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        “The Schreiruhrer is a parasitic demon that dwells in the womb and feeds off of decency. Once it has eaten, all that remains in the mind of the victim is insatiable temptation.”

        —The Gargantuan Bestiary of Landschaft der Bestien

      

      

      Esther was only six seasons, holding her mother’s hand and walking along the verily dusty town road, when she saw a woman bent over with her head and wrists locked inside that wooden device. Many times had Esther seen the wooden thing that looked like a longways signpost with three holes, but this was the first time there was a woman locked inside.

      Her heart thumped with fear. Why was the woman locked that way?

      The woman wore a smock, no surcoat. Her unkempt black hair hung over her face, so Esther couldn’t tell if she had seen the woman before or not. Behind the woman stood Blacksmith Bart, his hand under the skirts of her smock. His arm was jiggling a lot, and the woman was panting.

      Blacksmith Bart, his face half-scarred with burns, had a twisted smile that made him look scarier than usual. Verily, verily scary!

      Esther tightened her hold on Mother’s hand. “What is it Blacksmith Bart does to that woman?”

      “Oh, uh,” Mother said, “he’s pulling on the tail of the demon that’s inside the woman. He’s pulling it out of her.”

      The woman’s voice pitched higher and higher, then she screamed and twisted, held in place by the wooden device. Her legs shook. Her hips shifted in all directions. But Blacksmith Bart kept a hold under her smock and chuckled.

      Esther’s heart pounded at the sight of the demon fighting back.

      “That’s it,” Blacksmith Bart growled. “Seize. Afterward, I shall hammer my spike into you so deep, your guts will spill onto the earth.”

      “Come, Esther.” Mother pulled her away from the scene. “We must not tarry lest the demon escape and slip into one of us. We shall take the long route home. It is more pleasant.”

      “Mother?” She jogged to keep up with Mother’s new quick pace. “Will I ever be possessed by a demon?”

      “No, dear,” Mother said. “You mustn’t worry.”

      But seven seasons later, a demon did come for her.
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        “If you are fond of one who seems not to have mutual feelings for you, know that many are fond of you and believe you not be interested in them.”

        —D. Grimm

      

      

      The first time it happened, Esther was sitting on the cool ground with her friend of thirteen seasons, Leah. They sat legs apart with the soles of their shoes touching, and they rolled a wooden ball back and forth between them. Whenever the one rolling the ball managed to direct it underneath the other’s smock and tap her cunny, the roller gained a point.

      Thus far, Esther had three points, Leah had twenty-seven. With so many points against her, Esther was enjoying the game.

      But she could not believe what her friend was saying. Could it be true?

      “Honest, Esther.” Leah’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “I heard Jim has a brother twice as handsome.”

      They glanced across the lush grassy field to the other side of the dusty road at the boys playing with dice. Jim rolled and then shouted with glee.

      He eyed her with those stunning blue eyes and smiled that kind smile of his.

      Her heart thumped. Mother of all things good! He was looking at her! Heat flooded her cheeks.

      She averted her gaze. Laughter bubbled out of her and she worked to catch her breath.

      “None could be more handsome than Jim,” Esther said.

      Leah laughed. “How bewitched you are.”

      Esther blinked and recoiled at something warm and wet that slapped her hot cheek. By all that was Holy! What had struck her face?

      And Leah’s face! Oh no.

      “Heavens, Leah!” Esther touched her own cheek and shuddered. “Your face — it is covered with stripes of white paste.”

      Leah said, her voice trembling, “Yours, too.” She wiped the stuff off. “How did it get there?”

      But Esther was too eager to wipe the sticky goo off her face with her skirts to venture a guess.

      Leah studied the substance on her hands. “Could it have been a spell of sorts?”

      Esther pressed and separated her fingertips, testing the strange liquid’s viscosity. Strands stretched across her fingertips. Her heart skipped a beat and she gasped.

      She asked Leah, “What sorcery is this?”

      “We are now thirteen seasons of age,” Leah said. “Could the devil’s number be marking us?”

      “I know not.”

      Esther rubbed her palms on the grass to rid herself of the gooey fluid, but some of the fluid merely ripped off the grass, and the green threads stuck to her hands. Her gut sank. A shiver sliced through her. Her body tensed with unease. What did the Devil’s demons hold in store for her? She had to do something. Stories told tales of how townsfolk in other regions dealt with dark sorcery, beheading male witches… burning female witches. What would the townsfolk do to her if they discovered this act of sorcery was upon her? What would Blacksmith Bart do to her?

      “Leah.” She pushed herself off the ground. “We should cleanse ourselves to remain pure.”

      Leah nodded and stood.

      They brushed the dry grass off their surcoats. They left behind the ball and hastened to the nearby stream. Water shimmered in the warm afternoon sunlight. How inviting the water looked as if it could wash away the invisible stain that tainted her innocence.

      She leaned over the stream and peered into the still pool of the stream, examining her reflection. The splotches of white coated her cheeks and forehead. She smeared the white substance on her forehead into a flat line, admiring the shape it made. When poking the stripe of white, she was able to paint dots like freckles across her brow.

      “Make haste!” Leah said.

      Esther awoke from her daydream. “Of course.”

      She cupped the cold water and splashed it onto her face. The droplets trickled down her cheeks and neck. Her heart raced with the urgency to cleanse herself. She scrubbed her damp skin, erasing the remnants of the mysterious liquid.

      Leah mirrored her movements, also ridding herself of all traces of the strange cream. Her sweet face glistened with the fresh waters.

      Esther dunked her hands in the cold stream and rubbed them together, her face prickling with the chill of her wet face.

      Though her face soon dried, the chill of the event stayed in her heart. A demon may have made his mark upon her, and perhaps, no amount of water would wash it away.

      That evening, she was asleep in her narrow straw-filled bed when she heard Blacksmith Bart say, “I shall kill you, demon!”

      With one hand, he placed a tent spike at her belly and raised a hammer in his other.

      He grinned and slammed the hammer down.

      She sat up in her bed of hay. Cold sweat dripped down her temples, the room silent save the gentle snoring of Father.

      Her belly was unharmed.
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        “One telltale sign of having been hypnotized without your knowledge is if your clothes are disheveled and you have no memory of the cause.”

        —D. Grimm

      

      

      The second time it happened, Esther was one season older, fourteen seasons of age, and she sat on a stool, milking her family’s cow. Nellie flicked her tail and chewed her cud, all in a day’s work.

      With the right kind of pull, Esther managed a strong spray of milk from the teat. Her strong, nimble hands squeezed the udders and coaxed the creamy liquid to flow. Soon would handsome Jim be entering the barn. Her breath hitched in her chest.

      The barn was shared by both their families, hers and Jim’s, a place where their lives converged. Esther stole glances towards the entrance, searching for any sign of Jim, yearning to see that bewitching smile of his.

      In a blink, hot stripes of thick fluid covered her face as if it magically appeared there and was not thrown on her. She recoiled, pausing her work. Nellie the cow flicked her tail and chewed her cud, none the wiser.

      By the spurts of demons!

      She swiped her fingertips down her cheeks. What was this? Her fingers heavy with the fluid, white ooze, precisely like the goo that had appeared on her face one season previous when she’d been chatting with Leah and admiring Jim from across the road.

      She surveyed her arms and apron as if the answers lay there, stunned, her breathing shallow. Droplets from her face fell to her apron.

      How did the liquid get on her face?

      She swiped more of the strange liquid off her cheeks, her nose, and her eyelids as if it were a bizarre yet intriguing paint. Her fingertips came away damp with the sticky substance. Her pulse quickened as she studied the white cream, concerns of being cursed swirling in her head.

      It wasn’t the milk, was it?

      She fought against her rising fear. With a mix of curiosity and apprehension, she brought her finger to her lips, tasted the creamy residue, and then spat it out.

      Salty.

      Not an unfavorable taste, but it wasn’t milk.

      Her heart froze with a sudden thought. Was Leah now also covered in white stripes? Or was this the work of a demon who held a fixation only upon Esther? If so, why?

      Enough. She must cleanse herself before Jim’s arrival. What might he think if her face were soiled ugly? With a white-colored dirt, no less.

      She scanned the barn, but alas, there was no bucket of water nearby, no source of salvation to wash away her fears. She glanced at her apron, but it was coated with dirt and would only make her face messier. Her gaze fell, and all she saw was the chore she had not yet completed. A desperate solution presented itself.

      Quick!

      She reached for the bucket of freshly milked cow's milk and splashed the warm liquid over her face. The drops cascaded down her cheeks, mingling with the remnants of the enigmatic substance.

      The rivulets of milk tickled down her arms and chin. She bent over to gather more milk, but Jim entered the large barn, his presence electrifying the air. Her heart skipped a beat, her breath caught in her throat. Without forethought, she wiped her hands and arms with her apron, which resulted in smearing dirt all over them.

      “What are you doing, Esther?” Jim’s voice, deep and resonant, vibrated in her chest.

      His blue eyes locked onto her face. He scowled.

      Her face! She had not yet dried it!

      His gaze lingered there, perhaps studying the drops of milk that clung to her cheeks and chin.

      Her belly filled with butterfly laughter that escaped her lips.

      “Well met, Jim.” Her voice wavered with unease. “I, uh… I heard that milk is good for the skin, you see. I thought I’d give it a try."

      A mischievous smile played at the corner of his lips. His eyes sparkled with a hint of amusement. And might that have been a trace of hunger in his demeanor? What might he have been thinking? That she was at the mercy of a demon?

      Her head spun with confusion. Did the idea of such a curse amuse him? Might he find merriment in her being accused of witchcraft and seeing her burn alive?

      He approached her, eye-to-eye, and with delicate fingers, he grazed the side of her cheek, heating her there.

      She licked her lips, her pulse throbbing.

      “The drops of milk on your face... they remind me of something…” he said, a playful twinkle in his eyes. His words hung tantalizingly in the air.

      Her heart raced, her cheeks burned aflame. Her mind raced, conjuring images of kissing him. Did he know something of demons? Or was he also wishing to share a kiss?

      Her quiver tingled. She squeezed her thighs together.

      What if he touched her… elsewhere?

      She snatched the half-full bucket of milk and made her way towards the barn’s exit. With a fleeting glance, she caught Jim’s gaze.

      “I pray thee, Jim,” she gestured to her face, “tell no one of this.”

      She hurried out of the barn, unsure if the blossoming of her lurid thoughts of Jim had been the intention of the demon all this time.
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