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To the people who watched over me when I wrote 
this book, and who watch over me still

Mother, Father, Brother, Sister

This one goes out to all of you.
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chaPter i

My husband and I placed the head from the body 

we had found upon a rock face at the top of a hill, 

where the sun and moon would always fall upon 

it. He had worn the uniform of a king’s man in life, but he had 

demon in his bloodline, and he had stained the earth where he 

had fallen. My husband and I prayed there, with the head on 

the stone, to the goddess Erin, and raised our eyes to the sky, to 

her. We fasted and fasted all day. We drank only water when the 

moon slipped from behind the clouds. We prayed and we prayed. 

In morning twilight, Erin granted me the vision. I cried out in 

pain. Where is my body? screamed the skull. Where is Rachel? 

He and Rachel were lovers as true as any in the city. She left 

him. He died chasing her.

I asked my husband if he would die for me. He said no.

Jona would have said the same until the moment he realized 

what he had done.

His mind was mine now. I could sift through his memories, 

if I knew what to seek; I could reach into the lives of the people 

around him, as they were known to him. His human mother’s 

hand on his face, his days and sleepless nights, and his great love 

all floated over the surface of my world. His human mother’s 

hand on his face, his days and sleepless nights, and his great love 

all floated on the surface of the world. I looked into my forested 

hills, and saw where he had walked among them—how he had 
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seen my home and longed for his. 

My husband touched my hand. Even when we were human, 

we spoke to each other as wolves. Anything?

His mother was human. His father is already dead. There is 

another demon’s child. Maybe two. 

To his city, then, to walk behind his life, and search for 

memories. The seed of Elishta must be burned away to ash, 

no matter who they are or who they were. Those born to such 

blood pollute life where they walk.

What was his name?

Jona. There are two others—Rachel Nolander, and… The 

second’s name is on the tip of my tongue.

They might lead to others. Give it time. His name will come. 

All things will come.

My husband and I had found the corpse near a bluff. We 

smelled it before we saw it. Something had burned a hole in the 

sunflower smell. When we found the corpse, it was face down, 

half-buried in mud and stiff and cold. 

Everything living had died where the tainted blood pooled. 

Tiny red mushrooms—all deadly—sprouted like warts. This 

noxious corpse wore the uniform of a king’s man. 

My husband had frowned. I was lucky, the last time. There was 

only the one. He had no brothers or sisters. These two others may 

lead to more as we find them.

My beloved had found one long ago, when he was a young 

man, and I was not yet born. After he killed it, the poison of 

the man’s blood left him sick for months. It burned off all his 

hair. I look at him and cannot imagine him without his long, 

silver hair all down his back. 

He had told me stories from that demon’s memories, of a life 

spent in hiding in back alleys and hillsides. The demon only 

went into cities to steal pigeon cages, and baby pigeons. He 

had loved to watch his pet birds fly. When he was found, all his 
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pigeons had to be killed and burned. No one could allow hawks 

and cats to catch them and spread the stain from the demon’s 

sweaty palms stroking their backs. 

Demon children were not common anymore. The Nameless of 

Elishta had been driven deep underground, where they could not 

make children with human mothers. We found this one a grown 

man, dead on the ground, like an artifact from ancient times. 

We had pulled his head loose from his body, with thick leather 

between our hands and it. We had to be careful not to get any 

blood on our skin. We had placed it on a stone in full light of sun 

and moon, and Erin blessed me with the demon child’s mind. 

My husband and I pulled the wolfskins over our backs upon 

our return to the place where the body had been found. We 

pressed our noses into the earth along the perimeter of the bluff, 

searching for signs that would spark my awareness—another 

body, a lost tool or precious thing, a smell of someone, any sign 

that called to Jona’s memories. Rachel’s smell was all, to him. 

Her trail led north and north. We found nothing else here. He 

was not of the woods, like us.

Ants have no souls to lose. We gave the tainted skull back 

to the body while we cleaned away the bones. We planted two 

red queens in the his gaping mouth, and blessed them both to 

quicken their hungry daughters. When only bones remained, 

we planted tough dandelions to eat the worst of the stain from 

the earth. We’d harvest the first generation of dandelions before 

they spread their white seeds. Then, we will plant sunflowers. 

This first generation of sunflowers will be short and covered in 

thorns, but those sunflowers’ children will be better. In a few 

generations, the flowers won’t need to be burned. 

Someday sunflowers will once again bloom here. They will 

be as tall as men, and smell sweet.

***
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We led our pack of wolf brethren north along the road to 

track the raiders to the edge of our territory, following the trail 

of Rachel. We stopped at the boundary of the blasted field. The 

red valley was the edge of our territory. A war had ended here. 

Deadly magic stopped both armies and the man who cast the 

spell, Lord Sabachthani, declared it a victory for his city over 

theirs. The spell had stopped all life where it spilled over the 

ground. Blasted sand, a faded red color like old blood, poisoned 

the ground at the boundary of the kingdoms here. My husband 

and I stopped at the valley’s red boundary line. We served a 

kingdom of men, here. We could not run past the valley with 

the wolves. The pack would continue on without us, hunting 

north. My husband and I were Walkers, not true wolves. We had 

to stay behind, to sift through Jona’s memories for signs of the 

stains of this kingdom. We howled our sorrow at our running 

brethren, and the dust cloud they kicked up with their paws, 

until we saw them at the far side, pressing on into the hills 

beyond. We could not mourn their passage. We had our work, 

for Blessed Erin. My husband and I planted new weeds at the 

edges of the sand. We cut down the ones that had died before 

they could flourish. We spread grass seeds in the red mud where 

runoff from the hills pooled into a puddle in the dead sands. 

This old wound would have to wait. We had to hunt the demon 

children, and the new stains made across the land, uncontained 

by hills and time.

There was a watch tower from the city near this place. The 

king’s men there were polite, and little else. They said that some 

small skirmish had happened before we found the body. People 

had died. The ones that had been found near the watch tower 

were sent home to their families to be buried, and no one got sick 

from their bodies. That’s all they knew. Young men, all of them, 

and bored. They wanted us to leave so they could play cards, 

again, pick fights with each other, and roll dice. We were not of 

their world, nor they of ours. They asked us what we wanted. 

We asked for supplies. They gave them. As we left, I turned back 
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and saw them slouching and rubbing their necks. Jona’s mind 

knew none of these boys, and none of them knew Jona. In the 

city, this would change. King’s men knew each other.

The ants had been given enough time to finish their work 

by then. My husband and I returned to the ant-stripped bones 

to collect the clean skull. I lifted it gently with strips of burlap 

wrapped around my hands. We placed the skull inside a wicker 

box.

I stripped the rest of the uniform from the demon bones 

to give to the city proof of his heritage, if it came to that. The 

uniform was nearly destroyed, but enough strips of cloth and 

leather remained where the demon child’s acid blood hadn’t 

completely destroyed it that it was recognizable. I wrapped 

my hands in stiff soldier’s leather to do it. I knew I was being 

stained, but I felt nothing. It could have been any bones. I held 

his skull up, turned it in my hands. If I hadn’t known he was a 

demon’s child, and smelled the stain, I’d have thought it the skull 

of a normal man. He was hardly deformed at all. He must have 

been a few generations removed from the father of the stain. 

His memories lingered, still, where the soul had sunk into the 

demon-stain in the bones. I needed to keep his skull close to 

me to reach his mind’s remains.

We placed the uniform in the box as well.

My husband put that box inside of a bag. He put this bag 

inside of a larger box of solid oak. He put this box on strips of 

heavy burlap spread between two branches. We would drag the 

box back towards the city.

As we traveled, we wrapped our hands in oiled burlap as if 

we had been burned. We rinsed with holy oil every day until 

the taint faded. 

The city sits on a bay beside a long peninsula that noblemen 

had cut loose with a canal to make their island against the rest 

of the city. Who could blame them? The mainland side stinks 

of shit, smoke, and fish. It is on our land, but we never go there 

without a reason. The Church of Imam is stronger than ours 



�  �  J. M. Mcdermott

there, and they do not want us running wolves through the 

streets. In this task, they will welcome us with open arms: we 

purify the demon stain and root out anyone left who carried 

it. If they had found the body, they’d have done it gladly, but 

we were better at it. We could pull the wolfskin over our backs 

and hunt. 

My husband and I did not want to leave the woods, but our 

duty was our duty. We left the wisdom of the wolf packs of the 

region to keep the woods a while without us, Blessed Erin’s 

loyal Walkers. 

***

My mother, a mountain Walker, told me about cities long 

before I ever visited one. She said that Blessed Erin grants all 

creatures and all plants three tasks: Eat, Sleep, and Love. But, she 

cursed mankind with intelligence, and from that moment no 

man ate easily, slept easily, or loved with the practical candor 

of a fish. Most had already forgotten the curse, so wrapped up 

in what they believed really mattered, somewhere in their city 

that really mattered to them. To them, the curse that had pulled 

them away from the ground had become a blessing. These were 

the men and women who built cities. 

Where does a city begin? Where does it end? 

A traveler before I was married and settled down with one 

kingdom and one pack, I once stood at guarded gates, and saw 

nothing but grass past the horizon. I pulled the wolfskin from 

my back to make myself a young woman. I stood up. I leaned 

against the guard, and asked him where the city was, this place 

that I could neither see nor smell beyond the horizon whose 

boundary we had found along the road. The guard gently eased 

me away from his arms. He told me that their city began an inch 

from where I had stood. 

I have traveled to cities where I spent all my time outside the 

gates, wandering from playhouse to tavern to home to park. All 
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that time, everyone I met called themselves a citizen though 

none had seen inside the walls of their own nation. 

Once, I passed through a city with seventeen walls, each more 

difficult to pass through than the last, with codes of dress and 

bribery required to move from one layer to the next, from the 

gates to the temple at the center. 

I do not know what makes a city what it is, exactly. I will 

never truly know. I know that people clump together and call 

themselves home and part of a city.

I was born in a cave beyond the mountains. The first time my 

feet touched the ground, the pine nettles stung me. The rocks 

made me shiver when my skin pressed into them. The water 

was brisk and filthy. The air was clean as snow. I learned that 

every tree fights for sunlight in the canopy, but this happens so 

slowly that the combat looks like peace. 

This is what I thought of cities: Each person is a tree, crawling 

on top of another to reach the sunlight. Random chance planted 

seeds in patches of light, and these seeds grew to become larger 

trees. They were all like a strange forest. 

My husband and I arrived in a city that I shall call not 

Woodsland, but, rather, Dogsland. That is the name for human 

places in the language of the wolf packs.

***

We journeyed south from the hills and through swamps for 

three days until we reached the main road. We moved slowly, 

the skull in its heavy box dragging behind us in a travois. We 

followed the men’s path to the city, walking the grass beside 

the road, where old wheel ruts wouldn’t pull the ends of the 

sticks apart. 

We saw the walls before we reached them. They were taller 

than hills. Outside these walls, small buildings pressed against 

the merging trails. Someday, a new wall will be built around 

the new buildings, and this new wall will be bigger and more 
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magnificent than the last.

The forest continued on beyond the human settlements. Trees 

are patient. They cede all ground to their usurpers, knowing they 

will always return to claim the ground again, eventually.

We call the city by the name our wolf pack gave to it. They say 

it is a dogs’ land. The dogs run the streets, tear into the trash 

heaps, and chase the cats away from the balconies. The dogs 

piss their boundaries into the mud. That is Dogsland, they say, 

and you smell the dogs everywhere. Why the dogs would want a 

place crowded with those bellicose monkeys is unknown to the 

wolves, but it is the dog shit and piss that walls the place off to 

the wolves. And good riddance to bad wolf land. The farmland 

isn’t as bad, but it is better deep in the hills, where the retiring 

soldiers receive parcels of land and try to carve farms into the 

hills. They stay long enough to lose their sheep to wolves, and 

watch their crops wither. When spring comes, they sell the land 

back to the king, and fade from our lands. I assume they go back 

to the city. They leave behind huts that keep the rain off wolf 

backs in the night. What dogs stay behind fade into the woods 

when the packs come, run wild and die alone. They belong in 

the cities, among men, and not in the forested hills. 

My husband and I live where the forested hills and distant 

emissaries of the city press into each other, at the boundary of 

things, serving both man and beast. Some farmers live on, and 

fight on, growing wheat. They are the flock we serve the most, 

among the men. The city church is no place for wolves, and no 

place for Walkers.

Leaving the forests, I wondered how long it would be until we 

could turn home again. The stain had to be broken. The ground 

had to be healed. How long would it take? We knew many 

things because we were Walkers. We smelled a man’s life in his 

skin, and sometimes his death. We felt the flow of life around 

us, like Sentas’ dreamcasting with koans, but we did not see in 

metaphors as in a dream. We saw with holy eyes, smelled the 

secrets of the land. We knew so many things simply being raised 
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to be the servants of Erin. We could merge into the mind of a 

dead man. We could wear the wolfskin over our backs and run 

with wolves. In all these things we knew, and all our blessings, 

we did not know how long it would take to clean this stain and 

hunt the demon children survivors, and all who aid them. 

***

At the magnificent gates of Dogsland, guards inspected all 

the cargo and caravans and wagons—even ours. They had such 

serious faces. They poked the cattle, and pinched the wheat. 

They stuck their blades into boxes to find smugglers’ secrets. 

They were on alert. Something must have happened if they 

investigated even our little box so thoroughly. 

We were so small with only us two and our boxes within boxes 

wrapped in leather and burlap, dragged behind us on sticks. We 

told the guard that it was best not to dig too deep into the box, 

for it contained a demon’s skull. He did not listen. We let the 

guard open the first box. He dipped his blade into the second. 

He bumped against the bone. His ears turned white, and his 

jaw tightened. He had felt a skull against his blade before. He 

needed no more proof.

We told him, for the second time, that it was a demon’s skull. 

We touched a leaf to the edge of his steel where it had banged 

against the bone. The leaf wilted there. We told the guard to 

sheathe his blade, and purify the whole thing at Erin’s temple 

before he accidentally nicked anyone. He nodded, his skin 

white.

“Where did it come from?” he asked.

“Near the red valley. He was wearing a uniform like yours,” I 

said. “A corporal of the king’s men, dead in the woods.”

“Oh,” said the guard, “Oh. I bet he was the traitor.”

“Who, specifically,” I said, “and where do we locate his friends 

and family?” 

I knew the dead man’s name, but I wanted to hear him say it. 
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He might say another name for the demon child than the one 

I knew, and lead me deeper into the truth of this lost life. Even 

good memories fade into untruth, and I had to sort them all 

out. This was Jona’s home, all the days of his life. Everywhere 

I looked, I felt his history in a blurred flurry of déjà vu upon 

déjà vu.

The guard looked at his boots. “Are you going to kill his 

family?”

I shrugged. “If they are of demon blood, we will have them 

burned at the stake by the king’s men with the blessing of the 

Church of Imam,” I said. “Unless we find them in the woods. 

In the woods, they are ours to kill.” 

He was trying not to look me in the face. He was so young. I 

bent a little downward to catch his gaze. “Other then that, I do 

not know what we will do to his friends and family, but we will 

obey the laws of the city in all things,” I said. “We will hand any 

sinners over to you and yours.” 

The guard nodded at us. He opened his mouth to say 

something, but changed his mind. Then he coughed. “I knew 

that fellow when he was alive,” he said. “Didn’t know him real 

good, but I knew him. Nobody knew he was of demon. Jona 

was his name.”

“He may have been a good person, somewhere inside of the 

twisted stain of Elishta, but with demon children, the evil rises 

in their blood and they fall a little more every day, until they 

become…” I trailed off, inviting the soldier to speak into my 

silence. I waited and waited. 

He spoke at last. “…Traitors. Yeah, I get it. Corporal Jona 

Lord Joni’s his name,” said the guard, “and his Ma lives in the 

city, but I don’t know where. Sergeant Nicola Calipari is the one 

that killed him, I hear. Sergeant’s… Well, I don’t know where 

he is, but you can find him if you need to if you ask around. 

Everybody knows Calipari. That’s all I know.”

“Thank you,” I said. “How well did you know Jona?”

He squinted down at the box between the two branches. He 
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frowned. “Passing good, I guess,” he said, “Walked the rounds a 

few times before he got transferred to Calipari’s unit and I got 

over here. We did a bit of this or that. He never turned on me. 

Seemed good as anybody.”

“He probably was for a time. If they die before the blood 

influences them too much, part of them may escape damnation 

in Elishta, with their wicked fathers.”

He snorted. “You really believe that shit?”

“I believe what I believe,” I replied. “What is your name? I may 

want to find you again, ask you more questions.”

“I’m Christoff,” he said, “Corporal Christoff. No last name. 

Never knew my folks. Named myself when I became a man.”

“A pleasure.” I bowed to him. “My name cannot be pronounced 

without a wolf ’s tongue, Christoff, so forgive me if I withhold 

it. Where do you worship?”

“Nowhere.”

“Well, did you ever worship anywhere?”

“My orphanage was a temple’s place. Not Erin, though,” he 

said, “Imam.”

“And you do not return?”

“No. You’re free to go anywhere you want. Look, I don’t have 

time to talk about this shit.”

 “I only ask because you’re going to have to clean your blade 

at a temple. Imam is a bit more expensive then Erin, and it’s 

not your fault that you were doing your job.” I held a bag of 

coins out to him.

He opened his hand, uncomfortably. This would look like a 

bribe, in broad daylight. I placed the bag of coins into his palm, 

and I closed his fingers over it, holding them closed. 

“If the temple must destroy your sword,” I said, “tell them 

that Erin’s Walkers sent you to get the blade cleaned. They will 

give you another.”

The coins were too much for just a cleaned blade. The extra 

weight would pay for the funeral that I smelled in his skin. I 

pulled him closer. “It wouldn’t hurt to light a candle for Jona,” 
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I whispered. “We are, all of us, feeling for the worlds that 

move between the cracks in our senses. Light a candle for your 

friend. Good hearts push through many boundaries. Have faith, 

Christoff. Have faith in something.”

Christoff nodded. I hope he prayed before the sickness came. 

I hope he lit a candle and prayed for someone’s soul before the 

disease came out of his skin and made him beg for his own life 

in the long night.

We would never meet Christoff again in any of our stories or 

walks of life. I could smell his death coming soon. Yesterday he 

had run into something—a wooden crate’s nails, or a jagged 

candlestick. He had cut himself deep with the metal. I smelled 

the lockjaw that would kill him soon. If I had kissed his cheek, 

I’d have tasted it there, in his sweat.

I imagine there must be a girl at his funeral to cry and cry, a 

damp cloth with legs. Her love will spill from the corners of her 

eyes for weeks. Poor creatures, these young lovers, and a story 

left untold. I reach into a demon child’s memories, while good 

people live and die so quietly, and no one studies their memories 

for signs of good things done, and good people. Nothing will 

remain of Christoff in this life, except perhaps this imagined 

girl’s heart.

Christoff, I felt your whole life like a thundercloud.

These cities, each crack and crevice opened tears my heart 

away with a sadness of things lost. I saw too much. None of 

the people here tried to lead an unspectacular life. Christoff, 

I wish my work could bend to you, and to all your hurting 

brethren in the misery of Erin’s curse of cities. The stink of 

death was everywhere, here, and my husband and I could do 

nothing. Purify the ground; pray for these lost loves, lost lives, 

and lost souls.

Blessed Erin, may our task be quick. Bring my husband and 

I back to your woods, where death is the same as life. Give us 

again the place where the only glory is to eat a little longer in 

the winter.


