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Ember skidded to a stop outside the back door of the cottage. Mamma’s and Miss Tearsha’s raised voices rang out from the kitchen. Ember didn’t want to meet Miss Tearsha today. She leaned against the door, listening, even though she knew it was rude.

“He was my husband!”

“Yes, and thank you for rubbing it in.” Miss Tearsha’s voice, always silky smooth, was icy. “But, you see, Twine,” she said, using Mamma’s name like a curse word, “his death already makes the villagers nervous. You already make the villagers nervous. So it’s better all around if you’re not there.”

There was a frigid pause. Ember pictured ice crystals forming around the windows. Finally, Mamma spoke.

“We will leave in the morning.”

“You’ll do no such thing, witch,” Miss Tearsha hissed. “You could kill us all by then.”

Ember forgot that she was pretending to not be there. She was so angry that she burst through the door, interrupting the tense scene in the tiny kitchen. Before she could say a word, however, Mamma grabbed her and hugged her close, pressing Ember’s face into her shoulder so that she couldn’t mouth off to their unwelcome guest.

“You’ll leave immediately,” Miss Tearsha said, a hint of triumph in her cold voice. She turned and stalked out of the house.

Mamma waited until the door slammed behind her. She released Ember. “You hid them?”

Ember nodded.

“Good. Get your cloak. Say goodbye to your Da. It’s time to go.”

Ember ran to get her cloak from the hook by the front door. It was green and thick and warm, really too warm for the late summer, but it would get cold outside at night. Ember bundled it in her arms and hugged it, then paced slowly toward the single bedroom. Da lay on the bed, unmoving. He had died in the night from an unexplained fever. The healers hadn’t been able to do anything for him, though they’d tried. Da was well loved in the village. The villagers would bury him tomorrow. Ember and Mamma wouldn’t be there.

Ember hesitated in the doorway but couldn’t think of anything to say. At last she walked over and kissed Da’s cold cheek, just like she used to do in the evening when he came in from cutting wood in the forest. Tears welled in her eyes, and she fled to the kitchen where Mamma was waiting. Mamma nodded and led the way out of the house, through the front door so that Miss Tearsha and anyone else watching could see that they were really leaving. They didn’t lock up; it wasn’t their house anymore.

Mamma held Ember’s hand as they walked the length of the village to the gate. Ember had been known to vault the fence that protected the village at a spot much closer to the cottage, but Mamma would never, and this wasn’t the time. Ember felt eyes watching her from doorways and windows, but she tried not to look at them. She couldn’t help glancing at a couple of houses to see if her friends were watching. Sean gave a small wave before disappearing behind the curtain.

The fence was a beautiful, if odd looking, barrier between the village and the outside world. It was only about as high as Ember’s waist, and it was made of a combination of wood and twine. Ember always thought the fence was too short to actually be a defense. But travelers had brought stories of werewolves and vampires and all kinds of terrible things from the surrounding woods, and some of them had been pretty convincing. No awful creatures had ever come into the village, though, so maybe the fence did work.

Mamma opened the gate and closed it carefully behind them. She took Ember’s hand again, and they continued along the path away from the village into the first trees of the forest until the dark afternoon shadows closed in behind them. Mamma stopped and turned to Ember.

“Where did you hide them?”

“Just up here.” Ember pointed. She towed Mamma a little farther along the path and then off into the woods to the right. She stopped at the foot of the tree she’d chosen. Mamma squinted up. She raised a hand to touch Ember’s hairband then nodded. Ember passed her the cloak she was still hugging and started climbing.

Mamma made all of Ember’s clothing—most mothers in the village did—and she made sure that they had lots of pockets and were good for climbing. But there were a few items that she was particular about. The hairband was one of them. Ember’s hair never stayed neatly in its braid, so Mamma had made her the hairband to keep it out of her face. The band was blue, and Ember had watched Mamma make it with a hook and thread. Most mothers in the village could do it; even some of the girls Ember’s age. Mamma always said there would be plenty of time for Ember to learn later, and since she’d rather be running outdoors and climbing trees, she didn’t argue. But Mamma always made sure that she had the hairband on when she went out, and that it was still there when she came home.

Ember had chosen this tree not only because it was an easy climb but also because there was a hollow a little way up that was perfect for hiding things. It couldn’t be seen from below. She pulled out the bags she had stashed less than an hour before. Mamma had filled one of the bags when Da had first gotten sick. When Ember had asked, she said that it was just a precaution. When Da had gotten worse, Mamma had begun packing the others; she hadn’t slept last night as she gathered everything she thought they’d need. Ember had lain awake in the little made-up bed in the kitchen, listening to Mamma muttering to herself. She’d bitten her lip against the sad and terrified tears that threatened to spill over. When Mamma had piled the last of the bags by the back door and gone into the other room, she’d let the tears come, crying herself to sleep. She woke only a couple of hours later with a headache and gritty, puffy eyes.

Ember dropped the bags to Mamma then swung back down and landed with a thump. There were five bags. Three of them were very light. Mamma slung two of these across Ember’s back before handing her back her cloak, then shouldered the other three herself.

Ember looked over her shoulder at one of the bags she was carrying. “What’s in these?”

“Yarn.” At Ember’s raised eyebrows, Mamma said, “We’ll need it all and more, believe me. Let’s go—we need to get as far as we can before sundown.”

Ember glanced around at the deepening shadows. Even in late summer, sundown wasn’t far away.

They returned to the path and hurried on. Mamma seemed distracted. Ember twice had to tug on her hand to keep her from tripping over a fallen branch that jutted too far into the path. Once she muttered aloud, “They’ll regret it once the fence fails.”

“What, Mamma?” Ember asked.

“Nothing,” Mamma said.

After a moment, Ember said, “Mamma, why did Miss Tearsha call you a witch?”

“She was just being unkind.”

“Are you angry?” Angry would explain why she was so distracted.

“Not about that.”

Ember led Mamma around a low-hanging branch that she was too distracted to avoid. “What are you angry about?”

“I’m angry that they wouldn’t let us stay to bury Da,” Mamma said softly, squeezing Ember’s hand. “And I’m angry that the rest of the village is foolish enough to listen to Tearsha. They ought to know better after all our family has done in the village.”

Ember thought she knew what Mamma meant. Da’s family had lived in the village forever, and so had Mamma’s. Everyone spoke of Ember’s great-grandmamma with respect bordering on awe, even though no one ever bothered to tell Ember much about her. Ember did know, though, that when they were young, Miss Tearsha had wanted to marry Da but he’d chosen Mamma instead, and Miss Tearsha had held a grudge, even toward Ember. Ember thought it strange that Miss Tearsha’s bitterness toward Mamma would infect the whole village, since it was something so personal that happened so long ago.

But Mamma was talking again. “And I’m even more angry that she got you involved. She’s hated me for years, and she’s entitled. But she’s put you in harm’s way now, and I’ll never forgive her for that.”

Mamma touched Ember’s hairband again like a good luck charm. They walked along in silence for a while as the light faded. At last Mamma stopped.

“Can you think of anywhere we can spend the night?” Mamma asked. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been out this far.”

Ember hadn’t come this far often. The last time was during a game of hide and seek. Sean had hidden inside an enormous hollow log and had come out when none of the others had found him. He’d won the game, of course, and they’d spent the next hour sitting together in the log, eating the blueberries Ember had picked when she’d gotten tired of looking. She didn’t think it was far ahead, and with any luck, she and Mamma could have blueberries for breakfast.

They found the log easily. It really was huge. One end was totally blocked by the tangled mass of knotty roots; the other was half blocked by a new tree that had grown after the great tree had fallen and had begun to rot out. The hollow space was wide enough that Mamma and Ember could lay side-by-side, if a little too snugly.

Mamma crouched down and peered in. “Give me your bags and put on your cloak.”

Ember did as she was told. “What about…creatures?”

Mamma paused and looked up at her. “It’s a week after Full Moon, so the only wolves we’ll need to worry about are natural ones. Most other creatures won’t venture quite this close to a village.” She tossed the bags into the dark hollow, then flung her own dark cloak around her shoulders. She got onto her hands and knees and wriggled backward, disappearing into the gap. “Come on,” her voice echoed.

Ember slithered in after her. Mamma touched Ember’s hairband and pulled up the hood of her cloak, then hugged her close. Mamma’s hood was up too. The wool of the cloaks was soft and warm. The past few days and nights caught up to Ember and she drifted off to sleep, her head pillowed on Mamma’s arm.

An ear-splitting howl startled Ember awake, and she clung to Mamma in a panic. Ember had felt Mamma jump, and she knew Mamma must have fallen asleep too. Mamma shushed softly in her ear and checked both of their hoods to make sure their faces and hair were fully hidden. Then she held Ember close and listened, breathing softly and slowly. Another howl came, closer this time, followed by an answering call from the other direction. Ember buried her face in Mamma’s shoulder. Mamma didn’t seem to be afraid, so Ember tried not to be afraid either, but she couldn’t stop herself from trembling as the howls got louder and closer. She bit her lips and held her breath when the howling stopped altogether, replaced by snuffling sounds that were amplified by the hollow trunk. Natural or not, wolves had good noses.

The snuffling seemed to go on for hours. The wolves circled the fallen log again and again. They seemed to be confused, able to smell that Ember and Mamma were there but unable to find them. At last, there came a lone bay from a distant voice and the nearby wolves took up the cry, running away toward easier prey.

Ember breathed again, inhaling in one great sob that turned into another and another until she cried herself back to sleep against Mamma’s cloaked shoulder.

Mamma shook Ember awake when there was still barely any light coming into the hollow log, but once she was awake, Ember was amazed that she had slept through the racket the early birds were making. She crawled stiffly into the open and stretched as Mamma passed the bags out to her and then slipped through the gap as well. She stretched and gave Ember a big hug.

“You chose a good spot for us,” she said. “How about breakfast?” Ember’s stomach rumbled loudly. Mamma laughed. “We didn’t eat dinner, did we? Were you hungry?” Ember shook her head, yawning. “No, neither was I. Well, we need to eat today. We have a long way to walk.”

She opened one of the bags that she had carried the day before. On top, carefully folded in cloth napkins that Mamma and Da had gotten from Grandmamma for their wedding, and that Mamma usually saved for company, were two pasties.

“Where did you get these?” Ember asked, taking the one Mamma handed her and biting into it greedily.

“Mrs. Finnigan brought them over yesterday morning,” Mamma said around a mouthful. “She knew we’d forget to cook for ourselves.”

By the time they’d finished their pasties, it was light enough that Ember thought she could find her way again. Ember picked up the two bags of yarn; Mamma carried the other three. Both of them kept their cloaks over everything. It was still cool this early in the morning. Ember led the way first to the blueberry patch where they filled their pockets, then back to the road.

They saw no one as they walked. Ember was soon beyond anywhere she’d ever been. Once they were both a little more awake, Mamma started in on Ember’s lessons where they’d left off before Da got sick. Most village children were taught by their parents; Ember was only an exception in that Mamma was less strict than other mothers and let her skip lessons to play more often. “We’ll make it up another time,” was Mamma’s excuse, but the time never seemed to come. Now, as they walked, Mamma quizzed her on the trees of the forest and what berries were safe to eat. Ember knew all of those. Mamma had her try to identify birds by their call. Ember got most of those right too. From Mamma’s pleased smile, Ember thought maybe Mamma had let her run in the woods so much so that she’d learn these things for herself. It was more fun than sitting inside and mimicking it all back like some of her friends had to do.

“Now,” Mamma said, “since we met some wolves last night, can you tell me the difference between natural wolves and werewolves?”

Ember shuddered. “Werewolves are humans who only turn at Full Moon.”

Mamma nodded. “For a few nights before and a few nights after, depending on how clear the sky is,” she said. “They can still speak in human voices when they are in their wolf form. Like natural wolves, they can bite to kill, but they can also bite to change, making you into a werewolf as well.”

Ember shivered and moved closer to Mamma.

“Remember, it’s a week past Full Moon,” Mamma said gently. “It’ll be almost three weeks before any werewolves start to turn again.”

Ember nodded.

Mamma changed the subject then. Walking unprotected through the open woods was dangerous, and too frightening a place to learn about nightmare creatures. Ember agreed. They went back to talking about more ordinary things, like ways to start a fire, and how to help green wood dry faster.

They still hadn’t seen another person by the time the light began to fade. Mamma sighed. “We’ll have to climb a tree tonight,” she said. “Can you find a good one?”

Ember scouted a little way off the road for a good resting place, settling at last on a large oak. She and Mamma wrapped themselves in their cloaks and climbed up, perching on wide branches next to each other so that their shoulders were touching. Mamma pulled a hank of something from one of her bags and passed it long-ways around the tree to Ember. It was a light rope of looped and braided yarn. Ember handed it back to her, and Mamma passed it around again, wrapping them to the tree.

“What is that for?” Ember asked as Mamma tied it off.

“For when we fall asleep, or when our limbs go numb, or if something worse happens.”

“Is that strong enough?”

“It will hold.”

Ember shrugged. Mamma seemed confident in the rope; Ember was confident in her ability to sit for hours in a tree. She’d had lots of practice.

Even though she was almost as comfortable in a tree as on the ground, Ember thought she wouldn’t be able to fall asleep. But the day had been long, and they’d walked far. She found herself dozing with her head nodding against Mamma’s shoulder. Sometime in the dark of night, she woke, icy cold. If she’d been able to see anything at all, she could have seen her frosty breath. It was late summer, but it felt like midwinter. She shivered closer to Mamma and pulled her cloak tighter around her, snuggling deeper into the hood. She couldn’t feel her lower legs, and she couldn’t tell if the numbness was from the cold or from staying in one position on a hard tree branch for so long. Hopefully Mamma’s rope was as good as she said.

“Mamma,” Ember whispered.

“Shh,” Mamma said. She reached across with the hand pulling her own cloak tight and held Ember’s shivering fingers in her own.

Ember trembled in the silence, realizing as she listened that it was too silent. No hooting owls, no rustling from the small night-waking animals looking for food. It was unnaturally quiet, just as it was unnaturally cold. Fear added violence to her shivers. Mamma squeezed her fingers. Ember turned her face to Mamma’s shoulder and breathed as slowly and calmly as she could. Mamma had said her rope would hold. Mamma was not shaking with fear. Gradually, so gradually she didn’t notice it at first, Ember felt warmer. Feeling returned to her fingers and toes. The air she breathed didn’t make her lungs ache. She blinked blindly up at Mamma as she heard the night rustlings beginning again.

“We’re all right,” Mamma said.

Ember sighed from the depths of her toes and settled back against the tree. She didn’t sleep again that night.

They got down from the tree as soon as it was light enough to descend safely. Ember stumbled along, yawning hugely, chewing absently on the two-day-old bread Mamma had packed. Mamma didn’t bother trying to teach her much that day, just little bits here and there. At midday, Mamma let Ember take a catnap when they stopped to rest; Ember didn’t feel much better for it when she woke up. Mamma kissed her forehead and touched her hairband and they were off again. There was a village somewhere up ahead, Mamma remembered, but she wasn’t sure how far, and they both wanted to reach it before nightfall.

The light was just starting to fade when they saw the first signs of human habitation. Trees had been felled to create wide meadows for grazing sheep; in the distance, they could see a structure that looked like a sheepfold or a barn. Mamma took Ember’s hand and led her off the road. They picked their way carefully through the field—sheep have no qualms about where they do their business—arriving at the fold just as the shepherds were closing the gate.

“Excuse me,” Mamma called before the shepherds could turn and walk away. “Please, is there somewhere we could shelter for the night?”

The shepherds stared at them for a moment. There were three of them, obviously a father and two sons, the youngest of whom was only a couple of years older than Ember. They all had dark red hair and freckles. The younger boy gaped at them.

“O-of course,” the father said at last, recollecting himself. “I apologize for our rudeness—you startled us. We are unused to travelers. Please, come with us.”

“Thank you,” Mamma said.

Ember and Mamma followed the three shepherds on well-trodden paths into the heart of the village. They stopped at a small, neat cottage. Most of them stopped, that is; the older boy burst through the front door without knocking.

“Granny, Granny, we’ve brought travelers! Travelers have come!” He kept talking so fast that Ember lost the train of what he was saying. His father ushered her and Mamma inside along with his younger son. Ember pulled back the hood of her cloak and looked around. They were in a small but comfortable sitting room with a cheery fire in the hearth. A spinning wheel whirred nearby. The woman at the wheel was so wrinkled and her hair was so silver-white that Ember thought she could be the boys’ great-Granny. Her green eyes sparkled at them all, though, and her face crinkled in well-worn smile lines.

“Travelers, indeed,” she said. “Did you walk all this way?”

“We did,” Mamma said.

“It’s more than a two days’ walk to the nearest village to the northeast,” the shepherd, her son, said.

Mamma nodded. “We spent one night in a hollow log, and the next in a tree.” Ember shivered and pulled her cloak around her, even though the room was warm. Mamma put her hand on Ember’s shoulder. “We’ve had our adventures, but we’re here and safe now.”

“Well, you’ll have beds and shelter tonight, and good hot food, too,” Granny said. “Nolan, fetch blankets. Craig, Aidan, you two set up mats by the fire, please. You, young lass, what is your name?”

“Ember,” she said softly. The old woman’s smile was so friendly it was hard not to smile back.

“Well, Ember, you sit by the fire a minute and warm up, then come help me and your mamma in the kitchen. Agreed?”

Ember nodded and crouched by the fire, watching as the whirring of the wheel came to a halt; the old woman got to her feet and led Mamma to the kitchen. The father and oldest boy had disappeared out the front door, and the youngest boy vanished into a back room, returning quickly with his arms full of blankets.

“You’re Nolan?” Ember asked.

He nodded. “Did you really sleep in a tree?”

“I wouldn’t call it sleeping.”

He grinned. “What happened?”

Ember opened her mouth to tell him, but the door burst open just then, and Nolan jumped to help his brother. The three shepherds carried two woolen mats into the room, unrolling them in the corner by the fire. Nolan bent to place folded blankets on each mat. As he did, his brother Aidan tackled him from behind. The two of them rolled this way and that, wrestling, kicking, flipping, and pinning. Aidan talked almost the whole time, a constant stream of taunts and encouragements. Ember tried not to laugh. It was like watching a couple of puppies play. She watched until their father warned them they were getting too close to the fire; they rolled in the other direction, and Ember remembered that she was supposed to join Mamma and Granny.

She went through the door into the kitchen and found Granny bending over a pot of soup on the fire. Mamma had laid her bags and cloak on a chair, rolled up her sleeves, and now was up to her elbows in flour and dough. Ember watched her knead the dough over and over, then cut it into smaller chunks, which she rolled out into long strips. She cut these into little blobs which didn’t look like much of anything. Granny peered around Mamma’s shoulder and scooped up a handful of the dough blobs and tossed them into the soup. She did this as fast as Mamma could cut them. Ember left off watching Mamma and went to watch the soup instead. The dough ducked and bobbed among the vegetables as the soup simmered. Granny smiled her face-crinkling smile.

“When you haven’t time to make biscuits, dumplings are the surest way to feed hungry bellies,” she said.

“I love dumplings,” Aidan said from the doorway. “Da, can we stay?”

“Not tonight. Granny’s got enough mouths to feed, and your mamma’s expecting us home.” The boys’ father leaned against the door frame and grinned at Granny. “We’ve righted the beds, and I’ll take the boys off before they wreck them again. See you tomorrow!”

“Bye!” Aidan called. Nolan waved as he followed his father and brother back toward the front of the house.

The whole cottage seemed to settle into quiet with a sigh. Mamma cleared the table where she’d been working. Ember moved their bags and cloaks to the beds in the other room, then came to perch on one of the chairs in the kitchen. Granny ladled steaming soup into bowls and set them on the table. Ember could barely restrain herself from scooping out the biggest dumpling and popping it into her mouth while they weren’t looking. She settled for blowing on her bowl while her stomach growled impatiently.

At last, Mamma and Granny sat down at the table too, and Granny prayed a blessing on their food. Ember couldn’t remember anything tasting quite as good as that first bite. Granny was a very good cook. The vegetables were tender but not mushy, and the dumplings were perfect. The broth was herby and hot, but not so hot that it burned her mouth. Ember ate two whole bowls before she sat back in her chair, feeling sleepy.

Granny led the way back to the sitting room. Mamma helped Ember settle onto a sleeping mat, kissing her forehead, touching her hairband. Granny sat at the spinning wheel again, seemingly able to work by touch alone, because the fire wasn’t giving off much light. Ember liked listening to the whir-whir of the wheel and the crackle of the fire. Mamma settled herself on a chair. She got out her hook and yarn and her hands began to dance as she talked to Granny. Ember listened sleepily, her eyes half closed.

“You’re not afraid here?” Granny asked softly.

“Not tonight,” Mamma said.

Granny chuckled. “Do you have a plan of where to go next?”

“No,” Mamma said. “I knew of the village here but not much beyond. Can you tell me what lies south?”

“The next human village is at least a week away on foot,” Granny said, “or so I’ve heard. But the road passes close to a vampire hill and through a marsh that is home to wisps. It is not a safe path for a child.”

“No.”

“There is a house at the edge of the village,” Granny offered. “Not much of a house—just one room, quite small—but it has walls and a roof. It belonged to Craig’s wife before she married him, and he’s been thinking of renting it out or selling it. You might look at it in the morning before you make any decisions.”

“Thank you,” Mamma said.

Ember found herself hoping that they might stay here in this village. She liked Granny and Nolan and his family, and she didn’t want to spend any more nights outside.

The next morning, Granny told Mamma how to get back to the sheepfold. She and Ember wandered through the village, looking around them with wide, interested eyes. To Ember the village looked a lot like the one they’d just left, but there was something different. She couldn’t figure out what it was until they were nearly out the other side into the open meadows. She stopped in the middle of the road.

“There’s no fence.”

Mamma took her hand and towed her along until her feet got moving on their own again. “No, the fence around our old village is special. Most villages don’t have one.”

“But what about night creatures?”

“This village has its own protection. It doesn’t need a fence.”

They found the shepherds in the meadow by the sheepfold. Nolan and Aidan both had pocketknives out and were whittling shapes out of sticks. Their father stood in the shade, keeping an eye on the sheep and the boys. When Mamma told him that she was interested in seeing the house for rent, he gave a short sharp whistle that brought Aidan and a lean black-and-white sheepdog running over.

“Keep watch,” he said. He put his hand on Aidan’s shoulder and gave another little whistle. The dog sat obediently at Aidan’s feet. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Ember waved to Nolan and followed the adults, glancing back at Aidan and the sheepdog. He stood where his father had, the dog still sitting beside him. She was impressed by how the older shepherd had handed over his authority so easily with just a couple of whistles.

She
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