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Chapter 1 The Pile
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Along the back wall, the fire guttered low but continued valiantly to eat at the pine log atop it, a sputtering crackle occasionally joining the subdued silence, not "breaking" it, but adding an extra dimension. The fire's light danced beyond the fireplace to play along the rough-hewn walls of the cabin, not quite driving back the darkness. The log walls joined with a plank floor, all of it a soft, warm, nutshell brown. Above it all, great trusses held up the thatched roof, where small rodents and birds now slept.

A slow creak trickled through the room as the old woman shifted in her rocking chair, moving only enough to claim relief from the nagging ache that had settled in the small of her back a few decades ago. Her name was Ebony Fontaine and once her hair had been her namesake. Now, it was a solid silvery gray, thickly knotted in a haphazard braid, draped over her shoulder, across the pink, cotton, button-up shirt. Her lips worked around the pipe stem she clutched and, not for the first time, she contemplated relighting it but did not. Her deep, black eyes returned to staring at The Pile.

It had been there for three weeks now. Saddlebags full of clothing, rope, matches, and an extra pair of boots nestled in the corner near the door. Beside them sat a pack, full of cooking utensils, fire starters, and a hatchet. Finally, tossed haphazardly across the top, half-covered by a lush, wool poncho, lay a hefty walking staff. Ebony leaned back, reaching for the pipe with one long-fingered hand, pulling it from her mouth, as another creak escaped the old rocking chair. "I should put all that away," she whispered, also not for the first time. But she sat and stared and tried not to think too hard.

It wasn't really Ebony's stuff after all in The Pile; it was Eloise's.

Morning sunlight streamed through the thick glass window and fell upon Ebony's face; her crow's feet and laugh lines delicately etched in weather-worn, sun-tanned skin. She stirred, opening her eyes slowly and taking stock of her body before moving too much. "Heart, still beating – that was the most important part," she thought. "Breath? Yep, in and out." She took a deep breath to emphasize the point. "Swallowing still works," she thought, trying not to choke on the dryness of her throat. A great cough wracked her frame and she waited for it to subside along with the twinges of pain that crept through her shoulders and hips. "Yep, that's still there too," she thought. When the pain settled, she clenched her teeth and stood, slowly, finding her feet, then her legs, then her arms, then her back.

Once she'd been put back together, she looked around. The fire out, the coffee pot cold, her pipe on the floor where it had dropped last night. She stared at the pipe a long time, weighing her desire to have the object against the pain that getting it would entail. Regretfully, she turned away from it and moved into her coffee-making routine. Water from the pump outside the door and grounds from the tin canister above the cupboard went in the pot before she hung it over the fireplace. The cold hearth taunted her. For a moment, Ebony stared at it, then at the pipe by her chair. With a smile, she nudged the pipe closer to the fireplace, then started the long chore of kneeling down.

Reaching the pine planks, she triumphantly grabbed the pipe, satisfactorily clamping it between her teeth as she turned her attention to the fire. While still kneeling, she grabbed the poker and stirred the ashes, hoping for a live coal. Warmth wafted toward her in response and she stopped, taking a moment to grab some tinder and shove it into the pile of coals. She straightened, waiting on her knees while the flames caught and the fire grew. More wood found its way into the flames. With the fire crackling merrily, Ebony stood up, joints protesting, the dull pain of old age creeping along her limbs.

She grabbed her tobacco from the pouch where it hung on the wall and filled her pipe. Then, grabbing a taper, she lit the pipe, taking a slow moment to savor the tobacco. Opening her eyes, she found her gaze resting on The Pile and the memories whirled through her mind, joining the smoke she exhaled. Eloise, her gray hair cut in a short bob, pulling clothes from drawers, pots from cupboards and the hatchet from the corner by the fireplace, packing all of it into her old saddlebag and backpack. "Oh, Ellie," Ebony said, her voice catching as she choked back tears. The sudden sound seemed out of place in the quiet cabin. For three weeks, The Pile had been Ebony's only companion. Alone, she'd drifted into silence over the days, punctuated by an occasional whisper.

"Time to put you away," she thought, starting for the collection of stuff that Eloise had readied. She picked up the poncho and walking staff, shuffled across the room to the wardrobe that sat against the wall near the foot of the double bed, and put them away.

"You'll need those."

Startled, Ebony spun around. The room was empty, the door closed. "I've been alone too long," she thought. Closing the wardrobe she returned to The Pile and picked up the backpack. At the table, she opened the pouch and pulled out the hatchet.

"Ebs."

Fear raged through Ebony and she closed her eyes, trying to see the room, to see behind her, without turning around. Only Eloise called her that, only her sister's voice carried that edge of warning and disappointment. Ebony opened her eyes and surveyed the room. Again, nothing. "I don't believe in ghosts," she said aloud. There was no reply. Sadness bubbled over, drowning her for a moment and tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. "Oh, Ellie," she whispered, coughing around the sorrow that closed her throat. "Wouldn't want you to actually answer me," she thought. Once the coughing had subsided, she dug into the pack and brought out the tinderbox, two small cooking pots, and Eloise's tin-plate and cup, and set them on the table, waiting. She smiled and chuckled, "Caught myself waiting for you to speak, Ellie," she thought.

She stared across the room at the saddlebag. As Eloise's constant companion, it had probably traveled farther than Ebony could imagine, over far-flung mountain ranges, down unheard of caves, going everywhere that Ellie went as she took up one fool cause after another, errands and quests to fill a royal library. And they'd never even owned a horse. All that way in sturdy leather boots, a saddlebag across her shoulder. Ebony retrieved the pack and returned to the table.

"Wait, Ebs," Ellie said.

"Listen, you," Ebony began, the sharp suddenness of speaking aloud startling. "Ghost or not, YOU don't have to sit and stare at this pile. YOU don't have to remember. I'm putting it away." She forced finality into the last word and waited for further protest. None came. "Of course," Ebony thought, "Ellie isn't going to protest me putting away her stuff. I have gone round the bend." She pulled clothing from the pack, emptying its contents into the wardrobe, thick shirts, short hemmed skirts, even a pair of trousers joined riding boots and woolen underclothes in a heap in the wardrobe. As she rummaged in the bottom of the pack – one last check before tossing it in as well – her questing fingers snagged on two hard objects. Startled, she pulled them from the pack, staring.

The first was a brass name tag, the kind you'd place on a collar or halter, naming a beloved pet. "Jacks," it read in softly engraved letters, stamped in a simple font. Ebony stared at it for some time. They'd owned dogs before, a cat, even a few cows over the years, but none of them had been named Jacks.

"You never knew him," Ellie said.

Ebony ignored the voice, staring at the second object instead. It was a small bound journal. Hands shaking, Ebony dropped the pack and the brass tag and opened the book to the first page. The words "To Do" were scratched at the top of the first page in Eloise's practiced hand. Ebony made her way over to her rocking chair and dropped into it, eyes glued to the book.

"To Do," Ebony read.

"Naturally," Ellie replied. "You need to start somewhere."

Ebony turned the page, studiously ignoring the voice again. Under the heading "Packing List" a few dozen words had been underlined, re-underlined, crossed out and ticked off a dozen times. Ebony read down the list, recognizing all the items she'd just put away. "See?" Ellie chided, "You need that stuff."

"I'm not going to 'need' them. I'm not going anywhere." Ebony paused for a moment before adding, "And I'm not talking to you anymore because you don't actually exist." With a sense of finality, she turned the page. "Bard" it began. Eloise had written over the four letters several times, making them darker, bolder. Ebony read down the page.

I met him on the side of a hill, a lonely, old sheepdog. Poor thing, no sheep to guard, no hearth to lay by in the dead of winter's cold. He took some coaxing but at last came to me and together we wandered down into the valley. After reaching the town, I stopped by the general store, asking if there were any shepherds in need of the dog. The proprietor exclaimed, "That there's Bard!"

I was confused. If the dog had a home, why had I been sent to find him? Perhaps it wasn't the dog after all. Maybe I was meant to be elsewhere. "Oh, I'm sorry, I thought he was homeless," I told the proprietor. I learned then that the dog did have a home, a way up the mountainside in a frost valley.

The proprietor grabbed his coat and a gun and closed up shop. He said, "I'll go with you. It's odd that Bard isn't with Jones' son. Maybe something's happened." It always works that way – at least when I'm CALLED to save an animal. There's always a person in need of saving behind them.

I agreed to the companionship and together, the three of us traipsed back up the mountains, beyond the path I had been following to the near-summit of a wide peak. Over its highborn shoulder, we looked down into the frost valley. My heart broke at the sight. Bard, the dog, whined but didn't move, he knew all too well what we would find when we descended. The grounds were ramshackle, homestuffs scattered about.

"A raid," the proprietor – Thomas – breathed. "Some time ago, now, by the looks of Bard and the state of the thatch." I started down the hill and he tried to stop me, something about delicate sensibilities. I ignored him of course. If he couldn't see me as CALLED, why should I explain it. At the bottom of the gully, I made my way to the front door of the cabin. Slightly smaller than ours, not quite as delicate in its construction. It was, of course, made to withstand the mountain winters in a frost valley. Our lowland construction would have collapsed during the first autumn it faced.

I was expecting corpses, of course. But there were none. For a moment, I looked at Bard. "Where are they, boy?" I asked. He only stared at me, deep black eyes full of confidence and hope – people were here, people would solve the problem. Thomas came in behind him, a bit red in the face. "There's no bodies," I informed him.

"Then they were taken." He set loose a great sigh, and stared at the ceiling. "We will pray for them."

Ebony stopped reading and closed her eyes in thought, "Oh, Ellie." Another cough interrupted her, dragging air from her lungs, pulling pain across her chest. After it passed, she flipped through the rest of the journal, not pausing to read any more than a sentence or two and the bold title of each story. There were six in all, the dog Bard and the freeing of the farmer's child; a happy ending with the two of them being taken in by the proprietor. A sad tale of neglect entitled "Lindsay," in which Ellie helped a woman escape an unwanted marriage, was followed by the tale of "Tinker," a horse, and his need for a home despite the length of his teeth. Then Ellie had gone off to the town of Maston to preach – sometimes the Calling is practical – she'd written. Upon her return, she'd felt compelled to leave again, this time south to the Timberfall Ocean where she found the orphan Charlene, and helped her find a home. Ebony stopped at the next heading, reading her own name. Sudden sorrow choked off her air and for a moment, her eyes flooded with tears. She couldn't breathe and the stress brought on another coughing fit. The entry on her was brief and to the point.

Ebony needs me now. I shan't go off again. I could tell when she came back from the physician that the news wasn't good. She was brave; of course, she knows no other way to be. The Bug that's lain dormant in her for so long has finally awoken. Good master Chambers thinks she won't last the winter. I know Ebs will prove him wrong. It will be a glorious spring.

Ebony stopped reading and stared at the words for a long time, idly rocking back and forth in the chair. "I shan't go off again," she repeated, reading aloud. "But then you did, dying, three weeks gone now."

"I didn't mean to," Ellie whispered, close by Ebony's ear, so close Ebony jumped.

"I know," Ebony replied aloud, "Sometimes tickers just stop ticking." Absently, she turned the page and stared a long time at the bold heading. It read, "The Farmer's Son." But there was no writing beneath it. "This is what you were going to do next?" she asked. She smirked, "Even after saying you wouldn't leave me again."

"No," Ellie began, "Yes," she paused, "It was an odd Calling. It felt right to pack, it felt wrong to leave."

"And then you died, and now...." Ebony trailed off.

"You need to pack," Ellie said, "again."

"I am not Called to do anything, Ellie," Ebony corrected her.

"I know, but I was." Her sister's words hung in the air, melded with the waiting page and its bold heading, "The Farmer's Son."

"Not any longer! You do not exist. You are not Called to do anything any longer and I am not packing." Ebony closed the journal and dismissively tossed it on the nearby table. "I have chores to do."

All that day and into the next, Ebony found herself pointedly ignoring the journal and the ghost that didn't exist. At the same time, all that day and into the next, words kept playing through her mind. Master Chambers' kind wisdom, "I've seen it before, Ms. Fontaine, Ebony. I'm sorry; there's nothing we can do. We will all pray for you," followed by Eloise's own, "It will be a glorious spring." As the afternoon sun beat weakly at the world, nearing the long, tired end of summer, Ebony threw down her dish towel and glared at the journal.

"I am not Called. I'm not even Saved," she muttered.

"The gods have not Called upon you, Ebs, but I have," Ellie said.

"I told you to stop talking," Ebony warned the ghost that didn't exist. The Ellie voice subsided, leaving her to her evening routine.
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Chapter 2 Called
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Morning routines were just that, routine. Ebony lit her pipe and sat down in her chair, she puffed happily, taking in the rich scent of coffee wafting from the fireplace. The corner sat empty, no pile to distract her or annoy her, to remind her of Ellie. Thinking so caused her to glance at the journal where it sat. "The Farm Boy," she scoffed. "Probably a wretched orphan."

"He needs us, more than any other ever did," Ellie said. Ebony clamped her lips tight on the stem of the pipe.

"I'm not talking to you today, Ellie," she said.

No reply came and Ebony moved on with her morning. "It's wood-chopping day," she thought with a sigh as she eyed the firewood near the hearth. It had dwindled over the week, but not to the point where she felt she needed to restock. Instead, she'd stock the winter pile she decided.

"The winter pile is an excellent idea," Ellie said. "You should be back by then if we leave soon."

"I'm not leaving, Ellie," Ebony replied gruffly. Then it hit her. "And I'm not NOT NOT talking to you!" Ebony glared around the room, peering into all the corners, looking for the ghost that kept yapping at her about leaving. Sunlight filtered through the thick windows- dust motes dancing in the beams- and bathed the worn quilt that lay crumpled on the bed. With a "hmph," she made the bed, taking a few extra moments to smooth the quilt. It'd been a solstice gift from Ellie. On its top, faded cotton depicted the phases of the moon in silvers, blacks, and blues. The underside, a rich burgundy fleece, had kept Ebony warm for nearly a decade. She sighed again as she turned to the next item on her mental list. She pulled a brush through her gray hair, straightening it as best she could before grabbing the axe from the wardrobe beside the door.

Ebony made her way outside. In the bright summer sun, her garden overflowed with life. Insects and birds cavorted through the heather, thistles, and sage. She frowned at the half-eaten lettuce the neighboring rabbit family had left behind. "At least they left me some," she thought. She shook her head at the destruction as she trundled around to the back of the cottage. Here, the shade of the close-growing pines cooled the ground and a different character of plants grew. Hostas, ferns, hollies, and toadstools crowded close to the nightshade along the back wall. A little stone path nearly overgrown with moss led away from the house and, beyond the stile, down into the woods. Just past the stile, a large felled pine had been conveniently placed by the Easton boys last winter. They'd done it in exchange for their mother's poultice. A bit of flour sacking and a good dose of herbs in exchange for enough firewood to last the winter. "Poor dear," Ebony thought as her mouth drew down into a grim bow, "I wonder if her joints will play up again before this tree's gone. I like having the wood so close. It'd be a shame to have to haul it home on my back again."

"I don't imagine you'll need much firewood here at the house while you're gone," Ellie said, "With what you have stockpiled, the tree will last you through the spring."

Ebony pushed the voice away, ignoring it, and stomped along the path. At the fence, she cautiously mounted the steps, favoring her right knee, the bum one that had needed its own poultice on more than one occasion. Across the fence, the pine lay half-devoured by the iron axe Ebony carried with her. She had been working steadily from the center of the stripped trunk toward both extremes, painstakingly chopping the wood into foot-long pieces, as uniform as possible for stackability. With a sigh, she continued the work. 

Chopping wood had its own rhythm and Ebony's muscles knew it well. She hefted the axe just high enough not to throw her shoulders out then brought it down with all its weight, putting just enough effort into it not to lose her balance. The thunk the axe made as it hit the wood traveled solidly through her limbs. She smiled as she worked, reveling in the motion of which her body was still capable. Some things hurt, scrubbing floors, pulling weeds, and yes, even carrying the wood from the stile to the pile on the lea side of the cottage. But chopping felt right. At least until her lower back decided otherwise. 

About an hour passed before Ebony set the axe aside and surveyed her work. "I think that will just about fill the stockpile," she said aloud. "I may not need to chop wood at all next week."

"You won't be here next week," Ellie said.

Ebony frowned, "Are you hinting that I'm going to die?" she asked the not-ghost.

"Well, you are."

"Not today or tomorrow," Ebony said under her voice, spitting the words out. She stooped and started picking up the wood, piling it in the crook of her elbow until it reached her chin, then she carted it over the fence to the stockpile. The woodpile sat in a lean-to against the south side of the cottage. A trumpet vine grew over the structure, drawing bees and hummingbirds. Ebony dropped the wood carefully onto the pile and then bent to collect a few small feathers that her visitors had left. "They'll work," she thought. "Charms for the children."

"Charms? Are you planning to sell them at the summer fair? You won't be here."

"Why won't I be here?" Ebony asked the not-ghost. "Am I going somewhere?"

"We need to help him, Ebony," Ellie said.

"Who? The Farm Boy?"

"Yes, Ebony."

"I think I'll make the charms, all the same," Ebony replied. The young women of the nearby village paid a good shiny penny for her love charms, and she could use that money to lay in supplies for the winter. She could feel the not-ghost sigh in exasperation. Ebony smiled and stopped. "I miss you, Ellie." she said, staring at the feathers in her open hand.

"I miss you too, Ebony," the not-ghost said. "We should go help the Farm Boy. It'll be a grand adventure. Think of it as one last hurrah."

Ebony frowned. "Hmph." She started back along the path, tucking the feathers in her belt pouch. Then, over the stile and back to picking up wood. She filled her arms again, hauled it over to the woodpile and stacked it. One more trip saw all the wood she'd chopped stacked in the lean-to, nearly filling it to the rafters. "That's that," she said, stretching her back and proudly taking in the stacked logs. "Time for food," she thought. She went first around to the front and grabbed her basket then back to the garden, searching for ripe vegetables that she could heat up for breakfast.

After pulling some potatoes and grabbing a few fat purple tomatoes from a bush, she returned to the cottage, cleaning the potatoes and chopping everything at the thick oak table before throwing it into a pot to boil. As it cooked, she added the feathers she'd found by the lean-to to her charms kit. "I'll start in on that after breakfast," she thought.

"Then after..." Ellie started.

"Then after?" Ebony asked.

"You should make a good luck charm."

Ebony pondered that for a moment and studied the supplies she had in the kit in front of her. "I don't have everything I need, Ellie."

"Then make it on the way."

"To the Farm Boy," Ebony added to herself. "You're so stubborn!" she said aloud.

"He needs you, Ebony!"

"You keep saying that Ellie, but he doesn't! No one needs a sick old hedge witch."

The not-ghost didn't answer for some time before whispering, "Yes, he does."

Ebony ate in silence and then wrestled her rocking chair out into the front yard where she could build her charms in the bright sunlight. Hours passed with nothing more from the not-ghost and Ebony lost herself in the work.

Late afternoon toddled along as Ebony wove the feathers, beads, and leaves into ribbon bedecked sachets. When she'd finished five, she stretched in her chair and looked out at the lazy garden around her. She'd been listening to birds and insects for the last hour and they'd all gone silent around her as the day wore on. In her head, she could see Ellie looking expectantly at her. With a frown, Ebony bent to the charms again and started pulling stones and herbs together. She added a healthy dose of acorns to the sachet and then tied it off with a red ribbon. "There," she said to Ellie.

"Oh good!" the not-ghost responded. "Now you need to take it to him." 

Ebony sighed and stared off into the corner where Ellie's pile used to be. "You are not going to let it go."

"You are Called, Ebony," the not-ghost said. "There is no letting go." Ebony waited. She could feel the not-ghost wanting to say more. "You need to hurry, Ebony," the not-ghost said at last. "Time is running out."

"Time," Ebony repeated. She took an experimental deep breath. She imagined she could feel death inside her, stalking closer with each passing breath.

Hands shaking, Ebony stared at the list in Ellie's journal. "I did warn you," Ellie sighed, "Now you have to start all over again."

Ebony glared at the paper, muttering, "Always thought you were so smart," before turning to the wardrobe and pulling out the saddlebag and backpack. Tin plates, fire box, an extra pair of boots, all went in followed by clothing and the hatchet. Once finished, she stretched her back and stared at the pile she had constructed next to her rocking chair. Sadness crept over her as she looked down at it. The Pile had returned. "No," she thought, "This time it's my pile...My Pile." A fleeting smile accompanied her declaration of ownership. "Yes, My Pile. And if it's My Pile, then it needs a few additions." She added her pipe and tobacco pouch to the backpack along with the coffee pot and coffee tin, which she placed in the saddlebag.

Ellie remained silent throughout, speaking only as Ebony draped the walking staff and poncho across the top. "You're ready to go," she beamed, "Will we leave at sunup?"

"We're not quite ready, Ellie," Ebony said, looking up, surveying the cottage. "I won't be here while you're gone. Someone'll need to look after this place. And, luckily, I already know who to ask, and I know he'll say yes. I just need to go talk to him about it." Her thoughts trailed off. The Wickerson Place was a day's walk south of her cottage and the frail, afternoon light streaming through her window would not last long enough for the round trip. "No, I'm going to the Wickerson's tomorrow," she said aloud, "We'll leave the day after." She could feel Ellie pout but the not-ghost said nothing.

Ebony spent the rest of the afternoon preparing the cottage for her departure. She mended the garden fence as best she could, her fingers growing stiff as she worked; put her garden in order for the coming winter; and filled the bird feeder once more. She surveyed the thatch and thought, not for the first time, that it was time to have it redone, but caught herself when the thought of redoing it in the spring surfaced. She smirked, "Ellie may think I'll be here in the spring but we both know better, don't we?" Satisfied that the cottage would not fall down, Ebony returned to her chair and rested before preparing dinner.

The next morning, she woke to her morning routine...although she had to momentarily retrieve her tobacco and coffee from her pile. Otherwise undisturbed, her pile sat glum in the corner, and she could feel the not-ghost watching her, although Ellie said nothing. She lit her pipe, took in the fresh smell of coffee from the fireplace and thought, "It's sheet washing day." But she eyed the pile instead of the bed. "I know," she muttered. "We won't be needing sheets." She added silently, "Well, maybe a winding sheet."

"That's not funny, Ebs," Ellie chided, breaking the silence. 

"My sense of humor is all I'll have in the end, Ellie," she quipped with a half-smile. 

After her coffee, Ebony donned her wide-brimmed hat and grabbed her walking stick from the Pile. "Off we go then, to Wickerson's." She closed the door and locked it behind her, replacing the key to the padlock down the front of her blouse where it'd be safe. Pulling her hat down tight on her head, she started off, the walking stick more for show this early in the journey than anything. Come noon, her knee would be playing up, she thought, and the staff would be more than welcome.

She ambled down the path from her cottage toward town. It was a cool morning full of dappled sunlight and birdsong. An intimate breeze kissed her cheeks, playing with the stray hairs she could never quite tame, before racing into the forest. If she didn't know better, she would have accused the fairies of taking liberties with that kiss. Luckily, she did not live far enough from town that the fairies would show themselves. As befitted her station in life, she lived far enough away from town to not disturb the locals but close enough to scare any misbehaving children. 

Mid-morning passed quickly enough. Ebony shuffled along the path, meeting no other person. About halfway to the closest villager's farm, another path branched to the south and Ellie took this. The Wickersons lived at the far end, near a marsh where they harvested peat and rushes. Their trade called for them to live out there in the swamp and they were respectable. Ebony and Eloise had never been respectable. Instead they'd been useful and dangerous. Eloise, useful, Ebony, dangerous. As the miles ticked by, the walking staff started to take more of Ebony's weight but she rambled on peaceably enough. She came into sight of the Wickersons' land long before she saw their farmhouse. When she finally reached the farmyard, leaning on her walking stick more than she would care to admit aloud, the entire clan gathered around to greet her. Mariam, plump with child—Ebony did a quick headcount and estimated her fifth—smiled in greeting. "Mother Ebony," she added, her voice husky.
"My Good Woman, children," Ebony said with nods all around, "Is your husband about?"

"Sham's out with the muckrakers," she replied. Ebony hunched over, visually disappointed. "Stay a while and wait for him, Mother Ebony. I've got some fruit and cheese for your supper."

"That's mighty kind of you, Mariam," Ebony returned with a nod and smile. Two young girls hurried forward to take Ebony's walking stick and hand, leading her toward a rough-hewn bench near where Mariam had been shelling peas. "We can pass the time together, child," she added as she lowered herself to the wooden seat. Her back complained as she did so, but as she sat, the pain ebbed and she and Mariam were soon discussing her most recent pregnancy and the herbs she could use to soothe tension and pain.

"Mother Ebony, there are herbs I could take afterward?" Mariam asked. Ebony studied her for a moment.

"Myrtle and Mangrove Root, my Good Woman. Those are the ones you'd want to keep on hand," she replied quietly with a soft smile. She leaned forward and took the young lady's hand. "You have quite a few mouths to feed this summer. How will winter be?"

"Winter will be hard," Mariam admitted with a sigh. They lapsed into silence and found themselves watching the two girls play in the garden. "And for you, Mother Ebony?" Mariam asked, "How are you feeling?"

"The Bug Question," Ebony thought. "I'm well as can be expected," Ebony said with a sigh. Mariam gave her that look—part sympathy and part helplessness—an admission that Ebony faced her fate alone. Ebony smiled at the younger lady. "Let's talk of life instead, shall we?" she finished. Mariam nodded and returned the smile. Their conversation turned to Sham and his work. Some town boys—Billy and Evan Innsbrook—had been out to apprentice over the spring, but neither of them were worth their weight and both ate more than they brought in. Sham had agreed to keep them on until the harvest, so his temper ran short most days, Mariam confessed. Ebony clicked her tongue sympathetically, both women knowing there was nothing much else she could do. They lapsed into a momentary silence before Mariam stood.

"I'll fetch you some supper and tea, Mother Ebony," she said. With a nod, Ebony watched her leave and then her eyes fell on Mariam's eldest daughter. The child had been lingering near them and Ebony had thought she was busily working in the garden. However, when her mother left, the child's large eyes fell square on Ebony and she frowned, her smooth brow creasing. Ebony watched the child carefully as the child studied her, sizing up the hedge witch as she gathered her courage to speak.

"Mother Ebony," the girl began.

"What is it, child?"

"Are you taking on an apprentice?"

Ebony stared at the youngster for a heavy minute. Mariam's eldest daughter, a girl on the verge of marrying age, full of fear and determination, returned her gaze. Ebony's head swam. "Sham's outbursts must be bad," she thought. Mariam's pain and suffering were blindingly real in her eldest daughter's eyes and here, on the verge of womanhood and contemplating her own marriage, the daughter finds herself presented with Mother Ebony. Presented with a last, desperate straw: Ebony, who is respected as a woman, feared by men even, and perhaps most importantly, single. "Oh, child," Ebony said when the girl began to turn away. "I would take you on, but I'm dying. I won't see the end of this summer. There's not enough time to take you on and teach you enough to be safe and set you on your way as a Wise Woman." The girl nodded, her shoulders slumping, and she started to leave, returning to her gardening. Ebony closed her eyes.

"She can have it all," Ellie said suddenly, "Why not save her from marriage and the life as a mother that she obviously does not want?"

Ebony's eyes flew open and the girl spun toward her, mouth open, "What, Mother?" the girl asked. Ebony blinked slowly, a shiver running up and down her arms, chilling her. 

"You heard that?" Ebony asked. Thinking, "She can hear the not-ghost?"

"You said something, Mother. I did not hear clearly."

"She has the Gift!" Ellie squealed in Ebony's mind.

Ebony sighed and motioned for the girl to come over. "What's your name?"

"Nadine."

"Nadine. My house and all that is in it is yours next spring. You can glean what information you can from it. But do NOT work without finding a Wise Woman to guide your first stumbling steps. That way leads to darkness and enslavement." Nadine nodded. "Here is the path I lay for you," Ebony continued. "First, stay here. I will talk to your parents tonight and tell them you have the Gift and should be apprenticed as soon as possible. Winter here, safe with your mother. Help your father watch over my place. Learn while you are there. Next spring, move to my house, it will be yours. Set out from there to find another Wise Woman who can help you move onward."

"Yes, Mother," Nadine said. "I promise."

Mariam returned then with a tray of preserved meats and cheese. She studied the two of them. "Mariam, child," Ebony started. "Your daughter has the Gift." Mariam nearly dropped the tray she was handing to Ebony. "How old is the girl?" she asked.

"Nadine? She's..." Mariam counted in her head as Ebony took the tray from her.

"I'm thirteen winters, Mother," Nadine provided. 

"A woman?" Ebony asked, clarifying the girl's growth.

"Yes," both Nadine and Mariam said.

"What will happen?" Mariam asked. "You can't take her on," she whispered.

"No, I cannot. She will have to find another Wise Woman next spring. I have spoken to her about this."

Nadine nodded. "I can do this, mother," she said, her certainty ringing true in her voice. 

Mariam nodded and smiled. "Then it is settled. You will do us proud, Nadine," she added. "Let me talk to your father before you tell him though. He's already been approached by suitors and it will be hard to let them down."

Ellie breathed across Ebony's mind, "Something tells me Nadine already knew about the suitors and did not approve." 

Ebony bit back on a giggle, disguising it as a cough. "Of course," she said. "Mariam child, you know best how to handle Sham." 

The afternoon sluggishly turned over to evening, the sun sinking low behind the trees at the edge of the nearby swamp. It wasn't long after the mosquitoes and flies started flitting around the women that Sham and his two apprentices came up from the swamp, dragging their equipment. When Ebony saw Sham, she raised a hand in greeting. Sham paused long enough to pass his scythe to Evan then closed the distance, practicing a smile as he approached but settling on an expression that seemed more a baring of teeth. "Mother," he greeted, "You've come for dinner?"

"Indeed I have, Sham. Your Good Woman has seen to my meal." Sham nodded and waited. He knew there would be more to come from the old lady. When Sham didn't move, Ebony sighed and continued. "Yep, I need a favor of you and your children. I'm off on a ramble round the kingdom and I don't expect I'll be back." She allowed the words to drop like lead and sit scattered across the ground between them. Sham sighed and nodded, that helpless but sympathetic look on his face. "Will you care for my house, look after my harvest?" she asked.

"Nadine can help," Mariam suggested.

Sham glanced at his eldest daughter, weighing her and his thoughts. "Nadine, child, it will be good practice for your own house," he said.

"Yes, father," Nadine replied with a smile.

"I think he wanted to marry her to his favorite apprentice," Ellie whispered. Ebony and Nadine frowned simultaneously.

"Hush, now," Ebony thought loudly at the not-ghost.

"We can do this for you, Mother Ebony," he said. Then he continued, "But I'm not sure it's wise."

"Wise?" Ebony repeated, "No. it's not wise, but I must do it."

"Mother Ebony, I can't stop you and won't try," he said, "but I do hope you reconsider and return quickly before the summer rains end." 

Ebony thought on his words for a few heartbeats. She knew Ellie's answer before the not-ghost spoke. "I don't know how long it will take." Ebony said, echoing Ellie. "I don't suppose it will matter, really." The grimace on Sham's face said it all. Ebony was a stubborn woman who didn't know her own good. She smiled at his discomfort. "I know my mind, Sham," she said.

He scoffed but kept silent. After a moment, Mariam broke the silence, "I'll fetch your dinner, Sham," she said. With a nod he turned and left.

"That went better than I expected," Ellie whispered. Ebony raised her eyebrows at the thought but said nothing further. 

"You will want to be staying over, Mother Ebony," Nadine supplied, moving closer and speaking low.

"Naturally, child." She thought for a moment then added, "I may retire early, rest for my journey."

"Of course, Mother Ebony." Nadine hurried away to prepare some bedding for her.

Once the bedding was ready, Ebony retired to a sooty corner of the Wickerson's one-room cottage. The rest of the family supped and talked quietly into the night before turning in, the children crowding into a family bed, sandwiched by their parents. Somewhere out in the night, the two apprentices had been left to their own devices.
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Chapter 3 Jacks
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The next morning Ebony thanked her hosts and said goodbye. She lingered with Nadine not saying anything but studying her with a knowing smile, her soft dark eyes full of kindness. With a last nod to Sham and his apprentices she started back home. The journey home was as uneventful as the one to the Wickerson's had been. Ellie didn't speak as she walked but once she was in sight of her home, the not-ghost spoke. "You will need Jacks," she said.

Ebony pondered the words for several steps. With a sigh, she stopped in the middle of the path and explained to the not-ghost, "Ellie, it's late and I'm tired. Do I know who Jacks is? No. Please, no riddles. Just tell me what you need me to do and—more importantly—can I do it tomorrow?" Ebony's words met with silence and for the briefest of moments, the idea of Ellie pursing her lips in disapproval and anger brought a bittersweet smile to Ebony's parched lips. "Tomorrow it is then," and she started for the front gate. 

She was inside, returning her walking stick to the Pile that waited in the corner before Ellie answered her. "How do you think you're going to take that pile with you?" the not-ghost asked. "Jacks is my horse. He's a good mount, strong, sure-footed, pack, trail, and war trained."

"You have a horse?" Ebony asked the empty room around her. She stared at the pile in the corner. It would make a hefty backpack, but she'd seen Ellie leave the house with it before. It never occurred to her that her do-good sister was hauling it only to town and then putting it on a horse.

"Yes," Ellie confirmed.

"Oh, I think we'll worry about the horse tomorrow." Ebony shook her head and started for her coffee and her pipe. She stoked the fire in the fireplace, and it was soon creeping back to life, bringing a tired orange light to the cabin. With coffee and pipe sorted, Ebony lowered herself wearily into the rocking chair and stared at the Pile once again, running through what Ellie had said to her. Her mind returned over and over again to the horse. "If I am crazy," she thought, "and there is no ghost...or not-ghost...then there isn't likely to be a horse." She puffed on the pipe for a time, clenching it absentmindedly in her teeth between draws. "If there is no horse—"

"There is a horse, Ebony: Jacks," the not-ghost interrupted.

"If there is no horse," Ebony repeated forcefully, "then do I just come back? What of Nadine?"

"You have to help him, Ebony!" Ellie interrupted again.

"If there is NO horse, then there's no you!" Ebony explained aloud to her sister, exasperation coloring the edges of her voice. "If there is no you, that means that there's no Farm Boy either, just a crazy old lady with the Bug." The not-ghost had nothing further to say. With a nod, Ebony returned to her pipe and her coffee. Once the aches from her day-long walk had subsided, she stood and pulled together a meat and biscuit supper before retiring to her own bed.

The next morning, Ebony rolled slowly out of bed. For a moment, she stared at the hearth and her coffee pot. Misty gray light filled the room, just shy of the rising sun. Ebony shuffled forward and made her coffee. She sat in her rocking chair, enjoying the sights and smells of her morning routine one last time. "Let's assume there is a horse," she thought. She poured her coffee into the faded ceramic mug, contemplating the brown coffee stain within as she filled it. She knew to fill it just shy of the stain with coffee, and add enough sugar to displace the liquid until it reached the line. Then she stirred it, sipped it slowly, and settled into the rocking chair to watch the sun rise.

When the sun had breached the horizon and her coffee was gone, Ebony stood, collected her packs and bags, grabbed the walking stick and water skin then stood in the doorway, taking in the cottage. "It'll do," she thought. With a sigh, she turned around and closed the door behind her and started down the walk. She had closed the door, securing it but not locking it. Sham and Nadine would have to decide on their own if they wanted to lock it.

Ebony retraced her steps to the
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