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Chapter 1: The Crush
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Halloway McKellen leaned against a wooden post on the front porch of the Delany’s sunny yellow farmhouse and exhaled in tired satisfaction. A large wicker basket sat at her feet, filled with cloth bandages, ground herbs, and poultices, accompanied by new items. Two glass bottles of fresh milk, a loaf of Mrs. Delany’s famous sunflower seed bread, and a small jar of apple butter—payment for a long night of ministrations.

Mrs. Delany stood in the open doorway, straw-colored hair piled in a messy bun, adorned in a plain light-brown dress festooned with wrinkles, vomit, and dried mucus. She cradled her youngest child, Thomas, who had just turned one, wrapped in a faded-green blanket.

Behind their mother, five children, ages three to nine, giggled and darted about the sitting room and the adjacent kitchen, decorated with simple yet solid handmade furniture.

Mrs. Delany, blue eyes, puffy and red, reached over and stroked Halloway’s coal-colored hair. “Oh, Hally, to think how I fussed when you arrived last night.”

Halloway’s eyes widened. Fussed? The woman had been irate. She’d sent for the town’s healer, Eugenie McKellen, Halloway’s grandmother. However, Eugenie was up to her elbows in blood, birthing Milly Larson’s breech baby. As the only other healer available, Hally’s arrival did not sit well with the alarmed parents.

Mrs. Delany took one look at her and yelled, “We need Eugenie McKellen, not a bastard witch! Her vile hands won’t touch my Thomas!”

Halloway endured the barrage of verbal insults hurled at her and then responded in a calm, measured tone. “Sorry, but Healer Eugenie McKellen won’t be able to make this appointment.” She took a moment to assess Thomas, clutched to his mother’s bosom, slick with sweat, and a wet cough between hoarse cries.

Mr. Delany closed the door in her face.

“Was it something I said?” Halloway took a deep breath and knocked once. “Mr. and Mrs. Delany, colic this bad shouldn’t wait for treatment. But the choice is yours. Goodbye, and good luck.”

Mr. Delany’s voice carried through the shut door. “Colic? Margo, let the child try.”

By the time the sun rose, Mrs. Delany’s attitude shifted considerably. “Only sixteen. Who would have guessed you to be a competent healer? Please forgive me.”

Halloway’s cheeks warmed. “Let Thomas rest. Keep the bedroom closed tight and humid as I showed you. Tend the steam treatments. And mind, he takes the expectorant three times a day, even if he isn’t coughing. You have enough for at least two days.” She hefted the basket with a groan. The milk bottles clinked like tiny bells.

Mrs. Delany nodded. “My last was lost to croup. Turned blue like Thom, but thanks to you...” A tear trickled from her right eye as she gave Thomas a soft kiss. “My little lamb. Thank the heavens you didn’t give up. I’ll tell them, the doubters in town. Let them know we have two healers to protect us.”

“I only do my duty as the gods have called me to.” Halloway tromped down the porch steps into the yard. “I’ll be back tomorrow to check in. If you have any problems, day or night, send Sarah or Jeremiah to the house. I’ll run here, quick as I can.”

“Bless you.” She lifted one of Thomas’s tiny arms to wave.

Halloway waved back, turned, and strolled down the long dirt drive. Her worn leather boots kicked up tiny rocks and dust that roused a brood of fat speckled hens who clucked in protest.

A ginger barn cat, skinny and covered in sores, darted behind the hens and dogged Halloway’s heel. “Meow.”

“The milk and bread are my reward for a hard night’s work. None for you. Do your duty and catch the rats and mice.”

It slipped between her legs in a figure eight fashion. “Meow.”

“Don’t act cute. I said no.” Halloway stepped off the drive and entered the apple orchard. White petals littered the ground; tips curled brown. The first fresh leaves of spring, vibrant green, unfurled on gnarled greyish branches just above her reach. The ankle-length grass coated her boots in dense dew.

The ginger cat stopped and shook tiny gem-like droplets of water off one paw and then the other.

Halloway laughed. “So, Mr. Whiskers, do you think grandmother will be impressed with my work? I saved baby Thomas from the clutches of death. I know it sounds dramatic, but I really did — Hey!”

The cat bounded forward, turned left, and disappeared into the trees.

“Guess I’ll walk home alone.” She wiped her hand across her brow and set her basket down. “If it’s already this warm before noon, it’ll be hot by the time I hit the main road.” She rummaged around the basket. “Damn. Must have left my scarf in my bedroom. Time to improvise.” She pulled out a piece of white gauze and tied up her mid-back-length hair into a ponytail. With a swing of her head, the silky tips brushed her cheeks. “Good enough. Now time to go.” Halloway hefted the basket. “Feet, we’ve got a five-mile hike. Hope you’re ready.” Her stomach grumbled. “Behave! No milk and bread until we get home, or grandmother will tan my hide.”

Headed towards the morning sun, Halloway passed through several apple and pear orchards into plowed and freshly planted fields. Loamy furrows tilled into straight lines that reeked of manure and damp soil sown with corn, wheat, and large patches of sunflowers.

A quarter mile from the main road, Halloway stopped and glanced about. She set her burden down, lifted the heavy brown skirt, dropped her knickers, and squatted. The slight wind tickled her bare skin. “What would grandmother think. Peeing in an open field?”

A cow mooed in the distance.

“Is that what she would think?” Halloway laughed, adjusted her garments, and grabbed the basket. She danced across the furrows to the main road, out of breath. After a five-minute break, she began the hardest part of the journey. Three miles to town over hilly terrain on gravel roads.

Halloway sighed happily, enjoying the scenery of black fields and wide pastures with bright green grass where sheep and cows grazed, or horses neighed and played in the spring sun behind sun-bleached timber, or sharp, ugly barbed wire.

About a mile into her journey, she spotted field hands that resembled miniature dolls behind teams of muscular oxen. At the next farm over, the men used one of those new-fangled, noisy, steam-powered tractors. Halloway did not care for their dangerous looks.

Halfway into mile two, Halloway’s step slowed as the basket shifted between hands. Added to the discomfort, an empty stomach rumbled every few minutes. “I know you’re hungry.”

The rumble grew louder.

“That can’t be me.” She glanced over her shoulder.

A wagon painted bright red, with yellow and blue spoke wheels, rolled down the road. Two Clydesdales, brown with stained white forelocks, clopped a steady beat and kicked up as much dust as the wheels. A squat man sat atop the buckboard.

Halloway stepped to the side of the road and covered her mouth and nose with her olive-green sleeved blouse as they passed. She noticed the large spools of plain white cloth piled high in the back. Must be on his way to the Rivers Mill to have the cloth dyed.

“Whoa!” The driver yelled. The horses came to a halt about five feet from where Halloway stood among the trampled-down grass and weeds. He looked over his shoulder and called, “You girl, on your way to Fall Kirk?”

Fool question. The road only led to one place, as Fall Kirk was the northernmost village in the Celt region.

Halloway walked beside the wagon and stopped next to the sweaty Clydesdales. Her head didn’t reach their shoulders. She patted one and stirred a puff of dust. “Good afternoon. Yes, I’m headed to town.”

“Still about two miles off, lass,” the driver said in a deep, affable voice and tipped his hat. “Names Jacko.” The morning sun painted a deep pink hue across his face, and sweat stained his blue buttoned-down shirt, which stretched across his belly.

“I already covered three miles this morning,” Halloway said with pride and stroked the horse harder. The flesh quivered underhand.

“What?” Jacko said with feigned disbelief. “A small thing like you? And carrying a load. My wife would box my ears if I didn’t offer a ride.”

“Thank you, good sir, I shall accept.” Halloway curtsied and smiled. “Halloway’s my name.” She gave the horse one last pat and approached the buckboard and passed up the basket. In a few minutes, her rear grew sore from the uneven road and the hard seat beneath.

Jacko cleared his throat. “Don’t usually find anyone walking this early in the morn, lass, on this route. You from around these parts?”

“Aye. Born and raised in Fall Kirk.” Halloway chuckled, not offended by his question. She stood out, after all. Most people in this region were fair-haired and light-skinned. Blue eyes were common. She, however, did not fit the mold, with slanted brown eyes and skin that tanned easily.

“That so.” Jacko pursed his lips. “Brave to walk alone. Especially near the Dark Wood. Guess you can handle this. Here,” he shoved the reins into Halloway’s hands. “Don’t worry, none. These ole boys know the way.” He reclined and pulled out a pipe from his breast pocket. Sulfur, followed by cherries, filled the air.

Halloway held the straps tight, her back rigid.

“Why aren’t you in school? You one of those young mothers? Early married? I thought Fall Kirk had moved beyond such barbarism.”

She giggled. “I’m a healer.”

Jacko’s brows lifted in amazement. “Telling tall tales, little lady.”

“I am. Really.”

He took a long pull on his pipe. “Humph. Only healer I know ‘round these parts is Eugenie McKellen. And that woman isn’t to be trifled with. Set my thumb after I broke it changing the spoke of a wagon wheel. Lectured me the whole while about being careless.” He held out his thumb. “Straight as an arrow, but she scared me something fierce. You'd best find a new profession.”

“Can’t.” Halloway glanced at him with a side eye. “Grandmother won’t let me. She gets an idea in her head, and there’s no convincing her otherwise.”

“I am very sorry for you, young woman.” Jacko shook his head and puffed a stream of smoke. “How about a tune?”

Halloway smiled and hummed, Sparrow’s Love. She finished just as they rolled into the meadows of tall brown grasses tinged in green, intermixed with spires of loosestrife, and tangles of wild roses. “Coming up on the Barrens.”

Jacko shimmied straight. “I hate that place. Not as much as the Dark Wood, mind ya. But it’s just damn strange. Walked out there one time to relieve myself. Switch grass sliced at my pants like broken glass. Scratched the five hells out of my legs.”

“Bet that stung!” Halloway moved the reins to one hand and patted his arm with the other in sympathy. “But that’s one of the reasons why the farms stop where they do. No one can grow crops in the Barrens. And livestock can’t eat the grass.”

“Wouldn’t drink no milk from a cow that could eat it.” Jacko spat over the side. “It’s 1920.” He wiped a sleeve across his mouth. “Think by now the government could do something ‘bout it.”

The wagon entered a bend, and the Barrens came into view. A long expanse of thin green-apple colored grass which never changed its hue or length, no matter the season. It covered half a mile, making a wonky oval. The road skirted the edge.

“Mind this is before my time,” Halloway said, “but there was a mayor of Fall Kirk who insisted this road go straight through the Barrens. After two attempts to burn it away and build a gravel road, he gave up. The grass came back and grew even thicker. Just out of spite, if you ask me. Look closely, you can see where they tried. It’s a tad bit greener.”

Jacko leaned left and scanned the grass. “Coulda saved time and just burned the money. Politician is just a dirty word for crook.”

Halloway shifted her butt on the bench for relief. “I think it’s a good place if left alone.” She loved the way the razor-thin stalks swayed in the wind. During late summer, thistles grew in any open spot. Their purple flowers attracted butterflies, bees, and petite yellow finches.

“You are a strange child,” Jacko said.

The horses jerked to a stop and whinnied. Their ears twitched and turned in search of some unseen disturbance.

“Easy, boys.” Jacko stuck his pipe in his mouth and seized the reins from Halloway. “Place makes ‘em jumpy.” He slapped the reins. “Hup.”

Off to the right, in the center of the Barrens, something exploded out of the dense grass and soared upward in a blur.

The horses bucked in place as Jacko fought to hold tight. “Come now. Get a move on!”

Halloway searched the sky, hands clutched to her chest. She spotted it. The thing was almost double the size of an eagle.

Jacko did not react to the creature. Instead, he split his view between the amount of tobacco left in his pipe bowl and the slap of leather upon the backs of the horses. “I said move!”

The horses clopped forward in hesitation as their ears twitched and turned in confused distress.

The strange being soared upward in a loop, rolled over, and leveled out in the direction of Fall Kirk. Then it banked hard to the left and angled toward the wagon.

Lost in thought, Halloway marveled at the thing’s wide white wings, ten feet across, maybe more. It flashed over the wagon, skidded right, dropped, and hovered about fifty yards away. It turned to face the wagon as the grass waved under the heavy beat of its wings. Terror sliced through her body.

The creature’s yellow eyes, set wide on a sapphire-blue reptilian face, blazed with intensity. Its jaws opened to reveal rows of needle-like fangs as long as her index finger. A pink forked tongue danced in and out as if tasting the air or perhaps Halloway’s scent. And a thin blue tail tipped in a fluffy white ball like a rabbit’s, danced back and forth in excitement.

It’s going to come for me!

The creature snapped its jaws shut, pumped its wings faster, and angled straight towards the wagon and Halloway.

“Gods preserve us,” she yelled and grabbed Jacko’s arm. “Go! Now!”

“Five hells, lass.” Jacko dropped the reins and shook free of her hands. “You’ll run us off the road.” He reached down and retrieved the leather straps.

The creature sailed above the wagon, circled once, and then headed toward the Dark Wood.

Halloway watched it vanish. She swallowed hard. “Sorry.” None of them had ever come at her before like that.

Jacko snapped the reins and peered into the Barrens as they passed. “See something? Maybe a ghost?” He chuckled.

“Ashray.” She scanned the sky once more.

“What?” His eyes narrowed. “I don’t shine on childish fables.”

“I thought I saw something. Then the horses acted up. And I was awake most of the night.” Halloway looked away to hide her embarrassment and smoothed the top of her hair. She’d never been good at lying.

“Boys must’ve caught a whiff of something dangerous, maybe coyote, but they won’t bolt—Shit!” The pipe tumbled out of Jacko’s mouth. “Grab it, girl!” He slapped at the hot tobacco flakes on his lap. "What a day.”

Halloway snatched the pipe and handed it back with shaky hands. “Some brave healer I am,” she whispered, chagrined.

“Ah, I don’t blame ya, lass. Got weak-kneed myself more than once riding past that cursed place. Dark Wood too. You should ask that mayor of yours to try and burn it down.”

“I can’t imagine the forms you’d need to fill out for that request.” 

Jacko laughed heartily.

They crested a high hill and stopped. Jacko stepped off behind the wagon for a break. Below, in a flat valley, lay Fall Kirk.

The first settlers in the area built a modest church with a massive spire, which became the center of the town. From it, buildings spoke outwards, comprised of red brick or wood. The streets, some paved with river stone, others only dirt, crisscrossed the area. And trees budded with bright, yellow-green, dotted streets and yards.

Jacko resumed his seat. “We made it!” He said with a hint of bluster to tease Halloway.

She bumped his shoulder playfully and smiled. “Thanks to you and your boys. Sure, looks pretty from here, doesn’t it?”

“Aye. Someday, it’ll be a bustling metropolis. Progress, girl.”

The horses clopped through a tall wooden archway with a sign emblazoned with Welcome to Fall Kirk. On either side of each arch leg sat eight wide-mouthed clay vases, filled to the brim with flowers ever present, offerings to the Gods.

Just beyond the arch, Jacko guided the wagon to the right side of the road. “This an all-right spot?”

“Yes. My home is less than a mile from here. Thank you.” Halloway hopped down, grabbed her basket, and strode over to the wooden sidewalk.

Jacko waved his hand in front of his face. “Enjoyed the company. Usually, we make the run every two weeks in the spring and summer. Boys and I would be pleased to have ya on again.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. And I’ll tell my grandmother about your thumb. She will be pleased to know how straight it healed.”

Jacko laughed. “I shoulda known you’re a McKellen.” He slapped the reins. “Hup, boys.”

Halloway waved goodbye and began the last of her trek home. She enjoyed walking through the market district. Horses hitched to wagons and dog carts plodded along the uneven, grey river stone road. Various shop windows declared their business, service, or wares. Gaslight poles lined the edges of the street every twenty-five feet. A rumor swirled that they’d give way to electricity within the next twenty years.

Mothers pushed buggies. Small children clung to skirts, their hands sometimes sticky from lollipops and taffy. The aroma of fresh, hot sugar nuts and baked buns sweetened the air tainted with animal sweat, feces, and warm human bodies.

Halloway crossed the street to head south towards home, about a half mile away. She skipped onto the sidewalk as an odd collection of sounds echoed up the street to the left.

One of the few automobiles in town turned heads. Red and rusted and barrel-shaped with rubber tires, it sputtered, gasped, and bounced along at a quick pace—dark smoke billowed from a chrome tailpipe.

“Beep. Beep. Beep.” The car’s horn squawked at the slower traffic of pedestrians and horse-drawn vehicles.

Halloway giggled. “That poor thing needs to be put out of its misery—”

POW! 

The car’s right front tire exploded and collapsed. The exposed metal rim screeched and sparked across the street as the car swerved toward the sidewalk and Halloway. Seconds later, the metal behemoth jerked to a halt as the engine sputtered and died.

Mr. Wilkins, a pot-bellied man in an outdated, tight brown suit, threw open the driver’s door, clambered out, and hustled to the shredded tire. “Son of a whore.” He kicked the metal rim. “Gods be damned.” He hopped on the uninjured foot.

Two women dressed in fine skirts and fancy hats came up behind Halloway and laughed at Wilkins’ predicament.

Wilkins spun around. His face twisted in anger. “What are you laughing at?” He spotted Halloway and stabbed an accusatory finger. “The witch! This is your doing!”

Halloway froze, her stomach twisted like a loaf of knotted bread. Why did he need to yell? People stopped and stared.

Across the street on the right, about a quarter block from Halloway, three boys outside of Clem’s Meat House slapped their thighs in merriment and yelled, “Burn the witch!”

Halloway recognized the gangly, carrot-topped boy and groaned. Finnick Jameson. He and his buddies skipped school again. She hated Finnick, and rightly so. The punk was known to torture animals, especially small dogs, and pull the wings off butterflies. Plus, he never passed up an opportunity to taunt her.

“Hey!” Wilkins yelled as he leaned close to Halloway’s face. “You hear me, bastard? What about my tire?”

Halloway raised her basket in both hands as a wicker shield and stumbled back two steps. At the same time, someone called over her shoulder.

“Shame on you, Mr. Wilkins!” Vera Kopple stepped from the doorway of her shop, Lavish Lavender Emporium, hands on her wide hips. “The child has nothing to do with your tire problems, of which you are a frequent victim.”

Halloway lowered her basket and exhaled in relief.

Vera Kopple and her husband, Ned, were new to Fall Kirk. They started a lavender farm a year ago. She processed the wares in town and exported them all over the Empire of Caan. A few weeks after their arrival, Ned stepped into a rabbit hole and fractured his ankle. Eugenie treated the injury. Mrs. Kopple had been kind to Halloway ever since.

Wilkins’s face puckered as if he’d bit into a lemon. “That ain’t no child. Damn hell spawn.” He spat.

Halloway dodged the gob of phlegm. “Gross.”

Mrs. Kopple took her arm. “Come along, sweetheart.”

Bang! Wilkins slammed his hand into the car’s front fender. “That’s right. Get her out of my sight.” 

Halloway ignored the maniac and instead focused on Mrs. Kopple’s hand. Her nails, clean and long, perfectly shaped. Lavender perfume saturated a white, puffed-sleeved blouse, decorated with pearl buttons, paired with a violet skirt. Her mousy brown hair, neatly coiffed into a bun at the nape of her neck, completed the picture. 

They stopped at Mrs. Kopple’s shop. She reached over and touched Halloway under the chin. “Those rings under your eyes.” She clicked her tongue. “Out all night, I expect.”

“Yes, ma’am. House call at the Delany farm.”

“So many children. Why did she decide to have another after losing the last one? Successful evening though?”

Halloway smiled and nodded.

“That deserves a reward.” From the pocket of her skirt, Vera pulled out a small rectangle wrapped in white paper. “Rose soap.”

Halloway’s heart leaped as she inhaled the perfumed fragrance. An image of a steamy bath popped into her head. “It's wonderful. I’ll use it to remove the eau de farm and vomit. Thank you!”

The moment dissipated as pubescent laughter tore through the air. 

Halloway scowled when she spied the culprit.

Timmy Le Fleur, one of Finnick’s goons, brayed like a donkey. “Hey, witch, we’re coming for ya!” He drew a thumb across his throat. 

Halloway wished she hadn’t looked.

Mrs. Kopple crossed her arms. “I have a mind to speak with those boys’ mothers. Hooligans.”

Halloway leaned in and whispered, “Please don’t. You’ll only make it worse.” She tucked the soap into the basket. “But if you want to help, could I slip out of the shop’s back door?”

“Should I call someone to escort you home?”

“Nah.” Halloway waved her hand.  “I’ll be fine. They’ll lose interest once I’m out of sight.”

Mrs. Kopple sighed. “The door’s unlocked.”

Halloway ducked inside. Unfortunately, there was no time to enjoy the soaps and tinctures that lined the walls on white and purple painted shelves. 

She went straight to the back door and looked around, no sign of assholes, slipped out, and hurtled down the alley like a jack rabbit. Tin cans overflowed with trash, lined against the walls as stray cats stalked rats in the nooks and crannies. She slowed, pinched her nose, turned the corner, and hustled past Cottington’s Vegetable Market and rotted cabbage. After putting distance between her and the smell, she stopped, set down the basket, and rubbed the cramp in her left side. Four blocks were left.

After a few moments catching her breath, Halloway jammed some of the cloth bandages between the milk bottles to protect them. She jiggled the basket. No tinkles. “Now get going, girl.”

Halloway raced away from Petal Avenue and into a neighborhood of decrepit wooden row houses with small gardens and yards overgrown with weeds.

Five minutes later, her home came into view.  A squat rectangle with gray chipped paint, an ancient oak in the front, and a large garden in the backyard. The herbs and recently planted vegetables made it almost charming.

Halloway reached the white wooden gate. “Made it.”

“No, you didn’t, slant-eyed witch!” Finnick yelled from the cross street adjacent to the oak tree.

“Oh crap.” Halloway turned as her stomach dropped. 

Finnick, Timmy, and the new kid who had moved to town last month crossed the street and stopped about thirty steps from the gate. 

Finnick, with greasy hair, a threadbare yellow shirt with dark stains, over olive green pants, chuckled. “What’s a-matter, slant-eye, scared?”

“Heard tell her da was a drunk.” The new boy sneered in his ill-fitting white shirt and black pants, leaving his ankles. He lifted a brown paper bag.

Finnick clicked his tongue. “It’s worse than that. He killed your ma, didn’t he?”

LeFleur barked, “No telling how much she takes after him.” Unlike the other two, his fresh haircut and newer clothes suggested that he came from money. 

Halloway gripped the basket with one hand and the gate with the other. Maybe if I drop the basket, I can make it inside. 

Finnick laughed. “Timmy, Gentry, she looks hungry.” He reached into the paper bag. 

The other two followed suit.

“Now!” Finnick barked.

The boys threw three brown oval balls at her.

Halloway ducked as two sailed high, though she dropped the basket. The third ball hit the ground and splattered her boots with brownish goo, along with an invisible cloud of rottenness.

“Damnit, dumbasses,” Finnick yelled, “Don’t you miss her this time.” 

They launched three more eggs.

One smashed against the basket. The other two hit her chest and stomach. Overpowered by the stench, Halloway doubled over and dry heaved several times. She wiped her mouth and spotted a rock about the size of a plum. I’ll get one of the fools. In a flash, she stood, wound up, and fired.

CRACK! Gentry screamed and dropped to the ground.

Halloway pumped her fist into the air in triumph. “Take that, toad spawn— 

“Halloway McKellen!” Eugenie yelled as she bounded down the porch steps towards the gate.

Her long legs strode swiftly and caused the white bun secured to the top of her head to lose several long strands of hair. 

“Oh crap,” Finnick said, “it’s Mrs. McKellen! Beat it!”

“But Gentry’s bleeding,” Timmy said. 

“Leave him.”

Timmy and Finnick ran back past the oak tree, towards the market district.

“Gate,” Eugenie ordered. 

With one hand, Halloway opened it, as the other wiped away egg slime and shells.

Eugenie knelt beside the boy and placed a bright yellow dish towel against his head. 

“Ooouch!” 

“Hush,” she said in a soft voice. “What’s the name?”

“Gentry. Tavoularis.”

“Well met. I am Eugenie McKellen.” She moved the now red towel and held up three fingers. “How many?”

“Huh? Oh, ah, three. Gods my head.” 

Eugenie glared over her shoulder. “Explain.”

Halloway winced as the steel grey eyes locked on her. “Grandmother, they started it.” She danced from one foot to the other. “And it was a small rock. Tiny even.”

Eugenie ignored the plea and reached under Gentry’s arm. “Stand up.”

Halloway held the gate open without instruction and trailed behind as the two headed towards the front porch.

Gentry sat on the third worn wooden step and groaned.

“Girl, fetch my supplies. Quick!”

Halloway sprinted into the cool, dark kitchen and gathered Eugenie’s kit with cotton wraps, thread and needles, and disinfectant. She ran out and set it down next to Eugenie’s right hand.

Eugenie grumbled and wet the dishtowel with a simple solution of dissolved soap in water to cleanse the wound. 

Gentry jerked at the firm touch. “Ow, stop it.” He tried to push her hand away.

“Sit still.” She examined the small gash. “Do you want your brain to leak out of your head?”

He squirmed. “It won’t.”

Halloway laughed. “Sure, it won’t, since it's already empty in there.” After a glare from Eugenie, she said, “Sorry, Grandmother. I’ll be quiet.

Gentry’s face twisted between wipes. “Very funny. I got brains.”

Eugenie stood and walked up the porch steps. “Good news, you won’t need stitches.” She jabbed a finger at Halloway. “One might believe I have taught you nothing. We are healers. Use your head, not your fists!”

“I won’t let anyone call me a killer. I am not like my father!”

“You are more like him than you think. You could have killed this boy!” Eugenie opened the door to the shabby house and paused. “You will care for the wound. I will not fix what you have broken.” 

Halloway flinched as the door slammed. “I’m in so much trouble.” She took Eugenie’s place beside Gentry and lifted the dishcloth.

He pushed her hand away, stood, and punched her mouth.

Halloway's head snapped back. She spat out some blood but didn’t cry. "Fine, we’re even. Now sit back down so I can finish the work."

"You'll make it worse."

"I swear I won’t harm you.” She swiped a hand across her jaw.

"I’ll scream if you do.”

Counting in reverse from ten, Halloway clasped her hands for fear she would strike out. "Look, if I hurt you, call Eugenie.”

Gentry’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t worry, I will.”

Halloway examined the cut, located on the upper part of the boy’s head near his hairline. Small but deep. Minding the center, she cleaned away the remaining blood and considered which ointment would work best and how to dress the laceration.

As she tended to the injury, Halloway became aware of Gentry’s slightly chaotic breathing. Something was wrong. Unnatural.

Her mind slipped. At least that’s how she explained what happened. On rare occasions, especially when examining a patient in extreme pain, her focus shifted from what lay before her to the world inside the body. A broken bone, a clogged artery, a deformed babe inside the womb. She could see it like moving photographs. 

Grandmother had scolded her on those occasions, telling her not to let her imagination run wild and to stay focused on healing. She also warned Halloway not to tell anyone about her visions. 

Halloway’s sight passed through the boy’s skull, brain, and downward through the esophagus and stopped next to Gentry’s pumping heart. The rapid beat filled her ears and blocked all other sounds. Everything appeared as it should. But no. What's that?

A small, wiggly black creature, roughly half an inch long and resembling a river leech, appeared to be feeding on his heart.

Halloway had never seen such a thing. It must be a parasite. She had to get rid of it. But how?

A man’s voice in her head, distant and soft, said, “You know how to heal. Lift your hand and crush it.”

Her hand thrust into Gentry’s chest cavity. A pale ghostly invader. In her palm swirled a vortex of warm blue light. She grabbed the creature and effectively encompassed it within the sphere. Halloway made a tight fist and crushed the parasite. When she opened her palm, it vanished in a cloud of tiny sparks.

Gentry’s body convulsed once and relaxed. 

Halloway’s essence returned to her physical body beside Gentry. She tapped his shoulder. “You, okay?” 

“Yeah. I feel great.” He rapped the side of his head with the knuckles of his right hand. “No pain. It just vanished.”

Halloway scoffed. “Hold still.” She checked the wound.  “That can’t be.” The blood had clotted, and the gash appeared as if it had happened several days, maybe a week ago. 

Gentry jumped to his feet. “Wow. For a witch, you’re pretty good.”

Halloway stood. “Wait a minute.” She dabbed the scar with some ointment and handed him the jar. “Put a bit of this on in the morning and before bed. In a few days, you’ll be as good as new.” 

“Thanks. Now go boil your head.” He leaped off the porch and walked away, his gait steady and energetic. 

Halloway smiled at her accomplishment. But the question remained, how? “Shit,” she whispered. “This can’t be good. I can’t let grandmother know.”

Throat dry, stomach queasy, she retrieved the basket but dropped it as another possibility smacked her in the face. What if she had failed to heal? What if Gentry died tonight?
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Chapter 2 - What’s Written in the Margins
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A few hours later, Halloway lay on a blanket in front of the sputtering hearth in her home. The fire warmed her arms and head. She stretched, wriggled her toes, and then reached for a glass of milk and took a gulp.

Even though she’d had a bath, dinner, and washed dishes, the terrible events of that afternoon still scratched at the back of her mind. 

The sitting room of her home was small. The wooden floor worn smooth. The furniture old, but solid. Everything clean and well-maintained. Sharp, silver swords, a Northern Island katana, and a Southern Desert scimitar hung on a white wall, now faded dingy yellow. Several wooden shelves held decorative perfume bottles, a small lantern with green glass, and various trinkets her mother had purchased from traveling merchants. 

On either side of the fireplace stood narrow bookshelves littered with medical tomes, histories, bone-dry classics, and her grandmother’s medical journals. Those on the top shelf remained off limits to Halloway until she reached eighteen.

To her right sat a cushy, high-backed chair covered in faded yellow velvet that her “Aunt” Gloria occupied. Halloway sneaked her feet under the edge. Behind the chair was the doorway to the kitchen

To the left, a flight of narrow stairs led to the second floor and Halloway’s bedroom. The entry door stood beside it near a window. Eugenie’s rocking chair pumped back and forth slowly as she relaxed after her long day. Beside her, a table with an ashtray sat just under the window.

A notebook lay before Halloway. Like her grandmother, she had to create her own journals for reference. Tonight's assignment, to write out the uses of mandrake on various ailments and produce a reasonable facsimile of the plant with detailed anatomy labeled. 

Her task proceeded slowly as she ruminated. Had she really helped Gentry? Cured him? Or had she made things worse in some current unforeseen way?

She glanced at the top of the bookshelf. One of the black-bound forbidden journals may have answers to her questions. 

Her breath quickened, and she burped sour milk. She pushed the glass beside her just out of reach. 

The clicky-clack of Gloria’s needles suddenly stopped. “For the sake of the god’s Eugenie. Hally’s been stuck on that page for the past hour. Isn’t that enough for one night?”

Eugenie’s rocking chair creaked to a halt as she removed the pipe from her mouth. “What’s that you’re making? Another scarf? Sweater? Will the sleeves match this time?”

Gloria rolled her eyes. “Oh, go on.” 

Gloria Rivers was Eugenie's dearest childhood friend. After her husband Robert’s untimely passing almost seventeen years ago, Eugenie offered her home to the widow, and she’d never left.

Being a Rivers, who were among Fall Kirk’s first families to venture into cattle and mining, and who now operated a large textile mill that specialized in indigo dyes, Gloria had a good deal of money. However, she chose McKellens’ lifestyle and adopted it as her own.

Eugenie McKellen lived her life, caring for the families of Fall Kirk. Frugal: any money made from healing went back into the business, home, Halloway, and finally herself. Eugenie’s sole piece of jewelry was a tarnished wedding ring that never left her finger. When she did treat herself, she’d buy the best tobacco “Pipe and Soot” sold, or a gallon jug of Bingham’s Old Oak Barrel Whiskey. 

“Another half hour won’t damage the girl.” Eugenie leaned back and let loose a billow of dense smoke.

"Ye gods!” Gloria waved a hand in front of her wrinkled face.” Why must you smoke that awful stuff in the house?” Her short, grey-curled hair and plump middle jiggled with the motion. “I thought I had escaped the stench after Robert died. What is the flavor? Cow dung? Or sheep?"

"My house, my smoke. My granddaughter, my punishment. She’ll finish that drawing at least.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Halloway said without looking up from the incomplete sketch.

The clack of Gloria’s needles resumed. “It isn’t right. The sweet dove has been up for almost thirty hours. Look at the rings under her eyes.”

“She had plenty of energy to wallop that boy.”

BANG. BANG. BANG.

Someone pounded on the front door.

The peaceful atmosphere shattered. Halloway, Gloria, and Eugenie scrambled to their feet.

BANG. BANG. BANG. “Open up! I know you’re home!” A muffled voice yelled.

“Hold your horses. I’m coming.” Eugenie said as she slipped on her worn boots.

Gloria and Halloway remained behind her as she opened the door. 

On the stoop, illuminated by the interior lights, stood a gauche woman with a ruddy complexion, saggy cheeks, adorned in a shabby brown coat.

“You Eugenie McKellen?” The woman said in a high-pitched screech.

“I am,” Eugenie said in a calm but firm tone. “And you are, madam?” After a few terse seconds of prevailing silence, she continued, “How may I be of assistance?”

“Iola Tavoularis!” She leaned to the side and pointed a bony finger at Halloway. “That little witch put a spell on my Gentry.”

Eugenie's shoulders and head rocked back in stunned surprise.

“You cannot be serious,” Gloria said and grasped Halloway's hand. “Our little dove is no witch.”

Iola chortled in disgust. “I am deadly serious. He’s changed.”

Eugenie held up her hands. “Mrs. Tavoularis, your son was hit on the head with a stone earlier. I examined him. He may have a slight concussion, which could cause some minor and temporary effects, or it could be more serious. Is he dizzy? Lethargic? Vomiting? If you allow me to reexamine Gentry, we can quickly ascertain the issue.”

Halloway groaned, knowing full well her punishment chore list just got longer. She might never get to sleep again.

Iola snorted. Flecks of snot flew. “Over my dead body. None of you witches will lay one finger on him.”

“We are not witches,” Eugenie said through a tight smile. “We're healers, and you know that. If Gentry is having any of those symptoms, in multiples, it may be serious.”

Let him be okay, Halloway prayed.

Iola took a deep, shaky breath. “He ain’t got none of those symptoms you mentioned. He’s right as rain. But something's changed.”

“Interesting.” Eugenie caressed the bottom of her chin. “Continue. Please.”

“First off, he stopped the back talk. And he used to eat every meal as if it were his last. Not today. Even asked me to give a bigger portion to his brother.” Her face twisted grimly. “I demanded to know what had happened. And then he told me. And all the pieces fell into place. The McKellen girl cursed him.”

“Excuse me,” Gloria said, swallowing down laughter.  “But your miscreant son is improved upon, and you lay the blame on a little girl?” She squeezed Halloway’s hand. “If this little dove could put a spell upon a boy, why would she pick him? There are so many others, fine of face, to choose.”

Iola’s cheeks flushed as her mouth dropped open.

Eugenie glared over her shoulder at Gloria. “Mrs. Tavoularis, as you are new to Fall Kirk, and we have not had any interactions, I will give you a bit of friendly advice. You may be heeding the gossip from some of our more colorful townsfolk, such as Henrietta Carden, a notorious day drinker who likes to spread rumors. And Mr. Wilkins. He’s a blowhard and bully.”

“Mr. Wilkins has said how his tire busted just as he passed the witch this morn.”

Gloria laughed heartily. “Each man, woman, and child in Fall Kirk knows Wilkins tires are made from more patches than rubber. Cheap bastard.”

“That’s enough, Gloria,” Eugenie said in a stern tone.

Iola’s voice lowered an octave. “Crack jokes. But all the townsfolk seen her work some magic.” 

“Like what?” Halloway yelled.

“You make the tall grass bend with a hand gesture. Animals bray and bark in your presence. And you can heal with a simple touch. Eugenie McKellen, you should have buried the devil spawn alongside her poor mother.”

“How dare you!” Gloria’s forward progress was halted by Eugenie’s outstretched hand. 

Iola’s face crumpled. “What has she done to him? Will my boy die because of it?”

Eugine's shoulders sagged. “No. He will not die. It’s my best guess that he has indeed suffered a concussion. Sometimes this can cause mood swings. Keep a close watch on him. But in the next few days, he should be back to normal.”

Iola covered her face with her hands. “I’ve been so worried about him. Ever since the move, he’s been rotten to everyone, especially me. And then he comes home this afternoon, and he’s a different boy. What should I think? Witchcraft seems the only answer.”

Eugenie laughed. “There is no such thing. No magic. No ghosts. Just my granddaughter, poor bastard child. She heals because I taught her. She talks to herself just as you and I do. It’s easy to blame someone who appears a little different when things go awry. Would you not agree?”

Iola sniffed and wiped her eyes. “No, damn it. A siren song won’t lure me in. I’ll travel to Wellington to see a real physician!”

“Go ahead,” Gloria said. “Travel a day by horse or carriage and spend your coin. That medic demands more for a temperature read than you will earn in a month.”

“It’ll be coin well spent.”

Eugenie touched Gloria’s arm and shuffled back to her rocking chair. She picked up her pipe from the bowl she had placed it in. “This bastard,” she gestured to Halloway, “will someday take my place. Go ask the people who came to me, or Halloway, after the acclaimed Wellington doctor failed them.” She smiled and lit the pipe. "Let's hope, no pray that you and yours stay healthy and never her ministrations. Cause you’ll be shit out of luck.”

“Watch my language,” Gloria said with a wry smile.

Iola’s body shook with rage as she struggled for a response. “To the five hells with the lot of you.” She slammed the door. Several perfume bottles toppled to their sides. 

For a few minutes, silence reigned with only the crackle and pops from the fire.

Gloria spoke first. “She’s a steaming turd.”

“An adept description. Gloria, check the window. Make sure the turd has gone.”

Gloria shifted the curtain on the window next to the door. “Left the gate wide open. I’ll go close it.”

“You may as well keep walking straight to George and report this.”

Halloway squeaked and clasped her hands as if in a plea. “Do we have to drag Constable Rivers into this?”

Eugenie snapped her head sideways and glared at Halloway. “Indeed. Your actions today warrant it. If that woman goes about stirring the pot, we will, all three of us, pay for it, one way or another.”

Gloria waved away the dire prediction. “Eugenie, please. Hally didn’t do anything so bad.”

“Did that seem like a normal reaction to a fight between children? Go inform, George.”

Gloria walked over to the front door but paused, hand on the knob. “Little dove, things will settle soon enough, and this will be but a distant memory. Eugenie, mind your temper. Hally is a good girl. She can’t control the nutters that live in town.” And with that, she exited the house.

Halloway looked down at her bare feet as her hands clutched the folds of her skirt. Alone with her grandmother, the concern and fear for Gentry paled in comparison to what bubbled within. 

Eugine's chair creaked as she rocked slowly. “You will explain fully how you treated that boy.”

“I swear. I treated the wound, just as you taught me.”

Eugenie’s chair halted as she placed her pipe in the ashtray. “You dare lie to me? Last chance to come clean.”

“I saw to Gentry’s wound. Everything seemed fine, and then I, well, slipped inside of him.”

“Come again?”

Halloway raised her head and took a few steps before she explained the incident.

“A wisp! Fool!” Eugenie surged to her feet and slapped Halloway with the back of her hand. 

“Ouch!” Halloway stumbled backward and rubbed her cheek. “You hit me!” 

Her grandmother towered over her by at least half a foot and had the strength of a young bull. She drew back again, palm open, ready to strike.

Halloway threw her hands up. “I didn’t know what it was. How could I?” 

Eugenie slowly lowered her arm. “Don't you ever do something so stupid again. I won’t promise to be able to control myself.”

Halloway backed away until her left calf hit Gloria’s chair. “You bade me heal. And I did. If I didn’t act, I knew something terrible would happen to Gentry.”

“You have no clue what you've done. If anyone finds out, we’ll be lucky that the three of us aren’t hanged in the town square. Or worse.”

Halloway crossed her arms. “Really?” She dropped her head to the side. “Worse than hanging? Will they sic the hounds on us? Why, because I dared to save someone?”

Eugenie grabbed her rocking chair and threw it aside. 

Bravery fled out the front door. I am so dead! Halloway hopped onto the seat of Gloria’s chair. Maybe she could climb over and put it between her and the raging lunatic. 

“What is worse?” Eugenie roared. “Exorcists.”

Halloway stood up straight in the center of the cushion. “Exorcists? I am not a child scared of those tales. They are practically extinct.”

“You know this, why? Because you’ve spoken to the dullards in town, the same ones who can’t see Ashray? Very few have our talent. I warned you to ignore Ashray, to let them be in the shadows, for this very reason. Yet you defy me repeatedly, even though all I wish is to protect you. Whenever you have blundered into one mess or another, I’ve given instructions and kept you safe. Ungrateful brat.”

Eugenie pushed too far. “I saved the Delany boy and Gentry today. I did that! Without you.” Heat swirled in her chest. “And I do ignore the Ashray. They don’t ignore me! How am I to avoid gawking at the sky when a giant bird, with a face like a reptile and a stupid rabbit puffed tail, flies overhead? Or at me.”

“Gods,” Eugenie raised her hands towards heaven. “Please, stay my wrath that I do not strangle the child!”

The door crashed open, and Gloria, glistening and flushed, stumbled in. “Ladies! I could hear the racket from the gate.” She tilted her head to the chair on its side. “We have very little furniture as it is, so I suggest cooler heads prevail.” Gloria shut the door softly. “I go out for fifteen minutes, and the two of you lose your minds. Halloway, get off that chair.”

“She started it,” Halloway said as she hopped down.

“That’s enough, my dove. Eugenie?”
“I may have been a bit overzealous.” Eugenie pulled the rocking chair upright.
“Glad you see reason. I’ll fix you a drink.” Gloria turned to Halloway. “Bed for you.”

“Fine.” Halloway ran up the stairwell. 

Gloria turned to Eugenie, hands on her hips. “What have you done?”
“Get me that fucking drink.”
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HALLOWAY STARED AT the mirror’s reflection. She could make out the outline of Eugenie’s hand. “Gods damn her.” She flopped onto her bed. “Grandmother, you can’t hide the truth from me anymore.”
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GLORIA YAWNED. “I LEFT the jug of whiskey on the table. Try not to empty the thing. Goodnight.”

Eugenie waved her off and gulped down the last of her drink. She stood, headed on wobbly feet over to the mantel above the fireplace, and lifted the last photo ever taken of her daughter, Rose. Her index finger stroked the glass of the black-and-white photograph. Eugenie closed her eyes and recalled Rose’s light brown freckles dotted on pale cheeks, grey eyes surrounded by thick black lashes, and curled flaming red hair.

“I’m doing my best.” She dropped a shaking hand to her upper ribs and rubbed the scar that ran towards her back. “Your child is powerful. Frightfully more so than you or I. And it isn’t just her sight is clear to see the Ashray. I’ve never heard of a talent that allows a person to see inside another. Yet she can.” Eugenie opened her eyes and replaced the photo. “I fear Halloway will also take after her father and possess the terrible azure flame. I can’t control that. I wouldn’t know how. And if the empire finds out about her, she’ll be lost to me forever. What am I supposed to do?”

Of course, there was no answer.

Eugenie kissed the photo, then shuffled into the kitchen and sat at the table. She poured three fingers of whiskey into her glass and swallowed it in two gulps. After the third glass, exhaustion from the day took over, and her head dropped into sweet oblivion.  
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HALLOWAY SNEAKED DOWNSTAIRS at midnight. She could hear Eugenie sawing logs in the kitchen. Tip-toeing across the living room, she grabbed a black leather-bound journal off the top shelf of the bookcase marked with a gold embossed W. She slipped back to her room and opened it on her tiny desk near the window where a candle sputtered. Eugenie’s elegant penmanship filled the entire first page of the manuscript. The inked letters looped and curled across the stationery. 

Heart in throat, excitement mingled with fear, she licked her fingers and turned each page, intent upon her quest. “Wisps. Come on, where are you?” 

On page ten, Halloway found a sketch of the wisp, a tiny black leech-like organism, sucking on a human liver. She whispered the text. “Vermis, the larval stage of a wisp, live in nests of black mucus. Although these creatures appear harmless, they wait to encounter any warm-blooded human or animal. The vermis will enter the host’s body by using a sharp-tipped proboscis and injecting the top portion of their body.” Halloway's face clinched in disgust. “Eww! Without intense precautions, a host will become infected.”

She shuddered at the ease of contagion and continued reading.

“Once inside, a dominant vermis will attach itself to a major organ and begin to feed upon the tissue and blood so it can metamorphose into a wisp. 

“Survival rate for the infected, if encountered at an early stage of transformation, is only 2-3 percent. The chance of avoiding infection after encountering a nest is 5 percent. Holy crap!” Halloway set the journal down, stared out the window, and digested the information.

“That’s a higher probability of infection than coming into contact with a person who has the flu.” She continued to read. “Extraction is never safe. Not for the host or extractor. Fatality for both parties is almost inevitable. Guess that’s why grandmother got such a bug up her ass. Personal Note: I know there must be information I am missing, but the exorcists are staying mum, and most materials are restricted from public consumption. Not that I blame them. If a psychopath got their hands on a nest, they could essentially wipe out a town in a matter of months. Or hold it hostage. The only good information I’ve noted is wisps thrive in cycles, usually fifty years, sometimes more or a bit less, go by before nests become active.”

Halloway turned the page. An illustration of a wisp, larger, flatter, tentacles attached to a liver, spleen, and kidneys, and sharp, minute spines grew out of its back.

“After three to six months, the wisp will take over the host’s mental and physical functions. At this point, the host will seek a secluded place to finish the final stage of development of the wisp into a wraith. It is believed that the final transformation can take between 12 and 48 hours. All traces of humanity are erased. Huh?”

Another page turn caused Halloway to gasp and cover her mouth. Her body convulsed with several dry heaves at the sight of two photos plastered to the pages. She covered the photo on the right with her hand, and the sensation subsided. 

The photo on the left showed a handsome young man of not more than twenty-five. He was tall, muscular, with a wide, healthy smile and blonde hair. “Jonas Wright, one year before infection. Not bad at all.”

Halloway took a deep breath and moved her hand. The picture, a true nightmare, showed Jonas six months after infection. The man had been replaced by a monster, a twisted, brown, nightmarish creature, emaciated and beheaded. Large, pointed teeth protruded from thin, dry lips upon the head. Black eyes stared, unblinking. The shape of Jonas’s body remained familiar, the wide shoulders, the height. He must have weighed at least seventy pounds less, though corded muscle bunched across the surface of the leathery skin. 

The severed head had a few tufts of black hair. Dry lips peeled back into a frozen sneer that revealed teeth which came to sharp points and two fangs on either incisor protruded a quarter of an inch longer than the others.

“This can’t be for real?” But why not? Ashray were real. 

Halloway stood and stared down. This is what Gentry could have become? She closed her eyes and shook her head as thoughts swirled in quick succession. Had she killed the wisp? Could Gentry possibly still turn? Where had he run into the nest? Were his siblings infected? His mother?

“Calm down, Halloway.” She took a few deep breaths. “Maybe grandmother knows more than I do about this. I should read on.” She sat back down

On the sides of the photo, Eugenie had sketched in detail the teeth, pelvic area with shrunken, useless genitalia, and feet, with elongated talons for toenails.

Further down on the page was a list of the monster’s known traits. ‘The wraith hungers for human flesh but will eat animals if no other prey is available. It is possessed of a singular drive to consume until it can asexually reproduce and birth possibly hundreds of offspring at once, after which the wraith perishes. It is a relentless machine, driven by this one instinct: kill and reproduce.”

Halloway rubbed her eyes. “What else kills it?” She read on. “A wraith is abnormally strong, fierce, and will not respond to the pain of broken bones. Its flesh is tougher than leather. An untrained man, even with a rifle or a machine gun, I have been told, doesn’t stand a chance. The only remedy is to kill the infected person before they change. Or hope the exorcists make it in time. Only they possess the talent to kill a wraith with some form of ease.” 

She turned to the last page. “Crap.” Unlike other passages, Eugenie’s handwriting deteriorated into shaky and abrupt letters. The singular title of the paragraph shook Halloway to her core. "They were here! Wraiths killed in and around Fall Kirk during the Summer of 1904. Wait.” She ran the math in her head. "That's just before I was born.” Her index finger slid down the list of more than a dozen names— "Oh gods!"  

Halloway twisted her head down at the wastepaper basket a second too late. A milky stream of potatoes, pork, and peas sprayed across the floor, her bare feet, the side of her dresser, and the bottom edge of her quilt. Quick pants filled the room. Followed by several smaller eruptions. Sweaty, out of breath, she wiped the back of her mouth with the sleeve of her shirt and glanced down at the journal when able to raise her head.   

“Shit.” She tried to wipe off the vomit that had sprayed the page with smears for the effort. “Double shit.”

Halloway slammed the journal shut before she stood on legs that wobbled. “I’ll just put it back. It could be years before grandmother finds it and kills me. Yuck, my foot.” With a shake and a wipe on the already befouled bedspread, she dashed downstairs to return the book and grabbed two dirty towels from the laundry for cleanup. 

After half an hour, her room and herself sufficiently cleaned, Halloway collapsed upon her quilt-less bed. She whimpered as the horrible truth clutched her heart painfully. “If Eugenie's husband, my grandfather, and Gloria’s husbands were both monsters, what happened? Did they kill anybody in town? How did they die?” She mulled the matter until exhaustion smothered her swirling thoughts. 
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HALLOWAY WOKE WITH Gloria’s hand on her shoulder. “Come on, dove, breakfast.” She gave a gentle shake.

“Oh. Okay.”

She paused at the door and waved her hand in front of her face. “What is that smell? Did you bring another stray cat in here or steal tobacco from your grandmother?”

“Ha. Funny. I’ll be down in a minute.” She rubbed away the sleep from her eyes and whispered, “I’ll need my strength to figure out how to deal with all the monsters and liars around here.” 
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Chapter 3: The Deep End
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Three weeks, from the last two weeks of May into June, Halloway remained glued to Eugenie’s side after the incident. Luckily for her, the season called for a medical re-stock, and Eugenie’s gout kept her from the Wild Run. Freedom! Well, almost. Isaac, Gloria’s nephew, accompanied her as an escort. He’d been a constant figure in Halloway’s life since childhood and played the part of an older brother. An annoying, spoiled brat of an older brother.

Halloway stood on the shore of Blackwater River and stretched her fingertips to the heavens. A bouquet of sweet green grass and pollen from newly opened flowers danced upon the breeze. The sun’s rays baked the stones beside the river as marsh flies swarmed in grey bundles above the shallows.

A loud splash drew Halloway’s eyes to the center of the burbling water, where a sail-like fin glimmered golden, flashed upon the surface for an instant, and disappeared.

Blackwater River housed a variety of oversized aquatic life. Lauded as a great place to fish by the locals, though fraught with dangers such as steep drop-offs near the shore, fast currents, and rumored monsters below the surface. Over the years, more than one fisherman had ventured out to “catch the big one” but never returned home.

From her vantage point, upon the embankment, the river stretched in either direction, curving with slight bends. Isaac lay twenty feet behind under a lone yew tree. A page-boy tweed hat covered his handsome face and partially obscured resplendent flaxen curls. She briefly considered dropping a giant ant or beetle on his neck, but it would be better if he remained asleep and out of her hair.

“Well, feet and hands, let's get to work. There’s a lot to do.”

The Wild Run was a strip of green meadow, a small patch of heaven, stuck between Blackwater River and the Dark Wood, where few people ventured. Old wives’ tales and rumors circulated about mysterious creatures that sucked out the eyeballs of careless trespassers. The area was teaming with wolves, bears, big cats, and poisonous snakes.

Unlike other Fall Kirk denizens, Eugenie and Halloway treasured their visits to the Wild Run. Halloway’s earliest memories consisted of her and Eugenie foraging for various plants, insects, reptiles, and spiders. A profusion of medical resources that they’d harvest to procure for their practice. 

On the list for today: wild garlic, wood avens, young oak bark, pilewort, fig wort, marshmallow, and if lucky, termites and blister beetles as well as a saw-toothed viper or two, if possible. These ingredients would be used to create concoctions and tinctures to ease or alleviate bronchitis, arthritis, mouth sores, and fevers.

Halloway jumped from a one-foot embankment into a horseshoe-shaped eddy, where the river slowed, and plants thrived. At the top, wild garlic proliferated. She dug it up, roots intact, and wrapped them in damp muslin cloth she carried in her satchel, which lay just on the edge of the water, a few feet away.

A glance over her shoulder brought Isaac into view as he continued his unabated mid-afternoon nap in the sun. His supine body was a temporary rest station for cabbage butterflies and grasshoppers that hopped and fluttered at various interludes.

Halloway wiped the sweat from her brow. “Must be nice, snoozing like a lazy swine while I sweat like a workhorse.” Isaac could help her. But he wouldn’t. He only worked hard when his parents made him.

She chuckled at a devious thought. “Maybe the butterflies and grasshoppers are carnivorous.” A fly bit her neck. She slapped it and remembered the task at hand. “Crap, what was next?” She’d been told to write down the supply list. Of course, she hadn’t. “Shit. Marshmallow, idiot.”

Halloway made her way to the opposite side of the U-bend.  The flat, moist area was a perfect spot for marshmallow to grow. She found some nice clusters of hardy plants, yanked the fuzzy stem base free, and tossed it towards the canvas bag.

“Damnit!” Halloway’s hands, slick with sweat and honey dew, slipped from a stalk and pulled off leaves and white and pink flowers. “Wish I had a hero. Hear that, Isaac!”

Another loud splash.

“What is it now?” Halloway said and turned a hand over her eyes to temper the sun. “You again?”

The Ashray, a gigantic carp-like fish, seven feet in length, with white and golden scales and flippered tiny feet that flowed like seaweed under his belly, swam towards shore.

“Greetings, King Carp.” She hiked up her skirt and walked from the stony shore, down a slight incline, and waded several steps into the water, wary of the swift current and steep drop off. 

King Carp swam closer. Its saucer-sized scales shimmered in the sunlight as its head crested. Blood-red eyes gazed at her. 

“Beautiful.”

A voice behind her said, “Whatcha doing?”

Halloway jumped, heart in throat, and then stumbled backward on the smooth wet pebbles underfoot, arms thrown wide for balance.

The Ashray’s tail fin flicked droplets of water from the end as it descended back into the depths of the river.

“Gods be damned!” Halloway turned to confront the interloper. “It’s you.”

Gentry, crouched on shore, smiled. “Hey. What ya looking at?” He peered out at the water.

“Big fish. You scared it.”

“Sorry." He shrugged. “Finnick and Timmy warned me not to fish here.” He stood and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Said the Wild Run had wolves and bears. But I figured they were teasing me. Again.” Gentry’s head swung side to side as he rocked on his heels. “Is it true?”

Halloway grinned. “Don’t listen to those babies. I’ve been coming here since I was a toddler to catch snakes and spiders.”

“Poisonous?”

“Venomous.”

“What’s the difference?”

Halloway rolled her eyes. “Poison is a toxin found inside or on the surface of an animal or plant. Venom must be





































































































































[image: ]







































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
JOEY KAY KULIG





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





