose sight of the pastor, while my hand clamped nervously over my pocket watch, itself a remnant of luxury from whoever had lived in our home before the village was abandoned. It was one more reason to get out of Aplin Shade. My family could not afford watches, or mantle clocks, or sturdy desks in well-furnished rooms. The niceties we possessed were gifts from the dead, and soon enough we would lose those too.

      Cutting into an alley, I kept to the shadows until I reached the edge of the village. No one was on guard this far from the main road, which was just as well. The Fanteur could not be stopped by a few idle men and their pikes. I imagined the monsters watching from the trees, laughing at the men on display and thinking how easy it would be to turn every one of them into snow. If the creatures were able to touch the living, there was no point in trying to stand watch against them.

      The Fanteur were surely spying on the men. But when I looked across the flat expanse of field separating civilization from forest, I saw no glimpse of movement or life. The loggers who came from other towns often spoke of how eerie the forest around our village was. How quiet. How dead. I was born in Aplin Shade, and I had never known the liveliness of other woods. But I knew how unnatural the silence was, all the same. The birds didn’t nest there. The deer didn’t graze. Even the mosquitoes stayed away from the densest clusters of trees.

      No one had ever seen the Fanteur, and no one could be certain where they dwelled. But it had long been an accepted fact that the monsters called the forest home. Things died among those pines. And sound seemed to die there as well. I knew firsthand how quickly noises were swallowed by the trees. How fast a carriage wheel could spin to a stop. How fast a body, all breath and movement, could crumple, chilled and quiet in the unwavering dark.

      A stopped wheel. A dead body. A hollow skull sitting atop a pile of silent snow.

      My leg twinged with phantom pain, and I sucked in a breath as a spiral of unwanted memories tumbled through my head. They swayed and shifted, until I once more felt as sick as I had earlier under the heavy stench of boiling blood. The swell of my stomach was the same, although the memory of my father did not include the same heady smell.

      I remembered his dry, flaking remains. Until suddenly the image of his bones changed into the livelier lines of Rebecca Gagnesy as she stood before me in the printing house, confessing what she’d heard her father mutter in his office.

      Blood.

      I paused on the quiet road, my leg thrumming with a prickle of curious confusion. Dr. Gagnesy had never, to my knowledge, been interested in studying the blood-drained corpses of the Fanteur’s victims. On the few occasions when grieving families had demanded he find the cause of the letting, however, no marks were ever discovered on the bodies. No wounds, no scratches, no bites from sharp teeth. Despite their name, the Fanteur did not seem to suck blood from their victims. They drained as they stole—without a trace.

      I slowly resumed my walk, absently moving beyond the village proper amid a cloud of questions about the doctor’s rant. If Dr. Gagnesy hadn’t been interested in the blood before, why would he worry about it now? But even if it was an interesting idea to ponder, I couldn’t see how knowing the truth would help. The Fanteur took the blood, one way or another, and they never left a drop.

      The doctor’s perplexing preoccupation occupied my own thoughts as the village curved out of sight. A brief length of empty road followed, and I let my mind wander in time with my feet until the emptiness gave way to the fire-lit camp at the edge of the field.

      The loggers often slept early, but when I arrived, the voices of those still awake shook away the daze of my ruminations. Slowing as I neared the edge of the first row of cabins, I counted the bodies around the blazing fire pit. Four heads were shadowed in the fire’s glow. I watched them with a smile before moving forward to join the group.

      Peter saw me first.

      “Evening, Sir Wright,” he said with an exaggerated tip of his head. I heaved a tired sigh, and he grinned, while closer to where I stood Lex shifted to face me.

      “Dom,” he said, the single word an infinitely better greeting. “I was hoping you’d come by.” He motioned for me to join him, then turned back and nodded at Peter. “You can ask him now.”

      My sigh drifted away as I dropped onto the log bench and glanced at the other two around the pit, the married Kealeys, who were currently oblivious to anything beyond each other’s mouths.

      “Ask me what?” I asked as I reached my boots toward the flames.

      Peter sat forward, his hands on his knees. When he smiled, I could see the dark hole of the two missing teeth on the right side of his mouth. “I was stacking logs with Louis today, and he started calling me something. Made him and a few of the others snicker every time I walked by. Wondering if you might let me know how bad it is. Pete, is what he kept saying. Pete-coo-wee.”

      My brow furrowed with his harsh pronunciation. I replayed the sounds in my head, smoothing the syllables until they joined and matched with words I knew.

      “Pète-couilles,” I corrected with a smirk.

      “Yeah, that’s that one,” Peter said with an aggravated wave of his hand. “So, tell me the truth. Should I be in a rage?”

      “No,” I said with a laugh. “Just means Louis thinks you’re a pain in the arse.”

      Peter’s look darkened, but when Lex began to laugh, the indignation gave way to a begrudging chuckle.

      “I told you he’d know,” Lex said. He glanced at me, the admiration obvious in his velvet stare. “Han er straalende.” My cheeks flushed, and I kept my eyes on his, our look lingering even while I removed the cloth bundle from my pocket and handed over the wrapped piece of pigeon pie I’d brought from home.

      “Don’t you two start,” Peter grumbled. “I have enough trouble with one language. I don’t need two or three to contend with.” He paused, eyeing the food he knew was not intended for him. “Ah, Sir Wright. Treating us to a feast?”

      My blush deepened, while on the right side of the pit, Grace Kealey finally broke from her husband’s lips. She took a long draw of breath, the back of her hand pressing to her cheek as if to cool it.

      “Evening, Dominic,” she said in the seconds before she turned her attention to Peter. “Stop pestering him. You know no one brought you food.” James continued to kiss her neck while she spoke, and she smiled dreamily into his touch, her back slightly arched and her small, swollen round belly protruding toward the fire.

      “No one ever gives me food,” Peter sighed. He scratched at his chin, watching as James ran his hand up under the hem of Grace’s skirt. “Or touches, when it comes to that.”

      “Learn to cook,” James said. He peeked up from Grace’s neck and gave Peter a rueful grin. “You can give yourself all the food you need.”

      “And the touches?” Peter asked.

      The Kealeys exchanged glances before they both burst into laughter. Peter glared, but his mouth was turned in a smile as he began stoking the fire.

      While all this was going on, Lex took the pie.

      “Thank you,” he murmured.

      His voice was deep, and I inched closer to him, ignoring the jealous itch of hearing Grace giggle at something James did under her skirts. The Kealeys were only a year or two older than us, yet they had been married for nearly two years already. They said they were too in love to keep their lives apart, although I suspected Grace’s first pregnancy—which had never come to fruition—was the real cause for their early matrimony. Even so, the miscarriage, and the ensuing, hasty departure from their hometown, did nothing to dampen the couple’s thirst for each other. They were in love. Lustily so. And they never minded if their friends were privy to their hot tenderness.

      I enjoyed the private thrill of intimacy, the hidden truths and beautiful secrets revealed only when Lex and I were together—only when we were alone. But that didn’t mean I didn’t envy Grace and James’s carelessness from time to time. I was high-strung after a day of unwanted attention and unsuccessful work. I longed to close myself within the confines of Lex’s powerful grip.

      “How was your day?” I asked, distracting myself from my own thoughts as Lex bit into the small slice of cold supper, unsympathetic to Peter’s complaints.

      “We all survived,” he said. He gave me a sideways look full of casual misery. “I suppose that’s something to celebrate.”

      I returned his look, before my stare traveled from his eyes to his mouth, to the crumb at the edge of his lips. I wanted to sweep it away with my thumb, just for the chance to touch him. I wanted to touch him, just for the chance to sweep away the ache of his tenuous day. There was a time when Lex liked working in the woods. It was hard to watch the excitement of scaling, cutting, and rolling logs warp into the waning hope of simply staying alive.

      “Celebrate, indeed,” Peter said from across the fire. “We’ll see how long that lasts. A curfew. What a load. We’re closer to the woods than anyone. How’s a curfew going to keep us safe?”

      James scoffed, raising his head to cast a look of disgust in the general direction of the village. “Doesn’t matter if it does,” he said. “We’re not from here. Somehow that means our lives don’t count for nothing.”

      “You count,” I muttered.

      My hands wrung together as I surveyed our friends, until Lex nudged my shoulder, drawing my attention back to him. His pleased eyes met my anxious ones, his soft look undoing the knot of tension brought on by Peter’s announcement and James’s angry reply. My hands stilled, and one dropped to the log. Lex shifted, casually moving so that his thigh met my skin in a night-hidden touch.

      “What’s this?” Peter asked while I was still staring at Lex.

      I turned, expecting to see him smirking at us but instead finding him gazing away from the pit. I followed the twist of his head to see someone farther back in the camp, up near the road to the village proper.

      “Someone come to enforce the curfew?” I asked.

      “No,” Peter said. “Looks like they’re selling something.”

      “It can’t be a peddler,” James said. Even the observation sounded riled. When it came to most things, James didn’t seem to understand the meaning of calm. “Not at this time of year.”

      A man was standing before a cart and holding onto the reins of two massive, tawny Clydesdales. The cart tinkled as the horses moved and settled, jostling the trinkets hanging from hooks along its top. I was surprised I hadn’t heard the echoes of it behind me on my walk. It was the kind of setup expected in the summer months, when traveling salesfolk peddled their wares to bored loggers desperate for a taste of city fashions. But no one came to Aplin Shade in the winter. The village was cut off from other towns. Even those brave—or foolish—enough to travel in the cold never ventured along our desolate road.

      This was not a traveling peddler. But it was someone trying to make a wage off the desperate hopes of those living and working closest to the forest.

      “It’s Henley Parkinson,” I seethed, my loosening tension pulled taut once more.

      Lex stirred, sitting up straighter as he wiped his hands free of the remnant grease from the pie. “What is he doing here?”

      “Rebecca Gagnesy told me he’s been selling protections,” I explained. I reached out to him, clutching the thick flannel of his shirt in a futile effort to keep him seated. “Horseshoes, crosses, pieces of silver meant to keep all manner of demons away.”

      Peter laughed. “What do they think the Fanteur are, monsters from a storybook? Fairy-tale vampires to be defeated with a holy prayer?”

      “You can’t blame them for wanting a bit of hope,” Grace said. She cast a skeptical eye to the cart. “They’ll try just about anything, if it promises to keep their blood from being someone’s drink.”

      “We don’t know what they do with the blood,” I reminded her.

      “He’s not selling his junk here,” Lex grumbled. He made to stand, while I kept hold of his shirt.

      “Just ignore it,” I pleaded in a quiet voice. “He’ll go soon.”

      The fire crackled as Lex contemplated the place where my fingers gripped his shirt. But all too quickly he shook his head, pulling away from my grasp as he stood. “No. He’s not welcome here.”

      My hands snaked to my lap, fists balling together as Lex strode off. Peter hesitated a moment, casting me a look full of dread before he stood to follow. Peter was jovial, if not a little antagonizing. But he, too, had a history with the smithy. Peter had spent four of his younger years working as a stableboy, and shortly after his arrival at the logging camp, he made the mistake of suggesting Henley Parkinson get himself a few stablehands to help better care for his temperamental horses. He meant no offense. But Parkinson took offense all the same—along with a backhanded swing to Peter’s face, with a horseshoe in hand.

      Peter lost two of his teeth that day, and he soon began looking for a way out of the village. When Lex overheard him begging Chester Roy to release his contract, he asked me to look over Peter’s papers to see if there was anything that could be done. Roy’s contracts were ugly, and the only option for early escape was for Peter to forgo a month’s worth of wages. So, instead of leaving, Lex offered him sparring lessons.

      Peter didn’t hide from the smithy. But as the two of them joined a small group gathered near the front of the cart, he lingered a step behind Lex’s bigger frame. James—forever angry but never inconveniencing himself with a fight—stayed by the fire with me and Grace. From the right side of the flames, Grace eyed me with vague understanding, as if she didn’t know the cause of our animosity toward the smithy but could likely guess. My eyes flicked to her, then back to the fire. From the corner of my vision, I saw her head turn as she once more succumbed to the greater interest of her husband’s lips.

      My own dealings with the smithy did not end when he laughed me out of his workshop. Two months after I left my family’s damaged carriage, I discovered that Parkinson had melted the wheels and sold them off for his own profit. Returning to the smithy, I had drawn myself up, pushing past the irritated beat of my heart as I asked after the funds I was owed for the sale. Parkinson tried to stare me down. When that did nothing to budge my stance, he kicked dirt at my feet and turned his back.

      “Bury yourself in the ditch where you and your father both should have died,” he said, careless and sour. “Or bury yourself in the albino’s dirty sheets. Either way, get out of my shop.”

      My hatred was so cold it froze me in place. I stood motionless, unable to spout the thousand curses crackling behind my lips. Every inch of me was struck through with icy rage, and as I listened to the nearby whicker of the Clydesdales in their stables, I imagined all the words I should say, the ones more powerful than curses—the ones that would destroy Parkinson’s life with a bitter dose of truth. I knew things about the smithy, including why he no longer employed anyone to help in his shop. But the accusations wouldn’t come either. Nothing could make it past my gelid mouth, and I remained as mute as my sister until Parkinson walked out of sight.

      I left the smithy in an afterwash of shame, without any coin or dignity to see me home.

      When I’d admitted what happened to Lex, it had taken the thousand sweet utterances I could make to stop him from storming to the smithy with power enough to shake the ground under his feet. Lex and I both felt the pain, the frustration, the fury. But while my rage froze in my chest, Lex’s anger burned, and I knew too much about the village to let that kind of emotion triumph over practicality. Lex had spent most of his life fighting with his fists. He knew how to spar, and when he first came to the camp, he made money challenging other loggers to boxing matches after dark. He liked the anticipation of a fight, the directness of confrontation. With his skill and his size, he was impossible to beat.

      If Lex raised his fists against the smithy, Parkinson would lose. And that was a problem. Because if the man retained any ounce of breath after his beating, he would use it to slander Lex and drive the villagers against us both. And if Parkinson died, it wouldn’t take much for even the residents of Aplin Shade to contact the proper authorities—police patrols from the nearest township that normally had no part in village justice. In the logging camp, Lex’s strength was something to be admired. Outside of the forest, the towering, sinful ghost of a man existed on a precipice of suspicion. So long as things remained quiet, Lex’s life continued without any major threat. But a little bit of noise was all it would take to turn the village’s vile attitudes against him.

      I could not let Parkinson win by claiming himself a victim of Lex’s harsh blows. So I used my own skills to keep Lex away, and neither he nor I had seen the smithy since the incident. But now there was no avoiding the confrontation. It wasn’t just about us this time. Loggers were missing—loggers were dead—and those still living in the camps were on edge. They didn’t need a greedy fool preying on their fears.

      I hunched forward, hands on knees, my eyes sliding from the fire pit to the dim scene up the road. Parkinson was talking idly to one of the older loggers as Lex and Peter approached, and they pushed into the conversation, cutting off the smithy’s words and crowding in to cut off any hope of his escape.

      My stomach twisted, the knots tightening in anticipation of the lashing to come.

      “I have every right to be here!” Parkinson exclaimed, his response to whatever Lex said bringing his voice nearly to a shout. “More right than any of you!”

      “You have no right to be at the logging camp unless you intend to go into those woods and do the work yourself,” Lex replied. He did not need to shout. All he needed was to kick strength into his speech, and the even tone could be heard clear across to the fire pit.

      “I do my work,” Parkinson said. “And I don’t need any damned—” His voice cut short, and I sucked in a breath, wondering if this would be the point of impact, the inevitable fight that would make the Fanteur the least of my worries.

      I closed my eyes, allowing myself a few seconds to hide in the self-imposed dark. No jeers filled the air, and to my relief, when I blinked my eyes open again, Lex was not beating the man senseless. Parkinson was scowling. But he had stopped talking, and my discomfort was pricked with a proud sort of satisfaction at seeing how quickly his shouts had faded under Lex’s influence.

      “He’s giving him a right what for,” Grace said after a minute. I startled, forgetting my other friends were still by the fire and surprised to see they were now watching the scene unfold. Grace eyed me, her smile conspiratorial. “That’s our good man, eh?”

      She meant it as a cheer among friends. But the knowing way her stare lingered made my cheeks warm again.

      The conversation at the cart lasted all of five minutes. I watched its remainder through the fire that whipped with the breeze, its flames spluttering into the black sky.

      “Go back to your smithy,” Lex said at last. “Stay away from this camp unless you’re called upon to be here. Do you understand?”

      Parkinson did not fight. He backed away, from either fear of Lex’s size, or fear of his strange coloring—a sight doubled in its oddness with Peter standing at his side. Other men gathered, other murmurs turned to complaints, and soon Parkinson was moving, throwing his hands and cursing everyone in sight as he pulled his cart back toward the village.

      “The Fanteur take you all!” he called. He grabbed the horses’ reins and had to jump out of the way of one Clydesdale’s hoof. Grace and James laughed as the man hurried back up the path, storming away with the petulance of a child.

      I covered my mouth with my hands, beaming with relief that the conversation had not ended in a fight.

      When Lex and Peter returned to the pit, the latter carried a bottle of gin he’d gotten from another logger.

      “Good work, lads,” Grace said when they made it back to the flames.

      “Man’s an idiot,” Peter said. He raised the bottle. “Now, how about a drink? Toast to Auguste? Benny? Franz?” He listed the names of the three missing loggers, and as he did James bowed his head, clapping his hands and reaching for the gin.

      I eyed the bottle with distaste—the sight of drink forever soured by the memory of my father—and prepared to make my excuses for not joining in the toast. But before the gin made it out of Peter’s hand, Lex absolved me of the need to make any excuses at all.

      “If you have a moment,” he said, his eyes sparking with flecks of reflected red from the glow of the flames, “I’ve something to show you. In my cabin.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Peter muttered before he took a swig from the bottle. Grace and James giggled to themselves, their heads turning together until the laughter gave way to another round of kisses.

      I ignored their teases, their looks. Without another word, I stood, walking next to Lex in happy silence as we crossed the short distance to his cabin.

    
  
    
      
        The Horses

      
      January 7, 1863

      The logging camp, like the village proper, was not without luxury. Instead of the typical, single bunkhouse for all the loggers to sleep in, Aplin Shade’s camp had been constructed with separate, one-room cabins for the men. It was an unheard-of bit of privacy in a logging camp, but one that had suffered the same deterioration as the rest of the village. The rooms were small, and largely uncared for. If it weren’t for the fire that needing stoking even in the middle of the night, the cabin would be horribly inadequate for the Canadian winter.

      Yet despite its tight confines and lackluster appearance, the ten-by-ten square that served as Lex’s makeshift home was my favorite place in all of Aplin Shade. When the door was shut and the curtains closed, I no longer needed to hide from my foul adversaries or fractured family. I found comfort here that I did not know in other places. In the cabin, I was finally content to be myself.

      I pushed the drying rack against one wall while Lex built the fire, the room brightening into a dusky orange as the two of us shared the brief outline of our days.

      “Did Benit pay you?” Lex asked as he piled more kindling into the hearth.

      “No,” I admitted. He scoffed, a flex of anger making his shoulders tense, and I pressed my hand to his shirt, fingers trailing over the flannel as I hurried to continue. “But I was considering our expenses again. Even without the payment, I think we can afford to move by the summer. Spring, if you get your proper wages for a while.”

      “We’ll make it,” Lex said. He moved away from the fire and rose to face me. “We don’t need much to get us started. Only a bit of land. Some tools. Some animals.”

      He pushed his fingers into my hair, brushing back the copper locks as my eyes drifted closed with a smile.

      “Do you think we’ll truly make it work?” I asked.

      Lex and I had long been planning to start our own farm. From the early days of our intimacy, it was a game we played, an imagined life built together in the murky moments before we stole a few snatches of forbidden, cuddled sleep. It wasn’t until my family’s accident that the dream became a plan, one that had, inch by inch, taken on the semblance of reality. Yet even with talking to purveyors, getting quotes for the empty homesteads where Lex and I could keep our own life, it still felt like an idea that could only exist in the hazy half sleep of pleasure-addled candlelight.

      “My family made it,” Lex said. “We can too. I can build a house. And tend the animals.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “You’ll never have to slaughter anything. You can see to the trades, and to keeping our supplies. The toughest part will be the daily tending. Cooking, cleaning, that sort.”

      “I can mind that,” I said. I opened my eyes and fixed them on the deep purple of Lex’s. “And when we get ourselves settled, we can send for my mother and sister. It’ll be hard getting Isadora to leave home. But if she remains here, the pastor will get her. She and Mother would be happier on a farm than holed up in Marrow’s house.” An image of the pastor’s smug smile flitted through my mind, bringing with it the memory of the watch I passed on my way to the camp this evening. “We just have to stave off the Fanteur until we can leave.”

      “Never mind about them,” Lex said. He moved closer, holding my stare. “They won’t be here tonight.”

      “Are we sure of that?” I asked.

      He nodded. “No one is taking you from me.”

      I shivered at his words, and the rumbling, protective promise within them. Lex would always take care of me. He always had.

      “Do you remember the first time I stayed here?” I asked in a quiet voice.

      Lex breathed a laugh. “I’ll never forget that night. Nor, I suspect, will you.”

      “You told me Norwegian fairy tales while we ate the entire cake Mrs. Lornier gave my father in lieu of payment for a case,” I said.

      “Yes,” Lex agreed. “And the buttermilk was sour, or the eggs were off. Either way, within the hour, I couldn’t finish my story about the spøkelser in the woods through the ache in my gut. And you vomited so hard, your nose began to bleed. I thought I was going to have to carry you to Dr. Gagnesy. It was as cold then as it is tonight. I’d never been so scared.” He tucked a wave of thick hair behind my ear. “And I’ve never eaten a slice of cake since.”

      Even now, the remembered pain of that night made me uncomfortable. I’d been mortified by my own sickness, the purge coming on so quickly I’d had no time to run outside or grab the nearest pot. I was accustomed to the perils of having a weak stomach. But on that night, I was disgusted by my own body, convinced I’d severed my burgeoning friendship with Lex by making a mess all over the cabin floor.

      I’d braced myself for an awkward dismissal and was shocked when Lex instead helped me to a chair, grabbing the quilt from his bed and wrapping it tight around my shoulders. He found a suitable pot for me to balance on my lap, and he rubbed my back, staying by my side until the horrible tremors stopped. Then he cleaned up my vomit and ordered me to get some sleep. Long before we were intimate, I shared Lex’s bed, facing the wall in a sick daze while he crowded in on my other side to help keep me warm.

      I slept soundly through the whole of that night. And in the morning, I rolled over to nuzzle against Lex’s back, my skin tingling with delight that soon turned to confused terror when I realized where I was—and how much I didn’t want to leave.

      I smiled, recalling the peculiar sensation that rippled through my belly that morning, its intensity so sharp I half-wondered if I was going to be sick all over again. But then the wind of the present howled like a ghost, and the memories of my wondrous revelation wilted.

      “I’m frightened, Lex,” I admitted in a whisper. That long-ago night held its own kind of terror. But this fear was closer, more deadly. Even with his promise and his strength, Lex couldn’t make this dread go away. “The village is growing restless. I don’t like the sound of all this superstition. It’s not going to do any good.”

      “No, I don’t suppose it will.” Lex took my hand and brought my knuckles to his lips. “But it’s tomorrow’s concern. Tonight, we have peace. Unless you’re afraid to stay here? I can walk you home.”

      I considered the cabin, the way the uneven walls seemed to crowd around us. If I were alone, it might feel as if I were trapped here. But with Lex, it felt more like being guarded.

      “No,” I said. “I feel safest here with you.”

      “Then let us go to bed,” he said. He kissed my palm, my wrist, my neck. My lips. “I’ll keep you safe until morning, min elskede.”

      The first time Lex and I were intimate, I shook at the very prospect of allowing him to view my scrawny form. But over the years, in the stolen moments between work and pain and the torment of the Fanteur, I’d learned that my form doesn’t matter. I did not love Lex because of his towering height and powerful step. I loved him because he was Lex, the boy who’d befriended me without thinking how it served his own purpose, the man who cared about my happiness and strived to add to it. It didn’t matter what Lex looked like, so long as he remained Lex. From the way he spoke and acted—the way he kissed me bone-deep—I suspected it was true for us both.

      Now, I craved the pleasure we took together, our bodies swarming with heat while the snow and all its dangers twisted out of sight. The familiar whirl of wild, rhythmic comfort was as calming as it was fervent, and afterward, exhausted and happy, I could finally give in to rest. I slept most soundly in the cabin, knowing I would wake in the morning wrapped in the arms of the man who wanted to wrap me up, close and protected and loved.

      Tonight, we curled together on the tiny mattress, and the steady beat of Lex’s heart drummed beneath my ear. Its tempo mixed with the wind that whistled between the cabin’s moss-stuffed boards, their mingled sounds lulling me to sleep and accentuating my dreams. For a long while, there was peace, the visions in my head soft and vague, more noise than image and altogether tranquil. But then, slowly, the sounds began to swell, intensifying with enough ferocity to draw me back to the waking world.

      My eyes fluttered opened as the wind’s whistle rose into a distant scream, and a thudding that did not come from Lex hit harder and harder, as if something were storming from within the wind itself. A memory of the woods clattered in time with the thuds, and I once again saw my family’s mangled carriage, while our horses, huffing and whinnying in confused fright, stamped their hooves hard against the earth as their leather straps cracked and flew free.

      I sat up with a gasp, my breath catching in my throat.

      “What’s that noise?” Lex asked. His voice was thick with sleep, but he pushed himself up while I swung my legs out from the covers, my feet stinging against the cold cabin floor. I stood and crossed to the small window, carefully pulling back the edge of the curtain. Beyond the pane, I could see other loggers stumbling from their rooms, their faces perplexed as they stared in the direction of the road.

      “There’s something outside,” I said. I turned away from the window to find Lex already dressing. He sat to pull on his boots, his face tired but alert.

      “Stay here,” he said.

      “I don’t want you going out there alone,” I replied.

      “You don’t want to get caught by Roy,” Lex countered.

      A howling squeal sounded outside, and I looked back at the window.

      “There’s enough men out there,” I said. “They won’t even notice me. I’ll stay close to the cabin. I won’t get involved. I just want to see.”

      Lex sighed, staring at me for a moment as if he were deciding whether to argue the point. But then he snatched my clothes off the floor and tossed them to me.

      When we stepped outside, the camp was in chaos. A crowd of loud, rattled loggers had formed by the road, and despite my assurance I’d keep close to the cabin, I followed Lex as he pushed between the men, trying to get close enough to see what was making the awful sounds.

      “What’s going on?” Lex called as we passed Peter.

      “Haven’t the faintest idea,” Peter yelled in response. “But something’s comin’. Something down the road.”

      Lex let out a hard breath. He turned, making sure I was still behind him before he pushed onward.

      When we finally broke through the wall of loggers, the road in front of us pulsed with movement. At first, all I could see were shadowy blurs, like ghosts soaring fast toward us. The sounds made sense before the sight did—the clopping hooves, the squealing whinnies. I remembered the night of the accident, and suddenly the ghostly shapes formed into two massive horses, Clydesdales that were galloping down the dirt road. Their heads tossed wildly, their clattering steps swerving from one side of the street to the other. Blanched screeching filled the air with echoes of their pain, and when one of them kicked at one of the lit lanterns marking the camp’s entrance, the jostled flame revealed a thick line of red gushing from the lowest point of its crest.

      The horses were bleeding.

      I put a hand to my mouth, swallowing bile as I recognized the substance drenching the horses’ light coats. The first creature squealed, splatters of blood flying as it swerved again and continued running toward the crowd. If it had the strength to reach us, I was certain it would run us through before racing straight to the woods. But it was losing too much blood. Flaps of something like skin bounced as the horse ran until, with a spluttering neigh, it swerved hard over the edge of the road. Twice it bucked, as if it were trying to throw off some unseen foe. Then it tottered to the side, staggering and swaying under the eerie glow of the lantern, its mouth foaming in the last few seconds before it collapsed in a heap.

      “Hell on a stick,” Peter cursed from beside us. “Those are Parkinson’s horses, aren’t they?”

      Within a minute of the first horse’s death, the second Clydesdale shuddered, slowly crumpling forward as if to rest before tilting and landing hard on its side. Its death rattle echoed down the road.

      For a moment, everyone quieted, a wave of silent shock covering us in a blanket of frozen calm. Then Peter moved, cautiously walking up the road to approach the corpse of the first horse. Blood continued to ooze, tangling in the splayed mane, but after a beat of hesitation, Peter knelt close to where the horse had been cut. His hand hovered over the horse’s mane, his fingers trailing along the back of its crest.

      “They’ve been flayed,” he announced. He shook his head, staring at the horse for a long moment before leaning closer and peeling back a large flap of cut skin. With a sickened grunt, his head tilted to the side, considering what he was looking at. Then, bending lower still, he pushed his fingers under the coat.

      When his hand came out, it was covered in blood up to the wrist. Peter turned, thrusting his arm under the glow of the lantern. From the edge of the crowd, I could see there was something solid clenched in his grasp.

      “What is it?” James yelled from farther down the line of onlookers. He had his arms around Grace, the bedraggled couple wrapped together in a knitted blanket.

      Peter stared at the blood-covered thing for a long time. He wiped it on his coat, brought his face close to it, held it up under the light. Then he glanced back at us, his expression puzzled.

      “It looks like pine bark,” he called.

      My stomach coiled, and with a staggering step, I pushed backward through the crowd. My scarf felt suddenly too tight, and I unwound it quickly, pulling open the front of my coat and dragging in anxious breaths while Lex caught up to me, his face drawn in concern.

      “Dom,” Lex began.

      “Those horses are not a warning,” I whispered as he reached a steadying hand to my shoulder. I swayed on my feet, then caught my balance and stepped close enough to see his expression in the fire-dotted dark. “They’re a threat. There’s no mistaking this. Those horses weren’t dead a few hours ago. And they weren’t flayed by anyone in the village. The Fanteur did this. They’re watching us. They know what Parkinson’s been up to. They know about the curfew, the watch. And they’re letting us know it’s all useless. If they can come into the village and kill horses—they can come into the village and kill any of us, anytime they want.”

      I put a hand over my mouth again, the smell of blood so strong I couldn’t tell if it was billowing in my memory or wafting from the nearby horses.

      “You should take your chances,” I continued as I swallowed my sick panic. “Leave here and try to find labor down the river. We can be separated for a few months. If it means you don’t have to work in those woods…”

      “When people leave Aplin Shade, they don’t come back,” Lex replied. He caught my gaze and held it, his hand rising to my cheek before remembering we were in sight of others. “We won’t come back, Dom. We’ll do what we must to survive until the spring. And then we’ll take your family, and we’ll leave. Together.”

      “Spring,” I mumbled. It was only a few months away. But tonight, the time felt endless. I looked beyond Lex to where the second horse lay dead in the road, while my hand dug into my pocket in search of my watch. With a ragged breath, I pressed against the metal, nearly overcome with the temptation to open it, to wind it forward—to try whatever desperate measure I could to hasten the season’s change.

    
  
    
      
        The Cabin

      
      January 8, 1863

      The loggers decided to wait until the morning to tell Parkinson the news of his horses. When the commotion was over, they stood in place, poised for a repeat of the horror. But all remained quiet, and eventually, everyone trudged back to their cabins, uneasy but unwilling to let an entire night go by without any rest.

      Lex held me close, his arms wrapped so tight it was nearly painful. I tucked against his chest, listening to his heart and trying to clear my mind of all gruesome thoughts and torrid emotions. Every so often, the wind seemed to scream again, jolting me from my fitful half sleep. When my exhaustion finally fully overcame my fear, I dreamt of the horses.

      Their screams filled my slumber, echoing in time with the foamy blood that flung in splatters from their mouths. Bucking frantically, they zagged from side to side, shaking free the gruesome strips of sliced pine that had been stuffed into the flayed skin at the base of their skulls. In the dream, the pine was edged with spikes, like mouthfuls of teeth poised to bite. I picked up a piece of the wood, desperate to examine it, to understand what it meant. But the spikes sliced open my palm, and when I dropped the bark in startled pain, the horses dropped with it, dead and bloody at my feet.

      I woke with a shivering start, my thoughts cycling between the missing men, the dead horses, and the coming hours that would send Lex and the other loggers back into the wild den. Already, the light through the curtain was shifting from black to the dim gray of early morning. Whatever peace had been found in the hours since the horses’ deaths would soon be brought to an end.

      “You’re cold,” Lex mumbled, waking under the tremble of my limbs. His sleep-slackened grip tightened around me again, while the fingers of one hand stroked lazily at my side. “I’ll build the fire soon.”

      “No need,” I whispered. I inched closer, letting him fold me more completely into his embrace. “You can keep me warm.”

      Lex kissed the top of my head. “I’ll—” he began, but a sharp rap on the door turned his reply into a curse. “Fanden.”

      He shifted, half-rolling me to the mattress and momentarily pinning me under the soft press of his lips before he forced himself up. I shivered, pulling the quilt up to my neck as I watched him climb from the bed and once more snatch the previous day’s clothes from where they sat cold and crumpled on the floor.

      “So much for my wages,” he said as he dragged his legs through the trousers. “Here I thought the panic over the horses would keep him occupied.”

      Usually, I did my best to sneak into Lex’s cabin unnoticed by anyone except our friends. With last night’s fire—and the arrival of the Clydesdales—we were not careful. Yet even when we were, Chester Roy had taken to assigning spies to help catch us in the cabin together. Everyone in Aplin Shade had secrets, and the foreman didn’t care a fig for what Lex and I got up to when we were alone. We tried to maintain some modicum of discreetness. But neither one of us had ever outright denied our transgressions, and it was that lack of denial that made us an easy target. No matter how inconsequential our relations were to Chester Roy or anyone else in Aplin Shade, what Lex and I did was still considered a sin—and a felony. Which gave the foreman ample reason to dock Lex’s pay, halving his wages for each day we were found together.

      Lex refused to be any more secretive than we already were. He didn’t want to let Chester Roy win at his petty game—even though the man won, anyway, getting richer off of Lex’s choice to spend his nights with the barrister’s son.

      The hard tapping on the door continued, but I stayed in the bed, the lingering tingle of Lex’s lips mingling with my quiet fury. Once, I would have been embarrassed to be caught in such a state of intimate undress. Now, I felt only the tired lashings of helpless anger.

      Lex opened the door and stood near its gap, blocking the small bed from view. It seemed a pointless effort to keep the foreman from slamming the door back in smug discovery. But to my surprise, Chester Roy did not burst into the room. Instead, he remained outside, seemingly ignorant to my presence.

      “They’ve taken a sleigh,” the foreman said. “The whole blasted sleigh! And tools. Straight from the toolhouse. Thieves, is what they are. Murderers and thieves. And what are we supposed to do about it?”

      There was no need to ask who the man was talking about. The Fanteur had taken tools before. Saws, mostly. And sometimes gloves, whistles, or loose straps of leather. Back in the summer, they’d snatched Lex’s favorite axe while he was helping guide the pull carts to the river. Near the middle of November, they’d even managed to steal one of those carts while the loggers were temporarily stranded during a storm. But those had been bits and pieces grabbed in the woods, most of them not even noticed until a few days afterward. The Fanteur had never stolen so much at once before—and the timing of this theft was impossible to ignore.

      An icy shiver seeped under my skin, and I resisted the urge to shrug further under the inadequate heat of the thin quilt.

      “There won’t be any trade here at this time of year,” Lex said. He ruffled his hair, white-blond strands falling as soft as the window’s light. “We’ll have to make do with what we’ve got until spring.”

      “You’re right we’ll make do,” Chester Roy spat. “You and your crew better see to it. I ought to send out another search party so we can find those blasted tools and bring them back.”

      “You cannot be serious,” Lex replied. “They’ve killed some of us already. And that was when we weren’t actively hunting them down. You saw the horses. You know what they’re capable of. What do you think will happen if you keep poking through their woods?”

      Chester Roy paused, and I imagined him bristling, angry and annoyed by the common sense of a man less than half his age.

      “They’re my woods, Haugen,” he seethed. “And if the whole load of you can’t face down the damned scoundrels, then that’s your business. And your life.”

      “I’m sure the loggers will believe your tools are worth their lives,” Lex scoffed.

      “They will if they want this village to keep surviving,” Roy replied. “And you’ll shut your mouth if you want to be paid. Unless you plan on spending the winter living in those woods.” He paused again, and I could practically hear the loose grin sliding up his flabby lips. “Or do you think the barrister will take you in?”

      My neck flushed harder, temples pulsing under the strain of my gritted teeth. The way he said it spoke volumes of how he—and most of the village—considered me. I was not really a barrister. I was only eighteen, and I had no schooling beyond the common education offered by Emily Tremblay in the village schoolhouse. I was a child in their eyes. One too weak to do manual labor. One too poor to live off the back of my father’s inheritance. One too strange to live with normal sensibilities.

      The disrespect pricked like a darning needle. But it was the implication of my failure that truly stung. If my family had a spare bedroom and enough food for the logger’s much-earned appetite, I’d do whatever I could to convince Mother to take Lex in. But money was sparse, and no spare beds were available. Until we owned our own property far away from Aplin Shade, we would never be able to share a home.

      Gradually, the lack of sound in the cabin drew me out of my hopeless thoughts, and I saw that Lex stood rigid, his fingers pressed hard into the open door as he tried to keep his composure. I held my breath until he at last lowered his head—a sign of his fatigue and of his defeat.

      “I want you ready in ten minutes,” Chester Roy said, his tone triumphantly dismissive. His shadow passed by the window as he stepped back and walked off toward his office on the far side of the cookhouse. Lex closed the door, then stood facing it, saying nothing as he stared at the spot where his hand still gripped the worn handle.

      “Take twenty minutes,” I said after a moment, unsure how else to fill up the grim silence. “Make sure you get something to eat first.”

      Lex let out a long, slow breath. The muscles in his back tensed before they gently relaxed as his arm fell to his side. When he turned from the door, his face still retained the etching of frustration. But when he took in the sight of me, his mouth lifted in a strained smile.

      “If I survive the day, at least my wages will be paid in full.”

    
  
    
      
        The Coffee

      
      January 8, 1863

      After Lex left the cabin in search of a quick breakfast, I slunk away from his quarters. Outside, the camp was quiet, the loggers already returning to their early work in the forest as if the chaos of last night hadn’t been real. Even when I headed up to the road, braced for the frozen horror of the equine corpses, the only remnants I found were the spots where dirt and snow mingled pink with blood. I approached the lantern post where the first horse had collapsed, the toes of my boots edged up against the soiled snow. I hadn’t expected someone to remove the horses so quickly. Weighed down by death, the animals would have been incredibly hard to shift on such short notice, so late in the night.

      I was still studying the discolored snow when a door creaked nearby. Hoping it wasn’t the foreman, I glanced up to instead see Grace striding out of her cabin. Her face was drawn in pain, one arm held over her stomach. She paused, her chin lifted into the cold morning air, until she looked around and realized she wasn’t alone. When she noticed me on the road, her features pooled at once, hiding her discomfort as she walked over to greet me with a tired smile.

      “Morning, Dominic,” she said.

      I tipped my head in greeting, ignoring the tension in her stiff movements as I looked back at the snow.

      “Did Parkinson collect them?” I asked.

      “What? Oh.” Grace sighed as she crossed in front of the lantern post. “I doubt it. A man like that? He’d never put himself through so much trouble. I’d wager the horses would be there until the dogs and rats ate them, if it were up to him.”

      “Who do you think removed them, then?” I asked.

      Grace’s tired gaze lifted toward the forest. “I doubt anyone took them,” she muttered. Her breath caught in a hiccup, of panic or perhaps only exhaustion. When she looked at me again, her smile was tight. “Sorry, Dominic. I must be getting on with it. Breakfast, then washing.”

      “Of course,” I said with a nod. “Good day, Grace.”

      She turned without another word, her back straight and her head held high even though I doubted she’d had much more sleep than I had last night. I watched her walk a little way into the camp, wondering how alike our fears for the loggers were. Then my gaze shifted to where she’d stared out at the distant line of trees.

      If Parkinson hadn’t taken the horses, it wasn’t hard to figure out who had. Except, the Fanteur had never touched any animals from the village before. Livestock, family pets. Those had always remained after death, ready to be eaten or buried as seen fit. It was only humans the Fanteur stole from. It wasn’t impossible to suggest they’d acquired a sudden desire for equine blood. But the dramatic way the horses had died, coupled with the strange inclusion of the pine bark in their necks, made it seem more than a little likely the Clydesdales were taken for some other purpose.

      What purpose might that be?

      My head throbbing with a question I couldn’t answer, I left the camp behind and made the two-mile trek back to the village. It was cold, and by the time I returned to my house, I was wind-whipped and ready for a hot meal. My best mornings were the ones when I avoided my family, slipping into my room as if I’d been there for the entirety of the night. I was not afraid of discovery—I’d been spending nights at the camp for years, and no one had ever remarked on my absence—but I did my best to keep out of the way until I could properly wash the smell of Lex from my skin.

      On this morning, however, I was not lucky enough to be alone.

      “Out in this weather?” Mother asked as soon as I stepped through the door. She tsked at the state of me, bed-rumpled and mussed, and I ducked my head, keeping to the outskirts of the kitchen.

      “It’s not so bad,” I lied as I shook snow from my hair.

      January mornings were always frigid, and I’d hoped to arrive home in time to start the kettle so I could make something to warm me from the inside out. Unfortunately, Isadora was already awake as well, which meant weak, half-cold coffee. A month after the carriage accident, my sister spilled a kettle of boiling water on herself. Whether she did it by accident or on purpose, I’d never been entirely certain. Either way, from wrist to elbow, the skin of her right arm was puckered with scars, and now Mother never allowed her to heat the kettle beyond the gentlest simmer.

      “No one should be out in cold like this,” Mother said. She eyed my hair with disapproval before turning her attention back to her knitting. “Isadora, pour your brother a cup of coffee,” she added with a little sigh.

      Isadora was at the counter, her fingers dusty from drawing shapes in a spread of flour. It was one of her new, regular habits Mother had given up trying to curb, as it usually kept her quiet. Methodically, she’d run her finger through the flour, drawing designs that more often than not resembled trees. At our mother’s command, she stopped middrawing, and when she stepped away, I could see such a shape in the snow-like powder of this morning’s canvas.

      “It’s a lovely tree,” I said as Isadora started toward the kettle.

      As soon as I spoke, my sister spun back around, her eyes flashing with anger as she returned to the counter to wipe away everything she had drawn. I swallowed, watching as she destroyed all evidence of the work I’d complimented, before the fury dissipated as quickly as it had appeared, and she resumed her former task without any emotion at all.

      Before the accident, my sister had been a fluid creature, always bouncing between people or places, her fair face splashed with extra freckles because she spent her summer hours twirling beneath the sun. Even her hair, the same muddied orange as mine but long enough to weigh down the wisps and instead flow in thick, coppery waves, used to fly loose about her person as if she were forever in a dance. But now, Isadora moved in fits and starts, wild lashes of frenzy followed by motion so stiff she looked more like an automaton than a woman. Her hair, too, was prone to tangles, and Mother combed it tight to her skull, braiding and pinning it so fiercely not a single strand was freed.

      I stared at the dead bulb of hair before my eyes traveled to the unmoving line of my sister’s flat mouth. When she took hold of the kettle with both hands—her whole manner unnervingly silent—I turned back to my mother.

      “Why are you both awake so early?” I asked. Chester Roy’s intrusion this morning meant I was back sooner than usual. I should have found the kitchen empty, a quiet haven where I could heat my own kettle and wash away my night in the solitary company of hissing steam.

      “There was some turmoil,” Mother said. She frowned, her voice as tight as the stitches on her washcloth. “The smithy thought his horses had gone missing, until someone from the camp came up the road to tell him they were dead. The smithy was in a fury, demanding to know who did it. As if he doesn’t already know those horses died just like those loggers did.”

      Our mother was fretful, always. But she had a good head when it came to seeing things as they were. After the accident, when Father was dead and Isadora nearly so, my mother was a wreck of nerves and pain. Yet she never tried to ignore the sudden changes in the house, and she never put her life on hold while she waited for the past to return. She grieved wholeheartedly for my father and sister. But despite her tearful, trembling manner, she never even ceased her daily chores.

      I studied my mother as she worked at her knitting, admiring her quiet wisdom until Isadora brought me my too-cold coffee. With a smile, I reached for the cup, and my sister’s arm flinched back so violently the coffee splashed over its rim. My expression fell, and I drew my hand up in surrender, waiting for her to place the cup on the counter.

      “Parkinson’s a fool,” I said when Isadora had moved to the far side of the small kitchen. “He’s trying to prey on the desperation of the villagers. Everyone should know his worthless wares won’t do anything to protect them.”

      “Yes, they should,” Mother agreed. She completed a row of stitches and paused to check their evenness. “But if he’s lost his horses…” She pressed her lips together, her head shaking slowly back and forth, the way it did whenever she thought about the woods—or about what had happened to her husband within them.

      “Don’t let it be a concern of yours, Mother,” I started.

      “It is a concern of mine,” she snapped, her biting tone startling me. “It’s a concern for us all. I’ve lived in this village since before you were born, Dominic. In all that time, they’ve never attacked anyone. If there is even a they. For all we know, it’s one…one thing doing this to us. One thing sneaking into the village and…and…”

      “Mother.” I crossed the kitchen, forgetting my desire for distance as I opened my arms for an embrace. But my mother held up a hand to stop my approach, and I stilled, staring at the fingers that shook as badly as my father’s used to after a night of heavy drinking.

      “We’re not exactly kind people here,” she said in a quieter voice, hand still raised to keep me away. “But we’re neighbors. We have no one else. Whatever happens matters. To all of us.”

      My arms fell to my side as I considered Parkinson and his tinkling cart of useless trinkets. It mattered if his greed further angered the Fanteur. But the smithy was of no consequence to my mother, or to me. The loggers had to cut trees in order to keep their jobs. But people like Parkinson—he had no respect for whatever terrible danger existed within the woods.

      My mother lowered her hand and returned to her knitting, and the kitchen grew so absurdly quiet I soon became uncomfortable. With the weary sensation of being an intruder in my own home, I took my coffee to the parlor and sat by myself. Skimming absently through a volume on protecting farm crops from pests, I allowed the thick emptiness of our house to be filled with thoughts of chemical mixtures, agricultural applications of nicotine, antimony, arsenic, and soap. My toes tingled in my boots, slowly warming as I dreamed about taking my family away from the village, the woods, and all the neighbors who didn’t understand the true threat they were under.

      After a while, my sister came into the parlor to tend the fire. It was a usual task for her, one of the few things that seemed to give her purpose. In her bad moods, Isadora smashed, broke, and cut, making messes of the house and her own body. In her other moods, she cleaned and tended, as if she were trying to atone for her own destructive tendencies. Now, she seemed surprised to find me in the room, and she hovered in the doorway, unwilling to step inside until I drew my legs in close to the chair to give her plenty of space to inch around me.

      “One day, it will be better,” I told her as she knelt by the fire. She took the iron poker and jabbed at the embers before placing on another few, small logs. “I’ll take you and Mother away from here.” Isadora paused, and her head tilted slightly toward me, as if she were listening—as if she understood. I leaned forward, my face brightening. “Would you like that? If we left here together? The whole family, together?”

      She shrank back at my movement, and when I raised a hand to assure her I meant no harm, she scrambled to her feet and hastily retreated from the room. For a long moment, I remained poised at the edge of the chair, staring at the empty doorway. No matter how many times she reacted to me like that, it still hurt. I understood that she was afraid, though, even if I didn’t understand why. All I could do was hope it would be better, once she was gone from Aplin Shade.

      I conjured an image of my sister, calmer and gentler in the sunny pastures of our faraway farm. Then I left my empty coffee cup in the parlor and put back on my damp coat before another run-in with Isadora could dispel the fragile dream.

    
  
    
      
        The Ledger

      
      January 8, 1863

      Outside, I walked without aim and did my very best to walk without thought. I had no destination in mind. Yet without even meaning to, I soon found myself back in front of the printing house. And as soon as I recognized my surroundings, I understood why it was I had come.

      A flurry of tragedy had struck the village over the past two days, but as far as I knew, no one had seen to any administrative tasks related to the dead. There were no dead, in a technical sense. No bodies had been found, save the small sliver of finger Lex had uncovered in the snow. There were no corpses to bury or piles of crushed bone left on front steps for villagers to shudder at when they opened their doors. Since the deaths had not been witnessed, it was likely no one was in a hurry to officially mark them as true.

      The printing house appeared undisturbed since my last visit. The room was cold, but there was no use lighting the coals when all I needed was to write a few names in a book. I found a candle and left its small flame to provide whatever warmth it could while I retrieved the village’s current ledgers from their spot next to the abandoned postmaster’s desk.

      At one time, Dr. Gagnesy managed the task of recording the births and deaths of the villagers, marking them in the public ledgers between his other tasks. Lately, Rebecca visited the printing house far more than her father, but when I opened the book, I confirmed my suspicion that neither the doctor nor his daughter had made any recent notations. I had no doubt about the fate of the three missing loggers. If no one else was willing to mark the men as dead, I would do it for them.

      I picked up the nearest inkpot and shook the bottle, but I heard no sloshing liquid under the chill of the cold glass.

      “So much for my grand ideas,” I muttered as I stared at the frozen ink. Even if the doctor or Rebecca had wanted to note the names of the dead men, they wouldn’t have been able to.

      I turned the bottle in lazy twists before placing it in my pocket, as if the warmth of the wool might permeate the chunk of black ice. The likelihood was slim. But since I had no other morning plans, I tucked it away and then turned my attention to the ledgers, content to waste a few more minutes in the cold quiet of the printing house.

      Opening the ledger to the current date, I moved my fingers up the rows of names, going back through time in search of my father. It didn’t take long to find him. In a village as small as Aplin Shade, there normally weren’t many deaths to record in a year, and I had only to move up six rows to reach his entry. Jeremiah Wright’s name was sketched in the doctor’s scratchy hand, followed by his birth and death date. There were other books that recorded full details of births and marriages, and the doctor had his own stores of records about the patients he saw in his work. But the public death ledger was simple. There were five columns, in all. The birth date was added after the name to distinguish those who shared the more common titles. The remaining three columns were concerned only with the date and details of the death.

      I stared at the written date of my father’s accident. The ink was impartial, the hand that had commanded it careless, and my stomach simmered with hints of the same queasiness I felt last night when the horses ran down the street. I blinked away the phantom impressions of spinning wheels and galloping hooves, ignoring the vague tingle of my calf as my eyes ventured to the right side of the page. Skipping over the cause of death—carriage crash—I looked at the empty box beside it. The final column at the top of the page was labeled simply return, and it had, for nineteen years, marked the date when the Fanteur returned the corpse of the recently deceased. But there was no date in the return column for Jeremiah Wright. Nor for anyone listed beneath him. Snow didn’t count in the village ledgers.

      Snow was a desecration.

      My father’s face appeared behind my eyes. For a moment, I remembered him laughing on his way to the carriage before we set off for home. Then the picture changed to his lifeless stare after the carriage had veered off the forest road. With a sharp breath, I looked away from my father’s entry in the ledger and continued up the list of names, distracting myself with the death of other families so I wouldn’t be so haunted by the death of my own.

      The columns were neatly laid out, the lines of writing remarkably even given the difference between the doctor’s haphazard letters and Rebecca’s more careful script. I scanned rows and rows of names I recognized, some vaguely and others incredibly well. I was born in the village, and I’d grown up among those who came to settle here. The people in the ledger were neighbors, clients of my father’s, and occasionally, someone who might be considered a family friend. But unlike with the documents left by the old villagers, reading about their deaths was not unsettling. In truth, it was rather comforting to wade through the normal, day-to-day marks of life and death that every village had to endure.

      Idly, I skimmed through each line, rifling through three pages before something caught my attention at the bottom of the fourth page back. I paused, my finger poised beneath the name of a man who had died seven years ago. He was a man I did not know well, but one I certainly remembered. Lionel Pollett, an old man who had died from a poor heart. There was nothing remarkable about his life, or his death. But his entry made me pause, all the same. Because one of the boxes was void of any text.

      The same box that was missing from my father’s entry—the one dating the man’s return from the Fanteur.

      I reread the record to ensure my eyes were not playing a trick. I remembered the old man’s burial, the bleak day his body was lowered into the ground. I had been in attendance, eleven years old and annoyed by the pastor’s long-winded speech, itself a perfect symbol of the formal, unyielding pageantry of death.

      Lionel Pollett was not like my father. He had been given his normal burial rite. He had not been made into snow.

      So, why wasn’t his return marked?

      A shiver inched up the back of my neck, and I shuddered, my finger trembling against the ledger paper even while I chided myself for becoming so spooked. The lack of a date was surely insignificant, an oversight in the bookkeeping or an uncertainty on the doctor’s part of which date the return had occurred. Usually—all but recently—the doctor and his daughter were meticulous with their records. Entries were recorded within hours of a person’s death, no matter what the time or circumstance. It must have been a simple oversight on their part to ignore this detail. But such an oversight was in itself odd.

      Odd, that they hadn’t marked the corpse’s return.

      Odd, that the corpse had been returned. Lionel Pollett had been buried. I remembered his gray, withered body in the moments before the coffin was closed, his eyes sunken and his jaw wrapped with a knot of white linen. I remembered the coffin’s lid being shut, the nails driving hard through the wood to seal it tight. I remembered watching the box lower into the ground before clods of muddied dirt forever obscured it from view.

      The corpse was, without a doubt, buried.

      But had it been returned?

      I brought my hands to my mouth, breathing warm air onto my already stiff fingers while my gaze remained trained on the empty spot where the old man’s return from the Fanteur should have been marked. Slow thoughts ticked through my mind, memories and facts that didn’t add up to anything that made sense. My knee began to bounce with uneasy cold. When the ink bottle in my pocket jostled, it finally knocked me out of the past with it.

      I retrieved the bottle, only to find the ink as frozen as it had been when I placed it in my coat. I would get nowhere with recording the new deaths until I found something in a liquid form. And with the image of Lionel Pollett’s corpse now replacing that of my father’s, I was not eager to stay in this frigid house any longer.

      With a tremble in my shoulders, I blew out the candle’s ineffective flame. My eyes strayed once more to Lionel Pollett’s entry in the ledger, and fresh cold swept over me as I closed the book and stood from the desk.

      Outside, the bright sun hurt my eyes, and I squinted as I turned in the direction of home. My head was already pinched with pain and morbid memory, but when I curved onto the main road, I found another unpleasantness to add to the cacophony in my mind. Near the village square, Henley Parkinson was yelling to a small crowd. It wasn’t a fight, but rather a proclamation, one-sided in its fervor. The smithy’s audience stood back, listening to him rant and nodding their heads in quiet agreement. For a moment, I hovered at the end of the road, not wanting to be seen. But when I couldn’t make out what he was shouting, I ventured forward, keeping close to the buildings so I could step round a corner if I needed to escape.

      Parkinson’s words reached me by the time I was still several buildings away. I did not like his rabid tone. But worse were the actual words spouting from his hateful lips. As soon as I realized what it was he was saying, my hands squeezed into fists at my sides. By the time I came to a stop two houses behind his back, my fury had grown into a full-body shake.

      “It’s the only way we’ll stop all of this,” Parkinson shouted. “It’s the only way to save ourselves. It’s their fault. They don’t belong here, and they’ve brought the trouble. If we want safety, we get rid of them. It’s time to force those damned loggers out of our village for good.”

    
  
    
      
        The Cookhouse

      
      January 8, 1863

      The missing men, coupled with the death and subsequent disappearance of the horses, made everyone in the village tense. Blame should have been easy to place. But the Fanteur couldn’t be put down under the village’s foot. So, the restlessness and the fear turned inward.

      To the men who had been in the woods, cutting down the trees.

      The first traitorous rumblings came from Henley Parkinson’s lips, but by the afternoon, a full meeting had been called to discuss the threat lurking in the woods. This time, however, it would not be a morning gathering in the village square. This meeting was set to take place at dusk—in the cookhouse of the logging camp.

      My quiet temper was fuming, my steps hard as I trudged beyond the village proper and out to the camp at Aplin Shade’s edge. But I was not the first to hear the news, and I was not fast enough to reach the camp first either. Other villagers had already crowded in by the time I approached the cabins, and I stood behind the unlit fire pit, watching as they banged on Chester Roy’s door to inform him of their plans.

      The better part of my afternoon was spent slipping between the cookhouse and the cabins, listening to the villagers’ talk while keeping a lookout for the loggers’ return. When the sun began to sink, the crews started back, and I greeted each group with a hasty warning. Most of the loggers pushed by without listening to half of what I said, but they still got the message. They went to the cookhouse with complaints on their lips, angry their dining hall was now full of jostling, full-bellied village folk.

      When I finally spotted Lex’s crew, my practiced warning came short and quick, used by now to no one stopping to hear more of what I had to say. But Lex listened. As did Peter and James. The three stayed back, waiting for more details. When Grace spotted us through her window, she came out of the cabin to join us as well.

      “What’s going on?” she asked. She looked tired, and James slid his arm around her waist to hold her close against his side.

      “It’s a damned ambush,” he seethed. He planted a rough kiss to his wife’s temple before leading the way to the hall.

      Normally, I liked the camp’s cookhouse. It was as unadorned as the cabins, but unlike the small rooms, it was warm and offered much-needed nourishment to the hardworking men. It was also the place I first met Lex, more than three and a half years ago.

      I had come into the cookhouse in search of Chester Roy on an errand from my father. Lex had been finishing his breakfast, and after several of the men had impatiently waved me away, he’d offered to show me to the foreman’s cabin. He had a bruise under one eye, and as we walked through the camp in silence, I snuck glances at it, fascinated by how the milkiness of his skin contrasted with its purple-gray hue. Brawls were a popular pastime for the loggers, and Lex didn’t appear bothered by the mark. His stride held an easy confidence that astounded me, and I was curious to know how bad the other contender looked.

      We stopped outside the foreman’s cabin, having not exchanged a word. I was newly fifteen, awkward and shy. Lex carried a strange mix of youth and maturity in his limbs, younger than the other men who surrounded him at the camp but still looking the part of a man. I was cowed by our differences, and I didn’t know how to speak. But ultimately, it was he who broke the quiet between us. His fist stopped just short of rapping on Chester Roy’s door, and he looked me over, his eyes taking on an unexpected sadness as he lowered his arm.

      “Don’t ask for work here,” he said in a halting voice.

      I stared at him, shocked he had even considered that might be my purpose for being at the camp. I doubted Chester Roy would do anything more than laugh in my face had I ever been disposed to seek him out for a job.

      “You can do better than this place,” Lex continued when I couldn’t make myself respond. He spoke strangely, his voice low and slightly rushed, and I’d blinked, stunned all over again as he shrugged. “I’ve seen you in the village. You know things. And people. You’re smart.” He smiled, a genuine smile without any secret hint of disdain. “I’m sure there’s somewhere much better than here that would want your help.”

      The simple words were extraordinary to my red-flushed ears. No one had ever told me I was worth anything before. I only helped my father because my labor was cheap. Isadora considered me a pest, and even my mother always seemed mildly disappointed by my presence. No one wanted my help. No one ever much wanted me around at all.

      It was a small compliment to pay a stranger. But it was the start of everything. I finally found my voice and fumbled through an explanation for why I was really seeking Chester Roy. Lex laughed, amused by his own misunderstanding, and somehow, we managed to step away from the foreman’s doorstep altogether. We talked in a corner of the logging camp until Roy came out to yell at Lex for not getting to work—and at me for not coming when I was expected. After we’d both been berated, we went our separate ways, smiling at each other from across the yard.

      The memory was enough to cement the cookhouse as a pleasing place in my eyes. But there was no pleasantry about the room tonight.

      “We’re not searching the woods!” Lee Rangley yelled over the commotion of voices as our group entered the stuffed building. “The loggers tried that, and all it amounted to was two more missing men. We’ll not give them anymore.”

      “Doing nothing will give them plenty of men,” Rebecca said. “And others too. Would you like it if your wife were taken, Lee? Or your children?”

      “Don’t you talk about my family,” Rangley said. “You strumpet.”

      “That’s enough,” Pastor Marrow cut in. He stood near the door, wiping thick droplets of sweat from his brow. The cookhouse was full, and despite the cold wafting through the timber, it was also stifling. “We will stay out of the forest. And keep our curfew.”

      “What about the logging camp?” Henley Parkinson asked.

      “The loggers know how to handle themselves in the woods,” Chester Roy replied.

      “They’re the ones going missing,” Lee Rangley said. “They were the ones who started all this mess.”

      The foreman bristled, but before he could attempt an excuse for himself, one of the loggers spoke in his place.

      “People have only been taken at night,” Henry Talford, one of the oldest loggers, reasoned. “If the camp sticks to daylight hours, we’ll be fine.”

      “If we can’t find other means of protecting ourselves, then we should be leaving the village entirely,” Rebecca said, exasperated. “Traveling somewhere safer.”

      Rebecca had first talked of leaving the village when she was only nine years old, and I was unsurprised to find her suggesting it now. Escape was a permanent fixture in her future plans, and a feat she would have accomplished already if she’d been able to convince her father to come with her. The doctor, like most of the settlers, refused to forsake Aplin Shade, no matter how isolated its land or ignorant its people. Rebecca hadn’t much hope of creating a successful life for herself if she ventured out as a woman on her own. She needed to convince her father to abandon his post, or else marry someone not already rooted to this dreadful soil. Until then she, too, was trapped, and tonight I could hear the bitterness of that inequity sharpening her speech.

      “It’s the middle of winter,” Lee Rangley argued.

      “And the path out of Aplin Shade winds through the woods.” Pastor Marrow gave what he likely thought was a sage nod. “Even if we make it through, the snowdrifts are notorious for blocking the final pass to the main highway. And after all that, the highway itself might be impassable.”

      “I’ll take that chance.” Sampson Rodin, a burly logger who had only started in the village a few months ago, jostled his way forward. “I can take a horse. Travel the forest path. Check the pass and the highway beyond. If the road’s clear, we could leave. Or at least try for help.”

      There was a soft rumbling of uneasy agreement before Henley Parkinson stood from one of the long tables.

      “And if it’s blocked?” he asked. “Then what? Do we just allow the camp to keep putting us all in danger’s way?”

      “What do you propose we do, shut everything down?” Chester Roy asked. He meant it as sarcasm, a way to highlight how idiotic Parkinson was being. But the smithy only nodded in response to his suggestion.

      “We managed just fine before the camp opened,” he said.

      “This village was nearing collapse before my camp!” Chester Roy shouted. He stood, too, red-faced and furious. “And it will collapse now if the logging stops.”

      “Better a slow collapse than a quick one,” Parkinson replied. “Your men killed my horses. We should give them to the Fanteur.”

      The furious uproar of sixty or more loggers added to the heat and heady smells of woodsmoke and bubbling stew as the men demanded the accusation be stricken.

      “The Fanteur killed your horses,” Peter yelled. “Like as not to warn you.”

      “Warn me of what?” Henley Parkinson climbed onto the tabletop and strode closer to the back of the cookhouse. “That I’m a fool to share my village with a negro—and an albino?”

      Parkinson came to a halt in front of us, and his hard stomp on the table fractured the paralyzing ice of my hatred.

      “Warn you that the protection you’ve been peddling won’t do one bit of good against the snow,” I uttered through clenched teeth.

      An ominous hush settled around those closest to me as the smithy’s scowl turned in my direction. Henley Parkinson stared down at me for what seemed an eternity, and I braced myself for whatever nasty words he would throw at me and my friends next. I was prepared for the impact of his voice. But I was not expecting him to pull back, sucking in his cheeks before spitting a thick wad of saliva onto my cheek. My breath caught in surprise and disgust as the warm slickness hit my skin. But before I could wipe the glob away—before I could speak or move or feel another beat of my heart—Henley Parkinson was blocked by a blur of motion cutting in front of my face.

      “Faen ta deg!”

      Lex moved so fast he was nothing but a flannel-clad rush of wind. He climbed onto the table in one, long stride, wasting no time in grabbing Parkinson’s shirt, pulling him up, swinging a fist so hard into his face he flew across the table—off the table—and crumpled to the floor amid a tangle of legs.

      “Shit,” Peter said, while James howled with laughter.

      Someone from the village stepped behind Lex, arm swinging out to try and grab him from the back. Peter rushed forward and caught the arm, twisting it around and pushing the man away. Someone else shoved Peter from the side, and soon almost everyone in the cookhouse was jostling, pushing, and fighting. I stood motionless, spit still on my cheek, my absent stare taking in the sight of men punching, women fleeing, women striking, men trying to calm everyone else down. I watched, unmoving, as Lex reached Parkinson again and hit the man, over and over, until two others pushed him back.

      And then an unknown fist collided with the side of my face, the same place where the spit still clung to my cheek. Amid a flare of sharp, biting pain, I went sprawling to the ground.

      My heart sped, panic at the very real possibility of being trampled underfoot snapping me out of my stupor. Turning on hands and knees, I oriented myself and began crawling back toward the door. When someone tugged on my coat, I hunched low, preparing to block another blow as I glanced up. Grace stood above me, her face golden pink and glistening with sweat as she reached a hand down to help me to my feet. I struggled up, then wiped my cheek with the back of my hand, wincing at the sting and the streak of blood that came away on my knuckles. Whoever hit me must have been wearing a ring.

      Stomach churning, I wiped the blood on my coat as I took in the sight of the cookhouse. At once, my anger was driven back by shame. If I hadn’t spoken, Parkinson wouldn’t have lobbed me with spit. If he hadn’t attacked, Lex would not have started the brawl.

      I wiped my cheek a second time while, on the far side of the nearest table, Lex broke from the constraints of two village men. He took in the clamor around him, his expression surprised as he scanned the room before turning to find me in the crowd. His eyes alighted on my cheek, and his face hardened, angry all over again. But this time, instead of seeking out the smithy, he returned to the back of the cookhouse, nudging Peter’s shoulder on his way by before stepping up and across the table. Jumping to the ground a foot away from where I stood, he grabbed my arm, pulling me alongside him as we headed for the door.

      The night outside was, for the briefest moment, a fresh relief after the awful suffocation of the cookhouse. But it only took a few seconds before the chill seeped beneath the cotton of my collar and stung harder against the wound on my face.

      “Well, that went swimmingly,” Grace muttered.

      “Are you all right?” Lex asked. He studied my cheek, looking like he wanted to touch it, touch me.

      “I’m fine,” I said, wishing he could. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Don’t you apologize,” Lex said at once.

      “He’s right,” Peter said. “That man’s a lunatic. This whole setup was meant to turn on us.”

      “What do they think they’ll accomplish with all of this?” Grace asked. A few strands of dark honeyed hair fell loose from her bun and stuck to her round face, the sweat threatening to turn stiff in the cold. “Shutting down the camp will only make the village poorer. And make us all starve.”

      “Roy won’t shut down the camp,” James said. He stood behind Grace, rubbing her shoulders in time with his gruff words. “And the villagers won’t do anything to make him. The lot of them are nothing but wasted breath. All they ever do is talk.”

      “That wasn’t talk in there,” Grace said.

      “Aye. But it weren’t the villagers who started that fight,” James replied with a grin.

      “What about all of you?” I asked. Tonight’s horrendous meeting would have ramifications, with or without the camp closing down. Even now, I could still hear fighting inside the long cabin, threats and insults thrown from one side of the cookhouse to the other. No resolution would be reached before the meeting was adjourned. Tonight was only the beginning of whatever attacks Parkinson and the others had cooked up.

      Peter scratched his head and pulled his hat down over his ears. “What about us? If we don’t work, we don’t get paid—then we don’t eat. We have to go into the woods, at least until Sampson finds out if the highway’s clear. And what of it? Maybe we survive. Maybe we don’t. It’s not up to us. The Fanteur take whoever they want. There’s no way for them to be beat.”

      I watched the impassive expression as it settled onto his features, a forced acceptance of the horrors before him. Yet it was not his casual manner that struck me. It was his words, the syllables ticking in my ear as steady as my watch. There’s no way for them to be beat.

      “I’m so tired of these monsters,” Grace snapped. “The ones in that damned cookhouse and the ones lurking out there.” She pointed to the woods, the jab of her finger sharp, accusing. “Fanteur. As far as I’m concerned, the Fanteur can go and—”

      A drift of powder swept between our group, stirring up from the snow at our feet and cutting off Grace’s rant with a sharp breath. All of us froze, watching the snow before slowly turning to stare at the distant tree line. For a moment, sound disappeared as we waited, still and silent. But then a cold wind scraped at my face, and I found my shoulders slumping in relief.

      “It’s just the wind,” Peter said in a quiet voice. He raked in a breath and tugged on the edges of his hat. “Blowing snow. That’s all.”

      “Nevertheless,” James began, “maybe we should head back to the cabins. It’s cold.”

      Grace still stared at the woods, her eyes hard like she was trying to stand in defiance of what was probably watching from the branches of the nearest trees. But the Fanteur had the advantage, even from so far away. James squeezed her shoulders a final time, and when he took her hand in his, she lowered her gaze.

      “Come on,” Lex murmured close to my ear. He pinched the fabric of my coat between his fingers and gave it a tug. “Let’s clean up that cut.”

      We walked along the line of cabins, long rows of crooked rooms framed like miniature houses. Behind us, the buzz of angered disagreement still leaked from the cracked-open windows of the cookhouse, while drifts of snow blew in with the soft, piercing breeze, the wind ruffling my hair and nipping harshly at my cheek while we took the last steps to Lex’s home.

      The cabin’s interior was as cold as the night outside, and Lex started a fire while I piled snow into a pot so we could make coffee as well. The ambush at the cookhouse meant Lex hadn’t gotten the chance for supper, so he rustled through tins and found a few pieces of day-old biscuit to chew on while he worked. I had skipped supper as well, but I wasn’t hungry. My heart ached for his lack of food far more than my stomach ached for my own.

      When the fire was lit and the water was heating, Lex pushed the small table against the back wall. He took up a lot of space in the small cabin, but he was never awkward or clumsy as he rearranged the room to make it more comfortable. He moved two chairs close to the hearth and bade me sit. He sat to my left, took one look at my face, and stood up again.

      “It’s all nonsense,” he muttered, grabbing a cloth and dipping it in the simmering kettle. “They’ll tear one another apart before they’re torn apart by the Fanteur.” He shook off the excess drops of water and then returned to his seat, his long legs shifting my way. “Here, let me see—I’m sorry you got hurt, Dom.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said as he touched my chin.

      I wished my words were true. I wished my face didn’t throb, and that I wasn’t horrified by the reason it did. Lately, I’d been finding it hard to keep my mouth shut. But nothing good came of my speaking. If I hadn’t learned that lesson as a child, tonight was all the proof I needed. If it hadn’t been for my friends, I probably would have been crushed in the brawl, unnoticed by anyone but the Fanteur.

      Lex pressed the wet cloth against my skin. I leaned into it, happy to have the grime wiped away and hoping some of the shame might wipe away with it.

      “You’re going to get the worst of it,” I said. “Roy will dock you a day’s wage altogether for hitting Parkinson.” I winced as the cloth scraped against the deepest part of the scratch, then covered the grimace with a smile. “It always amuses me how quick you are to tend my wounds, given how loathe you are to be tended in turn.”

      Lex smirked. “I don’t mind tending. Not when it’s you.”

      As long as I’d known him, Lex had resisted all attempts to treat any wounds he might receive, or any illness he might contract. When he was ten, he and six of his eleven siblings had come down with severe cases of yellow fever. His parents were desperate, and when one child died, the others were treated more fervently in an attempt to keep the family alive. The children were poked, cut, bled, fed, and given every treatment imaginable as fewer and fewer of them continued to live. Out of the seven infected children, Lex was the only one to survive, and that only after he’d been nearly poisoned to death. Since then, he shied away from anything to do with medicine. But his paranoia didn’t extend to others.

      Now, he cleaned the blood and saliva from my skin, rubbing hard to ensure no trace remained.

      “You’ll tend me all right,” I said. “But what if you get yourself mangled?”

      “Just leave me,” Lex said. He brushed back a bit of my hair with a sigh. “I can handle being a little mangled. But you shouldn’t have to. I’m sorry. I couldn’t let him—”

      “I know,” I mumbled. “You didn’t have to.”

      “I did, though,” Lex said. His violet eyes flashed, his face sharpening with hard lines of anger. “You can’t let them defeat you, Dom. I know you don’t like it. But sometimes, you have to fight.”

      The words were a surprise, though not one that was altogether unexpected. When I first met Lex, he fought all the time, friendly scrapes and wagered boxing that left him sore, bruised, and bouncing with the vibrant energy of victory. I’d never understood the appeal. I liked peace, and knowing I might show up at the camp to find him with a cut lip or a swollen ear frayed my nerves. It was a relief when he eventually stopped partaking in the brawls at the camp, even if I knew he only gave up his brutal hobby for my sake.

      “I…” I squeezed my eyes closed, trying to find the words to tell him he was right—or that he was wrong. I didn’t know the correct answer, and I wasn’t sure it mattered, either way. Everything I did failed. It wasn’t my approach that was the problem. It was me. “Thank you for tending me,” I muttered instead, opening my eyes and giving him a meek smile I hoped covered my self-loathing.

      Lex met my eyes with another sigh. Then he leaned in, planting a sweet kiss to my lips before getting up to pull a pot of balm from the small shelf above the table. I knew what was inside—a homemade concoction made from pine sap, agrimony petals, crushed needles, and chopped bark—and my own discomfort lessened as I watched him scoop a dollop onto his finger. Despite refusing all manner of treatment for himself, Lex kept a store of the balm on his shelf for me or anyone else who needed to heal a scratch from the woods or a cut from a brawl. That was Lex all over—stubborn and a little hotheaded, but always ready to help those around him protect themselves, whether it was with a bit of balm or the practiced swing of a fist.

      The smell of pine wafted across the room, and I was suddenly reminded of the pine bark in the Clydesdales’ necks. I pictured the dead horses and imagined the dead loggers lost in the woods. And then I remembered another, older death—the one I’d found in the village ledgers.

      Peter’s words rang again in my head.

      The Fanteur take whoever they want. There’s no way for them to be beat.

      “What would happen,” I began as Lex returned to my side and smeared the nearly frozen balm against my face, “if there were a way to beat the Fanteur? What would the villagers do? What cost do you think they’d pay?”

      Lex worked the salve into my skin with a shrug. “Depends on the solution, I suppose. Go out screaming with their guns and horsewhips? Of course they’d be happy to try it. Sacrifice one of their own?” He laughed. “Helvete, if Chester Roy didn’t volunteer me, Henley Parkinson certainly would. But if they had to inconvenience themselves—give up their money, share their homes—they’d probably let the Fanteur trample them anyhow.”

      “I was at the printing house today,” I said, almost absently. “Looking through old ledgers.”

      Lex sat back and wiped the remnant balm onto a rag. “Why were you looking at the ledgers?” he asked.

      “I was going to fill in the recent deaths,” I said. I slumped back in my seat and removed my spectacles, the lenses thankfully still intact after the brawl.

      “And?” Lex got up to remove the kettle from the iron grate over the fire, before poking the logs to make sure the blaze kept going strong.

      “There was a name that was missing some information,” I said. I kept my voice flat, but my mind was distracted, busy working through something I couldn’t quite understand. “The ledger said he was never returned from the Fanteur. But he must have been. I remember his funeral.”

      Lex glanced at me. “An error in the book,” he said.

      “Yes. Must be.” I nodded.

      His casual glance steadied into a stare as he waited with patient expectation. “Or—?”

      My heart jumped at the simple syllable, though why, I wasn’t sure. I remembered the ledger, remembered Lionel Pollett’s funeral. Something itched at the back of my mind, desperate for a deeper scratch. But I wasted so much of my time trying to find solutions that didn’t exist. I did it with my barrister work. I did it with my plans for our future farm. This wasn’t any different. It couldn’t be.

      “No,” I said after a moment. I shook my head and forced a smile, my cheek tingling from the cold balm. “Just a mistake, I’m sure of it.”

      Lex’s eyes lingered. But with a hunch of my shoulders, I pushed away the subject with a complaint about the cold, hinting at my chilled misery until he gave in to the diversion and helped to warm me up.

    
  
    
      
        
          Interlude
          Lex
        

      
      When the candles were out and the fire was dead, lying in this cabin felt like sleeping in a grave.

      Outside, the wind drummed against the walls, its ice seeping around the door and under the window. Inside, the only other life came from the mice that skittered between gaps in the wood, climbing the table and hunting on the shelf for crumbs of stale bread. Even they succumbed to the cold, sometimes. Lex would find them in the mornings, huddled in a corner, their little bodies frozen.

      Sometimes, when the rain turned to slush, the downpour sounded like clods of dirt being thrown onto a sealed coffin box.

      The cabin was undoubtedly like a grave. But on the nights Lex shared it with Dom, it became a tomb made for two.

      Now, Dom was folded against him in sleep, his warm breath slowly puffing against Lex’s skin. He wasn’t supposed to stay, but that’s how it usually happened with them. A promise that they’d only be together a little while, that they wouldn’t press their luck with hiding away too long—until the minutes turned into hours, and the thought of letting Dom out of his bed was too horrible to entertain.

      Normally, Lex would be asleep with him, but tonight, his mind would not rest.

      He hadn’t been controlled enough at the cookhouse. He’d let his heart lead his wild punches instead of the practiced instincts of his head, and the result was that the smithy still walked—still breathed—while Dom wound up with a cut face for doing nothing but talking sense. Even now, Lex had half a mind to get out of bed and go to Parkinson’s stables, to make the unworthy man a gift for the vile creatures in the woods. But if he moved now, he would wake Dom. If Dom woke, he’d convince Lex not to leave, anyway.

      In all the towns he’d traveled through before reaching Aplin Shade, Lex had never met anyone like Dominic Wright. Dom was invisible. People paid him no mind. Half the time, people didn’t even seem to notice he existed. More than once, Lex mentioned him in the camps, and the men—some of whom had conversed with Dom only hours before—couldn’t seem to recall who he was. And yet, if anyone ever took the time to see him—truly see him—they would realize how much he saw in turn.

      Dom saw Lex in a way no one ever had. With most people, what they noticed stopped at Lex’s height, his skin, his eyes. But Dom—he noticed different things. Like the way Lex grabbed a pen in his left hand before switching to his right because he used his left in private. Like the way he’d hated how long his name was before Dom began shortening it to a single syllable. Like the way Lex picked currants out of his buns, let cold water warm in the summer months so it didn’t bother his teeth, and sang Norwegian lullabies under his breath while he scrubbed his clothes. Dom noticed all the strange intimacies of Lex’s life before he ever shared the intimacies of his body. That was simply the way he was.

      No one saw him. But he saw everything. He saw. And he knew.

      Dom knew facts, probabilities, language, law, and bits and pieces from every other subject. He also knew secrets. Everyone’s secrets. The things he sometimes told Lex—they were enough to take down the entire village.

      Yet he did nothing with all the information he held. Dom hated the very idea of conflict. Perhaps because he’d never felt the exhilarating rush of victory. Lex had long understood that pain was nothing next to the thrill of a win. Feet scuffling on cobbles, strangers bouncing side to side, jeering crowds egging on the violence. They were dark and ugly and wondrous, and Lex had never felt anything greater than the final punch to finish a riled fight.

      Nothing greater, until the night he first sank into Dom—when all their inching desires exploded in a frenzy of mingled love and lust that no fight could ever compare to.

      Dom showed Lex a lightness he’d forgotten, or one he’d never truly known. He gave up petty fights because he wanted Dom instead, and he became content with the calm their planned life would hold. But the tug of his fists never left. When he heard muttered comments or when the villagers’ seedy eyes lingered too long on them, the urge to fight returned.

      He was certain Dom felt it too. The frustration and hate shimmered on his freckled skin, and while he could not throw a fist like Lex, he had his own methods of fighting—if he would only choose to deploy them. The trouble was, he wouldn’t. Because he was afraid of the conflict. Because he’d never once been given the chance to feel the exhilaration of a win.

      Lex wanted to give Dom a better life than what he had, a better future than days full of failures and nights sleeping in a tomb. He wanted to give him pleasure, and joy, and the calm he ached for. He wanted to give him the chance to win. Not against the smithy. Not against anyone in this damned village.

      Against all of them. Against something bigger.

      “Dom.” His fingers ran along the curve of Dom’s spine, and the man atop him shivered, burrowing his head into the crook of Lex’s arm with a moan so soft it struck him hot like a burning poker. He wanted to roll the smaller man over and cover every inch of his skin. But he had something else to do first. “Dom, wake up.”

      “What is it?” His voice was as soft as his moan and scratchy with sleep, but it took only a second before his senses roused. He lifted his head, wisps of rusty hair hanging over his eyes. Lex smiled as he swept them away.

      “If I saw the ledgers,” he said, picking up the thread of conversation they’d dropped hours ago, “I’d think nothing of a missing bit of ink. But you…you notice, Dom.”

      Even in the dark, Lex could see his face flush, his eyes darting to stare down at the edge of the mattress.

      “You only say that because one time I saved you a dollar’s wage on Chester Roy’s horrible contract,” he muttered.

      Lex grabbed Dom’s chin and forced him to look up.

      “I’m serious,” he said. He moved his arm along the other man’s back and shifted so they were both on their sides. “You noticed, min elskede.” He slid his hand across the scar on Dom’s calf, over his knee and up to curve under his thigh. Dom’s head fell back against the pillow as Lex caught his gaze in the dark. “Figure out why.”

    
  
    
      
        
          Part II
          Dominic
        

      
    
  
    
      
        The Inconsistency

      
      January 9, 1863

      I dreamed again of blood. Of tree bark. Of Peter’s words whispering from the lips of the dead. In the morning, I woke in a daze I could not shake. As I walked back to the village, my thoughts swung like a pendulum between the frozen smoke of the dream words and the hazy warmth of Lex’s quiet urging for me to find the answer.

      The answer to what?

      I reached the village proper early, just in time to see Sampson Rodin packing his saddlebags with provisions from the grocer before he mounted one of the camp’s heavy-bodied cart horses. The steed’s blood-bay coat was a good match for Sampson’s red-brown capote, the heavy jacket and darker swatch of fabric over the lower half of his face both necessary protections against the wind. Already, the field between village and forest looked like a cloud, the snow blowing in plumes that would chafe the skin and make the way forward difficult to see. But the logger seemed unperturbed by the weather. He saw my approach and offered me a casual wave, the motion both a greeting and a farewell.

      “Are you certain you want to do this?” I called from the edge of the camp road.

      “I know these woods,” Sampson replied. “And it’s light. Don’t worry about me. A ride through the forest is a much nicer way to spend my working hours.” He laughed, a hearty, slightly congested chortle. “Roy’s so afraid of the village’s wrath, he didn’t even cut my pay.”

      He laughed again, then signaled to the horse with a hard cluck and a squeeze to its rib cage. The snow-sure steed sped into a fast trot, taking them off the shoveled road and making quick work of traversing through the field. Smaller plumes billowed behind the horse’s tail, a miniature storm brewing as they hurried through snow that was in places knee-deep, or higher.

      I watched until the logger disappeared into the tree line, hoping his confidence would not prove ill-conceived. When he was gone, I turned in the opposite direction and headed down the main road, back to where my own quest had unknowingly begun.

      There were no carpets or tapestries to keep in what little warmth the coals in the printing house provided. But when I got the hearth alight, they did afford me flame enough to keep my toes from freezing, especially once I pulled the rickety postmaster’s desk close to their glowing heat. With my coat still fastened tight, I lit a candle and opened the ink bottle I’d borrowed from Lex. Then I opened the death ledger, so I could mark the deaths of the three missing loggers.

      Mimicking the hapless curves and sharp angles of the doctor’s hand, I sketched a good forgery with the fresh ink, listing the cause of death as “Fanteur” and leaving the return date blank. Once the ink was dry to the touch, I read over each entry a final time and spared a moment’s thought for each of the dead men. Then I moved farther back through the ledger—to the space where the return notation was missing from Lionel Pollett’s record.

      The page did not speak to me, did not offer any explanation as to why the information was missing. In the morning light, sitting here seemed ridiculous, as if the creeping thoughts of yesterday were a fog that had now been pierced by the sun. The very idea that this book might somehow solve my problems was enough to make me feel a fool. But I’d promised Lex I’d figure out why I noticed Pollett’s entry.

      Rolling my shoulders and stretching the sore muscles of my jaw, I spread my hands over the page and stared at the scrawled letters. The handwriting here was no forgery but instead the true, messy script of the doctor. Seven years ago, Rebecca did not partake in marking the dead. Which of course made it unlikely she’d know anything of why this record was left incomplete.

      Would Dr. Gagnesy remember why he omitted the date? Not if it involved any need for serious thought. Dr. Gagnesy was a busy man—even when he wasn’t busy at all. He never stood still, always insisting he was needed for a procedure or someone’s ailing complaint. Between my sister’s ongoing treatments and my mother’s weak nerves, I’d spent enough time in the doctor’s presence to understand his own unhealthy habits. He could not be idle, because he could not allow himself to think. Of the patients he had failed in the village. Of the patients he had failed before he ever slunk to the shadows of Aplin Shade.

      The doctor would not take time to remember why the information was left out of the ledger, if he’d ever understood the reason in the first place. Yet even on the off chance the memory was buried in the back of his mind, he certainly wouldn’t share it with me. Dr. Gagnesy didn’t like being forced into thought. If I were to make such an imposition on his mind, it would likely lead him to punish my family with a raise in fees for his services.

      The plausibility of such action made me ill, the same soft, pattering sort of illness I had almost grown used to over the past year. After my father’s sudden death, most of our neighbors served their own greedy means by raising the costs of their goods and charging premiums higher than I would once have believed possible. The doctor was the worst offender, using all manner of excuses to add to our family’s ongoing bill. I could not turn to him for help.

      I opened my eyes to stare again at the paper. The missing ink interested me, but I could think of no reason for why that was. Nothing that could help my, Lex’s, or anyone else’s situation. Lex told me to figure out why I’d noticed the gap in the text. But I only noticed it because it stood out. The empty box taunted me with its difference. It caught my attention not because it provided me with information, but because it didn’t provide any information at all. Pollett was not turned into snow, so his entry should have included a return date. The fact it did not made it unique from every other record in the book.

      It was unique. Because it was the only one of its kind.

      Unless it wasn’t.

      Staring at the empty box, I concentrated on the paper until I was unconscious of the cold of the house or the heat of the fire, the smell of the ink and coal, the sound of the flames popping or the watch ticking in my pocket. The silence of my focus slowly engulfed the entire printing house. Then, with a start, I pushed back my chair.

      Stumbling against the hearth behind me and nearly putting my foot right into the flames, I cursed my own clumsiness, my voice breaking the silence with ripples of noise as I ensured my trouser leg was not aflame before going in search of clean paper. I found an empty page near the disused printing press. Bringing it back to the desk, I transcribed Pollett’s entry before placing the pen down and returning to searching through the book.

      My fingers slid against the paper, the sharp edge of its corner scraping along the pad of my thumb as I turned the pages. There was twenty years of documentation to wade through. But Aplin Shade was small, and the growth of families was stunted. I knew from my father’s old legal journals and statistics from the nearest regional censuses that other towns and cities produced upward of ten or more children per household. The families of Aplin Shade, however, yielded smaller hordes. There was no real speculation as to why, other than that Aplin Shade was a village of last resort, and life itself shied away from its confines.

      Of course, the lack of young couples, and the disastrous rate of survival among the infants and mothers who went to the childbed, did not help. There were, in some years, scores of dead infants for me to search through. But the biggest number of those was in the early pages, before the rot of the village made its presence known even in the womb.

      I reached the beginning of the ledger without seeing anything else of note, before I dug around to find a second book—the first book, the ledger that contained all of the starting years of Aplin Shade’s current settlement. Beginning with the last page, I continued to move backward through time, flipping through generations of deaths until—nine years before the death of Lionel Pollett—I reached another name that brought my search to a halt.

      This entry was for a woman, dead at the age of thirty-two from complications during childbirth. Her name was Sheridan Crofthouse, and the infant, unnamed, died with her. Their births and deaths were laid out one line after the other. And in the final column of the page, the infant’s date of return was listed as normal. But its mother…

      Sheridan Crofthouse’s return date was missing.

      I ran a hand over my mouth as I wrote the woman’s details on my paper. Then I went through the rest of the book, back to the first Aplin Shade settler to have died two decades ago. Nothing else stood out from the entries. Two was all I had to work with. But two was something, and the latter had given me an inkling of confirmation.

      The fate of the woman might be the same as the old man. And that fate suggested something unusual. These people had died. And, perhaps, they had both been buried. But between those two events—if the records were accurate—the Fanteur hadn’t taken them away.

      I rolled my pen between my fingers, trying to work out the most logical answer to this newly discovered riddle. If I assumed the ledgers were accurate—that these two individuals had not been taken by the Fanteur—the question was why? There were things I could suggest, like the Fanteur not being aware of their deaths, not being close enough to grab them in time, not being able to get through heavy guards. But the Fanteur were always aware, always close, and never once thwarted by any sort of living guard. And then, of course, there was the infant. Mother and child had died together, and the baby was taken for a harvest. But the mother was left. No other mother had been left. So, what made this one special?

      The Fanteur were consistent monsters. They followed a routine, had followed it meticulously for nearly twenty years. When someone died, they took the body. They drained the blood for whatever purpose, in whatever way. Then the body was returned.

      They were consistent.

      Were they consistent?

      They didn’t return the bodies anymore. But that was a recent change. So, too, was the strong possibility that they were now killing before they drained. And then there were the horses. Why had they killed the horses? And why had they taken their corpses away?

      And why had their necks been stuffed with bark?

      The remnant scent of pine from Lex’s balm wafted through my memory, and I looked up, gaze snapping to the rear of the printing house. I returned to the back of the room, to the stack of books topped with the old village ledger. Pulling it from the pile, I let the book fall open in my palm, the spine creaking as I took in the sight of the pine bark marking the final page.

      The horses had bark stuffed into their necks. Lex used ointment made from bark to heal wounds. The Fanteur obviously had some connection with pine. But was it a connection for good, or ill? Could they have been trying to heal the horses? That didn’t appear to make any sense, though. They were the ones who’d killed the beasts in the first place. And the bark in the ledger couldn’t have been intended to heal. Not when it was used to mark how the entire village was wiped out in a single day.

      Consistent. It was almost enough to make me laugh. The Fanteur weren’t being consistent, and I wondered now if they ever had been. As far as I knew, no human had ever been found with pine stuffed into their bodies. No human had ever been given a healing touch by the Fanteur. But two humans had—possibly—been spared the monsters’ bloodlust.

      Possibly. Possibly.

      I remembered what Rebecca had said to me after the meeting, when I’d met her in this very house. I’d assumed her father had been ranting because he wished he’d learned more about how the Fanteur took the blood. But he’d said he wanted to study it. Perhaps he was referring to the blood that hadn’t been taken away.

      I closed the ledger with its sliver of bark, returning the book to its pile before retreating to the writing desk to gather my things. Mind sloshing with thoughts of blood, I read the names on my paper before I folded the sheet and tucked it into my coat. Then, grabbing the empty coal bucket, I headed outside to collect snow for dousing the fire.

    
  
    
      
        The Grave

      
      January 9, 1863

      Lex’s inkpot sat like a stone in my pocket as I left the printing house and walked back through the village. I clutched the glass, holding it like a weapon I could use to fight off the superstitious trinkets adorning the houses I passed. Silver twinkled in the daylight, and dried bulbs of garlic hung from the beams of porches. Their abundance disgusted me, and I was tempted to throw the bottle through a window to prove how useless such wards against evil would be.

      Of course, I could not bring myself to make such a bold statement. Not when I was headed through the village in search of my own impossible glimmer of hope.

      I did not often pass Aplin Shade’s cemetery. It was hard to pass, tucked as it was in a far corner of the village. The flat rectangle of land was surrounded by a thick wrought-iron fence, unmovable except where I saw two or three missing pickets. I ran my gloved hand along the metal as I walked, the gaps upsetting the dull rhythm of my trek. The gate was unlocked, but when I pushed it open, it groaned, creaking in protest of my arrival.

      I did not pass the cemetery often, and I ventured inside it even less. My last visit had been nearly six months ago, on a particularly abysmal day when my mother had insisted on visiting my father’s grave—even though such a grave did not exist.

      It was, in the whole of the previous nine months, the only time Mother lost her grasp on reality. For a few, awful hours, she wandered the graves, checking each headstone as if she’d suddenly find her husband’s name. Father’s bone-snow and skull had been buried at the edge of the forest, hastily done away with so no one had to ponder the meaning of the grotesque display. But Mother circled the cemetery anyway, mumbling about needing to find his heart—the house of his soul. Over the years, she’d made peace with the Fanteur taking the blood of the deceased. Yet old beliefs were hard to completely cast aside, and the full desecration of my father’s body made her fearful his heart—his soul—had been likewise tainted, devoured by the beasts.

      I did not know what had happened to my father’s soul any more than I knew what had happened to his flesh. Through all that afternoon, while Mother wandered and Isadora walked solemnly by her side, I did my best to convince them both to go home. Neither logic nor desperate plea distracted my mother from her disturbed task. Only when the sun was starting to set—and I reminded her that Isadora needed supper—did she finally agree to leave.

      I had not been to the graveyard since that day. The villagers of Aplin Shade did not see any need to give those turned to snow formal burial rites. They did not waste money, time, or effort on bodies that wouldn’t be fully intact when they were lowered into the ground, choosing instead to heap the snow into the nearest hearth, where it would quickly deepen into flaky ash. No one had been buried here for months, and as I stepped through the gate, my tread made fresh tracks in the snow, suggesting I was the first visitor in at least a few days.

      With the gate pushed open to my back, I surveyed the cemetery. The graves were, in some places, organized by family, while in others they were placed only by date, with the oldest headstones positioned closest to the fence. I knew where Lionel Pollett was buried, but I would not trouble myself with going to the Pollett family plots. The old man didn’t interest me. It was Sheridan Crofthouse I had come to see.

      I found the grave I was after near the left side of the cemetery, its stone crooked and worn but still legible enough for me to confirm my suspicions. The tombstone provided the same information that had been in the ledger. Sheridan Crofthouse and her infant were listed together. And—according to the stone—they were buried together as well. My heart sped as I read the names, agitated by the discovery and quietly triumphant in what it proved. Based on its relation to the other graves, the plot was large enough for a coffin of adult size. The villagers wouldn’t waste the effort of carving an extra name in the stone—or waste the allotment of so much space—if the mother’s body had been taken to the forest and never returned. Which meant that Sheridan Crofthouse was, undoubtedly, buried under my feet.

      Crofthouse and Pollett. Two unrelated villagers. Two unrelated deaths. Two unrelated corpses, both buried with blood still beneath their sunken skin.

      The confused revelation settled over me, and I stood before the grave, as still as the stone until a soft shuffle sounded behind me. With a sharp breath, I pivoted on my heel, perturbed to know I was no longer alone. I steeled myself for confrontation—from an angry villager, from the smithy, or perhaps from someone not human at all. But I was surprised to see Grace Kealey standing a few feet back from the grave instead.

      “Dominic?” she asked, her expression equally perplexed.

      “You startled me,” I said, huffing out an irritated breath that I quickly covered with a smile. I didn’t like having my concentration broken, even if that concentration wasn’t likely to take me anywhere useful. Knowing Sheridan Crofthouse had been left by the Fanteur was significant. But she had died sixteen years ago. I wasn’t sure what sort of discovery that truly made.

      “I didn’t mean to,” Grace said. She held a wilted bunch of winter flowers over the small bump of her midsection. “I don’t usually meet others here. When I saw the footprints in the snow, I thought I would see who my company was. I didn’t expect to find you.”

      She said all this with such easy friendliness that I felt guilty for my aggravation. I hadn’t known Grace for long—she and James had come to the camp in the spring, at a time when I was preoccupied by my father’s death and my sister’s injuries. We had become better acquainted after the summer months, but I didn’t know all that much about her daily life. I certainly didn’t know she was in the habit of visiting a cemetery full of strangers.

      “I didn’t expect to find myself here, either,” I admitted. I glanced at the headstone, then deflected with a look at the sad bouquet of flowers. “Are those for a particular grave?”

      “No,” Grace said. Her smile grew sadder as she dropped the bouquet to her side. “I like to come here, to put some flowers on the neglected ones.” She looked at the stone before us with a sigh. “Especially those of mothers.”

      My eyes strayed to her stomach as her fingers grazed the fabric of her thin coat. Then I looked back up at her solemn face.

      “It’s cold,” I said. “Did you walk all the way from the cabins?”

      The Kealeys did not lead an envious life. They had come to Aplin Shade for a season of work, a young couple married only a little more than a year. They had intended to leave at the end of the summer, but when Grace learned she was with child, they decided to stay in order to avoid rough travel until the baby was born. But Grace did not look like the lack of travel had helped her. Her face was drawn and gray, her lips a shade of purple so unnatural it almost looked like paint, and, going on what little I knew of the stomachs of other village pregnancies, I suspected her bump should have been larger than it was.

      “Oh yes,” she said. Her smile grew a little more natural as she strode toward Sheridan Crofthouse’s grave. “I always walk. The fresh air feels good in my lungs. And it gets me out of those horrid cabins. They shudder in the wind and get so damp it’s hard to keep the mildew from forming. Not to mention the size. Two small beds that take up nearly the whole room. James thinks we should bring it down to one.” She laughed. “I’d be happy to, if it didn’t mean I’d end up on the floor with all his tossing and turning. I don’t know how you manage to sleep with someone as big as Lex next to—”

      She stopped short, while my cheeks flared, burning hard with shock at what she was about to say. I was not ignorant of the fact my friends knew the truth of me and Lex. If I had been in their positions, I would have figured it out the first time the two of us ventured to Lex’s cabin alone. But it wasn’t something I could readily talk about.

      Grace caught my look, then turned to place the flowers on the snow-topped grave.

      “I didn’t… I only…” she faltered, petting the limp petals of the flowers as she worked out what to say. “I don’t mind, is all. None of us do.” Her cheeks filled with air, and she let out an undignified puff before she smiled. “Anyway, I thank you for finding me a good grave for my flowers. I hope Mrs. Crofthouse will forgive their wilting petals. They were the best I could find.”

      She did not shy away from looking at me, and the openness of her expression—the lack of judgment, lack of distaste—was gently astonishing. Grace was friendly and even-tempered, a sweet contrast to her husband. But this was the first time I had seen the caring aspect of her character. It was unexpected in a village like this. Although I supposed it was understandable too. Grace and James were not from Aplin Shade. But there was another reason they had stayed when others left. They were themselves lonely, on their own because they chose each other over whatever life someone else would have chosen for them.

      “Sh-She won’t mind,” I stammered with a sideways glance at the grave. “It’s kind of you to think of her. Of any of them.”

      “Did you know her?” Grace asked.

      “No.” I said. “I was only…”

      I didn’t know what to say to this either. If Grace thought there was any chance of improving her family’s odds of survival against the Fanteur, I was sure she would be happy to help me find it. But I did not want to put a voice to my still unfocused thoughts. Not here, in the light, next to the very woods where the Fanteur prowled.

      “I’m trying to learn more about the village’s history,” I said at length. “For my business. A good barrister needs to be well versed in the population he’s serving.”

      Grace eyed me curiously. She didn’t know much about my daily life either. But from our fireside chats, she knew that I hated doing barrister work. I caught her eyes, then glanced casually at the woods. When I looked back, her face had hardened with understanding—if not of my purpose, then at least of my reason for deceit.

      “Of course,” she said with a nod. She took in another big breath and smiled so falsely it made her whole face look strange. “Well, if you ever have need of it, I would be glad to offer my assistance.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. A gust of wind blew between the headstones, and Grace shivered, while I pulled out my watch to check the time. “It really is cold, Grace. You should head back to the cabins.”

      “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” she said. She placed a hand on Sheridan Crofthouse’s headstone, then stepped carefully back to the snowy path. In the bleak midday gray, the shadows around her eyes looked nearly black, and she held a hand to her hip as she began her slow way toward the cemetery gates. “If you do have need of any assistance, though,” she continued while I followed behind, watching her slightly unsteady gait as she struggled not to slip on the snow, “you know where—”

      She stopped abruptly, both her feet and her words halting at the same instant. Her head tilted to the right, and I hurried to close the gap between us, afraid she was about to faint. By the time I stepped up beside her, however, even the tilting motion had ceased. She stood just inside the cemetery gates, silent and unmoving.

      Unmoving, except for the trembling of her purple-tinted lips.

      “Grace?” I reached out a hand, before deciding the best course of action might be to offer up my coat instead. I turned to begin unbuttoning the front of the jacket and, in doing so, caught the focused angle of her stare. With the jacket half-unbuttoned, I followed her line of sight to the open space between the iron cemetery gates. For a few seconds, I failed to see anything beyond the endless white of the snow-covered ground. Then my vision corrected itself, distinguishing the shape from the whiteness surrounding it. Or, more correctly, distinguishing the ivory hue of the small heap from the alabaster blanket it rested upon.

      “It’s them, isn’t it?” Grace whispered, as I took a startled step toward the pile. “This is what the loggers have all been talking about. Fanteur snow.”

      I nodded, the chill from my half-open jacket running so deep it felt like I shivered on the inside of my skin. My gaze swept upward and then around, veering in all directions for signs of another person nearby. Footprints, shadows, retreating figures. The cemetery was silent, and while the snow had been disturbed, I couldn’t be certain that disturbance spoke to anything more than my own tracks, or Grace’s. By all accounts, we were the only ones here.

      Us, and the snow.

      “Why the cemetery?” I asked. Snow of this kind was usually left near whichever house the deceased had lived in. The only ones who resided here were the already dead and buried.

      “They’re watching us,” Grace said. Her breath hitched a little, and she turned slightly away, one hand to her mouth as if to ward off a bout of sickness. When she lowered her hand, she licked her purpled lips and let out a frustrated huff, breath whistling from her nose like a kettle’s steam. “Why are they targeting us?”

      “The Fanteur are always watching,” I said. “There is nothing personal about this, Grace. They’re not targeting you. They’re…” I paused, shaking my head while I turned my attention back to the pile of bone. Carefully, I approached the snow, kneeling low to peer more closely at its fragments. The mimicry of true snowfall was hideously impressive. If it weren’t for the slightly different shade, it would be impossible to tell the two forms apart.

      I studied the pieces of bone crushed so fine they held the consistency of the lightest dusting of snow, until I noticed something dark among the ivory flakes. Stomach lurching, I raised one gloved hand, not wanting to touch the snow but at least glad I wouldn’t have to do so with my bare fingers. With a deep breath, I brushed at the top of the pile, scattering the bone dust until I could grab at the edges of the dark thing encased within. Slowly, I pulled out the tattered sliver of fabric, the reddish-shade one I had seen only a couple of hours before.

      I dropped the fabric onto the pile and used my other hand to remove my glasses. With a deep groan, I pressed the side of my clean hand to my face, shutting my eyes tight against a flare of panic.

      “It’s Sampson Rodin,” I croaked between my clenched teeth.

      “Sampson?” Grace asked. She stepped closer until she was standing just behind my back. “He only left this morning.”

      “To see if the path was clear,” I agreed. A couple of hours. No more. I used to think it took at least a full day for the Fanteur to do their work. Either they’ve gotten faster, or they’ve only been hiding their true, horrific speed.

      “But if this is Sampson, then why would they have left him here?” she asked. “Why not in the village square, or over at the camp?”

      “Because,” I said. I replaced my glasses and brushed my other hand against the ground, wiping away the traces of Sampson’s remains. “I was the last one to see him before he rode off this morning. They knew I’d be sure it was him.”

      Grace’s mouth hung open for a long, ghastly moment, her gray-rimmed eyes and purple lips making her look unnervingly like someone who might soon call this place home. I was relieved when she at last brought those quivering lips together, pressing them tight before wiping a windblown strand of hair from her cheek.

      “So, it’s another warning, then,” she said, her voice so controlled it nearly sounded calm. “The path isn’t clear. At least not for any of us. There’s no escape, is there? There’s nowhere for us to go.”

      “Nowhere to go,” I echoed. No way to leave. No way to fight. No way to beat the Fanteur—unless we found another means of battle. “We need to let someone know about this, Grace. We’ll go to the gravedigger’s, and I can accompany you back to the cabins after. You can warm up indoors, while you wait. You shouldn’t spend too much time outside in your—”

      “I’ll be fine,” Grace said, cutting off my words with a look that told me my assumptions of what she should or should not do were neither necessary, nor wanted. “We’ll walk together to the main road, and then I’ll go my own way. I know I don’t look my best these days, but this skin is hardy. I’ll be okay on my own.”

      She did not give me time to attempt any argument. Resuming her walk, Grace sidestepped the pile of snow, sparing it a solemn, pitying glance as she passed. I left the cemetery gates open as I followed in her dainty tracks, the remains of Sampson Rodin waiting at the threshold of its new home—regardless of whether the man had family somewhere else who might wish his body returned to them. There was no body to return, and no way to make any family believe what had happened, anyway. Despite his confidence, the logger had fallen victim to the curse of this village, just like so many before him. Aplin Shade was a difficult place to leave.

      The weight of our entrapment pushed at my spine as I shook off the phantoms of the pulverized man and caught up to Grace. It was easy to ignore the feeling of being watched, knowing it was not just a feeling at all. I did not search for our spies. On my way back along the fence, the only thing my despondent eyes noticed were the two additional posts that had been removed from the iron fence while we were graveside, both gone without either one of us having ever heard a sound.

    
  
    
      
        The Idea

      
      January 9, 1863

      The death of Henley Parkinson’s horses told us we could not protect ourselves from the Fanteur. The swift demise of Sampson Rodin told us we could not escape. There was no way out of Aplin Shade, at least not until the snow melted and we might be able to row our way downstream in search of help. Months would pass before the river was safe enough for canoeing. As long as I remained alive, that meant I had plenty of time to try and work out the puzzle of the untouched blood.

      After seeing Grace off at the gravedigger’s door, I spent the remainder of my day dealing with the bloodless snow, all while trying to imagine what had twice made the Fanteur avoid collecting the commodity they so readily stole from everyone, Sampson Rodin included. What had they done when they’d found Sheridan Crofthouse and her baby? What made them decide to take the infant but leave the mother behind? My thoughts were equally ruthless and morbid, but the ideas were too abstract to make any sort of sense. I knew nothing of the Fanteur. Not what they looked like, not how they moved. Not why they wanted blood. Not what they did with it once it was theirs.

      My mind was preoccupied with death. But trying to draw conclusions about something I couldn’t even comprehend was exhausting. By the time night fell, I had come to no conclusions save one—that I needed a distraction from the blood-soaked scenarios rooting into the crevices of my brain.

      The logging camp was dark when I arrived. No fire was lit, and no friends sat on the log benches, laughing, arguing, or sharing roasted nuts tossed hand to hand until they were cool enough to eat. Candlelight flickered in the windows of a few cabins, and murmured voices could be heard in one, where a group of loggers were probably crammed inside, playing cards. But the rest of the rooms were dark—empty, or occupied by loggers resting early after what must have been a particularly tiring day.

      My knock was soft on Lex’s door, and I stood nervously on the step, worried he was sleeping. But when he answered the gentle rapping, I could see by the ink smudges on his fingers that he was already awake—likely combing through a copy of the Old Farmer’s Almanac, practicing his reading and circling the words he didn’t understand. Lex had never been taught to read as a child, and it had long become a habit of ours to exchange lessons, me teaching him written English while he instructed me in speaking his native Norwegian. Some nights, we held slow conversations in his language and then read together in mine, Lex’s arms folded around me as the melodies of our tongues mingled in the candle glow.

      “I wasn’t sure I was going to last,” Lex said. He opened the door wider, flexing his fingers against the edge of the wood. “I near fell asleep, pen in hand. But I thought you might come. I’m glad I was right.”

      “You must be tired,” I said as I stepped into the cabin. “The whole camp is quiet tonight.”

      “The day was rough,” Lex said. He closed the door and came to stand behind me, his arms sliding to engulf my waist. “We heard about Rodin. But even before that… Roy is working us hard to make up for the lost men. He wants to prove to the village that the camp is necessary—which means we can’t have any decrease in our production. Never mind we were overworked before all this began.”

      “Any more trouble with the villagers?” I asked.

      “A group of men tried to block the cookhouse when the first crews returned,” he said. His chin rested lightly against the top of my head, and I smiled, leaning back against his solid frame. “Roy managed to shoo them off, but they’ll be back. This can’t last. Something’s going to break, and if Roy’s not careful, it’s going to be his crews. Louis was so out of sorts he took an axe to the foot this morning. Nearly lost two of his toes. He’s lucky Roy listens to the doctor—about the only person Roy does listen to—but you know as well as I do the doctor will only suggest a couple days of rest before Louis’s called back to work.”

      He yawned, his chest expanding against my back before he shifted around to face me.

      “As soon as the frost melts, there’ll be mutiny,” he said with a tired rub of the eye. “The camp won’t survive…not unless a whole host of new bodies replaces the ones we’ve lost. That, and the villagers decide we’re not worth the trouble of their threats.”

      “You don’t deserve to be overworked by a tyrant and threatened by dark-hearted idiots,” I said. “But Chester Roy does deserve to be deserted by his men.”

      Lex let out a breath of laughter, his arm dropping to his side as he looked me over. “How was your day? Did you find anything of note?”

      “Not much,” I said. I did not mention that Grace and I had been the ones to find Sampson’s remains. I’d spent enough of my day dealing with the snow.

      “Which means you’ve found something,” he replied with a smile. “Tell me.”

      “There was one more record with a missing return date,” I said. “That makes two in total.” I undressed as I spoke, removing my coat, my scarf, my waist jacket. As I pulled out my watch and laid it on the table, Lex trailed a finger down the side of my neck and along the front of my collar to loosen my cravat.

      “You said you knew the first one was buried,” Lex said.

      “He was,” I agreed. “And I went to the graveyard today to find the other one. She was buried too.”

      He undid the knot, quiet as he thought through what such burials suggested. “So they were both returned, but their returns were not recorded,” he said at length. “Or—”

      “Neither body was taken at all,” I said. “The second name I found was that of a mother. She died in childbirth, as did the child. The child was marked with a return date. She was not. They were buried together.”

      Lex let out a long breath, his fingers twisting in the loose neckcloth. “Why would the Fanteur leave two bodies, over a span of twenty years?”

      “Precisely,” I said. “Why waste all that blood?”

      “The blood?” His light brows rose in surprise. “Do you think that’s the reason?”

      I nodded. “I can’t see what else it could be. They’ve taken people who were sick, who had wounds and infections. It never makes a difference. They take bodies, in whatever state they’re in. And they take the blood. So…why not those two? Why waste perfectly good blood?”

      “If we assume they drink it,” Lex mused, “it would mean that either their thirst was quenched…”

      “When has their thirst ever been quenched?” I asked.

      “Or,” Lex continued, “there was something wrong with the blood?”

      “Something wrong with the blood,” I echoed. “Something that made the Fanteur leave the bodies intact.”

      Lex searched my face, his confusion giving way to a soft smile. “I knew it was worth your searching. My clever Dom.”

      My cheeks warmed, the vexations of my day sweeping away with his approval.

      “I’m not sure it means anything of use,” I admitted.

      “They want blood,” Lex said. He leaned his hands back on the table’s top. “But if something about the blood was wrong—was not to their tastes anymore—could it mean there’s a way to make our blood less enticing?”

      “I don’t know,” I started. The enormity of such an idea was startling, and I turned it over in my mind at the same time I turned to perch on the table next to him. “I suppose it would depend on what made the blood bad. If I could figure that out…” I ran a hand through my hair with a soft groan. “I’m not sure it would even make a difference, now that the Fanteur have taken to creating snow from our bones. Perhaps they would crush us, even if they didn’t want to drain us first.”

      “Could be,” Lex agreed. His arm moved against my shoulder as he shrugged. “But if there’s any chance of gaining an advantage, it seems worth the effort.”

      The image of Sheridan Crofthouse’s grave invaded my mind, and I wondered again what had made the monsters leave her alone after her death.

      “If we were able to make our blood less enticing,” I mused, “maybe the Fanteur wouldn’t be so enamored with feasting on the people of Aplin Shade.”

      “You mean make them leave? Find somewhere new to hunt?” Lex was quiet a moment. “If they couldn’t use us, and we’re taking down their woods, you think they might move on, leave us be?”

      “They might,” I said. Excitement trilled under my skin, but I tamped it down as another thought surfaced, blooming slowly like the smooth petals of a beautiful, poisonous flower. “They could grow wild, destroy everyone before finding a new blood source. But if we changed the village’s blood supply slowly…” I paused and turned to meet Lex’s gaze. “If we knew we wouldn’t be their food, it could at least buy us time.”

      Lex considered my words in silence, pushing off the table and crossing the few steps to the door before striding back. He hovered over me, searching my face for a moment before he brought a thumb up to scrape hair from my eyes.

      “Until the spring?” he asked in a cautious voice.

      I nodded. “Those two bodies… The Fanteur didn’t take them and then return them with the blood still inside. They didn’t even try to take the blood. Because they already knew. By sight or smell or magic. They know who is not going to be to their tastes. If we knew how to become tasteless, we might not be their immediate targets. Perhaps it wouldn’t stop them from crushing us, in the end, but if it came down to a choice between us and…and someone tastier…it could stave them off.”

      If we could make our blood unusable, it would buy us time. Enough time.

      “It would be something of note to save the whole village,” I added in a careful tone. “But if we are not able to do that much, then perhaps we could at least—”

      “Save ourselves,” Lex finished. He held my gaze for a long moment, his eyes shadowed in the dimness of the cabin. I didn’t look away—didn’t even blink—until he nodded. “We do what we must,” he said as his fingers slid into my hair. “If it comes between the village and you, I will choose you every time, Dom.”

      He drew me up to him, and my relief soon mingled with the burning heat of his mouth against mine. I knew I loved Lex the first time we kissed, on a long-ago day when the pines in the forest were protective, rather than dangerous. I still remembered the humid summer afternoon when I pulled back to find him studying me, his eyes full of a happiness I could not quite believe I had caused. I remembered that look—remembered that hot certainty—every time his lips found mine.

      “I don’t know if anything will be found,” I whispered as he trailed further kisses across my cheek, my jaw, my neck. “The connection I saw is tenuous, at best.”

      “If there’s something to be found, you’ll search it out,” Lex assured me. He kissed me again, before he raised his head with a frown. “I would help, if I could.”

      “You are far too busy for busywork like this,” I said. “Besides, it will give me something to do. To stop feeling so restless. I’ve got no business to attend to in the village. I’m lucky if I’m called on once a week. I’m not bringing in the money I should be. The money we need. If I can work on this, it will be something.”

      “It’s more than something, Dom,” Lex said. “We’ll both do what we can. And one way or the other, we’ll make it out of this village. Come spring, you’ll never have to tend to the likes of these villagers again.” His expression was hard as he spoke. But as his fingers raked through the strands of my hair, the sharp lines of his face slowly softened into a smirk. “You’ll only have to deal with my provoking habits, then.”

      The single sentence was enough to lift the weight of our conversation, and I grinned. “In the three and a half years we’ve known each other, I’ve only noticed one provoking habit of yours.”

      Lex’s look of indignation was almost immediately undermined by a deep chuckle. “And what would that be?”

      Wrinkling my nose, I pointed to the hanging rack in front of the hearth. “You leave your wet socks to dry without washing them first.”

      Lex laughed harder, the sound rumbling between us. “They’ll only get dirty as soon as they’re on my feet again. What purpose is served by washing them first?”

      “The smell, perhaps?” I asked with a laugh of my own.

      “I suppose I don’t notice it anymore,” he admitted. “If I had enough linens for the days of the week, I assure you I would only wear the cleanest of socks.”

      “When we live under the same roof, Mother and Isadora will knit you more pairs than you’ll know what to do with,” I said. It was a humdrum fantasy, far-fetched and mundane. But it made me happy to think such a possibility might someday become truth.

      Lex smiled, his hands coming forward to continue the task of removing my shirt. “Well then, you’ll only have to deal with my stench until spring.”

      I pulled my shirt over my head, content for the moment to pretend his promise was a certainty. Lex helped me toss the clothing aside, and we both ignored the draft that swept through the cabin’s warmth, the smoky fire hissing from the snow that fell through the chimney as even the flame struggled to keep winter’s wrath from extinguishing everything in its wake.

    
  
    
      
        The Records

      
      January 10, 1863

      For the rest of the night, I ignored all thought of the future. And when I woke in the morning, my focus was entirely on the past. After Lex had gone to the woods, I traveled back to the village, considering the two deaths I needed to investigate. The whole affair felt a little like crafting a weapon—one only Lex and I may ever have need to use—and I wanted to keep my task as secretive as possible. But there were only two places I could think of to begin my search, and both required interaction with others. I could attempt to seek out the remaining family members of the deceased. Or I could go directly to the doctor who signed off on their deaths.

      Or, more precisely, to the doctor’s daughter, who was my best chance of getting any information at all.

      People in Aplin Shade did not help others for free, and I was afraid of what Rebecca might expect as payment if I arrived at her doorstep begging for help. In order to mitigate my chances of being cornered, I did not make the Gagnesy house my first stop as I returned to the village. Instead, I waited until nightfall before I ventured to Rebecca’s home. And then, I did not venture there alone.

      “Come, Isadora,” I whispered. My sister stood near the fence, staring at the house with a vagueness that could have signaled either disinterest or unfocused dread. “Don’t you want to see Rebecca?”

      Getting Isadora to come here tonight had been difficult. I lied to Mother, saying that Rebecca longed for Isadora to visit. But my sister struggled against my attempts to remove her from the house. The prospect of seeing her old friend did not make any noticeable impression on her mute countenance, and it was only after I’d nudged her arm to urge her forward—and she’d wrenched away from me in a panicked flurry—that she’d succumbed to warily following a few steps behind me.

      Now, she stood as if I were leading her to torture, her thin body half-curled into the fence posts resting between us. Isadora didn’t like to be touched by anyone other than our mother—another after-effect of the accident—and she’d been forced to endure an unwelcome excursion as well as my hand on her arm tonight. I pitied her discomfort. But I couldn’t deny my own disappointment too. How would we ever get her to leave Aplin Shade, when it was nearly impossible to get her to walk down the street? How could I ever earn her affection again, if I had to threaten her each time I wanted her to move an inch?

      Even now, as I pretended to reach for her, I saw the anguish—the disgust—grow with my approach. Her pain was an echo of my own. In her refusal to trust me, I had no choice but to act exactly how she feared I would. I made as if to grab her, and Isadora skirted around the fence, keeping her distance as she shuffled forward. Where my sister was concerned, cruelty worked better than kindness.

      I let out a breath of frustration and relief, then took a wide path around my sister to move ahead and knock on the front door. My summons was soon answered by Rebecca herself, her initial surprise quickly giving way to agitation when she noticed Isadora behind me.

      “Dominic?” she began uncertainly. “If you’ve come for my father, I’m afraid he’s already retired for the evening—”

      “I came to see you, actually,” I cut in. I worked hard to feign a look of friendliness. “I’m sorry to intrude without sending a card first.”

      Rebecca’s hand swept up against a wisp of light-brown hair, her eyes lingering on Isadora before returning to me.

      “I have no need of calling cards,” she said with a feigned smile of her own. “Please, come in.”

      Inside the blue-papered parlor where Rebecca and Isadora had once spent so many of their afternoons together, my sister stood against the wall, silent and still as if she were a piece of the furniture. Rebecca turned stiffly to close the parlor doors, and I walked to the window, ignoring the strained awkwardness until the sound of the doors thudding shut struck uncomfortably against my spine.

      When I turned my back to the window, Rebecca was watching me from across the room.

      “I’m afraid my sister and I have come on rather dull terms,” I said at once. “I am hoping you can help me with something.”

      “Of course,” Rebecca said in a tight voice. “If I can be of assistance…”

      “I’m working through some of my father’s old papers,” I lied, the words slithering snake-like from my tongue. I could have told her the truth, especially after she’d confided in her father’s concerns about the blood. But Rebecca had lost my trust when she abandoned Isadora. Just as I couldn’t confide in Grace Kealey, for reasons of an entirely different nature, I couldn’t confide in the doctor’s daughter either.

      “Oh?” The tightness in her words lessened as Rebecca laughed. “That’s a tedious task.”

      I forced myself to smile, hoping the look hinted at conspiratorial companionship. “We’re in the same business, you and I. Dealing with our fathers’ work. You know what my father was like. He kept everything in his study, all shoveled into one untidy drawer. I’m slowly making my way through the pages. But I have uncovered some legal cases of his that do not have documented ends. I’m trying to put them to rest. And there are two cases in which you may be able to assist.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll be of any use to legal proceedings,” Rebecca said. She clasped her hands in front of her, her posture relaxed and reprimanding at the same time. “Our records must be kept confidential, and—”

      “The two patients I am interested in are dead,” I interrupted. “That is, long dead. The nearer of the two died seven years ago.”

      Rebecca gave me a somewhat incredulous look. “Then I don’t see how—”

      “The work my father was involved in was, er…” I faltered, but only for a second. I could not afford a pause of uncertainty. “They were related to medical expenses. I am sure, given the fact the clients are so long deceased, that the cases were closed. But I want to be certain, and…well, I thought of asking your father, but…” I fixed her with a somber expression, my eyes unblinking. “Too many things go amiss in Aplin Shade. This is something I want to ensure is squared away with as much dignity as possible.”

      Rebecca’s jaw set, the truth of my unsaid suggestion enough to give her resolve. Too much went amiss in this cursed village, certainly. And Dr. Gagnesy had a habit of hiding the truth. My father had argued with the man more times than I could remember, the doctor insisting he hadn’t collected money for certain calls, supplies, or services that he most assuredly had. To another villager, I would not have been so bold as to confront them with their parent’s indecencies. But Rebecca knew all too well how her father operated. When we were young, she never denied how much she hated the way he pushed the truth aside whenever it suited him better to lie.

      “Yes, Dominic,” she said. She took a step closer to me and lowered her voice, the bitterness I had glimpsed at the cookhouse dripping into her words. “What is it you need?”

      I followed her direction and stepped away from the window. “I need to see patient records for two individuals. Lionel Pollett, who died seven years ago. And Sheridan Crofthouse, who died sixteen.”

      Rebecca considered the names, searched her mind for some reason to doubt my task. I saw her do it, the way her gaze went hazy as she disappeared into herself, judging my worth all over again. I appreciated her ability to stay unclouded. Yet greater than my appreciation was my relief when her eyes refocused, and she nodded in agreement.

      “Come with me,” she said as she turned toward the door. She spared Isadora a hesitant glance. “You can come, too, Iz—adora.”

      Before the accident, Rebecca was in the habit of calling my sister Izzy. After the doctor declared that Isadora’s mind was gone, Rebecca’s sense of familiarity vanished too. She never used the name Izzy again, though I had never been entirely sure why. Fear, perhaps, of truly admitting that her dear Izzy was gone. Or embarrassment, that her closest friend was now an invalid.

      I wished I knew which it was. One attitude was more forgivable than the other.

      The doctor’s office was located in the back half of the Gagnesy home, in a dim room at the base of a dangerously steep staircase. During the day, the office’s two windows provided ample light, a fact I knew from the winter I’d spent volunteering my time here six years ago, stocking the doctor’s supplies and listening to his examinations while he thought I was out of hearing range. But at night, the room was shadowy and foreboding, lit only by the single candelabra Rebecca took with her from the parlor. It smelled, too, like carbolic soap and the same medicinal tang that occupied Isadora’s room at home.

      My sister stopped as soon as she stepped off the bottom stair, taking in the patient table draped with linen and the twin cabinets of tools and medicines that stood like armoires against the green damask of the walls. Slowly, she sank to the floor and coiled herself into a ball. Rebecca looked at her aghast, while I strode directly to the doctor’s desk.

      “Are the records here?” I asked.

      “Y-Yes…yes, they’re here,” Rebecca said. She crossed to the desk and motioned for me to sit. Placing the candelabra on the corner of the desk, she began searching through the rows of notebooks lining a bookshelf on its left side. She pulled out several notebooks, before pausing in her search, one hand still upraised against a cloth-bound spine. “I’ll go through the notes first,” she said. “My father doesn’t have his patients separated. He fills one notebook and then moves to the next. I’ll start with his earliest books from the village. It’s a lot of pages to go through. I’ll mark where I find a name of note so you can read the entries.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I know I’ve asked much of you.”

      “Of course,” Rebecca said. She offered me a sweet smile, her hand still pressed against the books. “I told you, Dominic. I miss our chats. Our friendship.”

      She did not mention Isadora’s friendship. My sister remained in her ball, tucked away from whatever danger she sensed, while Rebecca seemed intent on pretending she wasn’t there at all. It was a callous attitude from the woman who had for many years been Isadora’s closest companion, and I held its truth as a grudge on my sister’s behalf.

      “I’ll be as quick as I can,” I said with another glance at the notebooks.

      “And as mindful,” Rebecca added, her smile remaining but her tone adopting an almost patronizing edge. “Of the other patients. Not that I would expect you to look where you shouldn’t, of course. You’re too delicate to be so impish.”

      I nodded my agreement, ignoring the barbs in her compliment as I waited for her to set about her work.

      The books were crammed, the pages full of notes for every patient the doctor had ever seen in the village. Not all doctors kept reflections on their patients, so it was lucky Aplin Shade’s doctor could not be idle. Dr. Gagnesy had, at one time, practiced in bigger places than this village. He must have picked up the habit of record keeping while studying with physicians in the city.

      Rebecca made quick work of going through each book, discarding some while handing over others. The first pages she let me see contained the doctor’s earliest entries for Lionel Pollett. The man had been almost seventy when he died of heart failure. But years before, Pollett had also seen the doctor for an illness brought on by what Gagnesy called “nonsense tonics from the blasted city,” which the man’s daughter had given to try and curb his fondness for drink. And on another occasion, the man suffered a fall and fractured a hip, which, according to the notes, caused him to lose the use of his legs. He lived an additional three years after the fact, bedridden and probably miserable.

      The last notation Rebecca marked for Pollett was short. It stated only Referred to H.T.

      “Do you have any idea who H.T. might be?” I asked.

      Rebecca looked at the note and shrugged. “Not that I can think of. Maybe an old colleague. I could ask, if you’d like.”

      “No, don’t trouble yourself with that,” I muttered. “It might not be needed. But I’ll let you know if anything changes.”

      If Rebecca talked to her father, he would know she was looking through his notebooks. I didn’t want any suspicion on the doctor’s part. Besides, I doubted the name came from anyone in the village. I knew the families of Aplin Shade well, and there was no one currently living with those initials. The name didn’t come from the Tribault family, nor the Thompsons, the Thursts, the Tanners. If H.T. was somewhere in the village, it was not above ground.

      I focused on what information I could get from the pages themselves. The books were full, and I could have spent hours going through them, making absolutely certain nothing was missed. But Rebecca stood next to the desk while I read, rifling through notebooks at a much quicker pace than me. I had to hope she was not intentionally omitting anything of note. Or, I had to at least hope she knew so little of my true intent she wouldn’t know what information needed to be omitted, anyway.

      After reaching Pollett’s death, I reread the marked passages to ensure I didn’t miss anything useful. Aside from the drink tonic and the broken hip, there was mention that Pollett had been given an opium-laced syrup for a bad cough a few years after the villagers had settled, as well as some garlic ointments for chest pains shortly before he died. Beyond that, his ailments went unnoted.

      “Can I have paper?” I asked after my second read-through. “To write this out?”

      Rebecca found something for me to write on, then watched as I did my copying, transcribing the doctor’s notes word for word before moving on to the second patient.

      Sheridan Crofthouse was a much sadder case than the old man. She was in her early thirties when she died giving birth to her fourth child. Her firstborn had died in its infancy, but the second and third had lived. I did not know anyone from the Crofthouse family now, though. I wondered if they had fled the curse of this village sometime after Mrs. Crofthouse’s death.

      The woman had not seen the doctor during her first three pregnancies. She was likely tended by Martha Spoke, the now-dead midwife who had in life known the ways of birth better than Dr. Gagnesy. The only note from the doctor’s records prior to the last pregnancy was a vomiting complaint, which had been put down to an unhelpful description of the woman’s efforts to make herself thin. During the pregnancy, there were two accounts of the doctor prescribing the woman a club moss tincture for headaches and, several months later, some kind of oil for pain in her hips. The last note—the most detailed account—told of the woman’s harrowing death. The doctor had been called in when it was realized that the woman’s child was stuck, turned sideways and already presumed dead. He was not called in to try and save the infant’s life. He brought instruments meant to crush its bones well enough to remove it from the mother’s body.

      I paused, taking a moment to clean my spectacles as I swallowed the sickness of what I had read. My mind went unbidden to Grace and her too-small stomach, and I remembered her sad eyes in the graveyard. Did she suspect something was amiss? Since her first pregnancy miscarried, I supposed she likely did. I wondered if Sheridan Crofthouse did, too, or if she’d trusted that her fourth child would come with the same uncomplicated pain as the first three.

      “It’s a hard subject, that,” Rebecca said over my shoulder. I startled in my chair, not forgetting her presence but forgetting her voice all the same. Her fingers slid to my shoulder, and I gripped tight to my glasses to keep from shrugging her off.

      “Just a lot of…blood,” I muttered.

      “I know,” Rebecca replied. “It’s not for someone with a sensitive constitution. Or have you gotten over that incident on the farm?”

      My cheeks flushed, and I replaced the spectacles, using the movement to sit forward and shift away from her grasp.

      “No,” I said as I looked again at the notes. “I’m not sure I will ever be used to that sort of violence.”

      “I thought that way, once,” Rebecca said. She stepped back to the shelf and began replacing the unused notebooks. “It comes as a surprise, when you realize your old fears no longer hold true.”

      When I began reading again, it was only to note that Sheridan Crofthouse had bled to death in her birthing bed. Could that have been the cause of the Fanteur’s avoidance of her? It didn’t seem likely. If they were willing to snatch away an infant, small and crushed, they would have taken whatever blood was left in the mother. If the Fanteur left Sheridan Crofthouse, it was for a reason unrelated to her pregnancy or the way she died. The monsters were indifferent to the woes of the living. They would not have spared the woman because she’d already suffered.

      I copied Mrs. Crofthouse’s records, then sat back to stare at my notes. I now had more details about the two villagers’ deaths, but those details did not tell me anything of use. There were no connections between the way Sheridan Crofthouse and Lionel Pollett had died. Whatever caused the Fanteur to keep away from their blood was not made obvious in the doctor’s records.

      “Does this give you what you need?” Rebecca asked when I laid down the pen.

      “I think so, yes,” I lied. “If you find anything else, please let me know. But this gives me much to go on. Thank you.” I tried to make my face pleasant as I stood and looked at my sister. She remained in her ball, until I called her like a dog. “Come, Isadora. Home now.”

      The Gagnesy house was quiet, and I put on my coat without speaking, prepared to bid Rebecca a short farewell at the door. But Rebecca threw a knitted shawl around her shoulders and stepped outside with us, staying by my side while Isadora walked ahead. I watched my sister wander into the shadows and ignored the urge to call her back. She was familiar with the route home. I did not need to keep her tethered.

      “The air is far too chilled for such little protection as a bit of knitted wool,” I said instead to Rebecca.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “I just wanted to see you off. Away from the house.”

      I swallowed my agitation, holding my face in the same pleasant mask I’d been striving to wear since arriving at her doorstep as we walked over the worn snow. At the end of the path I turned to make a second—and hopefully final—attempt at saying goodbye, but I was instead further disappointed to catch a glimpse of someone else walking down the road close to where we stood.

      My teeth ground together, the impulse to scowl almost too strong to resist.

      “Ah, unexpected company!” Pastor Marrow said, noticing us and moving at once in our direction.

      “Evening, Pastor,” Rebecca said. Her voice was as unenthusiastic as my own thoughts. She was likely regretting her choice to see me off, at least. Whatever her private intentions had been in accompanying me away from her father’s house, they were spoiled now with the loathsome pastor’s proximity.

      “Mr. Wright,” the pastor said as he stopped beside us. He eyed Rebecca with a barely contained, wolfish smile. “Didn’t expect to find you alone with such a specimen of…feminine grace, eh?”

      I clenched my fist with one hand and my copied notes with the other. So much for letting Isadora get ahead. The pastor would not make such vulgar statements in the presence of my sister.

      “Thank you for your assistance,” I said to Rebecca. I bowed my head and then fished out my pocket watch to check the time. “I’d better be going.”

      “If you’re on your way home, I’ll walk with you,” Pastor Marrow said, oblivious to my disregard. “I intended to stop in for a visit, anyway.”

      A shudder rolled from my shoulders down the length of my spine. I had been planning to return home on Isadora’s heels, ready to praise her for her help with the evening’s task. But now that option seemed impossible. I would not be able to speak to my sister with the pastor listening close. And I could not abide a night of Marrow’s company. Not so soon after an evening spent with Rebecca.

      “Actually, I have a little more business to attend to this evening,” I said.

      “Business,” the pastor echoed. He bounced on his heels, his cheerful tone edged with nastiness. “At the cabins, I shouldn’t wonder? Much business there, these days, it seems. Eh, Dominic?”

      My eyes snapped to the pastor’s, but not before first catching Rebecca’s look of confusion.

      “There is much business everywhere in Aplin Shade,” I mumbled. The response was weak, and the pastor settled onto the whole of his feet, victorious in our little one-sided spar. I hated myself for such easy defeat. I should have let it slip that the pastor wouldn’t understand what it meant to do any business that required a bit of actual work. Or, more scandalous still, that at least I could engage in the kind of business the pastor only got by coercing women into his bed under threat.

      But I did not say those things. I never said those things. As always, I only turned and, curtly, swept my arm out to let the pastor pass so he could spend the evening sitting before my fire in the comfort of my dead father’s chair, no matter the impropriety of his being there without my company or consent.

      Marrow gave me a sardonic smile and tipped his head to Rebecca. We were all silent as he trudged past. Only when he was far down the road did the doctor’s daughter speak again.

      “What did the pastor mean?” she asked. “About business. At the cabins.”

      “Only that he believes I put more effort into helping the loggers with their legalities than I do with the permanent residents of Aplin Shade.” I felt something close to pride at the ease with which this new lie surfaced. But the swell was chased with resentment for how smooth I was proving at a craft I thought would never become me.

      “Oh.” Rebecca smiled, one hand reaching up to the back of her neck. She watched me out of the corner of her eye as she touched her hair. “Some people phrase things in such strange ways, don’t they? And with what other people say…”

      The unfinished remark was a surprise. Rebecca must have heard the rumors that were not rumors at all—save for whatever devious reasons the villagers gave for my supposed misconduct.

      “I hope you’ll forgive me if I leave you now,” I said, avoiding her invitation for denial.

      “Of course.” Rebecca kept her eyes mostly averted as she tightened the shawl around her shoulders and stepped back, her head tilting up toward the stars. “I didn’t mean to…it’s only…” Her mouth drew into a flat line, before she let out a scornful laugh. “This village. It makes monsters of us all, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “That it does.”

      Her gaze lowered to meet mine, and I was again surprised, this time by the glossiness of her shining eyes, combined as it was with the quiet viciousness of her words. “Do you ever want to escape this damned place so badly you…you think you might do anything to get away?”

      Her honesty caught me off guard. Despite my developing skills, I couldn’t lie in the face of it.

      “Yes,” I admitted.

      “Yes,” Rebecca echoed. She smiled, her gleaming eyes brightening with a hint of genuine affection as she turned in the direction of her house. “You can go now. Goodnight, Dominic.”

      I watched her leave in silence. Once she was behind the closed door, I glanced up at the distant stars, wondering what she saw in their endless sparkling—before I focused instead on the snowy ground as I headed for the camp.

    
  
    
      
        The Sinners

      
      January 11, 1863

      I hadn’t found the answers I was seeking in the patient records. But on Sunday morning, I did not wake with a sense of failure in my bones. Sunday was the loggers’ only day off work, the one day a week Lex didn’t have to go into the woods. Not only did that lessen the threat of him running into the Fanteur, but it also granted us a rare joy—that of being together during the day.

      We lazed about the cabin until the bells tolled nine, the hour when the bulk of the village shuffled into church and we could step outside with little chance of being seen by unfriendly eyes. We did not join the villagers at the chapel. We strolled only so far as the camp’s fire pit, which was already lit against the lingering remnants of cold morning fog.

      “Morning, Sinners,” Peter called with a happy smile as we approached the pit. He offered Lex a stick, an uncooked sausage speared on its end.

      “Morning, Sinner,” Lex replied, returning the greeting used whenever we avoided the weekly sermon.

      Peter once told us of a town where he’d been practically pushed into the chapel every Sunday by obstinate townsfolk who refused to have a heathen in their midst. In Aplin Shade, however, no one paid absent worshippers any mind. At one point in my life, I, too, spent every Sunday with my family in the stuffy pews of the mildew-infested chapel. But my own attendance stopped two years ago, after the pastor had kept his gaze fixed on me as he delivered a fiery sermon on the punishment awaiting those who committed such atrocious sins as I had the very night before.

      My hand still balled into a tight fist when I remembered the pastor’s spiteful speech. I had not been back to the church since that day. But now, I wondered how many people would be in attendance for this morning’s service. After a week full of horror, I guessed the crowd would be larger than usual. Larger, and restless, villagers sitting through the pastor’s meaningless ramble, their hopes of gaining some genuine comfort dwindling as each tedious minute passed.

      “And you, Sir Wright?” Peter asked. He held out another sausage-tipped stick, but I shook my head. I avoided meat when I could, and I was not hungry enough to suffer the distaste of it now. I took the breadbasket instead and warmed a roll as Lex, Peter, and Thomas Guy—a quiet logger of middling age with a thick mustache and a reputation for minding his own business—cooked their breakfast.

      “What do you suppose today’s righteous sermon is going to be about?” Peter asked as his stick twisted lazily through the flames.

      “How we loggers all deserve what the Fanteur are going to give us,” Thomas muttered. “Doesn’t matter we saved this town from ruin. The villagers think we’re the cause of all this.” He slumped forward, elbows on knees, as he roasted his sausage.

      “Aye, and who’s to say they’re wrong,” Peter laughed. “Well, if we’re all to be crushed by the Fanteur, what good is it being berated in there? We can just as easily live the last days of our lives out here in the sun.”

      “You shouldn’t talk so,” Thomas said. His mustache twitched, and he sat back to pull his stick out of the fire.

      “It’s true, though, isn’t it?” Peter replied. His tone was jovial, but I could detect the disappointment in his words—the resignation that his wondrous life was so likely to be cut short. “We don’t stand a hope against them. We’re in the woods, day in and out. It’s already started, and it’ll only get worse from here.”

      “If you’re so certain, then why don’t you quit?” Thomas asked in a huff.

      “And live off my ample funds?” Peter asked. He pulled his stick and blew on the sausage, teeth flashing as he breathed out another laugh. “No one in the village is going to help me. You said it yourself, they think we’re to blame. They’re probably content letting the Fanteur take us, one by one. A willing sacrifice, if it keeps the monsters from prowling at their doors. Nah. Dreamers can dream, even at the edge of the abyss. But I’ve never been any good at dreaming. Seems a fool’s errand to me.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with having dreams,” Lex mumbled.

      Peter stood, stretching his legs as he chanced a small bite of sausage. Grease trickled down his chin, and he swiped it away with one finger.

      “Well, I’ll tell you what,” he said as he chewed. “If the Fanteur end me, you can have my savings for your dreams.”

      “You’re tempting the fates, boy,” Thomas said. He peeled off his sausage, bouncing it between his fingers as the stick dropped next to the fire pit. He stood and gave Peter a severe look. Then he grabbed a roll from the breadbasket before stalking off to eat his breakfast elsewhere in the camp.

      “He’s afraid,” Peter said.

      “And you’re not?” I asked.

      He grinned. “Of course I am. Only an idiot wouldn’t be. But there isn’t much I can do about it, is there? All forests have their beasts. And no beast is going to be happy about us stripping away its home. That’s nature, though. At least of the human variety. We steal. We destroy. Some of us do it because we revel in the power we hold. Most of us do it because it’s what’s needed to survive. I don’t like it any more than you two do. But what purpose is served by trembling in my boots over my rotten fate? None, save getting me killed faster with unsteady steps in the woods. Steady steps are all I have. How else could I run logs downriver?”

      Lex leaned farther back on the bench, one arm snaking behind me. “One thing Chester Roy will never get me to do,” he said.

      “Run logs?” Peter laughed again and sat down where Thomas had been. “You’d probably sink ’em as soon as you stepped on. You’re about as tall as the trees. Built like their trunks too.”

      I brought my roll to my mouth to hide my smile. I had not fallen into Lex’s company because of his powerful stature. But I couldn’t deny that I admired his strength, and his talent for felling trees. I longed for the day when his occupation was that of a farmer instead of a logger. Yet even so, I couldn’t quite picture him working anywhere but the woods. If it weren’t for the dangers of logging—if it weren’t for the Fanteur—the forest would be well suited as his lifelong place of work.

      “I’ll leave the rollway to others,” Lex said with a glance at me. “This’ll be the last spring I’m part of the camp, anyway.”

      Peter eyed us over the flames, his smile falling. “If you survive until then,” he said in a low voice.

      My gaze veered to the pines edging the field to our right, their branches still in the windless day. The morning’s sun was already burning through the fog. But the light couldn’t penetrate the dense shadows of the clustered trees. I could sense the darkness, lively and full, lurking behind the unmoving green.

      “Survive what, then? Your cooking?”

      I pulled my sights back to the pit as Grace and James approached the fire, the former looking worse than she had at the graveyard. The skin under her eyes was as gray as ever, but now a general pallor accentuated the ruddied spots of her cheeks, as well as the chapped lips that still held a bruised tinge. She clung to James as if he were steadying her balance, even while she teased Peter with as much vivacity as ever.

      “No one said anything about me cooking,” Peter said. “Cook your own food, little lady. I don’t serve anyone but myself.”

      “And you wonder why you don’t have a sweetheart,” Grace said with a roll of her eyes.

      James grabbed two sticks, speared them both, then kissed Grace’s cheek.

      “I’ll cook,” he mumbled, his words annoyed and sweet at the same time.

      James was a bear of a man, his tanned skin weather-worn from his work outdoors, his beard thick and his hair a wild mess under its cap. He was big, gruff—and angry. Angry that he’d been thrown out of his home, that his first child had never made it to life, that he had to work at the logging camp instead of his family trade because his parents didn’t approve of the girl he loved. But as he helped Grace sit on a log, rubbing her back until she assured him she was comfortable, one edge of his lips quirked up in something vaguely resembling a smile. James was always angry, except with Grace. She was the single bright spot in his otherwise spite-filled world.

      “We were talking about the spring,” Lex said while James added two more sausages to the crackling flames. “About what we’ll do when the weather turns.”

      “Oh, the spring will be nice indeed,” Grace said with a grin so easy it almost covered her weary eyes. “I’ll be one person again, by then.”

      “Aye, and you’ll have a screaming sack to carry around at all times,” Peter said.

      Grace grabbed a roll from the breadbasket and threw it at him. Peter caught it, threw it under his arm, and caught it again before taking a bite.

      “So, what are the grand plans for today?” he asked through another mouthful.

      “We should go somewhere,” Grace said at once.

      “And where do you suggest?” Peter asked.

      She shrugged, leaning her head on James’s shoulder. “Anywhere that’s not here. Our cabin smells too much like blood.”

      The back of my neck bristled as I glanced first at James and then at Grace herself.

      “Is it… are you…?” I stumbled, unable to even finish the sentence. I felt suddenly queasy and unbalanced, like if I tried to move I might sway right into the pit.

      Grace waved me off. “It’s fine,” she assured me. “Just a little. Nothing I can’t manage. Mostly, it’s the hurt in my hips getting to me. I need to keep moving, else it gets bad.”

      “Have you taken anything for the pain?” I asked.

      “Can’t afford it,” she said with a smile meant to shrug off her pain and poverty in one swoop. “Not that it would help, anyway. I remember my mother when she was carrying the littlest ones in our family. Nothing ever did her a bit of good but to get the baby out.”

      “That baby’s still got a month yet,” I said. “I could get you something to try. Mother has some tonic or other left over, from when her hip was bothering her last month. She’s not using it. She’d rather it not go to waste, I’m sure.”

      “Well, if it’s only going to go to waste,” Grace began a little warily. “Then…I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to try. Thank you, Dominic.”

      I nodded, while Lex gave my side a knowing nudge. Mother had not hurt her hip, and I was supposed to be saving every penny I earned. But Grace was our friend, and my nerves were still raw from yesterday’s recollections of another mother’s suffering. I would gladly go to the apothecary and get a cure for Grace to try. It probably wouldn’t do much to ease her pains. But at least it was something.

      Lex understood. He did what he could to help when those around him were in pain, too, a fact I’d only truly learned to appreciate after my family’s accident. For weeks, Lex made the trek to the village every night after his logging shift, uncaring who saw him or what they attempted to say behind his back. He helped my mother cook, helped me walk to my sister’s room for my nightly check on her unchanging condition. Then he sat by my bed, taking a jar from his pocket and pressing balm to my tender skin while I laughed, sweetly amused by his care.

      “It’s old medicine,” he assured me. “It’s what you need.”

      I smiled at the memory, a tingling itch buzzing at the edges of my scar as I recalled how he rubbed the balm along my calf where the skin had been stitched back together, his movements so soft and content it made me ache with the knowledge that I would never have enough of him in my life.

      “We can go for a walk today, if you think it will help,” James said to his wife. “But I don’t know where to. There’s nowhere to go in this damned village.” His eyes were like slits, squinted with irritation as he stared at the sausages, watching for the precise moment they were cooked through.

      “It’s a dismal place,” Peter agreed. “I should have left when I had the chance. Gone down to Simcoe or York. Places where there’s entertainment. Enjoyment. Life.”

      It was the same complaint he always made. But the past few days were enough to turn the wisp of regret into a solid slab. Peter had almost left Aplin Shade at the end of the season, when the biggest bulk of the loggers moved on and a new, smaller batch trickled in for the quieter winter months. He claimed an injury as his reason for staying put, but I knew he did not stay merely to mend his sprained wrist. He stayed because, like all of us, he had nowhere else to go.

      “You can leave after the spring thaw,” James said, speaking as if the thaw meant safety, as if the Fanteur hadn’t so recently demonstrated how easily they could stop us in our tracks, no matter the season. “And we’ll come with you.”

      Peter scoffed. “As if I’d want a squalling baby with me on such a trek.”

      “Of course you will,” Grace said with a laugh. “You’ll probably hog him all to yourself.”

      Peter grinned. “Only if you call him Peter.”

      “His name will be James,” James said. He glared at Peter for a few seconds before offering his friend a begrudging smile. “But maybe we’ll call him JP for short.”

      “James Peter?” Peter pretended to consider it. “Well, I suppose you can come along with me, if that’s the case.”

      Grace laughed again, while her gaze shifted to me. “And what about you, Dominic?”

      “Me?” I asked.

      “You’re the only one of us who can truly call this place home. Will you come with us when we go?”

      My friends’ mirth was like a brighter echo of Rebecca’s desperate question from last night, and I raked my eyes over our small group, trying to imagine what life with my friends would entail. Grace sat beside her husband, her smile bright and one hand rubbing absently at her stomach. But when I tried to picture the happy couple holding their rosy-cheeked baby, I again remembered the doctor’s notes about Sheridan Crofthouse, dead amid bloody sheets while the Fanteur stole her child away.

      “I’ll come,” I said with a soft nod, while Peter’s earlier remark echoed through my head. If any of us survive until then.

      My eye drew to Lex, and he fixed me with a steady stare, as if he knew the trajectory of my dour thoughts. There was a time when I lived in sickening anticipation for the day that Lex decided to move on with his life and leave me behind. It was in those days after the accident, when he sat by my bed, rubbing my leg and beaming each time he saw how well my wound was healing, that I realized he would never abandon me here.

      Only now, I wasn’t entirely sure that was a good thing. If he had left at the end of summer—if all my friends had gone on with their lives—they’d be safe from the monsters in the woods.

      “We’ll all go,” Lex said, his eyes still on mine. “Together.”

      “Together,” Grace repeated.

      She leaned into her husband’s side with a contented sigh, and it was all I could do not to flinch away from her unrelenting hope.

    
  
    
      
        The Apothecary

      
      January 12, 1863

      I was no stranger to Aplin Shade’s apothecary. Since the accident, I had frequented the shop, purchasing tinctures and creams for my sister, as well as gimmick tonics meant to trick my mother into feeling more at ease. I was familiar with the building, though that didn’t mean I liked being within it. The apothecary was dim and medicinal. Its heavy scent reminded me too much of the doctor’s office—too much of Isadora’s room at home.

      When I entered the shop, an old woman from the Janasse family was bent over the counter, haggling costs with the pharmacist for an earthworm paste. Keeping to the far end of the counter, I thumbed through a catalog of advertisements while I waited, listening to their conversation as I viewed the pages full of ornate illustrations and bold assertions of remedies for whatever affliction—real or imagined—a desperate villager might suffer.

      “All you do is bring in half-spoiled concoctions from the city,” the old woman complained while I stared at an ad for an everlasting pill, a small metal ball that, when ingested, induced vomiting and loose bowels for the sake of ridding oneself of intoxication or excess food. In the ad, a proud woman held a sparkling, delicate ball, its gleaming illustration looking more like a lustrous pearl than something meant to keep you close to the chamber pot. “And then charge full city prices for them. I’ll not have it, Grant. I knew your father. If he could see you now—”

      “Unfortunately, he cannot,” Albert Grant said, cutting her off with a careless turn of his back. Earthworm paste was popular enough that the pharmacist already had some prepared. He scooped it into a small jug, ignoring the woman’s continued complaints as he stoppered the bottle. “I put the same care and consideration into everything I sell. I assure you my prices reflect the highest standard of quality.”

      A week ago, I would have held my tongue and averted my eyes at such a blatant lie. But although I kept my sights on the ads, today I could not hold in a scoff, one loud enough to cause both the woman and the pharmacist to look my way—the latter with a barely contained scowl.

      “I’ll be with you in a moment, Mr. Wright.”

      I nodded to the pharmacist, closing the book and musing on my own lack of nerves. Once, such a reprimand would have crushed me, knowing it would likely ruin my chance at an honest transaction. Now, however, I felt only a mild sense of satisfaction that I’d managed to annoy the man. The scorn was well earned, after all. Albert Grant didn’t put care or consideration into anything. Most of what he sold was at least half-composed of water. He charged for premium quality, to be sure. But he did not deliver it.

      At the very least, my quiet outburst made Grant relent, offering the old woman a price that was lower—if not still a gouge for what was essentially a bit of powdered worm mixed with a few drops of oil. She seemed satisfied with the new price, at any rate. Paying without further complaint, she even offered me a mild smile as she passed by onto the street.

      She crossed in front of the place where the shop’s broken window had a stick shoved in the corner to keep it closed, her face appearing through the red liquid of a carboy as she headed in the direction of her home. I watched until she was gone from sight. Then I turned back to the counter and its still-scowling keeper.

      “Mr. Wright.”

      Albert Grant leaned forward, his stomach pressed against the edge of the counter. The pharmacist was, at one time, a strong farmhand who wouldn’t have looked out of place among the logging crews. But he’d given up exercise in the years following his own father’s unexpected death. The apothecary provided a lucrative occupation, though the gift of his promotion came at a price for the villagers he served. Grant had never gotten along with his father, and he’d never been trained to do what the old pharmacist had. He knew nothing much beyond what he read in the same kind of ads displayed on the counter.

      Incompetency wasn’t Grant’s biggest problem, however. The pharmacist was also a cheat, and he had the nasty habit of charging the loggers more than other villagers, his own form of prejudice against the workers who—with their ample cuts and bruises from the woods—made up a large percentage of his customer base.

      “Good day, Mr. Grant,” I said, wondering what sort of effect the past week’s horrors would have on the man’s attitudes toward the loggers. How long would it be before the apothecary began selling its own “protections” against the Fanteur?

      “What brings you here today, Mr. Wright?” the pharmacist asked. “Something for your sister?”

      “Yes,” I said at once. I wouldn’t tell Grant the truth of my errand. If I said I was shopping for Grace Kealey, it would only encourage rumors—gossip that would be made all the worse if the pastor let loose how he’d seen me alone with Rebecca Gagnesy too. “Isadora had a fall. We think she may have hurt her hip.” I smiled, the tight, worn-lipped smile of someone sent on too many such errands.

      “Well, we’ve got whatever you need,” Albert said, his showman side sparkling through the annoyed frown he’d worn since I scoffed at his lies. Albert Grant did not know the first thing about what most of the concoctions he offered actually did. But he enjoyed the challenge of a sale. He was a good talker, when he wanted to be. I envied him that quality. “Just before the frosts set in, I had a shipment from the city. This here”—he held up an amber glass jar —“is the finest cure-all cream in West Canada. Removes the pain as if it were never even there.”

      “What’s in it?” I asked.

      “In it?” Albert Grant looked at the jar, holding it out and appraising it as if for the first time. I guessed it probably was.

      “Yes,” I said. I offered an apologetic smile. “Isadora’s been sensitive to certain scents lately. I don’t want to provoke any episodes, you understand.”

      “Oh,” Grant said. He nodded, uneasy, and placed the jar back on the countertop. “Copper salts, I believe. Gives it the color. And a touch of lavender for the smell.”

      I nodded. Then I moved methodically along the counter, tracing the line of the woodgrain as I gazed at the collection of bottles twinkling with sunlight and shadow behind the pharmacist’s back.

      “Do you have anything else that might work?” I asked. The Janasse woman was right when she said Grant was guilty of peddling spoiled goods. It was one more way he managed to make his own profit—by getting heavy discounts on products that were damaged, poorly made, or already beginning to rot. Something made fresh would be better than whatever had been sitting in the back room since the fall shipment. “I’ve never found creams particularly effective.”

      Annoyance dripped over the pharmacist’s features. He didn’t want to look for other remedies because he likely didn’t know them. He couldn’t admit that, though. Not to the village barrister. My position did not amount to much in Aplin Shade, but I had at least a small sliver of legal authority that others did not. No one in the town respected me, yet if I told them they could lay charge to the pharmacist over claims of ineptitude, the greedy villagers would not hesitate to tear him down.

      “I’m sure we can find something,” he said at length. His sharp eyes twinkled like the bottles, and I knew he was scheming how to add extra expense to my coming bills in return for the extra bit of work he was now tasked with. “You said it was pain in the hips?”

      “Yes,” I said. “She slipped on the stairs yesterday evening. She’s been holding her hip strangely since.”

      Grant nodded absently, gazing off into the distance as if he were trying to remember something he couldn’t quite catch onto. “There’s turpentine,” he said after a moment. “That might make it more bearable to walk, at least. My father used to make something…” He rubbed at his chin, then suddenly snapped his fingers with a smile. “Yes, turpentine and…and honey. Damn, what was that called?”

      He turned to the cabinet, muttering to himself as he looked for the correct bottle. Most of the villagers sought the same cures from the apothecary shelves, and Albert Grant always stocked the popular choices, along with one or two flashy products from the city to entice those chasing fashions even in the form of medicine. But for those less frequent concoctions, the pharmacist relied on half-remembered morsels of his late father’s wisdom to guide his mixing hand. Now, he scanned the shelves before pulling over a footstool and climbing to reach something higher up, pausing twice before finally plucking a large bottle from the third shelf.

      “Oil of turpentine,” he said, somewhat breathless as he brought the container down. He placed the jar heavily on the counter, the contents sloshing within the amber glass. “No one much asks for that these days. But it used to be featured in one of our bestsellers. ’Course, that was nearing on a decade ago now. My father loved the stuff. They all did—the doctor, the old midwife, until she died just before my father. He said that tonic was the best medicine the village had ever seen. Tonic, yes. It was something’s Tonic.” He snapped his fingers again and grinned at me. “I remember the bottle. It came from the city, originally. But Father started making his own batches here. He labeled them himself. Something’s Tonic. The bottle had the initials. H, I think it was. H.T.”

      My fingers pressed into the edge of the counter, squeezing the wood as I worked to keep my face impassive. “H.T.?”

      “Yes,” Grant said. “H, for…Harley. That’s it. Harley’s Tonic. It’s damned effective, if you really want your pain gone.”

      I looked at the bottle of turpentine, appraising the liquid almost timidly. My heart did not patter with excitement. But something beat in my chest—a once-removed feeling of possibility.

      Harley’s Tonic.

      H.T.

      My thoughts wound backward like a damaged clock, reeling through time until I fixed on the memory of the doctor’s records. Sheridan Crofthouse had been a patient of the midwife’s, until she consulted with the doctor during her last pregnancy for, among other things, hip pain. Lionel Pollett had fallen and broken his hip. Grace had pain in her hips, and now the pharmacist was suggesting an old favorite as a cure.

      “Why isn’t it used anymore?” I asked.

      Albert Grant hesitated, his hand twirling as if he were about to concoct a story. I eyed him sharply, and the man’s lips folded into a thin frown, his twisting hand dropping to his side.

      “The turpentine is dangerous, when used without care,” he said. His voice was flat, low. “But what really put Harley out of business was the arsenic. My father used to say the tonic had a dose enough to kill whatever ailed the sick. Mind you, that sometimes meant it’d kill the patient too.” He smiled, then made his face serious again when he realized I didn’t share in the joke. “Five or six years ago, the government stepped in. The Pathetic Purge, my father called it. He was livid. Said they banned everything that actually worked, Harley’s among them. But I can make it for you.”

      “Are you still in the habit of making it for customers?” I asked. My throat was suddenly dry, and I swallowed hard as Grant shook his head.

      “Father did, until he died a few months after the Purge,” he said. “I remember how to mix it, though. I can give you the oil on its own, if you like. But the tonic, well, that’s what you want if you really wish to stop your sister’s wailing. It’s safe enough, if you don’t take more than your prescribed dose. The arsenic is diluted before it’s added in.”

      “I see,” I said. My mind was racing, but I kept myself talking, pushing the thoughts and theories away until I was alone. “Yes. That makes sense, to keep it safe.”

      Grant paused, one hand on the turpentine bottle. He watched me, his eyes a question. When I raised a brow in a question of my own, the pharmacist looked behind my head, ensuring no one was about to enter the apothecary before he again leaned forward against the counter.

      “I don’t have to dilute it, of course. If you don’t wish me to.”

      Cold dread snaked down my spine. I wasn’t sure what was worse—the suggestion, or the ease with which it had been made. If I wished, he would dilute the deadly ingredient. And if I didn’t? Would he show any hesitation at all, if I asked for a bigger dose?

      I appraised the pharmacist, saw the conspiracy in his gaze, the righteous gleam in his eyes. He didn’t even think he was suggesting something horrific. The end of Isadora’s life was, to outsiders like Grant, a happy thought. An end to the embarrassment of her simple existence. An end to the misery of living with someone who was no longer the person they had been.

      I hated how simple it was for him to suggest such a murderous choice. And I hated myself for understanding exactly why the choice was so easy to suggest. This cure wasn’t for Isadora, though. It was for Grace. Would Albert Grant have made a different suggestion, if he knew?

      “I’ll take the tonic,” I said with a tight smile. “But please dilute it first. I’ll take the cream as well…in case she won’t swallow the liquid.”

      Albert Grant nodded, then set about preparing the tonic. I watched closely as he mixed the oil and honey and arsenic, along with a pinch of salt and a sprinkle of clove. He poured the contents into a smaller glass of amber as he explained how to properly administer the treatment. Two spoons’ worth, twice daily, until the hurt stopped or the tonic reached its end. I only half-listened. I did not intend to administer the tonic, at least not to its intended patient—at least not for its intended purpose.

      I would give Grace the cream and hope it would do something to make her more comfortable. The small dose of poison I would keep as I contemplated what to do with the ingredient I knew might be enough to kill a person—or, perhaps, a thing that haunted the woods and turned bodies into flakes of snow.

      I stared at the bottle of turpentine until Albert Grant finished making my tonic. But when I lowered my gaze to rummage in my pocket for payment, my eyes alighted instead on the book of ads sitting on the counter. I thought again of the doctor’s office, of the winter six years ago when I assisted with stocking his supplies. My heart tripped over itself, my chest suddenly tight as my hand fumbled for money, and I made my payment without bothering to argue Grant’s pricing.

      The coins were barely on the counter before I grabbed my purchases and turned, tipping my fingers in a hasty thanks as I hurried out of the apothecary.

    
  
    
      
        The Tonic

      
      January 12, 1863

      After returning home with the deadly tonic, I closed the door quietly behind me and listened for my mother and sister. When I was certain they were together in the parlor, unaware of my return, I carefully crept up the stairs to my sister’s room.

      I hated Isadora’s room. Standing in the open doorway, I surveyed the tidy, sparse square, most of the furniture taken away because of my sister’s tendency to throw things whenever her darkest moods settled in. It was the place I should have held onto her memory the most. But where once it had smelled of fresh lilac and bottled rosewater, now it smelled only of tonics and lye soap, tangy and sick.

      My footsteps were hesitant as I crossed the threshold, my shoulders hunched against the room’s chill as I stepped to the bed and knelt down on its far side. Fingers gliding atop the wooden floorboards, I felt for a notch in the wood. When my fingertips pressed against the once-familiar gap, I dug them in and pulled the loose board from its frame.

      When I was twelve years old, I decided that medicine was the future I wanted. One early winter evening, the idea struck, and it consumed me in the way childhood passions did, filling every crevice of my attention until I lived and breathed the future energy of my medical career. I assisted the doctor whenever he was willing to suffer my company, and I read everything I could get my hands on, collecting books as others my age collected coins for sweets or flowers for pressing. Day and night, I bent over bottles or pages, desperate to learn everything I could on the subject of medicine.

      My fascination lasted the length of a season, until the bright, spring day I saw William Benit mercilessly cut into a dying cow in a brutal effort to save her calf. The sight made me so ill I stumbled home, shaking with such violent force my mother thought I was having convulsions. I spent a night in bed, starting awake from nightmares full of blood and inhuman screams. The next day, I collected my books and prepared to haul them to the printing house, where they would be far away from my squeamish stomach.

      Isadora, older and with a stronger disposition than me, laughed at my sudden change of heart. She had no real desire to study medicine herself, but she and Rebecca had spent the summer reading over my shoulder, both girls enamored by the more macabre elements of the texts. Once I had decided I could no longer stand the idea of medical work, my sister smuggled the collection into her room, tucking the volumes under her floor where she could pretend they were taboo materials, salacious and grotesque.

      I doubted Isadora had looked at the books anytime in the past year, but I was surprised to find that she had been under the floorboard. My old collection was still in place, lined in a neat row and covered by a thick coating of cobwebs and dust. But atop the row of spines there was a folded piece of paper, and when I pulled it out, I realized it was one of Isadora’s drawings. This sketch had been done in charcoal instead of flour. But the image on the paper was the same as I had so recently seen her drawing in the kitchen.

      The large, black tree took up most of the page, and at once I understood why Isadora had gotten angry with me for calling it lovely. It was not a lovely tree. The picture my sister had drawn was of something grotesque and unsettling, a tree more likely seen in a nightmare than a wood.

      It had a tapered shape, starting wide and growing lankier as it reached the sky in the way of needled evergreens. But this tree had no needles or leaves, and its black branches were twisted and pocked all over with some sort of rot. The picture was not exactly defined—the charcoal was smudged, with specks of a deep, red-purple splatter made from dried droplets of cabbage juice and a more violent, berry red along the tree’s slithering roots—but the impression was obvious. It was horrible to look at, especially where the branches seemed to sharpen, the tines jutting out at menacing angles as if the whole plant were threatening to attack.

      I ran my fingers along the terrible figment of my sister’s damaged imagination. Then I folded the paper and returned it to its hiding place before focusing once more on my books.

      From among the grimy collection, I reached in and plucked out the only volume Dr. Gagnesy had given me—a book of ads he had been on the verge of burning because half of what was advertised could no longer be legally sold in Canada. After replacing the floorboard, I settled on the floor of my sister’s room, dusting the cover before peeling open Dr. Pritchard’s Compendium of Modern Miracles, a small but thick tome bursting with obscene delights.

      There were descriptions of tonics to grow hair, pills to clear the skin, tinctures to take away wrinkles. Halfway through the book, I was surprised to find an ad for Charleston’s Fever Aid, the very poison-laced powder Lex had been administered to cure his yellow fever when he was a boy. I stared at the happy illustration of an infant playing, full of health and good nature, that suggested the babe had never gone anywhere near the dangerous powder in question. The gross innocence of the ad disgusted me, and I shook my head, turning the next page—only to find an even more ridiculous block of text explaining the benefits of using a tapeworm as a slimming aid.

      Aplin Shade was bad enough with its topical creams and gleaming elixirs that mostly consisted of nothing more than water and ink. But Pritchard’s ads were another step into the preposterous, each new product like something from a fantastical play. My sister, Rebecca, and I used to balk at the idea of someone letting a parasite nest in their body for the sake of shedding a bit of fat. But what was more astonishing was the fact that people did allow it, often with dangerous results. Before the Compendium ever reached my eager hands, Dr. Gagnesy had made his own marks on the pages, perhaps in accordance with the Pathetic Purge. Black X’s were scratched over several of the advertised products—fever aids and tapeworms among them.

      I looked for those X’s now, rifling through the Compendium to see which “Modern Miracles” had proved more curse than cure. At twelve, I’d been astonished by the number of poisonous creations gracing the pages. Now, I was only satisfied when I found a large, black X inked across one ad in particular.

      Harley’s Tonic.

      With a swirl of dust still circling my head, I squinted through the black ink and slowly worked out the text beneath it. The medicine was heralded as a wondrous concoction, though the black X shadowed the boastful words with a dark warning of the item’s true danger. I wondered how long the doctor had known the truth. He’d prescribed this medicine to Lionel Pollett. Had he discovered its harmful effects after the old man’s treatment? Or had he known of the tonic’s hazards before he’d suggested its use?

      Harley’s Tonic might well be the connection between Sheridan Crofthouse and Lionel Pollett. It could also be a possible link between Dr. Gagnesy, the old midwife, and the former pharmacist—the latter two of which were now dead. Could the three have been working together, giving the tonic intentionally for the purpose of ridding the village of unwanted invalids? Albert Grant said the tonic was, at one time, popular, which suggested it was ingested by more than one or two villagers. No one else was spared the Fanteur’s ritual. So, did that mean my suspicions were wrong?

      Or did it simply take a bigger dose to change the blood?

      I leaned back against the foot of my sister’s bed, rereading the ad through the lines of black ink. The concoction was undoubtedly dangerous. Turpentine was an ancient remedy for everything from colds and toothaches to lifting depressed spirits. Yet that did not stop it from being toxic. And arsenic was a known poison, one that had been used for murder and pests and wallpaper, among other things. But did either ingredient have a connection to the Fanteur?

      I wanted to start with the monsters. But I couldn’t. I didn’t know what the Fanteur were. They lived in the woods, and they used human blood. Before Auguste, they only ever took dead blood. And I didn’t truly know if they had taken Auguste’s blood while he was still living or not. I was certain they’d killed him. But the blood? That could have been drained after the death.

      After the death.

      I stared around my sister’s room, thinking of things both living and dead—things that crossed into the realm of each. I’d never considered the state of the blood, but perhaps I should have. Most creatures liked their meals fresh. Most creatures only ate the dead if they could not have it any other way. I had once assumed, however naively, that the Fanteur did not pose a threat to the living. But Auguste had changed that. They could hurt us. They did hurt us. So, why had they never done so before? Was it a choice, or a necessity?

      Did they choose to use dead blood, or did they need to?

      My mind reeled with new, confusing possibilities, and I snapped the Compendium closed, hurrying to my feet and leaving Isadora’s room. Taking the stairs two at a time, I called a greeting to my family before rushing to my father’s study so I could place all my meager findings together. Shoving the unlit tallow stick to one side, I lined the bottle of tonic next to Dr. Pritchard’s Compendium and the notes I’d collected from Dr. Gagnesy’s office. But when I sat down to consider my strange collection, it was the candle that drew my eye—the drippy tallow that had once belonged inside a living sheep. Tallow was dead. But it was something we still used, something we found a new purpose for.

      What sort of things still used dead blood?

      Insects fed on dead things. And some parasites fed on blood. If that insect or parasite had a weakness, it could explain the avoidance of certain properties of the blood supply. If it could be poisoned, it might explain why some bodies were left with all of their blood intact.

      Harley’s Tonic contained poison. I was sure the honey, salt, and clove were of no importance. Its other two ingredients, on the other hand, were dangerous. Oil of turpentine was a possibility. Among its other uses, it was known to kill tapeworms, and it was, of course, made from pine. But the Fanteur used pine themselves, in some form. It was in the ledger that marked the old settlers’ deaths. It was in the horses’ necks, after the Fanteur had killed them. If they were afraid of something made of pine, why would they use it themselves?

      Besides, Albert Grant had hinted that I could get a stronger dose of arsenic in the tonic, if I wished. If the pharmacist, the midwife, or the doctor had offered such special doses to others, it could better suggest the link I was after.

      I sat in the study, listening to the mantle clock tick as I considered the candle, the tonic, the Compendium. When Mother knocked on the door, I found a matchbox in the desk drawer and lit the candle so she wouldn’t find me sitting in the dark.

      “I’ve brought you some tea,” she said after I’d invited her in. She entered the study carrying a silver tray, her voice tinny and mouselike as she scurried past the door. She didn’t spend much time here. It had always been my father’s space, his quiet haven away from the noise of the house. Now, it was haunted as well as foreign to her—a place she had never belonged, which now belonged to someone even more removed from her understanding. She treated it the same way I treated Isadora’s room upstairs.

      I folded my notes and pushed the Compendium aside to make room for the tray. My mother put it down gingerly, careful not to touch anything that might be bent or crumpled under the silver’s weight. The tray was old, the only thing of value my family owned and one of the few possessions they had brought with them to Aplin Shade. The silver was delicate, the edges of the tray scalloped and engraved at the corners. It was the only item I had ever seen my mother show fondness for.

      “Have you ever used this tonic?” I asked as she straightened the edge of the tray so it wouldn’t topple off the table with a rogue flick of the hand. She ignored my words while she went about pouring tea, an effort she needn’t have bothered to make. I could see by the weak color of the water and the lack of steam from the cup that Isadora had been in charge of the kettle.

      “Here you are,” Mother said. She placed the teacup in front of me, then tsked as she looked up and seemed to take in my appearance for the first time. “Look at the state of you,” she said, the words escaping almost under her breath, like a gulp of air she hadn’t quite meant to take.

      “Mother,” I said. I ignored the tea and her disapproval in favor of waving the tonic before her face. “Have you ever used this?”

      My mother’s eyes slid to the bottle, her gaze already uncertain. As long as I could remember, she’d shied away from answering questions like these. She didn’t trust her instincts—or she’d had too many people tell her she never got the answers correct.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “It’s a tonic,” I explained. I handed her the bottle, and she squinted at its contents as if she didn’t believe me. “I got it from Grant at the apothecary. It’s supposed to be good for hip pain.”

      Mother eyed me over the top of the jar. “Do you have hip pain?” she asked.

      “No,” I said. “It’s for Grace Kealey. She’s been complaining of hip pain, but neither she nor James can afford any cures. I thought it would make a nice gift. It’s supposed to be good for women of…her disposition.”

      Mother returned to looking at the jar. “I’ve never used it. I never used to use anything, when I had your sister and you.” Her smile was tight as she placed the tonic gently on the desk next to the cup of tea. “My mother used to tell me that if I was able to carry a child, I was able to carry the pain as well. Of course, I suppose I could never give the same advice. When your sister’s with child, goodness knows she’ll need all the help she can get.”

      “My sister?” The thought of Isadora being with child was unexpected, and unexpectedly sickening. I’d believed the possibility that she would someday bear children had disappeared when she lost the ability to communicate. But Mother’s easy proclamation made it impossible to deny the awful truth of its continued inevitability. With the aid of drugs—or the brute strength of sheer will—my sister may well someday have a child forced into her womb. If he had his way, the victory of such a conquest would belong to the pastor.

      And with sudden alarm, I realized my mother was already resigned to that fact.

      “I’ll bake some biscuits,” she said, oblivious to my dismay. She gathered her tray, held it pressed to her front as if she were cradling a child. “You can take them over to the camp, when you bring that to Mrs. Kealey.”

      She didn’t look at me as she turned from the desk. When she slid the study’s pocket door shut behind her, I stared at the dark wood of the opposite wall, wondering at her submissiveness. She knew how awful the pastor was. But I could see already that she had no real thought of fending him off. My mother and I were alike in many ways, but I never wanted to be like her in this. I never wanted to find myself giving in to someone like the pastor simply because it was easier to give up than to try and fight.

      My hand snuck into my pocket, squeezing the steel case of my watch as I reminded myself of what I was currently trying to do. No one could fight the Fanteur with brawn and bravery. But I might be able to best them in a different way. I picked up the tonic with my free hand, staring at the liquid in its amber glass and wondering if it could be connected to Sheridan Crofthouse’s and Lionel Pollett’s deaths. A bit of poison mixed into medicine. Too much poison, so much it ran down their throats and seeped into their very blood. I studied the jar, twisting it back and forth in the dim light of the candle. Then, with a sigh, I stood and pulled on my waistcoat.

      I had more searching to do. But this was a start. A small bit of poison might take time to affect the system. Several doses might be required—several days, even weeks might be needed for the arsenic to fully integrate with our blood. It was a gamble that could eventually prove incorrect. But it wouldn’t hurt us to drink it, if we drank only a little at a time. And there was a chance, however slim, that it could save us in the process. I would keep looking for more concrete answers even while we worked on building up our tolerance. But for tonight, at least, I would go to Lex with something more than vague theories and desperate hopes. I would go to him with the tonic, and in the closeness of his cabin, we would take our first dose.

    
  
    
      
        The Lost

      
      January 12, 1863

      I waited until Mother finished baking her biscuits, a task that kept Isadora entertained with flouring the counter before—and after—our mother kneaded the dough. The two women worked in a silence both comfortable and cheerless. The kitchen held no joy, but at least my sister wasn’t breaking dishes or scratching at her scars. The grim silence held some semblance of somber peace.

      When the biscuits were baked and cooled, Mother packed them in a small basket. Then, with the food in one hand, the Compendium in the other, and the tonic in the pocket of my overcoat, I took leave of the house.

      “Those smell wonderful,” Lex said when I arrived at the cabin. He was fresh back from the cookhouse after his evening meal, still dressed in the flannel he wore out in the woods. His hair was wet from where he’d splashed water over his face, and after he let me into the cabin, he pulled the flannel and its undershirt off, flinging them carelessly onto the table as he dropped into a chair. “I hope you don’t mind if I eat every one of them.”

      “Mother made them for Grace and James,” I confided with a smile. I placed the biscuits on the table, along with the book of ads. “But I won’t tell, if you don’t.”

      Lex smirked as he set two biscuits aside. “Those can be for the wedded. We’ll take the rest.”

      “Hungry? You must have had a busy day.” Taking off my waistcoat and rolling up my sleeves, I stood behind Lex to rub his shoulders. He sighed, leaning back and starting in on a biscuit while I worked the taut muscles, warm with the mundane thrill of giving him this subdued sort of pleasure.

      “Too busy,” he muttered between bites. He picked up the Compendium, holding it in one hand until he’d finished off the biscuit, then flipping idly through the pages as he spoke. “Roy has decided to work us harder. He says it’s to get a start before tonight’s storm. But I think he’s trying to make up for the losses. And get ahead before any other losses occur.”

      “Do you think he’s truly worried?” I asked. “About the villagers?”

      Lex nodded. “If we lose anyone else to the Fanteur, the villagers might well decide to sacrifice the camp—if that’s not already their plan.” He paused on the crossed-out page advertising Charleston’s Fever Aid. His shoulders tensed at the familiar name, a shudder cascading down his back as he shut the book and tossed it onto the table. “If they were willing to help support us until we could leave the village in the spring, I’d be on their side.” He continued after a moment of repose. “But I honestly don’t think they would. They’d let us starve, pushing us to try our luck making it to some other town through the snow, and we know how well that worked out for Rodin. Part of me believes they’re too greedy to give up the money Roy brings in. If they think it’ll save their lives, though…”

      “Speaking of which,” I said. I motioned to my jacket, where the tonic was still nestled in the pocket. “I brought something. It might prove useless. But it might—”

      A sound outside made me pause, my fingers stilling in the meat of Lex’s shoulder. I turned my ear toward the door, but the abstract noise was too indistinct to place.

      “Dom?” Lex asked, while I strained to listen.

      “Do you hear that?” I asked.

      He shifted in his chair. A few quiet seconds crept by, and he shrugged. “I don’t hear anything.”

      The dreadful discoveries of my day had my nerves spooked, and it was not far-fetched to suppose I was conjuring sounds out of silent air. But before I could admit these likelihoods, the noise returned, lancing through the gaps in the timber walls. Lex sat forward, eyeing me before pushing out of the chair. Crossing the cabin, he threw open the door. When he did, the shriek was easier to decipher as it came screeching in from the cold.

      “Grace,” Lex said. He glanced back at me, both of us likely suspecting much of the same. I thought of the baby—the blood—as we both began to redress, Lex bundling in his furs and pulling his toque down over his ears, while I slipped on my thinner jacket. The front pocket bulged where the tonic and copper-salts cream sat together, the latter waiting to be delivered to the mother-to-be. I patted it absently, wondering if she would still have need of its lavender calm once the baby was no longer part of her.

      I waited for Lex to be ready, then let him lead the way outside. Snow fell already in a steady stream, Chester Roy’s prophesied storm approaching the village in truth. I had reached the camp before the flakes gathered too thickly. But would the wind hold off long enough for someone to make it back to the village and bring the doctor or his assistant here?

      I scanned the cabins in search of James, expecting to see him pacing before his door, face drawn and eyes wide as he drifted between fear and hope with every one of his wife’s screams. But when we were halfway between Lex’s cabin and the one shared by the Kealeys, I realized that the sound was not coming from within the wood boxes at all. Tugging on Lex’s sleeve, I pointed away from the cabins to the unlit fire pit where we often sat with our friends. With a nod, he changed direction, and together we headed south until we found Grace and Peter standing beside the dead pit.

      Even from a distance I could see that Grace’s eyes were wild. Her bare hands gripped Peter’s arms, clawing into him like she was afraid he would disappear.

      “Please,” she begged as we drew closer. Her face was red, her eyes puffy and leaking. She leaned forward, her knees buckling, and Peter steadied her, his expression bewildered.

      “What’s going on?” Lex asked. Behind Peter, Chester Roy and two of the older loggers had also filed out of their offices and beds. The rest of the loggers stayed inside—not noticing the commotion, or not caring to interfere.

      Grace turned at the sound of Lex’s voice, her normally bright features contorted in a spasm of worry.

      “James,” she said. She let Peter go and turned fully to face us. “He didn’t—he didn’t come back from the woods.”

      “He was with us today,” Lex said. He looked at Peter, his brows drawn. “But last I saw of him would have been a few hours ago, when he said he was taking off early. I thought he was here. I didn’t notice him in the cookhouse after we got back.”

      “Me neither,” Peter said. He glanced at the woods. “It’s not usual for him to be late getting back. Or to lie about leaving early.”

      “No,” Grace agreed with a sniff. “It’s not. He said he would be home well before nightfall. He never lies to me.”

      “Have you seen him?” Lex asked the other loggers and the foreman, the quiet listeners to the woman’s frightened pleas. The loggers shrugged and shook their heads with sad suspicion. Chester Roy stared, half-angry and half-afraid, in the direction of the pines.

      “He’s probably working late,” the foreman tried in a limp voice. “Was probably behind, probably slacking.” He motioned toward Grace with a disgusted scowl. “Wasting too much time on—”

      “Enough,” Peter said. He cut a sharp look at the foreman, then turned back to Lex. “We have to go find him.”

      My stomach plunged, and I stepped nearer to Lex’s side. “It’s dark,” I said. “You’ll not be able to see anything.”

      “We have to try,” Peter said. He looked at the other men. “He’s one of us. And he’s got a wife, a baby on the way. We’ve got to try.”

      Lex studied Grace, her skin chafed from tears and blowing snow, and his own face fell before he glanced at me with a look of grief.

      “We have to search,” he said in a low voice that was almost a question, as if he were asking my opinion—as if he trusted my judgment because he believed I would know what to do.

      The last group to venture into the woods after nightfall had met the Fanteur. To even suggest going back into the forest now was dangerous. But these men wouldn’t leave James to his fate. They were the only ones who wouldn’t turn their backs and shut their cabin doors without even trying. I wanted to protest, wanted to stop them all from doing something so foolish. But I couldn’t offer my opinion, whether Lex secretly wanted me to or not. I couldn’t say anything at all. Not with everyone watching. Not with Chester Roy ready to accuse my motives for caring so much. I did not have the luxury of begging Lex to stay. I did not have the luxury to do anything but stand in fearful silence as the loggers made their plan.

      Peter took the lead, lighting lanterns and getting into his own furs, thick jackets made of pelts imported from other towns because there were no bears or foxes nearby to hunt for skin. He spent no time talking or idling about in hopes James might stumble from the trees. He was unusually silent, his face set, his expression as dark as the black bear furs he donned. As soon as he was dressed, he strode off from the camp without allowing himself a backward glance at Grace or anyone else. Louis, limping on his mangled foot, and Henry Talford soon followed, the last holding tight to a rifle.

      While the others prepared to leave, Lex hovered close to me, discreetly taking my hand. His face did not hold fear so much as it held sadness, like he was afraid this would be the last time he looked at me. My eyes brimmed with tears I couldn’t shed, and I swallowed hard, trying to calm the wild kicking of my horrified heart. I didn’t know what to say, how to move. My stare was desperate as I watched the chords of his neck straining against his own disappointment. He mouthed a few, private words he could not say aloud. Then he let me go and joined the line.

      I felt like a man built from straw, feeble and dry. I didn’t want Lex to go. But I couldn’t do anything to make him stay.

      I stood next to Grace as the men headed off toward the woods. But when the party was nothing more than small, torch-flickering dots bobbing through the field between camp and forest, my last remaining friend turned away. One hand under her stomach, she left the pit, and I soon heard the slamming of her cabin door. I would go in and wait with her, eventually. But I would not take my eyes from Lex until he was no longer visible through the trees.

      I planted my feet and kept my gaze trained on the retreating men. Twenty or thirty seconds ticked by at a slow, grueling pace. Another door creaked and slammed behind me, but I did not let it break my concentration. Not until something brushed past my arm did I startle from my determined sight.

      Blinking away from the spots of distant light, I saw that Grace had not returned to her cabin to wait but rather to retrieve a pair of worn boots and a threadbare coat. She fumbled with the wooden buttons of her only outer garment, her feet stomping hard as she moved toward the field.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Chester Roy asked. He had made no attempt to join the others, or to rally the men still in their rooms.

      “I’m going to look for my husband,” Grace said.

      “You’re a woman,” Chester Roy replied. “And a pregnant one, at that. You’re not going in those woods.”

      “And why not?” Grace asked. She turned to face him, challenging him with her stony gaze. “Why shouldn’t I do my part to find James, to rescue him? Why shouldn’t I help?”

      He rose to the bait with the swagger of a pig. “Because if he hasn’t run off to leave you behind, then he’s dead,” he said without hesitation.

      My cheeks flushed at the man’s impetuous tone, but Grace only scoffed.

      “And if he is?” she asked, so blunt it took me by surprise. “What will become of me, then? If this child isn’t already dead—if we somehow both survive the birth—what will become of us if my husband is gone?” Her fingers worked the final button of her coat as she stared at the foreman with more strength than I thought I could ever muster. “Will you take me in, Roy? Treat me like one of your own? Give my child the love and support his father would have given him?”

      Chester Roy spluttered indignantly. Grace’s eyes flashed at his cruel look, while her lips curved in a terse smile.

      “No. I don’t think so,” she said. “No one wants a poor widow and her squawking burden. No one wants an outsider being an inconvenience. So, what does it matter if I go out in those woods? If my husband lives, I want to aid in finding him. And if he’s dead? Well—” Her laugh was cold and flaking like the snow. “Then I am dead too. By childbirth. Or by poverty. I die, either way. What difference does it make if the Fanteur are the cause of it?”

      Chester Roy said nothing. Grace watched him for a long moment. Then she nodded and turned.

      My fingers fumbled in my pocket as she moved away. “Grace, wait!”

      She offered me an impatient glance, unwilling to be moved by any pleas I might make. But I wasn’t going to try and stop her. I was proud of her strength. And envious of her bravery.

      “Drink this,” I told her. I handed her the bottle of Harley’s Tonic that I had brought for Lex and me to drink. I had no idea how long it would take the arsenic to make a difference to her blood, if it ever would. I knew nothing of the required doses, and I couldn’t be certain this wouldn’t do its own harm. But it was a chance. I should have given it to Lex before he left. At least I could offer it to someone.

      “What is it?” Grace asked warily.

      “A tonic,” I said. “A few sips might help to give you a little strength. You’ll need it.”

      Grace looked at the tonic, her face slowly breaking with tired gratitude. She stepped to me and took the bottle. But instead of swallowing a few sips, she downed the entire dose of tonic in one, long gulp. With wide eyes, I watched her wipe her mouth with the back of a trembling hand. Then she dropped the bottle and took off through the snow.

      My eyes lowered to the glass that was now as empty and useless as me. Shivers wracked my limbs as I wondered what my friends were going to face in the snow, while I stayed here, safe, sick with worry, and all alone.

      No, not alone. The sound of shuffling feet cut through my thoughts, and I glanced to where Chester Roy stood a few paces away from me. We were the only ones remaining in the dark shadows of the cabins, and when the foreman caught my horrified gaze, my stomach plunged all over again. But this time it was not fear that overwhelmed me.

      It was disgust.

      I had not stepped into the woods since the accident nine months ago. But Lex had gone. And so had my friends—even Grace, who was small, in pain, and facing the horrid probability of what everyone knew they might find among the pines. They had all gone, while I chose to stay behind. And now I was left with only Chester Roy for company, a foreman who wouldn’t care if any of the loggers died, except in how it would hurt his profits at the camp.

      Was this where I belonged? Was this the separation between those who suffered and those who deserved to?

      I stared at the foreman, a different type of horror overcoming my nerves and clamping down on my resolve. I was terrified of the woods. I did not want to go into the forest. But I could not stomach participating in the foreman’s type of inaction. I didn’t want to be lumped in with the villagers anymore.

      With a hard breath of contempt, I looked away from Chester Roy and instead pulled my scarf up to cover the lower half of my chin. I refused a last glance at the man who would now stand alone until he slunk back to the comfort of his office, angry at James for going missing and, profits or not, probably half-happy to think the rest of us would soon join him with the Fanteur.

      I let myself dwell on his sour indifference as I knotted the scarf. Then I set my sights forward, my spectacles fogging as I stepped over the empty bottle and followed the loggers’ trodden path in the snow.
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      I hurried my step, trying not to slip on the slick snow in my futile attempt to stay on Grace’s trail. My lungs ached by the time I reached the halfway point through the field, my breathing hard and shallow as I watched Grace’s figure floating through a drift of snow like a tattered rag. The other men were out of sight already, and I cursed my hesitance, the indecision that left me staggering through the field on my own. I wanted to be with Lex. I wanted to know he was safe, or be in danger with him.

      Grace reached the tree line, and as she slipped between the first pines, I thought again of the empty bottle lying in the snow back at the camp. I should have bought more of Harley’s Tonic. We should have all taken our doses, even if it did nothing but make our stomachs sick with the sweet burn of false hope. At the very least, Lex and I should have drunk it as soon as I arrived, before either one of us was allowed to step outside the haven of his cramped room. We had no protection, false or otherwise. And now we were all delving straight into the woods that had, in recent days, claimed four—now five—of Aplin Shade’s men.

      I wanted to hope that James would be safe, that his sick wife and his quiet dreams for the future would provide their own sort of immunity against the Fanteur. But I couldn’t make myself believe it. We would not find James alive. We might not find him at all, unless he came to us in the form of snow.

      My worried heart and half-numb feet betrayed me, my steps slowing as I approached the line of trees that marked the beginning of the Fanteur’s territory. Grace was gone, as invisible as everyone else in the depths of the woods, and for a horrifying moment, my only company was thick, grave silence at the edge of the living world. When the wind started, its low rustle shook the branches, the sound growing loud and monstrous as it swept through the forest like a beast rushing toward me. My throat caught and I gasped, taking a few terrified steps backward. The nearest trees swayed, the beast pushing through, until the wind overtook me, swirling snow so intensely I could see nothing but night-tinged white. I squinted, then squeezed my eyes closed altogether, face whipped with ice until the gust softened and snow again fell straight from sky to earth.

      When my eyes opened, it was to see the same blackness beckoning me forward—or warning me to stay away. I hated the forest. After the accident, I vowed never to enter it again until I was on my final journey away from Aplin Shade. Now, my oath was about to be broken. Unless, of course, this proved to be my final journey away from life instead.

      Tales of missing things and bodies void of blood filled my mind as I carefully made my way onto the loggers’ footpath. The narrow trail was like a yawning mouth, pine teeth bared and snow drifting around me, dusting my hair and melting against my cheek. I remembered the remnant powder upon Lex’s toque the night the village bells rang, and the pile of ivory dust heaped between the cemetery gates. Would I recognize Fanteur snow amid these swirling flakes?

      Would I—would Lex—become a part of that snow before the night reached its end?

      My legs wobbled with each step, but I knew that if I stopped, I would not be able to start again. I continued on, foot after slow, unsteady foot, my eyes fixed ahead at the black mouth of the woods.

      The snow did not fall so fiercely within the trees. But it was still dark, and my eyes were weak against the shadows. I listened for voices, following what steps I could decipher and keeping a pointless watch on the branches of the pines. The forest was dense here, the line between civilization and wilderness distinctly cut straight along its border. Chester Roy’s crews worked deeper in the woods, cutting back from the winding banks where the trees met the river. The land there was clear, muddy in the summer and hard with frozen mounds of dirt in months such as these. But the woods nearer the village were as thick as they’d ever been, and I could not see anyone weaving among their massive trunks.

      I followed the distant call of the other men’s voices and kept a lookout for anything beyond the pointed, dusty dark. My spectacles were wet with snow and fog, and whenever I glanced back the way I’d come, I was unable to decipher my own footprints on the white-dirt track. I moved in what I believed was a more or less straight line. But what little confidence I had in my own navigation disappeared when I stumbled on a stone several minutes into my solitary trek, and I looked down to discover I had somehow wandered off the footpath.

      My breath caught, and I turned in a circle, frantically scanning my surroundings until I noticed another clearing to my right. The logging path was narrow, but the path close to me now was wider and covered with a flat blanket of snow. It was a path I was more familiar with than the logging trail, though I did not feel safe knowing I had somehow reached its edge. It was the road the horses took, the single bridge between the village and the highway to the southwest. This stretch I had walked alone—nine months ago, after my father died and my sister lost her mind in the crunched corner of our carriage.

      Cold dread shuddered down my spine, a wave of dizziness hitting me in time with a fresh gust of wind. I crouched low to keep from losing balance on my weak knees, wondering how I had gotten so far off course. I was not supposed to be at the carriage path. I was not supposed to be in the woods at all. Evidently, I couldn’t even keep myself together well enough to follow a simple path. How was I ever going to survive out here? I was not someone who succeeded at anything. I should have known I was doomed to fail before I ever left the camp.

      I held a fist to my mouth, my eyes stinging and my heart draining until a faint call from deeper in the woods caught my ear. The familiar notes of Lex’s smoky voice rumbled over me like a fleeting whisper of peace, silk that slid across my skin before snapping back with the wind to once more leave me exposed. But the gentle caress, however brief, was enough. Lex was not a memory to keep me company in my final moments dying out in the cold. He was somewhere in these woods, and I needed to find him.

      I forced myself upright, stamping away my numbness as I cupped my hands around my mouth.

      “Lex!” I yelled, hoping my voice was aimed the right way. I waited a beat, then moved to the edge of the carriage path, following its curve as I listened for an answering call. When something flashed to my right, I halted and pivoted in the opposite direction. The spark of light had come from the far side of the carriage path, farther away from where Lex and the others should be. But I had gotten lost easily enough, and even if they were more sure-footed, it was possible the loggers had spread out in their search for James. I leaned forward, trying to spot the glowing point of Peter’s torch and failing to make out much of anything through my fog-stained glasses. With a hard, shivering breath, I removed the spectacles and squinted for an unobstructed view.

      The woods were as dark and quiet as ever, the only movement coming from the gently falling snow. No torch or distant shape bobbed far off among the trees, and slowly I turned away, cursing my own confusion. But even as I tried to stay levelheaded, the immovable darkness seemed to press closer, crowding on my every side. I heard no voice, no crunching footfalls, no rustling needles. Yet as soon as I urged my feet to keep moving, I was struck by the alarming sensation of someone trailing my steps.

      “Imagination,” I muttered under my breath. “Nothing more.”

      Even still, the urge to look behind me was strong. I paused, glancing over my shoulder and sweeping my eye up into a pine ten feet away.

      Where, high among the branches, something flashed again.

      I stared at the needled branches, my heart thudding hard and out of rhythm as I staggered back. Heading farther into the woods, I moved away from the light but away, too, from the safety of the village, walking backward to lengthen my distance while still keeping the branches in sight. When the path’s natural curve took me out of the tree’s view, I spun and worked myself into a steady jog, until a panicked misstep took me beyond the trail altogether—over a slip of hill and down to the slope of its far side.

      Snow kicked up in a bloom around my ankles, and I skidded to a stop in the rut between forest and road, the billowing white sending my thoughts careening sideways. My mind flared with quick, pulsing remembrances of darkness, forest, snow. Of being on the carriage road, and then off it, of tumbling down the slope to smash and shatter against the pines.

      I looked up and found my face close to the only tree in a small pocket of otherwise clear land next to the road’s edge. The tree, its trunk forever scarred with scratches etched by the impact of the carriage that had crashed into it nine months before.

      This was the spot. This bit of road, this bit of slope. This was the place my family fell apart.

      Like another gust of tree-rocking wind, memories of April swept over me. I closed my eyes, trying to squeeze away the images, trying to tamp down the noises and force away the pain. For a moment, I remembered the accident as I always did, as a distant buzz of fear and a tingling ache stinging along my calf. But then the fuzziness cleared, and in the darkness of the same forest, with snow drifting and loggers missing and me all alone, I could not stop the onslaught of horrid, vivid thought—the clarity so strong I felt as though I were being forced to watch it all again.

      The carriage had been going too fast. It always went too fast when Father drove it, but on that night, I didn’t mind the shaking speed of the wheels or the unsteady rock of the seat. We had been out of town for a week, Father and me tending to business affairs while Isadora stocked up on household goods after the desolate winter months. I had not wanted to go in the first place. And, for the first time ever, I was excited to return to Aplin Shade. The night was dark, but the spring weather was mild, and I was already planning to sneak from my room as soon as we were settled at home. Lex was expecting me, and I had a book on farming crops I wanted to show him—as well as a box of sweets for us to savor in the glow of candlelight.

      I’d been thinking about our arrival, calculating what time we were set to reach home and checking my watch to get a rough estimate for how much farther we had to travel. I remembered clicking open the steel lid, sweets clutched in one hand and book in the pocket of my overcoat as my eyes swept over the moonlit watch face. Warm with the pleasure of seeing how the hands danced at the edges of nine o’clock—the hour we would return to the village—I watched the seconds ticking away the distance, bringing me closer to home.

      The minute hand moved to signal the new hour as the horses began to neigh. Something next to the carriage clunked, and I closed my watch, tucking it in my pocket as I looked up to see what had made the noise. For a few seconds, I saw nothing. Then, something sparked in the dark, a bright pop of light that burst and disappeared in the instant before a bloom of snow surrounded the whole carriage with white.

      Isadora screamed as the horses jerked back, while I sat in the carriage seat, stunned by the sudden snow. Snow in April was not uncommon. But there had been no snowfall that day. The roads were clear, and the sky was clear too. I had watched the stars for much of our journey. Seconds ago, I had viewed my watch under the moon’s bright glow.

      My father muttered a string of curses, and Isadora grabbed my sleeve as the carriage whipped to the side. Everything began to slide, and I was shoved into my sister, the carriage tipping, creaking, and flying fast over a small ridge. The horses bucked, and Father dropped the reins. The carriage made a wild turn left, and I had just enough time to notice the tree before we crashed full force into its trunk.

      Screaming. Cursing. Horse whinnies. Carriage creaks. The sounds assembled together in a growing storm of noise until the cacophony was capped with the slamming, crunching lash of the crash. My ears rang, and through it I heard the breaking snap of leather and the clopping of fleeing hooves, followed by a horrendous thud as my father was thrown clear of the carriage. His skull hit the tree before bouncing off the edge of the upturned bench, and his whole body fell limp, wedged between trunk and wheel.

      And then, with ghastly abruptness, the demonic orchestrations ceased.

      In the hushed aftermath, I struggled to rise, leg sore and head pinching with a dizzy ache. I tried to gain a balanced footing in the overturned carriage before giving in and crawling across the ceiling to where the left door had broken off. The cold dirt sent a shiver trembling through my arms as I dragged myself outside, and I paused to give my head a chance to stop swaying. Breathing in the quiet, I enjoyed the momentary peace until I noticed the stickiness of blood on my leg. Then, with a panicked, sickened swell, I forced myself to keep moving.

      Returning to the edge of the carriage, I reached out a hand for my sister to grab. When she didn’t take it, I peered inside to find her body twisted strangely, half-spilled through the flung-opened door on the carriage’s far side. I staggered around to where her upper half was on the ground, face-up, her head turned toward the tree. She was convulsing, limbs spasming and her eyes so wide it was as if the skin of her eyelids had been removed. I called her name, and when I shook her shoulder, the motion caused her chin to bounce and her mouth to fall open. Twin rivulets of blood ran from the corners of her lips, and I staggered back, horrified.

      Even now, the clarity of my memories ends after the sight of my sister. I saw my father—understood his limp form much better than I did my sister’s shaking one—then I walked the rest of the way to Aplin Shade in a daze. My leg hurt, and I limped, lightheaded and scared, until I made it onto the wide road of the village and someone I could not now recall saw me on the street.

      It took a long time for a group to form and a decision to be made to head back into the woods. But I didn’t go back into the woods. I stood on the street until someone escorted me home. As soon as she learned what had happened, Mother left to wait at the edge of the village. All alone, I collapsed in the parlor, numb and bleeding, until my stupor was broken by the startle of Lex’s fist pounding on the door.

      I had not entered the woods again since April. And now, I was lost in the dark and caught in a whirl of panicked memory. I’d backed away from the thing in the tree—from the glint of light that had set off the recollections in their full, terrible glory. But when the present once more overtook the past and I surveyed the silent woods to get my bearings, I realized I had not escaped whatever caused those recollections to surface. Something was looming in the darkness beyond where I stood. It shimmered at the edges of my vision, in the unsettling shape of gnarled wood.

      My eyes drew away from the tree my father’s carriage had crashed into, and at first, I saw only the empty night. But then a flash like a firefly’s blink momentarily lit the forest, and I concentrated my confounded gaze until, very slowly, the tree-like shape once more emerged from the shadows. It was hard to make out its edges, to distinguish its crooked lines from the deceptive darkness surrounding it. It was tall, wider where it seemed to be rooted to the ground and thinner as it reached toward the sky. Things poked from its sides, twiggy things like branches—and sharp things like fingers cut in the appearance of claws.

      I stood across from the tree, my posture so upright and stiff that flakes of snow soon began to settle on my cheeks. The air was frigid, and the longer I stood, the less likely it seemed I would ever be able to move again. I wanted to move again. I needed to. But I was almost certain that if I shifted from my stance now, the shadow tree would shift too.

      My limbs remained motionless, even while my mind refused to stay still. The images of the night my father died circled through my head, repeating in a loop of grotesque memory as I wondered if the gnarled thing was the cause of the glint I’d seen a few moments ago. Then the memories cycled again, and I remembered the other glint—the same glint—I had noticed that night, right before my family was blinded with snow.

      I had always been sure that my father’s drunken senses were to blame for the accident that took his life. The Fanteur had turned him into snow. But they’d only done so after he’d died. They’d played no part in his demise. Until a few days ago, they had never interfered with the living.

      Except now, suddenly, I understood that wasn’t true. It couldn’t be. Because I had seen a glint of light before the horses startled and the carriage careened. A glint of movement. A glint of life.

      A glint of death.

      It wasn’t the tree we’d crashed into that had caused my father’s death. But perhaps it was the other tree, the tree I now watched—the dark, gnarled thing that made me certain I could not take another step. The tree made of shadows had not been in the clearing when I slid down the slope. It had not been anywhere when I first looked its way. Yet if I tried to find out what sort of tree could appear and disappear of its own will, I was certain I would meet with a fate far worse than freezing to death out in the cold.

      The Fanteur had tried something new on that April night. I don’t know if my father was the first murder they’d committed—perhaps the very snow they blinded us with came from another, forgotten victim—but he was the first they’d used as a warning. Now, however, the warnings didn’t matter. Only the death did. The shadow tree was not here to guide my way or watch my progress. It was here to kill me. And it would take as long as it desired. Because I tasted better when I was afraid? Or only because it liked to see the villagers suffer?

      The weight of my swiftly approaching demise rooted me to the ground, at least denying the gnarled thing the satisfaction of seeing me run. I did not want to look at it, but I did not dare look away, and the longer I stayed focused on its terrible shape, the more I understood the details of what I wanted so badly to never see at all. The glinting claws were in reality pieces of metal, weapons surely not needed to drain or crush but perhaps needed to separate skin and meat and bone. And it wasn’t only the bits of metal hanging like ornaments off the thin twigs that made this tree unusual. My initial appraisal of its shading had been incorrect. It wasn’t all dark, all shadow. Parts of its mangled branches held different hues, pocks of graying purple a shade close to that of Grace’s frozen lips. They dotted the darker wood, an almost flesh-like cambium forming scabs atop the wet, festering wounds within.

      Their edges bled into the shadows of the bark—like the splatters of cabbage juice staining the smudged charcoal of Isadora’s art.

      I remained motionless, taking in the full horror of this thing that was part flesh and part tree, wondering as I did what I’d find below the earth, where Isadora had drawn roots the unmistakable color of blood. I could not see any roots slithering aboveground, however. Just as I stayed motionless, so too did the tree. We stayed rooted together, locked in a moment of lethal understanding and fatal indecision—until a hard force grabbed my arm and whipped me away from the monster.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      I lurched back, so startled my spectacles flew from my fingers to land in a nearby drift of snow. Spinning around, my arms struck out until they thudded against a fur-clad chest, and as I looked up into Lex’s face, I sobbed in surprise, my relief so great I nearly sank to the snow with it.

      “L-Lex,” I stuttered, my words chattering from cold, or shock. I pressed my palms against his chest, the solidity of his presence soothing. “I-I c-came to help,” I added in a low voice. My cheeks burned with the words, knowing I was a sorry excuse for assistance. But Lex did not suggest I was too small or flimsy for such a task as this. He only sighed, looking over my head before walking to where my spectacles had fallen.

      “It’s too cold,” he said as he retrieved the glasses that would never have been found by their owner’s hand. “You should go back to camp.”

      He said it like it was a simple thing, as if I had any idea where camp even was anymore. As if I weren’t so preoccupied with a thousand horrid thoughts I would second-guess my every step, pulling myself in deadly circles if I tried to venture back.

      “We haven’t found James yet,” I said as he returned with my snow-washed spectacles. He studied me as he handed back the glasses, and when I could see with somewhat more clarity, I could read the hard concern in his posture—along with the soft pleasure shining from his eyes. I was a sorry excuse for a rescuer. But at least I was trying to be of help. That was a rare feat in a village as damaged as ours, and Lex understood what effort—however poor—was being made. He continued to stare at me for a few, tender seconds. Then he nodded, his gloved hand sweetly trailing my cheek before he motioned for us to keep moving.

      Silently, he guided us back up the slope and straight along the carriage path for several feet before turning into a narrower gap among pines. Only when we were through the first branches of rougher trek did he speak again.

      “What were you staring at when I found you?” he asked.

      The back of my neck tingled with the reminder of what he’d saved me from, and I glanced over my shoulder to the place where now there was once again only air.

      “It was nothing,” I muttered, afraid that if I declared the gnarled thing’s existence, it would take the opportunity to reveal itself to us both. “Only shadows.”

      Lex nodded, and I focused my sights firmly on his back as we continued on. I did not, for the moment, want to see those shadows twisting in the woods. But even if I was blind to what was waiting or watching in the dark, I could still feel the wind as it swept along our faces—and hear how its icy breath carried with it the thunderous echo of a gunshot, followed by the howling screech of distant screams.

    
  
    
      
        The Fanteur

      
      January 12, 1863

      The wind kept us in miserable company as we chased the sounds through the forest. Swerving among winding trees, we hurried over the uneven terrain, running aimlessly until Lex’s head suddenly tilted to the left.

      He pointed upward, to where the sky glowed with an eerie halo of red.

      “Over there,” he muttered in a ragged voice.

      His hand reached back to me, and he tugged me forward, toward the light and the far-off echoes of the screams. The sky shone as if it were soaked with blood, and my own blood pounded in protest, willing me to stop even while my legs continued on. Despite his heavy step, Lex could run fast, and I had to push hard to keep pace with his long stride. My legs ached, my lungs burned, and the wind scraped sharply against my cheeks. But I kept moving, until we neared the red light. I kept myself from thinking, until the distant yelling came to an abrupt stop.

      We turned as the screeching ceased, the sudden absence of voices ringing through the air like a sinister scream all of its own. Lex halted so quickly the smooth leather soles of my inadequate boots could find no purchase on the forest floor, and I ran into his back, the thud of impact sending the breath whistling from my lungs.

      “Lex?” I managed through a hard cough.

      I took a careful, retreating step and from the corner of my eye caught the moving shapes that must have given him pause. Cautiously, I shifted my gaze, my mind swelling with panicked thoughts of the shadow tree. But it was not the threatening, gnarled branches my eyes alighted on, and for a joyous instant, relief loosened the clench of my dark thoughts. Peter and Grace were standing to our right, close—and alive. I smiled when I realized who they were. But my respite was short-lived as I took in the way they stood.

      “I’ve got you, Grace,” Peter said in a low voice. His pitch was uneven, his words laced with terror as he held Grace tight to his side. “I’ve got you.”

      Fresh fear crept along my spine as I noticed the tears streaming down Grace’s cheeks. She pressed against Peter, while my hand slid up to clutch at the back of Lex’s waist. Only when I had hold of the suspender strap beneath the edge of his fur coat did I force my gaze to follow their line of horrified sight.

      Directly ahead of where we stood, centered between two pines, was the sleigh recently stolen from the camp. It was a true logging sleigh, constructed from hearty wood and meant to drag cut trees to where they would be trimmed into logs. Only now, it was clear the sleigh was meant to serve another purpose. Now, instead of live horses stationed at its head, the sleigh was outfitted with a different sort of beast.

      “What in the dark devil’s name are those?” Peter asked.

      Grace shook her head, her mouth agape in quiet shock.

      Two torches reached high from the corners of the sleigh’s front seat. Both were lit with a dark, reddish flame, and their bloodied light shone over the backs of the two metal monsters standing before them. The things were fashioned like horses, at least eighteen hands high and thick-bodied all the way through. But their flanks, neck, and head were constructed of sheets of metal, a random assortment of what looked like iron pieces stolen from the camp, tools melted down, or siding stripped from metal shafts before being welded together to form equine shapes. Their necks were raised, as if the horses were staring straight ahead. But their eyes—the fashion of their eyes—were black holes cut into the iron, demonic under the flickering red light.

      I could not see over the horses’ height to know if anyone sat in the sleigh behind them. There was no movement, nor any hint of breath or sound. Just as with the shadow tree off the carriage path, there was nothing but stillness.

      Until at length, so gently I did not at first notice, the snow began to intensify.

      White flakes fell past my eyes, drifting to my nose and beyond to the ground. I blinked as one flake landed at the top edge of my spectacles before rolling down before my left eye. My heart skipped, and I wondered if the strange torch light was reflecting disturbingly in the drifting dust. My fingers were unsteady as I brought my free hand up to wipe the flake away. But instead of cleaning the glass, my gloved finger succeeded only in sweeping the flake across my line of vision—and drawing with it a wet smear of red.

      Sucking in a breath, I inched my chin upward to where the snow fell in a steady stream around my head. Some of it was white, down from the skies like it should have been. Some of it was white, coming from somewhere closer.

      And some of it—some of it was red.

      “Blood,” I whispered.

      Lex’s head tilted up with my words, as did the others’. Together, all of us watched the drops of blood mingling with the flakes. Rubbing hard with my glove, I managed to clear away the streak of blood from my spectacles. In the seconds before another drop coated my vision in red, I caught on to what was in the trees—the thing that was causing the fall of bloodied snow.

      Above us, something mostly lost in shadow perched on a high branch, its metal-clad arm the only thing visible as it held aloft a round, dripping sphere. I knew the thing in the tree as soon as I saw it, recognized the monster even though I’d never before seen its likeness. But for an innocent, perplexed moment, the object the Fanteur held seemed unimportant, nothing more than a strange, blood-dripping ball. Only when another droplet pulled away to plummet and crash against my spectacles did I notice the swaying ribbons of red. Not from a ball, but a head. A severed head, one with tendrils of sticky meat hanging from its open neck, tendons dancing in the wind and veins flinging blood like splatters of rain.

      My eyes shifted up beyond the neck, past the ragged, ripped skin to the gaping mouth and wide, glossy eyes of James Kealey. I raised my hand to my mouth, breathing the smell of worn leather mixed with fresh blood. My shoulders hunched, and I gagged. But before my stomach had time to fully revolt, a crack pealed through the air, and I swallowed down the bile with a startled jolt.

      The shadow that held my dead friend’s head had not moved. Yet the cracking sound continued, and I soon realized that while the shadow remained still, the thick fingers of the metal-wrapped arm were flexing, biting into the scalp like a beak cracking into a hard-shelled egg. In the red glow of the torches, the scalp peeled back, blood gushing over James’s face as the fingers stabbed deeper into his skull.

      “Lex,” I breathed, looking away as I saw the first tear in the red-drenched bone. “Shield your eyes.”

      The crack deepened, whined—then smashed into the night like a hammer exploding against a plate of glass. Bits of scalp, blood, and eye went flying as James’s skull crumpled in the Fanteur’s metal fist. I pressed my forehead into Lex’s back, while the exposed sliver of my neck was coated with hot flesh and sharp fragments of bone.

      The sounds of trickling skull enveloped the forest, hollow echoes pulsing and pounding against my ears until they were suddenly overshadowed by the shrill pierce of Grace’s scream. I wondered how she could stand to watch the downpour of her own husband’s ravaged remains. But when I turned my blood-smeared spectacles her way, I did not find her staring up at the Fanteur in the branches. Her face, stretched and distorted in its screaming horror, was directed back at the sleigh. My fingers clutching tight to the band of Lex’s trousers, I looked back at the sleigh, to where something had been placed, standing, at its head.

      James.

      The rest of James.

      High above the towering metal horses atop the driver’s seat, our friend’s broken body stood over us. Headless but upright, naked but planted firmly on two feet. He was frozen, arms stiff at his sides and broad shoulders back, a looming figure without eyes or face to stare us down.

      “Grace, don’t look,” Peter said. There were tears in his words, pleas in the way he grabbed her tight and tried to push her head against his chest. But Grace did not give in to the temptation to ignore the horror before her. She barreled forward, her face purple as she screamed her husband’s name. The body stayed motionless, a dead show of monstrous mockery. Grace screamed his name again. And then, slowly, something answered, slithering across James’s skin.

      No, not across. From James’s skin, pulling out of his body in a thousand tendrils that gathered, grew, and formed like dewdrops popping and dribbling down his dead flesh. Tiny tributaries of black-red blood drew from his very pores, coating his skin like thick, sticky sap.

      James was being bled as if he were a tree, bark cut away and precious sap oozing out from within.

      “James!” Grace’s voice cracked, hoarse and gargling as she began to heave. Peter grabbed the back of her coat, and she fell to her knees, guttural wails howling like a blizzard’s worth of wind.

      A huffed hiss of steam blew through the air to match her cries, and Grace’s wailing cut short as her gaze—all of our gazes—returned to the horses. My teeth chattered, loud in my head but not as loud as the hiss as I watched the beasts. Steam billowed from the nostrils of the mechanical nightmares. Then a loud, metal creak whined through the dark.

      And the horses began to move.

      “Oh, sweet saints,” Grace said in a breathless hiccup of panic. “They’re alive!”

      “How can that be?” Lex asked.

      The question seemed impossible, yet I already knew its answer. As soon as the horses showed their breath, the steam billowed in my mind, heating my memories of blood and horses. Of tree bark. Of Henley Parkinson’s Clydesdales, their slit necks stuffed with pine.

      “They’re Fanteur,” I said. My voice was thin, reedy. “They’ve been…turned.” The beasts weren’t made of metal at all. The metal was simply a cover. For whatever the horses looked like underneath.

      James’s blood-soaked, headless body stood in the sleigh, upheld by some invisible force as the horses moved forward. The sight was dreadful and stupendous, and if left to my own devices, I wouldn’t have been able to tear my eyes from the spectacular display. But I was not on my own. As soon as the horses clattered another step, Lex turned with sudden, sure swiftness, and I half-fell as he grabbed my arm to pull me with him.

      “Everyone, move!” he commanded. He was too far away to retrieve the others. But he kept firm hold of me, and I knew that if I toppled any farther, he would be dragging me through the snow.

      I concentrated on getting my footing, on keeping my ability to offer at least the assistance of my own semifunctional feet. When I stomped on solid ground again, I picked up my speed, running as fast as I could and paying no heed to where I stepped or which trees were ahead. I stared at Lex’s back, allowing him to be my total guide—all while doing my best to ignore the screams.

      Peter roared at Grace to move. But when he grabbed her hand or maybe tried to pick her up altogether, she screamed at him to let her go.

      “I’m not leaving him!” she shrieked. “James! James!”

      “Grace, please!” Peter hollered. His voice grew quieter as we moved away from the horses, but then it gained ground as he left the scene behind. He caught up, then overtook us altogether, leaving Grace with her husband’s corpse.

      I kept my eyes on Lex, refusing to look back when Grace’s scream took on an accusing, furied edge—or when the cry changed into a chaotic drowning of blood and life. I heard the gasp and the wet choke. I could nearly feel the force of her being squeezed so hard she clinked, cracked, and finally shattered like fine china crashing to a wood floor. Flecks hit my back like debris from an explosion. My very bones seemed to weaken and bend with repulsed fear.

      But I did not stop. And I did not look back.

      We swerved among branches, Lex hooking his free arm around a smaller tree to help pivot our direction. Soon, our feet hit something compact and even, and I wondered if we’d reached the logging path.

      “Up ahead!” Peter called. With desperate hope, I waited to hear that we were approaching the edge of the trees, that the field leading to the village was nearly in sight. But then Peter spoke again, and the whisper of hope dissolved into a deeper pit of trepidation. “Dear Lord, what is that? What in all the nine circles of hell is that?”

      Lex slowed, and I only just managed to skid to a stop before ramming into him again. I rested my forehead against the back of his shoulder, focused on catching my breath, while somewhere ahead and to our left, our friend began to mutter a low, looping prayer.

      “Move!” Lex ordered. I did not know if he was speaking to Peter or to me, but it didn’t matter. He stepped forward, still pulling me with him, and after a few paces he reached Peter and pushed at his back. Peter took two jagged steps before he stopped again as something swooped down in front of us. I didn’t want to see it. And yet, I did. If this were going to be my final moment, I would like to die knowing the secret of the monsters in the woods. If I could force myself to see the beast, I could at least die knowing my curiosity was stronger than my fear.

      With a shallow, gasping breath, I looked away from the shelter of Lex’s furred coat. In dismal fascination, I watched as a mass of clunking metal arced through the air.

      “No, please!” Peter screamed, his voice hoarse with terror. “No. Not like this!”

      I stared at the mass of metal, thinking of the horses and the sleigh with the dead man at its helm. This Fanteur was vaguely human-shaped, or, perhaps, vaguely shaped like one of the trees. I could not tell for certain what, if anything, was reality, or what was only my dazed mind grappling to make sense of the demonic sight. The thing moved swiftly through the air, jumping from a branch and landing in a cloud of snow a few feet from where we stood. The Fanteur were usually silent and invisible. But this thing, clad in metal, wanted us well aware of its presence.

      “Move!” Lex ordered again. He started forward, tugging me along as we rushed through the trees. The metal thing creaked, thudding toward us. A flash of light ignited the darkness, and Peter screamed as the Fanteur’s blade came toward his neck.

      Lex threw his arm forward, body twisting as he tried to push Peter out of the way. But he could not move fast enough. The weapon, its handle like that of an axe yet with a serrated blade more like a logger’s bucksaw, cut into Peter’s neck, his dark skin pooling with gouts of glossy blood that made him gag and drop to his knees. Lex cursed, then grabbed me harder, pulling me on. Peter fell, convulsing on the ground much like Isadora had done—though where my sister’s mouth had trickled with blood, Peter’s now overflowed with it. His terrified eyes caught mine in the second before we fled past him. My stomach roiled, but I squeezed Lex’s hand harder, willing the bile to stay put.

      Our friends were dying—were dead—and they should have given the monsters a fine feast. But the beasts were not satisfied with the bounty they’d collected. The Fanteur that cut Peter didn’t pause to admire its work. It left its victim gargling blood in the snow and instead continued on its chase for us.

      I held onto Lex, my limbs numb with the anguished acknowledgment that the worst was happening. We would not make it out of the woods alive. I had no plan, no power. I had no chance of escape. But alongside the wild terror of understanding our situation came a pinch of bitter gladness as I held onto Lex’s hand. At least we would die together. At least neither of us would be alone in the forest with its horrible, death-filled snow.

      The Fanteur climbed another tree, jumped between branches, and overtook our human speed. It swung down to cut off our escape, landing directly in Lex’s path and raising the saw-axe for another blow. I gripped Lex’s hand as tight as I could, knowing what would happen next.

      “Lex,” I whispered as the blade swung fast toward us, “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” Lex seethed. He gripped my hand so hard I thought he might well crush my bones. “But we’re not dying as easily as this.”

      With a jolt, he drew me against him at the same instant he threw his arm up, blocking me from harm as he reached out and grabbed hold of the Fanteur. The monster’s blade swung along the outer edge of Lex’s arm and cut into his shoulder, the iron teeth biting through his clothes and flesh a foot away from my face.

      I choked on my breath, while Lex yelled, half in pain and half in anger. The Fanteur wrenched the blade from his skin, and my eyes slid to the metal monster as it pulled the iron to its side. It held the blade at a strange angle, while a noise—soft, so soft I was not sure I was actually hearing anything more than the wind and my own frightened breath—issued from within the metal, like the smallest grunt of surprise. The Fanteur stepped back, holding the blade farther away from itself. Its metal-encased head faced us for a lingering second. Then the thing twisted around so violently it looked like a branch whipping in a storm as it latched onto a pine and climbed back into the cover of the trees.

      Lex staggered forward, neither his injury nor the Fanteur’s sudden disappearance giving him a moment of pause. He pulled me along, holding me with his good arm until I blinked away from the pines and saw the hunched way he held his other arm close to his chest. Pulling out of his grip, I moved to the injured side, holding onto his waist. The fresh bloom of blood overloaded my senses, and I breathed through my mouth as Lex used his good hand to put pressure on the wound.

      Metal clanking groaned behind us, and twice I heard a whistling huff from the far-off horses. But the Fanteur didn’t chase us. I supposed they didn’t need to. The effort had been more than enough. Before they’d left no trace of blood anywhere on their victims or in their snow. Tonight Lex and I had been stained, body and soul.

      We hurtled through the woods, out past the pines to the glorious darkness of the empty field. My feet were frozen, and I hobbled over the flat expanse that separated the forest from the village. When we reached the camp, I wanted to collapse, drop onto the cold dirt and hope someone would drag me somewhere indoors. But when Lex leaned forward, I saw his always-pale face waxen like death, and I gripped his shoulder, willing away my nausea as I peeled through the fur to ascertain how much damage had been done by the Fanteur’s blade.

      “I’m okay,” Lex mumbled. He pushed my hand away from his shoulder, then grabbed my coat and pulled me in against him. I surrendered to the motion, wrapping my arms around his waist and pressing my head hard against his chest to listen to the pounding of his heart.

      “What happened?” Chester Roy said suddenly, breaking our moment of much-needed peace.

      Reluctantly, I raised my head, though I didn’t step away from Lex. The foreman was not interested in our indecency. His gaze was trained on the dark mat of Lex’s shoulder, on the dark splatters of blood covering us both.

      Lex let out a disbelieving scoff. “The Fanteur happened,” he said in a voice thin with pain.

      The distant forest was silent and dark, unchanged from when we left the camp as if nothing at all had happened among the pines. But James, Grace, Peter—the other men who had joined the search—they were dead. The woods were silent because no life existed within them.

      I turned away from the trees and looked at the man who had saved my life, his shoulder bleeding and a soft growl of pain rumbling in his throat. Lex gave the forest and the foreman both a hateful glance. Then his eyes swept over mine, and he took my hand, ignoring everyone else as he led us on slow, exhausted feet back to his cabin.
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      Lex wadded a shirt against his wound and started a fire one-handed, while I left the cabin to draw water and procure the cleanest linens and thread I could find at the camp. My knees were weak and my arms were trembling by the time I returned, but I placed my supplies on the table and set the water to heat before helping Lex undress. The blade had bit deep into his skin, cutting through the flesh nearly to the bone. The sight of the wound made my eyes sting with cold tears. If the blade had hit his neck, he surely would have died.

      Lex was quiet as I removed his clothing and ascertained the depth of the cut. His eyes stayed on the fire, his mood so grave he didn’t even argue as I prepared to clean the wound.

      “You tried to save Peter,” I said. My words were thin and uneven as I pressed the wet cloth to his skin. “You saved us.”

      Lex winced, but he made no noise as I wiped away as much errant blood as I could before the linen was soaked through. The cut was clean, at least, and straight enough across given the irregular edges of the saw teeth. I was no doctor, and I did not have the stomach for gore. But beyond my short-lived studies six years ago, the past nine months had forced me to gain practical experience in tending cuts. Isadora didn’t like to be touched, and she would not allow anyone near her when she had tears in her skin. Whenever she hurt herself, Mother gave her a sedative to make her docile, and even then she’d lashed out so many times that Dr. Gagnesy refused to treat her. It was up to Mother and me to hold her down and tend her frequent wounds. Between the two of us, I had the steadier hands.

      I was not suited for intense medical work. But I was confident I could stitch Lex.

      “That has to be the end of it,” he said after I’d threaded the needle. He shifted so I could more easily pierce his skin, his indifference in the face of such treatment vaguely discomforting. It added to the hazy glow of the cabin, the gentle warmth after the frozen night, and the stark quiet after the chorus of screams in the woods. They were all part of the same off-kilter numbness, a reality that was so much like before and yet was forever altered now that we’d seen the Fanteur firsthand.

      Fear lingered in my chest, but I did not allow myself to succumb to it, did not even allow my fingers to continue their tired tremble. I tamped down my emotions and kept myself steady so I could tend the wound with the delicacy it deserved.

      “Even Roy can’t ignore this,” Lex continued. “The Fanteur will destroy the entire village. The camp has to close.”

      “Now we know what they were stealing tools and sleighs for,” I said. I pushed through my queasiness and began to knit closed the wound. Lex winced again, but he did not flinch away from my stabbing touch. It took nine loops of the needle to bring his skin together. I was silent while I worked, focusing hard on the stitches to avoid thinking about the torn flesh beneath them.

      After I tied off the last stitch, I bit the thread’s edge and sat back with a hard swallow.

      “But why all that blood?” I asked. I stared at the red stain around the wound before placing the needle back on the table and grabbing a clean strip of wet cloth to wipe his skin.

      “Why such a waste on their part?”

      “I don’t know,” Lex said. He ran his good hand through his hair and then brought his fingers to graze along my cheek. “I don’t want to know. I just want to be finished with this cursed place.”

      I turned my face into his touch, kissing his palm before his arm dropped back to his side. I was tired, and my body wanted nothing more than to block out the memory of the woods with a heavy dose of dreamless sleep. But I had work to do yet, and I set about washing Lex’s shoulder a third time before retrieving his pot of balm. The sharp scent of pine made me shiver all over again, the thick concoction like ice on my fingers. I hoped it would have a cooling effect on the burn of Lex’s cut as well.

      “They didn’t kill us,” I half-whispered as I spread it over his skin.

      Lex’s eyes fell to me, and his vacant look finally cleared as his expression hardened.

      “We’re lucky for that,” he said. “We’ve been given another chance. The camp will close, and in the spring, we will leave. I have enough to struggle by for the winter, so long as I stay on to help with the tasks of closing the camp down. Clearing the cabins, selling off the tools.” He paused while I finished coating his stitches. Then he took my slick hand and laced his fingers between mine. “We haven’t saved as much as we wanted. But with what I get from the remainder of the season, we can make it work. It won’t be what we dreamed, but…”

      “It’ll be better than here,” I finished. I stared at Lex’s fingers, then raised my eyes to the smattering of blood still on his face. With a small, sad smile, I moved to the jug of remaining clean water, dipped another strip of linen, and brought it to his cheek. Slowly, I washed off the blood. Then Lex did the same for me.

      “We’ll make it work,” I said when we were both cleared of the crimson spray. I let my hands slide over his chest and up to his neck. “I can find a method of saving more, somehow.”

      “Your expenses are tight already,” Lex said.

      I shook my head. “We’ll find a way to tighten them further. If we cut our consumption of meat at the house, that will save some coin. Mother won’t mind, if I say it’s a needed saving. And I’ll stop providing services for the clients who won’t pay. And then I’ll—”

      A knock at the door interrupted my rambling, and I heaved a tired sigh in the place of further words. I didn’t want anyone to break in and disrupt whatever sliver of peace we might claim in this horrific night. But there was nowhere to hide in the cabin, no way to douse the fire and wait for the intruder to leave. Dropping my hands from Lex’s neck, I crossed to the window to see who was outside. Then, with a frown, I cracked open the door.

      Rebecca Gagnesy was standing on the threshold, the hood of her traveling cloak raised and her whole figure shivering under the thick layer of flakes that had stuck to the wool.

      “Dominic?” she asked when I pulled the door wide. She looked me up and down, her cold-pinked expression confused as she took in my loosened cravat, my rolled sleeves. “Roy sent for my father. But since my father has decided he’s not interested in evening visits to the camp any longer, it was put to me to come here instead.” There was no mistaking the soft bite of venom in her words, the cold freezing away her sense of propriety. “Roy told me to check on the logger. He said he…had an accident? In the woods.”

      “An accident?” My voice bit with anger strong enough to match her own as I stared at Rebecca with narrowed eyes. “He can’t be serious. Five more people died in the woods tonight.”

      The doctor’s daughter—the doctor’s replacement—stood still in the doorway, the bitter pinch of her features relaxing as the pink hue drained from her cheeks. “Another five?”

      “Six, if you count the child in Grace Kealey’s womb,” I said. It was a cruel barb. But it had its effect.

      “He didn’t say,” Rebecca muttered. Her face pinched again, this time with a mix of horror and frustration. “He only said a logger was cut.”

      “Aye, and I suspect he failed to mention that cut came from a Fanteur’s blade,” I snapped.

      “Dom,” Lex mumbled. His voice was a soft warning, but when I looked at him, I could see the hint of pleasure in his eyes. Usually, I was the one calming him. But my reserve had cracked the night of the cookhouse ambush, and with each new injustice I could feel the crevices surrounding my heart growing deeper. My soul was encased in a brittle house atop a fractured sheet of ice, and a little more pressure was all it would take for the whole structure to fall into the cold waters below.

      “I didn’t know,” Rebecca said with more reserve. “I…I came to see the wound. To see its condition.”

      My breath fell from my mouth in a heavy, leaden puff, and I stepped back to let her in. “I already saw to it,” I said, forcing my tone to be gentler. “I still have to bind it. But the stitching has been done.”

      Rebecca ventured into the cabin, her steps uncomfortably stiff in the tight room. Her eyes raked over me as she stood in front of Lex. Then she knelt low, prodding carefully at the wound and checking over the stitches I had placed only moments ago.

      “That’s quite a cut. But this stitching—it’s well done,” she commented.

      Lex smiled, his hand reaching out until one knuckle grazed the side of my thigh. Rebecca caught the movement, her chin tilting a little in my direction before her eyes snapped pointedly to the doctor’s bag in her left hand. “I’ll give you something for the pain.”

      “No need,” Lex said.

      “It will help,” she argued.

      “Leave it on the table,” I instructed. I stepped closer to Lex, touching his uninjured shoulder even while he shook his head. “I’ll make sure he takes it, if needed.”

      Rebecca’s eyes settled on the place where my hand rested against Lex’s bare skin, but I didn’t bother to drop my arm. There was no point. Not here in the hearth glow, both of us wet with snow and sweat, our breathing still ragged from the fear and pain of the woods. I kept my hand on Lex, ignoring the flash of understanding that swept across Rebecca’s face before she looked away to fish through her bag.

      She retrieved a small jar from an inner pocket, then stood to place it on the table next to the leftover biscuits meant for a couple now dead. She said nothing about what she was prescribing her patient. She closed the clasps of her bag, gripping the handle as her eyes briefly raised to meet mine. When I made no move to explain my presence here, she swallowed and turned.

      “I’ll let Roy know of your condition,” she muttered. Her words were as tight as her movements as she strode to the door. “If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

      Lex tried to call out a thanks for her assistance, but his gratitude hung undelivered as she hurried out of the cabin, the door clattering in her wake.

      “You shouldn’t be so stubborn,” I said when she had left. I did not address the abruptness of her departure. I was only glad she was gone.

      “I have my balm,” Lex said, while I picked up a length of dry linen to wrap his shoulder. “I don’t need any other numbing against the pain.”

      “You need rest,” I said. “And healing. The medicine might make it easier to sleep. Easier to forget…”

      “I don’t want to forget.” He sat back with a hard huff, and I ducked my head as I brought the linen close to his skin.

      “I didn’t mean them,” I mumbled.

      I wrapped the bandage, pulling it taut and knotting the linen tight. Lex waited as I finished my work. Then he took both of my hands in his.

      “I know you didn’t mean them,” he said with a sigh. “We will both mourn our friends. Together. And we will do our best to survive, so we can live the kind of life they will never get to.”

      I peeled one of my hands from his and raised it to his face, tracing the line from his ear to his chin. In my mind, I saw the Fanteur’s jagged blade cutting into his shoulder, ripping into his flesh before it pulled away and disappeared—leaving us alive.

      “We will do everything in our power to achieve that life,” I agreed.

      Lex nodded. Then he rolled his shoulders with another wince of pain. “But we will start tomorrow,” he said. “Tonight, I don’t want to think about hurting. I don’t want to deal with our grief.”

      He brought my hand to his mouth, kissing my knuckles before tugging me close. His lips were soft, the taste of his mouth washing away all remnants of my restrained steadiness. Tears spilled onto my cheeks as I pushed against him, desperate to surrender to the pleasurable oblivion only he could give. He needed rest. I supposed I did too. But rest was not as important as Lex grabbing me, guiding me onto his lap, rocking me against the small table.

      Bloodied water sloshed in the basin, splashing Dr. Pritchard’s Compendium and dripping onto the cracked planks of the rough floor. The medicine bottle tipped, tinkling against the wood before rolling off the table edge and smashing to the ground, its contents cutting through the streaks of red. Lex struggled with my shirt before ripping it altogether, tearing the cloth as roughly as his own shirt had been torn by the Fanteur’s blade. I gasped as the chill of the cabin hit my skin, and a rough sob escaped my throat, more tears pricking at my eyes as the weight of impossible truth settled over me. Tonight, we’d met the Fanteur. Tonight, our friends had died. But somehow—for some inexplicable reason—we had survived. We’d been given another chance. We’d been allowed to live.

      Lex wiped the wetness from my cheeks, and I smiled as he kissed the new tears that dripped from my lashes. My hands slid around his neck, and we rose together, moving as one until we reached the small haven of his bed.

    
  
    
      
        The Solution

      
      January 13, 1863

      I woke with a start—though at first I did not understand why. Blinking in the misty light of the cabin, I tried to make sense of my sudden waking, drifting from thought to aimless thought until the comforting mix of cold air and Lex’s warm body lulled me back under the soft fold of sleep. Only when the noise sounded again did I rouse more fully, the ease of the quiet morning slipping away as memories of last night returned—and I realized with tired incredulity what was making the sound.

      “He can’t,” Lex mumbled, voicing my exact thoughts. I said nothing, though in my mind the soundless words would not stop. He couldn’t. But he was. The bastard was.

      With a hard, frustrated breath, Lex rolled away from me, sitting up and snatching his trousers in a repeat of the routine from a few days ago. Only this time, his shoulder was bandaged, injured from the attack in the forest. Shirtless and terse, he opened the door wide, his bound, bloodied shoulder on full display. But instead of a person to show the wound to, there was only a notice nailed to the cabin’s outer wall.

      I did not need to question which words were scrawled upon the paper.

      “Dra til Helvete,” Lex said. He ripped the notice from its nail and slammed the cabin door shut. “Half wages? After what happened last night, he still has the audacity to threaten me with half wages?”

      “But you…you’re hurt!” I said. My mind was fumbling, exhaustion making it hard to fully comprehend what was going on. “How can he even ask you to work at all? You need rest. He knows that. He would not have sent for…”

      The words hung unfinished as the answer to my own question sent a burst of cold hatred flaring in my chest. Chester Roy called the doctor whenever one of the men was hurt bad enough to require medical care. It was the only kindness he exhibited, and it was more out of preservation of crew than actual kindness that he did it. The foreman listened to the doctor’s advice for how long the logger should rest. He stuck to the doctor’s timeline like a hearty pin.

      The doctor had not come last night, however. His daughter had. Rebecca must have told Chester Roy that Lex was able to work. And Chester Roy had not only called for him to do so immediately—he had docked him half wages, because he knew I had spent the night.

      It was a hideous way to make up profits. To force the hand of a man too desperate for money to turn his back on the only pay he could earn, half wages or not. No one should have been working in any capacity today. It should have been a day of mourning, one long overdue for all the loggers who had lost their lives over the past week. But to claim that the camp would still run—and to claim that Lex needed to work at half wages…

      Yet even with the man’s heinous actions, it was not Chester Roy stabbing ever deeper into the fragile grooves cracking around my heart. Rebecca had been the one to give Lex the clear word to work. She had seen his wound firsthand and, stitched or not, she knew it was severe. But she had given him the all-clear—because her eyes had caught on the places where Lex and I touched. She understood why I was in the cabin, and this was her revenge.

      She was more like her father than I gave her credit for.

      “I’m going to his office,” Lex said. My fury may have been directed at Rebecca, but his was reserved solely for the foreman. “He’s got another thing coming to him if he thinks I’ll—”

      “He’s not shutting down the camp,” I muttered.

      Lex paused, hand on hip as he studied the notice. For a moment, he was still. Then, he slammed the notice onto the table so hard it rocked the wood. “No. Of course not. We were foolish to consider he might.”

      “If you go to him,” I started, “what would you do until spring? You could struggle by, with the odd jobs of closing camp. But…without it?” My cheeks burned, and I kept my eyes low. I was cautious, or I was a coward. Sometimes it didn’t seem to matter which. The result was the same, and either way, I was ashamed of it.

      Another moment of silence passed before Lex let out a choked sort of sigh.

      “Of course,” he said. He moved, and I glanced up to see him collecting his torn and bloodied shirt. He put it on, the blade’s frayed slit still visible through the crusted, stained fabric. “But I’m not going to let him dock me. I’ll work a double shift. Get my full wage.”

      “That still benefits him more than it does you,” I argued. “You’re injured. You should take it easy. Chester Roy may not give a damn that you’re hurt. But the other men will understand. No one should be going into the woods today, anyway.”

      “And if Roy gets word of me spreading that message, he’ll dock me even more out of spite,” Lex said. He grabbed his jacket, his arm stiff under the bandages I hadn’t had a chance to redress with fresh linen for the day ahead.

      “You’re going to make your arm worse,” I tried.

      Lex turned to me, pain, exhaustion, and something darker etched on his strong face. “I work, or I lose my position. As long as Chester Roy remains breathing, those are my only options, Dom. What would you have me do?”

      The harsh words stung, as did the quiet threat lingering behind them—one I didn’t think Lex was even aware he’d made. He was, of course, capable of stopping the foreman’s hateful breath, if he’d wanted to. He had turned his back on fighting, but he’d only done so for me. If I weren’t so meek, what choices would he be making today?

      Some part of him, however buried, longed to use his fists instead of his words just now. But what shocked me was not the ruthless hunger I sensed in the vibrations of his voice. It was the realization that I shared in his longing. Violence was a language Aplin Shade knew well, and it was a tongue I never thought I’d understand. But this morning, I could see the appeal of fighting. There was, indeed, more than one person I’d like to see Lex quiet for good.

      I ground my teeth together, my own, vengeful thoughts crunching like ice between my molars. I wanted to protect Lex, nurse his health, and keep his sore limbs tended and warm. Allowing him to indulge his monstrous desires would not help. He couldn’t lose his position. If he hurt the foreman or otherwise left the camp, I would take him into my home. And then, the villagers would likely refuse to serve my entire family. The satisfaction of just retribution wouldn’t keep any of us from starving in the cold.

      He shouldn’t go into the woods. He couldn’t. But he had to.

      “Work,” I said, the traitorous word escaping my lips in a hiss of defeated breath. My chest ached, and I despised every part of myself. “Be mindful of your wound. Tonight, I’ll bring you supper and clean bandages. But I won’t stay. I won’t be the cause of your wages being halved. I’ll keep to my own quarters until you’re well again. Longer, if need be.”

      I kept my head bent until I was sure I wouldn’t start to cry. Then I raised my eyes to find Lex staring at me. My gaze was pleading for him to understand—for him not to hate my meek caution. For a long moment, his expression was unreadable. But eventually the hard edge of his jaw softened, and he crossed the cabin to sit on the edge of the small bed.

      “We do what we must, min elskede,” he said. His hand cupped my chin, and my eyes searched his until he nodded, assuring me that he was still here—still mine.

      I pressed my hand to his chest, and he drew me into a soft, lingering kiss.

      Then he stood and left the cabin.

      When I was alone, I dressed in my crumpled trousers and ripped shirt. I’d already been found out. But I would still wait for the other men to leave before I ventured back to my house. My legs were unsteady, and I wasn’t sure I could walk to the village yet. I wasn’t sure I could face the harsh chill of another uncaring day.

      I restarted the fire, then took out Lex’s small ledger book from the shelf next to the mantel. Lex took painstaking care to record all of his wages and expenses, and I skimmed through the cramped notations—some in English but most in Norwegian—intending to make note of anything he might be able to cut from his spending. The tidiness of his finances made me proud, but seeing how little he already spent on himself once more shrouded me in shame. Lex was working, pushing himself when he was hurt, endangering himself when he was frightened and grieving. He was doing far more than I was, outside in the woods and within the pages of this book. Never had I felt so unaccomplished and lazy as I did seeing how much he was already sacrificing, just to help us succeed.

      Stomach nauseated and chest squeezing tight, I scrounged around the cabin until I found Lex’s ink and pen, the former wrapped tight in scraps of fur and wedged under the mattress to keep the liquid from freezing. Opening the ledger to a blank page, I wrote out my own weekly expenses and wages, drawing from my sparse barrister fees, what little my father had left our family, and the even smaller coin my mother gained from occasionally helping the village tailor when his piles of mending grew too high.

      I went through the list of all the things we purchased, from food and clothing to tallow and ink. Things we had always thought necessary now seemed luxurious compared to what Lex obtained for his own comfort, and as I hastily scribbled line after line of spending, I was astonished by my own obliviousness. I prided myself on paying attention. Yet I’d never properly considered how loose we were with our money, nor how delicately Lex managed his own funds. If it weren’t for me—if it weren’t for my constant intrusion on his nights that resulted in so many half-waged working days—he would have been able to afford a comfortable departure from this ugly village a long time ago.

      My legs grew steadier as I considered our comparable expenses. But my stomach continued to churn as I realized the truth of my own shortcomings. I was a failure in everything, and Lex would be better off without me. Yet he hadn’t left me behind to rot in the wealth of my ignorance. He’d chosen a life of hiding and deviance, just so we could stay together.

      I wanted to be worthy of the man who had saved my life long before last night. But if I was to deserve him, I had to do more.

      Bending over the pages, I picked up my pen again and worked until the distant church bells tolled the hour of six, then paused to wind my hunter watch before returning to the ledger. By the time the bells tolled eight, I’d found a way to nearly cut my expenses in half. It would be tight, and it would be hard. But things had changed quite literally overnight, and now the sacrifice seemed trivial. By reducing our intake of meat, cutting linens and tallow, and refusing to entertain the pastor for regular meals, we could make it work.

      At quarter past the hour, I realized there was something else we could do as well.

      Peter had been saving money. Grace and James had too. When the idea first occurred to me, I gaped in appalled horror at my own line of thinking. But the dismay was fleeting, and it was soon replaced with grim satisfaction. Peter had said we could take his savings if he found himself unable to use them. And even if he hadn’t? If we didn’t claim our dead friends’ funds for ourselves, the money would end up lining Chester Roy’s pockets instead.

      We would go into their cabins. Find their hidden stashes. Count their coin among our own. I didn’t know how much their savings would add. But it would add something. And that something would help to make our dreams come true.

      I thought through our plan and read over the figures with a smile. The queasiness had finally settled, and I started in on a day-old biscuit as I stood up to tuck away the ledger book, silently rehearsing the speech I would give Mother for why I was slashing our allowances so drastically. I practiced the words as I set about cleaning the little cabin, tidying the messy remnants of tending to Lex’s wound. Emptying what remained of the bloodied water into the hearth, I put the basin aside so I could take it out with me later to clean. Then I bent to the planked floor to pick up the bits of broken glass from the bottle Rebecca had left.

      I was still angry about what had happened in the cabin last night, annoyed I ever let Rebecca inside to look at Lex’s shoulder. But the memory of his refusal to take her medicine still made me smile. He’d always insisted he didn’t need any tonics or tinctures, and if anything were to prove him right, it was the last twelve hours. He’d taken nothing while I stitched his cut. Pain hadn’t even slowed him down after the Fanteur sliced open his arm.

      I paused, my eyes straying from the edge of cut glass to the streak of bloody water running like a dried river along the woodgrain. Last night, Lex had been cut by the Fanteur, and he had overcome the blow with ease, leading us both to safety with no thought to his own injury.

      He had overcome the blow.

      He had survived the blow.

      No one had ever survived a run-in with the Fanteur before. But last night, Lex and I did. Lex did. The Fanteur struck him. And then it—stopped. I remembered the hesitation of the creature, the way it held the blade well away from its body.

      The way it slunk back into the trees with an unearthly noise of surprise.

      I sat back on my heels, eyes fixed on the pink-tinged water while I replayed the scene in my mind. The Fanteur hadn’t meant to let us go. We weren’t needed to send some message to the village. The missing bodies did that well enough. We were supposed to die in the woods with our friends. But we had survived.

      The medicine I gave Grace hadn’t done anything. She drank an entire bottle of Harley’s Tonic and died in an ocean of her own blood. I’d been wrong. It wasn’t turpentine or arsenic that kept the Fanteur away. It was something else.

      Something in Lex’s blood.

      Glass fell from my fingers, shattering into further pieces as I spun toward the table. Reaching up, I grabbed Pritchard’s Compendium from where it sat, its cover still damp from last night’s splashes of water. I flipped past the ads I’d read and the annotations the doctor had made. Halfway through the book, I found the page I was looking for.

      A full-page advertisement, crossed through with a thick, black X. A smiling infant with curly hair and chubby cheeks, happily playing under the ornate banner proclaiming the power of Charleston’s Fever Aid.

      I thought of the fever Lex had suffered from as a child, the fever that killed most of his siblings and made him resistant to all medicines that weren’t the gentlest, most natural cures. He’d told me of those nightmare days, of the leeches, the gagging tinctures, the oil-drenched herbs stuffed into his clothes. And he’d told me of the powder. The one that made him sweat and vomit and lose all control of his bodily functions because of the poison the powder was laced with—poison the doctors truly believed helped to cure his sickness, after first bringing him to the very brink of death.

      A fever powder that claimed to rid its user of all their aches and pains because of a magic formula featuring a key ingredient proudly displayed at the ad’s bottom edge.

      Antimony.

      Antimony was toxic, and the doctor’s mark in the Compendium suggested it was little used in the village anymore. But that didn’t mean it was nonexistent. It had been, at times, a popular choice for a variety of cures. Including the everlasting pill. And aids to help stop drinking.

      And fever powders.

      With one hand over my mouth, I pulled myself to my feet. Antimony, like arsenic, was also used to fight parasites. Including those that infected farm crops—and those that infected trees. James Kealey’s headless body floated behind my eyes, blood seeping out of his pores like a trickle of sap, while he stood over horses draped in metal. Horses that had, days before, died with their necks stuffed with pine. Not to cure, but to turn.

      Trees could have parasites. And those parasites could be spread.

      And those parasites could be killed.

      The strength in my legs gave way again, but this time it was astonishment rather than exhaustion that made me weak. I found the nearest chair and sat down hard, the advertisement still held open before me. Antimony killed parasites. And if the parasite died, so too would its host. Our only chance of defense against the Fanteur was in the composition of our blood. And Lex, from all his poor suffering as a child, had that defense already built in.

      I sat in the chair by the table, reading over the Compendium in quiet amazement that slowly turned into quiet glee. My smile stretched and grew, until at last I broke the cabin’s stillness with a happy laugh. It rang in my ears, bouncing off the walls and echoing around me like a cloud. I had not felt giddy like this in a very long time, if ever at all. But the gift was too precious to waste with sobriety. We’d been spared, and now I knew why. Because my strong, beautiful Lex had been protected against the monsters all along.

      I laughed again, my voice a sweet song of hope, of promise.

      Only once my mirthful noises softened did I hear the shouts from outside.

    
  
    
      
        The Body

      
      January 13, 1863

      Noises at the camp were not unusual, even when the bulk of the men were away, and the first muffled notes barely registered to my preoccupied ears. But when the syllables continued, their repeating pattern slowly worked themselves into words—before the words drummed through the cabin logs and twisted into my head.

      “Man down! Man down!”

      The shouts struck like fresh cuts from the Fanteur’s saw-toothed blade, and my chest constricted, a dreadful shudder making my heart skip. The alarm could pertain to any man out with the morning crew. But my hands and feet tingled, and still I could not stop shaking as I stood. Everything felt suddenly liquid, like I would bend and dissolve if I tried to move. But I had to move. I did not know who the shouts were for. But just as Lex’s presence could make any situation bearable, his absence now made the possibility of horror feel much too real. I had to know who they were talking about. Paralyzing indecision could not sink in before I understood the truth.

      I forced my weak legs to cross the cabin, grabbing my coat and shoving my feet into my still-wet boots. When I flung open the door, the ice-whipped wind slapped my already raw cheeks. I staggered back, shocked by its impact, before I hulked forward to join the loggers’ messenger as he ran back for the woods.

      The trek across the snowy field should have been impossible, but I hardly noticed each aching step. I was hardly in the field at all, lost so completely to my thoughts that my surroundings didn’t matter. I tried to comfort myself, tried to pretend that it wasn’t strange for me to be going into the woods—that it wasn’t strange for the messenger not to question why I was coming along. But I could not soothe the storm raging in my heart. Each time I tried to calm myself with lies, the horrendous truth betrayed me. Lex had gone out too early, when the air was too frigid for any kind of logging work. He was injured, and he was supposed to be mending by the fire, lying in the dusty morning light as I cleansed and redressed his wounds.

      The facts were terrifying. Yet even they were not what gave me such horrid certainty. What nearly broke me as I ran was the memory of my stupid, naive laughter in the cabin. My joy at realizing Lex was immune to the Fanteur. My giddiness of knowing we’d been given an unbelievable chance to have a happy ending. I should have never allowed myself such satisfied glee. Lex was strong. Lex was immune. But his fate was tied to me. And I was never immune to this village’s curse.

      I kept on the heels of the messenger as we entered the forest and met with another group of men who had heard the call. Five or six of us rushed along the logging path, heading toward the river. Around us, the woods looked normal, the trees rooted and the snow as white as it was supposed to be. There were no traces of the previous night’s horror, no streaks of pink snow or hoofprints from the metal-clad steeds. The difference was so stark it almost made the whole of last night feel like an awful dream.

      I desperately wished I could believe it was. If I could believe none of it had really happened, I might be able to pretend this wasn’t real either.

      The messenger wound along the logging path until the wide expanse of the river could be glimpsed in the distance and a bigger group of men could be seen standing close together at the base of a pine. The half circle of loggers blocked all sight of what was beyond, and for a hateful second I was tempted to stay behind their shield. I stopped at the edge of the group, my feet sliding back in retreat. My muscles tensed with the backward pull, and I scowled at my own disgusting cowardice. Then I drove forward and pushed through the halted men, shoving between bodies until I broke through to the front of the crowd.

      I was not surprised by the sight in front of me. I couldn’t be. The moment I understood the shout in the cabin, I knew exactly what I was going to see in the woods.

      Lex lay on the ground, his pale face upturned toward the sky. His cheeks were white like marble, shining where the sun reflected off his snow-flecked skin. His eyes were open, staring ahead, vacant except for the pinch of dull horror still lingering beneath his lashes. Red flecks of bloodied brain seeped from his toque into the snow.

      The numbness already in my hands and feet spread throughout my body as I stared at the crushed pool of his skull—at the bent fingers peeking from the edges of his gloves, the blue hue of skin that was already frosted in place. A hush had fallen over the men, and my steps were loud, thudding against the compacted dirt as I walked to the pine where he lay. I dropped to his side, silent as I took in every rigid inch of his corpse. My hand hovered uncertainly over him, before it lowered to press against his chest, his neck, his lips.

      Everything was grotesquely still.

      Everything was horrifically calm.

      Until someone behind me spoke.

      “It was too cold this morning,” the nameless voice said in a hushed tone.

      “Aye, but he’s never lost his footing before,” someone else added.

      “His hand must of froze,” a third voice said. “Must of froze right solid, so he couldn’t grab the bark.”

      There was a murmur of agreement, the men chiming in with their own thoughts until their voices buzzed like a swarm of flies. They blamed the cold, the height, the early hour. But none of them blamed the despicable foreman who even now waited at the edge of the woods, forcing the men to risk and lose their lives while he stayed safely tucked away.

      I listened to the loggers’ useless words as my hand moved back over Lex’s chest. If Peter and James were here, they would not babble like idiots. But they were not here. They were dead. And in that moment, I realized that I hated every one of the loggers who were still left alive.

      Lex had taken off his furs before he climbed, and I pushed against the flannel over his heart, desperate to feel the familiar rhythm pulsing under my palm. My own heart beat hard and irregular as I waited. When I was certain his would never beat again, the fissure inside my chest deepened, cracked, and split.

      I raised my head to stare at the towering pines.

      And I began to scream.

      Unearthly and unintelligible wails shrieked into the sky, the sounds foreign and frightening even to my own ears. The horror, the hatred, the end of all hope—the screams spread my pain throughout the woods, weaving among branches and melding with the snow. I screamed until my throat was raw, my voice was hoarse, and I thought I would vomit. And still I kept screaming, even as the men tried to delicately pull me away from the tree—then gave up their delicacy and forced me back so they could lift Lex to carry him to camp.

      They tried to yell over me, telling me to quiet down or go away, but I refused to do either. I screamed at all of them, cursing them to hell and damnation, cursing them to the Fanteur and to every bit of pain they all had coming because none of them had stopped Lex from climbing that tree.

      I had not stopped Lex either. And I had encouraged him not to fight with Chester Roy. I had played my part in his death, and I screamed at my own abominable existence too.

      The men planned to take Lex to the cookhouse while they called on the doctor. But by the time they made it back to the camp, they were so sick of me they took him to his own cabin, where they could shut us both inside. They dropped him unceremoniously onto the bed, then slammed the door in my screaming face. But once I could no longer see their hateful sneers, the screams faded, the curses turning into wails so deep they could only be heard in my head.

      Alone in the hard silence of the cabin, I faced the door until the soul-wrenching tremors subsided. Then I walked to where Lex was laid out on his bed. After a long, quiet moment, I carefully began to straighten his clothes. But when I peeled back the edge of his toque, another gushing spill of blood and brain seeped onto his pillow. My stomach bucked, the tips of my fingers coated in red, and I replaced the hat where it had been. Lex wouldn’t want me prodding. It was astonishing enough he’d let me stitch his shoulder last night. There was nothing I could do to stitch this.

      I can handle being a little mangled.

      I heard his voice whispering between my ears, and I shattered into a wash of silent tears.

      For the next eight or ten hours, I sat with Lex, stroking the dry bits of his hair, staring at the translucent edges of his irises. I couldn’t bring myself to close his eyes. I couldn’t bring myself to look away from the violet rings that stared at the ceiling instead of me.

      “Lex,” I whispered, over and over. The word was my only thought, my only acknowledgment of our inevitable truth. “Lex.”

      No one came to the cabin. Not the doctor, not Rebecca, not anyone else stopping by to confirm the death or to check if I was okay. I was glad they left us alone. When the light disappeared, I did not provide my own. I sat in the dark room until I could no longer easily distinguish the lines of Lex’s body. Then I climbed onto the bed and curled against him. He was cold and rigid, and I shivered as I fell asleep.

      When I woke, Lex was no longer with me.

      I took in the sight of the vacant cabin, my sight blurring with more tears. I could not pretend, even for a moment, that it had all been a nightmare. The pillow was empty. But it was still stained with his blood.

      I staggered from the bed, cold sweat streaming down my fevered face as I strode, wobbling and half-delirious, out into the too-bright morning.

      “Where is he?” My voice was hardly more than a harsh, wild whisper as I worked my way from man to man, repeating the question to everyone I saw. The world around me swayed, the loggers pushing me aside, ignoring my ugly desperation and going about their business as if I weren’t there. I swerved and stumbled across the camp, until I made it to Chester Roy’s office. Then I pushed through the door, the dim interior swirling around my head as I slammed my fist weakly onto the desk.

      “Where did you take him?” I asked, wishing my voice didn’t sound so frail and broken.

      “No one took him,” the foreman said. He looked me up and down, then stood and loomed above me. “If he’s gone, it means he’s snow. Better for him—now he doesn’t have to look at you. And now you don’t have to be part of my camp. Go home, Wright. And don’t come back. Your friends are all dead. I don’t want to see your pathetic face here anymore.”

      I wanted to scream so loudly it burst his eardrums, but I was no longer capable of producing any substantial sound. For a long time, I stared at the foreman, imagining how glad I would have been to find him at the base of the pine instead of Lex. He continued to watch me with his unfairly living eyes, and my own began to ache. With a tired, resigned breath, I turned away from Roy and left the office—left the camp—behind.

      I wandered toward the village in a daze, grief-drunk and feverish after two days of little food and a night spent sleeping against a corpse. I walked the walk of the dead, the walk of a man who no longer saw any point in survival. My movements were slow, and my thoughts were unhinged, drifting between memories of Lex, the Fanteur, and the fantasies of what I wanted to do to Chester Roy and all the other men who cared so little for what went on in the woods.

      Only when I arrived at my house did I notice I had shuffled into the village proper. For a long moment, I stood on the doorstep, unsure if the house was even real. But the door handle was solid, the metal so hard and unyielding I had to push my weight against it to get the door to budge. When it finally swung open, I fell, pitching forward into a crumpled heap.

      Mother found me in the entryway. The first thing she did was step around my body to close the door.

      “Dominic?” she asked once the threat of prying neighbors was gone. Her voice was tight, frayed. “Where have you been?”

      I stared up at my mother through glasses that were crooked from the fall. She stood over me, half in focus and half-unclear, looking smaller than she ever had before.

      “Lex,” I said. My throat was so sore I could barely make the sound. “Lex is dead.”

      Saying the words sent another torrent of quiet tears washing over me, and Mother stilled, her face paling. Her hands balled into tight fists at her sides as she opened her mouth, but no words issued from her lips. No comforts, no questions. No flat-out denials of the truth. She watched me in uncomfortable, confused silence—until Isadora walked into the hall.

      I glanced up as my sister slowed, her footfalls halting when she noticed me on the floor. Her eyes were blank as she took in the haggard appearance of her little brother. Then her expression hardened into something like disgust. There was no recognition or pity. She scowled at me, then turned and stormed away. Seconds later, a plate smashed in the kitchen.

      “Oh, Isadora,” Mother said. She stepped over me and walked down the hall, ignoring my anguish in favor of the easier problem of my sister’s fury. I let my head drop to the floor and waited until I was alone in the entryway. Then I crawled into the study, shutting the pocket door before collapsing on the hearthrug.

      I looked at the cold, dead hearth. Then I closed my eyes, ready for death to overtake me as well.

    
  
    
      
        The Dream

      
      January 14, 1863

      I did not die.

      I dreamed.

      In the dream, I stood by the head of a grave that would never exist, while snow fell so heavily I could not see the coffin near my feet. The cemetery was full of people, full of villagers who would never attend this funeral, even if there had ever been something to bury. Each of the false mourners wore a black X scratched in ink across their face, and all of them struggled in the snow. Wind pushed them back, making them throw out their arms and bear their weight against the gusts. No one made a sound, but I could see the tears smudging the ink, blackness streaming into their open mouths. The wind grew harsher, sharper, and it began to tear at their faces, splitting the skin and making the X’s bleed. I stood by the grave, unbothered by the snow, watching with deep, bitter satisfaction as, one by one, they dropped down dead.

      When the cemetery disappeared, I found myself in my father’s study, the hearth alight with flame. I was tired, but warm, and someone whispered to me, the voice dragged from afar, as if its owner were outside of my dream and speaking into it. The voice was like wind, and I could not make out all of the words it said. But what I lacked in hearing, I gained in vision. Vision of things dark, and bloody. Visions of things pale, and bloodless.

      “I know,” I murmured in the dream. “I know.”

      The voice faded, and my father’s hearth was replaced by a field. I stood as I had by the grave, silent and observing, while a pair of bloodred horses galloped out of the woods. They pulled behind them an impossible weight of pines—all the pines, the entire forest dragging from their harnesses. The horses ran, unimpeded by their cargo, passing by me and continuing through an iron gate into the heart of a wild blizzard storm. When they crossed the gate, their reins snapped, and the steeds ran free while the pines rolled and stopped, the lifeless logs morphing into lumps of dead grass dotting the field.

      The iron gates closed, and everything stilled. The field and the sky and the bloodied steeds vanished, the world around me growing black. I surveyed the dark emptiness. Then I raised my eyes to see the moon hanging above me, full, bright—and made of blindingly white, freshly packed snow.

      I woke with a gagging gasp, my eyes so wide they ached with the strain of staring around the study. My glasses had fallen somewhere on the carpet, and everything before me was so cold and dark it was as if I were still in the unwarmed cabin. My stomach clenched with hunger, and I retched, my throat scratched and my tongue scraped dry like parchment. For a long moment, I studied the shadows in the room, wondering if someone was watching me. When the wild panic of my waking faded, I took out my hunter watch—out of sync now since I hadn’t wound it—and listened to the faint ticking of the hands.

      The sound settled me, grounding me in place and some poor semblance of time. I took smaller breaths and made myself blink, finding my glasses and slipping them slowly onto my face. Carefully, I crawled toward the study door, not yet chancing to try and walk. First, I needed food and water. Then, I needed more rest. And when I was no longer on the verge of collapse, I needed to work.

      Snø maane.

      Tre uker.

      Lex was dead, and my life had come to its end with him. But I could not stop breathing—not yet. There was business to attend to. Debts unpaid. Transactions unsettled. Revenges still waiting to be enacted in full.

      One fall from a tree had changed everything, and now I knew I would never make it out of Aplin Shade alive. I had lost, once and for all. But I would not let anyone else win in my place.

      If I was going to die in this cursed village, I was going to bring everyone else to hell with me.

    
  
    
      
        
          Interlude
          Lex
        

      
      With a spasm of gasping panic, Lex’s eyes flew open.

      His head was tight, swollen, and his vision wavered like an ocean in high tide, the darkness around him pitching until a shadow appeared at the edges of his sight. Alarmed, he rolled onto his side, groaning as he tried to push himself up. But the shadow grabbed his shoulder and pressed against the back of his head, and despite his strength, Lex soon found himself pushed face-first into the ground. The shadow’s fingers dug into his neck, holding him in place as it unhurriedly tugged at something near the edge of his skull. The swollen sensation grew, warm pressure near the top of his spine intensifying into a burning strike against each knob of bone. Lex thrashed against the ground as the pressure mounted, his mouth full of cold earth and his neck feeling like it was about to be ripped from his body.

      Then the shadow pulled the something free.

      In an instant, the pressure vanished, and the hold on Lex’s shoulder disappeared. He coughed away the dirt and rolled fully onto his back to see the dark strip that had been inside him. But his attention soon shifted beyond the strip, and he instead found himself gazing at the shadow who held it under the shine of the moon—a moon that hung so far away over the tops of the dark trees it was as if he were staring at it from someplace underground.

      Lex tried to understand where he was. He remembered instead where he had been.

      “I fell,” he said. His throat was dry, and it itched like a healing scab as he worked himself to a sitting position. As he moved, the shadow stepped back, and when his gaze followed its retreat, he realized it was not alone. Behind the shadow were others—fifteen, twenty, perhaps even thirty in all. They stood in a crescent shaped like the quarter moon, and framed between them, farther back at the crescent’s center, was a tree. Or something tree-like. It glinted, bone white and death black, watching in silence while the shadows hovered on either side.

      Lex tried to survey the dark crowd around him. But turning his head sent his vision swaying, so he straightened his neck and kept it still as he slowly worked his stiff fingers into fists.

      “You died,” the closest shadow told him. It sounded human, like a woman with a raspy voice. It was hard to tell her age, if she had an age at all. The voice was not withered. But something in the timbre of her words made it feel old.

      Whatever her age, hearing that he had died came as no great shock. Lex remembered climbing, his shoulder sore and his fingers aching with cold, his temples pounding because he’d been so hotheaded he hadn’t even stopped for food before tromping into the snow. He remembered looking at the early morning sky, thinking how ugly were the heavy, gray clouds that even after sunrise kept the forest frigid and dim. When a gust of wind swept through the pines, he’d beared down against the trunk, gritting his teeth as pellets of ice pelted his skin and wondering if he’d made a mistake in not heeding Dom’s warning to take it easy. Then his hand had slipped, and he knew with horrific certainty that his fingers had frozen. He’d struggled to swing one arm as far around the pine’s wide trunk as he could to dig the hooks on the palms of his gloves into the bark. But the howling wind had lashed again, and his foot lost its hold.

      And he fell.

      He remembered sailing through the air, high like the birds, his heart wrenching with the dismal knowledge that his life was about to reach an untimely end.

      “I’m alive now,” he said as he reached for his shoulder. He felt along the even row of stitches so carefully placed only a night ago. Was it a night? How long had he been gone? The stitches were different now than when Dom had put them in his skin. The thin thread had been replaced by something thicker and solid like twigs, and the skin no longer burned. There was no pain at all. “Am I alive?”

      “You are alive,” the shadow woman said. She seemed to look him up and down. “In a way.”

      Lex considered her words, then carefully shifted his head to look at the other figures around him. His eyes were struggling to adjust to the glowing gray of the night, but if he concentrated, he could make out their shapes a little more clearly. Through the dark, he could see what looked like curved branches covered with rough bark, mixed with the softer, gangly limbs of a human. And, here and there, he thought he glimpsed the hard edges of metal too.

      “Fanteur,” he breathed.

      The figures shuffled, their whispers of movement like wind whistling through hollow drums. The woman swayed, her shadow twisting, momentarily inhuman as it stretched, high and proud like the unfurling petals of a flower—or buds on a blackened tree.

      Only the thing farthest back stayed motionless. Lex stared at the solid shape in the crescent’s middle until the woman spoke again.

      “We brought you back,” she said.

      He wanted to be grateful, but that was hard when they watched him, waiting, expectation pulsing in the gray-black air.

      “Why?” he asked.

      The woman scoffed. “You’re ruining our forest,” she said. “Felling our trees. Destroying our home.”

      He nodded, an off-kilter motion, the balance of his whole head somehow changed. He was tempted to reach his hand up to the back of his skull, to the place where there seemed to be new, added weight. But he wasn’t yet certain he wanted to understand why his head tipped as strangely as it did.

      “I know,” he said to the Fanteur. “I’m sorry. But if you want to use me as a messenger, you’ll find I’m useless to your aim. I’ve already told them of your warnings. They won’t listen.”

      “We are through with warnings,” the woman said. Her voice grew sharp. “We have been generous to the living. We provided them a village to use for their own purposes, while we hid in the forests to preserve our peace. We waited patiently for each death before we took any blood, sustaining our existence with shared morsels of nourishment instead of lining up the living and gorging ourselves until we burst. We returned the corpses after we finished with them, to let the villagers keep their sacred rituals. And all we’ve received in turn is destruction. No more. We’ve found a way to bridge our worlds. Now, the living are no longer safe from us.”

      Lex glanced around at the group, the group who once resided in Aplin Shade or perhaps the ones who drained dry those who’d built the village. He tilted his unbalanced head and worked his slowly loosening fingers, while something inside of him began to scuttle. Itching like his throat, it wormed its way through his body, determined and alive. His stomach tightened, and with a dull sense of dreadful anticipation, Lex realized he was hungry.

      He didn’t want to think what he was hungry for.

      “Why did you bring me back?” he asked.

      For a moment, there was no response. Then the shadow woman inched closer to his side.

      “Your blood is no good to us,” she said. “But the crack in your head made it possible to slip our bark in deep, letting the poison drain out of you and infecting your bones instead. Your fall provided an opened passageway, one that allowed the pestilence to spread so we could bring you to our side. You are strong. You understand the woods. You will be useful to us yet.”

      “You killed the other loggers,” he said, wondering what sort of pest he had been infested with. “You killed my friends. Why not use any of them? Why not use someone fresh, rather than someone poisoned. Someone—” He creeped his fingers up to his neck, along the back of his skull. “Someone broken?”

      The woman seemed to consider him. She waited as he felt the hard edges of the knot, twists of something solid crawling over the place where his skull must have been crushed in. He knocked on the spot, felt the hollow, wooden thud echo through his head.

      His hand jerked back to his side.

      “We heard the screams,” the woman said at last.

      Lex frowned. “I don’t remember screaming.”

      The shadow shook her head. As she moved, the light from the moon gleamed briefly on a sliver of rigid cheekbone shining as bone-light as the glinting tree.

      “Not you,” she said. “Another. Smaller than you, fiery where you are fair. Spectacles to help him see those he hates.”

      Lex sucked in a breath he no longer required. “Dom.”

      “We saw you fall,” the woman said. “We wondered if you could be one of us. Then we heard the screams. We’ve seen mourners in grief. We’ve seen them in fury. But never before have we heard such hateful screaming.”

      Something hard pressed against the backs of Lex’s eyes before slipping tear-like from the corner of his lashes. He wiped the wetness away, surprised by how thick and sap-like it was.

      “What do you want with him?” he asked in a vicious whisper.

      The woman crouched low to meet his eye. “How he suffers is up to you,” she replied. She reached one moon-gray hand out toward him. Lex stared at her fingers, long and knobbly thin, bunching close like the tangled tines of a branch. “We have plans for this village of yours. And now you have a most devious choice to make.”

      In his chest, the pest scuttled again, tickling his spine as comprehension, terrified and hot, spread through his limbs. Lex understood what the Fanteur were planning. He’d understood some of it, even while he was still alive, and now with the pest clicking inside of him, he understood it completely. All his living hopes for survival had been pointless. This was always going to be how it ended. Only now, he wasn’t sorry. Now, all his long-tamped urges to fight were suddenly rushing to the surface, yearning to be unleashed.

      His fingers curled back into fists, hard and ready for use.

      Oh, Dom. He wasn’t sure what emotion he felt most strongly. Pity, for the suffering to come? Anger, that it had to unfold like this? Or only excitement, that an end was finally in sight?

      Lex stared at the shadows surrounding him as he envisioned his own version of the chaos that would soon unravel for everyone in Aplin Shade. He hungered for the moment his imagined plans would be ready for execution. Because that, he knew, was the best way to describe how he was feeling, a culmination of every other emotion, every other thought in his new, hollower brain. He was so damned hungry. Hungry for blood. For revenge. For death.

      The fight is here, Dom. But it isn’t what either one of us expected.

    
  
    
      
        
          Part III
          Dominic
        

      
    
  
    
      
        The Plan

      
      January 16, 1863

      Head bent under the tallow’s dim glow, I listened to the scrape of the study door as it inched open.

      “Dominic?”

      My eyes stayed on the chaotic page beneath my hand, the same letters marked over and over as I tried to get a proper hold of my pen. I’d been practicing the script for days, but I would not quit until I was completely satisfied with its appearance. It would have to be a perfect forgery for the purposes I had planned.

      I finished the latest row of letters before finally glancing up to find Rebecca Gagnesy watching me from the door. Her face was impassive, except where a small measure of alarmed distaste punctured the placid calm. The alarm was likely at my appearance, and the distaste either for my frantic manner of scratching letters or else the stiff, unpleasant odor of the closed study I’d barely quitted for two days.

      “What do you want?” I asked. The edge of my left palm was smudged with ink, but I made no attempt to hide the stain as I dropped my eyes back to the page. I wrote out a few letters, considered their shapes, then tried them again, widening the loop of the g and the curvature of the t.

      “I wanted to see how you are,” Rebecca began. Her shoes clicked across the floor, dainty steps that were muffled by the room’s closed quiet. “That is, I heard about…” Both step and statement paused, before she made a strangled noise somewhat like clearing her throat. “I didn’t tell Chester Roy to send him out there.”

      I stopped, studying the newest letters before placing the pen down and raising my eyes once more. It had been three days since Lex’s death, and in all that time, not even my mother had mentioned it. At first, her refusal to voice the truth infuriated me. Now, it only made it easier. I couldn’t forget the look of Lex’s corpse. I couldn’t pretend he was still climbing trees in the woods. But if no one else seemed to notice he was gone, I could retreat into my own, solitary void of pain, undisturbed by those who did not know him—by those who never truly cared.

      Now, Rebecca had intruded on my cursed peace, and when my cold eyes met hers, she took a startled step back. But Miss Gagnesy was not one for giving up foolish plans. She soon checked her own meekness, stopping her retreat and drawing her shoulders up in defiance of my distrust.

      “I told Roy he should…should rest,” she said. Her chin was high, her manner proud. “He didn’t listen to me. Which surely can’t be so hard a truth to believe? No one ever much listens to us. Do they, Dominic?”

      I traced her features, the drawn line of her mouth and the healthy glow of her rosy cheeks. Her expression remained severe, yet the shine in her eyes betrayed her true intentions in visiting me. She wanted to cement herself as my friend. As my comfort, knowing we shared the burden of being undervalued in this worthless village.

      “I’m busy,” I said. I picked up the pen again and continued to write.

      “Do you need anything?” Rebecca asked, still failing to heed my dismissal. She moved closer to the desk, her fingers trailing the edges of the candleholder that pooled with fresh wax. “Food, perhaps? I see you haven’t eaten much.”

      I’d eaten half of what Mother had brought me that morning, as much as I could without my stomach revolting. I felt stuffed, overfull of nourishment I didn’t want.

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      A scoff escaped her throat like a tickling cough. “You don’t look—” My hand stilled, and Rebecca pressed her fingertips into the desk’s top as she curbed her insult. “If you need anything else,” she said after a pause. “Medicine. Something to make you feel better. I have access to all of my father’s stores. And I can get anything we don’t have from the apothecary.”

      I looked up at her, my vision obscured by my unkempt hair.

      “Are you in the habit of taking things from your father’s stores?” I asked.

      Rebecca smiled, an audaciously flirtatious sort of smile that made me want to scowl. “Sometimes. When I have need.” The way she said it spoke volumes of its truth. When she had need—for money, or for the good favors of other villagers.

      I considered the possibilities of that truth, then bent back over my page.

      “I didn’t realize you wrote with your left hand,” she observed, almost casually enough to sound convincing. We’d known each other most of our lives, and as schoolchildren we’d jointly pitied the few left-handers who were slapped with rulers until they learned to write with their nondominant grip.

      “I don’t,” I replied, even while I held the pen.

      Rebecca spent a moment watching me write, the stifled air of the study pursed with one-sided expectation until at last, she sighed.

      “I am serious, Dominic,” she said. She reached forward and put her hand on my arm, the first time anyone had touched me for days. “If you have need of anything, you can let me know. I’m always happy to help. I know the logger was a…” She withdrew her hand, flinching with her own lie. “A good friend of yours.”

      She did not wait for me to reply. Turning away, she clicked back across the room. But when she reached the door, I squeezed my fingers around my pen and let it drop onto the desk.

      “Rebecca,” I said. She paused with her hand on the door’s handle, and for a long moment I waited, building up my own courage—my own lie. “You told me you wanted to leave this village. Was that desire true?”

      Rebecca turned, leaning against the door and studying my haggard face with a seriousness I could tell was difficult to maintain. Try as she might, she could not entirely keep her smile hidden.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “It’s true, Dominic.”

      My right hand slid to the pocket of my waistcoat, feeling for the round edge of my watch as I nodded.

      “I’m going to leave Aplin Shade,” I confided. I pressed the metal in my hand, willing my voice to stay controlled. “Too many people have died. My father. My friends. My life here has reached its end. I can’t lose anymore.”

      “Where will you go?” she asked.

      “South,” I said. “To the city. Somewhere with work for a barrister. Somewhere I can start a new life and—” I paused, finding the words hard to say. With a swallow, I clenched my jaw until the sting of my weak eyes faded. “Forget all the parts of me that existed here.”

      Rebecca waited for exactly five seconds—a small pause she likely felt was longer—before she sauntered back across the room.

      “A new life?” she asked.

      “Yes.” I swallowed again. “A new life.”

      “Yes,” she agreed, as if such a life were one I’d already asked her to be a part of. “It will be difficult.”

      “Starting a new life is always difficult,” I replied. “As is saying goodbye to the old one. I could—I could use someone to help.”

      Rebecca did not bother to feign confusion at my hinted suggestion. She took in my words, and her cheeks began to glow. It was the future she’d always wanted, wrapped in a package she’d convinced herself she wanted too.

      “I can help you,” she said.

      “I know you can.” I nodded, then shook the hair from my eyes so she could see the severity of my stare. “But there would be sacrifices. For us both. When we leave, it will be just the two of us.”

      Rebecca didn’t even blink. “Yes,” she said. “Just us two.”

      I wondered how long she had envisioned this moment, and if she’d ever envisioned it unfolding like this. It didn’t take much to convince her to flee the village with its demons and sins. She’d likely been planning her escape as long as I had been planning mine with Lex, and she’d already braced herself for the inevitability of what that escape meant. She’d witnessed the horror of the past days, the past months. She probably knew as well as I did that the Fanteur wouldn’t stop until everyone in Aplin Shade was dead.

      “It’ll take money—” she began.

      “I have a long list of outstanding debts owed to me,” I said, cutting her off. “I intend to collect them before I leave.”

      Her lips pressed together, her eyes dancing as she considered me. “What do you need of me?”

      “Just one thing,” I said. “I need to see your father’s patient notes again. Starting three years ago and going back as far as possible.”

      Rebecca’s mouth flickered into a frown as she heard my request. But the concern did not last. Breaking oaths of privacy didn’t mean much when she was planning to leave everyone behind.

      “All right,” she said after a short pause. “I’ll look at his schedule, find a time you can come by.” She paused again, before a faint smile graced her cheeks. “You’ve found something, haven’t you? I wondered when you first wanted to see the records. That woman with the child… You’re looking at the blood.”

      With a deep ache in my chest, I dropped my gaze, returning to the practice of my false script. “My original theory was wrong. That’s why I need the records. To keep searching. To find a way for us to travel without the worry of being turned to snow along the way. And the sooner, the better. It’ll take a few weeks to get everything ready for our departure. But I want to leave, as soon as things are in order. As soon as I’ve said my final farewells.”

      “Of course,” Rebecca said. The edge of her dress crinkled as she turned on her heel, her steps harder, more assured as she again headed for the door. “We’ll talk once I know when my father will be out of the house. I’ll send you a card, Dominic. After you’ve had time to rest.”

      She left the study without another word. I listened as the pocket door slid shut, waiting for the soft notes of my mother’s voice to carry in from the entryway before the front door closed as well. When I knew she was gone, I slid out of my chair, crossing the room and sliding open the door. The entryway was empty, but across the hall, Isadora sat on the stairs, tucked into the shadows where Rebecca likely hadn’t noticed her. My sister’s eyes were on the door when I looked out. But then she turned to stare at me, her normally blank expression wide with worry, as if she’d heard every word we said.

      “It’s okay,” I told my sister.

      I drew a piece of paper from my pocket, the picture I’d taken from beneath her floor. Unfolding the charcoal drawing, I studied the shape I had seen in the woods the night my friends died. Then I turned it so she could see too. At once, her worried expression flickered with horror, and she blinked rapidly, tears forming near her lashes.

      “It’s okay,” I said a second time. “I understand. And I promise you, Isadora. You will never have to face them. You will never be subject to these monsters again.”

      The tears slid down my sister’s cheeks, and she bit her lower lip so hard it started to bleed. I watched the droplet form and splash across her mouth, at the same moment it hardened into a scowl. She turned, half-crawling up the steps until she got her footing and could move at a faster pace. I shut my eyes as she ran from me, folding the picture and at the same time folding away all of my old dreams. When her bedroom door had closed and the hall was once again as vacant as my sense of hope, I returned to the study and the task at hand.

      I hadn’t been entirely truthful with Rebecca regarding the finer details of my plans. But neither had I entirely lied. The list of my outstanding debts, for instance, was tremendous. And I had every intention to collect them—all with the aid of blank paper, plain ink, and a hand very unlike my own.

      I already knew how to address each letter, how much of my secrets to reveal, and how much coin to demand in payment for my silence. I would start small, working more on principles of fear than of wealth. The money would come in slow dregs. But the fear needed to be immediate, if the plan was going to work.

      The plan would work. And no one would suspect me, even without my precautions. I wasn’t a mastermind. I was weak, hollow, and broken, one step from the grave myself.

      Which was, of course, another lie. I was not one step from the grave—I was already inside of it. For the next few weeks, I only had to keep one foot six feet up. One foot, and I supposed one hand too. For most of the villagers, the notes they’d receive through their letter slot would be strange. But a few would recognize the hand. And those who did would quickly realize their threats came written in the style of a dead man.

      I looked at my latest group of letters and admired the way they so resembled Lex’s. My heart skipped, and my dry eyes burned. But I did not weep. I did not allow myself to waste what little time I had left.

      I may have failed to keep Lex safe. But I could bring him back to life—at least long enough to take what we were owed.

    
  
    
      
        The Poison

      
      January 27, 1863

      The first round of debt collection was easy. A few well-crafted notes. A few well-crafted threats. The people of this village were not oblivious to the rot creeping under their own skin. Still, they clung to their lies, as if the spoken truth were the seediest of all scandals. More evil even than the monsters in the woods—especially since the monsters had only been killing those at the logging camp, increasing the villagers’ self-righteous assurance that they would survive to see another spring.

      Everyone in Aplin Shade was a sinner. Yet some people kept their misdeeds under heavier cloaks, their crimes so well covered they nearly disappeared in the mists of time. The first round of debt collection was easy. The second, however, required a touch more proof.

      The arsenic in Harley’s Tonic did not make Lionel Pollett and Sheridan Crofthouse’s blood immune to the Fanteur. But if my suspicions were correct, it did kill them. Them, and others. How many others, I wanted to know.

      “What is it you’re looking for, exactly?” Rebecca asked. She hovered over my shoulder, the same position she’d occupied the first time I sat in her father’s office weeks ago. This time, however, her closeness was more intrusive, her curiosity prying now that the two of us were alone.

      “I’m not looking for anything,” I lied. I sat hunched close to the pages, writing notes for myself in my own coded shorthand. “I’m simply looking.”

      I did look, and what I found were fourteen entries of note, hidden in plain sight by initials that were inconspicuous when the reader didn’t understand their meaning. Referred to H.T. A lie to deflect future scrutiny, to move the blame to some unknown specialist. Rebecca gave me everything I asked for, no longer faking any concerns for patient confidentiality. But she had apparently missed the repeated phrase I’d begun to notice with alarming frequency. I did not let her in on the secret. All my attention was focused on absorbing each and every detail on the page.

      Referred to H.T. Over and over again, until they stopped following the former pharmacist’s death five years ago. The pattern was obvious, but it wasn’t the only one I noticed. During the same period of time—the years between when Harley’s Tonic was introduced to the village and the elder Grant’s death—there were also eleven occasions when the doctor’s work crossed paths with the old midwife, Martha Spoke. Complications during childbirth were not uncommon, and I couldn’t be certain all eleven of these cases were like Sheridan Crofthouse’s. But prior to the tonic’s introduction, there were no mentions of the midwife in the doctor’s notes. And one month before the pharmacist died, Spoke’s life came to a sudden end as well.

      Eleven probabilities added to the certain fourteen made twenty-five murders in total—not counting whatever the doctor did to rid himself of the pharmacist and midwife after the massacre was complete.

      “This will do,” I said when I had all the confirmation I needed. I closed the notebooks and pushed back from the doctor’s desk, Rebecca giving me only just enough room to stand. Her expression was curious, if not a little impatient. She wanted information, but I was not yet willing to share what I’d found. “Thank you for obliging me a second time. It’s…what we need, to move things along.”

      “I’m happy to offer my services,” Rebecca said. Her fingers trailed along the top of the desk, skirting close to where my hand leaned against the wood top. “Anything you need, Dominic. We’re in this together.”

      I moved to grab my notes, avoiding her touch in the process.

      “And in less than a fortnight, we will be alone together,” I said in a rush of breath. I took up my papers and turned back to her, offering her a glimmer of softness before I intentionally hardened my features. “You will be ready, won’t you? For everything?”

      Rebecca’s brow furrowed as she contemplated what everything I had in mind.

      “It’s…extreme,” she ventured at last.

      My look darkened. “Not as extreme as what will happen if you don’t do as I’ve suggested,” I said.

      She stared at me for a few long moments. Then she glanced away, her eyes on her father’s desk as her hand dropped to her side.

      “You don’t need to tiptoe around me, Dominic,” she began. The flurried apprehension flared in her words, her uncertainty momentarily getting the better of her. “If you explain what you know, it might make it easier to understand what you’ve suggested. If I’m going to be your companion on this trek, you should trust in my ability to assist you.”

      I could not blame her for being frustrated, but that didn’t mean I would suddenly confide my secrets. I needed Rebecca’s assistance. And I did trust her—or at least trusted that she would continue to do as I asked. But the less I spoke of the truth, the better.

      Her impatience I could handle. I could temper it as well.

      “You will know everything,” I told her with a gentle smile. “When it’s time. I have to keep you safe until we’re ready to leave. Until then, do as I’ve instructed, and everything will fall into place. What I’m suggesting is extreme. I can understand, of course, if you’re not able to stomach the task I’ve—”

      “I can stomach it just fine,” Rebecca suddenly snapped. “I am not weak, Dominic.”

      “And I am not reckless,” I said. “I have my reasons for what I’ve suggested. I promise you, they’re sound.”

      Irritation pinched Rebecca’s features. But before she could press me for further confirmation of what my promises would entail, our quiet standoff was interrupted by voices ringing in through the office’s open windows. Harried shouts and the loud clattering of metal swirled through the room, giving me ample reason to gather my things and head up the stairs. Rebecca followed on my heels, peering over my shoulder as I peeled open the side door. Together, we took in the sight of a group of villagers storming down the nearby road, yelling and swaying with the unsteady vigor of drink-fueled courage.

      “Trouble,” she muttered close to my ear.

      “Idiots,” I returned with a shake of my head.

      I pulled the door fully open and stepped outside, leaving Rebecca on the threshold. Forgoing my farewells, I walked out to meet the commotion before it passed. There were six men and one woman in the boisterous pack. I approached the group from behind, targeting the woman who walked a few paces behind the others.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” I asked. The woman was from the Killard family, but I did not care enough to try and recall her given name. She looked me up and down without response, while a man I was sure was her brother halted at my question, the others crashing into his side as he pivoted to face me.

      “They’ve stolen my cart,” the man seethed. He was holding a hammer, and he raised it menacingly in my direction. I eyed the weapon dully as it hovered over my head.

      “Who have stolen it?” I asked.

      “Those damned loggers, that’s who,” he spat. He held the hammer aloft for a few more seconds before he used it to point down the road in the direction of the logging camp. “Parkinson was right. They killed his horses. Now they’ve taken my cart. They’re not going to get away with this.”

      “They didn’t take your cart,” I said. I rubbed a tired hand over my face and glanced back at the Gagnesy house. Rebecca was still in the doorway, watching the tense conversation. “And Parkinson knows it wasn’t anyone living who murdered his horses.”

      The Killard brother faltered, looking like he wanted to argue but knew I was telling the truth. Before he could respond either way, however, his sister spoke up.

      “Aren’t you the barrister?” she asked. I spared her a short glance and a curt nod. But even as my eyes moved back to the man, I could see her amused sneer in the corner of my vision. “Can’t trust this one.” She licked her lips and grinned. “He’s got…stock in the camp, don’t he, now?”

      The words were cruel, but they only stung in their reminder of how tired I was of this village, this life. My shoulders drooped, so exhausted I couldn’t even bother to keep them upright.

      “Not anymore,” I said under my breath.

      I had once been on the loggers’ side in this dispute. But I no longer cared for any of them either. The ones with a bit of heart or a bit of dignity were all dead. The loggers who remained were those who pushed me aside when I tried to warn them of the ambush in the cookhouse, the ones who pushed me away in my hour of most intense, anguished grief. They were the ones who spied for Chester Roy. They were the ones whose fear had made them more destructive, fighting not only with the villagers but also with the forest itself—felling trees and leaving them where they lay, as if they could drive out the Fanteur by causing as much damage to the woods as possible before the monsters cut them down instead.

      My body had not quite died in Lex’s cabin. But my pity had. The loggers were just as useless as the villagers to me now.

      “You truly believe a hammer will do you any good against the ones who took your cart?” I asked the man who had adopted a matching look to his sister. I stepped away from the group, no longer caring where they went or what havoc they wreaked when they arrived. “Then don’t let me stop you.”

      Both Killards looked perplexed by my apparent indifference, and for a moment the brother faltered again. But the others soon jostled his shoulders, and with a quick, confirming look from his sister, he turned away from me to continue his noisy tirade down the road.

      When the group had left me behind, I turned my gaze back to Rebecca. She still watched from the doorway, her shining eyes betraying her alarm. In the past two weeks, the Fanteur had only claimed a single new victim—one of Chester Roy’s spies who, a week after Lex’s death, attempted to flee down the frozen river until some powerful, unseen force broke the ice beneath his feet. Yet even before that death, no one had doubted the monsters were still lurking. They were in the village and the logging camp every night, taking whatever they pleased. Making it known they could take whatever they pleased, whenever it pleased them to do so.

      At first, it had been mostly tools and carts. But then the thieves had moved inside the houses and cabins, stealing things of a more personal nature. Jewelry, clothing, heirlooms, and children’s toys. Stolen while the residents of each household slept. Stolen even when they didn’t sleep, the items disappearing as soon as a watchful back was momentarily turned.

      The villagers may have still believed they were safe from the monsters’ murderous wrath. But they understood well enough that the Fanteur would punish them, if they saw fit to. The pastor proclaimed the thefts as proof that the Fanteur were unhappy with the logging camp, and yet instead of finally helping the men survive the winter outside of the forest, the villagers had only grown more hostile to Chester Roy’s crews. Everyone was desperate to stake their claim and survive until the winter’s end, villager and logger both. There had been too much horror in Aplin Shade lately. Too much death, too much thieving, too much blackmail. No one knew how to keep from succumbing to the unhinged impulses of terrified rage.

      The more Rebecca understood of the bedlam Aplin Shade was inching toward, the better. It would make it easier for her to accept what the future held. It would make it easier for her to do exactly as I demanded. I kept my gaze on the Gagnesy house until Rebecca finally stepped back and closed the door. Then, with a grim smile, I trudged through the snow en route to the apothecary.

      I had no interest in the village’s petty fights. But I did have violence on my mind as I passed between the lengths of garlic hanging above the apothecary’s door. The bulbs were so frozen they likely couldn’t ward off so much as an aphid, and they matched the cold stirring at my back where a draft whistled under the broken window as I stepped inside the shop. The apothecary was empty except for the pharmacist, and he was so engrossed in his own troubles he didn’t even notice my arrival. For a moment, I watched him with the calm power of invisibility, seeing him as the Fanteur must have seen everyone in the village. He was anxious about something, a messy pile of papers strewn over the counter and his mouth hanging open in perpetual surprise as he shuffled through them. My dark smile twitched, threatening to stretch along my lips, but I forced it to drop away as I turned to survey the rest of the shop.

      On the shelf behind the pharmacist’s back, I soon caught sight of the large bottle containing oil of turpentine. I remembered my last visit to the pharmacist, and a vision of Grace downing the vial of Harley’s Tonic played behind my eyes. The tired anger in my soul tingled with something close to sadness, and the smile faded for real. I blinked the phantoms away, clearing my throat as I approached the counter.

      Albert Grant looked up with a start, the surprise lingering as he took in the sight of me before he checked his own confusion and began hastily stacking the papers. I kept my gaze tactfully averted, staring at the shelves behind the desk until he had pushed the stack to one side.

      “Mr. Wright.” His greeting was clipped, and he did not look happy to see me. Not that I was a happy sight to be seen. I had bathed before going to Rebecca’s, granting her the comfort of my cleanliness as she stood crouched low over my shoulder. But I had not maintained my grooming. My hair was disheveled, my eyes damp with tiredness and probably heavily shadowed from despair. The barest growth of fuzz had sprouted haphazardly upon my cheek as well, likely making me look patchy with dirt. I had not glanced in a looking glass for weeks. I had no desire to see myself—living but dead—staring back.

      “I need more of that tonic,” I said without preamble, in a voice still rough a fortnight after I’d screamed it raw. “The one you prescribed for my sister. I don’t remember its name. Started with an H, I believe.”

      “Harley’s?” Grant appraised me from behind the counter, and I kept back a step, as if I were afraid to get too close to another living being. “She must be in a good dose of pain, if she needs more already.”

      I nodded once, and the pharmacist looked me over again, a darker, more menacing gleam sparking in the corner of his eye. When he turned to fetch the ingredients, I chanced a glance at the stack of papers, satisfied to see the edge of a familiar note pushed in near the top. My lips twitched again, before I crumpled my features as Grant returned to the counter.

      “Will you be needing the same dose?” he asked. He kept his head lowered, arranging the ingredients to keep his appearance casual. “Or something a little stronger?”

      I didn’t reply, but when he raised his eyes to me, my expression told him everything he needed to know. With a repulsive smile, he collected his vials and jars, taking them to the rear counter out of the way of any other customers who might happen inside. His wide back covered most of what he was doing. But I could see the movements of his arms, the tilt of his hand as he added each ingredient. I watched as he poured arsenic—much more arsenic—into the bottle. Then I took out some coins, laid them on the counter, and waited for him to hand the tonic over.

      “Goodbye, Mr. Wright,” Albert Grant said as he placed the bottle on the counter. It was a final goodbye, meant for someone who would not likely see the start of another day, and it was entirely too cheerful for the intention behind the words.

      Out on the quiet street, I pushed the tonic into my pocket, my fingers grazing the glass bottle as I contemplated the deadliness of the liquid within it. What would it be like, to die of arsenic poisoning? Would it taste brightly bitter, like sun-warmed dandelion? Or would it only taste like bile and blood?

      The poison would soon be put to use, regardless of its taste. Soon, but not yet. I had all the proof I needed now, and I knew which steps I would undertake to make my final, permanent mark on the hateful villagers. But there was still one week until my justice could be fully enacted. One week until the moon reigned over the skies.

      The full moon. The snow moon.

      A fitting night for the last of my life.

    
  
    
      
        The Pastor

      
      February 2, 1863

      The week passed—day by tedious day, hour by torturous hour—until at last the white shine of the full moon finally overtook the sky.

      I watched its beckoning edge from Pastor Marrow’s window.

      “And then, of course, we’ll hire some girl from the village to be her nurse,” the pastor rambled, swilling his port as he made his giddy plans. “The youngest Pollett girl, perhaps. She’s lovely, isn’t she? The perfect companion for my sweet.”

      I bit hard against my own teeth, my fingers digging into the plush velvet of the chair where I sat, its shade the same as the thick curtains that cut off most of the moon’s luminous glow. Neither the curtain nor the chair showed any sign of wear. The furniture was carefully maintained—or rarely put to use. I doubted the pastor had many calling at his door.

      “I should be going,” I said for the third time. I turned away from the moon, releasing my hard grip on the chair’s arm as my gaze shifted to where the pastor lounged next to his ample, roaring fire. “It’s nearing curfew. And if you want me to get started on the license…”

      “Hm?” The pastor looked up, the eyes that protruded too far from his skull blank until he remembered I was in the room. “Oh, yes. Of course. We want to see it all done immediately.”

      He said nothing else, and after a moment I sighed, pushing to my feet and stepping closer to where he rested on the matching velvet sofa. The pastor was one of the few in Aplin Shade who could boast a fortune, his wealth amassed by swindling free meals and free heat from his neighbors. That, and stealing donations from the weekly collection at the chapel.

      One hand gripped tight to my watch while I stared at the pastor, waiting for our conversation to continue. Nearly a full minute ticked by in which Marrow considered his glass of port as if it were the most interesting thing in the room. To him, it probably was.

      When it became apparent he would not speak again, I cleared my throat. “I need the fee, Pastor.”

      The pastor’s eyes rolled from the port up to where I stood, his fanciful expression souring.

      “Yes, yes, of course,” he muttered. He pushed himself out of his seat and made slow work of crossing the sitting room. At the threshold of the door, he paused. Glancing back at me, he looked, momentarily, as if he would make another attempt to delay my collection. But my eyes were hard, and he soon turned his back, staggering somewhat drunkenly out into the hall.

      I stood before the fire, rolling up my sleeves and numbly watching the warm, dancing flames until he returned.

      “It’s a terrible thing for you to insist upon,” he said as soon as he swaggered back into the room. “Such cold manners.”

      “I have a legal duty in signing the papers,” I reminded him. “And as we are soon to be…family… I hope you will treat my position in this village with the respect it deserves.”

      I swallowed the sickness of the statement, while the pastor’s face eased into one of bored acceptance.

      “Of course, dear brother,” he drawled. “You have no need of being brusque with me. I understand these past weeks have been trying, for you. You haven’t worked much, have you? It’s to be expected. Even the glory of a second chance at purity can be troubling when you are so accustomed to sin.”

      “The fee, Pastor,” I repeated, unable to keep my clipped tone amicable—barely able to keep it tolerant.

      “Yes, yes.” Pastor Marrow sighed. “I only wish you would consider holding off until after the wedding. Normally, I would be happy to pay any fee for my dear bride-to-be. But my finances are rather tight at the moment. What with—”

      He stopped abruptly, and my cold anger warmed into bitter amusement as I studied him.

      “I never knew your finances to be tight,” I said mildly. “Has something happened?”

      A shadow crossed the pastor’s face, and for a few seconds he looked like he might divulge the hidden truth of his extortion. But then the hesitation passed, and he thrust out a careless hand to dispense my barrister’s fee.

      “Nothing at all,” he said. I took the money, while the pastor’s eyes took in the tears of skin on the underside of my exposed forearm. “Fight with a cat, dear brother?” he asked, one eyebrow raised.

      I glanced at my arm with a smile I hoped gave the tiniest touch of smugness. “Isadora. Mother’s not feeling herself this evening, so I had to help my sister into the bath. She…wasn’t pleased.” I surveyed the four long scratches on my left arm, thinking of my sister’s silent, terrified fury. “Something to look forward to once you’re wed.”

      Pastor Marrow’s lip curled as he studied the marks. “Hm.” He hummed to himself for a moment before snapping out of his troubled thoughts. “Well, perhaps Miss Pollett can help with that task as well. Now, if you’ll excuse me, dear brother, I have some things to tend to this evening. As it is, I’ve already been kept far too long.”

      I held myself back from reminding the pastor that it was he who had drawn out the meeting. Instead, I gathered my jacket and walked to the hall.

      “Of course,” I said, only too glad to be leaving. I had things to tend to this evening as well. “Thank you for your fee. I’ll get started on the license as soon as I return home.”

      “Good,” the pastor said. He nodded to himself, already slipping back into the delight of his fantasies. “Very good.”

      I let myself out of the pastor’s home and was greeted with cold, the bitterness of January holding over into a prolonged snap of frigid, February air. Huddling against the wind, I walked along the dark streets, my eyes peeled for any who might still be about their business in the village. But it was late, and the streets were empty. Fresh snow covered the cobbled footpaths, dulling the clap of my boots. I walked in silence, undisturbed.

      When I reached my own, dark house, the door swung and clattered open, echoing down a corridor as empty and shadowed as the village roads. The air was pungent, stifled, and nearly as cold inside as out. Without taking off my boots or coat, I crossed to the study and shut the door behind me. A fresh stick of tallow was waiting in its holder, and I used it to light my way as I dug the marriage license out of the desk.

      Placing one corner of the paper under the ink bottle to keep it still, I dipped my pen and carefully filled the required lines. I scribbled the pastor’s title quickly, then took a more delicate approach to writing out the letters of my sister’s name. The flourish of ink was pleasing to look at. But the words on the page were ugly, and I could not make myself stare at them for long.

      When the names were written, I left the ink of my unenthusiastic signature to dry and instead distracted myself with rifling through the pastor’s payment. I half-expected to find myself shortchanged, but the clergyman hadn’t bothered to feign ignorance in giving me less than what was owed. Reaching into the deepest pocket of my overcoat, I removed a twined parcel, undoing the string and peeling back the butcher paper to reveal a similar collection of coin pouches and paper notes. With delicate fingers, I flipped through them until I found the other notes unwillingly—unknowingly—donated by the pastor, then carefully added the license fee.

      The church bells tolled the hour of the curfew’s beginning as I rebundled the packet and wound my watch. The mantel clock had stopped, the time frozen near four o’clock. Only a few hours ago, although the span of time between then and now seemed endless. My night had not begun with the pastor. He was only one stop of many, and the earlier work I’d already completed had been far harder than sitting in his lavish chair and listening to his lust-filled plans for my sister.

      I stared across the study at the still, unmoving hands of the clock, while those within my palm continued their lively dance. The scratches on my arm stung, and I ran my fingers over them, putting pressure on the thin wounds as I listened to the faint ticking. Sound and feeling mingled in a stilted bloom of grief, the reality of what I’d done—of what I was soon going to do—sending a deep shudder from my neck to the base of my spine. For a few seconds, I allowed the misery to flood my body. Then, with a small gasp of exhausted relief, I detached from my sorrow, closed my watch, and rolled down my sleeves.

      Guided by the dim light of my single candle, I left the study and went to the parlor. Mother was in the chair where I had left her, her needlework on the side table along with her empty teacup. The room was nearly as cold as the study, but I did not allow myself to shiver. Tonight, I did not want her to see me weak.

      “I’ll be taking the silver tray, Mother,” I said in a quiet voice. “I’m going to bring it to the smithy. I’m curious to know what he’ll offer me for it.” I met her dull gaze and swallowed. “I’m sorry. I know you’re not happy with what I did, but it’s for the best. I can’t stay here anymore. But I won’t make you come with me. I won’t make Isadora face the woods again. I’m sorry it didn’t work out the way I had hoped it would. I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you, the way I wanted to.”

      She made no reply, and I left her in silence, removing myself from the parlor and heading to the kitchen instead. Mother kept her cherished silver in the pantry, and I retrieved it with the same care she would, gently placing it on the table before picking up the soaked rag I’d folded in a neat square on its top. The craftsmanship of the tray was fine, and my hand followed the flowing scrollwork as I wiped it with the rag. When its coating was even and smooth, I wrapped it in dry cloth and tucked it in the carpet bag I’d taken from beneath Mother’s bed.

      The kitchen felt drab without the silver’s graceful sheen catching the golden light of the candle. I stared around the empty room, trying to conjure bright memories of days gone by, moments drenched in a similar, happy gleam. But joy and light failed to appear. I wondered if they’d ever appear here again.

      Leaving the kitchen, I retreated along the corridor and up the stairs to my room. Dropping the carpet bag by the door, I placed the candle on the bedside table next to the book on plant care, then extinguished the orange flame before I lay back against my bed covers. The heavy weight of the evening settled over me again, and once again I allowed it to mingle with the dull tick of my watch, the quiet pulse pushing me deeper and deeper into thoughtless sorrow until I finally began to doze.

      I did not have the luxury of a full night’s sleep. But I would take what hours were afforded me, for strength. The rest of my work would be completed when the bells tolled the start of the new day.

      And before the moon faded under the shine of the sun, I would be dead.

    
  
    
      
        The Pharmacist

      
      February 2, 1863

      The dreams came as soon as I was hovering under the cusp of sleep, the way they had every time I’d slept over the past three weeks. I dreamt of the cold of death, and the heat of monstrous comfort, wrapped around impressions of white-blond hair, violet eyes, and crimson, pooling blood. In the dreams, I struggled to breathe, before I succumbed to the press of strong arms and frozen fingers. I writhed in pain, before I surrendered to the hard pleasure of grief-hoarse screaming that woke me with a gasp.

      The last fragments of the dream echoed in my head, words and sensations indistinct and faded as I sat up in bed to wipe at my fevered brow. My eyes were wet, my cheeks burning in equal doses of torment and tempered bliss, and when my unsteady fingers pulled out my watch, I was unsurprised to find that the hours had slipped away.

      Midnight would soon reach the village. It was almost time to truly begin.

      Licking salt from my lips, I got off the bed and strode shakily to the wardrobe, picking a fresh outfit and hanging the clothes over the back of my chair. The wash basin was already full of cold water. I stood before it, gently washing away the horrible beauty of the dream—all while envisioning the beautiful horror of what was so soon to come.

      By the time I was dressed, it was five minutes past twelve. I snapped my watch closed and tucked it in my pocket, grabbing the carpet bag on my way out of the room. I peeked in on Isadora before I left the upper floor. But when I walked along the lower corridor en route to the kitchen, Mother was no longer in the parlor. Remorse pinched behind my eyes as I recalled the last conversation we’d had, and with a sigh, I moved past the empty room, slipping on my coat before leaving through the kitchen door.

      My first visit was to the apothecary, where I slipped my fingers under the broken sill of the shop’s window. The length of wood wedged against the corner was pressed close to the pane, and it took little effort to push it out of the way as my other hand lifted the window up. Holding onto the stick to keep it from clattering to the floor, I climbed through the window and let it slide shut behind me.

      The snow moon’s soft light sent glowing spots of shadow dancing across the bulbs of the apothecary jars. Dropping my mother’s carpet bag at my feet, I surveyed the shop, wondering how many villagers had frequented it in the years since the first settlers swept up the dust and claimed Aplin Shade as their own. Albert Grant was a fraud, but he was also a businessman, and his watered-down medicines still served a purpose. Without the apothecary, the village would be unable to tend many of its ills. The villagers were largely uneducated in the ways of natural medicine. They relied heavily on Grant and his stores—watered-down or no.

      The apothecary shelves were not tremendously high, but they were full, well-stocked to see the village through the desolation of winter. I examined the array of ingredients on the crowded shelves and sighed at the enormity of the task ahead of me. It would take some time, and I could not afford to be idle. Slipping on my gloves, I strode behind the service counter to begin.

      Albert Grant was taller than me, and even with the stepladder, I had trouble reaching the uppermost shelves. By balancing on my toes, I could just snatch one bottle after the other, dragging them to the edge before tipping them into my palm. Even then, the biggest jar on the top row nearly ruined my methodical work. A thick layer of dust made the glass slick, and I fumbled the jar. It tilted dangerously over the edge until I managed to stick out my knee, holding my leg up long enough for my hand to gain better purchase. With a hard breath, I took a moment to regain my balance on the ladder. Then I carefully stepped down, bringing the bottle with me and placing it on the counter before returning to tackle the second-highest row.

      The effort strained my muscles and cricked my neck. But after the first, frustrating row, I did not mind the discomfort of my work. The apothecary was quiet, and a spiteful, vindictive part of me was happy to spend my time here, seizing each and every bottle I could.

      When all the higher bottles and jugs were taken down, and the ones still on the shelves were within reaching distance, I went into the back office to bring out whatever spare ointments and tonics were stored in crates as surplus stock. Peering into my gathered stores, I studied each jar, bottle, and box as I searched for a particular item. It was difficult to see in the dark. But I knew what I was looking for, and I soon found it in a tall, slim amber glass. For a moment, I twisted the vial in my grip, watching the way the moon’s glow made a ribbon of gold in the gloom. Then I stuffed the glass into my pocket and surveyed the rest of my hoarded treasure.

      I wrapped my scarf over my mouth and nose, then moved my glasses down to stop them from fogging as I grabbed another, less important vial. The contents in this one were thick and dark, and when I flicked my thumb to work the cork loose, a rancid smell of fermented fat made my stomach lurch. Extending my arm to keep the foul concoction as far from me as possible, I held my free hand over my scarf as I tipped the glass. The heavy liquid sloshed in a miniature storm, the brown sludge cascading like a waterfall of waste until it splashed onto the floor.

      The sight was both unappealing and fantastic, and I smiled beneath my scarf, knowing how easy it could be to turn this destruction theatrical. I could envision smashing bottles, breaking windows, setting fire to the volatile liquids strewn over the shop. Spectacle, however, was not my intention tonight. Even if I razed the apothecary to the ground, the burning would not be blamed on me. There had been two fires already set in the past weeks—one at the cabins and one in the tannery—each half of the village blaming the other for the hardships everyone was lately forced to endure.

      I hadn’t gotten credit for emptying the villagers’ pockets. I wouldn’t get credit for this either. But I didn’t need the glory of recognition, and Albert Grant was not worth the extra time. The man was a vile charlatan willing to suggest poison for Isadora—for me. His punishment was simple. Yet it would ruin him, all the same.

      I uncorked, unscrewed, and tore open every container in the shop, artistry not as important as dealing with the ingredients. All of the medicines in the apothecary had to be opened, and all them had to be emptied onto the floor to render whatever value the contents may once have held useless. I started with the least dangerous liquids and kept the most hazardous jars stoppered until the last. Walking backward as I worked, I left a trail of waste drizzling its way from the pharmacist’s counter out to the broken window.

      The smells were dizzying and strong, and my head ached as I emptied the final contents. I gave myself the petty satisfaction of smashing the last bottle I touched. Then I made quick work of taking the carpet bag and crawling back out the window before the fumes overwhelmed me.

      The night air was a burning relief after the intoxication of the shop’s interior. I pushed down my scarf and let the wind scrape my cheeks, closing the window before peering in at the results of my work. It was hard to see much of anything through the pane, and when I stepped back from the shop front, the apothecary looked no different than usual. But in the morning, Albert Grant would wake to find his shop in disgrace. It would be at least two more months before he could make any attempt to send for new shipments. Two months too long, especially since he’d sacrificed much of his supply funds to a mysterious blackmailer in vain hope the truth of his water-heavy tonics didn’t become village news.

      It was not a shame to have made my mark so subtly. It was only a shame I wouldn’t be there to witness his crumpled defeat. But I could not linger until daybreak. I had other stops to make, and I left the apothecary to drown in its own wares—while I set my sights on the smithy.

    
  
    
      
        The Smithy

      
      February 3, 1863

      I found Henley Parkinson in his workshop, snoring atop a pile of hay next to his empty stables. The smithy smelled of dirt and manure, and I tried not to wrinkle my nose when I caught the strong whiff of booze wafting off Parkinson’s skin. The man should have been at home in bed, but his wife had locked him out of the house after she’d discovered he was paying some stranger half of his wages, believing he was keeping some girl on the side. He let her believe it, so she wouldn’t know what he was really trying to hide.

      I stepped silently through the smithy, a lantern I’d taken from outside lit and held aloft as I approached the spot where Parkinson was passed out in the hay. For a moment, I stood over the man, contemplating what I was about to do. Then, with a sigh, I threw out my foot to kick him awake.

      “To hell with you!” Parkinson said with a waking snort. He looked up at me, hazy confusion slowly giving way to annoyance. “I’m trying to sleep, you idiot.”

      “I have something to sell,” I said.

      I placed the carpet bag on the dirty ground, pulling out the rag and carefully peeling back its edge to reveal the silver underneath. Parkinson took in the sight of the tray before his eyes slid to my face. The hollow pools under my eyes were easy enough to read. But instead of pity, the smithy’s expression took on an air of excitement.

      “Hard times for us all,” he said with an appallingly genuine hint of glee. He got to his feet, grabbing the tray and tearing away the rag so he could hold the silver close to his face for examination. It was a fine piece of craftsmanship as well as my mother’s most prized possession, and I could see the flicker of pleasure in Parkinson’s eyes as he held it—smoldering pleasure, which he quickly banked into a look of shrewd suspicion when he noticed me watching.

      “Well?” I asked.

      Parkinson clucked his tongue. “Not worth much.”

      I let out a long breath. “It’s worth more than this entire smithy.”

      He scowled. “It’s worth as much as I say it’s worth. Twenty-five shillings. Not a penny more. Take it and feed your pathetic excuse for a family. Or leave it and serve your last meal like royalty.”

      He tried to stare me down, but he couldn’t hold my empty, shadowed eyes for long. I waited until his gaze dropped before I spoke again.

      “Fine,” I said as his scowl hardened more. He looked back up, and I held out my palm. “Twenty-five.”

      Parkinson’s smile was odious as he scrounged for money, the valuable tray swinging carelessly at his side. I stared at the silver, watching the distorted shapes in its pendulum reflection. The light from the torch played upon its shine, a spot of white glinting off its top corner.

      I raised my eyes again as the smithy returned with his poor excuse for payment. Taking the crumpled banknotes in my fist, I turned on my heel to leave.

      “Wait a minute,” Parkinson said. I paused, turning back in expectant silence as he rubbed his nose. “What’s that smell?”

      “Silver polish,” I muttered. “Too good for anything in your shop, I’d wager.”

      I pivoted again and continued to the door, while behind me, Parkinson hawked a lob of spit onto the ground. I resisted the urge to wipe at my cheek in disgusted memory.

      “I heard about the albino,” Parkinson said as I neared the door. He sniffed. “Good riddance.”

      The banknotes were clenched hard in my fist as I walked out of the smithy, but I did not let the anger get the better of my patience. Stopping a few steps beyond the open doors, I snubbed out the lantern and stood motionless in the dark. One minute and then two passed, my every muscle rigid with anticipation. The snow swirled in soft eddies as I counted the seconds until, three minutes in, I finally heard the clatter from inside.

      When I walked back into the smithy, it was to find Henley Parkinson passed out on the floor of his shop, the bromide-laced tray flung out to one side. I crossed the earthen floor and stepped over his already snoring body, placing the cold lantern on the nearest table before I found a shovel in one of the empty stables. The stalls had once been home to the pair of huge, tawny Clydesdales, and the back of each was still stuffed with hay. But there were no horses in this smithy anymore.

      I grabbed the shovel and dug it into the ground of the first stable, working under the frigid light of the indifferent moon that shone through the partially opened smithy door. Clouds were drifting in, and more snow would soon arrive. But the snow made no difference in here. It would not obscure my work.

      The earth was not frozen, which was a relief, though it was packed hard from the force of horses trampling overtop it. The silent stab and fling of dirt gave way to quiet grunts and chunking metal jabs as I worked to break through the thickest parts of the clay-heavy soil. My head throbbed, and my skin was slick with sweat, a much-needed heat to ward off the cold. But once I finally broke through the first layers, the ground beneath was more giving. I shoveled two feet down, far too shallow but deep enough for my task. When I caught the first glimpse of dirt-crusted bone, I smiled and sped my pace.

      When the church bells tolled the hour of one, I laid down my shovel and returned to the main part of the smithy to grab pieces of wood, nails, and two cheaply made silver horseshoes.

      I staked the two lengths of wood side by side, then attached the horseshoes, their edges facing down in a gesture of ill omen. Then I went outside, grabbed handfuls of snow, and dropped them about to create a path of white-sludged dirt through the smithy and out onto the main road, where it would be noticed in the morning when Parkinson’s wife came to deliver his breakfast. She would follow the trail of dirt to the empty stables that were not quite as empty as she believed. And there, she would find the twin graves of the ten-year-old boys who had been brought to Aplin Shade by Parkinson from a city orphanage as apprentices—until one boy got his head kicked in by a temperamental horse, while the other got his head kicked in by Parkinson himself in the panicked aftermath.

      Parkinson told everyone the boys had run off, and he vowed never to have help in his shop again. He didn’t tell anyone he actually did all the work himself because he had buried the children underfoot. He didn’t tell anyone. But I knew all the same. Because I saw it happen. On an errand to another shop, I heard the commotion of the first death and saw the frothy convulsions of the second. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t have the courage to make a full enemy of the violent man. But that no longer mattered. Parkinson was my enemy. And now, everyone would understand the truth.

      I left the shovel next to the smithy’s sleeping form along with the silver tray. On my way back outside, I dug the crumpled notes from my pocket and added it to the rest of my hoard.

    
  
    
      
        The Foreman

      
      February 3, 1863

      It was a relief to head toward my final stop. But despite the strained exultation of leaving the village proper behind, I could not shake the heaviness of my steps. The shoveling had taken its toll, as had the evening’s earlier events. My arm ached, and I rubbed my hand over Isadora’s scratches, trying to stifle the pain. Yet it was not physical hurt that truly made this stretch of the walk so difficult. I hadn’t been back to the logging camp since the morning after Lex died. I hadn’t planned to ever return, and doing so now was harder than I’d expected.

      “Keep going,” I chided myself when I froze at the edge of the final village house. “It’s almost done.”

      It took a long time to force my feet across the empty expanse between village and camp. I kept my gaze ahead, half-searching for a spot of firelight to guide my final steps, though no sparks of yellow-orange broke the darkness. When I finally reached the rows of cabins, I found them silent. No fire blazed in the pit, and I couldn’t hear any loggers murmuring from inside the rooms. It was after one o’clock, and there was no time for late-night relaxation. Nearly a tenth of the logging camp had died in the past month. Those who remained were fast asleep, getting what little rest they could between grueling shifts.

      A soft tick of sympathy struck my chest for the few remaining men who might still be trying to make an honest wage, doing their assigned work rather than indulging in the petty destruction most of the loggers had turned to. But understanding their plight was not enough to make me regret my decision. I had more than one reason to dislike what remained of the logging crew. My compassion did not pulse as strongly as my hate.

      I kept to the shadows, slinking along the front of the cabin faces. My direction gravitated naturally to the one that had once belonged to Lex, but when I reached its door, I found I could not yet go inside. My fingers pressed against the wood, my hand hovering above the handle. But I could not make the final push, and after a long moment of horrified immobility, I forced myself to move on to another room instead.

      One row over and five cabins farther down, I found it easier to step inside the space once claimed by Peter. The lock didn’t work—none of the cabins locked properly—and when I pushed open the door, I could hear scuttling, whatever had taken residence inside scurrying back into the recesses of the walls. The cabin was unclean, Peter’s clothes still strewn in the manner he left them, a deck of cards messily spread on the tabletop, and a mug of something dark and frozen resting next to the bed.

      I did not linger in the shadows of my dead friend’s home for long. My eyes roamed over the room, checking each cranny of space until I found a drooping candle atop a shelf near the bed. I grabbed the wax in its brass holder and found a match to set it aflame. When the flicker was steady and strong, I placed the tilting candle in the window. Then I left.

      Auguste’s cabin was next, followed by the other loggers who’d gone missing in the woods. In each room, I lit a candle, placing it on the windowsill and letting its flame illuminate the empty room. When I got to the Kealeys’ cabin, I took a few seconds to brace myself for the decayed scent of old blood. But Grace must have spent the final day of her life cleaning away the gruesome remnants of her failing pregnancy. The cabin was musty, as all the cabins at the camp were. But it also smelled of lime and carbolic soap, of a room scrubbed clean by someone thorough in her work.

      In one corner, a shabby pine cradle was wedged next to the double beds. There was no table for meals or cards. With the extra space needed to sleep a family, there wasn’t room.

      My jaw clenched, and I grabbed the short candle stub with trembling fingers. It took four tries to get it to light. When it was finally aflame, I placed it in the window, then took out two additional candles from my bag, lighting them as well before turning my back on the room.

      When the others were finished, I returned to Lex’s door. But this time, I did not allow myself to hesitate before pushing it open. The wood offered no resistance, and with a single, hard step I was welcomed back into the cold, stale, and achingly familiar room. I had been prepared for the sight of the undisturbed space. But my throat seized in a soft, startled sob when I realized the room had retained his scent too. Faint, whispered remnants of Lex’s living soul were woven into the threads of the quilts on his bed. My eyes were used to the dark by now, and I could make out the shape of the loose sheets draped over the mattress, as well as the bloom of blood staining the pillow. The smell I had expected in the Kealeys’ cabin hit me here instead, old copper and dried tears wafting over me like memories.

      The sight of Lex’s blood did not make me queasy. It only made me tired. So tired I was tempted to crawl into the bed, push my face into the red-stained pillow, and sleep.

      “Soon,” I whispered. A reminder. A promise.

      I dropped Mother’s carpet bag on the table, then retrieved the candlestick to light Lex’s candle and place it in the window. The small flame was strong, but it was not bright enough to illuminate the dark outside. Ignoring my pale reflection, I stared out the window and let myself be covered in the blackness, my fists clenching in anticipation.

      The carpet bag remained on the table as I stepped from the window and returned outdoors. My movements were undisturbed, and if anyone heard me slinking between rooms, they didn’t make their presence known. As I crossed the distance to Chester Roy’s own, larger timber house, the rows of cabins were so quiet it seemed like everyone was already dead.

      Wiping my boots across the snow to remove all trace of my steps, I walked to where the foreman’s quarters were separated from the men farther back from the field. Roy’s house was fashioned after the cabins, but where the loggers had cramped confines and drafty interiors, the foreman had a well-constructed home with ample room and sturdy protection against the wind.

      I traveled around the house to the back window where, in warmer months, Roy was in the habit of hanging his washing out on the branches of the nearby trees. It was dim inside, but it was not black, and after a moment of searching, my gaze fixed on the gentle glow of the banked fire. The orange embers made my cold bones sigh, and I welcomed their shivering chill as I turned my eyes from the unfelt heat to the sleeping lump huddled on the bed. I couldn’t distinguish the lines of Roy’s face, which meant I wouldn’t be able to watch his features contort with startled fear. But I didn’t need to see it. I knew exactly what his reaction would be.

      My eyes stayed on Roy’s form while I removed my glove, flexing my fingers as I compiled what little strength I still had. I counted to ten as I made a slow, tight fist. Then, with a painful intake of breath, I pulled my arm back and pounded against the window.

      Three hard, staccato knocks. As hard as I could make them, so hard my hand throbbed with the impact. I winced with the sting, but I did not let myself flinch away. Instead, I waited until I heard the first rustling inside. Then I repeated the knocks—one, two, three—before moving to the next window at the side of the cabin. I paused, waiting, until Chester Roy took up a muffled yell calling for the noisemaker to show themselves. Then I repeated my best imitation of Lex a final time before slipping back, behind the timber walls and around to the far edge of the cookhouse.

      Cloaked in darkness, I watched Chester Roy barrel out of his house, stomping over the yard as he hollered first for the culprit and then for the other men to wake up. For a moment, he was too furious to notice the mark on his cheek. But then his brows pulled together, and he raised a hand to his skin, wincing as his fingers came away coated in blood.

      Evidently, I had not been Roy’s first visitor this evening. While he slept, something had sneaked into his room. While he was so unconscious he didn’t even register the sharp press of the blade, something had carved a mark into his cheek. The dark and the blood made it difficult to make out the shape. But I thought—I was almost certain—it was a series of five jagged spokes reaching out from a central circle, each one connected to form a perfect, crystalline design.

      A snowflake stained with blood. A sure promise of a fate in waiting.

      Chester Roy stopped as he noticed the blood on his fingers, his boisterous voice dropping away into stunned silence until one of the men who had woken from his earlier yelling beckoned him on.

      “Roy,” the logger called through the night. “Something’s been here.”

      Chester Roy’s steps were much less confident as he continued along the first row of cabins, and I held my breath as his hesitant heel pivoted toward the spots of light. With his mouth agape, he wandered waveringly down the row, his steps unsteady as he took in the flickering glow of the candles. When he reached Lex’s cabin, I could see the man’s tremble all the way across the yard.

      I slipped away when more of the loggers came outside to begin a panicked chatter about what they were seeing. In the morning, they would undoubtedly blame the sight—and, likely, Roy’s future scar—on the villagers. But in these first, sleep-heavy moments of frozen blackness, the spots of eerie light were exactly what they seemed to be—a vigil for the dead, prepared by ghosts. When the loggers eventually returned to their beds, they would not easily fall back asleep. And when they finally did, they would spend what few hours of rest they still had dreaming of monsters.

      Scaring the loggers was easy. And frightening Chester Roy was not nearly as permanent as taking his life. But the foreman—along with the smithy, the pharmacist, the pastor—was not destined to die tonight. I wasn’t the only one lurking about Aplin Shade, after all. I wasn’t the only one who knew a swift death would be too easy for what each despicable man had coming to him.

      My quiet steps took me well across the field before anyone thought to look for signs of an intruder around the camp. The sounds of the worried men accompanied me en route to the woods, and the anxious pain of their fear—the horrible knowing of what might be awaiting them in the dark—almost brought a smile to my lips.

    
  
    
      
        The Axe

      
      February 3, 1863

      Rebecca was waiting exactly where I told her to. Standing on the carriage path just before it stretched into the forest, her feet shuffled anxiously as she petted one of the horses tethered to the front of the buggy, her eyes fixed on the shadows of the trees.

      She jumped when I approached.

      “Your silence is otherworldly,” she breathed. She tucked a loose curl behind one ear as she tried to smile, but her expression was too leaden to hold it up. The weight of the night was draped around her, and although she was not crying, I could see the sickly pallor pinching her features.

      “You’re here,” I said.

      “Of course I am,” she replied, before she lowered her eyes. “I wouldn’t go through all of that only to change my mind.”

      I nodded. “Everything’s taken care of, then?”

      “Yes,” Rebecca whispered. The word was a tremble, followed by an intake of breath so ragged it sounded like a sob. “Everything is set. And you? Do you have the money?”

      “Yes.” I patted my pocket where the hidden stash of funds was nestled.

      “Is it enough?” she asked. She glanced up, snow tangling in her lashes and the sickly hue fading as she pressed to know how successful I’d been. “For the house? Food? Starting your business? Is it enough for us to get underway?”

      My stomach coiled at her words, even while I admired her tenacity for saying them. Rebecca did not share my meekness. She was planning the best way we could start a new life together, the best way we could make use of our misdeeds. She was not afraid to let her intentions be known now that we stood at the edge of the wild, wintry abyss. I wondered what other goals she had in mind for her life beyond these woods.

      I swallowed and patted my pocket a second time.

      “Yes,” I said. “Two weeks’ worth of blackmail from nearly half the residents of Aplin Shade. Secrets pay well. And no one collects secrets like me.”

      Rebecca smiled, proud at my accomplishment. I was proud of it too. Proud, and disgusted. That it had taken me so long to realize what I could achieve. That I had never thought it imaginable, when in truth it was one of the easiest things I’d ever done. A few letters delivered conspicuously. A few threats made without decency. A few extra coins to line my pockets, trickling in hour by hour as already weary villagers guiltily paid to keep their sins and shames—some old, most new—hidden.

      If I had known how simple it would be, I could have done it years ago. But I had been a coward then. Now, I did not know quite what to call myself. Broken, for certain. But a coward? That was no longer a concern. Cowards feared the worst. My worst had already come true.

      Rebecca didn’t look at me like I was a coward, however, or like either of us was broken. As I approached the horses tied to the first tree of the forest, her gaze was positively triumphant. She wanted an escape from the village, and in a time of such desperation as this, she was willing to push beyond her own morality to get what she desired. She had no remorse for the events that had brought us to this moment. She was only glad to know her efforts had been worthwhile. To earn the chance for a new life, I’d told her to end the old one. Tonight, after serving her father’s evening tea, Rebecca had done just as I instructed.

      Dr. Gagnesy was as bad as the others, and he deserved the same torment. But his swift death meant that, come morning, the villagers would awake to find that no doctor remained in Aplin Shade. For the first time since the attacks had begun, they’d find a villager turned to snow, rather than a logger. And without this particular villager, there would be no one left to tend to injuries, and no medicines at the apothecary for the villagers to tend to themselves. They would be helpless.

      The justice was cold and sweet, like fresh sap leaking from a winter tree. I would have liked to pay the doctor a visit myself. But I was satisfied with the way things had unfolded. The death wasn’t really a punishment for Dr. Gagnesy, after all. It was a test for his daughter.

      I told Rebecca to kill her father because I wanted to know if her frustrated cruelty ran as deep as I suspected. Framing it as an act of mercy, I gave her the chance to do away with the man who had caused her so much misery—the man who kept her locked here, who lied and cheated in his practice, who sent her to tend the patients he did not care to see, all while still possessing the respectful title she herself could not hold. I wanted to know if Rebecca would fight for another way to escape the village. Or, if she’d choose the violence I’d suggested, to prove her own strength against the restraints she’d been bound by for the entirety of her life.

      All in all, she did not disappoint my expectations.

      I undid the horses’ ties, then stepped up onto the front seat of the buggy.

      “Are you sure the way is clear?” Rebecca asked as she settled next to me on the bench. “The last man to try this route died before we ever knew if the pass was blocked.”

      “We’ll get where we need to,” I said. I patted my other pocket, hinting at the secret protection within. “Don’t concern yourself with anything other than your comfort. You should sit in the back, you know. It’s covered. You’ll be sheltered there.”

      “No,” she said. Her firmness didn’t falter as she smoothed a blanket over her lap. “My bags are in the back. I want to ride with you.”

      I made no argument, and as I turned my gaze forward, Rebecca slipped her hand onto my thigh. My jaw hardened, and I gave a quick, sharp tug on the reins. The horses released twin huffs of cloudy breath. Then they started into the woods.

      We traveled in silence, Rebecca holding tight to my leg while I kept a loose hold on the reins. The horses—stolen from the Benit farms—were familiar with the route. Even though they had not traveled it since the first frosts settled over the grasses last autumn, they trotted easily along the undisturbed path, while around us, a gentle dusting of snow fell between the tall branches of the pines. Rebecca kept a constant eye on the flakes as we moved, her head tilting as she tried to track their movements from sky to earth. I did not watch the snow, the skies, or the trees. I kept my eyes ahead, on the white road that took us farther away from the cold hostility of the village—and closer to the place where my family’s carriage crashed ten months ago.

      Five minutes into their cantering trek, one of the horses snuffled, its head turning and its mane shaking in agitation. My heart skipped, but I pulled the reins to keep the horse going forward, while Rebecca slid closer to me on the bench.

      Two minutes later, both horses whinnied.

      “What is that?” Rebecca asked. She pressed against my side as she leaned forward to look at something in the distance, and I followed her gaze to where a flicker of red light could be glimpsed a way up the path. A small shiver ran along my spine, and I ignored her question in favor of lashing the reins to kick the horses into a faster walk. They faltered, then slowly moved, their steps hesitant but obedient all the same. I kept my eye ahead of them, watching the red glow widen as we neared its strange light.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” Rebecca said under her breath. “We—” Her words turned into a grimacing cough, and she brought her free hand up to her mouth. “Oh, what is that smell?”

      A bubbling, burning scent had filled the air, and I urged the horses to keep moving forward, lashing the reins hard until the buggy curved around the path’s wide bend. As we rounded the trees, the light grew, until we at last approached a small clearing very near where the Fanteur had sent my father’s carriage veering off the forest path.

      At the back of the clearing, a row of carts was lined along the trees, a large array of carriages and sleighs ranging between the size of our small buggy and those designed to be pulled by the strongest steeds in the village. My eyes swept over the row until I noticed the only one of the carts currently hitched to horses. Their mechanical suits creaked as they shuffled, unseen tails likely twitching as they waited to be led away from the line of stolen vehicles.

      My chest tightened with memories of the last time I stood in their monstrous presence.

      “What are those?” The question slipped from Rebecca’s lips like a spill, the words rushing liquid in their fear as she studied the horses.

      “All the village vehicles,” I answered more broadly. “All taken away. So no one can escape Aplin Shade.”

      “We need to escape,” Rebecca said. She dug her nails into my thigh. “Dominic, we need to leave!”

      I made no effort to leave. I watched the metal horses until the ghastly smell once again wafted over me, then turned my attention to the pit of flames situated in front of the vehicles. The fire was roaring, its red tongues licking the dark sky and casting a shadow of blood over the entire clearing. Breathing through my mouth to avoid as much of the smell as I could, I peered into the flames, the fire swaying and twisting in a hypnotic dance until, slowly, I realized that something within the flames was staring back at me.

      With a hard breath, I dropped the reins and stood.

      “What are you doing?” Rebecca asked. Her hand fell to her lap, while her eyes strayed to the fallen reins.

      “I need to see,” I breathed.

      A strange, choked sound issued from her throat, her exclamation of fear cut short as she snatched the reins. Her fright did not impair her practicality. I wondered if she’d been as resourceful when she poisoned her father.

      I laid down the whip and climbed from the buggy’s seat to investigate the fire. Black smoke curled in plumes as something popped and crackled in the flames, and I held an arm against my nose as I approached, my eyes squinted to decipher the shapes sticking out from the edges of the pit. The fire’s hellish light made the clearing crimson bright, and the closer I got, the easier it was to make out the features of the face. The hair and skin had already burnt away. But the wide, melting eyes were ones I recognized well.

      I staggered back, surprised and confused, while behind me, the horses snuffed, stamped, and whined. Rebecca grabbed the reins, trying hard to steady them, while I dragged in deep breaths as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

      “Dominic!” she snapped, the sweetness suddenly leaking from her tone. “We need to leave this place. You’re wasting time!”

      “I’m not wasting time,” I whispered. I stepped carefully back toward the fire, my gaze trained on the flaking ash of the face. “I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

      “What?” Rebecca’s voice was heavy with dismay as she did her own sense making. “What are you staring at? Dominic, what’s in that pit?”

      I stopped close to the flames and lowered my arm, taking in the full scent of burning flesh and roasting meat. The jellied eyes dripped like tallow as the heat of the fire wrapped me in a bloom of appreciative warmth. This wasn’t what I was expecting. But not all surprises were bad, and although I didn’t like the scent of boiling blood, I breathed it in, reveling in all it stood for.

      “It’s my mother,” I said at last.

      “Your…” Rebecca paused, while the horses continued stamping their feet, eager to keep moving. She kept them as still as she could as she considered what I’d said. “But I thought—didn’t you kill her?”

      “Yes.” I smiled. “I did.”

      My mother’s face was burnt and flaking, but what remained of her eyes still held the same startled expression they’d had when I’d poisoned her several hours ago. I saw her face in my memory, the way she looked relieved as I apologized for my recent behavior—the way she gratefully accepted the tea I’d made in amends for the embarrassment of my grief. I stood by the hearth, watching in impassive silence as she began to gag and grab at her throat, astonished by her meekness even in death. She never tried to get out of her seat. She only choked and gurgled, shocked at what was happening but making no effort to fight the inevitable.

      I did not feel bad watching my mother die. I only felt bad about what would happen after. I knew she’d stay in her chair until the Fanteur swept in to carry her away to the woods. But I didn’t expect this to be her final resting place. That sort of kindness seemed too good for a failure like me.

      I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.

      “I couldn’t,” I muttered to myself. “But someone else could.”

      “I don’t understand,” Rebecca said from the buggy. “Dominic, please. We need to leave.”

      I turned my eyes away from my mother, upward to scan the trees. The night was still and silent, and I smiled as I reached into my pocket, retrieving the packet of twined butcher paper.

      I held the packet up to the trees as I untied its string.

      “This is more money than I ever dreamed of laying my eyes upon,” I said. I peeled the paper back and flipped through the collection of banknotes flattened under the pouches of coins. “And getting it was so easy. All I had to do was divulge the truth.”

      “Dominic!” Rebecca yelled. Her voice rang with scared impatience, yet she still made no move to leave the clearing without me. I glanced back at her with a cold laugh.

      “No one would ever suspect someone as weak as me to blackmail them for as much money as they could possibly spare,” I said. “He was right, you know. I could win against them. In my own way.”

      A soft shiver skittered across the back of my neck, and with a sharp intake of breath, I closed the edges of the paper over the stolen money. In a matter of weeks, I had found a way to procure enough funds to travel south in comfort. Enough funds to leave this village behind and happily settle somewhere new.

      I held the villagers’ savings, my fingers squeezing tight to the money I had once craved so much. I felt the weight of richness in my palm. Then I raised my arm and threw the package into the flames.

      “What are you doing?” Rebecca shrieked. She stood in the buggy, one hand still trying to keep the reins steady. “That was our money! That was—”

      “Never going to be yours,” I said as I turned to face the buggy.

      “What are you talking about?” Rebecca looked up at the trees, her brows drawing low as she searched the branches for something she couldn’t seem to find. When she looked back down at me, her eyes were shining—and narrowed with suspicion. “I earned that money, Dominic! Why would you burn what we’ve both sacrificed for?”

      The horses cried out, and my eyes veered to the trees, where a glint of light flashed between branches. I breathed out a sigh of exhausted relief, while Rebecca gasped—more in indignation than in surprise—as her eyes raked over me.

      “I thought you had a plan to fight them,” she said. She wiped her face hurriedly with the backs of her gloved hands, as if her tears undermined her fury. “That’s what you’ve been working on, isn’t it? A plan? To defeat them? To escape them?” She waited for a reply I did not give, then spoke louder, her voice growing hoarse with incredulity. “What about us? What about our future?”

      “You lied to me, Rebecca,” I said in a quiet voice.

      She gasped again, and this time the noise was as insulting as a scoff. She did not try to keep up her charade, pretending she didn’t already know what I was talking about. Perhaps it was another reason she’d murdered her father at my request. A part of her must have always known I didn’t believe her innocence in the matter of Lex’s death. Perhaps she thought if someone close to her died, we’d be on even ground.

      “You are insane!” she scowled now, every bit of the dislike she harbored for me finally spilling over the edges of her forced pleasantries and desperate flirtations. “What do you think is going to happen to you?”

      I took a small step toward the buggy, the red fire still warm against my back.

      “I will die,” I said, the words so light they made me smile.

      “Why would you let us all suffer so much?” she asked. “If all you wanted was to die?”

      “Because this village makes monsters of us all,” I replied. “And monsters deserve to suffer.”

      With a furious hiss, Rebecca slid over in the bench and grabbed the reins more forcefully, pulling them back before snapping them forward. The horses took one clopping step, then another. And then, faster than the snow could drift from the branches of the nearest tree, the steeds broke free as the sharp head of an axe cut through the reins. The horses bucked, rushed, and bolted loose along the path, Rebecca’s scream covering the sound of their clattering hooves as she dived under the bench.

      The buggy rocked, and Rebecca slid backward until she was pushed against its right side, curling under the bench with her riding blanket wrapped protectively around her waist. Her eyes moved back and forth, trying to understand what was so close to her. The threat remained invisible until, very suddenly, Rebecca stopped moving. Her gaze fixed on something that hovered in the air above her, and she screamed again as the axe reappeared, the metal arcing in a swift, hulking motion with enough force to split the wood of a pine.

      Or to cut short her scream, as her head was cleaved off her neck.

    
  
    
      
        The End

      
      February 3, 1863

      Rebecca’s body went limp, though it did not go still. Blood gushed, lively spurts spraying like fountain streams from her severed veins. She twitched and crumpled, broken and slumped under the bench where she would stay, abandoned to a fate of dirty decay in the buggy that would never take her away to the life she dreamed.

      I watched every part that wasn’t the part, every part that wasn’t the instant of deadly impact. My stomach squirmed at the sound of the crack, the thud of bone and skull tumbling over the buggy’s edge before it bounced onto the hard earth. But even as sickness rolled over me in time with the rolling of Rebecca’s head, I did not flinch away from the bloody aftermath. Next to the torments I had already endured, it was nothing more than an uncomfortable twinge. Even then, it felt less like pain than like letting go.

      The doctor’s daughter was as selfish as everyone else in the village. She lied about Lex’s injury. She ignored Isadora’s condition. She killed her father just so she could run away to a better life. She deserved to die as much as we all did, and with her death, my work was finally at its end. All those weeks of planning, manipulating, dragging my feet through every livid day. My will to live was tethered only to the tasks I needed to accomplish, and the revenge I needed to enact. Now, it was finally done.

      Rebecca’s death brought the quiet back, the fire’s roaring crackle crowding in to replace her screams. But although I wanted to revel in the freedom of finally being rid of my despised accomplice, I couldn’t convince my limbs to relax. As the echoes of her scream died, the bloodied axe fell to the ground next to the buggy. Even from across the clearing, I recognized the tool. It was an axe I knew. An axe that had been stolen from the logging camp months ago.

      “I wouldn’t leave you here.”

      A drum of echoing sound pulsed in my brain, words I’d heard replayed every night in my dreams for the past three weeks. New words, or only the memory of old ones? A promise, or only a wickedly perfect taunt?

      I stared at the fallen axe until a cold sensation slid against my skin, ice clouding at the edge of my ear like a frozen puff of breath. My muscles tensed, and the cold hardened, the breath turning into a painful pressure that scraped along my eardrums. The icy wind prowled like a predator, before pouncing in a crack of sudden sound that rumbled an inch from my skin—close but far away, like a word carried through a dream. Like a name carried between the void of life and death.

      “Dom.”

      My eyes widened, breath hitching as I scanned the forest. For a moment, I saw only the same scene before me. Fire and woods. Buggy and blood. Swiveling my head, I tried to uncover the secret hidden in the folds of the wind. When my neck was nearly craned to the right, I caught the glint a step away from where I stood.

      No, not glint. Glints. There were several of them, small and close together, and they danced before my eyes like spots of light after looking too long at the sun. They were a signal of the Fanteur, the same signal they’d used the night of my family’s carriage crash. The same kind of glint I saw the night my friends died.

      A glint of the dead.

      The lights disappeared as soon as I saw them. But I kept my eyes fixed on their location, and soon they flashed again. Focusing in on a spot at the level of my shoulder, I trained my gaze and held as long as I could before blinking. The glints vanished a second time, then returned, my frustration giving way to a surprising tingle of excitement when they again reappeared. I concentrated harder and was able to catch on to them more rapidly, holding until I saw not only the small sparks of light, but also something behind them. Something wider, more solid. My eyes strained to stay open, heart pounding as I ignored the sudden, strong inclination to avert my stare—the sight so dead, my barely living soul wanted only to let it slip away.

      I refused to let it slip away. I held fast, knowing the glints were being made by metal but unable to determine their origin. The more metal available, the easier I supposed it would be to see. The metal horses were impossible to miss. But these slivers were small and fragmented, hovering close together but not part of a solid piece. The lights dazzled me, while my bare hands slowly closed into cold fists—until my palms suddenly fell open as I realized what could cause such a disjointed, sparkling sight.

      Gloves.

      My head buzzed, understanding allowing my eyes to make better sense of the glints and the leather behind them. They were gloves, his gloves, worn leather slipped over long fingers, with sharp iron hooks attached to the finger pads meant for climbing trees.

      The realization pushed at me, tempting me to snap my gaze upward. I forced my eyes to stay on the gloves instead, moving inch by dreadful inch over the metal hooks and along the leather. I fought against blinking, lost, and my teeth clenched in irritation as the lights vanished once more. Weeks ago in the forest, on the cold night the Fanteur took all of my friends, I had done something similar to this. But the gnarled tree had been easier to make out. Dead trees were common to see and easier to comprehend.

      Standing, moving dead people posed a much greater challenge.

      I waited for the metal to reappear, then allowed my tired eyes to move up the gloves to where the briefest glimpse of white poked from their edges. My heart sped faster, my ears rushing with the sound of my pounding blood as I put every last bit of strength I had into keeping my gaze focused. The gloves rose, slowly, and slowly my sight rose with them. My eyes hurt, strained too much with the force of not looking away. But I didn’t look away. I wouldn’t. I had to see. One last time.

      Gently, I shifted my stare from the dangerous promise of the iron hooks onto the cuff of flannel at their bottom edge. The hands bent as they lifted, allowing me to glimpse the arm behind them, the shoulder, the strong neck so white it nearly shined in the dark. My heart hammered in my chest, and I felt woozy and delirious, like my limbs might float with the buoyancy of my disbelief. My gaze continued to drag up along the neck. Then it inched across to the familiar line of chin, lips, and nose.

      To the violet eyes that were now a glazed, milky lavender.

      “Lex,” I breathed, as tears I did not think I could still produce slipped from my open eyes.

      For weeks, I had dreamed of the man who had disappeared, the man who had made my world complete and then took it away with him when he died. But the dreams were only mists of hope that dripped and dried when morning came.

      Evaporating hope that still drenched my soul with patters of certainty.

      The Fanteur took Lex after his death. But they didn’t turn him into snow. They couldn’t. Not with the blood he carried in his veins. I’d known Lex was Fanteur even before that first night of horrible, wondrous dreaming. But when his voice talked to me in my sleep, telling me he was there, he was with me, he was waiting—those dreams offered me more than simple knowing. They whispered hints of a plan I could cling to with the final, frayed threads of my life.

      Tonight, the dream had become real, and the iron hooks were waiting to snap those threads in two. And if I hadn’t been ready before, I was now. Because I’d seen his face again.

      “Everything’s prepared,” I said in a reedy voice. “Everything’s done.”

      Mother was in pieces, burning on the fire to keep her blood and heart—her very soul—safe from being consumed by the Fanteur. And Isadora was soaking in her bath, lye eating steadily away at her skin after her death by strangulation.

      I had intended to poison them both, but my sister refused to drink, refused to taste the tea offered with the pharmacist’s prescribed arsenic dose. When she backed away from our convulsing mother, the horror in her eyes brought with it a curious sense of dismal satisfaction. For months, Isadora had refused to let me or most anyone else touch her, but it was not merely a side effect of what she’d witnessed in the woods. She’d been expecting her demise—as if she’d known the death she’d escaped would soon be back to claim what remained of her life.

      Pushing her down and pinning her under my knees, I fought off her desperate scratches as my hands closed around her neck, and although her eyes remained wide with the struggle to live, it did not take long for her body to grow limp, giving up as if she were already cold. Half-alive. Half-dead. Just like the night she sprawled out of our crashed carriage, blood running from her mouth and her limbs convulsing in shock as she watched the Fanteur move in from the shadows to take our father away.

      In the end, my sister’s death was not as peaceful as I wished. But I had made her a promise. I knew the horror she feared, and it was a horror she would face again, if I did not intervene. I didn’t want to become something she dreaded as much as the woods. But I would not make her suffer the taunting, drawn-out demise the Fanteur had in store. Isadora didn’t need to worry about the monsters anymore. By the time Pastor Marrow found her in the morning, she would be so deteriorated even the Fanteur would not wish to fish her out.

      The Fanteur were going to destroy Aplin Shade and everyone in it. But the destruction would be slow, the torture lingering. With my assistance, they had already swept in to take away the villagers’ money, their doctor, their medicines, and their main means of escape. The horses would be next. Then the pantry supplies. January had ended, but there were weeks yet remaining of the harshest winter cold. For the residents of Aplin Shade, it would be a hell with no possible escape. The few village children, the only true innocents in this desolate land, would die swiftly. Everyone else would last as long as it pleased the Fanteur to play with their food.

      No possible escape. But a possible mercy. I put Isadora in acid to keep her away from the Fanteur, to let her blood disintegrate with her body so she’d never provide sustenance to the creatures she so feared. I’d had to choose whom to protect, which of my family got to keep their bodies safe from the beasts. I paced the study for days, wishing I knew how to protect them both. But in the end, Lex helped. He took my mother’s corpse. He brought her to the woods. He put her in the flames and kept guard so the Fanteur would stay away.

      He’d already given me a gift. Yet now, he was about to give me another. Because I was so, so tired. And with the hooks dancing before my eyes, I knew my exhaustion would end in the sweetest way this cursed village could allow.

      Carefully, my eyes still on Lex, I removed my overcoat and untied my cravat. Baring my skin against the aching cold, I waited as Lex’s gloved fingers hovered close to my throat.

      Hovered, but did not close in. I braced myself for a few, long moments. Then I smiled.

      “I promise you, I want to do it like this,” I said. “You are tattered. I will go through eternity tattered with you.”

      I took in the easier sight of the metal hooks on the gloves. Then I focused—fully focused—on Lex. If he’d been dressed in metal, I would not have struggled to unearth his image from the air. But that wouldn’t be right. I didn’t want to see a hulking metal suit that shielded my living eyes from the ghastly truth. I wanted to see Lex, just as he was.

      In the small snatches I could trace, I took in the moon-skin, bright white and shining like polished stone. I saw the pale-pink stain where his skull was crushed in, where bits of blood still colored his colorless skin. I saw the twists of unearthly gray wood that looked, in some places, tinged with a soft purple to match the new shade of his milky eyes. I saw where the wood snaked around the side of his neck before burrowing under his skull, its roots filling in the spaces where the toque had been worn away.

      I studied the places where skin melded with bark until Lex stepped closer to me. Then I fished my hunter watch from my pocket. Without shifting my gaze, I clicked open the face and listened to the quiet, comforting tick of the second hand. Two seconds ticked away before I dropped the watch and smashed it underfoot.

      I did not know if any lingering Fanteur watched in the woods around us, unable to keep their hungry gazes away from this sight. But I didn’t care if they spied—if anyone saw what we were about to do. My eyes stayed on Lex. My Lex. My Fanteur, who considered the shattered watch before his dead eyes raised to mine.

      Tonight, my life ended. And it would end by the hand of the man I loved. There was no sun-drenched conclusion where I escaped Aplin Shade and lived a joyous life. I died, either way. And either way, I would die content as Lex brought my misery to an end.

      Aleksander Haugen stared at me, the glazed lavender of his eyes full of pained anticipation as his hooked gloves drew back. In the distant houses of the village, someone began to scream. At the same moment, Lex moved forward to kiss me.

      His dead lips electrified us both as the iron spikes pierced my skin.

    
  
    
      
        
          Epilogue
          Lex
        

      
      Lex sat in the quiet of the woods, the darkness broken only by the dying fire and the sparks shooting from the stone as he scraped it against the thin circle of metal. He kept his gaze trained on the steel, watching as it sharpened to a razor’s point. The weapon would be small, but that seemed fitting. It would also be seemingly innocuous, with a deadly, cutting edge. That seemed fitting too.

      As he worked, snow not of his making fell from the sky, drifting down to rest on the corpse beside him. The flakes had stopped melting a while ago, when the heat evaporated into the cold night and left the limbs stiff. Every so often, Lex brushed a hand across the face, clearing away the white. Then he bent back over the metal.

      When the weapon was finished, he spent a moment admiring his work. The pocket watch’s interior rim, now free of its broken glass, had been bent upward and sharpened into a circular razor. Lex ran a dead finger along the rim’s tip, slicing into the skin that no longer bled. The dull sting dissipated as soon as the first twig slithered up from his bones to bridge the gap in the flesh. He touched his thumb to the hard sliver of wood as he snapped the watch closed.

      The pain in his finger was gone by the time he sat upright and stretched out his legs. But four hours later, his stomach was still gently roiling from his kiss with Dom. In the weeks since his death, it was the only physical discomfort he’d felt, and he’d underestimated how severe the pain would be. The dead and living could not touch without metal to absorb the shock. He’d anticipated a small jolt. Instead, he found his whole body burning hot like he’d been struck by lightning.

      Still, he did not regret his choice. He’d wanted to feel the very second life became death. When the pain rushed through him, striking each tendon and clattering each bone, he knew he was getting his wish. He kept their lips together until the end, until the pain crackled, burned, and finally faded. Even now, the shaky sickness remained. But that was fading too. Soon, it would only be a memory of the last moment of Dom’s life.

      With a sigh, Lex rubbed the pocket watch between his fingers, polishing its plain case. He replayed the kiss in his mind, revisiting the mesmerizing, life-ending pain until, to his right, something kicked lightly against his leg. The jerky motion made him pause, and he glanced at the foot. It rested for a few seconds, motionless. When it kicked again, Lex pocketed the watch and carefully crawled over the body.

      He cleared snow from Dom’s closed lids and waited. After a moment, he could feel more limbs stirring as something not quite blood rushed through them. Tendons stretched, and muscles twitched. Dom’s chin rose a little less than an inch. Then, slowly, his eyes fluttered open.

      “Welcome back, min elskede,” Lex said in a low, air-empty breath.

      Dom blinked, sleepy from death, his eyes half-rolling as he tried to focus. He swallowed, attempting to move his head but getting snagged on the bark Lex had placed deep into his neck after he’d died. Lex reached around him, hooked his fingers at the bottom of his skull, and pulled the bark free. Dom stared at it and swallowed again, a force of habit Lex himself still did from time to time. Then he reached forward, cautiously, and touched the tip of his finger to Lex’s cheek. There was no pain, no sizzling heat to make them shrink back. There was only smooth familiarity of a touch they had not felt in weeks.

      A soft gurgle of sound somewhere between a choke and a gasp escaped Dom’s throat. His hand cupped Lex’s cheek, and Lex leaned into it, bringing his own hand against the newly cold skin.

      “Lex,” Dom whispered.

      His voice was soft, scratchy, and so full of need that Lex could not resist lowering his body until he could feel the whole of Dom’s lithe frame under him. He was no longer a living man. But although he had died, he was not entirely dead. The dead could not feel pain or pleasure, fear or frustration, loneliness or love. The dead could not cry sticky, sap-filled tears. Nor could they sink into the heady comfort of lust, their cold bodies mimicking the hard rush of living heat.

      Lex was capable of all those things, an overwhelming lesson he’d learned the first night he stood over Dom’s crumpled, sleeping form. Mourning their distance, fearing how sickly Dom looked, angry that they had been forced apart, Lex whispered his plans in words foreign to this country—plans he had started making the moment he understood what he was, and what he was supposed to do. He spoke low and fast, repeating his messages over and over, desperate to make his voice heard and proud—so damned proud—when Dom mumbled in his sleep.

      “I know,” he’d said. And with the whimper of sound, Lex had broken into his new, sap-like tears.

      He’d given his lover hints of the darkness that would come. Then he’d filled his dreams with memories and murmured promises of what they would do when they were once more able to touch. Now, Dom pushed against him, and it was all Lex could do to remind himself that it was too soon—that Dom needed more rest, more time to adjust before he overloaded his new, deader senses.

      In the meantime, there were other pleasures they could share.

      Lex raised himself up, holding his body back and his face close as he dug out the weapon he’d so recently completed. He looped the chain around his finger and let the watch dangle between them, the hands still stopped at the moment of death. Dom’s eyes moved to catch the steel shining under the last of the moon’s fading glow.

      “Now the fun part begins,” Lex said. He flicked the chain up, the watch landing in his palm as he clicked open the face.

      Dom eyed the sharp rim of metal, and he smiled.

      His hard work was not going unnoticed. Already, someone in the village—an early caller to the doctor or perhaps the smithy’s wife—had let loose a shrieking scream. At the camp, the loggers were restless, while Chester Roy had barricaded himself in his room, sweating with panic, a bandage held over his face as he paced before his fire. The fear had begun, and it was only going to get worse.

      Dom brought his hand up, his fingers sliding around the edge of the watch before they ran over Lex’s skin instead. His touch skimmed along Lex’s arm and over his neck before moving to the side of his head that had been crushed in. Dom traced the wood cords now covering the missing pieces of his skull, cords that were thicker than those already stitching up the scratches on his own arms—thicker even than those covering the wider, deeper hook marks stretching from the back of his neck and across his throat to the far side his collarbone.

      He felt the strange twists of wood while his free hand reached into his pocket. His stiff fingers fumbled, paused, and then carefully fished out the vial Lex had watched him steal from the apothecary before destroying all the pharmacist’s supplies.

      “Now the fun part begins,” he echoed in a death-raspy whisper.

      They stared at the antimony powder together as he twisted the glass gently in his paled hands. Then their gazes locked again, and Lex could no longer resist kissing him.

      Slaughter was on the horizon, though Dom wouldn’t have to partake in the gruesome parade. His weapon—his weapons—would be used for a different purpose.

      He and Lex were going to help the Fanteur enact their revenge. They were on the side of the monsters now, and they would stay there, until every single resident of Aplin Shade had paid their debt.

      But when the village was empty and only the dead remained—

      Then the Fanteur would pay too.

    
  
    
      
         Reading Group Guide

      
      
        	The village of Aplin Shade feels almost like a character in its own right. How does the setting shape the choices people make throughout the novel?

        	How does grief shape Dominic’s world view? In what ways does it influence his sense of justice?

        	Several characters feel stuck in some way by family, by reputation, by poverty, or by expectation. Who felt the most trapped to you, and why?

        	Many villagers cling to tradition and superstition when difficulties arise. Do you think those beliefs help them cope—or make things worse?

        	The story asks us to think about what makes a monster. Who—or what—felt most dangerous to you?

        	Were there any moments where you felt torn about what the “right” choice was? What made them complicated?

        	Did your understanding of any character shift in a major way over the course of the book?

        	The novel suggests that change doesn’t always come from one big moment but from a series of smaller ones. How do those small choices build on each other? Did any quiet decision stand out as more important later on?

        	How did the constant cold and snow affect the mood of the book for you? Did it heighten the tension or sense of isolation? How would you have approached Dominic’s situation?

        	In what ways do past wounds shape the present in Aplin Shade? How do you see trauma being carried forward—or passed down—and what do you think it would take to stop that cycle?

      

    
  
    
      
        A Conversation with the Author

      
      
        What first sparked the idea for As the Snow Gathers?

        As the Snow Gathers began very simply with an image of blood seeping into snow. I’m not sure where the image came from or why it appeared so suddenly in my mind. Yet as soon as it did, I was filled with questions about who the blood belonged to and why it was being shed. I started with a short story before realizing that wasn’t enough to satisfy my curiosity about (and growing affection for) this wintry world. Aplin Shade and the bigger mysteries of its past developed alongside Dominic, Lex, and the other characters. This was very much a novel of discovery, the village and its monsters growing together with every new bit of blood that turned the chilly landscape red—or disappeared before it could even leave a stain upon the snow.

        Dominic processes so much internally and doesn’t always say what he’s thinking. What was the biggest challenge in writing a character who keeps so much beneath the surface?

        Throughout the novel, Dominic struggles to balance his hope and his pessimism, which I think plays into some of his internalizing tendencies. He cares about the people around him, and he wants to protect those he loves. But he also carries his own darkness, and when he’s angered by the actions of others or frustrated by the way he and his loved ones are treated, those darker instincts want to take hold.

        For me, this struggle became most obvious when writing Dom’s interactions with his sister. He wants to be a good brother, but he’s also angry and hurt over how Isadora acts in his presence. It was challenging to make his care for his sister obvious while still allowing him to feel those pains and irritations at how much their relationship had changed. Darkness isn’t always evil, and for Dom, his descent into desperation comes initially from his drive to make things better. With that in mind, it was definitely hard to put him into the position of realizing that kind choices and productive ones were no longer the same thing.

        The story weaves together folklore and realism. What was your process for deciding how much to explain versus how much to leave mysterious?

        When I was younger, I would sometimes get frustrated when stories didn’t fully explain their mysteries to me. I am a curious person, and I wanted all the answers! Over time, however, I’ve come to appreciate mysteries that remain a little unsolved. I think it feels a bit more real that way, especially when we’re talking about things that happened in the past. There are so many people, events, and entire perspectives that have been accidentally forgotten or intentionally erased from history, and I think it’s important to be aware of that fact and to acknowledge that there’s always more to the story than what we know.

        In As the Snow Gathers, there are major gaps in the history of Aplin Shade, and I wanted these characters to live with the knowledge that they don’t understand the whole truth of what happened before they arrived in the village. It was fun to explore how different characters might cope with such an incomplete reality, whether through dismissal, indifference, superstition, or—in Dom’s case—a determination to stitch together something that feels a little more complete.

        What’s one detail in the book that readers might not realize has special meaning to you?

        Lex is Norwegian, and because I thought it would be fun to learn the language of one of my characters, I actually started learning Norwegian myself while working on this book! Over three years later, I’ve studied the language daily, and while I definitely still consider myself a novice, I love the process of learning about both the language and the culture of Norway. One of my favorite small moments in As the Snow Gathers is when Dom describes how Lex and he teach each other their respective languages, speaking and reading together in the candle glow. I love imagining them cuddling as they explore their words together, as I think language in general is such an important and fascinating way to better understand another person—not just through what they’re saying but in discovering how and why their language is shaped the way it is.

        This is your adult debut! How did writing for an adult audience feel different from your previous work, if at all?

        I had a great time writing for an adult audience! Typically, my process for writing young adult or middle grade fiction is to write the initial story and then pare things down a little, removing some of the deeper details and simplifying the world-building or character decisions to keep a more straightforward flow. Writing for an adult audience started with the same process, only instead of paring down, I ended up getting to add more—more detail, more thought, more world-building, and more horror. It was a slower process, especially as this is my first historical work, which involved a lot of research about the food, language, clothing, and technology of the region and time period. But I learned so much while writing, and it was such a worthwhile experience to craft a slower tale like this. I’m excited to write more for adult audiences in the future.

        Were there any scenes that were particularly difficult to write or that you had to rewrite multiple times? What was your favorite scene to work on?

        One of the most difficult parts to write of As the Snow Gathers was probably the transition from the second to third part of the story, when Dominic’s motivations see such a sudden, drastic shift. This is a dark time for Dom, and yet, he possesses a strange sense of clarity that sees him change from a meek observer to a desperate and cunning manipulator. He is still the same character, but his path has been swiftly altered, and that made for a lot of reflection when thinking about what actions he would take next.

        My favorite scene to write, on the other hand, was the run-in with Fanteur in the woods. I loved the building tension of the storm, the revelations that accompanied Dom’s time alone in the forest, the sweet reuniting with Lex, and the meeting with their friends before the Fanteur make their first full, on-page appearance. There are different kinds of horror within this book, but the forest scene is where the monsters get to show what happens when they play with their food. The carnage is devastating, but the unleashing of the horror was a lot of fun to write!

        Was there a particular scene or moment that changed the direction of the story as you were writing?

        Originally, Dominic played a different role in his mother’s death, one that forced him to deal much more directly with the gory aftermath of her demise. After exploring his past and learning of his strong dislike for that sort of violence, however, I felt that Lex wouldn’t put Dom in such an uncomfortable position. This realization allowed me to reflect on the various ways people can and cannot handle violence as well as how the term itself can mean entirely different things, depending on what any given person defines as a truly “violent” act. Within the story itself, changing how Dom interacted with his mother after her death also added another layer to his relationship with Lex, particularly in the way these characters understand and care for one another, even in their darkest moments.

        The relationships in this book are layered and complicated. Which dynamic was the most interesting (or difficult) for you to explore?

        Dominic has a complicated relationship with everyone in his family. But although his scenes with Isadora presented their own challenges, it’s his relationship with his mother that I found most interesting to dwell on and in a lot of ways most difficult to convey. Neither Dom nor his mother knows how to deal with the way Dom’s role in the house has changed since the death of his father, which results in a relationship that should be natural but is instead rather stilted. Yet despite their awkwardness with one another, these two characters share a lot of similarities. This is something Dom is all too aware of, as he uses his mother as a way to reflect on his own behavior. On the one hand, this makes him empathize with how she views the world, though since Dom dislikes so much of his own personality, it also makes him see her flaws more distinctly. There’s understanding for how she exists, even though that understanding doesn’t amount to agreement, which was an interesting dynamic to explore.

        The emotional stakes feel deeply personal even as the danger widens. How did you keep the story grounded in the characters amid those larger tensions?

        Although there are supernatural creatures in this book, from the outset I knew I wanted this story to be more about the characters living alongside the creatures than the creatures themselves. The Fanteur are not a new presence in Aplin Shade. They’ve always been around, and for a long time, they caused no real harm. For Dom and Lex, the forest was once even a safe haven, and it’s only because of the villagers’ interference that things began to change. The residents of the village are frightened by the idea of monsters, yet a lot of the time the actions (or inactions) of their neighbors prove to be scarier than anything creeping through the trees. I wanted to make sure I had main characters who understood that better than others did—characters who saw the true horror of everyday life and knew that the villagers were just as much a threat to their peace, safety, and happiness as the Fanteur.

        Aplin Shade feels incredibly immersive. Was it inspired by a real place, or did it grow entirely from your imagination?

        Aplin Shade itself is fictional though the general feel of the village proper was inspired by a lifetime of visiting historical villages. There is something wholly unique about walking through buildings, watching demonstrations, and seeing (and sometimes even handling) artifacts that speak to what day-to-day life was like in the past. I definitely channeled those immersive memories when I started to develop how Aplin Shade would function.

        Most of my life has likewise been spent near the woods though it wasn’t until moving from the suburbs to a more rural location that I really understood the isolation of being surrounded by forest, especially in the winter months. One scene in As the Snow Gathers has Dominic standing just outside of the woods, listening as the wind rushes toward him like a beast hulking through the trees. That scene in particular came from my own experiences of standing in wait while the wind builds, half-expecting something to emerge from the tree line when it finally makes its way to me. In those moments, it’s not hard to understand why people believe the natural world is full of supernatural force!

        Do you listen to music, build mood boards, or use any rituals to help you stay in the world of the story?

        Music is definitely my go-to if I need to get in the right headspace for writing though the kind of music changes from story to story. For As the Snow Gathers, mood was crucial, and I actually found myself drawn to winter storm ambient music the most (especially when I was working on the story during summer months!).

        After spending so much time in such a cold setting, did you find yourself craving warmth—or leaning into the winter vibes?

        Winter is my least favorite season (I don’t do well with the cold!), so I was always craving something a little warmer while writing. Luckily, I’m big on throw blankets and tea, so I could get pretty cozy even while being pretty cold.

        If you could spend a day in Aplin Shade (with guaranteed safety!), what would you want to see or do?

        If I could visit before the events of the story, I would probably choose to visit during the spring. I’d love to sit on the riverbank and watch the organized chaos of the loggers driving logs downriver!
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