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They hadn’t eaten for two weeks.

Not that he blamed them. The foul-smelling, rancid mush, a concoction Modor called foddish, had been served at every meal he could remember. The only variation was the amount of grit he would hear grinding between the bottom of his spoon and the glaze of the bowl. Occasionally he would discover a tiny fist of gristle in the foddish, or a bone the size of a twig. When he was sure he wouldn’t be seen, he lifted his eyes from the table to watch the empty wooden spoon slowly ascend to Faeder’s lips and then lower to the full bowl.

Weren’t his parents hungry? He knew better than to ask. They had proven to him—and on more than one occasion—that they were fierce believers that children should be seen and not heard.

Faeder looked up from his bowl.

Bonebag diverted his own gaze to a smudge of dirt on his left wrist.

He could feel Faeder’s eyes on him.

When he could stand it no longer, he looked up but trained his attention on the corner behind Faeder where an ill-made broom, untouched for as long as he could remember, provided an anchor for the webs of yellow and black spiders that made their home there. With its crooked, thorny handle and brittle, loosely bound head, the broom was hardly better than the effort of an untrained child.

Faeder told Bonebag he was a broom maker. But as far as the boy knew, the man had never traveled to sell his wares. And no one had ever come to the clearing in the Scura min Scurse, the great forest that surrounded the crumbling cottage the boy called home. Not a single person. Not once. Not ever. Bonebag knew it didn’t add up, and he knew better than to ask why.

But if Faeder presented the boy with unanswered questions, Modor’s behavior perplexed him even more. The only thing he knew for certain was that the lumbering woman was not like other mothers. Or at least not like the only other mother he knew about, a woman called Marmee. If Marmee was a good example, it seemed to him that mothers were supposed to love their children. What he felt from Modor was not love. But it was not the opposite of love either. It was as if she were expecting something from him and was impatient to receive it.

He had read about Marmee in the Tatters, his name for the scattered confusion of brittle pages he had discovered under his mattress in the loft. There were many such pages. Stained. Torn at the edges. Yellowed with age. Some with pictures. Some without. Most single. But some, loosely bound. His favorite recounted the adventures of a boy named Davie Balfour, whose wicked uncle caused him to be kidnapped and later shipwrecked on the rugged coast of some faraway land. Marmee’s story and the one about the shipwrecked boy seemed to be parts of much longer tales, but enough of Marmee’s was there for him to understand that she was a loving mother. She laughed when her daughters—there were only daughters in the family—were happy and wept when they were sad. Marmee was as different from Modor as violets were from the sumac that grew rampant in the Scura min Scurse.

Modor slammed a fist on the table.

“Eat!” she barked.

He took a bite and swallowed without tasting. It was best to do as she said, even if his thoughts were elsewhere.

As they were now.

He’d spotted a moonthing under the table. A beauty, too. At least twice as big as any of the others. But how to get it without Modor catching him? Or worse, Faeder.

He’d asked about these discs only once, the first time he found one balanced on the bottom rung of the ladder that led to his loft. It had been a day last week.

“Bonebag is like the cat,” Faeder had said in response.

Bonebag. The only name his parents had ever called him.

“Cat?” he’d asked. “What cat?”

“That curious one,” Faeder said.

The bruise on his thin shoulder was still visible.

Since that day, he’d found more of the strange, silver discs he’d named moonthings, smaller than the one under his chair, but made of the same hard, translucent material. This new one would make number twelve.

Keeping his upper body still, he inched his right foot forward. He was hoping to cover the moonthing with the sole of his broken sandal and silently draw it to him. Then he would invent a reason to bend down, hide the treasure in the palm of his hand, and shove it into the pocket of his ragged trousers. Maybe he would pretend to drop his spoon. But that would be risking a hard slap. Or worse. No. Better if he acted like he was brushing away one of the cockroaches that skittered about as if they were the rightful residents.

Both his parents’ eyes were on him now.

He stared straight ahead, his own eyes devoid of expression, his mouth relaxed in a straight line, the mask that experience had taught him was the safest to adopt whenever he was in their presence. He snailed his foot forward. Until … there! He could feel it—the moonthing, its hard edges curled slightly upward under his toes. Now all he had to do was—

Suddenly, Faeder slammed his fist on the table. The bowls jumped. His foot shot back under his stool. Faeder glared. But the boy needn’t have worried. It was only the signal that the meal was over.

The moonthing lay where it was.
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His heart still pounding, he stood up, collected the bowls and carried them outside to the wash station. He set the bowls down in the dirt and primed the pump, working the handle until the rusty water reached the surface. The water was cold, coming from dark caverns far beneath the earth. Even on the warmest days, it caused him to shiver.

As he scraped the foddish from the bowls, he thought of the moonthings. What were they? Where had they come from?

Riddles. His life was filled with them. Faeder and his broom. Modor’s cold indifference. The moonthings. But there was one riddle in particular that puzzled him more than any of the others: he knew what it meant to be happy. Knew it in his very bones. It was like the memory of a friend he had never met. Or the shadow of an object he had never seen. How, he wondered, could he be familiar with something he himself had never experienced?

This was a question that plagued him, as persistent as the mosquitoes that swarmed in the Scura min Scurse. Even more mysterious were the images that came to him each time he asked it, images and sensations that felt as real as the sinking cottage walls.

These images appeared in his mind’s eye, always in the same order. First, the image of two beasts, horned creatures he had no name for. But from their colossal size, he knew they were possessed of incredible power. Huge and unmoving. Carved from the hardest stone. He had touched those magnificent animals once. He was sure of it. But how could that be? In all his years, he had never left the confines of the Scura.

Next came a heavy, six-paneled door painted in a vibrant, eye-popping red. With its golden doorknob engraved in a brilliant sunburst, it was a door so out of place in the Scura that he sometimes wondered how his imagination had produced it.

Often, the sight of this door was followed by the most fleeting of the three impressions. A sweet fragrance so short-lived that sometimes Bonebag wasn’t entirely sure he’d experienced it at all. The instant its delicate scent registered in his nostrils, it was gone. In the rare hours when he wasn’t doing chores, he’d made it his business to search every inch of the clearing, hoping to find the flower that was its source. But so far, no luck.

The strange, horned beasts, the red door, the mysterious fragrance bewildered him. They seemed to belong to another time, another place. That was impossible, of course. But no use thinking about all that now. The moonthing still lay under the table.

He set the bowls in the sun to dry and looked behind him through the open door and into the cottage. His parents had not moved. He watched their chests rise and fall. They were asleep. Or something that mimicked sleep. But their eyes were wide open.

When they were in this state, as they increasingly were, they did not respond when he spoke to them or on those rare occasions when he was brave enough to touch them. It was as if they were trapped in a state of suspension, like moths just before they free themselves from the husk of a cocoon.

This was his chance. Holding his breath, he slipped out of his sandals and crept back into the cottage. He stole through the room, the floorboards squeaking like fearful mice. He avoided looking at Modor and Faeder, afraid he would lose his nerve if he met their glazed, unseeing eyes.

When he reached the table, he crouched down and snatched the moonthing, sliding it into his pocket in one quick motion. His lungs ached from holding his breath. He exhaled and felt himself shrink as the air escaped. He wished he could keep shrinking. Like the girl Alice in one of his favorite pages from the Tatters. But this wasn’t the Tatters. This was his life.

Slowly, he lifted his head and peeked over the tabletop.

Modor blinked.

Bonebag ran.

He did not stop running until he reached the patch of dainty purple flowers that marked his destination—a hollow log lying just inside the forest. These small, unscented blossoms, their petals tipped with white, circled the log, blooming and withering at irregular intervals without regard to season or temperature. He’d discovered the log—a moss-encrusted trunk that had fallen in one of the violent storms that plagued the Scura—shortly after he’d found the first moonthing. Like a squirrel storing acorns, he’d hidden every precious silvery disc he’d found in its rotting body. This one would join the others.

On his knees now, Bonebag reached into the log, the soft, damp wood crumbling whenever his hand brushed against it. His elbow disappeared, then his upper arm. Where was it? His shoulder was now pressed against the edge of the log, and he still hadn’t found the ragged shirt he’d wrapped the moonthings in.

Finally, his fingers closed around what he’d been searching for. But wait! What was that? His knuckles had brushed something else. Something soft, hidden deeper in the hollow log. He pulled the moonthings from their hiding place and then eased his hand back into the darkness.

Seconds later, he rolled off his knees and sat cross-legged in the sparse grass punctuated by the nameless purple flowers. In his lap lay a knotted ball of white fabric. It was another in a strange assortment of tattered clothing he’d found over the years.

He had discovered the first—a shirt with a softly rounded collar—snagged in the low-hanging branches of a tree just inside the Scura. Several months later, he found what had once been an elaborately ruffled dress trapped in a tangle of tall nettles. The hat with the cloth-covered button he had uncovered near the cottage when the sun caught its short bill jutting up from a pile of soft dirt.

Stained and filthy, disintegrated and torn, each of these had been subject to the ravages of the Scura’s savage weather. Though they differed in style and design, they held one thing in common: Judging from their size, they had once belonged to children, children of just about the same age he was now.

Using the palm of his hand, he carefully untangled this latest find—a smock. One of the Scura’s burrowing creatures must have dragged it into the log hoping to incorporate it into its nest.

He ran his fingertips over the worn fabric. To whom had this dress belonged? Where was she now? According to Modor and Faeder, the Scura was filled with savage creatures, creatures who hated the light and whose sole purpose was to bring pain to those they encountered. Had the girl met her fate in the gnashing teeth of these monsters?

With his attention on the forest, his fingers strayed from the fraying hem, stopping only when they brushed against a small circular object in one of the pockets. He yanked his hand away. His fingertips throbbed where they had brushed the object’s hard surface.

Once, during a winter rain, he’d spent all day outside chopping wood. When he’d finally been allowed back inside, his fingers curled into his palms, the heat radiating from the fireplace had hurt so badly that he’d had to fight back tears. But this … this was worse. The pain seemed to go deeper, all the way into his bones.

And somehow, deeper still.

His stomach roiled. He bent over, thinking for a moment that he might be sick. But then, as immediately as it had struck him, the pain vanished. He stood up straight as he flexed his fingers. Whatever was in the smock’s pocket had done this to him. But how? He picked the dress up by its hem, lifting it until it hung upside down.

The mysterious object slipped out of the pocket. He laid the smock down and carefully parted the grass where it had fallen. A golden locket lay open, its delicate chain curled through the weeds like a snake. The frame held a picture of a young woman, her head thrown back in laughter, one arm hugging the bright-eyed infant in her lap. Most striking, though, was the girl with a tangle of jet-black hair who rested her chin on the woman’s shoulder.

There was something about the girl that was familiar. Even comforting. The tilt of her head? The light in her eyes? Did she bear a resemblance to one of the illustrations in the Tatters? No, he didn’t think so. He’d looked at the pictures so often he could see each one perfectly in his mind. Not one reminded him of the girl. And yet the stubborn feeling lingered.

He dropped to his knees. His hand closed around the chain, and he lifted the locket, letting it dangle in front of him.

Without warning, every fiber of his body began to throb, every nerve, every muscle. Even his bones ached. With the pain came a heavy sadness, as thick and firmly planted against his skin as the moss that grew over the log. Though only a few moments before, he had been filled with excitement and curiosity, he was now consumed by wave after wave of sorrow.

The Scura min Scurse grew closer. The trees tilted sharply toward him, threatening to tear their roots from the ground and come crashing down on him. The gray light of the forest faded to an ever-darker shade, like stone after a heavy rain. His heart began to race. Warm beads of perspiration broke out on his forehead and upper lip.

He felt the chain slip from his fingers.

Then the world went blank.
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When he came to, the sun was below the tops of the trees.

It took three tries before he was able to stand, and even then, his legs were so weak he thought they would drop him back onto the grass. If that happened, he might never get back up. And if Modor or Faeder didn’t find him, the Vola Sangre would. He found himself thinking of a rhyme his parents had often repeated when he was younger.


They call at night

Beasts of flight

No harmless forest fairies

If you stray

Into the woods

Your bones will make their aeries.



He glanced up at the tangled branches above him. He wasn’t sure if the Vola Sangre would fly this close to the cottage, but he knew he didn’t want to find out. Didn’t want his bones to end up in a nest somewhere in the canopy where they would never be found. He had to get back to the cottage before the sun sank even lower. Besides, Modor and Faeder would be wondering where he was, maybe even out looking for him. They would be angry when they found him, too, and he would spend the evening chopping wood until his back ached and his hands blistered.

He tried to take a step. But no matter how fiercely he ordered them to move, his feet remained rooted to the ground. He took a deep breath. And another. And one more, sucking in the forest air, letting it fill him up and forcing the strength back into his still-trembling legs. Then he cleared his mind, concentrated, and picked up his foot. He started home.

He had taken only a few steps before he kicked something. The bundle of moonthings. He’d completely forgotten about it. Along with the Tatters, the precious discs were the only things that truly belonged to him. Now, they lay scattered across the rough ground.

Frantic, he fell to his knees. His eyes fell on the locket, which lay open where he had dropped it. He looked away, but he could not shake the feeling that the girl in the picture was watching. Had the locket moved? Was it closer to him now? The hair rose on the back of his neck. He would finish looking for the moonthings later.

In less than two minutes, he found himself in the clearing. The cottage, perched on the top of the small hill at its center, like a rotten tooth protruding from the gum of some enormous beast. The chimney wisped black smoke, but the windows were dark.

And then he saw them.

Modor and Faeder. They were standing perfectly still at the crest of the hill, eyes trained on the gap in the trees from which he had just emerged. It was almost as if they had been expecting him, had known exactly where he was going to appear.

Modor smiled when she saw him, her thin lips stretching flat across her sallow face, her yellow teeth bared, the sagging skin of her cheeks furrowing into fold upon fold upon fold. But she did not call out or run to him.

He lifted an uncertain hand.

But Modor and Faeder had already turned away.



Long after Modor and Faeder had retired to their bed in a corner of the cottage, Bonebag remained awake. He sat by the gable window at the end of the loft, squinting at the stack of ragged pages on the floor and trying not to drip wax onto the brittle paper from the sputtering, half-melted candle he held.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” cried Alice.

He read it again. It was the beginning of his favorite scene in one of his favorite sections of the Tatters. The talking animals racing with the poor, bewildered girl always made him laugh. But tonight, the words only brought the afternoon’s strange events back into his mind.

Curiouser and curiouser.

He yawned. It had been a long, difficult day and the candle was nearly spent. He blew it out, set it on the floor, careful not to crush the thin, soft wax, and scooped up the pages before crawling quietly back to his pallet on the floor. He straightened the pages into a neat stack, then lifted the mattress and gently placed them under it. He slipped into bed. In spite of the sharp straw pricking him through the thin cover of the mattress, he slept.

The clearing shimmers and sparkles under a thin layer of crystalline snow. Flakes alight on his cheeks and eyelashes. They melt, leaving beads of water clinging to his skin and hair. The sky is a blinding canopy of light. This is not sunlight. There is no warmth or color. It is unnatural. Cold.

It is dead light.

Before him, the Scura min Scurse, silhouettes of enormous trees obscured by the snowfall tower over him. Then he is among them. The trunks are gray and smooth, like a pebble in a stream. He looks up. There are no branches. No leaves. The treetops disappear into the light above. He shields his eyes with a hand.

An enormous snake is curled high around the trunk. It is looking down at him with unfeeling eyes. A predator’s eyes.

He opens his mouth to scream. No sound comes out.

The snake’s body moves, twisting and writhing as it winds its way down. The boy lowers his hand. His arm is covered with small, purple flowers. New flowers spring up where the snow lands on him. His hands. His cheeks.

“BOY!” someone calls to him.

The snake slithers down.

“BOY!”

He tries to call back, and flowers bloom from his open mouth.

The snake opens its mouth, its unhinged jaw revealing a cavern of sharp, gleaming teeth.

Closer.

Closer.

Closer.



“BOY!”

He bolted upright, eyes wide, his head narrowly missing the low rafter above his bed. The world was still dark and silent. But someone had called out. He was sure of it.

He listened. Not daring to breathe. Not daring to move.

His fingertips where he had brushed the locket earlier tingled.

Already, his mind was working to convince him that what he thought he’d heard was only the dream. His heart was pounding. The roof of his mouth was sticky and bitter, like the root tea his parents forced him to drink when he was sick.

“BOY!”

A girl’s voice slipped down through the small gaps in the worn thatching above, rose through the cracks in the floorboards below, poured through the cracked panes of the gable window.

“BOY!”

Pervasive as the night, it had a hollow, brittle quality as if it had traveled a great distance to reach him. But it was also gentle, soft, like the patter of rain on leaves.

“BOY!”

The image of the locket came unbidden into his head.

He stood and tiptoed to the end of the loft. When he reached the gable window, he found a match, struck it, and tried to light the candle he’d left there earlier. The wick smoldered, a long tail of acrid smoke rising up from its blackened end, then caught. He picked up the candle, and, pushing his face to the cracked pane, peered out into the mist and the forest beyond.
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It was impossible! He backed away from the window, his heart pounding against his ribs, his breath coming in short gasps.

He was feverish. That had to be it. It was making him see things that couldn’t be there. He held his hand to his forehead. His skin was cool. He wasn’t sick: He was frightened.

It’s only my imagination, he thought. The dream upset me.

He forced himself to think of other things. Of Marmee and her girls. Of Davie Balfour. Of his moonthings. The red door and the mysterious creatures. The delicate fragrance. But it was no use. The instant he tried to fix his attention elsewhere, his mind sprang back to what he had seen standing at the edge of the forest.

He closed his eyes and counted, drawing in deep breaths as he whispered each number. He reached ten, then began again. Slowly, his heart returned to its natural rhythm.

His eyes still closed, he turned back to the window.

When I open my eyes, he told himself, I will see the clearing, the trees. Nothing else.

Once he convinced himself that this was true, he lowered his chin. Keeping his face parallel to the floor, he opened his eyes and fixed them on the rough planks of the loft’s floor. He had been the recipient of many sharp splinters from these crude, unplaned boards, but they comforted him now, reassuring him about the difference between what was real and what was not.

He inhaled, and allowed the familiar, musty smell of the roof thatch to flow through him. Slowly, he lifted his head to the window. The air was cold for a summer’s night. Unnaturally cold. He shivered as it found his forehead and cheeks, his bare neck.

The mist lifted as if it had been drawn up into the lungs of some invisible creature of the dark. His breath left as his fingers dug into the rotting wood of the sill. Goose bumps covered his arms.

It was not his imagination.

He was not dreaming.

It was her.

The girl in the locket.
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She stood at the edge of the clearing, arms unmoving at her side, vanishing in the heavy mist that churned around her and then reappearing as the mist thinned. Even from a distance, he could see that a smock—the smock he had found earlier—hung from her thin frame.

He tried to look away, but it was as if he were under a spell that caused him to look unblinking at the impossible. She raised a long, pale arm and beckoned to him.

Just as when he first saw the picture in the locket, a fleeting sense of familiarity, no longer than a heartbeat, passed through him. It was almost as if the gesture were known to him, that he had seen it before. But rather than bringing him a sense of comfort, it increased his fear. He shuddered.

She gestured to him again, the hem of the smock stirring slightly in the air.

How long did he stand there watching? He didn’t know, but slowly he recognized that his fear was accompanied by another feeling. A soft but unstoppable longing that pulsed through him with every beat of his heart.

It had been his companion for as far back as his memory would take him, as much a part of him as his hair or the constellation of freckles that dotted his arms every summer.

Never, not once in his life, had he spoken to or even seen another child. He’d had many conversations with Davie Balfour, and Marmee’s girls, and with other children he had come to know through the Tatters. But these conversations remained one-sided, and though he had grown and changed over the years, his companions in the Tatters had stayed the same, locked in the torn pages hidden under his mattress.

One of these children was younger than the others, a boy named Christopher Robin. When he had first discovered the Tatters, Christopher Robin and his animal friends had been his favorites. But as he had grown older, he found himself visiting the Hundred Acre Woods less and less. Now, he lived in constant fear that in years to come, the companionship he felt with all the other young people in the Tatters would lessen as well. If that happened, his loneliness would be complete. It was a thought he could not bear.

The mist that hung above the clearing swirled and then just as rapidly pulled into itself. At the same time, he heard the slow, determined flap of heavy wings. Vola Sangre? Or only a night bird startled from its perch?

It made no difference.

The arms of the scale had shifted.

His yearning for companionship outweighed his fear.

He opened the window and leapt.
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Careful not to slip on the dew-slicked grass, he crept down the hill. The clearing was barely visible, obscured by the night and rolling mist. No grass. No wildflowers. Just the swirling sea of white unmaking everything that was familiar to him.

The girl. Even now he was not entirely convinced she was real. Hadn’t the desperate strength of his longing brought her into existence, a figment of his own loneliness? Every few feet, he looked up, expecting her to have vanished.

But she was always there, waiting.

From the cottage, the distance to the forest was not great, but as he’d descended, the mist rose, hungrily devouring all that was recognizable until even the sky itself had been consumed, until he and it were all that were. The girl suddenly seemed impossibly remote.

“Boy.”

It was as if she had sensed his hesitation. He latched onto the sound of her voice, letting it replace the images in his mind of all the slithering things that might be lurking in the mist. Her voice was the only thing keeping him from running back to the cottage and the dull repetition of his days. Whatever the reason for her arrival, it would be worth it, he thought, to know, if even for a moment, what it felt like not to be alone.

He clenched his fists, clenched his jaw, and stumbled farther into the mist.

The emptiness swallowed him whole. He had the brief terrifying notion that he was stepping off a cliff, that he would go tumbling tumbling tumbling down through mist and darkness to who knew where? Wonderland, maybe. But no. His bare foot found soft ground, the grass wet between his toes. There was no cliff. He was in the clearing, the same clearing he’d grown up in, no different now than it had been the day before, or the day before that.

Except for the girl.

His companions from the Tatters had been his only source of joy. The comfort they brought was real, yet deep within him lived the painful truth that no matter how hard he wished, they would never be anything more than words on a page. But the girl was not like them. Would that be a good thing? He didn’t know.

He swished at the mist with his hand, hoping to find a tree, an anchor in the emptiness. But there was nothing. Just the swirling void, its wisping tendrils enfolding him in their ghostly embrace. In the Tatters, there was a loose page, blank except for two words: The End. That’s what he felt like now. Those small words, connected to nothing, floating in blank space. The End.

A hard, hollow crack, like a snapping branch, broke the silence. He started, his whole body tightening. The sound came again. He turned. Took a step. Paused, uncertain. Had it come from this direction? He turned his head to the left. Or that way? And from which way had he come?

Everywhere he looked, he was met by the same impenetrable whiteness. He was in an erased place. He was beginning to feel erased himself. Only his own excited breathing and his heart, battering his ribs like a moth against a lantern, told him he was still present.

He heard a soft whoosh of air. He gasped and spun around, eyes wide. But he saw nothing in the fog.

It was just a night bird, he thought. And again. It was just a night bird, as if repetition would make it true. He turned back in the direction he had been going, then let out a sharp yelp.

Something hard had struck the back of his shoulder.

Dark shapes danced and wavered in and out of his vision. There one moment. Gone the next.

He squinted into the mist.

That whooshing sound again, this time more like a low whistle.

Something sharp and cold struck his forehead. He yelped again and dropped into a crouch. He brought his hand to the lump that had formed where he’d been struck. It throbbed, every pulse bringing a fresh stab of pain. He winced as he touched it, then brought his hand down to the grass, searching until he found the small smooth stone that had struck him. It was freezing.

“Who’s there?” his voice was thin and weak in the dense white.

Another voice in the mist echoed his words.

“Who’s there?”

It was not the girl’s voice, but another’s. Someone else was out there in the fog, beyond his vision. His legs shook as he pushed himself to his feet.

The voice spoke again. A boy’s. Like his own, but sneering and full of anger.

“Go away.”

“Who are you?” Bonebag asked, a little louder this time.

“My name is Bonebag,” came the surprising reply.

Then the same voice off to his left, barely above a whisper.

“I am Bonebag.”

And again, behind him.

“Me! Not you!”

Bonebag clapped his hands over his ears and ran, not knowing where he was going and not caring. The soft pounding of his feet on the grass gave way to the sharp crunch of dead leaves. He had run blindly into the Scura.

The mist thinned. He could see the dark silhouettes of trees, and …

Her.

Invisible one moment and there the next. She was frail, as if the mist itself had given her form.

He tried to stop, but his feet skidded in the leaves, sliding forward even as he leaned back. He fell, landing with a soft thud. She barely noticed, moving silently past him despite the thick carpet of leaves that crackled under his slightest footstep.

How changed she appeared from the picture in the locket. Her black hair hung limp. Her eyes were sunken and joyless. Her lips were pale and drawn tight. He might not have recognized her but for the dress. The ground under his hands frosted over as she passed.

He clambered to his feet and ran after her.

She stopped halfway between the clearing and the cottage. When he had caught up, she turned to look at him. For a moment, his unease was replaced by the same feeling that had come to him when he first saw her likeness in the locket. The slight tilt of her head to the left, the lift of her eyebrow, the expression in her eyes as she looked at him—he couldn’t shake the feeling that he had seen them all before. But as quickly it came to him, the strange notion vanished, as if returning to a hidden room somewhere inside him.

Slowly, she raised her arm and pointed to the sky.

Bonebag tilted his head back until he was staring straight up into the endless dark. It was the same night sky he’d seen a thousand times, but tonight it seemed infinitely larger. He felt small, weightless, as if the ground beneath him was shrinking away and he was leaving everything—the forest, the cottage, the girl—behind.

She interrupted his trance, bringing her hand down until she was pointing at a spot just above the trees.

He brought his gaze to the treetops, where the deep blue of the night bled into an indistinct arc of white light that disappeared below the horizon.

“What is it?” he asked. “That glow?”

“It’s your home,” she said.
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He shook his head. It sounded as if the girl had said, It’s your home.

What could she have meant by pointing to the faint glow where the trees met the sky? How could that be anyone’s home? He shuffled his right foot, the feel of the hard ground beneath his feet confirming what he already knew. This was home. This. Where he was standing right now. The clearing was home. The Scura that surrounded it was home. And the cottage? Neglected and tumbledown as it was, that was home, too, the only home he had ever known.

I should never have left the loft, he thought.

As if she had read his mind, the girl turned to face him and pointed once again to the narrow wash of light that traced the contours of the treetops. This time there was no mistaking it.

“That is your home,” she said again. “There … beyond the trees.”

Bonebag had only ever heard three human voices in his life—Faeder’s, as cold and hard as the stone outcroppings behind the cottage, Modor’s, which reminded him of the taste of gall-root, and his own.

The girl’s voice was as different from his as a shadow is from the body that cast it. It was like a whisper in the wind, almost imperceptible. But it wasn’t the quality of her voice that set her apart. It was the great effort it took her to speak. The slowness with which her lips moved, the stiffness of her mouth and lips, as if her jaw had rusted from disuse.

Watching her struggle to form each word, he understood.

He was as certain of it as he was of the bruise on his shoulder.

This was not a human girl.

This was a ghost.

In the Tatters, he had read about a cruel old man who had been visited by three spirits. With each visitation the man’s fears had increased. He had begged the ghosts to leave him in peace, to return to the darkness from which they had come. Bonebag hadn’t blamed him. Ghosts were frightening. They violated the natural law of things, crossing boundaries that should never be crossed. And yet, though he was certain he was in the presence of such a thing, he felt no fear. Why then was he shivering so violently, his teeth chattering?

It must be the dampness in the air. But when the girl stepped back, his teeth stopped their soft hammering. His body warmed. It wasn’t the mist. It was the ghost-girl.

She spoke again. With each word her speech came easier.

“This place is not your place,” she said. She turned to the cottage. “That house is not your house. And those …” She paused and he saw in her eyes something other than the sorrow that had been there. “And those …” she halted again as if she couldn’t bear to give a name to what was inside the cottage, “are not your parents.”

The image of the stone beasts flashed through his mind’s eye. It was followed by the red door. The delicate scent came and then, just as quickly, vanished.

“You are in danger,” she said, stepping closer to him. “Terrible danger.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and hugged his shoulders.

Danger?

He looked around him. Perhaps she meant that the Vola Sangre were near. The Vola Sangre or one of the other beasts Modor and Faeder were constantly reminding him of. Deeper in the Scura he heard the breaking of a branch. Again, he wished he had never left the safety of the loft.

“You must leave,” the ghost-girl said. “Unless you wish to end like me.”

Her sigh was so heavy that Bonebag could almost see it penetrate the wet air and sink to the ground at her feet.

“Like us,” she added.

Suddenly the air turned so cold that his teeth again began to chatter. The mist lifted.

Other children, too many to count. Boys. Girls. Their complexions, like hers, faded to gray. Each one about the same age as he. But more terrible than their numbers or their youth was the crushing sadness that radiated from them. Heavy as stone, it filled the air and pushed its way into his lungs.

He couldn’t breathe.

The girl remained silent for a moment, giving him time to take in what he was witnessing. He cast his eyes from one ghost child to the next, each of them trapped in the same impenetrable atmosphere of loss. His horror increased when he realized what they wore. A girl in the frock with the ruffled sleeves. Behind her, a boy wearing the hat with the short bill. All the articles of clothing he had found over the years.

In the front of this group slumped a boy, shorter than the rest, and with a sneer that was at odds with the lost expression of the others.

“Look!” the boy said, pointing to Bonebag and in a voice as cold as the air that surrounded him. “The little scaredy-puss is afraid.”

The girl turned to the boy.

“Enough, Lionel.” she said.

“Don’t call me that,” the boy replied. “My name is—”

“Bonebag,” whispered Bonebag. This boy, the one the ghost-girl had called Lionel, must be the boy who had called out to him in the mist. The boy who threw the stone.

Bonebag raised a hand to the bump on his forehead.

“It’s what they call all their victims,” the ghost-girl said.

“No! No more!” shouted Lionel. He raised his hand and pulled back his arm.

Bonebag looked on in wonder as a stone, exactly like the one that had stuck him, materialized in the boy’s hand.

“Lionel,” shouted the ghost-girl. “No!”

The ghost-boy lowered his arm. He turned to Bonebag with a scowl. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “You’re as good as gone. And there’s nothing you can
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