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GRETEL STOOD AT THE bow of the ocean liner and stared unblinking at the distant shoreline of the New Country. Her face was cold, expressionless, but a feeling of warmth and love flooded her body. She was home. Or almost there. And unlike the last journey to her birthplace, the one she had taken with her brother from the Old World when they were still children, there was no danger waiting for them this time. This time there were only memories. The Southlands and Back Country were unsoiled now, forever purged of the menace of Marlene.

And Anika.

The years Gretel was away had passed so quickly; it seemed like only yesterday when she and her brother had fled back home, alone on a vessel not unlike the one they rode today, desperate to save Georg and Amanda Klahr from the daggered clutches of the Northlands witch, a mission in which they’d only partly succeeded. 

Now, however, as Gretel thought of her house and property, of the farm and the surrounding forest, of the lake where she’d rowed her pressures away for hours on end, she realized there was much about the place she had forgotten. Many of the details had faded.

But not all. 

The Klahr Orchard was still a brightly lit memory, and she could see it now in her mind, the view from the bank across the lake, the trees blossoming with a bounty of red and green explosions. It was there that Gretel’s neighbor had caught her stealing pears as a teenager, a misdemeanor that would change Gretel’s life forever.  

The thought of Georg Klahr produced a stagger in Gretel’s breathing, but she quickly cleared her mind of the man she had loved like a grandfather, not wanting to descend into a place of guilt and misery. 

She replaced the orchard with an image of Rifle Field. Despite the terror that had occurred just beyond the field’s borders, in the loft of the cannery on the night Gretel had imbedded the fork-side of a hammer into the forehead of Marlene, Gretel had always maintained a pleasant memory of the place. Of her family in the early days of routine and stability, and later of the solitude she could depend on when things fell apart. 

And finally of Petr and her first kiss as a teenager.

Petr. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d seen him. Years.

“Look at it, Gretel,” Hansel said, sidling up beside his sister. “Can you believe we’re here? How long has it been for you?”

Gretel looked to the ground for the answer, but she could only shake her head. “Eight years, maybe. Ten? I can’t really remember.”

Hansel mirrored the headshake, scoffing, as if unable to comprehend the speed of time. “Well, I bet it will all look the same to you. You know how the Back Country is: time never seems to touch it.” 

This statement subdued Gretel, and suddenly she wished she were alone again with her thoughts. She knew she would need to wade delicately back into her old life—even if she were only staying for a short time—and Hansel’s narration was steering her mind toward anxiety. Still, he was almost certainly right: once she glimpsed the properties of her childhood again, familiarity would wash over her in a flood.

“We’re staying only a few weeks though,” she said. “Remember our pact. A month at the most. I’m as overjoyed as you are to see home again, but we’ve got work to do.”

Hansel smiled and shook his head, chortling. “Work to do? Can’t you take just a second to breathe?” He straightened his look and stared intently at Gretel. “You’ve been out of the clutches of that monster for what, two weeks? And all you can think about is getting back there? What’s the rush?”

Gretel’s escape from the world of Marlene, from the world of Orphism and the appalling potion that was born of the practice, had only redirected her toward other terrors, leading her into the land of Orphism’s source and yet another curse conjured by her family. 

Gromus, Marlene’s brother, as twisted and vile as his sister, had somehow found Gretel, hunted her down in the land of her ancestors in the hopes of fulfilling an addiction as powerful as the one that had driven Marlene and Anika to their own madness. That was the control of Orphism. For all its exquisiteness and insight into the truth of life and being, there was so much darkness to be found there. Gretel had managed to avoid the craving of the potion itself, but there were other lures of the practice that had gripped her tightly in its clutches. The need for answers. The need to find her heritage. Those demands poked at her daily, as the last conscious reflection at night and the first waking thought of morning. And to meet these needs, she had to be where it all began. The deepest answers to the ancient practice could only be found in the Old World. 

In the birthplace of her grandmother.

In the land of sin and iniquity.

Gretel sensed eyes upon her, and she quickly twisted her neck, spotting Maja who was perhaps ten yards behind her on the deck, staring. The girl looked away quickly, but Gretel kept her eyes locked on the hitchhiker from the Old World, trying to decipher whether her gaze held the look of admiration or mischief. Or perhaps something else. There was no reason for Gretel to suspect any spite in the girl, so she supposed what she was noting was fear. The girl was afraid. She had left her tiny home of Stedwick Village—and her family and friends and all she ever knew about life—and now, within weeks of that departure, she was leaving the Old World entirely. The New Country was a place of legends and myths to girls like Maja, and in an instant, she had made the life decision to flee there.

And Maja feared Gretel as well. Gretel was certain of that. 

Gretel was sure Hansel had told the girl plenty about his sister, so if the village lass now also possessed some combination of dread and awe toward her, she supposed that was to be expected.

Hansel turned now to see his new companion and Maja raised her eyes from the deck to meet his.

“We’re almost there,” he said. And then with genuine glee, “I’m so pleased you came with us.”

Gretel bet he did. The shine in her brother’s eyes would have been obvious to a blind man. That was fine she supposed. Her brother deserved to be happy, and if this girl from the Old World became the center of his world for a while—perhaps forever, who knew?—then so be it. 

But as for Gretel, she would hold off on trusting Maja completely, at least for the time being. 

Maja met Gretel’s eyes again for a flash and then shifted them back to Hansel. “I don’t want to be anyone’s burden,” she said. “I know you invited me along, and I’m grateful and happier than you know to be on this adventure, but please let me know if and when I become an obstacle.”

Hansel began to speak, but Gretel quickly interrupted. “We will,” she said, and then looked at her brother who frowned and shook his head slowly. “Not that I expect you will be, of course,” Gretel added. “We’re as happy to have you as you are to be here, I’m sure.”

Maja gave a confused smile and nodded and then walked back through the doors to the area of the cabins.

Hansel waited for the deck doors to close and then said, “Geez, Gret! Very welcoming words. So now you have some hostility for Maja, I suppose?”

Gretel began to give excuses but instead just closed her eyes and snickered. “I’m not trying to be rude, Hansel. I’m truly not. But now that we’re back...I don’t know, I guess I’m starting to feel protective again.”

“I’m a grown man, Gretel.”

Gretel stared the length and width of her brother, taking in his chiseled features and confident posture for perhaps the first time ever. “You are that.” She looked back to the water. “But I’m not just talking about you.”

“Who else?” 

Gretel narrowed her eyes, studying the approaching land, and she could now make out some of the structures and landscape that awaited them on shore. “Everything. I feel defensive of all of it. Every time I think of the New Country now, I think of it as...I don’t know...Delicate, I guess is the word. Back in the Old World, whenever I spoke about home—or even thought about it, really—I always felt this need to shield it. And now that I’m here again, it’s like something inside me is preparing for a fight.”

Hansel let his sister’s words hang, giving them their proper weight. Softly, he said, “It’s over, Gretel.”

Gretel turned to her brother as if to dispute his declaration, but instead she shook her head and turned back to the water. “It’s not over everywhere. There are books still out there, and as long as there are, so is the potential for another Marlene or Gromus or...” Gretel had her mother’s name on the tip of her tongue, but she kept it there, unspoken. “There’s more evil waiting to be born out there.” She paused. “But as far as this place, the New Country, I hope you’re right. I hope it is over here.”

Gretel and Hansel turned and watched the approaching shoreline, allowing several minutes to pass without either sibling speaking a word. 

And then, as if no longer able to endure the torture of the silence, Hansel said, “Why don’t we take our time here, Gretel? I meant what I said earlier. I know how you feel about the danger that still exists, but there really isn’t any rush to get back. A year—even two—won’t make any difference. Orphism has been around for thousands of years, what’s another one or two going to matter?”

Hansel’s voice was deep, and Gretel could hear the strained attempt to sound comforting and in control. But she could also hear the touch of fear in her brother’s words. Perhaps not fear for his life, but for something even more abstract, that leaving the Back Country immediately might destroy whatever stability he managed to establish during these days at home.

“What about Noah?” Gretel offered. “He’ll be waiting for us.”

“He’s hardly standing at the docks with binoculars, Gretel. We told him we would find him when we came back, but we didn’t say when that would be. Not specifically. And if...when we decide to return, we will tell him. We’ll have no choice. He knows the land. He has the money.” 

“If we return?”

“I corrected myself. When we return.”

Gretel raised her eyebrows, questioning the correction.

“But like I said, we didn’t say when that would be, did we?”

“I think we implied it wouldn’t be very long.”

“It doesn’t matter, Gretel!” Hansel sighed and pinched his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “I’m sorry. I...I don’t know why I just yelled like that.”

Gretel shook off the apology. “It’s because you’re tired, Hansel. Exhausted. I understand. I am too. And the thought of going back there, to the land where we just saw so much death and ugliness, and after all we’ve just been through, it’s an impossible thought to conceive of.” 

Images of Lyria suddenly burst into Gretel’s brain, and she nearly choked on the lump of disgust that now lodged in her throat. 

Lyria. It was the worst sight she had ever seen. Would ever see, she was sure. Women and children. Elder folk. Gromus had killed them with such little care it was as if they were rodents or mosquitoes. They had been dismembered and staked alive by the unsightly butcher, their eyes torn from their heads as they screamed in shrieks of pain that Gretel had thought impossible for humans to utter. Hansel, Maja and Noah had arrived later to see the corpses—and ultimately to free Gretel—but Gretel had been witness to the whole scene. She had closed her eyes at the end, but it was far too late. The damage to her conscience was irreparable. 

And closing her eyes didn’t hide the screams. She would hear the screams in her sleep as long as she lived.  

Gretel pressed the memory down and turned to her brother. “You don’t have to come back with me, Han. You truly don’t. I understand why you wouldn’t want to. I wouldn’t come if I was you.” She smiled. “The fact that you came to find me—to save me!—is the most amazing thing anyone has ever done. You, more than anyone, deserve to stay. It’s time to start your life. Finally. You’ve had a harder one than any person I’ve ever known. Harder than mine, for sure. It’s time for you to start living a normal life for once. Maybe start one with Maja.”

Hansel began his rebuke but instead closed his eyes and smiled, shaking his head. “What is a normal life, Gretel? What would that even look like?”

“I don’t know. Not exactly. But maybe one without witches. Or mountain monsters. Or one where people die before they’re seven-hundred years old.”

Hansel snorted a laugh. “Yeah, I guess those might be a few of the criteria.” He laughed for a few more beats, and when it finally shrank to a giggle and dissipated, he asked, “But what about you? You don’t deserve a normal life? Why are you in such a hurry to get back? And don’t tell me it’s because of Noah. You know as well as I do he’s not holding his breath waiting on our return. He’s got plenty of work to keep him busy. And even if we did delay the return for a while—a few years even—it’s not like we can’t get in touch with him to let him know what we’re up to. They have phones in the Old World, Gretel.”

Gretel pondered the first of Hansel’s questions for a moment—about whether she deserved a normal life—and then she answered, “Of course I want a normal life. At least, I want to feel normal in my life. But for me, I guess normal means something a bit different than it does for most people. Ever since I began reading—and understanding—the text of Orphism, the only thing that feels right is to follow the book. To follow the history and the instructions inside. To let it guide me to the places of its origin. It doesn’t feel normal not to pursue it.”

Gretel felt discouraged at the inadequacy of her explanation and shook her head, trying to reset the jumble of words that had just left her mouth.

“When we first left for Hecklin, with mother, just after she came home that first time, it was the most exhilarating feeling I’d ever known. Sitting in the car, waiting to go to the docks and board the ship that would take us to Jena in the Old World, I almost couldn’t breathe thinking about arriving in the place of our ancestors. To find these strange answers to questions I’d never even known to ask. But even before then, before any of the incidents with Marlene, those questions had always lurked somewhere in the back of my mind.”

Gretel’s breathing increased, and she slowed her mind, taking a moment to relax and reset.

“And when we returned, after mother got sick and you and I came back to protect the Klahrs from Marlene, I always knew I wouldn’t stay home forever. I always had to go back.”

Hansel let his sister’s words stand for a moment and then resumed the conversation. “I understand, Gretel. I mean, maybe not on the deepest of levels, but I generally get what you’re saying. You have some strange passion for answers, but...you’re going to die if you don’t stop searching. Eventually. Why not at least try to have a life here? See if you can find normal again in the Back Country?” 

Gretel chuckled. “I did try, Hansel. I tried to have my normal life with Petr, remember? I tried to start my future on my own, away from home, going to college, doing the things it was always expected I would do.”

Hansel frowned reflexively at this last memory, the one of his sister abruptly leaving him for school. 

Gretel had abandoned him, really, leaving him not only to take care of himself, but of their sick mother, as well. 

A deranged Anika. 

Gretel rued that choice almost daily now, but she didn’t have energy for the discussion today. “I just couldn’t stay, Hansel. As much as I loved Petr—and I did love him, Han; I still do—even love couldn’t keep me from chasing the stories. From chasing our legacy. It’s an addiction, I suppose, but it’s one I don’t want to break even if I could. And now I made a commitment to those men in the Village of the Elders to find the remaining copies of Orphism, and I intend to follow through with that promise.”

“I made the promise too.”

Gretel shrugged, an indication that Hansel would need to resolve any personal problems of conscience on his own.

“He’s still here, you know?” Hansel said flatly.

Gretel knew who ‘He’ was, but she clarified anyway to stall. “Who’s that?”

Hansel scoffed. “Petr is who that is. Miss Magical Feelings doesn’t know who I mean?”

“He’s here in the Back Country?”

Hansel shook his head. “Not the Back Country, but in the Southlands. I’m not sure where these days, he moves around a lot, but he never strays far from Mrs. Klahr. Except that once. Not long after you left...after mother died...he left school and disappeared for a while. There was a lot of intrigue around it at the time, but then suddenly he was home.”

“I remember you wrote me about that. You never mentioned where he went.”

Hansel shrugged. “He never talked about it with me. I mean, I never really saw him much before then, and after he returned, even less. I still see him now and again though, when he comes to visit Mrs. Klahr. But he makes a point not to come when I’m here. He never told me that was the reason why, but it was obvious. Something was always different with him when he came back. Besides just being quiet and aloof, I mean. He was stronger or something. But sadder too. I don’t know.”

“Why are you telling me this, Hansel?” Gretel asked, a bit annoyed. “Why are you giving me all these details about Petr? What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know. I’m describing the evolution of an old flame. In case you thought he was still weak or something—”

“I don’t think that. I never thought that about him. That had nothing to do with why I left.”

It was Hansel’s turn to shrug now. “Whatever, I don’t know why I’m telling you then. I guess I’m kind of nervous too.”

A sudden announcement blared through the speakers that the ship would be docking within the hour and that disembarkment would begin immediately. Gretel was thankful for the interruption. She had so many thoughts and issues to sort out once she arrived back home, and each needed to be handled one at a time. But with Hansel bringing them all to the surface so quickly, Gretel was feeling overwhelmed. 

Petr.

He was one of those issues, for sure. But that subject was intimately hers, and she felt no need to speak about him with anyone else, including Hansel. And if Petr wanted to see her, Gretel would obviously oblige, but she wasn’t going to initiate or press the issue. He could have been married with eleven children for all Gretel knew, though she assumed Hansel would have mentioned that little detail were that the case.

When the green light flashed above the doors and the portal finally opened, Gretel was the first passenger off the boat. She carried a single bag, the thin strap of it crossing her chest from shoulder to hip, the wiry muscles of her bare biceps peeking through her long hair that cascaded down her shoulders and arms.

Hansel and Maja fell in behind Gretel, standing several feet back from the new matriarch of the Morgan clan as she took in the surroundings of her once and current home.

“I think you might be right, Hansel,” Gretel said, still staring off to the road ahead that would lead them to the Southlands and the Back Country. “I think it’s all going to come back to me right away.”

She turned now and smiled at her brother, and a feeling of joy suddenly swelled inside her. 

“Let’s go home, brother,” she said. “Now that I’m here, I can’t wait to get back.” 
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Chapter 2
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“WHERE ARE ALL THE CUSTOMERS?”

The man sitting at the counter said the words loudly, boisterously, extending his hand and waving it in a half-turn towards the dining area of the restaurant. 

“How does one make money with so few customers?”

“We do a nice business,” answered the man behind the counter, who any onlooker would assume was the owner or manager. “It is the late afternoon. It is our slowest time of every day.”

The man at the counter turned again toward the dining area, nodding as he scanned the scene, pursing his lips as if considering the owner’s words a possible explanation, though one that was perhaps lacking the necessary sophistication. “But wouldn’t you prefer it if your establishment was full all of the time? Certainly you would.”

Anika heard the first hint of aggression in this last phrase, and she instinctively began tapping the clubbed head of her blackthorn stick that lay diagonally across the table. She didn’t look up from the book flipped open below her, but she could almost see the cock of the customer’s head as he asked his question, body language that suggested an affirmative answer was strongly advised. 

From her window seat, Anika now tuned her attention in full toward the conversation, keeping her head bowed and her shoulders and arms tight to her body. The hood of her robe was flopped back to her shoulders, but her face was masked by thick strands of matted hair that fell across her face in sheets. It wasn’t a look she had purposely cultivated over the years, but she knew from the comments and whispers that occasionally drifted into range, to many she resembled a witch.  

“Of course I would. Who wouldn’t? But I do a fine business here. Better than most in this village.”

Anika caressed a finger across the blackthorn stick and then took her first subtle peek toward the growing confrontation. The troublemaker’s back was to Anika, but she could see him sit straight and rigid at the proprietor’s reply, throwing his shoulders back with an exaggerated jerk, clearly mocking the man before him. “Better than the whole village?” he repeated. “Such an important man you are!”

“No. That is not what I meant. I ju—”

The bully quickly leaned forward, his arms now on the counter, his jaw jutted forward toward the owner like a snake tasting the wind. He lowered his voice only slightly, but not so low that Anika couldn’t make out every word with crystal clarity. “All of these customers that you boast of can go away in one day. Did you know that? For without a proper environment to eat, no one will want to dine in your establishment. Or work here for that matter. One unruly customer can ruin the experience for all. I have been in this village for only a few months, but I would imagine word of your decline would spread quickly.”

The badgering customer was speaking loudly now, nearly yelling, and within seconds of one another, the two patrons seated on either side of him—who made up a third of the current customer count, including Anika—each dropped a bill and a few coins on the counter and left without a word.  

The man stood and followed them to the threshold of the door, hurrying them along for the last two or three steps before turning back to the owner. “Do you see? You are losing them already.” He walked back to the counter and leaned in again to the proprietor. “How many more can you afford to lose? Hmm?”

The owner swallowed and blinked twice, nervously, and Anika knew in that moment he had lost all control of his tiny restaurant. Any words that left his mouth from that point on would only add heat to the already blazing kiln that was now Jericho’s Diner. 

“I’ll ask you to leave now, sir,” he said, trying to maintain a steady tone. “Your coffee will be compensated, but I’ll not have you in my establishment another minute longer.”

Anika could still only see the back of the unruly customer’s head as he listened to the directive, but the stillness in his posture emitted the tension of a provoked animal. 

Anika stared over the man’s shoulder into the face of the owner, and this time she caught his eye, noting the light glean of fear that had formed over his pupils. Anika could almost hear his plea for help in the expression, but he dropped her gaze quickly, focusing back on the brewing altercation.

“Compensation for my coffee,” the customer said, nodding sarcastically as if overwhelmed by such a kind gesture. “That is quite generous.” He dipped his head to the side now, considering other possibilities. “In fact, though, no. While I do appreciate the offer of coffee, I was thinking something more like ten percent of the weekly receipts. And for that, in return, I can ensure no damage or disruption reaches your lovely, though nearly empty, establishment.” 

The owner looked away for a moment and a large lump appeared in his throat and then vanished.

“The young waitresses can walk home without fear of harassment,” the bully continued, “and when you are closed for the day, and night shrouds the village, I’ll ensure no fiery bottles shatter the lovely glass windows that surround this building.” He scanned the full perimeter of the diner now, casing it for other weaknesses. “They look new, no? The windows I mean?” He paused. “Now that I think of it, perhaps ten percent is too small a price to pay for the protection of such pristine glass. Let us make it fifteen instead. I think that number more fair.”

“Who do you think—?” 

“Is there some reason why I’ve not even seen a menu?” 

Anika appeared like a ghost beside the bully at the counter, snapping her question directly to the owner as if she hadn’t yet noticed the person engaged in full conversation to her left.

In her periphery, Anika could see the bully turn toward her, but she kept her gaze on the owner, feigning irritation at the lack of attention she’d been paid to this point. She stayed in full character as she studied the middle-aged owner’s face, hoping, somehow, that she could convey her act to him and that he would play along, or at least keep quiet and not give away her ploy. 

The owner certainly knew Anika wasn’t angry about the service she’d received; she had arrived almost an hour earlier and ordered only coffee and crackers—specifically stating that a menu would not be necessary—and then had finished her ‘meal’ almost thirty minutes prior to this encounter. If the proprietor had bounced Anika earlier for loitering, he would have been in his full right. She supposed the only reason he hadn’t was because the diner was nearly empty. 

Now, however, Anika’s dawdling was the furthest thing from the owner’s mind. The poor man had more challenging customers with whom to contend.

“I know I’m in the Eastern Lands and not the New Country,” Anika continued, “but my impression was that women were on equal footing these days. Was I wrong on that count?”

The owner stared at Anika with a look of both fear and bewilderment, and the combination of emotions seemed to render him speechless.

This was not true, however, for the intimidator, who was now glaring at Anika, bemused. “Do you not see we’re in a conversation, madam?” he said, his voice light, condescending, the way one might speak to an elderly woman who’s lost her manners in her old age.

Anika could see most of the bully’s face through the wave of greasy hair that still hung by her cheeks, and her vision left little doubt that he was a threat. He was eight inches taller than Anika, maybe more, and his block face and large chin suggested a burliness beneath his long trench coat. Anika absently thought of her walking stick that she’d left lying on the table, now regretting the decision to leave it. 

The bully turned back to the restaurant owner. “You see? This is what I mean.” The man held a hand out toward Anika without looking at her. “You allow homeless women to set up camp in your place of business, and then you wonder why you have none to speak of.”

“I do fine,” the owner mumbled, almost reflexively, as if there was still a point in arguing the reasons for his vacant diner.

“Homeless?” Anika said, scoffing as she turned to the man, her hair still dripping like syrup in front of her face. But her eyes were clear of the strands now, and she could take in the person before her in full. 

The bully turned toward Anika like a carnival strongman, showing off his broad shoulders and smooth face. He was so young, Anika thought—maybe only a few years older than Hansel was now. Gretel’s age, maybe. Too young for such roguishness and far too young to be given the amount of time he’d already been allotted by the hard-working proprietor of Jericho’s Diner. 

Anika’s thoughts lingered on her children for a moment, and then she methodically grabbed her hair on either side and brought the clumps together at the back of her head, tying them together deftly into a double knot. 

The young thug cocked his head and smiled, seemingly pleased at this new vision that Anika had just presented, raising his eyebrows as if he’d perhaps misjudged this batty woman. “Well, well,” he said smirking. “I’ll bet you clean up nicely.” 

It was the line of a libertine, of course, but the truth was, she did. And though it was difficult for Anika to stay clean these days, having no permanent residence or regular access to things like showers and laundry services, at an age somewhere north of fifty (she’d lost exact count years ago), she felt as strong as the April winds. And her body and face—if not her hair—reflected this vitality.

“Perhaps there are deals to be made between you and me.”

Anika said nothing at first as she narrowed her stare, her eyes like the hood ornament of a System cruiser, chromed and brilliant. When she finally spoke, her words came out as if drenched in honey. “Deals? I couldn’t possibly know what you mean by that.”

“Well, but I’m sure you do,” the man replied playfully, engaged now in some coquettish dialogue with this strange, ostensibly homeless, woman.

“Do I?” Anika’s face was now flat and cold, like a stone dredged from the bottom of the sea, and at the conclusion of her short question, she detected the first seeds of fear in the bully’s eyes and demeanor. At that stage, the fear was only in its nascent form of nervousness and hesitation, but it was there, incubating. 

“Surely, you do,” he replied, not yet ready to back off. “Just as I am a supplier of services for establishments such as this,” the man stretched his hand again toward the restaurant, presumably to display some example of a benefit he’d just provided, “you, no doubt, have services to offer as well.” He gave a wink on this last sentence, his confidence apparently renewed, and his thin smile grew broad and toothy.

Anika opened her eyes a bit wider and smiled back, though hers was a true smile of confidence, one a chess grandmaster might give to a cocky teenager who’s been beating his friends and family for years and thus believes himself invincible at the game. “Or perhaps I deal in something you could never believe. Perhaps I’m not at all who you think I am.”  

The man’s eyes shifted, and the speed of his breathing increased fractionally. He held Anika’s eyes for as long as possible, unblinking, in a showdown of gazes he had no hopes of winning. Finally, he swallowed and shrugged. “Then it’s your loss, vagrant. I don’t have time for riddles from whores.” 

The bully’s voice turned stern, hurried and indifferent, his sales pitch now replaced by the tones of a tyrant, a voice more representative, Anika presumed, of the person he truly was. 

“And the more I look at you, the more grateful I am for this annoying game. You’ve got a face and body behind the grime, I suppose, but I’ve no doubt my cock would be leaking for weeks.” 

The bully was clearly agitated now, sneering as he launched his insults, and then he quickly turned his attention back to the owner. “You think strongly about what I’ve said, Jericho. That is your name, no? Jericho?” The thug tried to keep his same lofty air as before, but his multiple glances back to Anika were a clear sign that he was still distracted. 

Jericho nodded quickly, and Anika felt annoyed with the owner for not putting up more resistance. He just wanted the bully gone from his restaurant, she understood that, but the thug was vulnerable now, thrown off his pattern of terror, and a bit more of a counterattack may have been just enough to send him moving on to the next town to coerce someone new, deciding this particular spot was no longer worth the effort. It was the only way to defeat tyrants, Anika knew: fight, then fight, and then fight some more. The energy they were willing to exert had its limits. After all, she thought, there are far more victims in the world than there are warriors.

“You think long and hard on my offer,” the bully repeated, having now walked to the restaurant’s front entrance. He stood with his hand on the horizontal bar of the front door, ready to exit. “I’ll be back later tonight for my answer. And if I don’t like that one, I’ll be back again tomorrow, though at that point you may not have time to chat, as you’ll be busy cleaning up all that glass from your floors.”

Anika shook her head slowly in silent disappointment, watching the brute as he hurled his threats from the entrance. And had he walked out then, left without another word, everything in Anika’s life would have proceeded quite differently.

The man shot Anika a quick glance and then his eyes were back on the owner. “And if one or two of the lasses that work here don’t show up tomorrow, well...” The terrorist shrugged, “That would be too bad as well.” 

The man laughed and pushed the door wide to the open air, but before he was two steps out, before the swing of the glass entry door had returned to closed, Anika was past the restaurant threshold and upon him, grabbing the man by the back of his collar and thrusting him forward across the dusty parking lot, leading him toward the car in which Anika had watched him arrive. 

The man instantly stiffened and flailed as Anika shoved him forward, and she could feel the strength in his body. She had expected it, of course; men of his ilk didn’t choose the profession they did unless they had some means of backing up their threats. And since he was alone in this extortion mission, that meant he was used to relying on his own muscle to achieve his ends.

But his strength was still that of a man—a normal, living man—and controlling him required only a moderate increase in effort on Anika’s part.

Anika was only a few steps away from the driver’s side of the car when she released the bully from her grip, and when she did, his momentum carried him face first into the driver’s door, his face slamming the window with a pop, his forehead crackling the glass into a spider’s web. 

But the impact seemed to have no effect on the man, and instinctively, Anika ducked low, anticipating the wild back swing that followed the man’s freedom from her hands. The swing spun the brute so that he was now facing Anika, perhaps less than two yards away, and she could see the confusion and indecision on his face. Had he been given the choice, Anika had no doubt he would have fled, leaving the cursed diner with little more than a bruised ego. 

And he still had that choice, if only for another few seconds; Anika was keeping her instincts at bay—with every effort in her blood—praying he would simply leave.

But she couldn’t hold the drive off forever.

The man stood planted in place, glancing from side to side, presumably in search of a stray weapon. But Anika already knew there were none, not on this barren stretch of dirt, and she thought again of her blackthorn stick resting on the table inside. She would have given the vision in her right eye to have it in her hands at that moment. How could she have left it! 

The bully was bleeding from the top of his forehead now, and as he touched the wound with his fingers, he let his stare drift across Anika’s shoulder, locking on some vision behind her. Instinctively, Anika twisted her neck in the direction of his gaze and saw the small crowd gathered by the door, the restaurant owner, Jericho, among them.

Her distraction by the group was only a second—maybe two—but her eyes were averted from the threat long enough that she couldn’t avoid the blade rising from the bully’s heel and carving the air toward Anika. 

Anika was late to react, but she twisted her body in the direction of the oncoming weapon just as the honed, steel knife sliced her on the left side of her back below her shoulder and then crossed the back of her arm at the left triceps.

Anika growled at the pain, her teeth flashing like a wolf’s as she bent at the waist, staring down toward the ground, snarling. In a moment, she measured the severity of the wound and calculated her next move. She needed to get her eyes back on the attacker and she turned to him again, watching the next slice of the knife come down across her left cheek. 

This blow was glancing, her face receiving just the tip of the blade, but it would be enough to leave an ample scar from her temple to her chin. At least for a few days anyway. At least until she could replenish again. 

Anika absently thought of the oar that had landed across her temple all those years ago, when Hansel had defended himself and Amanda Klahr from his hideous mother, ridding the Back Country of the pestilence she had become. At least for a day.

The thought of Hansel suddenly calmed Anika, and she closed her eyes and released a slow breath, clearing her mind as she felt the cool blood stream down her chin. 

Then, with the grace of a flamingo, Anika twisted her body to the right and stepped backward, pirouetting in a full turn until she was standing directly behind her attacker, her face only inches away from the back of his head. 

The bully swiveled his head from left to right, trying to find this blur of a woman, this middle-aged acrobat whom he had mistaken for some destitute lunatic (albeit one with the potential for beauty) only moments earlier. 

But it was too late. 

Anika grabbed the man’s attacking hand just above the wrist, and with a jerk of her fist, snapped the bone like an icicle, the jagged, damaged bone of his ulna shredding the skin that encased it, the knife dropping impotently to the dusty lot.

The extortionist fell to his knees and screamed, but Anika held his head high, pulling his hair upwards from the top of his scalp. 

“I’m sorry! Please!” 

Anika stared over the fallen man’s head toward Jericho and the group of six onlookers. She felt a strange calm brewing inside her as she watched them, measuring each member of the viewing party like a scientist, calculating the difficulty each would pose once she finally finished with the hoodlum beneath her. 

In addition to Jericho, there were two servers and three customers. One of the customers in the group, a woman, was shielding her eyes from the violence, and Anika quietly wondered why she had come outside to begin with. A fascination with conflict, she assumed. In any case, her reticence to blood suggested she wouldn’t be much of a problem. 

The remaining five in the crowd were probably of the same breed, including Jericho, whose demeanor she had gotten a decent gauge of already. They were all relatively non-descript, slightly older, and all of them stared at Anika with the same wide-eyed incredulity, their jaws agape. It would be a tricky mess to clean if anyone resisted her on the backend of this battle. She prayed she wouldn’t have to kill any of them. Maybe this time she could just leave.

But not before she dealt with the man currently in her clutches. This oppressor of the innocent squirming below her had ventured onto dangerous ground with his threats to destroy the owner’s property, but the implication of rape and assault to the staff was a bridge too far. Anika had lived a number of lives now, and this life—if life was indeed what she was still experiencing—would not be lived under the rule of fear and abuse. And that creed usually extended to the innocent around her. 

But this new life had also seen innocence lost along the way. There were witnesses, seers who couldn’t be trusted to cooperate in the open world, people who had observed events which would have triggered cries of witchery and demons in this land if word had been allowed to spread like disease. Those who had died as a result were an unfortunate side effect of her new faith, but one necessary to Anika’s survival. Above protecting the innocent, she needed to maintain her anonymity. It was an ongoing battle of conscience, but, well, there it was.

“Will you be coming back here again?” Anika asked, her eyes still focused on the crowd, continuing to make calculations about each of their prospects at survival. So far so good.

“No!” the bully blurted. “I promise, never!”

Anika knew the man was simply spewing responses born of duress, but what could she expect? 

She would give him the benefit of the doubt, however, and she reached behind her and lifted the handle of the driver’s door on the large, black sedan. She swung it wide and then pulled the man’s hair straight, guiding him to his feet before shoving him into the driver’s seat. “You’ll not go anywhere in this village again,” she instructed. “There’s nothing for you to do now but leave. If word of more threats from you reaches me from this day forward, I’ll make it my new occupation to hunt you down.”

Anika turned the key in the ignition (she figured his broken arm might make that action difficult) and slammed the door before the bully could reply, and within seconds, the vehicle was off its spot and heading toward the lot exit, spewing the loose dirt of the road into a cloud in its wake. 

Anika watched the car reach the desolate interstate, and then, just before she could turn to make her final assessment of the witnesses behind her, the front tires whipped sharply to the left as the rear wheels made a high-pitched screeching sound on the pavement sending the tail of the car spinning outward.

The car was stopped now and facing Anika, its headlights on her like the eyes of a serpent. She was fully exposed in the parking lot of Jericho’s Diner, and before she could decide in which direction to run, the black bully car was speeding back toward her like a torpedo locked on a battleship.

Anika had underestimated the bully—or perhaps overestimated herself—and she stood in disbelief for a moment at the approaching metal bullet. It was too late to run; her delayed reaction had now eliminated that option. There was nothing to do now but hold her ground. 

The car was thirty yards away and closing, and Anika continued to stand rock still, focused now, measuring every detail of the scenario, from the tread on the tires to the expression on the would-be killer’s face through the glare of the windshield. There was no longer any fear in the man, only derangement.

At ten yards, Anika stooped low and wide, as if she were planning somehow to flatten her body and duck under the oncoming sedan. But with the energy of a coiled spring, she launched herself upward like a piston, sending her body high and forward, gliding like a kite over the car, clearing it by six feet at least. 

Anika landed on her feet fifteen feet behind the car as it sped beneath her, and then toppled to her knees. But she stood quickly, spinning to watch the rear of the vehicle continue to drive away from her. 

And then a new distress enveloped her. 

The car made no attempt to stop, and though Anika couldn’t see the driver’s head, she could only guess the bully had turned his neck in disbelief, reflexively trying to find Anika through the rear window, hoping to solve the impossibility of what had just occurred in front and above him. 

Anika knew it was this bully’s reaction to see where his foe had vanished—how she had vanished—that kept his foot on the accelerator, and from what she could tell, he never removed it for a second. 

The screams of the onlookers came first, just a beat before they intertwined with the scattered explosions of concrete and glass. 

Anika stood helplessly as she watched the car splash three of the fleeing bodies into the front façade of Jericho’s diner, incorporating them all into a twisted detonation of metal and bone and flesh. 

There was only repulsion to be found in the noises, but Anika kept her eyes wide throughout the calamity, measuring as many pieces of the scene as she could glimpse. There was little she would be able to do from a medical position—death had come or was coming for those directly impacted—and there would be no time for mourning or empathy. At this point for Anika, there was only the clean-up that mattered.

Following the impact, the out-of-control sedan drove another ten yards or so into the diner, finally stopping with a pop and a hiss the instant it rammed one of the floor-to-ceiling supporting beams that rose between the counter and kitchen. Anika noted it was nearly the exact spot where the bully and owner had been ‘negotiating’ only moments earlier.  

Anika walked slowly toward the destroyed restaurant front and stared in at the splayed bodies, two of which she knew were instant corpses. Of the six in the group who had been watching the showdown, three had been hit directly, at least two were dead, and three had avoided any impact at all. Anika’s first thought was self-serving and gruesome: there were already two witnesses she wouldn’t have to worry about. 

But Anika had no room for guilt about her thoughts. She had exposed herself to the public—had been forced to by a criminal—and now that she had, she couldn’t simply move on without addressing the problems that created. People were dead, and she had been a part of the cause.

And she had flown. 

She had lifted herself above the ground for all to see. Not like a bird, granted, but she had risen above the car in a way that could only be described by witnesses as supernatural. It was the way witches and wizards in stories fly, they would say. 

It was the way Marlene had flown, Anika thought, that night in the cannery so many years ago, back when Anika was still innocent and Gretel and Hansel were still her children. 

This single display of a strange woman’s powers would make for quite the story, even in the Eastern Lands, and with at least three survivors, it was one that could be corroborated. Anika figured that if even one of them pushed hard enough, there would be an investigation. Perhaps even a story in the papers. 

It was almost a decade ago that Anika had been sentenced to hang on the shores of the Eastern Lands, not long after her battle with Marlene’s mother, Tanja, on the cargo deck of the ESC Mongkut. Considering the crewmen who had died at Anika’s hands, the verdict had been justified, a fact she had acknowledged even as she waited for the floor to drop beneath her. Women had hanged for much less throughout history, she knew, though, granted, most of those executions were likely not justified.

But Anika had gone quietly to the gallows that sunny day of her death, knowing that, though there was no treaty to be reached that involved the salvation of her own life, another deal had been struck with the officers and the ship’s captain. Petr’s life would be spared; he wouldn’t suffer punishment for things he hadn’t done.

So she had hanged on the beach that morning like a foreign pirate, her gallows surrounded by witnesses who were as strange to her as she was to them. They were common oglers, of course, driven by grim fascination of a woman’s execution and not by the ostensible deliverance of justice. Watching death arrive is alluring; watching it come for a lady is decadent.  

But in the end, death hadn’t taken.

Anika recalled the moment the board below her disappeared, followed by the pull of gravity to the sand beneath; but beyond that, for the hours that followed until she awoke again to the glow of night, there was nothing. Just as the blow of Hansel’s oar and several hours beneath the surface of the water had offered blackness, so too did the ancient style of execution that had been unleashed upon her neck. When she finally awoke that evening—though, in truth, the sensation felt more like a birth than an awakening—there was only instinct to guide her.

And it had been guiding her ever since. As the days and weeks and years passed, Anika had learned to let this primal force be her escort, to lead her during times of tumult and difficulty. She still had the capacity to reason, to explain and manipulate and analyze, but she possessed something deeper now, some additional layer beneath her mortality that was almost impossible to describe.  

Yet it wasn’t the same as what Marlene and Tanja had. Anika knew instinctively she hadn’t the full powers of Orphism they had possessed. And though she seemed to be at least as strong physically as they were—and perhaps even stronger—she hadn’t the ability to harvest the knowledge that came only through decades of studying the religion. 

But Gretel had that knowledge by now, Anika thought. At this point in her life, she probably knew more about Orphism than anyone in the world.

Anika took a step toward the gaping hole in the diner wall and was now standing just outside the perimeter of the catastrophe. Two unharmed members of the viewing party, both women, one a diner, the other a server, stood beside her. Despite the casualties and destruction at their feet, they both stared at Anika with eyes wide and cautious, as if she’d just landed in a spaceship and approached them. 

“Maybe you should offer to help,” Anika snapped at them. “People could be dying inside.” 

This seemed to shake the pair of lucky souls from their trances, and the two women investigated the diner and took involuntary steps in the direction of the wreckage, moving blindly toward the overwhelming destruction before them.

“Go around and use the front door,” Anika ordered. “You don’t know what danger is at your feet. Take a wide berth and then come in from the rear of the damage.” Anika surveyed the scene again, frowning. “It will be awful. Do what you can.”

The women looked confused for a moment but then followed Anika’s advice and walked through the undamaged front door, taking a meandering route through the restaurant until they were at the back of the crash site, standing now in the midst of the shattered bodies and dreams. 

Despite her own warnings, Anika went through the crater in the outer wall, keeping one eye on the driver’s door as she stepped over the clumps of concrete that were covered like frosting in glass and sheetrock. To this point, there had been no movement from inside the sedan, but near the front of the car Anika could see the first signs of human trauma. By the driver’s side wheel, she could see the wide, dead eyes of the squeamish woman who’d been shielding her view from the fight outside. The top of her head had been nearly removed from the rest of her skull after being thrust back and slammed onto the thin metal edge of the counter.

Another victim had not been so lucky. A tall man, one of Jericho’s line cooks, had taken the full force of the car’s grill to the belly and was now wedged between the hood of the car and the supporting beam that had finally brought the vehicle to a halt. The young man’s eyes were blinking frantically, as if looking for some explanation about what had just occurred. Or perhaps they were searching for options to extract himself from his lethal prison. 

Those choices, Anika thought, were not good. 

She walked toward the man briskly, no hesitation in her stride as she studied the reality of the scene, taking in every detail, ensuring that what she was about to do was absolutely necessary. 

It was. Now less than three feet away, Anika could see the man’s stomach was over the hood in a way that made no sense, as if he were a puppet rising from beneath a ledge in a children’s show. Anika could see the blood at the edges of his torso, and she knew the damage below was incurable. She grabbed the arm of the dead woman on the floor and pulled her away from the impact site so she could see beneath the car. In another life, Anika may have screamed or fainted, or at least looked away and vomited, but now she only frowned and shook her head in dismay. The man’s legs had been severed at the waist and now lay like props on the floor below him. 

Anika stood back up and looked at the man, whose eyes had begun searching the room absently, as if following ghosts. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You didn’t deserve this.” 

Without another word, Anika walked to the table where less than ten minutes earlier she’d been seated peacefully, minding her own business, taking in the final passages of the book she’d possessed for many years now. It was a copy of a book she knew so well that whenever she looked over the pages, reading wasn’t really what she was practicing anymore.

She swiped up the book and tucked it into the large inside pocket of her robe, and then with her other hand she lifted the blackthorn stick from the table, closing her eyes as she felt the cold sleekness of the wood between her palms and fingers. 

Anika said a silent prayer and then turned and walked back to the man wedged between the car and the pole. Then, with the speed of New Country gunslinger, she twirled the stick in her hand and thrust it forward, spearing the dull point of the stick through the middle of the dying man’s head. The force of the blow was so powerful that the hole left by the stake was nearly clean, the skin encasing the wood of the blackthorn like soft clay. 

Anika felt the resistance of the beam as the stick shattered the back of the man’s skull and exited through to the other side. She took a second to stare into the man’s face, to witness the final flash of life in his eyes, which were now frozen in an askew glance to the right. But there was no pain to be found there; Anika had spared him even an instant of that.

Anika pulled the blackthorn stick free with the same force she’d used to penetrate the cook’s cranium, releasing a barrage of blood and brain down the front of his body. The half-corpse then toppled forward and to the right in a kind of bobbing motion, not quite able to reach the ground, the true destination of the dead. 

“Why did you do that?” It was the woman customer, her voice coming to Anika in a whisper. Anika saw her now, standing in the place where Anika had directed her. She had witnessed the mercy killing from behind the wedged man, and thus saw the eyes of Anika as she unleashed the deathblow. There was no malice in Anika’s delivery, but killing was killing, and even in this type of circumstance, it required a certain fury.

The employee of Jericho’s Diner was at least twenty feet from Anika, but she took a step back, her eyes now darting to the floor and the surrounding tables. Anika knew they were searching, no doubt for some stray weapon that would protect her from this mysterious woman who had appeared in her diner like an evil spirit.

“He was split in two,” Anika replied. “Do you know what that means when the car is eventually moved?” 

Neither woman answered, and Anika could see the fear in them growing.

“There was nothing to be done for him.”

“That wasn’t for you to decide,” the customer challenged, her voice now loud and teetering. “Maybe you’re right, maybe he would have died, but what if he was a religious person? Or what if he wasn’t but in his last moments he wanted to be? What if he wanted to make peace with the God he’d always rejected?”

The woman’s reasoning was nonsense, but Anika recognized a certain fortitude in her, an ability to communicate her feelings aptly and lucidly even in the presence of the grotesque death she’d just witnessed. Most people—never mind women—would have lapsed into a frenzy at the sight, but not this woman. She had her own strong faith in God, no doubt, and Anika knew there was no point arguing the case further. 

Besides, Anika had made the decision, and there was no going back from a blackthorn stick to the brain. 

Anika shifted her stare to the other unharmed witness, the customer, who had been standing only inches away from the waitress during the interaction. She was partially blocked by the support beam, but Anika could see her right eye and the terror inside it. She had witnessed Anika’s euthanization as well, but as yet hadn’t uttered a word of disapproval. Anika could sense the tension in her, however, and knew the girl was on the verge of running. Anika decided to allow her the option. 

Sensing the reprieve, the woman began walking toward the door, slowly at first, and then with pace, never taking her eyes from Anika as she moved. She retraced her steps back to the front door and then paused a moment, staring back at the waitress one last time before pushing the door wide and running into the parking lot. 

The secret was out now, escaping toward the road and out of Anika’s control. Once she reached home, or the police station, the story would be told to at least one other person. And from there it would spread. The only question now was how soon until it came back to consume Anika in a blaze. There was still time to stop it, and Anika felt her muscles contract for a moment in preparation for the chase and kill. 

But Anika’s first instincts prevailed, and as she watched the woman flee down the street with no desire to pursue, Anika knew the hour had come to move on. She could no longer rationalize the killing of innocent witnesses. Ten years ago—even two—her reaction would have been different, but time and age had a cleansing effect on her spirit, and though it made Anika’s life more complicated, it allowed her the sanity to continue living.

Besides, not a day went by that she didn’t dream of leaving. First to the Old World and then home to the New Country. The events of today were a sign, she realized, an instruction to begin the pilgrimage.

“He was suffering,” Anika said absently, turning back to the waitress but not looking her in the eye. “He had another few moments before he became delirious.”

“Then you should have given him those moments.”

Despite the toughness in the server, Anika’s patience with her was shrinking. With the epiphanic decision to leave the Eastern Lands now etched in her mind, however, Anika felt liberated, buoyant even. So she didn’t argue and instead ignored the woman’s naïve sanctimony.

But there was still one last piece of business to settle before beginning her return to the mother land. 

“Hey!” Anika shouted, bending at the waist now as she peered over the hood into the front seats of the car. The windshield was a spider web of glass, however, so she stepped deftly around to the passenger side door. It was open wide, crumpled away from the chassis of the vehicle and wedged against one of the diner’s many barstools. 

Anika could now see into the front seat of the car and, recognizing that it was empty, she spun on her heels back toward the kitchen, turning her body in a full circle to scan the restaurant. She didn’t know how the bully had managed to escape, but he was out.

For a moment, Anika considered the possibility that the man’s body had been hurled from the car during the crash, but she rejected the thought immediately. The impact had been head on with the column, so if he had been ejected, it would have been through the front windshield and not the open passenger door.  

Anika lifted her chin to the air and sniffed, trying to find that unique scent among so many in the greasy diner. “So you are still here,” she said. “In that case, it’s time. People are dead because of you, so now it’s time to accept the punishment of a murderer.”

“Who are you?” the waitress said, attitude in her question, apparently still intent on badgering Anika. 

The woman sounded emboldened, speaking with far less reverence than Anika was used to receiving during these types of rare encounters, and her arrogance only reinforced Anika’s belief about this woman’s faith. She was going to live through this ordeal, and she knew it. And the praise for this mercy be to God, not to Anika Morgan. 

“Are you one of those magic women that I’ve heard about?”

Anika was suddenly frozen by the question, and her focus shifted from the missing bully to the words of the waitress.

Magic women.

From what Anika had learned in her travels west following her execution, the story of the Morgan women had grown to become somewhat of a saga. Perhaps her tale wasn’t as widespread as the folk tales of the New Country, but she’d heard her name enough times over the past decade that she could be considered a celebrity. At least her name, if not her face.

When Anika first began to hear the stories of her life drifting into the lodges and saloons along her route, she grew paranoid, almost paralyzed, sensing eyes upon her in every public place she entered, hearing whispers from every corner. 

But as with most recurring things, Anika eventually grew used to the gossip, and as the years trundled on without anyone recognizing her as one of these famous Morgan women, her fear of capture began to subside. If she stayed in the Eastern Lands, far from the harbor where the ESC Mongkut had landed, she could continue to live her life in anonymity. 

And, of course, as long as she kept her talents at bay. 

Soon, Anika became a kind of pollster, casually dropping the name of Gretel and Anika into certain conversations, trying to gauge exactly how popular they had become and what the risks would be if Anika were ever exposed. Of the people that had heard of the Morgan women, Gretel was as popular as Heaven’s angels. That was not the case, however, of Anika.

Anika’s story was much more complicated. She had been a victim of an ancient evil, kidnapped and brutalized in a way few could imagine. Hers was the type of story with which even the most zealous stoic could sympathize, the innocence of a young mother stolen. 

But rumors of Anika’s un-death had somehow emerged, even in this faraway land rife with its own stories of magic and mystery. The unsolved murders of police and drifters and others near the Back Country had raised enough eyebrows in the New Country that some began to speculate that Anika was the killer. This scenario wasn’t unprecedented, after all; Marlene had once been thought dead, only to re-emerge to terrorize the land again.

Most rejected the theory that Anika was still alive, however, accepting that she had been killed by Hansel, who had witnessed the subsequent drowning of his mother with his own eyes. But the gossip flourished anyway, especially since proof of her body was never offered. 

For this reason, Anika had no choice but to label herself an outlaw. There were no Wanted posters hanging in the local taverns or post offices, but she figured it wouldn’t take much convincing if she got sloppy.

And then there was Petr.

He was the only one who knew for sure she had come back to life, but he had sworn on the life of Gretel that he would never tell of the things he had seen, even after her second death at the end of the noose. 

She had never offered her identity at the hanging, but she already knew that connections had been made to the woman on the beach that day and the Anika Morgan of the Back Country. Maybe Anika Morgan was still alive, and if so, she could re-emerge in the world. She could see her children again.

“I’ve no more magic in me than any other,” Anika explained. “I’ve only learned to use what exists in the world better than most.” 

This wasn’t entirely true, of course—this explanation was more applicable to Gretel than Anika—but it was the first thing that came to her mind.

The waitress shook her head and gave a suspicious glare. “No.” She dipped her eyes to the floor, searching her memory, and then she snapped her head back to attention, her eyes gleaming. “I know who you are!”

Anika had her doubts about what the server was about to guess, but she was quickly proven wrong.

“You’re the mother! Anika Morgan! From that story in the New Country.”

It seemed Anika had grossly underestimated her notoriety.

“Some people say you died in the lake at that cabin a million miles away from here. But then all those killings happened. At the college. There were witnesses. I’ve read all about this story.” She paused for a beat, shaking her head as if a phantom had arisen before her. “And they were right. You escaped to the Eastern Lands.”

“To fight the witch Tanja?” Anika said jokingly, acting as if this were the most hackneyed story in the world. She frowned and shook her head, slowing her breathing, hoping to keep the blood from her face that would expose her secret.

“Yes! Tanja! That’s exactly right. You fit the description. Especially after what I saw you do outside over that car.”

“My dear girl, it seems you don’t know that story as well as you think you do. At the end of the Eastern Lands version of the story, Anika hangs. There were a hundred witnesses, conservatively. So even if Anika—if I—never died in the Back Country, and somehow crawled from the depths of the lake, I would be dead again.”

“The body was gone from the gallows the next day. She hanged through the night and the next day, the body was gone.”

“I guess anything I say will only be rebutted, so I’ll be the bigger woman here and stop this incoherence.” Anika swallowed heavily and dropped her eyes as she spoke.

“You are her.” 

The woman was wide-eyed, stunned, a strange mixture of excitement and dread on her face, as if she’d come upon a whale while swimming in the ocean.

Anika flicked the nails of her right hand down toward the floor, an act more instinct than anything else. During the first years that followed the hanging, when she’d had close calls such as these, her impulse was always to flee, discreetly, and then move on to the next village, where she would live low for a while until she was sure no one had followed. 

But this was the first time Anika had been completely unmasked, directly accused and identified by a stranger, and it shook her into a feeling that she didn’t quite recognize.

The woman looked down at Anika’s hand and saw the tension in her fingers. “I won’t tell anyone,” she pled. “I swear!”

Anika knew that wasn’t true. This woman seemed deeply invested in Anika’s story, reciting details about the tale that few people Anika had ever spoken with knew. Besides, Anika needed only a few minutes in her company to know she wasn’t the kind of person who could take a secret to her grave. 

But that didn’t mean Anika had to kill her. Not necessarily. She could simply leave this isolated diner without a word and then find her way back to the Old World on foot, off the path of common travelers. She could head back to Jena and Hecklin, the region and town of her ancestors. The people of the village had been remarkably hospitable to her and Gretel and Hansel when they had come following that first battle with Marlene, and the thought of the place suddenly made Anika feel light and hopeful. She still had family there who would take her in, and if they couldn’t protect her, she could find her way back to the land of the Elders in the Koudeheuvul Mountains. They would certainly give her sanctuary from whatever forces came to kill or imprison her. They, more than anyone, would understand her plight.

And there was a place she’d always meant to visit on the route home. A town where another copy of Orphism was believed to be kept. 

“Who was the woman who left here?” Anika asked. The question seemed to come from outside of her body, as if she were a ventriloquist dummy mouthing the words of its master. She had already made the decision to release the woman, and there was no going back on that, but she wanted a final inventory of names and faces from this place, just in case today’s events ever came back to haunt her. 

“She’s a customer; she comes in here almost every day.” The waitress continued staring at Anika’s hands, but she had yet to take a step in any direction. That was smart of her, Anika thought. If this woman truly knew the story of Anika Morgan—which she seemed to—she knew she was only going to leave if Anika allowed it.

“What is her name?” Anika said slowly, imparting a certain impatience with the lack of details in the server’s answer. She moved in the direction of the woman now, entirely focused on her, suddenly unconcerned with the maniac missing from the killer car.

“I...it’s Lillian...I—”

“Lillian what!” Anika screamed, now standing with her face only inches away from the waitress. In her left hand, she held the blackthorn stick; her right hand was unclenched, fingers wide, long nails extended out like thin scalpels.

The woman, so bold and sure of herself only moments ago, began to cry. But Anika felt not an ounce of compassion, and she raised her right hand and placed the tips of her nails against the side of the woman’s neck, pressing just hard enough to pop the surface of the skin and draw blood. Nature had again taken over. This new belief that preservation was still achievable in the west, that the Old World awaited her with allies and answers, was now lodged firmly in her mind. 

Perhaps she could make it back to the New Country. Perhaps she could see her children one more time.

Anika touched her nose to the waitress’ cheek and then spoke in a voice that was an octave lower than any woman Anika, herself, had ever heard. “What is her full name?”

The woman was hysterical now, unable to answer, and Anika pressed her nails deeper into the woman’s neck. 

“Her name is Lillian Sevim.” It was Jericho’s voice, and it came from somewhere near the kitchen, only feet away from ground zero of the crash site.

Anika spun toward the sound but couldn’t see anyone.

“Shut up, you old fool!” a second voice replied. This one Anika recognized immediately as the bully. They were both behind the counter on the floor.

“She’s a local who has been coming here for years,” Jericho continued, and then followed the sentence with a grunt and a groan as if he’d just been assaulted.

“Stand up, bully,” Anika commanded, and to her surprise, the man who had tried to run her down in the parking lot rose above the metal bar top, Jericho rising with him, the tip of a butcher’s knife pressed against his temple. Jericho had blood streaming down his left cheek and his shoulder hung slumped and disfigured, apparently separated.

“And now you listen to me,” the bully said, “while I tell you how the rest of this day is going to go.”

Anika searched for the false confidence in the man’s words, but she couldn’t find it. Despite his dead, dangling arm, he felt in control of the situation, and she knew this would be his undoing.

“It seems we have a celebrity in our midst.”

Anika cocked her head slightly, curious where the bully was headed with this.

“It is true, is it not?” the killer asked. 

Anika studied the man without answering, noting that he appeared to have no injuries, despite the extensive damage caused to the sedan. 

“Are you Anika Morgan? Mother of Gretel?”

The name pinged in Anika’s ears like a divining rod, and she couldn’t help but repeat it aloud, though only in a whisper. “Gretel.”

The bully smiled at this reaction. “Then I don’t feel all that bad anymore for my beating. You are something else. Just as she said you were.”

“You’ll never leave here,” Anika snapped, her tone almost melancholy, understanding that his may not be the only death once it was all said and done. “And I don’t care who has to die to ensure that.”

The bully shifted his eyebrows up and swallowed. It was the first nervous gesture of this most recent encounter. He then rocked the knife down so that the blade ran diagonal from Jericho’s ear to his shoulder, across the large vein in his neck. “Let’s go.” 

The bully slammed the butt of the knife beneath Jericho’s armpit, just beneath the separated shoulder, forcing a scream from the diner owner. The two crept sideways now like a pair of conjoined twins, sidling their way around the counter, over the rubble and toward the open passenger door of the car.

At first Anika was confused, wondering why the tyrant hadn’t headed toward the freedom of the open façade. But her question was answered when the man ducked into the front seat and emerged with a bright chrome pistol in his hand. Of course, she thought, a man like that always had a gun. He hadn’t time to get it after the accident, but now Anika had allowed him to weaponize.

No point crying over that decision, she thought. Just have to deal with the facts on the ground.

The man shoved Jericho forward, releasing him from his grasp, and the diner owner struck his shin on an overturned table and fell face first onto a pile of concrete. 

The bully wasted no time in pointing the pistol at Anika, and before his finger was even touching the trigger, Anika shifted her shoulders to the right and then listened as the bullet whizzed by her ear and landed with a thud into the chest of the waitress behind her.

Anika didn’t need to turn; she knew the woman was dead by the sound of her body collapsing to the tiled floor. 

Another round went through the air, and this one missed out of luck, though without a second good hand with which to steady the weapon, Anika knew it was a bit more than that. 

Anika took one leap and was now atop the hood of the crumpled sedan. The bully fired off one more panicked round, this one not even in the direction of Anika. She was only a few steps away and could now smell the fear in him, fear of this magic woman in pursuit.  

There would be no fourth shot.

Anika glided over the windshield of the car in one lunge and was now standing atop the roof, tracking the bully as he made his way to the hole in the front wall of the diner. 

He was two or three steps away when Anika leapt from the top of the metal vehicle, blackthorn stick angled down menacingly, her eyes as focused as a snake charmer’s. 

She plunged the stick into the man’s neck at the intersection of the shoulders, shattering several of his vertebrae like glass, the stake piercing the man’s chest as it exited the other side of his body. 

The tormentor’s corpse crumpled to the littered floor of the diner as if a switch in his brain had been toggled off, and Anika gripped her blackthorn tightly as it slid free of the body. 

Jericho was now on his feet, standing in frozen silence, staring at the waitress, a look of desperation in his eyes. 

“I’m sorry for her,” Anika said, and she meant it. She had figured at least one of the innocents would die, and she was right, but she hadn’t lost the ability to empathize, and she felt Jericho’s pain.

Jericho looked over at Anika, his disbelief at all that had occurred over these last several minutes not yet registering in his mind. He shook his head slowly. “So, what now?” he asked.

“You get to live, Jericho. And you should be thankful for that.”

Jericho blinked twice and nodded, seeming to recognize this mercy.

“But just for the record, I will need your full name. First and last.”
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Chapter 3
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GRETEL INSISTED THE taxi take the trio to the orchard first, and as the car pulled down the driveway toward the house, Gretel had an almost desperate need to see Amanda Klahr. 

It had been years since Gretel had seen the woman, and she feared she wouldn’t recognize her anymore; or worse, that Mrs. Klahr would be so old and frail that she wouldn’t recognize Gretel. If Gretel’s math was right, she was nearly eighty now, and at that age, things could go south quickly.

“Is she okay, Han? I...it’s been so long.”

Hansel gave a reassuring smile, soft and sweet. “She is, Gret. But I’m a little afraid for her heart when she sees you.”

Gretel smiled back and swallowed and then felt the sting of tears in her eyes as she began to climb the wooden stairs that led to the front porch. Hansel and Maja lingered behind a few steps, giving Gretel her space. “What if she’s angry?” Gretel said, stopping midway to the door.

Hansel flattened his smile now and looked sternly at his sister. “That would be like a man’s favorite dog being angry at him when he returned from a long trip. She loves you with no conditions, Gretel. If she were to die tomorrow—and God willing that won’t happen—she’ll die a happy death having seen you again.”

Gretel took in a deep sobbing breath, but she held onto the tears. She nodded once to her brother and then ran the last few steps and stood in front of the door. She raised her knuckles to knock, but before she could, the door swung in, and before Gretel knew what was happening, Mrs. Klahr was out the door and embracing her adopted granddaughter with a strength that made Gretel’s heart swell.

“Oh, my dear Gretel!” Mrs. Klahr cried, resting her chin on Gretel’s shoulder, staring off into the forest. “My dear, dear Gretel.”

Gretel tried to speak, but the tears she had held back in preparation for this meeting now came in blubbering waves. In a flash, Gretel’s mind filled with Georg and Anika and Deda. And with Marlene and Officer Stenson and Petr. 

And her father. 

Amanda pulled back slowly, still holding onto Gretel’s biceps, gripping them the way one would a bird that is fluttering to escape capture. Mrs. Klahr smiled and shook her head as she studied the young woman before her. “You look like your mother,” she said. “I’m sorry. I hope that doesn’t upset you that I’ve said that, but...”

Amanda Klahr started to cry, and it was Gretel’s turn to instigate the embrace. She held Amanda close, and though she had felt the strength and energy in the woman upon first touch, Gretel could also feel the frailty beneath the nightgown. “I’m sorry I’ve been gone so long, Mrs. Klahr,” Gretel said, calm in her tone, her own tears having fully subsided.

Mrs. Klahr pinched her lips and shook her head quickly, her eyes sad and understanding. “You were never meant to stay here, my dear. Not you.”

Mrs. Klahr now turned to Hansel, who remained in his spot with Maja at the bottom of the porch stairs. “My sweet Hansel,” she said. “You brought her home.”

Hansel gave a wide, cocky smile, taking on the attitude he’d been honing for a few years, but which usually faltered in the presence of his own family. “Yes, I did, ma’am.” He paused. “How are you feeling, Mrs. Klahr?”

“I’m feeling like I’ve not done a proper job raising you over the past few years. The Hansel who left here would have introduced his guest by now.” Mrs. Klahr looked to Maja. “And who might you be, sweetie?”

Maja gave a polite smile and introduced herself, and within minutes, the three young adults were seated around Mrs. Klahr’s table while Mrs. Klahr moved like a queen’s servant in the kitchen, making tea and whipping together sandwiches. 

Gretel took the lead in recounting how they had arrived in this moment, beginning with her own solo adventures through the various regions of the Old World. But there was so much to tell she hardly knew where to begin. 

And there was so much terror in the tales. 

Mrs. Klahr had seen more than her share of wickedness—most of which had been brought to the Southlands by the Morgan family—and Gretel feared more talk of Orphism would only drag those memories to the surface. 

So Gretel edited most of the stories by half, and sometimes more, and as Hansel listened, he made no gestures or interruptions to correct his sister when the version strayed a bit to the shiny side. And anyway, Gretel could see the wonder in his eyes during her re-telling of many of the details, and she realized there was so much Hansel didn’t know about her life from the last several years.

Gretel wrapped up the story with a light version of Gromus and the Elders, and how they had vowed to find the final remaining copies of Orphism with Noah.

“So we won’t be staying long,” Gretel said, instantly feeling guilty for being so abrupt; she saw Hansel cringe. But Gretel wanted that point out there early so as not to give Mrs. Klahr unfair expectations. 

“Will you be seeing Petr?” Mrs. Klahr asked, ignoring Gretel’s declaration to leave as if she hadn’t heard it at all.

Gretel shrugged. “I...I certainly would like to. I mean, if he wants to see me. I’m not opposed to it.” She was rambling a bit, but that was okay. Rambling thoughts were an accurate representation of her mind when the subject of Petr arose.

“He lives in the Urbanlands now, you know?”

Gretel shook her head. “No, I didn’t know that.” And then, “Family?”

Mrs. Klahr chortled. “Oh yes, several wives and dozens of children!”

Gretel smiled. “I was just asking.”

“Anyway, it would be a shame for you to come all this way and not say ‘Hello.’”

Gretel nodded. “Does he come see you often?” she asked, and then added, “I would hope so.”

Mrs. Klahr flashed a sad smile. “Not as much as I would like. But he’s a grown man now. He’s got work. Friends, I suppose, though he doesn’t speak of them. Anyway, he can’t be expected to take care of me forever.” 

If Gretel hadn’t known Mrs. Klahr better, she would have thought the last line a play at manipulating her to stay. But it wasn’t. They were just the honest words of an honest woman. 

“And Hansel has been good to me. The blessing of my life, really.”

Gretel didn’t need to look at her brother to know he was on the edge of tears.

Mrs. Klahr stared at Gretel quietly for several seconds and then shook her head and smiled. “Gretel Morgan. Home at last.”

Gretel, Hansel, and Maja—their internal clocks still stuck somewhere on midday—stayed with Mrs. Klahr for several more hours, with Hansel leading the regalement now, recalling stories of the Morgan family’s sunnier memories in the Back Country, long before the plague of Marlene had descended upon the land. 

It was amazing to Gretel how easily contentment returned to her, and after a late dinner, she excused herself from the group and walked out to the orchard where the low moon illuminated the land in a soft white glow. She strolled in the direction of the lake, reminiscing on her rowing bouts as a teenager, and as she neared the water’s edge, she was smiling at the memories, now quietly praying that the canoe would be moored and waiting, oars locked and ready. 

But next to the placid water was only the overgrowth of time, weeds and broken sediment, and Gretel flashed a bittersweet smile, embarrassed at her child-like excitement. She was melancholy now, and soon the decaying smell of old fruit wafted in from the orchard, furthering the impact of the emotion. Gretel’s stomach suddenly twisted with concern, and she pivoted back to the trees behind her, examining them closely for the first time in a decade. 

Little had been said about the orchard during their visit with Mrs. Klahr, and what had been was vague and wistful. But as Gretel considered the land now, both in the orchard and around her feet, it seemed that perhaps the Klahr Orchard was less than thriving. Petr and Hansel had taken over the operation after Mr. Klahr was killed, Gretel knew that much, but they had both moved on to begin new chapters of their lives. But hadn’t they ensured someone else would oversee its continuing fertility? Even if the migrant workers still arrived during the season to pick what fruit still grew, there was far more to running an orchard than plucking apples from branches. And from what she could see, despite Amanda Klahr’s seemingly good health, there was simply no way she could run the land on her own. 

Gretel supposed that meant the orchard would need to be sold. She had no idea Mrs. Klahr’s financial situation or what the logistics would be to sell the property. And Mrs. Klahr would need a new home, Gretel supposed, assuming any new owners would want the house as well. 

But it was simply too late in the day for Gretel to throw herself into the deep part of that pool right now. She had come back home to rest and recover, to visit Mrs. Klahr and possibly Petr, and then she was to be off again to the Old World. Brokering the sale of an orchard was too overwhelming a thought to entertain.

Still, though, it was Mrs. Klahr, so if she needed help, Gretel was committed to her to the end.

“You miss it here, don’t you?”

Gretel turned to see her brother walking toward the lake, alone, his hands in his pockets, smiling as he took in the cool night. 

“Miss it?”

“Yeah. The orchard. The lake. The Back Country. The feeling of being home.”

“Look at this place, Hansel. It’s falling apart. What happened here? What happened to the orchard?”

“Petr, he—I don’t really know, Gretel. He just couldn’t keep doing it.”

Gretel turned to the water. 

“So, do you miss it?”

Despite herself, Gretel scoffed.

“Not a little?”

“There are some good memories, Hansel, but...”

“But what?”

Gretel flashed a disappointing look at her brother. “What do you think? I can’t look at this lake without seeing that...monster rising out of it. Literally, as I’m staring at the water right now, I’m expecting Marlene’s head to start breaching the surface. You didn’t see her face that day. If you did—”

“Are we comparing what we’ve seen?”

Gretel dropped her eyes and turned back to the lake. “I don’t miss those memories either. The memories of mother.” She paused. “And I don’t know how you can’t not think of the bad things either, Han? How can it not haunt you too? What you did to...” Gretel broke off the last sentence, but it was too late.

Hansel narrowed his stare. “What I did?”

“I didn’t mean—”

“You mean killing our mother? Is that what you want to say Gretel? When you were off playing house with your boyfriend, leaving me alone to live with my own monster?”

“I don’t want to do this again, Hansel. I can’t. I’m sorry.”

“Do what again? We’ve never had this conversation, Gretel. Not really.”

Gretel looked over the water to her home across the lake. It looked like it had been taken over by shadows, dimmed somehow, now barely existing in the world at all. “I’ve had it in my head so many times I can’t count.”

Hansel frowned. “Yeah, well that’s not the same thing.” He paused. “Look, if you can’t be here because you’re antsy to fulfill this pact or whatever, to go find the missing copies of Orphism and return them to the Village of the Elders, that’s fine. I’ll leave with you tomorrow if that’s what you want to do.”

Gretel didn’t reply.

“But if the reason you can’t be here is me, and the memories you have of our mother and what she forced me to do to save myself and Mrs. Klahr, then you need to tell me. I’ve come to terms with what I’ve done. It took me a long time to arrive, but I’m there now. That wasn’t our mother at the end. And she would have killed us both.”

Gretel shook her head as if what her brother was saying wasn’t at all what she believed, but there was no commitment in the gesture.

“Because if you still blame me for that, then you can go without me. I’m done apologizing for what I had to do—as a kid—to survive.”

Gretel took a deep breath and turned to Hansel, but she couldn’t find the right words. Not at this moment. She didn’t blame him for Anika, of course not. If anything, she blamed herself. She was the one who had given her mother the potion to keep her alive. It was true that without it Anika would have died, but it would have been the right choice to make. If Gretel had learned nothing else over the past decade, it was that trying to cheat death only led to more dying. 

And Gretel had also left him alone. Knowing of the menace that Anika was becoming, she had selfishly left her Hansel to fend for himself. 

But even with all those reasons, it was still difficult. 

This place—the Southlands and the Back Country, specifically—was inside her now in a way that no longer felt healthy. She thought it would make sense coming back, but every stick and tree and stone and sound reminded Gretel of Marlene. And the betrayal of her own father and the death of her mother, the last of which had ultimately driven Gretel from this land for good. 

And in the land of her ancestors, in the Old World, she had ended up in the arms of another monster in Gromus. 

But something felt different when she was there, something that made her feel capable. The Back Country would always be her home, she supposed, but she felt as much like a stranger here as she had anywhere in the world.

And there was something else too. A feeling that had tugged at her since the moment she came back after Anika’s death. It was a sensation that plucked and stung and continued to strengthen over time, and lately had grown to be almost unnerving. Her mother was long dead, but Gretel had begun to feel her presence soon after the funeral. It wasn’t the feeling people get when they say a loved one is watching over them from heaven, or even that they can feel their spirit in the same room. It was more literal than that, like a vibration that was being transmitted through the air. It was inexplicable, of course, and Gretel often fought the feeling, not knowing where to chase it even if she had wanted to. 

But now that she was back again, here in the land of her birth, of her mother’s death, the signals were almost auditory. She knew Anika Morgan’s bones were at the bottom of the lake she was eyeing currently, but Gretel could feel the life in her anyway, as if, in some form, her mother still roamed the world today. 

“We should go now,” Gretel said finally, sensing that perhaps being inside her actual house would present an even clearer feeling of Anika. “We need to get home and see what’s what.”

Hansel didn’t turn around, but instead cast a cold, studious stare across the lake. Gretel gave him a moment to respond, and when he didn’t, she shrugged and turned and began walking back toward Mrs. Klahr’s house. Maybe after all that he needed a moment, she thought. She did too.

She was only a few steps into her trek when Hansel spat, “Gretel, look!”

A chill seized her, and she turned quickly, immediately following her brother’s finger which was now pointed at their house. 

The cabin that was shrouded in darkness only seconds ago was no longer.

A light was on.
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Chapter 4
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ANIKA KEPT TO THE HILLS and trees as she made her way north and west toward Jena, focusing on keeping her mind clear of the chaos she’d left in her wake. She had found herself in messier spots than Jericho’s Diner over the past decade, but she’d always made sure to disinfect the scene before she left. That didn’t always mean killing witnesses (though sometimes it did), it just meant that any explanation she created for witnesses had to survive the principles of parsimony. The logical explanation was usually the correct one, so tales of witches and magic always failed against whatever story Anika gave to negate them.

But in the scene at the diner, there was no explanation to give for how she had soared above the car, or how she had managed to disable a man half her age and carrying a hundred pounds more muscle. 

Despite that, however, she had allowed the frightened customer to escape without so much as a warning, and she would have allowed the waitress to live too. 

And she had all but admitted to Jericho that she was the notorious Anika Morgan of the Southlands, acknowledgement she wouldn’t have dreamed of six months ago. 

Anika had gathered the witnesses’ names—about which Jericho was well aware—but the vague threat of her return to punish them if they spoke about the events in the diner would only last so long. The story would emerge soon enough, and then different levels of authorities across the Eastern Lands would begin investigating. Her capture could be a career-maker. She had to disappear again. The Eastern Lands were now a zone for the dead.

Anika listened closely for the sounds of voices and footsteps as she trod through the darkness of the forest, expecting them to arise past every clump of trees and mossy hillock. 

But it wasn’t paranoia breeding her attention. 

The soil between the Eastern Lands and the Old World was infamous for its instability. And even its wickedness. The region was considered a purgatory for villains and scoundrels, men and women without property to call their own who preyed on the wayward traveler, robbing them of their assets. And though Anika was no ordinary woman, she was alone, which meant her defenses and instincts needed to be as astute as ever. 

And if one of the bands of rogues rumored to dwell here were to cross paths with Anika, she’d be ready for the fight. In her bones, she even longed for such an encounter. Since the killings at the diner only a few days back, she now felt twitchy with aggression, rabid. The affray at Jericho’s had awakened a thirst in Anika that had been slumbering for at least a year, and now that the siren of death had been sounded, the ecstasy of the hunt was incited.

But there were no voices yet, just the pleasant song of the cormorants, and so Anika strode briskly forward, chin up, blackthorn stick poking the dark ground in front of each step. 

The terrain of her current route had thus far been undemanding, but Anika knew it wouldn’t stay that way for long. The treacherous climb of mountains loomed as she searched for the town of Rania, as did the openness of desert roads beyond. 

It was this second scenario that Anika feared more. Despite what she knew would be long stretches of desolate pavement, traffic would come eventually. And when it did, there would be few opportunities for her to conceal herself. Even if she stayed well off the shoulder of the highways, during the daytime, with her hooded robe and blackthorn stick, Anika would stand out to passersby like a tattoo on a snowman.

But that was a worry still two days in the future. Now was a time to stay focused.

The smell of rain drifted through the air and Anika scanned the surroundings for shelter. Based on the lush green of the topography, Anika assumed deluges were a daily occurrence in these parts, and a memory of the New Country suddenly rushed inside of her. It was a vision of the Northlands, not on the day of her accident when she was traveling back from Deda’s—the day Marlene had assaulted her in the woods and taken her prisoner—but of the day she had finally escaped from the wretched cabin and found the road that would lead her back to her children. Anika now considered that was the first day of this new life she was leading. It wasn’t the day she sipped the potion Gretel had given her, or even the day she had crawled from the bottom of the Back Country lake. Rather, it was the day she had smashed the bowl against Marlene’s face and escaped out the back door that truly defined the new Anika Morgan. That was the day she had been truly brave for the first time in her life. 

Of course, the road home that day had proven more indirect than Anika had hoped, but the detour to cannery warehouse had been a revelation, and she had learned more about her life in one sitting than she had in the entirety of her life before that night. About her mother. About Gretel. About her father, for whom she’d sacrificed so much and who heartbreakingly betrayed her. And about her husband, Heinrich, a useful idiot who had been caught in the crossfire of forces well beyond him.

That had been a day of devastation, for sure, but one of growth and power as well.

Anika had similar feelings now as she headed west, back to the Old World. The frisson of the unknown was empowering. She embodied a strength and command that one only feels when the world is about to change, when that fact is finally accepted as inevitable. These were human experiences, and ones that Anika sensed all too seldom these days. But during those times when she could locate them, she caressed them in her mind like cotton. They were signals, she knew, that in those moments, she was exactly where she belonged. And so it was now, here, on this newly trodden trail out of the Eastern Lands, a path she should have taken years ago.

Anika felt emboldened by her decision now and decided to stray further from the dense interior of the woods, moving out closer to the road where the view was brighter, the path easier to follow. She wouldn’t be careless, but from this proximity she could hear the passing cars and know she was headed in the right direction.

Where she was precisely, Anika still didn’t know, but it was west of where she’d been for the past six years, headed first toward Rania and then Jena. She was leaving the Eastern Lands; that was all that mattered now.

Anika walked for several more hours more before her thoughts wandered onto the subject of food. Despite the density of the forest and the abundance of life, she had seen nothing that would qualify as food. She wasn’t hungry at the moment, and the fact that she had eaten several packages of crackers at the diner less than seventy-two hours earlier meant she still had another couple of days until she would need to address the issue again. But it was something to keep in mind. 

The other type of feeding—the kind that would keep her lungs and cells functioning, her blood flowing and teeth as sharp and jagged as a bat’s—well, she had a bit more time on that as well, probably a few months, at least.

Sleep, on the other hand, was a daily need, and though Anika required fewer than three hours to sustain her for a full day of trekking, those three hours were a long enough span that shelter and safety would be necessary. She’d become very good at the skill of finding accommodations, of course, having years of practice at her back, and when proper houses weren’t an option (as they often were not), she could become a quick architect and carpenter, or even a stalker and squatter depending on the particulars of the scenario.

Anika felt the weight of the air again and realized she needed to begin her search for a place to rest. She wandered back into the cover of the forest and within moments, as if Life itself had guided her, she saw a pair of large stones jutting out on the bank of a ravine in the distance, just at the bottom of a gradual slope. She knew instantly that stalking and squatting would not be an option today; today she would need to build.

Anika immediately began searching the forest floor for branches thick enough to form a roof over the rocks, developing in her mind the dimensions of the covering and how much material she would need to keep herself hidden. It was an ideal spot for a campsite, and even though she needed only a few hours, spots such as this, especially with water nearby, were likely to attract other weary travelers looking for a place to spend the night.

In the distance, Anika heard the rumble of an old truck as it began its climb up the pass, and she weaved a few paces back into the trees, hiding behind a large spruce as the truck trundled by. It was an unnecessary precaution perhaps—she couldn’t imagine anyone caring about some lonely hiker on a mountain road at this juncture in the route—but there was no point in taking the risk either.

The first drops of rain pecked the leaves above her, and Anika clicked into another gear of work, gathering the sticks at her feet and ripping leaves from the branches of trees as she sprinted to the rock formation. She laid the first bundle atop the stones, and as she turned back to the bounty of the forest floor, she spotted movement out of the corner of her left eye.

Anika hesitated for a moment and then continued scouring the landscape for supplies, dismissing the movement for the moment. But the sighting had registered in her mind, and as she subconsciously analyzed it, there was no question it was a man.

She also knew then she was in danger.

She picked up another load of kindling and brush, and as she began to walk back to the rocks, now with pace, she stopped and spun back on her heels, catching the intruder as he was emerging from his watchful spot between two pines. 

And he wasn’t alone.

There were three spies in all, two men and a woman, and they looked as filthy as they were hungry. Anika remained still, waiting for the first step of what was sure to be a messy dance.

“You been walking for quite some time, miss,” the woman said, her tone casual.

There were no introductions, no pretenses of an apology for sneaking up on Anika, and it was clear the words were intended to intimidate. They also suggested the group had been watching Anika for more than just a few hours.

Anika stood relaxed, showing no signs of distrust as she held on to the bunched tinder. “I have been,” she answered. “And I’ve got a long way to go. Heading for the Old World.” There was no good reason to offer this type of information, other than perhaps, deep within her, Anika knew it wouldn’t matter in the end.

“The Old World!” the woman blurted, raising her eyebrows in a show of what seemed to be genuine surprise. She looked at the man to her left who, based on the resemblance, Anika guessed was a brother. 

“She’s going to the Old World, brother. Did you hear that?”

The brother nodded.

“Doesn’t sound like the tongue of an Old Worlder, though. Sounds like she comes from a few miles west of there.”

The brother nodded again, clearly not as curious about Anika’s heritage as his sister.

“Must take a fair bit of coin to make that journey. Or at least a full pack of food. Depending on your destination, you might still have a thousand miles left.”

The part of the Old World Anika was headed wasn’t quite that far—half the distance even—but the woman was still correct: a trek of that distance necessitated supplies. 

At least for most people. 

“I’ll say it does,” Anika replied, keeping her tone light. “And I’ve already exhausted what I had. Luckily, I’ve family in these parts, not far from here, so I’ll be finding the home of my uncle tomorrow to restock.”

The woman looked at the second man now, who, based on his race and age—darker and slightly older than his fellow companions—was clearly not a member of the blood family. 

“Uncle,” the woman repeated, a doubtful smile emerging on her lips. The woman looked back to Anika. “What is his name? My good friend Vedat is of these parts. He knows most of the names in these tiny passage towns.” 

The first man—the brother—took a step forward, studying Anika as he did, letting his eyes fall to her feet and then rise again, lingering midway. Now, for the first time since this meeting began, Anika saw the first signs of hazard in this group, hazard that she had assumed was there all along. 

“My family is my business,” Anika answered, holding the stare of the woman for several seconds before finally allowing her gaze to meet the ogler beside her. 

“You’ve got some ground still to cover, I suppose,” the brother said. “Camping for the night?” He nodded down to the ravine toward Anika’s prospective shelter.

“That’s right,” Anika replied. “Rain.”

The man looked to the sky to confirm the forecast, as if the falling drops on his face weren’t proof enough, and then he got to the point. “What have you got with you?”

Anika would have given food if she’d had it, but she didn’t. She traveled so lightly now that it was laughable, and she almost wouldn’t blame the apparent thieves for not believing her. The book. Her blackthorn. Other than that, it was the clothes on her back. 

Her blackthorn.

She had leaned it against one of the rocks during her gathering, and she turned her neck now to view it. It was still where she’d left it, and she could almost hear it calling out for her. She looked back to the trio. “I don’t have anything. Truly I don’t. My journey west was what you might call spontaneous. The real truth is: I haven’t had a proper home for some time, so there isn’t much I possess to bring along with me.” Anika smiled softly at this, an attempt at eliciting mercy on a poor, nomadic woman of no means.

“Do you mind if we check?” the dark man asked, speaking for the first time. His voice was gravelly, and he spoke as if he were truly seeking Anika’s permission, though she knew better. It made him feel better to sound civilized, she thought, but in the end, he would kill her for a piece of bread just like the others.

Anika considered the question and then nodded. “In fact, I do.”

The woman’s face creased in confusion. “You do what?”

“I mind. You don’t have permission to check anything of mine. At my campsite or otherwise.”

The woman took a step forward now, separating from her brother and the older man. “If you don’t have anything, why do you mind if we check?”

“If I said I don’t have anything, why do you want to?”

The woman laughed aloud at this response, and the two men behind her smiled in harmony. “Those rocks don’t belong to you, miss, and we’re not really asking.”

Anika felt the burn in her shoulders and face, and a flood of adrenaline shot from her feet up through her calves and thighs, merging into an erotic pool of heat in her groin. With her lips closed, she clenched her teeth, resisting the urge to pierce the tip of her tongue on one of her large incisors, just for the taste of blood. 

“Then why are you?”

The woman’s smile flattened. “That’s an excellent question.”

The tension was now past the critical point of confrontation, and Anika knew that no words were going to stop at least some level of violence from occurring. She supposed there was still an option though, to simply let the villains investigate the site and find for themselves what she didn’t have. But she knew the scarcity would only anger them further, the woman in particular, and the bubbling hunger inside them would transmute to rage. They would attempt to take her blackthorn, which Anika didn’t think she could afford to lose, and then they would attempt to strip her of her robe. 

And they were likely to attempt more than that, Anika thought. The men at least.

“I have nothing of value,” Anika repeated, her voice still deep and calm, perhaps containing the first signal of agitation. “I have no money, no food, and nothing that could be traded. But...” She paused. “I will, if you will allow it, put effort forth to help you find food. Just please—I’ll beg if begging is what’s needed—leave me and my possessions alone. There’s been no trouble to this point, and I don’t want any to come. To any of us.” Anika smiled now. “Thus far, we’re still strangers meeting on the road. My name is Anika and the pleasure is mine.”

“I don’t give a damn what your name is!” the woman sputtered, her words erupting from her throat in a growl. 

Anika’s smile waned to half, but she kept her eyes soft, offering a last chance at civility. 

Instead, the woman looked to her cohorts behind her, and, as if triggered by the glare, the two men began walking toward Anika.

Anika kept her position, her fingers and toes twitchy with anticipation. But the men took a wide berth as they passed her, heading instead toward the rock formation by the ravine, marching like soldiers on their way to plunder a village of thatch-roofed huts. The darker man glanced at Anika as he passed, and she could see a glint of anxiety on his face, as if he recognized something in Anika the others didn’t.

Too bad you didn’t trust that instinct, Anika thought, and then watched them navigate the small slope that led down to the water.

Still though, it was another moment that passed without violence. Everyone was still in control. There remained hope for a peaceful ending, and Anika decided not to initiate turmoil but rather let events play out naturally. Maybe she was wrong about these starving strangers. Maybe once they discovered there was no food, they wouldn’t bother with the hassle of harassing a pitiable foreigner. If they were as hungry as they looked, it would seem a waste of energy to torture and kill a strange old woman in the forest.

Anika watched the men investigate the ravine, and after what was no longer than thirty seconds, the brother withdrew his head from the gap between the large rocks and announced that Anika had been telling the truth. “Not even a shitting apple core,” he called.

The men continued for a few moments more, concluding their final inspections, and Anika could feel the eyes of the woman upon her, glaring. She didn’t turn though, as there was still enough distance between them that Anika would easily detect an attack. 

But Anika didn’t suspect that was the plan. The woman had her muscle, after all, and the boys seemed more than willing to do her bidding.

The two men climbed the hill back to the path and stood together, staring past Anika to their leader, waiting for the next signal. It was a three-part showdown of sorts, and Anika was now stuck in the middle.

The dark man then lifted his arm high, holding the blackthorn in his hand, and said, “She’s got this, anyway.”

“What is it?” the woman called back.

“Don’t know, really. Some kind of stick. A weapon, I suppose.”

“What need have I for a stick?” the woman shouted. “Can’t eat a stick, can I? How about you, Vedat? Can you eat a stick and shit out the bark?”

Vedat shrugged and dropped the stick by his side at his feet, and for a moment, Anika felt she might escape the conflict with no blood staining the ground. There had been some unease to this point, but now that she was exposed for the impoverished vagabond she truly was, these thieves could continue on their way, off to harass the next poor soul who was unfortunate enough to cross their paths. Bullies and criminals: Anika seemed to attract them like rodents to a barn.

“But I’m not beyond eating a woman,” the female leader said. 

“What?” Anika barely mouthed the word.

“We’ll have to keep that kindling dry. And get the fire as hot as we can. But we’re going to eat tonight, brothers. We’ve been starving long enough.”

“No,” Anika said. It wasn’t a plea, but rather the reaction to someone who’s made the wrong choice, even one that has little impact on the person uttering the word. 

The woman opened her eyes wide at Anika. “You promised to find us food. And now you have.”

Anika stood in shock as she studied the woman, and a feeling she could only have described as disappointment flooded over her. It was disappointment not just in the trio of cannibals, but also in herself, that she had missed the deeper evil existing inside of them. Or perhaps it wasn’t evil, Anika considered. The woman almost surely fell into that category, but what of the men? Perhaps just absolute hunger had driven them to the atrocity they were considering.

Anika knew as well as anyone what that feeling was like. 

But Anika’s circumstances were different, at least in her mind. She was no longer the poor wife and mother from the Back Country. Perhaps the woman she was before hadn’t felt the famishment of these three, but there had been hungry spells on the farm, especially as a child. Yet even at her most ravenous, the idea of committing such treachery as cannibalism was beyond the pale. 

Could she have ever reached that point though? Would she have murdered an innocent person and used his flesh for her own sustenance?

That was a question she would never be able to answer now, not since the day she arose from the dark water of the Morgan lake, reborn, with the sickness and strength of the potion in her blood. That Anika Morgan thought very little about killing another for survival. That Anika Morgan had done it dozens of times since then.

Anika was still staring at the men when the darker one began to shake his head apprehensively. “Damiyra, no.” 

The man’s voice was low and pleading, though not as horrified as Anika would have liked. It was an indicator that these three had been at a similar crossroads before. 

“Do you want to die, or do you want to live, Vedat? That is the only question you need to answer.”

The man looked to the ground in front of him. “I don’t want to die. But there are other ways. We’ll continue to hunt.”

“We haven’t seen so much as a chipmunk in three days!” Damiyra shouted. “And the longer we wait, the weaker we are. I can barely hold a thought for longer than a moment.”

“We’ll do as you see fit, Damiyra,” the brother said. “You’ve not led us astray yet.”

Anika could hardly see how that was true given their current position and state, but she turned toward the woman now, Damiyra, who was still nodding at her brother’s assertive reply. 

Anika’s compassion was all but gone now, but she decided to throw out one last chance at redemption. “I’ll give you my stick. I’ll allow you to take it. It’s not worth a fortune, but you can get enough money for it to feed you for a few weeks. Months even, if you find the right buyer. It’s quite lethal. Quite rare. Just leave me now.”

“We’ll certainly take the advice on the stick,” the woman replied, “but there is no one to trade with tonight. The decision has been made.”

Behind her, Anika heard the clumping march of boots, and she knew it was the brother who was coming for her first. She hesitated to turn, hoping it was only he who had come to the decision, but then she heard the other pair of soles begin to crunch the ground below.

Anika spun to see the brother in front and the dark man perhaps ten paces behind him. In his hand, he held the blackthorn. He had picked it up again, to use it now as a weapon against Anika.

That would certainly make things easier.
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Chapter 5
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DESPITE THE IDEA THAT a burglar was currently ransacking her family’s cabin, Gretel couldn’t keep the memories of the notorious house from flooding her mind. She hesitated at the front door as thoughts of Odalinde arrived, and then Marlene, who had stood atop this porch like an apparition the first time Gretel saw her, transformed from the ancient monster into some younger, more presentable version of herself. 

Gretel thought now of her father that day, fresh under Marlene’s spell, and how he had rushed toward Gretel with a rage in his eyes she never would have believed existed in him, so addicted had he become to the idea of his immortality.

So many more memories exploded in Gretel’s mind that she could have spent hours enumerating them. First, however, the business inside. 

Before the siblings had left Mrs. Klahr’s house, Hansel informed Maja of their plans, and for the time being, she should stay with Mrs. Klahr. No problems, they just wanted to get all the beds made and the cabin presentable for guests. And there had been no protests by the girl from Stedwick Village, as she had fallen asleep next to Mrs. Klahr on the couch and barely grumbled an acknowledgement.

Without a canoe to cross the lake, and not wanting to bother Mrs. Klahr about the location of the keys to the truck, Gretel and Hansel jogged the half mile from the orchard to the cabin. They hadn’t said a word to each other during the jaunt, and upon arriving in the gravel driveway, Hansel had nodded and then immediately headed to the back door, the tacit understanding that Gretel would be responsible for securing the front of the house.

She had found the key where it always was, hanging from a hook underneath the third porch stair, and now she placed it in the lock and turned. She pushed the front door in slowly, expecting the rusty hinges to explode like gunfire, but there was only the smooth swivel of the heavy portal as it opened, which allowed Gretel to step into her foyer like a bunny onto a freshly mown lawn.

She listened for the slide of the glass door from the floor below signifying Hansel’s entry into the basement, but he was already inside by the time she got to the top of the basement stairs, standing at the bottom where the ambient light of the moon showed just enough of the features of his face. He raised his hands in a gesture that asked, “Did you find anything?”

Gretel shivered her head and waved him upstairs, placing an unnecessary finger over her mouth to keep him quiet.

From where they stood now, it appeared the light they had seen from across the lake was coming from Gretel’s old bedroom, but from their position in the foyer, she couldn’t be sure. 

Hansel took the lead through the kitchen and leaned his chest against the supporting wall that blocked the view to the back of the house. He extended his neck and peeked around the corner and then turned back to Gretel and nodded, confirming that the intruder was in the direction of the bedrooms. 

Gretel’s trepidation suddenly turned to irritation, and she stepped past Hansel and into the living room. Before her brother could put an arm up to stop her, Gretel was in her old bedroom, spinning a full turn in search of the trespasser.

But there was no one, and when Gretel’s breathing finally slowed, she sat down on the bed, confused. Hansel was standing outside the room now, and Gretel shrugged at him. “Maybe the light was on the whole time.”

Hansel frowned and shook his head, disappointed at his sister’s explanation.

“What then?”

As if her words had been a spark, a rattle came from inside Gretel’s closet, the sound of a cluster of disturbed metal hangers.

Gretel stood and stared at the thin bifold doors of the closet, her chin up, listening for what was to follow. She took a step toward the doors, but Hansel held her back, and then he calmly walked over and placed his fingers in the groove that slid the hinged door outwards. He nodded at Gretel and then pulled on the door.

Gretel was weaponless, but she stood poised, her fingers spread and loose, a stance more prepared to grapple than box. 

But there was no lunge from the closet, and at first it appeared no one was inside at all. But then Gretel heard the sniffle below, and when she looked down, she saw the huddled shape of a woman. Her head was tucked into the crook of her arm like a bird into its wing.

Hansel stood stunned for a moment, but then he stooped next to the woman and touched her shoulder, making the woman shudder so violently she smacked her head against the back wall of the closet’s wooden interior.

Hansel didn’t flinch, and despite the mystery woman below her, Gretel’s eyes lingered on her brother, fascinated at the calm demeanor this once scared boy was demonstrating. Despite herself, the trace of a grin appeared on Gretel’s lips.

“Look at me,” Hansel commanded gently. “No one is going to hurt you, I promise that, but I need to see your face so I can talk to you.”

The woman hesitated at first, but then she turned to Hansel, letting her gaze stay on the young man for only a moment before it flashed up to Gretel. There was wonder in her eyes, along with desperation.

Hansel looked at his sister. “Do you know her,” he asked.

The woman’s face was contorted, and though there were no tearstains down her cheeks, the lines on her face suggested she’d spent much of her life crying.

“I don’t think so.”

“What are you doing here?” Gretel asked. “This house belongs to my family. You don’t belong here.”

The woman swallowed as if preparing to speak, but she stayed silent.

“Should we call the System?” Hansel asked, looking again at Gretel

Hansel’s question nearly sent Gretel into a hysterical bout of laughing, but she restrained herself and played along. “I suppose if she’s not willing to talk to us, what choice do we have?”

“No!” the woman finally blurted. “I’ll leave. I will. I just...”

Gretel took a crouching position by her brother, and as she came face to face with the woman, a feeling of sorrow filled her. “Please, ma’am, it’s like my brother said, we won’t hurt you. And we don’t want to call anybody. Especially not the System. But this is our house, and we have a right to know why you’re inside the closet in my bedroom.”

The woman closed her eyes and took a deep breath, as if debating whether to confess. “My son,” she said finally, the words dripping with a slight accent that Gretel couldn’t place. “I’m here looking for my son.”

“In my closet?” 

The woman didn’t smile. “I heard you come in. This was the closest place to hide.”

“But why were you in my room to begin with?”

“I don’t know exactly. I was looking for something that might tell me where he’s gone. Some clue, I suppose.”

“In my room? Why would you be looking in my room?”

“Because you knew him better than anyone.”

Gretel shook her head, furrowing her brow. “I don’t know your son, ma’am. I don’t know who you are.”

“You don’t know me, but you do know my son. He loved you. And now he’s gone.” With this last sentence, the woman’s voice quivered, and a single tear raced down the inside of her cheek.

Gretel opened her mouth to speak but nothing developed, and the first thought that came to her mind was simply impossible to consider.

The woman’s eyes softened with compassion. She sniffled and said, “Yes, Petr Stenson is my son.”

The words hit Gretel like a sledgehammer, and for a moment she was unable to breathe. She stood quickly and took a step back, staring at the woman as if she had just unmasked herself to reveal that she was, in fact, no woman at all, but rather some strange reptilian alien that had come to invade the planet. 

Gretel studied the woman’s face and eyes, and as she held Gretel’s stare, her features steadied, giving Gretel the opportunity to make the match.

And Gretel made it in a flash. 

The woman’s complexion was a full shade darker than Petr’s, but the tone of brown was there. And though Petr had gotten the color of his eyes from his father, the shape and glean of them were a perfect fit with those of the woman on the floor in Gretel’s closet. 

This was Petr’s mother; there was no question in Gretel’s mind.

“I think he is in danger,” she said.

“Petr’s mother is dead,” Gretel whispered, still not quite believing any of this could be happening. It was a homecoming trick of Hansel’s, perhaps. Some elaborate practical joke that Gretel didn’t yet understand. Maybe he had talked Mrs. Klahr into going along with it too. And Petr. He had signed on as some way to get back at Gretel for leaving him. 

But the explanation of a hoax was almost as unlikely as the one given from the stranger in front of her. 

“Petr’s mother died when he was a boy,” Gretel continued. “It was one of the first things he told me about himself.” And then, as if coming to the truth about Petr for the first time in her life, Gretel said, “He lied to me.”

“No!” the woman replied instantly. “No. He would never have lied about such a thing. Not my Petr. As far as Petr knew, I was dead. He believed that for most of his life.”

“Why would he have thought that?”

The woman sighed again, this time seeming to suggest there was magnitude to the explanation of her parental absence. “That story would take hours to tell. And most of it you wouldn’t understand. Right now, Gretel, I just need your help to find him.”

Gretel’s name came out the way her grandfather used to pronounce it, with the rolling ‘r’ and the first ‘e’ long.

“Why are you here though?” It was Hansel this time, his voice signifying a state of shock similar to the one currently enveloping his sister. “Gretel hasn’t seen Petr in years. And neither have I, really. Not in any meaningful way. We wouldn’t know where he is.” Hansel’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Besides, how do you even know about us? If you haven’t been a part of Petr’s life, how do you know so much about us? Or him for that matter?”

The woman stood now, slowly, and as she did, Gretel saw another characteristic Petr had gotten from her. She was quite tall—taller than Hansel by several inches—and her shoulders were broad and bony. 

“Is there a place we could sit and talk properly?”

The dust that had settled in the Morgan cabin over the years was thick, so the siblings led their new guest out to the porch where the air was cleaner, the lighting better. Petr showed her to a chair by the open screen window that looked out over the lake. 

The woman sat quietly for a moment, staring across the water to the Klahr orchard, though her eyes seemed focused on something more distant. “It was his father who finally convinced me to leave, though at the time, he’d made it feel like it was my decision. It was just after Petr’s sixth birthday. I’ll never forget that day.”

Gretel was tempted to ask the obvious question of why she had left, but she refrained, allowing the woman her own pace to get to the revelation. Gretel suspected it had been years since the woman had vocalized the matter, and rushing her to it might break her to tears or shut her down entirely.

“I was ill then—deathly so, it seemed—and he thought it best if I sought treatment elsewhere.” The woman closed her eyes ruefully and leaned her head against the mesh screen, bowing it outwards. “There weren’t many who gave validity to the treatments offered in these far-off lands, but there were enough to offer the feeblest of hope. I wanted to spend my last days with my family, of course, but Oliver’s reasoning was sound. If I simply gave in to the dismal prognosis of the Urbanlands doctors, I would be giving up. I had to give myself a chance.”

As Gretel sat and listened to this impossible tale from the long-dead wife of Oliver Stenson, she thought back to her first encounter with the System Officer all those years ago. 

Stenson.

Gretel had invited the man into her house where he stood not eight feet from where she was now. He had been affable and authoritative that day, and he had made Gretel feel safe and hopeful that her mother would be saved. 

But it was Stenson who was part of the nucleus that had ruined Gretel’s life, he who—along with Deda—had helped coordinate the kidnapping by Marlene before ultimately meeting his death beneath the razored fangs of the witch. 

Gretel didn’t know how much the woman knew about Petr’s father, about his treachery and fate since she’d been gone, but now wasn’t the time. Now was a time for Gretel to listen.

“But I knew that wasn’t the real reason he insisted,” Petr’s mother continued. “The truth was he didn’t want me around Petr. He didn’t want his son to see the erosion of his mother. He somehow believed the sight of me dying would hurt him more than simply hearing the news of my death.”

There was a long pause, and Hansel took the opportunity to interject. “So you left then. Where did you go?”

The woman looked away from the window and stared at Hansel. She blinked several times as if she’d just been released from a trance and was seeing the real world for the first time in ages. “I went many places, beginning with a large desolate farm in the Silver North.”

“Is that where the cure for your sickness was?”

The woman shook her head and frowned. “I went there just to be alone. To feel sorry for myself and bathe in the shame of leaving my child. And then to die in isolation. To wait for the disease to seize me in the fullness of its grip once winter arrived. That was my intention.”

“Obviously that didn’t happen,” Hansel quipped.

The woman finally smiled, a weak thinning of her lips that again reminded Gretel of Petr. “No.” 

“What did happen?”

Her eyes broadened and she looked to Gretel first and then back to Hansel. “Something inside me forbade it.”

“Forbade it?”

The woman nodded. “It was...a voice really. Spoken not from the air around me but from...deep in the earth, or perhaps from heaven, though the first speculation—that it came from the earth—has always felt more accurate to me. I’ve thought about that voice ten thousand times since that day, but I could never tell you exactly how its declaration arrived. But it filled me like sand in a tub, grounding me back to the world, instructing me to live, to fight the sickness until the final breath, if necessary. Fight it until the spirit finally slipped away forever into the next realm of being.” She paused. “And I knew then something more awaited me. Some force was calling for me to open my arms and embrace it. But it wasn’t death calling. It was something more mysterious.”

“What was it?” Gretel asked slowly, sensing the word ‘Orphism’ was on the cusp of being uttered.

Petr’s mother lifted her eyebrows and cocked her head. “I wasn’t sure exactly, not then, I only knew that I was inspired by it. Though perhaps that isn’t quite the word. Provoked is maybe closer. I felt driven in a way I had never been in my life. Even as a young girl, when life is so full of possibilities and dreams, I had never experienced the sensation I felt then. It was the sensation that something else awaited me beyond this life. And yet...still in it.” 

Petr’s mother sighed and shook her head, frustrated at her language. 

“Understand, I never had religion in my life, so this was something new to me, and it lifted me, emboldened me.” 

“But you didn’t come back to Petr,” Gretel blurted. It was a statement, not a question, and the accusatory quality of it was unmistakable. 

The woman frowned and nodded, accepting the strike without defense. “That I did not. I was ashamed about what I had given up, and at how willing I was to accept Oliver’s coaxing of me to leave. But it didn’t change the truth that the Urbanlands did not have what I needed. I was always meant to leave. Petr’s father or not.”

“So what did you do?” Gretel asked. “Where did the voice direct you to go?”

The woman smiled again, this time showing just the tips of her teeth, and Gretel felt a shiver in her shoulders at the grin.

“I went home, of course. I thought by the accent you would have guessed this for sure. The Old World, Gretel. I went back to the Old World.” 
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Chapter 6
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“HAS THERE BEEN ANY word from the travelers, Juh? Or from the one they call Noah?”

Juh sat in quiet mediation in front of the fire, reciting the daily prayer of his god in silence. He could feel the Kravna’s eyes on the back of him, awaiting his reply, but he remained unmoved by the inquiries of his queen. 

She had no obligation to grant him this time of solitude—she was the queen, after all—but neither was Juh required to break his meditation, to give up his sacred practice for the reverence of a girl who’d yet to receive the symptoms of womanhood. She was the rightful ruler of their secluded village—which now counted at just over a hundred citizens—but she was no god. The gods were bigger than any king or queen of the earth, and prayer was still his right.

Still, though, ignoring the queen completely was easier said than done, and after several moments of silence, Juh answered. “No, my Kravna. It has been but a few weeks. I would not expect news for many months. Or years even. If it ever comes at all.”

The girl scoffed.

Juh listened to the impatient steps of his queen as she paced behind him, and he could almost see her staring at the border wall that separated them from the world, fantasizing on all that lay beyond. She was thirteen, after all, ripe with curiosity, adorned with power, and she had been raised without any of the restraint or magnanimity that had been the trademark of her mother during her reign.

“They can’t ever be allowed to find them all, Juh. It was you who made the deal, so it is you who will bear that responsibility. They can never find it. Not that one. That was my mother’s only wish before she died.”

‘Died’ wasn’t quite the right word, Juh thought.

And the deal, in fact, was one the previous Kravna had blessed herself, albeit reluctantly. But she had been given little choice in the matter, other than to call the bluff of the travelers and risk exposing her tiny monarchy to the wider world. That was a thing the previous Kravna would never have accepted. 

As far as Juh’s role in the pact, he had brokered the deal between the queen and the girl and her companions. He was but a messenger in the transaction, and thus culpable only to that extent. 

But he was pleased to have done it, and he knew it was a deal they were blessed to have been offered. It meant no men with guns would be arriving to study and exploit them—and ultimately displace them—and that their shrouded city of secret would stay hidden for at least a while longer. It was this ‘discovery’ that had been the Village of the Elders most pressing fear for centuries, and they had taken great risk when they took in Anika Morgan so many years before. 

But that generosity had proven beneficial in the end, and Juh had no doubts the travelers would uphold their oaths. 

In exchange, however, Juh and his Kravna—and the village where Orphism had been born millennia earlier—agreed to give the known locations of the existing books to the travelers, who would then search for them and return them to the village from whence they were conceived. The girl, Gretel, had made the offer and formulated the details of the contract, and Juh had known immediately she was nothing short of a miracle. The books belonged in the Village of the Elders—they should never have left the land to begin with—and this girl seemed to understand that more than anyone.

“Especially not the one book, Juh. They can’t ever find that one.” 

Juh listened to her repeat this concern, giving his queen’s words the respect they demanded. After a long pause he said, “Yes, my Kravna, though there is some question as to whether that one even exists.”

The open-handed rap to the back of Juh’s head nearly toppled him into the fire, but he responded only by keeping his head forward and his legs crossed, his hands still flat on his lap. Such a heavy blow for such a small girl, he thought. 

Juh continued sitting with his body in that forward position, head lowered, as if awaiting a beheading. And indeed, for a moment, he considered whether another, more lethal blow was on its way. The Kravna was impetuous if nothing else, and had she been holding a tree branch, or god help him a proper weapon, Juh’s meditative session may have concluded with him lying in a pool of his own blood.  

Slowly, he rocked his torso up to its original sitting position and sighed, and then he closed his eyes to resume his meditation, beginning again the arduous process of emptying his mind.

“Perhaps the ogre Gromus can be used,” the girl spat, a desperate suggestion from a sick mind. “We could pay him in gold for the book’s return. Or flesh. Whatever he desires.”

“Gromus is dead, my Kravna. You have heard this, I’m sure.”

“You’ll be dead!” the Kravna shouted, and this time she pushed Juh from the back with both of her hands, digging her nails into the skin of his neck until the white scrapes of flesh popped red with the man’s blood.

Juh only sighed at the tantrum, knowing that in the time it took to douse a flame, he could have turned and grabbed his Kravna’s bare throat and crushed her windpipe like a brittle reed. He may have even delighted at the sight of her eyes bulging, silently screaming at him in a mixture of pain and appeal and disbelief. And when the crackling vessels finally exploded into the white space, he would enjoy watching his queen’s eyes fill with the crimson darkness of death.

But Juh knew if the Kravna was ever to be murdered, he would never be the one to do it. He had always lacked that kind of will, even as a young boy, tall and strong as he was. And now that he was old and, perhaps not weak but certainly fading, his spirit was even dimmer, a truth that constantly bothered him. He could never understand this frailty and lack of courage in people as they got on in years. It stood to reason that the closer to death one came, the less there was to lose, and thus more reason to be bold. But that feeling of assertiveness never came to Juh, nor did it to the rest of the village. There were but a handful of children now in the Village of the Elders—one of whom was the Kravna—but despite this domination of demographics, the elders were as demur and diffident as he. It may have just been the way of the village, Juh considered, that it was in the blood of his people to be reticent in old age; but on a deeper level, he knew this feeling was more of a human condition, one that existed far beyond the ivy of the kingdom walls. 

Besides, he depended on the Kravna’s gifts as much as anyone in the village. Juh’s days were short now—perhaps there was a decade left in his cells—but he clung to those final years like a leech to a sow. 

And Juh also knew it took more than just a bold will to murder the Kravna. That took the will of a martyr. The person who finally rose up to take that lone, rebellious step, even if in the end they were granted clemency from death, would be instantly banished from the village, with death certain to follow days later. The tribe just beyond their borders wouldn’t give sanctuary, and he doubted many in the village had the wherewithal to survive in the modern world.

The only other type of will capable of regicide was one that was utterly deranged, and there was but one in the village to whom that label applied.

“When do you expect to hear from them?” the Kravna asked. “When have they agreed to return the books?”

“Some of them are thought to be thousands of miles from here,” Juh answered, careful to keep his tone flat and factual. Any tenor of fear or pleading in his voice would only incite his queen further, and the first concerns for his health had begun to emerge. “It will likely be years, my Kravna. But if they find the book—if that one you speak of does indeed exist—they will bring it here. That was the agreement.”

“No, they won’t! Not that one!” The Kravna seemed to recognize her own instability and took a breath, lowering her voice as she continued. “They’ll look inside. That girl will for sure. And then they’ll see it. They’ll see that there is more to our religion than just mystical words and recipes for longevity. And that lure alone is irresistible. Think of how they’ll be drawn by it.”

Juh tried to focus on his breathing, to block out the words of the Kravna. She was speaking of things taboo, even to her. Even mentioning that particular copy of the book was treading toward dangerous grounds, but to speak of the specifics was strictly forbidden.

“She’ll read it and learn about...” The young queen decided not to push her fortunes. Even the queen had to abide by rules, and Juh, she knew, was not beyond taking any of her indiscretions to the council for review. She despised the council in the way most monarchs hated those assigned to limit their powers, but their influence was not without potency. “Well, she will consider immortality as benign as the clouds in the sky.” 

“I understand your concerns, my Kravna, and had it been anyone else with whom our deal was made, I would share your fears. But the girl, Gretel, she is...somehow different.”

“So you’ve said a thousand times!”

Juh heard the jealousy in the scream, and he wondered if he had provoked that intentionally. He had mentioned Gretel’s gifts to the Kravna before, but not more than once. Still, there was perhaps a subliminal jab at his queen in his response, that there were other females in the world who were special too.

“Special or not, she is a girl. Vulnerable. She was an easy enough victim for Gromus.” The Kravna paused, letting the point of that statement land in full. “And even if she does have some resilience to the draws of our religion, how will she keep the others from falling under its spell? This guide, for example. I have heard it would take five men to bring him to the ground and another five to keep him there. What will Gretel do once he learns the secret?”

Juh saw little point in re-litigating what was already done and out of their hands. The travelers were miles from here now; there was nothing to do at this point but trust. Instead, he said, “Your mother was made clear on the deal. She agreed to all the terms.”

The child queen grew silent; Juh couldn’t hear even the intake of her breath though she stood only a foot or two behind him. Once again, he braced himself for some pummeling blow, one that would land between his shoulders this time, or perhaps a measured kick that would connect with the bottom of his spine.

But the Kravna initiated no contact. Instead, she took the lightest of steps forward, barely touching the ground as she moved in front of the fire and stopped, now staring at Juh. 

A cape of dark hair fell like a curtain in front of the Kravna’s face, and through that cape, the wicked smile of a demon shone like a torch.

Juh didn’t smile back, and for the first time since this short encounter began, he felt a twinge of true fear in his belly. The girl’s appearance—as small and underdeveloped as she was—should have invoked as much dread as a kitten. But Juh knew there was so much more to her. 

The Kravna was almost thirteen, but she had the height and build of a ten-year old. To any outside the village, she would have appeared stunted and malnourished. 

Her hair was as black as it was long, and it draped in waves all the way to her midsection. It was a feature Juh always noted with awe, how it grew like the weeds of the killing fields. The former queen insisted her daughter wear her hair just at her shoulders, as was proper for a princess; but within days of the Kravna’s death, it had fallen to the center of her back.

“Are you giving me instruction about what my mother believed?” The Kravna continued flashing her white teeth as she took a quick step toward Juh, her long dress only inches from the fire. 

Juh tried to hide the lump in his throat, but it was there, and he swallowed it down and said, “My queen, your dress.” Juh continued to stare at the hem which somehow remained uncharred by the flame, the orange fire seeming to dance away from the cloth, repelled by what it should have consumed with swiftness.

“Nalame!” 

Juh turned his head toward the hut of the Kravna’s chancellor, Nalame, whose residence was considerably smaller than the Kravna’s but larger than any other member of the village. Nalame was barely a woman herself, perhaps only a decade older than her queen, and within seconds of being summoned, she opened the door and stepped to the porch. She said not a word as she awaited the wishes of her ruler.

“Bring me one of the sucklings,” the Kravna ordered.

“Yes, my Kravna,” Nalame replied, and then walked quickly down the steps and jogged through the tall grass, toward the back row of homes and the pen where a litter of piglets had been born within the last six weeks. Within the minute, the Kravna’s chancellor re-appeared and strode briskly through the field until she was standing beside her master, a squirming pink and black piglet in her arms. 

The Kravna’s expression remained flat, focused, and she gave a single nod to Nalame. The chancellor nodded back as if they had rehearsed this demonstration many times, and then she knelt with the pig next to the fire, holding it tightly at its shoulders to keep it from fleeing.

The Kravna closed her eyes and tilted her head to the sky, and then she ran her fingers through her hair, finally freeing her face from the prison of black locks. She took a deep breath, exhaling with a long, puckered blow toward the heavens. 

Nalame kept her head down, her eyes focused on the pig, and for the moment, the scene was almost comical, as there was only the light squealing of the animal as the creature shifted helplessly in Nalame’s grip.

And then, as if the piglet had heard some startling sound in the distance, or, perhaps more accurately, had been hit by some dart of poison, it stopped moving entirely, frozen in place just a yard or so from the fire. 

Slowly, Nalame let go of the pig’s thick neck and backed away, just a step, ready to pounce again if her Kravna needed her. 

She didn’t.

The Kravna had drifted to some other place in her mind, and with her face still facing the clouds, she began to shake her head from left to right, as if negating some point being made from above. The tremoring twitches were so slight at first that they were barely perceptible, but with each few shakes they grew in width, until soon the queen was pivoting her head as if possessed by some exotic sickness from the Eastern Lands.

And then at once she stopped. The cessation was so sudden it was startling, and what followed was a low humming sound that was almost impossibly deep for such a young girl. The Kravna let the exhaust of the moan run its full course, and then a new smile drifted across her mouth, as if she were in the throes of passion. It was a smile not unlike the one she’d flashed to Juh moments earlier, and as it continued to spread across her face, the Kravna tilted her head down and opened her eyes slowly, this time her narrow glare focused on the swine beneath her.

The piglet gurgled and took a staggered step forward and then back, moving for the first time since the Kravna’s trance began. It then stopped and rested back on its haunches, looking exhausted. It sat for only a moment though, meeting the queen’s stare as it did, and then, as if obeying some whispered command sent on the wind, it turned and walked into the raging flames of Juh’s fire. 

Juh watched in horror as the baby pig thrust its snout into the blaze, not hesitating as the flame consumed its head and the pink flesh of its shoulders and back. 

The smell arrived instantly—to Juh it was somehow both tempting and repulsive—and he put a hand to his mouth to stifle a brewing cauldron of nausea in his belly and throat. 

And then came the sounds. 

Dying pigs were nothing new to Juh—the animals were livestock, after all, raised to be slaughtered as food, and thus the sounds of death were commonplace in the village. But those killings were done swiftly, mercifully, and the pain of the creatures was considered and spared as much as possible. 

The noises that came from the mouth of this piglet, however, were quite the opposite. These sounds were shrieks of torture and agony, and the delayed reaction of them only added to the dreadfulness. Juh tried to dismiss the animal as one of many hundreds of beasts that had been slaughtered over the years, but the pain in this one’s cries couldn’t be ignored. 

Another bubble of vomit arose in Juh’s belly, and this time he was unable to keep it from erupting. He turned away from the fire and expelled the rejected bile from his body. 

He spit and took several breaths, embarrassed and appalled, and when he turned back to the flame, the Kravna was still smiling, her eyes now on him in a stare that was wider than Juh would have believed possible. This is what I can do, the look seemed to say, and the eyes of his queen triggered a different feeling of nausea in Juh, though he was able to keep this retch inside.

It wasn’t possible, Juh thought. Not her. 

He didn’t think it possible for anyone to have learned the practice, not really, and especially not the Kravna. She was thirteen. She was so young that the myth of the power had all but been extinguished from the village by the time she was born. It simply couldn’t be true that she had learned of it. How? How did the greatest of all secrets come into her possession?

But it had. It was the only explanation for what Juh had just seen. He didn’t know the intricacies of the practice, but he knew about the purported capabilities, and based on the actions of the Kravna and the pig, it was clear that, at least to some degree, his queen had discovered the power of the Crippling. 

The practice was little more than rumor in the village now, as it had been for many decades, akin to the stories that were still taught to school children concerning gods and heroes from ancient civilizations that had blossomed along the Southern Seas several thousand years earlier. Of course, not being nearly as old, there was far more credibility given to the myth of Crippling than to those stories, circumstantial though it was.

Still, Juh had never seen any real evidence of the practice, and he as much as anyone doubted the truthfulness of its existence. There was the book, of course, and the extensive language of the practice within it, but so too were there books in which thunderbolts tossed from mountains were said to explain woodland fires, the breath of gods the reasoning for typhoons. 

Books could contain anything; that didn’t make them true.

The first and only time Juh had seen the steps of the Crippling in writing had been almost fifty years earlier when he was head of the village council. He had barely scanned the words that day, and though the mysterious practice had been written and added to one of the copies of Orphism, Juh had spent little time reflecting on it. The instructions had been quite detailed, but he was a young man then, more speculative and pragmatic than he was now in his old age. In truth, despite the objections of some others on the council, Juh had largely dismissed the practice as legend. 

And even today, Juh felt his speculation was warranted. Orphism had been born in the Koudeheuvals, and as the religion grew in renown—and infamy—so too did the number of outside swindlers who promised other miracles from their own villages, beyond those grand gifts that Orphism already offered. 

A handful of times every year an outsider would arrive with some secret spell or charmed potion that could solve all that Orphism did not. It required only the transferring of their fortunes of course, or the promise of their daughter’s hand. And in many cases, the price was both. 

Rest assured, however, they were told, the payoff would be extraordinary. Beyond anything one could imagine. A prosperous life awaited them, one without pain or fear or sexual decline. And if they were also one of the few in the village who knew the recipe of longevity, the prospect of becoming a god overnight was often too enchanting to resist. 

But these promises were always a lie, and those who became ensnared in this trap of divinity—and there were always one or two each season—were usually exiled within the year, often for criminality brought on by their depleted wealth.

So grand promises to villagers were not an unusual part of life when Juh was young, and he accepted that outlandish guarantees from charlatans were the dark side of any religion. And so it was in this category that Juh and most of the council had placed Crippling. The grandiose powers suggested by the practice were simply another trick of a confidence man.

Looking back now, however, in his heart, Juh had known better.  

Orphism was not like other religions. The belief could connect with the sources of Life in a way none other he knew of could. And not just in the form of the dark recipe of immortality, a practice from which most Orphists had always tried to distance themselves. 

Orphism was the answer, or as close to an answer as anyone could expect to find in this world. It provided a way for mortal men to connect with the invisible energy of the universe, to bend it in ways science was unable to explain. 

But Crippling purported to go even further. If true, according to what Juh had read in the ancient copy, an even deeper connection with the Life force was possible, one that could connect not only to the world generally, but specifically. Crippling described how to latch to the minds of other sentient entities, allowing the crippler to manipulate and control. To torture, if necessary. 

To kill.

The first evidence of Crippling was attributed to a village elder named Darwa, who discovered the method several generations before Juh was born, though earlier examples of the practice—some long before the Fall of the Kings—were also believed to have existed. 

The oral tale of Darwa’s early days described how he had used the method of Crippling to bring favorable trade deals to the village, and to keep some of the more ambitious governors from sending their tax collectors and military recruiters to the secluded society. It was believed he had a way of projecting his will onto others—both mentally and physically—to ‘cripple’ them through thought alone.

And according to the later written history, it seemed that times were quite bountiful for the village in the wake of Darwa, not only in terms of its treasury lode, but also in the census counts, as the population during the years that followed was twenty times that of the current number.

Of course, there was no way to prove that the good fortunes of the village were a result of Darwa and his will, but as times improved, he claimed responsibility without shame or humility. Though he kept the specifics of his secret tightly within his house, he spoke of his abilities freely, and Juh could only assume this was done to intimidate his fellow villagers, as he ultimately rose to be the king’s chancellor. 

How Darwa came to learn the secrets he never said, and it was a mystery still, but at the end of his life (which was of a normal span, as he had sworn never to Blend), he wrote the steps of Crippling inside a single copy of Orphism. The now-famous copy—still known in the village as the The Book of the Crippling—he left to his two daughters, whom he insisted never allow the book to leave the family home.

And the daughters kept their promise to their deaths, but when the younger daughter died childless and The Book of the Crippling fell into the hands of her widower, he ultimately relented the copy to the village elders in the last months of his life, finally revealing the written instructions of the practice to others for the first time.

There was no evidence that the widower or the daughters had practiced the secrets of Crippling, but what the widower had learned through his late wife’s descriptions suggested he seemed quite sold on the merits of the practice, describing what he’d been told in detail to the council. 

The council was dubious about the practice, at best; nevertheless, they voted unanimously to lock the book away in the tombs, along with any copies containing the recipe of longevity. 

But there the book would not stay for long, and as was the case with so many of the copies of Orphism over the years, it was stolen from its resting place, given off as a souvenir to some adolescent wanderluster, his parents wishing to give a keepsake of their child’s homeland to carry forward into his new life.

Finders had been sent to track the book, and eventually it was located in a city not far from the eastern border of the Old World. And there, as far as Juh knew, it remained today, protected by custodians who had sworn to protect it, promising to send news if it were ever moved or lost. 

But Juh knew this last part was folly. His own village didn’t have enough people to survive two more generations, let alone to send out reconnaissance missions for artifacts, and he suspected the city of Rania wasn’t much different. Besides, it had been so many years since the copy had turned up that Juh doubted they even remembered the Village of the Elders. 

In truth, though, Juh hadn’t much thought about The Book of the Crippling for decades, and he never much cared if the practice was true or not. But now that the subject had resurfaced—and the travelers were on their way to find it—he hoped to learn that at some point over the years the book had been placed at the top of some large bonfire—along with a whole library of sacrilegious books, if that’s what it took—and burned to oblivion. 

Of course, he could have simply redacted the location of that copy from the list of books he’d given to the travelers, but that would have violated the deal before it ever began. He had sworn to give them all the known locations, and he committed himself to that, even if it risked the freedom of the world.

But it was clear now the Kravna had learned the practice anyway—at least the beginnings of it—and that changed quite a lot in Juh’s world. How could she have learned the Crippling when the book was gone from the village decades before her birth? 

Juh looked to Nalame who was also smiling, but hers was a grin smug and daring, a look the weaker of two bullies might flash to her victim, knowing her larger friend is standing beside her, ready to ensure any enforcement that becomes necessary.

“I’ve been practicing for some time now,” the Kravna said. “It takes much effort however, and thus far, I’ve only applied it to those creatures with simpler minds.”

Juh knew pigs weren’t the dumbest of animals by any stretch; what he had just witnessed from the Kravna was frighteningly advanced.

“It was the greatest secret my mother ever kept. And now it is mine. Except not entirely. There are secrets in that book that can expand the powers beyond pigs at my feet. And I intend to learn them.”

“It is forbidden,” Juh answered, feeling almost compelled to explain this to his queen, though she was certainly as aware as anyone of the taboo.

The Kravna laughed. “Queens are forbidden from nothing. Am I not correct on this point, Nalame?”

“Of course you are correct, my Kravna. You are the bringer of peace and light to all in the village and beyond.”

With this last sentence, the Kravna frowned and stared again at the gated walls of her world. It was a prison to her; Juh had always sensed it. What good was power with only a hundred subjects upon which to wield it?

“Your mother was barely a child when the book was taken from here. And not yet born when it was first entombed.”

“Yes, but my great-grandfather was a friend to the distinguished Darwa. I’m sure you know that as well as anyone.”

The name Darwa stung Juh like a hornet’s tail and he shuddered at the name, even though the man was many years dead by the time Juh was born. 

“He was the king’s closest confidant. My great-grandfather gave him extraordinary privilege in the kingdom, and for that, Darwa was a willing giver of his secrets.”

The king the Kravna spoke of was known to be less benevolent than most in the line of succession, and from what Juh had read about him in the texts, he seemed a likely candidate to sell privilege for personal power.

“But lest you think he was corrupt, Juh.” The Kravna paused. “It is what you were thinking, was it not?

Juh didn’t know if this was some result of Crippling or the queen’s intuition. He suspected the latter, but in any case, she had read his thoughts exactly.

“He was not. Corruption has never been a characteristic of my family’s reign.” The Kravna was stern but there was no anger in her speech. “I and my ancestors behind me have given great sacrifice to this village, and we have kept the secrets of our people safe at great expense.”

It was unclear to Juh what the expenditures had been exactly, other than their lack of integration had perhaps meant less income for the monarchy over time. That was likely true, but the issue of integration had never even been proposed to the people, and the village had always seemed generally fine with that decision, fearing that such a practice would mean the dilution and end of their religion and traditions.

“But now my greatest sacrifice of all begins, Juh. Now I begin my quest for The Book of the Crippling.” 

Juh said nothing, waiting for the Kravna to qualify her statement further, perhaps explaining that she was about to embark on some meditative journey to locate the book. 

“I have lived behind these walls my entire life, ruling a people who barely exist any longer.”

“My queen, we love you.” Juh responded, the words flowing from him without any conscious thought behind them.

The Kravna frowned and shook off the adoration. “There is no one here to love me. Look around us.” She waved a hand out to the open fields and huts behind her. There was a woman hanging linen on a string with her daughter at her feet; otherwise, the scene was empty. “In Darwa’s time, there were thousands in the village.”

Darwa’s time, Juh noted, not her great-grandfather’s, the king at the time.

“And it is now my duty to bring plenitude back to the Village of the Elders.”

“We’re lucky to be here at all, my queen. We’ve brokered a deal to keep us hidden from the world. It is why the location of the copies were revealed.”

The Kravna scoffed. “It is a deal as secure as the egos of men, which is to say not at all.”

Juh blinked several times, true concern on his face and in his heart. “Where will you go?”

The Kravna walked to Juh until she was standing directly over him, her toes nearly under the crossed legs of the old man. She stared down at him for a moment and then held her hand back toward Nalame, her palm flat to the sky. 

Nalame pulled a thin piece of metal from a sheath that ran the length of her right leg and handed the slim rod to her queen. The metal shaft was so narrow it wavered and twanged when the Kravna took it, and she wrapped her free hand around it and ran her fist up the stick as if smoothing it out. She placed it beside her foot, carefully, so that the tip of the wire just broke the perimeter of the fire pit, barely touching the flames. 

“I’ll need the location of the books, Juh. Or, to be precise, the location of one book. I think you know the one I speak of.”

Juh closed his eyes, disappointed.

“If you need me to be more direct: I need you to open the tomb and give me the list.”

Juh opened his eyes and blinked several times, pleading. “My Kravna, I have sworn to the Kingdom of Gods that I would serve for life my duties to the village. Such a betrayal as the one you’ve requested would break my oath.”

“There will be no Village of the Elders in a few years,” the Kravna said calmly, as if anticipating Juh’s answer. “What good will oaths and duty be when you’re wandering the mountains in a gown begging for the crusts of stale bread?”

“Speculation as to my fate does not negate my oath.”

The Kravna frowned, but she kept her composure. “Then just tell me the location. Keep the list entombed.”

“I am sorry, my Kravna, I cannot do that. It would amount to the same treachery.”

Nalame spoke now, and though it was a risk to enter the conversation of her queen uninvited, her status was such that she felt bold enough to do so. “You gave the list to the travelers, Juh. Did you not break your oath then?”

Juh shook his head and kept his eyes on the Kravna, addressing her as he answered. “It was at the blessing of my queen that I surrendered the list. Your mother agreed to—”

“I am your queen now!” the Kravna shouted. “I am agreeing to it!”

Juh bowed his head in acknowledgement, pausing for a beat. “Yes, but it was at her blessing and the will of the Elders. And as it is written in the Laws of Elders, it is only the combination of the two that can override these oaths. I will ask the Elders for their council on this matter—and a vote of approval—but I cannot simply open the tomb and give you the list.”

Juh knew the Elders would never give permission for the queen to take the list or to learn the location of the Book of the Crippling. There was nothing to gain from it. The village was not in peril—not since the bargain that had been struck with the travelers—and divulging the list to the Kravna may, in fact, endanger them again. The Kravna simply wanted the list for her own benefit and enhancement. The Elders would never surrender the information to her on those grounds, obsolete though it was likely to be so many years later.

And the Kravna knew as much.

The queen of the Village of the Elders nodded to Nalame again, and this time the young chancellor unclasped a sash from around her waist and wrapped it several times around her palm as if she were bandaging a wound. She then grabbed the end of the wire resting on the ground outside the fire and lifted it to eye-level, studying the smoking orange tip like a scientist. 

“I’ll make the request once more, Juh, and once more only. And so you understand, it will all come to the same place in the end. The only question now is how many eyes you’ll have when that point is reached.”

Juh felt the sting of tears and closed his eyes again, and then shook his head in denial of the request.

A soft breeze came in from the west, and Juh relished the cool air on his face, which had begun to overheat from fear and the growing fire. He took a deep breath in through his nose and exhaled.

And then he felt the sting of pain.
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Chapter 7



[image: image]


“WAIT!”

Anika snapped one hand up in the command to halt, palm forward, fingers together and straight to the sky. The other hand she slid into her robe, past the book in the inner pocket, and then lingered it there for a moment before returning it to the open. When she did, she held her hand at her side with her fingers closed into a loose fist as if holding something small and secretive. 

“I can give you this,” Anika said, breathlessly, the words of last resort. 

Anika raised her closed hand and stuck it out in front of her, tentatively, and then she widened her eyes into globes of fascination, as if she possessed all the secrets of the world in her clutch.

The men were only ten paces away now, maybe less, but they stopped and waited as instructed, hypnotized by this new variable that had come into play. 

The dark man sighed, relieved that not all was lost—not yet—and that a resolution could still be found which didn’t end in Anika’s death, her flesh stripped from her bones and skewered like the meat of raccoon.

“What is it?” the woman called from behind Anika. “Let me see what she has.” 

The woman took a step forward and Anika snapped her neck around in a way that should not have been achievable for any person, particularly not one of her age. But the leader of the trio didn’t seem to notice, as she was focused instead on the contents of Anika’s palm.

“Stay there,” Anika barked.

The woman stopped and met Anika’s eyes now, and for the first time Anika saw doubt inside them. She thought of the bully at Jericho’s diner, and how he had flashed a similar look, the tell of weakness.

Anika turned her body to meet the position of her head. “This treasure is delicate,” she said, and then leaned toward the woman, the posture of someone plotting, trying to impart the gravity of her words. “The slightest fright could kill it instantly.”

“It’s alive?” 

Anika brought her hand close to her chest, covering it with the other hand, inspecting. She examined her closed fingers for a moment and then nodded.

“What is it?”

“I’ll only show it one at a time. It may not be able to absorb more strain than that. And if you agree, I will leave it for you. Somewhere close and safe. And what you do with it after will be your choice. But you must allow me my leave. With my stick.”

The woman scoffed. “I don’t even know what you’re holding. It could be a cockroach. I can’t make a deal if I don’t know what it is.”

“Then let him look first, your brother. If he agrees about its value, about the treasure you’ll instantly possess, then you will have the very next glimpse. And I’m sure you’ll find my offer very judicious.”

The woman thought a moment and then nodded, matching the width of Anika’s eyes, implying the deal hung on the contingencies Anika had just offered. 

Anika nodded in return and then turned back to face the brother. “Come see,” she said. “Slowly. If you make one move of aggression, I’ll kill it, and you’ll have lost out on a world of palaces and everlasting life.”

The brother was stunned with curiosity until finally he looked over Anika’s shoulder, presumably looking for the approval of his sister.

“Go!” his sister shouted. 

With authorization granted, the brother stepped lightly to Anika, stopping two paces away. 

“Yes,” Anika said, “that’s just the way. One more step and then...” 

Anika placed her empty hand over her fist once again, cupping the contents as if she were holding a baby bird that had fallen from its nest. The brother took his final approved step and then stopped, stretching his neck up and sideways, peering down at Anika’s hands the way one would look over the edge of a treacherous cliff. 

Anika took the second hand away, uncovering the cupped one, her long fingernails draped flat against the heel of her hand, the tips extending down to her wrist.

The man nodded quickly, impatiently.

And then Anika opened her hand.

The man stared for a beat. Two beats. He then began blinking with confusion, looking away for a moment, batting his eyes wildly as if they had suddenly stopped working, and then back to Anika’s open palm. He looked up her, his stare thick with disappointment.  

“It’s empty,” he said. “There’s noth—” 

Anika shot her empty left hand up like a bullet, and, with the same cupping motion she’d pretended to hold the ‘treasure,’ she covered the brother’s mouth as if stifling him from speaking. She then pushed his head back as she simultaneously kicked the back of the man’s legs with the bottom of her right foot. 

The brother was on his back in an instant, and before either of the other two in the group had a thought to move, Anika’s jaws had ripped out the side of the downed man’s neck. It was the only bite she would need; years of practice had made her efficient that way.

Anika lifted her head, her mouth bloody and stained, sinew and flesh hanging from her teeth like cabbage. She stared at the dark man—Vedat—like a stalking tiger might view an injured guar, studying the size of her prey and the span of distance between them. The fear in him was obvious, and she knew before he twitched a muscle that he would run, not fight. But she remained cautious anyway, waiting until he was several steps into his flight before she began the chase.

And then she was off.

She was as quick as a horse through the open patch of forest, and when the trees began to clutter her path, she dodged them with ease, just brushing the trunks with the sides of her arms, or mindlessly ducking low branches and hopping roots like a fox. 

Vedat was only steps away now and sputtering, and for the first time since he’d attempted his escape, he looked back at Anika. “No!” he screamed at her. “No! Please God, no!” 

Vedat threw the blackthorn stick behind him now, presumably to increase his speed and not as an attempt to strike Anika, and it landed without a sound in a stray patch of mud. Anika swerved a fraction to her left and picked up the weapon in stride, and then, on her next step, she stretched the pole behind her and flung it forward with every gram of energy in her shoulders.

The stick was pure through the air, rotating in long steady circles, finally arriving at the back of Vedat’s knees, clipping them with a thump and sending the dark man crashing to the forest floor. 

Anika was standing above Vedat in seconds, and as the man attempted to get to his feet with a grunt, she picked up the Blackthorn and swung it down across the back of his head. The blow was stiff, but not lethal, just enough to keep him unconscious for several minutes.

She bent down, teeth bared, sniffing the blood that had begun to stream from Vedat’s wounded skull. 

She counted to three and stopped. And then she started counting again, this time to five. Then back to one and up to seven. 

For years, Anika had tried to control the rage, but once it had been triggered, once the switch was thrown, it was difficult to toggle off. 

But she had gotten better. This incident was an example. She made it through this fury with a level of control that left Vedat lying on the ground, alive. 

But the fury was still inside her, and Anika focused it now on the woman.

She stood and clicked her head up toward the sky like a dog sniffing the air, adjusting the direction of her sightline as she shifted her gaze, calibrating her mind to locate Damiyra. Anika couldn’t detect any foreign odor—the moisture had broken in the air and the rain had begun a steady drizzle—but the silence in the woods let Anika know the woman was hiding and not running. But even if she had taken the opportunity to flee, to sprint away during Anika’s chase of Vedat, she couldn’t have gotten far. 

Not far enough, anyway.

Anika began walking steadily back in the direction of Damiyra, and, within twenty paces of her hunt, she saw the first indicator of her location. It was just a rustle of leaves, barely perceptible, about ten feet off the ground in the heavy foliage of a beech cluster. The branches that wavered were perhaps fifty feet ahead and four or five paces to the left of Anika’s path. In any other situation, Anika would have dismissed the movement as those of a squirrel or a nesting bird; but with her senses heightened by danger, Anika’s calculations told her the motion was made by something a bit larger.

She kept her eyes forward and began to slow her pace slightly, continuing to walk the path until she came parallel with the trees where the rustling had occurred. She stood a moment, showcasing her position, and then turned away from the trees so that her back was to the threat. If the plan was a guerrilla attack, Anika was providing the perfect opportunity. 

Anika doubted that was the plan though. She estimated the woman would only fight if given no other option, and with Anika now ostensibly searching for her prey down other paths, Anika suspected she would stay put.

It was yet another of hundreds of miscalculations Anika had made in her life.

Anika took two steps away from the tree and stopped again, tempting the bait, this time pretending to hear some distant noise, one that would ultimately draw her away from where Damiyra was stationed in the beech trees. 

Anika would give it another few seconds before turning back and staging her own attack, but it was now too late. The woman had no interest in hiding; she was hunting herself.

A piercing scream split the air, and when Anika turned to face the tree, she saw the woman hanging from the last large branch below the canopy, her eyes focused and wild, something resembling a smile on her lips.

Anika almost shook her head in disbelief when the woman dropped down to the forest floor, and she watched in mild amusement and confusion as Damiyra collapsed to her knees and then forward on her face. 

But she was on her feet quickly, and now she was sprinting toward Anika, her eyes continuing to flash the same wild look as the one she’d held in the hanging position. In one hand she held what appeared to be a knife; in the other was a weapon Anika didn’t quite recognize, a short, thick chain with something resembling an eagle’s talon at the end. 

Anika held her position steady, her face a tapestry of curiosity, not quite believing the temerity of the woman heading toward her. But Anika stayed tense and ready, not underestimating. 

Damiyra seemed to recognize the futility of a hand-to-hand battle with this new foe—presumably after watching her brother devoured before her eyes—and instead of trying some close-range stabbing of Anika, she tossed the knife like a circus thrower, screaming in frustration and ire as the blade flew innocuously into an evergreen twenty feet from its target.

Anika barely glanced at the flailing blade, not even turning her neck as it hurled past her. Instead she maintained her concentration on the approaching Damiyra, who was now less than ten yards away. But the tossed knife had freed Damiyra, and now, with both hands at her disposal, she gripped the eagle-claw weapon in her fists and swirled it above her head like a lasso. She dropped it once to her side, swinging it now by her hip, and then back above her head. The clumsy knife throw now seemed like less of a desperate attack than a way to rid herself of the burden it was in her hands. The eagle claw was the real threat, and it seemed to be in the hands of a master.

A weapon like that and this woman can’t catch food? 

The thought had barely registered in Anika’s head when the chain erupted toward her like a whip, the four talons of the warhead facing outward like the jaws of some exotic fish, hungry and gnawing for Anika’s face. 

Anika leaned wildly to her right as the claw sailed an inch above her left ear, the hind talon of the weapon just catching a few thick strands of Anika’s hair. She instinctively grabbed at the claw with her left hand, attempting to pull it free from her head, but the struggle only seemed to entangle her natty locks more deeply, now bringing the links of the chain into the snared mess. 

Anika dropped the blackthorn and grasped blindly for the chain, but Damiyra was quickly behind her, and though she was at least four inches shorter than Anika, she was able to lift the chain over Anika’s head and pull it down across her chin. 

One loop around her neck. Two. There wasn’t enough slack for a third, but it wasn’t needed. The chain was wrapped tightly against Anika’s throat now, and she was already wheezing for oxygen.

And then Damiyra began to pull. 

Anika’s gasps quickly turned silent, and the heat from the blood that had flushed toward her face began to grow cold. She continued to grasp at the claw ensnared in her hair, but with every touch, the device seemed to lock in deeper. It was now pressed flush against her skull, seemingly with half of Anika’s hair in its clutches.

But the claw wasn’t the issue any longer. That was just the trap that had held her for the true weapon that was the metal chain. 

Anika was suffocating, and whether death awaited her—again, and perhaps permanently this time—she couldn’t be sure. In any case, loss of consciousness was nearing, and if Damiyra followed through with her earlier plan to use Anika for food, the effects of the potion wouldn’t much matter. A drowning she could endure. A hanging she could resuscitate from. But having her heart dug out of her chest and roasted over an open flame? That seemed a bridge too far. She wasn’t coming back from trauma like that. Nor would she want to. If her brain went flat this time, she was dead. 

And there were only seconds remaining.

Anika closed her eyes and summoned her daughter’s face in her mind. It was an image of Gretel at around ten years old, smiling from the bank of the lake as she pointed to the water. A terrapin was skimming the surface; its round, beaked face poked just above the surface, making it look both comical and beautiful. The expression on Gretel’s face that day was one of pure wonderment and delight, and Anika basked in it, nearly coming to tears at the beauty of her daughter. She waited breathlessly for that snatching moment when Gretel would finally turn her face away, to look back on the reptile before it disappeared beneath the murky water. 

But Gretel’s eyes had lingered in that moment, staying locked on her mother as if she, even at ten, recognized the happiness her expression was bringing, understanding, perhaps for the first time, the infectious quality of joy. Anika had seen an exquisiteness in her daughter that day that she had never fully forgotten, and her mind was finding that hidden memory as one final source of strength.

Anika opened her eyes and saw the barrage of large rain droplets that continued to fall from the sky. With a single motion, she unsheathed her nails and plunged them into Damiyra’s thigh, so deeply that she cracked the middle nail on the woman’s femur. Damiyra let loose a shriek that was louder even than the battle cry she had unleashed during her attack from the trees. 

But Damiyra held tightly to the cable, squeezing it harder with one final effort. Anika aimed higher for the second strike, and this one found the woman’s right rib cage, generating a grunt of air that exploded into Anika’s ear. 

This time the chain loosened, enough for Anika to force in several breaths, and she quickly jerked her body away from Damiyra. The chain was still wrapped around her neck with the claw embedded in her hair, but she was free now. And breathing.

Anika took in several more gulps of air and then turned toward Damiyra, who had begun her retreat down the path where Anika had first encountered the thieves. But it was a pathetic lumber, her hand pressed uselessly against her right side as blood streamed from her torso and leg. 

Anika watched the woman and sighed, knowing she wouldn’t get more than a hundred yards at best. 

She suddenly remembered that Vedat was lying unconscious in the trees behind her in the distance, and she turned with a start, sensing he was approaching, holding some new, exotic weapon in his hand as he ran with madness toward her.

But there was no one, and without further hesitation, Anika turned back to Damiyra and took several lengthy steps toward the woman, quickly, like a fascist soldier on parade. On her last step, without breaking stride, Anika drove her nails into the base of Damiyra’s skull, thrusting her hand downwards into the nape of the woman’s neck. She left her fingers inside for a few beats, until the warm ooze of blood and brain reached the tips, and then she pulled them free with a quick yank. 

Be glad it was painless, Anika thought, and then she pushed the woman’s corpse forward, watching with apathy as Damiyra’s body toppled and her face slapped against the wet ground.

Anika grabbed her blackthorn and walked back to where she had left Vedat lying helpless. When she arrived, he was already showing signs of waking, and she gave another pop to his skull to knock him back to black. It wasn’t out of cruelty; she needed time to check him for weapons.

Something that resembled a boomerang was clipped to the man’s rear belt, and Anika was curious why he hadn’t thrown it during the chase, though such a weapon likely took precision and aim to use properly, neither of which Vedat had in those moments. She took the weapon and secured it inside her robe, next to the book.

Another ten minutes and Vedat began stirring to consciousness again. He was awake for only a few moments, however, before he fell back to sleep. That cycle repeated for a half hour or so, and Anika sat on a fallen log and waited patiently, ignoring the rain that now fell in a heavy pour. 

When Vedat began to stir again, Anika positioned herself so that she was in his sightline, the blackthorn gripped tall at her side as she waited, the stains of Damiyra’s blood still on her fingers, the stains of her brother’s still on her mouth. She had cut a huge chunk of her own hair off to remove the eagle claw, but she left the chain around her neck for effect. She must have looked terrifying, she thought, which was the intent. 

When Vedat finally opened his eyes for good, Anika spoke not a word. She was prepared for an attack if it came, a move for his boomerang, perhaps, but only tears emerged from the burly man, along with the coughing fear of a defeated coward. She allowed him a few moments to make his pleas for mercy, watching him snivel the way one would watch a barking terrier—only mildly curious about what the dog was hoping to gain with such behavior. 

But the man was clearly broken, no longer a threat, and in an instant, Anika altered her plans to kill him. 

“Stop begging, Vedat,” she finally instructed.

“Yes, but you—”

“Stop!”

Vedat stopped.

“You’ll live if you want to. Just know it’s up to you.”

Vedat shook his head, confused. “I don’t understand.”

Anika ignored this. “You’re from these parts? That’s what your leader said. Is it true?”

“No, she is not my leader, that wa—” 

“Is it true?” Anika didn’t shout. It wasn’t necessary.

Vedat nodded. 

“Then you’ll help guide me. I’m looking for a town called Rania. I was told it is on this path, though no map I’ve ever seen has listed it.”

Vedat looked down to his feet and then away. “No. Only a very few do.”

“So you know this town then? Rania?”

Vedat dropped his eyes and turned his head to the side.

“I’ll take that to mean you have heard of it.”

Vedat met Anika’s eyes again. “Yes. I know it well. It is home to the Guilded Church of the Bells. It is one of the more stunning buildings in this territory. And, because of its contents, it has become quite famous recently. Not just in the territory, but throughout the world.”

Anika had never heard of the church, but her knowledge wasn’t the proper measure. She was never any great scholar or historian, and until her life had been altered by Marlene a decade back, she had never traveled further than the Northlands. 

But the town of Rania she had thought about for many years, since the day in Tanja’s apartment when Anika saw the name written in a small ledger on the desk by the witch’s bedside. According to the ledger, a copy of Orphism had been kept there for decades, and it was a copy Tanja seemed intent on acquiring, if the exclamation points and underlines were any indication.

Rania.

The word was catalogued in Anika’s mind forever, and though it would take her many years to finally make it her destination, she had never forgotten the name of the town. 

“Its contents?” 

Vedat raised a dubious eyebrow. “If you are seeking Rania, you know what is housed in the church.”

Anika didn’t know about the church part, but she assumed she and Vedat were speaking about the same item. She kept a straight face. “How far is it from here?” 

Vedat shrugged. “A half day. If we’re brisk.”

Anika nodded, giving Vedat’s words some thought. “Then we’ll camp tonight. Leave at dawn.” She paused. “And we will be brisk.”
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Chapter 8
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PETR’S MOTHER TOLD of her travels across the planet—from the Silver North to the Old World—occasionally naming a town that Gretel herself had passed through during her years there. Ultimately, however, she drove her stake in a small, secretive village that sat just to the west of the Eastern Lands. There she had lived a mostly secluded life, away from the population, spending most of the hours in her day reading and meditating, homing toward the voice that had guided her so far from her family.  

“But there was always this small disturbance inside me,” she continued. “As if a hole too small to be seen had been drilled through my chest and into the core of my heart. And though I couldn’t locate the hole precisely, I could always feel the pain rushing in to fill it. For a quarter century, I had devoted myself to finding the truth of my life, to keeping my body fresh and agile and receptive to the voice that had called to me from that cabin in the Silver North. That voice had saved my life, but it couldn’t take away the pain.” 

Gretel noted how the woman gave no specifics regarding any medicine or treatments for her mystery sickness, but she didn’t dare ask, afraid of what the answer would be. 

Hansel, on the other hand, had no reservations.

“Did you find the cure you were looking for?” he asked. “You must have, right, because here you are. Alive and seemingly well.”

The woman closed her eyes and nodded, as if rueful that she’d forgotten this detail of the story. “The Old World cured me eventually, but not before I became even more ill than before. The sickness continued to grow for a year after I arrived, and it was only my faith in the voice that kept me holding on. At least, that is what I have come to believe.”

“So what happened?” 

“With what?”

“You said the Old World cured you. After a year. What happened that cured you?”

“A man came into church one day. We became friendly and I told him of my fate. He had a medicine. An herbal recipe of sorts. Within a few days, I could feel the sickness in me shrinking. Within a week it was gone.”

“That was lucky,” Hansel replied. “What are the chances you would have ended up in the same place where the man with the cure to your fatal disease would have arrived?”

Petr’s mother chuckled. “The chances were great. One hundred percent. The voice of Life guided me there. It led me to a few wrong turns along the way, but my arrival there was as certain as tomorrow.”

The discussion seemed to be veering a bit toward the mystical, so Gretel decided to shift the narrative forward. “So why are you back?” she asked. “I assume it was Petr, yes? He was the hole that was causing the pain inside you?”

Petr’s mother’s mouth turned down in what Gretel could only call a sneer, but before she could analyze it, it flinched back to straight in an instant. “Yes,” was all she said, her eyes tranquil and cloudy.

“But you haven’t really explained why you were looking for him here. How did you know about us? Why would you have started your search here?”

Petr’s mother smiled again, and this time Gretel detected an irritability in her eyes. “I knew to look here because of you,” she said.

“Me?”


“Of course. You and your mother.”

Gretel’s heart began to beat faster at the mention of Anika.


“And, of course, you too, Hansel, though you’re a bit more of a supporting character in the story that is so famous throughout the world.”

Gretel knew that label would change one day, years from now, when Hansel’s exploits with Gromus finally spread to the broader world. For now, she continued her questioning of Petr’s mother. “You heard about our story in the Old World? In this town of...what was the name?

“Rania.”

“In this town of Rania? Near the Eastern Lands?”

The woman smiled widely now, warmly, and then she nodded once. “Yes, my dear. It is a particularly famous tale in the Old World. It is in the Old World where the villain was born. And the religion of Orphism.”

Gretel closed her eyes in a long blink at the word, catching her breath. She had said it aloud so often to herself but had rarely heard it come from the mouths of others.

“Your story is almost biblical in its fame now. There are few who don’t know the names of Hansel and Gretel.”

Hansel nodded, concurring. “I heard the same thing when I was over there.”

Gretel’s life, on the other hand, had been rather cloistered for the past decade, living under a bevy of false names, relocating so often that she had never really come to learn the magnitude of her story. Gromus had known about her, of course, but that always felt personal to Gretel. Familial almost. But she had no idea her notoriety had reached the level of a household name. 

“And you heard Petr’s name come up in our story, too, I suppose?” Gretel asked. Then, shifting her eyes to the floor, “And your husband’s?”

The woman nodded. “By the time your story—the story of Marlene—had reached Rania, many years had since passed. But I took it as a sign. Even though my son would have been grown by now, I knew that it was time to come home. To find him. Even to be his mother if he would allow me yet a sliver of that joy.”

Gretel doubted that reunion was going to go very well, but it wasn’t her place to deny Petr the opportunity to meet his mother again if he wished it. She hesitated for a beat and then said, “He doesn’t live in the Back Country anymore. He lives in the Urbanlands.” Then, remembering that was where he had lived most of his life, added, “Again. He’s moved back. I don’t know where exactly.”

The woman nodded, seemingly with great interest. “I see.”

“After his father...Officer Stenson died, he came to live with the Klahrs. They’re our neighbors across the lake.” Gretel suddenly felt uncomfortable around this woman, ashamed to have mentioned the Klahrs, and the further she spoke, the more she felt she was committing some act of betrayal. 

And her head had begun to ache terribly. Within the past few minutes, a throbbing tension had begun in what felt like the center of her brain. That was to be expected though. The voyage from the Old World had been a smooth one, but she hadn’t slept much in the past week and it was finally catching up with her. 

The woman stayed silent, waiting for Gretel to continue.

Instead, Gretel exhaled a large sigh and said, “We’ve just returned from the Old World ourselves, and, in fact, we need to get back to Mrs. Klahr’s.” She looked at her brother. “We need to check on Maja.”

Hansel’s eyes shot wide, as he’d forgotten about his new friend. “My god!”

“I’m so sorry for the disruption,” Petr’s mother interjected, standing at once, embarrassed for taking up so much time. “This was not at all what I imagined this night would look like.”

“What will you do now?” Hansel asked.

“I suppose I’ll head to the Urbanlands. Though, if I knew where he lived exactly, that would be especially helpful.”

“Mrs. Klahr—” Hansel began, but his sister cut him off.

“We asked Mrs. Klahr earlier this evening and she didn’t know either. Not anymore. He moves around a lot nowadays.”

An uncomfortable silence fell across the porch, both at the obvious lie that Gretel had just told and because, though it seemed an invitation to stay the night would have been proper, neither sibling was making the offer. But Gretel was running on pure instinct now, and she trudged through the hush without another word.

“I see,” Petr’s mother said softly. 

She turned to the door, avoiding any further eye contact with Gretel. This, Gretel suspected, was less to do with her discomfort than a move to hide her aggravation. But Gretel didn’t care; she had said too much as it was, and if she had learned nothing else since the beginning of the whole Marlene affair, it was not to trust strangers, no matter who they claimed to be. Sometimes leaps of faith worked out—Noah for example—but usually, in Gretel’s experience, they didn’t.

Hansel walked Petr’s mother to the door while Gretel stayed sitting on the porch, listening. “I’ll be happy to take you to a bus station,” he said. “Just give me a few minutes. I’ll need to go ask to borrow Mrs. Klahr’s truck.”

Petr’s mother was already shaking her head. “It’s a nice offer, Hansel, thank you. But I will be fine on my own. I’ve already arranged a taxi to come pick me up by the Interways.”

Gretel thought that sounded strange—when and why would she have made such an arrangement—but it made little difference at this point. 

She listened to the door close and kept her eyes on Hansel as he walked slowly back onto the porch. 

“We have to find Petr before she does,” Gretel said flatly. “You know that, right?”

Hansel smiled ironically and shook his head, disappointed. 

“What is that look about.”

“I was just thinking: it would have been nice to have one day to relax.”
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Chapter 9


[image: image]


THE KRAVNA STOOD AT the ivied gate and looked out to the forest, her focus narrow, her heart pounding with excitement. 

There was no path leading from the walled city, no signs to follow or indication that life existed at all beyond the trees. But not a mile through the timber was the border village that had shielded the Village of the Elders for centuries, a society the Kravna had always heard was as bustling and productive as hers was pensive and stagnant.

And the Kravna would see it for herself today. And tomorrow, the world beyond it. It was her destiny, she felt that now as strongly as she had the need to kill her mother. She was never meant to rule a world of thinkers and prayers. Never meant to reign in a kingdom of dying men.

Beside the Kravna was Nalame, who was holding several satchels on her back, the straps criss-crossing her chest like some medieval knight’s crest. She stood tall and strong, and the Kravna felt a surge of confidence knowing her chancellor was with her.

The last surviving member of the Council of Elders was behind them on his knees. He was crying softly as blood and tears and mucous slopped from his face in sheets. On every side of him were the bodies of the remaining Council, including Juh. Their eyes had been removed leaving only dark pits of torture in their places; their necks had been pierced with a straight wire that left a hole of leaking blood on either side.

“It’s only a list,” the Kravna said, holding the thin, bound book up by her head, showing the Council how innocuous the document really was. 

They were all blind and dead, however, save the one called Tari, and he was looking to the dust below him, chanting a quiet prayer. 

“And I am the queen. My orders are sent from the gods directly.” She looked at Nalame. “Am I not the messenger of the gods?”

“You are that, my Kravna,” Nalame answered, “As you are the bringer of peace and light to all.”

The Kravna opened the soft cover and looked at the list again, running her finger down until she found the single line containing the location of the book. She had never seen the list before, and she had suspected some decoding system would have been instituted for a situation like this, some cryptographic formula that would take months or years to unravel in case the list ever fell into foreign hands. 

But there was nothing resembling that at all, and the Kravna found what she was looking for immediately, the name so obviously printed it seemed like a hoax at first glance. 

The Book of the Crippling. 

It was written near the end of the list, with the recorder’s name and the date of the entry beside it. According to the ledger, it was the penultimate copy of Orphism ever printed.

“I trust you know the way, chancellor,” the Kravna said to Nalame.

“Not me, my queen. But we will find the guide.”

“How?” 

Nalame nodded toward the forest. “The outside village brought him to us years ago, so I trust they will know where to find him now.”

The Kravna took in a long breath, clearing her mind as she inhaled, and then she peered into the dark leaves and branches that would shroud her home forever. 

“Then let us go,” she said. “Let us find what is rightfully mine.”
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Chapter 10
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THE CHURCH WAS STUNNING, much more beautiful than anything Anika had expected, which, admittedly, wasn’t much at all. She stood outside the metal gate—which rose at least eight feet—in stricken wonder, mesmerized by the bright blues and golds that formed the trim of the stark white façade. The religious depictions were sparse, but those that had been painted were meticulous in their detail, and they seemed to capture the sun’s rays as if drawing them in magnetically.

“What is this place?” Anika asked.

Vedat looked at his new leader confused. “It is as I said, miss. A church.”

“I understand that much. I mean why is it here? It looks like some ancient marvel that sprang up in the middle of nowhere. Why would anyone have gone to such construction in a territory of virtually nothing? Not to offend you, Vedat.” Anika nearly cringed at her suffixed apology, remembering that the man was as lucky as any on earth to still be alive and that she owed him nothing.

“There is no offense, miss. Your assessment of Rania, and much of the surrounding territory, is quite accurate. There is little here to draw anyone to these parts. Except for the Guilded Church. And though it is quite remarkable, it did not always look as it does now. It was a humble library to start, and only later was it made into a church.” 

Library. 

The word elicited an excitement in Anika that was contrary to its meaning. A library was a place of calm and study and quiet, and though those may have been some of the tenets of Orphism, for Anika, the religion was only madness and discontent. It seemed as improper to keep a copy of Orphism in a library as it did to keep an elephant in a cage.

“A library? This was a library?” 

“Yes, but it has grown quite a bit since the first construction. And it is not as old as you might think. Certainly not ancient.”

“So why did it change?”

“After the book arrived, it wasn’t long until the library became a place of prayer. And thus, a church was born from the walls and roof of what already existed.”

The concept of converting a library to a church was strange to Anika, but she supposed it was logical if nothing else, especially considering the book inside.

Anika continued staring at the architecture, amazed at the size of the building and the effort that must have gone into its construction. 

“What happened to the other books that were housed here? There must have been thousands in a library this big. Tens of thousands.”

Vedat shook his head and grinned. “There was but one book here. And it remains where it was found a half-century ago.”

One book. That confirmed it. The Book of the Crippling. It was here, in Rania, just as Tanja’s book had indicated. 

Anika left that part aside for the moment. “This place—this palace—was built only fifty years ago?”

“No. The book arrived here about that time. The building wasn’t erected until a decade or so later. After the book became renowned, that was when the construction began on the library. And it went up quickly.”

There was a reverence to the architecture that seemed of an era long past, a detail that Anika thought had been lost centuries earlier, when belief in God—any god—was still worthy of effort and the sacrifice of blood and treasure. 

But such piety had diminished in this modern age, and God was seldom seen anymore as worthy of perfection. Anika’s faith had certainly waned, as did that of most everyone she had ever known in the New Country. There was simply nothing in her homeland that matched the majesty of the building she was viewing now.

“Who do we need to talk with to enter?”

Vedat shook his head. “No one can enter. Not anymore.”

“Well that answer isn’t going to work.”

“The church has been closed for over a year now, miss.”

“Closed? Why?”

“Beginning about five years ago, visits to the church suddenly began to grow. At a greater rate than ever before. At first, this was seen as a positive, bringing revenue to Rania and the surrounding territory. But then it became more than the citizens could manage, and the security of the book could no longer be guaranteed. So, a year ago, perhaps a bit more, the building was closed to all visitors, including those living in the village.”

“What happened five years ago? If the book has been here fifty years, why did the church suddenly begin to draw so many visitors?”

“That is when the stories from the New Country began to arrive. And in those stories, there was much mention of Orphism.” Vedat paused, giving Anika the opportunity to ask what ‘Orphism’ meant. When she didn’t, he continued with the explanation, a hint of confusion now in his eyes. “Perhaps you know it then? The story of Anika Morgan and...” 

Vedat cut himself off abruptly and took in a brisk breath, freezing on the inhalation. He was already looking at Anika, but now he ticked his head to the side, bringing her into sharper focus. His eyes were wide with fear, and when his breathing resumed, it was labored, panicked. “Your...your name is Anika.”

Anika kept her eyes locked on Vedat, but she couldn’t keep a tiny smile from drifting across her mouth. She considered laughing off Vedat’s insinuation as mere coincidence, reminding him that the Anika of that particular tale had died years earlier in the Back Country. But she saw no real upside to lying at this point, and, in fact, she soon figured her infamy could be of some benefit here. So, instead, she raised an eyebrow and said, “You were saying about the stories.”

“How is it that...that you are alive?”

Anika sighed and shook her head, not intending to dive into the saga of her life at this point. She switched the subject. “Do you know the story of this particular book? This copy of Orphism. Where it came from? How it ended up here?”

Vedat blinked several times and swallowed nervously, his mind still playing with the fact that Anika Morgan was somehow alive and standing before him. Then he nodded and began the tale. 

“The story tells of a pair of young men who came to this town decades ago. They had left their village in the Old World in search of adventure which, they decided, could be found in the east, their destination the Eastern Lands. And Rania, this town, was to be but one of many waystations for the travelers. And, indeed, they did stop here, just as we have now.”

Vedat was a natural storyteller, and the words rolled from his mouth as if he had narrated the legend a thousand times, though Anika couldn’t imagine to whom he would have told it. 

“Their stay was to be a single night, and one night is all it ever would have been had one of the men not fallen ill. It is said that had that sickness never fallen upon him, no one in this town would remember either of the men to this day.”

“What made him ill?”

“The elders of the town recall that it was likely something in the food at the hostel—or perhaps in the water—but whatever the cause, the man became sick in a way that required him to keep close to the outhouse. You understand my meaning?”

Anika rolled her eyes and nodded slowly, frowning. 

“By the next morning, the violence of the illness had passed, but the man was still terribly dehydrated and unable to travel. So the doctor in the town—a man called Larson—agreed to allow the sick man to recover in his residence. It was to be for one more day—two at the most—until he was well enough to trek. And it was this decision that changed the town forever.”

Movement behind Anika startled her, and she turned to see an elderly woman coming up the walk, moving slowly toward them. She shuffled slowly as she approached, staring at the ground, her face covered almost entirely by a thick, black scarf. Anika watched and waited for the woman to engage her, to beg for money, perhaps, but the woman simply passed Anika, brushing against her arm but never acknowledging her or Vedat with even a glance. 

Vedat had turned his back as the woman approached, but now that she had passed, he watched her with an eager stare until she was nearly out of sight.

“Who was that?” 

Vedat said nothing, but Anika could see the concern in his eyes.

“What’s wrong, Vedat? Who was that woman?”

“That is Zhena Blaguna. She is a mad woman of the village.”

“And why were you trying to hide from her?”

Vedat swallowed and his eyes softened, giving the look of a man about to confess. “Because I am not welcome in this place. Not anymore. And though Zhena is not likely to be the one, there are those who would recognize me and have me arrested. Stoned even. I cannot stay here for more than a few moments more.”

“You took a chance coming here at all then.”

“Yes, that’s true. I felt I had little choice.”

Anika had given him none.

“And I knew that if we arrived at this time of day, there would be few residents in the streets.”

Anika searched Vedat’s face, looking for the evil that would have rendered him an outlaw, hunting for a sign that would reveal the crime he had committed. But she couldn’t find it. “Is your unwelcomeness to do with the fact that you rob and eat people in the forest?”

Vedat stared at his feet in shame. “No. That part came after.” He looked up at Anika, pleading. “I had no choice but to stay with Damiyra.”

“Why?” Anika barked. “Why would you have no choice?”

Vedat looked away and shook his head ruefully. “My reputation was ruined by then. It was of my own doing, the ruining of my reputation, I admit to that. But you don’t understand: once it is gone—one’s reputation, that is—it can never be regained. Not in this land.”

“So why not leave this land? Why not travel far enough away until you arrived in a place where you could become someone new?”

“That was always my intention. But...but then I met Damiyra and...well...she had a way. A hold that was difficult to break.”

Anika saw that quality in Damiyra, though she couldn’t place it precisely, and she didn’t push Vedat further on that part of his story. “I don’t care what it was that sullied your reputation, unless...” She hesitated.

“Yes?”

“Unless it involved the harming of children. If that is the case, if that is why you were banished from this place, you tell me now and I will kill you quickly. If you lie, I will discover it, and when I do, I’ll find you and make the pain last until you take your last breath.”

Vedat was shaking his head, his eyes wide with alarm. He swallowed and forced out a breath. “No! Of course it was nothing like that! I was a thief. A simple swindler. I separated men from their money. I never hurt anyone before Damiyra.”

Anika believed him, if for no other reason than she chose to. But she had context, as well. During her time in this land east of the Old World, she had seen thieves treated with more contempt than virtually any other category of criminal, including child molesters and rapists.

“I believe you, Vedat, and I pray I’ve made the proper choice in doing so.”

“You have, miss.”

Anika held her gaze on Vedat for a few beats and then asked, “So what happened with the sick traveler?”

Vedat smiled, a look of relief and gratitude in his expression. He continued the tale.

“The doctor had a daughter, and it was she who was assigned to nurse the man during his stay in the village. And though the woman was quite a bit older than the stranger—and not a woman of any great beauty, I am told—the two fell in love. It was a love story of legend to hear it told by the elders.”

Anika was still watching the elderly woman shuffle away down a long, straight road that seemed to lead to nowhere. She was engrossed by the woman for some reason, perhaps because she was the only person they had seen since their arrival. 

“I bet she knows the story,” Anika remarked.

Vedat shrugged and nodded. “Probably. She is of an age that would remember. But her mind is lost.” He watched her for a few moments longer and then continued. “In any case, when the man got well a few days later, he decided to stay in Rania. As I said, he was now in love and wanted to marry the doctor’s daughter. Apparently more than he wanted to find adventure.”

“How did the doctor feel about it?”

“He was thrilled. He had assumed at this point in her life that his daughter was destined to be an old maid. This town, as you can imagine, is one of few suitors. But now an Old World foreigner had arrived to remedy one woman’s plight, and since his daughter was still young enough to bear children, the doctor quickly condoned the marriage.”

“So what was the problem then? What changed everything?”

Vedat wrinkled his forehead, confused that Anika still hadn’t figured it out.

“Yes, I understand he had possession of the book. But what happened exactly?”

Vedat nodded. “As I said, there were two men who had arrived in the village, and the one who was not to be married had no intention of staying here. As you’ve noted, it is a town with very little potential—and less adventure—and these men had fled their village to see the world. Or at least that part that lies in the east.”

“So? What was stopping him from leaving?”

“The book had been brought to Rania by the groom-to-be, and thus he insisted it stay with him here. After all, he had promised his mother never to let it out of his possession. But the book never belonged to his mother either—it was the property of the village—she had essentially stolen it and given it to her son as a keepsake. A memento. Thus, since the groom had no more right to the book than his companion, the departing traveler felt the book should leave with him, to continue on the path of its original destiny.”

“That’s a fair point.”

“He believed so too. And thus, at some point, he seized the book from the groom—stole it back, some might say—with the intention of leaving with it the next day.”

“So what happened?”

“The first man—the one to be married—had neither the strength nor the argument to keep the book in Rania, so he decided to tell of the book’s secrets to his fiancé’s father. The father was a doctor, after all, so the groom knew he would be quite interested in the special powers thought to exist within the book, the potential of the words to heal his patients.”

“I assume that worked?”

Vedat nodded. “When the traveler tried to leave the village the next day, he was stopped and arrested, the book seized. And it has been in Rania ever since.”

Anika turned and looked up at the massive cathedral. “But why did it end up being kept in this place? Seems a bit excessive. And besides, I thought you said the doctor wanted it for medical purposes.”

“It was not for the doctor to decide. Or the man who brought the book here originally. Not any longer.”

“Who then?”

“It wasn’t long after the wedding when two men arrived. As you might expect, they were from the man’s village and had tracked down the location of the book in Rania.” 

Anika wouldn’t have suspected that actually. She thought back on her journey to the tiny Village of the Elders, and of the frail, old sages who had helped with her sickness so long ago. She had arrived there in desperation, hoping to hold on to her life for just a few more years. And though there had been a self-serving motive to their methods, to their remedies, the men had given her a glimmer of hope, if not an actual cure.  

But those men were not men of enforcement, and certainly not ones capable of tracking a stolen book to the border territories. They were thinkers, physically feeble; they had looked as if they’d never left the village in their lives. 

But, in fairness, the time Vedat was speaking of was two generations removed, so perhaps in that era, such men as he described had lived in the Village of the Elders. Perhaps they were the same men she had met, only fifty years older. It was the only explanation Anika could think of. 

“How did they know to look here?” she asked. “How were they able to track the book so quickly?”

Vedat shook his head. “I don’t know. To this day, no one knows for sure. The groom’s friend was released the day after his arrest, and he went on his way alone. So most suspect it was he who got word back to the village. Of course, he would have risked his own punishment by doing so, but perhaps he saw worth in that to spite his friend.” Vedat paused. “But there are others who think it was the book that called them here.”

Anika understood, but she asked anyway. “What does that mean?”
Vedat gave his now trademark shrug. “Some say the book has a voice. They say that those who are deeply connected to Orphism can tune that voice in somehow and follow it to its location.” Vedat looked away sheepishly. “You likely know more about it than I.”
Anika glowered at Vedat, but she got his point. Her name was as attached to the religion of Orphism as any in the world now. A word that barely existed in the world a decade ago—save for tiny pockets around the globe—was now a religion that had become something of a folk tale. And when it was spoken of, it was seldom done so without the mention of Anika Morgan’s name.

But that was also imprecise. Gretel was the one truly connected to Orphism, connected in a way Anika never could be. Anika had been changed forever by the potion—transformed into some being that existed in a realm between life and death—but Gretel was the one with the magic in her blood. Whatever Anika’s mother had possessed, it had passed over Anika and into her daughter.

“But if the men came to collect it,” she said, “how is it that the book is still here?” 

Vedat nodded. “It is a fine question.”

“Thank you?”

“The tale says that an agreement was made between the two sides. The men from the village where the book was born knew if there was resistance, they could not force the Ranians to relinquish the book. It was theirs, of course, there was little question about that. But the traveler who had brought it there was also a native villager, and thus had some claim to the book as well.” 

“Still, he stole it from the village, or at least his mother had. Surely, they could have proven that somehow. Forced a confession.”

“Perhaps, but who was there to enforce that if the matter were pushed?”

Anika couldn’t answer.

“But it was, in fact, more than just a matter of enforcement. The men decided to leave it here for another reason.”

Anika waited.

“The tome was not safe in the old village any longer. It wasn’t the first copy to have been taken by one of the citizens, and as the village began to age and their numbers dwindle, they didn’t have the resources to chase down every book that went missing. So, slowly, the village began to disperse the books to other places around the world. And Rania was the first village to which they did so willingly.”

“But how could they trust it would be safe here? How could they know their practices wouldn’t be spread and used for harm?”

Shrug. “It was an act of faith, I suppose, but one that was calculated. Rania is as remote a location as any the villagers could have hoped to find—here it was as unlikely to be found by outsiders as anywhere. And from what they saw, the people of this town showed great reverence to the book, one that had a lasting effect on them.”

On some level, the story made sense to Anika, but not on every one. “And what did the Village of the Elders get in return?” she asked.

Vedat swallowed. “I never told you the name of that village.”

Anika kept a stare of steel on Vedat. “What did they get?” 

“In return for the book staying in Rania, the leaders of this town agreed to keep it in one location forever. It was to be guarded, protected, and never to be taken outside of the town boundaries.”

“That seems like a hollow deal. How would they have known? The Village of the Elders, I mean?”

“As I said, many believed in a connection to the book. The men had tracked down the book once, so there was evidence to suggest they could again. And if it were gone from Rania, they would know the terms of the agreement had been violated. And though the Village of the Elders had been civil upon that first visit, if the agreement were broken, there was no way to be sure it would be that way again. And the Ranians—and the father-in-law, in particular—had no desire to risk such conflict. So, it has always been here. Since the first day it arrived.”

Anika digested the story of how a copy of Orphism had arrived in this unlikely place, a place so small and separated from the civilized world as to be forgotten, and yet now home to one of the great powers of the natural world. 

But there was no reason not to believe the story. After all, Orphism had come to the New Country in much the same way, brought there by an Old World woman who had settled in a secluded cabin in the Northlands. That was centuries ago, long before this copy had arrived in Rania.   

“How do so many know about the book? So many that the people here built a massive shrine in which to house it?”

“The book could never leave, as I said, and the Ranian people have upheld that promise. But it was never a part of the agreement that no one from the outside could view the book here. For most of the time it has been here, Orphism could be viewed by almost anyone. In the beginning, as news of the book leaked to the outside, there were very few who cared. Some stragglers would make their way through the terrain to see it, but it was a tiny minority of the population. 

“But then the numbers began to grow, and as they did, the incidents of vandalism and attempted burglary rose. In one case, the book reached the chasm bridge before it was finally seized. So instead of keeping the book at the home of the doctor, where visitors had been allowed to view it during specific hours, it was decided for security reasons that a library would be built, and that the book would not be allowed to leave a single room within it. And, I believe, this began the legend of Orphism in this territory; the moment the people here gave the book its own building, it quickly became an object of fame.”

“And the church? Why did the building go from a library to church?”

“The more who learned of the book, the further word of it spread throughout the region, and soon people from bordering towns and beyond came to view it. And the mythology began to build upon itself. As the mystery of the tome deepened, the attraction of the curious grew stronger.”

“That must have become a problem. This town doesn’t seem suited for such a wave of visitors.” 

Vedat nodded. “It was at once a problem and a cure. As the numbers grew, the people of this town wanted to charge every foreigner a fee to view the book, with the proceeds going into the public trough.”

“That seems fair. After all, the library must have cost money to build, and they must have had to pay people to secure the book.”

“Yes, of course, but Rania is somewhat dependent of outside resources, and the town council feared there would be retribution for any tariffs they imposed. Therefore, instead of labeling the charge a viewing fee, it was called a donation, even though the money exchange was hardly voluntary.”

“A donation for what?”

Vedat looked up at the structure. “For what you see before you. The funds collected would go toward building a church. This strategy hoped to draw even more visitors by appealing to the religious majority of this region.”

“I guess that worked,” Anika said with a snicker. 

“The money came in quickly, and though most in the town wanted to use the money for other purposes—to modernize the town with roads and other public services, for example—the clerics insisted that the money be used for a church so as not to be accused of corruption or fraud. Some of the money went to the town, of course, but most was used as advertised. And since the book was already being housed in the library, it was decided that construction would be built around it, allowing the book to remain in its singular location.”

Based on the size and detail of the building, Anika could only imagine how much money they had collected. It was stunning to think about really. 

“Surely the people were visiting to find miracles, right? They wouldn’t have paid their wages just to look at some old book from a land they had no connection to. The rumor of miracles was the draw, yes? That is always the draw to such artifacts.”

“I imagine that is true. And once the church was erected, it gave a further impression that God’s hand was at work. Especially to those for whom The Bible or The Koran had not saved them from the tortures of life.”

Anika suspected Vedat was one of these miracle seekers, but she didn’t pursue the hypothesis.

“And did anyone...was anyone able to elicit the magic that was thought to exist in the pages? Were there any tales of men with everlasting life or great strength living in Rania?”

Vedat smiled and nodded, seeming to recognize that detail from Anika’s own story. “Tales, yes, but none of them considered more than false legend. If anyone found a true miracle in the text, he has kept that to himself. Or herself,” Vedat added. “Viewing was open to everyone. There was no prohibition for women or children. But I doubt such a phenomenon occurred. I have viewed the book many times for myself, and the symbols and lettering are quite unfamiliar. I never knew anyone that could read it.” 

Anika was apparently right about Vedat and his quest for life’s meaning.

“Even the traveler who stayed could not read it. It was an ancient language that only a few in his village knew, and he was not one of them.”

Anika had never learned the language either, other than a few phrases, but Gretel had become fluent. Her ancestors in the Old World had been shocked at how quickly she’d picked it up, and Gretel had spent hours studying the nuances of the language.

“And what became of the travelers?” Anika asked. “You said the other one carried on to the east. But what of the man who fell in love and stayed behind?”

“As far as I know, he still lives here today.”

Anika nodded and then turned back to the church. She stepped up close to the wrought iron gate and wrapped her fingers around the thin vertical rails. She shook the gate lightly, testing the strength and support, and as she turned back to Vedat, she caught the face of a woman in her sightline, filling the pane of a window in an apartment adjacent to the church. The parsonage perhaps. 

The face lingered for a beat and then faded backwards into the darkness, but before it did, Anika could see the sheen of terror that fell across the woman’s face, which was little more than a thin skull of drooping skin.

“Who was that?” Anika spat, pointing to the window.

“Where, miss?” Vedat turned but the face was gone.

“There.” And then, still staring at the window, Anika said absently. “And since you know who I am, call me by my name.”

Vedat nodded. “What did you see, Anika?”

“In the window of that apartment, I saw a woman. Who lives here?”

“I don’t know, but I suppose it is the steward.”

“The steward?”

“Yes. As I said, the church has been closed to visitors for some time now, but the building is still maintained. I don’t know who holds the steward position, but it is likely the woman you saw there.”

“Then we need to get inside. I want to talk to her. I want to have a look at the book. I think I know what you mean about the book calling. It’s taken me a long time to leave the Eastern Lands, and now I think I know the real reason I finally did.”

Anika didn’t know why she was telling all of this to Vedat, other than she needed to say it aloud, to express orally what she was experiencing. 

“But I...I don’t know how to make that happen, miss. Anika. I have visited this town on several occasions, but I am a fugitive here now. I have no influence.”

“Who would hold such influence then?”

“I suppose the ministers. They made the decision to close the church down. There was much contention with the vast majority of the village regarding what it would mean to the town with the loss of revenue. But the ministers’ words overrode the townsfolk, and to this point, there has been no rebellion. But I suspect one is brewing.” 

Anika nodded and checked her surroundings again, spinning in a full circle until she was once again facing Vedat. She wrinkled her forehead. “But who would there be to rebel? Where is everyone, Vedat? The only person I’ve seen since we’ve been here is that old lady—Zhena Baluga—and—

“Blaguna,” Vedat corrected.

“Sure. Blaguna. She and the woman in the window.”

“Everyone else is still in church. It is why I insisted on coming at this hour. Though the service will be ending soon.”

“Church? You mean the Ranians don’t even use this massive structure as a church anymore?”

“No. There is too much risk now to use it even for that purpose. Even if the book was closed off for viewing, there would be those who would use the pretense of prayer to get inside the church, and from there they would try to find their way to the viewing room. Ever since the story—your story—became known in this land, the risk of opening the building is simply too high.”

“Well, Vedat, it sounds like now is a good time to find my way in. While everyone is distracted by the good Lord.”

Vedat swallowed nervously and his eyes grew wide.

“But I’ll not make you stay, Vedat. You’ve brought me here, to Rania, which was all I asked of you. If you won’t help me inside the church—or can’t—then you should leave.”

Vedat didn’t move, and instead stood staring at the gate and the church behind.

“I said you can go, Vedat.” Anika repeated, now assessing the challenge before her.


“Perhaps I can help, miss.”
Anika let the title ‘miss’ stand for the moment. “Oh?”
Vedat smiled, broadly for the first time. “As I said, Anika. I am a thief.”
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Chapter 11
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GRETEL STUDIED THE cracked wood and peeling paint of the apartment door and then moved her eyes to the crumbling concrete that formed the border around it. There was a huge split in the lumber that ran the length of the door past where the deadbolt lock should have been. It reminded Gretel of the bombed-out buildings she had seen in history books in school, in places she would never dare visit nor had the desire.

“Can this be right?” Gretel asked.

But she already knew the answer. It had been written on Mrs. Klahr’s face earlier that morning as she handed the address to Gretel. Gretel didn’t know what the look meant at the time, but it was obvious to her now. It was embarrassment.

“143,” Hansel replied. “Apartment E. That’s the number and unit Mrs. Klahr gave us.”

Hansel had parked the truck in a lot about five blocks up, assuming there would be too much congestion this far down to park; but as they had walked the street heading south, the landscape deteriorated quickly, and there was little in the way of traffic of any kind. 

And the poverty here was obvious. 

The alleys that cut through the buildings on either side of the street were clogged with piles of trash and sleeping men, and the few cars parked along the curbs faded like the sunset as the two siblings descended the blocks, going from late model sedans to decades-old jalopies to burned out insurance frauds.

On the bright side, Petr’s apartment hadn’t been difficult to find. The street number on the outside of the building was ironically big and shiny—probably because it was too high up to vandalize—and the stairway that led to his apartment was barely five steps from the street. 

But Gretel was suddenly having second thoughts. Now that she and Hansel had located the building and were standing at the top of the stairwell, staring at her former lover’s front door like it was an alien spacecraft, she wondered if this was the best idea after all. Or even a good one.

“Maybe we should reconsider this,” she muttered.

“What? What do you mean? This was your idea. We left Maja to come here, and so far, I’m sure this is not what she signed up for coming home with us.”

Hansel had wanted Maja to come along with them to Petr’s, but Gretel insisted she stay behind with Mrs. Klahr, a decision she was now pleased to have made. It was late morning, and though there wasn’t much in the way of shady characters or obvious danger, Gretel could see this wasn’t the place any woman would want to find herself on most nights. And there was no guarantee they wouldn’t be staying until then. If Maja had come, she likely wouldn’t have found herself alone in the streets, but still, Gretel didn’t need the added responsibility.

“I know it was my idea, but it’s just a lot all at once. For Petr, I mean.” 

Gretel felt a bit embarrassed at her reluctance, but she also felt that a reconsideration of this visit was not without merit. 

“He hasn’t seen me in...a long time. And before we’ll have a chance to work through any of that part, we’ll have to tell him, ‘Hey, by the way, your long, lost mother broke into our house yesterday and was hoping to reconcile with you.’”

“Well, maybe we don’t put it exactly like that.”

“We should have let him know we were coming.”

“We tried to call, Gretel. What else were we supposed to do?”

Hansel was right, of course; there wasn’t much else to do. They had tried several times to phone Petr—the night before and that morning—but the line just rang on without answer. And short of sending him a postcard, a personal visit was the only other option.

“Look, we’re here, Gretel. Let’s just get this over with. Whatever happens will happen, and then we’ll just go from there. Like everything else in life.”

Gretel scoffed. “So, what, are you some kind of pop philosopher now?”

“Yes, I am. Right now, that’s what I am. And right now, I say that the answer to all of life’s secrets lies on the other side of Petr Stenson’s door.”

Gretel laughed. “Is that right?

“Yes.”

She laughed harder. “And I suppose the secret to—”

“Gretel.”

Gretel was still laughing when she turned toward the voice, and when she observed the man standing at the bottom of the stairwell, she blinked several times, smiling curiously at the stranger. He was disheveled and bearded, his hair nearly to his shoulders, and he was clearly subsisting on fewer than three meals a day. More like one.

“What are you doing here, Gretel?” the stranger asked.

Gretel narrowed her gaze, trying to focus through the man’s gaunt eyes and stubbled cheeks, searching for the recognition. 

And then she found it.

Petr.

“Petr.” It was a whisper, like a word spoken in a dream, without sound but somehow heard.

“Hi, Petr,” Hansel said meekly, half-raising his hand in a waving gesture.

But Petr didn’t acknowledge Hansel; he was unable to look away from the only girl he’d ever loved. Even with the shocking transformation, Gretel could still see that in his eyes.

“How long have you been home?” he asked, his mouth barely forming the words, his eyes longing.

Gretel could feel the accusation in the question, though there was nothing in his tone to suggest one. She gave a sad smirk. “Barely a day.”

She was hoping this answer would elicit a smile from Petr; that she had come to see him so soon after arriving because she missed him terribly. That inference from him wouldn’t be quite true, but Gretel could have lived with the little white deception. 

But Petr only stared at her, his expression now an assortment of confusion and sadness and despair. He looked like a man lost at sea watching a freighter pass miles in the distance.

“I’m sorry, Petr. I’m so sorry.” 

It was as inadequate an apology as Gretel could have offered, but she needed to start somewhere. And she meant it; that was the important thing.

Petr looked away, stung by the phrase, but then he returned his stare almost instantly, his face now more stoical, focused. “What do you want? Why are you here?” 

He looked at Hansel now, his eyes repeating the question.

Hansel spoke. “We tried to call.”

Petr was silent, waiting for an answer to his question.

“It’s a...well, not a long story, but a strange one. Can we maybe go inside and talk?”

Petr’s eyes flashed toward the door, and Gretel could see the look of anxiety and embarrassment rising in him. She had seen the look many times, and it was one that always made her unhappy. He obviously didn’t have many visitors stopping by, and Gretel now wondered when it was he last had a real conversation.

“Why don’t we go somewhere to eat?” Gretel offered, suddenly pleased with her suggestion, as it would kill two birds. 

“I’m not hungry,” Petr said.

Petr was definitely hungry. His shirt looked three sizes too big on his frame, and his head was just as disproportionate upon his shoulders.

Gretel walked down the stairs slowly, keeping her eyes locked on the man she had once loved as deeply as any person on earth. When she reached the bottom of the stairwell, she met his body with hers and leaned in, draping her arms across his back and placing her head on his chest. She gave a huge sigh as she lingered in his torso, smelling his scent through the foreign odors that tried to mask it. But it was there, and Gretel inhaled slowly. She didn’t speak, she just wanted to feel him, this older, bonier version of the boy she had left behind so long ago. It wasn’t the same Petr, but it was familiar. 

Petr was rendered stunned and didn’t return Gretel’s embrace, but he placed his face atop her head. Gretel couldn’t see Petr’s face, but she knew his eyes were closed and he was holding back tears. 

Gretel finally pulled away and smiled. “You look like you haven’t eaten this year. We’ll go to a diner we passed up the road. And I’m ordering everything on the menu.”

Petr’s expression drifted back to despondency as he continued to stare at Gretel, and a glisten of water had collected in his bottom lids.

“I’m sorry, Petr,” Gretel repeated, and this time her voice cracked. “I really am.”

The first tear fell on Petr’s cheek and he let it stream to his neck. “I love you,” he answered, shrugging, several more tears falling as he did. 

Gretel threw her body back into Petr’s arms, and this time he returned the hug, squeezing Gretel as if she was about to be whisked away by a tornado. 

Gretel burst into her own bout of tears and squeezed back.

They stayed clinched for what seemed like an hour but was closer to a minute, and when Gretel pulled away again, she allowed her honesty to finally emerge. “What happened to you, Petr? You look...you look horrible! And why are you living in this place?” 

Petr looked up toward his door where Hansel continued to stand uncomfortably on the landing. “I don’t really know,” he answered, speaking as if it was the first time he’d thought of the question. “I don’t know. I...I feel like one day I woke up and...and this was my life.”

Gretel wiped away another tear. “What about school? Didn’t you finish school?”

Petr shook his head and shifted his eyes away. “No.”

Gretel’s shoulders slumped as the guilt flooded her. “Oh, Petr.”

Petr tried to smile but it waned immediately. He deflected. “How is Mrs. Klahr?”

“She’s fine, I suppose. When was the last time you went to see her?”

Petr shrugged. “I don’t remember. A couple of months.”

“Gretel, we should go.” Hansel had descended the stairs and was now standing between Gretel and Petr, completing the reunion of soldiers who had helped defeat Marlene a decade ago in the Back Country.

“I would invite you inside but—”

“No, it’s fine. We should go have lunch. You’re going to want a full stomach for what we have to tell you.

***
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GRETEL WAVED OFF THE waitress when she returned with the coffee pot, and with that gesture, the woman reached into her breast pocket and pulled out the check, setting it in front of Petr who sat alone on his side of the booth. Gretel snatched the paper up quickly and handed the server a bill without looking at the price.

The woman lingered, and Gretel then peeked at the numbers on the paper and fished another bill from her pocket, smiling uncomfortably. “The remainder is for you. Thank you, Glenda.”

Glenda gave a humorless smile in return and walked away.

Petr made no play to avert his eyes from the scene. “Thank you. I’ll repay you when I can.”

Gretel scoffed and shook her head disbelieving. “I don’t care about the money, Petr. What do you think about what we told you? About your mother?”

Petr looked out the window reflectively and then shook his head and shrugged. “I guess I don’t know.”

Gretel gave him space to work through his vocabulary to find the right words, but when he said nothing else, she snapped at him. “That’s it? You don’t know?”

“What do you want me to say, Gretel?”

“What do I want you to say? I just told you that your mother is back from the dead, suddenly, and she wants to find you. And you’re wondering what I want you to say about it?”

Gretel looked over at Hansel as if to say can you believe this, but Hansel took a sip of his cold coffee and kept his eyes straight ahead, ostensibly focused on a print hanging at the far end of the diner.

“Petr!”

“What?” Petr snapped his head up, his eyes now full of fire. 

Gretel softened her face and tone. “I know this is a lot. All of this. I told Hansel as much, and I’m sorry for being so aggressive. But I want you to listen to me. About your mother.”

“What about her?”

“I don’t trust her, Petr.” Gretel considered giving her reasons, but she thought it more impactful to leave the statement as it was.

Petr stayed quiet, but there was no demonstration of surprise at Gretel’s evaluation.

“There was a time when my feelings about your mother would have been good enough for you, but, obviously, things have changed between us. I realize that. So if you want to meet her and find out for yourself, I understand.”

“Thanks for your permission, Gret.”

Gretel ignored the sarcasm. “But I know I’m right. And what’s more, she knows I know. I could see it in her when I questioned her about why she was at our house. Her tone and expression changed at the mention of your name. She’s not here because she missed you, Petr. I hate to be that direct about it, but there is villainy inside her. It’s the only word I can think of.”

“Why didn’t you visit me, Gretel?” Petr asked, switching topics on a dime.

“Petr, did you hear what I said?”

“Just answer me. Why did you never come home to see me? Or let me know where you were all this time?”

“I told you before I left that I didn’t want that. That I needed to be alone. And that never really changed.” 

Gretel’s biggest fear about her reunion with Petr was the conversation they were having currently, and it was now playing out in front of her brother and a collection of old men sitting at a diner counter in the Urbanlands. Not what she had in mind.

“I would have come anywhere,” Petr pled. “I waited for the letter that would tell me where to go.”

“It wasn’t safe, Petr. The places I’ve lived. I learned a lot about my family that you don’t know. Hansel can tell you. It was dangerous.”

“But not too dangerous for Hansel?”

Gretel felt checkmated. She shrugged. “I’m sorry, Petr. I don’t know how many times I can say it. I should have come home earlier. Time gets away though and...and nothing, I suppose.”

It wasn’t an admission of guilt that she didn’t tell Petr where she was living—she knew she was right on that decision—only that she didn’t come home to visit him. But this was no time to get into the subject of Gromus and the Village of the Elders, or their subsequent avowed quest to find the lost copies of Orphism. Petr’s exclusion from that adventure would only hurt him further. Or worse, he would insist on coming along.

“I remember my mother,” Petr said absently, turning the topic back to the original subject. “Not so much about how she looked or the sound of her voice—other than her accent, I remember that a little—or even how she smelled, which is what most people remember. I remember how she made me feel.” He frowned and furrowed his brow, reflecting. “I wouldn’t even say it was love. It was safety. She made me feel safe. She made me feel like nothing could hurt me when she was around. Like I had some type of protective film over me and could say or do anything. And when she died...when my father told me she died...that was the thing I remember missing most. That feeling of safety.”

“I’m sorry for that, Petr. For what your father did. But she chose to leave. And though she may have done it for you, she never came back. Until now.”

Petr snapped his stare back to Gretel, as if prepared to scold her for her disparagement and for the hypocrisy of her lecture when she had done essentially the same thing. 

But he shook off the anger and took a deep breath instead. “I’m going to meet her. If she tries to contact you again, I want you to tell her where I’m living.”

“Petr—” 

“Don’t deny me that, Gretel. Please.”

Gretel pondered the request and then said, “I won’t, but only under one condition.”

Petr frowned and nodded.

“You come back to the cabin with us.”

“Gretel—”

“No! You aren’t staying here. I want you to come back to the Back Country. You can stay with Mrs. Klahr if you like, but you aren’t staying in that apartment. And that way, if your mother comes by again, you’ll be there already, and we’ll be there with you.”

There was another half-hearted protest from Petr, but he ultimately agreed to the deal, and by nightfall, Hansel was coasting the Morgan family truck down the driveway of their Back Country cabin. Petr was snoring heavily in the back seat, his body no doubt exhausted from the digestion of what was certainly the largest meal he’d eaten in weeks. Maybe longer. 

“Petr, we’re here,” Gretel boomed.

Petr sat up and stared at the house in front of him, blinking away the fog of sleep. “The cabin.”

They walked in together, and when Gretel flipped on the light switch, Maja appeared, seated at the kitchen table. Gretel gasped. 

“I’m sorry,” Maja whispered immediately.

“Why aren’t you with Mrs. Klahr?” Gretel snapped.

“She went to bed and I thought you might have come home. I was getting lonely.”

Hansel quickly made his apologies to the girl, and Gretel frowned at her brother for his reaction. Maja wasn’t overly dramatic about them being gone all day, but still, Gretel couldn’t help but feel like a teenager sneaking in from a party. 

But she also conceded that an explanation was justified. They had only been in the New Country for a day after all, and it was a land as strange to Maja as the Old World was to Gretel the first day they’d arrived there. So, Gretel let Hansel’s contrition stand and made none of the counter-apologies that were swirling in her mind.

“This is Petr,” Hansel said. “Petr, Maja.”

Petr nodded and smiled, and Gretel again saw what the lack of socializing had done to him over the years. He was nervous, embarrassed, so unlike the confident boy she had met that first day in the kitchen, when they had bantered in the exact spot they stood now. Petr’s eyes had the same beautiful color as then, but it was as if the light behind them had been extinguished.

“Petr,” Maja said, flashing a smile that was a bit too friendly for Gretel’s taste. She stepped to Petr and extended her hand. “It is very nice to meet you.”

“You too,” Petr replied, grabbing the girl’s hand limply while dropping his eyes to the floor.

There was a moment of awkward silence, but Gretel quelled it quickly. “Maja, you’ll take my room while you’re here.”

“I couldn’t,” she replied, scoffing. “I could just—”

“You will. Petr, you can take our parents old room, and I’ll sleep in the basement.” 

“Gretel, no,” Hansel whispered. “Take my room. I’ll sleep in the basement. I don’t want you sleeping down there.”

Gretel summoned the image of Marlene and her nest of filth and blankets that had been strewn across the basement floor, the bones and fur of stray animals littering the bedding like the ground of a cave bear. That was the first time they’d returned from the Old World to find a stranger in their home.

“It’s fine, Hansel,” Gretel retorted. “You endured much more in this house than I ever did. I can handle the dark basement for a few nights. It’s over. At least here in the Back Country. And I don’t believe in ghosts.” 

Gretel looked at Petr. “And as for you, you’re only obligated for tonight. It’s too late now, but we’ll go see Mrs. Klahr tomorrow. You can decide then if you want to stay there while you’re here.” Gretel paused. “And then we’ll figure out about your mother.”

“Your mother?” Maja asked. She looked at Hansel. “Didn’t you tell me Petr’s mother had died?”

Hansel shifted uncomfortably. “Yes, well, a few things have changed since yesterday.”

Gretel’s eyes hovered on Maja in a mix of contempt and curiosity. Petr’s mother was far from her business, and to call Hansel out that way in front of Petr seemed uncharacteristically rude, though, given, she didn’t really know the girl. 

Maja seemed to feel the stare and added, “I’m sorry, I don’t know what got in me right there. I just...I’ve heard so much about you. About everyone here. I almost feel like I know you all now.”

There was certainly time on the ship home to hear Hansel’s stories of the Back Country, and no doubt Hansel had told his share, but it wasn’t as if they’d known Maja for years for her to feel so comfortable. Gretel let it go though, chalking it up to nervousness. 

“Let’s get some sleep,” she said.

Gretel waited for everyone to be in their separate rooms and then lingered for a few more minutes, mainly to ensure there was no sneaking from Hansel’s room to Maja’s, or vice versa. Not really her business, she knew, but she made it hers anyway.

She checked the locks on the door and then headed to the basement and lay on the twin bed closest to the stairwell. The smell of her childhood consumed her, and her mind went to a sunny day in spring on Rifle Field, many years before the madness came.

In less than a minute, she was asleep.
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Chapter 12


[image: image]


THE KRAVNA WALKED SEVERAL steps ahead of her chancellor, strolling down the middle of the main road at a pace suitable for a queen. Insouciant and deliberate. With each step, her feet kicked up the dry dirt of the road, forming a brown mist around her body, a body which had yet to reach five feet tall. To the observers aligned on each side of the road, their eyes wide and locked on the strange girl, she would have looked like the ghost of some ancient child, one, perhaps, who had risen that very day to haunt their city.  

But the Kravna gave little attention to the observers and instead kept her head straight and her eyes forward. She could feel the fascination in their stares—and perhaps even their fear—but they had nothing to offer her, and she looked only at the road ahead.

Now that the Kravna had left the boundary of the village, there was none of the anxiety she had expected to feel. It was the first time in her life being away from home, and she felt only the intoxicating drug of freedom. They had been outside the walls for less than a half hour, but already she felt like she could breathe better. It was like the air in the Village of the Elders had become stale and poisonous. Or perhaps it was the suffocation she felt from her mother all these years as she waited in the wings to become the new Kravna.

Her mother. The beneficent queen of the village.

She knew how much her people dreaded the day of her mother’s death. The former Kravna was beloved in the village, if only for the freedom she gave her people to pursue their desires and seek out their dreams. From an early age though—five years, perhaps—the Kravna thought it a waste of power the way her mother reigned. What good was ruling a people who gave you nothing but asked for everything in return? They had taken advantage of her mother, and the Kravna had always resented her people for it.

The Kravna had been given no choice.

Her mother—and the rulers before her—had allowed so many to leave, dwindling the village to almost nonexistence, pilfering the treasures of the village as they left. The Council and the former Kravnas had failed the young queen, had failed her people, and it was the reason for the position they were in now, hunting down strewn copies of the most powerful text in the world. As long as the copies stayed at rest, there was little to fear, but The Book of the Crippling had moved recently—the Kravna had felt it—and the only way she would ever have been able to find it was by taking her place on the seat of authority. Her mother would never have allowed her to leave the village and would have used force to stop her.

The poison was the only way. 

She knew the distrust that would come from the council about her mother’s death, and the opposition they would subsequently show to her leaving, but she would be the queen, and there was little they could do to stop her. 

Acquiring the ledger would be a bit of a challenge, she knew that, but torture was a fine tool when necessary.

To the extent they could, given their limited resources, the Kravna and Nalame had planned their trip carefully. The trip to find Noah would take days—a week even—but every step of the adventure would be taken with her chin high and her nostrils flared. And once they found the famous guide from the story of Anika, he would take them East to the town of Rania. 

“You should not be here!”

The taunt rang out from a cluster of onlookers standing to the Kravna’s left about ten feet behind her, and the queen of the Village of the Elders stopped so suddenly it was as if she’d run into an invisible wall. She rotated slowly to her left, a half-turn, allowing her eyes to glide casually over the crowd without making eye contact. 

She found Nalame’s face behind her and lowered her chin so that she was staring up at her chancellor, like a child who’s just been banished to her room. 

“Did you see who that was?” the Kravna asked.

Nalame nodded.

“Show me.”

Nalame nodded again and then turned to the left side of the assembly where the indiscretion had originated. The chancellor then began her stride, walking with purpose toward a hut to the left of the parade route. 

When she reached the group of bystanders, the first layer of onlookers parted without reluctance. But as Nalame made her way through the throng and neared the door of the small shanty that was the subject of her focus, a tall woman stepped in her path and stood her ground protectively. Behind her was a man some thirty years younger, clearly the woman’s son. This was the man who had called out to the Kravna. This was the man who had shown disrespect to Nalame’s queen. 

“It wasn’t him,” the woman said sternly. “I was here by his side the whole time. I would have heard it.”

Nalame pursed her lips and nodded, accepting the possibility of the woman’s defense. “Or perhaps you have reason to lie for him. This is your son, no doubt.”

The woman looked away and shook her head. “No.”

“Then you will have no quarrel about your...this man...repeating the same words we all heard called out.” She looked past the woman at the younger villager. “If it is not you, if I don’t recognize your voice in the shout, we shall move on to the next suspect in the group.”

The man shrugged and swallowed nervously. “Sure.”

The man cleared his throat and offered the same words that had been called out moments earlier, lowering his voice in obvious deception as he shouted them. “You should not be here!” he called, and then followed it with a deep breath of relief.

The man began to smile with self-satisfaction, but before the line of his lips reached full extension, his body trembled in a shiver, and seconds later, he collapsed to the ground. His pinched his eyes tightly together as he squeezed his head, pressing his palms to his temples. 

The Kravna looked down at the man with fascination and smiled. She looked at Nalame who held a similar grin.

“You’ve learned so much, my queen.” Nalame said. “How have you done that?”

The Kravna beamed now, blinking like a small child staring at a litter of puppies. “It seems the practice is quite a bit easier here. Outside the village, perhaps, though still so near? I don’t know exactly the answer to your question.”

“It wasn’t me!” the fallen man screamed, still writhing on the ground at the Kravna’s feet. “It wasn’t me!”

The Kravna had forgotten about the traitor for the moment, but now she looked down on him with a look of interest and beguilement. 

“Leave him alone,” the tall woman snapped, but she had backed away from the two villagers and now stood in front of a small girl who bore a heavy resemblance to the man on the ground. Surely the granddaughter.

But the child queen paid no attention to the woman and instead stooped down by the writhing man’s face, staring at it like a detective discovering a droplet of blood at a crime scene. She stroked a finger across the man’s cheek and then rose back to her feet. Then, as if a switch in the man’s brain had been toggled off, he stopped screaming, opening his eyes for the first time since collapsing, gasping for breath. He stared at the Kravna as if she had just burst through the ground from the depths of hell, but he dared not make a sound.

He rose slowly to his feet and backed away.

“Let us leave, my chancellor,” the Kravna said softly. “We’ve still to learn of the guide’s location, and then a lot of ground to cover beyond.”

The Kravna walked through the astonished crowd until she was back on the main road, and then continued on toward the largest residence in the village, that of the community superior. Nalame followed. 

When they were about twenty paces from the crowd, just before they reached the front stoop of the superior, the screams of the heckler rang out again, and this time it was a sound that could only have been described as pure agony.

The Kravna didn’t see the man’s head explode, but she knew the moment it happened by the look on the woman’s face at the door.

“You are the leader of this community?” the Kravna asked.

The white-haired woman swallowed and nodded once.

“I’ll need you to tell me the location of a man. He has been here before, I’m told. His name is Noah.”
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Chapter 13
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“THIS PLACE IS SPECTACULAR.”

Anika stood in the cavernous nave of the Church of the Bells, staring up at a ceiling that must have been thirty-feet high. Vedat was beside her, his head on a swivel, surveying the open space that surrounded them like a soldier canvassing an enemy apartment building. 

“How could this have been built in the last fifty years?” Anika continued, unconcerned with their illegal occupation. “The architecture, the carvings and effigies, everything looks so feudal.”

The interior of the church was a solemn sea of browns and golds, with elaborate ribbed arches that climbed like ivy to the ceiling. There were only a few narrow windows visible—which, along with the dark coloring of the pews and walls, made the church quite dark—but what windows existed were stained glass and gorgeous. Anika had never seen anything quite like this in person, and, despite the danger of their trespassing, she couldn’t look away.

“I believe it was done on purpose,” Vedat answered, still distracted. “To match the age of the book that was housed within. The villagers believed such a style created more mystery, and would thus draw more visitors, so that is how they instructed the architects to design it.” 

A sound came from somewhere down the aisle, near the altar.

“We should be going, Anika,” Vedat whispered. “This was perhaps a mistake.”

Gaining entry to the church had been rather easy, considering the story Vedat had told concerning the book’s safety. Vedat had led Anika around the empty street corner to the back of the huge building, and then about ten paces down to a benign-looking spot outside the fence. And there had lain the vulnerability. Vedat jiggled one of the vertical iron bars, turning it counterclockwise as he did, and then lifted the metal post free from its mooring. The gap created was just large enough for a person to fit through, though Vedat just barely. 

Once they were inside the confines of the church, Vedat had replaced the bar perfectly, setting it back to give the appearance of efficacy once again. It was no great feat of a thief, Anika noted, to be aware of a defect in the border, but perhaps it took a thief to recognize it in the first place. 

“Anika,” Vedat repeated, jarring her from the spell cast by the fan-vaulted ceiling above.

Anika looked away reluctantly and then focused on Vedat. “We’re not going anywhere.”

“But there was a sound in—”

“I heard it. It came from the other side of the altar. Let’s see what it was.” She paused for a moment, debating internally. Finally, she said, “And here, take this.”  

Anika handed the boomerang back to Vedat, who took it absently, and then she strode defiantly down the long aisle, which was lined with a carpet so red it looked as if it had been dyed in blood and laid down the previous day. Before Vedat could decide whether to follow, Anika was standing at the top of the stairs beside the altar.

Vedat sighed and walked to where Anika was standing, and then he pointed to a large space at the end of the apse beyond the altar. There was a single door on one side and a staircase leading up on the other. 

“Thank you for your trust,” he said. “With my weapon. I know—”

“I don’t care,” Anika snapped. “What am I looking at?”

“There is a room just there,” Vedat answered. “On the left. That is where the book has always been kept. But it is locked. Only the steward would have the key. The woman you saw in the window.”

“Then we need to find her. Where would she be?”

“The window you pointed to was to the adjoining rectory. But she should not have been in there.”

“Where is the rectory from here?”

“It is just up the staircase.”

Anika nodded forward and Vedat led the way past the altar to the end of the apse, heading to the foot of the staircase. Anika followed, and as she walked, she glanced casually to her left. And then she stopped and began breathing heavily as she stared at the door to the room which housed the copy of Orphism.

“Look, Vedat. Look at the door.”

Vedat turned and focused on the portal. “I see.”

Anika didn’t hesitate to investigate the room—which, she remembered, was once a modest library, as impossible as that seemed—and placed her hand flat against the outside of the wooden door. 

Vedat watched with enthrallment as Anika pushed the door in slowly, the creak of the hinges screaming like wounded foxes. She nudged it a few inches further and then looked down at the knob, where a small key, so brown and rusted it looked as if it had been dipped in mud, was sticking from the lock.

“Why?” Vedat muttered. “Why is it open?”

Anika stepped inside the library and was instantly struck by the size of the room, probably no bigger than the Back Country classroom where she was taught through elementary school, an area maybe large enough to hold eight or nine children at a time. 

But in this room there was only a single desk and chair, positioned at the end of the room, and above the desk a small lamp that hung at the end of a brass chain. 

And Anika saw instantly the book was gone.

On the table was a glass case which had been smashed in at the top, the glass littering the sides of the table and the floor below. The lamp wasn’t lit, but the ambient daylight exposed the dark bottom of the empty container where the town’s legendary copy of Orphism once laid.

On the underside of the desk was a small, carved opening, a bit wider than a mail slot, and Anika walked over and fished her hands inside the compartment, excavating from it a pair of cloth gloves. 

“Those were used to handle the pages,” Vedat said, now standing beside Anika.

“It’s gone,” Anika said, holding the gloves uselessly at her side. “The book is gone.”

Vedat nodded.

Anika turned toward Vedat now, her eye line barely meeting the large man’s chest. She stared up at him, gritting her teeth. “Did you know about this? Before we came in here? Did you know it was gone?”

Vedat gave a bemused smile, which quickly transformed into a shaking fit of confusion, then fear. “No, miss, of course not.”

“Where is it then? You seem to know everything else about the book, but somehow you missed that it had been moved?”

“It wasn’t moved,” a tiny voice declared from the threshold.

Anika and Vedat turned in unison toward the voice, and at first glance, Anika thought they had misjudged the place of its origin. But when she lowered her gaze, she saw a child standing at the door. 

The girl, no older than seven, stared at the intruders from the doorway of the library, and Vedat instinctively lowered his head to hide his appearance, still concerned with his outstanding warrant from past crimes.

But Anika knew the fear was unfounded. A girl so young would hardly be concerned with petty misdemeanors of the past, let alone have the wherewithal to finger Vedat to the authorities. Besides, the girl was emaciated and filthy; surely food was a more important concern for her at the moment.

“What happened to it?” Anika asked, careful not to move and spook the girl.

But with that question, the girl turned and sprinted away from the door, as if the words themselves had triggered her flight. 

Anika followed quickly, reaching the doorway in time to see the heels of the girl at the spiral turn of the stairwell that led up to the rectory. Anika continued behind her, taking the steps two at a time. 

The spiral stairway meant every turn was a blind one, so as she neared the top of the staircase, Anika slowed her pace to a walk, eventually reaching the landing like a cat, now staring at the door to the rectory. The door was closed but not latched into the jamb.

Anika pushed in the door slowly, and before it was halfway in, she was instantly assaulted with the now familiar smell of decaying flesh and urine. She made no move to cover her mouth, but she closed her eyes and lowered her head. She had seen more death and foulness in the past decade than any person should, but still, she had never gotten used to the stench of rotting meat. 

“Hello?” she called gently. “Little girl? Why did you run? I want to ask you about the book. I’m not going—”

“Get out!” The command was a booming cackle, feminine and dire. 

Anika immediately unsheathed her nails, an instinct that came as naturally to her now as breathing. But it was more than just surprise that brought her weapons to the fore, it was the voice. The elderly crack of it was so close to one she’d heard again and again over the course of several months, often as the steps of hard soles clacked down the hallway toward Anika. That was many years ago in a cabin in the Northlands, and while most of Anika’s dreams from her past life had disintegrated with the potion, that one never did.

Despite the danger, however, Anika had no intention of following the command to leave. Her fighting impulse was activated now, and her quest for the book lodged in her mind, so she moved further into the room, leaving the door open behind her.

“I’m not going to hurt anyone,” she said, taking another step until she was just at the edge of a partitioning wall that blocked the foyer from the main rectory. She took one more step, clearing the wall.

“Get out!”

A woman—the woman from the window—was only inches from Anika’s face, and she reached out with both hands, her fingers shaped like claws in the motion to strangle.

Anika’s mind went white, and she shifted her shoulders to the right, dodging the woman’s grasp by an inch. The woman stumbled forward but instantly found Anika’s location. She reached again, but Anika grabbed both of her arms at the wrists, clenching them together like a handcuff. 

The woman screamed, and Anika expected her to break free from the grasp with some bolt of adrenaline. But she only continued screaming, eventually falling to her knees, her arms still locked in the grip of Anika’s hands. 

Anika continued holding the woman’s wrists and stood above her so that it appeared she was praying to Anika like a disciple to her god.

Anika released the woman and she immediately brought her hands to her chest and scurried across the floor to the main rectory, just out of sight of Anika.

Anika moved into the room quickly now, and as her eyes focused on the surrounding area, she had to hold back some primal need to weep. “Oh my god,” she whispered. “Oh my Holy God.”

On the floor by the window lay three bodies—two of which were children—and a fourth body lay less formally in the hall that led to the bedrooms. 

The three corpses under the window had been positioned atop a bed of blankets and sheets. The bodies were covered except for their faces, and the expressions upon them were a tableau of the moment of their deaths. Both children looked to be a few years older than the little girl from the library, and their faces were scrunched in agony. The other body was a grown male, no doubt the woman’s husband, and his mouth was agape in a scream. 

But what struck Anika the hardest was the blood around their eyes, dried and purple, encasing the sockets as if it had been painted on and baked in a kiln.

Anika looked away and focused now on the fourth body, which had been shown none of the reverence as the other three. It was in a heap, face down in a puddle of dried blood, and based on the white, thin hair on the back of the poor man’s head, he looked to be somewhere north of seventy.

The young girl who had appeared in the library stood facing the partition wall, not daring to look at the massacre of her family. Anika imagined her mother had probably taught her to do this in the beginning, just after the murders and before she had lost her own grasp on sanity. Their faces had surely been covered then; now they lay as open as logs drifting on the sea. 

The little girl was only steps away from the bodies of her father and brothers, and as she clenched her eyes and quivered her head, Anika could only imagine the amount of crying she had done over the past several days. 

Her mother now sat between the two dead boys, stroking their hair and humming softly. But the stench of the corpses was drawing flies now, and she spent an equal amount of effort swatting them away in a constant wave of her hand.

“What happened here?” Anika asked, directing her question somewhere between the mother and daughter, but knowing only the little girl might reply.

But neither answered, and so Anika asked a second time. This time the woman’s eyes shot toward Anika like bullets where they lingered for only a moment before drifting over Anika’s left shoulder.

“He knows what happened,” she said. “He remembers Eudoxia.”
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Chapter 14
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“WHO IS EUDOXIA?” 

Vedat looked baffled by Anika’s question, furrowing his brow as he stood at the threshold of the rectory, stunned by the scene in front of him.

“What does that name mean to you?” Anika repeated, raising her voice by both pitch and volume.

“She...she was a resident here,” Vedat answered, not able to take his eyes away from the carnage. “She had come from the western part of the Old World. I don’t remember from where exactly. I only spoke to her a few times, but she was a bit of a celebrity in this village.”

“A celebrity? Why was that?”

“It was because of her ties to the New Country. She had lived there for many years before coming to Rania.”

“You don’t get many from the New Country in these parts?”

Vedat shook his head. “You’re the first since Eudoxia that I’ve met.”

Anika nodded. “So what brought her here?”

“I don’t know. I swear I don’t. As I said, I barely knew her at all.”

Anika walked over to the girl who was still facing the wall, all the while keeping an eye on her mother. The woman had pounced once before, so the potential still existed, but she appeared harmless now, focused back on the brows of her sons, drifting her index fingers across each of them in alternating strokes while waving her hand absently above their faces.

“My name is Anika,” she said to the girl. 

The girl squeezed her eyes tighter and snorted softly, teetering on tears.

“No, no. Shhh. I’m not going to touch you. And no one is here to hurt you. I just want to ask you a question. Maybe two. Is that okay?”

The girl nodded quickly, but it seemed more out of reflex, without any assurances to offer actual answers in return.

“Did you see what happened here?” Anika asked.

The girl shook her head no.

“Okay,” Anika replied encouragingly. “That’s good. What about your mom? Did she see?”

The girl shook Anika off again and then turned toward her. She looked as if she was about to speak but then shuddered off the notion.  

“What is it?” Anika encouraged.

“We weren’t here,” the girl answered. She then took a deep breath which seemed to sober her suddenly, and she now resembled the girl who had spoken in the doorway only moments ago. “We came back and found them...we found them this way.”

Anika sighed and nodded. “Okay, thank you. Can you tell me your name?”

The girl looked over Anika’s shoulder toward her mother, as if for approval to answer, and then down to her feet. Back to Anika now, eyes wide. “Alya,” she said. It was an act of trust from which she couldn’t go back. 

Anika smiled. “It’s a beautiful name, Alya. Is that your father and brothers on the blankets?”

Alya nodded.

“And who is that man by the hall?”

“It’s the traveler,” Vedat blurted. 

Anika snapped her head toward the dead man on the ground. Next to him, kneeling, was Vedat. 

“Are you sure?” Anika asked. 

Vedat nodded slowly. “I am.”

Anika turned back to Alya. “How long has...has it been?”

“Two days, I think.”

Anika closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The revulsion of the last forty-eight hours Anika couldn’t imagine. “Is this where you live? In the rectory?”

Alya dropped Anika’s eyes in a movement of shame.

“It’s okay, Alya. It doesn’t matter. None of it matters now. Neither you nor your mother will be punished for anything. Even if you’re not supposed to be here.”

“This was the pastor’s quarters, but my father had become the steward here and...he said since the pastor wasn’t living here any longer, now that the church was closed, we could take up residence. Father said the pastor wouldn’t mind. It was just to be for a few days.”

Voices began to trickle in from outside, and Anika moved closer to the window, just off to the side, peeking. Pairs and triplets of townsfolk were now walking in front of the cathedral, most of them smiling and jovial, all dressed as if for service.

“Do you know the woman that my friend was just talking about, Alya? Eudoxia?”

Alya’s face melted into a desperate frown, and the first tears began down her face.

Anika didn’t try to stop them, and instead wrapped her arms around the girl. “Okay, we don’t need to talk about her right now.”

“We shouldn’t be here, Anika,” Vedat said in a hushed voice, but Anika ignored him. Instead, she rocked the girl gently, shushing her ear.

The girl lavished in Anika’s chest, her head nestling into the dark folds of her cloak as Anika tried in vain to fight the thoughts of her own daughter. Gretel was grown now, of course, but Anika always thought of her as a small girl in her memories.

“She’s the one who took the book,” Alya blurted suddenly. “The woman you mean.”

Anika gently pulled away from Alya so she could look into her face. “How do you know that? If you weren’t here to see?”

“Anika.” It was Vedat again.

“Go then!” Anika barked. She held the man’s eyes until he released the stare. “Why don’t you go find us some food, Vedat? You are the great thief, then steal some food and bring it back. These people are starving.”

“The villagers are back from service. The town will be bustling again.”

“Then keep your head low. You said you want to go, then go and save this hungry girl and her mother from starvation.”

Vedat gritted his teeth and huffed toward the door.

“And Vedat?”

The man stopped but didn’t turn.

“If your plan is to not come back, tell me now.”

Vedat shook his head. “I’ll be back, miss. I’ll be back with food.”

Anika softened her eyes and tone and focused back on Alya. “Go on. You were talking about Eudoxia.”

“My mom was a friend of hers. And my dad too, I suppose. And she loved the book. Orphism. Loved it more than anyone in the village, I guess. She used to come to the church all the time just to look at it.”

Anika was pleased at the way Alya told the story. Jumping from fact to fact without editorializing. 

“My mom would come too, but she didn’t care as much about it. She just thought it was a fun thing to have in our town. Especially after the Gretel story.”

The Gretel Story. Yes, Anika thought, that is how it should be thought of.

“Eudoxia said she was close to understanding it. At least some of it. She used to say that all the time and my mom would tease her about it. ‘No one could ever figure out those crazy letters,’ my mom would tell her.”

“And did she? Did she learn to read it?”

Alya shrugged. “But she was certain she would be able to one day. She said she would be the first one ever to do it. It was the only thing that mattered to her after a while.”

“What else, Alya?” Anika bent down so that she was the same height as Alya, imparting to the girl a new literal level of trust. “How do you know it was Eudoxia who did this to your family?”

“My mom said it. She’s been saying it ever since...” Alya glanced toward her dead family.

“But how does she know?” Anika pressed, her volume a few decibels higher than she’d intended. She returned her voice to its earlier level. “If you weren’t here, how can she be sure?”

“Why do you care?”

The voice boomed from behind Anika, and she turned, prepared again for the fight. 

But the woman hadn’t moved from her spot on the floor, and her eyes hadn’t drifted from her dead children.

“What do you mean?” Anika asked, though she’d understood the question. It was a legitimate one. Why did she care? It wasn’t because of any future justice for the murdered family, though, obviously, she would like to see righteousness meted out in some way, and she would even do her part if the opportunity ever arose, which, she imagined, it would one day. But that wasn’t the impetus of the interrogation. She wanted to find the book for herself, especially now after all the intrigue that had been built up around it. The last time such intrigue existed in her life over a book, she had been assaulted and kidnapped, her husband murdered. 

Anika decided to be honest with the woman. “I’m Anika Morgan, mother of Gretel and Hansel.”

Alya took a step away from Anika, back toward the wall, and Anika could feel the breadth of her eyes upon her. The mother, however, showed no reaction at all to Anika’s revelation.

“Such coincidence you’ve come only days after the book is stolen from the church,” she said. “It has been here fifty years, and yet now you arrive.”

As far as Anika was concerned, it was a coincidence, but she now considered the sarcasm of the grieving woman. 

“I suppose not,” she said, “but I’ve no knowledge of this woman or where the book has gone. Believe me, I would find her if I could.”

“There is no need to find her; I know where she has gone. And of course there is no coincidence; in some fashion, the movement of the book has called you.”

Anika ignored the last part, though she also knew it to be true. “Where?” she asked instead. “Where has she gone?”

The woman stood now, but Anika left her hands by her sides, making no motion to defend or fight. 

She walked to Anika and stood less than a foot away. “She’s gone to find your daughter.”

Anika’s throat went dry, and she forced a swallow. “Gretel? Why? How can you know that?”

The woman let her eyes hang on Anika for a few beats, the tension in her body like a steel cable. But then she dropped her stare and walked to a lone chair that sat just outside the kitchen on the fringes of the main area of the rectory. She sat wearily in the chair and looked back toward her children. And then she spoke.

“Eudoxia was my best friend, but she had a secret. It was a secret she had kept from everyone for all the years she lived here. Even from me. I always knew she was hiding something about her past, but then, most of us are. It was never a thing I pried about.”

Anika noted the soberness of the woman now and was pleased no violence had been necessary.

“But then, perhaps a month ago, maybe it was two, she made her secret known to me. It was a bit of a confession, really.”

The woman put her hand to her forehead, a move that signified the recognition of a long string of regrets.

“What is it mother?” Alya asked. The girl was now standing beside Anika, clinging to her hip as if she’d chosen teams; but the concern for her mother was undeniable. “What’s wrong?”

The woman waved off the question and looked at Anika, and then pointed to her forehead. “It’s how she killed them, you know?”

“What is?” Anika asked.

“Do you see any injuries to their heads or faces? Any scars or cuts on my children? Do you see any marks of struggle or violence that would have caused the pain on their faces or the blood in their eyes?”

Alya begin to cry again and moved back behind Anika.

Anika hadn’t closely examined the bodies before, but she did now, and, other than the dried blood that caked the sockets of the corpses, she saw nothing resembling fatal trauma to their heads. “No.”

The woman nodded. “It’s what she discovered in the book. It took her almost two decades, but she finally translated the text. That was the secret she discovered.”

“So she could read it? The language?”

“Not for a long time. But as Alya said, she believed she alone had the will inside her to learn it. About that, I knew she was right. But I believe it was more. The book called her to this land, I have no doubts on that. People don’t arrive in Rania by accident. It is how I know you are here for a reason as well.”

Anika wasn’t here by accident—she had always planned to stop in this town whenever she made her way back to the Old World—but perhaps the timing of her arrival was more the point.

“And after many years of study and deciphering,” the woman continued, “Eudoxia did what no one here ever could. She learned the text of the book. She deciphered the writings.”

Anika was curious, of course, but she wanted the focus back on Gretel and the danger her daughter faced. She pivoted back to the subject. “You mentioned Gretel. And a confession. What did you mean? Why has she gone to find my daughter?” 

The woman continued to stare at her children, shaking her head as the glisten of tears reappeared. She cleared her eyes with a blink and focused back on Anika. “Eudoxia left behind a son in the New Country. That was her secret. And he is someone you know.” 

Anika squinted. “How could you know who I know? And what does that person have to do with my daughter?”

“We are an isolated village here. It was a reason Eudoxia decided to stay here. But it was not the reason she came to begin with.”

Anika was getting restless now with the woman’s cryptic words, and she had to work to control her emotions. But she also didn’t want to rush her into silence, and considering the woman’s family lay dead on the floor, Anika felt she was in no position to push her. 

She took a breath and asked, “What does the woman have to do with my daughter? And...why did she do that to your husband and sons?”

The woman closed her eyes and sighed, sitting motionless for several beats. Finally, she said, “She found the secret. Decoded it, to be more precise. It was the thing she had been seeking the whole time she was here. Visitors from every continent had come to view our famous copy, but she was the one who finally could read it. Truly read it and understand it. It’s more than just learning letters and words, you know? There is an art to put the evil into practice. She learned that evil.”

“If you know my story,” Anika retorted, “then you already know of my connection to the practice. I don’t understand it the way my daughter does, but I’ve heard more about the book than most in this world. And there is no inherent evil in Orphism. It is a guide to life and the spirit of the universe. It is comparable to the texts of any of the world’s religions. Whether one sees it as literal or metaphorical, it is still just a guide.”

“You know the book is more than that,” the woman snapped. And then, with eyes wide, “Marlene certainly did.”

Anika thought back to the witch’s copy of Orphism and its horrific recipe, a recipe that had turned her life into a smoldering pile of embers. But that recipe had been used to torture Anika over a period of months, and great detail and precision had been incorporated to make the potion perfect. The deaths of these children and the woman’s husband appeared to have been instant; they didn’t resemble Anika’ story at all. 

“There was...more to Marlene’s book,” Anika choked out.

The woman grinned. “As there was more to ours. Some copies contain more insidious things than others.”

“The recipe?” Anika asked.

“Something far worse.”

Anika couldn’t even fathom what that would look like.

“The recipe required a level of physical capture to be carried out. As you well know. But what our copy contained is something else. Something that can be done without touching a soul.”

“What does that mean?”

“Look at them,” the woman hissed, waving her hand toward the corpses. “She did this without placing a finger on them. My boys. My husband. They don’t have a scratch on them. She killed my boys with her mind.”

Anika let the words hang in the air, considering their magnitude. “How? And how can you know that?”

“I don’t know how,” the woman answered quickly, annoyed at the question. “That is what took Eudoxia years to learn. But how do I know? I felt the progress.”

“Felt the progress?”

The woman nodded. “When she was getting close to the full translations—when she was learning the deeper meanings—I would catch her just sitting quietly in the library. She wouldn’t be reading the book at all, nor was she in any state of traditional meditation. Her eyes were open, staring at the wall beyond the desk like she was looking into some other world.”

“So?”

“It was during those times I would feel the pain arriving. It was as if a tiny ice crystal had been wedged into the folds of my brain, and suddenly it would start to grow, expand.”

“But...how could you know that had anything to do with her? Perhaps you’re just ill.”

The woman stared at Anika unblinking, giving her an opportunity to retract her flippant theory. Finally, she said, “I can’t explain it. Not in any logical way. I just knew then that she was the source. I could feel the force emanating from her. And when I removed myself from her presence, out of the room, the crystal would shrink again and the pain would subside.” Tears began to fall again. “My boys. And Johann. They were trapped in here. They couldn’t get away.” 

Anika wasn’t ready to believe any of this just yet, but she wasn’t ready to dismiss it out of hand either. Still, though, the topic of Gretel had yet to be answered, and she wanted to get to the point of that. “Beyond her name, who is she? How do I know her?”

The woman chuckled again, this time at Anika’s naiveté. “You haven’t guessed it yet? She is the mother of Petr Stenson, the great love of Gretel Morgan.”

“What?”

The door to the rectory banged open and Anika winged her arms back to cover Alya.

Vedat barrelled in carrying a clumsy load in his arms. 

“There was a cellar,” he blurted, “locked, of course. But I was able to pry it open. There wasn’t much in there other than stale bread. But it was wrapped and mostly sealed, so it should be...”

Vedat stopped when he saw the altered scene, feeling the tension.

“Miss? Is everything okay?”

Anika ignored him and turned back to Alya’s mother. “The bread is yours. We’ll stay until the sun sets and Vedat and I will bury the bodies. After that, we’ll be leaving.”

Alya’s mother’s eyes glistened, pleading, but she made no verbal protest for them to stay.

“We’ll be traveling again before the sun rises.”

Anika anticipated the plea from Alya behind her, begging to come with Anika back to the New Country. But when she turned to the girl, she was weeping quietly. 

“Oh, Alya,” Anika consoled, “let us not cry now. We have to leave, but you’ll be fine now. I promise you.”

Alya shook her head. “I’m not crying because you’re leaving.”

“Then why?”

The girl looked at Anika with huge, sad eyes. “Because I’m happy they’ll be buried. I just want to go home.”

Anika brought the girl into her embrace and held her there. “And you will. Tomorrow, you will. I promise.”

When the night came and the streets emptied, Anika and Vedat lifted the first of the bodies—Alya’s father—and carried it to a small courtyard that led from the back of the church. In any traditional church, the area would have been used as a cemetery, but since the Church of the Bells had been used as a temple for Orphism since it was built, the grounds were unbroken. That would change tonight.

Alya and her mother made their peace with the dead before night fell, and they had gone to the now-open cellar while Anika and Vedat worked to remove the bodies. It took several hours, but sometime after midnight, the bodies were interred, and Anika said only a silent prayer over them, feeling anything aloud was somehow improper.

Vedat, on the other hand, took several minutes over each, giving the full recitation of his beliefs.

The traveler’s body was last, and Anika realized she hadn’t asked the role he had played in this scenario, and when she went to say her good-byes to Alya, she confronted the mother with the question.

“Vedat says this was the traveler who brought the book here. Why was he here? Why was he in the rectory? And why did Eudoxia kill him?”

The woman’s eyes grew wide and she began to shake. “He shouldn’t have been here.”

“What do you mean?”

“Eudoxia brought him here. Somehow. He shouldn’t have come but...when he did, he was mad. Enraged. I had no choice but to kill him.” She paused. “I think she wanted him dead though. At the end of it, whether it was me who killed him or her, the traveler was going to die.”

With that, Anika nodded and she and Vedat left the church under the shroud of night. By the time the sun was shining behind them, they were headed west.

“I’ll never return to that place, Vedat,” Anika said after several hours of silence. 

“And neither shall I, miss.”

By morning of the next day, Anika and Vedat had crossed into Old World proper, and during their trek, Anika’s plans had changed. She was returning to the New Country.

As soon as possible.
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Chapter 15
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GRETEL SHOT UP IN BED and felt the blood streaming down her forehead and cheeks. She let out a silent scream and ran her hands across her face, and then brought her hands in front of her eyes. Visibility was low in the dark room, but she knew her first assessment was wrong—what she had thought was blood was, in fact, sweat.

She maneuvered herself backward on the lumpy mattress until her back was flat against the wall and then stared into the darkness of the basement. She tried to get her bearings, quieting her mind while focusing on the pace of her breathing. Sleep interruptions were a common occurrence for Gretel, and they had been since her life as a nomad began years ago. But over time, she had developed strategies to deal with them, one of which was the quick meditation she was doing now.

There was no clock in the basement, but judging by the blackness coming through the recess window, there was still at least an hour until morning. Maybe more. Four-thirty, she guessed.

Gretel rose from the bed—still fully dressed, sans shoes—and walked up the stairs to the kitchen. She looked in the refrigerator but, as expected, there was nothing inside that qualified as sustenance. An empty butter dish and a jug of water. Shopping was a thing that would need to happen soon.

She took the jug out and poured a glass of water into a questionably clean glass, and then stood at the sink, closing her eyes as she gulped down the cold refreshment. She let the first swallow settle and then went in for a second, but before she lifted the glass from the counter, movement outside caught her eye. She couldn’t identify the motion, but whatever it was was close, just beyond the front porch in the bordering woods.

Gretel caught her breath on the inhale and fumbled the glass into the sink. She flicked off the light by the sink and craned her neck forward so that her nose was now touching the glass. But there was only the swaying of the branches, and Gretel let out her breath. She closed her eyes in an extended blink, and when she opened them, she saw it again, this time more clearly, a person running down the path, away from the house toward the lake.  

Gretel stepped away from the sink, her eyes wide and disbelieving. For a moment, she thought she was dreaming, but that notion faded quickly. She’d been awake too long now for that to be a possibility.

She grabbed a flashlight from the drawer and walked to the door, opening it slowly and stepping out to the porch. She considered retrieving her shoes from the basement, but she decided it was unnecessary since she didn’t intend on going beyond the porch.

She depressed the button on the flashlight, but only a dim orange glow projected out, a signal that the torch was running on dying batteries. Gretel directed the light toward the trees, in the area where she’d first seen the movement, but the beam barely reached the walkway that led to the lake.

She descended the steps, feeling the cold wood on her soles, and as she reached the landing, she heard a rustle from the trees, twenty yards or so down from where she had seen the figure from the window. She swung the flashlight to the noise, but the beam was useless from that distance. The luminosity had already waned to almost nothing.

Gretel thought of returning to the house, to wake Petr and Hansel and to get her shoes, but she was out here now, and she was afraid of losing the trail of the interloper. 

She stepped from the landing to one of the path’s paving stones, and from there she progressed slowly to the tree line. There was only stillness and silence outside, but Gretel could feel someone there. It wasn’t any special talent, this intuition, not this time; anyone would have sensed it. 

In her mind, she pictured Marlene, the witch’s eyes scowling upon her as she sat perched on a thick branch, or crouched like a wolf spider behind a thick trunk perhaps, hunting Gretel the way she had during the final battle on the same grounds years earlier.

But it wasn’t Marlene. Gretel could be sure of that now. The witch was dead, so whoever was here now was a new threat.

Petr’s mother.

Gretel hadn’t asked the woman’s name, but she now seemed to be the most likely trespasser. Not only had she invaded her home once already, she had also been lying about a taxi coming to pick her up—a lie that was told not very well, Gretel might have added. 

And if there was no car to retrieve her, that meant she was traveling on foot, and probably with little intention on wandering far from the Morgan farm.

And now Petr was here as well, and if his mother had been camping on the grounds since yesterday, she would have seen him arrive. Perhaps she was here to kidnap him, Gretel thought, and only the luck of Gretel’s awakening had thwarted her plan.

Gretel’s mind was racing, and she reeled the thoughts back in and then took a step past the first trees until she was under the canopy of the forest. The flashlight was now completely dead and only the small light of the crescent moon provided the slimmest of visibility. She took two more steps and then heard her name ring out behind her.

“Gretel?”

Gretel spun toward the sound of her name, focusing on a blind spot several yards down the path leading to the lake. 

“Who’s there?” she replied, deepening the pitch of her voice to sound authoritative. “You’re trespassing.”

There was no answer at first, and then Gretel saw the image move from the path toward the tree line.

“It’s me, Gretel.”

Maja.

“Maja. What are you doing out here? It’s the middle of the night.”

Gretel couldn’t see the girl’s face, but Maja seemed to bow her head in shame. “I know, I’m sorry. This has been a habit of mine for some time. Ever since I was a girl. I find it hard to sleep through the night. And the habit has been exaggerated since my time away from home. I miss my village, I suppose, and your home reminds me of there.”

Gretel could see what Maja meant. She had spent a fair amount of time in the girl’s homeland of Stedwick Village, and the Back Country did have some similarities, mostly to do with the quiet seclusion of both regions.

“What are you doing out here?” Maja asked, taking a few steps closer so that Gretel could now see her face more clearly.

“I...I woke up,” Gretel replied. “I guess my sleep cycles aren’t the greatest either. And then I was standing at the sink and I saw someone. It was you, I guess, walking around out here.”

“Well, yes, here I am.”

“But were you here? In the spot where I’m standing now?” Gretel hadn’t moved from her position past the tree line, in the place she’d seen the figure moving earlier while in the kitchen. Although Gretel could see Maja now, she was still shrouded in the shadows of the trees, and she knew Maja couldn’t see her face.  

Maja’s eyes shot past Gretel to the area behind her. It was just an instant, but Gretel noted it, and then she gave a bemused smile. “Oh yes, I was. It was just by accident. I was disoriented for a moment trying to find the lake.”

Gretel stared at the girl without speaking, studying her reply, searching deeper for the lie. She could sense Maja’s uneasiness, but there was nothing explicit or revealing in her expression. 

“Are you staying out here?” Gretel said finally.

Maja twitched her neck slightly, in the direction of the lake, but then she seemed to catch herself before making a full turn. “No,” she said. “I believe I’m ready to sleep now.”

“Okay, I hope the bed is suiting you well. Have a good night.”

Gretel walked from the darkness, past Maja and onto the path that led down to the lake.

“You’re not coming in?” Maja called.

Gretel didn’t turn around. “I think I’ll take a walk to the water, actually.”

“In the dark?”

Gretel didn’t reply and just kept marching down to the shore, feeling the ground soften as she neared the bank where she had launched her canoe a thousand times in a former life. 

She kept her wits about her as she went though, now trusting Maja even less than before. And the idea that Petr’s mother was out here somewhere hadn’t left her mind either. 

But there was another feeling that had wedged inside her now as well. She had felt it the moment they’d arrived on the shores of the New Country—and miles before even, while still on the liner—and then again at the sight of Petr’s mother in her closet. The feeling had faded quickly on both occasions, but it was back now, hitting her like a bolt of lightning as she strolled toward the water.

Gretel stopped to catch her breath, focusing on the sensation as it rumbled inside her. It wasn’t external, the feeling, it was more like an inner magnetism—a compulsion— like the one that had taken her away from Petr and back to the Old World to explore her roots. 

But Gretel knew all along what the feeling was: it was the draw of Orphism. 

Gretel had felt the draw many times in the past, since the first days as a child when she had seen the book high on the shelf in her grandfather’s basement. But this pull felt different, stronger in many ways, and Gretel was forced to sit on the gravel path while the feeling flooded over her. She didn’t fight the sensation, but at the same time she fought not to get lost in its attraction. If she could harness it somehow, attach it to something tangible and real, she could carry on. 

But as quickly as the hold had gripped Gretel, it released her, and she was left gasping for air, exploring her surroundings like a woman searching for some mysterious lover who had just pleasured her and vanished.

Gretel stood now, and as she did, she felt eyes upon her again. She spun quickly to see Maja still standing at the top of the path, staring down at Gretel, her arms at her sides and her head bowed, her eyes angled up and piercing. Against the backdrop of night, she looked like a rag doll that had been hung by its neck.

“Maja,” Gretel whispered.

Maja paused for several beats, and then she lifted her head silently and turned back to the house, moving now as if she were truly sleepwalking, a puppet not in control of her movements.

Gretel watched the girl until she was inside the house and the screen door slammed shut. Gretel continued to stare toward the top of the walkway for several moments, ensuring Maja was truly in for the night. 

There was only stillness from the house now, however, so Gretel continued down to the lake. She thought of Petr and Hansel inside, that they may be in danger, but Gretel knew that wasn’t quite right. Maja may be an issue at some point during her time here, but not tonight. 

Gretel stopped at the lake’s edge, and to her great surprise and glee, the canoe from her teenage years was still wedged between the two pines that served as sentries over the water. The boat was flipped hull side up to keep out the leaves and water, and Gretel pulled it from the trees and flipped it right side up, and there she found the accompanying oars secured inside, still in their oarlocks. She wasted no time launching the boat and within minutes was halfway to Rifle Field.

Her biceps and shoulders protested the unusual motion at first, but within another ten minutes, the burning of her arms as they swung out and back felt like a miracle. It had been years since she’d felt the comfort and catharsis of rowing. Other than her family—including Petr and Mrs. Klahr—it was the thing she missed most about the Back Country.

But this was likely to be the last time she would row for some time. Finding the lost copies of Orphism suddenly felt more urgent now. They didn’t have months or a year as she had suggested to Hansel back in the Village of the Elders. There was a sense of dread about the copies that felt both distant and inside Gretel. Petr’s mother, the feelings of the book’s draw—and even Maja, though Gretel was still unsure about that—had suddenly added weight to the quest. Tomorrow she would start planning. 

Hansel wouldn’t be pleased with her decision to leave so soon, but Gretel had no intention of him coming with her anyway. They were siblings, but she and Hansel weren’t of the same world, and he wasn’t bound to her decisions. Not anymore.

She would make sure Petr stayed with Mrs. Klahr, and to couch it in a way that made it seem like it was for both of their sakes, which it was. Mrs. Klahr was too old to be on her own any longer, and Petr seemed incapable of surviving in the world without Gretel. He would continue to blame her for his despair, but she couldn’t be bound by Petr’s feelings any more than Hansel could be bound by hers. Still, though, she would say whatever was necessary to make him stay in the Back Country.

Gretel pulled the canoe perpendicular with the shore of Rifle Field and then stared emotionlessly at the dilapidated Weimheinner Cannery. The structure was as unappealing as ever, the fence segregating it from the field now a rusted metal menace. 

Beyond the cannery, out of sight from Rifle Field, was the warehouse where Anika had driven a shard of window into her grandfather’s neck, and Gretel lapsed into another wave of heavy memories. But she fought them off this time as she pulled the canoe to shore. 

Gretel lay in the tall grass on Rifle Field for several hours, falling in and out of sleep, and when the sun began to rise and the chirp of birds began, she shoved the boat back to the water and started for home. 

She was halfway back to her property when she looked left toward the beginnings of the orchard. Another few strokes and she saw the smoke billowing from the Klahr house. 

And then the flames.
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Chapter 16
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“IS THAT HIM?”

The Kravna pointed at a giant of a man, burly and bearded, standing off by himself, away from a group of older people and families. In one hand he was holding an open book upon which he appeared excessively focused; in his other hand was a pencil with which he was marking pages. 

Nalame didn’t reply immediately to her queen’s question, and when it was asked again, there was a growl to the girl’s voice.

“Is that him?”

Nalame winced. She closed her eyes and then bowed her head. “Yes, my queen.”

The trek to find Noah had brought them east, which was convenient since, according to Juh’s list, that was the direction where they would find The Book of the Crippling. 

The original plan had been for the two villagers to search for the book themselves. They figured that with a general direction and a little help along the way, they would eventually make their way to the secluded town and the mysterious church in the ledger. 

But they quickly realized the plan was a farce. Neither woman had ever been off the mountain—the Kravna never from the village—let alone out of Jana, and though both thought of themselves as independent and industrious, the town they sought was simply too obscure.

Besides, Nalame knew the outer villagers would give up Noah’s location with little persuasion, and the Kravna had ensured there would be no wavering with her demonstration on the heckler. 

With the information secured, the Kravna and Nalame had then found him easily, living and working in the village of Tival, a place of renown that was situated along the major thoroughfares and a popular place for visitors from around the globe. 

And once the young women finally arrived in Tival, only a handful of questions were required to track Noah’s specific location. They now stood watching him curiously from afar.  

“He is quite a large man, isn’t he?” the Kravna said, keeping her stare on the local celebrity of a guide.

“He is that,” Nalame concurred.

The Kravna studied her chancellor now, sensing the woman had lost a bit of focus since they’d arrived at the stables, and now knew it was the presence of this man that had caused it. 

“Is your plan to propose to him, my chancellor?” 

The Kravna’s words were said in jest, of course—she trusted her chancellor more than any person in her world—but the Kravna would also settle for nothing less than complete obedience, and the distraction was concerning. 

“You misunderstand my ogling, my Kravna. It is not out of lust or romantic feelings; I’m assessing him as a foe. I don’t remember him so strapping. He will be difficult to compel if it comes to that. How will we persuade him to lead us, my queen?”

The Kravna frowned and shot a sideways stare to her chancellor, doubting the full sincerity of her gawking excuse. But she decided to let it go, at least for the moment. After all, her chancellor was an attractive young maiden from a sheltered village of mostly old men; it was only natural that a dark, husky man such as this Noah would incite her loins. The Kravna chuckled at the notion though, and when she saw that the blush of her chancellor still remained, she erupted in a full-throated laugh.

“Where is the humor, my queen?”

The Kravna let her laugh die naturally and then replied, “It is everywhere and nowhere, my loyal chancellor, but you sho—”

“You ladies seem to be having a good time.”

The two women froze in mid-conversation, both positioned now as if they’d been caught with a sack of the town’s gold. The Kravna covered her mouth in typical schoolgirl fashion and stared to the ground. 

“Are you looking for the tour? It will be leaving in a few minutes.”

The Kravna got her bearings quickly, grinning as she stared up at the massive man before her. He was nearly twice her size, and the diminutive queen found this to be yet another amusing aspect of the situation. 

“You speak our language,” she noted.

Noah nodded. “I do. It’s what alerted me, in fact. Even from the distance of the stables I recognized it. It is a unique tongue anywhere off the Koudeheuvuls. There are not many who speak it elsewhere.”

The Kravna continued to stare at Noah, childlike, without the inhibitions of appearing rude or awkward. “Perhaps your language aptitude can provide us even more value.”

Noah looked confused by the Kravna’s cryptic statement, but as he studied her face for the answer, his eyes shifted for a moment to the woman next to her. They bounced back to the Kravna for just an instant before swinging back to the chancellor, locking on her now.

The man was undoubtedly struck by her, a reaction the Kravna naturally thought was to do with his desire for her generally. But the look was quickly decoded into something else: recognition.

“I’ve seen you before,” Noah said. “Not long ago. In the Village of the Elders.”

Nalame shook her head. “No, I—”

“You’re right, Noah,” the Kravna answered, intervening before Nalame could spin the lie too widely. “You know our language, so you must have figured that is where we have come from.”

Noah looked back and forth between the two women, unsure of what to believe. “Yes, I suppose, but you could have left your village years earlier. I have met a few others from your village in my travels. And...why do you know my name?” His eyes then grew wide. “Yes! Wait a moment. I do remember you. You were the girl from the hut who brought the names to the council!”

Nalame paused and then looked up and smiled weakly at Noah. “Yes, that was me.”

“Why have you come here? Is this...is this to do with the deal? I’ve made no mention of your village to anyone. If you’ve had travelers set upon you, it has not been from any words I’ve spoken.”

The deal that was made between Gretel and the Village of the Elders was that in exchange for the location of the Orphism copies and the names of the stewards who watched over them, Noah would swear never to reveal the location of their secret society. The Kravna’s mother had accepted the terms at once, bowing to the threat in what the Kravna had thought a show of weakness. I trust these young people, her mother had uttered, and then followed the notion with some sentimental remark about ‘feeling the girl in her heart.’ The books must be found and returned to us, and perhaps they are the only ones to do it.

And though the young soon-to-be-queen had no say in the matter, she had refused to accept the bargain her mother had made. Not after the first taste of Crippling had come to her. Not after knowing the entirety of the secret was out there for another to learn. It may have been too late, she knew—perhaps in all this time another had studied and learned the secret—but there was nothing she could do about the past. 

The future, on the other hand, was hers to rule. And now the Kravna knew there was someone special who would be seeking her book soon. Someone with the unique ability to master yet another secret of Orphism.

“Ah yes, the deal with the girl Gretel,” the Kravna acknowledged. 

Noah cringed at the sound of Gretel’s name passing through the Kravna’s lips.

“It was one made with the council and agreed to with the full blessing of the queen. A very unprecedented pact, to be sure.”

Noah shrugged. “I don’t know about the queen or her blessings. There were a group of men with whom the deal was made. That is all I know. We were given the list by...your friend.” Noah nodded toward Nalame. “And I have kept my promise in the short time that has followed. As I will to the grave.”

“Yes, well, that is very noble of you. But I have come to see about extending that deal with you.”

“Extending the deal? What could that mean?”

“You have promised to find the lost copies of Orphism, and we,” the Kravna waved a hand toward Nalame, “my chancellor and I, need you to take us to one in particular. To be our guide.”

“That was never part of our deal. Why would I agree to that?”


“You are a guide, no?”
“I’m not your guide.”

The Kravna said nothing, looking to the ground as she cleared her thoughts and controlled the bubbling fury in her lungs. She was not used to being spoken to with anything other than reverence, and it took some effort to restrain herself from retorting with venom.


“I don’t know what you want or why you’re here, but—”


“I have just told you why we’re here, Noah. We are searching.” 

“Searching for what?”

The Kravna flashed a grin that beckoned Noah to search his mind for the answer. “It is the same thing you’re searching for.”

“I’m not searching for anything.”

“Perhaps not this instant, but you will be. You’re just waiting. Isn’t that right?”

It was Noah’s turn to grin now, and he narrowed his gaze as he studied the precocious pre-teen in front of him. “Who are you?”

“I am someone who is interested in the same thing you are, Noah.”

Noah said nothing, waiting for the reveal.

“Orphism, of course.”

Noah shrugged and shook his head. “I’m not interested in Orphism. I’m only interested in helping my friends.”

The Kravna nodded as if this was a reasonable response. “Your friends? The one they call Gretel? And her brother Hansel?” 

Noah stood tense and silent as he nodded. 

“I am interested in helping them as well. Orphism is the ancient legacy of my kingdom. The Village of the Elders is the birthplace of a magic that has just now begun to seep into the world. After all these centuries of relative quiet, despite the sloppiness of the council who was responsible for the safekeeping of the practice, it has been kept on the fringes of the earth by hermits and occultists. But that is no more. Not since Marlene. And Tanja. And now Gromus. You have seen what it has done to your friends and their family. Or else you have heard the stories from the boy and his mother. But I am the new queen of the village now, and thus it is my responsibility to return the books to their source, to keep the darker powers of the practice away from creation.”

“What do you want?” Noah said flatly, all signs of humor now absent from his face.

“You were given a list of the books. I have the same list. We only want you to help us find one of them. And in return, we will be helping you. You won’t be breaking the pact, as this would be a mutual agreement.”

“Gretel took the list with her. I don’t have it.”

“Surely you made a copy for yourself? Were you not interested in the great powers of Orphism for yourself?”

“As I already said, I’m not.” 

Noah looked behind him at a group of people who had begun to huddle by the stables where a horse-drawn carriage appeared staged and ready for departure. 

“And I’ve work to do. It is a very interesting story, but I’ve made promises which I intend to keep. Good luck with your searches.”

Noah gave a formal smile toward Nalame and tipped his head in a show of departure.

“You are a guide, yes?” the Kravna said without a beat’s rest.

Noah sighed in irritation. “Yes, as we’ve just discussed.”

“I’ll pay whatever you wish then. I’ve brought with me stones and charms made from materials you’ve never seen in your life. Many of them are beyond value.”

“Then that makes them worthless. Excuse me.” Noah turned and began to walk toward the group, clapping his hands jovially as he approached, directing the paying sightseers toward the carriage for commencement of the tour. 

But before he made his way completely, the Kravna cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “They’ll all die, Noah. And it will be because of you.”

Noah stopped and bowed his head, weary of the girl, and then he turned reluctantly back toward her. The Kravna could see the tension in his neck and jaw, and she had to hold back a smile. 

“Who?” he replied, throwing his hands up in a motion that said, I’ll play along.

“Your friends, Noah. All of them.” 

The Kravna uttered the word friends as if it were a made-up term, one she’d read about in a story but that didn’t exist in the real world. 

“But before their deaths,” she continued, now hissing the words out like a serpent, accentuating each word by adding syllables that didn’t exist, “your beautiful Gretel will be raped. Your beloved Hansel’s heart torn—”

Noah was in a full sprint before the Kravna registered what was happening, and she could only stand frozen as the bear of a man came barreling toward her. The Kravna didn’t feel fear in that moment, just a cold curiosity about what would happen next. A smile formed, despite the notion that Noah was preparing to plow her into the earth.

But Nalame showed no such hesitation. In an instant, she shifted her body in front of her queen, and as Noah was about to make contact with the Kravna, Nalame grabbed the front of Noah’s shirt and flung her body backward and to the side, pulling him toward her, using the guide’s momentum to ride them both to the ground. 

Luckily, Nalame avoided the full collapsing body weight of Noah, which likely would have killed her, and she scurried away quickly before he could get a grip on her. Even with her skills as a fighter and protector, she was no match for Noah’s strength. If he got his hands around any part of her body, she would be helpless. 

Nalame sprung to her feet and began patting the air in front of her with her open palms, hopping evenly from side to side, staying nimble, prepared to protect her queen again and again. 

But Noah didn’t rise with her, and the Kravna could see instantly the regret on his face at his recklessness. She was a child, after all, and the force of his attack could have killed her easily. There was no real fight in him, just a moment of impulse. He positioned himself up to one knee as he caught his breath, staring at the dusty ground beneath him. 

By now, the group of tourists had made their way to the scene, and he peeked up at the crowd with embarrassment before focusing on the Kravna and Nalame, who now stood side by side, watching him eagerly.

“I will be there shortly,” Noah said to the group, not attempting to cover up the incident with a smile or laugh. His face was stern, imploring the crowd to wait for him by the stables. 

He turned back to the queen and Nalame. “I will kill you both if Hansel or Gretel are harmed because of something you’ve done. Or are prepared to do.”

The Kravna smiled and nodded, as if acknowledging a fair exchange had been proposed. She then watched with intensity as the man rose to his feet and dusted himself off. 

“But it does not change my position,” he said. “I have a life. And a business to attend to. I can help you by telling you what I know, but I cannot go with you.”

“Do you know of a town called Rania?” the Kravna asked, as if she had not heard Noah’s declaration about not guiding them.

Noah nodded. “Yes. There was a strange church built there some years back, I believe.”

“Yes,” the Kravna said with glee. “That is Rania. That is where we need to go. That is where the book that we seek lies.” She paused and narrowed her gaze. “The book is the reason the church was built to begin with. Did you know that, Noah?”

“I had heard of a sacred text being housed there or something. That the church was constructed to accommodate visitors. I did not know it was Orphism.”

The Kravna grinned a smile that spanned the width of her face. “Neither did most. For decades, those that had heard of Rania knew only that a strange book was inside, under glass, and that it was a book many were drawn to but few could decipher. Those around the town knew it was Orphism, but they treasured the mystery of it and kept it a local secret, limited to those in a rather small radius, I am told. And then the church came. It was disconcerting for the elders in the village when word came of the church’s construction, but the book itself was kept secret, and there was little they could do anyway to stop it. They had requested the Ranians be custodians of the precious book, had trusted them with it, and thus they couldn’t very well begin putting regulations on how that was to be done. And all was well until the story of your friends—of Gretel and Anika—began to emerge in the Old World and beyond. It wasn’t long before the connection was made between the book of Rania and the tale of Marlene and her infamous book.”

Noah shrugged and shook his head quickly. “What does any of this matter? Why are you telling me this?”

“Because that book—that particular copy—is unique in its contents. All of the copies have some variation, I suppose, but that one is quite different. The pages in the back were never meant to be paired with Orphism. Those words are quite...destructive, I suppose, if understood and translated properly. For this reason, that copy must be acquired first and foremost.”

Noah shrugged again, in no position to argue with the teenager either way about the magnitude of her assertion. “Rania. It’s a tiny border town nestled in the forests at the edge of the Eastern Lands. That is about all I know of it. That and the church. I’ve not been there. I’ve never been anywhere that far east.”

“How far is it?” Nalame asked.

“A four-day drive from here, I would guess. But there are no cars to be had in Tival. You will have to hike to the next town over and hire a car. I’ll pray for you that they take stones as payment. That is the best I can do for you.”

The Kravna gave a pouty look and cocked her head, as if Noah surely had more to offer than that. “You can take us on the hike to the next town, no? We’ll not have the wherewithal to navigate that trek.”

“No, I’m sorry. My tour is waiting.”

Noah turned and began his walk back to the group, and the Kravna knew this time there would be no distracting call to stop him. She’d done her worst. She had gotten what she could from the man, which wasn’t close to what she had hoped. But Nalame was correct, there was little they could do to compel him if he didn’t come willingly. 

And Crippling didn’t seem appropriate. At least not yet.

The Kravna would count on Nalame to find the town with the car, and there they could purchase a map. Perhaps even a driver. Four days seemed daunting, particularly since neither had ever even seen a car, let alone driven one. She had heard of cars and trucks, of course, and of trains and engine boats, mostly from those who had traveled outside of the village, carrying out their duties for the elders before returning with their reports for the council. But stories were one thing; the Kravna doubted any of that information would help them once they were on the road.

“Let us go, Nalame,” the Kravna said, a smirk of disappointment on her lips. “We’ve come this far, and we’ll continue on to Rania as planned.” 

The Kravna took a single step to exit the village when Noah’s voice sounded once more.

“Who is Tanja?” he called out.

The Kravna stopped and turned toward Noah. She had heard the question but clarified anyway. “What is it, Noah?”

“When you were speaking before, you said Marlene and Gromus. But you also mentioned the name ‘Tanja.’ Who is Tanja?”

The Kravna took a step toward the guide and looked into his eyes, playing lightly in her mind with some of the techniques of Crippling that she’d learned, beginning her first test of the practice’s capabilities this far from the Village of the Elders. There was no indication that her impromptu attempts were working on the guide, but she wasn’t discouraged. It was an impulsive attempt and less than earnest in effort. 

Still though, it was yet another example of why she needed the book. There was more to the practice that she didn’t yet understand. There was more in the text that hadn’t been communicated to her orally, about how to control the precision of the process, and the intensity.

“You don’t know of Tanja? The mother of Marlene and Gromus?”

Noah shook his head, and the Kravna could see the interest in his stare. “But I have heard the name. From an elder in the village when I was there with Anika.”

“Just the name? Then you don’t know the further tale of Anika in the Eastern Lands.” The Kravna’s eyes grew wide now, and she looked at Nalame as if she couldn’t believe such a thing could be true, that someone on the planet hadn’t heard of this appendix to the Gretel story.

“Tale of Anika?” Noah’s voice was dreamlike, confused.

The Kravna nodded slowly, her eyes narrow and scheming. “Oh yes. Anika Morgan.” 

The Kravna was well aware that the travels of Anika in the Eastern Lands were unknown to most of the world at this stage, but it was a story the Kravna already knew quite well.

Years after many of the copies of Orphism were dispersed to various regions around the globe, the Village of the Elders began to decline, both in power and population. As a result of this waning, the elders became increasingly inadequate at keeping tabs on the locations and movements of the books. On occasion, when resources allowed for it, village trackers—‘Finders’—set out to mark the safety and security of the books. 

But there was simply too much ground to cover. Though the ledger of the council was kept safe and up to date, after several decades, many of the books were written off as never to be found again. It was a dangerous proposition to accept, but there was little choice.

And then the mysterious travelers arrived all those years later. Noah, Gretel, Hansel, and Maja. Soon the possibility of finding the books was revitalized. And with young, capable outsiders willing to spearhead the quest to recover the texts, the council was eager to give them the list even without their threats of exposure. And the Kravna’s mother was eager to endorse it. 

But it was those years in between when Tanja’s story came to be. 

After the story of Marlene had been set upon the world, the council knew they could never stop looking for the texts. But without enough Finders, they had to prioritize which copies to locate first. The copies in the New Country were out of the question, and the nefarious one in Rania was thought to be safe, so that left one in particular to be researched, one that had a direct connection to Marlene.

Tanja’s was one of the first copies of Orphism ever thought to have left the village, and she was last known to live in a crowded township deep in the Eastern Lands. Tanja—whose now famous daughter was the original source of the tribulations now facing the Kravna—continued to use the book to keep her life everlasting, incorporating the recipe of immortality for which the books were known. The village didn’t know the full details of her activities, but that she was still alive—living in the Eastern Lands after countless centuries—was confirmed.

Finders set out to locate Tanja’s copy of Orphism, and when they arrived, Tanja was gone, her dwelling empty except for a rather horrific laboratory of torture and abuse. The Finders inquired with the locals in the township, and though many had tales to tell of the strange woman, no one knew to where she had disappeared. 

But the Finders were thorough, and upon further investigation, they finally tracked Tanja to a harbor on the outskirts of the Eastern Lands. And it was here that the story of Anika Morgan emerged.

The Kravna replayed this tale in her head in a matter of seconds before Noah brought her back to the moment.  

“Anika left to go back to the New Country,” he stated without a hint of conviction in his voice. “And there she was killed. At the hands of her son. Just as the story is told today.” Then, as if feeling it necessary to defend Hansel, he added, “He was left with no choice but to kill her.” He dropped his eyes and said, “Anika is dead.”

“Dead?” the Kravna asked rhetorically. “Surely you know the story of Marlene well enough to know that ‘dead’ is quite a relative term.”

Noah swallowed and took a step forward until he was now looming over the Kravna. His breathing was heavy, and with some effort he asked, “What are you saying?”

Nalame moved in next to her queen, her hip to the Kravna’s belly, ready to defend.

“Anika Morgan was in the Eastern Lands shortly after she was thought to have been killed in the Back Country. It has taken years to sort out the time and identity, to be certain that it was her, especially after her supposed death. But we of the village are certain of it now. There was no doubt she was there after your story ends.”

“But...how could you know this? How could that be possible?”

“We are a secluded village,” the Kravna said with conviction and seriousness, “but we keep our eyes and ears to the world. Perhaps not as much today, but it was true when times were a bit more abundant. And this tale of Anika in the Eastern Lands is factual. I am quite surprised this isn’t common knowledge to the rest of the world, particularly in this region.”

“Are you saying she is alive? That Anika Morgan lives in the Eastern Lands today?”

The Kravna shrugged. “I am saying no such thing. I don’t know where Anika is or if she is still alive. But there are dozens of witnesses who claimed to have seen her there in the weeks following her drowning. And some who claimed she killed Tanja and was then herself hung by the neck in public.”

Noah shook his head, confused. “So, she’s not alive. Not killed in the Back Country but dead nonetheless. You say dozens witnessed her death.”

It was the Kravna’s turn to shrug. “As I said, Noah, death is relative.”

“What does that mean?” Noah barked, moving in another step until he was an inch away from the girl.

“Not another pace,” Nalame ordered, her hand reaching around to her back, wrapping her fingers around the handle of the small blade housed in her waistband.

The Kravna put a hand out to her chancellor, a motion to calm the situation so that it didn’t escalate into another bout of violence. 

There was a beat of silence between the three, the angst tangible, and the Kravna held tightly to it, knowing it was this intensity that would be the fuel for her mission. 

“It means there is more to the story, Noah. She was hung by the neck, we’re quite sure of that, but the tale of Anika did not end there.”

“Then you will tell me where it does!”

The Kravna barely blinked at Noah’s aggressive command and instead locked her eyes with his. She could again feel the fury inside her, and she decided in that moment that she would kill him before their journey was finally over, wherever that may be. 

“For your guidance to Rania,” she said, “I will do just that.”







Chapter 17



Anika had considered abandoning Vedat while he slept, not only relieving him of his indentured servitude, but of her own dead weight. The man had proven to be a fine traveler in the mornings, but by midday, he dragged like an anvil. 

Anika, on the other hand, rarely tired these days. It was an aftereffect of the potion, she knew, and of her quasi-death.

But it was also the result of a life of constant movement. Since the day she’d escaped from Marlene’s cabin, after she had located the road that would lead her into the arms of Officer Stenson, there had seldom been a day when she wasn’t on the go.

But each day that passed with Vedat waking beside her (several yards away—different accommodations), was another day more difficult to leave him by the roadside. He was kind and only spoke when addressed, and he followed orders as closely as a soldier under a tyrant general, though Anika didn’t quite think of herself in these terms. Not exactly.

“I have never been this far to the west,” Vedat ruminated irrelevantly, and Anika suddenly reconsidered his discipline about not instigating conversation.

“Is that right?” Anika didn’t care.

He nodded. And then, “Perhaps it would be best if we part ways here.”

Anika stopped in place, but Vedat kept walking slowly ahead. 

“Is that what you want to do?” she called after him.

Vedat stopped and turned now. “What I want is to help you, miss. To atone for the sins of my past.”

“Okay, then do that. What’s the problem?”

“I don’t want to die.”

Anika nodded. She had assumed it was fear guiding Vedat’s decision, but she hadn’t expected such directness from the man. “Is that what you think is going to happen?”

Vedat shrugged. “I don’t know. But also, I don’t understand.”

“What don’t you understand?”

“Why...why you are alive.”

Anika didn’t quite understand it either, despite a decade of pondering the subject. “Do you have questions you want to ask me Vedat?”

“No, miss. I don’t want to pry or offend.”

Anika walked to a stump just past where Vedat was standing and sat. She looked off to a cluster of clouds that had collided in the bright blue sky above and gathered her thoughts. “How much of the story do you know?”

“I know the only story that has been told.”

“Well, I’m not sure I know then. Where does your version end? It’s been a while since I’ve heard it, so perhaps I’m not up to date on the latest edition.”

Vedat stared at Anika for a few beats, as if judging whether she was being earnest, and then he said, “You drowned in the lake. Your boy, he...” Vedat shrugged.

Anika smiled and chortled. “There is much more to it than that, I suppose. At least as my story is concerned.”

Vedat smiled now. “I guessed.”

Anika took a breath and sent her mind back to the day on the lake, when Hansel had smashed the side of her head with one of Gretel’s oars and then watched as she struggled to stay afloat before finally sinking beneath the surface. There was much about the events that led up to that moment that Anika had forgotten, but even after the lethal strike had landed on her temple, she could still recall the protests of Mrs. Klahr to rescue her. There had been no attempt from Hansel to do that, of course—he had finally given up on his mother—and Anika had known even then it was the right thing to do.

Anika brought herself back to the present. “The truth is, Vedat, I don’t know exactly why I survived that day. And in some ways, I didn’t. Not truly.”

“Didn’t? But here you are.”

“Yes, but I am not the woman I was in those stories. Since the moment I emerged from that muddy water, on the morning that followed the ending of your story, I have lived every day after with a certain emptiness that it is indescribable.”

“Perhaps if you tried again?”

Anika shrugged. “I can breathe and feel; I still need food and water to survive—though not as much as before—and...I still feel love. Love for my children. A longing for those in my past that are now gone forever. These are all the things that both keep us alive and make us human, distinct from animals.”

“Then alive you are, miss.”

Anika stared up at Vedat, who still stood several paces down from where she sat. She thought about encouraging him to sit but decided to continue with her story instead. She shook her head slowly. “It’s as if I returned with something missing. This is the part I can’t quite describe. That singular thing that makes us not just human but...people. The spirit? I don’t know. But I feel its absence every day, as if it were pressing on my chest from the air around me. I’m sorry, Vedat, it’s the only way I know to explain it. It is a thing that only one who has lost it could understand. Like trying to describe electricity to a peasant from the Middle Ages.”

“You said ‘returned,’” Vedat replied, seeming not to notice the rest of Anika’s tale. “That means you—”

“Died? Yes. By any medical definition, I most certainly did. I was underwater for more than half a day. Perhaps more. Much longer than any person could be and still survive. And it wasn’t as if I were encased in ice, if that’s what you were thinking.”

Anika was on the verge of explaining that she had actually died a second time as well, on the beaches of the Eastern Lands, a day after being found guilty for the murder of most of the crew of the ESC Mongkut and hanged from her neck. But she forewent that tributary in the story, deciding it was too much tale for one day.

“It was the potion, Vedat; I’m sure you’ve assumed that by now. That repellent potion which is such a central theme to the saga. I’m sure as the years have progressed, there is much about the Gretel story that has been exaggerated, but the potion is not one of them. The recipe in the back of Orphism is real.”

Vedat nodded. “And what of the story the girl’s mother told about Eudoxia? Do you believe that to be true?” 

“That there is some malevolent formula in the back of another text that teaches to kill and control with one’s mind?”

Vedat nodded.

Anika shook her head slowly. “I certainly hope not. But I believe she believed it. So I’ll accept it as a possibility.” Anika looked back to the sky pensively. “But if it is true, it would seem like a power almost beyond challenge.”

“But you are descendants of the Village of the Elders,” Vedat said hopefully. “Perhaps you will be able to understand it more quickly than Eudoxia. And then you can battle with her, just the way you did with Marlene. And you will be able to stop her from the evil she plans to do with it.”

Anika frowned dismissively and shook her head. “No, Vedat.”

“Yes! You already have a veil against death. You are resurrected, like the Christ of ancient times.”

Anika laughed aloud at this comparison.

“And when you understand this mind power from Rania’s copy of Orphism, you will have the advantage. You must do this, Anika. You must find Eudoxia.”

Anika put a hand up and patted the air, trying to temper Vedat’s enthusiasm, but as she was about to explain all the reasons why none of what he was proposing would work, her heart seemed to explode into her throat.

“Oh, my lord!” she muttered, her eyes now beaming at Vedat.

“What is it, miss?”

“That’s why she’s gone back to the New Country. She doesn’t want Gretel at all, at least not ultimately.” Anika dropped her stare to the ground now, the pieces to the mystery arranging in her mind. “She wants Petr.”

“Yes, of course, he is her son.” Vedat looked underwhelmed with Anika’s revelation.

Anika nodded. “Yes, but not for the reason you think. She wants to use him for the recipe, just like my father tried to use me.”
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Chapter 18
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GRETEL STORMED UP THE slope of the orchard and slammed her shoulder into the basement door while at the same time attempting to turn the handle. But the door was bolt-locked, so she immediately sprinted to the front of the house, ascending the porch stairs like a mountain goat.  

The front door was also locked, so Gretel moved down the porch to the last option: the flimsy door that opened from the outer porch onto the screened-in extension. She kicked once and broke the spring-loaded latch and then pushed her way inside. 

Now standing on the screened porch, Gretel stared into the kitchen where a gray haze of smoke had consumed the room and a dancing flame of orange hovered somewhere around the stairs that led to the basement. 

Gretel knew as soon as she slid open the glass door she would be deluged with smoke, so she took a giant breath and held it, and then slid the door open and sprinted toward the back bedroom, wasting no time trying to observe any of the damage or the source of the fire. 

She got one foot past the threshold, and as she brought her other foot forward, she caught it on an invisible obstacle on the floor, tripping forward and falling to the ground. She instinctively felt around her for the source of the impediment, and her hands touched the wiry gray hair of Mrs. Klahr. 

Without a conscious thought, Gretel grabbed the elderly woman by the arms and dragged her to the screened porch and then shut the glass behind her. From there, she lifted the woman by her armpits and dragged her to the open air of the outer porch. 

Even on the porch, however, Gretel knew she wasn’t safe; the flames she’d seen from the canoe were large, engulfing, and though they were apparently coming from somewhere in the basement and possibly the bedrooms, they would eventually consume the house if help didn’t arrive soon. 

“Mrs. Klahr!” Gretel cried. “Oh god, please, Mrs. Klahr!”

Gretel placed her ear against the aged woman’s mouth and nose, listening for life, but there was no indication she was breathing. Gretel propped the woman’s head up and opened her mouth wide, and then pressed several times on the woman’s chest; with each pump it felt as if she was going to collapse the fragile woman’s sternum inward. 

Nothing.

Gretel placed her mouth against the cracked lips of Mrs. Klahr now—this woman to whom she owed her whole life, or at least the formative years of it—and then blew. 

Once. Twice. Pause. Once. Twice. Pause. 

Gretel was crying now, panicking, having no idea if what she was doing was even proper, working off some long-lost lesson she’d learned in a health class in school when she was a child. 

“Help!” she screamed. She lifted her head and searched the lushness of the forest for a miracle, and then looked to the sky, watching as the smoke continued to rise from the roof above and fill the clear air with soot and blackness. Her eyes found a squirrel perched on the railing of the porch, staring at the house with a look of curiosity and concern. It chirped once and then scampered away down the bannister to the safety of the trees. 

Gretel watched the creature disappear into the foliage and then heard her name from somewhere in the distance. 

“Gretel!”

The voice was close, but Gretel was unable to place it, and for an instant, she thought it was her mother calling her. 

Anika.

In that moment—which may have lasted no longer than the flap of a hummingbird’s wing—Gretel could feel the presence of her mother, could sense her as if she were alive somewhere, thinking of Gretel now the way Gretel was thinking of her.

“Gretel!”

It was Petr, and when Gretel turned toward his voice, she could see him sprinting down the driveway toward the house. She couldn’t make out the details of his face, but she knew the pain and fear that was painted there. 

“Petr! Hurry!”

Petr dashed up the steps and stood over Mrs. Klahr, pausing as he studied the old woman, his face a wall of shock. He looked to Gretel for answers, distraught.

“She’s not breathing,” Gretel sobbed. “I tried, but...”

“Let’s get her off the porch. I can feel the heat from here.”

Petr and Gretel lifted Mrs. Klahr from the wooden planks and carried her to the driveway and then headed up to the start of the road, sidling sideways, careful not to jar her any more than necessary. They set her down gently and then both looked back to the house, which, from this distance, looked like a chimney of smoke.

“What happened, Gretel?”

“I don’t know. I—”

The first of the sirens sounded and Gretel looked to Petr.

“I saw the smoke. I called from your house.”

“Where is Maja?”

“She’s at the house. Sleeping.”

Gretel wanted to describe what she’d seen outside earlier. How Maja had been in the woods for what seemed like no real purpose. But in the midst of the panic, it all dissolved in her mind.

In less than a few minutes, a fire truck was pulling onto the dusty road of the Klahr Orchard, followed by an ambulance a minute later. 

The medics scampered from the truck and were over Mrs. Klahr quickly, placing oxygen over her mouth as they loaded her onto a waiting gurney. Like a team of specialized soldiers, they whisked her up and into the back of the ambulance where they began further attempts at resuscitation. But despite the constant pumping of her chest and the blasts of air to her lungs, there was no response.

“I’ll go with her,” Petr said. “You—”

“No!” Gretel shouted, backing away from Petr, moving slowly toward the ambulance. She felt a sting of hate for him in that moment, loathing even, though rationally she couldn’t have explained why. 

But irrationally, the answer to the question was obvious.

It was Petr’s mother. She had started the fire. There was no question in Gretel’s mind. There was no real evidence to support that claim—it was quite reasonable, in fact, to assume that an elderly woman living alone had made some fatal error over her stove—but Gretel knew the truth.

“I’ll call you when...when I hear,” Gretel said. “Be at my house. Or else come to the hospital.” 

Petr nodded and turned back to the house, watching as the firemen began their battle with the flames of the Klahr residence.

“And Petr,” Gretel called.

He turned.

“Watch out for her.” Gretel’s eyes held the flames of Mrs. Klahr’s house in them, and she directed them at Petr like lasers.

“Who?”

“It was her, Petr. She did this.”

The ambulance doors closed before Petr could reply, and then the vehicle began its departure down the dirt path back toward the Interways. Gretel watched her first love dwindle through the square windows as the blaze of the house grew taller behind him. 

A distant memory of a day in the orchard arose, the two kids sorting fruit in the back of the old picker truck. The tears began to well in Gretel, flooding her with simultaneous memories of everyone she loved still in this world. There were only a few left, one of whom was beside her and seemed almost certain to pass.

And then something—someone—appeared in the distance, just behind Petr.

Gretel gasped and swiped frantically at her tears, and then put her face to the glass, trying to get a better look through the fogged panes. But the ambulance had gotten up to emergency speed now and the distance was growing by the second. 

“Stop!” Gretel screamed. “Stop the car!” 

The driver either couldn’t hear or had no intention of listening, and the ambulance drove on. 

“Stop!” she called again, turning her head back toward the driver to leave no doubt. This time the ambulance slammed its brakes, shifting the gurney drastically and nearly knocking the paramedics off their feet.

Gretel herself had to cling to the door latch, but she quickly turned her face back to the window, unblinking.

“What is it?” one of the paramedics asked, continuing to pump oxygen into Mrs. Klahr’s mouth and nose. “We have vitals, but we need to get her to the hospital now.”

Gretel’s face didn’t move from the back window, her eyes spellbound by the silhouettes in the distance. Then she turned to the man who had just spoken. “She’s alive?”

The paramedic calmed his voice in a way only a person trained for emergencies could. “Yes, but she won’t be for long. If you want your grandmother to live, we have to go now. So get out if you need to.”

Gretel held the man’s eyes for a beat and then opened the ambulance door and stepped to the ground. She looked back to the horizon where she had seen the figure behind Petr and captured it again. She was too far to see exactly what was happening, but the figure was moving closer to Petr as he stood motionless, holding the ambulance in his gaze.

Gretel tried to hold the two shapes in her vision, but the sun was almost over them now, and, combined with the blaze of the fire, it was nearly blinding. She could still make them out though, barely. 

Suddenly Petr’s shape began to move forward, running toward the ambulance, and then he threw his hands up and dropped to his knees.

Gretel heard one of the doors close behind her, but before the paramedic could pull the other one tight, a voice spoke.

“Gretel.”

The pained whisper sounded like the words of a corpse, and Gretel’s legs wobbled. She turned back to the ambulance door, her eyes balloons of terror at what she had seen in the distance. Mrs. Klahr was staring at her now, the fear in her eyes as frightening a look as Gretel had ever seen from the woman.

“Don’t go back, Gretel. She is—”

Mrs. Klahr erupted into a bout of coughing that sounded like it would never end.

“Don’t speak, ma’am,” the paramedic instructed, but Mrs. Klahr held up a hand to indicate she just needed a moment.

Gretel peeked back toward the house, to pick up Petr and the figure encroaching behind him, who had debilitated him, perhaps, but both were now gone from her vision. She could only see the backs of the firefighters now, desperately trying to kill the blaze before it raged uncontrollably.

She took a step in their direction, and this time Mrs. Klahr’s voice exploded toward her.

“Gretel!”

Gretel spun on her heels, her eyes now mirroring the fear in Mrs. Klahr’s. She nodded.

“This is like before. But...she is something else. I don’t understand. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t speak. I...” More coughing.

“What happened, Mrs. Klahr?”

But that was all the elderly woman could manage before her head fell back flat to the gurney. She turned to her side now, desperate to clear her throat of smoke and ash.

“I’ll come for you, Mrs. Klahr,” she said, but the doors had slammed shut before the sentence was finished. 

Gretel was at once uplifted at Mrs. Klahr’s survival and intensely fearful for Petr, who she still couldn’t find in the haze of heat and fire. 

Had his mother been watching them this whole time? Had this been her plan since the previous day, to start a fire that would somehow draw Petr to her? 

Gretel took one last look toward the Interways and then dashed back to the house, screaming Petr’s name while the ambulance sped away in the opposite direction. 
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Chapter 19
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“SHALL WE REST SOON, Noah?” the Kravna called.

Noah marched several paces ahead, east toward Rania. He strode with purpose—anger even—and it was all the Kravna and Nalame could do to keep pace with him.

“Guide!” the Kravna called again, hoping to diminish him by using his title in place of his name, and this time Noah stopped, allowing his female companions to catch up with him.

“What is it?” Noah asked without looking at the Kravna.

“I asked when we rest.”

Noah smiled ironically. “Your proposition was that I guide you to Rania, and in return you will give me information about Anika Morgan. I am doing my part as quickly as possible in order to receive this information which, I pray for your sake, you do possess.”

“I’ve not promised information,” the Kravna corrected, “only a story that I have heard. One I believe to be true but that I cannot validate.”

Noah appeared on the verge of argument, but instead changed the subject. “And what is so special about this book in Rania?”

The Kravna studied Noah’s face, weighing the impact of revealing the story of the book in the secluded church of Rania. And though she saw no harm—particularly since he wouldn’t be alive in a few days—she also saw no gain, so the Kravna compromised, telling the guide a watered down version of the story of the Book of the Crippling, leaving off the details of the Crippling itself that had been scribed into the back of the text. 

“So you, the queen of the Village of the Elders, have taken it upon yourself to find these books yourself?”

“No, not all of them. Just this one in particular.”

Noah gave a doubtful nod and then turned and continued his brisk pace, leaving with the last word.

“You didn’t answer my question of rest,” the Kravna said following close behind. “Do we rest soon?”

“Not if you want to arrive by tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow? Are we that close?”

Noah stopped again and stared at the girl, exasperated. “To Rania? No, of course not. Were you listening? As I said, it’s several days by car. But the next town is an eight-hour hike. There is where we can hire a car to take us the rest of the way. But if we don’t get there by dusk at the latest, we’ll have to wait a full day more.”

“Eight hours? Do you not plan to camp before then?”

“No, I don’t. If you wish to camp, fine, but I will be walking. And I hope your magic stones are as valuable as you say, because I don’t plan to spend my own money for your hired car. Once I arrive, I’ll wait for you there in preparation for your end of the bargain.”

Noah picked up his stride again, and as the Kravna began to follow, she was touched on the arm. 

It was Nalame.  

The Kravna stopped and stared at her chancellor’s hand, bewildered, and then shot a glare up to her face. “What are you doing?”

Nalame quickly removed her hand and folded it into her other, rubbing it nervously. “I’m sorry, my queen, I just...” She paused and looked away.

“What is it?” the Kravna spat, irritated.

“I...I just wonder if this book is necessary now. Four days in the wilderness with this man? Is it worth the challenge and danger to be so isolated? So at the mercy of him?”

“Of course it is,” the Kravna answered instantly, staring at Nalame as if she’d suddenly forgotten how to speak. “And I am at the mercy of no one!”

Nalame kept on point, reluctant to back down just yet. “But you saw what you did back in the village, my queen. To the protestor in the procession. That was no piglet you dismantled, Kravna. That was a full-grown man.” 

The Kravna was genuinely confused. “What is this about, chancellor? This was your idea to find this man. And now these words?”

“Yes, but that was before. Your abilities, my queen, I think perhaps you don’t recognize the extent of them. Without studying the text, using only what little of the powers your mother knew, you brought a man to his knees with almost no effort. It would seem you have already learned the powers inside the book. Should we waste this opportunity on our first trek of freedom? Should we leave ourselves open to this brute?”

The Kravna studied her chancellor’s face, searching for something in her eyes that held more than what she was saying with her mouth.

The Kravna had attempted the Crippling of Noah and failed. Of course, it wasn’t with the same concentrated effort she had given to the man in the outer village, but still, there was now evidence that her skills were incomplete. As she had known all along, there was more to learn in the book. Thus, there was no debate as to the point of her quest. The only question now was whether her chancellor would be accompanying her along the way.

“If you wish to abort, now is the time,” the Kravna said, her eyes like tiny walls of steel.

“No, my qu—”

“But know this, Nalame”—it was rare the Kravna addressed her chancellor by name, and Nalame swallowed nervously at the sound of it—“if your decision is to leave me now, I will cast no ill will toward you, but there will be no place for you in my queendom.”

Nalame stood tall with her shoulders and chin high, towering above the Kravna like a mother above her child. And then, with a motion as nimble as those she possessed in battle, Nalame dropped to one knee and bowed before her queen. “I will never leave you, my queen.”

The Kravna stared down at her chancellor, who knelt so still it was as if she’d been turned to stone. She left her lingering there for several moments, and then with the pressure of a baby’s hand, she touched her chancellor on the shoulder, signaling for her to rise.

Nalame stood, her head still bowed, and the Kravna turned toward the path without speaking. She decided then that she would never speak of this moment again—this questioning of her chancellor—but were it to happen again, it would not go unpunished.

The Kravna was still lost in this thought, and as she took her second step continuing on Noah’s path, she was stopped in her tracks by what felt like the trunk of a banyan tree. She looked up in shock, prepared to admonish the source of her impediment, but when she saw Noah standing above her, she could only seethe. 

“If you know the way on your own,” he said flatly, “then you don’t need me as your guide.”

The Kravna felt the burn of her cheeks at yet another show of irreverence that had been pitched toward her, and her anger left her speechless.

“It is my mistake, Noah,” Nalame said, stepping beside the Kravna now in another show of protection, resuming her stature as both guard and advisor. “I distracted the queen with my carelessness. It won’t happen again.”

Nalame gave a sincere smile of apology to Noah, which was returned in kind. 

In silence, they began their trek again, walking intently for several hours, never straying further than a few feet from Noah, who seemed to harness the light from the moon in a way that allowed him the most nuanced of adjustments to the route. There were several stops for rest and other business along the way, but never for more than a half-hour or so, and by morning, the aggressive travel paid off as they reached the town of Syae. The Kravna was exhausted, but she was pleased with the decision not to make camp.

Less than ten minutes after their arrival, Noah began negotiations with an innkeeper—using one of the Kravna’s stones for payment—and was able to secure a half-day of lodging and a full meal for each member of the party. They ate and slept, and by early afternoon, Noah hired a car and they were on their way to Rania, with Noah driving and the Kravna and Nalame in the back seat, staring in wonder out the rear windows.

They drove for several hours without a word being spoken, climbing through passes that hugged the side of the mountain in desperation, the world disappearing below as if dropping from the planet itself. The Kravna could feel the fear in her chancellor at the height and insecurity of the road, and she smiled when Nalame exhaled as the car reached the bottom of a descent and began a flat journey under a canopy of elms.  

“It is quite a miracle of the world, is it not, Noah?” the Kravna asked, finally breaking the silence like a stone through glass.

Noah peeked in the rear-view mirror. “What is?”

The Kravna felt the burn of her face again at not receiving a proper address, but she contained the annoyance.

“The automobile. The distance it allows man to travel in such a short span.”

Noah gave an unenthusiastic nod.

“Why do you travel in a buggy for your tours?” Nalame asked, in what the Kravna would have suggested was à propos of nothing.

This time Noah gave a smile and nodded his head to the side, as if the question were profound. “It is a combination of image and practicality. Some of the tours venture to places not passable by car, and thus horse and mules are the only real option. But the buggy also makes people feel as if they’ve been transported back to an era by-gone and traditional. My tours allow them to escape from the truth of their lives. If only for a few hours.”

“That is nice,” Nalame said, nodding sincerely, considering the words carefully.

The Kravna thought it all sounded absurd. By-gone eras? Why anyone would want to pretend to live in a world without inventions that were available she couldn’t fathom. It had only been a few days since she’d left the village, and she already felt as if her life had improved dramatically. And she was a queen! But the power and adoration to which she was accustomed couldn’t compare with the world at large. She would never go back to the Village of the Elders. She knew this to be true like she knew The Book of the Crippling would be hers. 

And she would be queen again. She would rule a new world outside the village, and eventually the whole world.

Several more hours passed in silence, and as the Kravna focused less on the world passing in the windows, she began to catch glimpses from Noah in the mirror, his eyes directed toward her chancellor beside her, unaware of the glances. That was fine; once the book was in her grasp, she wouldn’t care what became of either of them, truly, even with the payment Noah still owed for his disrespect. 

Finally, the trees began to thin and were replaced by open road, and finally rows of low buildings and electric streetlamps. They had arrived at the first town since leaving Syae, and Noah stopped to refuel.  

“Do you need another of the stones,” the Kravna asked. 

“I’ll handle this one,” Noah replied, striding toward the entrance to the station. “It will be more trouble to explain their value.” 

The Kravna stepped out of the car and watched Noah enter the small building to make his payment, and then she turned back toward the road, surveying the make-up of the small town, most of which was more or less visible from where she stood.

A group of pedestrians passed her, and she watched them conspicuously, studying their faces as if they held a secret in their eyes. They returned her stare with quizzical glances of their own before looking away uncomfortably, shaking their heads.

A feeling of disquiet suddenly washed over the Kravna as she took in the scene, and though she didn’t believe the group who had just passed were the source of her feeling, it seemed there was something in this town that had placed her senses on alert.

“Are you feeling well, my queen?” Nalame asked through the open door. “I’ve water if you need it.”

“No,” the Kravna answered. “I just need to breathe this air.” 

She closed the car door and then walked away discreetly, crossing the single street that split the town in half. She came to a low stone building with a glass window carved in it where a sign of shining words hung by a wire. They were in a language the Kravna couldn’t read, but next to them was a picture of a fork and plate with steam rising around them, indicating it was a restaurant. 

She stepped inside and stood at the threshold, examining the room. Two old men sat reading papers at a table next to the door; beside them was a woman scolding a child for a behavior the Kravna could not decipher in the moment. 

Within seconds, a man walked up to her holding a single pamphlet that was long and wide. He spoke in a language that was foreign to the Kravna—no doubt the same language represented on the sign in the front—and the Kravna could only shrug. He sighed and shrugged himself, and then handed her the pamphlet and waved his hand in the direction of the dining room. He studied her another second and then grumbled something before walking away. 

The Kravna looked back through the door, across the street and to the fueling station, and there she could see Noah holding a dispenser to the side of the car, all the time scanning his surroundings in a search for his missing passenger. 

The feeling of unease hit the Kravna again, rising in her belly like a steady tide. She put a hand to her chest and turned back toward the restaurant, closing her eyes, focusing to catch her breath. There was something consequential residing in this tiny settlement on the way to Rania, something powerful, and she decided in that moment she would not leave until she found it. If Noah didn’t wait for her, then she would find another way to Rania, but she didn’t expect Noah would leave without her. Not having come this far into the trip. 

And, of course, there was Nalame. The Kravna still had her chancellor as leverage against the guide. The burly man might be willing to leave the Kravna behind, but he would be more reluctant to leave the flirtations and smiles that he had established with Nalame over the last two days.

The Kravna opened her eyes and stepped with trepidation into the dining room of the restaurant, continuing through a maze of chairs until she found an isolated table in the middle of the room.

She sat formally at the edge of one of the six chairs positioned around the table, and there she studied the room further, trying to find the thing that had drawn her here to begin with, some person or object that demonstrated meaning and significance. 

A man with a large tray exited the room through a set of doors which led, presumably, to a kitchen somewhere in the back of the restaurant. As he disappeared, another man entered the dining area from a separate set of doors, a plate in each of his hands and another balanced on his forearm like a street performer. 

The Kravna watched him curiously as he walked toward the back of the restaurant, squeezing past stray chairs, leaning one way to offset the teetering of the plates going the other. The server set the plates down in front of an obese man sitting in the far corner and then moved away quickly. The Kravna expected him to return to the kitchen doors, but instead he moved along the rear wall and then disappeared down a narrow corridor that had been carved out of the partition.  

The Kravna stood and walked toward the wall, craning her neck up and over trying to catch a glimpse of this strange hallway, and there she saw another seating area of the restaurant that she hadn’t noticed when she entered. It was only big enough for two small tables, one of which was occupied. She was now directly in line with the table, but she could only make out the back of a man’s shoulders and head from where she stood; presumably, however, he was with another person. The man looked quite sizable—perhaps not as big as Noah (it was difficult to judge while he sat)—but certainly bigger than an average man. 

The server nodded a few times and then picked up an empty plate. The Kravna was staring intensely at the table now, and she suddenly felt a burning need to approach it, to question who they were and why they had come there.

But she stood in place, afraid that her movements would somehow blemish the scene and dissolve this feeling of purpose that had guided her here in the first place.

Without warning, the server suddenly turned toward the Kravna, capturing her stare in his. He began walking quickly toward her and the Kravna flushed with terror. Instinctively, she looked next to her for Nalame, who, of course, was not beside her. 

Was it him? Was he the source of the feeling that had flooded her when she stepped from the car at the fueling station? Perhaps he was a villager, one of the many who had departed over the last decade and left the Village of the Elders, turning it into a husk of the society it was during its golden age. This was the Kravna’s first experience outside the village, and she considered that perhaps this was the connective feeling that occurred when another villager was encountered on the outside.

Still, that didn’t feel correct. Not quite. She felt threatened in the restaurant, not connected, and it wasn’t the server who was the source of the threat, at least she didn’t think so.

She dropped her head and walked back to her table and sat, staring at the front door, looking away as the man approached.

The server reached the Kravna’s table and spoke, filling a glass of water as he did. The Kravna watched his mouth move, listening to the strange language, and when he was finished, she simply shrugged, not seeing any point in pretending to understand his words. But he quickly recognized the language barrier and smiled, placing the tip of his index finger on the pamphlet, running it down from the top. 

The Kravna glanced at the pamphlet again, and quickly understood she was holding a list of the restaurant’s food. She located an item halfway down the page and pointed to it, having no idea what it was, and the man wrote it down on a piece of paper and left quietly, smiling again before he did. 

The Kravna sighed and checked the front door once more, expecting Noah or Nalame to enter through it at any moment. She sipped the water in the glass and looked back to the child and mother at the front. The toddler was content now, chewing on a biscuit and staring impolitely at the old man sitting at the table beside him. The old man gave a toothless smile and waved to the boy, who quickly turned back to his mother.

The shuffle of a chair came from the back and the Kravna glanced up, expecting to see the overweight man rising from his seat; but he was focused on his meal, just beginning on plate number two. The Kravna stood, still holding her water glass, and then took two large steps in an attempt to get a view of the small passage in the back wall. She cleared the partition and again could see the table in the nook. The large man was standing now, his back still to the Kravna, and he took a single step to the side, revealing the other member of his party. 

A woman, cloaked in a dark robe, the hood of which was far too large for her skull, sat in a chair opposite the man’s position at the table. She, too, began to stand, and as she did, the Kravna was suddenly captivated by her. Her figure and movements were so lithe and easy, athletic, noticeable even in that most mundane of actions as leaving a meal. 

Unconsciously, the Kravna moved slightly to her right as the woman rose, automatically adjusting her line of sight to get the perfect angle. She knew instantly this was the person, the cause of her angst since arriving in this town.  

The Kravna took another step, and as she did, the water glass in her hand clipped the top edge of one of the dining chairs and plummeted to the seat below, shattering the vessel into a hundred pieces.

The sound was like a lightening crack in the Kravna’s ears, and she stared down at the shards, hoping somehow to undo the destruction she had just caused. But the glass was destroyed, and in a moment too short to measure, the thought arrived that she could bring men to their knees—to their deaths even—with her focused thought, but she couldn’t repair a simple drinking vessel. 

The quiet now encompassing the room was deafening, disturbing in the Kravna’s ears, and she stared around the room at the eyes upon her, feeling like some tyrant ruler during a coup to bring her down. The first figure she found was of one of the servers, but he only met her eyes for an instant before continuing with his work as if nothing had happened. The same was true of the old men in the front, both of whom smiled sadly at the Kravna before resuming the study of their papers. 

She looked back to the overweight man eating in the corner, but he too, was back to his business, eating and wiping his face after each bite. 

The Kravna sighed and then looked to the table in the nook, and there the yellow eyes of the robed figure were glaring back at her. 

The Kravna felt a surge of blood rush to her head, and her chest and belly grew tight, knotted. But it wasn’t fear arising, not exactly, it was something closer to preparation. It was the most assured she had felt since walking into the restaurant, and her mind began automatically to assemble the steps of Crippling.

The Kravna lowered her head and threaded her fingers through the bangs on her head. She then craned her head backwards, sweeping the hair from her face until she was staring at the ceiling. She brought her head back to its normal setting, narrowing her eyes as she did, now focusing them on the table at the back. 

The woman at the table stood quickly, locking eyes with the Kravna, and then walked past her large companion without a word or a glance. 

The Kravna didn’t move a muscle, other than to let a tiny smile form gradually across her mouth. The Crippling hadn’t worked on Noah when she tried it back in Tivia, but she hadn’t really given the full effort on that attempt.

She closed her eyes in full now, picturing the thoughts of the woman approaching in her own mind, imagining what she was thinking in that moment as she strode toward her like a soldier. The first step was made, and as the Kravna was about to make the leap to the second step of the process, the front door of the restaurant blasted open.

“Kravna!”

The Kravna heard Nalame’s voice as if in a dream, distant and weak, but it was enough to fracture the concentration of the practice. She opened her eyes, keeping them directed toward the woman marching toward her, who was now just outside the hallway with her man obediently beside her. 

“My queen?” Nalame said, her voice breathless and panicked.

The Kravna only nodded, as if confirming it was, indeed, she who was standing there.

“I wasn’t aware you were leaving, my Kravna. I am sorry, I would have followed.”

The Kravna finally looked at her chancellor, but her eyes were vacant, her mind still on the woman at the back of the restaurant.

The door blasted open again, and the Kravna knew instantly it was Noah who entered, his face a combination of consternation and irritation. She glanced at him for just a beat and then focused back on the woman. The hood of her robe was down now, her hair pulled back tightly exposing her face in full. 

But the woman wasn’t looking at The Kravna now. Her eyes had wandered behind her, past Nalame, and were focused on the front of the establishment where Noah stood. The Kravna turned back to her guide and saw on his face a look of awe and disbelief. 

Noah took a staggered step forward and stopped, and then he dragged his hands down across his face, rubbing his eyes with the first two fingers of each hand to clear his vision.

“Noah?” the woman in the back said.

Noah reached for a chair and sat, and the tears came almost instantly. 

“Anika.”
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Chapter 20
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“WHAT ARE YOU DOING here, Noah?”

Anika walked slowly toward the front of the restaurant, a smile growing on her face with each step as she approached her old friend. She strode quickly past the young girl with the large, grayish-black eyes—like the color of spent charcoal, Anika thought—who had been watching her for the last few minutes. Anika didn’t look in the girl’s direction as she passed, but she kept a sense of her the whole time. There was something at play in that girl, some form of menace that Anika had sensed from the moment she entered. It was in her face and movements, yes, but it went ever deeper. There was a malfunction in the girl’s character, a failure that Anika suspected the instant she walked through the door. 

And once she dropped the glass and Anika caught the girl’s stare in her own, there was little doubt to its existence. Evil was a powerful word, and perhaps not the appropriate one in the case of this young teenager. But it was close. 

Darkness was closer. 

Cruel seemed even better.  

But it wasn’t only the girl’s frozen heart that Anika sensed. She felt a connection to the girl as well. A kinship. 

Anika reached Noah’s table where she found the hulk of a man now in control of his emotions. But he didn’t stand when she approached, instead watching Anika with disbelief as she stood before him. 

“Noah, why are you here?” Anika asked again.

Noah struggled to speak, barely able to utter a word in response to Anika’s question. 

“I...I don’t know...” And then, “You’re alive. The girl told me it was true but...but I didn’t really believe her. And here you are. It was true.” He put a hand to his mouth, as if realizing just at that moment the impact of his own revelation.

Anika sighed and flashed a weary smile. She couldn’t know for sure, but she assumed the girl Noah just referenced was the one now standing behind her. “It’s good to see you, my friend,” she replied. “And how is Oskar?” 

“He’s dead.” Noah answered flatly, still staring in wonder at Anika.

Anika nodded, unsurprised that Oskar, her hired translator during their journey through the Koudeheuvuls, was no longer amongst the living. She didn’t know the story of his demise, of course, but, based on her short time with the man, she assumed it was one that included violence.

“But not you. You’re not dead. The stories from the Back Country were only fables.”

Anika shook her head. “No, Noah, not fables.” She paused. “I did die there. Struck by the blade of an oar, just as I’m sure you heard in the story.” 

Noah nodded.

“And that moment of lucidity before the blow landed should have been my last on earth. I was meant to die that day in the lake, just as the news of it told.” Anika paused, now feeling a rare stir of emotion that usually occurred only at the thought of her children. “But here I am anyway, Noah. Perhaps not alive, but not dead either.” 

Anika had never quite been able to classify herself as alive, even though, by all accounts, she certainly appeared to be. At least as alive as Marlene or Odalinde or Tanja had been.

“But how can you be? The Kravna said you had been seen in the Eastern Lands, but I...I didn’t truly believe it. How are you here if you died in the lake?” 

Anika chortled and smiled, shrugging at the obviousness of the answer. “The potion, Noah. Of course. Orphism. And perhaps the medicine they gave me in the Village of the Elders that day. I don’t know exactly. That is the truth of it.” She frowned and shrugged. “I don’t know why I was resurrected in the murk of that water.” 

“It truly is you then,” a voice chirped from behind. “Anika Morgan.”

The girl said Anika’s name as if she had just solved a thousand-year-old riddle, and Anika turned toward her slowly, letting her eyes hang on Noah for just a moment longer before shifting them to the girl.

A heavy silence filled the room and was then broken by Noah. “You speak the language of the New Country?” he asked, now shaken from his trance set by Anika.

“Of course,” the Kravna replied. “Travelers throughout the centuries have always brought back such education for their Kravnas.”

“And what is your name?” Anika asked.

The Kravna smiled proudly. “I am the Kravna of the Village of the Elders.” She lifted her chin and shoulders. “The queen.”

Anika smiled back. “A queen?”

“Yes.”

“Perhaps, but you’re not my queen. And thus, you’ve not provided an answer to my question. What is your name?”

The wiry woman at the girl’s side took a step forward—toward Anika—and Anika felt the muscles of her neck and forearms tighten. She shifted her hips slightly to the side, preparing for confrontation, and as she did, Vedat took a step in front of her, one hand clenched in a fist. 

But before any hands tangled, the Kravna swung her arm out swiftly and placed it across the midsection of the woman. “No, Nalame. That is altogether unnecessary.” The Kravna looked to Anika as if to confirm the statement she was about to make. “There is no disrespect intended, I’m sure.” 

Anika said nothing, keeping her eyes fixed on Nalame.

“My name is Sahnia,” the Kravna answered. “I am the daughter of Telia, queen before me in the Village of the Elders. You arrived in my village many years ago for aid. For healing purposes, as you’ve just stated. I was only a baby then, I suppose, but, of course, your story is well known in my village. And well beyond.”

Anika’s eyes shifted back to the girl. “And what is it that brings you so far from the village, Sahnia? From what I know of your village, such a journey is quite unusual. Remarkable even.”

The suspicion in Anika’s voice was obvious, palpable, and she looked back to the woman called Nalame, whose eyes were now filled with hate. It was likely she had never heard her queen’s name come from any other than the lips of her mother and father, and the insolence it implied did not sit well with her. 

“You know correctly. I am the first in years to leave. And perhaps the first queen ever.”

Anika nodded once, unimpressed.

“We are on a quest. In search of—”

“My queen?” Nalame interrupted. She looked to Anika and then quickly back to her commander.

The Kravna dropped her gaze to the floor, a clear look of embarrassment in her posture and face at her chancellor’s insolence. She looked up at Nalame. “You have something of weight to discuss?”

Nalame smiled nervously. “Perhaps this matter is—”

“What matter is that?”

Nalame looked to the ground, bowing her head venerably. “The matter of our quest, my Kravna.”

“I see,” the Kravna said, nodding slowly, allowing the point to settle. She looked back to Anika. “It seems my noble chancellor believes you are not to be trusted with the details of our quest. I disagree. Am I right, Anika Morgan of the Back Country? Is there reason not to trust you?” 

Anika scoffed. “I don’t care if you trust me or not,” she said. “And I was just being polite. To be honest, I’m not all that interested in your quest.” 

The Kravna seethed visibly at the dismissal. “Perhaps you will be.”

Anika stared at the girl quizzically for a beat and then focused back on her former guide. “Why are you here, Noah? And what, may I ask, brought you into company with these two delightful ladies from the Village of the Elders?”

Noah gave the question a moment of thought. “It...it’s about Gretel, I suppose,” he answered. “And Hansel.”

Anika didn’t look at the girl, but she could feel the young queen smile when her daughter’s name was sounded. 

“You’ve met Gretel?” Adrenaline surged in Anika with the force of a rising river. “You’ve spoken with her? When?” 

Noah smiled softly and nodded. “Yes, Anika. She’s fine. As is Hansel.”

“When?” Anika repeated, louder now, nearly shouting.

Noah put his hands out to calm his old friend. “Recently. Very recently, in fact.”

“But...you met them here? In the Old World? Where are they now? Are they here still?” The hope in Anika’s voice was that of a young girl’s.

“No, Anika, they’ve...they’ve gone home. To the Back Country. There was much trouble here.” 

“Trouble?”

“It’s far too much to explain now. But their troubles may follow them still. And I’m going to find them. Once I lead the Kravna and her chancellor to their destination, I’m going to find your son and daughter. I’ve sworn to protect them, and I will.”

Anika thought of her own mission now, her journey back to the New Country to find Petr, to protect him from his own mother and her certain plans for immortality. She and Vedat had made this last stop before heading for the shores, this blip of a town, unnoticeable if one blinked along the way. 

And yet here she was in the presence of Noah, a man she hadn’t seen in almost a decade and who had recent news of her children.

Anika kept the details of Eudoxia and Petr hidden for now, not trusting all of the present company.

“How can this be?” Anika asked.

“What?” Noah replied.

“How are you here? Now? After all this time?”

Noah smiled sadly. “I don’t know, Anika, but I’m glad we are.” There was a long pause. “And I don’t think it is by accident.”

Anika didn’t think so either. “We’ll go together to the Back Country,” Anika declared. “You and I.” She didn’t presume Vedat.

“And me, miss,” Vedat added.

Anika smiled and nodded toward her new companion, suddenly feeling emboldened by her new army of three. Vedat and Noah: as formidable a pair of traveling companions as anyone could hope for.

“We will go, Anika, of course. There is nothing in the world I want more. But first I have a promise to fulfil.”

“To her?”

Noah nodded. “I’ve made it and must keep it.”

Anika felt the sting of betrayal inside her but kept her face neutral. It was an unfair reaction, of course, this feeling of slight—she hadn’t seen Noah in a decade and his obligations to her were non-existent. 

But news of her children had finally reached Anika, spoken from the mouth of Noah, here in this distant diner in the middle of purgatory. 

It was providence. After all these years of wonder and speculation about Gretel and Hansel, she now had first-hand testimony of their well-being and the pull towards them was irresistible.

“I understand, Noah.” Anika said distantly. “Perhaps we’ll meet again along the way. Let’s go, Vedat. We’ve two days to reach our ship. And another several days on the water to the New Country.”

Anika placed a hand on Noah’s shoulder as she walked past him to the door, Vedat in her wake.

“Anika,” Noah called.

Anika kept walking and was now with a hand on the restaurant door, prepared to leave.

“The quest we’re on now, the Kravna’s quest, is connected to Hansel and Gretel.” 

Anika hesitated and then turned back to her guide. “How’s that?”

“Noah!” Nalame barked. “It is not your place!”

Noah ignored her. “Where we’re going. What we’re looking for. It may be critical to helping your children.”

“What do you mean?” Anika took a step away from the door, back toward Noah. “You said they were in the Back Country.”

Noah shrugged. “Just as there is much about your story that is still untold, so too is there of your children.” 

“I don’t understand, Noah, and I’m in a hurry.”

“We made a pact, Anika, your children and me. It was for the good of the world, I believe, but now I think they may be in danger. I truly believe they are.”

“I know they are,” Anika retorted, barely letting Noah finish his sentence. “That is why I have no time to waste with you or this miniature dictator’s wishes. Now what is it that you know?” She took a step back towards him, her chest and chin out, challenging.

Noah sighed and then looked to the Kravna, frowning. “I don’t know the significance exactly. I only know that...this girl...she seems to know a lot about you and your family. And she says that what she seeks is in the town of Rania.”

“Rania?” It was a whisper from Anika, as if a word remembered from a past life.

The Kravna flashed a look of intrigue. “You have been there.” It wasn’t a question.

Anika walked to the girl now and stood in front of her so that their toes were nearly touching. Nalame twitched forward, but the Kravna gave her a look to stand down, which she followed reluctantly. 

“You’re after the book, I presume,” Anika said. “The Book of the Crippling?”

A swallow lumped in the Kravna’s throat and then slid down slowly. Her face flushed to a sickly white. “What do you know of it?” she whined, her adolescent temperament bubbling to the surface.

“Why now? After all this time? Why are you seeking the book now?”

“It is not a book to be trifled with,” the Kravna said absently, her voice barely a whisper.

Anika snickered. “Trifled with? Trifling with the books of Orphism is the reason I’m in my current lot. Noah says you know my family but perhaps not as well as you think. So, I’ll ask again: why do you want the book now?”

The Kravna took a deep breath and adjusted her stance, trying to compose herself. “My wish has always been to find the books of our village. Collect all of those that have been dispersed over the years.” 

“Why?”

The Kravna shrugged. “To protect the world from any further damage, I suppose. It is my duty as queen. Stories such as yours and Marlene—and Tanja, of course—have brought disrepute to the village, and I have a responsibility to maintain our honor. Besides, too much notoriety breeds curiosity, and our privacy and isolation are our greatest asset.”

“That’s a lie,” Anika retorted instantly. The girl’s explanation was reasonable, but Anika didn’t believe a word of it.

Nalame stepped past her queen now and reached a hand toward Anika, unable to contain her ire at the irreverence, but Vedat intervened with his own grasp, gripping the chancellor’s forearm just below her elbow. He pulled her toward him and tried to wrap his huge arms around her in an inescapable embrace. But Nalame avoided his looping arms and, in a flash, Vedat was on his back with Nalame standing above him, the blade of her short knife at his throat.

Anika didn’t move during the interaction; it all happened so quickly that she could only watch and wait. She didn’t believe the girl’s bodyguard would kill Vedat, but if she, Anika, made a move to intervene, it could put the woman in a position where she felt she had no choice.

By now, the rest of the patrons in the restaurant either had fled or were standing at the wall near the entrance, taking in this scene that had suddenly grown violent and precarious. A story for the ages, Anika thought absently.

“Back her off or this is going to get very bad very quickly,” Anika said stoically. It was a threatening command, to be sure, but Anika said it as calmly and slowly as possible, not wanting to light a match.

The Kravna smiled at the words, as if it might be worth letting the scene play out, just to see what such a display would look like. It was another example of her nature, Anika thought: cruelty.

The girl finally waved a hand and nodded, and Nalame stood tall, placing her hand behind her back and sheathing her blade.

The Kravna sighed and then spoke. “I’ve only recently taken the throne. Not long after your son and daughter left our village my—”

“They were there?” Anika looked at Noah, her eyes accusatory. He had left off this minor detail. 

“I never saw them myself, but yes, they were there. With our mutual guide.” The Kravna motioned toward Noah. “As I was saying, not long after they left, my mother died. She had been sick for some time, and the illness finally took her. I was thrust to the throne, but it was a position I had been preparing for for some time, realizing my mother may never be cured of her sickness.”

“What was it she had,” Anika asked, acting on an instinct of doubt.

The Kravna hesitated as her eyes shifted to Nalame and then across the span of the restaurant. “It was never quite determined,” she said finally, frowning, conjuring a look of mourning and sadness. “But as queen, I knew it was my destiny to bring my village back to the greatness of the past. When the town blossomed with men and women of youth and vitality. We are named for our elders, but it is our youth that is the blood of our small queendom.”

“And what do the books have to do with it?”

“Those books are ours. They are mine. We—and you, Anika, you are of the same blood—have a right to regain them for our greatness. Orphism the creed—and Orphism the book—will bring us back to magnificence.”

Anika still doubted the entirety of the girl’s motivation, but it sounded closer to the truth, so she decided not to pursue it for the moment. “And so The Book of the Crippling is first?”

“Do you have it?” the Kravna asked, the lilt at the end of the question almost comical.

Anika smiled and looked away for a moment, shaking her head. She looked back to the child queen with only a trace of the smile remaining. “No.”

The Kravna sighed, disappointed. “Then our quest continues.”

“But I know it’s not in Rania anymore.”

The Kravna flashed eyes of fear. “Not in Rania? Where is it?”

Anika shook her head. “At this very second, I don’t know.”

The Kravna’s shoulders sagged, defeated.

“But I do know who has it. And, more importantly, I know where it’s going.”
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“WE’LL FIND HIM, GRETEL. I’m sure he’s fine.”

Gretel sat with her head hung, barely hearing the empty reassurances of her brother. “It’s been days.” Gretel’s voice was gravelly, defeated. “He could be dead by now.”

“I’m sure he’s fine.”

“Yes, you said that!” Gretel snapped her head up and glared at her brother. “You didn’t see what I saw, Hansel. Someone was there. Someone was behind him in...” She cut herself off, realizing any description would be lacking and vague.

“Who?”

Gretel shook her head and sighed. “I told you, I couldn’t see her, but—”

“Do you even know if it was a woman?”

Gretel was about to answer affirmatively, but there was no use in lying to Hansel. She wasn’t sure. “No.”

Hansel let the silence hang for a beat, as if emphasizing some point, and then he asked, “Have you considered that he may have just left on his own?”

“What?”

“I don’t know, Gretel. It’s possible. You have to admit, he didn’t seem right when we found him in the city. Or at any time since, really. And after you told him about his mother, that she was back and looking for him, it was like you’d stunned him with a ray gun. He didn’t seem able to process any of it.”

“So what?”

“So, when he saw Mrs. Klahr nearly dead, and the house he lived in for nearly half his life engulfed in flames, maybe it was all just too much for him. Maybe the curse of this place spooked him and he fled.”

“Then who was behind him?” Gretel countered, not giving Hansel’s hypothesis even a moment to marinate. “Who was the figure I saw?”

“It could have been one of the firemen, Gretel. I don’t know. You said yourself you couldn’t even tell if it was a woman. It was smoky and you were at a distance. And you were looking into the sun.”

Gretel scoffed and shook her head. “So that’s your theory? That Petr got spooked by the ghost of his old girlfriend and all the troubles she brought with her back from the Old World? So he suddenly ran off without a word? In the middle of a fire at the home of his grandmother? After falling to his knees in pain?”

Hansel shrugged and cocked his head, as if Gretel’s summary wasn’t too far off. “I’m not saying that’s my theory; I’m saying it’s a possibility. And everything sounds ridiculous when you say it that way.”

“It wasn’t a fireman. It was her. I know it.”

Hansel paused. “Did you feel her?” Hansel was precise now, leaning forward, anticipating the answer. “Did you know it was her in the way only you can?”

Gretel had asked herself this same question a hundred times over the last several days, days that had mostly been spent in a hospital room in a chair next to Mrs. Klahr’s bed. There was plenty of time to ponder the question, as Mrs. Klahr slept for most of the hours, and the answer to the question was unsettling. The truth was she hadn’t felt Petr’s mother, and not because of any special barrier that had obscured the scene. There had been time enough to use her skills, to focus on the figure in the distance and use the powers of Orphism. If the answer was to be had in that moment, she would have received it. Despite her best attempts, however, she couldn’t see the figure’s face. She couldn’t feel the beat of her heart or the flow of her blood the way she’d done a thousand times over the last ten years. There was just nothingness in her mind, a canvas of white, as if a wall of sand and stone had suddenly been erected in front of her thoughts.

“No, I didn’t see her that way. And I tried, Hansel.” Gretel looked at her brother, her eyes pleading. “I tried to know. Which supports my position even more. If it was a fireman, I would have known it immediately. The fact that I couldn’t is evidence it was Petr’s mother.”

Hansel shook his head, confused. “Why? Why is that evidence it was her?”

“I don’t know!” 

Gretel sighed and leaned her head back, and then she looked back to Hansel, her hands extended in a silent apology. She lowered her voice again and said, “I just know it was her, Hansel. I couldn’t see her or feel her but I...I could feel the threat of her. That same threat we felt the other day when she was standing in this room.”

Hansel nodded slowly, keeping his eyes focused on his sister. He took her hand. “Then you’re probably right, Gretel.” He grinned. “I learned long ago not to doubt those feelings of yours.”

“Thank you, Hansel.”

“But my question then is this: how would she have taken Petr, exactly? He’s a grown man, fit, and she was...well you saw her. She’s not exactly built for abduction.”

Gretel smiled sadly and shook her head disbelievingly. “How is it that you’re still asking these questions, Hansel? After all this time?”

“What does that mean?”

Gretel was incredulous. “I love you, brother, but it shocks me all that you still don’t know. All that you still don’t believe.”

“What is it that I don’t know?”

“Orphism, Hansel. She was able to take him because of Orphism.”

Hansel dropped his head and rubbed the back of his neck, as if the word itself had pricked him at the nape. He then brought his gaze back to his sister and shook his head. “Everything isn’t Orphism, Gretel.”

Gretel’s eyes narrowed as she shook her head, relaying to her brother a look that dwelled somewhere between bewilderment and disgust. “Yes, Hansel, everything is.”

She stared coldly at her brother until he dropped his eyes again, and then she stood quickly and walked to the porch. She lingered there with her arms folded, her back and shoulders stiff as she gazed across the lake at the Klahr house, looking down on it like a domineering factory owner at her staff. With the leaves still holding steady in the Back Country, she could only see the blackened roof of the house, but the smell of fire was still thick in the air, permeating every inch of her own house, even with the windows closed. 

And the damage to Mrs. Klahr’s house? That was a true disaster. The structure remained standing—somehow—but the walls were baked to black and the support beams were crisped and unsteady. If anyone ever lived on the Klahr Orchard again, it would be in a house newly built atop the splintered remains of the Klahr dwelling.

Gretel turned quickly from the window and exited the screened-in porch, marching through the kitchen to the front door, snatching the keys to the truck off the counter as she went. She gripped the doorknob. 

“Where are you going?” Hansel asked.

Gretel began to open the door and then stopped mid-turn. She cocked her head to the side as if she’d heard some sound in the distance, a thought arriving suddenly from the ether. She ignored her brother’s question and instead asked, “Where is Maja? I haven’t seen her today.”

“She’s not feeling well. I don’t know if she’s sick or maybe it’s a delayed shock from the fire. She’s in her room. Your room.”

“When is the last time she’s been out?”

Hansel shrugged. “Yesterday morning, I guess.”

“Have you checked on her?” Gretel felt the bubble of worry begin to rage in her gut.

“She...she said she didn’t want to be disturbed. So, I’ve let her be.” 

“‘Said?’ When did she say that?”

“She left a note under the door. She wrote that she needed to sleep and wanted to be left alone for a while.”

Gretel spun from the front door and strode to the back bedroom, feeling the anxiety swell as she approached the door. She stood close to the door of her old bedroom, nearly touching it with her nose. She knocked once and waited, and when no sound came from the other side, she tried to push the door open gently. 

It was locked, and Gretel wasted no time now, kicking the door open with one forceful front smash from the bottom of her shoe. The door swung in and then quickly recoiled back towards Gretel, but in that instant, that half-second of the door’s shuttering motion, Gretel could see the edge of the door barely miss smashing against Maja’s head. 

Gretel put her hand up and stopped the door before it latched closed, and then she pushed it open slowly.

Maja was seated on the floor in the middle of the bedroom, her torso tipped slightly forward, her head hung in a way that Gretel could only see her scalp, including long strands of matted hair hanging to the sides and front, dangling down until the tips of her locks touched the floor.

Gretel swallowed and stared at the girl, trying to make sense of the body’s position, which was centered in the room like some kind of art exhibit. The blacks and purples and crimsons—the colors of gore and violence—cascaded from her neck and chest, and a flood of blood pooled under her thighs and feet, amalgamating evenly in a perfect disc of death beneath her.

Gretel closed her eyes and instinctively put a fist to her mouth. She didn’t feel the urge to scream, but the reflex to stifle it had been triggered anyway. She turned from the scene so that her back was to the room, and then she took a step down the hallway, intercepting Hansel who was striding in behind her.

“Hansel, no,” Gretel whispered, grappling her brother, still feeling the growing sickness of the massacre brewing in her belly. Her stomach needed to expel the poison of the sight she’d just taken in, but she willed her bowels to stability for the moment.

“Gretel?” Hansel whimpered. “What is it?”

“Just please don’t, Hansel. Please don’t go in. Not yet.”

“What is it!” Hansel grabbed his sister by each of her biceps and spun her to the side, moving her like a hollow doll before pushing past her into the room. 

Gretel didn’t resist and instead put her palms flat on top of her head, a simultaneous act of disbelief and anticipation of Hansel’s reaction.

“Oh god, no!” Hansel screamed. “Maja!” 

Gretel took a deep breath and then turned back toward the room. She could hear the sobs and panic coming from within and suddenly felt the need to control the incident.

“Hansel, wait!”

She walked back to the threshold and stared at Maja’s blood-soaked body, studying it now, suspicion beginning to flower in her mind. 

How had she been staged in this way. And why? 

Hansel was now crouched beside Maja’s corpse, despondent over the tiny village girl from the Old World who had come back with him for some ostensible life of adventure. He hovered his hands above her, trembling, wanting to heal her somehow but unable to decide where to place his fingers. 

It didn’t matter where he touched her though, Gretela thought. Maja was dead. 

“Hansel, not yet,” Gretel whispered, continuing to view the scene from her perspective at the threshold. She examined the room in full, trying to find answers, trying to locate some clue that would reveal the broader answer as to how this murder had happened. The window was closed, and Gretel could see from where she stood that the latches were in the locked position. And as for the door, the bedroom had been locked from the inside. 

For a moment, Gretel considered there was someone else in the room, and she snapped a glance to the closet where Petr’s mother had been hiding on the day they’d arrived. But the doors were wide open, and there were no clothes or other hanging items to veil a person.

Gretel took a step toward the corpse now and stood over it. She placed a hand on Hansel’s left shoulder.

“Who did this?” he asked, not looking at his sister, an edge of incredulity in his tenor. “How?” He looked around the room now as well, for the first time considering the impossibility of the event.

Gretel swallowed and shook her head. She didn’t know. Nothing about the scene made sense. 

Maja’s body was upright with her legs criss-crossed, as if in a pose of meditation, and though she was teetering—one push from either side would have likely toppled her—she stayed upright and in place. 

Gretel walked in front of the dead girl and stooped down so that she was eye level with her head. She cupped one hand under Maja’s chin and placed the heel of her other on Maja’s forehead. At once, she pushed back and lifted the dead girl’s head, and as she did, Gretel could hear the wet damage crackling below.

Gretel watched in horror as the girl’s hair fell away to either side of her skull, slowly revealing a face of fear and pain and death. 

Maja’s eyes were wide and staring, her mouth agape with her lips pulled back from her teeth in a twisted, frozen scream. Her tongue had been stretched from the back of her throat and now hung across her exposed teeth like a dead cat’s.

Gretel wanted to look away, but she was riveted, hypnotized by the expression of terror that had been tattooed across the poor girl’s face. It was as if she had seen the face of the devil himself, Gretel thought absently. And perhaps she had. 

Gretel looked beneath Maja’s mouth now to see all ten tips of her fingers pressed tightly against the side of her neck and throat, as if she were trying to hold her windpipe in place. But Gretel knew instantly it was Maja’s own hands that had caused the damage. She shifted her gaze just a fraction to the side to see that the girl had stabbed herself in the throat, piercing the skin of her neck with her own fingernails.

“Don’t look, Hansel.” 

Hansel, however, was locked in and had already concluded the cause of death. “How? he asked, almost rhetorically. “Why is her mouth like that?” There was a tone of dreaminess in his voice, as if he hadn’t quite processed the spectacle, and Gretel knew it was shock.

Gretel shook her head quickly, not taking her eyes off the dead, terrified stare of the girl. “I don’t know.” She suddenly felt a sense of—not peace, exactly—but control, confidence that whatever she was going to do from this point on, at least as Maja’s corpse was concerned, would be proper and correct. It was a common side-effect of her Orphic training, and one that had kept her alive throughout her travels in the Old World. It wasn’t foolproof—she had been snatched by Gromus, after all—but it was as reliable as any instinct she had. 

“Hansel, get me a flashlight.”

Hansel didn’t move.

“Hansel?”

Hansel looked at his sister now. “Why?”

It was a question to which Gretel normally would have snapped a response. Instead, she said calmly, “Just do it.”

Hansel stood slowly and ambled to the kitchen, his gait resembling his dreamlike voice.

Gretel closed her eyes and kept them shut for the entire time her brother was gone. She focused her mind on the facts now, the world around her, suppressing any emotion that would cloud her decision-making. There was no more time for restraint. It was time to configure a plan and then act on it boldly. Petr was missing. And almost certainly dead. They had waited too long, she thought. It was always doubt and inaction that worked against her. Against anyone, she assumed. They were the enemies of all success. 

She meditated on the Back Country, on how it seemed that all the madness she had left behind had been waiting patiently for her to return. She should never have come back. They should have set out to find the books immediately after leaving the Village of the Elders. 

But it was a point not worth pondering. They had made the decision to return, and all that had happened was reality now. Finding Petr was her responsibility, and until she did, nothing else mattered. 

Hansel returned with the flashlight and Gretel shook herself from her reflections. “Thank you.”  

She toggled on the light and shined it into Maja’s mouth, examining the insides of her cheeks and teeth closely.

“What are you doing, Gret?”

“I don’t know. Something’s wrong with her mouth. The way it’s opened like this.”

“Her tongue, Gretel. You can see it’s been...” Hansel couldn’t finish his description of the gruesome act on Maja’s mouth.

“Something else.”

“Did she stab herself, Gretel?” Hansel asked, as if just now understanding what had happened.

Gretel ignored the question and continued her forensic examination, moving Maja’s tongue to the side so she could see to the back of her throat. 

On each side at the back of her mouth, wedged between the last of her top and bottom molars, were what appeared to be twigs, placed there to keep her mouth open in an eternal, horrifying scream. 

But there was something else, as well. In the middle of Maja’s throat, something white and small was sticking out from the base of her tongue. At first glance, Gretel thought it was a tooth, or perhaps the remnants of one, but when she reached back and pinched it with her fingers, she could instantly feel it was something much softer.

Delicately, she slid the white object free and held it at either end with her thumbs and index fingers. The item was about the shape and length of a dart, and Gretel knew immediately it was a piece of paper, rolled tightly with a thin strand of twine wrapped around it to hold the shape. It looked like some miniature version of an important royal parchment. 

“What is that?” Hansel asked. “What is happening?”

Gretel untied the twine and then unrolled the paper which, when fully extended, was about six inches in length. She held it open at the top and bottom with both hands and then stared at it for a moment, trying to decipher the written message. The middle of the room was too dark to read it, so Gretel walked to the window for daylight.


She looked at the words for several seconds without blinking—without moving. After several seconds of silence, Hansel finally spoke. “Gretel?” he whispered.


She looked at him, her eyes still bulging. She swallowed and quivered her head.

“What does it say? It’s a note, right?”

Gretel looked at the paper again, as if to verify it was indeed a note, and then she looked back to Hansel and nodded.

Hansel dipped his head toward the paper. “What does it say?”

“It says, ‘Don’t come for him.’”

“We will though.” Hansel said without hesitation.

Gretel nodded. “Yes, but...”

“What is it?”

“The note. It’s written...it’s written in Orphic.”
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KILL HER NOW!

The command struck the Kravna like a bolt of lightning, causing her to twitch and roll to her side. 

Don’t wait!

With this second directive, the Kravna sprang awake, sitting up with a jerk that, were she three inches taller, would have caused her to smash her head against the overhanging storage bin. She took a deep breath and cleared her eyes of the sweat that had built there throughout the night. She attempted another inhalation and choked on it; the air in the tiny room was too thick, stale and caustic, like the stifling gas of an oven. 

The Kravna swung her legs to the floor and took four steps to the door of her quarters, pulling it in toward her and sticking her head into the long corridor of the ship. She gulped in the flowing air of the ship’s long hall, taking in several large breaths. She was about to step into the space fully, to feel the cool air on her arms and feet, but at that moment, an old man turned the corner and began shuffling down the hall toward her, causing her to retreat to her room. 

The Kravna guessed it was morning—the presence of a stroller in the corridor suggested waking hours had broken—though there was no way to be sure. Nightwalkers, she considered, were probably common on long voyages across the sea, so for all she knew, the moon was still high in the dark sky. Regardless, she had to get to the deck. The Kravna had never before been without open air for so many hours at a time, and she couldn’t wait for the ship’s passage to feel it again.

She left her door unlatched and walked back to her bed, ruminating on her dream. It was the same one that had woken her for four days straight now, beginning with her first night of sleep aboard the ship. In it, she was standing above the ship’s deck—on some platform that seemed built for just that purpose—watching down on Anika. She walked to the railing surrounding the deck and then climbed over it, turning back toward the deck and then falling backward to the sea below. There wasn’t the slightest of hesitations leading up to her plummet, and the Kravna recorded this as a premonition. In her dream, she was watching Anika from behind and at some distance, but she knew it was Anika as clearly as she knew the face of her mother.

Her mother.

In the solitude of her room, on a ship thousands of miles from the watchful eyes of her people, the Kravna felt it now safe to think about the woman who had ruled before her. 

And about what she had done.

Even now, she felt not the slightest pang of guilt—there was never any question in her mind about motive—but the technique had been sloppy and poorly executed. She had managed to acquire the proper herbs and poison flowers—just as the ancient texts had instructed—but it took months of adjusting the dosages, bribing cooks—and then banishing them from the village when her mother became sick—before the goal was fulfilled. 

Her final breath eventually came, of course, but it was glacially slow, and by the time the oleander mixture had seized her mother’s heart, the suspicions of the royal servants had budded beyond gossip into quiet accusation. Nalame had been useful in quelling many of the scandalmongers, and the Kravna had come to the throne with nothing other than loyalty and fanfare from her people. 

But there was still reason for concern. Concern for her own judgement, really. Her misplaced trust and faulty calculations now created doubt in her mind, and the direction of her dreams, those she had followed for most of her life, she now questioned as well. 

Kill her now.

It was an instruction that seemed obvious at first, but which now struck the Kravna as folly. There was so much risk involved, risk that she couldn’t quite mitigate in her mind. How would she disable this woman? Nalame, she supposed, but even with her chancellor carrying the lion’s share of the burden, something told the Kravna the woman, Anika, would be a formidable foe, someone who, if they slipped even an inch, would punish them with their lives. 

And how would they manage to keep the murder undiscovered? If Anika suddenly wound up dead, or even missing, if the Kravna’s dream was carried out literally, Noah and her other companion would certainly suspect her. And that, too, would almost certainly be fatal. 

The impulse to Cripple was always there, and the Kravna fought it daily. She could attempt it again, she thought, perhaps with success this time, just as she had done to the man in the outlying village. But that notion seemed childish suddenly, the idea of a rogue. The Kravna was young—and even immature, at times, she admitted that to herself—but she was not a fool. Her power to Cripple felt unstable this far from her land. Particularly on someone like Anika. She needed more practice. And more importantly, she needed the book and techniques found within it. 

The Book. It was the purpose of her journey, and once she had the tome in her possession, she would waste no time perfecting the words, consuming the instruction with her own eyes instead of the filtered words of others who had acquired their own thin knowledge of the practice. 

Only then would she be the queen she was meant to be. The queen who knew that the only way to true power and prominence was to keep the world at bay and contain Orphism for herself. It had leaked for centuries now, slowly, ultimately resting in far corners of the globe where hermits and fanatics, the few who had taken the time to study it, had kept it hidden from society. 

But it was time for the Kravna to begin taking it back. She couldn’t wait for Gretel Morgan and her band to find the books and use them for their needs. How foolish her mother and the Elders had been to believe they would return the books out of the good will in their hearts. 

And others with the knowledge would have to succumb as well, and that included Anika Morgan. She would be put to rest forever this time; the Kravna would leave not a shred of doubt.

And then she would find the daughter Gretel. And her brother. And Petr and anyone else in the wretched story who posed an obstacle to her domination, including the mysterious woman from Rania who Anika claimed was in possession of the book at this very moment. 

The Kravna’s order of thinking was all wrong though. She would need to find the woman first. Without the book, none of her plan could occur.

The Kravna’s throat tightened as she considered the mysterious Ranian woman again, and the very real possibility that she had learned the secrets of Crippling. 

But she couldn’t let her thoughts travel much further tonight. If the woman from Rania had learned the secrets, it would be a challenge too big for the Kravna to consider at the moment.

The young queen stood now and walked back to the door, pushing it open slowly, and then she peeked her head out to the corridor. The hallway was empty now, and she quickly walked to the staircase that led up to the open deck of the ship. 

Barefoot, she stepped to the wooden planks and immediately felt the gushing wind across the deck, sweeping her hair across her face. It was morning, but just, and the cold wind had a chill that she had never quite felt before, damp and salty, stinging. 

She walked to the railing and looked over the side, marvelling at the rush of green-black water below, the white tips of the waves smashing against the hull of the ship. This was the place of her dreams, where Anika fell to her death.

“Do you know why I’ve allowed you to come?”

The Kravna gasped at the sound of the voice and spun, taking a stride backward until her back struck the top of the railing. If she had been a foot taller, she may have toppled over the side to the waves beneath.

It was Anika, standing alone on the deck, fewer than five paces from the Kravna. The queen had been so lost in her future that she never heard the woman marching up behind her. Anika’s black hood was raised high, draping over her brow so that only her nose and mouth were visible. She gripped a long, thick stick which she held by her side, no doubt her weapon of choice.

“You sense the strength in me,” the young queen answered, her eyes never wavering from Anika’s face. “That’s why you wanted me along.”

Anika dropped the stick’s point to the deck and then carefully leaned it against one of the dozen chairs that lined the area and faced out toward the water. Then, as if in some great gesture of reveal, she folded her hood back so that her face was now fully exposed. “I have two of the strongest men west of Jana,” she answered. “And I’ve been known to win a bout of my own. I’ve all the strength I’ll need.”

The Kravna looked at Anika curiously, as if giving her a chance to rethink the reply. “Perhaps all that has been true for you in the past, but you will need more than just muscle and technique for this fight. You of all people should understand the power nested within the books of your ancestry.”

Anika stayed silent, and the Kravna could see her measuring the earnestness of her face. But she kept her eyes and mouth flat, giving nothing away.

“Why then?” the Kravna finally asked. “If not for our value in battle, why have you allowed us to come? I offered to pay everyone’s fare of passage, but you rejected the offer. So what was the reason?”

“Because Noah requested it of me. And I owe him the honor of his requests. He saved my life once—or extended it, at least. It allowed me to see my children again when it seemed all was lost.”

“And why would that warrant reward?”

“Isn’t it obvious? What do you mean?”

“You said yourself you should have died in the lake after your son struck you down. Is it not then true you should have died from the sickness that brought you to our village in the first place?”

“It wasn’t the same. I hadn’t died. I was merely sick and sought treatment, the same as anyone would have.” Anika paused reflectively. “But even if I did make the wrong choice, it wasn’t Noah’s charge to monitor my decisions. He is an honorable person, even when he has made foolish promises to entitled little girls.” 

“I would keep my tone at bay were I you,” the Kravna uttered. The words came out reflexively, and the girl could feel the twitch in her eyes, a signal that hate was beginning to resurface. 

Anika reached over and grabbed the top of her cane and twirled it twice on its tip, spinning it on the wooden planks like a dandy with an umbrella. 

But the Kravna closed her eyes and inhaled a long meditative sigh, quelling the loathing before it overtook her. She then bowed her head in apology for the threat. “Such a reaction was a mistake. I am sorry.” 

There would be a time for Anika Morgan’s head to fall, but it was not at that moment.

But Anika’s guard stayed up, her stick now back to its original position at her hip. 

“Is everything all right, my queen.” 

The Kravna turned to see Nalame standing at the top of the steps that led from the cabins to the upper deck. Her eyes were narrow and alert, directed toward Anika. She bent her neck slightly to either side, loosening the muscles there.

The Kravna hesitated at first, observing the standoff with great interest, relishing the ever-growing tension between the two women. Finally, she smiled at her chancellor and said, “Of course it is, Nalame. Everything is simply wonderful. Ladies of renown in a meeting of minds. A conversation that will no doubt be remembered in all of history.” She laughed at this last sentence as if she were the host of a party and had just told a stunning joke.

Nalame continued staring at Anika as her queen spoke, and the Kravna knew her protector was attempting to impart an air of intimidation toward the famous woman of the Back Country. And, the Kravna suspected, had Anika been any another person, the look of pressure would have been effective. 

“How much longer have we until the New Country, chancellor?” the Kravna asked, shifting the strain of the moment to something more objective.

The question caught Nalame off her footing. “I...I don’t know, my queen.”

“Well perhaps you should find this out.”

The chancellor looked back to Anika for a beat and then again to her queen, unsettled by the command. “Are you sure, my Kravna?”

“Everything is fine here, Nalame. As I told you. Now go.”

Nalame nodded. “Yes, my queen.”

The Kravna watched her chancellor disappear down the steps and then, without looking at Anika, casually stated, “She will kill all of you before she allows a blemish to mark my skin.”

Anika nodded. “I’ve no doubt about the truth of that.” And then, answering the question the queen had asked of Nalame.

“We should arrive by sunup three days from now.” 

The Kravna nodded, impressed by Anika’s calculations.

“And if it is true that you are willing to fight, when the day arrives to face the woman of Rania, I will expect your ferocity and your loyalty.”

Anika let her eyes rest on the teenager for a moment, and then she turned and walked away, tapping the end of her stick on the deck with each stride, casually, like a middle-aged woman taking a stroll through the park on a Saturday morning. 

The Kravna felt the burn in her again, and was nearly compelled to call after Anika, to remind her that as queen, all loyalty must be directed toward her, the Kravna, not the reverse. 

But the fire of disgust produced no such words from the Kravna’s mouth, and instead she fumed in silence. But it wasn’t just anger that kept her inert; the truth was deeper. She felt no power over this woman. Not as a queen. And not as an Orphist. She would command the world one day, just as she did her villagers, but men and women like Anika Morgan could never be a part of that world. 

Suddenly, the Kravna was bumped from her reverie by the sight of the old man whom she had seen earlier walking in the corridor. He strolled past her without seeming to notice her presence at all, his face in a book as he sauntered, peeking up every so often to get his bearings. 

The Kravna was now riveted by this man, and she watched him as he headed toward the steps where Nalame had stood moments ago, gradually disappearing to the deck below. 

The Kravna followed him, locating him to her left as she reached the bottom of the stairwell. She paused, allowing ten paces or so to grow between them, and then she began to follow.

He clicked his head up as he reached the end of the hall, past a row of cabins, and the Kravna ducked away into cross-hall where the interior rooms of the ship had been built. She continued this pattern for the length of the ship, now and again feigning a look of deep thought when another of the morning strollers passed by her. But the Kravna never let the man out of her sight and slowly closed the gap between them.  

The man finally reached the fore stairway—having strolled the length of the ship—and then headed to the top of the deck, presumably to repeat the lap he had just taken. 

The Kravna gave a bit more space up the stairs and then followed him up. Instead of turning to his right to cross the deck, however, he walked to the bow, lowering his book for the first time, staring out at the horizon. 

The Kravna eyed him like a cat to a birdcage, studying him. 

The silence of the moment then struck her, and she instinctively turned her head in all directions, checking her surroundings for any other sea watchers. But there was only the man in front of her, his back toward her as he attended to the water and the empty sea ahead.

The Kravna closed her eyes and pulled her hair from her face, each hand in a simultaneous sweeping of her brow, and then she knotted the strands behind her. She conjured the man’s image in her mind now, recalling the details of his face and neck, visualizing the crease where his hair and forehead separated. She thought of the lines around his eyes and mouth, and the shape of his ears and nose, smaller than usual, she considered, but then quickly regained the focus without judgement. She recalled the smell of him when he had walked by her, a mixture of perspiration and salty air, a diet of fish and shellfish. She heard the sound of his voice when he cleared his throat.  

The Kravna’s breathing became short and urgent as her mind worked through her senses—gasps of ecstasy—and she began to feel the tingle in her legs and arms as the blood retreated from those areas and rushed to her head. 

She felt the tightening of the muscles in her chest and back, and then of her mind as it began to devour the image it had built.

She opened her eyes now and looked at the object of her focus, and there he stood, the same man, now facing the Kravna, his back pressed against the railing, his knuckles blushed white from the squeeze of his grip on the barrier. His face was frozen in the start of a scream, his mouth half-open, his eyes signals of terror and pleading.  

The Kravna could feel the precariousness of the hold she had on him—the quivering nature of her seizure—but it was there, nonetheless. Control. For that moment, just as with the man in the outskirt village, she had control.

She closed her eyes once more, directing her mind once again to the image, hoping to strengthen the bond between her mind and the stroller. 

And she could feel the latches beginning to secure. Another few seconds and she would have it.

Brrrrrreeeeeeeeee!

The sound came from just above the Kravna’s head, like the shriek of a dying god, followed by the sound of a man’s voice, friendly and soft, accented in the New Country tongue of Anika Morgan. 

“Breakfast commences,” the voice boomed, and then concluded with the wishes of a pleasant day.

The Kravna took cover from the voice as if it were a gun blast, covering her ears and squinting, praying the words wouldn’t begin again. 

The Kravna got her wish—the announcements were done for the moment—but the spell on the stroller was broken. He stood in place for a moment, longer than he should have, the Kravna noted, and then he moved slowly down the railing, keeping his eyes fixed on the Kravna as he went. When he was perhaps thirty paces from her, he turned and ran.

But his flight was unnecessary; the Kravna couldn’t have tickled the nape of his neck let alone broken it in half. She was exhausted now, and under-skilled. But she was getting better, more agile, even this far from the village. For a moment, just now, thousands of miles from her home and the magic of the Village of the Elders, the birthplace of Orphism, she had Crippled. 

Or perhaps it meant the book was close. 

The woman of Rania was several days ahead of them, but once she had arrived in the New Country, she wouldn’t have traveled far.

Three more days until they arrived. 

And then the Kravna would begin to consume the world.
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MRS. KLAHR LAY FLAT on her back, her eyes the thinnest of slits, barely wide enough to see the moon’s glow off the hospital ceiling. The pain had subsided for the time being—a result of the medicine, she assumed—and though her cognizance was hazy and distant, sleep was still nowhere to be found.

“Gretel?” she croaked, but the instant the name left her lips she had a distant memory of Gretel kissing her forehead and saying good-bye. 

The sound of approaching footsteps clicked from outside of her room, and Amanda Klahr sent the signal from her brain to her waist to begin sitting up. But it was a useless call; there was no reaction in her body, and instead she continued staring at the gray ceiling above.

A knock on the door.

“Yes,” Amanda replied.

A nurse entered slowly carrying a tray. “Mrs. Klahr, it’s time to eat.

Food was the last thing on Amanda’s mind, as it had been since she’d arrived at The Urbanlands Infirmary and Dispensary several days ago, but in that time, she never rejected the evening meals or showed disinterest, mainly because of the company her nurse, Chesa, provided when she brought them. 

Gretel usually came in the morning and then stayed for a few hours, usually leaving when lunch arrived. And during the day, there was enough bustling outside in which Amanda could take solace, listening to distant conversations drifting in from outside her window or beyond the door of her hospital room. 

But Amanda’s evening company was restricted by visiting hours, and that was when Amanda got anxious. 

It was strange, she now thought, how for so long she had lived alone on the orchard and seldom felt lonely or worried. She supposed the migrants had provided some company in the first years—before the crops went sour—and Hansel and Petr had made regular visits since then. But for more days than not, Amanda had spent most hours by herself. 

Here in the sterility of the hospital, however, the apprehension of solitude gripped her like a spur; it felt as if she’d suddenly been plucked from the normalcy of her life in the Back Country and dropped into a crater of the moon.

But she knew the true reason for her angst, of course. It was Petr.

He had yet to come see her in the hospital, and on the couple of occasions Amanda had asked Gretel about him, she had been coy, backing off from the subject, giving some vague excuse of ‘troubles at home.’ 

But Amanda knew something was wrong, that there was reason to have great concern about Petr. She didn’t push Petr’s whereabouts with Gretel though, mostly due to the effect she feared it would have on her own recovery. 

But really it was cowardice that kept her from asking further—there was no use pretending otherwise—understanding that if some tragedy had befallen Petr, the news would be too much for her mind to absorb. As much as she was overjoyed at Gretel’s return to the Back Country, as much as she loved and marvelled at her mind and spirit, Petr was who made Amanda feel safest.  

“Thank you,” Amanda whispered, forcing a smile toward Chesa.

“I expected to have to wake you, Mrs. Klahr, but you look as if you’ve been awake for hours.” 

It was a smiling admonishment from Chesa, but the sweetness in her voice immediately comforted away thoughts of Petr.

“Perhaps then it’s time for me to leave,” Amanda replied, eyebrows raised.

Chesa shrugged. “That is a decision for the doctors.”

Chesa helped Amanda sit straight in her bed, propping a pillow at the small of her back, and then she pulled a napkin from the tray and tucked it into Mrs. Klahr’s collar, clipping it secure. 

There was a rustle from outside the window, like a dashing animal scurrying in the hedges below. Amanda’s room was six stories up, but the sound that came through the closed window was as clear as a bell, and Amanda did a quick calculation of the size of the animal.

Chesa stood now and listened, a grin on her face, but the smile dipped slightly when a bellowing sound followed the initial sound of scurrying. The growl was primal, suffering, like the sound of a moose’s mating call, or perhaps a bear’s. Amanda Klahr once knew these sounds well, having grown up in a remote area in the north, but she had never seen a bear or a moose in the Southlands, and particularly not on the outskirts of the Urbanlands.

“Did you hear that, Mrs. Klahr?” the nurse asked with a chipper curiosity, her eyes showing a childlike intrigue. “It sounded like a dying animal!”

Chesa walked to the window and pulled the blinds high, and then she unlocked the window and lifted it open. There was a screen in place, and the nurse pressed her nose against it, trying to look down to the ground below.

“Like a moose,” Mrs. Klahr said dreamily, not sure if, in fact, she had spoken the words at all.

“I don’t know,” the nurse replied. “I’ve never seen a moose before.” She continued staring down to the street below for another few seconds, and then she pulled her face back from the screen and stood by Amanda’s bed. “I’ll leave this open, yeah? It’s a bit stuffy in here.”

Mrs. Klahr closed her eyes and nodded. Despite the disturbance outside, she was finally beginning to feel the drift of sleep.

“You eat this when you wake, Mrs. Klahr. Okay? It’s important you get your strength back. If you are released tomorrow, you will need your energy.”

Amanda was almost asleep now, and she listened to the click of the nurse’s shoes as they travelled toward the exit of her room. She heard the door open and absently anticipated the final latching sound that would signal the nurse’s departure and send Amanda into unconsciousness.

She waited, teetering on the verge of sleep. But the catch of the latch never came. 

Amanda cracked her eyes again and could still see Chesa standing at the door, her back straight and her feet flat to the floor, as if she had stepped in cement and was now stuck there by the mold. Her hand draped loosely over the doorknob as she faced the threshold, her head tilted forward slightly, as if trying to remember one final nagging item that she had meant to convey before leaving. 

“Chesa?” Amanda whispered, but the way the sound left her mouth, she wasn’t sure it traveled beyond even the foot of her bed.

Chesa didn’t move; she just hovered in that same thinking position at the open entrance staring at her feet.

Amanda swallowed and opened her eyes fully now, sobered by the strange behavior of her nurse. She cleared her throat. “Chesa?” she repeated, loud and clear this time.

Still no movement for several beats, and then, as if the item Chesa had been trying to remember suddenly came to her, the nurse lifted her head slowly, mechanically. 

She stared straight ahead for a moment, and then she closed the door and turned back toward Amanda.

Amanda could see the change in Chesa’s eyes, the injustice gushing forth, and, instinctively, she began to scan the room for something she could use as a weapon. Nothing obvious, but her eyes caught the tray on the table by the bed and the spoon lying to the right of the shallow bowl.

She reached over and snatched the utensil, centering the hollow in the middle of her palm and wrapping her fingers around the neck so that she was now gripping the dull spoon like a knife. Amanda’s eyes were wide and alert now, calculating, estimating the exact moment when she would need to shove the handle forward into the woman’s eye socket or temple.

The nurse took two quick steps back toward the bed and Amanda muttered the name of her lord, a sound that came out as a grunting noise in her throat. She lifted the spoon to the level of her chest, considering it was likely to be useless in defense but was the only hope she had at the moment. 

The nurse was only a pace or two away now, and Amanda saw the tension and determination in her body and stride. She knew she was going to die. 

She looked up to Chesa’s face, hoping to make one last silent plea for mercy, to break her free of whatever heinous spell had suddenly overcome her, and as she did, Amanda could see that the nurse was no longer focused on her patient but on the wall behind her. 

Amanda was atop the mattress on her knees now, following the nurse with her eyes, rotating her torso as she walked past the bed and stood by the window. Chesa stared down to the ground below just as she had done only moments earlier. 

The nurse stood frozen for a moment, and then, as if a switch had been flipped somewhere inside her, she began to take in huge breaths of the cool air that was streaming in from the night, every breath more desperate than the last. It was as if the oxygen wasn’t quite reaching her lungs, like she was in the midst of an asthma attack.

And then suddenly she stopped and squinted her eyes into a tight press, pushing the heel of her left hand into the front of her head. A second later, she followed with her right hand so that now both heels were compressing her forehead. Amanda thought she looked like someone trying to push her hands through her skull, as if to reach the center of her own brain.

Amanda stared at Chesa in silence while she struggled, burning to question the nurse about her pain, her change. But there was danger in curiosity, and she didn’t want to draw the crazed attention her way.

The pressing continued for another few seconds and then Chesa began to moan, a quiet hum to start, and then slowly the volume rose, in a pitch so low it was almost inaudible, as if emerging suddenly from her belly.

“Uhhhhh.” 

Amanda considered running while the nurse was distracted, but the doubt in her mind was like a tumor. She simply didn’t have that kind of life in her legs, not anymore, and especially not since the fire and the days spent in a hospital bed. 

The moaning lasted a few seconds longer until the air creating the noise expired from Chesa’s chest. At that point, she began shaking her head side to side like some intense seizure, a kind of violent motion of denial. 

And just when it seemed the force of the shuddering would fling the nurse to the floor, she stopped, and then unleashed a scream so loud and repulsive that Amanda had to cover her ears.

Chesa cut the vocal outburst as suddenly as she began it, however, and then slammed her forehead against the screen like an inpatient at a mental hospital. Once. Twice. On the second attempt, the metal frame bent outward, creating a gap between the screen and the jamb. A third attempt and the screen went fluttering out, and seconds later Amanda heard it rattle on the ground below. 

Amanda then watched in shock as the nurse wormed her way through the open window so that her chest was now outside the walls of the hospital room and pointing down to the street sixty feet below.

“No!” Amanda pleaded. “Chesa, please. What are you doing?”

There was no answer; instead, the nurse gripped her hands on the windowsill and propped her waist up so that her stomach was now outside. 

“Stop!”

But there was no response from Chesa. One more twist of her hips and the nurse was gone, her feet disappearing from the frame of the window without a sound, as if she’d been sucked out by a giant vacuum.

“No,” Amanda whispered, her hand to her mouth now, her eyes wide, silently screaming, not quite sure what she had just witnessed could have been real. She belched when the body smacked the surface below. 

Amanda quickly re-directed her attention to her surroundings, scanning the room like a trapped animal, understanding there was more happening here than Chesa’s meltdown. She couldn’t place the problem exactly, not yet, but there was no more time to dither helplessly in her bed. 

Through sheer will, she dragged one foot off the mattress and placed it on the floor below, but when she tried to stand on it, there was nothing resembling strength in her leg to support her weight and the knee crumbled beneath her, toppling her entire body from the bed to the floor, her other leg falling out behind her.

Amanda felt the pain in her hips and back, but she wasn’t severely injured. With a deep breath, she began to crawl toward the door. 

“Help!” she called, but there was only silence in the nurse’s station outside. For the past few days, she had taken comfort in the constant conversations from the staff and doctors who were constantly roaming the halls. Nights were quieter, for sure, but even during these late hours, the sounds always seemed to drift into her room. 

But not now. Right now she couldn’t hear a thing.

She crept slowly but steadily to the door, taking labored breaths as she went, trying to keep her thoughts clear and her mind ready. She reached up and turned the handle of the door, pulling it toward her, and then dropped back to her hands and knees and crawled past the threshold and out to the main corridor.

Amanda looked first to her left and, not more than ten yards down the well-lit hallway, she saw the first body, lying on the floor in a mangled hill of limbs and torso. It was a nurse, and Amanda guessed she couldn’t have been much older than Gretel. But that estimate was based only on the girl’s figure and skin. Where her head and face had once been was now a flattened splatter of blood and brains on linoleum, as if a stick of dynamite had been detonated inside of her mouth.

Amanda closed her eyes and reminded herself aloud to breathe. She turned her head back to its starting position and opened her eyes, now looking at the floor below her, trying not to vomit. She looked to her right now where three more corpses lay in a circle like the petals of some twisted flower. The bodies appeared to be those of two doctors and a nurse; the brown contents of their coffee cups mixed with the reddish-brown stains of their sinewy gray matter that had exploded from their shoulders like fireworks.

Amanda tried to scream but it came out as a cough. She heard the whine of electric doors to her left and rotated her head slowly back in that direction. The sound was coming from the double-door entrance to the Intensive Care unit of The Urbanlands Infirmary and Dispensary. 

Amanda held her breath as she stared across the body of the fallen nurse towards the double doors opening slowly inward, and at first glance, when the doors had opened fully, Amanda couldn’t see anyone there. 

But slowly the shadow of a figure splayed across the floor like an oil spill, and a second later the figure itself loomed above it. It was a woman, and she took four long strides and was now standing in the corridor, the blood of her young victim only inches away from her feet.  

Amanda knew instantly it was the same woman who had burned her house to the ground with kerosene and an open flame, but before she had the chance to curse her down to the deepest corner of Hell, anguish struck Amanda’s brain like the lash of a whip, and all she could do was scream.  
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“WHAT MAKES YOU THINK she’s at the cabin?”

Gretel sat forward and put her face close to the windshield, trying to navigate the darkness of the Interways on the same stretch of road that had claimed her mother once upon a time. There was still an hour or so until dawn, but Gretel had wanted to leave as early as possible to have the full day to search for her missing friend. 

She sped past the exit that led to her grandfather’s old house and was now less than a half hour from the cabin where the Witch of the North had once held her mother hostage. So many years had passed since then, since the accident and the abduction in the woods, but the memory of her mother’s vanishing was still as fresh in Gretel’s mind as a budding herb in a wild field. 

“It’s a place to start,” she replied. “And if she’s not there, we’re going to stop at Deda’s house on the way back.”

“Deda’s house?”

“That’s right.”

“I’m pretty sure there are people living there now.”

“So?”

“So we can’t just walk into someone’s house on a hunch that some crazed woman from the Old World might be there.”

Gretel peeked over at Hansel and then back to the road. “If Petr’s mother has been there,” she said, “we won’t need permission. Everyone living there will already be dead.”

Hansel didn’t reply to this dramatic—though realistic—depiction of the hypothetical scene at Deda’s house, and Gretel could sense the guilt in him.

“But I don’t think that’s where she’s is,” she continued. “Because there are people there. That seems like too much effort. She’ll try to find somewhere secluded. But we still need to look. I need to cover all the proper ground that she might travel. All the locations where our story has taken us.” 

“Our story?”

Gretel nodded. “Yes. That feels right to me.” 

“You think she’ll follow some pattern of your story?”

“Our story. And I don’t think that’s the right term exactly—pattern—but she’s come back for Petr, we know that, and she’s using me and you and mother as a guide. It’s why she came to our house first. She’ll use the places in our story as markers. I can’t explain it exactly, and I don’t know the specifics, of course, but she’s going to be someplace familiar. Someplace familiar to us.”

Hansel nodded, though not in a way that indicated he understood the logic. “And what if it’s not Marlene’s cabin or Deda’s? Where then?”

Gretel didn’t know exactly, but she could now rule out her own home and Mrs. Klahr’s house, the latter of which was uninhabitable. It would be somewhere private, though. Somewhere she would have time to work the recipe, though hers would be an expedited process, taking whatever shortcuts she thought acceptable to reach her immortal goals. She didn’t have the luxury of time that Marlene had had, and that was bad news for Petr. 

“Gretel?” Hansel repeated. “What’s next if they aren’t at either of those places?”

“I don’t know, Hansel, but I’m open to suggestions.”

Hansel stared at this sister, disappointed at the retort. “Yeah, sis, I’ll let you know if I think of something.”

They drove in silence for the next twenty-five minutes until Gretel saw the landmark tree that indicated Marlene’s property was near. She slowed to a crawl, and then saw the dirt road leaking out of an overgrown section of the forest. It was the entrance. 

Gretel knew the moment she pulled into the driveway of the cabin that the woman wasn’t there. There was a deadness to the property now—not sinister or haunted like it was in those years immediately following Marlene’s final death. It was a feeling of finality, like nothing would ever survive in this place again, including evil.

But she walked the property anyway, keeping the flashbacks of her mother’s story in the back of her mind, not allowing them to overwhelm or scare her. They weren’t her memories anyway—they were Anika’s—and there was a certain level of guilt Gretel felt at the pangs of torture that she had never felt herself.

Not in this place anyway.

They left the cabin and headed to Deda’s house, arriving just as the sun was beginning to show in the eastern sky. His old house was far more active than Marlene’s, and Gretel was grateful to see the young family who occupied it already in the throes of their day, with perhaps four or five children of school age petering around the yard, waiting for their parents to take them to school. 

Gretel didn’t want to think of what the scene would have looked like if the woman had chosen this home as her new spot to dwell.

“We’ll find a place for breakfast,” Gretel declared, suddenly feeling buoyant about their undertaking despite not having the first clue where to look for Petr next. But she could smell hope in the air. “But first I want to stop by the hospital. You haven’t been to see Mrs. Klahr in a few days, so we might as well visit her while we’re out this far. She keeps asking about Petr, so I’m going to tell her we’re on the way to find him.”

Hansel nodded, understanding he was obligated to uphold the lie, and within the hour, they were stopped in front of The Urbanlands Infirmary and Dispensary, where a throng of System cars and flashing lights blocked their entry to the hospital grounds.

“Busy days are never good at a hospital,” Hansel cracked. “I guess we’ll have to walk from here.”

But Gretel had already thrown the car into park and was dashing across the long grass lawn toward the front of the Intensive Care Unit.
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ANIKA SAT ON THE LONE chair that occupied her cabin and listened to the turn of the ship and the reversal of the ship’s propellers. They were close now, perhaps only hours away from docking.  

She had kept her thoughts away from Gretel and Hansel as much as possible, keeping her focus instead on the immediate threats of Nalame and the Kravna, the first of whom—Nalame, the girl’s protector—Anika suspected would be responsible for the lion’s share of the issues before this journey was finally over. Her loyalty appeared unquestionable, and her skill formidable.

But now that the day had arrived when Anika would see the New Country again, her thoughts drifted to her children. They were both home again, amazingly, a fact that she had confirmed with Noah. It meant the possibility existed that she could meet them again within a day or two and a tear bubbled above her cheek at the idea. What did they look like now? Beautiful, she had no doubt about that, but what were the specifics of their features. Would she even recognize them? 

And if she did meet them again (which, she reminded herself, was no guarantee), what would she say to them? How would they respond to the very fact of her existence? 

Hansel would be terrified, she suspected, considering he had been the one to slay her in the first place, watching as her bloody, floundering body sank to the bottom of the lake. It would be an existential shock to him, and perhaps he would be unwilling to accept her resurrection at all, believing her to be some type of apparition instead, like in some ancient tragedy, the mother returning to haunt him for his betrayal.  

But she knew if that was his initial reaction, it wouldn’t last. Hansel had seen enough magic in his life to recover from the miracle of her reappearance, and Anika knew he would embrace her return eventually. The love that Hansel had for his mother was pure, unbreakable, even up to the point and—Anika imagined—beyond the final blow of the oar to her temple.

Gretel, however, would be a different story. 

Anika hadn’t seen her daughter in so long that she feared whatever bond had existed between them was now gone completely, having begun its disintegration the day Anika disappeared along the Interways and never quite reforming, even after she returned. Their time in the Old World had been somewhat of a resuscitation for mother and daughter, she supposed, but once the addiction of the poison took hold of Anika, she had all but lost Gretel completely.

And now, even with the miracle of Anika’s reappearance, or perhaps because of it, reconnecting with Gretel would be arduous. Gretel was an astonishing person, the most remarkable person Anika had ever known, but there was a quality in her daughter that was lacking, and, depending on how one looked at it, it was both a weakness and a strength. Trust was the closest word Anika could think of, though it wasn’t exact. The quality was something more primal than trust, more instinctual, the reaction of a leopard catching a strange scent on the wind. Or perhaps it was closer to the ibex catching the scent of the leopard. And like the animal, Gretel would protect her kin with ferocity, even from Anika, prepared to defend Hansel and Mrs. Klahr and Petr as fiercely as a wolverine mother of her cubs.

The thought of Petr turned Anika’s mind toward the boy now, and she reminisced on the voyage they had taken to the Eastern Lands so many years ago. It seemed like another lifetime, the journey, but it was, in fact, during her life after death that they had skidded the seas for the far-off lands. There had been so much killing along the way, and she could only imagine how much of what Petr had seen on that adventure was still embedded in him today. He would have kept it all a secret, Anika suspected, at least for a while, and that silence alone would have been enough to traumatize him forever. 

But even Petr didn’t know she was alive now, at least she didn’t think so. When she descended from the gallows following her hanging, Petr was already on his way back to the New Country. 

Anika stood and pivoted toward the door that led to her balcony, and there she was met by a coastline that ran on forever into the distance, signaling the vast edge of the landscape that was the New Country. It would be only a matter of minutes now until the passengers were called to disembark, and Anika could feel the strength of a reunion only days—or even hours—away. It would be the third such reunion, Anika noted—the first being when she had escaped from Marlene’s cabin, and the second when she had returned from the Old World. The second occasion had been filled with energy and hope, and once they had finally killed the witch Marlene forever, there was nothing to stop them from beginning life anew.  

But there was still a sickness growing in Anika then, one that had replaced an earlier version and was just as wretched. But it was also life-giving, which meant this third reunion would be something quite different. Anika was dead now. Not only to her children, but to most of the rest of the world as well. 

A rapid knock on the door. 

“Anika?” 

It was Noah.

“You’re wanted by the captain, Anika.” 

Anika walked toward the cabin door and stood only a foot away. “For what purpose?” she asked.

“I’m not sure exactly. The first officer stopped me just minutes ago. I was headed for Deck 1, ready to off-board, and he was waiting there for me. For us. He said the captain has some questions. That was all he would tell me. They won’t let us off until you appear.”

Anika opened the cabin door to see Noah standing outside frowning.

“What is it?” she asked. “Why that look on you?”

“I think...I think they know about you. I think they know about what happened on that cargo ship in the Eastern Lands, and...that’s why they’re holding us.”

“Heard about it from whom?” 

Noah shrugged. “Certainly not from me. The Kravna told me about it during our trip, just before we met again.” He shrugged again, shaking his head. “It must have come from her.”  

Of course it did. Anika felt the hatred in the girl from the first word she spoke, and their conversation on the deck only solidified it. But Anika had to admit, the girl’s confidence was impressive. Even in this distant setting, where the girl was as far from her natural habitat as Anika could imagine, she was willing to toss her guides aside for the possibility of the book. 

“And why did they tell you?” Anika asked. 

“It was a long trip. There was much discussed.”

Anika looked away. “I only did what was necessary to survive. To keep the people I loved alive.” 

It wasn’t true, of course. Perhaps on the cargo ship all the killings were necessary, but she had left a wake of bodies in the Back Country as well; those were people who didn’t need to die.

“I don’t care about any of that, Anika. I know the heart that is in you and I trust you.”

“Thank you, Noah.”

“But we have to deal with this now. They’ve begun letting people off, but they won’t let me or you or Vedat go.” Noah hesitated. “And I think they’ve called in your System.”

“What about the Kravna? And Nalame?”

“They registered separately. They’re not part of our party.”

“She did this to separate us from them. Now that she’s arrived, that we’ve led her here, she feels she can find the book on her own.”

“Can she?” Noah asked, his eyebrows raised in concern.

Anika gave the question several seconds of thought. “Maybe,” she answered. “She certainly believes she can, and sometimes that is enough to achieve a thing. There’s something in that girl that is very familiar.”

“You mean Gretel?”

Anika smirked and nodded. “Perhaps not the wisdom of Gretel, but the intuition? Yes. And whatever wisdom she lacks she makes up for with audacity.”

“Are you going to the captain’s quarters? They’ll be waiting for you at the exit if you try to leave.”

Anika left Noah at the door and walked back to the balcony, picking up her blackthorn on the way. She slid open the door and craned her head outward to see the flow of people beginning to leave the ship. She couldn’t see their features, of course, so if the Kravna and Nalame were among them—which Anika assumed they were—they were just two of a hundred blurry faces.

“Let him know I’ll be up shortly,” she said. “I’m just finishing packing.”

Anika then stood up on the railing of her cabin balcony on Deck 8, her back to the water. She kept her balance by grabbing onto the bottom of the balcony above her, barely getting the tips of her fingers on the concrete base. She slid a hand under her robe, checking the contents tucked tightly inside.

“Anika!” Noah huffed.

“We are the Morgans of the Back Country,” she said. “Everyone knows where we live. You’ll work something out, you and Vedat, and when you do, come and find us.”

Noah nodded, swallowing heavily, consciously registering the information.

Anika then gave a confident smile and held her blackthorn high, and without hesitation, she leaned backwards and fell seventy-five feet into the port of the New Country harbor. 
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PETR LAY ON THE COLD floor with his legs spread as wide as they would go without ripping him apart, his ankles chafed and numb from what felt like twine. He was naked from the waist up, and though his arms weren’t spread quite as far as his legs—more like the slant of the letter ‘A’—they were bound just as tightly at his wrists. 

He thought he had been awake for two days now, but it could have been three. Blindfolded, he had no way to accurately measure the passage of time, though even if he did have his eyesight, he sensed there were no windows in the space anyway, and thus it wouldn’t have helped him with that determination. 

He also estimated he was in some type of building that was larger than a house. At one point, he had heard the distant sound of banging from somewhere inside—as if a pot had been dropped from a shelf— indicating there were places inside that stretched beyond the area of a normal residence. 

On two occasions, Petr had also heard an interior door open off to his left, followed by the sound of footsteps roaming the perimeter of the space, again, sounding larger than any normal living area. 

It was his mother, Petr knew that much, though she had yet to utter a word or sound. She had given him water, however, and had fed him some type of crusted pastry that he was barely able to swallow, so dry and bitter was it on his tongue and throat. But he was ravenous by that time, and even though he’d made peace with the fact that he would die there—and would later pray that he would—the nature still in him forced him to eat.

The second time she had entered the room, Petr was asleep, but he woke instantly, and then waited with dread as she approached him, imagining some heavy blow was about to land atop his skull, imploding it. Or perhaps she would shatter his kneecaps, that seemed more likely, which would make the tying of his limbs unnecessary. He feared the pain, of course, and the suffering that would follow; in that moment, he would have given anything just to die.

Again, however, she primed his lips with a few drops of water before pouring a short stream in slowly, and then she left again without placing a finger on him.

But that was sure to change, Petr knew, and the terror of anticipation was becoming maddening.

He struggled to remember what had happened at the orchard, after the fire, but his recall only went back to Gretel driving away with Mrs. Klahr in the ambulance. After that, he could see only a canvas of white, as if his brain had been bleached or a flash of radiance had burned the memory from his mind. It wasn’t until the urgency of thirst had overcome him that he first remembered being conscious again, cold and blind in the room, unable to move. Between those two events, however, there was nothing at all, so though he could estimate how long it had been since awakening, he had no idea how long he had been actually been there.

In those first few hours after waking, Petr had screamed like a drowning man, desperate and weeping, begging for answers. But the shouting quickly dehydrated him, and soon the more basic instincts of survival took hold. Besides, he thought, it was safe to assume he was in a place where screams weren’t going to matter.

Petr heard the click of the door again and the repeating steps into the area. This time, however, they marched toward him with purpose, alacrity. 

Petr turned his head in the direction of the footsteps, listening to the slap of toes on the floor, preparing his body again for attack. Closer, closer, until they sounded as if they were going to walk over him.

And then they stopped. 

There was no sound for several seconds, and Petr imagined his mother standing above him now, lifting a giant sledgehammer above her head perhaps, or an axe, some demonic sneer twisted into her face like a scar. 

Petr gave it another two seconds until the pain arrived.

One. 

But the silence remained, and Petr’s image of his mother was now of her simply standing beside him, staring.

“Is that you, mom?” he asked, hoping to trigger some maternal instinct of protection, or at least regret.

There was no answer, no movement. 

“Gretel told me you were back. Is she okay? Please just tell me that. Is Gretel okay?”

Still no answer, but from just above him, Petr heard the distinctive sound of fumbling metal on metal. Clink! Clink! 

And then the terrifying whooshing sound of a blade scraping against a sharpener.

Petr swallowed and felt the tears well again. “Mother,” he whispered. “Please.”

The honing lasted at least a minute, each scrape causing Petr to flinch just a bit. He could only manage a word or two at a time, desperate pleas, until finally he screamed at the sound of crashing metal ten feet beside him, the sound of the sharpener being tossed to the side.

“What are you doing?” he croaked, coughing with fear. “Why are you doing this?”

The sound of the blade tinkled beside his ear now, as if set there gently, and Petr flinched with a whimper. Another second and he could smell the woman beside him, a scent that he somehow recognized as his mother, the result of some hardwired memory that existed in all children perhaps.

He could feel the heat of her breath on his face now, and he pictured her on her belly, staring at him from six inches away, smelling him like a python would a wild pig. 

But Petr didn’t know his mother’s face so, unconsciously, he attached the face of Marlene to her body, and this made him spit out yelps of torture.

Instinctively, he tried to pull his arms inward, but there was still no give in the restraints. He did the same with his legs now, as forceful as he could muster, and could only feel the slight slide of his right leg toward him, narrowing the gap in his crotch, and he now considered his legs were tied to a pair of heavy stones, movable, but only barely.

The click of ceramic now by his ear, a small bowl perhaps, placed against his neck, just below his left jaw.

He jerked his head toward it, rattling the bowl, and for the first time since he’d arrived, he heard his mother speak.

“Be still, Petr!” she spat, and then cupped her hand over Petr’s forehead, pressing down, pushing the back of his head against the floor. 

Petr instantly recognized the voice. Not that specific one, of course, (at least, it wasn’t one he could remember), but the texture of it. The sickness in it. It was Anika’s voice, only days after she had returned from the Old World, when she had finally slipped fully into the grip of the potion.

The jingle of the blade lifting from the hard floor and Petr moaned with fear. His eyes were wide now, staring into the blackness of the cloth blindfold. 

He felt only the coldness of the blade against his neck initially, and then the pierce of the tip followed, slicing a small incision into the middle of his neck. 

The blood flowed against his throat like loose pudding, plopping ever so lightly into the cool bowl pressed against his neck. 

Petr knew what was happening now, what his mother was here for, and once again, he began to scream.
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IF GRETEL WERE ANYONE else, the System would have stopped her before she stepped foot onto the parking lot of the Urbanlands Infirmary and Dispensary, let alone into the building where the murders of seven people had just taken place. 

But she was Gretel Morgan, daughter of Anika Morgan, the woman who had been plotted against and kidnapped once upon a time by a senior member of their organization, a fact that every rookie officer was aware of even a decade later. That was a dark time in System history, and Gretel knew they had no interest in constructing more levels onto the story. 

Still, though, as Gretel brushed past the young officers standing at the door, she heard the sole woman in the group click on the radio, informing whomever was inside that Gretel Morgan was on her way up; it was almost as if they’d been expecting her. 

There were hundreds of inpatients in the hospital, maybe more, but once Gretel saw the first lights of the cruisers outside the triage area, she sensed instantly they were to do with Mrs. Klahr. By the time she made it to the fifth floor of the infirmary, Gretel felt the pain of her death as fully as if it were her own. 

She waited for the doors to the intensive care unit to open, grinding slowly and mechanically on their hinges, and when they finally cleared, Gretel couldn’t move at the sight before her. 

She stood in place, shaking her head slowly as she stared down the hallway at the bulging white sheets, strewn there like unpicked cotton in a barren field. Bodies, Gretel knew, and then reflexively tried to gauge which one was Mrs. Klahr. 

Her eyes caught the sight of a body with the head uncovered, a mane of blond hair splayed across the floor like the petals of a sunflower, a crushed red splat forming the hub. It wasn’t Mrs. Klahr, Gretel could see that from the hair and length of the body, but there was no face to recognize.  

She forced her stare away from the floor and towards Mrs. Klahr’s room which was seven doors down the hallway on the right. It was the only door open, and outside of it, three officers swarmed, their backs to Gretel as they stared in on the crime scene.

A kernel of hope emerged, that perhaps Mrs. Klahr wasn’t one of the bodies on the floor outside, that she had been spared somehow. There were officers at her door—which didn’t bode well—but perhaps it was because she was only missing. Missing wasn’t good, of course, but it left hope. Mrs. Klahr had been kidnapped before and rescued, and if that was the case this time, Gretel would find her again.

She swallowed hard and lifted her chin high and then walked with purpose toward Mrs. Klahr’s room, keeping her sight on the target as she strode, her eyes off the corpses below her.

The middle officer was the first to hear Gretel approach, glancing up for just a moment and then looking away sheepishly, muttering to his fellow officers who flashed a similar look toward her. But Gretel didn’t stop as she neared the door, instead walking toward the entrance as if no one was standing there. The officers closed ranks though, blocking her path.  

“I’m going in,” she said, making a move to squeeze between them. 

“Ms. Morgan, this is a crime scene,” the middle officer stated, putting his hands out in a gentle patting posture, barely pushing Gretel back. “We’re still collecting evidence. I’m sorry.”

“Is she dead?”

No one answered, but it was answer enough. 

Gretel took a step back, slowly raising a hand to her mouth, realizing now, for certain, that Mrs. Klahr was dead. Silently, tears began to stream down her face. She felt the instinct to collapse to the ground, to curl up in a tight ball and scream away the agony she was feeling inside, but she kept her composure as she spoke. 

“What is the evidence?” she asked, not making eye contact.

“We’re trying to find out who did this. We—”

“I already know who did this!” Gretel screamed.

The three officers looked at each other for a moment, and then the oldest asked, “Do you know her name?”

The ‘her’ in the question meant they already had a description of Petr’s mother, or at least they had a witness who had identified a woman entering the intensive care unit just before the bodies had been discovered. 

“No.” Gretel knew her only as Petr’s mother.

The officer hesitated, frowning. “You said you knew her. Do you or don’t you?” 

It took all of Gretel’s internal strength to keep from becoming contentious, but fighting with The System at this point wasn’t going to help anything. “I don’t know her name. But I’ve seen her. Met her.”

“So you know what she looks like then?”

Gretel ignored the question. “I just need to know where she’s gone. Please don’t challenge me on this. You know who I am, you know what I can do. I know there’s something in that room that can help us all find the answers, and I’ll be able to find it before any of you.”

“Where were you last night, Ms. Morgan?”

As the first officer asked the question, one of the other two officers stepped away, speaking into his radio. Gretel heard him speak her name, though not the context in which it was used.

Gretel almost snickered at the inquiry, but instead she stared intensely at the officer, searching his face to see if the question was indeed sincere. His face was stone, and Gretel knew there was no joke to be gotten.

A mist of fear suddenly appeared in Gretel’s gut, and when she heard the activation click of the doors to the intensive care unit again, she realized she was in trouble.  

She looked toward the opening doors, and when the gap was wide enough, the female officer from downstairs entered, her eyes on Gretel.

The senior officer put a hand up for her to stand down for the moment, and she stopped just inside the unit. He then spoke. “We just need to ask you a few questions, Ms. Morgan. If that’s okay?”

There was nothing voluntary about the question, of course, and Gretel noted the subtle movement of the remaining officer standing at the door, edging his way toward Gretel, trying discreetly to move in behind her. 

Gretel put her hands in the air submissively, palms outward, just to the level of the top of her head, a demonstration that she was not interested in trouble. “Of course,” she answered. 

The second officer was now directly behind Gretel, leaving the path to Mrs. Klahr’s room unguarded for the moment. If there was any hope of finding Petr alive, she had to act now; if she didn’t, in seconds she would be in cable ties and another day or more would be lost.

“We’re not arresting you,” Ms. Morgan, “but we do need to ask—”

Gretel wasn’t interested in the explanation—she could sense all the lies the man had told in his life the moment she entered the unit—and before he could finish telling the next one, she mule-kicked the officer behind her, sending the right heel of her foot into his crotch. She then she pulled the small blade from her back and held it to the male officer’s throat. 

“Keep your gun holstered, Officer Lenan,” Gretel called to the female officer, not sure where she’d picked up the name or if she’d ever even heard it at all. She couldn’t see the woman, but she knew she had her attention, and Gretel had a clear image of her frozen mouth and shuddering eyes. 

Paralysis was Gretel’s friend now, and she embraced it.

Gretel pulled the knife away from the officer’s neck and sprinted three steps forward into Mrs. Klahr’s room, turning on a dime and slamming the door behind her, locking it from the inside. For a moment, she considered moving a desk or chair in front of it to fortify the entrance further, but she figured the time it took to build up the barricade would negate what she needed to search the room.

So she stood still and scanned the tiny area, swivelling her neck slowly, machine-like in her surveillance, noting each item as generally as possible, including the large covered lump on the bed that was Mrs. Klahr’s body. There would be time to mourn her friend and surrogate grandmother later—hopefully—but now was not it. Now was a time for detecting. 

It was time to put the lessons of Orphism to use. 

Gretel made sure to take in every part of the room, every visible tile, each collection of items and inch of wall space. If time were not an issue, she would have made no rush in the gathering of these details, but the banging from the System had begun on the door outside, and Gretel knew the officers would be back soon with a key from maintenance. Time was short, and she could only work with what she had.

Gretel closed her eyes now and inhaled deeply, holding the image of the scan firmly in the front of her brain, tasting the air through the pores in her skin, listening to the quiet hum of death that reverberated between the four walls of the room, as well as in the hospital at large.

She didn’t die in here.

Gretel opened her eyes at the silent intuitive message and stared coldly at the bed, and then she walked to the sheeted corpse, placing her hands at the point where Mrs. Klahr’s head was covered. The pain inside Gretel was still fresh, agonizing, but it could only debilitate her if she gave into it in that moment. There was more at stake than her own ache. There was Petr. And the world beyond. So without a further thought, Gretel ripped the sheet off Mrs. Klahr’s body.

Gretel gasped at the gaunt, frail face that stared up at her, twisted and cracked like the features of an ancient mummy. It was Mrs. Klahr, there was no doubt about that, but unlike the body Gretel had seen littered on the floor at the front of the intensive care unit, Mrs. Klahr’s face and head were intact. There was no blood or trauma to speak of, and only her expression, which was frozen in the same horrendous scream that had overcome Maja, showed that her death had come with pain. 

Mrs. Klahr had been killed outside the room, Gretel felt that undoubtedly, and her body had either been dragged or carried back to the bed. But for what purpose? And why would Petr’s mother not have killed Mrs. Klahr in the same way as the others? 

Gretel considered the question for not more than a moment before it came to her in a flash, and without hesitation, she reached her hand inside Mrs. Klahr’s mouth, shoving it irreverently toward the back of her throat. 

She felt nothing at first, just flesh and teeth and saliva, but as she pinched her fingers further into her windpipe, she felt the tip of something small and sturdy, like a tightly rolled piece of paper.

Gretel gently pulled on the miniature parchment, and the moment she had pulled it past Mrs. Klahr’s lips, the sound of running footsteps reverberated into the room. They were approaching Mrs. Klahr’s room and were joined by calls of alarm from System officers.

The jingle of keys, first from a pocket and then on the doorknob.

Gretel stood straight, clutching the paper in her hand, and then she spun a full turn and a half in a flustered look for escape, finally settling on the direction of the window, opened wide. 

Gretel stuck her head outside the frame and looked down. Beneath her was yet another covered body, a crimson sphere of death blasting through the white of the sheet like a rosebud. It was the body of Mrs. Klahr’s nurse. Gretel couldn’t have said how she knew, nor could she remember the woman’s name, but Gretel remembered her smile and gentleness with Mrs. Klahr, and she felt a grave sting of guilt that seemed misplaced, considering the body of Ms. Klahr beside her. Gretel knew there was little point in pursuing the feeling, however; the nurse was but another loss of innocence in a world that was a muddle of insanity.

The door opened and Gretel heard the cocking of System revolvers behind her.

“Come inside, Gretel.” 

The voice was calm, measured, the way an officer speaks to someone on the railing of a bridge. It was the older officer who spoke, the man to whom Gretel had held a blade minutes earlier. 

“No one blames you for what just happened. You’re upset. Naturally.”

Gretel closed her eyes and thought of Death—Death in the abstract—of how it was everywhere she went, as if she herself were the bringer. 

But she didn’t allow the thought to linger, cursing it away almost instantly. She wasn’t there yet, at the place where she would follow such an existential notion into some cavernous hole of self-pity. Not here. Not now. That was surrender, and surrender at this stage meant the death of someone else she loved. Death was everywhere she went—that was true—but only because Death itself was everywhere. 

But Gretel was part of the good in the world, a light, and she refused to shoulder the blame for what darkness unleashed, even if some of that darkness made up segments of her circle, members of her tribe. Gretel was not Marlene. And she was not her father. Or even Anika. She was Gretel Morgan, and all she ever wanted—even when all seemed lost—was to leave peace in her wake.

Gretel, with her head still outside staring toward the ground below, lifted her eyes and stared out past the ambulance fleet into the parking lot. Hansel was there, standing tall, staring at his sister, a curious smile on his face, as if he knew a secret, unsure of how he knew it. 

“Gretel?” It was the female officer. 

There were two System officers in the room now, and Gretel could feel them inching closer. Another ten seconds and they would have their hands on her, pulling her back into the room and slamming her face down to the mattress. 

Gretel kept her gaze on her brother, riveted on him as he gave a big, encouraging nod toward her.

And without another thought, Gretel fell face first from the hospital window and began dropping six stories toward the street below.
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AS SHE FELL FROM THE cabin balcony, Anika heard the distant scream of a woman, and then, just before she hit the water, perhaps a second shout of disbelief from a stunned male onlooker. 

But Anika knew those reactions wouldn’t be enough to incite a search effort, at least not an immediate one; a handful of witnesses would take time to corroborate their stories, and during that time, doubt would ooze into the accounts, causing further delays from on-board security. 

Of course, it was only a matter of time—once it became clear that Anika wouldn’t be showing up in the captain’s quarters—before the authorities would connect the dots and begin the hunt, but by then, Anika hoped to be most of the way to the Back Country. She’d need to find a car once on shore, but first things first.

She swam on the port side of the ship’s hull, opposite the pier, invisible to the remaining passengers who were still disembarking. She wasn’t a fast swimmer, just as she wasn’t in her previous life, but the permanent effects of the potion and a newfound motivation combined to give her nearly limitless energy, and this lack of fatigue allowed her to cover ground quicker than she ever could have as the old Anika, even with the blackthorn in tow.

Once Anika cleared the rear of the ship, she continued swimming several hundred yards past it, beyond the harbormaster’s quarters and dockside vendors, only turning in toward shore when she reached an isolated rocky bank bordered by dock pilings. She entered the manmade cove and there crawled from the oily coastal water like a prehistoric amphibian from the muck. She stood tall on the tiny beach now, soaking wet, the enormous sea liner looming in the background like a mountain. 

She stood still for a moment, inhaling the world around her as she stared toward the land, listening. She absorbed the sensations of the New Country for the first time in forever, and the overwhelming scent of familiarity caused her nails and teeth to pop. She had some ancient urge to laugh, but instead ran her tongue across the length of her erected fangs. She looked once more over her shoulder toward the ship, and then she began walking inland. 

As she exited the outer edges of the port, Anika made sure to keep a wide birth of the harbor grounds, though not so wide that she isolated herself in the openness of the barren land around it. Now that she was off the ship, she was beyond its purview, but that didn’t mean there weren’t still people looking for her, ready to alert The System who no doubt had officers crawling nearby.

A general store sat only a quarter mile or so from the harbor, and within a few minutes, she was standing on the side of the building, focusing on the four cars parked in the front. A vehicle was essential. It would take her a day to walk to the Back Country from the harbor, but only a couple of hours by car. 

Anika couldn’t steal a car any more than she could build the engine that powered it, but she also wasn’t in any condition to ask for free transport to the Back Country, dripping wet, her blackthorn conspicuous. 

She waited indecisively, and as she was about to walk away and work out a different plan, an older man, angler type, exited the store and headed toward one of two pickup trucks that was parked nose in toward the small building. 

Leaving no time to reconsider, Anika dashed in behind the man, shadowing him from behind by fewer than six feet, and as he entered the cab of his truck, she peeled off from him and hopped into the bed like a flea onto a sheep. 

There was a soft thud on the rusted metal floor as she landed, and just before she ducked low behind the walls, she saw the flash of the man’s eyes in his mirror. His look was directed slightly to the right of where Anika was stooped, and though she felt confident he hadn’t seen her, she waited anxiously for the door to re-open. 

In case, she unsheathed her nails in preparation for the impromptu inspection.

But the delay from the driver was followed only by the rumble of the engine, and now with the cover of sound, Anika scooted lower in the bed and leaned against the forward wall, her feet stretched out before her.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, and though she rarely slept anymore, Anika feared now would be one of those times when she slipped into unconsciousness. Anika snapped her lids up and slapped both cheeks with her hands, and then focused on the landscape as it faded away in front of her. As the truck sped forward, she watched the ship in the distance shrink to invisibility, and then the busy coast became the forested roads that formed the Interways of the New Country. 

It was no guarantee, of course, that the truck would take Anika all the way to the Back Country—in fact, it was quite improbable—so she watched with intensity now as the options for the driver began to increase further inland, ready to exit at the moment the route of the truck began to alter. Anika had been away from her home for what seemed like eons, but it was still the land of her birth, and her sense of direction homed in easily, naturally. She knew exactly where she was. 

After what Anika gauged was an hour or so had passed, the truck abruptly slowed and began veering to the right, moving toward one of a dozen exits along that stretch of the Interways, a natural exit point.

Anika debated whether to wait until the truck finally stopped at its destination before exiting, but that could have been twenty miles once he got off the exit, each one of which would add seven or eight minutes or longer to her trip.

Without another thought, Anika gripped the blackthorn and pivoted toward the cab of the truck, remaining low, out of sight. She peeked her head up and focused her attention through the window that joined the bed to the cab, staring at the mirror. If the man saw her now, she’d be left with little choice but to kill him, and she measured the distance between the driver and her in a blink, knowing it was close enough that she could send the stick into the back of his neck. It was an action she wished above all else not to be forced into, but she had come too far now to be undone by a mule with a wandering gaze. 

But the man never looked back, and just as he turned slowly to the right to take the exit, she jumped from the right side of the bed and landed on her feet, stumbling a bit but keeping her balance. 

She scoffed at the grace she lacked when not in the heat of conflict, so unlike that which she had displayed during her confrontation at the diner, for example. But battle was when grace truly mattered, Anika supposed. When grace mattered at all.

She watched as the truck disappeared off the exit, and then she continued down the narrow street, keeping close to the shoulder and tree line. But not too far, in case the opportunity arose for her to hitch another ride. She was still forty miles from home, and walking would take her half a day to arrive. 

She thought of a similar walk she had made from the Back Country to the Urbanlands, just after her resurrection, and how deranged she had felt then, untethered to the morality she held dear now. 

She quickly shed her mind of the past, focusing instead on where the Kravna could be now, and how she could have made the journey to the Back Country without a plan of transport or an acquaintance in the area.  

But such a mystery was really not one at all. Unlike Anika, the young queen would give no thought to dealing out death, other than collaterally, the inconvenience an innocent victim would cause to her mission. Anika suspected death had been rendered already, and she expected to find the bodies somewhere along the way. 
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Chapter 29
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THE FALL LASTED A LITTLE more than a second and a half. 

There was no time to summon any of the words contained in Orphism, a book that Gretel had now read more times than she could count. Nor was there time to focus on the proper pronunciation of the terms or the original meanings of the ancient phrases that would keep her brains from splattering on the sidewalk next to Mrs. Klahr’s nurse. 

There was only time for Gretel to open her mind to all of the lessons at once—to each word that made up the text of Orphism—allowing them to flow from her mind and soul into her body, through her bloodstream to each pore in her skin and cell that made up every micron of flesh and bone. She already knew all the words in the text—they were as familiar to her as her own name—but now was the time to let them assemble in the proper order and guide her, to form some spell of protection or resilience that would see her through this plummet. 

Gretel heard Hansel’s scream in the distance just before she jumped, and as she fell forward and looked toward the approaching ground and the deadly taupe of  unforgiving concrete, she glimpsed the tapestry of faces of the men and women assembled around Mrs. Klahr’s nurse—doctors and System officer alike—all with similar expressions of terror. 

And she felt sympathy for them.

Twenty feet. Ten feet.

And then, as if a blast of wind had been shot up from the ground directly below, or some invisible giant that had been standing above her—straddling the land on which the hospital was built, perhaps—had reached down and caught her, Gretel stopped falling, not three feet from the cement. 

She hovered for just a moment in that pose of plunging, and then rotated her body so that the bottoms of her feet were facing the ground before dropping to the street. 

Gretel guessed the entirety of the incident took fewer than three seconds, but it would change her forever in a way nothing else had before. She was an Orphist now. The years of practice and study had become manifest in that moment. There was no truth she would ever know more strongly than that. 

Her mind flashed to Marlene, to the night she had flown above the fence and perched inside the window frame of the cannery. Gretel had marveled at her flight, of course, but she had always believed it was a power brought on by the potion, not by the words and beliefs of Orphism. Perhaps both offered the ability, she considered, but she now knew for sure the power could be had without the poison of the potion.

Or maybe it was Gretel that was the defining factor in her scenario. Maybe only she could have the power through belief alone.

Gretel stood in the middle of the witnesses now and glimpsed one of the officers as he reached for his sidearm. But it was only a reflex, she knew, an unwitting motion with no intention behind it. In her life before the fall, Gretel would have pulled the blade from her belt and sliced the System officer’s hand. Or even his throat. They were villains to her still, all these years past, and she would have felt in her right to protect herself from them.

But Gretel felt only compassion for him now, an emotion that felt strange and confusing. It wasn’t that the sentiment itself was new to Gretel, but it was one she normally reserved only for those closest to her. 

She took a step toward the officer and shook her head slowly, placing a hand gently on his forearm and lowering his grip to his side. The officer let his wrist go limp and placed his fingers on his thigh, and then stood staring at Gretel, appearing as if on the brink of tears. 

Gretel studied each of the other faces, four in total, focusing on them as individuals, feeling a connection in some way to them all. There was depth in each of their stares, an instant bond that Gretel had perhaps only felt a half dozen times in her life.

“Gretel, let’s go.”

Hansel had pulled the truck around the circular drive of the infirmary and was idling in front of the first ambulance. 

“They’ll be down any second, Gretel. We have to go now.”

Gretel let her eyes linger on one of the doctors for another moment, finally moving when she heard the voices of more officers coming from the front entrance of the hospital, ordering her to keep still. 

She walked quickly to the passenger side of the truck and got in, and Hansel was speeding off before she even closed the door. 

Within minutes, they reached the Interways, Hansel driving like a bootlegger, neither sibling speaking a word. 

Hansel sped in no particular direction, just trying to get distance from his pursuers, checking his mirrors every few seconds.

Gretel stared out the window with great interest as well, but hers was not borne of angst or suspicion. She watched the vista race past her like a child at an aquarium, curious, fascinated. The most typical of all things—the houses and trees, the squirrels scurrying below them—looked different to her now, as if they somehow held a deeper purpose in the world than they had only a day ago. An hour ago. She felt moved by them. Considerate of them in a way that went beyond the general respect she already held for nature. It was almost overwhelming, and Gretel had to close her eyes and turn her focus to something else.

She thought again about her fall at the hospital. It had happened only minutes ago and lasted only seconds, but everything inside her was now altered forever. And the meaning of what had taken place was also clear to her. She had moved into a higher altitude of her ancestor’s religion, a place that perhaps only a hundred or so had been in the history of the world.  

But what Gretel hadn’t grasped was her motivation for jumping in the first place. She had had a choice at the time. She could have gone with the officers in Mrs. Klahr’s room, and though it would have hindered her hopes of finding Petr, she would have lived to fight another day. 

But the question of ‘Why?’ was pointless, she realized. The truth was she had no choice. Her jumping was as instinctual and urgent as the hatching duckling pecking its way out of its shell. Nature had moved her in that direction, and her mind was now a vacuum on the world.

After twenty minutes or so had passed, Hansel finally spoke, his voice low and cautious. “How did you do that?”

Gretel turned toward her brother and smiled weakly, taking in the beauty of Hansel’s features, his piercing brown eyes, the sinewy muscles of his arms and neck. She could smell the fear on him. “I don’t know.” She paused. “But also, I do.”

Hansel shrugged and rolled his eyes. “I should have known that would be the answer.”

“You knew I could,” Gretel replied, as if just now coming to that realization. “I could see it on your face, encouraging me. How did you know?”

Hansel smiled and shook his head. “I just knew you could find a way out of there, though I’m not sure jumping six stories was what I had in mind.” He shrugged and cocked his head. “But maybe it’s the same as you. I knew without knowing.”

Gretel stared out the front windshield now, watching the bend and roll of the narrow streets of the Interways. They were driving away from their home, and with each mile that passed, Gretel’s heart raced a little faster. The discomfort was slight at first but quickly became significant, and as the blood began to move faster in her veins, she felt a burning sensation in the palm of her hand.

Gretel opened her fist and stared at the scroll, and then she unrolled the tiny parchment and read it. She looked at her brother. “We need to turn around, Hansel. We need to head toward the Back Country. Right now.”

Gretel saw instantly her brother had no interest in engaging in such folly, and as a result, he said nothing as he continued to drive, shaking his head in a combination of denial and disbelief.  

“Hansel.” Gretel’s voice was tempered but stern.

“The Back Country is where the System is headed, Gretel. I assume you understand that. But just in case you don’t, I’m telling you now.”

“Hansel—”

“In fact, cruisers have probably been parked in our driveway for the past ten minutes.”

Gretel sighed. “We don’t have to go to our house then. But we do have to go back.”

“Why?”

Gretel held out the paper. “Because that’s where she is.”

Hansel turned his head and looked at the item in Gretel’s hand, and then turned back to the road, frowning. 

“It was...” Gretel paused, realizing she hadn’t yet told Hansel about Mrs. Klahr. “...in her room.”

Hansel’s eyes flashed, seeming to recognize the implication of the parchment, but he didn’t pursue it. “What does it say?” He pulled the car to the side of the road now and parked. “Is it like...the other one.”

“Not exactly.”

“What does that mean?”

“This one is luring.”

“Luring?”

Gretel nodded. “She writes of a dream. A dream she had of killing me.”

Hansel quivered his head in confusion. “So how do you know she’s in the Back Country? How is that a lure?”

“She had a dream of killing me in the place where Marlene died.”

Hansel blinked several times, the confusion running deeper. “So then what? I don’t understand. The place where Marlene died is at our house. It was on our property. That’s where she was finally killed.”

Gretel nodded. “Yes, but I don’t think that’s what she means. Our house is where Anika finally killed Marlene. Petr’s mother means where I killed her. That first time. In the cannery.”

Hansel shrugged and shook his head, exasperated. “How can you know that, Gretel?”

Gretel grinned once more, a trace of sadness on her mouth this time. There was no need to answer that question again.

“Well then if you just know. Won’t she know you know?”

“Maybe, but...” Gretel paused, really considering the question. “Yes, I suppose she might.” 

Gretel knew the woman was baiting her. She wouldn’t come this far for Petr and leave the Back Country with Gretel still alive. But Gretel realized something further: Petr’s mother would have more time to develop the potion if Gretel were dead, or at least incapacitated. She had killed Mrs. Klahr to anger Gretel, to make her impulsive and sloppy, and now she was lying in wait to pay off that part of the plan.

“So we’re going to the cannery?”

Gretel nodded. “Do you remember how to get there? On the road?”

“I’ve lived here my whole life, Gretel. I know everywhere. But we don’t know how far out they’ll be looking for us. If they think you had something to do with what happened at the hospital...” He paused. “What did happen there, Gretel? Besides you learning to fly.”

Gretel looked away and took a breath. There was no point in being delicate. “She’s dead, Hansel.”

“What?” It was a whisper

“I...I’m sorry. I thought you just assumed...I’m so sorry.”

Hansel closed his eyes for several seconds, taking in deep breaths in an attempt to keep from breaking down. He placed his forehead against the steering wheel, and Gretel saw the first droplet fall to his lap. Then a second, at which point Hansel leaned back and wiped his face aggressively. He turned to Gretel, shuddering his head, an expression of defeat across his lips. “Is this ever going to end?”

“We’ll find the books and—”

“Find the books?” Hansel scoffed and then nodded ironically. “Sure. We’ll find all the books! It will be a picnic! What do you reckon? A week? Two? And then what? We return them back to the Village of the Elders, right? A week’s journey up the Koudeheuvuls, all so they can lose them again and we can start all over? Or maybe some warrior tribe will discover the village in the meantime, steal the books, and then use them to rule the world!”

“They wouldn’t be able to read them,” Gretel said absently.

Hansel ignored her and turned back to the windshield, staring over the hood of the truck at nothing. “I just can’t believe it’s here again.”

“What’s here?”

Hansel turned back to his sister, bemused. “It’s spreading, Gretel. Like a disease. Except the disease is Orphism.”

“It’s not a disea—” 

“Whatever it is!” Hansel lowered his voice and rubbed his hands down his face. He sighed. “It’s as if when Anika...when mom was taken by Marlene, that some...I don’t know...hole was pierced in the world. A hole to Hell maybe, or...or some tiny crack was created, a crack just small enough to allow this sickness to flow in. And now the crack is getting wider. Every time we come back here.”

Gretel nodded at her brother’s words, showing that she was listening, but she knew Hansel’s analysis was incorrect. It wasn’t the taking of Anika that had created the fissure, it was her escape. Had she died in the cabin in the Northlands, the legend of Anika would never have been conceived and none of the ensuing events would have taken place.

And Gretel also knew when Hansel said, ‘Every time we come back here,’ he didn’t mean ‘we.’ He meant Gretel. And he was right. 

“I can’t do this again, Gretel.” 

Hansel’s face was pasty-white now, his eyes devoid of emotion. The fear Gretel smelled earlier now reeked liked an illness. 

“I just can’t do it.” He put a hand to his mouth, stifling a sob, disappointed at the truth he had just reached about himself.

Without hesitation, Gretel smiled at her brother and put her hands to his face, cupping it in her palms as she stared into his eyes, trying to connect him back to the present. “That’s good, Hansel. That’s good.”

“What? What do—?”

“It’s time for you to go, brother.”

Hansel opened his mouth as if to speak, but nothing materialized.

“I want you to leave the Back Country. The New Country. But I want you to leave for good this time. And I don’t want you to go back to the Old World. Go to the Silver North. Or the Eastern Lands. Wherever you’ve dreamed of that isn’t here.”

“I’ve never really dreamed of anywhere else.” Hansel’s voice was desperate, lost.

“This place has never been fair to you, Hansel. Your life has never been fair.” Gretel paused and softly slid a hand down her brother’s cheek. “I’m so sorry for Maja. And I’m so sorry for Ms. Klahr. You have to know that the pain you’re feeling for her, for Ms. Klahr, I’m feeling it too. It’s destroying me inside.”

Hansel was crying in full now, staring through the windshield to the road as his sister spoke. 

“I can’t leave you again, Gretel. I can’t go away. Not like this. Not with this new...” He stopped, shaking his head.

‘Witch’ was the word he wanted, Gretel knew, but he couldn’t bring himself to say it.

“You weren’t the one who left, Hansel. I was. And now it’s your turn.”

“But Petr and—” 

“I’ll find Petr. I will. And I’ll be fine. I promise.” Gretel pulled the latch on the door and let it swing open, and then she turned quickly away from Hansel.

“Gretel, no! I won’t leave without—” 

Gretel spun back, her face stern. “Listen to me, Hansel. I want you to go to the docks. Straight to the docks. Park the truck somewhere miles away. Drive it into a lake if you have to. It doesn’t matter. When you get there, find a hotel for tonight. And for tomorrow night too. Decide where you want to go and learn when the next ship leaves for that place. If there is no ship to that place, find the closest land where a ship is heading. Don’t buy any tickets though. Not yet. And don’t leave until you hear from me. Can you do that much?” 

Hansel sighed in silent protest, and Gretel took it as an assent. 

“I’ll come find you. The day after tomorrow. And then, wherever you’ve decided to go, I’ll go with you. Maybe not forever, but at least for a while.”

“What about the books?”

“They can wait. You were right about that. I said I would take some time before we’d look for them, so that’s what I’ll do.”

Hansel let the proposal hang in the air for a moment, and then he asked, “And if I don’t see you in two days?”

Gretel smirked. “You will.”

With that, Gretel hopped down from the truck, her instincts activating the moment her shoes touched the road. She searched the landscape for her bearings, figuring she was probably still ten miles from the cannery. She quickly decided that, since she was now on foot, she would approach the cannery from the lake instead of heading down the road to the warehouse. She would have the border fence to contend with, but she would have the element of surprise in her favor if the woman was preparing to ambush her. It was probably a better plan even with Hansel, but now that she was alone, she felt sure of it. 

She turned back to Hansel one last time. “This is for the best, Hansel. For all of us.”

The uncertainty on Hansel’s face was tragic, but Gretel ignored it and closed the door without another word. She then turned and walked opposite the direction they had been traveling. She wanted to look back once more, but she resisted the urge, and instead listened intently for the sound of the truck pulling away. 

And the moment it did, she began to run.
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Chapter 30
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THE KRAVNA AND NALAME stood in one of several open lots outside the ship, assessing the flows of the masses and the queues that were forming along the street. The pick-up system became obvious after just a few minutes of observing, as one car would pull up and park for a moment, collect its passengers, and then roll away slowly, allowing the next vehicle to move in. And though it was clear that many of those in line were leaving with relatives or friends, others appeared to be making deals with the drivers to take them to their desired locations.

The village women waited their turn in the back of the queue—an act that was almost physically painful for the Kravna—but Nalame assured her they would be called upon soon, and, indeed, within twenty minutes, she and her chancellor were shuffled into the back of a car and were on their way to the Back Country.

They communicated their destination to the driver, and once they were proceeding smoothly from the docks and onto the open road, the Kravna settled quickly, accepting the idea that she was no queen here. Exhausted, she slumped low into the seat, her eyelids flickering.

Nalame, on the other hand, sat straight, squirming, looking over her shoulder three or four times over the first half-mile.

“There is nothing to worry on, chancellor,” the Kravna said. “We have made better time than even I expected. They won’t let her off without a heavy interrogation.” 

“Yes, but...they can’t hold her forever, my queen.”

“For a few hours at least. And by the time they do let her leave, all those cars and shuttles will be gone. What will she do then? Call for her children? That will take hours more.”

“This is her home,” Nalame answered. 

The Kravna dismissed this and shrugged. “She is dead here.”

Nalame was quiet for a moment and then said, “But she will come. Eventually she will. And have you forgotten of her companion? And Noah?” With the speaking of this last name, Nalame dropped her eyes and cleared her throat.

The Kravna sat up now, jolted by the element of dissent. “You disagree with my decision then to give her up to the ship? Is that what you’re telling me, chancellor?”

Nalame didn’t answer, but her silence was telling.

The Kravna felt her anger attempting to surface again, but she quelled it, recognizing that it was mainly fatigue and hunger driving it, not Nalame. “I can feel the book here. I can feel it as strongly as if we were back in the village. There was no use staying with her any longer. There was nothing to be gained. We don’t need her direction or guidance anymore, and we certainly don’t need her threats. She would have turned on us. Surely even you could feel that.”

Nalame nodded. “I suppose. But at least we knew where she was before. And now...” She broke off the thought. “And when she comes—"

“If she comes.”

“Yes, but they can’t—”

“I know her,” the Kravna interrupted. “I can feel her in me. She is strong, yes, but also impulsive. You need only know her story the way I do to know this. She won’t allow those men the space to question her. Not with her children vulnerable. And when they try to detain her, she’ll act out violently. Kill them if she must. She’s done it before, Nalame. She doesn’t have the restraint you give her credit for.”

“And when she does it again? Kills them, I mean? What then? If there is that much rage in her, she’ll come for us for sure.”

“Then let her come!” 

The Kravna looked away from her chancellor and stared out the rear passenger window, scowling. 

“But it won’t be so easy this time,” she continued, as if attempting to convince herself now. “She won’t be able to kill all of those men without a fight. Not all of them. She had the power of surprise before, with those men on the cargo ship heading to the Eastern Lands. But she has no such advantage this time. It is for this reason that I warned them so far in advance, in order that they could prepare for the notorious Anika Morgan. They’re expecting her, and they know her capabilities. She won’t be able to kill them all.” 

The Kravna stalled, annoyed now that Nalame had implanted a seed of doubt in her mind. 

“But even if she does kill them all,” she continued, “such a massacre will take time. And it won’t be long after that a larger group of authorities will begin a search for her.”

Nalame gave no sign of acknowledgment to this point, but the Kravna could see in her face that the woman found at least some logic in her words, even if she wasn’t sold entirely.

“You’re not frightened are you, my chancellor?”

Nalame frowned and shook her head wearily. “No, my Kravna, not for myself. My only concern is for your life.”

The Kravna knew Nalame’s words were the truth, both in terms of their bravery and devotion. Her chancellor was as fearless as anyone the Kravna had ever known, and she would die without a subsequent thought to protect her queen.

“You say to the Back Country?” the driver confirmed. “Where is it you’re going exactly?”

The villagers exchanged glances. “Do you know of the Morgan farm?” the Kravna asked.

The driver smiled. “Anika Morgan’s farm? No, never heard of it.”

The Kravna and Nalame looked at each other again, this time confused.

The driver caught their expressions in the mirror and scoffed. “I’m kidding. Of course, I know it. Everyone does. Are you...friends?” He seemed to measure the women, trying to gauge whom they were hoping to meet there. “I don’t think Gretel’s been there in...don’t know how long. Hansel, maybe. And Anika, well, surely you know what happened there.”

Nalame spoke, smiling. “Oh no, we’re not going to the Morgan farm exactly, just somewhere close by.”

The driver nodded, shifting his eyes quickly between the women, unconvinced.

But perhaps Nalame wasn’t entirely inaccurate with her statement, the Kravna thought. They would start their search for the book at the Morgan house, for this mysterious woman from Rania—after all, it was the only place they knew in this land—but the farm no longer felt precise to the Kravna. The book was certainly close—she could sense it with each mile they advanced toward the Back Country—but sensations inside her were signaling to her that the Morgan house wasn’t quite correct. 

“How long until we arrive?” the Kravna asked.

“A little under two hours is my guess,” the driver answered. “Not longer.”

A truck passed going in the opposite direction, and the presence of it drew the Kravna’s attention toward it. She followed it with her eyes, fixed on the vehicle as it sped away, craning her neck back until the truck shrunk out of sight.

She turned back to the road ahead of them now and quickly noted that, having only traveled a few short miles from the port, the landscape had quickly grown from the bustle of the harbor to one of thick foliage and empty road. The Kravna felt suddenly comforted by the bucolic setting, comforted in a way she hadn’t been since leaving the village. Desolation had always been a friend to her, and the Back Country was quickly beginning to feel like home.

She thought of the book again and the Kravna felt her chest tighten at the thought of Anika’s mind in her grip, of the Crippling she would apply to the woman once the secrets to the power were complete. But she needed those final words inside, those last fragments of the practice that would allow her control over everyone, everywhere, regardless of how far she was from home or the subject’s own connection to Orphism. 

Thoughts of the book forced the Kravna’s eyes up to the driver’s rearview mirror and the reflection of the man’s face inside it. He was focused on the road ahead now, hypnotized by the journey, and the Kravna could feel her mind latching onto his. It was unconscious at first, but as his concentration attached to hers, she began to tighten her grip, clawing at his thoughts like a falcon ripping at the soft belly of a rodent.

The driver quivered his head once, as if shaking himself to stay awake, and then he put a hand to his forehead with a grunt. He rubbed the front of his head once, then again, now moaning with each pressing gesture. Within seconds, the moans became soft screams, and the driver veered the car into the oncoming lane before instinctively swerving it back.  

Nalame looked over at her queen, her eyes wide and frightened, pleading with the Kravna as she shook her head in dismay.

The Kravna saw Nalame’s face and released the driver from her clutches, and almost instantaneously, he recovered with a gasp of relief. 

The Kravna smiled to herself, knowing that, in another few seconds, the man would have been in the throes of torture. Another few after that and he would have been dead.

“Are you well, driver?” the Kravna asked.

The driver took another gaping breath, and then another, as if he had just surfaced for air from the bottom of a pool. He squeezed his forehead with a thumb and forefinger and swallowed, nodding. “I’m...I’m fine. Headache.”

“Good. Then we should be continuing. It’s important we get where we’re going as soon as possible.”

The Kravna nodded toward Nalame again, and then nestled low into her seat and drifted off to sleep in seconds.

An hour later, a change in the car’s speed awakened her, and she felt the car coasting to the side of the road. She looked over at Nalame, sleeping.

“Why are we stopping, driver?” the Kravna asked, groggy.

“There’s...someone on the road up ahead. She’s waving me down.”

The Kravna sat up straight now, staring over the driver’s shoulder through the windshield at Anika.

“Don’t stop!” she screamed.

“But...she needs help, I’m...”

This time the Kravna didn’t look in the driver’s face as she collected his thoughts in the talons of her mind. 

And this time, she wouldn’t release him.  
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PETR WOKE TO THE SMELL of pie.

For a moment, he thought he was in heaven—then Hell—before finally settling on the more likely answer of the same room he had been in for days now. 

He now knew it was the warehouse, the same one where Anika had been taken by the System after her escape from Marlene’s cabin. It was the obvious answer. The way the sound carried in the space, the opening and closing of different interior doors, and the rattle of movement in other rooms throughout the building. 

The warehouse was a practical place for his mother to have come, he thought, and he surmised she had been living there since her arrival back in the New Country. It offered all the things one would need to carry out the construction of madness. Seclusion, privacy, and it was less than a mile across the lake from the Morgan farm, which would allow her to keep watch on the comings and goings of anyone who might be living there. 

Petr made these conclusions somewhere around the third incision—this one in his back, just above his left hip—and once he did, everything else began to fall into place. 

Well, perhaps not all of it, but at least the reason why his mother had come back for him after all this time. The story of Gretel and Anika—of which he was now an integral part—had finally reached the place his mother had been living in the Old World. The news had taken longer to travel there, he assumed, as she had no doubt settled somewhere isolated from the major hub cities of the continent, someplace she could reinvent herself and bury the shame of her past life. 

But once the story was transmitted and the character of Petr Stenson had been revealed to the world—and of Marlene, and the remarkable transformation that had taken place in the ancient witch after drinking her bastardized version of the potion—his mother’s plans of return had begun. It was the only explanation. 

The promise of immortality.

And perhaps his mother knew the further story of Anika by now. That was always a possibility too.

Petr, himself, hadn’t heard the tale of Anika on the high seas, or even rumor of her resurrection from the Back Country lake, but the scope of what Petr knew wasn’t the measure of where a story had gone. He had become a virtual hermit since returning from the Eastern Lands—he knew as little about the political or cultural climate as anyone—so if the story of the ESC Mongkut and Anika’s battle with Tanja was known to the wider world, Petr wasn’t aware of it.  

Still, though, that didn’t explain everything. Even if his mother had heard of Anika’s re-emergence in the Eastern Lands—or even just Marlene’s story—was she now simply throwing darts at the wall regarding how to make the potion? Marlene had proven the concoction didn’t need to be exact—especially when using the kin of one’s own blood—but the essentials of the recipe had to be included. Could his mother possibly have learned the text of Orphism during her absence? Words that neither Anika nor Anika’s father had ever learned to read? Gretel could read it, of course, but only because she had a rare gift that had skipped down to her in the bloodstream.

And if Petr’s mother could read it, how?

At this point, however, none of these questions mattered. She was here, now, bleeding him like a medieval plague patient, killing him slowly, deliberately. And maybe she had no clue about the text of Orphism. Maybe she was simply extracting fluids blindly, combining them with other ingredients she had heard about anecdotally in the oral tale of Marlene. 

In either case—whether she had the recipe or not—if Petr wasn’t found soon, within another day, two at the most, he was going to die on the floor of the cannery warehouse. 

Petr knew his only chance at surviving was Gretel and Hansel. He had no other friends or family, not really, and certainly none that would have missed him after only a few days or weeks. 

But did Hansel and Gretel even consider him missing at this point? They had Mrs. Klahr to worry about, and though it might have seemed strange to them that he hadn’t shown up at the hospital to visit the woman who had raised him since he was a teenager, he had only been pulled back into the fold of the Back Country for a few days when he disappeared. Perhaps they thought he wasn’t up to the task of dealing with the trauma of the fire, or Mrs. Klahr’s illness, and that he had simply returned to the Urbanlands to continue his reclusive, cowardly life.

Petr sniffed the air again, taking in the aroma, trying to place the location of the pie. He slapped the ground around his waist with both hands but was only able to reach an area a few inches in any direction. Nothing.

“It’s here, Petr.”

The voice wasn’t kind, but not crazed either. His mother. Standing above him. Looking down on his damaged body.

“I would imagine you are hungry?”

Petr nodded. He was.

“This one has come from the oven only minutes ago. My best, I believe. I’ve improved so much in such a short time. Not to crow too much. Of course, I’m missing some of the ingredients, but that shouldn’t matter much. Except to the taste, perhaps.”

“How do you...?”

“Know of the recipe? Know about the book? Orphism?”

Petr nodded weakly, suddenly feeling defeated. He knew there was little chance of him surviving his current circumstances, but the words ‘recipe’ and ‘Orphism’ seemed to confirm his fears.

“I suppose there’s little threat in telling you some of my saga now.” There was a long pause, and then, “But I want you to know that...” a swallow and a heavy sigh. “I left you not of my own wishes. I never wanted to go away when you were a child. It was your father who insisted.” 

His mother paused again, and Petr knew she was waiting for him to ask the reason why his father would have made such a demand of her. But Gretel had already told him what his mother had revealed about her past, about Petr’s early years and why she had left him.

“Yes, of course. Gretel has filled you in with those details already. About my leaving. But it was for the best, Petr.”

“The best for who?”

His mother ignored him. “And then so much happened after.” She rolled the last ‘r’ slightly, a hint of a pleasure moan in the sound.

“Where is Gretel?” Petr snapped.

His mother laughed. “Still in love, I see. So many years later?”

“Is she safe?”

A sigh. “I don’t know for sure, but I would imagine she is. I’ve not spoken with her since the day I made my visit. So if she is not well, it is not of my doing.”

It was Petr’s turn to sigh now, relief.

“Though I wish I could say the same for the old woman. Amanda?”

Petr swallowed, his mouth suddenly as dry as sand. “She didn’t...she didn’t survive the fire?”

“The fire? Oh, yes. Quite well, in fact. A remarkable recovery, I would say. Especially for such an elderly woman. Terrible accident, the fire. Yes? 

Petr stayed quiet.

“But you were too close to her, Petr. I know all about them. The old man and his wife and their raising of you after Oliver...after your father died. I can’t have loose ends, Petr. You understand, I’m sure. No matter how feeble and tattered those ends may be.”

“What did you do to her?” Petr felt a sickness in his stomach, a stabbing in his chest. It felt as if his heart was failing him, and he didn’t know if it was the pain of Mrs. Klahr, the pies, or the loss of blood. He turned his head to the side, resting his face on the floor, a tear falling.

“It isn’t your fault, Petr. I know you believe that right now, but it isn’t true. Not directly anyway. Mrs. Klahr was always going to die. The moment I decided to return home. They’re all going to die, but I had to start with someone.”

Petr turned his head back in the direction of his mother, suddenly feeling a new strength within him, enraged by the thought of Mrs. Klahr’s suffering, that his mother had been the cause. “Some of them may,” he said. “But so will you. You’ll never leave this place with a breath in your lungs.”

There was no reply from Petr’s mother for several seconds, and he could sense the unease in her. Finally, she chuckled softly. “One day I will die. Perhaps. But once I’m finished taking what I need from you, I’ll—”

“You’ll be dead by the end of the week!” Petr shouted. “Your head on the ground at your feet!”

His mother turned quiet again, and Petr knew undoubtedly he had struck a nerve. 

“I don’t know where you got the book,” he continued, “or who you had to kill to get it, but you don’t know what you’re doing. You don’t know who you’re—”

The pain in Petr’s head came on as quickly as if he had been struck by lightning. It was excruciating, incomparable, as if a cold, thin rod had had been shoved through his ear into the folds of his brain. It was a version of the pain he had felt at the Klahr Orchard after the fire, only stronger.

He screamed as long as his breath would last, and then he turned his head and vomited, spitting and coughing with ache, desperate for oxygen. Another few seconds and he would pass out, and Petr begged his mind to send him to that place of relief.

And then, as quickly as it had come on, the anguish stopped.

“It does me no good to torture you, Petr,” his mother said casually, a slight annoyance in her tone. “I have access to anything I need from you. At any time. I can elicit the truth or make you mute with barely the blink of an eye. So if you feel the pain you’ve just experienced again, know that it is you who have inflicted it upon yourself, as a punishment for your unnecessary revolts.” 

“How? How can you do that?”

There was a stretch of silence, followed by the touch of fingertips upon Petr’s head and face. He shook spastically as the touches dug in toward his eyes, and then, for the first time in days, Petr saw the world around him as the blindfold was removed.

He looked around at his environment, which was dimly lit but visible, taking in the high ceilings and expansive walls of the warehouse. He was correct about where he was, though it was the first time he’d ever been inside, and it didn’t quite match his imagination. Next to him was the pie his mother had been holding, just out of reach of his mouth.

He looked up toward the woman standing above him now—his mother—squinting at the light beam that shone in from behind her. She held Petr’s stare for a moment and then dropped it, Petr noting a hint of shame in the motion.

As Petr’s eyes adjusted further, he could see she was holding a book at her side. There were no words visible, but based on the look of the cover and spine and the circumstances in which Petr found himself, there was little question as to the title.


“How can you read it? How is it possible?”
“I’ve been practicing at it for many years.” And then, as if to herself, “Many

years.”


“Where?”


She cocked a head at Petr and grinned. “Well, that is the crux of this whole story, isn’t it? Where has mother been all this time?” She paused, giving Petr a chance to run through a few of the endless possibilities. When he said nothing, she began the story. “Dead is what your father told you, I presume.” She shrugged. “But I don’t blame him for that. After a month or two, once I left, I’m sure he thought that to be true. I would have been dead if I had stayed, about that I am certain.”

Petr didn’t speak for fear of detonating some latent anger or hesitation. He wanted to hear the tale, even if it he was to die at the end of it. He narrowed his eyes and looked slightly askew, just past the woman, careful not to make eye contact.

“But oh, how wrong the doctors of this world can be, Petr. Never believe a diagnosis in this world. There are always options for survival. One must only seek them out.”

“The Old World?” Petr ventured, reluctantly.

His mother nodded and then sat beside him, pushing the pie close to Petr’s mouth and pulling a spoon from her robe. She placed a bite into his mouth like a mother feeding her toddler. “Eventually.”

“Where?”

“A small town called Rania. It was there that everything changed.”
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ANIKA HEARD THE CAR approaching from behind and instantly turned to face it, ready to step into the middle of the street to flag it down, if necessary. She guessed it was less than a mile away by the sound, but she had no way of knowing for sure.

She gauged that she had traveled ten miles by now on foot, perhaps a bit less, and most of that distance she had taken at a running pace. During that time, only two cars had passed in the proper direction, both of which, despite her frantic waving from the shoulder, sped by without so much as a brake tap. She supposed the thick black robe and large stick didn’t help in attracting them—not in the land of Marlene and Anika—but there was little she could do to remedy her appearance, other than stripping naked and disposing of the blackthorn. The former she would consider, but she refused to travel into the teeth of evil unarmed.

The unlit headlights of the approaching vehicle crested the hill, and Anika casually set the blackthorn at her feet before stepping a yard or so onto the Interways, holding one hand high, gesturing slowly in a wide, waving motion. 

Anika heard the crackling of the tires as the car quickly slowed, and she immediately rehearsed the story in her mind once again. Her car had broken down several miles ahead and her teen children were anxiously waiting for her to return with help. Once she was in the car, she would go as far as the driver would take her, which, she hoped, would be most of the way to the farm. Of course, the driver’s suspicion would pique at some point, once it was obvious there was no car or awaiting children, but Anika would just have to deal with that problem when the moment arose. 

She took another step into the road and was now standing in the path of the car, which by now had slowed to a crawl and was pulling off to the shoulder in front of her, swerving erratically as it went, nearly clipping one of the trees closest to the road. 

Thank you, she thought.

The car came to a complete stop approximately ten yards away, and as Anika looked in through the windshield, trying to make eye contact through the glare and grime on the glass, all she could see was a man’s face ravaged with pain. He was rubbing his head at the temples, as if trying to wipe his mind clean, and then he opened his mouth wide and released a short, muffled scream like the staccato blast of a horn. Then, as if a bucket of open paint had been heaved upon the inside glass, the car’s windshield splashed into a sheet of red and white as the driver’s head exploded.

Beneath the expanse of blood that covered the top half of the long window, Anika watched the man’s corpse fall forward onto the steering wheel, his head destroyed from the middle of his mouth up, the shining white of his bottom jaw exposed and smiling. Beyond that, Anika had no visibility into the interior of the car. 

But she didn’t need it. She already knew who was in the back.

Instinctively, and without taking her eyes off the car, Anika dropped the hood of her robe and squatted down, lifting the blackthorn from the road. She stood tall, chin out, spinning the stick several times in her hand like a baton. It wasn’t too late to run, she supposed, to duck somewhere into the woods and find her way back to the cabin through the cover of foliage. And with the Kravna’s driver now dead, Anika could be at the farm before the two Old World villagers knew what region they were in. 

On some other level, however, Anika knew this meeting was fortuitous, destined. At some point Eudoxia would have to be confronted, and despite the confidence Anika had in her own abilities, she couldn’t take on everyone at once. Not without Vedat. Not without Noah. She could finish the Kravna now—and Nalame—and deal with Eudoxia later.

The rear doors of the car opened simultaneously, but it was only Nalame who stepped out, a long, thin wire in one hand, a small knife in the other. She kept her gaze off Anika at first, instead staring at her own hands for several beats before closing her eyes meditatively, seeming to progress through some ritual of battle in her mind.

The Kravna stepped to the street now, the teenage queen armed with nothing other than a smirk of confidence. “I pray the men on the ship didn’t suffer more than necessary,” she said. “As I apparently underestimated your strength.”

Anika didn’t answer, but she understood the implication. And had it come to that, to killing the men on the ocean liner the way she had on the ESC Mongkut, Anika would have done it with haste and ferocity. 

But this new life—this undead existence—offered other options, and the leap from the ship’s balcony had proven to be the correct one.

The Kravna took a step forward, still beyond arm’s reach, and stared into Anika’s eyes, searching them, studying them like a doctor looking for disease. She then closed her own eyes and pulled her hair back, looping the tufts together into a braided knot. 

Anika stood watching the girl, confused, but then, just as she was about to speak, to begin what was surely to be a failed negotiation, she felt the slightest pings of pain on either side of her head.

Reflexively, her hands shot to her temples where she pressured them with her fingertips, trying to keep the pain from spreading. But she could feel it growing, sharper and louder with every gram of energy Anika used to resist it. 

And then, as if the most primal of messages had come to her from the ether, she stopped resisting the pain, instead letting her mind drop into whiteness, to the blank region of nonexistence, to the space where it had gone during the hours at the bottom of the lake and while she hanged from the gallows after her execution. It was a deceased mind, she supposed, encased by some resistant shell borne of death and poison.  

Instantly, the pain subsided, but Anika remained in her protective state, staring into the face of the Kravna, the region of her brain that controlled her senses now firing faster than ever. Anika could smell the effort in the Kravna now, she could hear the rasp and strain of her lungs and heart. 

The Kravna opened her eyes finally, a faint look of disbelief and concern in them as she labored to breathe. 

Nalame looked over at her master, a similar look of concern upon her face. 

Anika spoke. “I suspected that was your true purpose behind acquiring the book. Am I right, Sahnia?”

No reply.

“And that is why I’ll never allow you to possess it.”

The Kravna resumed her study of Anika, her expression of concern having transformed into one of curiosity. “I suppose it is the potion that has offered you this protection,” she stated flatly. “That or something in your heritage. Perhaps a combination of both.” She paused. “I suppose if it is in your blood, this veil over your mind, I’ll know for sure when I lock onto Gretel’s brain. And then Hansel’s.”

The mention of Gretel passed over Anika with little more than a twinge, but her heart burned at the mention of her son. 

Hansel. Her boy. The child that Anika had compelled to kill his own mother. 

The love Anika felt for Hansel grew each time she thought of her own death, as did her instinct to protect him. She loved Gretel too, of course, but she knew Gretel would be resilient to this young monster, that her deep understanding of Orphism would be the antidote to anything the girl learned in the Book of the Crippling, if, indeed, the copy fell into her hands by the time this ordeal was over. 

Hansel was not Gretel, however. He didn’t have the innate abilities of his sister, and though in many ways he was stronger than she, Anika knew he was no match for the Kravna or her defender.

Anika held the blackthorn out in front of her now, the shaft tipped slightly back toward her, point resting on the street. “Perhaps it’s time to see what your blood looks like,” she said to the queen and then nodded toward the car. “As red as his, I’m sure.” 

Anika was curious why the girl had killed the driver, what purpose that had served, but she knew if she asked outright, the answer would be unsatisfying.

Hearing the threat to her queen, Nalame began walking toward Anika with pace, and Anika lifted the stick so that the point was facing forward like a spear.

There was no pause in the chancellor as she strode, fast and steady. Five yards. Three.

Anika pulled the stick back, poised to thrust, but before she could get the weight of her legs shifted properly, the chancellor held the dagger above her head and with a flick of her wrist, sent the blade flying through the air toward Anika.

The knife was coming straight for Anika’s throat, but she sidestepped just a fraction, and the blade instead embedded into the top of her chest, somewhere between her shoulder and heart.

She stared down at the protruding weapon with terror, waiting anxiously for the light-headedness to arrive that would signal a vital strike had landed in her heart and a geyser of blood had erupted somewhere inside her. She supposed her new disposition may have allowed for another revivification—just like she had had from the gallows on the beach in the Eastern Lands or the lake in the Back Country—but she knew these women would never allow such a possibility to play out. Anika would be decapitated the moment she collapsed to the ground, and then dismembered, her parts piled high and burned to ashes.

She continued staring at the handle of the blade, anticipating death, but there was only the slightest pain at the wound site; otherwise, Anika’s senses felt fresh, reliable.

Nalame took another step and Anika swung the blackthorn low at the chancellor’s feet, but the woman was nimble and anticipated the move, hopping over the wooden weapon as she reached forward and pulled the knife from Anika’s chest, rearming.

The two women squared off now, and this time Nalame thrust the wire toward Anika, sending it forward like an epee toward her eye. Again, however, Anika dipped to the right and the wire just clipped the top half of her ear. 

The misfire left the chancellor off-balance, and Anika kicked her foot forward, landing her sole in the middle of the bodyguard’s waist, just above the groin, sending her reeling.

Nalame kept her balance, however, and the two women reset in a showdown at arm’s length. Over Nalame’s shoulder, Anika could see the Kravna smiling, enjoying the battle, hungry for the pleasure of pain and death. It was similar to the look she had seen in the restaurant during their first meeting.

Anika quickly regained her focus, and for the first time in many months—years perhaps—she realized her confidence was shaken. This young chancellor from the Village of the Elders was no bully in a diner or some thug roaming a mountain byway. The woman had been bred to fight, to protect and keep her queen alive no matter the cost or effort, just as, Anika suspected, her ancestors had for centuries before her. It was true that Anika possessed abilities Nalame didn’t, but this woman of the Old World seemed prepared to counter those abilities at every turn.

Well, Anika thought, it was time to see how prepared she was. She took several strides backwards now, watching Nalame’s eyes as she went, anticipating her attack with every step. 

But Nalame only watched her movements, wary, and Anika continued her retreat.

Ten yards. Thirty.

Then, Anika stopped and gripped the blackthorn in her right hand, holding it beside her like a wizard’s staff. She lifted it eight inches off the ground.

And then she charged.
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IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON when Gretel finally launched the canoe and began heading toward Rifle Field. 

Twenty minutes prior, when she first arrived on her property—exhausted and hungry but relatively unscathed—she inspected her house, cautiously, looking for both a weapon and a sign that Petr’s mother had been there. On the first count, Gretel had found only a common fireplace poker, which, in terms of arms, wasn’t perfect, but it was something, especially since she had lost her knife somewhere between the hospital room and her fall from the window. 

But Gretel suspected she would need more than an iron tool from a hearth. Perhaps no weapon at all would suffice.

On the second count, about the woman’s presence at her home, there was no indication she had come there after the massacre at the hospital, which only reaffirmed Gretel’s theory that she was now waiting at the cannery as implied in her note. 

And if The System had come to look for Gretel, they had left before she arrived.

Gretel brought the boat to a stop just before she reached the bend that led around to the open water in front of the cannery. She parked the canoe on the bank and then grabbed the poker, hopping over the bow so that she was now standing in waist-deep water.

She quickly edged along the shoreline until she could see the beginning of the metal fence dividing the cannery from the field, and then further still until the near wall of the cannery itself came into view.  

Gretel stared at the building for several minutes without moving, focusing on the open window at the top, waiting anxiously for some shadow to flash in front, or the clattering of some stray object on the floor, a piece of tin or copper left over from a different era. 

But Gretel heard nothing, despite there being barely a breeze in the air and the lake and trees resting as still and quiet as space. 

She moved another step forward and then inhaled deeply, holding the breath and then ducking under the water. Gretel then shoved off and swam beneath the surface, holding the poker in her hand like some ancient marine hunter. She quickly reached the shallowest point of the lake where she could remain submerged, and then she lifted her eyes and nose above the water so that they just skimmed the water. She remained in that position for another minute or two, surveying. 

From there, Gretel could see the cannery in full, as well as the hill that led to the warehouse above. Still nothing, however, so Gretel pulled herself up to the bank and then gradually climbed out until she was standing on the dry land of Rifle Field. 

She knew she was vulnerable in this position, exposed, so if Petr’s mother was waiting for her there, now was the time to show her face. 

Still, however, not a sound.

Gretel walked several steps to her right so that she was now parallel with the second-floor window and stared up into it. It was nine-feet high at least, and dark within, so Gretel wasn’t sure what she expected to see exactly; and, in fact, she was met with only stillness and silence.

“I’m here,” she stated flatly, as if answering the call of attendance in grade school. When no answer came, she called, “Petr?”

Still no reply, and Gretel searched the ground below her until she found a stone about the size of a lemon. She picked it up and heaved it through the window where it landed with a thud and rolled thunderously across the second-story floor, eliciting yet another crash when it fell to the ground floor below.

Gretel waited breathlessly, eyes wide, anticipating some version of Marlene to erupt from the window like a condor, clearing the fence and landing behind Gretel on the beach.

But there was nary a sound, and after several seconds of waiting, Gretel continued further down the fence in the direction of the woods where the metal barrier disappeared into the trees and began to circle back, surrounding the cannery parcel. Gretel’s purpose was to get a better look at the side of the building, but as she followed the curve of the fence, she noticed in one section a bend at the bottom where the links bowed inward.

She stooped to get a closer look and could see that the last eight or ten links in the section seemed to have been cut and then pushed in, likely by teenagers who had come from the cannery side via the warehouse road and wanted to get to Rifle Field.

Gretel would be going in the opposite direction of those kids, however, and she quickly dropped to her knees and crawled through the fence until she was in the woods on the cannery side of the fence. 

From there, she sprinted to the cannery itself, now emboldened with a burning combination of panic and hope and love for her friend. She knew each minute that passed could be the difference between Petr living or dying, and that she was his only real hope of surviving. 

And if she didn’t find him here, at the cannery, she would need to continue her search elsewhere, which meant there was even less time to waste. Gretel didn’t know where she would even begin to look, but she would have to put her imagination to work quickly. There was no doubt that his mother was a killer, brutal and merciless, so if Petr wasn’t her victim already, without Gretel’s help, he would be soon.

She ran to the front of the cannery and opened the door, stepping inside with far less caution than she should have considering the circumstances. Her memories of the horror as a teenager flooded back in a rush, and her eyes flashed to the spot on the floor where Marlene had thudded to the floor with the hammer branching from her skull like a horn.

She took another step toward the loft, and then she heard the screams.
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“IT WON’T WORK. IT COULDN’T.” Petr was frantic now, pleading. “Think about it. You must know the full story by now. It takes weeks to make the potion. At a minimum.”

“I don’t have weeks,” Petr’s mother snarled to herself, and then spun her head back towards her son. “Do I?”

Petr studied her face now, trying to find some lingering trace of humanity. He had heard the missing details of her journey from the New Country to the Old World, of her illness and terminal diagnosis for which she had found a cure in a dark corner of the planet known as Rania. 

And of her discovery of a copy of Orphism known as The Book of the Crippling. To hear his mother tell it, Petr had felt only the subtlest of his mother’s powers.

“Please don’t do this. It won’t work.”

“Won’t work?” Petr’s mother laughed. “The people of Rania said I would never be able to decipher the language. I was wasting my precious time reading the same book over and over again. They told me there were but a handful of people in the world who could read it, and that I was not one of them. I was not a descendant of your girlfriend’s tribe, you see, and thus not worthy of its teachings. But I am nothing if not persistent, Petr. I learned that lesson of life years before I learned the secrets in Orphism. There is nothing that can’t be achieved through persistence. Nothing at all. It is simply a matter of will. A matter of obsession.”

Eudoxia held the knife up to her face, inspecting the dull blade that had been caked dry with Petr’s blood over the past several days. She examined it, frowning, and then touched the tip of her finger to it. “It will have to do.”

She stood beside Petr and stared down at him for a moment, and then quickly dropped to her knees and smoothed her fingers across Petr’s belly as if looking for the proper spot. She circled the tip of the rusty blade lightly below the left side of Petr’s midsection, and then sliced across his belly, unleashing both a scream and a flow of blood unlike any that had ever left Petr’s body. 
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ANIKA RAN TOWARD NALAME with as much speed as she could muster, but the chancellor didn’t move a muscle. Didn’t blink. At about the halfway point from where she began her run and where Nalame stood, Anika suddenly realized she had lost the advantage.

But she kept coming anyway. Full speed.

She held the blackthorn in front of her now like a jousting lance, and then, when she was less than twenty feet from her target, Anika leapt in the air with all the thrust of her legs, directing the blackthorn straight down, point aimed at the center of Nalame’s forehead. She could see the irises of the woman’s eyes, but there was no fear there. No panic.

Anika’s lips drew back in a snarl as she plunged down toward the woman’s neck, anticipating the satisfying feel of the wooden tip entering her throat, shattering her vertebrae before exiting through the back of Nalame’s lifeless neck.

But it was not to be.

With the blackthorn only feet away, a half second before piercing her larynx, Nalame flopped to her back, collapsing to the ground as quickly as if she’d been shot. 

Anika felt the cruel absence of contact as she passed over the woman, landing beyond her intended spot and spilling to the ground in a roll. She rose quickly though, prepared to fight, and as she did, she felt the stinging pain in her belly. She looked down and saw the thin wire sticking from her gut. Nalame had pierced her during her attack, and Anika was just now feeling it.

Anika stared at Nalame, who was back on her feet, and for an instant, Anika saw the bodyguard’s eyes flicker past her, toward the car where the Kravna had been standing. There was a twinkle of confusion in that moment, just before Nalame directed her gaze back to Anika.

Anika swung the stick out like a sword now, in a wide sweeping motion, but Nalame dodged it easily, ducking below it, and the moment it passed over her, she ran toward Anika and shot up like a pneumatic cylinder. In her hand she held the dagger, which she twisted to the right as she skewered the blade into the center of Anika’s chest.

Anika’s breath seized the moment the blade entered, and the world flashed from color to gray in a moment. She dropped to her knees, one hand wrapped around the handle of the knife, and as the color of the world dimmed, so too did the sounds. 

But not all; Anika heard Nalame’s voice. 

“Kravna?” she said, a question. “My Kravna, it’s done.”

Anika didn’t hear a reply from the Kravna, which she attributed to her fading life and not to the absence of the young queen.

She dropped her head in a bow, but immediately felt a harsh pull at the top of her head. Suddenly she was staring down the road that led toward her home. The Back Country. The farm and the lake. The place where her children were born and the Morgan family had once lived in peace, if not prosperity. It was a place she had come so close to seeing again.

Nalame gripped Anika’s hair in a large clump and tilted her head backwards, and then brought the blade of her dagger to Anika’s throat. “This is for your disrespect,” she said without a trace of malice in her voice. The slitting of Anika’s throat was simply a punishment, nothing more. 

Anika closed her eyes, silently praying her death would come at the end of the full slice across her throat, and that she would be on her way to the afterlife before the sawing of her neck began.

“Gretel will kill her,” Anika said, the statement triggered by the cold metal blade touching her neck just below the jaw. They were words of challenge, but they felt detached from Anika, as if someone else had spoken them.

She recalled a moment in the cannery warehouse, just after her resurrection, when she had held a dull knife to her own throat. She had been poised to end her life that day, to snuff out the abomination that was her new, violent existence.

But a voice had spoken to her that day, had guided her to Tanja, had kept her alive for the sake of her children. 

“The warehouse,” she whispered, inaudible beyond a foot away.

“What did you say?” Nalame asked, an executioner allowing for last words. 

Anika tried to repeat herself, but she could no longer speak, and Nalame didn’t wait more than a few seconds for an answer before the knife began its work. 

The chancellor pressed the blade and began to slice across Anika’s throat, digging the edge into her skin as she pulled from her left. The blood flowed down Anika’s neck like warm compote and Anika thought of Heaven.

And then the blade fell to the ground, clattering to the dirt road impotently.

For a moment, Anika thought the chancellor had simply finished her kill, completed her slicing, and Anika was so near to death that she didn’t feel it. What she was still experiencing with her other senses—the sight and sound of the knife—was simply a result of the remaining oxygen in her brain, sure to be depleted in seconds.

Anika thought of Gretel again. And of the warehouse. She couldn’t dismiss it. It was a strange final combination of thoughts, but there it was.

That thought lasted but a blink, however, and as she prepared to expire and take in the darkness for the third and final time, Anika felt the full weight of Nalame’s body topple over her shoulder. She looked in front of her at the chancellor’s body, twisted, unmoving, her face buried into the dirt road. 

Anika blinked several times, trying to make sense of the scene, and then she fell to her back, gasping for air. She spotted the knife again sticking from her chest, and the pain of that returned.

She slowly let her head rock to her left, and there she saw Nalame still lying beside her. Anika could see the back of her head now; inside it was a boomerang, lodged halfway through her skull like a hatchet through a watermelon.

“Anika!”

Anika blinked again at the sound of her name, but as she looked up, she saw only the sky above her.

“Anika! Are you alive?”

She blinked again and the sight of Noah appeared in her eye line, standing above her like an angel. Anika knew for certain she was dead now. There was no other explanation.

“Noah?”

Her voice croaked, and she could feel her mouth filling with blood.

“We’ll get you help,” Noah said. “Where is the hospital?”

Anika shook her head, feeling the pain of life again, the re-emergence of the dread for her children. “Just put me in the car,” she spluttered. “I’ll show you where to go.”

Anika closed her eyes but forced herself to stay conscious, focused on her daughter. She worried on Hansel too, of course, but somehow she knew he was safe now. Gretel was in the throes of it, however; she could feel it. And Gretel was the hope now.

Anika felt the lift of her body at her shoulders and feet, and she quickly realized there were two sets of hands upon her.

“Who is ‘we?’” she asked.

“What?”

“You said ‘we’ll get you help.’”

“It is me, Anika. Vedat.”

“Vedat!” Anika smiled. “My loyal...” She couldn’t finish the sentence, but she felt the spirit of it had been conveyed. 

“Yes, miss. Always.”

The two men carried Anika to the car and propped her up in the backseat in a way that she could see out the window and navigate. Her eyes drooped to close once, but she shook her head and slapped the back of her neck to stay conscious. 

The front window of the car was still stained with the previous driver’s brain matter, and Anika watched dreamily as Noah cleaned a spot for visibility.

“We’re not far,” she said. Just keep straight on this road and I’ll tell you when to turn.” She paused. “How did you get here?”

“We took a car like you, miss,” Vedat replied. “The driver left when he saw the struggle.” 

Anika considered this without a reply.

“Where is the girl, miss?”

The Kravna. Anika had forgotten about her. “I don’t know. She must have run.” And then, “We have to hurry. I don’t think there’s much time.”
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GRETEL DASHED FROM the cannery and sprinted in the direction of the warehouse, unconcerned with any trap that may have been set for her along the way. 

It was Petr’s scream she had just heard—about that, she was sure—and the echo of agony in it had brought tears to Gretel’s eyes.

There was no time for gloom though, and she ascended the hill quickly, ignoring the burn in her thighs and the fear in her chest and belly. She reached the plateau of the slope and gasped in a breath, and then approached the back of the warehouse warily, creeping to the door of the building like a burglar. She put an ear to the window that formed the top half of the door and stood there frozen, listening like a doctor for a heartbeat. 

Nothing. 

Gretel grabbed the handle and turned it slowly, and though the knob itself turned, the door didn’t budge in either direction; the bolt lock was engaged a few inches above the handle. 

Gretel considered for a moment breaking the glass, but she knew that would be counterproductive. The sound of the shattering would act as an alarm, and even if Gretel could somehow climb through the window, such a maneuver as snaking her body over a jagged pane would take considerable caution and leave her vulnerable to attack. 

Instead, she walked toward the front of the building, pausing as she turned the first corner, finally arriving at the junction that joined the front wall of the warehouse. 

The screams she had heard in the cannery hadn’t recurred, a circumstance that Gretel took as ominous.

She sidled along the brick facade until she reached the front door of the warehouse; rusted and chipped, the door gave the impression that the storehouse was as abandoned as the cannery below it. 

But Petr’s mother was inside, as was Petr, and all Gretel could hope for was that she wasn’t too late to save him. 

She had been wrong about Petr’s mother being at the cannery, but she assumed that was just a matter of timing. Petr’s mother had been luring her with the words in the note, but perhaps Gretel had figured things out more quickly than the woman expected and hadn’t yet made her way down to the empty factory. 

Which gave Gretel the advantage now, and she needed to make the most of it. 

Gretel stared at the door for several moments and then closed her eyes, taking in the air of the Back Country in long, deep breaths. Then, as she had attempted only days ago at the scene of the fire at Mrs. Klahr’s house, Gretel cast her mind outward, trying to make some thin connection with the brutal murderer lurking inside. 

Again, however, the world returned to her only a wall of white, a blockade of light exposing nothing. Reluctantly, Gretel turned her attention to Petr now. 

There had once been a time—especially during the months when Petr and Gretel lived together and were at their most intimate—when Gretel could feel Petr’s presence with almost no effort at all. She would sense a pleasant burn inside her whenever he was present, and she could almost see his experiences as he saw them through his eyes. Not quite, but close. She had never aspired to acquire the ability and had had to make a conscious effort to moderate the feeling so as not to violate his privacy. 

And Petr wasn’t the only person with whom she had made such a connection in her life. There had been other acquaintances during her travels who, though not as powerfully as with Petr, inspired Gretel’s senses in a similar way, giving her insight into their whereabouts and even their feelings. 

Over time, however, as the text of Orphism became as much a part of Gretel as the marrow in her bones, she had learned to control the power to keep its default position toggled off. 

She erased the light of Petr’s mother from her mind and conjured Petr’s face instead. Then she imagined the sound of his voice. The smell of his skin. She went deeper still, harnessing the feel of his very presence, the way he had impressed upon Gretel in his most vulnerable of times, when he had revealed such confidences as the pains of his childhood, his dreams for the future.

The reflection in Gretel’s mind was weak at first, barely emerging there as a blinking hologram before fading to black, and for a moment, she interpreted the image as Petr’s death.

But then the light flashed again, this time surging with hopeful brightness, like a dying bulb regenerating with the fuel of newfound electricity. Gretel could suddenly see the inside of the warehouse, a large open room surrounded by metal shelving. 

And there was Petr, lying on the floor, his eyes slitted like those of a sleeping cat, his blood surrounding him like a giant crimson amoeba. 

Gretel gasped as her eyes shot to life, and then she grabbed the handle of the door and turned. 

And this time when she pushed, the door opened without resistance.

Gretel released the handle and let the door swing inwards, the rusty hinges moaning the squeals of ancient brass.

She held her breath as she stared into the dimly lit room that formed the informal lobby of the building. The late-afternoon daylight was shining in behind her, but it was still too dark inside for Gretel to see the scene fully. 

But her other senses were active. She could smell the stench of crime inside, hear the dull sobs of pain and torture. 

Gretel looked behind her once and then took a step inside, closing the door behind her but not latching it, leaving only a sliver of light shining through the crack for guidance. An open door would have made sense, perhaps, since it gave her more visibility and a clear means of escape; but Gretel’s instincts told her the cover of darkness was more valuable. If she needed to flee in a hurry—hopefully with Petr—the door was already open, so it was a simple pull and dash to exit the building.

Gretel stood at the doorway for a few seconds as her eyes adjusted, and she soon realized the room wasn’t totally dark at all. There was ambient light coming from the back of the warehouse, originating from another room off a hallway in the back corridor.

A light sob came from Gretel’s left, and she turned and took a step in that direction. As her eyes adjusted further, she could see the outline of a figure on the floor below her, and as she took another step toward it and stooped down, she could see it was Petr. 

“Petr,” she whispered and immediately gripped one of the ropes binding Petr’s arms to the large stones. “Petr, I’m going to get you out of here.”

Gretel averted her eyes from the blood all around her, not wanting to comprehend fully the extent of his wounds. She untied the first arm, but Petr made no move with it; his hand simply flopped to the floor. Gretel then stood and began to walk to the opposite side to free his other wrist when a voice jolted her to a stop.

“How will you get him out?”

The question came from an interior door that led to the corridor in the back where the light was drifting in, and Gretel looked toward it, squinting. She gripped the poker tightly, tensing her biceps in preparation for the strike that would come at the end of her charge. 

In the doorway—maybe thirty feet away—stood a silhouette of Petr’s mother, tall and foreboding, one arm in a cradling position as if holding a baby. The other arm rotated in a slow, circular motion. 

“You can’t carry him,” she said, “he’s far too heavy. And he’s certainly in no position to walk.” 

The woman took a step forward from the doorway, closing the gap by five feet or so, and Gretel could now see that it was no baby in her arms but rather a large bowl. In her other hand was a spoon, stirring the contents of the container as casually as a homemaker making Sunday morning breakfast. 

“He’s going to die,” Gretel said. “He needs a doctor.”

“Your first assessment is correct; he is going to die.” Petr’s mother shook her head. “But no one is coming to save him. Not today. Not ever.”

Gretel moved back toward the door, her instincts and the confidence of the woman causing her to rethink her strategy; but as her hand landed upon the worn knob, a shockwave rippled through the back of her brain. She gagged and fell to her knees, grabbing the back of her skull, pressing desperately at the nape of her neck with her fingertips.

The pain lasted for several seconds, to the point where Gretel thought she would vomit, but as suddenly as it had started, it subsided. Gretel rolled to her back now, staring at the open ceiling as she huffed spastically, trying to both regain her breath and prepare for another attack. 

She saw the thin woman walk past her at her feet and then stand in front of the main door. Without taking her eyes from Gretel, she backed the door closed, latching it this time. 

“He’s your son,” Gretel begged, pausing on each word, trying to fit them in between her breaths. She propped herself up on her elbows, staring at the woman who was now standing above Gretel, now only a few feet away. “You told me you regretted leaving him. But you’re back now. This is your chance to make amends. Petr is...” 

Gretel choked up, feeling a sudden wave of panic. She loved Petr—she’d never really stopped—and she recognized the hopelessness of her pleas. Nothing she said was going to matter, and the thought that Petr’s own mother was prepared to torture and murder him, with what seemed like no remorse, was nauseating. She had been here before, of course, with Deda and Anika, but she always knew there was regret in her grandfather, a self-loathing that consumed him until the moment her mother terminated him with a shard of glass in the very building she now lay.

“Petr is my son,” the woman said. “And that’s exactly why he’s here now. Surely, you can understand?” She paused a moment and then, with real curiosity, asked, “How is it that you were never so tempted, Gretel? That you never felt a compulsion to use the recipe for yourself? When I first heard the story of the great Gretel and Anika Morgan, that was the first question I asked. You had the key to everlasting life at your command, one of only a few in the world who did, and yet you never succumbed to it. Why? I would have thought your brother a perfect candidate for the brew, no? A useless boy he always sounded like to me.”

Gretel seethed at the suggestion of Hansel’s impotence but resisted engaging. What the woman had just proposed was a despicable notion on its face, obviously, but more than that, the woman knew nothing of Hansel and the man he had become. He wasn’t as brave as Gretel, perhaps, but he was brave enough, and he had risked his life to save her from the monster Gromus. 

So it was Gretel’s duty to save Petr now, if only to repay Hansel.  

Petr’s mother chuckled at her own musings. “But not you,” she continued. “You have a lot of use. So heroic. So smart. Look how quickly you deciphered my note! I’m sure you went to the cannery first, no?”

Gretel dropped her eyes, not wanting to acknowledge the woman for her insight.

“If you would have waited there a bit longer, I would have joined you there. A battle for the ages it would have been.”  

With this line, Petr’s mother gave a full-throated laugh and then sighed deeply, allowing the giggling to disperse naturally, leaving only a curious smile on her face.

“You could have made a most powerful potion with your brother’s blood, I would think. Imagine the efficacy of a sibling’s blood, one who shares both parents. Aside from twins, I can think of no more powerful concoction. And combined with your wisdom and temperament, you could have ruled the world with a mixture such as that running through your veins. At least for a while. Especially once you learned the lessons of Crippling.”

The Book of the Crippling.

The name gave her gooseflesh each time she read the label from the village list. Only three copies of Orphism were titled on the Village of the Elder’s parchment, which was one of the reasons that one had stood out to her. 

The other reason was the location, housed in some strange sounding church in a town she had never heard of.

“But you were too late, Gretel. The combination of the Crippling and immortality is now fated to be mine. A son is not a sibling, of course, but it should work well enough. Your grandfather certainly thought so.”

Gretel swallowed. “What does that mean? What is ‘Crippling?’”

The woman gave Gretel a puzzling look. “‘What is it?’” She chuckled. “Have you forgotten so quickly the feeling?”

Gretel hadn’t forgotten the anguish, and instinctively, she closed her eyes again and searched the mind of the woman. And there it was. For the first time since she’d met her, she could sense her presence. There wasn’t much—the veil of white was still thick—but she could see her now, experience her in the way she could most people in the world.

It was as Gretel expected. The Crippling—the mental lash that had brought Gretel to her knees—required energy. A fair bit, perhaps. And that effort created a momentary vulnerability. Gretel doubted the weakness lasted long—it had only been a few minutes since she’d been floored by the woman and already her mind was nearly back to blank—but a few minutes was all Gretel needed. If she could survive the next attack, Gretel would seize that time to kill her.

“Are you going to kill me too?” Gretel asked.

The woman looked at Gretel with a straight face and nodded. “The only question is if you want to be tortured first.”

Gretel closed her eyes. “And how do I avoid that?”

The woman gave an ironic smile. “As I said, very smart.” She opened the book in her hand to a page at the back and put her finger to a line of text. “I’ve studied this book for a long time. I have sacrificed joy and family and whole stages of life just to be able to read it, to master something that no one else in the world had to that point. But I am not you Gretel, I don’t have the talent in my blood that you do, and there are phrases inside that I have never been able to decipher.”

The woman was speaking quickly now, losing herself in the possibility that lay before her in Gretel. 

“I have underlined them for you. If you read them for me, tell me what they say, I will kill you quickly. And Petr as well, just as soon as I am done with him.”

Gretel continued staring at the woman, trying to measure the sincerity of what she had just proposed. 

Petr’s mother stared back in earnest, the offer on the table.

Gretel took the book from Petr’s mother and held it like a grenade, looking her squarely in the eyes. “What is your name?” Gretel asked.

The woman frowned, and Gretel thought she sensed true sadness in the expression. “I was Margaret once. I have been Eudoxia for as long as I can remember.”

Gretel nodded and stared down at the pages of the book, reading the underlined script in silence. It was superfluous language; archaic scripture from her ancestors that had no practical use. 

Gretel looked up at the woman and shook her head. “I can’t read this for you,” she said. “It is the most sacred of secrets my people have.”

The woman whimpered at Gretel’s words, the flash of a smile appearing on her face, her eyes pleading. She began to nod slowly. “You will tell me. You will tell me, or you will suffer.”

Gretel squinted at Eudoxia, gritting her teeth, awaiting the punishment that was sure to follow. “Never,” she said finally. “I would rather die slowly.”
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THE CAR JOLTED TO A stop and Anika opened her eyes, blinking several times to orient herself. Her head and hair were a sea of perspiration, and the heat of fever was burning her face. But she was breathing. Alive.

“Miss, is this the place?” Vedat’s voice came from somewhere above Anika, shaky and worried. “Have we reached your home?”

Anika now felt a firmness on her chest, a pressure just above her left breast. She opened her eyes and saw Vedat sitting next to her, his fingers sprawled across her torso at the spot where Nalame had impaled the knife. She could remember being lifted from the ground and carried to the car, but nothing about the ride itself, and Anika considered that perhaps she had died once more and was just now being restored. 

How long could that continue? she pondered. How long could the potion exist inside her before it wore off completely, forever, to the point that it was incapable of providing any future miracle cures? Anika had listened to the ramblings of Marlene during her time as prisoner, and she had concluded that the witch had gone for quite some time without replenishing. Years, at least. Perhaps even decades. But it didn’t last forever. That was obvious. If it did, Anika would never have been taken hostage to begin with. 

And there was something else, something innate that told Anika with every death and resurrection she experienced, her deterioration toward her final passing was accelerated.

She sat up in her seat now, her eyes balls of wonder as she stared at her home for the first time in many years. Time was critical, but Anika allowed the memories of the place to drift back to her gradually, focusing on one section of her property at a time, trying not to glance past those things that were once memorable and important in her life. 

Little had changed, she noted, other than the height of the trees and bushes that bordered the property, and the complete overgrowth of what was once an abundant cropland. She swallowed and felt the residue of melancholy swell within her.

“Miss, are we here?” Vedat repeated. “Is this your home?”

Anika nodded. “Yes.”

“Stay here,” Noah said from the front seat. “I’m going to check inside for her.” He opened the door without hesitation and stepped to the gravel below.

“Wait, Noah.” 

Anika took in a breath and exhaled slowly and then repeated the act again. With the action, she anticipated the pain from her wounds to arrive, but there was only mild soreness in her chest and belly. She was healing already. She could feel it. If she was honest, it was her ear that hurt most of all. Nalame would have been right to cut off her head like a fish. The old-fashioned way of death didn’t apply to Anika any longer. She needed to be mutilated.

Noah stood outside the car door, waiting for Anika to speak.

Anika leaned forward between the two front seats and locked eyes with the guide. “You don’t understand, Noah. You can’t defeat her. Not with muscle. Not with weaponry.”

Noah shook his head, confused. “Her protection is dead. Vedat killed Nalame. The Kravna is vulnerable now.”

Anika shook her head. “I’m not speaking of the Kravna. I’m talking about the woman from Rania. It’s Petr’s mother. She is...she is powerful. She’s learned a talent that can’t be fought with your hands.”

“What? What does that mean?”

Anika shook her head; she didn’t have time to explain. “Just believe it’s true because it is. And this power, it’s the reason the Kravna wants the book. She’s learned much of it already, but the book has the final secrets. The final phrases she hasn’t learned.”

Noah glanced to the dashboard and the gory mess that remained there. “Did she do that?” 

Anika nodded. “She didn’t touch him. I think she’s getting stronger. Her nearness to the book, perhaps.” 

Anika didn’t know enough about the young queen’s progression to explain it further, but she knew almost certainly that the proximity to The Book of the Crippling was correct. Still though, the girl was a novice, unstable, and though that posed its own set of challenges, it was the woman from Rania who was the bigger threat now. And even Anika wasn’t sure what she would do to defeat her. 

Noah glanced back to Vedat and then to Anika again. “Well, I assumed she wasn’t a seamstress,” he said, not smiling. “I know your story, Anika. I know the strength of Orphism.” Noah swallowed but didn’t drop his eyes, and Anika could see the worry there, the uncertainty. “Maybe not this specifically,” he continued, “but...I’ll be fine.” 

Noah closed the door and Anika watched as the large guide strode toward her cabin. The second he reached the stairs and began to climb them, Anika broke from Vedat’s hands and shuffled across the back seat. She opened the door and stepped out. 

“No miss,” Vedat said, but Anika was already walking toward the house, her mind on battle, preparing to fight alongside Noah. She would die with him if that’s how it went, though she would do everything to avoid that result.

But as Anika strode toward the porch, her focus was shaken by the smell of smoke, and she shifted her attention toward the path that led down to the lake. She veered in the direction of the first railroad tie that formed the top of the path, and when she reached it, she stared down at the water, the reflection of the sun winking at her from the surface, beckoning. 

Anika was suddenly engulfed by the memory of the day she had crawled from the same bank, reborn. She had stripped naked on the shore that morning, vomiting the brown water from her lungs as if retching away the insides of her former life. This lake—her lake—seemed almost enchanted now; it was the body of water where Anika had both died and been born, the place where she had reunited with her daughter after months of brutalization. This lake had magic in it now, there was no doubt in Anika’s mind, and she felt a new draw to it that was stronger than anything she had felt in the past.  

She checked the porch and Noah, hoping to warn him again before he entered the cabin, but the guide was already inside. Anika wanted to join him but couldn’t take her aim from the lake. The smell again, and Anika followed the odor down to the water until she was standing on the low bank, staring across to the Klahr orchard.

The house had been all but destroyed by fire; the windows were empty shadows, the outer walls the badly burnt color of old newsprint, vacant of life or design. And the back rows of trees were nothing but black stalks, ruined vegetation that once produced fruit and jobs and money but would never grow again.

And there was something more.

Anika could feel her daughter’s presence. At the orchard and on the shore where she now stood. Through the smoke and familiarity of her home, she could sense Gretel, smell her like a freshly cut flower. 

“There’s no one in there.”

Anika was startled by Noah’s voice, but she didn’t turn. She kept her sights across the lake, and then turned her head left and stared toward Rifle Field.

“But someone’s been there recently,” he continued. “Today even. I tracked them from the house down to here. Beyond that, I don’t know.”

Anika realized the voice she had heard while her throat was under Nalame’s blade wasn’t a random thought at all. It was a message. 

“I do.”

She turned and pushed past Noah and then sprinted up the hill, and immediately heard the guide follow behind her.

When they reached the car, Anika glanced to the back seat at Vedat who was now sleeping, his head bowed slightly forward, his body and face leaning against the door. Not ideal, Anika thought, but she quickly assessed when it was she had last seen the man asleep. Was it when she had knocked him out with the blackthorn? That had been over a week ago, so he had obviously slept since then, but it was the last time Anika could remember. She could only imagine his exhaustion. You only have a few more minutes, she thought, so soak them up good.

“I’ll drive,” Anika said and walked around to the opposite side of the car. 

Without protest, Noah took the shotgun seat and Anika sped up the driveway. Within minutes, they were coasting down the long dirt road that led to the warehouse of the Weimheinner Cannery.

“How do you know she’s here?” Noah asked.

“I don’t,” Anika answered. 

Technically, that was the truth. She couldn’t be certain the Kravna or Petr’s mother were anywhere near Rifle Field. She had felt the summoning in that direction though, standing on the lake bank, and though she couldn’t know if the signal was accurate, now was not the time to doubt her intuition.

Noah nodded in understanding and then threw a glance over his shoulder to the back seat. “Should we wake him?”

Anika nodded without pause. “We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“Vedat,” Noah called.

No answer.

“Vedat!” 

No reply again, and Anika knew instantly something was wrong. She leaned over the seat and grabbed the top of Vedat’s long, shaggy hair and lifted her new friend’s head, positioning his face so that it was staring forward. 

Except there was no stare coming from the large man’s eyes, only dried pools of red death. 

Anika turned away and closed her eyes mournfully.

“How is that possible?” Noah blurted, stunned. “Who did this? How?”

“I think you know who,” Anika answered solemnly. She felt the need to cry, but no tears were available. 

“She...she fled at some point, when we were fighting with Nalame. He was fine then. Obviously. He was the one who threw the boomerang. He helped me carry you to the car.”

Anika shook her head, confused. “And he was alive when I got out of the car at my house just a few minutes ago. He tried to stop me.” 

“She can do this? She can wield this power from afar?”

Anika didn’t think so—at least not as of a minute ago—but here was evidence to suggest otherwise. 

She turned her head toward the warehouse now, a cloud of dread settling in as the sky above began to turn to night. “I don’t know. I suppose she can.” Anika hesitated and then said, “You should leave, Noah. This isn’t a fight you can help with.”

“I’m not leaving without you.”

“You don’t understand. I can endure this ability in a way you can’t.”

“How do you know?”

Anika sighed. “Please Noah, you need to get away from here before...before she locks in on you. Just go home. I should never have let you come here to begin with.”

“It doesn’t seem it much matters where I go.” He nodded toward Vedat again. “It didn’t to him.”

Noah had a point, but to Anika, the killing still didn’t make sense. Even if Vedat had been the simplest oaf in the Old World—which he wasn’t—the Kravna still shouldn’t have been able to kill him from more than a few yards away. Anika had seen the concentration from the girl when she had tried to Cripple her. She had made a point to creep closer to Anika, using the focus of someone who was still unsure the magnitude of her skills or its full application. And if she could kill Vedat without being anywhere near him, why not Noah? 

Further, if she could kill so easily from anywhere, why did she need the Book of the Crippling at all? How much more power was she hoping to gain from it?

Anika hesitated, searching her mind for some clue she may have missed that could answer these questions, but nothing came to her immediately. 

She opened the car door and looked again at Noah, this time with a stare of cold murder. She opened her mouth to warn him again—to threaten him, if necessary—that she would dole out her own consequences if he didn’t obey her and leave.

But before the first word of notice left Anika’s mouth, she heard a scream.

Gretel. 
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GRETEL WAS QUITE LITERALLY blinded by the pain, but she forced herself to stand and stumble toward the far wall of the warehouse, the firewood poker still in her hand. Her brain felt like it had been set on fire and that lava was now flowing inside her skull, ready to pour from every orifice in her head.

“You will tell me!” Eudoxia screamed.

Gretel worked her way around to the far wall that formed the partition to the corridor, and there she fell to her knees as another whipping blow pierced her cranium. She gagged this time and squeezed her head between her hands, trying to press the pain away. Tears began to stream down her cheeks, and Gretel wiped them with her fingers, expecting to see blood. Her tips were clear with water, but the pain was unbearable. 

And then she screamed.

It was a shriek unlike anything Gretel had ever made, lasting at least ten seconds, only ceasing when her breath finally expired.

But when the echo of her wail finally dissolved in the air, Gretel felt a kind of cleansing, a reprieve from the agony, as if the sound itself had rinsed her mind of the mental invasion.

Instinctively, Gretel kept her respite hidden from her attacker and instead fell to her back, shaking her head from side to side as if in the throes of possession. But as she did, she focused on Eudoxia, and instantly a clear image of the woman shined in Gretel’s brain. The white veil that had kept her hidden before was now a thin sheen of gray. Without looking, she could visualize the woman kneeling by Petr, her eyes closed, wobbling slightly as she rubbed a palm across her forehead.

Eudoxia was weak now, fatigued by the Crippling, and with the distance Gretel had put between them—she was several yards farther away than just a moment earlier—Gretel had a chance to escape, to make it to the back corridor and perhaps through the rear door to the cannery. She would have to regroup and come back for Petr, but she was no help to him at all if her brains were blasted across the floor of the warehouse.

Gretel rose quickly and moved toward the interior door, grabbing the knob and attempting to turn it.

But it didn’t budge.

Gretel grunted at the cruelty of the locked door, and the sound of her groan seemed to break Eudoxia’s distraction, reinvigorating her. 

Gretel turned away from the door and looked back at the woman, the white sheet blossoming again in her mind, covering Gretel’s focus. 

And then the pain began to grow again. It started at the nape of her neck and climbed the back of her skull, pooling at the apex. 

“No,” Gretel whimpered, and then she felt a sudden shredding in her mind, as if a firework had exploded inside the crown of her head. 

Gretel fell face first to the floor, smacking her forehead on the rigid surface before rolling to her back, this time in true distress. She could see the blood streaming from her nose now, and she coughed out a scream as she fingered the flood of red across her cheeks like war paint.

Defeated, Gretel let her hands drop to her sides and listened dreamily to the approaching click of Eudoxia’s footsteps. 

“It’s not perfect,” Eudoxia said, her tone sullen, pensive. “As with all things in life: nothing is costless. The practice of Crippling will kill me one day. Perhaps one day soon.” She paused. “It is the other reason I need Petr. Not just to live an extended life, but to live this one I have now to a normal length.” She took a deep, cathartic breath. “You have one more chance, Gretel. One more opportunity to translate what I have asked or the anguish you just felt will be assigned to Petr. I’ve gotten all I need from him—at least all that I know of to take—so once I begin the Crippling, it won’t stop with a simple headache.”

Gretel heard the demand clearly, the pain in her head just beginning to dissipate again, more slowly this time, lingering like a legacy. She considered screaming again, another attempt to clear her mind as she had done earlier, but she lacked the energy now. She was on the verge of unconsciousness, perhaps even death.

Fwop!

The noise exploded next to Gretel’s ear, and she knew it was the sound of the book dropped beside her. She looked up and watched the dust from the floor float above her like stars, glimmering in the light of the corridor beside her.

“The lines have been underlined for you; in case you need to look again. But I imagine you’ve memorized every word of the common text already.”

Perhaps not every word, but Gretel knew the phrases in question, despite their irrelevance to anything Petr’s mother could use for power or longevity.

Gretel rubbed the remaining fog from her eyes and said, “You have to let him go.”

No reply from Eudoxia.

“Kill me if you must, but let Petr go. For that I’ll read it. For that I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

“The deal was no pain in death. Petr’s freedom was never an option.”

Gretel sat up now and leaned against the far wall, staring up at Eudoxia who was now standing only a few steps away. Wearily, she pulled the book toward her and placed it on her lap, the light shining in from the hall behind her making it legible. She placed her finger on the first underlined sentence.

For a moment, Gretel considered inventing some translation that, though benign, might mesmerize the woman, allowing Gretel some last-ditch chance at escape. But her brain was wounded, incapable of such dexterity. 

“Please,” she whimpered, begging one last time. “Just leave him alive. Give him a chance to be found.”

“Only death will find him here,” Eudoxia said, her eyes radiating as a wicked smile formed above her chin.

Gretel closed her eyes in an extended blink and then looked down to the text. “The thorns of death are darkest at the dusking of the night,” she read. “Sharpest are the ends that dwell in blackness.”

Eudoxia tipped her head slightly as she listened to the words, not breathing for fear of missing an utterance. She waited for the last word—blackness—to sink in and then looked to Gretel, her eyes fluttering in search of answers. “What does it mean?” she asked breathlessly.

Gretel stared into the woman’s eyes, her face as flat as a postage stamp. “I don’t know.”

Eudoxia’s face remained unchanged for several beats and then slowly twisted from wonder into a knot of rage and confusion. “These were your people who wrote this!” she screamed. And then, more composed, “What does it mean?”

Gretel closed her eyes and pondered the sentence again, just as she had done a dozen times over the years. She opened her eyes and said, “I suppose it means that life can end at any moment. That death usually arrives unexpectedly, even when all seems well and stable.” She shrugged. “These are phrases of wisdom. There is nothing enchanted or instructional about them. This is true of the other sentences as well.”

Eudoxia listened closely to Gretel, eyeing her suspiciously as she spoke, and when she finished, the woman frowned. “Well that is unfortunate, Gretel. For all of us. But for you in particular. And my—” 

Gretel heard a boom! and then the dim light of dusk filled the room; and a second later, another report sounded when the warehouse door slammed against the inside of the front wall. 

Despite the ruckus, however, Gretel saw nothing in the open doorway, other than the dull light of the Back Country and the door itself, returning from the bounce of the wall, stopping at a ninety-degree angle with the jamb. 

For a moment, Gretel thought some strong gust of wind had blown the door open, but as soon as that thought crossed into her mind, a figure appeared, robed and stout, its face masked by the darkness of the approaching night, something resembling a staff held high in its left hand. The figure paused only a moment in the doorway, and then strode toward Eudoxia like a pugilist into a bar fight.

But Eudoxia had already responded to the sound and had turned in the direction of the attacker, and based on her posture from behind, Gretel could see she was measuring the enemy with precision, locking in on the mind of the figure as she had with Gretel. 

And no doubt Mrs. Klahr before her.   

But before the mysterious intruder made it even halfway to his target of Eudoxia, he collapsed to his knees like a paint can, fumbling the large stick across the warehouse floor as he fell. The stick slid past Eudoxia and stopped a half-yard in front of Gretel’s splayed feet. 

Now squirming on his knees, the would-be rescuer reached for his head and screamed, and with the sound of the shriek, Gretel knew instantly the figure was a woman. 

Sharpest are the ends that dwell in blackness.

Gretel’s eyes drifted to the stick less than two feet in front of her, and with the words of Orphism flowing through her, she wasted no time in standing. She didn’t breathe as she rose for fear of garnering the mad woman’s attention. She couldn’t imagine feeling the torture of the Crippling again, and this was her last chance to avoid it. 

Eudoxia was focused on the woman on the floor, and Gretel knew she couldn’t focus on two minds at once, so, as if God himself were controlling her movements, Gretel reached down and grabbed the thick shaft of the staff and twirled it in her hands, positioning the tip so that it faced up toward the ceiling as if it were a shovel and she a gravedigger.

Gretel walked two paces and was now standing only a foot away from Petr’s mother, staring at her from behind. 

But the woman was unaware of Gretel’s presence, so entranced was she now, her head tilted back so that her face was to the ceiling, her back arched and eyes closed, listening to the squealing woman below her, relishing her pain. 

“The thorns of dusk are darkest at the dawning of the night,” Gretel said.

Eudoxia’s daze was broken instantly by the phrase, and she turned toward Gretel, her eyes wide with terror, perplexity.  

Gretel could feel her trying to re-direct the Crippling toward her, but she had used too much effort on the woman on the floor, and there was but the tickling of discomfort in Gretel’s head. 

“Sharpest are the ends that dwell in blackness,” Gretel continued. “And now you’ll dwell in blackness forever.”

Gretel thrust the blackthorn stick upward from her hip, as if trying to heave a shovelful of dirt over her shoulder, impaling the spiked tip of the weapon into Petr’s mother’s abdomen. Gretel felt the slightest push of resistance from Eudoxia’s spine just before it shattered under the force of Gretel’s assault. 

She crumbled to the ground in a mound of limbs and bloody torso, the expression of fear now locked onto her face like a tattoo. 

Gretel withdrew the stick from the woman’s belly but kept her eyes on the massacre, watching the futility of Eudoxia as she tried to keep her insides from leaking through the hole of death in her gut.

Petr’s mother blinked twice and then closed her eyes again, and Gretel knew immediately she was searching for the focus once more, one last attempt to engage the power of the Crippling.

But the reserves were depleted, and Gretel watched in silent awe as the last breath seeped from Eudoxia’s lips, whistling out like the wheeze of a ghost. She looked peaceful in death, Gretel thought, though she suspected the life after would be something quite different.

Gretel turned her attention now to the robed woman on her knees. Her head was hung low, the cape of her coat draped around her head like a monk. She was still in pain, that much was obvious, but she seemed to be recovering.  

“Noah,” the woman said, barely coughing out the moniker.

The single name sent a pulse through Gretel’s heart. “What did you say?”

The woman froze at the sound of Gretel’s voice—stopped breathing, it seemed—as if the pain and exhaustion of the Crippling had suddenly disappeared with the question. She slowly lowered the hood of her robe to the back of her neck, revealing a soiled mane of hair, and before she lifted her head to show her face, Gretel saw a tear drip to the floor below her. 

Anika’s eyes were cautious as she took in her daughter’s face, but there was nothing she could do to keep from weeping at the sight. 

Gretel put one hand to her belly and the other across her mouth at the vision of her mother, and then she matched the tears that fell from Anika Morgan’s eyes.

“Mother,” she said. 

“Gretel.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 39


[image: image]


ANIKA TRIED TO STAND but her legs wobbled and collapsed below her, sending her back to her knees. 

Gretel quickly rushed to her mother and placed her hands on her shoulders, keeping her on the floor. “Stay down.”

Anika obeyed, but as Gretel tried to move away, she grabbed her daughter’s arm with both hands. She could feel Gretel’s instinct to pull away, but Anika held tight, and her daughter relented. She locked eyes. “I wanted to come home,” she said, the pleading in her voice that of a child. “Every day.”

Gretel swallowed and nodded, and Anika could see the effort she was making to hold back tears.  

“Petr,” Gretel uttered, and then gently freed her arm from Anika’s grasp and moved quickly toward the far wall of the warehouse where Petr lay.

“Petr?” Anika repeated. She hadn’t seen anyone else in the warehouse when she entered, and she watched eagerly as Gretel made her way across the room. As she narrowed her stare, Anika began to take in the figure on the ground several yards away. There was only the outline of a body, but even in the growing darkness of the warehouse, she knew what was happening. She couldn’t see the source of his wounds, but she knew all too well what was happening.

Eudoxia was blending, using Petr for the potion, just as Anika had figured back in Rania.

“Is he alive?” Anika called, the sickness rising in her stomach in anticipation of her daughter’s answer was vile. She continued staring toward the silhouetted figure of her daughter, so many questions popping into her head as she studied her shape. Was she married? Did she have children? Where was Hansel? Did he have kids of his own?

But those questions would have to wait. Only ones dealing with life and death were relevant now.

Noah.

He had been next to her when they approached the door, but as Anika entered the warehouse, he suddenly went missing. 

Anika tried to stand again, this time slowly, gingerly, and as she did, she noted the pain in her head was now manageable by half, and she made it to her feet easily. She walked to the door of the warehouse and stared out into the darkness, seeing only the black landscape of the cannery road.

Anika looked back to Gretel. “Gretel? Is Petr okay?”

She could see the outline of her daughter’s head lifting. “No. But he’s alive. We’ll need help to get him out.” She paused. “Did you say ‘Noah’ earlier? Is Noah with you?”

Anika nodded. “He is. But...”

“What is it?”

Anika’s eyes attuned to the darkness outside so that the car she’d arrived in was now visible. Standing next to it was a hulking figure that—since Vedat was now dead—could only be Noah 

“Noah,” Anika called. “Where did you go? We need your help.”

Noah stood in place for a moment and then took a step forward. Then another. And with this second stride, Anika could see him stumble to his side, nearly toppling before regaining his footing. 

“Noah,” she whispered.

Noah stopped moving, as if hearing his name awakened him for a moment from whatever drunken state he’d entered, and then his body toppled forward like a cement-filled scarecrow.

“No!”

Like a deer, Anika hopped from the stoop of the warehouse and ran to Noah, and as she reached him, from the corner of her eye, she saw the trunk of the car rise slowly toward the sky. 

Anika gave a spastic inhale, nearly choking on the breath, her eyes flaring at the moving rear of the car. She couldn’t speak, her mouth agape.

And then a figure began to emerge. 

First one leg, then the other.

The Kravna. 

Once the girl was out of the trunk and standing on the ground, Anika figured it out quickly. The queen hadn’t fled during the fight with Nalame as Anika and Noah believed, but, instead, had taken cover in the trunk, hiding there the entire time. It was how she killed Vedat, being only a foot or two away through the back seat. 

And it was the reason Noah suddenly disappeared. It was how the Kravna was killing him now.

“Leave him alone, Sahnia. He helped you get here. You owe him his life.”

“Will he allow me mine? Given the opportunity to kill me?”

Anika supposed not. “I will guarantee your life if you release him. Please.”

The Kravna ignored her. “Where is Eudoxia? And the book?”

Anika weighed the cost of revealing too much, of giving this information to the Kravna for free; but she figured they were near the end either way, so there was nothing to lose in being honest about Eudoxia. Besides, she had another secret in Gretel inside.

“She’s dead. I don’t know about the book.”

The Kravna took a step forward, into the light of the now risen moon, and Anika could see the look of bemusement on her face. “Dead? Very impressive. Perhaps this woman of Rania wasn’t who I believed.”

She was every bit as powerful as Anika had expected. And more. Had it not been for Gretel, Anika would be a headless corpse on the warehouse floor.

“Noah!” Anika shook her friend at the shoulder. She could hear the wheezing in his lungs—he was alive—but his eyes had rolled back into his head as if rapt by seizure. She stood now, facing off with the young queen. “Let him go!”

The Kravna shrugged. “I’ve no hold on him now. I released him when he fell to the ground. Wherever his mind has gone now is not of my doing.” She studied Anika, searching her face. “You look distressed. Wounded. She was able to control you, wasn’t she?”

Anika looked away.

“That is something I could not do. There is more in the book. Just as I expected.

“Why would I let you get to it?” Anika asked. “I’ll never let you have the book.”

There were several seconds of silence as the Kravna closed her eyes, and then Noah began to tremble. It was slight at first, and then a scream erupted from his mouth as saliva drooled out.

“No!” 

“That is the trade!” the Kravna shouted. “Step aside and allow me into the warehouse, or I damage his brain beyond repair.” 

“Why would I? Once you get the book, how do I know you won’t kill him then? Or me?”

The Kravna nodded as if the question was a fair one. “As queen of the Village of the Elders, you have my holiest assertion. No harm will come to you or Noah. Not by me. And for that assertion, you must allow me my pass.”

Anika stood stationary for several beats, and then she took a step to the side. The Kravna immediately walked past her toward the door of the warehouse. 

Anika turned and watched her stride, debating whether to alert her of Gretel’s presence inside. 

But the conflict resolved itself when Gretel stepped into the doorway, The Book of the Crippling in her hands.

“Gretel Morgan,” the Kravna said. “Yes?”

“Who are you?”

“Our paths crossed not so long ago.”

“The village.”

The Kravna nodded once in assertion and then again toward the book. “You have something of mine.”
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WITHOUT PAUSE, GRETEL handed the book to the girl. She sensed the danger in the action, but she intuitively knew she had no choice.

The Kravna took the tome and rubbed a hand across the cover, and within seconds, opened it and flipped through to the back. She stood reading for several moments, and during that time, Gretel moved away slowly, back toward her mother and Noah. 

“Noah!” Gretel squeaked, the smile on her face not matching the pain in her eyes. She looked to Anika, questioning.

“He’s alive.” She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“How are we going to get them both out of here? They need help soon or they’ll both die.”

Gretel looked to the Kravna again, who continued to stand in place by the warehouse door, staring down at the text, unmoving, rapt by The Book of the Crippling.

“We need help,” Gretel called. “Help us, please.”

The Kravna didn’t move for several beats, and then, as if the sound of Gretel’s voice finally reached her, she turned, slowly, her expression that of someone who has just seen the face of God. She closed the book and held it against her belly with both hands and then began to walk toward Noah and the Morgan women.

“Thank you,” Gretel said as she approached. 

But the Kravna didn’t stop, and instead walked past the group to the beginning of the long straight road that led away from the warehouse. 

“Where are you going?” Gretel asked.

“Forget it,” Anika said. “Noah and Petr are alive. We’ll figure it out.”

“But we need a third person. I don’t think we can lift—”

Gretel gulped in a breath and shot her hand to her head.

“Gretel, what is it?”

Gretel blinked a few times, shaking away the pain. “Remnants from—” She grimaced and took a gulp of air. “I’m fine.” 

But as the words finished passing her lips, the ache of the Crippling returned like an electric current, splaying Gretel forward next to Noah. She writhed, feeling as if death were only moments away.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 41


[image: image]


ANIKA LIFTED HER HEAD and stared out to the road. And there, perhaps a quarter way down the dirt lane that led from the warehouse to the Interways, the Kravna stood, her posture that of a statue, her arms above her as if reaching for the sky.

“You gave your promise!” Anika yelled.

Anika lifted her daughter’s head into her lap, crying now, watching the first rivulets of blood stream from her nose. “No! Oh god, no!”

Anika placed Gretel’s head to the ground and ran toward the Kravna. “Don’t you dare! You gave your holy promise!”

The Kravna didn’t move. Instead, she watched in cold silence as Anika approached her. “I made no such promise about Gretel,” she replied. “Her life was not part of our bargain.”

Anika continued toward her, and at a point fewer than ten yards away, she collapsed to the ground, screaming in torture. She felt as if she’d been shot through the eyes with white-hot arrows.

She knew her own torture was giving Gretel a temporary reprieve, but Anika would have cut off her arm to stop the pain raging inside her head.

She rolled to the ground and felt the hurt quickly subside, which Anika knew meant the Kravna was again focused on Gretel, this time trying to kill her. And Gretel was weak now—so weak—there was little she could do to withstand the assault.

Wearily, Anika rose to her feet again and took a step forward, but the Kravna’s mind shifted again, as nimbly as a mountain goat on a rocky crag, and she leveled Anika back to the ground, this time to her knees.

Anika felt the second lash with less intensity than the first, but the pain was still debilitating. She pressed her fingertips against her temples, squinting her eyes closed. She opened them once to clear the agony, and as she did, she saw in the distance, turning down the road toward the warehouse, the dark outline of an oncoming truck.

Adrenaline surged in Anika now, keeping the pain of the Crippling at bay for the moment, and Anika focused on the miracle of the vision speeding forward, the tires of the truck gliding along the dirt path almost soundlessly, with only the displacement of the dust giving an indication of its speed.

The Kravna continued her trancelike reverence toward the sky until finally, when the truck was barely twenty yards away, perhaps less, Anika could see the change in her, the shift of her body, the breaking of her confidence, as she dropped her hands and turned toward the approaching metal.

Anika guessed that Mr. Klahr’s ancient pick-up truck struck the young queen of the Village of the Elders at a speed somewhere north of fifty miles per hour. The pop of her torso was grotesque, as was the flop of her head, first forward against the hood of the truck and then backward on the ground below. The truck didn’t slow as it passed over her with a series of bumps and a grating sound of ripping skin. Finally, it came to a stop next to the car where Gretel and Noah both lay, damaged.  

On impact, the pages of Orphism scattered into the air like confetti, and Anika waited for them to settle before she walked to Sahnia. The girl was as dead as the pharaohs of old, her tiny body mutilated by the force of the four-thousand-pound missile. Her head was cracked open in two places, and Anika could now see the benign pieces of her wicked brain, no longer capable of inflicting pain.

Anika turned now toward the truck and the man stepping from it. There was a moment of confusion, unfamiliarity, and then the knowledge of her son arrived as if it were the day of his birth. 

And Anika fell back to her knees and wept.
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GRETEL OPENED HER EYES and stared at the room in front of her, and her first thought was of Mrs. Klahr. The room was similar to the one from which she had jumped only a day or two ago, when she had become a true Orphist for the first time.  

But Mrs. Klahr was dead, and Gretel was alive, so she recalibrated her thoughts to the present. 

She looked to her right and saw Hansel sitting in a chair, upright and anxious.

Gretel smiled, the thoughts of the warehouse and Eudoxia suddenly flooding back to her. “You saved me again,” she croaked.

Hansel scoffed and took a giant breath. “No, big sister, you saved me.”

Gretel stared at her brother, not quite understanding. 

“If I would have gone with you to the warehouse, I would have been dead within minutes. You knew that was true. Like always.”

Gretel turned away and closed her eyes, in no mood to banter. Her head still hurt—badly—and she registered a distant concern that headaches would be a permanent malady. “Where is mother?”

Hansel stood and walked to the other side of the bed and pulled the curtain back, revealing Anika Morgan lying asleep in the adjoining cot.

“She was awake all night watching you. She just fell asleep about twenty minutes ago. I suspect she’ll be up in—”

“Gretel?”

Anika flipped to her side and stared at Gretel, then at both of her children, a sad smile emerging on her face. “This is a dream, right?”

“It has to be,” Gretel answered, squinting her eyelids and grimacing.

Anika reached her hand out toward her daughter. “What can I do?”

Gretel shook the question off. “I’m fine.”

“You can never leave us again,” Hansel said. “That’s what you can do.”

Anika smiled weakly. “Never.”

“Where’s Petr?” Gretel asked.

Hansel dropped his eyes and swallowed.

“No!” Gretel whined, her breath arresting in her chest.

“He’s alive,” Anika said quickly, “but...but he’s not well. He lost a lot of blood and...” She paused, frowning.

“What is it?”

“He consumed a lot of it.”

Gretel understood instantly. Marlene’s pies had caused a terminal sickness in Anika, a sickness for which the remedy was incurable madness. Likewise, Petr had eaten his mother’s concoctions, and that meant his recovery was uncertain, even if he survived his wounds.

But Eudoxia’s recipe hadn’t been complete, she had admitted as much, and Petr hadn’t been gavaged with food in the way Anika had over a period of months. There was a chance, Gretel knew—perhaps a good chance—that he would be fine. 

But Gretel couldn’t let her mind flow that far out right now. There were more pressing concerns.

She dropped her head back to the pillow and stared at the ceiling, the feeling that she, too, wasn’t well still gurgling in her belly like simmering soup. She closed her eyes again and then instantly flashed them open. “And Noah?”

Gretel knew the answer before it came, but she waited anyway, hopeful that, like her body, her intuition was weakened as well. 

“Noah is dead, Gretel,” Anika answered, the crack in her voice like a saw through glass.

Gretel said nothing. Felt nothing. The numbness of tragedy enveloping her as completely as the air around her.

“And death was better than what awaited his survival.” Anika nodded to herself, trying to convince herself of the statement’s truth.

“It is a sickness,” Gretel mumbled. “A disease borne from Hell.”

Hansel put his hands to his face in a sign of both recognition and exhaustion.

“How did you know?” Gretel propped herself on her elbows, directing her words toward her brother. “How did you know to come back?”

Hansel shrugged. “I had a feeling.”

Gretel nodded and lay back. “Of course, you did,” she said. “You’re a Morgan.”

Hansel grinned weakly, but Gretel could see the grin turn to confusion when a moment later she flipped the covering from across her torso and swung her feet to the floor. 

“What are you doing? You’re not well yet, Gretel.”

Gretel looked at her mother, who she knew understood her intent immediately. “How are you feeling?” Gretel asked. “Truly?”

Anika shrugged, an ironic smile on her mouth. She rubbed the front of her chest and belly, both of which seemed healthy, perfect. “I’m okay.”

“What are you doing, Gretel,” Hansel repeated, enunciating.

Gretel froze and locked in on her brother, narrowing her stare to something close to a scowl. “I’m going to find the books, brother. Just like I said I would. And this time I’m not going to stop until I find them. All of them. No more delays. No more rest.”

“There have to be twenty on the list, Gretel. Across the world. You can’t just—”

“There are seventeen. But we turned in Deda’s book and Marlene’s already, and we have The Book of the Crippling now. At least the remnants of it. That leaves fourteen.”

“And another,” Anika said. She reached over and pulled her robe from a chair, and then slid her hand under the heavy cape. When she pulled it back, she held a copy of Orphism, wrinkled and heavy. “It was Tanja’s,” she said. “It got a bit wet, I’m afraid.”

“Who is Tanja?” Hansel asked.

Anika closed her eyes and took a long breath. “Not today.” She opened her eyes and nodded. “But soon.”

“Thirteen copies then,” Gretel said, and then added, “that number seems appropriate.”

“When do we leave?” a voice boomed from the hall.

At the door was Petr, naked but for his underwear, the stitches across his belly and neck making him appear as if he were put together like a quilt. His eyes were focused, challenging even.

“Petr,” Gretel whispered. “You’re...you’re feeling better?”

Petr cocked his head to the side as if confused by the question. “I feel fine.” He looked at Anika now and a spark lit in his eyes. He smiled. “Hi, Mrs. Morgan.”

Anika smiled back. “Hello, Petr.”

Petr looked back to Gretel. “When do we leave,” he repeated.

“Not today,” Gretel replied. She thought a moment, calculating. “And probably not tomorrow either.” 

She walked to the far wall of the hospital room where her clothes had been hung on a thin metal rack. She placed two fingers into the pocket of her pants and fished out a piece of paper that had been folded over several times. 

The list.

She unfolded it carefully and stared at it; though, in truth, she’d memorized the names and locations of each copy by now and had already decided the order of collection. The book in the Eastern Lands could be crossed off. Tanja’s book. 

That will save time, she thought.

“But the day after tomorrow, I’m packing my bags.”

Gretel didn’t ask for volunteers, but as she scanned the room, studying each member of her family, she could see in their eyes that everyone was coming with her, including Hansel. 

The quest to save the world from Orphism was now Gretel’s to lead. 

And she smiled at the notion.

––––––––
[image: image]


DEAR READER,

Thank you for reading! You made it to book five of the Gretel series. I hope this means you are enjoying the series. The series will continue with book six which will be released in 2020.

In the meantime, if you haven’t already, I hope you will read my other two series, They Came with the Snow and The Sighting.

To stay in touch with me, join my newsletter. 

Thank you, again.

OTHER BOOKS BY CHRISTOPHER COLEMAN

Gretel (Gretel Book One)

Marlene’s Revenge (Gretel Book Two)

Hansel (Gretel Book Three)

Anika Rising (Gretel Book Four)

They Came with the Snow (They Came with the Snow Book One)

The Melting (They Came with the Snow Book Two)

The Sighting (The Sighting Book One)

The Origin (The Origin Book Two)
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