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FOREWORD
No knowledge of the Noble Dead Saga or other related works by us are necessary to read, comprehend, and enjoy any work in the project known as “Tales from the world of the Noble Dead Saga.” Readers new to this world can step right into it through any of these short works.
Tales are organized into “collections” where all works therein share a theme and/or premise. Most works in a collection are not sequential and can be read in any order. When one or more works link together, subsequent works will mention “sequel to…” on their covers to guide you.
Tales can be your first adventure into our world or something to tide you over in the wait for the next of our varied novels to be released.
—Barb & J.C. Hendee



CLAWS
Jan was restless.
He stood on the outskirts of Chemestúk, watching his father, the zupan of the village, give orders to shabby, threadbare peasants working to rebuild their wattle and daub dwellings before autumn set in.
Earlier in the summer, the village had been caught between two factions in a civil war and burned to the ground. Well over half its occupants had either been conscripted or killed. Now, the survivors were furiously attempting to prepare for autumn.
“No,” Zupan Cadell called to two people on top a roof. “That thatch must be tighter or you’ll never keep out the rain.” He strode forward toward a rickety ladder leaning against the new hut. “I’m coming up.”
Jan’s father was a barrel of a man in his late fifties with pale skin, fading freckles, and cropped red hair peppered with gray flecks. He always wore brown trousers and a brown shirt. His fingernails were forever stained dark, like his boots—as he was a hard-working man.
Jan, in contrast, was not.
Neither did he resemble his father, but rather had inherited his appearance from his mother’s side. At the age of twenty-five he was slender, with even features and coal-black hair that hung to his shoulders in a wild, unruly mass. His complexion was smooth and dusky. Unlike the drab clothing of the people of Chemestúk, he wore russet breeches with high boots and a new cerulean blue shirt with the cuffs rolled halfway up his arms—and he sported three silver hoops in one ear.
He had dressed in a similar fashion for as long as he could remember.
Yet, in the past few moons, on the inside, he’d felt himself somewhat... changed. Before, he had viewed himself as carefree, light-hearted, and someone who preferred to enjoy life as opposed to working hard.
Recent events had forced him to take a hard look at himself and instead of “care-free,” the word “lazy” now came to mind. He didn’t like this change and would have given almost anything to go back to viewing himself as he had before.
“Julianna!” his father called from above. “Are you there?”
“I’m here, Zupan,” a voice called back.
Jan’s gaze moved toward the direction of the voice. A slender, leggy young woman came around the side of the hut, and he continued to watch her. Her light brown hair hung loose down her back. Her pale face was narrow, with a light smattering of freckles across her nose. Normally, she wore brightly colored gowns like his mother, but today she wore a dress of gray wool. The skirt only reached her shins, and she was wearing a pair of boys’ breeches beneath. Even in such drab clothing, she was lovely. Once, she’d been a half-starved orphan, but Jan’s mother had taken her in, and Julianna had bloomed over the years. Now, Jan’s parents depended on her, as she was quite... capable.
Again, unlike Jan.
“What is it?” Julianna called up to the roof.
“I need my good hammer,” Cadell answered. “Can you fetch it for me? I left it near that hut closest to the road.”
“Yes, I’ll go and find it.”
Julianna’s long body was like a coiled spring, and she broke easily into a run, hurrying toward the road. A few moments later, she came back, carrying the hammer. As she spotted Jan, she slowed and smiled hesitantly before hurrying on, and this only made him feel worse. For years, she had been the voice of his conscience, and only a few moons before, she would have stopped to berate him for not helping and probably shoved the hammer into his hand and shooed him up a ladder.
Now... she treated him like an invalid, and he didn’t need to ask her why.
A few days before the village had been burned, Jan—along with other men from Chemestúk—had been conscripted and pressed into a forced march. He’d seen men from this village beheaded for trying to escape. He’d seen things he wished he could erase from his mind. He’d done something he considered unforgivable in order to escape himself, and he’d returned here thin and ill. Both his mother and Julianna had taken care of him. Now, his body had filled out again, and he looked like his previous self.
But he wasn’t his previous self, and Julianna seemed to sense this. At times, he wished she would berate him the way she used to.
Upon reaching the hut where his father was working, Julianna scaled the ladder easily while carrying the hammer in one hand.
“I wish I had a portion of her energy,” said a voice from behind him.
Turning, Jan watched his mother, Nadja, approach from behind, her affectionate gaze still on Julianna. The two women were fond of each other.
“Yes,” he agreed. “She and father could probably rebuild the entire village by themselves.”
In her mid-forties, Jan’s mother was still beautiful, with shimmering black hair and a dusky smooth complexion. She was lithe and slender, though well figured in her cerulean dress—that matched his new shirt—tied in at the waist with a red paisley sash. She loved her jewelry, much of which had been gifted to her by her family. Often, as now, she wore a bracelet of ruddy metal that wound up her forearm in a mix of copper and brass. That adornment depicted a detailed engraving of twining birds with long tail plumes and flecks of green stone for eyes.
However, lately... he had sensed a change in her as well, though different from himself. He wore his scars on the inside.
Once, Nadja had been as quick and lively as Julianna. In recent days, her movements had begun to slow, and he’d occasionally noticed a shortness of breath if she walked too far. It worried him, but whenever he asked, she waved him off.
“Your eyes look so far away,” she said, smiling. “What are you thinking?”
In truth, for several days, his mind had been occupied with a thought that had nothing to do with Julianna or his mother or the village, but he’d hesitated to bring it up.
“Do you really want to know?” he asked.
He and his mother were open with each other—to the point of sometimes expressing when they didn’t wish to speak of serious matters.
“I do.”
Both of them turned back to watching Julianna and Cadell up on the roof, wrestling with the thatch.
“Summer is over,” he said. “Soon, Aunt Doreena and Uncle Rosario will be rolling through to fetch us. I find that... I almost cannot wait. I wish they would come today.”
Jan’s mother was of the Móndyalítko people, “the world’s little children,” though more often others called them tzigän—vagabond thieves. Since he was a boy, his mother had taken him to travel with her sister’s family for several moons in the autumn. In his youth, Jan had lived for those few scant moons.
Later, once his father had become the vassal of Chemestúk, Nadja and Jan had been forced to skip several years—as they had responsibilities here. But for the past two autumns, they’d resumed their tradition, living in covered wagons and breathing in the freedom of the open road.
This year... with the village in a shambles and everything that had happened, Jan’s greatest fear was the prospect of having to remain at home. A part of him was certain he might be able to recapture himself, his real self, if he was set free among his mother’s people again.
Turning, his eyes searched her face, seeking an answer, but her expression was unreadable. The last thing he wanted to do was cause her pain or demand that she assure him they would be able to go, but he was desperate to know.
“I know your aunt will be here soon,” Nadja whispered. “I know.”
She said no more, and he couldn’t bring himself to press her.
· · · · ·
That evening at the keep, Julianna got back from a hard day’s work and headed upstairs to wash her hands and change out of the filthy clothes she was wearing—so that she could go downstairs and start supper.
She was pleased with the progress of the village and believed they would have proper shelters in place for everyone well before winter set in. Yet... other worries preyed upon her mind. She’d been so happy to see Jan standing on the edge of the village, watching, and she’d hoped he would come in and offer to help.
He had not.
Then—as he loved to tease her—she hoped he might at least come and tease her for trying to lay thatch like a man.
He had not.
Something inside him had changed since he’d returned from being conscripted, and nothing she did seemed to help. All she could do was hope that a little time and a little peace might bring the old Jan back, as this new one was a stranger.
Stepping off the landing, she strode down the passage toward her room, and then slowed as another door opened and Nadja stuck her head out.
“My girl,” she said. “I thought I heard you.”
Julianna never minded that Nadja called her “my girl,” even though she was twenty years old and hardly a girl anymore. She adored Nadja and secretly hungered for these small words of affection.
“Do you need me?” Julianna asked.
“Yes, come in.”
Entering the room, Julianna glanced around at the bedroom that Nadja and Cadell shared. It was a pleasant mix of them both, with painted hangings on the walls and piles of bracelets and Cadell’s muddy boots and well-worn tools scattered around.
“I have something for you,” Nadja said, motioning toward the bed.
Julianna looked over and drew in a sharp breath. There... on the bed lay a new dress, the color of rich scarlet. She loved red dresses, and owned only one—which had come to her second-hand with threadbare seams.
“Oh,” she breathed moving closer to the bed. “How long have you been working on this?”
The dress laced up the front with a v-neckline. The sleeves were long and slender and hemmed without cuffs. The waistline was cut perfectly for Julianna’s slight figure and the skirt was full, but not so full as to be cumbersome. A purple paisley sash lay beside it.
“I wanted to surprise you,” Nadja said, and something her voice sounded pained.
Forgetting the dress, Julianna turned. “What’s wrong?”
Nadja didn’t answer or take her eyes from the gown. “This isn’t a bribe. It is a gift, with my love, but I’m going to ask you something, and I beg that you will not refuse.”
“You know I’d do anything for you. You need not make me such gifts.”
“This is different,” Nadja said, and the pain in her voice increased. “Listen to me carefully.”
As she began to speak, Julianna’s eyes grew wide...
· · · · ·
Jan stood in the main hall of the keep, facing the fire, knowing his parents and Julianna would join him soon, and they would all have dinner together. He liked their custom of gathering each night for dinner, no matter what else was going on. It helped him feel... grounded.
“Jan,” a voice said from behind.
For the second time that day, he turned to see his mother approaching.
“Does Julianna need me to help her carry dinner from the kitchen?” he asked. Normally, if she made a soup or stew, he would carry it and she would bring the bread.
“In a moment,” Nadja answered quietly. “I want to talk to you.” Her expression was serious, almost strained.
He crossed the floor of the hall so that she wouldn’t need to.
“About what?” He feared she was on the verge of giving him news he didn’t want to hear.
“As you said earlier,” she began, “your Aunt Doreena will be arriving any day now.”
“And we’re not going with her?” he whispered, already sinking into despair, but fighting not to show it.
“No... I know you need to go. I know how the road and life with my people call to you.”
He froze, uncertain what to say, uncertain what she was about to say.
“I cannot... cannot go with you this year,” she continued. “I need to stay and help your father with the villagers. But in my heart, I am afraid to send you alone without a solid piece of home to guide you back.” She paused. “Julianna has agreed to go with you.”
“Julianna? But she... she knows nothing of the Móndyalítko.”
“She will learn.”
“And how do you think she will respond to my cousin, Rico?”
“She is a sensible girl who understands there is more in this world than most people realize. She will respond just fine to your cousin, Rico.”
A part of him was overjoyed that he would soon be rolling down the road in the company of his extended family, but he was still attempting to get his head around the idea of Julianna having agreed to this. He was also surprised at the excitement growing inside him at the prospect of her company all through the autumn. There was so much he could show her.
However, did his mother truly fear that he might not return and that Julianna would act as his anchor? That bothered him more than he cared to admit.
Besides, Julianna handled a good deal of the household by now.
“Don’t you need her here?” he asked.
Nadja sighed. “Just the thought of you both being gone at the same time pains me, but my decision is not just for you. She has seen nothing outside this village and knows little beyond life with your father and me. I want more for her. Will you take her, Jan? Keep her safe at your side and show her more of the world? Then... before winter, you will both come home to me? Do you agree?”
“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “Of course I agree.”
Already, he felt a little more like his previous self.
· · · · ·
Three days later, Julianna became nearly sick from nerves as she stepped out the main doors of the keep and saw three brightly colored wagons rolling into the courtyard, each one drawn by a pair of enormous horses. The wagons were topped with what appeared to be small houses. Julianna had seen them before—as Nadja’s family stopped by each year—but she’d never had a reason to ponder such strange dwellings.
Last year, and the year before that, Nadja and Jan had both journeyed off when the wagons departed, and Julianna had remained behind with Zupan Cadell. This year, the outcome of the Móndyalítko visit would be quite different, as Julianna would be leaving with them.
The thought caused her stomach to tighten.
The wagons stopped, and almost instantly a surprising number of people emerged from small doorways or jumped down from the tops of the makeshift dwellings, bustling about, chattering to each other, and unharnessing the horses.
“Doreena!” a voice cried.
Nadja burst through the keep’s doors, her face beaming with a smile as she attempted to hurry forward. Of late, her knees had been troubling her, and she could no longer run.
“Come, Julianna,” she said, still walking across the courtyard and not looking back, “My sister is here. I knew she would come today. I felt it as soon as I woke up.”
Julianna remained rooted where she stood.
After having made the mistake of letting Nadja dress her this morning, she didn’t feel like herself. Had Nadja really known her sister would be arriving? This new red dress was so... red. Julianna also wore the purple sash around her waist and three bracelets dangling from her left wrist. What if she looked so much like one of the Móndyalítko, they would expect her to know their customs and ways?
Yes, she’d agreed to this journey, but now that the prospect was upon her, how was she ever going to climb into one of those wagons and leave Chemestúk behind?
The answer came to her as Jan nearly ran out the front doors of the keep and stopped at the sight of her.
“Oh... Julianna, you look so... you look...”
This was the first time he’d seen her today.
Jan had an almost unbelievable ability to flatter women and make them fall in love with him—or he’d had this ability not too long ago. Him being so uncharacteristically tongue-tied shored up her determination to accompany him, to help him... as Nadja had asked her to do.
“What now?” Julianna asked uncomfortably.
“Now? Come and greet my family. I know you’ll love them all.”
That remained to be seen, but she followed him toward the wagons. As she drew closer, she couldn’t help noting the charm of the small homes built onto the backs of the wagons, with doors and windows and painted shutters.
Nadja was already in the embrace of a dark-haired woman who looked over and saw Jan approaching.
“Darling boy!” she cried, letting go of Nadja and running to Jan.
Julianna had met Aunt Doreena before, briefly. She was larger and more full-bodied than Nadja, dressed in a full yellow skirt and a white low-cut blouse—with a half dozen bracelets on each wrist. She wore her thick black hair in a single braid, with an orange scarf tied around her head. Her nose was broader than Nadja’s, but her smile was wide, and her dark eyes expressed every emotion she felt.
“My sweet boy,” she said, embracing Jan in a bear hug and pulling him close. “How I have missed your face.”
Her overly enthusiastic manner left Julianna off balance, and the moment the bear hug ended, Doreena’s attention turned again. “Julianna? Is that you?”
“Yes,” Julianna answered quietly.
“You are a woman! A lovely young woman now. Let me see you.”
To Julianna’s dismay, Doreena strode over and embraced her like a lost daughter, not seeming to notice that Julianna was too stunned to hug her back.
“Rosario!” Doreena shouted. “Leave off with those horses and come here right now.”
Both Nadja and Jan appeared not only comfortable but delighted with Doreena’s boisterous nature, and the sight of Jan smiling made Julianna feel more disposed toward his rather loud aunt.
A behemoth of a man came striding from around the side of a wagon, seeing Nadja and grinning at her broadly. “How fine it is to see you.”
His chest was wide as two normal men. He wore his black hair short—and sported a thick moustache. He wore loose breeches, a white shirt, and a russet vest. He too was soon hugging Jan and then kissing the side of Nadja’s face, and afterward, he turned to Julianna in slight puzzlement, as if wondering who she was and why she was here.
Julianna had seen him before on these brief stopovers, but she’d never been introduced.
“This is Julianna,” Nadja said quickly, stepping closer. “She will be taking my place this year in the family travels.
At that, even Doreena fell silent for a few breaths, but then she looked more deeply into Nadja’s face, perhaps seeing a good deal in an instant, and without blinking, answered, “Of course she will be most welcome. Jan, introduce her to your cousins.”
Already feeling overwhelmed, Julianna could hardly refuse when Jan grabbed her hand and led her around the side of the first wagon.
“Rico,” he called.
A man unharnessing a horse turned his head. He was a taller, more muscular version of Jan, with an utterly serious expression. Julianna was struck by the impression that he’d never laughed in his life.
“This is Julianna,” Jan said as they approached. “She’s coming with us this year. Julianna, this is my cousin, Rico. He has almost nothing to say and he’s a bit of a bore, but a solid fellow nonetheless.”
Julianna’s mouth fell open.
Rico didn’t appear to even notice the insult and raised one eyebrow at Julianna.
“Coming with us?” he said. “Did you...? Are you...?”
With deep embarrassment, she realized he was wondering she and Jan were a couple, possibly even married.
“No!” she exclaimed.
Jan frowned at her. “Well, you needn’t be so emphatic about it.” He turned back to Rico. “She’s like my sister. Mother cannot come this year, and she wants someone to keep an eye on me.”
The word “sister” stung a bit, as Julianna and Jan hardly viewed each other as siblings, but they also weren’t a couple. What exactly were they? She had no idea.
However, Rico nodded stoically and looked over the top her head. “You’ll need to meet Belle.”
Who was Belle?
Before she could ask, a young woman, perhaps seventeen, came walking—swaying—toward them, and Jan’s face lit up. “Julianna, this is my other cousin, Rico’s sister, Belle.”
Again, Julianna’s mouth fell open.
Belle seemed to both sway and glide at the same time. She was small and slender with an incredible mass of wavy dark hair. Her skin was pale as opposed to Jan’s more dusky shade, but her large eyes were black. Her mouth was heart-shaped and tinted red. She wore a deep blue skirt with a white blouse as low-cut as Aunt Doreena’s, but as opposed to Doreena’s large breasts, Belle’s were smaller and perfectly rounded... with the tops clearly exposed at her neckline.
She was the most beautiful girl Julianna had ever seen.
“Belle,” Jan said, “Come and meet Julianna. She’s coming with me this year.”
Belle glanced in Julianna’s direction.
“Charmed,” she murmured absently and then focused all her attention on Jan. “You get more handsome every year. You’re a little thinner, but it suits you.”
He took two steps and picked her up in a hug, the two of them chatting away as if no one else existed. Rico turned back to the horses, and Julianna stood at a loss.
Wasn’t Belle Jan’s cousin? His first cousin if Julianna understood things correctly: both Belle and Rico were the children of Doreena and Rosario.
Just then, Zupan Cadell came around the side of the wagon, and he smiled at her a little sadly. She knew he was going to miss her.
“Getting acquainted?” he asked.
Trying, she thought.
At the sound of Cadell’s voice, Belle turned from Jan and appeared to forget him instantly. She curtseyed low.
“Why, Uncle, you get more handsome each year.”
To Julianna’s surprise, Cadell blushed like a boy.
And then... she realized that Belle probably had no more interest in Jan than she did in any other man. She was one of those women who required the full and undivided attention of anything male in the vicinity.
Julianna sighed.
That didn’t bode well for the journey—and Nadja should have warned her.
“Rico,” Cadell said. “As soon as you’ve got the horses settled in the stable, have everyone come into the keep. We’ll make a feast and drink some ale together.”
By way of answer, Rico nodded once.
Julianna could make no guesses, but there was definitely something odd about him. Although physically, he was even more striking than Jan—which was no easy feat—he appeared to possess none of Jan’s wit or charm... or even Jan’s previous enjoyment of life. Rico struck her as “serious” and nothing more.
And yet, for better or for worse, Julianna had been introduced to the immediate members of this Móndyalítko family, and she hoped she’d have a little time to get to know all the others before she would be expected to remember names.
The rest of that afternoon and then evening soon proved so busy that she barely had time to worry. She, Nadja, Doreena and a few other Móndyalítko women (not Belle), worked in the kitchen of the keep to prepare a feast of roasted vegetables, chicken stew, and apple tarts.
The night was filled with eating and drinking—followed by substantial clean-up efforts—and Julianna did not get to bed until after the mid of night.
The following morning... after a quietly painful good-bye to Nadja and the zupan, she climbed into a wagon with Jan—as she had promised—and rolled out the broken gate of the keep, down the road, leaving everything she knew behind.
· · · · ·
As dusk set in two nights later, Julianna sank down by a campfire, with Jan settling at her side, and her mind spun from all that she’d learned in so short a time. Life on the road with the Móndyalítko had turned out to be nothing as she’d had expected.
For one, she’d assumed it would be disorganized, bordering on chaotic. But that preconception quickly proved false.
The interiors of the wagons were well structured. Julianna and Jan rode with Aunt Doreena’s family. Inside, the wagon-house boasted three beds. Two of them were narrow bunks built into the wall that ran parallel with the front side of the wagon, and a third, wider bed was built into the left-side wall. Doreena and Rosario slept in the wider bed.
Julianna had been unsettled at first to be told that she would take Rico’s bunk, and he would sleep outside in a tent with Jan.
“No...” she had stammered. “I cannot take his bed and turn him outside.”
But Jan assured her this had been the case for many years, and Nadja had always taken Rico’s bunk, and the two young men didn’t mind sleeping in the tent in the least. In the end, Julianna had to agree. What was the alternative? That she sleep in the tent with Jan?
Meals were also well structured, cooked outside over open fires using pots and iron hooks.
In the morning, as the men readied the wagons, the women made tea and boiled eggs and prepared oats with cream—as the family traveled with their own chickens and a milk cow—and in a surprisingly short time, the wagons were rolling down the road with everyone properly fed. Within these first two days, Julianna had followed the routine closely enough to begin pitching in, gathering eggs, milking the cow, searching for firewood, and Doreena complimented her more than once for her efforts.
Belle never lifted a finger and no one expected her to.
The mid-day meal was served quickly, while the horses were given a short rest, consisting of sliced apples and small hunks of cheese.
Then everyone was back on the road.
Julianna had never spent so much time in motion, and the rolling of the wagons sometimes bothered her stomach, but she kept such troubles to herself.
The end of the first day had been a great relief, and tonight, once her stomach settled, she was even prepared to enjoy herself. Evenings were proving to be her favorite time.
The women spent as much time as necessary over the evening meal, making rich stews with wild onions and venison or roasting rabbits. She noticed that Rico vanished as soon as they stopped to make camp, and he brought back game to be prepared and eaten on the following night. Julianna thought he must be a skilled hunter.
But the main reason she looked forward to this evening was that only two days into the journey she could see a drastic change in Jan. He was becoming more and more his old self. The moment Doreena learned that he’d lost his violin—when he’d been conscripted—she’d dug through a chest and produced one for him that was presently in need of an owner. The look on Jan’s face was worth any discomfort Julianna had suffered so far.
He’d taken it from Doreena’s hands like a drowning man might grab a rope and immediately begun to play in fits and starts, stopping to tune it to his own tastes, forgetting everything and everyone around him.
Julianna didn’t mind.
At night, once supper was finished and the dishes were washed and packed away, the group would gather around the fire and entertain each other with music and singing and dancing. Julianna never thought she would enjoy such festivities, but she did.
So, now, Jan sat beside her by the fire waiting for everyone to gather, and he began to better acquaint her with the other Móndyalítko.
“That is Rosario’s brother, Heraldo,” Jan said softly, pointing to a burly man on the other side of the fire. “He and his family live in the second wagon.” Looking around, he gestured to a thin young man perhaps eighteen or nineteen years old. “That’s Corbin, Heraldo’s adopted son.”
Julianna had noticed Corbin before and felt rather sorry for him. She wondered from where he’d been adopted. He had none of Rico’s serious strength or Jan’s charm. His pinched face reminded her of a rodent, and he tended to jerk nervously a good deal, like a rodent. His hair was thin and unwashed, rather like the rest of him.
However, this didn’t stop Belle from flirting with him at any opportunity.
Julianna pushed such petty thoughts from her mind and tried to focus on Jan’s words as he continued explaining small things about the rest of the traveling group. There were fifteen people in all, sharing three wagons. In the late spring, summer and early fall, several of the younger members slept outside in tents.
She learned that everyone had at least one skill or talent, from reading palms or telling futures, to performing astonishing card tricks, to playing the violin, to singing... to dancing. It came as no surprise that Belle’s talent was dancing, and she knew how to move seductively to the sound of slow music.
As of yet, though, the group had not entertained anyone besides each other.
“How do they earn their living?” Julianna asked.
The light from the fire reflected off one side of Jan’s face as he looked at her. “What did Mother tell you?”
“She didn’t tell me much.”
“We’ll begin to set up shows as soon as we reach Serov.”
Julianna shook her head, not following.
“Mother didn’t even tell you that much?” He turned his entire torso toward her. “We’re heading southeast to a town called Serov. The vassal of Serov Castle is a friend of Uncle Rosario, and so the town magistrate allows our family to set up for a whole moon each autumn.”
“A whole moon?” Julianna repeated.
“Yes, the people there have come to expect us. Aunt Doreena is a skilled fortune-teller, and Uncle Rosario plans shows for the rest of us to perform. He puts out hats, and people toss in coins. Villagers from leagues away come to see us.” He paused, thinking, as if he’d not expected to be explaining this to her. “After we finish up on Serov, we move on to Kéonsk for the Autumn Fair.”
Julianna gasped, “Kéonsk?”
This information was coming rather quickly. Kéonsk was the largest city in Droevinka, and soldiers from the House of Väränj zealously guarded it.
Jan held up one hand. “Don’t worry. We needn’t enter the gates if we don’t wish to. Every autumn, Kéonsk hosts an enormous fair in the open area outside the west gates. It’s like a temporary marketplace. Farmers and merchants come from all over Droevinka, and so do the Móndyalítko. We are welcomed there as we provide entertainment at no cost to the city.” He paused. “It’s important that our people only go to places where they have permission or they are invited. Sensible families have a yearly path laid out, and I can assure you, for all their bluster, Aunt Doreena and Uncle Rosario are quite sensible.”
Julianna absorbed this information, relieved at the thought that they had a destination where they’d camp for a moon.
“Did you think we’d be traveling the entire time?” he asked.
“I did,” she admitted, “or rather, I had no idea what to expect.”
He smiled. “You’ll like Serov.”
“Jan!” Aunt Doreena called. “Belle wants to dance. Play one of your slow tunes for her.”
Without being asked twice, Jan jumped to his feet and went to join his beautiful cousin. Belle adjusted her clothing, pulling the neckline of her blouse down slightly. Jan raised his bow, and began to play the slow strains of haunting music. Julianna had almost forgotten how good he was with a violin.
Then... Belle began to dance, and Julianna could see every man around the fire forget that Jan was even there as Belle moved her arms and hips seductively. She was graceful and lovely. Looking around the fire at various faces though, Julianna saw only appreciation and approval in most eyes—as most of these men were related to her, and Belle probably brought in a good deal of money via strangers throwing coins into hats. However, Corbin, the rat-faced young man was leaning forward with his hands on the ground, staring at her like he was starving.
Julianna thought Belle would do well to discourage him, as he was not likely a man she would choose to marry.
Instead, Belle moved closer, dancing right in front of him.
Julianna closed her eyes, trying to forget Belle and only to hear the beautiful song that Jan played.
· · · · ·
A few days later, in the mid-afternoon, the group rolled up to the outskirts of Serov, and Jan hopped down from the top of the wagon to an unpleasant surprise: there were already four Móndyalítko wagons parked in the family’s camping site.
Rico hopped down beside him, his face equally puzzled, but Uncle Rosario nearly shot off the top of the bench—from where he’d been driving the horses—and strode toward the site.
“Sebastian!” he barked, “You cheating, lying, filthy...”
He trailed off as a short, fat man wearing a felt hat and numerous rings in both ears walked lazily toward him from the other camp.
“Rosario,” he said, yawning. “How good to see you.”
“Don’t you try that,” Rosario snapped. “What in the seven hells are you doing here? You know Serov is ours.”
Behind Jan, the door to the family wagon opened, and he turned to see Julianna stick her head out. “What’s happening?” she asked.
“I’m not sure,” Jan answered.
He stopped listening to his uncle and the man called Sebastian arguing, and he moved to help Julianna down. However, she needed no assistance and climbed down before he reached her.
Instead of the new dress and paisley sash his mother had made for her, today, she wore her old red dress, and though the color was not as bright and seams were a bit worn, he had to admit that her hand-me-down garment suited her better. The skirt was a little shorter, barely reaching her ankles, and the sleeves were pushed up, and she moved with much greater ease. All the bracelets were gone, and her silky hair was in a braid down her back. Perhaps she had grown tired of attempting to look like something she was not and decided to just be herself.
He much preferred her as herself.
The voices of Rosario and Sebastian grew louder—and then insults began to fly.
“Rico,” Julianna said. “Do you have any idea what’s happening?”
Rico’s ever-serious face was still puzzled, and before he could answer, Aunt Doreena emerged from the wagon, climbing down to the ground.
“What is all this shouting about? Belle is taking a nap.” She stopped at the sight of the four wagons in the camping site, and her eyes moved to Uncle Rosario... and finally settled on the fat man. “Why that slimy, disgusting, slug-ridden...”
Making fists with both hands, she started forward, but Rico stopped her.
“Mother, wait. Father’s coming back.”
Indeed, a red-faced Rosario was striding back toward them, and before anyone could ask, he spat out, “Sebastian says his group was given leave by the town magistrate to camp here and work Serov along with us.”
“For the whole moon?” Doreena gasped. “They can’t. They’ll take half our livelihood, and Serov is ours in the autumn. That is understood.”
“I’m well aware of that, my dear,” Rosario answered tightly. “I need to go and see the magistrate and get to the bottom of this. But Sebastian will find himself with a black mark among the Móndyalítko families if he’s trying to steal our town.”
Jan felt something soft pulling at sleeve, and Julianna whispered in his ear. “What is this talk of stealing?”
He glanced back at her. “I’ll tell you later.”
Many unspoken rules among his mother’s people were complicated, but one rule was held above all. Most of the families had a yearly cycle of travels, well established. No family ever encroached on a town or large village that had long been claimed by another.
This was understood.
If Sebastian was truly attempting to take Serov from Rosario, the act was unprecedented—or as far as Jan knew. He’d never even heard of such a thing. The survival of all the families depended on respecting the set territories of the others.
“Well...” Julianna broke in, stepping forward. “What do we do now?”
Everyone stopped talking and looked at her. The outsider, the girl who knew nothing of their ways was asking the only sensible question in the moment.
Uncle Rosario took a deep breath, perhaps attempting to calm himself, and pointed to a break in the trees about fifty pace away. “Set up camp over there. I’m going into town.”
· · · · ·
As with so many things so far, Julianna underestimated the process of “setting up.” Within a few moments of Uncle Rosario heading off into Serov, she nearly forgot the trouble Jan’s family was facing as other, more immediate tasks took precedence.
The horses, milk cow, and chickens required attention first, getting them situated in their new home for the next moon. Small sets of stairs were brought down from the tops of wagons and attached to the backs, making entries and exits between the ground and the doors much easier. Chests were brought down and carried inside various wagons.
Wood was gathered and campfires were built. Bags of lentils and onions appeared from nowhere, and some of the women began cooking lentil stew in large quantities. Julianna followed Doreena’s lead and helped where she could. Jan assisted Rico with the horses.
Belle sat on a chair by the fire, brushing her hair.
Dusk was just setting in when Rosario finally came walking back into camp.
Looking over at the other camping site, Julianna could see that everyone there had settled into similar activities, and she could smell smoke drifting over from their campfires.
Jan, Rico, Julianna, Heraldo, and Doreena quickly gathered around Rosario.
“Well?” Doreena demanded with her hands on her hips. “What did Master Braxton say?” She paused and glanced at Julianna. “He’s the town magistrate.”
In spite of his enormous size, Rosario looked somewhat diminished in defeat. “I don’t understand it exactly,” he began, “but I suspect Sebastian is holding something over his head. Master Braxton didn’t want to see me. That’s what has taken me all this time. When I was finally granted a meeting, Braxton appeared... embarrassed. But our talk was short, and he told me he’s given Sebastian permission to stay and that the town was large enough for both families, which he must know isn’t true. Then I was dismissed.” He exhaled through his nose. “I cannot fathom this.”
“Could you go to the vassal of the fiefdom?” Julianna asked. “Jan said he was your friend.”
Rosario shook his head, “The word ‘friend’ is over-stated. Lord Rueben and I respect each other, and we did him a service once. His wife was in difficulty... giving birth, and Doreena delivered both mother and baby safely. That’s how we earned our place here. I fear if I asked him to intercede in a conflict among our own people, he might view it as an over-step.”
“We cannot let Sebastian get away with this,” Doreena said hotly, making fists with both hands.
“No...” Rosario agreed. “But we’ll have to deal with him ourselves.”
His brother, Heraldo, was about to say something when the pounding of horses’ hooves rang out, and Julianna turned to see five men riding up to the camp, pulling in on their lathered mounts.
Right away, she didn’t like the look them. Four of the men wore chain armor and swords. The leader was young, perhaps twenty, and well built, with an overly-round face—though it seemed to suit him. He wore black breeches, high polished boots, and an embroidered tunic of rich burgundy. She would have pegged him as a nobleman, but his men weren’t wearing tabards of any of royal houses. Perhaps he was the son of a wealthy merchant?
“Rosario,” the young man said in a friendly enough tone as he dismounted. “I’ve heard you returned, and I came directly.” His eyes were not on Rosario. They were on Belle, as she sat by the fire. “Is Belle packed and ready?”
Doreena stepped closer. “Donovan? I hope you father is well,” she said carefully, “but I don’t take your meaning about Belle. She has no need to pack.”
The young man blinked, “Well... of course she does. I’ve come to claim her, as she promised.”
A small knot began growing in Julianna’s stomach, and she glanced over toward the fire as Belle stood up.
Rosario was in no mood to be dealing with young men laying claims upon his daughter, and he barked. “Claim her? What are you talking about?” He turned his head. “Belle!”
Belle glided over, her face a mask of innocence. “Yes, Father?”
Before Rosario could speak again, the young man he’d called Donovan broke in, his voice a mix of anger and panic.
“Belle, you didn’t tell your parents?” he asked.
“Tell us what?” Rosario demanded.
“Last autumn, Belle was only sixteen,” Donovan stated, his tone firmer now, “and she promised to be mine as long as I waited one more year, until she turned seventeen. I kept her in money and gowns last year, and she promised to be mine as soon as you arrived this autumn.”
Jan, Rico, and Heraldo watched this exchange in tense silence, but Doreena shook her head at Donovan in what appeared to be sympathy.
“Belle cannot be yours,” she said. “Your father is the wealthiest wine merchant in this province. You dine at Lord Reuben’s table. Surely you must know your father would never allow you to marry one of our people.”
“Marry?” Donovan repeated. “No, of course not. But I don’t care who I marry. She won’t matter. I want Belle. She promised to be my mistress, and I will take care of her. You needn’t worry.”
Rosario’s face turned red, and Julianna suspected he’d had about as much as one man could stand in a single day.
“Mistress!” he exploded. Whirling, he turned to Belle. “Did you make such a promise?”
Belle shook her head. “Of course not, Father. I don’t know what he’s talking about.”
She looked the picture of innocence, but Julianna caught a flash of fear in her eyes—just a hint.
Belle was lying.
Donovan’s mouth fell open. “You did! You know you did! You took my money and gifts.”
Tossing her head, Belle shrugged. “Can I help it if a man gives me gifts? Lots of men give me gifts. I’m sorry if you took my acceptance for more than was meant.”
Donovan’s expression flattened in shock, and he appeared to be having trouble breathing. His gaze moved down to her waist, and Julianna saw the same hunger in his eyes that she’d seen in Corbin’s pinched, twitching face. Something about Belle seemed to drive certain men to behave like idiots.
“You heard her,” Rosario said. “Now, shove off. Give my regards to your father.”
The shock on Donovan’s face twisted into anger, and he didn’t move.
Instead he shouted, “Nash!”
One of the armored men on horseback jumped to the ground, and a breath later, the other four followed.
“I misunderstood nothing,” Donovan hissed at Rosario. “She swore to me, and I have been waiting... and waiting. I’m not leaving this camp without her.”
“Belle,” Rico said, his voice cold. “Mother. Julianna. Get in the wagon.”
Julianna stood fast and so did Doreena. Belle began backing away.
Rico moved to one side of his father, and Jan moved to the other. Rosario’s brother, Heraldo, crossed his thick arms.
“If your men pull those swords,” Rosario said to Donovan, “I’ll have Lord Rueben arrest you. Only his men have military authority here, and you know it.”
“My men don’t need swords,” Donovan sneered, and with that, he swung hard, catching Rosario across the jaw. The impact was louder than Julianna would have expected and Rosario’s head snapped back. Donovan was stronger than he looked.
“Father!” Rico shouted.
All four guards rushed forward and one of them took a swing at Jan. He ducked it easily and punched the man in the stomach—surprising Julianna, as she’d never seen him in a fight before.
Still, at the outbreak of violence, she rushed backward, expecting a complete melee to follow as other men from the camp, including Corbin came running.
But... a melee did not take place. Nothing could have prepared Julianna for what happened next.
With Rosario momentarily stunned by the blow, Donovan drew back to hit him again, and a sound like an enraged snarl—from an animal—filled the air. Julianna almost couldn’t tell from where it came, but she looked toward Rico and froze.
He shoved Donovan hard enough to knock the young man onto the ground, but Rico’s hands were no longer... hands. Short, black fur was sprouting from his arms, and his hands had become claws. His face was changing, and he dropped to all fours as more fur sprouted from his body.
In the span of a few breaths, Rico was gone, and a black cat, the size a small pony, stood in his place, snarling, exposing white fangs.
His breeches fell away on the ground behind him as he rushed forward. His shirt had ripped during the transformation, but shredded pieces still clung to him. Donovan scrambled backward in terror, and all four guards began shouting. One of them pulled a sword, and quick as a flash, Rico’s muscled feline body changed directions, dashing inside the man’s reach and pinning him to the ground before he could strike. The sword fell away, and the man screamed. The huge cat roared in his face and drew a heavy claw back.
“Rico, no!” Doreena shouted, running forward.
Somehow, she reached him, and put her hand on his shoulder.
“Stop this, all of you!” she shouted.
Donovan was on his feet now, staring the great cat, and the three guards on their feet were stumbling backward, looking to him for orders.
“Just go,” Doreena said to Donovan, trying to pull the cat off the fallen guard. “Rico, let him up!”
Julianna was still frozen, trying to understand what had just happened. Jan, Heraldo, and the other men who had come running from the wagons stood poised but didn’t act. Julianna had the feeling none of them wanted any more trouble.
Belle had vanished from sight.
The cat allowed itself to be pulled away, and the guard scrambled to his feet and retrieved his sword.
“Go,” Doreena repeated to Donovan.
The young man was panting and staring at the cat. He seemed beyond words—as was Julianna. Running for his horse, Donovan mounted quickly, and with clear relief, his men followed suit.
“I’ll be back!” Donovan called, finding his voice. “With Lord Rueben if need be. Belle made an agreement, and she is mine.”
Then all five of them were pounding away.
“Change back,” Doreena whispered to Rico. “Jan, bring his breeches.”
Before taking a step, Jan turned to Julianna, and his face was tight. “Go inside the wagon.”
She was still trying to get her head around what had just happened and couldn’t bring herself to respond.
“Now!” he ordered.
In their years together, Jan had never ordered her to do anything. A small part of her knew he must have a reason now, so she turned and hurried to the wagon, taking the stairs quickly, and passing through the door.
Belle was inside, sitting on her bunk... and brushing her hair again.
“Did Rico chase them off?” she asked serenely, as if inquiring about the state of the weather.
Julianna could hardly believe this—even after what she’d seen from Belle over the past days.
“How can you sit there, brushing your hair?” Julianna demanded. “You promised that young hot-head you’d be his mistress, didn’t you?”
Belle seemed taken aback by the confrontational question, and she frowned. “How would I know what he chose to hear?”
Julianna pointed outside. “You caused all that! Your father’s face is badly bruised, and your brother... I don’t understand what happened there, but he put himself in danger against armed men to defend you.”
Belle’s frown turned petulant. “He’s my brother. It’s his job to defend me. You know nothing of our people or our ways.” She picked up a hand mirror. “I am a treasure to them, and I can’t help if so many men want me. There’s nothing I can do about that.” She looked Julianna up and down. “You’d understand if you weren’t so tall and plain.”
Julianna stood looking at the shallow, selfish creature on the bunk and realized that Belle was more than just an annoyance. She was dangerous.
· · · · ·
Not long after sending Julianna to the wagon, Jan climbed the steps and knocked softly on the door, uncertain what he was going to say.
Almost instantly, Julianna opened it and looked out him. With her, he tended to fall back on honesty, and the words just came to him, as they did now.
“I’m sorry I shouted at you,” he said. “Rico would have been embarrassed to change back with you there. But he’s dressed now. Would you come and walk with me?”
Her face was still awash in confusion, and he focused on the light smattering of freckles across her nose. He was well aware she probably hadn’t followed much of what he’d just said. But she stepped out, closing the door behind herself, and together, they walked into the trees outside of Serov. He spotted a wide stump and pointed to it.
“Over there.”
Sitting down beside him, she opened her mouth as if to ask a question, and then closed it again. Jan was hoping his mother had been right, and that Julianna would be able accept there was more in the world than most people realized.
“He’s a shape-shifter,” Jan said. “He was born that way.”
“Born that way?”
Jan nodded. “Occasionally, one of our people is born with an ability... seers called the Mist-Torn, and shape-shifters like Rico. Not all shifters are cats. We have some who change into wolves or other creatures. It seems normal to me. It always has.”
“Is he still... himself when he changes? Does he remember and know who he is?”
“Yes, only his body changes.”
“That’s why he brings back so much game? He shifts when he hunts?”
She really was taking this quite calmly. Perhaps Nadja had been right.
“Yes, but our shifters rarely change in front of outsiders... and I don’t mean you. I mean like those men who came today. He shouldn’t have done that. We could have handled Donovan and those guards on our own.”
“Donovan hit his father in the face,” Julianna countered, “and he reacted. If someone had punched Cadell in the face and you... you could do what Rico does, you wouldn’t have been able to stop yourself either.”
Jan sighed. “I suppose you’re right, but if Donovan reports this to the magistrate or Lord Reuben, there could be trouble for us.”
Julianna pushed back a strand of hair that had come loose from her braid. His eyes followed the motion of her hand. “Well, if you want to fend off trouble in the future,” she said, “someone should do something about Belle.”
“Belle? She doesn’t cause any trouble.”
Julianna’s mouth fell halfway open. “Jan, are you blind? She caused that entire mess this evening. She took money and expensive gifts from that wine merchant’s son all last year and promised to become his mistress.”
For the first time in his memory, he felt a trickle of real annoyance at Julianna. She wasn’t helping here. “Belle didn’t cause any of that. Men fall in love with her all the time.”
“She’s lazy, self-centered, and she makes men fall in love with her.”
He stiffened. “That sounds like you’re describing a female version of me.”
“You’re nothing like her. Of course you like to charm women, but it’s a game to you. You never take it too far, and you make sure you don’t hurt anyone. You also never deny what you’ve done if your mother calls you in and tells you to clean up your own mess... and you do clean up your mess. Belle won’t even acknowledge that she’s made one.”
His mood softened at her opinion of him—which was certainly much higher than he deserved. No one else saw him the way Julianna did. However, she was wrong about Belle. Belle was lovely and worshipped by most people who met her and as a result... yes, she’d become a little spoiled but nothing more.
Besides, he’d not brought Julianna out here to talk about Belle.
“So,” he said. “You won’t be afraid of Rico now?”
“Afraid? Good gods, no. I’ll never be on the receiving end of those claws, and he seems very useful to your family.”
Jan smiled. He should have expected such an answer.
· · · · ·
The next day, Julianna helped Jan put together a small yard for the chickens—complete with wooden boxes filled with straw. But, beforehand, she noticed that it took Jan a while to choose what he considered would be the best spot. Apparently, the family had been camping for years in the area where Sebastian’s group was now situated, and the change of location was causing a few issues.
However... although no one said anything, she also noticed Doreena, Rosario, and Jan continually glancing in the direction of the town, as if waiting for someone to approach. She realized they were worried that Donovan had made a report about Rico, and they feared someone in authority coming to investigate.
No one came.
Perhaps Donovan had been so embarrassed by Belle’s rejection that he’d decided not to tell anyone what happened?
In the late afternoon, she was out gathering firewood when Jan came to find her.
“I’m going into town for supplies,” he said. “Would you like to come?”
She hesitated. She wanted to go, but she’d never seen the inside of an actual town.
“Don’t worry,” he teased, as if reading her mind. “I’ll protect you.”
That did it.
“I don’t need you to protect me,” she said, walking toward him.
They went back to camp and stacked the firewood she’d found.
Aunt Doreena approached them and spoke to Jan. “Is Julianna going with you?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Good. She can help you carry. In addition to oats, onions, and cooking oil, don’t forget we need at least twelve beeswax candles and six bars of soap. Oh and tea. We’re running low on tea. Take as much money as you think you’ll need from the box and just put anything back that you don’t spend.”
“Yes, Aunt,” he said, turning toward the wagon.
Confused, Julianna followed him. “What box?”
“I’ll show you.”
He went up the short set of stairs into his aunt and uncle’s wagon. No one was inside. Without hesitating, he went straight to the bunk where Julianna slept every night, and he dropped to his knees, reaching under and lifting a floorboard.
“There’s a box down here,” he said, “where all our community funds are stored. Aunt Doreena oversees it. If you need coin for anything, just tell her, and she’ll give permission. Everyone knows it’s here. We share almost everything... so different from the villagers back home. It’s one of the things I like best about traveling with my mother’s family.”
“Does everyone put all the money they earn in that box?”
“Just what we earn performing with the family. Anything we earn on our own, we usually keep for ourselves, but... we mainly perform together.”
Although, she’d never say it, Julianna was slightly taken aback by the knowledge that everyone stored money in the same box and everyone knew exactly where it was and no one worried.
“Why is Doreena sending you to the market?” she asked. “I would have thought she’d prefer to make her own purchases.”
Pulling a metal box from the hole in the floor, he flashed her a grin. “You’ve never seen me haggle. It’s one of my talents.” As he opened the box, his grin faded, and he stared downward.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
He didn’t answer. Instead, he jumped to his feet and moved past her, hanging out the door. “Aunt Doreena. Uncle Rosario. Come quick!”
Taking a step forward, Julianna looked down. The box was empty.
A moment later, Doreena and Rosario came through the door, and she had to move deeper inside the wagon to make room for them.
“The box is empty,” Jan said in alarm.
“That’s impossible,” Doreena answered, pushing past him and kneeling down. “Was it open when you pulled it out? The coins must have fallen.”
Still, for her brave words, she was pale as she glanced at the empty box and reached into the hole.
“No, it was closed,” Jan insisted. “Nothing fell out.”
A tickling fear crawled up Julianna’s neck. She was the only newcomer here, and the box had been stored directly below her bunk. Though she tried to ignore lingering scars from her youth, she still had bad dreams about being a hungry orphan. She was no thief, but whenever food went missing in Chemestúk, she’d been accused. It was easy to blame the orphan, the outsider.
Rosario was shaking his large head in confusion. “It can’t be gone. That was two year’s worth of our savings. No one would take it.”
“What about someone from Sebastian’s group?” Jan asked.
Doreena was growing more distraught. “No... they would never steal from other Móndyalítko, not even one of Sebastian’s people.”
“They stole our camping site!” Rosario countered angrily. “What’s to stop them from stealing our money!”
She shook her head. “I don’t believe that, and you can’t go over there accusing them without proof.” Her mouth pursed. “Something is wrong here. Something I don’t understand yet.”
So far, Julianna hadn’t said a word. She was holding her breath. But no one even glanced her way. Perhaps because Nadja had sent her, they considered her above reproach. That thought was somewhat comforting.
“Two years savings,” Rosario whispered. “Except for our expenses, everything we’ve earned was in that box, and now... we’re going to have to split this moon’s livelihood between our family and Sebastian’s.”
Doreena frowned at him. “That kind of talk isn’t helping.” She stood. “I’ll get to the bottom of this. Julianna, dear, would reach into that shelf above your head and hand me the tin tea jar you see.”
Looking up, Julianna did as she was asked, though a part of her still feared she’d be accused of theft at any moment.
Doreena opened the tin and removed a small pouch. “I keep this hidden in case the wagon is ever searched and robbed by soldiers. They never seem interested in tea.” She handed the pouch to Jan. “We still need supplies, but you’ll have to shorten the list. Get only six candles, three bars of soap, and enough oats for a few days. Rico can go hunting tonight, and we’ll start performing as soon as tomorrow.”
Julianna couldn’t help being impressed by Doreena’s ability to accept a staggering problem—the loss of all their money—and focus on whatever they could do to help themselves in the moment.
All four of them exited the wagon, and once on the ground outside, Doreena repeated to Rosario, “Don’t you worry. I’ll get to the bottom of this.” Dusk was close, and she glanced at Jan and Julianna. “You two best hurry. The stalls will be closing soon after dark.”
Jan nodded and motioned Julianna to follow.
She walked beside him down a path through the trees, and within what seemed like only moments, the path emptied into a road.
Serov lay before them.
Alone with him, she blurted out, “Neither your aunt or uncle even considered accusing me.”
“You? Why would they accuse you?”
“Because I’m the only outsider traveling with the group, and I’ve been sleeping right over the top of that box!”
“Don’t be ridiculous. You didn’t even know it was there.” He seemed to completely dismiss her concerns. “Come on. I’ll show you the market.”
She continued walking beside him, looking all around. Soon, the terrible theft moved a little further toward the back her mind. The outskirts of this town consisted of more homes than shops. Most of the houses were made of wood, but a few were made from stone. The streets were clean, and so were the people walking past. She noted the fine shutters and fresh paint, as if the townsfolk here took pride in their dwellings. Further in, Jan turned right, and they entered a merchant district with taverns and eateries and various shops. She’d never seen anything like this.
The smells of smoked sausages and perfumed candles followed them, and then a delicious, sweet fragrance wafted into her nostrils.
Jan pointed ahead. “There’s the open market.” He sniffed the air too and broke into a trot, heading for the first stall. Reaching into his pocket, he drew something out and handed it to the merchant—without haggling.
She followed to find that he’d bought a good-sized handful of almonds covered in sugar and cinnamon. He held out his hands.
“Try them.”
She hesitated, and as usual, he read her mind.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I didn’t use the money Aunt Doreena sent with us. My father gave me some coins before we left, and he told me to buy you a few treats along the way.”
The sweetened almonds were the delicious scent she’d smelled in the air, and once she learned they were a gift from Cadell, she didn’t need to be invited twice. Taking an almond, she put it in her mouth. The sugar, cinnamon and nutty flavor all seemed to melt together.
“Oh, Jan,” she said, still chewing.
“Over there,” he said, motioning with his head to a clear spot near the booth.
Together, they took a pause, stayed out of the way, and ate every last almost. Julianna had never tasted anything so good.
“All right then,” he said, sounding more businesslike. “Let’s get the oats first. With the family’s money this tight, I’m going to have to be obnoxious. You just stand behind me like an embarrassed wife.”
“What?”
“Just follow my lead. Do you think I’ll be able to embarrass you?”
Her jaw clenched. “I’ve no doubt.”
He produced a small, folded burlap bag from inside his shirt as he walked up to an older man in a stall filled with barrels. “Four pounds of oats, please,” he said.
The man nodded and picked up a scoop. “Cut or ground?”
“Ground.”
The man filled the bag and weighed it on a scale, pouring in a few more. “That’ll be two groats.”
Jan’s expression went stricken. “Two groats?” He put his hand to his chest. “Robber!” he cried. “I’m being robbed!”
The oat merchant took a step back, but Jan staggered forward, leaning dramatically on the counter of the stall.
“Robbed, I say!” he cried.
People began turning to stare.
Julianna didn’t need to fake embarrassment. She was mortified. “Jan...” she said quietly. “That’s not an unfair price.”
“Unfair?” he cried so loudly that his voice broke. “Unfair you say? He’s stealing any meat we might buy straight from our children’s mouths!”
The poor merchant appeared stunned, and he glanced at Julianna. “One groat then...” he stammered, as if he just wanted them to leave.
“Pay him,” Julianna hissed at Jan.
“One groat,” Jan said mournfully handing over the coin. “Such robbery.”
She grabbed the bag with one hand and Jan’s arm with the other, pulling him away. His expression calmed instantly.
“Good enough,” he said. “You did well. But see if you can manage to look a bit more put upon next time, as if you know I’m a completely unhinged cad who won’t stop.” He looked around.
“Next time?”
“Onto the candle maker.”
“Oh, Jan, no. I’m not—”
She was cut off by the explosion of an eerie sound that sounded somewhere between a snarl and a scream. She and Jan both whirled.
This was followed by the sound of several townspeople screaming.
“There!” someone shouted. “Run.”
A second snarl rang out, as people began to scatter, and to Julianna’s shock, through the fading light of day, she saw a huge black cat dash out from behind a market stall, chasing a man. As the cat closed, the man seemed to trip and fall forward, and then the creature was upon him, flipping him onto his back and pinning him to the ground.
As if on instinct, Jan darted in front of Julianna, using one arm to push her behind himself.
Before he could act further, the great cat drew back one claw and slashed the man it had pinned across the face.
Then, as quickly as it appeared, it dashed away and vanished from sight, heading in the direction of the forest.
Julianna was gasping. It had all happened so fast. Then she and Jan both ran for the injured man—along with a dozen other people. His eyes were closed, and his face was bleeding badly from at least three deep claw marks, but she could see his chest rising and falling.
Still half in shock, she tried to calm her breathing and whispered to Jan. “Why would Rico do this?”
His eyes flew to her face. “That wasn’t Rico.”
· · · · ·
After a restless night, Julianna emerged from the wagon just past dawn to help with the morning campfires, but the mood of the group had changed. No one spoke or laughed, and as Doreena came out to help with breakfast, she continually glanced in the direction of the town.
No one knew what to expect. Word of the attack by the great cat had spread, apparently reaching Sebastian’s camp not long after it happened. Jan had told Julianna that Sebastian’s people knew about Rico—as having a shifter in the group was a symbol of prestige—though Jan didn’t seem to view this as a threat. He swore that none of the Móndyalítko would ever betray such a secret.
But... he’d also sworn they didn’t steal territory or money from each other either, and both of those things had happened.
Shortly after the breakfast oats were boiling, Julianna heard light hoof beats and looked up. A tall man with silver hair on a dappled gray horse was riding toward the camp. He didn’t look angry or threatening, but rather more... uncomfortable.
Before he’d even dismounted, Jan, Doreena, Rosario, Heraldo, Corbin, Rico, and Belle gathered near the fire, all of them pretending to be about their morning duties. Julianna slipped over behind Jan.
The tall man swung off his horse and walked over.
“Morning, Master Braxton,” Doreena said, smiling. “Would you like some oats and cream? Or a mug of tea?”
“No, thank you.”
Julianna had already suspected he was the town magistrate. The only other person Doreena had mentioned—who might come with questions—was Lord Rueben, the vassal, and this visitor wasn’t dressed like a nobleman. His boots were dusty, and although his cloak was well made, it was of coarse brown wool, as if he had little care for his clothing.
“How can we help you,” Rosario asked, stoking the campfire. “I don’t suppose you’ve come to run off Sebastian?”
Braxton didn’t smile at the poor jest, and he looked over everyone standing before him. His eyes rested for a moment on Belle, who tilted her head and curtsied to him prettily. Then his gaze fell on Rico.
“I’ve come because...” he trailed off as if uncertain what to say. “Young Donovan came to me with a story yesterday, that your Rico turned into a large black cat and attacked him and four of his father’s men. Donovan didn’t have a mark on him, and I waved him off, telling him he’d been sampling too much of his father’s wine stock.” He paused and Julianna tensed, keeping halfway hidden behind Jan. “But then, we had an... event occur last evening. I’ve got an injured townsman, and a dozen witnesses tell me they saw a cat, the size of one of the lions that hunt in the hills, attack this man.”
To Julianna’s astonishment, everyone gathered by the morning campfire continued to look at Braxton expectantly, as waiting for him to make his point.
When he didn’t continue, Rosario finally said, “And after knowing us all these years, you’ve come here to... what? To arrest Rico and accuse him of having transformed into a great cat?”
Braxton dropped his gaze, his discomfort turning to open embarrassment. “No, but the report had been made, and after what happened in town... you understand that I needed to come out and speak with you.” He raised his eyes again and focused on Rico. “Can you at least assure me that you were here in camp last night?”
Rico nodded solemnly.
Doreena let out a snort. “I am sorry for the man who was injured in town, but I can most certainly promise you that our Rico did not transform himself into a great cat and go prowling through Serov.”
The manner in which she said this made it sound so ridiculous that Braxton merely nodded, perhaps relieved the interview was over.
“All right then. You understand I had to come... and I may be back.”
Rosario stepped forward to walk him back to his horse. “Of course. Sometimes those mountain cats will go into populated areas if they get hungry enough. We’ve seen them once or twice ourselves in our travels.”
Braxton nodded and put his foot in the stirrup. “Yes, that was my thinking too. I’ll speak with Lord Rueben about appointing some extra guards.”
“Good idea.”
Julianna was bursting with a question. A part of her wished to keep invisible, but she couldn’t help calling out, “Sir?”
Mounting his horse, Braxton turned his head toward her and frowned slightly, probably wondering who she was. “Yes?”
“Does Lord Rueben keep a menagerie?”
Everyone stared at her, but she waited for an answer. Zupan Cadell had told her it was common for higher nobles to keep collections of exotic animals, and it was an equally common practice for them to give other unusual animals as gifts.
Braxton paused, thinking. “I... I think he does.”
“You might see if he’s missing a great cat.”
He studied her a moment longer, then nodded and turned his horse away.
Rosario remained in place as the magistrate rode out of sight, and then he slowly turned and walked back to the campfire.
“So...” he began. “As polite as that was, we are officially under investigation.”
“You mean, I’m under investigation,” Rico said quietly.
“No one can accuse you of anything,” Belle put in.
“Unless Donovan’s guards all testified that they saw the same thing.” Rosario sighed. “And Braxton didn’t mention it and he’s just waiting for proof.”
Both Heraldo and Corbin remained silent, listening, but Corbin twitched once, as if unable to stop himself. Julianna could see that they disliked having their group as the center of any kind of unpleasant attention.
“Maybe it was only a hungry mountain cat that wandered into town,” Belle continued. She seemed bent on this coming to nothing. Perhaps she felt guiltier than she’d let on.
“No,” Jan answered. “You didn’t see it. It wasn’t hunting, and it wasn’t hungry. It made certain it was seen. It maimed someone, and then it vanished.”
“What are you suggesting?” Doreena asked. “That the act was intentional?”
“I’m suggesting that someone is trying to expose Rico as a shifter and have him blamed for this crime.”
Everyone turned to stare at Jan, but the same thought had already occurred to Julianna—and she was almost certain she knew who it was.
Really, it wasn’t difficult to guess.
· · · · ·
By nightfall, Julianna had set a plan into motion.
She’d been busy preparing all day, and thankfully, everyone else, especially Jan, had been too preoccupied to notice.
All of her instincts and sense of reason pointed to Donovan. First, whoever was trying to cast doubt on Rico would need access to not only a great cat—but to one at least partially trained and controllable. Donovan was the son of the wealthiest wine merchant in the province and his family dined with Lord Reuben.
Julianna remembered all the stories with which Cadell had regaled her with while they mutually worked on projects in the village, and one of his favorite topics was the excess of the nobility. On his visits to Enêmûsk, he’d seen first hand collections of exotic animals in places called “menageries” kept by higher nobles. It was a sign of status to at least keep a small menagerie, and from everything Julianna had heard of Lord Rueben, she suspected he might be the type—hence her question to Master Braxton.
Between wealth and position, even though Donovan was not noble, he would certainly have access to Lord Reuben’s menagerie... though whether it contained a great cat or not was still in question. For all she knew, it could contain nothing more than an aging bear and a few peacocks.
However... second... Julianna was a good judge of emotions, and she’d seen every passion which had crossed Donovan’s face during his short visit to the camp. His obsession with Belle had been clear, but so had his hatred of Rico for thwarting him.
He wanted revenge.
Yes, Julianna’s speculation was far-fetched: that Donovan had somehow managed to use a great cat from Lord Rueben’s menagerie to try and get Rico arrested, or worse, but was it any more far-fetched than Rico’s ability to shape shift?
No matter which way she pondered things, her final conclusion was the only possibility that made any sense.
And she had to pursue it.
So, that afternoon, she’d asked Belle, pretending mere curiosity, and learned the location of Donovan’s family storage buildings in Serov. She also learned that he and his father resided part of the year at an upscale inn a few blocks away. Sneaking into the wagon alone—and feeling guilty even though she was acting in Rico’s interest—she’d found a quill, ink, and some paper among Doreena’s things, and she penned a note.
Master Donovan,
I travel with Belle and am her friend. She has asked me to speak with you alone, to give you a message about why she acted as she did during your visit.
She would come and see you herself, but she fears her father and brother, and she cannot be seen leaving camp. I am not so easily watched.
Please meet me just after dark behind your father’s storage sheds, and I will tell you of her feelings.
Looking at the note, she grimaced over the dark light in which it portrayed Rosario and Rico. However, this didn’t stop her. She knew after reading this message, Donovan would rush to meet her.
Quickly, she engaged a boy to run the message to Donovan’s inn, and once he was gone and the plan was set into motion, she realized she’d need to bring some way to defend herself—should Donovan prove dangerous if he suspected what she was really doing.
Several possibilities occurred to her and after a moment’s contemplation, she decided on one, but she couldn’t take action to secure this plan until she was almost ready to leave the camp after dark.
Her biggest fear was that the mood of the Móndyalítko was so dour that they might skip their normal evening’s practice around the campfire. As things stood, Rosario had decided to put off performing inside Serov until he’d ascertained whether or not Donovan had been spreading rumors about Rico.
But to her relief, that evening after dinner, the families gathered around the fire and Doreena asked Jan to play.
“Only if Rico joins me,” Jan said.
Without speaking, Rico picked up a violin.
“Perhaps Belle could dance?” Julianna suggested.
Belle flashed her look of mild surprise and smiled. “Of course.”
Julianna stepped out to the edge of the circle, and this time, Jan and Rico began a duet with a fast pace, and Belle’s body moved more quickly than her typical dance. Unfortunately, she managed to position herself in front of Corbin and continued to torment him.
He watched her with hungry eyes.
Julianna paid little attention, and she kept stepping backward, away from the group as everyone else focused on Belle. Once Julianna was far enough into the shadows, she turned and hurried to the wagon, climbing the short stairs and entering.
Inside, she donned Doreena’s wool cloak, and then she hesitated only an instant before going to the wide bed built into the wall and kneeling down.
Rosario kept a small, hand-held, loaded crossbow beneath the bed.
Julianna took and hid it beneath the heavy cloak. Then she slipped back outside and headed for the path leading into the Serov. She knew Jan would most likely miss her before she got back, and he would be frantic, but her task was necessary and she couldn’t take the chance of bringing him into her confidence and having him try to stop her.
Her trip through the streets of the town didn’t take long. She simply followed the descriptions she’d been given earlier—from Belle—of the location of the two storage buildings, and they weren’t hard to find.
Upon reaching them, without even stopping, she hurried around the back and peered through the darkness.
As she’d anticipated, Donovan was already there, waiting for her. His back was to her, but he whirled at the sound of her footsteps and rushed toward her, stopping a few paces away. Beneath her borrowed cloak, she gripped the crossbow.
Closer, his face looked even rounder than before, but his cheeks were covered in stubble, as if he’d forgotten to shave.
His eyes searched her face wildly.
“Are you Belle’s... friend? I don’t recognize you,” he said. His voice was ragged. This poor young man was a fool if he was making himself ill over Belle.
Julianna nodded, bracing herself, and carefully planning her next words. She needed to catch him utterly unawares so that his reaction would be naked to her.
“Yes, I am her friend. She sent me to tell you how sorry she is.”
This was a terrible lie, but it couldn’t be helped. Donovan closed in his eyes in sheer relief, and his body sagged.
“Then she still loves me?”
Julianna hesitated, knowing she had to time this just right. “She has a question, and she wants an honest answer.”
His eyes opened, and puzzlement crossed his features. “Anything. I’ll tell her anything.”
“Were you the one who set that great cat loose in the market yesterday? Were you trying to get her brother arrested?”
His face went blank with shock, as if he barely understood the question, and she shriveled inside at the sight.
“What?” he gasped. “How would I...? Why would she think that I...?” Shock turned to anger. “And that was her brother in the market yesterday.”
She shook her head. “It wasn’t. He was at the camp all evening.”
“No, he slipped away somehow! It was him. It had to be.”
His accusations about Rico meant nothing, but Julianna could read even subtle faces—like Belle’s—and Donovan was not subtle, and his shock at her question had been genuine.
He wasn’t the culprit.
She took a few steps back, reeling in disappointment. If not Donovan, then who?
“Tell me her message,” he begged in desperation. “What message did she send with you?”
Julianna lessened her grip on the crossbow. This foolish young man was no danger to her. He was more likely a danger to himself.
“She’s asked you to stay away,” Julianna said. “She’s sorry and she never meant to hurt you, but her parents and brother would never let her become your mistress, some kept woman. You’ll only cause her pain if you ask her to go against her family.”
“No! She promised.”
“If you loved her at all, you would never have asked her such a thing!” Julianna snapped, unable to keep her feelings inside. “Let her be. If you love her half as much you claim, you’ll leave her alone.”
Turning, she strode away, and he didn’t follow.
The disappointment in her mouth was bitter.
In the matter of Rico, she was not only certain of Donovan’s innocence, but also his ignorance. He didn’t know a thing.
· · · · ·
Jan tried to enjoy himself, and to help his cousin enjoy himself. Rico rarely played, but he wasn’t bad, and the two of them hopped around the fire after Belle, playing tunes to make her move faster and faster.
The families watching them smiled and laughed and clapped, but it felt forced. Having a shifter among a group was a sign of status—as not all the traveling families had one—and they took pride in Rico. Should another attack by this mysterious cat occur and Donovan’s men made a larger fuss about what they’d witnessed in this camp, Master Braxton would be forced to do more than visit.
Even though he only spent the autumns with his mother’s people, Jan was well aware that when trouble started anywhere, most eyes turned to the Móndyalítko.
As he and Rico finished their fourth song, Belle fell backward into a chair by the fire, laughing and gasping. She alone appeared light-hearted and unworried about Rico.
“Enough!” she cried, still laughing. “I’m done for.” Looking around, she said, “Father, come and tell us a story.”
Rosario was a storyteller. Jan could see his uncle was not in the mood—and he looked a bit older than his years tonight—but he nodded to his daughter and walked in beside the campfire.
“Tell something light,” Rico said. “Nothing dark.”
Jan wondered what tale his uncle would choose.
He never found out.
Carrying his bow and violin, he moved toward the outskirts of the group, looking around for Julianna... and not finding her.
“Aunt?” he said, seeing Doreena a few paces away. “Did you send Julianna to the wagon for something?”
“Did I what?” she glanced around, her brow wrinkling. “No. I haven’t seen her.” She turned toward their wagon. “Julianna! Are you there?”
“I’ll go look,” Jan said. “Maybe she’s tired and went to lay down.”
He found that unlikely, but could think of no other reason for her to leave the fire without saying anything. Even those of the group going off into the trees to answer the call of nature told someone. This was only safe.
Walking swiftly, he reached the wagon, leaped up to the door, and looked inside. It was empty... but he noticed Doreena’s cloak was missing, and she hadn’t been wearing it.
Mild anxiety turned to alarm, and he set his violin on a bunk.
Not bothering with the stairs, he jumped off the back of the wagon and jogged into the trees.
“Julianna!”
“I saw her,” a small voice said.
He turned quickly to see a girl about fifteen, with long black braids, standing behind him. She was Macie, Heraldo’s youngest. In autumns past, she’d followed Jan around like a puppy.
“Where did you see her, Macie?” he asked.
She pointed to the path leading toward Serov. “There. I saw her go there.”
“Toward town?”
She nodded. “Wearing Auntie’s cloak, and she was carrying something inside it.”
Without even thanking her, Jan bolted for the path. What could Julianna be doing, going into Serov alone at night?
He tore down the path and skidded to a stop at the edge of town, uncertain which direction to take. Where could she have gone?
His panic and his question both became moot as he looked up and saw her coming toward him. She saw him in the same instant and stopped.
He jogged over, unable to contain his anger. “What are you doing? I’ve been looking for you.”
Her mouth tightened, as if he was the one in the wrong, but he didn’t care. His mother had placed Julianna into his protection on this journey.
“Answer me!”
“I had an errand,” she said finally, but she sounded defeated, almost bitter.
He realized she was holding the front of her cloak closed and without warning, he snatched it open... exposing a loaded, hand-held crossbow.
“Julianna?”
Her expression crumpled inward. “I thought it was Donovan trying to get Rico blamed and arrested, and I went to be certain of his guilt.”
“What?”
“It isn’t him. When I asked, he was stunned and there was no guilt in his face.” Her voice lowered. “It’s someone else, and now I have no idea who.”
For a moment, Jan absorbed all this, unable to speak, and then he managed to ask, “And what if it had been him? What if he’d realized what you doing?”
She held up the crossbow. “But he wouldn’t have realized what I was doing. I lured him out by telling I had a message from Belle, and I just wanted to see his reaction when I accused him. Had he been guilty, he’d still have denied it... but I’d have seen the truth in his face. I’d have pretended to believe him. I’d have delivered my false message to him, and then I’d have gone straight back to camp and told you, Rosario, and Rico what I’d learned.”
He couldn’t believe this. Julianna was not capable of deception. “You lured him out by. . .”
Grabbing her free hand, he began pulling her back toward camp. She didn’t jerk away or scold him. Instead, she let him pull her along.
“Jan, if it’s not Donovan, who could it be? Who would benefit from hurting Rico?”
She sounded so disappointed by her apparent failure that he stopped and turned to face her.
“I don’t know, but I promise I’ll find out if you make a promise to me.”
Her jaw tightened, and a bit of the old Julianna returned. “What promise?”
“That you won’t try anything like this without telling me first. Do you swear?”
She silent for a moment and then nodded. “I swear.”
· · · · ·
The following afternoon, Rosario informed Jan that he’d decided to take a small group into the marketplace and set up a show. He mainly wanted to get a feel for how they would be received, and to learn if there were any rumors flying about.
Also, Sebastian’s people had been performing in the merchant district, which was the most lucrative area. Rosario wanted to lay claim to the market place, which was the second more lucrative.
Jan understood. “Who’s going today?” he asked.
“Rico should stay here. We’ll just bring a small core of the best performers. Heraldo can do magic and card tricks. Doreena can read palms. You can play for Belle and Macie, and they can both dance. I’ll alternate with you and tell stories.”
“Can Julianna come watch?”
“Of course she can come. If you have her put on that bright red dress and give her a tambourine, she can help you. She’s pretty enough.”
Jan went to find Julianna, uncertain of how she might respond to his request. But after an instant of initial surprise, she agreed. He probably should have expected that. She was always ready to pitch in and help.
So, after a bit of preparation, not long past mid-day, the small group headed over into the marketplace. Heraldo carried a box with his cards and tricks. Rosario carried a table, and Doreena carried two light chairs.
Jan was amused to see Julianna glowing with a kind of excitement as she gripped her tambourine.
He couldn’t help smiling at her as they walked. “I thought you weren’t comfortable in that dress?”
“I wasn’t... but now it feels more like a costume,” she said. “I feel like one of the Móndyalítko going out to earn my living.”
Still smiling, he shook his head. She did make quite a picture, with her colorful sash and bracelets. Though her hair was normally straight, she’d been wearing it in a braid, and now that she’d taken it out, it fell in waves down her back.
Upon reaching the marketplace, Jan turned his attention to their reception, but several of the sellers in their stalls called out cheerful welcomes.
“Rosario! Doreena! How good to see you.”
Jan relaxed. It appeared no one was blaming them for the attack, and he knew their group brought more people to the marketplace—who then often spent money at the stalls.
Doreena waved back and stopped to chat with a few townsfolk while Rosario chose a spot where they would be visible but out of the way. He soon set up Doreena at the table with the chairs, and people came hurrying over to have their palms read. Doreena was good at palm reading, not so much because she could tell the future, but because she had a gift for listening and telling people what they needed to hear.
Later, Heraldo would borrow the table for his show.
Rosario took Jan, Belle, Macie, and Julianna about twenty paces away to an open area, and he set out three hats at various intervals. Then he nodded to Jan.
“What do I do?’ Julianna whispered.
“Just stay with me and hit the tambourine in time to the music I play.”
A look of panic crossed her face, as if she had no idea what he meant, but she nodded.
Lifting his bow, he hit his first note, and the rest of the world faded. He played lively tunes at first, vaguely aware of Belle and Macie, dancing swiftly to the sounds coming from his instrument. Then he heard Julianna’s tambourine as she quickly picked up on the melody, and she never missed a beat.
As the first song ended, a crowd had gathered and exploded with applause, but all eyes were on Belle, who smiled and bowed and soaked in the worship. She loved to perform more than anything else.
Jan took no issue with this, and he was glad when the townspeople began tossing coins into the hats. Aunt Doreena needed the money for their community box. Turning, he looked at Julianna and saw she was still glowing... and that she was enjoying herself. He realized this was the first time she’d ever experienced the joy of performing and the sound of applause. Normally, she preferred to work behind the scenes, in kitchens or hen houses or out gathering firewood, so it pleased and surprised him that she was having a good time out here on display in the marketplace.
“Ready?” he asked her.
She nodded, and he began the next song.
The afternoon passed quickly, with Uncle Rosario and Heraldo spelling the musical numbers about every third or fourth song. At one point, only Jan and Belle performed, so he could play something haunting and mournful, and she could do one of her slow, seductive dances that kept the audience mesmerized.
Aunt Doreena read palms and told fortunes, and Jan anticipated that tomorrow, Uncle Rosario would bring a larger group into town. This was a relief. Perhaps they had all been worried over nothing regarding Rico.
However... the worry over Sebastian’s invading family was still very real. Normally, Rosario would start in the merchant district and move to various locations through the town. If Sebastian’s people had played out the better areas, there would be little coin available for another family of Móndyalítko coming in and performing the same types of shows.
Something had to be done. Jan simply didn’t know what yet.
As dusk set in, Rosario called a halt. He bid any remaining audience members a good night and promised to return tomorrow.
Jan was just walking over to help Heraldo pack up when the first eerie cry rang out, and he whirled around, going instantly cold.
“No,” he whispered.
Townspeople in the market began screaming as a great black cat dashed past a candle-seller’s stall and went after a woman carrying a child.
Jan dropped his violin and bolted forward, with no idea of what he might do, but driven by the need to do something.
He was too late.
As with the previous attack, as the cat reached the woman, she appeared to stumble and then fell. The child rolled free, but the cat was atop the woman, slashing twice this time, catching her across the face and shoulder.
As Jan reached them, the cat darted away, dashing the way it had come, leaving the injured, bleeding woman writhing on the ground.
Glancing back, Jan saw that Julianna had run after him, and she was holding the child, gripping it tightly to her chest. He fell on his knees beside the woman. Three jagged claw marks marred her face, and her shoulder was bleeding badly.
“Someone help!” he called. “The cat is gone! Go and fetch a healer!”
Rushed footsteps sounded behind him, and he looked back again to see both Master Braxton and Rosario running up.
Braxton dropped down beside Jan.
“I’ve sent for a healer,” he said. “What happened?”
Jan hesitated. “Same as before. A great cat appearing... slashing... and then vanishing again.”
Braxton looked down at the woman and then up at Rosario.
“Where is your son?”
· · · · ·
No arrest was made, but the mood at the camp that night was tense and fearful. The group did not wish to lose Rico, and Jan even heard whispered suggestions that they should all pack up and leave in the night.
Jan knew that Doreena and Rosario would most likely never agree to that, or at least not yet. They’d worked too hard to create a yearly cycle of places where they were welcome to stay and work—and they would be hard pressed to give up Serov.
And yet... the fear of the other family members caused him to ponder something Julianna had said last night.
If it’s not Donovan, who could it be? Who would benefit from hurting Rico?
Just the possibility of Rico being arrested, of being taken away, already had half of the family ready to pack up and leave.
If that happened, who would most benefit?
Only one name came to mind: Sebastian.
As the women prepared dinner, Jan looked over to see his aunt and Julianna both busy at the fire. Neither one noticed him looking. He knew Rico and Rosario were both tending to the horses.
Quickly, Jan went up the steps of the wagon, and he quietly opened the door. Belle was the only person inside, and she was asleep on her bunk. Ignoring her, he went to his aunt’s shelf of herbal remedies, and he randomly chose a tiny stoppered vial, which he dropped into his pocket. Then he found a clay pitcher and went back outside.
Belle never even stirred.
Once outside, he slipped beneath the wagon, knelt beside a small cask, and filled the pitcher with dark, red wine. He always kept a dagger inside a sheath in his right boot, but he didn’t think he’d need it.
After glancing again at his aunt and Julianna, he headed across the way, entering Sebastian’s camp. Similar activities took place over here. Women cooking. Children playing. Men tending to horses.
A girl about sixteen who was leaning over a pot, stood up as he approached. He gave her his most charming smile and raised the pitcher.
“I’ve come for a drink with Sebastian,” he said. “Can you point me to his wagon?”
In addition to being overly handsome, he looked like one of the “world’s little children,” and his smile did the rest.
Without word, she pointed to the largest wagon. It was the one he would have guessed, but he couldn’t have been certain.
Sweeping back with one leg, he bowed. “My thanks.”
She didn’t speak but continued watching him as he walked toward the wagon. Taking the steps swiftly, he decided on a light knock.
“Come in,” a gruff voice called.
Jan opened the door but didn’t enter.
The rotund man sitting behind a desk looked up at him and blinked in surprise. Inside, the wagon was cluttered with rolled papers and clothes and bottles and saddles and boxes. It smelled of stale dust, and Jan wondered when it had last been cleaned. A single bunk was visible at the front, built into the wall, and the only other furniture was the desk where Sebastian sat.
Blinking his heavily folded eyes, Sebastian said, “You’re... you’re...?”
“Rosario’s nephew.” Jan held up the pitcher. “My father is the vassal of Chemestúk and its surrounding fiefs, and my uncle has been giving me more authority in the family. We performed in the marketplace today, and I know your people were in the merchant district. I thought you and I might have a drink and work out some... boundaries for dividing the town between us.”
He’d worded his statement carefully, first stressing that his own father was in a position of authority for the House of Äntes—no small feat—and then that his uncle was favoring him with more authority—which wasn’t remotely true—and finally that Rosario may have softened and was willing to divide Serov without resistance after all.
Sebastian’s eyes glinted. This was probably more than he’d hoped for so soon. “I won’t promise agreement,” he said casually, “but pour us some drinks and we can talk.” He stood, his girth filling half the width of the wagon, and he reached to a shelf above his head, bringing down two clay goblets. “What did you bring?”
“Dark burgundy from Kéonsk.”
Sebastian suddenly smiled, exposing stained teeth. “Well, that bodes well. You’ve got the good sense not to offer the cheap stuff.”
Jan poured the wine, set down the pitcher, and handed a goblet to Sebastian.
“To a meeting of mutual benefit?” Jan asked, raising his goblet.
Sebastian’s smile broadened. “Why not?”
Again, this must be far easier than he expected given the fact that he’d broken with long established Móndyalítko agreements. Jan waited as Sebastian took a large swallow, downing half the contents of his goblet. Then Jan raised his own goblet to his mouth and set it down on the desk.
“Giving up the marketplace would be hard for us,” Sebastian began, shuffling papers aside on his desk, “so I hope you won’t you suggest that. Perhaps we could alternate?”
Jan remained silent until the rotund man looked up from the desk.
“I have a better suggestion,” Jan said coldly. “You tell me whatever it is you’re holding over Master Braxton or you’ll be dead within a few moments. I’ve just poisoned you.”
Sebastian stared at him and then glanced down at the goblet. “What did you... what did you...?”
“I put a special mix of my aunt’s into the wine,” Jan explained, taking the tiny, stoppered vial from his pocket. “I normally prefer not to be murderer, unless I can’t help it, so this is the antidote. Tell me what you’re holding over Braxton, and I’ll hand you this vial. Easy enough.”
Turning red, Sebastian looked down at Jan’s goblet. “Then you poisoned yourself as well.”
“I did not. My goblet’s full. I didn’t take a sip.”
Sebastian’s eyes widened, tinted with fear.
“Right about now,” Jan went on, “your throat is beginning to close up and your tongue is beginning to swell. Within a few breaths, you won’t be able to swallow at all.”
“You wouldn’t do this! You’re Móndyalítko! We don’t kill our own.”
“I’m only half Móndyalítko. My father serves the Äntes.” He leaned forward, placing one hand on the desk and holding up the vial with the other. “Tell me! What do you have on Braxton?”
Sebastian put one hand to his throat and focused his gaze on the vial. “He stole some taxes! Last spring, he married a girl half his age, and she wanted a finer house, so he started to build her one. He couldn’t finish paying for work and materials, and when he delivered Serov’s quarterly taxes, he held some back and made an excuse to Lord Rueben. One of Braxton’s servants found out and I... I acquired the information and threatened to go to Lord Rueben unless we were allowed to stay.”
Jan took a step back, letting anger flow into his voice, “And then you somehow got hold of a great cat that you set loose in the marketplace to ensure Rico would be blamed and we’d have to leave.”
“What? No!” Sebastian shook his head adamantly. “I had nothing to do with that. I may be trying to earn a little extra coin, but I’d not expose one of my own people’s shifters.”
Jan studied his face. He was being truthful.
Whoever had set that cat loose in the market... it wasn’t Sebastian.
“Give me the vial!” Sebastian cried.
“Why?” Jan slipped the vial back into his pocket. “You don’t need it. I didn’t put anything in the wine.”
Sebastian stared at him, panting. “But... my throat... my tongue.”
“You believed me, and your body reacted.” Jan leaned forward again, this time putting both hands on the desk. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Tomorrow morning, you will pack up your family and leave. I want you gone before the midday meal. And if you don’t, I will go into Serov and begin spreading word about Master Braxton stealing those taxes, and I’ll make sure everyone knows the information came from you. I’ll make certain Master Braxton believes that you’ve been spreading his dirty secret. I believe he has some pull with the magistrates of a number of towns and villages in this area. Even if he falls from power over this, you will have made quite an enemy.”
Sebastian went pale. “You would do that? You’d let my entire family suffer, keep them from finding a welcome and a place to perform?”
Jan turned away and headed for the door. “Be gone before mid-day.”
· · · · ·
Dinner was going to be served late tonight, but no one seemed to mind. Julianna was helping Doreena reheat some chicken and lentil stew from the night before. No one here ever minded eating the same thing two nights in a row either.
Belle came out of the wagon, yawning from a nap, and she sat down in her usual spot. Rico was crouched by the campfire, staring into it, and offering no hint of his feelings.
Doreena leaned over the large cast pot—hanging on a hook over the low flames—and stirred it. “I’m not sure we have enough for everyone. Julianna, I bought some tomatoes at the market today. Would you run to the wagon and fetch them? We can cut them up and add them.”
Fresh tomatoes in the stew sounded promising.
“Of course. Be right back.”
Julianna hurried off, went to the wagon, and found a box of tomatoes on the floor. She wasn’t certain how many Doreena wanted, so she hefted the entire box, intending to go right back to the fire.
However... as she descended the steps, movement caught her eye, and she looked over to see Corbin coming out of the wagon he shared with the rest of Heraldo’s family. The sight of the twitchy young man exiting his own wagon was nothing out of the ordinary, but something about the way he moved, something furtive, caused Julianna to stop and observe him.
He crept down the steps as if he feared being heard or seen, and he carried something in his arms. Darkness had fallen, but the moon was full, and Julianna squinted to try and see what it was he carried.
Instead of heading toward the campfire, he turned and slipped away through the trees, vanishing into the forest.
After only an instant of hesitation, Julianna set down the box of tomatoes and went after him, passing through the exact same spot in the trees and trying to listen for his footsteps. She heard nothing but continued onward until she reached a clearing, and then she stopped at the edge of the brush, peering through the leaves.
Corbin stood inside the clearing, bathed in moonlight.
As he adjusted the bundle in his arms, one of his hands became more visible, and she realized he was carrying two separate items. The bundle was black and appeared to be a large piece of folded cloth, and the other object was a small, hand-held rake... with three sharp, metal prongs.
She stood frozen, realizing she was on edge of witnessing something important, but as yet, she had no idea what.
Still gripping the three-pronged hand rake, Corbin shook loose the folded cloth. It was beautiful, black and sheer, and it glimmered in the moonlight like no cloth Julianna had ever seen.
With one hand, Corbin swung the cloth over his shoulders, and the world around him shimmered briefly. Julianna stifled a gasped. Instantly, Corbin was gone and a great black cat had taken his place. The sight was nothing like what she’d observed when Rico had transformed. There was no alteration of features or fur sprouting or claws growing.
In a blink, Corbin had vanished and the cat had appeared.
Although Julianna had no idea exactly how this was being done... she now knew who was doing it, and he should be ashamed of himself.
Unable to keep still a moment longer, she stepped into clearing.
“Corbin! Take that cloth off right now!”
She was not about to let him go into Serov and maim some poor townsperson. She wasn’t afraid of him. She was traveling with his family and was therefore considered “one of the people.”
His head swung toward her, and his glowing yellow eyes fixed on her.
A hint of uncertainty passed through her, but she stood her ground. “Corbin, this has to stop,” she said, surprised at the calm in her voice. “You must know that.”
His lips drew up, exposing fangs, and he snarled.
Then he charged.
Julianna whirled, running back toward the camp.
“Jan!”
· · · · ·
Jan strode back from Sebastian’s camp, not terribly proud of what he’d just done, but satisfied that these interlopers would be gone in the morning.
He realized he was hungry and sniffed the air as he approached the campfire of his own camp, smelling simmering chicken. Aunt Doreena was stirring the pot, and he glanced around.
“Where’s Julianna?” he asked.
Doreena looked up. “I sent her to fetch some tomatoes, but she should have come back by now.”
Frowning, he took a single step toward the wagon when a cry rang of the forest.
“Jan!”
He bolted, running so fast his feet nearly flew over the ground, not slowing down when he reached the trees but crashing through the brush.
“Julianna!”
He couldn’t see her, and he shouted her name again.
Then he heard the sounds of something in the trees ahead, and he darted forward, breaking between two aspens to the sight of Julianna running toward him.
His relief was short lived as she appeared to be shoved forward and she fell. His heart nearly stopped as a great black cat appeared behind her, leaping on top of her.
Without thinking, Jan ran forward and kicked the cat in its side. He expected to feel heavy resistance and was surprised when the cat flew off of Julianna and rolled. Dropping to one knee, Jan jerked the dagger from his boot, not sure how much good it would be, but it was his only available weapon.
True to form, Julianna scrambled to one side and grabbed a heavy branch, whirling back to defend herself. Good. If she could bash the cat just once on the head, he might be able to finish it with his dagger.
But neither of them got the chance to act further.
A black form streaked past them, snarling, and it crashed into the cat on the ground, raising one claw to slash. Jan drew back, trying to get in front of Julianna, as the two great black cats were locked in battle.
“Rico, no!” Julianna cried. “Don’t hurt him. It’s Corbin.”
The cat on top, with its paw still in the air, looked over at Julianna, and she dashed past Jan, running forward. Dropping beside both cats, she reached out for the one pinned on the ground, appeared to grab its fur, and she jerked. A black cloth came away in her hands.
The world shimmered.
The cat on the ground vanished, and a terrified Corbin cowered in its place.
· · · · ·
Not long after, Jan was standing by the campfire with the entire family, and he was still trying to make sense of what he’d just witnessed.
Rico had dragged Corbin back into camp, and Jan had followed, bringing Julianna to an empty chair by the fire and telling her to sit down. She normally didn’t like being fussed over, but he could tell she must be shaken because she didn’t argue. He stood behind her with his hands on the back of her chair. Some of the family members whispered among themselves.
Aunt Doreena was now holding the black cloth, but she seemed beyond words.
With everyone looking on, both Rosario and Heraldo faced Corbin, who stood staring at the ground.
“Why?” Heraldo asked in pained confusion. “Why would you do this?”
Corbin’s face twitched, but he didn’t look up.
“Answer him!” Rosario ordered.
Jan had never seen his uncle so angry.
Corbin was silent a moment longer and then whispered, “For Belle.”
A hush fell over the group. Belle was sitting by the fire, near Julianna, but she didn’t react in any way to Corbin’s words.
“For Belle?” Rosario asked.
“So she would turn to me!” Corbin suddenly cried, looking up. “She loves me. She’s told me so, but Rico protects your family, and so she doesn’t need me. If he... if he was gone, she would need me, and if she needed me, she could be with me.”
Rosario and Heraldo both seemed so stunned that neither could respond, but Doreena stepped forward, holding out the glimmering cloth. “So you what... you stole an enchanted cloth that allows you to shift your shape?”
“I didn’t steal it!” Corbin shouted at her. “And it doesn’t change my shape. There is no cloth that could make me into a shifter. It’s a glamour... nothing more. When I wear the cloth, people see and hear a great cat.” He pointed to the metal hand-rake on the ground. “I used that for my claws.”
Rico was tightly poised outside the circle, glaring inward, and as Jan glanced over, he hoped his tall cousin would stay out of this and leave it to Aunt Doreena and Uncle Rosario and Heraldo.
The two older men still appeared speechless, trying to absorb a betrayal they probably thought far, far beyond one of their own.
“You bought the cloth?” Doreena asked Corbin. “From whom?”
“A kettle witch, when we stayed in Enêmûsk over the summer. I learned he was skilled with glamours, and I asked him to make it for me.”
Jan tensed as the story grew more bizarre. The term “kettle witch” was used by the Móndyalítko to describe someone without natural powers like the Mist-Torn or the shifters but who had created power for him or herself via the study of spell components. Most of the Móndyalítko avoided them when possible.
“But Corbin...” Doreena went on, her voice softer now. She held up the cloth again. “Glamour or not, this cloth is no trifle. Just the components would cost dearly. You could not possibly have purchased this with any side money that you earned from...”
She stopped. An instant later, Rosario’s eyes widened.
“The box?” he asked hoarsely.
Julianna reached up and gripped the back of Jan’s hand, and the implication became clear to him. Corbin had stolen the money from the group’s community box. That would mean that Aunt Doreena hadn’t checked it since leaving Enêmûsk, but why would she? Serov was the first place where they’d needed to purchase supplies.
“Two years, Corbin,” Doreena said. “Two years of saving.”
After that, everyone remained quiet for a few moments, and then from his position outside the circle, Rico asked, “What are we going to do? We cannot turn him over to Braxton.”
“Why not?” Jan countered. “Maybe we should just turn him over and let him pay for maiming two townspeople.”
Corbin began breathing faster.
“And tell Braxton what?” Rosario asked raggedly, finding his voice. “That Corbin was trying to discredit my son, who is a shifter, to get Rico arrested? And that in order to do so, he purchased a cloth to make himself appear as a great cat? Is that what we tell Braxton?”
Jan looked away, feeling foolish. “No... no of course not.”
“I’ll handle this,” Heraldo said, his eyes bleak. “He is my responsibility, and I was blind.” He glanced over at Belle. “About many things.”
Grabbing Corbin’s arm, he led the young man away, but Jan knew nothing would ever be quite the same among the family again. One of their own had betrayed them. Rosario put his arm around Doreena gently, and the two of them walked off, speaking quietly to each other. Other people headed for their own wagons as if wishing to be away from the scene they’d just witnessed.
Rico turned and stalked toward the forest. “I’m going hunting.”
Jan didn’t blame him for wanting to be alone.
Finally, only Belle, Jan, and Julianna remained by the fire.
Julianna was uncharacteristically quiet. It left him unsettled, and he remembered what she’d told him a few days before... about someone needing to do something about Belle.
“Isn’t anyone going to eat dinner?” Belle asked.
Jan stared at her. “You’ll need to apologize to Heraldo for your part in this, and try to make amends.”
“Me? Make amends for what?”
He could barely believe her answer. “I’ve seen you leading Corbin on, teasing him, dancing for him. But I’d no idea how far it had gone. He said you told him that you loved him. Have you?”
“Of course I have!” Her eyes flashed. “I love all my family. Men fall in love with me all the time, Jan, and you know it! It’s no fault of mine.” She turned away angrily, putting the back of one hand to her eye, as if she were the injured party. “I can’t help what men feel.”
Shaking slightly, Jan realized that more words were futile, and he drew Julianna up to her feet.
“Let’s go to the wagon.”
Julianna walked beside him. Doreena and Rosario had wandered off, and Jan and Julianna had the inside to themselves. She sank on her bunk, and he sat beside her.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
“Yes. Do you think Rico will be all right?”
“I think so.” Jan paused. “No one can prove anything against him, and the attacks will stop now.”
He studied her profile and thought on how she’d uncovered the truth tonight. He remembered the sight of her scrambling around and grabbing the branch to defend herself. Also, she’d seen the danger Belle posed when no one else had. Long suppressed feelings rose up inside him, and he struggled to keep from reaching out and grasping her hand.
“I’m... I’m so glad you came with me on this trip,” he said quietly.
She turned to him in surprise. He didn’t often express such sentiments.
“I’m glad too,” she whispered.
They were both quiet for a little while, and he wondered how she’d react if he did take her hand, touch her fingers with his.
“So, what happens tomorrow?” she asked, breaking the moment.
“Tomorrow? I expect we’ll go into town and set up a show. Do you want to come with me and bring your tambourine?”
She smiled. “I do.”
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