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Part 1
 
   Hangman, Turn Your Head Awhile
 
    
 
   Buckinghamshire, England, 1716
 
    
 
   The stolen horse snorted and lathered with sweat as its rider leaned in, pushing it in a fury of flying hooves and mud towards Gallows Hill. The voices of Emmat Bird’s parents still rang in her ears as she drove the poor beast on: Come home with your brother or not at all.
 
   Branches of alder and maple whipped past, low and leafy. She ducked them, rounding another bend in the road and swearing under her breath as the land began to rise towards the terrible gamble she knew was coming.
 
   The grey April morning ahead yielded a new black spot from the place where the road disappeared into the mist. The spot grew, contorted as Emmat flew in its direction. It was another rider, and as the distance began to close between them, she saw the man was flagging her with an adamant arm.
 
   Come home with your brother or not at all.
 
   She didn’t have time. She didn’t have time!
 
   “Oi!”
 
   Now she could see it was a younger man. And one she recognized. Emmat sneered as she reined in the heaving mount.
 
   “Oi!” the man called again, trotting up to meet her. “You’re Bird’s sister, ain’t you?”
 
   “You know me, Thomas Lobb, don’t play daft.” She had less than no patience for suffering Peter’s shiftless friends this day. “Speak quickly or move,” she said, “or haven’t you heard there’s trouble?”
 
   “That’s just it,” he said, eyes bulging with dismay. “Between Fiddick and I, we must ’ave brought five times as much as Old Ketch’ll have from the sheriff for stretching your brother’s neck.”
 
   “You silly bastard, you tried to bribe him?” The gelding shifted, restless below as her turbulent irritation seeped into the animal. “In front of the sheriff?”
 
   Lobb shook his head in vehement denial. “Sheriff weren’t there. Nor the chaplain. Don’t know where they are. But the hangman won’t be bought, I can tell you that.”
 
   Incompetent arse.
 
   “Well it’s a good thing I haven’t come to bribe him now, isn’t it? Now move!” Emmat kneed the horse and jerked the reins around, crowding the stammering Lobb out of her path and urging the beast into a full gallop again as fast as she could manage.
 
   Those idiots with their bribes. How long do they think he’d stay appointed hangman if every desperate fool could buy him off?
 
   Emmat had something besides coin in her pocket, however. A folded bit of parchment bearing a stay of execution from Judge Couch. It was a forgery, of course, but no one needed to know that.
 
   Come home with your brother or not at all.
 
   She seethed as the gelding put more and more muddy road at their backs, its great head hammering up and down as the incline of the hill grew and tried its endurance. 
 
   Peter, her worthless brother. Never mind that it was Emmat who brought home money to their family’s house. Who kept the fireplace lit and the roof in good repair through her own contributions, and at great risk to herself. It was Poor, Dear Peter who was the Golden Son. Poor Dear Peter who made stupid mistakes and irritated dangerous people, and then expected everyone else to save his neck when he found himself climbing a ladder to bed. And her mother and father expected it, as well—to what advantage, she didn’t know.
 
   Ought to be shipped off to the Colonies. Then we’d have an end to this nonsense.
 
   The flanking trees gave way as the crest of Gallows Hill emerged from the mist, a great grey knell of finality the light of the sun refused to touch. 
 
   She allowed the horse to slow down to a trot as she approached, working to master the lines of her face so they might show calm authority. The wild flames of her hair, a match to her brother’s and blasted in every direction by her reckless tear through the countryside, would do little to help, though she smoothed them back with a palm, all the same. 
 
   There was Peter, already up on the back of the cart looking small and afraid, while the hangman’s horse stood ready to lurch forward at a word. The deadly nevergreen loomed overhead, eternity’s witness and instrument both, its dangling noose a snare laid by mortality.
 
   And there was the hangman. Jack Ketch himself—or so every unnamed master of the drop was known—the size of a small frigate, hooded and clad in black, jerking the cords pinioning her brother’s arms into place. His head came up at the sound of hoofbeats.
 
   Emmat swung down from the saddle, indifferent to the flash of stocking and leg she might show. They were the only three on the hill, and her brows came down as she strode towards the cart.
 
   Arms like tree limbs folded over the hangman’s chest as she approached, but his stance belied only mild interest. A man accustomed to interruptions while he made to carry out his grisly work, clearly.
 
   “Is the undersheriff not attending hangings these days?” she said, watching Peter’s eyes widen with hope at her advance.
 
   “Does it matter?” The hangman’s voice was an iron bar dragged through a bed of hot ash and gravel.
 
   Emmat came to a halt, affronted hands on her hips. “It bloody well does!”
 
   It’s probably better he’s not here, considering.
 
   “He’s abed with a fever, last I heard,” the hooded man drawled.
 
   “And the chaplain? A fever as well, I suppose?” Considering most hangmen were former criminals themselves, snapping at the man might not have been the best idea. But it didn’t stop her.
 
   “Haven’t had a whiff of clergy all morn,” he said, sounding bored beneath the hood. “And if you’ve come with a bit of golden grease on your palms like the last two, you might as well get back on that horse.”
 
   For once in his life, her brother was wise and kept his mouth shut, but she could see his gaze darting between her and the hangman, wild with expectation. 
 
   God damned Golden Boy.
 
   “What I’ve come with,” she said, producing her brother’s last chance with a flourish, “is a writ of stay from the judge. Here.”
 
   She thrust the parchment at the man between two fingers, as though levelling a pistol. He reached and took it, unfolding the leaf and bending his head to read. Peter’s bound hands wrung together as he squinted in the letter’s direction.
 
   There were any number of possible outcomes Emmat had planned for on her furious ride up the hill, but the hangman’s dark chuckle as he crumpled the writ was not among them.
 
   “If that’s Couch’s hand,” he said, compacting Peter’s salvation with a gloved fist, “then I’m the ruddy King of France.”
 
   Bollocks.
 
   Her eyes jumped from Peter to the hangman. Back to Peter again.
 
   Come home with your brother or not at all.
 
   “Run.”
 
   It was one word, one syllable.
 
   It was a trigger.
 
   Everything happened at once.
 
   Emmat drew the dagger she’d hoped not to draw. Peter leapt from the cart but, witless sod that he was, lost his balance with his arms pinioned and fell to the ground with a yell. The hangman lunged to put a boot on Peter’s back, but Emmat was on him with the dagger.
 
   And then she wasn’t.
 
   The man seemed to twist like a falling cat in mid-air, his body everywhere at the same time. A fist was in her hair while other fingers dug into her wrist and sent the blade spinning. Her brother shouted at the jolt of another well-placed boot in his ribs.
 
   “So that’s the way of it,” the hangman said, latching into the laces of her stays at her back for a better grip while Peter groaned and curled tighter on the ground. A brisk, rough search cost her the second dagger in the side of her boot, as the hooded man transferred it from her person to his.
 
   “Peter, get up!” she pled, not knowing how unhinged the executioner might become. Her brother struggled to rise, slipping and kicking like a grasshopper missing a leg. The clutching hand at her stays gave a yank and Emmat bounced backwards against the hangman. She blinked into the mist at the impact, and then down at her squirming sibling.
 
   “Forged a letter from a judge. Interfered with a lawful execution. Stole a horse—oh yes, I can tell.” The rasp of the voice came low at her ear, scruffing her where she stood. The threat was there, even unspoken. As if Emmat needed more capital crimes added to her tally.
 
   “Emmat.” Peter managed to sit upright, coughing.
 
   “I’ve changed my mind about bargains today,” the hangman said, ignoring her brother’s whimpering. “It’s so godawful important to you this one don’t swing, I’ll make you a trade.”
 
   Silence on the hill. One of the horses snorted and stamped a hoof, she couldn’t see which. Emmat knew what was coming.
 
   “You for him. I’ll only ask once.”
 
   It was a bargain the man had no authority to make, though it seemed a poor time to remind him of it.
 
   Peter stared at her, unmoving as a petrified deer, his mouth hanging slack, copper hair sticking out in muddy disarray.
 
   Come home with your brother…
 
   At her back, she felt the hangman’s chest expand with his waiting breath. Her jaw flexed. Eyes bored through her wretched brother’s to a vision of her parents’ faces when she told them Peter was dead. She exhaled.
 
   “Done.”
 
   … or not at all.
 
   “Very well.”
 
   A drop from the noose could not have been more final.
 
   In the space of a breath, he was hustling her towards the black mountain that passed for a mare, not a second left for doubt. When she balked at the last moment, he drew her up short.
 
   “You can ride in the saddle or over it. It’s all the same to me.”
 
   Bastard.
 
   She opted for ‘in’ and he vaulted up behind her as soon as she’d righted herself. It was happening too fast.
 
   The hangman clicked his tongue at the horse and gave it a sharp kick. The cart jerked into a roll and Emmat twisted her upper body to steal a frantic look back at her brother, who knelt now in the mud.
 
   “Emmat!”
 
   A strange man’s arm circled her waist, a seal to a costly bargain.
 
   “Don’t make this be for nothing, Peter!” she called back to him, craning her neck. “Get up! Go!”
 
   The man at her back pushed on, ignoring the parted siblings’ last desperate exchange. He’d tossed her other dagger aside and it was still out there, somewhere among the damp stubble of grass atop Gallows Hill where Peter remained, wounded and bound. Emmat hoped he could find it and free himself.
 
   That would at least make one of them.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The mare picked her way along the road, in the opposite direction from which Emmat had approached the hill, for what felt like days, though the gradual darkening of the sky told her it could only have been hours. 
 
   The hangman spoke not a word to Emmat as they rode, nor she to him. What was there to say? Even if she didn’t know what he wanted with her—unlikely—she’d find out soon enough.
 
   They stopped exactly once, to water the horse. A narrow stream cutting through a stand of trees quenched their thirst, but the rushing sound of water gave rise to a different need in its place. 
 
   “And you’re going where?” he said, again in that bored tone as she stepped towards the trees. They were the first words he’d said to her since they’d left her brother to fend for himself on the hill.
 
   She felt her lip curl. “A bit of privacy, if you please?”
 
   There was no reading his face for the hood he still inexplicably wore, but the shift in his stance told her he’d been about to give one reply and then changed his mind.
 
   “You’ve a forty count,” he said at last, adjusting the cinch on the saddle. The rest rang clear as funeral bells. She would not enjoy the consequences of making him wait.
 
   There were fleeting notions of running as she attended to her necessaries, but they went nowhere. Which was just about where Emmat had left to go. He could run her down on the horse without breaking a sweat, and there was no telling what sort of mood he’d be in then. Stolid and silent were preferable to a great many others.
 
   Mounted again, the cart trundling along behind, Emmat continued to do her best to angle her upper body away from the hangman’s chest at her back. A pointless protest—and beginning to make her muscles ache—but she intended to manage as little bodily contact as possible. Backed into his groin astride a saddle was not the ideal way to do this, of course, but anything less felt like a tacit approval of the situation.
 
   She could only assume he was taking her to his home, and who knew how much farther that could be? Country hangmen travelled in circuits, and this one could have been anywhere on his, this morning. 
 
   Between their abrupt departure from the hill and however far they’d come, day had matured into afternoon and then faded to evening. As much as she tried to avoid it, between the rhythmic plod of the horse, their mutual silence, and the ever-present warmth of the arm he insisted on keeping ’round her waist, Emmat found herself nodding to sleep.
 
   Jolting awake to find him yanking her upright in the saddle again was one thing, and it happened twice. Better than falling off, certainly. But another matter altogether was rocking to groggy wakefulness with her head tucked beneath the hangman’s chin, her back curled into the warmth of his chest.
 
   The first time Emmat floated up out of sleep this way, her heartbeat spiralled from a dreamy lull to a deafening tattoo in moments. It was all she could do to maintain a semblance of calm and not spring forward like a hare. Some instinct told her sudden movements would be more trouble than they were worth. Emmat didn’t know anyone faster than her with a dagger, and the man had knocked the blade clean out of her hand. While subduing her brother.
 
   She peeled herself away from the wall of man at her back yet again and tried to keep her eyes open. 
 
   No, Emmat thought, inhaling a deep draught of the damp night air, it was best to conserve her wits for whatever the executioner planned once he brought the cart to a stop. She had her suspicions, and they were neither unexpected, nor pleasant.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   There was just enough moonlight to distinguish the humble outlines of a house from the surrounding land. They were several miles outside of Buckingham by now, if Emmat’s sense of direction held, and it stood to reason, as well. Decent people refused to suffer hangmen to live amongst them, appointed by the law though they may be. Carrying out capital punishments was ghastly, unclean work, and they preferred its standard-bearers reasonably out of sight.
 
   The single-storey building loomed off to her right by the time the hangman reined the mare to a halt and dismounted. Emmat yawned and blinked wide eyes into the night, still in the saddle while the man moved to detach the horse from the cart. That accomplished, he led the beast around to what was probably a lean-to, as much of it as she could see in the darkness, before bothering to summon her down with a proffered hand. 
 
   She ignored the gesture and pivoted out of the saddle on her own, determined to maintain that everything that had happened that day, from the time she set out on a stolen horse with a forged letter, had been her choice, and hers alone.
 
   No sooner than both her feet were flat on the ground then the most pressing of her poor choices had a grip like an iron fetter around her upper arm. The man seemed to like words about as much as bribes, which was to say hardly at all. There was no gruff ‘Go’ or ‘Move along’ to prod her: he stepped and she came with him, her heartbeat accelerating as he marched them towards the house.
 
   You can do this, Emmat. 
 
   But what if she couldn’t? She didn’t know this man. He could be anything. Do anything.
 
   The angular recess of a doorway darkened a portion of the façade as they approached. A latch shrieked a metallic warning and hinges whined as the hangman thrust her ahead of him into a space blacker than the surrounding night.
 
   If there were windows, they remained shuttered. If there was a lamp, he didn’t bother to light it. When the door thudded closed behind them, Emmat knew darkness.
 
   The room was both confining and cavernous at once in the black. She stood still as a post, arms clutched in to her sides, afraid to take a step lest she trip over some chair or table leg she couldn’t see. A rustle of fabric behind her and something soft landed on the floor. Her eyes were wide, darting, but to no effect.
 
   The mass of a body brushed past her right arm and then shifted around in front of her, close so she felt the heat. Her hands drew up in a protective knot at her chest. A heavy male thigh stepped forward, making Emmat step back to avoid its intrusion into her space. The opposite leg followed and she moved again. Then the first leg again, but this time when she retreated in their unlikely dance the backs of her knees met something solid.
 
   Blunt fingertips landed in the centre of her chest and pushed, hard. Emmat toppled, knees bucking, and fell back with a whump. It was a bed. And now another person was joining her in it.
 
   You knew this was coming. 
 
   The bulk of a bent knee pressed into the thin mattress near her left calf. She scrabbled backwards, but the other knee followed forward, pinning part of her skirts to the bed near her hip.
 
   A brief, wordless struggle ensued in which the weight of a man straddled her upper thighs while her feet kicked and her hands fluttered around like blind moths, battering ineffectually at an adversary she couldn’t see.
 
   He caught one of her wrists, and then both, fixing them as a pair above her head while Emmat growled defiance. Just because she knew it was coming, didn’t mean she had to like it.
 
   She refused to cease jerking and twisting in his grip, redoubling her efforts when the free hand began yanking her skirts out from between their bodies.
 
   He is going to have it. He is. But he can bloody well take it, because I am not going to give.
 
   The second she was bare, his hand was on her, fingers reckless, seeking. Emmat gasped and bucked. One of the knees shifted from outside her thighs to inside. Then its partner, nudging her open, spreading her to the darkness. To the hangman.
 
   Oh god.
 
   There was no preamble. Hand gave way to hot, hard inevitability, rooting for entry. The man had made his bargain, and now he was going to collect.
 
   You for him. I’ll only ask once.
 
   The echo of his words broke the spell and now Emmat wanted to ask. She went limp beneath him and, to her surprise, this stilled him also, though he remained poised for the plunge.
 
   “Why?”
 
   It was one word, the first spoken in hours, and it dropped in the blanketing darkness like a stone to the bottom of a well.
 
   The hangman let her breath be the only sound in the room for long moments before emitting what might have been the single bleak note of a chuckle. When he answered, his voice was wooden wheels rolling over a rocky path, slow and grinding.
 
   “You imagine a long line of women waiting for a chance to be the hangman’s wife?” 
 
   “Wife!” Emmat thrashed again, jolted out of her lull. “What wife? Was there a ceremony I wasn’t awake for? A chaplain?”
 
   “You’re right,” he said, as though he hadn’t considered this. “I suppose this’ll count as fornication, then.”
 
   He was inside her. To the hilt.
 
   A strange man held her spread; thighs apart, wrists pinioned. His impaling cock nailed her to the bed. He began to move.
 
   Emmat’s breath became a length of rope, burning in and out of her throat in a long line that tied her tongue and drew her belly up tight.
 
   The hangman took her. A man who stretched necks and watched the feet dangle and jerk. A man whose face she’d never seen.
 
   With no particular amount of hurry, he sheathed himself as far as he could go, stretching her around his girth, claiming his part of the bargain. Emmat gasped and he withdrew, only to plough into her again, burrowing deep as though he belonged.
 
   He found a rhythm and settled in, leisurely at first, but picking up speed. Tight grunts of effort joined the all-too-real, all-too-wet clapping of intimate flesh, every damning sound louder for the black silence surrounding them.
 
   The lack of light heightened all her senses now, and as she squirmed under thrusting hips, pinioning arms, the potent stink of man made her lip curl.
 
   “You reek, Jack Ketch. Do you know that?” It was a small revenge, to insult him, but Emmat took it, quills out like a porcupine. “Have you ever taken a bath in your life?”
 
   “Then hold your breath.” 
 
   He redoubled his efforts, pounding her now, reminding her of just how little her opinion mattered. She heard his breath quicken and felt his cock go harder, still. How had she forgotten this part?
 
   Oh no, he can’t! He—
 
   —came into her with a growl, seating his pubic bone against her mound, loosing pulse after pulse of hot seed into her womb. 
 
   Emmat had endured most of the violation in relative silence, but this brought an actual yowl, her head thrown back by the force of her dismay. 
 
   The man on top of her sluiced his spent prick in and out several more times, and she felt the fluid destruction leak out, trickling between her cheeks. Worse, when he collapsed, releasing her hands, his right leg remained between hers so her sopping, raw cunt had no choice but to kiss the muscle of his upper thigh. She could feel his slick erection subsiding as he breathed satisfaction at her ear.
 
   She lay there, limp, her sex aching with the heartbeat-thrum of use. Her eyes stared in the direction where she might find a ceiling, had any sort of lamp or candlelight broken the shrouding black inside the room. His arm spanned her ribcage like a fallen tree, which was fitting, as Emmat wandered lost in a forest of dread.
 
   The hangman. I’ve been ruined by the goddamned hangman.
 
   Was it her first time? No. Of course not. One didn’t travel the circles Emmat had for any length of time and continue to lead a virtuous life. But bedding an executioner was another matter altogether. 
 
   Whether he’d taken her or she’d given herself—a matter debateable in light of her agreement to, ahem, ‘fall on the sword’ for her brother—was entirely irrelevant. Men who worked at such a morbid trade made their homes outside the populations they served for a reason: no one wanted the stink of death hovering on the air. Even the poor bastards recruited to help build gallows needed to be cleansed and blessed by the priests before they returned to their families. Hangmen were almost as undesirable as the criminals they sent to the grave and everyone who came in contact with them carried their taint.
 
   And now Emmat lay, skirts still bunched at her hips, the damning token of their bargain still seeping out of her. Now it was not merely a matter of when and if she might escape, but how well she could keep the truth hidden if she did.
 
   In the stillness of her unease, Emmat felt time stretching, interminable. She remained paralysed, sunk into the prickly mattress for so long the mean odour of sweat and sex from the hangman vanished. Her nose must have judged it too much work to bother, and decided to give over. Then, like a beast calling out in a distant wood, came the snoring. 
 
   The sound made her heartbeat quicken again, and thoughts that had been winding down began to twist back up, whirling tighter and faster in the dark.
 
   Peter was alive, wasn’t he? Emmat had done what she’d set out to do. Ketch had secured a night’s relief from it yes, but he would forget her in a week. Never mind that horrible business about ‘wives’. Drifting frets hardened into resolve. As far as she was concerned, this bargain stood fulfilled.
 
   It was her ankle that turned first. The foot rotated to the side, slow as dripping sap, and the leather of the boot she’d never shed slid under a male shin. Her lips thinned tighter than a mussel shell with effort and prayer until the entire, nerve-wracking extraction of her right leg was complete. The quiet, regular rasp of snores never faltered.
 
   Now her left leg reached for the floor, bent at the knee, straining like a vine seeking anchor. When her boot sole made contact and Emmat had some way to brace herself, she began the painstaking slide out from under the sprawling arm. 
 
   Snakes shedding their skin did so with less care and deliberation. Her brow grew damp as she pulled herself, inch by anxious inch towards the edge of the bed. When her outer shoulder was free, and she could get her fingertips down to meet the wood of the floor, Emmat used the new point of balance to draw her body further, freer, still.
 
   The hangman snorted. Took a deep breath—the kind that would be accompanied by a yawn or a stretch.
 
   Emmat froze. Her muscles sang in hot protest at the weird, crab-like stance she held, two limbs touching the floor, one leg free on the bed, the other still partially buried. She wanted to squeal and stamp. She could not hold on like this—she couldn’t!
 
   Please, oh please oh please …
 
   Another loud snore. An opening flourish, and then the rasping song of the hangman’s sleep continued.
 
   Oh, dear god.
 
   Smooth as an oiled newt, she had the last of her right arm free. Emmat rolled from the bed and crouched on her hands and knees for a moment of silent, exhausted relief on the floor.
 
   Don’t mess about, woman. Get out of here.
 
   Shaking knees pushed her up and she grimaced as her skirts fell back into place. There would be no undoing what was done. The consequences, however, she could worry about somewhere else. Somewhere far from here. 
 
   Emmat did her best to remember the direction from which he’d thrust her into the room and rolled the soft leather of her boots from heel to toe back towards the place she imagined the door to be. Her fingertips found a wall, trailed sideways, sideways…and met the doorframe, the latch.
 
   She remembered the metallic squeal it had made on their way in and ground her teeth, shook her head. Perhaps if she spat on it, the thing would turn—
 
   “Death is forever, you know.”
 
   Sudden wide eyes didn’t make the room any brighter. They hadn’t since the beginning. Her heart did its damndest to dash itself to death on the cage of her ribs. 
 
   A fleeting hope for the ramblings of a man asleep was just that: fleeting. The voice had come clear and alert, yet casual. Almost conversational, as if what Emmat was doing at the door was incidental.
 
   She dropped her hand. Exhaled.
 
   “Are you planning to murder me, as well, then?”
 
   Even quiet, her words rippled out into the room.
 
   “You traded yourself for your brother’s death,” he said. “You expected one night would be a fair exchange for an eternity?”
 
   It was as if a fist had landed in her gut.
 
   So he doesn’t intend to forget in a few days.
 
   Emmat stood there like a fool, absorbing the darkness, the disaster.
 
   But her hand went back to the latch. Right. Perhaps a mad chase through the countryside would make a fitting end to her stupidity.
 
   “You can run if you like, Red Bird.”
 
   Fists came in pairs, oh yes they did. The second one landed, winding her. 
 
   He knows. He knows who I am.
 
   “As of this morning,” he went on, “your brother’s a dead man. At least as far as the sheriff knows. No one will be looking for him.”
 
   Emmat swallowed, her eyes hot, prickling. 
 
   “Unless I tell them.”
 
   The corners of her mouth threatened to turn. There was too much saliva in her mouth, too much heat at the tip of her nose, her cheeks. The man was relentless.
 
   “And you’ll be a pretty prize for the law as well. Won’t you?” 
 
   Yes. Yes, she would.
 
   How had he even known they were siblings? It must have been the hair. It was always the hair. The man had probably put that together with her brother’s last name and matched the pieces back on the hill.
 
   He let her stand in it for a while, the door right there, latch in hand as she turned over all the implications. Leave and damn them both, her parents to mourn two instead of one. Stay and damn herself.
 
   I hate you. I bloody hate you, do you hear?
 
   Who it was, exactly, she hated, remained unclear.
 
   “Come back to bed.”
 
   Her chin tightened, wavering. 
 
   She turned from the door, stepped towards the dark call of unfortunate choices.
 
   Damned, then. That’s what I’ll be.
 
  
 
  



Part 2
 
   Save Me From the Wrath of This Man
 
    
 
   The cawing of a crow was the first sound Emmat heard that she was sure hadn’t come from inside a dream. Her eyes blinked open with no little struggle, swollen as the lids were from useless tears and rough sleep. 
 
   The hangman’s house.
 
   The same wretched mattress from the previous night made a weak attempt to pad her bones. A thin wool blanket, whose texture she recognized from having endured a strange man’s lust atop it some hours ago, covered her now, from shoulder to feet. 
 
   She fought the urge to stretch and lost, pointing her toes and rolling her ankles. Her boots were off.
 
   Something about this detail snapped her to full wakefulness. Emmat inhaled through her nose, her head whipping to look behind her on the bed. 
 
   He was gone.
 
   She sat up in a rush, dangling her feet, blinking around the room. Now she could see, at least more than last night. Now it was just the subdued darkness of a well-shuttered room in the daytime: plenty of light leaking in between wooden louvers and doorframe to show her the disposition of her current prison.
 
   His entire dwelling appeared to consist of the one room. It housed the bed where she sat, a small, wooden table paired with a single chair, a number of mismatched chests lining the far wall, what looked like a wardrobe and a battered sideboard—each made level by chocks of wood wedged under a leg—a small fireplace, a bank of three shelves for cooking and eating necessities…and Emmat.
 
   She had neither drawn the blanket up over herself, nor removed her own boots. Not unless she’d done so while completely asleep. 
 
   Why, then? Why had he done these things? The muted daylight available to her now should have helped Emmat make more sense of the tangle she was in, not less. 
 
   But, no. The inside of the house looked normal enough for a man living on his own. When a person wakes in the abode of a blackguard executioner, they tended to expect something far less banal. 
 
   Her normal urge to rifle through all the drawers and cupboards to see if she could find anything of value tickled at her, but she brushed it away as pointless. Where would the Red Bird go, after all?
 
   If a body relieves enough travellers of their purses—enough lone riders, enough carriages, enough drunken inn guests—and manages not to find themselves dangling in the sheriff’s picture frame for a year or three, they can expect a reputation to spread.
 
   Emmat had seen more than one crude image of herself tacked up in a public square, offering rewards for the capture of one “Lady Red Bird”, notorious highwayman. Or woman, as it were. The drawings never looked anything like her, but either way, this hangman had the measure of things.
 
   Even if she ran and succeeded in getting far enough away without a horse—while being pursued by men who no doubt would have horses—to evade capture, what about Peter? Was he bright enough to have gone into hiding? Fled the country altogether? Emmat thought not. 
 
   Though now, without her dirty coin flowing into the house, her parents would come to know more problems than just her brother’s absence. 
 
   Either path ran to no good end, but the one where she bolted and the law gave chase came down as the more terrible of the two evils. If she suffered herself to remain, at least Peter would have a chance. Despite her lack of regard for the little pillock, he was still her brother.
 
   She found her boots on the floor near the foot of the bed. Somehow, doing up their laces and standing upright on the ground cinched the matter into place. Emmat would stay and do battle with Jack Ketch. 
 
   Her eyes went to the door at this thought. Just because she’d chosen not to run didn’t mean she had to spend the entire day cowering inside. The man might return in hours, or perhaps not for days.
 
   Right.
 
   He could have found some way of barring the door from the outside, but he hadn’t. It came open without a shred of protest when she lifted the latch and pulled. The hangman was either exceedingly foolish or irritatingly confident that his threats would be enough to prevent her flight. Emmat curled her lip at how she’d proved his confidence right.
 
   The late morning sunlight hit her like a heavy rug being flapped in her face and she squinted, blinking against the glare. When the strain ended and she could tolerate the daylight, Emmat surveyed her surroundings.
 
   There was the lean-to for the horse, hanging from the side of a hay barn so small it might be more proper to call it a shed. As she’d suspected, the black mare that had borne them here the previous night was absent. When Emmat tried to recall the path along which he’d hustled her in the dark, the memory made it seem much longer than the modest distance she saw now
 
   Why is everything worse in the dark?
 
   The crow that had cawed her awake hopped on its black stick legs over a struggling patch of grass. One of its brethren swooped down, as well, flapping glossy wings and cocking its beady eye her way, a lookout while the first of the pair foraged. Did it know a thief when it saw one, as well?
 
   The yard around the house was about as well maintained as any a travelling man who lived alone could expect to have. Weeds made a fair go of it anywhere water might collect, while legitimate flora had to fight and scrape for space. 
 
   The stone throat of a well rose, crude but sturdy, from a particularly triumphant snarl of weeds some threescore feet from where she stood, at the door of the house. Thoughts of water dashed Emmat with a new kind of urgency. 
 
   She wanted to be clean.
 
   Her strides had her there in seconds. The bucket went down and came back, full of sloshing absolution. She forgot face and hands, hiking up skirts where none but the crows and ivory daylight could judge her. Any trace of him that was left on her, Emmat scrubbed and rasped from her thighs, her short ginger thatch. Inside. Inside her, that bastard had spilt. There were only so many things she could spin around in helpless circles about at any one time.
 
   When her breath had calmed, Emmat splashed her face, rubbed the night’s sand from her eyes. Raked wet fingers through her hair, scratching the nails along her scalp.
 
   It would hardly be enough, but after some minutes of vigorous chafing and a string of healthy swallows to wet her throat again, as well, Emmat stood, chest heaving in the morning air, as prepared as she could be to face the Lord knew what.
 
   The first thing she could do, while she waited for whatever came next in her trials, was look for something to eat. Surely a man the size of this one had to eat something. It was only a matter of finding where he kept it.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The salt beef had not been much. Sailors’ food, but Emmat could see why the hangman would want something that kept. It had gone a little way to calming the noises from her stomach and her best hope was that her taking some of it for herself wouldn’t cause quarrel with the man. If he expected her to remain here for any amount of time, he was going to have to feed her, and that was that.
 
   Now she sat in the house again, slumped in the single chair, her mind enjoying the emptiness a single wavering flame to stare at could provide. 
 
   She was surprised to find he owned an oil lamp. The state of the place had made her assume she’d find a burnt-down candle or two, at best. But no, there had been flint and strike plate, as well, and now Emmat sat transfixed in the yellow light, wondering if boredom would snap her sanity before dread.
 
   The day had made a bid for the horizon, leaving her at an almost imperceptible pace, not unlike a departing ship. Night strolled up to take its place, of course, but this time it fell on her alone. 
 
   It would probably be just as well if she went to sleep. What else was there for a caged bird to do? Though she wasn’t ready to lay her head down on her folded arms on the table just yet. And taking to the bed seemed like more of an approval of the whole matter than Emmat wanted to give. Whenever the hangman returned, he would just have to—
 
   BANG! BANG! BANG!
 
   Emmat’s heart tried to fly from her chest, and her arse from the chair, an involuntary yip leaping from her lungs into the dimly lit room.
 
   “Douse the lamp.”
 
   The voice was unmistakable through the intervening wood of the door. She sat there, knuckles white with her grip on the edges of the seat. 
 
   He’s back. He’s back, what now?
 
   “If I have to come in there and douse it for you, woman …” His voice sounded closer to the door now, more threatening still, if that were at all possible.
 
   Bugger!
 
   She did as he said, and hated it.
 
   Behind her, hinges and latch reported. Emmat turned in time for moonlight to show her the hangman was not alone. A flustered figure tripped into the room, dull silver light outlining the bell of robes before her warden booted the door shut behind them. She stood up out of the chair, ready to bolt.
 
   “Really, Vane, this is most unusual,” said the second man, in a voice that had the quaver of age. There were rustling fabric sounds, as though the man were righting himself.
 
   Vane? Is that his name?
 
   “You owe this house a favour,” the hangman said. “I’ll have it now.”
 
   “But we could do this in the chapel,” the older man pled, “where it’s proper. In the daylight. Tomorrow, even! Surely the lady can—”
 
   “We’ll do it now.” 
 
   The last word came at a growl and Emmat heard a kind of a shuffling struggle and a strained noise from the other man. 
 
   “Now. Now!” the man relented, sounding strangled. “For God’s sake, we’ll do it now. Can you not give us some light?”
 
   “You need light to speak?” the hangman said. “Be about it.”
 
   Emmat didn’t want to understand. She took a step back. The steel of a forearm barred her at her lower back and, like the day before, fingers rooted into the laces of her stays for a firm handhold.
 
   No. It was just words. Just words last night wasn’t it?
 
   “I…well…” The older man stammered, clearing his throat. “I…ahem:
 
   “Dearly beloved—”
 
   Oh god. Oh god, no.
 
   “—we are gathered together here in the sight of God, and in the face of—well. Yes. Ahem. To…to join together this Man and this Woman in holy Matrimony; which is an honourable estate…”
 
   He’d brought the chaplain. The bloody chaplain! This couldn’t be! Not here! Not with him!
 
   “… and therefore is not by any to be enterprised, nor taken in hand, unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly, to satisfy men’s carnal lusts and appetites—”
 
   That wretched, wretched man!
 
   “—like brute beasts that have no understanding; but reverently, discreetly, advisedly, soberly, and in the fear of God; duly considering the causes for which Matrimony was ordained.”
 
   The chaplain went on, and Emmat stood there in a daze, her limbs numb while her thoughts whirled with profanities.
 
   “I, eh, require and charge you both,” he was saying, floundering as he tried to remember the words without being able to read, “as ye will…will answer at the dreadful day of judgement when the secrets of all hearts shall be disclosed, that if either of you—” 
 
   “Be on with it.” The hangman’s grip shifted from her stays to the base of her neck, fingers curling in with terrible import. The chaplain coughed.
 
   “Right. Yes. Well. Bartholomew Vane, wilt thou have this Woman—”
 
   So Jack Ketch was Bartholomew Vane. The name settled on her like a horrible lead dawn.
 
   “—to thy wedded Wife, to live together after God’s ordinance in the holy estate of Matrimony? Wilt thou love her, comfort her, honour, and keep her in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all other, keep thee only unto her, so long as ye both shall live?”
 
   Comfort and honour. Emmat wanted to retch.
 
   Vane’s reply rumbled as the hand tightened on her neck: “I will.”
 
   “And you, eh …”
 
   The hangman brought himself closer, his breath at her ear and looming presence more effective than words.
 
   “Emmat.” She bit off her name like an oath.
 
   “Emmat?” said the chaplain.
 
   “Bird.” Vane supplied the rest, the word sounding as heavy on his lips as the animal was light.
 
   “Ah, Emmat Bird,” the chaplain continued, “wilt thou have this Man to thy wedded Husband, to live together after God's ordinance in the holy estate of Matrimony? Wilt thou obey him, and serve him, love—”
 
   I’ll do no such thing. No such thing at all.
 
    “—honour, and keep him in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all other, keep thee only unto him, so long as ye both shall live?”
 
   That mouth was at her ear again. In fact, she could feel the whole bulk of his chest angling in, making her insides clench for no reason that made sense. “Your choice, as always. Red Bird.”
 
   Emmat sneered in the dark. Her choice, indeed. The great beast. She ground her teeth; did the deed.
 
   “I will.” 
 
   “Who giveth this woman… Oh. Ah. Well.” The chaplain coughed again, possibly as bewildered as Emmat. “If you’ll repeat the vows?”
 
   Vane said the words, coiling the invisible chains tighter with that thunderstorm he expected people to believe was a voice.
 
   “I, Bartholomew Vane, take thee Emmat Bird, to my wedded Wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse…”
 
   Oh, it would be worse. She ought to have listened to what the men were saying. Ought to but she couldn’t. Not with the ringing in her ears. Someone was shaking her, telling her she needed to repeat.
 
   Why, certainly. She could have giggled, as close as she was to hysteria now. You have to repeat things all the time in church, don’t you?
 
   “I, Emmat Bird, take thee Bartholomew Vane, to my wedded Husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, cherish, and to obey, till death us do part, according to God's holy ordinance; and thereto I give thee my troth.”
 
   Troth. Such a silly word.
 
   “If you’ll both kneel,” the chaplain was saying.
 
   “Move it along,” Vane said.
 
   “But the prayer!”
 
   The hangman made some low noise of irritation and Emmat heard the older man fuss.
 
   “Well, then. Um. Let us join your hands.” She felt the man reaching in the ridiculous dark, batting at her arm, before he found her right hand, and presumably, Vane’s. 
 
   The fingers that weren’t making ugly promises at her neck engulfed hers, warm and rough. Her mind decided that this was the most appropriate moment to remind Emmat what they’d felt like between her thighs.
 
   You made this choice. You.
 
   “Those whom God hath joined together,” said the chaplain, wavering on what pale credence he could lend to his own words, “let no man put asunder.
 
   “Forasmuch and as Bartholomew Vane and Emmat Bird have consented—”
 
   “Enough,” said Vane. “It’s done.”
 
   The hand left her neck and Emmat nearly sank to the floor. A rectangle of moonlight widened and she saw the hangman herding the chaplain out the door amid a flapping of robes and the old man hurrying to finish the rite over the sweep of the closing door.
 
   “—I pronounce that they be Man and Wife together!” The rest came shouted through wood. “In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost! Amen!”
 
   Emmat swayed in place. This was not… She had not …
 
   She could hear him breathing in the darkness. If she didn’t know better, she would say he was trying to calm himself. Whatever the case, it was long, opaque minutes before anyone spoke. The chaplain had to have fled back down the road in terror.
 
   “There,” he said at last, raking the silence. “Married. Satisfied?”
 
   Satisfied? Satisfied? She wanted to screech but the absurdity was folding her tongue like an elaborate bit of drapery. 
 
   He snorted in exasperation at her silence. “Of course you’re not.”
 
   The door banged behind him as his storm cloud blew out into the night. Without thinking, Emmat slipped over to the bed and knelt on it, prising two of the wooden louvers apart on the shutter. 
 
   The cast of moonlight was little, but it was enough to show her his dark form stalking in the direction of the well, grumbling as he went. Aside from something to the effect of “Bloody women,” Emmat could only make out the timbre of male annoyance.
 
   He’s cross with me? Me?
 
   But at the rim of the well, she could see the motions of him stripping away his shirt, hauling up the bucket. Scrubbing.
 
   What is he… 
 
   Oh.
 
   You reek, Jack Ketch. Her complaint returned, bringing memory, sensation with it.
 
   And now he was attempting to bathe.
 
   This. The boots. The blanket. There were little pieces of the whole thing that twisted each on their own, separate and strange. The parts somehow more eerie than their sum. There was a terrible, great sound somewhere: an explanatory chorus, just beyond her hearing, but that made her bones vibrate with an awful truth, all the same. She just didn’t know what it was yet.
 
   When his body turned and striding steps began to bring him back towards the house, Emmat launched herself up and out of the bed. There was little doubt as to what he wanted, and her sitting there seemed to signify a readiness to supply him with it. 
 
   The door opened and closed again, and she didn’t need light to know his presence in the room. 
 
   There had been an urgency the previous night. The way he’d pushed her onto the bed, yanking up her skirts like he dug for something sinking beneath rushing waves into the sand.
 
   Now he was quiet, lingering. She could feel the place where he stood in the dark. Waves of something she didn’t care to name complicated the air around him like heat radiating from a forge.
 
   She could have bolted. A whole day to learn the inside of the place gave her a better sense of where the few furnishings were. She could leap and scrabble and kick, and they could overturn every noisome thing in the room. The outcome would be no different. I might just be worse.
 
   So when the first footfall sounded, and then the second, Emmat stood up straighter. She would not be undignified. She would not be pathetic.
 
   Face to face. Or face to chest, as it were. Bartholomew Vane, the hangman, warming the same air as the lawless Lady Red Bird. Then he was behind her, just as quick. She felt a tug at the middle of her back. Another. He was unlacing her stays.
 
   “What are you doing?” It was a nonsensical thing to blurt. She knew full well what he was about. His actions only seemed odd when he hadn’t bothered with them the first time.
 
   “You’ve no idea what being a wife entails, have you?” He continued to yank, to loosen the stiff fabric. The question was more rude jest than anything else, and Emmat saw fit to give him cheek in return.
 
   “No more than you have about being a husband, it would appear.”
 
   “You may have a point,” he said, whipping the last length of lacing through eyelets. “I haven’t much practice.”
 
   Her stays went sailing into the black and Vane was already at work on the waist of her skirts before she heard the discarded garment hit the floor.
 
   For someone who claimed to not have practice, he made a brisk business of having her out of her layers. Skirts, petticoats, shift. Everything she had he jerked over her limbs and discarded without ceremony.
 
   Somehow, none of this shocked her. None, of course, until he stepped back and she heard the dry slipping of fabric that wasn’t any of her own. It couldn’t be. She was naked. Even stockings and boots, he’d taken. And now he was …
 
   No. Why? Isn’t it bad enough? 
 
   A second pair of boots thumped, one at a time, abandoned to the floor. The next sound was her own embarrassing squawk as the heel of a hand between her shoulder blades hurtled her towards the bed. 
 
   Despite knowing it was there this time, Emmat still managed to stumble when the edge took her in the shins. She landed palms first in the tired mattress. A brief and unsuccessful argument of limbs resolved with her body pressed flat, weighted down from shoulder to knees with man.
 
   Breathing became a hitching chore. Last night there had been room to ignore, to deny certain things. The only place he’d really touched her was her wrists. And, well…of course, but that had been unavoidable. Otherwise clothing made a clear boundary. The well of space between their bodies as he held himself up on his arm. She was Emmat and he was the hangman, and he was doing this thing to her.
 
   Now there was no such evasion, no merciful gulf separating the event from those it affected. Broad, flat muscle branded her shoulders, her spine. She wanted to arch away, but there was no away. Blunt, immovable knees between hers didn’t spread her in earnest, but neither did they let her deny the heat, the prickle of short hairs that meant a man was there, and she: vulnerable.
 
   And then, of course, there was cock. Hard, eager, and playing like a violin bow along the inside of her thigh. Somehow it was worse than last night. All worse.
 
   A cupping hand hooked under her right knee, hoisting the thigh further up the bed. Emmat’s jaw tightened for the expected thrust, but it didn’t come. Instead, there were fingertips.
 
   The ginger thief and those fingertips both learned something at the very same time: Emmat was wet.
 
   No!
 
   He made some low, animal sound she felt through his chest at her back, nudging her bent knee higher with his own and smearing his hand around in the mess of his discovery.
 
   Not now. Not for him!
 
   Pinned this way, there was not one single place she could run but headlong into the nightmare. The rough hand spread her slick humiliation around, coating lips, inner thighs. She wanted to squirm under the touch, but it would look to him as if …
 
   As if he’s affecting you?
 
   There was a shift of hips. Hot, male need supplanted withdrawing fingers, sluicing down through her soaking furrow. Again, Emmat steeled herself for the plunge. And again, it failed to come.
 
   Instead he drew back. Slid forward once more, parting her lips, further coating his shaft, but not driving home.
 
   Twice made a coincidence. 
 
   Oh please.
 
   Three times made a pattern. 
 
   Please, no.
 
   Four made Emmat want to scream and he kept going. 
 
   Her backside cushioned up into slow rolling hips and muscle. She could feel the coarse hair at his base bristling between her cheeks, lightly scrubbing the sensitive flesh that bridged her entrances. The inside of her lip knew the bite of her own teeth in her refusal to allow any shameful noise each time the blunt head dipped down to brush her pearl.
 
   The hand returned to make trouble, wedging itself between the mattress and Emmat’s ribs before moving in a more disturbing direction. He caught up her breast. Or rather, her breast flattened his hand to the bed under their combined weight, though this did nothing to stop a squeeze, a clamping thumb and forefinger.
 
   There was no stifling a gasp when he caught her nipple. Worse, with the continued lazy slide of his cock, and now the slow tug on the tender bud between his fingers, there was no preventing the arch in her back, either.
 
   You can’t do this. This is…this is…
 
   It was nonsense. That’s what it was. Last night it was over and done within a short matter of sweaty minutes, the necessary and resentful distance settling in between them some heartbeats after the last violent grunt. Now he comes in here and, wielding a clergyman like a weapon, says only a handful of words, and sets about dragging her turmoil on for half the night?
 
   No.
 
   Emmat made an irritated noise. Wedged her palms under shoulders as though she could push herself upright.
 
   “Will you torment me all night, husband?” Venom filled the new title. “Rut me and get it over with.”
 
   “Do you beg for it so soon, wife?” His words came at her ear, humid and amused along with more superficial pumping.
 
   If blood could have boiled in her veins, Emmat would have blistered the hangman away in an instant. She spat at him, foul words for foul company.
 
   “Fuck you.” 
 
   His chuckle was a dark song. “As you like.”
 
   He lifted for another pass but she felt his hips tilt at the last moment. Then pushing. Not a single, impaling thrust, as he’d taken her with the first time. This was deliberate. This was unrepentant girth stretching her, working up inside by measures, filling her to the wavering limit with the blunt truth of Bartholomew Vane.
 
   The genuine act was no more mercifully quick than had been its predecessor. He moved in an almost tidal ebb and flow, plumbing deep and withdrawing at his leisure. The hand at her breast slipped up to curl into a grip on her shoulder; a handhold to fit her down onto the tortuous length seated hilt-deep between her thighs.
 
   Which part was worse, Emmat wondered? The flex of muscle as he had her? The controlled, masculine sounds of effort? The warm breath moving her hair? 
 
   Or that she was beginning to …
 
   A more forceful thrust now, and the Red Bird forgot herself. She lost a strangled whimper into the mattress.
 
   … to enjoy it.
 
   There wasn’t far for her breath to go—only to the rumpled wool blanket and back again—and the sound of it filled her blind little world. And it wasn’t breathing, it was panting, made loud by the surrounding silence to damn her.
 
   It was too slow. It was too slow, and it—
 
   “Unnf.”
 
   He caught her at the same time as Emmat caught herself. She was arching, straining.
 
   Stop, woman! Not one part of this is right!
 
   But it was too late. The hand at her shoulder found somewhere else it needed to be, and that somewhere was snaking over her hip, around beneath her body.
 
   She jerked when his fingers found her. The long muscles of her legs squeezed to close him out, to prevent what was possibly the final disaster, but there was nothing for it. He had her unavoidably wedged open and, while the length of his prick continued to drag its perfect, hot madness in and out, the tips of his fingers set about bringing her to ruin.
 
   The void of light bleeding into every crevice of the room provided Emmat with the most shameful way to witness her own failure. She had to listen to it.
 
   Plaintive whimpers fogged her lips as Vane’s horrifyingly effective touch made her swell and throb. His cock soldiered on, slow, merciless, destroying her. When he found a particular strumming agitation of his hand brought a sharp, high-pitched noise of frustrated pleasure, Emmat saw the end of it.
 
   He’d found the trigger now and employed it, over and over with rising enthusiasm as he fucked her. The heat came in waves, the hum getting closer, whizzing past her ear like a lead ball through the air.
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   Vane spoke the low words of encouragement into the crook of her neck as he took her to the place she dreaded to go. It wasn’t right, of course, but her breath was too ragged to argue.
 
   Damn you, Vane!
 
   It was there, spinning towards her, a turbulent sea at the bottom of a jump from a cliff.
 
   “Please, I—”
 
   No!
 
   She came.
 
   Spread, helpless, her body clutched at the hangman’s cock like a suckling, greedy mouth. That high, fine thread of light snared her up, made her want to curl in on herself, but she couldn’t. All Emmat could do was cry out and shudder while her peak turned her wrong side out.
 
   And then, before she had time to remember her name, or what year it was, the man decided he could have his own.
 
   He slipped the hand from its devastating work in favour of supporting his weight, planting it palm down in the mattress beside her. She caught her own scent on him, a cruel reminder of the way her body had made a thief into a liar. 
 
   The meat between her shoulder and neck felt the ungentle claim of teeth and, slow, deliberate strokes abandoned, Vane began to fill her with a driving purpose. The force of his thrusts bounced involuntary grunts from her throat, and they fell in to accompany an obscene two-part rhythm composed of the dull thudding of the bed against the wall, and the cupping slap of his groin at the hollow between her cheeks.
 
   The pounding hastened to a fever pitch. Emmat received him in a delirium, convinced the spearing cock would split her like this, in unending assault for the rest of time. 
 
   It wouldn’t, though. At the height of his furious ride, Vane planted himself deep and lost a feral growl right below her ear.
 
   She could feel the pulse as he came: that wild kick of male flesh, sheathed on all sides, pouring fourth seed in wicked bursts of achievement. 
 
   Twice. He’s spent in you twice, now. 
 
   Emmat stared into nothingness, reeling as Vane suffered his final, violent twitch. This was no longer a game of wits. It would be raw survival.
 
   “God damn it, woman.” 
 
   He might not have even meant to say the words aloud, control abandoned as it was while she felt his body ease down from the heights of straining tension. Some soft pressure from his mouth—Emmat refused to call it a kiss and rejected the idea of it being any sort of apology altogether—crushed against the smarting lines his teeth had made. 
 
   And then, with a trio of languorous parting strokes, he left her, rolling onto his back in the space left between Emmat and the wall. This time there was no trapping male arm, and she still couldn’t move. 
 
   What had happened? What had happened in this narrow bed, in this forlorn little house miles from anywhere? Not only had she been made unclean by the hand of an executioner, but that hand had wrought the cruellest of jests upon her person. She winced as she felt part of a fluid reminder seep back out of her. Then the bed moved.
 
   No, the blanket was moving. Vane had collected himself enough to do more than lie there and breathe, and was now tugging the woollens out from under her. The weave of the material scraped her breasts and belly as it departed and, spurred from her stupor, Emmat curled in on her side, lost and alone.
 
   Then the blanket came down, warmed from what their bodies had done in the dark, settling over her hip, her shoulder. The intimacy of the act was more of a potential threat than possibly any other that had already occurred. 
 
   Right up until his arm came around her waist, and he nested in around the curve of her back. 
 
   No, not alone. Emmat blinked wide eyes into the silent black. His breath was on the nape of her neck and, unless she wanted to put her right arm over her head, there was no choice but to let it rest over his. This was not what should be happening. Not to her, foolhardy choices be damned.
 
   Her feet became restless, fidgeting under the cover as they always did when she was anxious. The sated, nude man at her back squeezed her closer, halting her movements with a trapping ankle.
 
   “Go to sleep, Mrs Vane.”
 
   The words were more effective than any tether.
 
   Mrs Vane. The hangman’s wife.
 
   What have I done?
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Two days. 
 
   Two days had come and gone, and Emmat made her morning ablutions at the well again, with only the crows for company.
 
   Vane had left her to wake in an empty bed a second time, and the night before, she’d gone to sleep in it alone. Whatever reasons had him stealing away before dawn, it was clear he gave them priority over letting her have any idea how long she would need to fend for herself. She hoped what stores of food he had would last, and then cursed at the notion of her reliance upon the man.
 
   Her brother had better be somewhere making the utmost of the reprieve she’d bought him, because the price had been steep.
 
   The weak sunlight of the day seemed to mock her depressing state of affairs and, drying her hands on her skirts, Emmat strode back towards the stone house in a huff of spite.
 
   Inside, she left the door open, the wood resting all the way back against the wall, and then moved to fling the shutters wide. The man could insist all he wanted on humiliating her every night in the dark, but she would air the place of his scent—of their scent, she noted with a scowl—while he was away doing the grave work of the law.
 
   The law. Emmat snorted. A highwayman wed to a duly appointed executioner. The crime and the punishment both, in the same bed. Did he take a sick joy in the fact?
 
   She began to straighten the bed. Not out of any respect, but more out of a need to do something, anything, lest she go irrevocably mad.
 
   Emmat had never gone looking for a husband. And with the sort of life she’d led up to this point, a husband had never come looking for her. A lover here and there, why not? Social propriety was the last thing keeping her awake at night.
 
   Now she had one though. Was it even official? In the dark like that, not a witness but her and Vane? But if she ran and he caught her up? Claimed her as his wayward wife, could she deny it? 
 
   Already, she knew the threat he’d have waiting. The word of a known criminal against a chaplain and the hangman? And this was all before she might even bother considering the gallows or her brother.
 
   The bed finished, Emmat quit the house again and went to stand in the sun, fists on her hips, glaring into the treeline where the road disappeared. Of course, he’d taken the dagger he’d found in her boot that first day.
 
   And will he make you squirm and come for him every night in that bed of his, as well? Is that the way of things now?
 
   The worst thing, she decided, was the lack of control. How many days would pass in uncertainty before she had to endure him again? If she wouldn’t run, what were the risks should she resist him on his own ground? 
 
   What if you start to—
 
   No. She would not ask that question. Turning about in a slow circle, taking in the house, the well, the hay barn and lean-to, Emmat decided that, for now, she had problems aplenty, without the need to nurture more.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   She hadn’t bothered lighting the lamp this evening. Her mind wasn’t yet fit for sleep, but she’d already exhausted the things she could find to occupy herself before sunset. Washed and dried her stockings, pulled some of the less stubborn weeds from around the base of the well, scoured every drawer and cabinet in the house for anything of interest.
 
   There’d been nothing aside from the usual sort of odds and ends that tended to gather in the rarely frequented storage areas of a home. A loose button or two, a tangle of string, a dried-up cork estranged from whatever it had once stoppered. It was clear the man occupied his house for not much longer at a time than it took to sleep and occasionally eat in it, and little else.
 
   Her temple was on her right forearm. That forearm was crossed over the other, and both were resting on the table as Emmat sat in the lone chair. In the dark. Again.
 
   She was no more alone now than she had been in any of her years thieving and running, but somehow the silence of the place forced her to look at it. A person could ignore their essential separation from others in a crowd of people noisy with drink and a disregard for laws. But not now.
 
   If it weren’t for the mantle of hopeless resignation lying over her shoulders, Emmat could have laughed. The hangman, his home here miles from anyone—because respectable people wouldn’t tolerate the herald of death but at the far fringes of their awareness—was probably as alone as she ever had been.
 
   If the lamp wasn’t lit, would he bother banging on the door the next time? And when would the next time be?
 
   Vane, you incredible bastard.
 
   And now, they could be alone together. Separately.
 
   There was a knock at the door.
 
   Emmat lifted her face from the nest of her arms, twisted her upper body in the direction of the door. The next time had come sooner than she’d thought.
 
   Another knock.
 
   Her brows drew down in the dark, head cocked to the side. It was not the hangman’s demanding banging. Not like the night with the chaplain. And no orders barked through the door.
 
   She stood, sliding the chair away from the table with as little noise as possible. Padded towards the sound. Who was here? In the night?
 
   “Emmat!”
 
   What?
 
   Her tension dissolved and she stepped forward, yanked open the door.
 
   “What in the nine Hells are you doing here?” she hissed at her brother, glancing around as though Vane would appear out of the night behind him at any moment.
 
   He fidgeted, holding his hat close to his chest, looking flighty as a hare in the light from the moon.
 
   “Emmat, come away,” he said, urgent and low as if anyone else was around to overhear them. “Come away now, while he’s gone!”
 
   For a breath or two, she couldn’t close her mouth. Peter Bird had chosen now to be a hero? How had he even found her?
 
   “Did Mother and Father send you?” she said, incredulous.
 
   “They’ve no idea. I haven’t been home.”
 
   She didn’t know whether to be offended or impressed.
 
   “And now you’ve ridden in to ‘save’ me, is that it?” Why did his presence pluck a thread of annoyance between her shoulders?
 
   “Emmat, don’t talk nonsense,” he said. “Come on!”
 
   She sneered, leaning on the doorframe. “Do you know, Brother, that the sheriff believes you properly hanged at the moment?”
 
   “Wh…what?”
 
   “Have you considered,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest, “the reason no one is hunting you like a dog is that the hangman hasn’t given them one? Or do you think it in his best interest to report back to the sheriff he’s accepted a bribe for your neck?”
 
   He blinked at her, hunching less out of nervous stealth now that she’d blown him off course.
 
   “As long as I stay here,” she explained, making the words clear and slow to pierce through the confusion she could see wrinkling his features, “he doesn’t talk. Do you understand me? If I leave, it’s both our heads. He knows who I am, Peter.” 
 
   It took her brother a long moment to leave off gawping like a fish and come stammering back into the conversation.
 
   “He knows who you are? Emmat, you can’t just—”
 
   “I’m the ruddy hangman’s wife now, you useless twat.”
 
   It wasn’t the snap of irritation in her words, nor her language that made him step back; that he’d heard aplenty. 
 
   “You…you what?”
 
   “You heard me. It’s done.” Emmat curled her lip to hear herself use the words Vane had, when he’d hustled the chaplain out the door. It’s done.
 
   “But …”
 
   “I’ve no idea when he’s coming back, either. So you’d best be gone now, before he does.”
 
   “I don’t understand, Emmat.” And she suspected he truly didn’t. “How can you stay here when he’s—”
 
   “I’ve made my choice,” she said surprising herself with the sudden strength behind her conviction not to run. “And I suggest you run along and try not to do anything else that risks either of our necks, hm?”
 
   The silence went on for a long time, made larger by the hooting of an owl from somewhere in the direction of the hay barn. 
 
   “What should I tell our parents?” he asked, at last, eyes on the ground.
 
   For some reason she couldn’t name, his inability to meet her eyes—even in the less accusing light of the moon—put the final seal on her decision. No one would be meeting her eyes any longer, would they?
 
   “I don’t care what you tell them, Peter,” she said, levering herself away from the doorframe. “Now count your blessings and run, as I told you on the hill.”
 
   He finally managed to stare at her.
 
   “And don’t come back.”
 
   Emmat shut the door on his pale, dumbstruck face. There was no other way to end it, she thought, without the scene dragging on and becoming tiresome. 
 
   She went back to the chair and laid her head down on her arms again, trying hard not to listen for the sound of departing footsteps. There would be no pleasure in assigning meaning to either an immediate departure or a lingering one.
 
   Emmat Bird belonged to the hangman now when she’d never belonged to anyone but herself. Whether it ought to be a source of pride or of shame, she wasn’t certain, but the decision to do so in both cases had been none save her own.
 
   And when he makes you squeal again, Emmat, who’ll be to blame for that?
 
   She pushed a groan into the crook of her arm. A woman ought to know enough to stop asking questions when she already knew the answers.
 
   Providence appeared to have granted her the smallest of blessings, at least: he didn’t return to the house that night, either.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Part 3
 
   She Warmed My Blood From Cold
 
    
 
   Emmat lay curled on her side in the dark, her will to do anything else surrendered up to the bed while a dismal rain pattered down on the roof. 
 
   Four more days had passed since her brother’s unexpected rescue attempt. Not only had her boredom grown to the point of bursting like an overripe fruit, but it felt like her body had, as well. And of course Vane, a man living heretofore without the presence of a woman, had nothing in the way of yarrow or motherwort, or anything else she might steep in a tea for comfort. The man didn’t even have a teapot.
 
   A headache oppressed from behind her left temple, almost as if the hangman had sent it to nettle her in his absence. Listless as she was after six days by herself, the last thing Emmat needed the man to do was choose tonight to return to the house.
 
   There was no other possibility then, but that this would be the very last thing he did.
 
   Was it possible to hate a person with such a bright heat they collapsed into a pile of ash, right before the spitefully squinted eye?
 
   There was no sound of approaching hoofbeats through the shush of the falling rain. There was no lamp to douse, so no warning bang on the door. The hinges complained at his entry, and the latch harrumphed as he shut out the hiss of the weather. Emmat didn’t bother to stir, aside from the deepening of her frown.
 
   As if I needed one more thing.
 
   Something heavy hit the floor with a wet fwap. Possibly the ever-present hood or perhaps an oiled cloak, considering the rain. She heard the chair dragged back, the creak of him sitting, wordless, followed by the thump of discarded boots, one and two.
 
   Disconsolate silence swelled for a long moment. Then a shuffle, steps. An unwelcome weight compressed the edge of the mattress. She said nothing in greeting. Shifted not a hair.
 
   A hand fell on her upper arm, traced down to her elbow, her hip, taking in the tucked-in angle of her thigh in the dark. 
 
   After a moment of quiet assessment, he said: “Have you taken ill?”
 
   Emmat repressed a growl through the pain in her head. Cursed perhaps, but ill?
 
   “No.” A single word never contained such irritation. 
 
   “Then get up,” he said, standing again.
 
   Her eyes closed, even in the blackness, gathering strength. Perhaps the faster she let him have what he wanted, the sooner it would be over.
 
   She pushed herself up on her arm and swung her feet around, setting them on the floor. With sagging shoulders and a bowed head, Emmat stood, her movements coming dogged to obey the man who’d made himself her husband.
 
   A rough grip spun her, limp as a ragdoll by her upper arm. He began to jerk loose her stays, just as he’d done the last time, indifferent to her misery and the time it would take for her to do the lacing up again on her own. Why should she have expected him to be thoughtful?
 
   Bindings tossed aside, he went to work on the fastenings at the waist of her skirts, pushing them down over her hips and past her knees as he got them undone. 
 
   A foolish flicker of hope made her take a breath as he tugged the bunched circle of fabric to indicate she should step out of it.
 
   Not every man, but some men …
 
   “My courses,” she said as he stood. “Your bed will be ruined.”
 
   No sooner than the words were out of her mouth but a heavy forearm circled her ribs and hauled her back against his body. His left hand reached down to find the hem of her shift and burrow its way up and under, smashing any ideas she had of fending him off with her feminine problems.
 
   To her absolute mortification, his fingers went straight for the source of her claim. Emmat’s mouth came open in a mute sob as he pushed between lips to where she bled.
 
   A beast! A horrible beast!
 
   His hand came away, bound for somewhere more dreadful, still. She heard him pull the finger back out of his mouth. He grunted an assessment and Emmat’s stomach turned.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   The arm released her and she wavered in place, no longer certain about anything in the world. Behind her, the sound of hands clapped together preceded vigorous rubbing. Then he was at her back again, arms circling round, two unnaturally warm palms pressing down over her shift into either side of her lower belly.
 
   The twin centres of heat cupped right over the well of her ache melted the instinct to stiffen away from his touch in the blink of an eye. For a moment much like one awakening in a strange bed, Emmat forgot where she was. She was too busy with her struggle to uncross her eyes at the unexpected relief.
 
   “Come on,” he said after a time, withdrawing his hands and stepping around her again. 
 
   Emmat’s feet and knees took her the few numb steps to the bed, pulled along by his grip on her wrist. She was tired, swollen, weary of the throbbing in her head, and when he lowered himself to the mattress and hauled her down with him, Emmat could no longer muster the will to care what he did.
 
   They were on their sides just long enough for an arm to insinuate itself between her waist and the bed, scooping and rolling her with him as he settled on his back. 
 
   As if by rote, her palms came down to push herself up and off, but he had her about the middle in an unyielding circle of arms.
 
   “Be still.”
 
   She sighed. Gave over.
 
   How very odd it was, she thought, to lay limp atop this man she knew next to nothing about, her cheek settling into the coarse weave of his shirt, knees sunk between his. Was it two weeks ago now she’d stolen that horse? Or less? And now here she was.
 
   His right hand left her waist and moved up to sink fingers into the mass of her hair. He made a fist and her brows drew together, preparing for violence. The fist released, clenched again, tugging bunches of her hair with it. Again he did this, and again. Release and clench, shifting around the side of her head as he went. 
 
   The creases fell out of Emmat’s forehead. The rhythmic clusters of pain became good in the counterintuitive way a stretch against sore muscles was good. Each pull at her scalp made way for a gentle flood of release. 
 
   Not understanding and not caring: were they the same thing? She did little of each.
 
   The hand extracted itself, shifting the mass of hair off her shoulders as it went, just before the hangman rendered her utterly useless.
 
   Thumbs met in the meat of her shoulders, one on either side, and carved a trench down her spine all the way to the rise of her tailbone. Then, at the well of her lower back, they dug in, rolling in circles where she hurt the most. 
 
   She wanted to cry, but couldn’t. His hands carved her up, laying meat away from bone it seemed, the way her body pooled and draped over the warm table of his chest. 
 
   How? How could he know to do this for her? And why?
 
   The excruciating passes of thumbs down her back went on and Emmat languished in their unlikely balm, indifferent to where she was, or with whom. She lay there, accepting the inexplicable offering, limp as any poor soul Vane had likely ever let down from his noose. 
 
   But then, after a time, the first unsurprising thing of the night came to pass. She felt the twitch of a cock coming to life, pressing through fabric into her belly.
 
   Each successive circuit of his hands began to stroke and squeeze at her flesh more, and work her sore muscles less. His touch would linger at the swell of her backside now, fingers fanning out, before abandoning restraint and dipping to knead whole handfuls of bottom through her shift. When she felt the first subtle grind of his hips, Emmat knew her peace was at an end.
 
   His left thigh came up and they were rolling. This time her back was to the wall as he settled them on their sides, the interest of his hands in her fleshy parts never pausing. By the warmth of his breath, she felt his face close the distance in the dark and turned her head just in time to avoid what she feared might have been an attempt at a kiss.
 
   He’s gone barking mad if he thinks we’ll be playing at any of that.
 
   Undeterred, Vane accepted her throat instead. Kissing, biting, lapping…whatever he was doing couldn’t rightly be called any of those things, and yet it was all of them at once. Emmat wasn’t sure whether this was any better than the alternative.
 
   Amid his unnecessary ventures beneath her jawline, at her collarbone, the hand he didn’t have trapped behind her back fumbled and found her right arm. His grip slid down to her wrist, took up her hand. Thrust it between them.
 
   The way she gasped made her feel like a fool. Larger, male fingers curled around hers, insisting she acknowledge the hard length he enfolded in her hand. When he pushed himself further against her palm, circling their layered hold tighter and losing something akin to an abbreviated growl just below her ear, Emmat panicked.
 
   “Vane.” The word was warning and protest both, laced with the barest shameful squeak of desperation. 
 
   Still? Still, he’s going to do this?
 
   He pantomimed another stroke, making sure to roll his hips and crowd her further against the wall. 
 
   “It’s not your hand what’s running its courses, now is it?”
 
   She both knew and refused to know, at once. He released her hand.
 
   “Take it out.”
 
   He expects me to just…to just—
 
   “Do it.”
 
   The low command made Emmat start, and more to her surprise, to obey. She fumbled with the fastenings of his breeches, biting her lip as she tried to figure out in the dark what she needed to pull where before fabric came loose. Was this better than the alternative? Was it?
 
   Emmat drew the material aside, bringing her hand away with it. Vane was having none of her reluctance.
 
   He guided himself into her palm again, not violent, but firm, wrapping her fingers around heat and girth.
 
   Dear god.
 
   “Go on,” he said, sliding her fist along the length of him.
 
   As with the other nights, Emmat blinked into the darkness, lost. What were her other choices? Fight him? She would lose. Pleading her courses had only bought her safety between her thighs.
 
   There were worse things, she supposed, than having to tug on his prick for a few minutes. In her head, Emmat echoed his earlier irritated resignation.
 
   Fine.
 
   She gave him a squeeze, to signal her intent to cooperate, and felt him let go his trapping hand.
 
   The hiss sucked in through his teeth at her first stroke sent a sizzle of something inexplicable whorling down into her belly. Outside, the admonitory whisper of rain told Emmat she should hide this. She should be ashamed and as silent as possible as she went about giving the hangman what he wanted.
 
   There was enough of him that she couldn’t touch her fingertips to her thumbs, which explained much about their previous two encounters. Without any elbowroom, backed into the wall as she was, she had to turn her arm out to the side to get any sort of reasonable grip. This had the unfortunate consequence of bringing her entire body closer to his, prompting him to take up worrying at her neck again with his mouth.
 
   He could leave off doing that at any time.
 
   Down to the root, up over the blunt, flared head and back again. For a rough man, his skin slid like silk under her palm. Each time she came to the tip he would lose a controlled groan into the crook of her neck.
 
   On impulse, she stopped there, circling the pad of her thumb over the taut skin that descended from the arrow point at his crest. This brought a jerk of hips and a growl.
 
   Something grey and vast uncoiled beneath the shifting surface of whatever was happening there between Emmat and this man in the remote stone house. 
 
   Power.
 
   Emmat gripped him, sliding a ring of pressure down to his base before tugging upward again, bunching the skin for a moment, only to relax her hold and let the ridge of his head slide over the successive tiny hills of her fingers.
 
   The noise this brought from him had nothing to do with control.
 
   Neck tired from craning to avoid his hungry mouth, she shifted her entire body downwards and laid her temple on his chest. This gave her arm more space and she took him in hand once more, stroking now with the aim of hearing, of feeling the man react.
 
   He planted his chin on top of her head, his left hand free to light where it would. She felt his fingers squeezing her working arm, her hip, her waist, closing the gap between them where she’d just made space. 
 
   Vane didn’t seem to care, making up for the diminished play in her wrist by pumping himself into her grip. The flat muscle of his lower belly brushed against the backs of her knuckles as it bunched with the work of his hips. Some fleeting notion buffeted past her then, of sliding her palm further under his shirt to see what the rest of him felt like. 
 
   But those were things lovers did. Emmat and Bartholomew Vane were not lovers. She was a tool whom he’d brought here to scratch an itch.
 
   You’re husband and wife though, now, aren’t you?
 
   Her own thoughts taunted her, and she wasn’t sure whether being his wife was better or worse than being his bed-warmer.
 
   For better or for worse! The voice in her head chimed in, amused. That’s what you said to the chaplain!
 
   His hand was at her breast, brushing nonsense aside. Through the linen of her shift, he found her nipple and plucked at it. Emmat whined and made to settle the score by casting her touch lower, finding and kneading his balls before moving back to the warmth of his cock.
 
   The rolling and grinding escalated to a heady point, breath coming heavy from both of them. There was no longer any denying the hum of arousal between her legs. The question was, why now? Why this man? 
 
   A lover of her choosing Emmat would have expected to please. Although she had chosen Vane, in some backwards way, hadn’t she? Had made the bargain. Knew what it would entail. Perhaps the pendulum had to swing such a long way back from the extreme of him taking what he wanted—even wresting pleasure from her, whether she willed it or no—that there was some wicked thrill in forcing him to take leave of his senses instead.
 
   “Stop.”
 
   Emmat sucked in a breath as he crushed her to the wall, scattering her thoughts, stopping the motion of her hand between them.
 
   His hand brushed over her arm, shoulder, neck, seeking and finding her chin in the dark, tilting it up with a knuckle. Her lower lip felt the graze of a thumb. 
 
   “I want your mouth,” he said, the words coming hot and coarse at her hairline.
 
   “What?”
 
   Now her head jerked all the way up, and she forgot for a moment how close their faces were. His mouth was at her cheekbone when he answered.
 
   “Either you can be on top for it”—he drove home the baleful amusement in his tone with a pointed thrust of hips—“or I can.”
 
   The image his words conjured, however fleeting, made the tight feeling in her belly unfurl and rise up to bloom beneath her lungs. And just like everything else, the bastard had been so casual about it. So irritatingly confident his threats would have the desired effect that he had no need for anything but nonchalance.
 
   But after her initial, rote flash of disgust, Emmat allowed herself a glimpse of what was real. 
 
   What was real was the wall of a man pressing flesh and bone against her in the darkness. She’d never seen his face—a fact that was coming to devil her more by the moment—but she’d felt him inside her. Heard his moans. She wanted to hear more.
 
   And you know how to get it.
 
   “You want my mouth, husband?” she asked, brandishing the name like the blade he’d taken from her back on the hill. “Then make me some room.” Her body gave a wriggle in its current tight space for emphasis.
 
   He lost no time rolling onto his back. Emmat had to exercise a fair amount of self-control not to suck down what seemed like the first full, free breath of air she’d had in hours in a great, noisy lungful once he wasn’t crowding her.
 
   Her bold response might have bought her time, however brief, but it was best, she decided, not to dawdle. If she began to question, she’d lose her nerve. And, more important, she’d lose the handhold of power she’d carved out for herself since she discovered the hangman, too, could be made to curse and groan at her pleasure.
 
   She shifted her body further down along the mattress, her hand finding him erect and bobbing, eager for what she brought. It took her just a moment to raise herself on hands and knees, to negotiate a spot between male thighs, and to settle in, sitting on her heels, leaning low with her weight on her palms.
 
   Palm. Singular. She needed one hand for grip, aim. Vane wasn’t the first man she’d taken into her mouth, but it wasn’t the same. There was something…defiant at play here. Something hungry. There was no making sense of it. Rather than try, she bent her head and went to work on his cock.
 
   Her first move was meant to jar him, and it did. Nothing tentative, nothing shy. She closed her lips around the entire head and then some, letting him feel every wet, hot thing he wanted, before drawing him back out with a rude pop. The muscles in his thighs stiffened on either side of her, aggressive with lust, shock, as if he couldn’t believe she’d made good on her word without a fight. 
 
   He relaxed with a groan as Emmat settled in with her tongue to know the length of him. 
 
   The scent of man rose to greet her as she painted him with long, sloppy strokes. The circle of her fingers and thumb had him around the base, pulling from time to time, in part to direct more of his cock into her mouth, but more to hear the sounds he made when she added this sensation to the rest.
 
   It was as if the darkness had loosed something in her. He couldn’t see her face, either. Couldn’t look at her jaw stretched wide and sneer or judge. Just like her, Vane could only hear. And feel. She would make him feel everything.
 
   Emmat gorged on his cock. The more she could get into her mouth, the more she tried to fit. After a number of wet, enthusiastic attempts, she sealed her lips near his base and swallowed, feeling the head plump near the back of her throat. Vane convulsed and she had to cough to avoid gagging when his hips jerked him deeper.
 
   “Christ, woman!”
 
   Is this what you wanted, Vane?
 
   She drew off, giving him the slightest graze of teeth before sinking back down to revel in his taste, his moans.
 
   In moments, he lost control of his hips. Emmat loosened her jaw, let him fill her mouth. Her own muffled whimpers came in as a higher note to join his deeper sounds—sounds she noted were now coming with less restraint. When he put a hand in her hair again and made a fist, she knew the time was short.
 
   Her coaxing hand moved to include his balls in the caress, cupping, tugging. The sin she wrought with her lips and tongue filled the room with an obscene, wet rhythm—small noises made loud, visceral by the lack of any competition save the rain.
 
   “God, I—”
 
   He bit off his own words through gritted teeth, shifting his backside to fit more of himself down her throat. Her efforts became erratic. Between his thrusting and her bobbing, she could only hope not to choke. 
 
   Then he went hard as stone. His thighs clenched, hips seized into place.
 
   Muscle pulsed over her lower lip, behind her teeth. 
 
   “Emmat!”
 
   The salt of him filled her mouth. First a taste and then the full measure, scalding the back of her tongue, payment for her wanton work. She swallowed him down, giving rather than having him take it from her.
 
   When his body let go and the fist fell out of her hair, Emmat drew away, sitting back on her heels. Blood rushed in her ears for a long, delirious moment. Her palms lay on her knees, jaw slack, the hangman before her catching his breath amid final small groans in a room as black as ever.
 
   Now…now what?
 
   But it was only too obvious. At least in this isolated, drunken pocket of time. 
 
   Careful to choose the edge of the mattress away from the wall, Emmat moved from her place between exhausted thighs and settled her body on its side in the crook of Vane’s arm. The man was an unrepentant beast, but she could lash out at him for it tomorrow. She laid her head on his shoulder.
 
   His arm came around her waist and she felt the other hand jostling his breeches into place again. Then more commotion as his knees bent and feet kicked out.
 
   What is he …?
 
   Vane had the blanket bunching out from under them, leaning away from her just long enough to reach for it and haul it up to their chests. When he resumed his prone position, Emmat tucked in alongside his thigh, his chest, it was as though the entire scene were perfectly normal. As if this sort of thing happened all the time in the executioner’s lonely stone house.
 
   They had nothing to say to each other. Of course, Emmat could waste time fretting about how she’d allowed herself, and what would become, and so forth. But it would be just that: a waste. Nothing was certain anymore from one day to the next. Not with Bartholomew Vane interrupting her life.
 
   And because she somehow felt there hadn’t been enough trouble yet, Emmat slid her right hand up to rest over the weave of his shirt, in the centre of his chest.
 
   The hand at her hip twitched in a sleepy squeeze. His face tilted to where his chin rested on top of her head again. 
 
   There were times when she could look backwards, see the entire road she’d taken clear as day, and still not have any idea how she’d arrived. And the road ahead? As clear as mud.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Emmat jerked awake, whether to an ill-remembered dream or to the sort of moment that connects sleep and awareness with the terror of falling, she couldn’t be certain. Either way, she found herself staring in the direction of the ceiling, willing her heartbeat to settle back into a reasonable pace.
 
   It was still full dark, but her limbs carried the stiffness of at least a few hours’ sleep. Somewhere in the wee hours before dawn then, she estimated. Vane’s quiet, regular snoring came from beside her. His arm had fallen from her waist and dangled over the edge of the bed. And the rain had stopped.
 
   The warmth, the rise and fall of the chest of the sleeping man at her side opened a vast, frightening space over her head when Emmat considered its import. 
 
   She’d been drunk before, and more times than she’d care to admit. The mornings that followed quite often had in common a sort of self-induced oppression. Whether that be the size and ache of her head, or the sinking awareness of a stranger’s boots beside the door, there would come the obligatory cries of Why? when she already knew the answers.
 
   Now with that same feeling come again, Emmat didn’t know where to turn. With Vane’s cock in her hand—her mouth, for pity’s sake!—her veins singing with the thrill of control, she’d been as sober as the day she was born. What was her excuse now? There was no drink to carry the burden of guilt. Just as with the bargain she’d made on Gallows Hill, it had been her choice. Her choice to taste him, to seek those restrained sounds of pleasure she could pull from his throat.
 
   And why …
 
   Emmat!
 
   Why her name? Why did he have to grind it out at that last moment, when he could no longer govern his actions, when he yielded release down her encouraging throat?
 
   The memory of it calling back to her—Emmat!—had a bloom of heat unfurling between her thighs.
 
   Ridiculous.
 
   Who was Bartholomew Vane? The goddamned Devil, himself? Some faceless adversary, sent to seduce her from reason one unsettling night at a time?
 
   And would she remain here, whiling away uncertain days in expectation of each new, unpredictable trial by midnight, for some indefinite period of time?
 
   It could not go on. Not while she kept her wits, that much was certain.
 
   Emmat forced a cough into the quiet of the room and waited, tense.
 
   Nothing.
 
   She coughed again, louder, and cleared her throat.
 
   Vane slept like a dead man.
 
   The sound of the steel, she thought, could be no louder.
 
   The process of extracting herself from the covers, away from the sleeping hangman, stretched her nerves near to the point of breaking. A moment more, and Emmat worried they might snap and she’d go tearing out of the house to leap about under the light of the moon, mad as a March hare.
 
   It seemed miles from the bed to the mantle. Her bare feet spread on the ground, silent and soft as wet clay with each step, sure he’d scuttle her plans at any moment the way he had that first night when she’d tried to run.
 
   Her fingers crept, blind but careful, to find the flint and steel in the place she’d laid them last. If her cough hadn’t been a sufficient test, she’d know it in short order.
 
   Providence answered her wordless prayer for success in as few strikes as possible, but not before she bit off a curse at the scrape of flint along a knuckle.
 
   In the bloody dark I have to do this, Vane.
 
   She suffered it. Got the lamp lit.
 
   At first, the light held up by her anxious hand revealed nothing more than the prone form of a man asleep. He was somehow less large, less of a threat, gone to the world this way. Why create such an elaborate fuss?
 
   A few soundless footfalls brought her back to the side of the bed.
 
   To look upon the man unhooded was to read an entire book at one glance.
 
   He couldn’t have been much older than her. A few years, at most. The guttering yellow light showed her dark hair, pulled back in a dishevelled queue. A heavy brow, though unlined in the peace of slumber, a strong jaw, a serious mouth, as his waking manners had made her imagine. A day’s worth of stubble or so dusted the left half of his face.
 
   The right half, from disrupted hairline down to exposed throat, was an illuminated history of fire. 
 
   It had spared his mouth, but ruined his right ear. The skin was pink and white, in the poreless, waxy sheen of heavy scars. No hair could grow where whatever flame—and Emmat was sure that was what she saw—had licked him with its horrible tongues. 
 
   And would you show your face, if you looked like this?
 
   The destruction disappeared beneath the edge of his shirt, marking the rest of him to some unknown extent, as well.
 
   To be the executioner made him outcast enough. But to live with this, he—
 
   Was looking at her.
 
   The air between them went from cool to boiling in a furious, welling heartbeat.
 
   Vane ripped the cover back, leapt to his feet, impossibly alert for someone so still mere seconds ago. A sharp, grey eye glared at her from the undamaged side of his face. Its milky counterpart saw nothing.
 
   “You don’t bloody listen, woman!” He stabbed an accusing finger at her as she backed towards the fireplace, mouth open, shaking her head. 
 
   Emmat rid herself of the lamp with a trembling hand, returning it lit to the mantle. Her knees flexed to bolt with the crackle of violence and the bitter tang of her own stupidity mingling in the air.
 
   He was yanking on boots, however, not lunging for her. Then the cloak she’d been right about earlier. When it didn’t seem he was about to lash out in her direction, Emmat lifted a hand, took a breath to explain.
 
   A whirl of heavy fabric and the slam of the door wanted none of it.
 
   She rushed in behind him, swinging the door open again and thrusting her upper body out into the night.
 
   “Vane!”
 
   No answer.
 
   She heard the mare snort, the creak of leather. Hooves on the ground. For a moment the sound came closer, but then it moved off, unseen, the leftover clouds from the rain keeping any useful moonlight to themselves.
 
   Emmat stood there in her shift, staring out over the black aftermath, her wits battered by a storm of her own making.
 
   Would it have been better if she’d left it? How long could he have expected to maintain her ignorance? A matter of days? Months? Surely not forever.
 
   The hangman spent every day hiding his face behind the hood of his trade, an easy excuse to keep the fire’s destruction a secret. But the nights? At night, he relied on the dark.
 
   So what excuse did he have then, for bringing a thief into his bed? Did he expect to leave valuables lying around, unmolested?
 
   And how long, this time, before he showed himself at the door of the stone house again? Before Emmat could finish what she’d opened her mouth to say when he stormed away to the heavens knew where.
 
   Before her frustration for the whole sordid matter exhausted itself and, despite the man’s very real threats, she put her boots to the earth and did one of the things she knew how to do best: run.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Part 4
 
   Tell Me That I’m Free to Ride
 
    
 
   The fifth day after Vane’s furious departure, the rain gave over and decided to take its desultory parade somewhere else. Not so for Emmat. Her initial panic at the hangman’s upset washed away after the first wet day cooped up inside the house. It had forced her to sit still and think. 
 
   The longer he made her wait, the more stubborn she became. 
 
   Running wasn’t going to solve any of her problems, at least not for any worthy stretch of time. It wouldn’t do any better for Vane. He would have to return. And she would wait for him. Whether she had anything useful to say to the man remained to be seen, but she’d resolved to confront him, either way. Sitting in one place keeping a vigil, however, was not how Emmat was accustomed to spending her time.
 
   This day, especially, had her buzzing in agitation, as it was the first dry enough to allow her out of the house for more than a few minutes. 
 
   By the time the sun shone at its peak, every weed fringing the base of the well, the stone walls of the house—even the hay barn—lay limp, uprooted in any number of small piles. For want of a broom, a small branch of ash, retrieved from the treeline to the south, served to clear the cobwebs from every corner of the home’s single, neglected room. By dusk, she’d purged the barn of an impressive number of mice, though they’d likely return without regular intervention. Or a well-placed cat.
 
   It was not out of any burgeoning obligation to the hangman that Emmat scoured his property from end to end. Her days before this most recent turn of events had consisted of travelling, scheming, and bartering. Hiding and carrying out shady work in even shadier corners had filled her nights. No, the reason for her barrage of domestic activity now was that her skin was going to get up and crawl away if she sat still a single hour longer. 
 
   If the man had been in earnest about claiming a wife, he would soon be the butt of his own jest. Her practice with this sort of thing was limited to what little she’d bothered to absorb during childhood and a hodgepodge of assumptions. She truly had no idea what being a wife entailed, just as Vane had taunted the night he’d stripped her of her clothes.
 
   Nor did she have any intention of learning, mired as she was in this bizarre purgatory of her own making. The potential consequences of running outweighed the rewards, which meant she wasn’t leaving with matters as they were. Yet Emmat also couldn’t bring herself to embrace the idea of staying for any significant amount of time.
 
   When she’d bargained herself for her brother’s life, she’d imagined a rough night’s work for her part of the exchange. Never anything so permanent as all of this. 
 
   Marriage? The man was a stranger. And never mind that, he was the executioner. Could she go on letting him touch her with the same hands he used to haul bodies down from the noose?
 
   You worry about him touching you. Where was all this hand wringing when you took his cock down your throat?
 
   It had reached a place where, if things began to make sense, Emmat wouldn’t know what to do with herself.
 
   And how is that different from what you know now?
 
   It wasn’t. It wasn’t at all.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The pair of crows hopped around beneath the spreading branches of the maple beside the hay barn, scavenging. Emmat was now able to tell one from the other by an unruly feather jutting low, untameable from a glossy wing. It was not a good sign. She’d been alone too long.
 
   It had been seven days. A week. Had he left for good? 
 
   Vane hadn’t wanted her to see his face, for reasons now uncomfortably plain, but…to run? A severe reaction from a man who had subdued her more than once. The upper hand was his, ruined face or no.
 
   In a concerted black fluttering, the crows quit their foraging for the upper arms of the maple. Emmat’s eyes left the bucket she was raising from the well to skim the treeline, the road. 
 
   A rider approached on a horse that was neither massive, nor black. 
 
   Who’s this now?
 
   She hauled the bucket the rest of the way, keeping a wary gaze on the potential for trouble headed in her direction.
 
   The vague form atop the trotting bay materialized into cassock and cap. Her brows came down as she set the bucket on the ground.
 
   It can’t be.
 
   “Mrs Vane?” the older man asked, halting the horse a few yards from the well.
 
   But it was. The self-same chaplain. His voice would ring true forever in her ears. Emmat folded her arms over her chest. Said nothing.
 
   He cleared his throat. “Yes. Well.” Dismounted. 
 
   “Are you, er …” The man didn’t venture far from the horse. His hands wrung together, defensive in the line of her glare. “That is, is everything …”
 
   “It’s as can be expected, Chaplain,” she said, ending his stammering.
 
   He nodded, her confirmation of his suspicions setting his mouth in a grim line as he turned to rummage in a saddlebag. 
 
   “I’ve uh…I’ve brought you some things,” he said, coming out with a lumpy sack. “A bit of salt pork, a cheese, a few others. Some things a woman might want around the house.” Emmat’s frown deepened. “You’ll forgive me; I don’t exactly know—”
 
   “I’ve no interest in your charity.”
 
   “Oh no,” he said, eyes wide now as he approached with the bag. “When I last saw your husband, I offered my help and he wouldn’t have it, either. It’s no charity, Mrs Vane”—he dangled the bundle for her to take—“he furnished the coin for all of it.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at the proffered bundle, as though he were handing her something poisonous.
 
   “Vane paid for this.” It was not a question, but somehow a statement she wanted to test against reality.
 
   “Oh yes. He insisted. Please.” He pressed forward with the bag. Her mouth came into a hard line, but she relieved him of it at last, holding it at her side, unopened.
 
   The chaplain’s gaze made a brief tour of the property before circling back to Emmat. The man might as well have had his cap in his hands, rotating it through his fingers for all the discomfort he wore in his stance. 
 
   “You know, he…he said nothing to me at all of a marriage before that night.” 
 
   “It was a short courtship,” she said, voice flat as she held his eyes. Something akin to hope drained out of the chaplain’s face.
 
   “I see.”
 
   It wasn’t as though she could tell him she was a wanted criminal who’d only cornered herself into this predicament because she’d bribed an executioner with her own life.
 
   But the man had spoken to Vane both before and after the midnight nuptials. If their paths crossed with some regularity, perhaps he’d have an idea …
 
   “Did he happen to say to you when he’d be returning?”
 
   “I’m afraid he did not,” he said, brow creasing with credible disappointment at having no definite answers for her, “but I should think Sunday. I believe his circuit brings him back in this direction.”
 
   She made a face at this vague pronouncement, but the chaplain was already climbing back up into the saddle, cassock bunching awkwardly as he went. 
 
   “And what day is it now?” 
 
   “Thursday.” Her wilting lack of enthusiasm for this revelation had him making the meanest of efforts at comfort.
 
   “Would that I knew more, Mrs Vane,” he said, righting himself, taking up the reins, “but your husband has never been too fond of talk.”
 
   My husband. Emmat felt her lip wanting to curl.
 
   “You’re right about that, Chaplain.” Her bitterness would not be disguised. “I often wonder what made him take a wife in the first place, when his duties keep him away more often than not.”
 
   The bay shifted around under its rider now, eager to move, but the older man’s eyes had gone sombre. “A hangman’s lot is not a weightless burden,” he said. “He does what he must.”
 
   A single curt nod, as though it excused the complete lack of answers, before the chaplain said again: “He does what he must.”
 
   Emmat watched him turn the horse about and set the beast to a trot, back the way he’d come. The way Vane would come, if he ever bothered to return.
 
   Sunday.
 
   She eyed the coarse cloth sack and sighed.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Three more days without rain meant there was no wet pattering to hide the hoofbeats. The dull rhythm on the earth, that ominous tattoo, sounded its warning from the great silence of night.
 
   Vane.
 
   There was just enough time for Emmat to harness and tame her own heartbeat down to a matching pace while the hangman reached the lean-to and tethered his mount. 
 
   It was Sunday, as the chaplain had guessed. The lamp’s yellow flame shuddered in the air on Emmat’s behalf. The bright, guttering tongue would be the only permissible outlet for her nerves. She stood from the room’s single chair to peek through parted louvers again, squinting into the moonlight after the hangman.
 
   She had to look twice, at first, to be sure this was Vane returned to his home and not some new set of troubles. Instead of the black mare he’d ridden back from the hill, the tall figure tied up a pale-coated mount. When he turned from the beast and made for the house, however, there was no mistaking that walk.
 
   Emmat rounded to the far side of the table, squared her shoulders.
 
   BANG! BANG! BANG!
 
   If her eyes could have bored through wood, she would have skewered him on the other side of the door.
 
   “The lamp,” he said with that unmistakable growl of his. “Out with it.”
 
   What can he do that he’s not already done?
 
   “No.” 
 
   Her chest swelled, ready to bolt or to fight. Or perhaps both at once. When there was no reply and the tension became suffocating, she added, “You can stand out there all night, husband. I’ve nowhere to be.”
 
   He’d have to put out the last of the fire in the fireplace, as well, she noted, if he wanted total darkness again. She’d set as many obstacles in his way as she could manage.
 
   Whether it was her pointed use of his new title, resignation to the reality in which she’d already seen his face, or some other motive, the door swung inward, revealing Bartholomew Vane.
 
   He went unhooded now, his black shirt and breeches topped only by an eye patch, which told her not only about the viability of the damaged eye, but about the limits of his resolve to persist in concealing himself.
 
   The door pivoted shut with the help of his boot and the armful of the cloak he’d stormed out with so many days ago fell in a discarded heap across the foot of the bed. His eye never left her, as though she might be the one to attack him.
 
   For a long, hard minute, they glowered each other near to stone, until Emmat had her fill.
 
   “Sit down,” she said, nodding to the now vacant chair.
 
   He sat, though she saw his limbs fold into position with a slow, suspicious tension. Who was he to be wary in front of her?
 
   These thoughts could wait, however. There would be no answers, no discovery at all if she let him shake off his uncertainty and gain the upper hand again. He may have relieved her of her dagger, but Emmat had other weapons.
 
   She turned to the small pot of gruel the low flames in the fireplace had been keeping warm and spooned a helping into the only bowl she’d been able to find. There had been oatmeal among the things the chaplain had brought, and it made for a welcome change from the same salt beef she’d been eating every night.
 
   Emmat slid the bowl with its spoon across the table to give off steam in front of the hangman.
 
   “Eat.”
 
   A mistrustful eye flicked down to the gruel, back up to her. 
 
   “Oh, for—”
 
   She grabbed up the spoon, swallowed its contents, dropped it back in the bowl. The hangman made some grudging noise of acceptance and Emmat stepped back to lean against the sideboard, her arms coming crossed over her chest.
 
   “Douse that bloody lamp,” he said again, lifting a laden spoon.
 
   She didn’t bother to look down at the top of the sideboard, where the flame’s host burned as defiant as Emmat herself.
 
   “I won’t,” she said, “and neither will you. Eat.”
 
   He held her gaze for the space of two deep breaths, grunted, and bent to the meal.
 
   There was nothing in the close space of the hangman’s house for a time but the ripple of fire from hearth and lamp, and the regular dull clank and scrape of utensil against crockery.
 
   Emmat watched him eat. He was methodical about it. Slow but relentless as he worked his way to the bottom of the bowl. His jaw flexed and a connected triangle of muscle at his temple moved as he consumed the simple fare.
 
   He does what he must.
 
   The chaplain’s words came drifting back as Emmat studied the scarred man before her. The man who was strenuously ignoring her for a bowl of gruel.
 
   They had something in common, didn’t they?
 
   The more she fed the thought, the more it grew. He’d removed and paired her boots on the floor some time during that first night. Drawn the blanket over her against the chill. Bathed after her scathing remarks. Insisted on a wedding so that, in some convoluted way, things might be proper. Insisted on covering the chaplain’s expenses.
 
   Insisted on having her come under his touch. 
 
   You imagine a long line of women waiting for a chance to be the hangman’s wife?
 
   Looking at him now, the violent signature of flame scrawled across his features in the truth of the lamplight, Emmat saw his early words for what they were: not a cruel taunt, but a bitter reality to which the man had resigned himself.
 
   A normal man might have a wife. An executioner might have a wife. It was not unheard of. But Vane? Should he bare his disfigurement and add to the spectre of the gallows looming dark and ever-present? There was no need to ask what this would do to a man’s opportunities.
 
   And Emmat. Had her parents brought her up to be a thief? Of course not. Could she have left them to fend for themselves, under the care of the incompetent Peter when they squandered their meagre earnings on drink? When their father had slipped in his own vomit and had injured his back beyond his ability to perform any sort of saleable labour? No, and no again.
 
   She’d done what she had to do. They both had.
 
   Bartholomew Vane, the hangman, and Emmat Bird, the highwayman, had both chosen paths they knew were wrong. When circumstances bore down from all sides, squeezing and crushing, obliterating sense and twisting morals, each chose desperation over decency, legality.
 
   She’d brought in coin the only way she knew how. He’d brought in a wife, a companion, the only way he knew how. The only way in his mind he could ever have these things.
 
   Vane pushed the emptied bowl away on the table. Met her gaze again. 
 
   In that moment, Emmat made a different kind of choice. Asked a different kind of question.
 
   What if.
 
   The thought compressed her, made her eyes grow hot in a way she preferred to avoid.
 
   What if she’d awakened this morning and their past had never been? What if they were no more than husband and wife? 
 
   His shoulders sloped as he leaned back in the chair, palms on his thighs, the lines of his face hanging, tired. A man who had seen bad and expected worse, and no longer possessed the will to care about either.
 
   She blinked rapidly, shooing the rush of unwelcome emotion.
 
   What if none of it had to be this complicated? 
 
   Emmat inhaled, coming to a decision. He had to be a man in there somewhere, didn’t he?
 
   “What of the horse?”
 
   His eye dropped to the table again and he sighed.
 
   “Mercy.” 
 
   It didn’t sound like a plea. She stilled herself, waited for him to continue.
 
   “In eleven years,” he said, fitting the empty bowl with intense scrutiny, “I never took an assistant. My Mercy knew what to do. When to pull the cart.”
 
   His horse’s name was…Mercy? Though perhaps the noose was a sort of release, for some,
 
   “She came up lame.”
 
   Vane wouldn’t look at her now. The rest needn’t be said. The hangman rode with Mercy no more.
 
   “And the other?” Emmat tried for some way to resurrect a conversation. Some means to step out from under the leaden mantle that had fallen over his shoulders just now.
 
   “Borrowed.”
 
   She raised a sceptical brow and he surprised her with an elaboration.
 
   “Joseph Winters. Undersheriff’s cousin. His eldest was conscripted. Won’t be needing a horse in the navy. The beast is mine until I’ve coin for another of my own.”
 
   It might have been the most the man had ever said to her all at one time. Emmat cocked her head.
 
   “Joseph Winters,” she repeated the name. “Any relation to Christopher Winters?”
 
   “His younger son.” The good eye moved back up to hers. “You know him?”
 
   “Knew him.” The younger Winters was at sea, as well, but certainly not on any of Her Majesty’s ships.
 
   “How did you know him?” Vane sat up straighter.
 
   Is he…is he jealous?
 
   Emmat dropped her arms, levered herself away from the sideboard.
 
   “We only met once or twice,” she said. “Travelled in the same circles. My brother knew more of him than I did.”
 
   Maybe the man relaxed a small measure at this, it was difficult to say. Either way, Emmat’s feet chose a more direct route through her curiosity than her cautious thoughts might have and carried her around to Vane’s side of the table.
 
   Without pause, she slid onto his lap, backside coming to rest on his left thigh, her knees between his. The hand that had been where her bottom was fell away to the side, as if he were unsure where to put it now. Odd, for a man who knew right where to put himself during any of their previous encounters.
 
   They were almost of a height, this way, and Vane elected to meet her two good eyes with his one. It flashed the volatile grey of a summer storm from beneath a dark brow, heavy with unknown burden.
 
   Cringe, the hard stare told her. Look away. I defy you.
 
   Emmat did none of those things.
 
   She held him there, unwithering, allowing him to see her complete lack of fear, of pity. The air grew thick between them, near to the point of crackling. Her left hand rose to the ruin, fingertips dusting the mottled jaw.
 
   Like the promised lightning, his grip surged around her wrist, tightening down until she was sure the bones would grind together. But that was all. 
 
   He didn’t yank her hand away, didn’t curse her or push her from her perch. All he offered was a pained scowl. A pained scowl and, after an interminable period in which the only movement was the rise and fall of two chests, each labouring with challenge, a sigh. A loosening of his grip.
 
   He let go her wrist.
 
   Emmat’s palm slid up, her thumb nudging the eye patch out of place, over his brow. It came off completely and she laid it aside on the table, her touch coming back to the scar-smooth skin. She drew a thumb over his cheekbone. Back to what was left of his ear.
 
   The hangman sat so silent, so still, his face a perfect mask for any thought or sentiment lying behind, Emmat wasn’t sure what she might ask, or how. There was no way to know if her next wrong step might send her spilling, broken to the ground.
 
   Mismatched eyes stared back at her, one the colour of rain-laden clouds, the other a pitcher of milk with a drop of ink swirling to the bottom. She slid her hand down to the side of his neck, careful as though the damage was still fresh.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Several patient breaths passed before he answered.
 
   “Jonas Hollow happened,” he said, his grey eye going distant. “Or at least his family did.”
 
   “How do you mean?” She took care to keep her voice low, undemanding.
 
   “Judge thought he should swing for his crimes. His kin didn’t. He wasn’t in the ground a week before I woke up to my house on fire.”
 
   Something about the way he said it softened her against him. His words were so free of ornament, of emotion. As though it were an inventory of goods he was recounting rather than a vicious attack upon his person. What else had this man endured to make such a trauma seem worthy of so little passion?
 
   And yet his stoic explanation belied the severity of his reaction the night she’d revealed him with the oil lamp. Apathy did not send a man storming out into the night, not to return for a week and a half.
 
   Such was the whole of it. The work Vane had chosen—or perhaps fallen into, for all she knew—came with a price: there were those who hated him for it. And now he spent his days hiding. Just as she did.
 
   Emmat felt that great unnameable urge welling, filling the space inside her ribs, sending the balance seated low in her belly flipping end over end. It expanded and pressed against her walls until it nearly hurt, and the intensity of a held gaze would not be enough.
 
   Reason flung to the wind, Emmat tilted down for a kiss.
 
   The hangman turned his head.
 
   An angry passion took her then. The hand she’d been resting on his neck flew to his jaw again and—with no little resistance—she made him face her.
 
   The storm in his eye raged. His nostrils flared.
 
   He? He would resist her?
 
   How dare he!
 
   “You can fuck your wife in the dark, but you can’t kiss her properly in the light, is that it?” she said, heat in her voice as she prevented him from looking away again.
 
   Perhaps it was her brazen words. Perhaps it was the truth of the thing, laid bare at last. Perhaps, like Emmat, Vane stopped worrying about anything else but what he wanted at that moment. She saw the blaze jump between them, sparks blown on a gale.
 
   “Well?” she demanded. “Is it?”
 
   Violence.
 
   It was the only way to describe the way they came together when the burning floor of tension collapsed.
 
   Lips, tongue, and teeth; nipping, tasting, pulling. These were the things that should have happened first, and now the thief and the hangman worked in a frenzy to catch them up.
 
   The hand he’d dropped to the side was at her waist now, squeezing her closer. When his other hand caught up the back of her neck to draw her further into the delirious kiss, Emmat felt a trill of something wicked go dancing along her spine.
 
   They broke apart for long enough to stare at each other in a sort of breathless disbelief. He’d taken of her, and she’d given of herself, in far more illicit ways, but this, their first kiss, was the most intimate contact yet.
 
   When they leaned in again, urgency gave way to deliberation. Emmat felt herself relaxing into the circle of his arms in a way she hadn’t yet allowed herself. She came to know, through slow, thorough kisses, the very flavour of the man who’d made her his wife. The new, soft answer of his mouth bore the tang of need waylaid over lonely years.
 
   His affection grew bold again and moved from her lips to her jaw, her throat. There was no helping a whimper when he latched onto the skin beneath her ear, sucking, testing her with his teeth. 
 
   He left her no time to grow accustomed, however, as his efforts flourished downwards in the glow of her new acceptance. The column of her neck was humid with kisses, the hollow of her throat moistened with the lap of tongue. His supporting arm at her waist was a blessing, for without it she might have collapsed in a heap on the floor.
 
   When he arrived at the valley between her breasts, the grip of abandon left him. The hangman buried his face in the pale flesh piled above her stays, stilled his fervour, and inhaled. At the end of a silent, heavy stretch of moments in which he did nothing but breathe her in, the hands that had been roaming, squeezing, slid around her ribcage, arms following to enfold her in warm possession.
 
   Vane turned his cheek to lay it on her breast. He stayed this way, eyes closed, unmoving. After several heartbeats passed, Emmat reached careful fingers around to pull the tie from his hair, loosing the dark queue over his shoulders.
 
   She raked her hand through the wavy mass, separating it, cradling his head where it seemed he needed to rest. 
 
   How was this the man who’d spirited her from the crest of Gallows Hill, who’d dragged a chaplain to marry her under threat in a lightless stone house, miles from anywhere?
 
   How was she the same Emmat Bird to allow it? And not merely to allow it, but to hold him to her, to see in him this…this long-harboured emptiness, and to want to fill it. 
 
   It flew in the face of reason, but some immaterial voice suggested if she were to place her own empty spaces against his, she would find the void made whole.
 
   She took the risk.
 
   “Bartholomew.” The name fell light as a sheet of parchment brushed from the surface of a table.
 
   His shoulders heaved with a low grunt she might have mistaken for a chuckle in a less serious man.
 
   “I haven’t been ‘Bartholomew’ since I was a boy,” he said, not raising his head. “Just Vane.”
 
   Emmat decided to interpret this as a preference, and tried again.
 
   “Vane.”
 
   This name was different. A single syllable, pointed at one end and rounded on the other. A name made to penetrate with a single, piercing motion, but also made to smooth over the damage as it passed. 
 
   Flashes of prior nights together made her shift on his lap, a familiar warmth building.
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   No more than breathing from the man, but Emmat could no longer be still. Not with the quickening pace of her own thoughts, her own wants.
 
   “Husband,” she said with more force, “please.”
 
   This made him lift his head.
 
   Emmat’s lips came apart. Her breasts rose and fell above the limits of her stays. A grey and a white eye met hers and, though the colour didn’t match her green, their reflection was one and the same. 
 
   Lust.
 
   He descended on her again, explanations unneeded. A brief return to her lips, her throat, before a less disciplined tour of her neckline. While teeth and tongue laid claim to bosom from above, buttressing palms rose to gather from below.
 
   Emmat could feel him against the back of her thigh, hard, eager. Uncertainty gone, she slid a hand between them, filling her grasp. He hissed.
 
   “Emmat.”
 
   There was a turmoil of hands. He kneaded hip, breast, and thigh in a euphoria as she stroked and massaged the length of him through the weave of his breeches.
 
   “Sweet Christ,” he said, gripping her by the upper arms and separating them to catch his breath.
 
   Vane came to his feet and Emmat floundered, losing her perch. Before she had her bearings, however, he had her back flat on the table, the spoon and empty bowl clattering to the floor in the wake of his sweeping hand.
 
   He came between her dangling legs, covering her, suspended on his elbows, kisses rampant again.
 
   This time her clothing was no barrier. His fingers hooked over the top edge of her stays and yanked them low with the linen of her shift. Her breasts freed now to neither darkness nor the concealing press of mattress made her cheeks flush. Vane hadn’t seen her bare, despite where his hands and everything else had gone in the black of unlit night.
 
   As he bent to the feast, her hand rose without thought to the right side of his face.
 
   Her wrist whipped overhead, pinned to the tabletop by his gripping hand before she managed the barest brush of flesh. A warning rumbled in his chest: he didn’t want to be touched there. 
 
   His mouth sampled every bit of flesh except the twin, pink buds, and they hardened, shameless in their straining for inclusion. As he teased, the fingers of his restraining hand twined together with hers; a reassurance. It was quite possible Emmat had soaked through her shift.
 
   She still had a free hand and used it to test a notion, bringing it to the undamaged left side of his face. 
 
   He let it stay.
 
   Her fingers slid through his hair, lingering at the back of his head.
 
   Hot and wet, he took the first nipple.
 
   “Oh God!”
 
   It should not have felt this way. The deliberate suckling should not have made her spine curve, her knees bend and her feet want to hook around his thighs. It should not have had her hand fisting in his hair to hold him to her breast, but Hell’s teeth, it surely did.
 
   The second rosy tip received the same hungry attention. Emmat found her hips rolling with unabashed need against the man wedging her apart atop the table. Fabric rasped over her swollen sex. Rasped, and rasped some more. 
 
   Vane was pulling her skirts out of the way.
 
   He let go her nipple with a wet smack and she heard wood grate over wood. His weight lifted from her. She sucked in air as the pressure on her chest abated, damp flesh exposed and cooling. When she raised her head, she saw him sit. Saw him lower his face.
 
   “Vane!”
 
   His mouth turned her wrong side out.
 
   It was a sweet, escalating madness he wrought, destroying her with every liquid pass of his tongue, every unavoidable pull of his lips. When he had her writhing, muttering nonsense, his fingers came to join in her undoing.
 
   Emmat’s backside lifted off the table when he curled them inside her. Her throat loosed an animal cry, head tilted back, when he latched onto her most sensitive pearl of flesh, tongue flickering, circling. Rough hands and a relentless mouth shaped her into a gasping, craven thing.
 
   He did something with his hand. There was pressure, a tapping. 
 
   “Vane, I—”
 
   There it was, resonant like the single metallic clang of a bell. Her eyes had reached the limit to which they could roll back into her head.
 
   “Oh my—!”
 
   The rest was lost in her orgasm. Her lungs seized up, her body clamped down, and the hangman dragged her pulsing and jerking over the edge. If only it could be enough.
 
   The moment her vision swam into focus, Emmat was rabid.
 
   “Husband,” she said, voice ragged as wet fingers slid from her. “Husband, please.”
 
   There was no need to elaborate. There was no need to ask him twice. He was on his feet, tearing at his breeches, spreading her again with his hips.
 
   Warm, heavy cock lay along her furrow, slick in a moment from the proof of her desire. A nudge became a push and Vane was inside. 
 
   Sort of.
 
   She made a face. The table was too short. He felt it, as well.
 
   With a growl, he had her gathered up, an arm at her waist, another under her bottom, ready prick grinding between them as he sent the chair toppling and backed them towards the bed.
 
   To Emmat’s surprise, he came down on his back, pulling her astride his hips. Questions be damned, she gathered away the layers of fabric that had shifted during their move and joined them again, raking her soaking folds over his length. When she lifted herself on her knees, his cock sprang up beneath her in perfect alignment, so that she only had to—
 
   “Emmat!”
 
   She slid down in a rush, the reins of friction loosed by wet anticipation.
 
   Dear and holy Lord!
 
   She was full. Packed to the quivering edge. With him. With Bartholomew Vane, the executioner. With her husband.
 
   Her cheeks flexed, body ground forward, drawing him out before sinking back to take him in again. His hands came to her hips, thumbs curling in over the bones, gripping, stilling her. She saw him drawing deep breaths through his nose, eyes wide and serious. Emmat was not the only one overwhelmed. 
 
   An intense moment of heated staring, and then his hands rose to her waist, her ribs.
 
   “Come here.”
 
   She bent to him, lowering herself to her elbows, meeting him with a kiss made of surrender and want. He piled up handfuls of skirts and shift over her lower back, exposing them to the free air. There were palms, splayed fingers gathering her backside in handfuls, spreading her wide.
 
   He began to fuck.
 
   There was no one else to see, but Emmat revelled in the way he had her parted, open for the spearing of his cock, on display, denial of what they did impossible.
 
   His forearms settled at the small of her back, crushing them together. Her noises of encouragement got lost in his mouth as he worked himself in and out, knees slipping further apart in her loss of control.
 
   “Please,” she said, turning her head to get her words around their kiss. “Please, I need you.”
 
   “You have me.” His response was hot at her ear as he pumped, squeezing her tighter at the waist. “By God, do you have me.”
 
   The sentiment clutched at something in her chest, but her greed spoke aloud.
 
   “I need you on top of me.”
 
   She shoved herself up on her hands, checking his face for understanding.
 
   He understood.
 
   In a breath she was flat on her back, mattress prickling away, Vane nudging again for entry.
 
   “Take this off.” She plucked at the front of his shirt. 
 
   One impatient hand reached back to haul the coarse linen over his head. Emmat yanked the sleeves down his arms and he drew out of them, repositioning himself even as she threw the garment to the floor.
 
   He pushed a gasp out of her as he thrust home, hilting himself into the clutch of her heat. The dovetailing of their bodies assaulted Emmat with an impossible perfection and, for a moment, she was still.
 
   Vane had topped her before, but only in the dark. Now the lamplight wavered over the muscle of his chest, his shoulders. It brought her the angle of his jaw, the line of his mouth. The violent path of flames past spilled down over his collarbone and onto the upper half of his left arm. His grey eye waited for judgement, but she could find none.
 
   What she couldn’t do was keep her hands off him. Neck, chest, back; Emmat didn’t care. Her fingers caressed and accepted, and her new husband had her, willing and free.
 
   His hips found some rhythm only he understood and he set about relieving her of her sanity. For long moments he would fill her by slow, tortuous inches, only to have her squirming, whimpering, before he’d loose whatever demons he kept in check and begin driving into her with a savage will.
 
   Insatiable, Emmat got her hands beneath the waist of his breeches and pushed them low, past the flex of his backside. Muscle bunched under her palms, delivering that perfect cock to her depths, filling her with the irrational truth that two and one could be the same.
 
   It was his turn to come to his elbows, grinding into her even as her booted heels had to be making marks on the backs of his thighs.
 
   A thumb slid over her lower lip, dipping below her chin. Vane’s hand trailed the moving column of her throat and he pinned her, this time with the excruciating honesty of his eyes.
 
   “Emmat,” he said, riding slow. “I… just…”
 
   She held him close with her legs crushing their intimacy against itself, her heart beating a mad and bloody song within her breast.
 
   The fear of his own words seemed to choke him then, as he dropped to her neck, kissing, sucking. 
 
   If he’s afraid of it, what does that make you?
 
   “So lovely,” he was muttering into the crook of her shoulder. “So, so lovely, Emmat.”
 
   There was no time for introspection. His right hand found the back of her knee, hoisting it and dragging her closer still. There was less distance to his thrusts and his breath came quick.
 
   The new angle ground them together, wet, sensitive flesh working against muscle and bone to restrict the hum of her pleasure down to a focused, keening note. 
 
   “Please, Vane.”
 
   She struggled to stay in the current, her body straining. If he could just—
 
   “I can’t,” he said to the side of her face. “ ’S too much.”
 
   The drag, the friction. Emmat felt it.
 
   “You can! You just need to— Yes!”
 
   She convulsed around him, somehow clamping down and bursting open at the same time. For such a frenzy, it was as if each contraction winked past in a diurnal pulse. When the blood ceased its rush in her ears, the hangman was repeating her name.
 
   “Emmat,” he said, the rocky tumble of his words ground smooth for her alone. “Emmat, will you …”
 
   “Mmm?” She tried to rouse him from his distraction, but she was plenty distracted herself.
 
   “Dear God!” His arms and chest tightened. “Will you have me, Emmat?”
 
   It was a question made for kicking down doors.
 
   “I’ll have you, husband.” The answer came hot with conviction. “I’ll have you.”
 
   His cock plunged home. Whatever he tried to say next was lost in some animal snarl of completion. Her kisses peppered his neck, his collarbone. Hot seed filled her hidden places; the places only her broken executioner could touch. 
 
   When they slowed from the grip of delirium, they were a pair of beings, changed. They’d come to the reckoning as hangman and thief, but found themselves bound in it, husband and wife. 
 
   Why, then, as the haze of euphoria settled, did Emmat feel as though she waded through a sort of dream? The sort where something faceless and dreadful gives chase, her limbs mired in sucking mud as it twisted nearer. 
 
   Why, oh why, for all the blissful distance they’d come, was the notorious Red Bird terrified?
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   They lay entwined, the lamp and fire doused, the covers drawn up, the new reality a salve, mending wounds. He brushed her brow with a kiss.
 
   “I’ll be gone near a fortnight this time,” he said, shifting the arm he had draped over her hip.
 
   Emmat adjusted the tangle of their legs and spoke into the warm pocket of air she’d grown between her face and his throat. “Then wake me, will you? No more slipping out before dawn.”
 
   She felt him nod against the top of her head.
 
   “Will what the chaplain brought you be enough?”
 
   “It will.”
 
   Their voices were quiet. The earlier storm had left them exhausted, spent.
 
   “Is there anything I might bring? When I return?”
 
   Emmat surveyed her mind, which was fast tumbling towards sleep. The days spent alone in his absence had driven her nearly mad with boredom. It was not a life she knew how to manage.
 
   “Things to write with, I suppose. Or things to read, if they can be managed.”
 
   He huffed a chuckle into her hair. “Thieves read?”
 
   “This one does,” she said ignoring his needling. 
 
   What else? What else? Anything?
 
   “A hen or two, perhaps, and we can have eggs. And a cat.”
 
   “A cat?”
 
   “Hay barn’s full of mice,” she said, drifting already.
 
   “Mmm. I’ll see what can be had.”
 
   Her thoughts blurred as the slow rhythm of his breath, his heartbeat, seduced her away from coherence. It was all so domestic. Eggs. A house. A husband.
 
   The comfort was unfamiliar, yet almost irresistible in its call. But somewhere, somewhere, Emmat thought she heard a key rasping in a lock, the bars of a prison closing in at her back. Freedom grinned with wicked teeth, its price concealed away in a fist, promising ease if only she would please step right this way.
 
   The way was black, and Emmat slept.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Bartholomew Vane swung from the saddle of the borrowed gelding, not bothering yet to unhitch the cart. The sun warmed the tip of his nose, his cheeks, as he went unhooded in the daylight, the eye patch his only concession to the ghastly work of the flames.
 
   He fixed his intention on the door to the stone house and didn’t know whether to grin or grimace in fear. The hangman fished from a pocket what was probably the thinnest, plainest gold ring in the whole of England. He had no intention of telling her how he’d come by it. 
 
   It’s time to act as a man again, Vane.
 
   Indeed, it was time to do a great many things more respectably. That the fiery thief had accepted a hangman was more than enough to ask of any woman. The two hens clucked away in their cage in the back of the cart.
 
   The smile won out.
 
   He inhaled and went to the door, swung it into the house.
 
   “I’ve come back sooner than I thought, Emmat,” he said, pleased with the surprise he’d been able to contrive. His eye adjusted to the dim light in the little room. 
 
   “Emmat?”
 
   The stillness was immediate, the certainty final.
 
   It might have been something in the quality of the air that told him. Something flat, lifeless. There was no need to go and look again outside. The ring became a dread anchor in his palm.
 
   He’d showed his face. He’d dared to imagine it could be some other way. It had bought him, for his troubles, the very same measure as it had the first time, years ago.
 
   She was gone.
 
   Emmat Bird, his impossible, lovely wife was gone.
 
   He wanted to watch it burn to the ground again. Only this time, he’d set the fire himself.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Part 5
 
   Hangman, Hangman, Upon Your Face a Smile
 
    
 
   The itch.
 
   The itch had got to her. No more than two days after Vane’s departure. The four stone walls crowding in, the silence of the countryside in his absence. An unbreakable tether circling tighter at her ankle; a single word.
 
   Wife.
 
   Emmat shuddered.
 
   The morning he set out again on his circuit, he’d left the dagger he’d taken from her on the table as a sign of the mending between them. It belonged to her. It had been hers in the first place. It was hers when she took it up again and fled, dashing Vane’s fragile new trust into a thousand tiny pieces as she went.
 
   This itch was simply too great. It probably made her a horrible person, like a great many other things, but it wouldn’t be still. It clawed and pestered and whispered away in her ear that this was no sort of freedom—accepting, ravenous kisses or no. No sort of freedom, at all.
 
   It was this feeling of dread that caused her to be here, miles and miles from the lonely house, approaching the oily, flickering windows of possibly the most disreputable alehouse in three counties. It didn’t even have a sign over the door. The surrounding night whispered unhelpful reminders of Vane demanding she “douse that bloody lamp”.
 
   The distance a body could cover on foot, if one had a will, was quite impressive. And if one had a horse? Emmat grimaced. What was one more theft?
 
   She could tumble in a bed, call out a name, feel warm under the caress of sweet words from a man whose years had been bitter. She could even begin to feel …
 
   But none of it mattered. These things were not the whole of a life. A single room, a man who left her alone at least four days out of five. Years of coming and going as she pleased, answering to no one’s preferences save her own, had her pulling at the bonds of marriage despite the man to which they held her. 
 
   A man who, once the layers of secrecy fell away, had turned out to be quite proficient at scorching her to the bone in a way no other had before him.
 
   “Bah!” She dashed the thought away aloud, butting the pub’s ill-fitted door open with the heels of her palms. So a man cared for her. Then what? It would not be enough to fill every hour in the day.
 
   “Well if it isn’t our Miss Red!” came the brassy voice from across the room as soon as she ducked into the greasy lamplight. “And in a dress like a proper lady, d’ye see, Worrall?”
 
   “Bugger off, Pyke.” She tossed him a rude look.
 
   The proprietor—and self-styled purveyor of wit, or so he imagined—lounged on a long bench, the heels of his worn-out shoes resting crossed atop the adjacent table, his shoulders leaning against the wall. Smoke curled from a pipe he’d been gesturing with, and Emmat wondered what scheme he’d managed this time to get him money for such things as tobacco.
 
   “We thought ye was in London, Red,” said Roger Pyke, retracting his legs from the table top as she took her own usual seat next to the stairwell.
 
   “And why would you think that, Pyke? Worrall.” She nodded acknowledgement to the leathery rope of a man the proprietor had brought into his taunts. Francis Worrall was no thief, but his addiction to dice meant he enjoyed his cups well away from anywhere frequented by people he owed money.
 
   “Well, that scrawny brother of yers was in here not much more than a week past,” Pyke said. “Told us ye’d sent him for the Henley take. Said he was going to meet you with it in London.”
 
   “Did he, now?” Emmat asked the question more to herself than either one of the men present.
 
   Bloody Peter. There’s that tidy sum gone, then.
 
   “Miss Margery!” Pyke hollered into the stale space of the common room. A spare-looking woman, perhaps just north of twenty, banged in through the kitchen door, blonde hair hanging in wisps, gaunt cheeks ruddy from the heat of the back room.
 
   “Yes, Mr Pyke?” She was wiping her hands with a rag.
 
   ‘Miss’ Margery. Emmat did her best to keep her sneer to herself when she thought of the other ‘services’ Pyke likely obliged the poor woman to provide him, aside from toiling away in his kitchen.
 
   “A drink for our friend, will ye?”
 
   A glance in Emmat’s direction made the other woman start, possibly at the unlikely sight of a lone female at this hour, but she nodded and disappeared back through the door.
 
   “So, not in London, then, eh?” Worrall piped up from his side of the room.
 
   “No,” said Emmat. “Not even close.”
 
   Margery returned with a mug and pitcher, pouring as she reached the table. Emmat nodded her thanks and grimaced at the first swallow. Pyke had only ever served the sort of ale a person borrowed more than drank. She wanted to imagine it was better than nothing, but wasn’t sure whom she was trying to fool.
 
   “Worrall here thought ye might have had an appointment with the hangman.”
 
   “What?” She nearly spat out her drink, though that might have improved it.
 
   “I say,” he said with more volume, “Mr Worrall thought ye might have managed to get yer neck stretched after all this time. Would have been a shame, that.”
 
   Emmat lowered her hackles.
 
   “A right shame,” Worrall said, burying his face in his cup.
 
   “Ye owe me a penny now,” said Pyke.
 
   “Add it to the rest, then,” the miserable gambler mumbled into his ale.
 
   London. Emmat gave a dismal grunt and tilted back another eye-watering draught. Blending into the crowds there was no longer an option. Now that Peter had put the notion in enough people’s ears—fabricated on the spot as the story surely was—Vane or anyone else the hangman might send looking for her would decide to try there, first.
 
   Perhaps it was time to consider somewhere farther than London. Much farther.
 
   When the blonde ducked her head into the room again, Emmat raised her cup.
 
   “Another.” 
 
   Margery glanced at her employer, who nodded. Pyke knew the elder of the Bird siblings was good for it. Knew it based on what he had locked away in his back room.
 
   Emmat suffered herself to the bottom of the cup three more times, in rapid succession. A nastier medicine she couldn’t want, but it helped to blur the stray ends of all her problems that wouldn’t match up, no matter how she might try.
 
   It was a risk to run. A great risk, and one that had held her back for weeks. 
 
   Well, and perhaps that voice of his in your ear. 
 
   She scowled. This was no place for foolishness. If she were going to take the risk, it would have to pay a return. There should be no chance of Vane finding her. She wouldn’t put it past the man not to hang her himself, if she were caught and brought before a judge. He was not a man, she imagined, who made idle threats.
 
   “I can assume my brother did not have the Ridgewood take, can’t I, Pyke?”
 
   “Of course!” The man sputtered, as though she’d caught him asleep. “I mean, of course not!” 
 
   He damn well better not. That money had been secret, even from Peter. Especially from Peter.
 
   “I’ll have it, then,” she said, pushing her cup away on the table.
 
   “Oh?” He pocketed his pipe. “How much ye want?”
 
   Emmat levelled a stony eye at him. 
 
   “All of it.”
 
   Even Worrall looked up out of his morose daydreaming, eyebrows climbing.
 
   “Umm …” Pyke manoeuvred his way out from between the bench and the table, smoothing down his unruly vest as he went. “Er, all of it, Red?”
 
   “You do still have it all,” she said, her hand moving under the table to finger the hilt of the dagger in the boot she had crossed over a knee. “I’d hate for us to have to reconsider the nature of our friendship.”
 
   “No, no, of course it’s all here.” Sandy hair shot with silver lined a brow now beaded with sweat. “It’s just that…well, ah…Well. Right.”
 
   So it was her second suspicion, then. Pyke had kept the money for her all this time. But the Ridgewood take was the last she had left, and it was by far the largest sum she’d allowed to remain untouched for any one time. Now that she wanted to leave with it, Roger Pyke knew Emmat wouldn’t be back. And neither would her coin.
 
   Another bit that’s none of my concern.
 
   “The rest of my things are where I left them upstairs?” she asked, standing.
 
   “They are.” Pyke’s eyes searched her, as though she’d change her mind. Emmat was saying ‘no’ to a lot of men, these days.
 
   “I’ll just be up to gather what I need. Have a change of clothes.” She flicked her eyes down to the flowing skirts, hardly suited to swift travel. “When I come back down, we’ll conclude our business.”
 
   “Very well, Red,” he said, resigned. “Very well.
 
   “Mr Pyke.” She nodded. “Mr Worrall.”
 
   The gambler raised his brows as she turned to mount the stair, as though Emmat had become a different person before his very eyes.
 
   Perhaps she was a different person now. A person who was going to get herself the hell out of England. After taking care of just one more simple matter.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   An owl made its lonely call from branches far overhead as Emmat tucked her shirt back into her breeches. Travelling had always been so much easier dressed as a man. With a coat and hair coiled up inside a hat, it wasn’t too much trouble to pass, if she kept to herself and no one looked too hard.
 
   The stolen horse snorted as she approached from the thicket where she’d gone with an urgent need to dispose of Pyke’s ale. She went about pulling out the knot of the reins from the low branch she’d tethered them to, and then moved to adjust the cinch, which had grown too loose for her liking over the last hour or so.
 
   There was enough moonlight to see what she did, and Emmat gave the beast a swat. “Stop that this instant!” Her quiet hiss came when the gelding inhaled, swelling up his ribs in a deliberate attempt to throw off how much she could tighten the buckles. “Stubborn beast.”
 
   The owl called out again, the sound moving this time as the bird left one tree to glide for another. There was not much else to be heard, here at the side of the road, far from anywhere, under the meagre light of half a moon. A rustling stirred the leafy carpet behind her. More of whatever sort of rodents she’d sent skittering away on her initial trek out into the wood.
 
   Then there was an edge in the soft meat under her jaw.
 
   The bulk of a man at her back.
 
   So a rat, then.
 
   “I wouldn’t so much as sneeze, if I was you,” the voice said, switching the angle of the blade to better tell its dire tale. “Would be a shame to colour the front of this shirt bright red.” 
 
   Her dagger was in her boot. There would be no reaching it now.
 
   Fuck. FUCK.
 
   It was truly the only appropriate word.
 
   An arm came around her, pinning her elbows at her sides. The stranger stepped backwards, obliging Emmat to step with him if she wanted to continue breathing in the usual manner. He turned them to face the direction from which she’d ridden and another figure stepped out onto the road. Emmat squinted.
 
   What the devil …
 
   “ ’S this the one, Mr Worrall?”
 
   “Worrall!” she burst out, heedless, eyes agog in the near darkness.
 
   “Shut it, you.” The stranger jerked her against him, driving his point home with a stinging sample of the sharp edge. She winced; lifted her head higher.
 
   “I’m afraid so, Red,” the gambler said, approaching the horse.
 
   She should have known not to ask Pyke for the money in front of an audience. Worrall’s debts must have outgrown his fears.
 
   “And who’s this you’ve hired to come skulking around in the woods with you in the middle of the night?” Her question came heedless of the earlier warning to silence, but the tough at her back did little more than jostle her irritably this time, adjusting his grip.
 
   “Oh, never you mind that, now,” he said, rummaging in the saddlebag on the far side of the horse. “Ah, here we are.” The voice was entirely too cheerful upon finding its prize.
 
   “That money was meant for my mother and father, you know,” Emmat said in a pointless attempt at dissuading the man. It was a lie, of course. Well. Only half a lie. She’d intended some of it for her parents.
 
   “Now that’s rather unfortunate.” Worrall propelled himself up into the saddle.
 
   Bollocks! Because of course he’ll take the horse, as well. Why wouldn’t he?
 
   “Shall we expend this one then, Mr Worrall?” The edge of the blade encouraged just that, and Emmat tilted her chin up and away from its reach. The eager reach of a strange hand, however, she could not avoid.
 
   Prick.
 
   “There’s no reason we shouldn’t be sporting about it,” the gambler said, looking down at her now in the moonlight. “Wouldn’t want to deprive her of the chance to win it back, now would we?”
 
   The roving hand found her breast and mauled it by the fistful. She ground her teeth and imagined caving in the nose behind her with the back of her skull.
 
   “Then leave us alone for a bit, eh Worrall?” The voice had grown low and distracted by her ear. He pressed a growing erection into her backside, and his crude fingers travelled south. “Waste not, want not—isn’t that right, pet?”
 
   “No,” Worrall said, with surprising vehemence. “There’ll be none of that. Red and I are friends.” The words turned sticky sweet. “Aren’t we, Red?”
 
   “Sure we are, Worrall.” Emmat glared daggers up at him as she tried to duck away from worming fingers. “This is all right friendly-like.”
 
   “Friendly’s all I’m trying to be, love,” he said, annoying her ear with a sloppy tongue. “Won’t take but a minute or two.”
 
   “I paid you to catch her,” said Worrall, growing irritated. “That’s done. Enough of this rubbish—we’re leaving.”
 
   The gambler’s orders brought the too-eager lout out of his lust for a moment, and he stepped back again, compelling her to follow with the steel threat at her neck.
 
   “What’s stopping me from cutting both your throats and leaving with the whole purse myself?” 
 
   Worrall snorted. “What’s to stop me from riding off with the lot of it right now? Or are you outrunning horses and I’m unaware of it?” The derision was plain in his voice. Emmat sneered. The gambler hadn’t survived this long without some measure of cunning in his bones. “If you want your share, you’ll put away that blade and get your arse on this horse. Now.”
 
   There was a long, taut moment of silence, in which Emmat wanted to call the bastard at her back any number of vile names but didn’t for fear of upsetting the outcome, and then the terrible line of steel came away from her skin. 
 
   For a single heartbeat, the body parted from hers and there was cool air between them. Then a boot was in her backside and the ground was leaping to meet her face. She hit the earth with a startled cry an instant before the same boot bid a sharp farewell to her ribs.
 
   Emmat yelped and swore, curling in on the hammer blow of pain, dry leaves sticking to the side of her face and papering her open mouth.
 
   “Enough!” Worrall barked from somewhere above her. “Let’s go.”
 
   There was another kick, but this one glanced over her shoulder, no more than scuffing her skin.
 
   There were footfalls on the grit of the road and then there weren’t.
 
   Hoof beats, diminishing into the night.
 
   The owl saw fit to chime in again, hooting an I-told-you-so.
 
   Bloody son of a motherless whore!
 
   Everything.
 
   Everything gone!
 
   Nothing for her parents, nothing for her. No means to flee for the continent. No peace from having to run. No one left to help, and nowhere to go.
 
   You could go back.
 
   She breathed in the damp, each draw of her lungs a ringing bell of white fire. 
 
   He might still be gone. Your bruises will heal. He might never know you left. He’ll hold you, Emmat, and kiss you, and it will be infinitely better than this. Than lying here alone and breathing nails.
 
   The pace of her heart slowed. Her arms weren’t hurt, and she got them under her. Pushed herself away from the ground.
 
   No.
 
   Her feet followed and she managed to stand.
 
   No, she’d left for a reason. A reason that would not disappear if she happened to change her mind about being the hangman’s wife.
 
   She brushed the rest of the leaves from her clothes and spat the last of the dirt.
 
   Emmat had made herself sufficient before Bartholomew Vane, and by God, she could do it again. She was deficient in any number of things, but patience and persistence were not among them.
 
   I’ll do what I must.
 
   The very thought brought a cackle from the thief in the midnight wood, and the cackle brought a hiss and a wince.
 
   She set off in the opposite direction of her retreating purse. The jarring of her steps sang loud against her throbbing ribs, and she bit the inside of her lip. Indeed, she would do what she must.
 
   She would start again.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The usual demands to “stand and deliver” had never served Emmat so well as they did her male counterparts. A woman’s voice somehow failed to achieve the same arresting effect. Piteous pleas for help, on the other hand, rising from the side of a lonely road at night, almost never served her poorly.
 
   Coaches would stop—especially in the dark, before they could see the surprise of a woman in shirt and breeches—their passengers often all too willing to invite her to ride. A wretched girl, all on her own, her horse having bolted after spooking at a darting hare and bucking her from the saddle? A turned ankle? Here, let me help you inside, poor dear.
 
   Whether from altruistic motivations or the less frequent—but more irksome—discovery of an opportunity to get a young woman alone, they lowered their guard and Emmat slipped past into her nefariously earned fortune. 
 
   She’d show them her dagger and they’d show her their purse. It was only the rarest of nights in which it might be necessary to make any actual use of the blade. The threat was almost always enough, and easier to employ when there was more than one person. She could beg the mercy of one on behalf of the continued wellbeing of the other, all with the strategic placement of finely honed steel, of course.
 
   The one thing she’d not managed to do at any point during her time relieving travellers of their coin, was kill anyone. There were lines. Lines Emmat Bird would not bring herself to cross. If the tip of her blade bit into any flesh—as it had on the uncommon occasions where her marks needed help in understanding the complete lack of idleness to her threats—it was nothing that wouldn’t heal. The worst she’d taken was part of an earlobe, and that had been because the unruly twit wouldn’t sit still.
 
   There was often no need, however. If she could get herself invited inside, and could maintain her hapless country girl persona for enough time, the unsuspecting passenger might nod off to sleep. They would wake to a missing travelling companion, and a purse of the same disposition.
 
   In the wake of Worrall’s treachery, Emmat laboured again afoul of the law. The days turned into weeks, and the weeks gathered together into a huddle and decided to call themselves a month. And then two months.
 
   As most of her dishonourable trade began no earlier than evening, she tended to sleep during the light hours of day. The occasional wretched alehouse had a bed for her on the floor, but just as often it was a hayloft when no one was looking, or a wooded grove away from the road as the season wore towards summer and the nights were less cold.
 
   It was one such outdoor occasion, towards the rosy glow of dawn, that Emmat lurched from a dream of a single, stormy grey eye and a voice that burned her in just the right places, to be violently, unavoidably ill. 
 
   Again.
 
   Her most recent stolen horse nickered from where she’d tethered it to a tree a few yards off, stirring at her burst of movement. She wiped at her nose and mouth with the back of a hand, clearing the sick away and cursing herself. It was not the best way to remain hidden, making so much uncontrollable noise.
 
   After all the trouble she’d gone to in evading him, it was only natural her continued dreams of Vane would make her sick. If only they didn’t make her thighs slide together, at the same time.
 
   She pressed a palm to her stomach, wishing she had anything left in the saddlebags that would make it better rather than worse. She hadn’t even eaten anything that—
 
   Her heart stopped.
 
   Vane.
 
   Her eyes flicked up to the glowing horizon.
 
   Made her sick.
 
    The earth seemed to tilt and slide out from under her.
 
   No.
 
   But no sooner than the thought sparked to life, she wanted to be sick again.
 
   When was the last time you bled, Emmat?
 
   The answer loomed alone, like the very hallmark of the hangman’s trade, deadly and final in an empty field. It had been the night he’d offered her comfort and kneading hands. The only night of the four they’d spent together in which he hadn’t sown his seed between her legs.
 
   And their last night?
 
   Will you have me, Emmat?
 
   Oh, she’d had him, that was for sure. Had him, and now …
 
   And now? 
 
   Consequences.
 
   She pushed herself up to her knees, and then to her feet. Sleep was as far behind her as childhood. A few staggering steps brought her to the horse and the welcome water skin. She swished the water around in her mouth and spat, the clean liquid cloying after the bitter taste it followed. 
 
   Today did not have to be the day she made decisions. She had a while. A while yet to choose a path.
 
   Damn you, Vane, why?
 
   But she knew why already. It was because Emmat had chosen. Chosen to trade her life for Peter’s. Chosen to not fight tooth and nail when the man made his first claims in the darkness. Chosen to insist the lamp stay lit, and to begin to feel such things as she refused to name. Not aloud. Not for him.
 
   She was the ‘why’.
 
   Emmat Bird had led her own foolish self down this path, and by God, she would lead herself out of it.
 
   Now if only she could figure out how. She knew one thing, however: there were no answers here under these trees. 
 
   Emmat got back on the horse.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The disastrous business with Worrall meant the Lady Red Bird had to find an alternative to Pyke’s if she wanted anything like regular meals and shelter, however intermittent. Though she made her way through the heaths and woods, often not returning for days at a time, Emmat needed a base from which to operate. To store a few things and occasionally sleep on something softer and drier than the dewy ground. The irony was not lost on her that these same reasons necessitated Vane to keep the small, stone house she’d gone to so much trouble to flee.
 
   The Velvet Crab was possibly second from the bottom of the list of places where respectable people would want themselves seen—Pyke’s den of thieves the only one below it, of course. A person could come to the Crab by foot or maybe by horse, but certainly never by cart or coach. The state of the roads would never allow it, a fact which suited the alehouse’s owners right down to their immoral bones. 
 
   Emmat shook her head as she tucked the last stray curls up under her hat and made for the stair back down to the common room. The seamy establishment couldn’t decide whether it ought to be an alehouse or an inn, and its disposition made as little sense as its name. There was no way a scrap of velvet had ever passed through its creaky doors, nor was it anywhere even remotely close the sea.
 
   The lamplight grew as the narrow staircase turned a corner, and she opened her mouth to call out to the Crab’s proprietor her readiness for a warm supper. Instead, Emmat heard a sound that rooted her to the spot.
 
   “You’re Henry Finch, then?” 
 
   Finch owned the Crab, but that was unimportant. Every fine hair on her limbs stood on end, her skin prickling with nerves. There was no other voice capable of inciting such a mutiny among her senses.
 
   Vane.
 
   “I’m Finch,” she heard the man say. “What d’ye want?”
 
   Emmat tried not to choke on her own heartbeat as she retreated up one, silent step, scuttling sideways like the building’s namesake to put her back to the inner wall of the stairwell.
 
   He can’t be. He can’t be here.
 
   “I’m looking for a woman.”
 
   Dear God almighty.
 
   Finch snorted. “This ain’t that kind o’ place, friend.” 
 
   Her eyes were wide as saucers in the dim light of the stair. A deadly curiosity made her wonder if the hangman wore his hood, but this was no time to pop her head round the corner to see.
 
   “No,” Vane said, “a missing woman.”
 
   “If she’s missing,” said Finch in that drawl of his, “how should I know where she is?” If it were under any other circumstances, Emmat would have laughed. Finch’s natural propensity to make everything difficult now served to buy her time.
 
   “Now just you listen.” That low note of threat had come into his voice now and, to her chagrin, the dark tone wove its way up the stair and straight between her thighs. She bit her lip. No, Emmat.
 
   “She may have passed this way,” he went on, determined. “She’s maybe…twenty-three? Twenty-four? Travelling alone, I think. Green eyes. Hair like an angry sunset. Tongue probably sharp as a blade?”
 
   The last bit made her smile from her hiding place, despite herself. But her fear remained, chasing the expression from her face. 
 
   Finch had of course seen her, not an hour ago. They’d carried on an entire conversation. How intimidating was Vane being down there? Of all the times not to be able to see. She squeezed the fingers of her left hand with those of her right, praying, straining to hear.
 
   “Can’t say as anyone’s been through here, what looks like all that.”
 
   Oh, thank God.
 
   The proprietor would not sell his patrons to the law. Not if he wanted to stay in his sordid little business. There was silence for a long moment, and Emmat tried not to breath.
 
   At last, she heard Vane let out the sigh of a man who had strong suspicions he was being misled, but didn’t know what he could do about it. 
 
   “Well,” he said, “If you do see the likes of her come through here, you can tell her …” There was a shuffling sound here, made by what, she wasn’t sure.
 
   Tell me what?
 
   “You can tell her she ought to go back. Tell her she doesn’t”—here he bit off a word, though she couldn’t make it out—“she doesn’t have to douse the lamp anymore.”
 
   His words yanked some crucial buttress away and Emmat nearly doubled over in shock. Before she had a chance to recover, however, the blow to her gut peeled back the acrid tang of her initial fear to reveal the more potent, insidious inner layer she’d been working to avoid.
 
   He wasn’t here to make good on his threats; to hand her over to the judge. Not unless he was playing Finch false, a notion that went against the gruff honesty she knew of Bartholomew Vane. 
 
   What he was there for grabbed a fistful of her insides somewhere between her lungs and jerked it straight downwards into her belly.
 
   You ran. You ran and left him, and he still wants …
 
   She fought down the lump in her throat, the burning at the corners of her eyes. No one had ever bothered to come looking for Emmat Bird. Not for any reason like this.
 
   “If ye want this woman to come back to ye,” she heard Finch saying now, “might be better if ye’d say something to her what don’t sound as though ye’ve gone barking mad.” There was a judicious pause, and then: “What’re ye to her? Hm?” The last came like a little grunt.
 
   Emmat stood wavering on some edge, poised on the stair for what, she didn’t know. When the hangman answered, it was a catastrophe.
 
   “I’m her husband.”
 
   The words held such a quiet resignation and they preceded what she knew were the sounds of defeated footsteps moving towards the door.
 
   Just round the corner, Emmat. Why run? Why hide from what you want?
 
   Her nails bit into her palms and denial seared through her veins. No! That was not her life. No matter the growing relentlessness of her thoughts, pulling her back each night to the inexplicable draw of odd eyes, a tender mouth, arms crushing her close as though she were the only permanent thing in the world.
 
   Her fingers stole to splay over her lower belly and she exhaled, one dilemma let out for another. Relentlessness was not all that was growing.
 
   Enough. You can’t. It won’t work. Not for you, Red Bird. Not for you.
 
   When she got the heat out of her face, her muscles free of knots, Emmat dared to slide an eye around the corner, to take another step.
 
   As her ears had reported, the hangman was gone. Finch was rearranging the grime on one of his tabletops with a rag.
 
   At the movement of her descent, the paunchy man looked up, fixing her with a level eye.
 
   “Miss Red.” Her name came laden with meaning. Somehow—and for the same reasons the owner of the Crab remained ever an ally with those of Emmat’s ilk—somehow he knew. Knew she’d heard at least some of the spurious exchange.
 
   “Mr Finch.” Her reply was equally heavy. A thanks for today’s and future confidences maintained. And for knowing not to trespass by asking any prying questions about a man claiming to be her husband.
 
   “Supper, then?” He tucked the rag into the waist of his apron. She took one of the battered chairs.
 
   “If you would.”
 
   How many more weeks would pass before she’d lifted enough coin to see her out of the country? Away from at least one of the two matters she had no idea how to handle?
 
   She watched Finch move off into the kitchen before leaning back in her seat with a sigh.
 
   Work hard now. Yes. This was what she needed to do.
 
   Emmat couldn’t stop her hand from wandering to her belly again.
 
   Work hard, Red Bird. While there’s still time.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Hoof beats came first, followed by a swaying pair of coach lanterns that grew larger above the ruts of the road in the purple of early evening. An ideal mark, the coach came at least an hour after the last travellers to pass the same way ahead of it, and this close to dark was likely to be the last to jounce its way over the same stretch of road for the night. There would be no interruptions.
 
   Emmat put confirming fingertips to the dagger in her boot a final time, and then set her pace so the coach’s path and hers would meet, a carefully affected limp listing her gait.
 
   “Hallo?” She called forth all the wretched, helplessness she could find and poured it into her voice as she neared the road. “Please! Please stop!”
 
   Appropriate pity inspired—or at least so she hoped—the coachman reined the horses to a halt. The man said nothing and Emmat could tell he was squinting into the darkening eve after the sound of her calls, doubting his own ears perhaps.
 
   Something not quite intelligible sounded from inside the coach, the passenger to the driver, no doubt wanting to know why they’d stopped. When Emmat hobbled near enough to be sure of her own visibility in the pooling lantern light, she entreated again, bracing herself.
 
   “Please, will you—oh!”
 
   A deliberate shift of her weight set her tumbling forward over what would appear to the coachman to be her one, uninjured foot, sending her spilling into the heather. She bit down a grunt of dull pain as the heels of her palms caught most of her weight and kept her from landing on her belly.
 
   “There’s a woman,” the driver said. The coach door was already opening and another man ducked out into the snare she’d laid.
 
   “Thank heavens,” she said, making a credible go of struggling to her feet as the passenger turned to face her direction. “I’ve been trying to walk, but I’ll never get there.” The limp increased for emphasis. 
 
   “What’s happened here?” The man’s hands found impatient hips, pushing aside the bulk of his coat. The dim glow from the lanterns showed her someone perhaps of an age with her father, of wiry build with a face like a hatchet. The cut of his garments was enough to mark this as a worthwhile stop.
 
   And not before time.
 
   “Oh, sir!” She went heavy with the trowel. “What hasn’t happened? I’ve lost my horse. I couldn’t tell you what spooked him! You would think the Devil himself had been at the poor beast, the way he jumped. And now he’s run off and I turned my ankle when he threw me and…and…”
 
   The crescendo leading to her teary state was impressive, but to seal the matter, Emmat gave the passenger another pathetic half-stumble as she came within a pace of him.
 
   “Your horse, you say?” The man didn’t sound nearly as moved as Emmat would have liked. She gave him wide eyes and a sniffling nod.
 
   “And what’s a young woman doing out on the road at this time of night, alone? And in men’s clothing, no less.” His assessing eye travelled the length of her and back, sceptical of her tale but harbouring that scarlet glimmer of something else. It wasn’t her aim, but no matter. Lust would do in the place of pity; either was enough to blind the man.
 
   “Oh, I daren’t say, sir.” She clutched her arms about her waist in a gesture of shame and protection. “I daren’t say!”
 
   Secrets, she’d learned over the years, piqued interest with far more success than unlikely explanations.
 
   “I see.” 
 
   She watched the tumblers of his decision fall into place, the lock accepting her key.
 
   “You were headed where before the trouble with this missing horse of yours?” The cant of his brows told Emmat what the man thought of her story, but while she hadn’t earned belief, neither had she inspired the sort of fear a person tends to have once they have some idea they’re about to be robbed. Oblivious, it seemed he aimed to turn the situation to his own advantage. A different sort of clay, but pliable all the same.
 
   “I was on my way to Bath,” she said, trying for meekness.
 
   “Well”—the corner of a mouth turned up in the growing darkness—“I’m not going so far as all that, Mrs?”
 
   “Burke,” she offered. “Charity Burke.”
 
   “Mrs Burke,” he said, stepping out of the way to reveal the open door behind him, “but you’re welcome to ride along at least to somewhere more civilised than a road in the middle of the night.” He made a sweeping gesture towards the coach.
 
   Emmat tilted her head and served him a look of the utmost gratefulness and humility. She was able to make a great show of it, of course, because at least one of those things was true.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Much like the rest of her life at the moment, the interior of the coach was dark. The light from its twin lanterns did little to permeate inside, and the moon shone in through the windows as a mere afterthought. 
 
   They bumped along, Emmat and her mark on opposite benches, each playing to win a very different game. This one, it seemed, was not going to be the sort who rode along in polite silence until boredom and the late hour had him nodding off.
 
    “So how did you come to be unchaperoned on your way to Bath, Mrs Burke? And in a shirt and breeches, I might add.” The passenger sounded far too satisfied with his questions, as though he’d made himself privy to some great secret, and could use it to compel favours from her now. For the moment, it was to her advantage to let him continue in his belief.
 
   “It’s all rather scandalous, I’m afraid.” Emmat rearranged herself on her seat, trying for delicate mortification.
 
   “We don’t know each other’s families, Mrs Burke. Your secrets won’t harm you here.” She had to credit the man. The inviting purr he put in his voice. The promise of safety, like Old Nick crooking a finger. If she were the person she claimed to be, and any less wise to the ways of the world, a lure of this nature might have lowered her guard. There were two laying traps tonight, however. Her adversary just didn’t know it yet.
 
   “Well,” she said, pausing as though she argued with herself over what to reveal, “I was trying to pass as my brother, I’m afraid. There was a man my father wanted me to marry and there was no making him see reason, so I…I ran. I’ve a cousin in Bath, you see.”
 
   “And what was so horrible about this man that you could not imagine yourself married to him?” Emmat wanted to slap the smug tone straight from his mouth. Instead she held firm to the guise of Charity Burke.
 
   “He was…he was hardly more than a boy,” she said. “Barely eighteen. And I’m already twenty-four. As if there were no grown men in the whole of London.” Perfect. Let him think you long for a man. Someone older, perhaps? “But my father and his did business together and…well, neither of them would hear it.” She polished off her explanation with the perfect note of distress.
 
   “This cousin of yours,” he said, sampling the words like a fine wine, “would have hidden you? Or don’t you think your father would have come looking?”
 
   “Oh, she would, sir. She certainly would. She’s from my mother’s side of the family.” As if this explained the entire matter.
 
   “Ah.” 
 
   It was time to spring this trap. Before the man began asking more questions than there were answers for in the young Mrs Burke’s fictitious life.
 
   “I tell you,” she said, “I was ready to give up the last of my hope before I saw the lights from your coach. Everything I had save the clothes on my back was on that wretched horse.” Ready…and… “I’ve no idea what I can possibly do to repay your kindness.”
 
   “Don’t you?” 
 
   There was a shuffle of feet on the floorboard. Linen and wool rustled. She felt him take the bench beside her, far too close for either one of them to pretend was proper. “I’ve an idea, Mrs Burke.” 
 
   There we are.
 
   He was crowding her into the corner, where the interior quarter panel met the bench. The ghost of moonlight hinted at the angles of his face as he leaned close, his upper body turning to make demands on her space. A too-forward hand was on her knee.
 
   “Oh?” she said, a meek little mouse to the clever cat this man thought he was being. “What’s that?” 
 
   The line of his mouth turned up in a fell smile.
 
   “Let me show you.”
 
   Her jawline felt the bridge of his nose nudging beneath it. There was a press of lips at her neck, some dry, emotionless attempt at seduction.
 
   Come on then. Just a bit further. 
 
   She let him hear a feminine gasp so he might feel the effects of his boldness confirmed, and she arched through disgust into his inappropriate sallies, freeing up her right hand in the process. 
 
   The palm on her knee took this as its cue and slid to the inside of her thigh, beginning its inevitable progress higher. The fingers dipped to cup the backside of her leg, poising to lift, to spread this wide-eyed naïf he thought he’d found.
 
   There.
 
   His next breath choked out somewhere between a gasp and a hiccough. This sort of thing tended to happen when a man found a blade at his throat.
 
   “A scream would make a pathetic last sound, don’t you think?” It took a considerable effort to contain her glee at this reversal, but Emmat managed. “I suggest you refrain from making any loud noises. The road is rough enough. I’d hate for this to become a funeral procession.”
 
   “You stupid girl,” he hissed, low but vehement. He removed the hand, but not the rest of himself. “Do you have any idea whose life you threaten?”
 
   Emmat pressed her advantage and bore him off her with the promise of sharpened steel. When his back was to the wall of the coach, she pivoted with him to plant her right knee between his legs on the bench. It was necessary to straddle his leg to do so, but the accurate picture it painted of the potential danger to his manhood was worth the price.
 
   “It would seem the burden of foolishness in this coach rests on someone other than me,” she said, innocence abandoned for contempt. “And aside from being a lecherous old man on the road to Bath? No. I’ve no idea who you are. Amuse me.” She tilted the dagger, flirting with violence. “A name to go with the purse, so I might enjoy the spending of it all the more.”
 
   “You hold a weapon to the neck of Silas Hollow, you filthy bit of laced mutton. I’ll see you hanged in chains for this.”
 
   His venom failed to produce the desired result. Not when he’d said that name.
 
   Now where have I…oh.
 
   “Is a man named Jonas Hollow any relation of yours?” she asked, careful to keep her dagger hand steady. There would never be answers if the ruts in the road cut her audience short.
 
   “He was my nephew,” the elder Hollow said, the sneer in his voice telling Emmat just how much he’d thought of this particular young man. “Why? Were you one of his whores?”
 
   In the growing darkness, Emmat saw through a fog of red. Within that fog were Vane’s exquisite, mismatched eyes. The haunting memory of flames curling over the side of his face, down his neck.
 
   Jonas Hollow happened. Or at least his family did.
 
   “You did this,” she said, wrath unfurling down the length of her limbs. “You’re responsible.”
 
   “What?” The man moved his throat as much as he dared with the force of his ignorance.
 
   “Did you think, Mister Hollow, that burning the hangman’s house to the ground would bring your nephew back?” Her interrogation continued at a hoarse whisper as her knee crushed forward with its lack of interest in excuses.
 
   He growled and shifted his hips in an attempt at avoiding the knee. “We brought that hooded dog ten times what my nephew’s miserable neck was worth. Jack Ketch needed to be taught a lesson. Hollows don’t hang.”
 
   You arrogant…!
 
   Her fury leapt like a bonfire into the night, terrible and consuming.
 
   “Maybe you need to be taught a lesson.” The point of the blade left his neck to rest in the delicate tissue at the base of his eye socket. An eye for an eye? Hardly unjust.
 
   The older man swore and Emmat wore a grim smile in the darkness. A single sharp pass at a throat was far more fatal than an injured eye. The sight of honed steel itself, however, was often the superior threat.
 
   “Fish out your purse, Mr Hollow. The right hand only, if you please. You wouldn’t want me to get nervous.” She jostled the tip of the dagger just enough to elicit that visceral cringe she sought.
 
   He did as she said, rooting inside a coat pocket before producing the original reason she’d been lurking on the side of the road.
 
   “Ruddy thieves,” he said as she pocketed the purse for herself. “I should have known.”
 
   “Yes,” she said. “You should have. But we’ve discussed the matter of foolishness already, haven’t we?”
 
   The vengeful heat inside her had condensed to such a fine pinpoint of brilliance that it left a still, empty space to surround it. Within that space…calm.
 
   “Do you know what it’s like, Mr Hollow? For a man to have to walk around hiding his face because he believes himself too dreadful for others to look at?”
 
   She traced the point of the dagger now over the lines of his cheekbone, his jaw, imagining the fiery path of his “lesson” as it appeared on the flesh of her hangman.
 
   “To be allowed no friends,” she went on, “no family, for year upon year, with no hope of reprieve?”
 
   “What on earth are you talking about?” His demand came through a clenched jaw, incredulity trying to puff its chest through a blanket of fear.
 
   Perhaps don’t upset the madwoman, yes?
 
   Her voice remained an ominous song.
 
   “Do you know what it is to end men’s lives for the good of others,” she said, returning the blade to lie across his throat, “but never to be able to begin one for yourself?”
 
   A flick of the wrist, Emmat. That’s all it would take.
 
   She pressed the dagger forward, wishing Vane were here to see it. Hollow sucked in a gasp. Blood rushed at her temples. Knuckles tightened around the hilt as the fury reared, horrible and black.
 
   No.
 
   No, Emmat. You are not a murderer. You are many, many things, but you are not that.
 
   “Who are you?” he said, horror and wonder one in his voice.
 
   The answer broke her wide open, blinding like clear, blue dawn.
 
   “I’m the hangman’s wife.” 
 
   Her knee drove between his legs, an awful hammer.
 
   He doubled, choking on pain.
 
   “Oi!” she called to the driver. “Stop! Stop the coach!”
 
   Emmat clambered over the groaning Hollow as he lay clutching himself on the floorboard. The door banged open at the demand of her boot and she swung out into the night, her grip pivoting on the edge of the quarter panel.
 
   “Stop the horses, will you!”
 
   Even as the coachman heeded her cries, Emmat leapt from the rig’s step to catch herself on its lantern. Her fingers ringed its pewter finial and her full body weight hung from it until the bracket snapped away from lacquered wood with a splintering crack. 
 
   The wheels rolled to a stop just as her arm came around in a vicious swing, dashing lantern and oil and flame against the side of the coach. She heard Hollow cursing inside, but she was already rounding on the bewildered coachman.
 
   “Are your loyalties deeper than your pockets, friend?” she asked, already bending to the harness of the first horse, her fingers flying to the traces.
 
   “What?” His attention whipped from her to the flames already licking along the body of the coach.
 
   “Half his purse,” she said, trying to work faster than her wretched mark might recuperate. “Help me unhitch this pair and leave with me right now. I’ll give you half his purse.”
 
   Emmat didn’t look up from her fury of buckles and straps to wait for his decision. After a breath or two, she heard boots hit the ground. Coin always won out. Especially when the alternative was someone like Silas Hollow.
 
   “Where are we going?” She heard him attacking the fastenings on the second horse.
 
   “To trade these for a new pair,” she said, hauling herself up by the harness saddle onto the beast’s back as the last shaft fell loose. “Or did you want to be caught riding around on what’s now a stolen horse?”
 
   A volley of profanities spilled from the coach behind them and Emmat swivelled in place to see Hollow tumble out onto the road.
 
   You need to leave, Emmat. Now.
 
   She put her heels to the horse’s flanks.
 
   “Come on!” 
 
   The coachman did the same with his. The pair had to run in tandem—they’d only managed to unhitch them from the coach, not from each other—but it was faster than the furious Hollow could chase after them on foot, and that was fast enough.
 
   “You’ll hang for this, Charity Burke! Or whatever your bloody name is!”
 
   The outrage receded behind them, and with it the greater portion of Emmat’s fears. For the first time since that grey morning on Gallows Hill, she knew where to go. Knew who she was.
 
   It was high time the hangman knew it, too.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The family of the miserable wretch who’d swung that afternoon had already come to collect his body for burial. Summer hummed on the air, broad and golden, and shadows stretched lazy from the treeline. Aside from the angle of the gallows looming against the sky, one would never suspect there had just been a hanging.
 
   Bartholomew Vane stood unhooded, coiling a length of rope into the bed of his cart while the chaplain and the undersheriff continued a neighbourly debate on the merits of foreign beer. Foreign, of course, meant anything brewed outside the county. Somewhere like Tyburn or London, the two would have departed for more urgent tasks by now. Here, there was nowhere else any of them needed to be, and that included himself.
 
   The pinion straps came next. Vane folded them away, frowning at the glint of gold that reminded him of failure from the smallest finger of his left hand. It was a reminder he forced himself to accept.
 
   As if you needed this or an executioner’s hood to know you’re unwanted.
 
   Catherine Dew. She had been the first.
 
   Her sunny face had dimples that nearly came out the other side, and a smile meant only for him. Vane had smiled, too, that year. Somehow, she’d convinced her parents to accept the idea of a hangman for a son-in-law. As soon as he saved enough money, he could go to her father.
 
   Then there was Jonas Hollow.
 
   The black hood hung limp now over the side of the cart, and he took it up, rolling it into a tight bundle.
 
   The fire had taken more than his eye. He’d watched Catherine swallow down her horror the first time she’d seen his face. Then there was pity. Excuses for being away when he came to call. That last February morning where her mother stood in the doorway of their house, just shaking her head. 
 
   Vane thrust the rolled hood down into a saddlebag. A man should know better than to entertain foolish hopes. 
 
   But you didn’t. Did you.
 
   His wild idea to bargain with Emmat Bird for her brother’s life that day was a product of just such foolishness, piled together with lust, resentment, desperation, and any number of other things that should never fuel a decision.
 
   But she’d seen him. Despite his best attempts at avoiding it. Seen him and stayed. Her green eyes held nothing but a solemn understanding. Perhaps even a look of kinship, though he wasn’t sure in what way such a thing could be true.
 
   I’ll have you, husband. I’ll have you.
 
   Those were the words that had broken him. Beyond a soft body surrendering to his in the light, beyond those kisses accepting him home, to hear such words had brought him to a dangerous place. A place where he could see things growing anew, covering old, charred ground.
 
   A place he had no business being. 
 
   When he’d returned to an empty house, he shouldn’t have felt the grip of shock clutching his ribs. She’d been the most pragmatic woman he’d encountered in his life. Of course she’d come to her senses after a day or two when passions cooled along with her head.
 
   No, this was the life Providence had carved out for Bartholomew Vane. He’d stretch necks for the sheriff until he was no longer able, and then …
 
   Well. He would worry about that time when it came. Each time he planned for a future, Fate saw fit to laugh at him, and there was no longer sense in it.
 
   Vane squinted into the ripening sun as it headed west. If he left now, he might make it home by tomorrow afternoon.
 
   The sheriff and chaplain meandered in his direction while he gave the cinch on his borrowed horse a final tug of adjustment.
 
   “And how fares Mrs Vane?” the chaplain asked on their approach.
 
   Vane scowled. The cassocked old man only meant to be polite, but he’d jabbed a finger into the meat of Vane’s ugliest bruise.
 
   “You have a wife?” In typical fashion, the undersheriff compounded it. “How’d you come by one of those, Ketch? D’you put out both her eyes?” The man slapped a thigh with his palm, piggy eyes gleaming with rude mirth.
 
   “Bugger off, Reed.”
 
   “Ho ho!” He planted fists on his hips. “That bad, eh?”
 
   Vane ignored the undersheriff’s barbs and raised a level eye to the chaplain. “You know the state of things.” It was almost an accusation.
 
   “Oh?” the older man said, tipping silver brows. “I thought perhaps you’d resolved the matter.” The chaplain had been the only person to whom he’d confessed even the barest hint of his problems.
 
   “Now what would make you think that?” He couldn’t contain his irritation, and it lined his words in shadow.
 
   “Well…” The chaplain shrugged and his eyes had wandered some distant place past Vane’s right shoulder.
 
   The hangman swivelled his head to follow the clerical line of sight. Then the rest of him turned. He swallowed, and it was the only way to keep his heart down where it belonged.
 
   A white horse rounded the treeline, leading another piebald beast behind it. Vane was blind to all of it however, save the flash of red hair streaming from the head of the black-clad rider.
 
   No. It won’t be.
 
   But as horses and rider came on at a walk, he found it increasingly difficult to breathe. He felt his knuckles tighten as his fists clenched, trying to hold back something vast.
 
   It was. 
 
   And she was smiling.
 
   He wanted to run to her. He wanted to run away. He wanted to be ill. Possibly all at once. Instead he stood paralysed, staring as though she’d stepped out of some impossible fever dream.
 
   She swung down from the horse and met the ruts of the road wearing, of all things, a shirt and breeches in solid black. It was as though, setting a torch to all convention, she’d found a smaller mirror to his own clothing and defied anyone to rebuke her for wearing it. 
 
   As if she didn’t have you tied up in knots before.
 
   Green eyes had room for him alone as she closed the distance. Her grin threatened to split her face just before she opened her mouth to say—
 
   “Who’s this little dasher, eh?”
 
   Vane jerked from his stupor, rounding on the undersheriff. 
 
    “That’s my wife, Reed.” Protection flared hot in the snarl he failed to contain. “You’ll watch your tongue.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   His instant leap to her defence made a lump spring up in Emmat’s throat. She’d gambled everything returning this way. He could turn her in. Right now, and there wouldn’t be a single thing she could do about it. The conversation overheard at Finch’s alehouse guaranteed nothing and trepidation coiled in her veins.
 
   When he turned back to her, the undamaged side of his face shifted into something she couldn’t quite name. Concern? Confusion perhaps?
 
   It was all she could do not to fling herself into his arms, but she halted herself a long pace away, instead. His rejection of the other man’s taunts didn’t mean he was ready to embrace the woman who’d abandoned him. 
 
   The storm of his gaze bore down and everything she’d planned to say fled her. He took a step in her direction, looming but not aggressive. As if he were the one trembling on the edge.
 
   “What happened to you?” He pitched the question low, for the two of them alone and not the pairs of raised eyebrows on the other side of the cart.
 
   Emmat came the last of the way, closing the gap with a step so the fabric of their clothing brushed together.
 
   He either will or he won’t, Emmat.
 
   She trained her gaze on his chest. Looking him in the eyes now was sure to tie her tongue.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought what I wanted was somewhere else. It wasn’t.”
 
   Her gut tightened for the response, but what came was no tirade or curse. A knuckle lifted her chin, gentle as morning.
 
   Her husband’s face so close had her blinking back scalding emotion.
 
   “Then where is it?” he said
 
   “Here.” Emmat’s vision blurred. “With you.”
 
   The kiss became the sum of her world. 
 
   It stole the gasp from her lungs and the earth from beneath her feet. The flare of the slanting sun, the murmurs of the other men, all receded. Vane drew her up into their union, arms circling, solid and right, his mouth calling her home. The last of her defences fell to the nurturing of that unconfinable wellspring which made such disparate beasts as fear and longing, as a thief and a lonely hangman, grow together into one rough-hewn, inseparable whole.
 
   To love.
 
   Emmat fell, at last, to love.
 
   The trouble with falling, however, is always the abrupt stop at the end. 
 
   Reality yanked her out of the lucent haze of belonging with the sound of a male voice.
 
   “No,” it said, jarring her eyes open, “look at her.”
 
   Emmat blinked into the afternoon sun, and Vane turned his upper body back to the man he’d rebuked at her arrival.
 
   The other two had been brewing an argument in the blurry background of Emmat and Vane’s kiss, and now it came to a head.
 
   “I know you,” he said, meeting her eye now that he had their attention. “You’re that Bird woman. Red Bird, that’s the one. There’s ten pounds on your head.”
 
   A shadow flickered over the second man’s face at this, and Emmat started, only now seeing him for the same chaplain who’d come to Vane’s house. He knew. Knew her name. Everything. And if they’d just finished a hanging, and this was the chaplain, the other man must be …
 
   Undersheriff.
 
   The arms around her waist circled tighter along with the unseen fist clutching her lungs. It seemed a cruel joke that the first time in her life Emmat knew the warmth of a man poised to protect her, it had to be chased by the chill of fear.
 
   “First you insult my wife, then you accuse, Reed?” Somehow Vane managed to loom and threaten even without letting her out of his grip. The rumble of his voice put an unhelpful flutter in her pulse.
 
   But if they take you now, Emmat…if they take you now…
 
   She was conscious now more than ever of her belly pressed against Vane’s hip.
 
   Reed snorted. “If this land-rover’s your wife, Ketch, then I’m the bloody Archbishop of—”
 
   “Stop,” the chaplain said, red-faced at having to curtail the blasphemy. Flustered clerical hands moved to straighten a cassock. “It’s as they say. I married them myself.” Reed squinted at the older man, who added, “Or are you saying you believe I would join a lawfully appointed executioner in Our Lord’s holy matrimony to a criminal?” Silver brows rose in a challenge.
 
   Vane’s fingers were making a fist in the back of her shirt, and she could all but hear the undersheriff’s teeth grind. But he had done it. By some unhoped-for mercy, the chaplain had lied for her. For them.
 
   “It’s all a bit coincidental, if you take my meaning.” Some of the aggression waned from Reed’s eye contact, though he was loathe to surrender his point. “An unescorted young woman shows up dressed like a man, with a head of flaming red hair? Well?”
 
   Her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth, but Vane uncurled an arm to gesture at the man. 
 
   “As though there were no other women in the whole of England with red hair.” He wheeled them to face the unassuaged Reed as a pair, one hand holding her close at the waist. “Be serious,” he went on, “why would she come riding straight for the hangman and the undersheriff, if it’s as you say?”
 
   Why indeed.
 
   The same man who’d threatened to find her and turn her over to the law if she dared to run was now doing his utmost to lead the baying hounds in the opposite direction.
 
   The undersheriff’s face wrinkled with the bitter taste of acceptance. Reason persuaded, but he refused to enjoy the flavour.
 
   “Come, Reed,” said the chaplain, inclining his head. “Let us not keep the man from his wife. Vane.” The last came with a solemn nod to the man at her side. Do not give me cause for regret, it said.
 
   Her husband levelled a similar sober look at their holy accomplice before the other men moved off towards their own horses, some several dozen yards east.
 
   Her husband.
 
   It was perfect and wonderful and made no sense at all.
 
   He had her in both arms again. A smile fit to scorch away what little clothing she wore curved his mouth
 
   “You can’t go back to it, you know.”
 
   Something inside her softened under eyes mismatched in grey and white. She shook her head.
 
   “I don’t want to go back,” she said. “I began that life because I felt there was no other choice.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   Heat rose in her cheeks and she let out a quiet laugh, her eyes lowering to her fingers curling over his chest. 
 
   “And now there’s still no other choice.” He stiffened, but she met his gaze again. “I love you, Bartholomew Vane, and that’s hardly a choice at all. I will be nowhere else.”
 
   The second kiss encompassed less and pierced more. Her heart wanted to burst around it as it drove down deep, claiming and tasting of joy. By the time they parted, she could feel his ardour pressed between them.
 
   Their eyes opened to a shared mirth, and Emmat smirked up at him, content to remain where she was and hide his enthusiasm from public view.
 
   “Do I want to know how you came by the horses?” 
 
   “I expect not,” she said, “but I’ll have you know, one Silas Hollow paid for them. Dearly.”
 
   The merriment left his face.
 
   “Emmat …” 
 
   She saw the question, the fear. “No, no,” she said, “never that. Though he may have wished it once or twice.” She thought of the miserable excuse for a man doubled up on the floor of the carriage, cursing her and everyone who looked like her. Good. 
 
   “I know she can’t replace Mercy,” she said, “but the mare is yours.”
 
   A hint of his smile returned. “You bought me a white horse?”
 
   “Well. ‘Behold a pale horse’ and all that.”
 
   “You bought a pale horse for Death. For the hangman.” He shook his head at her morbid humour. “And the black?” he added, nodding at her choice of clothes. The obvious, that they were breeches instead of skirts, bore no mention.
 
   “I’ll be faster to train than a horse, husband.” Here was one of the greater risks. A proposal he might reject outright, so she made it a statement, rather than a request. “You’ll have an assistant now, whether you want one or not. I’ll not sit in that house for days on end.”
 
   His brow furrowed in concern. “The things I do, Emmat…they’re not—”
 
   The pads of her fingers shushed him before trailing down his chin. “They’re nothing I haven’t seen before. Or have you forgotten who I am?”
 
   He backed them towards the cart so he might lean against its side. Their thighs tangled and had her wishing the other two men would mount their horses and leave them alone.
 
   “You’re the only criminal ever to come away with a smile from her meeting with the hangman,” he said.
 
   “Your wife is not a criminal, Mr Vane.” She affected haughtiness. “The chaplain swore as much only moments ago.”
 
   “Oh no?” He raised a hand to rake into the curls at the side of her face. “Then who else has stolen my heart?”
 
   Her cheeks must have matched her hair.
 
   “You’re horrible,” she said, but her fingers moved to cover his.
 
   “You’ll have no argument there.”
 
   Emmat tucked her head under his chin and heard only his heartbeat for a time, among afternoon birdsong and the occasional creak of leather over shifting horseflesh. Home, it turned out, was not a place. It was a feeling.
 
   Vane cleared his throat. “I treated you awfully, Emmat.”
 
   She lifted her head. Gave it a soft shake. “Stop.”
 
   “No, I was—” He bit at his words, fought with what he wanted to say before labouring on. “I should not have used you in such a way. I don’t know how you’ve forgiven me. Or why. But as before, if you’ll have me …”
 
   She’d come asking for nothing, except perhaps to begin again, without the darkness, the resentment this time. And still, he gave her back more than she expected.
 
   At some point, Emmat was going to have to learn how to weather the storm of new emotions this man brought to life in her breast.
 
   Perhaps you can return the favour.
 
   She gave his hand a squeeze before drawing it down and down between them until it rested over her belly. Her eyes burned wet with something too vast to name.
 
   “A wife’s not all you’ll have, now.”
 
   Dark brow shot up; lips parted to take in air. His focus went to their laced fingers, the new subtle curve of warmth growing beneath.
 
   “Emmat.” Not the dreaded anger, but a whisper of hope. Of wonder.
 
   She nodded, the hard place knotting her throat again.
 
   He tugged loose his hand, only to remove a fine band of gold she hadn’t seen until now.
 
   “I’ve been waiting to give this to you, Mrs Vane.”
 
   He held up the ring with an impossibly shaky hand. It shone like truth through a wobbly lens of tears, and fitted on her finger, a perfect, unbroken dream.
 
    The earth was new at the end of a day instead of at dawn. She didn’t have to steal if she didn’t want. Didn’t have to run, or hide, or do anything else. The world would not make her any longer, because she would make herself. She knew who she was now, and it wasn’t a highwayman, or an unsung daughter.
 
   Perhaps still an outcast and, yes, still wanted. Only this time by someone she wanted in return.
 
   She was Emmat Vane. 
 
   She was the hangman’s wife.
 
    
 
   The End
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