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To Be Perfectly Honest . . .

I’d rather you walk away now. Life is hard enough without adding death to the mix. Besides, your precious time is better spent doing something else. Wouldn’t you rather be fetching water? Hanging the wash? Picking lice from your hair?

I see that you are not to be put off. In that case, we need to get a few things straight. First, I’m not a beast, a monster, or the devil—I’m only a tired Wolf in search of relief. Second, I exist in the shadowy space between this world and the next. I slip between the two, doing things, seeing things, knowing things you will likely deem unbelievable. Finally, you must understand that it’s not myself I’m trying to save. Or at least not only myself.

Still determined to come along? Fine. But I warn you, the path ahead isn’t easy. It will be filled with darkness and despair, and you will almost certainly regret your decision, just as I regret mine.
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Chapter One

I trot through the narrow cobblestone streets of Bouge-by-the-Sea, feeling every one of my seven hundred winters. Over the centuries, my pads have callused, cracked and bled, then callused again. My sharp teeth have dulled. The tips of my white fur have taken on a yellow tinge. Lately, I’ve noticed bare patches spreading across my haunches, leaving what’s left matted and dull. Before I became a Wolf, back when I was still a maiden with an entire life ahead of me, I would have been horrified to know that one day I’d be an old, dingy canine. (Who am I kidding? I would have been horrified to know that one day I’d be any kind of canine at all.)

Never mind. It hardly matters now, not if everything goes according to plan.

The old man’s smell is mild at first, but it quickly grows stronger.

When I first started this job, the sweet, slightly harsh smell of impending death—something like black licorice mixed with tobacco—was strangely satisfying. Now it fills my snout, taints my breath with its stench. Not that I mind. Not today. I’ve waited countless winters for this moment. With the old man out of the way, the boy will be in need of . . . assistance.

My tail swishes back and forth as the Carpenter’s shop comes into view. I accept the open door’s invitation and slip inside. There’s no fire, but the walls block the chilly wind blowing off the sea, making the room pleasant enough. The smell coming from the old man mixes with fresh-cut wood—mostly pine and oak, but I detect maple and cedar, too. A worn counter gives way to a door leading to a workshop that once teemed with half-finished chests, tables, and other furnishings. Now the swept room sits mostly empty while the Carpenter’s tools—augers, chisels, planes, saws, and a great deal more—are carefully organized along the walls.

Bastien the Carpenter, once tall and muscled, hunches over a simple nightstand, patiently fitting a tapered leg. His white skin is dotted with age. He’s wearing gray pantaloons and a wool tunic, both worn but neatly mended. Nearby, the light-skinned, curly-haired boy of twelve winters finishes tightening the rope he’s strung through holes in a wooden bedframe to support a mattress. (This is the first order he’s filled all on his own, and he’s eager to prove himself worthy of the task.)

My nails click on the floor, alerting the boy to my presence before my scent—which is harsh and wild, more like a stray dog than I care to admit—reaches him. He raises his head and inhales sharply, not daring to say a word. His eyebrows furrow as his lips thin. I’ve worked hard to acclimate him to my presence. Rather than fear, I catch a whiff of anger. Resentment. (The smells are quite distinctive. Fear is foul, like rotten squid, whereas anger is more like charcoal. Resentment is the worst—it carries the pungent odor of cat urine.)

I can hardly blame the boy.

He first got into trouble during Lord Mayor and Mistress Vulpine’s visit five winters earlier. If the boy hadn’t spotted me outside the shop and shouted about the big white dog that no one else could see, if Mistress Vulpine hadn’t set sail for the Sea-in-the-Sky that very night, then Lord Mayor Vulpine’s Guard wouldn’t have barged into the shop the next day accusing the boy of coming up from the Bog and calling him a Voyant.1 The old man wouldn’t have had to beg and plead, and when that failed, trade every shell he had to prevent the boy from being set out to sea. Word of the boy’s witchery wouldn’t have spread, and he wouldn’t be forced to hide on the rare occasions when their few remaining customers arrived.

Poor boy. He doesn’t know that seeing me is a gift, that I’m here to help him. Well, maybe not tonight. Tonight, I’m here for the old man. The boy will need time, at least a few days, to accept his loss. To understand his new place in the world.

Soon, his chance will come. I’ll offer him a future. A purpose.

I settle into my usual corner, panting harder than normal as I struggle to maintain my composure.

Determined to ignore me, the boy finishes tightening the rope and trims the excess. When he’s finished, he calls his grandpapá over to inspect his work.

The old man runs his hand along the bed’s sturdy posts. “Why didn’t you use oak?”

The boy knows he’s being tested. “Mistress Abrielle could only pay seventy-five shells. Besides, she lives all the way across the village and pine isn’t as heavy.”

He watches the old man anxiously. His grandpapá used to be jolly, forever telling jokes and handing out praise. After the incident with Mistress Vulpine, his laughter disappeared and his words dried up like water in an old well. The boy can’t kindle the spark missing in the old man’s eyes, but he can pay attention, work hard, and one day follow in his grandpapá’s footsteps.

The corners of the old man’s lips turn up slightly. He tests the strung rope, which gives only a little under the pressure of his palm. “How did you tighten it on your own?”

“I used the bed wrench to pull the rope taut, but instead of calling for you to hold it, I stuffed an awl in the hole so the rope couldn’t slip while I worked on the other side.”

He’s proud of his resourcefulness, but even so, he hardly dares to breathe as he waits for his grandpapá’s response.

“How did you tie it off?”

The boy answers without hesitation. “A slip knot.”

“Just as I thought,” the old man says.

“What?” The boy’s gaze races over the bed, searching for flaws.

“Carpentry is in your blood.”

The boy swells like a tick fresh off a feeding.

The old man rubs the boy’s tousled hair. The boy grins but, being tightly attached to the curls he’s been told he inherited from his late mother, pulls his head away.

(The boy’s name? Oh, for death’s sake. It’s Gauge,2 if you must know, though I see little point in calling him that—not when he’ll be giving the name up soon anyway. You insist? Fine, I’ll humor you this time. But I warn you, don’t try my patience.)

A bell jingles at the front counter. The boy—Gauge—and his grandpapá share a wide-eyed glance. They haven’t had a customer all week, and they’re down to their last few potatoes—even a couple of shells will provide a welcome reprieve from the hunger clawing at their bellies. (Just so you know: these aren’t the kind of shells you can find on any old beach. They wash up on shore in only one location in all of Gatineau, and the supply is carefully regulated by Grand Lord Lasage, who runs the entire country.)

The old man, knowing he need not remind the boy to stay out of sight, enters the shop.

I rise, shake out my coat, and follow.

The Carpenter greets his customers, entirely unaware that I’m sitting beside him. “What brings you two in on this fine spring day?”

Gauge picks up a length of excess rope to put away, but then gives in to his curiosity and edges closer to the door, rope in hand.

“We have a broken churn.” The woman’s voice cuts the air. (It’s not that she’s unfriendly, only that she’s been hardened by long winters that drag on with too much labor and too little comfort.) “Put it here, Remy.”

“Yes, Mama,” a boy’s voice answers.

Gauge’s pulse races. He imagines himself several winters from now, standing at his grandpapá’s side. News of Gauge’s skill will have spread far and wide, and the accusations leveled against him will have washed away like footprints in the sand. He’ll exchange warm greetings with the woman, ask about her day, and give a few bits of candied ginger to the child beside her. Then he’ll inspect the churn and offer a quote for the repairs while his grandpapá looks proudly on.

(If you’re wondering how I know what he’s thinking, you weren’t paying close enough attention at the beginning. I already told you: I’m not bound by the same rules you are.)

Gauge reaches the doorway. He won’t go in. He wants a peek. A glance at the life he once led—the life he hopes to lead again one day. It could happen. Or at least he believes it could. Hope bounces and bobbles inside the boy, a buoy that gets him through each day.

He holds his breath and peers around the doorframe. The old man is in his usual spot at the far end of the counter, carefully positioned to draw attention away from the door leading to the workshop. I stick out my long, pink tongue and lick my chops. (I can’t help it—the old man’s smell is growing stronger, more irresistible.)

A chill runs through the boy. Determined to chase away his sense of foreboding, he blames his shiver on the wind coming through the still-open front door and turns his attention to the woman on the other side of the counter. She’s small and lizard-like, with bulging eyes and light, scaly skin. A dark bruise mars her cheek. She clings to the hand of a dirt-streaked child, no more than seven or eight winters.

A butter churn sits askew on the counter, one of its legs broken. “I don’t have any shells,” the woman says, dropping her eyes, “but I heard you might help. Make this right and I’ll deliver half a batch of butter next week.”

“I can make short work of this,” the Carpenter says cheerfully. “Would you like to wait?”

“Wait here? Oh, no. No, I don’t think so,” the woman says, grabbing her son’s hand and backing toward the door. “I’ll come back.”

Gauge accidentally brushes the rope against the doorframe. The noise is soft, almost imperceptible. But it’s enough. The woman looks up.

Her eyes widen.

Gauge jerks out of sight and presses up against the wall, his heart pounding.

“Never mind,” the woman says, frantically reaching for her son’s hand. “I just remembered my neighbor offered to help. I’ll have her look at it.”

“Please,” the Carpenter says. “It’ll take no time at all.”

“No,” she says. “It was a mistake to have come. I really must go.”

Rumors that the Carpenter’s grandson is a Voyant flitted through Bouge-by-the-Sea for years, and that’s what the villagers allowed them to remain. Rumors. But it’s hard to look the other way when the rumor is staring right at you. The fact that the boy dared show himself must mean that as he’s growing older, he’s also growing bolder—undoubtedly more dangerous. The woman snatches the churn and drags her son out the door. It slams behind her.

Silence fills the air, squeezing Gauge from the inside out. He busies himself hanging the rope on a nail poking from the wall.

The old man trudges back into the workshop.

I follow and once again settle in the corner. Although I’m careful not to make eye contact with the boy, my fur practically singes under the heat of his gaze.

“Don’t pay her any mind,” the old man says. “We can’t fill up on butter anyway.”

Gauge appreciates the old man’s kindness, but the fear he saw in the woman’s eyes can’t be so easily dismissed. It’s the same fear that was in the Guard’s eyes when he came for Gauge all those winters ago. The same fear that shows up on the old man’s face whenever any mention of me is made.

Frustration crawls over the boy like a headful of lice. He wants to tell his grandpapá that everyone is wrong about me, that Mistress Vulpine setting sail right after I appeared was a coincidence. That although the villagers believe I’m a murderous abomination, I come around nearly every day, and he’s never seen me so much as lift a paw to harm anyone. Most of all, he wants to explain that he’s not a Voyant, that he couldn’t force me to carry out his evil intentions even if he had any (which he doesn’t). He’s tested his supposed power several times by trying to get me to leave. Naturally, I never do.

But the old man made Gauge promise never to mention me again, to ignore my very existence. The last time the boy brought me up was the one and only time his grandpapá ever lost his temper, threatening to put the boy out on the streets if he continued spouting such nonsense.

If this strikes you as harsh, keep in mind that the Carpenter was doing what he thought best, what he thought he had to do—humans are terrified of that which they don’t understand. Although the old man can’t bring himself to believe his sweet, gentle grandson would ever intentionally call me, he lives in constant fear that Gauge might do it accidentally. He’s worried about his own safety but even more worried about losing the child. He was able to save Gauge once. Another incident like Mistress Vulpine and all the shells in the world won’t save the boy from being set out to sea.

Gauge’s nostrils flare. He doesn’t know why I hang around, why he can see me at all.

(I have no idea why he can see me either. Just as I have no idea why I could see the Wolf that came for me when I was a simple scribe tasked with recording our oral history. Evolution? Perhaps. Coincidence? More likely. Divine intervention by Mother Wolf herself? Doubtful—she’s never shown any interest in me one way or another.)

In any case, Gauge wishes I would leave him alone. The wish is threadbare, worn from several winters of use, but he returns to it time and time again.

The old man sinks down on a stool and swipes at the perspiration beaded on his forehead. “Let’s call it a day.”

Gauge’s gaze flickers to the window. It’s too bright for closing time. He frowns, noting his grandpapá’s thin frame and the old man’s shaking hands. He thinks that his grandpapá must need to rest, that perhaps he’s catching cold. The boy reaches back in his mind, but he can’t remember the last time his grandpapá was ill. “You stay there,” the boy says. “I’ll finish up.”

He straightens the workshop, locks the front door, and flips the OPEN sign so that it hangs upside down. (The villagers believe that if a sign isn’t properly flipped in the evening, it’s an invitation for me to visit. As if I care one way or the other about their signs. But these people are a superstitious lot and there is no convincing them otherwise.) Gauge offers the old man a hand standing up and is relieved when it’s waved off. He tells himself that he overreacted, that his grandpapá is fine after all.

I follow them into the living room behind the workshop, slipping through the door before they pull it shut. (No, I don’t need to use doors, but I prefer it. I don’t know why. Please, stop pestering me with your incessant questions.)

The room is sparse but clean. Two benches border a sturdy table, and a large pot dangles above the hearth. A single straw-stuffed mattress rests on a bed sized for the two of them to share.

Pacing back and forth, I wish time moved more quickly. Hundreds of winters searching for a replacement should have taught me some patience, but now that I’m this close, each moment stretches out into eternity, leaving plenty of room for doubt to wiggle its way in.

What if the boy rejects me?

It could happen, has happened before. In all my winters, there have been only two other Voyants. The first was a child who didn’t survive her third winter. As for the second, well, the only thing you need to know is that she refused my proposal and then had the nerve to set sail before I had time to persuade her otherwise.

There’s no telling if or when I’ll ever get another chance like this. (Not that it’s all about me. As I already mentioned, this is a tremendous opportunity for the boy. It’s true that I’m not in the best of shape now, but I enjoyed hundreds of winters of good health. Think of all the suffering the boy will avoid if he escapes the painful business of growing up.) I settle next to the fireplace and soothe a sore paw with my tongue.

I haven’t eaten since becoming a Wolf (food being entirely unnecessary in my current position), but I still remember the satisfaction of a good meal, the warm glow that comes from a full stomach. I’d like to tell you that Gauge will be experiencing that same feeling soon, but I pride myself on always telling the truth.

The truth is, Gauge spoons the same thin soup they had for dinner last night, and again for breakfast, into two hand-carved bowls. As he passes the old man his food and settles into his spot at the table, the boy takes care to conceal his frown. He isn’t overly fond of the soup but his stomach grumbles uncomfortably. He gulps down the broth, hoping that if he doesn’t breathe in, he won’t smell the onion and the taste will be bearable.

It works, or close enough, and soon his bowl is nearly empty, his stomach only slightly less so. Two bits of potato remain, a reward he saved for swallowing the broth without a fuss. The boy spears the first potato carefully, relishing how his fork cuts through the soft chunk, his mouth watering as he imagines the warm, earthy taste filling first his mouth and then his stomach.

He means to eat slowly but hunger takes over and all too soon, the potatoes are gone. He’s used to tightening his belt, but this winter has dragged on longer than usual. Or perhaps it’s his appetite that has gotten bigger. Either way, he can hardly wait until the asparagus pokes up through the ground and birds fill their nests with eggs. Best of all, with the snow melted, jobs will trickle in. Not enough to keep them busy as they once were, but enough to give his grandpapá a few shells to trade at market. Enough to add fish to their pots, flesh to their bones.

The mere thought of summer sets the boy trembling with excitement. His favorite times are the late evenings, when they feast on freshly smoked eel and soft cheeses and sometimes even crisps made of fresh rhubarb, when he and his grandpapá dangle their legs off the edge of the cliff, letting their swollen bellies settle as gulls sing and the sun sinks below the far-off edge of the world.

The boy slides his napkin from the table, revealing the initials he carved into the maple several winters earlier. When the old man discovered the markings, he sighed heavily. “There’s no fighting the call of wood,” he said, ruffling Gauge’s curls. “But do try to respect our possessions.”

That was back when neighbors dropped by to share meals, when customers stayed for cups of tea. Now Gauge dabs at his lips. “Please, Grandpapá, may I be excused?”

The old man doesn’t answer. Sweat shines on his forehead and above his upper lip. His skin, normally the color of warm ash, is now a pale beech.

The boy’s worry returns. “Grandpapá?”

The old man lifts a hand to his chest and swallows, his Adam’s apple bulging larger than normal. “I’m not feeling well,” he says. “I’m going to lie down.”

“Are you ill?”

This isn’t the first time the old man has felt this pain in his chest over the last few days. The moments passed quickly. He figured them nothing more than indigestion, the unhappy grumblings of an old, worn-out body.

This feeling is different, the tightness squeezing inside his ribs. He can’t explain how, but he knows that his heart is giving up, that this is the end. He’s not afraid of setting sail, but he is terrified of what his passing will mean for Gauge. He berates himself, wishing he’d done more to protect the boy. To prepare him for a world that doesn’t want him, will never accept him.

The old man always knew this day would come, but he never expected it to be so soon. He thought, as most people do when facing death, that there was time. He was wrong.

There’s no help for it, not now. He waves the boy to silence as he rises from the chair, breathing heavily.

Gauge tries to hide his worry as he jumps up and places a hand on his grandpapá’s elbow. It takes tremendous effort to remain straight and tall as his grandpapá leans on him, but he doesn’t complain, not even when they arrive at the bed and his grandpapá clutches his hand, squeezing it rather harder than necessary as he sinks down onto the mattress.

The boy hovers over the old man, helping him settle. Only when his grandpapá closes his eyes does the boy wipe each bowl clean, tend the fire, and then return to tuck a scratchy wool blanket tightly around his grandpapá’s calloused feet to prevent drafts from sneaking in.

His grandpapá’s sea-green eyes flutter open. He beckons the boy to come closer. Gauge does, and the man clasps his hand. “Run,” he rasps. “Run, and don’t come back.”

The old man’s hand falls back to the bed and his eyes drop shut.

The boy doesn’t move. His insides quiver, making him jittery, restless, and ever so slightly nauseous.

He wonders if his grandpapá really means for him to leave. The old man claims that he’s happy—that they only need each other—but the boy suspects that his grandpapá longs for his old life back, for the days when he wasn’t shunned, when people flocked to the shop.

The Carpenter moves his lips, willing his final words into existence.

Gauge tips his head. “What did you say, Grandpapá? I didn’t hear you.”

He bends over the old man’s bearded face, his ear to the man’s dry lips.

His grandpapá’s words are garbled and hardly more than a whisper. “Stay away from the Wolf.”

A low growl escapes my throat. The last thing I need is the old man meddling in my affairs.
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Chapter Two

Gauge’s stomach seizes like a broken treadle. He eyes me warily.

I sit up and pull back my lips in what I hope is a friendly smile, flicking my tail back and forth as I did the first time the boy ever saw me. It was the morning before Mistress Vulpine set sail. The boy had been playing in front of the shop; he’d given his ball a good kick, and it had sailed over the roof, disappearing into the back. He ran around the side of the shop and stopped short when he found the ball in my mouth. “Hey, pup,” he said, believing I was one of the village’s many homeless dogs. “Can I have my ball back?”

I dropped it at his feet and allowed him to scratch behind my ears. The boy didn’t know it, but I’d been watching him nearly his whole life, waiting for the right time to approach him, to begin earning his trust. If only he hadn’t gone and ruined everything by announcing my presence to the Vulpines that very afternoon.

The ball incident was back when he still played Chase the Goose and Sardines with the other children on the street, when friendly shopkeepers slipped him bits of rock candy or handfuls of spiced almonds while he was out running errands. When his grandpapá took him down to the sea and the gritty sand stuck between his toes.

After everything changed, the old man did his best to ease Gauge’s solitude. He filled their days with lessons in the shop and the endless evening hours with cooking, gardening, and whittling, but the boy occasionally wonders about the friendships he might have had, the life he might have lived, had I never shown up.

Now, Gauge senses something is wrong. Terribly wrong. It’s early yet for sleep, but the boy feels unanchored, as if he’s floating alone in a wide-open sea. He sinks onto the mattress and curls up next to the old man.

He doesn’t know why his grandpapá told him to leave, why the old man warned him about me, or how the old man knew I was here in the first place. The old man’s uneven breaths fill the air. The boy debates going for help. But surely, if his grandpapá needed it, he would have said so. He decides that if things aren’t better by morning, he’ll fetch Nicoline the Healer.

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his folding knife. It was a gift from the old man, given during Gauge’s fourth winter. Because it’s the same knife the Carpenter used as a child, the wooden handle is worn, but the sheepsfoot blade is sharp and ever ready for whatever carving the boy’s imagination can dream up.

He’s tempted to pull a small figurine from under the bed, a fisherman he’s making for his toy boat. The boat no longer holds his attention, but he’s not ready to give it up completely. His fingers ache to work, but he can’t make himself move.

Instead, he flicks the blade of his knife open and shut, open and shut. (The repetitive clicking and scraping makes me want to fling myself off the nearest cliff. But it’s not as bad as fingers drumming on the table. Or nail chewing. Besides, it seems to bring the boy some comfort, and he’s going to need all he can get.) He rolls onto his back and gazes out the window at the narrow slit of the Sea-in-the-Sky, visible through the gap between their home and the building next door. The first lanterns turn on, faint glints of light in the dusky sky.

When the boy was much younger, he and the old man used to wonder which lantern belonged to Gauge’s mother. They imagined her fishing, guessed at what kind of fish she caught, how she would prepare it. Gauge tries to remember if the old man ever told him what kind of fish his mother preferred. He realizes he doesn’t know his grandpapá’s favorite fish, either. The questions—the not-knowing—bother him more than they have any right to. He promises himself that he’ll get answers as soon as the old man recovers.

The boy’s eyelids grow heavy. He flicks his knife shut, slides it under his pillow, and falls into a
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“l am obsessed with this story!”  » |
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