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      Irving

      Dr. Sorin Catsman was a small man, balding, draped in a heavy black coat and wearing a pair of thick spectacles he claimed he could not see without. Despite his size he commanded enough authority to be heard in a crowd and enough stamina to cover the Batrivan circuit with nothing but a horse and a traveling bag in tow, a feat which by now had become his biggest boast over his peers.

      This had been a solo journey for most of his medical career. People from the civilized world avoided Batriva when possible. It was a vortex of mystery on the European continent, an untamed land where science and knowledge meant little, where villages remained ignorant of the state of national and international affairs and where heavy curtains of rain and snow washed out the roads on such a regular basis that transportation was slow and unreliable most months of the year.

      Dr. Catsman had been a regular at the Traveler’s Rest Inn and Tavern ever since he had started his work. The stop was a world between worlds, so to speak, accustomed to near-perpetual rainfall in the warmer months and blizzards in the cold. It offered heat in the cold and a clean stable for mounts. This time, the doctor watched his step with more than the usual care as he took a seat at the end of an oak trestle table and shook the rain from his heavy black riding coat. He had a companion with him on this circuit, a younger man in clerical garb who followed him anxiously two steps behind. The newcomer wore a solemn expression reserved for recent seminary graduates about to embark on their work in the field, narrowed eyes and ash-colored cheeks.

      Irving Black, a newly ordained minister who was learning the route for the first time, shook his head in wonder at their surroundings. “My mother would have a fit if she saw this. An absolute fit.” He removed his solemn shovel hat from his head and fiddled with its rim as they stepped inside.

      “Not a fan of taverns, I take it?” asked Dr. Catsman, leaning forward with an amused smirk and enjoying his companion’s reaction to their evening retreat.

      “Not this type,” said Black. “Gambling. Loose women. I imagine some of the couples renting rooms here aren’t, well...”

      “The drinks are good, and there are few choices this close to Boneswell,” said Dr. Catsman. “It’s hard to run an inn in a place where there is so much rain, snow and superstition. The roof leaks, the food molds, and the wrong price could be anyone’s unlucky number.”

      Irving Black had to hold a hand to his ear to catch the doctor’s words. There was too much to take in all at once. The colors had grown brighter as they got closer to Batriva, the sky bluer and the grass brighter green. The rain seemed to fall not from the clouds but from a higher order entirely. The women in the tavern had painted cheeks and shining jewelry, and they displayed their assets as if modesty was a thing unheard of.

      “Are you looking at something?” a hefty brunette with an oversized bosom asked the younger man as she waltzed by. She wore a long black skirt and a golden shawl with painted wooden beads hanging around her neck. “Don’t feel bad about it, honey, though I imagine I’m quite out of your budget. How goes the evening, Doctor? And who is this lovely charmer you brought along for the ride?”

      Dr. Catsman assured her the travel had gone well. “This is my traveling companion for the circuit, Minister Black.”

      “A minister?” Her cherry red lips spread in a smile of shock and scandal. “I’ve never seen a man of God under fifty. How impressive.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Black, tugging at his collar in awkwardness.

      “Not at all,” said the woman. “My name’s Millicent, by the way. Millicent Milliner, though people call me Black Molly for short. Black for the black arts. It appears that you and I have something in common in a name. Can I read you a fortune, Minister Black?”

      “I’ll pass,” said Black, color rising to his cheeks at the suggestion.

      “My, aren’t you a timid one,” said Black Molly. She pressed her hand on his shoulder and squeezed it affectionately. “And you, Doctor?”

      “You know I don’t fall for any of your superstitions,” said Dr. Catsman, lifting his chin and suggesting that the conversation was over.

      “I’ll win you over one of these days, Doctor. You’re a smart man, and besides that—well, I can see your future.” Black Molly bent over and kissed Dr. Catsman on the top of his head, leaving a smear of lipstick over his bare scalp. Then she turned, and with a laugh trotted back to a table at a far corner of the tavern.

      Irving Black watched her until she was safely out of sight. He’d heard of such people—spiritualists, mediums, occultists who claimed authority over the powers of the night. What he hadn’t expected was how robust such a population could be, how open about their practices with little shame or a seeming knowledge of the danger of their actions. If he, a minister, had requested a fortune read to him, Black Molly wouldn’t have found an ounce of irony in the scenario.

      “I suppose I should get us some stew,” said Dr. Catsman, rubbing the lipstick from his head and taking a breath. “Beer as well. It will help you keep up your stamina and sleep better for the night.”

      “I’m sorry, what was that?” said Black, shaking himself from his thoughts. He had an uncomfortable vision of joining Black Molly at her table, of her laying a set of cards in between them and telling him that none who entered this cursed land would ever be able to leave.

      Dr. Catsman stood. “I’ll be right back, Irving. Make yourself at home and relax.”

      A gust blew in through the window, and several candles went dark to a chorus of groans. Dr. Catsman stretched and started weaving through the lines to reach the front counter while Irving Black sat in place. Black opened his traveling bag. He picked out his Bible from it, a large black tome with gold lettering, and placed it in his lap. A set of ribbons marked the most recent pages read, including a couple personal passages he had thought to review if he had any spare time here.

      “What’s that you got there?” asked a curious voice next to him, a voice belonging to a young woman with pale yellow hair and blue eyes.

      Until now, Irving hadn’t considered the fact that he was so close to another. Privacy was not a thing to be had in a tavern like this, and given Irving’s newness to this type of setting, he had tried to block out everything that wasn’t essential to following the chain of events.

      “Hello,” he said to the woman, forgetting the question.

      She said something. He couldn’t hear the words over the crowd and asked her to repeat them. “Abigail,” she said, raising her voice. “That’s my name. I’m passing through on a trip with my father.”

      “I’m Irving Black,” said the minister. “I’m a traveling preacher. My first circuit.”

      Abigail reached forward and traced the heavy Gothic letters on the front of the Bible. “Back in my home, no one reads. They say it’s silly, a way for idle rich people to pass the time.”

      “Reading?” Irving asked, torn between scoff and wonder. “I think it’s very important. Critical.”

      “I do too,” Abigail said, and a layer of pink rose to her cheeks. “I have a book of fairy tales. It’s in the trunk with my father’s things. I’ve read it over five times already. It never gets old.”

      “I prefer history myself,” said Irving, relaxing in the fact that he had found someone to relate to. “Real things that happened to people. Dark truths of reality.”

      Abigail laughed silently and pressed a hand over her mouth to hide the mirth. Her eyes had a specific squint when she smiled like the joy wanted to burst from every seam in her body. “You think fairy tales aren’t dark?” she teased.

      Irving blinked. Now he blushed as well, and when he looked at the bar, he could see that Dr. Catsman now headed the line for the beer. He looked back at Abigail. “It’s all Cinderella and all that, isn’t it?”

      Abigail’s eyebrows rose into a pair of fine twin arches. “Cinderella made her stepmother walk on hot coals in the end of that story,” she said. “Until she died. Cinderella couldn’t settle for revenge. She was a sadist, pure and simple. People just don’t like to face up to it because, I don’t know, they feel sorry for her. She had a rough start in life.”

      Irving’s collar choked him as he swallowed. “You know, I’ll go check on Dr. Catsman,” he said, pushing himself away from Abigail and stuffing the Bible back into his bag. “He’s the one I came with. Went to get us both drinks, you know...”

      While he spoke, the door to the tavern opened. At this point in the evening, every guest sitting near the door had learned to dodge the oncoming rain and wind that came in whenever it opened. The room quieted briefly as the stranger entered, but this time it didn’t resume its earlier chatter.

      The stranger wore a tattered brown cloak and thick galoshes. He held a bag in one hand, out of which the tip of a pointed white cap poked out by several inches. But it was his face that people looked at. At first, Irving thought the man simply pale. He had a gauntness to him, long limbs and bony arms. But then the stranger turned his head, and the truth became clear: his face was painted, with black lines crossing the eyes, red painted lips, and a black painted teardrop spilling down the left side of his face.

      “A clown?” asked Abigail, equally shocked as Irving. She followed him across the floor to the newcomer, a man about Irving’s age who stood slightly smaller.

      The clown dodged their gazes. He furtively held his bag in both hands now, pushing his way to the bar in the front of the room. Irving caught a sight of the clown’s costume, bold shades of red, yellow, and green striped lengthwise down his sleeves as if he were already prepared for a show. “One room for the night, and I’ll be gone by morning,” said the clown.

      “Bless my eyes; it’s a sad clown,” said a freckled boy nearby. “I’ve never heard of something so daft. Where do you come from, clown?”

      Ignoring the boy, the clown pulled a pouch of money from his bag and counted a few coins for the innkeeper.

      Kurt Mannish, the ogreish man who ran the Traveler’s Rest, snatched a pair of pince-nez spectacles from the desk and slid them over his nose. He didn’t take the money at first but continued spying on his newest guest with nothing short of fascination. “Is the circus in town?” he asked unironically.

      The clown glanced away. “No. I’m on a trip to visit an uncle. He lives a day or two south of here. No one’s traveling with me.”

      Now the money was accepted in hand. “No judgment. Only curiosity,” said Kurt.

      “What do you do?” Irving Black asked the clown, recently freed from his own shock.

      “Do you juggle?” Abigail pressed from her seat. She stood and marched forward. “Do you sing? I’ve always wanted to hear a real singer, like they have in the courts.”

      Now the clown’s shoulders relaxed. He put his money bag back into his traveling sack and then rummaged until he pulled out something new: a polished wooden flute. He handled the object delicately, with pride, and under the makeup, Irving saw his lips curve into an aristocratic smile. “Music is my specialty, though no one asks me to sing once they’ve heard this.”

      “A piper,” said someone.

      “Play for us,” Abigail urged. “Just one song, won’t you?”

      Even Kurt Mannish nodded and edged the young man on, and hesitantly, the clown raised his flute to his lips and began a melody. At first, Irving noticed nothing unusual about the music. The clown demonstrated a dizzying amount of skill. Clearly he had practiced the instrument, learned the basics and studied under a master from Vienna or Paris. However, the tune he had chosen was a common one, a drinking song with an overly repetitive chorus. It was ordinary music despite the technique, uninspired. Sleepy.

      The air in the tavern grew still while everyone listened. Perhaps the rain outside had lessened, and that was why the air felt warmer than it had moments ago. No one was speaking, even in hushed voices. From her corner, Black Molly had set down her cards mid-shuffle and slurped from her flagon of ale in resignation.

      Abigail lifted a hand to her head. She didn’t say anything. She blinked a few times, yawned, and shook her head in an effort to stay awake. Irving felt unexpectedly tired himself, and considered telling Dr. Catsman that he was ready to retreat to their room. But his feet felt too heavy to cross the floor.

      Heads bobbed. Drinks spilled. Abigail didn’t collapse as much as she simply curled up, deciding that a nap near the bar was somehow appropriate in the given circumstance. Despite himself, Irving found himself agreeing and fought to stay awake as he crouched beside her, noticing for the first time the perfect color and texture of her golden hair. He had always imagined that angels came down at times, disguising themselves as humans, observing and interacting with those below them. How oblivious had he been not to notice that Abigail was one such creature? And was it righteousness or evil that the very sight of her now inflamed him with lust, with a vein of desire he had never engaged before?

      Without thinking, he extended a hand and placed it over her breast, finding it softer than he expected over the thin folds of her dress. It wasn’t evil. It couldn’t be evil. What he felt for Abigail defined love in the purest sense. It was love, goodness, mercy that compelled him, the most biblical virtues of all. His eyes flew to the sleeping girl’s skirt, and despite a similar drowsiness overcoming him, he tried to reach under and up.

      “What—what is this?” stammered the innkeeper, baffled at the effect.

      The clown stopped his music and lowered his flute.

      From behind the bar, the innkeeper continued. “That was sorcery, was it not? The music? I’ve never heard anything like it.”

      Through fading vision, Irving looked up from Abigail and saw the clown take a step back. He looked sad, or perhaps that was only the effect of the cleverly drawn teardrop under his eye.

      “They wanted me to play for them,” said the clown. “They weren’t going to leave me alone. It’s harmless. I only put them to sleep for a very short while so I could pay for my room without further interruption.”

      The innkeeper wasn’t swayed by the argument. “I allow all types into my inn. I have respectable sorts, but also the unrespectable sorts in the same room. Princes and prostitutes, merchants and madmen on the run. I even allow one or two trusted practitioners of the black arts to stay. They’re a part of the attraction. But you’re something else.”

      A silence. Irving’s head nodded. He fumbled for a touch of bare skin on his arm and pinched it. Anything to stay awake. Anything not to fall prey to a darkness he didn’t know.

      “I mean no harm,” said the piper, voice rising in desperation. “I need only a room for the night. I’m off to see an uncle. I believe he can get me some work.”

      “You can travel, if you must,” said the innkeeper. “But this is a safe place for my patrons. I can’t give you a room after a reckless stunt like that. I must ask you to take the barn if you take anything at all. Spend the night with the rats. I’m sure they’ll keep you busy.”

      “Please, sir, I...”

      “Don’t ‘please sir’ me. I’ve had it with your trickery. If you protest, argue, whine or wheedle any further, then even the barn will be off limits. Understand?”

      The scene grew blurry, dark. Irving heard further words but struggled to make sense of them.

      “I’m sorry,” said the piper.

      “And take the money,” said Kurt Mannish. “I’m sure you’ve got other uses for it. Bone potions, spellbooks. I’ve seen it already.”

      The floor creaked. The clown tied his bag shut and then straightened, turning and walking back out of the inn without a single word.
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      Carmen

      The quickest shortcut to town involved balancing on a log that had fallen across it years before, weaving around the remaining roots on one side and branches on the other while avoiding slipping into the frigid water. This was the old way, the way that her grandmother Ramona had shown her if she didn’t want to waste time following the wagon trail, and Carmen had always enjoyed the solitary walk. It was poetic, and as long as she followed the trail, she could ignore the shadows around her.

      Carmen was equipped for defense except for her easy visibility. Even for routine trips like this, Ramona insisted that she wear her bright red cowl and carry a dagger under a garter. “The eyes are always there,” she said. “The trees see everything, and if any of them decided to act, you would find yourself defenseless.”

      Ramona was superstitious. She had reason to be. She’d seen things over her supernaturally long life that Carmen and the other members of town couldn’t imagine. If they did, the town would be a different place, and much quieter. Ramona hung a cross on every wall of her home. She kept a vial of holy water in the kitchen and insisted that Carmen sip from it every morning for health. She stashed herbs in the cellar for medicinal use year-round and drilled Carmen in local history from the time the girl came into her care. Sometimes Carmen felt that the rituals were an idle habit rather than a necessity, but she kept her suspicions to herself because they were ultimately harmless.

      Carmen started down the busier roads in the town. This deep in the wilderness, only the central roads were reinforced with cobblestone. Everywhere else was simple dirt or gravel to keep the mud at bay. The buildings were constructed from stone, with thick wooden columns and arched windows around the side, some stained to alter the light inside.

      The most notable feature of the town of Boneswell was the church, a tall building with a steeple rising against the gray of the midday sky and an equally high bell tower in the back. Across from the church was the city hall, and then were the rows of shops lined with freshly picked flowers and pastries that permeated the air with the scent of rosebuds and freshly baked bread.

      Further down were the blacksmith, the carpentry shop and the hunting lodge. Finally came the apothecary, her first and most important stop.

      Carmen walked the street at a ready pace. A wagon came up from behind. She dodged it artfully, spinning and hopping to the side to keep any of the splattered dirt from her cloak. Then she stopped and watched the wagon wheel away. She had avoided everything. In another life, a skill that precise could have gotten her recognition.

      Carmen had shot her first deer with a crossbow when she was seven years old. Ramona was more nimble then and had taken her into the woods for a week to teach her how to survive on her own, if she ever needed to, drilling her in how to focus her strength in loading the weapon as needed. In those early days, Carmen wasn’t allowed to wear a dress or go into town. The exposure was too dangerous. After the death of her mother, she was the only person Ramona had to pass down the trade.

      The apothecary came into view. When Carmen first saw it, she froze for a moment, noting with shock the shattered window facing the street and darkened interior. There was no sign of a crime, but something out of the ordinary must have recently taken place.

      The door was shut, but unlocked. Carmen pulled it open and let her eyes adjust to the darkness. “Hello?”

      A broom fell to the floor in a corner and landed with a thud. Apothecary Fred Schmidt, hidden by shadow at first, bent over and picked it up. He shielded his eyes from the light and stepped forward. “Hello? Who is it? Carmen Himmel, is that you?”

      “I came here for Ramona,” said Carmen. “I brought a list of things she wants.”

      Fred stepped into the light. He was a tall man of some Nordic descent, blond with heavy lines over his face and a hooked nose. He took the paper and looked at it for a long moment without speaking.

      “What happened here?” asked Carmen, glancing around in the darkness and seeing spilled glass, grain, and a thick syrup that might have been molasses. “Do you need help with any of this?”

      Schmidt’s lips pursed. “I’ll tell you what happened. We got mice here, or maybe rats. Here, of all places. They’ve never gotten in before. I should have been better prepared. I saw a pair of them by the window and thought I could smash them with a plank of wood. I should have been stealthier, but I didn’t want to wait for them to get away.”

      “That’s terrible,” said Carmen. “I could come back another time...”

      “And return to that hag of yours empty-handed?” he asked. “I’ve had my dealings with Ramona, and yes, I meant the word. Hag. That woman has no sympathy. She’s so bent on following her traditions she forgets to be human, and I worry about how she treats you out there in the woods.”

      “Ramona and I get along fine,” said Carmen. “She’s not as severe as she looks. We’re doing well together.”

      “The other girls your age are all married,” said Schmidt. “She’s holding you back. Keeping you as her lackey.”

      “I can’t leave her.”

      “Very well.” Schmidt folded the paper crisply in his hands. “If everyone here were as disciplined as you, the world would be better off. I’ll never understand it. I’ll get the list set up. Come back in a few minutes, and I’ll have it ready for you. Don’t worry about cleaning this place up. It isn’t your job.”

      “The bakery’s next on my list,” said Carmen.

      “Not the bakery. Somewhere fun. Somewhere for you.” His eyes narrowed as he spoke the challenge. “Go buy a hat or pick out a snack for yourself. Taking up space is not a crime, you know.”

      Carmen swallowed. “I’ll do that.”

      Schmidt squinted, stepped away, and shook his head as he turned on a lamp near the bar. He muttered a word about rat poison and responsibility, and then he turned to a collection of bottles he always kept on hand.

      Seeing nothing better to do, Carmen left his shop with her empty basket in hand and a list of obligations that she would rather forget. It was easy for him to tell her to do something fun, but she needed to account for every coin spent and every extra item on her list. She wasn’t Cinderella. In this world, there were no princes who could sweep a girl off her feet, no chance of a happily ever after. Even the monsters were of the mundane type, the type that ate one up from the inside.

      Carmen hugged the side of the road and walked up the street to the church. It was the only church in town, an old center of worship that had been converted to Protestantism a couple generations back with the population, and it was a church that everyone attended. The church had tall, rounded windows lining either side and a cemetery in the back. It was the cemetery Carmen loved about the place. Fresh and green, riven with flowers and stories everyone else had forgotten.

      She glanced over the rows of stones, some monuments large and statuesque and some little more than worn nubs over the ground, older near the front and much fresher on the outskirts of town. The graveyard could have boasted a small, still world of its own: elders, children, women who had died in childbirth and young people who had succumbed to diphtheria or ague. There was one case of supposed spontaneous combustion as well as a case that could have been either suicide or murder (Carmen suspected murder). Every occupation was present here, every financial status and every conceivable personality.

      Near the newer sections of the cemetery were a set of twin stones. Annette and Heinrich Himmel, Carmen’s parents, had both passed away before she was too young to remember them well. A wolf had gotten to them. Not an ordinary timberwolf, as some of the townspeople insisted when the matter came up, but a werewolf. A creature who had given its animal soul to the devil in exchange for a temporary human form, but who found himself unable to control his instincts when pressed to temptation.

      The wolf had been shot and killed and subsequently buried in an unknown part of the forest. Annette and Heinrich were buried here after a modest service in the church. They had died in August during a drought. The grass was yellow that year, not green as it was now, and the crickets had raised their voices in the most dramatic chorus the little girl had ever heard.

      “Hello, Mother, Father,” Carmen began. “Sorry I didn’t bring you anything this time. But you can look at my face if it makes you smile.”

      Carmen had started these visits on her own eight years ago, when Ramona had first trusted her to make independent visits to town. She never thought of her parents’ graves as being sad or macabre. She never cried when she came here. On the contrary, the cemetery helped her relax. It reminded her of the continuity of life after death, the fact that she could, after a fashion, visit her parents even when they were long since gone.

      “The truth is,” Carmen continued, kneeling in the grass as she spoke, “there’s something important I want to tell you. And I want the two of you to be the first ones to hear.”

      She lifted her eyes to a cluster of goldfinches that had settled over some nearby shrubbery. A breeze blew overhead, cool and indicative of rainfall later tonight.

      “I’m leaving this place,” said Carmen. The words reassured her as they left her mouth, and something inside of her relaxed at the admission. “Well, it’s not my choice. Ramona’s hundreds of years old, and she told me she can manage decades longer without me. But she wants me to join a caravan and find a better life somewhere else. It doesn’t make sense. She always wanted me to train more, to be ready in case anything should happen...”

      She teased her fingers into the grass. This was more real to her than talking to any living person she knew, and she hated that. Her heart had started to speed, and the air felt more natural and living in her lungs. Her grandmother’s words to her still sounded alien: leaving the cottage in the woods, seeking out a new life and identity far away, and never touching her bow again.

      “She says she doesn’t want me to sit on my hands of the matter,” she continued adamantly. “It might be the next wagon or caravan they put together. I’ll try to stop by again before then because I might not be able to come back. So I wanted to say goodbye to you guys and Bast and—and Hans, because it isn’t any of your fault, and I’ll miss being able to see you. It’s funny. I always wanted to move out, but now that Ramona has ordered me to leave, I want nothing more than to stay.”

      A crow cawed. Carmen stiffened and glanced around. She was speaking louder than usual this time. Anyone could have heard her and could spread rumors around town.

      It was a good thing Ramona didn’t associate with the people in town.

      No one else was here when she had arrived. Carmen chalked her solitude to luck and good timing and stood up, kissing one stone at a time as a final goodbye. She slung the basket around her arm and started walking to the gate near the church before another shift of movement caught her eye.

      “Did you just say you were going away?” asked a young man with curly brown hair and silver eyes.

      Carmen closed her eyes and prepared an explanation and then a lie to cover it up. She had meant to tell Hans about it, and this was an appropriate time, but telling him would make everything feel too real, and there was a lot she still wasn’t ready for.
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      Carmen

      Hans Brewer was tall and broad-faced, with a deep voice and a fresh tan that had formed since the start of summer. Despite his withdrawn temperament, he had emerged over the past couple years as the type of man every woman in Boneswell wanted to marry. He was a skilled hunter from a family of skilled hunters, and he and his family had first entered the public eye for the same event that had taken Carmen’s parents years ago: the werewolf attack.

      Hans’s father, Anderson Brewer, had been nearby when the wolf had attacked the couple in their home. He was too late to save either of them, but when he had found that Carmen was missing, he had killed the wolf and its companions and later kept the girl distracted while he broke the news to her grandmother. The effort had landed him the title of hero and the praise of the entire town.

      Hans in many ways resembled his hunter father, but had his mother’s more peaceful demeanor and blue-gray eyes. He and Carmen had been close since they were children, at least on the outside, but a wall had formed between them over the years. What bothered her was that Hans never seemed interested in anything important in life: magic, God, significance. Death. Every time Carmen dropped a heavier topic into one of their conversations, Hans dodged it and changed the subject to hunting or the coming festival.

      Now Carmen was running away. Now she couldn’t mention any of this without alarming him.

      “Care to talk?” asked Hans. He blocked the churchyard gate with a wide-legged stance, an easy and effective move with his stature.

      Carmen attempted to sidestep him but stopped when she saw it wouldn’t work. “I was in town with some time on my hands. I thought I’d visit my parents.”

      “No, about your leaving Boneswell.”

      Carmen rolled her eyes and cast half a glance over her shoulder. The words, the reason, stuck like a lump in her throat. “You’ll find out soon enough, if it comes to pass.”

      “You and I are as good as family,” he insisted. “I thought we promised no secrets between us.”

      “This isn’t a secret,” said Carmen. “It’s just in development. There’s not much to say.”

      “I know when something’s bothering you,” said Hans, calling her bluff.

      Carmen’s cheeks burned, and her breath grew heavier. She smacked an imaginary bug from her neck. “It’s a thought. For now at least. Nothing worth wasting feelings on.”

      Hans held up a hand. “Then we’ll drop it. I have news of my own, if you don’t. My father was offered a position in Italy by my mother’s relatives.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      “We haven’t decided yet, but the option stands,” said Hans. “If we do, I might be heir to a fortune. And with that clarified, Carmen, there’s something I need to cover with you before this goes any further.”

      Carmen realized that the red on his face wasn’t from a natural tan or sunburn. Hans blushed when he was excited or nervous, and right now he appeared to be both. Her hold on her basket tightened. “I’ve spent too much time here already,” she said. “I need to stop by the apothecary and the bakery, and then I need to hurry back as soon as I can. Ramona’s back’s been a problem lately, and you know how she gets.”

      Hans nodded. “I’ll walk you home when this is over. We can pin the delay on me. Now, how about we stay here a moment longer? There’s something I want to review with you.”

      He closed the gate behind him. Carmen’s heart sped. She turned away from him, and together they started walking past the cemetery into the woods nearby. Behind the church was a patch of forest. Behind the forest—or through it, more accurately—was a creek that swelled up in the spring and summer to a full river, an outlet of the same stream that Carmen had to pass to reach the town. It was hard to hear before reaching it because the sound of the water perfectly matched the sound the wind made when rustling through the pines and birches that grew in Boneswell, but it was an invigorating location, clean and secret.

      When they were younger, Carmen and Hans had enjoyed sneaking back to the river and wading in it on warmer days, skating instead when the creek froze over in the winter. They hadn’t come here in years, at least not together.

      “So, is everything still the same between you and Ramona?” asked Hans.

      He wanted to know why Carmen was leaving Boneswell, and the lump in her throat grew every time she considered telling him. “The same as ever,” she said.

      “Has she sent you on any missions? Is the cat still around? Bast?”

      “I think Bast is like Ramona,” said Carmen. “He’ll probably outlive me at this point. Last week he caught a rat in the cellar.”

      “Good for him,” said Hans. He ran a hand through his hair. “Sorry, I should never have gotten out of the loop. I don’t know when I last went to your house.”

      “There’s no reason to come,” said Carmen. “There’s too much dust, and it gets so hot in the summer that I get out whenever I can to cool off.”

      “But your grandmother has interesting stories to tell, and your cat is the nicest mouser I’ve ever met.”

      Carmen looked at him in mild disgust. It was so like him to focus on the one narrow sentimentality in the middle of the frustration she wished to vent. “He’s not such a good mouser now,” she said. “We caught two ourselves the other day in our traps, rats. And as Ramona says, one rat found means ten more hiding. You don’t know of any good way to get rid of them before they spoil our food, do you?”

      Hans sucked in his breath. They had reached the forest now, and the tips of the nearby pines reduced the harshness of the sun. “I’m afraid I only hunt larger game,” he said. “Deer. Pheasants. If you get a pheasant infestation in your cellar, then by all means let me know.”

      The river came into view. It was still wide and full this early in the season, ice cold to the touch but clear and clean enough to drink. Carmen located a willow she had enjoyed as a girl and climbed into its lowest branch with a single hoist of her arms. She let her feet hang in the air while Hans stood ahead of her. He looked at the water for a moment. He scratched the back of his head. Now he was embarrassed, and Carmen wondered if she had been too sharp with him.

      “I guess I might as well tell you, then,” she said. “About my leaving.”

      Now he lowered his hand and turned around. His eyes answered instead of his lips, a curious yes and an expectation to wait for a story.

      Carmen didn’t tell him all at once. She took a second to memorize the picture of his standing before her, a treasured memory she would one day pass on to her children and grandchildren when they asked where she had come from. This was a ritual she had been practicing on occasion for years, ever since she had first learned of Ramona’s unnatural lifespan and first wondered what things her grandmother remembered that no longer existed. Houses burned down. Families that had died out entirely. Moments were worth holding onto, worth committing to sight and sound if the need or desire to remember ever arose.

      Finally she drew a breath. “Ramona is kicking me out.”

      “You? Why?”

      She blinked a few times. “A guilt complex, I suppose, but she doesn’t want to talk about it. She said I’ve outgrown her, outgrown the job, and she thinks I’d do better somewhere else.”

      “Wait, Ramona?” asked Hans.

      “She’s stubborn. I tried to talk her out of it, but that doesn’t matter. I don’t get a say.” Carmen paused and took a breath. “She’s giving me some money, and we’re putting a traveling bag together. She keeps telling me about all the different cities out there, all the capitals of Europe—the paintings of Italy, the gardens of Versailles. She wants me to choose one before I go, but none of them seem real enough to pursue. I’d rather walk the trails my feet already know, if it makes sense.”

      Hans nodded. “It makes sense to me, sure, but I thought you wanted to leave. Didn’t you try to run away once?”

      “I got turned around by the rain.”

      “Yes, so you came to my family to stay with us,” he said. “You told me Ramona scared you. You thought she was a witch. She had her knife collection and her bow, and she was making you sleep in the cellar to toughen you up. You wanted nothing more than to leave Boneswell in the dust.”

      “I was barely eight years old,” said Carmen. “I didn’t know what I wanted. By now I don’t know anything else. And I don’t think her sending me away like this is right. Even if I had a proper trajectory in front of me, I can’t leave Ramona. Not at her age. She thinks she can take care of herself, but if anything happened to her after I left, I could never forgive myself. She’s very old.”

      “They say she killed a bear with her bare hands once,” said Hans in thought.

      “They do,” said Carmen. “Every time I ask her about it, she says that one day I’ll do the same thing and realize it isn’t that big of a deal. Only I guess I won’t, now.”

      “Look on the bright side. The cottage isn’t a large family estate,” said Hans. “And you can buy weapons like hers anywhere. I could give you some of mine if you wanted something more. If you don’t mind not having a formal inheritance, you could keep up with the family operations.”

      Carmen looked down.

      “Is that what you want?”

      Carmen couldn’t respond.

      Hans pressed his lips together, which was his way of admitting he didn’t know what to say.

      Carmen took some of the weave of her cloak into her hands and held it out to him. From the distance, her riding cloak appeared simple and garish, a bright-colored garment that would only look good in a festival—and only the kind of festival that a village like Boneswell never held. Up close, however, it was easy to see the fine workmanship that had produced it. The cloth was soft, a type of fur that had been dyed and patched and fixed up beyond recognition. Around the hem, a simple red thread decorated the cloak with intricate embroidered twists and patterns, embellished even further with a series of tiny, red wooden beads.

      “Ramona gave this to me the day she started training me,” said Carmen. “She said that hunting witches and monsters was my life now, that I would use these tools until the day I died. It doesn’t make sense for her to throw me out like this.”

      Hans shook his head. This conversation was reaching his tolerance level for discomfort. “Maybe she feels bad for holding you back.”

      “She does, even though I think it was the right thing in my case,” said Carmen.

      “And you have to throw some understanding her way,” said Hans. “Sometimes when people reach a certain age, their thinking begins to deteriorate. They don’t care about making sense but acting on much baser impulses. Do you think that could be the case?”

      “She isn’t senile.”

      “Senile, no,” said Hans, backing from what he wanted to say. “But maybe... something milder along those lines. Don’t take it personally. You’re her granddaughter. She loves you. She wants to know that you’re—you know, safe. From wolves and stuff. You can be your own woman.”

      “She wants me to go away,” said Carmen. “She wants me to start over, to begin a new career in a new town. And I feel like I failed her somehow.”

      Hans started to titter, an odd sound given the depth of his voice.

      “I’m not kidding,” said Carmen. “I feel like I’ve disappointed her, like I messed up or fell short on an evaluation I didn’t know about.”

      Hans sobered. He pressed his hands together timidly. “I was hoping I’d see you today or tomorrow, Carmen. There was something I wanted to discuss with you. An idea, you know, in light of my family’s possible move. And I think it might do the job of getting you out of Ramona’s hair without sending you into exile.”

      Carmen had been swinging her legs from her perch in the willow. Now she stopped. She rested one hand on the thick bark of the willow and leaned forward. “What is it?”

      Hans beckoned. “I can’t tell you if you’re up in that tree. It looks too childish. It won’t sound right.”

      “Then don’t worry about it sounding right,” said Carmen. “If it fails because of impressions, then it’s not a good idea.”

      “My father hasn’t decided if he’ll take the offer yet. The move would be hard on all of us,” said Hans. “But in the meantime, I’m technically an adult. I don’t have to go with them.”

      “Do you plan to stay behind?” asked Carmen.

      “Well, it’s been a discussion,” said Hans. “My parents want to know when I’ll start work on my own. When I’ll buy a house. When I’ll get married. You know, I think the two of us are in the same position, and I think we could solve our problems if we work together.”

      The blood drained from Carmen’s face. She had suspected what he was going to ask. She had seen it coming for two years now, ever since she had dared to dress up for the annual Mayday festival and donned a garland of flowers in her hair. Hans only came to the dance later, in the evening, when he and his father had finished the pig roast out on the green. That was the first time his eyes had glowed at her. The first time she sensed desire from him, and she had never known what to make of it.

      “I want to get married,” said Hans. “I mean to you. Not to just anyone. I think we’re a good pair. I’ll take care of you, so I know Ramona won’t mind. And if you want me to ask her first, I will. But—please, try it on for size.”

      Now he presented the ring. It was a simple band, wooden and unornate. Carmen took it and jammed it onto her own ring finger, trying to hide her trembling under a nervous chuckle.

      “I carved it myself with the wood from the apple tree we cut down after the storm a few months ago,” said Hans. “I know it isn’t much. If you want metal, I’ll buy one.”

      “No, you did a good job, and the fit is impeccable,” said Carmen. She let the thought simmer a while. She played out her projected future—their wedding, their children, church bells ringing in the distance while her husband and sons came back from a hunt. Then she thought of the gamey smell of fresh venison, the blood spattering on her apron in a twisted mockery of her riding cloak.

      Suddenly she couldn’t stand it anymore. She took the ring off and passed it back to Hans. “I’m sorry, but I can’t accept this,” she said.

      Hans took the ring back. “The wood was a gamble. I could get a proper ring made by a jeweler.”

      He looked so hurt that her heart ached with pity. “It’s a bad time,” said Carmen.

      “Maybe on Sunday,” Hans suggested. “I could bring some flowers to your house after church...”

      “Sunday is also a bad time,” said Carmen. The tree branch had become uncomfortable, and now she jumped down from it and landed on the ground with a light thud.

      “In the fall?”

      “No,” she said. “It’s not that I don’t love you. I’m just not ready for this yet. I can’t take that step.”

      “Carmen, it’s only me,” he said. “We could elope if you want. And if you wanted to move out of town, well, I could consider it. We could ride out on our own wagon behind my family.”

      His words came too late, because Carmen had picked up her basket and was already hurrying back to town. She moved through the trees with as much grace as a deer, but under her dress her legs were weak and her heart was pounding.

      Marriage. Hans had proposed marriage to her, and she had turned him down without so much as a decent reason. She thought of the packing list she had written out, of the small pouch of coins Ramona had prepared and the loneliness waiting her around every corner.
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      Ramona

      The concoction tasted like madness. It was bitter, nauseating, and caused a thick coating in Ramona’s throat that lingered for hours after she drank it. No one said that longevity was an easy matter, or a pleasant one.

      Ramona Marsh was only a shadow of her former self. At one point she was a central pillar of Boneswell. Her mother Gretel had started the line of witch-hunters in the family, and Ramona had latched onto the identity with everything she had. She had trained in hunting tactics. She had trained in the dark arts as well (a practice she found too dangerous a temptation to pass on to her deceased daughter or her living granddaughter).

      Ever since Carmen had reached young womanhood with a personality that refused to be tamed, Ramona had only a black cat and a spreading spider plant to keep her company. Bast was old, too. He was almost twenty now, but his fur gleamed with youth and he moved with full agility. He sat on Ramona’s lap now and groomed himself contentedly. Ramona dipped her finger into the remnant of her longevity serum and let the cat sniff it. “Easy, boy, we don’t want you to raise suspicion,” she said as he sniffed and hungrily licked it from her fingertip. She wondered how a taste so bitter to her could appeal so much to a cat. It was like fish. Perhaps there was some fish in it—she had never fully learned the process behind making some of the ingredients.

      The door in the kitchen swung open as the cat finished his sample, and the brash stomping of Carmen’s feet flooded the house with sound from behind. “I’m sorry I’m late, Ramona; I got held up,” she said nonchalantly.

      Carmen had the stature of a pine sapling surrounded by prickly branches and scabbing bark. She stood tall but not unusually so and had a slight figure like her mother. Even past twenty years of age, her ribs were visible through her clothing and her cheekbones sat pronounced on her face.

      Ramona should have sent Carmen away to a finishing school or allowed one of the other women from Boneswell to take her in for a time and train her in the ways of womanhood. But what then? Any local woman would have scoffed at the largely forgotten family lore. Carmen would have lost all interest in her heritage and married a miller or a baker and settled down with a dozen children, all of whom would have her blood, her ties to the arcane with none of the knowledge that held it together...

      Sending Carmen away, teaching her to value her blood through force and circumstance, was a far better idea.

      Ramona bobbed her head up. It had happened again. The sleepiness. As the seasons passed, staying awake became harder and harder. “Did you get everything I sent you for?” she asked.

      Carmen tramped into the room and placed the contents of the basket on the dining table. “I got everything you asked for. Check yourself.” She gave the shopping list back to Ramona, who skimmed it from behind a pair of weak spectacles.

      Ramona barely needed to read the list. After she reached the bottom, she allowed her eyes to rest on the paper a moment longer, searching her brain for the right words to say. A tut escaped her lips.

      Carmen hurried into the single bedroom of the cottage. She pulled open their shared wardrobe, and Ramona caught the sound of the cloak as it landed on a corner bedpost.

      “Carmen, I need to have a word with you,” said Ramona.

      “I’ll be right out,” said Carmen. She had let her guard down and spoken too casually. Carmen had never been able to distinguish well between formal and informal, polite and familiar, and this was one of the last times Ramona would be able to correct her.

      “Don’t ‘be right out,’” scoffed the older woman. “Step in here and show your face. Whatever you’re doing can wait.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Carmen. Still, a long moment passed before Carmen appeared. Her shoulders were too tense, and her verdant eyes furtively glanced back into the bedroom she had just left.

      “You took too long this time,” said Ramona, crossing her legs at the ankles and putting on her most imperious expression. “I haven’t spoken to you much about punctuality lately, but there’s still much

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Also by Sierra Storm
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Sierra Storm


      		About the Author


    


  


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/the_piper_s_wake_v2.jpg
. S S —
SIERRA STORM







