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            Birthday

          

        

      

    

    
      It is my sixteenth birthday, and I am alone.

      It is late October. The wind whispers malevolently through the trees. A small fire burns bright inside the cave, but it does little to abate the coming winter, whose chill is like that of an animal desperate to claw its way from the inside out.

      Life is, for lack of a better word, depressing.

      I am cold. I am hungry. But most of all, I am tired.

      Tired.

      Of living. Fighting. Existing.

      It all feels too much at times.

      Yet, I made a promise not long after I was newly reborn.

      I promised that I would fight to survive.

      As I sit here, trying my hardest to remain coherent in spite of the pressure building within my temples, I lift my head to look out the face of the cave, and swallow the ever-growing lump in my throat.

      My heart beats heavily. My lungs ache from the cold rushing through my nostrils. My chapped lips burn with each bite of jerky. Even the water I drink, chilled by the weather as it happens to be, does little to comfort me.

      There is no denying that something is wrong.

      But what?

      You have to stay awake, I tell myself through my sheer exhaustion. You told him that you would.

      Surely, he would understand if I just closed my eyes. Right?

      With a bitter sigh, I swallow the last of the jerky, then tighten my hold on the buffalo skin around my shoulders.

      Then, I begin to wait, all the while listening to the world around me.

      The wind whistling⁠—

      The birds in the trees⁠—

      The foxes, squirrels, and other small animals skirting through the underbrush⁠—

      Every sound is amplified tenfold.

      But why?

      You know why, a part of me whispers.

      “No,” I whisper, and shake my head. “It isn’t true. It can’t be. I ate the flower. I ate the wolfsbane. I’m not⁠—”

      But you are, that same part of me says.

      I feel it quite clearly, then—the beast in my brain, the monster in my veins.

      I want to scream. To cry out.

      But I don’t.

      Somehow—someway—I am able to remain quiet, even though I want to do little more than cry.

      The sound of approaching footsteps instantly alerts me to potential danger.

      Up, I think as I stagger to my feet. Get up.

      I take hold of the knife at my belt. Draw the blade a whisper from its sheath. Prepare for someone, anyone, to step forward.

      It is only when my friend appears that I allow myself to let my guard down.

      “Thank God,” I whisper.

      Takar, of the Lipan Apache tribe, nods as he centers his gaze upon me. “You’re awake,” he says.

      “I told you I would be,” I reply, before stumbling a few steps back and settling myself before the fire. “I promised I would be.”

      “Somehow, I didn’t think you’d be able to keep that promise.”

      I open my mouth to argue. But rather than do so, I watch the young Native man as he lowers himself to his knees, then as he begins to drag items from a small buckskin pack. The first few are herbs I do not recognize, the second a satchel with unknown contents, the third a mortar and pestle. He lifts his eyes to face me, and asks, “How are you feeling?”

      “Like a horse kicked me in the head,” I reply.

      “The fever is getting worse,” Takar says.

      “Obviously,” I say.

      The young man frowns as he considers the items spread before him.

      “So… what exactly are we supposed to do?” I ask. “Do I just… wait this out?”

      “You can’t wait a fever out,” Takar says. “At least, not one like this.” He extends a hand. “Give me your water skin.”

      I pass it over without question.

      “You are lucky,” he then says, “that you are so resilient. You are also lucky that I paid attention to the medicine man’s lessons.”

      “Are you going to make me something?”

      “A paste. Something that should help your head.”

      “Oh… kay,” I say.

      I watch him work in silence—my gaze set on his careful movements, his practiced hands. Scars from knife fighting line his knuckles; and for a moment, I wonder how I haven’t noticed them, considering he’s touched me so much these past few days, since that fateful afternoon.

      Takar lifts his eyes to consider me. “Is something wrong?” he asks.

      “I was just… thinking,” I say.

      “About?”

      “Your hands.”

      “My hands?”

      I nod. “Yes. Your… hands. And how… how you’ve taken such good care of me since… well⁠—”

      “You’ve no need to say it,” Takar says. “We both know what happened.”

      I offer a slow, hesitant nod.

      After dousing the ground mixture with water, Takar extends the pestle to me, and says, “Drink.”

      I touch the stone to my lips, and gag in the process.

      “Drink it, Eleanor,” he says. “Do it quick. Then it’s done.”

      I do as instructed—drink as instructed—and by the time the slimy, textured mixture has entered my stomach, try my hardest not to retch.

      “Drink the water,” he says. “Eat the jerky.”

      I do the first as instructed, take the meat as offered, chew hesitantly, carefully.

      A moment later, I settle back against the wall of the cave, defeated.

      “Is this really what my life is meant to be like now?” I ask. “Just me, here, in this cave, fighting fevers, struggling with sickness?”

      “I’m doing my best by you,” he says.

      “I know,” I say. “Don’t… don’t think I feel otherwise.”

      Takar says nothing. Instead, he presses a hand to his brow and parts his long hair from his face. His eyes are dark, his lips pursed into a frown. Worse yet: he appears to be troubled.

      I ask, “What’s wrong?”

      He says, “It’s nothing for you to be concerned over.”

      “Is Sarah⁠—”

      “Your friend is fine,” Takar says, cutting me off before I can continue. “Though the two of us both know that you’ve already checked on her once.”

      “I couldn’t just leave her be,” I say. “I had to let her know I was all right.”

      “And risk exposing yourself to others? Your condition to the others?” Takar shakes his head. “We both know that was not the wisest idea.”

      “I—” I start to say, then stop and sigh a moment later.

      My friend flicks his eyes to the kindling that rests near the fire. “Move those,” he says. “They’re too close.”

      I do as asked.

      He considers the space around me—from the bedding he has brought, the excess clothes he’s pulled from the lines near the village, to the creature comforts of the weathered Bible I’ve carried this whole way—and frowns not long after. “I’m sorry I can’t bring you more,” he says.

      “You’re doing all you can,” I reply. “Besides… if it weren’t for you, I… I wouldn’t know where I’d be.”

      “You’d probably be dead,” Takar says. “Or worse.”

      Worse, I think.

      I dare not even imagine the implications of those words.

      The young man sighs and reaches up to adjust the shawl around his shoulders. “I can’t stay for long,” he says as he begins to gather the items from the cave floor. “I told my father that I would check the snares before the storm comes in. He’ll suspect I’m up to something if I’m gone for too long.”

      “I know,” I say.

      “I’m sorry I can’t stay.”

      “I understand, Takar.”

      He wipes the mortar and pestle clean with an old rag and deposits them in his bag. Then he stands, and says, “I’ll be back sometime tomorrow morning. Try and stay awake until you feel the medicine take effect.”

      “Takar?” I ask as he turns to face the cave.

      “Yes?” he asks.

      “What… what did you give me? In the medicine, I mean.”

      “It isn’t important,” he says.

      “I deserve to know,” I say. “Please… tell me.”

      He averts his gaze. Stares out into the distance, whereupon the horizon the sun is slowly setting, bleeding color just like I am fear. He remains silent for several moments, until finally he says, “Wolfsbane. I gave you wolfsbane.”

      “Is that… safe?”

      “It hasn’t killed you yet,” Takar says. “And, by the looks of it, it’s suppressing the curse. For now, at least.”

      For now, I think.

      With a slow, cautious nod, I say, “Thank you for coming.”

      “Like I said: I’ll be back in the morning. Just rest while you can.”

      Watching him exit the cave, and hearing his footsteps as they crunch over fertile earth, leaves me reeling not just with a sense of doubt, but a longing.

      Longing.

      For human touch. For a friend’s companionship. For the love of another person.

      Closing my eyes, I take a long, deep breath, then turn my head down to consider the buckskin bedding I have been sleeping upon for the last two weeks.

      I know he’s told me not to sleep—at least, not yet, not until the wolfsbane has entered my veins—but I am so weary, so completely and utterly exhausted, that I don’t think I can stand to be awake for much longer.

      “Fight it,” I whisper. “For him. For you.”

      You, I think.

      Sadly, the truth is that, on a day like this, which should be one of celebration but is instead that of mourning, I find myself unable to do anything but crumble.

      It is for that reason, and many, many more, that I spread out along the buckskin, drape the buffalo hide across my body, and close my eyes.

      Then, I wait for sleep to take me.
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            Dreams

          

        

      

    

    
      I am not surprised to find myself trembling as the sun sets on this cold night. Ravaged by fever sweats, and haunted by phantom pains, I tremble beneath the buffalo hide as outside a wicked wind blows.

      At one point, I fear the fire will go out, leaving me in darkness. Thankfully,  I am spared of this devilish happening, and eventually, succumb to sleep.

      But it is not in stillness I dwell, nor is it in peace I exist. Rather, I emerge in a world that is not unlike my own, and look out at a landscape that is eerily similar to the one outside this case.

      Where, I think, am I?

      The plainest and most obvious answer would be that I am dreaming. However, this dream feels too real, too tangible, for it to simply be a dream. I am eerily reminded of that night before Tommy Dyer was taken from this world, when I emerged to a foggy landscape, and saw the monster Ethan Gilbert had become.

      As the wind blows in from the north, stirring the bluebonnets in the hills and lifting the scent of pollen in its wake, I lift my eyes to consider the moon⁠—

      Only to find that it is full.

      Blazing, gloriously, overhead, the bone-white object in the sky entrances me, to the point where I find myself unable to do anything but gaze upon it.

      What is this? I wonder, blinking as I consider the celestial object above. Why do I feel this way?

      There is no way for me to truly determine that. However, as I gaze upon it, slowly but surely becoming lost, entranced, and mystified by its presence, I find a part of me reeling with uncertainty, with utter chaos and dread.

      Is this, I am loathe to think, the pull of the beast?

      As hard as I try to ignore the sensations bewildering me, I find that the more I fight, the more I tremble; and the more I tremble, the more willing I am to succumb.

      With trepidation I know is born of fear, I lower my eyes to look at the landscape⁠—

      Only to find something emerging from the distance.

      At first, I am unsure what it is, and even more confused as to what it could be. However, as I watch the flowers tremble, as if shivering in its wake, I witness small wildlife as it runs free, birds as they burst from their place in the trees.

      “Hello?” I find myself asking. “Who goes there?”

      But nothing responds.

      I reach for my belt, upon which should be my knife. When my hand graces my waist, only to find there is no sheath dangling from it, I feel my heart throb, my gut constrict.

      Then, everything goes silent.

      I lift my eyes. Gaze into the distance. Watch the bluebonnets shift one final time.

      Then, I watch it emerge.

      The wolf.

      But unlike the beast that I had slain, whose heart had suffered several killing shots, this wolf is much like one you would see anywhere else, its black fur glistening in the night. It is only when it lifts its head to consider me that I find its one true difference.

      Its blue eyes.

      Hello, Eleanor, a voice says.

      “Who was that?” I ask. “Who goes there?”

      It is I, the voice then replies. The wolf before you.

      I open my mouth to speak—to offer rebuttal, or maybe just question—only to find myself stammering in the process. Surely, I am simply imagining things. Wolves cannot speak. Can they?

      This is no ordinary wolf, I think.

      I lift my eyes to consider the creature as it steps forward—head high, proud as could be. As it exits the field of wildflowers, I watch as it settles its gaze upon me, and witness an intelligence far beyond that of a normal beast.

      “Who are you?” I ask. “If it is truly, you speaking… then why have you come to me in dream?”

      I am nature without perversion, the wolf replies, and I come to you with the gift of knowledge.

      The wolf takes a single step forward—and as its paw touches down upon solid ground, I watch a wildflower emerge from the soil beneath it. It rises up. Bows forward. Flares its petals to the moonlit sky. Its pollen spreads upon the wind—and though I have smelled sweetness before, in breads and herbs and sauces and more, this flower’s smell is beyond compare.

      You are to be tested in the coming days, the wolf then says, and through these tests you will determine the fate of your future, as well as your soul.

      “What do you mean the fate of my soul?” I ask. “Please… do not speak in riddles. Tell me what it means.”

      There are two great spirits that govern these lands. I am the Spirit of Peace. Of joy. Of love and serenity, kindness, and benevolence, who seeks to see you live prosperously and succeed. My sister, however, is the Spirit of Fear, of envy, of sorrow, anger, and regret. She is also the queen of lies, and will gladly watch you fall.

      The wolf turns her head to regard the distance. She is coming, the Spirit of Peace says. Please, do as I say: do not wander into the coming dark, and do not go unkindly into the night. Only you can control your future.

      “Great spirit,” I say. “Please… tell me something before you go.”

      She is coming. Be quick.

      “Will I ever be free of this curse?”

      The gift is not only a curse, the Spirit of Peace then says. It can also be a blessing.

      The Spirit of Peace turns her head to regard the distance once more—to watch not only the wildflowers tremble, but wither and die as something draws near.

      Go, now, the Spirit of Peace then says, and fight for your future. Remember those words I’ve said.

      
      I awaken with the seven words branded in my mind.

      Do not go unkindly into the night.

      Reeling, now, more than ever, over the possibilities that could occur, I come to awareness to the sound of the wind whispering, and the fire crackling.

      The fire, I think.

      I jerk upright, only to have my world spin in the process.

      “You’re awake,” Takar says, lifting his head from where he sits across from me.

      “I—am,” I say, and force myself to blink the haze of sleep from my eyes. “How… how long have you been here?”

      “Long enough to know that you’ve had a rough night,” he says. “You let the fire go out.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m just glad I came when I did.” He lifts his eyes from where he sits before the fire, where his one arm is extended, a small bird cooking upon a spit. “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving,” I say.

      “It will be ready soon,” Takar says. “Relax, and tell me how you’re feeling.”

      “I feel… fine,” I say, before swallowing the lump that’s risen in my throat and adding, “I mean… as fine as I could be, anyway.”

      “Has your fever lessened?”

      “It’s not nearly as bad as it was.” I shift the shawl Takar stole from someone’s laundry line in Settler’s Point and watch as he withdraws the small bird from the fire. “Takar… I’ve… been meaning to ask you something.”

      “Yes?”

      “How are
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