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The Dancing Girl and the Music Box Heart

 

If Walker had gotten a choice in his name, he would have called himself Carver. That was what he wanted to be known for: his intricate carvings of wood and bone, imbued with the magic of powdered fairy wing and unicorn blood and stone troll dust. Some kept away bugs, others pixies, still others wolves or bears. Some brought fertility, others kept the babies away. Some made gardens grow lush and verdant, with enough of a harvest to feed an entire village. Some protected against theft, brought clear sight, made it impossible to speak a lie in their presence. And those were only a fraction of what he had tucked away in his pack.

He had a charm for everything. And each was a work of art. He could have sprinkled the right ingredients over a raw hunk of wood, said the right words, and been done. But no, he labored over each one for hours, squinting until his eyes and head ached, his fingers working almost without his conscious input to form them into the most delicate shapes. A friendly dog with one paw raised. A delicate violet, its petals half-open. And his favorite, a young girl with curls spiraling down her back, foot raised as if to begin a dance.

And yet no one knew him as Carver. No one knew him at all, or wanted to. Whenever a village let him through its gates—and even that was far from assured—its people kept him for as short a time as the requirements of hospitality would permit. Occasionally, someone bought one or two of his masterworks—his trinkets, as they called them, often with a raised eyebrow and a curl of the lip. Enough to keep him in food for the journey, and, when he was lucky, supplies to replace what he had sold.

But most of the time, when he laid out his tattered blanket and sat on the ground with his charms in front of him, people gave his wares only the barest glance before turning away. They didn’t even pause even long enough to admire the artistry in the girl’s individually carved curls, or the symbols etched into the horn of a wooden unicorn. The ones who did stop to look weighed the pieces in their hands, as if that could tell them anything of their value. Then they would set the charms down again with one excuse or another—they couldn’t be sure they would work, or they didn’t have money to spare for luxuries, or they had bought something prettier and of more value at the market in the city last month. And then he would leave, his purse rattling with what little coin he had managed to earn. He would walk to the next village, his wares strapped to his back along with everything else he owned. He had never even earned enough to afford a proper cart.

Every day, he hated the name he had been born with more. Because every day, it became more plain that it was the name best suited to him. Walking was what he spent his days doing. Not carving charms that would bring admirers from far and wide, and fill his purse with more coins than it could hold. No, he walked from village to village, along lonely roads in the desolate places most merchants had no need to bother with because they could make all the money they needed in the richer villages near the city. And as he walked, he hoped in vain that the next people he met would be the ones that finally appreciated what he had to offer.

Some days, he took it in stride. Even when some frumpy villager who clearly had no acquaintance with good taste wrinkled her nose and told him his work was that of an amateur. Even when, worse than that, he sat on the lumpy ground in a dusty and weed-ridden excuse for a common square with his goods spread out in front of him, and never attracted so much as a single glance. On those good days, the sun was bright and the air was warm, with just the slightest hint of a breeze. And on those days, whenever his mood began to darken, he would reach into his pack and pull out the prettiest of his charms—the dancing girl. He would promise her that things would be different soon.

Then there were other days. The days when the cold wind snapped at his bones through his coat as if he were wearing nothing. The days when the rain fell steadily, and the trees offered no shelter. The days when the next village was five days away and he only had enough food for three, and he knew he would be lucky if he earned enough inside the village walls to buy enough to last him three more.

On those days, he left the dancing girl in his bag. He knew that if he took her out, he would feel the temptation to set her on the ground, light a match, and watch her burn. He had done that once with one of his charms—a bear reared up in mid-attack, a piece he had carted around for a year without it attracting the slightest glance. As soon as the fit of temper had left him, he had regretted it. He still thought about that bear sometimes—the work it had taken to carve the bear’s sharp claws, the way his fingers had escaped his conscious control to somehow imbue the eyes with a look of sorrowful wisdom.

It was on a night like that one, a night when he didn’t dare so much as look at the dancing girl or any of the other charms in his pack for fear of what he might do, that he turned his feet to the north.

He had heard rumors, over the years, of a bird that could persuade anyone to do anything. Its song had convinced an entire battalion’s worth of soldiers to fling themselves off a cliff, or so one story went. Another said the bird had united two families whose feud had spanned three generations, bringing the son of one and the daughter of the other together in marriage and sparing the future lives the feud might have taken. Most dismiss these stories as fairy tales. But he, who dealt in magic, knew better. Or at least, he wanted to believe.

The stories differed on where this bird could be found. But all agreed that it lived somewhere in the forest that ran along the northernmost shore, and that it could be found by following the bright red feathers it trailed in its wake. Though most agreed that if someone saw one of those feathers, the wisest course of action would be to turn and run in the opposite direction, and not stop running. A creature who could take one’s will away was a dangerous thing.

But Walker, at least on the days when the black mood came over him, knew he had nothing to lose.

And his moods were black more often than not, these days. His supplies were running low. Wood and bone were easy enough to come by, true, but not of the quality he preferred. And the ingredients he needed for his spells were more costly still. When he was going full days without eating, how could he find the coin for a vial of unicorn blood?

He was in one of his black moods when he decided to take the northern road. Every night before he went to sleep, he told himself that if he woke the next morning with a spring in his step, and if the sun shone enough to warm his bones and light his path, he would turn around. But every morning, his heart felt colder and more shriveled. And every morning, the rain beat down on his head from dawn to dusk. Along the northern shore, sunshine was hard to come by.

As were villages. Before too long, he went a week without passing a single house. Then two weeks. And the houses he did pass were falling down, with scraggly gardens out front and stick-thin children watching warily from the windows. By the time he understood the predicament he had placed himself in, with nowhere to sell his wares or replenish his food supply, it was too late to turn around. Not without facing an equally long journey on the way back.

So he kept walking, until walking was all he did. There was nowhere to stop, and no one to sell to, and nothing to carve. A few times, he sat down at his flickering fire—which the rain kept doing its best to put out—and pulled out his knives and one of his last lumps of wood. But his fingers were too stiff from the northern cold and the constant rain to obey his commands, let alone to take over and work on their own.

His parents had named him well, he reflected bitterly, as his feet grew blistered and callused from the rough and root-filled path that the road had narrowed into. He was no carver. Not anymore. Walker was all he was.

It was just as well he had never been able to afford that cart. The path had grown too narrow for a cart days ago. Maybe weeks. He no longer knew how to count the passage of time. Every day was the same—wake up, walk until dark, fall into a dreamless sleep. There weren’t even any meals to break up his days—he had long since run out of food. Sometimes he attempted to forage in the woods, but never came up with anything more than a handful of berries, or strange-colored mushrooms he didn’t dare eat. Even the berries were sometimes a poor choice, like the bright red ones that had left him retching in the bushes for a full day.

He didn’t know why he was still walking. If he turned around, he knew he would reach civilization again eventually. At least then he would have some chance of survival. If he kept going… who knew? But it was hope that kept him moving forward. Hope, or maybe despair—he couldn’t be sure. It was the knowledge that if he went back, his life would be more
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