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      I stood at the edge of the hole and looked down. It was enormous, and with the waning light, I could not see how far down it went. My scarf blew in the wind and I pulled my coat tighter around me. Jeremiah walked over from the other side, more than several dozen feet away from me, and came to my side. “This is it, is it not?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      He bent down to pick up a rock and then tossed it into the hole before us. The rock fell out of sight within seconds and we could not hear its hitting the ground. With the blowing wind, that did not surprise me.

      “What would you like to do now?” He brushed the dirt off his hands and watched me closely.

      I hid my feelings well from him, pushing them down deep. “I don’t know yet. I need time to think.”

      “Maybe …”

      “Don’t say it.” I cut him off and turned away from the hole in the ground.

      “Cinder, please, listen.” He approached me, but I would not hear any of what he had to say.

      I went up to a tree and reached out to steady myself. Clenching my left fist out of habit, I focused and no magic remained. I could not sense Phoebe or even know if she still lived. I only had my mother’s instinct to guide me and, so far, it had not served me well.

      “Maybe it is time that we turn back?” There, he had said what was on his mind. He always did.

      I clenched my left fist tighter and dug my nails into the palm of my hand. “No, I will not give up on Phoebe that easily. I can’t do that.”

      “We have traveled across the ocean and spent months searching for this spot and now there’s nothing here.” He pointed out at the large hole in front of him. “Nothing has been here for a long time. The trail is cold. There is nothing for us here.”

      “I need some time to think.” I turned away from the tree and walked back to the edge of the hole and, in frustration, I kicked some dirt into it.

      “He is no longer here.”

      “But how is that possible? How could he have escaped?” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. If I thought it would help, I would jump down into the hole and chase after him, but there were no guarantees. I remained quiet a moment or two more and then turned to him. His beard, thick and unkempt, had some gray in it and not just from the snow. “What do you think we should do?”

      “We go back to Europe and face Bonaparte.”

      “I will not give up on her.”

      He edged closer to me and shook his head. “I did not say that. We go back and join the war and defeat the emperor.”

      “That is what he wants me to do. He wants me to come to him.”

      “But why stay here where there are no answers? The emperor is returned and his enemies need our help. If he’s defeated, then we can make him tell us where Phoebe is. It is the only way.”

      I could see his point. “I don’t disagree. Yet we’ve come so far only to see that the Silver Fox has escaped.” I put my hands on my hips and glanced down into the hole. “I thought the Silver Fox was my best chance to find Phoebe quickly. I don’t know how he could have escaped my prison spell.”

      He shook his head. “Quickly? We have traveled across the sea and through America until we found this spot. He is not here. It’s time now to go back.” He gestured at the hole. “I think he’s left a clear sign that he’s escaped the prison he was in. He is no longer here. We’ll find nothing here.”

      “You think so much like a man.” I turned away from him and then I knew. The answer came to me clear and simple. “Go back to Europe and face the emperor and he will defeat you. Victory cannot be had that way. His magic is too strong. Trust me, it is what he wants so desperately. He wants to meet us on the battlefield where he is invincible.”

      “Standing around here looking at a hole in the ground will not get us anywhere. We should go.”

      “Go back to Europe, if you must.” I took a step forward, my mind made up. “Phoebe needs me and I will not give up on her.”

      Jeremiah stared at my feet and then looked back up at me. “What if she’s dead?”

      A thousand roiling emotions stirred up within me and I bit my tongue to hold back my tears. “She is not dead. I would know!”

      He put his hand out to me. “It has been a long journey and we are both tired and cold. Come back and we can decide what to do in the morning.”

      I took all of him in and smiled. “Jeremiah, go back to Europe. Thank you for trusting me this far.” I took another step forward and then went to jump into the hole before me. I closed my eyes and with a leap of faith, I willed myself to let go of all that I had known and to trust that this was the right path. For a split second, I could feel my body propelled forward, but then hands wrapped around my waist and I fell to the ground.

      Jeremiah pushed me hard into the snow-covered earth. “Have you lost your wits?”

      I struggled against him and tried to push him off. “I’ve lost my daughter,” I cried out and rolled over, pulling him with me.

      He forced his full weight on me and pinned my arms down. “This is not the way. We can find another path.” His heavy breathing caused him to take a pause. “We can. Trust me.”

      I would not cry now in front of him. I willed it to be so. Instead I stopped fighting him. “Get off of me now.”

      “Do you swear that you will not do anything foolish?” He waited but held me firm.

      What could I say to him? I looked away and broke eye contact with him.

      “Swear it to me!” He held me down with all his force and his words washed over me and I ignored him still. “Why must you be so stubborn?”

      I turned my gaze back to him. “Please, get off of me.” My cold hard tone left no confusion in my intentions.

      He pushed himself off the ground and stood between me and my goal. “Do not do this now. Please.”

      “I do not ask you to come with me.” I pointed past him. “But that is where I must go.”

      He turned his face away from me and cursed at the ground. “Dammit, you are like a mule sometimes.” Turning back to me, he clenched his jaw and I could see him settling his frame to prepare if I tried to run past him. “You do not know if the Fox is down there. He might have escaped and gone another way. Just because there’s a hole in the ground does not mean that he went down there.”

      “I don’t expect you to understand. I truly don’t.” I put my arms out to him, pleading. “But I have to go down there if it helps me to find Phoebe. I know that is where he went. I just know it.”

      “How are you so sure?” He eyed me up for a sign that I had not lost my mind.

      “Because the Silver Fox left a big hole in the ground to gloat that he had escaped. He wants me to follow him. Trust me, I know him and this is his calling card.”

      “You don’t know that for sure. Something else could have happened here.”

      I had one left card to play. “If you love me, then, please, let me go. This is something that I must do on my own.”

      I turned with quickness to my right and sprinted off. I ran as fast as I could, only needing a few moments to be ahead of him, and then I would jump into the hole in the ground and my fate would be sealed.

      Jeremiah turned his body toward me and sprung to chase after me, but his left leg slipped out from beneath him. He stumbled for a moment, but that was all I needed. I ran past him and then jumped into the hole. If I were wrong, I would know sure enough. I heard him calling after me and for a second my body floated above the hole, the dark gaping wound in the ground, and then I fell. I knew I would have my answer soon. I closed my eyes and the rush of the wind surrounded me and a queasy feeling in my stomach consumed me as I fell. The fall had to be deep, deep into the Earth and then from there I would … My legs hit the water first and the shock came up all through me. The coldness of the water enveloped me and I heard nothing but the swirl of air bubbles around me. I closed my mouth and instinctively started to swim to the surface.

      When I broke through to the surface, I could not stop my desperate grunt for air. I treaded water and could not see much in the near dark. The cold caused me to shiver and I could not see any passageway out. I floated on my back and could see the fading light as the sun continued to set. A feeling of stupidity washed over me and I swallowed my pride and yelled, “Help!”

      I treaded water some more and tried again, “Jeremiah, can you hear me? I need help.”

      The sound of my voice echoed back to me and I could not see anyone at the top. The rush of excitement from my jump began to fade and the coldness of the water began to numb me. “Jeremiah, please, help! You were right and I was wrong.”

      I kept swimming, never a strong skill of mine, so I kept floating on my back and watching as the clouds drifted past the hole. I had no magic to escape, could not see a way out and the cold would soon have its way with me. Floating over to the portion of the wall where I had jumped, I tried to find purchase, but the smoothness of the rock left no handholds. I could not find anything to hold onto. Taking a deep breath, I dived back under the water and opened my eyes. I could only see the walls of the hole going downward with no cave or hidden passageway. Straight down below the drop continued and I could not see far into the darkness of the water. This would be my grave. I had not listened to Jeremiah and I would die here alone, in the water, where no one could hear me.

      The sound of something hitting the water caught my attention and I came back up to the surface and on my right I could see Jeremiah had thrown rope down for me. An extra bit of the rope had hit the surface of the water and begun to unfurl, sinking into the deep.

      “Thank you,” I called up but could not see him or hear any response. That he had helped me was a good sign that he would still be talking to me. He probably had begun cursing me as he tied the rope to a tree so that he could pull me up. I shivered from the cold and took a deep breath and then swam over to the rope. My hands were numb and I found it difficult to wrap the rope around me, but I did my best. When I felt secure enough, I held the rope with both hands and tugged hard on it.

      “I’m ready. Pull me up!” My voice echoed back to me and a few seconds later I felt a tug back.

      I held on tightly with both my hands, having wrapped the rope around my waist as best I could, and positioned my legs against the side of the hole and waited. The first tug pulled my upper body out of the water and I braced my legs more firmly against the wall in front of me. I stopped moving and waited a few moments and then the rope moved upward again. Jeremiah must have made some sort of pulley system to gradually pull me up so that I would not slip back down and fall into the water. While I waited to be pulled to the top, I wondered if he would speak to me at all. I had pushed him too far this time and a man only has so much patience. He would not understand why I had needed to jump. He did not search for his daughter and continue to fail in finding her.

      At around the halfway point, I looked back down and still could see nothing but water. My wishful thinking that the hole contained some secret appeared laughable now. A big tug on the rope broke me out of my daydreaming and I turned away, looking up. A few pulls later and I could almost see the top. The sky had turned gray from clouds moving in and it had begun to snow lightly. The sun had set and there was not much light left in the day. I would need to get out of my wet clothes and change into something dry. My body shivered uncontrollably and I hoped that Jeremiah could make a quick fire to help thaw me. Another big pull brought me within an arm’s reach of the top and I held tightly to the rope. A few seconds later, another tug brought me over the lip of the hole and I rolled onto my side. I could hear the crackling of a fire nearby. I tried to roll over but could not. I could not stop shivering.

      Arms wrapped around me and I was lifted up and placed gently next to the fire. Next a blanket covered me. Still I could not stop shivering. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, mon amie.” The Silver Fox stood with his hands on his hips with a big smile on his face.

      “Where’s Jeremiah?” I tried to scramble up to my feet, but could not.

      “Back in America, of course.” He did not take the grin off his face. “Where do you think he would be?”

      “Where am I?” I sat up and looked around. We appeared to be in a forest, but it was denser than what I had remembered. And the air smelled differently.

      “You’re not in America.” I could see the enjoyment on his face and then I noticed his clothing. He wore a long coat and a strange hat with lots of fur. He held a bag in his hand and gave it to me. “I am going to get some more wood for the fire. Do you need help getting out of your clothes?”

      I had imagined my facing the Silver Fox for many, many months and this conversation was not one I had ever expected. As hard as I tried to control my body, I could not stop shaking. I struggled and tried to take off my top, but could not.

      He came behind me to help and I glanced back at him, being distrustful of him, but he had turned away as he pulled off my blouse and underclothes. The fire was so close to me on my right that I would have feared being burned if I didn’t crave the heat so much. He wrapped my torso with a second blanket and then leaned me up against a rock. Pulling my boots off, he placed them by the fire so they would dry and then struggled to pull off my pants. He grabbed another blanket and threw it lightly over my legs and I tried as best I could to keep my dignity and take off the rest of my underclothes. The Silver Fox had turned away get me some more blankets. When I had finished undressing, I sat on a blanket and had wrapped myself tightly in two others.

      The Silver Fox said not a word and went over to a pack and came back, handing me a small flask. “Take a sip.”

      I nodded and he helped me take the cap off and steadied my hand so that I could drink. The liquid, thick and warm, went down quickly. I expected it to be alcohol and for it to burn my throat, but it tasted like a beef broth. I swallowed more and my belly flooded with warmth. The fire crackled beside me and I watched the hot coals devouring the wood. This fire had been started a while ago. I turned to face him but he had gone back to his gear. Out of another pack he pulled out thick wool socks and another heavy blanket. He threw the blanket over me and then knelt before me, putting the socks on my feet. “You don’t have any permanent damage. You’ll be cold for a while, but I’ll get you into some shelter as soon as you’re dry.”

      “Thank you.” I knew not what else to say. He had saved my life.

      “Of course.” He turned and put another log on the fire.

      “I must admit that I’m a bit surprised.” I looked at his white hair that peeked out from underneath the large hat he wore and he looked down, breaking eye contact with me.

      “Twelve years is a long time to be trapped in the ground from the prison you put me in. For the first few years, I vowed to break out and kill you.” He looked up and came in closer to me. “I wanted to tear you apart with my bare hands for what you did to me. But I could not stay angry all the time, and I realized that you had had no other choice. I had hurt you and my obsession in trying to bring your mother back had nearly ruined me. And then one day, a new memory suddenly popped into my head. Before you were born, your mother and I had a surprise visit from your future self. Napoleon came after you and we defended you.”

      “You remember all of that?” I had always wondered how my traveling through the dreamline would affect history. Now I knew.

      “Yes, I remember seeing how scared you were and how I had come to your defense because I had always thought of you as my daughter. And when I saw how Napoleon wanted to hurt you, something in me broke and changed. I saw myself in him. I had that same anger and hatred and I came to accept that I had made great mistakes and hurt many people. I had lost control and nearly killed you. For many more years, I’ve been stuck in the ground, knowing that Napoleon still hunted you and I would have a choice to make one day.”

      I pulled the blanket closer around me and leaned even closer to the fire. Neither of us spoke for a while. I broke the silence finally and said, “How did you escape?”

      He remained quiet for a moment and then said, “Two years ago, one side of the triangle prison you had put me in weakened. It took me a long time to gather my strength and break through the spell, but I did. Once free, I waited for you. I knew you would come.”

      I held his gaze and leaned in closer to him. “Why aren’t you capturing me and bringing me to the emperor? He would reward you and you’d have your revenge against me.”

      “Yes, I’ve thought of that. I could do that if I wanted.” He glanced away. “At times, I hated you more than I have ever hated anyone in my life. You could have brought your mother back for me. I could have had the happiness I so craved, but the natural order would have been broken and she didn’t want to come back to me. She had moved on and I learned that I needed to as well. So I’ve made my choice. Crazy as I am with all my faults, I will help you—if you want me to.”

      I laughed. “I don’t trust you.” I pulled away from him. “You hurt me badly when we first met and broke a part of me.”

      “I cannot take back what I have done but only show you who I am now. But I understand your fear of me.” He stood up and willed his left hand to light up with magic. “Though I am one of the last, I still have power where you have none.” He tilted his head up and stared up at the dark, gray sky. The sun had fully set and darkness had begun to overtake what was left of the light. “Mab is gone as are most of my brothers and sisters. You have no power left and Napoleon looks to conquer the rest of the world. And I’ll not stand for that. Before I fade away from this world, I will leave my mark. If you want me to or not, I’d rather throw my fate on your side than cast it with Napoleon.”

      “You could walk away and let us destroy each other and you’d be free of any mess.”

      He shook his head. “No, that’s not my style. I would miss out on all the fun.” A slow grin brought out a dimple in his right cheek. “I’ve changed, but not that much.”

      I smiled up at him. “I thought you’d say something like that. You do tend to like to be in the thick of things.”

      “Exactly.” He bent back down and took a long stick to poke at the piece of wood he had thrown into the fire. He pushed it closer to the hot burning embers on the bottom and the wood caught up in a bright orange flame. “That is why I’m here. I’m going on a quest. It’s been a long, long time since I’ve been on an adventure.”

      “You’re on a quest?” I shivered and pulled the blankets tighter around me.

      “And I want you to come with me on my journey.”

      I looked around and behind me I could see he had a small tent close by but I could not see anything besides the hole in the ground, trees and lots of snow. “Where are we now?”

      The Silver Fox took a deep breath and then exhaled. “We are in the heart of Russia and I’d like for you to join me on my adventure.” He picked up a pair of woman’s boots and handed them to me.

      “Tell me about this quest of yours.” I accepted them and slipped them on.

      “Get warm first and then we’ll talk.” He pointed over to the tent. “I set out some warm clothes for you.”

      “Thank you.” I walked over and went inside the tent and changed into the clothes he had left out for me. “Where are you going?”

      I heard no response from him. I finished dressing and then put back on the pair of boots he had given me. They fit perfectly. I brushed my long hair back, having dried it as best I could, and put on a hat he had left out for me. When I came back outside, I headed over to the fire.

      The Silver Fox glanced over at me and nodded. “You look warmer. Good.”

      “You didn’t answer me.” I faced him with the fire between us. “Where are you headed?”

      “I head to Moscow to see the Russian emperor and to convince him that he must help us defeat Napoleon.”

      I took in his response and asked, “Will you help me get my daughter back?”

      “Yes, I will. Your coming with me to Moscow will be your best bet to get her back.”

      “Do you know where she is?” I wrapped my arms around me tight and leaned in to feel the fire’s warmth.

      “No, but Bonaparte has her. And if we convince the Tsar to join our side you will get your chance to get her back.” He stared into the fire and said no more.

      “And what about Jeremiah?”

      “You mean the witch hunter?” He poked a log in the fire.

      “Yes, where is he?” I listened but could not hear anyone calling from the hole in the ground. Only the fire crackled and the wind spoke with softness and light.

      “He is where he is. I’m not keeping track of him. He is of no concern to me.” He looked up from the fire and for a moment I could see a devilish glint in his eye. “But you matter to me and I have made an effort to help you.” He stopped poking at the fire and said, “I need your help. Will you come with me?”

      “But what about Jeremiah?” I leaned in closer to the fire.

      “Forget about the witch hunter. He will be fine. Let him prove himself without you.”

      That did not sit well with me. “He has been faithful to me and has helped me on my journey.”

      “Then let him go and see what becomes of him. We have another journey to go on and he would only get in the way.”

      “Why do you not want him here with us?”

      “It’s simple, my dear. You love him and I want time alone with you. He would only muck things up and I’m not overly fond of him.”

      A gust of wind blew hard through the area and the fire flickered, but remained strong. “You have never met him.”

      “But I have watched him from afar and I know his kind. He and I would not do well together.”

      “I do not like this. I want him here with me. I don’t trust you.”

      “It is good that you don’t trust me.” He came to my side and offered me the flask again that contained the warm broth. “He’s still not coming here. Those are my terms.”

      “And if I disagree?”

      He pointed to the hole. “You can always go back.” He cracked a sly grin and paused a moment. “Though I’m not quite sure that the portal works both ways. I guess you would have to find out.”

      He held the flask out at me, shook it a bit and waited for me to respond. I thought a moment and knew what I must do. I took the flask from him rather roughly and then drank some. The broth did feel good, warming me up a bit. “I’ll stay.”

      Taking the flask back, he smiled. “Good, I thought you might say that.” He turned away from me and added, “I’ll make us some dinner and then we’ll get settled for the night. It’ll be cold later and we’ll need a good night’s rest for the journey ahead. We’ve a long walk tomorrow.”

      I nodded and kept quiet, hoping that Jeremiah would forgive me. I didn’t know what game the Silver Fox played, but it might be best to leave Jeremiah out of it. Whatever the Silver Fox’s intentions, I would find out soon enough, and if it would get me closer to finding Phoebe, then I really did have no choice. It’s what I had to do.
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        * * *

      

      “Dammit!” Jeremiah pounded his fist into the ground and then scrambled over to the edge of the hole and looked down. “You couldn’t wait and listen to me, could you?” He hung over the edge as much as he could, trying to see Cinderella but he could not see or hear anything from her descent.

      A light snow started to fall and he lay there for a moment looking into the dark hole in the ground. He heard the breath that he took and the wind blowing around him, but nothing else. He pushed himself up and then ran hard, trying to not lose his footing and fall. After several minutes of hard running, he saw the wagon and the horses. Mr. Radley sat in the driver’s seat, smoking a pipe. He heard Jeremiah running toward him and called out, “Is everything okay?”

      “I need rope and lots of it.”

      Mr. Radley jumped into the back of the wagon and came out a few seconds later with a large amount of rope. “What happened?”

      Jeremiah shook his head and said, “Sometimes I wonder what the hell is going through her head.”

      “Is she hurt?” Mr. Radley’s expression turned into one of concern.

      “We found a damn hole in the ground and she jumped in. I don’t have time to explain now. Just come follow me.” Jeremiah turned away and ran back the way he had come.

      Mr. Radley slung the rope over his shoulder and then ran as fast as he could after Jeremiah. After a couple of minutes of hard running, Jeremiah stopped and helped Mr. Radley tie the rope around the nearest tree to the hole. He made a slipknot around the tree and gave the rest of the rope to Jeremiah. “Have you heard from her at all?”

      “Charley, I wish I did. She ran around me, jumped in and I never heard her hit the ground.” He shook his head and then said, “I think I’m half-crazy for following her around the world.”

      Mr. Radley laughed. “No, you are not crazy, you are simply in love.”

      Jeremiah laughed. “Is it that plain to see?”

      Charley handed over the rest of the rope and smiled. “Just get down there and see if she’s okay.”

      Jeremiah hefted the rope on his shoulder and allowed much of it to drag behind him. “I don’t know if I’ll yell at her or hug her when I find her.” He stopped and searched for some good footing at the edge of the cliff. “You ready?”

      Charley grabbed the extra rope around the tree and prepared to lower Jeremiah down the huge hole. “I am ready. Take it slow and you will be fine.”

      Testing the strength of the rope, Jeremiah nodded. “Here I go.”

      Charley gave a bit of rope to Jeremiah and he began to slowly climb down the cliff. At first his descent was a bit bumpy, but Charley steadied himself and continued to feed rope to Jeremiah. On the way down, Jeremiah used his legs against the cliff wall and climbed down cautiously to make certain that he would not fall. Minutes later he saw the ground below. The fall seemed a lot shallower than he had thought.

      “I reached the bottom,” Jeremiah called up and then after a few minutes he called up again. “Hey, Charley, I hit the bottom.”

      He walked around, looking for Cinderella and in the center he saw a woman’s hat. Jeremiah ran over to it and stopped. He fell to his knees and brushed against the ground but it was solid. He saw no sign of Cinderella. No blood or any indication that she had been here. “Charley, I found her hat!”

      He picked it up and beneath it he saw a large white envelope. In clear cursive, his name appeared across the front. He ripped open envelope and found a sheet of paper with a note on it that read:

      

      
        
        Dear Jeremiah,

      

        

      
        Cinderella has not been harmed and she is in my care. I know that you do not trust me, but I will protect her and help her to the best of my ability. Unfortunately, she is no longer in America but has decided to stay in Russia as we prepare to fight against the emperor.

      

        

      
        I have seen how great your powers of tracking are. As a witch hunter, I challenge you to track a witch who’s lost her powers. I wonder if you can. I guess we shall see, won’t we? Good luck on your journey and to help you, I’ve given you a little head’s start.

      

        

      
        Yours with a twinkle in my eye,

      

        

      
        The Silver Fox

      

      

      

      Jeremiah ran over to where he had left the rope and stopped in disbelief. He could stand up on his toes and reach the top of the cliff. When he glanced up, he could see a dark sky filled with thousands of stars. “Charley, can you hear me?”

      “Yeah, of course I can.” Charley ran to the hole in the ground and stopped suddenly. “What the hell happened?”

      He looked down and could see Jeremiah only a few feet down below. Jeremiah reached up and put his hands out. “I don’t think we’re in America any longer.”

      Charley squatted down and grabbed Jeremiah’s hand and pulled him out of the hole. Jeremiah patted Charley on the back and then stood still and listened.

      “Where do you think …”

      “Be quiet.” Jeremiah waved Charley off and continued to listen. From off to his right, a loon flew down from the sky, lit by the light of the moon and landed in a river he could barely see ahead. The bird dipped his head into the water and then on coming out shook it with great vigor. Moonlight reflected off the water and as though it knew it was being watched, the loon turned toward them and then flew off again. Jeremiah watched the bird fly away. “I have never seen a species like that.”

      “Neither have I.” Charley lost the bird in the darkness.

      Jeremiah crouched down to the ground, closed his eyes and put his ear to the ground. He concentrated while Charley kept watch. “Jeremiah, I think …”

      Without speaking, Jeremiah again held up his arm to silence him. Keeping his eyes closed, he said, “I cannot sense her at all.” He stood up and brushed the snow off of his coat. “I am not certain where we are.”

      Charley pointed at the moon. “I think we have traveled far. Look at the path of the moon. Minutes ago the sun had set and darkness began to fall, but the moon was not to come up for many hours yet.”

      Jeremiah looked up at the stars but the moonlight washed out much of what he could see. “I think you are right. We are a long way from America.”

      Charley walked past him and stared off into the dark forest. “Would I be right in guessing that our wagon and horses didn’t make the trip?”

      Jeremiah knelt in the snow and exhaled. “I found a letter from the Silver Fox down at the bottom.” He handed the envelope over to Charley. “I doubt he left us our horses and wagon.”

      Charley opened the envelope and held the letter up to the moonlight. The spidery penmanship seemed to glitter in the light. He read the contents quickly and then put the letter away. He handed the envelope back to Jeremiah and took a few steps toward the river ahead. “How are we ever going to get home?”

      Jeremiah followed his friend and said, “I’m sorry.” He reached out to stop Charley from going any farther. “I did not mean to get you involved in all of this. With Ginny with child and the girls, I never meant for you to go on some crazy adventure with me.”

      Charley put both his hands in his pockets and stared up at the moon. “I know that. I do. I need to think about one thing right now and that’s simply on how to get home.”

      “I understand. I do. Without much money or a sense of where we are, I think our best chances are trying to find the Silver Fox and Cinderella. If he could take us away from America so easily, he can get us home.”

      “What if it’s all a trick and he just wants to have us chase after him and then we’re trapped here? I have to get home as quickly as I can. My wife and children need me.” Charley glanced up at the moon and put his hands in his coat’s pockets.

      “I need you to trust me.” Jeremiah put his hand on Charley’s shoulder. “I’ll do everything I can to get us home quickly. But I’ve dealt with witches and faeries all my life, and I know that will be our best bet. What do you say?”

      Charley kept quiet for a moment and then said, “The faster we find the Silver Fox and Cinderella, the better.”

      “Thank you.” Jeremiah shook Charley’s hand and smiled.

      “Where do you think we should head?”

      Jeremiah listened to the sound of the water flowing past them. He could see rocks ahead, and though cold, parts of the river had not frozen. He looked past the river and far off he spotted a thin column of smoke in the air. “Let’s head there.” He pointed and said, “Looks like a small house or hut.”

      Charley squinted and it took him a few seconds but he finally saw the smoke rising from the chimney as well. “You lead the way and I will keep an eye out from behind us.”

      Together they trudged through the snow and had to stop every few minutes when a strong gust of bitter wind blew at them. Charley pulled his hood over his head and turned away from the blowing snow. A few seconds later the wind stopped and Jeremiah turned around to him and asked, “You okay?”

      “I just wish I would have packed heavier clothes.” He shivered and then stopped, pointing to a light coming from the tiny house across the river. “Do you see that?”

      “Yes, I do. That’s good news for us. If we can convince the owner that we’re not bandits, we might have a place to stay tonight.” He sped up and in a few minutes came to the river’s edge.

      A few yards downstream Jeremiah saw an old rickety bridge that crossed the river. Charley led the way and Jeremiah followed, watching behind them to ensure that no one followed them. Another gust of wind caught them off guard and they huddled close together and watched the snow blow across the ice that stretched across a portion of the river. Together they finished the crossing and headed up the riverbank.

      Jeremiah ran to the top and stood still. He threw off his hood and sniffed the night air. “Do you smell that?”

      “I don’t smell anything.” Charley finished the climb and inhaled deeply. “Wait, what is that?” He scrunched up his nose and then coughed into his hand.

      “Witch’s brew.” Jeremiah put his hood back up and headed toward the dilapidated house ahead. In the moonlight, he could see a broken fence surrounded the house along with chipped or missing shingles. “We should be careful.”

      “I’m not too fond of witches.” Charley glanced around to make certain no one stood behind him. “Of course, I don’t consider Cinderella a witch, but you know what I mean.”

      “You’re lucky she isn’t here. She would have had something to say about that.” Jeremiah smiled and he turned back to the house. “Let’s try to look inside before we knock on the front door.”

      Charley pointed at the broken fence. “If you think there’s a witch in there, do you think we should hang back here and announce ourselves first?”

      “We’ll be fine.” He took a few steps forward and stopped. He held up his hand and then knelt in the snow. “Look.”

      “What is it?” Charley put his hand into the footprint in the snow that Jeremiah had found.

      Jeremiah moved his hand forward and pointed. The moonlight sparkled off of the snowy tracks. “An old woman lives here. Here is where her cane helped to balance her.” He kept low and inched forward.

      Charley came close behind him and whispered. “I think I hear something.”

      Jeremiah headed to the nearest window and tried to peek in behind the shutters. He pulled the shutter back a few inches and could see a wood stove inside. A large metal pot with a lid that jiggled and had begun to bubble over was all he could see. “Maybe it’s not a good idea that we came here. We might want leave now.”

      He pushed the shutter back into place and backed away slowly. “Charley?”

      No one answered him so he spun around with his pistol drawn. Charley had vanished. Jeremiah edged forward and made his way to the front of the house. Still he could not find his friend. He glanced down and could no longer see Charley’s footprints in the snow.

      The door to the small house suddenly opened slowly. It creaked as it opened and a warm and inviting light streamed forth from inside. “Hello?”

      No one answered. Yet from behind a musket muzzle jabbed him in the back. He froze and heard a woman standing behind him speak quickly in a language he did not understand. She pulled the musket away from his back and then jammed it again against his back, pushing him forward. She took the pistol from his hand and pushed him forward again.

      Jeremiah held his hands up and walked inside the house. “I get it. I get it. Ease off on the musket.”

      The woman shouted something incomprehensible and then laughed, following him inside. So far his luck today hadn’t gone well and he hoped that tomorrow, if he lived to see it, would be a better day.
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      I opened my eyes and saw the Silver Fox staring at me. Disoriented from just waking up, I recoiled back from him to the far side of the tent. He did not move, watching me in absolute stillness with his golden colored eyes. We had moved the tent closer to the fire before going to bed so flickering light cast odd shadows on the right-hand side of the tent. Still he did not move and as I came more to my senses, I struggled to wake and asked, “Why do you stare at me?”

      He smiled and his teeth, perfect white, stood out in the semi-darkness. “I look at you, of course.”

      “You’re frightening me. Please, stop.” I pulled the blanket up around me, and even though fully clothed, I thought he looked through me into my soul.

      He blinked and then relaxed a bit, leaning back against some pillows he had propped up into the corner of the tent. “I tried to escape that hole in the ground that you had put me in for years, but nothing I did ever made a difference. Do you know what made me not go insane that first year?”

      I began to doubt my agreeing to stay with him. I scanned the tent, looking for a weapon, but my fists and legs would be my best options. “I’m not so certain that you’re not a bit touched.”

      He laughed and put his head to the side and still stared at me with great intensity. Then he sprang forward and came quite close to me. “I remembered your mother and all the good times that she and I had. I remember how we would sing together and we would be in such a state of joy. But none of that mattered while I was in the ground trapped. Then it came to me, simple and clear. I could hear the birds above me and the wind with rain falling from the sky. I had found the answer and no one could teach it to me.” He pointed at me and pointed his finger at my heart. “Have you found that answer yet?”

      I brushed his finger away and sat up. “Back away.” I clenched my fist and held it before me. “You do not want to test me.”

      He grinned again. “But I do. I truly, truly do. Where we go, you will need all of your wits about you. Are you ready for the journey?” He backed away like an animal still keeping his eyes on me. “I wonder.”

      “I am not sorry for imprisoning you. You needed to be stopped.” I came forward and put up my fists. “I will fight you again if I need to. I will not falter. I must go on. I must.”

      “You put up a good front, truly you do.” He raised his left hand and turned it over as though he held a large goblet. His hand began to glow with an eerie blue light. “But you are afraid and that is good. Your fear will cleanse you.”

      I could feel my heart rate increasing and I prepared myself for what would come next. I had trusted in him, a half-crazed faerie, but in my desperation I had no one left to trust. Sometimes I had trouble thinking with clearness. “I must find my daughter. You can do whatever you want with me and I will help you on your quest, but I must find her. I had abandoned her and I will pay for my neglect.”

      I cannot describe the complex emotions that erupted on his face. He rushed at me and I swung my fists at him, but missed. He had somehow passed me and now leaned up against me from behind. He did not touch me but was close enough to whisper in my ear. “No, no. Don’t beat yourself so. I will help you find Phoebe. I will.”

      I could not hold back my tears. I sobbed and put my hand over my mouth and allowed myself to cry.

      “Shhh, it is all right. It is all part of my plan. We will go see the Russian emperor and that will be our first step to find your daughter. I promise.”

      “I miss her. I will do anything to find her.” I sniffled and wiped my nose on the blanket.

      “You will not need to. No matter what you think of me, I’m not a

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/lost_book3_digital_final_01_22_2023.jpg
FOUND
CINDEREL;_‘ZS SECRET
WITCH DIARIES

RON VITALE





