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      The witches in the hill stirred…
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      December 21, 1944

      Kati never dreamed the great city of Budapest would be so terribly cold.

      Not the weather, though that was bad enough with the sharp wind cutting through her thin gray coat, driving grit into her face and hair. That wind smelled of harsh cigarette smoke, oily petrol from lumbering green trucks with canvas flapping across the tall beds, and oncoming snow Kati was even less prepared for.

      The towering gray stone buildings all around her, every one at least five floors high and graced with curving balconies and elaborate carvings, funneled the air like the edge of a knife.

      Even with broad streets several of her running strides across, Kati felt small and hemmed in by all that grandeur. No different than a mouse caught in a long hallway with a cat at either end.

      She tried to imagine how lovely those balconies would be during the heat of distant summer, but numb hands and lips made that impossible. They only looked like airborne larders to her, a wonderful place to store meat if anyone here or anywhere else in Hungary could afford to keep that much on hand.

      No one in the crowds of bundled-up, rushing people on the narrow street met Kati’s eyes. All of them focused on the filthy, lumpy sheets of ice beneath their feet.

      Not one glance spared for a lonely, frightened girl of barely seventeen years, arrived only yesterday from the forest and countryside she knew so well.

      Kati pulled the summer-weight fabric of her coat tight around her throat, willing herself not to cry. Even if no one looked her way, even if her dream of learning how to care for people and mend their bodies and minds slipped into nightmare, she was determined not to cry on her first day out in the world.

      She squared her shoulders and continued her quick pace toward the grand river Danube, cutting like life’s blood through the city, country, and all of Europe.

      Staring at her feet like everyone around her, Kati drew back when the next turn brought a blast of wind hard enough to blow the dark blue wool scarf away from her brown hair. She grabbed desperately, not wanting to lose the one warm thing she owned. Several people detoured around her and kept walking.

      Sudden cold numbed her ears and shrieking wind deafened her, but Kati finally managed to pull the scratchy wool tight again. She rubbed at her watering eyes, then gasped.

      The broad Danube churned and roared before her, dark brown and thick with clots of rotting ice sweeping by too fast to believe. If her scarf had fallen into that maelstrom, born far to the west in Germany, she imagined it would twist and unravel itself into the distant Black Sea before night fell.

      Just to her left, a pale green bridge spanned the violent channel, steel spider-webs knotted together and rising into curving towers at either end. Kati doubted she’d ever be brave enough to cross, at least not while the water was so high and fierce.

      And she would be forced to cross the much larger Chain Bridge farther along the Danube first thing in the morning, no matter how frightened she was.

      An imposing gray hulk of row upon row of windows cut into stone rose at the end of that bridge, towering above countless churches and structures on the distant rising shore that Kati couldn’t begin to understand. The three massive blocks of Buda Castle were larger than any building Kati had ever seen, the rigid rectangular fortress interrupted only by a greenish-gray dome jutting up into the heavy clouds.

      The Hospital in the Rock awaited her underneath.

      Her Mama had been heartbroken to send her youngest child out into the harsh winter days before Christmas: so vulnerable, so unprotected. Into the vast city so far away from her family, her forest and mountain home.

      But these sad, dark times, so soon after the nightmare of the first World War shattered Hungary, demanded great sacrifice from young and old alike. Kati had made her own choice to train as a nurse, to do what she could to protect her greatly weakened homeland and help the Red Army fight the Nazi hordes.

      A choice she was already starting to regret.

      The only thing more terrifying to Kati than venturing into dark tunnels underneath that sprawling castle was the soaring hill to her left, dwarfing both the Danube and the city it bisected. Her chilled flesh rose into painful bumps and ridges whenever her gaze touched the jutting hulk, so unlike the rolling mountains of home.

      She turned her back to the wind, and away from the hill, deciding not to walk to the broad stone promenade along the edge of the river. Aimless wandering in the streets was hardly encouraged for anyone nowadays, much less a lonely young country girl.

      She’d have time enough to make friends with her new home when this awful weather eased up, and hopefully make human friends as well.

      Kati glanced at the dingy window of a shop as she walked by, trying her best not to see her reflection in a round mirror hanging in a dark wooden frame carved with flowers and vines. She must look a horrible fright, with her pale skin wind-burned and her hair knotted beyond repair.

      She froze before she could take another step, grabbing at the pitted stone wall to keep her balance on the ice.

      That mirror hadn’t moved as she did.

      Kati grabbed the wall with both hands now, turning as carefully as she could. She brushed her fingertips along the already smudged glass, then stopped in front of the mirror.

      The painting.

      She had stopped in front of an image painted onto glass that curved out toward the street. The dark blue eyes staring back at her were not red and swollen, worried and homesick. This girl looked back with clear, healthy eyes, and the flush in her cheeks was smooth and attractive rather than dark and blotchy.

      She wore a dark pink summer gown embroidered with green leaves and flowers of red, purple, and blue. The other girl’s curly hair was piled on top of her head, emphasizing her long, graceful neck.

      The girl captured in that odd curved glass came from a life Kati had never imagined, one she didn’t understand and never expected to live.

      Yet Kati felt as if she were gazing into a mirror.

      The same thin, arched eyebrows. The same tiny dark mole on her right cheek. The same full, red lips, and Kati would have bet her pitifully few possessions that the other girl’s smile would be as crooked as her own.

      The spell broke when the shopkeeper swam into view out of the darkened room beyond, glaring at her from beneath his thick gray eyebrows. Kati nodded before she continued up the street.

      Kati slipped badly and only stopped herself from falling in front of the next shop by grasping the icy concrete ledge beneath the window. Hanging at her eye level, far too close and clear to ignore, was an oval cameo locket. She’d never seen carved ivory of such fine detail, probably worth more than her mother and father made in a year.

      And she’d never seen a perfect version of her face barely as long as her thumb.

      Before she passed five more long blocks, Kati caught her image watching her several more times. A wooden spoon with herself as the handle. A hand-stitched canvas stretched on a circular frame. Somehow worst of all, a stone carving on the corner of the building before she turned back toward the dank basement flat she shared with four other girls.

      That cold, pale gray version of herself even had the same mole on her cheek.

      Kati walked as fast as she could then, slipping several more times before she finally landed hard on the steps leading down into the flat. Relief kept her from noticing her turned ankle and bruised hip and thigh until her pounding heart finally slowed nearly an hour later.

      She hadn’t seen any more of the disturbing images after the stone face on the wall. Kati ignored the fact that she’d kept one frozen hand between her eyes and the buildings to make sure she couldn’t see.

      Without that bit of self-deception, the first Kati had ever practiced, she never would have fallen asleep that night.

      Fallen asleep to the last dreaming nightmares of her youth. The last time her unconscious visions would be worse than her waking life for a long, unknowable time.
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      The witches had slumbered long.

      Too long.

      Forced into silence when the heart of their land shattered and fell.

      Murderous poison had risen from the west, flowed through their lifeblood, and laid waste wherever it touched and beyond.

      Now that western poison flowed heavy again, far stronger and more vicious than before. Targeted and fierce in its potency.

      Yet the true demon threatened from the east.

      The girl.

      She is too young. Too weak.

      She is here.

      The girl is too late. The demon is upon us. None can stop it.

      No. But she brings the chance of peace.

      We shall see. If she fails, we return to slumber. and the land will shatter.

      See we shall.
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      Kati leaned against the cold, curving tiles, listening for footsteps echoing ahead or behind in the tunnel. Only the constant patter of water dropping from overhead and the thick smell of mold and mildew no one had time to scrub anymore.

      She thought frozen December had given way to bleak January, but she couldn’t remember when.

      She couldn’t remember when she’d last slept or eaten, either. Or seen the sun.

      Her trembling arms held dozens of rolls of white gauze, their color as bright in the flickering electric light as her skirt and smock had been that morning.

      Or maybe the day before.

      Her legs trembled hard enough to make her blood-stained skirt rustle. From her many trips through the tunnel to St. John Hospital for supplies. From things she’d already witnessed that day.

      She closed her burning eyes for a second, but the images exploding behind them denied her that scant comfort.

      Kati sang under her breath instead, a lullaby she longed to hear her Mama sing again.

      
        
        “Spring is coming, winter's going,

        Old bear is sitting idly,

        Slipping out or slipping in,

        This is my problem, nothing else.”

      

      

      Almost too late, she recognized a tapping stronger and more rhythmic than the water and lurched away from the wall. Her feet slipped in a slimy puddle on the concrete floor, but she managed not to drop even one of the precious sterile bundles.

      Two men and a woman walked rapidly from the St. John Hospital
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