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The Hunt of the witches has begun. While the Council, led by the sheriff, is getting ready for the arrests and trials, the witches, wizards, and their friends hope to outplay them with one quick undertaking.

But is the Hunt the only thing that interests the Council members, or do they have other motives and plans? And are they ready to face the consequences?

While the Easterners demand trials and blood, and the Westerners expect their own arrests, our young heroes search for the answer to one important question—who is the traitor?
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1. A Storm is Coming
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“Oh, there was a maid, lived by the shore, and to her child did sing​[1]:

‘I know not who your father is, nor the land that he dwells in,

Nor the land that he dwells in.’

“It happened on a moonlit night when she lay fast asleep.

A tall gray man came to her cot and sat at her bed feet,

And sat at her bed feet.

“Saying: ‘Awake, awake, oh pretty maid, awake and you will see,

I am the father of your child although I'm not comely,

Although I'm not comely.’

“‘I am a man upon dry land and a silkie in the sea

And when I'm far from every strand I dwell in Sule Skerry,

I dwell in Sule Skerry.’

“‘I’ll give to you this gay gold ring, for I would marry thee.’

‘Oh, marry whom you will,’ she says, ‘for you'll never marry me,

You'll never marry me.’

“Then he’s brought out a purse of gold, saying: ‘Take thy nurse's fee.

I’ll give the ring to our young son and he will come with me,

And he will come with me.’

“‘And you shall wed the gunner good, a fine young man he'll be.

And on some bright May morning he'll kill my son and me,

He'll kill my son and me.’

“Now she has wed the gunner good all early in the spring.

And it's on a fine May morning he brought to her the ring,

He brought to her the ring.

“And when she saw the Silkie's ring this lady wept full sore:

‘Alas, alas, my first born son, I'll never see you more,

I'll never see you more.’”

When Adrian finished the song and strummed the strings of the guitar for the last time, the four girls, sitting in a row on the couch, broke into applause. As a professional artist, Adrian bowed to his audience, saying, “You are the most beautiful spectators I’ve had in my whole career.”

“You’re multitalented, Adrian,” Medea said, and catching his smiling eyes staring at her, quickly added, “But I’m still not going out with you.”

“Medea, that was so impolite!” Electra chided her.

“Since when does honesty equal impoliteness?”

“Since that honesty is rude and unnecessary.”

“Leave her,” Adrian said with a smile. “I like her that way.”

“See? He likes my honesty.” Medea looked at her sister with a sly smile.

Electra turned to Cassandra and Ariadne for support, but they only shrugged. No one could change Medea’s wont.

“Sing something else,” she said.

“He has been singing and playing for us for the last hour. Give him a break,” Ariadne said.

“Alright, come here.” Medea beckoned him to the coffee table. “Have some pastries and tea.” And she poured some herb tea into Adrian’s cup. “Relax a bit, so that you can amuse us for another hour until the boys are back. Why is it taking them so long?”

“Maybe something has happened to them?” Ariadne asked.

“I doubt something would happen to them in broad daylight,” Adrian said. “They are probably looking thoroughly around the town. Hollow only seems small. It took me three hours to find your house.”

“If they don’t come back in an hour, we’ll go search for them,” Electra said.

“You’re panicking again,” Medea said with a shake of her head. “Don’t worry, nothing will happen to your Eric.”

“I hope they have found out something useful,” Adrian said.

“Nothing useful,” Jack muttered as he, Eric, Hector, and Martin entered the fireplace hall. One quick look around, then the three fellows sat on the carpet by the table and grabbed the pastries. Martin, shy as always, sat down on the edge of the couch where Ariadne was sitting, but didn’t dare go closer.

“Then what took you so long?” Electra asked.

“It’s Martin’s fault that we’re so late,” Jack said, half-serious, half-joking. “After he saw De Stinta’s store, he stared at the broken shop window for two hours.”

“My brother and sister need an urgent class of manners,” Electra muttered.

“Have you been naughty again?” Jack asked Medea while she was pouring tea for the boys. He hugged her by the waist and tickled her, forcing her to break into loud laughter and almost drop the kettle.

“I’ve been an angel,” she said, laughing. “She’s just too grave.”

“Martin, did that store belong to your father?” Ariadne asked.

“No, that shop was run by a relative who didn’t survive the Hunt. My family has always lived in Walachia; my father only once visited Hollow. The shop caught my attention because it was a part of the family history. But Jack is exaggerating; I didn’t stare at it for two hours. Two minutes, maybe.”

“So did you learn anything useful?” Cassandra asked.

“Not much,” Hector said. “We walked from one edge of the town to the other. It’s obvious that the Hunt is inevitable. You should see the faces of the people on the East Bank. They were always unfriendly, but now they are gloomy, unhappy, even scared. Some look at you with suspicion, others with regret. The streets are almost empty. A bit of trade was going on in the market, but overall, the mood of the town is lethargic. The only crowded places are the pubs and taverns. I guess people drink more when they’re scared.”

“We were on the square, at the market, near the burned lumber mill, even walked by the prefecture. Hollow resembles a graveyard. All we could learn was that De Roy will soon impose a curfew,” Eric said.

“When?” the girls asked simultaneously.

“We don’t know,” Jack said. “But the curfew is usually the beginning. According to the diaries, it’s curfew first, then detention of the suspects, house arrests for the lucky ones, then trials and executions.”

“What are we going to do now?” Medea asked.

“Now? Well, we”—Jack pointed at the fellows—“are going to spend the rest of the day training. There’s not much we can do right now. Besides, Martin has never held a bow in his life,” he added derisively.

“Will you stop picking on him?” Electra told Jack in a low voice. “It’s not funny anymore.”

“Wish I could train, too,” said Eric. “I haven’t held a bow in my hand for some time.”

“Ahh, can you do anything for him?” Jack asked his sisters, pointing at the plaster on Eric’s arm.

“Oh, sure we can!” Electra exclaimed. “In the morning, aunt gave us a recipe of a potion that strengthens the bones. We’ll make a potion for you right now.”

Electra and her sisters took Eric to the Potion Room to brew a remedy for his broken arm. A book of potions was lying on the table, opened on the page of the necessary recipe. After reading the list of ingredients more than once, quarrelling about the method and not coming to a mutual agreement, the girls rushed to the pantry, then returned to the Potion Room, each with a stack of items in their hands, and began brewing.

“You’re not doing it right,” Electra told Cassandra when she began cutting the spinach leaves.

“Why’s that?”

“The book says cut horizontally, while you are cutting the leaves vertically.”

“Are you serious? You really think the result of the potion depends on how I cut the leaves?”

“Of course it does, if the book specifically says so.”

“You both are doing it wrong,” Medea said. She put a vial above the burner and dipped some red liquid into it.

“Says who?”

“Says someone who can read.”

Cassandra once again scanned the recipe, then looked up, as if pondering something, turned to one of the shelves, grabbed a bottle, and returned to the table, which was now littered with all types of plants, dried fruits, seeds, and vials with colorful liquids.

“What’s that?” Electra asked her.

“For a better smell. The odor makes me sick.”

“You can’t add anything which is not in the recipe.”

“The Great Potion Diary says you can add flavors.”

“Never heard of it before,” Electra said doubtfully.

Cassandra shrugged her shoulders. “Not my fault.”

“Is this a drawing of worms?” Medea looked into the book, her finger sliding over the blurred images.

“Not worms.”

“But it looks like worms, Cassie.”

“It doesn’t. Looks like roots.”

“Alright, you use roots, I’ll get worms.”

“You won’t do that.” Cassandra grabbed Medea’s hand and stopped her from going to the yard after some worms. “You can’t use them in the potion. They are living creatures.”

“Just worms.”

“Living creatures.”

“Worms!”

“I said no!”

Electra let out a long sigh. “It’s neither worms nor roots. It’s a fern.”

“Doesn’t look like a fern,” Cassandra said, “but better a fern than worms.”

“Huh, we have a worms’ rights activist here,” Medea taunted her.

“Not only her,” said Eric, who till then had been quietly sitting by the window, watching the brewing session, and once in a while looking out at the field, where his friends were training. “I once freed a dozen spiders from Pickering’s shop.” Reminiscing about the incident, Eric grinned. “There were two jars with spiders on one of the shelves. I asked Pickering a few times to set them free, but he never agreed. In the end, I took the jars to the forest and released the spiders. Needless to say Pickering wasn’t happy. Actually, he was furious. Said he’d deduct their price from my salary, and called me an idiot. It turned out the spiders were poisonous and could’ve bitten me while I was pouring them out of the jars.” 

Eric’s voice gradually changed as he talked about Pickering, becoming lower and deeper. He again looked out the window. He wished that everything were over soon: Pickering would be released, the Hunters would be gone, and this whole story would dispel like a fog before sunrise. For a while he sat without blinking, immersed in his thoughts, thinking about Mr. Pickering, Uncle Albert, and his parents, not paying attention to the girls, whose voices were becoming louder, and the quarrel was turning into a fight. Eric’s attention returned to the witches when something puffed on the table and filled the room with greenish vapor. The girls began coughing and waving their hands in the air, fighting with the congealing smoke.

“You shouldn’t have added that last ingredient!”

“How did I know it would explode?”

“That’s why you need to follow the instructions when conjuring!”

“I’ll try once more.”

“Can we please not evoke anything bad this time?”

The smoke gradually weakened, though the smell was still strong, and all three girls couldn’t help grimacing and covering their noses, while the detestable odor pierced their eyes and filled them with tears.

“Yours has the wrong color.” Electra looked at the bottle in Cassandra’s hand, which she was carefully filling with the newly brewed potion from her cauldron. “I don’t like it.”

“What’s wrong with the color of my potion?”

“I don’t like it.”

“What do you have against blue?”

“Nothing against blue, but look into the book. It says it should be emerald.”

“Alright, give me a moment, I’ll make it emerald.” Cassandra took a flask from the shelf behind and poured some liquid into her potion, which seethed and turned from blue to red.

“It looks worse now.”

“But it can work.”

“No way I am giving that for him to drink.”

“What about mine?” Medea asked. “Mine looks emerald.”

“Since when is brown emerald?”

“It’s not brown. Brownish, maybe. Let’s give a chance to my potion.”

“He’s not drinking that either,” Electra said.

“If it makes my bones harder, I will,” said Eric.

“It could be dangerous. Potions aren’t lemonade. You never know what can be the consequence.”

“Oh, stop it, El. No big harm will be done.”

“Medea, is your memory so short, or have you forgotten about the wrong spell?”

“My, my, but that happened ages ago!”

“She’s right, Medea,” Cassandra said, adding belladonna into the cauldron with her potion and stirring the brew with a wooden ladle. “I don’t like your brownish potion either. But mine is quite different. Look, it’s almost emerald.”

Electra and Medea looked into the cauldron with disbelief. Electra smelled the potion and scowled. “I don’t like the smell. What have you put in there?”

“Just what the recipe says: spinach, basil, algae, mushroom juice, belladonna, fern, green tulip petals, and I also added a bit of flavor.”

“I used the same, so why is mine violet?”

“Is it time for degustation, girls?” Eric asked, approaching the witches.

Electra looked thoughtfully at their potions. “I’m not sure.” She pouted. “Alright, drink mine, it seems to be the closest to emerald.”

“Huh? How is violet close to emerald?”

“At least it’s not brown.”

“Brownish!”

Eric looked at the three vials with potions with suspicion. “Are you sure these will heal my arm?”

“They are supposed to, sweetheart. Look here.” Electra showed him the yellowed page with the recipe.

“Strengthen the bones,” Eric read the title aloud, looked at the list of the ingredients, and shook his head. “Algae and ferns? I’m afraid I might vomit your potions.”

“I think my potion is correct,” Electra thought aloud, then bit her lips, looked at Eric, then at her cauldron, and said at last, “Alright, let’s wait for Aunt Meda to come and double-check. The last thing I’d wish is to turn you into a toad.”

“Don’t worry about that. Just kiss me quickly.”

“Anytime.” Electra smacked him on the lips.

The door to the Potion Room opened and Andromeda came in. “How is it going, my girls?” she asked, scowling and covering her nose and mouth with her palm. She threw a quick glance at the cauldrons and the bottles with the potions, and shook her head.

“Mine seems to be correct.” Electra passed her vial to Andromeda. She took it, smelled the potion, and turned to Eric, fear and suspicion on her face. “Have you drunk this?”

Eric shook his head.

“Good.” The witch sighed with relief and put the vial back on the table.

“What about mine?” Cassandra raised the vial with her potion.

“Why is your head blue?” Andromeda asked her as she took the vial.

“Medea sprinkled my hair with all the pollen you had.”

“Not my fault,” Medea said defensively. “She was mocking my potion.”

“And why is the top of your dress wet?” Andromeda asked Medea.

“Electra poured the mushroom juice on me.”

“I didn’t do it purposely. She was trying to take it from me, but I needed mushroom juice as much as her,” Electra said, and threw an ostensibly mean glance at her sister. Medea snorted.

“She singed my hair, and she did it intentionally.”

“Not true. It was an accident.”

“Your potion has problems,” Andromeda told Cassandra. “You should have waited for the algae to dissolve before adding the basil.”

“Ha! I knew it,” Medea said triumphantly. “And mine?” She put her vial into her aunt’s hand.

“Not working either,” Andromeda said as she smelled the potion. “Too much algae, too much fern, too little mushroom.”

All three girls sighed with disappointment. Eric joined them, breathing out heavily.

“This plaster is a real pain,” he said. “I need to be free of it.”

“Don’t worry, my boy, I will give you the correct potion.” Andromeda took a vial from the shelf in the corner of the room, which she opened with the key that was hanging on the chain around her neck.

“Emerald!” the girls exclaimed at the sight of the potion.

“Twice per day—once in the morning, and once before going to bed,” Andromeda told Eric, but put the vial into Electra’s hand. “Make sure he doesn’t forget.”

“Oh, sure I will.” Electra squeezed the bottle with the emerald potion. Now that Eric lived in the blue castle, as the East Bank had become too dangerous for him, it wouldn’t be hard for her to make sure he drank the potion in time. 

Andromeda took Eric away from the Potion Room, while Electra, Cassandra, and Medea were told to linger in the chamber and clean all that mess. Needless to say it took longer than expected, as instead of cleaning up the room they decided to cast a spell which would do the cleaning, but ended up creating a bigger mess, and stayed in the Potion Room almost till evening, washing the walls sprayed with sticky potion, sweeping the floor scattered with ferns and seeds, and cleaning all the brew they had managed to pour on the table and under it.
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2. Don’t Break the Circle
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After standing in front of the treehouse for some time and staring at the wooden door, Jack climbed up the stairs and entered the only room. Eleanora was sitting by the window, her chin pressed against her palms, looking out into the forest. She turned around upon hearing the footsteps. Her face lit up when she saw Jack, but she quickly turned away to hide her excitement.

“I didn’t know you were here.” Jack sat down on the pillow behind her.

“Does it matter?”

“It matters to me.”

Eleanora looked back at him. It seemed she wanted to protest, but changed her mind, and only pouted instead, returning her glance to the wet evergreens of Mysterious Forest.

“I know you’re angry with me,” Jack said, carefully taking her by the hand. Eleanora didn’t object. Even if she wished to, she wouldn’t be able to take her hand away from his grasp, so soft and gentle was his touch. “I’m sorry if I have upset you.”

“You have,” she said in almost a whisper.

“I am sorry.” Jack kissed her palm. Eleanora bit her lips, attempting to stay calm while the butterflies floated inside her belly. “I’ll try not to do that again,” Jack said.

“Promise?”

“I do.”

Her rosy lips spread into a wide smile. Eleanora turned to Jack, whose face was now close to hers, and let him kiss her.

“You are very beautiful,” Jack whispered, and kissed her again. “You were my angel once. Such a cute little girl with golden locks and a rosy blush over her white cheeks. You’d bring me those pastries with cherry and apricot, and I’d eat them despite that they tasted horrible.”

“Oh, Jack, but did they?”

“Absolutely,” Jack chuckled. “Those were the worst pastries in my life: burned, salty, tasteless...”

“But you always ate them so quickly and praised my cooking talents!”

“I didn’t eat them quickly, I swallowed them momentarily, because chewing that horror was a real torture.”

“Oh, Jack!” Eleanora exclaimed, and muffled her giggles behind her palms. “Why didn’t you tell me then? My poor Jack,” she muttered through laughter. “I swear to never cook anything for you again. I felt so obliged to do something good for you after you gave me that beautiful music box.” She noticed the inquiry on his face and asked, “You don’t remember your gift for my birthday? You gave me a music box from the Old Curiosity Shop.”

“Of course I remember.” Jack smiled. “I remember everything from those better days.”

“I miss those days. We were so carefree. And so happy. Now only memories are left. And they grow older day by day. Sometimes I fear I will forget them, so I go through those days inside my head, to resurrect the memories and treasure them a bit longer.”

“We’ll bring back those days.”

“Oh, Jack,” she said, hanging on his neck. “Do you really think we can bring them back? I am so scared. I jump up in bed every night. I fear a Hunter is standing behind my door. I dread at the thought that they might come after me. And after you.”

Jack smiled to calm her down. “I promise to take care of you.”

“What about my family? My mom and brother. Do you think they will be spared? What about my grandparents? My aunt and uncle. What will happen to us all?”

“I know you’re scared, but I’ll do anything possible and impossible to protect you all.”

Eleanora put her head against his chest and clasped her arms around him. “I trust you with my life. I know you’ll save us all.”

Jack didn’t answer. He hugged Nora and looked out the window of the treehouse. He squinted when he fancied that something moved deep inside the forest, behind the tall poplars drenched in the morning’s rain. Bushes moved, but it could be the wind crawling in-between the foliage and disturbing the peace of Mysterious Forest. Jack remembered the dryads. They were in danger, too. How long would it take the Hunters to reach the depths of the forest and kill the underground dwellers? Everywhere he looked there was someone in need of help. No one was safe. And much depended on him. Jack hadn’t asked for that duty, but he had made the decision to fight till the end.

“Will you mend it?”

“What were you saying?” he looked down at the girl in his embrace.

“I said my music box is broken. Can you mend it?”

“Of course I can,” Jack said absentmindedly. “Bring it to the castle whenever you wish.”

Soon they left the treehouse, and Eleanora walked to the square where she was to meet her mother and shop with her for fabrics, needles, and other materials. The sounds of sledgehammer blows were coming out from the smithy, but the thuds weren’t as mighty as they used to be, as Hector was working alone. Shay MacGavin was outside the smithy, chatting with Mrs. O’Brian.

“Mom, sorry I’m late,” Eleanora said, approaching her mother.

“It’s alright, my dear. Mr. MacGavin entertained me with amusing stories,” Riona sniggered aloud. Shay joined her, laughing over something they had been discussing before Nora came. She looked at her mother, then with the same interest looked at the blacksmith, wondering what they had been talking about and why they seemed so delighted.

“Time to go,” Riona said. “Call on us for a cup of tea, Mr. MacGavin. And bring your son, too.”

“Will do, Mrs. O’Brian,” Shay said with an awkward smile.

“Why did you invite him and his son to our house?” Eleanora asked her mother as they were walking away from the smithy.

“I thought you were friends with Hector,” Riona said, seeming confused.

“I am dating his friend. How nice is it to receive him in my house? What if Jack gets angry?”

“My girl, you are saying silly things,” Riona said with a giggle. “If you are dating a young man, it doesn’t mean you have to shield yourself from the rest of the world. Let’s begin from this store.” She pointed at the fabric shop.

“If you have something on your mind about me and Hector you can forget about that,” was muttered in the strictest tone.

“Oh, but do I?” Riona said absently, and entered the shop. Eleanora stared at her mother’s back, whose behavior and voice seemed strange to her, then followed her inside the shop. Had she lingered a second more in front of the shop window, she would have met the three witches, who were passing across the square. The boys’ stories about Hollow’s empty streets had tickled their curiosity. The witches wanted to see everything with their own eyes, and what they had witnessed for the last hour wasn’t comforting. It wasn’t just the almost empty streets. The weather was gloomy; ominous clouds had gathered above the town. There wasn’t a hint of sunshine, and the faces were fearful, weary, and malicious.

“Don’t burden yourself, I am deaf,” Medea said, passing next to the beauty salon, where Ofelia Norris was seeing off a client. Electra and Cassandra chuckled under their breaths, as Mrs. Norris’s disgruntled face was so mean and ridiculous, that looking at those widened eyes, lemon face, and hanging corners of the mouth and staying serious was impossible. Medea’s warning didn’t make an impression on the woman; she still decided to speak out.

“Pass by quicker, hexes. You might scare away my clients!”

The words had just come out of her mouth when the thin branch of a tree near the door of the salon slapped the woman across her bottom. Mrs. Norris flinched, shrieked, and began looking around in confusion.

“Medea,” Electra whispered. “What are you doing?”

“What?” she asked in earnest wonder.

“In the square. In broad daylight. With the Hunters in the town.”

“It wasn’t her,” Cassandra said.

“Cassie?” Medea giggled, while Electra stared at Cassandra open-mouthed.

“What?” She shrugged her shoulders. “That woman is nasty.”

Her sisters burst out laughing, not believing that sweet little Cassie could do something like that.

“You know, I like your...” Medea didn’t finish her thought, as that second a black German shepherd ran up to them and whirled around Cassandra. Her face changed for only a second, then she forced a smile and caressed the head of the dog, which answered her pat with a friendly whine.

“Whose dog is this?” Electra bowed down and gently scratched behind the dog’s ear.

“McCormack’s,” Medea said coldly. Electra instinctively took her hand back and looked at her sisters.

“I healed his wound once,” Cassandra hurried to say. “He remembers me.”

Someone whistled in the corner, and the dog dashed to the familiar sound.

“Ugh, just look at that face.”

Electra and Cassandra followed Medea’s glance and saw Dickens McCormack leaning against a stone wall, watching them. Cassandra swallowed. Bowing her head to hide her blush from her sisters, she continued to covertly look at Dickens, who wasn’t taking his eyes off her.

“Why is he staring like that?” Medea muttered.

“I don’t care,” Electra said. “I don’t care for any of them.”

“Cassie, teach him another lesson, will you?”

“Oh... but... he’s too far away,” Cassandra stammered.

“Let’s go home,” Electra said, and grabbing her sisters’ hands, dragged them after her. Only once Cassandra dared look back and saw Dickens still staring at her. She turned away and, as hard as it was, forced herself to keep her glance under her feet.

Back at home, the girls headed to the fireplace hall, where their meetings were happening, expecting to see all the fellows there, but Martin and Adrian were the only ones in the chamber.

“Where are the boys?” Electra asked.

“They went to the library. Said they’d be back in a moment and told us to wait here,” Adrian said.

“Maybe they have found something useful?” Cassandra asked. “Shall we go to the library, too?”

“Jack told us to wait here.” Adrian uttered the words calmly and clearly. Obviously he knew why Jack didn’t want to share with them anything without discussing it with his friends. He still didn’t trust Adrian and Martin. But neither of them felt belittled by Jack’s doubtfulness. They had offered their help themselves and had readily accepted the roles of silent soldiers.

“I’ll go see what they are up to.”

As Electra passed by the door to Uncle Colin’s study, she heard people arguing. The meetings among the elders were usually held at the Bat Inn, but something must have happened that day. Loud voices were coming out of the room, then someone banged his hand on the table. It was Gideon Nubbles, angry again, unsatisfied with the plan and deaf to any reasoning.

“Why do you pretend you’re the only one who’s worried? Or that you’re the only one who has doubts?” Cyrus Nubbles was telling his brother. “We all are afraid to fail, but you are shouting the loudest.”

“Because my memory is not short!” Gideon shot an angry look at Cyrus. “Because I remember everything as if it was just yesterday.”

“Gideon, we all remember everything,” Colin said in a soothing tone. “And everyone.”

Gideon Nubbles stirred nervously in the armchair, dropped his glance down, and said, “Why do none of you listen to me? All I am saying is that we’re not as careful and secretive as I’d like us to be. Our circle should consist of witches and wizards only. We shouldn’t even meet at the Bat Inn. Or do you think the demon can’t have spies there?”

“Do you suspect Philip Van Dyke?” Cyrus Nubbles asked. “Brother, he’s our friend.”

“Just like Quinn Murdoch was. And what about those kids lurking in your house?” the alchemist asked Colin. “Who are they? What do you know of them?”

“They are my son’s friends.”

“Your niece brought an Easterner to my workroom. An Easterner!”

Harold Gardiner sighed under his breath, but no word of reprimand came out of his mouth.

“I don’t suspect any of the children who are under my roof now,” Colin said. “And yet, I don’t tell them anything; not even my son and my nieces know what we are undertaking. Leave the kids alone, Gideon.”

“Unbelievable. You, Colin, you have the most to lose. And yet you seem to be the most careless one. Nothing is left in my life. My wife, my children, all are gone. The only reason I am in Hollow today is to help you, but you spit on my help and my precautions. After all the losses that I had...” His voice shook and he had to stop talking.

“We all had losses,” Harold Gardiner said.

“You?” Gideon looked at the music teacher with derision. “You had losses? You, the Easterner, had losses?”

“Gideon, don’t start,” Cyrus warned him. His plump face was pale; even the auburn mustache seemed to have lost its color.

“What losses did you have? Yes, you’re a widower, but your wife wasn’t burned alive. She died of illness some four years ago, while mine was executed, and she was merely twenty-five. You have no children, but it was your choice, while mine were killed in cold blood! Up to this day I hear their voices calling for help. Now tell me, what losses did you have?”

“I am sorry, very sorry for what happened to you and your family, but stop treating me as a criminal. I didn’t choose to live on the other side of the river purposely, it was just a coincidence. I’m here to help you. I’m not just a teacher to those girls, I’ll give my life for them. I am your friend—”

“You’re not my friend! Not after the Easterner handed my family to De Roy Senior. Not after my family was killed.”

“You will stop this right now!” Cyrus’s voice was so rough that Gideon and Colin stared at him with surprise. Never had any of his friends seen him so angry before. When Cyrus stood up and looked at his brother from the height of his short, portly figure, the stargazer seemed taller and darker. “You can’t pretend to care the most because you think you have lost the most. I didn’t lose a family because I didn’t have one then. Does it make my opinion insufficient? What about all the friends that I lost? We all had losses, we all have the right to make decisions, not just you, brother.”

Gideon Nubbles wasn’t convinced. And the fire of fury on his face hadn’t been extinguished by his brother’s reprimand. On the contrary, it seemed to have made things worse, as the alchemist had supposed that at least Cyrus would be on his side. Now he considered himself the only one with reason, while all his friends seemed to have lost their sense of caution, trusting someone who could easily be the traitor. When the quarrel became too heated, and when Gideon Nubbles was out of all arguments, he rose to his feet and dashed to the door.

Electra and the three fellows were passing across the corridor, holding volumes of books in their hands, when the door to Colin’s study opened, and Gideon literally sprang out.

“I don’t care,” he was shouting. “I will not listen to an Easterner!”

Gideon came out of the room so hastily that he almost stumbled upon Eric and Jack. He looked gloomily at Eric and mumbled, “Another Easterner? Under the same roof with me! I won’t tolerate that!”

He flounced down the corridor, followed by Cyrus, who paced after his brother, yelling, “At least spare the child the insults.”

“A child?” Gideon’s voice was fading away in the long corridor, but everyone heard his last words. “He’s a grown-up, and capable of treason.”

Cyrus saw his brother off with his eyes, and stood in the middle of the hallway, his back turned to the rest, as if ashamed to turn around and face his friends whom his brother had insulted again. Colin and Mr. Gardiner came out of the room and stood by Cyrus. He looked up at Harold Gardiner with such a confused expression that Mr. Gardiner smiled reassuringly and patted him on the back.

“You don’t have to apologize for him again. I’m not upset, but his bursts of anger only mar our plans.”

Awkward silence hung in the hallway. Jack, Eric, and Hector exchanged glances, the meaning of which was known only to them. Jack beckoned them to follow him and passed silently across the corridor. When an embarrassed Eric was to leave the place, Cyrus put his hand over his shoulder.

“Forgive him. His pain has never healed, though fifteen years have passed,” he whispered in such a low voice that Eric was the only one who heard his words. He nodded silently, forced a grin, and went after his friends.
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3. Fast to Madness

[image: ]


“Five hundred yards of rope, one hundred metal handcuffs, fifty cuffs made of the alloy, forty yards of chains, nine hundred pounds of brushwood, and fifty logs.” Caspar O’Neal wrote down the numbers on his notebook, calculated the expenses, and sighed. “More than we had expected. Considering that the amount of witches is fewer than fifteen years ago, we shouldn’t have such expenses.”

“That’s because my lumber mill is gone,” Derek Iron muttered through his teeth. “Fifteen years ago much of the wood came from my family’s lumber mill, but that fire destroyed my property.”

Louis Baldric rolled his eyes. “Here we go again.”

“Of course you’ll just sit back and raise your eyebrows, Louis! Your stables are intact, while I’m a ruined man!” Derek Iron snorted and sunk deeper into the armchair in De Roy’s office. He threw a discontented glance at the four Council members, whose only problem now was the amount of ropes and brushwood, while he had lost the family lumber mill and was up to his armpits in debt. None of his friends had offered him help, although Mr. Iron had put his pride aside and asked them for financial support. But all was in vain. The Council members not only refused to help him, they also demanded from him as much money as they had donated for the upcoming trials and the witch-hunt.

“Derek, there is no one in Hollow who doesn’t know about your burned lumber mill, because that’s all you talk about,” Magnus McCormack said in his usual cold tone, as if the lumber mill was just a piece of furniture that could be easily replaced. “Would you forget about it for just one minute and concentrate on the trials?”

“And again, easy for you to stay calm. You still have your lands, Caspar has his hotel, Manfred’s warehouse is full of wine, but what about me? That lumber mill was my only possession. I am sinking in debts. How much longer can I sell household items to survive?” Mr. Iron bent forward, leaned his fists against the oak table, and slowly surveyed the men in the chamber.

“Derek, I promised you a solution,” De Roy spoke. “The quicker we finish this, the sooner you’ll have a new property. That blue castle with everything inside and outside of it will be yours once we finish with the witches.”

Sheriff’s reminder calmed Derek Iron a bit. He sunk back into the armchair and stayed quiet for some time, while Caspar O’Neal continued to count the items on the list and the Council’s expenses.

“How many coffins shall we need?”

“Order ten. If we need additional coffins, we’ll tell Siegfried to make more,” Manfred Van Balen said.

“Forget about Siegfried and his boat builders,” said Magnus McCormack. “They won’t be helping us.”

All eyes stared at Magnus, then turned to the sheriff for explanation.

“That’s true,” said De Roy. “Siegfried said he won’t be helping the Council anyhow.”

“He’s on the witches’ side then?”

“Not really. The boat builders said they will not intervene. They decided to get on the neutral side this time. However, they have signed the paper; it’s still something.”

Louis Baldric scowled. “That’s a shame,” he said. “It means we’ll have to order the coffins from somewhere else, find other carpenters. It will cost us a fortune.”

“That’s why ten coffins are enough this time. The witch-hunt and trials are turning into a luxury. We have to be more sparing. No more coffins, and no pits and decapitations this time. Executioners are costly. Gallows and fire will do,” De Roy said as he took the notebook from Caspar O’Neal and scanned it. “Or maybe we need to exclude gallows, too? We could spare some money on the ropes.”

“I love gallows,” Magnus McCormack uttered with delight. “Don’t exclude them. With the bodies hanging on them for days and weeks, they send chills upon the insurgents for a very long time.”

“Chills,” Manfred snorted. “What about that dreadful stench? Maybe this time we won’t leave the bodies hanging there for a whole month?”

“Maybe you shouldn’t rush ahead too quickly?” Magnus cut in. He took the notebook from De Roy and read the list once again. “We might need more rope, though. Add another hundred yards.” Magnus tossed the notebook at Caspar, who silently took it and changed the amount of rope to six hundred yards. 

“What about the armory?” Mr. O’Neal asked.

“I was just thinking about that house,” Derek Iron spoke again. “I have never been inside that blue castle. What if there’s nothing worth my attention?”

The Council members groaned simultaneously.

“This is becoming tiring,” Magnus muttered.

“Of course it’s tiring for you! You don’t have to think about feeding your family, well, because you don’t have a family.”

Magnus’s brow darkened. He didn’t like Derek’s words and to avoid a conflict, he pressed his lips together and sharply stood up. That gesture was meant to warn Derek about the consequences of his chatter, but Mr. Iron decided not to pay attention to the McCormack, and continued, “And as you don’t have a family, I was just wondering why do you need so much land?”

“Huh?” Magnus, who had walked to the window, where his brother was sitting silently and not taking part in the conversation, turned around and sternly looked at Derek Iron.

“Yes, why do you need that much land? Almost all the confiscated lands that belonged to the witches passed to you, but why? Just because my father wasn’t as adroit as yours?”

“You have an eye on my lands? Say it!”

“You don’t need so much land. Give a part to me.”

“Why would I do that? That’s my land, I’m not sharing it.”

“You don’t need so much.”

“Who are you to tell me how much land I can have? That’s my land! I got it after the trials, got it deservedly, because of my big role in the Hunt. And you, what did you do? What did your family do? When the time came, all you did was lock yourselves inside your homes and hide, while I carried the title of a Hunter with honor, took part in every fight, prevented so many escapes, and received so many avowals. I deserved those lands!”

Derek Iron looked around for support, but none of the Council members said a word. Louis Baldric, Caspar O’Neal, and Manfred Van Balen didn’t even look up at him. They sat with nonchalant faces, yawning, drumming their fingers on the table or looking at the list. Derek then looked at the sheriff for support. De Roy, who had been calmly following the argument, shrugged his shoulders. “The McCormacks have possessed those lands for almost fifteen years,” he said. “If you want a piece, you either have to talk to the mayor, or to Magnus. There’s nothing I can do.”

“Our talk is over,” Magnus McCormack said. “My lands are staying with me.”

“No one in this room cares about me, but I am one of you. We had agreed to support each other during, before, and after the Hunt.”

“We support you enough to offer that castle to you,” De Roy said. “But your greediness has no limits, Iron. I am still waiting for the rest of your donation.”

“The rest?”

“You have given only half of the promised gold. You avoid your duties, but you demand much.”

Derek Iron clenched his hands together to hide their tremble. “My losses were bigger,” he muttered.

“There’s no war without a loss. By tomorrow morning I want to receive everything from you. The whole sum.”

“But what about the land?”

De Roy smirked and muttered something. Derek Iron didn’t hear exactly what the sheriff said, but could distinguish words like family and land. He got up abruptly, stormed out of the room, and slammed the door with such vigor that the walls trembled. When he returned home, his family was fast asleep. At first he was about to go to bed too, but the conversation in the prefecture had put him ill at ease. Derek Iron walked to and fro across his living room, pondering over the future of his family. The fire had damaged his lumber mill beyond repair. He knew whom to blame, but the knowledge of the identity of the arsonist wouldn’t help him anyhow. He would never dare talk about the matter with the sheriff. Instead, he went around with hints, and De Roy promised him compensation in the form of the last property that Hollow’s famous witches possessed. At first, Derek Iron was sure there might be treasures inside that castle, but little by little he came to the realization that the castle didn’t necessarily possess any wealth, and that in the end he might be left with nothing. He couldn’t risk everything for nothing or vague promises of wealth and fortune. If there was nothing worthy in that blue castle, Derek Iron and his family would be left penniless. He tried to demand assets prior to the trials, but Magnus McCormack was greedy. Always had been. And De Roy seemed to be on the McCormack’s side. That idea angered Derek Iron. He decided to fight till the end and not partake in the Council meetings unless he received a piece of land from the Town Hall. He was a Council member, they had to agree to his demands.

But what if they didn’t?

Derek Iron shook his head. It was impossible. They needed him. He had donated a great sum of money to their undertaking, and would be forced to donate another big sum now that De Roy had brought it up. How did he always know everything? Without that money, Derek Iron would turn into a beggar. While thinking, he had proceeded up the stairs and was now standing in front of his daughters’ bedroom. He carefully opened the door and stepped in. The girls were sleeping soundly on their beds. The father sauntered to the middle of the room and stood between the two small beds. For a long time his eyes looked closely at the little red heads peeping from under the blankets. A faint smile played upon his lips, then a sudden disturbing feeling occupied his mind. His daughters were redheads. What did it mean? Nothing much at the moment, but it would mean a lot if Derek Iron somehow angered De Roy or the Dark Master. He had seen the same happen fifteen years ago. De Roy Senior would accuse anyone he wished and would bring up the most ridiculous reasons, such as eye or hair color, name or occupation. If he tried to conceal some of the money and De Roy found out—and he would find out—Derek’s daughters would be thrown into immediate danger.

Your family won’t need land. That was what the sheriff had said in the prefecture, Derek Iron realized suddenly. The sheriff was planning something. He was a poor man now; the Council didn’t need him anymore. He had nothing to offer them, and those who had nothing to offer to the Council or the sheriff would be thrown away without hesitation. So that was what they had decided: to lull his vigilance with promises about an old, useless castle, receive his money, and get rid of him.

Mr. Iron made the decision immediately. He rushed to his bedroom, and grabbing his wife’s shoulder, woke her up.

“Juliette!” he called her name, causing her to gasp in fear and jump up in bed. “Julie, wake up, get up, we are leaving.”

Juliette Iron clung to her husband in fear. “The Hunt, has it begun?”

“Not yet,” murmured Mr. Iron. “But it will, and we better leave at once.” He hurried to the wardrobe and began snatching things out of it and throwing them on the bed. “Pack all your things, the china, the silver, and the glassware, anything valuable. We’ll have to leave some things behind, but better to lose some furniture than our lives.”

“Derek, what is happening? Are we in danger? What have you done?”

“You will ask questions later. Now do as I say. We are leaving Hollow. For good.”

“For good? But that’s not possible!” the woman said, her hand pressed to her chest.

Derek dashed back to his wife and grabbed her by her shoulders. “If we stay, we’re doomed. Take everything that’s of value and can be placed into our carriage. We shall leave for Edinburg. I am almost sure De Roy knows nothing about my small apartment there. We’ll start a new life away from Hollow.”

“You are scaring me, Derek.”

“Be scared, Juliette! If that will make you move faster, then be scared! Now go down and pack the silver.”

In three hours, Derek and his wife packed anything they could into five suitcases and dragged them to their carriage. Then they picked up their sleeping girls, wrapped them in coats, and sheltered by the shades of the night, advanced to their carriage. Mrs. Iron sat inside, with the sleepy girls leaning on her from both sides, and Derek Iron took the reins as he looked around, fearing that the shades and shadows were of a much more ominous nature than they seemed. He threw a last glance at his house. He didn’t want to leave it behind, his family house, where generations of the Iron family had lived and prospered, but staying meant dying, and losing the house was better than losing their lives. Derek Iron took a deep breath and flicked the reins, never to return to Hollow.

~ * ~
[image: ]


While the Council member was fleeing the menacing town, the meeting at the prefecture was reaching its end. At dawn, Peter McCormack, Caspar O’Neal, Manfred Van Balen, and Louis Baldric came out of the prefecture and walked to the two carriages that were awaiting them in the corner of the street.

“De Roy is always not one, not two, but three steps ahead of his enemies,” said Mr. O’Neal as he and Peter got into the carriage and told the driver to take them home. “He has planned everything. He’s so much like his father. I always admired De Roy Senior. What a man he was! What a mind he had!”

Peter was silent. Caspar O’Neal couldn’t tell if he was at least listening to him. With the dark shadows over his face, he seemed older than he really was. His hair had been going gray rapidly, and deep lines had been formed by the wrinkles on his brow.

“I think his plan is perfect,” Mr. O’Neal continued. “Those witches and witch-men don’t even suspect what we know. How silly they are,” he barked a laugh. “Once again a traitor is among them, and they don’t even suspect. By the way, do you have at least a clue about who it is?”

Peter McCormack slowly shook his head.

“What is wrong with you?” Caspar O’Neal patted Peter on the shoulder. “Why are you so sour? We are winning. We shall terminate them! Isn’t it what we always wanted?”

Peter gave him an ambiguous look. Mr. O’Neal couldn’t understand if it was a look of hate, disgust, or anger, so strange was Peter’s countenance. Before he managed to say a word of reprimand, Peter hit the wall of the carriage with his fist, telling the driver to stop. The carriage stopped right at the doors of the Happy Friend, and without saying a word or bidding goodbye, Peter jumped out and rushed into the tavern. Caspar O’Neal looked after him until Peter disappeared behind the doors, shook his head with disapproval, and told the driver to take him home.

Magnus McCormack had stayed in the prefecture longer. He left the building in the morning, happy and contented. Magnus took a deep breath and walked down the alley, inhaling the fresh morning air in long, deep breaths. After he turned around the corner, his eyes caught a curled-up figure on the ground, leaning against the cold wall. It was his brother sleeping on the street like a homeless bum. Magnus McCormack quickly looked around, then reluctantly approached Peter and stared at his piteous face. How miserable his brother looked. And how bad he smelled. Magnus leaned forward and had to instantly straighten up, as the stench of mixed alcohol was too strong to bear.

“How worthless you have become,” he muttered, looking down at the pathetic form of his brother. Peter had become so useless now. Why couldn’t De Roy and the Master see it? He might put their whole plan in danger. That idea made Magnus so angry that he barely held himself from kicking Peter. But Peter was so wretched that Magnus couldn’t even hit him. He pulled the hood over his head and walked down the street. After another turn Magnus saw Dickens coming towards him. The fellow was going to the prefecture, but he wasn’t meant to reach his destination, as Magnus blocked his way and said, “There’s a gift for you, right around the corner. You better drag him home before anyone sees him.”

Magnus McCormack didn’t wait for a word from his nephew, and vanished between the narrow buildings.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4. A Secret Meeting
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After the meeting at the treehouse, Jack hadn’t yet called on Eleanora. Instead, Shay MacGavin and Hector had paid a visit to the O’Brians. Mrs. O’Brian seemed happy with their visit, and chatted enthusiastically with Mr. MacGavin, while Eleanora either kept silent or asked Hector about Jack. Hector had lost the count of his own sighs and yawns, but he had made a promise to his father to stay as long as Shay wished, and spent the whole evening staring at the clock on the wall and following the small arrows, inwardly begging them to move faster. 

Unlike the young people, their parents were enjoying the evening and were on their third cup of coffee already. They chatted and laughed for three hours, once in a while turning their attention to their children and encouraging them to join their conversation. With mirthless smiles Hector and Eleanora said a word or two, then Nora either again pestered Hector with inquiries about Jack, or they both kept silent. Little Henry took an active part in the conversation of the elders. He was talking nonstop, asked Shay about his workshop and the tools, and received an invitation to visit the smithy and have a closer look at the furnace, the anvil, and the sledgehammers.

When Shay MacGavins at last decided it was time to go, Hector sighed with relief. As soon as Riona shut the door, she turned to her daughter with wonder on her face. “Hector is such a good-looking young man,” Riona said, “why did you not talk to him?”

“Mom, I already told you once that I am dating his friend.”

“But my dear, I am not telling you to date him. All I’m saying is that you could have behaved more friendly. The MacGavins are such nice people.”

Eleanora sighed under her breath, which was a sign that she didn’t want to talk about their recent guests. With “I am going to bed,” she walked to the stairs, then stopped suddenly, and turned to her mother. “I think I just understood what you have decided.”

“What I have decided?” Riona sounded puzzled.

“Yes, after I told you about Jack and Ariadne, you have decided to turn me and Hector into a couple. Mom, how could you?”

Riona barely held back her laughter. She was about to object, but Eleanora didn’t give her time to speak, and hurried upstairs. She was sure her mother had called the MacGavins for her sake, but she didn’t need anyone else. Only Jack. She hadn’t seen him for two days and couldn’t understand why Jack hadn’t come to see her. He has many problems, she told herself, he is very busy. Eleanora thought about a good reason to go to the blue castle and see Jack. She remembered her music box, rummaged through the junk under her bed, found the broken box, and put it on her bedside table. She fell asleep with a smile on her face; tomorrow she’d visit the castle and would see him again.

~ * ~
[image: ]


“Tell me more about your family,” Ariadne said, sitting next to Martin in the fireplace hall. The weather was cold, the rains had never ceased, but the enormous fireplace was keeping the castle warm.

Martin sipped hot chocolate and said, “They call them the Coven of Fifteen. My aunts spend half of the year traveling, and the other half nagging me. They always find a reason to be discontented with my inventions or the improvements that I make. Last time, my Aunt Celia came back from her travels fuming, and tossed the broom’s saddle at me. The saddle that I had made had been uncomfortable, and she had developed spinal aches during the trip. Luckily I dodged the blow.”

“Angry witches!” Ariadne exclaimed with a laugh.

“Not at all. They are actually great aunts, although a bit temperamental. They raised me after my parents died.”

“All fifteen?”

Martin nodded. “Now, can you imagine what it’s like to be brought up by fifteen witch aunts? Pure fun! Fifteen presents on each birthday. Once they had a big quarrel the day before my birthday, didn’t come to an understanding, and in result, I had fifteen separate cakes,” Martin laughed aloud. “I spent all my childhood flying from place to place. At first, when I was little, they carried me on their backs. Then they gave me my first broom and taught me how to fly. And then I built the bumblebee, and now, when we go traveling, fifteen brooms surround me from all the sides like a flock, and we cross the skies and touch the stars.”

“I love flying,” Ariadne said dreamily. “There’s nothing in this world like flying, going high into the sky, passing over the peaks of the trees, letting the wind gush into your face...”

“And feeling absolutely free,” Martin finished instead of her. Ariadne smiled again.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Knowing that you’re not attached to the ground anymore is the real freedom.”

“You like flying so much; it makes me suspect that witch blood is flowing through your veins.”

“Ahh, no, not at all. There are no witches in my family. At least, we don’t know of them. But fate has been kind to me; it gave me witch friends.”

Martin took another sip and put the mug back on the table. “I’m not a witch,” he said, blushing. “I’m a wizard.”

“Not much difference. And equally amazing.”

“Would you like to have another flight in my bumblebee?”

“I’d love to,” Ariadne said, raising her eyes to the ceiling. “But it’s dangerous now. If we get noticed, trouble might happen.”

When Jack entered the fireplace hall, Martin and Ariadne were still sitting on the couch and chatting. The conversation ended the moment they saw Jack coming in. He stood by the doors until Martin bade goodbye to Ariadne and walked out of the hall. Jack threw a long glance after him. He thought about going after Martin and telling him to stay away from Ariadne, but remembered the promise given to Grandfather Grindewald about being kind to their cousin. Sauntering to the couch, Jack looked at Ariadne with a strange smile.

“Why are you smiling?” Her tone was cold.

“I am tired of going around with that morbid expression on my face.”

Ariadne smiled faintly and moved to the window.

“You seem upset,” Jack said, following her and blocking her in the corner of the hall. She wanted to go back to the couch, but he held her by the elbow and made her stop. “Has anything happened?”

“Nothing new. I am worried about us.”

“Are you sure there’s nothing else?”

“Yesterday, I was thinking about my brother. Jason is so young, so naïve and innocent. The mere idea of someone hurting him deprived me of sleep.”

Jack gently put his hand on her shoulder. “We will all survive.”

Ariadne sighed and looked down.

“You don’t believe me?”

“I believe you. More than anyone else. But I’m scared.”

Jack took her into his arms. “Fear is not a bad feeling. It keeps you cautious and careful,” he said, playing with her golden locks. “I will do everything to protect you and your brother.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“No need to thank me, Princess,” he said, smiling. “Although, I’d appreciate a certain type of gratitude.” Jack drew her closer to him and kissed her on the lips. After a second of hesitation, Ariadne threw her arms around his neck.

The door opened and Eleanora ran into the fireplace hall, a package held tightly in her hands. She stopped immediately when the culprits turned to the door and stared at her. They didn’t even step away from each other. Jack looked at Nora while still hugging Ariadne, and she only tightened her hands around his shoulders. He opened his mouth to say something, but no sound came out. Eleanora did the same thing. She opened and closed her mouth like someone who was regaining the ability to talk or even to breathe. When the tears filled her eyes, she turned around to escape the hall, stumbled upon Cassandra, and squeezing between her and the threshold, ran away. Cassandra looked after the tearful girl, wondering what had happened to her, then peeped into the hall, and catching the guilty countenance of her brother, sighed with disappointment.

Jack at last let Ariadne go and took a step towards the door. Cassandra raised her hand and stopped him midway. “Don’t!” she said. “Leave her alone. You should’ve thought of that before.”

Confused and ashamed, Jack dared not go after Eleanora, nor look back at Ariadne.

“I shall talk to her,” Cassandra said, and went after Nora, who was already outside. Cassandra caught up with her at the gates. “Nora,” she called, “wait!” She reached the girl and held her by the hand. Eleanora sniffed.

“He said he loved me!”

“He did?”

“Maybe not so verbally, but he told me so many beautiful things. Why did he do that?” she whimpered.

“If you want, I shall walk you home and we’ll talk about Jack.”

“But don’t defend him,” Nora said as they moved to the river to take a boat. “He did it once again. How many times can I forgive him?”

“I won’t defend him. I know he’s wrong. He’s in trouble.”

“Trouble?”

“Nora, he loves you. Everyone knows that he loves you very much.”

“Then why was he kissing her?”

“Because he loves her, too.”

“It doesn’t make me feel better.”

“He is confused. And this whole story with the upcoming Hunt and the trials, don’t give him rest. He simply doesn’t have time to stop and think about what he wants. You can either forget him, or be a bit indulgent.”

“More indulgent? Just three days ago he was with me. And today I caught him kissing someone else.”

“Then forget him.”

“I don’t want to forget him! Why won’t you say that to her?”

“I have,” Cassandra said calmly.

“And what did she say?”

“Almost the same as you.”

“So she thinks I will back up, and she will have him? No way. Never.”

They continued to talk about Jack all the way to Eleanora’s house. The girls had reached the fence when voices were heard nearby. They turned around simultaneously and saw Dickens dragging his drunken father to the gates. Peter was muttering something, trying to get out of his son’s grip, and Dickens was holding him tighter and forcing him to walk along. Cassandra stared at the father and the son. Dickens saw the girls looking at them and tried to quickly drag his father into their yard, but Peter yelled something incomprehensible, and again tried to get out of his son’s strong grip.

“I said let me go!”

He tried to push Dickens away, but the fellow only tightened his hold. Peter gathered his whole strength and pushed Dickens against the wooden fence. He pressed his hands against his son’s throat and yelled into his face, “Who do you think you are? My nanny?”

Dickens held his father’s wrists and tried to push him back. “You’re drunk! Go home and stop making a fool of yourself.”

“You dare talk to me like that?” Peter yelled, and punched his son in the face. Dickens hit the back of his head against the fence. Peter left him and staggered inside the yard through the open gate. Dickens pressed his palm over his bleeding lip, and keeping his glance down, went after Peter.

Cassandra watched him until he vanished behind the fence. When Peter had hit him, she gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. To her luck, Eleanora attributed her fear to her neighbor’s aggressive behavior, and when Dickens was gone, said, “Mr. McCormack doesn’t change his habits.”

“He beats up his children?”

“Not his children. Dickens. Every time he gets drunk, Mr. McCormack loses his temper and beats him up. Sometimes he shouts so loudly that his drunken screams reach our house.”

While Eleanora was telling about her neighbors, Cassandra was looking at the windows of the McCormacks' house, wondering which of them belonged to his room. She saw a silhouette pass behind one of the windows, but couldn’t tell if it was Dickens or someone else from the family.

At five o’clock in the morning, Cassandra, following her recent habit, sneaked out of the blue castle and rode to the hut. It was empty. She looked at the sheet of paper on the table. No note. It meant that Dickens hadn’t come yet. They used the paper to leave notes to each other in case one of them couldn’t wait for the other any longer. Then Dickens or Cassandra would write down another time for their date, as they met almost every night and weren’t going to change that habit.

Cassandra was feeling sleepy. Sacrificing hours of her sleep to her dates had messed up her routine; during the day she felt disoriented and drowsy, but nevertheless came to the hut at dawn and waited for him.

Cassandra was dozing on the couch under the window when a German shepherd ran into the hut. When the dog licked her hand, she opened her eyes and patted him. “Troy, where is your master?”

Footsteps were heard behind the door, then Dickens pushed it open. His tall frame appeared on the threshold, casting a long shadow across the wooden floor. Cassandra hurried to him. They reached each other in the middle of the room. Dickens enveloped his arms around her, bowed down to her face and scowled as he kissed her. Cassandra touched his broken lip with the tip of her finger.

“Come here, I’ll take care of you.” She led him to the couch, where she had left her first-aid kit, and took out a bottle of antiseptic and a piece of cotton.

“Leave it. I put some ice on it yesterday.”

Cassandra dipped the cotton in the antiseptic and put it to his lip. “What is wrong with your father? Why is he doing that to you?”

“Forget about my father. I don’t want to talk about him.” Dickens put his palm over her hand and lowered it.

“But it’s wrong. Eleanora told me he has always treated you like that.”

Dickens looked down at his dog, then patted its head. “Go out, boy, have a walk.”

Troy scurried out of the hut. Dickens turned to Cassandra and, clasping his hands around her waist, pulled her closer. He again tried to kiss her, but any touch to his lips was painful.

“Gently,” she said, an inch away from his face.

“That’s all the gentleness I
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